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IN THE OFFICE 

    1. 

Recently Albert’s best ideas came to him at night, as he sat alone in the giant cafeteria. By the light 

of a single candle, he ate his supper and watched the flickering shadows of the tables and chairs 

dance around on spindly legs. The entire building was silent, and as he sipped a glass of cooking 

wine, he planned the next day, which always began with a birthday, mayonnaise, prosecco, and 

many congratulations. 

In the spacious kitchen, he had opened one of the roasting pans which could cook 50 or 60 

pork chops at one time. Now it contained two eggs twitching in a drizzle of oil. With an oversized 

spatula, he lifted the yellow googly eyes out of the pan, carefully sliding them onto two slices of 

bread already laden with ham and cheese. His little idea made him smile. Nothing special, just an 

impish fantasy, completely unworthy of a man like Albert. Nonetheless, even a small stone tossed 

into a still lake will cause ripples. 

And the office was a still lake. 

Even though the water teemed with thousands of fish, the lake was so still that an outsider 

could spend his entire life vainly trying to catch something from its depths. And if you stared into 

the water, what would you see? Absolutely nothing. It was deep and full of secrets, magical even, 

but this knowledge would do you no good at all, unless you knew the right lures to coax its riches 

out of the murky darkness.  

On this particular evening, Albert reveled in his mischievous plan, as he cheerfully scanned 

the room and enthusiastically chewed on his Strammer Max. Typically an empty cafeteria was 

rather depressing, like an empty swimming pool. However, Albert was anything but typical, even if 

few would have readily realized this. Most of those who knew him would have described him as 

somehow… gray. This had nothing to do with his hair, but with his appearance as a whole. He 

always seemed a little pale, and his suit was grayish, although that was not quite true since its color 

was actually indeterminable. His shoes, though, were definitely black and polished to a gleam. The 
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only real color to him was the dark brown of his eyes, which contrasted sharply with the rest of his 

appearance, shining as they did with an unexpected depth and warmth. 

By this time of day, rarely was anyone still in the office, since only rarely did anyone ever 

work overtime. There was actually no reason to do so, since in the Office for Administrative Matters 

all regulations, ordinances, benefit requests, and apostilles had to be worked up during normal 

business hours. They slumbered after the multitude of clerks and officials went home, only to 

awaken when they returned the following morning. 

You could say that the Office for Administrative Matters was the “mother of all 

administrations,” a powerful, highly independent complex as fully detached from the rest of 

humanity as the moon orbiting the earth-and just as rarely visited. Even if strangers did enter the 

building, they could easily get lost. The countless floors, halls and passages, stairs and doors-behind 

which lurked cryptic departments concealed behind even more cryptic abbreviations-looked 

identical, and more than a few visitors found themselves back where they had started, after 

spending hours looking for somewhere else. A labyrinth, which underscored the importance of the 

office, because something so complicated must… well, it must be tremendously important. 

For Albert, it was paradise. 

The office was like a family without any of the annoying relatives. A fortress defended by 

thousands, offering complete isolation and protection. As the world outside kept growing bigger, 

more complicated, more chaotic, here inside it remained manageable, orderly, and quite 

comfortable. A safe place that Albert valued greatly because, over time, he had almost forgotten 

how to deal with people. Because they tended to make each other’s lives a living hell, even though 

this was so easy to avoid! The trick was to keep your playing field small, to make do with what was 

right around you. An analogy could be drawn with soccer. For Albert, the most important part was 

not the players, the ball, the line judges, the jerseys, or the fans; it was the lines. Lovely, straight 

lines that revealed if you were still in play or out of bounds, if you had scored a goal or not. No lines, 

no game. And the smaller you kept the field, the fewer players that were involved. Order, not 

chaos, reigned. 

Albert finished eating, cleared the table, and carefully washed the dishes, returning them to 

their respective cabinets and drawers. As he blew out the candle, everything was back in its place, 

as if he had never been there. 

