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FOR A TIME

WHEN HOPEFUL VISIONS

ARE FEW AND FAR BETWEEN
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PROLOGUE

PAST

It was raining. It had been raining continuously for two weeks, day and night. The water fell from the sky like a deluge. Hardly any of the roofs in this place were still watertight. Water poured into every house, every room.

The felting mill was still under construction, and the roofs had not yet been sealed. Every available bucket and trough had been put into service in kitchens, living rooms, chambers, and wherever else it made sense to catch the incoming water. Maria Dorothea Staffin, who was no longer as small as she had been, sat on her bed. Fortunately, its straw was still dry.

The rain pelted relentlessly onto the wooden shingles above her. From everywhere, the hollow plop, plop, prrrrrrrr, plop of large drops echoed through the felting mill. Dorothea watched the drops as they fell into the wooden trough in front of her, splashed up, and formed wobbly circles in the water. The candlelight painted faint, flickering contours in the darkness of the small chamber.

Dorothea wept, sobbing desperately. She held a bloody cloth in her hands. With pointed fingers, she lifted her dress and dabbed between her legs with the cloth. But the blood kept coming.

Her body had never bled in this place before. She had not suffered any injuries or been beaten. This can only be punishment for a sin, she thought. How could she go on living with this shame? What had she done wrong to anger Jesus the Saviour so much?

Dorothea crossed herself. Then she took the small wooden cross that had hung around her neck since birth and kissed it. Tears ran down her cheeks, splashed into the trough, and mixed with the rain.

Dorothea did not actually know how old she was on this strange spring day in 1721. She had not yet learned arithmetic, and nobody knew her birthday. But judging by the changes in her body, she might have been a little older than twelve.

Outside, the flood poured down from the low-hanging, night-grey clouds.

The Panke, the river which ran alongside the felting mill where she lived, had been rising for days. But today, the little river seemed keen to demonstrate its power.

Its current accumulated dangerously in the upper reaches. Several fallen trees and washed-up bushes caused the water level in the upper reaches of the river to rise so high that the dam broke under the water’s weight. A devastating, metre-high flood wave shot through the small riverbed, sweeping away all the bridges, boats, and jetties in its way.

Dorothea had no idea what was happening. As far as she was concerned, her little world had been thrown into terrible disorder. With the blood-soaked cloth in her hand, she walked to the meadow behind the felting mill, where the river divided, to her favourite spot on the island. There she stood, soaking wet in the rain, when she heard a loud crash and a screech coming closer.

She just stood there, staring at the gap between the willows through which the river came, listening into the distance. She had never heard a noise like that before. Neither the stagecoach which raced through Wedding twice daily, nor the cannons from the nearby artillery field made such a loud and threatening sound.

The rain washed away Dorothea’s tears, and the ominous distant cry seemed to allieviate her pain.

Her gaze was still fixed on the distance. Behind her were the meadow, the felting mill, and the farmyard. As always, many pieces of felt were stretched out on racks in the meadow. The rain was supposed to wash them. Nobody else was in sight.

Dorothea stood still where she was, in her soaking wet, worn, hand-dyed woolen dress with the many buttons that fastened her brown bodice.

Her long reddish-blonde hair fell dripping wet and heavy over her narrow shoulders. She was not yet obliged to wear a bonnet because she was not married or promised to anyone. Her freckles mingled with the raindrops running down her face. She had come down the stairs barefoot. The wet grass stuck between her toes. Dorothea suddenly felt forgotten by everyone. There was nobody she could ask to explain what was happening.

The noise grew closer, and now she saw it: a towering wave raced through the narrow riverbed straight towards her. Frozen in fear, she stared at the snake’s head which seemed about to devour her imminently.

She was rooted to the spot, her eyes unable to tear themselves away from the approaching disaster. And then the force of the water seized her, and Dorothea merged into the flood with all the trees, branches, and scraps of wood that the wave carried with it. Half underwater and half above, she swirled through the door she had left open, into the house, through the rooms, and into the kitchen.

She gasped greedily for air and disappeared again, waving her arms helplessly, trying to cling to a doorpost, and slipping away. Together with chairs and tables, household goods, clothing and felt sheets, she washed the flood out of the kitchen door and into the open air. She caught a glimpse behind her—the water allowed her to surface for just long enough to take a deep breath with her mouth wide open. Dorothea then saw the house where she had been living collapse and its broken sections get pullled into the river that was hell-bent on proving its strength.

