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For K and O and S.


And for those who feel seen.









I


(points of view)









My heart is a snack machine made of tin. This machine stands on some random train platform, in some random city. An isolated, industrial chunk of metal that’s still unassuming. A machine; a rust-free, shiny, square colossus. Why does it stand there alone? Who created it?


The snack machine has a sheet of glass on the front so I can look inside and see all its snacks. I zoom in: the snacks are sorted meticulously. They laugh at me through their cellophane packaging. Market psychology probably played a role in determining how they would be placed. But that doesn’t matter now. These tasty little snacks—from the morbid pig in a blanket to the coconut-chocolate bar—they are all there just for me and I can choose freely. I can choose how to look at them, buy them, salivate over them, and gulp them down according to my preference. I suddenly think, My goodness, just fifteen more minutes, then the train will come, and I feel my stomach growl.


My stomach growls again. It just wants attention; that’s not real hunger. Even so, I start to look for some change in my bag. And as I consider whether I want coconut or pork—and my forefinger already stretches toward the buttons—my stomach starts all over again. The snack machine suddenly seems much bigger and begins to move. Even the train tracks that I’m standing next to begin to move, and the ground beneath me, too, along with the snack machine. Everything is swaying all of a sudden, even I am.


For a moment, I am disoriented. When I look above me, I can see that the sky has become darker, there’s rust everywhere. My forefinger is still stretched out. Coconut shoots through my head. Then I fall to my knees and faint.









Maybe it would have been best if I had looked for shelter within the snack machine as soon as I stepped onto the platform. It may have been best for me to move right into this machine and live there for a few days. I would have covered myself in rustling cellophane and eaten whatever fell into my lap. Finally, I would have built myself a rustling toilet. I would have had peace and time, I mean, I love peace and time, and I would have been safe. I could have looked out through the glass pane and watched the people on the platform. I could have made faces at them and sung solemn songs. I could have synchronized their conversations live. I could have posed urgent questions to the people who might come to me for a snack. Or given them answers. I could have fallen in love. I could have forgotten my current occupations, my current life; just to have fun in the most eccentric ways.


I could have begun a new life.


But I want to go out into the so-called wide world, by all means.









WHERE ARE YOU NOW?


I’m in Durham, North Carolina, the second-northernmost of the southern states.


WHAT’S YOUR FAVORITE FOOD?


Yesterday I fell in love with a local specialty: thick, warm waffles with nuts, maple syrup, and chocolate cream topped with fried chicken.


You could choose between four chicken wings and drumsticks.


WEIRD.


Yes.


WHERE ARE YOU STAYING?


In a massive hotel. There’s air-conditioning and you can’t open the windows. When the cleaning staff is finished, they turn on all five lamps whether I’m there or not. In the courtyard the pool is illuminated around the clock, even though it’s much too cold to swim.


AND HOW ARE YOU? WHAT’S UP WITH YOUR EYES?


…


WHAT ARE YOU DOING TOMORROW?


Sleeping in.


TELL ME MORE ABOUT THE FOOD.


A well-frequented restaurant, some nondescript music is playing.


The Black waitress asks me: You want them wings or them drumsticks? Drumsticks, please, I say. Then she says that she likes my hair. I say: This was more of an accident, but now I like it. We smile at each other as if we’re friends. I suddenly feel at ease … like I belong.


NICE.


The food tastes good. The combination of waffles and chicken is wrong, disconcerting, perfect. There are no white workers in the restaurant, just a few white guests. At the table next to me, there’s a mother sitting with her son, both are Black, both stare at their phones during the length of their stay at the restaurant. The boy looks like he’s daydreaming, playing a racing game, his body is a little too big for himself.


YOU PUT THAT BEAUTIFULLY.


Ever since I got to the U.S., the first thing I notice about people is their skin color.


COOL.


No.


NOW YOU’RE MAKING THAT FACE AGAIN.


PLEASE STOP. THAT’S YOUR WHITE-PRIVILEGE FACE.


Sorry, I did that unconsciously.


IN ANGOLA THEY USED TO CALL YOU “COCONUT,” RIGHT? BROWN ON THE OUTSIDE, WHITE ON THE INSIDE. WHEN YOU MAKE THAT FACE, I UNDERSTAND WHAT THEY MEAN.


Everyone always wants to talk to me about racism. That’s not my life’s work.


YOU’RE THE ONE WHO STARTED IT.


WHERE ARE YOU NOW?


