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- A plunge into the depths of a summer's day -

Baking heat, an outdoor swimming pool and six people whose
paths cross for one fateful moment. Arno Frank's second novel is
about the desire to break free and the longing to arrive, about the
hidden consequences of our decisions and about the places we

never forget. A book as radiant as the last day of summer.

It's hot. And half the town is at the open-air swimming pool. Kiontke
the lifeguard is there, still standing on the poolside, even though
nobody had thought he would be able to carry on after the accident.
Renate is there, sitting behind the till and smoking too much, with a
soft spot for Kiontke which she will never admit to. Joe, for her part,
is trying to swim against the current of the many missed
opportunities in her life. Lennart has been swept back to the events
that determined his later path in life. Isobel is there - she knew the
outdoor pool before it even existed - and the two siblings who want
to do a sailor dive, first from the three-metre diving board, then from
five metres, and finally from seven metres. But the seven-metre
diving board is off-limits, it has been for years, ever since the accident
that hangs like a distant roll of thunder over this shimmering

summer's day.
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PRAISE

»One shimmering summer's day at the open-air swimming pool and
an intensely enjoyable read. Arno Frank writes about leaving and
returning, about extraordinary experiences and about love. « -

Jacqueline Masuck, Buchhandlung der divan, Berlin

»It felt like endless summer days, the swimming pool as a little
cosmos reflecting the whole of human experience: meeting, loving,
loss, life. Beautifully written with a light touch, a dash of humour
and a deep insight into the human soul. Another very accomplished
novel from Arno Frank.« — Martina Kraus, RavensBuch,

Friedrichshafen

»In my whole life, I had only ever read one book in which the very
last word made it a masterpiece. Now, in Arno Frank's Seemann, I
have found another such masterpiece.« — Gunnar Fehling,

Buchhandlung Saabel, Bad Driburg

»In this sensitive, sober and precise book, Arno Frank writes about
six people whose lives are changed and inextricably linked after
they encounter each other at an open-air swimming pool in the
1970s. Seemann vom Siebener is a book about the decisions we make
in life and whether they are the right ones for today and tomorrow.«

— Markus Hasser, Hohenlohe’sche Buchhandlung Rau, Ohringen
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»Bravo: a brilliant book, with a unique plot. The connections
between the characters are very skilfully established.« — Tobias

Grof3, Thalia Buchhandlung, Leipzig

»A novel I will certainly be very happy to recommend!« — Ulrike

Kaiser, Thalia Buchhandlung, Miilheim an der Ruhr

ARNO FRANK was born in 1971 in
Kaiserslautern, and is a writer and freelance
journalist. He writes for numerous
publications including »taz«, »Die Zeitg,
»Spiegel Online«, »Dummy«, »Fluter« and
»Musikexpress«. He lives with his family in

Wiesbaden, Germany. His autobiographical

o

novel »So und jetzt kommst du/Your Turng, published by Klett-Cotta

in 2017 has been critically acclaimed and recommended by the jury of

New Books in German.
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ARNO FRANK

HEADFIRST

Sample translated by Alexandra Roesch

There was a time when there was a lot of talk in the village about
Kiontke. When this story happened. Not immediately afterwards,
when people were still dazed, but after a while, when life had settled
down again, as it always does, sooner or later - and when Kiontke was
back at the poolside. As if nothing had happened. Although it ought
to have blown him out of his flip flops, out of the pool, out of his life.
That’s what people found weird. As if Kiontke was unaffected by the
catastrophe, the whole messy business. It wasn'’t his fault, sure.

But what if it was?

If there is some kind of horror in the world, then it needs a
cause. That makes it easier to bear. Where there is a cause, there is
also guilt. And guilt can’t linger in the world - it needs to go
somewhere. So why not on the shoulders of the only person who
seems strangely unaffected by the whole shitty mess?

That’s when the talk started up. Wasn't he the lifeguard?
Couldn’t he have prevented it? Had he perhaps not paid enough
attention to the foxes and those people who behaved like foxes?
Why just chicken wire, why not steel? Barbed wire, people said, that

would have helped. And wasn’t Kiontke responsible for there being
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just a puddle instead of an ocean? And if it hadn’t actually
devastated him, why didn’t he get help? That’s what people found
particularly suspicious. Once Lutz even lured him into his car and
drove into town with him under a false pretext, but they didn’t get
far. Kiontke had smelled a rat on the way there, and then when Lutz
told him about the appointment he had made for him with the
therapist, Kiontke just said very calmly: ‘Pull over!” And then Lutz
pulled over and Kiontke got out and walked home. After that
Kiontke and Lutz no longer spoke. And yet he’d meant well.

Later the talk got really nasty. At the time, people said that
after an event like that, there were some who would leave the
engine running in the garage. They would get behind the wheel and
just sit there until it was over. Like on television, you see it all the
time. With the windows rolled down so that it happens a bit faster,
if it’s even possible in these clean cars nowadays. Or they use a rope.
Kiontke would never throw himself in front of a train, the people
agreed on that; he would never have caused such bother and
disrupted the timetable. But he could have drowned himself. Stones
in his pockets and into the water, like people used to do when they
no longer knew what to do. That would have been terrible, of course,
and a great pity for Kiontke, on whom no-one really wished such a
fate. But he clearly seemed to know what to do, rather than not
knowing what to do, and this troubled people for a long time.

