

“HAPPY ANNIVERSARY,” Albert whispered into Martin’s ear.

He was lying deeply relaxed on his stomach on the bed after Albert had massaged and pampered his whole body for over an hour. The weeping willows outside the large bedroom window swayed in the light morning breeze. It promised to be a windy but sunny late summer’s day.

Martin smiled and murmured, “You too, darling.”

“Stay in bed and rest while I make breakfast,” said Albert, leaving the room cheerfully.

And so their 16th anniversary began, tenderly and harmoniously. Albert stood in the kitchen, put on the coffee and began cutting tomatoes and onions for the omelettes that Martin loved so much.

They had met shortly after the turn of the millennium in California. Martin had been living in Los Angeles at the time. America had always been his big dream, and with hard work and ambition, he had succeeded in becoming an engineer at one of the most prestigious companies. Albert, who was studying art history in London at the time, had simply spent his holidays in L.A. visiting a friend, and it was at her housewarming party that he met Martin. The two hit it off immediately and slept together on the very first night. But after a short while, they realised that the concept of a long-distance relationship wasn’t working for them, so Martin decided to leave California behind and return to Europe.

After completing his studies, Albert had decided to pursue an academic career, and it took him a while to find his place between the University of London and the Sorbonne. The students liked him because of his kind, warm nature, and his colleagues appreciated his competence.

Martin loved Albert’s passion for the fine arts. After years of travelling between England, France and Austria, the two had found a pretty little house in an inconspicuous village in the Palatinate and were immediately hooked, so that the purchase was nothing more than a formality. From a professional point of view, it was a foolish decision, even though Martin was now self-employed and could do most of his work from home. But Albert’s job as a lecturer at his two elite universities kept taking him away from home, away from Martin, who was often alone and often sad, which he thoughtfully hid from Albert.

For some reason, this anniversary was going to be a special one. They had barely noticed the 15th, hadn’t celebrated the 14th, and hadn’t been together at all on the 13th, as one of Martin’s construction sites near Phoenix, Arizona, had to be personally supervised by him. It had been a lousy time for Martin, and also for both of them as a couple.

So now it was their 16th anniversary. They had agreed to turn off their mobile phones and leave their computers switched off. The front door was to remain locked and the car in the garage. Twenty-four hours together, alone, without any distractions from the noisy outside world. That was what they both wanted, what they deserved, what they had promised each other.

Martin’s hands wrapped around Albert’s chest and stomach as he was cutting fresh strawberries for the yoghurt. He loved to sneak up silently from behind and surprise his beloved, but after all these years, Albert had become so accustomed to it that he no longer flinched, but enjoyed the touch. Martin kissed his neck and the back of his head lovingly, buried his nose in Albert’s curls and cupped his stomach like a small globe. His hands formed an equator of happiness.

Sunlight fell on the decoratively set breakfast table. They smiled at each other over their coffee cups, and under the table their feet touched with impeccable naturalness.

“Would you pass me the jam, please?”, Martin asked as he buttered his croissant.

Albert handed him the jar and licked his fingers, as some of the cherry jam had stuck to them.

“It was wonderful to wake up like this today,” Martin added, beaming at his beloved. “I don’t think I’ve thanked you yet.”

The two men leaned across the table and kissed. An anniversary kiss, a little more intimate than the other kisses, which often tasted a little stale to both of them after all these years.

A buzzing sound interrupted the harmony. At first it was quiet and subtle, then it became increasingly loud and intrusive.

“Didn’t you turn off your mobile phone? We had an agreement!”, Martin said, friendly but dismayed.

“Just a sec,” replied Albert, leaving the table.

“You can’t be serious!”, Martin called after him.

“Maybe it’s important...”

As he heard his partner answer the phone and speak English, he took a big bite of his croissant. Anger lines appeared on his forehead. Would it be worth starting an argument over this? No, maybe not. But he would make it clear to Albert that he did not appreciate this interruption and remind him that they had made a promise to each other on their holiday.

