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CONTENT NOTICE
This story touches on themes that some readers may find emotionally challenging.
If you know that you are sensitive to certain topics, you will find a detailed content warning at the end of the book.
Please note:
This overview contains spoilers.
Read it only if you feel more comfortable knowing in advance what to expect. You are welcome to pause at any time.
You may turn the page, skip ahead, or move on.
Some books need time — or the right moment.
‘For my mothers, Elke and Amnuay, and in loving memory of all the others
who left my life far too soon.
You will always have a place in my heart.’


Preface 

Dear Reader,
Life keeps bringing us to thresholds — to those moments when certainty begins to crack, and we suddenly find ourselves in situations for which there are no rehearsed responses. Light Beneath Doors, the first volume in the Metamour series, tells of such moments of stillness — and of moving forward.
At its heart are people trying to make sense of the fragile weave of their relationships: between closeness and distance, desire and loss, trust and the fear of the unknown. Friendship, love, and farewell are not fixed states here, but movements — tentative, contradictory, at times painfully honest.
In a world where relationships often seem neatly defined, this novel opens the view to other possibilities of living and loving together. Polyamory is not presented as provocation, but as a sincere search for a way of life beyond possessiveness and rigid roles. It is a story about freedom — and the responsibility that comes with it. About self-discovery, the weight of mental strain and burnout, and the courage it takes to leave familiar paths behind.
What shapes this story is the emotional closeness to its characters. Ole, the analytical computer scientist; Lotta, the free-spirited hippie child; and Anne, who wrestles with her own vulnerability — each of them carries inner conflicts that are deeply personal, and yet universal. Their journeys are threaded through with the question of belonging, of steadiness, and of what a sustainable future might look like.
This book is like a beam of light beneath a door we’ve kept shut for a long time. It doesn’t immediately reveal what lies beyond. But it shows us there is something there. And it invites us to find the courage to press down the handle and step inside.
I wish you an open-hearted reading, moving moments — and perhaps one or two thoughts that will still echo after the door has softly clicked shut behind you.
Warmly,
Jörn Holtz
PROLOGUE
BEFORE THE STORM
‘It is not things themselves that trouble us, but the opinions we hold about them.’
– Epictetus
The Breakdown
Kiel- Meimersdorf, Germany
End of January 2008
‘Everything in life has its price.’ A phrase I had heard countless times, always dismissing it with a mocking smile. Not me. And yet today the bitter truth behind it hit me with full force.
All right, I’d felt a certain physical and mental exhaustion on and off for years. No wonder—I demanded a lot of myself and of everyone around me. But for my pulse suddenly to race like mad through my veins and my blood pressure to soar beyond all reason was unusual even for me. That was why I hadn’t gone to work this morning but straight to my GP, asking how such a thing could be. After all, I’d eaten relatively healthily for years and went to the gym at least four times a week, where I also took regular saunas.
But I got no satisfying answer. After a brief, appraising look at me and the blood-pressure monitor, he simply prescribed two weeks of bed rest.
‘That’s impossible,’ I protested, outraged. ‘I have far too much to do!’
He only looked at me gravely and said drily, ‘Very well, as you wish. But if you don’t ease up now, I’ll soon have to arrange you your own bed in the hospital.’
The prospect was an absolute no-go for me, and an icy fear spread through my chest.
I had avoided hospitals the way the devil avoids holy water. I even avoided my own bed during the day, because lying down felt like giving up—unless I was seriously ill, which I still refused to believe.
So I sat in the large, cosy corner of the sofa in the living room of my inherited parental home and surrendered myself to an unfamiliar idleness. As always, it lasted only a short while. Eventually, out of sheer boredom, I reached for my bass guitar, my hands moving mechanically over the strings in their familiar way.
While I repeated some random chord progressions, I gazed out the courtyard window into my lovingly tended garden. I was trying to focus only on what might have brought me to this point, and not on everything waiting to be done outside. But neither was easy. I felt the pressure of the blood coursing through my veins, swelling up into my head. It slowed my thoughts until they oozed like lava down a mountainside. And then there was that constant pressure in my lower right abdomen. It often kept me awake at night and now forced me to put the bass aside—the vibrations had become unbearable.
Angry at my body’s increasing lack of control, I stood up and set the sensitive instrument back into its stand with a little too much force. I flinched at my own carelessness and cursed my helplessness—this helplessness I despised so deeply. Then I dragged myself unsteadily to my favourite place, a comfortable rocking chair in the sunlit conservatory.
Sunk into the chair, I stared blankly out the window. Why, in God’s name, could none of those ignorant doctors find a cause for my torment?
Frustration burned in me, and a deep despair gripped my heart. I felt alone, abandoned, unheard. Even the proctologist and the other specialists I had seen over the past two years had found nothing out of the ordinary.
And that was what frightened me.
Because the fact that this damned family curse had so far struck only the female relatives on my mother’s side—and mostly killed them—was no comfort to me at all.
When the image of my ex-girlfriend Marion then appeared before my inner eye, her reproachful face refusing to fade, I heaved myself up to make a cup of fennel tea. As though that could change anything. But at least it was something to do.
Peter
I was still standing a little unsteadily in the conservatory, feeling as though my circulation were still sitting in the rocking chair while the room around me shifted without my moving at all. Then suddenly there was a knock behind me.
‘Oh!’ I gasped, spinning round. I stumbled, needing a moment to recognise my old school friend Peter through the glass door. He looked wretched.
‘Don’t bother,’ Peter said, stepping inside before I even reached the door. He knelt down, pulled off his shoes, and looked up at me. His brow was furrowed, his head tilted slightly, as though his eyes were searching for answers.
‘Christ, you look like hell,’ he boomed through the conservatory, though the words sounded muffled, as if coming from far off. It was as though I were wrapped in cotton wool; everything felt dull and unreal. I nodded wearily and forced a strained smile. ‘Thanks, old chap. You don’t look much better yourself.’
The sight of him tightened my throat. He looked more lost than I had seen him in years. I wanted to say something comforting, but the words stuck—he looked as exhausted as I felt.
‘Yes, you’re probably right,’ he replied, mustering a false smile. ‘I didn’t expect you to be at home. But when I drove past, I saw your campervan in the carport. Are you ill again?’
‘Er—no… well, yes… sort of,’ I stammered, running an uncertain hand through my hair. My fingers trembled slightly; talking about my health always made me uncomfortable when there was no clear diagnosis.
An awkward pause stretched between us while my heart began to race again. The room tilted threateningly, and I clung to the rocking chair. ‘All right—my blood pressure was one-ninety over one-fifty this morning, and I feel as though I’ve run headlong into a brick wall,’ I said at last, my voice thin. I looked Peter over more closely before asking, ‘And you? Who ruined your day?’
‘Oh, I did. Anke kicked me out after she found out about Maya.’ A crooked, bitter smile flickered across his face, but his eyes stayed empty.
‘Oh, that’s… that’s rough,’ I said quietly, my attempt to mask my dismay with a smile failing miserably. I wanted to comfort him, but I had no words. In the end I managed, ‘Well, that’s what happens when you can’t get enough, I suppose. Anyway—want something to drink? Coffee or something stronger?’
‘Hey, come on!’ Peter straightened for a moment, his shoulders squaring before they sagged again. ‘Thanks, but coffee will do for now.’
‘Right, let’s go to the kitchen,’ I said, nodding for him to follow.
‘And now?’ I asked, curious, after switching on the coffee machine and taking another long look at him.
‘Oh… honestly, I’ve no idea at the moment.’ Peter turned away from me. ‘Or… would you be so kind as to rent me your guest room for a little while?’ After a pause he added, more firmly, ‘Just until I find something else, of course.’
‘What? You want me to rent you my guest room?’ I asked blankly, until realisation dawned. ‘Ah—you mean Marion’s old room?’ My heart skipped a beat. The memory of Marion was painfully fresh, and the thought of someone else living in her room felt strange. But what could I do? I couldn’t abandon my oldest friend. ‘Er… all right… fine,’ I said after a moment, forcing a smile.
CHAPTER 1
A CALL THAT CHANGED EVERYTHING
‘The greatest exhaustion is not that of the body, but of the soul, which is ignored time and again until it is too late.’
