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I can honestly say I've never read anything quite like this book. It's funny, ironic, and thought-provoking, all of it tinged with a bit of dark drama. With such a complex plot this book could so easily have gone wrong – leaving the reader bewildered by the fanciful turn of events, but instead, the author has done a masterful job of taking us along on a great ride as the protagonist, Eberhardt Walker a writer who, almost as an aside, goes about ridding the city of brutal criminals, in between having fascinating philosophical conversations with great literary characters. I enjoyed this book from beginning to end, so The 92 Year Old Lady Who Made Me Steal a Dead Man's Car is an easy book to recommend.


Marquita Herald, Author




To the many fictional characters who accompanied me throughout my life. The events revealed in this book could not have happened without their contributions.
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At the age of thirty-six, the author and his family moved to Australia, where they reside today. He has worked as an engineer and IT manager, then became a professional speaker making a name for himself presenting business and personal development seminars. During those years, he wrote two nonfiction books: The Solution Within Yourself and Success, Money and You. A few years later he published the essence of his seminars in his third nonfiction book, How to Make Great Things Happen in YOUR LIFE.


Fred Schäfer’s heart belongs to the world of literature, which to him means fiction. He has written ten novels, three in German and seven in English, and one novella. A short description of his writings can be found at the end of this book. His English novels are:
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Note for fiction fans


A list of the books, authors and literary characters mentioned on the following pages can be found at the end of this novel. This list is also included in the Table of Contents. See: Principal literary characters.
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PART 1:


Introducing the old lady, the dead man and myself
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The old lady and I stepped onto the pedestrian crossing. We didn’t know each other and hardly paid attention to each other. The pedestrian light had been on green and changed to red shortly after we had left the safety of the footpath. After I had reached the other side of the street, the traffic lights for the cars changed. A moment later, I heard the aggressive sound of a horn and the abusive voice of a male. “Damn old bitch, get out of my way, or I’ll run you over!” The man’s language was more colourful, but there is no need to repeat word by word what he said.


I turned around and saw the old lady standing in the middle of the street in front of an old and rusty looking Ford. The Ford’s driver was hanging out of the window screaming and honking the horn of his car like a madman. The old lady stood calmly. She had turned towards the aggressive driver. Cars were passing on her left and right. I wanted to run back and help her. Just when I was about to step onto the street, a man grabbed my shoulder and pulled me back. He probably saved my life. Cars were passing in front of me like bullets. The old lady and the old Ford looked like islands in the middle of a fast-flowing river; an angry river full of big pieces of junk in its torrent.


I could see the lady trying to say something to the young driver, but I doubt he could hear her. There was a hell of noise; the traffic, the sound of the horn, and the angry driver’s yelling combined to the kind of racket I suspect Neil Diamond was referring to in his song What A Beautiful Noise, except in this instance, it wasn’t beautiful. I think Neil would have agreed with me on that.


The old lady walked a few steps towards the car and smashed one of the car’s front lights with her walking stick.


What a woman! I thought.


It was 5:30 pm and peak hour traffic in Manhattan. I was waiting for a gap in the traffic so that I could run to the old woman and assist her. It didn’t look good. Most of the cars were driving above the speed limit. I saw the angry young man getting out of his car. He was yelling and swearing and gesticulating as if there was no tomorrow. As it turned out, there was no tomorrow for him.


He stepped out of his car right in front of a passing truck. The truck hit him, and the angry man was thrown forward and sidewise at the same time. He hit the ground and didn’t move; killed instantly. The truck that had hit him continued down the street, while the young man’s body remained motionless beside the old lady.


I don’t know what got into me. I ran onto the street, completely ignoring the traffic, and the next thing I knew, I found myself beside the old lady and the dead body. One look confirmed that the man was definitely beyond hope. His skull had been crushed, his brain oozing out between the cracks.


The old lady looked at me, with an almost inquisitive look on her face. I looked at her and said, “Let me help you.”


“What do you suggest?” she asked.


Suggest? I thought. Why does she think I am suggesting something?


“Just to get you off the street,” I replied.


The traffic was still speeding past us on either side. If there was a gap, I could carry her. Maybe the best thing would be to wait for the traffic lights to change and the traffic to stop. I was just about to say that when I heard her call, “Come. Hurry up!”