But no-one said it to Kiontke’s face. They only said it behind
his back, which strangely must have been broader than people could
see with the naked eye. And they only said it when they had drunk

too much beer or Riesling and became quite melancholy. Because of
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their own issues or the fear of them. Melancholic and overconfident
enough to wipe the foam from their lips with the back of their hand
and to say to their wife or sister or card-playing friends - in company
- ‘how it was’.

They could all have understood if Kiontke had done
something to himself afterwards, if things had ended badly for
Kiontke. Because he didn’t want to have any therapy. But no normal
person could get over something like that. Things happen, the
people say, things you see that go through your soul like a chainsaw,
and you can never sew it back together again properly afterwards.

At some point Lutz always says: ‘Leave Kiontke alone now,
he’ll get back on his feet,” and he says it in such a tone that it shuts
people up for a while.

But no-one can really understand why Kiontke kept his job
back then. Regardless of whether it was his fault or not. But to just
carry on working as if nothing had happened? After everything he
must have seen? Even though Brinkmann had offered him a job
driving for him again. A heavy goods vehicle this time, as he’d just
had an order come in for the rotor blades for the new wind turbines.
‘Convoi exceptionnel’, long night shifts, extra pay. Good money. But
Kiontke didn’t want to get back behind the wheel again. And he
definitely didn’t want to go on the dole. And so he was back at the
pool every day.

And so people had to make their peace with Kiontke at some
point. Sometimes it helps, they say, when someone has a screw
loose. To tind comfort, you sometimes have to be out of your mind.

And besides, he doesn’t even have a car.
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The electric shaver is as heavy as a revolver in my hand. At least
that’s how heavy I imagine a revolver to be. My face in the mirror
looks terrible. Ghostly, my brother would say, and for once he would
be right. A deathly pale oval with dark rings under the dark hollows
of my dark eyes. The cheekbones protrude, but not in the exotic way
where people say: ‘Oh, what defined cheekbones!’, but sickly
instead. As if something is appearing that isn’t supposed to appear. I
remember when my hair was longer and formed waves over my
shoulders. Now it sticks out like straw from my head. At least I can
do something about it. I place the electric shaver on my head and
draw a three-centimetre wide parting down the middle. That feels
good. It’s like correcting a badly drawn face with an eraser.

The shaver belongs to Dad; he left it here. For a long time I
imagined him getting shaggier and shaggier like someone who
joined a cult or survived a plane crash and now has to fight their
way through the jungle alone. And yet there are probably barbers in
the town that he moved to. Or shops with razors. The vibration of
the device echoes in my skull because it sits directly on the bone. I
hope Mum doesn’t wake up from the noise, she’s such a bad sleeper.
If she even sleeps at all, what do I know? Or worse, my brother.

‘Cool, little chick, skinhead!’
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Too late. There he is. I should have guessed that he wouldn’t
want to miss out on this. I can see him standing in the doorway,
barely distinguishable from the dressing gowns hanging on the
hook there. As if he had been in the room before me. I roll my eyes,
just for him. My skull throbs, the strands fall.

‘You have to press harder,” he says now, ‘otherwise it looks
weak!’

I shrug my shoulders. I am weak. And I'm probably doing it a
bit to annoy him. Why is he creeping through the flat at all hours of
the day and night? It’s totally sick! He really is a loser, no doubt
about that. An idiot, a moron, a toe rag and an arsehole.

‘Shall T help you at the back?’

I lower my head and my brother shaves my neck. Then I

pluck the stubble from my t-shirt and rinse out the sink.

k%K k

The television guide has slipped off his knees and landed on the
carpet alongside the empty pizza box. Fruit flies circle around the
two empty beer cans like swallows around two silos. On the screen,
noiseless North Sea waves churn against the pillars of an oil rig.
Beneath the waves, the share prices of German companies lope on
their eternal trek into the future. At the top of the screen, the time.

That late? So he must have dropped off after all.

Kiontke runs his fingers across the grooves between his

knuckles; the blood has already dried in crescent shapes. So he’s
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been gnawing again, but for once it hadn’t woken him. He’d had the
dreams again, a bright red splash, a hoarse whisper, but this hadn’t
woken him up this time either. That’s good.

The sofa squelches as Kiontke heaves himself off the
cushions and scratches his crotch. Then he hauls his mighty belly
into the bathroom, bending directly over the toilet, two fingers
already resting on the flush handle. Immediately the afterimages of
his dream, together with the canned beer and the even later tuna
pizza from yesterday, shoot into the enamel pan in a crumbly
stream. He pushes the handle down at the same time.

Sniff, all gone. No problem for Kiontke.

He heaves himself back up and wipes his mouth with the
back of his hand. Stretches, making his joints crack.

Kiontke knows what the weather will be like from the paper,
but he still likes to listen to the radio while he brushes his teeth.
‘High pressure front Hildegard has shifted its focus to Eastern
Europe. But its influence on Germany will remain until Sunday. The
warm air from southern Europe will remain steady and dry. At the
weekend it will become more humid and therefore muggier. Today,
Friday, we expect temperatures of up to 30 degrees. It will remain
windy on the coast; temperatures there will not go above 25 degrees
and thunderstorms and significantly cooler weather are not
expected until Monday.’

Kiontke gurgles and shouts ‘Good morning!’ over his
shoulder because he likes to take the initiative. No reaction. Kiontke

keeps still and listens. The church bells chime on the quarter hour.

