
    Castle Lord Wanted Urgently

    Let’s imagine a picturesque, sleepy little town nestled in a valley in the heart of Rhineland-Palatinate. It is called Elfenstein. Its residents are simple, honest people. Several mountains surround the town. On one of the mountains stands an old, dilapidated castle that glows brightly every night under neon lights. The old town is surrounded by half-timbered houses, through which a small river flows. Near the old town stands a church whose steeple soars high into the sky. Not far from there is the town hall, where a meeting is currently taking place. All the council members are present and seated at a table. As usual, they meet regularly for a closed-door session convened by the town’s mayor. Various items are discussed and decided upon. The last item on the agenda is: How can we make our city more attractive to tourists! The mayor asks for suggestions. The members look at each other questioningly, then a soft murmur ripples through the room. Then one raises his hand. “Hans,” says the mayor, “what’s your suggestion?” “Well, we could put out more flower boxes.” At that, the other members, all seated around a round table, burst into loud laughter. “What’s the point of that?” asks the mayor. “Well, I thought it would make our town look nicer.” Then another member speaks up. “Klaus, what’s your suggestion?”

    “Maybe we should make our park a little more attractive, for example with a special playground.”

    “That won’t do any good either. Every town and village already has a playground these days. No, it would have to be something very special to . Something that no one else has.” Then a woman speaks up. “Sonja, what do you have to suggest?” asks the mayor.

    “How about we organize a festival? That would attract a lot of visitors.”

    “You’re right, but we already have our traditional fair with its parade, where out-of-town marching bands also participate.”

    “That’s not what I had in mind.”

    “What were you thinking of, Sonja?”

    “It would have to be something really special, something out of the ordinary.”

    “And what?” asks Klaus.

    “How about a castle festival at the castle ruins?”

    “That would certainly be something special; I agree with you there, Sonja.”

    “Yes, I think our local heritage association would be happy to support us with that,” the mayor admits.

    “Aren’t you a member of that association?” asks Hans.

    “I’m not, but Tobias is.”

    “Yes, I’m in the local heritage association and I could talk to the board. I’m sure they’d be on board.”

    “We could do it in a medieval style. With costumes like they used to wear. And market stalls like back then,” says Sonja.

    “Yeah, maybe we should also showcase old traditions, like how they used to work,” suggests Tobias. “Great, I think that’s a good idea,” the mayor concedes.

    “What do we actually know about our castle and our former lords?” Hans asks the mayor.

    “All I know about our castle is that there are records of when it was roughly destroyed, and there are descriptions of what it’s supposed to have looked like back then. Based on the remains of the walls that can still be found up on the castle ruins. I don’t actually know anything about the people who once lived there, but why are you asking me that, Hans? Why do you want to know?”

    “I was just thinking, what if we did know?”

    “And what difference would that make? There’s no one left there,” replies the mayor.

    “Just imagine if we were to say there was, or if we’d discovered that there was still an ancestor of our last castle owner. I could imagine that this knowledge would attract many visitors, just out of curiosity, to see him and get to know him.”

    “It certainly would. But we don’t have an ancestor, and who do you want to put there?”

    He shrugs.

    “Hans’s idea isn’t so bad, Mr. Mayor. He’s right, that would definitely attract a lot of visitors,” Klaus interjects. “But to claim that we’ve identified an ancestor of our former castle owner would be a lie. But what if we say we’ve probably found an ancestor of our former castle owner? Would that be a lie too? No one but us knows whether we even looked for one. When the time comes, we could just say our assumption unfortunately wasn’t confirmed. What do you think?”

    A murmur ripples through the room again.

    “Folks,” says the mayor. “I understand where you’re coming from, but we can’t do that.”

    “Yes, we can,” says Tobias, “but it has to stay between us; nothing can get out. Promise me.”

    “We’re in,” all the council members call out one after another.

    “I’m not taking the blame for this,” the mayor replies, “but in the end, I’ll have to take responsibility for it.”

    Two days later, an article appears in the daily newspaper with the following text:

    
      

    

    THE CITY OF ELFENSTEIN ANNOUNCES

    After thorough research, we have succeeded in

    identify a possible ancestor of our former

    castle owner.

    Further details still need to be investigated.

    The Mayor

    On the very same day the article was published, the phones at City Hall were ringing off the hook. Reporters kept calling, wanting to know more. But they always reached only the secretary, who brushed them off with the words: “I’m not authorized to give out any information on that.” Late in the afternoon, the phone rang again. The secretary answered. A professor from a university was on the line; he asked for an appointment with the mayor. She asks him to hold the line for a moment. She then hurriedly gets up, knocks briefly on the mayor’s door, and steps right in. “A professor from Munich is on the phone; he wants an appointment. Should I give him one?” “Yes, yes,” the mayor replies. The secretary closes the office door behind her and goes back to the phone. Then she answers. “I could give you an appointment next week at the earliest.” “Listen,” says the professor, somewhat annoyed. “I’ve come a long way, and I’m not here to be fobbed off by you. I need to speak with your mayor today. Please make me an appointment today or by tomorrow morning at the latest. Then I’ll book a hotel room in your city—surely you have something like that, don’t you?”

    “Of course. All right, come by tomorrow at eight o’clock, and you can speak with him.” Then he hangs up. She transfers the call to the mayor and tells him about the appointment.

    Shortly before eight o’clock, there’s a knock at the secretary’s door. “Come in,” she calls. Immediately afterward, he enters and walks purposefully toward the secretary’s desk. The professor is a man of imposing appearance. “Is he here? Can I go in right away?”

    “Wait a minute, who are you, anyway?”

    “The professor—we spoke on the phone yesterday, don’t you remember?”

    “Of course. But I don’t know you. As you can see, I don’t have a videophone. I’ll put you through right away.”

    She stands up, walks to the office door, and knocks. From inside, she hears the mayor call out, “Come in.” She opens the door, and the professor steps right in, even though she’s still standing in the doorway, and she closes it behind him. The mayor is sitting behind his desk. But as the professor approaches him, he stands up and greets him by extending his hand. Then he offers him a chair that stands in front of his desk.

    “How may I help you?” the mayor asks politely.

    “My name is Ebner. I’m a historian and genealogist, and I’ve heard about your case. I understand you’ve found a possible ancestor. How were you able to identify him, and what can you tell me about it?”

    “Well, I can’t and won’t provide any details on that yet. It’s not yet 100% certain that it’s really him. My secretary told me you’re from Munich. How did you hear about this?”

    “That doesn’t matter right now, but if you’re interested: one of my students told me about it. He’s apparently from your city, and his father told him about it, or so he told me.”

    “Oh, and so you made the long trip here.”

    “I must admit, this case has piqued my curiosity. But don’t change the subject now—tell me how you were able to track him down.”

    “Well, I can’t say anything about that.”

    “All right, then hand over your files; I’ll review them.”

    “I can’t do that; it’s still classified.”

    “Does that mean you have nothing at all? Was that just a bluff?”

    The mayor’s face turns pale.

    “So it is true. I can see it in your face. I was right—at least admit it.”

    “Yes, I admit it—we wanted to make our town a little more attractive to tourists.”

    “So I made this long trip for nothing, which I’m very disappointed about. But it doesn’t have to be that way, so I’m going to make you a proposal. You hand over everything you have about your castle ruins, about any possible construction plans, and I need access to the church records. Talk to the priest in charge. I’d also like to speak with neighboring parishes. Perhaps there are still some records there, or maybe something can be found in the church records. Give me free rein. This case has piqued my curiosity.”

    “I’ll make all the necessary arrangements,” the mayor replies. Both men stand up and shake hands. He accompanies the professor to the office door. “I’ll make sure the documents are brought to your hotel.”

    “No,” the professor replies. “Let me into your archives; I’ll find what I need myself.”

    “My secretary will show you the way.”

    With these words, they part ways. The secretary then fetches a key and leads him to the basement of City Hall.

    “When you’re done, please lock up and bring the key back up to me,” she asks him.

    Then she leaves, and the professor looks around. Dusty files lie on the shelves. Finally, he finds what he’s looking for in a corner. Plans of the destroyed castle are neatly organized in a file. The date of the destruction is also noted there. He continues to look around. But none of the other files suggest any knowledge of the castle. He takes the file and goes to the door, then turns off the light and leaves the basement room. As he does so, he locks the door. With the file under his arm, he goes up the stairs, knocks briefly on the secretary’s door—she comes to the door immediately—and hands her the key to the archive.

    “I’ll take this with me,” he says, pointing to the file.

    In his hotel room, he takes a closer look at the file, noting the years of its destruction and the exact date when the castle was presumably built. Then he picks up the phone in his room and calls the front desk.

    “This is the guest from room 12. Please connect me to the local parish office and put them through.” Then he hangs up. Shortly afterward, the phone rings. The pastor answers, giving his name and the name of the parish.

    “Father,” he says, “I am Professor Ebner. I am a historian and genealogist and hold a chair at the University of Munich. I assume the mayor has already informed you about me.”

    “Yes, he has.”

    “Good. Then you already know that I would like to have access to the church records. Would you be willing to do that?”

    “Yes, of course. But you’d have to come here for that.”

    “Gladly. I’ll be on my way right away. See you later.”

    With his notes saved on his laptop, he sets off and is standing in front of the rectory just a few minutes later. The pastor opens the door for him himself and immediately invites him in. He leads him into his office and asks him to sit down. After taking a seat himself, he speaks to the professor.

    “The mayor called me this morning and told me that you’d like to look at the church records. Of course, I’ll grant you access. You just need to tell me what time period you need the records for. Then I’ll fetch them for you.”

    “How far back in history do your records go?”

    “Far, very far. If I recall correctly, all the way back to the 11th century.”

    “Good. The earlier the church records go, the better. Maybe I’ll find something there.”

    “But I must warn you. They’re a bit dusty—the books, I mean.”

    “I’m used to that. Please fetch them for me.”

    “It will take a while. In the meantime, I’ll ask my cook to bring you something to drink. You’ll need it with all this dust. What would you like to drink?”

    “Mineral water will do.”

    “All right, I’ll tell her. She’ll bring it to you right away. In the meantime, I’ll go get the books.”

    As the pastor leaves the room, the professor’s gaze wanders back and forth across the room. Shortly afterward, the door opens and a somewhat older woman carrying a tray with a glass and a bottle of mineral water on it enters the room. She sets the tray down in front of him and leaves the room again. The professor pours himself a drink and takes a big gulp from the glass. Bored, he glances briefly at the watch on his wrist and then back at the door. Shortly afterward, the pastor enters, laden with two thick books.

    “Ah, I see my cook has already brought you something to drink,” he says as soon as he enters.

    “Yes, hand it over.”

    “These are the oldest church records I have.”

    “Just put them here and don’t bother me any further.”

    The pastor places the books on the table in front of him and walks over to his desk. The professor opens the first book and begins reading. Births, weddings, and deaths are recorded in it, along with dates and locations. Baptisms and confirmations as well. He turns to the oldest book and goes through the list of all the names. He pays particular attention to the places of all the births. But in the book, he finds only names of births in the city. After looking through the first book, he turns to the second one. And again, all the births are recorded in the city. When he reaches the last page, he discovers that a great many deaths are recorded here. The pastor is still sitting at his desk, preparing a sermon. Then his phone, which is sitting on the desk in front of him, rings. He picks up the receiver and answers. On the other end is a man who would like to make an appointment. The pastor checks his ter mcalendar and gives him one, then hangs up. Immediately afterward, the professor speaks to him.

    “Reverend,” he says, “I see here that there are a great many deaths recorded. Do you know if there was an epidemic in the city?”

    The pastor stands up and walks over to him. The professor shows him the data. The pastor looks closely at the data, then says, “I’m not aware of anything like that. But take a look at the historical data. There was an epidemic in Germany once.”

    “Much later,” the professor objects. “Back during the Thirty Years’ War. There was the plague then. But just look at this data.”

    “Maybe there were some epidemics back then; I don’t know.”

    The pastor goes back to his desk and continues working on his sermon. The professor looks at his notes and compares them with the data in the church register.

    “That could fit,” he says aloud to himself.

    “What do you mean?” the pastor calls out to him.

    “According to the information I have about the castle, this fits with its destruction. I think the French raided the town, slaughtered the inhabitants, and then attacked the castle and destroyed it. That explains the high death toll. But I still have no clue as to who owned the castle. I’ll keep looking. Maybe I’ll find a clue among these records. I’ll take another closer look at the names.”

    He finishes looking through the book.

    “Can you bring me the next one?” he calls out to the pastor.

    “Tomorrow, not today. I still have work to do. Please come back tomorrow. How about the same time as today?”

    “All right, then I won’t bother you any further.”

    He packs up his notes and stands up, then says goodbye and leaves. He has parked his car right in front of the parsonage. He drives back to the hotel, where he goes over his notes again in peace. The next day, as agreed, he rings the doorbell at the pastor’s house. The cook lets him in and asks him to wait in the hallway.

    “The pastor is still in a meeting,” she explains to him.

    There is a bench in the hallway, which he walks over to and sits down on. Soft voices can be heard coming from the pastor’s office—those of a man and a woman. The pastor’s voice can also be heard. Finally, the voices quiet down and the door opens. A young couple comes out.

    “Oh, you’re already here,” the pastor greets him when he sees him. “Come on in,” he continues, “the next books are already waiting for you.”

    The professor walks past the pastor, who holds the door open for him. He goes straight to the table where the next two books are lying and opens one. Once again, he comes across many deaths. But then he discovers a nobleman’s name among the deaths that he hadn’t noticed before. He flips back a few pages to look for a birthdate that he might have missed earlier. But he doesn’t find one. Then he opens the page with the nobleman’s name again and keeps looking. Just a few lines further on, he finds a wedding date. In the same book, he also finds the names of two sons.

    “I’ve found something,” he calls out to the pastor, who is sitting at his desk.

    “What?” he asks.

    “Nobles—there are nobles listed here; they must be the lords of the castle. Now I have to trace their family tree. I’m curious to see if there are any descendants left. For that, I’ll need the next book.”

    “You’ll get it. But not until tomorrow,” the pastor replies promptly.

    “All right, then I’ll come back tomorrow at the same time as today.”

    “Agreed,” the pastor replies.

    Satisfied, the professor gets into his car and drives back to his hotel. He heads to the restaurant. The waitress comes to the table.

    “Please bring me a dry white wine and the meal I ordered this morning.” No sooner has the waitress left than his phone rings.

    “Yes, please,” he says. On the other end of the line is the mayor.

    “Hello, Professor Ebner, have you found anything yet? The journalists won’t let up. Our phone is ringing constantly.”

    “Yes, there is actually something new. I’ve come across the names of nobles. They could have been the lords of the castle. After all, the common people didn’t own castles. I’ll look into it further tomorrow. I’ll let you know when I find out more.”

    “Good, at least a ray of hope. See you soon.”

    The waitress comes to the table and brings the food. He places his phone on the table next to him.

    The next morning, he’s standing in front of the rectory on time again, and the cook lets him in. This time, she leads him straight into the office.

    “The pastor isn’t here yet, but he’s already left the books out for you. He says you don’t need to wait for him.”

    “Thank you, you can go now; I’ll find my way around.”

    “Shall I bring you a cup of coffee, or would you prefer something else?”

    “No, no, coffee would be fine.”

    He goes over to the books, sits down, and opens one. There’s a brief knock on the open door, then the cook comes in with a tray holding a cup of coffee, milk, and sugar, and sets it on the table.

    “Put it there,” he says quietly, his gaze wandering over the book. She quietly leaves the room again. First, the professor looks for the sons’ names under the marriages. He hopes to find the names of his descendants under the births. But he finds no marriage record with their names. Then he checks the death records. There, he finally finds what he’s looking for. They are all listed there. The same date is listed for all four: He immediately picks up the phone lying on the table and dials the mayor’s number; the mayor answers right away.

    “This is Professor Ebner. I’m afraid I have bad news for you. I’ve looked through the next book. Unfortunately, the names of the nobles are listed among the deceased. They were likely all slaughtered by the French who destroyed the castle. As I see it, there are no descendants left. I probably won’t find anything else here. But I’d like to take a look around the neighboring town. Maybe there’s a clue there. Would you please put me through to the pastor there?”

    “I’ll do that right away. I’ll call you back in a moment.”

    Five minutes later, the professor’s phone rings.

    “Yes,” he answers.

    “I spoke with the parish; you can come right away. They’ve agreed.”

    “Good, then I’ll head over right away.”

    “It’s the rectory right next to the church; you’ll have no trouble finding it.”

    “Thanks, I’ll be in touch.” With that, the professor hangs up.

    He closes the book, gathers his things, and walks into the hallway. There he calls out to the cook. “Hello.” She comes into the hallway.

    “What is it?”

    “Please convey my thanks to the pastor and tell him he can put the books away again. They aren’t helping me with my search.”

    “I’ll let him know.”

    “Oh, and thanks again for the coffee.”

    His car is parked out front. He puts his things on the passenger seat, buckles up, and drives off. Just fifteen minutes later, he arrives at the other parsonage, where they’re already expecting him. The pastor greets him as soon as he arrives.

    “Come in,” he says kindly. “The mayor of our neighboring parish mentioned you to me. I know you want to look at our church records. For what time period do you need the books?”

    “For the period when the castle was destroyed. Before and after that.”

    “I’ll go get them; I’ll be right back. In the meantime, please have a seat.”

    The pastor immediately turns and leaves. The professor looks at the books on a shelf, then sits down again. Shortly thereafter, the pastor returns with the church records, which he immediately hands to the professor. Page by page, he reads tirelessly. It has already grown late, and twilight is slowly setting in. Then he discovers something that instantly piques his curiosity.

    “Tell me, Father, I’m reading something here. It says that the Virgin Anna was defiled by a nobleman and she bore a son. Are there any stories about that?”

    “Wait a moment, I think so.”

    He goes to his bookshelf and pulls out a small book.

    “This book contains old traditions, some true and some made up. Let me take a look.”

    Then the pastor opens the small book to a few pages.

    “Oh, look, there’s something here. It says that the maiden Anna worked as a kitchen maid at the castle. She fled the castle because a nobleman defiled her.”

    “In other words, someone was too forward, or, as we say today, she was raped.”

    “That must have been it,” says the pastor.

    “Do we know who it was—the old man or his sons?”

    “There’s nothing about that here.”

    “Never mind, at least now I have a descendant.”

    “Women who gave birth to an illegitimate child back then didn’t have a good standing in society. Neither did the child, even though it was the least to blame for its origins. These children were often insulted; that’s just how it was back then.”

    “Is the child’s name known?” asks the professor.

    “It probably isn’t in the baptismal register, but maybe here in my book,” says the pastor, turning the page.

    “Ah, here. So according to the stories, the boy’s name was Xaver.”

    “Is there a last name? There isn’t one listed here.”

    “Wait a moment. It says here that, to escape the shame of the town, the Gruber family took the girl and her child away.”

    “Where?”

    “It doesn’t say here.”

    “May I take a look at the book?”

    “Of course.”

    The pastor walks over to the professor and hands him the book. The professor looks at the open page and then flips through the rest of it. He reads quietly.

    “Hmm,” he says, “I don’t see anything that might point to that either.”

    Then he closes the book and hands it back to the pastor, who puts it right back on the shelf. The professor looks at the pastor and says, “Perhaps she was taken to a relative in another town, or she was married off to someone from another town to restore her honor.”

    “Possible—anything is possible; I don’t know,” replies the pastor.

    “Then I’ll have to start another search,” the professor replies. As he stands up, he adds, “In any case, thank you again for your help.”

    “You’re welcome.”

    At dinner in the hotel, he goes through his notes as usual. As he does so, he hears a faint moan. After he finishes eating, he goes to his room. Shortly afterward, his phone rings. He answers it. The pastor is on the other end of the line.

    “Sorry to bother you,” he says. “I spoke again with one of our elders who has taken a keen interest in our congregation’s past. He also wrote a lot in the book. He spoke with many families and wrote down what they still remembered from the past. He was able to tell me that the girl was sent to a farm; she had to work there as a maid to support herself and her son. The farm isn’t far from here. You can reach it about ten kilometers up the valley. It’s the first farm, well before the village.”

    “Does the farm still exist today?”

    “Yes, there are still a few old farms in our area.”

    “Thank you very much for your call; I’ll set out first thing tomorrow morning. It’s already dark now.”

    “I’m glad I was able to help you a little more.”

    With a satisfied smile, he turns off his cell phone.

    The next morning, right after getting up, he dials the mayor’s number. His secretary answers.

    “This is Professor Ebner. May I speak with the mayor, please?” he asks.

    “I’m sorry,” she says, “but the mayor is currently out on an appointment. Is there anything I can tell him?”

    “Yes, please tell him to call me back.”

    “I’ll pass that along.”

    Then they both hang up. He immediately gets dressed and goes downstairs for breakfast. He quickly finishes his last sip of coffee, then strides over to his car. Fifteen minutes later, he reaches the farm. It’s pouring rain. He drives straight up to the house. An older man in work clothes comes to the door of the cow barn and stops in the doorway. The professor gets out and walks over to him. He stands in front of him. The rain is pelting down on them.

    “Are you the farmer?” he asks him.

    “Yes,” the man replies. “What are you doing on our farm?” he continues.

    “Didn’t the pastor of the Winterbach parish call you and tell you I was coming?”

    “No pastor called me. Are you from the church? I give enough.”

    “No, no. I think I should introduce myself first.”

    “Come on in to the barn,” the farmer interrupts him. “You’ll get completely soaked if you keep standing out there in the rain,” he continues.

    “Thank you very much,” says the professor and walks a short distance into the barn with him.

    “Well, why I’m here. I don’t want any money from you, just some information. I’m a historian and genealogist, and I’m looking for a certain woman who used to work here.”

    “Why, does she still want money from us?”

    “No, she’s been dead for a long time. She’s not making any more demands for money.”

    “Well, that’s good then. Come on, we’d better go inside.”

    He walks with him to the front door and opens it, then calls for his wife. She comes to the door right away.

    “We have a guest; please take him to the kitchen—I’ll be right there. I just need to take off my boots.”

    “Come in,” his wife says.

    He follows her. A moment later, the farmer is there too. He asks the professor to take a seat, then the farmer and his wife sit down as well.

    “So, what’s this about, Mr. Historian and Genealogist?”

    “Well, the case dates back several hundred years.”

    “What, that long?” the farmer’s wife interrupts him.

    “Yes. It concerns a young woman who had a child by a nobleman, and her parents then brought her here to the farm to work as a maid. Her name was Anna, and the son was named Xaver. Do you know anything about this? Did she leave, and what became of her son Xaver?”

