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        There are many ways to live an adventurous life. You don’t have to travel the world or take up extreme sports.

        If you want, you can find the unexpected at your front door.

        And, if you really want, even… just behind it.
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      ‘Six months?!’ asked Ricarda.

      ‘At the very least,’ said the chubby, blue-overalled workman with a nod. His eyes wandered over the living room’s white-painted beams. Two of them were sagging slightly. ‘It looks as though three floors are affected now. The whole house needs renovating.’

      ‘The whole house?’

      ‘Dry rot’s the worst thing that can happen to a building. Do you own your flat?’

      Ricarda nodded in despair.

      ‘It’s going to cost you a pretty penny.’ He checked that the strands of hair combed across his crown concealed his bald patch properly.

      Ricarda looked up from his balding head to the mouldy spot next to the wooden beam that ran across her bright living room. The management company had given her a preliminary cost estimate, but this was the first time anyone had told her that she would have to move out of her flat for six months.

      ‘Okay, but where am I supposed to live during that time?’

      ‘I’ve no idea. I’m just the mould specialist,’ said the man with the comb-over. He picked up his toolbox and walked to the door. ‘I’d gladly put you up at my place, Fräulein, but I don’t think my wife would be very amused.’ He shook her hand, and with a cheeky grin he was gone.

      Ricarda wasn’t sure what upset her most: the dry rot, his total indifference or… that Fräulein stuff. Fräulein? Seriously?

      She checked her watch. It was a quarter past nine, and she was running late. She grabbed her handbag and glanced one last time in the mirror. She didn’t look sixty-one. Her face was still virtually wrinkle-free, she dyed her hair chestnut-brown, and she kept fit by doing Pilates and swimming. The years had taken their toll on her body, of course, but Ricarda was fighting hard – and by and large she was winning. She decided, amidst all this madness, that she would at least take that Fräulein as a compliment.

       

      She stepped out into the busy street. The morning sun was dazzling. To her left the cathedral towered into the sky. Six months? At the very least? Where on earth was she meant to go for all that time? Maybe she could move into Stella’s place for a while; her daughter had taken an interpreting job with a company in Granada for three months. Or had she sub-let her flat?

      Ricarda searched for Stella’s number on her mobile and dialled it. Straight to voicemail. Glancing at her watch, she saw that her first appointment would be arriving in twenty minutes. She hurried down the street. Her psychotherapy practice was on the far side of the cathedral. She climbed the steps to the square in front of the great monument, the wind billowing her skirt.

      She could ask Berthe, who shared the practice with her. But did she really want to spend her evenings with her chatty colleague as well as her days? Given the choice, she’d prefer to rent a small flat for a time and…

      ‘Ricarda?’ A man’s voice interrupted her thoughts. She spun around. The tall man, dressed in jeans and a white T-shirt, was peering down at her in surprise. It took her a moment to recognise him.

      ‘Philip?’

      It really was Philip. Philip Kreuzer.

      ‘What are you doing here?’ she asked.

      ‘I’m back in Cologne.’ His clear grey eyes twinkled. He was every bit as surprised as she was.

      ‘So you’re not in Mali any more?’

      He shook his head. They held each other’s gaze for just a little too long, then he laughed.

      ‘Now isn’t this something!’ said Ricarda, returning his laughter.

      They had studied together. Philip had been best friends with her then boyfriend Herbert, whom she had later married. After graduation Philip had gone to work for Médecins Sans Frontières in Mali. He only occasionally returned to Cologne. Herbert had visited him a couple of times in Africa, but they had lost touch over the years.

      As Philip explained that he’d left Mali for good, she studied his face in amazement. He looked like a completely different person – and at the same time he seemed unchanged. They had once known each other inside out. His fine features had grown more prominent with age. He wore his hair a little longer now, and his three-day stubble lent him a cool and casual air. His hair was streaked with grey, but that suited him.

      ‘How about you?’ he asked. ‘How are you doing?’

