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One only has to love a single being in their entirety for all others to appear loveable. 
Johann Wolfgang von Goethe 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Bokonon tells us it is very wrong not to love everyone exactly the same. 
Kurt Vonnegut 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Hell is other people. 
Jean-Paul Sartre 
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A 

 

“I hate her, I hate her, I hate her,” I said. Not full of anger, but full of 

honesty. I had left my anger behind me. Or most of it, at least. And now I was 

simply putting into words what everyone else was thinking. Loudly and clearly, 

plainly and simply, no ifs, no buts: I hated my mother.  

Whenever I thought about my mum I saw red. And that wasn’t just 

because her entire, too-tight wardrobe was a violent shade of fire-engine red. She 

had been wearing red almost exclusively for many years, from her shoes to the 

hat she wore perched on her platinum bob, which coincidentally made her look 

like a curvy mobster. Just like the red in a stop sign, this ghastly signal red 

seemed to scream “Look at me! I’m important!” It was the most visible 

manifestation of everything I hated about my mum. My mum’s appearance was 

like a car crash: you didn’t want to look but at the same time you couldn’t look 

away. It was as if Mum wasn’t simply content with subjecting everyone to her 

will. She also wanted to ensure everyone’s gaze was continually focused on her, 

and her alone.  

“I just can’t understand for the life of me why she’s doing this again. 

Didn’t you explain to her?” asked my gran (on my mother’s side) from the seat 

behind me, leaning her short, curly hair so far out into the aisle that the 

stewardesses were forced to slalom out of the way.  

“Of course I explained everything to her. Several times. But that’s not the 

point. There could be a teleportation device at the gate ready to beam her straight 
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to her hotel and she would still want picking up. Just because that’s not what I 

want,” I explained as I massaged my neck, which was slowly getting stiff from 

attempting to hold a conversation with the person sitting behind me. 

“Exactly, because she always wants to wind me up!” Gran added with a 

shake of her head.  

Even though we might not be in agreement as to whether it was her 

mother or her daughter that she wanted to wind up, at least we were agreed on 

one thing: that getting people wound up was one of my mum’s basic needs in 

life. Mum just liked winding people up. All the time. And our mutual realisation 

of this fact had me simmering with rage. I turned so I was practically kneeling in 

my seat and half whispered, half-yelled at Gran, “You know, there’s a bus that 

goes directly from the airport to my front door: Heathrow – Oxford. It takes 

exactly fifty minutes and – thanks to Maggie Thatcher – it’s practically the only 

form of public transport that works in this godforsaken country. And Mum 

knows this. Because I’ve been flying to Heathrow for years, just so I can catch this 

bus. It’s so reliable it could almost be German.” 

The 60’s radical in jeans and Jesus sandals in the window seat turned to 

me in shock.  

“Don’t worry. I can say things like that, I’m Jewish,” I said expertly, and 

he turned back towards the window, visibly placated. Works every time, I 

thought, and went back to haranguing my gran on the subject of my mother.  

“And despite all that, Madam still wants picking up. Even though she 

knows we’ll have to take the M25 and spend half the night in tail-backs. Think 
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about it, by the time we land she could have long been sat in the hotel drinking 

tea and abusing the staff. Instead she’d rather wait for hours at the bloody airport 

than do what I ask.” 

“But she can’t seriously expect three adults to drive on the left-hand side 

across England in the middle of the night, just because she wants picking up 

from the airport for no good reason whatsoever,” my gran said with a seemingly 

genuine lack of understanding. I wasn’t entirely sure if she really didn’t 

understand, or if she simply enjoyed watching me seethe and wanted to keep 

stoking the fire.  

“Gran, you know what she’s like. She couldn’t give a crap about the 

airport. To her precisely what matters is the fact that she gets to send three fully-

grown adults driving at night across a country that never had the delight of 

experiencing a few Hitler-made motorways.” 

(Gran flinched momentarily. As the daughter of Jewish exiles with family 

gatherings that were always rather thin on the ground she never liked me 

bandying the H-word about.)  

“For Mum that’s exactly what matters: proving she’s in charge. Just 

because I’ve been studying here for years and know this country with all its 

quirks like the back of my hand, couldn’t possibly mean that I might know more 

about it than her. In reality she does it to show that her will is stronger than my 

rational arguments. She does it because it’s her only way of proving that she is 

the matriarch and that we are her subjects. And because she doesn’t understand 

that other people have needs too. That you’re exhausted from the flight. That I’m 
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really nervous because I’ll be receiving my Master’s tomorrow. That Dad’s really 

overworked, and on top of that has given up smoking and just wants to go to 

bed. She does it because she’s the one with the power, and it gives her the 

greatest pleasure in life being able to prove that to us.”  

