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The hotel near Alexanderplatz tried hard to look international. Chrome handles, carpet smelling faintly of industrial cleaner, and a lobby café serving burnt coffee in white cups stamped with the chain’s logo. Above the reception desk hung a clock showing three time zones. None of them mattered in Berlin.

The receptionist smiled the way receptionists were trained to, pleasant and flat, never warm enough to invite conversation. Her name tag read Anja. She asked if his journey had been comfortable, if he needed a wake-up call, if he wanted breakfast included. Each answer he gave was clipped, polite, the kind that would be forgotten the second she looked away. 

Behind him, a pair of Italian tourists argued softly about directions while a businessman dropped his key card twice, muttering under his breath. The lobby smelled faintly of wet wool and strong coffee. The Trainer kept his gaze low. 

He had stood in lobbies like this from Singapore to Toronto, fifty countries, hundreds of cities, all interchangeable once you stripped away the décor. The clocks lied, and the smiles vanished once you turned your back.

The Trainer set his black bag on the counter while the receptionist handed him a plastic key card. His tie was navy, his suit pressed but ordinary. He had the kind of face that blurred with the faces behind him in the check-in line. Forgettable.

He rode the elevator with three tourists. One pointed at the Fernsehturm visible through the glass wall, the television tower stabbing the grey sky. Nobody met each other’s eyes. It was Berlin.

In his room, he opened the curtains. The square below was busy with trams and buses. Students hurried under umbrellas even though the rain was light. The Trainer unpacked his bag onto the desk. Flipchart markers in black, blue, and green. A stack of handouts printed on glossy paper. A laptop with a slide deck about building trust. Beneath the papers lay something else, wrapped in cloth. He adjusted it once, then closed the bag again.

His phone buzzed. A single text. The one in the navy suit. You will know him.

He deleted the message and turned to his notes. The workshop began at nine sharp.

——-
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The conference room was on the second floor. Thin carpet, fluorescent lights, and a window that looked over the tram stop. A long table stood in the corner with pitchers of water, glasses, and a stack of stale pastries. At the front, a flipchart leaned against the wall beside a projector already humming. On a small table near the door, plastic name tags waited in cheerful blue font.

He walked the room once, measuring it like a stage. Chairs turned by degrees, not measures. The front row pulled a fraction closer, the back row nudged outward to make retreat easy but visible. At the wall thermostat he tapped the setting down two clicks and slid the little plastic lock into place. Comfort mattered less than control. The chairs at the front were spaced to the centimetre, with one angled a hair off true. Even the markers on the flipchart tray, black, blue, green, sat in deliberate order. The layout looked symmetrical. It was not.

The group trickled in with the awkward rhythm of people who would rather be anywhere else. Jackets hung over the backs of chairs, briefcases thumped onto the floor. Three men from sales arrived together, voices too loud, joking in half-English to show they had traveled before. Two finance analysts sat stiff near the wall, already clicking their pens, counting the cost of the morning in minutes. A logistics supervisor balanced a plate with two pastries and left flakes of sugar across the table, then wiped her fingers on the program sheet. The younger staffers gathered in a cluster by the window, bright with energy they tried to mute, scribbling into notebooks to prove they belonged. The room smelled of coffee, perfume too strong from one corner, and stale rain from coats not yet dry.

The Trainer greeted each by first name, his smile measured, his handshake brief, rehearsed to the point of invisibility.

There was Klaus Weber, the CEO. Navy suit, silver tie clip, shoes polished to a gleam. He moved with the confidence of a man who expected every room to bend around him. He grinned at his subordinates but never let his eyes soften.

There was Sabine Müller, head of HR. Mid-forties, black blouse, notebook in hand. She looked at the Trainer, already drafting a report in her head.

There was Jonas Richter, a junior manager barely thirty. His tie was crooked, his notebook already open, pen poised. He gave a nervous laugh at everything, eager to impress.

Behind them came Uwe Hoffmann from sales, thickset and red-faced, and Lena Schneider from operations, who sat in the back with her arms crossed, daring anyone to involve her.

Alongside them, more participants trickled in. Three sales managers with loud voices and louder ties. Two finance men who wore their caution in their lips. Four middle managers who wanted to be invisible. A cluster of younger staffers scribbling notes, treating the pen as proof of value. Eighteen.

The Trainer welcomed them with a clap of his hands. “Good morning, everyone. Today we are going to explore trust. A simple word. A difficult practice.”

A murmur of agreement. Chairs shifted. No one looked excited.

They began with introductions. Each participant shared their name and one expectation for the day. A young woman in a red sweater said she wanted “clarity about roles,” her voice too quiet for the size of the room. Another man declared he expected “real strategies,” the kind of phrase that sounded weighty until you pressed for meaning. Someone at the back said simply “less stress,” and drew a few nervous laughs that died quickly. One participant kept tapping his pen in an irregular rhythm, like Morse code, and when it was his turn only said, “team spirit,” before looking down.

Jonas said he wanted to learn how to build stronger collaboration. Sabine said she wanted to improve cross-departmental communication. Uwe muttered something about efficiency. Lena said nothing until pressed, then gave a clipped answer. “Understanding.”

The Trainer wrote each phrase in careful block letters, preserving them for later.

The words filled the paper but none of them carried weight.

Klaus grinned at the group. “I expect us to see how trust works when the boss is watching.” The others gave nervous chuckles.

The Trainer smiled politely. He wrote in tidy handwriting on the flipchart. Trust must be earned.

The first exercise was light. “Two Truths and a Lie.” Each person had to say three statements about themselves. The group guessed which was false. It broke the ice, or at least cracked it.
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