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First published in German within the art book “Wahre Märchen 2” (“True Fairy Tales 2”), Verlag Feder & Schwert, Mannheim. In that book, photographer Annie Bertram published her Gothic visions of classic fairy tales. Each author was given one picture to turn into the corresponding modern fairy tale. I was given Cinderella. 
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INCOMPATIBLE. THAT was the right word. They were not compatible. It was an elaborate word for a whole nest of troubles. Those troubles were omnipresent. They spread throughout life like wet ashes, got up with Anna in the morning and went to bed with her at night. They would then sit on her breastbone and stubbornly stay there until the next morning. Indeed, they gave the word “depressed” a very clear definition. Anna felt depressed.

There was once a rich man whose wife lay sick. That was Anna’s father’s story but it was not a fairy tale. His wife had closed her eyes, had passed away, and had left her “only daughter” without a mother – without even the conventional fairy-tale advice to be pious and good, so that the dear Lord would always protect her, while she herself would be looking down on her from heaven to be near her. No. There had been no such assurance, only the beeping of the heart-lung machine. And then silence. Silence. And ashes.

Anna’s father always knew exactly how long ago this had happened, he knew it to the day, but he did not talk about it anymore. He did not wish to burden his new wife with his old memories. Anna, however, had not counted the days. For her it had only just happened. Yesterday. Every new day it had only happened yesterday. And since this was so, Anna could not understand how her father had remarried. How could he do that? He had just lost his wife yesterday!

Anna disliked both her new stepmother and her new stepsister. “But that’s wonderful for you! Now you have a real sister,” her father had said. “You’re the same age, the same kind of beautiful girls, and you’ll get along wonderfully!” Wonderful, everything was always supposed to be quite wonderful. For Anna, however, her new family was painfully lacking in wonders and miracles.

Not compatible.

Zenta – that was her stepmother’s name. Anna found the name as nauseating as it was appropriate. Her stepsister’s name was Kimberley. A name meant to be windswept and interesting but in the end only sounded trite and suburban. It was as embarrassing as the entire girl.

Perhaps things might not have been so thoroughly unbearable if Anna’s father had been at home more often. But it happened again and again that he had to go to trade fairs somewhere in the world. He was a successful businessman, a frequent flyer, and was probably only truly at home in the VIP lounges of the airlines where he enjoyed the absence of heated arguments and the presence of a friendly, attentive service. No troubles except those that other people had to solve for you with a smile.

He wrote nice little encouraging text messages. Also, he made an effort to compensate for his lack of presence and personal attention by sharing out an abundance of presents.

“Fine clothes; pearls and jewels!” Anna quoted when she looked at Kimberley’s yield of countable fatherly affection. “Quite lucrative, such an unexpected father, isn’t he?”

“It’s hardly my fault that you have a fondness for funeral flowers,” Kimberley returned. “You want flowers, you get flowers. Indeed, you always get what you want. Your problem is you don’t know what you want.”

Anna knew very well what she wanted. She wanted things to go back to the way they had been. She wanted no Zenta turning the household upside down and no Kimberley poisoning Anna’s grief with her giggly laughter as if Anna had no right to grieve. In fact, she wanted to turn back time.

When her step-monsters were out of the house, she would put everything back the way it had been. Everything where it belonged. The good would be put in the dish, the bad would go meet her wish. 

She worked tirelessly to reconstruct the past, separating today’s chaff from yesterday’s grain, which was as dead as the flowers in her room: grey and stiff relics in their vases. Ashes to ashes. However, restoration became increasingly difficult as more and more objects disappeared and were callously replaced. Life, as Anna had cherished it, gradually and irreplaceably vanished into nothingness.

“Oh really, dear, not therapy,” she had heard her father say to Zenta at some point. “She just needs to get her mind off things. It’s not easy for her.”

“It’s not easy for us, either,” Zenta had retorted dryly.

“Then leave. Please leave,” Anna had whispered very quietly in the shadows of her hiding place. No one had noticed her there. She had learned how to make herself at home in the shadows. The world was full of them, and they all belonged to her.

Her father knew a solution. Her mind was to be set at rest at a concert: the latest expensive gift from her father, who was already on the road again, in Singapore or in Washington or on Mars.

She had wanted to refuse, but tickets for her favourite band plus backstage passes were more than she could turn down. For a while, she had sat in the shadows of her room and thought about it. Then she had opened her closet and searched its depths for a robe she didn’t know she possessed. But many things dwelt in the shadows and emerged from them quite unexpectedly.

That Kimberley should also go to the concert shed ashes on her delight but there seemed no way to avoid it: the strict sense of justice of a father who now had two daughters whom he tried to treat so equally that it hurt.

