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Prologue: The night only begins at the corner store

| first saw the two of them at the corner store, on the corner of Schdéneberg, one of those
corners where the city has already half given up and only pretends to be alive. A lamppost
flickers, trash blows across the sidewalk, and somewhere in the distance someone is shouting
for a dog that has long since run away — or never existed.

And there he stands, Kuddel. Officially Kurt Scholz, but nobody calls him that. He's the guy

time forgot, sometime around 1988, shortly before the last good Metallica album. That battle
jacket has probably seen more concerts than you and | combined, but right now it looks like a
compost bin covered in patches. Slayer, Tankard, Motérhead, all plastered on there, as if he'd
tried to iron on some respect with patches—and failed.

The jeans on his legs are so ripped that they tell more of his past than any biography. Soil
trickles from his boots as if he'd just stepped out of a field, when in reality it's just decades of
Berlin grime, compacted into a gray crust beneath his soles. His hair is greasy, long, and
hangs in his face like wet strings. When the wind blows, it doesn't move. It's no longer really
hair, more like a life form that has decided to stay attached to his skull.

He always has a cigarette dangling from his mouth. Always. For him, the cigarette isn't a
commodity, it's a part of his body. When he speaks, it hangs from the corner of his mouth;
when he laughs, it glows; and when he vomits, it falls to the floor, continues burning there,
and waits until he's finished.

Kuddel is the self-proclaimed alpha male drunk. In his own mind, he's the king of the ladies,
the great womanizer, the master of "laying pipes."” In reality, he's a chronically drunk guy with
a high school diploma and a resume that consists of three words: "Drank himself senseless.
That's it."

Next to it is "Heckenpisser" (Hedge Pisser). Real name: UIf Schrdder. A name like an
insurance agent who never gets a call.

Heckenpisser is the opposite of Kuddel — at least at first glance. A freshly ironed shirt, pleated
trousers, patent leather shoes that gleam in the neon light of the late-night shop as if they still

harbored hope. Over this, an old jacket that once aspired to look respectable but now reeks of
stale air and missed opportunities. His side parting is perfectly drawn, as if his mother combs

it every morning. Thin-framed glasses that make his eyes look bigger, but not any smarter.

He talks as if he's constantly applying for a job interview that never happens. Educated words,
little lectures, corrections of minor details — a walking "Ahem, strictly speaking, that's not
correct.” A know-it-all wrapped in politeness. And beneath this thin veneer of manners lurks a
sly little scoundrel with a far too high-pitched chuckle.

"Hehehe." When you hear this laugh, you know that something is about to get unpleasant.

The sad thing is: he has no one but Kuddel. No one who can put up with him, no one who
knows his stories and still comes back. So he runs after Kuddel like a badly trained poodle,
always hoping that this time he might be petted instead of kicked.



So there they are, standing at the Spati, their unofficial headquarters. Some people call the
shop "the corner store.” For Kuddel and Heckenpisser, this is their message in a parallel
universe: Here, the night is planned, here, reality is softened up.

Elke stands behind the counter. She's seen everything the night has to offer: crybabies, thugs,
junkies, lovers who break up at the checkout. And now these two figures, whom she only
glances at once and already knows how the evening will unfold.

"Hey guys. Standard?" Standard means: Sternburger Export, as much as it will hold. And on
request — which usually means always — she'll add a shot of Jagermeister or Bonekamp
directly into their beer. A mixture that should really be considered a crime against humanity,
but which these two treat like a delicacy.

Kuddel solemnly calls it an "octane upgrade." Heckenpisser says it's "organoleptically
questionable,” but drinks it anyway.

When Elke isn't working a shift, Murat is behind the bar. Murat consistently rips them off. He
switches the prices, gives them the cheapest rotgut as a "premium specialty," tells them
something about "exotic imported beer" while he pulls Sterni from the bottom shelf.

But they come back. Always. Because at least Murat listens to them when they tell their
stories of world domination and a surplus of women. And because sometimes, when no one's
looking, he still manages to pour a decent swig from their bottles. A kind of respect among
free spirits.

Tonight is one of those evenings when Kuddel is really talking a big game. His robe smells of
cold smoke and old rain, and his eyes have that glassy glint that either means he's about to
have a great idea — or he's about to fall into the bushes.

“Hedge pisser, dude,” he says, nudging him in the side with the beer bottle, “today we’re
doing it. Today Hamburg. Fish market. And then... St. Pauli, peep show, you know the drill.”

In his head, the Super 8 version of an awesome weekend is already playing: He, Kuddel,
world ruler of the Reeperbahn, king of the red lights, the guy who, with a heavy tongue and
wobbly knees, is still trying to explain his philosophy of life to someone.

Heckenpisser nodded as if someone had presented him with a stamped daily schedule. "So,
Hamburg. Hehehe. Fish market, culturally quite relevant. And St. Pauli... well... an
anthropological field study in the realm of prostitution.”

He says it as if he were reading a footnote. But his hands tremble slightly, and something is
reflected in his eyes that he would never admit: hope that at least one cutie looks at him as if
he were more than the guy with the side parting who still lives with his mom.

They call themselves "The Drunkards.” It sounds like a bad pub joke, but it's their brand, their
small, tattered flag in the wind of insignificance. They're planning big things. They talk about
fish markets, peep shows, the Reeperbahn, world domination.

In reality, they rarely get further than: late-night shop — suburban train — first train station with
a toilet — blackout.



But today, they vow, everything will be different. Today they'll at least make it to Hamburg.
Or at least to the right platform.

And somewhere out there, between Bahnhof Zoo and Sternschanze, fate laughs quietly into its
beer bottle and says: "Sure, guys. Go ahead and try again."

Moped-Manni, that old scumbag

Heckenpisser had been standing outside the corner store for quite some time, slumped there
like a forgotten election poster. The evening was still young, but he already looked as if he'd
just endured three board meetings, two nervous breakdowns, and a parents’ evening. His bow
tie was askew, his freshly ironed shirt already showed the first signs of stress, and his side
parting was battling the Berlin wind like a civil servant fighting overtime. In one hand, he
held a bottle of Sterni beer, nervously sucking on it as if trying to wash away a day he hadn't
actually had.

Behind him, the refrigerator in the corner store hummed, that dull rumble that never quite
fades away in Berlin. A few exhausted insects fluttered above the neon letters "SPATI,"
looking as if they'd chosen the wrong life. Every now and then a car drove by, a dog barked
somewhere, and in some backyard a couple argued about who had to take out the trash. Just
your average Berlin evening.

Heckenpisser stared at the asphalt, which still held the day's residual warmth, and thought of
nothing in particular. He rarely thought of anything in particular. Mostly he just waited for
Kuddel to appear and fill his head with stories no one had asked for. He was, after all, the
sidekick in a film for which there had never been a script.

And then Kuddel shuffled up. Not walked, not walked — shuffled up. Like a drunken pirate
who's lost his way and suddenly realizes there's no sea anywhere, just concrete and old
buildings. His leather jacket hung loose around him like a second, grumpy skin. Patches of
Metallica, Slayer, Tankard, Motorhead, and some half-torn patch where you could only make
out "...ead." Maybe Motorhead, maybe something else, it didn't matter. His boots left little
crumbs of dried dirt, as if he were carrying his own little ecosystem with him.

A cigarette, already dangerously short, glowed in the corner of his mouth. Kuddel puffed as if
he wanted to burn a hole in the night's belly. His eyes were slightly glazed, but wide awake in
that very particular way that only alcoholics are: the world blurred, but his own memories
became razor-sharp.

"Hey, hedge pisser!" he shouted, even before he was fully present. "Dude, remember...
Moped-Manni, that old bastard?"

Heckenpisser looked up, blinked through his glasses, and pulled his head back slightly, as if
he had to dredge up the name from his memory. "Moped-Manni?" he repeated slowly, as if it
were a rare animal from a biology textbook. "It's been a long time..."

Kuddel was now close enough that the smell of his beer could be perceived as a separate
weather front within a two-meter radius. He grinned, put his bottle down on the standing
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table, patted Heckenpisser on the shoulder in a friendly manner — a little too hard, as always —
and started drinking without asking if anyone wanted to listen.

“Hey, he tuned his moped up to 120 back then, remember? 120! On such a crappy moped!” he
began, a cigarette bobbing in the corner of his mouth. “The bastard used to tear through
Friedrichshain on it like he was Valentino Rossi on cheap gas.”

Heckenpisser raised his eyebrows. "From a purely technical point of view, that's life-
threatening," he muttered, but Kuddel wasn't really listening.

"And then, listen, Hecke, then the cops got him, well, almost,” Kuddel continued, spreading
his arms wide. "They were chasing him in a patrol car, flashing lights, siren blaring, everyone
going crazy. Manni floored it, the thing screamed like a buzzsaw on speed. And then the bum
just turned onto that muddy track by the S-Bahn station, you know? Really nice and muddy.
The cops were right behind him in their big car, and BAM — stuck. Damn, that was
awesome!"

Kuddel burst into a loud, raucous, deep laugh that startled a few pigeons on the roof opposite.
Heckenpisser couldn't suppress a grin. He knew the story, but with Kuddel, that didn't
matter—it was never about whether you already knew something, but about it being told
again, with more gestures, more beer, and more exaggeration.

"Wow, what a crazy nutcase he was," Kuddel gasped between drags of his cigarette. "They
confiscated the car, of course. Taken to some police museum, | heard. It's probably sitting
there now next to some confiscated hooligan flags and a confiscated rubber truncheon. And
Manni? They locked him up. A couple of months, nothing serious. For him, it was practically
a spa vacation, I think."

Heckenpisser nodded slowly and took a sip from his bottle. "Resocialization attempt failed, |
suppose,” he said.

"Well, hello! Kuddel flicked his almost-burned cigarette onto the floor, half-heartedly
stubbed it out, and immediately grabbed another one from the pack. "When he came back out,
he went completely nuts at his grandma's place. LSD trip, you know? Really vivid images,
everything flickering in his head.”

Kuddel leaned closer to Heckenpisser, as if he were about to reveal a secret that everyone
already knew. "He was firing off a gas pistol. In his apartment! At his grandma's! Bang, bang,
bang — all blanks, of course, but the old woman screamed like the Wehrmacht was marching
in again."

Heckenpisser grimaced. "That's... uh... pedagogically rather unfortunate,” he muttered.

“Unhappy, he says!” Kuddel snorted. “Grandma almost had a heart attack, the neighbors
called the cops, the place was full of flashing blue lights. And Manni, completely out of it,
runs out into the street, tears his T-shirt on the way — so dramatic, like in a bad action movie —
and then he runs through Friedrichshain shirtless. Yelling everywhere.”

Kuddel paused briefly to take a deep drag on his new cigarette. The smoke rose into the cold
air, settling like a gray veil over his memory. "He was yelling something about Kurdistan,
nobody knew why. 'Freedom for... anyone!’ and in between, always: 'Kill me! Just kill me!™
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Heckenpisser shook his head, a high-pitched chuckle creeping into his voice. "It's almost
poetic, if it weren't so completely ridiculous,™ he said quietly. "And also a little bit sad."

“Yeah, sadly drunk, like us,” Kuddel said, taking a sip of his Sterni beer. “But that wasn’t all,
man. And then, and then, and then...” He let the words trail off, as if he were setting a
cliffhanger in a bad TV series.

"Now comes the part with the saddle pad, | suppose,” said Heckenpisser, grimacing as if he
had a toothache.

"Exactly!" Kuddel slammed his hand down on the bar table, the bottles rattling. "He had that
totally hideous saddle pad back then. Man, it was so filthy, you could see a rash coming from
a mile away. A festering rash, a real..."

"Please, no details," groaned Heckenpisser. "I'm sensitive to figurative language.”

"Yeah, yeah, shut up, it gets even better,” said Kuddel, grinning. "He took that old lady to the
fun and adventure pool. You know, that palace of chlorine and children's screams. First they
were making out in the changing room..."

The hedge urinator raised a warning finger. "In professional circles, this is called exhibitionist
tendencies, and it's a criminal offense.”

“...and then they went up the water slide tower,” Kuddel continued unperturbed. “The old
lady was standing up there, suddenly turned around, pulled down her bikini bottoms, and then
— | swear to you by Lemmy Kilmister — she just pissed all the way down the water slide. From
a standing start! A yellow Niagara Falls, bro!”

Heckenpisser slapped his hand up to his face. "Ewww, Kuddel! That conjures up horrible
images in my mind's eye." He shuddered slightly. "I'll never be able to slide carefree again."

Kuddel laughed uproariously. "And then, listen, the security guards arrived. They had it all on
camera, those pervs. Sitting there in the surveillance room with chips and cola, they saw the
old woman christening the slide. Bam, alarm, everything beeping."

“That is quite an outrage,” said Heckenpisser indignantly, his voice briefly tipping into a
high-pitched “Hihihi,” as if his morality were racing against his schadenfreude.

"They took the two of them away," Kuddel continued. "They tucked them under their arms,
wet, half-naked, totally freaking out. And just as security was about to hand them over to the
cops at the side entrance—you know those ugly doors with 'Staff Only' on them—the old
woman completely lost it. She bit her way free, like a terrier on speed, and kicked a cop right
in the shin. That's what it said in the newspaper later; I saw it with my own eyes."

Heckenpisser now giggled openly. "Oh yes, | believe you, Kuddel. Hehehe... hehehehehe...”
But Kuddel wasn't finished yet. He leaned forward again, his face close to Heckenpisser's ear,
the cigarette glowing dangerously close to his hair. "And then. Then things get really messed

up, man. They grabbed the old lady, she was screaming like a broken fire alarm. And
suddenly she bites her own hand. Really bites it. Until it bleeds. The blood runs down her, and
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the cops are thinking, 'What the hell is she doing now?' And then she spits the blood. At the
cops. With a running start. Puff, puff, puff, everything's covered."

“Now you’re exaggerating,” muttered Heckenpisser, but in his eyes glittered that sadistic
pleasure in the downfall of others.

"No kidding, Hecke. And while she's spitting blood in their faces, she's screaming: 'l have
AIDS! | have AIDS!" Over and over again. The cops were completely beside themselves.
Things got crazy, | tell you. Half the patrol car probably made an appointment with the
company doctor that same evening."”

Heckenpisser clutched his stomach with laughter, his high-pitched giggles echoing between
the walls of the houses. "Oh yeah, | believe you, Kuddel! Hehehe... hehehehehe... Which
century was that again? The wild, dark age of public baths?"

Kuddel grinned broadly, took a deep swig of Sterni beer, and placed the bottle back on the
table with a dull thud. For a moment, there was silence between them, only the street noise in
the background, the hum of the refrigerator, the distant clatter of a subway train heading into
another life.

| stood a little apart, watching them as I always did. Two clowns who had never made it into a
circus. Two alcohol-soaked archive cabinets full of stories in which someone always went
crazy, someone always lost everything, and nobody learned a thing. They lived off such
anecdotes, the broken legends of the city, characters like Moped-Manni. The crazier the story,
the brighter their evening shone.

And while Kuddel lit another cigarette and Heckenpisser was still giggling, | already knew:
Today they would hatch another plan too big for their small lives. Today something would be
thrown around again involving "Hamburg," a fish market, a peep show, world domination.
And they would take off like Mofa-Manni on LSD — full speed ahead, aimless, with the
inevitable punchline somewhere in the dirt.

“Hey, Hecke...”, said Kuddel after a while, while wiping the neck of the bottle with his
thumb, “you still remember the incident with the sports teacher, right? Boarding school, gym,
Mofa-Manni in full swing...”

Heckenpisser took off his glasses, cleaned them with a far too clean handkerchief, and sighed
mockingly heavily. "If you're referring to that extremely valuable pedagogical episode with
Mrs. Hartmann... yes, unfortunately, I guess I'll never be able to erase that from my brain."”

Kuddel grinned so broadly that his cigarette began to wander dangerously. "Mrs. Hartmann...
right. The one with the leggings that were always a size too small. You could tell from a mile
away that she'd missed her calling and would have been better off selling aerobics tapes. She
was always yelling: 'Come on, run, you wimps!" And then that squeal on her whistle... ugh, |

can still hear it today."

Heckenpisser nodded. "She was a waddling nervous breakdown on sneakers," he said dryly.
"But physically... robust."

"Robust is good," Kuddel snorted. "She was awesome, man, come on. And Moped-Manni...
he was always a bit too loose, wasn't he? He sat in the last row of the stands, staring at her
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buttocks when she explained pull-ups, and you could practically see the fuses blow in his
head."

Hedge Pisser chuckled his high-pitched "Hehehe," unable to suppress it. "Yes, and he already
had that look back then," he said. "A bit like a dog who doesn't know whether to be petted or
put down."

“Exactly him!” Kuddel made a vague circular motion in the air, as if tracing the look. “And
then came that one summer. Remember? That heat where the asphalt in the schoolyard was
bubbling and nobody felt like doing the high jump. Everyone was practically comatose, even
the teachers, but Ms. Hartmann... she pushed through. She called it ‘sports festival
preparation.’ I call that hell.”

He emptied the rest of his bottle, placed it on the table with a dull thud, and automatically
reached for the next one that was already there, as if someone had handed him the script.

“That day,” he continued, “we had to do those damn pull-ups. Everyone took a turn, one after
the other, and Manni, of course, went all out: zero pull-ups, but plenty of bravado. ‘Pull-ups
are for idiots, I do wheelies on my moped,’ he said.”

Hedge Pisser nodded slowly. "Yes, that was his version of self-confidence."

"And Mrs. Hartmann was really annoyed, man. She made him do extra laps, push-ups,
everything. But Manni just grinned at her. That cheeky, filthy grin, like he was about to steal
the school gates. And then..." Kuddel paused briefly, took a drag on his cigarette as if he had
to filter the memory through the smoke, "then after gym class he was supposedly sick and was
supposed to stay in the equipment room. 'I'm dizzy, Mrs. Hartmann," he said. And the stupid
cow... er... the somewhat pedagogically challenged lady... was left there alone with him."

Heckenpisser raised an eyebrow. "Now we're entering the realm of oral history," he said.
"Nothing is documented, it's all hearsay, but the legend lives on."

“Legend, my ass,” Kuddel said. “Manni himself told the story years later, completely drunk in
the pub. And Manni never joked around about things like that, he only lied about speeds, not
about sex.”

He leaned forward, bracing himself with both hands on the table. "The story goes like this:
The door to the equipment room is closed, there's noise from the schoolyard outside, inside it
smells of sweat, leather balls, and that disgusting gym mat stench. And Mrs. Hartmann is
standing there with her clipboard and says, 'Sit down for a moment, Manfred, we're going to
take your pulse." And he's like, 'My pulse is perfectly fine, Mrs. Hartmann, it's just that
another part of me is having extra heartbeats.™

Heckenpisser burst out laughing. "He never said that, you liar!"

"Okay, maybe he phrased it differently,"” Kuddel admitted. "But anyway: the two of them got
closer. Too close, some say. Just right, says Manni. And since then, the guy wasn't just called
Moped Manni, but also, among a few insiders, 'Sports Hall Manni'. The Bretterpenne made
history, man."”



He looked up for a moment, as if reliving the scene. "You know, Hecke... if you think about
it, that was the only time Mofa-Manni didn't just leave chaos in his wake, but also something
like... success. Albeit a rather strange kind."

Heckenpisser shrugged. "The line between success and failure is sometimes very thin," he
said. "l suspect in his case it smelled of gym mats."”

They were silent for a moment, only the refrigerator in the corner store continued to hum.
Then Heckenpisser leaned a little closer, his gaze suddenly curious, like that of a child who
wants another scary story. "But the really sick rumors didn't start until later, did they? When
he stopped going to school. | vaguely remember a story about... toenails."

Kuddel started to laugh, that heavy, gut-wrenching laugh that made his shoulders wobble.
"Yeah, dude! The toenail myth of Moped-Manni, the classic! Watch out."”

He set down the half-full bottle as if he needed both hands for this story, and held up an
imaginary big toe. "They said Manni had sworn at some point never to cut his toenails again.
Just on principle. 'It's my body, I'll do what | want!" he always said. And then he stuck to it.
Winter, summer, it didn't matter. Always wearing those faded Adidas slides that everyone
knew. And underneath them, the things grew..."

Heckenpisser grimaced. "Please not too graphic,” he pleaded, but it was clear he wanted to
know exactly what he was talking about.

“...the things just kept growing,” Kuddel continued with relish. “Long and pointy, like a bird
of prey on welfare. At first everyone laughed, then it started to seriously disturb people.
Because you could see the nails sticking out of the front of their shoes. Yellowish, cracked,
like little weapons.”

"I suddenly feel the need to wash my feet," said Heckenpisser quietly.

"And then came the infamous summer," said Kuddel, his voice becoming a little calmer. "The
one where he hung out on his grandma's terrace. She had this rickety white plastic table, you
know the kind? Cheap, wobbly, always slightly yellowed. Manni sits there with a can of
cheap beer, feet up, nails sticking out like two serial killers. Grandma's cat—just a completely
harmless, stupid house cat—skulks around him, either because it wants something to eat or is
just looking for trouble, who knows with cats?"

Heckenpisser put down his bottle and listened very attentively.

“Manni wanted to scare them away,” Kuddel recounted, “so casually. ‘Get lost, you stupid
animal,” he probably said. And then he made this movement with his foot, a half-hearted kick
in the air, like you would chase a cat away without actually intending to hit it. Only... his
toenails weren’t just decoration anymore, they were more like a biological stabbing weapon.”

Heckenpisser swallowed. "That doesn't sound good at all."

“That wasn’t it,” Kuddel confirmed. “The cat, the silly thing, moved forward at the wrong
moment. And Manni really did catch her. Not hard, but in exactly the wrong place. His big
toe, the one with the longest nail, hit her neck. Just a little scratch, I guess, nothing more. No
bloodbath, no horror movie — just a stupid, nasty hit.”
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He shrugged. "The cat runs away, hisses, hides. Manni doesn't think anything of it at first,
downs his beer, sits down for another one. But later the old lady notices that the animal is
breathing strangely, hiding, becoming increasingly lethargic. Vet, late, everything closed, you
know how it is. End of story: The animal dies. Something to do with an infection, who knows.
And from then on, the whole neighborhood is saying: Moped-Manni killed his grandma's cat
with his toenail.”

Heckenpisser stared at him, his eyes wide behind his glasses. "This is... grotesque. Tragic, but
grotesque. A kind of... toe disaster."

"Toe disaster, you're such a moron, Hecke," Kuddel grumbled, but he couldn't help grinning.
"But yeah. Ever since then, people have been whispering that he scratches benches and
slashes bicycles with his toenails at night. All nonsense, probably, but the legend was born.
Moped Manni, the man with the killer toes.”

Heckenpisser leaned against the standing table as if he needed to let it all sink in —along with
the beer. "You know," he said then, "that the combination of gym teacher, water park scandal,
LSD trip, and cat-murdering toenail massacre would easily be enough for a lifetime in any
halfway normal biography?"

Kuddel nodded earnestly. "Anyone else would have written three books and gotten a Netflix
series out of it," he said. "Manni just drank it all away and forgot about it. The guy was like a
car crash on two legs. You don't want to look, but you can't look away."

They stood there silently for a moment. In the distance, a police siren drove by, that rising and
falling tone they both knew so well. Heckenpisser watched the flashing blue lights as if it
were a memory he could no longer grasp.

“Sometimes [ wonder,” he said quietly, “if he’s still alive.”

Kuddel took a drag on his cigarette, his gaze becoming briefly thoughtful. "No idea," he
murmured. "Maybe he's hanging in some provincial prison, maybe he's buried underground,
maybe he's sitting in some village corner shop right now, telling stories about us. 'Back then
there were these two guys from Berlin... Kuddel and Heckenpisser... they were even more
messed up than me.™

Heckenpisser chuckled again, but the laughter had a different sound. "That would at least be a
form of immortality," he said.

"Immortality, my ass,” Kuddel growled, reaching for the bottle. "All we have are stories. As
long as someone tells them, the person isn't completely gone. And when no one laughs about
it anymore... then it really was just rubbish."

He raised the bottle, pointed it into the night as if making a toast. "To Moped-Manni, the old
bastard," he said. "To his stupid ideas, his killer toes, and his legendary fails."

Heckenpisser also raised his bottle, quite formally, as if at a wine tasting. "Cheers to Manni,"
he said. "May posterity grant him a bigger brain than he had in life. Hehehe."

They drank. The late-night shop was lit, the night pressed against the houses, and somewhere
in the city an S-Bahn train traveled along a grey track, past schoolyards, terraces and
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gymnasiums that could no longer remember Mofa-Manni — but Kuddel and Heckenpisser did,
and that was enough to send the legend another round through the flickering Berlin darkness.

A moment of calm descended, one of those rare pauses when even Kuddel wasn't talking. The
stars above Schoneberg pretended to take the city seriously, and a light breeze came from the
canal, masking the stale smell of beer for a few seconds.

Heckenpisser stood there, sucking on his Sterni beer, looking like he was mentally taking
notes. He was the type who wondered about every story whether it needed a footnote.

Kuddel narrowed his eyes, took one last drag from his half-burned cigarette, flicked the
remainder in a high arc onto the asphalt — and you didn't need anyone to tell you that it was
far from over. The engine in his head kept running, searching for the next broken chapter in
the Manni saga.

“Hey, Hecke...”, he started again, his voice now a little hoarse from talking so much, “do you
still remember Moped-Manni’s totally stupid German Shepherd, back then?”

Heckenpisser blinked briefly, then his gaze widened. "You're talking about... Uzgiir?"

“That’s exactly him,” Kuddel confirmed, grinning crookedly. “The famous Uzgiir. Named
after Harald Schmidt’s chauffeur, because Manni once watched the late-night show every
night for two weeks and then thought the name was the coolest thing since the invention of
mixed beer.”

Heckenpisser pushed his glasses back up his nose. "Yes, that was towards the end of the
nineties, if | remember correctly,” he said, his tone sounding as if he were leafing through a
history book. "Back then, when Manni was simultaneously socialized by television and
alcohol.”

“As if he was ever socialized any differently,” Kuddel retorted. “Now listen: I was out with
Manni that day in Neukdlln, at Hermannplatz. A really beautiful day, the kind where the city
almost makes you believe it has something in store for you.”

| knew this kind of day. The air was warm, everyone seemed a bit friendlier, even the pigeons
looked less depressed. And it was precisely then that Berlin made it its mission to show you
that politeness here is just a glitch in the system.

“Manni, of course, had his damn German Shepherd with him again,” Kuddel continued. “And
as always: offline.”

Heckenpisser frowned. "Offline?"

Kuddel nodded. "Yeah, you know: With Manni, a dog on a leash was 'online'. Off-leash, it
was 'offline’. That's what he always said. 'Kuddel, today the dog's offline, he needs freedom."
Freedom, man... as if the mutt had some kind of dissident biography."

Hedge Pisser giggled. "Hehehe... the digital dog ownership of the analog age."

“So,” said Kuddel, “we’re walking around Hermannplatz, it’s packed with people. Pensioners,
kids, mothers with strollers, drunks, tourists, all mixed together. Street musicians somewhere,
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someone’s selling fake sunglasses, two others are arguing about who hit whom over the head
with a bottle. Just your average Neukdlln scene. And Uzgiir’s trotting along beside us,
sniffing here and there, acting like he’s a halfway normal dog.”

He took a sip, wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. "And then, man, it starts. Out of
nowhere. He must have seen something. Maybe a pigeon, maybe a kebab, maybe just the
sheer opportunity to screw up. Anyway, the mutt suddenly bolts. BAM. Completely offline,
version 2.0. Runs off like a bat out of hell, straight into the middle of the crowd."

Heckenpisser grimaced. "'l sense something bad. Very bad."

"Yeah, you can imagine," said Kuddel. "The dog bolts through the crowd, bodies swerving
aside, bags flying, some old lady screams, a toddler starts crying because the dog is bigger
than them. And Manni... he just stares dumbfounded after it all, like he's trying to process
what's just happened. Brain out, you know?"

Kuddel imitated Manni with a glazed look and slightly open mouth. "And then suddenly,
BOOM, the fuse blows. Manni gets furious, his face turns red, his neck veins are throbbing.
And he starts yelling, at the top of his lungs, across the entire square:"

'UTZGUR, YOU ASSHOLE! COME HERE RIGHT NOW! UZGUR!!™
Heckenpisser burst into shrill laughter. "Hehehehe! He didn't really say that!"

“Yes, man, exactly like that,” Kuddel insisted. “With that slightly wrong U, you know. And
Hermannplatz, packed with people, all listening very carefully when suddenly someone
shouts ‘Uzgiir, you asshole!” You should have seen their faces. Some turn around, some look
shocked, others pretend they didn’t hear anything, but in their eyes was this ‘Did you just hear
that?*”

He shook his head, grinning crookedly. "A few guys were standing in front of the kebab shop,
looking over like they were debating whether to say something or if that would be too much
trouble. And Manni didn't even realize what a scene he was making. He just kept yelling,
'UZGUR!!! COME HERE, YOU BUM!"

Heckenpisser put his hand over his mouth, his laughter growing even louder. "This is
sociologically highly explosive," he gasped. "Public insult in a culturally sensitive
environment."

"So that's what they call it," said Kuddel. "I just call it: Manni's mouth."

He leaned against the standing table as if he needed to cling to the memory. "The dog kept
running, cutting across the square, between two strollers, past a woman with shopping bags —
and | swear to you, he was laughing. I mean, the dog. That's what it looked like. Just
completely over the top. And then... came the moment when I thought, that's it."

Heckenpisser now looked genuinely curious. "Ah, that's the part with the kebab man, right?"

“Exactly,” said Kuddel. “There was this one shop, a standard kebab place, nothing special.
But the guy at the spit... he was obviously in a bad mood that day. Maybe the meat was too
dry, maybe his wife had yelled at him that morning, I don’t know. Anyway, Uzgiir raced past
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the shop, gave the counter a frantic sniff, and the guy must have thought the dog was about to
throw up in the display case. He let out an agitated shout, flung open the door — and of course,
he was holding that kebab knife.”

Hedge-pisser briefly closed his eyes. "You mean that long, narrow, slightly menacing thing
you use to slice meat off a spit?"

“Exactly that,” Kuddel replied. “So, the door flies open, knife in hand, and the guy yells
something — I didn’t understand everything, but the word ‘dog’ and a few other words that I
won’t quote were in there. And Manni, man... all Manni registers is: suddenly there’s
someone standing there with wide eyes, a big knife, and a lot of anger. And he thinks to
himself: ‘Shit. Now it’s about me.””

Kuddel paused briefly, letting the tension sink in.

"And then | saw something I never thought possible: Manni was running. Really running. Not
that drunken stagger we know him for. No, he took off like he was at the Olympics. Starting
block invisible, but full throttle. He practically flicked his way to top speed. | swear to you, he
easily broke the Guinness World Record for 100 meters. Unfortunately, no one was there with
a stopwatch at the time, just me, and | was too busy trying not to laugh my head off."”

Heckenpisser clutched his stomach. “Oh God... you’re telling me Manni’s running across
Hermannplatz, him in front, the kebab man with a knife trailing behind?”

“Exactly,” Kuddel confirmed, his eyes shining. “Manni was shouting, the kebab guy was
shouting, a few people just joined in because it was apparently contagious, and somewhere in
between, Uzgiir, that stupid mutt, also chimed in, as if it were all just a fun run. ‘Yakety Sax’
was playing in my head, man. Total Benny Hill mode.”

| could see it before me: the frantic choreography of fear, anger, and pure slapstick as she
stumbled across the warm square. Berlin sometimes had these moments when it seemed as if
someone in heaven was flipping through a really bad comedy channel.

“At some point,” Kuddel continued, “I lost sight of the two of them. Manni turned down some
side street, the kebab man following behind, still holding a knife. | stood there, searching my
pocket for cigarettes, and thought to myself: ‘Well, one less legend if he’s unlucky.’”

Hedge Pisser looked at him with wide eyes. "And... the dog?"

“The dog,” said Kuddel, “reappeared quite calmly at some point. After about fifteen minutes.
He came running up, tongue out, tail wagging, as if he’d just had the best day of his life. He
sat down in front of me, looked at me as if he wanted to say: ‘Well, where’s the treat, buddy?
I brought some action!’”

Hedge Pisser snorted. "Of course. The dog species. Creates chaos, comes back innocent and
pretends it was all just a misunderstanding."

“I grabbed him by the collar — yes, he had one, but Manni never used it — and trotted along

with him towards Mariendorfer Damm,” Kuddel said. “I told him along the way that he was a
complete idiot, but he just panted and grinned at me. No remorse. Nothing at all.”
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Heckenpisser took a long swig, looked at the bottles, at his hands, at the street. "And Manni?"
he finally asked. "Did he... get home okay?"

Kuddel shrugged with a mixture of indifference and old worry. "You can't really say about

Manni," he muttered. "I didn't see him again that evening. Not until two days later, in some
pub, with bruises plastered all over his face and a story on his lips about how he heroically

escaped a knife attack. Of course, he was the hero of the story, not the complete idiot who'd
put his dog on autopilot.”

Hedge Pisser nodded slowly, as if he had expected exactly that. "Reality is a suggestion,
memory the final version," he said. "Hehehe."

Kuddel grinned, but his eyes darkened for a moment. "You know, Hecke," he said,
"sometimes | feel like not much remains of days like that. Just fragments that we piece
together here at the corner store. Dog, knife, running around. And eventually, no one asks
anymore what it was really like. All that's left is: "There was this guy called Moped-Manni, he
had a dog named Uzgiir, and the two of them terrorized NeukolIn.™

Heckenpisser looked at him, and for a split second there was no giggling, only a quiet
seriousness. "And we are the archivists," he said. "The last witnesses. Two drunkards with
memory problems."

"That's how it is," Kuddel muttered. "As long as we still know how to open a bottle, we'll also
be able to open the stories."

He reached for his Sterni beer and lifted it slightly. "Cheers to Uzgiir, that stupid cur," he said.

Heckenpisser, in turn, raised his bottle. "To Manni and his hundred meters in Olympic panic,"
he added. "And to the fact that we've always managed to land safely at the corner store so
far."

They clinked glasses. The bottles clinked softly, the neon strip above the door flickered, and
the night absorbed the story of the dog, the knife, and Hermannplatz as if it were just another
footnote in the endless chronicle of the clueless.

A dog barked somewhere. Maybe it was just any dog. Maybe it was Uzgiir. Maybe it was just
an echo from back when Mofa-Manni still ran and Kuddel and Heckenpisser thought the
world was big enough to take in all their nonsense.

Kuddel, King of Cigarettes and Sterni

Before Kuddel became the guy everyone at the corner store knew today — the scruffy alpha
male with the perpetually drunk breath and the metal jacket that had seen more wild nights
than washing machines — he was simply Kurt. And Kurt was one of those guys who never had
a real chance, but never really asked for one either.

Kurt was the kind of name you'd see on a yellowed doorbell. You'd expect to find a rented
apartment behind it, with textured wallpaper, beer in the fridge, and a guy in a faded T-shirt
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saying, "Yeah, come in, but take your shoes off." Kuddel was different. Kuddel was the
version of Kurt who had decided at some point, "Screw you. I'm going to make my own mess
here."

His apartment was on the third floor of a building that the city council had probably only
spared demolition because they'd forgotten it existed. The plaster crumbled in sad flakes, and
the stairwell smelled of stale smoke, dampness, and something that could only be described as
"social remnants.”

When you opened his door, you were met with a cloud of cigarette smoke, cheap deodorant,
and stale air. The wallpaper had once been a color, perhaps a friendly beige, but someone—
presumably time—had transformed it into a mixture of nicotine brown and gray-green.

There was stuff lying around everywhere: records, empty beer bottles, crumpled old band t-
shirts, a few yellowed letters from government offices that had never been answered. Clothes
were piled on one chair, and on another, clothes that looked just like the ones that had been on
the first chair. There was a bed, sure, but it looked more like a couch someone had died on
and then gotten up again to have a smoke.

And somewhere in the middle: Kuddel. Like a king in a kingdom of trash and memories that
had brought nothing.

He called himself "King of Cigarettes and Sterni Beer." Not ironically. For him, it was a title.
A coat of arms. A job title.

If you had visited Kuddel in the morning — sometime between eleven and three o'clock — the
scene would always have been the same: He was lying on the mattress, half-wrapped in the
blanket, as if he had fought with it and lost. Next to him was an ashtray that hadn't been able
to hold a cigarette butt for a long time without collapsing. Beside it was an empty or half-
empty bottle of Sterni beer, sometimes two, sometimes three.

He opened one eye, looked at you, and squinted against the light. "Wow," was usually the
first thing he said. "Is it morning already?" No matter what the clock said, for him, after he
first got up, it was always morning.

On the bedside table — actually an upturned drinks crate — there was always an unopened pack
of cigarettes. That was his seal of approval. As long as there was a pack there, the world
wasn't completely screwed up. Cigarettes meant: Life goes on. Another day. Another drag.
Another beer.

His love for cigarettes started early. Sometime in the shantytown, in the backyard, stealing
cigarette butts from the older boys. At first it was just coughing and showing off, “look, I can
inhale,"” then it became routine. After school, before school, instead of school. And among all
the half-baked plans to escape the world, cigarettes were the only thing that worked reliably.

Sterni came later. Sternburger Export — the name sounded more sophisticated than the bottle
actually was. The label, in that reddish hue, the slightly old-fashioned lettering, as if you were
holding something traditional and not just an alcoholic swill. But for Kuddel, Sterni wasn't a
brand, it was a constant.
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“You know,” he had once said to Heckenpisser, sometime when the three of them were
standing on his balcony — him, Hecke, and the wrath of God in the form of a tomcat — “Sterni
is like an honest woman. She doesn’t pretend to be anything better. She doesn’t pretend to be
healthy. Basically, the bottle says straight up: ‘Brother, go ahead and open it, I’ll destroy
you.””

Heckenpisser had just laughed, that high-pitched "Hihihi", and said something like: "An
interesting anthropological metaphor.” Kuddel had just looked at him askance and replied:
"Metaphors are for people without thirst."”

There was a time when Kuddel had tried to be something other than who he was now. A few
odd jobs, warehouse work, kitchen work, a construction project here and there. But
everywhere it was the same story: three days he worked, two days he drank, on the sixth day
he was late, on the seventh he didn't show up at all, on the eighth he was out.

“I’m not made for capitalism,” he used to say. “The system can’t tolerate my creativity.” The
truth was simpler: He couldn’t tolerate the system sober.

Everyone in the neighborhood knew him. Not well, but well enough. The guy in the metal
vest who still talked about the eighties like it was yesterday. The guy who rummaged through
every flea market for old vinyl records, but was never able to show up on time for any
appointment. Some affectionately called him "Uncle Kuddel," others simply "the bum with
the cap.”

The cap was a story in itself. This old flat cap, a greyish-brown thing that had once had some
sort of shape before being transformed by rain, smoke, and grease into something that looked
like a piece of rotten tongue. He rarely took it off. If he did, it was only to prove that it "stays
on its own."

“Watch out, Hecke,” he had once demonstrated, “this one, it’s so incredibly tough, it doesn’t
need a wardrobe.” Then he had taken a running start, flung the cap with force against the wall
in the corner store — and the thing had actually stuck. “See!” he had grinned. “Quality, bro!”

Elke had only had to turn away in disgust. "If that thing is still alive in a year, I'm reporting it
to the health department.”

Despite all the jokes, there were moments when you could see that beneath the grimy exterior
sat someone who had once wanted more than just beer and cigarettes. When Kuddel stood
alone in front of his place late at night, a cigarette in his hand, the street quieter than usual, he
sometimes looked pensive. He seemed like a king surveying his kingdom and realizing it
consisted only of empty bottles.

Once, very rarely, he let it slip. "You know, Hecke," he'd said, as the two of them huddled in
the stairwell because someone had slammed the front door and no one could find the key, "I
actually wanted to get out of this shit. For good. Start a band, tour, record, the whole shebang.
| even bought a guitar once. It's sitting somewhere between two crates of empty beer bottles
now, probably tuned lower than my life."

Heckenpisser, quite unusually, hadn't given him a clever answer. Just a "Yes..." and a quiet
"hehehe,” which sounded more like pity than mockery.
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Kuddel was chained to his habits. Cigarette, beer, corner store, standing table. The day began
with him lighting his first cigarette before he'd even properly sat down, and ended with him
crushing the last one before collapsing. In between: Sterni beer as his pacemaker. Each bottle
was a tick on the invisible clock running backward.

He saw things differently, of course. "I'm not an alcoholic,” he liked to say. "Alcoholics drink
anything, as long as it gets them drunk. | drink Sterni. It's culture. Lifestyle. Like wine for the
rich, only more honest."

He explained the differences between Lassi beer and "worker's gold,"” as he called it, with an
almost religious conviction. He even once tried to persuade some hedge urinators to attend a
kind of tasting.

"Take a sip from this bottle, then from that one, do you notice?" he had said. Hedge-Pisser,
who didn't notice anything anymore anyway, had only replied: "I taste mostly... annihilation.
Hehehe."

Kuddel didn't see it that way. For him, Sterni wasn't annihilation, but an ally. In his world, it
was like this: the city wanted to screw him over, the authorities wanted to screw him over, the
years wanted to devour him — but Sterni was on his side. A cheap shield against an expensive
reality.

Cigarettes were the second pillar of his crown. If he didn't have any, he became restless,
agitated, aggressive. His hands automatically searched for the pack, his lips for the filter.
Cigarettes were his pause button. Whenever things got too much for him—and "too much”
could be anything from an official letter to the doorbell ringing—he would light up one. "One
puff, two puffs, three puffs—and the world becomes bearably ugly again," he often said.

He had smoked so many brands that he knew half the supermarket shelves by heart, but in the
end he always reached for the cheapest one that hit the hardest. "Brand is for people who don't
know what it's all about,” he said. "It's about whether it burns. That's it."

Nevertheless, there was a kind of ritual involved. Tearing open a fresh pack, peeling back the
foil, taking out the first cigarette, briefly twirling it between his fingers — as if paying it
respect. Then lighting the lighter, the first crackle, the first drag. In those first two seconds, he
sometimes looked content. Not happy, that would be saying too much. But content, like a man
who at least knows what's coming next.

Outside at the corner store, Kuddel was finally in his element. There, where the neon light
laughed at the day and the beer waited for customers in the fridge, was his throne room. He
leaned against the standing table, his cap askew, a Sterni beer in his hand, a cigarette dangling
from the corner of his mouth. People came and went. Kuddel stayed.

People knew his sayings. They knew his exaggerations. But they also knew the feeling that if
Kuddel wasn't there for an evening, something was missing.

The city had replaced entire neighborhoods, opened and closed bars, renamed shops, and

driven up rents. But Kuddel was still standing at the corner store. Living proof that at least
one thing hadn't changed.
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King of cigarettes and Sterni beer. No crown, no throne, no people — just a few regulars, a few
lost souls who found their way to him in the evenings because they knew: when nothing else
makes sense, it still makes sense to light up a cigarette, open a Sterni beer and let Kuddel tell
you how the world really works.

He had outlived them all: the moped-riding Mannis, the Uzgiir dogs, the trendy bars that came
and went. And no matter how deep he was in his own filth — when he stood at the corner
store, he didn't see himself as a victim. At least for a few hours, he was what he wanted to be:
Kuddel, king of cigarettes and Sterni beer.

On evenings like this, it was easy to see why Kuddel had declared himself king. Not because
anyone had elected him. Not because he had won anything. But simply because he had stayed
behind while everyone else had moved on.

The corner store glowed with its sickly neon light, as if to say, "Nothing good here, but it's
always open." The street was half-damp from one of those light rains that never really start
and never really end. Cars splashed past, leaving droplets on the curb. The traffic light on the
corner clicked through its colors routinely, without anyone really looking.

Kuddel leaned against the standing table in front of the shop, a cigarette dangling from the
corner of his mouth, a Sterni beer in his hand. His cap was askew, his eyes half-closed, but his
gaze alert. Heckenpisser stood next to him, just far enough away to avoid being constantly hit
by the full force of his beer breath, but close enough to catch every punchline.

Elke was inside, sorting cans into the refrigerator and pretending she hadn't already
memorized every line. Every now and then she glanced outside at the king and his court jester
in his fly shirt.

“You know, Hecke,” said Kuddel, turning the bottle in his hand, “you have to take life like a
case of Sterni.”

Heckenpisser pushed his glasses up. "This doesn't make sense on several levels, but I'm
curious,” he said and took a cautious sip.

“Listen,” Kuddel explained, as if he’d spent hours thinking it over. “The first few bottles at
the top—those are the good years. You’re young, everything’s sparkling, you drink without a
care in the world about how you’ll manage tomorrow. The middle of the crate is... well,
work, stress, kids for some, divorce for most. And at the bottom, the last four or five bottles—
that’s us. You know you’ve had enough, but you keep going anyway.”

Hedge-Pisser chuckled his famous "Hehehe." "Interesting form of philosophy of life," he said.
"I suppose the cigarette is then... the side dish?"

"The cigarette is the common thread, you philistine,” said Kuddel. "Without a cigarette, it's
just drinking; with a cigarette, it's style."”

He said it with a seriousness that was almost touching. | watched the two of them and thought

to myself that you could probably leaf through entire shelves full of self-help books without
finding such a clear, honest explanation for a messed-up life.
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A hooded guy walked by, grabbed a beer, and gave Kuddel a curt nod. The king nodded
back—not too friendly, not too hostile, just enough to make it clear: You're accepted as long
as you don't bother him.

“Hey Kuddel, are you still there?”” shouted someone from across the way, a pale guy with a
baseball cap, who was standing at the bus stop and looked as if he had spent most of the day
doing nothing.

“I’m always the one who gets stuck when it comes to beer, you loser,” Kuddel shouted back,
grinning and rummaging in his pocket for some change. He pulled a second bottle of Sterni
from the crate, placed it ostentatiously on the table, gazed at it like a radiant lover, and said
calmly: “You see, Hecke — this is my kingdom. Me, the cigarette, and this bottle. The rest is
just background.”

Heckenpisser grimaced, not because he wanted to contradict him. Rather, because it was all
too close to the truth for him. "Yes..." he said softly, "a very... manageable realm. Hehehe."

Kuddel took a deep sip and then continued in a tone that suddenly had that mixture of pride
and resignation that sometimes overcame him when he thought about something for too long
at a time.

“I was at Alexanderplatz once, you know,” he began. “A long time ago, before they made
everything even uglier. That’s where I met the funniest man of my life.”

Heckenpisser raised an eyebrow. "At Alexanderplatz? Where humor usually goes to die?"

“Yes, right there,” said Kuddel. “I’m sitting on a bench, Sterni beer in my hand, the place is
full of tourists, pigeons, and lost souls. Then the garbage man drives up. A real Berliner, big
mouth on his face, a little belly under his orange vest. Pushing his truck, emptying trash cans,
watching all the madness without even flinching.”

Heckenpisser listened. He liked such miniatures — Kuddel could, if he wanted to, draw the
city in a single sentence.

