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I waited for most of my life, but no one came.


Then I went on a very, very long journey, but I found nothing.


And I liked the idea that everything I had been waiting for


and searching for could only be found within myself …









It’s not how often you fall down that counts,


but how often you get up …









THE END IN THE WAREHOUSE


The last rays of sunlight struggled to break through the dirty windows. The air had an indefinable scent. It was a mixture of metal, sweat, moisture and other unidentifiable odors. John clutched his left shoulder with his right hand. He knew he was hurt, but he hadn’t had time to take care of it yet. He looked down at his feet to see the man, lying face down on the dirty floor. Four policemen were in the process of handcuffing the man’s wrists. An audible click assured John that the job was done. Only now did his eyes slowly slide to his left shoulder. It was a deep cut and his black jacket was visibly stained with blood. John grinned mischievously and said quietly to himself:


“The next trophy.”


He was just considering whether he could close the cut with superglue as he had done with previous wounds many times before when one of the police officers, tall and superior looking stood up and instructed John. “You’re injured. Why don’t you go to the paramedics, get treated?”


John grinned slyly again. His eyelids narrowed as if he was dazed by the sun.


“Thanks, I might do that after I’ve had a look at the injury myself,” he replied.


The other three police officers had already pulled the attacker to his feet and were restraining him so as to impress John and convince him that they had the situation totally under control.


John suspected, for reasons of his own, that the muscle-bound man was from Eastern Europe. They stood face to face for a few seconds. John looked the man, who was almost the same height, straight in the eye. Tension built between the two men built and suddenly, the attacker began yelling what could only be bitter insults in an Eastern European sounding language and started struggling violently. The three police officers forcefully led him away in the direction of a patrol car.


The remaining police officer turned his attention once again to John. “Please come with us to the police station. According to your ID, you are John Bark and your profession is unmistakable. Do people congratulate you when you succeed?”


John’s expression this time was one of amusement.


“No, they pay me for it. Even in the unusual event that I’m not successful. Due to my excellent track record, I am not short of work!”


The police officer thought for a moment and replied: “Then it’s almost like us. The only difference is that we always get our money, even though we’ are quite often unsuccessful.”


John nodded to him and held out his hand to the experienced-looking officer. “I have to check in with my client now, I’ll come to the station as soon as I can to make a statement”


After they had said goodbye, John walked through the large hall. At this point there were three patrol cars and two ambulances.


John’s client was still being questioned by police officers.


In one of the ambulances was the second attacker, who was receiving medical treatment and being observed by four police officers. John had broken the man’s arm. As he made his way passed the growing crowd of onlookers, he noticed that most of them were watching him. John had never found an explanation for why other people often stared at him, but he was coming to terms with the fact.


He confidently walked straight up to his client.


“Ah, John, good of you to join us. I’ve made my statement so we can leave in a minute.”


Noticing John’s bloody left shoulder, the client exclaimed “Oh no, you’re injured! What happened, did that bastard hit you?”


John grinned. “Don’t worry, I’ll take care of it later, Mr. Cremer – I can assure you I have had worse.”


Mr. Cremer was a businessman of the first order. He was not yet sixty years old, more than well off, and was always friendly to everyone.


This was the third time he had hired John, so they knew each other a little. John’s client had full, gray streaked hair, always wore good suits and his slim physique portrayed a little vanity. His features looked a little gaunt, but his eyes suggested human warmth and ‘joie de vivre’.


John enjoyed working for this particular client due to his higher-than-average level of intelligence, the fact that their conversations were always quite short and to the point and because the work was always mutually beneficial.


The content of the orders was always identical.


It consisted of John accompanying Mr. Cremer for the purpose of transporting valuable items.


Mr. Cremer was on the supervisory board of a large corporation and managing director of a very successful logistics company. He had fulfilled a childhood dream by accumulating his wealth.


He had always had an affinity for jewelry and traded in very valuable pieces at auctions. The valuables were stored in three separate warehouses in specially manufactured safes and technically secured rooms until they were offered and sold at auctions.


John didn’t know why Mr. Cremer chose this method of storage, as there were more secure solutions, however he did not question it. From the very beginning, he had resolved never to investigate or question the reasons for his clients’ behavior. As long as the work and safety of his clients were not at risk, his policy was to stay out of everything.


“John, I’m finally finished” shouted Mr. Cremer, looking relieved. “I’m sorry it’s taken so long, but now we can finally go home.”


John nodded briefly. He looked back at the ambulance and could see that the second attacker was still being treated. His guess was that this man also came from Eastern Europe although he knew that it was not important – the job was now complete.


John walked purposefully to a white Range Rover which had been parked in the large warehouse and drove up to the group of people. He was about to get out to open the door for Mr. Cremer as was the expectation, but his client was already hurrying towards the vehicle and got in through the passenger door.


John was a little irritated as Mr. Cremer had always chosen the right-hand rear seat before.


“I think we should drive straight home without further ado,” Mr. Cremer claimed almost joyfully. He fastened his seatbelt and looked over at John who had not.


“I know why you never fasten your seatbelt, but it will still take me a while to get used to it.


Thank you, John, I think you’ve saved my life today. I’ll pay you an extra bonus!” John released the parking setting and stepped on the gas a little.


“Mr. Cremer, you don’t have to, it’s all part of my job, my assignment and part of our contract.” Mr. Cremer sighed deeply.


“John,” Mr. Cremer said very calmly and firmly “we know hardly anything about each other, but I do know what you did for me today. You are injured and your suit and shirt are ruined. I also know that the contract states that you are prepared to give your life for mine if the situation demands it. Accept the bonus, please. It would make me feel better”


John remained silent. The vehicle slowly left the scene. By now, the last rays of sunlight had disappeared. It took a few seconds for the rover to drive out of the warehouse. John switched on the headlights, as it had become dark. Autumn was now in full swing and there was already frost on the ground at night.


After a moment, Mr. Cremer continued. “John, everything that happened today was a completely new experience for me. The two criminals must have been well informed. They seemed to have known the exact time I was coming here to get the jewelry. Without you, I don’t think I would still be alive. I am dumbfounded by the way you took out the attackers. You were hurt and you reacted like it was nothing. Aren’t you ever afraid?” This time John took a deep breath.


“Mr. Cremer, there was a time when I was terrified.” John steered the vehicle onto the main road and drove towards the highway.


His interest peaked, Cremer enquired “May I know if that was an even more dangerous assignment than today’s?” John grinned.


“No, it wasn’t a job, it was a woman!” he replied curtly.


“Forgive me John for my enthusiasm and constant babbling, but I’m still very excited.”


John grinned again “It’s the adrenaline!”


The vehicle was now on the highway. It usually took them forty minutes to get from the hall to Mr. Cremer’s villa. Both men were silent for a few minutes until Mr. Cremer resumed.


“I don’t want to be intrusive, but I’m interested in what happened to the woman. Was she a client who got attacked? Did she fall ill? You don’t have to answer, of course.”


John’s eyes dropped briefly.


“I thought she was the love of my life,” John shared, his voice sounding unfamiliar to Mr. Cremer.


John’s voice was usually firm, clear and confident but this sentence sounded full of sadness and regret. Mr. Cremer was a little confused. He asked cautiously: “Did something happen to her that you couldn’t prevent?”


John replied a little more calmly than before. “She just left. But that was many years ago.” And without really meaning to, John added “She’s been married for many years now.”


Mr. Cremer was confused – he couldn’t understand John’s explanation.


“What do you mean by fear?”


John’s nod was barely perceptible.


“During the almost three years I was with her, I was terrified that one day I wouldn’t be able to see her again. That’s why I didn’t take on any dangerous jobs during that time. I realized that I couldn’t protect a client one hundred percent with the fear of losing her.”


Mr. Cremer was thoughtful. He felt that he had no right to ask any further questions, but his curiosity prevailed.


“One last question if you don’t mind, John. Why did this woman leave? You seem to me to be an extraordinary man.”


John grinned again


“I’ve heard that said about me before. A lot of people look for the extraordinary and when they find it, it scares them and they run away. This woman left because she needed something I couldn’t give her.”


Mr. Cremer looked incredulous. “But John, I’d love to know what it is that you can’t give a woman?”


Without hesitation, John replied “Money. You know, Mr. Cremer, there are many people who can’t find happiness in themselves and therefore look for a substitute. They think the answer lies in feeling secure. Maybe if they can afford anything they want, then they will lead a happy and secure life” John focused on the traffic again. This sentence provoked an uncomfortable silence. Was it intentional?


Mr. Cremer paused. He was very wealthy and knew only too well the attraction of money. He looked cautiously at John.


Was John was referring to him? Perhaps to make some kind of point?


Mr. Cremer had briefly researched John before employing him as a matter of security. He only knew John on a professional basis including a few light conversations, but he knew nothing about his private life.


At their first meeting, he had been impressed with John’s obvious high intelligence and remarkable eloquence.


Today’s assignment had demonstrated the sheer effectiveness of John’s professional abilities.


Only now did he realize what John was physically capable of. It was now, about three hours since the robbery that the images of what had happened started to come back to Mr. Cremer’s mind. Until now, the conversation had distracted him, but now everything was playing out like a movie in front of his eyes.


They drove straight into the warehouse while it was still light. As usual, Mr. Cremer went alone into the secure room where the large safe was located. He took three valuable gold chains out of the safe while John stood behind the door as usual.


He was aware that John’s technique was to act as inconspicuously as possible, to the extent that he was almost invisible.


Cremer had noticed this but had never asked why. Now it seemed logical to him. This had been an important part of the job and had probably saved his life.


He locked the safe and was about to leave the room with the cassette of jewelry. He could only make out John dimly from a distance due to the open door which cast a dark shadow over him.


The distance was only a few meters and Cremer put one hand into his trouser pocket as he walked. He was just about to produce the door key when it happened.


Out of nowhere, two hooded figures appeared in front of the door. Both were dressed in black, wore balaclavas and were armed. One with a gun and the other with a knife in his right hand. With their arms outstretched, they pointed their weapons at Mr. Cremer and walked towards him very quickly.


Just before they reached the door, one of them shouted in broken German: “Give me! Hand it over”


Mr. Cremer was paralyzed. His breath hitched and his limbs twitched. He opened his eyes wide, looked to his left towards the door where John was standing, and dropped the cassette. John emerged just as the first attacker appeared behind the door. What happened next, Cremer could barely take in.