“She’s not going to go anyway,” Anna had heard Kimberley’s angry whining from the corridor when Zenta knocked on Anna’s locked door in vain.

Shake and quiver, little tree, throw gold and silver down to me, Anna murmured quietly but did not answer the door.

Of course, her stepsister would also prefer to go to the concert alone. Anna found it disturbing that they had something in common. Still, she didn’t say anything, just stood in front of the mirror in her dress of dark red shadows and smiled – for the first time in a long time – at the being that gazed back at her from the looking glass. So this was her. She was beautiful.

A mind set at rest, she thought. She was to have her mind set at rest, but her thoughts were restive at best.

The band was called King’s Bastard. They were the embodiment of everything Anna liked. Their music was dark, it was mystical, it combined a rhythm loud enough to make you forget with a strangely melodious, almost symphonic sound architecture that made you imagine gothic towers, creepy dungeons and the shadowy flickering light of soot-spurting torches. Oh, and that voice! It seemed to be dungeon-deep and yet hung suspended above the trivial nothings of the world. AnRí was the singer’s name. He always wore a half-mask, behind which his eyes sparkled with uncontested intensity.

Perhaps she would see him without his mask tonight?

Anna ignored another attempt by her stepmother to lure her from her den and opened the window. She threw out her bag and cloak and climbed onto the windowsill and from there onto a branch of the tree that Zenta always wanted to have cut down, because stark Japanese ornamental gardens were much more en vogue than old, gnarled trees.

Two doves flew up, cooing something to her that sounded like pep talk: Rook di goo! There you go, a princess now from head to toe. She felt sure she understood them.

“Hallo, my little flying rats,” she whispered in greeting, while she let herself down from the branch to the ground, a somewhat difficult task in the long dress.

“Mice and rats. Rats and mice! Take care, not everyone is nice,” was the answer that made Anna look up into the branches once more. From there, the pigeons’ red-black beady eyes stared down on her like dead gems. She smiled. She had made friends.

She hardly remembered how she had got to the concert hall. It seemed to her that the wind had swept her through the streets like ashes, but it had probably been a cab. Someone must have checked her backstage pass, but even that hadn’t registered in her memory. There was nothing in it but the musicians, the stage, the bright spotlights against a black backdrop. And the singer.

There she stood in the shade, off to one side of the stage,  where the cables slithered across the floor like snakes, where red eyes flashed on PA boards like those of the pigeons in the tree, where people with King’s Bastard logos on their black t-shirts rushed in and out busily between the serpentine cables and the glowing pigeon eyes. AnRí’s busy court.

On the other side of the stage she saw Kimberley. At first glance, even the stepsister seemed to fit in here, in her black dress. But it was only a façade, a decorative masquerade, nothing but an outward costume. Anna’s and Kimberley’s eyes met across the glittering stage and then searched resolutely and quickly for something else. Something to set their minds at rest.

AnRí. There he stood, tall, slender and straight, his bright Erlking’s hair ruffled by a gale of sound.

Time dwindled into nothing. The rhythm of the percussion changed into the heartbeat of souls. Anna felt it pierce her and take her away. It was as if she were flying along the threads of sound. These emanated from the music like spinning gossamers, twisted into yarn by a distaff of raw emotion. The thread wrapped itself around her soul and tied her down. The flames of the stage equipment soldered a connection between Anna and her inner self, lit the ashes with glowing embers.

Down and down the music lured her, guiding her into a vortex of new feelings, making her innermost core waltz, going into her feet and arms, filling her with a craving: a longing to dance, to fly, to lose herself – a longing that was no longer directed only backwards, but also embraced the fiery options of a sudden unsuspected future.

A mind set at rest. Rest for the wicked?

“Are you coming? There’s going to be a... party tonight,” AnRí said when the concert was over. The sounds still resonated in Anna as if they had settled in her head, like the soundtrack of her own existence. She looked up at the singer’s face. His eyes sparkled from his half-mask and he held Anna in one arm.

And Kimberley.

Anna gave her stepsister, who had claimed her place in the singer’s other arm, a calculating look. At some point he would want only one of them, Anna thought. But not here. Not now. Later. Much later.

It was not much later when the heavy doors of AnRí’s urban palace closed with a strangely bassy and boomy finality. A castle, Anna thought; the prince has a castle. And he himself was the key. Kimberley looked back over her shoulder. Anna looked only forward. They danced.

The mirror mosaic glittered in the light of countless candles whose flames seemed to sway in time with the dancing. The courtiers with the black crew t-shirts disappeared into the background, blending with the shadows. Lackeys had laid out a buffet, but Anna had not seen them bring it. They were not important, just part of a wishing-table, and did not belong in this night or in this fairy tale.

