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    Dedication

    To my father

  
    1

    The figure in the dark hooded cloak paid no attention to his cries of "I want to go back!" and continued walking across the field covered with fine gravel as if Carl had said nothing. An inner compulsion he could not explain drove him to follow the figure. The stranger stopped briefly in front of a ditch that had suddenly appeared, then disappeared into the depths. Before Carl knew it, he too was standing at the edge of the shaft, and a voice echoed up from below: "Now go to the end of your path!" As he wondered what the message could mean, a powerful suction pulled him down. He tried to claw his way to the edge, to brace himself with his feet, but the shaft wall flew past him as if he were in a mine elevator, and he slid down with his arms pressed against his body, the draft robbing him of his breath. When he reached the bottom, cold air rushed toward him. Braced against the wind, he walked along the rails toward the bright spot in the distance. He could no longer see the black figure.

    He woke up shivering, wrapped the blanket around himself, got up, and closed the window. Snow had fallen; overnight, it had become winter.

    Disturbing scenes often startled him awake, haunted him even during the day, enveloping his thoughts like a sticky spider web. He had the feeling that he was watching himself from outside, as if a second self had been inserted into him, and he didn't know which one was the real one, his own. In the evenings, he marched through the city for hours to escape the nightmares through exhaustion, but footsteps following him at a constant distance taught him that he couldn't shake them off. When he turned around, the sound stopped, but a strange shadow seemed to be waiting next to his own until he moved on.

    Since the appearance of that dark figure in the hooded cloak, he had been filled with an inexplicable inner restlessness. Later, he would discover that some of his nightmares had foreshadowed unpredictable events.

    External pressures increased his unease, starting with annoying pinpricks that grew in intensity, and adversities lined up like glass beads on a string. The tax office, insurance companies, and banks requested documents he had sent long ago, and vehicle inspections, including breathalyzer tests, ruined his evenings more than once.

    Some flowers were already drooping as he hurried through the dimly lit corridor on the top floor of the clinic to the patient's room. There was no response to his knocking, so he knocked more vigorously, pressed the handle, and found it open. He stepped inside and the door closed behind him. Searching for the light switch, he felt his way along the wall. A noise, like a cat sharpening its claws, made his pulse race. Stay calm, he told himself, bumping into a metal frame, apparently a bed, putting down the flowers, feeling his way further, grabbing an arm, letting go in horror, stumbling on until he found the door, throwing it open, rushing to the exit and breathing in the sharp sea air.

    When he complained to the information desk that he had been given the wrong room number, the woman in the white coat slid her index finger down a list and began to laugh. "Oh, I'm sorry, I got the pathology department." She wiped the tears of laughter from her eyes and giggled, "God, when I tell the others... The boss forgot to lock up again."

    He'll wonder about the flowers on the dead man's grave, thought Carl, postponing his visit to the hospital. On the way home, a patrol car waved him over because only the left headlight was on. He found replacement bulbs in the glove compartment, but now the police officer complained about the photo on his driver's license, saying he had to insert a new passport photo and have it stamped. Days later, he took the photo to the authorities, who told him that his driver's license would soon expire anyway, so it would be best to fill out the form right away and submit the documents marked with a cross. The mishaps piled up: his health insurance company refused to cover benefits that had previously been accepted, and the bank demanded his wife's signature when he wanted to transfer a large sum of money, even though he had reported her death months ago. To avoid spending an hour on hold, he complained in person at the tax office about errors in the notice, was sent from one department to another, and no one felt responsible. At the insurance company, he complained about premiums that had been debited twice, but the secretary with the low-cut top, who liked to show off what she had, brushed him off and sent him to the wrong floor. His rising anger prompted her to give in and say she would pass the matter on.

    At the airport, he searched the surrounding streets for his car, and his colleague from Russia laughed: "I didn't think thieves were as bad in Hamburg as they are back home." A billboard for a towing service gave him the idea to check with the police, and sure enough, they had had the car towed away, and he had to pay the costs plus a fine. "The police must think very highly of you," Elena said mockingly.

    He was annoyed by deep scratches in the car door; he suspected a student who hadn't done as well in his exam as he had expected. The insurance company increased his premium. The tax office sent a reminder for his tax return, which he had sent long ago. He called, and the official explained that it wasn't there. Carl asked for the number of the superior office, and the file was found. Bills for his late wife's operations were in the mailbox, which he had paid long ago.

    The accumulation of trivialities—the small print in life—was getting on his nerves, he realized as he stood at the ferry landing: the street lamp cast the shadow of a huge maple tree onto the quay, and he watched in amazement as a small one inside the large one seemed to follow him. As soon as Carl was on deck, the phantom had disappeared.