    “No, I certainly don’t know anything about it,” says the farmer’s wife.

    “She can’t either,” the farmer objects. “Because the farm has always been in our family. Even back then,” he continues. “Many maids and farmhands have worked on this farm since then. How am I supposed to remember one who lived long before my time, long before I was born!”

    “Are there perhaps stories from the past, stories people tell on a cold winter evening by the fireplace?” asks the professor.

    “A few,” the farmer replies spontaneously. “But I can’t think of any right now that have anything to do with that woman,” he continues. “Actually, one does come to mind. It was in the winter. My grandmother told it once, and she had heard the story from her grandmother. It was a freezing cold winter. There was so much snow on the roof that the rafters creaked. People were afraid the roof truss would collapse. Then a snowstorm came up and it got even worse. But our farmhand Xaver fetched a ladder—the longest one he could find—and leaned it against the house and shoveled the snow off the roof. They say he was so frozen through afterward that he caught pneumonia.”

    “Did he die from that?” asks the professor.

    “As far as I know, no.”

    “What became of him?”

    “After that, he was celebrated as a hero in the village. And I think he also got married, to a girl from the village.”

    “Do we know if he moved away?”

    The farmer shrugs. The professor’s cell phone rings. He answers it.

    “This is the mayor. You asked me to call you back.”

    “Yes, just a moment, I’ll call you right back.”

    Then he presses the red button.

    “I’d like to thank you. You’ve been a great help to me. Thank you for taking the time to speak with me. I’ll be on my way now.”

    He shakes both their hands and walks out to his car, which he gets into right away. In the car, he dials the mayor’s number, and the mayor answers immediately. “Yes.”

    “Hello, it’s me again. You wanted to stay informed about the situation. So, what I’ve found out is that a girl who works at the castle had a child with a ‘nobleman.’ She and the child lived on a farm as a ‘ ’ maid and farmhand. He’s supposed to have married her. That’s all I’ve been able to find out so far.”

    “Well, that’s something, at least. Keep going.”

    “I will.”

    Just as he presses the red button, there’s a knock on his window. The farmer is standing next to the car. The professor rolls the window down a little. It’s still pouring rain, and the farmer is getting wet.

    “What is it?” asks the professor.

    “I just thought of something else,” says the farmer. “There’s a teacher in our town who was very interested in the past. He wrote a lot of things down. Maybe he can help you.”

    “Where can I find him?”

    “It’s quite simple. Drive down the village road, then take the third street on the left, and it’s the second-to-last house. A white house with narrow windows. You’ll definitely be able to spot it. The teacher is surely at home. He’s retired.”

    “Thank you very much. I’ll head there right away.”

    The professor rolls up his car window, starts the engine, and drives off. The farmer watches him in the rain until he drives out of the yard. Then he goes back inside. The professor drives slowly down the village street and then turns onto the street where the teacher is supposed to live. As he drives down the street, he looks at the houses he passes. Then he spots the house in question. A little further on, he turns around and parks in front of the house. The rain has let up. Only a few drops are still falling from the sky. He gets out and takes his notebook with him before locking his car. His path leads him through a small garden gate to the house. There, he first looks at the doorbell sign and the name on it. Then he rings the bell. It doesn’t take long before a woman comes to the door and opens it for him. She eyes him seriously until she finally says, “What do you want?”

    “Excuse me,” the professor says in a soft tone. “I was told that a teacher lives here who has studied the history of this place extensively. Am I in the right place?”

    The woman’s expression changes; she looks increasingly friendly.

    “My husband is a high school teacher,” she finally says. “But yes, he’s been studying the history of our town for years,” she continues.

    “May I speak with him? Oh, I forgot to mention—I’m a historian and genealogist, and for that reason I need to speak with him.”

    “Come in, he’s here.”

    She walks into the house ahead of him, while the professor follows her, closing the front door behind him. She leads him into the living room, where her husband is sitting.

    “You have a visitor,” she calls out to her husband. He is sitting comfortably on the couch, reading the daily newspaper. After his wife calls out to him, he looks up and then closes the newspaper.

    “This man is a historian and genealogist and would like to speak with you,” she tells him.

    “I see,” he replies. “Please have a seat,” the woman asks him.

    “Gladly.” He then sits down in an armchair. After that, the professor begins to speak.

    “Yes, that’s correct. I’m a professor and teach at the University of Munich. The reason I’m contacting you is that I’d like to find out something about a certain person, and I was told that you could help me with this.”

    “I see, and who is this person?”

    “The person passed away a long time ago, and I need to know if there are any descendants.”

    “Who are we talking about?”

    “The person I’m referring to—excuse me, people—there are two of them, a mother and son. Their names are Anna and Xaver Gruber. I know they worked on a farm. But I heard that young Xaver probably married a girl from the village— . I’d like to know if they had children and what became of them.”

    “Anna—I think I’ve seen that name before. But I can’t remember where. I’d have to look it up first. That’ll probably take a while. You know what? Just leave me your phone number here, and as soon as I find anything, I’ll give you a call. Sound good?”

    “Agreed. Here’s my card.”

    The professor hands it to him. As the professor leaves, the teacher opens his newspaper again.

    In the back room of an inn, the members of the local heritage association’s board meet for a meeting. The chairman opens the meeting. A member of the city council is also present.

    “The first and only item on our agenda is our upcoming festival,” he says loudly and clearly to the group. The door to the adjoining room opens. A waitress comes in carrying a tray of drinks.

    “Who wants beer?” she asks.

    A few raise their hands. She walks over to them and hands them their drinks. Then she asks again, “And who wants wine?” Another person raises his hand and calls out loudly, “Here.” He gets his drink too, then she leaves and closes the door.

    “So, where were we?” asks the chairperson after the waitress has left.

    “At the beginning,” someone calls out from the middle.

    Laughter ripples through the room, then it grows quiet again.

    “Good, good,” says the chairman and continues speaking. “I suggest we hold our wine festival again just like last year, with select wines from our region and, of course, a beer stand once more. The women can bake a cake again. All that’s left is to decide what to serve for food. Maybe potato salad and sausages. What do you think?”

    Someone else speaks up.

    “I think we should do our festival a little differently this year. Given recent events.”

    “Make a suggestion,” the chairman asks him.

    “Well, maybe our city council member could give us a name, then we could invite our new castle owner to join us. What do you think?”

    Then he looks at him, who immediately answers his question.

    “As mentioned, a potential lord of the castle. We’re still looking into that. Until then, we won’t be naming anyone. Is that clear? But I like your idea. We’d already had a similar one. We were thinking of nostalgic clothing, and maybe we could set up the stalls to look like they did in the Middle Ages.”

    “Yes, I like that idea,” the chairman interjects.

    “Who’s in favor?” he then asks.

    Everyone raises their hands.

    “So, unanimously approved. I hereby adjourn the meeting.”

    Two days have already passed. The teacher still hasn’t contacted the professor. He’s starting to get impatient. His impatience grows until he finally picks up his laptop and turns it on. He opens the Yellow Pages and looks up the teacher’s number, which he finds. Shortly after dialing the number, the teacher’s wife answers.

    “This is Professor Ebner. Could I speak with your husband?”

    “What’s this about?” she replies.

    “I’ll tell him myself,” says the professor with a sharp tone.

    Shortly thereafter, the teacher answers.

    “You’re probably wondering if I’ve found out anything.”

    “Yes, otherwise I wouldn’t be calling.”

    “I haven’t been able to find much yet. Just this much: this Xaver Gruber got married and stayed in town. The two of them— —had three children. Two boys and a girl. That’s all I know so far.”

    “Who was the firstborn?”

    “The boy, I think. I still need to check the birth dates. Then I’ll know for sure.”

    “I just need the name and dates of the firstborn. See how the family tree continues from there. The others aren’t important. Please get back to me; I have to head back to Munich soon.”

    “Yes, I’ll look into it further and get back to you.”

    The conversation is over. Then he dials the mayor’s number, and the mayor answers right away.

    “Mr. Mayor,” says the professor, “I’ll be leaving tomorrow; I have to go back to Munich. But I’m in touch with a teacher who can give me more information. He has my number, and I have his. I’ll be in touch again.”

    “Time is of the essence. They want a name. The local heritage association also wants to hold a medieval-style festival in his honor,” the mayor urges him.

    “You’ll hear from me again,” the professor says, ending the call.

    The teacher has several open books lying on his living room table. Again and again, he flips through one book and then another.

    “Who was this firstborn?” he murmurs to himself. It’s mid-morning. His wife comes into the room and asks him, “Are you almost done? We can have lunch soon.”

    “Not by a long shot,” he replies. “But you can call me when the food is on the table, and I’ll be right there.”

    His wife goes back to the kitchen. And again he reads and flips through the pages. Then he looks up at his bookshelf and notices a particular book. He stands up and takes it down, and as he walks to the living room table, he opens it and begins to read. He slowly walks back to the table. Just then, his wife comes to the door and calls out loudly, “Dinner’s on the table. Are you coming, or it’ll get cold.”

    “Yes, I’ll be right there,” he replies. To avoid further interruptions from his wife, he immediately puts the book on the table and goes into the kitchen. She hands him the bowl and serves food onto his plate. Then she fills her own plate. Hastily and without speaking, he wolfs down his food. His wife notices this.

    “Why are you in such a hurry?” she asks after watching him for a moment.

    “I just found something that might help me,” he says.

    When his plate is empty, he sets his cutlery aside and goes back to the living room. He looks through the last book and reads in a low voice.

    “Gruber, Gruber. Oh, there’s something here.”

    His wife comes in and asks, “Did you call me?”

    “No, just talking to myself out loud. Tell me,” he says to his wife. “Does the name Gruber ring a bell?”

    “Gruber, wait a minute. A long time ago, there was a family named Gruber here. They lived here for a long time. But now there’s no one left with that name.”

    “Do you know anything about a Xaver Gruber?”

    “No, I don’t know him.”

    “You wouldn’t know him. He’s been dead for a couple of centuries. But I need to find out who the eldest son was and what his name was.”

    “Wait a minute, that reminds me of something. I still remember that we used to have to make a family tree of our ancestors in school. For some people, it went way back. I went to school in the neighboring town back then. But in our town there was a Fred Gruber who later moved away. I don’t know where.”

    “That might be a descendant. Do you know if he ever got married?”

    She shrugs.

    “But that reminds me of something,” she says. “Why don’t you go see Hannah? She moved into the house where they used to live. As far as I know, she wanted to know everything about the previous owners and asked around. Why don’t you ask her?”

    “You know what, I’ll do that too.”

    He gets up immediately and hurries into the hallway. He grabs the front door key and rushes out.

    A short time later, he’s standing in front of the house. He’s just about to ring the doorbell when he notices her standing in the front yard, weeding.

    “Are you here to see me?” the woman asks.

    “Yes, can we talk about it inside?”

    “Aren’t you the teacher who’s now retired?”

    “Yes, that’s me.”

    “Wait a moment, I’ll just put on my shoes, then we can go inside.”

    Her shoes are by the front door. She slips into the other pair, then unlocks the door and walks ahead of him into the kitchen, which is right next to the hallway.

    “Please have a seat,” she asks him.

    “Why are you visiting me?”

    “I’d like to get straight to the point. My wife told me that a family named Gruber used to live in this house and that you bought it from them. She also told me that you tried to find out as much as possible about the previous owners. The last Gruber’s first name was Fred, as far as I know. Can you tell me anything about his ancestors? I need to know if he’s related to a Xaver Gruber who lived many years before him.”

    “Hmm, that’s quite a question.”

    Hannah, an elderly woman, stares blankly into the room for a moment before continuing.

    “Well, what I know about Fred is that he sold the house because he couldn’t find work here. He moved to another state. They made him a good offer there. But I should still have his current address in my files. I don’ n’t know much about this Fred, only that his mother’s name was Maria and she had loved this house very much. He once said: ‘Lucky she’s not around to see me selling the house.’ His father’s name was Alfred, as far as I remember. But why do you absolutely need to know this?”

    “I promised someone I’d find out.”

    “Here’s what I suggest: I’ll write to the address I still have; maybe he’ll get in touch. It’s been a long time; it’s possible he’s been dead for years. I’ll write him a letter today.”

    “Do that, and let me know what he says.”

    Relieved, he stands up and says goodbye. That very evening, she writes the letter, which she takes to the post office first thing the next morning.

    It’s evening now. The mayor’s family has just finished dinner. The children have already gone to their rooms, and his wife is putting the last few plates in the dishwasher. He goes into the living room and comes back into the kitchen with a bottle of red wine and two glasses in his hand. While she’s still loading the dishwasher, he says to her: “I’m going to sit out on the terrace for a bit. It’s such a beautiful evening. I brought a glass for you, too—would you like to join me on the terrace?”

    “Yes, in a minute,” she replies. “I’ll just finish this up.”

    He immediately turns around and walks out. Just a few minutes later, she comes out of the house and sits down next to him.

    “Look at that beautiful sunset,” she says as he pours her some wine and then takes a sip from his glass.

    “I have to tell you something,” she says to him.

    “What’s going on? Go ahead,” he urges her. “What’s going on?” he asks again.

    “Nothing bad,” she replies. “The president of our local club came to see me. He asked me if I’d join their club.”

    “And what did you say?”

    “I said yes. Are you okay with that?”

    “That’s your decision.”

    “He told me they’re already starting to make preparations for the upcoming festival. The women want to sew medieval-style dresses. And the men want to dress that way, too. They’re still figuring out how they want to set up and decorate the fair booths. And what they want to offer. It’s supposed to look just like it did back then. The president wants to give a speech at the beginning and introduce the new lord of the castle. The festival is supposed to take place in a few weeks, he told me. What do you think of that?” she asks him.

    “In just a few weeks,” he replies, visibly shocked. Thoughts race through his mind. A light sheen of sweat forms on his forehead.

    “Yeah, why are you so surprised? You said you’d found the last lord of the castle, so we could officially introduce him then.” “Possible, possible,” he emphasizes aloud. “We’re still checking that out carefully.”

    “That’s what you always say. I’m starting to think you don’t have one at all.”

    “Yes, yes. But everything has to be in order. Everything has to be right.”

    The next day, the mayor is back in his office. He picks up the phone and dials the professor’s number. The line is busy. He dials again immediately. Now he hears a dial tone. The professor answers. The mayor begins the conversation excitedly.

    “Professor, hello. Have you made any progress on our matter? I absolutely need a name. My wife told me that the local heritage association plans to host a festival in a few weeks and wants to introduce our new lord of the castle. For that, I absolutely need a name right now. Don’t let me down now.”

    “Calm down. I’ll call the teacher; he’s surely made progress on this. I’ll get back to you as soon as I know anything. Thank you very much, and goodbye,” he says in a calm tone.

    The professor, who is still in Munich, dials the teacher’s number immediately after ending the call with the mayor. The teacher answers right away.

    “Hello,” he says to him. “Have you made any progress on our case yet?”

    “A little,” the teacher replies. “I’ve found out that the Gruber family has lived here in our town for many years. The male descendants are likely from a single line. They’ve carried on the Gruber name. The last person with the name Gruber sold the house and moved away. The woman who bought the house still has his new address on file. She wrote to him but hasn’t received a reply yet. My wife told me that he might have had to create a family tree for school back then. That might help us find out more.”

    “Do you have that address?”

    “No, she didn’t give it to me because she didn’t have it on hand and had to look it up first.”

    “Give me this woman’s phone number; I’ll ask her for the address and then contact her myself.”

    The teacher immediately sends the phone number to the professor’s cell phone.

    “Did it get through?” the teacher asks the professor.

    “Yes, everything’s fine. Thank you very much for your help,” he says, then ends the call and dials Hannah’s number. It takes a while before she picks up and answers. Without much preamble, the professor gets straight to the point and wants to know if she’s received a reply yet. He had previously told her that he’d learned about the letter from the teacher. She tells him that no reply has arrived yet. But the mail should be coming soon, and she thinks there might be a reply in it.

    “This is all taking too long for me,” he says, and asks her for Fred Gruber’s address.

    “Just a moment,” Hannah replies. She sets the receiver aside and walks over to the kitchen cabinet. There, she opens a drawer , takes out a piece of paper, and returns to the phone.

    “Professor,” she says, “are you still there?”

    “Of course, I’m waiting.”

    “I’ll give you the address now.”

    The professor jots it down, then thanks her and turns off his cell phone. That very evening, he gets into his car, sets his GPS, and drives off.

    The drive is long. He spends the night in a hotel and continues on the next morning. After two days, he parks in front of an apartment building in a big city. He gets out and walks toward the building. Next to the front door hangs a sign with the house number, which he checks to make sure it’s the right building. Then he looks at the doorbell plaques and searches for the name. But he can’t find it. An old woman has opened the window on the ground floor and is looking out onto the street. Her arms are resting on a pillow. When she notices the professor, she calls out to him.

    “Are you looking for someone?” Because the old woman has long since noticed his searching glances.

    “Yes,” he replies and asks further, “Do you know a man named Fred Gruber? Does he live here?”

    “Fred Gruber, wait a minute. Yes, he used to live here.”

    “Do you know where he moved to?”

    “Moved is a good word. He was carried away. You can visit him at the cemetery. He’s been dead for a long time.”

    “Do you know if he has any descendants?”

    “You know, I’ve lived here a long time. Over forty years. As far as I remember, he never married, but children?”

    “Try to remember, it’s important to me,” he asks her.

    “Wait a minute, maybe this will help you. I know he went to a tavern twice a week. It’s called Zum Bierkrug. You might find someone there who remembers him . The landlord, I think. Just head in that direction. Then you’ll pass right by it.”

    She pointed him in the right direction with her hand. He thanks her for the helpful information and continues on his way. After just a few minutes, he has reached his destination. As he enters the pub, the bartender is standing behind the counter and a male patron is sitting on a barstool in front of it. The bartender is drying a glass, and in front of the guest stands a half-full glass of beer. The two are chatting. The professor heads straight for the bar as soon as he enters. The bartender places the freshly polished glass on the shelf behind him. Then he turns back and looks at the professor.

    “What would you like to drink?” he asks politely.

    “Beer, or no, better yet, give me a glass of wine,” the professor replies hesitantly.

    “Sweet or dry?” asks the bartender.

    “Dry, and a glass of red wine, please,” the professor replies.

    The bartender fetches a glass, which he places in front of the professor, then takes a bottle of red wine from the fridge and pours it into the glass. The professor takes a sip and then sets the glass down again.

    “You’re the owner here, aren’t you?” he asks him.

    “Of course. I own this place—why do you ask?”

    “Oh, I’m sorry, don’t get me wrong. But I’m looking for someone, and I was told that you might be able to help me.”

    “I see. And who are you looking for?”

    “I was told that the person I’m actually looking for has been dead for a long time. But he used to be a regular guest here twice a week. So you might be able to give me more information about him.”

    “Twice a week,” the guest interjects into the conversation and continues, “That can only be Fred Gruber, our Freddy. That’s who you mean, right?”

    “Yes, exactly, that’s who I meant.”

    “And what do you want to know about him?” asks the innkeeper.

    “Well, I heard that he wasn’t married, but I’d like to know if he had children anyway. Were you something of a friend to him?”

    “You could say that. You know, as a landlord, you often have to listen to your guests’ problems. I remember that one day he came in and handed me a large piece of paper. At least as big as an A3 sheet. He claimed it was his family tree.”

    The guest laughs.

    “Do you still have that family tree?” asks the professor.

    “Yes, it should still be there.”

    “Go get it. I have to see it.”

    “I can’t—I can’t just leave here now.”

    “I’ll make sure nothing goes missing. Go ahead,” the guest reassures the innkeeper.

    “I’ll be right back,” he says and goes up to his apartment. Meanwhile, the guest chats with the professor. He tells him about Freddy.

    “Freddy—that’s what we called him—came here regularly, twice a week. He was a pleasant fellow, or so they said.”

    “Did he talk much about himself?” asks the professor.

    “No, not really.”

    “Did he ever mention that he had children?”

    “Why do you want to know?”

    “It’s for genealogical research.”

    “Oh, I see. Wait a minute, something just came to mind. I think he had a girlfriend for a while. But that was a long time ago. As for children! I don’t know.”

    “Do you perhaps know the name of that girlfriend?”

    “I’ll have to think about that.”

    The door opens and the innkeeper comes in, holding a large piece of paper.

    “This is what he gave me,” says the innkeeper, handing the note to the professor. It’s folded up. The professor takes it and walks over to a table, where he unfolds it and reads it.

    “That’s incredible,” says the professor after reading it for a while.

    “What is?” asks the guest.

    “That’s the proof,” the professor continues.

    “What kind of proof?” asks the innkeeper.

    “This family tree goes back many hundreds of years. It’s proof that this man’s ancestors lived in a castle back then. Have you remembered the name of his girlfriend yet?” the professor asks the guest.

    “No, do you remember what his girlfriend’s name was back then?” the guest asks the innkeeper.

    “I think her first name started with an M, yes, I think it started with an M. Mo or Ma. I don’t remember exactly.”

    “Yes, that’s right,” the guest concedes. “Now I remember. I think her first name was Marlies.”

    “And her last name?” asks the professor.

    The innkeeper and the guest look at each other questioningly. “Wasn’t it something to do with a bridge? I know, I always had to think of a bridge when he told me that name back then,” said the innkeeper.

    “Not ‘Brücke,’ but ‘Brügge,’ spelled differently. Instead of ‘ck,’ it’s ‘gg,’ two ‘g’s,” the guest corrects him.

    “Do you know where I can find her?” asks the professor.

    “I think she still lives on the old market square. But she’s quite an old woman now, if she’s even still alive,” the innkeeper informs him.

    “I’ll check with the registry office. Thank you very much; you’ve both been a great help.”

    The professor takes another sip from his glass and sets off.

    At the registry office, the professor learns that the woman, Marlies Brügge, has already passed away. He asks if she had a son. “No one is registered here,” the clerk explains, referring him to the civil registry office to check the birth records.

    “Which year?” the clerk asks. But the professor can’t pinpoint a specific time period. So he asks to look through the books from different years. The clerk hands him a few books, and the professor patiently goes through them. But eventually, he finds what he’s looking for. Marlies Brügge gave birth to a son.

    “I’ve found what I was looking for,” he tells the clerk. “Now I just need his address. But he’s not listed in the residents’ registry,” he says to the clerk.

    “Maybe he moved away, emigrated, or is homeless,” says the clerk.

    “Possible, but how do I find that out?” the professor says with a slight groan.

    “Why don’t you check with the Public Order Office? Maybe they know something,” the official reassures him.

    “I’ll do that,” the professor replies.