They danced. And danced. Caught in the slender hands of a man whose touch was like his music, Anna and her rival danced. Rhythm, depth, a bass drone of spherical infinity. They twirled in a circle that seemed without beginning or end.

Anna wished to perceive no one but him, but there was Kimberley like a disturbance from another, far too bouncy, lively world. She beamed, she giggled, she leaned in the arm of the man Anna knew belonged to her and not to Kimberley. He was hers.

Not Kimberley’s.

Anna smiled delicately when she saw the love in the eyes of the young woman who was not her sister. Yes. Kimberley was in love, carrying her soul vulnerably open before her, swirling across the parquet, placing her feet with care, grace and skill. Anna could feel the kindling fire in Kimberley. It burned like a little candle flame in the unloved rival, flickering in her sweetie-pie little doll’s heart. Anna could read Kimberley’s emotions like a lyrics sheet; she knew what Kimberley felt for this man. Perhaps the little darling even believed her love was as valid as Anna’s, was as deep, as intense, as full of lurking pain.

But he was Anna’s prince.

“AnRí!” Anna whispered on the right.

“I love you,” Kimberley eagerly assured him on the left. “Really! I love you!” That was the truth as Kimberley knew it. But what did Kimberly know? Fine clothes, pearls and jewels.

He reached out to one of them and held the other in his arms, moving through the room as if he were floating with them, around and around. Their positions changed and changed again as if they were interchangeable.

But they were not.

Still dancing, the three of them approached his bed. Black satin, ash-grey silk curtains, alder wood, not dead and smooth, but like branches in the constant storm of his music.

Here the dance took on a different direction.

“That’s...” Kimberley whispered, irritated. “That’s not...”

Anna just smiled. 

“My prince!” she said. And then again: “My. Prince.”

His light hair cast shadows on her face as he bent over her. He had long since taken off his mask, and the perfection behind it was that of a starry winter night. His eyes sparkled like the sky above the wild hunt in midwinter. Their shine was reflected in the white world, as if every single ice crystal would flicker back with a special kind of crystal-clear frozen lust for life.

“Well,” Kimberley said uncertainly, shattering the perfect moment. Like mirror shards it fell from eternity to the trivial ground of the here and now. They fell, as in slow motion. Once again, she had understood nothing. “Don’t you think you should make a decision now? Choose?” And then she pleaded pathetically: “I love you!”

“I know,” he replied, looking from Kimberley to Anna and back to Kimberley without smiling. “That’s nice, sunshine. Do love me. By – all – means, do.”

He turned away from Kimberley and kissed Anna. She felt his cool lips on hers, his tongue first gently plying then ever more demanding in the conquest of her mouth. They didn’t let go of each other even when Kimberley’s frustrated sobbing tore the deep silence apart and then ebbed away.

A door was shut noisily. A whiff of frustration and broken heart was left hanging in the air like an overly heavy perfume. Anna eagerly sucked in the scent. The grief of others. So this was how she smelled to the world.

AnRí smiled. He did it for the first time.

“Come, ash girl,” he said, leading her to the window. “My ashy ash maiden.”

They looked down from above at the great staircase that led from the entrance doors down to the street, like a connection between two very separate worlds. The door was pushed open and Kimberley almost flew out of the building. The tears on her face were glistening trickles in the lantern light. Beautiful and sad.

At the top step she paused and looked back up to the window against her better judgment, as if she could not help herself. Then her shoe seemed to get stuck. She fell.

“Pitch on the stairs, my prince?” Anna asked.

“No. She just pitched forward. No luck tonight, Sunshine,” AnRí said while gazing down at the falling shape. He kissed Anna’s temple and hair. “Seven years bad luck to the one who breaks the mirror.”

The tinkling echoed loudly through the night as Kimberley hit the steps and burst into crystal shards. The fragments of her glassy being glittered in the moonlight like too much sugar. The night wind swept Kimberley’s bling  dust down the dark street. Fine clothes; pearls and jewels ground to powder.

“I thought only the shoe was made of glass,” Anna mused, fascinated.

“Souls are more fragile than shoes,” replied AnRí. He turned to her and took her in his arms.

“Do you know who I am?” he asked and looked down at her earnestly.

“My prince and my king,” Anna replied. Nothing else mattered.

“Be mine, ash maiden,” he said.

“I have been and I shall be yours always and forever,” Anna replied.

“Forever and ever!” he affirmed.

White lace lined her wedding dress as they held hands. Crowns of knife-edged power adorned their heads and bore witness to the passion and obsession that radiated dagger-sharp from the yearning sent into the night. A never-ending ethereal melody of the gyrating worlds: His song and her pain. His striving, her life. They had had gone to each other like ashes to ashes.

And if they did not die, they might live happily ever after. And should they be alive today, then perhaps they never – quite – died.

