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			Ich habe endlich keine Träume mehr

			Ich habe endlich keine Freunde mehr

			Hab endlich keine Emotionen mehr

			Ich habe keine Angst vorm Sterben mehr

			“Alles Grau,” Isolation Berlin

			At last, I don’t have dreams anymore

			At last, I don’t have friends anymore

			No emotions at all anymore

			I’m not afraid of dying anymore

			“Everything’s Gray,” Isolation Berlin 
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			I wrote this book on tour, in my downtime on the bus or at the concert. Any resemblance to actual persons or events is the result of my lack of imagination and is not intentional.

		

		
		

	
		
			I’ve lost all sense of what time it is. Our flight left this morning, and the clock on my phone automatically resets whenever the plane even gets close to a new time zone. Inch by inch the bus makes its way through the city center. Budapest seems to be pretty big. We’re stuck in rush-hour traffic. Today is Friday; everybody wants to get out of the city as fast as they can. But fast is not an option here.

			I look out the window. My view extends about two feet—to a big, dirty delivery truck in the next lane. Even it moves faster than us. Our driver has no patience for this situation; whenever he spots the tiniest opening, he floors it, and I get thrown back into my seat, which doesn’t smell very good. Immediately he has to brake again, and I lurch forward. When the truck passes us, it opens up the view of a gray wall. So we do seem, ever so slowly, to be approaching the outskirts. I would have preferred to sit up front, but the driver has all his stuff laid out on the seat next to him, and he gave me a weird look when I tried to open the passenger door. Like I’d tried to climb into bed with him.

			In the back, I feel so cast off, like I’m luggage. Like I don’t have any say. Plus I enjoy talking to the drivers—a lot of times they’re our only real point of contact with the country we happen to be in. Right now I’d like to ask him about the music that’s blaring out of the speakers. 

			I found out about a new band in a shuttle bus one time. Or at least the band was new to me. Their music sounded very urgent and kept jumping between different loops, almost like a record skipping. I was totally fascinated, and I asked the driver who the band was. We were in Barcelona, and I couldn’t really understand what the driver was saying. That wasn’t his fault: I speak neither Spanish nor passable English. And so he just pulled the CD out of the CD player and gave it to me. Or at least that’s what I assumed was happening. When I got back to Berlin, I proudly played the CD for my daughter. I wanted to show her that even at my age, I was still with it, still had my finger on the pulse. I tried to explain to her that I liked this music so much because it sounded as if a broken record were randomly determining the melody. All it took was a glance at the CD player display for my daughter to figure out that the CD was actually just skipping. The look she gave me is indescribable.

			I do still like listening to that CD, though. It’s meditative, in a way, and plus you really can’t predict when it’s going to skip. It doesn’t feel like I’m listening to a piece of recorded music; rather, it’s like I’m an active participant in the listening experience. I always hear something new.

			The song that was just playing, which I also really liked, has finished. Now comes the news—also in Hungarian, of course—which means it’s too late to ask about the last song. I don’t know how else I could start a conversation with the driver, he makes such a tight-lipped impression. Not that there’s anything to talk about at the moment. When I got in, all he wanted to know was if anyone else was going to ride with us. Assuming I understood him correctly. And I couldn’t even answer this simple question, because now that we all sleep in separate hotel rooms, I never know where the others are. 

			I’d hoped we would all ride to the venue together, but when I came down, I was the only one of us standing there, and so the driver drove off with just me. The others probably know how pointless it is to leave at this time of day. Assuming it really is what time I think it is. 

			I’ve also had it happen that the clock hasn’t reset itself after we’ve flown back from a concert somewhere far away—at any rate, I can’t rely on the clock on my phone anymore. And you can’t even trust the TV, since the networks all broadcast from different countries. If it’s three o’clock in England, it’ll be much later here.

			In Australia, there are even time differences of a half hour. Sometimes a city will be split between two different time zones, with the dividing line running right through the middle. There you can’t even make it to the dentist on time. It might be like that in America, too. In Hartford or someplace.

			It was in Hartford that we once climbed up a railroad bridge on a dare. If I’d spent less time sitting around the house as a kid and more time playing with the other kids, I wouldn’t have had to do this kind of thing at a much older age when the fear is that much greater. Naturally a train came, and right when we’d reached the middle of the bridge. We had to press right up against the edge; there wasn’t any railing, and when we looked between the crossties we could see straight down to the water. The train was infinitely long, which was probably why it moved so slowly, and it felt like an eternity until it was all over, especially since I spent the whole time staring at a run-over dachshund or raccoon that looked like a cut-open teddy bear. On this bridge, I had the opportunity to experience how elastic time can be, how much it can stretch out. Unfortunately, it usually tends to stretch out in unpleasant situations.

			Like here on the bus, where it feels as though we’ve been driving forever. I’m not entirely without blame in this, since I insisted we book a hotel in the city center—that way all the sights are right there. Though the sights don’t really interest me much. That may sound strange, but back in Berlin I don’t ever go to TV Tower or the Brandenburg Gate. Meanwhile, most of the venues we play are located outside of town so that the fans, whether they’re our fans or the fans of the local soccer team, don’t mess up the city’s image. This works pretty well, and I can tell we’re getting close to the venue because I can see quite a few fans on the sidewalk to the left and right of us. They’ve parked their cars on the side of the road and are now walking in little groups. On foot, they’re faster than the bus.

			I used to walk to the concert myself sometimes—it’s not like I could get lost, I just followed the fans—but at the larger venues I sometimes had trouble getting backstage. The phones at these venues don’t always work, and the security personnel aren’t counting on somebody in the band just showing up at their doorstep. In Berlin, I once tried to take a taxi to the concert—that way I could drink a beer on the way and wouldn’t have to leave my car somewhere. When we got to the venue, I asked the cab driver to take me to the stage entrance. I was a bit pressed for time, since I’d had a bunch of stuff I was trying to get done that afternoon and didn’t leave until the last minute. When we play where we live, we basically have twice as much to do. I tend to forget that we have a concert. Anyway, I was trying to go to the artists’ entrance.

			“The end of the line’s back there, big man!” said the driver, pointing toward the line of people snaking around the venue. All I could do was tell him I was in the band. “No way, buddy!” He started laughing at me. “Rammstein’s playing here tonight, you’re not fooling anybody with a trick like that.” When I carefully tried to explain to him that I was playing with Rammstein, he answered with brutal logic: “If you,” and here he had to laugh again, “were playing tonight, then you wouldn’t be sitting here in my cab.” And with that he dropped me at the end of the line. That’s why now I just take the bus that the organizers provide for us.

			Out the window, an ugly industrial area comes into view. That means I’ll be there soon. I peer out the dirty windows for a closer look. There are our big nightliners, the buses the crew sleeps on. Not right now, of course, but at night, when they’re driving to the next concert. A short distance away, I can see something that looks like a convention center or a sports arena. A parking lot stretches out in front. Everything is gray. And this is supposed to be rock ’n’ roll?

			—

			Rock ’n’ roll isn’t what it used to be, I would say, and hasn’t been for a long time. Of course, it’s an open question whether I’m qualified to speak on the subject simply because I play music. Come to think of it, I’m pretty clueless when it comes to most things. And rock ’n’ roll—what is it, anyway? Wasn’t it that peppy music our parents used to listen to? Or was it our grandparents? Weren’t they the ones who saw that Bill Haley guy play at the Deutschlandhalle shortly after the war? Or was it the Waldbühne? For us kids from East Germany, it was all the same, neither venue meant much to us, and even later, as teenagers, we didn’t know much more than the Cultural Center—we called it the Kulti—and the House of Young Talent. Of course, some of the talent that played there was already pushing seventy, but they were playing blues, so it was all right.