Later, he crossed the foyer, lit only by the moon’s pale beams. He glanced over at the night 

porter at the entrance, asleep as usual. After climbing the stairs and turning down a hall on the 

fourth floor, he walked past passage after passage that branched off at right angles, all of them 

straight as an arrow and flanked by allees of identical gray doors. The names and departments, in 

mysteriously ascending or descending order, were neatly inscribed on nameplates in Roman and 

Arabic numerals, all hung at the exact same level. 

Two corridors further, he turned right into the longest passage in the office building and 

reached his destination: Elisabeth Seel/Mike Schulze, VII.8. Albert fished a large bunch of keys out of 

his pocket and searched for the right one. After finding it, he entered the office in silence. A small 



   

 
3 

 

flashlight clicked on, and the beam first touched Ms. Seel’s desk, which was organized and neat, and 

then Mr. Schulze’s desk, which resembled a war zone. 

Albert chose Schulze’s desk and was glad to see that he had once again left it unlocked with 

the key still in its hole. Albert took this task on himself; he locked the desk and pocketed the key. 

That was it, his entire little plan. 

However, without suspecting it, Albert had just increased the size of his playing field. 

 
2. 

The revolving door in the foyer started its rotation anew each morning, and like a giant 

propeller, it chopped the line of waiting bureaucrats threading its way into the foyer into small 

bureaucratic bits. As soon as the door spun them to the inside, they swiftly fanned out in all 

directions, shouting “MORNING!” as they hurried on. The elevators at the end of the foyer sucked in 

the small, scattered pieces until they were full, and once the doors slid shut, the pieces shot upward 

to various floors. Some took the stairs, although usually only those who worked on the second floor 

or who were under strict doctor’s instructions to get more exercise. Regardless, these were few in 

number. 

In the office marked Elisabeth Seel/Mike Schulze, VII.8, the two clerks prepared for the day 

ahead. In Elisabeth’s case, this usually involved getting the coffee going, while Mike, on the other 

hand, lounged in his desk chair, feet propped on his desk and arms crossed behind his head. From 

this position, he stared fixedly at the clock hanging over the door. In a few seconds, it would be 

exactly 7:30. 

Mike counted: “5, 4, 3, 2, 1… Action!” 

The door opened. 

Albert entered with two large files of petitions and correspondence under his arm. 

Pulling his arms out from behind his head, Mike pointed at Albert: “You can’t fool me!” 

Albert stared blankly at him for a moment, wondering what Mike Schulze actually 

suspected, but then he saw that this was just part of the normal morning ritual. Albert turned to 

Elisabeth: “Good Morning, Elisabeth.” 

“Morning, Albert.” 

Mike stared steadily at Albert, as he interrupted: “You are Stamp Man!” 

“Mike,” Elisabeth cautioned. 

Unperturbed, he shook his head: “He’s trying to deceive us, Lizzy. Don’t you see? Under that 

mild-mannered exterior lurks a fighting machine! A file ninja! A man,” dramatic pause, “with dark 

secrets.” 

“He’s just joking, Albert,” Elisabeth murmured reassuringly. 
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“I know.” Albert was not concerned. Every morning, Mike Schulze presented his amazing 

comic routine, which only Elisabeth found funny. This was not surprising either, since she made no 

attempt to hide how much she enjoyed laughing at his jokes. She obviously liked him immensely. 

In contrast, Albert never laughed. 

Elisabeth gestured toward the corner of his mouth: “There is something…” 

Albert pulled a handkerchief from his pocket and wiped his mouth: mayonnaise. Again. 

Mike lifted his feet off the desk, stood up, and like Hercule Poirot, crossed his arms behind 

his back. “This time I’m sure. Okay, it could be that my estimation yesterday was off base, but, 

Elisabeth, you have to admit there could be a ballroom dancer locked inside. This gait, this swing….” 

She grinned but grew serious again when Albert caught her eye. 

“But now I’m sure. Your secret is out, Albert! You’re a superhero!” 

Albert nodded: “Of course.” 