John jumped out of the shadows. His right hand grabbed the wrist of the first attacker holding the knife. His left hand grabbed the attacker’s elbow. With a hard push, he stretched his left arm forward and at the same time jerked his right arm back. A loud cracking sound echoed through the room.


John had broken the attacker’s arm with tremendous force. The knife fell, and John pushed the man who was about to fall, towards the second attacker who was running only a meter behind his crony.


This quick action meant that the armed man could no longer react. The element of surprise was perfect. Due to the weight of the first attacker and his own weight, the second attacker immediately fell backwards against the wall.


John now let go of the first attacker who slumped down in pain, and at the same moment grabbed the second attacker’s hand to disarm him.


Once he had the gun, John jumped back, pointed the weapon at the two men and shouted urgently “Mr. Cremer, get the knife – by the door!” The authority in John’s voice broke through the terror that his client was experiencing. Mr. Cremer immediately followed John’s instructions. He bent down, picked up the knife and stood still. This man clearly had never held a weapon before and had no idea what to do. John understood this and took charge of his client “Give me that thing and call the police!” Once again Mr. Cremer followed the instructions instantly.


John now had the situation under control. He slid the knife sideways behind his belt and pointed the gun at the attackers, who were lying together in front of the wall.


“Nobody move!” John said very firmly and loudly to those lying on the floor.


Everything was happening at such a breathtaking speed that neither the attackers nor Mr. Cremer could keep track. The first attacker had only just noticed that his right forearm was limp and no longer obeying his will. It seemed to be hanging by its skin. Despite the balaclava, you could clearly see how incredulously he was staring at his own arm. It started to dawn on him where the pain he had felt a few seconds ago had come from. As he slowly realized what had happened to him, the pain quickly intensified. He felt nauseous and began to whimper.


The picture that now presented itself to John and Mr. Cremer was not only pathetic, but also comical. The men would probably both have laughed if the danger hadn’t been so serious. The intruders were lying half on top of each other on the ground, not daring to move. One was mumbling unintelligible syllables that sounded very aggressive and the other was clearly in pain and feeling sorry for himself.


“The police should be here any minute, John,” said the still slightly trembling Mr. Cremer. His voice had already calmed down, but his body wasn’t quite playing along yet.


John nodded at him in confirmation.


They arrived at the scene surprisingly quickly and John was able to hand over responsibility. Mr. Cremer recovered quickly. After just a few minutes he began his statement.


Following this brief replaying of events, Mr. Cremer continued the conversation.


“Oh, sorry John, I must have been lost in my thoughts for a few minutes. It really was like a movie. I’m only now beginning to understand what actually happened. It’s crazy! I couldn’t take in exactly what you did and how you cut your arm”


John laughed “I don’t even know that myself. I was probably too overzealous in my actions when I disarmed the attacker. I’ve already checked and it’s not a big cut. I don’t even think I need to treat it the way I usually do when I am injured.” Mr. Cremer jerked his head back a little “What do you mean?”


John said briefly: “With superglue, or if it’s deep I put in a couple of stitches!”


This time Mr. Cremer winced even more. “Are you serious?”


John laughed again.


“I am. You know, superglue dissolves in the body on its own after a short time so it’s very effective. I only use stitches when it’s really necessary”


Mr. Cremer shook his head in disbelief “Sounds crazy, I couldn’t do that, but I’m sure you know exactly what you’re doing. And not just in that respect! John, we’ll be home soon. One more question… do you think the two criminals were professionals?” John narrowed his eyes.


“I think they were semi-professional crooks at most. And I also think that the police investigation will shed a little more light on the case.


The criminals did a lot of things wrong. They certainly knew your habits and location details, otherwise they wouldn’t have got into the building at the exact time that we arrived.


I think we can safely assume that you have been under surveillance. This means that they should have known that you are never alone during transportation.


Then there’s the fact that only one of them had a gun and they entered the scene in an unprofessional manner.


Instead of sending one person in front to cover the other’s back, they went together. That gave me my advantage and enabled me to react the way I did.


Now you see why I always stay in the background. I call it the ‘Fort Alamo’ principle. If they had seen us both, the situation would have presented a whole new set of problems and I would have had to react differently.


I make it a rule to not give potential attackers the opportunity to expose me immediately. That way there is at least the chance of a small element of surprise. You always have to try to have an advantage up your sleeve. Today’s advantage was that I was not immediately visible. If the intruders had been true professionals, they would have known there would be a second man.


The journey back went smoothly and they only had a few meters to go before they arrived at the estate.


Like John, Mr. Cremer lived outside Frankfurt, far away from the hustle and bustle and noise. The estate was situated above a small valley, surrounded by woods and meadows. Unlike the places where his jewelry was kept, the grounds of Cremer’s estate were professionally secured. John stopped in front of the iron gate. Two cameras changed position to better capture and identify the car. The gates opened and the vehicle slowly rolled up the long driveway to the main house. The building was illuminated by motion sensor-triggered lighting.


John stopped in front of the main entrance and was just about to jump out of the vehicle to open the door for Mr. Cremer when felt a tap on the arm.


“It’s all right, I’ll do it on my own today, John.” Mr. Cremer told John. “It’s been a long and exciting day.”


John nodded and confirmed in a quiet and deliberate voice: “Yes, a very long day.”


The two men got out of the car and John waited for the usual farewell. They shook hands and Mr. Cremer said, “As it has been such an extraordinary day, I’d like to ask you to follow me back to my house for a short time. Not only would I appreciate it, but I think it would be appropriate.”


John just nodded briefly, as he always did when he thought something was right.


Mr. Cremer who led the way, was already expected by his housekeeper and she greeted him in a friendly manner.


“Good evening Mrs. Darloff. I have brought an esteemed guest with me today. Please show him to the bathroom on the first floor and give him everything he needs. Also, please see if you can find a clean shirt for Mr. Bark. His is a bit soiled!”


The woman looked at John briefly and said “Good evening, Mr. Bark, I understand. What else do you need?”


John replied, “Iodine, cotton buds, a small compress, plasters and a lint-free cloth.” He went into the bathroom while Mrs. Darloff went to get the things he needed.


Without having looked around much, John realized that the interior of house was expertly thought out and that all the furnishings and ornaments were extremely valuable.


After Mrs. Darloff had handed him everything he has asked for in the bathroom, John immediately set about cleaning and dressing his wound. By now he had had a lot of experience with this and it only took a few minutes.


The cut on his shoulder was not very deep, at least for him. His shirt and jacket were sadly ruined so he left them there. Mrs. Darloff had brought him a shirt and a polo shirt, but both were too small. He decided put on the polo shirt because of the stretchiness of the fabric. It was very tight, but at least he had something clean to wear without any blood stains.


As soon as he was clean and patched up, he left the guest bathroom satisfied. Mr. Cremer was already waiting for him a little impatiently in the large hallway. “That was quick John, I hope you’re feeling better now. Let’s go to my study to sort everything else out.”


He pointed a finger in the direction of a door. John could now see that the hallway of the building resembled the foyer of a hotel. The floor was completely covered in shiny marble tiles. Large rugs lent warmth to the cool-looking marble and large pillars surrounded the room. Antique display cabinets and other furniture stood unobtrusively in selected places so as not to irritate visitors’ eyes. A small leather seating area gave the room a homely feel and a large marble staircase led to the upper floor. A continuous carpet lay in the middle of the steps and above everything was a huge crystal chandelier, which was installed exactly in the middle of the ceiling. John had seen a lot in his life, but he had to admit that he had never seen such a harmonious arrangement before. It was like a perfect ensemble of treasures.


Once in the study, Mr. Cremer went to a small bar and asked John if he wanted a drink. John said no and Mr. Cremer said: “Always on duty, John, but never forget that you also have a private life” John grinned. Mr. Cremer poured a whiskey into his glass. The way he did it showed skill and style. As the study was very similar in style to the entrance area, John felt very comfortable here too.


Mr. Cremer stood directly in front of John and as he raised his glass briefly, he said: “To us and to a happy ending.”


John nodded briefly and Mr. Cremer took a small sip from his glass. This was the first time Mr. Cremer had seen John without his shirt, tie and jacket. Through the tight polo shirt, he could also see John’s upper body properly for the first time.


John was a handsome man. He was one meter eighty-five tall and his powerful and well-trained body could never be completely concealed under his clothes. He had large, dark and watchful eyes. No one could withstand his gaze for long when John looked at them directly.


His full head of dark hair was shaved short on the sides and back of his head and surrounded his shapely head. His striking features, together with a three-day beard resembled those of an ancient Greek athlete. His well-groomed hands could have belonged to an artist. Every detail about him portrayed a high level of personal care and attention.


Mr. Cremer couldn’t help but be impressed.


“You’re probably wondering why I asked you into my house. I admit that, at least for a moment, I want to make myself feel like we’re friends, John”


When John heard the word ‘friends’, he gulped a little. Friends? John had often dreamed of leaving this country for good. It remained a dream, just like the dream of eternal friendship. John had lost all his friends over the years. There were many reasons for this but it was neither the right time nor the right place to deal with the past. It wasn’t a priority at this time.


“I’m sure, Mr. Cremer, that you know perfectly well that there should never be a friendship between client and bodyguard. I am aware that some of my professional colleagues dare to do this balancing act, but it is strictly against my rules for safety reasons.” This time Mr. Cremer grinned.


“Yes John, I know your rules and I understand them. Let’s take a seat and allow me to bypass the rules just for now.” Then he sat and John did the same.


Now they were sitting opposite each other. All the chairs in the room were identical. There was no difference, which reminded John of a Round Table or the Pantheon in Rome. The Round Table, like the Pantheon, embodied equality among men and among gods. John was convinced, as he got to know Mr. Cremer, that this association was certainly his intention.


Mr. Cremer continued: “I told you earlier that I believe you to be a remarkable person. I think that I could not only benefit from your work, but I also feel that I could learn a lot from you. By that I don’t mean your physical abilities, but rather your intellectual and emotional insights. I hope it’s ok for me to speak openly with you John?”


A familiar nod from John allowed him to continue. “I see some scars on your arms and my gut tells me that you bear many more of these. I think there are probably many invisible scars too.” There was a silence, then Mr. Cremer ventured a little further.


