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Midnight. The dull sound of bells echoed over the rooftops of Rome. The day on which the pope was to be buried was beginning.

The basilica was still filled with large numbers of people. The air was saturated with their breath, their whispered words, and murmured prayers. Now and then stifled coughs could be heard. Feet shuffled across the cold floor, as a line of people wound past the casket as if in slow motion. The candles flickered restlessly and cast dancing shadows on the waxlike face of the dead man.

The clear voice of a child rose above the muffled sounds. “But he isn’t dead.”

“Ssh!” a woman hissed.

“Look, Mamma! He moved.”

“Don’t talk nonsense.”

A man nearby spoke up. “You have to be very quiet here. People want to pray.”

The little girl wasn’t listening. “I think he wants to tell us something, but he can’t.”

“Stop it right now!” said the girl’s mother in a severe whisper.

The little girl began to sob. “Mamma, we have to help him!”

Angry murmurs arose. Someone said, “Either have your child be still, or else take her outside.”

The mother took the girl’s hand and pulled her away. The girl resisted. Her crying grew more vehement. “But he’s not dead! Really, he’s not dead!”

People gathered around the casket and looked at the motionless body. Some of them were shivering.

“Children!” someone sighed. “They don’t understand. They don’t know about death yet.”

The believers made the sign of the cross and with their heads bowed, continued on their way. 

***
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A quarter past one. There was an air of finality about the shutting of the heavy portals at the entrance.

The last of the mourners were leaving the nave of the church by the rear doors. Gradually the sounds faded away and it grew deathly still. More and more candles burned out and the coolness of the stagnant air thickened into a clammy cold. 

***
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Suddenly, there was a burst of glaring light. It was two in the morning – time for the church to be cleaned. Hurried footsteps, the banging of buckets and the voices of the cleaning women broke through the tomblike silence. Speaking softly but energetically, Maria-Magdalena gave out her instructions.

The closer they drew to the high altar, the less the women spoke. Finally, they all were all standing around the casket.

Sofia wrinkled her nose. “He’s already starting to smell,” she whispered. “I think I might be sick.”

Maria-Magdalena cast a searching look at her. “Take her out,” she told the others.

Two of the women led the half-fainting Sofia outdoors.

“He really does smell.” Gianna’s voice was choked by her retching. She raced down the center aisle. Maria-Magdalena watched her with a disapproving expression.

Suddenly Philomena’s shriek pierced the air. “The pope moved!”

The women started. Wide-eyed, they stared at the dead body.

Maria-Magdalena was the first to regain her composure. She took a deep breath. “You don’t believe in ghosts, do you?” she said, mocking them.

“But I saw it! His eyelid twitched!”

Now Maria-Magdalena finally lost patience. “That’s enough. You go work on the side aisles. I’ll take care of things here. And hurry up. We have to be done by four at the latest.”

***
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The cleaning women went to work in practiced fashion, moving even more briskly than usual. They did not speak with one another. Every now and then, they would look over to where the pope lay in state.

Maria-Magdalena mopped the floor in front of the high altar, and carefully wiped the casket with a damp cloth.

Shortly before four, the women finished up and hastily left the nave, one after the other.

Maria-Magdalena was the last to remain. She turned off the overhead lights. Soon the first pale morning light would come creeping through the windows. A large candle burned out and the shadows grew deeper.

Maria-Magdalena held her hand over her nose and mouth and bent over the dead man. “In life, you were always distant,” she said softly. “And now that I can be close to you for once, I hardly recognize you.”

In death, the pope’s head seemed so small. His white miter had slipped down on his forehead a little, and Maria-Magdalena cautiously straightened it.

“Goodbye. We’ll meet again in eternity,” she whispered and bowed before the dead man.

When she straightened up again, she flinched. Had she just seen an eye move beneath the eyelid? “Nonsense!” She rubbed her eyes. “Now I’m the one seeing ghosts!”

She was about to leave when she recoiled again. She could have sworn that the golden chain with the cross that had been placed between the pope’s folded hands had changed position. As if under a spell, she stared at it. The dead man’s fingers twitched slightly.

