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Book 1

Fall Back
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“Wer stehen bleibt kann rosten

Und wer rennt kann sich verlaufen”

—muff potter
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Chapter 1
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My father’s self-confident eyes judged me from above, his features exaggerated on the enormous billboard—the egotistic smirk, the dark eyes tinged with condescendence, the receding hairline that exuded experience and importance, the close-cropped beard outlining his strong jawline. “Peter Constantine Realtors—Helping You Cast Your Anchor Since 1979.” 

I squinted up through the brutal second summer sun and tried to figure out which was more oppressive—the heat or my father’s ostentatious expression. Both were overwhelming, and I smirked at the acknowledgment that it was a particularly offensive “father-sun” combo.

From the driver’s seat, I could feel my father’s eyes burning through me like a magnifying glass in the sun. He must have noticed my smirk and mistaken it for pride or excitement. “Yep,” he sighed contentedly, “soon I’ll have to have them take that one down and replace it with a new one.” He paused for dramatics. “‘Peter Constantine and Son Realtors.’ It’s got a nice ring to it.”

I glanced over to see him smiling. And Son. If my name was going to be spared on the billboard, would my face also be so lucky?

Despite the air conditioning pumping full force into my face, I was sweating. The exhaust from the gridlock on I-95 did not make matters much better. It was Thursday afternoon, the last day of September. Why was there so much traffic? Were all these people also headed to the airport?

“You hungry?”

I wasn’t.

“Think of something you’re not gonna be able to eat for the next year. What don’t they have over there in Germany?”

I had to think. I hadn’t really spent much time in Germany, besides one of those short, organized trips after sophomore year in high school, where your meals are taken care of and adjusted to meet US high schoolers’ tastes—usually chicken fingers, or, if you’re lucky and the tour company really wants to show you “authentic German culture,” schnitzel, which is, after all, just a glorified chicken finger.

“I don’t know. Maybe sush—”

“How ‘bout a cheesesteak?” his voice barreled over mine. “They don’t have them over there, I’m sure of it. Hell, you can’t even find a good cheesesteak in this country anywheres outside of Philly.” It was unclear whether he didn’t hear me, or if he heard me and chose to ignore my suggestion. 

In any case, I wasn’t doing any better, actively ignoring my father’s incessant ramblings about real estate, the “goddamn traffic,” the unbearable weather, and my future. 

Our future.

My focus was on the present. As the car slowly inched south, toward the airport, toward the plane that would take me away for the next nine months, my thoughts were anywhere but the future. Or the past, which had recently presented itself again... 

I was on my way to a small town in southern Germany to work at a university’s American Studies department. I had no real expectations or excitement regarding the job. I was just happy to have found something upon graduating. Something that wasn’t working for my father. That would come.

I figured if my whole future was already sorted out for me, I might as well do something selfish and irrational. My own personal Grand Tour of sorts. A quick venture into independence, European-style. But instead of rubbing elbows with aristocrats and admiring fine art, I was on the search for something else. What exactly, I didn’t know. Live in the present, I guess. Try new things. Remove the word “no” from my vocabulary.

The car had reached a walking pace by this point, the city slowly rising in the distance like a morning sun. The highway was shimmering with heat as if the asphalt were exhaling lethal vapors from a hidden subterranean realm. Sad, half-vacant strip malls lined the roadway, weeds overtaking the cracked parking lots. The only signs of life were the poor bastards sitting on tipped over shopping carts, waiting for the bus with t-shirts draped over their heads to protect them from the sun’s merciless rays.

Above the landmark of despair we were inching by—a stretch of shops consisting of a dilapidated dollar store, a liquor store advertising checks cashed, and four empty storefronts—loomed a billboard, baby blue with neon pink cursive and sparkling silvery hearts. Through a cloud of blue diesel exhaust belched from the back end of a Greyhound bus I could make out the words: “Valentine’s—Philadelphia’s Newest Gentlemen’s Club and More...” Beneath a nude woman, candy-apple-red-lacquered fingernails conveniently covering her nipples, was another suggestive slogan: “An erotic eXXXperience.” I turned away as soon as I saw it, trying not to think about Deirdre. 

The past.

The present.

The future?

My father must’ve caught my glance, but evidently could not read the look on my face suggesting the last thing that I wanted was to talk about that place.

“That place...” he said, reaching out his right hand to point at the building, ringed fingers inches from my face. “You know I sold that place? It used to be some huge garage. I got them one hell of a deal.” He whistled between his teeth, a sound usually reserved for when the opposing team belted a home run off a Phillies reliever or when he read about a major tragedy in a country whose name he couldn’t pronounce. “Man, the things they offered me when we closed the deal. Lifelong free admission. VIP-status. Private rooms. And stuff that would make a Vegas vice detective blush.” He let out another raspy whistle, this time more air than melody, slowly shaking his head.

“Hm,” I said, staring straight ahead, willing the traffic to clear up. Searching for a distraction, I reached over and—in a bold move in my father’s car—flicked on the radio, quickly scanning past sports talk programs and HVAC commercials to the local college station. Debbie Harry was singing about a job in a garage, and I hurriedly clicked it off. I was not in the mood for Blondie or my father’s snide comments about my taste in music.

