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         ‘A journey to the end of the night for 20/21st century Germany. Meyer reworks Döblin and Céline into a modern epic prose film with endless tracking shots of the gash of urban life, bought flesh and the financial transaction (the business of sex); memory as unspooling corrupted tape; journeys as migrations, as random as history and its splittings. A shimmering cast threatens to fly from the page, leaving only a revenant’s dream – sky, weather, lights-on-nobody-home, buried bodies, night rain. What new prose should be and rarely is; Meyer rewrites the rules to produce a great hallucinatory channel-surfer of a novel.’

         — Chris Petit, author of Robinson

         
             

         

         ‘This is a wonderfully insightful, frank, exciting and heart-breaking read. Bricks and Mortar is like diving into a Force 10 gale of reality, full of strange voices, terrible events and a vision of neoliberal capitalism that is chillingly accurate.’

         — A. L. Kennedy, author of Serious Sweet

         
             

         

         ‘The point of Bricks and Mortar is that nothing’s “in stone”: Clemens Meyer’s novel reads like a shifty, corrupted collocation of .docs, lifted off the laptop of a master genre-ist and self-reviser. It’s required reading for fans of the Great Wolfgangs (Hilbig and Koeppen), and anyone interested in casual gunplay, drug use, or sex.’

         — Joshua Cohen, author of Book of Numbers
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         ‘His is a voice that demans attention, unafraid to do different, sometimes seemingly wrong-headed, things, confident in its ability to move, confront and engage his readers.’

         — Stuart Evers, author of Your Father Sends His Love
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            EINS, ZWEI, DREI

         

         I. (GIRL GIRL GIRL / WAITING FOR A STAR TO FALL)

         When the evening comes I stand by the window. I push the slats of the blind apart with my fingers and look at the evening sky behind the buildings on the other side of the road. It’s still getting dark early. The year’s not even a month old and already it feels long and hard. Mind you, there’s not much work at the moment. We all complain in January. I just want to catch one last sight of the sun and the last ray of light. I leave for work at eight in the morning; it’s still not really light then. Everything’s better in the summer. I bet everyone says that but on the other hand, in summer I think of holidays and I often don’t feel like working. And I think things go best in the winter, if you leave January out of it. Mind you, lots of us probably see that differently. It’s a shame the flat doesn’t have a balcony. I could sit out there in the summer and sunbathe, better than the stupid tanning salon, and in winter I could stand out there before sunset and have a smoke and watch the sky, watch it turning red. I like to look at the moon on clear nights. It always reminds me of that song. My mother used to sing it to me before I went to sleep. ‘The Moon Has Arisen’. When I hear it now, and that doesn’t happen often, I don’t know when I hear it at all, so… I can’t really describe it. Sometimes I sing it in my head. Magda always used to say: ‘I’m getting feelings,’ when she meant she was feeling sad. But it’s rubbish actually, that thing about the seasons. Summer or winter, autumn or spring, the phone always rings. Just not that much in January. When I was a child I used to think, when I was very little though, that there was a fifth season. And once I asked my mother if the year starts on the first of January every year and if New Year’s Eve is always one day before that. And if it ever snows in June. She laughed and hugged me – that’s why I haven’t forgotten it. Just like the song. I’ve often thought about the white mist in the song, before I go to sleep. When I have a child one day I’ll sing them a different song. One that’s not so sad. I’m more of a cheerful person. ‘Alert and lively,’ they wrote in my school report. They always had these assessments by the teachers. And Magda always used to say: ‘Don’t get so hyper, girl, you’re as fluttery as a bird.’ She’d say so many funny things, and sometimes they were fitting and sometimes they weren’t at all, and I miss that. She’s in Hannover now. She sends me cards sometimes and she always remembers my birthday. She always used to say letters and cards are more personal than text messages. She sends me these really cheesy postcards, puppies, giant hearts, roses with glitter on, and sometimes cards with music. I still write her emails and texts though. My mother’s the only one I send postcards to. The last one on New Year’s Eve. That was for Christmas too. We don’t see much of each other any more but my New Year’s resolution is to go and visit her more often. Because she doesn’t like coming here to me, to the city.

         The winter’s cold this year, colder than it’s been for ages. And I could hardly get to work in December, I had to leave the car at home. The whole city was buried in snow and the snowploughs could hardly keep up. I dread to think of my gas bill because I usually leave the heating on all day at home so it’s nice and warm when I get back from work. I often slept here in December, and I even stay the odd night now. Because I don’t want to go out in the snow. I used to go sledging every day when it snowed, when I was little. And sometimes my mother put me on the sledge and pulled me along when we went shopping. That was back in Jena. We have big hills there for sledging and skiing. I’ve never been into skiing though. I was really crap at it. My friends used to laugh at me, all the girls, and the boys even more. But I was good at sledging. I used to go hurtling down the steepest slopes, and even the boys had respect. It’s actually a good thing that the winters are getting so cold again. It’s the climate. But it could all be different next year. When I have a child I want to put it on a sledge and pull it along when we go shopping. I don’t really mind if it’s a boy or a girl. Mind you, maybe I’d like a girl better. I think you’ll be able to choose, in the future. Decide for yourself if you have a boy or a girl. Maybe there’ll be a pill you can take. But that’s probably a long way off. Mind you, some things suddenly go really quickly, what with technology and progress. And it’s rubbish, actually. It’d probably all turn out the same, compared to now. I know I wanted to have a boy, before I left Jena. That was back with Bert. I can’t understand why I left him now. I thought, I have to get out of here, God knows why they call the place Jena Paradise, but he wanted to stay there, he had it all planned out. Because his father had this chemist’s and he studied pharmacy especially. There’s a lot of money in pharmacies. People are always getting sick. At every time of year. Especially now. And when they’ve invented those boy-or-girl pills they’ll make even more money. They can even cure AIDS now, pretty much. I still don’t like to think about it though. I’ve never met anyone with AIDS. People talk a lot of crap about it sometimes. We all go for our check-ups regularly. Even though we don’t have to any more, not by law. It used to be different. But people think and talk a whole load of crap when it comes to that and when it comes to us. And I stand by the window and push the slats of the blind apart with my fingers and look out at the buildings on the other side of the road, with the sky turning red behind them now and the night coming up. Four thirty and the phone’s only rung four times, and the door only twice. For me, I mean.

         Because Jenny’s been here since twelve and she stays till twelve. Twelve hours, that’d be too much for me. Ten hours is the longest I do. After that things start getting too hard on me. That makes me laugh, it could be one of Magda’s. Although it’s a bit of a stupid joke, not funny at all when I think about it. But now I’m getting feelings, thinking about her. Yeah, yeah, getting too hard on me. Don’t go getting sentimental now. Because we were pretty close really, and everything came easier, work and everything. It’s OK with Jenny. She only comes four times a week but she works Saturdays and Sundays and that’s when I’m off. My weekend’s really sacred to me. Like my arse. (That again!) Now I can light one up at last. I make sure I don’t smoke too much, you know. One cigarette an hour. Or I try, at least. The most I get through is fifteen a day, and that’s alright, I reckon. Jenny smokes like a chimney and she’s constantly spraying her air freshener around. Spring Lavender fragrance. I can’t stand it. We don’t do a lot of talking. Sometimes we sit together in the lounge when we’re waiting. I’d say we get along as colleagues. She’s a totally different type to me. Three stone more than me, I bet, heading for motherly territory, but there’s enough men into that, believe it or not. And I wouldn’t say she isn’t pretty. No, Jenny’s pretty alright. In the face, and I don’t mean that in a bad way. She’s just womanly, and I mean that as a compliment. And we get on well enough, each to his own, that’s what I say. Clients only have a good time if they feel like a guest. I haven’t seen Magda for a long time, and I often wonder how things are going for her in Hannover. It’s calm there, the Godfather and the Angels have everything under control. And the girls have plenty of trade, I’ve heard. You hear all sorts of things, since the Angels have been here too. I don’t have anything to do with them though. I just hear a lot of things. I’ve been with the boss’s firm for eight years now. I always say ‘boss’ and ‘firm’. Or sometimes I say ‘the Old Man’, because that’s what some people call him. Out of respect. I think he gets on fine with them, with the Angels, I mean, because the guy who’s top Angel here used to be a friend of his, they say, or at least they used to get on OK, divided the city up between them, but I don’t know exactly. There’s girls who know a hundred per cent what’s up, who get all the gossip, although it’s usually less then fifty, per cent I mean, of the truth, but when I get home from work and sit by the radiator I don’t want to hear any more about all that shit.

         I read somewhere the other day that the lawyer of the Godfather from Hannover city –apparently he’s the big boss of all the Angels – that he’s also Schröder’s lawyer, the ex-chancellor. I’d like a lawyer like that myself. And what does it matter if he works for the Angels? Everybody’s just doing business. Or they all want to, at least. Russian deals, Gazprom, girls and stocks and shares. The big money. Now I’m thinking too much about it again, but that’s the way it is at work, when I’m waiting. And watching the day disappear. And the lights of the cars and the street lamps between the slats of the blind. Chasing across the walls, together with the shadows. It makes me go all funny, I get feelings and I zip my Adidas jacket up to my neck. I’m really fond of this jacket. I’ve had it for years now, I bought it back in Berlin. It’s got red stripes on the sleeves and you don’t get them very often. I voted for Schröder in ’98. That was my first election. That was back in Jena too. I need to put some moisturiser on my legs. The air’s too dry. The radiator’s turned up to five. And minus ten outside. At least. I’m getting dandruff again as well. Haven’t had it for ages. But I use this natural shampoo, with nettles, that gets rid of it. It’s better for my hair. All the chemical stuff is too aggressive for me. I tried it for a while, Head ‘n’ Shoulders and all that, but that made it even worse. That stuff stings my pussy like fire. Not that I rubbed Head ‘n’ Shoulders in down there, I don’t have dandruff there, mind you, there’s girls who have permanent dry skin down there, but it gets everywhere when you rinse it off in the shower. Showering and dry skin is a problem anyway, because you take so many showers. And with your pussy, because you’re always shaving. But that’s just part of the job. I got the natural shampoo from Jenny. She has these creams as well that she recommended for dry skin. There’s this natural store at the station, I go there a lot now. It’s really better for me, although I wouldn’t buy perfume and deodorant there, mind you. I keep on going to the Douglas store for that. Even though they use embryos. Come in and find out. Pretty stupid slogan.

         I need another cigarette now. Number eight today, I’ve been counting. I’m really trying to cut down. But I can’t manage to stop altogether. All the girls I know from work smoke. Well, ninety. Per cent, I mean. Sometimes I think about why that is. When I’m waiting, when I’m standing by the window, even when I’m right in the middle of it. ‘Girl, you’re a fucking liar and a lying fucker,’ Magda would say now, not that funny really either but we still laugh at that kind of crap, but really, what can you do when the stupid thoughts go dancing round your head like it’s Mardi Gras up there. We don’t really have a proper carnival here, not like other places, although a few idiots hold their little parades. But it’s better and cheaper than coke or speed or that fibreglass mix. Crystal. Crystal meth. Smoking, I mean. Cheaper. But it’s no good anyway, because it eats you up in the long run. Coke, I mean. C, and whatever. I tried it all, back in Berlin. Pretty dumb. Come in and find out. It wasn’t all bad though. I can’t be doing with all that victim crap. Because it was a great time, a wild time. Oh, the poor girl! That all fits in with their image. Their tabloid image. What I always say is: Oh, the poor guys. I do understand it, though, to be honest. That they come to me. And it’s fine that way. And now it’s Mardi Gras in my head again. Real carnival parades. Because I’ve been waiting for two hours and keep staring at the telephone, when I’m not standing by the window that is. It’s pitch black outside now. Magda and I, we only used to have one phone. It worked fine. We were more than colleagues. Now I sometimes hear Jenny’s mobile in the other room. She can tell it’s January too, I think. Everyone can tell the difference. Not just us girls. My favourite taxi driver always says, actually he’s only said it two or three times: ‘January’s hibernation time. Taxis, DAX, nocturnal services.’ ‘Nocturnal services’ means me. Even though most of my work is during the day. He doesn’t mean it in a bad way. Because no one has any money in the New Year, he says. He’s a lovely guy. Used to work at a big printing press here in the city before the Wall, before ’89. Talks about it a lot. In his mid-fifties. Married for almost thirty years. And two children. Always talks a lot. That’s fine. I like listening. Although I’m not so sure about the DAX. I’ve never been into it and I never will. I know a few girls who swore by it. Three or four girls, they bought and sold and gambled on stocks and shares like there was no tomorrow. A right little share club. But that was an exception. I wasn’t in on it because I always say, after work I don’t want to hear anything more about work. Mind you, it’s not that easy, of course. It was different with Magda but I’m trying to give it up, all this talking about her and thinking about her. Because it is how it is now, and that’s fine, because, and this is what my mother used to say when things weren’t going well and she was sad about something: ‘Things are just the way things are now, aren’t they.’

