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WHAT IF THE THINGS

AROUND US ARE ACTUALLY MORE THAN

WE THINK?
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PROLOGUE

A vision was in the air. Something vague, ghostly, perhaps a memory of something that will happen in the future, was lurking around, searching for a place, a nest perhaps in the sensitive school building?

Even if the undefined was not as concrete as a person or a ghost, it was still his vision.

It crept around the orange-coloured house and peered into every window.

At night, it was empty and dark here. It was a shame, really, with so much space standing empty all evening, all night and all morning, every day of the year – without children, mostly teenagers, and their headmistress, secretary, teachers, cooks, school psychologists, caretakers, cleaners.

It’s so boring here, so empty, thought the sensitive school all night long until dawn.

Because the school didn’t think: ›Wow, now I can finally do what I’ve always wanted to do.‹ No, it was just empty, standing there, waiting silently, dark and introverted.

The last day kept running through the sensitive school’s mind: with all the words that had been spoken in it – the millipede feet that had walked across its floors and climbed its stairs – all the hands that had touched its door handles and handrails on the stairs – and many a kick that had hit its walls – or balls that had bounced off its walls – chalk that had squeaked across blackboards.

But what remained for the sensitive school, besides the memories, were the graffiti on its walls, the pictures in its corridors, the teaching materials and sports equipment left behind in the yellow school lockers. That gave it hope that the children and everyone else would come back tomorrow.

After all, they still needed all those things, thought the sensitive school. So they would come back tomorrow. »Will they really come back tomorrow?« ... »Yes, they will«, she told herself every night, full of wistfulness and hope. And then she dismissed the thought again: just because they came yesterday, should they come back tomorrow? Was there any proof? Not the slightest. Sometimes they stayed away for weeks. They called it holidays. Holidays from what? From me? The sensitive school pondered this holiday after holiday.

It could go on like this forever.

At such a moment, when the night was at its deepest, when the sensitive school was sobbing and encouraging itself, the unknown came in through a crack, a tiny window left open on the second floor.

Unnoticed, it crept through the entire building to find the right place — through the large auditorium with the stage and the canteen, past the yellow cupboards and up the large stairs to the second floor.

Here it wanted to lay down its doubt, like a mother would lay down her unwanted baby in a church, or a cuckoo mother would lay her egg in another nest.

It wanted to place it in the care of the sensitive school, its little doubt that was yet to grow so big. Its baby. Because the sensitive school was receptive to doubt. It should be the suitable host to allow its baby to grow into a stately child, thought the Indeterminate.

Some Indeterminate, you must know, have babies called Hope or Confidence. They love the sun and see pure, radiant light even in the dark. But this Indeterminate here was a dark one, who saw darkness even in the glaring sunlight.

That is why the Indeterminate sought a dark chamber without windows for its little one, where no daylight would irritate it. The specialist room in the biology cabinet was perfect, thought the Indeterminate.

»Here, in the darkness, you will quickly feel at home, nourished by the sensitive school. Here, my baby can develop«, thought the indeterminate.

Here it could bond with its host and tap into ever-stronger, pure, pristine energy in circular loops to grow.

For doubts, you must know, draw energy from their host like a vacuum cleaner and make them circle like a carousel until they become as solid as a rock that cannot be moved from its place – that lies like a boulder in the host’s stomach – that in due time, robs the one it has caught of all mobility.

The little one felt comfortable in the windowless, dark chamber, with the pungent smells of salty solutions and among experimental setups, in where something or someone always had to suffer.

He quickly let his breath flow through the ventilation systems, connecting with the sensitive school in so many corners. And there were plenty of corners here – hidden and clearly visible ones. Who would suspect anything in the latter? And from there, the little doubt could even creep into the children’s minds when they were here.

What a good place the Indefinite had chosen for his baby. Very really caring for the little one. You have to give him that.

And then, when the time came, the little doubt began, letting the sensitive school see the vision, as if in a dream. In it, it was empty – there had been no pupils here for more than ten years.

Chairs and benches had been cleared away.

Her entire body was covered in graffiti on the outside. Even the graffiti she loved so much, which the pupils had sprayed on her in art projects, had disappeared under thick, garish new layers of paint.

Trees grew on its steps. Every corner and wall smelled of urine. Its large name on the façade, where once stood proudly: DIESTERWEG-GYMNASIUM, was broken. »Gymnasium«, by the way, is the German term for high school. Instead of the appropriate designation, the following could now be read here: STE RWEG-GYMNASIUM.

How embarrassing, thought the sensitive school.

As if things couldn’t get any worse, the sensitive school saw its beloved entrance to Swinemünder Straße flash before its eyes in a vision.

Trees and bushes grew on the stairs, on the former stage where the Hijabistas celebrated their daily performances.

The wall behind them, with its pop 70s wave pattern, was completely smeared and spray-painted.

Where the sensitive school once watched over the safety of its pupils, looking out of each of the many windows in the emerald green atrium to deter anyone who was up to no good with its revealing gaze – where it became a protective castle – now lived a homeless person. It comforted the sensitive school a little that one last person had found protection there.

But was that a comparison with the hundreds of pupils who once streamed in and out here like a beehive?

The vision showed the sensitive school how the homeless someone had built a small sleeping cabin out of Euro pallets on the left side of the atrium in front of the entrance, covered with tarpaulins, with a bed made of found mattresses inside.

On the right-hand side was a stool, a thick quilted jacket hanging on it, other items of clothing and even a mountain bike standing next to it. Opposite, in front of the entrance to the atrium, were neatly arranged: a small shelf with a camping stove, crockery, a canister of olive oil, two brooms and even a large black dumbbell. It was cleaner here.

Then the vision moved on and stopped again at the same spot a few years later. Now there was no one here any more – not even a homeless person wanted to be here any more.

The entrance doors disappeared behind silver spray paint, and a chipboard panel was nailed upright in front of the doors. The door handles were locked from the outside with a thick chain and a padlock.

Smiley faces and stick figures stared deep into the soul of the sensitive school. As high as the arms could reach, the atrium, which once resembled a pantheon, was smeared with graffiti.

The sensitive school saw itself, now completely filthy and sunk in slippery dirt. It didn’t just stink of urine and worse. A thick layer of damp rubbish covered the floor of this once sublime place.

Above the entrance portal, large letters sprayed in silver sprawled across the atrium, covered in turn by many words sprayed in black. They stretched across the façade like a morbid shroud. Here, no graffiti artist needed to muster courage to spray their paint. For they were merely painting a decaying carcass, from which even the last hope of life had departed.