My father looked at me, puzzled. “Anyway, alls I can say is there’s a lot more than just dancing going on at that place...”

“I’m really looking forward to that cheesesteak right now,” I said, hoping to change the subject. 

***
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Reading Terminal was equally crowded as I-95, but we were able to find a small plastic table. The market pulsed and throbbed, the crowd squirming and writhing like amoebas in a petri dish or some infectious disease at the end of a microscope. My father rambled on the whole time, mouth full of cheesesteak, fried onions dropping onto the paper plate beneath him like greasy worms slipping from a bird’s beak. About real estate, about the million-dollar home he had just sold, about how as soon as I got back from “gallivanting” around Germany he’d set me up and have me poised to be making the same kind of sales as he was now. “You see,” he said, wiping Cheez Whiz from his mustache, “the hardest part for me was getting myself established. You know how many people I had to schmooze just to make my first BIG sale? I mean, I’ve been selling since day one, don’t get me wrong. I know what I’m doing. But to make those big sales? I needed to SCHMOOZE!” He finished his last bite and leaned back, the plastic chair creaking precariously beneath his weight. His eyes wandered contemplatively. I enjoyed the rare moment of silence and took another bite of my cheesesteak, wishing instead it were sushi.

Snapping out of his trance, my father leaned toward me, sliding his plate to the side for someone else to come pick up, his arms crossed and elbows resting on the table. “You see, I’ve got you covered. I’ve got you connected. And with your Ivy League smarts, you’ll be making sales in no time. You’ll practically start out on the top! Soon enough, you’ll be the one buying a million-dollar house.” He relaxed back into his seat, arms folded behind his head, a content smile spread across his face. “You’ll be the first person ever to make money after graduating college with a philosophy degree!” he laughed. 

I forced a quick obligatory laugh. I mean, he was setting me up for success, so I should be grateful. But quite frankly, my mind was elsewhere. I was about to get on a plane and cross the Atlantic for the first time in six years, to work in a country where I had barely spent any time. Though I was a little nervous, the excitement of being abroad, the time away, the freedom to come and go as I please, the space between me and everything that was to come, these feelings trumped the apprehension of the new job in the new country. That was all I had on my mind.

That and Deirdre.

***
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We had met in high school through a mutual friend—who may or may not have been somehow related to her—and started dating as soon as I returned from my school trip to Europe. We remained a couple until the day I moved away to college, when Deirdre dumped me in the doorway to my dorm room. 

Over the course of four years of college I stumbled through the stages of grief more than once. Many times I’d stop reading, holed up in the library or lying on my wafer-thin twin mattress, nose buried in Kierkegaard or Kant or Hobbes, and wonder what Deirdre was doing at that exact moment. Wonder where she was. It’d usually only take thirty seconds or so before I’d wind up in an uncomfortable scenario, shake my head, pick up my book, and get back to dissecting Existentialism or the Categorical Imperative. 

I had ended up on the final stage of grief again, my hope redirected toward the future—whether it was the upcoming job in Germany or my career, which had already been established before I had fully entered puberty—when Deirdre had contacted me not much more than a week before my scheduled departure and invited me to come visit. She wasn’t attending college but had moved onto campus with a friend who was studying in Philadelphia. I had begun sneaking over almost every night, borrowing my mother’s Toyota—my mother never drove anymore, and I would never dare take my father’s Mercedes—and returning in the wee hours of the morning, leaving myself enough time to shower and relax for an hour before heading off to my summer landscaping job with my friend Eric. Luckily, my late-night rendezvous had gone unnoticed to my father, especially considering his firm disapproval of Deirdre.

“You know you got a ticket from LaSalle last night,” his comment dragged me out of my dreams. “Parking ticket. 2:16 ᴀᴍ. I found it on the windshield this morning when I went out to fill up the tank.”

I looked away. Reading Terminal was still bustling, full of hungry city workers, school children on class trips, wayward tourists haphazardly wandering the stalls, being greeted with brotherly love, grumpy voices shouting, “Wake the hell up, yous guys’re blocking up the path!”

“Oh, sorry about that,” I responded, not offering any explanation. It was unnecessary. He knew. And I knew that it’d be the last time for at least several months I’d be making the twenty-five-minute trek out to visit her.

But how was I able to drive back home without noticing a parking ticket tucked under the windshield wiper? I must’ve been in a trance, dreaming of Deirdre, still trying to grasp the reality of us together again.

I dug into my pocket and pulled out the last bits of US currency I had on me. A twenty-dollar bill and two crumpled singles. I smoothed them out and handed them over to my father, unaware of the cost of the ticket.

He looked at me confused, almost irritated. “Don’t worry about it. You think I’m really gonna pay it? The hell are they gonna do about it?” He eyed up the last few bites left on my plate. “Besides, the car will never be back on that campus anyway.”

He wiped his mouth again, though he had already finished eating, slid his chair back, and stood up. “So, ready for Germany?”

