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Dear book lovers,
This is now the third in our BOOKS FIRST series of readers,
giving you an unmissable opportunity to discover no fewer
than fifteen examples of current German-language writing for
children and young adults. All have appeared during the past
five years, and are our top choices from amongst the many
suggestions put forward by publishers throughout Germany,
Austria and Switzerland.
The selection offers English-language publishers and agents a
whole range of new voices and exciting books, all of which
come with the guarantee of a translation grant from the
Goethe-Institut (see below for further information), whilst also
offering readers in general who are interested in contemporary
German-language literature a comprehensive overview of
today’s authors and their themes.
The Reader embraces books suitable for all age groups - books
for reading to the very young, thrilling stories for children
embarking on their own career as readers, and coming-of-age
books for readers on the threshold to adulthood.
The breadth of topics is accordingly very wide: an insomniac
wolf, a zebra suddenly discovered sitting beneath a little girl’s
bed, a very special friendship between a mouse and a zoo
leopard - these are just some of the wonderfully illustrated
stories for younger children.

The myriad aspects and daunting challenges of growing up –
especially daunting during the fraught periods of history at
issue – play a major role in the books aimed at older children.
The scenarios here range from oppositional youth groups
under nazism, via the aftermath of the collapse of the Berlin
wall, right through to the everyday realities of life experienced
by adolescents in German refugee accommodation. In their
various ways all the different protagonists display great
courage, whether they are outsiders coping with being bullied
at school, or road-trippers heading for Berlin on a tractor.
And whilst the stories in this collection vary enormously in
nature, they have one thing in common: whether aimed at
younger or older children, all of them are a cracking good
read, and cry out to be discovered by people in non-Germanspeaking lands!
We offer our special thanks to Angelika Salvisberg of the Swiss
cultural foundation Pro Helvetia, which supports the project
both financially and editorially. We also offer our heartfelt
thanks for all their expert advice to the literary critic and
cultural journalist Michael Schmitt and to Walter Schlect of the
New York Goethe Institute.

Claudia Amthor-Croft, Hannah Brennhäußer
and Sebastian Huber
Translated by John Reddick

The English-language rights are currently still available for all
the books showcased in this reader.
The Goethe-Institut offers interested publishers a guaranteed
support grant covering two-thirds of the translation costs
(calculated on the basis of 35 euros per standard page of 1800
characters including spaces / 30 lines of 60 characters). Full
details and an application form can be found on our home page:

www.goethe.de/booksfirst
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Dana Grigorcea

On every double-page spread of this expressive book, we see
the glowing yellow moon slowly moving across the night sky,
gradually nearing the horizon. Only once it has sunk is the wolf
finally able to go to sleep.
Is this a naive happy ending? Well, yes and no. A picture book
ought to reassure its young audience that every wolf (and
every child) will go to sleep eventually and that all will be well.
At the same time, though, Grigorcea and Luchs foil our usual
expectations. With their tongue-in-cheek, rather British humor,
they subvert the popular fairy-tale notion of the Big Bad Wolf.
This wolf is, in fact, small and weak; the beast has lost all his
authority and appetite for small girls and even smaller animals.
Nobody needs to fear this would-be Rambo, and so nobody
needs to have nightmares about the Big Bad Wolf either.
Anna Luchs turns the simple, tight text into an atmospheric
nocturnal-pictorial cosmos. The sky and earth expand in warm
blues, greens, olives, and ochers. Soft tree silhouettes stand
out against the sky. The forest floor is covered with leaves
of autumnal hues. Creatures great and small respond in their
various ways to the wolf’s cries – concernedly, curiously,
cheekily, foolishly. As for the wolf, he is a brute no longer –
merely a pencil scribble, a big-eyed, ill-bred, brawling yob.
Little Red Riding Hood would be delighted! Both by the state of
this poor wolf, and by this vibrant funny picture book.

Dana Grigorcea was born in 1979 in Budapest and studied
German and Dutch, theater and film direction, and journalism.
She lives and works in Zurich as a producer, lecturer and writer,
and has published several children’s books as well as novels
and short stories. She has won numerous awards, including the
Ingeborg Bachmann 3sat Prize in 2015.
Selected Publications:
Die Namen der Blumen, illustrated by Katarzyna Bukiert,
Baeschlin, 2019
Einmal Haare schneiden, bitte!, illustrated by Anna Luchs,
Baeschlin, 2018
Der Nase nach, illustrated by Oskar Weiss, Baeschlin, 2018
Mond aus!, illustrated by Anna Luchs, Baeschlin, 2016

ANNA LUCHS
Anna Luchs studied visual communication at Lucerne School
of Art and Design. She lives and works in Zurich as a freelance
illustrator. Her illustrations have appeared in books with a
variety of publishers, and she has worked together with Dana
Grigorcea on the two picture books Mond aus! and Einmal
Haare schneiden, bitte!
Selected Publications:
Einmal Haare schneiden, bitte!, text by Dana Grigorcea,
Baeschlin, 2018
Mond aus!, text by Dana Grigorcea, Baeschlin, 2016
Stummel, das Hasenkind, text by Max Bolliger, SJW, 2014
Die Erbschaft, text by Zsuzsanna Gahse, Edition
Korrespondenzen, 2013

By Sylvia Schwab
All texts in this chapter translated
by Helena Kirkby

The wolf can’t sleep
What happens when a well-known author of adult fiction
publishes their first picture book? Will it work as a children’s
story? How well will they manage to work together with
the illustrator? A quick flick through Mond aus!, the first
collaboration between Dana Grigorcea and Anna Luchs, is
enough to tell you that it can be a resounding success. This
impression is only confirmed by their second picture book,
Einmal Haare schneiden bitte!
Dana Grigorcea had already published two novels when she
joined forces with Anna Luchs who, like Grigorcea, lives in
Zurich. Luchs was already an established children’s illustrator,
having illustrated books by Christine Nöstlinger, Paul Maar, and
Esther Spinner. Mond aus! was destined to be a triumph.
The moon is round and bright.
The wolf can’t sleep.

“Switch the moon off!” he cries.
The story is full of subtle humor from the outset. It isn’t the
sweet little hare or the gentle lamb who can’t sleep, but the Big
Bad Wolf. To add insult to injury, he’s holding a copy of Little
Red Riding Hood, which identifies him as a serious predator. He
is used to being obeyed – hence his imperious tone.
But, of course, the big bright full moon that illuminates the
dark nocturnal landscape can’t or won’t listen to the wolf. Every
child knows you can’t tell the moon to switch itself off. Over the
following pages, the wolf is forced to discover that he’s the only
one who can’t sleep. The other animals – the fox, the squirrel, the
mouse, the hedgehog, and the swan – have no trouble sleeping,
despite the fact that the frogs are croaking their hearts out and
the wolf keeps demanding that someone switch the moon off.
It’s almost enough to make you pity the poor wolf.

THIS TITLE IS GUARANTEED A GRANT
FOR TRANSLATION INTO ENGLISH:
Dana Grigorcea & Anna Luchs,
Mond aus!
[Switch the Moon Off!]
Glarus: Baeschlin Verlag, 2016, 32 pages, age 3+
Sample Translation: pp. 4–10
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The moon is round and bright.
The wolf can’t sleep.
“Switch the moon off!” he cries.

A cloud covers the moon.
But the moon slips out, and
the forest is once more filled
with light and shade.
“Switch the moon off!” cries
the wolf.
He’s tired and wants to go to
sleep.

The owl flies to the top of the
tree and covers the moon with her
outstretched wings.
It’s dark.
Just a sliver of the moon is reflected
in the lake.

Two frogs croak loudly.
More frogs wake up and
start croaking to one
another.
“Be quiet!” cries the wolf.
He can’t sleep and is
feeling grumpy.
“Switch the moon off!”

The fox laughs foxily.
He wraps himself up in his bushy tail. It’s nice
and quiet and dark, and he can sleep.
The squirrel retreats into his hole in the tree.
It’s quiet and dark there, and he can sleep.

Mummy boar and the baby boars can sleep.
They cuddle up together till, for them, it’s
dark and they hear nothing except one
another grunting in their sleep.
Now the little mouse is asleep too.
She’s snoring loudly under her leaf.

The bright moon is
reflected in the lake.
The frog chorus becomes
louder and louder.
The wolf is angry because
he can’t sleep.

Finn-Ole Heinrich
Finn-Ole Heinrich was born in Hamburg in 1982 and studied
cinematography and fine art in Hanover. He has worked as a
freelance author since 2009. His first children’s book, Frerk,
du Zwerg! was published in 2011. It was awarded the German
Youth Literature Prize in 2012. He also received the Luchs Prize
in 2015, the Hamburger Tüddelband in 2014 and the GermanFrench Youth Literature Prize in 2014.
Publications:
Trecker kommt mit, co-written with Dita Zipfel, illustrated by
Halina Kirschner, Mairisch, 2017
Die erstaunlichen Abenteuer der Maulina Schmitt – Ende des
Universums, illustrated by Rán Flygenring, Hanser, 2014
Die erstaunlichen Abenteuer der Maulina Schmitt – Warten auf
Wunder, illustrated by Rán Flygenring, Hanser 2014
Die erstaunlichen Abenteuer der Maulina Schmitt – Mein
kaputtes Königreich, illustrated by Rán Flygenring, Hanser,
2013
Frerk, du Zwerg!, illustrated by Rán Flygenring, Hanser, 2011

RÁn flygenring
Rán Flygenring was born in 1987 and spends most of her time
in Iceland. She studied in Reykjavik, Basel and Berlin, and
graduated from the Iceland Academy of the Arts. She works as
a graphic designer and illustrator.
Publications:
See Publications Finn-Ole Heinrich

A kingdom lost
“Once upon a time we still had everything.” So begins the story
of Mona Schmitt, who calls herself Groana because she’s the
queen of moaning and groaning. Here “everything” means a
four-room apartment on the fourth floor, and a balcony planted
with strawberries; “the longest breakfasts in the world,” and
“a secret painting by a young artist (ME!) under every table”;
“a greedy wooden floor with guzzling gaps between the old
boards,” curly hair on all three family heads, and “a sculpture
made of chewed chewing gum on top of the fridge.” Altogether,
“each and everything of all that was mine,” says Groana, of
the kingdom she calls Groanland – a place that she has had to
leave.
Her father, whom henceforth she simply calls “the man,”

remains alone in that kingdom, while Groana and her mother
move to a tiny house that has ramps and grips in the bathroom.
Things for old people, thinks Groana, not for her and her mum –
but only not yet, as she finds out after her parents’ separation
that her mother is severely ill and will soon need to use a
wheelchair.
In impressive style, Finn-Ole Heinrich tells a story about
how powerless children can feel in the face of their parents”
decisions; how many questions go unanswered, and the anger
this can cause. Heinrich shows us a child who rebels, who
explodes and rampages, who doesn’t want to be powerless,
wants ways to take action instead. “Mum’s in a wheelchair.
What do I have to learn? What can I do? Who will help us?

Probably not the man.”
The miraculous thing about the book is its great lightness.
despite all its tragedy. Not only can we laugh, we’re supposed to!
Thoughtful, poetic passages alternate with the heroine’s loud,
impulsive (interior) monologues. Groana has a loyal companion
in Mo, a boy who’s not a great talker but has teeth so yellow
it’s “like a little sunset every time he smiles.” In the best secretagent style, Groana forges plans, spies on her father-man, and
adds kid-gang action to the story. She’s convinced broken
kingdoms can be repaired or at least re-conquered.
The book’s lightness also comes from the close interweaving of
Heinrich’s words with pictures, large and small, by the Icelandic
illustrator Rán Flygenring. In a reduced color palette of black,
white and blue, the drawings are sometimes placed beside,
below, or between sections of the text; at other times they
fill whole pages that tell stories in themselves while offering
a break from reading, giving instructions for building a secretagent hiding place, for example.
Heinrich’s writing for young readers is full of wordplay and
wit. Groana loves succumbing to a good moan and inventing
all kinds of great words – groanplosion, anyone? Heinrich’s
creative use of language has an anarchic touch, and yet, for all
his fun and fabulation, he always hits the right note in his tales
of parents separating, moving house and having to find new
friends, being teased – conflicts familiar to many children. He
tests boundaries, showing us what lies beyond them; he forces
his readers to look at things that hurt, things we don’t want to
see, like a mother who doesn’t speak to anyone for two years,
who suppresses all thought of her illness and then picks up
her child and destroys a kingdom. Irresponsible? Perhaps. But
also human. These things happen – that’s life. Heinrich talks to
children about them – and that’s not only brave and honest but
also a major literary achievement.
And however good this book is, it’s just the first part of a
trilogy. Book one, this book, has an open ending, a grown-up
sentence par excellence: “That’s just how it is.” I hope children
will also get to read books two and three.

THIS TITLE IS GUARANTEED A GRANT
FOR TRANSLATION INTO ENGLISH.
A GRANT WILL ALSO BE FORTHCOMING
FOR VOLUMES 2 AND 3 OF THIS SERIES.

By Katrin Hörnlein
All texts in this chapter translated
by Katy Derbyshire

Finn-Ole Heinrich & Rán Flygenring
Die erstaunlichen Abenteuer der
Maulina Schmitt – Mein kaputtes
Königreich
[The Amazing Adventures of Groana
Schmitt – My Broken Kingdom]
Munich: Carl Hanser Verlag, 2013, 176 pages, age 10+
Sample Translation: pp. 4–21
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Chapter 1

Once Upon a Time

Once upon a time we still had everything.
A flat on the fourth floor of a big house, above it only
the dark and spooky attic where the dust danced
from sunbeam to sunbeam all day long and probably
all through the dark at night; where the pigeons and
mice and ghosts and monsters fought over who owned
what round here, who was the boss round here. When
I couldn’t sleep, I’d hear their tiny footsteps; their
scuffling, cooing, flapping and landing, their scurrying
and bumping, their jostling, trundling and frolicking –
and then the silence of the dust.
We had four rooms and mine was the biggest, because I
was the smallest and needed the most room for growing,
obviously.
We had a greedy wooden floor, with guzzling gaps
between the old boards, which swallowed up pins,
crumbs, fingernails, raisins and a thousand bits of grit,
then digested them, and later spat them out again as dust
bunnies and fluff and just plain dust.
We had eighty-four potted plants, and a balcony with
strawberries growing on it, and pictures on the walls, and
under every table was a secret painting by a young artist
(ME!) who would be famous, one fine day.
We had cosy baggy clothes at the weekend, and the
longest breakfasts in the world, and propped-open books
and crumpled newspapers piled up on the radiators and
windowsills, in cupboards and drawers; on the floor
and all the tables, obviously, and all around the toilet
too. Because Mum was always reading. I mean, she read

lying down and sitting up and standing, just like normal
people do, but then she also read while walking, and,
very occasionally, while on her bike as well; and almost
uninterruptedly at work, which was, luckily, a lovely
little bookshop and not, say, a building site or bison farm
And we had wooden ceiling beams, and marks on the
doorframe to show how much I was growing.
We had brightly coloured cave paintings on the walls,
made by a little girl (ME!) who knew at an early age
that she’d be an artist one fine day, but who hadn’t
yet learned it’s better to hide your artworks from your
parents.
We had greasy light switches, and tiny flies in the fruit
bowl, and a table-football table, and boring neighbours
who could scratch us between our toes with their fat
sausage fingers before they went and got knotted.
We, all three of us, had curly hair (and mine was even
red) until my mother cut all of our curls off. First mine,
because I’d moaned and groaned like a walrus with a
stomach ache every time she’d combed my hair; then

hers, so I wouldn’t be the only one without curls; and
then the man’s, so that he wouldn’t be the only one with
curls.
We had a thousand names for me but “Groana” won the
cup, because my name’s actually Mona so it rhymes;
and because I’m an expert at the fine art of moaning
and groaning. Moaning and groaning is more than just
complaining, it’s a way of life. But I’ll get to that later.
We had a sculpture made of chewed chewing gum on top
of the fridge next to the coffee machine, and a doormat
made of wild boar bristles, and a secret hiding place for
bogies (behind the bed); and dancing shadows from the
flickering candles in front of the draughty old windows,
which sometimes let in comforting windy whistles.

We had yellow light bulbs, and magnificent
morning gymnastic displays by a famous gymnast
(ME!) on the big blue-and-white sofa behind the
kitchen table, and on the sofa we had a black-andwhite zebra. It was an old zebra, older than all of
us put together. It lived on the blue-and-white
armrest and gazed at the middle of our heavy,
sticky wooden table. It didn’t say or do much, but
it was part of it all – it had its own place, right in
the middle of all the chaos and commotion.
We had rows with screaming and door-slamming,
and my audiobooks turned up incredibly loud, and
we had tears and rage, even in those days.
We had wellies and dirt and two tortoises, Lenny
and Roy, and, okay, we’ve still got them, because
tortoises are tough cookies and they don’t let
anything get them excited, so they get as old as
the hills, or almost. And we had a shared backyard
with a gardener (ME!), and a boss (ME!), and a
circus ringmaster (ME!); and sometimes visitors
to my garden, the other people who lived in our
building and of course my friends, who lived on
our street in the kingdom of Groanland: Julius,
Bart, Luise, Paulina and Pit.
We had a flowerbed and a walnut tree and a pear
tree and a tangly bramble hedge and a den – a
moaning groaning mole’s hole, to be precise. At
first it was just a dent in the ground, then the dent
turned into a hole, and then the hole got a tunnel,

and supports; and then the master of the mole hole (ME!)
spent days working hard to burrow out a room at the end
of the tunnel, where a person (ME!) could snuggle like a
baby mole in its little mole’s den. Above the earth, in the
garden, we had an old white folding table with old white
folding chairs, and we had tadpoles and mosquito larvae
in the rain barrel, and a wild tomcat that sometimes came
by and always had new scars to show.
And each and everything of all of that was mine, from
the top of the attic down to the bottom of the strawfloored den. The mole hole was especially mine because it
was my invention – I dug it myself, first with my hands,
then taking turns with an old tin can and a spoon, and
then with a teeny tiny spade. So all mine. (Apart from the
old zebra – the zebra belongs to the man. He got it from
his father when he himself was as small as a man’s foot,
but apart from the zebra: ALL MINE!)
We had all that in the flat, in the building, the street: the
kingdom – my kingdom – known as Groanland, of which
I am at once the Princess and the Head of Groanverment.
Once upon a time we had holidays in Denmark and
Poland, cheeks sore from laughing, and pancakes on
Fridays with stinky cheese and raspberry jam. Once upon
a time there was a freezer compartment full of fruit, two
swallows” nests under the kitchen window, and rows
about whether or not to get a pair of hens; once upon a
time, long, long ago.

Chapter 2

Once Upon Tomorrow

Granddad says life is a pancake.
Washing day has turned into a droning white machine
that takes care of the work, with a spin cycle that makes
Granddad chuckle.
The outside toilet has turned into a porcelain throne,
with fresh water running through it which flushes stinky
number twos right away – where to, I wonder? Chopping
wood and lugging coal has turned into central heating,
pain into a pill, wrinkly fingers into a dishwasher,
boredom into a TV, hunger into a fat belly, missing teeth
into false ones, Grandma into a flower, and Granddad
himself has turned into a laughing old man. But I’ll come
to that later, too.
The flat with four rooms, the super-spooky attic, the
garden, the valuable early artworks on the wallpaper
and the street full of friends has turned into a poky little
plastic building at the other end of town. If what we used
to have was a pancake, all that’s left is a greasy mark on
an empty plate and a lingering taste on the tongue. And
now? Here we are in a grumpy little square building,
squat between other grumpy little square buildings on a
street of grumpy little square buildings.

Here, there are rows of houses tiled the colour of old
ladies’ tights, with windows made of plastic. Each one
is just like the next, all the same, as though the same
person lived behind each plastic front door; there’d be no
way to tell them apart, if the houses didn’t have numbers
on them. There are net curtains, neat hedges and fences
everywhere.
Right now, men with blue overalls and big bellies are
carrying brown cardboard boxes into our new flat.
The men are guards and I’m their prisoner, denied the
freedom of Groanland and consigned to this dungeon of
pensioners and sausages, to serve a maximum sentence.
The men in blue do their work. I feel like having a
screaming fit when I see them transporting our boxes –

boxes full of books and newspaper articles, and yellow
light bulbs, and photos of holidays in Denmark and
Poland. The men sweat, carrying our eighty-four potted
plants into this two-bedroom flat on the ground floor. I
quietly count along: seventy-two, seventy-three, seventyfour – they’ve nearly made it.
Then they drink beer and smoke and laugh with my
mother, who just stands around and appears to find
everything perfectly normal – that we’re moving out of
the kingdom of the Princess of Groanland and being repotted in this dirty hole at the other end of our town, as if
that’s just the way things go. When two of the blue men
heave a table out of the big van I call out to them not to
dare turning it over (the secret artworks)! They nod, their
faces dull as dishwater.
Granddad is the General of Cheese. (I’ll tell his story
and the story of his name later; it’s a bit confused, like
Granddad himself.) He wears a kind of uniform every
day, a maximum-craziness outfit; if my eyes hadn’t got
used to the sight over the years, I’d probably laugh out
loud every time I saw him. The uniform makes him looks
like someone threw a soldier, a circus ringmaster, a hunk
of Swiss cheese, a hunter and an ancient granddad with
a whole lot of beard into a blender and pressed ON,
then poured the mixture in a mould and let it dry out.
Something like that, anyway.
I don’t know anyone else who looks like the General of

Cheese, or anyone who ticks like him either.
So that’s why I’m thinking of the General for Cheese,
because thinking of him usually does me good; and
seeing as I’m not feeling too good at all right now, I’m
trying to think of him so I feel better. Granddad and I
are like two magnets – we repel and attract each other,
depending on which way we happen to be facing or
feeling. We’re each absolutely different, in a very similar
way.
Granddad says, “You’re exactly like me, or I was exactly
like you until I turned into an old geezer and finally
worked out it’s better not to get cross about everything.
Laughing at everything’s much more fun.”
“No,” I say then, “that’s rubbish. If all you do is laugh at
everything then nothing changes.”
“So,” he says then, “do you think if you moan and groan
and complain because it’s raining, the sun will come
out?”
“No,” I say, “moaning and groaning about the weather
doesn’t usually get you anywhere.”
“See?” he says. “The bus that drove off right in front of
your nose won’t come back if you get cross, so it’s better
to laugh and be glad you get to stand in the sun for
another ten minutes and have time to do nothing.”
“Or in the rain,” I say.
“Or in the rain,” says the General of Cheese, and he
laughs and whacks me on the back so hard it makes me

cough. Standing in the rain is certainly nicer with a
smile on your face than with a belly full of rage.
The only advantage to our new flat is that it’s closer to
Granddad’s place.

Johannes Herwig
Johannes Herwig was born in 1979 in Connewitz, a district of
Leipzig. Even as a child, he knew that he wanted to become a
writer. After studying sociology and psychology and founding
the film rental store Phase IV in the city of Dresden, he finally
pursued his dream, starting work on his novel on the “Leipzig
Packs”: anti-Nazi groups comprised of children and young
people. Bis die Sterne zittern received the 2017 Paul-Maar Prize
for young talent and was nominated for the German Youth
Literature Prize in 2018.

Prologue

Publications:
Bis die Sterne zittern, Gerstenberg Verlag, 2017

The unknown opposition
What were teenagers’ lives like under Nazism? The conventional
wisdom is that all the boys were in the Hitler Youth, all the
girls in the League of German Girls; that all of them were
brainwashed and they all toed the Nazi line. In his novel Bis
die Sterne zittern, however, Johannes Herwig reveals that the
young people of that dark era included many nonconformists
who questioned the regime’s ideals.
Born in Leipzig in 1979, Herwig based his story about the
“Leipzig packs” (Leipziger Meuten) of the 1930s – motley groups
of free-spirited youngsters who wanted to go their own way
in their free time, and often opposed the Nazi regime – on
historical sources. Most of these children and teenagers came
from working-class families in Leipzig, many from socialist or
communist backgrounds.
The story begins in the summer of 1936 when a band of Hitler
Youth members threaten sixteen-year-old Harro, the son of
two middle-class teachers, in the street. Though he has had
nothing to do with them up until that point, to them, Harro’s
non-membership is itself sufficient provocation. Another group
of youths come to the rescue, led by Heinrich, a boy of the
same age and from the same neighborhood as Harro, but whom
he knows only slightly. This group, it turns out, are critical of
Nazi ideology and have deliberately distanced themselves
from it. Harro has been a loner since his Jewish best friend
Paul and family were forced to emigrate due to the escalation
of oppression and exclusion. In joining this new group of young
people, mostly from working-class backgrounds, he finds
kindred spirits, makes new friends, and even experiences love
for the first time.
His new friends also come with problems, as the Hitler Youth,
SS and Gestapo treat them like outcasts: fights are unavoidable.
But that doesn’t stop the gang from going off on adventures
together, as we see them progress from holding an oppositional

stance to taking their first political actions
Deftly, and without false heroics, Johannes Herwig shows how,
in the early stages of the Nazi regime, many young people
questioned the far-right rhetoric and slogans, and resisted
authoritarianism for all they were worth. Despite growing
repression on a massive scale – arrest and torture are part
of the story – these youngsters, whose individual characters
are strikingly portrayed by Herwig, refused to give themselves
over to the regime. The authenticity with which the author
renders their speech and behaviour gives the reader a real and
immersive sense of the era. Through an atmospheric prose,
rich in images, Herwig successfully conveys the intimidating
social climate of the 1930s and the inner turmoil of a whole
generation of young people.
By Ralph Trommer
Translated by Fiona Graham

THIS TITLE IS GUARANTEED A GRANT
FOR TRANSLATION INTO ENGLISH:
Johannes Herwig
Bis die Sterne zittern
[Until the Stars Tremble]

In front of the superintendent’s desk lamp, cigarette smoke rose
into the air like a will-o’-the wisp. The lamp’s harsh light hit the
desktop, while the rest of the room lay in impenetrable darkness.
I could see fleshy fingers holding a little book. It was absurdly
tiny. “What we search for is everything” was written on the cover.
In the glass ashtray next to it lay a smoking cigarette butt, the
glow making gradual inroads into the stub.
“Sit,” said the head, of which I could see only the outline. The
little book motioned towards a chair. I did as I was told, and
waited. My eyes gradually got used to the dim light, and I was
able to make out some of the interior: tall cupboards, a coat rail
resembling a mediaeval weapon, a second desk.
The cigarette went out. The superintendent hadn’t taken a
single drag on it. For several minutes, nothing happened. The
man opposite me didn’t even leaf through his book. I almost
thought he’d forgotten me, and was considering whether to bring
myself to his attention somehow or other when he finally began
to speak.
“Harro Jäger. Adolf-Hitler-Strasse 157. Age: sixteen. Schoolboy.
Right so far?”
“That’s correct,” I replied formally.
“You like school? You’re a good pupil?” These sounded like
statements, not questions.
“I try to be.”
The head nodded.
“And your free time, what do you do in your free time?”
“Nothing special,” I said. “Same as everyone. Physical and
mental training. Reading. Sports. Going for walks.”

Hildesheim: Gerstenberg Verlag, 2017, 256 pages, age 14+
Sample Translation: pp. 7–24
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The head nodded again.
“You joined the Hitler Youth late – only to be discharged early.
Why?” The superintendent’s head edged forward, into the light.
The man was younger than I’d thought.
“Conflicts with my unit leader. Nothing to do with the
organization.” That wasn’t even a lie. The superintendent showed
no reaction and reached for his cigarettes. His lighter was
embossed with a swastika that split in the middle if you flicked
the lid open.
“Konrad Weissgerber? That name mean something to you?”
Again, this was more of a statement. Hilma’s brother. I decided
to pretend to know as little as possible, and said no. The new
cigarette was laid in the ashtray. The smoke began to form weird
dancing shapes above the desk.
“Harry Sommer? Know him?” I shook my head.
“The name means nothing to me. Nothing at all.”
“Big fellow. Can’t miss him,” added the superintendent. Then I
thought I did know who he was talking about. I said no again. The
fingers reached for the smouldering stub and knocked off the ash.
Then the superintendent took a long, sputtering drag, looked me
in the eye and turned the cone of light from the lamp full into my
face, making me blink.
“Heinrich Umrath? What about him?”
“I’ve met him once or twice. Don’t know him well,” I said,
as neutrally as I could. I couldn’t deny everything, after all,
particularly as it was my neighbour he was asking about. The
cigarette, which had been again laid in the ashtray, gave off a
spark, as if a grain of gunpowder had ended up in the tobacco by
mistake.
“Where?” asked the superintendent, and when I failed to reply
immediately, he asked again: “Where have you met him?”
“In the street,” I said. “In the street, once or twice.” The white
light from the lamp was dazzling. I peered out from under the

palm of my hand. “In the street, once or twice,” repeated the
superintendent. I could hear what a half-baked reply that was.
There was a tickle in my throat and I had to suppress a cough. I
shifted around on the chair. The superintendent tapped his lighter
on the desk, in a slow marching rhythm.
“The times you’ve met, what have you talked about?” he asked,
finally.
“What do you mean?” I asked, a little too shrilly. And then
everything moved very fast. The superintendent stood up, pulled
my left forearm onto the desk and slammed the edge of the
lighter into the back of my hand with a hard, abrupt movement,
as if chopping beech wood. Incredulously, I stared at skin and
blood and yet more blood; the silver swastika hacked against my
bones again and again, and then came the pain. I screamed and
screamed and lost control. No matter how thick the walls were,
my screams must have been audible out on the street. I tried
desperately to free my wrist from his grip. I writhed and yanked,
but I didn’t have a chance. Finally, the police officer let go of me.
I pressed my left hand to my chest, covering it with my right. Soft
and hot, the pulped flesh pressed against the root of my thumb.
But it wasn’t over yet. The next pain came from my left ear. Thick
fingers grabbed it, tugging and wrenching it all the way around.
Something crunched and cracked inside my head. I howled in
blind panic and forgot for a few moments who and where I was.
The agony was excruciating.
“Am I an idiot?” yelled the superintendent into the twisted ear.
“Am I an idiot?” Again and again. I tried to fend him off somehow,
but it was impossible. I was too small and too weak and felt far
too wretched. It was a terribly humiliating situation. “Am I an
idiot? Am I an idiot?” Ten, twenty times, maybe even more. When
I came to again, I found myself lying on the floor, coughing.
The superintendent was seated at his desk. He’d pulled over a
telephone from a dusty corner of the desk and was speaking
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quietly into the receiver. My left hand was a dreadful sight. With
my right, I fumbled towards my ear. For one insane moment I
thought it was no longer there. Then I remained lying where I
was. By the time I got up, I hoped, I’d have awoken from this
terrible dream.
The guard who had brought me in entered the room without
knocking. First I saw his face in the doorway, then just his shoes.
A black sole waggled in front of my nose.
“Come on, get up. I’ll show you to your nest.” I got to my feet.
It was surprisingly easy, but once I was vertical, stars flashed like
a railway signal on the blink. The walls slipped out of kilter. To
stop myself from collapsing, I held on to the first thing I could get
a hold of. It was the guard’s collar.
“There we are,” he said, propping me up a little. “Easy does it.
Here’s the way out.” I had no sense of direction, and no reserves
of strength. It would hardly have been easier to lead a lamb
away. If I’d nurtured even a slim hope that the guard’s “way out”
might have meant the way to freedom, that was almost instantly
scotched – a few corridors, a few sets of stairs, and I was in a cell.
“It’s best to tell him everything you know,” said the guard before
closing the wooden door, which suggested a castle dungeon rather
than a modern prison. Was there any real sympathy in his voice
or was this just a particularly dirty trick, to get me to squeal?
The stench of the cell pricked my nostrils. I’m not going to be
leaving this place, I thought. Not ever.

