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    ***

    "You don't write because you want to say something.

    You write because you've got something to say."

    F. Scott Fitzgerald

    This statement is written on the cover of a small brown notebook that my wife gave me as a gift for my early retirement on May 1, 2019. When she gave me the notebook, she told me that I could use it to jot down my inspirations for short stories immediately and anywhere, so that they wouldn't be forgotten. What an excellent idea! This allowed me to immediately jot down many thoughts and ideas in keywords. That way, they couldn't slip away from my memory. When I opened the notebook, I found a short dedication from my wife, in which she wrote that she would be happy to read the results, i.e., the fully formulated short stories and nuances. Reading these kind words from my dear wife warmed my heart—once again and again.

    ***

  
    Foreword

    When I held my first completed book in my hands in July 2024, I felt great joy and satisfaction. I was grateful that I had succeeded in this project thanks to the fantastic support of novum Publisher. Even while my first book was being born, I had already begun to put more short stories and nuances down on paper. After a smooth nine-month writing period, the manuscript for my second book saw the light of day.

    I owe it to numerous experiences with my fellow human beings and all kinds of headlines in various media for providing me with enough material for further texts. The principle of truths and half-truths also lives on in this second book.

    Once again, there are 33 short stories that are intended to make you smile and think. Why 33 and not 30 or 40? The number 33 has a special meaning for me and my family, as we lived for a very long time in Neuchâtel in a house with the number 33. We have all taken this number into our hearts in some way. And there it will remain for us as a symbolic home.

    I hope you enjoy my second book, stories 34 to 66. Sit back and let yourself be surprised.
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    Peppered Terror Suspicion

    A few days before Easter 2009, my wife and I were walking through the transit area of Porto Airport with our hand luggage. Our TAP Portuguese airline plane had landed a few minutes earlier, coming from Geneva, after a short flight to this city on the Atlantic coast north of Lisbon. From Porto, we were to continue on to Funchal, the capital of the world-famous flower island of Madeira, which also belongs to Portugal. My wife had chosen this island to celebrate our 20th wedding anniversary. Although we celebrated our wedding anniversary only in September, if you wanted to admire the fantastic bloom of this island jewel in the Atlantic, you had to visit it in the spring.

    We didn't have much time for our transfer in Porto. Although we had already successfully passed the mandatory security check at Geneva Airport, we had to go through the same tedious procedure again in Porto. When it was our turn, I put my windbreaker on the conveyor belt, among other things. My windbreaker passed through the X-ray channel under the watchful eye of the inspector sitting at the screen. I realized that the trained eyes of the inspector must have seen something suspicious, because she quickly took my windbreaker off the conveyor belt, opened one of the side pockets, and took out a small object. It turned out to be pepper spray. When I saw the pepper spray in the inspector's hands, I said to myself: "Shit! Shit happens!" Only now I realized that I had completely forgotten to take the pepper spray out of my windbreaker before our trip and leave it at home. Out of habit, I always carried the pepper spray with me for our own protection against dogs we encountered on our daily walks. Dogs that, unfortunately, were not always well trained and had even tried to bite us. I would have used the pepper spray if one of these dogs had become too dangerous. Despite a few critical situations, I have never had to use the spray. One more reason why it had been forgotten in my windbreaker.

    At the security check at Porto airport, I was immediately suspected of terrorism because of this pepper spray. No joke! The security officer used the word "terrorist" on the phone to the person she was talking to. "Wow, now it's getting exciting," I said to my slightly shocked wife. "What's going to happen now? Will we still be able to catch our flight to Funchal on time?" We knew we weren't terrorists, but the Portuguese security forces didn't know that yet.

    It took less than ten minutes before I was picked up by four, yes four, airport police officers. My wife had to stay behind alone and worried. I was escorted by the strict officers to a security forces control office. Once there, I had to answer numerous questions. I also mentioned that my pepper spray had gone undetected during the security check at Geneva Airport. The officers took note of this without further comment. For me, however, the inaccuracy of the security check at Geneva Airport left a bad aftertaste. How trustworthy and reliable were such checks anyway? Not to mention security checks in other, less developed countries.