***
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The airplane was packed. I was lucky enough to be assigned an aisle seat in the middle row, the one neighbor to my right a young, pretty German girl. I stuffed my carry-on into the overhead compartment, tucked my iPod into the seat pocket in front of me, and fastened my seatbelt. Since airlines decided that portable electronic devices will cause the planes to burst into flames and crash for some reason, I decided to read until we reached cruising altitude. I had recently decided to revisit Goethe’s classic Die Leiden des jungen Werthers, suddenly feeling its urgent relevance—a wealthy young man leaves home, travels about, and passionately describes his sensitivity when it comes to love. On the first page, I already felt myself agreeing with the delicate, whiny Werther. “Ich will das Gegenwärtige genießen, und das Vergangene soll mir vergangen seyn.” Enjoy the present, let go of the past, I had kept telling myself. Though that was all easier said than done with Deirdre back in the picture.

After a few pages, Werther started weighing on my eyelids, so I pulled out my iPod. With my eyes closed and my seat leaned back, I took in the sounds of the newest Hot Water Music album. Ever since I had been talking to Deirdre again, the lyrics, the music, the whole sound of the album hit differently—as if it was speaking directly to me.

“It seems like we have the same dreams

It seems like we want the same things

A beginning

So right now, there’s no doubt”

I hoped Deirdre would have the patience to wait for me. I’d be gone not even a full year. Plus, I had decided to come back during the break in March. Initially I was going to stick around, maybe backpack around Europe for a bit. But the day after Deirdre contacted me after four years of silence, I had second thoughts.

The engines started up for takeoff. I straightened my seat and paused the music, remembering the cardinal rule I was currently breaking. We ascended and I watched as the city curved away beneath me to the left. The cars on the highways morphed into scurrying insects, the skyscrapers and buildings bled into a child’s playset, and the Delaware River turned into a trickle bisecting the landscape. Eventually, clouds enveloped the whole scene in some sort of reverse Polaroid action. I took a deep breath, leaned my head back, and relaxed. And thought of Deirdre.

***
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My friend Tyler Brannan had introduced us when we were all sixteen. I had just returned home from my first trip abroad and was eager to tell him all about it. We had just started hanging out again after drifting apart. Inseparable as kids, we inexplicably grew apart about the time we hit puberty, bumping into each other throughout the years. Tyler was just as eager to tell me about Deirdre as I was to tell him about Europe. Apparently, she had just moved to town, the daughter of his mother’s best friend from way back when, and also, according to Tyler’s mom, related to him in some way. Maybe it wasn’t a blood relative, but one of those “my-mom’s-best-friend-is-my-aunt” relationships. Whatever the connection was, Deirdre was the new girl, and Tyler wanted me to meet her.

I was attracted to her at first sight. She was tiny with pale skin that made her sable hair appear darker than it really was, and the most intense, deep green eyes. Her eyes had something sad about them, or maybe just sincere. There was a mystery about her, and that was what sparked my immediate interest. She reminded me of a dark-haired Debbie Harry. Later on, after we had been dating for about two years, shortly before we broke up, she had taken to wearing tight shirts and going braless, not unlike Debbie. This drove me crazy—because it turned me on like nothing else, and because it did the same for everyone else around, which sent extreme sparks of jealousy jolting through my veins. And the thrill of exhibitionism, of being the target of everyone’s desire, was never lost on her. At first, I accepted it. She even allowed me to take a picture of her reenacting that one shot of Debbie Harry squatting in front of an old car, lifting up her white t-shirt and exposing her left breast, staring at the camera with a playful, open-mouthed grin. At the time, I found it sexy and risqué. In hindsight, the photo served as foreshadowing, if anything.

My father never liked Deirdre. He never expressed it vocally, but his silence spoke measures. He had plans for me and his mind had been set for years. And the only thing that could get in the way of these plans, my father thought, was Deirdre. When I was with her I let down my guard. She was the only one to help me step out of my comfort zone. Whether it was skinny dipping in a stranger’s pool at night, going to a party full of college kids home on break, or sneaking out to her house at two in the morning, Deirdre was always tugging me out of the safety net I had become ensnared in. There was even a pregnancy scare our senior year that threatened to undo everything that had been laid out for me. At times, I even thought it was because she knew of my father’s disapproval of her, and this was her way of rebelling against him—by making me inadvertently rebel.

Our rekindling came as an absolute shock to me and at the worst possible time. The last two weeks had been something like a dream, as if a thick sheet of fog had washed over reality. I was coasting through life on autopilot, guided by Deirdre’s siren song, my body steered by impulses shot out of my spinal cord to the synapses of my brain. The night before my departure felt like I was in the music video to that Cursive song, “The Recluse,” dreamlike and unsettling. I could almost hear Deirdre taunting me softly, “You’re in my web now.” All the while the lyrics spun through my head, about being too scared of leaving her bed in fear I’d never lie there again.

Was I really that desperate?

Before I could fall asleep, I was interrupted by the stewardess coming around with beverages. In English, she asked the pretty German girl next to me what she would like to drink. Then she turned to me and asked the same question in German.