The once mysteriously glowing emerald green in the atrium looked dull and washed out.

Only the sky above seemed eternally clear and pure – but too distant to suspect anything of what was happening here, it stretched across the firmament like a distant vision.

But the sensitive school was too sensitive not to see through the trap that the little doubt had set for it. However, it was also clever enough to realise that the terrible vision could actually come true. The sensitive school felt betrayed and made a decision:

Before it comes to that, I will leave.

She had no idea where to go, but she had learned one thing from the girls and boys here:

The freedom to come and go is the right of every individual, she thought. And who would deny me that: that I am an individual, she continued energetically in her thoughts.

With what I went through every night and during the school holidays, I simply had to be an individual. ... And isn’t there constant discussion about diversity, free choice and so on?

In my heart, I am much more a person than a house.

And when I think about it carefully, I am more of a woman in my soul than a man. And women are much prettier than men. Nothing against men, but if I have the choice ..., thought the sensitive schoolgirl.

And so her decision was made:

I’m leaving, and she did so that very night, leaving her little doubt behind in a huge pit and taking on a different form.

I have had the best experiences in being human, she thought.

But even before Senshū would take on a new form, she shaped her voice in her mind, the voice with which she spoke to herself, with which she encouraged herself and would carry out her plan.

She wanted a high, gentle and kind voice. One that seemed appropriate to her new stature and would not frighten anyone.

Senshū rummaged through her memories and at first found no voice at all, but cherry blossoms. Avenues and meadows full of trees with pastel-coloured, pink-red cherry blossoms as far as her inner eye could see.

And then she realised:

Yes, this is how my voice should sound, like cherry blossoms in spring.

Immediately, her new voice began to speak, clear and gentle as mountain water, yet warm and tender as the soft breeze on a warm spring day.

All that was missing was a name. All people have names.

»How about... Senschu Gym«, she said confidently, audible to everyone, listening attentively to herself.

In her new name, she immediately recognised the SENsible SCHOOL, which was in reality a sensitive GYMnasium. You remember: »Gymnasium«, the German word for high school.

»That doesn’t sound very elegant«, said her wonderful voice, with which Senshu Gym immediately fell in love.

A long time ago, she had heard in class about the first private school in Japan, which was founded in Tokyo in 1880. It was called: »Senshū University«, with a smooth »s«, a longer »e«, and an elegant »ū« at the end, spoken with pursed lips.

That sounds perfect, thought the sensitive school.

»Allow me to introduce myself, I am Senshu Gym«, she said cheerfully to herself in her thoughts.

Once the sensitive school had made up its mind, an unspectacular, quiet blowing began that night, a rumbling and jolting.

Almost silently, cubes detached from each other and began to dance around each other, concrete and glass dissolving into the finest dust on the surfaces first.

The entire large building was now enveloped in a fine dust that became so fine that it swirled around like wisps of smoke, gathering into a large cloud that spun in circles like gin trying to get back into its bottle, and then, unnoticed by anyone in the neighbouring houses, it was done.

In a huge excavation pit stood a beautiful, young, slender woman. Next to her in the sand was a young and inconspicuous creature, which immediately began to flee.

»Wow! That was quick«, Senshū said quietly to herself, the first words to come out of her mouth – but she didn’t notice that she had forgotten her clothes. She stood completely naked in the pit. Her white body glowed at night. Only her hip-length, bright orange hair covered it. The pit, her pit, was at least four metres deep, and the smooth walls of its foundation were still visible at the edges. Pipes and cables protruded into the void in some places.

After the transformation, Senshū was overcome by an irresistible wave of fatigue. Just as she was, she sank to the ground and fell into a deep, dreamless sleep. She curled up on the ground that had been her bed for so many years and slept. She glowed faintly in the moonlight that briefly peeked through the clouds.

When she awoke, it was already light. The morning sun shone flatly into the pit and cast long shadows. Her bright orange hair lay like a large fan on the golden yellow gravel. Senshū was still lying on the ground in the huge pit, still naked.

But hundreds of children stood around her at the edge of the pit, whispering and staring at her. Two paramedics were bent over her, putting a blanket around her shoulders.

»Has something bad happened to you?«, asked a young woman in jeans and a leather jacket, who also bent down towards her and tried to look deep into Senshū’s eyes.

»You can tell me anything. I’m a police psychologist. My name is Sabine Schulz«, she said empathetically, with a gruff undertone. »Everything you tell me is confidential. – And what is your name?«

WHEN YOU FE EL STUCK AND DON’T KNOW

WHAT TO DO, IT HELPS TO TRANSFORM

YOUR OWN UNCERTAINTY INTO THE

CURIOSITY OF THE OTHERS.
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1

PRESENT

Three Girls

Annabell, Lara and Maya stood stunned with the other curious classmates at the edge of the pit where their school had once been.

»What on earth happened here?«

All the children whispered and puzzled over what could have caused their school to disappear overnight just like that.

Some thought: »How wonderful ...«

Others thought: »How terrible ...«

But they all agreed on how eerie it all was: »What if the school had disappeared during class, and they had all been swallowed up by the earth without a trace? It’s unthinkable where they might be now.«

The strangest rumours immediately began to circulate: »The school was abducted by aliens.«

Others were certain: »The school was an alien itself and has now gone back home.«

Still others saw foreign powers behind it: »It could only have been the Jews or the Pope.«

Some preferred not to speculate and to wait for the headmistress: »Mrs Oberleitner will surely have an explanation. The school was supposed to close next year anyway.« However, the fact that it happened so suddenly made even this group suspicious.

The Hijabistas, on the other hand, were already closer to solving what they considered to be the »highly interesting question«, of the school’s whereabouts. Zeynep said to her friends: »It looks suspiciously to me as if an autonomous class transformation has taken place here, involving a fundamental string frequency reprogramming.«

Hatice nodded her head appreciatively and added: »Good point. What do you think of quantum entanglement, with a significant loss of discrete self-control of the magnetosphere in the subatomic realm?«

Everyone watched very closely what was happening down there. A young, extremely petite woman with glowing light skin and bewilderingly orange hair lay naked on the floor of the pit where her school had stood yesterday, visible to all. – On the bare earth, so to speak.