Still in Durham, North Carolina.


WHERE ARE YOU AT HOME?


…


DID YOU SAY SOMETHING?


…


DID YOU SAY SOMETHING?


I say that a lot of Black people here can’t afford a car, but this city was built exclusively for cars. I say that a Black couple was shot to death on campus last year by a racist who was well known in town. I say that the white people in rural areas have a lot of guns and I’d best not go out there. I say that there’s a large statue on campus, on a pedestal, named Silent Sam. He was built in honor of all those who fought during the Civil War—for the South, against Lincoln. I say that the white people have threatened to take back their funding from campus if anyone disturbs the statue, and after protests by the Black community, a memorial was placed next to Silent Sam, for all the African American slaves who built the university. I say that the new memorial looks like a camping table: a large, round slab is propped up by figures the size of garden gnomes, holding it over their heads. I say that these slaves stand there embedded in the earth, as if they were sinking in quicksand, and that some people use the new, small memorial as a spot for sitting down. I say that, as a result, they built little stools around it, and with that it really became a table. A table that the Black enslaved people are holding up, out of the quagmire, an obvious tray, from which affluent white students eat their lunch during their break. I say that I didn’t make any of that up.


THAT THE BLACKS THINK THEY ARE BLACK, AND THE WHITES THINK THEY’RE WHITE.


What?


THAT THE BLACKS THINK THEY ARE BLACK, AND THE WHITES THINK THEY’RE WHITE.


Yes.


WHAT’S UP WITH YOUR EYES?


Puffy from crying.


ATYPICAL.


Oh, well.


SINCE WHEN IS IT EMBARRASSING TO CRY IN PUBLIC?


Sometimes I come back to the hotel and I watch hours of HBO on a giant flatscreen in order to hide from my feelings. Until sleep comes.


At night, I dream of young Black men who jump out of planes to their death as they angrily call out the names of white American women.


Ashley, Pamela, Hillary, Amber!


Lots of clouds, lots of names, a long drop, no impact at the end, just me waking up.


THE WAY YOU SOBBED WHEN THE STEWARDESS ASKED YOU: Do you want a cookie?


I cried like a baby for a whole hour, totally plastered above the clouds.


YOUR SOFT, OBSESSIVE HEART. IF YOU COULD EAT IT, WOULD YOU?


It depends on who’s offering it to me. How the service is. How it’s served.


DO YOU FEEL GOOD IN PLACES WHERE PEOPLE SERVE YOU?


Yes, very. Service areas comfort me.


MAYBE BECAUSE THE WORKERS AREN’T ALLOWED TO TALK ABOUT POLITICS. THAT CREATES A SOFT AND HARMLESS ATMOSPHERE.


It’s fine the other way around. Politicians are always talking about work.


Watch now: the ten most popular political topics of all time! Number seven: the future of labor!


We’re so used to the promise of more jobs that we’re no longer surprised if someone comes by and whispers:


Hello, little slave of work—shake your booty, make it twerk!


WHAT SHOULD PEOPLE SEE WHEN THEY LOOK AT YOUR FACE?


Me?


WITH WHOM DO YOU FIGHT YOUR BATTLES?


Myself?


HAVE YOU EVER BELONGED TO A TERRORIST ORGANIZATION?


No.


HAVE YOU EVER BELONGED TO A CRIMINAL ORGANIZATION?


No.


IS YOUR HOMELAND SAFE?


According to what criteria?


WHERE ARE YOU REGISTERED?


At home.


WHAT DOES THAT MEAN?


…


WHERE ARE YOU NOW?


A couple of days ago I was in New York. On election night I was sitting in a bar in Manhattan, a few blocks away from Trump and Clinton.


GO ON, GO ON.


I’m talking to some British managers from Shell. We’re drunk and in good spirits.


Cheers!


I’ve decided to be tolerant, I don’t want to judge them. Surprisingly pleasant, eloquent men; we get along well. One of them says he’s a feminist, Angela Merkel’s policies are destroying Syria, because no one is returning to rebuild their country, and Hillary Clinton has basically won. The other one, Kee-nic, is euphoric. He keeps saying, This is amazing, in a British accent. His deep voice and the melodious sound of the former colonial empire draw me in.


WHICH DETAIL ARE YOU LEAVING OUT?


…


WHICH DETAIL ARE YOU LEAVING OUT?


And his “ethnicity.”


WHAT?


His “ethnicity” attracts me. But it makes me uncomfortable to say that. Or to think it.


