

  

    

  




  Dedication




  for Cecilia




  Preface




  All protagonists and all other characters in this novel are fictional.




  Any resemblance to living or real persons would be purely coincidental.




  Prologue




  Talk to me: Voice! Mirror of my thoughts! Tell me, have you forgotten how to speak? You are my conscience, or at least what is left of you after so many damn years of pretending to have been my life.




  Talk to me, for fuck's sake! Talk!




  There's no one else worth talking to! Talk to me, voice from the depths of my soul. And you, figment of my imagination, hidden beyond the dim, milky blind mirror, do you actually pretend to want to be me? How on earth did you come to this ridiculous conclusion?




  I am me—I am not you! I'm Jaro! Remember this—once and for all!




  “Just one word and you think, yes, you think you know me?




  Just one look and you think you know who I am?




  I am me! I am me, in my own way! "




  goes the chorus of a song by Glasperlenspiel I can't hear it often enough!




  Do it, do it! Slowly, don't rush it! First of all, let's ignore, just for the sake of simplification, that for us humans, six to seven out of ten parts are water, H2O, and this water is only on loan to us! It is not ours, and it will never be ours. So, if we continue to stoically insist that I, Jaro, am actually a living contemporary of the Anthropocene, then we would be talking about one point five kilos of remains after burning! About dust, my dear, about powdery, mouse-gray dust, which is generally composed of trace amounts of magnesium, sodium, potassium, calcium, sulfur, chlorine, phosphorus and many other rare elements.




  Yes, yes, do it, do it! I accept it after all. I know only too well the human species's Sisyphus-like striving for precision accuracy. Okay, then we simply use statistical methodology and ultimately place a Gaussian normal distribution over the weight of these ashes. Then suddenly the infamous bell curve appears before our eyes, waving back and forth depending on the respective times and cultural areas, like gelatinous groats, or even fluttering excitedly like a flag in the stormy wind. In good times, following the x-axis, extending very far to the right—in bad times, very far to the left—nestled to the y-axis like to a mast! No amount of forensic science, no matter how sophisticated, will ever be able to find out whether these concrete remains are those of a once cruel despot, those of a common scoundrel, a patronizing benefactor, a courageous hero, or even of a learned pioneering spirit of science. Neither whether this gray dust here once belonged to a woman or a man, whether it was a person of color or a white person, a Jew, a Christian or a Muslim. Nothing, absolutely nothing, has yet to be learned from it. Because in the flesh we are all the same! And the flesh is weak! And fleeting! And our spirit is only a part of it.




  Those one point five kilos of matter that began to come together when one of my father's sperm broke through the plasma membrane of my mother's egg to conceive me! To create me, Jaro. Then why bother with so much advertising? The laborious, time-consuming copulation? Then why do you learn riding on old horses? What if it's just a matter of fertilizing an egg?




  And so the clump of cells from those days matured into my organic corpus, in a time span that is only the blink of an eye, while the infinite, limitless universe staggers from one big bang to the next. I was very lucky that this happened in the here and now and not in the distant past! In the turmoil of the Thirty Years' War perhaps or in that apocalypse on the Mekong Delta less than half a century ago? Then you wouldn't be sitting here with your fat ass on this ergonomically styled desk chair, with its exclusive calfskin cover. You wouldn't be hammering away at the keyboard of your laptop computer on a piece of solid cherry wood furniture, dream-catching news of the breaking points of human cognitive ability, while you sip the finest whiskies from your meticulously sorted collection.




  However, the scenarios are similar and remain interchangeable, as do those cursed clusters of cells within them. So why even want to experience something yourself when you can experience most of it virtually, much more safely, just by making it up? Because only the smallest part of these one point five kilos of dry dust once housed the consciousness that enslaved all the rest. And when this great whole burns a diamond is by no means formed from the preciousness that has been a refuge for the mind for so long. So when you lie awake at night, unable to sleep because this smallest physical part of you doesn't recognize the meaning and purpose of the whole thing, no matter how desperately it may search for it, then it quickly becomes clear to you who in your body is the cook and who is just the waiter.




  'One Point Five' is also the name of an exhibition in the Kunsthalle in Mainz that pays homage to distance in its complexity: visually questioning different forms of interaction across distances and what they can change. So we all move in a dynamic system, on axes between two poles. And we simply call this space distance.




  In any case, in this spatial context the most effective path from one pole to the other would be the Direttissima. Straight! Without even the slightest flourish, from the cradle to reproduction to grave—that's it—and straight on non-stop to the crematorium. Just because the cook wants to get as much out of this life as possible for himself, does he rush the waiter and the waiter circles around? Does he explore various deviations from the straight line, invent detours for his perfidious amusement? All of a sudden, we have arrived at one point five degrees Kelvin as the measure of what our generation intends to leave as a footprint in the living space of our children on this earth. And then we have already arrived at me, that cluster of cells called Jaro, who wanders between this knowledge and that longing for more through his existence.




  Each of us is determined by our insatiable greed for life, especially in those dark hours when consciousness tries to find sleep. We then become creative planners, full of desire. Unfortunately, our amygdala, which arose in ancient times, does not know how to separate real life from virtual life. Which is why we 'Sapiens'—I hardly dare to use this idea in relation to myself—try to incorporate as far-reaching excesses as possible by consistently using all the means available to us. Because through this meandering, as the frontal lobe of our cerebral cortex tells us, we expand the distance between the two poles to the maximum by means of countless loops. And only this individualization of our lives makes us the helmsman of our lives, makes us supposedly active in the world that is immediately available to us. If only there weren't all the other actors who also insist on a self-determined life. Because aren't they the ones who want to degrade us as mere vicarious agents of their agendas or at least declare us to be their competitors for the resources of our common living space?




  And just as billions of people among us do not have a single fingerprint that is even remotely similar to another, our genes are just as dissimilar. That's why, from person to person, not only the larger parts of this one-point-five kilogram of ash differ, but more importantly, the almost manageable, smaller part that once contained the activity pattern of the synapses that we called our consciousness differ as well.




  So let me now, in the consciousness of Jaro, set out for the laboratory experiment that divine providence had once intended for him as his destiny. Without any involvement on his part, due to some completely idiotic coincidence! May I, as a lab rat, at least manage to emancipate myself in the end, or will I, as Jaro, like every other rat, end up drifting among all the feces and all the rubbish around me, in this rough-hewn rock, caught in the sewers built from my dogmas, following the omnipresent gravity, completely helpless in the face of my inevitable destiny: the Orcus?




  So, at what point should I, Jaro, the undisputed, entertaining narrator in cheerful circles, begin to tell my very unique story?




  Of course, at the very beginning! At the very beginning? It's clear!




  Doesn't every chronicler always strive to find that singularity in the time in which the event once originated? In order to then, in the end, never be able to be completely sure that it actually began where the nucleus of its history may once have actually been located?




  So do we jump right into the exuberant life of this extremely agile, multifaceted and busy man, this jack of all trades and generalist, this vain narcissist and only then try to track down those elements that had a formative significance for this individual? As a driven person? Never as the driver! Let's go straight back to the point at which I, Jaro, began to understand my life as an unvarnished whole. All the madness, all the dilemma now. At that point in my life when the light of my life, pushed deep under water, had almost extinguished.




  To that inflammatory infected wound, from which I am tormented as soon as I touch it even gently or even just touch it in my thoughts.




  “Go wrong, wrong yourself and do violence to yourself, my soul; but later you won’t have time to pay attention and respect yourself. Because everyone only has one life, just one. But it’s almost over for you, and you didn’t take yourself into account in it, but acted as if your happiness was about other souls … But those who don’t follow the movements of their own soul attentively are inevitable unhappy.”




  From the self-reflections of Marcus Aurelius (121 to 180 AD)




  Chapter 1: awakening




  from the afterlife




  I feel as if I were rising from the depths of the sea, a deep-sea diver, amidst the bubbling blisters of my own breathing air. Where else would this pulsating roar in my head come from? Where else did this throbbing noise in my skull come from? It hurts like it could burst at any moment. An unbearable, stabbing pain oscillates in my temples and deep in my eye sockets. It was as if tortured probes were drilling deep into my brain. And lightning flashes through my retinas, as if I were looking into a violent thunder storm that was erupting impressively across the entire night sky. Had I lost control while drinking yesterday?




  My throat is dry and it burns like fire when I swallow while choking:




  No, I don’t want to wake up now, at any price. I know what it's like when I've drunk too much; my headache was always similarly dull and throbbing, but never anywhere nearly so unbearable. As soon as I open my eyes, the light will definitely put my eyes out! I know this pain from mornings after too much drinking! Bright, glaring light! No, I don't want to open my eyes now, under no circumstances. No, I don't want to wake up now! I want to go back to sleep. I'm very, very exhausted. Why does my back hurt so much? Why am I even lying on my back? Maybe I should sleep on my stomach like I usually do? But if I roll around now, I might wake up! No, I don't want to wake up now. No, not yet! I want to keep sleeping, just keep sleeping, until sometime all this pain will be over!”




  The chimeras are as vivid as if they were reality, and my imagination revives them whenever I try to think clearly.




  “What kind of dream is this? I'm sitting at the controls of a jet plane that goes into a dive over and over again and spirals towards the ground. What a hell of a noise this is! My ears are ringing. Maybe that's where my headache comes from? I keep tugging and tearing desperately at the control horn and yet all the instruments rotate like the hands of a hysterical timepiece whose pendulum is missing. Everything rotates around me, like in a wildly spinning and upside-down carousel.”




  I feel sick, but now the pressure in my skull has eased slightly. I now hear beeping and ringing like an arcade.




  I hate it when all sorts of devices tinkle and beep behind me, constantly trying to remind me of something, admonishing me about something. After all, I'm not a child! Even the car chimes when I get out to pee and leave the ignition on. If I only open the seatbelt briefly while driving, the bell rings from the panel like exuberant altar boys in the sacristy at the beginning of Holy Mass. But this isn't my car.




  Suddenly there is a beeping sound like the printer is announcing a paper jam. Did I fall asleep at my desk? Or maybe that's my smartphone beeping? It beeps constantly, it does so with all sorts of excited breaking news from the daily media. Again and again with every trivial thing, no matter how banal! For every sack of rice that might have fallen over in China, they beat the drums as if they were on high alert. Or did someone send me a message? They are usually even simpler in spirit. Hardly any of them are urgent or even important, let alone both. Mostly just data garbage for my brain, which is now aching to slow down. I finally want some peace and quiet, I just want to sleep! Or is the alarm clock ringing now? But does it sound more like the refrigerator’s door in the kitchen is open or the freezer’s door next to it? But the noise is more like that of a smoke detector. If there’s a fire, then the headache would probably come from the smoke and carbon monoxide? And now an incomprehensible babble of voices comes through to me! The fire brigade? Then I guess I have to wake up now? But I'm still so tired and exhausted. I do not want to get up! I feel my carotid arteries throbbing wildly and some beeping has now even synchronized with their rhythm. On my left wrist I feel my smartwatch or what else could it be? Will it wake me up immediately with its haptic signals? It's still too early to get up, I don't want to wake up! Not now. Why was I able to sleep all night long without even going to the bathroom? My heart hurts, stabs, an oppressive pain that radiates into my shoulder. I'll probably have to wake up urgently now. Otherwise, I'll end up dying. What is actually stuck on the back of my right hand? I'd better open my eyes now, slowly and carefully.




  Suddenly I look into the blurry, shimmering face of an angel.




  I had no idea that angels had such Arabian-looking facial features. Oh yes, they were once at home in Palestine, before they became angels, back at the birth of Jesus Christ, in a stable in Bethlehem!




  “Jaro? Jaro!” says the angelic figure very quietly and in a careful voice. “Are you waking up now?” she grabs my shoulders with both hands to shake my head slightly. And then again, with a tone as if she wanted to scold a very disobedient boy: “We were worried that we would lose you too!”




  I read her eyes like an open book and seem to be able to recognize her extreme satisfaction with the situation. With her words she confirms my assessment: “But now you’re here!” and adds succinctly: “Stay like that, I’ll get the doctor now! Stay awake!” the angelic figure calls while she hurries away again with a quick step and waving coat.




  I can feel the tubes on the back of my right hand, where an intravenous access, an indwelling venous cannula, is placed. And then the tangle of cables on my chest! And on my head! Cables, cathodes, tubes, cannulas and beeping devices everywhere. Everything blue, the instruments, the walls, the bed linen and the angel's coat too ... everything sky blue.




  Have I arrived in heaven? Only the angel's face looked a little worried, pale as a sheet, bleary-eyed and her hair was raven black. Angels are blonde, with long curls? And joyfully cheering? Still, I seem to be dead and in heaven!”




  And there comes another apparition dressed in blue. With his long beard and dark complexion, he looks like Jesus Christ, like on the altarpiece in the church of Saint Martin. Peter and the Lord will surely come along now to explain all my sins to me. However, only Jesus comes to my bed alone, followed by the worried angel.