An ambulance raced up with its blue lights flashing. Several police vans had already taken up position and let the uniformed officers, who looked as if they were going to war against international terrorism, swarm out to cordon off the pit with

INSPIRED BY THE TRUE STORY OF THE

DIESTERWEG HIGH SCHOOL IN BERLIN,

WHICH WAS CLOSED IN 2011

AND REMAINS EMPTY TO THIS DAY.

wide plastic tape bearing the word »Police«, in large red letters to prevent children from falling into the pit. They never tired of saying: »Stay behind the barrier tape. It’s for your own safety.«

A woman in plain clothes, perhaps a police inspector, followed by another woman, perhaps her assistant, climbed down a ladder into the pit. The paramedics followed her and ran to the young, still vulnerable-looking woman lying on the ground, with her still confusingly orange hair, to cover her body with a blanket. For most of the children here, the mere sight of a strange naked woman was a really bad thing.

A helicopter flew in and circled above the empty pit. It became so loud that no one could talk anymore. The loud, whirring roar of the rotors and the strong wind drew everyone’s attention for a moment. Then their eyes turned back to the scene in the pit.

The young woman now stood up, wrapped in the blanket, supported by the paramedic, escorted by the police inspector and her assistant, who spoke to the mysterious woman, walked to the edge of the pit and left it via the same ladder they had used to climb down into it. The line of people opened up, and then the small group disappeared behind the ambulance, behind the line of onlookers, which immediately closed again.

Then Ms Oberleitner appeared at the edge of the pit, megaphone in hand, waving her arm wildly as if to chase away a swarm of mosquitoes, signalling to the helicopter that it should obviously leave. Ms Oberleitner wanted to say something to the pupils. The helicopter followed her gesture, turned away, and the »Back School Boys«, were visibly proud of their headmistress.

Mustafa said to his gang: »Wow. Did you see that? Ms Oberleitner sent the helicopter away.«

»Yeah, she’s so cool«, Jamal replied appreciatively, dreamily.

There was a brief squeaking and crackling from the megaphone. Then Ms Oberleitner’s voice rang out, tinny, loud and distorted – but it was unmistakably Ms Oberleitner’s familiar voice saying: »My pupils! For reasons unknown, our school building has disappeared. But there is no need to worry. An investigation will be launched immediately to determine the causes. In such a case – an extraordinary event such as this – the emergency plan comes into effect with immediate effect!« Ms Oberleitner held an A4 brochure in the air, with her arm outstretched so that everyone could see it, and continued: »It stipulates the immediate evacuation of the school, and well ...« Ms Oberleitner paused briefly and continued reading: »... it also stipulates that all pupils must be sent home. Your parents will be notified. Children who cannot go home because they do not have a key or want to be looked after here, please come to me.«

Meanwhile, all the teachers and other school staff had gathered behind Ms Oberleitner. Then there was another loud squeak and crackle from the megaphone, and Ms Oberleitner continued: »Anyone who has any questions should also come here. All other pupils should now go home. You will be informed immediately about the progress of the situation and any new instructions.«
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2

PRESENT

Senshū

Blue lights flashed on the police car parked diagonally in front of the ambulance. They flashed rhythmically, briefly illuminating the scene before fading away, while Senshū sat on a seat in the ambulance, staring at the lights.

A psychologist introduced herself and gave her a blue-green suit like the ones surgeons wore in the operating theatre.

»Unfortunately, we couldn’t find any shoes in the ambulance«, said the psychologist as she handed her the package in a plastic bag and left Senshū alone for a moment to put on the green trousers and jacket.

Then Senshū sat back down on the seat in the ambulance. She looked into the blue light, let it blind her eyes for a moment and felt a slight pain touch her optic nerve each time, how it passed, and a dark spot remained in her field of vision for a moment after the light went out, which repeated itself for a while.

What now?, Senshū asked herself with her seductively clear inner voice: Is this what human life is all about?

I don’t know much about what goes on outside of me, in the streets and houses around me at. In fact, I know almost nothing. Only what the children, ›my children‹, told me. Wasn’t there a baker’s at the next junction with Lortzing Street where they liked to go during their breaks to buy sweets and cakes? And yes, there was a park that could be reached in a few minutes ›On feet‹, echoed in her mind: I have to try that.

Senshū remembered three girls who wanted to build a magical hut and passed each other plenty of notes in class. Didn’t they mention the name of the park? Yes, exactly, »Humboldt Grove« — What a beautiful name, whispered her inner voice.

Everyone around Senshū was in a state of excitement. The fact that an entire building had disappeared made people rush around like ants, highly agitated.

A naked woman, who seemed to be unharmed and did not require the attention of the police or fire brigade paramedics, quickly disappeared.

Senshū was still staring at the flashing blue light and made a decision:

I’m going to this Humboldt Grove. Now! She got up and decided to walk down the street, past the many police officers who, in their green surgical uniforms, took no notice of her and were busy with other things, gesticulating wildly or talking on their radios, talking to passers-by. Some police officers stood together smoking cigarettes.

»No, we don’t know exactly what happened here yet«, said a pretty, friendly policewoman to a group of older gentlemen who hung on her every word, completely enthralled, like overripe teenagers.

The friendly policewoman lifted the plastic barrier tape to let Senshū slip underneath.

»Thank you«, she said, almost whispering.

»You’re welcome«, replied the policewoman in a firm voice, turning her attention back to her old man boy band, who still seemed to have a thousand questions, their eyes shining.

She looks so pretty, so young, Senshū said deep inside himself as she ducked under the tape and let a shy glance glide over the policewoman’s flawless face. Her eyes followed the long, black ponytail that spilled out from under the helmet and hung carefully tied down her back – brushing along her body to her waist, to the belt with the handcuffs – the pepper spray and the gun – past to the floor, as if nothing had happened.

»Thanks again.«

The policewoman just smiled.

Other fragments of conversation flew past Senshū’s ears:

»How are we going to explain this to the press?« — »Let the mayor do that. Where is he, anyway?«

Someone in plain clothes was talking on his mobile phone:

»No, we don’t need aerial reconnaissance. No, no ground troops either. ... Excuse me? ... No, it doesn’t look like an attack. The scene looks more like a theft ... sounds crazy, I know, but didn’t you ask what it looks like? ... No. Except for the school and all its contents, as far as we can tell, nothing else is missing ... All the teachers and school staff are present. Yes. ... Okay ...«

Senshū continued on her way. The commotion behind her grew quieter, and then she turned left onto Rügener Street.

As if nothing unusual had ever happened, it was as quiet here as in any of the other streets. A few cars drove around leisurely, and passers-by walked past her without paying much attention to Senshū.

Although she hadn’t walked for five minutes, everything here looked so different and new to her.

All these years I stood in the same place, like a tree or a cactus in the desert, rooted in the earth, and no one had ever asked me if I liked it or if I even wanted it.

It felt good to walk, thought Senshū, it’s so soothing and easy.