      ‘Oh, I… Oh, don’t ask!’ She blurted out her story about the dry rot. Now it was his turn to study her face. The wind whipped her hair around as she tried to hold her skirt down. ‘Six months! Just imagine! Where am I supposed to go for that length of time? And to top it all off the guy calls me Fräulein!’

      Philip grinned. Once again his eyes lingered on her for a second too long. She looked at her watch. ‘Philip, I’ve got to go, let’s —’

      ‘Move in with me.’

      ‘Excuse me?’

      ‘You can move in with me if you like.’

      ‘Hang on – move in with you?’ She couldn’t just shack up with a man with whom she’d once been at university but hadn’t seen in ages.

      ‘It’s a flatshare.’

      ‘What? A flatshare?’

      Flatshare. The word unexpectedly catapulted her back to a time that hadn’t entered her mind for God knew how long. ‘Flatshare’: a word synonymous with long, smoke-clouded, debate-filled nights, blocked plugholes, overflowing ashtrays, rickety chairs, piles of dirty plates in the sink, cleaning rotas that went unheeded, red wine served in mustard jars, tears and fits of laughter, pre-exam stress, broken hearts…

      ‘Yes,’ Philip said with a nod. ‘There’s still one room available.’

      ‘You’re offering me a room in your flatshare?’

      ‘Yeah.’

      ‘Well… that’s so great! You’re my saviour!’

      ‘It looks that way.’ Philip grinned.

      Ricarda couldn’t believe it. What a coincidence!

    

  
    
      
        
          
            
              
              2
            

          

        

      

      Ralf was being difficult again. Philip dragged him up the stairs, and Ralf panted as he scraped his belly over the dark wooden steps of the Art Nouveau stairwell. After five steps Philip took pity on him. He picked him up and carried him to the top.

      Ricarda… What kind of trick of fate was this? Thoughts of her had been swirling through his mind ever since he’d got back to Cologne. He’d been meaning to call her, but had kept putting it off, day after day. He was still haunted by the memories. Even thirty-five years in Mali hadn’t expunged them.

      When she had suddenly appeared in front of him earlier that morning, outside the cathedral, he’d actually stopped breathing for a moment. The wind was ruffling her hair. She had little creases around her eyes, but her gaze, her lively gaze, was the same as ever.

      She’d talked about her colleague Berthe, who might be able to put her up; her daughter Stella, who’d moved out seven years ago but had probably sub-let her flat; about the dry rot and the workman… She’d looked calm, but inside she was in turmoil, he knew that. Even back then, Ricarda had always needed everything to go to plan. And, whenever something didn’t go to plan, she would make sure that things were swiftly back on track.

      ‘“Move in with me”… Good grief, Ralf, did I really say “move in with me”?’

      Ralf looked up wearily. The staircase light went out. Philip pressed the button again and climbed the last flight.

      His mother’s flat was on the third floor. Elfriede Kreuzer had died three weeks earlier, at the age of ninety. Philip had been in the middle of surgery when the call came through. It’d been his last operation in the bush. He’d decided three months ago to return to Germany and look after his mother, had been planning it and working his notice – and then she’d died. Just like that. Three days before he got home. What was it his old friend Harry had said as he offered Philip his condolences? ‘People never die according to plan.’

      Once back in Cologne, Philip had needed to choose a coffin, look up his mother’s friends and invite them to the funeral, which had taken place last week. He’d also had to sort out the paperwork and get all the other administrative aspects out of the way.

      And there was Ralf, his mother’s beloved dachshund, whom he’d just taken for a short walk around the block and was now carrying up the stairs, jammed under one arm.

      Philip liked the dog. And at the same time he didn’t, for some reason. The fat brown long-haired dachshund with the devoted gaze had spent more time with his mother than he had. The dog had been there as her health gradually deteriorated; he had been there when she fell asleep for ever. Ralf – the embodiment of his guilty conscience on four legs. Four stumpy little legs.