My story begins where the finest street in Leipzig ends. The lousy
rotten thing about the finest street in Leipzig was that, by then, it
had had a new name for the past three years. When I was twelve, a
man had unscrewed the metal sign from our apartment building;

the sign which, up to that time, had shown everyone who went
past it where they were – in Südstrasse. He was nothing but a
blade of grass, that man, his face wizened and askew. But still,
he’d taken the sign away, and the next day he’d come back with
his handcart and ladder and put up a new one. And ever since, the
finest street in Leipzig had been called Adolf-Hitler-Strasse.
It happened on the first day of the summer holidays. Back at
Easter, I’d finished the ninth grade in grammar school with so-so
marks; at least, they weren’t good enough for my parents. They’d
have liked me to build a little tower out of books and papers and
hide behind it, but I preferred to spend my time outside in the street.
It was a noisy afternoon at the crossroads down the street from
our apartment block. Ivory-coloured trams were unloading loose
gaggles of people and taking in others. Each time they braked you
could feel the noise right to your back teeth, a sensation that was
both funny and intensely disagreeable. Every minute, about a
million motorcycles of every kind putt-putted along both sides of
the street. These things were the latest fashion, even though the
din they made was quite out of proportion to their low horsepower.
They sounded like a colony of bumblebees being shooed through
a megaphone. The concert was completed by dozens of voices
coming from the wide-open doors and windows of pubs; it wasn’t
evening yet, but the sun was making people thirsty. On the corner
of a side street, a few girls with blue hairbands played hopscotch.
And on this particular day, at the point where the finest street
in Leipzig ends – the big crossroads known as the Connewitz
Cross – the flag of the Hitler Youth came fluttering towards me,
a black-white-red monstrosity on a long wooden pole. Attached
to one end of the pole was a boy of about my age, wearing such a
solemn expression that his face seemed to be made of wood too;
set and unwavering.
Behind him, like a string of beads, marched a line of Hitler
Youth. I avoided looking at them too closely, as I didn’t want
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any bother. I stood aside, my hands in my trouser pockets, and
pretended I was anywhere but here, between the street and the
grey walls. But I wasn’t as invisible as I’d have liked to be.
“Hey, you there!” The back of my neck was burning, and
although I pretended not to have heard, I already had an inkling
of what was about to happen. If I’d scarpered, the day would have
ended differently – but I didn’t. Whether that was rashness, or
fear, or courage, who can say?
Another whistle. Another yell. And then, suddenly, they were
so close that I didn’t need particularly sharp senses to realize
there was someone on my tail.
“Are you deaf?” said someone, right into my ear. I turned
around. The house fronts reflected the sunlight, making me squint
as a semi-circle of faces approached. A gamut of expressions
could be read there: contempt, arrogance, solemn outrage and, in
the corner of every eye, a sense of relief that they weren’t in my
shoes. My body reacted with a gesture of self-defence that was all
but automatic: I raised my hands.
“Hang on,” I said. “What’s up? What have I done?” The semicircle didn’t move, although one of the faces left it and came right
up to mine.
“It’s what you didn’t do,” said the face. The words came out
straight through the teeth, with no movement of the lips. The
shoulders beneath the face were so massive that they now blocked
out the semi-circle formed by the others. The belt over the brown
shirt was taut.
“You didn’t salute the flag.”
“Didn’t see it, just didn’t see it,” I said. “Meant no disrespect.”
“The flag means more than death itself, you little pipsqueak!
Don’t you understand that?” No, I didn’t understand that. I
nodded.
“Everyone has to salute the flag! No matter which side they’re
on!”

This Hitler Youth was clearly unaware that his words had a
double meaning.
“If you don’t salute, you get punished!” I stepped back a little,
as if that would hold off the inevitable pain. The wall I backed up
into sealed my fate.
“Come on, please leave me be,” I stammered appeasingly, not
imagining it would help. Like an echo in reverse, I could already
feel the slaps in my face – yet they didn’t come.
“Scram, you lot!” yelled a very loud voice. Then I heard a
number of people clapping as if to drive away a pack of wild boar.
The massive shoulders turned aside, and behind them I saw wild
chaos, dozens of arms pushing and shoving. Outraged cries flew
through the air.
“Stop! Now!” yelled the boy with the massive shoulders. It
sounded like two shots. The crowd broke up and I was able to
take in the new situation. Several other groups of lads had forced
their way, wedge-like, into the troop of Hitler Youth. Their clothes
were quite different from the standard issue; they were fewer in
number, but they had a bold look about them.
“Fine by us – no need to mess up our togs then!” said one of
them, a big lad with straw-coloured hair that was far too long. His
eyes flashed. He reminded me of someone.
For a few seconds, you could have cut the air with a knife. If
just one person on either side had made a false move, the Last
Judgment would have broken out. The boy with the massive
shoulders swallowed his fury with difficulty. If it had been up
to him, he probably wouldn’t have given in, but the rest of his
troop had clearly lost heart. Most of them were looking at the
ground.
“About turn! Out of the way!” he said, finally, to someone or
other. The new arrivals grinned. Raising their hands, they let the
Hitler Youth march past, the spokesman at the back. If looks could
have killed, we’d all have fallen like skittles.
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The troop moved off. A few passers-by gave us curious looks;
more of them looked severe, but nobody said a word.
“What was all that about?” asked the fair-haired boy. I exhaled
deeply, releasing my tension.
“Didn’t salute the flag,” I said, shrugging. The fair-haired boy
grinned and thumped my chest in a friendly gesture that was as
pleasant as a hammer blow.
“Good for you,” he said. “Shouldn’t have to salute it.” He gave
me a probing glance. “Didn’t, or wouldn’t?” I crossed my arms
and raised my eyebrows. I could play the game a bit too. The fairhaired boy showed his teeth.
“Good for you,” he repeated. Then a thoughtful look flitted
over his face. “Don’t I know you? Live near here, don’t you?”
Now I knew who he reminded me of. There was a boy in the
neighbourhood who delivered coal with his father in a giant old
cart, that was him. I hadn’t recognized him at first because he
usually looked quite different, in his black work clothes, with
soot on his cheeks. I nodded.
“I know you too,” I said. “Name’s Umrath, isn’t it? Coal?”
The fair-haired boy pursed his lips as if to whistle.
“The building over there. That’s you, isn’t it?” he asked, pointing
at the corner block where I lived. It wasn’t far away. I nodded
again. The boy gave me a wink.
“Well. It was a pleasure.” Again I felt his probing gaze, which
he lifted briefly from me, running his eyes over the others before
focusing on me again.
“Why don’t you drop by,” he said. Again, I crossed my arms
and raised my eyebrows. A thumb the size of a small tree stump
gestured down the gentle slope of Pegauer Strasse.
“At the flicks. Or the church,” said the fair-haired boy. “One or
the other. Early evening, every two to three days. Just come by.”
He ran a finger through his parting; his fringe fell into his eyes. A
huge hand appeared in front of my nose. I shook it.

“Heinrich.”
“Harro.”

The front of our apartment block had bow windows and a raised
entrance that was flanked by shops, one on either side. On top of
the building, there was a small dome on the corner that looked
rather out of place, and above this, an open turret. If you ignored
the injunctions not to play on the roof, you could even climb up
there, let the breeze tousle your hair on windy days, and enjoy a
splendid view over the city.
Opposite the building was a small park containing the local
bathhouse, a public amenity for anyone who didn’t have a boiler
or water heater at home. As the son of two teachers, both of
whom were in work, I wasn’t among them.
I lay on my bed, immersed in a book – not one from school,
a novel by Karl May. The window was closed, keeping out the
sweltering heat. The story was gripping, but my thoughts kept
drifting back to the experience of a few days ago, like the pigment
in a watercolour painting that is far too wet.
Who were those boys? With the benefit of a little distance, I
realized I’d already come across one or two of them. Their style,
the way they dressed, was just too offbeat for them to have gone
unnoticed.
It must have been some time in spring, in front of the Central
Theatre at one end of Bornaische Strasse. There were two of
them, wearing lederhosen shorts and blue jackets with brightly
coloured checks peeking insolently from below the jacket hem.
After that, I kept seeing boys in the same get-up, or something
similar. They were like red marbles in a huge sack full of grey
ones. Conspicuous, but not very, as there were so many others.
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And now I’d been invited to drop in on the red marbles, did I
want to? Of course I did. I slipped a bookmark into my novel,
set it aside, and got up. Making an appearance in neatly creased
trousers and a white shirt didn’t appeal. I definitely needed a
better outfit to show up in.
The wardrobe in the hallway was three metres high by three
metres wide. Or, at least, it seemed like that to me. As always, the
hinges on the right-hand door protested as I plunged at random
into heaps of fabric. Linen jackets, braces, suits – nothing looked
suitable. My glance fell on a pair of knickerbockers; I hadn’t worn
them for years, but they were better than nothing.
From the waist up, it was even trickier. There was nothing at
all that didn’t scream Little Goody Two-Shoes. At some point or
other I resigned myself to this, rolled up my shirt sleeves, stuck
out my lower lip and turned to look in the mirror. My reflection
smirked back at me, falling a mile short of the desired effect. Oh
well, that’s just the way it is, I thought to myself. After all, they’d
made me an offer, not the other way around.
By now, the sultry heat was creeping in through the window
crevices regardless. It was one of those evenings when you wait
for all hell to burst from the sky, or for the storm to pass by
superciliously without shedding a single drop.
I went out into the street. In the middle of the crossroads there
stood a tall stone pillar bearing the city’s coat of arms and an
image of a cross – something historical, I wasn’t quite sure what,
but at any rate it had given Connewitz Cross its name. As I passed
the pillar, I patted its rust-red porphyry. That was supposed to be
lucky.
There was no need to think about which of two cinemas I should
head for first. Heinrich’s shock of hair gleamed, fair as a bushel
of barley ears, from the pavement outside the Union Theatre on
Pegauer Strasse. Approaching slowly, I had time to observe him
more closely. Again, I was startled by how different he looked

when he wasn’t covered in coal dust. White knee-length socks,
chestnut-coloured laced shoes, lederhosen shorts, a red and black
checked shirt – the transformation was impressive. He’d rolled
his shirt sleeves up too, which I found reassuring. He gave me a
smile as wide as a window.
“There you are! Everything all right? On holiday, are you?”
Raising my shoulders, I nodded. A handful of other lads gave me
the once-over, and I could tell from their expressions that I was
the only one who had summer holidays. I swiftly changed the
subject.
“Harro,” I said, holding out my hand at random to one of the
boys in the circle, an angular, sunburned lad who’d been there a
few days ago. His handshake made me yelp inside, but I kept my
cool.
“Willi,” he said, continuing to observe me in a not unfriendly
manner.
“One of our canoeists,” said Heinrich. “Here’s the other.” He
laid his paw, like an enormous spider, on the shoulder of the lad
next to Willi. The lad grinned.
“Richard,” he said. We shook hands. It went better this time; I
was prepared.
The round of introductions was interrupted when Heinrich
started to laugh. He laughed and laughed, and smacked his
right fist into his left palm with a sound like a bellyflop into the
swimming baths.
“I don’t believe it! Women in shorts! Whatever next? A woman
Chancellor?” I followed his gaze. A girl with a dark brown bob,
the ends curling around her eyes, was coming up the street. She
wore an expression that demanded respect, although she was
only my age at most. She looked as if she knew just what she
wanted, and as if she knew that others knew it, too, just from the
way she looked – but it wasn’t so much her body language that
grabbed the attention. What grabbed the attention was an item of
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clothing – a pair of breeches, short breeches – lederhosen, like the
ones that Heinrich wore, and which gave him quite a rakish air.
The girl came closer and went straight up to him. I was startled,
thinking she was going to hit him, but instead she stopped half a
metre from him and gave him a hug. “Terrific! They look terrific
on you, my old lederhosen!” said Heinrich, continuing to hold the
girl by her shoulders and gazing at her.
“Can I introduce you? This is Hilma,” he said, finally turning to
me. “Harro.” I held out my hand. The girl lifted her chin till it was
above the level of her eyes.
“Harro,” she repeated, rather as if she doubted whether that
was really my name. I nodded and gestured towards Heinrich.
“We’re neighbours,” I said. I didn’t quite know what that was
supposed to explain, but nothing else occurred to me.
“Neighbours,” she repeated, tilting her head. “Fine. Well then.
Welcome!” A handshake followed the delay. Then she tugged at
Heinrich’s sleeve.
“Come on, let’s go for a walk. There’s something I have to tell
you.” And I was suddenly alone in the circle. A slight boy in a white
sailor collar took pity on me just before it became embarrassing.
“I’m Edgar,” he said simply. “What’s brought you here, Harro?
Is it just that you’re neighbours, or is there something else?”
I scraped my foot over the asphalt, stuck out my lower lip and
looked into Edgar’s eyes. They looked sad or friendly, depending
on the light.
“I’m always out in the street anyway,” I said. “And it’s always
good to have new friends, isn’t it?” Edgar’s nod was no more than
a breath of wind.
“And you?”
“I’m at the bottom of the pile at work. Dad was in the Communist
Party, and my foreman takes that out on me. I have to give him
the Nazi salute each time he enters or leaves the workshop. If I’m
not quick enough there’s overtime, that sort of thing.” He twisted

the clasp on his belt, its smooth metal glittering in the sun. “Just
for me, of course, not for the others. So that’s one of the reasons.”
“How does it work with apprenticeships?” I asked. “Any chance
of getting a placement somewhere else?”
“Sometimes there is,” said Edgar, “but not for me. Elementary
school only, lousy marks, no contacts. And my parents are
Communists.” He flicked his fingers against the gleaming metal
clasp. “What’s the expression? ‘Just be thankful you’ve got
anything at all.’ You’re still at school, are you?”
I nodded, burying my hands in my pockets.
“But that’s fine,” said Edgar. “That’s great. That’s something to
be thankful for, isn’t it?”
“School’s a pain in the arse,” I said, after a brief pause. Edgar
raised his eyebrows. He was very slight indeed.
“Is there any way you could pack it in, your apprenticeship?”
I asked, changing the subject again. Edgar laughed, but not in a
way that made me feel like an idiot.
“No chance,” he said. “Dad’s on benefits, but that’s all. Mum
works at HASAG*, but the pay’s rotten and who knows how
much longer she’ll have her job for? And there’s my little sister.
No, no chance, we need my apprenticeship allowance.” I don’t
know if my face showed enough understanding or not. Distant
lightning ran over the red tiled roofs on the houses opposite. The
thunderstorm was still undecided.

A German metal goods manufacturer based in Leipzig, which during World War II became a
Nazi arms-making business, eventually using forced labor.
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Born in 1978, Stefanie Höfler studied German philology, English
studies and Scandinavian studies in Freiburg, Germany and
Dundee, Scotland. A theater teacher, Höfler lives with her family
in a small town in the Black Forest. Her book Mein Sommer mit
Mucks was nominated for the German Youth Literature Prize,
and she received the 2017 Luchs Prize for her novel Tanz der
Tiefseequalle.
Publications:
Der große schwarze Vogel, Beltz & Gelberg, 2018
Tanz der Tiefseequalle, Beltz & Gelberg, 2017
Mein Sommer mit Mucks, Beltz & Gelberg, 2015

A part of things, yet
apart from things
Reading, they say, allows us to inhabit the lives of others,
strengthening our ability to empathize. In this novel, along with
the two protagonists, the reader receives many such lessons and
opportunities; and there is plenty to make empathizing a real
challenge for Niko and Sera, as they could hardly be less alike.
Niko, an overweight outsider, retreats into daydreams in order
to escape the humiliations he has to endure from his classmates.
Sera, a beautiful and popular girl, prefers to keep a low profile
so she won’t attract unwanted attention. But then, one morning,
Sera raises her hand to greet Niko after he has been badly
harassed yet again. It’s a small gesture, but one which allows
Niko to see that she doesn’t approve of what the others do to
him – a gesture which will eventually disrupt the social order of
the group.
When Marko, the class’s super-cool top dog, blatantly tries
to grope Sera, Niko refuses to take his usual role of passive
observer. He stands up for Sera, and suddenly everything has
shifted: Sera, no longer at the center of the group, finds herself
being ostracized, just like Niko. Her response is both audacious
and impressively stubborn. When the class has a dance night,
not content to stand alone in the corner, she asks Niko for a
dance instead, and then – as things couldn’t get any worse – she
runs away with him.
Höfler tells the story by alternating between Niko’s and Sera’s
perspectives, a classic construct, which she makes both fresh
and convincing. Höfler creates a unique tone for each of her
protagonists through the use of specific patterns of speech and
tailored vocabularies: when Sera is emotional, Niko remains
stoically inert; when Sera says as little as possible, forcing her
listeners to search between the lines to discern her meaning,
Niko’s is an excessive and meandering eloquence. When
Sera seems to blurt out whatever comes to her mind, Niko is

thoughtful and reflective.
These two teens are both utterly different, and equally
fascinated by each other, constantly testing boundaries and
confronting each other in unexpected ways. Time and again,
Sera in particular catches herself making assumptions based on
completely inappropriate ideas. Höfler also invests considerable
care in her cast of supporting characters: there are Niko’s taciturn
friend Osman, a nerdy car mechanic and Little, his hyperactive
buddy, and Sera’s older brother Farid, who swamps his sister
with the verbosity she lacks. Never short of an opinion, he is
nonetheless clueless when it comes to Sera and Niko, calling his
sister’s emotional upheaval a “classic predicament.” She tells him
she enjoys Niko’s company, and that he’s smart and witty, “but
then he looks that way – like, you could never be with someone
like that ever, you know. Or – I don’t know.” Can you really rule
out being with someone just because they are obese? What
makes a person who they are – their looks or their character?
On the surface, Tanz der Tiefseequalle addresses fairly typical
teenage issues, but anyone who can recall what life felt like at
the age of fourteen, fifteen or sixteen or is in that age group
now, will be sensitive to the fact that there is much more to this
narrative than apparently trivial tribulations. Through the story
of a popular girl whose idyllic world unravels as she struggles
to define her own values and find the ground she wants to
inhabit, even if it comes at a price, the book deals with the issue
of bullying and the destructive potential of words. It tells the
story of a neglected child who finds shelter behind a cushion of
body fat, and it talks about love, betrayal, and the meaning of
friendship. In short, it deals with all the turmoil of contemporary
teens’ coming-of-age.
By Katrin Hörnlein
Translated by Nani Schumann

THIS TITLE IS GUARANTEED A GRANT
FOR TRANSLATION INTO ENGLISH:
Stefanie Höfler
Tanz der Tiefseequalle
[Dance of the Deep-Sea Jellyfish]
Weinheim: Gulliver / Beltz & Gelberg Verlag, 2017, 192 pages,
age 12+
Sample Translation: pp. 5–17
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“Just imagine looking like that,” Melinda says to me. As usual,
she says out loud what others are only thinking. That’s how she
is, always saying stuff you don’t need to say because it’s kind
of obvious to everyone. I don’t say a thing, I just giggle a bit. I
totally cannot imagine looking like Niko, but I keep staring at
him, although I feel a little ashamed at the same time. My shame
can’t be too serious, though, because there’s quite a bit of relief
mixed in with it; relief about not looking like Niko, actually.
Tough luck for him, good luck for me – life’s not fair, no shit.
That’s a pretty mean thought, I know. Niko is standing right in
the middle of the big lawn, where half the school hangs out as
soon as the temperature hits 60 degrees. But of course, Niko isn’t
standing there because he enjoys it. If you look like him, you
don’t stand in the middle of the lawn if you can help it; everybody
can see you out there. And in his case, to be seen is to be stared at.
His real name is Nicholas, but he calls himself Niko and I don’t
blame him, looking like young Santa Walrus as he does. He’s
not wobbly, though, but rather firm, like one of those inflatable
animals at the pool, all pumped up tight and bulging all over. And
then there’s that pale, papery-white skin, although you never see
much of it; he likes to wear baggy pants and sweaters, and the
colors are always dark, navy blue or mud brown. Well, of course,
he needs to cover up as much as he can.
Don’t get me wrong, it’s not like I’m constantly obsessing
over the guy. Most of the time, I forget he’s there at all, unless
something happens like today. He’s in my class, okay, but so far I
haven’t really had much to do with him. The funny thing is he’s
got this deep voice when for some reason you’d expect more like
a squeaky, flabby voice. Can a voice be flabby? Anyway, his voice
is really deep and clear. Kind of pleasant, actually.
There was this other thing, too, a little while ago at gym class.
A fat guy doing sports – he’s going to have a hard time. No
surprise, right? But that thing with the towel, that was beyond

mean. It wasn’t okay, is what I think, taking his clothes while
he was in the shower. He had to walk across the grounds all the
way to the Principal’s office, wrapped in just his towel. They gave
him something from the Lost-and-Found, which he had to wear
for the rest of the day. Of course, none of it really fit him. He
looked like a punching bag about to burst, that’s how big he is.
He came in late for Math, squeezed into those tiny clothes, his
pants hanging open ‘cause he couldn’t zip them up, and everyone
in the class already knew all about it, since Marco had dished out
the story at break time. But Niko, he entered the room completely
unfazed, as if nothing had happened. He didn’t even look like
he’d been crying or anything. He sat down as usual, with his open
fly. I mean, if you think about it, it was almost cool. Just about
everyone started laughing when he came in. Sure, I was laughing
too, at least a little bit, you know, playing along. Even though I
didn’t find it so funny, really. But I wasn’t going to say anything,
maybe because of Marco.
Marco is the exact opposite of Niko. Marco is totally into
athletics and has the six-pack all guys secretly dream of having.
So sports is a no-brainer for him, but Math and English aren’t.
Plus he’s got that cool haircut: thick black hair, shaved at the
sides and falling loosely across his forehead. Since he got that
haircut, at least three other guys have had theirs cut the same.
He’s always up to something and it drives the teachers nuts.
Some of us find him annoying, too. I know I do. Well, sometimes.
I think he likes me; Melinda says we could be the dream couple of
our class. The way she says it sounds vaguely envious, but I’m not
too sure about it anyway. I haven’t even had a boyfriend yet, and
honestly, I don’t know if I’d like one. Marco, yeah, sure, I guess I
like him in a way. Everybody likes him.
And guess what, the fact that Niko’s standing there in the
middle of the lawn has also got something to do with Marco.
Marco and Jo and some others have thrown Niko’s backpack up
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into the tree and, naturally, they are laughing themselves silly
over it.
“I can’t wait to see what he’s going to do.” Melinda is biting
her nails, neon pink, and kind of chipped. Her hair’s tied back
in a ponytail – her black hair, which I’m not used to yet, since
yesterday she was still blonde. Melinda changes her hair color all
the time. At this very moment, her expression is the same as when
she’s watching her favorite show: half bored, half interested, and
totally chill at the same time. And probably I don’t look much
different. We are sitting on the little wall near the meadow, both
looking in the same direction.
Niko’s backpack is dangling way up in the tree, sky blue
against blue sky. I say “Leg-up,” and Melinda starts giggling. I
like to be brief. Usually it goes unnoticed, and the others just talk
even more.
Niko is standing underneath the tree, hands in his pockets,
looking up. At least he’s not making the dumb mistake of
jumping up and down to try to get to his bag. That would look
so embarrassing, ‘cause it would make his T-shirt slip out of his
pants, and you’d see his big whale belly bouncing up and down.
Everyone in the schoolyard would get the giggles, and then, if
he really managed to get his backpack down, Marco would just
throw it back up there. If I were Niko, I’d wait too, until everyone
left.
Must be totally chill, that guy. He’s standing there like he’s not
even bothered. Or maybe he’s running through all the options for
how to get his stuff back, but honestly, there aren’t so many; well,
not half as many as a fit, skinny guy would have, for sure. Me,
I’d climb up and get it, but I’d wait, just like him. I wouldn’t do it
until everyone had left. It’s not like everyone needs to know that
I like to climb trees.
The bell’s ringing, break time’s over. I grab my stuff, but I’m
still glancing over to where the boys are. Niko stands there like

he’s glued to the spot, his eyes fixed on his backpack. Knockkneed, arms dangling, rust brown; big billowing top, his baggy
jeans faded around the butt.
“Someone hypnotized him, or what?” I hear mumbled, nearby.
Laughter everywhere.
Melinda is grinning, too. “You coming?” she asks me.
I think I’d be crying by now, if I were Niko. I watch Marco stroll
over to him. He leans in close, tosses back his hair and smirks:
“Hey, that’s a great tree for climbing!”
His voice is really loud. Almost immediately, I have the idea
about the jumpsuit: you’d get into it from the top, a suit made
out of natural rubber with spring-loaded soles. The amount of
pressure you exerted on the coil springs inside would let you
jump exactly as high as you needed to. The suit would have
several motor-driven tentacles attached to its sides that would
automatically grab any object that you couldn’t reach otherwise.
It would also be totally elastic, adjusting to the shape of the
body, so that anybody could fit inside without their belly being
painfully constricted. Even I.
The maple tree in the middle of that drab lawn in front of the
schoolhouse is roughly thirty feet high and has a wide crown
and leafy branches. Here and there shreds of burst balloons hang
from its branches, as well as some solitary pieces of string, a
completely destroyed kids’ glove, and a pair of light blue boys’
underpants (not mine, for a change). Just below the first branch,
the trunk is wrapped in red, blue and yellow crochet, kind of an
anti-schoolyard-grey decoration. My backpack is hanging a little
bit above it. With my multi-functional jumpsuit I’d get up there in
no time, faster than Marco’s and everyone’s eyes could pop out.
It’s not like the jumpsuit is the only thing I’ve invented during
the last eight minutes. I’ve been going over a whole range of
options of how to get my stuff out of this tree. For example, a fully
automatic robot monkey or a huge pan-shaped fabric magnet. I
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like the jumpsuit best, though. It’s just that I have neither the
necessary materials, nor a whole lot of time. Thus, here I am
waiting for the bell to ring, which will mean, logically, everyone
will go inside.
I walk over to the super’s. Mr. Krauss opens the door before
I even ring. “Nicholas! Good morning.” His bald head is shiny.
From inside his apartment, the strange but familiar smell of fresh
laundry and roasted onions is wafting.
“Good morning,” I answer politely, even though it’s past
lunchtime. “Would you have a long rope I could borrow for a
moment?”
“Sure.” He already has the wound-up rope in his hand. In the
other hand, he is holding an empty cable reel.
“I was thinking you might want to tie this to the rope,” he
explains with a smile. “You need help?”
“No, thanks. I think I can manage.”
“Just put the things in front of the door later,” he says, pointing
to the dark red doormat. He gives me a nod and softly closes the
door.
It only takes me two tries until I hit the backpack in the right
place. It comes crashing down, along with a bunch of small
branches. Today’s my lucky day, as the backpack has even
landed on the right side, and I’m only a little bit late for class.
My teachers are used to that; none of them is really bothered by
it. So right away, during Math, I am able to draw a detailed draft
of the jumpsuit. Realistically, it is not unlikely that I could use it
at some point, and I like to jot down my most useful inventions
right away, for that so-far-unspecified time in the future when I
will be able to realize all my ideas.
Now, of course, I could just claim that I myself never think about
being fat; unfortunately, that would be a lie. I am absolutely and
fully aware that I look like the Michelin Man: massive shoulders,
chunky legs turned inward from all the weight, and chubby,

dimpled knees like a baby’s. My trousers are big enough to fit two
people. I also understand clearly that some people in my class call
me names, like Moon Face, and much worse. I am not stupid. No
doubt every fat person has heard some of those words. I can recite
them in the order of their frequency: Fatso, Fat Ass, Blimp, Fat
Pig, Obelix, Meatball. The following are just as dumb, but at least
slightly original: Blubber Butt, Grease Drop, and Pork Belly. And
then, of course, there are the super-funny insults, like “looks like
a Texan from behind,” or “you’re so fat even your photo weighs
ten kilos,” or “as thin as a dog-doo is yummy.”
I remember everything people say about me, sort of like an
elephant. They say elephants, in spite of being so enormous, are
extremely sensitive. (Why in spite of, by the way?) With me, it’s
just my ears that are sensitive; other than that, I think I’m rather
robust. I just ignore the insults and attacks as much as I can, and
most of the time, I’m not at all bad at it. For the past couple of
years, I’ve even managed to keep my crying well under control.
I didn’t even cry when they took my clothes during gym class,
although it’s the worst thing that’s happened to me since I’ve
been going to this school, at least five times as bad as this thing
right now with my backpack.
Osman says that even when you’re big you can invent things.
Perhaps you’ll be even better at it, because you’re not wasting
half of your life admiring your own body or making others
admire it. And because you are forced to improvise in everyday
life much more often than some skinny person, you constantly
get to exercise your imagination. Osman knows about these
things, because whenever there’s nothing happening in his tiny
car workshop, he goes to the storage room in the back to tinker
with one of his devices; things that may have a gazillion uses, or
maybe have no use at all. Osman is the one who got me started,
with his own passion for crazy inventions. Shortly after I moved
in with Grandma, I started hanging out in his shop almost every
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afternoon. It’s right around the corner from our house. Osman is
an expert when it comes to bizarre inventions, and what’s more,
he is an expert when it comes to being fat – he’s been big and
heavy fifteen years longer than I have.
I find myself wondering about Niko at this point, out of the
blue, don’t ask me why; wondering if he’s always been like this –
this fat, I mean – and why he’s overweight at all. Is it some kind
of disease, like when your body can’t absorb the nutrients you
take in, or does he crave food in an way that’s abnormal? Like an
anorexic, you know, but the other way around; or like an addict,
you are unable to control your eating because of some problem
you are having. Or it could be hereditary, and it’s simply because
his parents are obese. Not that I’ve ever met them, but I imagine I
would recognize them straight away if I did, just like with my own
family. You can tell at a glance that we belong together, mainly
due to the masses of black hair we all have! Gosh, it’s hopeless, I
can’t manage to focus on Math right now.
And speaking of Niko, here he comes like nothing has happened.
He sits down without apologizing for lateness. His chair creaks.
Everyone turns around briefly. The teachers never say anything,
and why would they? They already know what makes him late.
Actually, I think they must be scared that his parents might
complain, whether they’re big or not. Bullying, discrimination,
that whole thing. He’s got his backpack with him, so he did find
a way to get it down. I wonder how? And really quick as well, it
barely took him five minutes. So he comes in, sits down, unpacks
his stuff, and immediately starts to scribble something on his pad.
What is he writing?? I can’t see it. Wish I could. I mean, of course
he has interests of his own, just like anybody else. But what could
those be? Sports – obviously not, and certainly not girls either.
Perhaps something scientific? Well, I guess it won’t be anything
that requires much movement.
So what about me, what are my interests? Music, clothes,

movies. Sure, that’s the right answer. Everything else, I keep
secret; my love of climbing, for example. I take care not to stand
out. It’s what everyone does, isn’t it? If you give away too much,
it just gets you in trouble. So I say that my parents are a pain in
the neck, but that I like them, too. Which is about right. I say I
couldn’t care less about school, but that it’s not like I don’t care
at all, which is also about right. I say that my family background
matters to me. Melinda says she loves Albania, though she’s only
been there once, but anyway – and I love Egypt, of course, even
though I’ve never been there. I have an idea what it’s like – hot, of
course, with deserts all around, and I’ve seen Cairo in Baba’s old
pictures. But does it matter for real? My name means Princess,
that’s what Baba calls me, maybe just because I’m the only girl
in our family. We speak English at home. I like our food better
than the food at Melinda’s, but is it because it’s Egyptian style?
I have no idea. Perhaps my mom is just the better cook. I don’t
look like Nefertiti’s bust either, the one we looked at in a history
lesson; the “world-famous Egyptian,” Mr. Frey said, and of course,
everyone turned to look at me. So annoying. In the end, I guess,
my background isn’t such a big deal for me. But what is? Well,
hanging out with all the others, that’s what I like about school.
The constant gossiping and laughing; and I’m part of it, I’m right
in the middle of it.
Our class trip is coming up this weekend. It was hard work
convincing my parents to let me go. “Too expensive,” they said,
“and who knows what time you’ll go to bed there?” And the
boys. Baba can be really strict sometimes, but in the end, he did
understand that I simply had to go. They have nothing to complain
about, my grades are alright. And good work must be rewarded,
that’s what he himself keeps saying. So, I am allowed to go.
For weeks, it’s what everyone has been talking about: who will
share a room, how to smuggle in beer cans, the canoe trip, the
climbing park, who’ll make out first, and the like – if Baba knew.
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Christa Ludwig
Everyone is coming, even Niko. I wonder if he’s looking forward
to it? If I were him, I’d be terrified.
The school day is over and I’m packing up my stuff. As usual,
I’m the slowest in the class; apart from Niko, who takes even
longer than I do, but he does it for a reason. He lets the others
leave first, so they’ll be gone by the time he gets outside, if he’s
lucky. Melinda always laughs at me for being so slow. I tell her
that “I’m a perfectionist, you know?” It’s the only kink I allow
myself to show – my super-tidy school bag. I always walk home
by myself anyway, as no one else lives in my area; and that means
I can go real slow, as slow as I like. That way I get home fairly late
and I don’t have to tell my mom as much about school. Plus, if I
arrive late, Farid may already have swept the stairs, meaning that
I won’t have to do it. Okay, the chances are pretty slim, as he’s as
lazy as an older brother can be.
In front of the school super’s door, I see an empty cable reel
with a rope attached, and some leaves that have gotten caught on
it. Ah, I get it – his backpack rescue plan.
Niko is walking past me, dragging his feet in that weird way
he has. From behind you can see it clearly, knock-kneed all down
the line. As Melinda put it, a while back: “He looks just like a
tank, seen from behind.” Well, yes, she’s definitely right, but still,
you can’t just say things like that out loud, right? Thank God he
didn’t hear her!
And then he turns around, as if he’s been listening to my
thoughts, and so I wave at him. Why on earth am I waving at this
guy now? Man, I just hope Marko wasn’t watching. I immediately
turn away, and then I think: How stupid is that, turning around
just because I waved to someone? I can wave to anybody I want
to, right?
“Hey!” I call out, my voice sounding slightly hysterical. It’s like
I must be trying to prove something to myself – like that from
now on, everything I do is my own choice.
Translated by Nani Schumann
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How to find yourself while
running away
Dogs are magicians. Their mere presence is enough to induce
changes in human beings. Dogs can calm us down and remind us
for a moment that life really is worth living after all, a fact that
Robin has long since lost sight of. Yet again, this overweight boy
has been caught stealing crisps in a supermarket, and although,
as a twelve-year-old, he is immune from prosecution, Robin’s
prospects are by no means good: his violent father has been
banned from the family home, and while his mother loves him
well enough, she is perpetually in thrall to her alcoholism. Then
Youth Services bring in a therapy dog to help socialize him, and
sure enough, it’s not long before the boy starts longing for the
days when he can go to the park with Bello.
Things are pretty much the same for old Herr Heyse, who is
constantly at loggerheads with the carers at his old people’s
home. He calls the dog Bellcanto, on account of its beautiful

voice, and is extremely unwilling to share it with anyone else.
Herr Heyse couldn’t manage on his own anymore, out in the
big wide world, so when he does a runner he goes together
with Bellcanto and the boy – of whom, in truth, he disapproves.
Without a shred of sentimentality, in Bellcanto Christa Ludwig
tells the story of Robin and the old man embarking on their road
trip and squabbling their way around southern Germany. The
old man mocks the boy mercilessly on account of his fatness,
and his barbs are uncomfortable for the reader too, especially
as the child half-seeks guidance from his curmudgeonly
companion, who, at least to start with, does nothing but order
the boy around, and in the harshest terms.
And while the obstacles they encounter on their journey do
bring them closer together, it never takes more than a single
careless word to shatter their fragile rapport. The story is
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recounted from the perspective of the boy, who is extremely
sensitive to Heyse’s mood swings. The first time Robin feels
able to show the old man some respect is when he finally adds
the word “please” to one of his commands.
The dog, on the other hand, means everything to both man
and boy, and the tension becomes very marked when a
misunderstanding ends with Bellcanto floundering in the
swirling currents of a mountain stream. His savior proves
to be a girl – Olga, with whom Robin falls in love. From this
point onwards, the two runaways are able to co-operate
more amicably with one another. Ultimately, they are bound
together by their longing: Robin wants to escape his physical
body, while Herr Heyse wants to make good his past mistakes
in his dealings with his family. While both aspirations are
seemingly impossible for them to achieve, Robin does attain a
new perspective on his life, and, in the novel’s dramatic finale,
we see how their decision to turn their backs on the rigid
structures that had entrapped them, albeit by running away
from them, has changed both of them in the end.
The novel carries its own conviction, chiefly because Ludwig
remains true to its protagonists at every turn. In choosing
the device of the road trip, she makes use of a classic
American genre that typically presents the heros with a whole
succession of obstacles that they must overcome. The classic
road-trip structure, wherein an outward, physical journey is
accompanied by an inner one, is faithfully borne out here,
without any glossing-over of the conflicts involved. There is
no trace of genre kitsch, not even in the representation of the
dog, who functions more as a catalyst than as a savior – here is
an author who knows exactly how to convey the reactions and
the very soul of a dog without ever anthropomorphizing him.
Bellcanto is a presence in his own right from start to finish, a
presence that delights the reader and thus endows the book
with the happiness-inducing something that has ensured its
success, precisely because it remains inexplicable.