  Jesus speaks to me in a troubled voice: “Can he hear me, does he understand me?” as he pinches and pats my cheeks quite violently, left and right and left and right again.




  “Jesus obviously seems to mean me!”, and so I try to nod. When he sees that I am obviously approachable, he continues, now looking at me:




  “You slept for a very, very long time,” and after a short rhetorical pause, he adds, “How do you feel?”




  It is only with great difficulty that I manage to answer: “As if I had been out drinking all night!” But at the same time the first questions arise in my mind: “Did I have an accident? Or a heart attack, or even a stroke?” My speech is halting, ragged and slurred, and I hear a croaking noise.




  My inner unrest is hard to deny, which is why Jesus continues in a reassuring tone: “No, no, none of that. Let’s talk about it later!”




  While he is feeling my pulse with the index and middle fingers of his left hand, he is simultaneously listening to my chest with the stethoscope and continues to speak calmly, but with a clear Arabic accent, facing me: “Let’s talk about it later … when you feel better again”. The police want to talk to you too.”




  As a result of his ad hoc diagnostics, he says to me: “But now let's free you from some of the devices! Hopefully we won't need them anymore." This he also wants to be understood as an instruction to the angel: "The brain probes, the electrodes for the ECG on your chest and all that other nonsense!" Now he even pats my shoulder in a friendly way and concludes reassuringly with the words: “So that you can recover a little from all the hardships!” Then, finished with me, Jesus is rushing to the door. The worried angel quickly gives me another injection and changes the bottle on the drip before following him.




  The next morning, Jesus and the worried angel come to visit again. Or was it already afternoon? I've lost all sense of time here.




  Jesus speaks to me with fake medical concern in his voice: “How nice that you have color in your face again. Yes, yesterday you looked like you were spit out!”, adding, “You were in a coma for over ten days.”




  Convinced that I am mentally stable today, he tells me the rest of the story as it was presented to him:




  “They had been giving you a whole cocktail of substances that we normally use to induce an artificial coma in a much lower dosage. They also gave you a very high dose of sodium pentobarbital, which is primarily used in euthanasia. That's why we had to intubate you for the first three days. You needed artificial ventilation because your body was by far too weak to breathe on its own.”! And in order to relieve your organs, especially your heart, of the toxins, we lowered your body temperature to 93 degrees Fahrenheit.”




  The doctor, who I initially thought was Jesus, continues his description of my current condition: “But we have been slowly bringing you back for three days!” Undeterred by the fact that I neither can nor want to follow him, he talks on: “That means we were slowly tapering off the opiates and barbiturates.” However, the enthusiasm for his act of having saved me from the brink of death in an obviously hopeless case fuels his eloquence further: “It's been around 48 hours since we also started to slowly raise your body temperature back to 98 degrees Fahrenheit.”




  In the meantime he has probably noticed my apathetic reaction a little more clearly, which is why he tries to explain to me: “So don't be surprised if you now feel like a junkie, a drug addict in withdrawal! If necessary, we will also give you methadone—but really only if necessary!”




  With an almost empathetic expression he describes to me what I should expect in the next few days: “You will probably have to deal with amnesia and a mental blank anyway. We had to bring you back very, very carefully, as if from long-term anesthesia, although all the substances were in significantly higher doses than in an induced coma. We are absolutely certain that this lethal dose was administered to you with clear intent to kill.”




  I had been given lethal substances? “Who?” “When?” “Where?” “Why?” comes out of my lips, barely audible in a disbelieving tone.




  “For now, we’ll just wait until someone from the police comes to explain the whole situation to you in detail,” the doctor consoles me and adds, almost in an apologetic tone: “We’re just doctors, medical professionals, not criminalists!”




  With his hectic gaze directed at his watch for the third time, he begins to be in a hurry and obviously wants to finish. He gives me hope: “You now have the chance to become completely healthy again! Be happy and rejoice in it!”




  He ends the visit with final instructions to the angel: “We will first give you a light sleeping pill because you need to rest. You've been through a lot. Believe us, get some rest!” and hurries away with the black-haired nurse in tow.




  Afterwards I was completely apathetic and fell into a dreamless sleep that probably lasted several hours. My head still hurts! And I feel like I was really a junkie in withdrawal! Somehow I also seem to be artificially fed and feel like I have had a urinary catheter inserted. I'm actually delirious. I can't even begin to form a single clear thought; everything merges into a structureless mush. This all feels much worse than after any drunkenness. Now that the sun is shining through the window on my bed, I feel a little better, but I can't even talk about seeing clearly!




  Why isn't Kaja here by my side? Why doesn't she come to visit me? Why do the police want to talk to me? Did I do something to Kaja, did we have an argument that escalated? I can't remember anything at all! I hit my forehead violently with my fists and begin to cry miserably.




  A few days later, Jesus Christ suddenly comes to my bed again, followed by another younger man, sportily dressed in a light parka, but with blonde curls and no beard. In any case, this is neither Peter nor God the Father himself. The young man shows me his health insurance card, which he obviously thinks is his police ID card. He looks like he's completely out of his mind! But he is certainly the police officer I had been told to expect. He doesn't have a cap on, but I can easily believe him now. Otherwise nothing will ever happen here! He seems extremely confused, but speaks calmly and in a sonorous voice:




  “The way your treating doctors assess the situation, you probably can't remember much of anything. You most likely have a total blockage and your memory will be slow to return. But we must—I must— now inform you what happened! It is extremely important for you to find out now what had happened to you."




  He looks at me like someone who really has to struggle for his words. Then he looks up at the ceiling to the right and continues. Judging by the direction of his gaze, his story won't be completely made up, and that initially reassures me.




  “When you came home late in the evening the Friday before last, did you drink a bottle of red wine with your wife? We found the remains in the bottle and in the glasses—by the way, an extremely expensive drink, at least not from a discounter.”




  I shrugged indifferently.




  “Your wife Kaja has been working on a voluntary basis for a Swiss euthanasia association for more than twelve months. She had access to all sorts of highly effective substances, opiates, barbiturates, whole mixtures of them! She was probably able to put some of them to the side. Because she had clearly been planning a murder-suicide for a long time. She then put it into practice late on Friday evening, probably very spontaneously! Oh, excuse me, she wanted to put it into action! Because as far as you are concerned, she has clearly failed in her purpose. You were also the target of this crime, we are very sure of that.”




  I look at him absentmindedly, wordlessly, without any reaction in my facial expressions. At this moment I must seem absolutely sluggish in my thinking, even downright phlegmatic, and in fact I cannot focus my thoughts. They remain blurred, like the image from a macro lens on the camera display that you point at an object in the distance. So he continues, but this time he looks at me without being able to withstand my gaze for long.




  “Your wife did not survive. And you probably did only because you hadn't eaten anything beforehand and couldn't tolerate the wine due to acute gastritis. You vomited up most of the wine and the drugs in it. But what was much more important was that you had made a serious driving error in a parking lot at the Hessenland truck stop near Kirchheim! You drove back to the rest stop in the opposite direction of travel! Do you remember? You rammed another vehicle and then committed a hit-and-run. When we were able to determine your address based on the license plate number, we wanted to find you at home. Since the vehicle is registered as a company car in Dresden, this took a while. We actually wanted to subject you to a breathalyzer test as soon as possible! Luckily there was no personal injury, so out of consideration we didn't see you until Saturday morning. Your car was still standing in front of the garage with the engine chugging along at idle and the front door was ajar. Your luggage is still in the vehicle in question today. When we went in, however, your wife was lying lifeless on the couch in the living room; rigor mortis had long since set in. And you had been lying on the tiles of the floor in a deep state of unconsciousness for several hours. We then secured the house as much as possible—that is, locked the doors and windows and locked the front door. We didn't find any pets. A forensic pathologist has now performed an autopsy on your wife, as required. And we had you flown here as quickly as possible by helicopter because we thought that only a highly qualified and specialized university hospital like this one could actually help you, if at all.”




  I start crying again, this time as I would howl me head off. I'm literally shaken by fear in waves, my whole upper body vibrates, I uninhibitedly howl to myself:




  “Okay, why? Why did you do that? I thought we loved each other! Kaja, why?” and continue sobbing: “After so many years? I need you so much! You are the only anchor in my restless life!”




  The police officer and doctor left and I was given a sedative again. I assume that no one here really wants to deal with me in depth anymore. It's just like with any publicly insured patient. My condition is no longer life-threatening and no one was aware of my many additional health insurance policies during all this chaos. Every now and then on the following days, the psychiatrist from a community service for social psychiatry comes to see me, confirms that I have had a traumatic experience, and says that I probably won't be able to work anymore. But I was already 64 years old anyway, so nobody at my age really wants to work anymore. I should spend as much time as possible outside in nature, walk in the forest and meet other people as often as possible. However, he couldn't actually help me with acute trauma. Therapy is extremely difficult to access, and there are now extremely long waiting lists for all services, even in the most urgent cases. Above all, time heals such trauma. He wouldn't advise me to take any medication at the moment; in his eyes, that would be like casting out one devil with another. He then gives me his card and says that based on his assessment of me, I can best judge for myself whether and when I would need his help again. He would let me calm down first. First and foremost, I should gain some distance from these terrible events.




  After this conversation I will be in the hospital for a few more weeks. Until then, I was not aware of how quickly the body of an otherwise healthy, physically active person of this age—like me—could physically collapse in such a brutal manner. But I'm working doggedly on a rapid physical convalescence with the help of a very ambitious physiotherapist. And my mind, where is it? How blown away! My insight replaced by apathy? And my soul—has it already ascended to heaven and just forgotten me down here? This toxic brew of sensations would not change until I was discharged from the hospital. My thoughts run around the irrefutable obelisk of my beliefs set in stone and yet only bite themselves in the tail again and again.




  A few days after I woke up from my coma, a discreetly dressed gentleman, slim, in his prime, wearing a dark suit with a vest, white shirt and black tie, whose demeanor was not unlike that of a clergyman, came to questioned me, holier-than-thou, what should happen to my wife's urn? She had actually been cremated without me or even one of my two sons being able to say goodbye. Since neither of us were members of a church, not even a priest was called in. It was the purely chemical reaction of burning that turned a human body and soul into a pile of ash weighing one point five kilos. Earth to earth, ashes to ashes, dust to dust? Oh, how true! Can a lack of empathy really be so cruel just because the system here is geared towards profitability and everyone has now become completely numb to their jobs? Someone is in a coma, fighting for his life, another, the loved one at his side, with whom he has spent most of his life, is at the same time simply removed, disposed of, locked away in a tin can? I ram both fists into my forehead again and again. The urn would be brought to my home. I can choose the place of burial, but I have to coordinate this with the authorities in advance. My case has now been taken up by those bureaucratic mills that want to classify it as ecologically, economically and socially acceptable, so that very soon there will be no trace of this tragic accident.




  completely detached




  I get in a taxi that will take me home and a nurse quickly gives the driver my address. In front of the house with the number 6 I wait a very, very long time a little bit indecisive. It's not that I no longer know whether I live in this house or not—no—I'm just terrified of going in because I'm unsure what awaits me there. Would I be able to take it any longer or would it completely break me today?




  The best thing I can do is take a taxi to the next hotel. But even there, the whirlpool of my emotional world drags me into a deep, depressive mood. I can't be alone in this room. So back in a taxi and off to the hospital. But they say that they can't just accommodate me like that and that I should ask a retirement and nursing home if they can take me in! And whether I didn't still have close relatives? Nobody had visited or asked about me in the hospital, but that wouldn't be unusual these days. In the end, is that the reward of a responsible life, that after your life partner dies, no one in this damned, godless world misses you anymore? Why hadn't our sons contacted me? Kaja and I have sons, don't we?




  So, we drive to a nearby nursing home. A one-room apartment had just become available there. Well, the dying have no deadlines to respect when they move out. I could move in first and then we would see whether there was a chance for me to stay here permanently. I become completely lethargic again, I'm completely burned out physically and mentally, and I just lie down on the blanket in bed and pass another night in a kind of twilight sleep, just letting myself drift, completely dreamless. At dawn I shower, but don't shave—it's probably no longer worth it for me—get dressed and go into the dining room, where it smells of coffee. Coffee? In my opinion, it should be forbidden to make such a disgusting brew from these magnificent, bright red coffee cherries! It didn't smell like coffee, but reeked of the kind of crap that machines fill into paper cups at motorway service stations at night, right next to the franchise toilets. And then there was the typical aroma of old frying fat wafting through the room, or could that be scrambled eggs that pollute the air so terribly? No, I can't eat anything here and I will never eat a meal here!




  I pour still mineral water into a large glass, add a thin slice of lemon and sit alone at a small bistro table to watch the people. I always do this when I'm alone. Well, actually that does say always. These old people here seem to me as if they are consciously approaching their end. They seem to be enduring this dreariness, as if in a waiting room for death, looking disillusioned with a gaze that is directed nowhere and yet wanders resentfully. The only analogy that comes to mind is Rilke's 'Panther':




  rilke's panther




  “His gaze against the sweeping of the bars has grown so weary, it can hold no more.