“Du kannst Deutsch?” my neighbor half-asked, half-stated with genuine curiosity, after the stewardess handed us our beverages and pushed her cart farther down the aisle.

“Uh, ja,” was my best response.

She smiled and a conversation ensued. She told me her name was Anna and she was studying at the university in Frankfurt. She was in Philadelphia visiting friends she had made during some sort of exchange program in high school.

I told her I had just graduated from college with a degree in Philosophy and a minor in German. That I was on my way to the little town of Ankerich in southern Germany to work for the American Studies department at the university there. That it was a temporary job, and I would be there until June.

I told her I was excited.

What I didn’t tell her was that, unlike many shiftless youths who go abroad because of murky horizons, my horizon was all too clear. I didn’t tell her about my reluctance to approach that clear horizon, or how I had drifted through life spinelessly like a jellyfish following the tides and moon cycles. How my tides had consistently followed a September-to-June rhythm since kindergarten, and how my moon was my father, with me doing the orbiting. I didn’t tell her about the dream I had been having recently, the one where I try to run, but my legs feel like they are made of concrete. I didn’t tell her about the rest of my flawed family. About my mother’s farewell to me, her beloved dachshund, Seymour, cradled in her arm and last night’s—or this morning’s—vodka tonic on her breath, the funky sweet stench whipping at my nostrils like a soggy flag in the wind, reminding me of Deirdre’s breath when I’d sneak over late at night after she had been out partying with people I didn’t know. Or my brother, who I hadn’t seen in over a year. And poor Claudia, who deserved so much more than older siblings and parents who were consistently absent, either physically or emotionally.

And Deirdre. I also didn’t tell her about Deirdre. That I was nervous about leaving behind my recently rekindled affair with her. And how I wasn’t exactly sure whether we were back together or not, and that I was too afraid to ask. That although I was counting my blessings that she had decided to contact me recently—that it was her, for once, reaching out, and not me—that I was concerned about her new job at Valentine’s. That I was disappointed. And worried.

All that I kept to myself, as I had grown accustomed to doing, and allowed our conversation to ease my racing mind. And Anna’s choice to speak to me in German was a huge confidence boost.

However, after urgently excusing myself for the third time to head to the bathroom—I entirely regretted the cheesesteak that my father insisted on eating—the conversation ended. I returned to find her with her headphones on, nose buried in some fashion magazine, and understood she was done with me.

I settled back into my seat, scrolled through my iPod for a fitting soundtrack, and closed my eyes. Somewhere over the Atlantic Ocean, suspended in the evening 40,000 feet above ground, neither here nor there, neither past nor future, I relaxed as John K. Samson sang me to sleep.

“And I’m leaning on this broken fence

Between past and present tense...

But it almost feels okay”
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Chapter 2
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“Ladies and gentlemen, welcome to Frankfurt International Airport. The local time is 7:35 ᴀᴍ and the temperature is fifteen degrees Celsius.”

Still rattled by the rough landing and explosion of applause that shook me from my sleep, I grabbed my bag from the overhead compartment, and, with a quick, embarrassed smile, bid Anna farewell. At least my stomach had settled by that point.

At passport control, I approached with confidence, placing my passport opened to the photo page on the counter, greeting the officer with a friendly “Guten Morgen!” His gaze shot quickly from my face to the photo in the passport and back. It seemed as if he himself was trying to imitate my biometric picture—no smiles, no facial expressions, no emotions allowed.

“What is the purpose of your stay in Germany?” he asked sternly, in German.

“To work,” I replied in German, a sense of pride creeping up in me.

“To verk? Vere iss yor verking visa?” he demanded, switching to English and finally exhibiting a trace of emotion.

“Uh.” I had no answer. My boss had told me that during one of the first days here she’d take me to get my papers. I could feel the crimson heat of embarrassment crawling up my back and into my face.

“If you verk in Tschermany, you mahst haff a verking visa.”

Then I remembered my boss mentioned something about how I’d be able to take classes. How I’d technically be matriculated at the university. What had at first seemed a little odd now made sense to me, some sort of loophole to allow me to work there without necessitating a visa.

“Well, uh, actually,” I stammered, “I’m actually a student.”

The officer stared at me unconvinced.

“I just thought I’d get a side job while I was here,” I added.

His partner leaned over and looked at my passport, then at me. The two chatted quietly for a few seconds.

Without taking his eyes off me, the officer stamped my passport with enough force to register as a small earthquake and handed it back to me.

“If you verk in Tschermany, you mahst haff a verking visa,” he repeated.

Before I could come up with a response, he yelled over my head, “DER NÄCHSTE, BITTE!”

With a lump in my throat and armed with my belongings for the next nine months, I booked my train ticket to Ankerich, patting myself on the back for not selecting the English button on the automated ticket machine.

The train arrived punctually, and I was able to find an open seat to relax in. I stowed my luggage out of the way of the other passengers, and slid the ticket into my wallet, noticing the picture of Deirdre I had recently added. With my light jacket crumpled into a pillow, I leaned back into the seat and drifted off into a slumber that lasted until I was awoken by an announcement that the train had reached its final destination.