Just at that moment, as my fury reached its peak, a badly-tanned, well-

manicured hand grabbed the arm I was using to lean against my seat.  

“Entschuldigen Sie bitte,” the stewardess with the DIY spray tan whispered, 

in what was surprisingly good German for an English person and a member of 

budget airline staff.  

“Yeah, yeah. I’ll be quiet,” I replied and made it look as if I was planning 

to turn back round and break off my conversation.  

“It’s just that the other passengers want to get some rest,” she said, smiling 

and giving me a quick glimpse of her lipstick-marked incisors.  

“Of course. I’m sorry,” I said, practised as I was at appeasing the English. 

But it was too late. Gran had already seized her chance, and the stewardess’ arm.  

“You know, I could do with a rest too, but I have to drive across England 

acting as a taxi. 100 years ago we would have had slaves for that, but now we just 

have grandmas. It’s just not right. Would you treat a seventy-nine year-old 

woman that way?”  

The stewardess was clearly wondering, panic-stricken, how she was going 

to get the crazy old bag in seat 22C to let go of her arm. Without losing face, of 

course. She was just about to say something when a deep, ear-splitting snore 

erupted from the seat next to me. Gran was briefly startled and loosened her 
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steely grip momentarily. The stewardess let go of my arm and tore herself free, 

tottering away at the maximum speed appropriate for her profession. A seam in 

the lower third of her black pencil skirt kept opening with every step, revealing a 

bright flash of orange lining.  

I watched the stewardess’ waggling backside and the dancing orange-and-

black of her skirt recede, and toyed with the idea of actually putting my seatbelt 

back on. In turning round, my Bible-paper edition of Critique of Pure Reason, 

which I carried around with me to ease my guilty graduate conscience despite 

never making any real progress with it, had got crumpled under my knees. And 

so I fished it out and smoothed down the creases, determined to finally devote 

myself to Kant. But Gran wasn’t quite ready to drop her pet topic just like that. 

Knowing full well that the power dynamics and alliances within the family could 

change at any moment, she wanted to squeeze out every last drop of rage from 

her allies.  

“Quite simply, she’s spoilt,” Gran said, as if our conversation had never 

been interrupted.  

“And whose fault could that be?” I asked with a grin.  

Ok, fine. Gran and I were currently on the same page. And I loved nothing 

more than slagging off my mother, whom I had already been forced to put up 

with for the last twenty-five years. But if Gran was going to do something as 

idiotic as complaining about the poor upbringing of her only child, whom she 

had single-handedly raised, then she deserved a little verbal slap on the wrist.  
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“Of course, if you’re trying to admit that her crazy antics are all your fault, 

then I’m sure she’d be the first to agree. And if I’m honest, perhaps her struggle 

for power stems from the fact that she had an overbearing mother. No one feels 

the need to prove themselves as a matriarch more than a matriarch’s daughter,” I 

said. 

“Bollocks!” said Gran, exactly the way my mother always said “Bollocks” 

when she wanted to subtly convey to the person she was talking to that she 

didn’t even need to hear what they were saying to be able to expose their 

argument for what it was – total rubbish. It was strange that Gran said it too, 

because in many ways she was completely different from my mum. Where Mum 

seemed to consist entirely of red curves and peroxide blonde hair, Gran looked 

more like a small, browny-grey exclamation mark: Down-to-earth, and all edges 

and angles, with short, mousy curls and practically no waist. But when it came to 

the vehemence with which she responded to anyone answering back, she was 

exactly like her daughter.  

“It’s all Ralph’s fault. He’s completely ruined her. He even eats with his 

fingers,” said Gran. 

Or at least that is what I think she said, because she always says that. 

Ralph is the dad of my younger brother, Elijah. He and Mum got together after 

Dad moved out. Gran already couldn’t stand Ralph when he was with my mum, 

but in the decade since they split she hasn’t overcome her dislike for him. Even 

now Ralph is still being used as an excuse for Mum’s whims.  
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I could actually only partly hear her words because they were being 

drowned out by the staccato-like snores next to me. The snoring, peppered with 

the occasional lip-smacking sound, only died away completely when the Great 

Snoring Ape next to me turned back into my father. He blinked and looked at me 

with huge, swollen bags under his eyes, as if he had just been trying to give 

Sleeping Beauty a run for her money. 

“Look kids, she just wants to spend time with us…” he said gently.  

“Yes, because she knows that I don’t want her to come to my graduation 

ceremony. And you’re taking her side!” I responded vehemently.  

My gran proclaimed just as emphatically that it was all down to Ralph’s 

bad influence, because he had always said “I love you! I love you!” and now my 

mum was convinced that the most important thing in life was being with 

somebody and saying “I love you!” instead of behaving like a sensible adult.     