“It was the university,” Albert said when he came back. “The funding for the project has been approved. I have to go to London next week.”

“Wonderful,” Martin replied with barely concealed indignation. “Have you turned off your mobile phone now?”

“Yes, of course.”

“I actually thought...”

“...that I had turned it off last night. Yes, I thought so too, but it was still on. I’m sorry. Normally, I would have turned it off earlier without answering the call, but since I saw who it was...”

“It’s okay, we don’t have to talk about it, Albert.”

“Are you sure?”

“Yes, please.” He smiled at Albert. “Please let the day continue as it began. I’m in the mood for some togetherness with you.”

The playlist in the background played The Mambo Craze by De-Phazz, which brought broad smiles to both their faces.

“May I have this dance?” asked Albert, leading Martin with a dance step into the drawing room, which lay comfortably in the morning sun and seemed to issue silent invitations. The two danced with cheeky hip movements and provocative gestures. Their dance was the vertical expression of a horizontal desire. It took Martin only a few seconds to drop his dressing gown, while Albert coquettishly peeled off his pyjama bottoms. Suddenly, they had to laugh at each other as they attracted and repelled each other like adventurous magnets. Their semi-erect cocks touched as they danced, Martin’s lips exploring Albert’s neck.

One action led to a reaction, one movement led to the next, and before the two of them realised what was happening, they were already in the middle of foreplay. Albert stood in the middle of the room, legs apart, firmly planted, and Martin knelt in front of him to give him a blowjob. Albert buried his fingers in Martin’s hair with relish and applied light pressure to the back of his head. Ecstatic, he threw his head back and closed his eyes to surrender to the pleasure. It had been a long time since his last blowjob. When Albert opened his eyes again, he saw the Stranger for the first time.

He was standing just a few metres away in the kitchen doorway. A black, slender figure, a silhouette like something out of an old crime film. At first he thought he was hallucinating, but then the contours became sharper. There was a man standing in their house! A tall man dressed in black was standing in the doorway watching them have sex!

Albert nudged Martin, but said nothing. Martin looked up, saw the puzzled expression on Albert’s face and stood up. The two looked at each other briefly, but when Albert pointed towards the door and Martin turned around, there was no one there.

The Stranger was gone. No trace of him, no residual heat, no smell.

As if he had never been there.

“Are you sure? The doors are all locked,” said Martin.

“I’m sure, yes. That means... I don’t know. Please, can we check again?” replied Albert.

Together they went to the front door. Albert had locked it himself before going to bed. The key was still in the lock on the inside. Neither of them had opened the door this morning. The cellar door was also firmly locked. Finally, they checked the patio door, which was also closed. Those were all the doors through which a Stranger could have entered the house. Some of the windows on the ground floor and in the basement were open, but only slightly. No one, not even a small kitten, could have squeezed through them.

“This is really strange,” sighed Albert. “I could have sworn, Martin, I was so sure.”

“Maybe my little blowjob confused your senses and you hallucinated?”

“That could be, of course,” Albert smiled.

“Was it nice for you? Shall we continue later?” Martin lovingly put his arm around his husband.

“Yes, later. Now I need another coffee. Would you like one too?”

“First I want a kiss.”

Albert and Martin spent the rest of their anniversary in near silence. They drank their coffee together in the kitchen. They read, each on their own, on the large sofa in the living room. Very quietly, somewhere in the background, their playlist played soft piano music that lulled them. In the early afternoon, they were in a drowsy state and kept falling asleep, so Albert suggested they go to bed early. They didn’t mention the strange incident from that morning, and the Stranger seemed to be forgotten. After they had both taken a refreshing shower, they lay silently next to each other in bed and listened to the audiobook of a non-Maigret novel by Simenon.