When I looked at the spot beside me where she had been a few seconds earlier, I realized she had walked away and was in the process of opening the passenger door of the rusty Ford in front of us. She opened the door and sat down in the passenger’s seat. For a moment I was inclined to run after her, but changed my mind and went to the driver’s side and sat down.


“Let’s go,” she said.


“Let’s go?! What do you mean?”


“You can drive a car, can’t you? Let’s get away from here. What are you waiting for?” She smiled at me. Within a fraction of a second, I realized three things: she was very old, at least ninety, she had sparkling, bright eyes, young eyes actually, and she displayed a charismatic beauty of a kind I had never noticed before in an elderly person.


The car’s engine had been running the entire time. I put the car in gear, turned the steering wheel to the right to avoid the body in front of the car, and a few seconds later was driving an old car with an old lady as my passenger. In the meantime, the traffic lights had changed once more. I found myself in the middle of the crossing and could see and hear cars coming, their horns blasting on my left and right. I pushed down the accelerator pedal as hard as I could. The old Ford was impressively well-tuned and obliged at once. A few seconds later I felt like someone who had just managed to escape by the width of a hair from an avalanche.


“Well done,” my passenger said.


“We left the scene of an accident, a man was killed, and you made me steal his car. You call that well done?”


“Would anything have changed if we had stayed?” she asked. “And as far as the car is concerned, he won’t need it anymore.”


Very logical, I thought. It’s just that not everybody would see it her way. Besides, the authorities are not likely to give her a hard time. She is not driving the car, she didn’t steal it, I did, and anyway, they won’t put an old woman in jail.


“I’m Irene Sonntag,” she said.


“Nice to meet you, Irene,” I replied. “I’m Eberhardt Walker.”


“How old are you, Eberhardt?”


“Thirty-four.”


“You look quite handsome and fit.”


“Thank you.”


“Are you married?”


I looked at her. Why on earth would she like to know that?


As if she had read my thoughts, she said, “I am asking because if you are not tied down by a relationship, I have a proposition for you.”
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I wasn’t in a relationship. The woman I had been with for the past five years had left me a few weeks earlier. We weren’t married but we lived together in the same apartment. For all intents and purposes, we were married, but things just weren’t what they used to be anymore. In all the years we were together, we had kept separate bank accounts and had clear understandings of how to divide our belongings.


It was on a Sunday evening that she said to me, “We’ve reached a fork in the road. What do you think, should we go in different directions?”


“You one direction, and I the other?” I asked just to be sure I understood her.


She nodded.


“I’ll miss you,” I said.


“No, you won’t.”


She was right, and we both knew it. We wouldn’t miss each other, except, perhaps, in the bedroom. We were both down-to-earth people. And for the past year or so, the only emotional events between us occurred every Wednesday and Friday evening. Whenever we could, we kept those evenings free for sex. Sex had been good until the end, everything else had slipped into insignificance.


She made heaps of money as an architect and I made enough money as a freelancer, writing a novel now and again. For a few years, we were genuinely interested in each other’s activities. I studied her plans and visited the buildings she had designed, she read my articles and novels. We talked about architecture and literature, and for a while it seemed that life could happily go on like that forever.


We also shared a part-time occupation. We did undesirable things to bad people who were beyond the reach of the law: mainly violent, vicious and sadistic rapists. It is a sad fact that most sex crimes are not reported to the police. The victims – girls and women of any age – are often too afraid to go to the police, even too afraid to talk to their friends, parents, or partners about what happened to them.


I found out about these sad events regularly through my TCs, which stands for Tough Contacts, a kind of network that had established itself a few years before mine and Ella’s five years of togetherness.


The TCs stuff sounds more sophisticated than it really is. In my early years as a writer, I gave talks and presented seminars to hundreds of charitable organizations and groups of people who were struggling with life for one reason or another. I’m talking about people who lived in New York’s socially and economically destitute neighborhoods; the slums and crime-ridden areas of the city. My seminars were about nearly everything under the sun, but mainly about human misery and injustices, and how one can cope with it. My approach was simple: when things go wrong, find a reason to laugh. A bit too simple? Definitely. But somehow it worked. I often asked people to talk about something that had recently gone wrong in their lives. Most people were happy to share their challenges and miseries.


I remember a woman who complained bitterly about her boss. He was very arrogant and rude; an asshole, really. “What can I do?” she said. “What can I do? I need that job, I need the money.” The entire group discussed what she could do. Some people suggested she should kill the bastard. This would be one way of fixing the problem, I agreed, but the consequences would be no laughing matter. The challenge was to find a humorous way of dealing with her terrible situation. In the end, we all agreed that she had to talk to him and tell him how he made her feel. In the past, she had always kept silent when he humiliated her.