​​– Common wisdom
The Lived Nightmare
Two weeks later I was back at work and feeling well. Well—about as well as one can feel when one spends the nights dozing more than actually sleeping. It was my second day back, just before lunch, which I planned to spend with a colleague. The sun was out, and after what would no doubt be an indulgent meal at a nearby truckers’ café, we meant to take a walk and catch up on recent events. But just as I picked up my jacket, my phone rang.
On the display appeared the number and photo of my eldest sister, Doro. I flinched and stared at the screen, suddenly tense. It was highly unusual for her to call this early in the day.
‘Morning, sis—great to hear from you,’ I greeted her with forced exuberance, trying to hide the sudden fear and uncertainty knotting in my stomach.
‘Hello, Ole. No—actually it isn’t,’ came her tearful voice through my headset. ‘Because what I have to tell you is anything but good. Petra has been very unwell since yesterday—so unwell, in fact, that the doctors put her into an induced coma this morning after another stroke,’ she continued, as straightforward as ever, though this time with a hesitation that betrayed her despair. Each word hit me like a blow, and a crushing weight settled on my chest. After giving me a moment to take in the grim news, she asked, ‘Would you come to the city hospital as soon as you can?’
‘Uh—yes… of course. But… tell me first what exactly is going on,’ I said, my voice thin and unsteady as my eyes drifted blankly to the window. My thoughts tumbled over one another, and I suddenly felt small, helpless.
‘They won’t tell me. But it doesn’t look good for our sister. You really should hurry. You might still have the chance to speak with her.’
‘Right… that would be good,’ I stammered, barely above a whisper. The thought of seeing Petra again—on an intensive-care unit, no less—sent an icy shiver down my spine. It was something I had avoided for years. But now I knew I had no choice. So I left everything as it was and sped down the motorway back to Kiel.
When I reached the hospital, I hurried straight to the intensive-care unit and asked my way along until I found the right room. Outside the door, with trembling hands, I pulled on a white-and-blue gown and slipped the pale blue paper covers over my hair and shoes.
With a sick feeling in my stomach, I stepped into the sterile room. The sight stole my breath—and one of my worst nightmares came true in an instant.
Part of me wanted to turn around and run, but my legs carried me onwards of their own accord. For a moment I thought I had entered the wrong room, because the swollen figure on the metal bed was almost unrecognisable. Only on second glance did I realise that the woman lying there on her back in a Shavasana-like stillness was my sister Petra.
A shiver ran down my spine. Was this really my sister? In my memory she had been full of life and laughter. Now she lay there, scarcely recognisable, a mere shadow of herself.
Her naked body was covered in tubes and cables, with only her genitals modestly draped by a towel. While I struggled to take in the scene, my gaze fell on Doro. She sat slumped at the head of the bed, holding Petra’s hand and murmuring over and over, ‘You’re not alone, do you hear? We’re here with you.’ And when she noticed me, she added, ‘And Ole is here now too.’
At the far end of the room, Michael—Doro and Petra’s half-brother from my mother’s first marriage—sat hunched on two chairs beside his wife. I gave them a brief nod before positioning myself behind Doro, weighted down by the bizarre surroundings and the oppressive atmosphere. I laid my hands gently on her back.
I joined her quiet, rhythmic chant. My gaze drifted about the room, repeatedly catching on the machines that translated Petra’s bodily functions into flickering lines and numbers. After a while I noticed her blood pressure and heart rate dropping steadily, until a sudden loud, continuous beep and a glaring orange light at the foot of the bed tore us from our litany.
A stocky doctor and a tall nurse appeared and immediately set to work on the machines without so much as a glance at us. Only once the room had quietened again did the doctor turn to Doro, clearing his throat, concern etched into his face.
‘Erm… your sister just suffered renal failure, and to be honest…’ He broke off, rubbing his hands together in agitation. ‘I still don’t understand what’s going on here.’ Again he hesitated, falling silent before he continued. ‘To be frank, I’m at my wits’ end with your sister’s case. So… would you still like me to pursue further life-prolonging measures? I mean, given the two strokes this morning and the kidney failure just now. They won’t have left her unscathed, even if I can’t say anything definitive at this moment.’ His tone was calm, his bewildered yet compassionate eyes resting on Doro.
Doro sobbed, then suddenly looked up in disbelief. ‘No!’ Her eyes widened as the meaning of his question sank in. ‘I can’t and won’t decide that alone. My brothers have to help make that decision.’
My head, lowered until then, jerked up, and I stared at her in horror. Michael, too, lifted his head and stared before speaking. ‘All right… since we’re all being honest now…’ He shook his head, his eyes red and glistening as he looked first at Petra, then at the machines keeping her alive. ‘I think it’s better for her if she doesn’t have to suffer any longer,’ he choked out.
As he spoke, his voice grew fainter until it was barely audible, but his words echoed in my mind because I knew what was expected of me now. Only when Doro nodded did I summon my courage and stammer, ‘I’ve nothing to add to that.’
The words barely made it past my lips, and afterwards I wondered: did I really say that? Could I truly consent to letting my own sister die? The thought tore me apart, though deep down I knew Michael was right. Petra would not have wanted to live like this. It was time to let her go, however much it broke me.
‘All right,’ the doctor said, nodding towards me with a gentle smile before letting his gaze travel slowly from face to face. ‘We’ll make sure your sister can go peacefully and without pain.’ He turned back to the machines, and after a few adjustments he added, ‘There—we won’t have long to wait. And rest assured, she won’t feel any pain.’ Then he left the room.
I joined once more in Doro’s quiet murmur, her whispered tears now coaxing, ‘It’s all right. You can go. We’re here with you.’ My gaze wandered restlessly around the room again. Only now every beep, every blinking light struck me like a blade. All these machines were keeping her alive—but at what cost? Could she feel anything at all? The whole situation felt so surreal that, in hindsight, I wondered why I hadn’t run screaming from the room.
Perhaps because, despite the strangeness of it all, it felt right to be here. Yes—I, who had felt belonging to no one since early youth, felt once more that I belonged to someone: to my sisters, just as I had before they had abandoned me overnight without explanation.
Meanwhile, in agonising slow motion, I watched Petra’s pulse and blood pressure continue to fall.
When the monitors showed no vital signs, the nurse returned. ‘My deepest condolences,’ she said. ‘I’ll just switch off the machines so that you can say your goodbyes in peace.’ She disconnected Petra’s body from the ventilator and spread a sheet over her, so that she suddenly looked as though she were merely asleep. ‘The doctor will be by shortly,’ she added before leaving the room as discreetly as she had entered.
Stone-still, I stared at my dead sister. My mind was blank, and yet one question kept circling: why did things always have to end this way in our family? A wave of helplessness washed over me; I had no idea how to bear the pain.
My gaze drifted again and again between her and the darkened night sky beyond the window. And I—who had lost all faith in a loving God, all spirituality, when trying to understand why He had taken my mother so early—now looked up at the sky as though I might glimpse my sister’s soul. I pictured my mother, smiling gently down at me as she welcomed her daughter’s spirit. At the same time, a warm sensation flooded my body and held me captive.
Only the doctor’s return pulled me back into the sorrowful present.
He stood for a while in silence, his hands folded before him. Then he looked up and said, ‘My sincere condolences. As I mentioned, I’m at a loss as to what happened here. And I know this isn’t a good moment, but may we investigate the cause of this unfortunate outcome? It could truly help future patients.’
We agreed. We left the room in silence— and with it, the sense of belonging I had felt slipped away, leaving only a cold emptiness behind.
On Monday, Doro called. The hospital’s diagnosis hit me like a blow: a cardiac tumour—an exceptionally malignant one that had hidden itself in the healthy tissue from which the doctors had previously taken a sample. The odds of developing it were about the same as winning the lottery. That was why the doctors had ruled it out.
But fate is a mischievous trickster who plays his pranks without warning, and this rare disease had stolen from me the sister I had only just begun to notice again.
‘God, Ole, I just can’t believe it,’ Doro said, her voice faltering on the other end of the line. ‘It all happened so fast… and now she’s gone. Just like that!’
