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Soldiers! Don’t give yourselves to brutes, men
who despise you, enslave you, who regiment your
lives, tell you what to do — what to think and
what to feel! Who drill you, diet you. Treat you
like cattle, use you as cannon fodder. Don’t give
yourselves to these unnatural men, machine
men with machine minds and machine hearts,
you are not machines, you are not cattle, you are
men! You have the love of humanity in your
hearts, you don’t hate. Only the unloved hate.

The unloved and the unnatural.

Soldiers!

Don’t fight for slavery!

Fight for liberty!

Charlie Chaplin, The Great Dictator, 1940



Is the time of year important? Probably. On 8 November the sky slams
through the glass front of the sports school like a steel wall reflecting
exhaust fumes; she takes off her shoes, bows with crossed arms and says
a word she’s been repeating for ten years, never knowing or wanting to
know what it means. Oss. She’s not submitting to a deity. She’s submitting
to a former bouncer. Jlirgen answers her. Shomen ni rei. That means
something like humility. Humility, recognition, respect for those whose
knowledge he’s passing on. Samurai whose names no bastard remembers.
Then he inhales and recites the names of the women she’ll be fighting in
Tbilisi. He holds up a punching pad for her, whispers that she should slam
those botoxed chicas right in the face, stand more like a bricklayer, not a
boxer, if there’s one advantage she has in this sport it's that she’s not a

man, she must have got that by now.

After that he hurls a medicine ball at her abdomen. Twenty times. Forty
times. He's 56 and he owns a hunting rifle and a second home in Cape
Town. He used to organise illegal fights in bunkers back in East Germany,
she still doesn’t know who took part but she suspects there were plenty of
Nazis along for the ride. He isn’t a Nazi himself. He’s a businessman. With
a touch of Clint Eastwood. Despises losers. There’s a video filmed in a gym
where a teenager’s lying on a bench, bare-chested with a pineapple on his
belly. Jurgen’s standing behind him with a sword in one hand. He manages
to slice the pineapple in two without hurting the boy. Then the two of them

grin at the camera, shaking hands like it's some kind of state ceremony.



Characters out of a Tarantino movie, photoshopped into the wrong
backdrop.

Jurgen would fit better into some Japanese temple, but instead he’s
standing around between trestle tables and water coolers in this East Berlin
sports hall, reading internet reviews of hand-held vacuums. He doesn’t
sweat, ever. He never loses control and yells at his students, either. At
fights, he’s the only coach she knows of who doesn’t yell from outside the

cage; he whispers.

He tells her he’s been watching videos of Ronda Shephard. Says all Ronda
is doing right now is threshing her sparring partners flown in from Thailand,
close range only. Says it's a sure thing, that she won’t get anywhere with
her using standard training methods, she has to prepare for this fight
against Ronda Shephard like for a dirty street fight. ‘Otherwise you don’t
stand a chance. The way you normally do your job in the cage, everything’s
great and all that but it’s all just in and out and apart and together — that
won’t work with her, she’s gone berserk since she knocked you out, you
won’t get far, she’ll stick to you like glue the whole time and punch you in
the face until you're lying on your ass.’

‘Can we talk about this next week?’

‘No.’

He says her name to make her focus. Twice in a row.

‘Listen to me. Out on the street, you’re not scared of getting killed.

You're scared of having to kill someone. Don’t look so understanding,



you’re acting like you know what I’'m talking about. You’ve got no idea. That
fear of having to kill so you don’t get wiped out yourself, that turns into the
kind of tension you can’t take for long. At least when there’s no escape
route and all you can see is enemies. And if those enemies stumble or fall,
it doesn’t reduce the tension. It just changes direction. And that change of
direction — he pauses to make it perfectly clear that this is a lesson to be
learned — ‘that’s your Killer instinct.’

Then he exhales. Five seconds. Six seconds.

