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I

The Foreign Homeland



Bonn, mid-July, 2021

‘Dad?’

The cry echoes through the short hallway and turns the corner in a gallop. I’ve just cleaned up what is left of lunch and made myself comfortable at the kitchen table. I just want to quickly catch my breath, pause for a moment and surrender to my obsession with news. But I guess there’s no chance.

‘Dad?’

Just ten minutes. Me and Der Spiegel, the online magazine. Just ten tiny minutes. That’s all I dream of. But now Una is calling me, the younger of my two daughters. And my dream is over. The tone of Una’s voice tells me she’s caught a whale. She’s discovered something big, something outrageous. So outrageous for a five-year-old that it immediately has to be announced. As quickly and as loud as possible. Telling everyone who wants to hear it.

Una, she’s my scurrying, demanding, infinitely curious acrobatic wunderkind with corkscrew curls. Every day, I’m astonished by my offspring, always full of bliss and affectionate admiration. How she smells. How she moves.

‘Dad, come! Come quickly!’ Una’s intuition is legendary. Nothing, absolutely nothing can stay hidden from her for long. She roots around in the lowest depths of the drawers and climbs our highest cupboards. She is an explorer. She manages to scribble on the freshly painted walls with my carefully hoarded markers. Or to beautify herself with her mother’s kiss-proof lipstick, to convincingly paint her face for Halloween.

‘I’m coming! Just don’t touch anything, please, I’m coming!’

In the middle of her bedroom, the indoor trampoline looks like an alien spaceship. Next to it there’s a treehouse bed and a climbing arch. And there are a million things wildly scattered on the floor. Here one can really find everything a child could want. But no Una.

‘Dad?’ The voice is coming from my office. That shouldn’t be the case. My office is off limits. She knows she’s not allowed to go inside. At least not without my explicit permission. My office is full of my things, piled high into chaotic towers. Mountains of books, binders and an army of home-made training equipment. This is anything but childproof. And what’s also in my office are the ghosts of my past, neatly put away in boxes.

‘Una, what are you doing there?!’ Too late. She’s sitting cross-legged under my desk, an open box in front of her. She’s holding a yellowed, wrinkled article from the Bild newspaper in her hand.

I haven’t wanted to open that box. Not yet. I put it with five other boxes up on the bookcase, on the highest shelf, as far away as possible. It’s a beige cardboard box full of toxic memories. But my life is now being digested by Disney+, by the immortal narrators of epic fairy tales. Yes, it’s unreal. My past is best suited for a horror film, but they’re turning it into a splendid drama with all the bells and whistles. Just without unicorns, wizards or singing fairies. Merde, scheisse. I promised to give the folks from production the toxic boxes, that’s why I pulled them off the shelf. And now Una has one.

I’ve done a series of extremely questionable things. Inexcusable things. And their results were . . . disastrous. So many errors. So many losses. So much pain. Over which time passes and so everything falls victim to becoming meaningless. But then the film people came and I made a deal with them, for money. And against forgetting. Part of this deal was, I had to remember everything. And since I can’t, I got those damn boxes off the shelf. I wanted to open them. Sometime. Maybe soon. Just not now.

‘What does that say, Dad?’

Una is pointing to the headline that boasts my photo beneath it. My younger self is looking back at me. With a calm, cold grimness. Yes, that’s me. I could try to deny it, but it would be pointless. In the presence of the article, carefully repressed feelings flood over me. They well up like a cold, oily liquid. Bizarre photoflashes of the past.

‘N—! Fucking, dirty n—!’ They yell and rage in the hallway. They ram the door again. Plaster falls from the crack in white, thin crumbs onto the floor. ‘Come out of there! You and your whore, you’re dead!’

A loud crack! The door to the nightclub flies open from the kick. ‘On the ground! Move, move, get to the ground!’ someone yells. A commando. A threat. Is that my voice?

The minister’s vice-like handshake. Sustained, insistent eye contact. ‘I’m counting on you, Sam. Think about why you became a policeman. Think about what’s on the line!’

The dying woman on the pavement. ‘I’m from the press! I’m taking pictures!’ The loud, tall man with the camera. The zip of the flash. ‘Fuck off!’ Dark, sweeping anger. I don’t have it under control.

Booming bass. Techno disco hell. A hand on my forearm. ‘Felix said that you’re Sam. You’re the ex-policeman?’ She’s really close. The warmth of her body surges out through her dress. Why does this girl look like Fee’s twin sister? My heart pangs and jolts.

The whimpering old man on the floor. Finally. A crappy wrestling match with this giant.

‘Where’s the money? Where are you hiding the fucking money?’

A vase breaks on the granite tiles. I’ve got shards under my shoes.

The jail cell is silent. This goddamn abysmal silence. Except for the crackling neon lights and the buzzing of the ventilation. A coffin under the cellar of some official fortress. I won’t last long. I want to jump at the ochre tiles. With a running start, again and again. Until everything bursts, oozes out, all of these damn feelings and memories. And everything seeps away in a small drain in the corner. And then they will come and wash away what’s left of me.

‘Dad?’

A little voice from afar. I try to understand where I am. And what I’m doing here. It takes a moment.

‘Dad? What’s written there?’

Una’s face is worried and really close. Fuck, how long was I out for? She’s holding the newspaper in front of my face. Oh yeah, the article! This miserable headline.

‘ “Enemy of the State”, curly Sue.’ I smile, even though I don’t feel like it. ‘It says: “Number One Enemy of the State Writes Books.” ’

‘And what is an enemy of the state?’

‘That’s someone who attacks the state, honey. Someone who wants to destroy the state.’

‘What is the state?’

‘It’s all of us. All of us together. That which belongs to all of us. And the rules that everyone should follow.’

‘That’s what you wanted to destroy?’ Una looks at me incredulously.