‘Yes… I can’t believe it either,’ I replied, trying to hide my own disbelief. ‘How… how are you holding up?’
‘Terribly. This damned cancer is so treacherous, and I don’t know how to go on without her. We went through so much together, and now…’ Her voice broke, and I heard her begin to cry.
‘Hey, sis… we have to keep going, life has to go on,’ I lied, because I had no idea what else to say. ‘For Petra and Mum. They wouldn’t have wanted us to give up.’
‘I know… but it’s so damn hard.’ Doro sniffed, and I heard her gathering herself. ‘Will you be coming to the funeral?’
‘Of course I’ll come. We have to say goodbye.’
After I hung up, grief and anger drained the last remnants of strength from me. The grotesque images from the hospital room played through my mind like an endless film, condemning me to yet another sleepless night.
With a pounding head and a hollow sense of emptiness, I dragged myself to my GP the next morning, and he signed me off sick until the end of the week.
With mixed feelings, I stepped onto the grounds of the Elmschenhagen cemetery early on Friday afternoon—a place I had avoided for twenty-five years, as the devil avoids holy water. My mother was buried here, along with the rest of her family. As a child, I had sworn to keep her memory unspoiled in my heart, and so I had steadfastly refused to visit her grave. And now, since my father had relinquished the plot five years ago, a stranger’s headstone probably marked her final resting place.
Pushing thoughts of my mother aside, I greeted my relatives—surprisingly numerous—who had gathered for Petra’s funeral. Uneasily, I entered the small chapel and chose a seat toward the back, keeping my distance from Doro. Even from there I could feel her grief pulling at what little strength I had left. And I knew I had no right to sit any closer; after all, in the last twenty-three years, apart from a few accidental encounters, I had barely been part of Petra’s life.
So I waited in my self-imposed exile for the ceremony to unfold, only to be taken aback as the funeral speaker began her warm account of Petra’s life. At first I wanted to dismiss it as polite convention. But the longer I listened, the more I realised her words were sincere. Despite the disability she’d suffered as a toddler after a fall, Petra had lived a fulfilled, seemingly independent life—a life in which I had played no part. The sudden feeling of having been robbed of our shared time darkened my mood and drew me into a deep melancholy.
At the end of the service, Hells Bells by AC/DC suddenly filled the chapel—Petra’s final request. Startled at first, I found myself unable to suppress a smile as a funeral procession formed in the aisle and my sister’s urn was carried out with solemn ceremony. When my turn came to join the procession, I remained seated, staring pensively at the wreaths and floral tributes.
Once again I wrestled with my fate, wondering whether some higher power had a plan for me. But what? I had no idea, however hard I pondered.
Only after the others had long reached the urn field did I leave the chapel, the last to step outside. Aimlessly, I wandered across the cemetery grounds, searching for some spark of insight, some sign from my relatives buried here. But I felt nothing. Nothing at all.
Only when dusk began to fall did I finally summon the courage to visit Petra’s grave. For a while I stood motionless before the wreaths, staring at them and trying to recall our childhood together. But even then the memories refused to return. All that remained was the aching emptiness her loss had left within me.
The Party
The loss of Petra, together with the vanished memories of our shared childhood, weighed on me so heavily the next day that I developed a pounding headache. I had no desire to leave the old sofa in my study, which seemed to grow more uncomfortable by the hour. The emptiness and pain coursing through me made the fascia in my back seize and stick, leaving me all the more paralysed. So at first I didn’t even register it when Peter called up from downstairs, ‘Ole, are you ready yet?’
‘Oh damn—already that late!’ I swore, startled, as the meaning of his words dawned on me a moment later, after I’d glanced absently at my watch out of sheer habit. ‘All right, I’m coming. Give me fifteen minutes and I’ll be done,’ I shouted into the stairwell, hauling myself stiffly towards the bathroom to get ready in a hurry.
‘Oh, Ole—not again! Because of you I’m always the last one to show up at a party,’ Peter complained.
‘Well, that’s how it is!’ I called back and slammed the bathroom door behind me to reclaim some precious quiet. I opened the medicine cabinet, took out a headache tablet, and swallowed it with a glass of water.
Since Peter had moved in with me, he had been meeting regularly with Maya, whose birthday it was today and who was hosting a party. Out of pity, I assumed, she had also invited me earlier in the week. I didn’t know the woman for whom Peter had first risked and then sacrificed his long relationship with Anke. What little I did know was that she lived somewhat off the beaten track on an old estate near Schönberg, run by a few bohemians—Peter’s dismissive term for Maya’s housemates—and that she worked as a receptionist for a naturopath who had her practice on the property.
Such an alternative lifestyle was, in truth, highly suspect to me, and my first instinct had been to decline the invitation politely. But after a brief hesitation, I set my prejudice aside and accepted. A bit of variety would probably do me good.
So we sat in Peter’s convertible, heading along the B 202 towards Lütjenburg before turning off at Wittenberger Passau in the direction of Fargau/Pratjau, where—somewhere out there in the Schleswig-Holstein backcountry—the estate was supposed to lie. I let myself enjoy the drive, the heated seats, and the wind that whipped around my ears through the open roof. I knew this region well, as well as the road itself, from the years when my dear friend Andreas had lived out here. Sadly, Andreas had loved not only music but also his sports car, which he drove far too fast along these country roads. And so, some years ago, the inevitable happened: at excessive speed he crashed head-on into an oncoming SUV fitted with a bull bar.
Since his funeral I had mostly avoided the area; it was still too steeped in memories of him. But today, with Peter beside me, I was glad to be here. As my eyes roamed the landscape, I took in every change with a kind of gentle curiosity. When we passed the converted farmhouse that had once belonged to Andreas’s parents, I asked Peter to stop so I could take in the sight of the lovingly renovated building. ‘Man, that looks fantastic!’ I said. It was exactly how I had imagined it back when I’d helped turn his parents’ plans into reality. ‘Respect,’ I nodded, thinking of all the work that had gone into it, before adding silently, shaking my head: Shame you never got to see the finished project, you idiot. You should have bought yourself a break instead of that stupid Audi Quattro.
The word break made me smile. That was what we used to call those old VW buses converted into campers. I’d been driving one ever since—my own “break”—because they were so practical. Sitting high in the driver’s seat gave you a great view, there was storage space in abundance, and in a pinch you could sleep in it or make yourself a coffee.
Just then Peter abruptly declared the break over by stamping on the accelerator.
Right—and why exactly are we driving in Peter’s convertible tonight? I wondered, jolted out of my reverie about Andreas and pressed hard into my seat. A moment later I was clutching the armrest as Peter swung far too fast onto a narrow track of concrete slabs, barely wide enough for a single car. ‘Easy, mate, easy! I’ve already lost a very good friend in this area,’ I muttered before collapsing back into my seat.
‘Maybe—but no risk, no fun!’ Peter shot back with a satisfied grin, pressing the accelerator down even further.
‘Great, thanks, and welcome back to the Eighties,’ I replied inwardly, just as my disapproval gave way to astonishment.
For ahead of us the trees opened onto a clearing, and in its centre an old, well-kept building emerged, shimmering silver in the gentle evening sun. The estate and the wide meadow before it were romantically framed by tall birches, and at first glance it looked as though time had simply passed it by. Only on second glance did the illusion fall apart—solar panels and a satellite dish perched on the roof, and dozens of parked cars dotted the grounds.
After Peter swung his car into a spot beside the others in the middle of the meadow, I was relieved to finally get out. The memory of Andreas’s death combined with what I considered far too much speed had proved an unfortunate pairing. The stress of it still clung to my bones. Instinctively I loosened my legs to shake off the tension that had built up.
‘Erm… what exactly are you doing?’ Peter asked, giving me a surprised sideways look. Then his expression changed. ‘Oh, come on! Maya’s probably waiting already,’ he added, urging me firmly towards the main house the moment I’d finished.
Right on cue, a young woman appeared, running across the meadow and waving to us. I studied her as she approached. She was rather petite, barely a metre sixty-five, with blonde dreadlocks held together—though seemingly against their will—by a purple-and-blue tie-dyed scarf.