‘The instinctive drive to Kill. It kicks in once your opponent has already
lost. In war, that means incredible destruction, in single combat just
incredible brutality. Mother Nature did a really bad thing. You want to put a
stop to the situation in which you have to kill someone, under all
circumstances. That’'s why you kill them. And that’'s why everyone always
keeps their eyes on the hands, waiting for a weak moment. You avoid eye
contact and look at the hands, just a quick freeze, ah, is there more coming
or not, and in both cases your opponent has to be destroyed. It takes
twenty seconds, no more than that.’

He marks out the punches, takes off his karate jacket, only a vest
underneath it; you can see part of the Greifswald skyline he had tattooed
on his chest just before he joined the army, beside his traditional Thai tattoo
and his kids’ faces as babies.

The fear of having to kill someone only recedes, he repeats, once your
victim’s down on the floor. And then you kill them. Just like that. It's similar

in military conflicts, he tells her — she can go ahead and tell her fuck buddy



from the defence committee that. Once the enemy withdraws or flees in

panic, that’'s when the most savage killings happen.

That afternoon, she passes out. Jlirgen says she hasn’t eaten enough. But
she knows her body well enough to understand it doesn'’t just collapse from
low blood sugar.

An Albanian teenager slams his shin against her thigh, she loses her
balance, thuds down on her left ribs and feels her quadriceps trembling.
The guy’s like a moving train. Too many muscles for his age. One of those
smirking bulldozers whose dads swore beside their incubator that they’d
make their tiny baby into a fighting machine. There’s a lot of them about. At
some point, if they don’t resist or start writing poetry, they all end up looking
similar, with the same expression on their faces and the same stupid, fat,
depressed bodies, worse than their fathers could ever have imagined. He’s
one of the few here who consider aggressivity effective in this sport. Last
week he broke a beginner’s cheek bone. He weighs 28 kilos more than her.

She gets up, pushes the dizziness away, steps back, lets his next kick
bounce off her angled shin instead of softening or absorbing it, grabs his
wet neck with her right hand, draws a semi-circle with her right leg,
imagining herself as the tip of the compasses with which she used to
scratch entire world-war battles into the cover of her maths book at primary
school, and because he doesn’t see the movement coming and loses
balance, she manages to get him into a position where she could plant her

knee in his face just as it's turned to the floor for a fraction of a second. She



doesn’t though. She brakes an inch before his forehead. She feels her
knees giving way, falls, struggles back to her feet, notices she’s feeling
bad. She rests her locked arms on her thighs and loses consciousness;
that is, everything goes black, only briefly, for three or four seconds. She
falls, gets up. Manages two steps. And immediately collapses again, like a

dropped marionette.

That night is the first time she’s woken by footsteps. Walking fast, in circles.
It doesn’t sound like burglars, more like someone performing a religious
ritual under time pressure. The footsteps judder through the ceiling. She
lives on the fifth floor. Above her is the attic. It's too low to stand in, so she
thinks she’s imaging the footsteps and falls back to sleep. No. She doesn’t
fall asleep, she never does, she lets her body force her to take recuperation
breaks, from which she wakes at the slightest gust of wind.

The next sound is gentle and staccato and comes through the slightly
open kitchen window, a bit like the ocean waves, as if someone was

playing a meditation tape and kept pressing stop.

By the time she opens her eyes it’s light. She looks through the kitchen

window from her bed. Even at the height of summer, this sight gives an



impression of surroundings immersed in mist, because she confuses the
firewall blocking her view with the sky, every morning. It’s like someone had
emptied an ash tray over the painted facade, a murky surface impossible to
penetrate. Something’s different today. She can’t work out immediately
what it is; all she sees is that the grey is streaked with huge black lines.

She rushes to the window like an animal frightened by a gunshot. The
wall is painted with symbols. Not letters or hieroglyphics. More like runes.
Each symbol is about a metre high. It looks like a lost language. An
archaeological discovery, but left behind from the future, not the past. Her
left hand searches the windowsill for cigarettes; she clenches her right
hand into a fist. The symbols mean something. She can feel it. She doesn’t
just feel it, she knows it. She stares and stares, with the same futile
intensity with which she’d try to crack a steel safe by telepathy. And she
loses patience because the staring doesn’t help, because the staring
doesn’t give her the slightest idea of what this crap is. She holds her
cigarette as far outside as she can. The symbols are two or two and a half
metres away from her fingertips.