         But they’re really pissed off now, I think, those girls I know who put their money on the DAX. How much, I don’t know. There’s no insurance that pays anything back. I don’t know anything about it anyway. I play the lottery. As dumb as that sounds. Not long ago this guy I know won over thirty thousand. He’s just a friend of a friend of a friend. Or maybe a friend of a friend. But he’s not a guest. Through Mandy – she works at Hans’s place. And she knows the guy who won all the money. Used an abbreviated combination. Five numbers. I saw him one time at Hans’s dive of a place. Mind you, ‘dive’ is unfair. It’s a nice clean place he’s got there. Small but perfectly formed. Really clean. All the fixtures and fittings, I mean. Not exactly the dog’s bollocks (Magda!), but I’ve only ever heard good things about it. Percentage-wise. Even though I say I want to be left in peace after work it always still comes to me. The gossip, I mean. Because of course I can’t just say: I’m off then. I read that guy Kerkeling’s book where he goes on a pilgrimage. Pretty funny. But I couldn’t be dealing with all that walking. Santiago de Compostela. Finding yourself or God or the world or whatever it was he found. Sounds like compost. And of course I can say that. That I’m off. Just like anyone, any tenant can hand in the notice on their flat. The phone rings in the other room. It’s quiet in here and I turn on the radio.

         I’m going to call my daughter Sabine. It’s totally crazy, but I’d like to be called Sabine too. Because I really like the name. Strange working thoughts. Mardi Gras again. And I only mean my work name, my stage name. If I hadn’t called myself Babsi, stage name I mean, I’d be Sabine now… Because I used to work with a Sabine and we got on quite well, not all that long ago. Not as well as me and Magda back in the day – she was almost like a sister to me, was Magda. The one I think of so often. The one I started off with. Snow White and Rose Red. She didn’t used to shave her pussy, Sabine I mean, she didn’t even have a landing strip. I’ve got a lot of respect for that. Honest to God, I like it. Why don’t any of the guests like it any more? Eighties style. But smooth and blank puts money in the bank. She was doing well though, put it in her ads especially. If everyone’s suddenly shaved then you can make good money out of short black pubes. She had long black hair, on her head of course, and now she’s doing art, under her real name, hasn’t been part of the firm for almost two years now. Photos and media stuff. And drawing as well. A lot of people here in the city do art. Artists, you know. People who are good at it. Or studied it. When I think that I used to be a student. Technical college. The Old Man collects pictures, I heard. But only big ones, the kind that cost a lot and make money. My feet are sticking to the floor. I should have wiped up that Coke earlier on. My second guest knocked over the bottle on the coffee table. I lie down on the bed. Still smells of work, even though I put a new cover on it earlier. The first guy was crap, the second one was OK. If I don’t shave my pubes they come out blonde. I’m a natural blonde. I’ve always wanted dark hair, that’s why I dye it sometimes. Is it OK to dye down there? Then maybe I would leave a landing strip. Mind you, they say it’s not healthy, dyeing, maybe that’s what’s behind my dandruff that’s come back, if I don’t use that nettle stuff every day. I turn on the TV, still on mute. I turned it down earlier when my second guest came. The radio’s on really quietly in the background. Sometimes when someone young comes along, some guy who’s not bad looking either, I wonder – actually I only used to wonder right at the beginning – if he has a girlfriend and just needs a bit of a change, or if she’s not good enough at blow jobs or never gives him one at all or whatever, or if it’s because he really can’t get himself a fuck. There’s plenty of shy guys out there. But actually I don’t give a shit. It’s fifty-fifty with me, I mean between arseholes and bigmouths and the shy ones. But I can’t say exactly, because the shy ones are sometimes just as crap, even though I do prefer the quiet ones – let Mummy deal with it. Then I can do the conducting myself and they don’t ram me to a pulp. But fifty-fifty’s not right anyway because there are all sorts of other kinds and that messes up the percentages. Sometimes I think about writing a list, a kind of types table.

         Six o’clock, the news. The first guest was crap. The second one was OK. That’s how you have to look at it, otherwise you go crazy. Or I do, anyway. The best hits of the eighties. I like eighties music. I was born in ’79 and my music’s more from the nineties, techno, Scooter, Hyper-Hyper, me and my mother went to Berlin in ’95 for the Rolling Stones, Voodoo Lounge tour, no one from my techno gang was allowed to know, but my first school disco was in ’88, just before the Wall fell. They played all the hits there. You know, that Opus song ‘Live is life’. Falco, ‘Rock me Amadeus’. Who was that other one, was it Trio or Peter Schilling? Da Da Da.

         The phone rings. I don’t love you you don’t love me. Yeees? Hm. Yees. Of course. Right away. Rotkäppchenweg 12. Bose. Yes, like the hi-fi company. Hmmm. Yes. Can’t wait. See you in a mo. Da Da Da.

         It’s five fifty-five. The city and the world. Get the news five minutes earlier. I must have drifted off for a bit. I’m always tired at the moment. Must be the weather. It’s always the weather. Like so many things. The minute I close my eyes I start dreaming. Rotkäppchenweg: Red Riding Hood Way. There is such a road here, down in the south of the city, there’s a whole corner made up of fairy tales, where the roads are named after them. The Brothers Grimm. My mother used to read me them sometimes. Not often. But I do remember a couple of them. I don’t mean the usual ones that everyone knows. The ones the roads in the south of the city are named after. Sleeping Beauty Road. Frog Prince Way. Snow White Crescent. Cinderella Road. Snow White and Rose Red. I know that from Sabine, she used to live there, grew up round there, she told me. And went to school there too, in the Eastern Zone days – she’s two or three years older than me. But the school wasn’t called ‘Rumpelstiltskin Secondary’ or anything like that. I remember those fairy tales really well, like the song ‘The Moon Has Arisen’, and it really is up high above the houses over there, small in the cold clear night, and I go over to the coffee table and sit on one of the two seats because I don’t feel like sitting on the bed right now. The blind’s still moving and making noises against the window. ‘Iron Hans’ was one of the fairy tales. And there was ‘Mother Trudy’. And ‘The Fisherman and His Wife’, I remember that one too. ‘Manntje, Manntje, Timpe Te / Flounder, flounder, in the sea / My wife, my wife Ilsebill / Wants not, wants not, what I will.’ Or something like that. Grandma and Grandpa came from the coast. Bad Doberan. And my mother speaks the local dialect from up there when she wants. We often used to visit when I was little. What does manntje mean, Grandma? And what’s a timpe? Grandma and Grandpa gave me the book of fairy tales when I turned eight. It was green and it had strange pictures in it, sometimes they scared me. I don’t know where it is now. Mum still lives in the same flat in Jena and my old room’s still the same. It’s probably on the shelves there somewhere. I keep meaning to go and visit more often. The first guy spent a lot of money today and I’m glad of it. Good money for January, anyway. And he wasn’t such an idiot really, could have done with cutting his fingernails, that’s all, and cleaning them in the first place. If you ask me there’s nothing worse than men with real dirt under their nails. Sure I say, ‘Go and give your hands a bit of a wash,’ but I can hardly hand him a trowel. There’s worse, of course. Cheese, for example. Beauty’s only foreskin-deep, Magda used to say. Sabine was a strange one, she never complained. I really did like her a lot but she was definitely a strange one.

         I have a kind of scale, dirty nails and bad breath right at the top, but there’s no difference in the end. Not much. And there’s another scale just for breath. And then when they pant at you, you have to turn away carefully, your head I mean, so it doesn’t look rude. I always have a bottle of mouthwash in the bathroom but it’s unusual for anyone to use it, actually they never do. Or it’s unusual, anyway. Of course if they want to stay for an hour, and even if they don’t, I say they’re welcome to take a shower beforehand. Or in fact I tell them to. And I say it in a charming way so that they actually do. Pop in the shower and freshen up for me, honey, so I can lick you all over. Not all the girls are as tactful as me, I know that for a fact. Maybe they are at the moment, because of January. The Great Depression. But with me the January rules apply all year round. That’s a bit bitchy, though, ‘Anything they can do, I can do better,’ and all that. I know that. Every girl has her own way of working. I’m the best, I’m the hottest, well, me too, I’ll look you in the eye… but make sure you take a shower beforehand. Most girls know exactly how to do it. Because satisfied customers come back. It’s as easy as that sometimes. Or as difficult. Depends how you look at it. That’s something my friend Sabine said, I can’t remember her proper name right now, even though we all use our real names with each other, Jenny’s really called Jenny, she only calls herself Lola in her ad. It’s stupid if you ask me because no one’s going to believe it, but she says she’s a big fan of Franka Potente, the actress. Takes all sorts. Run Jenny Run. Katrin, that’s her name, Sabine’s I mean. I keep meaning to find that art magazine, I must have it here somewhere, that’s got something about her in it. Sabine is much nicer than Katrin, the name I mean because they’re both the same person, and she told me one time she wanted to get her name changed, make an application for a new ID card, a stage name if you like, that was before she went into photos and videos and drawing, but even back then she always used to say, ‘Profession: love artist.’ I liked that. I’m much more pragmatic about it, like most of us girls. But making money’s an art too. (‘Pragmatic? Quasi if you like? Should have finished that degree, girl!’ Magda in conversation with me, Lilli, February 2003.) It did get on my nerves a bit, that she always acted like she was way older than me, Magda I mean, big, big sister, even though she was only three and a half years ahead of me, although we were almost the same age in our ad back then. Hello? Hello? Germany’s biggest DIY store! I hate that stupid ad. I wouldn’t be caught dead in that DIY store. It was Sabine, I got muddled up there, she was actually one or two years younger than me, almost the same age I mean.

         And when Mum used to read to me, it was pretty often actually, she only ever read the fairy tales no one knew. Or the fisherman and his wife. She enjoyed that, reading in her old dialect, even though I didn’t understand most of it, but it sounded really lovely. This really strange melody. And Mum’s voice was different then. Like she was a child again herself. I think Grandma used to read to her a lot, up in Bad Doberan. Molly goes chugging almost right past the house where my grandparents live, where Mum grew up. Molly’s a little steam train, narrow-gauge railway, goes to the coast, all the way to the sea. I’d hide under the covers when she read ‘Mother Trudy’. And then Molly would come rattling past Grandma and Grandpa’s house with a big loud whistle, we usually went up there for Christmas, and sometimes we’d all go on a ride on Molly through the snow-covered fields, all the way up to the sea. And then I had that lovely green book in Jena and Mum used to read out of it, it wasn’t very often, I remember ‘Mother Trudy’ very well, and I’d always hear the screams of that little steam engine. And I’d be lying under the big cover in the cold room in Bad Doberan, Mum always slept next to me but she’d stay up for a long time with Grandma and Grandpa before she came in. The last trains passed some time after eight but I was only eight myself and even younger, and then there was always that choohooo choohooo, I remember slipping under the cover in the dark in the big cold bed, and once I cried so loud that they all came running in the room. Mum, Grandma, Grandpa. Eins, zwei, drei.

         Once I told the boss for a joke that he should open up a franchise (Magda: ‘Hello! Hello?’) down in that fairy tale corner. Because it was bound to be a hit. If he had apartments there. Red Riding Hood Way. Frog Prince Way. And the girls out of the Arabian Nights. He just laughed. He’s like Rumpelstiltskin, in a way. But he’s OK really. Otherwise I wouldn’t have been working here for eight years. Although I do sometimes think about moving to Hannover. Lower Saxon City is on the up, since the Angels and the Godfather have had everything under control there. That’s what I’ve heard.

         She really was a bit of a women’s libber, Sabine the artist, whatever that means. Nothing, really. And it doesn’t go with the job that well. Depends how you look at it though, because actually it does, of course. Because we do raise the proportion of women in power and we do give the men a good fleecing. Well, a bit of both. I’m a bit confused now.