Maria-Magdalena rubbed her burning eyes. “I’m just dead tired,” she said aloud. “No wonder I’m imagining things.”

At that moment, the corpse’s index finger pointed straight up.

Maria-Magdalena moaned with fright. Confused thoughts about muscle movement and nerve reflexes after death raced through her mind. The chicken that ran around, after its head was cut off. But was that possible with a man who had been dead for days? With a corpse that was already giving off foul odors?

At that moment, she had only one wish: Get out! Out of the basilica, back to reality, where the living were alive, and the dead were truly dead.

A whisper in her ear made her freeze: “Help me.”

Her eyes darted here and there. Who said that? Was there someone hiding behind the pillars or in the dark places between the pews?

“Help me!”

There could be no doubt. The whispering didn’t come from the depths of the basilica. It was coming from the casket.

Blindly, she ran away.

“Help me, I implore you!”

The words were so despairing, so pleading, that Maria-Magdalena stopped and slowly turned around. In the light of the few remaining candles, the pope’s index finger cast a huge flickering shadow on the wall.

“Come back here!”

Hesitantly Maria-Magdalena approached the casket once more.

One of the corpse’s eyes was now open. Its fixed, milky gaze made her shiver.

“Help me to die,” urged the dull voice.

Maria-Magdalena answered without pausing to think. “You’re dead already.”

“I’m trapped inside myself,” came a whisper from somewhere. “I can’t leave myself.”

“But how can that be?”

“I didn’t want to give up my body. I couldn’t. I just wasn’t able to leave myself behind. And then, it was too late.”

A shiver ran through the dead man. The left sleeve of the pontiff’s gown slipped upward. His arm was covered with a web of greenish-red lines.

“My body is starting to decay.” The voice penetrated deep into her thoughts. “Gases are beginning to form, bloating my body.”

Maria-Magdalena could hear herself whimpering.

“Do you see the blisters on my forearm?” the voice continued, inexorably. “Soon they’ll be everywhere. The dead skin is loosening.”

Maria-Magdalena sobbed. “Stop,” she begged, “let me leave!”

She rushed away without waiting for an answer.

His wailing pursued her: “O my God, why do you forsake me?”

Once again, Maria-Magdalena stopped. “I’ve always been brave,” she thought, “I’ve always done my duty. I’m not running away now.”

Her footsteps echoed in the silence as she walked back to the casket and bent down over the pope.

“What should I do?”

“Set my soul free.”

“Why can’t your soul leave your body?” she asked. She noticed that the cold was making her breath turn to a delicate haze before it dissipated.

“At the funeral home, they glued my lips together so that my mouth wouldn’t gape open.”

Maria-Magdalena was undecided. She paused for a moment. Then she breathed in deeply, extended her arms, and lowered her palms onto the dead pope’s face. She shuddered when her fingertips touched the dead flesh. With all her strength she tried to pull his chin downward. In vain.

“I can’t do it.”

“You must!”

Maria-Magdalena tried again, putting all her weight on her left hand, and pressing down with her right hand on the lower part of the dead man’s face. A horrible crunching sound sent a shiver down her spine. The pope’s face now seemed strangely distorted.

“O my God!” Maria-Magdalena screamed hoarsely. “I broke your jaw!” She was sobbing loudly. “I’ve desecrated the pope’s body!”

The dead man’s eye continued to stare at her with a fixed gaze. “Stop crying and try again. So that I won’t have to stay in this rotting body. So that I won’t be a prisoner for eternity in some marble sarcophagus in the grottoes below St. Peter’s Basilica.”

Maria-Magdalena was half out of her wits, as she tried yet again. She dug her nails deep into the pope’s face. Using her fingers, she tried to pull his thin bloodless lips apart. The dead tissue had gone soft and she could feel tiny shreds lodge under her fingernails.

“It’s not going to work. I don’t have enough strength.”

“Don’t desert me!”