But who would know the truth of that?

Mice and rats. Rats and mice! Take care, not everyone is nice.

Rook di goo!
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First published in the German short story collection BISSE (“Bites”)

***
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“IS THIS SEAT TAKEN?” the man asked, and Marion flinched. The chair was very obviously still unoccupied. Three of the four chairs at her table were still lacking guests. She was sitting here all alone. Brenda had not yet come.

If she said no now, he would think she was rude or even bitchy. The “After Hours” was well attended and her table offered the most space. Marion hated to sit and wait here alone, at the mercy of the other guests. Brenda really could have let her know if she had something else planned for today. Normally, they always met here on Thursdays for tea, wine or a small cocktail. The restaurant was half bistro and half café and one could sit here at small tables in comfort and undisturbed.

Mostly undisturbed.

She looked furtively at the man who was still waiting for an answer right in front of her, and blushed. She could not just leave him standing there. It was impolite. She had to tell him something. And if Brenda really wasn’t going to join her today, there was no logical reason to refuse him a seat. Lots of other reasons, of course, but not a logical one.

“Please,” she murmured, making an indefinable gesture with her hand and lowering her gaze as if she could erase his existence from her consciousness that way. She would have preferred to be alone, had absolutely no desire to converse with strangers. She never did. She wasn’t good at making spontaneous contacts and she didn’t want him to think she was sitting here because she wanted to... make friends. She wasn’t.

He sat down, put his forearms on the table, and folded his hands in a neat movement that seemed in no way pious, just tidy and annoyingly serene.

She wondered if her hands were as relaxed, and caught herself picking nervously at her left index finger. With both hands she now grasped her cup and gazed into her tea, not wanting to give off the impression that she was looking at him or was even the slightest bit interested. Strangers who addressed her in a bistro had no place in her life. She disliked adventures.

Perhaps he was a nice guy? But then what was he doing here alone, if he was a nice guy? More likely he was here to pick someone up. The best thing she could do was tell him right away that she wasn’t interested. That would save her – and him – any further shilly-shallying around a moot point.

However, she could not very well say something like that in way of greeting. How did you tell a complete stranger that you were not interested in him and that he could save himself any further trouble? Maybe he did not want anything from her at all. It wasn’t as if she was the kind of beauty men would queue up for. They had never done that, the men – queued up. And Marion was sure that she didn’t mind that – at all. She had seen too many bad relationships, too many broken hearts. She did not want to put her blood-pumping organ on the metaphorical serving tray. It was easier not to get into trouble in the first place. It was safer.

Brenda, of course, thought that thirty was not an age to be left to rot alone at home. And indeed, Marion was only twenty-nine. Brenda also held the opinion that Marion’s appearance was good enough to be able to compete in the day-to-day Vanity Fair. Marion disagreed but secretly would have liked to believe Brenda. “We are absolutely okay the way we are,” Brenda always said. “Men simply have no taste.” She would probably be thrilled about the sudden guest at their usual table and rather disappointed that she had missed him.

Marion briefly raised her gaze and immediately lowered it again. The man was looking at her. He sat across from her and looked directly at her as if he were just waiting for her to meet that look and thus grant him a hunting ground for whatever he had in mind.

Better not. It might get embarrassing. It might also turn out to be nice, of course, but could it ever be so nice that it was worth the potential awkwardness?

Nothing could be that nice.

He was handsome. The one look she had given him had shown that, and his face stood before her mind’s eye with unusual clarity. Strange, that. Normally she had a terrible memory for faces. But his was like a painting, a little unusual, not the way male models or even successful business managers tended to look. He was not very tall but he had a definite presence and radiated confidence and charisma. He just sat there without moving and yet he dominated the table. Suddenly it had become his table, not hers.

He had light grey eyes, fringed by black eyelashes. Dark brown hair was combed back from his forehead, curly, a little too long, and granite-grey at the temples. His eyebrows were very straight – no grey here. The lack of an arch in his brows somehow made him look serious and austere. A small scar on his forehead gave him an additional striking feature, as did his profile, the delicate aquiline nose reminding her of a noble bird of prey. His mouth was narrow but not insensitive. His age was indefinable. Young people could well have grey in their hair. But somehow he did not look so very young. He did not look old either. Neither was he a “well-preserved mid-forties” man. That would have been too easy.

Suddenly she was surprised that his image had manifested itself so precisely before her inner eye. The short glance with which she had taken in his looks could not well be enough to allow such a detailed description. She almost raised her head to check whether he truly looked like that or whether she had somehow made him up. At the last second she stopped moving, not wanting to meet his deep, grey gaze again. She felt that gaze directly on her face. He had sat down, but he had not spoken yet. Had not even said “Thank you”. He should have thanked her, of course – it would only have been polite. But then she would have had to reply and say “don’t mention it” or “it’s okay” or whatever. That would almost be a conversation. So she was glad that he had not said anything.

