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  This book is a work of fiction.
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  Germany? What do I like about Germany? Nothing, basically. Germany is the darkest place on the planet. Always was. You don't believe me? Ask your average Catholic about Martin Luther. So you're a Protestant? Karl Marx, then. No-one’s messed the world up more than him. Ah, Marx was a Jew, was he? Dangerous territory, there. Yeah, maybe I’d say the same thing about France or Tibet if I was living there, but I’m not, am I? I’m here.




  I was saying this, or something like this, when we crossed the Bridge of Peace over the River Main, heading towards Frankfurt's main railway station. How did we get onto the subject? It was a report on the radio. A home for asylum-seekers attacked by fire bombs. My passenger, a teenage hitch hiker I'd picked up at a motorway petrol station, didn’t seem to care.




  “You’re boss German?”




  I was on my way to the language teaching company I worked for. It was German-owned and German-run.




  “That OK with you?” I asked him.




  “There’s no chaos,” he said, “when there’s a German at the top.”




  We stopped at a traffic light. When it turned green, my car travelled a few metres, then stalled with a jolt. When I turned the key, the engine started for me again, but it was too late for the green light. And there was no way to go forward, because the traffic had jammed up. I put the gears into reverse, hitting my passenger on the knee with my knuckles. He recoiled from me like I was an electric shock. Trying to get back behind the white line, I swerved round a lorry that couldn't, or wouldn't, make room for me.




  “You foreigners,” the hitch hiker was saying, “you can't drive for peanuts.”




  He was bleeding from the eye region. My fault, I thought, and leaned sideways to get a closer look.




  “You keep your hands off me.”




  “Steady on, now,” I said, giving him space. I took a tissue from under the dashboard. “Here. For the bleeding. Press as hard as you can. I'll take you to a hospital, if you like.”




  Now we had missed the light turning green again and we were blocking the traffic. One or two drivers got out of their vehicles and advanced in a threatening manner. I got the car started, just in time for us to be the only vehicle that got through the green phase. I remember thinking I'd have to re-register the car, because at least one of those drivers was sure to have my number, and would be coming after me.




  “I don't need a hospital,” the teenager was saying. “I got this bruise yesterday, and I just hit myself now in the exact same place because of the way you drive. That's why it's bleeding.”




  “In a fight, were you?” I was relieved that it wasn’t all my fault.




  “Somebody tried to get in my way in the cinema queue, and I let him have it, and he let me have it back.”




  “Who won?”




  “Let's just say, he won't ever block the way of a German again.”




  It was early afternoon, and the sun was shining. Frankfurt was looking good for a change.




  “So this guy wasn't German, and he was ahead of you in the cinema queue, and because you're German you had the right to go in front of him?”




  “You got it, Mister.”




  “Maybe it's time for me to go home to Ireland.”




  He turned sideways to face me. There was a twist on his lips. “Yeah, just go home. There are too many foreign parasites here.”




  “You're in my car. I'm giving you a lift. Maybe it's you who's the parasite.”




  “Mister, you live here, you live off this country, and you still think you can pick on us Germans like we're shit.”




  I squinted at him out of the corner of my eye. Maybe an East German. From some resentful metropolis.




  “So, what part of Germany are you from?”




  “Westerwald.”




  “They burn refugees to death there, too, just because they’ve been out of a job since the Berlin wall came down?”




  “Mister, you just keep your eye on the traffic. And the Westerwald is West Germany, by the way.”




  “There you are, son. A foreigner knows a bit more about the geography of Germany. Happy now?”




  “Listen.” His face was serious and his tone was hard, too hard for his seventeen or eighteen years of life-experience. “You tell your friends. The war was over in 1945. We Germans, we're not taking crap for ever.”




  At the next lights he was gone, slamming the door so hard it made the car shake. I watched him go, his anorak flying open in the wind. It was an ugly grey colour, and too big for him. And he was wearing white runners with one of those stupid logos on them. He gave me a clenched fist salute.




  “Who are you trying to be?” I called after him, “Adolf Hitler or Josef Stalin?”
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  I used to tell Novotny, any place worse than Germany, it’s Ireland. Everybody hating everybody else. Waterford against Wexford. The North Side of Dublin against the the South Side, and so on. When the Poles, and the Chinese, and the Africans arrived, the Irish, united at last, began hating them. Novotny and me, we had more rational troubles. Like my boss, Erika Skolga.




  “So, Erika, what work have you got for me?”




  Erika Skolga looked at me with those unnerving grey eyes she had. Cold, hard, cracked, like pieces of broken bottle she had shoved into her soul.




  “Herr McMahon, you don’t have an appointment.”




  I glanced around the dingy little office. There were still no pictures on the walls.




  “Come any time. That’s what you said. Know what else you said? A higher hourly rate.”




  “You think your performance deserves a higher rate of pay?”




  “I am an English teacher.”




  If I was hoping to impress her, I needn't have bothered. She knew what I was.




  “English as a Foreign Language, Herr McMahon. And here, we call it Trainer.”




  “The ten euros an hour I got last time, it's not enough.”




