
I really enjoyed the walk through the city. My guide is good at 

explaining, even if she was a bit more formal than I thought the occasion 

warranted. If I were guiding people back home I couldn’t resist the 

temptation to joke at times. Just different temperaments, I suppose. 

We started with the ruins of St. John’s, which they began building in 

the twelfth century, then we zigzagged from place to place as she skilfully 

wove a chronological pattern for me. The weather was cool but dry and we 

didn’t stay still for long, so it was physically pleasant. All of the major 

architectural styles that I could recall were represented, from Gothic to 

Bauhaus.  

I was surprised when at the end she told me that none of the buildings, 

not even the ruins, are “authentic”. The centre was almost totally destroyed 

by Allied bombing raids in 1944 and 1945, she said, though there were no 

important military installations here. After the war the administration 

decided to restore everything as it had been, down to the last crooked 

chimney and uneven cobblestone. The city even spent a lot of money to give 

the stones the appropriate “age”. 

“Don’t you believe me?” she said. “Come on, I’ll prove it!” She grasped 

my hand and tugged me in the direction of a small castle-like building. I did 

not let her hand go; she permitted that, but seemed not to know what to do 

next. When we started climbing a narrow spiral staircase I had to let her go 

on ahead, and my attempt to recapture her hand on the second floor was 

not successful. 

Anyway, she certainly proved her point. There on the wall hung three 

photos of the city centre, all taken from the same spot. The photos from 

1939 and 1965 are almost identical, while that taken in 1945 shows a few 

wrecks rising up out of a sea of rubble.  

“It’s incredible,” I said. “People of your parents’ generation have a right 

to feel proud of their achievements. They changed a lunar surface into the 

richest country in the world. Perhaps that’s historically unique.”  

Her face had gone hard and intellectual again. “Mr. Bryant, it was 

much easier to rebuild houses from the ruins than to learn the lessons the 

Third Reich should have taught us. In fact they worked so well – physically – 

because they did not want to think. Their work was false therapy.” 

How could she be so dogmatic? “It’s easy for people of your and my 

generation to say that. You enjoy the fruits of their hard work. Is that how 

you thank your parents?” 

“Luckily my parents are exceptions. Dad opposed the Nazis from the 

start. He was in Dachau at the end of the war and was very lucky to survive, 

and has been an invalid ever since. No, I don’t blame my parents for the fact 

that Germany still has most of the faults of every other industrial society: 

greed, consumerism, national egoism, lack of community feeling …” 



“Well, you can say what you like, Fräulein Sander, but I call that, “I 

pointed at the 1965 photo, “a real achievement.” 

“Of course you’re entitled to your opinion.” But I wasn’t sure she meant 

it. “Have you ever thought that we’ve made ourselves slaves of our own 

technology, that the so-called prosperous countries are reducing our planet 

to some inhuman megamachine faster than the poor ones?” 

“Perhaps you’re right. Now, please let me buy you coffee and cake, in 

the good old German tradition.” 

Her face became feminine again. “Hm, the weather is suitable. Yes, 

thank you, Mr. Bryant.” 

I led her back to a coffee shop that had caught my eye. The selection of 

cakes was quite seductive and the pile of cream applied to each piece was 

mouth-watering. No wonder so many Germans are overweight. 

We chose; I unashamedly took Black Forest cherry cake, but she 

limited herself to the plainest of the slices. To be honest, it was rather rich 

too. We ate and drank for a while in silence, then talked a bit about our 

studies. I waited until she called me Mr. Bryant again and cut in, “Ulrike, 

this Mr. Bryant and Fräulein Sander business seems awfully stiff to me. I 

know you Germans are far more conservative than the English, but surely 

we could say Mark and Ulrike, couldn’t we?” 

“All right, Mark and Ulrike. But I’m not ready to say du to a person I 

hardly know.” 

“I imagined we had got to know each other a bit …” 

“Mark, you’re quite good-looking and can be very charming …” 

“Is that a problem? I don’t understand. Aha, so you can smile and talk 

like a woman too! Ulrike, I like you when you smile.” 