‘No, bug. I didn’t want that. I never could have done that.’ But it’s actually not that difficult, I think. Sometimes communities destroy themselves. They just implode. Once it’s started, it can happen incredibly fast. Then the angry ones come forward. The frustrated ones. All the ones whose lives feel futile anyway. And the sociopaths join them. Sometimes they wave brown flags. Sometimes red. But deep in their hearts, they are strangers to ideology. They’re low-level blood suckers. They need the intoxication of the suffering of others. I experienced that twice. I don’t want to again.

‘Were you really in jail?’

‘Yes, my love.’

‘For how long?’

‘Seven years.’

‘Seven years?’ She looks at me horrified. Then she does the maths. ‘Two years longer than I’ve been alive!’

That’s true. Half of a child’s life. Una’s entire lifetime.

‘But you were a policeman! Do policemen go to jail?’

‘If they’ve done something awful, then yes.’

She nods. That, she can understand. Now she wants to know what I did. She hesitates. Does she sense the abyss? The shame? Yes, there’s still shame, even after almost twenty-five years have passed. Shame. After all this time. Una looks down at the ground. She has old black-and-white photos spread out there. On all the photos, the same man is visible: a guy with a brawny physique, like a wrestler on a college team. Short hair. Full lips. He’s wearing a neatly trimmed beard on his chin. ‘Who is that?’

In the picture that Una is holding in her hand, the man is sitting in a restaurant. His left arm is casually leaning on the armrest of a corner booth. Across from him sits a slim woman wearing sunglasses. She’s got the face of a model.

There are more photos of the two of them. Cheek to cheek. Arm in arm. Intimately familiar with each other.

I want to say, My father. But I can’t even get these two words out. I clear my throat. Once. Twice. Una is looking at me full of anticipation. That doesn’t make it better.

‘Your dad?’

I nod. She picks up one of the photos and scrutinises it. ‘What’s his name?’

‘Meffire,’ I say hoarsely. ‘His name was Samuel Meffire.’

She laughs. It’s a laugh that sounds like my grandparents’ Christmas bell. ‘Like you? Is that allowed? To have the same name?’

I smile. ‘I think so. You know, that was common in his family. They always named their sons Samuel in every generation. People come and go. But the name lives on.’

Una nods. She pauses for a moment. If I don’t end this conversation quickly, I’ll be trapped.

‘Samuel.’ She weighs the word on her tongue with intent. By now she’s in her bombard-Dad-with-questions-mode.

‘What does that mean? Does that mean something?’

‘It’s from the Bible. It means “he whom God desired”.’

Una looks at the photo. ‘He’s dead, right?’

Suddenly, I ask myself whether one can tell that from the pictures. Whether it’s because of the faded colours or the grainy black and white. Whether she can sense, with her childish sensorium, that the man there was long ago condemned to death.

That he would never see me, his second son.

A further photo. My young daughter has dug even deeper into the box. My father again. He looks at me directly, at least it appears that way. For more than a half a century. Past the gulf of death. The way he sits there, kind of stiff, almost formally, on a crooked wooden bench. That must be in Leipzig. There was a zoo and some colleague must have thought it would be funny to place a real lion cub on his lap, the African’s lap. Or did they do that with everyone back then? In any case, this oversized pussycat is perching there. And my mother is sitting to the right, next to my father. And to the left of him is a skinny young man in shorts, smiling shyly.

‘That’s you, Dad! Look, that’s you!’

‘No,’ I say. ‘That’s my brother.’

‘You don’t have a brother,’ Una protests with childish indignation, demanding justice. Yes, true. The past tense is true. I had a brother. I don’t have one any more. I once told her that. Or didn’t I? Suddenly I’m no longer sure. And if I didn’t, what else have I hidden? I’m an approachable father. A relaxed, modern dad. Right? I talk to my children about nearly everything. I do. Dammit . . .

‘Where is your brother?’

‘Dead,’ I mumble as quietly as possible. ‘My brother is dead.’

She lays the photo on the floor, carefully, with an almost tender gesture. She doesn’t want to disturb the dead. All of my dead. They’re lying before us on my office floor. For a moment everything is quiet, except for my computer’s fans whirring to themselves. The deceased lie before us. My beautiful mother. My brother. My father.

‘Feli says that some men killed him.’

‘Who?’ Who allegedly killed him? I’m alarmed and my tone is more severe than I want. Una doesn’t let herself be deterred.

‘Your dad! Is that right, what Feli said?’ Feli is Una’s ten-year-old sister. How does she know that? Did she overhear something? Was she listening in on something? A conversation? Some telephone call? . . . that little spy. I invest a lot of effort in shielding my children from my past. From the toxic waste. And the demons. My kids are in the here and now. They’re my present. My happiness.

But protecting them isn’t always possible. Apparently. Una sees her chance. Her big blue-green eyes shine eagerly. They’re my mother’s eyes. They’re extremely effective in triggering trance-like states in me. A state of involuntary volition. This kid could make an appearance in any mentalist show. And we have time today. It’s summer vacation. My wife is off work; she doesn’t have to go into the office, so she’s visiting some friend in a nearby town. She won’t be back until late. My wife commanded me to ‘sheep herder duty’. Today it’s just me and the sheep. And it’s been raining outside for hours. It’s raining cats and dogs. What else is there to do on a day like this? I could gripe. Or I could give in to the unavoidable. I have the sheep. Outside it’s hellish, wet weather. And the most important thing of all, the family squadron commander is on the road. We’re stuck here. And that’s how it becomes a day in the family cocoon, because ultimately no one can compete with the natural forces.

‘Come on,’ I say to Una. ‘Let’s go into the kitchen and make a hot chocolate.’

‘Then you’ll tell me everything?’

‘Then I’ll tell you everything.’ I say it with a little reservation, something Una misses. She runs ahead of me into the kitchen and dives onto the purple couch. She knows that jumping on the couch isn’t allowed, but I allow it. I can’t let anything disturb the peace this morning. After all, I’m the one shut in with these two little goblins. I search the kitchen drawers and mix together some cocoa. We always have cocoa in the morning. It always has to be the same. Deviations unsettle me. They’re harbingers of disturbance. And danger lurks behind disturbance. I have to know. I had to learn. And that’s exactly why I love my new life. It’s fundamentally calm. Clean. And full of familiar things.

