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    Dedication
 

    To my dear family.

  
    Foreword
 

    Who hasn't experienced this? One moment it's summer, and suddenly Christmas is just around the corner! We simply didn't notice the transition, our heads still bubbling with summer experiences, our hair still full of wind and sand. Only hesitantly do we notice the onset of changeable and cooler weather. The occasional glance out of the study window at the increasingly bare trees and the steadily fading daylight on our way to and from work bear witness to the inexorable passage of the seasons and the approaching "quiet" time – the time for togetherness, for conversations, games, and making music.

    At the same time, we frantically work through our packed schedules. Changing the tires in time, planning the ski vacation, and taking care of things like tax returns, which should be done before the end of the year. On top of that, there are meetings with friends, the mother-in-law's milestone birthday, and configuring the new family laptop.

    And then? Then, suddenly and "unexpectedly", Christmas is upon us, and with it the whole range of Christmas preparations, such as baking cookies or making Advent decorations with the children. In addition, there are extra choir rehearsals to attend, Christmas presents to buy, and various Advent celebrations to plan. This brings us to the actual topic, namely the tedious search for a funny Christmas story for the Advent celebration—where to find one?

    I found myself in exactly this situation many years ago and decided then and there that from now on, I would simply make up a story myself for each of the coming years. And so, year after year, my folder filled up with another story. To some, they may seem a little wacky—exaggerated, often unrealistic. But it is precisely in many of our seemingly "normal" everyday situations that this comedy or comic tragedy, often perfectly staged by life but frequently unnoticed by us, is hidden. The surreality and originality of it are often unsurpassable, but sometimes only become truly apparent to us in reflection.

    All stories are fictional. They make no claim to convey political or educational messages, are certainly often politically incorrect – and if so, then never deliberately disrespectful! – and often tend to undermine scientific principles. They are just stories, nothing more. But what all these stories have in common is that it is precisely the peculiarity of the external circumstances that ultimately leads those affected to the vague suspicion that what Christmas is all about may have been revealed in what they have just experienced.

    I hope you enjoy reading these stories as much as I enjoyed devising them.

  
    On Thinking and Steering
 

    
      Deep in the heart of the Swabian Alb, where the turquoise-shimmering Great Gellsee gently laps the soft, hilly mountain landscape at the foot of the Au mountain, lies Östlingen. A small, sleepy town with many well-kept single-family homes, which, with their clean red roofs and spruced-up front yards, arranged like a chessboard, along otherwise silent and deserted streets, could give the impression of a radioactively contaminated and evacuated ghost town to the interested city tourist who have been misguided by his navigation device on his way to Stuttgart. Only the occasional clattering of dishes here and there and the uniform, pungent smell of roasting meat, which wafts thickly and heavily through the winding residential streets at lunchtime, can be interpreted as evidence of human life. For geographically interested listeners and readers whose next promising exotic vacation destination is in danger of wavering in view of today's youth-dominated climate debate and its often intra-family upheavals, Östlingen is highly recommended. What's more, as a vacation spot for families with one or more adolescents suffering from CO
      2
       and fine dust mania, Östlingen could even be the key to a lasting cure, a kind of "Bad Östlingen", so to speak.
    

    Östlingen is crossed from north to south by a narrow thoroughfare, which is intersected in the center, characterized by the presence of a small, unadorned drinking hall, by an agricultural road. The thoroughfare connects the branch of a large, well-known Spaetzle manufacturer located about four kilometers to the south and employing around 1,400 people, with the district town of Gellheim, located about the same distance away but to the north, which has a population of around 40,000 and is considered the cultural mecca of the surrounding area by local standards, where the village youth party wildly on weekends.

    Due to Östlingen's central geostrategic location, a special traffic situation now occurs twice a day, requiring the full concentration of the village police officer Bernd August Pfäudle. Between 7:30 and 7:45 a.m., an avalanche of cars and motorcycles of tsunami-like proportions rushes through Östlingen from Gellheim, heading for the Spaetzle factory. The same phenomenon occurs again after the factory closes at 5:00 p.m., but in the opposite direction. After that, the town sinks back into its morphine-like twilight state.

    Mr. Pfäudle then usually seeks out the drinking hall, exhausted, to engage in passionate philosophical discussions with the village pastor, Gotthilf Schäufele, who is there preparing his sermon over one or sometimes (depending on the difficulty of the sermon) two half-quarters of wine, in order to recognize the pint of his professional work in Östlingen... hic, pardon... to recognize the point of it. As a rule, the conversation follows the same pattern and usually ends in a cheerful mood with Pastor Schäufele's desperate groans about the church always being packed during Sunday mass.