Gran never said “I love you”. She cooked, cleaned and instructed. So you 

could only tell she loved you when you were in her vicinity and could profit 

from her cooking skills and freshly washed laundry. And even then, that was 

only if you could block out the insults that accompanied every step of her work, 

and concentrate on the food instead. Sadly Gran was in Berlin, while Mum 

resided in a palatial loft in Frankfurt-Ostend, and I was living in Oxford. And so 

Dad was really the only one who was able to enjoy the fruits of Gran’s love, 

because he also lived in Berlin.  
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And then there was Thao. A student of Vietnamese extraction whom Gran 

had been looking after as a surrogate grandmother for many years. In other 

words, she cooked for him and abused him with her high expectations.  

In principle Gran was right when it came to Mum’s meaningless use of the 

phrase “I love you!” But the stuff about Ralph was completely idiotic. My mum 

and Ralph separated over ten years ago, and Mum is still getting crazier. 

Although, come to think of it, perhaps not as crazy as Ralph, who at some point 

had suddenly gone from being a Jewish atheist to a fanatical, beard-wearing 

Orthodox Jew.  

“Hey Thene,” said Dad, looking sleepily at me, “I agreed that we would 

come and pick her up because it’s useless trying to discuss anything with your 

mother! But it’s not all that bad – we have to go past Heathrow on the way to 

Oxford anyway. It’s only a teensy detour.” 

“Georg, that’s not the point.” 

(When he annoyed me I always called my father Georg. When I wanted 

something, I called him Dad.) 

“The fact is, she always attacks my negative face,” I said with an academic 

earnestness that was then somewhat undermined by Gran’s “Huh?”  

“Gran, it’s a linguistic term for saying that she undermines my ability to 

exercise free will. In Politeness Theory a distinction is drawn between positive 

and negative face. Positive face is when you like and feel good about yourself. 

Negative face is being able to act with free will.  For example, if someone says 

‘You suck’ then they’re attacking your positive face, in other words your ability 
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to feel good about yourself. But if someone says ‘Don’t do that!’ or ‘You must do 

this!’ then they’re attacking your negative face, in other words the freedom to do 

what you like.”  

Gran was still looking at me with a thoroughly confused look on her face. 

Now I wasn’t so sure either if I had explained it correctly or had got the two 

meanings muddled up, as was so often the case.  

When you confuse two related terms it is known as the Ranschburg effect. 

Net tax, gross tax, concave and convex, stalactite, stalagmite. All these pairs that 

we secretly confuse and then have to act as if the other person has misunderstood 

in order to be taken seriously again. I especially couldn’t admit to such failings in 

front of Gran, who has only respected me since I started studying at Oxford. 

Moving quickly on from academic topics, then. I changed tactics.  

“In short, she’s forcing me. She’s always forcing me into things.” 

My explanation was met with a nod and a “That’s her!” from my gran. But 

of course my father naturally had to side with Mum. I hated it when he did that.  

But I knew why he did it. For no matter how awful my mum was, his was 

a hundred times worse. My mum had never left me to fend for myself at the age 

of fourteen. Over the years Dad had got it into his head that literally every 

motherly relationship had to be cultivated. And so he thought he needed to see to 

it that I loved and understood my mum. Which was somehow ironic, when you 

consider the fact that I spent my childhood watching my parents scream at each 

other until they were blue in the face. Or when I think back to the time I sat 

crying in my wardrobe and threatened to stay in there until they stopped yelling 
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at each other. Or the time I planted myself between them as egg cups and ash 

trays went flying. Or the time I stood crying in the park as my father explained to 

me that Mum was trying to take me away from him and that he wanted to take 

her to court. Or the time I flung hot pizza in my mum’s face when she really did 

take me away from him (or at least when it seemed like she had, after she limited 

our contact to every other weekend). Or that time at the end of December when, 

at the age of ten, I stood barefoot outside our house clutching a crate that Dad 

had filled with Christmas presents I had given him because he didn’t want them 

anymore. Because he didn’t want me anymore. Because, as he said, he didn’t 

want to be blackmailed by my mother anymore. Or the time, the following 

summer, when I sat high up in the birch tree as the ants did their business on me 

and swore I wouldn’t come down until Dad changed his mind and came to pick 

me up at the weekend. Or until Mum did what he asked and allowed me to see 

him more than just once every other weekend, as those were the terms under 

which he wanted to see me, and otherwise not at all. So we just didn’t see each 

other.  

And now Dad had nothing better to do than to try and explain to me that 

fighting for power against my mum was a pointless exercise. And to force me to 

empathise with her. Shouldn’t he have considered that before he disappeared out 

of my life for five years?  