			It might sound hard to believe, but when I was young there weren’t any old rock musicians, since rock ’n’ roll was itself so young. Back then, Mick Jagger was twenty years younger than I am now. Just think about that. I was also of the firm opinion that once you turned thirty you weren’t allowed to play rock music anymore. And no jazz before thirty. Nowadays, too, you have to be at least forty before they let you be chancellor.

			I was talking about rock music. By my day, they’d already dropped the ’n’ roll part. Not even the kids who got held back a grade said that anymore. They were talking about hard rock, which I of course heard as hart rock. I mean, who writes hart with a soft d? And the rock ’n’ roll bands I knew played their songs more like museum pieces; when they played classics like “Sweet Little Sixteen,” they were really trying to bring back that special feeling from back then, that particular lifestyle. A big part of this lifestyle of course was a leather jacket or a motorcycle. And jeans. When I was a kid, I actually heard an old lady complaining about these lousy Jenshosen. Like me, she had a hard time with the English words. As a rocker, you also had to hang around in little gangs. Obviously that was only something for really tough guys. Are heavy metal fans rockers? AC/DC is always singing about rock ’n’ roll. And what about rockabilly fans? Do they also get to call themselves rockers? There were so many ways to mess up. Especially when punk came onto the scene. The unlucky ones never got to call themselves punks; they were immediately branded plastics. 

			Can you be a punk and still live with your parents? In my opinion, yes; after all, I didn’t move out till I was twenty-three. If you were a punk, it also helped to have good connections in the West or at least a lot of money, because how else were you going to get combat boots? And a leather jacket? In the East you couldn’t just go out and buy leather pants, you had to have them custom made. That meant it took about a year till you had the pants, and they really weren’t cheap. A lot of punks I knew came from well-to-do families and could afford it. They got good grades and were very interested in current affairs. If they weren’t in a band, they painted or wrote poems. Sometimes they did all three. All they had in common with their proletarian role models in England was their love of punk music and the fact that they could deal with being yelled at or beat up on the street. The career prospects weren’t exactly overwhelming if you looked like a punk, but most of us were quite satisfied with our jobs at the post office, the senior center, or the cemetery. I never met anyone who really meant it when he painted No Future on his jacket. At most, they saw no future for themselves in East Germany, but a bright future in the West. Sometimes their exit visa was approved before their leather pants were finished; then I would ask if I could have them.

			But it was rock ’n’ roll we were talking about. Johnny Cash once said he could look out the bus window and know exactly where he was, give or take a few miles. I believe it. What he meant was that he traveled around America so much that he knew almost every stretch of road. He played an incredibly large number of concerts in his life. It wasn’t unusual back then to play three hundred concerts a year. Or for bands to be on tour for years at a time. Now they’re always breaking up at the first sign of trouble. Sometimes before I even knew they existed. But even I, who have been playing music for a few years myself, know at most a few roads in East Germany. The Hermsdorfer Kreuz and so on. Or the Schkeuditzer Kreuz, where the big Höffner furniture store is. Now, though, when we fly to our concerts, all I see is a few clouds. With them it’s hard to get your bearings—by the next day they’ve already disappeared. I guess real rock ’n’ roll happens on the street.

			And then the women. The Stones had women standing in line outside their hotel rooms, patiently waiting their turn. That’s impossible to imagine. Standing in line! Even from a purely technological standpoint, something like that could never happen today. These days, in hotels, you have to put your room key in a slot in the elevator, otherwise it won’t budge. How are the women supposed to get up there? I consider myself lucky if I make it to the room myself.

			If the stories are to be believed, musicians used to have sex before, during, and after the concert. And they radiated it, too. Every guitar solo was basically foreplay. Their shirts were always open down to their belly button. Nowadays you’ve got monogamous, politically engaged vegans up on stage, and as if that weren’t bad enough, they’re even sober. They’ve conscientiously prepared for the concert with yoga breathing exercises. And done stretches to warm up their muscles.

			That’s probably not all true. I probably just have a certain perspective on things because I’ve gotten so old. I suppose that too great a distance has opened up between my own meager life and rock ’n’ roll. Assuming they were ever close in the first place. And that’s doubtful, objectively speaking. Nor has anybody other than me ever noticed that for years I’ve thought of myself as a punk. Right! It’s not because of my age. I’m a punk, not a rock ’n’ roller. That’s why I don’t know what rock ’n’ roll is, or how a rock ’n’ roller is supposed to act. I don’t know how a punk is supposed to act either, but I just feel better when I tell myself that I’m a punk.

		

	
		
			I

			I pull at the zipper of my jacket with all my might, but it just won’t budge. Probably because I sweat so much on stage—everything gets soaking wet and starts to rust in the dresser. I thought zippers were made of stainless steel and didn’t rust, but this one here is totally stiff and won’t move an inch.

			“Got any guests?” a voice shouts in my ear. It sounds a little like Kermit the Frog, only much, much louder. I jump up and knock my elbow against the little table in front of the couch. The pain is like a lightning bolt coursing through my entire body. I’m so startled I slide off the couch.

			“Got any guests?” Tom, our band assistant, looks at me, blank-faced. He’s not tall, but very muscular, especially his face. And he wears giant horn-rimmed glasses, behind which you can barely see his eyes. Tom is nearsighted, which might be why he gets so close to the person he’s talking to. Right now, he’s working on getting the guest list finished. Because he has no interest in the alternative—hectically trying to radio the box office with the names that we shout at him at the last minute, right before the concert starts—he prefers to track everyone in the band down early in the afternoon to see if we want to put anyone on the list.

			“Got any guests?” As I still haven’t been able to answer him, he shouts it a third time. Actually he’s not shouting; he just talks loudly. This is his normal on-the-job volume. Really he’s totally calm and relaxed.

			To stop him from yelling a fourth time, I quickly shake my head, and just to be on the safe side I say quite clearly: “No, thanks, I don’t have any guests today.”

			Tom nods, satisfied; he figured that was the case. But better safe than sorry. This is something he’s learned in years of dealing with musicians. But who am I supposed to know here in Budapest? It’s true sometimes people I know who happen to be in the area will call me and ask to come to the concert, but that’s really the exception, and whenever it does happen, I let Tom know right away. Just so I don’t forget, and the people aren’t standing desperate outside the venue later that night. I know that awful feeling when you set out to go to a show, full of eager expectation, and then don’t get in. The guests can’t reach me at that point, since I can’t hear my phone so close to the concert. And so they stand sadly outside, watching all the people streaming into the hall and wondering where they went wrong in their lives. Counting on me was definitely one of the mistakes.

			Tom storms out of the dressing room to go looking for the other guys in the band, and I turn back to my jacket. If I can’t get the zipper to open, I won’t be able to wear it tonight. See, the sparkle jacket, as I call it, because it sparkles like a disco ball when the light hits it, fits my body very tightly. It was lovingly tapered—or, no, I mean of course tailored—especially for me from sequined fabric, but since I sweat so much, it gets a bit tighter after every concert. Or I get a little fatter after every concert. One shouldn’t always try and lay the blame elsewhere. This jacket is, of course, an essential part of the show. It’s not like any one of us can just wear anything he feels like—people should be able to tell that we’re a band. Besides, some clothing makes you invisible on stage. And I stand way in the back. I don’t want to know what the band would say if I were to walk out on stage without my sparkle jacket—or, well, maybe they would even be happy, since my sparkle suit definitely makes me stand out, which doesn’t sit well with everybody. We all want to be equals, after all. But it’s kind of part of my character on stage that I look different than, for example, the guitarists. And nobody would buy it if I stepped out there all serious and mean-looking—the credibility of the whole band would suffer for it. The funnier I look, the meaner the others seem. It’s like a police interrogation, where you’ve got the good cop and the bad cop.