10
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Finally a croaked ‘Come here, you randy goat!’ can be heard
from the kitchen.

Kiontke shakes his head, washes his face and smiles at his
bearded reflection before making a renewed tentative attempt. ‘Good
morning?’

‘You randy goat! Come here! I am all wet already. All wet.
Wet!’

‘Oh,’ Kiontke says wanly, ‘just shut your beak, Heinrich.’

k%K k

Renate likes things neat and tidy, and that’s why the key, which
always pretends not to fit until she lifts the door slightly when
holding the doorknob and then it does fit, really gets on her nerves.
She enters the booth and the familiar smell of cold smoke. It’s
strange, she thinks, that cigarettes stink but taste good, while coffee
smells good but, if you're being honest, takes some getting used to.
Renate has got used to it; she likes it black and preferably bitter.
Only like that does it wake you up. She switches on the coffee
machine, which is ready to go, and listens to its wheezes while she
polishes off the custard bun she bought at the bakery on the market.
She licks all her fingers clean afterwards; the stuff is terribly sticky.
Then she pulls up the jammed blind in front of the ticket booth
window and casts a critical look at the radio. This, too, is going to
cause trouble. She switches it on and ... yes, as expected. Scowling,
she listens to the beeps between the frequencies. It will always be a

mystery to her how this device can change frequency every night.

11
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She turns the worn-out knob, just a few millimetres, and
immediately her station is back. At this time of day there is always a
man and woman duo on, who take the mickey out of each other, and
Renate finds their cheerfulness infectious. The woman even reads
the news as if she is trying to suppress a giggle, as if she had just
made up all the disasters and economic forecasts. Renate’s favourite
part is when the man then happily lists all the traffic jams, closures
and detours. He has such a warm chuckle in his voice and between
sentences a slight snuffle, as if he were sitting next to her at the
wheel, in a convertible on the way south, and the convertible was
red and the south was still far away. But all the traffic jams and
closures and detours wouldn’t bother him at all, unlike Ludger back
then. Nor would they bother her. He wouldn’t even place his hand
on her knee - Renate would find that inappropriate. He would have
both his hands on the wheel, the way it should be. If there is no
traffic news to report, she is slightly disappointed.

With a sigh, she sinks down onto the swivel chair, pauses,
bobs up and down, shifts her weight ... she can’t believe it. No
squeaking! Kiontke has greased the spring. Kiontke also likes things
neat and tidy. That’s one of the two, four, eight things Renate likes
about him. But she’ll be damned if she’s going to tell him. She
shouldn’t get any ideas. If you tell a man things like that, he’ll be off
like a shot.

She pours her coffee into the red mug with the savings bank
logo on it, takes a sip and makes a face. It tastes black, but not black
enough. It will improve with time; she likes to let it thicken on the

hotplate. By the afternoon, it is all creamy, almost like bitter

12
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caramel. She lifts the cash box out of its compartment, unlocks it
with the little key that always fits, breaks open a roll of coins, lets
the coins jingle into the drawer and then lights a cigarette. The
money doesn’t get counted until the evening, like in the savings
bank.

She’d sat at the counter there for almost thirty years without
anything ever happening. Her Ludger always told her she should be
happy that nothing ever happened, but Renate didn’t agree. People
withdrew and deposited money, opened savings accounts,
complained about the cash machine in the lobby and were the way
people are, unless they want a loan. Then even the famers came to
the bank in their Sunday best, twisting their old-fashioned hats in
their hands, crossing their legs and bobbing their feet up and down,
waiting for the savings bank director to ask them into his office
through the door right next to the dry plant beneath the clock,
whose...hand ...moved...so...terribly...slowly, and so Renate
sometimes imagined that something - ‘Hands up, this is a holdup,
don’t move!” - would happen, a brawny man with a shotgun and
stocking mask, and she would raise her hands with a tingling
feeling in her stomach, don’t move, the money in small notes, and
the pale director of the savings bank would go down on his shaking
knees, sometimes to the ground with a shot to the stomach next to
the dry plant, but mostly spared, because the man would reach out
to her and she would take his hand, would volunteer to become his
hostage, to get in the red convertible that was outside with its white
leather seats, the plastic bag with the money on her lap, past all the

traffic jams, blockages and diversions, probably somewhere foreign
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and south - most of the time she didn’t get much further than a villa
with a garden, pool and sea view, because customers wanted to
make a deposit or withdraw money, and then Renate’s dreams
started from the beginning again.

Of course, they never came true, not in thirty years. Instead,
first Ludger left her because of all the dreaming, before she was able
to tell him what she liked or didn’t like about him, for example the
hair on his stomach or his temper. And then there were phases
when Renate didn’t like herself much for a while either. Never
mind. But someone smelled something, and then the director of the
savings bank called Renate into his office one day. Not
reproachfully, but rather disappointed, with his ‘I’'m afraid I don’t
see any wiggle room for a loan given your current income’ look. She
already knew what was coming, even before he put the bottle of
Melissengeist, which she had hidden behind her bucket of cleaning
products in the storeroom, on the desk in front of him. That was the
end of the line, and so now Renate only counts small change rather
than big notes.

At least she can smoke here and do her crossword puzzles in
peace. Strangely enough, she doesn’t need to drink during the day
anymore. Perhaps she just doesn’t want to be given pitiful looks ever
again, and definitely not from Kiontke.