WHY?


This is amazing, Kee-nic says, and with that he means the atmosphere of this New York night, the election, the anticipation, perhaps even the feeling we all have that we are witnessing a historic moment. Around midnight, I follow him to his hotel; we’re convinced that in the morning the first ever female president of the U.S.A. will be confirmed. Around three a.m. we’ve drunkenly fucked ourselves to sleep. My cell-phone vibrates. Text messages from my friends in Germany.


Nine eleven—eleven nine!


Be careful!


What the fuck?


I turn on the television; Trump has just started his speech. Kee-nic wakes up and snuggles up to me (he has such smooth skin and smells so good, is that coconut oil?). We sleep together again. While he pounds away with his meticulously trained manager physique, I can’t take my eyes off the television. Kee-nic moans something, I can’t understand it, so he says it again: This is amazing. This is amazing. I think, Donald Trump’s family actually looks shocked, meanwhile I’m on the sixteenth floor of a luxury hotel in Manhattan getting fucked by a man whose company is systematically destroying the environment.


AND FOUR HOURS LATER, IN A PLANE TO DURHAM, THE NICE STEWARDESS SERVING COOKIES.


WHERE ARE YOU NOW?


Still in Durham.


On a wall someone has sprayed: Black lives don’t matter and neither does your votes.


HAVE YOU EVER DESTROYED GOVERNMENT PROPERTY?


Black lives don’t matter and neither does your votes. I don’t think that’s proper English. I think that will stay there for a while. I don’t know if these things will ever end, or just get worse. In the U.S., I’m Blacker than in Germany.


This is amazing.


Excuse me?


This is amazing.


THE SLAVE TRADE IS THE MOST SUCCESSFUL BUSINESS MODEL IN HUMAN HISTORY. FORCED LABOR IS STILL A BREATHTAKING CONCEPT! TRADING WITH ENSLAVED BODIES: THE WHIPPING, THE RAPE, THE LYNCHING!


I love that idea!


In the English-speaking world there is a tendency toward exaggerated language.


I would kill for the cookies they sell over there!


In Germany there’s a tendency toward exaggerated violence.


I would kill them if I could.


People burn down asylum seekers’ homes. Or they yell Jump already! to the refugees, until they plunge to the ground from the windows. Or an eighty-person lynch mob is chasing down random kids to stab them. I have to believe that these people live on the margins. I have to believe that the core of society condemns these attacks. Otherwise, the land in which I live distinguishes itself very little from the U.S. Otherwise, the land in which I live could soon vote the same way. Otherwise, the land in which I live would no longer be my home.


WHAT HAPPENS WHEN YOU FALL ASLEEP?


I fall.


WHAT HAPPENS WHEN YOU WAKE UP?


Sometimes there’s just a melody, a giggle. Often just brief, cold fear.


WHERE DO YOU FEEL AT HOME?


When I’m asleep.


WHAT IS THE PURPOSE OF YOUR STAY?


Where, here on earth?


WHAT DO YOU DREAM OF?


…


WHAT DO YOU DREAM OF?


For a moment I see something flare up; an image from history class, but more current, somehow newer and with drones. Instead of men in steel helmets, the faces of my friends. My dear friends, how they’re running, ducking, falling, as if they were being kicked and hit by bullets, whips, fists, and bombs—somewhere in Berlin, somewhere in New York, somewhere in Thuringia. My friends lying on the ground with severed limbs, covered in blood, with contorted faces, my friends between collapsed buildings. My friends with their eyes wide open, small flies circling them.


AND THEN?


And then:


My friends are a chapter in a history book that is slammed shut, unemotional, objective, because everything happened so long ago. My dead friends as something that doesn’t concern anyone today. My dead friends as a memory, a memorial on paper about which people will say:


Don’t be so sensitive, that was the zeitgeist back then.









I stare at the snack machine, the snack machine stares at me.


I can hear music coming from somewhere. In a fast-paced tempo, a rapper describes how she and her bitches hustle. Just fifteen more minutes, then the train will come. My stomach growls.


My face is reflected in the glass. I smile at myself and think, It’s nice to travel alone, as I roll my curls between my thumb and forefinger. Just then, I notice a group of blond schoolkids, reflected in the glass as well. Without turning around, I see how they’re standing there, swiping their smartphones. The song is playing on one of their phones; they don’t speak to one another. Suddenly I feel like licking the reflection of their faces—really slowly, really thoroughly.