    In addition to answering numerous questions, I had to fill out countless forms. This inevitably reminded me of a saying often heard in Switzerland: "From the cradle to the grave, forms, forms." This was not only true for Switzerland, but apparently also for Portugal. After what felt like a long time, this tedious procedure was finally over. The airport police had realized that I was a completely harmless, run-of-the-mill Swiss tourist with no terrorist intentions. Now everything went a little faster. An officer led me through the airport on a winding path back to my waiting wife. She was extremely happy to finally see me safe and sound again, and we were both very grateful to be reunited.

    Throughout this unexpected incident, I was treated very correctly and with decency by the Portuguese security forces. There was nothing to criticize. All the officers involved communicated with me in French or English. Portuguese was and is not my thing at all. Even today, I still don't understand a word of it.

    
      My wife and I were immediately escorted to the plane by a flight attendant from TAP. After the pepper spray incident, we were able to board our vacation flight just in time. The looks on the faces of the other passengers, who were forced to wait for us, spoke volumes. But we didn't really care in that situation. The main thing was that we were finally on board. Nothing now stood in the way of our connecting flight to Funchal. The pepper spray terror suspicion had come to a happy end after all. We made ourselves comfortable in our seats, enjoyed our newfound togetherness, and looked forward even more to our early two-week wedding vacation in Madeira.
       1
    

    The pepper spray remained in the custody of the airport police, of course. A few months later, upon my request, I learned from the Portuguese police that our pepper spray had found a place in an exhibition at the police headquarters in Lisbon. A small explanatory sign next to our pepper spray read in Portuguese: "Peppered Terror Suspicion."

    
      

    

    ***

    "Humor is when you laugh anyway."

    Otto Julius Bierbaum

    I have made this statement countless times in both positive and negative moments to this day. I am convinced that a healthy sense of humor helps us to cope with and get through difficult times better, without having to neglect compassion and empathy. Do you understand what I mean?

    ***

    
      

    

    
      1
       In the past, approaching the airport was difficult because it is located directly on the slope of a steep coast where strong winds can occur and the runway was relatively short at 1,800 meters. For this reason, only three airlines and very experienced pilots were allowed to fly to this airport. On September 15, 2000, the new runway, extended to 2777 meters, was opened, allowing all types of aircraft and airlines to land there.
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    "Happy Birthday" fake

    In late fall 1986, I spent four eventful weeks on vacation with a very good friend, Kurt, in eastern Canada and New England, a wonderful region in the eastern United States. We deliberately chose this time of year for our trip so that we could enjoy the Indian summer to the fullest. The natural surroundings were simply fantastic: the different colors of the vast landscapes, endless forests, turquoise blue lakes, and rivers sparkled in the sunlight – indescribably beautiful. Until then, I had only heard about Indian summer. Now I was able to experience it for myself. I had never seen such bright yellow and red maple leaves in real life. It seemed almost kitschy, yet it was natural. We were so amazed that we could hardly keep up with taking photos and filming.

    When you are blessed with so much beauty, it is well worth a visit to the city of Boston. We definitely wanted to stop in this beautiful city on the Atlantic Ocean on our way to New York. Kurt knew a student there, Steve, who invited us to stay in his mini studio. Of course, we gladly accepted this invitation. Due to the high US dollar at the time, we were able to save a few francs this way. When we entered the mini studio, we immediately realized that it was not a mini studio, but a super mini studio. We felt like we were in a rabbit hutch, but at least we had a place to sleep. From our military service, we were more than used to cramped quarters.

    In the evening, Steve took us to a good mid-range restaurant in downtown Boston. Kurt and I wanted to treat him to dinner since he had opened the door of his super mini studio for us to stay the night. The restaurant seemed to be well known in Boston because it was very busy that evening. We just managed to find a table where the three of us could sit.