On the radio, the two presenters are making jokes about the
weather. He asks: ‘Do you want to be my sun?’ and she purrs: ‘Yes!
to which he replies: ‘Then please stay 150 million kilometres away
from me!” and Renate can’t stop giggling, 150 million kilometres,

where do they get these jokes?

14
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She places the crossword magazine down on the table and
the biro alongside it. Then she unlocks the hatch and listens
carefully; no squeaking. She interlinks her fingers and places her
hands behind her head to enjoy the moment for five seconds. She
leans forward to peer into the car park. No-one there, it’s too early.

Only the robot vacuum cleaner is groaning in the distance.

It’s still cool in the shade. Renate pulls her cardigan tighter
around her shoulders and strolls over to the terrace. She stands with
her arms folded in front of her chest, the hand with the cigarette in
it propped and bent in directly in front of her mouth, and smokes in
the same way that she would swim if she could swim. In calm,
steady strokes. This early in the morning, when the place is
deserted, the water is glistening, the grass is green, it’s just as good
as a villa with a garden and a pool.

Kiontke comes up the stairs from the pool. He’s huffing and
puffing quite a bit, not getting any younger. At least he’s a real man,
not a wimp like Ludger. Renate would recognise him even with a
stocking mask, she thinks. What is he fumbling for in his trousers?
Oh yes, the chalk.

He now writes '18.5 degrees’ under the heading ‘water
temperature’. Neatly. He pauses for a moment, then he wipes the
number away with the heel of his hand and replaces it with a 20’.
What a rascal, really! She ought to be able to think of something
suitable to say, she thinks.

And then she does actually come up with something.

k%K 3k
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‘What are we doing today?’

I am startled and look around. Bloody hell, what is that
psycho doing in my room again? Lounging on the beanbag in the
corner because you can’t do anything but lounge on a beanbag. I
can’t even see his face, just his knees. He has a light pink graze from
yesterday on his right knee. It was yesterday when I kicked him
because he tried to tickle me and I was wearing my chunky shoes,
so, serves him right. His hand is resting on his left knee. I see how
he idly drums his fingers.

‘Does the little chick want to fly out and about today? Or are
we staying in the nest as usual?’

God, he really gets on my nerves with his questions and
stupid little chick stuff. And he has no business being in my room
anyway. No-one has business being in my room. Mum hasn’t been
in here looking for stuff for ages now - she doesn’t even knock on the
door any more because she is so busy with her own stuff. When I am
really quiet, I can hear her stuffing tobacco in the kitchen, swipe,
clack, swipe, clack, this goes on for the entire morning accompanied
by the people from breakfast television so she at least has some
company.

I don’t want any company, and definitely not my brother’s. I
don’t speak a word to him. Not a single word, but that doesn’t put
him off. He doesn’t get it. I would get it at some point if I were him.
Instead of getting on his sister’s case, he should hang out in his own
room. But if he does just hang out in his own room all the time,

listening to that rubbish that I could never stand, then that gets me
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worked up too, some ethical or ethnical or Estonian composer with a
big beard, what do I know, and then it’s like tinkle, tinkle, ding,
dong, with endless pauses in between, and he is sat on his bloody
beanbag, listening to it, totally quiet, although you can’t even drum
your fingers on your knee to that stuff - at any rate, you don’t listen
to stuff like that at his age, not even when you want to ‘concentrate’,
no-one except my brother does, and he’s studying for his A’ levels at
the same time. He’s been doing that for years now, so that he can
study ‘something to do with philosophy’ afterwards, but ...

‘This thing is filled with evil pellets,” he says suddenly and
wiggles his bottom back and forth. The movement produces a soft
grinding noise, and I feel sick. I get up and open the curtains. The
tenement block opposite is already in the sun. On our side the
broken street light is shining - it hasn’t gone off in weeks, not even
during the day. A Brinkmann lorry thunders past; I can feel the
rumbling beneath my feet. I turn around.

‘What are you looking for?” my brother asks.

I fumble around for my sports bag on the top of the
cupboard, the one with the stuck zip, and when I find it, I put it
down on the bed. It smells of sports equipment and school sports
events, the sweat of last summer. I hear the grinding behind me
again, he must be looking, he’s confused, he doesn’t like what I am
doing here. What am I doing here?

‘What do you need the bag for?’

I carry on ignoring him; I've had practice at that. He usually

gets angry, rarely quiet, never speechless.
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‘Maybe you want to cut yourself again? You haven’t done
that for a long time,” he says. Because he knows what embarrasses
me and how to annoy me. Which button to press to make me angry.
And if I don’t do him the favour of reacting, he just presses the same
button again.

‘Shall I fetch you the razor blades from the bathroom?’

Okay. Now I really should tell him what an arsehole he is.
But that’s what he wants. Instead I clap my hands together to get
rid of the dust and chuck things into the bag. Towel, sunglasses, flip
flops. The diary that I write just one sentence in every day. Out of
habit I reach for my mobile, but then put it back down on the desk. I
can hear the nasty grinding noise behind me again. It sounds as if
he is getting up from the beanbag.

‘What are you up to?’

What does it look like, idiot.

‘Looks like you’re going to the pool?’

Yes, I am a bit taken aback myself. Do I really want to get out
of here for the first time in...how long has it been? And then to the
pool of all places? Have I thought this through?