‘Who killed your dad? You were a policeman, weren’t you? Did you try to find them?’

I laugh. ‘One thing at a time, curly Sue! One thing at a time.’

And I tell her. From the beginning.




CHAPTER ONE

Father

My father is eleven years old and doesn’t have any shoes.

None of the children in the village have any shoes. At this time, in this godforsaken corner somewhere in north-western Cameroon, only adults have shoes. Often, they’re patched up shoes in faded colours. And the elderly wear sandals, so that their crooked, scarred feet will fit into some kind of covering.

That’s why my father is walking barefoot across a dusty dirt road that leads from the huts to the fork in the road in the forest. From there, a different path meanders to another fork and continues further and further until, after an eternity, the trodden clay road reached the red, sandy streets of the city Foumban. That’s where my father’s school is.

Sometimes my father hops on one leg, to distract himself from the brooding, dusty heat. From his thirst and hurting feet. He sometimes hops, but mostly he looks to the ground, because he has to avoid stepping on the numerous, sharp stones that bite painfully into the soles of his feet.

My father knows a trick against the debilitating distance of the journey to school: he solves problems from maths class, just like that, in his head. And he’s good at that. The numbers float around him like the notes of a melody; music that only he can hear. When it sounds happy, almost demanding, like the song of a fork-tailed drongo bird behind the village, then the answer is right. That’s how my father does maths. It’s fun for him.

All his friends have long become herdsmen in the pastures. Sometimes he wonders if he’d have been better off in the pastures. Learning in the brooding heat is exhausting. And whoever gives the wrong answer or gossips in class frequently gets hit. School is no bed of roses in this country, in this remote corner of the French empire, at the beginning of the 1950s. Shouldn’t he be spending his days with the other boys? Lying in the shadows of the big acacia trees, close to the peaceful, grazing cattle?

But somewhere in my father’s head a voice whispered: ‘There’s another world, mon petit. Beyond the bushes and the dust. There’s much more!’

A lot of people in Cameroon dream of getting out. Whoever lives in the village dreams of the provincial town. Whoever lives in the provincial town dreams of Yaondé, the seat of government. And everyone dreams of the distant, unreachable fairy-tale land called Europe – where they speak French; the elegant, tongue twisting language of the colonial masters that the whites brought, its strange sounds bravely fought by the children sitting at their desks, day after day. Everyone says in Europe there are giant towers made of steel and glass. And you eat off white plates made of ivory. Europe seems to be full of wonder. And it is endlessly far away. But it still calls and beckons you.

My father tells my grandmother about the numerical melodies in his head. She pulls him to the side, over to her hut and puts a big piece of baked banana in his mouth. In the meantime, grandmother is wrinkled and toothless. And she stares at him like a five-hundred-year-old, two-legged turtle.

‘That comes from the Lord,’ she finally says. ‘The voice in your head comes from Jesus. Listen to it!’

‘But what should I do?’

‘The Lord has a plan for each one of his children,’ his grandmother whispers to him in the semi-darkness of the hut, in which it smells so pleasantly like fried banana. ‘He can motivate you as much as make it happen. That’s in the letters of the apostles. Read it. And try to listen.’

‘And then? What happens then?’

Listening is one thing, but doing the right thing is something else. My father is just a boy. He asks himself, what am I supposed to do, when God is calling me?

‘Then do what the voices tell you. Then do what He wants.’

My father absorbs every one of her words. He hides it, deep inside, like a secret treasure. Grandmother used to carry him around when he was small. She comforted him. She told him stories with a quiet, raspy voice. She’d tell him about Jesus, the gentle Christian God, in whose name he was baptised. Samuel, the one whom God desired.

A lot of people in the village think Grandmother is crazy, because no mentally healthy person voluntarily prays to the God of the whites. But Samuel loves her to the stars and back again. He loves her more than he can love his mother, who goes to the fields at daybreak and stays there until the evening in a daily fight against hunger. His father is long gone, over the hills and far away. He wanted to look for work on the coast, in one of the port towns. He promised to return with a lot of money. But to this day, he has not been seen again. His grandmother is the only one who is always there. She’s as constant as the forest behind the huts. Like the sky above the fields. Samuel believes her every word. So, he continues to walk through the pastures daily, past his old friends, until he gets to the fork between the trees, where the long path to school begins. What my father doesn’t learn there: the Christian God, to whom grandmother prays, is actually German.

The French weren’t the first foreigners in the area. Many decades ago, Foumban was the capital of a small kingdom. It was called Bamum and it was ruled by King Nyoja, the clever one. His father had subjected himself to the German Emperor, Wilhelm II. Nyoja planned to make the best of the dominance of foreigners that he’d inherited. As a symbol of loyalty, he gave the emperor his own holy throne as a birthday present. It was a marvel of woodcraft, adorned all over with multi-coloured pearls. The emperor determined Njoya was loyal. And this loyalty paid dividends. Njoya was allowed to pursue his visions. He would lead Bamum into a blossoming future. And the key to that was education. Every child in his empire would learn to read and write. The king even invented his own alphabet, the impulse for more trade and a more efficient administration. He gladly allowed Prussian missionaries to roam through the entire land. Give or take a god, what did that matter? And that’s how the tall, pale-faced men reached a village near Foumban, where a girl lived who soaked up the stories about a single, loving God. That was grandmother. At least that’s how she told it.

Somehow Emperor Wilhelm had a conflict with his God or he hadn’t properly prayed. Or maybe he hadn’t cleaned his plate. Because he lost his empire and his dominion in the inferno of the Great War. Victorious France obtained the entire northern part of Cameroon, and with it also Bamum. The French didn’t dither. A kingdom of vassals, like under the Germans? That was out of the question. The French ended this outlandishness with the stroke of a pen. The king’s alphabet was outlawed. And the brick palace that Njoya had had built based on a Northern German model, now stands in the middle of Foumban like a stone postcard from a past, glamorous time.