“I realized today that we both lead very different lives. I am now of the opinion that you are capable of far greater things, John. That is the fascination I have with you.


John took a deep breath and looked Mr. Cremer directly in the eye. He looked like a hungry tiger and Mr. Cremer realized that he had unintentionally struck a nerve with John. He trusted John, yet he now felt very awkward.


John began to speak in a very calm, deliberate tone:


“Mr. Cremer, I can’t think of anyone in my life who know the exact events of my past. A few people came close to getting the truth out of me but they drifted away, perhaps out of fear of having to recognize the depth and darkness of the places they would have to go. A house without a solid foundation is constantly in danger of cracking and breaking. It is probably thanks to my strength that I have repaired all the damage. The splendor of this house continues to this day and I have been able to do more than just protect it.” Silence fell again, but this time it was full of tension. Unexpectedly, the conversation had taken a completely different direction.


“I suspected that there was a lot more to you than you let people see, John” said Mr. Cremer, leaning back a little. “You are unusual and multi-faceted. You used the term depth I noticed. Too many people use that word for completely different things but fail to understand the meaning when it is associated with being human.


Thank you for your openness, I feel that you are a person with whom I could share insights at a high level. Conversations about philosophy, theology, sociology and the human condition am I right?”


John nodded. “I’m often alone too, John. At least with my thoughts. And I believe you understand exactly what I’m talking about right now. Please tell me a little more about your personality, I’m very interested.”


“Mr. Cremer. I’ve been wondering for some time what my personality consists of. I just mentioned that it’s probably mainly based around my strength. However, if a person’s personality is based solely on strength, they are inevitably exposed to two dangers. On the one hand, the strength may dry up one day and thus destroy the person. On the other hand, the strength could perhaps reduce the ability to build up a relationship with another person and maintain it over a long period of time. I am grateful to have at least recognized what surrounds me and what I may be basing myself on, but where will it lead a person? Is there a solution to be able to redirect an existing force?


I know that it is the person that needs to be changed. But does a person get the opportunity to build a new, second personality or is he only given the chance once at birth and throughout his initial development? If it were possible to build a new personality, what would happen to the existing one? Would it become a memorial to the wrong one?” John took a short breath and added: “I’m sorry Mr. Cremer, sometimes my thoughts fly away with me.”


Mr. Cremer reassured John. “Not at all, I provoked it myself and I’m enjoying sitting opposite a man who I perceive to be at least my equal. It’s great that you reflect on yourself and question yourself. That’s the only way to better oneself. I also like that you present your thoughts ambiguously. It is difficult to know whether you are referring to yourself, or others. You are very gifted and I think it is unfortunate that we didn’t get to know each other privately so that we could have conversations like this more often.


I would love to continue philosophizing with you about the nature of personal development, but I’m sure you want to go home now. Do you know what I think is great? A few hours ago, we had an adventure, now we’re talking about much more meaningful things. Our conversation has also answered an important question I had earlier.”


John’s eyes opened a little, as if that might make him even more receptive. “How were you able to just shrug off your injuries as if they were nothing? Is it because you are able to focus on more immediate issues?”


John grinned “That is how I see it when I am in a dangerous setting. That’s why I didn’t go to the paramedic earlier. For one thing, I’m better at assessing my own injuries and can often help myself. A very good friend of mine is a surgeon and sometimes corrects my stitching attempts privately. It also ensures that I avoid possible misdiagnosis from less experienced medics. The same applies to working with the police. I know my way around the law quite well, so I only report things when I am sure that it’s legally necessary.”


Mr. Cremer was taken aback “Interesting, do you have an example?”


“A few weeks back, one of my clients was attacked on the street in the evening. I knocked the attacker down and he fell unconscious. I then put him in the recovery position and called for an ambulance. I obviously need to use a pre-paid, unregistered phone. In my job, I can’t wait long for emergency services or make time-consuming statements. If I have a job, then it is crucial that I stick to schedules.”


“I can hardly imagine you putting an attacker into a recovery position – it’s almost comedy. You continue to impress me John and I fear that very few people will ever be able to understand what a unique person you are”


“Unique, Mr. Cremer?” John interrupted him abruptly and replied in a very calm tone: “I am not sure about that. I hope I live up to your high praise.”


“Well, you have displayed the ability to provoke my thoughts with a single sentence. You give my imagination so much stimulation. Thank you for that.” And he added after a few seconds:


“I don’t think your former girlfriend had any idea of what an incredible person you are. I’m very sorry about that, because I get the feeling that you loved that woman very much.”


John took an audible deep breath and Mr. Cremer forbade himself from speaking further on the matter. “What are your plans at the moment, John?”


“Oh, I’m flying to Rome in the next day. I have an appointment there with a new client. I’ll be staying there for a few days for a short vacation. I love that city and have already been there several times”


“That sounds good. You must be also interested in history. Am I right?”


John smiled “I am and I’ve managed to acquire a lot of knowledge over the years”


“My respect, John. Rome has so much history and I would love to hear about your experiences there sometime. Now sadly, I think we are both tired and should call it a day. It’s been a very long time since I’ve had such an interesting conversation.”


“I agree. I still have to drop off the Rover and then I have the journey home ahead of me.”


“One more thing, John,” and Mr. Cremer pushed an envelope that was already on the desk towards John. “I don’t want a bill this time please accept this.”


“I hope not to find a bonus because I …”


Mr. Cremer interrupted him “Take it, please allow me this pleasure.”


John hesitated for a moment and then nodded. As he stood up, he calmly took the envelope. “I’ll see you to the door,” and both men walked silently to the large front door.


They shook hands once more and Mr. Cremer said quietly, “What an unusual day we’ve had. I wish you a safe journey and I hope to see you again.”


Without suspecting that he would not see Mr. Cremer again, John replied “My thanks to you and yes, see you next time.” He turned and walked to the car. They both raised their hands almost simultaneously to say goodbye. After a few seconds, the Rover disappeared into the night.









AT THE WINDOW


John stood at the window for a long time. His eyes scanned the small view of the open countryside. His thoughts and feelings worked in an uncoordinated manner. He wanted to understand and feel what he saw at the same time as his heart and soul. For as long as he could remember, he had been reluctant to face this inconsistency logically. It’s too much at once, he said to himself. This wasn’t the right moment to work through it all so he turned around, left his window seat and sat back down in his chair. The chair that had been very familiar to him for years.


This chair had seen many rooms and apartments over the years, but not as many as John had seen before him. There was the age difference. The chair was only eight years old and John was in his mid-forties yet John was sure that they had both experienced a lot together. They had seen a lot and survived many a storm. After a few minutes of contemplation, John realized the absurdity of his thoughts and quickly dismissed them.


It had been a long day and he already missed talking to Mr. Cremer. He loved long, interesting conversations. But he preferred philosophizing with other people.


The job had been completed satisfactorily, he had received his money and so he could concentrate on the planned trip to Rome. His potential client had already sent him the ticket and everything was now organized.


Once again, he turned his thoughts to Mr. Cremer. He was a very pleasant fellow in John’s eyes and also showed John a personal interest. John was not surprised. It had become the rule in recent years that people who met John often sought his friendship or his closeness. And they all showered him with kind words at first. People attested to his attributes of uniqueness, unusualness or even more profane synonyms. He was described as incredible, intelligent or even attractive and sexy. But where were all these people who apparently considered him so important?


And he had noticed something else significant.


Without exception, he was asked by everyone why he didn’t have a woman by his side or why women had turned their backs on him. The same routine and the same questions over and over again. And no matter what he did or said, nothing changed and he remained alone. That must have been what happened to Bill Murray as Phil Connors in the movie “Groundhog Day”. Nothing wanted to change!


John had become tired of being asked practically the same questions and having almost the same conversations for many years. He didn’t consider himself arrogant, but if the other people were right, why didn’t anyone ever stay with him? And of all these many people, no one knew when his birthday was, what he did on public holidays or even at Christmas time.


He had been looking at the computer screen for many minutes, enthroned before him on the top of his desk like a king. It has power, John told himself. The strange box with the colorful pixels in it had power over him and certainly over many other fellow sufferers. This new thought scared him. Was he about to go mad, or even become addicted to wires, chips and transistors? He shouted at the top of his voice: “No, I’m not going to check my emails or anything else today!” He rose angrily from his chair, not forgetting to at least switch off the screen.


That must never happen, that I myself would degenerate into a plaything of the inventors of human misery. No one but myself may seize power over me.


John sensed that he was once again talking to himself. In recent years, this habit had become more regular. His clammy hands bore witness to his inner fear. Am I on the way down or am I already on the precipice? He searched for an answer and finally decided, as he had so often done recently, to answer this important question at a later date.


His game to distract himself took its usual course. He lit a cigarette and went to his oversized sound system. The station was pre-programmed and all he had to do was press the power button. As if on command, large speakers filled the cold space of his living room with chill music which permeated every single corner. However, even the music couldn’t warm up the dreary-looking room.


John was aware that most people would be able to appreciate the high quality of the furniture. To the same extent, most people would also feel the coldness emanating from these objects. Was he cold himself, or did he have to feel the coldness to be able to move between these pieces of furniture? As had become a progressively more common feature of John’s thought processes, many questions began to assail him. There were hardly any people, events or even feelings that he could simply accept without raising many new questions in his soul. The concept of fate did not exist for him. There were only coincidences or facts.


If there really was fate, he told himself, it must have punished him severely by condemning him to constantly question himself or overthink everything. A healthy superficiality, he realized, was the privilege of normal people. Since he considered himself to be somewhat unusual, this circumstance of permanent questioning had to be a logical consequence of being different. He lit another cigarette in the hope that enjoying it would distract him from his thoughts. In his estimation, he smoked a lot. He dismissed it as a justifiable weakness, because to his relief or justification he could at least claim that alcohol could not harm him, as he lived in almost complete abstinence. Nevertheless, he admitted to himself that he had often wished he could clear his head with something. But these things did not include alcohol, drugs or pills. For him, consuming them would be a sign of weakness and surrender. And none of these attributes should burden him or make him vulnerable.


He had had to learn that people in society were aware of weaknesses and admitted them publicly, but the reality was different. The people around him were always happy when they found weaknesses in John. Then they could criticize him, expose him, insult him and try to put him down. For the first few years, John couldn’t understand what made people look for his weaknesses so that they could one day use them against him. It was only much later that he understood that the cause was closely linked to himself. In public, he was known as a rhetorical master with no rough edges who rigorously pursued his goals. Many considered him untouchable, some considered him arrogant, others described him as calculating and others even as egotistical.