  To him, there seem to be a thousand bars and back behind those thousand bars no world”




   




  Nobody begrudges someone else that they might be better off, that they might be healthier, that they could possibly possess more, that they were happier, that they might even enjoy their life. This atmosphere between the old people sucks the younger nurses towards them. You can feel how their joy of life is not enough to be shared with these old people. So everyone keeps their empathy to themselves. If everyone thinks of themselves, then surely everyone is thought of? There is no more hope here, there is only meaningless waiting. It is reminiscent of Estragon’s and Vladimir's waiting for an unknown man named Godot. These people here, the benefactors, like those they have them under their thumb, are united by an uneventful idleness. No, I can't stay here either, I don't want to stay. Here even the still water tastes stale. I'd rather complete Kaja's plan and throw myself in front of the next train, usually completely empty, which follows a river not far from our house, at ten before and ten after every hour, winding its way along the valley to reach the small villages all the way down to the French border. I pour the rest of the water onto the blue-flowering, dry African violet in a terracotta pot, standing forlornly in the middle of the messy red-and-white checkered tablecloth, get up and leave the room without saying a word.




  I'm back in the taxi and I'm driving to our house, to my house, to my home a second time. Without Kaja, however, this meaningful word no longer really crosses my lips. But if my life has taught me anything, it's that you don't solve problems by ignoring them, but rather by taking them by the horns and confronting them. Problems don't disappear just because you deeply wish they didn't exist. But before I give in and vegetate in this nursing home until I lonely die one day, I rather abide the risk of sustaining further wounds by standing up against my doom, even if it were vain.




  At the door, I open it and go in. An aquamarine leather couch sits in the middle of the living room. Kaja died on it. All evidence of the crime has been removed nothing in the room reminds me of it anymore. Except, towards the bathroom, you can still see my vomit caked on the tiles. I must have been lying there. This also explains why I survived, as the mild warmth of the underfloor heating saved me from hypothermia. I think I'm going to need someone to clean it all up because I can't do that. That would require something superhuman from me. I go up the spiral staircase to my gallery, my library, to the control room of my universe, sit down at my old desk made of solid cherry wood, look out, across the river valley, over to the castle ruins and let my thoughts wander with my eyes.




  Why did she play this mischief on me? Try to rob me of the rest of my life? I'm just now beginning to harvest and enjoy the fruits of my labor. Yes, I know, and then someone comes along who needs me urgently somehow and somewhere, and then I postpone my life once more until later, knowing full well that the time has come to me, when every postponement becomes very easily a cede. But it should only be this one time, this very last time. For Nanjing, I can always alternate between working from home for two weeks and then being there on site for another two weeks. Knowing full well that the two weeks at home are always up for grabs for any problem and are then usually sacrificed! Somehow I had become completely unreliable due to the consistency of my actions. For me it was self-loyalty, for Kaja it was nothing but betrayal. This is probably why Kaja lost faith in being able to live with me after all. And now she probably pulled the emergency brake. In any case, the wagon is now standing still.




  rabbit and hedgehog




  She was constantly afraid that I would die before her and that she wouldn't be able to manage it all on her own. That's why she wanted to go first. And she probably only wanted to take me with her because she was sure that I would never be able to forgive myself for driving her to suicide. But that's exactly what I had done now. In order to protect our souls, we became estranged from each other because our bodies were usually separated and our souls could not remain united in the long term. Mine not with hers, hers not with mine! You are always convinced beforehand that a long-distance relationship will work if only both people firmly believe in it. But without perspective, love dries up like a wadi in the desert.




  Prophecies are always self-fulfilling because the mind follows the thoughts. You can talk a person into just about anything if you make up a story that makes sense to them and repeat it often enough. Sometimes these narratives are so intense that they condense into religions, political beliefs and even ideologies. In orthodox extremes, they are performatively displayed through regalia and rites so that they provocatively disturb each other's stories. Even if it's just a beard at the wrong time, sidelocks, a tattoo or a piercing. Then they can even start wars and destroy everything they claim to protect. But even small, individual stories can destroy lives, or at least lead those affected along the edge of it.




  You just have to be told for long enough that you're good for nothing, then this story will become reality and the narrator will be proud of how well he can assess people and predict their fates. Woe to those whose birth mother this narrator is.




  I'm probably not a dream child, but rather the fulfillment of a convention. Back then you had at least two children. And if there was a big war between the arrival of the first son and the second, then these two brothers had an age difference of ten years. While the first son was the mother's only consolation during the years of war and the subsequent deportation from her ancestral homeland, the Sudetenland, the second was born into the misery of the post-war period, in a forced emergency accommodation in Swabia. Who of the survivors wasn't traumatized at the time, lacking any hope?




  My mother called me a loner, but she was the one who made me a loner. Less than fifty feet behind the small, crouched house, directly on a canal where I spent my childhood, ran the railway line from Stuttgart to Munich. The railway embankment was practically our property line. And it was not uncommon for there to be body parts in our garden from people who, out of desperation, threw themselves in front of the express trains passing through at the small stop a less than a half mile away. An old woman, an undertaker, with a lot of home-made booze in her blood and a galvanized bucket in her hand, then walked along the railway line and the embankment to collect the scattered, torn body parts. As a child, I watched her with great horror and disgust, as she did exactly this activity several times a year, right in our backyard between the vegetable patches, rabbit hutches and chicken coops.




  My father, in addition to his shift work in a worsted spinning mill, worked as a waiter on the weekends, because he passionately wanted to realize his dream of owning his own house again—he had had to leave his first one behind in the Czech Republic— and so he was rarely found at actually home. That's why my mother, whose health had been severely affected by the war years, fell into deep depression. She had developed a middle ear infection during the war, so that after the war years her head had to be chiseled open in order to be able to remove large parts of the temporal lobe and the inner ear. When she returned, she remained in need of care for months. While she was still in the hospital, I often sat alone on the steps in front of the front door with my black Pomeranian, Mohrle, and waited aimlessly for an uneventful time. Sometimes the neighbor—a woman, named Salbers Anna—an old maid who ran a shoe shop next door, came to ask me "Jarole, hosch'd Hongr or hosch'd Durschd?" (“Jaroly, are you hungry, are you thirsty?”). My father worked constantly in rotating shifts and my brother was already in vocational training. An old Hungarian refugee woman who had been sent by the priest only cooked rudimentary food for us. When she made her goulash, my father always had to wipe the sweat from his face and his big bald head, it was so spicy, and we boys could dilute the goulash with as much water as we wanted, it remained inedible for us.




  Later, when my father went to the church fairs on Saturdays and Sundays to drag mugs full of beer, sausages and fried chicken after the drunks, my mother, left alone at home, constantly threatened to throw herself in front of one of the trains too. As her son, I no longer dared to leave the house when my father was out waiting tables. And at this age my brother was no longer tied to the house; he would be peeling an egg on it, as he used to say. So I read a lot and looked after my mother, making sure nothing bad happened to her. I constantly went for walks with her or to the cinema, the two of us holding hands. I am convinced that it is to the films with Freddy Quinn that I owe my wanderlust, which is still insatiable to this day. But we often just sat at home in the kitchen and read books and old magazines, because the living room was reserved for the holidays and special celebrations. And when strangers came to visit us, or even just friends and relatives, my mother couldn't resist telling everyone, even those who didn't care and even those who didn't want to hear it, that her younger son was a loner. Of course, she had never heard of the self-fulfilling prophecy, but she produced very precise living proof of this thesis in her psychological experiment. However, certified loners should be prohibited from later entering into a relationship and getting married in order to reproduce themselves in the end. Because if you're already enough for yourself, everyone else is too much for you!




  most time on my own




  In my opinion, this was very likely the reason why I later really enjoyed going on business trips and preferred to do so without the company of any colleagues. I was proud to serve clients solo when they were prepared for a full delegation from our company. I once walked into a conference room in Detroit where nine chairs were waiting empty on one side of the table while twelve people sat crowded together on the other side. Even so I was able to answer every single one of the questions to their general satisfaction. And when I met peers from other companies and their delegations in airport lounges around the world, I was never above ironically teasing and remarking that I was old enough to be allowed to travel alone.




  None of this crosses my mind as I sit here at my old desk, crying over my failure as a husband and father. Yes, the soul withdraws when it fears being hurt. And so the souls of my wife and those of my sons withdrew from me. In their minds, I became a stranger in their own nest, just a troublemaker who threatened to upset the usual order on some weekends. In the end, it was the perfect, self-reinforcing spiral into the abyss, bound to hell for anyone who didn't find cover quickly enough. For me, my camouflage was my indispensability. The corruption of managers completely applied to me, according to the motto: Wherever he is there is chaos, but thank God he can't be everywhere. However, I would like to take credit for the fact that I have resolved significantly more chaos than I have ever created. That's why I confidently ran from factory to factory, was omnipresent, including with customers, and everywhere and always saw the urgent need to actually be there.




  At home, one family member after another emigrated into a shell. After both sons left the house, all that remained were their two empty shells—we called them 'children's rooms' for years. Actually, that, at the very latest, is when I should have returned home permanently. But even the worst habits eventually turn into loving quirks and thus become part of your personality. Then you need something pretty big to make you reconsider your situation, to shake you out of your ways. Kaja tried, often, regularly, to get me to see the light, but by then my soul had already developed, thicker as two fingers, a callus that no longer allowed empathy. I already suspected this and still remember how I often chastised myself for it. When I was traveling around the country as a freelance consultant and had to stay in the same places for long periods of time, I always consciously chose the shabbiest places to stay so as not to develop the feeling that I was comfortable there, that I felt myself native there. But although I always remained a stranger in these distant places, I found myself returning home less and less on the weekends. Was it the strain of the journey and the increasing physical and emotional exhaustion or just a more robust indifference? In any case, I dared to let my radius of action, as I used to call it, expand ever further and sell myself into projects for good money wherever in the world there was a need for me and my team. And this need was immense! My goal was always to alternate—spend two weeks working from home and two weeks on site. However, the responsibility weighed so heavily on my shoulders that it mostly kept me in distant places; chained to a heavy iron ball like a convict bullet, which I perceived as my supposed responsibility, as my very own obligation to my clients. From their perspective, it was always my most important asset, my unique selling point! However, the small chain connecting me to family and home, which was only delicate in comparison, could never withstand this centrifugal force. It no longer mattered if I tried to sedate my family with opiates in the form of euros, dollars, lira, pesos or renminbi. They took the money, but gave me no more love in return, not even human warmth, because you can only get that for the same coin. At some point only a booming, unmistakable silence dominated the proceedings. And now this, suicide as a last resort! 'Mea culpa, mea maxima culpa'. Kaja, I don't blame you for anything, and if I did blame you for something, I forgive you. However, you will not have forgiven me. You know that I don't believe in life after death and therefore I don't believe that I can make up for anything after my death. Not to you, not to our sons, nor to any other person I have been guilty of harming, and there are many. This burden will remain with me until the end of my life. Only my death will ultimately free me from this burden.




  ingoratha




  As soon as I free myself from my crouching position in the black calfskin desk chair and sit up to let my gaze wander over the gallery again, it stops at a framed photograph. It plainly shows me at the helm of a sailing yacht. Clearly, we were racing with half wind over the remaining swell of a recent heavy storm, which I rode with joy. This course, with the wave, makes even an old boat glide and the helmsman experiences unforgettable feelings of happiness that are otherwise only possible when bull riding at a rodeo or in intimate hours. Behind me the 'Adenauer' blew in the foaming spray off the stern! We collectively called the black-red-gold flag 'Adenauer', the national flag of our ship, which we proudly flew in port, at anchor and when underway on a flagstaff, which was placed in the middle of the stern if possible and inclined slightly aft, so that the flag remained visible to everyone, even when there was no wind. This flag would be taken down at night in the harbor, with the crew usually raising a glass, toasting its decent in a small ceremony. In the morning, when the watch changed at eleven o'clock Greenwich time, it was always 'sherry time' for us, the first drink of the day, because the two watches, 'all hands on deck', met regularly to exchange essential information and we would drink a bottle of good sherry, always crediting the last sip to Poseidon, in order to make him feel good to us. And of course we also greeted other ships with this 'Adenauer'. We encountered many a German Navy ship, especially on the Flensburg Fjord heading for Gluecksburg. It is now proper etiquette to pay homage to these ships of our sovereign and therefore to greet them by dipping the 'Adenauer'; to do this, we simply took the flagstick out of its holder and briefly lowered it a little. On the naval ship, however, the flag mate had to rush up the ladder to the tower to get the flag from the mast and then immediately hoist it again. With the boat traffic on the fjord every evening, this could quickly become stressful for him, and so I heard many a flag mate swearing loudly as we passed. We, on the other hand, eased ourselves by not having always secured the flagstick with a ribbon, as often as we had to take it out of its holder.