O.K., evidently not. Counter-factual questions won’t get us anywhere, I 

thought. I closed the photo album of childhood memories in my mind with a 

strangely benevolent feeling.  
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Dad rubbed his eyes and heaved his newly-acquired belly in my 

grandmother’s direction. He had been a non-smoker for a year now and having 

once been rather slight in stature, he still hadn’t got used to the new weight 

around his middle and the problems this caused him in budget airline seating.  

With a groan he re-joined the discussion group consisting of me and my 

gran, who was currently standing and leaning over the back of my chair to see, 

and attempted to explain to his daughter and almost-mother-in-law the inner 

workings of their nearest and dearest. 

“Mum just wants to be loved. She wants to know, she wants proof that 

people love her. And if she has to ask us to do something daft for her, just so that 

she can reasonably conclude from the fact that we’ve actually done it, that we 

love her unconditionally, then she’ll ask us to do it. And if that means she has to 

help us along the way to realising this…” 

Dad paused briefly and looked around the circle with feigned innocence, 

carried away by his usual histrionics.  

“Some might think that this kind of help was a form of blackmail. But 

really she’s just trying to help us a little bit to make the right choice. And so that’s 

what we’ll do. It’s a token of our love and we all know that she’d rather break 

every single one of our fingers than not see proof of that.” 

Dad smiled at us. He had a communist smile that seemed to say to the 

world, “I’m the son of the First Secretary of the District Committee of 

Angermünde, and even if the party line doesn’t always make sense, we all need 

to muck in together and then you’ll see, it’ll be a jolly good knees-up.” 
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As if he was about to start singing a worker’s song and building barracks 

in Chernobyl. He actually did that several years before he had me, shortly after 

the nuclear catastrophe, and I’m sure he was wearing that same fatalistic, 

motivational worker’s smile then too. But my gran, Patzi, who had toed the party 

line when my dad was still just a comma in the First Secretary’s Little Red Book, 

wasn’t impressed.  

“But that’s bollocks,” she said and dismissed his analysis of my mother’s 

psyche without giving it a moment’s thought. “Just because of some juvenile 

shit…” 

(Yes, my gran used the words “shit”, and often “arsehole” too, but that 

was only to children and weaklings.) 

“…doesn’t mean we have to pick her up from the airport!” 

“Yes, but that’s why she doesn’t want picking up from the airport. She 

wants to be picked up from the motorway slip road,” my father said 

triumphantly, as if my mother’s show of cooperation had proved his theory once 

and for all.  

“From the motorway slip road? You have to be joking!” exclaimed my 

gran indignantly, as I let out a “Not on the motorway again!” and buried my 

head in my hands.  

But before Gran and I could compete with one another’s squawks of rage, 

my nemesis, the stewardess with the orange tan, had recognised the danger. She 

asked us to sit down and fasten our seatbelts because we were coming in to land. 

This time she remained standing next to us for a few seconds (a good distance 
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away from my gran) in order to make quite sure that we really were going to be 

quiet. Her plan would never have worked – Gran of course started complaining 

to the stewardess again about her crazy, egotistical, public menace of a daughter 

– if I hadn’t exited the conversation immediately, leaving all talk of a pick-up on 

the motorway far behind me.  

Now I was sitting, in my head at least, in the middle of the forest near 

Heidelberg and concentrating on the babbling stream, the buzzing bumblebees 

and my own gentle breathing. The motorway? Again? Interpreting my mother’s 

suggestion of being picked up on the motorway as a concession on her part once 

again proved to me that my mother and father, at least in the expression of their 

madness, were soulmates and would be for all time. Being picked up on the 

motorway was my mother’s latest craze and only someone like my father would 

ever willingly agree to such risky nonsense. 
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B 

 

I’m guessing Mum first came up with the plan involving the motorway a 

few weeks ago during the drive from Frankfurt to Heidelberg. I had ended up 

agreeing to meet her – a youthful error on my part. I really should have known 

better. But actually the whole thing had started out quite differently…  

Mum wanted to take me out for dinner in Heidelberg. When I’m not in 

Oxford, I live in a studio flat in Heidelberg with my boyfriend Paul, a semi-

professional pancake-making machine and a flat-screen TV.  

The summer in Heidelberg had made me happy and soft. Nothing is quite 

as nice as spending the summer in Heidelberg, not even eating pancakes and 

watching TV. Paul and I had started doing regular trips out to the forest, along 

the Neckar, through Schlierbach and past the district of Ziegelhausen. On to 

Dilsberg, but instead of driving up towards it, carrying straight on as if going to 

Eberbach Abbey until we reached a tiny ferry. There is just about room for four 

cars on it. A wire cable is used to prevent it drifting off course and it is operated 

by a man in his early fifties with a serious sun-tan. You could probably drive 

over one of the bridges instead, but the ferry crossing is a crucial part.  