       

      As Philip reached the top of the creaky stairs his heart beat faster – and not only because of the three flights. Ricarda’s account of the problems she was having with her flat had flicked a magic switch in his brain, and his voice had announced, as if of its own accord, that she should move in with him. He regretted the words almost as soon as he’d uttered them, thinking, What are you talking about? When she’d flinched a little, his voice had briskly added that it was a flatshare. Ricarda had hesitated but eventually said that she was in. And there was that flicker in her hazel eyes. Just like the old days! The old days, when they would concoct plans for some protest or other, or a campaign to change the world.

      That was exactly what Philip was doing now: he was changing the world. He could hardly believe it himself.

      The only hitch with this particular campaign was that the flatshare was a mere fifty-five minutes old and so far it existed purely in his mind. That was because he’d actually been on his way to an estate agent to visit an apartment by the Rhine and to put his mother’s spacious pre-war flat up for sale.

      Philip reached the front door. He smiled again at his spontaneous white lie. It was a bit naughty, but that didn’t matter: the main thing was to have achieved the right result. He set Ralf down. By way of thanks the dog peed on the doormat, which announced ‘Be My Guest’.

      Be my guest. How appropriate.

      Ralf glanced up at him, and then away again – the kind of look dogs gave you when they’d been a bit naughty.

      Philip unlocked the door and went into the flat. Ralf and the stained mat would have to wait. First he needed to find some flatmates.
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      Timmy was making a good job of this. He crammed the weed into the thin cigarette paper, carefully licked the adhesive strip and stuck it down to form a cone. Harry watched his grandson affectionately and packed his coffee-stained Peace and Love mug, two plates and his mother’s quaint old teapot into the cardboard box. I’m going to miss Timmy, he thought, but nothing else. He ran his hand back through his thinning hair to the grey plait and scanned the sparsely furnished granny flat his daughter had fixed up for him in her basement. A black leather two-piece suite, a bookcase, a small table and two chairs. Behind the TV set French windows led out on to a terrace. Other than that, the room was bare.

      Ever since his old friend Philip had rung him up two months ago to ask him whether he was ‘on’ for sharing a flat, Harry had been ‘on’ for sharing a flat.

      Initially he’d said, ‘Oh, come on, Phil, aren’t we too old for that?’ but then his gaze had settled on the garden, where Misha, his daughter’s new boyfriend, was pottering about among the tomato plants. ‘Okay. When?’ he’d said. He hadn’t even asked who else was in on it: the main thing was to get out of here.

      Harry took the joint from Timmy, rolled it critically between his chapped, rough fingers, and nodded. ‘Nice work, compañero,’ he said in a Western drawl, tousling Timmy’s dark, fluffy hair. Timmy smiled, revealing the gaps where his incisors had once been.

      Someone flung open the door to the garden, causing the two cowboys to look up. A man was heading for their saloon. Harry screwed up his eyes against the blinding spring sunlight. Misha was a small silhouette in the doorway. His daughter had met the sociologist six months ago, and three months ago the guy had moved into Britta’s terraced house. Talk about nailing their colours to the mast. But Misha’s arrival had turned out to be the final nail in the coffin for Harry, as it had put an end to the peace and love in his granny flat. If there was one thing Harry couldn’t stand it was being patronised. And if there was something he could stand even less than that, it was being patronised in a limp, do-gooder’s voice.

      ‘Timmy’s six years old,’ the do-gooder’s voice said.

      ‘Got to get their hand in early.’ Harry nodded, and grabbed the keys to his taxi. He’d rather drive people around than talk child development with a wimpy sociologist. In the doorway he bumped into Britta, who spotted Timmy at the table clutching Grandpa’s joint.

      ‘That’s not on, Dad!’

      ‘Calm down,’ Harry grumbled, as he walked across the small eco-friendly garden to his taxi. ‘Tomorrow you’ll be rid of me.’
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      ‘Don’t you think, what with his prostate, it would be better to put Harry in the first room on the left next to the loo?’ asked Philip on his hands-free, tearing the sticky tape off the packing case. His voice came echoing back from the bare walls. With the exception of a few pieces of furniture such as his mother’s wingback chair and his father’s desk, he had had the entire flat cleared and renovated; the room still smelled of fresh paint. He was wearing a faded MSF shirt which hung loosely over his jeans.