We had half an hour of good fun. One person in the group played the asshole boss and another person – and we changed these roles several times – played the woman. The things people said to the boss were hilarious. Everybody tried to be more aggressive, rude and funnier than the person before. The poor woman who had to live with that boss would lose her job in a minute if she ever said what the players suggested, but the exercise changed her perspective. Finally, I had a go at playing the victim, which everyone was eager to see. The guy who played the bad boss said things like: “You are absolutely useless. Even the simplest things you do, you can’t do right. You are a waste of space.”


I replied calmly, “What you’re saying is rude, aggressive, and it hurts.”


For a moment there was silence. The man who played the bad boss, and who earlier in the game could always think of something to say, was searching for words. I could see it.


Then he said: “What do you mean, rude, aggressive, and it hurts?”


I said: “The way you talk to me is rude, aggressive, and hurts.”


“No it’s not!” the boss yelled. “How else do you expect me to talk to you?”


“Not rudely and not aggressively,” I replied calmly.


“Give me an example! What do you mean?”


“Just don’t be rude, aggressive, or hurt me. Please. That’s all.”


It went on like this for a little longer, and I explained my approach. Tell the wrongdoer what you feel in one simple, straightforward message, and keep repeating that message. Don’t change it. Don’t defend what you said. Don’t get involved in a discussion and side issues. Just repeat again and again calmly and politely that simple message about how you feel.


This is one way to make arrogant and aggressive people slow down and think. It works often, but not always. But even if it doesn’t work, the victims usually feel proud that they have stood up for themselves.


On a few occasions, I learned that my attempts to create comedy out of people’s misery changed their lives for the better. There was a couple in their mid-twenties, the man was a bit of an alcoholic, and the woman once thought that when they were married, his drinking would stop. Of course, it didn’t. In fact, it got worse. They were both in my seminar, and she bitterly complained about him. About the money he wasted on booze and the noise he made when he was drunk. In classic Albert Ellis style, I told her that the problem was not her husband, the problem rested with her. “Your husband,” I said, “is an alcoholic and behaves exactly the way alcoholics behave. They are drunk, they waste money, and they make a lot of noise. That’s how they are. For you to expect something else of your alcoholic husband is the problem. He’s okay. As long as he is an alcoholic, it’s your expectation of him that needs to change.”


She looked at me surprised before she asked, “Are saying he’s a good alcoholic?”


I couldn’t help but laugh and replied, “You couldn’t wish yourself a better one.”


“So what are my options?”


“You have at least two options. You can accept him as he is and stop complaining. Or you can separate and seek a divorce.”


“Or I could join him and get drunk, waste money, and we make noise together.”


“I hadn’t thought of that,” I laughed, “but yes, that’s definitely another option.”


And that was exactly what she did.


Interestingly, and this is something I found out a year or so later, her husband wasn’t impressed by her decision. One alcoholic in the family, he reasoned, was enough.


They were two intelligent people. As far as I know, they are still married and no longer drink at all.


Most of the time, I suspect the people who attended my talks had two hours of fun; beyond that, everything stayed largely the same. I thought that was okay, and people seemed to agree. Whether they agreed consciously or subconsciously, I don’t know. If they hadn’t had fun, I guess they wouldn’t have returned for another two hours of laughter interspersed with the occasional piece of wisdom.


But why am I telling you this? I got to know lots of people who lived difficult lives. Over the years, some of them stayed in contact with me, phoning me once in a while. Sometimes they invited me to parties, other times I was asked to give a talk for ten or twenty minutes, which often turned into an hour.


I turned up in cafés, pubs, parks, or street corners where I knew I would find some of my former seminar participants. I respected and loved these people, and some of them must have noticed that. They were the ones who stayed in contact with me. One day one of them said, “We are your Tough Contacts,” Maybe this sounds bigger than what it was. On the other hand, thinking about it, it was a big thing; these people trusted me and I trusted them. Trust is paramount.


It was through these contacts that I learned about crimes that were never reported to the police. I’m talking about serious cases of rape; brutal cases in which the victims were often emotionally damaged beyond help for the rest of their lives. Other unreported crimes that I learned about were related to drugs, domestic abuse, burglaries…


I don’t know what it is that makes me hate rapists, especially the brutal and vicious ones. I mean, really hate. If a man beats up a woman and I hear about it, I want to beat up that man and I have done that on more than one occasion. But when someone tells me about rape, that’s when something within me snaps and shatters, and I turn into a different man.