“He stops in front of me, looks at the bottle, looks at me,” Kuddel recounted. “And then he
says: ‘Well, Sterni, huh? You know the difference between a bottle of Sterni and a vagina,
right?’”

Heckenpisser almost choked and started coughing. "I have a feeling... this isn't good," he
gasped.

Kuddel paused briefly during the show, looked to the side as if he were seeing the garbage
man again, then blurted out the sentence, dry as dust:

"The vagina only tastes like piss at the beginning!"
He burst into a filthy laugh that echoed off the block. Hedge-Pisser grabbed the standing table
with both hands, as if he had to hold on tight to keep it from toppling over. "Kuddel!" he

cried, half indignant, half delighted. "This is... this is... a catastrophe in terms of taste!
Hehehehehehe!"
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He laughed that shrill laugh that always sounded as if it was meant for a children’s birthday
party, but had ended up in a pub.

“Dude, I swear,” Kuddel continued, “I almost spat out the beer from laughing. I just look at
him, and the garbage man is standing there, completely serious, pulling his bin along and just
grinning a little. Like he’s just explained the truth of the universe.”

“This is... absolutely vulgar,” Heckenpisser observed, still giggling, “but also... surprisingly
logically constructed. In a very disturbing way.”

“That’s it,” Kuddel nodded contentedly. “You know, sayings like that are like cigarettes.
They’re not healthy, they’re not stylish, but sometimes they’re exactly what you need to
realize you’re still alive.”

Heckenpisser took another sip and shook his head slightly. "Sometimes | wonder what would
have happened to you if you'd been sitting in a library instead of at Alexanderplatz,” he said.
"Maybe you'd be a literature professor today instead of the king of cigarettes and Sterni beer.
Hehehe."

“Literature professor, my ass,” Kuddel waved his hand dismissively. “They would have
kicked me out during the entrance exam because | can find the coffee machine but not the
library. Besides, it doesn’t stink of the street in there. | need that. The dirt, the smoke, the
shouting.”

He looked around, at the street, the corner store, the lampposts, the dirt in the cracks of the
asphalt. "Out here," he said more quietly, "I know where | stand. In there..." — he gestured
vaguely towards some invisible bourgeois life — "they have to pretend everything's clean. But
it isn't. They just drink more expensively and have sex in secret. We just do it outside.”

Heckenpisser nodded slowly. "A bit too much truth for my beer," he muttered. "But well
summarized.”

At that moment, the door to the corner store opened. A small group of teenagers came out,
cans of beer in hand, their voices far too loud, far too much energy for the late hour. One of
them almost brushed against Kuddel's hat as he walked by.

Kuddel watched him go, took a drag on his cigarette and said: “Look at them, Hecke. They
think they have everything ahead of them. They don’t even realize that the bottles up there in

the crate are also running out.”

Heckenpisser regarded the teenagers like a naturalist examining an alien species. "Perhaps,"
he said cautiously, "one of them will become a king like that someday."

"Maybe," Kuddel murmured. "Or they'll do something in media."”
He grimaced as if he had tasted something particularly bitter and drank again.
There they stood, the self-proclaimed king and his know-it-all entourage, stopping time with

their stories. To outsiders, it was just another evening in front of a late-night convenience
store. To them, it was an entire kingdom of Sterni beer, smoke, and memories.
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And somewhere in this mixture of humor, disgust, and truth lay exactly what made Kuddel
who he was: He had nothing — no career, no future, no clean medical record — but he had his
cigarette, his Sterni beer, his sayings, and that damned concrete throne in front of the shop.

That was enough for him. At least for tonight.

On an evening like that, you could see exactly how someone had become who they were. Not
all at once, not through some great tragedy, but through a thousand small decisions, all
heading in the same direction: another cigarette, another beer, another "Tomorrow I'll start
over".

The corner store was now in its element. Inside, the refrigerator hummed; outside, the usual
suspects were hanging around. A few kids who looked like they were about to fight over a
cigarette, a guy with headphones waiting for something that never came, and a woman with
shopping bags trying to notice as little of it all as possible.

Kuddel stood at the bar table as usual, as if he'd been bolted there. His cigarette glowed in the
corner of his mouth, his beer was sweating in his hand, and his robe had by now acquired the
consistency of a historical document. A hedge urinator stood beside him, his bow tie slightly

askew, his shirt no longer as fresh as when he'd left, but still too clean for his surroundings.

“You know, Hecke,” said Kuddel, letting the smoke slowly escape to the side, “people always
think you wake up one day and suddenly you’re a jerk. As if there’s some kind of switch:
click — now the man is finished.”

Hedge-pisser raised his eyebrows. "Well," he began, "statistically speaking—"

“Statistically speaking, I’'m screwed,” Kuddel interrupted. “It’s not like those documentaries
where they say, ‘And then came that one tragic event...” Blah blah. For me, it wasn’t one
thing. It was... how should I say it... like when you have a pack of cigarettes and you keep
saying, ‘Oh, come on, just one more.” And then at some point you look down and all you see
are filters. And you can’t remember a single cigarette. Only that you smoked them all.”

Heckenpisser was silent for a moment. Sometimes you could tell he wasn't as naively
romantic as he seemed. He understood such imagery. "That's surprisingly well-phrased," he
said then. "For someone who consistently marinates his brain."”

Kuddel grinned crookedly. "Yes, sometimes something clever slips out. | have to be careful
not to scare myself."

A tram squealed in the distance along the tracks, as if loudly protesting its continued presence.
The night wasn't silent, but it was quiet in that particular way, where the city only hums
softly, as if bleeding in a half-sleep.

"What was it like... back then?" Heckenpisser suddenly asked. "Before you became king. |
mean, before the corner store became your palace."

Kuddel took a long gulp, as if he needed liquid to access his memory. "Back then..." he

repeated, looking past Heckenpisser in a direction that held more past than future. "Back then,
| just sat around like this too. Only in a different place."
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He rested his elbows on the table, the bottle between his hands. "I tried to be normal once,
you know that?"

Heckenpisser grimaced. "Kuddel, depending on how we define 'normal’...

"Shut up and listen," Kuddel grumbled, but without aggression. "I mean, really listen.
Training, job, paying rent, the whole shebang. I used to work in the warehouse of a hardware
store. Pushing pallets, restocking shelves, explaining to people where to find the screws they
couldn't even use properly. Eight hours a day, five days a week. Utter misery."

Heckenpisser briefly imagined it and shook his head. "You in a hardware store. That's like a
tiger in a petting zoo."

“Tiger on Valium,” Kuddel corrected. “And you know what the worst part was? The
colleagues. All of them with their lunchboxes, their family photos in their lockers, and their
coffee from thermos flasks. Every morning the same crap: ‘So Kurt, late to bed again?’ Ha ha.
I laughed. For three days. Then I stopped.”

He stubbed out his cigarette in the ashtray, which by now looked like a mass grave of filters
and gray ash. "I kept it up for a while. Really. Pay slips, even a tax statement at one point. |
had a folder. ONE FOLDER, Hecke!"

Heckenpisser opened his eyes in mock horror. "That's uncanny. Almost... bourgeois.”

“Yes, exactly. And then came that one day,” said Kuddel. “Not a fateful day, not an accident,
nothing dramatic. Just a rainy Thursday. I’'m standing in the aisle by the paint cans — you
know, that wall of colorful promises — and a customer comes up and says: ‘Excuse me, can
you tell me which color would best suit my living room?’”

He looked at Heckenpisser as if asking him to acknowledge this scene.

“And I look at her,” he continued, “look at the pots, look at her again — and then it clicks in
my head. Not loudly, more like a quiet gong. And I think to myself: “What the hell am I doing
here? I have no idea about her living room. I don’t even know what color my own living room
is, because I always smoke in the dark. Why is she asking me? I’ve been completely drunk for
three days, but here I am with a name tag, and suddenly I’'m an authority on wall color?””

Heckenpisser chuckled softly. "I hope you recommended something very inappropriate to
her."

“I told her to ask her husband,” Kuddel said dryly. “She was single. She looked at me like |
was the biggest idiot in town. And at that moment I knew: I don’t want to be that guy
anymore who gets asked about things he’s not interested in. If I’'m going to talk nonsense, at
least I’ll do it willingly.”

He took another drag from the new cigarette that had appeared in his hand as if by itself. "I
didn't quit on the same day. That would be too romantic. I just gradually showed up less and
less often. First sick, then ‘away for the weekend,' then 'stress,' then simply gone altogether.
Eventually, the contract was gone, the email address was gone, the folder was in the trash. All
that remained was what | already had: me, the cigarettes, and the thirst."
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Heckenpisser looked at him, this time not with the usual mockery in his eyes. "And you never
regret that? Not at all?"

Kuddel was silent for a moment. The neon light reflected in the Sterni bottle, the label looking
like a faded medal. "Regret?" he repeated slowly. "I don't know. Sometimes... when | see
some guy running around with his company ID on his belt... | think to myself: That could be
you. And then | see him wolfing down a lukewarm roll during his lunch break, philosophizing
about his private pension, and I think to myself: Nah. Better not.”

Heckenpisser nodded in understanding. "It's like that joke about the Sterni beer and the
vagina," he said suddenly.

Kuddel blinked. "Huh? How did you come up with that?"

“Well,” explained Heckenpisser, launching into one of his absurd lines of reasoning,
“bourgeois existence is like the vagina in the joke: at first it might taste like piss, but you
convince yourself that it goes away. And the rest of life is then — symbolically speaking —
rinsing your mouth. Hehehe.”

Kuddel stared at him for a moment, then burst into peals of laughter. "Dude, you're so crazy,"
he gasped, "I love it."

Elke stepped out of the corner store at that moment, a crate of returnable bottles in her hand.
"What's going on here now?" she asked, putting the crate down and looking back and forth
between the two of them.

“Philosophy seminar,” said Heckenpisser, adjusting himself slightly. “Topic: The existential
foundation of thuggish humor.”

Elke snorted. "As long as you pay for the cigarettes and return the bottles, you can mix
Goethe with doner kebab for all | care,” she said. "Do you need a shot of Jagermeister in your
beer later?"

"Any more questions?" grinned Kuddel. "Get two ready. The king is thirsty."”

She rolled her eyes and disappeared back into the shop. She'd known him for so long that she
didn't want to change him anymore. Maybe she'd tried once, back when Kuddel had fewer
wrinkles. But eventually you realize that some people aren't construction sites, they're finished
ruins.

| watched as Kuddel puffed on his cigarette, as Heckenpisser tugged at his collar, as the night
wrapped itself around them like an old blanket.

Kuddel wasn't a tragic hero. Nor was he a victim to be pitied. He was simply a guy who had
decided to stay at a certain level and make the most of it. His kingdom was small: a standing
table, a corner store, a pack of cigarettes, a case of Sterni beer, a buddy with a bow tie.

But when the bottle touched his lips and the smoke hung before his face, he had something

many in the city's brighter apartments lacked: the feeling that this moment belonged to him.
Entirely to him. No boss, no appointments, no "We need to talk."
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"You know, Hecke," he said quietly, almost as if he were saying it mainly to himself, "at the
end of the day I don't want much. Just enough cigarettes so I don't go crazy, and enough
money so | can sleep. Everything else... is bonus level."

Heckenpisser looked at him appraisingly, then raised his bottle. "Cheers, Your Majesty," he
said. "On a bonus level."”

They clinked glasses, and the clinking of the bottles was the only courtly ceremony this king
ever needed.

Hedge pisser —mama's boy in a tailored suit

Before he was nicknamed "Heckenpisser" (a derogatory term for a scoundrel), he was simply
called UIf Schroder. And UIf Schroder was the kind of name that made it clear from his
school report: This person will never be a rock star. It's the name of someone who does his
taxes on time, polishes his shoes, and says "Good morning" to the baker even if it's already
noon.

UIf still lived with his mother. Not because he particularly wanted to, but because his life had
never really taken off enough to propel him anywhere. And his mother was like a cross
between a cleaning product commercial and a guilty conscience. Her name was Gerda, she
wore an apron, always had something cooking in the oven, and a constant worry in her eyes,
as if the world might barge in at any moment, not wipe its feet, and ruin everything.

The apartment was on the second floor of a building that, from the outside, looked like it was
home to a typical middle-class family. Inside, it smelled of freshly brewed coffee, cleaning
supplies, and the phrase "We've always done it this way." Slippers stood neatly lined up in the
hallway, like soldiers waiting for their turn. The curtains were freshly laundered, and the
potholders were color-coordinated with the tablecloth.

And right in the middle: UIf. With a side parting, ironed shirt, pleated trousers, patent leather
shoes. A foreign element in a world that would actually cry out for sweaty jogging bottoms
and discolored undershirts.

His day always began the same way. In the morning — considerably earlier than Kuddel's — the
alarm clock rang. Not a shrill "beep-beep," but a soft "bing™ from some old-fashioned radio
alarm clock his mother had once received for her birthday. UIf opened his eyes, sorted his
thoughts like index cards, sat up, and immediately pushed the covers back neatly, as if he had
to behave himself before an invisible audience.

Her first glance went to the chair. Hanging on it was her freshly ironed shirt for the day.
Beneath it were her carefully folded trousers, socks, even her underwear, laid out perfectly as
if it too had undergone quality control. Gerda had prepared everything. She didn't do it out of
obligation, but out of a kind of religious sense of duty.

"Outward order is inner order," she used to say. If that was true, then UIf was inwardly a
military administrative act.

25



The bathroom was a world unto itself. The tiles were beige, the mirror spotless, the toothbrush
holder with exactly two toothbrushes: hers and his. On the sink lay a guest towel that no one
ever used because no one ever visited.

UIf stood in front of the mirror, carefully combing his side parting, smoothing each individual
hair into place. His glasses lay on the shelf, waiting until his hair was perfectly groomed.
While shaving, he tightened his mouth so precisely, as if someone were judging the shave.
Never a stray stubble, never a cut, never an "Oh well."

He wasn't a handsome man, but he tried to package what he had in a way that at least looked
"effortless.” His eyes were a bit too big, his nose a little too small, his chin too soft. But all of
it together created a guy who somehow always seemed like he was about to hand someone a
form.

Gerda was waiting in the kitchen. Two cups, two plates, two rolls. Jam, sausage, cheese — all
in small containers with lids. The coffee machine gurgled, the radio played the news softly,
somewhere a presenter, in far too good a mood, said the phrase "feel-good music," and UIf
would have loved to cut the power.

"Morning, son," Gerda said as he came in. She still called him "son," even though he was so
old that others were already divorced. "Sit down, the coffee's ready."

UIf sat down. Upright. Never slouch. He smoothed his trousers before tucking his legs under
the table. "Morning, Mom," he replied, his tone a mixture of habit and silent surrender.

"I ironed yesterday's shirt again properly,"” she said. "There was a small crease in the sleeve."
"I didn't even notice that," said UIf.

Gerda nodded sternly. "Maybe not for you. But others pay attention to such things. You want
to make a good impression, after all.”

And that was the key phrase.

Good impression.

That was the invisible law that governed this apartment. Gerda lived in a world where
someone could ring the doorbell unannounced at any time and judge her: the neighbor,
relatives, the postman, God. So everything always had to be perfect. The apartment, her
clothes, her manners. UIf was her last great “project,” meant to protect her from the creeping
decline of old age.

UIf nodded, popped a piece of bread roll into his mouth, and chewed thoroughly, his mouth
closed, almost inaudibly. Two programs were running in his head: one listening to his mother
complaining about "young people these days™ and how "everyone's glued to their phones."
The other was thinking about how he could arrange things so he wouldn't be sitting alone in
his room again this evening, sorting through his files.

Sometimes he thought about moving out. Just putting an end to the housecoat, the constant

"Put on something decent," and the coffee that tasted like an obligation. But then the bills
came. The wages. The rents in Berlin. The quiet fear of being alone.
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In the end, he remained a mama's boy in a tailored suit, even if the tailored suit in reality
consisted only of C&A clothing and careful folding.

UIf worked in an office somewhere. It didn't matter what exactly. It was the kind of job you
couldn't tell anyone about without them tuning out after ten seconds. Something to do with
numbers, lists, and control. He was the type who checked whether others had filled out their
forms correctly. He corrected, typed, and stamped. Eight hours a day.

His colleagues liked him "sort of." In that way you like someone you know never causes
trouble, never laughs "too loudly," and always has a spare paperclip. He was the one who kept
the birthday lists, made sure the cakes were cut neatly, and that no one took more than two
slices without asking first.

But in the evenings, when the screens went dark and everyone went home, he sometimes
stood a little too long at the bus stop, his briefcase hanging in his hand like a foreign object. In
those moments, there was something inside him that rattled softly.

Something that said: Was that all?

This thing had a strange shape. It looked like a small, dirty desire for chaos, wrapped in a silk
scarf out of politeness.

And that's where Kuddel came into play.

The two should never have met. In a sensible world, Kuddel would have languished in some
other reality, and UIf would have ended up in some suburb with a carport. But Berlin isn't a
sensible world. Berlin is a city where chance stumbles drunkenly across intersections.

The first contact was of course at the corner store. Where else?

UIf was on his way home that evening, wearing a shirt, bow tie, and carrying a briefcase. It
was one of those evenings when you'd normally go straight home, take off your shoes, turn on
the TV, and put the day behind you. But something inside him didn't want to immediately
return to the freshly mopped hallway with his slippers and the familiar "So, how was your
day?"

So he went to the corner store. Just to have a look. Maybe a chocolate bar. Something.

There it was: Kuddel, Kutte, Kippe, Sterni. The holy trinity of crashing and burning.

He leaned against the bar table, laughing loudly at some joke that only drunk people find truly
funny, and his presence filled the corner like bad, but loud music. The cap on his head, his
hair greasy, his jeans ripped, his boots dirty — everything about him was a "fuck you" to the

world of Gerda and her coffee beans.

UIf stood still for a moment, his hand on his briefcase, waiting for someone to overlook him.
But Kuddel rarely overlooked anyone.

"Well, look, the tax investigators are here too," Kuddel exclaimed when he saw UIf. "Or have
you escaped from the savings bank, little one?"
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UIf felt the blood rush to his face. "I... I'm not even..."

He wanted to say something serious. Something like: "I live here" or "I just wanted to...".
Instead, an "Um" came out, hanging in the air like a wet rag.

Kuddel — who wasn't yet a hedge pisser back then — stood there, staring at him, realizing that
the man in front of him was everything his mother would have used as a negative example.
And yet, he couldn't look away.

Kuddel looked him up and down. Shirt, bow tie, ironed trousers, patent leather shoes. "Wow,
man," he finally said, "if I knew my life was going to end like this, I'd start praying right
now."

Something inside UIf rebelled. The same voice that sometimes asked at the bus stop if that
was all there was to it now spoke up and whispered: Say something back.

And for the first time in a long time, he did.
“Your life ended long ago,” he said, surprisingly calmly. “You just forgot to lie down.”

It was quiet for a moment. The hum of the convenience store, the noise of the street,
everything seemed to go on pause for a moment.

Then Kuddel laughed. Loudly, honestly, like someone who doesn't have to be polite. "Okay,"
he snorted, "okay, that was good. The suit can stay."

And that was the beginning. The moment when UIf Schroder slowly began to become a hedge
pisser.

He didn't know it then. He only knew that he wasn't going home that evening as if he'd just
quickly bought cigarettes. He stayed. He took a beer, much too cold for his settled stomach,
stood at the high table, and listened.

Between Kuddel, who told stories of failed jobs and legendary crashes, and the neon lighting
that bathed everything in that ugly, honest light, there was suddenly a place for him.

A mama'’s boy in a tailored suit, suddenly in the middle of the dirt. And for the first time in a
long time, he had the feeling that something inside him was breathing, something he had
previously only suppressed.

His laughter — that much too high-pitched "Hihihi" — didn't belong outside, didn't belong in
the office, didn't belong in Gerda's kitchen. But here, next to Kuddel, in front of the corner
store, it sounded for the first time as if it were in the right place.

The evening UIf first got stuck at the corner store didn't end with a bang, no movie credits, no
dramatic music. It ended with cold smoke, sticky fingers, and the realization that he hadn't
laughed like that in a long time.

He came home later than Gerda would have liked. Not late in the sense of a "misguided
youth," but late in the sense of "almost antisocial by her standards."” It was after ten, the
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stairwell was dimly lit, and the morning's smell of cleaning products had already been
overpowered by what one called "life™ in such buildings.

UIf quietly unlocked the apartment door. He knew every creaking spot in the hallway and
tried to avoid them, like a burglar on familiar ground. But the second hallway on the right
betrayed him every time. It emitted that small, bright creak — an acoustic clue.

"Is that you, boy?" Gerda's voice came from the kitchen. Not loud, but sharp enough to make
him stand up straight.

He sighed softly, put down his briefcase, and hung his coat neatly on the hook. Almost
automatically, he smoothed his shoulders with his hand, as if trying to wipe away the day's
stresses. "Yes, Mom. It's me."

She stood in the kitchen doorway, her apron still tied around her neck, even though everything
was already clean. Her hair was in curlers because tomorrow was another day when someone
might be evaluated. In her hand she held a dish towel, which she nervously turned this way
and that.

"Where have you been for so long?" she asked. "I was worried sick. It's dark, there are strange
characters around, you read in the newspaper about everything that's going on."

UIf briefly thought of Kuddel, his robe, his cigarette, and the joke about the Sterni beer and
the vagina, and had to stifle a hysterical laugh. "I was just... uh... outside for a minute," he
said. "At the corner store. To grab a beer."

At the word "beer,"” Gerda grimaced as if he had said "heroin." "You never drink beer outside
otherwise," she needled. "Who were you with?"

He hesitated. How could he explain it? "With an acquaintance,” he finally said. "From the...
from the area."”

Gerda snorted. "That guy who always stands so unkempt in front of the shop? | saw him, he
reeks of tobacco and failure from ten meters away."

UIf ducked his head briefly. He had known perfectly well that they had seen him. Gerda saw
more than he gave her credit for. "His name is Kuddel," he muttered, unintentionally.

"Well, wonderful," she mocked. "Kuddel. That sounds trustworthy. I hope he doesn't teach
you to smoke too."

"I don't smoke," UIf said automatically.

"Not yet," she growled. "And that's how it's going to stay. You have a decent job, you're a
respectable young man. Don't let those kinds of people drag you down. They're just hanging
around on the streets waiting for welfare."

UIf said nothing. He thought about how he had stood at the high table, a cold bottle in his
hand, and suddenly wasn't the same person sitting quietly in the office anymore. He had made
jokes. He had quipped back. He had laughed. He had felt alive, albeit in a somewhat cheesy
way.
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"I'm going to sleep,” he simply said. "It was a tiring day."

Gerda looked at him appraisingly, as if trying to gauge his level of intoxication in his eyes.
Then she nodded curtly. "Don't forget to put your shirt in the wash. And put your shoes away
properly. You're not an animal.”

UIf went into his room and quietly closed the door. His domain was the opposite of Kuddel's
apartment. Bookshelf, desk, bed—everything was tidy. On the desk lay neatly stacked
documents, a few pens, and a tablecloth without any holes. On the wall, no posters, no clutter,
just a framed childhood photo of him standing next to his father, wearing far too large glasses
and sporting a far too neat hairstyle.

The father had been dead for a long time. His heart had given out sometime, just like that. A
quiet departure, as was typical of him. Since then, Gerda had held onto the boy twice as
tightly, like insurance against his disappearance.

UIf took off his shirt and hung it over the chair, as neatly as she had taught him. Then he sat
down on the bed and stared at his hands. They were well-groomed, his nails short, no polish,
no grease. Office hands. Hands that carry folders, not crates of bottles.

His head was spinning a little, not from the beer, more from the rupture in the system. "You
talked to him," he thought. "To someone like him. And you didn't die immediately."

He didn't know exactly why he went back to the corner store the next evening. He told
himself he just wanted to buy a few things. A bag of chips, maybe some chewing gum,
anything. But when he turned the corner and saw the standing table where Kuddel was
already standing, both arms propped up, cigarette dangling from his face, he knew that was a
lie, as transparent as old curtains.

"Well, the tax office!" Kuddel exclaimed when he saw him. "There he is again. Has Mommy
let you out of the cage?"

UIf paused for a moment, feeling the old shame creeping up on him, but this time something
else mixed in with it. Defiance. "She's my mother, not my warden," he said. "And I don't need
permission to drink a beer."

Kuddel laughed. "Yes, you need it. From yourself. And today you gave it to yourself. Very
good."

He slid a bottle towards him, as if it were the entrance to a secret society. UIf hesitated briefly,
looked at the bottle cap, looked at his manicured fingers, then reached out and took it.

"Your name is really UIf?" asked Kuddel.

“Yes,” he replied.

"That's not a name, that's a bad decision,” Kuddel commented. "We need something else for
you. Something with character. Something you can belt out when you're too drunk to find

your way home."

And as is typical with such types, the naming process didn't remain theoretical.
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It happened a few weeks later, on one of those evenings that imperceptibly shift from "I'll just
have one drink™ to "When did | actually go out?". Ulf had become a regular at the corner
store. Still wearing a shirt, but his bow tie was looser, his tone rougher. He had learned not to
suppress his "Hehehe" laughs anymore, but simply to let them out.

They had drunk too much. Kuddel, UIf, and two other characters from the neighborhood,
whose names only ever came up after the third beer. The air was warm, their heads even
warmer.

Sometime in the dead of night, when the city was nothing but patches of lamplight and ugly
mugs, they had to pee. Of course. The body has its own schedule.

"I need to go into the bushes,” one of them slurred.

“There’s a hedge back there,” said another.

They stood on some strip of grass, half park, half dog toilet, somewhere between two streets
that no one could define more precisely. UIf wavered. He had never liked peeing outside. It
was messy, uncontrolled, animalistic. Exactly what he had always been told not to do.

But the inner voice spoke louder than the upbringing.

“Come on, go,” said Kuddel. “It’s dark, who cares?”

UIf hesitantly stood by the hedge. A sad hedge, really. Not those perfect things from terraced
house catalogs, but a rotten thicket, with rubbish mixed in and dog marks.

He opened his fly, looked around one more time — and then he let go.

It was the most normal thing in the world. A man urinates in a hedge. Probably happens a
hundred thousand times every night in this city.

But for UIf, it was a break. For him, it was as if he were crossing an invisible boundary. For
the first time, he did something that Gerda would have described as "antisocial™ without
immediately backing down.

Kuddel stood a few meters away, watching him, bottle in hand, grinning. "Well, look at that,"
he shouted, "fine Mr. UIf Schrdder is peeing in the hedge! Mom would faint."”

UIf had to laugh. Right in the middle of the burst, right in the moment when he should have
been embarrassed, he laughed. That high-pitched, bright "Hehehe," cutting through the night
like a jarring note.

"Wow, dude, listen to yourself!" one of the others roared. "He's peeing in the hedge and
giggling like a schoolgirl! What kind of person are you?"

“Hedge schoolgirl,” slurred the second one.

“No way, man,” said Kuddel, and something clicked in his brain. “That’s our hedge pee-er.
Look at him. Shirt, bow tie, parting — but in the end, he’s just standing here watering the city’s
greenery. Hedge pee-er! That fits!”
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They all laughed. Much too loudly, for much too long.

UIf stood there, shook himself off, fastened his fly, turned around — and realized that the name
was already closing around him like a second skin.

“Hedge pisser,” he repeated quietly. It sounded like both an insult and a liberation.

In the days that followed, he tried to ignore the nickname. At the office, he remained "Mr.
Schroder,” the reliable, calm, well-groomed employee who neatly formatted his spreadsheets
and offered respectful birthday greetings.

But as soon as he loosened his tie in the evening, undid his bow tie, and his path led him back
to the corner store, he was no longer UIf.

“Well, hedge pisser, offline again today?”” Kuddel then called out.

And he grinned. Because there was someone who knew him, not as "boy" or "Mr. Schroder",
but as the strange hybrid of mama's boy and secret border crosser.

The nickname stuck. It clung to him like cigarette smoke to wallpaper. Gerda didn't know
him. Nobody in the office knew him.

But here, in the small kingdom of neon lights, warm beer and cigarette butts, he was no longer
just the same person he had always been.

Here he was:

Hedge pisser.

A mama'’s boy in a tailored suit, who now had a bit of dirt on his CV — and who secretly felt
better than any promotion or salary increase.

It wasn't long before the double life began to tear at the seams. Not with a bang, but rather
with a quiet "rip,"” like a good pair of trousers that have been worn too often.

Heckenpisser — that is, UIf — moved between two worlds that wanted nothing to do with each
other. By day: office. Spreadsheets, emails, meetings, "Could you please double-check this?",
canteen coffee, little jokes by the photocopier.

Evenings: Late-night convenience store. Cigarettes, beer, knick-knacks, jokes, stories that
would never see the light of day.

And in between: Gerda. Mother. Controlling authority. The question made flesh: "Where
were you?"

At first, he managed to keep everything separate. He arrived late, but not too late. He smelled
a little of smoke, but not too strongly. When Gerda asked, he said "colleagues' evening" or
"we had a long meeting,"” and she nodded, suspiciously, but not alarmed.

Except that he had changed. Not in grand gestures, but in small ways. Before, he would
sometimes take files home after work, sort them, make notes, perfect Excel spreadsheets, as if
someone were looking through his documents at night and giving him stars. Not anymore.
Now the file folder often just sat in the corner while he lay on the bed thinking about the
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scene where he had peed in the hedge and everyone had laughed—at HIM. Not laughed at,
but... laughed along with him. That made a difference.

It was noticed in the office too. Not immediately. But at some point, people realized that "Mr.
Schroder" often came to work with slightly reddened eyes, a little paler, with a hint of
something foreign in his eyes.

“Is everything alright, Mr. Schréder?” asked his colleague Mrs. Baumann one morning when
she met him getting coffee.

“Of course,” he said, smiling dutifully. “I just didn’t get enough sleep.”
She glanced at him briefly. "Have you read too much?"

He thought of Kuddel, of Sterni beer, of dirty jokes, and of the garbage man from
Alexanderplatz, whom he now knew secondhand. "Something like that," he said.

During the day, he remained reliable. Forms were neat, deadlines met, signatures correctly
placed. He knew this persona inside and out. "Mr. Schroder"” was like a well-fitting coat:
colorless, but functional.

But every time he left the office floor in the evening and the automatic glass door closed
behind him, a part of that figure fell to the floor with it. And then, after the bus ride, when he
turned the corner to the corner store and saw the neon light, there was this nervous, small,
dirty thing in his chest that rejoiced.

It wasn't that Kuddel made him a better person. That would be a lie. But Kuddel made him
more honest — in an unpleasant way.

One evening, Heckenpisser was already standing in front of the corner store when Kuddel was
still missing. That was rare; normally Kuddel was like part of the furniture, already there
before the day had decided to truly end.

UIf had gotten himself a beer, was standing at the high table, his bow tie loosened, his shirt
collar open. He looked almost relaxed, except for his hands, which were holding the bottle a
little too tightly.

Murat was on shift. He looked at UIf the way you look at a suit that has wandered into the
wrong bar.

"Well, hedge pisser,” Murat said dryly, "out without a bodyguard today?"
“He’s not my bodyguard,” Ulf protested reflexively. “He’s my... uh... friend.”

The word hung in the air for a moment, as if it were unsure whether it was allowed to live
there.

Murat raised an eyebrow and smirked. "Friend, yeah? You know that guy talks to bottles
more than he talks to people?"

"l also talk to bottles,"” said Heckenpisser. "But most of the time they're colleagues.”
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Murat gave a short laugh. "Not bad. You're getting more relaxed, man. Before, you looked
like someone was about to snatch your tax return.”

“I still seem respectable,” said Ulf, half serious, half hopeful.

“Brother,” Murat said, “you could drink Sterni from an ashtray and you’d still look like you
could refuse me a loan.”

Heckenpisser laughed. "Hehehe... from a professional point of view, that's not entirely
wrong."

At that moment Kuddel came around the corner. Heavy steps, cap pulled low over his face,
his robe fluttering slightly in the evening breeze, as if it had plans of its own.

"Well, look who's here, my hedge rat!" he roared, even before he'd properly arrived.
"Hydrating again?"

"I was simply taking precautions,"” replied Heckenpisser, raising the bottle as if to toast. "The
circulatory system should be prepared."

“What kind of poets have you all become?”” Murat growled. “Back in the day, people just
said, ‘I’'m going to get drunk,’ and that was it.”

The three of them stood at the high table, three completely different animals from the same
dirty continent.

Murat, half businessman, half crook; Kuddel, drunken king; hedge pisser, honorary citizen of
the underworld.

"And, Hecke," Kuddel asked after a while, "what does Muddi say? Still satisfied with her
model son-in-law?"

Heckenpisser flinched slightly. "She thinks | spend too much time 'on the street,"™" he
explained with a slight sigh. "She uses that word as if | were about to live in an underpass."

“You are,” Kuddel said. “At least mentally. You’re already halfway here, old man. The rest is
just laundry and raising children.”

“She asked me if you were a criminal,” Heckenpisser continued. “I said you’re just... socially
flexible.”

Kuddel snorted. "What did you say, old man?!"

“Socially flexible,” repeated Heckenpisser. “That sounds better than ‘don’t feel like

%9

working’.
"I've been working," Kuddel grumbled. "More than all you tie-wearing clowns."
Murat nodded. "He really worked hard. Just never long enough to get a cup of coffee in the

break room."
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It was one of those evenings where the conversation subtly shifts. First jokes, then half-truths,
then suddenly sentences that are heavier than the beer allows.

“You know, Hecke,” Kuddel said at one point, “I really wonder sometimes what you’re doing
here.”

Heckenpisser took his time with his answer. He looked at the bottle, at his polished shoes, at
the cigarette butt that was smoldering in the ashtray next to him — Kuddel had put it there as if
it were official territory.

“I’m looking for what everyone is looking for,” he finally said. “Only without the bourgeois
label.”

"And what is that?" Kuddel wanted to know.

“Not being alone,” said Heckenpisser.

It was quiet. Not for long, but noticeably so.

Murat cleared his throat. "Brother, the corner store is really the wrong place for that,” he
muttered. "Here you're always surrounded by people, but you're still alone. It's like a train
station — only with alcohol."

Heckenpisser smiled crookedly. "Train stations are honest," he said. "Everyone's just standing
around, not quite sure what to do with themselves. It's the same here, only with a higher blood
alcohol level."

Kuddel glanced at him sideways. You could tell he wasn't used to hearing phrases like that.
He was more the "fuck the world" type than the type for subtle nuances. But he wasn't stupid.
Just drunk.

"You know, Hecke," he said quietly, "you may be a mama'’s boy, but you're our mama'’s boy.
The guys in the office laugh at you because you're different. I laugh with you because you're

just like me, only cleaner.”

Heckenpisser swallowed, and there was this "Hehehe" that sounded different now. "That
was... surprisingly nice," he said. "Almost poetic for you."

“Yeah, yeah,” Kuddel waved it off, visibly uncomfortable with his own sentiment. “Don’t get
used to it. Otherwise, I’ll start developing feelings. I don’t have room for that in the fridge.”

They drank. The night crept further over the city, streetlights came on, shifts changed.

Later, much later, when the evening had almost dissolved and Murat was already closing the
shelves inside, Heckenpisser stood alone downstairs in the hallway, the key in his hand, his
forehead leaning against the cold wall.

He was tired. Not just physically. Tired of being torn between "Boy, put on some decent

clothes™" and "Hedge, get a move on."
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He quietly unlocked the door and slipped into the hallway. The light was still on. Gerda sat at
the kitchen table in her bathrobe, her hands folded around a cup of tea, as if waiting for some

bad news that had arrived late.

"There you are," she said. Not a question this time, more of a judgment.

“Yes,” he said. “It was... a long day.”

She looked at him appraisingly. "You smell of smoke."

“I was standing next to a smoker,” he replied.

"You laugh differently,” she said.

He paused. "Pardon?"

“Your laugh,” said Gerda. “You rarely used to laugh. And when you did, it was... quiet. Now
you come home and sometimes... you giggle to yourself. As if you’ve done something you’re

not entitled to.”

She said it without anger, only with that typical maternal vulnerability, which was even worse
than screaming.

“I... have only heard stories,” said Heckenpisser. “From people who live their lives...
differently.”

"Antisocial," she defined it succinctly.

He exhaled slowly. That was the moment when he could say: "Yes, but they are also honest."
Or: "The only difference between them and you is that you hide your dirt better.” Or: "I like
being there."

Instead he said, "I'll be careful.”

She looked at him for a long time, then nodded wearily. "You're my boy," she murmured. "I
don't want you to ever, anywhere..."—she made an indeterminate gesture, as if abysses lurked

everywhere on the edge of the city—"...slip into it. You're better than them."

Heckenpisser thought of Kuddel. Of how he stood at the corner store, king in the dirt, with
more honesty in his cigarette than in some resumes.

"I'm not better,” he said quietly. "I'm just dressed differently."

Gerda didn't understand. She only heard the words, not the weight behind them.

"Go to sleep,"” she said. "You have to go back to the office tomorrow."

In his room, Hedge Pisser took off his shirt and hung it smoothly over the chair. He looked at
himself in the mirror: his upper body pale, his shoulders somewhat narrow, his face too
innocent. He thought about his nickname. "Hedge Pisser." A name that sounded filthy, but felt

strangely right.
36



He lay down in bed, stared at the ceiling, and knew: the next evening he would go to the
corner store again. Not because he desperately needed to drink. But because there was
someone there who wouldn't call him "boy." And because sometimes it was better to be
honestly broken under the neon lights than to function properly in the living room.

Thus, the mama's boy in his tailored suit slowly became what Kuddel had made of him — and
what deep inside him had always been:

Hedge pisser.

Between two worlds. Not quite at home in either, but at least not entirely alone in the shadow
of the corner store.

Elke, the mistress of the Boonekamp beer tap system

Before anyone said "Elke from the corner store," she was simply called Elke. Only, her name
didn't sound the same as others'. For most people, a first name is a formality, something that
appears on letters, forms, and ID cards. For Elke, "Elke" was a statement. A word like a
cigarette, half-smoked, but still with enough ember to hurt someone if you pressed it into their
eye.

She wasn't one of those polished shop assistants in a company T-shirt with a rehearsed "Hello,
can | get you anything else?". Elke was a unique section of Berlin's retail scene. A category
all her own. If the city had an official catalog of "originals,” she'd have her own page
somewhere between the homeless guy with the perpetually strumming guitar at
Alexanderplatz and the irate bus driver on the M41.

The corner store was their stage. Not a big shop, not a chain-logo box, but a slightly crooked
hole in the brickwork that glowed at night like an emergency exit marker in a plane about to
crash. Above the door, a flickering sign that had probably originally said something like
"Drinks & Tobacco™ in clear letters, but now looked more like "Go in, you'll find comfort
here."”

Inside: A narrow counter with a cash register, a cigarette shelf behind it, the refrigerator
against the wall crammed with beer, soda, energy drinks that no doctor would ever
recommend. Cans, bottles, bits and pieces. On the other side: shelves with chips, chocolate
bars, pasta, a few sad cans of food that nobody bought, except maybe on a Sunday night when
someone, drunk on peppermint schnapps, suddenly decided they wanted to cook.

And in between, like a strange priestess of nighttime needs: Elke.

She wasn't young. She wasn't old either. She had simply "been around for a while".

Her hair: once blonde, now somewhere between mousy and nicotine yellow. Mostly in some
makeshift updo that looked like she'd said "Oh, screw it" five times, and then squeezed in a
clip anyway. Her eyes: tired, but alert. They had that look only people who work nights and

try not to fall apart completely have. Her hands: a little rough, fingertips slightly yellowed.
From cigarettes, receipts, and constantly reaching for bottled beer.
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Elke wasn't fat, she wasn't thin; she had the body of a woman who had worked more shifts
than vacation days. And she had the aura of someone who understood very early on that life
isn't a wish-granting machine, but rather a jukebox that's constantly jammed, and you kick it
and hope that at least one halfway tolerable song comes out.

She stood behind the counter like someone who had decided not just to sell beer, but to rule.
That's why Kuddel and Heckenpisser eventually called her "the mistress of the Boonekamp

tap system." Even though it wasn't even a real tap system. It was just a bottle that she tilted

over open beer bottles with a kind of practiced instinct.

Elke hadn't always worked at the corner store. Before she was drawn into the neon lights,
she'd had other jobs: a bakery, a clothing store, and once a call center (“customer service,” it
was officially called, but it was really "being insulted for minimum wage"). She'd had men, a
marriage that was now just a "phase,"” a guy with a motorcycle and big talk, one in a suit with
a small ego, and one she couldn't even recognize from his face anymore, only from the noise
he'd made when he left.

In the end, she had left it all in the same way: first trying to fit in, then realizing she didn't
belong, then leaving or being left. The corner store was the place where no one expected
anything from her other than what she already was: direct, tired, funny, tough.

The shop belonged to a guy you saw so rarely that some people thought he was just a legend.
Some Turkish uncle who had the paperwork, the business registration, and two or three other
shops somewhere in NeukdlIn. "As long as the cash register balances and nothing's on fire,"
he once told her, "1 don't care what you do here."

That was the worst and at the same time the best thing you could say to Elke. No control, no
fake smile, no corporate bullshit. Just her, the place, and the night.

She knew the people from the neighborhood. The ordinary ones, the lost ones, the dangerous
ones, the easygoing ones, the ones who'd ended up here by mistake, having taken a wrong
turn looking for a subway station. She knew their faces, the way they walked, the way they
said "Another beer." She could tell how they were doing by the brand they chose. A man who
usually drank Beck's and suddenly went for the cheapest pilsner was having problems. One
who switched from vodka to water had a wife who'd threatened him with a suitcase.

And she had known Kuddel and Heckenpisser since before they even knew they would play a
significant role in her life.

The first one to show up was, of course, Kuddel. Sometime in the early 2000s, a year no one
could really remember, he stumbled into this shop for the first time. His robe was freshly
soiled, his gaze slightly cocky, a cigarette dangling from the corner of his mouth, even though
there was already a "No Smoking" sticker on the window.

“One Sterni,” he had said, without really looking at her, as if it were a formality — like “One
ticket AB, please.”

Elke had been standing behind the cash register, sorting the chewing gum by color, out of
boredom. She looked at him, saw the boots, the dirt, the cap, the face.

“Two sixty-five,” she said.
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He laid down the money, took the bottle, and opened it right outside with a lighter that had
probably survived ten concerts.

He came again the next evening. And the next. And then at some point with the sentence:
"You know what | want anyway."

She just shrugged and said, "As long as you don't call me 'honey’, I'm fine."

Heckenpisser came along later, like a character introduced in season two of a series so the
main character has someone to react to. At first, Elke thought he was an insurance salesman.
Too polished, too upright, too polite.

“Good evening,” he said the first time, slightly too formally, as if this were a bank and not a
place for sleepless nights. “A beer, please.”

"What kind?" she asked.
He hesitated. A small but very telltale moment. He didn't know much about beer.
“Uh... what you recommend,” he muttered.

She had looked him up and down, his bow tie, his shirt, the parting of his hair. Then, without
a word, she had taken a Sterni beer from the refrigerator, placed it on the counter and said:
"We'll start with this. Everything else can wait."

He had paid, thanked her, and as he left, there was a little extra ease in his gait that probably
no one but her would have noticed.

Over time, Kuddel and Heckenpisser ceased to be "customers". They were part of the
furniture.

When Elke was on shift, she knew the two of them would show up sooner or later. Kuddel
often came first, with a "Hey, boss?" and the self-assurance of a man who'd been making the
same mistake for far too long. Heckenpisser followed a little later, sometimes with a
briefcase, sometimes without, but always with that mixture of guilt and secret anticipation on
his face.

The whole Boonekamp thing started like everything that started in that place: with boredom,
too much alcohol, and the search for a new thrill that cost nothing.

It had been a quiet night. Rain, hardly any passing trade, just a few latecomers getting
cigarettes or "something sweet so | don't smoke another cigarette.” Kuddel was there,
Heckenpisser too, both already two or three beers down.

“Elke,” Kuddel said at some point, leaning half over the counter, “I’ll tell you quite honestly:
Sterni doesn’t do it for me anymore. My body has developed a resistance. I need evolution in
a glass.”

"You need a doctor and a guardian most of all," she commented dryly, without looking up.

Hedge-pisser giggled. "Hehehe... guardian... very good."
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"I'm serious,” Kuddel lamented. "Something else needs to go in there. Booster. Octane.
Something to tell Sterni that he can't just put up with everything.”

Elke sighed and looked towards the liquor shelf. There stood the usual suspects: cheap vodka,
grain spirit, herbal schnapps, some liqueurs that were probably already expired, but didn't
really harm anyone because nobody drank them anyway.

“We have Boonekamp,” she said after a moment’s thought. “But that’s really only for people
who have already tried everything else.”

“Perfect,” said Kuddel. “We are exactly the target group.”
She took the dusty bottle from the shelf and turned it in her hand. Boonekamp was the kind of
schnapps that looked as if it had once been intended as medicine, before someone decided it

was better drunk in dimly lit rooms.

“This,” Elke explained, “is officially a digestive bitter. Unofficially, it’s: “Why did I do that?’
in liquid form.”

Kuddel's face already glowed with anticipation. "Take a shot of Sterni, boss. | want to see if
I'll still wake up tomorrow."

Heckenpisser looked on skeptically. "Is that... compatible?" he asked. "Beer and
Boonekamp?"

“You’re not compatible with life either, and yet you’re still going around,” Elke retorted. “So
shut up.”

She unscrewed the Boonekamp bottle, placed it against the neck of the beer bottle, and poured
in a generous amount. The color barely changed, but the smell did — a sharp, bitter note that
settled over the musty beer fumes.

"So," she said. "Test subject number one."

Kuddel took the bottle, sniffed, briefly grimaced, then grinned. "Smells like a sick note," he
commented. "Perfect.” He put it to his lips and took a long gulp.

A brief moment of silence. A blink. A gagging sound, followed by a dirty laugh.
"Ugh!" he gasped. "This is... this is really awful. I'll take another sip."

Heckenpisser watched, fascinated, as someone drove after a car that had been driven by a car
that was a complete mess. "I... don't know if I'd want to do that,” he said uncertainly.

“Yes, you do want it,” said Elke. “You look like you could use a little shit. Take it.”
And so it was born: the ritual of Sterni beer with a shot of Boonekamp.

Elke had mixed a new drug for her men — and yes, in a way they were “hers”. Cheap, dirty,
effective.
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From then on, she was no longer just the woman at the cash register. She was: Elke, the
mistress of the Boonekamp beer tap system.

Not because there was actually a facility there. But because she was the one who decided
when the beer got an "upgrade™ and when it didn't. And somewhere, deep in the night, when
she tipped the bottle for the umpteenth time and saw that brown poison trickle down the neck,
she knew: She was just as much a part of this crashing universe as Kuddel and Heckenpisser.

Except that she was standing behind the counter, not in front of it.

