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            Prologue

         

         
            It is never too late to have an unhappy childhood.

            It is also never too late to have a happy childhood.

            But above all, your childhood is always in the past.

            Whether and how the past affects your present is up to you alone.

            Joschka Breitner, Parenting Your Inner Child2
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         As the massive Russian climbed into the boot of his own car, he looked almost like a scared little boy.

         ‘And I’ll see Dragan soon?’ Boris asked me.

         ‘You’ll see Dragan soon,’ I reassured him.

         At peace with myself, I closed the boot lid with love and without judgement. Mindfully, even.

         I got behind the wheel of Boris’s car and started the engine. I felt content. Even though I’d lied: Boris would never see Dragan again, at least not in this life. Dragan had been dead for a week.

         Boris, however, would not be killed. I was tired of killing. At some point, enough was enough. For Boris, Sasha and I had come up with a different solution.

         With the Russian in the boot, I drove out of the lay-by. At half past four in the morning, there was hardly any traffic. For fifteen minutes, we simply zipped through the cosy darkness. Then I called Sasha.

         ‘Is anyone following us?’ I asked. The wiry Bulgarian had been driving some distance behind me to determine exactly that.

         ‘Nobody. They’ve all gone ahead.’

         ‘That’s good.’ I felt my shoulders relax.

         ‘No more corpses?’ Sasha asked.4

         ‘No more corpses.’

         Sasha gave an audible sigh of relief.

         I confirmed our plan. ‘I’ll see you at the preschool.’

         ‘The cellar door is open,’ Sasha said, signing off.

         I hung up.
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            The Inner Child

         

         
            Our soul is structured like a Russian doll. When something is rattling in the doll that is our adult soul, it is really the sound of the other, smaller doll inside it: our inner child’s wounded soul.

            Joschka Breitner, Parenting Your Inner Child6
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         There were two things wrong with my childhood: my mum and my dad. But I only realised this forty years later, when, pressured to do so by my wife, I first considered my inner child.

         If I hadn’t already been sensitised to psychological issues through my very positive experiences with mindfulness, I probably would’ve thought the very notion of an inner child utter nonsense. Anything a gastroenterologist cannot discover during a thorough check-up simply isn’t inside us. Or so I used to think.

         A year ago, I would’ve thought a book about the inner child was targeted at people who were expecting. One of those books that might provide a man with a great deal of information about what was going on inside his partner biologically but was useless when it came to elucidating his own inner life.

         By now, I know that the psychological concept of the inner child has nothing whatsoever to do with preparing for childbirth. It only becomes relevant after you’ve exited the birth canal. And that holds true for any sex. According to the notion of the inner child, we are emotionally constructed like a Russian doll. When something’s rattling in the doll that is our adult soul, it’s really the sound of the 8other, smaller doll inside it: our inner child’s wounded soul.

         It’s not us who stand in the way of our own happiness, but our inner child. It’s a part of us, along with all our childhood injuries. If we want the rattling to stop, we need to heal our inner child.

         Taking my inner child into consideration turned out to be the ideal way for me to eliminate the causes of the problems whose consequences I had started to mitigate by practising mindfulness.

         In my childhood, there was no Siri or Alexa. The people who turned lights on and off, operated the stereo and answered the stupidest questions incorrectly were called Mummy and Daddy. So, if anything got screwed up in my childhood, these two must be the culprits.

         This explanation was reassuring in that it enabled me to comfortably blame my parents for my own marital problems, fear of the future and general irritability, as well as several murders.

         The fact that I only conceived my inner child at the age of forty-three was partly down to an unprotected argument with my estranged wife. Katharina always had a very effective approach to problems: the person responsible for solving her problems was always the one without whom she wouldn’t have them. This made me the one responsible for providing the protection when it came to conflicts in our dissolving marriage.

         And that’s exactly what I’d unfortunately messed up on our last summer holiday together. Against her express wishes, I had gotten into an altercation with a waiter at an alpine hut. 9That alone was reason enough for her to demand that I seek therapeutic assistance for my constant mood swings. And this without her even knowing that, after a little retaliatory stunt on my part, the waiter had unfortunately died.

         While still in the Alps, I made an appointment with my mindfulness coach for the week after we got back, like the good husband and father that I was. The fact that, if I hadn’t, Katharina would’ve taken Emily and left was also fairly significant.

         Completely independent of my wife’s sensitivities, however, I had long since realised that I needed to work on myself. Something inside of me kept stopping me from enjoying life. If worries were a liquid, I felt like my mindfulness practice might’ve helped calm the waves inside the barrel of my soul, yet it was still filled to the brim with anxiety. And sometimes, when a new worry came along, something still splashed over the edge, making me freak out about things other people would consider minor.

         So far, my freak-outs had been mere trifles:

         One night, I threw ice cubes at drunks shouting in the park across the street.

         I gave clients who annoyed me bad legal advice.

         I brought the prisoner in my cellar his meal two hours late, just because.