Bistro tables were round and small. They did not protect you from another person, did not erect a barrier or an insurmountable obstacle. She would have preferred a much bigger table, perhaps a long one rather than this flimsy round one.

She felt how he stretched out his limbs and wrapped her own legs around the chair legs to avoid getting in his way. “Sorry,” he would have to say. Then she would again be forced to reply in kind. Or he would not say it, and she would have to decide whether he had touched her on purpose or by mistake. Such a difficult decision. And she might well get it wrong.

She would just leave. Brenda had not shown up, her phone was switched to voicemail, and there was no bloody reason to stay any longer. Marion sipped her tea: it was still too hot to drink. What would he think if she got up now and left while her cup was still full? Surely he would come to the conclusion that she had left because of him. She didn’t want him to think that. He hadn’t done anything to her, hadn’t even been rude. He was just sitting there.

Sitting there, looking at her. She could feel it clearly. The hair on her neck rose. He shouldn’t look at her like that. He had no right. Nobody had that right.

For a moment she felt as if she were being swept into a tightening vortex of emotions, pulled down into the depths of the fragile feelings she was so eager to manage and contain, using all the tactics, all the tricks and knacks she had so meticulously been taught.

She listened into herself. Her heart was beating at a racing pace. She could hear it. It was beating with its well-known mendacious vehemence, right up into her throat. It fluttered, it struggled. She would break out in a sweat. God, how embarrassing. How pathetic.

She silently prayed the same word over and over again. Psychosomatic, psychosomatic, psychosomatic. If he looked at her any longer, her stupid, psychosomatic heart would burst. She closed her eyes, imagined a calm flow, concentrated on her breathing. She had it under control. She had herself under control. She had learned how to handle all this. It was no problem. She had no problem. There was no reason at all to think she had a problem.

“What can I get you?”

The voice belonged to the waiter, and for a moment she hoped the question was for her, not for him. If the question was for her, there was a hope that the guest at her table was not there at all, was just a product of her imagination.

The man looked a little surprised. He looked curiously up at the young man with the large apron strung around his hips, as if he had not expected him.

“What can you offer me?” he replied in a dark voice.

Of course she had not imagined him. She did not want him to be a figment of her imagination either. She was no longer fifteen. She no longer imagined fictitious friends, or as in her case, fictitious enemies. One. Specific. Fictitious. Enemy. She was finished with that. She had that under control.

She gave the waiter a sidelong look. She knew him. He was always here on Thursdays, a young man with a calf-length bistro apron. Brenda found him hot. Hot or not, he was an anchor in her reality. Marion knew him. She had often talked to him or at least ordered tea or some other drink or sometimes even a salad. This memory made him an ally.

With a friendly gesture, the ally pointed towards the blackboard in the corner, on which the daily menu of food and beverages to be had in the “After Hours” was listed in even handwriting.

The guest at her table blinked a little in an effort to decipher the list. His long, dark eyelashes framed the narrow slits of his bright eyes. A steep, vertical crease went up between his bushy eyebrows. Perhaps he was short-sighted?

He turned back to the waiter.

“Have you got wine? A little diluted maybe?” For a split second he smiled, his eyes shining. “Please?”

The waiter nodded. “A wine spritzer?” asked the waiter. “Red or white?”

The man gazed at him in fascination.

“Red. With a little water.”

Now it was the waiter who looked uncertain.

“Mineral water, right?”

“Is that good water?”

For a moment the waiter looked helplessly into the grey eyes, then over to Marion in search of help and back to his new guest.

“Well yes, it is. You know. Good water – from deep under a mountain...” He was quoting some advertisement “...or something.”

“Ah,” the man replied with a smile. “So many things crawl out from deep under a mountain.” He turned his head and looked into Marion’s eyes. “Don’t they?”

Marion, who had followed the conversation between the guest and the waiter with more interest than she had admitted to herself, blushed and lowered her gaze again. What a stupid question!

But the guest was not the only one capable of asking stupid questions. The waiter excelled at it too.

“Strong or sweet?” he asked.

The man gave him a pensive smile.

“Strong. Wine must be strong – and women sweet.”

He did not look at her and yet she was sure he had uttered the last sentence especially for her. Was that some stupid compliment? Or was it merely a banal pickup line?

No matter. She didn’t want to have to listen it.

“I’d like the bill, please,” she told the waiter, trying to look at him and not at the man opposite. Pay. Go. Very quickly. She was not sweet. He had no right to call her that.