The problem with roles is: if you play them long enough, everyone believes you're really that
person. Elke understood this early on. She knew that people needed her — not as a person, but
as a function. As "the one from the corner store” who sells beer at night, hands over
cigarettes, cell phone chargers, three euros for the lottery, aspirin for hangovers, and
occasionally offers a nutshell-sized "Oh, it's not that bad."

The corner shop was like an aquarium without the glass. People swam in, swam out, leaving a
few bubbles behind. Elke stood in the middle and acted as if she were just the one throwing in
the food.

The truth was: she was just as caught up in it as the others. Only with a cash register between
her and the abyss.

Outwardly, Elke was... well, tough. Not in the sense of a “thug,” but in the sense of “she
won’t give you any illusions.”

If someone came in, already clearly too drunk, and mumbled: "Open another bottle, sister,"”
her reply was dry: "I'm not your sister. And you're only getting one more before you puke in
the shop."”

When a trembling figure with a hood and wide eyes approached the cash register and
whispered, "Can you put it on credit?", she would say, "This is a late-night shop, not a social
project. No money, no fabric. Go to the welfare office, not to me."”

And when any teenagers tried to buy vodka with fake 1Ds, she looked at them like bad TV
viewers: "You're not even believable in your lies. Get beer from your brothers. Or wait until
life destroys you on its own."

She wasn't cruel. She was just over the top. There was a difference.

But then there were Kuddel and Heckenpisser. The two weren't just customers. They were
like a continuous program that she watched without having switched it on — and yet,
eventually, she could recite every episode by heart.

She knew what Kuddel looked like after his first sip: that little gleam in his eyes that for two
seconds made him pretend he wasn't the guy in the ripped jeans, but a boy from his younger
days with freshly washed hair and a life ahead of him. And she knew what he looked like after
the third, fourth, fifth beer: like a battered boxer who fancies he's still got another round in the
tank.
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Heckenpisser was a different case. When he first showed up with his briefcase, she thought:
"Great, the tax office in human form."

By now she knew: The guy wasn't dangerous. The guy was at risk.

His shirts, his bow tie, his side parting — everything like armor. One that didn't protect against
what ended up at the checkout at night: loneliness, failure, worn-out dreams.

“You’re too good for this place,” she had once said to him when he hesitantly reached for a
Sterni beer.

“I’m too refined for many things,” he had replied. “And yet here I am, sitting in it. Hehehe.”
Elke liked him. Not in the "I'd keep him on my back" kind of way. More in the "when the
world hurts you, you come by here and I'll give you something that burns, but at least it's
honest" kind of thing.

The Boonekamp was their tool for this. A kind of solace that didn't disguise itself as solace.

“Elke,” said Kuddel on one of those evenings, when the rain came horizontally and only the
truly lost found their way to the corner store, “you are the only thing that is still constant
here.”

She stood behind the counter, sorting coins into the change drawer, without looking up.
"Well, thanks," she said. "That's the most romantic insult I've ever heard."

“That’s just how it is,” he insisted. “The neighborhood has changed a thousand times. Bars
open, bars close, cafes with vegan crap, boutiques that nobody needs. But the corner store is
still there. And you’re still there. Always have been.”

"Forever, dude," chuckled Hedge Pisser in the back, who was examining a bag of peanut flips
as if it were a scientific specimen. "For about... eons. Hehehe."

Elke put the coins down, folded her arms, and looked at the two of them. "I haven't always
been here," she said. "I've been here for ten years. Before that, | worked at the checkout in a
supermarket. Before that, | sold bread rolls. Before that, clothes. Before that, | got ripped off
by a guy on a motorcycle. And long before that, | was a girl from the countryside who thought
the world had more to offer than working the night shift at the cigarette counter."

It was rare for her to talk so much about herself at once. Perhaps it was the weather, perhaps
the alcohol in the air, perhaps the tiredness.

Kuddel picked up his beer and rested his elbows on the counter. "So?" he asked. "Did she?"
"Who?"
"The world."

Elke thought for a moment. "The world had junk on offer," she said then. "And | took what |
could carry. The rest is somewhere along the way."
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Heckenpisser nodded, as if he found the answer plausible. "That's... amazingly precise," he
said quietly.

"And you two are part of the remaining stock,” she added.
“Hey!” protested Kuddel. “We are premium product.”

“You’re expired lager with character,” she retorted. “And he...” — she nodded her chin at
Heckenpisser — “is a porcelain cup in the wrong box.”

Heckenpisser laughed. "That's the most beautiful picture anyone has ever drawn of me," he
chuckled. "Hehehe."

It was one of those nights when at some point someone asked for Jagermeister. Whenever the
mood reached that certain point — somewhere between "Let's talk honestly™ and "Let's just
forget everything again” — that was the moment when liquor came into play.

“Will you make us a clean one?” asked Kuddel, lifting the empty Sterni bottle as if it were an
admission ticket.

Elke looked at her watch. A quarter to one. Too early to be sensible. Too late to become
sensible.

"Okay," she sighed. "But Jager today. Boonekamp is too sad for me."

She took the bottle from the shelf and placed three small plastic cups on the counter. Her
hands moved with practiced ease, as if she had made this movement a thousand times before:
tilting the bottle, the brown liquid, thick as a decision made too late.

"S0," she said. "That's life extension in the wrong direction."”

Everyone took their little cup. For a moment they stood there as if at a mass, except that the
priestess had her hair tied back and the altar was a sticky counter on which someone had once
unwrapped chewing gum.

"What are we drinking to?" asked Heckenpisser.

“Not looking to the future,” said Kuddel. “It doesn’t want us.”

“Not the past,” said Elke. “That’s already full.”

They looked at each other, three people standing in the same hole, pretending that it was all
just temporary.

“To what remains,” Elke said finally. “When the rest is gone.”

They clinked glasses. The hunter burned down the path, mingling with beer, Boonekamp
leftovers, stomach walls full of fries.

"And what remains?" asked Heckenpisser, as the taste slowly turned bitter.
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“This,” Elke said. “The shop. The night. Your ugly mugs. And that at least we don’t have to
fool ourselves.”

Kuddel looked at her, longer than he usually looked at anyone. "You're too smart for this
place," he muttered.

"And you're too stupid for outside,"” she retorted. "Perfect combination."

It wasn't that she saw herself as a "mother figure." Good heavens, no. She had no desire to
raise anyone. But when the two of them were completely out of line again, she was the one
who drew the line.

If Kuddel got too drunk, she eventually stopped giving him Sterni (a type of coin) and gave
him water instead. "Otherwise you'll lie down here, and | don't feel like dragging you over the
threshold,"” she'd say.

When Heckenpisser started laughing too loudly, talking too fast, talking too much about his
job, his mother, his loneliness, she sent him home. "Call a taxi," she said. "Or walk. But walk.
Before you start crying here. Crying will be charged extra.”

Sometimes she thought about what her life would have been like if she'd owned a different
shop. A boutique with mirrors, music, a boss who said “corporate identity" without laughing.
A café with soy milk and banana bread, where people would open their laptops and pretend to
work while writing poems about their burnout.

And then she imagined Kuddel strolling into such a shop, in his robe, with his boots, and
saying, "Well, boss?" Like Heckenpisser with a bow tie sitting on a barstool, trying to take a
latte macchiato seriously.

And she knew: No. This was indeed the right place. However wrong it was.

Later that evening, as the clock ticked closer to "Nobody has any plans anymore,” Kuddel and
Heckenpisser were standing outside at the standing table again. Elke saw them through the
window while she straightened the shelves inside, as if that could somehow organize
anything.

She saw Kuddel gesturing, saw Heckenpisser laughing, saw the bottles on the table and
thought to herself: They're broken. Really broken. But they're my broken ones.

A drunk man, whom she barely knew, staggered in and mumbled: "Hey... do you have a
cigarette?"

"Am | a tobacco emergency service or what?" she snarled. "Get out or buy it."

He bought a box, mumbled something, and disappeared again. The door slammed shut, the
neon light hummed.

Elke leaned against the cigarette shelf for a moment and closed her eyes. She was tired.
Always.
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But she also knew: Tomorrow evening they would return. Kuddel with his royal title and
Heckenpisser with his porcelain cup in his chest.

And she would be back. With the cash register. With the bottles. With the Boonekamp.

Mistress of a beer tap that officially didn't exist. Boss of a kingdom of alcohol, stories, and
people who didn't quite fit in anywhere else.

Perhaps, she thought, that was more than many others had. Perhaps it was simply what was
left over after persevering long enough.

She straightened up, placed a new crate of beer behind the shelf, and called out:

"Hey, you two! If you want another shot of Boonekamp, get it now. After that, the taps are
closed!"

Kuddel immediately raised the bottle. Hedgepisser giggled. And the night nodded in response,
as if saying:

Okay. One more round.

It was a few weeks after that Jagermeister night when Elke realized how much the corner
store had become attached to her. Not just the smell — that was everywhere anyway. No, the
stories, the looks, the rituals.

The late-night shop was no longer a store. It was a gateway. During the day, people who
functioned came: construction workers, delivery drivers, mothers with children, students with
tired eyes. They bought coffee to go, cigarettes, sandwiches. They had a plan, a direction, a
schedule. At night, the others came. The lost, the stranded, those who had simply stayed up
too late to still be considered normal.

And right in the middle stood Kuddel and Heckenpisser like two fixed points in a system that
was constantly changing.

On a Friday, shortly before midnight, the air was heavy with rain and stale beer. The window
of the late-night shop was fogged up, and inside were old stickers advertising long-
discontinued mobile phone plans. Outside, the asphalt still glowed damply in the lamplight.

Kuddel and Heckenpisser had taken their usual spots at the standing table. A half-empty bottle
of Sterni in each hand, a cigarette in each mouth, an insult every minute.

“Elke, do some Boonekamp cold forming,” Kuddel called into the shop.

"You're already deformed enough,” came the reply from inside. "I don't want to be
responsible if you don't know your own name tomorrow."

"I'll never know anyway," he countered. "I'm a free man."

Heckenpisser stood nearby, nervously arranging the beer mats as if they were files. "Freedom
is a very elastic concept,” he said. "In your case, it's more like: 'I've lost all my obligations.’
Hehehe."
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Elke rolled her eyes, but she reached for the Boonekamp bottle anyway. She knew the drill.
She always pretended to give it to them reluctantly. In truth, these little rituals were what held
the night together.

Just as she tilted the bottle over the starfish, the door opened. The wind pushed in rain, which
briefly glinted off the linoleum before being trampled underfoot.

A guy came in. One of those types who, from the very first step, say: Trouble.

Mid-twenties maybe, hood pulled low, eyes glazed, jaw tense. In his hand, a crushed can of
beer, almost empty yet clutched tightly.

“Cigarette,” he said. No “hello,” nothing at all. Just that one word, rough, scratchy, as if stuck
in his throat.

“Give me money, get me a cigarette,” Elke replied. She was just putting down the
Boonekamp bottle, without taking her eyes off the guy.

The guy stepped closer to the counter and slammed down the crumpled can with a clatter.
"Give me a cigarette," he repeated. "I'll pay later.”

Elke leaned back slightly. She knew the type. Too much anger, too little brainpower.

“Listen,” she said calmly. “This isn’t a free lunch. No money, no cigarette. Go return bottles
for the deposit, go steal, do what you want — but nothing here is free.”

Through the window, you could see Kuddel and Heckenpisser straighten up. Their bodies
were familiar with such situations. Not hero mode, they were too broken for that — but a
mixture of stress sensor and latent protective instinct.

The guy at the counter laughed briefly, but without humor. "You're rolling in dough, old lady.
Give me a cigarette. Just one. I'll remember that.”

"I'll remember every single person who thinks they can act tough here," Elke growled. "Either
you pay, or you leave. Last chance.”

A moment of silence. The rain drummed softly against the window. The compressor in the
refrigerator hummed to life.

Then the guy slammed his fist on the counter. A pack of chewing gum bounced, a lighter fell
over. "l said I'd pay later, you cunt!"

The word cut through the air. It wasn't as if Elke hadn't heard it a thousand times before. But
it always depended on WHO said it, HOW and WHEN.

She didn't get louder. Just colder.
"Get out,"” she said. "Now."
The guy huffed and moved even closer. His hand grabbed a handful of peanut bars from a

bowl as if they were prey. "What are you doing? Peeking out?" he sneered.
46



“If you cause any trouble here,” Elke said, “I’ll call the police. I’ve got their number

2 9

memorized. Faster than you can say ‘cigarette’.
The guy spat on the ground. "Call me, you bitch."”
And right there, something was moving outside.

The door opened before she could reach for her phone. Kuddel was standing in the doorway,
Heckenpisser close behind.

The image was grotesque and somehow touching: Kuddel, ripped jeans, metal jacket, cap,
cigarette dangling from the corner of his mouth — the antithesis of authority. A hedge-pisser in
a now slightly crooked shirt, but still with that lingering office-office attitude in his shoulders
— the antithesis of threat.

But they were there. And they filled the room.

"Everything alright, boss?" Kuddel asked. His voice wasn't loud, but it was deep enough to be
heard.

The hooded guy turned halfway around, looked at Kuddel, saw the robe, the look, the small
scars on his face that revealed the guy had fallen down before — and not just metaphorically.

"What are you staring at, Grandpa?" he snarled.
“I’m staring because you’re causing a disturbance in my home church,” Kuddel said calmly.
“This is my corner store. That woman has been giving me beer for years, even though I don’t

deserve it. You’re not going to make a fool of yourself here.”

The hedge urinator took a step to the side, so that he was in the corner of their eyes. He didn't
look dangerous. But he was there. And sometimes, mere presence is enough.

The guy was thinking. You could almost see it. An internal calculation: two against one.
Checkout. Camera? Door.

In such people, it's not reason that ultimately decides, but a mixture of adrenaline and
remaining ego.

"You're all victims," he finally growled, pushing past Kuddel and giving him a light shoulder
nudge. "Fucking corner store, fucking old lady."

The crushed can remained on the counter, a small puddle of stale beer trickled slowly down
next to the cash register.

The door slammed. He was gone.
For a moment there was silence. Then Elke sighed. Not deeply, not dramatically. More like
the sigh of someone who has just had their groceries roll off the conveyor belt for the tenth

time that day.

“Asshole,” Kuddel commented shortly.
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"Technically correct,” said Heckenpisser. "Hehehe."

Elke automatically reached for a piece of kitchen roll and wiped away the puddle of beer. She
didn't look up at them.

"It happens,"” she simply said. "You don't always have to act like bouncers."

“Yes,” Kuddel objected. “We have to. Otherwise, the next bird will come along and think it’s
self-service with an unlimited swearing policy.”

Heckenpisser nodded, wincing slightly. "Besides,” he said, "this is our living room too. And
you don't vomit in other people's living rooms. Unless you're very drunk and invited."”

“You’re never invited and always drunk,” Elke muttered, but now there was a tiny smile in
her voice.

She placed two bottles of Sterni beer on the counter without asking for money. Then she
reached for the Boonekamp bottle.

“On the house,” she said. “For security services.”
Kuddel raised his hand defensively. "Hey, boss, we're not—"

"Shut your mouth,” she interrupted him. "If | say it's on the house, then it's on the house. |
have my pride too."

She poured a generous shot into each bottle. It was that same small, ceremonial gesture that
had become a ritual every evening.

Hedge Pisser took his bottle and twisted it slightly. "Here's to another evening without
physical violence," he said. "Hehehe."

“Here’s to another evening without cops,” Kuddel added.

Elke braced herself with both hands on the counter. "Here's to another evening where nobody
tells me how to run my shop," she concluded.

They clinked glasses — glass to glass, separated by air and the bar.

The night continued as nights do. Two more regulars arrived, arguing about football, a woman
quickly bought cigarettes and muttered "Thank you for still being open™, and a couple insulted
each other in English but then chose the same ice cream from the freezer.

Sometime around 2:30, things quieted down. The rain had stopped, the street was emptier
than Berlin admits.

Kuddel and Heckenpisser stood outside smoking, holding the bottles merely as decoration.
Tiredness crept into their bones, but nobody wanted to be the first to say, "I'm leaving."

Inside, Elke pulled out the cash register, counted the money, and closed the drawer again. She
placed the Boonekamp bottle back on the shelf, in its usual place.
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Then, a brief moment in which she did nothing. She leaned against the cigarette shelf, closed
her eyes and listened: to the residual sounds of the street, the distant hum of the city, the
muffled voices outside.

She was tired. She was often tired.

But it wasn't empty. Not yet.

She went to the door and opened it a crack. A cold air rushed towards her.

"Hey, you two," she called outside. "I'm closing in twenty minutes. If you want to chat some
more, chat quickly. | have the early shift tomorrow."

"Again tomorrow?" Kuddel whined. "You'll be living here soon."

"I live in my own place,"” said Elke. "I work here. And my shift ends when | say so."

“Yes, boss,” came the chorus.

She closed the door again, shook her head slightly, and couldn't help but grin.

In some parallel universe, she thought, there might be a version of me who sits in the office in
the morning, drinks coffee from the company machine, and gets annoyed about Excel
spreadsheets. Who talks about vacations with colleagues during breaks and argues with her
husband at the hardware store on weekends.

Here, in this universe, she stood in front of a refrigerator full of beer, with a sticky cash
register, a half-empty Boonekamp bottle, and two broken guys outside the door who would be
even more clearly lost without this shop.

And quite honestly, she didn't think it was that wrong.

Later, when she lowered the blinds halfway and dimmed the neon light a little, the corner
store was for a moment not a shop, but simply a room that bore her marks.

Empty Boonekamp bottles in the glass container, cigarette butts in front of the entrance,
Kuddel & Heckenpisser on their way home, staggering, half arguing, half laughing.

Elke watched them for a moment. Then she finally locked the door.
"See you tomorrow, you drunken assholes," she muttered into the night.

And the night took it, as it took everything: without comment, but not entirely without
respect.
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Murat and the fraudulent beer of damnation

There were nights when the corner store was a confessional. There were nights when it was a
field hospital. And there were nights when it was a casino where the stakes were always the
same: liver, remaining dignity, and small change.

When Murat was on duty, he was above all one thing: a mixture of con man and entertainer
before hell.

Murat wasn't like Elke. Where Elke was the weary queen of the night, Murat was the little
chaos god behind the cash register. Always on the move, always smiling, always on the verge
of making a semi-legal deal that didn't make anyone rich, but made everyone a little more
suspicious.

He was short, wiry, with black hair, short on the sides, a bit too much gel on top. A three-day
stubble that never became four, because he knew exactly where his line between unkempt and
disheveled was. His eyes constantly flashed, as if he were perpetually seeing jokes he hadn't
yet spoken. When he laughed, his whole head laughed, not just his mouth. You had the
feeling he could, in the same instant, sell you a cigarette, give you some advice—or
mercilessly take you for a ride.

His T-shirt was usually black with some kind of logo that had once been white. Sometimes he
wore a thin jacket over it, which he never fully zipped. Jeans, cheap sneakers. Everything
seemed to say: "Brother, I'm not standing here because I'm making a career. I'm standing here
so the night doesn't happen without me."

The shop looked different when Murat was on shift. With Elke, everything was functional,
calm, and collected. With Murat, the corner store was... alive. Music played softly from a cell
phone behind the cash register, some kind of rap or Turkish pop, mingling with the hum of the
refrigerator. The stacks of chips were rarely truly tidy, the chewing gum sometimes crooked,
but it felt like: someone was working here, someone who was actually there. Not like a
walking cash machine, but like a person who enjoyed watching people get drunk and lose
themselves.

Kuddel had a conflicted relationship with him from the beginning. "That guy's a sly fox," he
once said. "A little kiosk fox with deceitful eyes."”

Heckenpisser, on the other hand, was fascinated. "He's a neoliberal trickster in the low-wage
sector," he explained at one point, slightly tipsy. "A kind of... merchant coyote. Hehehe."

The whole thing with the doomsday scam beer started innocently enough. As always.

It was a Saturday night, and Berlin was acting as if it were still young. Lines of cars, hipsters
with tote bags, tourists with beer bottles, who were surprised to find that no one arrested them
for drinking in the street. Noise everywhere, music, someone shouting for a taxi that never
came.

Kuddel and Heckenpisser were standing at the high table in front of the late-night shop as
usual. Elke had the day off, at home, presumably with a hot water bottle and a TV series
marathon that she would never admit to anyone. Murat had taken over the shop.
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“I don’t know,” Kuddel murmured, “when Murat is there, | always feel like the beer is giving
me a funny look.”

Heckenpisser sipped his Sterni beer. "The beer doesn't look," he said. "The beer judges.
Hehehe."

Murat stood behind the counter, scrolled briefly on his phone, then saw the two of them
through the window and grinned. He knew his regular idiots, as he affectionately called them.

The door flew open, and the first group of unfamiliar customers came in. Not your average
neighborhood types. Not the dingy characters who'd been hanging around for years. No, these
were the others — the ones you could recognize by their clothes.

A hipster couple, perhaps drifted over from Kreuzberg: He was wearing a hat, even though it
wasn't winter, with a beard too well-groomed to be taken seriously, and a tote bag with some
slogan in English. She was wearing a colorful scarf, large glasses, and an ironic T-shirt that
certainly cost more than Kuddel's monthly rent for his underwear.

"Hi," the guy said, as if he were in a concept store. "Do you have craft beer? Anything
regional?"

Murat smiled gently. It was the smile of a man who already saw an Excel spreadsheet full of
possibilities in his mind.

“Brother,” he said, “only the best. Wait, I’ll show you something very special.”

He went to the refrigerator, rearranged the shelves slightly with one fluid motion, and took out
a bottle that looked like... well. Like beer. Not a brand Kuddel had ever seen. A slightly torn
label, some pseudo-alternative name in scribbled handwriting that was impossible to decipher
at a glance.

“This is a really rare item,” Murat explained as he placed it on the counter. “Small brewery,
they only make it for friends. Very... authentic.”

Her hipster eyes lit up. "Oh, nice!" she said. "How much does it cost?"
Murat quoted a price that even made the refrigerator seem to pause for a moment. It was
significantly more than for a normal beer. But it was still just below the point where someone

would say, "Excuse me?"

"Wow," the guy said, but you could tell he was more impressed than put off. "Then we'll take
two."

Murat collected the money, smiled, and wished everyone "Have fun with it, it's really
something special, only available today".

As they walked past Kuddel and Heckenpisser outside, the guy held the bottles like artifacts.

"Look," he said to her, "here in the neighborhoods you can still get real stuff. Not this
industrial crap."
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Kuddel looked at the bottles for a moment. Then he looked over at Murat, through the
window. Murat was smiling. That innocent, small, telltale smile.

"What was that?" asked Kuddel, once he was back inside to restock his own Sterni. "Never
seen that name before. New beer, or what?"

Murat stretched briefly, pushed a crate aside, and pointed to the bottom shelf. There stood a
battery of bottles that looked suspicious. Different labels, same shape. Some said "Premium
Craft," others "Urban Brew," and one even had some English nonsense with "Hops" and
"Rebel.”

“What is this?” asked Heckenpisser suspiciously, who had come into the shop behind Kuddel.

Murat grinned. "This is," he said, and you could see the joy on his face, "the cheating beer of
damnation.”

Heckenpisser raised his eyebrows. "I assume that's not a registered trademark. Hehehe."

“Brother,” Murat said, leaning a little closer, half proudly, half conspiratorially, “it’s just a
store-bought beer that nobody else wants. Yesterday’s shandy, some cheap white beer from
Poland, leftover stock. | take the labels from some hipster beer that nobody orders anymore
and stick them on. A bit of dirty art. And then | sell them for twice the price. Only to those
people wearing hats in the summer.”

Kuddel's eyes widened. "You're telling me they drink the same rubbish as we do — but pay
twice as much for it?"

“Not quite like you,” Murat corrected. “At least you get honestly bad material. They get... a
story to go with it.”

Heckenpisser chuckled. "That's postmodern critique of capitalism in its purest form," he said.
"You're practically a political artist."

“I’m just poor, brother,” Murat said. “And they have the money. If they want a story, they get
one. That’s called value creation.”

Kuddel continued staring at the fake beers. "And this stuff isn't poisoned or anything?" he
asked.

"Hey, calm down, King," Murat waved them off. "I'm not putting anything bad in it. It's all
beer. Just not the kind that says on the sign. They're not going to die from it. They'll just think
they're sophisticated while they're drinking the exact same swill they drink every weekend."
Kuddel nodded slowly, and you could see several gears clicking into place in his mind. He
respected this sort of thing. Not because it was "fair"—fairness didn't interest any of them—
but because it fit so perfectly into their worldview: everything is a facade until you kick it.

"And what about us?" he asked. "Can | have a cheat beer of doom too? Just to test it out?"
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Murat looked at him, then laughed. "Brother, | don't need to pretend with you," he said. "You
just want to get drunk. Whether it says 'Craft' or ‘Grotten’ on it — you'll drink anything that
lives under a bottle cap."

Heckenpisser raised his finger. "But purely from a scientific perspective, an A/B comparison
would be very revealing,” he said. "Hehehe."

Murat thought for a moment, then reached into the shelf, pulled out one of the fake beer
bottles, and examined it. "Well," he sighed dramatically. "One at cost. For research. But if you
tell anyone, | swear I'll fill your Sterni with apple spritzer."

“That would be sacrilege,” whispered Kuddel.

They received the bottle. Outside at the standing table, in the neon light that made everything
look cheap, they examined the fraudulent beer of damnation like a relic.

“So,” said Heckenpisser, “from an external point of view: It’s inconspicuously labeled as
handcrafted. The design suggests handwork, regionality, authenticity. Blah blah.”

Kuddel unscrewed it and smelled it. "Smells like... beer," he said. "Not good, not bad. Just:
beer."

They drank. First one sip, then two, then a third.
"And?", asked Murat from inside, without stopping to push forward any more chips.

Heckenpisser smacked his lips exaggeratedly. "Interestingly shallow," he judged. "A taste
like... failed dreams that have been subsequently covered with hipster lettering. Hehehe."

"It's just ordinary swill," said Kuddel. "It could be Sterni, it could be anything. I'd drink it. But
| wouldn't pay more for it than for Sterni."

"You see," grinned Murat. "That's exactly the point. You get it honestly. The others get it with
fairy tales.”

And so the legend was born. The fraudulent beer of damnation — a secret product line of the

late-night shop, known only to Murat, available only to certain people, and which made it a

little easier to breathe in this corner of the city as you watched people wearing irony T-shirts
celebrate "authentic neighborhood beer" while drinking canned goods with a new label.

For Kuddel and Heckenpisser, Murat thus became something they hadn't often encountered in
their lives: a crook on their side.

"That guy is capitalism critique with a cash drawer," Heckenpisser said later.

“No,” said Kuddel, taking a deep swig of Sterni beer and looking through the window at
Murat, who was explaining the meaning of “deposit” to a drunk Brit. “That guy’s just a
bastard who rips off the right people.”

He grinned. "And that's why I love him a little bit.”
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Murat wasn't one of those guys who were evil for fun. He had become a bastard out of
necessity — and that's a difference.

If you sit behind a cash register long enough, you'll learn two things:

1. Most people are more boring than they themselves believe.
2. The few that aren't boring almost always cause trouble.

Murat didn't particularly like either — boredom or trouble — but he was realistic enough to
know: without both, there's no such thing as a late-night convenience store.

He ended up in Berlin at some point, like so many others. Family somewhere on the outskirts
of the city, some cousins who "also do something with cell phones," an uncle with a shisha
bar, another with a repair shop. Half the family was trying to stay afloat somehow, the other
half was on the verge of falling through the cracks.

Murat had tried a few things. He went to school until almost the end, then "lost interest.” He
started an apprenticeship as a retail salesman, but two months later he was out because, as a
joke, he had mislabeled a pallet of Red Bull for the store manager. "Market test,” Murat had
said. The store hadn't been impressed.

Then at some point: a late-night shop. "Night shift bonus in cash, a little tip, nobody looks too
closely," the uncle, who officially owned the shop, had said. "You do the cash register, clean
up, make sure nobody steals. And if someone causes trouble, you call me or the police. But
me first."

Murat nodded. And then began to study the system.

It wasn't a grand system. It wasn't a stock exchange, a corporation, or a global supply chain. It
was: beer in, money out. In between, people who were more broken than they cared to
believe.

He quickly realized that you don't get rich here. Not officially. But he also realized that there
were many small places where the world was saying: "Here's a gap. You can exploit it if
you're quick enough."

The fraudulent beer of damnation was just one of these fugues. It was, so to speak, his artistic
phase.

There were other numbers.
For example, the matter of the tourist deposit rituals.

It was a warm early summer evening, around twenty degrees, and the feeling that one could
theoretically be happy outside, if one weren't marinating one's liver at a standing table.

Kuddel and Heckenpisser were standing outside, as always. Heckenpisser had tried to work

that day, but had mentally checked out after the third meeting. Kuddel hadn't even pretended
to.
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Inside, Murat was bustling with activity. It was some kind of féte-de-something, some kind of
street festival, some kind of weekend escalation. Berlin didn't need a real reason, but liked to
call it that.

Two Brits came in, redder in the face than the traffic light outside. "Hey, my friend!" slurred
the taller one. "Two beers, please!"

“Which beer?”” asked Murat.

The Briton gazed into the sea of refrigerators as if contemplating a mystery. "The... German
one," he said.

Murat smiled. “All is German, my friend,” he said. “But this...” — he reached deep, pulled out
two Sterni beers and held them up like trophies — “this is very traditional. Very... local.
Very... hardcore.”

"Oh, hardcore," the other one giggled. "Nice."

Murat placed the bottles down, named the price — plus deposit. The British paid without
batting an eye. For them, everything here was "cheap".

As they went outside, they almost stumbled into Kuddel.
“Hey, look,” said the taller Brit, “we drink like the locals!”

Kuddel saw the bottles, saw the faces, took a swig from his own bottle and simply said: "Well
then, welcome to misery, you tourist animals."

They laughed because they didn't understand the word. He laughed because he understood
everything.

An hour later, they were both back at Murat's checkout. The bottles were empty, their eyes
even emptier.

“Hey my friend,” said the taller one, “we want more beer.”
Murat nodded. "Sure. Give me bottles."

They gave him the empty Sterni bottles. Murat took them, casually placed them behind the
cash register — an inconspicuous grab, a simple movement.

“You want money back or new beer?” he asked.
"New beer!" shouted the taller one. "Always more beer!"

“Okay,” Murat said kindly. “The deposit goes towards a new beer. You only pay the
difference.”

He quoted a price that was somewhere between "fair" and "I'll round up for myself.” The
British nodded and paid.
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When they were gone, Kuddel and Heckenpisser turned to the door at the same time, like two
old detectives, and stared into Murat's room.

"You just took their deposit twice," Heckenpisser observed.

Murat shrugged. "Brother,” he said, "they'll go home tomorrow and tell everyone how cheap
everything was here. They won't notice a thing. And at the end of the day, I'll have more
change for cigarettes. Win-win."

"And the police?" asked Heckenpisser.

"They're busy looking for the guys who are running around with knives," Murat said. "Not the
one who swindled two Brits out of ten euros because they were too drunk to think about the
bottom of a bottle.”

Kuddel snorted, but he grinned. "You're a pig," he said.

“I’m a reflective pig,” Murat corrected. “That’s something else.”

There was also the bonsai moral, as he called it. It was small, pruned, but it was there.

If some rusty old guy shuffled in who had more days on the road than euros in his pocket, and
whispered, "Brother, another beer... I'm a little short,” then Murat would do strange
calculations.

Tourist pays too much? Kuddel sometimes gets a bottle cheaper. Hipster buys counterfeit
beer? Someone else, a regular customer for years, doesn't have to pinch pennies for their

canned beer.

"You're like Robin Hood," Heckenpisser once said, his voice heavy with alcoholic pathos.
"You take from the rich and give to the poor."

“No,” said Murat. “I take from the stupid and give to the chronically poor. There’s a
difference between wealth and stupidity. Rich people rarely get in here.”

And then there was that one night when the cheating beer of damnation almost became a
problem.

It was a Thursday, a day when the world pretends to go to work tomorrow. But not everyone
had signed this contract.

A pack of Erasmus students stormed into the shop. Three Spaniards, two Italian women, a guy
from France who pronounced "Berlin" as if it were a cigarette. They were already pre-gamed.
Their voices were too loud, their movements too fast, their laughter too shrill.

“We need special German beer!” one of them shouted.

Murat looked at her, and you could practically see the euro signs flashing behind his forehead.

"My friend," he began, "I have something very special. Not tourist beer. Real Berlin beer."
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Kuddel, who was standing at the standing table with Heckenpisser, muttered: "Oh, now he's
using the good fairy tale labels."

And that's exactly what Murat did. He got four bottles of fraudulent beer, this wild mix of
normal swill and new design, and placed them side by side on the counter as if they were four
rare wines.

“This is from small brewery in Berlin,” he lied with an elegance that was almost art. "Very
underground. You don't find this in supermarket. Only here. Because | know the guy."

The student crowd was thrilled. "Ooooh, underground!" "So authentic!"

He named a price that would have left most Berliners in shock. The Erasmus group paid,
laughing.

The moment they took the bottles, something happened that can ruin even the most beautiful
lie: another regular customer came in.

A quirky guy from the neighborhood, always wearing the same worn denim jacket, always
with the same tired sadness in his eyes. He stood next to the tourist group, saw the bottles, and
raised an eyebrow.

“Hey,” he said, “that’s the same warehouse you sold for 79 cents last week, Murat. Only with
a new label on it.”

Silence. The Erasmus crew turned around as a group, like a school class that suddenly realizes
the teacher is making fun of them.

Murat was still smiling, but his pulse was probably performing a little choreography.
“Brother,” he said to the regular customer, “shhh.”

"What, shhh?" he asked. "I'm just saying... it's the same thing. You can see it in the neck of
the bottle. Look..."

He grabbed one of the bottles to demonstrate it.

Murat was upon him in two steps, snatched the bottle from his hand, and smiled dangerously.
"Brother," he said quietly, "if you embarrass me in front of customers, you'll never get a credit
again. Not for the rest of your life. Do you understand?"

The regular customer, who had more debts than friends, blinked. You could see the
information sinking in. A letter was his emergency option. No more letters meant: no beer,
nothing at all.

"Just kidding," he grumbled finally, and retreated like a dog that has realized the bone is on
the wrong end.

The Erasmus students had become skeptical. One of the Italian women now looked at the
bottle with different eyes.
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"Is this true?" she asked. "Same beer?"

Murat switched gears. From trickster to entertainer.

“Listen,” he said, picking up one of the bottles. “Beer is beer. You understand? In Berlin, in
Spain, in Italy — in the end, it all makes you equally stupid. I’'m not giving you better
molecules. I’'m giving you a story. This is underground beer because you drink it here. Now.
With your friends. In this neighborhood. Not in the supermarket.”

He paused briefly, letting the words hang in his throat.

"You want craft beer, you want experience, you want story. This is story. If you just want to
drink cheaply, there's canned beer over there. But then you're just like all the other tourists.”

It was a freestyle speech, half honest, half deception, completely effective.

The Erasmus crew looked at each other. The guy from France nodded slowly, the Spaniard
grinned, one of the Italian women said: "I like this guy."

“Okay,” she said. “We’ll drink the story.”

And with that, the fraudulent beer of damnation was not only saved, but ennobled. It was now
official: narrative beer.

Outside at the standing table, Heckenpisser watched as they staggered out of the shop, bottles
in hand, laughing, loud, lively.

"He's selling them a meaning to their drink,” he said thoughtfully. "That's almost... literature.”

“He’s selling them garbage with a cool name,” Kuddel corrected. “Like the music industry.
Only more honest.”

Later, as the flow of customers slowly subsided and only a few figures trudged through the
neon lights, Murat came out briefly to smoke. He stood next to the two of them, lit a cigarette,
and blew the smoke towards the street.

“Brother,” said Kuddel, “you should have become a priest. You preach to them about history
and they happily swallow that crap.”

Murat grinned. "Priests need God," he said. "l only have pledges and the will to survive.”
"You are morally very interestingly crippled,” Heckenpisser remarked approvingly. "Hehehe."
Murat shrugged. "I'm not hurting anyone,"” he said. "They're drinking beer, they would have
anyway. I'm just making their wallets lighter and my day more bearable. And with that
money, I'll give old Dieter two bottles of cheap swill tomorrow, even if he's fifty cents short.

He comes every day. They don't."

For a moment, there was something like respect in the air, but it didn't smell of hops. That
kind of respect people feel for each other when they realize they are fighting the same battle,
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albeit in very different ways: against being pushed aside, against being forgotten, against a
life that is constantly too tight.

"You know, Murat,” Kuddel said quietly, "you're an asshole. But you're our asshole."

Murat laughed and patted him on the shoulder. "You're my asshole too, King," he said. "But if
you tell me to sell you a fake beer again, I'll put Boonekamp in your coffee."”

Heckenpisser absentmindedly rubbed his chin. "Boonekamp in coffee,” he muttered. "That
sounds like a metaphorical image for the modern working world."

"That sounds like a stomach rupture,” Murat commented. "And | have plenty of experience
with that.”

The night dragged on, hour after hour, bottle after bottle. And somewhere between Erasmus
money, rigged beer, and regular customer debts, it became clear:

Murat was no hero. Murat was no villain. Murat was simply the kind of person who emerges
when you stand long enough in a corner of the city where everyone is just trying not to be the
first to fall over.

The fraudulent beer of damnation was his little finger-pointing at a world that slaps labels
everywhere and pretends the contents are more refined just because the writing is ornate.

At least one thing was true about Murat: the fraud was transparent — for those who wanted to
see it. And those who didn't want to see it got exactly what they were looking for.

A good story in a bad bottle.

And while Kuddel raised the bottle to his lips and Heckenpisser prepared his highfalutin
commentary, the night was already bringing the next little deception into the city. For what
they didn't yet know was:

The cheat beer would soon play a completely different role — in a plan that began with "world
domination at the standing table" and, as always, would fail miserably somewhere between
the train station, the toilet and the hangover.

It was one of those nights when Berlin felt like someone had packed the city into an old jacket
that you can't close anymore. Too warm for a coat, too cold for a T-shirt, somewhere in
between — like most lives that get stuck at the corner store.

The rain had stopped, but the streets were still damp. Every lamppost reflected in the asphalt
like an unsolicited memory. Above the city vibrated a dull background hum of cars,
commuter trains, sirens, and people trying to convince themselves they were on their way to
something important.

Murat stood behind the counter, a cigarette dangling from the corner of his mouth, his finger

on the cash register screen, half attentive, half lost in thought. Kuddel and Heckenpisser were
of course there. There were hardly any nights anymore when they weren't.
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“I’m telling you, Murat,” Kuddel grumbled towards the window, “you should patent the
fraudulent beer. Then you’ll be rich.”

Heckenpisser raised a finger in a lecturing tone. "Fraud is difficult to patent,” he lectured.
"History has had its share of experiences with that. Hehehe."

"History screws me over anyway," Kuddel said. "At least she can pay."

Murat was only half listening. He was tired. Not physically—he always was—but in a
different way. It was that underlying exhaustion that comes when you stand in the same
corner for too long and watch everything change—except for you and the few figures who
refuse to grow with it.

The place was quieter than usual. No Erasmus crowd, no hipster invasion, no aggressive
drunks at their limit. Just a few stragglers buying cigarettes, energy drinks, gummy bears, and
comfort food.

A woman in a too-thin jacket came in, bought a small bottle of schnapps and a pack of
cigarettes. She paid with coins, counting them slowly, as if trying to escape the moment any
longer. Murat took the money without question. He saw the dark circles under her eyes, the
trembling fingers—he knew the type. "Take it easy," he said simply as she left. There was
nothing more he could do.

Then came the guy who set everything in motion.

Middle-aged, wearing a jacket that was too plain, shoes that were too neat, and glasses that
made her look like she'd rather be sitting in front of a laptop than a corner store. She held a
mobile phone, and her voice had that certain tone: "I have rights and a profile on some rating
portals.”

He entered the store, looked around like someone checking whether everything was legal. His
gaze lingered briefly on the counterfeit beer shelf.

"Good evening," he said, making his point very clearly. "Is this craft beer chilled?"

Murat raised his inner defenses. "Of course,” he said amiably. "Refrigerator. Downstairs. It's a
special kind, you know? Very... local."

The guy took a bottle out of the refrigerator, examined it like an exhibit. He turned it over,
read the label, and raised his eyebrows.

"I don't know the brewery at all," he said. "I'm a blogger. | regularly test beers from Berlin
and the surrounding area. Interesting.”

A small alarm bell went off in Murat's head. Blogger. Beer reviews. That sounded like
someone with too much time on their hands and too many opinions.

“Yes, yes, it’s very... small,” Murat improvised. “They don’t do much. It’s more of an insider
thing. Many people don’t know about it. Only regular customers and people who ask.”
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The man nodded slowly, as if that was exactly what he wanted to hear. "Aha. And where are
they sitting?" he asked.

“Uh...”, Murat grabbed the first imaginary district that came to mind. “In...
Oberschoneweide. Right on the edge. You don’t know it. It’s an industrial area. They do...
urban things there.”

"Oberschoneweide has an interesting brewing history," the man said matter-of-factly. "l even
wrote an article about it once."”

Murat smiled thinly. "See,"” he said. "Then it fits. An expert.”
The guy put the bottle on the counter. "I'll take two. | might write a blog post about it."”

Murat took the money, quoted the price of the fraudulent beer, and packed the two bottles in a
bag. The man thanked him, handed over a business card ("Craft & Culture — Beer Blog"), and
left.

Murat stopped with the map in his hand, as if someone had just handed him a loaded weapon.

Kuddel had seen the guy outside, at the standing table. "Well, he looked like he was
addressing his dishwasher with the formal 'Sie’,” he commented.

Heckenpisser chuckled. "That was definitely one of those beer sommelier types,” he said.
"One who can tell from the foam on your head whether you're living a meaningful life.
Hehehe."

Murat came forward, leaned against the door from the inside, and watched them go.
"Brother," he said quietly, "if he finds out what he's drinking, he'll write so much about me on
the internet that people on Google Maps will think I'm selling used motor oil."

Kuddel snorted. "Oh, come on," he said. "He drinks it, doesn't notice a thing, writes a treatise
on 'rough neighborhood authenticity' and gives you five stars because there's no lavender
lemonade on the shelf here."”

Heckenpisser shook his head. "I don't know," he mused. "People who say 'blog’ usually mean
it."

Murat took a deep breath and shook his head. "Screw it," he muttered. "He's not going to do a
lab analysis right away. And even if he does: let him come. I'll explain to him, it's art.”

A few days passed. Everyday life, with all its little dramas, intruded as always between
potential consequences and the present. Kuddel drowned his sorrows in alcohol, Heckenpisser
chewed over his morals between his office job and the corner store, Elke alternated between
early and late shifts, and Murat juggled deposit bottles, counterfeit beer, and his bonsai
morality.

And then, on a seemingly insignificant Tuesday, it happened.
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It started innocently enough. Murat was behind the till, sorting cartons of cigarettes. It was
drizzling outside. Kuddel hadn't arrived yet, nor had Heckenpisser. The shop was empty. The
perfect time for trouble.

The door opened. The blogger came back in. Same face, same glasses, this time with a
different expression: not curious, but... slightly charged.

“Good evening,” he said. It didn’t sound like “evening.” It sounded like “witness testimony.”

Murat felt his neck tense up. "Well, did it taste good?" he asked, trying to sound as relaxed as
possible.

The man placed one of the empty bottles on the counter. "I tasted the beer," he said matter-of-
factly. "And | examined it."

“Examined,” Murat repeated. “How? In the lab or in the heart?”

The man ignored the joke. “I researched the brewery,” he continued. “It doesn’t exist. The
label is from a different brand, sold in a completely different bottle. Of course, I also
compared the bottle shape and the contents. This is a standard discount beer that you’re

passing off as craft beer. At twice the price.”

Murat stared at him for a long time. His mind was racing. He could have denied it. He could
have freaked out. Instead, he did something the guy hadn't expected: He laughed.

Not hysterical, not loud — more like that quiet, broken laugh that comes out when someone
says a truth you've known for as long as you can remember.

“Brother,” said Murat, “you’re the first person to take the trouble to find out that the world is
fooling you. Congratulations.”

The blogger was irritated. "This is no joke," he said sharply. "They're selling something as a
handcrafted product that isn't. That's deception. | could report this. Consumer protection, food
safety authorities...”

Murat threw up his hands. "Calm down, Sherlock," he said. "You want to make a scandal?
Look outside. The whole city is a scandal. I'll sell you beer, and it's beer. It won't make you
blind, it's clean, it's not expired. You wanted something special. | threw in a story. Welcome
to marketing."

"Marketing is a form of fraud,” the man snarled.

“Yes,” Murat nodded. “Finally we understand each other.”

At that moment Kuddel came in. He immediately noticed that the air was thicker than usual.
"What's going on here?" he asked. "Is there a special offer on bad moods?"

The blogger gave him a disgusted look. "You're a customer here?" he asked.

"I am furniture,” Kuddel replied. "What do you want?"
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“Your friend here,” the man pointed at Murat, “sells fake craft beer. Overpriced. With false
stories. He exploits ignorance. That’s fraud.”

Kuddel looked at Murat, then at the bottle, then back at the man. "And?" he said.

The guy was speechless for a moment. "'So?™ he repeated. "That's not legal!"

“Oh, legal,” Kuddel waved it off. “Legal is when you do the whole thing at Edeka and have a
marketing budget behind it. Then they slap some story about an imaginary brewmaster with a
beard on it and everyone applauds. Murat does the same thing, just without an advertising
agency. I call that efficient.”

Heckenpisser had also wandered in by then, as if the conflict had magnetically drawn him in.
He overheard the last few sentences, straightened his glasses, and said: "From a purely
philosophical point of view, both sides are right. Hehehe."

The blogger glared at him. "This isn't a philosophical problem!" he snapped. "This is
consumer deception!"

Heckenpisser raised his hands slightly. "Calm down," he said. "You're in a corner store. They
don't sell ideals here, just disposable crashes."

Murat sighed. He knew this could all go wrong. He remembered his uncle, the business
registration, the few paragraphs that were important even in their world.

“Look,” he said, becoming truly serious for the first time. “If you want, write your blog. Write
that the guy at the convenience store ripped you off. That you paid more than necessary. Add
asterisks, create drama. Go ahead. But before you do that, ask yourself one question:”

He leaned forward, looking directly into the man's eyes.

"Did you enjoy the beer?"

The blogger hesitated. “It was... okay,” he admitted. “I’ve had better.”

"But it wasn't bad, was it?" Murat asked.

“No,” the man said reluctantly. “It was... drinkable.”

"Good," said Murat. "So. You drank a drinkable beer, not adulterated, not expired, not
poisonous. You paid more because you thought you were getting something special. And now

you're angry because you realize you're not special. Welcome to life."

A brief silence. Even Kuddel said nothing. Heckenpisser stared at Murat as if he had just
accidentally hit a nerve.