He had not ascribed any of these qualities to himself. He had had a tough past and subsequently built up successful defenses over the years to deal with the worst society can offer. He admitted that he was completely different from many of his peers. He wasn’t particularly proud or happy about this realization, rather it made him lonely.


Many people, especially women, thought he was interesting. But he didn’t think anything of it. On the contrary, he knew all too well that no one could stand being around him for long. After a short time, most people found him too exhausting and too abstract. Far too many mismatched facets made it difficult to deal with him as a person. However, his wife at the time, Corinna, seemed to be able to, even though she wasn’t always good to him. After the divorce she had confessed to him that she had cheated on him several times during the marriage. He could still remember the conversation well. He took the news emotionlessly at the time. The reason for his lack of emotion was not only that he had known for many years. He had been able to feel it back then without ever having any visible evidence. He had also known for a long time that Corinna only regarded him as a desirable object and not as a person for whom a home with feelings, honesty and loyalty was a vital elixir.


His infallible intuition had accompanied him all his life. He was able to feel and sense things, sometimes positive events or sensations but most, sadly, were negative. These caught up with him again and again.


He was used to harsh self-criticism. It was not one of his characteristics to always see others as the guilty party. He was convinced that he alone was responsible for everything, even when he knew it wasn’t true.


Without realizing it, he had already lit a new cigarette and the ashtray was in danger of flying the white flag, it was already so full. John only noticed when the ashes fell onto the table, so he had to empty the ashtray.


John was a very clean and sometimes meticulous landlord. The fact that he attached great importance to order and cleanliness was one of his many, often annoying peculiarities, which he literally celebrated. Nevertheless, one could concede that these little “tics” had slowly diminished over the years, so that his current behavior had dwindled to a humane level of tolerability.


When he had emptied the ashtray, he turned back to the window. Even as a child, he had taken every opportunity that nature offered him to reflect on himself and his life in its presence. The window where he stood could only offer him an unsatisfactory impression of his connection with nature. He stared at the crystalline white surface of the first frost. It was already just before two o’clock. Some trees that had recently been planted were trying to brave the cold.


They took up their fight against the unwanted transplant. John knew that trees had a hard time being uprooted from their familiar surroundings, only to find happiness in an unfamiliar soil in a cold season. John didn’t even realize how much attention he was paying to these trees. Perhaps he felt himself at that moment as if he were one of them. John had lived in many shelters, apartments and houses throughout his life, but had never felt at home in any of them. For him, a home did not consist of a roof, windows and heating. It had to be much more than that. But he had not yet come to know a real home, or perhaps had not recognized it at a time when he might even have had one.


The desire for a home had become like an addiction for him in recent years. His inner restlessness and inability to settle in one place was driven by this need. He searched everywhere and sometimes felt like one of the gold seekers of the Klondike that Jack London once described in his novel. John was constantly on the move, much to the chagrin of those around him.


Although he radiated an inherent calmness to others, his behavior was completely contrary. If he heard a word he didn’t know, he would jump up and pull a book from the shelf to look it up. If he discovered a mistake, a discrepancy, he would fetch tools to fix it on the ceiling, the wall or the floor. The time of day never mattered to him. It was not uncommon for him to fetch a paintbrush at three o’clock in the morning and touch up the paint on the ceiling.


There were many who claimed that he had the qualities of a politician, a writer, a philosopher, even a prophet. Yes, in some respects he agreed with them. He had many of the attributes they attributed to him, and yet he felt that he was not yet complete. His many facets made him interesting to others. For him personally, it meant loneliness, as it were. The facets that made him interesting to others, for him, only offered loneliness and isolation.


John was also aware that he possessed rhetorical skills. He could render others speechless, offend or even destroy them with just a few words or a single sentence. But he carried the oath of a samurai deep in his heart. He only used this ability to defend himself and never to attack. He even informed others before using this tool. For him, it was really just a tool. Craftsmen also had tools, the rich had money and soldiers had weapons. So why shouldn’t he use this skill as a tool, as a means of purchase or even as a weapon?


Lost in thought, he didn’t even notice that his cigarette, which he had put down immediately after lighting it, had long since breathed its last in the ashtray. As luck would have it, the cigarette did not fall onto the floor or the window sill, but remained wedged in the recess provided. It was the unpleasant smell emanating from a singed cigarette filter that signaled to John that it was time to light a new one.


Without even looking, John reached for the packet like clockwork, pulled out a Lucky and reached for the lighter with his free hand with the same precision. With well-rehearsed automatism, he lit the lighter at the same time as the cigarette took its place between his full lips. As a rule, men tended to place the cigarette sideways between their lips, in contrast to women, who preferred to place the cigarette in the middle of their lips. John was a man, at least on the outside, and so he did it the way all men did. It always looked a little casual and yet, as with every man, the puff on his cigarette betrayed a little of his character traits.


His vanity forbade him to be careless with himself and his surroundings. He always wore smart clothes in almost every situation. His hair was cut short, which earned him the nickname “Marine” among his acquaintances. In the past, he had sometimes pretended to be an American Marine for his friends in order to arouse the admiration of women, either for himself or simply to make his friends seem more interesting because they had an American friend.


John could speak English very well and it was easy for him to imitate the typical American slang. They had a lot of fun back then and John was often the center of attention. Whether in discos or bars, the act with the American Marine always worked, and many women lost their hearts when he had to go home again.


John felt that for the first time in a long time he was thinking about himself, he was preoccupied with himself, indeed, for the first time in his life he was putting himself in the foreground. Not because he considered himself important, no, because it was time to make another new start. He had the strength, the courage and also the indestructible will to once again rise far above his abilities and possibilities. He sometimes felt like a balloon that dreamed of nothing else but rising towards the sun, towards the light, towards being. But the heavy ballast of his past, the prisoner of himself, constantly dragged him back down.


He was aware that something had to change. It was also absolutely clear to him that he had to expect setbacks.


In his moments of self-criticism, images from Ground hog Day kept popping up in his mind. He had to admit to himself that his life consisted of repetition. He fulfilled tasks or missions and was celebrated by people. He was showered with honors and praise, but in the end, he led a lonely life.


He had to get out of this mill and finally be able to participate in real life. He just wanted to live and be with people who not only admired him, but who really wanted him. He was ready to take up the fight and it was going to be the fight of his life. The stars were aligned this time and the time had come for everything to change.









THE INVISIBLE HOUSE


The alarm clock buzzed relentlessly and two small, delicate fingers fumbled towards the source of the noise. The alarm was now on its fourth cycle and was in danger of being pushed off the bedside table. The little fingers were finding it a challenge to press the off button. After the fifth attempt, clock fell to the soft carpet without the humming sound being tamed.


“Oh boy,” the words echoed energetically but in a sweet voice through the bedroom. Despite the darkness, the clock was rescued and the alarm was finally silenced. With a high-pitched sigh a graceful figure slumped back into the pillows


Following a click, what seemed to be a kind of mobile wall began slowly sliding upwards. With each centimeter, more rays of light flooded the large bedroom like a morning mist and illuminated the carpeted floor. Gradually, beautiful pieces of furniture began to take shape and slowly appeared with elegant contours.


Noemi loved being woken up by the sun. She was lying in a large white bed framed by a gilded, baroque-style back. She lay as if on an altar, surrounded by lots of pillows and situated halfway under the covers. One long, slender leg was exposed so that the side of her bottom and back were also visible. The view of her beautiful body could only be distracted by her frizzy black hair. Small, pretty, dainty feet peeked out from under the comforter but immediately sought the protection of the warm blanket when a little fresh air streamed through the tilted window.


Slender hands pulled the blanket a little higher to protect her back from the cool air. The room in which this beauty lay was an oasis that is difficult to describe using normal words.


This place was like an angel’s castle. White silky, transparent curtains hung from the ceiling and the slightly yellowish painted walls like a canopy. A large stucco ceiling was illuminated by a strange light. Expensive pieces of furniture, both modern and antique-looking, were well arranged on a marble-tiled floor. The curtains moved slightly in the draught like a dancing fairy. Even Mark Antony would have suspected Cleopatra at this sight, had it not been for the sound of engines from outside that disturbed the peace and quiet of the unique oasis.


A soft rustling of the comforter was the harbinger of the inner battle that had to be fought to decide whether she should get up or stay in bed a little longer. After a few minutes, the enemy called tiredness lost the battle. The victor was called zest for action and the large comforter grew to an impressive height. Noemi was underneath and as part of the blanket slid gently down, she revealed her face.


Much of her hair stood on end and a large pout of defiance bore witness to her youth. You could almost get the impression that Noemi was still a child. But the moment she opened her eyes and blinked slightly to orient herself, the woman became visible. Her face lit up the room so much so that it would be comparable to a goddess. Indeed, nature had bestowed this woman with many gifts. Her flawless body was the epitome of beauty. What other women had to work hard to achieve or have corrected was available to her in an abundance that would have captivated any photographer or poet and held them captive forever.


Noemi turned her body slightly to the side and lifted her legs. Her small feet touched the tiles, which were pleasantly warm thanks to the underfloor heating. Then she straightened up and walked towards the bathroom, still swaying slightly from tiredness. As if on velvet paws, her feet still moved a little unsteadily but gracefully over the marble tiles and her small brown feet looked a little bigger thanks to her delicately painted nails.


Near the bathroom, Noemi snapped her fingers. The sound not only lit up the room automatically, but a radio immediately started playing. Noemi’s bedroom was about thirty square meters in size, but the bathroom was a little bigger. In the middle of the room there was a huge round bathtub set into the floor. Around it stood three voluminous palm trees, which were illuminated from below with a slightly green light. Across the full width of the room, there was a frosted glass window through which filtered daylight could enter. Most striking however were the four marble columns that seemed to support the ceiling. They surrounded the round pool symmetrically. The other three sides of the room were brought to life by oriental ornamental tiles. This fantastic room resembled a hall or an antique bathhouse. The warmth and harmony of the details, which had been lovingly staged, gave off a relaxing and inviting appeal to anyone who happened to find themselves in there.