      He’d been on the phone to Ricarda for the last ten minutes, discussing the final details before they at last swung into action the next day.

      ‘On the left? Oh, he’ll be pleased about that!’ There was a rustling noise from the other end of the line: Ricarda was obviously cradling her mobile between her ear and her shoulder. Philip heard the screech of a roll of sticky tape being unwound. ‘As long as it’s on the left!’ said Ricarda, giving a throaty imitation of Harry’s voice. Philip had to grin. Ricarda and Harry had squabbled even in their university days.

      ‘I’ll be intrigued to see how things work out between you and Harry.’ Philip took a carved female figure out of his packing case and placed it on the old oak desk. A village elder had given it to him as a farewell gift.

      ‘Me too!’ said Ricarda, taking a deep breath.

      A terrible clattering sound assailed Philip’s eardrum. He ripped out his earphones and heard a swear word spill out from them. He put the thing back in his ear. There was more rustling and crackling.

      ‘Everything okay?’ he ventured.

      ‘Hey,’ her voice said hesitantly down the line, ‘you know your mum’s old dinner service? You haven’t by any chance kep—’

      ‘Ric. It’s all gone. You asked me to sell off the entire contents of the house.’

      ‘Oh…’

      ‘We’re bound to have enough crockery between the five of us.’

      ‘Hmm…’

      Philip could hear shards of china scraping on bare tiles. He smiled. Ricarda and her obsession with organisation – dashed on the hard floor of reality. That must hurt. He could see her standing there, sullenly sweeping broken crockery together with her foot.

      Philip slumped into the bright, flowery wingback chair, ran his hands along its threadbare satin arms, and gazed across the hallway into the empty room.

      ‘I’m looking forward to this,’ he said softly.

      ‘So am I.’

      From her words he imagined that she was smiling.
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      Ricarda pushed another half of a cup on to the heap of broken crockery. She had actually gone off the dinner service a long time ago – but still. Forgetting to assemble the bottom of the box properly! How stupid was that? Out in the hallway stood a ready and reassuring stack of packed and tidily labelled boxes. The next day was moving day, and the complete renovation of her building was due to start the week after.

      ‘I’m looking forward to this.’ The way he had said those words… Ricarda fetched the broom from the larder – oh, God, I’ve got to clear that out too – and swept the pieces together.

      It was incredible how much you could accumulate in a flat over the years. Four weeks ago she had decided that she was going to move into the flatshare, not on a temporary basis, but once and for all. Her current 1,300-square-foot apartment had felt far too big anyway since Herbert had succumbed unexpectedly and all too rapidly to cancer five years previously.

      Ricarda had been toying for a while with the idea of letting out her flat and looking for somewhere smaller, but she had never really got around to it for one reason or another.

      Philip’s flatshare had arrived as if on cue. A twist of fate. More than once, all those years ago, Philip, Herbert and she had built castles in the air: one day, when their children had flown the nest, they’d move in together, smoke cigarettes, drink whisky and pick up where they’d left off as students. She had to smile. They’d been a funny old bunch.

      Philip’s flat itself was a dream. It was centrally located in a quiet street lined with knobbly, hoary old plane trees in the Agnes quarter of town. It had five large bedrooms, a spacious living room, high ceilings with mouldings, wooden floors, and a beautiful stone balcony leading off the kitchen-cum-dining room.

      She liked her flatmates too. There was tomboyish Uschi Müller, who had cared for Philip’s mother a little; Eckart Fröhlich, a retired bank clerk and the Kreuzers’ account manager, whom Philip had run into again at the funeral; and, of course, Philip’s old schoolfriend Harry, who had dutifully enrolled at university along with Philip, but had then preferred to practise his social skills at the pub instead of pursuing a sociology degree! He hadn’t changed one jot – he was still the same old troublemaker. Tough, but with a heart of gold.

