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Vera shined the flashlight down. Frieder was lying on the stairs. 

 Me: “Is he crying?” 

 Vera: “He’s laughing.” 

 Frieder was on his back. Beneath his knit ski hat his eyes were squinted 

shut. He giggled: “I did it! I did it!” 

 I went downstairs, stepping over him. Snow crumbled from the soles of his 

boots. At the bottom of the stairs lay the ax. 

 

 

The front door creaked. Snowflakes floated down onto my bare arms. The 

electricity was out in the entire town. You could see candles burning inside the 

houses. I recognized Frieder’s fresh boot prints in the snow and followed them. 

 The heels pointed the way. 

 The trail led from the door of the house to the street, across to the Seidel’s 

place, and along the houses. Then they went up onto the low wall enclosing an old 

dung heap, around the snow-packed mound inside, and back down again. A car 

drove past, very slowly, the snow crunching beneath its tires. Even the light from its 

headlamps seemed to illuminate things more slowly than usual through the 

drifting snow. 

 In the town square, Frieder’s trail disappeared in newly fallen snow. In the 

middle of the square, lights blinked orange and blue. 

 

 

It stopped snowing. And at the same moment the electricity came back on. Lights 

came on in the windows of the houses, the streetlights flickered on and so did the 

lights in the parking lot of the discount grocery store. The illuminated sign on the 

bank sprung to life. There were two vehicles parked in the town square, a 

municipal maintenance truck and a VW beetle police car. Next to them lay the 

Christmas tree. 
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 It had been looming above the houses, lighting up the town square with a 

thousand lights. Now it was lying between the parked vehicles. The bulbs were 

dark. 

 Bogatzki fidgeted with his cap. He was the village sheriff.  

 He put the cap on. 

He took it off again. 

The man from the maintenance department bent over the tree trunk. He 

lifted the cut lighting cable and held it up to Bogatzki’s face. 

 

 

I traced the trail back. Two sets of boot prints next to each other, Frieder’s and 

mine. One coming and the other going. 

 The street and the roofs glowed from the snow. I jumped onto the low wall 

and circled the bright mound. 

 Frieder had chopped down the big Christmas tree in the town square on 

Christmas Eve. I circled the mound again. This wasn’t the beginning of the story, 

and it wasn’t the end. 

 I circled the mound again. 

 But it was what everyone should know about Frieder. 

 

 

The Seidels were coming home from midnight mass. It was best that they didn’t see 

me. I was wearing a t-shirt. I hid behind the mound of snow. 

 

 

 

 

Frieder and I had been in the same school class for years. Without anything major 

ever having happened. 

 

 

And in fact, when the incident took place, I wasn’t even there. And didn’t hear 

anything about it, either. I’d had enough of my mother’s fucked-up “friend” again 

and had taken off for a few days. 

 This Fucked-up Friend of My Mother’s. When I talk about him with my 

buddies I call him F2M2. 

 At first Frieder called him F2YM. But that was clunky and not particularly 

funny. Then he called him F2Y2, which made no sense at all. Your Yother? 

 Now he called him F2M2, just like I did. That was a bit odd, too, it wasn’t his 

mother after all, but somehow it was okay. I had two little sisters, but when Frieder 

called my mother’s boyfriend F2M2 it was a little bit like I had a brother. 

 Anyway. 

 F2M2 had moved in with us a few years earlier, and ever since he’d been 

renovating the house. He was a head shorter than me. The ceilings were too tall for 

him, so he was installing a wooden drop ceiling everywhere. One room after the 

next. I had to help him. Which was crazy, since he constantly pointed out that I was 
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too soft and inept at everything anyway. “Hand me the carpenter’s hammer! Do you 

even know what that is?” 

 It was because of F2M2 that I’d bought my own TV with money from my job 

at the chicken farm. It was a little portable model with a telescoping antenna. When 

I was at home I sat in my room and watched TV. Series, old movies, anything. Even 

the cheesy black and white family programs they showed on Sunday afternoons. 