         Sabine Sabine. Like the song. Like back at the school disco. Da Da Da. When I think of how us kids, us girls and boys, how we darted around the dance floor Sabine used to say you shouldn’t say ‘man’ so often, as in ‘mankind’. At work and after work. Because we had enough to do with men in the first place. True enough. But ‘womankind’? Or ‘humankind’? Sounds stupid. Totally eighties. Purple dungarees. It’s nonsense really. She really was strange, Sabine was. Words don’t change the facts. And the facts aren’t that bad, if you ask me. And if she hadn’t earned so much money she wouldn’t be able to do her art now, because she saved up a pretty penny. I think so, anyway. But she never minced words, she was always on the ball, always aggressive and never lost for words and at the same time she had this dark silence in her eyes, it’s hard to explain right now, but I think the guests used to like that about her. And her little bush. The last tango But sometimes I think she planned it all exactly, when she went and showed photos and pictures from work, guests, other girls, looking out of the window, drawings between two guests, what she scribbled down when one had left and before the next one came. Caused a big fuss. From the girls, from the guests, from the Old Man. Got everyone wound up. But I thought it was good.

         And just before I nod off, because the flicker of the TV pictures makes me tired and the eighties aren’t that great right now on the radio, the phone rings.

         Yeees? I’ve never understood why Mum used to read me things like ‘Mother Trudy’ when she did read to me now and then. If it was my daughter it would be more like ‘The Frog Prince’ or ‘The Hare and the Wolf’, no, that’s that Russian cartoon Nu pogodi! Wait until I get my hands on you! I’m still grateful for that moon song to this day. Yes, Babsi. Hmmm. Yes. Of course. Hotel? That’s more expensive though… And where is it? Yes. Yes, of course. Just give me your room number and I’ll call you straight back. Yees. Hold on a sec… Yes, now. Two four six. Thirty seconds. Be right back.

         Just turned the radio down quickly. Best hits of the eighties. I love George Michael. And there was some- thing on TV about Sexy Cora. Silence. And the telephone rings. And it rings in Jenny’s room too. The doorbell rang earlier as well and I popped out into the hallway, and Jenny had already arranged her tits and was standing by the intercom and nodded at me and said ‘Yes, come on up, I’m waiting for you,’ because regulars often just come by without calling beforehand and it could just as well be for me, but she says ‘Holger’ and grins and opens the door, and I hear him panting up the stairs, even though he’s in his prime. But they all say that when they’re just over fifty. He’s been to me before as well but Jenny’s more his type, I have to admit. So it’s back into my room, Jenny’s got it under control.

         And I stand by the window and I don’t know if it’s good the way it is right now. House and hotel visits are on my set card, internet and newspaper ads, H & H, but I don’t like leaving the nest. Especially not in January. Minus ten. And I’ve got him on the line. Sounds friendly, at least. I only ever do it with a number I can call back. Otherwise you’re asking for trouble. Like with those pizza deliveries no one ever ordered. But I know the hotel numbers, I’ve done the odd visit there over the past few years. I wonder what he’s doing in town, there’s no trade fair on right now. Down on the icy street some idiot loses control of his car and slides almost like in slow motion and ends up facing the parked cars and touches them silently as they block his path. I have another look while I’m getting dressed, and there they are standing on the pavement and gesticulating. How fast the owner of that parked car found his way out into the cold. My car, my house, my rage. Maybe he was standing by the window like me. Like me.

         And I get dressed, choose my clothes. Tight jeans, black top, the glittery jacket over that and then my coat. And then I have to get undressed again because I have to change my little sponge, it’s always a big fuss, a special sponge that goes right up, pretty far inside, because of my period, started today, great timing, girls use them in pornos as well, they work fine just as long as no one comes along with a 12-inch ruler. And then the phone rings. But not in my room, at the firm, and Gerd picks up, the baby face, used to be Alex, the baby face who’s with the Angels now, and I tell him where I have to go and I say I’ll call once I get back, and yes, I’ll text him when I get there and everything’s OK. I don’t like going out to work. Don’t like leaving the nest. Doesn’t matter if it’s winter or summer. I always try to persuade the house visits to come here instead. I mean, why do I pay rent every day if I’m going to be wandering around outside. OK, it’s all money and they’re all clients who call again if they’re satisfied. If they like me. And they like what I offer them. I look at myself in the mirror, standing in the bathroom listening to Holger fucking Jenny. Or Jenny fucking Holger. I’ve had a few good times in hotels. When the guys splashed out on champers, wanted to spend half the night with me for loads of money. I’m almost an escort, times like that. There was always plenty of work when the car show was on. It was rush hour all week long. Sometimes I even worked on the weekend. There wasn’t so much going on last year or the year before; I read in the paper they hold their sex parties elsewhere now. Sex in the city, sex on the beach. Portugal, South America, Budapest. It’s all true what they say in the papers, they had no inhibitions, there were some real dirty bastards, but if you were lucky you’d end up in some little guy’s room, this one guy was kind of cute, 2007, I remember him well, which is surprising after all the years and all the guests, before and after, but actually it makes no difference if it’s a salesman or the boss, as long as they’re paying they think they’re getting the dirty bastard service. The polite ones, the nice ones are a rare commodity on the big cold market. That makes me laugh and I look at myself in the mirror, look at my white teeth and I’m ready to go-ho. Just got them bleached the other week. 

         And the telephone rings but I’m on my way to the night shift. Just before seven. The city and the world. The taxi’s waiting downstairs. My favourite driver. The engine running. Police on the other side of the road. They send out a whole task force just for a couple of scratches in Germany. I went to Belgrade one time and no one there cares if you get a few dents. He opens the door for me, a real gentleman, runs all the way around the car for me, takes half a bow and moves his hand in mid-air in a broad sweep, ‘Your car, madame,’ and closes the door carefully once I’m on the back seat. He’s always making jokes like that and I feel good when he drives me.

         ‘I was pleased as punch when your number came up on my screen. Haven’t seen you for ages. How’s the big life?’

         ‘Feels small,’ I say. And he doesn’t say anything because he notices I need a couple of seconds’ peace. Notices I’m switching into Audrey Hepburn mode, or Sharon Stone if you like, but I prefer dark hair to my natural blonde, that’s why I dye it sometimes, and Sharon Stone is too cool for me right now in winter. Julia Roberts. Let the comedy begin. And I close my eyes. I see and I feel the light flowing. ‘Turn the radio on, please.’

         ‘Will do.’

         There’s some techno track on, hard bass but not too fast, and he looks for a new station until I say, ‘Do me a favour and turn it off again, will you?’

         ‘Anything for you.’

         And we drive slowly through the big white city. The main roads are cleared of snow, the digital thermometer says minus twelve. Hardly any traffic, and there are only a few people out on the pavements as well. 

         Seven ten. When can you get here? Seven thirty. Good. I’m only working till ten though. Three hours? Yes. Ten thirty. Sure. Room 405? No? Sorry, say it again. Yes. See you soon.

         She sees the hotel from a long way off. One of the tallest buildings in the city. A grey and white monolith. A couple of bare trees around it. Steam rising from the gratings and manhole covers. Planes flashing in the sky and tracing lines through the frost. Windows bright, windows dark. At Christmas they try to occupy the rooms so that the shape of a Christmas tree appears on the main façade. There’s still a fragment of it visible. Sleighs on the drive. The horses’ breath steams and climbs the façade. A bearded man in a fur coat is standing outside the large revolving door, slowly beating a brightly coloured drum hung on a strap around his neck. Boom. Boom. Boom.

         We’re making slow progress. Ahead of us, one of those huge snow-clearers. Next to us on the pavement, steam comes out of a grille directly by the kerbstone. Another red light. My favourite driver swears quietly at the traffic lights. I can still see his eyes in the rearview mirror. I don’t feel like comedy today. I’ve done it like that sometimes, witty remarks, fast pace, like Julia Roberts in Pretty Woman. My favourite driver plays along and we squabble back and forth, punch-lines flying. I say ‘How do you do?’ as I pass the reception desk and toss the boys a wink… Must be the weather. Like every woman in every job, I have the odd bad day. As I said. Three hours. It’s going to be a long time. But it’s four hundred and fifty euros. I charge a hundred and fifty an hour for hotel visits. There’s other people dream of hourly rates like that. When I think of what my favourite driver earns. I mean, it’s probably not bad, there’s people doing a lot worse nowadays. Long-term unemployed and that. And that’s why I didn’t vote for Schröder in 2005. If he’s only half as OK as number two this afternoon, what time was it then anyway? With number one I really wanted to go back to blow jobs with a condom, like we did until three years ago, but you can’t get away with that nowadays, not since the other girls have started offering it more and more, bareback, but only BJ, not FS, and the guests all started insisting on it, but condoms do taste like shit and as long as they give it a wash beforehand… So that’s why I send them all for a shower, and if I had my way I’d check whether they push their foreskin back properly, they ought to make circumcision compulsory, we hardly have any Jews here, at any rate I always have a whole batch of Listerine and all that ready and waiting. Of course I still often do blow jobs with a condom. Usually I just tongue it a bit and a lot of them get off really quickly anyway, and then I put it on and make them come or I wait until they’ve calmed down a bit if they want to put it inside me. But I have had BBBJ in my ad for four years now, and normally you can’t catch anything from it, you’d have to have a pretty big gaping wound in your mouth and him one on his cock, and cum never passes between my lips anyway. COB, cum on body, OK.

         If this year goes well I’ll have saved up a nice sum. Most girls can’t keep hold of it, like guys with their cum – money I mean. Gucci here, Prada there. Sure I treat myself now and then, what do you think? (Wink, wink! Smile to camera, and my little winter comedy’s rolling after all, oh well, it’ll be a nice little hotel job, the perfect end to the working day, and a gentleman with champagne and hopefully not one of those monster dicks, mind you, who knows, wink, wink!) When I go out after work now and then I do wear nice things, why earn all this money otherwise? But putting something by is just as important. That’s what I say to every girl who wants to get into the business. If you don’t watch out, one day you’ll be left with all your money down the drain. Times get harder and you can work and work until you go grey and your tits go wrinkly to get out of that misery again. That won’t happen to me. I’ve got plans.

         And here we are cruising along the big main road to the centre. The city seems to be glowing pale blue, snow on the rooftops, and there’s the big hotel already. Twenty-seven floors and a few more on top. We stop at another crossroads, that’s the road down to the zoo, I went there a couple of times with my mother when I was little, we came especially from Jena because it’s such a big famous zoo, it was in the summer holidays, I remember it pretty well, I had this holiday pass that got you in almost everywhere for free and the summer holidays lasted two months back then, it was a really long time, I wonder what the animals do in this cold? But the zoo’s totally different now to those days when the big beasts paced to and fro in the old cages, in summer and winter, I felt sorry for them when I was little, I know that, or maybe I only feel sorry for them now when I remember them, but the monkeys in the old monkey house must have had it good, the way they played around and ate bananas and put their hands on the glass. And now they’re all in huge open-air enclosures, lions, tigers, monkeys, not all in together of course, there’d be no end to the killing, and the different kinds of monkeys have their own enclosures too, it’s a really gigantic zoo, almost like a small town, and I should go there again, when I’ve got a daughter I’ll take her to the zoo really often and show her all the animals, I always thought the fish were really boring when I was little, mind you they had the most gorgeous colours. I only know the new zoo, the way it is now I mean because it’s the same zoo of course, but it’s still really different, I only know it from that TV show Tiger and Monkey. All us girls watch it. We know every animal. By name. And we think this or that keeper is good. Or hot. I only watch it now and then when I’m flicking through the channels. I pay and get out of the car. ‘Take care of yourself.’