“In a moment,” replied the waiter and disappeared into the kitchen. “In a moment” could mean anything. But it didn’t mean right now, immediately, this very second. It should mean that, but it didn’t. Waiters had a different understanding of right now.

Sweet. Maybe he had meant something quite different. Perhaps the comment was a hint that he did not want to get to know her better because he preferred sweet and lovely women and did not find her sufficiently sweet and lovely. That would be quite impertinent, but was just as likely as anything else.

She noticed she was blushing, scolded herself for being oversensitive, and didn’t even know which of her interpretations to be angrier about.

Sweet. A strange expression. Was she sweet? Her hair was strawberry blond, dry and frizzy. Brenda called it golden. She was small and skinny. Slim and dainty, Brenda called it. Her eyebrows and eyelashes were bright blond. For God’s sake, use mascara, Brenda said. That’s what it’s there for.

Marion did everything. She wore fancy clothes – of a sort, tinted her eyelashes, used make-up to hide her freckles, exercised her slim body in a ladies-only gym and went to the “After Hours” once a week. And to the cinema once in a while. Everything was quite normal.

Quite normal.

Better not feel anything. Best thing to do. She just had to turn everything off, and then her swirling thoughts could not overturn her equilibrium and cause the chaos of feelings that would inevitably lead to even more insecurity. Sweet and lovely be damned.

The man leaned slightly towards her.

“Do you not remember me? We knew each other once. A long time ago.”

She winced. Again the hair on the back of her neck stood up. He was not part of her past. Her past was tucked away in a file at her child psychiatrist’s. And it most certainly did not contain that man. The beings that were in it did not exist, never had.

She wouldn’t answer the question. It was just a pickup line. Not even a good one. Ancient. Haven’t we met before, young lady? Not even her grandmother would have reacted to something like that. Utterly trite. The best thing she could do was not say anything and simply leave. Maybe she should ask the waiter to order a cab just in case the man came after her.

His words hovered above the table, unanswered. They claimed their own room. His eyes weighed on her. She felt herself getting cold and warm, her hands icy, her face hot.

“I do not know you,” she stated without looking up. All of a sudden she was convinced that she had to make this quite clear to him. It was important, for him and for her. “We have never met before.”

He bent over and she knew, without lifting her gaze, that the left corner of his mouth was twitching disapprovingly, maybe also a little amused, and even, in a way... unacceptably generous.

“My bill, please,” she shouted again across the room, too loud, too demanding, and then again a little more quietly: “May I have my bill, please? Now.”

Where was that damn waiter? Was it fiction or truth that you were allowed to leave if you had asked to pay three times without anyone coming? Brenda claimed that this was so. Marion knew it to be an urban myth at best.

Urban myth. The words stung.

“You can’t have forgotten me,” said the man, not incredulous, not angry. He said it objectively, just the way you did when you corrected someone who had just made a careless mistake. But she had not made a mistake. She did... not know him. She had never seen him before. She had never heard his voice before. It was a deep, warm voice, sure and determined.

In a nutshell: She had never met him. The shadow that had haunted her soul through her adolescence was nothing but a delusion. This was unswervingly confirmed by psychiatric data. Paranoia. She had defeated paranoia.

She was not like that anymore.

“You’re wrong,” she muttered and rummaged in her purse for money. How much was that tea again? She should know. She often drank tea here. Every Thursday: Tea with Brenda. Wednesday and Friday: gym class. Every other Saturday: the movies. Monday: television. Everything had its fixed place in the drawers of a clinically structured and tidied-up psyche which had found a box for each and every event in her life. Terror and doubts were equally distributed among those boxes. But each box had a lid. This one too; you just had to press down on it on hard enough.

She would simply leave the money on the table. The waiter could collect it. Hopefully nobody would steal the money. Then they would think she was a bill-dodger. That would be too embarrassing. If they thought that she would never come back here.

Indeed, she would never come back here in any case. She didn’t want to run into that man again. He was not part of her past. She had never – ever – ever – seen him before.

Coins were jingling on the hard surface.

She almost forgot her handbag, grabbed it with her last effort when she jumped up.

“Goodbye,” she murmured, glad she had not said ‘See you!’ She hurried towards the exit. The waiter looked after her, a little perplexed. Or was it reproachful?

“Money,” she said, “at the table...”

That was more than just ungrammatical, but the main thing was that he understood her.

A cab. She waved. It stopped. Quick now. Dive in. Don’t turn around.

She did turn around. Was he following her?

No. He had not left the bistro. She could still see him sitting through the lighted window. He did not even look after her, just sat sipping his watered-down wine. Then the cab drove off. She looked back. No one was following her.

Of course no one was. What a stupid thought.

It was as if she were breathing for the first time since the man had entered her sphere. Beads of sweat had collected on her forehead. Again she rummaged through her handbag. Where were the tissues? She pulled out a pack, tore one out, dabbed her face.