A violent blow to her chest caused Dorothea to drift away briefly, unconscious.

She saw... she saw what her eyes would not believe. A warm light, a room full of security. She heard a voice asking:

»Dorothea, Dorothea, is that you?«

She replied, »Yes, it’s me.«

»Then it’s all right, my sister. Stay strong.«

»Who are you?« Dorothea wanted to know.

»I am you, in another world.«

»How did you find me?«

»You called me. Don’t you remember?«

Then Dorothea awoke from her vision, drifting further down the river that held her tightly in its grip.

She reached for a nearby plank. But beneath the surface of the water, something sharp dug deep into her leg. It didn’t hurt that badly, though. It just felt big and solid in the flesh of her thigh.

The rain continued to fall heavily. Large drops splashed around her on the surface of the water, bouncing merrily and forming circles that crossed with others, creating fleetingly beautiful patterns. Other drops formed large bubbles that floated curiously next to Dorothea’s head for a moment before bursting with a soft pop. Dorothea had long since surrendered to the river. All her strength and will to resist had been exhausted.

She drifted motionless for a while.

Suddenly, a strong hand grabbed her and pulled her out of the water. Dorothea’s arms and legs hung limply at her sides. Above her, she briefly saw the face of an older woman wearing a large hat and a white dress with a large, astonishingly realistic, floral pattern. Then she lost consciousness.
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PRESENT

Three Girls

Confident and a little more grown-up these days, Annabell, Lara, and Maya walked casually side by side like three young leopards, almost in slow motion, and turned into the Savannah of Swinemünder Straße. During their holidays, the three had already experienced their greatest adventure yet, but they could only vaguely remember it, like a distant, foggy dream. As they did almost every morning, they walked through the small garden in the middle of Swinemünder Straße.

»I had such a strange dream,« Annabell said excitedly to Lara and Maya.

»Really?« came the reply, almost in unison. They laughed.

»Yes, it was really crazy. The three of us saved the world! We were with this really cool tribe called the Tamanaken or something like that, who lived in Humboldt-Hain.«

»Funny, I dreamt something a bit like that too,« Maya murmured, saying it more to herself, thoughtfully.

»What about you, Lara?« Annabell wanted to know.

»I can't remember exactly. But now you mention it, I think there was something.« For the moment, the three of them left it at that, thinking about their strange dreams, and concentrating instead on the sweet-smelling flowers and buzzing insects enjoying the delights of the morning sun.

What would the first day of school after the Whitsun holidays bring? They didn't know, but they were ready for anything. Almost anything, anyway.

It is 7:36 a.m. on 26 May 2010.

This would be unimportant if it weren't for the mysterious events that occur in other times, which also require precise dating and location.
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INSPIRED BY

THE TRUE STORY OF

MARIA DOROTHEA STAFFIN,

WHO IN 1728 WAS THE LAST WOMAN TO BE

ACCUSED OF WITCHCRAFT IN BERLIN
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2

PAST

Dorothea

A small girl is playing at 10:24 a.m. on Tuesday, 26 May 1722, exactly 288 years before Annabell, Lara, and Maya's first day of school after the Whitsun holidays, on one of the two bridges which cross Walkmühlen island.

She was the daughter of the miller and she had the beautiful name Dorothea. Little Dorothea was obedient, she would say herself. At least most of the time, or, well, often, her father would say.

Today, however, that was not the case at all because playing on the bridge was strictly forbidden.

A black carriage approached the bridge at breakneck speed—a four-horse carriage bearing the royal coat of arms. Pursued by a huge cloud of dust, the coachman, his black cape fluttering behind him, whipped the four horses as if the devil himself were breathing down his neck.

The mighty wheels of the gleaming carriage made a sharp noise on the road to Berlin, like shattering skulls and bones, as if they were ploughing through the earth of past battles.

Dorothea sat on the bridge, absorbed in her game, singing and humming her favourite song. She played at families, using some of the many small stones and branches that were lying around after the last storm to represent the parents and children.

The road to the royal palace in Berlin formed a small bend just before the bridge over the Panke. And the bridge, in turn, formed a small but treacherous hill on the road.