         ‘Thanks. See you soon.’ And I wave and watch him driving away. It’s freezing cold, I adjust my scarf, cream cashmere, feels good on my skin. I scurry through the big revolving door. Through the other doors, left and right, people drag huge wheeled cases, the porters hold the doors open, taxis pull up and drive off again, I put my little bag over my shoulder, one hand on the strap, then I scurry past the reception desk and through the big lobby. A fountain babbles. There was a pond with fish in at the zoo that was full of coins. To the left of the lifts is the bar, I sat there one time, had a date with a client, at first I thought he wasn’t coming, even though I’d called him back in his room, but if he says ‘down at the bar’ I can hardly go up and knock, and I’ve had it all before, standing outside a door, hotel or house, and no one opens up. Because they suddenly got scared or jerked off or whatever. I don’t like doing house visits much and it’s pretty unusual anyway for anyone to ask. Because a lot of them have a wife at home. But I’ve been in some flats, I wanted to run right out again, just keep on running. You’d think they’d be embarrassed. I’d be embarrassed. And I wouldn’t go and invite someone round. Hotels are different. There are three of us in the lift. I press twenty-five. A young man and a woman, they must be together. Reminds me of my last boyfriend. And I instantly get feelings. Because I went to a nice hotel with him as well. Even though it’s a year and a half ago now. No time for that kind of thing now. And up we go. The little blue numbers above the door flicker, we stop at fifteen, my ear pops, an old geezer gets in, looks tired, tired eyes, old little face, I’m thirty-one now, most people think mid-twenties, that’s what it says in the paper, that’s what it says on my set card, I’ve got plans, one more winter, one more summer, I’m a professional, as cool as Sharon Stone with dyed black hair, we’re the top league, we fleece the men for all their fuck-bucks (shut it, Magda! Wink, wink!), and up we go, the old man gets out at eighteen – ding! Make it snappy, granddad, I gotta go to the honeymoon suite! The other two probably want to go up to twenty-seven, there’s a bar up there above the city skyline, I’ve never been there, but today when I stow the cash in my cleavage, it goes in my purse of course, today I’ll drink a margarita up there at the bar, with a view of the city. I get out at twenty-five, give the couple a quick nod before the door closes. I see the room numbers. I walk the long corridor. A woman comes towards me, looks like a chambermaid, white apron. ‘Good evening,’ I say. Once upon a time there was a little girl who was strong willed and forward. I always wondered what that was. Forward. When I was little. When my mother read me ‘Mother Trudy’. And how Mother Trudy turns the girl into a block of wood in the end and throws her on the fire and warms herself. Who comes up with something like that? And who reads something like that aloud? Sometimes I think maybe I read it myself in the green book, and because my mother did read me a couple of fairy tales Mardi Gras in my brain, memories in winter, 2011. It’s long enough ago. I stop outside the door. I wait for a moment, silent. Music from inside. I smile. Put my hand on the door. Feel strong. Right, let’s go.

         II. (STREET OF DREAMS / HOHER SCHUH, SCHLANKES  BEIN)

         Colours flicker through the city, construction machines on torn-up streets, summer lightning far up in the north, three zeppelins circling above the buildings. ‘Get your dirty tongue out of my mouth! And don’t you start with your He said she said he did she did. I said I don’t…’ Silent people pushing life and night and day ahead of them, ‘Six hundred and fifty-five thousand inhabitants is no big deal for a city, not global level, but we’re expanding! A million’s our target!’ (I said silent!)

         Green lights, trams screeching on the bends, passenger trains on bridges, embankments, in tunnels, stations, articulated buses winding through the traffic, number 60, every ten minutes, 76, 69, red for stop, on the goods ring the passenger trains meet the freight trains, several levels, a stone viaduct behind the sports pitch, allotments smoking, eastern outskirts, barbecue season, western outskirts, badamm, badamm, badamm, ‘The trains clatter differently nowadays, it sounds different to the old days,’ says an old man to his wife next to him on the balcony…, grey houses up above the tracks, the trains drive through canyons, suburban trains, rust-brown wagons, dilapidated freight stations, the big lakes on the edge of the city slowly evaporating, on the bottom the old digging machines, remains of brown coal in their shovels. The restaurant on the pier full of diners, staring at the water and waiting When’s the rain coming, we’re waiting for rain, take a day off and go to the seaside… on ninety-two point three… And the sun migrates quickly.

         ‘That was because the factories made so much noise, pounding away all day long,’ says the old man under the sunshade, fixed to the wall with wire to guard against the storms, because they say there’s a storm coming soon, ah, ah, ah, someone humping loudly, open window to the backyard, women’s voices, tachometer, ‘I need a taxi, right now!’ the summer air conducts the sounds, electrosound, ‘that was because…’

         Pssht goes the beer, bottle-top with Wernesgrüner emblem, everything glinting in the sun, all in a circle, metal, trams screech on the bends, thousands of workers flood into the factories, out of the factories, while the old man drinks with his eyes closed, 1964, solar eclipse 1999, ‘and because they’re all closed now, closed down and… ahhh, my God, that’s good, there’s no more pounding from the factories, it sounds different now, and freight trains are rare now too, only rare and empty, if at all.’ What kind of rubbish is he talking, thinks the woman, thirty years it’s been, if there’s anything pounding it’s in his head, let’s hope he’s not going senile on me, and she goes inside where the kitchen clock ticks. The hottest summer since 2003… badadadamm… buy… ninety-two point, a cop asleep over the newspaper, down outside the house, Plain-Clothes Cop 1, Golf Mark 2, head on his chest, Bild on the steering wheel, small ads next to the local sports section, most of them do BBBJ now, they say there’s a new delivery due on Bones Square round the corner, the fixers have melted away at thirty-eight degrees and crystal rules the city, Cop 2 drinks Coke Zero and skims the ads, what do they mean by FF? Ping – a bottle-top on the bonnet, too lazy to get out, radio blaring, what the hell is COB? ‘Hey, listen, you must know what COB means, and FF, do you hear me, COB!’

         ‘Leave me in peace with your HB – F6, I know what that is.’ He wipes the drool off his chin – I must have nodded off. We used to get the day off in heat like this. 

         ‘Even I know that. F6 cigarettes, because of the F6, the long-distance road, because that’s where the tobacco factory was in Dresden so they named the cigarettes after it.’

         ‘Yeah, yeah. Look at Mastermind over here. Dresden here, Dresden there, Chemnitz isn’t anywhere.’ He strokes his bald head. ‘A cold beer, a nice cold beer.’ He gets out of the car and looks up along the façade. Sees a multi-coloured sunshade protruding over the edge of the third-floor balcony. He runs a hand over the bonnet, feels the tiny scratch made by the bottle-top. He looks over at the taxi stand. The one-storey shack with the takeaway place has been empty for a couple of days. It ought to be a real money-spinner in the summer. In this heat it doesn’t bother him that he’s given up smoking. No appetite for it. All this ozone weighs heavy on the heart. He sees a woman running across the road, straight to the first taxi in the line of seven or eight cars. He counts. There are seven. He looks at his watch. Three o’clock on the nose. She gets in. At the back. Tall blonde. Very tall. High heels. Very high. Nice tits. Very nice. Look like they’ve been fixed. And off they go.

         ‘Get the barbecue out.’

         ‘You don’t want to light the barbecue in this heat! It’ll only smoke out the flat again.’

         ‘We can go down in the yard, there’s more shade down there.’

         ‘I’m not taking one more step today.’

         The taxi comes back. Joins the back of the queue. Doesn’t time fly. And the sun migrates. He watches the two cops still standing in the sun over there in front of the house. No trees, no shade, and the sun migrates quickly.

         ‘What’s keeping the bastard?’ 

         ‘Get back in the car. You’re standing there like a farmer at the shooting range.’

         ‘As if our Kai would notice. I heard the fair’s on again. I’d like to go along with my daughter.’

         ‘You’re in the know! Don’t you drive past it every day?’

         ‘No. When I drive I always take the 7 past the racecourse.’

         ‘The 6.’

         ‘You know the one about the 7?’

         ‘No.’

         ‘There you go then.’

         ‘Come on.’

         ‘No.’ He gets back into the car, leaving the door open. He leans down to his backpack and takes out a bottle of water.

         ‘Give us a Coke,’ says Cop 2 to Cop 1.

         ‘Please!’

         ‘Please.’

         ‘Coke Zero?’

         ‘Can you see any other Coke?’

         ‘How can you drink that stuff, it’s toxic.’

         ‘Thank you, comrade. Toxic? Who told you that shit?’

         ‘What do you think’s in there? It’s the same as light cigarettes.’

         ‘It’s not light, though, it’s Zero.’

         ‘Even worse. Artificial sugars. Toxic chemicals. I knew this guy, he smoked R1, only ever R1’

         ‘Steffen from the black block?’

         ‘Steffen from the hooligans department.’

         ‘I’m not gonna get cancer from Coke Zero.’

         ‘That’d make a good advert.’

         They sit and watch it turning three thirty on the block. A bottle-top falls on the asphalt next to the Golf Mark 2. Underarm, third floor. They don’t notice though because they’re watching the takeaway on the other side of the road, the one that’s been closed for a few days. No one knows why. And now people come and shake at the door. And the two cops have an eye on the little station a short way down the road. See people coming out of the underpass, going into the underpass. Cop 1 turns the radio on, Cop 2 switches it off. Cop 1 on again. Cop 2 turns the volume down. Cop 1 up a bit more. The classical station is on, who tuned that in, mind you it’s quite good sometimes, for relaxing, for keeping calm when there’s some arsehole to pick up, someone they know won’t open the door. Someone whose place they’ll have to kick in so he comes quietly. Gotta be careful with raids. Because you can always end up with the wrong guy. Because there’s always the odd bastard with a good lawyer. Or connections. Even though it’s hard to imagine. It’s pretty rare. Cop 1 keeps on turning the dial. Mega hits of the eighties. Most dirty bastards don’t do anything if they happen to slip and fall once the door’s finally open. Live is life. They’re really still playing this shit. And they turn the dial of the old radio and slap each others’ hands, and the zeppelins with the big advertising slogans on board turn away to land somewhere outside the city because the lightning’s coming closer.

         ‘This dirty bastard, you see, he always comes to this takeaway. He’s got no fixed abode where we can pick him up. So we obs him here. He knows exactly how to play the game. As dumb as that sounds. Because back there, you see that collapsed wall, yeah, on the grass behind the takeaway shack, that belongs to the little ruin, former Reichsbahn, now Deutsche Bahn. Heim ins Reich. Our Kai. The crystal boy. But there’s no takers, either way. No one wants to buy, no one wants to invest. Falling down. So he comes here, our boy, as nervous as the cartoon man in the HB ad, remember that one? F6. And he has his depot back there. That’s where he gets his skag. A zombie. Take my word for it. The hotter it gets, the thinner the guy gets. Kai. He’ll soon be in his wooden box, our Kai, remember that one? Kai the zombie. And he knows his stuff and he likes to sing. Otherwise we’ll pick him up and lock him up. And there’s no skag there. And no crystal neither. Mind you, you can get anything inside, if you know how. But things are tight right now anyway. You could say you can get more inside now, right at this moment, than outside. It’s sold out everywhere. But not the end-of-summer sale. Just like with coke and the other shit. And we get leaned on from above because the zombies are picking off the old and the weak, mug-a-granny season, because the prices are going up. So we’re supposed to clean up. Not just at the bottom – at the top as well. That’s not our job right now. We’re just the raid team. Reel the bastards in. The ones that got away. But seeing as most zombies have previous, we co-ordinate with D23. Drugs department. Pick one up and put a bit of pressure on and pass on the info. And then we get the info if some big stag’s standing around waiting to get shot. Otherwise we sweep everything under the carpet, but right now it’s a special situation because the zombies are going for anyone with a bit of spare change in their pocket, even running into baker’s shops with guns and knives, and it’s time for the mire to be… you get my drift? Hot and dry. Which doesn’t make any difference because it’s all great for the press and the politicians, we’ve got the skag and the coke and we’re stamping out the scene, absolute rubbish of course, but then you just get more and more zombies on the lookout for a score and a dollar. And we have to sweep them up and all. And on the other side the Turks and the Arabs are going crazy and pushing into town and onto the market. Only the Vietcong in Chinatown do their own thing. Pretty complicated, huh? Yeah. What do they call it? A win-win situation. Or something like that. You get my meaning? All for all, like the musketeers.’

         And the taxis swarm out. Four o’clock. The city simmering. All windows open. If only the rain would come. Fuck those few flashes of lightning. Too many people on bikes now. Bad for business. And atmospheric disruptions pop on the radio and in your ears. Back to the future. The mounted police comb through the parks. The derelict houses shot demolition-ready by the cowboys of the black squadron. Only dirty bastards and small fry inside. The legends and rumours circle like a tornado from the central station through the whole town. Coke knows no season Summer time is Pepsi time. By the lakes outside of town, they’re packed in like sardines. Summer 2009. If the clocks are right. And shots get fired at night, who needs that crap, they’ll ruin the market for all of us. Chaos is the beginning of the end. (‘Rubbish! There’s always people who profit from chaos. It’s all about the new order.’)