Noemi had long since become accustomed to this sight, so she devoted her main interest to her usual morning routine. As she stood in the small hallway, she heard a beeping sound. It was the coffee machine which was set to seven o’clock. Noemi had everything timed perfectly. She removed her clothes from her walk-in wardrobe which was accessible through a glass door.


The choice of outfit depended on the day’s activities. Due to the fact that she was to be working in the store that day, her choice was the usual dark grey ensemble.


She got dressed quickly, then chose some black, mid-height pumps to accessorise with. She knew that the height of the heels was very important to her customers. Too low meant that her younger clientele might think she was boring, too high meant that her older clientele might think she was too young or rebellious. For this reason, Noemi had bought herself a considerable arsenal of shoes for all occasions. In fact, she owned over one hundred and fifty pairs including around fifty pairs for her store alone. Most of them had a heel height of six centimeters which was for her generally socially tolerated and accepted.


She left her bedroom and walked down the long corridor towards the office which was functionally furnished.


Apart from a large glass table with a computer and printer on, there was an office chair and a number of metal shelves against the wall. This room did not radiate any particularly warm feelings. Everything was neat and tidy and showed that the room was for professional use only.


Continuing her morning routine, she checked her emails, marked them all and had them printed out. Then she took the half-dozen sheets of paper in her right hand and hurried into the kitchen feeling a little stressed. It was time to get down to business.


The coffee had been percolating and there was a pleasant smell permeating around her.


The kitchen was accessed via two steps leading up from the living room, the open plan area covering around eighty square meters. The design of the kitchen was in typical Spanish style.


In the center was a large rectangular kitchen island surrounded by bar stools. Noemi sat down on one of the bar stools, crossed her right leg over her left, poured herself some coffee with milk and sugar and read her emails.


A quick skim of the messages was enough for her to make a few necessary actions or phone calls. A glance at her gold wristwatch told her that she had to go. She hurriedly picked up her things, put them in a black leather bag and left via the alarmed front door. As soon as the door was locked, she tapped her date of birth on a keypad activating the alarm system. She had been meaning to change the combination for several months as she was aware that a date of birth is an easy passcode for an intruder to find out, but the thought quickly vanished when she glanced at her watch again. She walked down the three steps of the staircase. The building she lived in looked completely ordinary from the outside and Noemi always made sure to keep it that way to discourage any unwanted interest.


The building was located near a main road and could be reached via a long driveway. The property was large and it was clearly an ex-commercial building. It would have given the impression that no one actually lived here although everything had been laid out very neatly.


The property was surrounded by paving stones and there were high evergreen trees and bushes around the perimeter to obscure public view.


Noemi picked up her car keys and as usual checked the letterbox on the fence facing the street first. The external letterbox was there to prevent anyone having to come near the property on a regular basis and her doorbell would only be used for private mail deliveries. Pressing the button on the key set an automatic shutter door in motion on the rear left side of the building.


Noemi didn’t wait until the gate was fully open but ducked under to access her vehicle.


There were two cars in the garage. A black BMW convertible and a black American Jeep that seemed to scream adventure with its shiny chrome bars.


Noemi always drove to her store in the convertible and The Adventurer, as she always called the Jeep, was only used at the weekend or in the evening.


She started the convertible and the beautiful, powerful sound of a six-cylinder engine made the garage vibrate a little. She closed the automatic door behind her and was annoyed, as always at having to activate another remote control to open the gate at the end of the property.


At last, she was on the move and could resume the game of normal life and escape her self-imposed seclusion.


Noemi’s home was on the outskirts of a small community of perhaps two thousand inhabitants. To reach her store in Darmstadt, she had to drive through a wooded, hilly landscape, which would have taken any normal driver at least three quarters of an hour. She usually made it in just under half an hour.


She enjoyed the beautiful drive through the countryside at any time of year. Especially in summer, when she could open the roof of the convertible and breathe in the wonderful scent of the trees and grasses.


Now winter was approaching and tendrils of frost were slowly making their way through the forests and meadows. Noemi saw the futile struggle of the sun’s gentle rays against the mighty harbingers of winter. A few days ago, the morning frost had been so strong it resembled full ice formation, which had already conquered large areas of the meadows. Younger trees bowed slightly, like reverent servants, under the still bearable weight of the frost coat.


Although the convertible’s air conditioning worked reliably, Noemi could smell the charming scent of cold air coming in from outside.


The car pulled gently but firmly through the bends.


The traffic became heavier and the forest slowly disappeared in Noemi’s rear-view mirror. Darmstadt was a metropolis for the people from the suburbs. Comparing it to other cities or large towns would be presumptuous, and yet the charm of this city gave its inhabitants a feeling of warmth and security. Noemi had never given this fact much thought. Intuitively, however, she sensed that these feelings had kept her close to this city for many years. Nevertheless, city life was a different world for Noemi.


The speed of the cities gave her a certain adrenaline rush and at the same time made her feel inexplicably uneasy. Anyone could hide in crowds, except her, because she always stood out. Cities allowed other people to have free time and fun. For Noemi, these things were pleasant, but not as important as for many others. From time to time, Noemi did go into the city just for fun, and sometimes bars and nightclubs weren’t open long enough for her. However, she was able to get back to reality quickly after these heady hours and found her personal realm of security in her home.


Noemi was a fast driver and had arrived at her store on time. She usually opened her exclusive antiques and furniture store at nine o’clock sharp. But as a businesswoman she tended to be over-punctual, so she was usually in the store between eight and eight-thirty.


The store was located in the heart of the old town and was four hundred square meters in size.


A few years ago, she had discovered this, the first floor of an old half-timbered town house, and had it converted so that she could display and sell very old antiques and unusual pieces of furniture. The mixture of extravagant and modern furniture was wonderfully paired with valuable works of art. In a way, this interesting mixture was part of who she was.


Many customers traveled from far and wide to be inspired by this splendor and uniqueness, this wonderful mixture. Both men and women appreciated the loving and attentiveness of Noemi’s advice. And many a customer, whether man or woman, fell under the charm, grace and beauty of the store owner, who worked a kind of spiritual magic on people.


So far, Noemi had been able to skillfully deflect the desires of many men and women without having to fear any negative business or personal consequences.


Admittedly, since she lived alone, it was not always possible to suppress temptation on her part, but she stuck to her own established principle of not entering into a relationship until she was absolutely sure she had found the right partner. Ultimately, she was not a dreamer, as she initially considered her dream partner to be sexless. Despite her young age, she had long been aware that the dazzling prince on the white horse did not exist. She could never share the fantasies of young girls and so she continued to rely on her instincts when it came to relationships.


After parking her convertible in the parking lot in front of the store, which had space for another ten vehicles, she went to the side entrance, unlocked the door and entered a small anteroom with a door leading to the office. The opposite door led to the toilet and the middle door led to the sales area. Like the side door, this door had a secure alarm system.


Noemi did not tolerate any carelessness, either privately or professionally. Her morning work place ritual consisted of making coffee, checking faxes and emails and opening the windows. This order was as steadfast as the Rocks of Gibraltar. Once everything was done, her two employees appeared.


Claudia and Iris usually travelled to work together, as they had been good friends for many years. Despite the age difference of eleven years, their friendship had never been seriously tested. Claudia, the younger one, was thirty-two, single, attractive and showed a certain intellect. Iris was very self-confident and possessed the fire that only a confident middle-aged woman can have. Iris was a little fiery, very vain and took care of her appearance as if she were a work of art herself. She did this not with exaggerated ambition, but with a kind of dignified style. Despite her maturity and charisma, she never felt threatened by Noemi’s superiority which came with her position as owner of the business.


Since the company was founded, Iris’s role with suppliers and customers was clear and undisputed. Her authority and competence were considered untouchable.


Iris was also deeply impressed by the fascination she had with Noemi since their first meeting. However, her feelings about Noemi consisted mainly of reverence, devotion and a little bit of a special kind of love that she felt for her.


However, as soon as these emotions arose in her, she was able to suppress them. These feelings led to confusion in Iris’s heart. It was unacceptable for a woman to have beautiful feelings for a person of the same sex, especially as Iris had not only been married for many years, but also had two children. She had never developed these kinds of feelings for a woman before, only for Noemi.


Her confusion was not based on the fact that she could feel something for a woman, but that it only applied to this one woman. She had never felt a tingle for women, neither in dreams or imaginations nor in her emotional environment. The fixation on this one woman frightened her. She was never sure whether it could be attributed to a desire for freedom in general, or whether it perhaps stemmed from a desire deep inside her for the same sex.


Iris was absolutely certain that Noemi was unaware of her feelings. She held it together well, even when their hands sometimes touched at work. In these moments, Iris always lost her breath and her heart seemed to beat a lot faster, but she was confident that her feelings were completely disguised from Noemi and others.


Claudia was blissfully ignorant of any tension that may have arisen due to Iris’ feelings towards Noemi. She was far too preoccupied with herself and her own relationships to notice anything else either in work or outside of it. Claudia maintained a level of superficiality that limited her world to a confined bubble. Her nonchalance protected her from insults from customers, friends and even from her lovers. Her naivety enabled her to lead a happy, relatively carefree life. This simplicity, coupled with her beauty, opened up worlds to her that remained closed to many others. She was a person you could never be angry with, and for many she was simply a good friend with whom you could spend fun times together.


This trio of dissimilar women guaranteed the success of the small company.









THE SOURCE OF STRENGTH


John’s muscles tensed as if he was ready to jump. He took a deep breath and felt a little strength flowing through his body again. He still had no explanation as to why this physical reaction kept recurring.


He had often wondered whether mental or physical power could disappear and then return. He considered this idea to be highly unlikely, and he wanted to find a logical explanation for what happens. In reality – if a glass of water is emptied, it is impossible for it to refill itself. Something or someone had to fill it up again.


Therefore, it stands to reason that if a person’s power faded away, who or what could replace them?


John did not subscribe to any religious organizations and he had long ago written off the idea of higher beings as being in the same realm as mythical creatures. Was it perhaps the person himself who could kind of reload what had previously been lost, or was the ability lost forever.


The latter was the most likely for him.


People who believed that their power would fade away were subject to the illusion of consuming energy. Existing power could not disappear or dry up; it had to be a delusion of the soul.


Despite his pragmatism, he firmly believed that all people were surrounded by something that was not scientifically explainable. There are many questions in the universe that still remain unanswered so why shouldn’t there be an invisible force that held everything together? This train of thought made John smile, because none other than Michio Kaku had really attempted to dealt with this theory in any depth.