France was determined not to lose this valuable country as shamefully as the Germans. When the mandate of the colonial power ended in 1960, Paris never thought of renouncing its influence. A puppet government was installed, allegedly to rule an ‘independent’ Cameroon. That was the big bosses from old families who would do anything for money. When a communist guerrilla movement was founded, the Armée nationale de Liberation du Kamerun, France didn’t show any mercy. The decapitated heads of activists lay in the streets. No one was allowed to bury them because they posed a warning. In the villages, the dead slowly decayed in the fields, because no one dared bury them. Just the suspicion of being a ‘communist’ was a death sentence. Fear spread across the country like a heavy fog, suffocating everything. Only a few dared to resist, including the unions. They secretly recruited in the cities. They looked for those who were prepared to go to the Eastern bloc. Who was brave enough to seek an education behind the ‘iron curtain’ in the empire of the communists? Who wants to study in Warsaw or Prague, in Moscow or even in Leipzig? And who would resist the temptations of being abroad and come back afterward, to fight for change at home? Who would help the rebellion?

Qualified volunteers to study in the East were rare. Young people wanted to go out in the world but not to the East. They were driven by longing for other places. England. France. The land of milk and honey. Go to the Eastern bloc? That was more of a vision of terror. It was rumoured that there was not enough to eat. And everyone had to march to work wearing grey uniforms, in lock step singing the ‘International’.

Anyone not scared off by these rumours was forbidden to tell anyone about their trip to the East. He’d be an enemy of France and his life would not be safe for long. That’s why the journey had to be disguised as a trip to Paris. From there, the young men could be smuggled East; that’s the socialist underground railroad. Often their families didn’t even know where they were really going. Whoever took this path had to have a lot of courage. Or idealism. Samuel Meffire had both.

My father is eighteen years old by this time, still not especially tall, but with the stout stature of a prize fighter. There’s no Lycée in Foumban, the city is too small. His relatives scraped together their last savings and sent my father to a big city to finish secondary school. That’s where he got mixed up in the orbit of the leftist unions. Socialism! That sounds like a magic word to him. Finally, an alternative to the misery in the villages. To the hunger. It’s also an alternative to capitalism, in which the same people always win in the end. Where only a few have everything. And the many have almost nothing. My father is a Christian. Staunch. Devout. He gets that from his grandmother. She prayed and read the Bible with him, every morning and every evening, just like the missionaries taught her so many years ago. But Jesus and Marx, that’s not a contradiction! Don’t they both speak about salvation? Didn’t the Redeemer want a truly just world? In my father’s head, faith and the socialist utopia solidified into a single, promising picture of paradise. Cameroon could one day be the promised land. One day. There was a long way to go before then, and many steps. This path has led my father to East Germany. His destination is Freiberg. A tiny town in Saxony, not far from the Czech border. There, a spot in engineering is waiting for him at the university. My father has never heard of Saxony. Certainly not of Freiberg. He only knows two things about the GDR: first, socialism rules there. And second, in the winter snow falls. A frosty, white cover settles over the land. My father doesn’t yet know whether he’ll like snow.

‘Listen to the Lord’s voice, Samuel!’ His grandmother kisses his forehead softly. It’s his last visit to the village, their last encounter.

‘Be good and diligent, you hear?’ My father nods and for a short moment he still feels secure in his grandmother’s pride. Studying in Europe! Samuel is ‘the chosen one’, the grandmother smiles toothless, she always knew it. On a foggy autumn day, my father steps out of a rickety express train operated by the East German Railroad. He hoists his shoulders and fumbles with the top button of his trench coat. He bought it in Paris. Used. And it is clearly too thin for this city. It’s cold in Leipzig.

Mother

Finally summer vacation! My mother hops down the steps in front of the main entrance of the stucco-fronted school. Christine is fourteen years old. A thin, dark-blond girl of ordinary attractiveness. Beneath the surface of her growth spurt and her beginning puberty, she is still a child. Playful and free from the world of the adults. Now she is hopping on one leg, her long skirt swaying back and forth.

She’s got her report card in her bag and she’s content with herself.

Maths ‘very good’, collaboration ‘very good’, organisation ‘very good’, cleanliness ‘very good’. That’s important to her father.

Otto, the bookish, pernickety civil engineer, can’t stand it when people let themselves go. Especially not his child. When you build houses for a living, messiness can be deadly. And that’s why she knows that there won’t be any trouble when her father sees her grades. Her best grade is the ‘very good’ in singing. That’s the best thing at her school: music class. And the best thing about her: that she can sing, that she loves singing. Then she forgets the world around her. Otherwise, her report card has two Bs, but it’s hard to get better grades than that during these years. Getting an A average is reserved for geniuses, for the straight A students. But that’s OK for my mother. She’s happy with what she’s got. And why should she be worried about the future? The teachers in school preach that things can only get better when everyone works together and diligently builds the house of socialism. There’s a place for everyone. There’s work for everyone. And one day, the shelves in the stores will be as full as the West’s and there will be enough apartments for everyone. Enough cars. Trabis. Wartburgs. Nice vacations at the Baltic Sea and in the Harz mountains; vacations for everyone. That’s how it will be. At least that’s what the teachers say. And my mother has no reason to distrust them. She believes in it.

And why not? She lives with her parents on a quiet street, in a light-filled apartment. Her grandmother is in the West and every time she visits, she smuggles West German Marks in her underwear. With a sly grin, she pulls the bills out from under her skirt and winks at her granddaughter. But her family actually doesn’t need this smuggling via underwear. Her mother sets the table generously. Otto earns well. For his daughter, he’s like a king out of a Brothers Grimm fairy tale. He’s strict, but fair. He doesn’t drink. He never hits her. In this day and age, these things aren’t a given. At gym class, in the changing room, she sometimes secretly peers at the red marks and black and blue spots on the backs of the other girls. Otto, her father, is a giant. And considering that he can crack the thick-shelled, German walnuts they eat at Christmas with his bare hands, mother is certain that he must also have Herculean strength. But her father never raises a hand or his voice. Not against a woman and not against his daughter. He is the strict, house-building king and she is proud of him.