         And the driver drives through the shade of the old streetwalkers’ lane, where he used to bring clients back in the day, years ago now. Drives on along ‘Pretty Peepers Alley’, caravans on either side, long rows, few lights, people, women, cars backfiring or shots firing, year 1 after the Wall, year 2 after the Wall, here are the pimps of the old republic waiting to get chucked out of the new republic by the new guard of Eastern Zone brawlers just getting organized, wind in their hair, bottle-blond, short back and sides, skinheads, leather coats, Davidoffs in leather cases, snow-camo bombers in the light of the street lamps, every second lamp broken back in the day, he drives on to the Fort because the man in the back of the cab wants sex on a shoestring, the football squads are taking everything in hand bit by bit, they’re the best organized and the hardest hitters, back in the day, year 1, year 2, year 3, but the man in the back of the cab doesn’t know that because the driver’s drifting through the decades before this time, when the foreign investors want to take over the market. Alongside the road is the railway line. And industrial estates where there were ruins back in the day. Who even remembers the jokes about the wobbling caravans? Where they ripped you off and left your nads full but your wallet empty. Where territories were carved out and fought over. East versus West. East versus East. And the raiding squads raided. A woman (19) stands by the kerb and swears under her breath. Dirty buggers! Poor buggers? No. How the years fly. And in 2009 road-workers find curlers, hundreds of fossilized cigarette butts and condoms in a dried-up arm of the sewers. She’s forty-two now and working at a coffee stall at the central station. And the taxi accelerates to 88 miles an hour. Because the rear lights of the Fort are visible behind the houses. He used to get his red-light dollar. The cum cumshaw. You bring us punters, you get paid. The houses used to outdo one another. Those times are long gone now. And back again along Pretty Peepers Alley. Nothing but a crumpled Bild on the back seat. He’d tried to tempt him with a couple of addresses, could have called Babsi, Lilli that is, any time, he told him to take a look at the small ads instead, but the guy was after small-change sex, he wanted to go to the Fort. And that’s where it’s cheapest, of course. Behind the turnstile. And is it safe there now, he asked, because the newspapers, and the war and the city. Sure, everything’s fine and dandy here! Fine and dandy, safe as houses! He didn’t know for sure, a hundred per cent that is, what do you know a hundred per cent these days when they’re all losing it in this bloody heat, when the clubs and the disco doors are getting attacked, when this poor fucker he knew, he’d even driven him a couple of times, to Babsi as well, got left to die on the kerb. Poor fucker, at the wrong time in a place without time. Like back in the day ten years ago, he thinks, boom, boom, and he accelerates his Mercedes on the 7, or actually the 6, the city highway, to 88 miles an hour. But the ghosts are back in town. And that makes him laugh. And he feels and he sees the lights flying past him.

         Torn up streets with construction machines. Someone swears because his rubber soles are melting. The mounted police cause a traffic jam. The parks in the city centre are swept empty. The musketeers in the centre carry machine guns. The central station lies still and radiates the warmth of the day. The sky clouds over above the city. Then it looks as though someone’s burrowing in the clouds. At the zoo, not far from the central station, a giraffe turns white overnight, and on the zoo show on TV they talk about a snow giraffe, it’s to do with the atmosphere and the pressure, just like a man can go grey from one day to the next. The water in the canals doesn’t move and starts to stink. For days now. And the trains go once an hour until eleven at night. Frankfurt am Main, Berlin, Hannover. And a man runs across the station concourse, up the big staircase to the platforms, two steps at a time, two men now running, a woman pushes her pram cautiously past them, clack, clack, down the stairs into the concourse of marble and glass, why doesn’t she take the lift? Pigeons scatter up and out, and outside: thousands of tired pigeons on parched grass; one man to Berlin, one man to Hannover City. No rush, there’s still ten minutes and fifteen minutes to go. The hire cars are waiting at the stations. Take the train, first class. Because it’s less conspicuous. Could have taken the car… pro and contra, over and over. But the cops are getting annoying. Traffic jam caused by the mounted police. Who only caught small fry, but that’s not what this is about. The cops are stopping everyone at the moment, anyone in a bigger vehicle, should have hired a Smart, but deals have to be done, offers made, and atmospheric disruptions pop on the radio and in their ears. Back in time at 88 miles an hour. The platforms surprisingly empty, summer-time, holiday season. Everyone’s flown the nest.

         Three streets away, you can’t see the central station because the hotel’s cube is in the way, that’s where families walk to the zoo in the daytime, and not just families because the zoo’s the most popular thing in the city, it’s down to that show, Tiger Tiger and the polar giraffe, at any rate round there is the bookies where it’s all about horses, where the Yugos & Co. don’t have a stake because football makes the most turnover and profit, if you leave the slot machines out of it. There’s a good few operators between Germany and Babylon and the horses are something for small-change gamblers, which isn’t quite true though. The driver nods, now lined up over in the east of the city behind three other taxis at his regular spot, he knows the big horse betters he used to drive to the racetrack back in the day, year 1, year 2, year 3, when there were still so many races, never mind back in the Zone, but in those days he was still working at the big printing press, now embedded between the centre’s new buildings, vacant and decaying, it hurts his soul every time he drives past, 140 km/h, what rubbish, he only accelerates like that on the motorway when he drives someone to the airport. The centre of the city glows blue and pink when evening falls. The sun stands the lowest in the rich southern suburbs. There, towards the gangway to the zoo, to the animals, that’s where they’re running now, the master thieves. But in the other direction, away from the zoo. Past the hotel’s grey concrete, the windowed façade now twinkling red in the evening, the last of the sun, the lights of the city, a woman (30) stands at the pane, pressing both hands against the glass as she’s fucked from behind by a guy with his shirt still on and his socks, and she doesn’t know what to think about that, isn’t it rude not to take your socks off for sex, but she can look down at the city, twenty-fifth floor, that’s some view, the sunset makes her a bit sad, and she feels the guy doing his business inside her.

         And there they are, out of breath already at the crossroads. The master thieves. Straight across the road, between the cars. Money fluttering out of their pockets. It was all a few days or weeks ago. Turks? No. Zombies. And the money comes fluttering out of their pockets and plastic bags. The biggest break-in of the year. All planned and timed down to the second. Into the bookies, alarm gun in, alarm gun out, shout it all about, mask slipped, face dripping with sweat under the wool at thirty-three degrees in the shade, money in the plastic bags, it’s only two thousand six hundred, no one’s going to be a hero for that because the gun looks real and the guys totally lose it when they don’t have no stuff, no fix, no crystal. The old geezers sitting there on their stools, at their tables, while the races from overseas and England flicker across the screen. Watching the starting gates open in Belmont Park, New York, boom, and the horses galloping along the track. And the slips flutter in the wind, and the old geezers complain when the cops come along because they want to go on gambling.

         And the professionals of the last days and weeks flee together on foot and by bike, a breathless marathon across the city, three hold-ups in one weekend, the man from Ghana lurches bleeding from the neck along the big road in the east where the Turks and the Arabs have their territories, elderly tourist from Switzerland brutally attacked, who would even think a black man would have enough money to rob? A black man from Switzerland? But times are bad, ten or fifteen years ago only a couple of skinheads would have jumped him at most, now it’s all against anyone and best off with knives, the musketeers meet at the zoo, the jackpots shrink smaller and smaller in summer ’09.

         ‘We need cake for tomorrow.’

         ‘I’m fine right here. It’s not tomorrow yet.’

         ‘You lazy bugger, get in here off that balcony.’

         ‘Hold your horses. It’s better than the telly out here.’ Because the two cops have finally grabbed the zombie and are dragging him across the grass, the eight (8) of the handcuffs clicks around his wrists, take him away, ‘Head down, you idiot!’ and read him the house rules in HQ2. ‘If you sing us a nice song, my dear Kai, you’ll be free by the morning!’

         The moon has arisen. And is shimmering through the glass of the station concourse. It’s not quite dark yet, the days often stretching out to midnight and almost touching hands in the morning. Winters ’09, ’10, ’11 will be hard and dark, thirty-two rough sleepers freeze to death all in all. Five of them on their way home. One too many down the pub. There’s no closing time in this city. The discos, brothels and clubs getting set for the night. In the apartments, the shifts are gradually coming to an end. ‘Home time at last, you coming to the fair?’ Not many women work after midnight, high heels clattering in the stairwell. ‘No, not tonight, I’m off to get a massage.’ ‘Take care of yourself.’ ‘You too.’ After eight the doors are guarded, the security men pool their knowledge – you’ve got to know your enemy. And Hans instructs his staff at his little club too; the discos are just the beginning. What did someone say to him that time? ‘The pie’s big enough, but if you’re dead…’ No, that wasn’t it. It’s years ago now. He can feel he’s getting old. Something’s got to happen, and soon. Two men at the coffee stall right in front of the platforms. On the left the train to Berlin, on the right the train to Hannover. Just popped in to WC White, who’ve expanded from Switzerland all the way to Germany, 50 cents a piss. ‘A euro for a shite, showers 2.50’. Fifteen minutes to go. As though the planet were turning backwards.

         ‘It’s always nice and cool at WC White.’

         ‘They’re making more money than we are right now.’

         ‘Mhm. Great concept, you have to give them that.’

         ‘I like the shithouse cubicles. Always clean. And sealed in with not a crack. Nice and private.’

         ‘We should take over that place.’

         ‘Then we could retire.’

         ‘People will always shit.’

         ‘People will always shag.’

         ‘But no one gives them any stress.’

         ‘What if I open up budget public toilets here, Mister Piss?’

         ‘You wouldn’t get a licence. And even if you did, what would you offer? WC White is too good. Pricey but good!’

         ‘Then I’ll offer flat-rate shitting.’ 

         ‘You do know all this flat-rate fucking is only going to ruin the market and the prices in the long run.’

         ‘They should go public, do an IPO. WC White, I mean.’

         ‘So should we.’

         ‘When’s the Old Man joining us?’

         ‘Hannover, Berlin. In that order. On Monday, I think.’

         ‘Monday’s a good day for doing business.’

         ‘It’s about time something happened.’

         ‘About time. The discos are just the beginning.’

         And the driver’s another one now, and he feels and he sees the lights racing past him, then he slams on the brakes. The radio broadcasts the speed traps and he leaves the city highway, drives behind a rubbish truck for a while then turns off, catches sight of the old, empty warehouses by the canal dock, behind them the sky turning scarlet, turns off again, hears the storm thundering far away, the woman already standing outside, smoking. She throws the cigarette away and gets in the car. And off they go. The cops next to him at the red light. Golf Mark 2. Budget cuts, or what? A haggard face on the back seat, shaggy hair, yellow eyes, ‘Head down, you idiot,’ he hears the screams and the shouts from the rollercoaster. In bright Chinatown, the big halls at the other end of town, the cops raid the last depots, crystal in exchange for stolen goods, hi-tech, handbags, money and bread from the baker’s shop, car tyres, car radios, whatever the zombies can get hold of on their paths through the night, a ride through the Olympic rings, upside down, right side up, a famous roller coaster from Munich, he sees the woman in the rear-view mirror, dark hair with blonde streaks, now she’s humming a tune that he knows, a nice song that his mother often sang when he was little. Just before midnight there’s a fireworks display, between big wheel and rollercoaster, she wonders whether she’ll be able to see it later, high above the city, the cops seize eleven tons of pyrotechnics in Chinatown, amber lights, green lights. They drive and she holds her hand out in the wind, all the windows down. ‘Would you turn on the radio, please?’

         ‘Anything for you.’ Something touches her hand, small and wet like a snowflake.

         III. (BOOM BOOM / BUMM BUMM)

         You’re flat on your back on the street. And you thought the nineties were over.

         And they nearly are over, you wonder for a moment what year is it exactly, you know it, you do know it, all year long you’ve been getting up and going to sleep, getting up and going to sleep and running your business and there wasn’t much sleep… but you can’t put your finger on it, you feel your head on the asphalt, as if it had sprung a leak when it hit the ground, is it raining? You’re flat on your back between the cars and you can see the tyres and the wheels, the light refracts and bounces off from an alloy wheel right in front of you, street lamps, headlamps, night, and you try to make out your face, 1999.