         Things basically anyone in the same situation would do if they were annoyed. And as long they didn’t get caught.

         The fact that I let a waiter plunge into a ravine, however, is of a slightly different order.

         I didn’t like this escalation.10

         And so, one rainy evening in early September, I found myself on Joschka Breitner’s doorstep again. A week after my holiday. Almost half a year after my last mindfulness coaching session.

         Before I pressed the doorbell, I stood outside his door and took stock of how I felt. Over the last six months, a great deal had changed.

         Back then, it was spring. Summer was around the corner. Now it was autumn. Winter was on its way.

         Back then, I had left Breitner’s practice in the daylight, newly energised. With my new insights, I was positively surfing the flow of a mindful lifestyle into the world blossoming outside.

         Now, I’d been washed back by the tides of life. It was already dark, and the first yellowed leaves rustled under my feet.

         By now, my life should’ve been completely happy. In the last six months, with a lot of love and mindfulness, I had transformed my professional and personal environment the way I’d always dreamed of:

         I’d exchanged a crippling permanent position at a large law firm for a financially sound freelance position as a solo practitioner.

         Katharina and I had re-routed the dead end of our tired and stressed-out marriage into the parallel life paths of co-parenting individuals.

         Our daughter, Emily, enjoyed her hard-won spot at preschool and was a cheerful, confident member of Little Fish’s Nemo group.11

         I had not only my law office in the same beautiful old building as Little Fish, but my own apartment too. I managed the whole building for my main client – Dragan, the absent boss of a criminal syndicate.

         All these changes had a lot to do with the fact that, half a year earlier, I’d killed Dragan. That no one knew about this was not entirely insignificant to my happiness. And to ensure no one would ever find out about it, I had no choice but to let his criminal consortium continue to operate under Dragan’s name. And pretend to his gang that their boss was still alive.

         As a lawyer, this shouldn’t have been difficult. After all, I had hand-knitted the legal coverlets for Dragan’s drug, sex and weapons trading, and, as a consultant, been its de facto CEO. This was the exact role I continued to play for everyone. Nothing more.

         But a single clanger, one more ill-considered freak-out, a set of critical outside eyes trained too closely on my life – and this whole web of lies I’d woven would collapse.

         I had to make sure anything I did stayed under the radar of both the police and any gangsters. This made my accidentally killing a waiter rather counterproductive. Not just for my spiritual life, but for my life full stop.

         What was wrong with my life was that I couldn’t put a foot wrong.

         My present existence might be nicer than my past, but I was tremendously afraid of the future.

         This was stressful. Mindfulness helped keep things under control. But it couldn’t get rid of what was causing 12the stress. Mindfulness might’ve slowed my hamster wheel, but somehow I still couldn’t get off. That’s why I was here again, waiting outside Breitner’s door. Organising my thoughts had brought a little clarity to the troubled particles of my soul. Still, I hesitated to ring the bell. For one, because I wasn’t quite sure how much I could even tell Breitner about my problems.

         I’d certainly be able to tell him about how Katharina’s snippy remarks kept making it clear to me how fragile and unresolved our relationship actually was.

         I could also tell him about my feelings of guilt towards Emily because Katharina and I had failed to save our marriage.

         I wanted to talk about needing time for myself, outside of my family and my clients.

         I could tell him about my little freak-outs, even if they were embarrassing.

         I’d bring all those things up – and Breitner would be able to help me deal with all of it.

         But I wouldn’t be able to talk about what weighed on me most.

         I wouldn’t say a word about the murders I committed the previous spring.

         I’d remain silent about the double life I’d led since.

         And I certainly wouldn’t talk about Boris.

         Boris, the Russian gangster I was holding captive in the preschool’s cellar. Boris, the only person who wanted (and already knew enough) to burst the bubble of my perfect world.13

         Boris, who I kidnapped six months earlier to save my life, and that of my daughter.

         Boris, who I didn’t want to kill because I was tired of killing. Who was my living proof that I could say no to murder. Yet who I could also neither hold captive forever, nor ever release. Boris, for whose future I hadn’t yet been able to find a solution.

         My prisoner would burden me as much dead as he now did alive.

         I wouldn’t be able to talk about him.

         So I wouldn’t tell Breitner everything. I’d pretend I was there for an entirety normal follow-up. As if, now that some time had passed, I just wanted us to take a look at what had transpired in my life since. Tighten a few screws. We’d have enough to talk about if I told him how my mind was turning mundane mini-mosquitoes into enormous emotional elephants. Which were now charging through the china shop of my otherwise untroubled soul. I’d openly admit that mindfulness exercises helped me to condense each and every one of these problems back to their core issue relatively quickly. But, after a brief spell of peace and satisfaction, the old familiar chill of anxiety and self-doubt would always set in.

         I’d openly admit that, while I understood how mindfulness could help me get to grips with most of my problems, I had no idea why the same problems reared up again and again.