    After the appetizer and main course, all three of us still felt like dessert. Kurt and I looked at Steve and told him that it was his birthday today. "But it's not my birthday today," Steve replied, quite astonished. "That doesn't matter at all," I replied. "We'll tell the wait staff that it's your birthday and ask if they would treat birthday boys and girls to dessert. We've done this before at other places. Most of the time it worked without any problems, and the restaurants offered a free dessert. So let's seize the opportunity and try it at this restaurant too. And you, Steve, you're the birthday boy!" "No, no, no! That's out of the question. I'm not going along with that. It'll never work, never ever. I'm a student and I don't want to risk any trouble," Steve initially vehemently resisted our suggestion. However, we didn't give up so quickly and worked on Steve with our arguments and experiences until he finally agreed. Although somewhat reluctantly, he agreed. "Great, Steve! You'll enjoy it. You'll see. We'll have a great time. Just let us do it. Like I said, all you have to do is say 'yes' when asked if it's really your birthday today. All right?" Steve agreed, but you could see from a distance that he was feeling uneasy.

    Now it was time for the next phase. At my signal, the waitress came to our table. I explained to her that it was Steve's birthday and that we were here to celebrate. "Does your restaurant offer a birthday dessert or something else?" I asked, looking as innocent as possible. "Oh, happy birthday, Steve!" said the waitress to Steve, who thanked her warmly. An actor couldn't have done it better. The waitress continued: "Yes, of course. We are happy to offer dessert in such cases." "Great, that's very nice of you, thank you very much," we all replied in unison and very credibly.

    We didn't have to wait long. After about 15 minutes, several members of staff came to our table singing "Happy Birthday" and served us a wonderful dessert with beaming smiles. All three of us were delighted with the successful surprise for our Steve. He still couldn't believe that everything had gone so smoothly. We enjoyed the wonderful birthday dessert, which was excellent and beautifully presented. Although Steve's "Happy Birthday" was a fake, we didn't feel guilty and were able to digest the free dessert well.

    Finally, we said goodbye to the restaurant staff with a generous tip, stepped outside in good spirits, and made our way home to Steve's super mini studio. Steve still couldn't quite believe that everything had gone so well and that he had had so much fun.

    A few days later, Kurt and I continued our journey to New York. We said goodbye to Steve with a "Happy Birthday to you!" He doubled over with laughter once again, an unforgettable experience for all of us.

    I don't know if Steve has since gotten a free dessert in a restaurant with a fake "Happy Birthday" again.

    
      

    

    ***

    In our turbulent and fragile world, an incredible amount happens every day. Our cell phone screens flood us with news from around the world in a matter of seconds. Provided the cell phone is turned on, of course. Happy and sad, positive and negative, truths and lies—everything is there. Our brain then faces the almost impossible challenge of processing the messages that bombard us through our eyes and ears. It also takes all the necessary precautions to ensure that people confronted with a cell phone can continue to function reasonably well despite all this good, bad, or fake news.

    
      When our brain reaches its limits in this strenuous and laborious work and simply can't take it anymore,
       2
       it sends an "SOS" with its last ounce of strength to the fingers dancing around on the cell phone:
    

    "Turn off your cell phone, now!"

    We can only hope that our fingers will immediately respond to this SOS from our precious brain without any ifs, ands, or buts before something worse happens.

    ***

    
      

    

    
      2
       Today, this phenomenon is also referred to as informational density stress.
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    Hard bread in combat uniform

    
      "Forward march!" I didn't complete my recruit training until I was 22. I wanted to finish my training at the PTT facilities
       3
       before embarking on my national defense training. In the summer of 1979, the time had come. I received my call-up to enter the infantry recruit school in Liestal BL
       4
       . Within a very short time, like all my fellow sufferers, I mutated from a civilian to a recruit.
    

    Back then, we new recruits weren't given any time to adjust psychologically. No, old-school military service immediately took over our daily lives: uncomfortable clothes in various shades of green, gray, and blue, colorful combat uniforms with hundreds of straps and buttons to adjust for individual comfort, black hard leather marching boots, all kinds of impractical equipment, metal beds with thin mattresses, very little space to store military and personal belongings, and limited leave. In addition, we were ordered around all day, sometimes even at night. During the day, there was yelling, commanding, and running. Only during night exercises were commands given quietly, which was called "night language." For 17 weeks, we were trained and drilled to be ready for action. During this intense military phase, it was very beneficial that I was in top physical shape at the time. I was therefore able to cope with all the physical exertion more or less without any problems. I was also able to cope very well with little sleep.