			I reach down to grab a soda from the blue plastic tub under the table. When I was a toolmaker, we would put rusty screws in soda to get them smooth again. I have to root deep down into the ice. All I can find is diet soda, but who cares. I pour it on the zipper. Most of it lands directly on the white tablecloth. For some strange reason, Tom is adamant about there being white tablecloths on the tables, even if most of the time they don’t even last till the start of the concert. What do we need white tablecloths for? I think, and pull it off the table. The bowl of nuts comes off with it. I’m allergic to nuts. But since they’re usually on the table, probably for the same reason as the white tablecloths, I’m always absentmindedly stuffing a whole bunch of them into my mouth. When my throat starts to itch and I can no longer breathe, I remember that I’m really allergic. I should ask them not to put any nuts in the dressing room, but ordering something is easier than canceling something, just like a wedding goes a lot quicker than a divorce. And in general nuts are very healthy, if you don’t count the hydrogen cyanide.

			Rather than leave them lying there on the floor, I gather up all the nuts and, since I can’t find the bowl, I do actually end up stuffing them in my mouth. I’d completely forgotten how gross old nuts taste. It makes me think of fish oil, and I’ve never even tasted fish oil. I go looking for a bottle of water to get the taste out of my mouth. Again, I have to dig through the ice. At least I’m washing my hands—even if it is diet soda, it sure sticks to your fingers. Man, this water is cold. My fingers go numb. I’d much rather have a bottle of water that hasn’t been sitting in ice for hours. But there’s no warm water here, at least not bottled water, and so I put a few bottles out on the table for later so they can at least thaw. Is this what people mean when they talk about rock stars and their irrational demands?

			The thing with the warm water is definitely a First World problem, but if I come off stage all hot and then drink ice-cold water, I get stomachaches, or I catch cold basically from the inside out and then I’m sick for days. Being sick on tour is a whole other story. Some code of honor dictates that only in the case of death can you justify canceling a tour date. At least that’s what all the veteran musicians I’ve met have told me. And so I keep ending up on stage with a raging fever, feverishly looking forward to the end of the set. Then all the fire on stage makes me even hotter. It’s almost like a treatment. I know the English word “treatment” because that’s what the Ayurveda people say. I just really shouldn’t breathe in the smoke—all the various toxins it contains have no place in the human body, whether you’re sick or not. Usually after the concert I’m feeling a little better. Thanks to all the excitement, I’ve tuned out the aches and the general sickly feeling; it’s only the next day that I really start to feel bad. Then I’m standing there at the airport, shivering, and have to suffer through long rides in the shiver—or I guess I mean shuttle—to the hotel or the venue. I long ever so intensely for a bed, somewhere where I can just lie down. These are dark hours. And so, who could hold it against me that I’m thinking of my health in advance and would rather not drink ice-cold water?

			I stare blankly at the water bottles on the table. They slowly start to bead up with condensation; the first drops trickle hesitantly down the side. I wait for the soda to finally take effect. And when I think of the soda, it occurs to me that I could also drink some coffee—it too is supposed to wake you up. When was the last time I was actually awake? Even after drinking coffee, I have no problem falling asleep, but since I can fall asleep immediately, anywhere, I don’t attach too much significance to that. The ability to fall asleep quickly is important if you want to be a musician. Someone who often goes to bed late should be able to make up the lost sleep in the daytime before climbing back up on stage.

			I know a guitarist who falls asleep as soon as he sits down in the tour bus. He once told me of the trouble he has getting out of bed. If he stands up too quickly, he said, he gets lightheaded and his vision goes dark, then he falls back on the bed. But if he sits up slowly in bed, he smells his feet, and then he feels so ill that he again has to lie down. Compared to that, I’ve got it relatively easy. I’m just tired. And now I feel like having some coffee, so I head into the next room, because I assume I’ll be able to find some coffee there. You see, Paul—one of our guitarists, whose dressing room this is—likes to drink a freshly brewed cup of coffee before the concert. Paul really makes the best of life with the band. He has the gift of being able to enjoy to the fullest all the trappings of success. He gets a huge kick out of talking shop with other bands we used to only know from the radio. It makes him happy to be recognized and greeted at festivals. He likes to go out to dinner at fancy restaurants and drink fine wine. Once he even bought himself a brand-new car! I envy this, but can’t really pull it off myself. And Paul of all people can. Paul, who for years didn’t even have a guitar case, but just wrapped his guitar in a plastic bag and carried it around like that. Paul, who as a young man seemed to subsist entirely on crackers. Who walked around in shoes that he’d found in a dumpster and immediately put on. Who even in our Feeling B days jumped off the stage as soon as the concert was over and spent the rest of the night dancing with the crowd. And now he’s in a cozy little room that looks like it was clipped out of a catalog for cozy living.

			The homey atmosphere immediately envelops me. Standing lamps give off a warm light, and I hear soft music. Oliver, our bassist, is lying on the sofa in workout clothes and trying to fall back asleep—Tom just asked him if he had any guests. I don’t think Olli is bringing anyone tonight. But of course I don’t know. Unfortunately, I know as good as nothing about him. Or at least I have no idea what goes on inside his head or what he thinks of this whole circus. It’s supposed to be a trademark of bassists that they just stand there and play their parts without saying much, but that doesn’t necessarily have to hold true for him. I’ve heard that he actually wanted to be a guitar player, and it was only because there was already a guitarist in his band that he picked up a bass. Bassists are known for stoically playing the same line for hours and hours, but Olli is much too impatient for that. I think that’s a good thing, since it means he’s always thinking up new ideas that none of us would ever come up with. Whether these ideas are actually realized is another story.

			I shovel two spoonfuls of coffee into a cup and go to turn on the electric kettle, but the water is already hot. The dressing room looks so nice and tidy, I feel bad for spilling some of the coffee grounds. And now I’ve spilled some milk too—I have such a hard time opening these cartons. What you really need is a pair of scissors.

			I walk quietly back to my dressing room. To make sure I don’t get lost, the band assistant’s assistant has stuck a laminated sheet with my and Till’s names on the door. In the hallway are the other signs indicating which way to the stage, the catering room, and the production office. They get taken off and packed up every night after the concert. I never go to the production office—at most when I have guests and forget to tell Tom. And that actually can’t happen. All the signs are in English, and at first we had to learn all the terms.

			The first time I saw a sign for the “wardrobe,” I assumed that some wiseass was trying to make a pun on war, since sometimes after a bad show we’ll all yell at each other a little bit in the dressing room, and sometimes something gets knocked over. But other bands have “wardrobes” too, even Coldplay, and those guys are just about the quietest and most conscientious musicians you can imagine. In any case, I’m looking for my dressing room—sorry, wardrobe—and when I find it, I go inside. It wasn’t that hard to find it; I mean, I was coming from the next room. Now I’m sitting on the couch again and pulling at the zipper. It still won’t budge. Has the soda not had enough time to take effect?

			My eyes wander over to the clock. In every dressing room, there’s a discount-store clock on the wall. We pack them up with us after every concert, and the next day Tom hangs them up so they’re nice and visible. One time our clock stopped because the battery was dead. That shows you how long we’re on tour. Unless someone stole the battery. Needed it for a video game or something. That day we almost didn’t make it out on stage on time. Well, okay, I’m being a little dramatic; most of the time we do manage to start on time. In this respect we’re no punks, we’re as orderly as German bureaucrats—assuming they’re actually as orderly as I think. 

			—

			There was yet another new band. I just couldn’t keep up anymore. Almost all the musicians I knew played in several bands at once, and each band played a completely different style of music.