“You want real lies?” Murat continued. “Look at advertising. Look at banks, insurance
companies, politics. They tell you: ‘We’re here for you, we’ll take care of you.’ I tell you:
‘Brother, I want your money, you want my beer, and in between I’ll tell you nonsense to
make you feel better.” At least I’'m honestly dishonest.”
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The blogger seemed as if someone had run over his firmly held worldview. This guy, this
kiosk vendor, had just stabbed his moral compass with his dirty hands.

"That doesn't justify anything,"” he finally said, but the harshness had dissipated.

Murat nodded. "That doesn't justify it," he admitted. "But explain it. If you want, I'll give you
your money back. Or you can buy a case of that real discount beer at cost price today and
write on your blog: "There's a corner store that at least sometimes admits it's ripping you off.’
The choice is yours."

It wasn't a grand moment. No heroic music, no ray of light from the sky. Just a bespectacled
man suddenly faced with the choice of fighting the system on a small scale or admitting that
he might have simply realized too late that he, too, was just a part of it.

Finally, the blogger sighed. "Let's leave it at that,” he muttered. "I don't write about kiosks
very often anyway."

"You'd be better off writing about beer that's really bad,” Murat advised. "You'll have more
material that way."

The man picked up his empty bottle again, for some reason, put it in his pocket and left.
The door slammed shut. The convenience store breathed again.

Kuddel looked at Murat for a long time. "Dude," he finally said, "sometimes you're so close to
a philosophy degree, it's uncanny.”

Heckenpisser nodded eagerly. "That was... impressive," he said. "You're practically... the
kiosk Nietzsche. Hehehe."

Murat snorted, flicked his cigarette butt into the ashtray, grabbed a rag and wiped the counter
as if he could wipe something away from himself with this movement.

"Screw Nietzsche," he grumbled. "I just want the money to add up and nobody to die."

He went back behind the bar and looked at the counterfeit beer shelf. He considered it for a
moment. Then he grabbed two bottles, turned them upside down, and tore off the fake labels
completely. The boring original label was revealed underneath.

"What are you doing there?" asked Kuddel.

“Pause,” said Murat. “A short break from deception. Today we’ll sell ordinary garbage as
ordinary garbage. Tomorrow I’ll continue lying.”

Hedge-pisser smiled crookedly. "You have surprisingly functioning ethical prongs," he
commented. "Made of wood, but still."”

"Shut up, Hecke," Murat said. "Otherwise I'll write 'Craft Buddy' on your forehead and sell
you to tourists as a local character."
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They laughed. The kind of laughter that doesn't make you happy, but prevents you from
overthinking everything.

Later that night, when the street grew quieter and the rain had completely stopped, Kuddel
and Heckenpisser were standing outside again, bottles in their hands.

“You know,” Kuddel said thoughtfully, “maybe we are all cheating beer of damnation.”
Heckenpisser turned to him. "What do you mean?" he asked.

"Well," Kuddel explained, "on the outside, a sticker says: 'I'm somebody, I've achieved
something, everything's great." Inside: just a normal, cheap life. A bit stale, a bit bitter, but
drinkable. And then you just hope that someone will pay extra for you, just because of the
story."

Heckenpisser let that sink in. Then he had to laugh. "Hehehe... that's sad," he said. "But also...
very apt."

Through the glass, you could see Murat at the checkout counter, closing the drawer, briefly
rubbing his eyes, and then tearing open a new pack of cigarettes. A little king in a realm of
glass, neon, and stories that he switched on and off as needed.

The swindle of damnation was back on the shelf. Not discontinued. Just... waiting.

Because one thing was clear: in this world, stories would never run out. Especially not at a
standing table where Kuddel and Heckenpisser would eventually hatch their first grand plan
for world domination — naturally with beer in hand, naturally with Boonekamp in their blood,
and naturally without even the slightest chance that any of it would work.

But that's another story. And it begins at the standing table in the neon light with the words:

"Hecke, | have a plan..."

World domination at the standing table — the first grand plan

There are moments in life when something tips over. Not dramatically, not with a bang, but
very quietly — like a half-empty beer bottle that slowly, in slow motion, slides off the table
and finally shatters on the floor.

The evening when Kuddel and Heckenpisser first seriously considered world domination
began like all the others: with boredom, residual alcohol, and the feeling that nothing better
was coming anyway.

The late-night convenience store glowed with its familiar neon light. It was one of those
evenings between Christmas and New Year's — not quite a weekend, but no longer a proper
workday either. The city was tired, but not ready to go to bed. The sky hung low over
Schoéneberg, the light from the streetlamps refracting in the small puddles at the roadside.
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Kuddel leaned against the standing table, his robe open, his belly slightly protruding, as if he
were six months pregnant with beer. A cigarette was stuck to the corner of his mouth, his eyes
had that glassy gleam you only get when you lost track of things hours ago but are still
pretending it's all part of a plan.

Heckenpisser stood opposite him, his shirt buttons already undone two notches lower than
when he'd started walking, his bow tie loose around his neck like a deactivated warning light.
His glasses sat crooked, which for him meant he was at least three beers over his intellectual
limit. He laughed too often and too loudly, but with him, that was hard to distinguish from the
normal version.

Inside, Murat stood at the cash register, playing some beat on his mobile phone and sorting
cigarettes, while keeping half an eye on the two figures at the standing table — not out of
concern, but because life would be significantly more boring without them.

“Hecke,” said Kuddel, after a long, deep swig of Sterni, pretending he could still salvage
something, “quite honestly: We are wasting our potential.”

Heckenpisser blinked. "What potential? Hehehe."

“That’s exactly what I mean,” Kuddel continued undeterred. “We’re too smart for this. Just
look at us. We stand here every night, drinking ourselves senseless, telling the best stories
since Jesus, and nobody pays us for it. That’s... unfair.”

Heckenpisser thought for a moment, which always looked like several little men were holding
discussions in his head. "Well," he said then, "strictly speaking, nobody pays us for anything.
Life is an unpaid internship."”

"Fuck life,” Kuddel grumbled. "I'm talking about something else. | mean... world
domination."

It was one of those sentences that sounds like a joke at first. Then like a bad joke. And then —
after enough beer — like a serious option.

Heckenpisser burst out laughing. “Hehehehe... World domination! The two of us? You can’t
even afford a monthly transit pass and you want to rule the world.”

Kuddel frowned, as much as he could under his cap. "Hey, listen to me, you armchair
academic. Who rules the world now, huh? Rich people, banks, some clowns in suits. So...
people like you, only with less character and more money."

“Oh, thank you,” murmured Heckenpisser, “nice to be mentioned in the same breath as banks
and clowns.”

"They're not doing anything special either,” Kuddel continued. "They sit at tables, drink
things, talk rubbish, and push buttons. We sit at a table, drink things, talk rubbish... we're just
missing the button. That's the whole difference!"

Heckenpisser nodded slowly, as if following a strange mathematical equation. "So you mean,"
he said thoughtfully, "that the world is basically run by drunken regulars at a pub with better
furniture.”
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“Exactly!” Kuddel exclaimed, lightly slapping the bar table with his fist so that the bottles
clinked dangerously. “Except they call their beer ‘Chardonnay’ and their drunken stupor a

2 9

‘strategy meeting’.

Heckenpisser laughed. “Hehehe... strategy meeting! Yeah, that’s what it sometimes feels like.
Only without the strategy.”

At that moment the door opened, and Murat poked his head out. "Brother, if you want to take
over the world, you'll take this place with you, okay?" he asked. "I need a good franchise
agreement."

"You'll be finance minister later," Kuddel shouted. "Or head of the secret service. You're such
a good liar, that deserves to be rewarded."

Murat grinned. "Then start small, okay? You can't take over the world if you can't even find
your own pub without Google Maps."

The door clicked shut again. Kuddel looked at Heckenpisser seriously again — or what he took
to be serious.

“We need to approach this in a structured way,” he said, and the word “structured” sounded as
if he’d stolen it from somewhere. “Every proper world domination starts with a plan. With
stages, you know. Neighborhood, city, country, world. Something like that.”

Heckenpisser leaned forward on the standing table. "Okay," he said, "assuming | take you
seriously now, which is quite a challenge — how exactly do you envision this? We're not just
going to barge into the UN and say, 'Make way, the drunks are here."

Kuddel frowned, took another sip, and wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. "It's quite
simple," he said. "We start with the corner store. This is our base. Our command center. We
control everything from here. If you control the corner store, you control the flow of beer,
cigarettes, and corner store snacks. And whoever controls that controls the night. And
whoever controls the night controls the city."

Heckenpisser looked around as if he were suddenly seeing everything for the first time: the
sticky ground, the flickering advertisement, the trash in the corner. "That's a... bold claim," he
commented. "But please, go ahead. I'm curious when you'll bring the tanks into the equation."

“We don’t need tanks,” Kuddel waved off the suggestion. “We have a method. Look: Every
night, people come by here, completely broken, with blank faces and backpacks full of
problems. We give them what they need: distraction. Alcohol. Cigarettes. Stories. We’re kind
of like... unofficial social workers, only without the paperwork. We just need to... nationalize
it.”

Heckenpisser laughed his famous "Hehehe," this time a little longer. "Nationalize it! Yeah,
sure. So you want to apply the corner store system to the whole world? A global network of
kiosks ruled by you?"

“First from the neighborhood,” Kuddel clarified. “The wider world comes later. Step by step.
We’re not stupid. We’ll do it like a franchise. Spéti Saufarsche International. With our logo.
Like a Sterni with wings or something.”
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Heckenpisser immediately got a mental image at the thought and half-shook with laughter.
"You want a corporate design for your world domination, oh my God. Hehehehe..."

“Of course!” exclaimed Kuddel. “Look at everyone who’s making it big: McDonald’s, Coca-
Cola, Merkel, Trump — they all have a distinctive identity. We need something too. A vest, a
cigarette, a Sterni beer. That’s our flag.”

Heckenpisser had to admit: As drunk as the idea was, it was somehow logical too. "And how
did you get born from the corner store?" he asked. "We can hardly try to sell every head of
state a fake beer first.”

Kuddel tilted his head. "Well," he said, "we'll have to go online eventually, of course. But not
right away. Otherwise, we'll just become some shitty meme. First the neighborhood, then a
legend, then online. We'll build it up organically. Word of mouth, you know?"

Heckenpisser nodded. "So first cult status in the neighborhood, later an online presence. A
kind of... analog infiltration with digital repurposing.”

“Exactly!” Kuddel exclaimed, as if someone had given the right answer. “We’ll make it clear
here in Schoneberg that nothing happens without us. If someone wants beer at night, they’ll
have to go through us. Then Neukélln, Kreuzberg, Wedding... eventually Brandenburg, if we
take pity on them. And when we have all of Berlin, we’ll take on the rest too.”

"Sounds like you've been playing Risk too often while drunk," muttered Heckenpisser.

"No," said Kuddel. "I've just lived drunk too often."

They stood there silently for a moment. Cars drove by, someone laughed too loudly
somewhere, a siren wailed in the distance. Berlin breathed heavily.

“Do you know what our biggest advantage is?”” Kuddel suddenly asked.

Heckenpisser thought for a moment. "Your charming charisma? Hehehe."

“No, you loser,” said Kuddel. “Our biggest advantage is: we have nothing to lose anyway.
Look at you. Shirt, bow tie, mom. Look at me. Leather jacket, job center, beer. What’s going
to happen to us? That we fail? We’ve been doing that professionally for years. We’re highly

skilled at failing. So we can also try to grow from it.”

Heckenpisser stared at him. There were rare moments when he was silent. This was one of
them.

"That was..." he murmured finally, "formally speaking... impressive. Almost motivating.
Hehehe. Stop it, or I'll get hope, and that doesn't suit me."

Kuddel grinned crookedly. "You see,” he said. "That's step one: We believe in it ourselves.
Step two: We write it down. Really, on paper. So it's real."

"You want to write down a plan?" asked Heckenpisser skeptically.
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“Yeah, man!” Kuddel confirmed. “With headlines and all. Goal: World domination at the
standing table. Sub-point one: Secure the corner store. Sub-point two: Expand the network.
Sub-point three: Media presence. Sub-point four: Define enemies. Sub-point five: Eventually,
a documentary on Arte.”

Heckenpisser laughed so loudly that a passerby stopped briefly, taken aback. "Arte!
Hehehehe! Yeah, they might just wave us through as a socio-cultural phenomenon."

"If they're already doing segments about French farmers selling cheese to goats, then they can
certainly do an hour on us," Kuddel grumbled. "Topic: "The Drunkards — Marginal Figures in
Capitalism'."

Heckenpisser typed invisible bullet points into the air. "I can already see the chapter in front
of me: 'Between Sterni and structural failure — a case study at a Berlin Spéti'."

At that moment the door opened, and Murat stepped out again, carrying two empty crates.

"Brother, you're so loud, | can hear you all the way to the recycling center," he said. "What
are you planning? Another trip to Hamburg, or do you just want to get as far as Potsdamer

Platz this time?"

“We are planning world domination,” Heckenpisser declared with dignity.

Murat stopped, looked first at one, then at the other. Then he started to laugh. Really laugh,
with his whole body.

"You two can't even fill out your paperwork for the job center correctly,” he gasped. "You
want to take over the world? Why not the universe, dude?"

Kuddel crossed his arms as best he could with his robe and bottle. "Big visions are always
laughed at first," he said, offended. "Just ask anyone who later became important. They all
started small."

“Yes,” Heckenpisser agreed, “and some have simply remained small. We’re still in limbo
there. Hehehe.”

Murat put the empty crates down and sat briefly on the edge. "Okay," he said, "let's say I'm
taking you seriously for a moment. How do you begin?"

Kuddel looked at him as if he'd been waiting for just this. "Quite simple,” he said. "We need a
manifesto. A manifesto of drunkards. The kind of thing nobody reads, but everyone quotes.
It'll describe what the world will look like with us: more honesty, more beer, less bullshit.”
“More cigarette butts,” added Heckenpisser.

“More cigarettes, less hypocrisy,” Kuddel nodded. “Everyone has the right to three things:
cheap beer, honest insults, and a corner store within walking distance. Everything else will

fall into place.”

Murat raised his hands. "You want to improve the world by standardizing it based on your
alcoholism?" he asked.
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“I don’t call it alcoholism,” said Kuddel. “I call it basic cultural provision.”

Heckenpisser clutched his stomach. "Oh God, please never stop talking," he gasped. "This is
so messed up, it's art again."

The three of them stood there, in a triangle of irony, beer, and a remnant of seriousness that
stubbornly refused to disappear completely.

At that moment, there was a spark. A tiny, drunken spark, sure — but a spark nonetheless.

World domination at the standing table was of course a joke. But it was also: an attempt to
give one's own existence a bigger meaning than "drinking, failing, dying".

"Alright then," said Heckenpisser at some point, when the plan was half in jest, half in a haze
of alcohol. "Write the first version of this manifesto tomorrow, Kuddel. I'll correct the
spelling. And Murat gets the distribution rights for the merchandising."

“Merchandising?”” Murat asked.

“Yes,” said Heckenpisser. “T-shirts. Caps. Ashtrays with our logo. ‘The Drunkards — World
Domination at the Standing Table since 20XX’. Hehehe.”

Kuddel raised the bottle like a scepter. "To world domination,” he said. "From a standing
table. No suit, no manners, but with a plan.”

Heckenpisser raised his glass. "To the first grand plan,” he said. "May it fail as spectacularly
as everything else — but at least with style."

Murat clinked his plastic cup of cola, which probably contained more vodka than he admitted.
"To you idiots," he said. "If anyone truly deserves the world, it's those who have long since
fallen out of it."

They drank. The bottles clinked softly, the neon hummed, Berlin roared.
And somewhere, far, far away, the world laughed. Not because it had to be afraid — but
because it had no idea that two drunkards had just started hatching a plan at a filthy standing

table in Schoneberg.

A plan that would of course never work. But one that, for a few hours, gave them the feeling
that they were more than just extras in other people's lives.

It was the first evening when "world domination™ wasn't just a stupid saying — but a chapter
heading in a book that no one had asked for, but that the night had nevertheless pressed into
their hands.

The next day, world domination looked like a migraine.

The sun was already far too high when it did what it should never do: it shone directly into
Hedge Pisser's face. He blinked, lying in his far too tidy bed in Gerda's apartment, and felt as
if someone had put his brain in a blender and pressed "blend."
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He fumbled for his glasses and put them on, even though this only made the light more
intense. His head throbbed to the rhythm of a bad techno track that should never be played
again.

Fragments of the previous night surfaced in his mind. Kuddel. Murat. Standing table. The
"Manifesto™ had been uttered. "World Domination at the Standing Table." He had laughed. A
lot. Too much.

And somewhere between cheap beer and stupid jokes, a part of him thought: Why not?

He sat up, took a deep breath, and tried to calm his stomach, which was about to file a
complaint with customer service.

A knock at the door. "Boy?" Gerda's voice, muffled by the wood and decades of maternal
conditioning. "Everything alright? You have to leave for work soon."

He looked at the alarm clock. Shit. Way too late for a relaxed breakfast, too early to just stay
in bed and say "sick".

“Yes, Mommy, I... I’'m about to get up,” he called out.
He forced himself into character. Out of bed, shirt off the chair, a quick sniff of his armpits —
still okay. Trousers, belt, bow tie. The bathroom mirror showed the same image as always:

mama'’s boy in a tailored suit, only his eyes a little more wrinkled.

Gerda studied him over coffee. "You look tired," she observed. "Were you out for a long time
again?"

“I... had another conversation,” he murmured.
9

“With this... Kuddel?” she asked, pronouncing the word as if she were pointing at a used
ashtray.

“Yes,” said Hedge Pisser. There was no point in lying; she could smell him all night, even
though he had washed his hands thoroughly.

"He'll be the death of you," she said. "Or end up in court.”

Heckenpisser took a sip of coffee, felt his stomach churn briefly. He thought of Kuddel's
words: "We have nothing to lose." Perhaps that was the only point at which he distanced
himself from his mother. In her world, you could lose everything. In his, he felt the loss had
already happened; he just hadn't properly filed it away yet.

"I'll be careful,” he murmured.

Gerda sighed and placed a bread roll in front of him. "Don't make a fool of yourself,"” she said.
"You're a clever boy. Stop wasting your time in front of this shop. There's nothing for you
here."

He thought of the neon lights. The beer. The stupid jokes. The broken plans.
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"That's the problem,” he thought. "Everything is there for me."”
He said aloud: "I'm hurrying now, otherwise I'll be late.”

While Heckenpisser sat in the office trying to stare at tables without them turning into Sterni
bottles, Kuddel woke up somewhere completely different.

His awakening was less structured. He came to with the mouth feeling like a dead rat and a
head that felt as if someone had set up a beer garden set inside it and then jumped on it.

The apartment smelled of ash, old sweat, and the remnants of a life that never had a chance.
On the makeshift bedside table—a drinks crate with a shelf—stood a half-full bottle of water,
next to it an empty beer can, an ashtray that had forgotten how to empty itself, and a crumpled
piece of paper.

He first reached for the bottle, poured the stale drink into his mouth, which at least managed
to wash away the worst of the taste. Then his gaze fell on the paper.

Scribbled, scribbled handwriting. A few words he recognized.
A few others that looked as if someone had tried to paint their name while wearing handcuffs.

Headline, crooked and starting with two words, then crossed out, then again:

""Manifesto of the Drunkards"

He started to laugh, which immediately turned into a cough. Apparently, he really had tried to
write something down last night. Presumably after his blood alcohol level was already in the
red zone.

He sat up, rubbed his eyes, and began to read.

"81: No one has the right to be sober in order to be taken seriously. 82: Everyone is entitled to
a standing table that doesn't judge them. §3: Late-night convenience stores are a basic
necessity, not a luxury. 84: Lying is allowed as long as it doesn't make anyone richer. 85: The
world is broken, but at least we're honestly broken."

Arrows and additional information are shown in between:

"Tipping = fundamental right" "Starni = currency" "Murat = Ministry of Finance (if he
behaves)" "Hedge = propaganda, because he knows words"

He stared at his own handwriting. Part of him found it embarrassing. Another part... didn't
think it was so bad.

"Well, look at that," he muttered. "Old Kuddel can construct sentences when he's drunk."
He stood up, looked for his trousers, and found them on the chair that served simultaneously
as a wardrobe, a shelf, and a coffin for old plans. From the pocket, he fished out a crumpled
cigarette butt, which he reflexively lit before remembering that one shouldn't do such things.
He did it anyway.
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The idea wouldn't let him go. "Manifesto," he thought. "Plan. World domination."

Of course he knew it was all nonsense. Of course he knew there was no chance that two losers
with beer breath could conquer anything, except maybe their local pub.

But suddenly, the idea of having no plan at all was worse than having a hopelessly stupid
plan.

"If I'm going to go down,™ he thought, "then let's go down with chapter headings."

That evening they met as usual at the corner store. The light was the same, the neighborhood
was the same, only something was different about Kuddel: he had the manifesto with him.
Folded into four parts, in a jacket pocket that looked as if it had already lived three lives.
Heckenpisser had just come from the office, but he didn't look fresh. He seemed as if the day
had spat him out. His bow tie was askew, his shirt collar was slightly sweaty, his eyes tired —
but there was also a small glimmer of hope when he saw Kuddel.

"Well, world government, how are you?" he grinned.

“I’ve got something,” said Kuddel, sounding almost proud.

"Hopefully not a fungus,” replied Heckenpisser automatically. "Hehehe."

Kuddel ignored this, reached into his pocket and pulled out the sheet of paper. "Mr.
Manifesto, here you go."

Heckenpisser took the paper, unfolded it, instinctively straightened his glasses, and began to
read. He read silently; only the faint hum of the neon light and the clinking of a bottle on the
shelf could be heard.

He came to "Section 3: Late-night convenience stores are essential, not a luxury,” and the
corners of his mouth twitched. His gaze lingered on "Section 4: Lying is allowed as long as it
doesn't make anyone richer.” At "Section 5: The world is broken, but at least we're honestly
broken," he chuckled softly.

“Well?” asked Kuddel, who leaned casually against the standing table and looked like a boss
waiting for feedback — except that the boss was half alcohol.

Heckenpisser folded the paper carefully, as if it were something official. "I'm shocked," he
said. "That's... not completely stupid.”

"Thank you," said Kuddel. "I'll try my best to improve."
“Here,” said Heckenpisser, “the layout is, of course, chaotic. But in terms of content...” — he
tapped his finger on 84 — “.. this is brutally accurate. Lying is allowed as long as it doesn’t

make anyone richer. That’s basically the antithesis of capitalism. Hehehe.”

“Antithe... what?”” asked Kuddel.
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“Counter-model,” translated Heckenpisser. “You formulated a political philosophy while
drunk. You disgusting natural talent.”

The door opened, Murat stepped out with a can in his hand that he didn't want to sell because
it already had dents. "What's up, you world-arsonists?" he asked.

Heckenpisser handed him the manifesto. "Here," he said solemnly. "Basic program of the
party 'The Drunkards'."

Murat didn't read as fast as he could count money, but he did read. At "Cigarette butts =
fundamental right™ he nodded in agreement. At "Murat = Ministry of Finance (if he behaves)"
he stopped and grinned.

““If he behaves himself,”” he quoted. “Brother, that’s discrimination at its highest level.”

"It's only temporary,” said Kuddel. "That can still be changed. Maybe we'll just make you
shadow finance minister. That's more mysterious."

Murat folded the paper shut, holding it between two fingers like a contract. "You're crazy," he
said. "But..."

He tucked the manifesto behind the cigarette display, into a gap between two cartons of
Marlboro. "Now it's official," he declared. "Behind the cash register, the law is law. If it's
there, it exists."”

The hedge pisser opened his eyes in surprise. "You're hanging that there?" he asked.
"Seriously?"

“Why not?” said Murat. “No customer reads that little stuff anyway. If they do, they get
something out of it. And I get a laugh.”

Thus, a beer-fueled idea became a "document”. World domination at the standing table had its
first symbolic constitution.

Of course, it didn't stop at paperwork. Heckenpisser, who wanted to structure everything due
to professional deformation, couldn't help but continue.

“We need a structure,” he explained that evening. “Like clubs. Only without membership
fees, but with more liver failure.”

“We need recruits,” Kuddel said. “People who want to join in. We can’t take over the world
with just three of us. Well... we could, but it would take time.”

Murat laughed. "You seriously want to recruit people? Like this: 'Join our movement, we'll
just stand around and drink'?"

"Sounds better than most parties,” said Kuddel.

Heckenpisser considered this. “Our target group,” he began, “is... everyone who’s already
here anyway. The lost, the tired, the failed, the cynical. So... 90 percent of the night
population.”
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"And what do we offer them?" Murat asked. "Besides a name for their failure?"
“We offer them... belonging,” said Heckenpisser. “Hehehe.”

"And a cool name," added Kuddel. "Sauférsche. That sticks in your mind. You can't get it out
of your head."

He looked around, saw the first potential "members": old Dieter, who had been coming for
years to get his cans wearing the same jacket and with the same tired look; lanky Tanja, who
always claimed she was "just passing through,” but had been standing here every Saturday for
two years; the guy with the dog, who made more sensible decisions than his owner.

“We do it like some kind of religious guy,” Kuddel said. “We approach people when they’re
at their lowest point. ‘Brother, do you need support? We have a standing table.’”

Heckenpisser beamed. “Oh my God,” he said, “we are a secular substitute church!”
“We’re a bunch of drunks,” Kuddel corrected. “Others can do church. We do it with taste.”
They tested it immediately.

Dieter shuffled in and placed a few coins on the counter. "Same as always," he muttered.

Murat slid his ration of canned beer over to him. Kuddel stood next to him and put his arm
around his shoulders.

"Dieter, watch out," he said. "We've got a movement now."
Dieter blinked. "What?"

“A movement,” Kuddel repeated. “The Drunkards. Official. With a manifesto and everything.
You can become a founding member. Almost for free.”

Dieter looked at the cans, looked at Kuddel, looked at the manifesto, which was half visible
behind the cash register. "How much does it cost?" he asked suspiciously.

"Only your remaining dignity,” Murat said dryly. "It's worthless anyway."

Heckenpisser switched into "serious" mode. "It's not about money," he explained. "It's about
officially acknowledging what we already are: losers with style. You get a title. A kind of...
rank."

"Rank?" Dieter repeated.

Kuddel nodded eagerly. "You would be... Chief Drinking Master Dieter. Front line at the
kiosk."

Dieter stared at him. For a long time.
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Then, for the first time in a long time, his mouth curved into something that vaguely
resembled a smile. "Senior Field Master,” he said slowly. "Sounds better than ‘customer at the
office."

"Well, look at that!" exclaimed Kuddel. "Welcome to the club, comrade."

He slapped Dieter on the back, who almost lost his balance.

"Will I get a discount now?" Dieter asked hopefully.

Murat sighed and reached for another can. "Here," he said. "Welcome gift. But don't tell
anyone. | have a reputation as a capitalist bastard to lose."

They laughed. And somewhere in that laughter lay a tiny kernel of something that, with a
great deal of imagination, could be called "dignity".

It didn't stop with Dieter. Over the next few evenings, several "recruitments™ took place, some
more successfully than others.

Tanja became the "cutting scout officer” after she once declared, quite drunk, that she had "a
real eye for hot chicks." The guy with the dog was dubbed the "Foreign Minister for Four-
Legged Friends" because he managed to get his German Shepherd to "sit" while his own life
was in constant motion.

Heckenpisser kept a handwritten list in a small notebook that looked like a ledger but
contained much more truth. "Membership List of Drunkards™ was written on the front in
scribbled handwriting.

"You know that legally it means nothing," he said. "But psychologically it means a lot.
Hehehe."

“We’re illegal anyway,” Kuddel said. “At least morally. That’s fine.”

And in the midst of this deliberate chaos, between self-irony and genuine longing, something
happened that no one spoke aloud:

For the first time in a long series of missed opportunities, Kuddel and Heckenpisser felt they
had a thread in their hand. A thin, greasy, easily broken thread — but a thread nonetheless.

World domination was still light-years away. The commuter train station was already difficult
enough to reach.

But at the standing table, under neon lights, with a manifesto behind the cash register and
"Chief Field Drinker Dieter" in the front row, the world felt for a moment as if it were not just
a place that spat them out —

but a place you could shout back at.
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It was as if someone had flipped a tiny switch. The neighborhood was still the same. The late-
night shop was still the same. The same streetlights, the same street, the same garbage bags on
the side.

But between cigarette butts, Sterni beer, and shattered hope, there was now this crumpled
piece of paper behind the cigarette shelf — the “Manifesto of the Drunkards”.

And in the minds of Kuddel and Heckenpisser, an idea had taken root like a stray toenail: We
have a plan.

Of course, it was still a drunken plan. But a plan nonetheless.

The evening slowly crept towards night. A few casual customers came in, bought beer,
cigarettes, and chips. A jogger with a headband bought himself an isotonic soda "as a
reward," as if one could buy one's way out of life with sugar. A couple who didn't look at each
other as they placed two bottles of wine on the till.

Kuddel and Heckenpisser stood at the high table and suddenly felt not just like two drunks
passing through, but like a kind of... board of directors. A board of directors without a bank
account, without a club, without a future — but with an agenda.

“So,” began Heckenpisser, “if we take this megalomania seriously for a moment — we need a
first... measure.”

“A measure,” Kuddel repeated, nodding as if he had ordered the word. “Exactly. An action.
Something that makes history.”

"At least it's local history," added Heckenpisser. "Hehehe."

Inside, Murat pushed a new crate into the refrigerator. He heard the words through the half-
open door and shook his head inwardly, but he couldn't deny that he was mildly amused.

"What kind of stunt was that?" he asked, as he came back out and leaned against the door.
"You can't just say you want world domination and then just stand around drinking. That's
what politicians do."”

Kuddel shrugged. “We... uh... are starting to free people,” he said.

"What are we talking about?" asked Murat.

“Before she became sober,” Kuddel replied without hesitation.

Heckenpisser burst out laughing. “Hehehehe... that’s the most reactionary revolutionary
concept I’ve ever heard of.”

“No, seriously now,” Kuddel continued. “We have to show that we are different. That we
are... uh... capable of taking action.”

Heckenpisser tilted his head. "Capable of taking action. You're not even capable of managing
your bank account, Kuddel."

"Then... suitable for standing tables," he growled. "We need a first big move."
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For a moment, no one said anything. They stared at their bottles as if they would find answers
there.

Then it came — the kind of idea that only comes when you're already far beyond the bounds of
reason:

"Hamburg," Kuddel said suddenly.
Hedge-pisser blinked. "What?"

“Hamburg!” Kuddel repeated. “Fish market. St. Pauli. Peep show. Everything. We’ve talked
about it a hundred times already. Always just talked. This time we’re going to do it.”

Murat narrowed his eyes. "Whoa," he said. "Now it's getting dangerous."

"Think about it,” Kuddel continued, now getting into his stride. "Every grand world
domination plan has a symbol. A myth, some kind of myth. For us, it's Hamburg. We've been
saying for years that we're going there, stirring things up, cracking open a crate of Sterni at
the fish market, and showing St. Pauli what real drunks are. And every time, we end up
getting stuck here, pissing all over the hedges in the red-light district. Not anymore. Now it's...
dress rehearsal. Campaign One."

Heckenpisser leaned his flat hand on the standing table as if he had to absorb the weight of his
nonsense. "You seriously want to begin our world domination with a trip to Hamburg?" he
asked.

“Yeah man!” Kuddel exclaimed. “What’s better than Hamburg? The people there are just as
messed up as we are, only more expensive. If we can cope there, we can cope anywhere. It’s
like... a diplomatic exam. Only with the smell of fish.”

Heckenpisser thought about how he'd always imagined peep shows: neon, dim lighting,
women who wished they were somewhere else, men pretending they were still in control. He
thought about how they'd talked about it for years, but never gotten further than the commuter
train. But now there was this manifesto. This silly piece of paper behind the Marlboro Red.

“I don’t know,” he said slowly. “From a purely logistical point of view... tickets, money,
hangover, you’ll get lost even in the main train station.”

“Logistics 1s for people with a future,” Kuddel waved off. “We’re planning it today, we’re
leaving soon. Completely official. As a delegation of drunkards. On a mission.”

Murat sat down on an empty crate and lit a cigarette. "Okay," he said. "I'm listening. Explain
your mission, world ruler.”

Kuddel straightened up, as straight as he could. The king of cigarettes and Sterni beer in an
improvised strategy briefing.

“Mission Hamburg,” he began solemnly. “Goal:

1. See the legendary fish market before we die.
2. Drinking in St. Pauli until God looks away.
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3. Let's see if we can get a foot in the door there. Maybe new territory. Outpost
Saufarsche North."

Heckenpisser cautiously raised his finger. "Um... one small objection: We don't even have a
'Saufarsche Sud' (a play on words, roughly translating to 'drinking farts’)."

“That will come,” Kuddel insisted. “First the north, then everything else. Maybe we’ll do a
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franchise someday. ‘Saufdarsche — now also in your city’.

Heckenpisser looked at Murat. "Could you please write down that this is the dumbest, yet
most consistent idea we've had in a long time?" he asked.

Murat grinned. "I don't have time to document every brilliant idea you come up with," he said.
"But Hamburg sounds fun. And at least you have a goal that goes further than the next curb.”

“See?” Kuddel said triumphantly. “Even Murat believes in us. And he usually only believes in
pawnbroking and his own lies.”

“I don’t believe in you,” Murat corrected. “I only believe that you screw things up. And
Hamburg is a bigger stage for your screw-ups. I want to see that.”

Heckenpisser ran his hand through his side parting, which by now looked like a construction
site. "Okay," he finally said. "Let's assume we pretend this really is our first big plan. What do
we need?"

“Money,” Murat replied. “You need tickets, you need something to drink, you need return
tickets — or you’ll stay stuck up there and I’ll finally have some peace.”

“We’ll be back,” promised Kuddel. “The neighborhood needs us.”

Murat laughed. "The neighborhood needs less broken glass. But okay."

Heckenpisser actually started doing some calculations. "So, Berlin to Hamburg, by train...
unless we're taking the ICE, but some kind of slow train..." he muttered. "Then once we get
there: fish sandwiches, beer, a peep show... we have to budget for loss of control."

“I’m including my liver in the planning,” Kuddel said. “The rest will take care of itself.”

“You don’t plan anything,” Heckenpisser retorted. “You’re the inspiration part, I’'m the Excel
part. That’s how it works.”

He pulled out his notebook — the "membership book™ of the drunkards — and turned to the
next page. At the top he wrote:

Operation Hamburg — Field Experiment World Domination
He then added bullet points below:

e Tickets: X

e Beeronthego: X

« Arrival at fish market: "in the morning, if we can make it"
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e St. Pauli: "Open end, within the bounds of what is legally intolerable"
e Return journey: "sometime, when we can still walk"

He looked up, took a step back, and considered his own disaster plan.

"You're worse than any project manager,” Murat said approvingly. "Except your project is
doomed from the start."”

"That's the liberating honesty of it,” replied Heckenpisser. "We can't fail because there's no
realistic measure of success. Hehehe."

Kuddel looked at his hands, at the bottle, the cigarette butt. "Do you know why | want
Hamburg?" he asked suddenly, more quietly than before.

Heckenpisser and Murat looked at him. He didn't often say things like that.

“Because we’re always just standing here,” he said. “Same corner, same table, same broken
dreams. We’re always talking about doing something ‘someday.” Someday the fish market.
Someday St. Pauli. Someday everything. And then... we go back home and sleep in the same
filth. I want to experience... just once... the same filth somewhere else. Then I can say: I was
there. I screwed up. But I was there.”

It was a moment when all cynicism held its breath for a heartbeat.

Hedge Pisser nodded slowly. "That's the saddest, most beautiful reason to travel I've ever
heard," he said quietly. "Hehehe... you asshole."

Murat scratched his beard. "Brother," he said, "that's almost like motivation. We should print
that on a flyer. 'Assholes — at least we'll screw up somewhere else.™

They laughed again, but the laughter had a different sound now. Not just dull. More like: Yes,
we know how ridiculous this is — and that's exactly why we're doing it.

Later that night, when the traffic thinned and only a few cars passed by, Kuddel took out a
pen. A half-dried-out advertising gel pen that had already survived far too many forms.

He leaned over the standing table, where beer stains formed their own geography, and wrote
directly on the surface in a scribbled hand:

"World Domination - Step 1: Hamburg"
The hedge pisser next to it added below:
"If we can extend the S-Bahn to Sudkreuz, that will already be a success.""

Murat looked at it, shook his head with a grin. "You guys are so stupid,” he said. "If someone
sees this table, they'll think a really bad cult is meeting here."

“We do that too,” said Heckenpisser. “Only without membership fees.”

"And without redemption,” Kuddel added.
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“But with Boonekamp,” said Murat. “So almost the same.”

He disappeared back into the shop, the neon light flickered briefly and then calmed down
again.

Outside it was slowly getting colder. The city pulled its blanket tighter around its shoulders.

Kuddel lit another cigarette, even though his lungs protested. Heckenpisser sipped the last of
the Sterni, as if trying to coax a few final secrets out of him.

"All right,” Heckenpisser finally said. "We have a manifesto, a membership list, a stupid
slogan on the table, and a campaign to Hamburg planned. I'd say that's more organization than
| ever intended to do in my life.”

“You see,” said Kuddel. “We’ve come a long way since yesterday. Yesterday we were just
two drunks. Today we’re two drunks with an agenda.”

"That's the scariest word in your mouth," commented Heckenpisser.
They clinked bottles together, even though there was hardly anything left in them.
"To world domination,” muttered Kuddel.

“To Hamburg,” added Heckenpisser. “The fish market, which might not even exist the way
you imagine it.”

He didn't know how right he was.

Because the fish market that Kuddel had been talking about for years — this myth of music,
crab sandwiches, beer at six in the morning and all-nighters — only really existed in one place
at that time:

in Kuddel's foggy skull, somewhere between old Tankard songs and repressed official letters.

But they didn't yet suspect that the fish market of the drunkards would only take place in his
head for the time being.

And so this evening ended like all others — with cigarette butts, leftover beer, and cloying
remarks — but with a new, absurd headline above it:

World domination at the standing table.
The first grand plan was written. Now it just had to fail in the face of reality.

That was then taken over by the fish market, which only existed in Kuddel's head.

81



The fish market that only exists in Kuddel's head

The morning they wanted to leave "for the fish market™” was one of those days when Berlin
looked as if it had drunk too much itself.

A gray sky, undecided whether to rain or just look depressed. Streets littered with damp trash,
a few pigeons that looked like discarded angels going through withdrawal. The city wheezed
its way into the day, subways packed with people pretending everything was fine, even
though they looked like they'd slept standing up.

Kuddel was awake unusually early. Well, "early" in Kuddel's sense: it was after nine.

He sat on the edge of the bed in his cave of clothes, ash, and empty bottles, smoking his first
cigarette of the day, with that look only men too old for dreams and too young to give up
have. His robe hung over the chair, heavy with beer and stories. On the table, a crumpled
piece of paper with the heading:

""Operation Hamburg — Field Experiment World Domination*'

The cigarette was glowing. His head was throbbing. But there was something inside him that
refused to dismiss the whole thing as a drunken joke from yesterday.

"Today," he murmured, "fish market."

The word tasted of salt, beer, and myth in his mouth. The fish market wasn't a real address for
Kuddel. It was a promise. A state of being. A place he'd only ever heard drunken demigods
talk about, somewhere between a pub and a prison bridge.

"There you are at five in the morning,” someone once said, "with a beer in your hand, at the
stalls, and everything smells of fish and decay and life. People everywhere, still full from the
night before or already full of despair. And you know: If you survive this, you can do
anything."

Since then, the fish market was no longer a market in Kuddel's mind. It was a test case.

He got dressed, as best he could. The same ripped jeans as always, boots with half a plowed
field underneath, a T-shirt from some long-forgotten metal band, and over that, his battle
jacket, which had more patina than fabric. Cap on, cigarette dangling from the corner of his
mouth, plan in his head.

"Hamburg," he muttered, "we're coming. You victim."

Heckenpisser had fared worse during the night.

The problem with plans for world domination was: they didn't mesh with Gerda's breakfast
ritual. And certainly not with his job.

He had barely slept. Too many thoughts, too many Excel spreadsheets swirling in his head,
mixed with beer bottles. In his dream, presentations and fish heads had devoured the
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PowerPoint slides. His boss had suddenly taken on Murat's face and said "deposit™" when he
meant "budget.”

Now he stood in the bathroom, looked at himself in the mirror and thought: "I look like the
before version in a bad advertising campaign for life coaching."”

He knew Kuddel had "fish market" marked on his calendar for today. For the first time in all
the years they'd been wasting away together, it didn't sound like complete drivel. There was
this note. This list. This crazy idea of at least looking at a dream enough to risk embarrassing
himself.

Heckenpisser ran his hand through his hair, which refused to lie properly. He decided against
the bow tie — which for him was about as revolutionary as quitting one's job would be for
others. Just a shirt, trousers, and a coat.

"Boy, look at that fly!" Gerda called from the kitchen as he walked through the hallway. "You
look so... unfinished."

He stopped in the doorway. “I’m... going without them today,” he said. “Casual Friday.”

Gerda raised an eyebrow skeptically. "You don't even work in such a modern shop," she said.
"And you're going to work today, aren't you? Not again... 'later'?"

He swallowed. Hamburg was drumming somewhere in his skull. S-Bahn, tickets, fish market,
St. Pauli. Alongside it: Excel, boss, rent, reality.

“I’lL... go there first,” he said evasively. “Maybe... later...”

“There is no ‘later’,” Gerda cut him off. “There is only working or not working. The problems
start in between.”

He thought: The problems started a long time ago, Mom. But that wasn't a sentence you'd say
at the kitchen table.

He drank his coffee, took a bite of his roll, tasted nothing. A parallel film played in his head:
He and Kuddel, with a Sterni beer, on the train, staring out the window as the gray shit rushed
by outside. Arrival at dawn, fish stalls, seagulls, wrinkled faces, big mouths.

“Hedge,” he heard Kuddel say in his head, “that’s our place of pilgrimage. It’s like Mecca,
only with eels and less morality.”

And somewhere deep inside, he felt that ridiculous little spark that he had successfully
trampled to death for years: lust.

A brief urge to do something that wasn't the office, the corner store, or Mom's kitchen. Just to
fail somewhere different for once.

"I'm going," he said, placing the cup in the sink.
"Remember your ticket,” Gerda called after him.
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“Oh yes,” he thought. “Ticket.” But where to?

The late-night convenience store looked like a stage set without actors that morning. The neon
lights were still on, but paler. The beer crates stood like remnants of the previous evening's
fighting. The street was full of daylight-blooming faces: people with bags, bicycles, and
strollers. Suits instead of hoodies, briefcases instead of plastic bags.

Kuddel was already there. Too early, too sober, too focused.

In his hand he held a piece of paper, presumably a printed timetable from some machine or
information box. On the other side was a half-used cigarette, which he was burning more than
actually smoking.

Murat wasn't there — it was Uncle duty in the morning, some older relative who didn't even
know there was a manifesto hanging behind his cigarette display. The door was closed, the
blind half down. The corner shop owner was asleep on his feet.

Heckenpisser walked towards him, briefcase in hand, but without a bow tie. Kuddel saw him
and whistled once.

"Well, look at that!" he exclaimed. "The man who usually only makes appointments with
Excel. Awake at an ungodly hour and without a bow tie. That must be fate."”

"Destiny doesn't follow a timetable,” muttered Heckenpisser. "Neither does the BVG.
Hehehe."

He stopped and looked at Kuddel. It was rare to see him so alert. Even rarer to see more in his
eyes than residual alcohol and defiance.

"S0?" asked Heckenpisser. "How serious are you about that?"
Kuddel held out the slip of paper. "Regional train to Hamburg," he announced. "Cheap, slow,
but it runs. If we leave now, we'll make it... eventually. And if we get off at the wrong place,

we'll call it a stopover. We're flexible, after all.”

Heckenpisser took the printout. The numbers blurred briefly, then sorted themselves out:
Departure. Arrival. Platform. Hamburg.

A perfectly ordinary ticket. A perfectly extraordinary day.

"And the money?" he asked.

Kuddel grinned crookedly and patted his jeans. "I've put some money aside," he said. "And
Murat recently ripped off too many tourists and slipped me fifty bucks. 'For world

domination,' he said. He wants us to go. So he can be the sole boss of this madhouse."

Heckenpisser did the math in his head. Ticket, a bit of food, plenty to drink, peep show, return
trip — if they even made it back. It wasn't enough. Of course not. It was never enough.

But for the first time, "not enough™ didn't feel like an excuse, but like a challenge.
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“I’ve got something too,” he said, pulling his wallet from his inside coat pocket. A few bills
left over from his last paycheck. Basically for “just in case.” But what was this, if not “what”?

“We can almost afford it,” he noted with surprise. “At least the journey there. Hehehe.”

“We’ll steal the return trip,” Kuddel said. “Or we’ll stay there. Become dock bums. Open a
branch of Saufarsche Nord. Maybe it’s fate.”

Heckenpisser glanced briefly to the side, at the street, at a woman with shopping bags, at a
man in a suit shouting into his mobile phone. World domination. Fish market. Or office.

"What about your job?" Kuddel asked suddenly, more directly than was usual for him.

Heckenpisser shrugged. "My job is like a bad relationship,” he said. "If | stray from it for a
day, it doesn't just leave immediately. Unfortunately.”

Kuddel laughed dryly. “So... skip?”

"So... setting priorities,” Heckenpisser corrected. "Today: fish market. Tomorrow:
justification. The day after tomorrow: existential fear. Everything in its own time. Hehehe."
Kuddel looked at him, and for a moment two kinds of despair lay on top of each other: one
that had already given up, and the other that at least wanted to say "Screw it" one last time
before lying down again.

"S0?" asked Kuddel. "Are you coming with me, or are you staying here and watching your
life pass you by like you're a bus stop?"

Heckenpisser looked at the timetable. At the word "Hamburg". At the departure time.

What he did wasn't brave. It was cowardly in a different way: he was running away from
normality.

“Come on,” he said. “Before I change my mind.”

Kuddel clapped his hands. "Now that's the kind of propaganda minister I like!" he exclaimed.
"Quick, let's grab some cigarettes, then off to the train station!"

"The late-night shop is closed,” Heckenpisser pointed out.

Kuddel grinned, reached into his robe, and pulled out a crumpled but almost full pack. "I've
taken precautions today,"” he explained. "World domination without cigarettes is like a peep
show without electricity."

They set off towards the S-Bahn. It was just a few streets, a few traffic lights, a few puddles.
But every step felt different for a moment — as if they were not just crossing the city, but
leaving it.