‘Hello, I’m Maya,’ she said in a bell-clear voice, hugging me warmly and planting a big kiss on each of my cheeks. As the blood rushed to my face and I looked at her awkwardly, she had already turned her attention to Peter.
‘Ah, so you’re the birthday girl?’ I asked haltingly, once I had managed to compose myself.
‘That’s right, that’s me!’ she replied with a mischievous grin, pausing between two passionate kisses that, from my perspective, seemed to go on forever. When at last she pulled away from Peter’s lips, she smiled at me even more brightly than before. ‘And you’re Ole! Lovely to finally meet you,’ she said, giving me a quick once-over before taking me by the left hand and Peter by the right, leading us both into the building.
The threshing floor greeted me with a wave of shimmering heat, which explained Maya’s scant clothing. A sweet, heady scent hung in the air, soon wrapping itself around my senses. The party was already in full swing, the room a dense, swaying mass moving to its own peculiar rhythm. Surrounded by these outlandish figures, I felt at once like an intruder; the intense colours and strange shapes around me made reality itself blur. It was as though I’d stumbled into a surreal dream. Trying to get my bearings, I rolled up my sleeves and loosened the second button of my shirt.
I was still searching for a place in all this chaos when a raspy voice croaked behind me: ‘Hey, sweetheart, d’you know what? I’ve actually already reached my goal for the year. Hard to believe, those bloody bureaucrats finally approved my welfare benefits application last week!’
‘Boah, awesome, ey!’ came the delighted reply from the addressed sweetheart, whose owner, judging by the voice, was roughly the age my parents would be now.
Good grief—where have I landed? I turned discreetly, only to have my suspicion confirmed: part of that sweet smell came from a massive joint, contentedly smoked by the proud woman whose annual goal had apparently been accomplished in early March.
A queasy feeling spread through me as I realised it had been a mistake to agree to this party. The people around me only heightened my sense of being out of place, and Peter’s and Maya’s absence didn’t help. The two of them had vanished the moment we arrived, slipping behind one of the many doors leading off the threshing floor, and hadn’t reappeared since.
Determined to find them, I shouldered my way through the crowd to one of the doors, knocked briefly, and opened it—something I regretted at once. I froze in the doorway, finding Peter and Maya in a compromising position.
‘Weren’t we going to toast the birthday girl together?’ I asked, though I already knew how misplaced the words were—and how unintentionally suggestive. Maya’s naked, well-shaped backside was rising and falling in a steady rhythm on Peter’s equally naked, though considerably thicker, thighs.
‘Sure, we’ll do that in a moment, okay?’ Maya replied breezily, unbothered and unhurried in what she was doing. Just before I pulled the door shut again, she turned and gave me a blissful smile, her cheeks slightly flushed.
‘Right… take your time,’ I muttered, embarrassed, closing the door and tugging the handle to make sure it latched. Feeling oddly hollow, I returned to the table where I’d earlier set down my gift—a bottle of plum wine. I grabbed a glass from the next table and poured myself one.
As I stood there trying to gather my thoughts, the sense of not belonging washed over me again. This party, these people, this whole alternative setting—none of it fit me, and I wondered why I had come at all. Without Peter, I felt adrift, as though stranded on a foreign island without a compass to point me anywhere at all.
The Blackout
‘Oh man, you snore like a chainsaw,’ was the next thing I became consciously aware of—though it reached me as if through thick fog. Startled and torn from deep sleep, I lifted my head. At the same time, I opened my eyes—only to squeeze them shut again a second later, as the harsh spring sunlight poured straight into my face through a grimy window.
Hungover and disoriented, I sank back onto the mattress—thankfully into the safety of a shadow. No sooner had I landed than a vicious headache made itself known, pounding through my skull like a jackhammer. Annoyed by this miserable state and the abrupt end to the sleep I’d so badly needed, I cracked my eyes open again—more cautiously this time. But then I blinked in confusion: right in front of me was a simple image of a dolphin, grinning cheekily back at me.
It took me a moment to realise that this friendly sea creature was a tattoo—inked across the back of a slender woman lying on her side, bare-chested, in front of me. And it took even longer to register that my left arm was draped across her back.
A wave of warmth and safety flooded through me with the realisation. Content, I let myself sink back and took a moment to fully savour the sight of her beautiful back, the closeness, the calm.
But that peace vanished in an instant when I noticed where my left hand had come to rest: squarely on the firm, shapely breast of a woman I didn’t know.
‘Shit.’ The word flashed through me like an electric jolt. Heat rushed to my face, and I yanked my arm away in one smooth, guilty motion. With a surge of relief, I rolled onto my back and squeezed my eyes shut again—in the desperate hope that, when I opened them, all of this would turn out to be just a dream. A very pleasant one, admittedly.
But the illusion dissolved the moment I felt the gentle press of a kiss on my lips. Eyes snapping open, I caught a last glimpse of the woman as she turned away from me and, without a word, climbed out of bed.
Completely naked—just as God made her—she stumbled towards a heap of clothes, unsteady on her feet. She raked a hand through her tousled hair, then bent forward to pick up a tight-fitting T-shirt. Shivering, she pulled it over her head and tugged it into place—though it barely reached past her hips.
As she bent again to grab a pair of faded jeans, I quickly looked away, a prickle of embarrassment rising in me. The moment was suddenly far too much.
Heat flushed through my face, and I lowered my gaze, awkward and unsure.
Then I closed my eyes again.
A moment later I heard soft footsteps, and when I looked again I saw she had slipped into her jeans and was already heading for the door. At the same time I thought I heard her mutter under her breath, ‘Shit, Jonas is probably already waiting and hungry.’
At the door she suddenly stopped and turned back to me, running a hand through her short, scruffy blonde hair, which fell right back into place. ‘Oh—bye, then. It was nice with you!’ she said, giving me an open, easy smile.
‘Um—yes, I thought so too!’ I croaked hastily, awkwardly pushing myself upright. ‘I’m Ole, by the way… and you are?’ I added after clearing my throat—but the door had already closed behind her.
‘Fine, have it your way,’ I muttered and slowly let myself sink back onto the mattress.
But the moment I lay flat again, the pneumatic drill in my skull reclaimed my full attention. My stomach began to cramp painfully as well. For a moment I forgot all about the blonde angel who had at least given me a long-awaited night of sleep and stared up at the ceiling, groaning, incapable of a coherent thought.
After a while, as the pain eased, my mind returned to the scantily dressed angel who had just slipped out. And suddenly another, more pressing question occurred to me. Curious, I lifted the blanket a little and peered beneath it.
‘Oh?’ I breathed, surprised—then smiled when I saw I was still wearing my underwear.
But when I tried to recall what had happened the night before, how I had ended up here, and where here even was, the smile vanished at once.
The last of those questions answered itself a moment later, when I heard two sluggish, drawling voices shifting tables outside the door. My head still throbbed as though someone had lodged a marching band inside it, and my mouth felt as if lined with sandpaper. Still, I folded my hands behind my neck in relief and cautiously surveyed the tiny room.
Beside the heap of clothes from which the blonde angel had dressed stood a chair with my clothes from the night before neatly folded on it. Otherwise the room was barely furnished: only a small wooden chest, like a treasure box, sat beside the bed, and on the opposite wall hung a large, slightly yellowed picture of a winking smiley sticking out its tongue.
Curious about the chest, I drew it closer and lifted the lid. Inside I found, to my surprise, a jumble of snapshots, a few books, several handwritten letters—all in Spanish—and a large, almost empty box of condoms.
Despite my state, I couldn’t help a faint smile before an uncomfortable stab of conscience hit me for intruding on her privacy. I shut the chest quickly, slid it back into place, and glanced at my watch.
‘Half past twelve already?’ I murmured. No matter when I’d gone to bed, more than three hours of unbroken sleep was unusual for me. The thought, combined with the grin of the smiley still staring at me, made me uneasy, and I decided to get up.
With my head pounding and a vicious bout of heartburn, I dressed slowly and with difficulty. Just then Peter’s voice rang out shrilly, calling my name.
‘All right, damn it… I’m coming!’ I growled, but hurried into my clothes all the same.