When I met Ella and told her about my part-time job a few months into our relationship. She said, without hesitation, “There’s something we have in common.”


“What?” I asked, surprised, “Do you also hate and hunt rapists?”


“From now on, yes!” she replied emphatically.


So, there you have it: sex was one thing, our part-time job was the other thing that kept our relationship going longer than it should have.


What we did to rapists was bad; serious crimes in themselves, and you would think that sometimes we should have felt guilty about what we did. At least, when I think about it rationally, I think that we should have felt at least… well, remorseful or uncomfortable. But we didn’t. What we did always seemed like the right thing to do.


I realize of course, to call hunting and punishing bad people a part-time occupation seems wrong. It sounds cold. We probably should have felt bad about that as well. Maybe I should not admit to it, not even today. But what can I say?


I don’t want you to get the wrong impression. Neither Ella nor I enjoyed what we did to these people. Our feelings were rather neutral about the punishment we dished out. There was no hate, happiness, or satisfaction. I hate rapists, yes, but I didn’t have positive feelings about punishing them. I just saw it as a job that had to be done. Somebody had to do it.


We did it in a considered way. For a start, there was no blood. We had chemicals at our disposal.


I looked at it this way: a rapist is a bit like a viciously barking dog in the neighborhood, only much worse and with one important difference. To stop the dog from barking, you don’t have to do to the animal what we did to rapists. You talk to the dog’s owner and convince him that they have to do something about their dog. Only if that doesn’t work, you deal with the dog directly. You hate the barking dog, and the barking gets on your nerves. At the same time though, you’re sensible enough to understand that it is not the dog’s fault that it is a ferociously barking creature. The dog didn’t wake up one morning and decide that from now on, it would terrorize the neighborhood.


A rapist didn’t wake up one morning and decide to be a rapist. He became a rapist because his owner didn’t look after him well enough, he didn’t train him the right way. The rapist was not conditioned the way in which other people were. Gradually, over time, a man can become a rapist. I hate rapists, you know that, but I have to be open-minded enough to accept that it is perhaps not the rapist’s fault. – I have to accept that it’s certainly not entirely his fault that he became what he became; it has also something to do with his owner.


The problem is, I can’t talk to the rapist’s owner and negotiate some sort of arrangement that ensures that the rapist never again does what he did. The owner who could fix the problem is untraceable: invisible. I can’t phone him, write a letter to him or send him an email, not even an SMS. He’s left the building and left no forwarding address. So what options do I have? Let’s be fair about this. If I want to be certain that a brutal rapist – one that’s outside the reach of the law – cannot rape another woman ever again, I have to do something that prevents him from doing it ever again. And that’s what Ella and I did without feelings of hate, pleasure, or guilt. Only with the certain knowledge that the men we were dealing with could never repeat their crimes.


Apart from doing to rapists what we did, we were good people. What we did was bad according to the law; it was a crime. However, my assessment you probably know by now, someone’s got to do it.


I do accept the reality of the situation. Legally, Ella and I are criminals, although, in our opinion, we simply did a job that someone needed to do.


Ella and I stopped punishing rapists together about six months before we separated. At that time, I received a phone call from one of my Tough Contacts. We chatted for a while about this and that, and in the process, she mentioned (the contact was an elderly woman) that a fourteen-year-old girl in the neighborhood had been brutally raped. She also told me the name of the perpetrator, a twenty-three-year-old man who lived in the neighborhood. I mentioned what my TC had told me to Ella. She looked at me with a sullen look in her eyes. Somehow, I understood what that meant. No more. It was okay with me.


But then, a few days later, I decided that I had to do something about it after all. You can’t just stop hating what you hate most. This time, I did something different. Half of the man’s penis ended up in a rubbish bin in a park nearby. This was the first time, blood was spilled. Later, I learned when the girl he had raped heard about it, she was relieved.


During the months that followed, I added a few more men with shortened penises to that part of New York.


I realize I haven’t told you what punishment exactly Ella and I dished out to the really bad guys. Let me think about it. Maybe I’ll tell you later. Let me see how I feel about it as things progress.
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Back to the old lady and me in the car, which used to belong to the dead man in the crosswalk who by now was several miles behind us. I was hoping other cars didn’t run over him as the truck had done, although it wouldn’t have done him any further harm. It would have been a damn mess and made life difficult for the ambulance people, though.