Nabbed!

By Thomas Linden
Translated by John Reddick

THIS TITLE IS GUARANTEED A GRANT
FOR TRANSLATION INTO ENGLISH:
Christa Ludwig &
Sünne van der Meulen
Bellcanto

“My name’s Robin Whack-me-whack-you-back.”
“What?!”
The man in the unobtrusive shirt and unobtrusive trousers
looked at Robin through his unobtrusive glasses.
“What did you say?”
Why didn’t I notice that straightaway, thought Robin.
It should have struck him that there was nothing striking about
the man. After all, that’s what they’re all like, and the other two
were just the same - this being the third time he’d been nabbed
pinching crisps in a supermarket.
“What was that you said?” repeated the man. “I asked you your
name! Give it to me again, slowly!”
“My name is Robin Whack-me-whack-you-back.”
He looked out through the window. A forklift truck was
trundling across the yard at the back of the supermarket, while,
amidst the pallets loaded with cardboard boxes, an empty crisp
packet swooped around in the summer breeze.

Stuttgart: Verlag Freies Geistesleben, 2016, age 11+
Sample Translation: pp. 7–25
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Thai Sweet Chilli: as it went sailing past the window, Robin
recognized the packet. One of his favourites.
“Is that your surname?” asked the man.
“What?”
“Let’s get this straight: ‘Robin’ is your first name, and ‘Whackme-whack-you-back’ is your surname, is that correct?”
Taken aback by the question, Robin accidentally looked the man
straight in the eye. Lowering his gaze, he stared at the crumpled
packet of crisps that lay on the floor between them. “Yes,” he said
quietly. “Could be.” And then he grinned, “Go on, have a look and
see whether you can find that surname in the telephone directory.
I know you’ve got it right there on your laptop.”
“Wrong!” The man turned his laptop around so that Robin could
see the screen. It really wasn’t the telephone directory, it was a
list of shoplifting incidents reported over the last few weeks, and
the cursor was hovering over one particular entry: “Robin Renk,
12, thick dark hair, unusually large dark-coloured eyes, approx.
1.5m tall, markedly overweight. Truant, frequently involved in
fights, only steals crisps.”
Yes, that was exactly the problem; there was almost nothing
else as difficult to pinch. They always made such a noise, and
they were difficult to hide, even when he was wearing his floppy
T-shirts. Such a pity that he didn’t like chocolate.
“Right then,” said the man, “you’re twelve years old, so the
courts can’t touch you. But things can’t carry on like this, can
they?”
Robin looked out of the window in search of the airborne Sweet
Chilli packet, but not even that was there to help him. Instead, he
heard a familiar rustling noise close to the man’s laptop, and then
that ripping sound he knew so well: the man was tearing open
the crisp packet. He held it out to Robin who was still staring out
of the window, though that didn’t prevent his nose from taking in
the delicious odour of potatoes, cooking fat and paprika.

“We can’t sell these now anyway,” said the man. “They got
smashed to pieces when you walked straight into me.”
What on earth was this guy after? Had he gone completely
bananas?
Robin licked his lips and watched the man out of the corner of
his eye. He had turned the laptop back round so that the screen
was facing him.
“How long have you been skipping school?”
“They obviously don’t want me there,” said Robin, “seeing as
they’ve chucked me out.”
“They threw you out, did they?”
“Yes.”
“Why?”
“I knocked one of Maik’s teeth out, so they told me to stay
away.”
“Ah, a three-day suspension – am I right?”
Robin nodded.
“But you were supposed to go back to school after that. So what
am I to do about you now, I wonder?”
Robin tried to ignore sight and sound, and concentrate instead
on smell – the smell wafting up from the open crisp packet.
“Right then – come along with me!”
The man stood up.
“Come on, get going!”
Where’s he taking me? Robin wondered.
He got up slowly. The man pressed the packet of crisps into his
hands. “I’d just have to throw it away otherwise,” he murmured,
as he started moving off.
Robin stumbled along behind him: back into the shop, along an
aisle with rice and pasta on one side, tea and coffee on the other;
past the tills, and on to the entrance/exit door.
“You can go,” the man told him.
Robin hesitated. “What are you going to do about me?” he
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wanted to know. “Will I be getting another visit from Social
Services?”
The man shrugged his shoulders. “Don’t know yet. I might
think of a better plan. Off you go now!”
But Robin couldn’t just go, in fact, because there were two
doors blocking his way. He heard the sound again – right in the
deepest recesses of his brain – of glass shattering and crashing to
the ground. He pressed the packet of crisps to his chest, crushing
them even more. He’d have to wait. Sure enough, a woman soon
approached with her trolley, which had a little boy in the child
seat. As soon as the inner glass door opened to let her through,
the boy started struggling and tried to stand up. The trolley started
tipping sideways and, seeing his chance, Robin dashed forward
and caught hold of it. “Bye!” he called out, just loud enough for
the man to hear him – then he helped the woman push the trolley
into the shop and darted out through the glass door. He turned
around uncertainly and saw that the man was still watching him.
Standing there in the space between the inner and outer doors,
Robin found himself trapped in a glass-walled prison. He grabbed
a handful of pulverized crisps from the packet and stuffed them in
his mouth. Then he tried to breathe calmly and steadily. He knew
perfectly well that he only needed to take one step forward and
the door would slide open – of course it would! He licked the crisp
remnants off his fingers, which were now clammy with sweat,
cooking fat and fear. Then, taking another slow, deep breath he
screwed up his courage and took a small step forward. The doors
silently opened, and Robin raced out of his glass cage.
He ran past the cycle racks full of bikes, but no further; instead,
he fell headlong to the ground. The one good thing about it was
that he managed to hold the crisp packet in such a way that it
didn’t get flattened underneath him. His right foot had caught on
a piece of cord, or a wire, or – what was it, actually? When Robin
finally realized that he had tripped over a dog lead, he froze and

closed his eyes tight; but that wasn’t going to help him much.
He needed to see what kind of dog it was, so he had a little peek
through half-open eyes. It was just a small dog, tied up outside
the supermarket on much too long a lead. It sniffed around and
licked up a few crisp fragments that were scattered on the ground.
Keeping the dog’s snout away from him with one hand, Robin
threw a few crisps down with the other. The dog immediately
pounced on them, and Robin was able to jump up and make his
getaway.
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The prisoner in the invalid chair
“Sweet Song!” screamed the old man with the scrawny neck.
“Sweet Song!”
He sat there, imprisoned in his invalid chair, trapped by the
table contraption carrying his feeder cup. They had taken his
armchair away, his very own beloved armchair, claiming that he
needed to have this table thing. But the table was slotted into the
right-hand armrest, and he couldn’t work the release mechanism.

He’d managed it only a few days earlier. Had the carer woman
locked him in? Accidentally? Deliberately?
Deliberately, of course! What a revolting fat tick of a woman!
Swollen to bursting point, like the ticks to be found on wild
animals – with cats and dogs they’re always pulled out and
squashed underfoot, provided someone can actually catch hold of
them. When he was a child there was a semi-tame squirrel that
used to visit him in the garden, and sometimes the squirrel had
had ticks on it, as fat and bulging as this fatso carer.
“Sweet Song!” he shouted. “Where’s my Sweet Song?”
His voice sounded scratchy, like something scrawled by a
trembling hand on crumpled paper with a dried-out pen.
The door burst open, and there she stood, filling the entire door
frame, balancing his supper tray on her right arm.
Yes, there she was!
“Oh no, it’s only Tuesday, isn’t it!” he thought, and the pain
in his knee gave him a jolt that travelled all the way down to his
toes. The Fat Tick always comes on Tuesdays.
On the days when his Sweet Song wasn’t visiting him it was
always she who brought him his supper. None of the other carers
dared to enter his room on those days, ever since he had grabbed
the collar of the little woman who spoke almost no German and
nearly throttled her.
“Bello’s not coming today,” said the Fat Tick.
“His name’s not Bello!” he retorted angrily. “Don’t call him
Bello! That’s what all the barbarians with no imagination call
their lousy mongrels.”
“What do you have against lousy mongrels?!” asked the Fat Tick.
“Nothing,” he replied. “I don’t even have anything against lice.
But I do have something against brainless barbarians who can’t
think of any name for a dog except ‘Bello’.”*
She removed the feeder cup from the little table and replaced it
with his supper tray. Bread, butter, a bit of cheese, two tomatoes,

a pickled gherkin, but no salami; there would be no dog there for
him to feed it to.
“Well,” she said, “he answers to ‘Bello.’ When we say ‘Sit, Bello’
or ‘Stay, Bello,’ he obeys. And he shakes hands as well.”
“What a repulsive bunch you all are!” he screamed, in his
scritchy-scratchy voice. “Ignorant pigs who know nothing about
anything! His name’s Belcanto, that’s Italian for “Sweet Song,”
but you – ”
“Steffi herself sometimes calls him Bello,” she said, interrupting
him. “And it was me who signed for him when she brought him
here as a therapy dog. I watched her write his name, with two
Ls – and the Italian word ‘belcanto’ is spelt with one L. Even an
ignorant pig like me knows that.”
She turned and walked to the door, then turned back around
to face him once again. “Ring when you want your tray cleared
away. Eat slowly and drink a lot. Your medicines are – ”
Using his left arm, he pushed the tray so that it stuck out
over the right-hand edge of the table-top; then, grabbing it from
underneath with his right hand, he hurled his supper in the
direction of the door with the same force that he had displayed
when he had half-throttled the little woman who didn’t speak
much German.
“There!” he bellowed, and his voice was no longer a half-baked
scribble with a dried-out pen: it was splashing great gobbets of
ink in all directions. “There! Eat it yourself, and make yourself
even fatter!”
The carer went out, quietly, soundlessly: everyone here wore
shoes that made no sound.
It was the little woman who came to clear up the mess. Was
she Polish? Bulgarian? Romanian? He had no idea. She wasn’t in
any danger of being throttled, this time; he had thrown the tray
quite far, so she was crawling around wiping the floor a good way
away from him.

*Bello is a very common dog name in Germany.
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Before she left, she stood there hesitantly for a while, shifting
soundlessly from one foot to the other.
“You hungry?” she asked. “You eat?”
He looked at the dustpan full of cheese, gherkin and broken
crockery and shook his head. He really wasn’t hungry, but on
the other hand – he drew a breath and opened his mouth ready
to speak –
“Yes?” she asked. “What you want?”
He should have told her he needed to go to the toilet, but he
turned his head away.
“Nothing,” he mumbled. “Go away!”
He hated it when he had to ask them for something, and he
hated it most of all when he had to tell them that he needed to
go to the toilet. He decided he would eat less and drink less.
Tomorrow evening he would give the whole lot to Bellcanto.

There was a shrill tone from the doorbell, making Robin jump. He
crumpled up the crisp packet and chucked it in a drawer, together

with the Star Wars comic that he had pinched from the newspaper
kiosk the previous morning. He pulled his pyjama trousers a bit
higher up and fastened the only remaining button on his pyjama
jacket. It was early afternoon, giving his headmistress more than
enough time to have put the man from Children’s Services on his
tail because, yet again, he hadn’t turned up for school.
Or maybe the store detective who’d nabbed him yesterday
wasn’t really as nice as he’d seemed, and had sent the police to
get him? If it was them, they would go on ringing and ringing
until even his mother heard the noise. He’d do better to go to
the door before his mother managed to rouse herself and come
stumbling out of her bedroom.
But, too late, light was streaming into the hallway, the front
door was open and his mother was standing there. She was fully
dressed, and speaking to someone in a friendly and relatively
unbefuddled voice: “Ah, so you really have come!”
Who on earth had she been waiting for? And who could she be
speaking to, in that voice?
No one had called on them for at least a year, except for his
father; and he wouldn’t have rung the bell, and she wouldn’t have
opened the door to him – and he wouldn’t have come in anyway,
because she’d had the lock changed.
“So that’s him, is it?!” he heard his mother say.
Who? What was going on?
Robin slowly made his way to the door.
“I’m Steffi,” said a voice, clearly that of a young woman, “and
this is Bellcanto.”
That didn’t sound at all bad, but Robin approached the door
warily all the same. And just as well! Standing there next to the
woman was a dog. A dog!!!
“You can stroke him,” Steffi said. “He’s as gentle as gentle can
be. I mean, obviously, because he wouldn’t be a therapy dog
otherwise.”
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The floppy-eared sniff-monster

And so while Robin hid as best he could among the jackets
hanging on the coat rack, his mother knelt down in the doorway
and stroked the dog – the “therapy” dog!
Robin had heard of fighting dogs, hunting dogs, police dogs –
but what on earth was a therapy dog?
“May we, er, may we come in?” asked Steffi.
“Pardon? Oh, yes, of course. Sorry.”
His mother stood up again, and into their hallway trotted this
dog of the mysterious “therapy” variety. He was a black and white
spotty dog. He looked like a broken chess board in full flight, or
like a football that had been kicked and scuffed to the point of
utter shapelessness.
Back in the old days, Robin had played chess and football with
his father. He hadn’t been much good at kicking the ball, and just
about the only thing he knew about chess was that the knights
went round corners. That had been a long time ago. There was no
chess and no football for Robin any more, and no father either.
Instead, there was this monster sniffing around in every corner,
with his big floppy ears, his long hairy tail whipping back and
forth. Why was this creature visiting his mother?
Robin bit on the zip of his anorak.
Not another dog!
It had all begun with a similar sort of beast – not a “therapy”
dog, but one inherited from a relative. That was a very long time
ago, even before the football and the chess; so long that Robin had
scarcely any recollection of the dog as such, all he remembered
was the yowling during the night and his mother’s swollen eyes.
And now it was she who was playing with this Bello! That was
his name, wasn’t it? Not that it mattered much, anyway – aren’t
most dogs called Bello?
“And where’s your son now?” asked Steffi.
What? Who?
“Robin?!?”

His mother looked round and saw that his bedroom door was
open.
“Robin? He must be here somewhere. And you really think a
dog will get him to go back to school?”
What?!
Robin froze in his hiding place among the clothes on the coat
rack. Were they now planning to force him back to school with a
fighting dog of the “therapy” variety?
“Robin?”
There was no longer any chance for him to tuck himself away in
an anorak pocket and close the zip: the dog was already wagging
its tail right by his feet. He pushed the jackets to one side but
stayed where he was, with his back to the wall.
“What’s all this about?” he asked.
“Ah!” Steffi cried. “Bellcanto, this is Robin – look!”
“Yes, this is Robin, woof woof!” replied Robin, mimicking her.
“I don’t get it, I – just take that creature away!”
“The man – ” there was a slight hesitation in Steffi’s voice, “that
man in the supermarket yesterday, do you remember?”
Robin certainly did remember!
“He thinks that actually you’re a very nice boy. You were just
about to run away, really take to your heels, but instead you
stopped to help the lady get her shopping trolley and her child
through the glass door.”
Ah, so that’s how it looked! Robin grinned, while his mother –
alarmed – mouthed “Glass door?!”
“Then on top of that you knelt down by the dog that was tied
up out there, and even gave him some of your crisps!”
Ah, so that’s how it looked!
“That was very nice of you, though as someone who knows
about dogs I must tell you that” – the man obviously hadn’t
noticed that he had tripped over the lead – “dogs should never
be given crisps. Come to that, they shouldn’t really be given to
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human beings either.” Steffi’s gaze lingered on Robin’s belly at
this point. “Anyway, rather than the social worker paying you
another visit” – Oh no, not him again! He’d yakked away at Robin
and his mother for two whole hours – “he’s been in touch with us
instead, as he thinks that what you need is a friend, not a social
worker. And Bellcanto is the best of all possible friends.”
For the very first time, Robin and Bellcanto looked at each
other. They both had dark brown eyes. Neither of them smiled:
Robin didn’t want to, and of course Bellcanto couldn’t; but his
eyes were laughing, and their sparkle said “Come and play with
me! Come and race around with me!”
“It would probably be best if we took a walk in the park to start
with,” Steffi suggested.
“Can I come too?” asked Robin’s mother.
What?!?!?!
Robin gazed into space. He tried to avoid looking at either his
mother or the dog, with the vague hope that he might somehow
be able to rid his mind of what his mother had just said. She
hadn’t left the house during the daytime for months now, she
only ventured out at night – he knew that for a fact. He had had
to do all the shopping; although she probably did go to the petrol
station on the corner, as of course he was too young to buy her
booze for her.
And now she wanted to go to the park with them? What a
miracle! It was a dog that had made everything go wrong in
the first place, and now it was a dog that was going to make
everything go right after all! Could such a thing be possible?
“I’ll go and get dressed,” he said.

If the hippopotamus cried too little
“Sweet Song! Where’s my Sweet Song?”
It was Wednesday, after all! And it was four o’clock. His watch
could be wrong – it could be fast, or slow, or not working at all
– but the TV could certainly be trusted, at any rate, so far as the
time of day was concerned; and the film about molluscs had been
over for half an hour now, so Bellcanto should have arrived ages
ago.
The old man with the scrawny neck flicked from channel to
channel, on the remote control. The programme on building up
muscle through endurance training didn’t appeal to him, and nor
did any of the talk shows, sports events or comedy programmes
that briefly flashed onto the screen as his impatient thumb
prodded button after button.
Had there been an accident? Had Bellcanto run in front of a
car? Had he been attacked by another dog? Was he lying on a
table at a vet’s somewhere having an emergency operation, or
perhaps even being put down?
But no! Bellcanto had not run in front of car! Steffi watched over
him much too carefully for that. And he had not been attacked!
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Even the fiercest dogs and the super-fiercest humans turned kind
and friendly whenever he was around.
Whenever he was around – if only he were around right now!
“Where’s my Sweet Song?”
The old man had been amiable all day. Agota had brought him
his lunch and he had chatted away to her, so far as her limited
German allowed. She didn’t understand any English; she was
Hungarian.
“Vegetable rice,” Agota had told him, “what you ask for.”
“Turn the TV on,” he’d ordered, “there’s a film about molluscs
at two o’clock.”
“Molluscs?”
She evidently didn’t know the word. What on earth might she
imagine it to mean?
“Yes, molluscs. Soft-bodied creatures.”
“Moll… ” she’d whispered, as she adjusted the cushion behind
his back to make it more comfortable for him. “Moll-uscs. Softbodied… ”
“Yes,” he’d said, “snails, worms, caterpillars – that sort of thing.”
He had relished the horror that showed in her eyes.
“What did you imagine,” he’d asked, “something soft and cuddly?”
She’d nodded. “Yes. Soft like fur. Soft like coat of Bellcanto.”
Then she’d smiled, and because she’d said “Bellcanto,” he hadn’t
flown into one of his rages. He had grinned, and then laughed.
“Coato-Canto?” he’d suggested. “Canto-Coato?”
And then he had eaten all his vegetable rice, and drunk lots and
lots, and swallowed his pills and watched the film about molluscs
– but now there was still no Bellcanto.
“Sweet Song!” he shouted, banging the remote controller on his
table top and squeezing the button on his alarm bell.
The door opened to reveal the Fat Tick.
“Do you want to go to the toilet?” she asked.
“What rubbish you talk!” he snapped back at her. “Do I call out

‘Sweet Song’ when I want to go to the toilet? People sing in the
bath, not on the bog!”
The Fat Tick didn’t come into the room herself, instead she
stepped to one side and shoved Agota in.
“You can sort that out,” she said. “But clear the coffee away first,
and put the remote control out of his reach, then he won’t have
anything to throw. And he certainly can’t get out of his chair.”
No, he certainly couldn’t get out of his chair. The table thing
across the front of it was firmly anchored in the right-hand
armrest, once again. He clenched the remote control in his right
hand, and a succession of different images flashed onto the screen:
The Simpsons, a parachute, an empty football pitch, an exploding
house –
What on earth had happened to Bellcanto?
The Fat Tick shut the door. He was alone with Agota. Coming
toward him on her silent shoes, she reached over to the television
and switched it off. The image disappeared, and with it the sound
of howling fans, wailing survivors, triumphant victors. She didn’t
take the remote control off him, and she didn’t clear his little table.
“Herr Heyse,” she said, “we sorry, we very, very sad and sorry,
but Bellcanto not come today.”
“What’s happened?” he asked.
“Not nothing happen, nothing at all. But Bellcanto he have to
make other visit today.”
“Another visit? What, to the vet?!”
“No, no. It’s a child. He have to go visit a boy.”
“But he’s okay?”
“The boy? We not know much about him. Steffi say she can’t
tell much about him, he like a patient.”
The old man was beginning to get the picture.
“Bellcanto very good dog,” she continued. “We know this very,
very well. Not many dogs good like him. He so good, he needed
very much.”
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“But I need him too,” murmured the old man.
“He coming!” she assured him. “He coming Friday.”
“Then back to three times a week again next week?”
“We not know.”
The old man let go of the remote control. It clattered onto the
little table top.
“The coffee’s cold,” he said.
“I take coffee away?”
“Yes,” he replied. “Yes, please.”
She was thunderstruck – and, after a moment or two so was
he. The Fat Tick had expected him to hurl the remote control at
Agosta and throw his coffee in her face, instead of which he had
said “Please!” The word was familiar enough to her, but she had
never heard it from Herr Heyse before, even though it’s one of
the very first words that anyone learns in a foreign language.
There it is, on the first page of every single Beginners’ Guide
to every single language: “Hello… My name is Anna… How are
you?… Please… Thank you… ”
“The weather is going to be good tomorrow,” she said, and
she said it without any mistakes and with barely any trace of an
accent – perhaps because this phrase, too, is on the first page of
every language-learning book, just like “please” and “thank you.”
“Yes, that’s possible,” said the old man, “but it’s Thursday
tomorrow, and he won’t be coming then either.”
Agota took hold of his coffee cup, but only lifted it a little way
off the table before asking him, “You want me take it away?”
Then, holding the cup some three centimetres above the table,
she paused. Was she giving him another opportunity to say “yes
please”? That’s what they do in language courses, after all –
repetition, repetition, repetition, until it becomes second nature:
“Yes please.”
But he just nodded his head.
“I want you to bring me my supper today,” he said. And then

he spoke again, more quietly: “There’s a worm, a tiny little worm,
that lives under the eyelids of hippopotamuses and feeds off their
tears. It wasn’t mentioned in that film about molluscs, but it exists
all the same. I don’t know whether it ever looks out from under
the eyelid, or even whether it can see at all. I also don’t know
whether it would get washed out if the hippopotamus cried too
much, but I’m absolutely certain that it would starve to death if
the hippopotamus cried too little.”
Agota stood there helplessly for a moment with the cup in her
hand. Then she left, her shoes making not the slightest sound.
When she brought him his supper later on, she didn’t mention
Bellcanto again, and nor did he say “please.”
“Why bring me this stuff?” he barked at her.
“This what you order,” she replied.
Yes, of course, that was what he had ordered: mortadella sausage
plus Lyons sausage; it was Wednesday, after all. No salami: dogs
can’t eat salami, so Steffi had said, but he was allowed to give
Bellcanto a few slices of mortadella.
“You want cheese?”
He shook his head. She left the room.
He took the sausage and put it on the edge of his plate, then ate
: a few small mouthfuls of bread and butter.
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Translated by John Reddick

Martin Muser

like “You’ve been bitten by a monkey,” mixed metaphors such
as “green behind the ears,” are all redolent of the Berlin dialect,
à la Heinrich Zille (Berlin illustrator, d. 1929). While Muser’s
language games may have made for a tricky, albeit undeniably
enjoyable challenge for the translator, the story is a delightful
read for the whole family. The second installment of Finn and
Yola’s adventures is set at Yola’s grandparents’ farm in Poland,
and is due for publication in the summer of 2019.

Martin Muser was born in 1965 in Stuttgart. He studied at the
University of Arts in Berlin, where he still lives and works as
a freelance author, dramaturge, and lecturer, as well as writing
scripts for film and television. In 2018, he made his debut as a
children‘s author with the book Kannawoniwasein! – Manchmal
muss man einfach verduften, for which he has received multiple
awards.
Publications:
Kannawoniwasein 2 – Manchmal fliegt einem alles um die
Ohren, Carlsen Verlag, 2019
Kannawoniwasein! – Manchmal muss man einfach verduften,
Carlsen Verlag, 2018

By Thomas Hummitsch
Translated by Rebecca Heier

A Road Novel for Ten-Year-Olds
In three weeks, Finn will be ten years old, and he doesn’t like
being called “little guy.” After all, he’s the third-tallest boy
in his class. But he’s never ridden the train alone, not until
his father, a computer programmer turned vegetarian-hotdog
maker, gets such a big order that he can’t accompany him to
Berlin. So, Finn has to go all by himself; his mom will meet him
at Central Station. But something goes wrong. While he’s on
the train, his backpack, containing his ticket, his money, and
his brand-new cellphone, is stolen. And as if that weren’t bad
enough, the crabby ticket-inspecting train conductor throws
him off the train; stranding him in Oranienburg, a small city
near Berlin. Finn’s been handed over to the police and is sitting
in the patrol car when it’s rear-ended by a van. That’s when
he meets Yola, who’s already ten, and they decide to make
tracks. Heading south, they decide to bear a little to the left,
because there, somewhere, is where Berlin must be, where
Finn’s mother is waiting.
It’s the beginning of a terrific adventure, which every ten-yearold in the world should be so lucky to have: in an abandoned
barn on the edge of a field, Finn and Yola discover an old
tractor and team up to hot-wire it. The author’s imagination
shifts into high gear, as, like old hands, the two children steer
the vehicle through the backcountry of Brandenburg. Even a
drive-thru hamburger joint can’t stop them – not until it gets
stuck in a ditch does the antique tractor come to a temporary
standstill. Finn and Yola are forced to spend the night in a deer
hunter’s hide. They take a morning swim in an ice-cold lake,
and they munch on wild strawberries and sorrel; they meet an
incarnation of the eighteenth-century Prussian King Frederick
II, and they scuffle with a motorcycle gang.
In view of the book’s road-novel construction, comparisons
with Wolfgang Herrndorf’s cult YA novel Tschick (published in

English as Why We Took the Car), are inevitable. That could be a
burden for some authors, but it is not one that the author, Martin
Muser, ever lets his readers feel. His two heroes, thoughtful
Finn and daring Yola (whose grandparents live in Poland),
combine the appeal of Herrndorf’s appealing teen duo with
that of Rico and Oskar, the detectives from Berlin’s Neukölln
district who are the creation of award-winning children’s book
author Andreas Steinhöfel. Muser’s wayward rascals know that
their joyride to the “tzitty” isn’t entirely good behaviour, but
they also know there’s no alternative – as, in this humorous yet
profound novel, truly helpful grown-ups are rare exceptions.
Since this is a novel written for young readers, the subjects
broached are handled age-appropriately. Nudity, for example,
is a rather curious phenomenon, but largely unencumbered by
adolescence. Finn and Yola pragmatically discuss the topic of
meat-eating vs. vegetarianism, for example, while elsewhere in
the book, questions concerning the legal protection of children
are encountered in a completely unexpected context.
As in real life, things go wrong here; but with childlike
ingenuity, Finn and Yola solve one problem after the other, and
the issue of the stolen backpack is finally resolved. As they
pool their knowledge and experiences to overcome challenges,
the subjects that come up for discussion range from the
situation of children of divorced parents, to climate change,
to “discrimining” against people. Thus, this entertaining novel
takes on a contemporary seriousness and touching depth; not
for nothing has it been listed for several children’s and young
adult literature prizes.
The language in this first volume of Kannawoniwasein! is simple,
but never simplistic, and sometimes playful in the mode of
what’s commonly known as “Berlin bluntness”: expressions used
to mean gluteal cleavage, or “I can’t believe my eyes”; phrases

THIS TITLE IS GUARANTEED A GRANT
FOR TRANSLATION INTO ENGLISH:
Martin Muser
Kannawoniwasein! – Manchmal muss
man einfach verduften
[Can’t Be True! Sometimes You Have to
Duck Out!]
Hamburg: Carlsen Verlag, 2018, 176 pages, age 10+
Sample Translation: pp. 32–38 & pp. 56–63
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(…)
Making a cranking motion with his hand, the policeman signals
the man behind the wheel to roll the window down.
Then the tall policewoman walks up beside the pudgy one and
they both start talking to the driver. Finn catches phrases like
“safety margins,” “admission of guilt,” and “fitness to drive.” Then
he hears a quiet click. It comes from the van’s passenger door,
which is now slowly opening: a girl gets out and ambles over to
the police car without being noticed by the grown-ups. As she
approaches Finn, he quickly turns his head away and pretends
he hasn’t seen her. The girl’s not put off. She shoves her hands in
her pants pockets and eyes him curiously through the open side
window.
“Gum?”
She pulls a package out of her pocket and pops two pieces of
bubble gum into her mouth.
“No, thanks.” Finn shakes his head. He doesn’t know what to
think of her. First she sticks her tongue out at him, and now she’s
suddenly being all nice. He sneaks a look at her in her matted
sweater. She blows a bubble and pops it.
“You a criminal?”
“Nah.”
“Then how come you’re sitting in a police car?”
Finn waves the question aside. “You wouldn’t understand,
anyway.”
“Bet I would,” says the girl. “They caught you stealing, didn’t
they?”
Again, Finn shakes his head. “Nah. No ticket. I was on the train.”
“Aha.” The girl nods knowingly and pops another bubble. “So

you’re a fare-dodger.”
It’s all Finn can do to keep from rolling his eyes. This girl just
doesn’t get it.
“Nah,” he repeats.
“So what, then?” she asks.
So Finn explains it to her:
“Some guy stole my backpack. On the train. My ticket was in
there. And my money. And my new phone.”
For a moment, the girl stops chewing. “That really sucks.”
Finn nods. “I’m supposed to go to the police station. But the
thing is, my mother’s waiting for me at Central Station. In Berlin.”
“I know where Berlin Central is,” the girl says.
She starts chewing again, and rocks up on her toes. “Yeaahh,”
she says then, shrugging her shoulders. “Once they’ve got you,
they’re never in any big hurry to let you go again.”
Finn looks at the girl skeptically.
“How would you know?”
“It’s just the way it is. Everybody who’s ever had any trouble
with the cops says that. Like Timo’s big brother – Timo’s in my
class. Anyway, they put his big brother in a padded cell for two
days. That’s why – ”
But instead of finishing the sentence, the girl pops a bubble.
“That’s why what?” Finn asks.
“That’s why I’d think that over real good – whether or not I’d
go to the police station with them.”
Worried now, Finn looks at the police and then again at the
girl. The idea of being locked up in a padded cell doesn’t appeal
to him at all.
“What would you do, then?” he asks the girl.
“Hmmm,” she says, rocking up on her toes again. “Disappear.”
“You mean run away?”
The girl nods. “I’d come along.”
“But… ” Finn says hesitantly, thinking that the girl might be a
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Chapter 3:
A big bang with the police

little crazy or something. But she seems really serious.
“Better than a padded cell,” she says, grinning. “Besides, it’s not
that far away. And I’ve got some things I really need to do in the
big city.”
Except she says “tzitty,” and with an expression on her face like
it’s the coolest idea in the whole world.
Finn hesitates. “But when they notice, then – ”
“Then: the padded cell. So, better to make a break for it now
while they’re still blabbing away.”
Again, Finn looks over at the police officers, who are holding out
some sort of form for the man to sign. Thoughts whirl through his
head: he has to get home as quickly as possible, and, actually, the
police should be helping him to do that. But the train conductor
didn’t help him, not at all. Up until now, the grown-ups have just
been making this mess even bigger, and no way does Finn want
to end up in a padded cell! His mom and dad would certainly
agree with him on that.
Finn looks at the girl again and points to the van:
“What about your father?”
The girl spits out her bubble gum dismissively.
“Him? He’s not my father. Are you coming now or not?”
And then everything happens very fast: Finn quietly opens the
door, slips out of the police car, ducks down and sneaks off behind
the girl, who’s already strolling away. They’re already several
meters from the site of the accident when suddenly the pudgy
one’s voice screeches:
“Hey, you two! Where do you think you’re goin’?”
As if on cue, Finn and the girl take off like a shot. The girl’s
really fast; Finn has to run for all he’s worth to keep up. Their
shoes slap the asphalt, their hair’s flying.
“Stop!” The tall policewoman chimes in. The girl sprints ahead.
They run along a row of houses. Finn’s throat starts burning. The
girl loops around and dodges into a driveway; Finn follows her

into a dark backyard. It’s enclosed by a wall that’s too high to
climb over. Out of breath, Finn looks at the girl: Oh, great – now
what?! Behind them they hear the rapid footsteps of the police.
The girl points to a big dumpster and opens the lid:
“In here!”
Finn makes a face: “In the garbage?!”
“You got a better idea?!”
The girl climbs into the dumpster. With no other option, Finn
follows her.
She quickly shuts the lid over them.
“Eww!” says Finn, pinching his nose shut.
“Shh!” the girl hisses, peering through the narrow slit under
the lid.
Finn sees the police coming into the courtyard.
“If they’re in here, we got ‘em trapped,” squeaks the pudgy one,
panting. He and the tall one are walking around the yard and
searching everything.
Oh please, please, thinks Finn, don’t look in the garbage! At
that exact moment, the tall one points to the dumpster.
“Maybe in there?”
The police start walking toward the dumpster. Finn and the girl
give each other a desperate look: Now what?!
There’s no choice: they have to dive into the garbage. In among
the plastic bags, old coffee filters, slimy lettuce leaves, a can of
dried paint, empty toothpaste tubes, squishy tomatoes, broken
egg shells, a pair of old sneakers – right into the middle, as deep
as they can. Finn, scrambling to pull a burst garbage bag over
himself, feels his hand reaching into something soft – and already,
the lid is swinging up and the pudgy one’s face pokes itself into
the opening.
Finn holds his breath, doesn’t move a muscle.
“Ugghh! Does that ever stink!” the pudgy one yelps, quickly
slamming the lid back down. “Nah, nothin’ in there.”