			I was hardly the exception; in fact, every time a new band was formed, I tried to play in it. On a given night, it could happen that we played in multiple bands that all shared the same bill. The band you’d started most recently was the most exciting one. If my bandmates got something else going with new people, I was of course happy for the new band, but at the same time I was also a little jealous. Why hadn’t they asked me if I wanted to play with them?

			When Paul joined Die Firma, I liked the music so much that I would ride with the band to their concerts as often as I could, even though I wasn’t even playing with them. I just liked to hear them play. I was a male groupie. It works without sex, too. The main thing was that there was an open seat in the bus. Or in some other car. In this band, the whole approach to the music was different. Whatever had once been important to us, now nobody was interested. Nobody wanted to hear me goofily plinking the keys. If I wanted in, I either had to play something really edgy or play with emotion, which was even harder for me. The groupie thing worked both ways, too. When I started a band with two other people, Paul tagged along to a few concerts. Later on, when I left, he was still playing in the band. 

			And now there was another new band, and Paul hadn’t told me anything about it. I only got wind of it because there was a piece of paper taped to the door. It said something about band practice, and below the writing was a ballpoint pen drawing of a plane crash. I took the paper off the door and read it again closely. Then I put it on the kitchen table—Paul and I were roommates. Now I had to find out who Paul was playing with. Maybe he was getting picked up. Aha, by Schneider. He was our drummer in Feeling B, too. I hadn’t seen him in a long time.

			If I’d been honest with myself at the time, I’d have had to admit that Feeling B wasn’t really together anymore. We hadn’t written any new songs in a long time and we only played for our old fans every now and then when we needed money. Of course, I didn’t want to accept this, and I was slightly worried when I saw that Paul and Schneider were looking into starting a new band.

			Apparently there were two more people involved, from Schwerin, a city a few hours northwest of Berlin. And they wanted to make new, really hard music. At that time we were listening to a lot of Pantera and Ministry in the car. That was because we took Schneider’s car to our shows, and being the driver, he naturally got to pick the music. It was a style of music that I couldn’t really get into at first. But the bits of sound that kept repeating, what you could also call samples—those I liked. I’d bought a sampler at some point for Feeling B so I’d have something to contribute to all the modern music we were playing, since with my toy Casio from the eighties I really didn’t need to bother showing up. I did anyway, of course. But back then a sampler was, in my opinion anyway, a very modern piece of equipment. The kind of thing the really hip bands were using.

			And so eventually the day came when I finally felt invited to band practice. I was totally intimidated. There in the semi-darkness stood five mean men. I recognized the guitarist next to me. That was Richard, a cool guy from Schwerin, whom I’d seen play in a bunch of bands. First, he was good-looking, and second, he had an incredibly good guitar sound. He had started this new band with Schneider and Olli. Then they added Paul. He, too, was completely different. I hadn’t experienced such a serious and focused rehearsal in years. Actually never, to tell the truth. To my surprise, Till was supposed to be the singer in the band, an old friend from outside Schwerin whom we’d always liked visiting. Actually, he was the drummer in a cool band called First Arsch. Paul had played with them too. I thought Till was an incredible drummer, even though—or maybe because—he didn’t seem like a real drummer. I think he was a little like me. He’d seen all these different bands sprouting up and realized how much women liked musicians, so he just wanted to get in on it. In doing so, he perfectly embodied the idea of punk music.

			I guess he chose drums because they best suited his personality. He didn’t have a refined technique, but he played with passion and incredible strength. It was a joy to watch. Whenever this band played an encore, Till would get up and start singing. The song had a special charm because of that, and you could hear what a good voice Till had. Really it was the band’s best song.

			And now the guys wanted to start a band with him as the singer. What am I saying, wanted—they had already done it, I just hadn’t heard anything about it. I could never quite suppress the thought that they’d intentionally not said anything to me. And there was some truth to that. But now I was standing there with them in the basement and trying to make a good impression. They didn’t want to hear what I thought of the songs. But if they had asked me, I would immediately have answered that I was totally blown away. The songs were simply perfect. I had never heard guitar riffs like that, let alone tried to think up anything like them myself—they were dead on. Even I, who was already somewhat older than the audience that would later respond so intensely to the music, was over the moon. And Till’s voice touched my heart; at that moment, I didn’t care what he was singing about. The first songs were partly in English, not that I noticed.

			When kids are growing up, a lot of times it’s some small coincidence that determines what kind of music they’re going to listen to and what direction their life is going to take after that. And this music was made for that, for people to jump on board and carry it with them throughout their lives. For me it was like falling in love for the second time.

			When I played in Feeling B, I was young and growing up myself, and I felt infinitely happy and fulfilled. Every day I would walk to practice full of excitement, no matter what we ended up doing. Mostly we just sat around and got drunk. I had to tell everybody about my band, and even then it was already clear to me that I didn’t want to do anything else with my life. That is, both as a musician and as a person. I enjoyed every inch of the long, bad roads that took us to concerts, and when we arrived in the afternoon in some forlorn town in the middle of nowhere, I inhaled, deeply and happily, the beer-filled air of the town auditorium. I didn’t need anybody else in my life. I just needed the band. I never once had to wonder if I was doing the right thing or if I was happy. And then, years later, when I wasn’t even counting on it, life was like that again. I was happy with everything that was happening to me.

			The crazy thing was that now this feeling was much stronger than it had been in the other bands. I liked the music so much that I wanted to hear it again and again. With one song—we called it “Der Matrose,” which means the sailor, like it was a living being—it never occurred to me that I wasn’t playing on it, because when we practiced I heard every note so intensely it was as if I was playing them all myself. I didn’t really understand why the guitarists wanted to keep tweaking every song and trying to improve things. For me there was nothing to improve; the songs had everything they needed. Whether a note was played this way or that way or the song was played faster or slower didn’t change the result one bit in my eyes, or rather my ears. The songs were good, simple as that, and the experience of playing them was much different than it was with the kind of songs that had a lot of thinking put into them. They were like puppy dogs, they just took off running. I could barely keep up. I couldn’t figure the music out or really understand it, but that wasn’t necessarily a bad thing. It’s true that with this music I was out of my depth, but I was forced to come up with something that would go with it. A lot of the time it was something that was completely dissimilar—I couldn’t play what someone else would have played in my place, since I didn’t know what that would be. This kind of music, with this guitar sound plus a keyboard, wasn’t so popular at that time. I just played the first thing that popped into my head. I didn’t give it a lot of thought, I just tried to play loud enough that I could actually hear myself. That wasn’t easy, so I waited until one song where there was a short pause, and I filled it up real quick with a few notes. Then everybody gave me a scorching look. Once again I’d managed to do exactly the wrong thing.

			Another thing that would set this band apart from the others I’d played in was its discipline. Also, in the beginning, the fact that no one tried to put themselves front and center—a principle that, for musicians, is almost impossible to adhere to. And so I didn’t play in the pauses anymore, but instead in the spots where everyone wasn’t hammering away with all their might. You were supposed to be able to hear the singing, after all. And then I found a sound that was very loud and distorted and not at all recognizable as a keyboard sound. It sounded more like a dying dinosaur. I played that dinosaur on every song because it was audible even amidst the loudest cacophony. Even if it wasn’t exactly what the band expected from me, it was still better than nothing, and luckily they didn’t know anybody else who played keyboard and had both the time and the interest in playing.

			In our group of friends, joining a band didn’t have any conditions attached to it, and most of the time it was never formally stated whether somebody was in the band or not. If you came to practice regularly, you were in, so long as you weren’t explicitly asked not to come. But that never actually happened, since normally you yourself would know if you were welcome or not. A musician should have at least that much of a sense for these things. 