The platform smelled of urine, stale coffee, and missed connections. Graffiti adorned the
walls, cigarette butts littered the edges, and a flickering display promised that a train would
theoretically arrive soon, sometime in the future.
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Kuddel stood close to the edge, gazing at the tracks as if the entire future were already rolling
in. Heckenpisser clutched his briefcase tightly, even though he didn't need it today. It was like
a prop, without which he felt naked.

“Do you actually know,” Heckenpisser asked after a while, “why you are so obsessed with
this fish market?”

Kuddel took a drag on his cigarette and blew the smoke toward the tracks. "Because that's
where the people are who won't go to bed when you tell them to," he said. "You meet
everyone there: those who stayed up all night, those who start early, those who don't know
where they're going, those who want too much. All in one place. And nobody asks you, 'What
do you do for a living?" At most, they ask, 'Do you want fish or beer?" And those are questions
| can handle.”

Heckenpisser nodded. He could picture it: Kuddel right in the middle, amidst the stench of
fish and market criers, with a cold beer in his hand and the feeling that he was just as out of
place and yet just as right here as anywhere else.

"Have you never considered that things might not be the way they are in your head?" he
asked.

Kuddel grinned unilaterally. "Of course not," he said. "Otherwise | wouldn't be me."

A train pulled in. Not theirs—somewhere else, some other life. People got off, got on, didn't
see them, walked right past them. Two drunks with plans no one had asked for.

"You know what," said Heckenpisser suddenly. "Maybe it doesn't matter."
"What?" asked Kuddel.

“Is the fish market really what you think it is?” he explained. “Probably not. It’s probably
disappointing. Too touristy, too clean, too little drama. But in your head, it’s... perfectly
polluted. And we’re going there now to find out if your head is lying or the world is.”

"I'm betting on both," said Kuddel.

The display clicked. Her train would be arriving soon. To Stdkreuz, then onward, eventually
heading north, towards Hamburg. Theory.

In reality, there was a different problem: They had tickets — but only in their heads. Kuddel
had the printed timetable. No actual tickets.

“Tell me,” Heckenpisser asked slowly as the train approached, “you... have already bought
tickets, right?”

Kuddel took a drag on his cigarette, looked at the piece of paper, looked at the train. He
paused briefly. One that didn't look good.

“I wanted to,” he finally said. “But the machine at the train station was broken. And then...
someone started talking to me. And then... I only had enough money for Sterni beer. But |
printed out the map. That counts too, right?”
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The hedge pisser stared at him. The train came to a stop, doors opened, people streamed in
and out.

“You... didn’t buy the tickets,” he said slowly, as if he had to digest each word individually.

“Not yet,” Kuddel corrected. “Technically speaking. We can buy them right away. At the
train station. Later. Sometime.”

Heckenpisser looked down at himself — at his clean trousers, his shoes, his briefcase. He
looked at Kuddel — his jacket, cap, and cigarette. He looked at the train where people were
just getting on their seats, going somewhere they were expected to go.

He could have snapped right then. Screamed. Said: "Typical! You can't do anything right, not
even buy a train ticket, you complete idiot!"

Instead, something else happened.
He started to laugh. Not that bright, slightly embarrassed "Hehehe" he always had when he
commented on something. A different laugh. A laugh in which resignation, relief, and broken

affection were mixed together.

"Of course," he gasped. "Of course you didn't buy any tickets. Of course we're standing here
with a timetable and no ticket. This is... this is... so perfect.”

"Perfectly screwed up," said Kuddel, and now he was laughing too. "That's... our trademark."
The train started moving again. Without her.

They stood on the platform, two drunks with a plan in their pocket, but without a ticket.
Hamburg didn't seem any further away at that moment — it had never been closer than in

Kuddel's head.

“You know what, Hecke,” Kuddel finally said, when the tracks were empty again. “Maybe...
the real fish market is only in there anyway.”

He tapped his forehead with his finger.

"In reality, it's probably full of tourists, selfie sticks, and vegans debating at the stall whether
the fish was ethically killed. In my head, there's only beer, shouting, and people who are
honestly ugly. Maybe that's enough."

Heckenpisser took a deep breath. He looked at the stairs that led back up into the city. Back to
Schoéneberg, back to the corner store, back to the standing table.

“We could... go back,” he said. “To base camp. And you tell me about your fish market. The
one in your head. As if we’d actually been there. Hehehe.”

“Story mode instead of real mode,” Kuddel remarked. “Sounds like the internet.”
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“And then we’ll write that as a chapter,” Heckenpisser added. “‘The fish market that only
exists in Kuddel’s head.” At least that way we’ll have something that won’t drive away from

2

us.

They went back up the stairs. The train station remained behind them, with its departure
schedules that had never been written for them.

On the way back to the corner store, Kuddel started talking. About stalls he'd never seen.
About market criers whose voices he only knew from television clips. About the taste of beer
at five in the morning, which he'd borrowed from some other night.

He painted the fish market as a hell where one could be happy if one understood how to stop
looking up. Heckenpisser listened, laughed, added to, and commented.

And so, on the way, between the train station and the late-night shop, the fish market came
into being, existing only in Kuddel's head:

A place full of rough guys, piss-soaked sidewalks, crooked deals, lost souls, where it looks
like night in the morning, and nobody asks why you are the way you are, as long as you pay
and keep your mouth shut.

They arrived back at the corner store as if they had never left. Murat was now standing behind
the cash register, neon lights on, world turned upside down.

"Well, world ruler," he shouted through the door. "Have you flattened Hamburg yet?"

Kuddel grinned, Heckenpisser giggled. "Sure,"” said Kuddel. "In our minds, the fish market
belongs to us now. The rest will come later."”

Murat shook his head and reached for the Boonekamp bottle. "Back to the starting line then,”
he said. "Beer?"

They nodded. Hamburg was far away. The fish market even further.

But on that day it had become clear:

Some places are only accessible to people like Kuddel via the direct route through their
brains. And sometimes that's enough to keep going in the small, dirty universe at the standing
table in front of the corner store.

The afternoon dragged on sluggishly through Schoneberg like cold fat in a pan no one wants
to heat up anymore. The train station was behind them again, the missed train, the

unpurchased ticket, Hamburg. It could have felt like a defeat.

But Kuddel wasn't the type to let reality ruin his stories. If the world didn't cooperate, he'd
create his own cinema.

When they stood in front of the corner store again, the day already had that tired yellow in the
air that announces: Evening is coming soon, and with it all the people who pretend to still be
functioning during the day.
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Murat was behind the counter, just taking over from his uncle. Elke was working the late shift
somewhere else; today was "Murat day." You could tell because the music was coming from
his phone and the chip shelves looked like they'd been stocked haphazardly.

"Well, you long-distance travelers," he greeted them. "Has Hamburg already burned down, or
is the train station just full of vomit?"

Heckenpisser chuckled. "We had a technical problem," he explained. "No ticket.”
Murat stared at Kuddel. "Don't tell me you drank it all away again," he said.

“I did suggest it,” Kuddel corrected. “We failed strategically at the planning stage. That’s
different from the traditional approach.”

"You're the only terrorist cell that can't even get past the ATM," Murat commented.
"Respect."”

"That's enough now," Kuddel growled. "We've found another solution. The fish market is
now... a matter of mindset."

Murat raised an eyebrow. "So, fantasy Hamburg? A borderline vacation?"

“Art,” said Heckenpisser, raising his hand and holding up a two-fingered quotation mark.
“Creative reconstruction of an event that never happened. Hehehe.”

Murat sighed and reached for bottles. "Well then, you literary geniuses. First, a Sterni beer
before you get lost in your inner Hamburg."

They stood at the standing table, which by now looked like an unofficial monument: cigarette
burn marks, beer stains, a crooked "FUCK YOU WORLD™" scratched somewhere, and, brand
new, the sentence:

"World Domination - Step 1: Hamburg"

with hedge pisser's addition below.

"So," said Heckenpisser, taking his first sip. "Now tell me, Kuddel. Take me with you. We're
here now. Close your eyes, I'm listening. What does your fish market look like?"

Kuddel twirled the bottle in his hand as if it were a microphone. He wasn't stupid, the old
drunk. He was just broken. That's not the same thing. And somewhere inside him sat a
storyteller who had never been let out sober, because sober everything was too sharp-edged.

"Okay," he said. "Listen. We're arriving. In the morning. Real morning, not that office ‘good
morning'. But that 'the city still has dark circles under its eyes' morning. Everything is grey,
everything is damp. You get off the train, and the station smells of cold fry grease and missed
opportunities.”

"Very nice," muttered Heckenpisser. "Sounds like Berlin, only with a harbor."”
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“Exactly,” Kuddel nodded. “And then, Hecke, you go out. Not with those touristy idiots who
first have to look for the Elbphilharmonie so they can take a picture, so everyone knows they
were bored somewhere else once. We go out the back. Some dingy exit. The one where there
are already beer cans on the ground.”

“Of course,” said Heckenpisser. “We always choose the ‘Broken Existence’ option.”

“We set off,” Kuddel continued, “through streets where everything already smells kind of like
the harbor, but not romantically — more like someone buried a fish and forgot where. Pubs to
the left and right, still closed, but in front of some of them the first zombies are already
standing and smoking because they haven’t stopped since yesterday.”

Heckenpisser leaned against the standing table, half-closed his eyes as if he were really trying
to see. Murat stood inside, pretending to be organizing something, but he was listening.

"And then," said Kuddel, "we come to the market. You can hear it before we get there. A
murmuring. Voices overlapping, market criers who sound as if they've bought their vocal
cords on special offer. And above it all, the squawking of seagulls, those filthy white creatures
that have been awake since five o'clock because they know something is going to fall to the
ground.”

"Seagulls are hedge peepers of the skies,”" Murat interjected. "Always screeching, never
working, just eyeing everything."

"The nerve!" said Heckenpisser, but he giggled. "Hehehe."

Kuddel grinned and continued. "You walk in there, and the first stalls hit you right in the face.
Fish, hedges. Fish everywhere. Not that supermarket vacuum-packed stuff, but real beasts.
Icebergs with eyes. Every other stall shouts: 'Fresher! Cheaper! Come on, young man!" — that's
what they say to you," he pointed at Hedge Pisser, "to me they say: "You look like you were
already done for yesterday.™

Heckenpisser snorted. "Realistic assessment,” he stated.

"It smells everywhere, man," said Kuddel. "Not just of fish. Of beer, sweat, sea air, perfume
from women who want to look like they're still going strong at five in the morning. Of fried
fish, of coffee, of cigarette butts. A olfactory cocktail that tells you right away: If you act like
you're something special here, life's going to punch you."

"Sounds cozy," said Murat.

“It is,” Kuddel insisted. “Because nobody pretends to have their life under control. The
vendors shout their right to exist at the top of their lungs, the buyers lug bags full of dead
animals home, everyone knows they’ll be back tomorrow because nothing really changes.”

Heckenpisser chuckled softly. "You're describing a market and it sounds like group therapy."

“It is!” exclaimed Kuddel. “The whole city is going through withdrawal from the day-night
rhythm. And you’re right in the middle of it. With beer.”

He raised the bottle as if he were already drinking there in his mind.
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“Of course we’ll buy something,” he continued. “Not fish, we’re not sick. We’ll get two
bottles at the beer stand. They don’t have Sterni there, they have that North German stuff.
Some cheap mushroom with an anchor on the label, so you feel like a sailor even though
you’re from the welfare office.”

"Name on it, comfort inside,” said Heckenpisser. "Market economy."

“We drink and watch,” said Kuddel. “There are guys who have been standing at the same stall
for twenty years, with hands like shovels, bellies over their belts, voices like jackhammers.
They’ve seen everything: tourists who faint at the sight of half a fish, drunks who vomit in
crates, children who laugh while their parents remain silent.”

He took a drag on his cigarette as if he were really there.
"And then," he said, "we come to THE stand. You know. THE stand."
Heckenpisser blinked. "Which stance?" he asked.

"The one with the fish sandwiches,” Kuddel explained reverently. "But not half-heartedly. A
proper stall. Bread rolls, remoulade, onions, herring, Bismarck herring, salmon — everything.
There's this guy standing there, completely screwed up by his own life, but when he hands
you that roll, he's like a priest. You bite into it, and for five seconds everything's okay. Five
seconds, Hecke! Five seconds without a credit check, no job center, no mother asking when
you're finally going to 'do something real'. Just fish, fat, and salt.”

Hedge-pisser briefly closed his eyes, as if he could feel the bite. "Five seconds of relief in
bread roll format," he murmured. "Hehehe."

“Exactly,” Kuddel said contentedly. “And while we’re standing there eating, this woman
comes shuffling up. Not young, not old. The kind who’s heard everything men have ever said
to women, and she doesn’t care. She’s wearing a jacket that’s too tight, lipstick that’s lost its
place, and she smells of cheap perfume and stale alcohol. She looks at you and says, ‘So,
guys, stayed up all night too?’”

Heckenpisser laughed. "And what do | say?" he asked.

“You say,” Kuddel replied, ““We are on an educational trip. We are researching for world
domination.””

Heckenpisser giggled immediately. “Hehehe... oh God, yes. And then she asks: ‘So, what?
Learned anything yet?’”

“And I say,” Kuddel added, “‘Yes. That the fish is more like us than we think: it hangs around
somewhere, gets cold, stinks, and in the end, no one who truly appreciates you takes you

home.””

Murat let out a short roar of laughter. "Dude!" he shouted from inside. "If you talked like that
at the stall, they'd beat you to death with a mackerel."

"At least I'll have a heroic death,” Kuddel said. " Killed by reality in fish form.™
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Heckenpisser could barely contain himself, his laughter erupting. "Hehehehe... | can just
picture it all,” he gasped. "You in your robe, me in my shirt, both totally out of place and yet
perfectly in place at the same time. As always."

“Exactly,” said Kuddel. “We’re not the exception. We’re just one type of customer. The
‘latecomer, earlycomer’ type.”

He took another sip. Then he held the bottle a little tighter, as if he had to hold on to it.

"And then," he continued more quietly, "you end up standing there at the edge. Looking
towards the water. Maybe there's fog. Maybe just your own flag. And you realize: This is
where everyone who doesn't know where to go ends up. Those who have stayed up all night.
Those who have to start the day too early. Those who are lost in their lives and hope that the
path through the fish market will take them somewhere more bearable. But it doesn't. It only
takes them back home. And again tomorrow. And again."”

Heckenpisser had fallen silent. He looked at him — this broken guy in the robe, standing there
building a place in his mind that felt more real than anything they had seen this morning.

"You like the fish market because it's like us,” Heckenpisser said quietly. "Overcrowded,
loud, full of dead things that nobody really wants to see anymore, but everyone needs.
Hehehe."

“Yeah, man,” Kuddel said. “There you’re part of something. Not good, not noble, but part of
it. Here...” — he gestured vaguely towards the neighborhood — ““.. .here you’re just the bum
standing at the corner store. There you’re one of many who are up too early. That’s something

else.”

For a while, no one said anything. The streets grew darker, the neon lights brighter. A few
teenagers walked by, laughing too loudly, threw a can toward the trash can, and missed.

Murat stepped back outside, two new bottles in his hand. "You're still here," he observed. "I
thought you'd gone back to Hamburg. | was thinking about the ICE."

Heckenpisser gratefully accepted the bottle and took a generous swig. "We were there," he
said. "In the Kuddelversum."

"So?" asked Murat. "How was it?"

Hedge-pisser grinned crookedly. "Like here," he said. "Only with fish. And even more people
pretending they have it under control.”

Murat nodded slowly. "Sounds like northern Germany," he said. "I'll stick with Berlin. At
least here everyone knows they don't stand a chance."

They laughed. But the laughter now had an undertone — as if they were laughing at themselves
at the same time.

"You know what the good thing is?" Kuddel asked after a while. "If the fish market only
exists in my head..."
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“...no one can take it away from you,” added Heckenpisser. “No gentrification asshole, no
tourist blog, no city marketing brochure.”

“Exactly,” said Kuddel. “They can take everything from me: my apartment, my bank account,
my dignity — everything. But not the fish market, which I’ve never even seen. That belongs to
me alone.”

Hedge Pisser raised the bottle. "To imaginary travel destinations," he said. "They're often
better than the real ones. Hehehe."

Murat raised a plastic cup in a toast to them. "*To plans we won't implement,” he said.
"Because otherwise they would fall apart.”

Evening finally descended upon the neighborhood. The first familiar faces began to trickle in:
Dieter, Tanja, the guy with the dog. Each one carrying their own little tragedy.

And if someone asked, "So, what was going on with you guys today?", Kuddel would just
say:

"We were at the fish market, man. In Hamburg. Very early in the morning. You should have
been there."”

And Heckenpisser stood next to him, grinning and thinking:

We were really there.

But not with their feet — but with the last vestige of imagination that life hadn't yet drunk out
of their heads.

The night had only just begun, but Kuddel was already in the thick of it. Not physically — he
was still standing at the high table in front of the corner store — but in that half-baked state
where thoughts race faster than legs and stories detach themselves from reality like loose
wallpaper.

The imaginary fish market was no longer just a story. It clung to the air. Between the haze of

Sterni beer and cigarette smoke, it hung over the standing table like a second, salty
atmosphere.

Word got around. Not because someone had handed out flyers — others did that — but because
words spread faster at the corner store than diseases in a shared apartment.

Dieter came again later that evening, with his usual shuffling gait and the facial expression of
a man who had survived too many Tuesday evenings.

"Well, Oberfeldsaufmeister,” Kuddel greeted him. "On duty at the front today? By the way,
we were at the fish market."”

Dieter blinked. "What? In Hamburg?"

“Of course,” said Kuddel, without hesitation. “At five in the morning. Fish, beer, seagulls,
everything. I almost punched an oyster because it was giving me a funny look.”

Heckenpisser stood next to him, sipped his beer and grinned to himself.
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"I thought you never left,” Dieter muttered.

“Not physically,” Heckenpisser interjected. “But mentally we’ve traveled further than you
have in the last ten years. Hehehe.”

Dieter looked at him, looked at Kuddel, looked at the bottle. Then he shrugged.
"It doesn't matter," he said. "As long as beer comes out in the end."

Murat commented from the sidelines: "That's your target audience, guys. If the sentence ends
with 'As long as beer comes out in the end," you can tell them anything."

“We don’t sell lies,” Heckenpisser said, feigning outrage. “We sell alternative truths with
better dramaturgy.”

Kuddel nodded gravely. "This man is our press department,” he explained.
As the evening progressed, the fish market became a kind of standard program.

Tanja, the pattern scout, eventually showed up in her usual outfit — jeans that were too tight, a
jacket that was too short, and lipstick that was a shade below the pain threshold.

"Hey there, you assholes," she rasped affectionately. "What's up? | was in a bar yesterday, and
there was this guy who—"

“Later, Tanja,” Kuddel interrupted. “We have something much more important to tell you
first. We were at the fish market.”

"In Hamburg?" she asked.

Hedge-pisser raised his hand. "It's... complicated,” he said. "Hehehe."

“Hey, just imagine,” Kuddel began, without waiting for a question, “they sell fish sandwiches
there that make your cholesterol levels explode just by looking at them. And at five in the
morning, the first hotties in faux leather are already standing there, waiting for drunk victims.
You’d be queen there, Tanja. Saint of withered flirting attempts.”

Tanja looked at him and raised an eyebrow. She wasn't stupid, she was just tired.

"You were never there,” she said calmly.

Kuddel flinched. "Deep down, yes," he said.

“I prefer standing in front of the corner store,” she said, grabbed a bottle, paid Murat, and still
lingered at the table. “It’s closer to my comfort zone.”

And so the imaginary fish market became no less real. On the contrary — with each repetition

it became denser, more detailed. Each time new scenes were added, small variations, like in a
series that gets dumber but more entertaining with each season.
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The third time she told the story, an old sailor with an eye patch suddenly appeared and
addressed Kuddel, saying, "You look like a drunken sailor without a ship.” The fifth time,
there was a barker who called hedge urinators "Herr Doktor" because only lunatics show up
so early in their shirtsleeves. The seventh time, she was chased by a seagull that had
supposedly tried to steal a cigarette from Kuddel's mouth.

“These seagulls, man,” he explained, “they’re basically feathered gentrifiers. They take away
everything that’s even remotely fun, and they make a lot of noise doing it.”

“Gentrif flyer,” said Heckenpisser, pleased with himself for using the word. “Hehehe.”

Later, as the night grew deeper and the number of remaining dignities in the neighborhood
dwindled, the fish market became the stage for Kuddel himself.

He was no longer just the narrator. He became the main character in his own legend.
“Listen, Murat,” he began, already quite tipsy. “There was this one moment. I’'m standing
there, beer in hand, looking at the fish crates, everyone completely screwed — the fish, the
people, me. And then this guy comes up to me, a real dockworker, and says: ‘Hey buddy, are

you here to work or to get lost?’”

Murat was busy restocking cigarettes, but he was listening intently. "So, what did you say?"
he asked mechanically, as if performing a ritual.

“I said,” Kuddel replied, “‘I can get lost anywhere. Working, on the other hand, is limited to a
specific location.’”

Hedge-Pisser laughed loudly. "You never said that, you lying clown," he shouted. "Hehehe...
that's too good for your brain soup."

"I don't care,” said Kuddel. "I'm saying it now, so I've said it. The head is the better record."”

Murat half-nodded. "That's how memories work," he said. "You invent until you believe it
happened that way. Welcome to humanity."

And that's exactly what happened: "We wanted to go to Hamburg and didn't make it" became
"We were at the fish market and survived."

The fact that they had never left the station, that no tickets had been bought, that the plan had
already imploded beforehand —

All of that faded into the background, drowned out by the story.

It wasn't the first time that alcoholics had embellished their biographies. But in Kuddel and
Heckenpisser's case, it was more than just boasting. It was a survival strategy.

Around midnight, things quieted down in front of the late-night shop. This brief period, in

which the early drinkers had already left and the very late candidates were still sitting in their
kitchens wondering whether the trip to hell under the neon lights was still worth it.
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Murat pulled a new crate forward. Kuddel leaned on the standing table with both hands,
Heckenpisser let the bottle slide along his hand as if he needed to make sure that there was
still something between him and the floor.

"Do you know what the worst thing is, Hecke?" Kuddel suddenly asked.

"That we started sober?" speculated Heckenpisser.

“No,” said Kuddel. “The worst part is: this fish market in my head feels more real than
anything we tried today.”

Hedge Pisser nodded slowly. "Yes," he said. "That's actually the perfect summary of our lives.
Hehehe. The things we imagine are better structured than the ones we actually accomplish.”

Murat leaned in the doorway, listening without interrupting. He knew such phrases. They
came late, when the level of intoxication briefly intersected with honesty.

“Maybe that’s our level,” Heckenpisser continued. “We’re not built for reality. We’re built for
stories. Other people build careers, families, condos. We make... anecdotes that never
happened.”

"I don't even have photos,” Kuddel muttered. "Of nothing. No proof of anything."”
Heckenpisser gave a short laugh. "Why proof?" he asked. "So someone can say later, 'Look,
you were happy then," and you know you're not anymore? No, Kuddel. We've solved it better
than that. We only have stories. Nobody can take those away from us because nobody knows
if they're true."

Murat nodded. "Photos are for people who want to forget how shitty the present is,” he said.
"You don't need photos. You're a livestream catastrophe.”

“Thanks, Digga,” Kuddel said dryly.

A car drove by, music thumped muffled from half-open windows. Somewhere in the distance
someone shouted, a dog barked back. Typical Berlin.

“Maybe,” Heckenpisser thought aloud, “it’s not so important whether we ever get anywhere.
Maybe it’s just about trying so that later we can say: ‘At least we have a few more chapters
than others.’”

"Chapter?" Murat asked.

“Chapters in the mind,” he explained. “Every person is just a stack of stories. The rest are
bills and organs.”

Kuddel looked at him, and for a rare moment there was something like... pride in his gaze.
“You’re quite the little know-it-all Buddha,” he said. “Only with a bow tie instead of an
orange robe.”

"I left off the bow tie today," Heckenpisser reminded him. "It was a fish market mood."
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"That's right," grinned Kuddel. "You did a good job. You looked like someone who either had
to go to work or was about to throw their life away. Both were possible."”

They continued drinking, silently, each lost in their own thoughts. The corner store was like a
spaceship without a destination, tethered to a parking lot.

Sometime around two or three, when the night had the city deep in its throat, Murat asked:
"And what about Hamburg now? Was that just a passing thought, or are you still planning?"
Heckenpisser looked at Kuddel.Kuddel looked at his bottle.

“I don’t know,” said Kuddel. “Maybe... we’ll try again sometime. But this time with a ticket.
This time for real. Not just a train station.”

Heckenpisser thought for a moment. His brain was drunk, but not dead.
“Do you know what the problem was?”” he asked. “We wanted to go straight from nowhere to
Hamburg. Without any intermediate stops. No wonder we got stuck at the train station. Maybe

we need... intermediate stops.”

"Like in a board game?" Murat asked. "First square one: commuter train. Then square two:
change trains. Square three: ticket inspectors who will eat you alive."

“Exactly,” said Heckenpisser. “We have to take this seriously: The first real step towards
world domination isn’t Hamburg. It’s about getting further than Siidkreuz in the first place.”

Kuddel nodded slowly. "Ticket to nowhere," he muttered. "First, the S-Bahn. Let's see if we
can manage it. And if we screw it up, at least we'll have a new chapter."

Heckenpisser smiled crookedly. "‘Ticket to Nowhere — S-Bahn instead of Hamburg,’" he said,
pronouncing the sentence as if he were writing it on an invisible title page. "Hehehe. Sounds
like our whole biography."

Murat tapped his forehead. "Write that down, Hecke," he said. "Otherwise you'll forget it
again. You have more plans than functioning brains."

Heckenpisser pulled his notebook from his coat pocket. The page "Operation Hamburg" filled
the top half. Below it, he left some space and wrote in large, crooked letters:

Next chapter: Ticket to nowhere — S-Bahn instead of Hamburg
“There,” he said, holding it out to Kuddel. “Before we screw it up, at least it’s somewhere.”

Kuddel read, nodded, and took the book from him for a moment. He added another line
underneath and wrote:

"This time with a ticket (maybe)."
They laughed again. Not because it was funny — but because laughter was still cheaper than

therapy.
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As the first birds somewhere in the trees began to make their silly, optimistic noises, the
group slowly dispersed.

Dieter was long gone, Tanja had disappeared even before, the guy's dog had peed in the
bushes, the last bottles clinked in the crate.

"So," said Murat, as he lowered the blind halfway. "The fish market officially belongs to your
head now, Kuddel. Hamburg can't afford it anyway. And you two go home now, before you
grow here."

Hedge-Pisser pushed his glasses up higher. "We've been growing for a long time," he said.
"We just have rotating roots. Hehehe."

"Shut your mouth, poet,” grinned Murat. "And get lost."

Kuddel pulled his robe tighter and lit one last cigarette. "Hecke," he said, "next time we talk
about Hamburg, let's start with the honest thing: take the S-Bahn. Just the S-Bahn. No
overthinking. A reality check."

Heckenpisser nodded. "Agreed," he said. "Ticket to nowhere. There and back... or just get
stuck somewhere."

They set off in different directions, but with the same soundtrack in their heads: neon,
seagulls, imagined fish and real emptiness.

After a while, the light went out above the late-night shop. The neighborhood sank into that
short, thin sleep it allowed itself every morning before the next shift of lost souls floated in.

And somewhere, deep in a smoke-filled brain, the fish market still stood:

Stalls, seagulls, beer, voices — a place that had never been visited, but experienced a thousand
times.

A ghostly pilgrimage site for two drunkards who didn't yet know that the next chapter of their
non-existent world domination was about to begin.

would not begin in Hamburg, but on a crowded S-Bahn train with a ticket they called
"Future”,

even if they would end up back at the same standing table in the end.

Ticket to nowhere — S-Bahn instead of Hamburg

The next attempt to call something a "plan™ began again with a hangover that felt like an
official measure: unannounced, unpleasant, and nobody had asked for it.

Kuddel woke up as usual: first with the noise in his head, then with the smell in the room.
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His skull felt like someone in steel-toed boots had trampled through his synapses to the beat
of Motdrhead. The air in the apartment was a mixture of stale smoke, old beer, and that very
particular scent that only develops when a man lives alone for too long and considers cleaning
a lifestyle gimmick.

He sat up, scratched his stomach, searched the ground with his feet and first came across a
half-empty bottle, then an ashtray, then a pile of clothes that might once have been a chair.

“Ticket to nowhere,” he muttered, more to himself than to the world. “Today, commuter train,
hedge. Today we're getting serious. Or something like that.”

His gaze fell on the wall, where yellowed posters were stuck: Slayer, Motérhead, Tankard.
Among all the skulls and logos, a crumpled piece of paper was taped in place: some kind of
printout from the railway website, next to it a ballpoint pen mark that looked like an insult in
italics.

And below, in his own scribbled handwriting:

""This time with a ticket (maybe)."

He grinned. "Maybe" was his middle name.

He slowly got to his feet and staggered into the bathroom. The mirror greeted him with the
truth: dark circles under his eyes, stubble, skin like a badly treated football. He bent over and

gasped.

"King, you look like a before-and-after ad for welfare," he said to his reflection. "But today
we're riding the commuter train like posh people. Almost."

While peeing, he remembered that one very special stroke of genius from his past — his tattoo.
Above the so-called "tap," where other men get dragons, names, or silly lineages tattooed,
Kuddel had the following written in crooked, barely legible script:

""No drinking water"*

Back then, it was a mixture of drunkenness, bad influence, and the vague idea of preventing
"the worst".

"If someone falls for you, at least she should be warned," the tattoo artist had said, a guy with
tunnel ears and the expression of a man who had seen too much misery to still judge.

“So that later no one can say: ‘I didn’t know that,”” Kuddel had roared, while the needle
buzzed and his brain bathed in alcohol.

Now, years later, the tattoo hadn't become more beautiful, but it was consistent. It was like an
official notice on a body part that for years had only been responsible for improvised peeing
incidents and rare bad decisions.

"No drinking water," he muttered, pulling up his underwear. "No wonder my life is so
thirsty."
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Heckenpisser had started the morning again with an internal lecture.

He stood in the bathroom, looked at himself in the mirror, and gave himself an internal
presentation:

Slide one: Job. Slide two: Mother. Slide three: Kuddel and the drunkards. Slide four: S-Bahn
instead of Hamburg — reality test.

He was more tired than yesterday, but less desperate. There was this small residue of
something, something that almost felt like excitement. Not the good kind of excitement before
a vacation or sex. More like: "Let's see what happens."

He was wearing a shirt and a bow tie again today. Yesterday's attempt to dress casually had
only made him nervous. He needed his armor. Even if they laughed about it, it was his way of
telling the world: | tried, okay?

Gerda, his mother, naturally had questions. She always had questions.

"Son, you were out so late yesterday," she said as she poured the coffee. "You can't hang
around the kiosk every night. It's not a lounge for... for..."

She was looking for a word that wasn't "failed existences".

"For people with alternative daily routines,” Heckenpisser offered. "Hehehe."

"You need real friends," she sighed. "Not this... Kuddel. What kind of name is that anyway?"
"A stage name," he replied dryly. A stage name for a life no one wanted to pay for.

He briefly considered telling her about the train ride. About the plan to just get out, anywhere,
anywhere, as long as it wasn't just the corner store and the office. But how do you explain to
your mother that your biggest escape in years is a ride on the commuter train without her

completely losing faith in you?

"I might be gone longer later," he said, drinking his coffee in quick gulps. "Don't be
surprised."”

"With this jumble?" she asked suspiciously.

“With reality,” he said. “We’re still in contact, but it’s complicated. Hehehe.”

She didn't understand it. Nor did she need to.

The platform would understand him better.

This time they didn't meet by chance. It was a prearranged meeting.

Kuddel was standing in front of the corner store again, even though he was still half asleep.
The blinds were half down, the lights were off, and there was only yesterday's trash in the
corner. He'd gotten a can of beer from some vending machine that was still attached to one of

those kiosks that was always open when all the others were already closed or just opening.
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He stood there, puffing on the can, as if it were a trial run for later commuter train drinking.

Heckenpisser came around the corner, briefcase in hand, this time deliberately without going
to the office. He had written an email to the boss that morning: "I'm sick today. Headache."
That wasn't even a lie.

"Well, ticket-to-nowhere partner,” he greeted Kuddel. "Ready for the field test? Hehehe."

Kuddel threw the can in the trash, missed, picked it up, and threw it in again. "I'm ready to
screw everything up, as always," he said. "But this time officially on public transport.”

Heckenpisser glanced at his watch. "If we get to the station in twenty minutes, we'll catch the
next train. This time we're actually buying tickets. That's my personal contribution to
civilization: a valid ticket.”

"Look at me," Kuddel said, pointing to his robe. "I'm the antithesis of civilization. But
whatever. Today I'm going to try legality. Just to see what it's like."

They set off again, through the same streets, past the same pile of dog poop, past the same
windows behind which people pretended to have lives that led somewhere.

They arrived at the train station early enough. The vending machines stood in a row like
overweight robots waiting for errors.

"Not today, you tin-fucks,” Kuddel muttered, pointedly taking a step back. "Last time I tried
to be reasonable with you, and the result was: no ticket, but plenty of mental imagery. Today
it's your turn, Hecke. You're our go-to person for civilization technology.”

Heckenpisser stepped forward, adjusted his glasses as if he were about to perform surgery. He
selected targets, tariffs, and pressed buttons with a mixture of matter-of-factness and quiet
despair.

“Two AB zone tickets,” he muttered. “For the grand illusion: We’re going away.”

When the machine spat out the tickets, it briefly felt as if someone had given them
permission. Not for Hamburg. But at least to pretend for a while that they were on their way.

They boarded the train and sat down next to each other, like two caricatures of commuters:
Kuddel, the metalhead with the "No Drinking Water" tattoo in his groin area, somewhere
under tattered fabric; and Heckenpisser, the office worker in a makeshift tailored suit, with a
briefcase and a mental resignation.

The train started moving, jerked into motion, and picked up speed. Outside, building facades,
graffiti, and backyards flashed by. Inside, the usual S-Bahn social study was underway:
headphones, strollers, a grandmother with a shopping bag, a guy with a laptop pretending to
work but just scrolling aimlessly.

“Now look at us,” Heckenpisser said quietly. “We’re part of the system. Ticket, seat,
destination: something with a final stop.”
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“I’ve been stuck at the end of the line my whole life,” Kuddel said. “Only this time it’s on the
screen.”

They had no real plan for where they wanted to get off. "Nowhere" was not an official stop.

“We’ll just keep driving,” said Kuddel. “Until it starts to feel really wrong. Then we’ll get
out.”

"So far, so good?" asked Heckenpisser, looking around. "Hehehe."

A ticket inspector came through the train, like a grumpy angel with a ticket machine. A guy in
a neon vest, annoyed look, stamp in his hand.

"Tickets, please."

Heckenpisser was immediately in rule mode. He pulled out the ticket and held it up. Kuddel
rummaged awkwardly in his jeans, pulled out the ticket, and held it out to the inspector like a
certificate of innocence.

The inspector looked first at the ticket, then at Kuddel. Then back at the ticket.

"Everything's fine," he murmured and continued walking.

"Wow," whispered Kuddel. "For a moment I thought he saw through what was behind the
facade."

"What is it?" asked Hedge Pisser. "That you're not drinking water? Hehehe."

Kuddel grinned crookedly. "Hey, that tattoo is a secret," he said. "Only for emergencies. And
selected trauma victims."

Heckenpisser couldn't resist. "Tell me again why you got that tattooed," he begged. "Please. |
need it."

Kuddel leaned back, looked at the ceiling of the train as if it were a confessional window.

“That was back then, Hecke,” he began, “when we were still young enough to believe that the
penis was the center of the universe. You know how it was. Everyone was getting some kind
of crap tattooed on them: tribal designs, names of girlfriends who cheated on them three
weeks later, Chinese characters for ‘courage’ that actually meant ‘chicken soup’... and I was
thinking: What’s the most sensible piece of advice you can write on your body?”

Heckenpisser listened attentively, while an older lady opposite them frowned.
"And?" he asked.
“I thought to myself,” Kuddel continued, “my life is dirty enough already. If anyone gets the

idea to use the tap like a drinking fountain, they should be informed beforehand. Like those
signs in hotels: ‘No drinking water’. I wanted my own built-in warning sign.”
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Heckenpisser burst out laughing. "Hehehehehe! You've got a warning sign tattooed on you!
You're a walking consumer warning!"

“Hey, I’m a responsible citizen,” Kuddel defended himself. “I minimized the dangerous
situation. That’s almost workplace safety.”

The old woman opposite snorted, muttered something about "antisocial” people, and
demonstratively stood up at the next station to sit further forward.

"See?" said Heckenpisser. "Your tattoo has an effect even when it's not visible. Pure
charisma.”

Kuddel yawned. "She would never have tried it anyway," he said. "She was still drinking
from the tap before they invented limescale filters."

Outside, the city passed by: bridges, grey blocks, and every now and then a tree that looked as
if it had gotten lost on the city map.

"You know what | like about it?" said Hedge Pisser after a while. "That you take the
responsibility so... strangely seriously. Everything in your life is chaos, but on this topic you
think: "Yes, I'm protecting humanity.' Hehehe."

"Someone has to," grunted Kuddel. "Those up there warn you about gluten and sugar, | warn
you about my penis. It's only fair."

A few seats away, someone chuckled quietly. They hadn't been as quiet as they thought.

A guy, mid-thirties, hoodie, headphones around his neck, turned halfway towards them.
"Bro," he said, "if you really have 'No Drinking Water' written above it, you're my hero."

Kuddel looked at him appraisingly. "Why, do you have an idea for your next tattoo?" he
asked.

The guy grinned. "I work in a studio like that,” he said. "I've done a lot of shit. But this is...
premium."

Heckenpisser slapped his forehead. "Of course we'll run into a tattoo artist on the train,” he
muttered. "Reality has a terrible sense of timing. Hehehe."

"Hey, seriously," the guy said. "If you ever want a touch-up, come by. I'll put ‘Danger to Life
underneath for free."

Kuddel laughed. "It's more like life-threatening," he said, tapping his temple. "But thanks for
the offer.”

The guy nodded, got off two stops later, waved, and disappeared into the crowd.

“You see,” said Heckenpisser. “Even on the commuter train, people still notice your tattoo.
It’s like... an invisible character in the room.”

“My tattoo has more social contacts than I do,” said Kuddel. “That’s sad.”
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Eventually they realized they had been driving for far too long without knowing where they
were.

The display above the door was half broken; letters flickered, stations looked like bad
anagrams.

"Where are we?" asked Kuddel.

Heckenpisser looked out. The houses looked different. Less Berlin, more suburbia, this
"People only come here when they have to" feeling.

"Somewhere outside our area of expertise,” he said. "Hehehe."
They got off at the next station, just like that. The train drove away, leaving them on a drafty
platform, somewhere out there in the middle of nowhere, which wasn't Hamburg, but also no

longer Schoneberg.

It smelled of piss, wet earth, and a long-term lack of prospects. Not a corner store in sight, just
a gray underpass tunnel, a few graffiti, a miserable lamppost as tired as it was.

"Great," said Kuddel. "Now we're officially in the middle of nowhere. Mission
accomplished.”

Heckenpisser looked around. "At least,” he said. "We're away from the red-light district. We
have tickets, we haven't been caught by the ticket inspectors, and we're standing somewhere
where nobody knows us. That's more than some people manage in a whole year. Hehehe."

Kuddel scratched himself, pulling his robe tighter. "And now?" he asked. "Start world
domination from the train platform?"

Heckenpisser thought for a moment. Then he pointed at the tunnel.

“Now,” he said, “we’ll find out where we’ve landed. And then we’ll see if there’s at least a
toilet here.”

Kuddel grinned broadly. "The toilet is good," he said. "Maybe | can show off my tattoo in the
wild again. Just as a precaution.”

"You're the only health department that can't be taken seriously,” laughed Heckenpisser.
And as they descended the stairs into the underpass, into a strange corner of the city, with
valid tickets, broken heads, and a tattoo warning of "No Drinking Water" over a reality that

had long since lost any source of thirst,

Little did they know that the next chapter would make their idea of "Nowhere" even more
concrete:

Downstairs, near the Babylon train station toilets.
The tunnel under the platform was one of those places where you immediately knew: the city

had already terminated the lease.
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Damp concrete, gray tiles that might once have been white, graffiti in all variations — from
"ACAB" to "Kevin 4ever". The floor was sticky, the air musty. It smelled of urine, stale
smoke, and that indefinable aroma that arises when too many people with too little
perspective walk through the same shaft for too long.

“Well, congratulations,” murmured Kuddel, “there are definitely no influencers living here.”

Hedge-Pisser ducked his head, as if that might protect him from the smells. “"Welcome to the
extended suburban belt of failure," he said. "Hehehe."

Posters, crooked and half-torn, were stuck to the walls. One was advertising a concert by
some cover band playing in a town hall no one would willingly enter. Another was promoting
an adult education course on "Stress Management in Everyday Life." A campaign poster,
already outdated, showed a politician pretending to listen while smiling blankly into space.

"Look over there,"” said Heckenpisser, pointing at the election campaigner. "Another guy who
should have 'No Drinking Water' written on his face. Hehehe."

"His name says 'No Backbone'," Kuddel growled. "That's worse."

They came out of the tunnel and stood in front of the station forecourt. "Forecourt™ was a bit
of an exaggeration, though. It was more like a patch of asphalt with a bus stop and a kiosk that
looked like it was suffering from depression itself.

The sky hung low, grey on grey. No tourists, no fancy cafes, just a few people who looked as
if they had chosen this corner of the world at some point — or as if it had chosen them.

"Where are we, anyway?" asked Kuddel.

Heckenpisser was looking for a site plan. There was one, behind glass, with fingerprints,
scribbles, and sticky dirt.

“Ah,” he said, and read out the station name. “Welcome to...” He named a suburb, so
interchangeable that you immediately forgot it.

“Never heard of it,” said Kuddel. “Sounds like a place where three kebab shops and a nail
salon constitute the cultural infrastructure.”

That's exactly what it looked like. On the left, a "Snack Express" whose sign had hung in the
sun for so long that the colors had faded. On the right, a hair salon called "Hair-Perfect" — a
name that betrayed someone's attempt at humor.

In between was a kiosk selling lottery tickets, cigarettes, and mobile phone top-up cards. Not
a late-night convenience store — this was provincial life on a city scale.

"I feel uncomfortable,” said Kuddel. "Nobody here knows my blood alcohol level."”

Heckenpisser chuckled. "Nobody knows your file," he corrected. "It's almost like a vacation."
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They sat down on a bench that someone had set on fire so often that the edges were charred.
An empty vodka-mix bottle lay underneath it, next to it a crumpled Bild newspaper, the
headline half covered with chewing gum.

“So,” Heckenpisser began, “if we try to frame this positively: We managed to leave the
neighborhood. We’re somewhere where nobody knows us and nobody misses us. We’ve
basically... failed anonymously. Hehehe.”

"The difference to before is minimal,” said Kuddel. "Except that there's no late-night shop
here with Murat, who at least rips us off."

He looked around. A woman pushed a stroller past, smoking and looking as if she hadn't slept
through the night in three months. A guy in a hoodie leaned against the bus stop, staring at his
phone as if better news was about to arrive. An old man with a dog crossed the street slowly,
as if each step were a negotiation with his own hip.

"World, you look equally awful everywhere," Kuddel muttered.

"Perhaps that's the great lesson of our journey," said Heckenpisser. "Nowhere is just
somewhere else."”

He took out a pack of cigarettes and offered one to Kuddel. Kuddel took it, even though he
had already smoked half of one.

“Do you remember,” Heckenpisser began, while they smoked, “back when people thought
riding the S-Bahn was something like freedom? We used to ride it to school, to that old
boarding school, and we thought: ‘“When we grow up, we’ll travel far, far away, to other
cities, other countries.” And now we’re sitting here at Nowhere Station, pretending this is
some kind of expedition.”

“Back then,” said Kuddel, “I used to have this funny belief that my penis was good for
something other than peeing. That’s why I had that warning tattooed on it. And what
happened? No drinking water, no life, nothing at all.”

Hedge Pisser laughed darkly. "You're the only guy who disclaims both body parts and life
choices at the same time," he said. "Hehehe."

The cigarette butt burned down slowly. The day stood still, as if it didn't know what to do
next.

“We have to do something,” Kuddel said after a while. “Otherwise, we’ll just sit here like two
pieces of street furniture, waiting for someone to kick us over.”

"What do you have in mind?" asked Heckenpisser. "Storming the town hall? Sabotaging the
voting booths? Revolutionizing the snack bar?"

Kuddel looked back towards the train station. A sign pointed the way to the toilet — that
universal symbol of stick figures stacked on top of each other. In front of it, a downward
arrow said: "This is where things go downhill, but officially.”

“I have to pee,” said Kuddel.
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"This is not yet a political agenda,” remarked Heckenpisser.

“Yes,” Kuddel objected. “The train station toilet is the true place where you realize how a
society treats its weakest members. And those who just need to go.”

Heckenpisser tilted his head. "Train station toilet as a reflection of the system?" he asked.
"Hehehe. You always surprise me."

"If the toilet is free, there's still hope,” Kuddel explained. "If you have to pay when you're
about to burst, you know: someone's trying to milk you for all you're worth."

Heckenpisser stared at him for a moment and couldn't help but clap. "That's so broken and yet
so true,” he said. "Let's test that empirically."

They stood up, walked back towards the underpass, past the kiosk with the sad scratch-off
lottery tickets, past the bus stop where the guy in the hoodie was still standing, as if he were
glued on.

The way to the station toilet led down half a flight of stairs, further into the belly of the
building. The deeper they went, the less of "city" remained and the more of "this is where
people throw things they don't want to see upstairs".

The air pressure changed. The sounds were muffled. The smell intensified, with everything
that people let out when they are alone and think no one is listening.

A sign came into view: "WC - €1.00 - Only with a valid ticket."

"There you go," said Heckenpisser. "Double access restriction. Capitalism and control in its
purest form. Hehehe."

In front of the entrance stood a turnstile, next to it a coin-operated machine. Behind a
plexiglass screen sat a middle-aged woman with a facial expression that said, "I've seen it all
and don't want any more of it."

“Here you decide,” Kuddel murmured, “whether you are a real human being or a paying
customer with a bladder.”

He reached into his pocket and counted his coins. Not much, but enough for a toilet.

Heckenpisser looked at the sign. "'Only with a valid ticket," he read aloud. "That means they
only want you to go to the toilet if you're part of the system. Fare dodgers aren't even allowed
to pee in peace. It's almost poetically cruel.”

Kuddel grinned. "At least we have tickets today," he said. "A chance to legally pee for once in
our lives. We should celebrate that."

Before they went through the turnstile, Heckenpisser briefly held his arm.

“Kuddel,” he said. “I just want you to know: If anything in there falls on your feet that isn’t
yours, it wasn’t me. Hehehe.”
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“If anything falls on my feet in there,” Kuddel grumbled, “I’ll get tetanus just from looking at
it.”