         That was the part of the truth I needed to discuss. That’s why I was standing outside Breitner’s door. I rang the bell.14

         Inside, I could hear hinges squeak and wood slide over tiles. The hallway light went on, warmly illuminating the col­ourful frosted panes in the solid wooden door. Calm, unhur­ried footsteps came closer. Moments later, the door opened. In front of me stood Joschka Breitner, who greeted me as though I’d only walked out of this door two minutes ago.

         ‘Mr Diemel! Nice to have you back. Do come in.’

         ‘Thank you for making the time.’

         We shook hands. He stepped aside and let me go on ahead. I walked down the long hallway into his practice. Nothing had changed at this end. Two armchairs, one table, a bookshelf and a side table with a glass teapot. Breitner was wearing the same casual clothes as always. Stonewashed jeans, plain cotton shirt, chunky wool cardigan. Felt slippers on his bare feet.

         Yet he didn’t give the impression that time had passed him by; it was more like he was time, that it was the world that’d passed him by.

         While I took off my jacket, Breitner studied me with interest.

         ‘You look like a changed man,’ he remarked, without judgement.

         I looked down at myself. Six months ago, I’d been wearing bespoke suits and expensive accessories. Now I was wearing jeans, a T-shirt, jumper and sneakers.

         ‘Yes …’ I shrugged with a smile. It was reassuring to be able to start with positive changes. ‘I have less of a dress code now.’

         But that wasn’t the change Breitner had noticed.15

         ‘I mean your eyes. The last time we saw each other, they were beaming. Now you have circles under your eyes,’ he noted, with a caring kind of candour.

         Caring candour can be brutal. I hadn’t even been in his office twenty seconds, but I already realised this wouldn’t be some fluffy follow-up. Instead, it’d be an arduous confron­tation with myself. Breitner had obviously already known this when I set up the appointment. After all, that was his job. He pointed to one of the comfortable tubular chrome chairs covered in corduroy. I hung my jacket over the back­rest and sat down while Breitner poured me some green tea. My silence after his observation was confirmation enough.

         ‘We have not seen each other in a long time,’ he said. ‘What has been going on?’

         As I took a sip of the lukewarm tea, I considered my response. I had murdered four people, blackmailed my former employers, forced the former operators of the preschool to sell their shares so that my daughter could get a spot, and I’d kidnapped a Russian gangster. None of these were appropriate topics. And I could hardly share the fact that, while I was on holiday, a waiter had broken his neck because of me.

         ‘I’ve taken a new career path. I quit the firm and am now a freelancer. My daughter is in preschool, and we went on holiday,’ I stalled instead.

         ‘First of all, I would like to congratulate you on your career decision.’ Breitner knew how much the daily grind of a large law firm had got me down. ‘That explains your new outfit. But why the sadness around your eyes?’16

         I said nothing. I wanted to but couldn’t. Instead, I felt the sadness around my eyes liquefy. The question alone overwhelmed me. When was the last time someone noticed I was sad? Without also being the reason for my sadness? It took me two breaths to steady myself.

         ‘I … It’s …’ I searched for words that, even if they weren’t exactly the truth, at least didn’t contradict it.

         Breitner helped me out. ‘Everything is all right. You are here. Just tell me why.’

         ‘Well, my wife thinks that …’

         ‘That wasn’t what I asked,’ he interjected gently.

         ‘What?’ I said, annoyed.

         ‘I didn’t ask what your wife thinks,’ Breitner explained with a kind smile. ‘If I wanted to know that, I would ask your wife, not you. I want to know why you are here.’

         ‘Because … well … because …’ I surrendered. Not to Breitner, but to myself. I wasn’t the successful self-employed lawyer who had settled all his issues and only wanted a little mindfulness refresher. Neither of us would buy that. I was here because I was afraid that, in the not-too-distant future, my entire life was about to blow up. I caved as honestly as I could.

         ‘Because I have no idea what to do with my life… with my marriage, with my … work … with what’s to come. I have no time to myself in the present and I’m afraid of the future … And I haven’t got a clue where to start.’

         Breitner looked at me with an expression of reassurance. Not of pity.

         ‘Do you know what? There must have been a trigger, 17something that caused you to call me and set up this appointment, right?’

         ‘Right.’ The incident with the waiter.

         And so I started talking about what had unintentionally led me to this appointment. Little did I know that this would be the beginning of a very intensive dialogue with my inner child, someone who very shortly would unselfconsciously pick right back up what I’d quit doing with such relief almost six months earlier: murdering mindfully.18
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            Holiday

         

         
            The purpose of holidays is to switch off. The more consistently you can switch off the stimuli negatively affecting you in everyday life, the more you will be able to relax. Switching off does not mean isolating yourself. Simply swap your smartphone’s push notifications for conversations with fellow holidaymakers.

