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I hate reality,


but it’s still the only place


I can get a decent steak.


WOODY ALLEN


Die Wanderratten


There are two types of rat:


The hungry and the fat.


The fat are happy at home,


But the hungry have to roam.


HEINRICH HEINE







Part One
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The under-secretary cannot decide. Granite, they said, is the toughest material out there. Or what about artificial stone? Not that he’s particularly fussed – as under-secretary he has other things on his mind – but Tommy has made it quite clear that he doesn’t want to make all the decisions alone. Which is why the under-secretary, coffee in hand, is now poring over a pile of catalogues and comparing materials. Natural stone? Laminate?


“Laminate for the work surface?” the under-secretary said. “Isn’t that for floors?”


“We’ll get to the floor.”


“So what’s the advantage? Can’t we just have wood?”


“Just wood!” Tommy snorted as if the under-secretary had suggested climbing Mount Everest in flip flops. He was standing in the hallway in his shorts, the “Hello Kitty” rucksack across his shoulders. But not even the cat’s ghastly head could mar the flawless arse below. Then the flawless arse turned and gleaming white shorts approached on two slim, tanned legs with a spectacular fuzz of blond hair. As Tommy sauntered past he picked up something, which looked like an extremely thick and extremely boring magazine, and let it slap down on the table like an enormous paper steak. “Have a read of this,” he said, “and see what normal people have to deal with. I can’t keep spelling it out for you. I’ve got to go now, and by the way the wallpaper won’t choose itself.”


“But . . .”


“Be happy that I’ve already narrowed down the choice. We’ll make the final decision on Saturday morning, half ten, at the wallpaper shop. It’s in the diary.”


“Outlook or Calendar?”


“Both. Gotta go now. Happy governing! And say hi to Volker!”


The under-secretary certainly won’t be saying hi to Volker. And again he curses the moment he agreed to move in with Tommy. They’d had a wonderfully practical arrangement – him in Berlin, Tommy in Hamburg, happily reunited every fortnight. He was able to meet who he liked in the evenings, have backroom conversations until all hours, hook up with someone (though that was seldom, to be honest) or bring people home and chew over a few strategies until half past three in the morning. That wouldn’t have to change, Tommy insists, and perhaps he’s right. You could easily bring five politicians home without waking your partner if you’ve got enough space to put the bedroom a fair distance away. And now they’re going to have a fabulous two hundred and fifty square metres, plus roof terrace. Throw in a jacuzzi and Tommy can spend more time doing what he does best.


Which certainly isn’t cooking.


Granite is superb, the under-secretary reads in the paper-steak, but natural stone stains easily. And absorbs liquids. Granite is also hard blah, blah, blah . . . Weighed down by his catalogue misery, the under-secretary glances at his mobile, hoping to be saved by a message. But there are none. He taps on the calendar: two meetings, two interviews. No emergencies. He thinks of Tommy’s bottom in the white shorts and the phrase “summer recess” springs to mind. There’s nothing going on, and he ought to be glad about that. It wasn’t always thus.


That summer and autumn when the stupid cow opened Germany’s doors to refugees. The events on New Year’s Eve in Cologne. The hiding they took for the Turkey deal. And then another hiding after the putsch. One crisis meeting after another, seemingly with no break in between. He can’t remember whether it was September or October when he came home and Tommy said, “The way you stink makes me wonder who’s still keen to negotiate with you.” He didn’t change his clothes for four or five days at a time, but now that the uproar has more or less subsided, the refugee numbers have dropped, and they’re mentoring or reducing or upskilling this new stock – or all of these together – he can cut back on the overtime and finally pick up a decent book.


But instead of that he’s reading kitchen catalogues.


“Wood is a living material,” it says. Exactly. Good old wood. The disadvantages: vulnerable to moisture, fruit and vegetable juice, blood. You simply have to be careful not to cut yourself, he thinks, before realising that they’re not referring to the cook’s blood here.


There’s been so little to do recently that he was even able to chair a transport meeting. The summer break is looming; he can already sense the election campaign in the air. Little more is going to happen. If governments do anything at all, it’s straight after taking office; they need to show their voters that the election has achieved something. But after two or three years all the nice, simple tasks are complete. What’s left is arduous and risky.


Laminate. Not good for hot pans. How clever, a work surface that can’t cope with hot pans – who thinks these things up? But what should they have instead? What copes well with heat? Steel? Glass?


My kingdom for a national crisis.


It would be far simpler if Tommy decided. At the moment, however, they’re not just discussing a domestic cooker, but a domestic crisis too. Fortunately it’s quite specific and hasn’t affected other sectors, but still, they have to ensure it doesn’t spread. The domestic crisis is called “The under-secretary is so brilliant at delegating” and it means he needs to involve himself a little more in household affairs. Recently Tommy let him know that he regarded himself as the under-secretary’s life companion, not just another ministerial tart. Then Tommy wanted to know whether the two of them could agree that he, Tommy, wasn’t just a ministerial tart, otherwise, Tommy said – and he was saying this in the nicest possible way – otherwise they could end this here and now.


And that means everything is going to get a bit trickier. He had thought that the new kitchen would simply involve getting more chipboard from the D.I.Y. store. He even enjoys the occasional visit to the D.I.Y. store. The subtle aroma of wood and solvent, the neatly ordered shelves. All those tins of paint. Screws. Brackets. Screwdriver sets. Spanner sets. Not that he’s especially handy, but if you’ve got a spanner set, one of each size, and a screwdriver set, one of each size, doesn’t that give you the feeling of satisfaction, of being prepared for every screw life can throw at you?


Dekton. The miracle substance. You can slaughter a pig on it and detonate an atom bomb, and then, in fifty thousand years’ time, when the earth has been re-inhabited by mutants, those mutants will clear away the rubble and say, “Hey! A Dekton work surface. Almost as good as new!” This is an exaggeration, of course; Chernobyl has shown that you can re-inhabit nuclear areas far more quickly and without such rapid mutation. As far as he’s concerned, this phasing out of nuclear power is not entirely crazy; he’s chatted to a few people from Vattenfall who seem to have their heads screwed on. But he doesn’t want to know about the environmental impact. Of this Dekton stuff. Environmental impact is a big deal for Tommy: “After all, we’re leaving this to our children.”


“We’re gay.”


“You need to get out of your bubble. That bloody party of yours is making you incredibly narrow minded, it really is!”


His mobile rings. Finally. The driver.


“I’ll be down in a sec.”


He needs to be quick now. He’s often noticed that he finds it easier to think when he’s under pressure. He doesn’t have a clue about kitchens. Tommy has very precise ideas and wants to have a kitchen that looks impressive should the minister happen to come around. And if one day the under-secretary happens to become a minister himself, who knows who might be paying them a visit? That cute prime minister from Sweden?


Mmm.


Briefly the under-secretary pictures Svensson in a pair of boxers. Then he snaps out of it and becomes the professional politician once again. He picks up his smartphone, compares prices, then chooses the most expensive. Tommy will say “typical” and complain that he’s a show-off (ten minutes), that you can get it better and cheaper (two minutes), then he’ll suggest his own and go on about the choice of colour (thirty to forty-five minutes), and the under-secretary will just have to make a bit of a fuss (five minutes, ideally fifteen) before giving in.


No doubt it could all be done quicker. But sometimes you have to embark on these kinds of detours, and in this respect dealing with Tommy is no different from dealing with his ministerial tarts.


But he can’t tell Tommy this, of course.
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Nadeche Hackenbusch leans back contentedly. She knows that the first ripples can be felt long before she arrives at the T.V. company. Like shockwaves, like the wind before a storm, that rustling in the trees that sounds different from the normal breeze. Like the humming of railway tracks before a train approaches.


Logically it should begin when Sensenbrink instructs his secretary not to put though any unscheduled telephone calls, and yet again tells her to remind everyone who’s coming to the meeting, so that everybody shows. But well in advance of that moment her name is already buzzing down the corridors like a rumour. Employees sense a phenomenon like this as animals sense an earthquake.


“You lot have got a tough day ahead.”