      Yet it was Philip who had been the crucial factor in her decision.

      Shortly after they’d first bumped into one another, they had agreed to meet up for dinner at a local brewery restaurant. They were rather shy to begin with, both of them, as though they barely knew each other. Then the beer had begun to loosen their tongues. Old stories came up, anecdotes from their university days including the immortal story of Professor Drissen, who had genuinely dozed off during one of his own lectures, like Professor Hastings in Sesame Street. They talked and talked and laughed a lot, mainly about the fact that the dry rot had enabled them to put into action the plan they had hatched all those years ago. If it hadn’t been for all the bother with the dry rot, Ricarda wouldn’t have been rushing to her practice like a lunatic, and she wouldn’t have bumped into Philip. They chinked glasses and congratulated themselves once more on their extraordinary stroke of luck. By candlelight Philip’s features looked almost as boyish as ever; he had that old twinkle in his eye.

      It was strange to see Philip with wrinkles. That might have been what initially created a peculiar, minute distance between them – nothing personal, just a gap that had widened over the years. Those lines were like little markers of how much time had passed, a reminder that despite their familiarity (and that came flooding back!) it had been decades since they’d last met; they had almost no idea what the other had been through in all those years and months and days.

      Their paths had crossed briefly once ten years earlier at Christmas in a bar in the south of the city. Harry had arranged a get-together in his former seminar room – in other words, his old pub. There must have been twenty university friends there. Herbert and she had chatted with Philip for a while. He’d told them about his health post out in the bush. It’d been absolutely fascinating, but he had had to head home soon after, as he’d promised to have dinner with his mother. When he’d left, Ricarda had realised that she would have liked to talk to him for longer. Oddly, she missed him; she had forgotten how nice he was and how fond she was of him. She had stepped outside and cadged a cigarette from a former fellow student.

      Herbert had suddenly developed liver cancer a few years later. He’d suffered terribly, and the doctors could do nothing for him apart from relieve his pain. Ricarda had spent every day at his bedside, and the end, at least, had come mercifully quickly. In a matter of months her whole life was turned upside down. She’d tried to keep her chin up, and as always she had managed – to a degree.

      She’d invited Philip to the funeral too. He’d had a wonderful wreath delivered, with the message ‘To my old friend’ printed on a lime-green ribbon, and Ricarda had secretly hoped that he would come, for these words had stirred up old memories in her, a kind of nostalgia. But he hadn’t. Two weeks later she’d found a letter, pasted with colourful African stamps, in her letterbox. He hadn’t been able to get away from Mali; he couldn’t abandon his bush health post at the drop of a hat. He wished her strength.

      Ricarda bent down and swept the broken china into the dustpan.

      ‘I’m looking forward to this.’ She whispered his words to herself again and smiled. She’d had a slight nagging doubt at first. Now and then she wondered whether the offer of a flatshare had merely slipped out in his enthusiasm at their chance encounter – and, once uttered, had been hard for him to take back. He’d been evasive during that first dinner when she had asked him about his other flatmates, and he’d put off introducing them to her. Maybe it was because he’d first needed to ask the others whether she was welcome.

      They had all finally met up ten days later at the Ludwig museum café. It was certainly odd: a man freshly returned from Africa offers four virtual castaways a room each in the apartment he has inherited from his mother, which he says is ‘in any case too big’ for him on his own. Typical Philip. It soon became clear that they were quite a random bunch, but they got on extremely well. This ragtag dimension brought a little levity to the project, a youthful abandon. This was an unexpected fresh start for them all; none of them had any preconceptions or fixed expectations. That trendy café had felt almost like an African village, with their chief assigning their huts.

      Shortly after that first meeting they had spent two weekends by the North Sea to get to know each other better and gauge whether they would really be able to live together. After the second weekend Ricarda had decided that she was fully committed to the flatshare.

      She tipped the first dustpanful into the bin and glanced over at the heap of broken pieces that remained. What on earth was she going to do for crockery now?