As the carriage raced along from the direction of Oranienburg, the confident coachman was unaware of any danger until the carriage reached the bend, at which point the wheels skidded on the narrow bridge, the horses whinnied loudly in fear, and the carriage looked about to plunge off the bridge into the floodwaters.

The little girl was still sitting there, close to this unfolding disaster. For a fraction of a second, before the cloud of dust engulfed Dorothea, her gaze met the coachman’s.

There was a loud bang right next to her, but the coachman didn't hear it. He was only too happy that fortunately he had not lost the carriage, its passengers and its valuable cargo in the Panke. He raced onwards because he could not afford to lose any time.

After the dust had cleared and Dorothea's heart had stopped racing, she noticed a beautiful leather suitcase decorated with gold-plated studs next to her, which must have fallen off the carriage and had missed her by a hair's breadth.

She sat there for a moment, staring at the suitcase, as if its lid would spring open at any moment and something – she couldn't imagine what, but something – would jump out.

Nothing happened.

The suitcase just lay there, a little dusty, but clearly recognizable as something from another world, a wealthy, educated, powerful world.

Quickly, Dorothea decided that the suitcase must be a gift from heaven, something that fate had placed before her and that she did not have to share with anyone.

The little girl had a secret hiding place that only she knew about and where nobody could find her if she did not want to be found.

She decided to hide the suitcase there before its loss was discovered.

She didn't want to tell her father about it because he was a law-abiding, loyal subject of the king and, moreover, a kind man, but at the same time a real coward. He would have insisted on returning the suitcase to its rightful owner.

The suitcase was very heavy and Dorothea had to carry it with both hands, taking care not to trip as she carried it all the way from the bridge to the courtyard at the back of the felting mill. She had to hurry before anyone caught her.

On the other side of the Panke, three girls and a boy her own age suddenly appeared out of nowhere.

They had a small dog with them. Dorothea glances suspiciously at these strangers who were watching her drag the large suitcase across the courtyard.

Then suddenly, in the blink of an eye, they disappeared. Dorothea gave them no more thought because she was now busy and had to hurry.

The first part through the garden was done. Now she just had to lug the case up the stairs. Dorothea wiped the sweat from her forehead with the back of her hand. She had to take care that the suitcase did not clatter on the narrow steps and did not scrape across the floorboards in the hallway leading to her secret attic room.

Even the slightest unusual bumps and bangs would alert the miller, the maids and the farmhands because it could signify a malfunction of the fulling hammers, which could jeopardize the entire day's felt production.

When she reached her hiding place, Dorothea was completely winded and fell into the straw next to the suitcase with her arms and legs spread out. She needed a moment to gather her strength.

Dorothea loved this place, her little secret that no one else knew about. Fresh, fragrant straw made it soft and cosy.

The tiny window in the gable of the felting mill gave her a view of one of the two bridges over the Panke, where she had just been sitting, where three important roads from the north of the empire converged like a half star, leading past the small island and the felting mill where she lived, all the way to Berlin.

Dorothea often daydreamed here alone, watching people from all walks of life passing by, elegant carriages with magnificent horses and golden coats of arms, farmers with their small flocks of sheep, ox carts full of fruit and vegetables heading for the Berlin markets, cows slowly shuffling to pasture, children herding loudly cackling geese, and whatever novelty each day brought.

She could see from here to the horizon, across the flat heath to the distant artillery and drill ground from which the rumble of cannons echoed twice weekly, every Tuesday and Thursday.

The appearance of visitors from the big outside world sparked many desires in Dorothea's imagination.

Now, however, a real suitcase from that other world lay next to her in the straw, a world which she imagined full of elegant servants, exquisite food, artfully baked cakes, magnificent clothes, and even parks and castles.

Determinedly, Dorothea knelt before her mysterious prize, first opening the stubborn right leather buckle with both hands, then the left. So far, so good. Slowly, she lifted the top of the suitcase, higher and higher, until its contents were revealed in all their glory, in every detail, and all just for her alone.
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PRESENT

Three Girls

The three of them had known Swinemünder Street since they could walk and loved it dearly, for it was made to give children and families a place to relax. Actually, Swinemünder Street was less a street in the true sense and more of a garden avenue.