“Is she coming on her own?”


“So? Full company meeting again?”


The time when she used to flit from meeting to meeting in different departments is long gone. To begin with she felt important, until she realised that you’re more important if you meet the same people in fewer meetings. Last year, when it became apparent that the first series would hit record viewing figures, she managed this for the first time. There was only one single meeting for the second series, which everyone had to show up at. And the date wasn’t suggested to her; she chose it herself. Of course she went for July.


“Why ‘of course’?” asks the new girl beside her in the limousine.


“Because it means some of them will have to interrupt their holidays,” she says, flipping open a pocket mirror and checking her make-up. A fluid, gliding movement, hand into the bag, hand out with mirror flipped open as it’s raised, a glance during the brief pause between the mirror coming up and going back down, hand with mirror glides into the bag, all in all under two seconds.


“Doesn’t that piss them off?”


“Sure. But that’s like, the only way to get respect. The important people, the people with money, the people who make the decisions – those are the ones you have to treat badly. Not the little people. Write that down, please.”


The new girl jots it on her pad. Nadeche Hackenbusch doesn’t yet know whether this is going to be a self-help book or her memoir, but it’s one of her favourite phrases and it has to be in there, whatever. She puts her hand in her bag again and plucks out a fifty-euro note. It happens so smoothly, maybe she has a special section for fifty-euro notes. She leans forwards and puts the note into the driver’s hand. “Before I forget, this is for you.” She sinks back into her seat.


“You need to treat the little people well,” she says. “That’s what my mum always said. I come from a humble background, you see. My mum was a very simple woman.”


“Oh, wait a sec.” The new girl leafs back through her pad, then says, “Your mother married a businessman – do you really want to depict that as a humble background?”


“My mum was a very simple woman,” she clarifies. “And I will never forget my roots. You have to know who you are. Only those with roots are proper people.”


She pauses briefly. When nothing happens she widens her eyes and nods towards the writing pad.


“Sorry,” the new girl says. “Only . . . those with . . . roots are . . . proper people.”


She notes with satisfaction that her words are being written down. “In the beginning I only used to give ten euros,” she says. “Then I thought that might be like, a bit stingy. So I gave twenty euros. But then I thought that might still be stingy. And I mean, it’s silly to give a tip if you end up thinking it wasn’t enough. I might as well not bother. So now I give fifty.”


“And you don’t think fifty’s stingy?” the new girl asks.


Nadeche doesn’t like the undertone. Is she being ironic? Critical? Sar . . . whateveritis?


“Anybody who doesn’t think fifty’s enough is like, probably after a hundred. And a hundred’s greedy.”


“But fifty isn’t?”


Nadeche Hackenbusch makes a disapproving sound with her lips. “How much do you give, then?”


“I dunno,” the new girl says. “Five, maybe? It depends on the fare.”


“Absolutely not.” She shakes her beautiful head. “I can already see that I’m not going to be able to explain it to you. Just try to get it down in some form and we’ll look at it later. Maybe we’ll edit it out altogether.”


“The bit about the tip or the important people?”


This new girl won’t last long. Thank God her handwriting’s good; whoever replaces her will have no problem reusing the notes.


“I don’t know yet,” Nadeche says, gazing absentmindedly out of the car window. “Maybe both.”


“Shame I’m not being paid by the hour,” the new girl says ruefully.


“You signed your contract.”


Nadeche checks the time, then grabs her mobile. “Madeleine? Look, it’s me. We’ll be there in ten minutes. Could you call and let them know? So that when . . . Exactly. Actually, no, I fancy a cappuccino today . . . Super . . . Sweetener. You’re a real love!”


Outside, the city flashes past. She likes this. Some of her old friends shook their heads when they found out how her life had changed. The interviews, the living in the public eye, an endless willingness to be photographed or spoken to. Plus the fact that this wasn’t just a burst of fame, it’s remained pretty constant ever since. She, however, was in thrall to her new life straightaway, and she still loves it. It’s a world she feels comfortable in, as others might in their local pub. Not least because the corollaries of her fame mean she can always be sure she’s on the right track. The fact that there’s always someone hovering around her leads Nadeche to believe that she must be leading an interesting and enviable life. For her, journalists are like canaries in a mine. So long as one’s still hopping around, everything’s O.K.


She glances at the new girl.


“Take this turning, please,” she says to the driver. “I just want to see what they’ve built here.”


“But then we’ll be late.”


“We’re not in any hurry,” she says softly.


Which is why, half an hour later, she relishes Sensenbrink’s apology that her cappuccino is cold. “A fresh one, please. Pronto!”


“Only if it’s not too much trouble!” Nadeche Hackenbusch says.


Once again they’ve opted for the large conference room at the very top of the building. With a view of all of Hamburg. They meet in a hotel, the very best in town, rather than in one of those shabby studios in Cologne or Unterföhring in Munich, where square tables are shoved together beneath outdated designer lamps. She likes it like this. Place settings and those three-tier stands for nibbles, biscuits and cakes. The T.V. companies can boast all they like about their catering departments, but in the end you just get canteen coffee and supermarket biscuits. No, she wants linen serviettes, she wants attentive waiters all wearing the same outfit, she wants to see other people spending money on her. For a brief moment she thinks she ought to dictate this to the new girl at some point. Or to her successor.


The cappuccino arrives soon after Sensenbrink has launched into his presentation; he’s going to have to start from the beginning, which is a good thing, she thinks, as not everyone was quiet first time around. Besides, she loves staring at the logo of her programme: “Nadeche Hackenbusch: An Angel in Adversity”. They added a cutesy doe with dungarees and slightly too large breasts. The doe looks like her, even though she’d never dream of wearing dungarees.


“The ratings are epic,” Sensenbrink says, fading in some graphics, “and they’re still heading north. We’re getting the old codgers and the young ones. This topic is still our secret sauce and nobody else’s. Of course it helps that nobody believed in the format to begin with.”


“Apart from me,” she insists. O.K., she didn’t have another offer at the time, but there’s no television show that isn’t better with her, and because of her.


“It’s hard to believe nothing’s staged,” a blonde woman says. She’s met the blonde many a time, but can’t remember her name. The blonde is young, thirty at most, at the very most, and yet at the last meeting she said several things that made the others sit up and take notice. Kalkberger? Kalkbrenner? It sounded a bit like something you might find in a D.I.Y. store. She’ll make a note of the name next time. But Nadeche can’t tell for sure how the remark was meant. Was it sarcastic? Sceptical?


“I suggest you check again,” she says harshly.


“No, no, I don’t doubt it in the least,” the blonde says. “The authenticity is what makes the programme stand out. Some of those scenes, they practically stink through the T.V. screen. I’m sure I can speak for everybody in the room when I say we’re full of admiration.”


They all rap their knuckles on the table in appreciation. She smiles and makes it look bashful. “I can assure you I want everything to stay authentic in future too. After all, the key point is that these people need our help.”


“Yes, but I couldn’t do it.” These words come from a quiet, shy mouse of a woman at the far end of the table. “I get annoyed with myself for thinking this, but I couldn’t pull it off. Sometimes I think how cute these refugee kids look – but that episode from a couple of weeks back.”


“Ow, exactly. The one with the teeth . . .”


“Ugh, the teeth episode.”


Nadeche sees Kärrner smiling. Kärrner rarely says a word, even though it’s his television company. He controls meetings with his face.


“That’s how it is . . .” she says.


“Sure, but the teeth of those kids were practically black!”


“That was the one time I thought for a brief moment that you might be fiddling it,” the blonde says. “That you’d cherry-picked some especially bad cases. I honestly didn’t believe it could be as bad as that.”


“Oh, but it is. You just need to take a look at the parents’ teeth. People like that, you really need to start from scratch.”


“And then they give their kids handfuls of sugar cubes . . .” The mousy lady is beside herself. “I could have screamed at the telly.”


“I know,” Nadeche says sympathetically. “Oral hygiene, it’s like, mad. And it’s not like they all lost their toothbrushes fleeing to Europe – they never had them in the first place. They think toothpaste is some kind of sealant. So we have to step in and help.”