If I was spiritual I might say that the ferry crossing forces you to stand 

still, to slow down for a moment and leave your everyday stresses behind you. 

But I’m not spiritual. I just like watching the brown man with his ponytail and 

his little peaked cap as he guides the cars in and enjoys letting the sun shine on 

his naked, brawny, upper body. The crossing only takes a minute, but in this 
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minute the ferrymaster stands in the sun, bearing his gleaming chest, a cigarette 

hanging out of the right hand corner of his mouth. He enjoys his stretch of the 

Neckar and lets us observe him and his river. It is beautiful.   

When the crossing is over, Paul pays the ferrymaster and gives him a good 

tip. Because he always gives a good tip. And I like to believe it’s because he 

appreciates the fact that the ferrymaster has found his calling. Sometimes I 

wonder what the ferrymaster does in winter. Is he still needed once all the 

hiking-mad tourists have gone home? Does he do something else, or does he just 

do the same thing but with covered chest and long trousers? Both seem somehow 

depressing. 

We’re not mad about hiking. After crossing the Neckar we drive into the 

forest until we come to a small layby. It is just big enough for us to park our old 

BMW there and set up a folding table and chairs next to it. And then we sit there 

the entire day, talking, thinking, writing, enjoying graduate life and eating the 

Gundel cake we’ve brought with us. The Gundel bakery is the best in Heidelberg, 

and consequently the best in the world. In summer they bake a cherry cake that is 

so divinely moist and cherry-ish it causes a hunger strike to break out on Mount 

Olympus.  

From the bay in which we sit there are two roads branching off that are 

only meant for farm vehicles. One – the slightly better-tended of the two – leads 

down the hill. I’ll be honest, when nature calls, I always take this lower path until 

I’m squatting behind one of the portable elevated hunting hides (well, not 

directly behind it, the poor hunter doesn’t deserve that).  
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I still haven’t walked along the upper path yet though. It looks like it goes 

uphill. From my seat at the picnic table I get a nice view of the path, although it 

begins with a bend, so you can’t see a great deal, except for the signpost: “Bad 

Path”. It’s not a metaphor. That’s really what it’s called. It is announced on a 

weathered wooden sign in great big letters. From where I sit it doesn’t look all 

that bad, but what do I know, I don’t hike. I’m not a nature girl, never have been. 

But the forest around Heidelberg does things to an otherwise perfectly rational 

mind, particularly when you don’t have to go hiking and can just sit right in the 

middle of it with coffee and cherry cake. You can’t be sad for long in the forest 

near Heidelberg. 

Heidelberg had made me soft and so I agreed when my mum asked if we 

could meet for dinner the following week in the city. When she asked when I was 

free, I responded with an exceptionally generous, “Any time really, except 

Sunday evening.” Paul and I already had a date with our pancake-maker 

arranged for Sunday evening.  

“Just let me know what works best for you,” I added.  

She couldn’t do Monday, Mum explained, because she had a meeting at 

Trixie’s nursery.  

Trixie is my little sister. On my mother’s side. Trixie is five and Mum is 

going on for fifty.  

“Cool, huh! I’m making my own grandchildren, so you don’t have to,” 

mum would always say.  

I don’t think it’s cool. I can’t stand Trixie.  
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On Tuesday Mum had to do some research. Mum has a blog with which 

she saves the world. Or at least she thinks she’s saving the world, and it’s a great 

way of glossing over the fact that she otherwise earns her money almost 

exclusively from advertising. As if it is O.K. to convince women that they’re only 

desirable if they look like slippery-smooth little children, and to convince men 

that they’re only real men if they are pumping CO2 into the atmosphere in their 

newest sports cars, as long as you are also explaining to just under two thousand 

‘chosen ones’ on the internet how sexist and environmentally destructive global 

capitalism is.  

So I asked whether Wednesday would work, but Mum already had an 

appointment at the agency and consequently would be unable to make it down 

to Heidelberg. Thursday was looking pretty bad too because she had to see 

Lothar to talk about Trixie. Lothar is Trixie’s dad and also the reason I can’t stand 

her.  

“So…Friday or Saturday?” I suggested, as there were no other options left.  

After thinking briefly, Mum responded, “Well, on Friday I’m going to a 

concert with Sarah. Can you imagine, her latest boyfriend has also cheated on 

her? And on Saturday Eli’s doing his show.” 

Elijah, who everyone called Eli, is my little brother. Though after his last 

growth spurt he’s now over six feet tall. Really gangly, freckly, six feet, with 

strawberry blonde hair that hangs in unwashed strands down to his nose. Eli is a 

magician and the most dependent fifteen year old I’ve ever met. Eli and Mum 

need each other like an old bickering married couple. They are at each other’s 
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throats constantly, but that doesn’t mean for one moment that Eli would ever do 

his shows alone. 