         No, nothing’s over. The violent days were long, but long ago as well, almost not true any more, the years of calm, your head on the asphalt, the city’s quiet on a Sunday and the rain is red, the car is red, right next to you. You came alone, even though everyone said, ‘Don’t go on your own!’ but you had to go alone, the nineties are almost over, all we want is to do business, you went to sleep for a bit and got up and it was almost evening by then. You had time to drink a coffee and stand outside in the dark garden for a while, it’s getting dark early again now, you wanted to walk down to the lake but the phone rang. No, it didn’t ring, you’d put it on silent and you saw it flashing through the window of the veranda. The display flashed and flashed in the charger like a miniature lighthouse. No, you hear it ringing, you never put it on silent, that must have been somewhere else, you’ve got a whole house full of telephones and none of them is on silent, the phone in your jacket pocket buzzes. You turn onto your side and try to reach into your pocket. It’s hard, although your arms are fine. The phone buzzes and buzzes and you feel your heart beating, and then it stops and you take a deep breath and breathe out, take a deep breath, breathe out the fear, no one else is coming now, no, no one else is coming, he was alone, just like you, and you saw him walk away, he just turned around and left. Did he say anything? What did he say to you beforehand? You can’t put your finger on it. ‘This is from…’ No, no names, never names, you might as well start with that now, they’ll ask you, good thing they still can ask you, but they can ask you till their fucking tongues dry out, you breathe out the fear and look at your legs, which you can’t feel any more. Edo, you bastard, I’m gonna… No, stop it, the nineties are… But you know you have to do something, you know you have to do it, all over again, and you thought… You thought too much, much too much and too little, you went alone. Never go alone, always take a man with you, always keep a man close. Watch your back, but he didn’t come from behind, he came right at you, we want to do business, that’s all there is to it, all we want is to do business. Edo, you bastard… Did he give you the name, did he send regards? You can’t put your finger on it, you’ll find out, you’ll find out more than that, but how long can you stay lying here? If only the rain would stop, the nights are getting cool now but it’s not raining, is it?

         Now you’ve got your phone out of your pocket, your hands are trembling, it’s pathetic, did you take something before you left to keep you calm or perk you up? No, you never take anything, hardly ever, not when you want to talk business. Just a little chat on a Sunday in the quiet city, and then you drop the phone when you switch it to vibrate, you bend over and pick it up, wipe it down, and there he is coming towards you, what a stupid place to meet, you can just see the old stadium’s dark towers a couple of hundred yards away, now the parked cars block your view, the battery leaps out, and now you feel the pain in your knee and further up your other leg, no, you didn’t take anything, adrenaline, your heart’s pumping the stuff around your system, you’re getting tired but you have to stay perked up, you mustn’t fall asleep, and you’re tired, so tired, don’t sleep, you know that, not until they come for you, if only the right people come for you, but no, he was alone and he’s gone, and you breathe out the fear and see the SIM card from your phone next to the battery on the asphalt. You see the tiny golden metal plates on the card. And something else flashes, something else golden, on the ground as well, a few yards away. A coin, you think, it looks like the pendant from a necklace, a talisman, the guardian angel of businessmen, Saint Michael, and you touch your chest, you’re so glad you can stroke your chest, you’re so glad that you’ve got tears in your eyes, your hands are trembling on you, and you’re weeping, it’s pathetic… If they saw you like this, and you reach for your chain, it used to be a little golden boxing glove, back when you were still fighting, kick-boxing, it’s a few years back now, you were a real ace back then, they called you AK-47, like the machine gun, Arnold Kraushaar, they called you Arnie Short & Curlies at school, what with Kraushaar kind of sounding like ‘pubes’ – but you knew how to show them what for even then and you chased them right across the whole schoolyard, no more Arnie Short & Curlies, AK 47, you were pretty good at boxing too, even back at school, you even did a few amateur fights, kick-boxing wasn’t around till after the Wall, after ’89, the legs, the feet, the kicks, you were better at that than just with your fists, you trained every day, you wiped out the best lads in the ring with your kicks, you look at your legs, your pale trousers are black.

         How long have you been lying here now? It can only be minutes, you know that. Time goes out of joint when you’ve got adrenaline in your system.

         A taxi drives past, you want to call attention to yourself, you wave, but you’re flat on your back right next to the cars and he can’t see you. Pull yourself together! You try to get up, try to pull yourself up on the car with both arms, try to grab the door handle, grab it, boy, where’s your strength, for fuck’s sake, but your arms are weak and soft, rubber, you think, only with a rubber, girls, how often do I have to tell you that, they can put as much money down as they like, what use is it to you if you get yourselves the clap and the fucking plague, have you never heard of AIDS, Jesus, how stupid can you get! It doesn’t matter if he’s a regular, you get it? Jesus, girl, I’m only thinking of you here! You know you have to wait, breathe deeply, keep breathing deeply, if only you could feel your legs, you have to wait until your strength comes back, you want to shout… Help! Someone call the cops, but what use are the cops to you, what you need is a doctor, right now. How stupid can you get, in the middle of the night, like in some cheap gangster movie, you’ve got careless, the years of calm have made you careless, why didn’t you listen to Alex, ‘I’ll come with you,’ he kept saying on the phone, only an hour ago, out in the garden. ‘No,’ you said and you looked out at the lake behind the trees, your best man, you smile, you remember Alex putting on one of his shows in the ring last week, ‘Cover up, Alexander!’ you wanted to call out, but you bit your tongue because you know how he likes putting on a show in the ring, seen too many Muhammad Ali videos, or what was that boxer called again, the one he admires so much, a black American, they call him ‘the King’, Jackson… Jones, Jones Junior or something like that, he dangles his arms, Alex says, makes a fool of his opponents, sticks out his chin only to pull it back at the last moment when the punch comes, but Alexander the Great is no king, more like a duke or something like that, because he takes a lot of punches, staggers around uncovered in front of his opponent, and you’re not sure if that’s part of Alexander’s show or if he’s just about to go K.O., but then in the third and final round he did knock him over, he really let loose towards the end as usual, ‘second wind’, he always says, ‘le deuxième souffle’, he’s always showing off, that nutter, just because he speaks a bit of French, and you’re still smiling and wishing he was here, and your face is all stiff, you must look terrible, but no one can see you, why aren’t there any fucking pedestrians at this time of night, no one out any more, what kind of a crappy city is this, maybe it’s the rain, they’d rather stay warm and dry, Sunday evening in front of the TV… Don’t go crazy on me now, it’s not raining, it’s not raining at all, it hasn’t rained all week, though the sky was dark today, clouds gathered by noon, for fuck’s sake, what’s happened to your nose, your sixth, seventh, eighth sense, without that you wouldn’t be where you are now… On the street, you think, in the dirt, and you laugh, and your teeth are chattering on you, you’ve got the shivers, and you know that’s not a good sign.

         You were always the gangster as a kid, the Red Indian, the pirate, and you’re flat on your back on the grass behind the house and looking up at the sky and you hear the others yelling, hear the caps firing, bang! bang! bang! and you think maybe dying might be easy. You always wondered if there are people who don’t die, demigods like you’d read about, you used to read a lot back then but you’ve forgotten so much now, you were a better reader than most of your friends even in the first year, Heracles, but didn’t he bite the dust in the end, after all his trials? And Thor, he was the Norseman with the magical hammer, wasn’t he, a god? A demigod? Or just a man after all…? Didn’t they have to keep eating the fruits from that tree so that they lived for all time? Did you really believe that when you were a kid? Once, you went to the Botanical Gardens and looked at the exotic plants and trees, just before they closed for the day, you took your little backpack along especially, camping knapsack it was called, was it red or blue? Everyone had one of those backpacks, one of those camping knapsacks, they only came in two colours, and on school trips and outings there were the reds and the blues. You probably had red, you think, what a joke, fate, destiny, sometimes you believe in that kind of thing, even though you’ve given up on the gods.

         You stuffed your backpack, how old were you then, nine, ten? You tore off figs, prickly pears, pomegranates, guavas and whatever they were all called, trampled across the barriers into the beds, the branches and leaves in your face, that looks good, and that! And those rock-hard bulbs with a foreign name you couldn’t even read properly… And then the fear.

         The janitor or some kind of guard spoke to you as you wanted to leave, ‘I have to give a presentation in Biology, exotic plants, bromeliads,’ you said, you’d read it in an encyclopaedia, how crazy that the word comes to you now. You stuttered, and that burning and stinging down your body, all the way down to your balls, you’ll never forget that because it kept coming back later, decades later, decades… How long that sounds, it’s almost thirty years ago now, and back then you didn’t have the strength to find it stimulating, to let it goad you on… ‘You’ll have to come earlier then,’ the guy said, an old man, the guardian of the trees of life. ‘You’ll have to come earlier, that’s when our students are here, they can tell you lots of useful things to make sure your presentation’s really good.’ The old man won’t stop talking, and he’s standing right up in front of you, and behind you the leaves and the branches, and he spits as he talks and has such bad breath you feel like turning away, and you feel the fruits and bulbs against your back through the fabric. The old man strokes your hair, his fingers as hard and calloused as the long tubers you felt and then tore off just before. ‘Come after school tomorrow, when’s your presentation… our students will be here then…’ You never went back to the Botanical Gardens, and the old man’s fingers were still on your head long after you got home.

         In your bedroom, you chopped up your booty with your penknife. It took such a long time and the blade was far too blunt. You went into the kitchen and fetched a large breadknife, the very sharp one, and then you bolted it all down you, because you wanted to live as long as Thor and Heracles. You shat and heaved it all out, the gods couldn’t have done better, even the next day, so bad you couldn’t go to school, and once you were better your mother gave you a beating, she never did that, and with a slipper, and she cried and she bawled: ‘Don’t you ever scare me like that again, boy!’

         You’re flat on your back and you hear the caps firing, bang! bang! bang! And you look up at the sky, the stars… Alex’ll end up breaking rocks if it goes badly, the asphalt’s cold underneath you, it was so good lying on the grass back then, will the lawyers be able to help him? Your lawyers are the best in the city, and not only in the city, how often have they got you out of a fix, how often have they got your people out of trouble and your girls, Beatriz not long ago, when that girl was hanging up half-dead in Lady Kira’s wardrobe, but Alex had to go and cock things up again, you’ve always told him: ‘If you’re not careful they’ll take you away, and I need you here.’

         And this time it’s going to be hard to get him out of trouble, you know that, even if he refuses to realize it. Maybe that’s why you didn’t want him to come with you tonight, and once you’re back on your feet you’ll make sure he doesn’t have to spend too long away. He’s no king in the boxing ring but he’s pretty good, no, you haven’t been seeing stars, the clouds are still drifting across the night sky, and even if they weren’t there you never see stars here, not even out at your place by the lake do you see the stars the way you see them in the countryside, in the mountains, when it all gets too much for you in the city. He’s no king in the boxing ring, although he’s pretty good, a count, perhaps, but on the streets… Like you used to be… How often have you told him recently: ‘The best way to win a fight is to avoid it.’ You’d never have said something like that, in the old days… AK 47. What days they were. Is this what you get in return for all the violence, the destiny you sometimes still believe in? Rubbish, no! You wouldn’t be where you are now without all that, without the fights, without your fists, forget the street and the dirt you’re lying in right now, you’re at the top, you hear, at the top! And you want to get even further and higher, and that’s why you have to get out of here and hit back and smooth everything out! And you shout and you’re surprised at how high and thin your voice sounds. Forget your pride and scream! Scream for help. And then you try and put your phone back together but the fucking battery’s slid under the car. Why did you leave your other phone at home? You’d never have gone out into the night with only one phone in the old days… But in the old days a mobile phone was the size of a brick, you should have smashed a brick on his skull, over and over, until he lay on the ground in the dirt, and the asphalt would have gone dark underneath him, and you’d have taken the brick with you and thrown it in the river over there from the bridge.

         Someone must be able to hear you, you’re shouting so loudly, maybe someone’s already called the cops long ago, back when it happened, it was certainly loud enough. And you remember you’re wearing a watch, you raise your arm slightly so your sleeve slips down, and you look at your Breitling & Söhne, you used to have a Rolex in the old days, you’ve only been lying here ten minutes at most and you’re not surprised, because you know that time… As if the fruits from back then were still taking effect, differently than you thought… You burst into the bar, Alex and the others alongside you, no cap guns now, and you beat and you punch, with fists and baseball bats, and the crashing and the splintering and the screaming, men leaping aside and getting caught anyway, men ducking and hiding under tables and getting caught anyway, the bigmouth who tries to run up the stairs and gets caught anyway, and then you feel the old man’s hands again, brushing so slowly over your head.