Except of course for when I had to help F2M2.  

 F2M2 was a painter by profession. Not a painter who could actually paint 

things, like landscapes or whatever. A painter who painted on things. Like walls. He 

had learned how to apply a more or less even coat of paint, and now he worked as 

an assistant painter. And hanging wallpaper, he’d learned how to do that, too. 

 While we were putting up wallpaper one day, he realized he’d miscalculated 

and didn’t have enough of it. He drove off to go get more wallpaper. I’d cancelled a 

date with Vera, and now I was standing around like an idiot, no Vera and no 

wallpaper, and had to wait for F2M2 to come back. 

 I scraped off the rest of the old wallpaper, then went to the basement and 

got a tin of brown foundation paint. On the blank plaster of the living room wall I 

painted: ASSHOLE DUMB AS A BOX OF ROCKS. 

 Then I began to hang wallpaper. I didn’t want F2M2 to think it was about 

him when he got home. That would end in another huge shouting match. F2M2 was 

pretty sensitive about criticism.  

 I cut a few pieces of wallpaper and covered them with paste. I pushed the 

colorful rectangles up and down until the patterns were lined up, and rolled the 

seams until they were smooth.  

 When F2M2 got back the words had disappeared behind the wallpaper. One 

wall was nearly finished.  

 F2M2: “Not bad.” 

 I worried that the strips of wallpaper might peel away from the wall and get 

pulled down by the weight of the paste, one piece after the next. In my head I saw 

the words on the wall. After three strips had fallen: ASSHO…BOX OF. After six 

pieces: ASSHOLE DUM…BOX OF ROC. 

 The wallpaper didn’t budge. 

 I said: “It would be great if we managed to finish up at a decent hour.” 

 I cut the excess wallpaper at the bottom of the wall with a box cutter. 

 F2M2: “I got slats and panels. Tomorrow we can hang the ceiling in the 

foyer.” 

 That was my cue. I packed my things and rode my bike to Vera’s, across the 

fields. The next day we hitchhiked to Berlin. 

 

 

We took off for a couple of days every now and then. To see Vera’s brother in 

Munich or to go to Amsterdam or Lake Constance. We forged notes to explain our 

absences from school. Vera could mimic my mother’s signature pretty well, and I 

could sign like her mother. I wanted to move to Berlin as soon as possible after 

graduation. I’d never been to Berlin. I just knew that you didn’t have to serve in the 

army if you lived there. And that the wall ran through the middle of it. 

 

 

We crashed at a friend of Vera’s brother. The apartment had one large room which 

was filled with lumber, particle board, and the kind of barricades used to close off 
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streets. The friend of Vera’s brother wanted to build something out of it all, but it 

wasn’t clear to me what. A loft or some sort of pedestrian walkway across the room 

or something. One big room and a small kitchen. Vera slept in the room, I slept in 

the kitchen. Vera said there was no other way because of the space, and I wanted to 

believe her. The U-bahn in Berlin ran every couple of minutes. You didn’t have to 

check the schedule before you went out. You could just go to the station and hop 

on. 

 I said to Vera: “Ditch the fare on the U-bahn?” 

 Vera said: “Hitchhike.” 

 Me: “In the city? How does that work?” 

 We put out our thumbs but nobody stopped. 

 I said: “Ten minutes. Three subways have gone past by now!” 

 Then a bus stopped. A city bus, a yellow double-decker. 

 There was a hiss. The door opened. 

 Vera said: “We don’t have any money.” 

 The bus driver waved us aboard. There was another hiss and the door 

closed. 

 The driver looked in the rearview mirror, put on his blinker, and pulled back 

into traffic. 

 I said: “We have no money.” 

 The driver growled: “I can’t make change for no money. Go upstairs, there’s 

still plenty of space up there.” 