Things and houses passed her by gently as she walked. Perspectives shifted. Trees passed in front of house facades like clouds against the blue of the sky.

If I wanted to, I could even just stand still and continue walking without causing a stir. As a school building, that was unthinkable for me, Senshū said to herself, enjoying her new freedom.

She wandered around a little in the many streets and, God knows how, ended up at Humboldt Grove.

That must be it. On the other side of the four-lane road with a central reservation, trees were visible.

How beautiful it is there. She crossed the road at the traffic lights.

»Is this what people call a forest?«, she whispered quietly to herself.

›I’m sure there are wild animals here too.‹

Full of anticipation, she walked the long way past the modern church into the park that now surrounded her.

As a school building, it took me many years to be surrounded by trees and bushes. — As long as it took for them to grow. But now that I can walk, it was very quick to be among them, under their canopy of leaves, to walk among the bushes, to stand or even lie on the meadows if I wanted to — just like all the other people here do.

A very young woman jogged past Senshū, almost weightless, bouncing lightly, breathing easily but deeply as she passed close by with a slight breeze that smelled of mandarin blossoms with a hint of bergamot.

Senshū watched her curiously.

The jogger’s bleached, hip-length ponytail caught her eye, just like the flashing blue light had done a moment ago. Its pendulum-like movements hypnotised Senshū. It swayed back and forth in time with her running, sometimes tangling itself up and then falling back into a smooth, rhythmic swing as she ran. Senshū liked the jogger’s black running outfit.

It was so tight on her body that even the smallest curves were clearly visible, Senshū’s inner voice said pensively. No unnecessary ballast hinders her movements — no fabric flaps around — it surrenders completely to her movements. It follows perfectly everything her body does — no space, not even the smallest fold, in which something vague could secretly cast doubt.

»I want that too«, Senshū whispered softly, with a mischievous smile and an adventurous gleam in her eyes.

»What do I actually look like?«, she whispered shyly to herself.

The girls who came to me when I was still a school building always said they would never wear anything that didn’t suit them.

»And the Hijabistas: so perfect in everything«, she whispered softly, as if to a best friend she could confide in.

The jogger had now reached the end of the path through the Humboldt Grove. Her light, springy step was still as beautiful as it had been when she floated past Senshū with her small, fragrant breeze. Then the young woman disappeared behind a bend in the path and vanished into the dense greenery behind the bushes.

Senshū turned right onto another path that led slightly uphill to a hill. She considered each step prudently and enjoyed feeling the uneven ground beneath her feet. Red bricks, which she had just noticed, were also incorporated into the path here and dug gently into the soles of her bare feet.

Senshū immediately realised that the bricks beneath her feet had once been houses. »What event brought you here?«, she asked the red bricks with her eyes downcast, but they remained silent, unable to understand.

Then Senshū saw the small temple with its strange, round roof standing on six legs.

»What does this remind me of?«

Senshū had absorbed so many words and images into her walls over the last thirty-five years, like a sponge, and now all these memories were stored throughout her body, and that was all she knew of this world in which she now wandered – what the schoolchildren, her children, once said: dramas and songs of joy, comments and critiques, fierce battles and best friendships; teaching material as vast as an ocean; what teachers and even many parents talked and discussed in evening meetings.

Senshū’s entire body was full of it. She now had to search for the memories in each of her ten fingers, arms and ears.

»An ancient helmet. That could be it. The dome looked like an ancient helmet. Maybe one from Ancient Greece or even older. Or maybe from the Vikings«, Senshū said quietly, whispering to herself, barely audible, in her crystal-clear, warm voice, and groped around her body searching for the right image or word.

Slowly and very deliberately, she came closer. »Now I understand«, she sobbed, as softly as a falling owl feather: »Each of the six legs has two segments. Together, that makes twelve roof segments, and each of them has a counterpart on the ground, with a mosaic of coloured, rounded river stones«, and she continued softly: »In the middle, they converge like rays in a sun under the eye of the sky. Ah. That’s a pantheon – I think... right. How beautiful«, Senshū exclaimed with delight, a little self-indulgent sigh escaping her lips.

What are humans doing to you?, the question flitted through her body, her eyes circling the temple: Even though your form is extraordinary, your materials are rather rough and actually quite cheap.

»Concrete and roofing felt, you poor thing. Who built you?«

Senshū went under the roof, right to the centre of the sun disc, where the reliefs converged like rays, and looked straight up through the sky eye, where small white clouds drifted past the eternal blue. She felt each of the rounded white stones under her soles.

You are massaging the soles of my feet. That is really nice of you.

A pleasant energy flowed through her entire body, from her feet to her eyes, until her gaze could touch the blue of the sky far above the clouds.

Senshū had never felt this way before. »What a sweet little house you are«, she breathed into the small dome, from where a multiple, equally delicate echo returned and spoke to her: »What a delightful house you are, Senshū.«

In this place, no uncertainty could ever hide doubt, but neither could confidence nor hope. And yet, I have never felt so exalted, so grand and fulfilled as here — between heaven and earth.

Senshū’s eyes shone pensively in the harsh shadows of the temple, illuminated by the sky eye above them, by a light that came from far away.
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3

PRESENT

Three Girls

The blue lights from the many police cars still flickered, according to the three girls.

On Swinemünder Street, many schoolchildren were walking home in whispering groups.

»There’s Sven«, Lara called out. »Did you see something we didn’t?«, she asked him with a mischievous grin.

»I’m afraid not. Did you see the woman? She was completely naked.«

»Well, then you did see something after all. And did you like her?«, Annabell teased.

»Actually ...«, he began, then stopped to say something else: »Did you see her hair? It was the same orange colour as the school building. Very strange, don’t you think?«

»Now that you mention it? Yes, very strange«, Lara agreed.

In the last few days, the three girls and Sven had experienced such incredible things that they wouldn’t rule out anything, even the strangest things, as a reason for the disappearance of their school. And the fact itself was highly unusual, which was of course no secret.

»So shall we go home, or ...«, Sven drew out his sentence meaningfully.

»Or what?«, Lara asked quickly, like a flash.

»Or should we — oh, forget it. It was just a crazy thought.«

»Come on, Sven. After all, you’re our seer.«

»Okay, but no laughing. Promise?«

»Only if it’s not funny. Promise«, Maja groaned, now somewhat annoyed.

»Don’t keep us in suspense. Please. Enlighten us, Mr Clairvoyant«, Annabell pleaded with a dramatically exaggerated gesture, as if on a theatre stage.