But even the king has dismal days. Then he appears to be distant and barely speaks. Then he stares past his coffee into space and silently walks from the breakfast table to his office. On days like that, she’s a little scared of him. On days like that it’s better to leave him alone. Additionally, there are also the occasions, when, griping and carping on about something, he stomps through the apartment. Then her father complains about the lack of building material, about the senseless regulations and the ‘Reds’, whatever that means. Once, in an intense rampage, he slams his coffee cup on the kitchen table and mumbles something to himself about how ‘back then’ everything used to be different.

Back then. Her father probably meant the Nazis and their ‘Third Reich’. She has naturally heard all about that in school. There are pictures of olive-green tanks and devastated landscapes in her history book. Of boys and girls waving flags. They all wore military-style uniforms. Somehow it all seems familiar to Christine. But when the teachers talk about the Nazi period, it’s as if these things happened in another country, on another planet. Yes, there were awfully horrible people there and despicable crimes. But no one who lives in the GDR could have anything to do with that. All the murderers are in the West. My mother’s world is perfectly right, clearly divided and well organised in ‘here’ and ‘there’.

Two years later. It’s summer vacation again. Once again, my mother leaves school, but now she’s not skipping any more. The little girl in her has disappeared. She’s turning into a real woman. Only recently has she been paying more attention to her posture. She now knows that she’s pretty. And a pretty girl should also act ‘pretty’. At home, when she feels unobserved, she secretly practises in front of the mirror. She pushes back her hair and checks her gestures and their possible effect. Her performance in school is now just ‘good’. That’s just enough for her father’s demands. Just as before, she sings divinely confident; in music class everyone turns to look at her.

Otherwise, she’s barely able to finish her high school diploma with a B-average, then study at university – if the authorities allow it. It’s not just a case of having good enough grades, you also have to be politically reliable and have the right background. My mother has long sensed that Otto won’t break his back to enable her to study. If he had a son, he would definitely want to make him his successor at the drafting table. But a girl? He’s not concerned about her.

She’s secretly been fostering her own dream for a long time: she wants to be an actress. She loves to sing. She loves the stage. To touch the audience with gestures and movement. To be seen. That’s why she wants to study acting. She heard that with singing, only talent counts, not your diploma. She can perform. Isn’t everyone’s gaze drawn to her when she performs a solo in the school choir? Even in the lay group of the school, people tell her she’s gifted. She’s chosen to apply to the most ambitious acting school in the country. Her studies would be in Leipzig, but that doesn’t bother her – on the contrary. She’s ready for the next step. She’s never been to Leipzig. The city is only an hour away by train. So, she’s able to go to the auditions without anyone noticing. One morning, she just has to sneak out of the house, and then she’ll be back home by the evening. That’s the plan.

My mother’s been practising for months. Secretly, at home. And in the empty girls’ bathroom at the school. The range of strong women’s roles is limited, so she chooses a Gretchen monologue from Faust. She speaks in front of the bathroom mirror, practicing her lines. She puts as much expression in as it’s possible to when whispering in secret.

Her high school exams come like the overdue end of a long drizzle. Unspectacular, inevitable. She works for a few summer months as an assistant at an insurance office, to earn a little money. In a sticky, hot office, she sticks contribution stamps into insurance booklets. It’s monotonous. She bores herself to death. Is she supposed to squat in some office and inhale dust from files into her lungs until she retires? No way. So the well-behaved girl secretly goes to Lepizig. She sits in the train with a racing heart and yet can’t do anything else. She has to try. Against all expectations, against all likelihood that she might be admitted. Provided her parents agree to it. My mother is only seventeen years old. Reality brings her back to earth.

‘What do you want to be? An actress?’ Otto laughs, incredulous, almost mockingly. ‘What kind of silly idea is that?’

The tears fill her eyes. Otto stares at her. Only now does he notice that it’s serious. Suddenly, he’s beside himself with anger. He screams: ‘An artist? They don’t want to work! Antisocial! Perverted! Not as long as I live!’

He turns around, goes into his office and slams the door shut. Her mother sits silently at the table and looks out the window, then she leaves while averting her gaze. In the living room, she begins to wipe imaginary dust off furniture. Her mother won’t help her.

In the winter, Christine sits at the insurance office again, sticking stamps into notebooks. Before, she used to hum to herself, sometimes she sang at home, just like that. Folk songs or songs from school. Snappy socialist marches. Whatever came to mind. Her father always liked to hear them. Now she’s silent. In Berlin, the wall is built in 1961. And her father, the builder in a country with a lack of building materials, he built a wall, too. Around his own child.

For three long months, she doesn’t speak a word to him. For three long months, she floats like a ghost through her parents’ apartment. She feels hurt. Maimed. She feels like she’s changed. In these days, she discovers an unknown severity in herself. A new decision matures inside her: she’s going to leave home. Get away from her father. Get out of Dresden, any way she can. She’ll live her own life. She’ll be free.

Why is she studying gas production of all things? Is it the expression of a cool calculation? The subject seems promising. The young GDR economy is hungry for energy. Brown coal excavators are eating their way across the land. This year, Walther Ulrbricht has requested a large-scale search for crude oil. Maybe she just wants to say to her father, I’m going to Leipzig. Regardless of what I do there. Because there’s also an engineering school in Leipzig where she’ll study. After that, she can call herself a skilled labourer. That’s as good as a high school diploma. Then she can study at a real university. But for the moment, only one thing counts: not to end up in the insurance office! Not to end up in Dresden, with her parents!

My mother is nineteen years old. Her small room is in the south of Leipzig, Lenin Street 29. It has a tiny bed, a rickety wardrobe and an old wine crate as a table. Her fellowship is barely enough to live off. When she visits home on the weekends, her father lays money on the kitchen table without comment. It’s his way of showing her his approval. Gas engineering, that’s a real job. He thinks she’s come to her senses. Finally, she’s his obedient, well-behaved girl again. Boy did he deceive himself!