            Joschka Breitner, Slowing Down in the Fast Lane: Mindfulness for Managers20
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         Talking about my recent holiday was safe territory for me. There wasn’t too much I needed to conceal. Sure, I’d have to creatively rewrite a few things. The waiter’s death in which I was implicated, for example. But I should keep that the tip of the iceberg only I could see, the iceberg the ship that was my life was heading for full steam ahead. As a professional, Breitner would be sure to recognise my risk of collision even without that knowledge.

         ‘We went down to the Bavarian Alps for a few days last week,’ I started.

         ‘Who is we?’

         ‘My wife, Katharina, my daughter, Emily, and me.’

         ‘You still live apart?’ Half a year ago, Breitner had brought up the idea that we should live apart so as to more mindfully be able to deal with ourselves and our marital problems. And it had actually improved our relationship.

         ‘Yes – and it’s working out well.’

         ‘So well that you went on holiday, despite your separation?’

         ‘Well, we made a wonderful child together. And in our two separate lives we now co-parent that wonderful child. Each of us will forever love the part of the other person that’s in Emily. On that basis, joint holidays can work perfectly well.’22

         ‘Are you and your wife having sex?’ Breitner asked suddenly.

         ‘I can’t speak for my wife, but if you’re asking me …’

         ‘I mean with each other. You are married and going on holiday together. Do you have a joint sex life?’

         I thought about how to answer that. We had a very imaginative sex life. In the sense that we only had sex in our imaginations, at least in mine. I would’ve slept with Katharina any time. We always got along well in bed. But despite the success of our spatial separation, a regrettable physical separation had set in as well. I put it this way: ‘While on holiday, we shared a room. But sleeping together there just meant back-to-back.’

         Breitner nodded sympathetically. ‘I see. Not a position mentioned in the Kama Sutra. Have you ever spoken openly with your wife about your not having sex?’

         ‘My wife uses an eye mask and earplugs when she’s in bed next to me, which makes any conversation rather one-sided. But honestly, my sex life, or lack thereof, isn’t why I’m here.’

         ‘Two minutes ago, you could not even formulate the reason you are here. That is why I suggested we first talk about the occasion of your call. We are still a way away from the reasons you are here,’ Breitner explained. ‘But I do not want to interrupt you any longer. You were saying you went on a family holiday. Please continue.’

         ‘We picked the timing intentionally. On the first of October, Katharina will go back to her old position as a department head at an insurance company. Emily has settled 23in well at preschool. By September, the school holidays are done, so the biggest tourist rush is over. It was the perfect time to go on one last holiday together.’

         ‘And why the Alps?’

         The fact that we hadn’t felt like spending the first (and especially the last) day of a trip to Mallorca with a three-year-old at an airport full of drunken package holidaymakers sounded a bit crude to me.

         ‘We were in the mood for some mountains.’

         And when we’d decided on the Alps, that’d been true. The Allgäu tourist office had recommended a small family farm where we could have a relaxed holiday. And the recommendation proved to be spot on. Everything about the place was right. The farm was idyllically situated in a valley between two villages, in the middle of a promising dead zone. Here, digital detoxing wasn’t trendy, but a centuries-old tradition. Diesel engines were still put to their intended use: to bridge distances between people – not to create them. For thousands of years, dairy farming had been considered a natural livelihood here – not a climate killer. At night, the only sound coming through the open window was the rustling of trees – not the roaring of drunks. Electric batteries were used to fence in cattle – not to power e-scooters.

         In short: here, the world was still as it used to be, tickety-boo.

         ‘And actually, the holiday was going perfectly. Until we took the cable car up and went on this hike.’

         Sweaty, thirsty and hungry after a two-hour trek, Katharina, Emily and I had reached the terrace of a beautiful 24mountain hut. The hut was nestled on a small plateau above the treeline on the northern side of the Allgäu Prealps. It was almost noon, and the sun lit up the entire terrace, despite its north-facing location. On one side, the plateau descended steeply into a small ravine, where a freight cable car enabled the hut to get its supplies. Otherwise, alpine meadows were all around. The clang of the cowbells had the same effect as waves on a beach: their relaxing soundscape muffled the worries of everyday life. Exactly as I’d hoped.

         Emily had been riding on my shoulders for an hour and a half. It had been a pleasure to rediscover the joy of spot­ting a mountain peak, a cable car or a pasture through my daughter’s eyes. And Katharina hadn’t been as even-keeled as this in a long time. No more bitter sniping. The hike’s exercise and natural beauty actually seemed to be giving her some peace. It wasn’t quite noon yet, and almost all the rustic benches were free, inviting us to enjoy this alpine Arcadia. Only two of the ten long wooden tables had other hikers enjoying refreshments in quiet contentment. The weather was fantastic, and every single spot offered almost a hundred kilometres of picturesque views across the Allgäu.

         ‘When I had taken Emily off my shoulders and put down my backpack, the only things that could make the day more perfect were a steaming plate of icing-sugar-dusted Kaiserschmarrn pancakes, an ice-cold bottle of fizzy Almdudler and a semi-dried Landjäger sausage polished to a high gloss. And a toilet.’