 

 

We checked out the university district, then went to eat at a huge university 

cafeteria. In front of the cafeteria was bulletin board, probably thirty meters across 

and two meters high. Vera yanked a notice off the board. A room for sublet.  

 Vera: “Want to practice looking for an apartment?” 

 

 

The room was a dark blue hellhole in a brick villa. Through the window you could 

see a spotty lawn out behind the building, the grass was scorched. The landlord 

was an old lady.  

 “This was the room of Jürgen, our oldest.” 

 She stared at Vera as if she had never seen green hair before. 

 “The room is for one person only,” she said as we were walking out. 

 “Of course,” said Vera, “no problem. I’ve already been accepted to study in 

Moscow. Philosophy, Marxism-Leninism and all that.” 

 The old lady stared like a stuffed falcon with glass eyes that were too big for 

it. 

 Vera said: “We want to meet in the middle. Do you happen to know how long 

it takes to take the train from Berlin to Warsaw?” 

 The old lady’s mouth opened and closed: “The East German trains? From 

East Berlin?” 

 

 

Hitchhiking home took a lot longer than we had expected. 

 Twenty or thirty people were standing at the border crossing, all trying to 

go south. They held pieces of cardboard in front of their chests with things like 

“Munich” or “Freiburg” written on them, or even just “S” for Stuttgart. One couple, 
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who giggled the whole time, had cheekily written “Rome” on their sign. After half 

an hour a tractor-trailer with Italian writing on the side stopped and the pair 

hopped in, still giggling. 

 By midnight we had made it only halfway home. The rest stop was bathed in 

a yellowish light. We didn’t see a soul. The interval between cars on the highway 

kept increasing, and sometimes we couldn’t even hear a single engine for several 

seconds. 

 The tractor-trailers were closely packed in the parking lot. 

 We rolled out our sleeping bags next to a hedgerow and laid down to sleep. 

 I said: “If I move to Berlin, will you come visit me?” 

 Vera said: “What do you think?” 

 Me: “Do you want to have kids?” 

 Vera: “You’re crazy.” 

 Even the sky was yellow from the lights of the rest stop. I couldn’t tell if it 

was cloudy or not. 

 

 

Vera stroked my cheek. The sun was shining through the hedges. “They are 

beginning to wake up. I’ll go ask.” 

 She sauntered over to the tractor-trailers. Her body swung back and forth a 

little as she walked, her narrow shoulders, her waist, her butt. The motion was 

incredibly beautiful. As far as I was concerned she could have just kept on walking 

rather than stopping by the trucks. 

 Anyway. 

 So she chatted up any driver who climbed out of his cab. The men looked 

her in the face when she asked, and then while they considered it their gazes 

wandered slowly down her body and then just as slowly back up. 

 One nodded briefly and pointed at the rest stop. 

 Vera came back. She was cursing. “What’s in it for me? Sorry, but I don’t have 

room for your boyfriend! How about bareback? What a bunch of assholes. The one 

guy seemed okay, kind of. At least he only stared.” 

 

 

The truck was full of salt. The driver seemed insulted. He said: “What will I drive 

around the world tomorrow? Sand?” 

 Vera flirted as best she could. She said: “Salt is what gives life flavor,” and 

other stuff like that. 

 It worked well. He drove way out of his way, twenty kilometers off the 

autobahn, and dropped us right in front of school. At quarter to nine we climbed 

out of the cab.  

 Axel was standing in the school parking lot a few steps away from his brand 

new car. He’d gotten it from his parents when he passed his drivers license. The 

Neuners were standing in the smoker’s corner. Axel held out the remote for his 

power door locks. Nobody had a car with remote door locks. Not even one of the 

teachers. Axel stretched his hand out toward the car and did his magic: click, open. 

Click, locked. 

 The tractor-trailer honked its horn goodbye. The Neuners all turned to look, 

startled. 
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In the entry hall Vera pulled a pine tree-shaped air freshener out of her jacket. Vera 

stole anything that wasn’t nailed down. Unfortunately it was always some kind of 

useless shit. The air freshener stank of vanilla. From under her t-shirt she pulled 

out a tin sign: “LOOK OUT LADIES, MINE IS 18 METERS LONG!” 