    "And if I stood up and read out the stock market prices from the „Gellheimer Boten“ newspaper, they would all come." – Why? – Because that's what a good Christian does on Sundays in Östlingen near Gellheim.

    Well, in the middle of this peaceful and slow-paced place is the Pfleiderers' bungalow. Robert and Dorothea Pfleiderer met at the Church Congress in Stuttgart twenty years ago. "You are the salt of the earth" was the motto at that time. After he confessed to her around the campfire that he was a civil servant with pension rights and she found feminism totally stupid, they fell head over heels in love, at least by Swabian standards. While Robert has always been committed to environmental protection and disarmament, Dorothea volunteers in Pastor Schäufele's church community. The fact that she has not been able to introduce her beloved daughter Sibylle to the Christian faith in any form is something she still considers a bitter defeat in her parenting.

    Meanwhile, Sibylle was studying social sciences far away at the University of Karlsruhe and lived in a small room in a shared apartment in a Karlsruhe suburb – together with Klaus Berends and Felix Notdübele, both law students in their sixteenth and twenty-second semester, respectively – the length and history of their studies was not possible to be reconstructed in detail. To finance his studies, Klaus drove the huge illuminated American Coca-Cola Christmas advertising truck, which can be admired at many large discount stores on Advent Saturdays, from location to location. Sibylle was lucky with her roommates. They hit it off and got along from the start. Sibylle felt particularly attracted to Felix, and so it came to pass that, as Christmas approached, Sibylle became pregnant. Judging by her gynecologist and her almost uncontrollable appetite for Christmas stollen with mustard, it was likely to become a boy, but there were no outward signs of this yet. However, this news hit Sibylle and Felix like a bolt from the blue, and so the parental anticipation they had expected was clouded by worries about the future and how to break the news to their parents gently.

    During this time, the three friends formed an inseparable bond. Felix bought his first law books and pored over them, looking for possible legal steps to take to hold society liable for the welfare of his small, low-income family. Every evening during dinner, he would get worked up and make passionate speeches about how seriously society should take the drop in the birth rate and the consequent decline of Western culture, about "Fridays for Babies" and so on and so forth.

    Klaus was always a loyal friend. He tried to support the couple wherever he could and take some of the work off their hands. At the same time, he couldn't resist letting them know every now and then with a mischievous wink that it was actually their fault that he now couldn't finish his studies on time. So the days passed and the Christmas visit to Sibylle's parents drew closer and closer.

    Sibylle's parents were really looking forward to their daughter's visit and, of course, to meeting her two roommates, whom Sibylle had invited to visit her parents for the first time. Dorothea cleaned and decorated the house, and Robert checked carefully ... no, no, that's not what I meant... he checked carefully the time table to make sure that all the repairs and renovations to the house were finished on time. He had been retired for three months and was now using the extra time to renovate their house to make it age-appropriate and climate-neutral. He was really enjoying it, and Dorothea was more than happy with the arrangement. After all, they lived by the motto "divide et impera" or "divide and rule". This was the coalition agreement that they had both laboriously agreed upon, after occational skirmishes over competence and alleged territorial claims related to Robert's sudden and constant presence – given his retirement - repeatedly sparked and had to be urgently settled peacefully.

    Robert's latest project was to switch to wind energy by installing his own wind turbine. He had proudly sent his notice of termination to the energy supplier in early summer, perhaps a little prematurely, as completion was expected in the fall according to plan. Well, like the construction management of Berlin Airport, Robert had also been able to study the much-praised efficiency of the German construction industry in detail. As a result, he decided to erect the mast, which was three months overdue, after Christmas and to install the propeller on the roof ridge using a temporary frame. It worked quite well. Even when it felt like there was no wind, the wind turbine still turned fast enough to carry out the most important household chores – at least as long as no large delivery van was parked on the roadside to leeward, blocking the wind flow. In the event of a complete lull, Mr. Pfleiderer had taken precautions and attached a hand crank to the frame on the roof ridge, which could be used to turn the propeller in an emergency and thus try to bridge what would hopefully only be a short-term "blackout". Greta Thunberg would be proud of him.

    Far away in Karlsruhe, meanwhile, Sibylle, Klaus, and Felix sat together at the table with their worried heads resting on their arms, sipping hot tea and racking their brains to figure out how to gently break the news of the special "circumstances" to Sibylle's parents. There was no danger to be expected from Felix's side. He had nine siblings, and his battle-hardened, pragmatic parents signaled that another child would hardly be noticeable. The clothes and shoes would be passed down from the oldest to the youngest anyway, as they had already successfully done for themselves with their grandparents' dentures.