         ‘Why?’ Breitner asked.

         ‘I needed a wee.’25

         ‘No, I mean, why this particular meal? “Steaming plate.” “Icing-sugar-dusted Kaiserschmarrn.” “Ice-cold Almdudler.” “Landjäger polished to a high gloss.” These are all very spe­cific, vivid descriptions.’

         ‘They’re images from my childhood. Experiences I wanted to pass on to Emily. Having Kaiserschmarrn with my daughter, tired, hungry and happy after a great hike in the mountains. That’s what I had planned for the day.’

         ‘Did you often go to the Alps as a child?’

         I considered his question. My parents had actually only taken me to the Alps once.

         ‘No … not that often.’

         ‘But you always had Kaiserschmarrn, Almdudler and Landjäger when you did visit these mountain huts?’

         As I considered his question, I sensed how the topic, even here with Breitner, made me uncomfortable all of a sudden. ‘Is that important?’

         ‘Maybe. But go on.’

         Breitner’s query briefly irritated me. But I continued.

         ‘Anyway – Katharina sat down in the sun, Emily ran up to the closest cow in the pasture and I headed to the toilet.’

         On my way to the facilities inside, I met Nils. He stood next to the door of the hut drinking a bottle of Almdudler and scrolling some social media on his phone. The hand-held POS device hanging from his belt told me he was the waiter on duty. As did his name tag.

         I politely asked Nils if I should order inside, or if we could do so at the table. Without looking up from his phone, all he hissed to me was an annoyed, ‘Yeah, yeah. Be 26right there.’ This was neither an answer to my question nor the helpful disposition I expected at an alpine hut.

         ‘I was just politely asking whether …’ I started, trying to harmonise the small part of my holiday I had to spend at this hut with him.

         ‘I’m on break.’ Nils turned away from me, obviously only serving his phone screen. So much for ‘be right there’.

         I took a closer look at the back he’d turned to me.

         Although Nils was in his late twenties at most, he looked like someone who’d been bored to death for at least four decades. His guests wore hiking shoes, softshell trousers, sweaty tops and healthy tans. Nils was pale as a corpse, wearing purple suede sneakers, black skinny jeans and an oversized dark-green V-neck with glitter sequins in camo colours. The sequins spelled out the beautiful slogan ‘Save the Planet’. He could’ve passed for a hipster barista in Berlin’s Prenzlauer Berg. In the Alps, however, he looked like Heidi had got lost at Berghain.

         At around five-foot-nine, he seemed almost two feet too tall for his weight. His hairstyle was the only thing that fitted the setting: it was basically one big cowlick. His wispy moustache, on the other hand, fitted neither the Alps nor his face. Nils was the exact type of person one hopes to avoid when escaping to the Alps for a week.

         Before I went to the toilet, I provided him with all the information he’d need to find us and prevent his ‘be right there’ from falling at the first logistical hurdle: ‘Well, we’re at the third table from the entrance. But you’ll see that yourself after your break. It’s not that crowded yet anyway.’27

         ‘Yeah, yeah,’ Nils replied, again without looking up.

         It would’ve been better for everyone involved if Nils and I had never met.28
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            Other People

         

         
            Mindfulness removes the stress you put on yourself because of other people.

            It does not remove the other people.

            But above all, mindfulness does not remove what causes you to keep being triggered by other people.

            Those causes are inside you. Only you can uncover and eliminate them.

            Joschka Breitner, Parenting Your Inner Child30
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         Tired after that beautiful hike, I really should’ve taken some quiet time. But for some reason, I couldn’t get that waiter and his dismissive behaviour out of my head. It was just the opposite atmosphere I’d imagined for our lunch break on this hike. But, as a mindful person, I had mastered the tools to face such petty annoyances with composure. I did a little standing meditation in the toilet cubicle: I was on holiday, I was in the mountains with my wife and daughter, and the weather was great. All I needed to complete this perfect day were that ice-cold bottle of Almdudler, the Kaiserschmarrn, and a pair of Landjäger sausages.

         On the terrace, I sat back down with Katharina and Emily, whose interest in cows had given way to an interest in cuddling up to her parents. The terrace gradually filled with other hikers who apparently also had an interest in nourishment. Only one person didn’t seem to care about this growing interest: Nils, who remained markedly absent for the next ten minutes. Katharina and Emily, meanwhile, used the majestic panorama as the largest possible arena for a game of I Spy. As they played, Emily was enjoying her favourite snack: a squeezy fruit pouch I’d carried up the mountain by the sweat of my brow. My hunger and thirst and I sat beside her and looked around the terrace.32

         All but one table was now filled with customers. Katharina asked me if I wanted to join their game. But I was too antsy. My little eye couldn’t simultaneously be on the lookout for an inattentive waiter and something beginning with ‘I’ – I might have weaned myself off multitasking through mindfulness, but I was annoyed that the waiter didn’t show.