Groggy and disoriented, I stepped off the train and into the Stuttgart main station. The air was thick and slightly foul, like onions on the verge of rotting. Homeless men shuffled about, overly dressed for early autumn. Young, fuzzy-lipped teenagers loitered about, slapping hands and yelling at one another in a foreign tongue. Punks with face tattoos and infected piercings stared menacingly at passersby, riding out last night’s bender or adding fuel to the embers of their waning inebriation. Out-of-place tourists wandered about confusedly, eyes fixated on the signs hanging above their heads or the awkwardly folded maps in their hands. Well-dressed businessmen hustled to work, sipping piping hot to-go coffee and talking determinedly into their cell phones. All the while a tinny, half-human voice incomprehensibly announced track changes, delays, arrivals, and departures.

When my train arrived, I grabbed a window seat and took a deep breath, immediately regretting it: the overheated train was peppered with the stench of stale sweat and soggy sandwiches. The automatic doors beeped and closed and the train started with a jolt.

With my face pressed against the window, I took in the scenery as it bled from an urban industrial landscape speckled with smokestacks to a picturesque rural countryside of rolling hills and a river which cut lazily through the fields. The tracks directly outside the city were surrounded by modest gardens, perfectly subdivided into individual plots, each complete with a tiny shack. Heavy-set grandmothers gardened and gossiped, shirtless men lounged lazily, and sleepy cats soaked in the early sun, all under the watchful eyes of the garden gnomes surreptitiously set in the grass.

As the train made its way into more rural areas, the gardens gave way to vineyards and farmlands, the hills shooting directly out of the ground. The colors filtering through the sweat-greased window reminded me of the flag of Rwanda—a patchwork of brownish-greens, with fields of breathtaking yellow flowers in the distance, the sky above a clear blue, with a bright golden sun, recently risen, doing its best to awaken the entire landscape.

The train chugged through the southern German countryside, occasionally sidling up against the river, stopping every five or ten minutes in a town whose name sounded exactly like the one before it, each consisting of reddish-brown-roofed houses protruding from the valley, the more fortunate ones containing a weathered stone castle perched upon a hill in the background.

At one point, the conductor shuffled down the narrow aisle of the train car, checking tickets and leaving in his wake the funk of dried sweat and mildewy clothes that were still damp when put away. I held my breath until he passed into the next car, then stood up and half-opened the thin, rectangular piece of glass that served as a vent above the main window. I sat back down, breathing in the early October air, still warm, but with a promise of coolness to come.

Not even a minute later, I was jolted by a loud bang. One of the grandmotherly women seated behind me had slammed my window shut. I stared at her in disbelief as she returned to her seat muttering something about “der Zug.” I knew we were on a train. It made no sense to me why she was so angry and why she kept repeating the word for “train.” With my face red from embarrassment and discomfort, I settled back into my fabric-lined seat, closed my eyes, and thought of something more pleasant. A cold drink of water. Something warm to eat. Deirdre.

The conductor’s voice on the train’s PA pulled me from my daydream and announced our arrival in Ankerich. Heart racing, back aching, I walked purposefully through the shabby train station, slightly taken aback at the state of the building and people milling about. I hadn’t done much research on Ankerich before accepting the job, but I seemed to remember the town being much more picturesque. Outside, the station opened into a large parking lot, full of idling buses. Behind the parking lot was a lush green park with a tiny lake, full of homeless-looking punks, or punk-looking homeless people, each of them with a bottle in their hands, tossing what I assumed to be bread to a dozen or so large, black crows. I checked the clock above my head. 11:03 ᴀᴍ. Trying my best to look like I knew what I was doing, I walked toward the buses, hoping I’d find one that would take me to the student housing area I had learned was up on a hill overlooking the town. What appeared to be several students were filing into the number two bus, so I followed suit. I bought a one-way ticket from the machine on the bus, praising myself for accepting the leftover euros my father had given to me upon his return from a conference in France the previous year.

The bus departed the station, passing a discount clothing shop and a Burger King. Just as the presence of a pawn shop or bail bondsmen usually spells trouble for whichever town you’re in in the US, this didn’t make a great first impression. At the corner, a huge house entirely covered in spray paint loomed over the bus. Something about not feeling your shackles if you don’t move was all I could make out among the chaotic spattering of bright graffiti.

We eventually turned left and approached a bridge crossing the river and the whole scene changed. Bucolic homes with pastel facades and bay windows shouldered up to half-timbered houses, all mirrored in the calm water below. Bright maroon clay-tiled gables provided the foreground to the pale stone church towers poking up proudly in the background. Tall trees lined the river, their greens giving way to yellows, golds, and reds with the onset of autumn. On either side of the bridge, the railings were crowned with flowers, whose bright and lively colors lent a stunning contrast to the more muted solid shades of the town. The river itself was dotted with gondolas, steered effortlessly by young men. To the right, a restaurant with a cozy biergarten stretched out along the river, full of lunchtime customers sipping tall beers and laughing. To the left, a stone wall, speckled gray, white, and tan, provided a seat for several people perched casually on top, feet dangling above the river below.