  Meanwhile, I start to laugh quietly to myself. Because as I delve deeply into this past, immersed in the picture and focused on my associations, the mental anguish and my sorrow noticeably subside. What was the name of this ship back then, where were we actually going with it and what was the skipper's name again? After the sun, breathing fire, has sunk behind the clouds in the hills of Saargau and with the dusk now slowly advancing, my thoughts continue to walk and are already on the way to Gluecksburg. Maybe it's more than just a straw in the raging storm sea of my current existence.




  The skipper, I remember now, was Harry Kaputt. His actual name was Harry Lorenz, but at some point, he was given the nickname Kaputt, which means broken, after he and the Albatross collided during a storm with a container floating in the sea. He watched the sinking of the valuable yacht, which had been built entirely from fine tropical wood in 1913, together with the assembled twelve-man crew from the deck of a fishing trawler that had rushed to her rescue. Yes, and then there was his assistant Rudi Ratlos—Rudi the clueless. We called him that because he accidentally filled the fresh-water tank with fuel until it poured out of the overflowing tank into the bilge. As a result, Harry's stylish lambskin boots suddenly had water marks high up on their shafts because the mixture of water and fuel in the hull had risen so much. Afterwards we still needed a lot of prosthetic cleaner to get the water tank and the bilge clear again, let alone to be able to clear the disgusting fuel smell from the cabin and berths as much as possible. Despite everything, we still sailed to the far north of Scotland, far beyond the Hebrides, the Shetlands, the Orkneys and the Fair Isle. But damn it, what was the name of the ship back then? Suddenly it's there. She was called INGORATHA, laid down in Travemuende in 1928 and had already had an extraordinarily eventful life by the time of our trip. So if there was one thing that didn't faze us seamanship dabblers, as Harry used to call us, it was this old lady. I even remember the meaning of her name, which was made up of four Germanic syllables. IN stands for 'North', GO for 'to be born'; RA for the 'sun' and THA for 'there', which in Nordic mythology means something like 'Where the sun experiences its rebirth in the north.' For me this was more than a fleeting omen; for me this was tantamount to a categorical imperative! Take your endlessly shitty life into your own hands again and finally change yourself fundamentally! Because you are the cause of all this! Only then would your wife's death not be in vain.




  It has now become dark outside the windows, only a few stars sparkle in the firmament and the moon spreads its pale light over the valley to the castle ruins. I, withdrawn in my devotions, hadn't even turned on the lamp on my desk. But I had a plan again that was more than a pencil-drawn course on the nautical chart of my life that could be erased at any time if the wind and weather changed. I shaved before going to bed, because from now on I'm someone again whose life will no longer be an uneventful idleness or just meaningless waiting. I lie down in bed and quickly fall asleep without medication, diving into the long, deep and restful sleep of a contented person who slides into a new future that may be worth experiencing again tomorrow. There will still be an immense amount of rubble to clear away from my soul and from my relationships with other people, with all those whom I disappointed by neglecting them; and when I didn't neglect them, I often offended them brutally with my obsessive restlessness. All those I despised, ignored, and believed I had to punish by withdrawing my attention from them; those whom I deleted from the ensemble of my actors, to whom I never wanted to give a role again, regardless of the dramaturgy. In return, will they ever allow me to have a single voice again in the orchestra of our togetherness, in the score of their lives? Or have my constant drive and manic need to progress—always played in a ruthless fortissimo, my interpretation of the music in constant disharmony—put them out of rhythm forever? Have they fallen silent like Kaja or will they now only play their instruments in secret or even so piano and turned away from me that I will never hear them again?




  Chapter 2: recognize




  feeling at home




  The melodious territorial song of the blackbirds wakes me up at first light. The white lilac tree in front of the bedroom window exudes an intoxicating smell. When I wake up, the bed next to me is empty is empty. A strange change, as over the last few decades, it has been mine that was so often the empty spot. Once, when I was really excited about finally buying a holiday home for us, Kaja just said laconically:




  “I don't even know what you mean, we've had a nice, big holiday home for many years. Exactly this house here! You have a holiday home, even including a housekeeper! At best, you'll be here over the weekends. Otherwise, as far as I can tell, you'll be running around between the Arctic and Antarctic at pretty much all latitudes and longitudes at the same time! Even your secretary was recently confused by having to book you a hotel room on two different continents for the same night because you crossed the date line that day when you flew nonstop from Australia to the US. But like any albatross, you'll find your way back to the nest for a few hours at least every other weekend. I don't want to know what you're cooking up in between when you're not working! But we trust each other, don’t we?”




  However, Kaja's nonchalance, melted away as quickly as a winter's snow in the spring sun, as I began to rapidly approach retirement age. As a counter question, I sheepishly interjected the cliché that after how many hours the prehistoric Homo Sapiens would actually have been allowed to give up hunting the mammoths with which they tried to feed their clan. Slowly but surely, this clichéd argument began to wear thin, especially when I tried to justify my weekly working hours. How many hours would a Neanderthal have to put in chasing a saber-toothed tiger before he could just let the saber-toothed tiger be? Seven hours, eight or maybe twelve? And who would pay him overtime and the surcharge for the night hours, especially if he didn't bring his fur home after an unsuccessful hunt? Hardly any of my employees were able to avoid this most memorable lecture, because I presented such theses to them frequently on a regular basis.




  For me it is nothing other than a kind of late Roman decadence with which quite a few of our contemporaries today try to decouple the basis of their livelihood from the contribution they make to it individually. Well, maybe I'm just one of the last Stone Age cave dwellers who not only captures enough to feed his own clan, but also an entire tribe? Isn't it everyone's moral obligation, provided of course for adequate remuneration, to dedicate all of their talents and performance to the benefit of the community?




  When such statements came to the attention of the employee representatives, my reputation as an exploitative Manchester capitalist was once again confirmed. The reputation that preceded me often saved me from having to intervene personally, because just being threatened with me was the ultimate punishment for some of my people—whoever thought he had to intimidate anyone with my sudden appearance out of the blue. One could just as easily understand this narrative as a constantly self-reinforcing prophecy if one tried to maliciously accuse me of that.




  longing for home




  My thoughts are still wandering while an open argument seems to have broken out between the blackbirds in the garden, so that their quarrelsome nagging also finds its way into my consciousness in order to gently guide me back to the present. Isn't it nice to wake up in the morning with a feeling of security, in familiar surroundings? With almost childlike wonder, I step from my bedroom straight into the light-filled space of my gallery. Have I forgotten how beautiful and colorful our house is? Curious memorabilia in the form of valuable treasures are presented everywhere, as if they were the relics of our shared life, Kaja's and mine. As usual, I sit down at my large desk, let my gaze wander around me, and it never tires of lingering and moving on, following the reminiscences of a fulfilled life. Nothing ties me to the ostentatiously opulent armchair anymore, because I finally want to take all the objects I've collected into my hands so that I can touch them again, or just to be able to look at them up close and undisturbed.




  The silk carpets from Hereke alone, which are lavishly framed behind glass and hang on the walls, can tell stories like those from 'A Thousand and One Nights'. How often did I wander through the old bazaar of Izmir behind Konak Square with the famous clock tower on the weekends; drink coffee or Çay comfortably there on magnificent divans over sumptuously laid carpets in secluded gardens that were shaded by pergolas full of climbing greenery. Here I ate Kokoreç, goat intestines grilled on skewers, or there, mutton brains cooked in broth, mixed with the tongue and the meat of the cheeks, which was served on fresh rocket in flatbread, this dish is called Söğüş. Or I drove out the few miles along the coast to Urla, where the best red wines in the region could be found, the finest sea creatures and always the finest freshly caught fish, which I loved to eat in Yengeç, right by the sea on the pier, enjoying the gentle evening breeze. For me, regardless of my intrinsically motivated, completely exaggerated ambitions, life has always been a multicultural celebration and event; Izmir's ancient Agora of historic Smyrna, Ephesus with its Archaic Library and the Temple of Artemis, Pamukkale with its ancient thermal springs over the snow-white limestone terraces or Pergamum with the great Hellenic Acropolis Theater. I was always ready to immerse myself in the culture of my host country. However, this is only possible if you seek closeness to people, regardless of language barriers. You have to taste, smell, feel, hear and see where a culture comes from in order to sense where it may be going. Here on the coast of the Aegean Sea, the Ottoman and Hellenic cultures were delicately interwoven in a Mediterranean lifestyle. In the evening I sat on the Konak pier for a long time, enjoying the sun setting over the Aegean Sea while I was served the most excellent regional cuisine.




  After the opulent meal, I often went to the oriental bazaar all alone. There I then walked through the old Kemeralti Caravanserai, followed a few winding streets, only to briefly climb up a flight of stairs and suddenly find myself in the middle of thousands of the finest carpets; Hereke wall and floor carpets made from the finest silk as far as the eye can see, with up to 3 million knots per square inch. A girl, almost a child, begins to knot such a carpet and only finishes it when she is an adult. Meanwhile, she survives strokes of fate and illness, suffers worries and hardships, experiences painful and beautiful moments and, stoically like an emotionless machine, ties thousands of knots, inch by inch, with an almost meditative concentration. I was already accepted as an expert in carpet dealer circles as soon as I placed the carpets on a light box for inspection, counted the knots and assessed their evenness. The knots should be as regular as if they had been tied by a machine, but should have no regularity as if they had actually been made somewhere in Asia using modern automatic knotting machines. Simply wanting this light box often brought me respectable discounts. Not so with my carpet dealer in Konak, Mehmet, a devout Muslim who had almost become a friend. I sat with him patiently on the floor among his treasures, drinking rakı and smoking sheesha, while he tried, with an amiable oriental calmness, to persuade me to buy some of his treasures. He gently stroked the back of his hand over the carpets to let the light play on them and, as he turned and turned them in the bright glow of a lamp, casually announced the imminent arrival of a huge cruise ship. Then the danger is particularly great that someone will snatch one of these treasures from under my nose! I simply replied with 'kismet', and with this one word I accepted the fate assigned to man by God, from which I too would not be able to escape. Because if these carpets were given to me by Allah, they would also be waiting for me.




  The following week, Mehmet added another carpet to the lot without increasing its price. However, I found this haggling to be a very degrading game, in that we people from the wealthy regions of the world, who can afford almost anything, in our greed and avarice do not grant these poor people the money that they so urgently need—they would have to live off the proceeds of such a carpet for several years. Don't we also undermine the masterful brilliance of these girls and women who, with great perseverance, day in and day out, year after year, bend over the knotting frame, precisely placing one knot next to the other until their eyes begin painfully watering, forcing them to take an unwanted break? These chefs d'Œuvre of the art of carpet weaving are their pride and joy, which is why they weave their names into the carpets in Arabic script and hope to be appropriately recognized and rewarded for their artistically and technically demanding works in the end. But what could be a fair wage for tens of thousands of hours of this nerve-wracking work? However, all of my discussions with Mehmet by no means led me to the goal I was striving for. He also hid the secrets of his calculations from me, which is why I was unable to estimate the truly fair prices of the carpets. I simply wasn't able to look behind his high forehead, because usually the offers from the traders here in the bazaar at the beginning of a trade are often many times the actual expected proceeds, because they think of us Kafirs as foolish anyway. Greed eats up fools.




  Once, in Mexico, at the foot of the Sun Pyramid of Teotihuacán, I bought the fist-sized head of one of the thirteen Aztec deities from one of the hawkers, which was carved from a valuable golden obsidian. My otherwise hardened Mexican companion then reprimanded me because I had rather heartlessly taken advantage of this young man by paying him less than a third of the value that his family expected for such a work of art. Back then I was extremely proud of my superior negotiating skills, which I am now rather ashamed of, as it was nothing more than a Pyrrhic victory; the victory in an unequal power game in which the poor man clearly had the worse hand because he urgently needed the money that I provocatively held out to him for his family. And in the end, when he returned home, he probably received a good beating from his clan, because they had simply received too shabby a wage for the many weeks of artfully cutting the glass-hard semi-precious stone. Today this valuable sculpture stands next to a small, antique Buddha made of jade among all the other stone treasures in a glass display case. And whenever I take it in my hand to marvel at the sunlight in it, it shimmers mysteriously with a golden luminescence from the dark depths of the black stone.




  How often the masterpieces of traditional craftsmanship, which developed independently of one another in widely separated regions of our world, are similar in their design. Nevertheless, for me, all of these memorabilia carry inexplicable lessons of real and tangible life, each in its own unique and incomparable way.