         ‘I don’t spy with my little eye someone working as a waiter,’ I remarked drily. For the first time that day, Katharina, who often didn’t share my sense of humour, gave me a disapproving frown.

         Emily loved my take on the game, however, and enthusiastically piled on. ‘I don’t spy with my little eye something that looks like a unicorn!’ Since my daughter had never had Kaiserschmarrn, this waiter’s absence was obviously not as disappointing to her as it was proving to me.

         The last free table was taken by a group of five soldiers who may have been wearing civilian clothes, but whose camo-coloured backpacks revealed their Bundeswehr affiliation. I tried not to get upset about the fact that we were now one table among many, my Kaiserschmarrn order getting further and further away from me. Instead, I tried to enjoy the moment mindfully. But somehow I preferred that moment ten minutes earlier: when we were the only new customers. And full of hope for quick service.

         I had noticed the Bundeswehr’s ‘We. Serve. Germany.’ slogan on a bus down at the cable car’s base station that morning. I’d have appreciated it if the hut followed their lead.33

         ‘Björn, will you please order us a Kaiserschmarrn with apple sauce? We’re just heading to the little girls’ room.’ And with that, Katharina tore me out of my gloomy thoughts and disappeared inside with Emily. Our daughter left her empty squeezy pouch on the table.

         And then, finally, Nils appeared, a stack of menus under his arm. He distributed them randomly at the various tables, without any discernible system. I saw my chance to take quick advantage of his apparent lack of knowledge about which party had arrived first.

         ‘I don’t need a menu, I’m ready to order. I would like some Kaiserschmarrn, Almdudler and … do you have Landjäger?’

         ‘Are those the meat thingies?’ was his slightly disgusted response. ‘I personally believe you should only have vegan food at mountain huts. But sure. One sec …’

         Nils tried to balance his hand-held on the remaining menus in his hand. Without success. I tried to understand what led people who’d completely voluntarily decided to take a paid job serving other people to start trying to teach those people instead. Also without any success.

         I braved another attempt. ‘Surely you don’t need that computer. I’d just like to order three very simple …’

         ‘One sec, I have to hand out these menus first,’ Nils interrupted, disappearing with the menus to another table, his ‘Save the Planet’ sequins glittering where his service decidedly wasn’t. I thought saving the entire planet was a bit of a tall order for someone who couldn’t even get a handle on 70 square metres of rustic seating. Nils left me speechless, simmering with anger.34

         That’s when Katharina and Emily returned. Emily happily climbed into my lap, but Katharina sat down opposite me, took in the still-empty table with irritation and censoriously asked: ‘You still haven’t ordered yet?’

         Barely five minutes earlier, I’d been deemed a grouch for complaining about the waiter. Now she was somehow chiding me for the behaviour of the waiter on duty. Two and a half hours of alpine relaxation vanished in an instant. I started to get worked up, especially about the fact that I was getting worked up. Also: was that Kaiserschmarrn I smelled?

         ‘I would’ve liked to, but even that unicorn Emily didn’t spy is a little more organised than that waiter. He hasn’t even been to our table yet.’

         ‘No need to get so worked up. We’re on holiday!’

         ‘We are, yes. That waiter isn’t.’

         When Nils passed our table again, he had already forgotten not only what I wanted to order, but also that I wanted to order at all. What he did notice, however, was Emily’s empty squeezy pouch. He picked it up with pointed fingers. Instead of asking what I’d like, he expressed his own desire for a perfect world:

         ‘Did you know that producing a single pouch like that releases a hundred grams of CO2? If it were up to me, the Alps would be a plastic-free zone.’

         I’m a fan of making environmentally conscious choices. And I’m happy about every new bit of knowledge someone shares with me. But at that moment I was hungry and thoroughly fed up with servers dishing me out unsolicited opinions on an empty stomach.35

         ‘Your father was obviously plastic-free down there when you were conceived. Probably wasn’t such a great idea either.’

         Had I said that out loud? Horrified, Katharina put her hand on my arm before I could pull the waiter towards me. I was a little surprised I’d been able to spontaneously combine two completely unrelated facts into one targeted insult. That wasn’t usually my style. Fortunately, the Bundeswehr chose this moment to stage a de-escalatory intervention, calling loudly for libations. Without another word, Nils fled to the louder table.

         ‘Where did that man’s daddy have a plastic-free zone?’ Emily wanted to know, sparing me an immediate reprimand from Katharina.

         ‘Daddy was only joking, sweetie,’ Katharina clarified, throwing me a look that revealed she absolutely wasn’t in a joking mood. We’d made it a rule never to argue in front of Emily.

         ‘Daddy – I’m hungry,’ Emily nudged me as I was ducking Katharina’s stink eye. That was the point when waiting any longer stopped being an option for me. I didn’t care whether someone trampled all over me and my gastronomic childhood fantasies, but not over my daughter’s very real childhood need for sustenance.