‘T'm coming with you!’ my brother says.

k%K 3k

When Lennart comes round, he is immediately gripped by the mild
panic that he is used to from long journeys. He happily succumbs to

it.
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One time this state of fairytale-like confusion lasted for a
particularly long time. It was only after looking at his plane ticket
that he realised he had woken up in Syria and not in Iraq.

This room presents him with a real puzzle. There is a round
lamp made of frosted glass on the ceiling, inside which he can see a
few dead flies. There is a cross above the bed with a brass Messiah.
Wooden panels, waist-high, on the walls. A massive cupboard, also
made of dark wood, probably oak, the doors colourfully painted with
a farming scene, probably harvest. That helps a bit. Lennart turns on
his side and discovers a small booklet on the bedside table. He
reaches for it, opens it, sees the old-fashioned rhyming script about
the famous boulder on top of the local hill.

He reads it half aloud, smiles, everything is clear. It’s almost
a pity that the realisation came so quickly. But it is a very exotic,
unusual place, this room in the Ochsen pub in Ottersweiler, right by
the station.

He pushes the heavy blanket aside, sits up and remembers
his arriving, late last night. Remembers his confusion as to where
he was supposed to stay in the town. Now that he no longer really
knows anybody here. He could hardly drive up to the stud farm and
chuck pebbles against the window. And then his gaze fell on the
Ochsen, which had been there back then too. Cigar smoke and
drunken laughter came from the bar next door, and after he had
waited a few silly minutes he finally spotted the bell on the
reception counter - and then it was another minute before he could

finally bring himself to actually use the antique bell. The landlady

19



Frauke Kniffler — Rechte & Lizenzen - Rotebiihlstrae 77, 70178 Stuttgart
Tel. 0711 / 6672- 1257 - E-Mail: f.kniffler@klett-cotta.de

limped in from the other room. He could see from the key box that
he was the only guest.

The landlady’s limping had touched him, but above all it was
her face that he was remembering clearly now. Round with pale
skin, a soft pink on her cheeks. No mole, no wrinkles, nothing. A
white sheet. Only the reddened cheeks told a story - possibly from
the taproom next door - that was none of his business as a stranger.
Her eyebrows were knitted together and not plucked, and there was
a delicate fuzz above her thin lips. She had a buxom girlishness,
used to countering joking slaps on the bottom with a tried and
tested retort. Cheeky, but not too cheeky. Like the saying, again in
local dialect, in the gold-leaf frame behind the reception desk, of
which she might have been the author: ‘Don’t worry, be happy.’

He had been almost a little ashamed of his worldliness, when
he had replied in High German to her attempt to start some small
talk with a late arrival.

‘Where are you from?’

‘Actually from here! Do you have a room facing out back?’

He could have said the words ‘actually’ and ‘out back’ in the
soft local dialect, he thought as he brushed his teeth. Probably. He
had not only got out of the habit of using the dialect, he had more or
less erased it. If he tried to use it now, Lennart would feel like an
imposter, pandering and condescending at the same time.

The curtain in the bathroom is made of plastic and has
daisies on it. He pushes it aside, frosted glass again. The handle
sticks, and when he finally manages to open it, he sees the station

forecourt just as he remembers it. Here the parking bay (‘For
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unloading and loading only?’), there the sandstone fountain (‘Not
drinking water’). The telephone box that used to be there (‘T've
missed the bus, can you pick me up?’) has given way to an ATM. A
lonely taxi waits for the next train, the driver is leaning against the
bonnet, oblivious, mumbling to himself. Strange people here. The
traffic light at the crossroads up front is still off. And above it all the
canopy of blue sky, almost Californian. This irritates Lennart - it
doesn’t fit somehow. Ottersweiler, he always remembered it as
being drab and foggy, with a permanent haze above the damp
forests beneath leaden grey clouds. Bells ring for morning mass, also
an unfamiliar sound, this insistent ringing here in Germany. The
continual ringing reminds him of funerals. Perhaps that is why he
was expecting never-ending rain, drizzle and a light wind from the
southwest.

What to do? His big suitcase with all his equipment got lost
at Heathrow. Only his sports bag, his hand luggage, is lying on the
dresser. He pulls out his mobile phone and sees that Bruce has sent
him a voice message. Voicemail, what a load of rubbish! People are
too lazy to type a few words, and then you have to listen to these
ramblings, because no-one can interrupt, and the ramblings
therefore usually degenerate into epic ramblings, even with Bruce,
especially with Bruce. In this room his voice sounds like there is a
false soundtrack running over a slightly depressing sentimental
movie: ‘Lenny, it’s Bruce, how was your trip? I am here with Susan,’
and now Susan takes over with her nasal singsong and the habit she
has of making every sentence sound like a question: ‘Listen, Lenny.

The reporter had some questions? Concerning your pictures from
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Greece? Nothing serious, but maybe you can provide her with
additional information this evening? Please ... he chucks the phone
back in the bag.

Outside this day waits patiently, empty and blue and young.
With a dark and magnetic monolith in the late afternoon. The
funeral.

Lennart just sits on the edge of the bed, both hands resting
on his knees, and thinks. Did he really fly halfway around the world
to drop a handful of soil into an open grave? To shake sweaty hands
and look into tear-stained faces? To offer condolences to people he
no longer knows and did not know well back then either? And why,
when he thinks, does he now sound the way Susan speaks? He
removes his hands from his knees and massages his temples.