A tremor went through her entire body. She looked around, as if haunted. Her eyes fell on the burning candles. What if she beat the pope’s skull in with the heavy candle holder? Or set fire to the casket?

Tears were running down her face. “I must not help you. The human body is inviolable. It’s a holy vessel. It’s the home in which the soul lives, in eternity.”

“It rots, though,” said the pope, contradicting her.

“I can do nothing for you.”

Pursued by his groans of torment, she ran out through the gloom.

***
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With a soft creak, the heavy door opened. Hesitant footsteps approached the casket.

The blade of the knife in Maria-Magdalena’s hand gleamed in the faint light of the last burning candles.

“Thank you,” whispered the dull voice. “Thank you for not abandoning me.”

Maria-Magdalena went down on her knees before the casket, set the knife to one side, and folded her hands.

No sound disturbed her prayer.

After a while she got up. Her knees were unsteady. But she resolutely reached for the knife and drove its point through the line formed where the pope’s lips were glued together. She heard a click and felt the resistance as the blade hit the upper teeth. Terrified, she stopped for a second. Then, without hesitating, she made a deep cut just above the lips. She could see the pale gums and teeth, which seemed much too large.

Maria Magdalena hurled the knife away in a high arc. It landed with a metallic clang, skidded across the floor, and came to a stop in front of the altar.

With her bare fingers she made the opening larger. The stench of decay welled up from his mouth. She felt sick. She was only vaguely aware that a transparent white smoke was rising like breath in the cold air. Then she ran out.

***
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The world was taking leave of the pope. St. Peter’s Square was teeming with people. 

When the funeral ceremony began, the cameras panned to the high altar, where the body lay in state.

The question of why the casket was closed was on everyone’s mind. All of Rome was buzzing with rumors, and quite a few people expressed a suspicion that the Catholic Church had something to hide.

“They said the pope didn’t die a natural death,” people whispered, with their hands in front of their mouths. “There was a knife next to the body.”

“They didn’t do a proper job of embalming. He was already starting to stink,” others said. “That’s what the cleaning women said. There were other signs of decay, too.”

“But the pope isn’t dead,” said an obstinate little girl.

Somewhere in the crowd stood Maria-Magdalena, pale, silent, full of fear and hope.
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The Greek Youth
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“I’ve never seen anything like it in my life.” Detective Schwartz shook his head.

His young colleague Lilli, who had only been assigned to him that morning, could not reply. She was afraid that if she opened her mouth, she would be sick.

“This is the man who’s missing, in any case.” He took another look at the photograph.

She nodded feebly.

“What kind of person would do such a thing?” said Schwartz, bemused.

Lilli shrugged her shoulders helplessly.

***
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Pia had known Adonis for as long as she could remember. He stood in a corner of the living room. She liked him, especially his face, although he didn’t have eyes, really—only smooth, vacant eye sockets.

When she was little, she often tried to play with him. She would call out “Catch!” and throw a ball to him. But Adonis did not move.

Her brother Justus made fun of her. “It’s just a statue.”

“Adonis is alive!” said Pia. “Just look! He’s happy that I’m playing with him.”

“He’s made of plaster.”

Pia got so angry that she started to cry.

And Adonis continued to smile his delicate enigmatic smile.

***
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When she was about eight, she realized for the first time that he didn’t have anything on. She also noticed that the lower part of his body didn’t look like hers, nor did it look quite like her brother’s. Again and again, she would go up to him and look at the difference. But only when no one noticed.

One day she asked, “Why is Adonis naked?”

Her mother laughed. “Statues don’t get cold.”

“Isn’t he embarrassed? Everyone can see his thing.”

“He doesn’t care about that.”

But Pia did.

***
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Most of the boxes were packed. The rooms were almost empty.

Her mother looked at the Greek youth thoughtfully. “Should we even take it with us?” she wondered. “I’ve never actually liked it all that much.”

“Neither have I,” her father agreed. “It’s not our style at all. Maybe we could give it to the Hillers? They always really admired it.”

Pia became icy cold with fright. “Please, Mother! We can’t just give Adonis away. We’ll put him in my room.”
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