    Immediately after this conversation, he gets into his car and drives to the Public Order Office. He finds a parking spot right in front of it. Inside the building, he spots an official and walks over to him.

    “Can I help you?” the official asks as he stands before him.

    “Yes, I’m looking for a specific person. Maybe you know him or have had some dealings with him,” he explains to the officer.

    “What is the name of the person you’re looking for?” the official asks him kindly.

    “His name is Fabian Brügge.”

    “We don’t recognize that name. What do you know about this man? Has he committed a crime, or why are you looking for him? Or are you related to him?” the officer asks further.

    “No, none of that. I just know that he’s the son of Marlies Brügge.”

    “We can certainly ask around. Leave us your phone number here, and we’ll get in touch as soon as we find out anything.”

    “Sure.”

    The mayor of the small town of Elfenstein comes home from work in the evening. His wife comes down from the bedroom at that moment. He is surprised when he sees her.

    “What on earth do you look like?” he asks her bluntly.

    “This is my dress for the festival. You know we’re all dressing up like people in the Middle Ages. Have you thought about what you want to wear yet?” she asks him.

    “No, I haven’t thought about that yet.”

    “You really should. The festival is this weekend, after all. We’ve already been thinking about how we’re going to set up the booths,” she continues.

    “I have to run out again,” he says to her and hurries out of the house. He gets into his car and drives out of town. A few miles down the road, he turns onto a forest path and parks. He pulls his cell phone out of his pocket and dials the professor’s number. The professor immediately recognizes the mayor’s number on his phone, so he addresses him right away.

    “Mr. Mayor,” comes the voice from the phone.

    “Yes, it’s me. You can probably guess why I’m calling.”

    “Sure, and I have some good news for you, too.”

    “You found him?”

    “Not yet, but I have a name for you.”

    “What’s his name?”

    “Fabian Brügge.”

    “And why haven’t you found him yet?”

    “He’s not registered here. Either he’s emigrated or he’s homeless. The Public Order Office is helping me with my search.”

    “I hope you find him soon. Because the festival is already this weekend.”

    “I’ll do my very best. I’ll get in touch as soon as I know anything.”

    The mayor turns off his cell phone. Then he starts his car again and drives back home.

    The next day and the days that follow, the professor walks through the parks and into the city center, where homeless people gather, and speaks to them. He asks about Fabian Brügge, but no one knows a Fabian Brügge. They don’t know him at a homeless shelter either. The search seems to be in vain. But then his phone rings. An official from the Public Order Office is calling him.

    “Professor, this is the Public Order Office. We’ve found him.”

    “Give me his address.”

    “We can’t do that. Tell us where you are right now. We’ll pick you up there and take you to him.”

    “I’m standing in front of a church.”

    “Then I know where. Stay there; we’ll be right there.”

    Ten minutes later, a minibus from the Public Order Office pulls up in front of him. He gets in and they drive off. The road takes them to the outskirts of the city. There, the car stops near a highway overpass. In front of them is a bridge with cars driving over it. Homeless people are seeking shelter from the rain and cold underneath it. The two officers and the professor get out. The professor looks around in surprise. A small dog barks at them.

    “Here, under the bridge,” he finally says.

    “Come on,” one of the officers urges him. The two officers walk slowly ahead, and the professor follows them. The bridge serves as a home for several homeless people. Men and women are living there, and there’s even a dog among them. They’ve built a small campfire to keep them warm. Old chairs are scattered about, and some have tents or just a sleeping bag. Two men are arguing, but then they see the three men approaching them. Fearing they’ll be driven away by the public order office, they fall silent, and fear is written all over their faces. Finally, one stands up and addresses an officer.

    “What do you want here?” he asks in a hoarse voice.

    “We don’t want anything from you,” he says to the homeless man.

    “We want to see Fabian Brügge.”

    “That’s me,” one of the homeless men replies, standing up hesitantly. Standing before them is a man dressed in rags, with long, curly, gray hair. Out of fear, his heart pounds loudly in his chest. He knows something is about to happen. Do I have to leave? The thought shoots through his mind. Then the officer speaks to him again.

    “Pack up your things and come with us.”

    “Where are you taking me?” he asks the officer.

    “You’ll see,” the officer replies firmly.

    “Don’t be afraid, we don’t mean you any harm,” the professor reassures him. “I’m taking my dog with me too; I’m not leaving here without him,” the homeless man insists. Then he begins to pack. He puts all his belongings into a shopping cart. Then he takes the leash of his mixed-breed dog, to which he is currently tied, and calls out to his dog: “Come on, Bobby, we have to get out of here.” The other homeless people watch him in silence. The homeless man takes his cart and heads toward the Public Order Office vehicle. Just as one of the officers reaches for his cart, the homeless man grabs it and tries to hold on to it.

    “That’s my property.”

    “Yeah, yeah,” the officer replies. “I’m not taking it from you, I just want to stow it in the car. Let go of it,” the officer instructs him. The homeless man, Fabian Brügge, lets go and watches as the officer stows his belongings. Then he gets into the car with his dog. The two officers sit in the front, and the professor sits next to him. On the way to town, the professor explains to him that the two officers will now take him to his car and he will drive on from there. The car drives to a parking lot.

    “Where should we stop?” the driver asks.

    “Just stop here; my car is parked back there.”

    The car stops. The professor gets out first, then Fabian Brügge follows him with his dog.

    “My property,” he says anxiously.

    “We’ll get that now,” the professor reassures him. They walk to the back to the trunk, then the professor takes the wheelchair out and hands it to the owner. The public order officers drive away. The parking lot is large, so they both have to walk a little further until they reach the car. The professor opens his car with the remote control. He walks with him to the trunk and opens it.

    “Give me your things; I’ll put them in the trunk. The dog has to go in the back seat; he has to be tied up there for his own safety.”

    Fabian Brügge complies. He sits down in the passenger seat.

    “Buckle up,” the professor instructs him. Hesitantly, he fastens his seatbelt. Then they drive off. Using his car’s hands-free system, the professor dials the mayor’s number.

    “Hello, Professor,” the mayor answers. “Have you found him yet?” he asks right away.

    “He’s sitting next to me; we’re already on our way to you. I’ll be there tomorrow. It can’t be done any faster.”

    “I hope you’ll make it before the festival starts.”

    “I’ll hurry. See you tomorrow.”

    “See you tomorrow.”

    He hangs up the phone. Then he speaks with Fabian Brügge.

    “I think I need to explain something to you now. What I’m about to tell you sounds a bit strange—yes, I’d say almost like a fairy tale. At this celebration we were just talking about, you’re the guest of honor. Yes, I know, it’s hard to believe. But what you can’t know is that I’ve been looking for you for quite some time. Does the name Marlies Brügge ring a bell?”

    “Yes, that was my mother’s name.”

    “And the name Fred Gruber?”

    “No, that name doesn’t ring a bell.”

    “That was your biological father’s name. He had left a family tree with his best friend, an innkeeper, one that goes far back into the past— . There’s a small town named Elfenstein. On the mountain stands an old, dilapidated castle. Many people once lived in that castle, including a nobleman, as a church record proves. Your great-great… grandmother, whose name was Anna Gruber, had a son by this nobleman, though he was born out of wedlock. Since his legitimate children have died, you are this man’s only descendant. That’s what this family tree proves. We’re heading to that town now.”

    Then Fabian Brügge turns to his dog and says to him, “Did you hear that, Bobby? Maybe we’ll finally have a real home again, where we’re welcome.”

    The first stalls are already being set up in the town square of the small town of Elfenstein. Men and women are already walking around in their medieval costumes. The children are dressed that way, too. A pottery shop is displaying its wares. It’s also setting up a potter’s wheel to make pottery at the market, just as they did in the Middle Ages. Clothing and handmade items are on offer. There are also hand-carved pieces, knitted and crocheted items, and embroidered pictures. Cakes and coffee, as well as other beverages like beer and wine, are available. And of course, the drink of the Germanic tribes—mead—is a must. Artisans, such as a blacksmith, demonstrate how work was done in the past. They also show how bricks were made in the old days or how a roof was thatched. A baker bakes bread in a stone oven. A grill has also been set up. And the weather is showing its sunny side as well. The chairman of the local heritage association has been preparing and rehearsing a speech for a long time. The opening ceremony is drawing ever closer.

    The mayor, still sitting in his office, is getting more and more nervous. He stares at his phone, then gets up and goes to the window to look down at the parking lot to see if the professor’s car is in sight yet. But it isn’t there yet. The clock ticks and ticks. Tick-tock, tick-tock. Minutes pass and the opening draws ever closer. Once again, looks out into the courtyard, but there is still no sign of the professor’s car. Then he hears a man’s voice in the anteroom. He quickly goes to the door and throws it open. It is the chairman of the local heritage association, talking to the secretary.

    “I was looking for you, Mr. Mayor,” he says when he sees him.

    “Come in,” the mayor invites him.

    As the chairman walks in, the secretary calls out to the mayor: “Can I go home now? I’d like to go to the festival. I still need to change.”

    “Yes, yes, go ahead. Call it a day,” he calls back.

    The office door closes.

    “Well, what’s on your mind?” asks the mayor.

    “I wanted to go over the schedule with you one more time. First, you’ll open the celebration, then I’ll give my speech and introduce the new lord of the castle. Where is he, anyway?”

    “You’ll see. But I disagree. I think you should give your speech first, and then I’ll declare the festival open.”

    “Let’s do it that way. You’ll bring him in so I can introduce him. We start in half an hour. Don’t you want to go change?”

    “Yes, I still have to.”

    The chairman leaves the office. The mayor looks out the window again. Just then, the professor’s car pulls into a parking space.

    “Finally,” he says quietly to himself with a sigh. Curiously, he watches as both front doors of the car open and two men get out. Fabian Brügge then opens the back door to let out his dog, who is still tied up.

    “How do you open this thing?” he asks the professor.

    “I’ll do it.”

    He unfastens the leash and takes the dog out.

    “I still need my property,” Fabian Brügge pleads.

    “We’ll leave that here for now. It’s not going anywhere. The car will be locked. Come on, I’ll introduce you to someone.”

    They walk into City Hall. The professor leads the way and takes him to the elevator, which they take up to the upper floor. Then they reach the door to the mayor’s office. The professor knocks. The mayor opens the door.

    “Hello, here we are,” says the professor in a friendly tone.

    Before inviting them in, the mayor first looks Fabian up and down.

    “So you’re Fabian Brügge?” he asks him. “Come in,” he invites them both.

    They follow him into his office.

    “Have a seat.” Then he looks at the professor and says, “I’m glad you made it in time. It was really close. In a few minutes, he’s going to give a speech and introduce him.”

    “Who?” Fabian asks.

    “You,” the mayor replies.

    Fabian’s dog has lain down next to the chair where his owner is sitting.

    “Didn’t you explain it to him?” the mayor asks the professor.

    “I told him that he is the last descendant of the lord of the castle and that I can prove it.” The professor then reaches for his briefcase and opens it. He pulls out the family tree and presents it to the mayor. Then he points to it. “See, the male descendants are listed here. He is the last of these ancestors.”

    The mayor looks closely and says in amazement, “Indeed. I wouldn’t have believed that anyone could still be found there.” He then fetches a picture of his town, in which the castle is also visible, and shows it to Fabian.

    “See, this is the castle we’re talking about; one of your ancestors lived there many hundreds of years ago. We’ll introduce you at the festival now; you’re our guest of honor today. Everything you eat and drink is on the house; it won’t cost you a thing.”

    “And my dog?” he interjects.

    “Of course, him too. After the festival, we’ll find you a place to stay. Maybe at the inn or in a hotel. We’ll figure that out later. You don’t need to change for it. You’re dressed perfectly for our festival!” No sooner has he said this than his phone rings; he picks up the receiver. “Mayor’s Office,” he answers. “Where are you?” comes the voice from the receiver. “It’s about to start. Hurry up.”

    The mayor looks at the two men. “That was the chairman of the local heritage association. He wants to finally give his speech. We’re supposed to hurry. Let’s go,” he urges the two.

    The fairgrounds aren’t far from City Hall. So the three men walk there together with the dog. A stage has been set up, featuring a lectern with a microphone attached. The chairman is already on stage, testing the microphone by speaking into it and counting “one, two, three.” The men push their way through the crowd and slowly approach the stage. The mayor is the first to reach the small staircase leading up to the stage. As he stands on the first step, he calls out “Come on” to Fabian, who is supposed to follow him. Fabian turns to the professor.

    “Go ahead. I’ll stay here. I’ll sit here in the front row. Then you’ll be able to see me too,” he reassures him. Hesitantly, Fabian follows the mayor onto the stage and stands next to him. His dog Bobby, who had followed him, sits down at his feet. The chairman then begins to speak.

    “Dear fellow citizens. In light of recent events, our local heritage association has come up with something special: a medieval-style festival. As you can see, all the participants are dressed in medieval attire, and our vendor stalls are also themed accordingly. The reason for this special event is that our mayor has found the last descendant of our former lord of the castle. He is here today. “Allow me to introduce him; his name is Fabian Brügge. Come h , and say a few words,” he calls out to Fabian after turning toward him. But Fabian waves him off. Then the mayor steps up to the microphone.

    “Please excuse him, but this is all still a surprise to him. Everything that needed to be said has been said. All that remains for me to say is: The festival is officially open.”

    The crowd claps and slowly disperses. They spread out among the booths. The board of the local heritage association leaves the stage. And then the mayor and Fabian also leave the stage and walk over to the professor, who is now standing up. “My property,” Fabian mumbles. “Calm down,” says the professor, “we’ll get it now.”

    “Then I’ll show you where you’ll be sleeping tonight. We’ll see what happens tomorrow,” the mayor replies.

    The three men leave the festival grounds and head to the parking lot in front of City Hall. Fabian is walking his dog on a leash. They go straight to the professor’s car, which he unlocks with his remote control. He walks to the back of his car and opens the trunk. There, he takes out the shopping cart and hands it to Fabian. Then he closes the trunk again. After a brief wave of farewell, he gets into his car and drives away.

    “Come on,” the mayor urges Fabian, adding, “I’ll take you to the inn now. The landlady there will show you to your room. After that, you’re welcome to join the festival. As I said, food and drinks are on the house for you today. Why don’t you eat your fill?”

    “And my dog?”

    “Him, too, of course.”

    With the dog’s leash in one hand and the wheelchair in the other, he follows the mayor to the inn. It’s only about a ten-minute walk. When they reach the door of the inn, Fabian stops. The mayor opens the door. But Fabian is still standing there.

    “Come on in,” the mayor urges him. “Don’t be afraid. The landlady won’t bite you,” he says with a smile. Hesitantly, he follows the mayor . No sooner have they entered the room than the landlady approaches them. Almost all the tables are occupied. A young waitress is running around.

    “Good afternoon, Mr. Mayor,” she greets him. “And I assume this is our new guest.”

    “That’s right. You know what we discussed.”

    “Yes, that’s fine. Will you check in with me tomorrow?” the landlady asks.

    Then he turns to Fabian and says, “Get some rest first. If you’d like, you can come to our celebration anytime. As I said, you’re our guest.”

    With these words, he takes his leave and exits the restaurant. The landlady fetches a key and asks Fabian to follow her. They climb a flight of stairs. Then she unlocks a door.

    “So, this is your room,” she says firmly. Then she goes to the window and says, “You have a wonderful view of the castle from there. And here’s the bathroom,” which she shows him right after that. “I hope you’ll be all right. If you need anything, you can find me downstairs in the restaurant. I still have work to do.” After that, she hands him the key and leaves the room. Fabian looks around the room, feeling lost. Then he looks at his dog and speaks softly to him: “See, Bobby, tonight we have a blanket over our heads and a real bed. Tonight we won’t be chased away. Not tonight.” Then he unties the leash and Bobby sniffs around the room. Meanwhile, Fabian searches through his things for Bobby’s bowl, which he finds right away. He takes it into the bathroom, to the sink, and fills it with water. He sets it on the floor and Bobby comes running over immediately and drinks. “That feels good,” he says to his dog. Then he goes to the shower and checks if hot water is coming by turning the faucet on slightly. After making sure it’s working, he decides to take a shower. He simply throws his dirty clothes on the floor. After showering, he puts them back on and lies down on the bed. It doesn’t take long before he falls into a deep sleep. His dog lies down in front of his bed and falls as . Hours later, there’s a knock at the door. Fabian wakes up and looks toward the door. There’s another knock. He gets up and goes to the door. When he opens it, the landlady is standing there. She’s holding a tray with food on it.

    “It’s already late. The kitchen is about to close. That’s why I brought your meal up. I also have something for your dog.”

    “Thank you very much,” says Fabian, taking the tray and carrying it to a small table in the room. The landlady closes the door and goes downstairs. Half an hour later, everything is gone. Fabian goes to the window. Dusk has set in. The fairgrounds are lit up. There are still many people milling about on the grounds. The castle is also brightly lit. It’s illuminated. Fabian looks up at the castle. A sight that fascinates him. He can hardly tear his gaze away from it. But his eyes are getting tired, and he lies down again. Before dawn breaks, he wakes up again and looks out the window. The people who were at the festival have all left. Only the streetlights still illuminate the square. The castle is still being illuminated. Fabian gets up and packs Bobby’s bowl into his bag. Then he takes the leash, ties his dog to it, and leaves the room. He quietly walks down the stairs to the exit. But the front door is locked. He pushes the handle down several times, but it won’t open. Then he hears a noise and a voice behind him.

    “Where are you going?” he hears the voice say.

    Fabian turns around and sees the landlady standing there in her robe.

    “To the castle,” Fabian replies quietly.

    “Oh, I see, you want to go take a look at it. But please be back here by eight o’clock. That’s when breakfast is served.”

    “For me?”

    “Of course. You’re our guest, after all.”

    The landlady walks past him and unlocks the front door. Fabian is just about to leave when she calls after him: “Why don’t you leave your luggage here?”

    “No, I won’t do that,” he replies. The town is still asleep as Fabian walks the arduous path up to the castle with his dog. It has grown lighter, and the streetlights and the spotlights illuminating the castle are turning off. Fabian looks around the castle. He walks across the courtyard, looks down into the well, and finally surveys the remaining walls of the fortress.

    It is just before eight o’clock when the mayor arrives at the inn. He goes straight to the bar and calls for the landlady, who comes out of the kitchen shortly thereafter.

    “Good morning,” he greets the landlady. “Is he up in his room?” he asks right away.

    “No,” she replies. “He walked up to the castle. I told him to be here at eight for breakfast. But he hasn’t come yet.”

    “He probably doesn’t have a watch,” the mayor objects. “I’ll drive a bit to meet him; maybe I’ll run into him,” he adds. Then he leaves the restaurant and gets into his car, which is parked out front. On his way, he looks around so he doesn’t miss him. He parks his car in the lot below the castle and then walks the arduous path up to the castle. From a distance, he can already hear Fabian’s dog barking. He still has a few meters to go before he finally reaches the castle. The dog’s barking has stopped. The mayor first walks across the castle courtyard, then searches the interior of the castle. Finally, he finds him in a room. Fabian is looking out the window, from where he can see the entire town. He hasn’t noticed that the mayor is standing behind him.

    “The view from here is beautiful,” says the mayor in a soft tone. Fabian turns to face him.

    “Yes, that’s true,” replies Fabian.

    “I’m here to pick you up. The landlady told me you were here. She’s waiting for you with breakfast. Why did you bring all your things up here? You could have just left them in your room,” the mayor confirms. With a humble look, Fabian looks at the mayor and says: “This castle once belonged to one of my ancestors. I’d like to live here, in this room. Here I have a private room and a window. I don’t want to be a burden to anyone.”

    “But you can’t live here. There’s no electricity and no running water.”

    “That doesn’t bother me. Under the bridge where I used to live, I had even less. Is there a key to this room?”

    “Installing a lock there wouldn’t be a problem. The castle is open to visitors every day. You’d have to expect strangers there all the time. Besides, it can’t be littered with trash.”

    “I won’t do that. Please let me live here?”

    The mayor thinks for a moment and then says: “All right, I’ll give you a chance. You promise me that you won’t litter here and that you’ll eat your meals down at the inn. I won’t allow you to earn your food by begging. You said you don’t want to be dependent on anyone. So here’s my proposal: If you keep the castle clean and mow the lawn, we’ll pay you for it. You’re also welcome to help out in town. For example, in the parks or with snow removal—not for free, of course. That reminds me, it’s too cold here at the castle in winter, so you’ll naturally stay at the inn. Now come on, the landlady is already waiting.”

    “Can you get me a bolt? Then I’ll install it myself.”

    “I’ll do that; it’ll be delivered today,” he says with a smile on his face. Since the room isn’t lockable yet and Fabian is worried about his belongings, he takes them back downstairs. With his wheelchair in one hand and the dog’s leash in the other, he follows the mayor down to the parking lot. “Give me your wheelchair,” the mayor asks him. As he does so, he opens the trunk of his car. Fabian rolls it to the back of the car, where the mayor then helps him in and closes the trunk again. Fabian then gets in on the passenger side, and his dog immediately jumps onto his lap. When the mayor sees this, he says, “That won’t do. He has to go in the back.”” Bobby immediately jumps into the back seat, as if he’d understood. Then they drive off to the inn, where the landlady is already waiting for him with breakfast. He leaves his things by his side. After breakfast, he and his dog set off again for the castle. His path leads him straight to the room that’s still standing. As promised, the bolt for the door has not only been delivered but also already installed. Fabian unpacks his sleeping pad and lays it in a corner of the room. Then he lays his sleeping bag on top of it. “We’ll make ourselves comfortable here,” he says to his dog Bobby and looks around contentedly.

    In the market square, the stalls are being taken down and the paths swept. At noon, Fabian has to walk past them to get to the inn. He keeps a good distance from the people as he does so. Inside the inn, too, he sits in a secluded corner with his dog at his feet. The landlady brings his lunch to the table right away, then goes back to her other guests. Wordlessly and hurriedly, he wolfs it down, all the while watching the other guests, because some of them are looking over at him. It makes him feel uncomfortable. When his plate is empty, the landlady returns.

    “Are you going back to the castle?” the landlady asks him as she clears the dishes from the lunch table.

    “Yes, that’s where I live,” he replies quietly.

    “Word has already gotten around. I heard someone say this morning that they only want to go there to see the new lord of the castle.”

    “Really?”

    “Really, it’s true. You’ll see how many visitors you get up there.”

    “I won’t be coming down tonight; I’m staying up there,” he then tells her.

    She takes the dishes and carries them away. Fabian is just about to get up when the landlady comes back and calls his name.