They each inserted a coin. The turnstile clicked.
The moment they walked through, Kuddel thought about how absurd it all was:

World domination at the standing table. The fish market in your head. The ticket to nowhere.
And now: a toilet that only lets you in if you pay and can show a valid ticket.

“No drinking water,” he muttered, more to his tattoo than to the world. “But maybe there’s
still a little bit of truth down here.”

Heckenpisser stepped next to him, a smile that hung somewhere between disgust and
anticipation.

“Welcome,” he said, “to the heart of civilization. Babylon train station toilets. If there’s one
place where our journey makes sense, it’s here. Hehehe.”

The door swung open. A smell that could wipe out entire lives hit them.

And as they entered this tiled inferno, Kuddel realized that nowhere was sometimes less a
place than a state of being.

and that they were in the process of finding yet another chapter that no one would ever
willingly enter —

except for two guys with tickets, broken livers and the urgent need to
To at least flush this world down once, from the train station toilet.

The train station toilet smelled as if someone had evaporated all human decisions of the last
twenty years in one room.

Kuddel stopped right behind the door. Not out of politeness — out of pure survival instinct.

The first shock was the smell: a mixture of ammonia, old cleaning product that had long since
given up, sweetish decay residue, cold mold and a very subtle note of "someone here has lost
their will to live".

"Ugh, kiss my ass," Kuddel choked, half-covering his mouth with his forearm. "Nose hairs die
a hero's death here."

Hedge Pisser took a step behind him, leaned cautiously past, like someone peering into a war
zone. “This is...” he sniffed, grimacing, “...an olfactory declaration of war. Hehehe.”

Tiles on the walls, formerly white, now in various shades of nicotine, urine, and "something's
been spilled on them, don't ask.” The floor: stained, wet, but wet in that indefinable way
where you don't want to know if it's water or a mixture of everything humans can get rid of in
liquid form.
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A couple of sinks, two of which looked as if they'd spent the last few years only being used
for stubbing out cigarettes and spitting out liquor. Soap, of course, was nowhere to be found.
Instead, there was an empty dispenser with the word "Hygiene" written on it, like a bad joke.

Three urinals at the rear, three yellow semicircles in front. Next to them, two cubicles, doors
damaged, one missing its lock, the other its partition.

A middle-aged man at the urinal, jacket open, belly half out, staring blankly straight ahead, as
if gazing at a point in the future where life might still make sense.

An indefinable noise came from one of the cabins. Coughing. Gagging. Cursing. A voice that
sounded like a voice message from someone who had given up ten years ago.

“This,” said Heckenpisser quietly, “is not just a toilet. This is a sociological field study on
tiles.”

"This is Babylon," growled Kuddel. "Only without the tower, but with diarrhea.”

He cautiously approached a urinal, instinctively searching for the driest edge — a task that, on
this floor, was about as promising as searching for meaning on private television.

Heckenpisser paused for a moment, taking in the scene, the flickering neon light, the shadows
on the walls, the old scribbles:

“FUCK YOU ALL” “SABRINA 017...” (the remaining numbers had been scratched away)
“GOD IS DEAD — THIS IS THE FIRST TIME HE WAS HERE”

"That's art," he murmured. "Only without funding. Hehehe."

Kuddel unzipped his jacket and puffed. "If I get a urinary tract infection,"” he said, "as the only
one here who actually paid, then I'll sue the railway company. Then the verdict will read:
'Plaintiff: Kuddel, known as a drunkard.™

“You can be glad if your lawyer doesn’t faint when he sees the evidence photos,”
Heckenpisser retorted.

Kuddel was just about to start peeing when he remembered his tattoo.
"No drinking water"
A warning sign in the intimate area that made more sense at that moment than ever before.

"You know, Hecke," he said, as a meager stream of water found its way out, "I think my tap is
the most hygienic thing in here, with a sense of humor. If I drop my pants, you'll have to pay
an entrance fee."

Hedgepisser snorted. "Entrance fee here?" he asked. "That would be an assault on reality.
Hehehe."

The cubicle door opened. A guy came out — puffy eyes, pupils like pins, trousers half-open, T-
shirt with some festival logo from many years ago. He staggered to the sink, turned on the tap
— only a thin, brownish trickle came out, which was more of a question than an answer.
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The guy briefly held his hand underneath, looked at the water, shrugged, and then simply
rubbed it dry on his jeans. When he saw himself in the mirror, he laughed briefly, a short, dry
laugh that didn't quite finish.

“No drinking water,” muttered Heckenpisser, more to himself than to Kuddel. “I think that
applies to everything here.”

Kuddel shook himself off as best he could in that context and took a half step back. A dirty,
quick thought crossed his mind:

If anyone here gets the idea to lick anything on me, they should get vaccinated beforehand.
“Hecke,” he said, “I’m telling you this as your friend: If you ever sink so low in your life that
you perform oral sex on someone in a train station toilet — read my tattoo first. I didn’t get it

for fun. It’s consumer protection.”

Heckenpisser burst into high-pitched, nervous laughter. "Hehehehehe!" echoed through the
tiled room.

The guy from the festival gave them a look that was somewhere between "I don't understand™
and "1 have other problems right now," and stumbled towards the exit.

Hedge Pisser also approached the urinal, but paused briefly. "I have the feeling my bladder
wants to shut itself off here on principle,” he said. "It refuses to become part of this
ecosystem."

"You're too delicate for the big world down there," Kuddel commented. "Come on, or you'll
wake up here as a chalky mess."

He stepped up to the sink and turned on the tap. Water came out. Brownish, weak, offended.

He briefly held his hands underneath, but immediately pulled them away again. "If I let it get
to me, I'll develop new illnesses,™ he said.

Hedge-pisser opted for air-dried minimalism. He simply shook his fingers in the air, as if
trying to shed the whole situation.

They headed towards the exit. Before they stepped through the door, Kuddel paused briefly
and looked around.

“Do you know what the sick thing is, Hedge?” he asked.
"That we paid for this?" speculated Heckenpisser.
“That too,” said Kuddel. “But [ mean something else. Take a look at this.”

He pointed with his chin at the turnstile, the coin-operated machines, the sign “WC — 1.00 € —
Only with a valid ticket”.

“Down here, everything comes out that people can no longer keep in,” he said. “Piss, shit,
vomit, tears. Everything that no longer fits into life. And the railway company thinks: ‘Great,
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we can make a euro out of that.” When you’re about to burst, they hold out the plate to you.
That’s... the perfect metaphor for everything.”

Heckenpisser stared at the sign for a moment. Then he nodded slowly, and his smile
narrowed.

“That is...” he began, “one of the most brutal, honest observations you’ve ever made.
Hehehe. If you could put that into words soberly, you could give lectures. ‘Train station
toilets as a mirror of the neoliberal view of humanity.””

“I’ll do it,” Kuddel muttered. “In the pub. With a flipchart made of beer mats.”

They went out through the door, back into the corridor, which suddenly — compared to the
toilet — almost felt like a spa.

"Do you know what we're supposed to call this chapter, Hedge?" Kuddel asked. "Babylon the
Train Station Toilet. This is the central temple of our whole shitty system. A room where
everything nobody wants comes out, and yet you still have to pay to be allowed to
participate.”

Heckenpisser pulled his notebook out of his pocket, flipped through it briefly, and looked for
the page with the chapters. "It's already in there," he said. "Babylon train station toilet. We
announced it, now we've... smelled it. Hehehe."

They climbed the stairs again, back into the daylight. Outside it had become even grayer, as if
the sky had briefly looked into the toilet bowl and decided: Nope.

A few new figures stood on the platform: A woman with a suitcase and a business jacket,
nervously checking her watch. A teenager with a skateboard, headphones in his ears, his gaze
distant. An older man who looked as if he had spent the last twenty years standing in the same
places.

Kuddel and Heckenpisser joined the line as if they were some kind of traveler — which, in a
way, they were. Only their destination wasn't a city, but a feeling they could never quite

grasp.
“So, what did we learn?”” asked Heckenpisser, as he put the ticket back in his pocket.
Kuddel scratched his chest and puffed. "That it stinks just as much in the middle of nowhere
as it does here," he said. "That you have to pay to pee. And that my 'No Drinking Water'
tattoo is probably the honest version of all the signs.”

"And?" Heckenpisser pressed. "Do you feel... different?"

Kuddel thought for a moment. He looked at the tracks, at the rails that met somewhere in the
distance, without it being possible to see where.

"Not really,” he said. "But now | have one more train station toilet that | know | never want to
go into again. Maybe that's a kind of progress."
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Hedge Pisser chuckled softly. "Progress on the negative list,” he said. "When you die, your
CV will say: 'Successfully avoided multiple public toilets.™

The next S-Bahn train arrived. This time it didn't feel like a promise, but like what it was: a
vehicle that pushed people from one point to the next without asking if they wanted to be
there.

They got in and sat down next to each other again. This time they didn't speak for a while.
Outside, nowhere passed by: junkyards, industrial buildings, housing estates that looked like
they'd been copied and pasted.

Heckenpisser finally broke the silence. "Do you know what | kind of like?" he asked.
"That you haven't thrown up yet?" Kuddel guessed.

“That we at least tried,” said Heckenpisser. “Not Hamburg, okay. But we were somewhere
we’d never been before. We saw something we didn’t want to see. And we laughed about it
anyway. That’s... more than many manage.”

Kuddel accepted it the way one accepts a compliment one isn't prepared for. He scratched his
chin, looked at his own shoe, on which a splash from the hell of the train station was stuck.

“You know,” he said, “there are worse things than wasting your ticket to nowhere with
someone who at least tells you when you’re talking bullshit.”

Hedge Pisser grinned. "I'm honored, King of Cigarettes," he said. "Hehehe."

Later, back in Schéneberg, when they tipped off the train at the late-night convenience store,
the neighborhood briefly felt like a place you return to, not one where you get stuck.

Murat was standing behind the cash register as usual, neon lights on, eyes alert. "Well?" he
called out when he saw her coming. "Didn't see her anywhere? Or was it too crowded?"

“We were in Babylon,” said Heckenpisser pathetically. “Babylon train station toilet. And
we’ve come back to report. Hehehe.”

Kuddel stood at the standing table, looked at the board that said “World Domination — Step 1:
Hamburg”.

Slowly, with a very serious face, he pulled a pen from his robe. He added the following to the
bottom:

“Step 0.5: Ticket to Nowhere — passed (with flaws)”

Heckenpisser read, nodded. "The defect report goes into the next chapter,” he said. "Babylon
train station toilet. We'll take stock there."

Murat placed two Sterni beers on the table and poured in Boonekamp, like a priest preparing
for Mass.
“Here come you complete idiots,” he said. “You’re no further along, but at least you have
more text.”
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They clinked glasses. The bottles clinked, and the evening descended again like an old
blanket over the neighborhood.

And while they drank, smoked, and laughed, somewhere in the basement of an unnamed
station there was a toilet that knew nothing of its symbolic promotion to "Babylon Station
Toilet" —

but whose stench had nevertheless burned itself into the manifesto of the drunkards.

The ticket to nowhere had been validated. The next stop was clear:

Babylon train station toilet.

There, the world would be gathered once again into the smallest possible space —

in ceramics, tiles, and the echo of everything that nobody wanted to take upstairs.

Babylon train station toilet

There are places in the world where you realize that God was either never there or looked in
at some point and then quickly decided on something else.

Train station toilets are part of it. Especially those in the middle of nowhere, somewhere in
the belt of concrete and desolation surrounding the cities.

For Kuddel, this toilet wasn't just a privy. It was a kind of pilgrimage site of misery, a mixture
of a smoke-filled den of despair and a ceramic museum for failed bladders.

After their first experience down there, with the coin insertion and the olfactory assault, a sane
person would have said: "Never again." Kuddel and Heckenpisser said: "We have to go back
there. More sober. And with more attention to detail.”

“We are researchers,” Heckenpisser had solemnly declared a few days later, as they sat again
on the S-Bahn heading towards nowhere. “Sociological expedition. Field study of the
Babylon train station toilet. Hehehe.”

Kuddel had leaned his forehead against the window and stared outside, where apartment
blocks, allotment gardens and car dealerships passed by like faceless NPCs in a game he had
never installed.

“Researchers,” he grumbled. “We’re the only ones who would voluntarily subject themselves
to this cesspool again. This isn’t field research, this is a character flaw.”

“I call it authenticity,” said Heckenpisser. “Most people take selfies in cafes, we take mental
photos of train station urinals. That’s... countercultural. Hehehe.”
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Murat wasn't there this time. "I've got enough shit here," he'd said when they asked him.
"Toilets, shelves, customers — everything that needs to go ends up with me. You can
investigate the external shit yourselves."

So there they were, traveling as a pair. Two drunkards with valid tickets and invalid CVs.

When they re-entered that concrete underpass, it was as if the walls recognized them. The
same musty draft, the same cold grey tone, the same slightly sticky floor that knew stories no
one wanted to hear.

"Back in Babylon," muttered Heckenpisser. "'l never thought I'd become a regular at a train
station toilet."

“We’re not regulars,” Kuddel objected. “We’re... uh... inspectors. Hygiene doctors.
Alternative health service. If I have my ‘No Drinking Water’ tattoo with me, it’s practically
an official stamp.”

"You're more like a traveling circus of warning signs," said Heckenpisser. "Hehehehe."

They approached the silver turnstile barrier in front of the restroom area again. The sign "WC
- €1.00 - Only with a valid ticket" grinned at them like a grumpy cashier.

“You know,” said Heckenpisser, “every time I see that, I feel like I have to fill out an
application beforehand. ‘Reason for going to the toilet: emotional, physical or
metaphysical?’”

Kuddel threw in a coin. "Reason: | need to pee. There's no more philosophy to it than that," he
said. "And even if there were, reality would pee in my face anyway."

The turnstile clicked, and they entered.
This time, the stench didn't catch them quite so off guard. It was still brutal, but they knew the
direction: an ammonia front with a putrid flank, behind it a disinfectant cloud that had long

since become purely decorative.

“Maybe you get used to it,” said Heckenpisser, breathing carefully. “Like you get used to the
news.”

"If I get used to this, shoot me,"” said Kuddel.

It was later in the day than on the first visit. Different audience.

A young guy in a hoodie stood at the sink, trying to rinse the last bit of powder from his
nostrils with icy water. A pensioner came out of the cubicle, pulled up his trousers, and shook
his head as if he'd just voted on the federal government. Somewhere a lone mosquito flew by,
apparently mistaking it for a hawk.

They lined up at the urinals again, this time almost professionally. Researcher posture.

“I was thinking about it last night,” said Hedge Pisser, as he unzipped his jacket. “About your
‘No Drinking Water’ jewelry. It’s actually one of the most honest tattoos I’ve ever heard of.”
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“I told you so,” Kuddel muttered. “Enlightenment by the subject. Others talk about
responsibility, I put it where it hurts.”

“You know what’s even worse?”” Heckenpisser began. “There are people who top even that. I
once heard of one...”

He paused, grinned, his laughter already rising. "Hehehe... watch out, that's gold."

“Go ahead and shoot,” said Kuddel, aiming more or less in the right direction while trying to
avoid touching the ground.

“A friend of a colleague,” began Heckenpisser — which in her world was the official phrase
for “could just as well be an urban legend” — “got a pile of steaming shit tattooed on his
stomach. Really detailed. So cartoony, with flies around it, circling above. Right above his
belly button, so you immediately lose your appetite when changing at the swimming pool.”

Kuddel started laughing, had to stop briefly to avoid spilling. "Oh come on, dude," he gasped.
"A steaming pile on your stomach? With flies? That's not even rock anymore, that's just...
indigestion in color.”

"Wait," said Hedge Pisser, his laughter rising. "Hehehehe... the best is yet to come! The guy
was shopping with his father, for clothes, Karstadt style. They go into the fitting room, the
father wants to see if the shirt fits or whatever, the son pulls up his T-shirt... and the old man
sees this pile of shit with flies on his stomach for the first time."

Kuddel now had tears in his eyes. "Come on," he gasped. "What did he say?"

Heckenpisser paused, playing out the moment as if he were delivering a punchline on stage.
"Nothing," he said then. "Absolutely nothing. No swearing, no yelling. The old man looked at
what his son had painted on his stomach, took off his T-shirt, left the dressing room without a
word... and later the guy was simply disinherited without comment.”

He laughed that short, bright, maniacal laugh. “Hehehehehe... disinherited because of a pile
of shit! Imagine: forty years of family, raising, living — and the moment he erases his child
from his heart is when he sees them getting steaming shit tattooed on their stomach.”

Kuddel had to lean his free hand against the wall, he was laughing so hard. "Dude!" he
gasped. "This is... this is... I can't..." He burst out laughing again, holding his stomach, which
was already borderline acceptable in a train station toilet.

“Disinherited because of a pile of shit,” he repeated, once he could breathe somewhat
normally again. “It’s basically a whole Bible in one picture. The father thought, ‘Okay, that’s
it. That’s the sign. The boy is lost. My genes have officially failed.””

Heckenpisser nodded, still chuckling. "You have to imagine this inner process," he said. "The
old man is standing there, looking at his son's artwork, and in his head a silent film is playing:
kindergarten, first day of school, first girlfriend, all that — bam, all superimposed on by a
steaming mass of flies. Hehehe."

The two of them stood at the urinal and laughed at this nameless guy who was wandering
around somewhere in the world with a shitty tattoo and no inheritance.
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"Do you know what bothers me so much about it?" Kuddel asked, as his laughter slowly
subsided. "Not even the tattoo. Let them slap volcanoes, skulls, penises with wings on their
bellies. The worst part is, | can understand the old man. If my kid got shit tattooed on his gut,
I'd think: "That train has no brakes anymore.™

Hedge Pisser nodded thoughtfully. "The old man probably spent his whole life thinking,
'‘Maybe he'll amount to something after all,"" he said. "And then he stands there in the locker
room and realizes, 'No. He'll just be a canvas for shit.' Hehehe."

“And I thought I was being brave with my ‘No Drinking Water’ sign,” Kuddel grumbled.
“But this is... next level. This isn’t even a warning sign anymore. This is self-definition: ‘I’'m
a steaming heap with social flies swarming around me.””

Hedge Pisser turned his head towards him. "If you'd gotten a poop tattoo, at least it would
have been honest," he provoked. "You're more like... formerly steaming, now only
lukewarm."

Kuddel sighed and zipped up his pants. "The difference is," he said, "my tattoo is a warning to
others. His tattoo is an insult to his father. And somewhere in between lives this whole
messed-up, shitty generation we've become."

They both took a step back at the same time and looked in the mirror above the sinks. Two
guys who looked like society's aftercare cases: Kuddel with his robe, beard, eyes that had seen
too many nights. Heckenpisser with his shirt, his glasses, his laugh lines a mix of genuine
comedy and self-protection.

“Do you think,” asked Hedge Pisser, while pretending to wash his hands, “your ‘No Drinking
Water’ would have caused your father to disinherit you?”

Kuddel snorted. "My father disinherited me when he found out | even existed," he said. "He
would never have gone into a changing room with me. He would have tattooed a pile of shit
on his own family tree, at most."

Heckenpisser grimaced. "Family system, just as you know and love it," he said. "Hehehe."

The door opened, a teenager came in, with wispy facial hair, an oversized cap, and a hoodie
that looked like a uniform for a lack of ideas. He glanced at the two of them, at the
surroundings, hesitated briefly, then opted for the quick fix: one cubicle, door closed,
everything out, no one talking about it.

“Do you know what the difference is between the shit-pile guy and us?” asked Hedge Pisser
as they headed towards the exit.

"He inherited less," Kuddel said.
"Okay, that too," said Hedge Pisser. "But | mean something else. He got that pile tattooed on
his stomach to prove something to someone. Rebellion, shock, I don't know. You got ‘No

Drinking Water' tattooed on your tap to... prevent the worst. That's crazy too, but a completely
different kind of crazy."”
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Kuddel stopped briefly, in the middle of the corridor, the neon tube above him flickering like
a heart monitor in a bad hospital series.

“Yes,” he said slowly. “Maybe I’'m not the great rebel. I’'m more like an alcoholic with a
built-in safety concept.”

"You're the TUV of the lower abdomen," laughed Heckenpisser. "Hehehe."
They went out, through the turnstile, back into the semi-darkness of the tunnel.

“But you know what I find really interesting?”” Heckenpisser continued. “That you can really
reduce a person to the moment you see their tattoo. The father sees the pile — bam, file ‘son’ is
closed. You see a woman who’s had ‘Live, Laugh, Love’ tattooed across her ass, and you
know: This isn’t going to work out between us. Hehehe.”

"I see someone who doesn't have any tattoos at all, and | know: This isn't going to work out
between us," Kuddel grumbled. "Anyone who doesn't get any tattoos still trusts too much that
life is fair. | don't want anything to do with people like that."”

At the top of the stairs, the milky day awaited once again. The same grey backdrop, the same
square, the same snack bar, the same bus stop. Everything seemed as if it were still in a buffer
state before anything actually happened.

"S0?" asked Heckenpisser as they headed back towards the platform. "What are we taking
away from Babylon? Besides a disgusted bladder and three new olfactory disorders."

Kuddel thought for a moment. "That we all have to leave our shit somewhere," he said then.
"Some leave it in the toilet. Others on their stomachs. And we..." — he looked over at Hedge
Pisser —"...we leave it in stories."”

Hedge Pisser nodded slowly. "Better in stories than in inheritance," he said. "Hehehe."

They stood again at the edge of the platform, the tracks in front of them, the sky above them,
and somewhere in between, their lives.

“You know, Hecke,” said Kuddel, “if I ever kick the bucket childless, at least a few people
will know that my tap had a “No Drinking Water’ sign above it. And maybe someone will
pass the story on. And some nutcase will laugh about it. That’s more than what some people
leave behind with their houses, stocks, and inheritance certificates.”

Heckenpisser looked at him, and in his eyes there was briefly something like genuine respect,
embedded in tiredness.

"There are worse legacies,” he said quietly. "Hehehe."

The S-Bahn arrived, the doors opened, people got on and off. Two drunkards with cheaply
bought tickets and expensive stories got on again, left nowhere behind, and went back to
Schoneberg.

Back to the corner store, back to the standing table, back to her little empire of neon, nicotine
and self-made mythology.
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And somewhere, in a changing room, in another city, someone might just be pulling up their
T-shirt again and showing a horrified father a steaming pile of flies.

Kuddel didn't know him. But in his mind, he toasted him.

Not because he liked it. But because they were all trying, in their own way, to write
something on the skin of this shitty world.

so that later one could say:

| was there. It was absurd. And | witnessed it."

The door slammed shut behind them like the bolt shutting a bad withdrawal.

Inside it was louder than the first time. Not louder in the sense of music or conversations — no,
it was the sounds of humanity, unfiltered: splashing, belching, coughing, silent shuffling. And
that faint whirring of the neon lights, which always sounds like an insect dying somewhere in

the current.

“I’'m telling you, Hecke,” Kuddel muttered, “if there’s a soundtrack to hell, they recorded it
here.”

Hedge Pisser stood next to him, hands in his pockets, eyes alert, nose cautiously half-closed.
"Hell has better ventilation," he said. "Hehehe."

They pretended they were only there to pee, but their eyes worked like tiny cameras. Three
urinals, two cubicles, three sinks, a broken hand dryer, a fake soap dispenser — and there you
had it: the sacred space of humiliation.

Yellowed notices were stuck to the wall above the urinals:
"Please keep clean” "No smoking" "Not drinking water"

Kuddel laughed at the last one. "Look, Hecke," he said, pointing with his chin. "Here hangs
the official version of my tattoo."

Hedge Pisser giggled. "That's right," he said. "Your genitals are basically a train station toilet
rolled into one. Hehehe."

“Hey,” Kuddel growled, “at least my tap is honest. Here they write ‘No Drinking Water’, and
yet some brown primordial soup still comes out of the taps, which people drink anyway out of
desperation.”

They lined up at the urinal. To their left was a man who looked like a construction worker on
the late shift: orange vest, hands full of dirt that wouldn't come off, a measuring stick on his
belt, who probably had his life more under control than he did himself.

The man stared at the tiled wall as if there were better news written there.
From the right side of the cabin, you could hear snorting. With that undertone where you can't

tell: Is that still digestion or already crying?
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"This is like a confessional without God," whispered Hedge Pisser. "Everyone comes here to
unload, and nobody forgives you. Hehehe."

"This isn't a confessional,” Kuddel objected. "This is a collection point. Everything nobody
wants upstairs ends up down here. Bodily fluids, frustration, graffiti. This is society's backup
folder."

As he spoke, his gaze read the walls.

“HANS WAS HERE 2013”
“SUZIE I LOVE YOU”FUCK POLITICS”“CALL ME 017...” (the rest crossed
out)“FREEDOM FOR...” — the rest had become unrecognizable with brown splashes.

Someone had written above the hand dryer with a permanent marker:
"THIS IS MORE TRUTH THAN ON TELEVISION"

"Someone's got it," said Heckenpisser, pointing. "This is the program in action: people come
in, don't talk, just let it all out, then disappear. No applause, no likes, no followers."

"Just an after-effect,” grumbled Kuddel.

A teenager with pimples, a combat-style haircut, and athletic pants that suggested he spent his
time training rather than drinking energy drinks and playing video games stood at the sink. He
splashed water on his face, not to get clean, but rather to stay awake in a life that had long
since bored him.

Behind him was an older guy in a tie that was barely buttoned anymore. Shirt untucked, sweat
stain on the collar. He looked in the mirror, saw himself, saw Kuddel and Heckenpisser in the
background, looked away briefly — as if he'd been caught doing something nobody wants to
see: aging.

"Look," whispered Kuddel, "over there. There, the one with the tie. He's probably the head of
the investment failure department somewhere. And now he's standing here, pissing like us,
staring like us, stinking like us. No difference."

"Except that he has a tax card," added Heckenpisser. "Hehehe."

At that moment a new character entered — a kind of walking error in the system: jogging
pants, ribbed undershirt, a much too thin jacket thrown over one shoulder, nervousness in his
eyes.

The guy headed straight for the booth, yanked open the door, saw someone was inside,
cursed, yanked open the other one, also occupied. "Shit!" he gasped. He practically ran on the
spot.

"This is the true stress test of civilization," commented Heckenpisser. "When your digestion is
faster than the queue.”
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When the cubicle became free, the guy rushed in and slammed the door. Barely a second later,
that characteristic sound of a toilet bowl being met with full force by human despair could be
heard.

Kuddel grimaced. "At least he's honest," he said. "He doesn't hide his misery behind small
talk. He just lets it go.”

They stepped back from the urinal, giving way to the construction worker who stumbled past
them, looking as if he had just had a World War 11 flashback.

They met themselves in the mirror at the sink.
Two guys who looked like they'd laughed a lot in their lives — but never at the right moments.
"Do you know what always gets me going about toilets?" said Hedge Pisser.

“The fact that you see more genuine emotion here than at any fucking company Christmas
party?” Kuddel advised.

"Close," said Hedge Pisser. "It's that moment when you look yourself in the eyes after peeing.
In the mirror. All the explanations, all the excuses, all the chatter gone. Just you, your face,
your state of disuse. For a few seconds... you're more naked than with your pants down."

Kuddel nodded. "That's why | don't like looking myself in the eye," he admitted. "I don't like
witnessing my own decline.”

Hedge-Pisser grinned briefly, sadly. "Hehehe," he added anyway. "Maybe," he continued
more quietly, "that's also why most people here don't look up. They stare at the tiles, look
down, look at the toilet — but not at themselves."

A laminated sheet of paper hung above the mirror:

"PLEASE LEAVE THE PLACE AS YOU WOULD WISH TO FIND IT."

Someone had scribbled underneath: "EMPTY™

Kuddel nodded approvingly. "That was good," he said.

"We never find the place empty,"” said Heckenpisser. "But inside us... quite a lot has become
empty. Hehehe."

The cubicle door opened, the guy in jogging pants came out, drenched in sweat, pale, but with
that look you only get when you've just narrowly escaped an inner catastrophe. He walked
past the sink, briefly raised his hands, looked at the brownish stream from the tap, snorted,
and wiped his fingers on his trousers.

“Hygiene,” Kuddel murmured. “A matter of faith.”

"In the name of the germ, the cleaning agent, and holy disinfection,” added Heckenpisser.
"Amen, dude. Hehehe."
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A guy in a too-tight leather jacket came in, bald, with thick veins on his neck. He moved the
way only people move who know they hit more often than they think. He walked heavily to
the urinal, pulled out his penis, and let it flow.

Kuddel watched out of the corner of his eye as the guy wedged his phone between his
shoulder and his chest while he peed.

"Yeah, bro," he barked into his phone. "I told you, that customer's a freak. If he charges that
price again, I'll shit in his mailbox. Yeah... yeah... I'm on my way. I'm at the train station.
What? No, man, I'm not at the toilet — I'm on the platform, bro."”

Kuddel and Heckenpisser exchanged a glance.

"A truly convincing lie," muttered Heckenpisser. "Hehehe."

"That's the thing," said Kuddel. "Nobody wants to admit they're standing in the train station
toilet. Everyone pretends. As if they're on their way upstairs. But they're all down here,

between the tiles and the piss.”

The bald man shook himself off, actually washed his hands, glanced briefly in the mirror as if
checking if he still looked dangerous. Then he was gone.

“Some people,” said Heckenpisser, “are more dangerous out there than any germ in here. At
least the bacteria don’t try to sell loans.”

Kuddel laughed dryly. Then his expression became more serious again, as far as that was
possible for him.

"You know, Hecke," he said, "I think everyone in here is the same. Whether construction
worker, banker, junkie, drunkard, or bald businessman. Everyone here has to come down.
Down with their pants, down with their dignity, down with whatever else they do, push
aside.”

“Democracy of misery,” Heckenpisser declared. “Hehehe.”

“This 1sn’t democracy,” Kuddel said. “It’s more like a forced community. Nobody wants to be
here. But everyone ends up here.”

Someone flushed the toilet in the back. A short rushing sound, as if the system were trying to
flush away the day.

They both knew: This will never work.

They stood once more at the sink, that strange place where people lie to themselves with
water.

Hedge-pisser turned the tap on only briefly, letting two or three drops run over his fingers,

more symbolically than effectively. "I only do it so my conscience doesn't bother me," he
said. "Not because | think anything's getting clean here. Hehehe."
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Kuddel leaned forward, looking at his face in the mirror. The neon light was merciless —
revealing wrinkles, red veins, and dark circles under his eyes that deserved their own postal
code.

“Look, King,” said Hedge Pisser, standing next to him. “That’s us. Two middle-aged guys
who visit train station toilets for philosophical reasons. If your mother only knew.”

“My mother only knows that I didn’t become a doctor,” Kuddel replied. “She could have
guessed the rest. I’'m more like society’s proctologist, but without a practice.”

Hedge peeper laughed. "Hehehehe! Proctologist of society, man, I'm dying."

Kuddel let her gaze wander over her reflections. Two small figures in the dirty glass. Behind
them, a door, tiles, urinals — the backdrop for a play for which no one pays admission, yet
everyone participates.

“You know what I’'m checking out here, Hecke?” he began, and for a moment his voice
wasn’t sarcastic, just tired. “Out there, we always pretend we’re on our way somewhere.
Corner store, commuter train, Hamburg, peep show, world domination. But basically, we’re

just going from toilet to toilet.”

Heckenpisser turned his head slightly, looked at him, not in the mirror, but directly. "You
have to explain this," he said quietly.

“Look,” Kuddel said. “You’re out there in life: job, appointments, obligations, future.
Everything you do produces some kind of waste. Physical, emotional, mental. And you have
to get rid of it somewhere. Some people dump it in relationships. Others in drugs. Still others
in God or esotericism or stocks. And we...”

He made a sweeping gesture that encompassed the entire room.

“...we take him where he belongs: into the sewer. Except sometimes we slip in with him.”
Hedge Pisser nodded slowly. "Train station toilet as a metaphor for life,” he said. "You should
have said that in school. Maybe they would have put you in the right class right away.
Hehehe."

“Into the special class for drain children,” Kuddel added. “Boys who already know how to
properly read a toilet bowl at the age of twelve.”

They stood there silently for another moment, two half-broken men trying to distill some kind
of insight from shame and urine.

Then Kuddel sighed and stepped back. "That's enough," he said. "Before | start praying here."

They headed towards the exit. At the turnstile, Heckenpisser stopped, turned halfway around,
and looked back one last time.

“Do you know why I’m glad we were here?” he asked.
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“Because otherwise you wouldn’t have experienced anything to write about?”” Kuddel
speculated.

“Also,” said Heckenpisser. “But mainly because I always thought train station toilets were
simply disgusting. Now I know: They’re honest. Dirty, but honest. Nothing is hidden here. No
filter, no fairy dust, no glossy finish. Just people who, for a moment, can’t help but let it go.”

Kuddel grinned crookedly. "You're really the only person who makes an essay out of a trip to
the toilet,” he said. "But okay. Let's put that in the manifesto. Chapter 'Babylon Train Station
Toilet — Place of Unfiltered Truth'."

“With a footnote: ‘Not drinking water’,” added Heckenpisser. “Hehehe.”

They pushed through the turnstile, back into the tunnel. Someone was coming towards them —
narrow shoulders, hood pulled low over face, hands in pockets. A boy who looked as if he
was on his way to taking the same life as everyone else, only with fewer opportunities.
“Maybe this is the true place of learning,” said Heckenpisser as they climbed the stairs. “Not
school, not university, not coaching. But toilets, where you realize: at the end of the day,

you’re just another organism that delivers.”

"Sounds romantic,"” said Kuddel. "You can explain it to your mother like that later when she
asks what became of you."

“I’ll tell her,” said Heckenpisser, as they reached daylight again, “that I belong to the
interdisciplinary poopology team. Hehehe.”

Up on the platform, the world was "normal™ again — insofar as one could speak of normality
in their universe. Trains, display boards, announcements, this monotonous stream of people
acting as if they had reserved a seat elsewhere.

"And now?" asked Heckenpisser. "Back to Schoneberg?"

“Sure,” said Kuddel. “We’re planning world domination at a standing table. And I have to tell
Murat that the train station toilet is more honest than any government statement.”

They boarded the commuter train and sat next to each other again. This time they talked less.
It was as if they had left a piece of themselves in the tiles below, along with all the others who
had passed through.

Heckenpisser eventually took out his notebook. He flipped to the page with the chapters.
Under "Babylon train station toilet" he wrote slowly, in his crooked office handwriting:

"A place where clothes come off without anyone getting naked."

"That's good," said Kuddel when he read it. "Add to that: "This place stinks of what the world
really is."

Hedge Pisser dutifully completed the sentence. "We should charge admission," he muttered.
"Not for the toilet, for the insight.”
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“We do charge admission,” said Kuddel. “In bottles. Every new insight costs another round.”
When they arrived back at the corner store, the place almost seemed... friendly. Neon lights,
glass, shelves, people coming and going. Everything cleaner than the temple down there, but
in a dishonest way.

Murat saw her coming: the way she walked, the look, the smell of the toilet plus outside plus
residual alcohol.

“Well, toilet theologians,” he shouted, “have you met God between piss and cleaning
products?”

“God wasn’t there,” said Hedge Pisser, standing at the standing table. “But we saw his drain.
Hehehe.”

Kuddel leaned on his hands and took a deep breath. "Write it in your ledger, Murat," he said.
"Babylon train station toilet: checked off. We were in, we got out, and we survived. That's
more than you can say about some relationships."

Murat silently placed two Sterni beers in front of them and poured Boonekamp into them.
"Here's to those drunken asses who even make a story out of a toilet," he said.

They clinked glasses. The beer tasted of metal, cheap hops, and a hint of Triumph.
Because somehow, as ridiculous as that was,

They felt they had actually accomplished something.

No job, no application, no project,

but a chapter that no one else would write:

Babylon train station toilet —
where the world briefly forgets to pretend, and two guys of the wrong age

realize that they may no longer have anything to say,

but still see enough to continue the story.

Peep show in the mind's eye

There are two kinds of peep shows: the one with a curtain, coin slot, and sticky floor, and the
one that plays in your head, even if you haven't inserted a single coin.

Kuddel offered both. Except that he increasingly couldn't afford the entrance fees anymore —
neither in Mark nor in Psyche.
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The plan "Hamburg / St. Pauli / Peep Show" had failed so many times by now that it almost
felt like an old relationship: always talking about it, never going. The image of red neon signs,
half-naked women behind frosted glass, and scruffy guys in oversized coats had nevertheless
become firmly entrenched in his mind.

"You don't even need to go to St. Pauli,” Murat had once said when the topic came up again.
"Your head is already like the Reeperbahn with water damage."

And he wasn't entirely wrong.

The evening began like so many others: Sterni, Boonekamp, Kippe. The late-night shop as a
lighthouse for shipwrecked sailors who can't swim but still set sail.

Elke was on duty, which immediately changed the atmosphere. With her, the place was less of
a "system gap" and more of a "friendly abyss." She knew her customers, knew their blood
alcohol level, knew when it was best not to ask anything.

Heckenpisser came straight from work, in a shirt and bow tie, with that office weariness that
comes not from the body, but from the eyes. He put down his briefcase as if it were a foreign
object he was only carrying along out of politeness, and accepted the first bottle as if he had
had to get permission for it beforehand.

"Well, boys," said Elke, sliding two beers across the counter. "World domination again today,
or just a short trip into self-loathing?"

“Today,” said Kuddel, “I have something ambitious planned. A cultural program.”

Hedge-Pisser raised an eyebrow. "You don't mean ‘documentary about wildlife' by any
chance, do you?" he asked. "Hehehe."

Kuddel grinned crookedly and took a drag on his cigarette. "I'm talking about a peep show,"
he said. "But not just any peep show. St. Pauli in your mind's eye. A premium performance."

Elke laughed. "You can't even make it to the train station without getting lost," she said.
"How do you expect to get to St. Pauli? By telepathy?"

“Exactly,” Kuddel replied. “That’s the modern version. Hamburg has become expensive
anyway. Entry to my mind’s eye is free. Well, okay — it costs liver.”

They stood at the standing table, which was slowly starting to look like a cross between a
monument and an accident scene. "World Domination — Step 1: Hamburg™ was still written
on it, now supplemented by "Ticket to Nowhere — Passed (with deficiencies)."

“You know what I’ve noticed?” Kuddel began. “We’ve been talking about St. Pauli for years,
about peep shows, about strip clubs. And where do we actually hang out? At the corner store,
in front of the shop window, with a can of beer in our hands and our imaginations running
wild. Maybe... this is our Reeperbahn: this corner right here, just without the advertising.”

Hedge Pisser took a sip, licked the foam from his lip, and looked down the street. The
lampposts, the cars, the slight breeze that brushed against garbage bags. No red lights, no
eroticism — at most, a pair of sweatpants that revealed too much.
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"If this is our Reeperbahn,” he said, "then our red-light district is a broken streetlamp and the
only one who gets naked is you when you're too drunk to keep your pants up. Hehehe."

Kuddel grinned. "Yeah, but look," he said. "The principle is the same: men hoping something
cool will happen, even though they know perfectly well it won't. Neon signs outside, naked
disappointment inside. The only difference is: there they pay an entrance fee, here we buy
beer."

Elke leaned against the doorframe, lit a cigarette, and listened. "You have a sick kind of
romanticism," she said.

"Romance is just despair with light," replied Heckenpisser. "Hehehe."

“Do you still remember Uwe?”” Kuddel asked after the third bottle, as his tongue softened and
his head felt a little lighter.

"Which Uwe?" asked Heckenpisser. "There are approximately 47 Uwes in our universe."
“Uwe with the season ticket for the peep show,” Kuddel specified.

Heckenpisser took two seconds, then rolled his eyes. "Aaah," he went. "Uwe 'Semi-
professional wanking stand visitor'. Hehehe. Yeah, | won't forget him anytime soon."

Kuddel put down the bottle and leaned on the table. "That guy was my hero. In a really
messed-up way," he began. "He really managed his finances so he could afford three or four
peep show nights every week. 'It's cheaper than a relationship,' he always said. And 'at least
they don't whine when | go out for another beer afterwards.™

Hedge Pisser nodded. "That's right," he said. "And he had this weird statistic in his head. "The
one in the third window on the left does the best job for your money," blah blah blah."

“Yeah, man,” said Kuddel. “He collected women like football cards. ‘The blonde with the
tattoos usually doesn’t come until 11 p.m.” He knew more about the working hours of the
peep-show girls than about the opening hours of the job center.”

"It's more reliable too," muttered Heckenpisser. "Hehehe."
“At some point,” Kuddel continued, “he started complaining that everything was getting more
expensive. ‘Back then you could jerk off like a king for 5 euros,’ he said. “‘Now you can’t

even get decent eye contact for 5 euros.””

Elke burst out laughing. "Yes, yes, the inflation of intimacy," she said. "Kissing is now only
available in installments.”

"And then," said Kuddel, lowering his voice a little, "came the internet."”

Heckenpisser started to comment, but Kuddel raised his hand.

“No, seriously,” he said. “That’s exactly the point. Peep shows used to be something special.
Going out, exchanging coins, the booth, the curtain, your heart pounding, the awkward silence

as you left. Today...”
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He pointed roughly into the air with the bottle.

"Today you can download any imaginable filth to your phone while sitting on the toilet," he
said. "And you don't even have to pull your pants all the way down."

Hedge Pisser nodded. "The great democratization of masturbation,” he declared. "Hehehe. All
access points open, all categories available, only brains closed."

“For Uwe, that was the end,” Kuddel continued. “He was sitting here at the standing table at
some point and said something like, ‘I don’t even know what I’m paying for anymore. I can
see everything without leaving. But it doesn’t excite me anymore.””

Elke took a drag on her cigarette. "Yes," she said. "Because at some point he figured out that
the real thrill didn't come from the bare breasts, but from the journey there. The commuter
train, the door, the coin slot, the feeling of doing something forbidden. And suddenly the
forbidden thing was on the Wi-Fi."

“Exactly,” said Kuddel. “If everything is always available, the thrill becomes boring. You can
look at ten million breasts — eventually you're just looking because you don't know what else
to do.”

"So basically like us," concluded Heckenpisser. "Only without breasts. Hehehe."

Kuddel laughed briefly, then became more serious again, as serious as a drunk person could
become at a Berlin standing table.

“I swear to you,” he said, “in my mind’s eye, St. Pauli is still better than any porn site.
Because I'm directing it myself. I turn on the lights where I want, I make the women as
broken or as beautiful as | want, | decide how much misery lies behind it all. And I don’t pay
by the minute.”

Heckenpisser took a sip, thought for a moment. "That's the sad and brilliant thing at the same
time," he said. "We can't make it to Hamburg, we can't make it into a real peep show, but
we're masters of mental peeping. We're like blind directors with very clear audio descriptions.
Hehehe."

It wasn't long before they drifted from Uwe to themselves.

"You used to work in the shop, didn't you?" asked Heckenpisser. "Like, really. Red curtain,
coin in, viewing window up, meat inspection."

Kuddel grimaced. "Twice," he admitted. "The second time | realized it wasn't the women who
turned me off, but the guys in the next room."

"Because they look like you?" sniped Heckenpisser.

“Because in that moment you realize: you’re just one of those sad bastards who secretly hope
something special will happen,” Kuddel explained. “But nothing happens. You’re standing
there in the darkroom, letting one rip, trying to breathe quietly, looking at a woman who’s
already mentally checked out — and outside, some owners are profiting from your attempt to
briefly stop thinking about your life.”
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Hedge Pisser nodded slowly. "But that's exactly the deal,” he said. "You pay to be someone
else for a little while. Even if it's just a guy with his pants down. Hehehe."

“I’d rather pay to forget myself,” Kuddel replied. “That’s why I drink. At least then I don’t
have to absorb someone else’s despair.”

Elke knocked on the window from the inside. "You guys are the only ones who think about
porn in front of my corner store and turn it into a philosophical debate," she said. "The others
just sneak a smutty magazine."

“Smutty magazine,” Heckenpisser repeated with relish. “What a lovely word. Today it’s
called ‘content.” Back then it was smut. At least you knew where you stood.”

Kuddel looked at his hands, at the bottle, at the cigarette butt. "Back then," he said, "you had
three naked women in a newspaper and had to imagine the rest. Today you have three
thousand categories, but your imagination is as dead as your overdraft.”

“For that,” Heckenpisser said, “we have a mental movie with its own dramaturgy. You have a
Hamburg movie, | have a ‘What if [ hadn’t ended up here’ movie. And sometimes both run
side by side.”

"Yours is more arthouse," Kuddel growled. "My film is playing uncut on Tele 5."

They began to list situations in which their own imagination had fucked them up more than
any real encounter:

Heckenpisser's colleague, who had once looked into his eyes for too long and then stripped
his mind out in daydreams for three weeks — while in reality she was just checking her emails.

The cashier from the supermarket, with the sad eyes and tattooed fingers, who had once said
"Have a nice evening" to Kuddel — and whom he then incorporated into all his fantasies for
weeks, in which he didn't end up as a bum.

"And the worst part is," said Hedge Pisser, "in your head everything works. You're funny,
you're not that drunk, you're reasonably potent, you always hit the right punchline. In real
life... you sit in front of me, burp, and tell me about a guy with poop on his stomach. Hehehe."

“Welcome to the documentary version,” said Kuddel. “Hollywood is what you imagine, but
reality is MDR at four.”

Elke put down the next round, this time with Boonekamp on top. "You think too much," she
said. "You have so little, but you think too much. That's a very unhealthy combination. Drink
and rant instead; others can put that into perspective better."

Heckenpisser looked at her, smiling crookedly. "Do you know what the problem is, Elke?" he
asked. "We're too old to masturbate in a relaxed way anymore, and too young to just play
bingo. So our minds are our only playground.”

"And it's not TUV-certified," added Kuddel.
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Later, as the water level rose and the passing figures became more and more like shadows,
they slipped away from the topic of "sex" to the topic of "longing™ without anyone noticing.

“Perhaps the peep show in our heads isn’t the problem at all,” Heckenpisser said thoughtfully.
“Perhaps it’s the last thing stopping us from becoming completely brutalized. Because at least
we know it’s just a movie.”

“The problem is,” Kuddel replied, “that the film eventually repeats old scenes. Before, you
had a new imagination with every encounter. Now, your brain just plays the same greatest hits
over and over again. Except that you're older each time, and the protagonists stay young in
your mind.”

"It's like a best-of CD on repeat,” said Heckenpisser. "Hehehe. And we're sitting here hoping
for a bonus track."

"He won't come," said Kuddel. "He'll only come if you actually go out again. But we're not
going out anymore. We'll only go as far as the Babylon train station toilets. And nobody
wants to see anything there."”

They were silent for a moment. The sounds of the street flowed around them. A car, snatches
of music, somewhere loud laughter that didn't belong to them.

“Hecke,” Kuddel said at some point, “do you think we’ll ever experience a real story again?
You know, with a wife, drama, a hotel room, the train back, everything like it used to be? Or
IS everything from now on just in our heads?”