90

91

Contents

Contents

“Well, this is a fine mess,” the tall one says, as her voice fades
into the distance. “If we don’t find ‘em, we’re in for it, and how!”
“Boy, those guys from the railroad really dumped one on us
this time,” says the pudgy one, his voice growing more distant as
well. “I’m tellin’ ya, it’s not just a bad phase I’m having! Totally
bizarre, that’s what it is!”
Finn and the girl wait for another couple of minutes. Not until
it’s absolutely silent and they’re sure the police are gone do they
come up from the garbage and clamber out of the dumpster. The
girl pulls a dark-brown banana peel out of her frizzy hair. Now
Finn sees the soft thing he stuck his hand into. Gross! Dangling
from his arm is a used diaper, its Velcro tape caught on his jacket!
Frantically, Finn tries to shake it off, but the diaper’s stuck tight.
The girl takes it off and, laughing, tosses it back into the dumpster.
“Elastico fantastico! We’re home free!”
She’s referring to the cops, of course. She wipes her hand on
her jeans and reaches it out to Finn.
“My name’s Yola, by the way.”
Finn takes Yola’s hand and shakes it.
“Mine’s Finn.”

Yola grips the wheel and clears the gatepost by a hair’s breadth
as she steers the tractor out of the yard. Swaying from side to
side, it rumbles over the concrete slabs in front of the sheds and
reaches the dirt road, at which point Yola has to crank the steering
wheel hard to make the curve.
“See how easy it is?” she shouts over the noise of the engine.

Finn nods. He’s found the light switch. The tractor’s headlights
flood the ruts of the dirt road in yellow light.
“And now – full speed ahead!” yells Yola.
She floors the accelerator and the engine starts knocking like
it’s going to blow apart any second.
“Second gear!” yells Finn.
Yola lets up on the gas and steps on the clutch. Finn operates
the gear shift and moves it into second, then third, then fourth.
Their clutch-shift coordination gets better and better, and soon
the tractor is chugging along smoothly through the night.
“You can have a turn at the wheel, too,” shouts Yola. “I’ll show
you how it works.”
Finn nods, and thinks to himself that he already knows how it
works.
After a while, the dirt road turns into a paved road, and a little
later, the headlights illuminate a big yellow sign on the roadside:
“Berlin 55 km.” Finn and Yola exchange gleeful looks. They’re on
the right road! They’re DRIVING to Berlin!
Then Finn takes the wheel and steers the tractor. It really isn’t
hard; he quickly gets the hang of turning the wheel just so, in
order to make the curves. Yola, sitting next to him, looks at the
speedometer with satisfaction.
“Twenty-five kay-emm-aitch. No prob,” she says knowledgeably.
Finn calculates: twenty-five kilometers an hour – if they can
keep that speed up, they’ll be home in two hours. Finn can hardly
wait to see the looks on Mama’s and Mukhtar’s faces when they
see him and Yola on the tractor. They’ll be so amazed!
Once you’ve got luck on your side, sometimes it’s like it can
read your mind, because right now, over the trees in front of them,
an especially bright star appears in the night sky. It’s neither the
North Star nor a satellite, that much is certain: this star has the
shape of a hamburger and a corona of yellow-gold French fries.
The glowing neon sign floats on the tip of a long pole, over a fast-
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Chapter 6:
Do you also have vegetarian?

food restaurant, so that hungry travelers like Finn and Yola can
see it from a long way away.
“Hooray!” shouts Finn. “Something to eat!”
He steers the tractor straight in its direction. Yola takes the two
crumpled bills out of her jeans pocket and smoothes them flat.
“Fifteen euros. More than enough for two meal deals!”
Finn nods: “Main thing, they have vegetarian.”
“Don’t you like meat?” Yola asks, surprised.
“Sure I do,” says Finn. “But I don’t eat it anymore. Because I
don’t want animals to die.”
“But they’re going to die anyway, sometime.”
“Yes, but because they’re old, and not because they’re butchered.”
“Some die because they’re eaten by other animals,” says Yola,
“crocodiles, or lions, or sharks… ”
Finn nods: “Then at least they won’t die because of me. Besides,
you can make hotdogs and burgers without meat.”
“Yes, but they don’t taste as good,” says Yola.
“The ones my dad makes do. He even sells them to a wellness
hotel.”
“So is your dad some kind of butcher?” Yola asks.
“Well,” says Finn. “Actually, he’s a programmer. For computers
and stuff. But then it started to drive him crazy and he didn’t want
anything more to do with computers. So he started making tofu
stuff – burgers, hotdogs, schnitzels – and now he makes good
money at it.”
Yola laughs. “A vegetarian tofu-hotdog-programmer, that’s
pretty funny.”
When they reach the entrance to the restaurant, Yola points to
an arrow sign. It says Drive-thru. Finn takes English in school,
but this word has never come up in his lessons. Yola knows what
it means though.
“A ‘drive-thru’ is a restaurant that you can just drive up to,” she
says. “You stay in your car and get your food to go.”

“Oh, I see,” says Finn. “Like coffee to go.” His mom gets that
sometimes, to wake up when she takes him to school. Mukhtar
always kids her and asks if coffee to go really comes from Togo
– that’s a country in Africa. He says there should be coffee
Cameroon, and coffee Ethiopia.
Finn follows the arrow and steers the tractor around back of
the flat-topped building. Stuck onto its bare brick wall there’s a
little hut with an open window, and at the window sits a giantess
– at least that’s what it looks like, because she fills up practically
the entire hut. Above her head, there’s just enough space for the
little green cap set at an angle on her wavy hair, like a canoe on
the high seas. When the woman sees Finn and Yola on the tractor,
she signals them to drive forward.
Finn lets up on the gas, steps on the brake and tromps on the
clutch. The tractor stops – two meters past the window. The
giantess’ puzzled face looks out at them.
Finn jiggles the gear shift. “Crap, where’s reverse on this thing?”
Yola pushes the stick into a new position; Finn works the clutch.
The tractor rolls back and stops again – this time two meters short
of the window.
Yola leans forward to the giantess and shouts, competing with
the engine’s noise: “We’d like something for fifteen euros! Some
of it vegetarian! And everything to go!”
Finn nudges the accelerator: the tractor jumps ahead a bit
and finally lands directly in front of the window. The giantess
shakes her massive head so vigorously that the little tube-like
microphone in front of her mouth wobbles.
“First learn to drive, then order!” comes her jarring voice from
the loudspeaker through the window, and it sounds like it’s
coming out of a watering can. She leans forward: “I can’t believe
it!” She gawks at Finn, and blinks her eyes in disbelief. “Who on
earth gave you permission to drive that thing? You’re still green
behind the ears!”
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Yola puts a serious expression on her face and reads the name
displayed on the monitor behind the window. It says: “Your server
today is Frau Hopp.”
“Hey, listen, Frau Hopp,” says Yola. “I’m afraid we haven’t got
time to chit-chat. Because we still have to get to the tzitty today.”
“The city?!” says the giantess, pointing to the tractor – “On that
thing? To Berlin?!”
Yola nods and makes that hand gesture grown-ups always make
when they want to say something especially important. “That’s
correct, my good woman. Now, can we order something or not?”
Finn suspects that the term “my good woman” is a little oldfashioned. But Yola is completely in her element, holding the two
bills out toward the giantess: “We’ll pay full price, of course, in
cash.”
But instead of taking the money, the giantess shakes her cap,
presses a button, and says a nasal “two kids” into the little tube
in front of her mouth. Then she releases the button, and again
her voice comes jangling out of the loudspeaker: “Now look here,
you two little jokers. I’ll give ya the kids’ meals for free, cuz I’m
havin’ a good day. But then you get down from that contraption
right now. And I’m callin’ your mother, so she can pick you up
here pronto. Got that?”
Then she picks up the two brown paper bags that have magically
appeared in the hatch behind her and holds them out the window.
Yola takes the bags and smiles regretfully. “Thanks, that’s
so nice of you. But we have to get moving. Goodbye, my good
woman!”
Then Yola gives Finn a signal. Finn eases up on the clutch and
the tractor starts moving. Frau Hopp leans way out the window
and waves her arms around wildly, so wildly that the cap sails off
her head.
“Hey! You little monkeys! I told you to get offa that thing!”
Finn floors it, the exhaust pipe spews a cloud of black smoke

into the air, and the tractor starts picking up speed.
Yola turns around to wave goodbye and calls:
“Careful, Frau Hopp! You might blow your top!”
Finn has to laugh.
A snorted “snot-nosed brats!” is the last they hear from the
giantess, as she and her little house grow smaller and smaller
until finally, they’re out of sight.
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Translated by Rebecca Heier

Markus Orths

serious, the same delicate humour is still evident. In Das Zebra
unterm Bett, he combines the themes of loneliness and of
feeling like an outsider with the theme of the experience of
having same-sex parents. Subtly and sensitively, he describes
a girl who is parented by two men, and is finding it difficult
to find friends. Orths tells the story with a light touch and, in
the character of Hanna, he has created a young heroine with
whom children will be able to identify strongly. The book’s
intertextual reference to Mary Poppins is quite charming and
adds another layer.
In the last few years, an increasing number of children’s
books on the theme of LGBTQ+ parented families have been
published. Families with same-sex parents usually appear
in picture books, such as And Tango makes three by Justin
Richardson and Peter Parnell, in which a male penguin couple
in Central Park Zoo try to raise a penguin chick . However,
there are few books for younger readers. Markus Orths’ book
fills this gap, as, thanks to the large font, the plentiful dialogue
and the many illustrations, even early readers will be able
to manage the text. The content is presented in a suitable,
age-appropriate and exciting way, even while reflecting the
limited vocabulary that many readers of this age have. The
colourful illustrations by Kerstin Meyer complement the text
wonderfully, adding further wit. The great complementarity of
this author and illustrator pairing is also evident in their most
recent project, Der reichste Junge der Welt.

Markus Orths was born in 1969 in Viersen. He studied
philosophy, romance studies, and English in Freiburg and now
lives and works as a freelance author in Karlsruhe. His eleventh
book, Max, appeared in 2017. He has received numerous
literary prizes including the Telekom Austria Prize (2008),
the Lower Rhine Literature Prize (2009) and the Speculative
Fiction Prize from the city of Wetzlar (2011). In 2017, he took
on the 36th Paderborn Poetics Lectureship and in 2018, the
31st Bamberg Poetics Professorship. He also has to make up
bedtime stories for his children every evening, and this is how
a zebra appeared under the bed.
Selected Publications:
Der reichste Junge der Welt, Moritz Verlag, 2018
Max, Carl Hanser Verlag, 2017
Das Zebra unterm Bett, Moritz Verlag, 2015
Alpha & Omega, Schöffling & Co, 2014

Kerstin Meyer
Kerstin Meyer was born in 1966 in Wedel. She started working
as an illustrator for various animation companies while she
was studying design in Hamburg. She now illustrates texts by
writers such as Cornelia Funke, Martin Klein, Markus Orths and
Andreas Steinhöfel. In her spare time, she enjoys travelling and
gardening.
Selected Publications:
Herr Pess und sein Bär, text by Ellen Jahn, Carlsen 2019
Der reichste Junge der Welt, text by Markus Orths, Moritz
Verlag 2018
Das Zebra unterm Bett, Moritz Verlag, 2015
Käpten Knitterbart und seine Bande, text by Cornelia Funke,
Oetinger 2003

By Nicole Filbrandt
Translated by Alexandra Roesch

Until the Wind Changes
What on earth was that? One morning, Hanna hears a coughing
sound coming from underneath her bed. She takes a look and
finds a zebra called Brownlee there – an actual zebra, and he
can actually talk! Over breakfast, the two of them get better
acquainted: Hanna tells Brownlee about her recent move and
that she sometimes feels lonely. A few of the children think it’s
odd that Hanna is growing up with two fathers and no mother.
When it’s time to go to school, Hanna simply takes the zebra
with her because she doesn’t know what else to do with him. It
might actually be quite fun to have Brownlee there too. While
he is already good at maths and language, how would it be if
he let Hanna’s classmates write on his stripes? Or if they could

all vault over him in P.E.? The children are delighted, but the
head teacher isn’t – whoever heard of a zebra in a school? So
the head secretly phones the zoo and arranges for someone
to come and collect Brownlee. Then, of course, the zebra must
be rescued and all the other children want to help Hanna do
it. Eventually, when Brownlee is freed, he sets off to look after
another child, as Hanna can now manage on her own without
the zebra’s help.
Markus Orths has been writing successful adult fiction since
2001. His first children’s book, Billy Backe aus Walle Wacke,
published in 2015, is about the amusing adventures of a marmot.
While the themes of his more recent children’s books are more
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3
Mrs Jeremias scratched her head. She’d
been working as a teacher for twentyseven years, but she’d never known
anything like this before. A zebra,
even if it was a small one, was sitting
among her pupils! And now, the zebra
was raising its hoof and speaking!
Without Mrs Jeremias’s permission!
“Good morning!” Brownlee said. “I
wanted to ask – could I please take
part in the lesson?”
Mrs Jeremias went pale. She pulled
out of her bag the large book of school
rules that she always had with her
because she didn’t want to do anything
wrong, and looked under Z. There
THIS TITLE IS GUARANTEED A GRANT
FOR TRANSLATION INTO ENGLISH:
Markus Orths & Kerstin Meyer
Das Zebra unterm Bett
[The Zebra Under the Bed]
Frankfurt am Main: Moritz Verlag, 2015, 72 pages, age 6+
Sample Translation: pp. 31–53
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was no mention of zebras. Finally, she
said: “I – one moment!” and left the
classroom, returning a few minutes
later accompanied by the head teacher,
Mr Fleece.

The head looked at Brownlee and
weighed up the situation. “To be
honest,” he whispered to Mrs Jeremias,
“when you said that you had a zebra
sitting in your classroom, I only came
with you because I thought you had
gone mad. But now, hmm, well yes…”
“Where did that zebra spring from?”
he asked the class.

“It belongs to me!” Hanna said.
“Ah, right, Hanna!” Mr Fleece said.
“Did your – did your fathers buy you
the zebra?”
“No, he just appeared. The zebra is
called Brownlee.”
“A zebra doesn’t just appear!” the
head said. “A zebra doesn’t simply
pop up! There must be some sort of an
explanation! I have never heard of a
zebra that – oh well, it doesn’t matter
anyway! It can’t stay here.”
“Why not?”
“It has to go! It’s not right! A zebra
simply doesn’t belong here. This is a
school! A zebra in school is against the
rules!”

“Which rules?”
“Simply the rules. That’s the way it is
– zebras can’t be here. First of all, in
order to go to school, you have to be
able to speak!”
“I can speak!” Brownlee said.

The head stared at Brownlee. “It – the
– animal – zebra – speaks!” The head
wiped beads of sweat from his forehead.
“But in order to go to school,” he said,
“you also need – to be able to write! In
order to write, you need hands! And
zebras don’t have hands!”
Brownlee got up, trotted over to the
blackboard, took a piece of chalk
between his lips, pushed it into the
gap in his front hoof and wrote on
the blackboard: “DID HANNAH SEE
BEES? HANNAH DID.” Then he said:
“That is a palindrome. You can read
the sentence forwards or backwards
and it sounds the same.”

“What about maths?” the head snorted.
Brownlee said: “27 times 44 is 1188, and
the square root of 1188 is 34.467376.
The whole thing times pi is 108.28245.”

“Gymnastics!” the head shouted
breathlessly.
Brownlee did a somersault.
“What about – about – geography?
You need to know about the earth!”
“The Amazon River runs through
Guyana, Ecuador, Venezuela, Bolivia,
Brazil, Columbia, and Peru. It is
approximately 4,000 miles long. The
Mississippi River is approximately
2,320 miles long and goes through 10
US states.”
“And – and – about nature!” the head
called out.
“What do you mean?” Brownlee asked.
“Natural history? Theoretical physics?
Applied physics? Shall I explain the
laws of quantum chromodynamics?”
“Stop!” The head stamped his foot.
“You’re overqualified! You know too
much. This is Year 3!”

“Yes, but I could give the pupils a bit of
help!” Brownlee said.
“That’s enough!” said the head. “Under
no circumstances can you stay! A
school is for pupils, and pupils are
human beings! And you are not a
human being!”
Everyone went completely silent.
The head looked around triumphantly.
But after a few seconds, Hanna piped
up: “I’m not a human being either!”
she said.
“What?” the head said.
“I’m an alien!”
“What? Where? How?”
“Well, I have two dads, you know that

– and no mum. So, someone must have
dropped me here – maybe from outer
space? Maybe I’m a girl from Mars.”
The head looked horrified and said
nothing.
“And so,” Hanna continued, “if school
is only for human beings, then I must
leave too. You’ll have to send me away
as well.”
The head wrung his hands in despair.
He turned to Mrs Jeremias for help,
but she just shrugged her shoulders.
‘“But,” the head said, a little less loudly,
“a zebra will disrupt the class!’”
“Why?” said Brownlee. “I will sit here
quietly; just let me join in. A trial run.”

The head’s mouth opened and closed.
Mrs Jeremias said: “Maybe we could
actually give it a go. We could say that
the zebra – ”
“Brownlee” said Hanna.
“ – we could say that Brownlee is an
exchange student from – Africa!”
“From Africa?” the head said.
“Why not?” Mrs Jeremias asked.
Then, when the entire class howled
a long drawn-out “Puhh-leeaze!” the
head left the classroom, crimson-faced.

4
They all cheered, Hanna loudest of all.
Mrs Jeremias gave a little cough and
said “Welcome, Brownlee!”
Brownlee fitted into the class perfectly.
He wasn’t the slightest bother. On the
contrary, it was much more fun when
you didn’t have to write words on the
blackboard and you could write them
on Brownlee’s white stripes instead,
using watercolours, and then brush
him clean again at playtime.

In P.E., the class didn’t need a vaulting
horse to jump over anymore. They
leapt over Brownlee’s back instead –
sideways or lengthways, whichever
they wanted – and if Brownlee realized
that he was a bit too big for any of the
pupils, then he bent his knees a little
so that it worked for everyone.

At one point, Brownlee asked when it
was time for dream class.

“What do you mean, dream class?”
Mrs Jeremias asked.
“Surely, besides P.E., maths, art, reading,
writing and all that, there must also be
a subject called dreaming?” Brownlee
asked.
“What? No, we don’t have that subject.”
“You don’t? Why not? You have to
have time to dream!”
“Yes, but – no, that is not on the
curriculum,” stuttered Mrs Jeremias.
“I’m sorry.”
“Good!” Brownlee said. “Then we’ll
make time!”
“What – when? How? Where? Who?”
“Now!” Brownlee said.

Brownlee immediately started to tell
a fantastical story of far-away Africa,
about a jet-black parrot who couldn’t
fly; and a story about a snow-white
crocodile that had never eaten meat in
its life, an actual vegetarian crocodile;
and a story about a journey on an
ice train to the freezing North Pole.

Brownlee made the stories so riveting
that at some point the children closed
their eyes and leant back. They let his
words melt into a dance of images in
their heads. When Brownlee’s story
finished, the children needed a moment
to remember where they were.

Mrs Jeremias said breathlessly: “We’ve
done this before, Brownlee. We call it
an imaginary journey!”
“Wonderful!” Brownlee said. “Then we
can really get going now.”
The children were delighted.
But if they had thought that Brownlee
himself would continue to tell stories,
then they were mistaken: each child
was allowed to make up their own
story. All the others closed their eyes
and listened, even Mrs Jeremias.

But just as Henry started to tell his
story, the door opened, and the head
came in.
“Right, my dear Brownlee,” he said.
“Here I am again! I have found a
solution that will make everyone
happy!”
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Two zookeepers, each holding a long
bar with an oval loop at the end,
stepped into the room behind the head.
The children held their breath.
“No!” Hanna said.
“Don’t you worry!” Brownlee said.
“But… ”

Brownlee didn’t put up a fight when
they led him outside with the snare
round his neck. But Hanna felt like
crying and screaming in anger.
“Right!” the head said. “Now the
strange beast has gone.”
“No,” Hanna shouted. “Brownlee is not
a strange beast!”

The head looked at her in surprise
and said: “Come on, now! A talking
zebra!?”
“Brownlee,” Hanna said, “is not a
talking zebra.”
The head looked puzzled. “So?” he
asked.
“What is he then?”
For a moment, Hanna said nothing.
Then she looked straight at the head,
and said: “Brownlee is exactly what
he is. Brownlee is Brownlee, nothing
more and nothing less.”
The head shook his head and left the
classroom.
At that moment someone sat down
next to Hanna, on Brownlee’s chair,

and this someone was none other than
Henry.
“Hey, Hanna,” Henry said. “Come on!
We’ll get him out! We can do it!”
Hanna looked at him for a long time.
Henry! Then she smiled, and she
squeezed Henry’s hand under the
table.
“Yes,” she whispered excitedly, “of
course we will! We’ll get Brownlee out
of there, no doubt about it!”
Translated by Alexandra Roesch

Lorenz Pauli
Lorenz Pauli was born in 1967. One day he became a
kindergarten teacher, and he worked and laughed with children
for many years. Then his days grew too short for work, so now
he laughs when sitting at his keyboard and when telling stories
on stage. In 2012, Lorenz Pauli made the IBBY Honour List for
his writing in Oma, Emma, Mama. His book Pass auf mich auf!
was nominated for the 2015 Swiss Children’s and Young Adults’
Media Prize and was selected as a White Raven in 2015. Lorenz
Pauli lives in Berne with his family.
Selected Publications:
Rigo und Rosa. 28 Geschichten aus dem Zoo und dem Leben,
Atlantis-Verlag, 2016
Pass auch mich auf!, illustrated by Miriam Zedelius, AtlantisVerlag, 2015
Pippilothek???, illustrated by Kathrin Schärer, Atlantis-Verlag,
2011; The Fox in the Library, NorthSouth Books, 2013
Oma, Emma, Mama, illustrated by Kathrin Schärer, AtlantisVerlag, 2010
ich mit dir, du mit mir, Atlantis-Verlag, 2008; Good for You,
Good for Me, Gecko Press, 2009
mutig, mutig, Atlantis-Verlag, 2006; You Call that Brave,
NorthSouth Books, 2014

Kathrin Schärer
Kathrin Schärer was born in Basel in 1969. She graduated
as an art teacher, as well as in arts and crafts, from the
Hochschule für Gestaltung in Basel. She now teaches children
with speech disorders and works as an illustrator. While she
sometimes illustrates her own stories, she is best known for
her longstanding and very successful collaboration with Lorenz
Pauli. In 2011, Kathrin Schärer’s book Johanna im Zug was
awarded the Swiss Children’s Media Award, and in 2012, she
was nominated for the prestigious Hans Christian Andersen
Award, for her complete works. In 2017, she and Lorenz Pauli
jointly received the Swiss Children’s and Young Adult Book
Prize for Rigo und Rosa.
Selected Publications:
Am liebsten aß der Hamster Hugo Spaghetti mit Tomatensugo,
text by Franz Hohler, Hanser, 2018
Stummel, text by Max Bolliger, Atlantis, 2018
Fell und Feder, text by Lorenz Pauli, Atlantis, 2017
Rigo und Rosa, text by Lorenz Pauli, Atlantis, 2016
Hast du Angst? Fragte die Maus, text by Rafik Schami,
Beltz&Gelberg, 2013
Johanna im Zug, Atlantis-Verlag 2009; All Aboard with
Joanna!, Officina Libraria, 2013

Love makes you smart
The leopard wants to sleep. But he can’t, because there’s
someone sobbing close by. It’s a mouse! He wonders whether
he should eat the mouse, or listen to what she has to say, but
it’s already too late. The mouse explains that she’s afraid of
wild animals, and asks him whether he can protect her. Anyone
refusing a plea for help will inevitably spend forever trying to
justify it to themselves. We are irresistibly drawn to help the
weak: even the leopard Rigo slips into the role of protector
much more quickly than he might have thought possible, as

a consequence. It must also be admitted that Rigo is a pretty
intelligent leopard, who has not been rendered bitter by his life
within a zoo. The mouse interests him: he would particularly
like to know what it feels like to be very small, yet at the same
time to enjoy complete freedom.
It’s not long before the mouse is taking all kinds of liberties
with the leopard, as we can see, even on the title page of
Lorenz Pauli‘s and Kathrin Schärer’s new book Rigo und Rosa.
The mouse tames the old leopard, and sleeps cuddled up in
his soft fur. When she’s awake, she asks him question after
question. To ask a question is to call the shots, and so we find
that tiny little Rosa gains the upper hand in their relationship.
Rigo, the mighty but somewhat melancholic beast of prey, is
perfectly happy with this state of affairs, for the go-getting
little mouse awakens in him a joie de vivre of which he’d never
dreamed.
It’s useful here to know that Lorenz Pauli originally devised
his stories about the two animals for a column in the magazine
BÄRN! The spur for this was the death in 2010 of a Persian
leopard at Berne Zoo, which featured extensively in the media.
There is always a subtle undercurrent of sorrow in Pauli’s
narrative series, due not least to the fact that the dialogue
between the two animals has a distinctly philosophical bent:
their conversations always turn on fundamental issues such as
beauty, solitude, friendship. With their charming combination
of gravity and playfulness, this Swiss duo have won themselves
a big following in the German-speaking world for the numerous
books that they have produced together thus far.
The sense of lively realism that Katrin Schärer imparts to her
animal drawings will surely go down equally well with an
anglophone public. As for Lorenz Pauli’s stories, they are so
trenchantly expressed that they are instantly comprehensible.
This means that they lend themselves very well to being
read aloud, and to serving as a basis for discussions with the
children: what do they themselves think about friendship,
about boredom, about storytelling?

the spirit of his concentrated, frill-free prose: avoiding minor
details, her illustrations draw their power of fascination from
her focus on the bodies of the two protagonists. She ensures
that Rigo doesn’t come across as a cuddly pussy cat by giving
him distinctly realistic features: he bares his teeth, and invites
wary respect even when asleep. Meanwhile, with her virtuosic
use of “hands” and feet, Rosa seems almost human: the mouse
plays the fun role. This all serves to win children’s hearts, and,
for all the stress on the contrasting differences between them
in both body and temperament, we readily credit the pair’s
happy affinity.

In these stories, Lorenz Pauli stays firmly within the world
of children, yet beneath the surface he also has much to say
to adults. The book’s central theme is essentially love, which
manifests itself here in myriad forms of closeness. Mouse fur
and leopard fur happily co-exist; each of the creatures feels
just so, but nobody is perfect. Rigo knows that leopards have
smelly breath, but will Rosa be shocked by this? “Your smelly
breath is a part of you. On its own I’d find it horrible. But you
and your smelly breath together… that’s right and proper,”
declares the mouse.
Kathrin Schärer, for whom this is the tenth book she has
produced in partnership with Lorenz Pauli, fully embraces
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Absolutely certain
Leopards like their sleep,
and Rigo was a leopard.
Or, to be more precise: a zoo leopard.
Animals normally sleep extremely well in zoos,
perhaps even better than in the wild.
But sleep was out of the question right now:
someone was wailing most dreadfully.
Rigo would have liked to block his ears with his paws,
but he badly needed them for a pillow.
The wailing just wouldn’t stop.
Rigo took a look around his enclosure.
A tiny little mouse was sobbing there, right next to him.
Rigo wondered whether to talk to the mouse, or eat her up? “Let’s
talk.
I can eat her afterwards. Doing it the other way round might be
difficult.”
“What’s all this noise?” growled the leopard.
“I can’t sleep,” sobbed the mouse.
“Why not?”
“I’m afraid of wild animals.”
“Is that so?” murmured Rigo.
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“But maybe you could protect me?”
suggested the mouse.
“Me protect you?!” snorted the leopard.
Rigo stepped a bit closer and took a good look at the mouse.
“What a comical idea. What’s your name?”
“I’m Rosa. Come a bit closer and protect me!”

Rigo padded all the way around the mouse.
Then, in all his might and splendour, he sat right next to Rosa
and gazed down at her: “There, you can have a good sleep now.”
The mouse had a good try,
but then she shook her head.
“I need something soft to snuggle down in… ”
The leopard lay down with a growl,
and Rosa scrambled up into the big cat’s spotted coat.
“It would be nice if you could tuck me up… ”
Rigo nodded. He curled his tail around Rosa in such a way
that nothing showed except her tiny little nose.
“Could you sing me a song as well?”
The leopard sighed, and sang her the song about the Pea
in the Sea and the Door in the Moor.
Quite sleepy now, Rosa lifted her head again:
“Are you certain there won’t be any wild animals?”
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“Absolutely certain,” said Rigo, with a yawn so wide that his fangs
flashed.