    Experiencing things in the dream world for which there was no explanation was normal, but the many bleak, fear-inducing images haunted him even in everyday life. He wandered through a desolate, gray, unfamiliar city, with an upright shadow walking beside him and talking to him. Was it a coincidence that incidents such as parking tickets, a blocked credit card, reminder letters, and tax assessments for his children, as if he were dead, were piling up?

    With the fax about a meeting in Moscow in his hand, he went to the elevator, the light went out, and when it flashed back on, a shadow ran along the wall, his own lying flat on the floor, as it should be. He hastily pressed the elevator button, quickly left the building, and hurried across the wet cobblestones to the ferry. He tried to ignore the shadow that stubbornly followed him from the wall, but it flitted along, not lying on the pavement, but walking parallel to him until they reached the ship. At home and in the office, instructions appeared on the screen telling him to do this and not to do that, giving him the feeling that someone was targeting him. He dismissed as absurd the suspicion that there was a connection between his misfortunes and the shadow games.

    But when companies demanded payment for goods that had not been ordered and never received, lawyers threatened legal action, and institutions passed on his data, he told a colleague that it might sound strange, but he felt that the net was closing in on him. His colleague, a psychologist, dismissed his fears with a laugh, saying that he probably watched too many crime shows.

    On a gray, overcast day, with no trees or houses casting shadows, two sinister figures led him to a neighborhood built in the Wilhelminian style and pushed him into a dilapidated, eerie house. Fortunately, it was only a dream. However, a company's threat to disable his PC if he did not pay was very real: no matter how many keys he pressed, the screen remained black. The specialist demanded the code and loaded the device into his van. As soon as it was working again, he realized that institutions had information that they hadn't obtained from him. The IT specialist's address could not be traced, and he had insisted on cash payment. A company from which he had allegedly ordered goods threatened to send people with special training, so he went to the police. Had he suffered any material damage? No? Then there was no reason to take action. When asked whether the police always took action only after a crime had been committed, the officer advised him to refrain from such insinuations, saying that his nagging had already been noticed by other departments and that, in any case, the criminal investigation department on the first floor was responsible. He described the problem again, and the officer hammered away at the keys, mentioning that only one person in the building worked with a computer and that the others had been disabled by viruses, leaving open whether it was the computers or the officers. The specialist said the easiest thing to do would be to pay the bill. When Carl replied irritably that he hadn't needed the police for that, he was given two numbers: call the short one if he was threatened again, but be sure to give the longer one. Over an hour at the authorities for a case number; he had assumed that the debt collection agency was the case to be resolved. There was a red note under his windshield wiper; his objection that he had been at the office the whole time earned him pitying looks and the explanation that this did not give him the right to disregard traffic regulations, which governed short-term parking zones. On his way out, Carl overheard someone saying that whoever kept getting into trouble with the police had usually done something wrong. Carl was the troublemaker; he had disrupted the routine. The collection agency threatened him again, he picked up the phone, a pleasant female voice: "Please hold, you will be connected as soon as a line becomes available." Ten times the announcement, music in between, a harsh male voice: "How can I help you?"

    "Computer fraud department, please." He gave the case numbers. Again, "Please hold." After ten minutes, he gave up.

    And again, a nightmare, now set in Russia. On the subway escalator, he pushed his way past people shouting abuse, rushed to the station concourse, looked for the platform, but the tracks were arranged in steps. Panting, he dragged his wheeled suitcase along the gravel between the tracks. The conductor raised the green disc, Carl threw the suitcase through the open sliding door into the luggage car and jumped on. Freezing, he sat between cardboard boxes and crates, got off at the first station, found his car, but the conductor wouldn't let him in. He couldn't find his bed card, even though he searched all his pockets. Perhaps for the first time in his life, he was glad to hear his alarm clock ring.

    The queue at customs was no dream; finally it was his turn, he threw his wallet, keys, and belt into the plastic box, passed through the X-ray machine, the pointer moving relentlessly forward. He had already missed a flight once before because his visa had expired a day earlier, thanks to sloppiness at the consulate general. His suitcase had been taken off the plane ready for takeoff, and the airport consul had charged him extra fees, in dollars of course, before allowing him to fly with another airline.

    Just as real was his experience with the "Omon," the feared mobile unit of the Ministry of the Interior. In the Mafia café, which was clean and had proper toilets, the food was good, and they ate herring in fur. The double doors were thrown open, four policemen with black masks and submachine guns at the ready stormed in, pushed open the door to the kitchen, searched the adjoining rooms, checked Carl's passport, and criticized the missing visa for the city. His girlfriend explained that foreigners didn't need to register, and the masked men left. Covering her mouth with her hand, she whispered, "Someone warned the gangsters." She rubbed her thumb and index finger together.