    “Wait,” she continues. “You can’t keep walking around in those dirty, tattered rags. I still have a few things from my late husband. They might fit you. He was about the same size as you. Come with me!”

    Hesitantly, he follows her into her private apartment, which is above the guest rooms. She leads him into her bedroom. There, she opens her closet, takes out a few pairs of pants, and hands them to Fabian.

    “Try them on. They should fit.”

    Fabian doesn’t want to undress in front of her. She notices this, so she asks him to go into her bathroom, which is next door. He takes the pants, goes into the bathroom with them, and closes the door. A few minutes later, he comes out wearing the pants.

    “Well,” she says, “they fit.”

    “Yes, they fit,” he replies.

    Then she takes a sweater out of the closet and hands it to Fabian.

    “If you need anything else, just let me know.”

    “But I can’t pay for this,” he stammers.

    “You don’t have to. It’s a gift.”

    He thanks her. His dog sniffs the new pants. He notices that his owner suddenly smells completely different.

    With the new clothes under his arm, he sets off again with his dog toward the castle. Ahead of him, he sees hikers heading the same way to the castle. So he walks a little faster with his dog to get there before them. When he catches up to them, the man speaks to him.

    “I suppose you also want to meet the new lord of the castle?”

    “No,” Fabian replies and keeps walking. He heads straight for the room where his belongings are. He quietly opens the door and peeks inside. Once he’s satisfied that no one has entered the room, he goes in and locks the door from the inside. Visitors are pouring into the castle and wandering around , but Fabian stays in his room. In the evening, there’s a loud knock on his door.

    “I don’t want any food,” he calls out. Then there’s another knock. Fabian gets up from the sleeping pad he was lying on and opens the door a crack. Standing before him is a man in work clothes.

    “What do you want?” Fabian asks.

    “The mayor sent me; I’m supposed to install a lock here. So you can lock the door from the outside, too. I’m sorry I couldn’t come earlier.”

    “It’s okay, just do your job,” says Fabian, sitting back down on his sleeping pad. He watches the handyman as he works. Bobby seeks shelter with his owner. While the handyman installs the door lock, he strikes up a conversation with Fabian.

    “People say that the way you look, you must have been living on the street. Is there any truth to that?”

    “Yes, I lived under a bridge.”

    “How did that happen?” he asks. Fabian doesn’t answer.

    “There must be a reason, right?” the handyman presses. “Let me guess—is it a divorce, or did your wife cheat on you? Or were you never married? Well, what is it?” the handyman asks insistently. Fabian realizes he won’t let it go, so he answers him.

    “My wife was seeing someone else. At first I didn’t notice, but then I realized that more and more money was missing from our account. Eventually, even from the business account. And then she got pregnant by that guy, too. So I filed for divorce. Which cost me a lot of money, too. I started drinking, and as a result, my work suffered, which drove customers away and caused the business to go under.”

    “What kind of business did you have?” asks the handyman.

    “I had a small masonry company.”

    “So you must have passed a master’s exam?”

    “Yes, I did.”

    “Do you still drink? Please forgive me for asking. I’m asking for a specific reason.”

    “I’ve quit drinking. I’ve realized that it doesn’t solve any problems—it just creates bigger ones.”

    “Good decision. Would you like to go back to your old job?”

    “The mayor has already offered me a job. He says I can help out in the community and get paid for it. I think I’ll take it. Then at least I’ll have some money and can take care of myself and my dog.”

    “You should. I know someone who’s sometimes looking for a bricklayer; maybe I should tell him about our conversation. There, all done,” says the handyman after the door lock is fully installed. “Come here, I’ve got the keys here—try it yourself.”

    Fabian gets up from his sleeping pad and takes the keys. He inserts a key into the lock and turns it. Then he pushes the handle, but the door doesn’t open. He turns the key back and pushes the handle again; this time the door opens.

    “Do you want to try it from the outside?” asks the handyman.

    “No, I don’t think that’s necessary.”

    “Then I’ll pack up my things and call it a day. My wife is probably already waiting for me with dinner. It was nice chatting with you,” he adds before leaving. Fabian takes another close look at the keys he’s holding in his hand. The metal glints.

    The next morning, Fabian is woken by a loud noise. When his dog hears it, he starts barking. “It’s okay,” he reassures him. “Quiet,” and Bobby obeys. His barking stops. Fabian gets up, goes to the door, and looks out. It’s workers mowing the grass at the castle with brush cutters. They’re wearing headphones for noise protection. One of the workers sees Fabian standing at the door. He turns off his machine and walks over to his supervisor, who is also mowing. He taps him on the shoulder and then points in the direction where Fabian is standing. The supervisor looks over at him and turns off his machine as well, while the other worker turns his brush cutter back on. The foreman walks over to Fabian. He greets him with a “Hello” and continues: “I’m the foreman here. The mayor told me this morning that you might want to work with us. If you’d like, you can start right away. You can rake the lawn, and please keep an eye on your dog so he doesn’t run into the brush cutter.”

    Since you can’t drive up to the castle by car, the workers have hauled their tools up on a cart. Fabian sees the cart and walks over to it without a word, taking a rake from it. He begins raking the cut grass into a pile. By noon, the work at the castle is done.

    “We’re taking a break now,” says the foreman in a loud voice. Everyone loads their tools onto the cart and begins the arduous descent to the castle parking lot.

    “Come on,” the foreman calls out to Fabian. “We’re heading to the inn now. They serve good home-style cooking there. There’s still room for you in our truck.”

    “I’d rather walk,” Fabian replies.

    “All right, then we’ll meet you there.”

    Down in the parking lot, they load everything onto their truck, then get in and drive off. Fabian and his dog walk over there. When Fabian arrives at the inn, the workers are all sitting at the regulars’ table with their drinks in front of them. Fabian heads for the corner again. The foreman sees this, so he calls out to him.

    “Come on, sit down with us at the regulars’ table. You’re part of our team now.”

    Fabian isn’t quite sure what to do. He hesitates. Then one of the workers calls out:

    “Come on over and sit with us,” then he pulls out a chair next to him. Fabian walks over slowly and sits down with them. Bobby slips under the table. The landlady brings food for everyone and asks Fabian what he’d like to drink. He orders orange juice.

    “Don’t you drink beer?” one of the men asks.

    “Not anymore,” Fabian replies.

    “Come here, Bobby,” the landlady calls to the dog. “I’ll give you your water and your food.”

    But Bobby doesn’t come out from under the table until Fabian gives him permission. He quickly eats his food and drinks his water, then goes back to his owner under the table. There’s a lot of talking and laughing at the table. Fabian is slowly warming up, too. After everyone has finished their lunch break and is slowly getting up, the foreman says:

    “Guys, we still have to trim a few hedges up at the cemetery. Then we’re done for today. Tomorrow we’re heading to another park outside the city. Let’s go. Fabian, you’re coming too.”

    Fabian goes along. While the others trim the hedge, he clears away the branches. The work is finished right on time for the end of the day. And the foreman drops Fabian and his dog off in front of the inn, where he gets his dinner. But first he says to him: “Tomorrow morning, at eight o’clock, down in the parking lot below the castle, I’ll pick you up. Okay?”

    “I’ll be there,” he replies.

    When the first rays of sunlight shine through the castle window, Fabian wakes up. He pulls a pocket watch out of his jacket, which he’s been using as a pillow. The cover is scratched, but it shows the exact time. He opens it and looks at the watch. It’s still very early, and Fabian has plenty of time. He’d taken the leftovers from his dinner at the inn the night before. He eats them now for breakfast with his dog. He then sets off for the parking lot in good time. A little later, the work crew pulls up to pick him up. As Fabian gets in with his dog, the foreman says with a smile on his face, “Right on time, just like the masons.” The others laugh. Then he drives off. The road leads past a dilapidated farmhouse to a park. Fabian looks over at the farmhouse as they drive by. All morning, they’re busy trimming the hedge, mowing the lawn, and weeding. They work through lunch and finish a little earlier in the evening. On the way back, they pass the dilapidated farmhouse again. Fabian asks the foreman to stop for a moment. The foreman is surprised but pulls over. Fabian gets out and walks toward the barn. The others watch him. Then the foreman gets out, and finally the others do too, following Fabian. Fabian walks closer to the barn to take a closer look.

    “Be careful!” calls the foreman, who is standing a little further behind him. “The barn is dilapidated; it could collapse at any moment.”

    “I can see that. The roof beams have already collapsed. The slats have been rotten for a long time. And the walls could cave in. Who owns this farm?”

    “No idea,” says the foreman. The others shrug their shoulders as well.

    “You’re not going to move in here, are you? You’re better off in your castle,” says one of the workers.

    “No,” says Fabian. “I’m interested in the stones. I wanted to see them. They’re old sandstone, the same kind used for the castle. I thought I could use them to build a wall at the castle.”

    “Ah, I see,” says the foreman.

    “Yeah, well,” says one of the workers. “Even if you got them, how are you going to transport them, let alone haul them up to the castle?”

    “They managed to get the stones up there in the old days,” Fabian replies.

    “Our mayor could easily find out who owns that farm,” says another. “Yeah, definitely, I have to agree with you there,” the foreman replies, and continues: “I’ve got another idea. The local heritage society could help him with that. After all, it’s about the castle they just celebrated recently. Let’s go,” orders the foreman. “I’ll drop you off in town,” he tells the workers, and adds to Fabian: “And we’ll drive to city hall. Maybe we’ll run into the mayor. Then we can ask him right away.”

    The foreman drops the workers off at a bus stop near their apartments and drives on with Fabian to City Hall. The two walk up to the secretary’s office. The foreman knocks briefly and then steps inside.

    “Is the mayor here?” the foreman asks the secretary right away.

    “Yes, yes, he’s still here, but you don’t have an appointment,” she says.

    “We don’t need one,” replies the foreman, walking over to the office door, knocking briefly, and going inside. Fabian and his dog follow him.

    “What’s going on?” the mayor asks with a surprised look.

    “Good thing we caught you. We have a matter to discuss. More specifically, Fabian. He’s had an idea concerning the castle,” says the foreman. “Please sit down, gentlemen, and tell me about it,” he urges them. The foreman then begins to explain.

    “We were out in a park outside of town today. On the way there, Fabian saw an old, dilapidated farmhouse. On the way back, we stopped there because he wanted to take a closer look. He told us he’d like to use the stones from the old barn to build a wall at the castle. To do that, you’d have to find out who owns the farm and speak with the owner. I think we could certainly find a way to transport them, and perhaps, I thought, the local heritage association could help him with that. Would you be willing to do that for him?”

    “I’m in, I’ll do it. It’s too late today, but I’ll call the land registry office first thing tomorrow. As soon as I find out anything, I’ll get back to you. I’m sure you’ll support Fabian. On top of that, he doesn’t have a phone, and since you work together, you can pass the message on to him.”

    “I’ll do that,” replies the foreman.

    The next morning, the secretary connects the call to the land registry office and then transfers the call to the mayor, who then speaks with the office. There, he learns the owner’s address. He then passes this on to his secretary so she can find the owner’s phone number. But this proves difficult. Yet her patience pays off. After a long search, she finally finds the number and passes it on to the mayor. He dials the number right away and reaches the owner. The owner answers with his last name.

    “This is the mayor of Elfenstein speaking. I’d like to get straight to the point. According to the land registry, you own a farm. It’s in danger of collapsing.”

    “Listen, Mr. Mayor. I don’t have the money to have it torn down. Besides, there’s a sign there that says: NO TRESPASSING.”

    “I’m not blaming you, and I’m not insisting on demolition. I just wanted your permission so we can tear down the barn and haul away the stones. It wouldn’t cost you a thing.”

    “Are you pulling my leg?” the owner retorts.

    “No. These stones are going to be put to good use.”

    “Well, if it doesn’t cost me anything, then I agree. But I’d like to have that in writing.”

    “Absolutely. I’ll send you a document that lays everything out in detail. Then all you have to do is sign it and send it back to us. We won’t touch your barn until then. Do you agree to that?”

    “Yes, let’s do it that way.”

    That very morning, the secretary drafts the letter and takes it to the post office. Just three days later, the signed letter comes back. The secretary, who opens the mail, presents the letter to the mayor. He immediately checks the signature, then picks up the phone and dials the foreman’s number. The foreman answers and immediately recognizes the mayor’s number.

    “Mr. Mayor,” he says, “what’s up?”

    “Is Fabian Brügge there?” he asks right away.

    “Yes, he’s here. Should I call him?”

    “Yes, please call him and listen in.”

    The foreman takes a few steps toward Fabian, calling his name as he goes. Fabian puts down his tools and runs to meet him.

    “The mayor is on the phone,” he reports. “He wants to speak to both of us.” The foreman then turns on the speakerphone on his cell phone, and they both listen.

    “Go ahead, he’s standing right next to me,” the foreman says into the phone.

    “There’s news on our case. We were able to find the owner of the farm, and he gave us permission to tear down the barn. I have his signature right here.”

    “Great. Have you talked to the local heritage association yet to see if they’ll support Fabian?” the foreman asks.

    “Not yet. I wanted to wait and see if the signature came through first. But now I’ll call the chairman. I think he’ll talk to his members. I’ll tell him to get in touch with Fabian. He can discuss everything with him then. Bye.”

    “Things are slowly getting underway,” the foreman says to Fabian after turning off his cell phone.

    The next day is a Saturday. The chairman of the local heritage association makes the arduous climb up to the castle that day. He sees Fabian playing boisterously with his dog on the castle lawn. Still a bit out of breath, he walks over to him. When the dog sees him, it runs toward him and barks. Fabian calls Bobby back and calms him down. Then he continues toward Fabian and speaks to him.

    “Do you remember me? I’m the chairman of the local heritage association. The mayor called me yesterday and asked me to help you.” “Yes, I remember who you are,” he replies. “Do you have a plan yet?” asks the chairman of the local heritage association.

    “No, not yet,” Fabian replies.

    “Well, then let me make a suggestion. After the mayor called me yesterday, I gave it some thought. I thought maybe we could use a large tractor with a shovel attachment to tear down the walls and then load the stones onto a truck or a tractor trailer.”

    “If we tear down the walls by force, we could destroy the stones. They would then crumble into individual fragments. We have to carefully dismantle the walls. But first, the beams would have to be taken down. We could do that with the tractor and the bucket,” Fabian objects.

    “Yes, I agree with you there. I actually know someone who could do that. And I’d say we unload the stones down in the parking lot. But how do we get them up there?”

    “With wheelbarrows or handcarts,” Fabian suggests.

    “That would be quite a bit of hard work, though. But hoisting those stones up with a crane would be too expensive. But the stones alone aren’t enough. You’ll also need mortar or cement.”

    “First the stones, then we’ll see. Maybe by then I’ll have some money and can buy it,” says Fabian.

    “Why do you want to buy mortar or cement? The castle belongs to the city, and you only have the right to live here. It’s therefore the mayor’s responsibility to pay for that. In any case, we’ll support you—maybe from the association’s funds or with donations. Don’t worry, we’ll figure it out. In any case, I’ll talk to the farmer to see if he’ll help us, and also to members of our association. Together we’ll make it happen. I’ll be in touch. Oh, and it would be better if you got yourself a cell phone. So we can reach you more easily.”

    Then he says goodbye and heads back down into the valley.

    A few days later, Fabian is having lunch with his colleagues at the inn. The chairman of the local heritage association enters the restaurant and walks over to Fabian. Fabian looks up at him as he stands beside him.

    “I was hoping to find you here at this time, because I need to talk to you,” he says to Fabian.

    Fabian stops eating and stands up.

    “No, no, please stay seated and keep eating,” he asks him before continuing. “I have good news. I spoke with the farmer on Saturday, the day I was last at your place. He wants to help us. We’re going to meet at the old barn on Saturday morning at eight o’clock. He’ll pick you up at the parking lot below the castle. Please be there fifteen minutes before eight. I’ll be there too, along with a few helpers.”

    “I’m coming too—I’m not going to miss this,” the foreman replies.

    “We’re in too,” his colleagues chime in right away. A joyful smile spreads across Fabian’s face.

    The first rays of sunlight stream through the castle window. Still half-asleep and with his eyes closed, he fumbles for his pocket watch, which he finds in the jacket pocket lying under his head. He opens his eyes and looks at it. It’s half past six. He closes the lid of his watch again and turns onto his side. But he can’t fall back asleep, because Bobby wants to go out and is scratching at the door.

    “I’m coming,” he calls to the dog, gets up, and goes to the door to let him out. He leaves the door slightly ajar, knowing that Bobby will come back. Now Fabian goes to the cart, because that’s where he’s put the leftovers from his dinner, which the landlady packed for him the night before. So Bobby can’t get them out. He starts eating, but Bobby is there immediately, begging him. His begging works, because Fabian shares his food with him. Shortly after 7:30, Fabian heads to the parking lot, and as always, Bobby is right behind him. When he gets down there, no one is there yet. Fabian has been standing in the parking lot for a while when a large tractor with a big shovel in front and a trailer stops in front of him. He picks Bobby up in his arms and climbs onto the tractor. Bobby looks around curiously. He seems to be enjoying the ride. When they arrive at the farm, they aren’t the first ones there. The others are already waiting for them. They’ve parked their cars nearby. The farmer drives into the yard and parks his tractor at a safe distance from the barn. Fabian gets off the tractor with Bobby. The farmer gets off too and unhooks the trailer from the tractor. Then he drives the tractor to the barn and stops in front of it. He turns off the engine and gets off.

    “So, how should we proceed now?” the farmer asks the crowd. Everyone looks up at the rafters. Fabian stands next to the farmer.

    “Try to loosen the beams so that they fall into the middle of the barn,” Fabian suggests. The farmer looks up again, then climbs back onto his tractor. Fabian puts his dog on a leash so nothing happens to him. The others step back to a safe distance. The farmer starts his tractor again and raises the bucket. He drives forward slowly and gently nudges the lower roof beam. The others watch from a distance. Dust immediately flies through the air. He shakes it again and again. But then part of the roof truss begins to shake violently and then collapses. Now he reverses his tractor and tries the same thing with the rest of the roof truss. Just as Fabian wanted, the entire roof truss has collapsed into the middle of the barn. He reverses his tractor, lowers his shovel a bit, and slowly and carefully pushes in the first wall so that it collapses only gradually. Then he gets off his tractor. Fabian and the board of the local heritage association come over to him. They look at the pile of rubble.

    “Well, what do you say now?” the farmer asks Fabian.

    “Well done,” Fabian praises him.

    “Should I tear down another wall?” the farmer asks.

    “I think we’ll load these stones up first, then you can get your trailer and we’ll unload the stones in the parking lot,” the board member suggests.

    The farmer climbs back onto his tractor and drives out of the yard. The men now begin loading the stones onto the trailer. By late afternoon, they have loaded all the loose stones. The board member then calls the farmer. Fifteen minutes later, he arrives and reattaches the trailer to the tractor. Fabian picks up his dog and climbs onto the tractor with him. The others get into their cars and drive to the parking lot below the castle. When the tractor arrives there with the stones, the others are already waiting. The farmer drives his trailer to a corner of the parking lot. There, the men unload the stones and pile them into a tall heap. It has turned to evening. The farmer also helped with the unloading. He closes the side panel on his trailer and walks over to the chairman of the local heritage association.

    “Do you need me again next Saturday at the same time?”

    “Yes. Then we’ll pick up the rest,” he replies to the farmer. The farmer climbs back onto his tractor and drives away. Fabian and his supervisor walk over to the chairman. They saw that he had been talking to the farmer.

    “What’s up?” asks the supervisor.

    “We were just talking about next week.”

    Then he looks at Fabian and says to him, “He’ll pick you up again at a quarter to eight, and then we’ll get the rest. So be back at the parking lot on time next Saturday.”

    Then the supervisor turns to the helpers and asks, “Fancy some B ier?”

    A cheer goes up from the crowd. They immediately set off for the inn. Fabian is still hesitating.

    “Come on, let’s go,” his boss calls out. Then he goes along too. While the others drink beer or wine, Fabian sticks to his orange juice. The atmosphere at the inn is lively. The men are cheerful and telling jokes and other interesting stories. It’s getting late, and for Fabian, it’s time to go. He downs his glass in one gulp, then thanks his helpers. After that, he calls for his dog Bobby, who is just drinking from his water bowl next to the bar and immediately responds to his owner’s call, running straight over to him.

    “Wait,” says the landlady when she sees Fabian standing there. She hands him a takeout meal to go. Then Fabian sets off. When he finally reaches the parking lot, he takes a quick look at the stones and then continues on. The walk to the castle is more arduous than usual, because Fabian is tired. So tired that he has to stop twice to rest a bit. Finally, it’s done. Only his bed can save him now. Tired and with aching arms and legs, he lies down and falls asleep immediately.

    A new week begins for Fabian. Just before the end of the workday, he asks his supervisor if he can borrow a wheelbarrow from the town to haul the stones up the hill. Fabian gets the go-ahead. On the way back, the supervisor drops Fabian off at the parking lot below the castle. The wheelbarrow is still on the bed of the small truck. Fabian takes it down.

    “We’ll need it back tomorrow morning. Don’t forget,” his boss calls after him.

    “I’ll bring it back,” Fabian replies.

    The truck then drives away with the workers, and Fabian immediately begins loading stones onto the wheelbarrow and pushes it up the steep hill. Two retirees who live nearby watch him. It takes a lot of strength and effort to push the heavily loaded wheelbarrow uphill. Once he reaches the top, he unloads the stones and heads back down to reload. And again, he loads the cart as full as he can and drives it back to the path leading up the mountain. One of the retirees says to the other, “He wants to haul that up there all by himself!” “Looks like it,” the other replies.

    “I have another handcart. I think we should help him. Don’t you think so?”

    “Yes, let’s do that. I’ll go get it.”

    A few minutes later, he has fetched the handcart from his basement, and the two of them drive it over to the pile of stones and load it up. One pulls the cart and the other pushes from behind. That’s how they make their way up the mountain. Just a few meters before they reach the castle, Fabian comes toward them, on his way back down. He’s surprised when he sees the two retirees with the handcart full of stones. One of them speaks to him.

    “Where should we unload the stones?” he asks.

    Fabian simply says, “With the others.”

    “We thought you might need some help. So we wanted to make ourselves useful.”

    “I could use that,” Fabian replies.