One day, sometime in the autumn, my mother is on her way home. She barely knows anyone in Leipzig. She travels alone. The sky is overcast, a sallow light is shining on the yard strewn with rubble that she walks past near Lenin Street. These ‘gifts’ from the war are all over Leipzig. She’s familiar with it from Dresden. Traces of bomb-burning hell. My mother’s mother barely escaped the inferno. Even today, she still avoids the old market where mountains of corpses burned. But for the children born after the war, the rubble is merely the ugly present. No one wastes any time thinking about it. What for? The war is over. A troop of young men are working on the property that my mother is hurrying past. Shovels and hoes rattle against the stone. The Free German Youth remove the rubble. She once did that, too; it’s a back-breaking job. Bits of wall land in the wheelbarrows with a crash. Mother is holding her hand over her mouth and nose. The air is full of dirt and dust. One can barely recognise the youthful faces beneath the whitish grease of limestone and sweat. That’s why she at first doesn’t notice, that some of the faces actually aren’t white. They’re Black. She quickens her stride.

Father and Mother

‘Who’s travelling to Leipzig tomorrow?’

Out on the grey corridor of the house for visiting students, a whistle resounds again.

‘Leipzig, who’s travelling to Leipzig?’

My father sticks his head through the crack of the door, he wants to know what the whistling is all about. He’s already been away from his homeland for several months. He fought his way through the preparatory course. It was like running a marathon through the loamy mud of the village pond. Daily he studied vocabulary until late at night. Success, that’s his mandate, and he takes it seriously. Not even a year after he got off the train, he had already reached the requisite language level for his studies, had moved to the campus in Freiberg and moved into the dormitory. To him the sparse room there was like heaven on earth. The little barefoot boy from the village of herdsmen has made it.

There’s a boy wearing a blue shirt in the hallway. My father knows what blue shirts mean. He’s a pioneer in the Free German Youth, the recruiting organisation for the socialists. The blue shirt looks at the line of heads sticking out of doors. By now hands follow the heads. Many people are volunteering. A day in Leipzig? That sounds like a welcome diversion, a chance to escape the eternal routine of learning. And the isolation on campus.

‘We’re clearing rubble! Put on your work clothes – understood?’

Disillusionment spreads across the faces in the hallway. There’s no soft serve or campfire. Only work. The blue shirt looks at the faces in the hallway and tries to improve the mood with a roll call.

‘You’ll even be in the newspaper! You’re sending a message to the youth of the world! We’re taking photos of you!’

My father doesn’t need a roll call. He doesn’t even need to be convinced. For him, it’s not a question of honour or of decency; as a guest, he pitches in. There’s a war going on and the slaughter at home in Cameroon is only a tiny part. My father already understands that much for himself. It’s a new kind of war. It’s a fight against the system on all possible fronts. And since Father believes in the great promises of socialism, he wants to do his part. Whether in the lecture hall or during an extra shift. And so he marches off campus in a small delegation. The group heads to Leipzig.

After a walk to the train station, and a two-hour trip by train and several stops on the streetcar, someone puts a pickaxe in my father’s hand and shows him an absurdly large pile of stones:

‘Clean it up, OK? Clean everything up nicely!’

After hours of drudgery the pile of stones is still the same size as it was before. It’s like Albert Einstein’s theory of time: the faster everyone digs, the slower the seconds and moments pass. The time has become rubbery, like dripping tar. His back hurts, his hands are sore. It’s like the stones are growing out of the ground. When the photographer gets there, everyone enthusiastically throws down their tools, it’s a welcome break.

The photographer picks out my father. He ‘adjusts’ him carefully. ‘Put the pickaxe on your shoulder,’ he says. ‘Shoulder!’

He acts it out in pantomime just to be sure. My father obeys.

‘And smile. Smile!’

The photographer twists his face into an exaggerated grin, so that the foreigner can really understand everything. My father obeys.

A loud mechanical ‘click’. The camera lens shuts.

At this moment, he sees my mother.

She’s walking along the site, striding through the cloud of smoke he caused. My father drops the axe. He hurriedly climbs down a mountain of rubble, as fast as he can. It’s not easy, the bits of rubble lie loosely and treacherously on top of each other. He climbs and slips and makes it down without having an accident. The girl is almost past the site. He speeds up.

What happens next can’t be recalled with certainty. Did something fall out of my mother’s jacket pocket? A handkerchief maybe? A note? Later, she can’t really remember.

‘Excuse me?’

She turns around and is briefly startled. She looks at a sweaty, ghostly face smeared with white. His skin, which peeks through the chalk in patches, appears as black as night. Not brown, but black.

‘Did you drop this, miss?’ Maybe something like that. Language-instruction German. Polite. Very correct.

She laughs.

‘Yes, I dropped it. I’m beholden to you, sir!’

My father gives my mother back her handkerchief. Their hands touch for a brief moment. Both of them are new to the city. She is from Dresden, always been looked after, never even been away from her parents for a year. He has travelled halfway around the world, fleeing a civil war. Both so different. Both so alone. And united in their loneliness?

My father plucks up the courage. He hectically searches his head for vocabulary. ‘Would you like to look at the sun on Sunday?’

She looks confused. She searches her head for a possible meaning. Then she laughs. Look at the sun on Sunday? Why not?

‘My name is Christine,’ she says. ‘Sunday?’ He nods eagerly. Settled!

Maybe it happened like that. Like a Hollywood romance. My mother would in later years only speak well of my father. There are other kinds of guys in the GDR. Visiting students, driven by the illusion of meaning, products of patriarchal upbringing in semi-feudal societies. Guys who fathered children in diverse cities in the East and then left them behind like meaningless rubbish. And these men and their needs fit nicely with certain women who feel lost among the grey ordinariness. Women who, in the empty post-war years, hope to experience something extraordinary, something exotic. Something that helps to break through the sad uniformity of these times. And a short, even if fleeting freedom.