 She groaned: “What an idiot!” and she shoved it into my bag. 

 I said: “But that’s not even true.” 

 Vera gave me a kiss and said: “Te amo.” 

 That meant “I love you” in Latin. She always said that, and then I always 

said: “How do you say that in math?” 

 Then Vera said: “Minus times minus equals plus.” 

 Advanced Latin and advanced math. I thought it was an amazingly great 

combination. 

 

 

In any event, I hadn’t heard anything about the incident. Doctor Sneaker greeted 

me by raising his eyebrows. 

 “I was sick,” I said. Normally he rolled his eyes in annoyance when he 

thought he’d caught me cutting school yet again, but today he didn’t react. He just 

looked at me. Or through me. 

 I sat down in my chair. Frieder wasn’t there yet. 

 Dr. Sneaker began the lesson without asking about him. Frieder never 

showed up. 

 

 

Dr. Sneaker’s real name was Faller, but he was already known as Sneaker when we 

started at the school. For a long time already. First name: Doctor. Last name: 

Sneaker. Not gym, German, which confused everyone who heard the name for the 

first time. Dr. Sneaker, German teacher. Sneaker was bald on top with a narrow 

fringe of hair around the outside. Really more of a hair horseshoe or hair arch, 

because nothing grew up front anymore, over his forehead. He probably felt too 

young to be bald, though he was at least thirty. He let the hair on the right side 

grow down to his shoulder, greased it, and combed it up and over the top of his 

bald head. We didn’t know whether nobody ever told him or he didn’t care. But 

either way the hair never really covered the bald spot. The strands always bunched 

up into three broad, noodle-shaped strips. 

 

 

Sneaker approached the chalk board and wrote above his head in such short, 

violent strokes that chalk dust sprinkled down onto the strands of his comb-over: 

STURM UND DRANG. 

 Sturm	und	Drang, classicism, romanticism, I could never remember the 

sequence. I didn’t understand how it worked with the various epochs. Had Goethe 

just decided at some point, okay, enough with the classicism already, I’m bored 

with that, now I’m going to write Sturm	und	Drang? And besides, the names of the 

epochs were idiotic. Sturm und Drang sounded like a Christian rock band or 

something.  

 Anyway: Goethe, Young Werther. 

 Sneaker was tough as nails. About whether a broken heart was really 

sufficient rationale to take your own life. “There are other fish in the sea, aren’t 

there?” 
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 Nobody said anything. The strange thing was: I could tell that they weren’t 

ignoring what Sneaker was saying. I could tell that they were actually thinking 

about it. 

 Something was wrong with this scene. 

 Could there ever be a good reason for suicide, Sneaker asked. He scanned 

the room. His gaze stopped on me. I tried to concentrate on the board as best I 

could. 

 “Herr Höppner?” 

 How should I know? Some people killed themselves. It was fucked-up. But 

why? Nobody knew why. You couldn’t exactly ask them anymore. At least not the 

ones who succeeded. The ones who didn’t pull it off, you could ask them. But did 

what they said count? Maybe there were completely different reasons for an 

unsuccessful suicide attempt than for a successful one? I thought the whole book 

was boring. One letter after the next, always from the same guy. First he fell for 

some woman even though he knew she was with somebody else. Then he whined 

nonstop about the fact that she was with somebody else. It was astounding how 

childish the grownups were in Goethe’s time.  

 Sneaker said again: “Herr Höppner?” 

 I said: “It’s fiction, meaning it’s made up. Goethe could have left out the 

suicide at the end if he’d wanted to. He probably just included it to make the ending 

pop.” 

 Sneaker leaned his head to the side and said: “Interesting.” 

 In a technical school he’d have gotten punched in the face for the sneering 

tone he’d used. But this was a college-track program. 