130

131

Contents

Contents

Birthday
It was Rosa’s birthday.
Rigo had sung her a song,
and thrown her high in the air
and caught her again.
He’d whispered “Happy birthday!” right into her ear,
and shown her a daisy
that had started to bloom right on cue.
“Birthdays are fabulous,” thought Rosa.
And now they were sitting there playing one of their
favourite games.
It was called Just Imagine!
“Just imagine,” said Rigo, “that elks had wheels
instead of hooves!”
“In that case,” replied Rosa, “they’d have to wear a
helmet.
But that could be tricky when you’ve antlers on your
head.”
Then Rosa said, “Just imagine that that man over
there had butterfly wings.”
“In that case,” replied Rigo, “they’d build an
enclosure for him too,
and the information board on the fence would say:
“Angel. Please do not feed.”
It was Rigo’s turn again.
“Just imagine that my name wasn’t Rigo,
and instead it was Haven’t-a-Clue.”
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“In that case, the child over there would ask its mother
“What’s that animal called?” and she would answer
‘Haven’t-a-Clue’!”
Rigo laughed. “Do you like children?” he asked,
looking across at the child.
Rosa nodded.
“Yes! Children are inquisitive; they can hop, their heads
are bursting with ideas, they cry one minute
and laugh the next, they sing songs and
drop bits of bread. It’s all so wonderful! What about you?”
Rigo had a think.
“I prefer animal children to human children.
Do you remember what it was like when the penguins
had theirs? It was like a miracle.
They didn’t just pop straight out into the world.
The penguin mothers laid their eggs.

And then, much later,
the penguin babies hatched from the eggs.
Quite a business, it was – and such a lot of packaging!
And when the babies couldn’t stay perched on their parents’ feet any longer,
they were so ungainly. We laughed such a lot.”
Rosa smiled.
“Yes. All that stuff with the eggs is really funny.
But it’s great for the penguin children.”
“Why?”
“Because penguins have two birthdays a year: one on the date the egg was laid,
and one on the day they slip out of their shell.”
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In our own heads
Rosa took a step, and said
“And then Rosa took a brave step forward.”
Next Rosa took a dried-up leaf, crumbled it into little bits, and
said
“No power in the world could stop her from tearing the
fearsome plant to shreds.”
Rigo came towards Rosa, and Rosa continued:
“Suddenly an enormous dangerous animal came towards
Rosa.
But she wasn’t afraid.
She looked straight into the monster’s eyes,
and the terrifying beast began to tremble.”
Rigo laughed, and said
“The enormous animal laughed out loud.”
Rosa was in a real state! She said
“I want to invent a story!
A story about you and me.
But I don’t really know how to start.”
“Well, why don’t you begin by simply saying
‘A mouse carried a leopard right around the world’?”

Rosa shook her head:
“But that’s not possible.”
Rigo came really close to Rosa
and whispered something in her ear,
as quietly as if it were a closely guarded secret.
“That’s what’s so wonderful about stories!
You can make things up,
completely impossible things.
Then we picture them in our imaginations,
and suddenly, in our own heads they seem completely right.”
Rosa saw the sense in that.
She thought for a while.
“In that case I could even say
that the leopard ate the mouse,
and in our own heads,
in our own imaginations,
that would be completely right;
even though the mouse
isn’t really in the leopard’s stomach,
for here I am, still standing here.”
“Yes, you could indeed say that,
but we have to be careful what we make up.
It’s you who’s responsible for the mouse and the leopard in your story.
You’re in there with them for a while,
and if you recount the story to someone else
that someone else is in there with the mouse and the leopard too.
And everyone who ends up knowing your story
will be very sad if the mouse gets eaten,
and some of them might hate the leopard.”
“Fair enough. In that case I’ll let myself stay alive;
and you too, by the way.”
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“Well, thank you very much!” said Rigo, giving Rosa a gentle prod in
the stomach with one of his sharp claws.

“And then,” said Rosa, in her special storyteller’s voice, “the leopard
tickled the mouse until she… until she… until – Rigo?
How do you end a story?”
“The story doesn’t need to end.
You can stop telling it,
and with a bit of luck, the story will carry on all the same
in our own heads.”
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Manja Präkels

allows its characters – and thus offers its readers – a number
of different interpretations.

Manja Präkels, born in 1974 in Zehdenick, Brandenburg,
is a singer with the band Der singende Tresen and author
of the poetry collection Tresenlieder. She is joint editor of
the anthology Kaltland – Eine Sammlung, a classic of postreunification literature, and writes articles and essays for taz
(Die Tageszeitung) and Der Spiegel, among other publications.
Manja Präkels has received numerous awards for her work,
such as the Alfred Döblin Award (2005) from the Academy of
the Arts, Berlin, and the residency fellowship in the Writers
House Ventspils, Latvia (2012/13). Her debut novel Als ich mit
Hitler Schnapskirschen aß was awarded the Kranichstein Youth
Literature Grant (2018), the German Youth Literature Prize
(2018) and the Anna Seghers Prize (2018).

By Michael Schmitt
Translated by Alexandra Roesch

Publications:
Als ich mit Hitler Schnapskirschen aß, Verbrecher Verlag, 2017
Tresenlieder – Gedichte, Verlag Edition AV, 2004

Childhood friends and the New Right
Musician, journalist and author Manja Präkels refers to
her generation’s most formative experience as a “double
system-crash”: for all those born in the former GDR in the
mid-seventies, puberty coincided with the political upheaval
that followed the fall of the Berlin Wall 1989-90. While this
period of historical turmoil is not a new topic, it has rarely
been addressed with such intensity as it is here: the book
is dedicated to Ingo Ludwig and Silvio Seydaack, both late
companions of the author, who were murdered by right-wing
thugs in 1992 and 2002 respectively.
It is clear from the start what the story will be about. What
is surprising is the narrative approach, which forges personal
experiences and emotional involvement in the fate of both
victims and perpetrators into a coherent whole. The book
describes what happens in a small East German town near
Berlin when the collective life-plan vanishes into thin air.
The resulting vacuum is quickly filled by a ferment of the
contrariness, defiance, racism and violence that already
existed in East German socialist society, pre-1989. Growing
up among people, the causes of whose frustrations are
not unknown to her, the narrator nonetheless forms other
conclusions than her peers. The rapid emergence into the
public sphere of skinheads and young right-wing radicals
with precise partings first shocks, and eventually poses a
direct threat to her when, as a young reporter, she denounces
their attacks. Nazi emblems and their corresponding slogans
– which were the greatest possible challenge to authority in
the former GDR – suddenly dominate the urban landscape.

The novel’s title Als ich mit Hitler Schnapskirschen aß truly
encapsulates the essence of the book: for the narrator and
her friend Oliver, schnapps cherries were a childhood treat at
family celebrations in the years before the fall of the Berlin
Wall. This same friend takes the “battle name” of Hitler when
he becomes the leader of a right-wing gang of thugs following
reunification and gets involved in drug dealing before being
forced out a few years later by stronger competitors.
The book recounts the dissolution of societal order through
the prism of a friendship that quickly unravels but is never
completely ended – not even when, like so many of her peers
(seeking apprenticeships or job creation-scheme places, but
never really finding their feet) the narrator moves to Berlin,
as those on the extreme right and the narrator’s left-wing
friends alike are exposed to a historical process for which
they are completely unprepared. Far from being denied, their
(commonality of experience and) ongoing personal proximity
is made obvious to the reader from the first moment: a clear
political divide exists and cannot be ignored, but there is
also a shared history, and the fact of their having known
each other for so long binds them together, in spite of their
differences and the passing of time. While the memory of the
events of the early years after reunification will never fade,
some of those involved have downgraded them to youthful
folly. For her part, However, a quarter of a century after the
central events, Manja Präkels never places herself above her
protagonists: while her narrator is biased, the novel itself
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Maybe Hitler saved my life, back then. We had fought without
ever being directly pitted against one another, and when we met,
years later – veterans, by then, observers of war – he didn’t throw
any insults at me. Nor humiliation, nor blows, nor bullets, nor his
hate – just his phone number, in case I needed some weed. I called
him. We did the deal at midnight, in the blue glow of the petrol
station which now stood where we had innocently mimicked the
old folk at the fairground in the middle of the marshes. That was
before the fighting.
We had been friends, had played football and card games
together and secretly eaten cherries soaked in schnapps. He was
two years older than me, unreadable, tough and quiet. As we
lived next door to each other, we spent a lot of time together
back then. His mother always wore clothes that were much too
tight. She was curvy, wherever you looked, and secretly slipped
him cigarettes. He would smoke them in the darkness of an old
coal cellar, while I kept a lookout so that his father wouldn’t find
out. A strong man, who always smelled of the sweat of his heroic
labour; you could have sniffed him out from a distance. His hands
were as big as shovels. His son feared them.
We were out and about come rain or snow, sunshine or foggy
weather. You could sit for hours on end by the river that divided

our small town down the middle, and fish or watch the boats. A
narrow jetty beneath the big cement bridge was our usual spot,
a good place for decent catches. The cats, strays and pets, in the
street enjoyed the produce of our summer hobby, and we enjoyed
their company.
Sometimes Hitler shot a sparrow.
In winter we ambushed the shy girl who lived with her parents
at the end of the road, close to the riverbank. Her neighbour, who
owned a Dachshund, lived behind yellowed net curtains. He often
stopped us playing football on the grass by shouting at us and
threatening us with a broom. We bombarded the shy girl with
snowballs on her way home from school, rubbed snow in her face
and stole her hat. I don’t think she had any other friends except
us.
Whenever I ate schnapps cherries with Hitler, who of course
didn’t go by that name at the time, we sat on the floor in his
room and it rained. The room was tiny. He shared it with his little
brother. A table, a folding bed and a maximum of four children
could just about fit in. We lay next to each other, stretched out on
the carpet and were happy not to have to sit in the other room,
at the coffee table, where the grown-ups were forever celebrating
birthdays. We let time pass, played cards or fought over a farm
carved out of wood with armies of small plastic knights.
The cherries tasted disgusting, but they were our secret, and
that’s what mattered. We ate them, grimacing, until we retched.
Then we stared out of the window, apathetically watching the
rain, until that got too boring and too hot and too claustrophobic.
In the room next door, there was a jumble of voices. There was
a children’s table from which you could watch the entire party.
Oh, how that mighty armada of cake forks shovelled purposefully
towards mouths! The hustle and bustle of glasses was also hard to
keep track of, and we often moved in closer to compare the speed
at which our fathers drank and learned to match the different
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Chapter I:
Schnapps Cherry Time

		
		
		
		

Oh, baby, baby it’s a wild world
It’s hard to get by just upon a smile
Oh, baby, baby it’s a wild world
I’ll always remember you like a child, girl

			

Cat Stevens – Wild World (1970)

liqueurs to the grannies and aunts who were present. In between,
Hitler would steal more handfuls of schnapps cherries from
his mother’s larder. We crawled under the coffee table, stuffed
ourselves with them and carefully tucked each stone under the
carpet.
While the mothers and aunts shrilly talked themselves into a
rage, and the fathers fervently called for a football umpire from
the lowest division to be murdered, we sat at the children’s table,
drunk. And Granddad had that soppy look on his face that he
always got when he talked about the old times: “Eh, we didn’t
‘ave that in the war. No one cared back then!” But Gran wasn’t
even listening because she’d fallen asleep in her chair, while a
piece of cake dangled from her hairy chin. It was always the same.
The marshes have disappeared now, as has the fairground. I
watched the children who now meet up here at night, not for the
raffle ticket booths or the swing carousel, but for the cigarettes
and beer and somewhere to hang out that has a bit of light. I
snuck around in the shadows like a spy. I could see my own breath
coming out of my mouth and nose, but even when Hitler finally
drove up, they took no notice of us. As if we’d never existed.
We made the silent exchange and he zoomed off again. I ducked
down the street along the frozen Havel River and knew that it had
been a mistake. Even the old den in my parents’ house greeted
me differently, more hostile. Maybe it was down to the light here,
too, that had never been so harsh before but now shone through
my window and across the floorboards from the new street lamp.
I sat down, sleepless, on the clapped-out old sofa; smoked, ruffled
Biermann’s fur and sent my thoughts on a journey.

Havel Street
When I was born, it was dark and cold outside the window of the
red-brick hospital on the edge of town. The shortest day of the
year. Winter. Chimneys smoking everywhere, the storm driving
little snowflakes against the window. The pale moon shone onto
Grandma Frieda’s pillow. She couldn’t sleep. Her daughter’s first
child. Her third grandchild. She placed a few more pieces of coal
on the fire for the father-to-be, who would probably be home late
and drunk, “So he doesn’t catch a cold.”
When I was born, there were still children and even a few
adults who believed in Father Christmas. He visited me for the
first time on my third day of life. I lay beneath the tinsel tree, a
gift of love, plump and bald. They called me Mimi. The German
Democratic Republic had just turned twenty-five.
We all lived “on top of each other,” as Otto Brunk, the pub
landlord was forever remarking. Havel Street uncle, Havel Street
aunt, Grandma Frieda, Granddad Erwin and my older cousins –
the entire family in one house. We shared neighbours, celebrated
birthdays, weddings, and funerals together, and wore the same
knitted socks made of leftover wool. All the kitchen cupboards
contained candles and matches just in case there was a power
cut, and because of the constant competition between the women
over the cooking, the whole house smelled of food. The men kept
rabbits, chickens and ducks in the back of the yard. They gathered
there in the evenings, silently watched the animals feeding and
drank schnapps.
My favourite animal was the cat. Black and white and beautiful,
she lay soaking up the sun wherever it fell and purred. There is a
photograph showing me trying to teach her to ride a tricycle, but
after having watched her devour a bloated sewer rat, I didn’t want
to play with her anymore. Instead, I declared Pappi’s Irish setter
to be my best friend. He was called Bruno von der Ganzenpracht
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and always comported himself very nobly. He accompanied me at
a lofty pace, wherever I wanted, and even let me ride on his back.
Our street had once been the centre of a village that had ceased
to exist after the Industrial Revolution, and yet had remained a
world of its own. In around 1900, huge clay deposits had been
discovered during the construction of a railway line. Then
brickyards had appeared, with their kilns and tall chimneys,
along with a network of field trains across the Brandenburg soil.
They brought enterprising craftsmen, businessmen, boatmen and
barges with them. For decades, these inland sailors had sailed
up and down the Havel, providing supplies to the exploding
metropolis. The little town in the north grew along with Berlin
and swallowed up the village without changing it significantly,
apart from the two barracks for newcomers. Our bumpy cobblestoned street was so furrowed by horse-drawn carts in those days
that the few vehicles driven in the era of nationalized factories
made slow progress. The street ended in a cul-de-sac on the banks
of the Havel, where my world ended too. The river split the town
into two towns, top and bottom: the town of the labourers, where
all roads led to the brickyards and clay pits; and that of the skilled
workers and engineers, who looked out onto allotments and
garages from their municipally-heated housing developments.
We lived between the two, beneath the little hawthorn trees that
grew out of the furrowed paving. Just ahead on the corner of the
main road there was a Konsum co-op: fresh rolls every morning,
and the occasional goodie bag.
A lot of old folk who did nothing all day but look out of their
window with their elbows propped up on a pillow lived on Havel
Street. I paraded past their pillows each day with Bruno. It seemed
as if, at the end of a life full of work, they were waiting for things
to start from the beginning again. When you don’t work, you
never knock off.
My mother toiled from morning to night. She drove me to

kindergarten on her bike in the mornings. It was at the top end of
town, on the edge of a new development, not far from her school.
She picked me up again after work, and we cycled back home
across the bumpy streets. Then she made sandwiches for Pappi.
He always had to eat on time and stick a syringe into his tummy
beforehand. To stop him getting sad about it, we sang songs
together in the kitchen. My mother had such a nice smoochy
mouth as she sang that I secretly named her Mooch.
Pappi smelled of beer and cigarettes, had long, messy hair and
stubble and sometimes took me to the pub with him, to Otto
Brunk’s. There I played with Otto’s children, who were twins and
very unalike. Pille’s habit of crying about every little thing really
got on my nerves, but Palle made up for it by being boisterous.
Our favourite place to play was on the riverbank, where we
flushed out the rats. Granddad Erwin taught us how to fish there.
Even Palle listened reverently when Granddad spoke earnestly
about the art of fishing. “During the war, if you couldn’t do it, you
would have croaked!” Pille was disgusted by the slime that stuck
to the tiny perch that we had to throw back in because you didn’t
do that, eat babies. “Child, your bait is too small, they can’t even
feel that going down!” We sat shoulder to shoulder and stared at
the bobbing bait, waiting for the right moment. Sometimes we
were interrupted by Mooch when she spotted us sitting on the
riverbank on her way home from work. The clacking of her heels
as she marched across the bridge was unmistakable. We were
often in trouble, because you got dirty when you were fishing.
Mooch was very fashion-conscious and loved wearing miniskirts.
In winter, too; even in photographs of snowy Leningrad, Mooch
is wearing a miniskirt and smiling. At the weekends she had
teacher training. Then Pappi dragged me along to the football.
We drove to the away games in a smelly, rumbling old banger.
Farmer Lehmann sat whistling behind the wheel, a fan of the team,
a fan of his village and fan of himself. He put his foot down on
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the bends and laughed when the grumbling men ducked to avoid
the free-flying potatoes and turnips. I was allowed to sit in the
front. Pappi played defence for Eintracht Krawallin in the lowest
division of the league. I stood on the sidelines, excitedly waiting
for him to score a goal. He never did, but it was fun anyway. I
remember the damp grass we lay in at half-time, the smell of the
chalk they used to mark out the pitch. The taste of lemonade and
grilled sausages.
Opposite Otto’s pub, within spitting distance of our house,
was the greengrocer’s. My father sat here on weekdays in his
blue work coat, sat in the cubbyhole and smoked with the town’s
traders; a shop full of uncles who constantly swapped tins, boxes
and wallpaper with one another. Meanwhile, Grandma Frieda
carted boxes back and forth, stacked jars on shelves, stood behind
the counter and grumbled. My playmate Andreas Walther lived
next door. He was quite a bit smaller than me and owned a bright
yellow pedal car. I could usually be seen driving it around in
circles, while Andreas had to direct the traffic.
Master bricklayer Jankowitsch had a real yellow car that
everyone was envious of, as it came from the West. He lived
opposite, but he was usually away on a job. As soon as he got
home, he started building again: sheds, garages, dog kennels. His
skin was dark-red and leathery; he worked shirtless, come rain or
shine. It was said that he was a bit of a letch, women had to watch
out for him. They said the same of my Granddad Erwin. “People
like to gossip,” Mooch said. The Jankowitsches also had an uncle
in the West. He was the spitting image of the master bricklayer,
only fatter with gold in his mouth. Whenever he came to visit
there was a party. Sometimes the uncle from the West brought
records and cigarettes. He handed them out throughout the party
by pulling item after item from under the table. Depending on his
mood, he also took some of the gifts back with him. To Hamburg.
On Fridays, all the neighbours gathered at the butchers the

end of the street. There was always something going on at the
Möllemanns’s place. At the front, in the shop, the women bought
ham and meat joints for the weekend. Out back, in the extension,
the men gathered around the cauldron. The butcher’s family
owned cows and pigs, sheep and ponies out in the field. Their fowl
shat all over the yard. There was a fence in the middle of the yard
to stop you from stepping in the crap all the time. We children
were allowed to watch Mario, the butcher’s grumpy son, dressed
in a heavy-duty rubber apron, stir the blood in the cauldron. I was
frightened of him, he never laughed. He kept a nasty old sheepdog
imprisoned at the back of the yard. We gave it a wide berth. It was
said that it was only allowed to run free at night. Not even the
Möllemanns dared to venture out then. I liked Mario’s roundfaced father and master a lot more, although he was missing half
an arm and two fingers from the remaining hand. Whenever he
opened the smoker to take out a ham, Andreas Walther, the twins
and I started salivating. Fascinated, we watched the pigs being fed;
they rummaged through the trough with their snouts, grunting
all the while. Cows are too big for children, we just laughed at
them from a distance. They did nothing but chew and poop!
Sundays was the morning get-together, for the men. Curious, we
watched from a distance as they stood around the cauldron with
their bottles, pulled out sausages to try, and talked about things
that were of no concern to us or the women. They all smoked,
although a huge skeleton dangled above their heads: “Smoking
makes you slim,” it said, on the sign round the skeleton’s neck.
My cousin had read it to me. I always thought about it when I
saw my thin father, surrounded by clouds of steam and cigarette
smoke.
In the outpatient clinic on the edge of town, a female doctor
who seemed to be about a hundred years old prescribed me leg
braces, a cold apparatus made of metal and leather. Pappi and
Mooch just sadly shrugged their shoulders. I had to wear the
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things night after night and lie completely straight in my cot. I
couldn’t move.
From birth, my feet had refused to stand parallel to one
another. I didn’t mind being a podgy waddling duck. I had even
been admired in kindergarten for being able to walk like Charlie
Chaplin and sing nonsense at the same time. So I resisted the
braces, whinged and acted up, but it didn’t help. My parents
comforted me: by the time I went to primary school, the braces
would be off. But on the first night I wore the braces in my cot,
headless creatures chased after me, came closer and closer, while
I screamed and couldn’t move. That day, the men had slaughtered
animals in the yard, and Trine, my favourite goose had fluttered
towards me, mute and frantic. Her severed head had lain in the
grass and her eyes had winked at me one last time.

Doom
Doom entered my world on a chilly grey autumn day.
I was five years old, on the way home from kindergarten, when
we ran into a crowd of people like the town hadn’t seen since
the war. People were jostling and craning their necks outside the
flower shop as if oranges or western jeans were being sold there.
Mooch was holding my hand very tight and trying to weave a
way through the crowd when Grandma Frieda waved over the
people’s heads, “Over here!” She ran out of the greengrocer’s in
her blue smock, put her hands on her hips and called out towards
us: “First the florist killed his wife,” theatrically placing two fingers
at her temples, “and then himself.” Mooch covered my eyes and
shouted back: “Not in front of the child, Mother.” She pulled me
away, but the doom could not be stopped.
There was a power cut the following night. Already asleep, I

was woken by the others’ screeches. Mooch, Grandma and the
Havel Street aunt jostled around the small window in the hallway,
from which they shouted down into the yard. They didn’t seem
to notice me. I recognized Erwin’s deep voice, then the Havel
Street uncle, Pappi and the older of my cousins joined the chorus.
I tugged at the skirts that blocked my view and pushed my head
through Oma Frieda’s legs, but someone grabbed my hand and
pushed me back into my room. “Stay!” Trine’s head had lain out
in the yard. Now men were fighting there. But who was fighting
who?
From then on, I kept a closer eye on the adults around me. My
cousins were too many years ahead of me to have let me in on
their theories. I wondered if it was the same with doom as it was
with power cuts that suddenly came and then went again. How
could you prepare for the times when the adult world came apart
at the seams? Could candles help?
The Christmas celebrations were quiet and sad. Everyone
celebrated separately. The three of us sat forlornly around the
decorated tree; not even Father Christmas came by. He had at least
left a gift for me, a little red guitar, sweets and a letter of praise
and admonition. He wrote that the main thing was, I needed to
sleep more. Pappi was quite grey in the face. His cover had been
blown on a trading deal and he’d been commandeered to the local
sawmill. This, it was said, was where the hardcore cases slaved
away, the ones with prison tattoos and missing incisors. Mooch
explained: when he’d convinced them to form a local party group,
then he could return to veg. We sang “O Tannenbaum” before
Pappi sent me to bed. “Dream of Father Christmas!” There I lay
once more, stiff behind bars, and imagined the wild men in the
sawmill, while Pappi and Mooch listened to their one and only
Rolling Stones record next door. Very loudly.
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The day before New Year’s Eve, I saw Granddad Erwin get into
a car with a packed suitcase. In spring, we moved out too. Pappi
still had all his limbs and was allowed to work as a salesman
again, but dark clouds hung over him. He smoked a lot and often
freaked out. Only the news that we were expecting a new baby
drove the clouds away for a short while.
My parents bought a small, semi-derelict house. It was actually
only a stone’s throw from Havel Street, but on the other side of
the river and therefore beyond the end of my familiar world. There
was no one there who I knew as well as my cousins, Andreas
Walther, Pille and Palle – they had simply disappeared, and no
one said anything. I was so afraid of the silence that I no longer
dared to go across the river; luckily Grandma Frieda and Bruno
had come with us. And so, we lived on a building site. Mooch ran
up and down with the wheelbarrow in front of her large belly.
Strange men occupied the toilet. The cement mixer droned. I dug
around in the garden, pulled worms out of the earth, threw them
into the rain barrel and watched them sink. Sometimes Bruno
came past with his wet muzzle, rammed a stick into my ribs until
I caved in and threw it for him. Once he pounced at me from
behind so that I fell head first into the barrel. Only my feet were
sticking out. Pappi pulled me out of the mush just in time and
immediately gave me a slap. He was allowed to – he had saved
me. My doggy friend was also forgiven. How was he supposed
to know that you can’t swim in a rain barrel? Only Grandma
grumbled: “Stupid animal.” She couldn’t stand him.

I finally got rid of the leg braces and went to school. It was the
same one that Mooch went to work in every day. I knew where
the pioneer leader’s room was and was allowed to visit her, but I
didn’t want to; after all, I was at least a head taller than my fellow
students. If someone was naughty, I gave them a slap.
At the end of my first week in school, Pappi brought a striped
kitten home: “I found it on the dump.” We kept it and called it
Willi.
“But Pappi, it’s a she-cat, not a tomcat!”
“Don’t you know that all cats are called Willi?”
Translated by Alexandra Roesch

When my little brother Adolar was born, I was allowed to choose
something from the toyshop. “Have whatever you want,” Pappi
had said. It was an easy decision, there was only one really big toy
in the window. We sat in the pub for the rest of the day, Pappi, his
friends and me. The sun was shining outside. Glasses of schnapps
were handed around. I was a big sister with an enormous teddy
bear.
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JULYA RABINOWICH
Julya Rabinowich was born in St. Petersburg in 1970. In 1977,
she and her family emigrated to Vienna, where she completed
her studies. As well as being a writer of fiction, she also
works as a columnist, a painter, and an interpreter, in which
capacity she supports the Refugee Service of the Deaconry and
Hemayat, a center for victims of torture and war. Dazwischen:
Ich is her first young adult novel.
Selected Publications:
Hinter Glas, Hanser, 2019
Dazwischen: Ich, Hanser, 2016
Krötenliebe, Deuticke, 2016
Erdfresserin, Deuticke, 2012

It’s hard to find your feet
“I come from everywhere, I come from nowhere – the most
far-flung corners of the world… Somewhere Ali Baba’s
thieves would not have wanted to live, not anymore. Too
dangerous.” The author Julya Rabinowich isn’t from the most
far-flung corners of the world, however; she herself was born
in Leningrad, and when she was seven years old, she moved
from the Soviet Union to Vienna. Prior to her first young adult
novel, published in 2016, she had already produced four adult
novels to great acclaim. The theme of uprootedness plays an
important part in all of these novels: the experience of being
stuck between an old home which is lost, and a possible new
future.
It is Madina in Dazwischen: Ich who embodies the book’s
title. She does come from everywhere and nowhere, and
has to flee together with her father, mother, aunt, and many
hundreds and thousands of other people. They have made it
somewhere, which not everyone manages to do. Now they
must wait for the decision on their status as asylum seekers,
staying in a room of a refugee shelter in the countryside.
Having to wait with no clear way out is often unbearable. It
is more bearable for Madina than for some, since, the longer
she stays, the better she speaks the native language, as we
learn from her diary entries. She acclimatizes quicker than her
mother, who is continually worrying; quicker than her father,
who feels increasingly distanced from her, the more at home
she becomes; and quicker than her aunt, who hardly speaks a
word, but tries to scrub the skin from her body.
In her first young adult novel, Julya Rabinowich portrays
the consequences of escape, traumatic memories that do not
relinquish their hold, the brutal strangeness of a new country,
and a family which threatens to disintegrate amidst all of
this. But refugees like Madina are not only – and in many

moments and situations not even primarily – refugees: they
are rebellious daughters, big sisters, eager students, jealous
friends, and teenagers interested in fashion and boys.
In many societies, young people are categorically in limbo,
poised on the brink between their families and the desire to
grow away from them; between a past which is determined
by others and a more autonomous future. This is no different
for Madina, only more so: she stands on the brink between
an old home and a new one, between the differing narratives
of different cultures, and between dreams of the future and
trauma. It is therefore not just canny but appropriate that the
author has chosen to tell this story in the form of a diary, as a
form of writing that, too, falls in-between: the diary constitutes
a space in which the private is put on a par with the public,
the intimate is admitted, and changes are made immediately
apparent; and as this is the diary of an adolescent, feelings
often run high. And so, the complexities of this multi-faceted
protagonist, and of her story, are revealed.
A fact that ought to be noted is that the “here” in which they
find themselves isn’t specified as Austria, Germany or even
Western Europe: the geographical location of the protagonist’s
new home is left as hazy as that of the one she has left
behind. Those who don’t feign to be deaf and blind know that
all across the world people are being forced to leave behind
their families, friends, houses, villages and countries, and have
often to stay for a long time in limbo – until, if ever they fully
arrive somewhere. As such, the theme of Julya Rabinowich’s
distinguished novel Dazwischen: Ich makes it a must-read for
young people everywhere.
By Franz Lettner
Translated by Erin Bradshaw

THIS TITLE IS GUARANTEED A GRANT
FOR TRANSLATION INTO ENGLISH:
Julya Rabinowich
Dazwischen: Ich
[Me, In-between]
Munich: Hanser 2016, 256 pages, age 14+
Sample Translation: pp. 7–20
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At least not much.

Chapter one
Where do I come from? It doesn’t matter. It could be anywhere,
many people in many countries experience what I have
experienced. I come from everywhere, I come from nowhere – the
most far-flung corners of the world, and then much much further
still. Somewhere Ali Baba’s thieves would not have wanted to
live, not anymore. Too dangerous.
I have long hair – down to my hips. I used to laugh a lot. I
have a younger brother, and I’m not scared of wild dogs, and I
have already seen people die. There you go; whoever knows that
knows more about me than most people here.
I’ll get started with what I like. I can always come back to the
things I don’t like later.
So, things that I like: I like it when I hug Laura and she smells
familiar. I like it when I achieve things which I’ve set out to do.
I like the fact that if someone stupid comes along I can outtalk
them, because I can finally speak the language. Whoever is silent
has already lost – it’s that fast.
I like it when the sun shines. Then the sky is a brilliant blue,
and if you imagine away the noise of the motorway, you can hear
the birds singing.
Next to our house there is a tree, a big tree with boughs and
branches where the birds sleep. I imagine that they have built
nests inside holes in the branches; nests like that don’t fall down
so easily in a storm. That’s my favourite thing, the idea that the
birds are safe even in fierce winds. The rain doesn’t get in, either.

It’s actually a good job that the tree isn’t right in front of my
window, otherwise I would spend too much time there in order
to catch sight of the birds. Or to feed them. I’ve often taken bread
rolls in secret at breakfast, wrapped them up in napkins, so that
later I can scatter the white crumbs on our windowsill. You aren’t
allowed to take food from shared meals into your bedroom.
Mum won’t budge on it. I find that stupid.
The cook doesn’t follow these rules, she already tidies up while we
are still eating. That’s why we all wolf our food down. Sometimes
I can hardly eat anything, sometimes there are evenings when
I am simply just not hungry. Who is hungry at the same time
every day? Not me. You’re not allowed to make up for it either.
The best thing you can do is to heap as much onto your plate as
you can. Sometimes they tell me off, and then I have to give back
some bread or sausage or cheese. Even the things I have already
touched.
“You just don’t eat that much,” they say then, “and you definitely
don’t eat sausage. I already know that.”
After that I don’t reply. Of course I can’t eat that much, but still I
want to decide for myself when I eat and who gets to share it. The
birds can always eat with me, for example, and I give the sausage
to the cat in the yard, before I go to school or in the evening,
before I go to bed.
I have often watched the cook, the way she wraps up our bread,
our sausage and our cheese with precise, neat movements: first
in a carrier bag from the supermarket, and then in the big plastic
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bag which she always has with her. Sometimes, when she cycles
from the guesthouse with the bag on her handlebars, it’s so heavy
that she swings this way and that on the narrow country road.
Rami is so stupid, he even offered her his small colourful rucksack.
Dad laughed. Rami can really suck up if you let him. Of course,
since then the cook likes him and has even slipped him chewing
gum. It’s because he can seem so well behaved, with his big wide
eyes, which Mum falls for so easily – everyone actually. Younger
brothers are the plague in human form. The plague with curls.
“She nicks stuff from us,” I said to him, “and you still want to
help her?”
“Yeah, but she’s kind,” he said.
And then, of course, I said “idiot.”
He laughed. He finds everyone kind, everyone.
He even likes that prat on the second floor who sometimes gets
him in headlocks, and who trips me up when I run downstairs to
catch the school bus.
Not that I don’t always get up on time. In the summer the birds
make such a racket that I’m already awake at five, but it can be
up to an hour until the bathroom is free, and if I’m waiting for my
aunt to finish then it can be even longer. She can be in there for
hours – hours! Until Dad shouts.
I’ve already gone to school a few times without showering
and I felt embarrassed all day, mainly because Mona loudly said
“she stinks” when I walked past her. But maybe she would have
said it anyway, she says it to me nearly every day. Luckily, not
everybody laughed, and in any case not Laura.
We’ve made a hiding place for the soap in the loo now, so that
it doesn’t happen again. In the third girl’s cubicle one of the tiles
in the wall is loose. Laura hid a small bar of soap wrapped in pink
paper behind it. So now I can creep away in the first lesson to
the toilet and wash myself with this little soap, which smells so
wonderfully of roses that it’s as if I were soaking in a bath of them.