Before leaving the room, I paused in the doorway and took one last look around, smiling faintly as I ran a hand through my hair—unconsciously, and with the same lack of effect as the unknown beauty earlier. None of what just happened is going to Peter, I decided before closing the door and hurrying across the yard.
When I reached him, he was lowering the roof of his convertible into the boot. ‘Morning! Sleep well?’ he greeted me exuberantly, looking as pleased as if nothing at all had happened last night.
‘Yeah, actually, I did. But I’d appreciate it if you didn’t yell,’ I said, collapsing into the passenger seat. I squeezed my eyes shut in pain and clamped my hands over my ears.
‘All right, no problem,’ Peter said, giving me a critical once-over before adding with a grin, ‘Wild party though, wasn’t it?’ Then he pulled away.
On the narrow farm track he pressed the accelerator to the floor again and sighed contentedly. ‘Man, what a beautiful day!’
I, on the other hand, slumped deep into my seat as the orchestra in my head struck up a fresh march, sending my stomach acid into a boil. Desperately I tried to relax and to banish the memory of the unknown blonde angel who had appeared to me so briefly—and vanished just as quickly.
Now what?
Late in the afternoon I drifted out of an uneasy sleep. Still groggy, eyes closed, I recalled a strange dream: the naked back of the unknown beauty before me. But when I tried to touch the tattooed dolphin on her skin, her figure dissolved, and I felt myself plunging into a bottomless void.
When that disturbingly real sensation of falling finally faded, I opened my eyes and decided to make coffee. After a moment’s thought, I chose an espresso with a splash of lemon, hoping it might chase away the remnants of my headache.
The bitter taste scorched my mouth and burned off the last traces of sleep as I downed it in one gulp.
Still unsteady on my feet, I shuffled over to the old rocking chair and let myself fall into it. Swaying gently, I tried to piece together the events of the previous night. The party had felt like a surreal stage play in which I had been more spectator than participant.
Maya’s cool reaction after I’d caught her and Peter having sex lingered in my mind—her brazenness both fascinating and unsettling. Then there was the old woman with the joint, triumphantly announcing she had already achieved her unusual yearly goal. And the blonde angel, standing there so effortlessly self-possessed this morning—why did all those freaks on the estate radiate such an odd contentment, such calm? It was as though they lived in a parallel world, utterly foreign to my own tense, restless existence.
As I followed these thoughts, I felt the physical exhaustion pressing on me like a heavy blanket. And not only physical—mentally I was spent, drained by constant sleep deprivation and the ceaseless restlessness that drove me on. The events of recent weeks had taken their toll, and I knew I couldn’t go on like this.
Then suddenly, amid this whirl of thoughts and memories, it struck me that something had to change. I could no longer ignore my own needs and limits. The insight hit like lightning, cutting through the dark clouds of my fatigue and sparking a flicker of hope.
I lingered in that state for a while, letting the clarity of the realisation settle in me, before finally deciding to get up and go for a walk.
As I stepped outside, a strong, cold wind hit my face, instantly refreshing me and jolting me out of my misery. I drew the crisp air in greedily, letting it fill the furthest corners of my lungs. Passing through the carport, I ran a absent-minded hand over the paintwork of my converted VW bus, waiting there for me as always. When I reached the driver’s door, I suddenly stopped. A surge of wanderlust washed over me with a force I hadn’t felt in years.
What am I even doing here? Why don’t I just pack a few things and disappear for a few days—or weeks—and enjoy the sweet life somewhere in the sun? The thought shot through my mind, sending a warm tingling down my legs.
I lingered in that pleasant sensation—far too briefly, as ever—before turning away from my faithful travelling companion and towards the pavement. But the idea of leaving everything behind and driving away from my problems wouldn’t let go, and slowly I admitted to myself that everything was getting on my nerves at the moment. That included my relationship with Doro, which was proving difficult once again. Her grief over Petra only intensified her tendency to submit to everyone unconditionally and never stand up for her own needs. It had always annoyed me, because I stood for the exact opposite. And I couldn’t make sense of the simmering anger I usually felt in her presence.
The next morning, during a hastily convened staff meeting at my company, the thought of leaving everything behind returned with full force. While our CFO spoke about the current economic mess caused by delays in a new development, my mind drifted far away. Suddenly everything seemed clear: why not ask my boss for a six-month leave of absence? Wouldn’t that be a win–win? The company could save on personnel costs—something they were planning anyway—and I could finally make my dream come true.
That idea stayed with me all day. When I got home, it was still there, pulsing insistently. Instead of going inside to start dinner as planned, I simply changed my shoes and jacket and headed out for a walk. Lost in thought, I followed the familiar road until I stopped at a sheep pasture; the peaceful atmosphere calmed my restless mind. After a while my tunnel vision widened, and I asked myself what—or who—actually kept me here. The answer struck me as sad at first, because nothing came to mind, yet the realisation confirmed that nothing stood in the way of my plan.
But could I really afford such madness?
To answer that question, I began—still standing at the sheep pasture—to tally things up in my head. For two years I had been saving for a diving holiday in the Maldives. On top of that there was the rent Peter had been paying regularly since moving in, which might even increase if I sublet the entire flat to him. Then came my remaining savings, Peter’s last two months of rent, and the income from the apartment building I had inherited. I added it up roughly and was surprised by the result—surprised enough to check it again with the calculator on my phone. Buoyed by the figure staring back at me, I turned for home to make a more exact calculation.
As I walked back, I felt an unfamiliar lightness. It was as though someone had opened a window and let fresh air pour into my life.
Seated in my study, I began a ‘what-if’ assessment, taking stock of my life and my bank balance. I ran through three different scenarios to get a sense of my financial situation. To my surprise, every one of them came out positive and confirmed what I had suspected: my savings would be enough, so long as I didn’t do anything extravagant.
Agitated, I leaned back in my swivel chair and propped my legs on the sofa behind me. ‘Wow,’ I sighed contentedly, my heart thudding in my throat. For a moment I savoured this rare feeling of happiness. But then the inevitable question pushed to the surface: Where to now?
Restlessly my gaze roamed the room in search of inspiration. It came to rest on the wall of family photographs. My parents’ wedding pictures, the only photograph of me with my birth mother shortly before her death—all of them told stories of loss and memory. But then my eyes fell on the newly printed photo of my cousin Nina and her family.
Since Nina’s husband José had been transferred to Barcelona two years earlier, they had repeatedly invited me to visit. And Barcelona—this picturesque city on the Mediterranean, with its famous urban beaches—was a place I had long wanted to explore. With that spark of insight, I tipped the chair back down and lifted my feet off the sofa. Excited, I reached for the telephone.
‘Hola, buenas tardes, soy Ole!’ I announced in the little Spanish I had learned so far.
‘Hola, primo!’ my cousin Nina replied, surprised and delighted. ‘How are you—and Marion?’
‘Good, good!’ I began enthusiastically, then hesitated and sighed. ‘Well… actually, not so good. Marion and I separated a while ago, and as you probably heard, Petra died recently…’
‘What? Oh God, that’s terrible!’ Nina cut in. ‘I had no idea. My deepest condolences, Ole. What did she die of?’
‘It’s a long story,’ I said, and began to tell her about that awful day at the hospital. I went through the whole ordeal again while Nina listened silently, without interrupting. Only when I had finished did she ask, ‘And how are you coping?’
‘As I said, not well,’ I replied sadly. ‘It’s all really knocked me flat—worse than I already was. That’s why I’ve been thinking I need a longer break. Tomorrow I’ll talk to my boss, and if it works out, I’ll pack a few things and disappear with my camper for a while. And can you guess where to?’
‘Don’t tell me you’re finally coming to visit us!’ Nina exclaimed joyfully, turning to José in the background. ‘José, you won’t believe what Ole just said.’
‘So—will our primo finally invite us to his wedding, or is he just coming to visit?’ José called, switching on the speaker. ‘Hey, Primo! When are you coming? That’s great news—and of course we’ll pick you up from the airport, no problem at all!’
‘Thanks, but that won’t be necessary. I’m coming in my camper,’ I said quickly, then added, embarrassed, ‘Which means I’m not sure exactly when I’ll arrive, because I want to follow the Mediterranean coast and take my time. Would that be all right, or are you travelling any time soon?’