This was stupid. Nothing out of the ordinary had occurred. She had been sitting at a table, and someone had joined her there and tried a stupid pickup routine. Her reaction wasn’t supposed to be that bad. Surely it happened all the time – okay, not to her. But it was quite normal, that is, within the narrow framework of the annoying but necessary normative behavioural rules within which she – normally – moved. Staying within this tightly defined set of guidelines was her greatest concern. The man had not even been particularly intrusive. He had not looked disgusting. He had not come too close.

But he felt he knew her. It had sounded so serious, not like the standard phrase of an unimaginative person. His grey eyes had not looked prurient or greedy.

Still. She did not know him.

From the depths of her bag, she took a small bottle of water and squeezed a tablet out of the blister pack that was attached to it with an elastic band. Valerian, the only sedative she allowed herself. In the past, they had been stronger.

But now she was cured. Healed and healthy. After all, nothing bad had happened. She would tell Brenda that she had met a man who had grey eyes and who had talked to her. And Brenda would kick herself in the butt about not having been there and would want to know everything about him.

The cab drove slowly through the night. The car radio played soft Turkish music. Every now and then the cab radio cracked, and an indistinct voice gave numbers and street names.

She should have taken the subway. Cabs were expensive. The small detached house she had inherited from her parents was on the outskirts of the city. It was a tiny building, surrounded by a sprawling garden in which a plethora of plants had found a rather coincidental home. Even two birches and a young oak tree grew here. And a yew tree. Marion had grown accustomed to gardening, did it with the devoted serenity of a nun, and rarely distinguished between weeds and herbs. Whatever might grow there was welcome. The distinction between useful and useless seemed too transient to her.

“Fifteen sixty, please.” The cab driver was dark and bearded, but he sounded very local.

She found it almost difficult to leave the car. It had seemed so safe, a Faraday cage against the irrational lightning of the outside world. She paid and got out. The noise of the closing car door faded away, the only noise in this sleepy quarter of town.

The garden gate squeaked. She really had to oil it. She would do it at the weekend. That’s what weekends were for.

The moon bathed the garden in an unreal light and the bright birch trunks seemed to want to shine back. Again Marion rummaged in her bag. Where was the key? Her predilection for overlarge handbags sometimes made the search annoying and tedious.

There they were. She fished out the bunch of keys from the depths of the leather bag.

“Surely you must remember,” said a patient voice right behind her, almost at her ear.

With a clang, the keys fell down on the stone that led up to the door. Marion froze. He was standing behind her. She could feel his proximity, his breath on her neck. He was much too close. He had followed her. But how? She had not heard the gate squeak behind her. He must have been there before she was.

He had been waiting for her.

Scream. She had to scream. If she screamed loud enough, neighbours would be torn away from their couches, would check what was going on, even if it was just out of sensationalism or annoyance at the disturbance. Screaming shouldn’t be that terribly difficult. As a child she had screamed all the time.

But she had learned not to scream anymore because there was no rational reason for it. Unless, of course, you were stalked by some mysterious lunatic who was waiting for you to – do what?

He bent down, picked up her keys, and handed them to her with a smile. It was a patient smile, not gloating, not cynical, not spiteful.

“Here you are,” he said, nodding his head as if he were making a small bow. She automatically accepted the key ring, unable to react adequately. What would be adequate?

The moonlight illuminated him from one side. His grey temples shone. He was taller than she was. Most men were.

“Won’t you open the door for us? We have to talk.” He sounded so reasonable, as if all this was normal, as if this was simply part of their world.

“Go away!” she murmured. “Leave me alone! I have done nothing wrong.”

His left eyebrow twitched.

“That, of course, would be a matter of opinion.”

“I’ve never seen you before in my life!”

“"That again might not be entirely true.”

“I’ll scream!” she threatened.

“Why?” he asked. “I’m not planning to hurt you.”

She pushed the key into the lock, turned it around, and opened the door. A moment later she was in the house, locking the door behind her. He had not expected this. She had been faster than him. She pushed the latch into place, leaned against the door, turned on the light to defeat the shadows of dark fear. Now she had to call the police.

Or maybe not? What would they do? What could she tell them? Maybe the man would just leave.

Or perhaps he would come back. She looked out through the peephole, but the night revealed no secrets. The world lay in darkness. She turned the key from the inside, put the chain up and the second safety bolt.

Phone! Where was her mobile?

Where the hell was it?

She was rummaging helplessly in her pockets. It remained missing.