The bus made its way across the bridge, down a narrow alley carved out between more ancient homes, and curved right at the top of a hill, passing unimpressive university buildings and hurrying students on their bikes. Leaving all this behind, we climbed yet another hill, one side thick with dark green trees and overgrown bushes spilling out onto the road, threatening to swallow the street, as if the town had completely dissolved into nature.

Toward what I thought must be the last stop on the route, a mechanical male voice announced “Eichholzweg,” the name of the bus stop my soon-to-be-boss, Heike, had emailed me a few weeks earlier. I pressed the stop button and alighted, taking note of my new surroundings.

I checked the mini-notebook I had in my pocket with the address of the student dorm I’d be staying in, internally grumbling about my foolish mistake at passport control earlier and made my way across the concrete pedestrian bridge leading to the student housing area, smirking at the immature graffiti scrawled in nearly illegible handwriting. Crudely drawn penises. Misspelled insults like “Fuck of Natalie.” The word “Legalize” followed by what looked like a poor attempt at a maple leaf.

Three ugly buildings the color of uncooked liver, each one at least ten stories high and obviously built in the architecturally tasteless sixties or seventies, jutted into the sky at the middle of the hill, standing stoically as if they didn’t realize they didn’t belong in this town. Or realized and didn’t care. I stood at the bottom of the building that matched the number in my notebook and craned my neck to look up at the top.

I wheeled my suitcase into the lobby. The room was sparsely decorated and devoid of human presence, short of an old, wiry-haired man and a pretty, blonde girl talking to him, both arms occupied with luggage.

The man turned his head toward me: “Wolled Sie au heud dahana eizieha?” I couldn’t tell whether it was a question or statement. 

“Uh,” I stammered, feeling the sweat on my aching back cause my shirt to stick to it. “Wie, bitte?” I asked him to repeat himself.

“Ob Sie au no dahana eizieha?”

I had no idea what was going on. I had taken German in high school and earned a minor in German at college. But what I learned in high school was limited to ordering food at restaurants and describing clothing, and at college it was all about reading Goethe and identifying proper usage of the dative case. And not counting the few hours since landing, my only experience in the country itself was that “educational tour” after sophomore year, where the only Germans I came in contact with were the old women who served us food at the predetermined restaurants, unceremoniously dropping plates of warmed-up wurst in front of us with an emotionless “Bitte schön.”

The garbled nonsense coming out of this impatient man made no sense to me. If he were to only ask me something about Goethe or dative prepositions!

“Uh, nein. Danke,” I decided would be the best answer.

He looked at the pretty student in front of him, shook his head slowly, grabbed a ring full of keys, and disappeared into the tiny elevator in the next room.

I felt like I had made a mistake. Was he trying to check me in? Did he even mention that word?

What am I even doing here, anyway, I thought to myself. Why did I think it’d be such a great idea to take a job 4,000 miles away from home? Why am I surprised that I feel out of place—haven’t I felt this way my whole life? With my friends, the non-drinker in a hard-partying crowd? At college, the punk-shirt-wearing public-school-product lost in a sea of popped-collar-preppies? With Deirdre, the poindexter with the pinup girlfriend? 

And why did Deirdre decide she wanted me back just a few weeks before I had planned to go away, anyway?

Maybe my father was right, that what I was doing was foolish. Though he had never explicitly stated his opinion, it was always clear that he viewed my decision to study “dead-end” subjects like philosophy and German as valuable as my interest in punk music and Deirdre. To him, the words “desire” and “curiosity” belonged to a foreign language themselves. And the only time he ever used the word “interest” he followed it up with “rate.”

The grumpy old man returned and interrupted my mini existential crisis. He looked me in the eyes, suddenly friendlier now, and asked, in clear-as-day German: “Are you here to move in?”

“Ja,” I responded, relieved that I could finally understand him.

He smiled acknowledgingly, and continued, his German understandable now. “Well, why didn’t you say something when I asked you before?” He turned his back to me to open the door he had just come through.

“I didn’t hear you,” I said.

He stopped and slowly turned around, hand still on the door. “You heard me. You didn’t understand me,” he corrected, a mischievous twinkle in his eyes.

Luckily he turned back around and didn’t see my face redden in embarrassment and anger. If this asshole knew I didn’t understand him, why didn’t he speak clearly the first time, I thought to myself, fuming.

“In any case, my name is Herr Meindt. Like nevermind.”

We stepped into the elevator, which felt more like a broom closet. As the tiny metallic death trap rattled upwards, I looked around at all the graffiti and etchings on the walls. Someone had added an “S” in front of the word for elevator, making a corny drinking joke. Someone else quoted Nietzsche. And directly beneath it someone insulted Nietzsche.

Herr Meindt must have seen my wandering eyes. He shook his head disapprovingly. “These students live like animals.”

The doors parted on the sixth floor and we exited the claustrophobic chamber. The narrow hallway was lined with doors. Some had pictures or posters on them. Most were bare; a blank grayish-white. Herr Meindt droned on the whole time about bedrooms, bathrooms, and showers, but I wasn’t listening. What was the point, anyway? His back was turned toward me, and he had slipped back into whatever nightmare of a dialect he had been speaking when we first met.