»You can’t help yourselves. All right. The woman was naked; she was lying in the pit where the school had just been standing; she had orange hair, like the school’s façade had before; and the school had disappeared without a trace, leaving behind not a speck of dust or the smallest crumb of rubble«, said Sven expectantly, looking questioningly at the faces of his three friends in turn. He remarked almost casually: »So what does that tell us?«

»You don’t mean that our school building has turned into a woman, do you? Is that what you’re saying?«

»Exactly that!«

Annabell briefly held her hand to Sven’s forehead – »Oh, hot!« – and jerked it back as if she had burned her hand, blew on it again vigorously and said: »If we hadn’t already been through so much together, I’d call an ambulance right now.«

»Great idea. Didn’t the woman climb out of the pit with the paramedics and disappear in the ambulance?«, Maya interjected.

»You’re right. But actually, if we consider the unthinkable, Sven could be right«, admitted Annabell, who no longer found the idea so far-fetched.

»Have you already forgotten that we can travel through time just because we want to?«

»You mean we should meet here tonight and travel back to last night to see if Sven might be right after all?«, Lara asked sharply.

»That almost sounds like a plan, don’t you think?«, Annabell murmured to her friends and Sven with a wink and a diabolical gleam in her eyes: »Can you smell the scent of adventure?«, she said coolly.

»I’m afraid the presentation for our invention project is gone for now and postponed to sometime in the future«, Lara said, now able to see something positive in the disappearance of the school.

»It’s unimaginable how boring school would have been today. And we wouldn’t have been able to tell anyone in class about our real experiences and the inventions we encountered«, Maya sighed somewhat hypocritically because she too could clearly sense that a new adventure was in the air.

The four of them paused briefly, let their eyes wander over the gigantic empty pit and thought quietly, each to themselves, about what this might mean.

A reporter, armed with a microphone emblazoned with a large rbb logo and accompanied by a cameraman, stomped across the churned-up ground at the edge of the pit. She was looking for people to interview. But no one really had anything to say.

Then they came over to Annabell, Lara, Maya and Sven. The reporter was pretty. Her face looked familiar to them. Her sleepy, tousled hair suited her really well, and even though she looked as if she hadn’t had her coffee or breakfast yet, she energetically went from passer-by to passer-by, waving her microphone curiously in her right hand and asking everyone the same question in a vibrant voice.

Now she was standing in front of Annabell, Maya, Lara and Sven. Excitedly, she said: »Hello, I’m from rbb, and may I ask you a few questions about the missing school?«

The four of them nodded briefly.

»Thank you«, she said and signalled to the cameraman.

A small red light on the camera began to glow. The reporter spoke into the microphone, and at the same time let her gaze wander questioningly over the faces of the four young teenagers: »Were you here at the school before school started?« She held her microphone in Sven’s direction, presumably because he was the boy, looked at him with her friendly gaze and nodded encouragingly.

Sven was embarrassed and didn’t really know which of the many thoughts swirling through his head he should say into the microphone.

Maya took over the question: »When we came to school this morning, she was already gone. That’s all we know.«

»I see, thank you«, said the reporter, and immediately moved on without asking any further questions. In her white trainers, she stomped across the lawns, followed by the cameraman, past the large trees whose questioning roots hung into the emptiness of the pit.
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PRESENT

The Hawk

Barefoot and dressed in a green suit, Senshū could have been a patient from the closed psychiatric ward who had escaped from a nearby clinic.

She could just as easily have been a doctor who had let the world be as it was for a while and turned her back on the divine game of fate for a moment.

As Senshū walked on, she turned around briefly and saw the temple from the other side, with the tall trees in the background. Suddenly, the temple seemed much larger to her. The path she was walking along led directly into an open hall.

»How thoughtful«, Senshū said quietly and took a few steps back.

As she turned back, her gaze fell on a small pond where a bird stood with both feet in the shallow water. It was a large bird with a curved beak and brownish feathers.

With the piercing, crystal-clear eyes of a hunter, the bird stared directly at Senshū.

Their gazes locked, piercing each other, and then the bird relented, lowered its head, looked into the water and, with two beats of its wings, swung itself onto a large rock that rested like a small island in the pond.

The bird briefly raised its wings to lay them neatly on its body, cleared its throat feathers and shook its head. Then it seemed ready to grant an audience.

Senshū walked around the pond to be closer to the bird, to see it better and – who knows – perhaps they would be able to talk to each other.

He can fly. Such a noble movement is special. Much more sublime than that of a tree, which can only wave its branches in the wind, or that of a hare, which has to hop across a field, murmured Senshū’s inner voice because she thought the bird should not hear what she was saying. That would be really embarrassing for me.

Although the bird was large for a bird, it was still tiny compared to Senshū’s current size. So she tried very hard to make herself as small as she thought the bird was.

She wondered: How small does my voice have to be so that I don’t scare the bird away? Should it be even higher? Even quieter? Like a mouse’s?

The bird, however, felt as big as the whole world because when it flew, everything below it became as small as a grain of sand. And that is infinitely smaller than it was itself.

»Who or what was this thing that looked so much like a human being?«, the bird asked the thing silently.

And the thing understood its silence as clearly as a melody: »How is it that you speak my language?«, Senshū asked the bird in its thoughts, and it understood its thoughts immediately.

»You’re not human? Are you?«

»Am I not?«

»I don’t think so. But what are you then?«

»All humans like to answer such a question with: I’m in the process of finding out.«

»Ah.«

»And you? What are you?«

»People call me Hawk.«

»And are you what people call you? A hawk?«

»I haven’t thought about that yet. Maybe?«

»What do you love most?«

»Squirrels. There are lots of them here, and my children love them too.«

»My children also talked about them and how cute they are and how nimbly they climb around the trees. There must be many here in the park.«

»Yes, there are. And I promise you, they taste as good as they are agile, and they grow back quickly too.«

»Why is that important?«

»They’re my favourite food.«

»Oh, I didn’t expect that.«

»What’s your favourite food?«, asked the hawk mischievously.

»I... I’ve never eaten anything. I don’t think I need to eat anything.«

»Then you’re definitely not human.«

»No?«

»No. Humans have to eat. Have you ever been to a toilet?«

Senshū thought about it. When she was still the sensitive school building, there were many toilets inside her. But she herself had never done what the children did there. – »No, never.«

»Then you’re definitely not human, not even an organic being. — Interesting. You don’t seem to be a ghost, anyway. — Not a plant or a fungus, either. Are you a stone? — A movable rock, perhaps.«

»A movable rock? But don’t I look like a human being?«

»Yes, you do. Humans are what they are because their bodies need or do certain things. For example:

They have to eat, and from this, they developed an art and their own special food culture.