Mike crowed victoriously: “I knew it!” 

For a moment, no one moved, then Albert set the files on Elisabeth’s desk. 

“Thank you, Albert, you’re a dear.” 

The office door flew open, and Dr. Wehmeyer energetically entered the room, wasting little 

time on civilities: “Morning! Mr. Schulze?” 

Mike pulled himself together: “Yes?” 

“The budget overview, please.” 

“Of course.” 

Nonchalantly, he worked his way to his desk, and with a triumphant smile, he reached out 

for the uppermost drawer… locked. No amount of hectic rattling on the drawer handle helped. 

“What’s the problem?” asked Dr. Wehmeyer. 

“The file’s in my desk,” answered Mike, still yanking on the drawer. 

Albert nodded toward Dr. Wehmeyer and Elisabeth: “I’ll be going now.” 

Elisabeth smiled in farewell, as Mike continued to tug at the handle in vain. Quietly, Albert 

moved into the hallway with his co-workers’ voices trailing behind him. At that moment, it was as if 

the two of them were singing a duet, as if they were part of a comic opera in which the young hero 

is defending himself against an overbearing elder.  

“What is going on here?” belted out Dr. Wehmeyer in the most exquisite bel canto. 

“It’s in here!” Mike echoed back with just a wisp of despair in his voice. 
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“Then open it!” 

“The key is gone.” 

“Can’t you come up with a better excuse than that?” 

“It was here yesterday!” 

“What will you come up with next, Mr. Schulze? Did the cat eat your homework?” 

The voices faded, swirling like dust in the air, as Albert fingered the drawer key in his other 

pocket and thought about mayonnaise. 

God, he loved mayonnaise! 

 
3. 

In reality, the impromptu singing should have surprised him, but Albert found it all rather 

delightful, and so he enjoyed the pleasant voices for as long as he could hear them. He knew that 

the Office for Administrative Matters was magical and that such things could occur from time to 

time in places like this. However, he was pretty much alone in this belief, which is why he kept his 

thoughts to himself. 

Another special place was his office at the end of the passage. 

Albert Happy, VII.14 marked the room, and if you opened the door, it was as if time had 

stood still for the past forty years or so. Twenty years ago, Albert had declined the general 

modernization of the office, and he had been permitted to keep his old office furniture. 

Thus, his office was the only one that still sparkled with the charm of the 1960s, dominated 

by the narrow desk constructed with massive blocks of wood and sporting an old-fashioned 

skeleton lock. The wooden filing cabinet closely resembled a wardrobe, and the chair on the other 

side of his desk had a hard, shallow seat and curving metal legs. The only things that Albert could 

not turn down were a computer and a new telephone, which had to be brought in since the old 

rotary one did not allow for inter-office calling. 

In addition, there were two open shelves with hanging files and a small rotating file column. 

Three filing trays were positioned on the desk: left for incoming, middle for outgoing, and right for 

resubmissions. All three of them were empty because Albert always completed his day’s work, 

properly, thoroughly, accurately. Besides that, the only other thing on his desk was a pen. 

If you opened the file cabinet, you would have been struck by the perfect order of the 

binders, which stood at identical distances from each other. They were organized by department, 

within each department by the alphabet, within the alphabet by number. Albert’s office was 

noticeably devoid of plants and personal items, and there was no color whatsoever, not even on the 

spines of the binders. Everything looked clean, organized, and somehow… gray. 
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And yet among all of the employees in the office, he was the most unique. Yes, he was the 

most modern in some ways, even though neither he nor anyone else in the office would have 

described him as such. In terms of the absolute harmony of the office furnishings, which only varied 

in the details such as plants, calendars, or posters announcing the hobbies of the employee in 

question-which also strangely enough were all the same, since everyone had the same kinds of 

plants, calendars, and hobbies-his office was the only one that was different. 

With a certain irony, you could say that the world had continued to turn, leaving Albert 

behind, but he was so far behind that now he was forward-looking, since everything retro was back 

in. He had caught up without even moving an inch, outwitting time and turning the physical world 

on its head! But no one had noticed. 