We stopped in front of room 624. Herr Meindt fumbled with the keys, finally opening the door to my room. It swung open and it took me all of five seconds to take in the entire room. A minuscule washroom area with a porcelain sink and mirror across from a small closet gave way to a bedroom, complete with a wooden desk and a bed so low it barely reached my knees. Across from the desk was a short bookshelf and two huge windows looking out over a parking garage, directly above the main entrance to the building.

In my head I could hear Deirdre, in her best Blondie impression, singing “Picture This,” about how all she wants is a room with a view.

“Don’t piss in the sink,” Herr Meindt said to me sternly, eyes locked on mine.

“Uh, okay,” I stammered, confused.

He walked me down the hallway to the common kitchen. The room was outfitted with a large table in the middle, a refrigerator in the corner, and cabinets above the sink and stove. There were also nine individual cabinets, symmetrical and identical in size. Some had locks on them.

“Each student gets his own cabinet,” Herr Meindt said, reading my mind. “Don’t steal from your neighbors,” he warned me, again staring directly into my eyes.

There was also a mini-fridge with a lock on it, and a coffee maker on top.

I followed Herr Meindt to the large windows, which served as a sliding door to the balcony. Walking past a bowl of age-softened fruit with a cloud of tiny flies hovering over them like a thin web, I was happy to step outside. The room was a hodgepodge of odors: burnt eggs, assorted earthy teas, stale spilled beer, acrid cleaning products, vinegar, smoked meat.

As soon as I stepped past the grimy curtain caked with grease, the balcony gave way to a spectacular sight: fields patchworked in different shades of summer and autumn, and that bright yellow I had noticed through the window of the train. Behind the fields rose some impressive hills, gently lumbering off into the distance. I could feel the tension in my upper back easing as I stared off into the distance.

“Any questions?” Herr Meindt asked me, placing a set of keys in my hand. He was gone before I could even register his insincere inquiry.

I stood there, spellbound by the view. From somewhere nearby I thought I heard faint music, punk with German lyrics. 

After a few moments, I pocketed my keys and returned to room 624. The room could definitely use some fresh air, so I walked to the two enormous windows and stared at them perplexed. The windows looked nothing like the ones at home. There was a handle that ran vertically from the frame, perpendicular to the windowsill. I grabbed it and turned it upwards, a full 180 degrees. If one position was closed, the opposite would be open, I foolishly assumed. Suddenly the entire pane came falling toward me from above. With both hands pressing hard against the glass and both ass cheeks pressing firmly against each other to keep the shit from escaping my bowels, I struggled to prevent myself from being minced to pieces by the massive pane. Eventually, I caught my breath, slowly and steadily pushed the window back into place, and returned the handle—and my asshole—to its original position. Fresh air would have to wait.

I turned, took two steps, and flopped down onto the tiny bed. There was a crack, then a rattling on the floor. I groaned and sat back up. Peering under the bed I noticed a wooden slat, which had apparently fallen loose from the frame. No box springs here.

I plopped back down onto the bed. I’ll deal with that later, I thought to myself as I closed my eyes.
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Chapter 3
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The sound of the world ending woke me the next morning. Glass bottles smashed and popped, metal crunched and shrieked, all amplified by what sounded like a steel box of pure cacophony. I kicked off the thin sheets, pressed my bare feet to the cold floor, and scuttled over to the window. A recycling truck emptying the seemingly endless collection of metal recycling bins. I checked the time. 7:15 in the morning.

Immediately my swollen bladder announced its presence. I slid into a pair of shorts, tossed on a t-shirt, grabbed my keys, and hurried out into the hallway. I was greeted by the sterile row of off-white doors lining the endless hall. Reaching back into my mind, I could not remember which door Herr Meindt said led to the bathrooms. It didn’t help that every door was closed. And I was not about to go trying every one of them until I found one that opened.

Gritting my teeth, I turned and went back to my room. I closed the door, turned on the faucet, stood on my tippy toes, and peed in the sink. Nevermind, Herr Meindt.

I decided to put together my room before showering—if I was able to find the shower—then head out to explore Ankerich. On my walls, I hung up a few posters I had brought from home along with some photos of bands cut out from magazines and two postcards, one depicting a night scene of Philadelphia and one of the Jersey Shore. My laptop and my German-English dictionary filled out my desk. Somehow, the room still looked naked. As I was dragging my empty suitcase into the closet, it hit me: the framed photo I had of Deirdre. I ran my hands through each of the pockets in the suitcase until I found it, sliding it out and cupping it softly in my hands like a stolen jewel.

She had given me the photo the day before I left for Ankerich. A photo of herself laughing, mouth open, head tilted slightly back and to the left, eyes half-closed. Her dark hair slightly lighter in the photo, and her face lit by the sun, so bright and alive. Caught mid-laugh, in a moment of pure bliss, the image radiated happiness. The type of photo displayed at a funeral or flashed on-screen during a news report about some tragedy.

I never asked who took the photo.