“Not so fast!” She was smiling, and so much the nicer for it. “Look, 

Mark, we are still strangers. It could be different if …” 

“If what?” 

“Well, if you were going to work at St. Michael’s.” 

“And who says I’m not?” 

“Dad. He thinks you’d be more comfortable reading authors at the 

university than dealing with real people.” 

“He does, does he! Well, perhaps your father doesn’t know all about 

me.” 

She looked feminine but said nothing. 

“Ulrike, would you like me to accept the job?” 

“Obviously someone has to replace Frau Staempfli.” 

“Oh, I see. It’s all about rescuing poor Frau Staempfli. Anybody at all 

would do.” 

“You know I don’t mean it like that. But the work is very difficult and it 

seems nobody can stick it for long. I’m not sure you’d profit from it.” 



“That’s a new consideration! I’d have to profit from it myself. I thought 

the work was supposed to help the poor jailbirds.” 

She swallowed some coffee before answering. “There’s no sense in doing 

work if you don’t learn from it yourself. That’s why so much work is boring 

and spiritually useless.” 

“My God, you’ve become Fräulein Sander again, and I’m trembling in 

my boots. Can I ask you for a straight answer: would you personally like me 

to work at St. Michael’s?” 

“Yes.” Then she imitated, rather cruelly, I thought, the gushing tones of 

an infatuated teenager. “You’d certainly be the best-looking warden in the 

history of the home.” Then she dropped her silly intonation. “Let’s say I’d 

like you to accept only if it contributed to your personal development.” 

“Thank you, Mother Confessor. Amen.” 

“Sorry, Mark, I can see I’ve said something wrong again. Really, my 

opinion should not greatly influence your decision. But you’ve really asked 

me to say how I as a woman react to you as a man. Have you forgotten we 

met less than twenty-four hours ago? All right, I find you more attractive 

than I probably should, but I think we would differ on fundamental 

matters.” 

“For God’s sake, Ulrike, sometimes you sound like chapter 3, 

paragraph 6 of a textbook on psychology. Why can’t you be that attractive 

young woman more often?” 

“I try to be honest, Mark. And you must admit that we don’t know each 

other. If we did get to know each other, you’d no doubt find me puritanical 

and dogmatic, and I’d probably judge you incapable of deeper commitment.” 

I sat back in my chair. I felt as though a three-metre wall had dropped 

between us. Time to go back to the flat and write my diary entry about the 

Ice Maiden. But then her face did soften. She began rather hesitantly. 

“Mark, if you did decide to work at Horsthausen, well … I could suggest 

something that would probably be interesting and enjoyable for you.”  

I sat forward again, closer to her. “I’d need a number of interesting 

proposals before I decided to work there!” 

“You know I study English. There is a group of us, eleven or twelve, 

who would like to practise the language by reading plays aloud. We have 

multiple copies of plays by Shaw, Tennessee Williams, Wilde and Thornton 

Wilder. Yes, I know it’s an eclectic group. But what we need most is a native 

speaker who can explain the subtleties. We are thinking of reading once a 

week, and it could be on any evening you chose.” 

“Sounds like good fun. But of course my answer at this stage is 

conditional.” 

“Correct. It depends on you.” 

We left the coffee shop. On the way to Kirchgasse 13 she told me that 

she would not be able to look after me that afternoon because she would be 



at a meeting of the editorial collective of some radical student magazine. “I’m 

not inviting you, Mark, because you’d find us tediously serious. Besides, you 

wouldn’t understand a lot of our terminology because you don’t know the 

background of our ideas.” 

I replied irritably. “Perhaps you rads should make your terminology 

more comprehensible to ordinary mortals.”  

“You probably have a point there.” 

I didn’t fancy making small talk with her father in the kitchen. Frau 

Sander is at work. So here I am, sitting in David’s room and writing. What to 

do this afternoon? I think I’ll sleep for a while. Damn it, I’m annoyed that 

the Ice Maiden has left me! 

 