WHERE ARE YOU NOW?


In Berlin at the airport. After checking in, I’m sitting at the gate and looking through a floor-length window at the planes outside. I like people who wear garish vests and noise-canceling headphones.


YOU’RE SWEATING.


I had to hurry. I was running late.


WHY AREN’T YOU SMILING?


What?


AREN’T YOU HAPPY?


…


ARE YOU NERVOUS?


No.


ARE YOU NERVOUS?


Tired out, maybe a little excited. I haven’t been on such a long trip in a while, especially alone.


WHY?


Why I’m traveling alone or why I haven’t taken a long trip in a while?


WHY ARE YOU NERVOUS?


… There was an incident.


GO ON. GO ON.


I’m still sitting by the gate. Since I’m not sure whether there’ll be food on the flight, I buy a Coke and Snickers from a snack machine near another empty gate. No one is there, except me and a man. He has a beard and a head covering that I can’t categorize.


DID HE TOUCH YOU?


No. It’s not that kind of story. He didn’t even see me.


OKAY. GO ON.


As I leave to return to my gate, he puts on a plastic belt with a strange bulge at the waist. Then he throws a large garment over his shoulders, which covers him completely. I stop in place. The garment looks festive and he seems upset.


HE IS NERVOUS.


Explosives! Suicide bomber!


The words race through my head. I can’t do anything about it. The man sits down and begins to rock his torso back and forth, making far-reaching, hectic movements as he mumbles something to himself. I think I see a look of fear on his face.


HIS LAST PRAYER?


…


DO YOU HAVE A WEAPON WITH YOU?


No.


PEPPER SPRAY?


No.


OTHER EXPLOSIVE DEVICES?


He has bands wrapped around his arm. I think: Those are the cables or the wires. I don’t dare approach him.


Excuse me, sir, do you wanna murder me or is this just a regular prayer?


So I decide to do something else. I go back to the security screening area, where they’re checking IDs and where people are chosen randomly for further screening.


WERE YOU CHOSEN RANDOMLY?


I’m always chosen randomly.


AND THEN?


I ask a policeman for help. He winks at me and—confusingly, in a thick Thuringian accent—explains something about how he and his colleagues certainly had done their job thoroughly, but that he will send someone over to check nonetheless.


No need t’ vohry, okay.


I go back to the gate, sit down, and eat my Snickers. While I was gone, the man finished his prayer and changed clothes. His large garment has disappeared, he calmly walks over to three children playing and a woman with a colorful headscarf. As he sits down next to them, a policeman enters the room. He strolls around, surveys the other people waiting, and then he sees me. I want to lower my gaze, but instead I look at the man and his family again. The policeman’s gaze follows mine, while one of the children climbs onto the man’s lap.


WHERE ARE YOU NOW?


I’m getting on the plane.


No need t’ vohry, okay.


Welcome aboard! How are you today?


Full of self-disgust, thanks.


Be a hero! Better safe than sorry!


If I’d been in New York, my paranoia would have made me into a heroine. There are posters in the subway that invite you to report every suspicion with a clear conscience—for the safety of the city, for the community. But I’m not in New York yet.


DO YOU THINK REAL HEROINES EXIST?


… This moment of mortal fear, this moment when I’m convinced that I’ll soon be blown to pieces. And then the shame—of having thought someone capable of such an atrocity and denouncing them for that reason.


ARE YOU NERVOUS NOW?


I can’t fly without at least three spectacular fantasies about a plane crash befalling me. And somehow I always imagine I would be the only one who survived. Does a plane crash as soon as a bird gets stuck in its engine?


Please fasten your seat belts now.


DEAD CHICKENS—THAT’S HOW THEY TEST THE ENGINES.


Okay.


THE MORE CHICKENS CAN BE SHREDDED BY A JET WITHOUT TROUBLE, THE BETTER.


Oxygen will flow.


A stewardess has applied her lipstick beyond the edges of her upper lip. When she tries to sell me perfume from her duty-free cart, I see a clown with a barrel organ.


In case of emergency, follow the following instructions!


I like the announcement that you should first help yourself and then children, in case anything happens.


Oxygen will flow!


PLEASE CONCENTRATE.


FEAR OF A PLANE CRASH, FEAR OF TERROR.


WHAT ELSE?


I don’t want to be a person who is afraid of “terror.” I mean, it’s not like I’m always looking up when I walk by buildings to see whether a loose brick might kill me.