  Like the bronze Afghan hound that rests in the living room next to the soapstone stove and watches suspiciously over each of our guests. At the end of social evenings with our Munich customers, my friend Hansi and I enjoyed going to the estate auctions on the ground floor of the Bayrischer Hof. During one of these visits, I was still hearing Kaja's request for a porcelain figurine of a Dalmatian, and I saw this bronze Afghan hound sitting in front of me in full life size. After hours of haggling, it was mine at four in the morning at a bargain price. “Then he would be at the dead end of his day anyway.”, said the young auctioneer, who once confided in me that after midnight he usually tried to achieve the sales target set for him for the day. With this goal in mind, he occasionally deviates slightly from the advertised catalog prices. For me it was quite sobering to see exquisite antiques of this kind, once purchased as a trustworthy investment, being sold off like this. In any case, Hansi and I somehow dragged the seventy-pound, bronze-colored dog out of the Bayrischer Hof, where every taxi driver that drove past just taped his forehead at us. And so we carried the colossus on to our hotel; to his chagrin, one of my sales representatives was also staying on his business trip. And so it was he who chauffeured the good piece in the back seat of his car to my home. After all, I, his boss, was there on the plane and couldn't just check this delicately carved, bulky and weighty monster in as luggage.




  And then there are the countless carpets on all our floors and the many paintings on the walls. Kaja complained so often that there were souvenirs from almost every one of our many trips standing, hanging or lying everywhere in this house. I had really forgotten how colorful our house had become over the years as a result. And Kaja was very good at arranging this mass of treasures in such a pleasing way that the rooms in no way looked like a museum overflowing with kitsch. But besides all this art there are also thousands of books that I call my own and divide into countless shelves, sorted by subject area. I have read most of them long ago. But I never wanted to part with either those I had already read or those I still hadn't found time to read, which is why I was constantly looking for more walls along which more shelves could be placed and filled. I can no longer deny this obsession, which in Japan even has a name, 'Tsundoku', the habit of buying books and then hoarding them unread on shelves and cupboards.




  can we make this house our home?




  Despite all this, Kaja always found space to loosen up the arrangement with a few exotic plants in between. But we both knew for a long time, although we always avoided talking about it, that we would never move out of here while we were alive. In this regard, I also took the extremely egomaniacal view that the proceeds from the sale of all this junk would ultimately exceed the cost of disposing of it many times over, so that I didn't have to feel too bad about it towards our dear heirs. Above all, I wanted to avoid having to organize my entire life in an heir-friendly manner in advance obedience. Because just a few phone calls would be enough to remove all the splendor without a trace and, in the end, to make large profits out of this story. But now, at this moment, I am beginning to suspect that it might have been exactly this clutter that made us both inseparable because it anxiously chained us together without really connecting us. Perhaps for that reason alone, staying stubborn was far more comfortable for both of us than any bold new beginning?




  Back at my desk, my restlessly wandering gaze was caught in a lithographically processed photograph of Kaja and me. It had once hung in our bedroom for many years, but Kaja banned it from there a few months ago without discussing it with me first. Perhaps she simply couldn't bear to be constantly confronted with an image that linked her to those happier days when our love for each other was still alive in her eyes. Looking back, however, for me that decision marked a serious turning point from which our partnership began to inexorably fall apart. Since then, this photograph has been hanging on the wall opposite my desk, because my memories of our life together still inspire me today and always give me blissful moments. The frame of this lithograph, coated with gold leaf, harmonizes perfectly with the pale copper tone beneath the black and white image, which is applied as if it were an ink brush painting. We were only nineteen years old at the time and, as a student, it was extremely difficult for me to come up with the 95 German marks that the studio was asking for the framed picture. Actually, we just wanted to have a portrait of ourselves taken as a souvenir, but in the end it was so successful that the proud photographer enlarged it and artistically edited it in order to display it in the window of his shop for months, to the great horror of Kaja's mother. But this photo still stands out to me today as the symbol of our great love back then, which began at singular, wonderful first sight. Once I almost destroyed the picture while I was drunk, out of jealousy, so deeply did my inner self connect this picture with the inseparability of our two souls.




  We really were in love from the start. We kissed for hours in the basement of my student bar, which was modeled on the Stone Age cave of Lascaux. During countless intimate hours we made love in my student apartment, in the basement of a small family home on the outskirts of the city. My Citroën 2CV, a car known in the common parlance affectionately as the duck, with only 16 horse power, usually had to be cranked afterwards because its battery had often become just as weak as my loins after the strenuous act of manhood. So, pull choke and crank until you drop. Kaja had to get up at five o'clock the next morning to take the first train to work, while I, as a student, was able to compensate for my sleep deficit quite comfortably with a restful afternoon nap. Nevertheless, there was hardly an evening when we didn't meet, we were so crazy about each other.




  When the final exam was definitely approaching, and with it the end of the bohemian nature of my student days, we decided to get married. From then on we wanted to master life together. My brother drove us with my Citroën 2CV, which we had lovingly decorated as a wedding carriage, to the church, in front of which my fellow students were standing—if they were able to stand at all after the boozy bachelor party the evening before. And as soon as we were married, we set off on a daring honeymoon, clockwise around the Iberian Peninsula in said 2CV. For us at the time, this Duck was also a symbol of our progressive understanding of life, which despite everything should be based on conservative foundations.




  I can turn my gaze wherever I want, everywhere my thoughts begin to get caught up in our shared past. Every step, every detail reminds me of Kaja. And now she had brought this togetherness to such a dramatic end? I can't believe it. Just why? Had it really become so unbearable for her to live with me?




  I, on the other hand, always assumed that we had left the worst years behind us and that the best times were just beginning for us. Yes, I admit, I couldn't resist taking on one consulting assignment after another in order to always hoard a little more money so that at least financially we would never suffer. She always thought I was a kind of hamster, but I was just not born with a golden spoon in my mouth and had spent my entire childhood as a bourgeois Swabian. But wasn’t it the children and grandchildren who should one day be better off than we were, which is why we had developed an infinitely big heart especially for them? Because we wanted to leave them something. Kaja in particular considered this to be our most important duty. So I kept working hard, even though each subsequent mandate was becoming increasingly difficult for me, emotionally anyway, but in the meantime also physically.




  My incessant dwelling on reminiscences, my persistent focus on relatively mundane things in the face of the vehement drama of my being, remind me of my reading of Herman Melville's novel 'Moby Dick' during my adolescence. I loved this novel about Captain Ahab's Hunt for the White Whale because it made me deeply sad whenever I read it. What I found saddest were the very first chapters, in which Melville talks about the life of whales in very deep detail. I had the compelling feeling that he wanted to use this delay to protect me, his reader, from the dull, self-destructive figments of his wild imagination. At least to grant myself additional time. To protect myself from being swept away with the 'Pequod' into the all-destroying whirlpool of the whale doggedly fighting for its life. This is indeed a profound thought that helps to explain the nature and extent of my current tragedy. There's no damn back door, as long as I should have ever tried to look for it. Jaro, you have to face the facts! The unchangeable facts! Now!




  inseparable in memory




  My short-term memory was slowly returning to me. I remember that Friday when I returned late from Dresden. Nothing special happened that evening: I was drained and exhausted as usual, but how different could it be if, after a strenuous week as a renovator of some completely run-down factories, you had to struggle home for more than ten hours on crowded highways to return to your wife, to take her in your arms, to hold her tight. It was a change in routine, Kaja coming out of the kitchen that evening with a bottle of Chateau Margaux, which, in a departure from her usual habits, she had already decanted. I was supposed to celebrate my sixty-fourth birthday in two days anyway, so Kaja's unexpected behavior didn't seem particularly inexplicable to me. There wasn't much left to discuss, a decanted wine of this quality—it was a 1982 vintage—you don't just leave it for a night; that would be tantamount to sacrilege in my opinion. I wanted to quickly get my luggage out of the car, but the evening newscast on television immediately grabbed my attention and held me spellbound until Kaja joined me at the table in the fireplace room with the wine and two glasses. From this moment on, my memory becomes increasingly lost in an opaque wall of fog; partly because, as always, Kaja was just bubbling out about what she had experienced during passed week, partly because at the same time all sorts of irrelevant news was being reported on television; partly because I was already so miserably tired that I couldn't even begin to draw lines between the information that was coming at me. I found myself unable to form a single focused thought. And from that moment on, all memories disappear from me, as if they have been completely erased.




  The smell of withered potted plants all around the room now pulls me out of my brooding and back into the present. I notice that I'm still sitting at the desk in my pajamas. An old habit of mine, because I usually couldn't simply ignore the urgency of the emails that reached me at night while Kaja was still busy doing her morning toilet in the bathroom. Afterwards I managed to tear myself away only very hesitantly, so that I could at least have a civilized and, above all, undisturbed breakfast with her, as, for my sake, she always served me a royal table for breakfast that would have done the honor of any better hotel buffet.




  But today I'm having a hard time pulling myself together to trot to the bathroom. The view into the distance from the bathroom window also surprises me, because when the weather is clear like today, I can still clearly see the mountains several miles away behind the hills of the district. The historic church of Saint Martin, whose foundation dates back to the 12th century, is also right at my feet. Behind the crossing tower crowned by a cross above the octagonal dome rises a fairytale forest with ancient, giant beech trees, which the Celts liked so much thousands of years ago that they settled there and built a ring wall. A true paradise in the middle of which I managed to create a home for us. That wasn't possible without good relationships, but I once had enough of them.




  We could have lived together—if not happily—here for years to come, as we both still had pretty robust health. If only I had assessed the situation correctly, as narrowed as my view was through my professional blinders; focused on a job that was more important to me than anything else, at least above what should have been the most important thing to me. Now, damn it, had I really destroyed everything? Kaja was angry, yes, and often annoyed, but never depressed. Yes, we argued a lot, we argued like everyone who isn't completely indifferent to each other. Because not just one thought matures in two heads, there will always be two thoughts and who would want to postulate which of the two would be the more correct. Even in early times, it was agreed in dialectics that we lived in three different worlds: the one we believe in as individuals, the one we agreed on as a community and the one it is in reality is but nobody really knows. Apparently, however, we constantly confuse the first with the third of these worlds. In this way, we are constantly struggling with ourselves, for who we are, for our own self-image and therefore also for our happiness in life. Either if we share 99 percent of the same view, the missing one percent still sticks out like splinters of wood from a finely planed plank and, like them, can be very hurtful. But we didn't want to be without each other, ever! Even after decades, I still longed for Kaja whenever I was in another place; when I got back, we were already offended because those annoying splinters were a thorn in our side. Far too often, we both took out the plane and, like Sisyphus, began to level the entire surface again and again, only to soon find ourselves surrounded by exactly the same problems again. And as with any planed wood, the boards further away simply appear to be more flawless and even than those up close. However, the comparisons go very deep in a marriage, they are immediately perceived as accusations and as targeted injuries by the other person and therefore hurt differently than these splinters do, they hurt deep into our self-image. If only these little taunts remained on the surface, wounds heal much faster there! But they get under the skin and often they dig through surfaces full of calluses, going deeper into the flesh than intended. You just want to be noticed and have your concerns met with an open ear. But where they penetrate, a scab initially forms that protects the wound, and later we become particularly vulnerable with the thin, delicate, pink skin under this scab, because that is where the most painful incisions are made, which often only heal very slowly or, full of poisonous pus, never again. And in this endless misery, shimmering from afar in the bright sun are the polished, supposedly smoother floorboards of the others, which seem to call out to us: “Just look, we, the others, we're doing it better!” And then you continue in silence and long to return from the distant place to the familiar.




  against forgetfulness




  Isn't it also the case that suicides write farewell letters in order to be heard again, albeit for the very last time? And so I go looking for that same farewell letter, rudimentarily covered in too much deodorant and sloppily wrapped in a worn jogging suit. I search the whole house, all the rooms, all the cupboards and drawers, but I can't find any letter, to whomever it may have been addressed. For the first time I go outside the house to check mailbox, because after being away for more than ten weeks, a lot of things should have piled up there by now. After the newspaper tube and the mailbox had been filled to overflowing with now wet paper, the mail and newspaper delivery people had probably remembered our usual place in the garage during the holidays, where they used to put some mail on the garbage cans. Well, most of this could go straight to waste paper below. However, I still had a lot of trouble concentrating and was therefore very worried about not letting important letters disappear along with the old newspapers, magazines and brochures. In that wild pile, during my careful search, I found our sons' letter, which was addressed to me and had a postmark at the stamp dated a good two weeks after Kaja's suicide. So long enough after Kaja's death to have been written with composed and well-considered words, but also late enough to already be assured that I would probably survive. They were well informed about what had happened to me and that Kaja was probably cremated without their sympathy. I carefully put the damp letter into the breast pocket of my jogging jacket and continue rummaging, separating the wheat from the chaff. Then I go back into the house, quickly squeeze myself another coffee from the machine, before I very cautiously open the envelope of this crucial document with a sharp kitchen knife. I warily remove the sodden sheet of paper from the soggy envelope and unfold it with anxious care. The writing, which had probably once been applied to the handmade sheet with an inkjet printer, had melted almost to the point of illegibility due to the long exposure to moisture.