It’s different for these two. They feel inexplicably united, ignoring all reason and probability. My father and my mother are more than two differently gendered puzzle pieces, more than two animals in jungle fever. They really see each other. They make each other complete. At least more complete. The photos from back then are proof. A photographer in some studio took a close-up of the romantic pair: pale skin next to black skin. My mother next to my father. Both huddled up to one another. She looks into the distance, to some place she longs for. The picture eternalizes the moment like a scene out of an old romance film.

And like in every good film drama, the lovers have many enemies: for the GDR authorities, these ‘mixed couples’ are disturbing their fulfilment of the plan. For the higher good. They are and will always be the ‘N’ word. They’re impossible to integrate. But no one says it openly, because it neither reflects the desired socialist mindset nor language use in public. In the 1960s, nearly the entire social elite of the GDR consists of the transformed. Of pre-war mindsets. Generations moulded by the Emperor and the Führer. And the longing for a German formula. For a unifying identity. And with all the internationalist solidarity: sex with Blacks? This kind of international understanding breaks the mould. My father and my mother are being monitored. His letters take an unusually long time to reach her. Hers to him, too. And that, even though the GDR is not a very big country. Both of them know: the letters are being intercepted and searched. And what else is there? And which of their classmates is spying on them? Who can they still trust? The happiness of the two lovers is no longer a private matter. My grandfather is beside himself. He goes to Leipzig to see my mother; he’s never done that. In her tiny student room, he talks to her insistently, implores her: ‘Do you know what you’re getting yourself into?’

She stubbornly keeps silent.

‘People will gossip. They’re probably already doing that at your university. And in the end, you’ll have his child. Then you’ll be branded! Forever! How can you be so crazy?’

Silence is her weapon. She averts her eyes and doesn’t say a word. She just sits there. That’s how you confuse a superior opponent. Her father suddenly jumps up. She’s certain he’ll lunge at her now. But instead, his fist lands with a thump against the closet door. Just once, but it’s like a bomb exploded in the small room. It’s booming. And then there’s also the silence. Now her father is silent too. And suddenly she realises how helpless he is. She senses her power.

In the end he leaves without having achieved anything. He leaves without saying anything. He won’t see his daughter for ten years. For ten years, it’s like he’s standing at the edge of a chasm. Ten years of silence. Ten years of a merciless trench war and irreconcilable hardness, inherited by another generation.

Now my mother is alone a lot. Sometimes she doesn’t see her lover for weeks at a time. He’s way up north, at the Baltic Sea. The growing GDR economy has a frantic hunger for gas and crude oil. My father is supposed to lure traces of oil out of boreholes. That’s why he’s up north. Sometimes he strides around in spring meadows. Then he’ll be underneath the torrid summer sun. And in the whipping autumn rain. There’s no winter in Cameroon. The unfamiliar change of the seasons bothers my father. He sends photos of himself to his love. One shows him in overalls smeared with oil and mud in front of an apparently endless snowy wasteland. The address is Drilling Facility 133.

Sometimes my mother gets a visit from her mother. Secretly. She stays one or two hours. That’s too little but it’s better than nothing. Her father can’t know about the visits. Or does he sense something and just keep quiet?

‘I’m expecting,’ my mother says very quietly and looks at the ground.

Her mother understands every word, but she still asks to be sure.

‘You’re what?’

A child. A child from a Black man. And logically the child will be Black, too. Or at best light brown. Who knows? The mother looks at her daughter for a long while. Inspecting her.

My mother wants the child. She’s excited. She’s crying. She’s desperate. She throws up in the morning. She searches the stores for fish. And dill pickles. She’s afraid that Samuel will leave her. Although on the good days she’s sure that he loves her, on bad days her doubts grow boundlessly. She drops out of college. In the fall of 1963, my brother Moïse is born. That’s French for ‘Moses’.

The neighbours gossip. And on the street, people stare at my mother, whisper when they walk by her; things like: ‘N—whore’, or ‘Gas them’.

No one speaks openly. No one says it to her face.

‘Racial hatred’ isn’t tolerated by the state. But subconscious hatred is almost worse. My mother notices how she’s thinking about her father’s warnings. He’s not allowed to be right. Let the people stare on the street. And let the old Nazi witch next door spy on her. She hasn’t done anything wrong.

She pours herself into work. What else is she supposed to do? Maternal leave? No chance. In socialism, women aren’t supposed to sit around at home. Everyone is needed. And child care is taken care of, from toddlers upwards. Two months after Moïse’s birth, my mother signs a contract with the Leipzig Gas Company as an assistant lab tech. She’s completely starting over. In the morning, she brings Moïse to day-care. Goes to work. Takes classes and is soon certified as a lab tech. With iron determination she sets aside her meagre pay, whatever she can go without, because she desperately wants to study again: computer science this time. She wants to be a part of the cybernetic revolution. That’s the big new thing, both in the East and the West. They calculate using punch cards made of paper. And computers aren’t the handy plastic boxes of the next millennium, rather they’re enormous, complicated machines that fill entire office floors. Nevertheless, for most contemporaries, they seem like science fiction come true. Computers are modern alchemy. Magic created with wires, transistors and buttons.

My mother’s honours thesis is entitled: ‘Proposals for the Use of Punch Card Technology in Operational Production Planning and Checking the Status of Contract Fulfilment’. That sounds really dry, but it addresses an existential topic: the future of the republic depends on supplying the masses. Depends on socialism. My mother hasn’t created any groundbreaking inventions. She’s not breaking any records. She’s just a tiny uniform wheel in a large mechanism. However, she’s still part of an awakening and she feels lively and needed, like never before.