She dropped her handbag next to the door and sped down the hall, turned into the living room, and turned on the light. She had replaced most of her parents’ furniture, rustic oak exchanged for Swedish pine. The landline phone was still old, green, with a dial. She needed to replace that as well. Soon, together with the new router she had ordered, the phone would also be new and shiny. Given how often she was on the net, she had to accept the expense. The net was a safe place, friendly and anonymous. You didn’t have to face people directly, you could be whoever you wanted to be, you didn’t have to use a real name, and complete strangers didn’t follow you all the way home.

She picked up the old receiver. The line was dead. The silence was frighteningly loud.

She swallowed, feeling her stomach lined with heavy lead. No connection. This had happened before. It didn’t have to mean anything, just that there was construction work going on at the other end of the road. Maybe the line had been cut by mistake.

Maybe he had cut the line. Could he do that from outside? Had he prepared his attack that long ago?

She could not get help, not by phone. And nothing in the world would make her run out into the night again to knock on the neighbours’ doors. He was waiting for her outside. He was waiting for her to make a mistake.

If the phone wasn’t working, she didn’t even have to try the Internet. So what now? What could she do?

She ran into the kitchen, checked the back door. It was locked. The windows were all closed, too. She knew that. She never left any windows open when she wasn’t at home.

But windows could be broken. Burglars got into houses without being granted convenient entries. Maybe he was already in the house? She listened, waiting any second for glass to break, for the cracking of a windowpane. Or for footsteps.

Nothing. She ran up the stairs, switched on the hall lamp, looked into all the rooms, and turned on all the lights. Empty. The house was empty, as empty as it always was. Only her own footsteps could be heard as she ran across the soft carpets. No other sound but her own breathing.

She had only imagined all this.

She had imagined so many things. In the past. So maybe he did not exist. It wasn’t likely that he had followed her from the “After Hours”. It was not plausible that he had arrived here before her. Tomorrow she would make an appointment with her psychiatrist. She hadn’t needed him for a long time now. But sometimes he still had to help her to fight a deviation from reality. Reality was such a fickle little thing. You always had to hold it with both hands, otherwise it could slip away – and go... poof!

Her therapist was a patient and conscientious man. He had relieved her of the fear of the threats which had held her younger self in check. He had shown her there was nothing to fear except what everyone else feared as well: everyday troubles, the thoughtlessness of people, the commonplace demands of life. All this could and needed to be mastered with the same accumulation of measures and routines which all other people used to master their own insecurities and fears.

Nobody was on the upper floor. She looked out of the windows into the dark garden, but inside the house it was too bright, and her eyes could not make out anything in the summer night.

The wooden stairs creaked as she ran back down. It was probably pointless but she had to check the phone again. Maybe it would work now? She ran back into the living room, grabbed the phone once again, threw it back on the cradle a moment later in frustration, a tearful, disappointed scream on her lips.

“Please don’t cry,” he said, and she swirled around. He was lurking right behind her. Now they were facing each other, so close that their toes almost touched. Her back was against the telephone table. He was blocking her path. She could not get past him without touching him, without pushing him out of her way. She would never make it to the front door. Even if she managed to get to the door, he would catch up with her before she had even unbolted and fully unlocked it.

So she stopped, motionless, stared at him wide-eyed. Tears trickled down her face.

“You say you don’t remember me,” he said. “Perhaps you truly don’t. It is possible. But you do know me, it’s just been a very long time.”

His hand touched her cheek and his finger wiped away a tear. She shuddered at his touch, although it was gentle and not brutal or aggressive. But he should not be touching her, just as he was not supposed to be here in the house at all. She wondered if she should close her eyes and concentrate; whether he would just be gone when she opened them. But she found it impossible to close her eyes, could not shake off her fear. And that is why he still stood in front of her, powerful and unquestioned, clad in inconspicuous dark clothing, dark sneakers, with his dark hair uncovered.

“You look just like you did back then,” he said after a short pause. “Delicate and beautiful. Do you at least remember how much I loved you? You should remember that.”

When she did not answer, he took her by the hand and pulled her to the sofa.

“Sit down,” he said. “You didn’t use to be so fearful. But this fear of yours suggests that you know very well how extraordinarily deceitful you have been towards me. I might have known how it would be. But I, too, am just a... well, whatever I am, I too, am only subject to faith, love and hope. I loved you, believed you and hoped, sincerely hoped against all better knowledge that you would not betray me. But you did. Of course you did. Tell me, did it give you much satisfaction? Have you become as powerful as you wanted? As rich? As happy?”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about!” she exclaimed. “Please leave me alone!”

He smiled softly.

“Leave you alone? Tranquillity can be terribly unnerving if it lasts too long. I had a lot of... rest and recreation. You gave it to me. Absolute, solitary tranquility. You certainly did not do that to do me a favour. If I had done the same to you, you wouldn’t have enjoyed all that peace and quiet.”
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