         A child died, over there by the bridge, a few weeks ago. You read about it in the paper. A children’s rowing club, they got too close to the weir in their boats, and two boats got caught in the current and went over the little waterfall. They managed to rescue the other kids from the two boats. One child’s still in a coma. The boy didn’t turn up for days. Miles and miles away. The current. You were over at the tram depot that day, keeping an eye on the girls. And you wondered what the helicopter was doing by the river. It circled over the bridge for a while before it landed. You stood by the window, the girls behind you, and the shrill screeches of the trams, and your sixth, seventh, eighth sense told you that where it was landing, there was death. And now you’re not far from there… Your boy must never go rowing on the river. You’re glad he’s not in the city right now. You sent him away to a school elsewhere.

         You watch the crowds drifting. You feel cool air blowing over from the river. You see the old stadium’s dark towers. A car drives slowly along the opposite lane. It drives on towards the traffic lights, flashing amber.

         The only way to win a fight is to avoid it. It was the Bielefelder who told you that back then. But that’s rubbish, Bielefelder! you think. Now you can see it’s rubbish, Bielefelder. But if Alex had listened to him he wouldn’t be breaking rocks in his chain gang right now. You’re dizzy, and all you can feel is your head and you move it to and fro on the tarmac. You hear sirens. They’re coming, you think, they’re coming at last.

         The Bielefelder wanted to open up a big place here back then, early nineties, an Eros centre, fifty rooms or more, and his people did it in the end. You used to get together a lot at that time. You and your people took over a few things back then. Up and up and ever onwards, Thor with his hammer, you wanted to do business, good business, and you invested in it. Invested fists and cash and a lot more besides. He was a good man, the Bielefelder. Old school, like they used to say over in the West, back then. But he got pulled into the war, here in the city where no one knew the old school and the Bielefelder back then.

         Your friend Hans the Hatchet, hadn’t he started out as a slaughterer or a butcher or something? He used to say: ‘The pig’s been slaughtered, and now everyone wants his few pounds of flesh!’

         He came to you, the Bielefelder, because he knew he had to make a deal with your crew. Didn’t he really impress you back then? A tall guy, grey hair, the best threads, and broad shoulders underneath the best threads, Davidoff Filters, and he had a slight limp, but with dignity, and a stick to go with it, with a silver knob, a lion’s head, the lion and the man both at least sixty. He knew how to get you on his side. Promised you good money if you didn’t disrupt his business, and your people could take care of security, and if you know someone who wants to put a roof over his girls’ heads, first choice, if you want, and his good name, good contacts, and a few people with money behind him… Old school, and you started realizing what that means.

         And now you lick your tongue over your lips, your tongue that’s numb now, and you feel the cold sweat wetting your face, so that’s the rain, the clouds up there are perfectly calm, and you wonder why the guy didn’t wipe you out, and you hear the sirens right nearby. And then you crawl a few yards, more like inches, and bang! bang! bang! you’re back on the grass behind the house, how soft it is, and you tell yourself that dying’s just a load of shit, and you look up at the sky, with the sun and the stars and no moon and the planets, your grandfather once showed you Mars glowing reddish somewhere just above the horizon… And black all of a sudden, so black that fear rips your balls apart.

         A thin tube in your arm. Two ambulance men. Then a sheet. The sirens distant, as if a second ambulance were driving alongside them, wailing. The vehicle swerves. Screeching brakes? The ambulance men busy doing something. You’re still here. Back again. Then dark again. The sirens now loud, now quiet. You’re still here. Not under the sheet, please. Not over my head, please. You don’t want to go under the sheet and you try to shake yourself, the sheet slips off, you raise your head a little and see your legs, your trousers are cut open, you see your flesh, dark red and white and in shreds and nearly black. Where did it start? Your eyelids flicker, the light like a stroboscope. Up on the coast. You wish you were by the seaside. That bar. What was it called again… The name of a bird. Pelican… A white swan on the sign above the door. Goldpussy. And all the cash she raked in. That really impressed you. Goldpussy and the others, and all working for themselves, the biggest hook-up bar in the GDR, seamen from all over the world and dollars like it was LA. A place like this, and a percentage for me, one day. You hear Goldpussy laughing, and she disappears with three small Filipinos. Short time, that’s what they called it, three in a row for a hundred dollars, that was worth two thousand marks at the black-market exchange rate, standing up and not even a bed, what a business, you thought, and you drank your beer, Goldpussy, Suitcase Grip and the others, and you’ll give them beds one day, Mr Manager. You sit at the bar and laugh and believe in destiny. They say something to you, touch your shoulders and press you back gently onto the stretcher as the ambulance speeds on, and you toss to and fro, you have to understand it all, the sheet, and then you start to calm down, why should they put the sheet over your head? All down your body to your balls, you feel how fast the ambulance is speeding. Everything’s wet, and they’re busy doing something, and you want to say something but your mouth is so dry you can’t say anything. Water, you want to say. Water. You wish you were by the seaside.

         The blood, what did all the blood remind you of? You’ve seen plenty of blood, especially in the early nineties. You wonder if the Bielefelder’s ever bumped anyone off, he’s been in the business forty years, he was in Hamburg for a while, he said. Violence is bad for business, he used to say, but there’s something in his eyes, and your sixth, seventh sense… You had to start by building up your business, and the blood, you know it was all necessary… You weren’t where you are now. You raise your hands a little, hold them to the light of the ceiling lamp, it’s good, you think, that the light’s on all night. You’re still weak; you’ve lost a lot of what you’re thinking about the whole time. It was a good thing they didn’t come for you any later. You’ve only spoken to Alex on the phone briefly, no visitors allowed yet. ‘Those fucking Yugos!’ What did he say? Didn’t Claudia call? And your son? The tablets and the stuff dripping into your arm are confusing you, you slept for over twenty hours, you feel the punctures in your arms from the transfusions. They’ve given you plenty, new stuff, unused, and it’ll make you strong. Did Alex name names, do they know if Edo sent him? You try to piece it all together in your head but you still can’t put your finger on it properly, you know you need time, and then you’ll find the answers. That guy, the father of the girl back then, he threatened to kill you, even though you had nothing to do with all that. No, you’d never get involved in disgusting shit like… But that idiot went to where you were. To the top. But you’re not quite there yet – maybe this’ll be the last step, a sign from destiny, which you still believe in sometimes. Why did he wait so long? It must have been ’93. And he came four years later. No, you had nothing to do with it. But you knew about it, everybody knew about it. And then he showed up and came to you, because he thought… What did he think, that idiot? ‘If you had your dirty fingers mixed up in it I’ll kill you!’ They dragged him outside, a short man, five foot three, an ex-jockey, an ex-drinker, as you found out later. ‘You hear me, pimp! I’ll kill you!’ ‘Shall we…’ ‘No. Let him go. If he comes back again, don’t let him in. No more than that. Just don’t let him in.’ You heard him yelling as they dragged him out. ‘I’ll kill you! I’ll knife you!’

         You asked around. You found out where his daughter was. She was eighteen then, so fourteen in 1993, and everyone knew about it. About her and the others.

         You’re cold and you put your hands underneath the sheet. You could have smashed the place to pieces, like you smashed other places up. Did you want to get hold of the papers even then? Public prosecutors, judges and cops and rich bastards who were into little girls. You drove around the streets on your own in the evening, asked a few other girls about her. Most of them didn’t know you. You had nothing to do with that shit. Drug victims. Junkies. You don’t work with girls like that. The Bielefelder was right about that, ‘Drugged-up girls mess up your business.’ A bit of coke or whatever never did anyone any harm, in moderation, in moderation… But that… You felt sick when you saw all that messed-up flesh. Dark red and white and in shreds and nearly black.

         And then she was standing on a corner, right outside a flower shop that sold drinks, and newspapers as well, the girls you’d asked about her wanted to push their way into your BMW, rubbed up against the door, leaned over the bonnet, and you could have heaved, although if it weren’t for the needle you could give them a room in one of your properties, rehab for whores, that might be an idea, but if they didn’t have their addictions they’d probably be doing something else, selling flowers and beer and newspapers, what a combination! And most of them had the clap or syphilis or maybe even AIDS, they don’t use condoms, otherwise all the dirty buggers driving past slowly in their cars, their eyes as big as five-mark coins, would come to your girls.

         You spotted her right away, your seventh, eighth sense… Looks a bit like her father, and you’ll never forget his face screaming like that. And then she’s sitting next to you, just as small and thin as her father, short, messy hair, spots on her forehead and on her face, encrusted with make-up, a miniskirt the length of a belt, a T-shirt you can see her scant breasts and nipples through, as if she were still thirteen, like back then, but you didn’t know her or the others, you had nothing to do with it, and she tells you all the things she does, and for how much, and it’s really not much, and you wonder if she did the same when she was thirteen or if she was clean then when those dirty bastards fucked her, you remember you could get hold of heroin on every street corner in ’92, you wonder whether the papers and the videos were worth you keeping your mouth shut back then, wonder whether maybe everything might have turned out the way it is now either way, but you know the whole thing back then must have broken her. She fumbles at you and you say, ‘Stop it,’ and you give her money and tell her to go, and you know what she’ll do with the cash, and you think you’ll have to come back but perhaps you won’t come back. You watch her trotting down the street, past the shop, towards the station. You gave her a hell of a lot of money, how amazed she looked, her eyes as big as… but dull and red. Perhaps she’ll be clever and jump on some train, there are night trains to Paris and Copenhagen, but you know better, at the station, at night.

         You’ve got a private room and everything’s white and clean, an art print on the wall, flowers, and you remember the beeping of the emergency room, intensive care, the same quiet, even beeping from all the beds, now and then and then a groan, snoring loud, snoring low. The council of nine, you think, the knights of the round table, you think, as you’re already half-asleep, and elsewhere, you’re gone and back again, gone and back again, the council of nine is meeting again soon, and by then you’ll have to be fit and show them you can smooth it all out, alone if need be, you and Alex and your people. A beeping sound, drawn out and never-ending, and you touch your chest and feel the even thudding and hear the even beeping, the long tone turns into a whistling, a shrill whistling in one of your ears, you’re almost deaf in the other since a kick in the ring ruptured your ear drum, and then the gun that the guy who can hardly walk now fired next to your ear, the knights of the round table, you loved reading that as a kid, King Arthur and Perceval, who went looking for the Holy Grail until he went crazy, Sir Galahad and his friends, and you hear the doctors’ feet clattering while you’re still half-elsewhere, the pages rustling, the swords clashing, and you at the head of the table in a golden helmet, but how does that work with a round table, you hear coughing, a dull expulsion of air that sounds almost like a roar, life, someone here wants to live, and then you hear the gurgling inhalation of air. The doctors and nurses speak quietly to each other, the even beeping around you, and your good old sense can’t tell you if that was death or if this is still life.

         Your eyelids flicker, the light like a stroboscope, and you see shadows around your bed. What’s the time? You feel for your Breitling but it’s gone. Your legs are stiff as if made of wood, you turn your head and see the print of flowers like a dark splash of paint on the opposite wall. You wish it were daytime, but then the sunlight would spill into the room.

         You open your eyes and you’re not alone. There’s a woman sitting there, on the chair by the wall, right under the flower print. She’s black, her skin, and black curly hair and a pale pink dress. You don’t understand right away because it’s not possible. You work with a couple of African women, it used to be the Vietnamese to begin with and now it’s the Africans, but why has this woman of all people come to visit you? And didn’t they tell you, no visitors for one or two days? But maybe she sneaked in unnoticed. There’s always one man in a car down outside the entrance, Alex took care of that, and the cops are keeping an eye out too. But only the best girls work for you. You get yourself half-upright, turn around to her. She’s sitting there, looking at you and not moving. Her face as if cut from black rock. ‘Arnie,’ she says, and her lips barely move. ‘Mary,’ you say, and she goes on speaking, and that sounds strange in this little room, which still seemed so large not long ago. Something’s not right, you think, what’s she doing here? And what she says is wrong. You want to turn away, and now the sheet over your face might be a good thing, but she’s here. And when you thought of all the blood at some point, just now or yesterday or hours ago, she was here then too. ‘We did everything we could back then,’ you say. And it’s true, even. You got hold of him, a few weeks later, and if the cops hadn’t stuck their oar in he’d be flat on his back somewhere outside of the city by now, and in a few years the grass would grow especially green there… (No, that was just your first flush of anger back then, she was one of your girls, on your premises, and your shoulders and your neck and your chest ached as if you’d been pumping iron, all night long and all day long, but you’d probably only have broken a few of his bones.) ‘He loved me,’ she says.