No cars drove here, and where the street was otherwise reserved for metal carriages, a long park with bushes, flower beds and blooming, fragrant shrubs stretched between the wide pavements.

Small, low walls made of red stone separated the flower beds from sandpits, table tennis tables, benches and small stools. In the evening, there was a lot going on here.

Groups of friends met and hung out together. During the day, mothers could let their children run free to play and romp around without having to watch out for cars. It was quieter here than elsewhere in the big city because the traffic noise that otherwise dominated everything was far away.

Annabell, Lara and Maya loved to daydream as they walked through the park on their way to school.

On the narrow stone paths, they walked between the flower beds, surrounded by curious bees and bumblebees buzzing around and under trees with singing birds. Here, the morning dreamt itself away in a fairytale-like way until the three of them reappeared, delighted, to conquer the new day.

It was a beautiful, sunny, warm day. Small white clouds drifted across the blue sky. The air smelled pleasant and was clear.

The morning freshness wafted around the little noses of three girls, who had no idea how surprising the day would turn out to be for them. But first, they had to overcome the first hurdle of the day.

»Today we have the long-awaited project day in politics and economics with Ms. Heidenreich«, said Maya, sounding distinctly bored.

»I can hardly wait«, groaned Annabell. »More theoretical stuff that no one is truly interested in.«

As usual, the three of them wanted to weave their way through the groups of older students from the twelfth and thirteenth grades who stood around so coolly every morning in front of the school building on Swinemünder Street that the younger ones always scurried past them quickly with respect.

The older students hardly moved.

They stood there like penguins on the Ice Age savannah, serene and mature, ready to take the next new step in their lives.

But here at Diesterweg High School, they were now the older ones, the experienced ones, the demonstratively bored ones because they had already seen and experienced everything in this place a hundred times over.

Even now, fifteen minutes before eight o’clock, nothing could disturb their calm. They just stood there and showed themselves off.

It was a case of seeing and being seen against the backdrop of the spacey orange-yellow school building from the elegantly flamboyant architectural era of the 1970s, with its rounded edges, interlocking cubes and raised row of windows, which were always shaded by shiny white metal blinds with a metallic finish when the sun was shining.

But their school building also towered like a protective castle. A place where the students were safe from the outside world, the adults and the idiots who loitered around here.

Back then, everything was still in perfect order here at Diesterweg Gymnasium on Swinemünder Street in the Brunnenviertel district.

The upper secondary school, as it was officially called, was an architectural showpiece designed by the award-winning architectural firm Pysall, Jensen, Stahrenberg & Partner, with well-maintained green spaces and a gleaming, intact environment – complete with a large gymnasium and a spacious sports field. But that was not all because, maintaining the ideas of its namesake Friedrich Adolph Wilhelm Diesterweg, the upper secondary school was reformed here. To promote self-determination among the pupils, traditional class structures were dissolved and replaced by a course system.

This school was a modern palace of learning from a time when the baby boomer generation and then Generation X were growing up, when schools were springing up like mushrooms, just as historic brick churches once rose on every corner in old Prussia.

On the sunny side of the daily spectacle of minor and major vanities, a group of six girls was particularly easy to spot. They sat dramatically on the top of the eleven steps of the wide staircase leading up to the school building.

They shone like mighty warriors, without words or weapons. Their credo was to be elegant and trendy, yet strong, feminine and warlike, like the hot sun by day and the cool moon by night.

Without doing much more than being their radiant selves, with the best grades in physics, chemistry, maths and biology, of course, and immeasurably ambitious ideas for their future.

They were veiled Turkish girls who could not identify at all with the pseudo-cool jeans and T-shirt fashion of their classmates at school.

Only the best and most flamboyant fashion designers from Istanbul could be role models for them.

There was no question that these six twelfth-graders were queens of fashion. They were hijabistas. And fashion designer Zeynep Tosun was their undisputed star in the fashion world. Zeynep’s collections of warrior goddesses, with their sensual symbols and feminine shapes, struck a chord with the self-confident young ladies that they undoubtedly were.

Everyone at school knew their names. From right to left, allow me to introduce them: Ece, Zeynep, Simay, Nihan, Tuba and Hatice.