In fact, John’s physical and mental power was beyond the imagination of a normal person in every respect. In extreme cases, John was able to literally crush another person’s head with his bare hand. In other cases, he was able to corner or even destroy people with his mental abilities.


He was reluctant to ever use these potentially deadly weapons although he was fully aware that he possessed them. Surprisingly, he did not feel any real sense of power, because he knew only too well of the irrevocable impermanence of every single human being.


John had already made the acquaintance of death in his youth. He had managed to escape it several times but he was aware that his time would come at some point. John was a man who feared nothing and especially not death. However, before he was ready to die, there were still many things to be done.


He had been absolutely clear about one thing for years. He was a traveler, an eternal seeker, and he felt that if one day he reached his final, as-yet unimagined destination, he would then die. On the day of his ultimate happiness, death would take him.


The one thing that frightened John was also the source of his strength. He was afraid of the possibility of getting lost or dying prematurely during his lifelong search.


John accepted that if it was his fate to achieve happiness for just a moment and then burn up like a supernova, he would accept death immediately. He would give anything for that single moment of bliss.


By now it was getting very late and John’s stomach was growling with hunger. John’s only task for the day had been to make a statement to the police about the incident the previous night.


As routinely as ever, he gave all the relevant facts and the officers took down all the information.


Although he understood that every detail was necessary, it sometimes annoyed John. He knew that was acting within the law as included within the calculations for each job were all possible outcomes. He also planned each job to such an extent as to allow enough time for this type of detailed statement, which often cost hours of work.


He went into the kitchen and made himself some sandwiches. This meal could be prepared quickly and efficiently without having to use a lot of cutlery and crockery, which he would then have to clean. His eating habits and the nutritional value of his food were spartan. He paid a lot of attention to balance and always had a lot of fruit and vegetables in stock.


He only cooked when his children came over. Then he had fun and only then was the table set. The most important, most beautiful and best thing John had ever created, in his opinion, was Jayden and Janet.


Jayden was already twenty-two years old and had a keen interest in socializing, especially with good looking young women. The timidity of the past had now grown into a natural confidence.


He was a quiet, attentive young man who was still not fully aware of his own intelligence.


Janet, two years younger, was an absolute bundle of energy and charm. There was no one she couldn’t wrap around her finger. She took every heart by storm. The positivity that surrounded her could quickly warm any cold-hearted person and at some point, many were convinced that only the angels could have created her.


John deeply enjoyed every minute he got to spend with his children, although he sometimes wondered if they could really be his. On the one hand, he simply couldn’t believe that he could be the father of such wonderful people.


On the other hand, he was sometimes unsure whether one or both of his children might be the result of his ex-wife’s infidelity.


But even if that were the case, he loved Jayden and Janet more than anything and there could be nothing that would ever change that.


Women who were interested in him often found, to their exasperation, that his children had absolute priority in his life.


John had agreed with his wife that he could visit Jayden and Janet every four weeks, and during the time when he didn’t see or hear from them, he felt empty and sad. He often looked at photos of the two of them and there was hardly a picture left that hadn’t received at least one tear from him.


John was difficult for many people to understand. His multifaceted nature was so diverse and pronounced that some people claimed to have encountered the whole of humanity in him. The fact that he had ever been married and even had children caused irritation or incredulous head-shaking in everyone who found out.


Too many people considered John absurd, and since his youth he had been constantly busy explaining himself.


He had once talked to Jayden about it, because his son had also long felt that he was different and had begun to question himself.


John told him that he had felt the same way in his youth, that he had always thought he was running after other people because they couldn’t understand him. But over the years, he had learned that he actually always had to stand still because other people couldn’t follow him.


Jayden often went to his father for advice because he always had an answer to every question. He was proud of his father, even though his father had left home when he was less than six years old. Later, when he was just twelve years old, he said to his father:


“Dad, I can’t understand how you can fit so much knowledge into your little head!” But that wasn’t the only thing John never forgot. Something else was much more important.


Once, when he had picked Jayden up alone from his then wife, Jayden tried to tell him something important during the car ride.


“Dad, I have to tell you something, but I hope you’re not mad!”


After John had promised not to get angry, Jayden carefully told him that he thought John had been right to leave his mother. When John, in his surprise, asked how Jayden had come to this conclusion, he had explained to John exactly how he felt about his father and mother.


Ever since Jayden was born, John had felt that his son would one day have outstanding abilities. His reasoning showed a high level of intelligence and sensitivity.


Jayden reported with extraordinary eloquence how he had observed, evaluated, compared and then assessed the whole situation. He ended his little lecture with the conclusion that his parents were fundamentally different and would never find each other.


It wasn’t until many years later that Jayden learned everything about his father and the reason why he had so much knowledge.


John’s heart had grown weary over the years so he had made the decision to only reveal a little about himself to worthy or important people. This was an effective means of self-defense.


People who tend to overshare, cannot be understood, open people, conspicuous or sensitive people offer too many targets and increase aggressive behavior in their fellow human beings. John had learned from experience in recent years and so he became more and more adept at depriving others of ammunition with which to attack him. Sometimes you could get the impression that he would bend to the direction of the wind like a young willow or adapt to the colors of his surroundings like a chameleon, and yet he always remained true to himself.


John had engaged in a few affairs since breaking up with Corinna. However, these were not only short-lived, but also superficial. Not because he wanted it this way, but because he was not yet prepared to open-up. One reason was certainly because the women involved would have had no chance of being able to understand him. The main reason, however, was his belief that others only engage with him so as to fulfil an understanding about themselves.


He had realized that something meaningful could only last if a person searched for motives themselves – worked things out on their own. As soon as they are given something as a gift, it loses its appeal after a short time.


Without true mutual understanding, it is not possible for both people to be able to fully share their thoughts and feelings. One person will always be left out in the cold. John was convinced that only something you create with your own hands or teach yourself can be permanent.


This attitude accompanied him throughout his entire life. His behavior sometimes differed little from that of an animal when he accepted or had to accept challenges in order to solve problems or secure his existence. John explained to a close friend long ago that if someone were to steal from him, they would be taking away his right to live.


Based on this, and with foreknowledge of the situation, John would make every effort to destroy the man – who would now be thought of as the enemy – before he was able to commit this offence.


His friend at the time had not fully grasped the implications of this hard held belief which John strictly adhered to. However, just under a year later, John taught him a lesson for life. This friend would go on to realize that some people have strict boundaries which they not only share verbally but hold to under any circumstance.


John was twenty-four, and Thomas was only a year older, when the incident occurred. They had initially met at a party and maintained a somewhat superficial friendship ever since which consisted of going out from time to time to have a bit of fun.


They didn’t share many details about their personal lives, limiting their conversations mainly to social or political events. Thomas was a good-looking man – a little arrogant but John generally found him entertaining company.


Thomas and John had arranged to meet up at the weekend as they had done many times. After going to a nightclub, they went to a bar that they had often visited before. People from all walks of life met there and both men enjoyed the hustle and bustle of the occasionally bizarre and care-free customers. Things usually got interesting at around four o’clock in the morning. Thomas and John lived outside Frankfurt, which presented them with a freedom from any consequences which might arise from certain kinds of activity. At that time, they both worked in different professions. Thomas had been a senior clerk in an insurance company and John worked as a promoter for a small music publishing company.


John had only accepted this job for one reason and one reason only – he wanted to get back to normal life.


This was an unusual move for him but he just wanted to rid himself of the past. At the time, he had been living in a dreary suburb for three years. This suburb was made up largely of gray apartment blocks and commercial buildings. John loved the outdoors and only he knew the true reasons why he had insisted on spending so much time living in this bleak area.


They had arrived at the bar at just before four am and as usual, it was packed with many people. So many that it wouldn’t have surprised anyone if all the walls had collapsed like a house of cards. The decor was very sober and the only thing that really stood out about this bar were the vibrant customers none of whom could really explain why they had chosen that specific bar. One explanation was that it was a good place for people who just wanted to switch off or let themselves go without having to pay attention to etiquette.


Thomas always felt a little envious around John. Although Thomas earned more money and had more expensive clothes, John was usually the center of attention. That evening, however, had been different. After they had both fought their way through the crowd to reach the large bar, Thomas had ordered a beer from the waitress as usual and John, a mineral water.


They had just had a sip of their drinks to counteract the effects of the biting air conditioner that was rapidly drying out everyone’s throats when a young girl looked over at them. Thomas noticed it first so, in an effort to get her attention before John saw her and took over, he smiled back at her.


She had been sitting on the other side of the bar and was extremely pretty. Thomas couldn’t take his eyes off her and failed to notice that there had been three men standing behind her in the dark. Thomas had been so enchanted by the young woman that he had nudged John and told him that he had probably just fallen madly in love. This also served the purpose to ensure that John was aware that he had spotted the girl first, to state his claim. John turned his head to the side and looked at the girl for a moment. Thomas was uneasy that John had immediately known exactly who he was talking about, even though he hadn’t given her a noticeable glance since they had arrived.


John advised him to keep his hands off the girl – she would get him into trouble. Thomas’s anger flared and he accused John of being interested in her himself and therefore trying to talk him out of trying his luck with the girl. But John didn’t react to Thomas’s comments and remained motionless, as if they hadn’t spoken to each other at all.


John turned back from the counter and Thomas moved around the bar to flirt with the girl. He didn’t notice that the three figures were now slowly walking towards him. Then they were standing behind him and one of them had tapped him on the shoulder. Thomas thought it was John and tried to remove the hand from his shoulder. But instead, the tap turned into a somewhat more vigorous pat on the shoulder. Thomas turned around, exasperated, and was about to express his displeasure, but he choked his words when he saw the three figures. All of them were dressed in striking leather jackets and had long hair. Thomas knew immediately which gang they belonged to. The strongest of them was about two meters tall and approached him directly. He asked Thomas outright whether he had any intentions with the girl. Thomas tried to formulate an answer, but due to the intimidating appearance of the stranger, his words were unclear and mumbled. The rather fierce-looking man leaned down and asked him to repeat what he had said. Thomas stammered again and hoped that John would finally turn around and see what was happening so he could intervene.