Taking a step back into the mini washroom area, I took it all in. Here I was, twenty-two-years old, recently graduated from college, and back in a dorm room. And excited about it.

Standing there, in that spot, I couldn’t help but think of our end.

Deirdre had accompanied my father and me to help me move into college. My mother was probably too drunk or didn’t know which day it was. My brother had already been gone for several months at that point, or maybe he was in rehab, I don’t remember. My sister was too young, and with her issues it would’ve made no sense.

The few-hour drive felt like an eternity, despite my father’s erratic driving. His incessant rambling battered our ears like an infinite summer storm, drumming out any chance of Deirdre and me talking. His mundane monologue was nothing new to me, and nothing Deirdre cared to know. His experience in college. The most recent homes he had sold. The traffic.

I kept stealing glances back at Deirdre in the mirror, but her attention was directed elsewhere. 

After we had carried in my belongings and I had set up a picture of me and Deirdre on the boardwalk on my desk, my father picked a place for us to eat. Upon returning to the dorm, it was time to say goodbye.

I shook my father’s hand, and he left, having at least enough decency to allow me and Deirdre to take leave of each other in privacy. She stood in my room, facing the hallway. I stood in the hallway, looking into my new room as if to block her from leaving. We embraced, and with her mouth inches from my ear, she said, quietly, “I think we should break up, Jake.”

My heart stopped. I stared into my room, focused on the picture of us. Ocean City. The previous summer. July. I remembered the warmth resonating from the sand and the cool breeze blowing off the ocean.

“It’s for the best,” she continued. “I need space.”

I was dumbfounded. My college wasn’t exactly across the country, but a couple hundred miles surely provided enough space, right?

My numb limbs were finally able to loosen the embrace, my entire body suddenly feeling foreign.

“I don’t get it, Didi.” She hated being called Didi.

She broke the embrace, stepped back so that I’d maybe do the same. Once I had given her a few inches of space, she stepped past me into the hallway.

“Besides, Jake... I cheated on you.” She looked down and brushed a stray strand of dark hair out of her face, tucking it behind her left ear. “Well, I’ve been cheating on you,” she said, looking up.

I stood there, mouth agape, probably looking like a fucking idiot. I was a fucking idiot.

“I’m sorry. I mean,” she paused and sighed. “I don’t know. I love you, I really do. It’s just... We need a break right now. Well, more than a break.”

She took a step toward me, hugged me one last time. “Listen, you’ll be fine. Focus on school. You’ll do great. I know you’ll crush it here. Maybe you’ll even find a cute little brainiac girl to marry and have cute little brainiac kids with,” she tried joking.
She kissed my cheek, patted my shoulder, and left.
I wondered how the drive back would be.

I forgot to ask who it was she had cheated on me with. Had been cheating on me with.

A toilet flushed, washing away that sour memory. A bathroom. Someone had just used a bathroom. I spun around and opened the door to look outside. Maybe I’d catch someone leaving and figure out which door would lead me to the secret room.

After thirty seconds of waiting, I gave up. But directly across from me was a door. It sounded like that’s where the flushing had come from. Collecting all my courage, I cautiously opened the door and slowly peeked in. I was immediately overcome by an olfactory nightmare. With the collar of my t-shirt covering my nose, I took inventory of the room. Three stalls lined the right, two doors on the left. I opened one of the doors to the left. Showers. Holding my breath, I turned to leave. Out of the corner of my eye, I noticed something on the floor beneath the farthest stall. A small stack of neon pink papers. I tiptoed over and picked one up.

It was a flyer for a punk show. Thursday, November 11th. At a place called the Schlachthof in Ankerich. Only four euros.

Wondering to myself about what kind of person leaves flyers where they shit, I stuffed the piece of paper into my pocket and went back to my room to gather my showering supplies.

***
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After showering, I felt like a new person. I decided to get dressed and go explore Ankerich. Maybe even find the Schlachthof.

The hallway reeked like vinegar. I couldn’t tell whether it was the cleaning agent the Putzfrau was using or her sweat. Either way, I held my breath, excused myself by muttering an “Entschuldigung,” and squeezed past her toward the elevator.

Outside, the sun cut through the cool air, warming my face. I bought a ticket, nudged my way into the bus crowded with the children lugging around boxy backpacks, and headed into town. The clouds above the massive hill to the left reminded me of the opening credits to The Simpsons. Grayish-white puffs dotted the grassy slope, drifting lazily across the meadow. Sheep, I was able to determine as the bus slowly rattled toward the downtown.

Though it was only the second week of autumn, the season had loudly proclaimed its arrival in Ankerich. The sun falling through the cottony clouds washed the fifteenth-century homes in warm light, filtering the pale colors of the artistic architecture. Leaves, yellowed and reddened by the season, sparkled among the green in the trees lining the river. The ones dead enough to release themselves from their branches did so, spiraling graciously to the earth, landing with a muted tap.

I made my way from the bridge toward what appeared to be the old part of town. The tiny, cobblestoned roads were free of cars and lined with bakeries, ice cream cafés, bookstores, and antique shops. Almost every corner was occupied by a restaurant with tables outside and waiters wearing white shirts and black
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