Like every morning, shortly before school started, the Hijabistas appeared here on the large steps and never in the schoolyard, where the boys from Year 9, a would-be school gang called the »Back School Boys«, were up to mischief, picking on each other and sometimes pushing each other’s cliques around.

The way they talked to each other when they were in an unpredictable mood, which was almost always the case. To communicate, the boys used crude words like: »....« peep, or »....« peep, and the worst was »....« peep. Okay, today these are words that no one says any more, but back then, well, I would cautiously say, they weren’t so forbidden and controlled.

At the top of the list of no-go was the pink foam ball that the »Back School Boys«, called »Little Wilson«, which sent all the pupils in the playground into a mild panic as soon as they saw it. They kicked »Little Wilson«, around the schoolyard, shouting peep words, completely unpredictably, kicking it at anyone and everyone, wherever they happened to be.

You can imagine that this always caused the girls, especially, to become extremely agitated, which almost always resulted in loud shouts and, not infrequently, hysterical screams.

Only the Romanian girls from the ninth grade tried to catch »Little Wilson«, and they succeeded quite often. Then there was a lot of loud running around, and the fast little girls threw the ball back and forth and teased the boys. In the end, the only thing that helped the five »Back School Boys«, get the ball back was their irresistible charm and a little begging.

Officially, they were a little embarrassed, but actually, they liked romping around with the nimble Romanian girls.

It was not uncommon, as was the case today, for the commotion to end up in front of the headmistress because running around and loud screaming were not allowed in the schoolyard or in the school. Everyone knew that. That’s why it was so much fun when the situation got out of hand.

The supervising teacher, Ms. Klein, intervened and took the boys to Ms. Oberleitner, the headmistress. The five knew that they would soon be rewarded with an attention that always made them tingle with excitement.

When they arrived at the headmistress’s office, Vladimir knocked gently on the door. A rhythmic »Yes, please«, ushered them in. Jamal opened the door.

The five entered with feigned shyness.

As so often, they stood in a row in front of Ms. Oberleitner’s desk, with the many certificates, timetables and postcards on the wall behind her.

Everyone in the room knew what was about to happen: Ms. Oberleitner got up from her chair and walked around her desk. Elegantly and almost in slow motion, she sat down slightly sideways, with a ravishing sideways move of her bottom, close in front of the five on her desk, pushing a thick folder aside with her hand without looking.

Almost casually, she said, »Mustafa, Vladimir, Ahmed, Jamal and Philip, you know why you’re here, don’t you?«, She looked intently at the boys, one after the other, and, as always, paused menacingly between each name until one of them said something.

Ms. Oberleitner loved studying acting in Vienna before following the love of her life to Berlin, where she switched from the performing arts to teaching and completed her state examination in education, eventually rising to the position of headmistress.

She knew exactly how to stage a moment, how she came across when she said something, and what drama was most promising for the moment at hand to persuade the pupils.

Her light, warm Viennese accent helped her a lot in her dealings with the students. In her tight blue jeans, light white blouse with plenty of buttons, black hair pinned up, and a pleasant scent, she radiated self-confidence, sensuality, and tremendous attractiveness.

The boys felt this every time they were as close to her as they were now, and they actually enjoyed being called here. They had never met a woman like Ms. Oberleitner before, either in their family circle or anywhere else in the Brunnenviertel district.

When none of the boys answered, trying to be as cool as possible, she always asked one of them, addressing him by name and with a particularly piercing look, which struck the chosen one like a gentle stab in the heart every time.

This time it was: »Wladimir ...«, whom his gang called Wlad, »... what was going on again?«

He had to muster all his charm to stand up to Ms. Oberleitner and stammered with an unmistakable Russian accent: »We just wanted to play with our little ball, and then the girls took the ball away from us. Well, and then we wanted to get it back.«

Even as he said this, Vladimir realized how small and helpless he sounded. Ms. Oberleitner had the situation well under control.

»And?«, she asked, fixing her gaze on Danny.

»Well, then we had to run after them.«

»And Jamal?«

»We’re not allowed to run in the schoolyard.«

»Correct«, she added again.

»What do we learn from this, Philip?«

»We don’t play with the ball in the schoolyard.«

»Exactly! Remember that.«

»Now go, class is about to start. And I don’t want to see you here again so soon. Next time, you’ll get detention. I’ll keep the ball here for safekeeping.«

She put it in a drawer with the three other confiscated Little Wilson’s that were already there.