However, John was still standing with his back turned to him, as if it was none of his business. Thomas could feel his palms getting clammy, his heart beating faster a lump that had formulated in his throat just wouldn’t go away. His height of one meter eighty shrank noticeably and he felt fear slowly softening his legs. The tall man lifted his hand and placed it on the back of Thomas’s neck. He asked for the last time for an understandable answer.


Thomas felt like the loneliest person in the world at that moment and he wished he hadn’t even entered the bar that evening. But it was too late. The two other men standing behind the giant, who looked no less dangerous, grinned. It seemed as if they knew what was about to happen. The other customers who had been standing around them sensed a problem and pushed aside to form a circle of space around the men. However, before anything could happen, John suddenly turned around.


He looked at the giant and asked him with a deadly calmness when he intended to let go of his friend. The giant was irritated for a moment and wanted to know how John was going to spoil his evening entertainment. John looked the giant firmly in the eye and calmly but clearly replied that he didn’t have to deal with biological waste in his everyday life and that he had no intention of continuing a conversation with an individual who was clearly at the lowest human level. The giant didn’t seem to understand this vocabulary and his frown revealed that he was probably thinking for the first time in his life. John seized the moment and with breathtaking speed, grabbed the giant’s neck with his right hand and squeezed.


The giant stared at Thomas as if a huge vice had just been placed around his neck. Thomas could only have guessed what physical strength John possessed.


The giant’s eyes, which were almost bulging out, illustrated the almost superhuman powers that were being inflicted upon him. The giant’s accomplices were about to intervene when John smashed the big man’s head on the counter as if he were cracking an egg.


The huge man fell to the ground and John took the opportunity to kick the second man in the abdomen with his right foot and, like a cat attacking its prey, jumped almost on to the shoulder of the last attacker. As both men fell, he clutched his opponent’s neck and squeezed. He rolled across the ground with him without letting go, and when he was sure he had put his opponent out of action for a moment, he released him and immediately jumped to his feet again.


The second man had just recovered a little from the kick and came at John. John hit him in the face with the same force as a hammer blow.


Although he was clearly tough, he had begun to stagger. John grabbed him by the belt with his right hand and by the neck with his left, lifted him up as if he were a mannequin and threw him with full force at the giant, whose face was barely recognizable due to the blood pouring down it. When he saw his friend coming towards him from a height of about two meters, the giant’s pupils dilated one last time.


Thomas and all the other guests didn’t notice that the music was still playing as a strange silence seemed to have descended on the bar. No one said a word, but everyone stared at John, who was standing in the middle of the room and lighting a cigarette with an eerie calmness. Although one of the three attackers was still lying on the floor behind him, still gasping for breath, John didn’t even turn around. It was clear that he knew for sure that he wouldn’t be attacked again. Thomas remained oblivious to the fact that John was not at all worried about the situation.


It wasn’t until a few months later that Thomas realized that John’s power could not be of this world, because any of his blows could have had a fatal outcome. But he would never get an answer to the question of how John gained this power.


Normality slowly returned to the bar. Some bouncers helped the three defeated gang members to their feet and escorted them out the door. The barman wiped the bar clean several times with a large cloth and didn’t dare look at John. Only the owner approached John and Thomas, looked John in the eye briefly, but immediately looked down at the floor a little embarrassed and walked past them without a word.


Thomas didn’t dare look at John for a long time either. He didn’t know whether it was respect or even fear that he suddenly felt for John. After a while, he asked John if he had been afraid. John grinned and simply replied that the two of them had put up a good fight. Thomas had a lump in his throat, as he couldn’t understand whether John thought he was a coward or whether this victory was really for both of them.


Thomas repeated his question as to whether John had been afraid. John drew intensely on a new Lucky that he had just lit. As he slowly exhaled the smoke, he replied to Thomas that, unlike him, he hadn’t been afraid because, unlike him, he had nothing to lose. Just as Thomas was about to think about whether John would consider him a coward, John continued to speak. He told Thomas that if there was anyone to envy, it was Thomas, because only he had reason to be afraid, because only he had something to lose. It sounded like a message. John patted Thomas on the shoulder like a father and signaled to him that it was time to go home.


“What had to be done has been done, Thomas” Thomas could never forget this last sentence either.


As it happens, this encounter between John and Thomas also turned out to be their penultimate meeting. After this incident, they only met one last time and Thomas never heard anything more about John. Even years later, Thomas would often be haunted by his thoughts about John as this event had affected him deeply. A few years later, whilst watching a movie, he had the feeling that the plot paralleled much of what he knew about of John’s story. To the extent that Thomas had questioned whether he had inadvertently formed a friendship with a stranger whose real name had been Wolf Larsen.


The movie occupied Thomas’ thoughts for many nights and he often found it difficult to sleep. There were so many similarities between Larsen and John. Larson – a man who possessed such enormous and inexhaustible human physical powers who was also the master of an enormous amount of knowledge possessing a high level of intelligence. John could only be a second Larsen or a man condemned to eternal solitude within himself.









EVENING SILENCE


Lunchtime had long since passed and Noemi was still sitting alone in her office. It had become a habit for her to spend the first few hours of work doing organizational and administrative tasks alone. Although she detested such work, she mastered it with inimitable perfection. However, her true skills lay in a completely different area. Her experience had taught her that she was most successful when she postponed important business meetings until late afternoon.


When she had finished her office work, she went to the salesroom. She toured the showroom, examining each display, adjusting an exhibit here and there, and moving a few decorative items. She then headed for the exit where the cash register stood on a perfectly designed counter. As far as she could remember, she had never requested an interim balance from the till. This was partly because she knew that most sales were only made in the late afternoon and partly because she didn’t want to give Iris and Claudia the feeling that she was keeping tabs on them.


The cash register was the center of the salesroom. At least one of the two employees was always there and when Noemi appeared on the sales floor, it was a matter of course that either Claudia or Iris would vacate the space. But as usual, when there were no customers in the store, Claudia and Iris sat together at the till. Noemi didn’t ask them the usual obligatory questions that business owners ask. For example, if anything had happened while they weren’t there in person.


Noemi was not a classic businesswoman, but rather a lover of the business and almost a friend to Iris and Claudia. Interesting and important events or significant business transactions were reported to Noemi by her staff members as soon as the time was right. The trust placed in them maintained a sense of togetherness and gave everyone the feeling of being equally significant. Noemi knew only too well how important it was not to let this close-knit team down.


“Have you two noticed the fascinating colour of the sky this evening?” Noemi greeted Iris and Claudia, who had been happily chatting.


“Do you think winter is coming soon?” asked Iris.


“Well, I think it’s not far away at least, if my nose isn’t deceiving me, I could already smell the harbingers this morning. I love the smell of snow, and in the early hours of the morning, the air smelled rather intensely of it.”


Iris tried to catch a glimpse of the sky through the large, glass front door. She beamed a little and said quietly and dreamily.


“Oh yes, whenever winter comes, it’s a bit like a host of pretty white angels flying over the land.”


“Oh, you little dreamer,” replied Claudia. “If these angels are male, please tell me in good time so that I can fly with them.” The three women looked at each other and started laughing.


“Just wait and see Claudia, one day you’ll meet your dream partner. God have mercy on us, what we’ll have to put up with from you then,” Noemi joked. Claudia looked at Noemi curiously and asked:


“Are you sure … Will I talk like a teenager and have butterflies in my stomach?” Her somewhat naive questions were answered with a laugh from Iris and Noemi.


“Of course you will,” Noemi said sweetly to Claudia.


Without thinking, Claudia asked pertly:


“What’s it like when you’re really in love?”


Iris looked at Claudia a little reproachfully. They had sworn to each other a long time ago that they would never talk to Noemi about their private lives and now they were verging on breaking that vow. A strange crackling sound seemed to fill the room and Claudia only now understood the look on Iris’s face. She was about to say something when Noemi beat her to it.


“I don’t think words can describe that feeling and once found, it needs to be cherished forever”


There was a difficult silence. At that moment, the front door was opened by a customer who approached Claudia directly.


The situation was saved, the tension in the air receded and Iris took a deep breath as Noemi turned towards the office and left.


A short time later, Claudia was still engrossed in a sales conversation with the customer and Iris suddenly felt an urgent desire to check on Noemi.


She knew that under normal circumstances she was not allowed to leave the till when customers were in the store, however, the urge was strong enough that she overcame her sense of duty and went after Noemi. She knocked softly on the office door and entered. Noemi stood facing away from Iris at the small window of the office and looking up at the sky. The limited view offered by the window gave her no comfort, as the neighboring building was positioned directly in the way of anything.


Iris cautiously approached Noemi. She couldn’t avoid the enchanting scent of Noemi’s perfume and felt a pleasant sensation in her stomach. She didn’t even notice that her fingers were trembling slightly as she placed her right hand on Noemi’s hip and her left on her shoulder. Noemi flinched slightly when she noticed Iris.


“Are you okay?” Iris breathed. Noemi shook her head slightly.


“Yes, yes of course,” she stammered, a little irritated.


“Claudia is sometimes a bit insensitive; she didn’t mean to upset you. Don’t be angry with her” Iris said sensually, feeling a deep desire to take Noemi in her arms and kiss her passionately. Her head seemed to be pushed towards Noemi’s face by an invisible force as Noemi released her from her trance-like state.


“Iris, why should I be angry with her? I’m just thinking about a trip I have to take soon. Have you ever been to Rome, Iris?”


“Rome?” Iris stuttered. “No, I haven’t even been to Italy.”


Iris was in a daze, the attraction emanating from Noemi had overwhelmed her and she knew that one day she would have to reveal her feelings. The feeling of powerlessness in the face of her emotions, which she had long been ashamed of, was now finally broken. She had accepted that she had fallen deeply in love with Noemi.


“I’m leaving in two weeks’ time, Iris, and then you’ll have to cover for me. I’m really looking forward to this trip. I’ve often been to Italy to visit my grandma but I’ve really only ever dreamed of Rome and now the time has come. I’ll bring you something back.”


“I’m so happy for you,” Iris replied quietly. The situation was beginning to seem bizarre to her. There were thousands of thoughts and feelings coming to the surface and she no longer felt in control. She tried desperately to regain her composure and didn’t even notice that Noemi had turned to look at her.


“Hey, what’s wrong with you Iris, Is everything all right?” Noemi tilted her head slightly to the side and put her hands on Iris’s shoulders. “Hello, Iris, what’s wrong?” Noemi asked urgently in a firm voice.