 The strips of the comb-over shifted. At first it was barely noticeable, then 

they slipped off his bald head and hung over his ear like some kind of ridiculous 

string curtain.  

 Sneaker asked: “Frau Schreiner?” 

 Cäcilia began to mumble. Normally this would have been the point when 

somebody would have whispered or giggled. But today nobody made fun of how 

softly she always spoke. Normally Sneaker would have long since swung the three 

strips of hair back in place with a jerk of his head. But they were just hanging there 

now.  

 Sneaker said: “A bit louder, please.” 

 Cäcilia spoke faster. 

 Sneaker said softly, as if he was trying to calm her: “Frau Schriener.” 

 Then Cäcilia really did speak loudly. Saying that she just didn’t understand 

it. She cried. I thought it was a bit much, crying over some aristocrat from two 

hundred years ago. 

 Cäcilia cried: “The whole thing with Frieder! I’m so sorry! Why did he do it?” 

 

(…)  

 

pp. 11 – 22  
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* 

Frieder’s grandfather’s house stood in the middle of the village. The street that ran 

past the house ended at the churchyard wall, at the gate. A black cast iron gate in a 

wall of rough hewn stone. The squat tower of the Lutheran church peeked over the 

wall like a fat, angry dwarf. Thank god it was walled in. 

 The door to the house was old and rickety and unlocked. Brass handle. It 

was dark in the entry hall. We turned on the light switch. A lamp on the ceiling 

went on but just made everything seem darker. 

 It smelled of cold clay, of field boots, and sour like manure. We went up the 

stairs, from the manure smell to the old people smell. 

 Upstairs were a couple of empty rooms, a hulking wardrobe stood there 

along with a bedframe. A kitchen with a wood stove. Vera turned the faucet on, no 

water came out. 

 The bathroom. Where the water heater had stood, cobwebs and dust stuck 

to the tiles. Above that, a hole in the wall that had been stuffed with newspaper. 

 We were about to go back down when Vera said, “There’s another door 

here.” 

 The door was stuck. You had to lift it and push. The hinge creaked. I felt 

around on the wall inside. 

 I said: “I can’t find the light switch.” 

 Vera: “It’s out here.” 

 She turned on the light. 

 The room was practically empty. In the middle of it was a rolled up rug. A 

bedframe stood against the back wall. Patterned carpeting, angled stripes in light 

blue, dark blue, medium blue. 

 Vera said: “Window?” 

 I said: “Don’t see one.” 

 Vera said: “What do you do with a room with no windows?” 

 

 

Downstairs on the ground floor was a large room with tiles on the walls and floor. 

The grouting had probably once been white but was now reddish brown. This was 

the slaughter room.  

 Next to the stairs was a passageway to a small cow stall, there were two 

brick-walled bays and above it a hayloft.  

 Vera pulled me up to the hayloft and kissed me. 

 She said: “And what if he kills himself in the room right next to yours?” 

 “He won’t.” 

 She pushed me away and climbed back down the ladder. 

 “That’s what he says now, with his head full of medication. What if he just 

suddenly stops taking it?” 

 Frieder hadn’t actually promised me that he no longer wanted to kill 

himself. But I couldn’t tell Vera that. 

 “I said: “He’s not going to.” 

 “Imagine one day he doesn’t come to breakfast. You let him sleep, maybe he 

needs a few more hours. You come back in the afternoon and he’s still in his room. 

What the hell, you think, maybe he didn’t sleep well overnight. In the evening you 
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knock on his door but he doesn’t react. You knock again, really loudly, then you 

open the door. It’s dark in the room. You turn on the light. He is lying in bed. You 

approach him. He’s cold. The ambulance driver says you could have saved him if 

you’d gone in to check on him in the morning. You’re to blame!” 

 “No I’m not.” 

 “Aha, so you’ve already thought it through?” 