         Nils was just about to randomly walk past our table towards some other waiting customers when I took action: I grabbed the hem of his glittery T-shirt and pulled him back to our table. Once again, I was a little surprised I did this. I detested physical confrontation. Katharina looked mortified.36

         ‘Hold up! It’s our turn now.’

         ‘I … want to …’ the waiter stammered.

         ‘The polite thing to say is “I would like” not “I want”. And I would like to order now. Right now!’ I said in a lowered but very determined voice.

         Once Nils understood that my grip on the hem of his T-shirt would only loosen if he brought out his hand-held, we could finally place our order: two Kaiserschmarrns, one ice-cold bottle of Almdudler and a Landjäger to take away.

         ‘That was unacceptably rude,’ Katharina scolded me, once Nils had feebly fled our table.

         ‘Would you have come up with a gentler approach?’ I asked in response.

         ‘No, it’s just that you’ve been so well balanced the past few weeks. Mindfulness also works in the mountains, you know!’

         ‘I would happily have ordered mindfully. But that would require an attentive waiter, not a wanker like that.’

         ‘Please don’t ruin this beautiful day with your bad mood. Our food will come soon enough.’

         It’s never the problem that destroys a beautiful day, but the one who points out the problem – that was Katharina’s attitude to life.

         Our food would come. However, neither soon nor to us. The first two Kaiserschmarrn were served at a table that had ordered long after us. My ice-cold bottle of Almdudler was given to one of the soldiers, who gulped it down between the two Hefeweizen beers he’d already received, because Nils obviously no longer knew which order went with 37which table. Under the warm sun, Katharina and I used the time to refresh ourselves with some icy silence. After twenty minutes, we finally got our Kaiserschmarrn. And a lukewarm bottle of Almdudler. By the time our plates were long empty, however, my Landjäger still hadn’t left the kitchen. But Emily had left our table for the trough in front of the terrace, where she was cheerfully and exuberantly playing with its ice-cold, crystal-clear running water, which I could have drunk immediately and for free.

         And what was I doing? I was boiling with rage. Katharina could tell. She tried a conciliatory approach.

         ‘The Kaiserschmarrn were delicious!’ she said with a content and reassuring smile.

         I said nothing.

         ‘What’s wrong?’ she asked, more reproachful now.

         ‘That idiot forgot my Landjäger,’ I noted.

         ‘Then go check on it, don’t take your temper out on me.’

         ‘That’s not the issue though, is it?’ I almost shouted. ‘All year round I get things done. And then, on holiday, I’m supposed to just submit to idiots who don’t have a clue what they’re doing?’

         ‘But you can’t let some missing sausage …’

         ‘This isn’t about the sausage! This is about …’ I realised that I honestly had no idea why this missing sausage was making me so incredibly angry, or what this was really about for me. But deep down, one thing was incredibly clear to me: I’d been treated incredibly unfairly. Sitting down to a steaming plate of Kaiserschmarrn, an ice-cold bottle of Almdudler, a Landjäger polished to a high gloss – these 38were three self-evidently small things. That’s all I wanted. I hadn’t got any of that. Inside me, a small voice, loud and almost inaudibly high, was crying out against this injustice. Katharina could only see the missing sausage. To me, it felt like the waiter’s cluelessness had made my chock-full barrel of worries overflow.

         ‘This is about me for once! Is it too much to ask to have one single thing on this holiday go the way I’d like it to?’

         ‘Oh, so it’s all about you again? Do you even know what a selfish bastard you are?’

         ‘You usually don’t seem to care as long as I selfishly pay for everything.’

         Four tables away, Nils ignored all of my signals that I wanted to pay. I was about to get up and walk over when Katharina stopped me.

         ‘Just leave it. It’s no use you …’

         Was my wife really holding me back like I was a child? Not a chance. I got up, walked over to Nils, stood next to him.

         ‘The bill.’

         ‘One sec, I …’

         ‘Now. At that table.’

         I stomped back. The people at the other tables looked over sympathetically. In retrospect, however, I can see that they were mostly sympathetic to Katharina. Not to me.

         ‘I’ll pay,’ Katharina decided. ‘Please go stretch your legs a little and calm down first.’

         I was about to hand Katharina my wallet, but she waved me off. Bitchily.39

         ‘Ever since my husband has been living his own life, I’ve learned to carry cash myself.’

         Aha, so I was financially redundant too. Thank you, Nils, for pushing our marriage right back onto thin ice, especially since we’re on holiday.

         ‘Fuck this fucking hut,’ I said.

         I know where he can stick that Landjäger, I thought.

         ‘Thanks for your support!’ I stomped away angrily, leaving behind my now equally angry wife.

         ‘Why do you even bother with all that mindfulness stuff?’ I heard her bleat after me.