Chrome paint. Extremely high opacity. It's a bit like corn circles: a
phenomenon that seems supernatural, and in the end there’s a
disappointingly simple explanation. But the intention of making these
symbols look like there is no explanation, as if they’d been drawn by an
omnipotent force above all logic, is almost as unsettling as that force itself
would be. She can’t work out how these symbols might have been made.

There are no ladders long enough. Maybe they attached one of those



window-cleaning things, she thinks, that window cleaners stand on to go up
and down, but then it'd have to be something official, done with the
landlord’s permission. Maybe the people responsible for the symbols
cleaned the windows while they were at it. But the windows are just as dirty
as they were yesterday.

She inhales for six seconds. Exhales for eight. Forces herself to turn
her eyes away from the wall and stare left to calm down, at the water in the
canal. Swans sleeping between ice floes and oil streaks, eleven people on
the towpath. Three of them, she knows.

The fat tattooed South American who wears a black tarp over his USA
sweatshirt and nothing else, not even shoes and socks, even in winter.

The Russian who often stands at the crossroads in the afternoon,
staring at his passport. Leaning forward slightly, concentrating, with his ass
stretched out, almost a squat. It looks a bit obscene, like he’s been flash-
frozen as he was about to sit down on the toilet. Yoga people manage five
breaths in this pose; he can stick it out for one or two hours. It took her
weeks to work out who he reminds her of. It's her mother. The way her
mother used to stare at herself in a little pocket mirror sometimes, drunk.
The more she sees the Russian staring at his passport, the clearer she
understands why. Her mother wanted to know if she really existed. He does
too. Don’t we all.

The third man she recognises is the one with the good shoes. He
paces up and down outside her front door every day, after he gets up. It’s

his morning ritual. Other people smile at their reflection in the mirror or do



functional fitness, but he debates with his demons, screeching staccato
speeches at the dawn. Sometimes she hears the words gas chambers,
sometimes he describes torture methods, sometimes he formulates
sentences that start in slaughterhouses and end with scraps of
contemporary politics. He knows about the finance minister’s new haircut or
the economic signals from China, he obviously reads the paper. She never
sees him with one, though. When he screams, she feels like the way the
healthy people storm silently past him to the U-Bahn station with their
reusable coffee cups is a pathological act of repression. He screams at the
students on the way to their part-time jobs, but he’s not addressing them.
He’s addressing the women in South Asia who sewed their clothes and
starved to death. He doesn’t see iPhones in the hands of passers-by. He
sees the safety nets set up because too many workers throw themselves
off the factory roofs beneath which those iPhones are made. Seeing is
probably the wrong word; he sees nothing, he gets smashed into rubble by
his urges. And the whole world smashes away at him too. He seems to be
surrounded by a mass of indecipherable signs and symbols.

And when she thinks closely about it, really engages with the image,
part of her realises she’s just as surrounded by them as he is. Realises he’s
right, and he reacts more reasonably to that fact than she does. His
screaming contains palpable fear, burning stigmata. He screams by proxy
for all those in the world who were murdered without witnesses, or are
being murdered right that second. By noon he’s calmed down. Then she

often sees him outside one of the restaurants, still closed at that time of
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day. He sits on stacked chairs, nursing a beer or a donated coffee. She
thinks he’s meditating, but not deliberately. At night he beds down in her
building’s doorway. And she’s never seen a homeless person as calmly
meticulous as him, in the way he makes his food after that. He owns a
Bunsen burner, a wooden board and a pen knife. He uses it to chop garlic
and vegetables to pimp up his tinned food. He impresses her. She’s
impressed by the reliability with which he gallops through his days in the
exact same way, she’s impressed by his care and calm and by how he’s
managed to mould the most aggressive of identity confusions into some
kind of structure. His clothes look ironed; she wouldn’t be surprised if they
were.

