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“As Gregor Samsa awoke one morning from restless dreams, he found himself transformed in his bed into a monstrous vermin. He lay on his armor-hard back and, raising his head a little, could see his arched brown belly, divided by curved stiff ridges […]. His many legs, pitifully thin compared with the rest of his bulk, flickered helplessly before his eyes.”


(Franz Kafka: The Metamorphosis)
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When I awoke one morning from restless dreams, I was lying on my back. Sunlight slowly pushed into my consciousness, little by little: at first just a glimmer, then more and more. Then I was fully awake. I smelled the scent of flowers carried toward me on the mild air.


I wanted to get up, but my limbs would not obey me. A dull pain filled my body. Everything felt strange. And when I managed to lift my pounding head just a little, I saw—at least as far as I could see myself—that my body was oddly altered and blotchy.


“What has happened to me?” I wondered. At first I took it all for a dream—a horrifically disturbing dream. I just wanted to wake up.


I tried to tense my muscles: first my back, then my legs, then my arms. Nothing. It simply didn’t work.


With enormous effort I tightened my stomach. At least that worked—though not in the way I wished. I let go again and drew a deep breath. It was a beginning. Something I could work with.


“Is this really happening to me?” Doubt gnawed at me. I felt like I was losing my mind, trapped inside myself. I forced myself to be calm. I focused all my attention on the warming sunlight, on the floral scent. I felt the ground beneath my back, listened to the sounds around me. Slowly, I calmed down enough for my mind to form clear thoughts again.


What now? Maybe I would have to lie here helplessly until someone ended my suffering. The thought triggered panic again. “End my suffering?” I corrected myself. More likely some animal would start nibbling on me while I still lay conscious and defenseless. Fearfully, I listened for suspicious rustling. And indeed, there was rustling and crackling all around me. A cold shiver crawled up my spine. “When you expect something threatening, you end up hearing something threatening,” my mind tried to argue back. Maybe I would just stay here until hunger arrived.


I pulled myself together. My muscles reacted—a short, violent jolt. Then I toppled helplessly into the depths.


After a brief fall, I hit the ground hard. This was no dream. “Don’t hyperventilate. Breathe. Slow and steady,” I told myself.


After quite a while I managed to get my breathing under control again. I focused on the dusty taste in my mouth. I had to organize my thoughts enough to think of a solution.


Only gradually did I perceive what was around me again: the burning pain in arms, belly, and legs; the earthy smell of the ground beneath me; the busy sounds all around; and the loud slapping of fat raindrops on my back.


“A numb back?” I thought. “If I can feel the pain, if I can feel the raindrops hitting and bursting, then I must be able to move. Limbs you can feel are limbs you can move.” I kept telling myself that until I believed it.


I tried again. The first attempts hurt and only frustrated me more. But eventually I managed to make tiny movements, then slightly larger ones. “Damn it,” I muttered, “this has to work.”


After several painful belly flops came several more painful belly flops. Then, at last, I had pushed myself up on my limbs. I stayed like that and tried to keep my balance.


“You have to accept pain if you want to live with it,” I encouraged myself. I turned my attention outward again: to the ground that was growing softer under the rain; to the scent of rain; to the steady clatter around me.


A persistent itching and tingling on my back pulled me into my body again. My back still felt sluggish—like it had gained weight overnight. “Just great,” I groaned. “Did I put on weight too?” That would at least explain the problem with balance.


The others had always teased me that my legs were too thin for my belly, that I was sluggish and ugly. Even my face, they said, looked too greenish. And honestly, they weren’t entirely wrong. My belly was big, my legs rather thin, and my face a bit too green. Their remarks had become my doubts. And the doubts had become my certainty.


“But what good is that realization?” I thought bitterly. “I can hurry, I can hide. In the end it’s never enough. Not even for myself.”


I hadn’t just withdrawn from the others—I had become my own harshest critic. I wanted everything to be perfect. Everything had to be even better. And always I found something that bothered me.


Did I have anything to offer the others at all? Again and again I found faults in myself, felt ashamed and hurt. Even when someone said I had done something well, I couldn’t believe it. Eventually I noticed: I made the most mistakes when I desperately tried to make none. Maybe that was my pattern in life.


“To hell with the others,” I thought defiantly. “I am what I am because I can’t be anything else.”


The others were harsher judges anyway. For them there was only: do your duty—or waste time. Nothing in between. That’s what they had learned from their parents, and they from their parents. Only something seemed wrong with me.


And eventually, they had left me alone. Was it my fault? My defiance? Had I disappointed them? Was I too exhausting? However often I told myself I didn’t care what they thought—it wasn’t true. But had they really left me alone? Or had I withdrawn bit by bit to escape their disparaging words? Or even to escape words I merely feared?


Why did I have to question everything all the time? Why this need to reflect on poems, stories, colors, scents, and sounds? Why was I the only one pondering such things? Nobody around me bothered with any of that. Why couldn’t I be satisfied with what was considered important: eat, drink, meet expectations, don’t ask about worldviews, don’t challenge enemy images—just function and let life happen to me instead of living it? Apparently that path led away from self-doubt and toward the approval of others.


Yet no matter how hard I tried: my brain refused to settle for less. It wanted to see the whole picture. It wanted to understand. And now even my body was failing. I searched for a cause. What had I done before going to sleep? Nothing came to mind. Everything was blurred. Maybe fear was to blame. Maybe complete disorientation. Then I heard voices approaching. Panic shot through me. I had to get away. I didn’t want to be seen. I wanted to understand what had happened to me first. The fear of being discovered gave me strength: I sprang to my feet, turned around—and almost ran straight into someone. Without a word, I stormed away, out into nature. Instinctively I avoided the paths and ran blindly through the mud of the softened ground, which squelched loudly with every step.


Still, the vision of wide-open eyes and a gaping mouth haunted me. What on earth did I look like?


Wet plants whipped my face. I had no idea where I was. Plants everywhere. I felt the heavy rain, heard my footsteps, smelled the wet soil until I was completely surrounded by it. Surely I had changed terribly. But then what? I couldn’t possibly go back like this. Despair grew.
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