  So I start reading to myself very slowly and in a whisper:




  Dear Father,




  Do not be surprised that we, your two sons, address you together in just one letter. But as we have rarely done before, we have come to the same conclusion completely independently of each other.




  It wasn't easy for us to bear it when we found out from the police that our dear mother took her own life and almost took yours with hers. As the initial shock gave way to disillusionment, both of us quickly realized that this could have happened, should have happened, a long time ago.




  There are two perspectives from which a son may look at his father, that of responsibility and that of love. Our point of view will certainly not surprise you, since you always let us, your two sons, miss this second aspect.




  In your hesitant restlessness, we only know you as a maniacally driven person, determined by your busy, busy obsession.




  When members of the Zulu tribe meet, they say 'Sawunbona' as a greeting, which means 'I see you'. You, our father, never saw us! And your sons agree that they never want to see you again after this crime. It is incredibly difficult for us to take this step, but we owe it to our own families. It is therefore our last request, so to speak, that you respect this wish of ours. Whatever you plan, try to do with yourself and your life. Feel free to do it just as selfishly as you have always done everything without taking any consideration for us.




  But please stay away from us!




  Farewell




  Your sons, Maurice and Denis




  I stagger awkwardly to the desk and sit down, struggling to compose myself. This letter is tantamount to telling me that a catastrophic accident, such as a plane crash, has wiped out my entire family. Had I really become the obnoxious bastard in my soul who had frozen our compassion for each other, making us strangers and now, in the end, having nothing to connect us at all? I always meant well. Was it actually my bitterly evil character that made me a professionally successful businessman, but at the same time made me such a pathetic, incompatible and socially isolated socially isolated loser? One of my secretaries once accused me of turning everything around me green because of all the poison I always spray.




  you have to change your life




  Many years ago, I once revealed to Maurice in a letter with which I had actually wanted to give him comfort that we are all, each in our own way, slaves to our genes. How else could I have become what I had become? Son of a father who was an irascible choleric—but what else could he have been after he returned traumatized from a war in which he had to spend six years on the front line of the Eastern Front in constant fear of death. Afterwards, he spent two more years as a British prisoner of war, only to discover that everything he had previously created had been lost. The son of a mother who could be both domineering and deceitful and, on top of that, a pretty quarrelsome hen—based on rather similar reasons. But is a person's essence really only determined by their body, by their hardware? After all, we humans are amazing creatures. Although evolution also produced our bodies from the animal kingdom, we still differ from all other creatures on earth in fundamental and diverse ways.




  Last but not least, people developed language to communicate verbally. But at the same time, this language empowered us to tell our own story, and in this way, to become capable of a very deep reflection of ourselves. But our language also made it possible to sharpen our world view through discourse, to share what happened to us with others, to tell them and write it down for them, as a multiplier of our collective experiences and as our intellectual legacy for future generations. Ultimately, it was this verbal language that challenged our minds through quarrel and pushed our understanding further, up to this day. But we have also inherited from the animal kingdom the pronounced ability of non-verbal communication, with which we can read the facial expressions and gestures of others in order to then imitate and mimic them. And so, we can copy the behavior, habits and abilities of others in order to then only repeat them or sincerely embody them. The more we admire someone, the more we play this game of imitation. This, especially through our socialization, has made our mind, our nature and our character as unique as the print of our fingertips.




  But isn't it these memes rather than our unchangeable genes that determine our nature in such a comprehensive way? Then, however, it should be possible for each of us, provided we have the appropriate insight and will, to change ourselves again and again so that we can escape a destructively evil character, a bad karma, on our own. Then our traditional justification—that we can’t change ourselves, our character after a certain age—would no longer be valid and everyone can be held accountable for the humiliations and insults with which he is being accused for since he seeks to bully and hurt others. This general absolution would be lost to us forever, not least in jurisprudence, which often and happily follows this protective chain of argument for the sake of simplicity.




  I walk along my bookshelves and then stop in front of the philosophy section with a searching look. Maybe there are answers here to the questions I'm finding so extremely difficult to ask myself at the moment. Ultimately, I choose the book with an essay by Peter Sloterdijk from the series of his other writings and read Rainer Maria Rilke's sonnet about the archaic torso of Apollo:




  We cannot know his legendary head




  with eyes like ripening fruit. And yet his torso




  is still suffused with brilliance from inside,




  like a lamp, in which his gaze, now turned to low,




   




  gleams in all its power. Otherwise




  the curved breast could not dazzle you so, nor could




  a smile run through the placid hips and thighs




  to that dark center where procreation flared.




   




  Otherwise this stone would seem defaced




  beneath the translucent cascade of the shoulders




  and would not glisten like a wild beast's fur:




   




  would not, from all the borders of itself,




  burst like a star: for here there is no place




  that does not see you. You must change your life.




   




  To find out later from a book review on Wikipedia that I printed out and placed as a bookmark between the pages:




  '... that Peter Sloterdijk chose the last sentence of this sonnet to give his text about the Metanoic Imperative the title 'You must change your life'. His text is about the gap that appears between people over the course of a long life and is gradually filled with words, actions and omissions.




  For Sloterdijk, this summary is the condensation of all religious teachings and exercise instructions that point people to their vertical tensions and remind them to become aware of their possibilities in order to grow beyond themselves and ultimately practice with a God.




  Only in this way can the vertical performance tension as an expression of an inherent will in the individual lead to self-optimization. However, this will is only inherent in those individuals who have already known how to position themselves as pioneers and record holders in their respective disciplines. These vertical tensions can therefore be understood as all the efforts of people who tried to follow an upward, i.e., vertical, direction. This would only be possible through the release of growth impulses that would give rise to one's own development tendencies. It was only through these vertical tensions that people came under the dictates of demands that called on them to perfect themselves, that spurred them on to achieve top performance, that made them practice.




  This vertical tension would be in contrast to the horizontal relaxation, which is in the sense of a pandemic trivialization of comfort in culture. The supposed return of religion is analyzed to the effect that there are actually no religions, but that only spiritual practice systems are named that way. This makes the book a plea for the recognized constant work of people on themselves—for the constant improvement of the individual as well as the world.'




  Am I also one of those lifelong practitioners—who constantly have to recreate themselves in practice? This reading will be a real help to me, especially now in my wounded vanity. I last read the book almost ten years ago, but I admit that I misinterpreted the knowledge I gained back then. So, after some reflection, I come to the conclusion that, on the one hand, I am now completely alone, and on the other hand, that I cannot continue like this, and that I am not even allowed to continue as I have been doing up until now. So what is a man's life worth after he has lost his wife and children and has long since criminally neglected every other social outlet once available to him? Who should I talk to now about how things can proceed from here? Who should I practice with now?




  Lost in these thoughts, I continue to wander through the house, picking up every object that comes to mind and caressing it. But now my heart is very worried. I always assumed that only my death would one day separate me from all of these objects that have become landmarks in my life, to which I feel drawn with every fiber of my heart, to each and every one of them. And on top of that, this house too, who should I keep it for now? So, in the light of this self-knowledge, I make the decision to give up and sell everything here in order to look for other meaningful tasks that will encourage and support me in the resolution I have made to fundamentally change my life as an individual and for me to sustainably create a better, more livable world.




  I walk around the house and garden again and can hardly hold back the tears in my eyes any longer; didn't I mourn the belongings I thought had been lost just as much as I welcomed the slowly emancipating spirituality in me? I had always told my sons that they should act carefully when one day, after Kaja and I have died, they will clear out this house in order to ultimately sell it, because it contains some unexpected treasures. I knew this from my own experience when I purchased antiques at estate auctions or on the internet. What little appreciation was ultimately shown by their respective heirs! How often were artistically valuable paintings put up for minimum bids that clearly placed the 'urgent desire to get rid of them at any price' over the honest appreciation of the objects by the potential buyers. Why should such moral values exist for things? It certainly cannot be ruled out that there are some junk-level odds and ends and knick-knacks mixed in among all the precious items.




  Looking at my collection of old ivory carvings, I still remember all too well how, many years ago, my mother snatched them away from playing toddlers when they mistook the irreplaceable heirlooms of a well-traveled teacher, one of her uncles, for their toys. Even though the many hard days of work that made all these hobbies possible for me have long been forgotten, my emotional ties to them are not yet. And over the countless years, a lot of emotional affection has accumulated for all the bells and whistles here. It is important for me to leave all of this behind me now in order to look without bias towards a new future. So I'm selling a house with everything that once gave me the feeling of being at home, of being safe, even though I seem to have been the last person to have any emotional feelings whatsoever about this unique property anyway. Somewhere, deep inside me, it feels like I'm organizing my own funeral and, on top of that, my inheritance as a bonus. In any case, all of this creates a not particularly encouraging evening mood in me.




  beyond the horizon




  Only now do I realize that I haven't left the house once since I was released from the hospital. It's Friday and so I decide to go for a stroll and indulge my passion for weekly markets. I’ve only had some coffee, water and a few whiskies since coming home. Apart from a bag of nuts and a few cookies, I hadn't eaten anything at all. Now I really don't feel like cooking, at best perhaps preparing a Salade Niçoise somewhat half-heartedly. After I've finally eaten this, I set off on a longer hike, first up to the top of the mountain, then past the prehistoric Celtic settlement over and down to the river and to the mill with the old Side Dam in front of it. As I sit in front of this mill weir, I ponder the contingencies of fate. My father, who was lucky enough to become a British prisoner of war after six years on the Eastern Front and was stationed at Lake Duemmer, had a German driver's license for even the heaviest vehicles. That's exactly why he was given the task of collecting the steel remnants of the German Wehrmacht from all over northwest Germany in order to transport them to the still functioning steelworks in the Saar region, which was then still under French administration. At home, in his homeland, he had learned to be a miller and developed a passion for fishing. And so now he supplemented his otherwise meager rations as a prisoner of war with freshly caught river fish, right here, at this weir, a thousand miles from his ancestral home. And years later, purely by chance, his son and his family moved right here, near this mill and its weir.




  As I sit there and remember my father, some scenes from my childhood come back to me. When he suddenly pulled a fishing line with a hook out of his trouser pocket at the weir of a stream while I quickly caught a few grasshoppers. Later we brought the delicious delicacies home to the family, who were delighted with the fat salmon trout with the dark orange flesh from the clear stream— it was a welcome change. But from the happiness of this memory I suddenly feel guilty and ask myself when I actually gave my own sons such a father-son experience. They saw me either arrive exhausted with suitcases full of dirty laundry or leave bleary-eyed with suitcases full of freshly washed laundry, so that in the few hours in between, sitting secluded at my desk at home, I used emails and phone calls to maintain contact with my factories from China to Mexico. When my people in Mexico finally began to enjoy their well-deserved end of work on Saturday evenings, it only took a few hours before the first people from China began to speak up with urgent questions in an exaggeratedly alarmist manner on their Monday mornings. Being cooped up like this, with such a crooked work-life balance, is something I wouldn't wish on my worst enemies. But I took myself extremely seriously in those moments.




  And as my sons are only now revealing to me, I did not see them while I was wearing my monstrance in the fog of my importance. My father certainly worked at least as much as I did, but there were still these father-son-moments together that I still remember fondly to this day. At least he seemed to see me and notice me! During our vacation, however, I showed my sons how to sail a catamaran in a crash course so that I could leave them on their own as quickly as possible, because there were files to study and important phone calls to take. After all, I was the one who had to pay for all the fun here. I am now aware of myself for the first time in a long time and I come to the self-realization that a manager not only sells his body like every worker does; no, he also sells his soul at the same time. I'm only realizing now, as it's too late, how everything else seemed to be more important to me at the time than spending time with my wife Kaja and my sons Maurice and Denis. How I stood next to my real life! Even on our sailing trips, I secretly preferred it when they played beach tennis on the shore during the day and I was allowed to spend the day alone on the boat at anchor and enjoying good food and drink. God, not even the rightness of this behavior was questioned anymore. Mea culpa! Mea maxima culpa! I really screwed up.




  And now I see myself clearing away the remains of my life, just as my father once tried to clear away the remains of the Third Reich from the Duemmer Lake. However, the atrocities of the unjust regime were no more undone by his work than they could ever be atoned for. So what will I have left of all my work, of my missionary zeal, of my family? At best, a pile of money that won't leave me starving wherever I go from here. But what else am I going to do with this ignoble money that no one wants anymore, as if I had accumulated it in a dubiously criminal way?