			In any case, I kept coming back to the basement after that first practice, so I didn’t have to think about whether I was a member of the band now or not. Besides, it wasn’t yet clear if this was actually going to be a band and if this lineup would even last. I mean, at this time we hadn’t played a single show yet. For me, playing a show in front of strangers is more or less the starting point for a band. But in the meantime, I was able to get to know those members whom I still didn’t know very well.

			Finally, here were some new people whom I could make music with, even if I was a little afraid of them. These were guys who expected real commitment from me. For them it wasn’t enough that I was the goofy, awkward Flake whom everybody indulged. My musical limits were quickly made apparent to me, and I’d have to wake up if I wanted to keep playing in the band and not be left behind with my stale memories of East Germany.

			There really were times when it was enough for me to stand up on stage with my Casio in whichever band, like for example die anderen—the name means the others and would later be the namesake for a whole group of bands in the GDR known as die anderen bands or the other bands—to feel like I was doing something really cool and was myself a really cool guy. These days were now over; there would be no more handouts. Now, though, I got to be there for these awesomely loud and powerful practice sessions, and I quickly came to feel that I was part of something big, not suspecting in the least all that was in store for us. It was like being in a cult—once you were in, there was no turning back.

			Pretty soon we had to leave our first practice space and move into the basement of the Kulturbrauerei in the Prenzlauer Berg neighborhood of Berlin. Though back then it wasn’t the Kulturbrauerei, it was just an old empty brewery on Knaackstraße. Here we got in the habit of practicing every day. Everybody except for me had just broken up with his girlfriend and as a result had no interest in sitting at home alone. Plus we realized how fun it was to make music together in an intensive way. As I said, we hadn’t played a single show yet and still weren’t sure where the journey would take us, but we could sense that we’d opened the door to an unknown world, and it looked very alluring.

			Even then, I was already proud of our band. We came off as really mean; none of us had any interest in pleasing anyone. We didn’t want to be like the other bands—didn’t want to look like them, and above all, didn’t want to play by the usual rules. They were all so small-minded in their thinking. Weren’t we in the West now, where supposedly everything was possible and you didn’t have to kowtow or lie to anyone? We wanted to do it ourselves. We didn’t need any help, not even a favor. There were six of us; we had all we needed.

			I proudly told my family about my new band, and my brother was really curious about us. At the time he was playing in a band that covered international hits with the lyrics phonetically altered. “Like a Virgin” by Madonna became “Wie ein Würstchen”—like a little sausage. On “Heroes” by David Bowie, he sang, “Hallo, ist hier ein Stuhl frei? Nein, da sitzt Bärbel Bohley. Na, dann nehm ich ein Rührei”—Hello, is this seat taken? No, Bärbel Bohley is sitting there. All right, I’ll have some scrambled eggs—you get the idea. So more like comedy, but very entertaining. Anyway, his band was playing in Leipzig, and he invited us to open for them. Since no one knew we were coming, and because my brother had already played there a few times, the audience at Club Nato in Leipzig was mainly genial college students and intellectuals who just wanted to have a good time. Much to their surprise, there we were on stage.

			I really would’ve liked to have been in the crowd for our set. We looked really serious and started playing without saying a word beforehand. The same slow riff, over and over. It must have been really menacing—we didn’t do any kind of dramatics, just went ahead and played our songs without paying the audience any mind. After each song ended, no one clapped—it would have been inappropriate somehow. The people just stood there and stared at us. They were probably wondering what our problem was. Till didn’t make the slightest attempt to say anything between songs or do anything else to lighten the mood. Of course, we were keyed up ourselves—we wouldn’t have known how to ease the tension even if we’d wanted to. Sometimes Richard even forgot to breathe while he was playing. 

			After our set was over, a few people did start clapping hesitantly, especially when they saw that the band they had actually come to see would be playing soon. The night was really fun after that. One guy came up to me and told me he thought our band was really cool, and what he liked best was that one of our guitarists looked like Karl-Heinz Rummenigge, the soccer player. Another said we should call ourselves AIDS, that would suit us better.

			Since we’d driven down to Leipzig in my sweet station wagon, that meant I also got to drive the band back to Berlin after the show. Everybody climbed into the car, euphoric and loaded down with a massive supply of alcohol, but fifteen minutes later I was the only one still awake. I had a lot of trouble keeping the car on the road; the power steering was broken and the lane was improperly marked. I didn’t have the money for repairs. Nevertheless, I could sense this huge feeling of happiness. It had been fun to surprise those people.

			In the last phase of Feeling B, we had mainly played in front of people who knew us. True, they were our fans, they were happy to see us and gave off a real good vibe, but it was a very special feeling to play in front of people who had never seen us before. There’s really nothing like it.

			—

			I could smoke a cigarette right about now. Actually I want to quit. Or to only smoke just one cigarette at sunset with my friends and take my time and really enjoy it. For me of course that’s completely unrealistic. Either I’m a smoker or I’m not. Smoking is prohibited in here anyway. The no smoking signs are visible everywhere—it doesn’t matter what country I happen to be in, the symbol of a cigarette with a line through it is understood all over the world.

			In the United States, I was once in a café where they had “no smoking” written on the wall in Braille. Or at least I think it said no smoking; above it was the corresponding symbol, but that doesn’t necessarily mean anything. It’s just, how are the blind people supposed to find the spot where the sign is? They’d have to feel along the entire wall. And that’s unhygienic. But at least they weren’t being discriminated against. If the thing you’re being excluded from is a prohibition, it’s still discrimination.

			We were once in Austin, Texas, in a Western bar. Everything looked almost exactly like it did in the movies, with the old wooden furniture and the real horse paraphernalia by the door and everything all nice and rundown. The customers were drinking beer right out of the bottle, and Johnny Cash songs were playing on the stereo. But something was missing. You had to go outside to smoke. This bothered me, even though I wasn’t smoking at the time. A cowboy who goes outside to smoke is a cowboy who’s scared of Indians. Here in the backstage area, there are always security personnel patrolling the corridors. They say they’ll kick us out immediately if they catch one of us smoking, even if it means canceling the concert. We don’t really believe them, but none of us wants to let it get that far.

			My eyes slowly wander over to the clock. It’s working again. Or it’s still working. There are still three hours left till the concert. So much time! Really time is the most valuable thing a person has. Your whole life consists of nothing but time. Everyone gets the same amount—so long as you’re alive, the day is just as long for you as it is for everybody else. And when you’re dead, you’re not there anymore to take advantage of the time, so you don’t need it anymore. Of course for some people in some parts of the world it gets dark earlier, but time itself is the same; you can just turn on a light. You can’t buy time, either. At most you can arrange things so you don’t have to work for a while and can do something else with your time. A woman once told me she worked in order to make money to pay the babysitter who looked after her kid so that she could go to work. Brilliant. The time is the same, but the woman felt connected to society again, and that’s very important for people.

			With all my free time, I should feel very rich, but the time isn’t all that free when I know I still have to perform later. When I was still working, free time seemed much freer to me. Back then I was happy for every half hour that I didn’t have to do anything. That’s a long time ago, though, and it was also just three years of my life, all told. And of course it wasn’t real work either, just an apprenticeship.

			I guess I can go and see if anything’s happening with my zipper. It still won’t budge. Strange, it always worked before. Could it be the soda?

			In the East, of course, we had Club Cola, which was probably a bit more potent. One of my fellow apprentices once put a sausage from the cafeteria in a jar and filled it with Club Cola. The next day, the sausage was basically dissolved. “That’s what it does to your stomach lining,” said the boss. So the soda should be able to deal with my zipper in no time.

