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one

THOMAS WAS WOKEN by a loud, insistent knocking on his 
door. At first he thought the knocking was part of a dream he 
was having. He was back at school, in a cupboard, hiding from 
the metal-work teacher. He had broken one of the tools, and 
the teacher, Mr Kohl, who had a thick red neck and the face of 
a pig, was manically searching for him, clattering files and rasps 
across the room. Mr Kohl began pounding his sizeable fist on the 
cupboard door Thomas sat trembling behind.

Suddenly sitting upright and breathing heavily, Thomas 
mumbled, ‘Yes? Who is it?’

No answer. The knocking came again, this time in what seemed 
to Thomas to be a bossa-nova rhythm. He peered at the luminous 
green hands of the clock on the bedside table.

‘Hello?’ called Thomas.
‘A package for you, Mr Ruder.’ The voice belonged to his 

landlady, Mrs Senf. Thomas wondered how she knew about bossa-
nova rhythms. And he also wondered why she was delivering him 
a package at gone two in the morning.

‘I’m not dressed, Mrs Senf. I’m in bed. Please can you leave it 
outside the door.’
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‘The gentleman said to give it to you in person. He made me 
promise, Mr Ruder.’

‘Okay, Mrs Senf. I’ll just put something on.’ Thomas felt for his 
t-shirt and, in the dark, struggled into his jeans. He did not bother 
with socks. En route to the door he tripped over his guitar. It fell 
hollowly to the floor. Cursing under his breath, he unlocked then 
opened the door a crack. ‘It’s so late, Mrs Senf. Surely there’s no 
post at this time.’

The small bright eyes in Mrs Senf ’s wizened old face stared into 
the dark space behind Thomas. She did not meet his gaze, which 
was unusual for her. She wore a purple nightdress with a rather 
large white bow at the neck. Thomas wondered if he was indeed 
still dreaming. Mrs Senf licked her lips. She brought up her hand, 
in which she held a small blue box. This, too, had a white bow. It 
was slightly bigger than a watch box, but smaller than a box that 
may contain a single book. As Thomas was a student, he assumed 
it was one of his colleagues returning a borrowed item. But in such 
a box and at such a late hour? Mrs Senf did not appear to want to 
actually give the box to him. She held it close to her thin chest.

‘The gentleman said you would understand. He was very polite. 
It’s a good thing that I have trouble sleeping or else I would have 
been put out by so late a call.’

The hall lamp gleamed weakly behind Mrs Senf. The smell of 
boiled beetroot from supper still hung faintly but resolutely in the 
air.

‘What did the gentleman look like, Mrs Senf?’ Thomas had 
opened the door a little wider, and Mrs Senf stared bleakly at his 
long bony feet. He had feet somewhat too big and hands somewhat 
too small. God had been playing a trick, his uncle Gustav said.

Mrs Senf cast her rheumy eyes to the ceiling and chewed her 
bottom lip. She rubbed her wiry-haired chin elaborately. This all 
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seemed rather dramatic to Thomas. ‘Well now, he was a substantial 
man. Not fat, but substantial. Very large hands, like a navvy. And 
hairy. The hands, I mean. But so well dressed. Not like many of 
today’s youth. I say youth, but he was maybe about forty. Well, 
that’s young to me. I asked him his name and he tipped his hat at 
me and said that “Mr Ruder would know all about it.”’ She looked 
down at the blue box then back at Thomas as if they shared a 
secret. ‘Do you know what’s inside?’

Thomas put out his hand, paused, then took the box from her 
light grip. ‘Ermm...yes, I think it may be something from my 
professor. To do with my studies, I’d say.’

‘Oh, I doubt that somehow,’ said Mrs Senf, with a sour 
expression. Then she spun round and Thomas watched her small 
yet strangely imposing form stride away down the corridor and 
turn where the stairs were. He softly closed the door, went to the 
bedside table and switched on the night-light with the turtle base, 
the one his cousin had given him for his twenty-first birthday.

The description of the man Mrs Senf had given meant nothing 
to Thomas. He sat on the bed, looking at the small blue box with 
the white ribbon, oddly afraid to open it. He brought it to his 
ear and shook it. Nothing rattled. It was of what Thomas would 
describe as medium weight for its size.