  “Ten euros twenty three, to be exact. And that is an exact conversion from twenty deutschmarks, which is the figure we agreed on when you started with us.”




  It was only a short while since the anti-social socialists in the Government had axed the Deutschmark and brought in the Euro.




  “You said there’d be a higher rate, and I never got it. Now, the Euro’s come in, and prices are going up. It’s only fair if my pay goes up, too. How about fifteen? It’s not enough, either, but it’ll do for now.”




  “Do you know how many freelancers knock on my door asking for work?”




  “They're only freelance because people like you don't give anybody a real job.”




  “You should count yourself lucky you're getting any teaching at all.”




  “Thought it was Training. But suit yourself.”




  My qualifications ran into my mind like shrieks from a condemned building. Qualified Teacher Status, Q-T-S, three little spurs hard-won in the toughest schools in Wales. I launched the spurs at Erika Skolga, and they drew blood. Not from her. From me.




  “Herr McMahon. You are challenging my authority. Do you know what happens to trainers who challenge my authority? They don't get any work.”




  I spread myself in the chair, which creaked under my frustration.




  “So this is EFL,” I remarked.




  “Meaning what?”




  Meaning scummy practices, I wanted to say. Everything minimalist, except the glossy brochures and the advertising blurbs. A level of courtesy to make you want to give up.




  “There is no shortage of English trainers, Herr McMahon.”




  Of course, there wasn’t, if you saw things like Erika Skolga did. According to her, anybody could teach English. Students. Backpackers. Car salesmen who’d been in jail. All you needed was the mystique of the native speaker and some Methods crap picked up from the Internet. It was like charging twice as much for sending a truckload of bubble gum to Latvia with a Latvian driving.




  “You do know, there have been complaints about your performance.”




  “Listen,” I said to my only source of income. ”We both know how it is. Complaints come and go whenever you want them to.”




  She laughed, an aged hyena remembering her killing song.




  Slowly, I got to my feet. Just as slowly, I walked to the door. Show no weakness, I reminded myself. I hunted for some clever remark that would cut her to the bone, but I couldn't find one.




  “A good boss would back up her staff,” I muttered, and walked out, feeling her jaws close around my soul.




  3




  On Mainzer Landstrasse, a cruel wind was blowing. I turned up the collar of my coat and crossed over to my car. One of the city pigeons had left shit all over the windscreen. I scraped it away with a piece of cardboard from a container bin. It had the same streaky grey colour as Erika Skolga's eyes.




  “You sell?” came a voice. “I give good price.”




  Another out-of-line foreigner. He had a wide smile that did not reach his eyes. A monkey smile, the prelude to inane chatter.




  “Car have 180,000 on clock. Yes?”




  He must have been shining a flashlight inside. I decided I’d play it safe and keep my displeasure to myself.




  “Well, its only kilometres.”




  “Live your drive and drive your dream!” he grinned at me. A monkey alright, his head full of advertising jingles, and nothing better to do all day than find people to screech them to.




  Thankfully, he went on his way, and I could get moving.




  I hit the motorway at Frankfurt Cross, heading South. Then, I turned onto the A3 for the Airport. I liked it out there, with the planes around me roaring skywards to freedom.




  Just before the slip road for the terminals, there was a filling station with a cafeteria. I pulled in for something to eat. Over a hot dog and a cup of coffee, I had a think. My little performance with Erika Skolga might cost me my job. And I had nothing put away for hard times. Overdraft like myself, close to exhaustion.




  There were people in the EFL business who would have pointed out that I was actually doing fine. I still had a bank account, and even an overdraft facility, while they were going through life as hopeless non-persons, reduced to cash transactions and simple barter. They couldn’t even get a mobile phone contract.




  My eye drifted around the cafeteria. In a place like this I had come across the teenage hitch hiker earlier.




  I went up to the counter, and got hold of a phone book. Some of those EFL teachers were geniuses of survival. One of them had given me tip once on how to make ends meet: sell your blood. I called the Red Cross. Yes, they were buying blood. Twenty euros a bag. I drove off towards Wiesbaden and the Red Cross hospital, feeling I had sorted myself out.




  On the motorway, the radio turned itself on. I fiddled with it, trying to get a good station. Chancellor Schroeder on HR1. On HR4, one of those salesmen personalities with the horrible cheery voices that make my blood boil. On DLF, a sober and complicated weather report. On AFN, trashy hits from the Seventies and Eighties.




  Going round the tuning buttons made me miss the exit for the hospital. I was propelled up the motorway by heavy traffic and found myself on the other side of Wiesbaden.




  All of a sudden, the car veered to the left. A horn sounded in my ear, and a container truck growled past me, the driver giving me the finger. I was between two lanes. At ninety miles an hour. Cars swerving around me. A car with a trailer jerked badly. Cars swerving to avoid that. Heavy trucks hitting the hard shoulder to get out of the way. A sense of emergency.




  “God,” said the radio.




  My nerves on edge, I pulled across two lanes and into the emergency lane, where I stopped and tried to relax. The engine was off, but the radio was still playing. The voices crackling in my ears.