      She studied her lists on the kitchen table, running her finger over the various headings and names, then she picked up her mobile and dialled Eckart Fröhlich.
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      The tall narrow headstone jerked back and forth in the damp soil. The muffled sound of a mobile ringtone – Bach’s Fugue in G minor – filled the air. Eckart pulled his phone from the pocket of his brown corduroy trousers just as the gardener finished levering the piece of granite out of the ground. Lotte Fröhlich, née Penzer. 1949–1995. The bronze lettering had taken on a faint greenish hue over the years.

      The gardener pushed the stone on a wheelbarrow through the well-tended garden to the street.

      ‘I’ve just donated my crockery to the council,’ Eckart answered into the mobile as he trudged after the gardener. ‘You said you didn’t want two lots of everything…’

      ‘I know, I know. I was simply wondering whether you might still have it,’ said Ricarda on the other end of the line.

      ‘Unfortunately not,’ replied Eckart, unlocking the car boot for the gardener. ‘But while you’re there, about the… what’s it called again?… the raclette machine. Should I…? No? Three? Oh, I see. No, that’s too many. OK, yes, see you tomorrow, Ricarda.’ He switched off Ricarda’s voice.

      The gardener groaned as he heaved the stone out of the wheelbarrow and, bent double, swung it towards the boot. Eckart leaned close to him. ‘Hey, you wouldn’t have any use for a… raclette machine, would you? You know, one of those things with the little pans and wooden scrapers…’

      ‘Ahhh… not – right – now,’ the gardener spluttered. Eckart gasped as his dark blue Passat dipped a couple of inches with Lotte in the back.

       

      Eckart stood in his garden for a while, gazing at his house with its nice brick facing. Lotte and he had built it themselves twenty-five years earlier. They had saved up for it, a little at a time. He had decided, with a heavy heart, to sell it after his son Christoph had broken the news to him three months ago that he was intending to follow his girlfriend to New Zealand to grow kiwis. Christoph needed money for his new project, and in any case the house had no purpose now; the people for whom Eckart had built it with such love and devotion were no longer there. Back then, Lotte had longed to have her own little house; that was her idea of happiness and the good life. As things turned out, they’d lived in it for less than five years. He glanced at his watch. It was time. Christoph’s flight left in three hours.

      Three hours.
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      ‘Fair enough! As long as it’s on the left!’ Harry gave a throaty laugh. He couldn’t care less which room they gave him. He was talking to Philip over his hands-free kit while driving his taxi. The lights were just turning amber, so Harry put his foot down and accelerated across the junction the second before they changed to red. He could feel the young woman staring at him from the back seat. On the dashboard a plastic Hawaiian girl swayed her grass skirt and a model dachshund wiggled its head.

      ‘Everything’s sorted with Eckart for tomorrow morning, by the way,’ Harry continued. ‘His movers still have some room in the lorry. What a nice guy. Nah, I haven’t got that much. A bed, a bookcase, my records. Yep, see you tomorrow, Phil.’

      ‘Are you moving house?’ asked the passenger in the back amiably.

      ‘Flatshare,’ Harry said with a nod.

      ‘Oh, how lovely.’ The woman gazed out of the window with a benevolent look on her face.

      ‘What?’ asked Harry.

      ‘Old-age flatshares are such a lovely idea,’ the woman remarked. ‘A nice boost at the onset of the third age. Being there for one another when someone needs help. Doing things together, cooking together, going to the theatre and the cinema, playing sports…’ She leaned forward kindly. ‘What were your reasons?’

      Harry narrowed his eyes like Clint Eastwood as he sized her up in the rear-view mirror. ‘Old-age poverty,’ he said through gritted teeth. His mobile rang again, and Morricone’s ‘The Good, The Bad and The Ugly’ filled the taxi with its whistling. He pressed the button for hands-free mode.

      ‘Yes?’ Out of the corner of his eye he clocked the reaction of the friendly woman on the back seat: he loved to provoke people.