There were no words on the outside of the box, no name or 
address. But on the bottom side, the side opposite the elegantly-
tied bow, was a series of neatly-written numbers in black ink. 
Two digits followed by a dot, followed by two more digits, then 
another dot, finally followed by four digits. For several minutes 
Thomas tried to puzzle it out. Of course! He shook his head. For 
a university student he often considered himself somewhat slower 
than average. It was a date. And more than that, it was a date 
Thomas now recognised. It was his own date of birth.
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This young, wispy-bearded history undergraduate with 
pretensions to be a songwriter was not ordinarily of a superstitious 
nature. In fact, along with his fashionably cynical friends, he 
enjoyed poking fun at the recent rise in fortune tellers, Tarot 
readers, and alternative healers that had set up shabby booths 
in the market place and placed small hand-made cards in shop 
windows. He had even boasted to Ulli, one of his closest friends, 
that he, Thomas, could learn any of these “methods of deception” 
in less than a week, so as to supplement his meagre government 
grant, and the small and irregular cheques his father sent him 
from Schlunkenfurt.

So it was with no little surprise that Thomas felt an unnameable 
dread when considering the blue box in his hand, the box that 
bore his date of entry into this world. So much so, that he suddenly 
opened the bedside drawer, placed the box inside (among the 
cigarette papers, plectrums, and unfinished love notes to women 
he had never even spoken to) and shut it with a force that, along 
with possibly waking Mr Lutzig below, attempted to obliterate its 
existence from Thomas’s conscious mind.

‘I need rest,’ he thought out loud. The next day harboured a 
tutorial with Professor Halloumi, and Thomas had barely sketched 
out his ideas on the “Causes and ramifications of the Lipnitz Affair 
in relation to the Yulma Crisis” (that had followed the very next 
year). At this rate, he would have to sit the term again. His father 
would once more call him a hopeless dunce, who “squandered 
money made by the sweat of my brow” and insist Thomas return 
to the faraway smallholding, to the rusting carts, dark lumpy fields, 
and scrubby woodland of his youth. In short, to give up all hope 
of what Thomas dreamed would be a brighter and better future.

‘I’ll wake early tomorrow,’ he thought, ‘and go over my notes.’ 
So putting aside the strange entry of the blue box with the white 
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ribbon into his otherwise easy-going life, he climbed, still dressed 
in jeans and t-shirt, back into his hard narrow bed and fell asleep.

K K K

Thomas caught the usual tram, got in the same carriage he 
always did, and sat at the back on the left, as he always did. He 
was, however, only a creature of habit in certain things. When it 
came to food, the kind of girls he liked, or what he should wear, he 
would often find himself utterly perplexed, sometimes considering 
himself a “person without a centre”, as he had heard the condition 
described at an open debate with the fashionable psychologist 
Boris Matzolleck, one night recently at the Municipal Halls.

At Glocken Street he was joined as usual by his two henchmen, 
as others dubbed them: Ulli and Jo (short for Johann). Ulli’s beard 
was the cause of much envy from many of his fellow students. 
It surpassed even Professor Braunkniesel’s for both length and 
thickness. Ulli would absentmindedly stroke and play with 
this luxuriant growth, giving him an air of someone in deep 
contemplation of exceedingly esoteric matters. His close friends 
knew otherwise. Whether in a lecture or debating politics on the 
street corner, he was invariably wondering how soon it would be 
before he could repair to one of the many taverns that were dotted 
around the student district, to quench his unquenchable thirst on 
a jug or three of hock or umpteen tankards of malzbeer.

Jo (short for Johann) was a very different kettle of fish, and 
often smelt like one. His prematurely grey hair was very thin and 
receding. He cared nothing for personal hygiene nor the nasal 
sensibilities of others. His mind was above all that, and he would 
coolly dismiss any suggestions, or sometimes outright demands, 
that he pay attention to his social responsibilities. He dressed in 
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an impersonation of a factory worker from thirty years ago. The 
only concession he made to his true identity, that of a philosophy 
student at a small and somewhat politically-reactionary provincial 
university, was the occasional moonflower in his rough serge lapel. 
Why he wore these strange blooms he would never answer. ‘It is a 
personal matter,’ he would say, and gaze obliquely into the middle 
distance. Jo was the only student of the three worthy of the name. 
He actually studied. Indeed, some of his tutors were even a little 
in awe of him. Before a class with Jo they made sure they did their 
homework.

‘Ah, comrade Thomas Ruder,’ boomed Ulli in a sonorous bass, 
making the old ladies and young mothers turn.