Now my father spends more time at home, and my parents are finally getting married. They’re not the East German perfect couple. But who cares? Ultimately, my father is doing his part drilling in the north. It’s a back-breaking job. And my mother is doing her part in cybernetics. Additionally, my parents have a lively, happy child. Isn’t this little family living proof of that better world the government is always grandiosely raving about? A world without poverty or racist arrogance or some other bullshit. But none of that seems to matter. The neighbours still gossip. They’re still being surveilled. Once, my mother sees an old neighbour sitting on a bench near the graveyard. The man has a bureaucrat’s face and is wearing one of those remarkably unremarkable suits. He’s one of the secret watchdogs of the Ministry for State Security. My mother is sure of that. And beyond that: wake the child up, day-care, work, pick the child up, put the child to bed, fall asleep. Is that all there is to life? It’s too much. It’s too little. My mother isn’t sure herself why she always has the feeling that something is missing.

My father is home again, on vacation from the drilling station. My mother is cooking something. My brother’s already asleep. Do my parents talk after dinner until deep into the night? Did they already have words for what they’d have to do? Did they have a plan? My mother is crying tonight. She doesn’t know exactly why. My father holds her in his arms, he needs to promise her things will be better, but he doesn’t know how. At some point, the heavy feeling of sleep overcomes them both. They fall asleep on the couch. Half sitting, half falling over.

Holding onto each other. Escaping their daily troubles for just a few hours.

Next morning. The breakfast table. My brother is still sleeping. ‘Why don’t we go to Cameroon?’

My mother’s heart jolts agitatedly in her chest. She’s finally said it out loud. She knows that Samuel, her unexpected, unhoped-for, most favourite person in the world, once so foreign to her, this devout believer in socialist utopias and biblical promises, has always wanted to return to his homeland. But they have never spoken about it. And now she’s suddenly afraid that her sweetheart might want to stay here forever.

‘You want to go to Cameroon?’ My father seems surprised. My mother nods.

‘You’re coming? With Moïse? All three of us, together?’

She nods and repeats his slightly quirky German that she loves: ‘All three of us.’

That’s how it was decided. She’s euphoric. Maybe they can move around freer in Africa compared to the GDR, she thinks. Does Cameroon even have a large-capacity computer? And if not, maybe she could help build a facility like that. She can already see it in spirit: how the punch-card machines pull in strips of paper, she can hear their clattering like sewing machines. Deep in her stomach, she can feel the buzzing of the perforated tape being read and the fans for cooling the transistors. They can plan the electricity usage. For the farm work in the regions. They can coordinate healthcare. The vaccines. The medicine production. Everything is possible, if you can calculate it. Her heart is lifted. Leaving feels like liberation.

When my mother becomes pregnant again in the autumn, she’s of the firm opinion that it’s only a little derailment. She’ll get over the birth quickly the following summer. She thinks to herself: as soon as she’s back on her feet, they’ll go. Everything will be fine.

Bonn, mid-July 2021

‘And then he died, right?’

Felicitas is standing in the kitchen doorway. We all call her Feli. These days she’s in Harry Potter fever and is happy for every undisturbed minute with her book. Little sisters can be really annoying if you’re ten years old and want to read in peace. But Feli somehow realises that something is going on here, something that seems more interesting than bearded wizards and evil.

‘Come in, Feli,’ I say. ‘Do you want some cocoa?’

Why did I say that? It sounds as if I’m planning to be a storyteller all day. But I’m not. No way. I just wanted to explain who my father was. Nothing more.

‘Feli, Dad is telling me his whole life story,’ Una announces with a grave expression.

I have to smile over her pride-filled, dirty little trick. The two girls love each other. But at the same time, everyone takes what they can get. And that’s just life, I guess. It’s the eternal sibling destiny, unparalleled love as well as competition.

‘The cocoa is really tasty,’ Una says. That’s also a little bit of ‘sisterly teasing’. I got cocoa, you didn’t.

Feli shrugs her shoulders, in a way that means, big deal. But I think I’ve actually made the very best cocoa in this and all other universes. My cocoa flatters the tongue. I make it with soy cream. And Ghanaian beans. And brown crumbs of raw sugar and a dash of salt with lots of cinnamon. In addition to that, it’s creamy thanks to the help of some pudding powder.

‘Oh, come on.’ I wave Feli over and put the pot back on the stove. ‘I’ll make some more.’

Feli moves over to the window. She probably won’t sit down for another five minutes. She has her pride. She’s standing as straight as an arrow at the large window that looks out onto the backyard. She’s standing there and staring into the rain. That’s not normal weather, I think. That doesn’t fit here, I don’t associate something like that with Germany. Syria, Afghanistan, Libya, the Congo. The whole damn world is acting crazy. And now the weather is too.

‘I found the photos,’ Una explains with a serious expression. ‘Dad was telling me about his father. He’s dead.’

‘I already knew that!’ Feli said. ‘They killed grandpa Samuel.’ With that she makes a face at Una.

‘But I’m the one who found the pictures!’ Una is drumming angrily with her little fists on the table.

‘Quiet, you two,’ I say sternly. ‘Whoever wants cocoa needs to be quiet.’

I use the chipped wooden spoon to stir the cocoa. I do the little things with a lot of joy. Just water that circles a pot. A warm strudel with tiny shaft rings. When I see that, I have to think of the mud-brown Congo distributary, somewhere in Zaire. And the fever. The priest’s worried face as he bends over me. The Latin words that he mumbles. The dark dreams on this damn, eternally rocking boat, of this rusty, overloaded caricature of a boat. On the eve before the slaughter. Suddenly I’m in the kitchen again. I notice the stillness. I notice Una’s glances. How long have I been standing here stirring this pot? I pour two full cups.

‘What happened to him?’ Feli asks. She’s turned around and is looking at me.

Last exit. This is my last opportunity. It’s the last chance for me to say that I have to work. Drink your cocoa and be still. I love you, but leave me alone. I should say that now. ‘Yeah exactly,’ Una says. ‘What happened to grandpa?’

I’ve had to endure many stares before, from emotionally stunted, robot-like enforcement bureaucrats. Downright omnipotent prosecutors and judges. Unpredictable Congolese secret police. Vampires, pumped full with hate and cheap drugs. But Feli’s stare is something else. It’s playing in a totally different league. I’ve got no chance. I give up. A man has to know when he’s lost. I sit down on the kitchen stool and start to talk.
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