AND YET YOU ARE THE FIRST ONE TO GET OFF IF THE SUBWAY SMELLS LIKE GAS.


Five other people got off with me. They were anxious too and decided to wait for the next train. I’ll never forget how we looked at one another.


Do you want a cookie?


The armrest has four different channels with music; on the monitors, the same movie is playing for all the passengers. A turbulent romantic comedy set in New York, with a white female protagonist. A lot of scenes are shot on the streets of New York. I’ve never been to New York, but I still think: All the people in this film are white, that must have been a huge hassle.


CONCENTRATE.


YOU’RE NERVOUS, YOU DON’T FEEL SAFE. WHAT ELSE?


I’m annoyed about the movie.


And about the people who watch it, without noticing that something is missing.


WHAT ELSE?


I don’t want to keep talking about these things.


WHAT ELSE?


I get distracted, look out the window, think about clouds and different kinds of terror, wonder how the toilet flushes. Wonder why I let this fabricated fear inside me. Wonder why I can’t defend myself better against it. Wonder how all the excrement is disposed of. I suddenly think about a day at the lake.


WHICH DAY?


When I wanted to go swimming and there was only right-wing terror.


THAT SOUNDS TRITE.


You know, rural, neo-fascist no-go zones and the like.


HOW MANY SWIMMING BADGES DO YOU HAVE?


… Right-wing terror is when you’re sitting at the lake and four Nazis come, two men and two women. They don’t see us, we’re sitting far off in the shade and are still afraid.


WHAT DO YOU MEAN BY “WE”?


My boyfriend and I, we’re a couple, but not a happy one; we had a fight half an hour ago. Right-wing terror is: when the Nazis come, we belong together again. They undress, the way I imagine soldiers would, attentive and jagged. They fold their clothes together, are standing erect and stiff on a hot summer day, naked and self-assured, looking at one of the lakes in Strausberg as if it belonged to them. Right-wing terror is: not being able to laugh at their stiffness, for fear of being seen. The biggest and stoutest of the group has a swastika tattooed on his chest. As the four of them stand there, two families start packing up their things. Right-wing terror is: when the atmosphere suddenly changes, the two families withdraw, and there are only a few people left at the beach. My boyfriend and I remain awkwardly in the shade. A white man sits at the shore, maybe in his mid-thirties, his small sons play in the shallow water. The Nazis don’t see him right away either and go for a swim. When they come back to shore and dry themselves off—and stand there just as jagged as before, wooden even, no one is having any fun—they notice that only one of the little kids is white. One of them says loudly: Ugh, there was a nigger in the water and the word stabs me between the ribs. I say quietly: We have to go sit next to them, next to the father. My boyfriend replies: No way. They’ll think we’re provoking them. Then we’ll really be in trouble. I say: But we can’t just leave those kids and their father alone with them. My boyfriend says: They won’t do anything to the kids. But they’ll do something to us. We’re leaving. We continue fighting in whispers. My boyfriend eventually wins out. Right-wing terror is: I can’t risk the chance that he might get beaten up, I have no idea what the right thing to do is. Right-wing terror is: we, as well, withdraw silently. Back at the car, I call the police right away and learn that it’s illegal to display a swastika in public. It’s against the constitution. Good thing that you called. We’re really trying our best to catch people like that. Where’s the lake again? Right-wing terror is: after two hours of searching, the police still can’t find it. When I get home, I have the feeling I’ve done something wrong. Or I’ve neglected to do something. Right-wing terror is: I still think about this day and the impossibility of knowing how I should behave. Right-wing terror is: I’m ashamed of my cowardice. Right-wing terror is: I was once that kid at the lake.


Excuse me, sir, do you wanna murder me or do you just wanna hate me while you’re swimming?


What?


THE COMBINATION OF FEAR AND THE INABILITY TO SAY SOMETHING, THIS POWERLESSNESS, THE INABILITY TO ACT—I UNDERSTAND.


WHAT DO YOU DO TO FIGHT IT?


… try to be aware of it?


WHERE ARE YOU NOW?


Still on a plane.


Excuse me, may I see your boarding pass?


I changed seats. My seat is actually back there, but it was so cramped.


Unfortunately, that’s not allowed.


But the whole row is empty. Oh, okay, is it because this is an exit row?


This seat is XL and costs eighty-three dollars extra, sorry.


Just because there’s more room? But the other seats are way too small for me. I can’t even stretch out my legs.