    The incident in the corridor through the GDR was no illusion either. Vopos patrolled the train with dogs, one of them yanked open the compartment door: "Passport control!" Carl handed over his passport and kept looking at the platform. "Turn around!" barked the policeman. Carl flinched, suddenly remembering the fortune teller's prophecy that he would be shot by firing squad at the age of forty-five. He was older now, but who takes what they read so literally, especially when the atmosphere fits? The thought raced through his mind: "My friend, the time has come." Sometimes the subconscious plays tricks on you, events from long ago flash into the present as if they had just happened.

    And constantly the footsteps behind or beside him, shadows that followed or accompanied him, gesticulating as if they had something urgent to tell him. Nightmares, memories, and shadow plays formed a labyrinth of fantasy and reality in which he sometimes lost his way.

    His father conjured him in a dream, telling him not to accept the million dollars for setting up a social institution, that it was a scam to get money out of him. In fact, a large sum was transferred to his account, and he sent it back immediately, telling no one, because they would have thought him crazy to refuse the money, especially for social purposes.

    He gradually got used to the shadow effects that accompanied him on his nightly wanderings and that shouldn't have been there given the way the light fell. One ran alongside his shadow, meters away, rushing ahead, its length unchanged even when the light came from the front. Sometimes he was overcome by an inexplicable feeling that a mysterious power had taken control of his existence, reducing him to a helpless passenger who could not go ashore because the ship continued to plow through high waves.
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    When the external pressure eased and the nightmares subsided, experiences from his youth returned to his dream world, reflecting his longing for security, for that period of his life that had been largely untouched by trials and tribulations, filled with hope, in which he had constantly made plans for the future. Just like back then, his father nodded when he agreed with a plan and shook his head when he disapproved, returning to life, at least in his dreams. Despite having a family, his father had remained lonely, walking to the river with his German shepherd in all weathers, always alone. Carl had inherited or picked up his father's penchant for solitude and now marched to the river, also alone. Rising mist enveloped the willows and alders, twilight settled softly over the land, and the tops of the poplar trees were only faintly visible against the sky. As a boy, living in the moment and convinced that the world was waiting for him, he had roamed the marshes with friends or alone, searching for colorful, rare stones on the shore, putting off annoying chores like poetry and vocabulary. He had to be home on time for dinner; his father didn't understand fun. Now he trudged along the same path through the scrub forest, tapping the ground with a stick, his fear of snakes dating back to when he had run away from home and been startled by the hissing of an adder while lying on an air mattress in a cave. He had squeezed through the cave opening with his air mattress and backpack, leaving the cloth bag behind, unwilling to go back at any price to retrieve the canned food his friends had organized for him. The beast had followed him to the fireplace and slithered toward him with its head raised. He had set up a new camp under an overhanging rock facing the valley, and after three days his provisions had been exhausted. His father had come to get him, his friends had chatted, and his mother had been heartbroken. That was a long time ago, much had changed, only the river remained the same. The wind blew a hole in the rising mist, the water glistened silver in the moonlight, and Carl sat down on a slate block on the spur that sloped gently into the water. A gravel island had formed in the calm water behind the spur, willow bushes had taken root, and a nylon stocking hung from one of them. As teenagers, they had built a hut on similar islands and roasted stolen corn cobs. Thunderstorms had turned the river into a raging monster, tearing away the island and the hut. No sooner had the sand dried than he ran to the river, lay down, watched the clouds sailing leisurely by, and daydreamed in broad daylight. His friends had mocked him: "Leave him alone, he's had his day!" Now gray strands streaked his hair, and he remained lonely. Marriage had alleviated this for a while, but soon he had retreated back into solitude, giving free rein to his thoughts.

    A veil of mist wafted over the gently lapping water, then suddenly there was a crunch in the sand as footsteps approached. A figure emerged from the gray, moving toward him with dragging steps. He wanted to jump up and flee, but couldn't get up.

    "Calm down," said a familiar voice he hadn't heard in a long time. "Don't worry, it's me, Father."

    Slowly, his rigidity loosened. "God, my nerves!"

    "They're fine. I want to talk to you." Carl couldn't get a word out. "Don't you want to say good evening and ask how I am where I am?"

    Carl stammered, "I think I'm..."

    The figure stepped toward him, placed a hand on his shoulder, but he couldn't feel anything. "You couldn't have known I was coming to visit you."

    "But you're..."

    "I died years ago, yes, my dear, I'm dead, dead as a doornail, as they say. Now go away."