			I look at the clock. Well, I managed to kill four more minutes. Man, is it cold in here! Now I really am going to go outside and smoke a cigarette. I just need my backstage pass so I can get back in. The crew hang their passes around their necks or clip them to their pants with a lanyard, but I don’t want to wear my pass that visibly because I’m afraid if I do it might look like I’m associated with the band when I’m out in the city somewhere. People could think I’m trying to put on airs and act important by showing everybody that I’m with the Rammstein crew. Like I’m trying to improve my chances with the ladies. You wouldn’t believe the ideas some people come up with.

			I rummage through my bag. I always carry a handy tote bag with me with all my stuff in it. In the East, there were these cool mesh shopping bags. You could see at a glance all the things somebody had bought. The smaller items fell through the holes, so you had to stick them in your pockets. But only very old men still have these bags. And right now I’ve got a gray bag from the Thalia bookstore. So it looks like I’ve just bought a book. There’s still a sandwich in here from yesterday. I took it with me after the concert last night to eat it in the comfort of my hotel room and then forgot about it. I didn’t mean to forget about it. This sandwich has now traveled more than a thousand kilometers—and it looks like it. I feel bad throwing it away, though, so I put it back in the bag.

			And here’s my tour packet. It’s called an itinerary, another English word, but I can’t pronounce it and always say eternity. Which is sometimes what the tour feels like.

			On the first pages are listed all the companies that are working with us on the tour, with their addresses and telephone numbers and everything. So that means the travel agency, management, the security firm, the insurance company, and of course the companies that do the lighting and sound. That means I could call and ask how many speakers we have. Now I really want to—as a kid, I never got to make prank calls, for the simple reason that we didn’t have a telephone, and I would have felt bad using all my money on payphones. I was just happy if I got through to the people I actually wanted to talk to. Mostly I wanted to know when the next band practice or the next party was.

			On the next page are the band members. I look for my name. Aha, it says “keyboard” next to it, so far so good. And I’m listed second. That’s really good. There was a poll on the internet where they asked people who their favorite Rammstein member was. I came in sixth place. Out of six people that’s not so good, but of course somebody’s got to be last, and it’s probably better that it be me, because I act like I don’t care.

			I turn to the next page. Here come all the crew members, listed by job. It’s crazy how many jobs there are. I read through their names and try to picture the faces that go with them. Some of them I’ve known for years, but others are new. I don’t really know the riggers well yet. Those are the people who get to the venue first and attach all the hooks to the ceiling for the trusses and motors on stage. Not the thing for me—I’m afraid of heights.

			As a kid, when I went to go visit my aunt in her high-rise on the Fischerinsel in Berlin, I could step out from the stairwell onto a small balcony and look up and down the side of the building. I got so dizzy that for the rest of my life I never needed to go on any carousels or roller coasters. Then, when my parents took me climbing in Saxon Switzerland, my father tied a rope around me and secured the other end to a pine tree so I wouldn’t fall. Before that, I’d been so excited that I failed to spot a crevice and would have plunged to my death if I hadn’t grabbed hold of a stake in the ground with one hand like a monkey. So I can’t be a rigger, I guess. Maybe a lighting technician. Some of them are with us for the first time too, looks like. They’re from the Netherlands; I can tell from the email addresses. There’s an “.nl” at the end.

			I keep paging through my tour packet. Now here come the sound technicians, system assistants, the guy responsible for the curtain, the stage crew, the account man, the bus drivers, the truckers, and of course the audio technicians in charge of the backline. We interact with them directly every day because among other things they tune our instruments and look after us during the concert. So we know them pretty well. We worked with them to get everything ready before the tour started. You could say we’re actually friends with them, but that’s true for a lot of people in the crew. Some of them I’ve known for a really long time. Some I was friends with even before Rammstein got started. A few of them used to make music themselves. I even used to play with a couple of them. But now they seem more content somehow. It’s hard, you know, playing punk your whole life. I mean playing punk music, not acting like you’re a punk, although that’s definitely hard too. For some musicians it also seems to be hard to spend so many hours of their lives not making music and not getting to be a rock star during that time. Because even if you’re playing a show, that’s only two hours out of a whole day. The rest of the time you’re insignificant. Some musicians just can’t deal with it—they drink themselves to death or commit suicide. But really, there’s only so much time in the day in which to play music.

			I read once that you spend two years of your life sitting on the toilet. You spend a whole third of your life asleep. The most you can do then is dream of music. In some of my dreams, I’m recording music on a tape recorder, which is how I used to spend every second of my free time. If I’d somehow managed to borrow a new instrument or, even better, a new effects pedal, I made a goal of recording at least three songs with it. Since I put so much pressure on myself and wanted to record so many songs, I never took the time to actually play the songs well enough that they would sound good. I still loved these recordings, though. Little by little I lost all the cassettes. I left them in car stereos or lent them to people I knew and didn’t get them back. And now in my dreams I rediscover some of these tapes. I listen to them and get really excited. Of course, even in the dream I know that it’s all just a dream. And so I try and come up with some trick that will allow me to take these recordings back with me into the real world. After all, I manage to slip back into reality myself, so why not the tapes, too? What can I say—it’s never worked, and the old recordings fade more and more into oblivion. Incidentally, the money I find in dreams also stays there. But then, what do I need the money for?

			Here I sit, idly flipping through my tour packet. The next pages list all the concerts. First come the ones we’ve already got behind us. Bologna, London, Paris, Rome, and Erkner. Not Erkner, that’s just an ancient joke about someone from Berlin who wants to seem worldly and mentions Paris, Rome, and Erkner in the same breath. Erkner is just a few miles southeast of Berlin. Anyway, between the concerts, there’s always a day off here and there. That’s called a travel day, and we get to relax and slowly make our way to the next city. We once did a whole tour without a single day off. We called that the Ochsenknecht Tour, in part because an Ochsenknecht is someone who does hard labor and that’s what we felt like, but mainly because our bus driver looked like Uwe Ochsenknecht the actor. His sons later became actors too, but we weren’t thinking about them, nobody knew who they were yet. I don’t know when tours started to get names, or why. I think they used to be named after the band’s most recent album, so the fans knew which songs they were going to play.

			I can see here that it’s the same with us. Our tour packet says MIG 2013. The MiG is a famous Soviet fighter plane. It’s called that because its inventor was Mikhail Iosifovich Gurevich. Lots of inventions are named after their inventors, like the Geiger counter. It doesn’t count Geigers; rather, it was invented by a Mr. Geiger. As a kid, I was really fascinated by the MiG 21. Once on vacation, I got to climb inside one. I was sitting right on the turbine. The whole plane was just a single turbine. Oh, man, you could call the tour that—Tourbine. There’s no limit to the names bands come up with. I’m thinking maybe you could have the Skull Fractour, or just Tortour.

			It’s just a coincidence that this tour shares a name with the plane. MIG is simply our abbreviation for Made in Germany. That’s what they used to put on things that were made in Germany, because it promised a certain level of quality. And that was the name of our last album, which, strictly speaking, is just a collection of old songs. The record company put a clause in some contract ensuring that they got to put out a best-of record. We were at least able to stop them from calling the record a Best of, because I mean, who would presume to know what the best is? Not to mention that when a band puts out a best-of record, it always looks like the end. A little like getting a prize for your life’s work. Most of the time the people getting the prize die soon afterward. So we figured if we called it Made in Germany, hopefully it wouldn’t give the impression that we want to stop. We don’t. I mean, we’re on tour right now because we want to play. 

			Ah, here’s today’s concert. Budapest. Here’s the event organizer, along with his telephone number. Maybe I’ll give him a call. I can ask him what would really happen if they caught me smoking in here. But I don’t have the nerve right now. I take a look at the next page. There it says where we’re playing tomorrow. In Zagreb. Till said he was going to sing a sack rap there. Zagreb, sack rap—get it? I’m looking forward to it already. And our hotel there is really old and beautiful. We were there last year, too. Or does it just seem like it, when actually it was many years ago?