We used to have lots of roses in our garden, and I had a cat,
then, too; and on the way home I’d go past a herd of goats. I like
goats. Many farmers here have goats too, just like my Grandma.
I didn’t tell anyone at home about it. Not about the goats, or
stupid Mona’s stupid talk, and nothing about not washing or the
pink soap hidden in the girl’s loo. That way Dad won’t have to
get annoyed again about the shower being occupied and Mum
won’t have to calm him down and defend her sister Amina. Or
then get into a fight with Amina, because my aunt likes arguing
in general; with anyone, but preferably with Mum because she
always stays so friendly. That or she cries, and then Amina has
won. I get out of her way when I can.
If I didn’t have Laura it would be truly awful, but fortunately I
do have her. Mostly, it seems, I’ve been very lucky, or so I like to
think.
At some point I’ll talk about those who weren’t so lucky.
But I still don’t want to do that.
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Some people here are angry with Mum because she often locks
horns with them over my Aunt, who blocks the bathroom for
hours on end.
“Mrs Lema,” they say reproachfully, “it’s not on.”
Mum calms everyone down and lectures them, asking for their
understanding, and goes on at those who are at their wits end –
and here that’s a lot of people – until their wit really does end.
When Amina finally leaves the bathroom there’s usually already
a fight going on in the hallway between Mum and many other
people. Amina goes past without offering a greeting, with the
skin of her hands, forearms and the base of her neck glowing
dark red as a result of how hard she has scrubbed it. Sometimes
I think she’ll scrub her skin to shreds one day. She never thanks
Mum, and Mum looks so sad, that all I want to do is comfort
her. Then no one says anything else. Everybody acts as if it was

quite normal for someone to want to scrub the skin from their
body. I don’t say anything either, because I don’t know what else
I should do.

Chapter 2
I let the cat into the bedroom today, in secret. She curled up on
my bed and purred. I lay my head next to her so that I could sense
her body quietly quivering. It was as comforting as the gentlest
massage, just without hands.
Amina says that if she catches “the fleabag” in her room again,
like yesterday, then she’ll rat on me to the man who runs the
shelter, who everyone here calls the Boss. In her room – very
funny.

absolutely nothing has been sorted out for us. We aren’t really
here yet, but I’m working on it. Sure, the decision isn’t ours to
make. But I can make an effort to see it like that anyway! For
example, when I realize that I can already keep up in almost all
of my classes, and that I don’t have to be scared of failing while
Laura passes and being on my own again. Obviously, if Laura
hadn’t helped me I’d have already flunked a fair few class tests,
most of all in German – Maths is easier. I’m pretty sure that
the German teacher – King’s her name – knows that full well; I
think sometimes she simply looks away. That’s very kind of her.
Hopefully no one besides me notices it.

I don’t want to be in a filthy mood anymore. Today Mr Bast, our
biology teacher, had a philosophical turn and put a glass of water
on his desk.
“Half full or half empty?” he asked. That just depends on how
you view it. Unfortunately, just before break he managed to
overturn it, because whenever he gets really into something his
arms whirl around like a windmill.
This is how I see it: the glass is always half full, even if in reality
it’s half empty. At least, that’s how I try to see it. In fact, however,

Mum fought with Aunt Amina again. That one can be a merciless
torment. Dad got involved, as always; first he sent Mum out and
then me. Rami hid himself behind the cupboard, and Dad didn’t
see him. Or pretended not to.
Mum went out into the yard, sat outside on the bench in the
sun, held her handkerchief to her eyes and acted as though she
had a cold. What else could she have done – stand in the corridor,
while everyone went past? The kitchen is closed in the afternoons.
Saying that, lots of the women do often walk around the house
crying quietly. The men fight loudly. OK, sometimes the women
also fight loudly, and the men cry; but that only happens once
they’re really at the end of their tethers. Then other awful things
happen too, things which mean that the doctor has to come,
or the policeman, or both. The prat from the second floor was
hospitalized after his parents beat him up; the warden at the time
didn’t give a shit about it. He didn’t call the police – no idea who
was on duty. The guy was hardly back a minute before he was
beating Rami up, until I got in between them. He’s a pain, but he’s
still my little brother.
I went and sat next to Mum on the bench. The striped ginger
cat jumped on my lap and purred. I lay one hand on the warm soft
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I asked Dad whether we could move Amina into a room of her
own.
No, we can’t. According to the Boss, we already have a big
room, and they need the small ones for couples with babies. There
aren’t any single rooms here. It’s not worth it.
Dad seems to regret that fact almost more than me.

cat and the other on Mum’s arm, and told her funny stories from
school, which in reality weren’t that funny – I’d just embellished
them. In moments like these I reckon that’s fair enough. She
laughed and wiped her eyes. I like it when she isn’t always crying.
Every morning Dad walks to the postbox, like all the others here
who haven’t given up; and then comes back, silently. That’s how
I know that, yet again, there was nothing in it – no decision from
the authorities, no decision where it’s set down in black and white
that we are allowed to stay here: granted asylum, finally. Being
granted asylum is a bit like being granted a child – something you
wait for with high hopes while the decision grows and ripens,
although unfortunately the authorities need far longer than
nine months. And all the time, you live in terror of this moment:
because everything will change then. Everything.

I was in thick fog; I could only move with his arm behind my back.
I let him slowly guide me away from the banisters. The screams
from the stairwell beneath faded away. He moved me gently into
the bedroom and turned on the radio; silly music, any channel,
chosen at random. I concentrated on the music and the voice of the
presenter, so that I couldn’t hear anything else. I was so grateful.
“That won’t happen to us,” he said. He said it completely calmly.
“Listen. We are staying here.”
The front door slammed shut, and a car outside drove away.
I didn’t answer. I had images stuck in my head.
No, I don’t want to write about that now. Out. Right now. I’m
going to the bathroom to drink a glass of water.

Everyone who has been able to move out of here has received
the letter first – I have even witnessed it. It’s either move out,
have your own house and stay here, or be picked up by the police
and leave the country; lots of people straight away, others a bit
later. Sometimes there’s crying and wild fighting in the house, or
in front of the police car. Many times the police I’ve seen were
kind, and almost cried. Some were simply brutal, and enjoyed it,
almost like being back home. I couldn’t look away, I had to stand
by the banisters and stare – like at a horror film, you think that
if you look away something even worse will happen. I saw how
they grabbed hold of people by the hair, pulling their heads back.
I trembled.
Then suddenly Dad was there; I hadn’t heard him coming. He
cautiously laid his hand on my shoulder. “Come, Madina,” he said.
“Come, we’re going into the room. Come on.”
I backed up into his arms, got lost in them. I felt his upper body
on the back of my head, broad and firm. I suddenly felt as though

Back again.
So, to recap: everyone is waiting for a letter, the only letter
which can save them – the letter which states that they will be
granted asylum here, in black and white. Better than a dream, this
black-and-white means staying here, having rights; being a real
person with a real life. And then they move away.
I have already lost three friends like this.
One was here for almost five years, she told me. I got to know
her when we moved here. She spoke my language. That was so
nice. She showed me the house, the cats, the birds. Warned me
when I should get out of the way. She played board games with
me in the courtyard and explained the TV series to me in the
common room. I couldn’t speak any German then.
Two months later she left. She was very happy about it, about
the new flat with their own kitchen and their own toilet and their
own bath. In that situation I’d only have to fight over it with my
aunt, and even that would be a big improvement. We said that we
would still see each other, but the new flat was in another place,
a fair way away. She came back a few times, then no more. I was
alone again.
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That’s why I don’t want the same thing to happen with Laura.
That would be awful. I’ve been friends with Laura for the longest
since I joined the school, for almost a year and a half. She was the
only person who came up to me, sat next to me from time to time,
and didn’t laugh over my mistakes in German, which everyone
else found funny, except for me. At the beginning I stuttered,
simply from fear. The class found that even funnier.
Sometimes I forget that at home, before, I had an even better
friend. That isn’t fair. You shouldn’t forget something like that.
But then at other times I’m happy when I can forget Mori. I can’t
do anything for her anymore, or for her sisters either.
Mona is an even bigger pain than my little brother, and I’ve done
nothing to her.
I would rather write about something nice. Something that I like,
for example my long hair. A lot of people have been jealous of it,
back home too. I haven’t cut it for seven years. When I plait it, it
almost reaches my waist. A thick, pretty, shining braid. If I ever
want to wear my hair down, like most other people at school do,
Dad gets pissed off.
Laura likes short, fringed haircuts. Sabine, who I’m a bit jealous
of because she was friends with Laura before me, and who is a
little jealous of me because I get on better with Laura than she
does, would never have such a boring plait. Her sister works as
a hairdresser. Sabine has naturally quite thin hair, and it’s done
differently every two weeks, because her sister always practices
on her. Sometimes it goes well, sometimes she overdoes it, and
sometimes her hair is in such a state that it has to be cut again.
“You have such lovely curls,” says Sabine, who would like to
also have curls, and then she says, “what a shame.”
I say that I don’t want to wear my hair down. I don’t want
to have to explain to her that Dad could only just be kept from

putting a headscarf on me all of a sudden. In the summer! I never
wore one at home either, but suddenly here everything is different.
She takes my plait, lets the few loose hairs at the end spring up,
curls them around her finger like a shiny black silk ribbon. Her
hair is as smooth and light as cooked spaghetti.
Sometimes the three of us go to Laura’s and we lock ourselves
in the bathroom for almost as long as my aunt does, then we try
out everything: Sabina’s sister’s styling foam, Laura’s brother’s
gel and her mother’s curling tongs. At some point we want to
dye our hair too. We’re set on it. Laura, who gets a lot of pocket
money, has already bought us some bright colours: tomato red
and sea blue. Sadly, they wouldn’t be much good for me; you
wouldn’t see anything on blue-black hair. Oh well. We put on
make-up, stir face masks and place slices of cucumber on our
eyes. We take photos of ourselves.
“Beauty for eternity,” says Laura.
Us as fine ladies, bronzed and with our hair in bright pink
curlers, shining rose lipstick and cat’s ears – a whole albumful.
I paint pretty patterns around the stuck-down photos. Laura’s
mum is delighted.
Their flat is covered with photos of her, Laura and Markus. A
lot the pictures have a piece cut off them. At the edge of the frame,
one side is simply gone. That’s where Laura’s dad was on them.
The evening meal is always at seven o’clock – no earlier, no later.
A quarter of an hour before the meal is served, everyone has to
be downstairs on the ground floor. A queue forms by the dining
room door, and then we wait. Some people are as impatient as the
animals in a zoo, who know when it’s their feeding time, and who
also know that every time, someone has come to give them their
feed, their meat, their fish, their hay and their fruit; and yet, every
time, they’re still nervous, as though they can’t be sure.
At the beginning – right at the beginning, in the first few days
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LUKAS RIETZSCHEL
after our arrival – we were completely locked up. Properly locked
up, with officials in uniforms and bars on the window and in front
of the door and the serving counter, as if we were criminals who
had already been found guilty. They looked like soldiers. They
seemed almost like those back home. They shouted at us, and no
one understood a word. The rooms were completely overcrowded,
but still they kept cramming more people in. Many of us didn’t
have anywhere to sleep, and lay in the hallways on the floor: old
people, young children, men, women.
We were all excited, because we had done it, but also completely
at our wits end. We sweated with fear. At some point a translator
turned up. He looked at us disparagingly, disgusted; since then
I have often recognized this look. It feels like having dishwater
thrown in your face. Now I hold my head higher when I meet
him, and push my shoulders back. Animals do the same thing,
when they want to seem more dangerous and more important. I
do what the animals do, and I don’t look away. Animals definitely
don’t do that. But it took time, at first until I realized what to do,
and then until I could do it.
They used to throw bread into the room. Not in pieces, but
whole, as though we were in a zoo but on the wrong side of the
fence. From the beginning, Dad has always claimed that he is
perfectly alright. Whatever. It took a while for them to believe us,
and then they brought us here. It’s better here. We have a dining
room. The front door is always open here and we can even go out
at night and look at the moon, if we want to.
Translated by Erin Bradshaw

Lukas Rietzschel was born in Räckelwitz, East Saxony. He lives
in Görlitz where, among other things, he runs the Literaturhaus.
His texts were first published in Zeit Magazin. In 2016 he was
awarded the Retzhof Prize for Young Literature. Mit der Faust
in die Welt schlagen is his first novel.
Publications:
Mit der Faust in die Welt schlagen, Ullstein, 2018

Not even the faintest trace of
optimism: children and young people
in the new East Germany
A novel which opens with an excavation pit and a mountain
of rubble doesn’t bode well for its protagonists. In Lukas
Rietzschel’s story of an East German childhood and adolescence,
which begins in the year 2000, the pit and the mountain signify
both the hopes and the powerlessness of countless people
after the fall of the Berlin Wall.
Rietzschel was born in 1994, and Mit der Faust in die Welt
schlagen is his debut novel. It centers around a family who
make endless sacrifices to build their own home in order to
create a solid middle-class future for themselves, only to find
themselves constantly thwarted, even in their immediate
neighborhood, by the former GDR and its history. Sometimes
the problem is related to now-ostracized one-time employees
of the security services; at other times, it is due to a collective
refusal to speak about harmful actions and events that took
place shortly after the fall of the Wall. Rietzschel’s novel
doesn’t deal with the fall of the Wall per se but, rather, with a
burden of history which has only become evident at a distance
of some years – particularly for the generation born after the
event, who grew up with their parents’ oppressive silence. This
history is, for them, a “non-place,” without name or form – but
nonetheless a “wrathful Saxon landscape,” to cite a phrase from
the Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung.
Lukas Rietzschel depicts this history from multiple perspectives,
in precise detail and very slowly. There’s that of the family as
a whole, whose surroundings are in a constant state of flux,
with bypasses and shopping centers springing up left, right
and center; then there are those of the family’s two sons, and
the way they are drawn to right-wing gangs whose initiation
rituals appear to offer them the security which they otherwise
lack. Rietszschel depicts the way in which the idea of daubing
swastikas becomes blown up into a spectacular project; he
follows his protagonists into the summer house where they
drink, hatch plans, and become intoxicated by the nationalistic
phrases which are often just a cipher for a deep-seated feeling

of despair. The older of the two brothers is portrayed as a
lethargic follower, and casts the younger brother as a foil to
this - as a bright boy who succumbs to the allure of provocative
and primitive actions because he can’t find anything else to
aim for in this world.
Rietzschel’s novel, which aroused considerable discussion when
it was first published, is written in a distanced style, almost as
if it were a catalogue of events rather than a novel. The austere
sentences follow the protagonists in a seemingly unemotional
manner. With precise attention to detail, Rietzschel uses the
two brothers to lead the reader through the history of a
polarized German society which, more recently, has become
the backdrop for brutal attacks on immigrants, to arrive the
novel’s central theme of political conflict and circular debates.
In this novel, it isn’t the remaining denizens of the former GDR
who lament what they have lost, but the younger generation
who suffer from a collective sense they lack any future.
By Michael Schmitt
Translated by Helena Kirkby
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Dad walked alongside his boss, down the narrow street to the
construction site. The lights were still on at the neighbors’
houses. The warm air of their radiators was making the curtains

sway. Soon it would be time for the first Christmas decorations.
Candle arches, Moravian stars; incense drifting up from whittled
figurines of chimneysweeps and miners.
“What happened to all the officers?” the boss asked.
“They still live here,” said Dad. “Mostly retired, but some have
jobs.” They passed a house with a metal fence. “That guy looks
out the window all day,” he said. “In the summer, he hangs out
in the garden and waters his flowers. Morning and night.” He
turned and pointed at a pair of houses: they both had the same
brown plaster walls. The plots across the road had two garages
each. There were tire tracks in the snow. “That one is a driving
tester.”
“A driving teacher?”
“No, he sits in the back seat during the test and notes down
all the mistakes. His name’s Mierisch,” Dad said, “nasty man.” He
went on to say that the next house belonged to a former teacher
who was now a school principal.
“It’s nice and quiet here,” said the boss, changing the subject.
A woman walked by, nodded at the two men, and withdrew
into a house. They turned off the street. Across the thin layer of
snow to the foundation pit.
“Do you get help from your parents?” the boss asked. He
steadied his feet, shifted his weight, and tried to slide a little down
the street, bending his knees like an ice skater.
Dad said that his father was going to help with the painting.
And his brother. “He still lives at home. Never moved out.” His
wife’s father was too sick to help, he said.
“Sick with what?”
“Diabetes. And he had a stroke two years ago.”
“Damn,” said the boss.
Dad nodded. “He’s had speech difficulties ever since. Can’t
drive anymore either.”
A few rocks were sticking up from the dirt and the snow. They
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Chapter 2
Sometime in the next few weeks came the first snow of the year.
The mound of dirt next to the foundation pit looked like an igloo.
The gray stones of the walls merged with the all-covering blanket
of snow. Philipp mixed the watercolors with his wet paintbrush
until they made little bubbles. With the ocher and brown, he
painted his first bird. It was like a pear with wings. Then he
dipped the brush back in the paint and made two plumper pears
next to it. “Upon a hazel branch I spied / three little sparrows, side
by side.” The teacher had written the poem on the board. Then
she’d handed out brown paper, a better background for the white
paint of the snowflakes. Philipp gave the sparrows winter hats
and little scarves, and little slits for eyes.
“So they’re asleep?” the teacher asked.
“Yeah,” said Philipp.
“Are they hibernating?”
“No, they’re just extra cold.”
She went to look at the other children’s sparrows, thin hazel
branches and thick snowflakes.
Then she came back to Philipp and hunched down by his table.
“I heard your parents are building a house,” she said.
“Yeah.”
“What do they do again?”
The same question from different people. Philipp answered, as
he thought he should: “My dad’s an electrician and my mom’s
a nurse.” Dad, who was smarter, would say this was nobody’s
business. Especially not any of those teachers, doctors, pencilpushers, fat cats, or politicians.

couldn’t feel them through their steel-toed boots, so they knocked
them into the pit.
The boss balled his fists in his coat pockets. “I don’t know how
they figured this would go,” he said. “Everything they promised
us.”
Dad watched his breath rising in the air and didn’t respond.
Qualifications nullified, retraining, more retraining, adult
education. At one point, he’d calculated whether he could feed
the family for a little while on unemployment. Now his brother
was a geriatric nurse and he was an electrician. They both used to
build transmissions.
“Take Uwe,” said the boss. “He’s home alone because his wife
makes a better living over there.” He pulled out a lighter, rubbed
on the plastic out of habit, shook it, and finally lit a cigarette. “He
showed up drunk yesterday.”
Dad shook his head and turned away from the smoke.
“He’d kill himself if I let him go.”
The snowplow drove past them, a little orange truck; plowed
some dirt from the roadside onto the road. The scattered chunks
of road salt made circles on the wet asphalt, bumps in the middle
like little blackheads.
“His face is swollen and he smells,” said the boss. “Not long ago,
a customer complained to me, she was so shocked when she saw
him. I got there late, traffic jam near Räckelwitz. That roadwork.
Said she thought he was a bum. Or one of those gypsies, the way
he slunk across her property.” He coughed, then dropped the
cigarette butt in the snow.
Dad noticed a fox scampering across the field. “Where did Uwe
apprentice?” he asked.
“Some state factory in Bautzen,” said the boss. “Building train
cars, or whatever they did down there.”
The fox sprinted past the neighbor’s fence. The old officer had
spotted it by then, no doubt. Maybe, most likely, he had a gun.

Then he could shoot the thing.
“He lived with his parents for years, helping out and taking
care of them,” the boss said. “Not sure exactly. Then he became an
electrician, so a total one-eighty. Like you, basically.”
“Maybe he could help me,” said Dad, and motioned toward the
walls sticking up from the pit. “No commitment. Main thing is,
he’d get out of the house and have something to take his mind off
his runaway wife. A little money, a little company.”
The boss turned around and took a hard look at Dad, his
reddened nose and ears, his forehead, his pointy chin. Then
straight in his eyes. He stuck his hands in his pockets and rubbed
the lining. “Uwe is a good man,” he said.
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Chapter 3
Dad walked past the neighbors’ gardens to the construction site,
the garden beds covered in snow. The ground floor had been
finished; there was a temporary front door. He walked through
puddles of road salt and slush, only finally starting to walk around
them after his cuffs were wet. At first he didn’t even notice the
man who sitting on a wall fragment, kicking his heels against the
rocks. Bony frame, unbuttoned coat. His shoes were too thin for
the winter let alone a construction site. Dad stopped and faced him.
“I heard you need help,” said Uwe, and stood up. He stuck out
his hand. “The boss told me,” he said.
Dad looked at him with his arms at his sides. “That’s right,” he
said. Paused. “Actually, I’ve been meaning to ask you.” He hadn’t
seen Uwe in a while, not at work or in town.
“Just say the word and I’ll go,” said Uwe. He was wearing his old
work clothes and had brought a bucket, a shovel, and a wooden
stepladder. There was also a black gym bag leaning against the
wall.

“Well, if you have the time,” said Dad. He walked past Uwe and
opened the front door.
Uwe grabbed the gym bag and set it down on the bare cement
floor with a sound like a glockenspiel. He opened it and moved
the loose tools inside; shifted packets of screws, nails, and wall
plugs and finally located two bottles of beer. He put them both on
the floor. Then Dad gave him a tour of the downstairs.
“This will be the living room, that’s the kitchen, and here’s the
little bathroom with a shower. Upstairs will be the boys’ room,
the master bedroom, and a bathroom with a tub.” It was dark and
cold in the rooms, debris in the corners and dust in the air. Dad
leaned on a wall and stroked it with his palm. A cold gust of
wind blew through the gaps in the walls where the windows were
going to be.
“You haven’t come to work in a long time,” Dad said. His voice
echoed.
Uwe looked out through the rectangular hole in the wall. The
field was covered in snow. The sky and the horizon were hazy.
“Sent home,” he said.
Dad looked at him, said nothing. He heard a car drive down
the street. It stopped nearby. Finally, they could hear footsteps: a
knock on the metal door. Dad went to the entrance followed by
Uwe, who stood in front of his gym bag, blocking the beer bottles.
Tobi was startled to see the man in the corner. Uwe’s face was
in the shadows, except for the tip of his nose lit up by the light
from outside.
“Uwe, this is my younger son, Tobi,” said Dad.
Uwe shook Tobi’s hand.
“Oh hi,” said Mom, surprised. She was carrying a tote bag. There
were three folding chairs leaning against the car.
Dad introduced Uwe as his co-worker who had stopped by to
help.
“I only brought three chairs,” says Mom. “I didn’t realize.” She

put down the tote bag, then shook Uwe’s hand.
Tobi walked around the rooms and felt the bare walls, as Dad
had. He didn’t lift his feet as he walked. It sounded like sandpaper
under the soles of his shoes.
Dad arranged the three lawn chairs in a semicircle at the center
of what would be the living room, facing the window even though
it had been dark for some time. Uwe watched, didn’t move at
first, even when Dad and Mom sat down and offered him the
third chair. He wanted to work. That’s what he had come for.
He used to work with Dad often enough, back in the day – quiet
and effective. Then with the boss; then only ever solo. Not with
customers, not on the phone. The last thing he’d done was sort
through the cable drums in the storeroom.
Tobi walked around and occasionally visited the grown-ups.
“Do you want a sausage?” Mom asked him.
Tobi shook his head.
Mom reached into the bag and took out two cups, a Thermos,
and a plastic container of frankfurters. Uwe took his coffee with
cream and sugar, stirred it by jiggling the cup. The streetlight
went on. Mom looked at Uwe’s feet and, when she thought he
wasn’t looking, at his face. Then at Dad, who was sitting next to
her sharing the other cup of coffee. Chewing a frankfurter like
chewing gum.
“We weren’t planning to stay long,” she said. “If you want, we
can give you a ride, Herr… uh… ” To Dad, she said: “Or do you
have a lot left to do?”
“No, not really,” said Dad and smiled. “We’ve done plenty for
today.”
Outside, the neighbors were pulling into their garages.
“Uwe,” said Uwe, and paused.
Dad and Mom stared at him. As they had all along. As the
neighbors had done through their windows, faces red and sweaty
from the radiators.
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“Uwe will do,” he said.
Tobi grabbed a sausage from the plastic container in the tote bag.
“I can walk,” said Uwe. “I live close by anyway. By the playing
fields.”
“We’re driving past there,” Dad said.
Uwe sat next to him in the car. His bag was in the trunk. He
winced with every pothole that made his bottles clink, every
regularly spaced groove in the concrete-slab pavement. His eyes
were closed, but he squeezed them every time. It’s impossible to
hide bottles behind cable drums. Maybe behind big ones, but he
wasn’t supposed to touch those. Then he’d knocked a bottle over.
It had been so sad to see the beer leaking onto the cable insulation.
Dad stopped the car outside the club house. Uwe got out
and took his bag. He reached for it before Dad could pick it up.
“Thanks,” he said, and shook Dad’s hand.
“Thank you,” said Dad, closing the trunk.
The engine didn’t start up right away. Dad wouldn’t answer
Tobi’s questions. Who was that guy? Why was he there? Dad
watched as Uwe made a turn and disappeared in the darkness
between two streetlights, his gym bag over his shoulder, his thin
jacket open to the wind that made it billow at the back.

coldness of the air, the cigarette smoke was easier or harder to
see. It rose slowly and seemed to get trapped in Herr von Stein’s
gray hair.
“Philipp, away from the window,” the teacher said. She pulled
one curtain aside and drew the other in front of the window.
Phillip spun around. The other kids had already taken their
seats and opened their books.

At recess, Philipp had a chance to observe the principal. He would
stand on the schoolyard by the old flagpole, which the custodian
had fitted with a basketball hoop. Philipp noticed that Herr von
Stein didn’t lift his feet as he walked on the gravel. He noticed
the way he drew a cigarette from his pocket, rolled it between his
long, thin fingers, and leaned against the flagpole. Philipp tried
to hide behind the curtain and took a bite of his sandwich from
his lunchbox. Depending on the strength of the wind and the

On Saturday, Uwe was standing outside the door again. He
smiled when he saw Dad. “I brought coffee,” he said. He flipped
open his jacket and pulled a Thermos from the inside pocket. A
promotional giveaway. It had been keeping his right side warm.
They sat down again on folding chairs in the living room,
back in the middle of the bare space. Their breath rose towards
the ceiling with the steam of the coffee, like a race between two
ghosts. They didn’t have mugs, they just passed the Thermos cap
back and forth.
“More supply problems,” Dad said.
Uwe blew on his coffee. “Which company?” he asked.
“Käbisch,” said Dad.
Uwe nodded.
They fell silent. A car drove by and the two of them listened,
but it drove away.
“Why do you come here if there’s nothing to do?” Uwe asked.
Dad shrugged. Because he wanted to see his house. Because he
wanted to be alone. “I don’t know,” he said.
It hadn’t snowed or rained for weeks. The ground had frozen,
thawed, turned to slush, and frozen again. Some mornings, the
neighbors ran the engines of their cars for a half hour before
getting in and driving off.
“Did you ever meet my wife?” Uwe asked.
Dad shook his head. Of course not.
“Her cheeks were always red like the rocks at the clay works,
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Chapter 4

no matter how hot or cold it was. Always red, like she was
embarrassed of something. But she was never embarrassed.” The
Thermos was empty. Uwe put it on the floor.
“Do you know where she is?” Dad asked. Maybe he shouldn’t
have.
“No,” Uwe said. “I haven’t heard anything from her since. She
didn’t even take much. All her stuff is still lying around.”
Dad looked at him and raised his eyebrows. Uwe looked out
through the hole in the wall.
“I chased after her,” he said. Paused. “I grabbed her hard by the
arm, but she broke free. She really fought. Then I fell on my knees
and begged and pleaded.”
“And she didn’t say anything?” Dad asked.
“She didn’t even look at me,” Uwe said. “I have no idea if she
cried.”
Uwe wore a thin jacket and never did up the snaps. Sometimes
he wore a baseball cap. They couldn’t start building again until
January. In the meantime, he and Dad sat on the folding chairs in
the living room. Drank coffee and ate sandwiches.
The neighbor from across the road stopped by sometimes and
asked through the window-hole why nothing was happening
with the construction. He asked about the dimensions of the
house. The number of rooms, of square meters.
“We’ll get there,” Dad said. And added, snootily: “Don’t you
worry.”
The neighbor left and Uwe laughed. “They can’t leave well
enough alone, these people,” he said.
“They all want to know if I have some golden goose or
something.”

feet and wet hair. “From work,” he said, and turned town the TV.
Tobi and Philipp were in the next room.
“Did you ask him if he could help you?”
“He came on his own,” Dad said. He had no idea what he should
tell her, and if. He stood up. The cushion smelled like his shampoo.
“He must have known we were building a house,” said Mom.
“The boss must have told him,” he said.
Mom tucked her legs up onto the couch. Close to her body.
“Uwe doesn’t say much,” Dad said. “I only hear about him from
my co-workers. All kinds of stories.” He took a sip of apple soda
and put the glass gently back on the coffee table. If he wasn’t
careful, the glass would bang on the tiles. He didn’t want a coaster.
“You know how people talk,” he said.
There were pickles left over from dinner. He went to the
kitchen, skewered and ate each pickle, one by one, then drank the
vinegary pickle juice from the plastic container.
Mom watched him. “He lives alone, doesn’t he?” she said.
Dad looked at her in surprise. “Yes, he does,” he said after a
pause.
“Did he tell you why his wife left?” she asked.
Dad shook his head. He took a sip of apple soda to wash away
the pickle juice.
“That he was reporting on her to the Stasi?” she said.
How could she possibly know? “I don’t believe that,” he said.
Chapter 5

“Where do you know each other from?” Mom asked. The TV was
on.
Dad was lying on the couch, fresh from his shower, with bare

The house was finished before Tobi’s first day of school. They
still had to pave the driveway and the patio. Holding his festive
cardboard school cone, full of goodies and supplies for luck on his
first day, Tobi had stood in front of the low hedge in the garden,
on the fresh pale grass, and smiled for the cameras. In the photos,
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the hedge only reached up to his calves. His bangs were combed
into his face. He hadn’t said a word, just turned and smiled, as
his relatives asked him to; his two grandparents, his Uncle Sven.
During the official welcome-to-school ceremony in the gym,
Mom and Dad had waved at him. He’d gripped the cone tightly.
Hadn’t moved a muscle. Mom and Dad had sat on the bleachers
near the climbing poles that went up to the ceiling, the seats so
low that their knees reached their chests. Philipp had stood with
his grandparents at the entrance. Colorful bunting decorated the
walls of the gym.
Next to the microphone, there was a birch sapling in a plastic
bucket filled with sand, bearing tiny school cones on its branches
and pictures of the new pupils, including one of Tobi. He saw it
and lost sight of it again. A boy behind him was blowing at the
pictures, making them wave around gently, tangling their strings.
Someone whispered for him to stop. One of the kids. From the
audience, people were pointing. Tobi could feel the cold breath
on his neck. It felt nice.
The roof truss which they’d finished in the spring had looked
like a whale skeleton resting on the walls. He’d climbed around
the scaffolding with Philipp; they’d go out one window and cross
the scaffolding to go in another one. They could reach every room
without walking through the house. Inside, the grandparents and
Uncle Sven were painting the walls. In the rooms whose paint had
dried, Uwe fixed lights to the ceiling. The man looked so lanky
and pale, his face hollow, as if someone had cut the flesh out of
his cheeks. Philipp sucked in his face and Tobi laughed. Then they
ducked, put their hands over their mouths and went to another
window. Mom and Dad were somewhere or other. The garden
was a muddy brown patch with boards on top. The volcano was
still there but would be carted away soon.
Tobi turned toward the next camera and smiled. His cheeks
trembled a little. The wider he smiled, the more he trembled. The

outside walls were painted pale green, and when the sun was
high in the middle of the day, they almost looked white.
In his room, Grandma was sitting on his bed, running her hands
over the fabric of his duvet cover. “Do you like it?” she asked.
Tobi went over to her and looked around, as if entering the room
for the first time. “Yeah,” he said. The rug was yellow with dark
triangles. Tobi had a dirt stain running straight across his pant leg.
“You finally have your own room and your own bed,” said
Grandma. You’ve finally gotten out of those apartment buildings,
probably what she meant.
Tobi sat down at his new desk, on his new desk chair, and spun
around a little.
Grandma went to the new wardrobe and opened it. “So much
space,” she said, amazed.
When Tobi looked out the window, he could see the chestnut
tree in the front yard.
“Everything’s so bright and cheerful,” said Grandma. “You have
to keep it clean so it stays that way.”
Then she went to Philipp’s room next door. Philipp had a green
rug and the same sloping ceiling with a window in it. His room
was a little smaller and it was next to their parent’s bedroom.
The table was set with the gold-rimmed dishes. There were five
cakes irregularly laid out alongside coffee flasks and soda bottles.
Mom had crafted construction-paper name tags and pasted little
school cones onto them. Tobi sat at the head of the table and
smiled whenever anyone said something about his room or the
welcome-to-school event at the gym. Everyone was excited, so he
had to be excited too. As he sat, he slowly ran his fingertip around
the edge of his little name tag. Maybe it would ring out like a halffull crystal wine glass.
“Herr von Stein has a very gray face,” said Grandma.
“He had a stroke,” said Mom.
“But he already looked bad when he was your teacher.” Then
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Grandma helped herself to a piece of the cake that she had baked
and brought.
The forks screeched on the plates. Cups clinked on saucers;
spoons were set down on top. Sunshine and white curtains.
Everything so new you could smell it.
Someone knocked on the front door. The bell wasn’t connected
yet. Dad slid back his chair on the tiles that had been installed on
the whole of the ground floor, stood up, and went into the hall. The
others at the table watched him and stopped their conversations.
The hall brightened when he opened the front door. They could
see it through the little window in the living room door.
“No, come in,” Dad said. “No, it’s no trouble at all.” He closed
the front door.
Someone took off their shoes and slipped off their jacket. Tobi
recognized the sound: no zipper. Tobi held tight to his cake fork
and looked toward the door. Around the edges of his glass, little
bubbles were rising in his apple soda.
Dad came back into the living room and Uwe followed him. He
was holding a little present wrapped in colorful paper. He was
wearing a short-sleeved shirt tucked into his jeans.
Uwe was so thin it looked like his clothes were floating around
him without touching his body. “Hello,” he said, and stood near
the cluttered table.
The relatives seated around it sized him up. Dad got a chair
from the kitchen and set it down by the table, next to Uncle Sven
and Grandma. Grandpa shook Uwe’s hand.
Then Uwe stooped over the table and gave Tobi the gift. “Have
fun at school,” he said. Smiling. He looked like he was almost
about to tell a joke.
“Thanks,” said Tobi and placed the wrapped gift next to his
plate.
“Coffee?” Dad asked.
“I’d love some.”