    He sets down his wheelbarrow and helps the two retirees pull up the handcart, which is very heavy and heavily loaded, and drives with them to the spot where he unloaded the first stones. Together they then make their way back down. Fabian loads the wheelbarrow and the two retirees load the handcart again. Fabian goes first, followed immediately by the retirees. Fabian keeps them in sight at all times, in case he needs to help them. After unloading at the top, they head back down to fetch stones one last time. The pile of stones is far from gone, but the arduous path is sapping the men’s strength. Tired and drenched in sweat, they unload the stones. Fabian thanks them and wishes them a safe trip home. The two retirees take their handcart and pull it toward the path leading downhill. It has grown late, and darkness has fallen. Fabian pushes the wheelbarrow into the room where he sleeps so no one can steal it. Then he calls for his dog, who comes right away, and locks his bedroom door. Together with Bobby, he eats his dinner. Satisfied, he then lies down on his mat and falls asleep.

    The next morning, he takes the wheelbarrow to the parking lot, where his supervisor picks him up to go back to work. As they drive up, the supervisor looks at the pile of rocks. While Fabian gets in, he says to him:

    “It’s gotten quite a bit smaller,” pointing in that direction.

    “Yeah, I had some help,” he replies. Plagued by muscle pain, Fabian nevertheless does his work. When he arrives at the parking lot in the evening, he can hardly believe his eyes. The pile of stones has gotten significantly smaller. He takes the wheelbarrow off the truck’s bed again and loads it up. Just as he’s about to drive off, the two retirees come toward him with their handcart.

    “Hello,” one of them greets him. “We’ve already done a bit of the work, as you can surely see.”

    “You bet—I couldn’t believe my eyes when I just got here.”

    “We’re going up one more time, then we’ll call it a day. But we’ll continue tomorrow,” says one of the retirees. Fabian loads his wheelbarrow to the brim and pushes it back up, while the two retirees continue loading their handcart and make their final trip up the hill for the evening. Fabian waits for the two retirees at the top of the castle and helps them unload the stones. With a gesture, he thanks them again before they make their way back down. That evening, Fabian makes two more trips down to fetch stones before he calls it a night. When Fabian arrives at the parking lot on the third evening, all the stones are gone. Even the spot where the stones had been lying is clean and swept. Fabian is puzzled. He walks to the house where the two retirees live and rings the doorbell. It takes a few minutes for the door to open. One of the two retirees stands before him.

    “Did you and your friend bring all those stones up?” Fabian asks.

    “Yes, we did. We both thought this morning, why should we wait until tonight? We didn’t have anything else to do anyway. So it was a welcome change of pace for us. And surely you aren’t upset with us for taking the work off your hands.”

    “No, I’m not mad, just surprised. I wasn’t expecting that. But thank you both very much for your help.”

    “You’re welcome,” replies the retiree, closing the door.

    Over the next few evenings, Fabian goes to bed early so he’ll be fit again for the coming Saturday. This Saturday, the farmer picks him up again right on time, fifteen minutes before eight, just like last Saturday. Fabian climbs back onto the tractor with his mixed-breed dog in his arms. When they arrive at the farm, the helpers are there again. The farmer unhooks his trailer and drives over to the barn. From a safe distance, the helpers watch as the remaining walls collapse. The farmer drives up carefully and knocks them over. Little by little, the remaining stones land on a pile of rubble and debris.

    “Well, that’s it,” says the farmer after the last section of the wall has fallen. “The rest is up to you; I’ll come back for my trailer later,” he tells the helpers and drives off.

    The helpers and Fabian start gathering up the stones again and load them onto the trailer. By evening, everything is loaded. The farmer is notified and is back in fifteen minutes. Fabian rides back with him. The helpers also head to the parking lot. They help unload. But it’s gotten late. There are still stones on the trailer, but the helpers are tired and want to stop. One by one, they leave the parking lot. Fabian is still alone, busy unloading the rest of the stones. It’s already dark when Fabian sees two lights approaching him. It’s the farmer, who wants to retrieve his trailer. He drives his tractor up to the trailer and attaches it to the tractor. Then he walks over to Fabian.

    “What’s up? Have the others already left?” he asks.

    “Yeah, they’ve all left,” he replies.

    “All right. Together we’ll load the rest too,” he encourages him. “I’ll climb onto the trailer and pass them down to you,” the farmer suggests.

    A short while later, the trailer is empty.

    “Well, I’m heading home now,” says the farmer, climbing onto his tractor.

    Fabian and Bobby head back up to the castle. In the weeks that follow, the two retirees, Max and Rüdiger, also help Fabian haul the stones up. They’re busy for days, but then it’s finally done. All the stones are up, and the parking lot is clean again. A tall pile of stones now lies at the castle. Fabian looks at it, and the two retirees stand beside him.

    “What are you going to do with that now?” asks Max.

    Fabian walks over to a section of wall—a wall that protrudes only a short way from the ground.

    “I want to build up this wall here and this section of it. The stones should be enough for that. This must have been a hall at one time,” he tells him.

    “The stones alone won’t do you any good; you’ll also need mortar or cement,” Rüdiger objects.

    “We’ll see,” says Fabian, continuing, “the board of the local heritage association wants to support me.”

    “Can you even lay bricks? Do you know anything about it?” Max asks him.

    “I trained in that trade and even had my own—albeit small—company,” Fabian replies.

    “By the way, I’m a bricklayer by trade too, and when you get started, I’ll come and help,” says Max.

    “I don’t know anything about it, but I’ll help you,” Rüdiger says. While Max and Fabian are figuring out how wide the wall needs to be and how high they can build it with the stones they have, Rüdiger walks over to the castle wall and looks down into the valley. From there, he has a good view of the parking lot. He sees two cars driving in and parking. Two men get out and walk together toward the path leading up to the castle.

    “I think we’re getting visitors—I’m actually convinced of it,” he calls out to the two of them.

    “People come up here often,” says Fabian.

    “But not these guys. They’re the mayor and the chairman of the local heritage society. I don’t think they ever make it up here in ,” Rüdiger calls back. Then he walks over to the two of them and says, “I think we should leave before they get here. What they have to discuss is none of our business.”

    “No,” says Fabian. “If it’s about the castle and you want to help me, it’s your business too. So please stay.”

    “All right, we’ll stay,” says Max.

    Breathing heavily, the two arrive at the castle and walk over to Fabian and the two retirees standing with him.

    “Good evening,” the mayor greets them. Then he turns his gaze to the stones. “Did you haul all of these up here?” he asks Fabian.

    “The three of us. Without the help of these two, I’d still be hauling stones up here,” he replies.

    Then the chairman speaks up. “We came up here to talk to you. You have the stones now. But to build the wall, you still need mortar or cement. I’ve spoken with the mayor about it. I think that since the castle belongs to the city and you only have the right to live here, the city should cover the costs. Our association would also contribute a portion. And perhaps we could collect donations to keep the project going. What do you say?”

    “I can’t buy mortar. I don’t have any money,” Fabian replies.

    “You shouldn’t have to,” the mayor emphasizes. “The city will cover it. I’ve also thought about talking to the building materials store to see if it’s possible to hoist the heavy bags up with a crane. It should be possible from the parking lot. But only with a very large crane. We’ll see. I’ve also thought about giving you time off if you want to start building the wall. By that I mean you wouldn’t have to help with the other work. You’ll need a lot of time for the wall, and this is, after all, in the service of the city,” says the mayor.

    “We’ll take care of it, in any case. And if you need anything else, don’t hesitate to let us know,” the board member interjects.

    “As soon as the materials arrive, you can get started. I’ll let your supervisor know that you won’t be coming in at that time,” says the mayor.

    Fabian just nods.

    The very next day, a truck pulls into the parking lot below the castle. A crane is attached to the rear of the truck bed. The truck driver gets out and extends supports to keep the truck from tipping over. Then he climbs onto the crane and hooks a pallet of bags onto it. He then extends the crane slightly and swings the pallet over the truck’s cargo area. He continues to extend the crane until it reaches the castle wall. He then swings the crane’s arm over the castle wall and lowers the pallet onto the grass in the castle courtyard. Fabian is up there, untying the straps that hold the sacks in place. Then he signals to the driver by walking over to the castle wall so the driver can see him from below. After the driver sees him, he swings the crane back over the castle wall and lowers it down. Then he climbs down from the crane, releases the supports, and drives away. Fabian gathers the supplies he needs that very same day so he can start work the next day.

    The next morning, Fabian starts placing stones near the spot where he wants to begin. Rüdiger and Max left early. They wanted to be at the construction site before Fabian. When they arrive, they see Fabian fetching stones. They walk over to him.

    “You want to start here?” Max asks him. “Good,” says Max, and continues, “I suggest I start back there and we work toward each other. Agreed?”

    “Sounds good,” replies Fabian.

    Rüdiger and Max had brought a wheelbarrow up with them, which Rüdiger now loads and pushes over to Max. Together they stretch a string line so the wall will be straight. Then they mix the mortar together, which they need to lay the bricks . Then they get to work. Brick by brick. The section of wall slowly begins to take shape. By noon, you can already see something. Max looks at his watch and says to Fabian: “We’re taking a break now. Our wives are waiting for us with lunch. We’ll be back in an hour.”

    Fabian gestures to show he understands. Fabian also takes a short break. He goes into his room and eats a snack he still has with him, and feeds his dog, who devours his food greedily. Then he continues building, and his dog stays by his side. Right on time after an hour, Rüdiger and Max return to the castle. A few visitors arrive at the castle in the afternoon. They watch the three men at work. Some take photos of them working. But that doesn’t bother them. They work until evening. The next day, they continue. For lunch, Max and Rüdiger go back down to their wives, who are waiting for them with the meal. On the way down, they run into the landlady. She’s carrying a food warmer with food in her hands. Looking a bit flustered, she continues on her way upstairs. When she doesn’t see Fabian anywhere, she goes to the door of his room and knocks. He opens the door and is surprised to see her up here. In the room stands a small gas stove with a small pot on it. Fabian is just about to heat up a can in it.

    “What are you doing?” the landlady asks when she sees this. “You get your lunch every day. I was already wondering why you didn’t come yesterday. But I was told you’re very busy, so I thought I’d bring it up to you.”

    “That’s very kind of you, but carrying the food all the way up here to the mountain must be a lot of trouble for you,” says Fabian in a friendly and calm tone.

    “I’m only doing this today; I have a lot to do at the restaurant. Tomorrow my daughter can bring you your meal. She’s still young, so it’s not as much of a hassle for her.” Then she hands the food to Fabian. But before she leaves, she adds: “I noticed that the wall has already grown a bit. I’m curious to see what it’ll look like when it’s finished . Well, I’ll be on my way now, and tomorrow my daughter will bring you your meal around the same time.”

    After she’s gone, Fabian opens the box. A pleasant aroma wafts toward him. He immediately turns off his gas stove, grabs a knife and fork, and begins to eat. Afterward, he rests a bit until Rüdiger and Max return. Then they continue working together.

    On the following workdays, the innkeeper’s daughter brings the food up. She is a very young and beautiful woman with long hair. The walls enclosing a room are taking shape, and soon two openings for windows and one for a large door become visible. Before long, they need scaffolding to continue working up high. Word gets around, and the curiosity of the townspeople grows steadily. More and more people flock to the castle to watch the workers at their work. In the two windows and the doorway, they carve a pointed arch, true to an old style, just like in the castle’s remaining window. Soon all the stones are in place and the walls are high enough. A newspaper photographer arrives at the castle. He photographs the new walls from the outside and the inside. Then he goes downstairs and photographs the castle with its new look from the town. The next day, the pictures appear in the daily newspaper. This attracts even more visitors. The mayor and the board of the local heritage association also make their way to the castle. Curious and amazed, they gaze at the new structures. Fabian, Max, and Rüdiger stand there with them.

    “It turned out wonderfully, amazing,” says the mayor.

    “Yes, first-rate. You can tell that experts were at work. I especially like these pointed arches in the window openings and the door,” praises the board of the local heritage association.

    “This has turned into a nice, big room. We should put a ceiling up, don’t you think, Mr. Mayor?” the board member asks him.

    “Don’t forget, we’d still need to put glass in the window openings, and we can’t leave the floor like this either,” replies the mayor.

    “I don’t know if we have the money for that,” the mayor adds.

    “I think we should launch a fundraising campaign to save the castle,” suggests the chairman of the local heritage association.

    A bus drives down the main street and stops at the bus stop. A few people get off and walk in different directions. The last to get off is a woman carrying a large bag. She stands at the bus stop for a moment until the bus drives away. She then looks up at the castle. A passerby walks past her, and she addresses him.

    “Oh, please excuse me. How do I get up to the castle?” she asks him politely. The man describes the route to her, explaining how to get to the parking lot below the castle and then walk up the path. She thanks him and sets off. Down in the parking lot, there are a few parked cars. On the way to the castle, she passes some visitors coming toward her, while others walk ahead of her and still others behind her. Finally, she has reached the top. Among the many visitors, she searches for Fabian’s face. But she doesn’t find him. Then she goes inside the castle. To do so, she has to go through the new archway to reach Fabian’s room. She sees the door leading to the room and tries to open it. But it is locked.

    “That’s private,” one of the visitors calls out. “Fabian isn’t here. At this time of day, he’s probably down at the inn having lunch,” he adds.

    “Fine, then I’ll wait for him here,” she replies.

    She sets her bag down and stands in front of the room’s door. After half an hour, Fabian comes through the new archway and heads toward the door to his room. Bobby runs up to the woman and barks at her. Fabian is holding his key and is just about to call Bobby back when he recognizes his ex-wife in this woman.

    “What are you doing here?” he asks her.

    “Get that dog out of here first, then we can talk.”

    “Come on, Bobby, out,” he calls to his dog, who obeys him immediately. Fabian then unlocks the door, and Bobby is the first one inside.

    “You live here,” she says when she sees the modest furnishings.

    “Yes, this is where I live. At least here I have a roof over my head and a room I’m allowed to live in. How did you even find out where I live now?”

    “From the newspaper,” she says spontaneously.

    “Oh right, the photos,” Fabian recalls. “So, again, what do you want to talk to me about? If you want money, I don’t have any,” Fabian says, somewhat annoyed.

    “No, my husband passed away, and when I read about you in the newspaper, I thought we could give it another try.”

    “No. You drove me to ruin with your demands for money. You were the one who destroyed our marriage by having a child with someone else. Because of you, I started drinking and ended up living under a bridge. My only comfort was my dog Bobby. I lived for him. I don’t want a fresh start with you. I’m doing fine here.”

    “Think about it. After all, we did love each other once. Do you remember what it was like back then?”

    “That was then. But today everything is different,” he replies.

    “Where can I stay the night here?” she asks him.

    “Not at my place, anyway. But there should still be a room available down at the inn. There’s also a small hotel if you’d like something a little more comfortable.”

    “Where can I find the hotel?”

    “Come on,” he urges her and walks with her to his window. He points down at a house and says, “See that house? That’s the hotel.”

    “Will you carry my bag down for me?”

    “No,” he replies spontaneously.

    Disappointed, she grabs her bag and heads downstairs. When she arrives at the hotel, she goes straight to the front desk and asks for a room.

    “I’m sorry,” says the man at the front desk. “We’re fully booked. Why don’t you try the inn?” he suggests.

    “Isn’t there any other hotel in this town?” she asks him.

    “We’re a small town; there aren’t very many hotels here. I’m sorry I can’t be of more help,” he adds.

    She grabs her bag and heads toward the inn she passed on her way in. Upon arriving, she sees the landlady walking toward the bar with a tray of empty glasses. She walks straight up to her and speaks.

    “Is there still a room available here?”

    “You’re in luck, we still have one room,” she replies.

    “Good, give me that one—it’s better than nothing.”

    Before the landlady hands her the room keys, she calls out to her daughter Marietta.

    “Would you please show the lady to her room?” Then she hands the keys to her daughter.

    “Please come this way. Would you like me to carry your bag?” she asks politely.

    “Yes, please,” she replies. Marietta leads her upstairs, unlocks the room, and then goes to a chair where she sets the bag down. Then she hands over the room keys and leaves the room.

    The lady goes to the window and looks out onto the street, and then she realizes she has a direct view of the castle. Evening falls in the room and the streetlights come on. It grows darker and darker. She goes to the window and looks up at the castle. A bright candlelight shines from the one window of the castle where Fabian lives. She looks up wistfully.

    The city and the local heritage association have launched a fundraising campaign. They’re putting up posters everywhere. Even in the inn. Fabian is sitting in the inn with his colleagues for lunch. His ex-wife Corinna enters the restaurant and sits down at a table a short distance away from them. From where she’s sitting, she can look straight at them. One of his colleagues notices this and gives Fabian a light nudge.

    “Look. She keeps looking over here; maybe she wants something from you,” he says with a cheerful expression.

    “Definitely,” he says. “That’s my ex-wife.”

    “Her,” says another. Then everyone turns to look at her. She doesn’t like being stared at like that, so she gets up and leaves the restaurant. She walks through the streets and sees the many posters. In the evening, she walks back up to the castle, but Fabian isn’t there yet. It doesn’t take long before Fabian also starts up the steep path to the castle. His dog Bobby is leading the way. When he’s almost at the top, Bobby catches a scent and runs ahead. From a distance, Fabian hears him yapping. Fabian hurries to get to the top. There he sees Bobby standing in front of his ex-wife and barking at her.

    “Just take him away already,” she calls out to him.

    “Bobby, come here,” he calls, and the dog obeys.

    “Have you changed your mind?” she asks.

    “The answer is the same as yesterday. Nothing has changed,” he replies.

    “Can we go inside?”

    “Why?” he replies promptly.

    “Tell me, why are there posters with the castle on them hanging everywhere here?” she asks him.

    “It’s about donations. See those walls over there? I built them, together with two retirees. The mayor made sure I got the bricks. And now they’d like to put a roof on top of them.”

    “Did you enjoy building that wall?”

    “As you can see, I haven’t forgotten a thing.”

    “Were those your coworkers at lunchtime today?”

    “Yes. As you can see, I’ve managed to get my life back on track. I have a job and a modest income that’s enough for me and my dog. I also think I’ve gained a little respect. I no longer have to live on the streets, because I have a place to stay. I’m allowed to be here. And now, please go.”

    He takes his key, inserts it into the lock, and unlocks the door. Bobby runs in first, then he follows and closes the door behind him.

    At City Hall and the local heritage association, the first donations are coming in, and the number grows by the hour. Companies are also contributing. Sometimes the amounts are small, other times larger. The mayor plans to issue a public call for bids for the roof repairs. He places an ad in the daily newspaper. Soon, several interested parties come forward. Based on a plan, they prepare their bids and submit them. The mayor and the city council must now choose a company. The choice falls on the company with the lowest bid. It is awarded the contract. Soon, they begin taking measurements to determine the quantity of roof beams needed. At the company’s facility, the beams are cut to size and planed, then transported by truck to the parking lot below the castle. A crane lifts them up, swinging them over the castle wall to a clear space. Then the carpenters begin erecting the scaffolding before installing the roof beams. Now manual labor is required. The crane isn’t sufficient to lift the roof beams onto the roof. Fabian and Max assist the carpenters with their work. They work late into the evening, but the framework is in place. The next day, they deliver the roof battens and the remaining materials needed to seal the roof. From below, in the town, the sound of knocking and hammering can be heard all day long. Visitors also watch from a safe distance. Once this work is done, tiles are laid on the roof. After a few days and weeks, the roof is finished at . In the evening, Max and Rüdiger’s wives both come to the castle. They each have a basket with them, filled with sandwiches and drinks, which they unpack and offer to the workers. Everyone takes something and eats. In a cozy get-together, they take another look at their work.

    Summer is coming to an end and the nights are getting cooler. From the castle, bathed in sunlight, you can see the town shrouded in early morning fog. Only the tip of the church tower rises above the white mist. That morning, Fabian sees a figure emerging from the fog. It approaches him. It is the chairman of the local heritage association.

    “Good morning, Fabian, I need to talk to you, that’s why I came up here,” he greets him.

    “Good morning,” he replies.

    The chairman walks to the castle wall and looks down into the valley.

    “You have a magnificent view up here,” says the chairman.

    Fabian is worried, because he senses that this is not a friendly visit. While the chairman is still looking down into the valley, Fabian asks him why he actually came up.

    “Well, there’s news.”

    “Good or bad?” Fabian asks.

    “Some of both,” he replies. “I could ask you: Which would you like to hear first?”

    “Come on. Spit it out. I’m supposed to leave the castle,” Fabian interrupts him.

    “No, that’s not it. Not exactly. But you know, it’s getting cooler and the first frost is coming soon. It’ll get too cold for you up here. Maybe you should spend the winter at the inn instead.”

    “That doesn’t bother me. I have a room here; I’ll manage to stay warm somehow.”

    “As you wish,” replies the chairman. “Oh, right, the reason I actually came—I wanted to let you know something. The bill from the carpentry shop has arrived. But it turned out to be higher than we expected. That’s why there isn’t much money left. It might still be enough for the floor. We were thinking of stone slabs, like they used to have in castles. Unfortunately, there’s no money left for the windows and the door. We thought we might hold another fundraiser next year. That’s why I suggested the inn. What do you think of that?” he asks Fabian.

    “In any case, I’m staying here; I’ve already said that. Your town has done a lot for me, and I’m grateful for that. I have a small income now and don’t need much for myself and my dog. That’s why I’ve saved up some money. I’ll use that to pay for the windows. There’s also a fireplace in this new, large room, so I could even heat it.”

    “But these windows are custom-made. They have to match the others. There are only a few people who can do that.”

    “Do you know anyone?” Fabian asks him.

    “Yes, of course.”

    “Good, then let him know,” Fabian asks him.

    “All right. I’ll let him know, and we’ll have the floor laid. Then all that’s left is the door. But I’m sure we’ll find a solution for that, too.”

    With that, he takes his leave.

    The night was cold. Fabian spent the night in his sleeping bag. In the morning, the men who are going to lay the stone floor arrive. Fabian wakes up to the rumbling from next door. He gets up and goes to check.

    “Oh, good morning,” says one of the men. “Did we wake you up?” he asks politely.

    “No, not really,” he replies.

    “It’s pretty cold in here,” says his colleague.

    “Yes, the windows haven’t been delivered yet, but they’ll be here soon,” he replies.

    Fabian takes a quick look at his fireplace, then walks away, his dog following him. Twenty minutes later, he returns t , carrying a bundle of wood in his arms, which he sets down next to the fireplace.

    “Do you think what you’re planning will work? The fireplace hasn’t been lit in a long time.”

    “A very long time,” his colleague chimes in.

    “We’ll see,” Fabian reassures her. He first puts dry wood in the fireplace, then small branches, and then looks for paper. The workers watch him.

    “Here, I have a piece,” says one of them, handing it to Fabian. He rummages in his pocket for a match.