I’m sorry, you’re going to have to return to your seat.


Yeah, okay.


WHERE ARE YOU SEATED?


…


WHERE IS YOUR SEAT?


…


WHERE DO YOU BELONG?


…


DO YOU HAVE A COMPASS WITH YOU?


Why?


DO YOU FEEL LIKE YOUR LIFE HAS A FOCUS?


Maybe.


DO YOU FEEL LIKE YOUR LIFE IS APPROACHING A GOAL?


No.


WHO ARE YOUR NEIGHBORS?


My neighbors?


WHAT IS YOUR PERMANENT ADDRESS?


In Berlin.


WHERE DO YOU COME FROM?


I come—


WHERE DO YOU COME FROM?


I come—


WHERE DO YOU COME FROM?


I come—


WHY DO YOU ALWAYS DELETE YOUR BROWSER HISTORY?


What?


ARE YOU IN LOVE WITH YOUR FREEDOM OF MOVEMENT?


WHY DO YOU CHEW YOUR NAILS?


Sometimes it’s hard for me to notice—


WOULD YOU LIKE TO SEE A COLORFUL GRAPHIC OF YOUR MOTION PROFILE FROM THE LAST THREE YEARS? IN THE FORM OF A SURPRISE CAKE, OUT OF WHICH JUMPS—


—whatever is most important.


WHERE ARE YOU NOW?


… at home.


OKAY.


…


Two days before my departure, I made a stupid mistake. I had to cancel my flight with the American airline again. No one picks up at the German service center. So I call the English number. Shortly thereafter, a woman slowly spells words to me in broken English that I can barely understand but am supposed to type into a search engine. At some point, while the cancellation is finally going through online and the website is buffering, I ask her if she really is located in the U.S. No, no, on Fiji. We talk about the weather; here in Berlin and there on the island, oh really, aha, yes, of course. We’re very cordial with each other. Eventually she asks quietly: In winter, where you live … does it snow?


Yes, I say. She responds: I have never touched the snow in my life.


It sounds like a secret and a little reverent.


So I try to describe to her what snow is like. How it feels to hold a melting snowflake in your hand. It’s like a very light raindrop, you know. After we hang up, I feel like I actually met someone new.


SWEET. WHERE ARE YOU NOW?


I’m looking at the clouds again. I’m calmed by the thought that no matter how much rain and snow lies below me, the sun is always shining up above.


ARE YOU STILL NERVOUS?


I’m relaxed. The film is over and my anger has subsided. I often think I’m lucky to have been born into the life I lead. But maybe that’s nonsense. When I close my eyes, I forget how vulnerable I am.


WOULD YOU LIKE TO FORGET WHO YOU ARE?


Why?


WOULD YOU LIKE TO FORGET WHO YOU ARE?


No.


WOULD YOU LIKE TO FORGET ME?


… No.


ARE YOU HAPPY?


About what?


ABOUT EVERYTHING TO COME.


… Yes. Strangely enough, yes.


It’s like a very light raindrop, you know.


It’s like a very light raindrop.


It’s like rain.


I’ll land soon and see new things, meet new people, speak a different language, and spend different money. I get to witness the election, which is likely to be an important historical moment—I have a good feeling.









I’m standing on the train platform with a few people waiting for the train. Four more minutes, my stomach growls.


For a moment, I have too many thoughts. I lose my grip on them. But I won’t bend down to retrieve them; I’d rather watch myself in the glass pane of the snack machine. Just briefly, of course. I don’t want anyone to think there’s something wrong with me.


Suddenly I hear a long-forgotten melody coming from the snack machine.


I quietly begin to hum.


So quietly that no one on the platform can hear me, not even the small mice running between the tracks.









WHERE ARE YOU NOW?


I just landed. No one clapped … It looks cold outside.


DO YOU HAVE FOOD WITH YOU?


No.


ARE YOU TRAVELING WITH MORE THAN TEN THOUSAND DOLLARS?


No.


AT WHICH ADDRESS CAN YOU BE REACHED?


I’m going to decide that spontaneously.


YOU CAN’T PROCEED WITHOUT AN ADDRESS.


Okay.


WHO SHOULD BE CONTACTED IN CASE SOMETHING HAPPENS TO YOU?


What’s supposed to happen to me?


WHO’S YOUR CONTACT IN CASE OF AN EMERGENCY?


Should some pickup truck run me over tomorrow, my grandmother would get a dramatic call from the U.S.—she’d get a heart attack right away, too. So that’s not a good option.