That’s more or less how the early morning before school ended, after a few minor incidents that ultimately put everyone in a good mood.

But even when things got really heated, which fortunately rarely happened, not even the older kids dared to say anything to the boys from Year 9. Because the boys from Year 9 were not only the coolest, smartest and most annoying of all at school, but also the most charming and handsome, and the five girls knew that only too well.

The girls, even those in Year 7, secretly adored the five, and all the boys wanted to be like them. Their fashion street style with low-slung, baggy, sometimes holey baggy skateboard trousers, their rap Bermuda shorts with bold prints, their plain hoodies, cheeky pork pie hats and cool baseball caps, and even with their stuffy quilted waistcoats and white high retro Converse trainers, the five set the standard for outfits in the schoolyard.

The casual way they moved in their clothes alone made them cult figures. On this side of the school, where the little ones gathered, and the sun only shone in the afternoon, that was enough to make them the alpha boy group.

When it came to coolness and cleverness, however, the Hijabistas easily outdid the little boys from the other side three times over.

The open staircase, here on the sunny side in the morning, where the older kids met, was the ideal stage for their daily show. Colourful pop art waves on the painted, windowless concrete wall behind them decorated the scene like a magnificently painted theatre backdrop.

Every day, the Hijabistas chose a new style. No one knew how they did it because the clothes were expensive, or at least looked that way.

It is 7:43 a.m. on 26 May 2010.

Annabell, Lara and Maya were nearing the end of their morning dream journey. Behind the bushes and trees of the long garden on Swinemünder Street, their school appeared on the left like a modern fortress, or rather like a space station from a Stanley Kubrick film.

Before that, everyday life went on as usual. The older kids stood around in small groups, cool as ever.

Soon, the three girls would sneak past the older kids across the forecourt and into the school building, as inconspicuously as possible, just like every other day.

But today was different, and everyone here would notice it, including the three girls themselves because it was written all over their faces. An aura surrounded them. An invisible but clearly perceptible sweet glow emanated from them.

At the same time, five boys came out of the headmistress’s office, walked down the long corridor lined with black-and-white portrait photographs of the art club, and crossed the gallery to the upper floor, from where they briefly cast their imperious gaze over the still empty assembly hall. Any moment now, they would come down the wide staircase that crossed the large hall.

»Have you seen her new card on her pin board?«, Philip whispered to his friends, turning around.

»Yes, good girls go to heaven and bad girls go everywhere«, Wlad quoted cheekily.

»The only question is, is she here because she’s a bad girl?«

»I think it’s more because she’s a good girl. After all, we’re the angels here in school heaven.« They all laughed awkwardly and quietly enough not to be heard by Ms. Klein, who was walking a few metres behind them, escorting them to the courtyard.

As Annabell, Lara and Maya walked across the forecourt to the school, they felt bursting with well-being. They were so strong, full of serenity and so much more curious than ever before. Walking the same way to school at the same time as always and meeting the same students suddenly made the three of them feel obviously how different they felt today.

They now saw the older pupils as if through a differently cut kaleidoscope.

»Will we be like that too when we’re in Year 12?«

»Maybe, but we’ll know in a few years at the latest.« Annabell imagined what it might be like to be that old, frowned a little, pulled the corners of her mouth upwards and added, »Looks pretty boring, anyway.«

It sounded like disappointment, a disenchantment with the great ones, whom the three girls otherwise looked up to with great respect. It was a glance back at the others, who stood there like small groups of freezing emperor penguins, and at the same time they felt clearly in the others their own inner leap into a new self.

A quiet, wistful feeling of farewell arose in them, which almost ruined the whole day in the morning.

If it weren’t for the Hijabistas, who once again stood out in bright colours from all the black and dreary colour attempts of the upperclass men.

»We’ll definitely be as dazzlingly cool as the Hijabistas and wear spectacular outfits in the craziest colours.«

»But we don’t need a hijab for that«, Maya added emphatically.

Our three were always a little afraid of the five Hijabistas and thought it’s best to give them a wide berth because they were so tall and unattainably elegant. They were the undisputed queens of the school, whom no cheeky boys, not even teachers, and certainly not three little girls from the seventh grade, were allowed to approach without permission.