“Spot on,” Sensenbrink says. “That’s our reach-out. But the great thing is: we’ve hit a nerve. It’s not just the ratings that tell us this, it’s also the reactions on Facebook. So sometimes it’s ugly, but at the end of the day: it shocks. It leaves the viewers speechless. It’s no coincidence that the first thing people think of is the teeth episode.”


“The dentist’s visit to the hostel . . .” This comes from an executive somebody or other who’s remained anonymous so far. Shaking his head, he puffs up his fat cheeks and slowly exhales. “The way he peered into their mouths, one after the other, and then grimaced – there’s no way you can act that . . .”


“He didn’t need to act,” Nadeche Hackenbusch says. “What he found was terrible. Things happen that I’d never have believed possible. There are children younger than four whose mouths smell like a septic tank.”


The bigwigs in the T.V. company exchange glances. They purse their lips and raise their eyebrows to acknowledge the gravity of the situation. She wonders whether this is the time to drop her fabulous phrase right into the middle of this silence. The phrase that always makes such a splash whenever she utters it to a newspaper or into a camera, and everyone is taken aback by how such a beautiful woman can be so thoughtful and have such a grasp of economic relations. But then the possibly critical blonde gets in before her and says:


“And this in one of the richest countries on this earth.”


She even says “this earth”, which always sounds more reproachful than “the earth”. What a bitch!


“Frau Karstleiter is so on point,” Sensenbrink responds. “But this is what’s growing our business. These images may be hard to stomach, but they shock people in a way it’s almost impossible to do these days. It signposts us exactly the way to go: where it hurts.”


“We’re there already,” she says energetically. “If you like I’ll show you my feet after a day’s filming.”


There is warm and sympathetic laughter all around, including from Sensenbrink. “I think we’re all well aware of the A1 effort you’re putting in. You eat, drink and sleep ‘Angel in Adversity’. And it’s your baby – its success is totally dependent on Nadeche Hackenbusch. It thrives on your commitment, your authenticity, your willingness to get your hands dirty and your feet sore. But – and please forgive this play on words – despite the punishment those feet have already sustained, today we’d like to propose that you go one step further.”


“It’s the first I’ve heard of it.” She tries to wrinkle a few lines of anger on her brow. If there’s one thing she hates, it’s people trying to control her. She knows how difficult it is to become independent and remain so. She knows best what’s good for her, and she knows that advertising people, management consultants and media people like to do the same things they’ve already done to others. But unless she goes her own way she won’t remain the one and only Nadeche Hackenbusch. She’s not risking much; her position right now is too good for someone to put the screws on her. All the same, a little frown ought to signal that Sensenbrink’s treading on thin ice. But then she realises that it’ll only make her look silly. You can’t have everything: wrinkles and Botox.


“Of course. You won’t have heard anything about it yet, the idea’s fresh out of the wrapper,” Sensenbrink says hastily. “But don’t worry, you know we don’t decide anything here without running it up your flagpole first—”


“I have the final word,” she says, somewhat too defiantly.


“Yes, sure, you have the final word, period. What would ‘Angel in Adversity’ be without the Nadeche Hackenbusch? Nonetheless I beg you to listen to the proposal. We believe we’ve got a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity here . . .”


Reassured by Sensenbrink’s tone and efforts to placate her, she smiles her priceless smile – which even the Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung once described as “overwhelming” – and says, “O.K, then.”


She sees Frau Karstleiter stand up, go to the front of the room and place her notes on the lectern. She shows slight signs of tension, not only because she’s talking to Nadeche Hackenbusch, clearly, but because the scope of the project is huge. A pretty good sign.


“Not only has the second series of ‘Angel in Adversity’ been a huge success,” Karstleiter begins, “the programme also exhibits enormous potential for growth. Viewer surveys have shown that Nadeche Hackenbusch represents honest commitment. The public particularly likes the shift away from one-off features. Because we’re always filming in the same hostel, the viewers are able to see the overall improvement in the refugees’ situation. We ought to take advantage of this momentum and enthusiasm. And so, Frau Hackenbusch, with a third of the series yet to be broadcast, we’d like to finish with a special. Perhaps even a multi-part special.”


Nadeche frowns as best she can. This just sounds like more. And, as she knows only too well, more is not always good. Once, for television, she shared an apartment with models. This was ramped up in pre-publicity, but it turned out to be appalling, downmarket television. Someone had wanted to plug the gap between series of “Germany’s Top Model” with model-related stuff. Although she was gone after the second episode, she remembers the ghastly award ceremony. Not the Lanxess Arena, not the Allianz Arena, not New York or Paris, but beside a pool at a four-star dump in Mallorca, with no audience at all. It was so miserable, they might as well have handed the winner her ugly prize at a bus stop. This is why Nadeche says sceptically, “To be honest, that sounds a bit cheap.”


“Not as far as the budget’s concerned,” Karstleiter immediately assures her. “We’re making more money available than for the normal episodes. We’re taking this very seriously.”


The comment about the budget works. More budget means more for her.


“We want to strengthen our product rather than weaken it. We want Nadeche Hackenbusch to get to the heart of the matter. We want you to go where a lack of toothbrushes is the least of people’s problems. To the largest refugee camp in the world.”


This catches her off guard.


“Are you crazy?”


“What do you mean?”


“Do you know like, what’s going on down there? People are being shot!”


“People aren’t being shot,” Karstleiter says.


“How do you know that?”


“They wouldn’t be able to amass all those refugees if people were being shot.”


“If people weren’t being shot there wouldn’t be any refugees. Take a look at the news!”


“Frau Hackenbusch, Frau Hackenbusch, we don’t see any cause for concern,” Sensenbrink chips in, “the whole place is teeming with military and blue helmets and aid organisations!”


“I don’t believe that. Where did you get that from?”


“Well I can’t reel the programmes off the top of my head, but why else would all those refugees be ending up there? I think if you peel the onion—”


“I don’t have the time to be glued to some news channel. Put me together a dossieux and I’ll have it checked out.”


“Frau Hackenbusch,” Karstleiter says gently, like a broad-shouldered orderly holding out a straitjacket, “do you really think we’d send you somewhere dangerous? We’d be risking just as much as you.”


“I see it a bit differently.”


Sensenbrink looks at Kärrner, who pulls an unenthusiastic face. He clears his throat and then says firmly, “Perhaps we ought to look at the whole thing from a different dugout. Nobody here’s trying to deny that the risks are greater than for some studio filming in Ossendorf. And so the crucial question is whether it’s worth it.”


“I can give you the answer right now: no way!”


“Sure, the idea went down here like that too,” Sensenbrink says, now with incredible earnestness. “But just for a moment see us as the partner. Your partner.”


No matter how much she baulks at this, no matter how reluctant she is to have anything taken out of her hands, Nadeche cannot stop Sensenbrink getting his foot in the door and forcing it open a crack.


“First and foremost, of course, we’re thinking of our own interests, but we can’t deny that sometimes our interests and your interests are on the same hymn sheet. And just let me disambiguate: if we’re discussing these risks with you, it’s only because we see opportunities. For us – I’m not going to keep the kimono closed on that one – but for you too. Just think how you and we can synergise with this special. It’s the perfect storm. At a stroke you’re going to leave all those home-furnishing and renovation formats in the trolley park. The blind date and missing persons’ programmes—”


“These days I don’t reckon anybody thinks the B-listers fronting those shows are in my league,” Nadeche says truculently.


“We don’t need to make comparisons,” Sensenbrink says, coming to her defence. “But just incubate this for a moment: it will prove your seriousness to an extent never seen before. Nadeche Hackenbusch goes where others do not dare. Like Antonia Rados.”


“Antonella who?”


“Antonia Rados. The R.T.L. woman who always pops up in war zones.”


“Never heard of her.”


“It’s not important. Let’s just say it would put you in Günther Jauch territory,” Sensenbrink says patiently. “There’s been only one like him in Germany before. Do you remember Margarethe Schreinemakers?”


Of course.