What would Max do? Max would laugh at him, if he could
see him now.

And Joe? What would Joe do today?

It dawns on him that that is the really exciting question, and
presumably it was meant to be exactly so from the start. As a two-
stage test to see if he can answer the riddle correctly and draw the
right conclusions.

‘Sod it,” Lennart says half aloud, suddenly realising that it
sounds much more satisfying than ‘fuck it’, and then he say it a
second time. ‘Sod it.’

So he flew half way around the world to go to the pool. So

what?

k%K 3k
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Before he started his rounds, Kiontke tied his hoodie around his
hips. With a sailor’s knot because he didn’t actually have hips any
more.

He had switched on the sprinkler. He had greased the
revolving door at the ticket booth with the ‘magic o0il’, and had
briefly thought about tackling the weeds between the slabs up on
the terrace. He had ways and means for that too, over in his shed.
But he liked the weeds a lot more than the white powder, so he let it
grow for another day. Let it grow, as long as it doesn’t force the slabs
apart. The only thing he can’t stand are the leaf miners that are
plaguing the old lime tree. The lime tree is important. It’s been here
longer than the pool has.

He had fished the leaves from the surface of the water with
the scoop and had carried the sludge down to the compost heap in a
bucket. It’s an enchanted corner, always shady, the lawn soft with
moss even it has dried up over a large area elsewhere. On warm
evenings, long after the pool is closed and just in time for the
witching hour, the fireflies dance down here. A faint light green
rises and falls against the night-blue background. Kiontke likes to
watch them until the mosquitoes become unbearable.

Today he checked the wire mesh fence by the little wood
again, where the young people sometimes climb over to have their
parties at night. In some sections the earth is so soft there that
anyone who wants can dig under it in a couple of minutes. He found
only a shallow depression, which was probably dug by a fox; there

were scratches and red fur on the fence.
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He raked the sand in the playground, going backwards in
circles around the wooden pirate ship. He doesn’t have to do it, but
he likes things neat and tidy, so he does it.

The children’s pool is so shallow that the robot vacuum
cleaner looks like an amphibian vehicle. He switched the device off,
pulled it out of the water, rolled up the hose and dragged the little
trunk thing to the shed. There he took the pool thermometer off the
hook and held it into the water alongside the starting blocks, an
arm’s length deep. The water is not only blue because the tiles are
blue, he thought. My water wants to be blue, he always thinks.

A blackbird landed on the one-metre board and cleaned its
feathers there. When it flew off, it pushed off, making the board bob
a little and Kiontke realised that he needed to adjust it to make it
firmer. Then he pulled out the thermometer, shook it and hung it
back on the hook. Beneath the heading ‘water temperature’ he noted
down the temperature in chalk on the slate board by the kiosk. It’s
not a warm outdoor pool. He thought for a moment, then wiped off
the numbers with the back of his hand and wrote new numbers that
made it sound a bit more pleasant. It would warm up anyway.

‘You could pee in it, Kiontke, then it would be correct!’

Kiontke grunted in surprise. ‘Renate! Punctual to the
minute!’

She was wearing her white cardigan, a cigarette between the
fingers of her splayed hand, and she had probably been watching
him for a while. Including his little temperature manoeuvre. He put
his hands on his hips.

‘It’s going to get warmer today, just you wait.’
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Renate made a dismissive gesture and took a deep drag from
her cigarette. It was so windless that the smoke rose vertically.
Kiontke thought Renate should observe the strict smoking ban now
and then. After all, she sits right underneath the sign with the
crossed-out cigarette for hours on end. When she smokes outside,
some parents complain that she is setting a bad example. When she
smokes inside, then it’s bad for her health. Supercharged smoking,
he though, turning the booth into a pressure chamber with a hostile
atmosphere like on another planet. Back when he worked for
Brinkmann he struggled to understand how some colleagues
smoked all the way from Rostock to Genoa. He also holds the private
opinion, carefully guarded from Renate, that she should smile more
often. It doesn’t have to be a belly laugh. But a quiet smile, maybe
once a season, that would be an idea. It would suit her. Better,
anyway, than standing up there on the terrace with her arms folded,
staring at him, which was downright creepy.

‘You need to chlorinate again, Kiontke!” she called out. ‘Or
should I doit?

‘T’ll be fine as long as you don’t chuck any of your cigarette
butts in,” he shouts back. Then he turned around and saw three
swallows swerving in to the water. They touched the surface with
their beaks almost simultaneously. They swept off to the side,
leaving three circles that spread out delicately. Kiontke scratched
his head. Renate might be right. If the birds were going to the water,
then maybe it was not toxic enough. He listened to their hoarse

buzzing. It was a good thing that the birds were so small, otherwise
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it would probably be an infernal racket. He turned off the sprinklers
and loosened the sailor’s knot so he could put on his jumper.
Only then did he make his way to the submarine. It would be

cold down there.

k%K k

I swing my bag over my shoulder and glance into the kitchen. Mum
is sitting at the table, fiddling with the small cigarette machine,
swipe, clack, swipe and next to it, neatly stacked, is a pile of fresh
cigarettes. I lean my head against the doorframe and watch her for a
while as she sprinkles the tobacco from the tin, puts in the paper,
adds a filter. I should not begrudge her having something to occupy
her, but somehow it also makes me sad. She doesn’t even smoke. On
breakfast television, there is one of those women wearing extra
‘woman’ make-up, as if she wasn’t woman enough, and she is
terribly perky for such an early morning. She is just explaining why
kissing in films is not difficult for her at all.