This was why Albert’s office was magical. 

Every morning, he entered his office shortly after 7:30, sat down, turned on his computer, 

and rested his hands on the desk pad. Then came the knock at the door. Albert loved the morning 

routine, the punctuality and reliability of the things with which his days opened. The administrative 

assistant entered, carrying a notebook of petitions. 

“Morning, Mr. Happy.” 

“Good morning, Susanne.” 

She laid the notebook down on his desk. 

“Bye, Mr. Happy.” 

“Goodbye, Susanne.” 

After she shut the door, Albert’s work could begin. It was a good morning because it was 

just like every other morning. 

Even the first petition was an old friend, sent by a Mr. Chicone and, as always, full of errors. 

Alfred was not disturbed by the adventurous syntax, at most this was an aesthetic deficiency on an 

otherwise beautiful, flawless form. This was already the fourth petition in the past month, and 

every time Mr. Chicone managed to avoid making one incorrect entry, he immediately made a new 

one. 

Thus, unfortunately the petition could not be processed. 

He opened the drawer and whipped out a large stamp and an ink pad. In the exact spot 

marked on the form, he pressed a large Declined. Then he set the paper in the outgoing basket. And 

without suspecting it, with this particular rejection, he flung open the door that would soon lead 

him into a new life. 

 
4. 
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The hours flew by, since for Albert there was nothing more enjoyable than the single-

minded processing of the wondrous petitions. Page by page, they migrated from the notebook to 

the outgoing basket. Even after all these years, he still admired the striking beauty of the printed 

image, the complexity of the syntax combined with great precision of design. The name fields, 

which were usually the only parts of the forms that the petitioners understood fully without 

assistance, were scaled perfectly for the dimensions of the paper. The miniscule boxes for checking 

were exquisite. The dainty sections which were to be filled out by administrative personnel only, 

the adjacent block of instructions about legal appeals with its meticulously enumerated paragraphs, 

as well as the ingenious inclusion of a way to validate petitions or letters or decisions by machine 

without the need for a personal signature-all of this transformed the page into a work of art. 

And Albert was always greatly irritated whenever these documents were not handled 

respectfully. Would anyone treat a Gutenberg Bible this way? Or the American Declaration of 

Independence, or Columbus’s letter announcing the discovery of the New World? Would anyone 

dream of folding these or dog-earing their corners? What use would faith, freedom, or the opening 

up of new worlds be if they were not regulated? Administration was the motor behind all social 

order, and petitions were the lube oil that kept it all running. Without petitions no order, without 

order no justice, without justice no hope, without hope no faith, without faith no world. Even if you 

felt no respect for this reality, did you really have to demonstrate that by leaving a coffee ring on a 

petition? 

For Albert, these petitions were like scores whose music could only be heard by those who 

could read the notes. Every petition had its own melody. Some were dramatic; others were cheerful 

or sad; while yet others were almost romantic in tone. All you had to do was pick one up and look at 

it in order to hear it. Simply breathtaking, even if you knew absolutely nothing about music. What 

caused this? Only the soul knew. 

Albert had just set an old hole punch on his desk and cut two perfectly round holes into a 

petition when he caught sight of his watch. Only a few seconds until 12:00. 

Shocked, he jumped up: “Oh! I need to hurry!” 

A performance was about to start, one that Albert loved and never missed: the great hunger 

race! He hurried from his office, positioned himself at the end of the hall, and looked at his watch: 

at 12 on the dot, the doors flew open, and men as well as women stormed into the passage, yelling 

and gesticulating to one another: LUNCH TIME! 

The deafening, clattering din, the excited voices, the quickening footsteps, the subtle 

maneuvering to cut in line in front of the staircase or the elevators. No one wanted to be the last in 

line down in the canteen. 

Albert was fascinated. 