After we had been through all the days of the week and it had become 

clear that in theory Mum absolutely had to see me next week, but that in reality 

she was busy Monday, Tuesday, Wednesday, Thursday and Friday, and that 

Saturday was also going to be difficult, I just laughed. Perhaps I laughed just a 

little bit mockingly, but not nastily. In contrast to my siblings, I had long 

understood that I was not Number One in my mother’s life. And I liked it that 

way. It provided a glimmer of normality in a world of overbearing family ties. 

Some might want to be the most important person in their mother’s life, but I 

knew that I owed every freedom to Mum’s latent lack of interest. Aside from 

that, I didn’t really feel like sacrificing an evening with my boyfriend for what 

would surely be a night spent arguing with my mother. I was about to hang up 

when Mum started asking for Sunday. I didn’t want to let her have it because it 

was the last day before Paul was going away for a conference. But being the 

Rumpelstiltskin that she was, my mum had sniffed out the very thing I didn’t 

want to give up and was demanding I hand it over.  

“No, Mum. You can have any day you like. Just not Sunday evening,” I 

said firmly.  

“Oh, come on, Thene. Can’t you just do this one thing for me? I do so 

much for you.” Mum always said that in this kind of situation.  

I began pacing like Rilke’s panther in the tiniest of circles. First clockwise, 

until I felt dizzy. Then anticlockwise, with the phone clamped between my 
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shoulder and ear, while my hands switched between flicking my hair, which had 

got much too long, out of my face and gesticulating wildly.  

In actual fact, Mum shouldn’t really be capable of getting me worked up. 

Quite the opposite. The fact that we had moved on to emotional blackmail should 

have been as reassuringly familiar as tucking into a roast at Christmas. She was 

currently adding up how much my degree was costing. My health insurance and 

phone bill would soon follow. I knew the drill. In my head the unchanging 

refrain had been replaced with the words, “You have reached your destination.” 

We had reached the point where our discussions always ended. Where all 

discussions with my mum always ended.  

I imagined Eli having to listen to her telling him that he could have never 

learnt to do magic tricks without her. Or Sarah having to listen as Mum 

explained that without her support she would have never split from her cheating 

ex.  

I don’t know which was worse – the fact that every discussion with Mum 

boiled down to an explanation of how dependent everyone was on her, or the 

fact that she was right. In any case, her fully justified observations never resulted 

in gratitude on my part, they simply reinforced my need to cut all ties with her. I 

hung up.  

When it came to dealing with my mother I was a Marxist. In other words, I 

knew that material conditions governed ideological conditions. According to 

Marx, our social being determines our consciousness. My dad had shared at least 

that much GDR indoctrination with me.  
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I was twenty-five years old and financially dependent on my mother. At 

that age you were supposed to be a grown-up. Until recently my awareness of 

the situation meant that, when in doubt, I would always give in. Out of fear that 

my supply of cash would someday be cut off, and grant or no grant, while I was 

still in Oxford I needed the money to keep pouring in, otherwise I would be 

saying “goodbye PhD”, or at least “goodbye cosy lifestyle”. 

But recently I discovered that I could survive for some time without Mum 

having to transfer money over every month, something she hadn’t yet clocked. I 

could finally do what I had always wanted to do but had never dared. Hang up.  

The telephone rang. I smiled. After the third ring I answered.  

“Hello?” I said in a neutral friendly tone, knowing full well that my lack of 

emotion would irritate her most. As if I were saying, “Look at me. While you’re 

exploding with rage, I couldn’t care less.” 

“Thene, I can’t believe how selfish you’re being!” she yelled. I won’t let 

you behave like this towards me. If you dare hang up once more…” 

I hung up.  

It only took a few seconds before the telephone rang again. This time I 

didn’t pick up. Instead I went over to the kitchen area and began washing up the 

dishes from the previous evening.  

It is a humiliating fact of growing up that your child-self remains with you 

throughout your life. Every person is inhabited by at least two identities: the 

adult, who is able to make rational decisions with cool detachment, and the child 

who nevertheless goes ahead and makes the irrational decision anyway.  
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Or perhaps that is simply a generalisation and one that is unfair to all 

those who are just “themselves”, and don’t have to stand there and watch as 

someone else takes control of their brain only to spew out a stream of 

meaningless mental diarrhoea. I had made the sensible decision to do the 

washing up and not get mixed up in my mum’s nonsense, because it was 

completely pointless trying to have a rational conversation with her. At the same 

time, however, child-me had assumed control of my synapses and was 

explaining with adolescent self-righteousness that Mum was completely 

ridiculous to accuse me of behaving badly, when once again it was her who had 

made an exhibition of herself. And so ‘Me Two’ continued having the same 

idiotic conversation that ‘Me One’ had had the good sense to end. ‘Me Three’ was 

shaking its head and ‘Me Four’ couldn’t be arsed and had gone for a beer.  