Today, however, the three of them felt brave and strong enough to give in to their curiosity and walk very close to the hijabistas.

The six exuded a cloud of the purest fragrance, as appealing as a large, flowering jasmine bush in early summer, and, barely perceptible, a comforting note of nest scent mingled with it. Magically, the Hijabistas drew the three girls closer and closer to them, almost until they were eye to eye with them and their hands inevitably touched the wide fabrics as they passed by.

Every detail of their dresses was now clearly visible, the fine structure of the soft, flowing fabrics in such strange exotic colours.

Today it was a bright, warm yellow with silver ornaments of two vertical parallel jagged lines, in the middle of which twelve stars were arranged evenly in a row.

The Hijabistas loved symbols with profound meanings. The zigzag pattern with the stars symbolized the path of life, the ups and downs that life brings, and the flow of time.

The sun symbol watched over it all.

A belt pulled the dress tightly back at the waist and hugged her body smoothly and closely, showing off her young feminine curves in a breathtaking way and confusing the boys as if she were an unattainable fortress. The fabric flowed down over her shoulders like a wide-flowing tunic, giving her an antique, sublime elegance.

The fact that they liked to correct their teachers in science subjects when their deductions were too far off the mark was one thing. However, the Hijabistas were also pure perfectionists when it came to their make-up. Their skin was matte, flawlessly soft like a baby’s bottom, sublime, elegant like goddesses and cool like models at the same time. They were virtuosos at using mattifying primer, camouflage concealer and contour powder to make everything they personally considered a flaw on their skin disappear.

They also mastered the art of a subtle finish with highlighter and blush. But all this was just the stage for their real attractions, their main players, their broadcasting stations: eyes and lips.

The Hijabistas sharpened their eyes, or rather their gaze, with a confidently applied, deep black cajal line that tapered off into a combative eyeliner. They added subtle colour accents with their favourite eyeshadow cream in shimmering champagne-cream- shades, and made their eyelashes grow with deep black mascara.

They emphasized their lips with a sensual nude lip line and filled them discreetly with liquid lipstick in nude shades, which made them look like delicate flowers in a summer meadow.

The hijabistas were simply cool, perfect, flawless and a little eerie. Like six snakes ready to strike at any moment, they stared at the three little girls who seemed to float past them in slow motion.

But Annabell, Lara and Maya were no longer little mice, and they suddenly became very aware of that.

The Hijabistas, for their part, felt that the three little girls, whom they didn’t actually know, who had suddenly come so close to them and were strolling past them at eye level, were special.

As if seduced or, better yet, spellbound by their aura, which filled them with wonder, they watched them go.

And indeed, the Hijabistas spoke to each other.

»Who are these three? Have you seen these girls here before?«

»No, they must be new, but we shouldn’t lose sight of them.«

»Right! Interesting, I sense some seriously cool potential.«

»We should keep an eye on them and maybe promote the cuties one day.«

Then they fell silent again and gazed into the infinite distance. Perhaps they were thinking about Cohl Furey’s idea and her complex Oktonions 1, or designing their collection for the coming week, or even developing a new spacecraft propulsion system for a new, lighter generation of rockets.

It was clear to everyone that their thoughts were occupied with something higher, for which the space in front of them and the school behind them were too small to arouse their interest.

The three of them walked straight towards the school entrance.

Their knees were still trembling a little after their encounter with the Hijabistas.

Annabell, Lara and Maya were gently guided to the entrance of their school by the colourful wave ornaments on the right side of the large circle on the façade.

With their large red, orange, yellow, purple and even bright matcha green shapes, they could have come straight out of a fantasy anime film.

The school, which looked so bright and cheerful from the outside, transformed into a protective and fortified gateway the closer you got to its entrance. On the left was an orange cube, inside which was the library.

On the opposite side, the fortified entrance was reinforced by a bastion cast in concrete. This was the colourful backdrop with wave ornaments in front of which the hijabistas held court every day.

The flanks of the portal were built over by the upper floor, whose smooth grey concrete underside formed the ceiling. Together, the ensemble formed a two-storey-high, brutal and powerful-looking portal that could lead to a fortress – or like a tunnel to a mysteriously hidden entrance.