The great hunger race never failed to delight him, day in and day out. In its own wondrous 

way, it was always the same, and the same people always won it. Since he was the only one who 

was even aware of the race’s existence, he felt honored to be an observer, gladly foregoing a place 
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near the front of the food line. How could one even think about such mundane things as winning 

the hunger race when life in all of its beauty was unfolding in front of one’s very eyes? 

The canteen was packed, the food line was relatively long, and Albert was practically the last 

one in it. He longed for the silent evening hours; large groups of people made him anxious. It was as 

if the separate bodies and voices threatened to merge together into one tremendous avalanche 

that could to bury him alive. The noise and the closeness deadened his thoughts, all except one: to 

escape all of this and to find himself again in the midst of silence. 

As he did every day, he sat in his spot close to Elisabeth Seel and Mike Schulze. Even at a 

distance, he could read Mike’s face and knew what the subject of their conversation would be. He 

had hardly sat down before Mike launched into his litany of woes. 

“Good grief, how could anyone make such a fuss? It’s not as if I haven’t done my job!” 

“Did you find your key?” asked Elisabeth. 

Mike leaned back and waved off her question: “No, nor will I either.” 

She stared at him in astonishment: “What do you mean?” 

Mike glanced around furtively, as if he was afraid that someone was listening to their 

conversation, and then whispered: “ We have a wolf in the office.” 

 The element of surprise was completely on Mike’s side, since neither Albert nor Elisabeth 

had any idea what he meant. 

“What is that supposed to mean?” asked Albert. 

Conspiratorially, Mike shut one eye and continued with utter conviction: “There are people 

who live in other people’s homes after they leave for work.” 

“Of course! And such a person would especially want to stay in your office.” 

“Albert!” laughed Elisabeth. 

Nonplused Mike went on: “They’re out there, everywhere. And there’s no way you could 

catch them. They instinctively sense when you are coming back.” 

“And what do they do all day?” queried Albert. 

Mike nodded: “They do what you do and use your stuff: TV, toothbrush, photo albums. All 

of it. They need you in order to live, because they have no other life.” 

Albert frowned sceptically: “You’d notice something.” 

Mike shook his head: “No, they leave the rooms just as they found them. Only sometimes 

they leave behind a small clue. A book set at an odd angle on a shelf. A lost sock. A key that has 

supposedly been misplaced. Things like that.” 

“And such a person is here in the office?” 
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“Yes.” 

“And stole the key from your desk drawer…” 

“You can laugh all you like, but there is a wolf living in this office. Trust me!”  

“Why didn’t you share this with Dr. Wehmeyer?” Albert asked innocently. 

Mike grinned: “It is a devilish plot, Dr. No, but I can see right through it! A wolf is living in 

this office, and I am going to prove it!” 

With a determined gleam in his eye, Mike dug into his meal, while Albert excused himself: 

he had lost his appetite.     

 
5. 

Albert wondered why in recent days he seemed to be breaking more and more of his own 

rules. Although he relished a good prank, it went against his conviction that he needed to keep his 

playing field small, that he needed to keep out any additional players who could spoil the perfect 

orderliness in his life. Albert knew that Mike Schulze would tell the story about the wolf to 

everyone, both those who wanted to listen and those who did not. And though it was unlikely that 

anyone would actually doing anything, Albert had to be extra careful. 

Naturally no one would believe Schulze’s nonsense because no one in the office, except for 

Albert, had enough fantasy to imagine a human wolf. But what would happen if Mike shifted from a 

make-believe character to a different, more realistic one, say an intruder or a burglar? In that case, 

a police investigation would likely ensue, an audit of sorts that would not be limited to professional 

duties. A screening of all the employees, possibly? All because of a desk key? His tiny playing field 

would be overrun by strange people, and it would be impossible to avoid collisions. It would be a 

nightmare! 

Besides this, something else unusual had happened just this morning: a letter from his bank 

arrived. His monthly transfers to Georg had been suspended because the latter’s account had been 

closed. He had noticed that something was up with the bank drafts and assumed that there was an 

error somewhere, but now the bank had confirmed that there was no error. 