  Whenever we were in Baden-Baden for the Easter Festival, a walk along the Lichtentaler Avenue, among the crocuses that bloom there in abundance at this time of year, was part of our standard program. We looked with envy at the beautiful, expensive senior residences along the banks of the Oos stream. Without ever questioning it, I always saw us both there, reaching our journey's end. The end of my journey with Kaja: concerts, strolling, consuming and wining and dining. However, all of this can no longer be a goal for me today. Out of sheer desperation, I almost hid in the gray old people's home with the devilishly aromatic punch made from malt coffee and rancid chip fat, just like I always did when I used to feel guilty and like I must punish myself. Then, when I traveled, I often took the shabbiest accommodation. But this time it's not just about repenting to mark the end of something; this time it's about the rest of my life.




  in search of my lost time




  But when I returned home and retreated to my gallery, my eyes met the picture of the INGORATHA again. What would actually happen if? If I were to search and find the INGORATHA? I could buy her and restore her and sail her around the world? As a two-master, she is a bit big for me on my own ... But who expected any wild maneuvers from me? A man overboard maneuver is as unnecessary as a goiter for a single-handed sailor anyway, because who was I going to save, or better yet, who was going to save me? And I can easily handle the berthing maneuvers in the harbors motor-driven. Not as manic as before, when we were moving under full sail into the packed harbors, like the tiny one on Giglio, just to impress the guests in the cafés along the pier—enjoying their aperitifs—with our bold maneuvers—as elegant they were, as sensational they were—in order to demonstrate exemplarily, perfectly staged seamanship. Well, I definitely wouldn't be able to do that on my own. But I wouldn't be looking for admirers, like Francesco Schettino was with his 'Costa Concordia' at the time. So, why not? Maybe there was a plan coming along?




  First thing in the morning I'll start looking for antique dealers. Here, just on the other side of the French border, there is a sizeable market for 'Brocante et Antiques', even if it's just the large 'Marchés aux Puces' in Metz, in Paris and on the Côte d' Azur, where the Americans and Chinese pretty much go buy away everything that hasn't been dusted off first. Yes, and then I definitely need a buyer for all the books. I will probably keep some of them, for example my collection of compendiums on philosophy, psychology and naturopathy. I'd better give the novels I've read to the old people's home with the excellent coffee, and for the other, more valuable ones, I'll probably need an upscale used bookstore. Then I will look for a real estate agent in Luxembourg, for the house here and one each for the holiday apartments on Ruegen and in the Salzburger Land. Oh, and in the end, I'll need someone to clear out everything left over here.




  Until the antique dealers and real estate agents arrive for their viewing appointments, I also have to deal with our clothing, some simply well-worn, some worn-out; clothing and shoes that Kaja can no longer use. As for me, I can do with much less. A social service agency will probably be the best address for this. For once, people there will also be happy about the Hermès ties and scarves, as well as the cashmere sweaters and tailor-made business suits. Oh, the furniture, yes, every junk dealer will be happy to sell it at the less important flea markets. They would probably share the sometimes expensive and valuable carpets with the antique dealers. So I'm going to start cataloging the items that are to be sold in an Excel sheet. This will keep me busy for days, and I'll keep an eye out for the INGORATHA from here. Maybe I will have to travel, then I would have to combine the visits from dealers and brokers. It shouldn't do any harm if they gave each other a hand here.




  I'm finally back in my element and have a relatively complex project to manage, to budget and to control. I hadn't planned it that way. But my empathy has probably also reached the place where the nursing staff at the clinic and at the nursing home have long been, namely ground zero. If you want to work professionally, you can't easily be distracted from the right path by sheer emotions! However, this indifferent feeling, this numbness in my head, is now increasingly irritating me. Is the little bit of meaningful activity enough to bring structure back into my life, to put all sadness aside, to forget or at least suppress the loss of Kaja and the bitter rejection by my sons?




  I sit down in the garden under the mulberry tree with a bottle of red wine and start to think about my future. When the bottle is empty, it will be high time to go to bed anyway. Sometimes I feel my brain literally thinking when I'm about to push the limits of my imagination; like just now. The exact same feeling arises inside my skull when I try to follow Stephen Hawking's explanations of the universe; as I think I feel it when I let my attention drop from a point between my eyes to the center of my head during a yoga meditation. There my thoughts seem to hit the exact point that responds as soon as it is touched by the senses, the amygdala; that core area of my brain that, together with the two hippocampi, controls my feelings, my dreams and my memory. And my fears are also a single web of their interaction. I'm relying on this triumvirate to rearrange and structure my future during my night's sleep, so that I expect to wake up in the morning with a perfect plan. Quite often, the solutions to professional dilemmas or complex and serious problems arose in my head without my proactive intervention, during exactly this mysterious, even mystical event in the REM phases of my nightly sleep. In my current situation, I can only hope that it will be the same again now.




  put the past in its place




  I stand in front of the garage and wave to the driver of the last truck as he pulls off with the two containers holding the dregs of my oh-so-loved belongings. Some of the neighbors watch me with brash malice and gleeful grins as I perform this very last task with. They are no longer even prepared to return my greeting. But their bashful look at the floor reveals to me their incessant gossiping.




  It's only been seven weeks since I returned home from the clinic and the whole house is already completely cleared out and swept clean. I'm expecting the new owner, a banker named Claude Schmitz-Kollewitz, to inspect the house and arrange the handover of the keys. This is it for me, here in this remote, rural border village that was home to our family for more than a quarter of a century and also kept me tethered, however loosely, to a domestic life. The new owner is, as I expected, a banker from Düsseldorf who works as a commuter in Luxembourg. Schmitz-Kollewitz loves it when his family and their school-age children live here in Germany. I had made the same decisions back then when I took over management of a plant in Alsace. Whatever my job demanded of me, it should always remain entirely my business. It was up to me whether I wanted to endure the conditions or reject them in advance. The family should be affected as little as possible by my job.




  I know them only too well, these nomads of globalization, who at some point and somewhere along the way first left their families behind, only to later lose them completely. For me, as the superior of many of these expatriates for so many years, they were always the jokers, ready for any mission in a task force anywhere in the world as long as their bank accounts grew accordingly. They were always available for any firefighting in management tasks at very short notice. At least their sex lives were not neglected in any of the emerging regions, quite the opposite. And on top of that, they usually earned so incredibly well from the whole affair that they temporarily adjusted their priorities, but only very rarely did it just stay temporary. In my eyes, they behaved as if there really expected an afterlife for them, in which they would then truly enjoy the pile of money from their previous existence.




  The banker had been on the real estate agents' waiting lists for a long time and jumped at the chance when he saw the house, given its quiet, idyllic location. And so close to a county town and a highway that leads right into the heart of the city of Luxembourg. In return, he had also offered to invest my money for me, which would now gradually be piling to my accounts. The only important thing was that I would retain worldwide access to the funds and not get involved in any wild tax adventures, because it is far beyond my ability to be able to react adequately to it later. Besides, the time of penny-pinching was long gone for me anyway.




  Most of the inventory had now been sold—quickly and at good prices. The only thing that no one wanted was the book collection, at least the novels, even the high-end ones. In the old people's home, I was also told bluntly that they had no space or resources for their own library and that the residents preferred to watch TV anyway. All of our clothing, even the more valuable pieces, ended up in the clothing collection containers in front of the local recycling center. And Kaja's jewelry, I sent it to her sister in a small package; she will probably never want to see me again.




  Of the last two containers I had just waved on their way, one, the 8-foot container holds everything that I couldn't sell. Not because no buyers were found, but because the emotional hurdles were simply insurmountable for me. But what will become of this container, since my plan is never to return from this trip? The second container, measuring only 6 feet, contains all the things that will keep me company on my journey. Among other things, the seaworthy, waterproof aluminum case in which I used to take my photography equipment with me on sailing trips. Now, however, it houses the earthen urn with Kaja's ashes. This second container is also stored at a freight forwarder and then waits there for its final destination.




  But while the project of dismantling my household made rapid progress from the start, my search for the lost ship made slow progress. As far as the INGORATHA was concerned, it would have been pointless to even set foot outside the house, because my yacht club had already sold it to a Rostock Circle of Friends of Classic Yachts in the winter of 1998–99 to make room for more modern boats. Despite having plenty of financial resources, this group of friends still had great difficulty in preserving the old lady of sailing in her original condition even with the help of a specialist shipyard in Wolgast. Her frames were completely rotten and the rest of the hull was in an absolutely desolate condition. There was even well-intentioned advice from a Polish shipyard established for such restorations to simply set fire to the good piece: for significantly less money one could lay an adequate copy on the keel. After all, the original construction plans have all been preserved in Switzerland. So I was fortunate in providence not to have been faced with this temptation myself, as it would have completely over-extended my lavish budget very early on and meant the final deathblow for my project for my project.




  I should actually breathe a sigh of relief in view of this development, because the history of this yacht had also fundamentally and lastingly confounded me. The INGORATHA, launched in Travemuende in 1929, sailed in the orbit of the Nazi scene from the very beginning, not least to be used as a training ship for the German Luftwaffe during the Second World War. I still remember the oppressive feeling one evening when I was forced to spend the night in Hermann Goering's former room in the Salzgitter AG's guesthouse. Looking back, I now fear that I would never have been able to free myself from similar feelings on that yacht and thus to implement my plan with full confidence. No matter that I had traveled quite often in this INGORATHA many years ago—I needed something without that past to go with me into the future.




  per aspera ad astra




  In the meantime, however, the germ of my obsession with sailing around the world in a historic gaff ketch flourished in my head and developed into a weed, creeping along and smothering any other competing thoughts in me. After coming across several yachts during the course of my research from the same designer, who had also designed ships for the German Kaiser and Krupp back in the day, I am now looking for a reliable alternative. Neither I nor the guild in general have the slightest doubt about the sophistication of the yachts he designed. Maybe there is another example that has not become quite as obsolete and that has not been so soiled with the brown Nazi past from back then?




  Yachting only became popular in Germany at the beginning of the 20th century, when people began to compete with schooners and cutter yachts, especially in the US and the British Isles. Kaiser Wilhelm II didn't want to be left behind, which is why he made the construction of fast cruiser yachts a top priority in Germany. This is how elegant and fast schooners and ketches were created, which, christened with proud names, were one day launched in Travemuende and Kiel, such as the 'Nyota', the 'Senta', Krupp's 'Germania' and, last but not least, the Kaiser's ' Meteor IV.'. In their heyday, they were all among the fastest and most magnificent regatta ships in the world.




  In the interwar period, however, sailing in Germany was only the pleasure of a very privileged upper class and international regattas only began to establish themselves after the Second World War. The technical equipment used on the yachts for these sporting events, however, easily kept pace with the rapid technological development of those Cold War years. Once the yachts had completed the sailing competitions more or less successfully, they mostly eked out a living as a representative leisure activity in the hands of wealthy owners or as donations from sponsors to their noble yacht clubs for the training of young people.




  And yet the first work of the man who designed the INGORTHA and so many other important yachts, the INIA, was actually forgotten. Maybe to my great happiness? This yacht sailed to the US in 1936 with 33 Jewish emigrants on board, where it was mistakenly recorded in the ship register as a different vessel. Later, traces of this ship were lost until it suddenly reappeared under the name ‘Jolie Brise’ owned by a Vietnam veteran who used it to make a living smuggling drugs and weapons into the US. The dilapidated ship was later renamed 'Bad Attitude'—nomen est omen. Pursued by Homeland Security and the Coast Guard, the owner quickly left for Mexico, where he pawned the ship to one of the harbor masters there as compensation for his unpaid mooring fees before he went overboard one night and fell into the harbor—completely drunk on black distilled mezcal—and disappeared.




  The completely covered in litter and filthy wreck was mistakenly taken as "Hitler's yacht", which is why collectors of Nazi memorabilia repeatedly found themselves as new owners in order to save the ship from imminent scrapping, but then passed it on in a cascade of best prices to the next person. Common sense alone would have been enough to be able to answer the question of why the 'Greatest General of All Time' had a boat that, given its size, could at best have been used as a tender for his state yacht, the 'Aviso Grille', which he personally entered into a ship register in the US in 1939. As a result of this turbulence, which escalated within the echo chambers of the internet, the yacht finally ended up in the Wieker Bodden in the mooring of a small Ruegen shipyard in Dranske, which unfortunately was unable to finance its restoration without a specific buyer. And after it became public that the INIA could with absolute certainty never have been Hitler's yacht, the most ardently interested of the potential buyers disappeared overnight. And so the master shipbuilder, who has owned the shipyard since the fall of the Wall, is very happy about my unexpected interest, which I admitted to him willy-nilly during my spontaneous call.




  the daydream shipyard




  The original plans for the ship had long since been digitized in delicate, detailed work, which is why production of the missing or obsolete parts could begin immediately as soon as a buyer was found. But even the appearance of master shipbuilder Ole Appelboom on German television had yet to reveal anyone crazy enough to take on the adventure of restoring this wreck. The plan I revealed to him, not only to restore this ship, but also to sail it around the world when I was almost sixty-five years old, made him believe that he had one of these fools on the other end of his phone. I promised him that I would travel to Ruegen immediately, as I had a notary appointment in Bergen with the buyer of our Binz holiday apartment anyway. Apparently me having enough budget and at the same time being hell-bent on sinking this money into a bottomless pit was reason enough for him to dedicate a whole day of his valuable time to me.