			Often when I return to a city, I feel like I was just there yesterday. Everything is familiar, and often the hotel employees and the shopkeepers are still the same. I could give an exact description of the hotel in Zagreb from memory. You never have any trouble finding it, because it’s part of the train station, and in order to get to the train station, you just have to find the tracks and follow them. Worst-case scenario, you get to the next train station. Then you can take a train back. But at any rate, you really can’t get lost.

			In that respect, I should be grateful that we’re not in the US. There it was still morning sometimes when we got to the arena, before anything was set up yet. If I tried to go for a walk, there were times when I didn’t even manage to leave the property—the whole area was fenced in. At the gates were fierce-looking guards who wouldn’t let me through. When I finally did manage to get out, I understood why they had been so dismissive. There was just one street, and it led to a highway. There was no sidewalk, nobody needed it. My only option was to walk between a fence and the highway for as long as I could until I was arrested.

			A few times I was able to see, off in the distance, the tall buildings of the cities where, in my opinion, we should have been playing. If I tried to walk in this direction, the buildings always moved farther and farther away. It was a kind of optical illusion, a little like a mirage. Once, though, I did manage to get to the city center. Though I’m not so sure about that. Sometimes what they call downtown is just four skyscrapers without any visible windows, businesses, or any other sign of human life. I only thought I was in the city. It was like I had walked through Erkner and then told everybody I’d been in Berlin. The worst, though, was having to find my way back to the venue. It was really short and squat and couldn’t be seen from the city.

			I started following people who looked like fans and who then led me through ugly neighborhoods with single-family homes. At some point the people I thought were fans disappeared inside a doorway because that’s where they lived, and I realized that I was the only white person far and wide. The people who lived there started laughing when they saw me hurrying past. I had just gotten my hair dyed red, and I didn’t realize that this was apparently a sign I was into dudes. Four guys in a convertible playing loud music followed me until they got bored. I never understood what they were yelling at me. But finally I wound up back in the dressing room and began speaking excitedly of my adventure—only to find that no one was the least bit interested.

			Why did I get to the venue so early today? How dumb am I? We got in pretty late, and I decided to do without taking a nap, because sometimes I can’t really wake up afterward. Then I’m even more tired than before and I’m wandering around like a zombie. I do have a trick where I act like it’s early in the morning and a new day is starting. I take a shower, brush my teeth, and put on some clean clothes. It doesn’t help every time, though; I’m still tired. All I actually want to do is keep sleeping. That’s why I took the shuttle here right away. And also because today—luckily I just remembered this—I wanted to try and get my things in some kind of order. Especially my sparkle jacket.

			I try the zipper again. Still nothing. I could cut out the zipper completely and try to close the jacket with snaps. Zippers are pretty dangerous when speed is a priority. Bad things have happened on that front with the pants I wear on stage, since I don’t wear any briefs underneath. If Till wants to pop me on stage—to use the vulgar term—naturally I don’t have time to pull off my undies. I’d better ask Tom if he has an idea. And so I go looking for Tom’s office.

			On his door is a sign that says Sackhäusler. There’s no other, more proper designation for his office. During the concert, Tom stands under the drum kit in the so-called Sackhaus, or ballsack, which, grammatically speaking, makes him the Sackhäusler, or ballsack inhabitant. Paulo, Tom’s assistant, is also a Sackhäusler, though he doesn’t stand in the Sackhaus, he just shares this office with Tom. Which makes things more complicated. At any rate, Tom isn’t here. I take a little look around. In the early afternoon, Tom is often the only one here, so he accepts the gifts from the organizers, fans, or people who want to sponsor us, and then he thinks about whether he should maybe pass them on to us or if it would just be a waste. We don’t actually need anything, of course. And if we don’t ask for the things, he takes it to mean that we don’t actually want them either. I don’t see anything interesting, so I’m on my way. 

			There are a lot of signs on the walls, but not a single one that tells me how to get out of the building or where else I can smoke a cigarette. I try my luck down a few hallways. Then I hear shouts. I follow the noise and end up in an arena where women are playing ice hockey. I myself can’t see that it’s women playing, but I can tell from the look on the face of one of our crew members. He’s leaning in the doorway and can’t look away. I ask him what’s going on, and learn that the European championship in women’s ice hockey is being played here. It’s Slovakia against Sweden. Or the Czech Republic against Croatia—I can’t really make out what he says. It’s jam-packed in here. You can’t see much of the women, since they’re all wearing pads. It doesn’t surprise me that there’s a sporting event taking place—we often play in venues where multiple events are happening at the same time.

			It’s especially entertaining when we play at a convention center. Before our concert in Erfurt, I was able to go see hundreds of rabbits. I almost bought one, since I was bored and I had enough money with me. The rabbits or hares that they had—no idea what the difference is—were as big as German shepherds. It happens more often than you’d think that I end up buying something out of boredom. It was easier in East Germany—there just wasn’t anything to buy. If the opportunity ever did come along, then you bought whichever thing you saw, since somebody was bound to be happy to have it. Luckily, with the hares, I was able to stop myself.

			Not so the next time, in Dortmund. There was a hunting convention being held in the building next door, so of course Till and I went. We stood there completely fascinated by equipment whose purpose we couldn’t figure out. I was amazed at the huge number of hunters and hunting enthusiasts. But then again, it had also seemed strange to me that there were so many rabbit breeders. There are many parallel worlds of whose existence we don’t have the slightest clue. We bought two freshly stuffed golden pheasants, which we apparently got a great deal on. They spent the rest of the tour on our beds in the bus so they wouldn’t get messed up. Either I slept with my legs drawn up, or I slept at the hotel. 

			Another time, we played at a venue with an annex where a gun show was being held. After the concert, we walked among thousands of machine guns and checked out the most utopian of all rocket launchers. You could have armed a small country with all the guns lying around. And there are just as many guns—actually many, many more—in American homes. A bored security guard was standing by the door; otherwise, nobody was watching us or the guns.

			And in Oklahoma City, we played at a racetrack. The dressing room was a horse stall. There was fresh straw for us on the floor. Or for the horses that would be racing there the next day. Musicians sometimes think the whole world revolves around them, but venues usually have a different event every day, and sometimes these events are even better attended than the concerts. I, at any rate, found it very cozy in the stall, even if we weren’t allowed to smoke in there.

			We’ve also played off and on in stadiums where the Olympics had once been held. In Moscow, the giant Olympic rings are still hanging from the ceiling. They’ve been pulled up and placed flat against the ceiling so they won’t block anyone’s view. Whenever I looked up at them, I was a little afraid they would fall. It didn’t look like much of anything had been done to the stadium since the Olympic Games. But we’ve also played in brand-new stadiums. And so every now and then we get to catch a game. 

			At the moment, though, I don’t have the patience to follow the game. Besides, it doesn’t matter to me who wins. Most of the time I root for the loser, since I figure the team that’s winning doesn’t need my support anymore, and sometimes they’re acting kind of arrogant. So I much prefer a weaker team that’s really putting up a fight. And if they end up in the lead, then I’m happy for them and don’t find them arrogant. But here I can’t even begin to figure out who’s in the lead and which is the better team. I can’t even figure out when a goal is scored.

			I keep making my way around the venue. In a hallway, a security guard asks me for my pass. I don’t have it with me; it’s probably back at the hotel. And I checked specifically for it in my bag, but I must have forgotten it. I also don’t know if he wants to see the pass for the concert or for the hockey game—not that it matters, since I don’t have a pass for the game either. The man doesn’t have any reason to believe that I’m in the band, and doesn’t really know what to do with me. I ask him how I get out of here, and he’s happy to tell me. Normally the people he deals with want in, not out.