Uncle Sven didn’t talk, just ate cake piece by piece until he had
tried all five. Now and then he bumped elbows with Uwe, who
apologized and hugged his arms close to his body. Uwe had taken
a quick glance around the table and tried to match the parents to
the grandparents. Then he looked at the ceiling. Then at the walls,
top to bottom.
“A lot has happened,” said Dad, noticing Uwe’s inspection.
“Yes, it’s nice,” said Uwe.
“What did you train for?” Grandpa asked.
“Building train cars in Bautzen.”
“They used to build TV antennas,” said Grandpa.
“Yes,” said Uwe, “and camping trailers. Until 1980 or so.”
“Did you work there then?” asked Grandpa.
“No, I missed that.”
Tobi got up and took the present to the next room, where he sat
on the sofa. He heard Grandpa say something else about his old
job, that he could walk or ride his motorbike to work. The gifts
were arranged in front of the new wall unit. The big school cone
was sitting on the floor, its tip slightly bent because Tobi had put
it down so many times for photos. He undid the top ribbon and
pulled out a few pieces of candy. A few colored pencils came fell
through the netting at the opening onto the tiles.
“Not yet,” said Mom. “The others want to watch you unwrap it.”
She picked up the pencils and stuck them back inside the cone.
She put a chair in the middle of the room between the wall unit
and the sofa and told him to sit there. “But wait a minute before
you start.” She went back to the table and took the last sip of her
coffee.
Tobi sat down on the chair and clutched his school cone. First
Grandma sat on the sofa. She was amazed at the size of the gifts,
the sheer variety of wrapping paper. The colors and shapes.
The funny pictures decorating it. Next came Dad and the other
grandparents, then Uncle Sven, who’d brought a chair from the
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table and sat off to one side. Mom leaned back on the armchair.
Phillip sat on the floor. Tobi watched as they approached, handled
his gifts, sat down and stared at him. His feet were waving in the
air. He put down the school cone, just for a second.
“Watch out, Tobi! The tip!” Mom shouted.
It felt like they were all closing in on him. They formed a
semicircle around him. Like at the circus, with him in the ring,
but without the trampled wood chips and the smell of horses, the
clowns and acrobats. A man announcing Tobi’s number. Children
pointing at him. Tent fabric fluttering in a gust of wind.
Dad grabbed some more chairs and slid them around the tile
floor. He offered them to his parents so they wouldn’t be so
cramped on the sofa. Then Uwe walked in. Tobi glanced at him
without moving his head. Uwe leaned on the wall, his hands
crossed behind his back. Those strange eyes. In the hallway,
someone closed the bathroom door. From the kitchen came the
rattle of the dishes Mom was loading into the dishwasher.
“What are you waiting for?” asked Grandpa.
“I’m supposed to wait until everyone’s here,” said Tobi, and
looked at Dad.
“Who else is coming?” Philipp asked.
“Kathrin and Andreas,” said Dad.
Mom returned from the kitchen and nodded at Tobi. Then he
undid the ribbon again and yanked out the colored pencils. He
set them on the floor in front of him. Philipp picked them up
and said he had got the same ones. Tobi pulled out a pencil case,
notebooks, a sharpener, erasers, and more and more pieces of
candy, and placed them on the floor one by one. Someone picked
up each item and passed it around to the others, until they were
back on the floor at Tobi’s feet. Like sandbags in a flood, passed
down the line, hand over hand. All of them skipped Uwe, who
was standing by the wall. He waved them away when Mom held
them out.

“My school cone was half-full of newspaper,” said Grandma,
“but in the pictures it looked like the fullest one.” She laughed and
unzipped the pencil case.
“Just look at how many thousands of designs there are of school
cones these days,” said Dad.
“Mine was a hand-me-down from my sister,” said Grandpa,
“and I wasn’t allowed to put it on the floor, so the tip wouldn’t
get bent. In case another kid needed a school cone someday.”
There was a backpack in front of the wall unit that was
wrapped in a ribbon and contained a matching gym bag. It was
dark-green with big dinosaurs on it. They had glaring eyes and
gaping mouths, held their claws up in the air and were supposed
to glow in the dark. Tobi opened the backpack, took out the gym
bag and put it back in. He walked past Uwe, from the living room
into the hallway, then upstairs to his room. No one noticed he
wasn’t sitting on the chair anymore.
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Translated by Jake Schneider

Christina Röckl
Christina Röckl grew up in a tiny East German village,
between forests and green fields. After studying art at Burg
Giebichenstein university with Professor Georg Barber/ATAK,
her first book Und dann platzt der Kopf was published by
Kunstanstifter Verlag. It has won several prizes, such as the
German Children’s Literature Award (2015) and the Frankfurt
Book Fair Beauty & the Book Audience Award (2014). Röckl
was also nominated for Serafina (2014), an award for talented
emerging illustrators, and her picture books were included in
the Most Beautiful German Books longlist (2014). Röckl, who
lives and works in Leipzig, often travels to different countries
for exhibitions, lectures, workshops and readings.
Selected Publications:
Kaugummi verklebt den Magen, Kunstanstifter Verlag, 2018
Liegender Akt in Blau, Kunstanstifter Verlag, 2016
Und dann platzt der Kopf, Kunstanstifter Verlag, 2014

A Child’s Explanation of the Soul
How do you represent something as intangible as it is invisible?
Christina Röckl chose a challenging theme for her debut picture
book, which also served as her art school thesis project:
the soul. But what does that mean exactly, the soul? Where
is it located? Rather than turning to great philosophers like
Aristotle or Descartes for answers, this artist took a different
path – asking children what they imagined when they hear the
abstract word “soul,” and letting them speak for themselves.
After conducting research in numerous kindergartens and
primary schools, Röckl transformed the children’s profound
and fantastical ideas into the words and illustrations of Und
dann platzt der Kopf:
“If you touch your throat and make a high noise, you can feel
your soul.”
“Soul is the backbone.”
“Soul lies under the skin.”
And the longer one contemplates these children’s ideas, the
truer and more meaningful they seem: this has to do with the
statements themselves, of course, but also with the design
of this large-format book. Each page is an artwork in its own
right, whose power only grows the longer one looks at it.
Even the cover is striking, with its strongly contrasting bright
and dark colors. On the following pages, the deep blue of the
night sky is pierced again and again by a shining yellow streak,
which could perhaps stand for the soul within the body – an
expressive play of color and affect that is brilliantly suited to
the book’s theme.
The large illustrations, many of which extend over two-page

spreads, leave plenty of room for the reader’s own associations
to flourish. Röckl’s paintings incorporate elements of children’s
drawings, the better to participate in the children’s own
imaginative worlds. The typography also reflects this aesthetic
and intention. The text is printed in capital letters, each one of
which looks like it has been individually stamped, and some of
these letters seem to have been stamped with too little ink, as
if done by the schoolchildren themselves. All this gives rise to
an artful sense of unity, resulting in a work which, while it may
look like a children’s book, could also be read as a philosophical
tract: the book’s stimulating text and images certainly offer
many possibilities for engagement.
In her latest book, Kaugummi verklebt den Magen. Ein nicht
ganz so wahres Buch, Röckl really gets to the bottom of the
lies grown-ups tell to discourage their children from unwanted
behavior. In this book, too, she makes masterful use of color,
as text, typography, and illustrations all combine to create a
unique atmosphere.
Christina Röckl’s great strength lies in her intimacy with her
subjects. This makes her picture books, especially Und dann
platzt der Kopf, authentic and meaningful. Readers may find
that it takes time for her books to reveal their full power, but
rest assured – they’re worth it!

By Nicole Filbrandt
All texts in this chapter translated
by Madeleine LaRue

THIS TITLE IS GUARANTEED A GRANT
FOR TRANSLATION INTO ENGLISH:
Christina Röckl
Und dann platzt der Kopf
[And Then the Head Explodes]
Mannheim: Kunstanstifter Verlag, 2014, 72 pages, age 5+
Sample Translation: pp. 5–19
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SOUL LIVES IN THE MOON, SOUL LIVES WITH US.

S OU L L I ES

UN D E R T H E S K

IN.

S OU L
IS A
SKEL ETON.

SOUL IS A SPINE.

SOUL IS THE BACKBONE.

,

BUT YOU CAN T TAKE AN
X-RAY OF THE SOUL !

SOUL IS LIKE SMOKE.

THE SOUL IS IN THE BELLY OF THE STOMACH.
THE SOUL IS IN THE WHOLE BODY.
THE SOUL IS DEEP IN YOUR HEART.

OR IN YOUR FEET. SOUL IS IN YOUR HEAD – RIGHT
,
ON THE SIDE. IT S ABOUT AS BIG AS YOUR EYES.
IN FACT, SOUL CAN BE EVERYWHERE.

IF YOU TOUCH

YOUR THROAT

AND MAKE

HIGH SOUNDS,
YOU CAN FEEL

YOUR SOUL .

AT NIGHT, THE SOUL FLIES O

HE BODY – THAT,S WHY YOU FALL ASLEEP.
T
F
O
T
U

-

,
YOU SEEM DEAD, BUT YOU DON T DIE .

BUT SOMETIM
ES AT
NIGHT YOU N
EED TO GO
TO THE BATH
ROOM !

BACK
W E LL , T H E N IT C O M E S
FO R A M IN U T E .

AND THEN ?

THEN THE HEAD

EXP LO DES .

MICHAEL ROHER

world for about two decades now. Michael Roher’s Tintenblaue
Kreise is a psychologically astute novel of universal relevance
that spotlights people’s urge to exert power over others just
as unerringly as it spotlights the question of when exactly the
mechanisms of solidarity can and should come into effect. In
the end, it’s a book about (crushes and) first love; love of a
kind which, at this age, still has no physical expression. There
are precious few books that recount events so thoroughly and
convincingly from the perspective of a twelve-year-old, but
Michael Roher is a richly experienced storyteller, and he duly
comes up with an ending that works well for both children.

Michael Roher was born in Lower Austria in 1980, and has
worked as a social education worker in Vienna. His passion
for the circus, his love of drawing and design, and his work
with people have all influenced his work as an author. He has
received several prizes for his children’s books, among them
the Romulus-Candea Prize (2009), the Prize for Illustration of
the City of Vienna (2016), and the Austrian Prize for Children’s
and Young Adult Books (2018). Michael Roher lives near Vienna
with his family.
Publications:
Frosch und die abenteuerliche Jagd nach Matzke Messer,
Tyrolia, 2018
Tintenblaue Kreise, Luftschacht Verlag, 2017
Die Kürbiskatze kocht Kirschkompott, Tyrolia, 2016
Der Fluss, Jungbrunnen Verlag, 2016
Wer fürchtet sich vorm lila Lachs?, text by Elisabeth
Steinkellner, Luftschacht, 2013

By Thomas Linden
Translated by John Reddick

The sweet poison of conformism
The ink-blue circles of the book’s title are a special kind of
decoration, not granted to just anyone. Twelve-year-old Sabina,
known to her friends and neighbors as Bee, only draws them on
the forearms of people she is really fond of – such as her friend
Berry Boy, for example. Whenever he visits Café Leguan, run
by Bee’s parents, he immediately rolls up his sleeve, and Bee
fishes out her biro and draws patterns or animals on his skin.
She wants to be a tattoo artist when she’s older. Bee’s entire
life is steeped in pure happiness and sunshine. Her parents
treat her with love and affection, and above all she is driven by
an immense yearning to know the world. However, this hunger
inevitably also brings her face to face with the darker aspects
of existence, such as fact that her friend Berry Boy is burdened
by a massive worry, as his son Yan needs an operation on his
heart and no one can tell him whether the boy will survive it.
Bee wants to know what happens once people have died, and
this constitutes one particular strand in Michael Roher’s novel.
In Bee, he presents us with a narrator who enjoys being liked
by everyone, but at the same time very much follows her own
path. This novel proves that children’s literature can present a
world that radiates a sense of kindness, and yet is free of even
the slightest touch of kitsch. But not even this kind world is
without its own conflicts, and Roher develops these with real
subtlety. At school, Bee and her friend Shirin belong among
the group of “popular” children, in sharp contrast to Phillip, a
new boy who is thin and has red hair. Phillip is tormented by
Tenka, the son of a wealthy doctor – at first verbally, and then

by means of various pranks such as having ink tipped into his
school bag by Tenka and his gang. Phillip’s books are ruined,
and he ends up with an ink-blue circle on his nose.
As things turn out, it is through none other than Phillip – who
happens to be a particularly talented painter – that Bee comes
to learn something about death. Phillip fascinates her even
before she becomes aware of it herself, and Michael Roher
deftly shows how this fascination begins to produce effects in
his narrator. It bothers her to see Phillip suffering humiliation
after humiliation without making any attempt to defend himself,
while a “coalition of indifference” begins to develop within the
class: even Shirin reckons that Phillip is such a wimp that, far
from meriting help, he deserves whatever he gets. Thus, in the
midst of Roher’s sun-filled book a dark chasm suddenly opens
up as the class proves incapable of protecting its seemingly
weakest member. At first even Bee herself holds back, when
she would normally be quick to respond to such situations,
despite being aware of Phillip’s difficult family background and
despite having become very close to him through their joint
swimming sessions: it would seem that she too has fallen prey
to the cloying quiescence of conformism.
There are shades and nuances galore in Roher’s finely wrought
prose and sensitive illustrations, as between the lines, he
enables us to sense that Bee can’t really cope with Phillip’s
wimpishness: in their conversations, a harsh undertone can
sometimes creep into her words that he finds hurtful. The issue
of bullying has been of great concern throughout the Western

THIS TITLE IS GUARANTEED A GRANT
FOR TRANSLATION INTO ENGLISH:
Michael Roher
Tintenblaue Kreise
[Ink-Blue Circles]
Vienna: Luftschacht Verlag, 2017, 184 pages, age 11+
Sample Translation: pp. 7–24
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Whenever I think of Phillip, my thoughts more and more often
end with a question. I’ve heard nothing from him for three weeks
now.
Three weeks, since all that stuff happened with Tenka.
The sun’s blazing down and burning the nape of my neck while
I sit here with my iced tea, chewing on the straw and wondering
whether Phillip ever actually listens to his voicemail. “Did you
get my messages?” I want to ask him. “Did you find the one in
Elvish in the tree?”
Or: “Do you remember that paper boat you made out of a
serviette? I named it Malakoff and put it on my windowsill
upstairs. Some days it can even catch a whiff of the river.”
But Phillip isn’t there.
Doesn’t answer his phone, doesn’t ring back. He’s disappeared,
simple as that.
And I’m sitting here in the sun outside Café Leguan watching the
ice cubes melt in my glass and trying to understand what it’s all
supposed to mean.
But perhaps I’d better start at the beginning.
Part 1
1
Bee.
That’s me.
Bee Sabina Mütz.
Star sign: Scorpio.
Favourite food: radishes.

Second-best thrower of paper-plate frisbees.
Passionate doodler.
And the most wonderful child in the world. That’s what my
Mum says anyway. And my Dad.
Old Jockel says it too: “Sabina Bee, you are the most wonderful
child in the world!”
And then he gives an impish grin and sprinkles a load of sugar
over the milky froth on the top of his coffee.
Old Jockel is a regular here at our place, Café Leguan.
He comes first thing every morning, sits down at his table by
the window, slurps hot coffee, and gazes out at the street. He
reads the paper or plays board games: with Frau Almut when
she’s around, or with Bee Sabina – in other words, with me – or
on his own, if Bee Sabina’s short of time. When Bee Sabina has to
do homework, for instance, or when she’s trying out Mum’s new
drum kit, or wandering off to the harbour to feed the seagulls.
Or when Berry Boy comes.
Berry Boy comes on Wednesdays.
It’s band practice on Wednesdays.
Berry Boy gives Dad a wave and places his order: “One
peppermint with milk, if you please!”
Dad nods and pours green syrup into a glass.
“Coming up: one toothpaste juice for the gentleman,” he says,
stirring milk into the brew and handing it to me on a little silver
tray so that I can take it across to him.
“Mmm. Thanks, Bee!”
Berry Boy takes a sip, then wipes his lips with the back of his
hand.
“Wow! This stuff really is dangerously delicious. I think I’m
already addicted.”
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Then he pulls up a chair and asks me “D’you have time?”
I nod happily in the knowledge of what’s coming.
It’s our ritual.
I sit down next to him and fish a biro out of my pocket.
“D’you fancy anything in particular?”
“Hmm… ” He has a think. “Something with sea creatures,
perhaps?”
Sometimes we sit there for more than hour, and Berry Boy
watches me while I cover his forearm with figures, patterns and
decorations until there’s not a single patch of skin left unmarked.
“Dead cool!”
Berry Boy coos with delight, and gives his verdict on my Study
in Blue.
Says something along the lines of never ever washing again
until I’m all grown up and a proper tattooist.
Then I tell him that in fact he should wash himself as otherwise
he’ll start to stink, and in any case I’ve got to do a lot more
practising before I get really good at it.
“And for that I need your forearm all fresh and unadorned
every Wednesday!”
“It’s a deal, Bee,” promises Berry Boy, tousling my hair.
Mum reckons I’m a bit keen on Berry Boy, but that’s rubbish.
Well, okay, perhaps just a tiny, tiny little bit; but I certainly
don’t want to kiss him the way Mum kisses Dad, sticking her
tongue in his mouth and shutting her eyes – ugh, yuck!
Perhaps it’s more like Shirin in my class and her thing for
Justin Bieber.

over him because she thinks he’s just so sweet and cool. And I
drool over Berry Boy because I think he’s sweet and cool, and
because he plays guitar in Mum’s band and because he lets me
share his jelly babies. He smells really great, of lavender oil, and
already has a few real tattoos. But Berry Boy says he’s keeping
one of his forearms reserved specially for me and that I’ve got the
makings of a world-class artist. And sometimes he might run his
fingers through my hair, like just now, and I go all red because it
feels so-o-o good.
Berry Boy only lives two streets away from us, with his girlfriend
Linda and his son Yan.
I call on them sometimes and we cook spaghetti with red sauce,
or play with Yan’s Punch and Judy puppets. Or we go down to the
river, light a camp fire, and bake apples.
Every Wednesday I look forward to him coming in, getting me
to bring him his peppermint syrup, and holding out his arm for
me to draw on.
Like today. Like right now.
“Can you see what it is?” I ask him. “It’s a deep-sea fish.”
I trace out the shape on his skin with my finger.
“There’s the tail, and the fins, and there’s the head.”
“Ah, yes,” says Berry Boy.
But I can tell he hasn’t had a proper look.
Lost in thought, he takes little sips of his toothpaste juice, and
keeps his eyes fixed on the door.
There’s a ringing noise from his jacket pocket.
He reaches for his phone.
“Can you give me a second?” he says, and goes out.

Shirin’s got posters all over her wall and above her bed. They’re
all pictures of Justin Bieber. She sits there spellbound and drools

I can see him wandering up and down in the street holding his
phone to his ear.
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It was a phone call from the hospital. But of course I didn’t know
that.
There’s something wrong with Yan’s heart. I’m not going to see
any more of Berry Boy for a good long while.
I didn’t have a clue about any of that right then.
But I have to mention it all the same.
Because of the Phillip thing, that’s why.
Because the business with Yan’s heart was the start of it all.
That’s when it all began.

Dad says he first met Mum at sea.
Dad was a cook on a ship, but the story about how they first
came across one another is different every time.
Today is a Sunday, and today the story goes like this:
Once upon a time there was a handsome young cook called
Jonas Mütz (that’s my Dad) who sailed the seven seas on an
ancient cutter.
One night, in the middle of the ocean, the ship was hit by a
severe storm. Waves as high as skyscrapers crashed down on it
and buried it in the watery depths, and Jonas almost drowned.
“But all of a sudden there she was, a bewitching mermaid called
Svenja Olavson, with long blonde hair and large bosom…”
“Jonas!” Mum protests, rolling her eyes.
“What’s the problem?” says Dad, feigning innocence. Mum
grins.
Dad continues his story: “So anyway, this fabulously beautiful
and well-built mermaid came swimming up to the handsome
youth and saved his life.”
And this mermaid was Mum.

And so the pair of them, Jonas and Svenja Olavson, fell in love
with each other for ever and a day.
And later, once they were ashore, Svenja cast off her scales and
decided to be a human being from that moment on.
“Easy as pie,” says Dad. “Mermaids can do that. They peel their
fishy tail off and, hey presto, they’ve got legs. And what legs!
Long and beautiful they were.”
Dad positively purrs, gives Mum a special look, then says that
Svenja and Jonas really did have the hots for one another.
“And that’s why they had lots and lots of steamy, wild, fiery… ”
“Dad!” I squeeze my eyes tight shut and block my ears. “Do you
have to do this every time?!” Mum gives Dad a pinch in the ribs.
Dad grins and pours himself another cup of coffee.
“My turn to tell the story now!” declares Mum.
“Thank goodness!” I sigh.
Dad simply isn’t capable of making his stories suitable for the
ears of kids.
So Mum takes over instead: “Then via Denmark and Poland
we went all the way down to the Black Sea. I fell pregnant down
there. Auntie Ilvi died soon after, I inherited her house and we
moved up here. And then you arrived, Bee, on a rainy night in
November.”
And hey presto, there’s that misty-eyed look Mum always gets
when she starts recalling stuff like that.
“You’re my sweet little Eleventh Heaven,” she says, and strokes
my face. Biting a chunk off her breakfast roll, she sits there
chomping away and looking all soppy.
“Eleventh Heaven,” she says, not “Seventh Heaven”! Because
whenever Mum calls me that, she’s thinking of the day I was born.
I’m a bit blessed, that’s why, ‘cos I popped out of her womb on the
eleventh of the eleventh – not at eleven minutes past eleven, it’s
true, but it did take me exactly eleven hours to come out. That’s
Mum’s story, anyway.
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“The rain was hammering down on the roof like crazy,” she
says. “I remember it so well. The window was open because I felt
so hot. And our neighbour came round at four in the morning and
brought me a salami roll – d’you remember, Jonas?”
Dad laughed, and nearly choked on a breadcrumb.
“There she was all of a sudden outside the door, holding a plate
in her hand. And that was the very moment you popped out into
the world, Bee.”
“Yes,” I say. That was the very moment I popped out into the
world.
Bee Sabina Mütz, daughter of a mermaid and the offspring of a
prince of liars.

3
The name of our house is Leguan.
If you come from Brunnenplatz then turn into Mühlgasse, it’s the
second house on the left. It’s painted green, with a few tables with
parasols in front of it, and on the sign above the entrance door it
says “Leguan,” in large multi-coloured letters.
Downstairs is the café, and upstairs on the first floor, where the
little window is – that’s where I live, in Bee Sabina’s extremely
private cave of a room, bursting with art and anarchy.
This is the abode of Ulla the purple-and-blue-checked Cheshire
cat, my pet spider Nepomuk and his merry band of creepy-crawly
relatives, and, of course, me – Bee Sabina.
We live there in a clutter of lovingly arranged felt-tip-pen
installations, torn-out sketchbook pages, scribbled-on paper
serviettes, and Barbie dolls embellished with biro, all scattered
randomly across the floor; coloured marbles, books, magazines

about tattooing, stuff for school, and sundry other essential
necessities of life.
“Have you gone completely crazy?! What does this place look
like?!”
Okay, perhaps I am a touch chaotic. That could be true.
But is that any reason for people to get so het up about it?
After all, I am an artist.
But no chance.
Mum and Dad are completely merciless in this regard.
“Tomorrow’s clean-up day, you can bet your life on it!”
I give a loud snort and put on my most evil-looking face.
Makes no difference, I know. But I enjoy cursing and muttering
and moaning and mouthing off and inventing outlandish insults
while clearing up my room. “Death and damnation! Snotty-nosed
slobber-lips!” I shout, while I slam the drawers shut, fling books
onto the shelves and crash around in a great show of rage.
Then, when everything’s all clean and sad and boring once again,
Dad brings me a banana milk with cinnamon and almond slivers
from downstairs, as my reward. Dad enjoys using his culinary
skills to spoil people. That’s why he hit on the idea of turning the
downstairs living room into a small café:
Café Leguan.
Mum chose the name.
‘Cos that’s what the ship was called where Dad was the cook
and where he and Mum first met each other. And that makes it a
lucky name, says Mum.
Anyway, I couldn’t imagine a nicer home in the whole wide
world.
I just love everything about it: sitting downstairs of an afternoon,
either with Dad in the kitchen or with Jockel at his table by
the window, in my hand a hot cocoa, in my stomach a warm
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chocolatey feeling, in my nose the smell of freshly brewed coffee;
the to-ings and fro-ings of the guests, the gentle clink of the little
silver spoons when people stir their drinks; Dad’s tiramisu and
the murmuring of the conversations going on all around me.
Or when everyone sits down for a natter after Mum’s band
practice on Wednesdays.
Then Dad conjures up a great big supper.
Frau Almut helps with the cooking.
And Jockel helps with the shopping.
You could say that Jockel’s pretty much part of the family now.
We’re usually still having breakfast when he turns up.
With a knock on the door, he’ll say “It isn’t a crime and I’ve got
the time.”
Jockel’s fond of rhymes.
Dad writes him a list of what he needs and gives him some
money.
“Hang on!” I say, slipping into my shoes and my pullover and
grabbing my school bag, and Jockel and I go part of the way
together.
Because my school isn’t far from the market, or the market
isn’t far from the school; whatever.
“Courgettes, carrots, sweetcorn, millet, whipping cream,” says
Jockel, studying Dad’s shopping list.
“Looks like we’re having Jonas’s famous millet bake again.”
He rubs his stomach and drapes my school bag over his
shoulder.
“Well, Bee? Tell me, how are things going, my sweet little pal?
How is school, my dear little gal?”
School:

I kick at a couple of pebbles.
School’s not exactly my favourite topic.
School’s OK, but if I had the choice I’d spend my days quite
differently. I’d draw a madcap mediaeval castle, for instance, or
make a mighty din on Mum’s drum kit. Or try to be even lazier
than Ulla the Cheshire cat. I’d ring Berry Boy’s doorbell and ask
if he’d let me come up and then play me some songs on his guitar.
I’d read important books, world-class literature such as Donald
Duck. Or sit in Café Leguan drinking Russian tea with Frau Almut
and getting her to read the cards and tell me my fortune.
“Sabina,” she would say, in a voice as wrinkly as her wizened
fingers, “Sabina, there’s trouble ahead.”
Frau Almut has big black eyes and bright purple lips.
Frau Almut smells of cigarettes and mint-flavoured chewing
gum, and her ears are studded with shiny little silver rings.
Frau Almut is old.
Frau Almut doesn’t have much to do.
“Once upon a time,” she says, “I used to be a witch.”
And that, so she says, is why she has magic powers.
By “once upon a time” she means “in a previous life.”
Frau Almut has already had seven lives. She knows that from
the cards.
“Cards tell you your past as well as your future,” she explains.
“You just have to know how to read them.”
According to Dad, Frau Almut is “a bit – well, special.”
But I like listening to her.
Such as recently, when she told me “Sabina, Sabina, there’s
trouble ahead. Lady Luck’s off her rocker, do you see?”
Frau Almut was pointing at a card.
“Some people are on the way up, others are on the way down.
Ah, just look at that hermit! There’s a journey ahead, but it won’t
be a normal journey. It’s a search – a search for something – for
somebody. For the world beyond, and… ”
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Silke Schlichtmann
She stared at me as if I knew what she was on about.
“I see a boyfriend too.”
“Berry Boy, perhaps?”
“Perhaps,” she murmured, crooking her head to one side.
“But perhaps not. Perhaps yes and no both.”
Frau Almut would read the cards for me. She’d giggle and sip her
tea.
And then Jockel would return from his shopping trip and sit
down with us. Something funny might have happened to him
on the way, and he’d tell us all about it while slurping his coffee
topped with steamed milk, then play a board game with Frau
Almut.
Yes, I think to myself as I push the heavy glass door open – that
would be a thousand times better than school, hundred per cent,
no question.
Translated by John Reddick

Silke Schlichtmann was born in 1967 and lives in Munich. She
earned her PhD in literary studies, and has worked as an editor
and proofreader. Her debut novel Pernilla oder wie die Beatles
meine viel zu große Familie retteten was published in 2015.
Selected Publications:
Mattis und das klebende Klassenzimmer, Hanser, 2019
Bluma und das Gummischlangengeheimnis, Hanser, 2017
Pernilla oder Wie die Beatles meine viel zu große Familie
retteten, Hanser, 2015

Ulrike Möltgen
Ulrike Möltgen was born 1973 in Wuppertal. A designer and
illustrator, she did a degree in communication design, and
completed a diploma under the guidance of Wolf Erlbruch. For
a time, she was a lecturer at the Folkwang University of the Arts
in Essen. Her work has won numerous awards and appeared
in numerous exhibitions. Ulrike Möltgen is particularly well
known for the Mondbär series. She lives in Wuppertal.
Selected Publications:
Bluma und das Gummischlangengeheimnis, Hanser, 2017
Wolfsbrot, Kunstanstifter Verlag, 2016
So groß und so klein. Eine Freundschaftsgeschichte,
Sauerländer Verlag, 2015
Der Karneval der Tiere, Annette Betz Verlag, 2014
Alles für die Katz, Carl Hanser Verlag, 2011
Der Mondbär, Coppenrath Verlag, 2000