They have to sleep, and from this, they developed an interesting sleeping culture with houses all around them.

They have to go to the toilet and shower, brush their teeth and so on, and from this, they developed a bathing culture.

They get sick, and from this, they developed a healing culture.

They have to die, and from this, they developed a funeral culture. Do you understand what I mean?«

»Yes, but isn’t that wonderful?«

»It is. And what do you have to do with all of that?«

»I’m afraid, none of the things you just listed.«

»You see. And that’s why you can’t be human. But what are you then?«

»The truth?«

»If you like?«

»I am a house, and I have turned myself into a human being.«

»That’s not possible.«

»Yes, it is. I’m the proof.«

»And what happens when you bang your fist on the table over there?«

»You mean the concrete one with the black and white chessboard squares on top?«

»Yes, exactly that one.«

»And why do you want to know?«

»Just to see what happens.«

Senshū thought the idea was strange.

But she was a little curious because she had never done anything like that before. She walked over to the concrete table, glanced briefly at the hawk once more, swung her fist back and brought it down hard on the tabletop.

The small concrete table, reinforced with steel mesh inside, instantly crumbled to dust, trickling through the rusted metal mesh onto the floor, where it formed a small pile. With a muffled: »frlup«, the metal mesh fell into the light grey dust, from which only a small cloud of dust floated up. Then there was silence.

»Uch. Was that me?«, sighed Senshū, putting her hand over her mouth in shock. ›I hope no one saw that.‹ She wanted to hide in shame. Her face turned orange-red. How could that be? Her eyes stared at the pile of dust.

»You see. No human being could ever do that. They would rather break their hand than break even the smallest corner of the table.«
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PRESENT

At the Pit

On the other side of the empty pit, many lorries were now arriving, loaded with wooden elements, railway sleepers and metal panels. Men got out and inspected the pit, gave instructions, and then everything was unloaded. Because so many workers arrived by bus, it was done in no time.

»They seem to be building a fence or something«, said Sven, carefully weighing his words.

The olive green and anthracite tiger-striped military helicopter had been circling above the pit for several minutes with a thunderous chirping sound. Beneath it, an uncomfortably severe whirlwind unfolded.

Where just moments before a colourful crowd of children and teenagers had been standing, adult men in blue overalls were now bustling about.

Using cranes and many hands, they manoeuvred freshly made triangular wooden structures for a fence, distributed them evenly around the pit and erected them.

To weigh down the inside of the triangular structure, they laid heavy concrete railway sleepers on the lower beams. They clad the outside with profiled metal panels up to an impenetrable height of at least three metres.

A bare, forbidding metal wall was created, hiding the pit from the view of passers-by. Inaccessible even to our four, the place where their school had stood yesterday disappeared, segment by segment, behind mat, shimmering metal panels.

The helicopter still hovered over the hole like a fat, thunderous bumblebee. The rear doors on both sides were open. Someone in uniform, a soldier wearing a helmet, appeared in the doorway against the blue sky shining through the helicopter.

He leaned casually in the doorway, put his foot on the threshold outside the cabin and demonstratively held on coolly with one hand to an orange structure on the opposite door frame, surveyed the pit and the entire surrounding area, and reported to the helicopter squadron’s commander via his helmet headset:

»The transmission is up. Can you see the images? – Confirm: no enemy contact – just frightened children going home. And gawking passers-by taking pictures of the pit. This horizon will close anyway once the wall is finished, and then we’ll have the pit to ourselves for now«, the soldier reported to the operations staff: »The ground reconnaissance convoy can get ready for action. ... Yes, sure. ... No traces of explosives to be seen. ... The air analysis was negative. ... Okay, I’ll report back when the pit is secured. ... Confirm threat level ›Delta‹ ... Over!«

Thick clouds of kerosene fumes sank into the pit, flooding over the edge onto the pavement like an overflowing bathtub. Onlookers held handkerchiefs to their faces, tears began to roll down the faces of some older gentlemen with irritated eyes, and many now preferred to leave. Because it was becoming increasingly uncomfortable here and, in fact, everything there was to see had been seen.
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PRESENT

Three Girls

»There you are at last. I was so worried«, cried Shirley, Annabell’s au pair, from the kitchen: »Are you okay? Let me have a look at you. Thank goodness you’re not hurt. Oh my God, it’s all over the radio. They even interrupted the morning programme on television. Your school is causing a huge stir all over the world. Even my mother called me from Sydney. She wanted to know if I was okay. She was worried. She saw it on the breaking news on Channel 9. And that’s saying something.«

Annabell closed the apartment door behind her and dropped her school bag. »I’m fine. Where our school stood yesterday, there’s now a huge hole. And all hell has broken loose. Even the army has marched in to see if there are any enemies.«

»Oh my God, that must be so awful for you children.«

»Well, classes will probably be cancelled for a while. We should go home.«

»Sit down first, Annabell. Can I make you a hot chocolate or something else?«

»Hot chocolate would be great.«

And there it was again on the radio news: »We have our correspondent on the scene with more details about the mysterious disappearance of the school in Wedding. Alfred, what’s the situation? How frightened are the people there?«

»Where I’m standing, it looks like a battlefield. To prevent worse from happening, a safety wall is being built around the large empty pit at lightning speed. The German Armed Forces are securing the pit and aerial reconnaissance seems to be checking the danger situation. I was able to learn from a police operations commander that no known explosives or hazardous materials have been found near the disappeared school so far.«

»Thank you, Alfred. So I can conclude that the pit currently poses no danger to residents or the people of Berlin?«

»That’s correct at the moment. In any case, there are no signs of activity that would suggest an evacuation of the surrounding houses.«

»Thank you, Alfred. That was our live report from Berlin-Wedding, where last night an entire school building disappeared without a trace for reasons that are still unclear.«

Maya closed the apartment door behind her with a soft click. Her grandfather came into the hallway, saw his granddaughter, walked over to her and hugged her wordlessly, gently but firmly, which gave Lara a great sense of security. Neither of them said anything, they just looked at each other and understood. Something unspeakable had happened that could not be explained in words.

Then her grandmother came and took her in her arms: »My dear, we’ve already heard. How are you? This must be terrible for you. The news is full of the strangest speculations. Is it really that bad?«

»No. Actually, nothing bad has happened. It’s just that the school is no longer there. We’ll find out why. Surely, there’s a reason why it’s no longer there ...« And then Maya bit her tongue to stop herself from saying any more. Because her grandmother and especially her grandfather weren’t interested in adventures. Not after everything they’d already been through in their lives, Maya thought.