‘Wow, man, that sounds brilliant. No, it’s fine—we’re here and working anyway,’ José said, excited. ‘Just come whenever it suits you. We’re looking forward to it, and you can stay as long as you like!’
‘Okay, thanks—that’s really kind. I’m looking forward to it too. But for now: adiós! I’ll be in touch as soon as I know more,’ I said, and hung up before my phone bill blew a hole in my already delicate budget.
Thrilled, I jumped to my feet, went to the window and looked out over the new builds in the neighbourhood. My thoughts tumbled over one another; I could hardly believe it. Once I’d calmed down a little, I returned to my desk and began drafting a checklist of everything I needed to take care of before setting off.
The Price of the Deal
After yet another sleepless night, I drove nervously to work and asked for a meeting with my supervisor and Human Resources. We met late in the morning, and to my relief everything went remarkably smoothly. Both were surprised by my request, but pleased to be able to resolve the temporary surplus of staff in my department this way.
With immediate effect, I was suddenly on unpaid leave. Unbelievable. It took a moment for the information to sink in. In high spirits, I cleared my desk and went home. All that was left was to talk to Peter.
But Peter wasn’t there. Of course not—he was at work, just as I should have been. While my internal panic network informed me that he might drive straight to Maya’s this afternoon and spend the night at her estate, I went into my room to change. Yet the moment I saw my bed, exhaustion washed over me. Just as I was, I toppled forward and fell asleep. I only woke when I heard someone opening the front door.
‘Mornin’, Ole, I’m back!’ Peter called up a moment later. ‘And I hope you’re decently dressed, because I’ve brought Maya with me!’
Oh no—what’s she doing here? I jerked awake, bleary-eyed, and the scene from last weekend replayed before me, right up to the point where my memory failed me. Then I grumbled inwardly at the thought of what might have happened if the blonde angel had told him everything. The idea was mortifying—until a sly grin crept across my face.
‘Of course! Fancy a coffee? I’ve got a few questions for you two,’ I called, hauling myself upright, straightening my clothes, and heading excitedly downstairs to the kitchen.
‘Coffee? Perfect timing! We brought cake—but only the healthy sort from the wholegrain bakery,’ Maya said with a bright smile the moment I stepped into the kitchen. Then her expression shifted. ‘And good morning, by the way. Lovely to see you again. But tell me, how were you last Sunday?’ She eyed me critically from head to toe. ‘Man, you really are a proper party animal. I’d never have guessed it at first glance,’ she added with a grin. ‘Well, at least you were until you suddenly collapsed. But before that you entertained the whole barn with your drumming skills. Good goddess, lucky I noticed. I managed to get you into bed just in time, because all at once you were completely out of it and no longer responsive.’ Now she looked at me, genuinely concerned.
‘What—you were the one? You put me to bed in some stranger’s room?’ I drew a startled breath.
‘Yes—why?’ she asked slowly, incredulous. ‘There was plenty of space. And I did leave your underwear on. So?’ She shrugged, baffled.
‘Don’t tell me you undressed me as well? Oh, shame on me!’ My face flushed, my eyes wide.
‘Oh, stop it! You should be grateful, not complaining.’
Her remark made me pause and think. ‘All right, you’re right. Thank you for looking after me,’ I said awkwardly, feeling my imagination about to start up its projector. I cleared my throat. ‘Erm—new topic. What would you two think about having my place all to yourselves for the next six months?’
‘Oh? What do you mean? Is your company sending you off again to save the world—or themselves?’ Peter asked, surprised.
‘No, thank heavens! Actually, I was thinking I’d go away for a while, clear my head. The last stretch has been awful—really exhausting. I’m so wiped out that I have to sing on my way to work just to stay awake. That, and a few other reasons, made me ask for unpaid leave today—and guess what… they actually agreed! Incredible, right? I still can’t believe it. And since I won’t be needing my place and would rather it were in good hands, I thought: maybe you two would like some time alone. So it’d be great for everyone if you took over the house while I’m away.’ I finished and looked from one to the other, drawing a deep breath.
Peter, halfway to lifting a piece of cake to his mouth, and Maya, cup poised for a sip, stared at me—first surprised, then at each other.
‘Well, that’s spontaneous—and I love the idea! Where and how are you planning to spend your time off?’ Maya asked, intrigued.
‘Erm…?’ There it was, my weak spot—though thankfully I remembered my conversation with Nina and José. ‘So, I thought I’d finally visit my cousin and her family in Barcelona. And on the way, I’d stop along the French Mediterranean coast and then…? No idea—somewhere warm and not too expensive.’ I improvised, a little uncertain, then added proudly, ‘And no, I don’t have a finished plan. That’s the whole point. I want to let myself drift for once—see if I can discover a different version of myself.’ Slowly, I even began to believe my own story—unlike Peter, who watched me sceptically from the side. ‘Well? What do you think, Peter? You haven’t said anything yet.’
‘Hmm, all right—what do I think?’ Peter tilted his head thoughtfully. ‘Good question. This really isn’t like you. But… yes, I’m with Maya. It’s a great idea!’ he said with a smile. He glanced at her lovingly, then his expression shifted as he regarded her more critically. ‘Right—how do I say this without offending anyone? I like the people in your commune, I really do. But I’d also love to have some time alone with you. So if you don’t mind the extra driving, then yes.’
‘Nope, Bunny, you know how much I love driving—even if it’s terrible for the environment, I know, I know!’ She frowned for a moment, then beamed and stroked his arm.
Terms of endearment like sweetheart, baby, or bunny always sent a cold shiver down my spine, so I stared blankly at the ceiling and counted down from ten in my head. Then her actual meaning dawned on me, and I looked at Maya with a slightly bewildered smile. ‘So it’s settled?’
‘Of course—so long as you don’t charge us a fortune in rent!’ she said with an eager nod.
A little while later the cake was gone, and the three of us were in agreement. Overexcited, because my plan was finally taking shape, I had to get some fresh air. The garden was my refuge, the place where I usually calmed myself by wandering aimlessly between the beds and watching the plants unfold—but today my usually soothing borders felt like scenery in a strange play. The familiar plants suddenly seemed like foreign beings whose leaves whispered things I couldn’t understand.
So I drifted about, stopping here and there, trying to restore some order to my thoughts, but they whirred around like startled bees. That was why I looked up in surprise when Maya suddenly stood beside me and spoke directly to me.
‘Hey, Ole—didn’t you just say you were going to Barcelona?’ She smiled, holding my attention, then looked me straight in the eyes. ‘What would you say to halving the petrol costs?’
‘Erm… excuse me? You’re asking whether I’d be willing to take someone with me?’ The words came out haltingly as I stared at her in confusion. ‘Well… thanks for the offer, but no, I don’t think so! As I said earlier, I wasn’t planning to drive straight to Barcelona. And a plane is so much more comfortable and faster—two hours in the air and you’re there!’ No sooner had I finished than I realised my tone had been far too sharp. ‘But tell me—what gave you that idea?’ I added quickly, doing my best to sound friendlier.
‘Oh, what gave me the idea? Well… time isn’t really an issue… or maybe it is a little. But there’s still over a month until Bernd’s birthday, and she doesn’t like flying,’ Maya began, flustered, then drew a deep breath and continued more evenly. ‘You see, I know someone who lives in the Canaries. But she hates flying—pollution, fear of flying, all of that. She’s been visiting here for a while, but she really has to go back soon. Before her father’s sixtieth at the latest. So she’d be over the moon if you could take her with you. She’s been agonising for days over how to make the trip—no flying, no travelling alone by train.’ Maya inhaled deeply again, then grinned. ‘So? Fancy a pleasant travel companion?’
‘Right—but travelling through France and Spain with a complete stranger is fine with her?’ was my first thought. I stared at her, searching her eyes for an explanation. Her nonchalance—and the offer itself—were a mystery to me. I had never understood how some people could be so trusting. I would never dream of such a thing myself! And I would certainly never hitch a ride with a stranger. Before I could say anything, she took my hand. Startled, I looked up to find her gazing at me with innocent patience, as though simply waiting for my answer.