    During the 17 weeks of recruit school, we were outside in nature in all weathers, in more or less fresh air, for training and education purposes. Without my military service, I would never have experienced numerous fascinating sunrises and sunsets in wonderful mountain and hill landscapes. The straw-lined cow barns in alpine landscapes, which served as our sleeping quarters for long periods of time, were also unforgettable. No electricity, no artificial light, and only cold water from the well in front of the barn for personal hygiene. Wonderfully refreshing, especially early in the morning after getting up.

    I also appreciated the great camaraderie. "One for all, all for one" was not just a cliché, we actually lived and experienced this in our group during recruit school. I was also fortunate to have capable military superiors. They were very demanding, but always fair. Good work and performance were always rewarded.

    
      So it was no surprise that all these experiences ultimately led me to continue in the military and enroll in NCO school. After successfully completing NCO school and earning the military rank 
      5
      , I wanted to take the next step and attend officer school. No sooner said than done. This was followed by extremely tough weeks of training to become an officer at the barracks in the city of Zurich
       6
      . During this intensive training, we were deliberately pushed to our physical and mental limits several times. Mind you, the whole thing was voluntary! We could have thrown in the towel and left this club at any time. However, my determination and pride did not allow this to happen.
    

    One of the experiences that stayed with me was the so-called survival week. It began on a Sunday evening immediately after enlistment and lasted until noon the following Saturday. It was tough going, far away from civilization. Forests and mountain landscapes formed the backdrop, with sparse food and even sparser sleep. In addition, one military exercise followed another. Order after order. Leadership under challenging conditions. Despite the extreme fatigue and hunger, we had to remain alert and not let the "enemy" take us by surprise. During our numerous marches, it happened more than once that I fell asleep briefly from exhaustion while marching and only woke up when I stumbled, luckily avoiding a fall just in time, most of the time. Sometimes, however, my comrades and I fell flat on our faces. We helped each other back to our feet and treated the mostly minor injuries to our hands and faces. After a week, we were all at the end of our tether. Exhausted, at the end of our strength.

    
      Nevertheless, on Saturday morning we marched more or less in order toward our goal, which marked the end of survival week. To my great delight, while feeling around in the numerous pockets and bags of my combat uniform, I found a small piece of hard bread. Unbelievable but true, a gift from heaven. I bit off a small piece of this hard bread and let it more or less melt in my mouth. I wanted to eat and enjoy this little bite, which I had found in my combat uniform in a completely unexpected way, very slowly. At that moment, a comrade walking directly behind me turned to me and asked, "Hey, Kummer, can you please give me a piece of your bread? I'm starving to death."
       7
       I then shared the small, hard piece of bread with him, for which he was very grateful.
    

    Soon after, we arrived at our destination, exhausted but proud and happy. The survival week was over and we were all at the end of our tether, at the end of our strength. We had all learned our limits that week, several times, in different situations. It was a valuable life experience that I was able to draw on again and again later in life.

    In this short week, I had lost a whopping eight kilos. In addition, I had only been able to sleep for 16 hours between the start and end of the exercise, mostly in small amounts.

    The final experience with the small, hard piece of bread is burned into my memory. Since then, bread has been the absolute be-all and end-all of food for me.

    
      

    

    ***

    "Man does not live by bread alone,

    sometimes it has to be cake!"

    I used to mention this self-creation whenever I wanted to treat my palate to dessert after a meal. I love desserts, provided my stomach signals after the main course that it still has room for a little sweet treat. I immediately acknowledge this positive message from my stomach with an inner "Joy reigns!" Then I instruct my eyes and brain to search for and select a suitable dessert.