»Darling, there you are«, called Lara’s mother: »I have to go soon. Aba is in his office. Say hello to him quickly so he knows you’re here. Is everything okay with you?«

Lara muttered something briefly. Her mother stood in front of her, lifted her head with both hands, looked deeply into her daughter’s eyes and said quietly: »The thing with your school is a real bombshell. We’ll be reporting on it all day, as will all the other stations. All hell will surely break loose in the editorial office. But you seem to be okay, right?«

»Yes. I’m fine, so far.«

Only now did Lara notice how strange the feeling was that the disappearance of her school had left her with. There was a gap, an emptiness, something pale, where her enthusiasm and curiosity usually arose.

»Where is the school? Ima? Will it come back?«, Lara said sadly, close to tears, suddenly feeling as small as a little child.

»Darling, that would be wonderful. But now I have to go. The world is surely asking the same question and wants answers.«
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PRESENT

The Hawk

»A squirrel«, thought the hawk briefly and gently to Senshū: »I have to go. Have a good time, Senshū«, whispered the hawk, one last thought, and with a few powerful wing beats, he swung himself from the large rock in the water into the air between the trees, over the bushes, and disappeared into the dense green of the treetops.

»You too, hawk«, Senshū sent him one last pensive thought. Shortly afterwards, she saw him flying over the clearing with a bright red ball of fur in his talons. His short, shrill cry rang out two or three times. Then there was silence.

Senshū stood alone again in this New World, which was, strictly speaking, the old one. Only her role in it had changed fundamentally and in every respect.
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PRESENT

Three Girls

Annabell called Maya. Maya called Lara. Lara called Sven, and Sven put Timmy on speakerphone. Conference call!

»How I love this technology«, said Annabell, happy about the successful conference call.

»How did your parents take it that we’ll be at home all day for the foreseeable future?«, Sven asked curiously because his mother didn’t know yet, at least not from him.

Now everyone was talking at once, and then Lara said something that everyone wanted to hear, and instantly there was silence: »My mother said something very interesting, albeit rather convoluted. You know how she is. So, she said: ›If she were in the school’s position, with all the uncertainties about its future and the disappointment of having no money to implement the original alternative school concept, for which its architecture had actually been developed, and now facing the prospect of being closed or even demolished, or almost worse, to stand empty until the end of time and slowly die away, she would, if she were in the school’s position, prefer to immigrate to another country‹.«

»Your mother is so clever. She seems to have seen through the school«, Maya said appreciatively.

Timmy suddenly interrupted her: »I heard from the birds: ›A strange woman is said to be hanging around the Humboldt Grove.‹ I couldn’t understand everything, but that’s roughly the message being spread by the birds«, Timmy remarked audibly proudly, feeling several centimetres taller as he said it.

»Thank you, Timmy. That’s valuable information«, said Annabell, which, coming from her, made Timmy grow another centimetre.

The five felt encouraged in their plan.

They were on the right track.

»So, I suggest we meet after sunset behind the bushes next to the bakery«, Maya summarised the plan, blinking excitedly with shining eyes, sitting alone in her room.

»I can’t wait to see what actually happened last night«, said Lara in a firm voice, full of curiosity.

»Me too. Timmy nods his head too«, said Sven.

»So, shall we meet on 27 May 2010, today, at 9 p.m.? Behind the bushes by the bakery? It should be almost dark by then.«

The meeting was quickly arranged, everyone agreed and hung up immediately, as if every moment they stayed on the phone any longer would blow their secret plan.
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PRESENT

Senshū

Three Turkish girls in loose chiffon dresses with colour-coordinated hijabs walked along under the roof of the Pantheon, lamenting loudly, past Senshū, to the benches by the source of the navel stone under the trees.

They stopped in front of a bench and spoke loudly to each other in excited, high-pitched voices: »... It’s so cool that you have an unlimited flat rate. My father would never allow me to have that.«

One of them took out her smartphone, held it in her hand like a sacred relic, and sat down on a bench.

Her two friends sat down to her right and left and leaned their heads towards their friend. Their eyes were fixed on the small screen.

Senshū recognised these girls.

They must belong to me, in fact, they definitely were – »my students«, she whispered to herself, feeling something familiar that connected her to the girls.

»I would never normally watch a channel like this, but it’s not on ÜLKE TV or Channel 7«, said the girl in the middle of.

»Okay, fine. Let’s just see what they say.«

»What’s the channel called?«

»My big brother says they show something on rbb latest news. I’ve never seen it before, either.«

Senshū came closer.

The three girls eyed her suspiciously because she was still wearing the strange blue-green suit and was barefoot.

»Can I watch too?«, Senshū asked shyly, with a hint of guilt because she suddenly felt like she had let these schoolgirls down.

»Yes, it’s okay. You can stand behind us. You can see something from there. But don’t mess around, understand?«

»No, of course not. I just want to see what’s going on«, whispered Senshū, intimidated. She stepped behind the bench and watched the events unfold from behind the girls’ heads. On the smartphone screen, the event suddenly seemed tiny.

However, the many teasers, trailers and voices of the announcers recharged the event with immeasurable significance.

The rbb news intro appeared with the headline »ARD Focus – missing school in Berlin’s Wedding district«.

»These guys are such idiots. If I hadn’t seen the school myself, I’d think they were trying to pull the wool over our eyes again.«

»Now be quiet and listen to what they’re saying.«

Then the small screen showed the large empty pit that the girls had seen with their own eyes that morning.

»There it is«, they said in unison, cheering shrilly and clapping each other euphorically.

»Our school is on television!«

»No one else was interested in our problems«, one of them muttered to herself.

The small screen now had the girls’ full attention. The images spoke for themselves. At the edge of the hole in the ground, trees whose roots protruded into the void stood silently facing the camera.

Then the camera panned to an Air Force helicopter hovering above the scene.

Cut: Spectators behind a narrow barrier tape with the word »Police« written in red letters could be seen.

Cut: A young, pretty reporter looked gracefully into the camera. She held a microphone in her hand. In the background, older men smiled cheerfully at the camera.