Georg. 

Not a single day passed when he did not think about him, his old friend, Georg. Why had he 

closed the account? He surely needed the money. Albert’s money. Perhaps he would be in touch 

soon to give him the new account number. It would be nice to hear from him again, after such a 

long time. 

Albert worked diligently for the rest of the day, although he could not regain the same 

sense of deep satisfaction he had felt that morning. The conversation with Mike Schulze and 

Elisabeth Seel still rankled, although less and less so as the hours passed. 
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He regained his balance shortly before 4:00, but the work day was now over. He left his 

office punctually at 4, carefully locked the door, and took the stairs down to the foyer. A line had 

already formed in front of the revolving door, and once again it looked as if it was being chopped 

into tiny bureaucratic pieces by a propeller. As soon as the door spat them out, they swarmed in all 

directions, calling out: HAVE A GOOD EVENING! 

Unnoticed, Albert slipped down the stairs to the basement.  

A massive, fireproof door led the way to the office’s archive, the vast space of which 

stretched far in all directions. Countless shelving units reached to the ceiling, and narrow aisles and 

cold lighting filled the space. Some documents had already been digitized, but many were still 

archived in old binders or were stacked in folders. The scent of old paper permeated the entire 

space. 

Albert quickly disappeared into the tangle of aisles and soon reached the back wall. Turning 

to the right, he almost immediately reached another fireproof door, which was marked 

TECHNOLOGY. He rummaged through his large key ring for the right key and entered his room. 

It contained very little: a collapsible bed which he folded up every morning, a couple of 

discarded lockers in which he kept his clothes, several bookcases filled with books fastidiously 

organized by agency, department, and letter. Without exception, these were regulations, not only 

from this office but from all the other agencies as well. There was a small sink with a mirror and a 

towel rack. Two chairs and a table with a TV on top. 

Everything looked very neat and somehow… gray. 

Albert started hurrying. He removed his tie and, along with his jacket, hung it in one of the 

lockers. Then out of another locker, he pulled a package of Hershey Kisses. He lined the separate 

chocolate pieces neatly one next to the other on the table and switched on the TV. 

The credits were already running! 

Passionate Legends. Albert watched very little TV: the news and a few documentaries, 

mainly about flora and fauna. However, every afternoon he tuned in to Passionate Legends. The 

first Kiss vanished into his mouth, where it instantly started to melt, creamy and sweet: he was 

finally back home. Mesmerized, he followed the daily adventures of Flora, the poor maid in a very 

wealthy household, who seemed oddly out of place in the midst of intrigues, affairs, and schemes. 

The ghost that everyone saw but no one truly perceived. She was… something special. Yes, that is 

what she was.  

The time flew by too quickly as always, and the episode ended, as usual, with a suspenseful 

cliffhanger. Albert could hardly wait to see what would happen tomorrow. Hopefully, nothing bad 

for Flora! 

Only first now did he take off his shoes, swapping them for comfortable slippers and settling 

into a plush smoking jacket. A half-full laundry basket stood in one corner, and on the table was 

yesterday’s newspaper. He left his room, pausing to listen for a moment at the door for any sounds 

from the archive, but everything was quiet. 
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A few yards away, there was another fireproof door, this time decorated with a small high 

voltage warning sign. Pushing open the door, he entered the technical room and filled the washing 

machine located there. Waiting for the cycle to end, he sat on a stool in front of the machine and 

read the newspaper.     

 
6. 

It was already dark by the time he made his way to the canteen, clutching a handwritten 

paper. He could smell the scrumptious aroma before he even started scavenging through the 

cabinets and drawers: Dutch oven, onions, butter, bacon, flour, cognac, nutmeg, red wine, pepper, 

salt, mushrooms. It was all there, except for the most important ingredient: chicken. 

Within a few minutes, his search for the chicken took on a note of desperation-he had so 

looked forward to this meal. This slacker of a chef! He found his office, turned on the computer, 

entered the password, and went through the orders for the past few days. There! Chicken! It was 

on the list in capital letters, but it had obviously not arrived or it had been forgotten once again. 