Magical Sweets
So far, Bluma’s life has been pretty straightforward. She lives
in a small village in the north of Germany, with her loving
parents: her mother, a linguist who travels a lot for research
purposes, and her father, a psychologist. Bluma’s father, who
stays at home with her while her mother is away, sometimes
struggles with his parental responsibilities. When her father is
at his surgery, Bluma goes over to visit their neighbor Alice,
a retired lawyer, who now spends her days painting and who
always, always has time for her. After school, Bluma spends
time with a friend, building artificial anthills or recording
passing motorboats while pretending to be detectives. That’s
about the extent of the excitement in her life. Okay, she did
give the little girl next door a Mohican haircut and once threw
a stink bomb in school, maybe not the best things she could
have done, but Bluma has never done anything really bad. That

is, until the day that she steals something – and from Alice, her
favorite grown-up, of all people.
It all begins when Bluma finds a note fixed to a fence: a
dog needs a new home because its owner is moving into a
retirement home. Bluma has wanted a dog for a long time, but
her parents have always talked their way out of it by saying
that they have too little time, or that it would be too expensive.
This dog is being given away for free, but Bluma senses that
her parents still won’t simply agree to have it; and she also has
to tell them about her bad school marks – again.
Normally, when Bluma needs the answer to a difficult question,
she goes to Alice. Alice then asks a lot of questions until Bluma
comes up with a solution, and if that doesn’t help, then Alice
still has the magic jelly snakes. They’re magic because if
you suck on them, they crackle in your mouth and the most
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complicated things in your head get sorted out.
But on the day of the dog and the bad marks problem, Alice
is busy. Surprised and desperate, Bluma sees only one way
out: to secretly take one of the jelly snakes so she can find a
solution by herself.
It doesn’t end well, of course. Instead of a solution, Bluma
discovers her guilty conscience and learns that there are good
and bad secrets: “The difference is that you are constantly
reminded of the bad secret, even when you don’t want to think
about it. But you can think of a good secret whenever you
fancy. There is enough space in your head for other things, and
a good secret makes you happy.”
Having taken the jelly snake, Bluma is far from happy. She
learns the hard way what it means to know the right thing to
do but still do the wrong thing; she learns what happens when
you don’t get what you want. It’s a particularly hard lesson for
a child who did what she did because she feels reliant on adults
and wanted to please them. But it’s hard to please people when
you’ve tangled yourself up in your own lies; and then you don’t
you what to say, so you just go quiet.
The book’s author, Silke Schlichtmann, allows Bluma to analyze
herself and her own weaknesses and mistakes; what’s more,
the little girl analyses the adults just as pointedly, and her
childish gaze reveals quite a few contradictions: the fact that
her father “understands” people for a living, yet often fails to
appreciate his own daughter’s worries, for example; or that
parents sometimes make causal connections between things
that clearly have nothing to do with one another, such as
getting bad marks and having a dog.
This lends the story depth, lightness and humor, and parents
reading the book may recognize some of their own foibles,
presented in a tongue-in-cheek way. The book takes an
affectionate look at the madness of modern families, from
which some parent-child groupings could learn a thing or two.
Another pleasurable aspect of reading this book (and a
challenge for the translator), is Bluma’s playful way with
language, as, inspired by her mother’s profession, Bluma muses
and reflects on words and their meanings. Bluma insists, for
example, that Alice is not their next-door neighbor, but their
next-next door neighbor, because she lives two doors down,
not one; and surely, Bluma reasons, the fact that “contrite”
rhymes with “bite” can’t be a coincidence, can it?
By Katrin Hörnlein
Translated by Alexandra Roesch

Chapter One

THIS TITLE IS GUARANTEED A GRANT
FOR TRANSLATION INTO ENGLISH:
Silke Schlichtmann &
Ulrike Möltgen
Bluma und das
Gummischlangengeheimnis
[Bluma and the Secret of the Jelly
Snake]

Have you ever done something really wrong?
Made a big mistake?
Really messed up?
Not something stupid, like giving the little girl next door a
Mohican haircut during the quarter of an hour you were meant
to look after her, without asking her mother
first. Although, that wasn’t a great idea
either; Mrs Olff hasn’t let Nele come to
our house by herself since.
No, I mean something different –
something really wrong.
I did such a thing, exactly five days
ago, and for the same number of
days I haven’t been able to think of
anything else except how I can put it
right again – how everything can go back
to normal. Because that’s the most important thing,
that everything will be alright.
It’s probably best if I tell you what it’s all about:
I stole something, and it wasn’t a corncob from the
huge field off the main road. No: serious stealing,
and what I did afterwards to make it right again
wasn’t as clever as I thought. In fact, what was just a
complete mess has become an enormous messy pile.
But first things first, as Alice always says: “If you
want me to understand you, then start right
at the beginning.” If you only knew
how much I wish I could tell Alice
about it! She always knows a way

Berlin: Verlag Hanser, 2017
Sample Translation: pp. 7–22
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out of things. But I can’t go to her this time. No, definitely not.
I can’t tell Mum about it either. She’s in Bavaria for two weeks.
That’s really far away. We live in Gruenendeich, in Lower Saxony.
Mum is a linguist. She deals with everything to do with language:
sentences, words, and syllables. She can talk for hours about
“nasals” and “fricatives.” At first, I thought they were something to
eat, like nasi goreng or meatballs, but they are names for some of
the sorts of sounds that we make when we talk. Mum is in Bavaria
to look at how people rhyme there, and whether it is different to
the way we do it here in the north. She gets paid for that!
And Dad? Unfortunately, although he always says that, as a
psychologist, it’s his job to understand everything, he makes a
strict division between job and family. The other day, for example,
Rosa and I threw a stink bomb, and Dad didn’t understand at all.
It was as clear as day though: Mrs Schuhmacher’s German class is
dead boring. We had to put an end to it, and the stink bomb was
the only way.
Alice, Mum, Dad – I can’t talk to any of them right now, and I
don’t want to tell Rosa; I’ll explain why not later.
Instead I’m telling you, because I have to tell someone. I can’t
think what else to do.
So, let’s go – from the beginning.
It all started with the broken fence outside Thea Quast’s house,
although when I first noticed the missing slat, I didn’t know that
Thea Quast lived there. Even when the next slats broke, I still didn’t
know. I sometimes saw a small yellow dog roaming through the
overgrown garden, and I did wonder why his master or mistress
always stayed indoors. Sometimes the dog even came up to the
fence, licked my hand and wagged his tail, as if he wanted to say:
“Let’s go for a walk.” He was a labrador. I know about dogs, I’ve
always wanted one. But so far Mum and Dad have always said:
“No, Bluma. We can’t have a dog. We are not home enough, and
anyway a dog is too expensive.”

Back to the fence: I had got into a habit of counting the slats,
how many were broken and unbroken, and how many were
missing. I counted them at least twice a day, in the mornings on
the way to school and at lunchtime on the way back. I noticed
immediately if there was one more missing or if anything was
different. The fence is almost bang in the middle of my route to
school. Five hundred and ten steps on one side, five hundred and
three on the other side, at least when I walk at my normal pace.
If I run, then it’s a lot fewer steps, but I can’t really keep up with
the counting then anyway.
Last Monday, exactly five days ago, I came past the fence
at lunchtime as usual. I was walking with Rosa, and we were
discussing whether we should carry on building our artificial
anthill so we could put the first real ants inside it before dinner, or
if we should design a new system for recording our observations
of the motor boats passing the jetty when we were playing
detectives, instead. Then Rosa asked me about my silverfish,
which she definitely wanted to take a look at; I already had twenty
of them. So, my head was actually already full of really important
things, but I still started counting. I couldn’t help myself. I stopped
at the third broken slat, because I saw a note hanging from the
fourth unbroken slat, ahead. It hadn’t been there in the morning.
It was a white piece of paper, like Grandma Himmelpforten used
to write on when she wrote me a birthday letter – before, when
she was still alive. She called it “laid paper.” It was not as smooth
as other paper, but somehow much nicer.
On the piece of laid paper on the fence it said, in big clear print,
not shaky at all: “Loyal three-year-old labrador retriever, free to a
loving new owner. Must be before 30th June. After that he has to
go to the dogs’ home, and I have to go to the old people’s home.”
At first, I wasn’t sure whether I had properly understood. So I
read it again, and when I’d read the first sentence for the second
time, my tummy felt all warm. Yes, it really did say free.
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They can’t say no now, I thought. And so I started cheering:
“Yes, yes, yes!”
Rosa, who was already several steps ahead, turned around:
“What yes? Ants or motorboats?”
Can you imagine how little I cared? I said “You can choose,” and
I must have had a big cheesy grin on my face and looked really
stupid while I continued to stare at the note.
So Rosa finally read the note too. She seemed to think about
something for a moment – if only I had asked her what she was
thinking. Then she said, “You mean you’re going to get the dog?”
“Definitely! It’s a gift – they can’t say it’s too expensive now.”
Anyway, we rang the doorbell immediately. After all, you don’t
discover a wonderful note like that every day. Also it was the 15th
of June already, so I only had two weeks left, and I knew that the
dog was really, really sweet. Other people would definitely want
him.
Just as we were about to ring the doorbell again, the front door
opened, and that’s when I saw Thea Quast for the first time. She
didn’t look at all like someone who belongs in an old people’s
home, although I don’t really know what someone should look like
to belong there. It’s probably one of those unnecessary grown-up
inventions – just like the dogs’ home. I, for one, know thousands
of kids who would take an animal from a shelter, and I would love
to have a grandma at home. Sadly, I don’t have one, as Grandma
Himmelpforten died two years ago, and Dad’s mum died so long
ago that I only know her from the photograph in his study.
Thea Quast offered us hot chocolate and biscuits. It took a while
for her to get everything on the table, because she was quite slow.
When I noticed that I wondered if that was an indication that she
belonged in an old people’s home, but then I remembered how
Mum always said I was slower than a hibernating snail when I
had to take the rubbish out. Thea Quast was much faster than
that, and she had fewer wrinkles that Aunt Baerbel – that’s Mum’s

sister, and I won’t say so to her. Thea Quast was really nice, and
the biscuits were yummy. Rosa ate more than was polite, but
she’s not allowed any sugar at home, so I got that she couldn’t
stop eating.
The dog was called Flocke, and he was even cuter than I
remembered. He started sniffing my legs straight away and put
his nose on my knee, as if we’d known each other for ages. I
quickly took two sips of my hot chocolate and then said: “I really
want to stop Flocke from having to go to the dogs’ home. I always
wanted to have a dog, but my parents said it was too expensive.”
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Thea Quast told us that a man had come around that morning
who wanted to take Flocke, but she also added: “I haven’t decided
yet.”
Rosa took what must have been her tenth biscuit. Thea Quast
put some more on the plate and explained: “It’s not easy for me to
give Flocke away, but it seems there is no other way. The landlord
won’t let up, and my nephew is right – since my accident I can’t
get around like I used to.” She sighed, and mumbled, “The home
he has chosen seems to be all right.”
She looked sad when she said that. I almost felt ashamed for
being so excited about getting Flocke, until I had an idea: “I can
come and visit you with Flocke in the home.” Thea Quast smiled
at me gratefully.
“I have to speak to my parents. But they will be really happy,
after all, Flocke doesn’t cost anything,” I said.
I kicked Rosa’s left foot under the table so she would stop
eating the biscuits.
“Ouch!” she said and glanced at me. Then her eyes returned to
the large biscuit plate that was almost empty for the second time.
Rosa is a lost cause when it comes to biscuits.
“Rosa,” I said and gave her another kick, “we have to get going.”
Then she got it. We finished our hot chocolate and said goodbye.
I was so happy that I briefly thought about where I might get
some slats to fix the fence. But then I realized that Thea Quast
wouldn’t benefit from it, and the landlord didn’t deserve it. So,
the fence had to stay the way it was.
“Anthill. Two o’clock,” Rosa said when we got out, and patted
her tummy.
Water bowl, food bowl, collar, lead, brush, I thought, making a
list in my head.
“Anthill,” Rosa repeated, “at two,” and it was only then that I
realized she’d said exactly the same thing a moment ago.
“There’s something I need to do for my parents first,” I said.

“The earliest I can do is four.” After all, a list like that takes time.
Then Rosa was probably angry because I wouldn’t meet her
until two hours later, which is probably why she asked me the
question that ruined everything. She tried to make her voice
sound completely normal, as if we were talking about anthills and
motor boats again. But whenever Rosa tries to sound completely
normal, I always know what’s coming. At those times, she looks
like she’s holding a huge banner above her head with the warning
“Attention: things are getting nasty” in bright red letters on it.
Rosa said: “Won’t your parents be angry about how badly you
did in the maths test?”
And that was the meanest question of the century. Do you
want to know why? Because it wasn’t a question – because Rosa
already knew the answer, definitely. After all, she’s my friend, or
was, I don’t really know right now – and that wasn’t my first bad
mark. But almost worse than Rosa’s meanness was the fact that I
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knew that she was right about what she hadn’t – and at the same
time had – said.
Poor marks are always a problem for my parents. Goodness
knows why. I still don’t get it – after all, if they’re going to be a
problem for anyone, surely it’s me, not them.
In any case, two things became very clear to me after what
Rosa said: one, the thing with Flocke might not be as easy as
I’d thought; and, two, I needed to go and see Alice as soon as
possible.
Chapter Two
Alice is our neighbour. She lives in the little house right next
to the Olff’s, so next door to Nele, who is not allowed to come
around by herself anymore.
Alice moved in two years ago, just before Grandma
Himmelpforten died. The little house was grey back then and it
had at least three broken windows. Since old Mr Rieper died, no
one really knew who it belonged to, and it had already become
derelict when he was still alive. Mrs Olff complained that it was
an eyesore for all of Gruenendeich, but in truth she was only
bothered by the moles who had settled in Rieper’s garden, and
who now regularly visited the Olff’s lawn, too.
So, yes, then Alice appeared. I spotted her on the very first day,
on my way back from school. I was just counting the molehills,
the numbers kept changing there too, when a removal van
whooshed into the driveway and stopped directly outside the
Rieper house. Four men jumped out, finally followed by a tall
smiling woman. She wore thick red glasses and had wild grey
curly hair that reminded me of Shockheaded Peter from the old
stories. The men had tattoos on their arms. One of them even had
one on his neck – I recognized the Eiffel Tower. In no time at all,

they emptied everything out of the van: huge amounts of boxes
and a lot of paintings, some as large as a table tennis table. When
the van was empty and the house definitely full, they had a beer
in the garden, sang a song about bread, salt, home, happiness and
painting, hugged the tall woman and, Bob’s your uncle, they and
the van were gone. Shockheaded Petra stayed.
Early the next morning, the local carpenter replaced the broken
windows. When I came back from school at lunchtime, our new
neighbour, wearing blue dungarees, her grey curls tied back in a
thick ponytail, was outside Gruenendeich’s eyesore, painting it
green with a large paint roller. This was how we met.
“Hello,” she called out when she saw me. “You were here
yesterday.”
And I had actually thought that I’d gone unnoticed, by the
fence. My entire head turned bright red in a matter of seconds.
But luckily not for long, as our neighbour did something different
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from Rosa, who at times like this always asked me: “Why are you
going red?” How are you supposed to answer that!
She simply looked at me as if we’d known each other for a long
time and said: “My name is Alice. Would you like to paint? I could
really use some help, you can see how much grey there is here.”
I soon had a thick paintbrush in my hand, and was painting a
flowerbed of red and yellow tulips round the kitchen window. I
didn’t know that I was so capable, or so good at it.
Together we painted a rectangle that was precisely five metres
wide and two metres high. We measured it specially, because
it’s good to know what you’ve achieved. When the picture was
finished, Alice made us our first cup of tea. She didn’t put little
organic tea bags in the pot like Mum always does, but instead cut
fresh mint from a pot on the windowsill and poured the boiling
water over it. Later we just took the mint leaves out again.
Alice told me that she’d come from Hannover where she’d been
a lawyer, because that’s what her parents had wanted. But now
she was retired and an artist, because that’s what she wanted.
She thought the Gruenendeich eyesore was wonderful, and
Gruenendeich in general too: “If the name Gruenendeich doesn’t
make a person think about life coming into bloom, then there
must be something wrong with them.” I remember thinking that
I had never thought of it like that before, even though Mummy
is a linguist and is always talking about words, but I immediately
saw Alice was right.
So, we had our first heart-to-heart: Alice introduced me to that
term. She loves it because it contains the word “heart”; that isn’t
a coincidence. At some point – I can’t remember why – I asked
her if she knew the book Mo, the Mohican. It’s been my favourite
book for ages, which I read to Nele time and again when she still
had long hair.
“Of course I know it,” Alice said. “Is it still around? I read it so
many times as a child. I even wanted the same hairstyle as Mo,

he was my hero, but of course my parents wouldn’t agree. If I
had had children, I would definitely have read Mo to them, and if
I’d had a daughter who had wanted a Mohican hairstyle, I would
have cut it for her myself. Why do you ask?”
I said: “No reason,” although at that moment I knew that Alice
understood me better than most grown-ups. And that’s the way
it stayed.

238

239

Contents

Contents

Translated by Alexandra Roesch

SILKE VRY

course no book of historic excavations would be complete
without the tale of the groundbreaking decipherment of the
Egyptian hieroglyphs by the “Wunderkind” Jean-François
Champollion. Vry’s approach is to vividly describe the contexts
in which these people made their discoveries, often in long-ago
eras. Some were more intentional, as in the case of Heinrich
Schliemann, who suspected that the legendary city of Troy
lay somewhere in or on the mountain of Hisarlik in Turkey;
others were pure accidents, as when a Renaissance vintner
stumbled across an exquisite antique sculpture buried in Rome.
When two experts – the architect Giuliano da Sangallo and the
sculptor Michelangelo Buonarotti – were called in, they and
immediately recognized the sculpture as the famous, long-lost
Laocoön Group. Vry’s condensed versions of these momentous
discoveries are not only highly accessible, but even read as
thrilling adventures, all while remaining absolutely authentic.
Her historical, Indiana Jones-esque heroes were often forced to
improvise and risked significant danger to achieve their goals.
The main text is embellished with short explanatory inserts,
profiles of the explorers, and notes on historical context and
the mythical and literary texts that relate to the various
excavation finds.
That such stories call out for pictures goes without saying.
The Berlin illustrator Martin Haake does not settle for realistic
depictions of the famous sites, but draws inspiration from their
histories to add greater depth to his work. Characterized by his
love of detail, his delicately colored, paper-cut-like illustrations
add a playful, modern element to Vry’s historical narratives
and enhance the sense of light-hearted fun that pervades the
entire book.
Verborgene Schätze, versunkene Welten offers young readers
a good introduction to the complex and exciting field of
archaeology.

Silke Vry was born in 1965 in Erlangen. She studied classical
archaeology, art history, and folklore and has participated
in multi-year archaeological excavations in Syria, Jordan,
and Germany. Today the graphic artist and author lives in
Hamburg. She has been writing books about archaeology and
art for young adults and children for several years.
Selected Publications:
Durch den Dschungel zu den Maya: Die abenteuerliche
Expedition von Stephens und Catherwood, illustrated by
Verena Herbst, Seemann Henschel, 2019
Verborgene Schätze, versunkene Welten. Große Archäologen
und ihre Entdeckungen, illustrated by Martin Haake,
Gerstenberg Verlag, 2017
Die Farben in der Kunst: entdecken – spielen – verstehen,
Prestel, 2015; Red Yellow Blue: Colors in Art, Prestel Junior,
2011
Paul Klee – Im Zaubergarten. Kunst für Kinder, Prestel, 2011;
Paul Klee for Children, Prestel Junior, 2011

MARTIN HAAKE
Martin Haake was born in 1964 in Oldenburg. He has been
working as a freelance illustrator for more than fifteen years.
His international clients include the New York Times, the Wall
Street Journal, Penguin Books, and Volkswagen. His illustrations
have won countless awards. He is a two-time recipient of the
German Art Directors Club’s silver medal. He lives with his
family in Berlin.
Selected Publications:
Verborgene Schätze, versunkene Welten. Große Archäologen
und ihre Entdeckungen, text by Silke Vry, Gerstenberg Verlag,
2017
Einmal um die Welt: Mein Städte-Atlas, Knesebeck, 2016; City
Atlas: Discover the Personality of the World’s Best-Loved Cities
in this Illustrated Book of Maps, Quarto Publishing, 2015

By Ralph Trommer
All texts in this chapter translated
by Madeleine LaRue

Discovering the Great Discoverers
Who really discovered the famous cave paintings of Altamira?
Answer: a nine-year-old girl named Maria Sanz de Sautuola.
No, really: in 1879, she was accompanying her father Marcelino,
an enthusiastic amateur archaeologist, through a cave on their
country estate. Hoping to find some Stone Age tools inside, her
father was focused on the floor of the cave’s narrow passages.
His daughter, however, proved no less curious than her father,
and, turning her gaze to the walls and ceiling as well, was
therefore the first to notice the many paintings of all kinds of

different animals. Their amazing veracity is even said to have
given her a terrible fright.
This is only one of the many exciting and entertaining stories
that Silke Vry has to tell about famous discoveries. The Hamburgbased author is herself an archaeologist and art historian and
has participated in digs in Syria, Jordan, and Germany. This
book presents twenty-one particularly important discoveries,
including those of Easter Island, ancient Olympia, the stone
city of Petra, and the Incan ruins at Machu Picchu – and of

THIS TITLE IS GUARANTEED A GRANT
FOR TRANSLATION INTO ENGLISH:
Silke Vry & Martin Haake
Verborgene Schätze, versunkene
Welten. GroSSe Archäologen und
ihre Entdeckungen
[Buried Treasures, Sunken Worlds:
The Great Archaeologists and Their
Discoveries]
Hildesheim: Gerstenberg Verlag, 2017, 160 pages, age 10+
Sample Translation: pp. 4–5 & pp. 110–116
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1 Laocoön and his Sons: A Vintner

5 A Giant on the Move: Giovanni

Discovers Antique Sculptures

Battista Belzoni and the
Transporting of the Bust of
Ramses

2 The Secret of the Stone Giants:
Jacob Roggeveen Discovers Easter
Island

3 A Stadium Sinks into the Mud:
Richard Chandler Discovers
Olympia

4 A Secret Agent in the Desert Sands:
Johann Ludwig Burckhardt
Discovers the Stone City of Petra

6 Magic Symbols: Jean-François
Champollion Deciphers the
Hieroglyphics

7 $50 for a City: John Lloyd
Stephens and Frederick
Catherwood Discover Ancient
Mayan Sites

8 The Dead in the Mountain:
Johann Ramsauer Discovers the
Hallstatt Necropolis

9 Great Temple, Tiny Flies: The
Entomologist Henri Mouhot in
Angkor Wat

10 Risen from the Ashes and the
Rubble: Giuseppe Fiorelli and
Pompeii

11 A Childhood Dream Come True:
Heinrich Schliemann Discovers
Troy

12 “Look, Papa, cows!”: A Little Girl 15 By Order of the Emperor:
Discovers the Cave Paintings of
Altamira

13 The Father of Archaeology:
Flinders Petrie Measures the
Pyramids (and Other Things)

14 When Myths Become Reality:
Arthur Evans and the Oldest
Script in Europe

19 A Goat Stumbles Upon a

Robert Koldewey Excavates
Babylon

Treasure: The Discovery of the
Dead Sea Scrolls

16 The Real Indiana Jones: Hiram

20 Soldiers of Clay: The Discovery

Bingham Discovers Machu
Picchu

17 Sensation in the Valley of the
Kings: Howard Carter Discovers
the Tomb of Tutankhamun

18 A Great Journey by Raft: Thor
Heyerdahl Pioneers
Experimental Archaeology

of the Terracotta Army

21 Sunken Treasures: Franck
Goddio and Underwater
Archaeology

Four hundred years later, almost no one was interested in the time before Columbus.
The idea that anyone would finance a difficult expedition to look for traces of a lost

The Real Indiana Jones:
Hiram Bingham Discovers Machu Picchu

culture somewhere in the swamps or amid the peaks of nearly inaccessible mountains
was unthinkable – but that’s exactly what Hiram Bingham did. Archaeology was
then a young science. While some excavations were being made to look for evidence
of the past – for example in Troy, the Egyptian Valley of the Kings, Olympia in
Greece, and Mesopotamia, no one had ever searched for Incan cultural artifacts.

Peru, July 1911: Accompanied by his guides, Hiram Bingham enters the Urubamba

Anyone who bothered to dig in Peru at all was usually hoping to find the legendary

Valley where the river plunges down between immense granite boulders. The mountain’s

stores of Incan gold. Might this be his chance? If Bingham could find evidence of the

steep granite walls rise one-hundred meters into the sky from the roaring, frothy waters;

mysterious, myth-enshrouded Incas, his place in history would be assured.

the raging river and the impassable jungle are all that lies between them. Could any place
on earth compare to this amazing scenery, its magical power?

On the evening of July 23rd, Hiram Bingham sets up camp at Mandor Pampa. He
believes he’s picked up the trail: the day before, he has met Melchor Arteaga, a

The first Incas lived as
farmers and llama herders
near Lake Titicaca in the
twelfth century. By the
time the Spanish conquistadors encountered it
only a few centuries later
in 1527, the Incan Empire
had grown from practically nothing into the
greatest power on the
continent

But it is not merely the landscape that captivates Bingham. Exhilarated by the

cheerful farmer who owns the neighboring property and whom Bingham has heard

thought of finding the ruins of a lost culture somewhere amid these densely knotted

speaking of “ruins” with a friendly, dismissive wave of his hand, as if the old stones

lianas or atop these protruding rocks, he makes his way ever deeper into the winding

standing around in the undergrowth were the most natural things in the world.

valley. As he walks, he lets his gaze roam over the terrain. The son of missionaries in

Bingham is bursting with excited anticipation.

Hawaii, and newly rich thanks to his marriage to an American heiress, he’s looking

The next morning brings cold, drizzling rain. Melchor Arteaga greets Bingham

for something, something special, something that will make him famous throughout

with a long face when he shows up at his door. He’s shivering, and would much

the world: a city he’s read about in old books, the legendary last city of the Incas,

rather stay in his nice warm hut than take this foreigner and his companions up to

Vilcabamba.

the ruins. The climb will be much too dangerous in this weather, he explains, and

Europeans had known of the Incas ever since the Spanish arrived in South America

besides: why should they all risk their lives for some useless ruins and a rushing

and their chroniclers began writing about them. In the years after Columbus

river? Only once Bingham promises to pay the farmer four times his daily wage does

“discovered” the New World, the Spanish had advanced into the Peruvian highlands,

he agree to go.

following promising reports. There, they found settlements so astonishing they

After a long march, Arteaga suddenly heads into the jungle, stopping only once

could hardly believe their eyes: highly organized cities with perfectly laid-out streets,

they’ve reached the banks of the river. A bridge spans the rapids there, and Arteaga

sumptuous artworks, and seemingly inexhaustible supplies of gold. Greedily

intends to guide the men over it. Bingham goes weak at the knees: he never expected

determined to have the gold for themselves, the Spanish made short work of the

“bridge” to mean a mere handful of narrow tree branches, cut lengthwise and tied

native inhabitants. Some escaped; the others were killed or enslaved. Cities and

together with vines. Arteaga takes off his shoes and begins to make his way deftly to

temples were plundered and robbed of their treasures. In the course of the following

the other side. He waves encouragingly to the others. The rapids are particularly

centuries, the cities of the Incas fell into almost complete oblivion, all but swallowed

ferocious at this point in the river, and the sharp rocks protruding from the surface

up by the jungle.

would skewer anyone who fell into the water. One slip from this bridge would be the

A unique feature of Incan
society was its system of
statistical record-keeping.
To document the number
of births or casualties of
war, they tied different
kinds of knots into cords.
The Incas were also talented engineers, building
highways, bridges, and
outdoor stairways that
allowed them to cross
even the roughest terrain.

end! But the men manage to reach the opposite shore – crawling on all fours,
centimeter by centimeter, with bated breath.

begins to change noticeably: huge terraces of strong stone, two-hundred meters long
and three meters high, appear before Bingham’s eyes. Moving past these impressive

On all fours, they continue the climb as the slippery path leads them up a steep
mountain slope. With great effort, they push forward.

constructions, he enters a primal, long-untouched forest and suddenly finds himself
in the middle of an enormous labyrinth of buildings. He can barely believe what he’s

In the early afternoon, they come to a small hut whose friendly inhabitants are

seeing. True, the buildings are overgrown with centuries of moss and trees, but the

happy to receive these unexpected guests, greeting them with deliciously cool water

beauty and quality of the masonry is still easy to make out in places: white granite

and sweet potatoes to restore their strength. Grateful for a rest, Bingham looks

blocks, carefully hewn and laid together in a manner he’s never seen before. His

around him. Before his eyes is a huge granite wall; to the left is the high, lonely peak

young companion shows him additional buildings, magnificent spaces all connected

of Huayna Picchu. They are surrounded on all sides by unscalable

through this ingenious stonework. To Bingham, they seem more extraordinary than

rocks. The home of these Indios reminds Bingham

all the structures of the Old World. He also realizes what makes this architecture so

of an eagle’s nest; they confirm

special: it has been built entirely without mortar. There are no clefts between the

that, yes, hardly anyone ever

stones; they look as if they have simply grown together. This must be the work of

comes

here.

They

are

master stonemasons who, having no precise instruments, had to rely completely on

connected to the outside

their own eyes. And, what they had accomplished! There’s nothing stiff or artificial

world by two paths only:

about these walls – the stones seem to breathe with life.

the bridge, which often

How could it have been possible to build a city like this in

gets washed away by

such an isolated, nearly inaccessible place? How could

the river, and the new

they have transported and carved so many tons of stone

road.

without any machines?
What is this place?

By this point, Bingham
has already seen a lot of

Over the next few days, Bingham’s amazement only

ruins:

innumerable

grows. The semicircular temple, the monumental stairs

terraces where farmers

the boy leads him up, and dozens of other breathtaking

plant their crops, and

structures convince him that his discovery is a special

which they claim have

one. And the name of this wondrous place? His

been there as long as anyone can remember. Are these terraces all that’s left of the

companion explains that the local people have no name

Incas? Bingham does not expect to find anything else of interest, and, since Arteaga

for it, so they call it the name of the mountain on whose

has already made himself comfortable with the hospitable Indios, he decides to go

slope it is nestled: Machu Picchu.

on without him. The friendly farmers send a young boy with him to act as his guide
instead, along with a mule to carry their supplies.
No sooner have they rounded the mountain spur than the nature of the stonework

The bulk of the ruins lie buried in the vegetation; trees
have grown over some of the walls, and it’s impossible to
say what might still be there to find. For now, Bingham

The Incas had highly trained messengers who
transported information
across the entire empire.
The drastic changes in
altitude didn’t seem to
bother them: these relay
runners could cover a
distance of 1,800 kilometers of mountainous terrain in just five days and
nights.

Machu Picchu
Towering above the Urubamba River, perched on a mountain top of artificial terraces 2,450 meters above sea level, lie the
ruins of Machu Picchu. Though it was never the capital of the vast Incan Empire,
the city did serve as a final bulwark against
the Spanish invaders due to its location
and monumental structure. Machu Picchu
remains a puzzle even today: how did the
Incas manage to lay these huge blocks of
stone, each one weighing several tons, in
such perfect layers? How did they transport these blocks from the quarry up to
the remote valley? Many other mysteries
surround the Incas, who were driven to
their knees by Francisco Pizarro and only
167 of his men in 1527. A mere nine years
later, the once proud and mighty empire
had fallen.

only knows that he is standing amidst the most wonderful ruins he’s ever seen
and that he never could have imagined, not even in his wildest dreams.
What remains?
Surprisingly, in the years that followed, Hiram Bingham showed no great interest in
Machu Picchu, even though, until the end of his life, he believed it to be Vilcabamba,
the last capital of the Incas. A year after his discovery of the impressive ruins,
Bingham returned to the site, but stayed for only two weeks, handing the work of
researching and documenting the finds over to others. During his second-to-last visit
to Peru in 1915, the Peruvian authorities accused him of having found the legendary
stores of Incan gold and secretly smuggled them out of the country. The accusations
were untrue, but Bingham was forced to leave Peru to avoid imprisonment and did not
return for many years. Nevertheless, he had already achieved his goal: renowned as
the discoverer of Machu Picchu and the “Incan gold,” he had become a famous man. He
himself admitted that he had not, strictly speaking, “discovered” Machu Picchu, since
the city was far from unknown when he first visited
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it. But he had done something that, up till then, no
one else had done: he had reported the existence of
Machu Picchu and written about it, thus removing
the veil of obscurity that had shrouded it.
Hiram Bingham’s memory has been kept alive until
today partly by the fact that the Incan trail that
leads up to Machu Picchu is named after him;
Bingham made one final trip to Peru for the
dedication ceremony in 1948. The American
producer and screenwriter George Lucas also
immortalized him in the character of Indiana
Jones. Machu Picchu is now a UNESCO World
Cultural Heritage site.
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