‘Greetings, oh bearded one,’ intoned Thomas, in a somewhat 
lacklustre voice. It was the pair’s customary mode of greeting.

The two newcomers sat either side of Thomas. Jo gave Thomas a 
half-hearted upward flick of a hand. The philosopher had not slept 
a wink. He had been revising for his end of term exam. Everyone 
knew he would breeze through it, yet he wore a constant expression 
of worry and a genuine sense of emotional strain emanated from 
his slender frame.

‘I see you’ve forgotten your books again,’ said Thomas to Ulli. 
‘Too busy trimming that monstrosity, no doubt.’

Ulli grinned. There was something green stuck between two 
of his large, uneven front teeth. ‘I study society, my friend. Every 
street corner is a book. In every alleyway lie the secrets of the 
ancients. I see an essay on human travail in the unintelligible bark 
of the newspaper seller. My eyes are my pen. My heart, the exercise 
book of eternity.’

‘You left them in the tavern?’ said Thomas, unimpressed.
‘I think so,’ said Ulli, shrugging. ‘Will need to check at lunch. 

Could be one of several places. Will you come with?’
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The tram rattled across the oldest bridge in the city, St Hermann’s 
Bridge, which straddles the venerable and habitually grey-brown 
waters of the Launz. Wooden-shuttered shops lined either side. 
This was the beginning of the jewellery district. The shops hung 
precariously over the river like ornately-carved limpets. Plenty of 
glittering riches here, but mere trinkets to the seekers of a deeper 
shining.

Thomas yawned. ‘Not this time, fuzzy face. I’m going to meet 
Liselotte.’

‘Not a chance,’ said Jo. This sudden interjection surprised the 
other two friends. Jo had been so quiet for the last three stops that 
they had all but forgotten his existence.

‘I beg your pardon, boffin?’ said Thomas, turning to the 
aromatically-challenged youth on his right.

Jo continued to stare through the smoke-stained window as 
the tram threaded the southern environs of the city, past large 
department stores, government buildings, statues to The Fallen. 
‘Saw her with Franz the other day, by the fountain. Very much in 
amour, I would postulate.’

Ulli gave a laugh more akin to a shout. ‘And you know precisely 
what about love, my speccy brethren?’

Jo ignored the teasing. ‘“It is precisely in each man’s failure does 
he find the seed of his growth.”’

The other two exchanged a look. ‘He’s quoting Vogel again,’ 
said Thomas. ‘It’s Vogel this and Vogel that, ever since he won that 
essay prize. In any case, she agreed to meet me. I sent her a note.’ 
Thomas knew he was blushing and that Ulli would be merciless 
if he spotted it, so he pulled the collar of his coat up around his 
burning cheeks.

‘She’s a kind soul,’ droned Jo. ‘Probably let you down easily.’
‘We’ll see,’ said Thomas.
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All three grew silent, falling back into their private worlds, eyes 
closed, or staring listlessly at the passing city. The tram climbed 
through narrower streets, past shops selling incense, abstract 
paintings, privately-printed books, and all manner of bric-a-brac. 
Dotted between the shops were cafés and taverns, where the likes 
of these would-be thinkers and world-changers hung out in a fug 
of cheap tobacco, weak coffee, and stale beer fumes.

‘Damn, it’s our stop,’ said Thomas suddenly. ‘Ring that bell, Ulli!’
The tram came to a squealing halt and the three friends 

stumbled out onto the frosty morning pavement. Satchels were 
slung over shoulders and hands were dug deep into pockets as the 
trio slouched into Ganz Street, making for the hallowed groves of 
academe, otherwise known as Schwalbenbach University.
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two

THOMAS STOOD STAMPING his feet beneath the third lime 
tree along from the Bauerbűmmel Gate. He observed the steam of 
his breath fan out, curl, and disappear in the raw and darkening 
air. The tutorial had not gone well. Professor Halloumi had called 
Thomas a man of no little potential, but with an equal facility 
for loafing and muddleheadedness that would inexorably lead 
him to a minor civil service position somewhere in the Grauben 
Territories, at best. Thomas had promised to do better. To, with no 
trace of irony, forego the indolent pleasures of youth. He ended 
the encounter by offering his hand to the venerable scholar who 
gazed at it witheringly as though it were a bowl of four-day-old 
fish-head broth.