Everyone using Botox remembers Schreinemakers. Best T.V. slot, three, four hours, advert breaks as long as an entire soap, no problem if it overran. That was the heyday of infotainment. And everyone would have loved to take home what Schreinemakers took home.


She should have have paid tax on it all, or something like that. But this won’t happen to Nadeche; she always pays her taxes. Last time she just said, “Right, I want 2.5 million after tax and all that. You must have someone in your accounts department who can sort it.”


They did.


“You’d be the new Margarethe Schreinemakers. But with the radiance of Angelina Jolie,” that bloody Karstleiter now adds.


Could Karstleiter tell from her face that the Schreinemakers comment had worked? She tries not to give anything away, ever; she’s not an amateur, after all. But Sensenbrink had hit a nerve and now this Margarethe Jolie, it takes root in her head straightaway. That and the fact that as Angelina Schreinemakers she’ll still be able to command screen presence when the day comes that she actually needs Botox. Because up till now it’s just been a precautionary measure. Pyrolactic.


She doesn’t make any promises, of course. She handles this visit to the T.V. company with the confidence she’s renowned for. But when she’s back in the limousine, once more dictating a section of her life philosophy to the new girl, Nadeche is unusually lacking in concentration. She’s almost annoyed by this, and yet her mind keeps turning to the trailer for the show, as if it’s already in the can. The earthy voice that says:


“And Nadeche Hackenbusch’s next guest this evening: His Holiness.”




3


The refugee is trying very hard to walk normally, which isn’t easy as it doesn’t feel normal. He can’t yet tell if his gait looks more natural. The others are staring and it’s making him nervous. He ducks his head slightly, but from the reaction this gets he realises it’s a mistake; he must look like a stork with a hunchback. So, a change of plan: chest out, head up and a broad grin.


That’s better.


He’s got be careful to not start waving graciously at everyone, like the old queen of England.


Should he have done it earlier? He couldn’t have. Not that he spent a long time thinking about it. And he isn’t even sure it’s right. But he can’t change it now.


Then he begins to relax; the grin turns into a smile. He lets himself sink into his new role. They’re looking at him, of course. What else would they be doing? If every day is exactly the same as the previous, any slight variation is exciting. What’s interesting is that his air of self-confidence is eliciting other reactions: less giggling, more encouraging nods. Two children follow him, just like they sometimes run behind cars. More might have joined in, but then an actual car does arrive and the cloud of dust it throws up scatters the children.


The refugee toys with the new situation. A girl catches his eye and he responds with a dance step. She laughs. It feels good. It was right. It was worth it. He should have done this earlier. Turning the corner, the refugee sees Mahmoud.


Mahmoud is squatting on the floor, watching a group of girls. The refugee thrusts his hands into his trouser pockets and stands beside him. Mahmoud doesn’t move a muscle.


“It’s pointless,” the refugee says to him.


“You don’t know that,” Mahmoud says without looking up.


“I do. You shouldn’t be staring like that.”


“I’m staring like everyone else.”


“Exactly,” he says. “Everyone stares at Nayla, everyone stares like you do. How’s she supposed to see that you’re special?”


“It’s got nothing to do with Nayla.”


“Who then? Elani?”


“Maybe. Maybe not.”


“That would be even more stupid. Elani will think you’re staring at Nayla too. And then Elani will think you’re like everyone else.”


Mahmoud looks up at the refugee. “Got a better idea?”


“Why don’t you just go over, real cool, so Nayla starts thinking about how to get rid of you. And when she opens her mouth . . . then you turn to Elani.”


Mahmoud looks at the girls again. After a moment he says, “That’s your routine. You’re a talker. I’m more of a watcher. My strength lies in my gaze. Where are those shoes from?”


Mahmoud hasn’t looked down once. Maybe his strength really does lie in his gaze.


“You can save a bit of cash if you don’t smoke,” the refugee says, offering Mahmoud a cigarette.


Mahmoud takes one and says, “But you save even more if you scrounge.” Still on his haunches, he puts the cigarette behind his ear and turns to the refugee like a car mechanic inspecting damage. “They look nice,” he says approvingly, “they even look genuine. If I didn’t know that you can’t get genuine ones here, I’d say—”


“Of course you can.”


The refugee rolls the packet of cigarettes into the left sleeve of his T-shirt. It’s important to keep them on show; in any camp cigarettes are indispensable, even for non-smokers. Everyone wants cigarettes, if not for themselves then their parents, siblings or for a friend like Mahmoud.


Mahmoud impatiently taps the refugee’s leg. Then he shakes it until the refugee lifts his foot so that the shoe mechanic can inspect the sole too. “Great colour. Who did you get them from? Mbeke? In that case they’re not genuine.”


“That’s for sure.”


“What did I tell you? Not genuine.”


“No. They’re not from Mbeke.”


“Who then? I know Ndugu isn’t dealing in shoes anymore.”


“They’re not from Ndugu.”


“Then they’re definitely not genuine.”


The refugee laughs.


Mahmoud straightens up. “Go on. Tell me!”


“O.K. . . . Zalando.”


“Zalando doesn’t sell shoes.”


“Maybe he’s making an exception.”


Mahmoud looks at him. Nobody knows Zalando’s real name. All they know is that he works for the organisation and he’s German. And that if you ask him a favour, he always gives the same answer. “Why are you asking me? Am I Zalando?” What a stupid thing to say, when nobody knows his real name. Maybe he is the famous Zalando after all.


“So you’re not going to tell me,” Mahmoud says. He plucks the cigarette from behind his ear and holds it out to the refugee, his eyebrows raised.


The refugee takes a lighter from his pocket. If you want to make people happy with cigarettes you need to be able to light the cigarette too. Otherwise they’ll look for someone with a light and you won’t have that useful conversation. They’ll stop listening or forget half of what you’re saying. Mahmoud and he wander down the dusty street in silence. Mahmoud looks at his smartphone.


“In Berlin they’re eating potatoes and pigs’ trotters now.”


“Who wants to go to Berlin?”


“Not me.”


“Me neither.”


“It’s lovely here!” Mahmoud exclaims.


“It’s magnificent!” the refugee says, throwing out his arms. “The most beautiful stones in the world. Free sun. What have they got in Berlin that we don’t have here?”


“Blonde women,” Mahmoud says, then takes a drag of his cigarette.


“So what? Who wants blonde women?”


“Me. To try out.”


“But Mahmoud!” The refugee steps in Mahmoud’s way. “Blonde women are the devil’s own creation. If you let blondes into your house you’ll reap bad luck. You’ll fall ill. Your crops will wither. Listen to your old father: a blonde woman will curse you and all your goats will starve.”


“What luck! My goats have already starved. So now I’m owed a blonde.”


“You’ve never kept goats.”


“Even more unfair! I might get two blondes now.’


They both laugh.


“So, where are the shoes from?”


“I bought them.”


“New?”


“New.”


“Where did you get the cash?”


“You’ve got cash too.”


“Sure. But I’m not going to spend it. At least, not on something as stupid as shoes.”


“On what then? A smuggler?”


“You bet your arse. Only a premier smuggler, mind.”


“Hear ye, one and all!” the refugee mocks. “A premier smuggler, no less!”


“Well, well, well. Someone else with travel plans.”


This is Miki, standing behind his bar on the camp highway. He cobbled it together from planks and chipboard, and a few scraps of corrugated iron and the bonnet of an old Mercedes provide the shade. The original plan was to paint it all one colour. But you know how it is, someone pops by for a visit, it rains, your best friend won’t help because you’re fooling around with his wife, and before you know it five years have gone by and you find yourself waiting for the bar to fall down so you can build a new one. But this one’s too stable for that.


The bar isn’t so small that Miki can run it undisturbed, yet it’s small enough that the gangs aren’t always breathing down his neck. But without gang protection, he doesn’t always get electricity for his fridge.


“Well, I am going to leave!” Mahmoud stops. “I mean, this shithole isn’t everyone’s dream destination.”


“Don’t be so sure,” Miki says. Reaching beneath the bar, he throws an ice cube across the street. “How about a cold drink before the big trip?”