 

 

Moving in with Frieder would be a chance to escape my mother’s horrible 

boyfriend. I wouldn’t have to help him anymore, plastering the doorway and 

painting the façade and nailing ugly wooden planks onto the ceilings. 

 I wouldn’t have to listen to his nagging. That I thought I was better than 

everybody, and all because I didn’t respond to his endless blather. “His lordship is 

on a college track, his lordship doesn’t talk to just anyone!” 

 If my mother spoke to me for more than five minutes, F2M2 got miffed and 

wouldn’t talk for three days. Then he’d pour six or eight beers down his throat and 

explode. 

 But my sisters liked him. Still. The older one was just hitting puberty. As 

soon as she realized the way he leered at her she would hate him. 

 He constantly gave the younger one little dolls and sweets. It would be a few 

more years for her before the leering and the hating. 

 My mother wasn’t stupid, her boyfriend way more so. It was strange, also 

when I looked at my friends’ parents: the fathers were always a lot stupider than 

the mothers, even if they were engineers or whatever and the mothers just 

housewives. The smartest and friendliest women had the stupidest assholes for 

husbands. 

 I didn’t know what the women saw in these guys. Either they made gobs of 

money or they had other qualities that I didn’t even want to think about. Frieder 

had explained to me what a proposition was. A mathematical theorum. It was like a 

theory, but one that had been more or less proven. Because it was built on axioms. 

An axiom was a rule that immediately made sense to everyone. A rule that couldn’t 

be broken down any further. Something like an atom. At least before the discovery 

of the electron. Otto Hahn even split the atomic nucleus. He got the Nobel prize for 

it, definitely well-earned, and a commemorative five-mark coin on the date of his 

hundredth birthday. The first commemorative coin that wasn’t silver but made out 

of nickel. Around the edge it said: FIRST SPLITTING OF THE URANIUM ATOM 1938. 

 Anyway. 

 The point is, Frieder had come up with a theorum that went like this: “The 

average IQ within a marriage is exactly 100.” 

 

 

I could move out without any big drama. It was for a good cause. I would be moving 

out to keep Frieder from killing himself. I wouldn’t even have to pay rent. On the 

one hand. 

 On the other hand, Vera was right. I wouldn’t ever be able to go out at night 

because I’d always be afraid to come home and find a corpse. I wouldn’t be able to 

spend the night at Vera’s anymore.  

 It wasn’t so bad if Frieder continued to live at the loony bin. He could ride 

his bike to school every morning. Homework and studying for tests he could do at 

the school library. And when he went back to the loony bin in the afternoon there 
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were doctors and caretakers who had some idea of how to keep him from taking 

his own life. The whole daily routine would be more consistent than living with 

friends. Consistency was important when somebody was crazy. It offered a 

foothold. Things to do and consistency. Occupational therapy, three punctual meals 

a day. And besides, Pauline was working there now, the most beautiful girl in the 

world. Except for Vera. 

 Höppner, you old chicken farmer, you’re a coward, I thought. You’d leave 

your friend to rot in prison if it meant a peaceful night’s sleep. 

 Frieder wanted to get out of the asylum, and everyone knew he needed to 

get out. If he stayed in, all the medicine and the gentle voices of the nurses and the 

feel of the faux leather couch on his bare arms and the smell of cigarette smoke and 

cleaning fluid and panicked sweat would slowly transform him into a stalk of 

broccoli or some other even-tempered vegetable with a controlled daily routine.  

 Frieder had suggested my moving in with him. It was impossible to refuse. 

 

 

I pulled the door closed behind me. It creaked. Vera stood on the dungheap, it was 

heavily overgrown with nettles. There was a spot for a dungheap in front of every 

house. A poured concrete enclosure that was no longer used. They were grown 

over with nettles or had been emptied and refilled with top soil and planted with 

geraniums.  

 If a whole village could actually manage to get rid of every nettle pile and 

plant all the enclosures with geraniums and sunflowers and whatnot, it would be 

guaranteed a third place finish in the “most beautiful village” contest. 