Liselotte was late. Exceedingly. Thomas began to wonder 
whether Jo had been right and she was indeed letting him down 
gently by avoiding their assignation. The enamoured student 
had hoped to invite the dark-haired beauty down to the Orchid 
Rooms for rum-coffee and zimmelcake. And, if things went 
swimmingly (and why would they not?), he hoped to accompany 
her back to her lodgings, to discuss, among other things, the state 
of contemporary poetry, rumours of war in the East, and, with a 
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bit of luck, become enmeshed in the finer intricacies of a young 
woman’s lingerie.

Thomas bit his reddening knuckles. He was on the verge of 
sloping off to join Ulli in a probable alcoholic-therapy session, 
when he spotted that familiar high-collared, cherry-red coat and 
the shiny black boots he had seen Liselotte wearing around the 
quad earlier that day.

‘I had to post a letter,’ said the full-lipped, cat-eyed young 
woman as she approached. She was a little out of breath, which 
surprised Thomas, as he knew her to be captain of the middle 
cohort’s planzball team, and no mean goaltaker was she.

‘It’s fine and dandy. I like the cold. In fact, I thrive on it, as my 
landlady will testify. Never anything for the meter.’ He rubbed 
his thumb against his first two fingers, and winked, expansively. 
Things had not begun well. This sort of clownishness would never 
impress a girl of such high thoughts and neo-romantic aspirations. 
Indeed, a tiny vertical frown line appeared above the bridge of her 
exquisite aquiline nose.

‘I’ve come to tell you something,’ she said. ‘But let’s get into the 
warm first.’

Thomas’s mind spun twenty to the dozen. This thing she had 
to tell him could either cast him back into the deep well of his 
despondency, or might lift him heavenward on gossamer wings 
made of pure iridescent joy, and so on and so forth. Such power 
does the female of the species possess. Or such is she given.

The Orchid Rooms was a drafty, cavernous place. Once a church, 
raised in the name of a now-defunct sect long since driven beyond 
the city walls, it nestled imposingly between the Old Tannery and 
a foreign bank. The young could-be couple entered through an 
impressive archway and were met by a sour-faced woman of about 
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sixty, who sneered a ‘good afternoon’ to them in a thick country 
dialect.

‘For two, is it? Not just coffee, mind. You’ve got to eat something. 
New rules. Keep out the one-cup-for-an-afternoon’s-warmth-
mongers. New manager, you see. New broom. We’re not a doss 
house anymore.’

From her broken-toothed gob came the reek of onions riding 
on something nebulously sweet. Death, perhaps. She gave them 
each what passed for a menu (but which was in actuality a greasy 
piece of yellowing paper) and gestured to a small round table 
near one of the columns, about four down from the inevitable 
statue of Wolfram Von GrohlenFűrz. These edifices to the Great 
Man had sprung up everywhere in the country, and more so now 
than at any time in Thomas’s memory. The government’s cynical 
appropriation of this long-dead, bulbous-nosed ‘Hero of the 
Nation’ led to many a student, or disaffected worker, daubing the 
Hero’s face with paint, sour cream, or worse.

Thomas and Liselotte sat down. The chairs were hard and 
rickety. The table was stained and rickety. There was a distinct 
paucity of orchids in the Orchid Rooms.

‘So, here we are. Luxury on every side,’ said Thomas, with a 
spreading of his child-sized hands. He motioned to one of the 
ancient waiters, who tottered over to take their order. The man 
stood there, blankly, not looking at either of his two customers. 
With each tubercular breath, his slack mouth formed tiny bubbles 
of greenish spit at one puckered corner. This was service of the 
highest order.

‘What will you have, my dear?’ said Thomas.
‘Do you still offer the chocolate mandolins?’ asked Liselotte, 

trying not to look into the waiter’s vacant yellow eyes. His ruffled 
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shirt-front was stained with a century of tobacco, egg, and sauces 
diverse and various.

‘No mandolins. Boss take them off,’ said the waiter, whose 
absurdly large name badge, pinned to the left epaulette of his 
oversized black jacket, announced to the world that he went by 
the name of Kaspar.

‘Perhaps the Bombolinis?’ said Thomas to his would-be 
paramour with a barely restrained leer.

‘No Bombolinis,’ muttered Kaspar. Then adding, more to 
himself than to the customers in his presence, ‘Boss no like them.’

Thomas felt the need to be assertive, which never boded well, 
and often proved disasterous, especially concerning matters of the 
heart. ‘Two rum-coffees, my good man. And a whole zimmelcake. 
Sod the expense!’ Thomas grinned at Liselotte, then looked 
expectantly at the waiter.