That morning, he’s kneeling on the edge of the canal bank. He’s doing
something with his arms. She can’t tell what. He’s either crossing himself or
tearing up bread for the swans.

She drops her cigarette and pulls in her arm. It's dirty; she can see that
in the window’s reflection. She sometimes uses a similar principle to make
her chin look slimmer, learned from the Kardashians. Contouring. Facial
features are nothing but a question of fake shading using make-up, and the
same seems to apply to upper arm muscles; no one needs to exercise to
make their triceps stand out, it's enough to rest your arm on a filthy window

frame.
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It doesn’t matter why she moved to this neighbourhood. She’s not sure
whether the story that starts that morning has anything to do with her and
her past. This is not about her, or hardly at all; it's about a hard to define
feeling that’s beginning to overshadow every halfway sensible person’s
emotions these days, not just hers, no matter what their past, no matter
what neighbourhood. The place where she lives stands for that feeling
more, though, than the suburbs of Gelsenkirchen or the small Sauerland
town where she grew up.

Her flat is affordable, nothing more than that. Kitchen, bathroom, bed-
sitting room with seven badly insulated windows. All of them floor-length,
except the one in the kitchen. If someone looked in from outside, they’'d
look right out again. Through the windows into the sky and at the water and
the tramps. At the high-rises on the other side of the canal. The Zalando
headquarters. The Mercedes office blocks. Investor architecture. The
converted egg refrigeration hall now sporting the Universal logo that starts
behind the strip of former Wall where the tourists and school groups amass
in their puffer jackets. In the sixties, five kids drowned in the canal because
East and West Berlin hadn’t yet agreed who was allowed to perform
rescues in the border zone. Right at that spot, there’s now a four-storey
party boat with palm-tree décor. It gets hired out for stag nights. Behind it,

wasteland. A shopping mall where demonstrators spent weeks planting
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stink bombs and throwing paint bombs to prevent its construction. Gaps

through which she can see the industrial estate and the clubs.

The more she tries to get behind the symbols on the wall, the more they get
to her. But she doesn’t notice. She dismisses the symbols as vandalism,
like the trash left behind by junkies outside the front door, or the burnt-out
cars. Still, after three days they feel more familiar than the objects inside
her flat. They’re not black like she first thought; they’re dark blue and red.
And every time she looks at the symbols she notices a new detail,
sometimes just an imperfection in one of the lines, a kind of trembling.

On the fifth day, they’re the outlines of a small ghost, perhaps as large
as her hand. It has two eyes and a smile. She can’t explain to herself why
she hasn’t noticed it before. It shocks her because it means not everything
is apparent to her, even now, that it never will be. When she closes her
eyes, the lines stand out against the black of her eyelids. They start to
throb, superimpose themselves on everything she thinks about, like

watermarks.

What does she think about? About punches in the liver. About the sideward
twist her body does before she angles her knee and jabs her heel at her
opponent’s ribs. About the woman she has sex with now and then, a

politician. She thinks about the rescued bats and baby owls she looks at on
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Instagram on the U-Bahn every morning. About the people who train her,
the people she trains with and the ones she gives private lessons, who see
the whole thing more as a mix of survival training and wellness: diplomats,
artists, bankers, flight attendants, an oligarch’s widow in her mid-thirties
who rarely wants to practice anything but a bit of core training and breaking
planks of wood with her right hand. A detective inspector in early retirement
who’s constantly talking about the samurais’ suicides and thinks he’s found
all the techniques she teaches him in a sketchbook by Albrecht Direr. She
once gave four sessions to a guy who worked at Lidl, he came from some
godawful dump in Bavaria and smuggled cocaine into the Czech Republic
in banana boxes. She thought that was a lie to begin with, until he started
showing her photos like they were snaps of his cars or his kids. After the
fourth session she couldn’t get hold of him, and a week later she read in the

Bild that he’d been caught red-handed.