The refugee is about to catch it, but Mahmoud snatches it out of the air and stuffs it in his mouth.


“Thanks, I’ve got one.”


“Come on,” the refugee says, “I’ll treat you.” He nudges Mahmoud over to Miki’s bar. “Two beers. Export. And have one yourself.”


“Thank you, kind sir,” Miki says loftily, placing three bottles on the counter. Mahmoud is taken aback.


“New shoes, export beer. Have I missed something?”


“Don’t know yet,” the refugee says. “Just drink. Perhaps it was a mistake to buy you one.”


“Beer is never a mistake,” Miki says, taking a large gulp. It’s very hot.


“Have the smugglers dropped their prices, by any chance?” Mahmoud probes.


“Yours won’t have,” the refugee teases him, then leans towards Miki. “Mahmoud is saving for a premier smuggler.”


Miki looks at him wide-eyed.


“Exactly,” Mahmoud says. “No way is this man heading off in some dark, cramped lorry.”


“What then?” Miki leans against the fridge. He takes the only beer glass from the shelf and starts to polish it.


“This man is going to settle down in the shade till the smuggler comes. In a white Mercedes. With cream-coloured seats. Then the smuggler springs out of the driver’s seat. He’s wearing a uniform like those men who work in expensive hotels, and he’s carrying a parasol. He runs around the car, holds the door open for me and says, “Please, get in, Bwana Mahmoud!”


“He runs around the car to hold the door open for you?” Miki holds the glass up to the sun.


“So it is written, O non-believers. I get into the car and we cross the border. He drives at a leisurely speed and asks whether I like the view through the window. ‘I can take a different route if you like, your wish is my command, Bwana Mahmoud,’ and I say, ‘No, this is fine. Just make sure we don’t get there too early.’”


“That mustn’t happen, of course not,” Miki mocks.


“Yes, yes, make your silly jokes . . . you haven’t got a clue. You know nothing about Germany. But I do, and let me tell you, Germans don’t like it if you turn up early.”


“If you turn up late,” the refugee corrects him.


“And early.”


“Rubbish!”


“That’s what the smuggler says too, but I say, ‘It’s not rubbish. Think how awkward it would be for their new Merkel if I get there and he hasn’t got my room ready yet.’ So I say to him. ‘Let’s cross the border again.’ And he says, ‘We can cross the border as many times as you like, Bwana Mahmoud. But the new Merkel rang earlier to say that he’s emptied two hotels for you. You have to choose one.’ And then . . .” Mahmoud takes a swig of beer before casually replacing the bottle exactly on the wet ring on the wooden table, “then I say, ‘I’ll take whichever hotel has the bedroom and toilet on the same floor.’”


“Good plan,” the refugee says. He clinks his beer against Mahmoud’s and Miki’s bottles and drinks.


“It is good,” Miki says, “but you’re wrong. If there’s anyone who’s not going to end up in a dark, cramped lorry, then it’s this man.” He jerks a thumb towards himself. “Because this man’s staying here. Here, in the shithole. But you, my dear friend, you’ll be ripped off and your corpse will be shoved out into the desert. On a cream-coloured handcart.”


“Spoilsport,” Mahmoud says.


“But the best thing is: I’m already where you want to be. Because here the toilet is on the same floor, in any direction. You won’t find a floor like this in the whole of Europe: fifty square kilometres. It’s the largest suite in the world!”


“Hahaha!” Mahmoud says. He’s no longer looking at Miki or the refugee, but up at the endless blue sky beyond the tents. His fantasy may have been over the top, but it was lovely, the refugee thinks, and if Mahmoud looked them in the eye he would only see that Miki is right. Too much time has passed since Germany opened her doors. Since they still had a woman as their Merkel. Anybody within striking distance at the time had won the lottery. But that moment’s not going to repeat itself. They’ve been here for a year and a half now, and these months will be followed by many more.


The refugee turns and leans his back on the counter beside Mahmoud. It is afternoon and the faster, stronger children are coming back from collecting wood. When the refugee first noticed them in the camp, they would be finished by lunchtime. But when millions of people need fuel – wood, twigs, dung, whatever – it takes longer to find. Millions, and growing by the day. The equation is simple: new people arrive, but nobody can leave. In the past, the influx of people was moved on, to Morocco, Libya, Egypt, or back to their home countries. But that was in the past. Before Europe closed its borders one by one.


A sand-coloured dog saunters up. There is not much dog left of him, in truth; he’s little more than a fur-covered, panting basket on legs. He scours the ground, his eyes skimming the sides of the street. He can see there’s nothing worth sniffing around here. He stops and turns to the three men at the bar. He only has one eye, but in the camp that’s enough. Nobody beckons the dog, but nobody’s hurling stones at him either. The dog makes the effort to wag his tail. Miki flaps a hand at him wearily. The dog stops wagging his tail and continues on his way. This is how Europe thought it could deal with the refugee question.


When the people came aboard boats, Europe tried to close off the Mediterranean. And when Europe realised that you can’t close a sea, that you can’t even keep watch over a twisting coastline, umpteen thousand kilometres long, they moved the border back onto land, but this time in Africa. They paid Egypt, Algeria, Tunisia and Morocco, and gave some to the Libyans too, although less of course. Because even now they don’t know who to hand over the money to in Libya. But this wasn’t enough for the Europeans. Not least because the north Africans kept wondering out loud what might happen if they didn’t keep quite so vigilant a watch over the borders. It was something they’d learned from the Turks, having seen how much respect and recognition you can earn if you play around with the refugee button. So the Europeans spent more money and drew their next line south of the Sahara. Which is precisely why Mahmoud’s dream of premier smugglers isn’t even funny anymore. Because now there are only premier smugglers.


“I’ll let you in on a secret,” the refugee says, without looking at the other two.


His eyes wander across the camp, the endless camp. He’s often walked to the outer edge. You can do that if you’ve got plenty of time on your hands. On one side you see nothing, and in the nothingness there’s dust and sand and stones and more nothingness in between. And on the other side you see tents and tent-like huts and hut-like tents and tents with patches and tents with holes and abandoned tents and tents bursting with people, and if you’ve nothing else to do you can ponder which view is the more desolate. If you can’t decide, you go to bed and come back a few days later. You could also come back the next day, but anyone with even half their marbles doesn’t inflict that on themselves.


“I’ll let you in on a secret,” the refugee says again.


“Huh?” Miki is making squeaking noises with the glass.


“About the shoes.”


“There’s a shoe secret?”


Mahmoud points silently to the ground. Miki leans right over the wobbly, creaking counter and the refugee feels the plank of wood dig into his back.


“Wow! New shoes!”


The thing about the people smugglers was the biggest lie of all. It was said they wanted to combat the smugglers. But governments can’t combat people smugglers. It’s the same with drugs and prostitutes and alcohol. The only thing governments can influence is the price. Every police officer, every warship they dispatch only ever ends up raising the price, and this is exactly what happened. Prices rose and they’re still rising. Few people can afford the tariffs these days, which means that the smugglers can work less for more money. Not only that, but now they don’t have to give away so much of it because they don’t need to involve third parties anymore.


In the past, when the inflatable dinghy option still worked, it was an organised mass market with loads of jobs throughout Africa. There was always a need for people who passed on information, communicated meeting points, recruited clients for transports, acquired life vests. A boat full of people requires all manner of errands and a skipper. And so even someone without a penny to their name could earn themselves the crossing by being prepared to act as navigator on the dinghy. It was a fair opportunity for all involved, because any idiot can steer a rubber dinghy. But now?


Now, rather than dispatching eighty people in a dinghy they send off eight in a light aircraft. Or an old helicopter. The pilot is an expert. Although the aeroplane and helicopter need maintenance, and that’s another job for experts. These days the smugglers employ only experts. And the now-redundant helpers swell the refugee camps.


“I’ve come to the conclusion that it’s pointless to save,” the refugee says.


“Are you giving up?” Mahmoud asks.


“That’s not what I’m saying. What I’m saying is, saving is pointless.”


“A good attitude.” Miki claps him on the shoulder from behind. “Another beer?”