  “God is Mother.”




  Mother of God, I thought. I could see myself back in Waterford the last time I had tried to go home. What I got was a damp whisper that stuck to my face like the air from a fridge: “Go away, son, will you? You're on your own now.”




  “I feared so much I was on my own,” said the radio. “But I was not. You see, each of us is a particle of the divine, each of us in our own way. That’s the message of the Mother.”




  I started the engine and drove out onto the motorway. It was quieter now, and I kept listening to the interview while I worked out where I was.




  “This is Radio Westerwald and I'm Heinz Huber talking to Los Angeles writer Peter Garrity about Amma Murga Meeraswamy, who says she’s the Divine Mother. And she’s living right here in our beautiful Westerwald, in the picturesque little village of Schleyertal.”




  Westerwald. Where my racist teenage passenger was from. At that moment, a blue and white motorway sign loomed into view. Schleyertal. Next exit. Schleyertal and Limburg North. I was a long way off course. Unless I wanted to go to the Divine Mother.




  “God in human form. Have I got that right, Peter?”




  “Ninety-five percent divinity, Heinz.”




  “A good old Ninety Five! And that's God in the form of a woman, eh, Peter? That'll make your average priest or bishop sit up and pay attention, I'd say?”




  “And not a moment too soon, Heinz. The Western religions have failed to recognise the Mother. That is why their followers are deserting them. Only yesterday, a minister of religion said to me …”




  “I have to interrupt you here, Peter. Friday to Sunday, at Seven Thirty in the evening, Amma Murga Meeraswamy gives out her Blessing. Peter, a final word, before the commercials?”




  “Yes, Heinz. All of us, all of us are sick in our souls and we all need healing. Just open up to the Divine. Nothing will ever be the same again.”




  Phrases from the interview were sounding in my head. Sick in our souls. Open up to the Divine. Maybe this was it. The turnaround in my life. The breakthrough. Whatever it was, I wasn't going to let it disappear over the horizon unexamined.




  I left the motorway at Schleyertal and Limburg North, the exit for the Divine Mother.
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  When I saw the road works, I thought of Novotny. There was only one lane. On what used to be the other lane, a long line of heavy machinery was creeping towards a depot on a hill, making a lot of noise. On the grass verge, there were the usual yellow destination signs, but some of the place names had been crossed out, meaning that the roads were closed.




  I found a place to stop, took out my mobile and gave him a call.




  “Novotny, it's me.”




  “Who else could it be, Mac? What's that noise?”




  “A cavalcade of asphalt pavers and backhoe loaders. I'm in the Westerwald.”




  “Far from the madding crowd?”




  “A bit lost, actually. I'm trying to find someone who's ninety-five percent divine.”




  “Looks like you'll stay lost, Mac.”




  That was the trouble with Novotny. If there was religion in the air, he turned cynical.




  “Lives in a place called Schleyertal, which I'm here trying to find. Can you see where it is for me?”




  “You want my help? After what you said about Joe Frazier?”




  “Come on, Novotny.”




  “Say it, Mac. Say, Joe Frazier is the greatest boxer there ever was.”




  “Fine. Joe Frazier is the greatest boxer there ever was. Satisfied now? Except, he wasn’t.”




  There was silence while Novotny decided how far he wanted to go in punishing me.




  “Where are you exactly, Mac?”




  “On the B54, a bit out from Limburg. Just after the place where the B49 and the B54 go their separate ways. Local roads all closed.”




  The rattle of fingers on the keyboard, a few mouse clicks, and the deep Romanian voice came back into my ear.




  “Mac? Her name is Amma Murga Meeraswamy. Avatar of the Divine Mother. No, I don’t know what it means. Look for the L3497 going towards Oberkirchen. That road should be open. Schleyertal School hall. You must arrive by Six Thirty.”




  “Arrive for what?”




  “Blessing.”




  “How does it look to you, Novotny?”




  “Like opium for the people, Mac. The only good thing is it doesn’t cost anything.”




  I found a piece of paper and an old biro and noted down Novotny's directions. A ten minute drive, and a few turns on and off the local roads, and I came to Schleyertal. A small village in a misty valley. Around the valley, like hands held out, there were wide, flat hills rolling with tilled fields, and some nice woodland.




  Ninety-five percent divinity? Couldn't be worse than twenty euros for a bag of blood.
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  The last time Novotny and I had seen each other, he’d split up with his wife and had a ticket in his pocket for the night train to Berlin. He was planning a new start as a hermit on social welfare. We spent his last few hours in Darmstadt drinking beer and watching boxing matches from the 1970s on the old video that wasn’t his any more. I just couldn’t see why the hulking Smokin Joe was a better man than Muhammad Ali.




  Anyway, outside the Schleyertal School hall, the man in charge, an intense fellow with a clipboard, was checking names for the Blessing ceremony, and my name was not on the list. Trust Novotny not to tell me. The man had a red and shiny bald head that looked like he’d polished it before he came out, or put Christmas tree lights under the skin.

OEBPS/Images/cover.jpg





OEBPS/Images/logo_xinxii.jpg
XinXii