After letting it ring five times the telephone finally fell silent. I closed my 

eyes, feeling the water on my hands. Now that the washing up was done, it was 

almost lukewarm. 

That same evening I had an email from Mum in my inbox. The email 

wasn’t long and mainly contained a link to a sale where my favourite shoes (I 

already owned two pairs) were on offer in two other colours at a fifty-percent 

discount. And the question “Aren’t these the ones?” 

I laughed. So she was trying to buy my peace. I had been hoping for that. 

“Oooh, they come in shocking pink too,” I wrote back. A moment later there 

came another ‘ping’. “What are you trying to say?” Mum wrote.  
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She wanted me to ask for the shoes. In all probability what she really 

wanted was for me to lie on my back with my extremities in the air and present 

her with my unprotected belly. But in that case she should have raised me a little 

differently. Asking for the shoes was the best alternative. No chance, I thought, 

and wrote, “Oh, nothing. Just an observation.” 

The landline rang. This time I only let it ring twice. Sometimes you have to 

show goodwill.  

“Hello,” I answered neutrally.  

“Hey, how do you fancy coming with me to Eli’s show on Saturday?” 

Mum asked, feigning nonchalance.   

“Ah no, it’s ok,” I said, just as nonchalantly. 

“Go on, come along! You haven’t seen your brother in such a long time. 

Elijah would be delighted.” 

Of course. Elijah would be delighted. So now she’s playing the ‘you’re-

neglecting-your-siblings card’. Interesting choice. But not entirely surprising. 

Mum could almost always get me with Eli.  

There are people you love, but you also can’t stand. People you are bound 

to for eternity but, heaven forbid, you would never actually want to be stuck in a 

room with them. Over the years this had become my go-to rationalisation of my 

relationship with my mother. But secretly, deep down in my heart I wasn’t even 

sure if that was true anymore. Or whether I just claimed to love her though I 

couldn’t stand her, because you had to love your mother. Because “thou shalt 

love thy mother” seemed to me to be the second biggest emotional 
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commandment of the new era. Only after “thou shalt love thy children”, which 

I’m sure isn’t always easy either.  

Although I wasn’t entirely sure whether I would continue to put up with 

Mum when I was no longer financially dependent on her, sadly I really did love 

my little brother. I had done my best to raise him while Mum was busy raising 

her advertising agency and saving the world and his wife instead. And so Eli was 

still my little brother, and always would be. With or without the growth spurts.  

“Where is it then?” I asked, only partially ignoring the bait. Paul was 

waiting with the pancake maker and Nutella in bed. (Yes, we make the pancakes 

in bed.) My interest in a lengthy discussion had dropped to zero.  

“In Limburg, but I could come and pick you up from Heidelberg  and we 

could make our way over, have a nice meal out – Eli’s doing close-up magic in 

that fancy restaurant I told you about – and then I’ll drive you home,” she said 

convincingly. She actually wanted to pick me up and drive me back. I had no 

idea how many miles that was, but it was a lot. Especially for Mum, who hates 

driving. She was serious.  

“Are you serious?” I asked, just to be quite sure.  

“Of course, it’ll be great. We can finally have a proper catch-up. It’s been 

so long since we last spent time together. Just us two.” 

Somehow my mum’s unexpected use of the words “Just us two” hit me 

like a rush of blood to the head. Otherwise I would never have said yes. When I 

put the phone down I had the delightful feeling of having just done the deal of 

the century. ‘Me Four’, who had come back from having a beer and screamed 



25 
 

“It’s a trap!” was quickly pacified with pancakes and the gentle babbling of the 

television.  

 

[…] 
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S 

 

On the way back from the cemetery Eli asked me a question, one that had 

been bothering me for many years. “Why is everyone in our family nuts?”  

He had just seen Grandma Liesel for the first time in his life and so it was 

that, having explained her illness to him, the question had cropped up. 

“Perhaps it’s got something to do with you,” Georg suggested. “Maybe 

everyone just seems nuts to you because you choose to see it that way?” 

“You mean, like, ‘madness is in the eye of the beholder’?” Eli asked 

gravely, but without appearing offended. “Like when a patient does the 

Rorschach test and thinks it’s a naked woman puffin’ away happily on a 

cigarette, and that reveals something about the patient, and not about the image 

itself.” 

“A what?” Georg asked.  

“A Rorschach test,” repeated Eli, who had probably just been learning 

about it at school. “It’s a diagnostic tool psychotherapists use.” 