“I said saving is pointless. Doesn’t mean getting smashed is a good idea.”


“So how are you going to get the cash together?” Mahmoud says.


“No idea. But tell me again how it’s supposed to work.”


Mahmoud falls silent. What should he say? No matter how much beer Mahmoud guzzled, the refugee would still be right. Just as the smugglers’ prices are going up, the chances of earning the money inside the camp are sinking. Even though the camp now has two million inhabitants. Enough for an entire city. But it can never become a city.


For the ailing country that is home to this camp has enough cities that don’t work already. It has a government that wasn’t in power three years ago, and which probably won’t be in power five years from now. It keeps being attacked by two other groups that could just as easily be in power, and in all likelihood will be soon. The only reason the camp exists and continues to grow is that it offers something you can’t get anywhere else: security, however scant.


The security comes from U.N. and European money. In return, the government currently in power helps to protect the camp, to its own advantage: money, development aid and deliveries of defensive weapons continue to flow. Essentially, they’re leasing one of the most barren areas on earth for a profitable sum, which is why the two rebel groups strive even harder to assume power themselves, to rake in their share of the refugee harvest.


As a result the camp has scarcely been touched in fifteen years. There is enough security for survival, but not for a future. You can get along in the camp, like Miki. One day you might even be able to buy a new second-hand fridge for your beer, if you dare believe in that much of a future. But nobody’s going to build a factory here. Nobody’s going to invest money in this mass of tents, which might disappear in a fortnight. And nobody will offer work here, because there are no prospects other than dust and sand and drought.


Here a man can earn nothing, and a woman earns only in the unique way that women have been earning for millennia. But even the most beautiful woman in the world couldn’t earn enough to keep pace with the smugglers’ prices, which the Europeans have ratcheted up by closing their borders. This is true for everyone in the camp, including Mahmoud. It’s even more true of Mahmoud, in fact, because nobody wants to shag him.


“Saving is pointless,” the refugee says soberly. “Because even if you do save, every day the gap between what you’ve got and what the smuggler demands is widening.”


“It doesn’t have to be a premier smuggler,” Mahmoud says.


“Does that make any difference?”


“What difference will new shoes make?” Miki puts his beer glass back on the shelf. “You’re not actually going anywhere.”


“But I walk better.”


And that’s the truth. Most people here wear flip-flops or slippers, and the children wear nothing on their feet.


“It’s not as if you have to walk that far here.”


“But at least walking doesn’t cost anything.”


The refugee reflects for a moment. Maybe he’s onto something, some association he can’t yet pin down.


“Well?” Mahmoud looks expectantly at the refugee.


“Look, I can’t afford a smuggler because I don’t have the money. But I do have time. I’ve got all the time in the world. I’ve been here for a year and a half. If I’d walked only ten kilometres a day in that time, I’d be five thousand kilometres from here by now.”


To begin with Mahmoud can’t think of anything to say. Miki is silent too.


“Five thousand kilometres . . . not bad at all.” The refugee is thinking as he’s talking, or vice versa. He doesn’t know where he’s going with this, but he has the feeling there are other useful thoughts scattered about. “Five thousand kilometres. Free of charge. And I’d still have the money that would have gone to the smuggler.”


“Sure, and maybe a bit extra too,” Mahmoud grumbles. “What are you actually living off on this march of yours?”


“You’re right, I have to eat and drink. But think how much I could eat and drink for the money I’ve saved?”


“They say Berlin’s pricey,” Miki warns, but now he sounds more curious. He wants to know where these ideas are leading. He gives the refugee another beer.


“Hey!” Mahmoud protests. “What about me?”


“You come up with a bright idea and you’ll get one too,” Miki says.


“So, I’ve got a little less money and I’m five thousand kilometres further on—”


“What about the borders?” Mahmoud reminds him.


“I could get guides. They don’t cost much.”


“Yeah right, they’ll be just waiting to give you a special price. Well, if I were going to offer a special price it would be to my premier smuggler. They come back, you see? Special price for regular customers.”


“I haven’t worked it out in that much detail . . .” the refugee admits.


“And then Mr Special Price is standing by the European border installations. They tell you you come from a fabulous country and don’t know just how lucky you are to live there. And that’s that, goodbye.”


“O.K., O.K. . . .”


“Great,” Miki says. “And I just gave you a beer for that!”


“I didn’t promise a miracle!” the refugee says, trying to fob them off, but it’s too late. He had an idea, was interrupted at the wrong moment, and now it’s gone. He tries to pick up the threads, he closes his eyes and wills his stream of thought to come back. Just like dreams you can return to if you do it right.


“I’ve got no money, but I do have plenty of time,” the refugee repeats. “And I’ve got two feet—”


“We’ve heard this already.”


And then the idea is gone for good. Angrily, he picks up his beer and takes a swig before Miki thinks of putting the bottle away again. He does this sometimes. If you turn up to Miki’s late in the day and drunk, you might be served a bottle that’s only half full.


“But one thing’s for sure,” he says. “Whether I save or not, I’ll never keep up with the transport prices.”


“Come on,” Mahmoud consoles him. “It only looks that way at the moment. Maybe prices will fall and we’ll be back on track.”


“They’re not going to fall,” the refugee says assertively. “Europe doesn’t want us. Nobody wants us. And the less someone wants you, the more expensive the journey becomes.”


None of them can think of anything to say to this. But to underline his resolve, to emphasise once again the validity of his initial idea, he buys another round of beers. And while they drink and brood, he is assailed repeatedly by the thought that a unique opportunity has just gone begging.




4


Because the chair hasn’t arrived yet, the atmosphere in the meeting room is reminiscent of a classroom when the teacher comes in late. Which is astonishing, because this class is called the federal government. To be fair, it is the summer recess. Parliament is having a break, virtually everyone is having a break, and the federal government only meets once a fortnight. The chancellor is on holiday, as is the vice chancellor, not to mention most of the ministers, which is why they send their deputies even though they have nothing to say. There are people here today who find themselves at the cabinet table for the very first time. They’ve all been here before, of course, and tried out the black chairs, including the one in the middle, they’ve taken selfies with their finger on the chancellor’s call button, but not all have been sent here on previous occasions specifically to sit in these chairs and actually do something useful.


In this instance the word “useful” is perhaps a bit of an exaggeration, as today they’re basically just going to run through the agenda. And not even that if the minister for the environment – the longest-serving among them and chair of the meeting – doesn’t turn up.


The under-secretary scans the room for familiar faces. Lohm ought to be here. Like Lohm, he is one of the youngest; only Amsel from the Greens is younger. In spite of this the under-secretary has been in this room more often than most, more often even than Lohm. Leubl, minister of the interior, sends him as a matter of principle, and not only in summer either.


“Because I know you’re always thinking beyond the agenda,” Leubl said the first time.


“It’s very kind of you to say so, but the others do that too—”


“Do me a favour and spare me the loyalty, would you? At least when it’s just us. You’re the only one I actually chose. I’ve got Rogler because the minister president still owes him something. Schwanstatt is a pompous old bag on a Women’s Farmers’ Association and Christian Democratic Employees’ Association ticket. If I sent her out I could be sure she’d get lost on the way home, and believe me, nothing would make me happier. The only reason I allowed those two to be forced on me was to get you into the bargain.”


“I never knew—”


“You were thinking that this old man was gaga, were you? He bought three lottery tickets and drew two blanks?”


Leubl gave him such a stern look that he opted to keep his mouth shut. Then Leubl sat at his desk, opened a file and began to read. Without looking up, he said, “So, if I can’t make cabinet, you’re my man. Or if I don’t fancy it. I expect you to gear yourself up for the job.”


And the under-secretary is prepared, even though there’s not much to look at today beyond a report on energy research. Not even energy transition, but research, which is about as important as the film the teacher sticks on for the class on the last day of term.