    “Here, I have a lighter,” one of the workers calls out to him and tosses it over. Fabian uses it to light the paper, which catches fire immediately. The twigs follow soon after. Smoke pours out of the fireplace and fills the room. They start coughing. Then one of them fans the smoke toward the windows with his jacket. Fabian tries to adjust the draft. Then the smoke rises up the chimney and it slowly gets warmer in the room. By evening, the floor is laid, and Fabian didn’t let the fire go out all day. The fireplace, which stands against the wall of his room, has also helped heat his room, so it’s comfortably warm in the evening. From the town, people saw smoke rising above the castle for the first time, full of wonder.

    Since it’s not possible to drive up the narrow, steep path in a vehicle, the carpenter has acquired a handcart, which he unloads from his small truck together with his apprentice. They stow the windows and the tools they need inside it. Together, they pull the cart uphill. Although the morning is very cool, they arrive there drenched in sweat. They walk through the new entrance to the window openings. Fabian isn’t at the castle, but at his workplace. Step by step, the two install the windows, which are custom-made and match the others in appearance. The work continues until evening. Just as they’re stowing their tools in the handcart, Fabian arrives at the castle. He walks straight over to them.

    “We just finished,” the carpenter says to Fabian. Then he opens one window and closes it again, and then the other, while his apprentice continues to stow away the tools. “Aren’t they beautiful?” the carpenter continues.

    “Yes, beautiful. But how much does that cost?” Fabian asks him right away.

    “I’ll send you the bill. Does the mail even come up here?”

    “I don’t get any mail. But I’d like to pay right away. So tell me your price.”

    The carpenter thinks for a moment, then names a sum. Fabian goes next door to get the money and hands it to the carpenter.

    “Customers like you are my favorites,” he says as he writes out the receipt for Fabian. “What about your door, by the way?”

    “I don’t have the money for that,” he replies to the carpenter.

    “You know what,” says the carpenter. “I’ll measure the doorway, then I’ll think about how I envision it. In any case, it should consist of two panels. I’ll make a sketch, and then you can decide. Don’t worry about the financing. Maybe a small down payment will suffice, and the rest in installments. Maybe we can find another solution—we’ll see. So, that’s how we’ll do it.”

    “Come on,” he says to his apprentice and grabs the handle of the handcart. Together they pull the cart up to the doorway. There he takes the measurements and jots them down on a piece of paper before they move on.

    The very next day, the carpenter comes to Fabian and shows him his ideas. He’s brought two drawings with him and presents them to Fabian. Fabian looks at both drawings. Since he can’t make up his mind, the carpenter recommends one of the proposals.

    “I can’t afford that,” he says again to the carpenter.

    “We’ll manage,” he replies and continues. “Everything new has to be inaugurated, after all. Down there, the people in the ‘ ’ town love to celebrate. And you have a beautiful, large room here. How about throwing a party once the door or doors are installed? I could talk to the board of the local heritage association. We could set up tables and benches here and hang a large brass kettle over the big fireplace. Just like they used to cook back then. We could cook some soup in it and put out a donation box. Anyone who wants to contribute can do so. What do you think? With that money, you can make a down payment, and the rest will work itself out.”

    Fabian isn’t too keen on the idea, but he doesn’t say anything else about it.

    The carpenter likes his idea so much that he puts all other work on hold and immediately sets out to find suitable wood. The gate to the portal consists of two doors. To give the heavy doors stability, he procures hand-forged hardware, which he paints black. The work on the two doors takes days. They have turned out large and very heavy.

    “How are we going to get them up to the castle?” his apprentice asks him. The carpenter pulls his cap up, runs his hand through his hair, and then puts it back on before answering. “That’s going to be difficult,” he says thoughtfully. “We can’t fit these doors on our handcart. They’re too big and too heavy. We’ll have to come up with something.”

    “How about a crane? They used one to hoist the wood for the roof up there,” the apprentice suggests.

    “We could do it with a crane, but where am I going to get a crane now?”

    “Rent one from the building supply store,” the apprentice suggests.

    “I’ll give them a call right away. Let’s see if I can find the number,” says the carpenter, looking in the phone book, where he finds it immediately. After the call, he’s relieved. “We’re in luck. The truck with the crane is coming here tomorrow morning at eight o’clock. Then it’ll load the doors here and drive us to the parking lot below the castle, and from there it’ll haul them up. We have to be up there before it unloads them. So nothing goes wrong. Tomorrow’s going to be a grueling day. And that’s why you’d better go home now and get some rest.”

    The apprentice doesn’t need to be told twice.

    The next morning, they place both doors on a pallet and strap them down. There are no problems during loading, the drive, or unloading. The two doors arrive at their destination undamaged. First, they install the frame. Since this takes much more time, they decide to wait until the next day to install the doors. Before the carpenter installs the doors on the second day, he checks the frame once more to make sure it’s secure enough. Then they install the first door and secure it to the hinge. Then the second door, just like the first. Afterward, they check to make sure they close properly and fit correctly. By the afternoon, they’ve finished their work and are satisfied. Fabian is still at work.

    “What do you think about locking the door and hiding the key?” the apprentice suggests.

    “Don’t be silly. No, we won’t do that, or he won’t be able to get into his room,” he replies. The carpenter doesn’t lock the door and places the keys by the window. Then he writes a note that reads: The keys are by the window.

    In the evening, Fabian comes up to the castle, tired, and sees the new gate. Slowly, he pushes down the handle and opens the door. As soon as it’s just a crack open, Bobby runs right in. Fabian follows him and closes the door again. He goes to his door, where he reads the note the carpenter left him. He then goes to the window, retrieves the keys, and goes back to the new gate to lock it. “There, Bobby,” he says to his dog, “now no one can get in so easily anymore.” He sets the bag with his dinner aside and begins to take off his jacket. Noticing that it has gotten quite chilly in his room, he slips it back on. “You know, Bobby,” he says to his dog. “I’m going to get some wood and start a fire. You stay here; I’ll be right back.” Bobby lies down on the blanket and waits patiently for his owner to return. In the nearby forest, Fabian gathers branches and carries them in his arms back to the castle. In the fireplace in the new room, he lights a fire. Soon it gets warm, even in Fabian’s small room. The wood crackles softly and smoke rises from the chimney. Then he goes to Bobby, who is still lying on his blanket until Fabian enters the room. Wagging his tail happily, he goes to meet him. “Yes, yes, you’ll get something in a minute,” he says to him and reaches for the bag with his dinner. But before Fabian gets started, Bobby gets his dog food. After that, Fabian goes next door again to add more wood. Even before the fire goes out, the two snuggle up to each other and lie down to sleep.

    The mayor’s secretary opens the mail in the morning. She reads a letter with horror. Immediately, she knocks briefly on the office door and opens it right away.

    “Forgive me, Mr. Mayor, for barging in so abruptly. But you must read this. It’s a letter from a woman named Corinna Schwarz. She writes that her son is Fabian Brügge’s son and therefore has a claim to the castle.”

    “What nonsense. Fabian said that his ex-wife Corinna had a child with his friend. Does it mention the date and place of birth?”

    She looks at the letter again and then says, “No. That wasn’t mentioned in this letter.”

    “Then have Fabian come here; he might know when and where he was born.”

    “But how am I supposed to reach him? He doesn’t have a phone.”

    “Oh, right, then call his supervisor; he can send him here.”

    After work, Fabian is standing in the secretary’s office.

    “You can go right in. He’s already expecting you,” she says to him right away.

    He knocks briefly and enters.

    “Good to see you’re finally here,” says the mayor. “You know a Corinna Schwarz, don’t you?”

    “Yes, she’s my ex-wife. Why do you ask?”

    “Well, she sent us a letter claiming that her son is your child, Fabian.”

    “That’s not true. The child is the other man’s. That’s what she told me back then, not that it was mine.”

    “Could it be possible?”

    “No, nothing was happening at that time.”

    “Do you have any idea when and where he was born? Then we could find out about paternity through the relevant registry office.”

    “No, I don’t know that. By the time the child was born, I hadn’t had any contact with her for a long time. We only communicated through our lawyers. I wasn’t interested in anything else. Besides, I think she wants to get back at me. She was here a short while ago and supposedly wanted to get back in touch with me, but I didn’t want that and turned her down. I suppose that’s why she’s angry.”

    The mayor presses a button on his speakerphone and calls in his secretary, who appears immediately.

    “Draft a letter for me asking the lady to provide proof of paternity.”

    Then he speaks to Fabian again. “I’m curious to see if she’ll do that. That’s it. That’s all I wanted to know. You can go now. As soon as I hear anything, I’ll get in touch with you.”

    Just as Fabian turns to leave, the mayor calls after him. “Wait a minute, I just thought of something else. Next weekend, the local heritage association is planning an inauguration party for the new space. You don’t need to worry about a thing; the association will take care of everything. It’ll just get a little loud. But you’ll get through one day. I just wanted to let you know that.”

    While everyone at City Hall is still patiently waiting for a response, the local heritage association is already making the initial preparations. A blacksmith has been commissioned to forge a large cauldron that will be suspended from a chain. The women are deciding which cakes to bake. They also need to figure out what soup to cook in the large cauldron and what drinks to bring up. Portable toilets must also be set up, since there aren’t any at the castle yet. Finally, the preparations are complete, and the festival, scheduled for the next day, can begin.

    Early in the morning, there’s a knock at the castle gate. Fabian is still asleep. Bobby wakes up from the loud knocking and barks. “What’s going on?” Fabian says to Bobby, and at that very moment he hears the knocking at the gate. He gets up immediately and opens the gate. Standing before him is the blacksmith with the large iron cauldron on his wheelbarrow.

    “Please let me in; I have to install it. You can leave your gate open; the others will be here soon.”

    Fabian opens both doors at the gate, then retreats to his room and closes the door behind him. He prepares his breakfast. From next door, he hears knocking and hammering. Soon after, many voices can be heard talking to one another, along with the sound of tables and benches being set up. On the way to the castle, it’s soon as busy as a beehive. Some want to go up, others back down. They haul the supplies up to the castle with handcarts. Finally, the knocking and hammering subside. The cauldron hangs securely in the fireplace. Fabian goes next door to the blacksmith to see what he’s done.

    “There,” the blacksmith says to him. “You can cook soup in that, enough to last at least a week or more.”

    “We need a fire,” a woman calls out.

    “I’ll take care of that. I’ll get some wood and light the fire,” Fabian calls back. “Come on, Bobby, let’s get some wood,” commands his dog. After about twenty minutes, Fabian is back with wood in his arms. He uses it to light the fire. Soon the room is getting warmer. A woman pours water into the cauldron.

    “You keep an eye on the fire so it doesn’t go out,” she tells Fabian.

    The women have brought plastic plates for the soup and paper plates for the cake. It takes quite a while for the water to start boiling. Then the woman begins to put her ingredients into the pot. “Always keep an eye on the fire,” she warns Fabian. At noon, the landlady and her daughter Marietta arrive at the castle. She’s holding a potato masher and walks over to the pot with it. The woman is in the middle of stirring the ingredients in the pot.

    “Is everything cooked yet?” she asks the woman.

    “Oh, we didn’t think of that,” she says when she sees the potato masher in the landlady’s hand. “We still have to mash it.”

    “Let me give it a try.” Then the landlady begins to mash the ingredients into a puree. Afterward, she takes a spoon and tastes the soup. “Salt—it still needs salt,” she remarks and adds a little more salt. Around two o’clock, all the preparations are finished and the celebration can begin. The first guests arrive at the castle and find a place to sit. The mayor and his family, as well as the board of the local heritage association and his wife, also arrive at the castle.

    At the same time, a bus drives down the main street and stops at a bus stop. Corinna and her son David get off. They have a suitcase with them and walk to the inn. They stop in front of the door because there’s a note hanging there that reads: CLOSED. AT THE CASTLE.

    “What do we do now?” David asks his mother.

    “We could go to the hotel, but I think it’s closed or full too. Take a look up at the castle.”

    “Should we wait until the innkeeper comes?” David asks.

    “I think we’d be waiting a long time. Let’s go up there.”

    “You want to go up there? It’s probably really steep, isn’t it?”

    “You bet. Come on, you’ll get to meet my ex-husband right away.”

    Corinna leads the way and her son follows her, carrying the suitcase. On the steep path up, David stops and sets the suitcase down.

    “Do we really have to walk all the way up there? Surely there’s another way,” David complains to his mother.

    “Keep going. Come on,” she urges him.

    Then he picks up the suitcase again and continues on. Even from a distance, you can hear cheerful voices. Upstairs, there’s a lively bustle. Children are playing knights and fighting with wooden swords or shooting arrows at a target with bows and arrows.

    “Come with me,” she orders him after he’s watched the children for a moment. “He has to be somewhere.” Then they walk through the new gate into the hall. David looks around. “Wow, this is crazy,” David says in amazement. Fabian is still standing near the fireplace. That’s where Corinna finds him. She goes straight over to him and speaks to him.

    “Do you have anything to do with this?”

    “With what?”

    “Your upstanding mayor doesn’t believe me that David is your son; he wants proof.”

    “I don’t believe you either. David can’t be my son. You said yourself back then that the child is your boyfriend’s.”

    “You must have misunderstood something in your drunken state.”

    “I’m sure I didn’t.”

    “What’s going on here?” a voice asks in the background. It’s the mayor, who has overheard the conversation unintentionally.

    “Who are you?” she asks him.

    “I’m the mayor, and I requested the proof. Do you have it with you?”

    She opens her bag and pulls out a birth certificate, which she hands to the mayor. He looks at it immediately and then says, “The father’s name isn’t listed.”

    “So what? I should know best,” she replies in a snarky tone.

    “Fabian, don’t worry, this woman has no claim unless she can prove it with a DNA test. This certificate proves nothing,” he says, handing it back to her.

    Marietta is sitting at a table eating soup. David sees that the girl is sitting alone and goes over to her.

    “May I sit with you?” he asks politely.

    “Sit wherever you want, I don’t care,” she replies in a brusque tone.

    “Oh, how rude,” he remarks in an ironic tone. “Did I do something to you?”

    “No, but leave me alone.”

    “What’s your name, anyway?” he asks her.

    “Marietta.”

    “By the way, I’m David.”

    “By the way, David, did you come with that woman standing next to Fabian?”

    “Yes, that’s my mother.”

    “I see. And what does she want from Fabian?”

    “Why so nosy?”

    “If you don’t want to tell me, then you can just leave right now.”

    “All right, she says he might be my father.”

    Marietta laughs. “No way. You don’t look anything like him.”

    “But you seem to know him pretty well.”

    “I do.” Then Marietta goes back to spooning her soup before it gets cold. David gets up and gets a drink, then leaves the room to watch the children playing. Some of the children are shooting arrows at a target marked with circles and numbers.

    “Do you want to give it a try?” one of the children asks him. “Sure, why not. Hold my drink for a second,” he asks the child. Then he shoots. The first arrow lands on the ground. The second arrow hits the target, right at the very edge. The third arrow finally hits the center of the target. “I had to warm up first,” he remarks, then hands the bow back to the child, who returns his drink to him. David goes back into the hall and looks for his mother, who is now standing with the landlady.

    “Can I get a room here for me and my son?” Corinna asks the landlady.

    “Yes, that’s fine, but I can’t leave right now. Why don’t you celebrate with us?” she asks Corinna. David walks over to his mother after she steps away from the landlady.

    “What’s up?” he says to her.

    “We can get a room, but we have to wait until the party is over.”

    “That long?”

    “Yes, you can see for yourself. The inn is closed. So we’ll wait,” she reassures him. The two of them stay seated at a table the whole time, eating cake and drinking coffee. Slowly, things quiet down. Many guests start heading home. The members of the local heritage association begin cleaning up. The landlady approaches Corinna and David.

    “If you’d like to come with me, we can leave now. I have to reopen my restaurant later.”

    “Come on, you carry the suitcase again,” Corinna says to her son. Both are tired when they arrive at the inn, and both are looking forward to their beds. The next morning, they come downstairs and sit down at a table. The landlady brings them their breakfast. Suddenly, Marietta comes out of the kitchen and goes behind the counter.

    “Hey, look at her,” David says to his mother when he spots Marietta. “That’s the girl from yesterday who I saw at the castle.” He immediately gets up and walks to the counter. “Do you work here?” he asks her spontaneously.

    “No, I live here. The inn belongs to my mother.”

    “And what about your father? Doesn’t he live here anymore?”

    “Only in our hearts now. He’s passed away, unfortunately.”

    “Mine too.”

    “What? I thought Fabian was supposed to be your father. That’s what your mother claims.”

    “Yeah, yeah.” “Something’s not right here,” Marietta says, a little worried.

    “Hey, what do you say we do something together tonight?” he asks her, trying to steer the conversation in a different direction.

    “Don’t change the subject,” Marietta says, a little angrily. “Answer my question first, then I’ll think about whether I want to do something with you.”

    “I can’t tell you that,” he admits.

    “Fine, then my answer is no. I don’t want anything to do with a liar.”

    “All right, if I tell you that Fabian Brügge isn’t my father, would you believe me and go out with me?”

    Marietta takes off the apron she’s wearing and says to him, “Come on.”

    “Where?”

    “It’s simple. We’re going to Fabian’s now. Then you’ll tell him that it’s all a hoax and that you’re not his son.”

    “Now?”

    “Right now.”

    David takes a deep breath. Because he knows what lies ahead: a long, steep climb to the castle. But Marietta won’t let up. She insists. Corinna is sitting at the breakfast table and watches as David leaves the restaurant with Marietta. The path is arduous as usual, and halfway up it starts to rain. Just a few drops at first, then more. By the time they reach the top, it’s pouring. Neither of them has an umbrella. Marietta knocks on the gate, several times. It takes a few minutes before Fabian finally comes to the gate and opens it.

    “Fabian, please let us in, we need to tell you something,” Marietta says to him.

    “Of course, come on in. You’re completely soaked. Go to the fireplace. I was just about to light a fire.”

    “Sorry,” says Marietta. “I know it’s Sunday and you’d like some peace and quiet, but this is important. Really important for you.”

    Fabian puts wood in the fireplace and lights a fire. The two of them stand shivering in front of it, water dripping from their clothes. Fabian brings over a bench that hasn’t been picked up yet and places it in front of the fireplace. “Sit down,” he urges them. “Now tell me what’s going on,” he says.

    “Go on, David,” she says, giving him a gentle nudge.

    “All right. My mother is going to hate me for this. She heard that you live in a castle. That’s why she thought you had a lot of money again. That’s why she wanted to go back to you. But because you turned her down, she was angry and wanted to get back at you.”

    “So that means I’m not your father?”

    “No. And I think it’s unfair to say something like that to my biological father. I really liked him.”

    “Thanks for your honesty. I appreciate that,” Fabian says to him. David then looks at Marietta and says to her, “So, are you going to do something with me now?”

    “If you’re still alive by tonight,” she says jokingly.

    “Why? What do you mean?”

    “Well, you still have to confess to your mother.”

    “Enough confessing,” Fabian says. “Now go dry your clothes first, and I’ll make you a nice breakfast. There’s still plenty left over from yesterday, and then we should talk about something else.”

    Fabian steps away briefly and brings the two of them—and himself—a mug of hot coffee. “Here, drink this first; it’ll warm you up right away.” They cup the mugs in both hands to warm themselves. David keeps staring at the ceiling.

    “Why are you always looking up?” Marietta asks.

    “Oh, I’m just looking at the ceiling. It’s new, isn’t it?”

    “Yes, very new,” Fabian replies.

    “The roof was just recently completed, which is why we’re having this housewarming party,” Fabian explains to him.

    “I took a look around yesterday. Those thick walls—I wonder how they lived back then?” David asks.

    “It wasn’t easy. At least there was no central heating. No phone, no TV, and no radio. Their entertainment was mock battles where they could test their strength,” Fabian explains. “I’d love to live in a castle like this sometime,” David says. Then he turns his head in all directions and asks, “Where’s the light here? I don’t see a lamp or an outlet.”

    “You can look for a long time. There’s no running water or electricity in this castle. Besides, there’s nothing to light up the castle at night. Instead, there are candles—they provide both light and warmth.”

    “Did you actually learn a trade, or are you still in school?” Marietta asks him.

    “No, I dropped out of school.”

    “So you’re a failure.”

    “Don’t call me a failure,” David says in a loud voice.

    “But you are, because you never follow through on anything,” Marietta snaps at him.

    “I’ll prove to you that I’m not a failure.”

    “And how are you going to do that?” Marietta asks him.

    “You’ll see,” he says angrily.

    “Don’t do anything stupid now,” Fabian warns him. “The best way to prove it to her would be to finish school and learn a trade or start college. But I suppose your GPA isn’t high enough for college, since you dropped out of school.”

    “Yeah, that’s too bad,” David replies. “Can you do an apprenticeship without a high school diploma?” he asks Fabian.

    “It’s tough. You’ll hardly find a master craftsman who’ll take on someone without a diploma. You have to be able to do math in vocational school, too—you need that in most trades.”

    “Damn.”

    “Fabian,” says Marietta. “You used to have your own company. Can’t you teach him something? You’re a master craftsman, aren’t you?”

    “Look,” she then says to David. “He and two other men built this room.”

    “I don’t have a company anymore and I work in the city. That’s why I can’t do it. I’m sorry.”

    “Too bad,” Marietta adds.

    The clothes on their bodies have dried, and the rain has stopped.

    “We have to go now,” says Marietta. “I still have to help my mom. She’s probably missing me already.”

    “I have to go, too,” David says after that.

    When they arrive downstairs at the restaurant, Corinna has already gone up to her room. Since David doesn’t see her in the restaurant, he goes straight up to her room.

    “Where were you? I was looking for you,” she snaps at him right away.

    “I was at the castle with Marietta, visiting Fabian.”

    “You have no business being there; I’ll handle it.”

    “Stop it, Mom. You know that my father was my biological father. It’s not nice how you’re treating him.”

    “He’s dead.”

    “And you’re sullying his memory with your greed. I won’t stand for that.”

    “And what are you going to do? You don’t earn any money at all—how are we supposed to keep getting by on this little bit?”

    “First of all, I told Fabian the truth. Then I’ll find a job. I think Marietta and Fabian will help me with that.”

    “Well then, have fun. From now on, you can figure out how to get by on your own. I’m leaving. Right now.”

    Furious, she packs her things. Then she grabs her suitcase and goes downstairs. The landlady is standing behind the counter, drying glasses.

    “I’m leaving. My son is paying for the room. Thank your daughter for that,” she says in a loud, furious tone. The landlady is speechless and just stares at her. Then she watches her leave the bar. Marietta joins her mother behind the bar. She then speaks to her daughter.