At that moment, Iris completely lost her composure, pulled Noemi’s body towards her and pressed her own tightly against her. She embraced Noemi so intensely that Noemi involuntarily tried to break away from Iris. Iris began to sob and tears ran down her face, dripping incessantly onto Noemi’s neck. Noemi’s hands grabbed Iris’s wrists and literally tore them from her neck. She screamed at Iris: “What on earth is wrong with you? Talk to me! Don’t you feel well?” Iris’s make-up was already all over her face and with the tears, the color was running off her face like a waterfall.


Her eyes were red and she looked desperately at Noemi:


“I’m so Sorry, Noemi, I don’t know. It’s just …” she faltered. “Noemi, I, I, you know, I …” the sentence she had started literally got stuck in her throat. Iris slowly relaxed and willingly let Noemi guide her to an office chair. As soon as she sat down, she hid her face in her hands and began to sob again. Noemi knelt in front of her and placed her right hand on Iris’ right knee. “Iris, you can tell me, I just want to help you.” Iris took her hands away from her face. She looked longingly at Noemi, shook her head and put her hand in Noemi’s, which was still on her knee. “No, please Noemi, don’t ask me, you wouldn’t understand. Maybe later, when the time is right.”


Noemi, respectful of Iris’ instructions, decided not to probe any further. She handed Iris a handkerchief and smiled at her. “I’ll get you a coffee, Iris. Try to relax.” Iris nodded briefly and Noemi got up to get the coffee.


Noemi deliberately took her time with the coffee to give Iris a chance to regain her composure. Although she had known Iris for a few years, she had never seen her in this state. However, an inner voice was telling her that it must have something to do with her. It almost seemed as if she had been suppressing any suspicions she had about Iris.


By the time Noemi returned, Iris had calmed down a little.


She drank her coffee without taking her eyes off Noemi, who was sitting directly opposite her behind the desk.


“I apologize, Noemi. It was a one-off emotional outburst and won’t happen again,” Iris insisted


“Nonsense. Firstly, you don’t have to behave like an employee who has made a mistake requiring an apology to her superior. Secondly, it happens to all of us at some point. Thirdly, I consider you to be a friend and fourthly… I don’t know,” Noemi grinned.


Iris started to laugh and this instinctive reaction infected Noemi.


At that moment, the door opened after a knock and Claudia entered.


“Girls, what have I missed that made you laugh so much? Tell me, then I’ll tell you a big secret too!”


“Since when do you have secrets, Claudia?” Iris asked a little mischievously. This made all three of them giggle because Claudia could rarely keep anything to herself and so she revealed the secret by cheekily throwing a sales receipt onto Noemi’s desk. Claudia was so excited that she didn’t even notice Iris’s tear-stained face.


Iris rushed forward to take a look at the receipt. Her eyes widened as she exclaimed “This is truly amazing!” Noemi then leaned forward to read the details. In addition to the customer’s address, the receipt listed many items and the final price. All three women looked at the amount in disbelief for a while.


Noemi lowered her head and looked up at Claudia, who was standing next to Iris. Through the corner of her mouth, Noemi blew aside her dark hair, which had fallen down in front of her eyes.


“Did you have to sleep with the customer before paying, Claudia?” she asked with a grin.


“It can’t be any other way,” agreed Iris. There was a brief silence and Noemi jumped up, threw her arms in the air and shouted:


“Wow, forty-seven thousand euros! You are amazing Claudia. Come here, you two, let me hug you.”


All three embraced each other like a little family, shouting and cheering as only strong, successful women can do. A ring at the front door, signaling the arrival of a new customer, interrupted the celebration. Iris quickly broke away from the circle.


“Now I’m going to try my luck, just you wait!” She hurried out and headed towards the salesroom. Noemi and Claudia said goodbye to Iris with a laugh. These moments of companionship had characterized the relationship between the three women for years, to the extent that they were often compared to the three musketeers. It almost seemed as if no one could destroy this deep friendship.


It was an hour before closing time and usually a busy time. All three women were now giving advice to potential customers. The hustle and bustle continued unabated. It had long since become dark outside. Car lights flashed past the shop windows and silhouettes crossed the scene. Sometimes some of them lingered in front of one of the windows before either continuing on their way or entering the store.


It was not unusual for some customers to remain in the store even after closing time, and so it was that day. When the last customer left the store, neighboring stores were already closed. As the till still had to be checked and it was already very late, Noemi relieved the other two women of their usual duty.


They said their usual friendly goodbyes and Noemi closed the front door behind them. It had been an exciting and successful day, as the cash register showed. Noemi was very pleased and this time she took a little more time to rearrange the accessories and display items in the salesroom and put them in their rightful places.


The streets were almost deserted when Noemi closed the door behind her. She shivered slightly as her body felt the cold. A light frost had covered the city and the air smelled of snow, just as it had that morning. Noemi took a deep breath, because she loved the smell of snow. She had always found it very special. It was like a spell, because the scent reminded her of freedom and purity. It also exuded a sense of coziness and these sensations always sparked a great longing for security.


She put her hands in the side pockets of her black coat. She leaned her head back and looked up into the sky. Deep blackness set off the many twinkling stars. Their glow was faint and yet they managed to captivate Noemi. She pulled her small hands out of her pockets and spread her arms.


“Take me in,” she whispered and shone at the sky like a star. In that brief moment, she was one with herself and the universe. She closed her eyes and dreamed of eternal happiness.


The honking of a car horn brought her back to the real world. Her hands were cold and revealed that she had been daydreaming in the cold for a while. To give them back some life, she rubbed her hands together and breathed on them. A light haze rose up. Only now did she feel the extreme temperature and hurried to her car. Her car was quite sheltered from the wind and so she was able to quickly clear the windows of the light layer of ice that covered them.


She hadn’t even been driving for five minutes when light snow began to fall. The small flakes danced merrily in the wind and Noemi realized that she had seen it coming. When she arrived home, the ground was already covered in a thick layer of snow.


She pressed a button to open the roller shutter and drove into the back of the building. The gate closed automatically, she got out and entered the large hallway of her home through a steel door. She got goose bumps because it was pleasantly warm and every room exuded a very special kind of coziness. As usual, her first stop was the kitchen, where she prepared a salad. She wanted to enjoy it after her bath. She picked up a glass of red martini and headed for the bathroom. On the way, she deftly removed her pumps. In the bathroom, she switched on the light with her elbow. The room immediately lit up with a pleasant, slightly greenish light and classical music filled the room. Her bathroom was her sanctuary and all the furnishings added to the sensation of sheer luxury.


Warm water bubbled into the bath and formed a small mountain of foam from the added bath oil. Light vapors rose up, releasing a sweet scent that permeated the entire room.


Noemi unbuttoned her blouse and her shapely breasts revealed their perfection even under the white bra. After taking off her trousers and stockings, she squatted down at the edge of the bath and her dainty right foot moved towards the water. Her big toe carefully tapped the surface of the water to check the temperature. Once she had made sure she was comfortable, her body slid gracefully into the water. Noemi took a deep breath. The water made her feel calm and relaxed. After a while, she closed her eyes.


She didn’t move for a while. She lay in the water as if she had been transported away from life. But she was only dreaming, because her hands almost tenderly began to let a little water, which she drew from the tub, flow over her firm breasts. Small rivulets sought their way down her body before slowly sliding down. Noemi made soft feel-good noises and the whole situation looked more and more like a fairytale scenario, she was a mermaid, a goddess in her truest form.


But the calm tranquility was abruptly interrupted by the ringing of the smartphone that Noemi always carried with her. She jumped in shock and her arm hit the water producing a big splash. She reached over to the tray by the bath and took the smartphone in her right hand. She pressed the answer button and brought the phone to her ear. Still a little dazed, she breathed into the phone: “Hello!”


Nothing could be heard on the other end at first and Noemi repeated her “Hello!” It sounded a little firmer, but even that couldn’t detract from her charm.


This time someone answered. “Am I speaking to Varell, to Noemi Varell?” a harsh, somewhat unpleasant male voice spoke up. Noemi was suddenly wide awake and she tense. Noemi’s voice became even firmer, almost serious.


“Isn’t it proper for the caller to identify himself by name?” Noemi asked. She felt a sense of unease that she couldn’t explain.


“Maybe I’ve got the wrong number if you’re not Noemi Varell,” said the male voice. Noemi was too intelligent to fall for this trick.


“Tell me who you are and I’ll see what I can do for you!” Noemi was aware that her answer was purposefully non-committal ensuring that the caller would need to say something to convince her to confirm her name. Noemi’s body trembled a little as her female intuition told her to be careful.


“Well, I’m calling on behalf of a friend who’s looking for you, Mrs. Varell!” Noemi’s face turned pale. The unknown caller’s statement was very clever, but she did not let it deter her.


“Look, if I’m Mrs. Varell, which you seem to be convinced that I am, why doesn’t your friend call me directly? Besides, it’s late and this conversation is clearly not worth my time pursuing. What do you want from me?” The caller paused for a moment. He knew that he had to release more information now to at least get Noemi’s name.


“Well, you know,” the caller stuttered slightly, “my friend asked me, as I’m from near Darmstadt, to look for a lady with that name, as he discovered that she lived in that area. If it’s not you, then I apologize.” Noemi was aware that she had probably put herself in danger by not giving a false name from the beginning. But she now hoped to fend off this caller with one last attempt.


“You know, I still don’t know who I’m talking to. This Nomi person, or whatever her name is, should register her details officially at the public registration office or in the telephone directory because I’m tired of being confused with this person all the time. If you ever find this lady, you can relay this advice to her.” Noemi finished the sentence and gave the caller time to think.


“Yes, I will, and forgive me for interrupting.” A click told Noemi that the call was over. Although the caller didn’t ask her name again, she thought she had convinced him. Perhaps, she hoped, he was now assuming there had been a mix-up of names or an admin error of some kind. Perhaps this man would never contact her again.


The trembling in her body gradually subsided, but her thoughts were still preoccupied with the phone call. She knew it had been for her, and her attempt to ignore the fact failed. The call was not an accident; she had been discovered and someone wanted something from her.


She was also aware that the call was not about business, although she hadn’t even noticed that the caller had suppressed his number. The thought “past” flashed through her mind, and she began to tremble again. “No, it couldn’t be”, she told herself. After such a long time, it was simply not possible!
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