Heckenpisser took longer than usual to reply.

“I think,” he said slowly, “if anything happens at all, it won’t be when we plan it. Not in
Hamburg, not in the peep-show catalog, not in the script of our minds. But on some shitty
evening when you least expect it. Someone stumbles, someone laughs, someone stays. Or not.
Hehehe.”

“Very specific, thank you,” said Kuddel.

"It's like this," Heckenpisser continued. "The cool stuff happens while you're waiting for
something completely different. That's the nasty thing. We wait for St. Pauli and get a train
station toilet. We wait for a peep show and get Boonekamp at a standing table. We wait for
the woman of our dreams and get the ticket inspector on the commuter train."

"He had beautiful eyes,” Kuddel murmured.
"Hehehe, shut your mouth," laughed Heckenpisser.

Later, as Elke slowly "closed up" the shop from the inside without throwing the boys out,
Kuddel stood there, bottle in hand, cigarette almost burned down, looking somewhere
between the street and an inner film.

“You know, Hecke,” he said quietly, “maybe St. Pauli was never the point. Maybe it was
never about looking at real women in the neon lights. Maybe it was always just about briefly
forgetting that we were alone.”
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Hedge-pisser nodded. He said nothing. Very rare moments when he simply remained silent.

“And maybe,” Kuddel added, “this is our version of a 'peep.' You, me, Spéti, Boonekamp. We
look at the world spitting past us — and secretly expect it to just drop its guard for a moment
and say: ‘Yes, you're right. I'm just as ridiculous as you think.’”

Heckenpisser raised the almost empty bottle. "To the peep show in our minds," he said. "To
the films that won't save us, but at least keep us from marrying someone in a train station
toilet. Hehehe."

Kuddel raised a glass. "To the women who were never there,” he said. "And to the stories we
use to pretend they stayed."

The neon light flickered briefly, then settled down. Berlin breathed out and in again.

The big, cheap porn films were shown somewhere else, on screens, in booths, behind curtains.
But here, at the standing table, in front of the late-night shop, a completely different kind of
peep show was playing:

Two guys who looked into their own misery and presented it in such a way that it was funny —
at least as long as there was still beer in the bottle and Boonekamp in the blood.

Heckenpisser slowly twirled the bottle between his fingers, as if trying to roll a coin toss to
determine a decision that had already been made. The street rushed by, cars came and went,
delivery services pushed boxes into doorways, someone laughed on the balcony over there —
that bright, annoyed Berlin laugh that always sounds like the next argument is already
planned.

"Do you know what the bitter thing is?" said Hedge Pisser, looking at the label of his beer as
if the answer were there. "We pretend we're too messed up for real life. But the truth is: we're
too cowardly for real embarrassment and at the same time too uptight for real fun. Hehehe."

“Ah,” Kuddel said. “Philosophy level two. Here comes another story that starts with
‘company seminar’ and ends with long-term psychological damage.”

Elke bent over the cash register and absentmindedly wiped away a sticky spot with a cloth.
"Come on, Hecke," she said. "Out with that crap. You have that look in your eyes. It's the 'I've
been through something and I'm still ashamed of it look."”

Heckenpisser breathed a sigh of relief. "Okay," he conceded. "One real peep show. Then
never again. And I've had plenty on my mind ever since."

He cleared his throat as if he needed to warm up.

“Imagine,” he began, “I was in my early twenties. Fresh in the office, wearing a far too soft
shirt, with a far too harsh boss. Three days of seminars in some dead city in the west.
Flipcharts and index cards during the day, everyone pretending to be on some important path.
In the evening, the boss said: ‘Today, guys, I’'m going to show you something about real life.’
— and that’s a sentence that should really make you run for the hills.”
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“Yes,” Kuddel nodded. “When people who keep Excel files talk about ‘real life,” only rubbish
comes out.”

“He’s taking us with him,” Heckenpisser continued, “four of us: the boss, two colleagues, and
me. We walk through this pedestrian zone where the shops are already closed, but the brothel
is still open. Then we go down a side street. Red light. Sign that says: ‘Girls, Live & Sexy’ —

29

as if any guy who goes in there still believes in the word ‘live’.
“I don’t think it’s ‘sexy’ either,” Elke murmured.

“Inside,” said Heckenpisser, “it smells of perfume, stale smoke, and some kind of floor spray
that’s supposed to mask something but just creates a new stench. A bar at the front, a few
guys staring at their drinks like they’ve just married their only alibi. And then those windows
with the numbers. Small stage, red velvet, women with faces that say, ‘I’'m cold and I want to
be somewhere else.’”

He took a sip and held the bottle in the air.

"The boss acts like he's a regular customer,” he continued. "'Here, guys, this is how it works:
You get some chips, go into the booth, insert the token, curtain up, enjoy the show.' Enjoy the
show. As if we were in a zoo and the animals had voluntarily signed up."

Kuddel grunted. "He definitely had some line like: 'It's better than sitting alone in a hotel
room."

“Of course,” confirmed Heckenpisser. “Exactly like that. ‘It’s better than RTL.” I stood next
to it and thought: I don’t know, I’ve never watched RTL dancing, but this is no less sad.
Hehehe.”

Elke wordlessly pushed another round towards them. "This is going to be a long one," she
said. "You'll need more supplies.”

“So we head towards the cabins,” Heckenpisser continued. “Small doors, like dressing rooms
in the changing room of a very depressing theater. Dark inside, just a slit for the light. I go
into one, close the door. And suddenly you’re all alone with yourself and your own filth. The
sounds from outside are muffled. Space like standing in a coffin.”

“Romantic,” Kuddel said dryly.

"A box," described Heckenpisser. "Not big, not cozy. On the wall, this metal box with the
coin slot. In front of it, a glass window with a curtain. You can hear faint music from
somewhere, some kind of lascivious tune that tries to be sexy, but sounds like it was cut out of
a commercial for poorly selling shower gel.”

He made a coin-like motion with two fingers.

“I insert the chip,” he said. “Click. Curtain rises. And there she is. Naked, yes. Body okay.

But the face... the face wasn’t in the ‘Sexy & Live’ equation. The face said, ‘If you knew
how much I’ve already looked at you today, you’d run straight back to the seminar room.””
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Kuddel laughed, that dirty, barking laugh. "Yeah, man," he said. "They're all not there for
you. They're there so you forget that you're not there for anyone anywhere."

“She starts to move,” Heckenpisser continued. “So automatically, as if someone had pressed
‘play.” Her gaze is suspended somewhere between the mirror and the audience. Not even
really looking at me. And there | am, standing in my C&A shirt, with my tie still half-around
my neck, thinking: What the hell are you doing here? You’re the explainer type, not the booth
type. Hehehe.”

“Were you able to...?” Kuddel raised his hand, half questioning, half grinning.

“No,” said Heckenpisser immediately. “Not at all. My brain shut down. Well, not the part
that’s usually responsible for imagination. The other one: the embarrassing, moral control
freak. He was standing there with a notepad in his head, recording: ‘Subject feels out of place.
Subject feels sorry for himself. Subject is also horny. Subject is ashamed of all three things at
the same time.””

"Aha," said Kuddel. "Classic overthinker masturbation blocker."

"Exactly," said Heckenpisser. "I stood there, hands in my pockets, pretending to look for five

minutes, even though inside | was just thinking: How many traces of other guys are lurking in
this air? And the worst part: | heard the others through the wall. Not directly, but you can hear
their breaths. A clearing of the throat. A soft groan that someone is trying to swallow."

Elke shuddered briefly. "Ugh," she said. "Collective migrant chamber. My idea of hell."

“Then time’s up,” Heckenpisser recounted. “Curtain closes. Click. Darkness. You’re left
standing there in your half-finished misery, thinking: Now you could insert a second chip. Or
you could leave. And I realized: If I keep pushing money now, I’'m actively ensuring that the
world stays the way it is. Chief con artists, women behind glass, guys in booths, nobody talks
to each other, everyone acts like it’s normal.”

"S0?" asked Kuddel. "What did you do?"

Heckenpisser shrugged. "I'm out," he said. "Waited at the bar, ordered an overpriced, bad
whiskey, and pretended I had a blast. The boss came around later and said, 'So, how was it?" —
and | said, 'Interesting." 'Interesting' is the word you use when you think something sucks but
don't have the guts to say so. Hehehe."

“You should have said,” said Kuddel, “'It was pretty cool, but unfortunately you weren't in the
window, boss.' Then you would have had some peace and quiet.”

“I wanted to keep the job back then,” Heckenpisser said. “I hadn’t progressed that far in the
‘Fuck it” program yet.”

They stood there silently. It was one of those moments when the air around the standing table
became thicker, as if it were warmer inside than outside, even though that wasn't true.

“Do you know what’s been bugging me ever since?”” Heckenpisser finally asked. “How
everything has become a commodity. Even longing. You pay for someone to briefly make

132



you feel like you still feel something. Peep shows, Tinder, porn sites, selfies. All just little
vending machines with different coin slots.”

Kuddel nodded slowly. "That's why | celebrate my inner cinema,” he said. "At least then it's
clear that I'm fooling myself. When | go to St. Pauli in my own mind, | know: This is my
misery, my camera, my fiction. When | go somewhere where everything is already staged, I
just feel like an extra in someone else's sadness."

Elke tucked a strand of hair behind her ear and studied her. "You talk about masturbation as if
it's a critique of the system," she said. "But yes, you're not wrong. Capitalism even takes your
wank away and sells it back to you packaged up."

"That's the quote of the evening,” said Heckenpisser. "'Capitalism takes your wank away.'
Hehehe. If | ever write a book, that's going on the blurb."

“You’re already writing a book, you plum,” Kuddel interjected. “We’re in it. Elke too. Murat,
of course. And Uwe gets his own chapter.”

As if his name had been a signal, Uwe actually appeared at that exact moment. Not for
dramatic reasons — just because that's how things sometimes work in the neighborhood.

He came lumbering around the corner, grey jacket, jogging pants, eyes like two half-burned
cigarettes.

“Well, you a**holes...” he began, looked around the room, assessed the topic and the mood,
and let the sentence trail off into a grumble. “What’s up?”

"Topic: Peep show," said Heckenpisser cheerfully. "We were just dissecting your past as a
passionate customer."

Uwe grimaced and put his hand to his chest. "I feel defamed," he said. "I wasn't a passion
expert. | was a cultural promoter."

Kuddel burst out laughing. "Cultural funding?"

“Yes,” Uwe said, offended. “If you had been happy for me, there would be even more shops.
Now you're all just staring at your phones. The result: fewer jobs. | was practically a social
worker at the coin slot.”

"I've never seen it that way before," Elke remarked dryly. "The peep show as a social project.”
“Hey,” said Uwe, lighting a cigarette, “for some girls, that was the only job where they at
least got paid in cash. The line is crossed when you start doing everything just for clicks and

likes. Peep shows were at least honest: money in, tits out. Done.”

Heckenpisser threw up his hands. "We didn't attack you personally, Uwe," he said. "It's just...
you're a walking study subject."

“I’m a walking legend, you idiot,” growled Uwe, but ultimately he had to grin himself.
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The four of them stood at the high table like a broken group of experts. Heckenpisser with his
moralizing, Kuddel with his imaginary scripts, Uwe as a practical field researcher, and Elke as
a trained observer of remaining male dignity.

“Do you know the difference between a real peep show and what you’re doing here on your
head?” Uwe asked at one point, leaning heavily on the table.

“One costs admission, the other costs mental health?” typed Heckenpisser.

"Wrong," said Uwe. "In a peep show, everyone knows where they stand. Nobody tells you
you'll find true love there. No happy ending, at best a damp tissue. Honestly. In your head,
you start lying to yourselves. Suddenly a cashier becomes your soulmate, a moment a
relationship, a glance a whole fucking Netflix series. You're much more dangerous in there
than | ever was in the store."

There was a brief silence. Not because Uwe never said anything intelligent — okay, yes, partly
because of that — but the point was made.

"The man is... not wrong," muttered Heckenpisser.

"It hurts when Uwe of all people explains romance to you, doesn't it?" said Elke, taking a drag
on her cigarette.

Kuddel thumped his chest. "I never claimed the cashier loved me," he defended himself. "l
only claimed she was the only one who didn't look at me like I was about to rob a store.”

“Yes,” Uwe nodded. “But in your mind, you already have children, a dog, a joint tax return,
and a holiday home in Brandenburg with her.”

Kuddel wanted to protest, but then paused. "Maybe two dogs," he finally said. "But yes.
Understood."

Heckenpisser snorted. "We're too poor for real illusions,” he said. "So we make up cheap ones
in our heads. Hehehe."

The evening dragged on. The neon light grew harsher, the air thicker. Every now and then,
other characters came by, fetched beer, poured in some banter, and disappeared again.

The topic of peep shows clung to the conversation like residual shine.

“Actually,” said Heckenpisser after a while, “our whole life is like an endless peep show, only
in reverse. We stand outside, looking into other lives through windows, screens, Instagram,
you name it. All just snippets. We never see what happens when the lights go out.”

"Yes," said Kuddel. "And you don't even get the curtain anymore. These days something's
always open, but it's all wrong. Back then you had to sacrifice a coin to see anything. Now
you're bombarded. Advertising, porn, filtered faces. You practically have to pay if you don't
want to see anything."

"Premium silence,” muttered Heckenpisser. "Will probably be available as a subscription
service. Hehehe."
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Uwe snorted. "You guys are so complicated,” he said. "It used to be simple: either you went
in or you didn't. Now you sit in front of a thousand options and still can't get anything done
because you're constantly thinking about whether it's all socially acceptable.”

"That's the problem with too many channels," said Elke. "You used to have three programs.
Now you scroll yourself to death."

She looked at Kuddel. "And you," she said, "have the Reeperbahn on your mind, but can't
even manage the Ringbahn without drama."

“I recently tried to board a commuter train,” Kuddel defended himself. “That was more risky
than my doctor recommends.”

"You got 'No Drinking Water' tattooed on you, but the real world is too unhygienic for you,"
grinned Hedge Pisser. "You realize that yourself, right? Hehehe."

At some point, the topic subtly shifted from peep show to what lay beneath: Not sex. Not tits.
Not masturbation.

But this ugly, thin thing that lay underneath like an exposed nerve: being alone.

“We laugh about it a lot,” said Heckenpisser, as Uwe was inside getting more supplies from
Elke. “About peep, porn, mental movies. But actually... it’s just a crutch, isn’t it?”

“Yes,” said Kuddel without hesitation. “It’s all just a way of reassuring yourself: You’re not
dead yet because you still feel something — even if it’s just shame.”

He tapped the bottom of the bottle lightly on the standing table.

“Do you know why I love this St. Pauli mentality so much?” he asked. “Because I won’t get
old there. I’ll be 35, just wrecked enough to be charming. Not 50 and washed up. In my head,
twenty years from now, the women won’t go home. They’ll stop in their tracks when I say

something. In real life, they’d turn around if they noticed how I smell.”

Heckenpisser looked at him, smiling crookedly. "Hehehe," came reflexively, but quieter than
usual.

"And you?" asked Kuddel. "What's your peep show in your head?"

Heckenpisser didn't hesitate. "Sometimes | imagine I'd said no at some point," he said. "No to
the office. No to the boss. No to that one night out in the other city. No to Gerda when she
puts the third plate in front of me. A whole peep show of missed 'no's. | watch my life from
the outside, like through a pane of glass. Except no one's topless, everyone's only half awake."
"This is more depressing than anything you've said about porn," Kuddel said.

"Yes," nodded Hedge Pisser. "That's why I drink."

When Uwe came back, his eyes were slightly glassy, already reflecting the evening.
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"Let me tell you something," he announced, slamming his bottle down on the table. "In the
end, it doesn't matter if you're standing in a booth, glued to your phone, or getting wasted at
the corner store. The only important thing is that you eventually realize: no one's coming to
save you. No strip club, no woman, no God, no therapy. If you're lucky, someone's sitting
next to you who's indulging in the same crap and laughing about it with you."

He looked from one to the other, longer than usual.

"Just like you idiots," he added. "At least you're funny idiots."”

"That's the nicest thing you've ever said,"” said Heckenpisser, touched. "Hehehe."

Kuddel stared at the street for a while. At the shop window, in which they were all reflected:
him in his robe, Hecke in his bow tie, Uwe in jogging pants. Behind them, shelves full of
alcohol. Behind that, Elke, sorting cigarette butts.

A peep show of a completely different kind: Five broken people behind glass, illuminated
from the outside.

“Perhaps,” he finally said, “we ourselves are the show. And the neighborhood occasionally
glances in, looks briefly, shakes its head and moves on.”

“Then I want at least someone to put in some coins,” replied Heckenpisser. “Otherwise it’s
not even economically viable.”

“The coins,” Elke said from inside, without looking up, “are the euros you leave here every
evening. You’ve been running continuously for years. I’'m the owner. You’re the entertainers.

The rest are extras.”

“Then,” said Kuddel, lifting the bottle and tilting his head slightly back, “to the peep show
where we ourselves are the sad characters.”

They clinked glasses. The glass clinked softly.

And somewhere, a few hundred kilometers further on,

A red sign flashed into the night in St. Pauli, and he knew nothing about it.

that there was a late-night convenience store in Berlin-Schéneberg, in whose neon light
two drunkards and their supporting roles

negotiated the same garbage —

only without a curtain, without a coin slot,

but with a lot of mental imagery.

The evening had long since entered that phase where the air became thicker than the
conversation. The bottles piled up on the standing table like pieces of evidence that would

never appear in court.
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The street was a flickering film: cars, cyclists, a jogger who looked as if he were running
away from something inside his head — not on the street. Above their heads: yellowish
lamplight, that broken urban hello that always seems as if someone was too stingy to order
proper darkness.

Kuddel had reached a whole new level. Not completely blown up — that took more than just a
few Bells —
but in this intermediate state, where reality softens and the mind's eye switches to 4K.

Uwe had just steamed off towards the subway, promising to "maybe™ come back tomorrow —
which in his language meant: "If | don't die or find something better."

Inside, Elke rearranged the last of the shelves, counting cigarette packs as if trying to sort out
her own thoughts. Only Kuddel and Heckenpisser were still clinging to the standing table, two
shadows, two glasses, two lives that weren't going to change much anymore.

“Do you know what the meanest thing is about all this sex talk?” Kuddel asked suddenly. He
stared into the lights of a passing bus, as if searching for an answer in them.

"That you keep ending up here afterwards?" Heckenpisser guessed. "Hehehe."

"No," said Kuddel. "That your body will eventually betray you. Back then, you could just
look at a woman and your pants would be as stiff as a tent pole. Now you need three beers,
four memories, five lies, and then you still have a good day. Your penis has long since handed
over the reins to fatigue."

Hedge Pisser chuckled, but there was something sad underneath. "Hehehe... Welcome to the
Middle Ages of man," he said. "The will is there, the rest is burnout.”

Kuddel took a sip and let the bottle dangle from the corner of his mouth. "And then," he
continued, "the mental movie starts playing. Like a last resort. It tells you: 'No problem, boss,
I've got material. Remember that girl in the pub in the summer of '97 who lent you a lighter?
Look, we'll re-edit that, a glance becomes a striptease, a smile becomes a handjob, one
evening becomes a whole affair." And you know it's all a lie — but you let it play through
because otherwise you'd have nothing left."

Hedge Pisser nodded slowly. "Yes," he said. "That's the point where eroticism becomes
nostalgia. Hehehe. You're no longer jerking off to a woman—you're jerking off to the idea of
having almost been somebody once."

For a while they said nothing. The neon hummed. A few teenagers stumbled past, laughing
too loudly, speaking in words that had more "dude™ than substance.

"I went through a phase once..." Heckenpisser began, stopped, took another sip, tried again.
"Late twenties, early thirties. I seriously convinced myself I could still experience a real
relationship. Not a peep show. You know, the whole... getting to know someone, slowly
getting close, that whole kitschy thing. You know?"

Kuddel grinned crookedly. "Yeah. This Netflix crap,” he said. "A walk in the rain without
catching a cold afterwards, candles without a burn hole in the carpet, sex without that
awkward silence afterwards. The premium package."
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Heckenpisser nodded. "I had a colleague,™ he began, and you could already tell this wasn't
going to end well. "Marketing. Dark hair, rarely laughed, but when she did, she really
laughed. We sometimes sat together on a project after work. | did the Excel spreadsheets, she
made presentations look nice. And every time she bent over, she smelled like... I don't know...
like a life where people have fresh bed linens."”

"That's a strong smell," said Kuddel.

“I built the whole movie in my head,” Heckenpisser continued. “We 'just happen' to run into
each other after work, have a drink, end up in bed, she says, ‘You're not as boring as I
thought.” We move in together, I move out of Gerda's, everything changes. In reality... she
was simply fired at some point. | saw her one last time in the kitchen, emptying her cup. She
said, ‘It was nice meeting you, UIf.’ I said, ‘Yeah, you too.” And that was it.”

He laughed briefly, harshly. "Hehehe... the whole epic fantasy — and in reality not even a hug.
No Kiss, nothing. Just a 't was nice meeting you," as if | were a coffee machine that had lasted
a long time."

“Yes,” Kuddel said calmly. “That’s the real peep show, man. You’re looking through the
glass at a life that’s close enough to smell it — but far enough away that you’ll never touch it.”

He looked at Elke, who was inside lugging a case of water, holding her back with one hand.
"Look at Elke," he murmured. "You know how she ticks, you know her sayings, you know
which liquor she hates, you know the look she gives you when someone's too young to be that
drunk. But you don't know what her room looks like. What she's thinking when she finishes
work. Whether there's someone waiting for her. Or whether she just lies down and stares into
space."

Heckenpisser nodded. "We only ever see snippets,” he said. "But we act like they're whole
movies. Hehehe. And then we wonder why reality always seems like a bad edit."

A guy paused briefly at the corner store, looked in his pocket, and pulled out his phone.
Something colorful flickered briefly on the screen; from a distance, all you could see were
skin tones and quick movements. He grinned to himself, put his headphones back in, and
continued walking.

“There,” said Heckenpisser, pointing in that direction with his chin. “Peep show to go.”

"Drive-in wanking," Kuddel commented. "You don't even have to stand anymore. You
degenerate sitting down."

"I saw that guy the other day," Elke chimed in, having stepped up to the window. "He watches
cheap porn on his way to the bus. And then he buys a can of energy drink from me. And he
really thinks he lives in the age of unlimited possibilities.”

“He does,” said Kuddel. “Unlimited opportunities to live blissfully unaware of everything.”

All three of them laughed, but none of them really laughed.

"Do you know what the stupidest thing I've ever thought is?" Kuddel suddenly asked.
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"You're going to be a father again?" asked Heckenpisser. "Hehehe."

“No,” said Kuddel. “That someone could ever really be interested in me again. Not in some
leftovers-the-barrel kind of way. Not like ‘there was nothing better around.” But for real. And
I don’t mean that in a teenage way. I mean this: Someone who sees you with all that crap.
Who knows what you look like when you’re throwing up. Who knows you have ‘No Drinking
Water’ tattooed on you. And still says: ‘Okay, he’s crazy, he’s messed up, but I'll stick
around a bit longer.””

Heckenpisser looked at him. "And?" he asked quietly.

"It never happened,” said Kuddel. "That's why | buried my heart somewhere in my head,
between a late-night shop, a train station toilet, and a peep show."

He took the bottle, drank it dry, and set it down firmly.

“That’s the biggest lie about the whole sex thing,” he added. “They always tell you it’s all
about breasts, asses, orgasms. But actually... all you want is for someone to say, even just for
a moment, ‘You’re not completely lost. I still see you.” And because that happens so rarely,
you go to places where they pretend to look at you. Or you build up a fantasy in your head of
a woman who never gets tired.”

Heckenpisser took a deep breath. “Hehehe,” came out, but it sounded almost like a cough.

“I think,” he said, “that we both put more emotion into our imaginary friends than others put
into their real relationships. And that’s so sad it’s funny again.”

"Welcome to the cabaret of the frustrated,” said Kuddel. "Free entry, no exit."”

Later, when Elke finally dimmed the interior lights and only the shop window neon was still
burning, the small group slowly dissolved like sugar in schnapps.

Uwe was gone. The teenagers had vanished. A street sweeper pushed his cart alone through
the night, as if trying to sweep away the last traces of possibility.

"I'm closing up right now," said Elke. "Otherwise you'll all fall asleep here and I'll have to
stack you up."

"Could you please put me on the shelf with the cans?" asked Hedge Pisser. "That's where |
belong. 'Long shelf life, little content." Hehehe."

“I’11 only put you with the discounted items,” Elke retorted. “Right before the best-before
date.”

Kuddel grabbed his cap and put it on crookedly. The road swayed a bit, but he was used to
that. He knew how to walk more or less straight on uneven ground.

"Will you come with me for a bit further?" he asked Heckenpisser. *To the corner."
"Of course,"” he said. "I have to make sure you're not chasing after a peep show that only

exists in your head. Hehehe."
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They said goodbye to Elke with a nod, a joke, a half-smile. Then they set off, side by side,
two shadows in the Berlin evening.

On the way home, they hardly spoke. The sounds of the city grew quieter the further they got
from the main road. Here, a television behind a thin wall. There, a woman walking her dog,
staring at her cell phone as if it held some kind of salvation. A man taking out the trash,
looking as if the bin were a better conversational partner than all those waiting upstairs.

Kuddel stopped at an intersection and lit another cigarette. Heckenpisser stopped
automatically, as if they had an invisible leash.

“Hecke,” said Kuddel, as the smoke crept into his eyes, “do you think it’s bad that I live so
much in my head?”

"Compared to what?" asked Heckenpisser. "To people who leave their lives in the gym? In
Excel spreadsheets? In comment sections? Hehehe. Everyone has their own cubicle.”

“Sometimes I’'m afraid,” Kuddel murmured, “that one day I won’t be able to distinguish
anymore. Between what happened and what I imagined. That I’ll really believe I was in St.
Pauli. That I’ll really believe someone once told me I was okay.”

Hedge Pisser nodded. "I have that fear too," he said. "But you know what? If you have to
decide whether you want to die with real memories that only destroy you, or with a few good
lies in your head... I think I'll take the lies. Hehehe."

He made a dismissive gesture. "In the end, the brain is just a bad peep show," he said. "You
throw experiences in, and eventually distorted scenes come out. The main thing is that you
can stand yourself."

Kuddel huffed, a laugh and a sigh at the same time. "Then," he said, "let's at least make some
good stories out of it. If we're going to be lost in the aftermath, at least people should say
later: 'Those two had a sense of humor as they went down.™

"Deal," said Heckenpisser. "We're the peep show that comments on itself. Hehehe."

They continued walking until their paths diverged: one corner to the left, one corner to the
right, two different stairwells, two different kinds of loneliness.

"See you tomorrow, King of Cigarette Butts," said Hedge Pisser.

"See you tomorrow, Mr. Intimacy Theorist,” Kuddel replied. "Dream something you can't
have."

"I do that anyway," said Heckenpisser. "For 20 years."

Later, in his room, amidst piles of clothes and empty bottles, Kuddel lay on his worn-out
mattress, which looked more like a "'storage area" than a "bed".

The ceiling above him had stains he couldn't identify. Smoke stains, dampness, some insect
that had had a run of bad luck.
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He closed his eyes. And there she was again:

The Reeperbahn he had never seen, St. Pauli in premium filter, red lights, women who could
laugh without immediately looking tired, a Kuddel who didn't seem quite so broken.

In his mind he walked through streets he had never been to, stood in front of a peep show
shop, opened the door, went in, but this time:

No booth, no coins. Just a stage.

And those sitting in the first row were:

Heckenpisser, Uwe, Elke, Murat,

everyone with a beer in their hand, everyone laughing, everyone watching,

as he stood there, in his robe, with his "No Drinking Water" tattoo, all his misery —
and he understood:

The only peep show that ever really ran was the one of his life.

And the audience was smaller, but more honest than anything that had ever danced behind
glass.

With this thought, half sad, half comforted,
He drifted away.

Outside, somewhere a real red light flickered; inside, only the lingering image of his inner
cinema flickered.

until that too was extinguished and made way
for the next morning,

where the film would continue with less glamour, but more headaches.

The day after: hangover, cigarette butts, vomit

The morning didn't come like a sunrise. It came like a warning.

No romantic ray of light through the window, no birds singing. Just a dull thud in his head, as
if someone had tried to chisel open his forehead with a jackhammer at night, and then stopped
halfway through because even he felt sick.

Kuddel didn't really wake up. He rather ceased to be unconscious.

141



The air in the room was stagnant. A heavy mixture of cold smoke, stale breath, old beer, and
something sweet that smelled suspiciously like spilled liqueur and forgotten food poisoning.

He lay half across the mattress, half beside it. His back protested first. Then his head. Then his
stomach. The rest of his body was a jumble of resistance.

“Urgh,” he said. That was all he could manage.

The wallpaper above him came loose from the wall in one spot and hung down like a tongue.
He stared at it. When he moved his head, the room began to rock. So he stayed still and stared
at this tongue of wallpaper as if it were about to tell him something important.

She said nothing. Of course not.

Only his skull spoke up:

What happened yesterday?

The night was a puzzle. Fragments emerged:

Late-night shop. Elke. Boonekamp. Uwe. Peep show in my mind's eye. At some point, the
intersection with hedge pissers. A laugh that was too loud. A cigarette butt that almost fell in

my face.

After that: Nothing more. Black. Or rather that brownish-grey nothingness that drunken brains
get when they switch to energy-saving mode.

"Shit," Kuddel muttered. His tongue was as dry as a carpet in the stairwell of a welfare
building.

He tried to sit up. Wrong decision.

My head was spinning like a carousel, my stomach was doing somersaults. The room tilted to
the left, then to the right, then forward.

"Fuck."
He just barely managed to turn sideways and vomit the remains of the previous evening into a
bucket that was standing there as if some smarter Kuddel had thoughtfully provided it the

night before.

Everything that hadn't yet been decided upon came out: beer, Boonekamp, stomach acid, two
or three scraps of something that might once have been food.

When nothing more came out but air and disgusting noises, he leaned back, panting heavily.
The bucket stank like a cheap public toilet. His head was throbbing like a generator in an
abandoned basement.

"Good morning, you old wreck," he heard his own voice in his head. "Another day
successfully wasted."
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He needed a cigarette.
Not because it made sense. Because it was ritual. Rituals held him together like cheap tape.

He felt around on the floor until he found the box. Four crooked cigarettes, one half-used, a
filter without anything. He fished one out and smelled it. It smelled of everything but hope.

With trembling fingers, he lit it. The first puff felt like he was drawing in inhaled dust directly
into his sinuses. The second puff was slightly better. The third puff was okay.

The first wave of nicotine hit his head, mingling with the haze of residual alcohol. He didn't
feel better. Just... more familiar.

"What was that, Hecke?"he thought.
"We're too old to masturbate in a relaxed way, and too young to play bingo."

He laughed dryly, which immediately turned into a cough.
Too old for everything, too young to die, too stupid to change.
That was his true status.

He groped for his mobile phone. It was lying under two T-shirts, an ashtray, and a flyer for
some concert he had never gone to.

Display: 09:43.

No messages. No missed calls.

The only "notification” he had was the pain in his skull and the sticky tongue.

He thought about the old days. Back when the day after was still romanticized: Waking up on
a sofa somewhere after drinking, everyone laughing, cracking jokes, getting a kebab, "Dude,

remember yesterday how...", then partying again.

Now, "the day after" was no longer an adventure. Now, “the day after" was a problem made
up of aching limbs, shreds of shame, and financial issues.

Speaking of money:

He reached into the pocket of his jeans, which were lying somewhere next to the bed, half
under his shoe, which was standing in the middle of the room as if he had tried to undress
yesterday and lost all motivation along the way.

Three coins. A crumpled ten-euro note. Two tickets from the previous day.

He stared at the tenner. Then at the bucket. Then back at the tenner.

"At least | don't have to work today,” he muttered. Not as if it were a gift. More as a chronic
fact.

His stomach rumbled indignantly. Not so much as something nauseating anymore — more as if
it were saying: You idiot, fill me with something meaningful or I'll complain all day.
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Food. He needs to eat something. Anything. Something fried, fatty, that will bind the poison.
The thought of food made him gag briefly. He ignored it.

He sat up straight again, took a deep breath, and then stood up very slowly — centimeter by
centimeter. His circulatory system reacted to each millimeter with an angry thump against his

forehead.

"Stop whining," he growled into the empty room. "You wanted to perform world-class
yesterday, now you're causing pain."

He staggered towards the kitchen. The kitchen was really just a corner. A sink, two
cupboards, a stove that had looked sulky for three weeks because nobody had really used it.
Empty bottles stood among old plates and pans. Lots of empty bottles.

In the fridge: Half a bottle of ketchup. An onion that was already growing out of its shell
again. A half-used jar of mustard. Two cans of beer.

He stared at the beer cans. The beer cans stared back.

"Not now," he said. "Later. Maybe. Or never. We'll see.”

He grabbed a glass, rinsed off the most obvious dirt, and filled it with tap water. The water
was cold, hard, and slightly tinged with everything the pipes had to offer. He drank it anyway.
He drank greedily, as if trying to extinguish from within the fire he had started.

He didn't feel any better after two glasses. But the scratchiness in his throat lessened.

He dragged himself back into the room, collapsed onto the mattress, grabbed his phone and
reflexively scrolled through nothing.

No new information. No surprises.
He opened some app, no idea why. People were posting photos of breakfast bowls, the forest,
the gym, their dog, their child. Someone was posting about their vacation.

"First coffee, then saving the world", was written under a picture with latte art.

"Fuck you all," Kuddel muttered. "I'll be glad if | get to Murat's today without dying on the
way."

His gaze lingered on an old chat with Heckenpisser. The last message was from last night:

Hedge:
"Did you arrive safely, King? Or did the road adopt you? Hehehe."

He hadn't replied. 1 didn't even know if he was still capable of writing when that happened.
He was now typing, slowly, with two fingers:
"I'm awake. | feel like I've been spat out of a peep show. A late-night shop? Later?"
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He sent it. He placed his phone next to him. He briefly closed his eyes.

His skull throbbed in time with his own regret. The cigarette in his hand was half burned
down, ash on his T-shirt.

How many more times?
The question flashed through his mind. Not as a great drama. More as a tired thought.

How many more times will this process repeat?

Drinking. Philosophizing. Planning. Doing nothing. Staggering home. VVomiting. Waking up.
Hating yourself. To the corner store. Starting all over again.

Kuddel wasn't one to wallow in self-pity for long. He was too used to it. It was like an old
jacket to him — it stank, but it fit.

Nevertheless, some part of him clung to the idea that the next day might be different. Not
better. Just... different.

His phone vibrated.

Hedge:

"I'm still alive. Surprise. I've got a pulse and coffee. You've got what? A cigarette and vomit?
Hehehe."

Kuddel grinned against his will. The laughter hurt, but was strangely good.

He typed back:

"Cigarette, vomit, mental images. So, as usual.”

Hedge:

"I still need to pretend | have some structure. I'll get back to you in 1-2 hours. Late-night
therapy, chapter: The day after. Hehehe."

“Late-night therapy,” Kuddel murmured. He liked that phrase.

He put his phone down, leaned back again, and stared at the ceiling. The wallpaper was still
hanging down like a tongue.

He held up his hand, examined his fingers. Yellow nicotine stains, small scratches, a plaster
from some time ago. Hands that had once held things — guitars, women, tools — now mainly
bottles and cigarettes.

"The day after," he said loudly into the room. "Hangover, cigarettes, vomit. And then...?"

The question lingered.

The last sentence from yesterday briefly flickered in my mind:
"The day after — hangover, cigarette butts, vomit."'
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Almost as if it were not just a chapter in the book — but the title of his daily routine.
He closed his eyes once more. Not to dive away again. Just to briefly endure the morning.

Outside, he heard a car honk somewhere. A child laughed. A neighbor shouted through the
stairwell because the mail hadn't arrived.

The world went on. Whether he came along or not was irrelevant to her.

He took the last drag from his cigarette, stubbed it out, and sat back up. "Come on, you
wreck," he said to himself. "Take a shower. Or something that sounds similar.”

Of course, there was no shower. But a fresh T-shirt. Cold water on the face.

And the quiet feeling that it was somehow comforting that at least someone was waiting for
him later at the corner store.

Hedge pisser. Elke. Maybe Murat. Maybe Uwe.

No peep show. No red light. No women behind glass.

Only neon lights, cigarettes, and Sterni beer. And the cheap but honest promise:

You are not the only one,

the day after

kicks you in the face.

The second attempt to wake up went slightly better.

Kuddel stood in front of the bathroom mirror, looking as if someone had tried to reconstruct a
human being from old glass and trash. His eyes were red, his skin blotchy, and his hair in a

way that could no longer be called a "hairstyle" without risking a lawsuit.

He leaned forward, braced himself with both hands on the sink, and breathed in what came
back up from him with disgusted fascination.

"You're officially no longer a morning person," he muttered to his reflection. "If you ever
were."

He turned on the cold water and briefly immersed his entire face. No cautious splashing, no
spa treatment — more as if he wanted to test whether drowning might actually be an option.

The water was ice-cold, coursing through his veins like a dirty current, briefly shocking his
skull, then that throbbing again. At least the room had stopped spinning. It was only swaying.

He wiped his face with the back of his hand. No towels. Who needs towels when you can just
grab a T-shirt that already smells of everything?

He put on a reasonably clean shirt, picked out a pair of jeans that were still wearable, fished
socks out of a pile which he only smelled briefly and decided: "okay-ish".
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In the kitchen, he shoved down a dry, day-old roll that was more like a weapon. He chewed,
even though his stomach protested. "Eat it, otherwise you'll be gone at the corner store before
the first bottle has even had a chance to set up,"” he told himself.

Time dragged on. He sat for a while simply on a chair, staring at a stain on the wall, drinking
tap water, and waiting for his pulse to stop pounding in his throat.

The phone vibrated again.

Hedge:
"I can go now. I look like a tax auditor with internal tinnitus. Late-night convenience store in
20 minutes?"

Kuddel typed with his thumb:
"I'm on my way. If | don't die on the way."

He stuffed his cigarette butts, his change, his crumpled tenner, put on his boots — topsoil
included — and dragged himself down the stairs.

The stairwell smelled of old cleaning products, dog, a hint of marijuana, and neighborhood
grievances. Downstairs, a TV was playing too loudly. Someone was shouting a child's name
that sounded like it had been copied from an influencer's playlist.

Outside, the daylight hit him like a slap in the face. It wasn't even sunny, just bright. Too
bright for his condition.

He blinked, pulled his cap further down over his face, and put one foot in front of the other.

The street looked the same as always — but today he saw it through that dull veil that only
someone who still carries toxic fog from the previous evening knows.

A mother pushed a stroller past, talked on her phone, glanced at him briefly, and then looked

away again. A delivery driver jogged almost past him, a brown box on his shoulder, his eyes

glued to the scanner. Two schoolchildren laughed at something, probably related to some app
that Kuddel couldn't even spell.

He staggered towards the subway, but after two steps towards the stairs decided that he
couldn't handle any more underground experiences today and preferred to take the long way
on foot.

The body needed air. And time.

Halfway there, he had to stop briefly, leaning against a wall as if waiting for someone. He was
just waiting for his brain to return to normal.

"Next attempt,” he muttered and started moving again.

When the corner store finally came into view, it almost felt like an arrival. Not home — the
place was too honestly lit for that — but like a checkpoint in a game where you'd long since
lost track of things.
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Murat was already standing in the doorway, holding a can which he was putting on a shelf.

"Well, Jesus on meth," he exclaimed when he saw Kuddel. "Risen from the dead? Yesterday
you looked like you'd drowned your soul in the Boonekamp."

"The soul is overrated,” Kuddel grumbled, stood at the standing table, and placed his palm flat
on the cold surface for a moment. "I'll have a Sterni to counteract any remaining brain cells."

Murat wordlessly placed a bottle and a glass of water in front of him.

"Drink both," he said. "One for the body, the other for the character. You have to figure out
for yourself which is which."

Kuddel took the water first. A big gulp, then another. Then the beer afterwards, like a dirty
blessing.

Shortly afterwards, Heckenpisser appeared. Unlike Kuddel, he didn't look quite so wrecked —
but his particular hangover was more subtle: slightly glassy eyes, a hairstyle that wasn't quite
right, a shirt ironed but buttoned crookedly.

"There's my favorite coma patient!" he exclaimed as he approached. "Well, king of evening
entertainment?"

"Shut up and drink with me," said Kuddel. "Before I'm sober enough to be truly ashamed."

Heckenpisser put down his briefcase, ordered a Sterni beer for himself, and looked at him
more closely.

"Wow," he said admiringly. "You look like someone who was trying to declare world
domination yesterday and is already struggling on the stairs today. Hehehe."

“Stairs are also underestimated in their danger,” Kuddel retorted. “One wrong step and you’re
on welfare with a cast.”

They took a few sips in silence. The familiar silence of those who know that for now only
liquid is allowed to speak, before words can make any sense.

“You know what,” Heckenpisser began at some point, “my mother looked at me this morning
as if [ were an experiment that had gone wrong.”

"She was right about that," said Kuddel.

“She asked, ‘Ulf, why are you doing this to yourself? You’re not a young man anymore,’”
Heckenpisser recounted. “I wanted to tell her: ‘Because otherwise I'll realize I’'m an old man
with youthful misery.” But I just said, ‘It’s after-work culture, Mom.” Hehehe.”

Murat laughed softly. "After-work culture," he repeated. "That's when you're so dead that you
have to celebrate him when he comes along."

Kuddel took another sip and wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. "Did you guys also
have such romantic ideas about the 'day after' back in the day?" he asked. "Like: lying in bed
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with a hangover, with someone next to you, coffee in bed, laughing your heads off,
'Remember yesterday...?"

“Yes,” said Hedge Pisser. “I had that until I realized that the person next to me is usually
myself in the mirror when I’'m kneeling at the toilet bowl. Hehehe.”

“I once tried being romantically hungover,” Murat chimed in. “It was after a house party. I
woke up next to someone, couldn’t remember her name. I wanted to make her coffee, but I
was so out of it that | put salt in the filter. She took the first sip, looked at me, got up without a
word, and left. I never dreamed about the ‘day after’ again. Since then, it’s only been

29

‘survived the day’.
They laughed, that tired, rough laugh that came from the gut and hurt the head.

Kuddel noticed how the hangover slowly shifted from "acute catastrophe” to "chronic low
mood." His stomach had stopped rebelling, and his head had decided to settle into a constant,
tolerable rumble.

“I think the worst part isn’t the hangover,” he said. “The worst part is that void. The moment
you realize: The evening is gone. All the blather you said, the plans you made, the feeling of
being important — all erased. And all that’s left is a face like mine.”

“Yes,” Heckenpisser agreed. “That moment when you think: If someone had had a camera
right now, it would be embarrassing — but at least it would be proof that | existed. Instead, you
only have fragments. A joke here, a laugh there, maybe another embarrassing moment on
hold. The rest is gone.”

"Perhaps it's better this way," Murat said. "If all your blather from yesterday had been
recorded on video, the domestic intelligence agency would be a regular customer here."

"Oh, come on," said Heckenpisser. "We're harmless. We're only threatening ourselves."

Kuddel stared at the label of his bottle, stroking the print with his thumb as if he could rub
away some meaning underneath.

“Last night,” he said slowly, “I was lying in bed imagining St. Pauli. Again. Red lights,
women, Uwe in the audience, all of you. | realized that my mind has been playing the same
movies for years. Always: maybe, someday, one day. And then | wake up, throw up in the
bucket, and go back to the corner store. That’s what my real series looks like. This is season 9
or something.”

Heckenpisser frowned. "I had something similar today while half asleep,” he confessed. "Only
without St. Pauli. | dreamt I was sitting in a waiting room. Dry plants, old magazines, that
number-ticket machine crap. And the display didn't say 'Next please,’ but ‘Next day after." And
| kept getting up, going through the same door, but each time | ended up somewhere different:
an office, a late-night shop, a train station toilet, back home with Mom. Only: it was always
the same hangover."

"Wow," said Murat. "You should drink less or take more drugs. Your minds are too sober and
in the wrong place."
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They drank again. The time in front of the late-night shop had its own unique consistency —
slow, but not stagnant.

Eventually Tanja came by, with shopping bags, a stressed face and the look of a woman who
had seen too many wrong men and too little proper sleep.

"Well, look at you leftovers," she said. "You look like someone pulled you out of the freezer
and thawed you too soon."

"Good morning, Princess," grinned Hedge-Pisser. "How's your hangover level?"

“I don’t drink anymore,” she said. “I’m an adult now. I’ll make my mistakes sober.”
She stopped anyway, briefly put down the bags and grabbed a cigarette from Kuddel.
"The day after?" she asked, blowing smoke into the air.

"The day after everything,"” said Kuddel. "Yesterday, last year, ten years ago. A collective
hangover."

"The older you get, the less they're individual hangovers,” said Tanja. "At some point, you
just have a background hum. And that's what we call life."”

"That's my problem with you women," said Heckenpisser. "You manage to pack more truth
into one sentence than we can into three bottles."

“Yes,” said Tanja. “And that’s exactly why we’ll leave at some point and you’ll continue
hanging around the kiosk. I have to go before | remember why I like standing around with

2

you.

She took her bags, nodded to Murat, gave Kuddel back the cigarette — half-smoked — and
disappeared back into the flow of the street.

"She's got her peep show on her mind too," Kuddel muttered.

“Sure,” said Murat. “Just in a different genre.”

The day passed without much happening — and that was precisely the problem. No job center,
no appointments, no catastrophe. Just this creeping, sticky "nothingness" that wedged itself
between the hangover and the next evening.

“I sometimes wonder,” said Heckenpisser towards afternoon, as the sun sank lower and the
shadows grew longer, “if this isn’t just one long, badly edited scene. No beginning, no end.

Just the day after.”

“Perhaps,” Kuddel replied, “the day after is our real main character. Yesterday we were just
extras. Today we see what’s left.”

Murat placed the next round down and looked at them for a second more seriously than they
were used to.
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"You know what," he said. "As long as you still come around the next day, at least you're not
completely out of the picture. The day | don't see either of you at all, without one of you
having sent a text message, is the day I'll start to worry."

"Or plan a funeral," added Heckenpisser. "Hehehe."

“Then at least make sure,” said Kuddel, “that it says on my stone: ‘Kuddel lies here. No
drinking water.’”

“I’ll do it,” Murat promised. “And underneath in parentheses: ‘The day after won.’”

They laughed. And somewhere behind it, very quietly, there was a small, stubborn part of
them that thought:

Not today.
Not yet.

The day after hit again — with a hangover, cigarette butts, and vomit.

But the drunkards were still standing.

Crooked. Filthy. Lost.

But they were standing.

The afternoon dragged on like old chewing gum.