         ‘Maybe,’ you say and you try to stay cool, but the blood and black Mary creep into your head, there’s a plaster on your forehead, on the spot where you hit the street, days ago, hours ago, at some point. The guy was young, in his early twenties or so, nineteen, as you later found out. ‘You should have come sooner,’ she says, and you don’t understand that and you don’t want to understand it, because she’s the one who’s come. The sheet underneath you is wet. ‘You shouldn’t be here,’ you say. And the shadows you saw through your eyelids not long ago are back again, and you shake your head because there’s a hand in your hair, she’s standing by your bed now, and you pull the sheet up under your nose and feel your warm breath on your face. The way she’s looking at you, you can’t stand it, there’s suddenly so much you can’t stand, and the room’s full of people now, their breathing, their sounds, their smells, they’re muttering and whispering. ‘I’m flat on my back outside the city,’ you hear, and you know where she is, in the mire, but you only know it vaguely, you’ve got nothing else to do with it. ‘And my work, at the court, how’s it going without me?’ You hear it and you pull the sheet up to the plaster on your forehead. Because you know if you get up and limp across the room between them all and open the table drawer, there’s a tiny person flat on their back in there, laughing broadly at you. Leave me alone, you think, and perhaps you whisper it too, go away, Mary, you brought all this with you!

         You stand in front of her and look at the huge wound in her neck, like a black grin from ear to ear. ‘There’s this guy, Arnie, he keeps coming back, he scares me.’

         ‘A regular, girl, you treat him right, make eyes at him, and if there’s any problems just call me.’

         Your phone rings. You look in your pockets, no ringing, just buzzing and vibrating, you’ve put it on silent. It falls down, the battery leaps out, where’s the SIM card? And you roll onto your side. There’s something flashing and glinting next to you. You reach for it. A bullet casing. The sirens go quiet. The ground underneath you is wet. You turn again. Over there a traffic light is flashing, amber. Cool air from the river. You tremble. The old stadium’s towers. So dark.

      

   


   
      
         

            THE LONG NIGHT OF THE RIDER

         

         They tell stories about the short man. They say he never sleeps. And they say he’s searching. Has been for years. Every night. They say he used to be a famous rider. A horses man. Before he started drinking. Some say he used to drink when things were going well too. Others say they’ve seen him riding the horses. When they were little. The short man is looking for his child, they say. His daughter. And they say he doesn’t drink any more because his liver’s kaput. Others say he’s started again. And he’s getting shorter and thinner by the day because the booze is eating him up. And he once won the big derby, in the eighties, when they were little. They don’t know for sure though. Most of them are too young, can’t have seen him when they were little, in the nineties, because by then he wasn’t riding any more. Only now, during the nights. ‘I saw him once.’

         ‘Oh, you saw him?’

         ‘Yeah.’

         ‘Where was that then?’

         ‘It must have been a few years ago, 2003, 2004…’

         ‘Long enough ago… but not that long. And you haven’t seen him since?’

         ‘But I hear him sometimes. Behind the station, in the station.’

         ‘Hear him? You’re not back on the coke are you, or smoking the ice? Crystal?’

         ‘Course not, you know that. I wouldn’t be here otherwise, would I?’

         ‘Yeah, yeah. Nothing wrong with a little snifter in your own home, it’s your free time, but if you really want to make some cash over the years, drink carrot juice, vitamins A, C and E. But rocks, crystals… worse than any snifter they are, that ice burns you out.’

         ‘I know, I know. That’s a long time ago, Arnold.’

         ‘Yeah, yeah, it’s always a long time ago. And then you still go telling me about hooves, hoof sounds in the night.’

         ‘Sorry, Arnold, I shouldn’t have started on it.’

         ‘All right, all right. We all have the odd bad dream.’

         ‘I’m really grateful to you for the…’

         ‘Do me a favour’

         ‘Yeah?’

         ‘If you want to work, work. And pay the rent. And you do pay your rent. And if you don’t want to work any more, let me know. Just tell me. If you can’t do it any more. And if you need a holiday…’

         ‘I don’t need a holiday. And I’ve been clean for five years now.’

         ‘You know I hate all that drugs shit.’

         ‘I know. That’s why…’

         ‘And it’s not just because of the cops or the health office or because of some stupid fucking licences…’

         ‘No, I’

         ‘Shut up a minute. Let the Old Man do a bit of talking’

         ‘You’re not old, Arnold.’

         ‘Yeah, yeah. Course not. You know when you start thinking about everything in the autumn?’

         ‘I don’t know. Yeah.’

         ‘I don’t mean that October autumn, Indian summer like the Yanks say…’

         ‘I’ve never heard that.’

         ‘When everything’s bright and golden. And when you think summer’s come back again.’

         ‘You’ve got such a way with words. I’ve always liked that.’

         ‘Keep away from that guy. Don’t even think about him. He’s crazy. And he goes looking for ghosts where there aren’t any. Never have been. He’s looking for his own ghosts but he’s years too late.’

         ‘People say you…’

         ‘Who says that? Who says what?’

         ‘That house back then, was it ’93?’

         ‘How old were you then, baby?’

         ‘I don’t know. Pretty young’

         ‘It makes me angry. It makes me sad. That people would tell you something like that’

         ‘No, Arnie, listen, it’s just, it’s just because it was in the paper again the other day’

         ‘Shut up for a minute, baby, shut up for a minute. And never start on it again. A friend of mine always says, Coppenrath & Wiese.’

         ‘The cakes?’

         ‘Not the bloody cakes. The people you know just as well. The ones who think they’re better. The ones whose eyebrows twitch when they see us or hear about us. Just shut up a minute, baby! They think it’s all the same. That quiz show guy Günther Jauch, Who Wants To Be A Millionaire. They think scum’s red. And they hear something and read something and think, that guy, that one, he’s one of them, that woman, she’s one of them… and they think it’s all the same, it’s all the same. And they don’t know nothing, nothing at all. And they come to you and come to the girls and talk crap and think…’

         ‘Think they’re better than us? Sorry. I didn’t mean to upset you, but it’s just because for years the short guy has been… All right, I’ll shut up.’

         ‘Oh, come on, girl, not like that. Don’t be like that. Don’t start apologizing for anything. Not to me, not to them. It’s nothing to do with you, it’s nothing to do with any of you. It was that piece of scum. The guy. Not the little girl. An ex-boxer, classic case. Less than scum. That guy. ’93. Business was different then than now. The scum’s gone now. We made sure of that, we got rid of the scum. None of it, no, none of it is in my pockets. And that man’s riding… Oh, what am I saying, now I’m talking just as much crap as you… That guy, short and sly as he is, he’s digging in the dirt and he thinks, he thinks there’s some of that dirt in my pockets. In my house, in my head, autumn or winter, or somewhere else.’

         ‘I know, Arnie, I know you…’

         ‘You don’t know nothing. Nothing at all. I spoke to him a couple of times, the rider… before…’

         BOOM, BOOM. (The ground-floor flat trembles, the water in the whirlpool quivers, tiny waves on the surface although there’s no one in there any more and no bubbles, no millions of bubbles tickling naked torsos. Home time, almost twelve.)

         ‘Aren’t they crazy, Arnie? With their tunnel?’

         ‘Yeah, yeah, yeah, they’re crazy all right. You’re so right, girl, you’re absolutely right, baby. Go on home now. What a crazy gang in this crazy city.’ The stick he leaned against the table falls over as she gets up and leaves the room. The ground quakes and vibrates beneath his feet. He didn’t know they went on drilling at night. He rarely takes the stick out with him but when winter’s coming he can feel his leg getting stiff. He meant to go back to the station but it’s too late now. Get a bit of shopping, there’s a good wine and whisky shop there. The girls go home or lie down to sleep wherever they are. Home time. Business only goes on after midnight in a handful of apartments. Phones are switched off, automatic messages switched on. ‘Hello, this is Sissy, you can enjoy my wide range of services again from nine to…’ He’d better tell Frank to empty the jacuzzi and clean it. The club’s open a few more hours. Time to go back to the office. Time to go to sleep. He has to make a call, tell them to look in at the club again, call Alex, is it still Alex after all these years? Sometimes he can barely remember. When the ground vibrates. The sounds of the night. The screeching of trams and passenger trains that he knows from his childhood. He rubs his left leg, feels his kneecap hard through the fabric.

         
             

         

         He drinks his coffee at the little coffee place right by the platforms. Opposite the platforms. He likes this upper level of the station, so close to the trains. It was only there, at the little coffee place, that he learned to love the taste of a good americano. Didn’t know what it was to begin with. Americano. American coffee, or what? ‘Is it sweet?’ he asked when he first read it above the counter. ‘No, it’s not sweet.’ Espresso topped up with boiling water. He likes all the coffee variations, now that he’s given up drinking. He can drink americanos by the bucket without his ticker flipping out. It’s because there’s so much boiling water in them. He’d never heard of it before, topping up espresso with boiling water. Espresso only came after the Wall fell. Expresso, because it’s quick to drink. Easy on the stomach. Easy on the heart. And let’s not even mention the liver and the spleen.

         Before the coffee place opened up by the platforms a few years ago, he used to go to the bakeries downstairs. The coffee was cheaper down there, still is. He wonders what year they completely rebuilt the station. He remembers the old dark hole of a place. The black sarcophagus. Before they dug everything up and renovated. He used to go to the bars then and drink. The bars in the station. One was down in the tunnel between the two concourses, one was up by the platforms. He remembers the dirty arched glass roof, above both concourses and above the platforms. Now light shines and falls through the glass, the sun, stars, planes; back in the day, years ago, the little glass squares were black with dirt. The fluttering of the pigeons, he can still hear it and see it. And he hears the clatter and clanging from the platforms and the tracks, the sounds of the trains, the rails, the journey, the sounds that disappeared as the light fell through the glass. Old station. New station. Where did all the pigeons end up? The construction pits come and go and the years don’t matter to him. When night comes.

         Since he gave up drinking he’s drunk coffee and smoked. Back when he used to drink he drank coffee and smoked as well. But not nearly as much as now. Not as much coffee, at least. He already used to smoke like a chimney back then. But differently. When he was still riding it was because of his weight. And because of the drinking. Which was also partly because of his weight. Because he always had to smoke after a couple of schnapps. Not that he’d always had weight problems, those started when forty came into view. Just before the Wall fell. And the drinking was just an excuse for it. His weight. That’s how he sees it when he looks back now. But the schnapps always used to burn out his appetite and his hunger. And gave him courage when his best years were over. They didn’t have coke yet then. But they had pharmacists and vets with enough pills and potions, powders and injections. They all take coke now, the top jockeys and the mid-level jockeys. He thinks. But he doesn’t know for sure. They caught Starke at it the other day or the other year, in Hong Kong, what a great man, what a rider, but the hunger and the weight and the courage can really get you down. When there’s so much money at stake. Not like back in the day, it was peanuts then. Peanuts. His problem was that he didn’t speak English, otherwise he’d definitely have found something somewhere after the Wall fell. He thinks of that too while he puts his hands around the big cardboard cup of americano. And feels the night above the glass roof and behind the exits. The side exits. West and east. Through which a hot wind sometimes blows, making some nights warmer than the days.

         He pulls the collars of his trench coat together. He knows he smells, not badly but a little at least, he and his trench coat. He hasn’t had a shower in a long time, feels his greasy hair although it still looks fine, shiny and silver, when he combs it, and he knows that the fabric, his old trench coat, is no longer clean. He bought it in West Berlin, ’89. How long ago that is now, so long ago it’s almost not true… Coffee stains. Food stains. Tiny holes burnt by cigarettes. But it’s night and behind him, on the west side, is the black hole. And on the other side, in the east, the street with the drugs. Two black holes – shouldn’t they cancel each other out? Cocaine keeps him awake, now and then, when he needs it. He bought a gun as well but he threw it away, even though it… That must have been in the old deutschmark days, he’s not sure any more. These are the years and the nights. And the coffee and the fags and the coke. That he snorts so rarely. Because he used to have a gun before. And he has to keep away from the coke as well because he never wants to drink again.
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