Intense heart attacks! Brought to you by: your grandchild!


Instead, I give them Kim’s name and number. My grandmother wouldn’t be okay with that and neither would Kim. She hates the fact that her information doesn’t belong to her alone.


SMARTPHONES, FACEBOOK, GOOGLE MAPS—THOSE USED TO BE THE MEGALOMANIACAL WET DREAMS OF THE STASI.


A sexy, sexy dream come true!


And maybe, I think, Kim hates me, too.


Sorry, miss, we have bad news. We’ve got your friend here in the hospital. You were listed as the emergency contact. She’s in very critical condition. Could you please help us find—hello? Miss, are you still there?


But maybe Kim wouldn’t just hang up if something happened to me. Maybe she would pause, think about me, and start to worry. Or she would pack her bag in a mad rush, leave her apartment, and come after me. Maybe twenty-eight hours after that dramatic phone call from the U.S., she’d be sitting by my hospital bed. I’d be lying in a coma, completely battered from the reckless pickup truck, she’d hold my hand. Then at some point she’d start to sob, a few tears would wet my IV line, several empathetic nurses would gather at the door and pray for me, for us, Hallelujah. After Kim had finally calmed down and her tears had dried, she would stroke my cheeks encrusted with blood and apologize to me in a whisper, very quietly, without a sound, her warm breath tickling my ear. She would regret how we hurt each other. And then finally I would awaken from my coma and focus my sole remaining eye on her.


DOES IT BOTHER YOU THAT SO FEW MEN CRY IN MOVIES?


What?


ARE YOU RELIGIOUS?


WHICH FAITH DO YOU BELONG TO?


I don’t belong to anyone.


WHAT DO YOU BELIEVE IN?


Social relations.


ARE YOU UNWED?


That sounds archaic.


DO YOU LIVE ALONE?


Yes.


WHERE ARE YOUR NEXT OF KIN?


I’m not sure.


ARE YOU VISITING RELATIVES ON THIS TRIP?


No.


WHERE DO YOUR RELATIVES LIVE?


I don’t really have family, at least biologically.


The lone wolf, far away from its pack!


I didn’t mean it like that.


Out in the open—the adventure begins!


I come from a family that’s always unduly romanticized the idea of getting as far away from yourself as possible.


WHAT DOES THAT MEAN?


… I come from a family for whom travel was always an unfulfilled longing. But not really in the sense of a lone wolf, rather …


GO ON, GO ON.


Picture this:


My mother: a young woman with blue hair and a studded belt, a punk, stuck in East Germany. A young woman who gets involved with an Angolan in a small East German town where everyone knows one another. A young woman who wishes to get away, who longs excessively for her emigration permit to be approved, shortly after “the African” had to return to his country. A young woman who imagines them having a life together in Angola, a life under a different sun, with different mentalities, a life of freedom. But then, at age nineteen, a few months after giving birth to twins: an arrest, her emigration permit is revoked, her psyche crumbled like a cookie in a Stasi prison.


IS THIS A PITCH FOR THE NEXT CLICHÉ-FILLED EAST GERMAN FILM ON PUBLIC TELEVISION?


The problem with clichés is not that they’re not true.


RATHER?


They’re often true. The problem is that they only ever describe the same, single perspective.


AND?


Picture this:


My mother: a woman who is raising me and my twin brother as best she can and as if we’re to blame for her life, to blame for the reason she never got out of this damned fucking country, which is what she used to call East and then West Germany, whether before German reunification or after it—she always had to stay behind. Her man got himself a new family in Angola, since his old one didn’t follow him back then. Besides this, always too little money, always alone.


BUT SHE HAD YOU KIDS.


My mother today: a fifty-three-year-old woman who’s never been able to get over the many times she was imprisoned, or the violent death of her son. A woman who has herself institutionalized and pronounces me dead. A wounded animal who’s been forced into a corner her entire life and bares her teeth.


RABIES?


What?


YOU CAN ALREADY DIE FIFTEEN DAYS AFTER BEING INFECTED.


HAVE YOU BEEN VACCINATED?


Against what?


EVERYTHING THAT COULD BE HARMFUL TO YOU.


This scar, this small, relief-like abrasion on my mother’s upper arm, like so many of those who were born in East Germany. It fascinated me as a child. I thought it was a miniature map of a secret, wonderful land.


WEIRD.


DOES THAT MEAN YOU DON’T KEEP IN TOUCH?