Eager tweeting fills the room with its silence. In theory at least, because Karsdorff-Gundelingen and Gröner from the ministry of transport haven’t yet worked out how to switch off the keyboard sound on their phones. There is a barrage of clicking, letter after letter, the technology and method about as useful as a white stick for sighted people, and the only thing one can be sure of is that neither could leak information to the press from under the table. He can’t think who would want to swap information with them in the first place. K.-G. is as stupid as she looks, and Gröner is such a henchman of the automobile industry it’s embarrassing. Not only is he as thick as two short planks, he’s also pig-headed. All the journalists, even those from A.D.A.C. Motorwelt, refer to him as “Groaner”.


The under-secretary waves at Grevensen, who he respects. For forty-five years Grevensen has been exuding Social Democratic cordiality in North Rhine–Westphalia. He began with the Young Socialists, on the left wing, but not a radical. You can only really appreciate the significance of his grassroots work when you talk to him in private, share a glass of wine in his M.P.’s apartment and check out his jazz collection. And when you see that he devours all the American writers and a load of French ones in their original languages, and admits to you how difficult he finds it to listen to the appalling drivel of his party comrades, the slogans repeated over and over, their unbearable complacency, and what an unbelievable struggle it is for him not to flee, screaming, from a colliery band.


“The songs are so fucking tedious. And that sluggish tempo! As if they were all trumpeting asthmatics! Brass-band music as a driver of social integration is all well and good, but do they actually have to perform it? I spent six years watching my children regurgitate their scripts in the school theatre, so if you’re talking about support for culture, then all I can say is I’ve done my bit!”


Then they thrust this young candidate in front of his nose. But to make sure he keeps his trap shut and actively praises his successor to boot, he’s been given a three-year finale in the ministry of justice. And this is precisely what the under-secretary likes so much about Grevensen. Many people would view this as a first step into retirement, as early leave, and they’d start drinking at eleven in the morning so that their well-paid time passed more quickly. But Grevensen plays the game to the final whistle like a pro. He’ll definitely have read the material for today. He’ll have checked to see whether there are any clauses in which, unintentionally, positions are revealed, admissions made, little things let through on the nod. He’s dead certain to have asked colleagues whether he’ll find any dealings or remarks from their own department in it. And he’ll have realised that the material is in fact as dull as it looks. Which is more than 80 per cent of the people here have, including the two ministers who’ve actually turned up in person.


The under-secretary’s mobile lights up. WhatsApp.


“Have you heard? N.H. now advertising washing-up liquid!”


From Lohm, of course. There’s only one answer to that.


“Headline news.”


No sooner has he pressed “send” than the next message has arrived:


“Even more fairy than Fairy.”


“You’re such a closet queen. Where are you?”


Lohm bursts into the room with broad, cheeky grin and winks at him. He returns the gesture by rolling his eyes in a friendly/bored way. They’ve known each other since they were law students. Lohm was good-looking in those days, even after he joined the Greens, and back then their dress sense was as dubious as it is today. And he was pretty smart too. You could always have a good laugh with Lohm. But totally hetero, unfortunately.


It was while they were still at university that Lohm advised him to actively play the gay card. He was one of the first the under-secretary had confided in. And Lohm was proved right. In Guido Westerwelle’s F.D.P. it would have been a doddle; they had a slight tradition of homosexuality, the minor extravagance of a 5-per cent party which is little more than a fringe group. In the C.D.U., on the other hand, it’s something else altogether. You need balls.


“Yes, but you’ve got them,” Lohm said.


“You don’t have a clue what you’re talking about.”


“Don’t I? I drive a 1978 Porsche 911. I fill it with leaded petrol, not because it needs it, but because it likes it. I’m currently building my own home, way out of town, with triple garage and carport so that my 1965 Jeep can stay nice and dry even when my girlfriend turns up with her Alfa Spider. What do you think the Greens make of someone like me?”


Lohm was right: the under-secretary does have balls.


He could have opted for the easy route. But he wanted to be taken seriously and so went down Grevensen’s hard path, with the difference that he didn’t caress the party’s soul in the process. He did the rounds of the local associations, he spoke to everyone and told them all he was gay before drinking them under the table or fleecing them at cards. That evening when he was in his mid-twenties, when he took a parliamentary party secretary, the deputy secretary-general and a special advisor to the cleaners in a game of Schafkopf, was the stuff of legend. When it was time to settle he said, “I’ll accept cheques but not blowjobs. And I’m not just talking to the lady here.”


Ever since, Lohm has been teasing him with all the latest gossip about Nadeche Hackenbusch. Because, for reasons he can’t fathom, Nadeche Hackenbusch is regarded as a gay icon. This seems to happen regularly. Marianne Rosenberg, he read again recently, is still puzzled as to how and why the honour was bestowed on her. After all, there were others who sang “He belongs to me”. But with Nadeche there’s really no connection between her and the gay community. You just have to look at her – the way she moves, speaks, behaves in general – to realise that she’s as straight as they come, and that her only exceptional feature is her inordinate phoniness. Tommy watches her show on television – what a dreadful woman. Apparently she’s doing something meaningful at the moment, but nobody should harbour any doubts that the entire thing is first and foremost a vehicle for Nadeche Hackenbusch, who’s using it to get better T.V. slots and more lucrative advertising contracts. He knows people like her, and she doesn’t look like the type to be satisfied with any old niche programme. Oh no, Nadeche Hackenbusch wants to make it to the big time.


Here comes the minister for the environment. Normally the journalists would be asked to leave the room at this point, but there aren’t any here today – another sign of how uneventful the meeting is going to be. A playgroup for the ministry for the environment and the ministry of economics. Although it looks as though the minister of economics isn’t here either. This must have been arranged to allow the other two to shine. Two under-secretaries snicker; the minister of the environment glowers at them.


The under-secretary wears his pensive listening expression so he can inconspicuously observe what he’s really interested in: unusual behaviour. He knows there will inevitably be an objection from the ministry of economics, because the document is missing the paragraph about support measures, and he’d be amazed if Klein didn’t milk this, to draw the attention to himself again. Klein loves the sound of his own voice.


At some point the minister of the environment will crack a joke about her husband. He’s expecting this, but he’s watching for anything that’s different from the usual. Anything that tells you someone is abandoning a position, implying that they’ve negotiated a deal with someone. Or that they might even be signalling a complete change in policy direction. But today there’s seems to be nothing to discover. He checks the time. With luck the session will be over in an hour. An hour and a half if Klein delivers a lecture and everybody’s smart enough to refrain from responding. Unfortunately, at least two of the individuals in the room today make that doubtful. But there’s no way it can run beyond one o’clock so he texts Lohm: “Lunch?”


And Lohm texts back: “Ethiopian? Congolese? Nigerian? African is obligatory today!”


“Huh?”


“Haven’t you set a Google alert for your sweetheart? N.H. is going to Africa.”
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Astrid von Roëll is sitting in Africa, freezing. With the temperature outside at thirty-nine degrees, the Evangeline reporter tries unobtrusively to stretch the three-quarter sleeves of her cardigan to four-fifths sleeves. The air conditioning inside the off-road vehicle is switched to fifteen, and she’s struggling against both the temperature and her stinginess: the cardigan was slightly too expensive – even slightly way too expensive – and she doesn’t want the delicate sleeves to go baggy. She wouldn’t care so much were she not sitting opposite Nadeche Hackenbusch, whose expression shows not the slightest hint of discomfort. And Astrid von Roëll doesn’t want to come across as someone who didn’t know that African off-roaders have air conditioning too. So she’s trying to sit there casually, as if her favourite thing about foreign travel is this marvellous difference in temperatures.


As she watches Nadeche Hackenbusch tap something into her smartphone, Astrid endeavours to work out her secret. After all, Nadeche is wearing only a shortish denim skirt, an elegant yet simple top beneath a denim jacket, and canvas plimsolls. It all seems very down-to-earth, apart from the rhinestones, which are trashy, but Astrid has seen one of the labels and she knows you wouldn’t get change out of four thousand euros for the outfit, not if you include the shoes and other bits and bobs. But despite the price, this get-up doesn’t have an in-built heating system. How is it possible? How can she stand it? Is she wearing invisible thermal underwear?


What an extraordinary woman.