 Or maybe fourth place. 

 Whatever. 

 What if I didn’t move in with Frieder by myself? What if there was a second 

person to help look after Frieder? Then the responsibility wouldn’t be so huge. 

 Vera looked up at me. Then she climbed up on the dungheap wall and 

looked down at me. She said, “Fine, I’ll move in, too.” 

 

 

* 

The windows were pretty small, so we painted the room orange. “That way the sun 

is always shining!” said Vera. 

 Frieder thought it was stupid. He painted his room white and light blue. 

White walls, light blue baseboards, door, and window frames. Even his bed, the 

table and the chair he painted blue. 

 Frieder thought Greece was cool ever since we’d gone to the movies and 

seen “Zorba the Greek.” That Zorba lived in the moment and didn’t think too much. 

Frieder liked that. 

 Next to the door Frieder hung a light blue picture frame with a restaurant 

menu in it: 

 

 Imiglykos (1/4 liter): free 

 Tzatziki (small plate): free 

 Coffee (large cup): free (as long as supplies last) 
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 Vera said, “If they’re giving it all away, why do they bother to write an 

amount?” 

 Frieder came chugging over to my place on a tractor, towing a trailer. We 

packed my things into the trailer. I left the little TV at home. I hoped my sisters 

wouldn’t use it as much as I had. 

 Then we drove to the next village, to Vera’s. The trailer was still mostly 

empty. Bits of old hay were stuck in the cracks. In one corner were our mattresses, 

next to each other, and the boxes and a floor lamp. It stayed upright until the first 

turn, then it fell over. 

 Finally we meandered over to Cäcilia’s place. Vera’s parents wouldn’t let her 

move in alone with two guys. So Cäcilia moved in, too. I didn’t understand why 

Cäcilia wanted to. She had a huge room at home, and her parents were almost 

never there. She could watch TV in the living room without anyone bothering her. 

In the basement there was even a swimming pool, Vera had told me, and she heard 

it from her mother. She cleaned Cäcilia’s family’s house every Tuesday morning. 

Cäcilia’s mother had something to do with the Rotary Club. It was some kind of 

club for architects and builders or whatever. They always collected money before 

Christmas, and there was always an article on the front page of the local section in 

the paper and a big photo of them presenting a giant cardboard check to the Red 

Cross or an orphanage. 

 In any event, Cäcilia told her mother that without her help Frieder would 

never have a chance to get out of the asylum again. And sure enough she was 

allowed to move in, too. 

 Cäcilia was standing on the street next to a moving truck, fighting with her 

mother. A man carried a dresser out of the house. A glossy white lacquered girly 

dresser with curved legs and golden scrolls on the drawers. 

 Cäcilia yelled, “I don’t need all this stuff!” 

 The mover stopped. 

 Cäcilia’s mother pleaded with Cäcilia, and then with the mover. He put the 

dresser on the loading gate of the truck and went back in the house. 

 Cäcilia yelled again, “I don’t need all of this!” 

 She pushed her bike out of the garage and lifted it into the trailer. Then she 

climbed onto the tractor. 

 Cäcilia’s mother came running and handed her an elongated little black case. 

 Vera said: “Oh, a rifle!” 

 Frieder said: “Oh, a baby coffin!” 

 Cäcilia’s mother looked first at Vera and then at Frieder. Then she looked at 

Cäcilia searchingly. Cäcilia didn’t answer, not even with a facial expression. 

 Frieder knew a shortcut along a farm path. But as we pulled up to Frieder’s 

grandfather’s place the moving truck was already there. 

 

 

In the evening we sat for the first time around the kitchen table. The cassette 

recorder was playing the only tape we had handy. All the rest were in boxes 

somewhere. 

 The music was so loud that we couldn’t talk during dinner. Which didn’t 

matter somehow. This was just the beginning, and at the beginning there wasn’t 

much to discuss yet. We twirled spaghetti onto our forks and seesawed our legs 

back and forth. 