“What proposition?” I asked.


“Before we talk about that,” the old lady replied, “we should get rid of this car.”


That was a perfectly logical thought which should have occurred to me. But it hadn’t. What kind of old lady was there sitting beside me?


“Have you done this kind of thing before?” I asked.


“No… not really…” she said. It didn’t sound convincing.


“You aren’t telling me the truth.”


“It is the truth!” she emphasized. “I’ve seen it on TV.”


“What have you seen on TV?”


“How to get rid of a car.”


“That’s the easy part,” I said. “We park it somewhere and walk away.”


“What about our finger prints?” she asked.


Again! I couldn’t help wondering: what kind of old lady was there sitting beside me?


“We park the car as you said,” I could hear her say, “and we walk away as you said. But before we walk away, we start a little fire.”


And that was exactly what we did. We stopped in a quiet street. She gave me her scarf and told me to hang it in the opening of the gas tank. “Let the scarf go down as far as possible,” she said. “It has to be saturated with gas. Let’s hope the tank is reasonably full.”


What a lady! I did exactly as instructed. She told me to make sure there was a bit of gas on the upholstery of the seats. “Just squeeze a bit of gas out of the scarf,” she said. Then she suggested that I place the scarf underneath the driver’s seat and light it with a match, of which she coincidentally had a box in her pocket. “But don’t forget to open the windows first,” she pointed out. “A good fire needs oxygen.”


She would walk away first, she said, because she was getting on a bit and wasn’t as fast on her feet as she used to be. I should wait five minutes, then start the fire under the driver’s seat and follow her. It would take a minute or two before the fire would engulf the inside of the car and be noticed, that should give me enough time to catch up with her. We would take a taxi and go to her place. We would switch taxis several times so that it would be as good as impossible for the police to discover the location of her place with the help of the taxi drivers.


And that was what we did. My elderly companion was extraordinarily cautious. The last taxi we used, she asked to stop a few hundred yards before we reached her apartment. She paid the driver, and we walked the remaining distance.


What a lady!
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She lived in an expensive apartment building in an upscale part of Manhattan. There was an athletic-looking man who let us into the building. He glanced at me suspiciously, but he knew Irene Sonntag, and after they had exchanged a few pleasantries, the old lady and I found ourselves in a lift up to the top floor.


Her apartment was a surprise. It was big, had many rooms, and magnificent views over Manhattan, as you would expect from a top floor location. But that wasn’t the only surprise. The furniture, the artwork, the colors, in fact, the entire atmosphere of the place didn’t look at all like what you would expect from a place of that kind that belongs to a lady in her nineties. It looked like the place of someone much younger. Everything was modern, elegant, and extraordinarily tasteful and harmonious.


“Who else lives here?” I asked


“Only me and you,” she replied.


Me and you?


“I didn’t know that I was living here.”


“That’s my proposal,” the old lady continued. “I am inviting you to live with me. You will have your own quarters: a living room, bedroom, study, and bath of course. Apart from that, you can use the entire apartment as if it were your own. There are lots of rooms, a library, gym, a music room, TV room, and a big kitchen of course. Have a look around. Take your time.”


I had a look around. I took my time.


“Why do you want me to live with you?”


“You are a writer,” she said.


“How do you know?” I was surprised. I hadn’t told her anything yet about myself except my name and age.


“I’ve read your books. Some time ago, I looked you up on the Internet and saw your picture on Amazon. I recognized you straight away when you came to help me in the crosswalk.”


“Ok. I’m a writer. But that doesn’t explain why you want me to move in to your apartment.”


“Have you seen the library?”


She was not answering my question. She always found something else to talk about.


“Yes,” I answered, “I have seen the library. She’s huge. I hope you don’t mind if I call your library a she.”


“That seems appropriate.”


“How many books do you have in there?”


She looked at me for a minute as if she had to first discuss her answer with herself. Then she caught a deep breath and said, “There are exactly 8,640 books. But the books are not the problem. There are active literary characters in that library. They are harder to handle. I’m not sure how many exactly, but by my last estimate I would say about 150 to 200, although some of them have not been active for a while; I’m not sure if they are still around or what happened to them.”


“Interesting. Very interesting. Would you mind telling me a bit more about these literary characters?”
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