‘Language! Bad language not permitted. New boss...,’ mouthed 
Kaspar.

‘Yes, new broom and all that jazz. I know. Look, we’re hungry. 
Need brain food, old man. We, believe it or not, are the future of 
this country.’

The waiter snorted, wiped his sleeve across his bubbling mouth 
and hobbled off, presumably to locate the beverages and the 
zimmelcake.

Liselotte gazed at her palm as if something shiny and expensive 
lay there. She was clearly elsewhere. With lantern-jawed Franz, 
thought Thomas, allowing himself an inward sigh. Yet there 
was hope. Although Franz possessed the body of a klempball 
champion, and owned a face straight out of one of those Youth for 
the Future magazines from the ’seventies, he was somewhat short 
in the noodle department, as Ulli could testify, having roomed 
with him for several months during their first year. This Franz 
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fellow could not boil an egg, and would not know where one came 
from either. Yet the girls mooned over this athletic birdbrain, as is 
their wont.

‘What did you want to tell me, my sweet?’ said Thomas, 
attempting to break through the shell of Liselotte’s apparent 
indifference.

‘Thomas Ruder, I am not your sweet, your dear, or your little 
poppet, or any other such psychologically and emotionally 
belittling name you care to bestow on me. I am a fellow colleague, 
a fellow student, and most likely your intellectual superior. Times 
are changing, Thomas. It is time you changed with them.’ She 
said all this while staring at her purple-varnished fingernails, 
occasionally smoothing an uneven edge with her thumb.

‘I’m so sorry…sorry,’ stammered Thomas. ‘I didn’t mean to 
offend you. I was just having a little joke, pretending to speak in 
the old-fashioned style. It’s not my natural way at all. I promise 
you it stops here, my...my friend.’ He winced.

She finally looked at him, her almost-black eyes searching his 
face for any trace of irony at her expense. When she was finally 
satisfied she looked around her (rather too affectedly, Thomas 
thought), and said in a low, purring voice that sent a tingling to 
Thomas’s extremities, ‘I don’t want to be overheard, Thomas. I 
need to tell you something. It’s serious.’

Thomas saw the decrepit and halting waiter wending his 
unsteady way over to their table with what passed for a tray, but 
which consisted of a stiffened piece of cardboard. He slammed 
down the rum-coffees without the merest sense they were to be 
drunk by fellow human beings, and slid the dense sugary cake 
into the centre of the table without a jot of style or ceremony. He 
waited for a moment, expecting a gratuity, no doubt. The two 
young people stared into their steaming mugs. Kaspar cleared the 
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phlegm from his throat and spat ripely into a dingy handkerchief, 
which he had retrieved and now replaced into the top pocket 
of his jacket. He oozed away leaving a palpable sense of human 
misery in his wake.

When the coast was clear, and there remained only half-a-dozen 
or so other patrons in the establishment, all several tables’ distance 
away, and clearly lost in their own interminable chattering or the 
late-afternoon edition of the Feldschrauber (that putrid organ in 
snivelling service of the industrial elite of this soul-worn country), 
Liselotte leaned over to Thomas, her small round breasts nestled 
in a maroon sweater, slightly flattening the zimmelcake beneath 
them. How Thomas would have loved to have been that cake at that 
moment. She cupped a hand to her mouth and whispered, ‘I’ve been 
given a box, Thomas. A very strange box. I have absolutely no idea 
who it’s from, who made it. I don’t know why I’ve been chosen. But 
I had to tell someone, I had to, although I really shouldn’t. No one 
would believe it, Thomas.’ Her eyes caressed his face. ‘I’ve always 
thought you to be an open-minded person, and somehow I trust 
you. I need you to see it. Will you come to my room after we’ve had 
our coffee? Please?’ Her brow furrowed in expectation.

Thomas instinctively took one of her long-fingered hands in 
his. It was surprisingly warm. The skin on the back of the hand 
was rather dry and flaky, but he disregarded this detail. He nodded 
gravely. ‘Yes, Liselotte. I will come.’

He thought of the blue box, still unopened in his bedside 
cabinet, so mysteriously delivered to him the night before. The 
box with his birth-date inscribed on the outside. But about all that 
he said nothing.

He squeezed her hand, which was noticeably larger than his 
own, and repeated, rather unnecessarily, but with all the solemnity 
he could muster, ‘I will come.’