    “Can you explain to me what’s going on here? Mrs. Schwarz left the restaurant and said I should thank you.”

    “So he really did it—I wouldn’t have thought him capable of that,” Marietta says.

    “What?”

    “He told Fabian the truth this morning and has now confessed it to her. She’s probably upset about that.”

    “That’s what I thought—that Fabian isn’t David’s biological father. But she just took off and left her son to foot the bill. What do I do now? He can’t possibly pay that.”

    “How about getting a job? He’s looking for work anyway.”

    “I’ll have to think about that. In any case, we have to help him,” the landlady admits.

    Shortly afterward, David comes downstairs and walks up to the bar.

    “Your mother’s gone,” the landlady says to him.

    “Oh, she’ll be back,” David says with a slight smile on his face.

    “I don’t think so. She didn’t look like she was leaving. She said you’d pay the bill,” the landlady tells him.

    “I can’t do that. I don’t have any money,” he admits, his face growing serious.

    “Then we’ll have to find a solution,” the landlady says firmly.

    “You need a job,” Marietta adds.

    The landlady goes to the phone and dials the police. On the phone, she reports the incident to the police. Then she goes to Marietta and David and says, “I called the police. She can’t just walk off like that. She signed the registration form, so she has to pay.”

    A few minutes later, two officers arrive. The landlady explains the situation to them, then the two police officers set out to look for her. It doesn’t take long before they return with her.

    “Is that the lady?” asks one of the officers.

    “Yes, that’s her,” the landlady replies.

    “Pay your bill, then you can go,” one of the officers says to Corinna. Then he turns to the landlady and asks her, “Are you pressing charges?”

    “No,” she replies. The landlady hands her the bill, and Corinna pays it. The two police officers say goodbye and leave the dining room.

    “Was that really necessary?” Corinna asks the landlady.

    “Yes, it had to be. How else was I supposed to get my money?”

    Corinna grabs her suitcase again and heads back to the bus stop where the two police officers had picked her up.

    “What about you, aren’t you going to follow her?” the landlady asks David. He looks at Marietta and says, “I’m staying here. It’s time I took control of my own life.”

    “That’s the right call,” Marietta replies. “Do you have a plan yet?” she asks him. He just shakes his head slightly.

    “Where are you going to live now?” the landlady asks him.

    “Right here,” he replies.

    “The rooms are only for guests—paying guests,” she makes clear to him.

    “But Mom, Fabian lived here too and didn’t pay anything.”

    “He didn’t, but the city did,” she admits to her daughter.

    “David, I have an idea. Let’s go up to the castle and ask Fabian if you can stay with him,” Marietta suggests.

    “I don’t think that’s a good idea. You know Fabian lived on the streets for a long time. He’s used to a simple life. But David definitely won’t be able to handle it.”

    “Let’s just ask him,” Marietta says to her mother.

    “All right, as you wish. But wait until lunchtime. Maybe you could save yourselves the trip up there then. Fabian usually comes down for dinner on Sundays.”

    “Okay, we’ll wait,” Marietta agrees.

    Fabian shows up right on time for lunch with his dog Bobby. He heads straight for the regulars’ table, where other regulars are already seated. The landlady brings him his food right away, and Bobby gets served some dog food too. David and Marietta want to go over to him, but the landlady asks them to wait a little longer until he’s finished eating. Meanwhile, Marietta helps her mother serve the guests, and David fills the glasses behind the bar. Marietta doesn’t take her eyes off Fabian. She waits patiently until Fabian’s plate is empty. She hurries over to him to get the empty plate, speaking to him as she does so.

    “Fabian, David and I need to ask you something.”

    “So, what is it?”

    Marietta turns to David and waves him over. He immediately sets down his glass and walks over to the table.

    “Did you ask him?” he says right away.

    “Not yet,” she replies.

    “So what do you want now? Just say it,” he urges them.

    “You tell him,” Marietta asks David.

    David plucks up his courage and begins to speak. “All right. Fabian, I wanted to ask if I could sleep over at your place?”

    “Why? You live with your mom.” – “She’s gone. She’s mad because I told you the truth this morning.”

    “Gone, just like that?”

    “Yeah, just like that. So, is that okay?”

    “You know where I live. There’s no internet up there.”

    “I don’t mind. As long as I have a place to stay.”

    “I can’t decide that on my own. The castle isn’t mine; I just have the right to live there. But I think it’ll work for one night. Tomorrow we’ll ask the mayor if he’s okay with it.”

    “Great.”

    “Fabian,” says Marietta. “Can’t you ask your boss if he can work for you? He needs a job, too.”

    “What kind of high school diploma does he have?” one of the regulars asks Marietta.

    “None,” she replies.

    “That’s bad. And what would you be interested in doing?” he asks David.

    “Don’t know. No idea,” he’s told.

    “He was admiring the wooden ceiling you guys made this morning,” Fabian interjects.

    “Oh, I see. Then I’ll make you an offer. Come to my company tomorrow and show me what you can do. We’ll do a trial period. If you work hard and pass that period, then maybe we can talk about an apprenticeship contract. What do you think?”

    “Agreed. But first I have to talk to the mayor to see if I can stay with Fabian.”

    “I see your point. But you’ll come by after that. Marietta can explain to you where it is.”

    “I’ll do that,” she says.

    “Bobby and I are going back upstairs now. You can come up later. I think you’d rather spend the afternoon with your girlfriend than with a grumpy old man.”

    “Hey, you’re not old,” Marietta reassures him.

    In the evening, David comes up to the castle. The landlady has given him a cot and a blanket. On his back, he carries a backpack with his things, which his mother had left for him. When he arrives upstairs, Fabian opens the door for him right away. The fire is crackling in the fireplace. The tables and benches have already been picked up by the local heritage association. David walks over to the fireplace with his cot and wants to set it up.

    “Not here—set up your cot next door. It’s nice and warm in there, too. The fireplace heats both rooms.”

    “Why is it so empty in here?” David asks him.

    “The tables, benches, and the rest were picked up by the local heritage association this afternoon.”

    David carries his cot into the adjacent room, sets it up against a wall, and lays his blanket on it. The cot faces Fabian’s sleeping area. David goes back to Fabian. “Are you still hungry? There’s some soup left in the pot,” Fabian asks him.

    “No, I’ve already eaten.”

    “Come on, Bobby,” Fabian calls out, “let’s go outside for a bit.”

    Half an hour later, he’s back and locks the gate.

    “I’m going to sleep now,” he says to David. “Let the fire go out; it’ll stay warm for a while.”

    “Okay, wait, I’m coming too.” David lies down on the cot and pulls the blanket up to his neck. Fabian is still sleeping on his sleeping pad. Bobby snuggles up next to him. When David sees him lying there, he asks him.

    “Don’t you ever want to buy yourself a bed?”

    “Why? This works just fine.”

    “The floor is way too cold,” David remarks and closes his eyes.

    When it gets light, Fabian looks at his pocket watch. Then he shakes David.

    “It’s time. You have to get up.” David slowly wakes up and stretches.

    “Why get up? It’s still nighttime.”

    “It’s morning. You want to live here, don’t you? We have to go see the mayor.”

    “Do you have his number?”

    “I don’t have a phone, and I don’t know his number either.”

    “You know what, I’ll call Marietta; she can give it to me.”

    “But he’s not in his office yet.”

    “It doesn’t matter; he has a private number too.”

    David pulls his cell phone out of his pocket and dials Marietta’s number. She answers right away.

    “Hi Marietta, it’s me, David. Can you give me the mayor’s home number?”

    “I’ll have to look it up first. I’ll call you back,” she replies.

    “You heard that,” he says to Fabian. Shortly afterward, his cell phone rings.

    “Hi, David. I have the number. I’ll send it to you.” At that moment, the number appears on David’s phone screen.

    “I’ve got it, thanks,” he calls back. “Fabian, I have the number now. Do you want to talk to him, or should I?”

    “I’ll talk to him,” Fabian says.

    David presses the button and the phone dials the number. Then David hands his phone to Fabian. The mayor answers the phone.

    “Good morning, Mr. Mayor. Please excuse the early disturbance, but I need to speak with you.”

    “Can’t that wait until later?”

    “No, I’ll be at work then.”

    “Since when have you had a phone?”

    “The phone isn’t mine; it belongs to David Schwarz, which is why I’m calling you.”

    “I see.”

    “He wants to stay with me for now, and since that’s not up to me to decide, I wanted to ask for your permission.”

    “That’s no problem, but you know that many visitors come to the castle. So no loud music and no litter in the castle. You guarantee that to me. Oh, and one more thing: You don’t need to worry about the new gate. You don’t have to pay the bill.”

    “Good, thanks. That’s all I wanted to know.”

    David turns off his cell phone. “So that’s settled,” David says with relief.

    “All right, David. You go down to Marietta now; she’ll show you the way. There’s still some cake left over from the party— —so take a piece with you if you’d like. Remember: you wanted to change. Start now,” he urges him.

    Together they walk down to town. In the parking lot, the small truck with Fabian’s colleagues is just pulling up to pick him up. David catches a glimpse of him getting in with his dog Bobby and driving away with them. David continues on to the inn. As he approaches the inn, he sees Marietta standing behind a window. She comes out immediately, even before he reaches the front door.

    “Come on, let’s go. You have to be on time.” She quickly slips on her jacket and walks with him to the company. “See, that’s it. Now you can go on your own; I have to head back. And stop by later—I want to know how it went.”

    “I will. I would have done that anyway.”

    “Good luck,” she wishes him, then runs back.

    Marietta is restless all day long. She keeps checking her watch or staring at the door whenever it opens. Her mother notices this.

    “He’ll be here soon,” she says, trying to reassure her daughter. But those words don’t calm Marietta down. Toward evening, the moment finally arrives. Dusty, sweaty, and tired, David walks through the door. Marietta goes up to him.

    “How was it?” she asks.

    “Exhausting, but I enjoyed it. I’m going back there tomorrow. I get to do an internship. Isn’t that great?”

    “Great, I’m so happy for you. Just stick with it,” she urges him.

    “I will. You’ll see, Marietta.”

    Shortly after, Fabian walks into the room. Bobby immediately runs over to David to greet him. Before Fabian can even sit down, David speaks up. “I was there all day today and got a trial period. I’m supposed to come back tomorrow. So, what do you think?”

    “That’s great. Do your best. That way you can impress Marietta, too.”

    “I will.”

    “Marietta, would you please bring me my orange juice,” he asks her as he sits down at the regulars’ table. Bobby is given a bowl full of fresh water.

    Day slowly gives way to night. The streetlights illuminate the streets and alleys. Fabian and David make their way back upstairs. Halfway to the castle, David suddenly stops.

    “What’s wrong?” Fabian asks him.

    “I’m tired. I need to rest for a moment,” he replies. Fabian stops beside him. He smiles at him.

    “Come on, let’s go. You’re the younger one of the two of us. Don’t let yourself get so down,” Fabian orders him. With a sluggish gait, David continues up to the castle. When he finally reaches his bed, he slowly sinks down and stretches out on it. Fabian is in the next room, standing by the fireplace to light a fire. Since it’s still cold, David has already pulled the blanket over himself. It’s slowly getting warmer. The fire crackles in the fireplace. Fabian is sitting on the floor, warming himself. After a while, David notices that it’s pleasantly warm in the room. So he gets up and goes next door to Fabian. When he sees him sitting on the floor, he asks him why he doesn’t buy a chair.

    “I don’t need one; this works just fine,” Fabian replies.

    “We have to change that,” David says. “I’ll talk to Marietta tomorrow; she’s sure to have a good idea.”

    “Don’t bother,” Fabian pleads.

    The next morning, David has a hard time getting out of bed. He’s plagued by muscle aches. But the thought of Marietta perks him up. Together, they make the arduous trek back down to the parking lot, where Fabian is picked up every workday. David heads straight to the company that morning, and in the evening, after work, he goes back to the inn, where Marietta is already waiting for him.

    “Hey, there you are. So, how was it today?” she asks him as soon as he walks in.

    “Great. I think I can learn a lot there. But I need to talk to you about something else. Is Fabian there?”

    “No, is it about him?”

    “Not exactly. You know, I’m worried. I saw him sitting on the floor in front of the fireplace last night, and the floor is freezing cold. I wanted him to buy a chair, but he wouldn’t. Plus, he’s just sleeping on one of those thin sleeping pads. I thought maybe you could convince him to at least buy a decent bed and maybe a chair so he doesn’t have to keep sleeping on the floor. You’ve known him much longer than I have. Maybe you can convince him, or at least try. What do you think?”

    “You’re right. But I think I’d rather bring my mom into this. I think he’ll listen to her more than he will to me. I’ll talk to her tomorrow, I promise. But we’re not saying anything to Fabian yet, okay!”

    “All right,” he replies.

    The next day, Marietta talks to her mother about what she and David have discussed. “I don’t think he’ll listen to us. But we can always give it a try,” the landlady replies to her daughter.

    “When do you think would be the best time to talk to him about it?”

    “I don’t know, I only see him in the evenings when he’s here and sitting at the regulars’ table.”

    “Yeah, that might be a good idea. Maybe the others at the regulars’ table can help convince him.”

    “Hmm, let’s do that, Marietta. But only once David is here.”

    That evening, David arrives at the inn before Fabian and, as he does every evening, orders his orange juice and a bowl of fresh water for Bobby.

    “Isn’t David here yet?” he asks Marietta.

    “No, not yet. I don’t know where he is tonight either.”

    “Well, he’ll show up eventually,” Fabian reassures her.

    As Fabian sips his orange juice, David appears in the doorway and immediately walks over to Marietta, who is standing behind the bar pouring beer. “What’s up?” he says quietly to her.

    “I talked to her,” she whispers softly in his ear. “We were just waiting for you,” she continues to whisper. Then she takes the beer and brings it to the regulars’ table to a guest sitting next to Fabian. Hesitantly, Marietta addresses Fabian. “Tell me, Fabian. David told me that you’re still sleeping on your sleeping pad.”

    “So what!”

    “What do you think of a real bed? The floor is way too cold, and the mat doesn’t keep you warm enough.”

    “I don’t need a bed.”

    “What do you guys think?” she asks the other guests at the table, looking around.

    “Of course you need a bed,” one of the guests says to Fabian. “It’s freezing up there in the winter, and if your fire goes out, at least you can slip under a warm blanket,” the guest continues.

    “And think of Bobby—he likes to be nice and cozy in the winter, too,” says Marietta.

    “He’s warm with me—I’ll make sure of that,” Fabian replies.

    “Hey, it doesn’t have to be expensive. I’m just talking about a bed, not a whole bedroom. You can probably find used beds online. They don’t cost much. You know what? David and I will look into it and show you.”

    Before Fabian can even answer Marietta, she’s already over by David, who’s still standing behind the counter. “Come on, take a look,” she says right away to David, who’s been listening to the whole conversation. He immediately pulls his cell phone out of his pocket and goes online. He types in the search term, and pictures and prices pop up right away. David finds a very affordable bed. He immediately goes over to Fabian with his phone and shows it to him. Fabian shows little enthusiasm. Then the other guests at the table ask to see the picture of the bed, too. David shows it to them.

    “That doesn’t look too bad,” says one of the guests. “Fabian, listen to her and buy yourself a bed,” the guest continues.

    “So, what’s the deal? I’m not giving up,” Marietta presses.

    “All right, but then you have to leave me alone.”

    David clicks and requests cash on delivery.

    “It’s all set, you’ve got the bed,” he says.

    One of the guests smirks. “Why are you smirking like that?” another guest asks him. “I’m just imagining the bed being delivered by the post office or some other delivery service. The poor guy can only drive as far as the parking lot below the castle. Then he has to carry the bed up the steep path. He’ll be thrilled.”

    Loud laughter ripples through the room.

    “That’s not our problem,” David says jokingly.

    Three days later, a delivery van pulls into the parking lot below the castle. The delivery driver gets out and looks for a house number. Max, who lives nearby, sees the driver, walks over to him, and speaks to him. “Who are you looking for?”

    “I have a package here for a Mr. Fabian Brügge. Do you know where he lives? I can’t find a house number here.”

    “Oh, I’ve got some bad news for you. Look up there, up at the castle—that’s where he lives.”

    “Up there? You’re joking, right?”

    Max gently shakes his head and says, “Unfortunately not. He really does live up there.”

    “And how do you get up there?”

    Then Max shows him the path and says, “Only via this path. But you know what? He’s not home right now anyway. Leave the package with me. I’ll see when he gets back from work, and I’ll give it to him.”

    When the driver hears this, he is visibly relieved and says, “Thank you very much. You’re doing me a huge favor.” The driver goes around to the back of his car and opens the rear door. Then he takes out the heavy package and hands it to Max. He slams his car door shut, gets in, and drives away. Max picks up the package and notices that it’s very heavy. Then he walks the few steps to his garage and fetches his handcart, which he uses to drive to the parking lot to retrieve the package. He loads it onto the cart and takes it into his garage. That evening, Max sees Fabian and David walking across the parking lot from his window. He immediately rushes out of the house, hurries toward them, and calls out, “Wait a minute. I accepted a package for you.”

    They go to Max, who walks with them to his garage and opens the garage door. “Here it is. The driver thought I was joking when I told him the address was the castle. He gave me a really strange look.”

    “I can believe that,” David remarks.

    Fabian picks up the package and carries it out of the garage. “It’s pretty heavy,” he remarks.

    “Wait. I’ll lend you my handcart so you can pull the heavy package up.” He goes back into his garage and pulls out the handcart. “There it is,” he says. Together, David and Fabian lift the heavy package onto the handcart.

    “I’ll pull and you push,” David says to Fabian.

    “We should pull together; I think that would be better,” Fabian suggests.

    “But if it slips on the steep path, it’s better if one of us is at the back to hold it steady.”

    “David’s right about that, listen to him,” Max chimes in.

    Just as Max suggested, they carry the package up the hill and wheel it right in front of their bedroom. David carries it inside. They leave the handcart in the large room.

    “Should we set it up today?” David asks Fabian.

    “No, we’ll do that tomorrow. We’ll have plenty of time then. Tomorrow is Saturday.”

    “All right, whatever you say. Then tonight is your last night on the sleeping pad.”

    “Maybe, if nothing goes wrong.”

    “What do you mean by that?”

    “Well, maybe we won’t be able to set it up at all.”

    “We’ll manage,” David reassures him.

    The next morning, David starts unpacking the package. Fabian is still lying on his mat with Bobby next to him. He wakes up to the loud noises David is making while unpacking. Light is already streaming through the window. “What are you doing?” Fabian asks, his eyes half-open.

    “I’m unpacking your bed. Come on, get up and roll up your mat so I can set it up.”

    “Does it have to be right now?”

    “Yes, now. Come on, hurry up.”

    Fabian pulls back the covers and slowly sits up. At the same pace, he then stands up.

    “You know what? You unpack slowly and I’ll start a fire, then we’ll have breakfast first.”

    “But first, you put your mat away,” David orders him.

    Reluctantly, he rolls up his mat and puts it in a corner, then goes next door with Bobby. David continues unpacking and putting the pieces together. Soon, where a sleeping pad had been lying all this time, there is now a finished bed with a mattress and pillows. It has gotten nice and warm in both rooms by now. Fabian comes over and looks at his new bed.

    “Well, what do you think?” David asks him directly.

    Without a word, Fabian looks at the new bed. It’s an unfamiliar sight to him.

    “Well, what’s the matter?” David asks him, since he still hasn’t said anything about the bed. Fabian walks over to the bed and shakes it.

    “It’ll hold you. You’ll see. You’ll definitely sleep like a log in it tonight. Trust me.”

    “Looks good,” Fabian finally says.

    “And now let’s have breakfast.”

    “Forget it, I’m going down to Marietta’s. We’ll see each other again tonight, unless you come down.”

    “Take the handcart with you and please bring it to Max,” he asks David.

    “I will,” he calls back as he’s already on his way to the door.

    The days are getting shorter and the nights are getting colder. David spends the whole Saturday with his girlfriend Marietta. As it gets darker, you can see the bright glow of candles shining in the castle’s windows from the town. David knows there’s no lighting on the way to the castle, so he says to Marietta, “I have to go; otherwise it’ll get too dark, and I won’t be able to see where I’m stepping.” He quickly says goodbye to her and hurries while there’s still enough daylight. When he gets upstairs, the fire is still burning in the fireplace. Fabian is eating his dinner and Bobby is emptying his food bowl. Fabian is sitting on his bed. Afterward, he packs the leftovers into his backpack and sits back down on his bed. When he tries to lie down in bed with his shoes on, David scolds him in a loud voice.

    “Hey, don’t get into bed with your shoes on. Put them in front of the bed. There’s no one here who’s going to steal your shoes. I certainly won’t. I’m definitely not interested in your worn-out shoes. So take them off. And please take off your clothes too—you have a blanket now.”

    Fabian then takes off his shoes and places them in front of his bed. Then he tries to get back into bed.

    “I said the thick clothes too,” David reminds him again.

    Finally, he takes off his thick jacket and pants and then lies down in his bed. It takes a while, but then he falls asleep. The next morning, right after waking up, David wants to know if he slept well.

    “I have to get used to it again,” is David’s reply.

    “Did you have a nice dream, too? They say that whatever you dream about in a new bed is supposed to come true.”

    “I didn’t dream anything—I can’t remember,” Fabian replies.

    “Well then. I’m going back down to Marietta’s. See you again tonight.”

    A week later, David’s internship ends. That evening, he can’t wait to go see Marietta. Before he goes in, he practices putting on a serious expression. With that serious expression, he steps in front of Marietta.

    “What’s wrong? Bad news?” she says, full of concern, when she sees his serious face. But then David starts to smile and shows her a contract. “You got an apprenticeship contract,” she says, smiling happily.

    “Yes, and now I’m earning my own money.”

    “Well, now your mom can’t scold you anymore.”

    Just then, the landlady comes out of the kitchen carrying two plates of food, which she brings to two guests. “What’s going on with you two?” she asks when she sees them. “Show her,” Marietta urges David. He then shows her the contract.

    The landlady looks at the contract and says, “So you did it—I’m happy for you.”

    “Mom, I have one more small favor to ask of you,” Marietta says.

    “I can guess what this is about,” the landlady replies. “You two want to move in together, am I right?”

    “You guessed it. And can he move in with me?”

    “He can.”

    Marietta then gives her mother a kiss on the cheek. A little later, Fabian also comes into the restaurant with Bobby. No sooner has he opened the door than Bobby storms in and immediately runs to the bowl of water waiting for him and gulps it down. Fabian goes to the regulars’ table, as he does every evening, and orders his orange juice as usual.