After perhaps ten metres, however, the tunnel ended abruptly, opening up into a small emerald-green atrium that bathed the hidden entrance at its end in a soft light.

Curious, narrow rows of windows surrounded the small courtyard, dark and mysterious, across several floors, until it opened up to the sky like an atrium.

The magical green bathed the place in an ambivalent, mystical light. For some, it was a protective, familiar green, like that of a forest. But for those who approached the entrance with dishonest intentions and something up their sleeves, the place must have seemed extremely threatening. For the archway, which was so cheerful, bright orange and colourful, inviting you to come in, at second glance and up close resembled more the gatehouse of a castle.

Perhaps it even resembled the moat of a fortress portal, from which potential besiegers could be kept at bay in the worst-case scenario, to deliver them defenceless to their own archers.

The three girls walked through the portal as they did every day, without thinking about any of this. Unnoticed, the dark rows of windows in the emerald atrium blinked a welcome to the three girls. Deep in the foundations of the school, there was a gentle rumbling like the sigh of a giant. Both bright orange school doors, with their semicircular windows, opened as if by magic, quickly enough not to slow down the three girls’ steps, but slowly enough to lend their entrance a certain dignity.

Annabell skipped a few steps ahead, turned to her friends and walked a few steps backwards, raised her arms, made a graceful gesture and said, »Did you see the hijabistas? How do they do that?«

»What do you mean?«, Annabell replied casually.

»Well, they always look so incredibly perfect and cool.«

»Now that you mention it, they must spend hours in the bathroom every morning«, Maya concluded.

The three of them fell silent for a moment, each thinking about what they did in the bathroom in the morning and how long it took them.

The school gates were now wide open, prepared for the daily rush with the usual shouting, pushing and protesting of the pupils. But for now, it was still the calm before the storm.



1 In the standard model of particle physics, physicists left a number of questions about subatomic phenomena unanswered. Mathematician and theoretical physicist Dr Cohl Furey is attempting to close this gap with the hitherto little-noticed eight-dimensional algebra – the ›octonions‹ – in order to explain strange patterns in the theory of subatomic particles.

Cohl Furey studied and conducted research at the University of Cambridge in the United Kingdom, among other places. Since 2020, she has held a Freigeist Fellowship from the Volkswagen Foundation at Humboldt University in Berlin.
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PAST

Dorothea

Dorothea eagerly lifted the lid of the suitcase carefully and let the dim light from the chamber slowly flow into it. Carefully arranged and masterfully crafted items were revealed. The fall seemed to have done them no harm.

Everything was in its place and impressively well-organized. Elegant boxes, notebooks and books from a world beyond Dorothea’s reach suddenly lay within her grasp, shyly revealing themselves to her.

»The suitcase could have belonged to a teacher at court«, Dorothea speculated. Her gaze fell on a piece of white paper covered in writing and embossed with a coat of arms, which was stuck to the inside of the lid. Dorothea was just able to decipher the meaning of the handwritten, highly ornate letters. She had already learned a little reading from the old soldier who came here twice a week as a teacher to instruct the children around the estate.

Slowly and somewhat uncertainly, as Dorothea had never seen such writing before, she read aloud to herself the name of the owner of the suitcase,

Sophie Magdalena Friederike Beatrix Johanna Wilhelmina Baroness von Danckelmuth – Governess to the Royal Family

Baroness von Danckelmuth

Tutor to the Royal Family

The suitcase contained: A sealed letter of recommendation addressed to His Most Serene Majesty Frederick William, King of Prussia, »Grimm’s Fairy Tales«, »Learning to Read and Write«, »German for Children«, »Magical Incantations – A World Within a World«, and several quills in a beautiful mother-of-pearl case, a small box with 20 inkwells, a considerable stack of writing pads, an empty leather-bound diary with the royal coat of arms, and a didactic guide on how to write letters in cursive.

The suitcase turned out to be a real treasure. Dorothea’s eyes lit up and tears of emotion ran down her cheeks. Her long reddish-blonde hair framed her joyfully beaming face, and a magical connection instantly formed between her and the suitcase.

Dorothea did not show the suitcase to her father because, honest as he was, he would have returned it to its owner. But for Dorothea, it was her pirate treasure, her flotsam, her gift from heaven, which now was hers alone.
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