֍ ֍ ֍

THE NEXT MORNING, it was a Friday, Martin left the bed early, put on jeans and a black T-shirt and took the car out of the garage. It was a typical vehicle for country life, with an enormous boot for the weekly shopping. Martin loved driving into town, past the small wood, past the golden fields, slowly winding his way along the country road through the hills and valleys. He liked to drink his morning coffee in the little bakery on the market square and then meet Annika for a morning walk by the river. He and Albert had met Annika in Vienna. Love had brought her to this small town. It was she and her boyfriend, who was now her husband, who had told the two men about the little house outside the town that was for sale. Martin had been quite close to Annika for a while, but since Annika’s wedding, their contact had cooled somewhat and their meetings had become more sporadic – who hasn’t been there? – because somehow he and her husband had never warmed to each other.

As they walked together along the waterfront promenade beyond the old town, Annika waxed lyrical: “David radiates such calmness, that’s what I love most about him. He has such a reassuring sense of security. Don’t you think so too?”

“A very reassuring sense of security, yes,” replied Martin, with only a faintly concealed mockery in his voice.

“David really is the perfect husband. That’s so rare. You, for example, have always been the immature lover, and basically you still are.”

“Albert and I have been together for 16 years, Annika.”

“But your relationship is basically very unbalanced, everyone can see that!”

Annika’s remark hurt him, but he didn’t let it show and pointed to the swans gliding peacefully across the water. Why had he believed that they could have a David-free conversation today? Why had he assumed that she would be interested in him, his life and his relationship even once? He would continue to meet her sporadically, he decided quietly to himself. Two or three meetings a year would be enough. Next time, he could bring Albert along and show her how ‘unstable’ their relationship was. How rude! What a stupid cow!

Annika continued to rant about her ‘reassuringly secure’ marriage, but Martin was no longer listening to her. He drank his coffee to go, sat down next to her on a park bench and looked up at the sky. It promised to be a sunny, warm day.

A few kilometres away, in the large, bright kitchen of their small house, Albert stood at the window and also looked up at the sky. He smiled and enjoyed his fruit salad. A pot of tea stood on a tea warmer. While Martin was out, he had slowly rolled out of bed, taken his time showering and getting dressed, and then made his breakfast in an almost ritualistic manner. Just as Martin loved his drives into town, Albert loved these quiet mornings when he had the house to himself. He could turn the music up as loud as he wanted. He could dance naked through the living room, smoke undisturbed on the terrace or simply take a bath in between without having to explain or justify himself. Today, however, he decided to sort through some documents that had fallen by the wayside in recent weeks. An unpleasant task that one likes to put off, of course. He sat at his desk sorting the mail by date of receipt, shredding a few bills that had already been paid and drinking his tea when he suddenly heard a noise that he couldn’t quite place at first. He turned off the music and listened more closely. It was a scratching, a scraping, which turned into an increasingly loud knocking. It was coming from the foyer. Someone was scratching and knocking on the front door.

“Who’s there?” Albert asked as he stood in the hallway.

No answer. The knocking stopped. He repeated his question and then boldly and briskly opened the door, in front of which no one was standing. He remembered the silhouette of the Stranger.

That was exactly 24 hours ago. A coincidence? He took a few steps outside the door, but there was nothing to be seen far and wide. Should he tell Martin about it? Better not, Martin would just think he was being paranoid. Albert had barely closed the front door when he heard footsteps that undoubtedly came from upstairs. Someone was pacing back and forth in the bedroom. Of course! Martin must have come back.

“Strange,” thought Albert, “I didn’t hear the car arrive.” He decided to surprise his partner. He took off his sandals and tiptoed barefoot up the stairs. But the bedroom was empty, as was the bathroom. Very strange. The scratching at the door could have been a raccoon. Those creatures were fearless and cheeky once they got used to humans. But the footsteps here in the bedroom were definitely not his imagination! Perplexed, Albert sat down on the bed. Martin’s boxer shorts, which he had worn at night
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