Astrid von Roëll has been monitoring Nadeche Hackenbusch’s career from the outset. Her beginnings in that talent show, the embarrassing slip-ups – of course they sneered at first, in the planning meetings. Such naivety. She remembers that at her goddaughter’s school, girls would insult each other with the words, “You’re such a Nadeche!” or “You total Nadeche!” She went out in the fourth round, of course, having survived the third only because she’d got such brilliant ratings; the YouTube videos were cult viewing and the T.V. execs needed to sell advertising, after all. Her looks and her refreshing genuineness were tailor made for this. Legs that practically went up to her ears, almost too long, in fact, meaning she was always slightly gauche, not completely uncoordinated but often on the verge of crumpling like a very young calf. A most versatile bosom which, depending on the situation, could be thrillingly exaggerated or discreetly hidden beneath clothes, as now. That sensational face, which even back then was breathtakingly beautiful, and yet as normal as that of the assistant at the bakery next door. A smile like a sunrise, a large mouth that was never at rest and spouted an unbelievable amount of rubbish, albeit with an implicit honesty. How could anyone think that giving Nadeche her own programme might be a good idea? Surely they could see she couldn’t deliver lines to camera. Even now she still can’t: she’s got no idea what it’s supposed to sound like. You can play her clips of hundreds of presenters, but she can’t hear the difference. Which is why she sounded ever more distorted with every desperate attempt. More uncertain and less like herself. This went down badly; the viewers noticed too. At first the ratings were middling, then dreadful.


The media industry can be cruel to women. And Astrid von Roëll knows this better than anyone. She’s been with Evangeline for sixteen years now, but she never fails to be shocked. What happened to Esther Schweins from “R.T.L. Saturday Night”? Or Tanja Schumann? They used to be so funny, but now? All the guys from the programme have found other homes, but what about the women? Schumann had to resort to “I’m a Celebrity . . .”, as if there hadn’t been enough misery in her life. Nadeche had definitely made a better fist of it.


Astrid von Roëll can’t recall Nadeche ever having disappeared from the television screen altogether. That’s down to her extraordinarily eventful life. Her marriage to the national hockey player, her first child (a boy called Scheel), her divorce, her unfortunate singing career at the same time as her affair with YouTuber LeBretzel (“stress on the final syllable, please”), her separation after that rape and the second pregnancy that was the result, almost like the perfect punch-line, and the discussion about abortion alongside the trial that ended in a dubious settlement. Then came the happy birth of her second son, Bonno, named Beckham-style after where he was conceived, and the book on motherhood, which Astrid worked on as an advisor, although sadly uncredited. Only when the book flopped was Nadeche ripe for “I’m a Celebrity . . .” But just at that moment came “Angel in Adversity”.


The car has leather seats, which take an unbelievably long time to warm up. Good for the connective tissue, at least, Astrid consoles herself. With a sleek movement Nadeche slips her mobile into her Louis Vuitton bag. In the past there were women who looked the height of elegance with a cigarette holder – the smartphone is Nadeche Hackenbusch’s cigarette holder.


“What have you brought along for the filming?” she asks, leaning towards Astrid.


“Quite a lot of H&M. They’re doing loads of adverts at the moment. Some Hallhuber, and then a couple of suitcases of Doris zu Wagenbach.”


“Oh my God!”


“You know how it works with us.”


“Doris zu Wagenbach!” She emphasises her contempt to perfection. “Chuck a quilt and a clown into a shredder and there’s your evening dress. I have no idea why you’re so obsessed with her.”


“The editorial office sees her as the up-and-coming fashion—”


“—the up-and-coming fashion talent? Wagenbach? I like your editorial office, but you know how they traipse about. Has your deputy editor worked out how to do up his shirt yet? Every time I see him he’s got a button open. And we’re lucky it’s only the shirt we’re talking about. For God’s sake, the man works for Evangeline! Can’t someone tell him?”


Astrid von Roëll tries to stop her teeth from chattering. “We only have to take a couple of pieces from the collection, the rest can go back to where they came from. And we’ve got plenty of Hallhuber too.”


“Hallhuber. Jesus. Oh well, better than nothing.” Nadeche slumps back in her seat and breathes out audibly. She stares out of the window. Beyond the tinted glass, a local vanishes into the blue-yellow-grey dust. They can’t see much. Their car is the third in the convoy, and the two in front have stirred up clouds of dust. “But I’m relying on you. I don’t want it to sound like I’d wear this crap myself.”


“Sure,” Astrid assures her. “It’s just for the filming.”


“Yes, but it’s awful, isn’t it? I mean, like, these are poor people, really poor. They don’t have a roof over their heads, they don’t have anything to eat. And we come along from one of the richest countries on this earth and what do we bring them? H&M and Doris zu Wagenbach! These people must feel like the lowest of the low.”


“It’s not as if they usually wear Dior,” Astrid tries to appease her.


“Precisely. They usually wear shite and now they can wear crap too.”


“But H&M isn’t—”


“That’s exactly why this planet will, like, never be at peace. There’s just no sensitivity for the poorest of the poor!”


“We’ve got Hallhuber too . . .” Astrid reiterates helplessly. She feels a slight retching in her throat. It’s bloody cold in this fucking car, she’s been on her feet for twenty-seven hours and she’s really tried her damndest. She knows that Nadeche Hackenbusch hates Doris zu Wagenbach, because of the shop@Home thing. Because Wagenbach got Nadeche’s slot after sales of HackenPush-ups fell. It was nobody’s fault, large breasts were simply no longer in such demand, but Nadeche thinks that a Wagenbach plot lay behind it. And because she, Astrid, knew this, she made an extra effort to get something nice from Hallhuber. It wasn’t easy at all. She had to ring the brainless intern on the fashion desk three or four times until she had it wrapped up – and now this angry outburst. She’s not normally like this, but for a moment she thinks she might cry. Then Nadeche says, “It’s just like this fucking car.”


Oh, right.


So she’s not to blame for the bad mood, but the car.


At moments like this it really pays off that Astrid has been up close to Nadeche Hackenbusch throughout her career. She would even go as far as to say that Nadeche is her discovery. Ever since she was given her first show on Kabel Eins or Vox or R.T.L.2: “Balderdeche”, which became a fiasco. Today Astrid knows everything there is to know about Nadeche. In interviews and features she’s documented this wonderful Cinderella story so often, this incomparable rise to stardom, that she feels as if she’s gone through all that muck together with Nadeche, the entire length of that stony path, the difficult years after school, the tiny shared flat in Hamburg, the worries about not being able to pay the rent. For may it never be forgotten: Nadeche Hackenbusch, star and role model to hundreds of thousands of girls and young women, comes from a very modest background. And all this time she, Astrid von Roëll, has been at her side. Even during the rape case, a really vile affair with an extremely difficult burden of proof, as with all rape cases. Once again it was very evident how quickly the victim can become the perpetrator. The poor status a woman has in court and in public. Just because in the middle of the trial it transpired that she had been away filming at the time the crime allegedly took place, which led to many in the media doubting her story.


As if you’re able to check the date in the middle of being raped.


“Judges in Germany are still living in the 1950s,” Astrid von Roëll wrote in a piece at the time. Also: “In a year that has 365 days, the law cannot possibly depend on the coincidence of a correct date.” Her piece elicited many readers’ letters and comments on the website, and a very large number of women offered their thanks.


“What’s wrong with the car?”


Astrid is toying with the idea of winding down a window to let in some African heat, but there’s just too much dust. And she doesn’t want to give the game away, even if her lips have turned blue. How does Nadeche manage it? “I think it might be new. I’m not so sure about the others, but this one . . . it even smells brand new.”


“There’s a spray what makes it like that. They always try to pull a fast one on you. But I was expecting that.”


“So what’s wrong with it?”


“Er, hell-o? The colour?”


“The colour?”


“They were like, you’re going to be the new Schreinemakers. So I was like, I want a car with a zebra pattern. Like on ‘Daktari’.”


“It’s a great idea, I thought so the moment I saw it.”


“It’s great when it’s in black and white. But black and pink?”


“I thought it had to be like that because it’s your show and pink is—”
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