    “Hey Fabian,” David calls out to him. “Now you’re finally getting rid of me. I’m moving in with Marietta, and look at this.” David walks over to him and shows him his apprenticeship contract. Fabian looks it over. “I’ll come by tomorrow morning to pick up my things,” he tells Fabian, who is still reviewing the contract. “Is something wrong?” David asks, sounding a little concerned.

    “No, no, everything’s fine.”

    After Fabian finishes his drink, he calls for his dog and leaves the bar.

    The next day is Saturday. David and Marietta arrive at the castle in the morning to pick up David’s things. Marietta packs everything up and David folds up the lounge chair. Fabian is already in the next room, sitting on a box by the fire. Suddenly, there’s a knock at the gate. David leaves the lounge chair where it is and goes over to Fabian.

    “Someone knocked. Are you going to answer it, or should I go?” he asks him.

    “No, I’ll go.” Fabian opens the gate, and standing before him is the president of the local heritage association.

    “May I come in?” he asks politely.

    “Yes, come on in and head over to the fireplace. It’s warm there,” Fabian replies.

    “Good morning,” David greets him. Then Marietta joins them and greets him as well.

    “Have a seat. I only have boxes, no chairs,” Fabian invites him.

    The chairman sits down on a box next to Fabian. David and Marietta stand by the fireplace and listen.

    “Yes, why I’m here, Mr. Brügge, Fabian. We’re planning a party, and we’d need your permission for that.”

    “Why is that?” Marietta asks.

    “That’s exactly what I’m about to explain. You see, that housewarming party a few weeks ago was something very special. People were really enthusiastic about it, and that’s why we’d like to incorporate the castle into our Halloween party.”

    “A haunted castle—that sounds good,” David says.

    “Yes, we wanted to set up a few things in the woods and along the path here to scare people—a ‘ ’ of sorts to give them the creeps. And it would be nice if they could warm up here. We’ll take care of everything else.”

    “Hey, I like that. How about some mulled wine? We could heat it up in the big cauldron. Or even better: How about a real Feuerzangenbowle?” Marietta suggests.

    “I like that idea,” the board member admits. “We’d start setting everything up at noon on October 31st so it’s ready by evening. The festival doesn’t start until the evening, before it gets dark. Can I count on you?”

    “Oh yes. You have to say yes,” Marietta pleads.

    “All right, I agree,” Fabian declares.

    “Good, very good. The association will be happy when I share this news with the members,” says the chairman of the local heritage association. “I’ll take my leave then. See you on October 31st.”

    Fabian nods. “Fabian,” says David. “I can imagine you don’t like having people here. That’s why I just had an idea. How about we set up a frame out here to hang the cauldron from, and build a fire pit underneath it. Like a campfire. People can warm themselves and stand around the cauldron. I could talk to my master about it. What do you think?”

    “Yeah, I’d prefer that.”

    “So let’s do that.”

    “Yes, let’s do that. Talk to your master.”

    “Come on, Marietta, let’s go. See you later,” David says as he takes his leave. Fabian and his dog are alone in the castle again.

    The last day of October is approaching. Many people have already decorated their homes for the festival. At the club, they’re making ghosts and crafting artificial coffins. Lanterns are meant to light the paths. Scarecrows are also to be set up. Skeletons are to be hung as well. The club members can hardly wait for it to begin. David has also spoken with his master, who has come up with something for . Then the day finally arrives. First, they bring tables, benches, and drinks back up to the castle and set them up. At noon, David and his master are on their way to the castle. The master has built a contraption, which he now carries up in separate parts together with David. There, they set it down for the time being. David knocks on the gate to get Fabian. He comes straight to the gate.

    “Come with me, Fabian,” David orders. “We’ve brought the contraption. You have to tell us where to set it up,” he asks him.

    Fabian goes with David to the meadow on the castle grounds and then says to him, “I think this is the best spot for it.”

    Together they set up the contraption. The master nails it together and attaches a hook to it so the cauldron can be hung from it.

    “There, that should hold,” he says.

    “We need stones; we’ll lay them in a circle under this frame so the fire can’t spread any further,” Fabian recommends.

    “Good, I’ll gather some stones. Do you have any lying around?” David asks Fabian.

    “Take a look, maybe you’ll find some,” he replies. Shortly after, David returns with a few stones. “I found some back there on the slope.” He arranges them in a semicircle.

    “Do you have any more?” his master asks him.

    “Yes, there are a few more; I’ll go get them.” And off he goes again, returning shortly. He places the stones with the others. The circle is complete.

    “All right, let’s go get the cauldron now,” says the master, and walks with Fabian and David to the fireplace. While David and Fabian hold the cauldron, the master takes it down. David carries it outside. Then David and Fabian hold the heavy, hand-forged cauldron, and the master hangs it on the rack. Together they admire their work.

    “I think it’s just the right size. The cauldron isn’t hanging too high or too low,” says the master. “Well, now I have to go. I still have to get dressed up for tonight,” the master continues.

    David looks at Fabian and says to him in a cheerful tone: “You don’t need to do that—you could just go as the castle ghost. With your long, curly hair and your full beard, all you need to do is put your old, shabby clothes back on, and you’ll be perfect for it. You get the joke, right?” David asks him.

    “I know what you mean. Actually, you’re right.”

    “Well, I’m off then. Get along,” the master admonishes them and leaves the castle.

    “We’re not fighting,” David says to Fabian.

    “Come on, let’s go get some wood for the fire,” Fabian orders.

    The tables and benches are set up in the castle courtyard. A bar for cold drinks has also been set up. Fabian lights the fire under the cauldron. The supplies for the party have been distributed, and the circular path is lit with torches, as is the path leading up to the castle. It’s slowly getting darker. The fire Fabian lit is burning well. The president of the local heritage association and an assistant bring the red wine for the punch. They pour it into the cauldron and add the spices. The first guests arrive at the castle. In costume, of course. A circular path leads from the castle through a forest and ends back at the castle. As night falls, the guests set off. The red wine in the cauldron is slowly warming up. The board member and his assistant keep an eye on the drink. The wine gets warmer and hotter. The assistant now places a pair of sugar tongs on the rim of the cauldron and a sugar loaf on top. Then he pours high-proof rum over the sugar. The steam melts the sugar, causing it to drip into the red wine, along with the rum. The assistant grabs a ladle and tastes the punch. “Hmm, great. We can leave it like that,” he finally says. The chairman also tries the punch afterward and grimaces slightly, as it has become a bit stronger in the meantime. Now the first guests are already returning from their hike. Some head to the bar and drink beer or wine, others only non-alcoholic beverages. Still others gather around the fire, including around the cauldron.

    “Is the punch ready?” asks one of the guests.

    “Yes,” replies the chairman, fetching a cup and pouring him a serving. After the first sip, he grimaces.

    “What’s wrong?” asks the chairman. In a hoarse voice, he replies, “Strong.” After that, others want to try the punch too. The more they taste it, the better the Feuerzangenbowle tastes to them. The night grows cooler, and more and more people gather around the fire. The alcohol in the punch is taking its toll, as some start to sing. The mood grows increasingly exuberant and cheerful. Late in the evening, the first guests head home, and gradually others follow. There’s still a small amount of punch left in the cauldron. Everyone has left by now. Only David, Marietta, the landlady, the chairman and his wife, as well as the mayor and his wife, are still at the castle, keeping Fabian company.

    “I think we should head out soon,” the mayor’s wife suggests.

    “Why?” says David.

    “It’s gotten too cold; I’m freezing,” she replies.

    “Fabian, have you lit a fire in your fireplace yet?”

    “No, not yet,” he replies.

    “Hey, how about you light a fire and we bring the kettle inside. The others will bring a few benches, which we’ll set up in front of the fireplace. The night is still young,” David suggests.

    Fabian agrees. He goes inside and lights a fire in his fireplace. The fire at the fire pit is slowly dying out. David and the mayor carry the cauldron inside together and hang it over the fireplace. The women bring the benches inside and arrange them in a semicircle in front of the fireplace. The fire in the fireplace is burning well, and the room is warming up. The punch is getting warmer, too. They’ve brought their cups inside and fill them with the “ ” punch. Slowly, the women stop shivering and begin to take off their coats.

    “It’s nice and warm in here,” remarks the mayor’s wife. Then she looks around. “You have a lovely place here. It’s just so empty. There’s still no furniture. I think antique furniture would fit in best here, like the kind they used to have in the castle.”

    “You can’t get that kind of thing anymore. At most in an antique furniture store, but that’s too expensive,” replies the mayor.

    “Anyway, we managed to talk Fabian into getting a bed, and that was hard enough. But furniture—I don’t think we can get him to agree to that,” David remarks.

    “Yeah, those two didn’t let up,” then Fabian looks at Marietta.

    “Although,” she says. “A couch wouldn’t be bad, better than these wooden benches. You agree with me on that, don’t you?” Marietta adds. “Then you wouldn’t have to sit on boxes in the winter,” she continues, looking at Fabian.

    “Stop it. You’re going to turn me into a poor man,” he replies.

    “No, she’s right, you need something like that here,” the landlady interjects.

    “Are you going to live here at the castle forever now?” asks the chairman’s wife.

    Before Fabian can say anything, the mayor answers: “Fabian has a lifetime right to live here. We asked him to keep the castle clean and look after it. And that’s what he does. Besides, many visitors come to see him. I’ve often heard people ask if the lord of the castle is home. People like him. This castle here is his home.”

    “I think that’s great. Then hopefully we can still celebrate many parties here,” says the chairman’s wife.

    “Fabian,” the chairman asks him, “will you continue building on the castle?”

    “Maybe. If I have stones and know what the castle used to look like, then I think so.”

    “I’ll definitely support you in that,” remarks the mayor.

    “And I can assure you, our local heritage association will do the same,” confirms the chairman.

    “Will you build a chapel too?” asks Marietta.

    “Why?” Fabian asks curiously.

    “Well, to get married,” she continues.

    “You’re already planning to get married?” asks Marietta’s mother.

    “Not just yet. Only once he’s finished his training. The bandstand has to be ready by then, too. And when I do get married, I’ll appoint you as my father of the bride. Because my real father isn’t alive anymore. And at the wedding reception, you’ll sit next to my mother. Are you okay with that, Mom?”

    “I have no objection,” she replies.

    “You hear that? She says yes.”

    “We are all witnesses,” the mayor confirms.

    David pours the last bit of punch into his cup. “Empty,” he says, then drinks the rest.

    “Let’s go home now. I think Fabian would like to get some sleep, too. The others will come back tomorrow and clean up,” the mayor suggests. A little tipsy, swaying slightly, and in high spirits, they rise from their seats and make their way outside. Fabian locks the gate behind them, and Bobby has long since retreated to a quiet and cozy sleeping spot. The torches that lit the path to the castle have long since gone out. Only the bright moon, shining brightly as a full moon, shows them the way. While the others are already further down the path, the mayor and the chairman of the local heritage association are the last to walk down the hill.

    “You know, I think it’s good that we have a lord of the castle. He could have gotten in touch with us a little sooner,” the chairman says to the mayor on the way down.

    “He couldn’t. I have a confession to make. At first, it was just a fabrication. There was never a potential lord of the castle. But then a professor contacted me and set out on a search.”

    “So Fabian isn’t actually a lord of the castle at all!”

    “Yes, he is. A servant had a child with the lord of the castle, and he comes from that line. He is, in fact, the last descendant of the last lord of our castle. It was actually a bit of a ruse, but it turned out for the best.”

    A few days later, there’s a knock at the secretary’s door. She calls out, “Come in.” A young couple enters. Both are in their early twenties. The young woman asks to speak with the mayor.

    “Do you have an appointment?” asks the secretary.

    “No,” the young woman replies. “But I need to speak with him anyway. It’s important.”

    The secretary picks up the phone and transfers the call to the mayor, who picks up his phone immediately.

    “Mr. Mayor, there’s a young couple who really need to speak with you. May I send them in?”

    “Yes, send them in.”

    “You may go in,” she then says to the young couple. The young woman leads the way, knocks briefly on the office door, and opens it. The young man follows her into the office, then closes the door behind him. “Have a seat,” the mayor invites them. “What’s so urgent that you both need to speak with me?” he asks them.

    “Do you want to speak, or should I?” she asks her boyfriend.

    “You speak,” he replies to her.

    “So, what is it?” the mayor asks in a calm voice.

    “All right. We want to get married. And a few days ago, we were at the Halloween festival up at the castle. And we thought it would be really special if we could celebrate up there at the castle. There’s that beautiful, big hall now. And that’s why we’d like your permission.”

    “How do you envision that? There’s no kitchen up there. The local heritage association had to bring everything up.”

    “We’ve already spoken with them. They’d support us,” the young man replied.

    “Please, Mr. Mayor, we’d also pay rent,” she continued.

    “That’s certainly true. But you’re forgetting that Fabian Brügge lives up there; he’d feel disturbed, and rightly so. A wedding like that isn’t exactly quiet.”

    “Can’t you talk to him?” she asks the mayor.

    “I suppose I can, but he certainly won’t be thrilled about it. Leave your name and phone number with my secretary, along with the wedding date. I’ll call you as soon as I’ve spoken with him.”

    “Thank you very much, Mr. Mayor. I know you’ll convince him,” she adds as they’re leaving.

    That evening, the mayor glances briefly at his wristwatch, then packs a few things into his briefcase, leaves his office, and heads to the secretary’s office, where she is still sitting at her desk, typing something into the computer.

    “Oh, tell me, did the young couple who visited me today give you their wedding date?”

    “Yes, they did,” she replies.

    “And when is that?”

    “In December, just before Christmas. On December 21st. Why do you ask?”

    “Oh dear. They want to get married at the castle. If there’s snow on the ground. It’ll be quite a challenge for the wedding guests to get up there. They’ll need good winter boots. But I have to go now. I want to stop by the inn. At this time of day, I might run into Fabian. If he doesn’t mind, I’ll agree to it. Everything else is up to them. So, I’m leaving now, and you should wrap things up soon, too.”

    “I’ll just finish writing this, then I’ll go too.”

    The mayor’s car is parked in front of City Hall. He drives the short distance to the inn, where he parks right in front of it. Outside, darkness has already fallen. But inside the inn, it’s bright and warm. Fabian is sitting at the regulars’ table with a colleague, chatting with him. His dog Bobby is by his side, as always. The mayor walks straight to the regulars’ table and asks the two if he can join them.

    “Please, have a seat,” his colleague invites him.

    “I need to talk to you,” says the mayor, looking at him. Fabian turns his gaze toward him and looks at him questioningly.

    “What’s up?” he then asks the mayor.

    “A request. It’s about a request. A young couple came to see me today and wanted to celebrate their wedding up at the castle. They said it would be something very special. The wedding isn’t scheduled until December. What do you think—would you be okay with them celebrating up there? A wedding isn’t exactly quiet. Think it over. After all, you have the prerogative up there. I promised this couple that I’d talk to you. Please let me know in the next few days. They’re waiting for an answer. That’s what I wanted to tell you. So think it over and let me know.”

    Fabian nods. Then the mayor stands up and leaves the restaurant. In an almost ironic tone, his colleague says to Fabian, “You’ve really caused a stir with your hall.”

    “Looks like it,” he replies.

    “What are you going to do?” his colleague asks him.

    “I don’t know. In any case, I’m going upstairs now. It’s already gotten dark outside.” Then he looks at his dog and calls out, “Come on, Bobby, let’s go home.”

    He goes to the coat rack and takes off his jacket, then puts it on and leaves the bar with Bobby, giving his colleague a wave goodbye as he goes. The nights are getting colder and windier. As soon as he arrives at the castle ruins, Fabian lights a fire in the fireplace. It doesn’t take long for the whole room and the adjoining room to warm up. Fabian sits down on a box in front of the fireplace and adds more wood. It crackles, and a soothing warmth spreads. “What do you think, Bobby, what should we tell the mayor?” he says quietly to his dog. Exhaustion slowly closes his eyes, and he decides to go to bed. The fire in the fireplace burns down slowly until it goes out completely.

    A few days later, Fabian still hasn’t gotten in touch with the mayor. The mayor is sitting behind his desk, reviewing some documents. There’s a knock on his office door, and his secretary enters immediately afterward. She hands him a folder containing several documents for the mayor to sign. “The young woman from the other day was on the phone. She wanted to know if they’re allowed to get married at the castle now. I told her that hasn’t been decided yet.”

    “Good. Has Fabian gotten in touch with you yet?” – “No.” – “Then call his foreman and tell him to send Fabian to me at City Hall after work. I’ll be waiting for him.”

    As he says this, he signs the documents and hands the folder to the secretary, who takes it back to her office.

    In the evening, the secretary turns off her computer. Then she fetches her jacket, puts it on, and reaches for her handbag, which is under her desk. As she does every evening, she knocks briefly on the mayor’s office door, opens it a crack, and calls out: “I’m leaving now.”

    “Have a nice evening,” the mayor calls back. Then she goes to close the door. At that moment, the mayor calls out, “Leave the door open.” Then all he hears is the secretariat door slamming shut. The office has fallen silent. Some time has already passed. Boredom is setting in. The mayor gets up from his chair, walks to the window, and looks out. As he does so, he puts both hands in his pants pockets. He turns his gaze to the street. Cars drive back and forth and pedestrians walk along the sidewalk. Other cars pull in or out of parking spots. He watches this hustle and bustle for a few minutes. Until he finally turns his gaze upward. Up to the castle ruins, where Fabian lives. Then he hears a soft knock on the office door of the secretariat.

    He immediately pulls his hands out of his pockets and hurries to the secretary’s office. There, he opens the door. Fabian is standing there. “Come in. I’ve been waiting for you.”

    Fabian steps into the office and the mayor closes the door, since he’s still holding the doorknob. “Come into my office and then close the door. There’s no one else here besides us, but you can still close the door,” he says. The mayor immediately goes behind his desk, and Fabian stands in front of it. “Have a seat,” the mayor invites him. He pulls out a chair and sits down. “So, Fabian, have you made up your mind?”

    “No. It’s just too loud for me. A wedding like that goes on late into the night, but I guess I don’t have a choice—I have to say yes.”

    “Fabian, I’ve been thinking about this too. I think that if that couple up there wants to celebrate their wedding, then there will surely be several other couples who’ll want to celebrate up there as well. And that’s why something needs to be done.”

    “What do you mean? Should I move out?”

    “No, I have a different idea. You are and will remain the lord of the castle. I was thinking that if you agree to this and the wedding takes place up there, I’d put you up at the inn for one night. You can board up and lock your room in the castle for that time so nothing gets stolen. At least you’d have some peace and quiet overnight. The next morning, you can go back to the castle. I realize this isn’t a permanent solution. That’s why we need to find another solution.”

    “I see. What kind of solution do you have in mind?”

    “I still need to discuss this with the city council. I can’t decide this on my own. I need the city council’s approval. But in the long run, I think that would be the best solution.”

    “What are you talking about?”

    “Do you remember our conversation on Halloween in front of the fireplace?”

    “Yes, of course. We also talked about how David and Marietta wanted to get married in a chapel. Are they the couple you’re referring to?”

    “No, no, it’s not them. I don’t think you know them. But there was something else we discussed back then. You were asked if you would rebuild the castle.”

    “That’s what this is about. Do you really want to rebuild the castle? Seriously?”

    “Seriously. That would be a good solution for everyone. Of course, it would have to look the way it might have looked in the past, in accordance with historic preservation guidelines. Do you think you could handle that?”

    “You want me to rebuild this castle?”

    “You’re practically destined for it; you’ve already proven that.”

    “But that will take years.”

    “Think of it as your life’s work. What do you say? First, you should start by building yourself a living space, secluded from the hustle and bustle. So that no one disturbs you up there.”

    A glow spreads across Fabian’s face. “Even if you get that approved by the city council, I can’t do it alone.”

    “I’m convinced that the two retirees, Max and Rüdiger, will support you in this.”

    “I think so, too. But if I do that, there’s one more person I owe something to. I still have something to make up for.”

    “Tell me about it. Who do you still have to make amends to?”

    “Because of my alcohol abuse, I lost my company. Because of that, he lost his job. Later, I heard fr that no one would give him another chance. As far as I know, he’s still unemployed because of me. As far as I know, he lives in a run-down public housing unit.”

    “I’m sorry to hear that. But we have a meeting in two days, and I’ll present my idea then. If I get approval, you can write him a letter. But what do we do about the bride and groom now? Are you okay with them getting married up there?”

    “Yes. I’ll go to the inn in the meantime.”

    “Great. You’re sure to find something in the archives that might interest you about our castle ruins. Feel free to look around anytime. I’ll have my secretary give you the keys to the archives if you want to take a look.”

    “I don’t think I’ll need that for now.”

    “Fabian, I know you can do this. One day, this castle will stand on the mountain again in its original state. Water and electricity will be next. That’s it. I’ll get in touch as soon as I know anything.”

    With that, Fabian says goodbye and leaves. The mayor also puts on his jacket and turns off the light. Then he follows Fabian and locks his office.

    That evening, Fabian sits on his box in front of the fireplace, staring into the blazing fire. It crackles and sparks fly up. His dog lies on the floor next to him. He looks down at him and speaks to him.

    “What do you think, Bobby, should I really write to him? Actually, I don’t even know his exact address, just part of it. Will the letter arrive if I only write the street name on it? And what should I write to him, Bobby? Yeah, yeah, you’re just looking at me. He’ll think I’m crazy if I write to him that I live in a castle. But nothing’s been decided yet. Let’s wait and see what the city council decides.” Then Fabian puts a piece of wood on the fire.

    The following weekend, the mayor sets off for the castle ruins. Fabian is playing with his dog. He throws a stick and Bobby brings it back. He does this a few times until he sees the mayor coming toward him. “Hello, Fabian, I’ve come to inform you of the outcome of our meeting.” Fabian looks at him expectantly. “Well, take a guess—what did they decide?”

    “Against it, because it’s too expensive or not feasible.”

    “Wrong. My proposal was approved unanimously. They were all in favor of it. Have you written to your friend yet?”

    “Not yet. I wanted to wait and see what the city council decided first.”

    “Good, then write to him. He’ll surely be happy that you’re still thinking of him.”

    “I don’t know, I have my doubts.”

    “I’ll take care of the permits and the financing. And you start thinking about when and where you’ll begin.”

    “It won’t be easy to find as many sandstone blocks as we’ll need.”

    “You’ll manage it, Fabian. I suggest we seal the deal with a handshake.”

    With that, the mayor extends his hand, and Fabian does the same. They shake hands firmly once. Then their gaze wanders over the remaining ruins of the castle. Fabian wrote a letter in the days that followed, but no reply came.
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