The sun slowly shifted from "too bright for hangover eyes" to "orange sauce on the street.” In
front of the late-night shop, there was that particular Berlin twilight: not romantic, just a
different color for the same grime. Traffic slowed, people lugged groceries, children were
being gathered up, dogs needed to pee.

Kuddel leaned against the bar table like a piece of furniture that's become ingrained and never
put away. In front of him was the bottle, next to it the ashtray, and around them lay his

remnants of hope.

Hedge-pisser sat half on the barstool, half off to the side, as if unsure whether to stay or
simply topple over. His shirt was now unbuttoned, his bow tie in his pocket.

“Funny,” he said sometime in the early evening, “in the past, the day after was just the
prelude to the next crash. Now it’s the main event.”

“Back then,” Kuddel grumbled, “we also had backs that didn’t complain with every cough.
And a circulatory system that didn’t issue a safety warning every third beer.”

Murat half listened, half didn't. He went about his usual corner-store business: accepting
empty bottles, counting change, explaining the right beer to some tourists, lending a regular
customer credit for two packs of cigarettes with the addendum: "Last time, man, really."

Kuddel stared for a while at the passing cars, then at his hands, then at hedge pissers.

151



"I wonder if any of this still makes sense," he said quietly.

Heckenpisser raised an eyebrow. "Do you mean the alcohol, the world domination plans, or
your existence in general? Hehehe."

“It’s all in one package,” Kuddel replied. “I mean, look at us. We call this ‘quitting time,’
‘drinking,” ‘therapy,’ ‘cultural evening,” ‘peep show in our minds’... but in the end, every day
after is the same: You wake up, throw up, feel ashamed, come here, and pretend it’s all part of
some grand scheme. Is that still living, or is it just repetition?”’

Heckenpisser took a long gulp, paused briefly, and then nodded.

“Yes,” he said. “But honestly, most people are just repeating themselves. They just have
different props. Daycare, office, hardware store. We have Sterni beer, cigarettes, a corner
store. They just call their hangovers something different: ‘inner emptiness,” ‘burnout,’
‘midlife crisis.” Hehehe.”

"Their cat smells like aftershave," Murat remarked. "Yours smells like a train station toilet."

"Everyone gets the hangover they deserve,"” said Kuddel. "Mine's fed up with me, I think.
He'll quit soon."

They just stood there for a while, letting the day drift by.

Every now and then someone would come by and ask, "Well, still alive?" Every now and then
someone would tell an anecdote. Every now and then they would laugh.

But the same question kept creeping in — unspoken, but palpable:
For how much longer?

How much longer can this continue, endlessly revolving around the cycle of "evening —
excess — day after — late-night shop — evening™ without something finally breaking?

Heckenpisser had to leave at some point. Gerda wasn't exactly a stickler for rules, but she had
a knack for spotting runaways. And he didn't want to show up for dinner again looking like
nothing more than a cloud of scent.

"I'm getting out of here," he said, grabbing his bag. "Otherwise, she'll call the missing persons
unit right away and report: '‘My son has fallen back into his old ways.™

“Tell her you were on an educational trip,” Murat suggested. “Module: Social Analysis at the
Tap.”

Heckenpisser grinned. "She still thinks I'm a notch better than you, Kuddel," he said. "If she
knew how evenly matched we are, she'd get heart palpitations. Hehehe."

He patted Kuddel on the shoulder. "Survive the evening," he said. "You have to go to the
office tomorrow, don't you?"

That hit home.
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Kuddel grimaced. Tomorrow. Job center. Appointment. Some kind of "consultation." Some
caseworker who will explain in a gentle voice why his life appears as a problem case in Excel
spreadsheets.

"Oh yeah," he growled. "Almost forgot. Thanks for the reminder, you jerk."

"I'm just helping to maintain the dramatic tension," grinned Heckenpisser. "Chapter 'The Day
After' naturally ends with the cliffhanger 'Job Center with a lingering hangover.' Otherwise,
the punchline would be missing. Hehehe."

“Piss off, literature nerd,” said Kuddel, but he couldn’t suppress a grin.

Heckenpisser nodded to Murat, gave a quick wave towards the shop window, and then set off.
His gait was slightly unsteady but controlled — a man sober enough to walk straight and drunk

enough not to think too much.

"Watch your head!" Murat shouted after them. "You only have one. And it's already full
enough of shit.”

When he left, it became quieter. Not really quiet — Berlin is never quiet — but that particular
void that remains when the one guy who talked too much is suddenly gone.

Kuddel and Murat remained engaged in conversation for a while longer. Nothing profound,
nothing earth-shattering. Trifles: Who's died, who's moved, who's in jail, who has a new dog.

But at some point it became clear: the day had reached its peak. Nothing more was to come.

"You look like you need to throw up at least one more time,"” said Murat. "You'd better do it
at home before someone decorates my corner again."

"I'm leaving now," Kuddel grumbled, finished his Sterni beer, and placed the empty bottle
down like a small declaration of surrender. "Tomorrow I'll stop by after work and tell you
how much they've demotivated me again."

"If you oversleep, you'll come by and tell us about it," Murat grinned. "Then I'll get popcorn.”

Kuddel set off for home. The hangover was no longer sharp, more dull — like a stone in your
stomach that you're carrying around.

The streetlights were now fully on, cars glided through the neighborhood like sluggish fish. A
group of teenagers giggled, one shouted something about "brother,” someone drove too close
to him, someone else was playing music from an open window—a German-language ballad
about heartbreak that was getting on his nerves.

Climbing stairs felt like a mountain hike. My body commented on each step with its own
sound: knees, back, lungs, heart, everything had something to say.

Upstairs in his room, he unlocked the door and that familiar thing happened: the silent
encounter with himself.
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No "Hello", no question "So, how was it?", no "Nice to see you". Just a closed door, same air,
same weight.

He dropped his boots in the hallway, squeezed past the scattered clothes to the kitchen, and
mechanically gathered something edible. Pasta, dry, with ketchup. No enjoyment, just
sustenance.

Sitting at the table, fork in hand, he stared at the plate. Every bite felt like chewing through
concrete.

When the plate was half empty, he pushed it away. His stomach signaled: that's enough, or
I'm quitting.

He went into the bathroom, peed, and stood in front of the mirror for a moment. The light was
too harsh, but he didn't turn it off.

"Hey there," he said to his reflection. "World ruler. Peep show director. Train station toilet
philosopher. The day after is written all over your face like a criminal record."

His gaze drifted downwards. Just briefly, out of habit.

The tattoo was where it always was. "No drinking water."

He had to laugh, quietly, roughly.

“To be honest,” he murmured, “this is what my whole life is about.”

He turned off the light, tiptoed back into his room, and sank down onto the mattress.

In the semi-darkness, only silhouettes could be seen: piles, bottles, clothes, and somewhere a
mobile phone.

He reached for it, unlocked it, and wrote Heckenpisser one last message without thinking
much about it:

"Job center tomorrow. If | don't make it, distribute my Sterni points fairly. And make sure the
story about the train station toilet doesn't get lost."”

The answer came almost immediately:
"If you die at the job center, I'll submit a request for a literary analysis of your life. Working
title: "The Drunkards - Case File XY Unsolved'. Hehehe. Sleep now. Tomorrow, jazz with a

hangover."

Kuddel put down his phone and turned onto his side. His head throbbed less loudly, his body
was flat.

The day after was almost over. He hadn't made it any better, nor any worse than the others.
He had simply survived it.

That was all | could manage at the moment.
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As he slowly tipped over, one last thought intruded:

Perhaps the real trick isn't surviving the big nights —
but the miserable mornings that followed.

Tomorrow would be a different morning: neon lights in the waiting room, taking a number,
waiting, "How do you envision your professional future, Mr. Scholz?", the typical
administrative jargon that caused even more headaches than any Boonekamp.

Job center jazz with lingering traces of alcohol
It wouldn't be a beautiful song — but it belonged on the album.

With this half-baked, half-resigned feeling, Kuddel slipped away,

over into a sleep that did not restore, but merely bridged the time until the next hangover.

Job center jazz with lingering traces of alcohol

He woke up as usual: wrong position, wrong smell, wrong body. First came the taste — a
mixture of ashtray, diluted Jagermeister, and metal. Then the throbbing in his skull. Then the
faint rumbling in his stomach that said: We need to talk.

He lay still, trying to turn away one last time. Then a thought pierced the fog:

""Job center. Today. Appointment.”

"Oh shit," he muttered.

The clock on my phone said 8:37. The appointment was at 10:00. Government. No leniency.
No humanity. Just numbers and computer forms.

He sat up too quickly. His skull responded with a dull thump, as if someone had placed a
subwoofer right next to his brainstem and started blasting it.

The room still contained the remnants of the previous day: empty bottles, piles of clothes, a
plate of dried-out noodles, the bucket that had served as an emergency exit. It smelled stale, of
smoke, sweat, and something sweetish that he didn't want to define more precisely.

“Job center,” he said again, as if that would improve anything.

He dragged himself into the bathroom and stared in the mirror. The face that looked back at
him could have been printed as a warning sign:

"This is what long-term decisions look like when combined with short-term drinks."
Kuddel was pale with that particular hangover gray that had nothing to do with a rocker
attitude, but rather with the state of his liver. Dark shadows under his eyes looked as if they
had already seen several seasons.
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He turned on the tap and splashed cold water on his face. "You have to look somewhat
manageable,” he told himself. "They don't like it when they think you're dying in the system."

After drinking the water, he automatically reached for a cigarette. Completely the wrong idea
— he knew that. He didn't care.

The first drag made him choke, the second burned, the third calmed something inside him that
was worse than the hangover: the feeling that the day would not get any better.

In the kitchen, breakfast was emergency-level: a dry bread roll, cold coffee from yesterday
which he reheated in the microwave even though it already tasted like a write-off.

When he opened the refrigerator door, he saw it: the bottle of Jagermeister, half empty, with
sticky edges. He stared at it, it stared back.

"No experiments," he muttered. "Not today."

He turned the bottle only briefly, saw the green sticker, and an image flickered in his mind
that was not from today, but from back then:

Job center consultation. Temporary tattoo on the forehead. Fresh Jdgermeister stains on the T-
shirt.

He laughed briefly, roughly, almost affectionately.

Back then, he had a date with Heckenpisser. The brilliant idea: "If we have to go to the office
anyway, at least we won't be sober.” They had drunk themselves into "courage" beforehand. It
looked better in theory than in the official files.

They'd stuck disposable temporary tattoos from a gumball machine onto their foreheads —
some nonsensical skull with flames and the word "Hardcore™ underneath. No, wait. His was
"NO FEAR." Hecke's was some tribal crap.

And there were Jagermeister stains on his shirt, because of course he'd spilled some while
"drinking for courage." A fresh stain, dark, sticky, right at chest level. That's how he'd been
sitting in the clerk's office back then.

"Mr. Scholz..." This "Mr. Scholz," where you knew you were neither Mr. nor Schulz. That
was someone else. One who arrived on time and didn't have a skull on his forehead.

“You can’t possibly be in this state...” “This isn’t a state,” he had grinned at the time. “This is
my nature.”

She just pursed her lips, hammered away at the keyboard, and mumbled something about
"lack of cooperation™ and "reasonableness.” He went home with a sanction and a hangover.
Hedge-pisser laughed himself silly for three days afterward.

Today, Kuddel decided, he would at least show up without a temporary tattoo on his forehead.
You learn as you go. Slowly. Reluctantly.
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He looked for a shirt that smelled only of cigarettes and not of booze. The selection was
limited. In the end, he got a black one that said "Kill 'Em All" — his old Metallica shirt, holes
and all. For him: almost decent.

Jeans, belt, boots, cap, cigarettes, ticket.

The full official outfit.

It was too bright outside for his liking. The sun had apparently decided to really turn up the
heat today, just to rub it in his face.

On the way to the train, my stomach made itself known again with a brief, threatening gurgle.
"Not now," it growled. "You had your moment yesterday."

In the entrance area of the job center fortress, that poster was hanging again, showing smiling
people looking into the future as if it were an IKEA catalog.

"Your opportunity — We support you on your way to employment!"*

Among them was Kuddel, with lingering traces of alcohol, smelly clothes, and eyes that said:
I'll only support the cigarette industry now.

The air in the building was its own ecosystem. Not exactly bad, but artificial. A mixture of
cleaning products, perfume, cheap body lotion, and nervousness.

He took a waiting number.
B 173.

The display in the corner was showing B 159.

"Great," he muttered. Plenty of time to regret ten times over not having run away.

The waiting room was full of stories that nobody wanted to hear:

A guy in sweatpants, eyes downcast, who looked like he'd gone off the road five years ago
and never made it back. A woman in her mid-thirties with two kids glued to their phones
while she desperately tried to look serious and strong when she was just tired. An older man
leafing through his papers as if searching for his past. A pale boy who looked like he'd
stumbled in straight from a computer lab, clueless about how any of this worked.

Kuddel sat down on one of the plastic chairs, which were designed in such a way that you
couldn't feel comfortable. Whether he was still drunk or not, he tried to sit as upright as
possible.

Next to him someone coughed, two rows away a woman whispered into her mobile phone, at
the very back someone was asleep with his mouth open. From somewhere came the low hum
of a machine spitting out coffee that undoubtedly tasted of burnt anger.

Job center jazz.
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If you listened closely, it all created its own kind of music: the beeping of the call system, the
rustling of paper, the clicking of keyboards, whispers, coughs, sniffles, and every now and
then an annoyed sigh from the employees creeping through the corridor.

A broken, asynchronous orchestra in which everyone played their own piece, but no one knew
the lyrics.

B 160.
B 161.

He rubbed his temples, tried to open his eyes without his skull protesting. It worked, sort of.
Heckenpisser wasn't there. He had another appointment on a different day. "Going to the
office in pairs," he'd said last time, "is like going to the dentist in pairs — you can talk about it
better afterwards, but they still drill each of you individually. Hehehe."

So Kuddel sat there alone, with his own private weather on his mind.

Somewhere deep down, he was afraid they'd try to sell him something again: a program, job
application training, coaching, "activation." Another one who showed up with a flip chart and

borrowed optimism, saying, "You just have to want it, Mr. Scholz!"

He had seen so many "you just have to want it" faces that the phrase had started to make him
rash.

B 167.
B 168.

A young guy, maybe in his early twenties, slumped down next to him. Ripped jeans, hoodie,
smelling of cheap deodorant and something sweet. The boy was pale, with dark circles under
his eyes, as if he'd been gaming too much or thinking too much.

He glanced sideways at Kuddel, sniffed minimally, and briefly grimaced.

"Are you also a flag?" he asked quietly.

“I call it continuity,” Kuddel murmured. “What’s your name?”

“Marvin,” said the boy. “At least within the system. I haven’t decided personally yet.”

Kuddel grinned. "I am Kuddel," he said. "At least in private. In the system, I'm called Mr.
Scholz and I'm a so-called placement case."

"What does that mean?" asked Marvin.

“I’m the wrench that no longer fits any nut,” Kuddel replied. “Too old for the rest, too young
to throw away, too broken to use.”

Marvin chuckled. "I'll have to remember that,” he said. "I'm officially ‘under 25 — difficult to
place.' That's what they said last time. They'd barely even seen me. | wasn't even properly in
the chair before | was already considered heavy."
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B 171.

The neon lights hummed. A toddler at the front started to cry, the mother hissed: "Not now,
please, not now." Someone stood up, paced nervously in circles, then sat down again.

Kuddel almost lit a cigarette, then realized he was inside and put it away again. The reflex
was there. The urge to briefly smoke away what couldn't be smoked away.

"Did you have a tough evening?" asked Marvin, in a slightly more formal tone.

Kuddel looked at him. "Guys like you don't have to address me formally," he said. "I'm not a
civil servant. Just a relic."

"Okay," said Marvin. "Did you have a rough night, Relikt?"

“Normal ones,” Kuddel replied. “Late-night convenience stores, beer tents, philosophical self-
analysis. You might not know about that yet. It comes when you get older. Then drinking is

2 9

suddenly called ‘processing things’.

“All I know is ‘switching it off’,” said Marvin. “But it never really switches off. It just
flickers differently.”

B 173.

The number appeared on the display. He flinched slightly.

"That's me," he said. "Now things are going to get jazzy."

“Good luck,” said Marvin. “Or much less bad luck — depending on the circumstances.”

Kuddel stood up, feeling every bone, every twinge. Walking down the hallway felt like
walking to a stage he never wanted to be on.

Door 3.14 — Consultation. Below it was the name of his caseworker. He knew it by heart,
although he always pretended to be reading it for the first time.

He knocked and heard a "Come in" from that toneless voice, which had been specially trained
to be neutral.

The room was like any other counseling room: a desk, two chairs in front of it, a computer, a
printer, a window overlooking the parking lot where hopes were dashed. On the wall, a
motivational poster with a sunrise over a lake, and underneath, some kind of saying about
"new beginnings".

Behind the desk: She.

Hair neatly arranged, blouse, vest, a smile that never reached the eyes. Glasses, file folder,
ballpoint pen.

“Good morning, Mr. Scholz,” she said. “Please take a seat.”
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He sat down. The remaining flag sat down with him.

He could see a tiny muscle twitch in her nostril as the smell reached her. She said nothing. Of
course not. Bureaucrats rarely talk about smells. They just tick boxes for "not ready to
integrate."

She typed something into the computer.
Click. Click. Click.

“So,” she began. “We had agreed today to talk about your current situation and see what steps
we can take to advance your professional integration.”

Kuddel looked at her as if she had just spoken a foreign language. "You say that every time,"
he said. "And every time, I'm sitting here in exactly the same spot next month."

She ignored it. Or had learned to tune out such statements.

“First of all,” she continued, “I must point out that it is important to arrive at our appointments
in a suitable condition.”

There it was. The sentence.

"I'm awake," said Kuddel. "I'm wearing trousers. | even bought a ticket. By my standards, I'm
wearing a suit."

She glanced briefly over the rim of her glasses. Her gaze lingered for a moment on his shirt,
on the old stains, on the worn lettering.

"Have you consumed any alcohol today?" she asked.
He briefly considered whether he should lie. Then he laughed to himself.

What good would lying do to someone who was already nothing but drop-down menus and
standardized text snippets?

“Yesterday,” he said honestly. “Today only coffee and water.”

“But they smell...” she began, then fell silent, searching for a neutral word. .. still very
much like last night.”

"I have a very loyal perfume,"” he murmured.

She started typing again.
Click. Click. Click.

“Mr. Scholz,” she finally said, “we have been in contact for some time now. I see from your
documents that you have received several job placement offers, but have not taken up any
sustainable employment.”

“There’s little that’s sustainable about me,” said Kuddel.
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"They quit temporary work assignments, didn't start a training program, and declined a
coaching offer last week," she read aloud. "Can you explain why?"

He could have said now:

Because I'm not a dog on a leash. Because | don't learn anything in coaching that my back and
liver don't already know. Because I'm not the type of person who wants to sit in a seminar
room and have a 28-year-old in a slim-fit jacket explain to me how motivation works.

Instead, he simply said:

"I just didn't fit in there."

She sighed softly. Bureaucratic sighs. They sound different. There's no real feeling in them —
just processor load.

“What do you envision, Mr. Scholz?” she asked. “How do you think things should proceed?”

He leaned back — as far as he could without the chair squeaking. The hangover was still
throbbing in his temples, but the question made him more alert than the coffee.

What do | imagine?
Good question. Bad stage.

Heckenpisser's sentence from yesterday still echoed:
"Tomorrow, jazz with a lingering hangover."

Kuddel cleared his throat.

"To be quite honest?" he asked.

She nodded cautiously.

“I imagine,” he said slowly, “that I’ll wake up one morning and not have to immediately
think, ‘How do I explain to someone today that I don’t feel like doing their program?’ I
imagine being able to work somewhere without someone telling me I’'m too old, too scruffy,
or too difficult. | imagine that after work | might actually be tired from working—and not

from collecting hopes and throwing them away again.”

She looked at him. A moment when something flickered in her eyes that wasn't just a
formality.

Then she picked up her pen again.

“That’s... understandable,” she said. “But given your current lifestyle, I see little chance of
your situation changing.”

Kuddel laughed softly, bitterly. "Welcome to my head,"” he said. "That sentence plays on a
loop there."

161



The job center jazz continued: clicking, printing, paragraphs, sentences like from a cold price
tag.

Remnants of alcohol, tired eyes, pub backbone.
The day after had been given a new stage —
This time with a file number.

She leafed through his documents as if she were looking up in an animal encyclopedia
whether his species still exists at all.

“Mr. Scholz,” she began again, “you are 48 now. You have been receiving benefits under the
German Social Code, Book 11 (SGB II) for...” — she let her finger wander across the screen —
“...several years. In between, you had some short-term jobs, but nothing permanent. We need
to find a way forward.”

“I have perspective,” said Kuddel. “It’s just that nobody likes to see it.”

She ignored the comment and continued typing. The clacking of the keyboard was the real
rhythm here. Not jazz, more like a metronome with burnout.

"Do you recall that we already reached a so-called integration agreement two years ago?"
Oh yes. He remembered.

That was the legendary day. Temporary tattoo on his forehead. Jagermeister stain on his shirt.
Hedge pisser next to him in the waiting room, grinning broadly.

"This is going to be huge," Hecke had said. "We're going in there like two rock stars at a job
interview. They should see who they're dealing with. Hehehe."

“I look more like lost festival trash,” Kuddel had replied, pressing the rubber skull to his
forehead. “No Fear” was written underneath. Pure irony.

The clerk back then was the same one. Same office, same blouse in a different color, same
neutral voice.

“You can’t show up here like that, Mr. Scholz,” she had said, her gaze fixed on his tattoo.
“That’s not...”

“...an expression of my inner attitude?”” he interjected. “Yes. That’s exactly it.”
Hecke nearly fell off his chair, suppressing his laughter. The Jdgermeister stain was still
glistening. The meeting had been over in twelve minutes. The minutes were probably longer

than the meeting itself.

Now, two years later, he was sitting here again. Without a temporary tattoo, but also without
any significant development.

“Yes,” he said. “I vaguely remember it. It was one of my famous performances.”
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“Back then,” she continued, “you agreed to a vocational guidance measure and then quit after
a few days.”

"The career orientation was quickly sorted out," he muttered. "I was disoriented. That's it.”

She breathed in audibly, she breathed out audibly. She probably filed it away internally in the
folder "difficult, but not aggressive".

“Mr. Scholz,” she said, “we are not here to waste time with wordplay. You must understand
that as a job center, we are obligated to work with you to find a solution. And for that, | need
your cooperation.”

“But I’'m here,” he replied. “For my generation, this is practically voluntary work.”

A flicker of annoyance and weariness briefly crossed her face. He knew that look. He'd seen it
on teachers, social workers, disillusioned women. People who had realized at some point that
he listened — but rarely followed.

“I have an offer here,” she said, her voice becoming slightly more formal. “A qualification
project in the field of warehousing/logistics with integrated job application training. It lasts
twelve weeks and includes practical components. However, physical stamina is a
requirement.”

"What does 'practical’ mean?" asked Kuddel.

“Shelves,” she said. “Goods movement. Scanning. Basic knowledge of warehouse
management.”

He looked at her, then at his hands. Calluses from days gone by, a back that growled like an
old dog in damp weather.

“I worked in a warehouse three years ago,” he said. “For two months. After that, I could only
tie my shoes while sitting down. I’'m not 25 anymore.”

“With the right support...”, she began.
“...the body lasts longer, yeah, yeah,” he interrupted. “Until it finally gives out, and then I’ll
be standing there at 55, worn out from working myself to the bone in jobs nobody wants

anyway. And you’ll write in my file: ‘Could not be marketed further for health reasons.’”

She pressed her lips together. "You're not the only one having difficulties,” she said. "But
many others still manage to reintegrate."

"Because they haven't drunk themselves into oblivion as much as I have," he thought, but
didn't say it.

Instead, he leaned forward as far as the chair allowed.

"What would you do to me if you had a magic wand?" he asked. "Honestly. If there were no
law, no form in the way. What do you see when you look at me?"
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She was visibly irritated for a moment. This room was not designed for hypothetical

questions, but for "yes/no", "agreement/rejection™.

She sized him up. A battle-scarf type in a stripped-down, everyday version, eyes showing too
many nights, a T-shirt with a band logo, the smell of yesterday in the air.

“I see...” she began slowly, “...a man with life experience who is apparently intelligent
enough to express himself, but...”

“...too stubborn to be bent,” he added. “Go ahead and say it.”
She nodded slightly. ““...but he gets in his own way,” she concluded.

“Congratulations,” he said. “’You have just won first prize in the ‘Analysis of My Existence
Without Google’ competition.”

She half-ignored the sarcasm. Perhaps she simply didn't have the energy for it anymore.
“I believe,” she continued, “that you could work in a field where you deal with people.
Explaining, mediating, advising. But certain prerequisites would have to be met: reliability,

keeping appointments, appearing sober, adhering to procedures.”

Kuddel glanced briefly at the window. A car was parked below, with a child sitting in the
back seat, staring out the window with a bored expression.

“I’m good at explaining to people what’s wrong with them,” he said. “But I don’t think any
organization would pay for that.”

“There are also options in the social sector,” she said cautiously. “Support services, low-
threshold programs...”

He laughed, snorting. "Me, a social worker," he said. "Can you imagine me in a youth center?
'Kids, don't smoke and don't drink so much. Become like me instead.' Yeah, that works."

Even she had to grin briefly. It wasn't a broad smile, more of a twitch — but it was there.
“Realistically speaking,” she began again, and there it was again: the bureaucratic tone, “we
have to take it one step at a time. I can’t give you the perfect job. But I can offer you a
measure that is an opportunity to bring structure to your daily life. If you reject this, we will
have to talk about benefit reductions.”

There was the word: cuts.

It was always there at some point. Like a debt collector waiting to finally collect something.

"What exactly does that mean?" Kuddel asked matter-of-factly.

“If there is a lack of cooperation,” she said, “the standard benefit can be reduced by 10 to 30
percent. In case of repeated offenses, even more. You know that.”

He knew it. His refrigerator knew it even better.
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He briefly thought of the corner store, of Sterni beer, of Boonekamp, of cigarettes. Of days
when the money was already gone by the thirtieth, even though the office only transferred the
funds on the first.

And he thought about the camp. About the pulling in his back. About the cardboard, the
boxes, the eternal "faster, faster".

Between "finally destroying his back" and "further thinning his wallet"” lay a grey strip on
which he had been balancing for years.

“If I say yes,” he said slowly, “will we be sitting here again in three months, you reading to
me that [ was there, but ‘not sufficiently motivated,” or that the organization couldn’t help

me? And I’ll be back without a job, but with more notes?”

She shrugged almost imperceptibly. "There's no guarantee,” she said. "But without
participation, there's no possibility at all."”

He stared at her, she stared back. Two people who knew that no miracles were going to
happen in that room.

The jazz of the keyboard began again.
Click. Click. Click.

“I propose,” she finally said, “that we agree to participate in this program for an initial period
of six weeks. If it becomes clear early on that it’s not a good fit at all, we can adjust things. If
you don’t attend at all, I will have to impose sanctions. This isn’t personal — it’s the law.”
“Law,” he repeated. “It’s like gravity. It doesn’t care if you’ve fallen enough.”

He exhaled slowly, heard himself say:

"Okay. Six weeks. I'll check out the place. But I'll say it right now: if someone treats me like a
three-year-old, I'm outta here."

“You need to resolve conflicts differently, Mr. Scholz,” she said, but her voice was less stern
than the sentence. “I will print out the documents for you.”

The printer started up, spewing out papers like an animal regurgitating food. She clutched
them together and pushed them towards him.

"Here are the details of the program," she said. "Location, time, contact person. And here is
the new integration agreement. Please read it carefully and sign if you agree."

He picked up the pages and skimmed through them. The words were half-blurred — hangover,
neon light, officialese was a toxic combination.

"I don't sign anything I haven't actually read," he wanted to say. But he didn't.

Instead, he thought: If I don't sign now, I'll have the trouble immediately. If I sign, it will
come later.

165



He reached for the pen. His name always looked strange on paper: "Kurt Scholz".

Kuddel signed as if he were merely quoting himself.

“Thank you,” she said. “I hope you take advantage of this opportunity.”

"They mainly want me to put a checkmark in the right column,™ he thought, but only said:

"I hope | can get through the six weeks without my back breaking and me vomiting in
someone's face."

“That would... indeed be helpful,” she replied dryly.

She clicked again, and the screen displayed a new screen.

"Do you have any further questions?" she asked.

He thought for a moment. A thousand questions. None suitable for this room.
“No,” he said. “Just thirst.”

She looked at him as if she didn't know whether it was a joke or a statement.

“Then we’re done for today, Mr. Scholz,” she finally said. “Please get in touch if there are any
problems with the measure — early on, not when everything has escalated.”

"My default state is escalated,” he thought. He just nodded, stood up, and felt the blood
briefly pound violently against his temples.

"Goodbye," she said.
"Until the next attempt," he replied and left the room.

The hallway felt different than when 1 first entered, although of course everything was the
same: neon lights, doors, people with paper in their hands, numbers on displays.

Marvin was still sitting in the waiting room, number in hand, eyes glued to his mobile phone.
"S0?" he asked when he saw Kuddel. "Are you still alive?"

“Yes,” said Kuddel. “But they sentenced me to six weeks in a camp. A testing ground for
broken backs.”

Marvin grimaced. "My condolences," he said. "Maybe they'll release you early because of
your character.”

Kuddel grinned wearily.

“If I survive,” he said, “I’1l tell you at the corner store what it’s like inside the inner circle of
the decision-making machine.”
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“Deal,” said Marvin.

Outside the building, the air was different. Still urban, still dirty — but at least authentic. No
bureaucratic blanket, no carpet, nobody with forms.

He lit the long-overdue cigarette and let the first drag feel like very bad, but familiar
medicine.

Job center jazz with a lingering hangover: He had finished the first verse of the song.
The refrain would come later at the standing table, at Sterni's, at Heckenpisser's, at Murat's.
There, where the sentences didn't disappear into files, but into smoke.

Outside the job center, Kuddel just stood there as if someone had accidentally removed him
from the waiting room and pressed "pause".

The cigarette in his hand glowed, the smoke filled his lungs, and for the first time in hours the
air was not filtered by the office ceiling, the scent of fear and forms.

There was a second poster hanging next to the door. He hadn't even noticed it when he went
in.

"We will help you on your way to work!"

Among them were a laughing guy with a toolbox, a woman with a headset, an old man in a
shirt and cardigan, all with that *"We can do it!" grin that you only get when the photographer
has said you'll get paid for it.

"On my way to work," Kuddel muttered. "You just pushed me down a path to a warehouse
where I'd throw my back out after three pallets. Thanks for nothing, Motivation Cartel."

He pulled the last bit out of the cigarette butt, flicked it towards the curb, and slowly made his
way off.

Not directly to the corner store. He needed a few meters in between to shake off the
bureaucracy as best he could.

On his way to the subway, he saw himself reflected in shop windows: a light jacket, a T-shirt,
a hangover face, shoulders half-lowered, as if he were preemptively apologizing for existing.

"NO FEAR," he thought suddenly, and had to grin. That temporary tattoo from back then, that
had been a different story. Back then, he'd still allowed himself a bit of defiance. Skull on his
forehead, fresh Jagermeister stains on his shirt. Hedge-pissers next to him, giggling like a
schoolboy sabotaging his teacher.

Today, two years later, there was nothing left on his forehead. Only invisible writing:
"Remaining flag.” "Measure." "Please don't draw attention to yourself."”

167



He didn't take the subway. The crowds, the smells, the announcements — it would have been
too much for him. He preferred to walk, through side streets, past kiosks, kebab shops, and
betting offices.

The city was bustling with activity. People with laptops, people with toolboxes, people with
shopping bags, people with dogs. Everyone seemed to belong somewhere. Only he wandered
in the middle of it all, like a character someone had copied into the wrong scene.

Every time he passed a shop window, he briefly considered simply going in and applying.

"Good day, I'm 48, 1 drink too much, my back is a mess, but I can talk to people and | know
how to survive."

Nobody had job postings for something like that.

After turning a few corners, he finally saw the familiar neon sign of the corner store. This
light was like a grumpy star that nevertheless shone reliably.

Murat stood half outside, half inside, with a pallet of water in front of him, which he pulled
from the van.

"Well?" he exclaimed when he saw Kuddel. "Did they give you an office job as a
motivational trainer?"

“Almost,” said Kuddel. "Six weeks of camp. Application trauma included."

Murat whistled briefly through his teeth. "Well then," he said. "Welcome to the club of state-
certified cardboard box pushers.”

Kuddel stood at the standing table. It was clean today — freshly wiped, new rings made from
condensation at the bottom of bottles. He placed his hands on the cold surface.

His head was buzzing. Not as bad as in the morning, but enough to remind him that he hadn't
drunk his chamomile tea yesterday.

“One?” asked Murat, lifting a Sterni bottle half questioningly, half already in action.
“One,” said Kuddel. “To wash down the bureaucratic mess.”

Murat placed the bottle in front of him, along with a glass of water without a word. "This
first," he said, pointing to the water. "I can see how your head is blinking."

Kuddel gulped down the water as if it were medicine, then took his first sip of beer. It tasted
of metal and cheap hops — but also of routine.

He exhaled deeply. "Job center jazz with a lingering hangover,” he murmured. "It couldn't
have been composed better."

"Come on," said Murat. "Tell me. Did she attack you with legal arguments again?"
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“With paragraphs and PowerPoint in her head,” said Kuddel. “Same old speech: ‘We need to
find a perspective, Mr. Scholz.” I almost told her my perspective is to the left of the beer shelf.
But I pulled myself together. You know, getting older.”

The door opened and Heckenpisser turned the corner as if he'd been waiting for his moment.
Bow tie askew, shirt half tucked in, briefcase that looked like it was slowly crushing his spine
and his dreams.

"There he is, the man with the integration agreement,” he called from afar. "Well, have they
successfully praised you back into capitalism? Hehehe."

“Postponed,” Kuddel corrected. “Six weeks in the warehouse/logistics. Me and pallets. This is
going to be a love story without a happy ending.”

Heckenpisser put down his bag, grabbed a bottle, and Murat opened it as he walked by. "To
German welfare state romanticism," said Hecke, raising the bottle. "No one will be left behind
—we'll give everyone one last little push towards the abyss. Hehehe."

They clinked glasses. The sound was small, but genuine.
"What was she like?" asked Hecke. "The woman with the sunrise poster?"

"Neutral as always," said Kuddel. "She tried to make me a case with progress. | tried not to
vomit on the desk. In the end, we met in the middle: a measure instead of a sanction."

Heckenpisser nodded. "Yes, that's how | know them," he said. "They're like jazz musicians.
They have their standards, but sometimes they improvise a threat in between. 'Sanction, Mr.
Scholz, sanction...' — that's their solo. Hehehe."

“Do you know what’s really getting to me?”” Kuddel began. “They asked me how I envisioned
my future. Seriously. In that room. Under neon lights, with the hum of a coffee machine and
three pages of printed agreement shoved in my face.”

"And?" asked Murat, who now leaned against the door frame with his arms crossed.

"What am | supposed to say to that?" asked Kuddel. ™'l imagine waking up one day and not
wanting to deal with you guys anymore'? | said something about ‘working without being
ripped off, being tired from work in the evening instead of from hope, blah blah.' She gave me
a brief, human look. Then she went back to hacking away at the computer."

"The computer is their real boss,” said Heckenpisser. "If it says you're a 3 in the "lost but
eligible' category, then you can look like a fictional character all you want. Hehehe."

A few passersby stopped briefly, bought cigarettes, jingled their change, and left again. Life
went on, no matter how much of Kuddel's official duties still echoed in his mind.

“I met this boy in there,” Kuddel remembered. “Marvin. Under 25, hard to place. Pale as a

ghost, dark circles under his eyes like us, but twenty years younger. He asked if I was still
drunk. That’s when I realized: the next generation is already queuing up.”
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“Marvin,” repeated Heckenpisser. “Later they’ll call them ‘Generation Perspective Measure’.
By the time they’re 19, they already know more job center corridors than playgrounds.
Hehehe.”

"He looked at me like | was some kind of future version of him," Kuddel muttered. "Like a
ghost train character. 'If you keep going like this, in twenty years you'll look like him.™

Heckenpisser looked at him. "Well," he said. "We're the warning signs nobody asked for."

Murat laughed dryly. "You're the cigarette pack of the system," he said. "A bit disgusting, but
impossible to miss."

Kuddel took a deep sip, feeling the beer coat the taste of the job center. Not wash it away —
just mask it.

“I signed it,” he finally said, more to himself than to the others. “Me. Integration agreement
number three thousand-something. At forty-eight. As if anyone seriously still needed career
guidance for me.”

"Call it something else,"” said Hedge Pisser. "Call it End-Level Industrial Internship. You're
the final boss in the camp: 'Tired Man, Level 48, Special Attacks: Herniated Disc, Cynicism,
Leftover Flag.' Hehehe."

“You’re laughing,” Kuddel muttered. “I’m really scared of this shit. Not of the work. Of
myself. That I’ll be standing there after three days asking myself again: ‘What are you doing
here, you fossil? Surrounded by 22-year-old logistics guys who still have back muscles and
think this is all just a stepping stone?’”’

Murat nodded slowly. "Work itself isn't the problem," he said. "The problem is when you
realize you're replaceable. And you're the kind of guy who doesn't like being replaceable. You
want to fail as a unique individual, at least."”

“Exactly,” said Kuddel. “If I die, it won’t be as ‘run-of-the-mill warehouse worker’, but as

29

‘Kuddel, drunkard, king of cigarette butts and formally useless’.
Heckenpisser nudged him lightly on the shoulder. "Do you know what you're doing?" he said.
"You go there. You watch the gang. If one of them tries to explain the world to you, you say,
'‘Been there, done that, kid. It was shit." And then you hold their back as long as you can. And
in the evening we come back here and call the whole thing field research."

“Field research in the warehouse area,” Murat murmured. “Subject area: How many crates
does it take before a man finally breaks?”

A car honked, someone shouted from a balcony, a dog barked. The neighborhood breathed.
Kuddel heard his own breathing in between, heavy but continuous.

“Do you know what the best part is?”” asked Heckenpisser, after a while of only noises
talking.

“That it will be over at some point?” Kuddel advised.
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“That you have a new story,” said Hecke. “‘Kuddel in the program.” That’s pure material.
Imagine the others in there. The motivator in his polo shirt. The participants in their jogging
pants. The one who’s always late. That’s a whole series.”

“Yes,” said Murat. “And if you do it right, you won’t come out with a job, but with a book.
Radio play series. Chapter: ‘Forklift in the Head’.”

Kuddel had to laugh. Not joyfully, but genuinely.

“It’s crazy,” he said, “that the thought of having stories to tell almost calms me more than the
prospect of money.”

"Well," said Heckenpisser. "Money is always too little and always too late. Stories come
instantly. And we're junkies for stories. Hehehe."

The sun had disappeared behind the houses. The shadows grew thicker, the faces more
anonymous. The neon tube from the corner store was now the main source of light —
sometimes flickering, sometimes constant.

"And what are you doing now?" asked Murat.

Kuddel lifted the bottle, examined the sediment at the bottom, and drank it down in one go.
"Now?" he said. "I'm going home. I'm going to lie down. Tomorrow I'll call the job center and
pretend I'm interested. Then I'll go there and check out the place. And tonight I'll jot down a
few sentences before | forget them."

"Write that you were there today without a temporary tattoo," said Heckenpisser. "We don't
want the historians to think you've finally grown up. Hehehe."

"No danger," said Kuddel. "Growing up is a process I've abandoned on principle.”

They didn't say a big goodbye. In this neighborhood, you rarely said "Bye." You said "See
you later" or nothing at all — because the likelihood of seeing each other again soon was high

anyway.

Kuddel started back. The bottle in his stomach, nicotine in his lungs, the job center in the back
of his mind, a camp in the near future, an old temporary tattoo memory in his heart.

Up the stairs, door open, same air as always. It was as if someone had pressed the pause
button while they were away — and now everything continued from the same point.

He placed the documents from the job center on the table, next to yesterday's plate of pasta.
"Integration agreement™ was written at the top. Below were paragraphs, obligations, rights,
and standard phrases.

He stared at it for a moment, as if the text might change by itself if he just looked long
enough.

Then he pushed the papers aside and pulled out a crumpled notebook. He sat down and
grabbed a pen.
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On the blank page he wrote:
Chapter: Job Center Jazz with a lingering aftertaste

Entrance: Neon lights, take a number, remaining flag. Exit: six weeks in camp, new scars,
maybe new sentences.

He paused, thinking of Marvin in the waiting room. Of the clerk with her tired smile. Of
himself, sitting there trying not to fall over.

He continued:

"They tell you that you just have to want it. But nobody asks how often you wanted it before
you started drinking."

The pen scratched across the paper. The words weren't beautiful, but they were honest.
An ambulance drove past outside, siren loud, then quieter, then gone. Somewhere two
neighbors were shouting at each other. Above him someone was banging across the room,

below him someone was turning up the music.

The job center jazz was far from over. The beat would continue to resonate in his skull for a
while.

But today at least the day had a rhythm that didn't just feel like a hangover, but like something
that could later be called a "chapter".

He put down his pen, pulled his cap off his head, scratched his hair and muttered:
"Well then, let's take action. Let's see if you can take down a drunkard."

With this semi-ironic promise to no one and everyone alike, he let himself fall onto the
mattress.

The hangover hadn't gone away, the worries hadn't lessened, and the future hadn't become
brighter.

But in between, between the neon lights of the job center and the lights of the convenience
store,

A small clearing had formed:
A few sentences, a few laughs, a little bit of defiance.

And sometimes, Kuddel thought, that's worth more than any mediation proposal.
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Hedge pisser's mother strikes back

Heckenpisser's mother was named Gerda, but in his mind she was nothing more than the
supreme management of misery.

She ruled the three-room apartment like a tightly controlled allotment garden association:
everything had its place, its time, and its rules. And anyone who broke the toilet seat was
allowed to make acquaintance with the sacred scepter — a decades-old wooden cooking spoon
that had seen more heads than soup pots.

That day, the trouble actually started quite innocently. Heckenpisser came from the corner
store, still in his suit, which had seen better days, his bow tie askew, his hair tousled by the
wind, and a fine, subtle shimmer of lingering odor over everything.

Gerda stood in the kitchen, stirring a pot as if she weren't cooking soup, but rather
renegotiating the laws of gravity. Pea soup, thick as mortar. It smelled of "childhood," but
more like the kind of childhood you can only bear in retrospect with a great deal of humor.

"You're late," her voice cut through the hallway, even before he had half taken his shoe off.

“I have arrived exactly at the timeframe that I internally consider appropriate,” replied
Heckenpisser, putting down his briefcase and coat and trying to appear as innocent as
possible.

Gerda didn't even look at him. She always did that — first the frying pan, then her son.
Priorities.

"Your trousers smell like a pub," she said. "And your hair like a toilet."

"This is my new perfume,” muttered Heckenpisser. "'Eau de Realitat'. VVery authentic,
hehehe."

"Don't laugh," she said. "You probably think I didn't notice you'd been out with that Kuddel
again. He's no company for a man your age."

Heckenpisser started to launch into a lecture about "men my age,"” but then stopped. It never
led anywhere. So he bit his tongue and said, "I'm 48, not some communion kid," and headed
for the toilet.

Because one thing was clear: before he took on the pea soup deity, he had to manage the inner
pressure.

The toilet door squeaked, as it always did. The toilet seat — old, yellowed, with a decoration
that might once have been flowers if one had taken enough LSD — stared at him like an
offended mouth.

Heckenpisser sighed, sat down slowly, carefully, as if on a wobbly chair in the interrogation
room.

Crack.
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It started as a very faint noise. A kind of "I didn't do that" crackling sound.

Then a second one, louder, clearer. And then the big, fateful CRACK-GRUM-CRASH, with
which the toilet seat finally gave up and a piece of it broke off to the side, as if it had said:
"Brother, your ass weight isn't in my price range."

The hedge pisser sat frozen for a moment. The plastic wobbled beneath him, and somewhere
in the pipes there was a gurgling sound.

“Oh... shit,” he said. Literally and figuratively.
At that moment, the house spirit made itself known. At least in his imagination.

Because in this household, the legend had long circulated that a ghost lived in the toilet, who
bit the backside of anyone who sat on it too heavily, for too long, or too disrespectfully.

Gerda had invented the story when Heckenpisser was twelve, to prevent him from reading
comics in the toilet for half an hour.

"There's someone living in the toilet, UIf," she had said back then. "If you sit too long, he'll
come up and bite your bottom. Try it out if you don't believe me."

He had, of course, wanted to try it back then. And discovered: The ghost didn't appear.

“He hasn’t bitten me yet,” he had defiantly sung at some point, sitting on the toilet, his
childlike brain cranked up to full blast. “I pooped on his head! Lalalalalaaa...”

Gerda had burst into the door, wooden spoon in hand, and yelled at him to get his ass off the
bowl immediately before the neighbors realized she was raising a lunatic.

The story of the toilet ghost remained. Only the ghost had changed its role:
From a child's nightmare to a symbol of all household curses.

And of all days, today, on this shitty late afternoon, the ghost seemed to be taking its revenge
— if not by biting, then at least by shattering glasses.

Hedge urinator stood up cautiously. His glasses hung crooked, a piece had chipped off, and
one corner was twisted in such a way that sitting down now would result in a really nasty cut.

He stared down. The ghost stared back. Invisible, but grinning in his mind.
"Great," he whispered. "I'll never get that explained again."

At that moment the kitchen door opened. Gerda stood in the hallway. Towel over her
shoulder, wooden spoon in her hand like a gavel.

“Ulf,” she said. “Did you just break something?”
There are questions where you can't win anything. "Yes" is self-incrimination, "No" is failure,

"Maybe" is provocation.
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Hedge-pisser opened his mouth, then closed it again. Then he opened the door a crack, just
enough for his head to stick out, the rest of him still inside the shelter.

“Define ‘broken’,” he said. “There has been... a structural change. Hehehe.”

Gerda only needed one glance. One glance past her son, at the glasses, at the plastic disaster.
Her face contorted into that particular fold where you knew: Now there's no more room for
diplomacy.

"You broke... the toilet seat," she said slowly. "With your fat ass."

“I wouldn’t use the term ‘fat’ now...” he began.

The cooking spoon began to move. And with a precision that can only be achieved through
years of practice.

GOSSIP.

The spoon landed right on top of his head. Not so much that he lost consciousness, but
enough that his skull briefly signaled "Windows is shutting down".

"Ow!" screamed Hedge Pisser. "Mom! I'm almost fifty! You can't beat me like an elementary
school kid anymore!"

"If you behave like one, | can," she thundered. "I've told you a thousand times: Sit down
carefully! You're not a baby sparrow anymore! The toilet is old! You're heavy! It's a toxic
combination!"

“Your cooking spoon is more toxic,” he growled, rubbing his head. “It has more human rig