			—

			The way things were looking, we were now a real band. We had about seven full songs and were working merrily away on parts of a few more. Little by little we were finally starting to focus solely on music again, instead of building toys for some government make-work program. We had to make money somehow, after all, and the best way to do that was with homespun make-work schemes.

			In East Germany, too, most musicians had worked some kind of bogus job. Less because they needed the money than because, as an amateur musician, you had to prove you had some kind of trade, otherwise they made trouble for you, trouble that could end with you landing in jail. Or with your performance license being revoked, which meant the people at the venue could also be held culpable if they let you play.

			For that reason, a friend of mine worked in the coat check at the library, and I liked to go there with him, since a job like that is simply more fun with two people. We took a tape recorder with us and would listen to the recordings we’d made. People were always asking us about the music, and it made me really proud that such educated people seemed to be so impressed by it. We also chain-smoked the whole time. All the coats must have smelled horribly of smoke, but no one complained about it. I was only there for fun anyway. I made enough money with Feeling B, and my job as a secretary existed only on paper. 

			But in the early days of Rammstein, things weren’t going so well with Feeling B anymore, and I had a make-work job that I would lose sooner or later because I never even pretended that the thing interested me. I was all the more excited about the new band, and although we had only played a few small shows in the East, which people had only come to because they knew about our old bands, all of a sudden we thought we were a really big deal.

			Before I’d started playing in the band, the others had sent a cassette with four songs on it off to some contest for rock bands that was judged by a panel. The band was chosen as the winner—nobody knows why, maybe it was the only tape that got sent in—and so we got to spend a day in a real studio recording these songs again, only professionally. The engineer was the same guy who’d recorded the first album by the band Ideal. We were all filled with admiration and would never have thought to disagree with him. Those were the first recordings with the band that I played on—though it could be that we had recorded the songs before then, when we were practicing in Till’s garage.

			Now we told all our old friends and drinking buddies about our new ideas and our new band to see how they would react. None of us in the band had an objective opinion anymore, obviously; we thought everything we did was unbelievably good. Naturally we also tried to get our music played at the bars we went to. Each of us always took a cassette with him whenever he left the house. The key thing was to have a good relationship with the waiters and bartenders, since we weren’t the only band who wanted to get their music played. At that time, there were a whole bunch of people around us who made music. Really almost everyone. We would see them at the practice space—hardly any band could afford their own, so everybody practiced at different times in the basements of Prenzlauer Berg.

			We also moved into an old bottle warehouse on Greifswalder Straße because there we could really make a racket. No one lived in the building, and the businesses that had set up shop there weren’t bothered by our noise. The sewage pipes ran under the steel plates on the floor, and especially when it rained there was a really horrible shit smell. Actually, it didn’t necessarily have to be shit—as I learned when I tried to help my daughter with her homework, sewage runs through a separate sewer line, and the rainwater from the courtyard or the water from the roof gutters would have smelled just as foul. Or maybe it was just shit and it had gotten mixed in with the runoff. We put in a fan that made a really aggravating buzzing sound but didn’t seem to have any other effect.

			But there was another upside to the space, which was that there were full crates of beer lying around everywhere that the owners had never picked up. They were past the expiration date, but I quickly learned that this date only guarantees the best quality and isn’t meant to imply that the product isn’t drinkable anymore. It’s more of a suggestion.

			At any rate, we could drink the beer, and it didn’t taste that bad. I had pretty severe diarrhea the whole time, but there could have been any number of reasons for that. Thanks to this free beer, I also hit upon the bright idea of drinking alcohol early in the day. It’s almost a criminal waste if you only start drinking at night and then go to bed. You don’t get anything out of it. We built walls out of all the crates to make the place a bit cozier. On one of the beer-crate walls we hung a poster from the theater in Schwerin. It had a painting of a little alleyway. The acoustics in the space hadn’t improved as we had hoped, but at least it looked discriminating and artistic. Then Till offered up the nice leather couches from his apartment and brought them down to the practice space. We assumed, and rightly, that we would be spending the next weeks or years in this space. And now it was really great in there.

			A lot of times we wouldn’t go out to lunch, but instead would just sit there on the couches stuffing food in our faces. Whoever was least interested in practicing would run over to the Indian place and bring back something for everyone. It really wasn’t all that bad in the West. We could buy something really delicious to eat almost ’round the clock.

			First to arrive after the wall fell were the Chinese takeout places. Dull-eyed, we devoured the giant noodle portions until our faces went numb from glutamate. Then came the Greek, Mexican, and Vietnamese restaurants.

			Once I even had African food. The bones were still in the meat. I went to an Australian place once too. The food wasn’t bad, but next to my table there was a young man with dreadlocks blowing incessantly into a didgeridoo. When I let fall a few negative remarks, it turned out that his girlfriend was sitting at the table next to mine. But Indian food in particular brought about a massive improvement in our lives. So simple and so good. There were times when we would eat the same dish for lunch every day for weeks at a time. For us East Germans, there were even plantains. I liked eating them, but after the wall fell, I was pretty careful not to be seen too often with anything that even looked like a banana; we had enough problems with stereotyping as it was. The plantain dish was number twenty-three. Bafflingly enough, it was also twenty-three in other Indian restaurants. Is it the same worldwide? That would make ordering nice and easy for us musicians. Just always number twenty-three. In America, I noticed that the dishes at the Indian restaurants had the same names as they did in Berlin. At first I thought the waiters were giving me the German menu. Though of course “chicken” isn’t German. Anyway, chicken tikka masala is always chicken tikka masala. In Berlin, in Stockholm, and in New York. Or am I talking nonsense? Either way, I was past forty before it occurred to me that pizza Napoli always means the same thing. Something with olives and tomato sauce. I’d thought it was just a made-up name. I didn’t even know that Napoli meant Naples. And pizza funghi is something to do with mushrooms, it comes from the Latin. It also says something about fungi on the foot cream you get from the doctor.

			It really is a good thing, though, to get to go all around the world with the band. The food alone is a reason for playing in other countries. But even back home in Berlin, we had, like I said, a lot of good things to eat.

			Right next door to us for a short time there was a Russian woman who served goulash and other meat dishes. “A man needs his meat!” she told us. From that moment on, we called her the meat lady. After eating her food, we couldn’t get off the couch. Even if a man does need his meat, he also gets tired afterward. It’s like after sex: the man tends to fall asleep, and then the woman just sits there looking disappointed.

			Across the street from us, two twins who, as chance would have it, had been in a class with Schneider when they were all apprentices had opened up a shawarma shop. The food clearly wasn’t in high demand, which meant that sometimes there were just a few really dry, crusty strips of meat hanging off the spit. No way were we going to eat that, but we did find a good use for it. Back then we had trouble starting practice on time, since often one or several of us would get there way too late. So then we made a rule that the last one to arrive had to bring a bottle of wine, but that didn’t work at all—how’s the latecomer supposed to know he’s the last one? For all he knows there might be somebody who’s even later than he is. Plus no one minded having to buy a bottle of wine, because it meant there was at least one bottle on hand for drinking. It got to the point where we even liked coming late.

			And so we thought up a new punishment for the latecomer. The last one to arrive had to eat a shawarma sandwich from the twins’ place. And really, none of us wanted to do that. The threat of this punishment alone was enough to ensure that from then on we all made it to the basement relatively on time. It really wasn’t all that bad down there. Like I said, it smelled a little of rot, it was pretty cold in the winter, and sometimes the lock on the heavy iron door got stuck so that after practice we had to pull on it for half an hour before we could breathe fresh air again—but other than that, it wasn’t bad.
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