In the evenings her clothes don’t smell of her own sweat; they smell of the
men she’s been wrestling on compressed foam mats. Every one of them
seems to exude ten times more toxins in two hours than she does, meaning
her top is as wet after training as if she’d been thrown in a pool, and now,
on this 14 November as she’s standing by the window facing the symbols
and hanging it over the kitchen chair to dry, it gives off a bestial stench that
fills the entire flat like a perfume in which she can match every single note,

no matter how subtle, to the man who secreted it during training.
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The intensity with which the symbols on the wall leap out seems not to
have come out of some nice group project. It's the work of an individual;
more precisely, that of an individual man. Strangely enough, she feels it
clearly after seven days: this man, alone or in company, broke into the attic.
The symbols are skilful and precise. And yet they seem clumsy to her now.
Or arrogant. Yes, that’s it. A woman would have been better equipped to
hide the massive hubris with which they were sprayed on the wall, would
have made sure you didn’t get distracted from looking at them by the
megalomania of their origination process. She still doesn’t understand that
process, can’t work out how this graffiti covering the entire wall from top to

bottom could have come about. But she thinks about it, all the fucking time.

Power and condition in the morning. Punch and kick precision. She jumps
rope, works on the punching bag, runs across the city. Two hours,

sometimes three. In the afternoon she fights.

On 16 November she runs up and down the outdoor staircases around the
government buildings for 55 minutes. There’s a mentality she’s never
developed, which makes other fighters experience these efforts as

something temporary; they manage not to completely blank out the future in
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which they’ll have survived the exertions and can breathe again. She can’t
do that; instead, the pain puts her in a preliminary stage of mortal fear,
which she has to prevail against with the exact same reassuring phrases
every single second. There’s nothing normal about interval training for her,
or getting punched in the face; every third second of her training is spent
stopping herself from breaking it all off for good. You can control your own
hormone release. She’s been trying for years — it rarely works. Soldiers do
it too when they’re being prepared for the front. There are training effects,
miniscule but they do exist; after surviving a certain number of extreme
situations, you produce less cortisol in the next one. The system no longer
feels threatened by obliteration, it can switch off, you're less afraid of being
powerless, you turn into a machine that submits unconditionally to
competition, or to war, to slaughtering civilians.

Three years ago at a city championship in a mould-infested school
gym, she worked out what helps. Mid-fight, she bit off a 14-millimetre piece
of her tongue and was so dizzy she no longer saw even outlines, only
shadows. And she still won. Because to stop herself from passing out, she
spent the entire last round repeating the same sentence in a silent mantra

and thinking of the flashing heart next to the pulse frequency on treadmills.
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This is not about you.

17



It works, she’s done it all the time since then. Hundreds of hours of her life
have played out against that sentence’s repetition. A mix of background

music and tinnitus. There are a couple of variations.
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You’re not that important.

19



Or, if she gets bored:

20



You are worthless.

21



Her second strategy is not wanting to interrupt the pain, but finding it
interesting instead. All you have to do is find these distractions interesting,
whether they're paraesthesia or burning pain, and they’re instantly no

longer a threat.

At night she hears footsteps again, in the corridor right outside her front
door. Discreet, targeted shuffling. She could open the door and look but
she doesn’t. Instead, she just eats two off-brand mini chocolate bars. The
year before, her aunt made her an advent calendar out of paper bags filled
with sweets and sent it to her. N. never thanked her, stuffed the bags
behind the cleaning buckets under the sink, and has since opened three of
them whenever she felt panicked at night, never without afterwards feeling
a mix of self-hate, nausea and something else she can’t find a word for.

Alienation, maybe. Or fragmentation.

She can’t remember the last time she visited her relatives. Almost all of
them are dead by this point. Her cousin runs a DIY store in Ludenscheid
and is married to the first Turkish shooting champion in the region, despite
having been with a fascist before him. She looks after reptiles. Turtles or

terrapins. Her cousin’s Instagram profile is full of photos of terrariums.
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These are the only remaining interfaces to her background: off-brand
candy and online shares of terrariums on shiny black flat-pack sideboards
in a Sauerland apartment.