A Brinkmann lorry thunders past outside. It casts a fleeting
shadow over the kitchen, like a blink. My brother pushes past me
and places his hand on mum’s shoulder from behind.

‘We’re going swimming!’

He says it more loudly than he needs to. Mum has been
difficult to reach for a while, more difficult than usual. She
continues to stare at the television. The woman on the screen has

very white teeth and runs her tongue over her lips.
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‘Where are you headed?” Mum asks wanly, without looking
up.

“To the pool,’ I repeat quietly. ‘We won’t be late, promise.’

Now her gaze shifts from the screen and sways through the
room until it catches me. She frowns.

‘Child, what have you done to your hair?’

‘Cut it. Do you like it?’

Okay, that was mean. Of course she doesn’t like it.

‘Tdon’t like it,” she says wanly, shaking her head. ‘T don’t like
the idea of the swimming pool at all.” Her gaze is drawn to the
screen again, then she adds languidly: ‘Do you have to go?’

That stings. In a normal family it would be the most normal
thing in the world to go to the pool on the last Friday of the summer
holidays. But in a normal family, the mother wouldn’t be sitting in
front of the television at the crack of dawn either. Why can’t she just
be happy that I want to do something again? The woman on the
television gesticulates wildly and laughs shrilly.

‘Not the pool,” Mum repeats in the drowsy voice that already
has a small sob in it - and shoos us away before we can see her cry. I
know she is about to grimace again and cry silent tears. If you don’t
know her, you might think she is gasping for air. Or for help,
somehow. I understand that. But I can’t bear to see her like this
because I can’t help her. Sometimes I even think that I am making
things worse for her. I pull the door shut behind me, careful not to

make any noise.
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I drag my bike from the hallway down the steps onto the
street. It’s only then that I realise both tyres are flat. Of course they
are. My brother has a bicycle pump. Of course he does.

‘You mustn’t ... be ... angry ... with her,” he says pumping, and
blows his curls out of his face, ‘mum’s ... having ... a ... hard time of
it

Well, well, now he’s lecturing me as well. Him of all people!
Why is she having a hard time of it? Who was the one who had to do
something completely crazy? Who dealt her a blow? And me, too,
eh? Who?

‘T've got it,” he says now and raises the saddle. No idea when I
last used this thing. It is so warm already this early in the morning
that the sweat is running down my forehead just from watching. No
wonder, when there is no hair to catch it. Only now do I realise that
we don’t have a bike for my brother, because Mum gave it away the
other day. He didn’t mind. He’s moving away soon to go to
university, he’ll buy himself a new one then. Or he’ll steal one, he
said, but ironically.

Bugger. It’s too far to walk to the pool.

My brother pushes my bike into the driveway and points to
the bicycle rack with a grand gesture.

‘Might I have the pleasure?’

k%K 3k

28



Frauke Kniffler — Rechte & Lizenzen - Rotebiihlstrae 77, 70178 Stuttgart
Tel. 0711 / 6672- 1257 - E-Mail: f.kniffler@klett-cotta.de

Tributary of the Ob, five letters across. Austrian politician, eight
letters down. Chemical element, five letters across. French writer,
six letters across. City on the Neckar, ten letters down.

She sucks half-heartedly on the biro out of habit. Tributary of
the Ob, who knows that? Russian river with two letters, that would
be easy. But tributary? Are they mad? And Austrian politicians, how
is she supposed to know them? She’ll have to wait until the end
when something turns up. There are lots of chemical elements, but
she needs more letters to work that out. Radon perhaps? What else is
there? The damned city on the Neckar would at least help her with
ten letters. Or the French writer? French writers are always helpful.
If you know them.

She takes the biro out of her mouth and writes down
‘FLOBER’ on the white margin next to the puzzle, just to try it out;
she’s heard that name before. The E probably has one of those funny
accents on it. Wait and see. And here? Italian actor with seven
letters across? Bingo! She knows two Italian actors, one with eleven
and one with exactly seven letters; she knows him especially well
because she is a fan. She writes ‘SPENCER’ and thinks that only a
tew people know that he was Italian. But he was, you wouldn’t
believe it. A real man. She’d read somewhere that he was a
swimmer.

From the corner of her eye, Renate sees old Mrs Trautheimer
wobbling towards her and she lights another cigarette - it can take a
while. Mrs Trautheimer has been coming every morning for years;
she used to come with old Mrs Kiontke, but she is alone today, and

every day it takes a little longer, the hips, the knees or whatever else
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causes trouble at this age. But in the water she still moves like a
young fish, or rather like a swan. Besides, Kiontke keeps a special
eye on the lady. He has to. If it were up to Renate, there would be a
maximum age limit for coming to the pool. It’s not assisted
swimming after all.

Renate quickly glances over the columns, yes, SPENCER has
helped, as always. There we have the town on the Neckar,
Neckarsulm, that was easy.