‘All right then—if it’s for a good cause and helps your friend out of a bind, I suppose so,’ I heard myself say, the words sounding as if they came from someone else. ‘But my generosity has limits, and if your friend turns out to be a drama queen, I won’t hesitate to drop her at the next train station. And my camper only has one continuous sleeping space. If she wants, she can bring a sleeping bag, but—’
‘Ole, none of that is a problem,’ she soothed, giving my hand a squeeze. ‘She’s genuinely lovely—you’ll see. And she’s certainly not a drama queen. Although at the moment I’m not entirely sure what that actually is.’ She smiled, a little sheepishly, and took my other hand, rocking both gently in a calming gesture.
Meanwhile I stared at her in astonishment, unable to suppress a smile. Her energy was infectious, though after a while I began to feel slightly uneasy. What if Peter saw us and got the wrong idea? So I drew my hands back.
‘Fine—just don’t say I didn’t warn you!’
‘Message received! That won’t happen, trust me. Good goddess, this is fantastic!’ she cried, suddenly ecstatic, throwing her arms around me and planting a big kiss on my cheek. Then she fished Peter’s phone out of her shirt pocket and raised it to her mouth. ‘You hear that? He’s thrilled!’ she exclaimed, beaming before falling silent again, smiling. Then she looked at me, suddenly curious. ‘Oh yes—when were you planning to leave?’
Where she had heard any joy in my voice, I had no idea. If anything, I felt blindsided. Still, I made an effort to answer with deliberate calm. ‘Next Wednesday, I think.’
‘Perfect! So it’s settled—and she’s delighted too,’ Maya chuckled with satisfaction and headed back into the house.
Yes, I’m delighted as well! I could hardly believe what I had just agreed to, I thought, bewildered, watching her disappear inside with Peter’s phone pressed to her ear. Then it struck me, quite suddenly, that I had absolutely no idea whom I’d just agreed to take along.
CHAPTER 2
THE NARROW PATH INTO THE UNKNOWN
‘There are only two mistakes one can make on the path to truth:
not going all the way and not starting.’
​​– Buddha
The Thwarted Departure
On Wednesday morning I drove nervously along the narrow forest track leading to the estate near Schönberg, my stomach churning with doubt. For days I’d been preoccupied with the question of whom exactly I was about to take on this trip, and how I was supposed to manage spending days on end in such close quarters with a woman I’d never met. Most unsettling of all was the thought of the cramped sleeping arrangements ahead. Again and again I asked myself why I hadn’t simply said no. My heart was pounding by the time I pulled up in front of the main entrance. The doubts and the unease that had shadowed me for days tightened around my throat.
After honking three times, I got out and walked around to the side of the camper. The moment I slid the door open, a voice behind me—one that sounded strangely familiar—rang out:
‘Tschulle, I overslept this morning, sorry. That’s why I’m not quite ready yet. Would you like to have breakfast with me first? Oh, and I’m Lotta, by the way. And you’re Ole, Peter’s friend, right?’
In a trance, I turned toward the voice, and my eyes confirmed what my mind refused to believe: there stood the blonde angel from my thoughts, still a little drowsy as she smiled at me and ran her right hand through her tousled hair. Across her yellow sleeveless T-shirt blazed the red lettering sin est-rés, whose meaning was a complete mystery to me. She wore it with a short black-and-red tartan miniskirt, fishnet tights, and heavy black boots with a faint reddish sheen. I liked the outfit, though it was utterly unsuited to the chilly season. She was visibly cold, and the absence of a bra line beneath the tight shirt reminded me of our first encounter. A mischievous grin crept across my face—though thankfully she pulled me out of my chauvinistic reverie.
‘I’m really glad you’re taking me with you,’ she said, embracing me like an old friend and kissing me on both cheeks. Then she turned and walked back into the house without another word.
Still moving as though half-dreaming, I followed her, cursing my own short-sightedness. The Spanish books and letters should have given me all the clues I needed to solve the riddle that had occupied me for days. When I looked up again, I caught sight of the back of her T-shirt: a winking smiley sticking its tongue out at me, just like the one on the poster in her room. But before I could dwell on it, we were already standing in a large farmhouse kitchen.
‘Would you like something to eat as well?’ Lotta asked as she poured steaming coffee into a large mug and pressed it into my hand without warning.
‘Oh—thanks for the offer! But I’ve already had breakfast,’ I replied, shaking my head and staring down at the mug.
‘All right… but I may finish mine, yes?’ She sat at the long table that dominated the room, easily large enough for twenty people. Before her stood a big bowl of wholegrain muesli and a half-empty cup of coffee.
‘Of course,’ I said, adding a splash of milk from a carafe into my mug. Slowly, I began to relax. But at the first sip I winced and swore under my breath. The heat scorched my tongue, though the taste was wonderful. Gasping for cool air, I groaned, ‘Christ, that’s hot—but delicious!’
‘Yes, it really is!’ Lotta looked up in surprise and smiled sympathetically. ‘I once visited the plantation—they still roast the beans very gently. That’s why the coffee is so mild. Look,’ she pointed to a jar of pale brown beans, ‘you can tell from the colour. You almost never find beans like these in shops!’
‘Really?’ I gave a crooked smile, biting back the comment that hovered on my slightly burnt tongue. Instead I looked at the jar. ‘All right, then it really is a little treasure. And it sounds as if you get around quite a bit. Maya told me you live in the Canaries. What do you do there?’
‘Mmh,’ she murmured approvingly, chewing her muesli with obvious pleasure. ‘That’s right—together with my clan. My parents and I run a small restaurant down by the harbour in Valle Gran Rey.’
‘Oh really—and Valle Gran Rey is on…?’ I frowned; she had barely finished the sentence before she’d already spooned in another mouthful.
‘Valle Gran Rey is on the west side of La Gomera,’ she said eventually, still speaking around the food in her mouth.
‘Ah, La Gomera,’ I echoed, as though the name meant something to me, though I had never heard it before. So I hurried on: ‘So your parents moved there before you were born—how exciting. I mean, you’re German, aren’t you?’
Lotta shook her head as she chewed, swallowed, and said, ‘No. I was born there, so I’m Spanish. My parents never applied for German citizenship for me. Why would they?’
‘I see—so they emigrated before you were born. That must have been a challenge. I’ve often wondered what it would be like to live abroad, but I’ve never found the courage.’
‘Well,’ she replied again with her mouth half full, ‘I’ve never thought about emigrating!’ She finished chewing, thoughtful, then went on: ‘But I suppose I did inherit my parents’ wanderlust. That’s why I travel in the off-season. Usually visiting a few friends—like now,’ she added with a sly smile, before her expression tightened. ‘Only the off-season in northern Germany is the completely wrong time of year. I just can’t get used to this damp cold. Ever since I arrived, I’ve been freezing—and getting a bit depressed. But at least now I know what it’s like to live with so little sun.’
I laughed quietly. ‘So—you have friends here? How did that happen?’ I forced myself to keep my eyes on her face, not on the very visible contours beneath her shirt. I even put my hand lightly on her spoon hand to stop her from taking another bite.
‘Well, I grew up with Dieter and Bianca. But at some point they had to come back to take over the farm here. A few years ago, through Bianca, I met Maya. Since then we’ve spoken regularly, and she helps us out at the restaurant during high season. Because that’s when Bianca closes her practice for two months to deepen her Ayurveda training in Goa. And eventually I got curious about how she and the others live here.’
‘I can imagine. And how long have you been here now?’ I asked evasively, still puzzling over some of the words she’d mentioned. At some point I must have released her hand, for I found myself propping my chin on it, absorbed in thought.
‘Far too long—for northern Germany in winter. Two months, to be exact!’
‘What—two months! That’s ages! Doesn’t it get boring?’ As I spoke, I managed to catch her spoon hand again.
‘No, not at all. I’ve been looking after little Jonas for Nicole the whole time. Ah—Jonas…’ Her voice hitched; she pulled her hand from mine to wipe a tear from the corner of her eye. ‘Sorry. I get emotional when I think of him. Poor little thing. He nearly strangled himself with the umbilical cord during birth,’ she said sadly. Then she took up the abandoned spoon and brought it, loaded again with muesli, towards her mouth in slow motion.