 Cäcilia said to Frieder: “You could learn an instrument. It helps.” 
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 All of a sudden old man Seidel was standing in the doorway, the farmer from 

across the way. He looked pretty crotchety. He had an ax in his hand. 

 Frieder turned down the music. 

 Seidel said: “Frieder, your grandfather lent me this ax. Then he got sick, and 

then he died. I didn’t forget. Here. I sharpened it.” 

 The song “Our House” was playing on the cassette recorder. 

 Frieder said: “My father was looking for that.” 

 Seidel listened to the music. 

 Then he said: “Auerhaus, aha. Auerhaus.” 

 

 

* 

In the morning we played badminton in front of the house. In the evenings we 

visited each other in our rooms or sat around the kitchen table and talked and 

smoked. 

 I no longer had to squat on the bed and stare at the TV. I could roam the 

house without any fear of having to hear some idiotic pronouncement from F2M2. 

 After a few days Cäcilia said: “You don’t walk so hunched over anymore. You 

always stooped when you walked around the house, very odd.” 

 

 

The coffee jar was empty. I put it back on the windowsill. Outside Frieder was 

standing beneath the street lamp in the morning fog. He stood up on his tiptoes, 

scuttled backwards on the damp asphalt, and then he hauled off, arching his back, 

and whipped the racket forward. The shuttlecock shot back toward Vera in a tall 

arc. 

 Cäcilia yelled from the stairs: “Come on!” 

 I grabbed the plastic bag full of school stuff. From the kitchen table to the 

cow stall took me three seconds when I went down the stairs in two big jumps. If I 

just ran down the stairs it also took three seconds.  

 Frieder pushed his bike out of the stall. He put the giant yellow T-shirt over 

the rain poncho. XXXL, Vera didn’t even remember where she had gotten it. 

 The foursome cycled off in a diamond-shape formation with Vera at the 

point and Cäcilia at the back. Frieder and I made up the sides. We passed the village 

sign and changed positions, either Frieder or Vera went to the back, Cäcilia moved 

forward to one of the sides, and I took the point. “Belgian rotation,” said Frieder. 

The rush hour traffic got backed up behind us. 

 By the midway point, just before the sharp left turn, the peloton had taken 

on its final form. Single file. Frieder led the foursome in the yellow tricot, shifting 

from side to side as he pedaled, as steady as a thick yellow pendulum on an 

absurdly large metronome. A metronome for a half-blind orchestra.  

 His long brown locks fluttered in the wind. Then came Vera, then me, and all 

the way at the back, Cäcilia. 

 

 

Anyway, we lived real life, getting up and making breakfast and playing badminton, 

and shopping for groceries and making food together. 

 Before our meal Frieder said, “Let’s say grace!” 
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 We all shouted out, “Hunger shoves it in, greed keeps it down.” 

 Frieder said, “Amen.” 

 It was real life with a lot of talking, talking over breakfast and talking over 

lunch and talking in the evening, and all the talking signified one thing: keep an eye 

on the one of us who tried to kill himself. 

 I didn’t understand why anyone would want to kill himself. Even after all 

those weeks I didn’t understand it. 

 I mean, I could sort of understand it, but I couldn’t understand why anyone 

would actually try to do it. 

 Being sad and trying to kill yourself were two completely different pairs of 

boots.  

 I knew what depression was. My mother had explained it to me. It was when 

you just sat there. Or laid there. And couldn’t do anything else. Normally one 

thought led to another. But when you were depressed, your thoughts never went 

anywhere. They were dead ends. 

 A mind with depression was like a bike with a broken bottom bracket. You 

could pedal as much you wanted, but you weren’t going to budge.  

 

 

Frieder ate pretty fast, and he ate a lot. He was always the first one done. Then he 

pushed his plate away and said, “I’m through. I’m blue.” 

 

(…)  
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