‘One ticket for old folk like me, please!” Mrs Trautheimer says
when she finally reaches the ticket window. It’s what she says every
time. Renate looks up and asks sternly: ‘French writer with six

letters?’

k%K k

Josefine does the elephant. That’s what she calls it when she drives
too fast through the new housing estate. She slows down before
each speed bump, accelerates after each speed bump. Elephants
traverse through estates, through supermarket car parks and across
main roads when civilisation has eaten into their territory and
occupied space that the herds have been crossing for centuries, from
water hole to water hole. That’s her form of protest. Silent but fast.
In the past, there were fields on the left and right, and the stud farm
up on the edge of the forest. That was the way it was supposed to be.
That’s the way it was when she moved away to go to university.
Then she came back and, in just six years, houses had suddenly

appeared on the left and right. Hindemithstraf3e, Schonbergstrafle,
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Wagnerstrafle, Schubertstrale. New building after new building,
efficiently insulated prefabricated houses with geothermal energy
and solar roofs and all the trimmings. Mortgage after mortgage,
mausoleum after mausoleum. They all look a bit savings-banky,
with their rolled-out turf where you can still see the seam, and the
freshly planted ornamental shrubs, mostly tangled cheery laurels,
wondering whether it’s time to start growing. Hardly a garden
without one of those black trampolines that look as if a giant spider
had spun it to catch children or grandchildren. But you never
actually see children or grandchildren on them. In general, Josefine
has seen very little of the neighbours since she moved back. She
hardly knows anyone from the old days. Everyone has moved away,
just as she had moved away. Those who stay drive pimped cars with
darkened rear windows. Bohse Onkelz, Rammstein, Depeche Mode,
Unheilig, Wacken. Automotive tramp stamps.

Back in the day, old Schroder sometimes stood by the road at
the end of town, waving his finger threateningly at drivers who
accelerated too fast. Half in earnest, half in jest, Josefine didn’t
really know. As a child she had slid deeper and deeper into her seat
because she felt queasy at the sight of this figure standing in the
orchard. But her father at the wheel had only put his foot down even
more, had waved at Schroder and laughed over his shoulder. ‘Come
back up, little pirate! It’s only old Schroder, not the police!

At some point the district administration had installed a
speed camera at this spot in front of the yellow town exit sign. As a
child, Josefine had been even more afraid of its rain-grey

watchfulness than of Schroder, who had since died, and his index

31



Frauke Kniffler — Rechte & Lizenzen - Rotebiihlstrae 77, 70178 Stuttgart
Tel. 0711 / 6672- 1257 - E-Mail: f.kniffler@klett-cotta.de

finger. And yet old Schroder had just been old Schroder, and the
speed camera was usually out of order.

‘We won’t be intimidated by a machine!’ her father had
proclaimed - but he didn’t put his foot down again until they were
past it. Today, a bad-tempered pillar with red Cyclops eyes stands
guard at the edge of the street. It is never out of order. That’s how
time passes and eats it up in the process.

No sooner had young Schroder sold the orchards than the
land was sealed and developed. Now the industrial estate with its
car parks, the modern logistics centre of the haulage company, the
DIY store, the garden centre and the agency for Subaru, Hyundai
and agricultural machinery sprawl out in subdued practicality. Now
the most magnificent John Deere farm tractor is enthroned on the
spot where Schroder had once waved his arms around.

Normally Josefine fears the cyclops. Not today. Her respect
for rules has given way to a thrilling carelessness. She puts her foot
down. Warm wind blows in through the open window; the red eye
lights up briefly. Immediately followed by the flash. She takes her
foot off the accelerator immediately afterwards, strangely satisfied.

Josephine drives to the pool.

It’s sort of official now. There will be a photograph, Josefine
with tangled hair behind the wheel, and the date. The day of the
funeral. Good. They can all know about it.

She does not intend to hide any more.

She intends to swim a few lengths and lie in the sun.

She puts on her indicator and lets a Brinkmann truck pass.

She can’t recognise the driver, but she waves, nonetheless. She
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probably knows him; she knows all the drivers. She can see from the
truck’s number plate that old Brinkmann is apparently registering
his fleet in Bulgaria after all. Well, well, well. Just as Max had
advised him years ago.

‘It’s cheaper,” Max had said. ‘It’s madness not to.’

‘We are a German haulage company,’ the old man had
always replied, ‘not some small-time outfit from the sticks.’

Well, well. Did Max ever get to see that the old man followed
his advice? He must have. He used to get so worked up about the
inner workings of the family business, the mildew of ‘that’s the way
we’ve always done it’. He had talked his head off with his proposals
for more efficiency and growth, for the need to keep up with the
times - and had only ever encountered a wall. He was actually
overqualified, Max. There was money, so he didn’t study business
just anywhere, but in England. But the knowledge and English
terminology that he brought back from there was way too much for
a haulage company in the Palatinate. Josefine had only really seen
him happy when he was running the start-up in Berlin, on the
factory floor in the north part of Neukolln. Where some random
nerds programmed ‘smart solutions’ for problems that Josefine
knew nothing about. He probably would have been happy there.
Perhaps things might have worked out between the two of them if
Josefine had got that professorship. The long-distance relationship
had done them good; distance moves things along. But who gets a
professorship nowadays? And then Max had sold his company,

‘divested it’ as he said, and had come back to Ottersweiler. In a
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Porsche that he bought with his own money. And with ‘smart
solutions’ for the haulage company in his head.

The accident site is further ahead; Josefine doesn’t want to
drive past it. On the right, the path leads up to the ‘forest adventure
trail’, which used to be an exercise trail and before that it was just a
forest.

Down to the left is the pool.

k%K k
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