I nodded, sympathetic, my eyes following the spoon, and it took a moment for her words to penetrate. ‘Oh—God, that’s awful. And who’s Nicole?’ I asked, startled.
‘Nicole is Jonas’s mother—Bianca’s daughter. She was in her ashram in India until last week, meditating with her guru.’
‘I see?’ I paused, trying to make sense of it all, watching her critically as she scraped the last bits from the bowl. Only when she seemed to have finished and was lifting the final spoonful to her mouth did I ask quickly, ‘So you stepped in for her?’
‘Of course. Someone had to look after little Jonas. And besides, it worked out well, since Maya works for Bianca,’ she explained, equally puzzled, then continued.
‘Of course,’ I echoed, scratching my head. Ashrams, gurus, Goa—these were things I knew only from television, and they had always struck me as a bit dubious.
Lotta narrowed her eyes at me. ‘Looking at you, I can tell you’re pretty tense,’ she said. ‘Maybe you should try some breathing exercises. Or meditate!’
‘Oh yes—thanks. Great idea,’ I murmured, forcing friendliness. With that she had crossed a line. What other people did in their free time was none of my concern—so long as they didn’t involve me. And right then I would gladly have stood up, walked out to my camper, and driven off without her.
Before I could act, she suddenly looked at me with a questioning expression. ‘Maya told me you were planning to drive along the Mediterranean coast to Barcelona. Did I get that right?’
‘Yes, that was the plan,’ I muttered, grateful for the change of subject. ‘But I can’t very well cart you through half of France, can I?’
‘Can’t… why not? I’ve been looking forward to it for days! I’ve only ever seen France from a train window, and even that fascinated me. So how must it be right by the Mediterranean?’ she said, puzzled, then gazed dreamily out of the window.
‘All right—so it doesn’t bother you to travel through France in close quarters with a stranger?’
‘No. Why?’ She drew out the word, first surprised, then smiling. ‘And we’re not that strange to each other, are we? Must have been karma that Maya put you in my bed of all places. Tell me, do you believe in karma?’
‘Who, me?’ I straightened up, looming theatrically over her, only to collapse again a moment later like a plush teddy bear. ‘Better not. Otherwise I’d spend all my time wondering what I did wrong in my previous lives.’
‘Yes, but that doesn’t matter at all! You can’t change your past. What counts is accepting your present circumstances and deciding what you’ll do now—what positive thoughts and actions you’ll choose to improve your life.’ She leaned forward, fixing me with an intent look.
‘Right,’ I murmured, scratching my head. That was quite enough spirituality for one day. So I said quickly, ‘Okay—then perhaps I should go on a pilgrimage.’
‘Yes—brilliant! What a wonderful insight!’ She beamed at me before adding, more pensively, ‘That would be great for your karma. How about the Camino de Santiago in Spain? They say early May is the best time to walk it.’ As she spoke, she took my right hand and gave it a gentle squeeze.
‘All right—then let me drop you off in Barcelona first. If that’s fine with you?’
‘Of course. And you?’ She held my gaze. ‘Does it bother you… travelling with me?’
‘Er—no. Otherwise I wouldn’t be here,’ I stammered, cheeks warm as my thoughts looped wildly. Only after a moment did I add, ‘A bit of variety and a few new perspectives will probably do me good. But you do realise my camper doesn’t have a guest bed.’
‘Sure—no problem! Your snoring wasn’t that bad.’ She gave me a tolerant smile that eased the whole situation considerably.
Left alone in the big kitchen, I drew a deep breath and downed the last sip from the enormous mug. A moment later I realised with dismay that this supposedly mild coffee had a remarkably vigorous effect on my digestion. ‘Fantastic,’ I grumbled and set off in search of a toilet in the sprawling building.
Thankfully, directly opposite I found a door marked with a colourful WC sign. Relieved, I knocked—opening doors unannounced had seemed far too risky ever since the party.
I waited a moment, heard nothing inside, then opened the door—and stared. This was no ordinary loo but an entire bathing landscape at least as large as the kitchen, only far more labyrinthine, cleverly divided by freestanding walls and plants.
At the very back, behind a partition, I finally located the toilet.
No sooner had I sat down than a child’s voice chirped, ‘Hui, someone’s got a lot of air in their belly. You should switch on the fan!’
‘Er—yes, thanks for the tip! I did knock and didn’t hear anything, sorry,’ I stammered, wishing I could sink into the floor along with the toilet bowl.
‘Obviously—I had my toothbrush in my mouth, that’s why!’ came the child’s exasperated reply.
And as if that weren’t embarrassing enough, I heard the door open and someone step inside.
‘Oh Jonas, are you still not finished? We need to go. Or don’t you want to say goodbye to Lotta?’ a young woman’s voice asked.
‘I do! But I had to tell Lotta’s friend first that he has to switch on the fan when he does a poo. That’s right, isn’t it, Mum?’ said the boy—Jonas, as I now knew.
Just as my face flushed crimson and I thought things couldn’t possibly get worse, I suddenly heard Lotta’s voice.
‘Ah, there you are! I’ve been looking everywhere for you. I’ll have to say goodbye sooner than planned—Ole’s already here and waiting for me in the kitchen, so…’
‘No, he isn’t! He’s doing a poo and he didn’t switch on the fan,’ Jonas interrupted.
‘Oh, well, he couldn’t have known. But you’re right, of course. All right—let’s head to the kitchen so we can say our goodbyes properly,’ Lotta said.
And I exhaled in profound relief as I heard them all leave the bathroom.
Embarrassed, I made my way back to the kitchen, where I found Lotta sitting on the old Biedermeier sofa by the floor-to-ceiling window, crying. I froze for a moment, wondering what on earth had happened in the meantime. A dozen explanations flashed through my mind—most of them involving the toilet debacle—and I swallowed hard. But when I stepped closer and saw the child’s drawing on the kidney-shaped table in front of her, everything made sense. Next to a picture of Lotta waving stood a colourful suitcase beside a large car that must have been my VW bus. Above it, in a child’s hand, was written: “Bye, your Jonas!”
Relieved—and faintly amused—I looked at Lotta, but my gaze caught on a small teddy bear she held in her hands.
Suddenly she held out the lightly stuffed, twenty-centimetre bear to me and sniffled, ‘Look—Jonas just gave me this as a keepsake. Isn’t he sweet?’ Absent-mindedly she scratched the bear behind the ear as fresh tears welled up and she began to sob again.
‘Mm, yes, he is,’ I murmured, eyeing the little creature critically before sitting down beside her in silence. I wrestled with the wash of sentimentality that so often left me feeling like a traveller without a compass. Was this really such a good idea? The whole situation felt absurd. Even so, I must have offered her my arm, for she leaned into me while I stared out of the window, wondering why I could never keep my distance from crying women in general—and from Lotta in particular. As if reading my thoughts, she shifted closer and nestled against me, her left hand stroking the teddy’s head in a steady, mechanical motion.
‘I hate goodbyes,’ she sobbed, dabbing her tears on my shirt. Then she looked up at me with swollen eyes. ‘And I just can’t believe how fond I’ve grown of the little one.’
‘I understand,’ I said gently, pulling her closer. At the same time I felt an overwhelming urge to move on at once—without her. What was I doing here? And yet, strangely, I also wished this moment would last forever, her warm, wiry body pressed so tightly against me. Torn between the two impulses, I stared at her blankly until I had to say something, and stammered, ‘Yes… I know the feeling. But if you want to travel, you have to leave someone behind.’
‘Yes… I suppose so,’ she murmured, nodding. Then she sobbed again and kissed me on the cheek. ‘Thank you for understanding. I think we’re going to get along wonderfully,’ she said, pressing the teddy into my hand with a soft smile.
Bewildered, I stared at the little plush creature, still aware of the warmth where her lips had touched my damp cheek, wondering what exactly that had meant. I was on the verge of blushing when a loud crack and crunch, followed by furious Low German cursing, carried in from outside.
With a jolt of dread, I pulled away from Lotta and leapt to my feet. ‘Shit—that sounded like something just broke out by the barn!’
Then I ran.
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