She refuses to. The last time I saw her was at the funeral.


IN WHAT INSTITUTION IS SHE NOW?


I don’t know.


AND YOUR BROTHER?


What about him?


HOW DID HE LOSE HIS LIFE?


Lost his life. Lost track of his life?


AND YOUR OTHER RELATIVES?


My father writes an email from Angola twice a year. One email always comes a day before our birthday, now it’s just my birthday. He can’t remember the correct date.


AND YOUR GRANDPARENTS?


My grandfather is dead, cancer, my grandmother is still alive.


WHERE IS SHE NOW?


Probably at home, in front of the television. Or at the doctor.


WHY SO DISMISSIVE?


Picture this:


My grandmother: a loyal supporter of the Socialist Unity Party and a proud mother of two daughters, proud in general and often, because of her good connections (she always got nylon pantyhose and jeans, chocolate from West Germany, and a beach rental on the Baltic), proud because of her pretty blond hair, teased high, proud of her striking beauty, her above-average intelligence, proud of the beauty and intelligence of her daughters. My grandmother: a vain teenager who longs for nothing more than to be a stewardess. To combine business with pleasure. To travel all over the world, to get away, without really being gone. Because of course, East Germany is great. The GDR is my home, I don’t really want to leave. Become a stewardess, to escape her abusive father. Become a stewardess, to see and to be more than the dumb people in her small town. Become a stewardess, to experience what flying feels like. But then, she never became a stewardess, but became pregnant instead and later on a secretary. At age forty: disabled with back pain, and unemployable ever since.


SO MUCH FAILURE ON YOUR MATERNAL LINE.


Excuse me, is your family A) cursed, B) just very unlucky, C) mentally ill, or D) pretty solid regarding the circumstances?


My grandmother today: a cute, plump woman about age seventy, who has a fear of flying and can’t even get on an elevator. A woman who loves the warmth of her heating pad. A woman who still dreams now and then of flying and who can’t speak openly with me, her easily irritable granddaughter, certainly not about the other grandchild, the boy, who took his own life.


WHY CAN’T SHE TALK TO YOU ABOUT IT?


IS THERE SOMETHING YOU’RE AFRAID TO DIVULGE?


Nothing.


DID YOU KNOW THAT DIVULGE ORIGINALLY DIDN’T JUST MEAN TO MAKE PUBLIC BUT ALSO TO SCATTER ABROAD?


No.


AND DID YOU KNOW THE ROOT WORD OF DIVULGE IS VULGAS, THE SAME ROOT AS FOR VULGAR?


No.


DO YOU TRAVEL SO MUCH SO YOU WON’T DIVULGE YOUR SECRETS?


OR ARE YOU AFRAID YOU’LL SAY SOMETHING VULGAR?


All the men in my family are either dead or long gone. And the women left behind are damaged. Each in their own way. But I can travel as often and as far as I want. Even though it was never important to me. Even though I never had to work for it, I was just born in the right place at the right time. I can even think about traveling for vacation. And as I travel, I can think about the self-determined, pleasant experience I’m having, while thousands of other people are forced to travel. People for whom words like crisis, wave, and influx are used.


STOP, STOP, STOP. THAT’S A DIFFERENT TOPIC ALTOGETHER. CONCENTRATE. TRAVELING IS THE SUBJECT, LONELINESS A SIDE EFFECT. WHAT ELSE?


Why loneliness?


WHY ARE YOU CHEWING YOUR NAILS?


When we were kids, our mother sometimes went on vacation without us. Once she went to French Guiana and Suriname for two whole months. My grandfather was in the hospital at the time, as a consequence my grandmother’s life fell apart. That’s why Melanie, a friend of our mother’s, looked after us. Sometimes Melanie’s partner, a moderate neo-Nazi, was there too. When it was time for dinner, he liked to call my brother and me to the table, loudly: he’d yell through the apartment that us coffee beans should finally come to the kitchen. When our mother came back from vacation, for the first time ever her nails weren’t chewed off, the cuticles weren’t damaged, that’s how great her time abroad was.


SO SHE DID TRAVEL AFTER ALL.


WHERE TO EXACTLY?


Afterward she was always sad for days that she had to return to Germany.


AND YOU?


I have more privileges than anyone in my family ever had. And I’m still fucked. I’m hated by more people than my grandmother could ever imagine. So, with this in mind, I try to convince her for twenty minutes not to vote for a right-wing party on election day.
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