“You have to explain it so Georg can understand you,” I interrupted. 

“Dad, it’s where they splatter ink on a piece of paper and fold it and then open it 

again so you end up with a symmetrical image. Then the psychotherapist asks 

what the patient can see. And if the patient sees naked men in every image then 

the therapist knows they are gay.”  

“Oh yes. I think I’ve seen that somewhere before. But we didn’t have that 

sort of thing in the GDR.” 
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“Right Dad, of course not. Because people in the GDR didn’t have 

psyches.” 

“In any case,” Eli added, not wanting to let it go, “I’m not the only one 

who thinks that, right Thene? Do you really think we’re normal?” 

I shook my head. And even Georg and Christoff couldn’t really argue.  

“I mean, it can’t be genetic, because your gran and the rest of us don’t 

share any of the same genes. So it doesn’t make any sense that we‘ve ended up 

with all the nutters. Your gran, and Lothar’s daughter, and Mum and Menachem, 

and even Patzi’s not normal either. We’re all a bit weird. How come?” 

“Hmmm,” I said thoughtfully, “perhaps it’s wrong to assume that nutters 

are distributed evenly. So if there are seven billion people and, let’s say, a billion 

of them are meshugge, you might think that they would be spread equally across 

households. But on average most households don’t contain 1.7 nutters. Instead, 

some groups consist almost exclusively of nutters and others are practically 

completely normal and well-adjusted. And I guess that’s because human beings 

make friends or enter into relationships more or less of their own free will with 

people they are drawn to, rather than through the luck of the draw. The normies 

would quickly find nutters far too demanding, and the nutters wouldn’t want to 

spend their time pretending to be normal just so the normies would put up with 

them.” 

Encouraged by Eli’s nodding, I continued, “You have to be a nutter 

yourself to be able to put up with other nutters. And so people make their 

selection based on how crazy they are. Nutters tend to reproduce with other 
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nutters and will probably go on to have crazy children, meaning there are some 

families with no-one normal in them at all. Because they’re at a genetic 

disadvantage and have been raised by nutters too. Just like us. The world is like a 

pair of scissors opening wider and wider, with your average, normal, perfectly 

happy people on the one side and your completely batshit and dysfunctional folk 

on the other.” 

“And there’s no escape?” asked Eli, who had perhaps taken my 

explanation a little too seriously. 

“Oh, I don’t know. When I’m with Paul in Odenwald I feel completely free 

and normal and happy. I get up in the morning, drive out to the forest, do some 

work on my dissertation, have friendly conversations over coffee and cake and 

lead a lovely little bourgeois life for myself. But whenever I think I’m finally shot 

of all the insanity something happens to pull me back into the fray. And I can 

barely fight against it.”  

“Like in Star Trek, when a spaceship flies too close to a black hole. The 

gravitational pull is so strong that it swallows up all light and life,” Eli said, and 

his comparison seemed alarmingly accurate. 

“Hmmm, right. And then you have to put all your energy into getting 

away from the black hole as fast as possible. But the black hole saps all the power 

and there’s nothing left for the life support system. And so the spaceship gets 

away but there’s no heating or oxygen left. So in the end they all die.” 

“Thene, you just made that episode up,” Eli said, critically. “In Star Trek 

they always escape from the black holes and at most you might see an extra in 
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red uniform getting killed off. They leave the black hole behind and continue to 

boldly go where no-one has gone before. No matter how bad it sometimes seems, 

it all works out in the end.” 

“Exactly, it all works out in the end,” I said. 

For a brief moment I thought about explaining to Eli the difference 

between fantasy and reality. But he already seemed gloomy enough, so I changed 

tactics.  

“Perhaps you have to look at it completely differently. Maybe you don’t 

have to escape from the black hole, you just have to enter a stable orbit and circle 

around it at a safe distance.” 

“You mean like in Deep Space Nine?” 

I nodded.  

“But that’s not a black hole. That’s a wormhole and it doesn’t eat up 

energy, it leads to another galactic quadrant full of strange new worlds.” 

“Right, exactly,” I said, relieved that we had finally found a slightly less 

depressing metaphor. “Perhaps the nutters are part of another world, and you 

can either step into this other world, letting it take hold of you completely. Or 

you can leave it again. As part of a crazy family you can decide if you want to be 

meshugge too, or if you want to build yourself a little, normal, parallel world and 

occasionally risk a visit to the nutters.” 

“Hmmm,” Eli said, still a little too thoughtfully. “But you know that the 

aliens from the other worlds always try and come through the wormhole and 

take over everything?” 
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That part had briefly slipped my mind, but of course, he was right. The 

difficulty lay in keeping the two worlds apart.  

 

[END OF SAMPLE] 

 