She opened two of the paper bags in April, after her suspected torn
knee cartilage. And on Mayday, when a battalion of 83 drunk teenagers
threw fireworks at the police outside her front door and got arrested, she
watched the arrests out of the window and assumed civil war had broken
out while eating half a pack of brittle bat-shaped liquorice, copied from
Haribo by Katjes under the name of Draquorice. She threw the other half
away and tipped the ashtray out over them to stop herself taking them back

out of the rubbish.

The shuffling in the corridor falls silent after a while. The footsteps move off.
But she still doesn’t calm down, not in the slightest; she spends half the
night crouching on a mental starting block. Every gust of wind might be a
scream or a sigh. Her own breathing the swing of an axe used to smash in
her door. They call them auditive hallucinations. She’s used to them.
They’re followed by four dreams. She only remembers one.

It might be important for the story, in that it’s directly connected to the
shuffling and the symbols and clearly not just triggered by them but
influenced by them in a way. The dream has a different texture to usual,
feels unfamiliar, as if it's not her own. Not random messy chaos, but
structured and cohesive like a short Netflix documentary. She dreams, in

sharp clarity, that she sees the building she lives in from 200 metres away.
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It's the only freestanding building backing onto the canal. And it's on fire.
Black sky behind. Flames that look static, almost like tracing paper, like a
child has cut them out and glued them over a photo of the neighbourhood.
She sees her building burning down. And is suddenly shattered by the
realisation that her body is still inside that building. That she’s too far away

to save it. That she’s dying, right that minute.

It's ten past four, her wrists are trembling, she knows she’ll never get back
to sleep. She brushes her teeth, not really persistently. Scrubs coffee stains
off the windowsill with a make-up wipe and then gets back into bed to
inflate her overdraft. She orders homeware. Four structured-crystal whiskey
glasses from the Nachtmann online store, a velvet and viscose carpet that
might not fit into her room; she ought to measure the space but she can’t
be bothered. She orders cloth napkins and pale blue bed linen. And a full-
length mirror for 115 euro from Zara Home. At around six, she only stops
spending money she hasn’t got because her battery’s empty and the
charger’s in the kitchen. Presumably, this spending binge is all about
control. The same control that the politician she’s sleeping with thinks she
gets back when she wipes down all the surfaces in her fancy house with
cleaning fluid for no reason, with the manic intensity she’d apply to the
NATO Double Track Decision or open-heart surgery on herself. Perhaps N.
simply hopes equipping the flat would really make it her own, a place where
she’s safe.

The opposite occurs.
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It's the phantom you cast on a mirror’s surface that’s to blame.

On 18 November she sleeps through her alarm, doesn’t have time to find a
clean pair of leggings, and puts on a pair from the washing basket, still
clammy with yesterday’s sweat and sticking to her poorly shaved legs. As
she opens her flat’s front door she’s knocked back by the stench. Not
something organic. It's the kind of stench that gets you hooked, resin and
solvents. She sees that the walls have been sprayed with lettering.
Someone has tagged every inch of the stairwell. Masses of thick squiggles
drawn with a Sharpie, nothing in common with the symbols on the outside
wall. They look more amateurish, more laborious, nothing like art, more like
someone was cleanly imitating beginner graffities from the nineties. They’re
too neat. Almost meticulous. That’s what makes them so aggressive. There
are two or three names, all two syllables, repeated dozens of times over,
one of them directly underneath her doorbell. And as she walks
mechanically down the stairs, she sees that there are fewer tags down
there than at the top, that the shufflers’ productivity seems to have
practically exploded outside her flat and all they did on the first and second
floors was a few test runs. The sight of it borders on an attack. Or a
takeover. And although they have nothing in common with the symbols on

the outside wall, N. knows they’re related.
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On the evening of 18 November there’s a rolled-up mattress on the floor
next to her flat’s front door. It's made of foam, with a fleecy yellow sheet. N.
convinces herself it belongs to one of her neighbours. Or perhaps she

doesn’t convince herself. Perhaps she really believes it.

[END OF SAMPLE]
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