    As they sat there and Sibylle's gaze happened to fall on the Advent candle, she had an idea. Her mother was very religious and loved children, and Christmas, the celebration of the birth of the baby Jesus, was always very meaningful to her.

    "Aren't we also something like a young family looking for a place to stay in this cold world?"

    Felix wrinkled his nose a little. "And you think that trick will work?"

    "Sure," replied Sibylle. "We just have to wait for the right moment. We'll tell her after the Christmas story that my father always reads before we open presents, then she'll be in the right emotional mood!"

    Klaus, however, argued that we shouldn't leave the "right" mood entirely up to Sibylle's mother's daily state of mind, but perhaps add something else to help.

    "Yes!" Sibylle immediately piped up. "We'll pretend we want to name the boy after a... a... a prophet, then she'll melt."

    All three nodded happily in agreement, firmly believing that they had just come up with a very clever plan. Since there was no Bible at hand, they quickly googled the four great prophets.

    Felix slowly spelled out their names: "Daniel, Ezekiel, Jeremiah, and Isaiah."

    They looked at each other questioningly.

    "Daniel is too normal—but Ezekiel is cool!"

    Klaus protested, "Are you crazy? You can't do that to a boy these days: E-ze-kiel!"

    "It's just for Christmas," Sibylle interjected irritably. "After he's born, no one will remember it. Then he'll get a nice modern name."

    "And Klaus!" Sibylle had a sudden thought. "You'll be Santa Claus before the presents are handed out! Remember, we have to pull out all the stops. You have to make a good impression."

    Everything was prepared, the house was decorated, and the Christmas goose in the oven spread a tempting aroma. Sibylle's parents were exhausted but happy when the doorbell rang. Dorothea opened the door and gave her daughter a warm hug. Sibylle introduced Felix and apologized for Klaus, who would unfortunately be a little late because he still had to work on his closing argument for a trial tomorrow.

    "That is very commendable!" said Sibylle's father, impressed. "We don't want his client to go to prison because of us!"

    In reality, Klaus was sitting sweating on the seat of his super Christmas truck, looking at his watch and knowing that he wouldn't be able to drive the truck to the company premises and park there in time. He decided to drive straight to Östlingen and bring the truck back to the company afterwards. And so he turned into the narrow thoroughfare to Östlingen, parked his huge flashing vehicle in front of Pfleiderer's house, right next to the windmill, and quickly dressed up as Santa Claus.

    Everyone was already sitting comfortably in the dining room with stollen and hot tea when a bell rang and Klaus, uh, Santa Claus, entered the room uninvited. Joyfully astonished, everyone jumped up and was presented with treats, praises, but also reprimands, which urgently needed to be remedied in the coming year. Robert and Dorothea were delighted with this great idea, peeled their poor fellow student out of his costume, and thanked Klaus warmly.

    "Right, Robert, you'll have to do something like this later, once we have a granddaughter," laughed Sibylle's mother, looking lovingly and mischievously into her daughter's frozen eyes.

    "Grandson, more likely!" Klaus exclaimed joyfully, unaware that he had just deviated from the script when he suddenly realized from the looks Sibylle and Felix were giving him that they were glaring at him like poison arrows. Sibylle's mother had not missed these subtleties, and Robert looked back and forth between his daughter and his wife with his jaw hanging open. Klaus immediately recognized the seriousness of the situation and tried to save the day with a reassuring interjection: "But we'll call him Ezekiel!" he added with a cheerful smile. There was a sudden silence. Dorothea stood frozen, as if a movie had been interrupted and the projector had stopped on the last frame. Robert's jaw dropped steadily lower and lower, so that anatomically it was to be feared that it would soon fall off. Sibylle and Felix didn't dare move, believing that even the slightest trigger could lead to a nuclear catastrophe.

    Well, television viewers, or as we like to call ourselves today, the cineastes among us, are well aware of this situation as a classic stylistic tool. At the climax of for instance a family celebration that began harmlessly and cheerfully, the relationships between the protagonists are gradually revealed. Once it becomes clear that pretty much everyone has slept with everyone else and the situation is hopelessly complicated, something happens that surpasses everything else in terms of its dynamics: the little son or daughter has fallen into a stream outside and is in danger of drowning, or is clinging with its last ounce of strength to a branch that is currently preventing her or him from falling into the rocky gorge, but is increasingly threatening to give way. Immediately, the Gordian knot is untied and everyone unites in solidarity toward the higher goal: saving the child. After a positive outcome, they usually find their way back to amicable relations with one another—the end—curtain.
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