         Why indeed? I didn’t recognise myself. I’d never had a temper, quite the opposite. I used to bottle up my anger. Until I discovered mindfulness, thanks to which I had functioned wonderfully over the past few months. And now one missing sausage sent me out of whack? But maybe that was it. Maybe I was tired of all those months working on myself with iron discipline, while any passing waiter was allowed to run roughshod all over my needs. And my wife treated me like a child. I was furious. But Katharina was right about one thing. Instead of having another scene, I needed to get out of this impasse. That’s why I got up and went looking for a place where I could calm down. I decided to walk around the building.

         I had half-rounded the hut when I found myself on the loading dock of the transport cable car. All alone. You couldn’t see the dock from the terrace. There I stood, amid stacked crates of empty Almdudler bottles apparently waiting to be transported back down. It looked like the 40alley behind a pub, which it basically was. The shade cast by the hut ensured that it was pleasantly cool. Here, all was quiet, and the air was fresh.

         ‘In order to cool down my mind, I positioned myself feet shoulder-width apart, arms loosely on the railing, looked down into the valley and felt my breath.’ This part of the story I could even proudly share with Breitner. ‘As you taught me, I calmed down very quickly. Nothing felt nearly as bad. There and then, I was satisfied. I was no longer thirsty. My daughter was enjoying the trip. I was on holiday, and we could look forward to a nice cable car ride back down to the valley.’

         ‘You got agitated. That is something that happens to most people. Then you de-agitated yourself. This is something that few people can do. So, what is the problem?’ Breitner wanted to know.

         ‘The problem is that that same inner voice came back, the one that’d got so outraged by the injustice, shooting my heart rate up to 180.’

         I told Breitner the rest of the story: after I’d calmed down, the childlike, almost inaudible voice that had been shrieking so loudly and shrilly earlier now indignantly stated that surely this couldn’t be the end? Nils had ruined the day in the Alps I’d been dreaming of for so long. At the very least I should ruin his day a bit too. And wherever that voice inside me was coming from, I felt like it was right. A little revenge would do me good.

         As I glanced over the small area behind the hut, an idea came to me. The barrier to the freight cable car consisted 41of a small, double-bolted gate. The Almdudler crates stood next to the gate. What if someone were to push the Almdudler crates in front of the gate, then tilt them slightly and undo the two bolts? Then the next crate of empties some goofy waiter put on top would make the tower of crates tip. The crates would fall against the gate. The gate would open, and crates with a few dozen bottles of empties would plunge into the ravine. Knowing that this was sure to get Nils in trouble was satisfaction enough for me.

         I pulled a stack of three crates one metre to the left, in front of the gate to the freight cable car. I tilted the small tower towards the gate and stuck a flat rock under the bottom crate. The tower was now leaning towards the valley, but not falling over. Only the next crate would topple it. I unbolted the gate. Something inside me giggled with glee. I went back to the terrace in childlike anticipation of my little prank’s certain success.

         Katharina had just paid. And calmed down as well. As a sign of reconciliation, I wordlessly put a hand on her shoulder. She shook it off with a suffering look that said: I’m very disappointed in you right now, so I need some time to process your behaviour. Reproachful silence felt even more degrading than outspoken accusations. I had broken off my obligatory yearly birthday call to my mother over sighs that were much less reproachful.

         I shouldered the backpack and followed Emily, who was already running in the direction of the cable car, Katharina silently trudging twenty metres behind us.42

         We only saw the helicopter of the alpine rescue team thirty minutes later, when we were in the cable car back down.
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            4

            Blaming Yourself

         

         
            Blaming yourself is pointless. It does not solve anything. All it does is copy a problem from the real world into your mind, where it then grows to a size it would never actually reach out there.

            Joschka Breitner, Slowing Down in the Fast Lane: Mindfulness for Managers44
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         The helicopter didn’t land on the meadow in front of the Alpine Association hut but was hovering above the mountain station of the freight cable car. Probably that’s where one of the mountain rescuers would abseil down with a rescue basket. I had a bad feeling that this might have a little something to do with a few shaky crates and an improperly bolted gate. When we arrived in the valley, I asked the cashier in my best concerned-tourist voice what kind of rescue operation was going on up there. The man, a volunteer mountain rescuer himself, like all employees of the cable car company, was being kept abreast of the operation over radio.

         ‘Quite a nasty thing. A waiter fell off the terrace.’

         Holy. Fucking. Shit. My prank had overshot the mark. I suddenly felt ice cold.

         ‘Did he … Is it bad?’

         ‘No idea. Doesn’t seem to be able to climb up on his own, at any rate. My colleagues are on their way over.’

         So he’d broken a leg at least. Fuck. I hadn’t wanted that to happen. Getting him into trouble, sure. But this was too much, and I felt horribly sorry. However, since I wanted neither my wife to treat me like a child, nor to do so myself, I had to face the facts like an adult: I’d screwed up big time. 46By blaming myself, however, Nils wouldn’t be any better off. And self-pity wouldn’t help much either.
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