    ***

    
      

    

    
      3
       Post, telephone, and telegraph services
    

    
      4
       BL = Baselland, half-canton in northwestern Switzerland
    

    
      
        5
         Every military rank had to be earned, which meant that recruits had to complete recruit training in their newly attained military function.
      

      
        6
         The barracks where we were stationed at the time were located in the center of Zurich, near the main train station.
      

      
        7
         These were his exact words, which I have never forgotten, even though the whole thing was merely a voluntary military exercise that took place in a peaceful country.
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    Dream perfume became Room perfume

    Every year: Mother's Day. He had already entered the date in his iPhone's electronic calendar at the beginning of the year. He wanted to make sure that his cell phone would remind him of this important event in good time. How practical. Yes, despite all its negative aspects, an iPhone also has its positive uses. A week before the date in question, his cell phone dutifully, or rather technically, reminded him that Mother's Day was in a week. "Thanks, iPhone," he said, more to himself than to anyone else.

    He wanted to spoil his wife on Mother's Day. He warned her in advance and told her that she didn't need to do any shopping. "I'll take you out to lunch," he said to her. "Just the two of us. I've already reserved a table at a restaurant with a view of the lake." She was very happy about this and was surprised that he hadn't forgotten the date this time, unlike last year. That had been a minor disaster.

    In addition to lunch at the restaurant, he wanted to surprise his wife with a small gift. It had to be a special perfume. The price didn't matter. It was for his wife, who spoiled him again and again throughout the year. She more than deserved these thoughtful gestures.

    So after work, he stopped at a perfume shop. A saleswoman approached him and asked : "Can I help you?" "Oh, yes, please," he replied. "I'm looking for a perfume for my wife. It should smell nice, not too overpowering, not too sweet. Could you make some suggestions?" "Yes," said the perfumed saleswoman with the colorfully made-up face. "Please follow me," she whispered kindly with a smile. They both pushed their way past the seemingly endless wall of perfume bottles and small perfume boxes. He felt like he was in a paradise for fragrances. He was glad that the saleswoman sprayed various perfumes from the huge selection onto a small white piece of paper and then handed them to him to smell, each with a little comment. So far, so good. But he felt completely overwhelmed. As a non-perfume expert, how was he supposed to find the right fragrance for his wife? After smelling one of these slips of paper for the tenth time, he threw in the towel. "I really don't know which fragrance to choose," he said to the saleswoman. She looked at him sympathetically and thought to herself: "Typical man, doesn't even know his wife's favorite scents. Really!" In an encouraging tone, she replied to the slightly desperate man with good intentions: "Based on your brief description of your wife and her age, I recommend this perfume." She showed him the light green bottle with its precious contents once more. He smelled the accompanying white slip of paper again and then said: "Yes, thank you, I'll take that. My wife will surely love this fragrance." At least, he sincerely hoped so and was relieved to have reached the end of the arduous selection process.

    Smelled, done. After paying the hefty price for a few milliliters of perfume with his credit card, the saleswoman wrapped the precious elixir in gift paper. Satisfied, he left the perfume shop after a full 45 minutes and took a deep breath of the fresh evening air. How wonderful, this fresh air! It was his favorite perfume. Mother's Day could come, he was ready.

    On Mother's Day, he and his wife enjoyed a wonderful meal for two at a beautifully set table in the restaurant he had reserved. Everything was perfect. The service was also very friendly and competent. There was nothing to complain about. After dessert, he presented his wife with the small package. She was pleasantly surprised. After such a wonderful lunch for two, a gift too! She wasn't used to that at all. She carefully tore open the wrapping paper with her practiced fingers and – "Oh!" she exclaimed. "Oh, wonderful, perfume. I can really use that. I don't know this brand, but I'm sure it will be good." She sprayed a little perfume on her wrist and smelled it. "Lovely, thank you very much, you chose it very well. Thank you, that's really sweet of you!" "I got advice from a saleswoman with colorful makeup. I'm glad you like the scent," he replied, visibly relieved to have hit the mark. They chatted for a while longer and then left in good spirits and headed home.
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