      ‘Crockery? Nooo… See you tomorrow, Ric.’
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      ‘I didn’t fit,’ said Uschi as she forced the hunk of beef through the mincer.

      ‘What do you mean, you didn’t fit?’ asked her colleague Hedwig, who was standing next to her behind the meat counter.

      ‘My hips were too wide,’ Uschi replied, and she turned to the customer, holding the minced meat out in front of her green ‘Delicatessen rhymes with Flessen’ apron. ‘Anything else, madam?’

      ‘Into what?’ the customer asked.

      ‘Mrs Müller dreamed last night that she wouldn’t fit into her coffin,’ Hedwig explained.

      The customer stared at her trusted sausage supplier in bafflement.

      ‘My hips were too wide. They didn’t fit,’ confirmed Uschi with a smile and showed off her round hips, squeezing them to emphasise the point. Her hips were no dream, unfortunately.

      ‘I thought you wanted to be cremated?’ asked Hedwig.

      ‘I can’t help it if I don’t remember in my dreams that I want to be cremated,’ said Uschi. And anyway that wasn’t the point. The point was that she couldn’t lie down in the coffin during the fitting because of her wide hips.

      ‘That’s terrible, Mrs Müller,’ said the customer. ‘What ghastly dreams you have!’

      You can say that again, thought Uschi. But what can you do about your dreams? Well, the night-time ones anyway.

      ‘Do you think semi-retirement’s to blame?’ Hedwig asked.

      It wasn’t such a stupid suggestion. Uschi had been sleeping badly ever since the branch manager had abruptly announced that he was reducing her hours to part-time. His voice gnawed away at her, especially at night: Isn’t that right, Mrs Müller? You’ll have a bit more time to yourself at long last!

      How dare he! Uschi didn’t want more time to herself. Uschi loved her job, her liver sausage with finest cayenne pepper, her mortadella with roasted pistachios, her cutlets – and her customers.

      She was still shaken by her search for a smaller, cheaper flat, and the nightmare was nothing compared with the seven bedsits she’d visited. Teeny-tiny. The mere idea of spending the rest of her days in a flat like that brought tears to her eyes.

      Then, two months ago, out of the blue, Mrs Kreuzer’s son had stood there in the shop and offered her a room in a flatshare. An absolute godsend. She’d felt better ever since. Maybe her dream about the narrow coffin just represented a fear of being cooped up in a tiny apartment.

      She tenderly wrapped the minced meat in special delicatessen paper.

      Never mind. It could actually be a good thing. When you dreamed of something that was giving you grief, you could deal with it. She was sure of that. You could process it and even dream it away.

      ‘Do you know another thing that dream could mean?’ said Hedwig, giving Uschi a sly look. ‘That you have to lose some weight beforehand.’

      ‘Before what?’ asked Uschi.

      ‘You know, before you die,’ Hedwig replied, looking pretty smug at her interpretation.

      ‘In that case…’ Uschi giggled ‘… pass me that cream slice!’

      The women laughed, dispelling all those dark thoughts at once. The thing to do with bad dreams or omens was to put a good spin on them. That was the art of living, otherwise life made no sense.

      The telephone rang shrilly.

      ‘It’s for you.’ Hedwig handed Uschi the receiver. The long telephone cable dangled over the lovingly decorated cold meats counter.

      It was Ricarda. Uschi listened to her for a while with one eye on the Beckmann boy, who was gawping at the mortadella. Uschi lifted a slice from the pile with a small fork, rolled it up and passed it over the counter to him. Then she smiled and proudly interrupted Ricarda. ‘Course I’ve kept my crockery.’
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      It was total chaos at Düsseldorf airport. Display boards, letters and numbers frantically flashing, people dashing in all directions, foreign languages, laughing, shouting; a flurry of activity. Eckart was completely out of his depth amid all the excitement. He had trouble keeping up with Christoph as his son lugged his two rucksacks straight towards check-in. Sydney was up on the departures board; Christoph was flying on from there to New Zealand.
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