    The shadowy figure drew closer, a yellowish flicker glowing in its eye sockets like candle stubs about to go out. "Am I dreaming? You're trudging through the sand and talking—we buried you!"

    The black figure circled him. "You've gotten older, son, let me guess: around fifty."

    "Fifty-four," confirmed Carl, running his hand through his hair. "Good thing it's getting dark, if someone came, they'd think I was crazy, talking to a shadow."

    "No one comes at this time of night. They might think so," agreed his father, "but they can neither hear nor see me."

    In the moonlight, Carl thought he could see his mischievous smile. "Impossible, you're smiling like you used to."

    "I wish."

    The black figure stood out sharply against the wall of fog. Where there's a shadow, there must be something casting it, Carl thought, but there was nothing. "And how are you doing where you are? You look terrible."

    "What do you think dead people look like? Where I am, you're neither good nor bad. I come to you in the same form as I did in the last weeks in the hospital. I don't feel the change, I just know that it's a privilege."

    "I can't believe it, Dad." Suddenly, the words slipped out: "I miss you, no one argues with me over wine, no one helps me out of a jam without asking what's in it for them. You often appear in my dreams, giving me advice."

    "Yes, my boy, now you even listen to it. You inherited my restlessness, you're lonely, just like I was." Without transition: "Oh, to sit in the sun on the west side of our house one more time, just once. But I didn't come here to complain..." Carl couldn't remember his father ever talking about feelings. As if he could read his mind, he said: "That's right, unless I'd had a few drinks. I was brought up never to show my emotions." He sat down on a tree stump. "It dries out the soul. I realized that late, too late." He was silent for a while. "Don't be surprised, I can see what you're thinking even in the dark." His face glowed green like phosphorescent wood, and a twisted, mocking smile appeared. "I've had plenty of time to ponder. You're thinking: Crazy, a dead man pondering." The glow faded. "You show your feelings even without alcohol; you take after your mother."

    Carl nodded. "You once said that Mother gave me an excess of imagination, which sounded like a reproach."

    "I wanted to prevent you from following in your grandfather's footsteps, from ruining your chances. I hoped you would succeed me in the factory, but you were drawn to foreign lands. I had no choice back then. The war and the post-war period demanded everything I had to ensure the survival of the family."

    After retirement, you would have had the time and means to travel with Mother, Carl thought, to offer her more. She had lunch ready at 12:15, dinner at 6:30, and coffee and cake at 4 on Sundays.

    "Yes, I was stuck in a rut and later didn't have the guts to turn things around." His figure merged with the darkness. "Now," he sneered, "I could pass for a ghost, because there's nothing to cast a shadow, I'm one myself." Carl was stunned to realize that his father knew what he was thinking. "You reenacted Tom Sawyer's adventures here, and now you're facing new adventures, and you sensed that something was waiting for you here." He pulled his coat closer around himself.

    In fact, Carl had felt compelled to run to the river, even though it was already dusk. "Do you want to put on my anorak?"

    His father's smile in the pale light looked ghostly; there was no mouth, just a hole. "Thanks for your concern, the anorak would fall to the ground, and I don't feel the cold anymore." Wafts of fog drifted across the water, and they sat silently side by side. "There I asked myself why I hadn't done this or that differently. It sounds absurd, you could interpret it as punishment, to forever reproach yourself for what you should have done differently." Father picked up a stick and drew in the sand.

    "You worked your whole life, never did anything wrong, took care of us."

    Father turned his head toward him. Carl was startled by the skull and called himself to order, telling himself that a dead man would look like a skull.

    "You're frightened by the change in my appearance. Yes, I was hardworking, but I made many mistakes. Where I am now, being able to dig into memories is a blessing. You're right to be surprised that we were allowed to keep our memories." He drew a circle in the sand, drew twelve thick lines, no hour hand, the minute hand was at five to twelve. "You will have to endure some hardship." He stood up. "Come here when I call you. Don't tell anyone, you know, deviating from the norm is not appreciated."

    Out of habit, Carl reached out his hand, but the figure had disappeared into the fog. He sat motionless on the stone, the night chill creeping into his limbs, unsure whether he had fallen asleep while sitting and dreamed, staring at the circle in the sand, the hands pointing to twelve, knowing he hadn't drawn it, resolving to put his imagination in chains; mixing dreams and reality was not good for him.

    In the house, he avoided creaking steps, even though the children had long since left home and his wife's ashes had been scattered at sea. She had wanted a burial at sea so that they would not have to make pilgrimages to her grave. From the wooden balcony, he stared at the river, lights in the village fighting against the blackness of the night, heard the swelling roar of a train, the thunder as it passed and quickly faded away. He had loved these messengers from afar even as a child.
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