Then the screen split and the studio presenter said on one side: »Ladies and gentlemen, during the night of 26 to 27 May, a school in the Mitte-Wedding district of Berlin disappeared without a trace for unknown reasons. We have been reporting live from the scene since the early hours of the morning. Here are the images and interviews from eight o’clock this morning, once again.«

Cut to the repeat: »Sophie Weise, what is the situation like at the site that is attracting so much attention around the world? She is standing at the edge of the pit where the Diesterweg Gymnasium was located yesterday. Sophie, can you give us your first impressions of what it looks like on site?«

»Thank you, Dennis. There is indeed a large hole in the ground between the houses, which is naturally frightening for the people who live here. The possible motives or background are still completely unclear. It is also unclear whether this was a deliberate act. According to initial assessments, a terrorist attack can probably be ruled out. Behind me are many residents who witnessed this strange event.«

The reporter then took a few steps towards the cheerfullooking elderly gentlemen, who were clearly enjoying the attention, and asked them: »Can you tell our viewers what you saw this morning?« She held the microphone under one of their noses and looked at him expectantly with an affirmative nod.

»Well, this morning, when I went out with the dog, the school was already gone.«

»Can you say when that was?«

»Well, I always walk the dog at half past seven, and I think that’s what I did today. My Lottie was still asleep. So it must have been around that time. I always pick up the bread rolls on the way back, and when she gets up, everything is ready for breakfast. You know: ›Happy wife, happy life‹«, he said, laughing bashfully.

»Thank you, that was very informative«, Sophie concluded the gentleman’s commentary, who was really getting into his role as an eyewitness. His friends patted him on the shoulder in appreciation.

Cut: Then an interview with some students was shown. The reporter asked four students: »Were you here at the school before school started?« — a girl spoke up: — »When we came to school this morning, it was already gone. That’s all we know.«

Cut: The reporter was shown. »The mystery of the school building’s whereabouts does not seem to be solving itself any time soon. We will stay on top of the story for our viewers and report to you from the scene.«

Cut back to the studio: »That was at eight o’clock this morning, ladies and gentlemen, and since then, the situation on the ground has changed dramatically. What is the current situation there? We are on-site for you and have a live link to Wedding, the district aptly named ›Brunnenviertel‹ (fountain district). Well, let’s hope that the school hasn’t fallen into the fountain in question. I’m sorry, but I just couldn’t resist«, he said and laughed uncontrollably for a moment, grunting several times into the camera, but then quickly regained his composure and said seriously: »Sophie, what does it look like now at the empty pit in the Brunnenviertel in Wedding?« He could hardly keep his eyes on the screen when the director switched over to Sophie.

A new image: the reporter stood in front of a wall at least three metres high made of shiny metal panels and spoke into her microphone: »Well, that’s absolutely correct, Dennis. The German Armed Forces, more specifically the Air Force’s aerial reconnaissance unit, has taken over command of operations here on site. And the German Armed Forces are securing the pit. The wall behind me encloses the entire pit and is classified as a high-security area. It was literally built in the blink of an eye.«

»Hey, seriously, they’re talking rubbish again«, exclaimed the girl sitting on the right side of the bench in an agitated tone, waving her arms vigorously and shaking her head indignantly.

»Now listen and stop talking nonsense yourself«, replied the girl sitting in the middle just as energetically. Then it was quiet again, and their eyes were fixed on the small screen once more.

Dennis spoke and Sophie, in the picture next to him, listened: »How does the German Armed Forces assess the current threat situation? Or is there any information that could explain the incident?«

Sophie on site in the picture: »The German Armed Forces does not yet have any information on this, as the German Armed Forces spokesperson informed me. However, he also said that German Armed Forces manoeuvres are taking place in the background, but for security reasons, no further details are to be released at this time.«

Dennis speaks and Sophie listens in the picture: »So, the danger situation cannot yet be assessed?«

Sophie on location in the picture: »Well, I heard through the grapevine that as long as there is no indication of what might actually have happened, the investigating authorities are considering almost every possibility.

But to narrow it down, it’s important to know that there are currently no signs that would warrant invoking Article 5 of the NATO alliance.«

The camera panned, showing a different perspective of the high wall in front of which soldiers in combat gear, with machine guns slung over their shoulders, were standing.

Then Sophie stepped into the picture and explained: »The protection of the country and its citizens, as we were assured by the spokesperson for the German Armed Forces, will be guaranteed with all conceivable measures.«

Cut back to the studio. Dennis said: »Well, that could really be very far-reaching. We will continue to follow this story for you, and many thanks to Sophie, who reported on the disappearance of the Diesterweg School here in Wedding.«

»Okay, I think that’s it«, said the girl in the middle.

»They didn’t really say anything new«, muttered the girl to her left, dissatisfied.

»I’m sure they’re keeping half of it to themselves again«, said the other one to her right.

Meanwhile, as the girls and Senshū stared intently at the small screen, something strange happened. A squirrel scrambled up Senshū’s leg, light as a feather and as nimble as a snake, over her hip, up her back, sat on her shoulder and looked just as curiously at the small screen.

Senshū was so captivated by the news programme, which reported on nothing but »her disappearance«, that she only now noticed the squirrel. It sent her a thought, just as the hawk had done. »Did you talk to the hawk? The one who just took my sister?«

Senshū turned her head. She let out a startled: »Eek!«, and looked directly into the squirrel’s small black eyes. Its red fur was so close she could see it. Its whiskers tickled Senshū’s cheek.

The three girls on the bench were also startled by Senshū’s »Huh!« behind their backs, reflexively turned to look at her, and jumped up like three rockets at once, as if the devil himself had appeared behind them.

»I told you so. She’s a freak«, one of the three girls shouted in a shrill voice. »Normal people don’t suddenly have squirrels sitting on their shoulders. Hey, seriously, man – get lost!«

»Yeah. Piss off. Go back to where you came from!«

»Masha Allah, thank goodness nothing happened to us.«

Senshū and the squirrel on her shoulder looked at the girls in bewilderment.

And indeed. The image of Senshū, with her bright orange hair, her emerald green eyes, the strange blue-green suit from the ambulance and the red squirrel on her shoulder – suddenly shifted from the assumption that she might be a doctor to the other side of the coin, that she must be a patient who had run away from who knows where.

The girls left Senshū standing there with the squirrel on his shoulder without another word, looked back once more, just to be sure he wasn’t following them, hurried around the corner and disappeared behind the bushes in the park.

»Don’t worry, I have many sisters and brothers here in the park. Are you human?«

»The hawk asked me that too«, thought Senshū and said: »That didn’t go so well«, whispered Senshū to himself, as if the squirrel weren’t there. »I felt so close to the girls. I even thought we could become friends«, she said, now even more disappointed. »I should go back to where I came from«, she repeated the girls’ words, speaking tonelessly to herself, which only the squirrel understood.

»You’ve known the girls for a long time, but they don’t know you? At least not the way you are
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