  Constantly scratching my chin has never been one of my bad habits. But here with the Dornbusch lighthouse on Hiddensee in the background and the 50-foot hull of a yacht—placed high on stilts—in the chalk harbor of Wiek in the foreground, my chin was already completely chafed under my three-day beard. This relic of a wreck stood high and dry behind the last large hall of a shipyard, obviously hidden because it was no longer suitable for advertising. Ole had dragged her across the Bodden from Dranske with a motorboat especially for me. Only the ship's crane in the shadow of the listed but unfinished chalk loading bridge in Wiek was powerful enough to lift the spongy, waterlogged hull of the INIA over the edge of the quay and place it on a scaffolding on the harbor forecourt. Ole—he and I were now on a first-name basis—patted me understandingly on the shoulder and recommended that I get a room in the 'Zum Klabautermann' inn over in Dranske. We could then inspect the ship together at our leisure and later, over dinner together, think about what alternatives there might be for me in the end.




  “We could recreate the ship true to the original, which would certainly be much cheaper than restoring the original, although even in the latter case there would be almost nothing left of the original anyway and what would be left would be completely outdated from a technical point of view.”




  With these words Ole broke my thoughtful silence.




  “Just think about the hundred-year-old engine, it definitely needs to be replaced and so does the rig. There is only one other example of this engine in the Anson Engine Museum near Manchester. No one will fix it for you on your trip. Oh, and the rigging and sails can't be found anyway. What then remains is the hull with the multi-ton cast iron keel. But even for this hull, steel screws were used instead of brass. This means that it is also more or less obsolete overall.”




  He looked deep into my eyes and noticed how one illusion after another began to burst in me, like colorful balloons. That's precisely why Ole emphasized how much idealistic commitment he put into this old boat:




  “Jaro, I have spent thousands of useless hours trying to save this yacht here, but I now realize that for a lot of money I just carted a bunch of rubbish here from the US, worthless rubble, without any meaningful content, which you are probably looking for. It would be something completely different if someone wanted to take tourists around here, a vintage boat like this would perhaps be clever marketing, but even then, there would still be no connection to Ruegen and this Bodden landscape around here. Think about it, I'll be happy to sell you this thing: as seen so bought!" In the meantime, my thoughts were already on Lieutenant William Bligh's 'Bounty', the replica of which Kaja and I once spent an afternoon on in Botany Bay near Sydney, and on Christopher Columbus' 'Santa Maria', the impressive replica of which we saw off Funchal while we were visiting the Forte de São Tiago there.




  How long is such an original actually considered an original? A copy or replica is simply a reproduction of the original, which is why an original can never claim to be unique. However, the term original does not mean that the work remains complete and in exactly the same form as when it was created. It would be something different if one were to describe an original as genuine, because the attribution of authenticity would then be a property that lies outside the work itself, but which is only based on the knowledge of its origin. That would be a bit like the Rolex watch you buy for twenty euros from a street dealer while on vacation. It may impress one or two of your inner-circle friends, but for the wearer it at best does little more than unreliably keeping the time.




  A work is only considered genuine if it can be reliably attributed to a specific creator based on its material and origin. But the fact that a certain Max Oertz was once the creator of this gaff ketch here and that a newly founded 'Schlichtig shipyard' in Travemuende built it with the supervision of the Germanischer Lloyd under inhumane working conditions on the beach, so to speak, in the open air, does not give this piece of wood and iron the identity that I would like to cling to during my adventurous journey around the globe. As a result, her story now lacked any emotionality for me. However, today ship historians and underwater archaeologists have agreed that only the keel determines whether a ship is original and whether it is a reconstruction of the original or a restoration. Perhaps the INIA should be burned as ruthlessly as the Polish shipyard had already recommended for the INGORATHA and only the cast iron keel preserved. But reconditioning it would also cost more than a new one.




  But what's the point of all this sentimentality here and now? Is my goal now to sail around the world or to save a historic ship called INIA? Maybe it's enough for me to save the soul of the INIA by reincarnating it as a contemporary, modern yacht? But can a hull designed by a genius more than a hundred years ago ever achieve the optimum of a modern computer design? So where would the value of this complex undertaking lie for me? After all, I'm not interested in Nazi memorabilia. On the contrary, I consider myself to be an open-minded, modern citizen of the world and, for this reason alone, I am a resolute opponent of any backward-looking German nationalism and therefore as well strictly against any other vile nationalism.




  I therefore inspect what there is still to inspect. Much of the yacht's preserved interior reflects the spirit of the Belle Époque in a somewhat antiquated manner. However, it was precisely because of the interior design of the INIA, which was described in the contemporary newspapers as 'an artistically sensitive arrangement of living space design in the technical body of a yacht, achieving a harmonious and intimate spatial atmosphere in its small rooms', that’s why even the designer resisted expecting this maritime purgatory to his yacht and even stayed away from the launch of the INIA, seen as a provocative affront.




  Oh wow, does that mean that what was still there isn't worth preserving and that what won't remain was the actual heart and soul of the original? Just remember, back then there were no toilets, showers or even running water on yachts. At that time, the chamber pot and the washbasin set, consisting of a jug and bowl, were the standard for the usual 'toilet de chat', and not only on yachts, but also in hotels and even in magnificent palaces. What little water was needed for this kind of hygiene was stored in canisters on ships and, after use, simply poured over the edge outboard along with the feces in zinc buckets.




  “Ole, we need to talk. But please only tomorrow, tonight I'll bring my cerebral triumvirate together again so that it can perhaps recommend a solution to me by tomorrow morning."




  “The triumvirate?” Ole asked in shock, whereupon I tried to give him an explanation for my extremely high level of trust in my absolutely reliable gut feeling:




  “Yes, because I like to let the different functional areas of my thinking apparatus attack each other like hellhounds during deep sleep at night. In other words, the amygdala and the two hippocampi. So far, in this way, while I’d been sleeping, they have deciphered every problem, no matter how complicated, and, like a miracle, have shown me the right solution.”




  I drive ahead to check into the Klabautermann's hotel. As I approach this accommodation, my breath catches in my throat. There is actually an impressive architectural gem right on the top of the dune, directly above the edge of the cliff. The bay windows and turrets of the three-story house blend harmoniously into the dune landscape. Above everything there is a thatched roof, which nestles pleasantly over the masonry like a beaver's fur. A few bat dormers tastefully interrupt the harmony of this roof’s architecture that seems to have fallen out of time. Only to the south and west do the stable, whitewashed foundation walls give way to a delicate winter garden architecture, with floor-to-ceiling windows that provide a clear view of Hiddensee with the Dornbusch. One would expect a property like this to be on Sylt, not on the extreme northern edge of Ruegen. Above the entrance hangs an impressive, old-fashioned tavern sign showing a Klabautermann dressed in cobalt blue, with an equally blue sou'wester on his head above a flaming red disheveled beard. Deeply impressed, I enter and when checking in at the reception I meet Gunnar, the Klabautermann's landlord, who immediately introduces himself to me. As I take in the interior design, which is as extravagant as it is traditional, I am suddenly even more amazed. Walls and ceilings made of antique reclaimed wood rafters with a hand-chopped surface, eaten by woodworms and tanned by wind and sun. They resemble flotsam and balance harmoniously with masonry made of boulders. Only the contemporary air conditioning and lighting, along with the high-quality counter landscape in the center of the reception area, testify to modernity.




  Without being asked, Gunnar comes out as a former full professor of the performing arts at the University of Düsseldorf. Immediately after reunification, he moved together with his partner Karlheinz—a highly decorated architect—to the New Federal States and there they discovered their great love for Ruegen. Back then, it was relatively easy to get permission to build this property here on the edge of a nature reserve. Karlheinz is now covering the whole of Ruegen with architecturally sophisticated holiday home projects, while he, Gunnar, is successful here in the catering industry. I found myself lucky that the suite with its large panoramic windows facing Luebben wasn't booked for a few days. Otherwise, I would have had to drive to the south of Ruegen as far as Baabe to the Bollwerk to find somewhere even remotely as nice to stay.




  During dinner, Ole and I quickly established we were most certainly on the same page as one another. The garfish with fried potatoes was excellent, washed down by glass after glass of the delightfully refreshing island beer. Towards the end we got really creative. Ole postulated that we could forgo the use of valuable tropical wood, leaving this particularly ecologically precious resource in the rainforests, because there are now excellent materials for conventional frames and planks. Today, high-strength but extremely light-weight construction materials are created from selected plastic waste that is fished out of the world's oceans. Nowadays, in the age of modern manufacturing methods this material can be processed extremely quickly directly from standardized panels by using Ole’s digitized geometry data on modern computer-assisted CIM milling technology. And if I did without the antiquated interior anyway, the interior could be functionally adapted to the needs of a sporty touring sailor. He would already have the manufacturer of the material, one of the big players in the chemical industry, on board.




  “What would you think it’s worth to this kind of industry if a yacht reconstructed with this material sailed around the world for the first time with outstanding media attention?” Ole asked me with a mischievous smile on his face, accompanied by a wink that emphasized the importance of the question.




  We toast to that!




  “Does that mean there are three of us then? Three stakeholders? You, the material supplier and me?”




  “If you want it that way! What would such a ship be worth to you?”




  Ole wants to be sure!




  “Well, a 50-foot yacht sells for half a million euros, second-hand for about half that. And that’s pretty much my budget too.”




  “Okay, if you don’t mind us doing some of the work in Poland, then that could work! We will have the hull and keel built in Poland and rig the ship here. I would install a Volvo Penta diesel engine with a reversing gear anyway, so you can get technical help anywhere in the world!”




  “Sounds like a plan?”




  “Sounds like a plan!”




  “Let’s toast our plan with some kümmel!”




  “And this is our deal now?”




  “Please let me sleep on it one more night.”




  During a restless night, I could literally feel the three of me wrestling with each other in the upper room. One of the three did not give up on the dream of the original so quickly and argued against any form of plagiarism. I dreamed deeply about what would distinguish my 3,500-year-old Chinese bronze statue from a copy. After all, I was a trained art caster myself and would of course have been able to produce an absolutely identical replica, including the exact same chemical composition of the material and a patina that was true to the original. What's the difference then, except maybe that I would know which of the two was the original and which was a really good copy? Even an expert would be faced with a major dilemma here. When another of the three then interjected that Ole was at least as good a shipbuilder as I was a good art caster, the stubborn one suddenly gave up.




  I wake up, despite all the island beers and Rostock kümmel, well rested, fresh as a dewy morning, not a bit hungover and with a very precise plan in my head. I confirm Ole that we might have a deal and pat him on his left shoulder. We are now good friends and trust each other. This is extremely important to what we're both up to. Before I set off on the long journey to my previous residence for the last time, we will look together for a longer term accommodations for the few months I will spend here in Dranske. The old, thatched half-timbered house five miles northeast of the village, located in an isolated spot away from the town of Kreptitz, looks very inviting and offers spectacular views over the Libben, over to the island of Hiddensee and the village of Kloster below the Dornbusch lighthouse. Following the footpath over the high bank, it's just ten miles to Cape Arkona, which should certainly boost my physical fitness again when I regularly walk over to Vitt for an extra-large portion of excellent smoked fish. The house is basically way too big for me, but between the half-timber construction and the two upper floors hidden under the deep thatched roof, I think I’ve fall in love with it. Designed as a half-hipped roof, it has large bat dormers on each side and another on the smaller roof under the Eulenflug at the gable front— in northern Germany a quite hip architectural gimmick in this type of roof. The wood of the half-timbered structure shines reddish-brown in the evening sun and the white-painted plaster dazzles my eyes. The freshly tied and perfectly trimmed reed grass reminds me of the texture of beaver-fur. The beach chair next to the patio door invites me to relax on quiet evenings. The meditative peace and quiet of the isolation of this property will give me enough space to breathe and provide me with the ideal setting for a wholehearted processing of what has happened when I am not needed in the workshop—because it is also agreed that I will fit into Ole's team of very experienced shipbuilders and join in the work like everyone else. So I'm driving back now to my previous residence for a very last visit—for one very last day—to complete the remaining administrative procedures and finally hand over the house keys to the new owner. Schmitz-Kollewitz introduces me to his wife: Monique, a French woman who obviously prefers to live in Germany, and who has already found an excellent job as a high school French teacher in the nearby county seat. Their three children have long been running around laughing and making noise in the garden and on the traffic-calmed street in front of the house. Everything on this evening seems like a pure Biedermeier idyll. I wish Schmitz-Kollewitz’s family to find the happiness here that we too were constantly looking for here. Did we find it? Who can be absolutely sure of this during his lifetime? I've been looking forward to moving to Dranske for a long time. After handing over the keys, I get straight into the car and drive off into the evening, through a long night, the last thousand miles into a future that will hopefully be kind to me. Cicero already knew: 'Dum spiro spero!'—'As long as I breathe, I hope!' So, freed from all worldly burdens, I take a deep breath and spur the roadster on.
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