Albert added the chicken back onto the order list. Did he really have to do everything 

around here? Was it too much to ask that the chef adequately do his job, one that he had selected 

at some point for some particular reason? After all, he was paid to do it! Could his supervisor not 

demand that he actually apply himself? Albert sighed: his complaints were pointless. Today Coq au 

Vin was out of the question. 

Later, alone in the canteen and illuminated by candlelight, he chewed morosely on a 

Strammer Max. He considered briefly playing a trick on the chef, but he quickly discarded that idea. 

As long as Mike was keeping the myth of the wolf in the office alive and well, he needed to maintain 

a low profile. Nonetheless, he felt like he should do something to help the morale in the kitchen, 

since even the daytime meals had started to leave much to be desired. A canteen was not a temple 

of culinary delights, but at the same time, he had the feeling that the chef’s creative energy had 

taken a nose dive. Perhaps he had personal problems: depression or loneliness? Maybe he needed 

new motivation to once again reach his old heights? Albert decided to watch the situation closely 

and, if possible, to tighten a few loose screws back in place. It would be worth the trouble if the 

food improved again, since, after all, good food raised morale and increased productivity. Even in 

an office.  

He left the kitchen just as clean as he had found it and decided to stretch his legs before 

returning to his room. Albert knew the labyrinthine stairs and passages better than anyone else, 

and he believed strongly that exercise was particularly important for the health of anyone with a 

desk job. Thanks to well-balanced meals, daily stair climbing, and long walks through the far-flung 

administrative offices, no one worked with greater concentration and efficiency than Albert. 

On the top floor, at the end of a long hall on the western side of the building, Albert paused 

almost every night to watch the city outside the windows as it stretched below his feet, twinkling 

and peaceful. How quiet it was up here. Not a single sound ever wound its way up to him. From 
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here, everything looked so tranquil and idyllic, but he knew that was not the reality: out there, a 

war was raging! 

It was everyone against everyone else. The newspapers and news reports were full of it all: 

murder, rape, injury, deception, theft, egoism, greed, malice, and betrayal. The entire kaleidoscope 

of human vice. A total nightmare. Everywhere you looked, there was injustice and vulgarities. 

Heaven was open to everyone, but here on earth, humans had entrenched themselves in their 

apartments and houses, waging a terrifying war against anyone who stood in their way. They 

greeted each other with smiles, but they never meant it. Could you ever really know if a smile was 

sincere or not? If someone was honest or not? How could anyone live that way? 

The happiest people were those who did not matter to anyone, who did nothing that 

conflicted with anyone else’s wishes or plans. This was the only way to find peace, to have a chance 

at a normal life. Albert was glad that he had his office, that at night he could stand here and enjoy 

the quiet around him, the city lights, and the romantic notion that everything, truly everything, was 

in its right place. 

Later that evening, after putting on his pyjamas, Albert ironed the next day’s suit and shirt 

yet one more time, and then he polished his shoes until they shone. He placed great value on 

immaculate clothing. When finished, he climbed into bed and found his place in his latest reading 

selection: Apostilles - Regulations for the Application of a Final Notarization for the Purpose of 

Legalization. 

His eyes drooped-he was tired, honestly tired, and yes, one could even say, happy. As 

always, he turned out the light punctually at 10:00. Tomorrow was a new day, yet another that 

would start with a birthday, a glass of prosecco, and mayonnaise.  

 
7. 

At 5:00, the alarm clock went off with a deafening clamor. Albert was accustomed to the 

decibel level, and he refused to swap the antiquated model for a more modern one, since it more 

than fulfilled its function seeing as it could wake the dead, a level of zealousness Albert valued 

highly. 

As usual, this morning he took off his pyjamas and washed himself thoroughly at the sink. 

He cleaned and trimmed his hair every few days as well. He had learned to cut his own hair so well 

that most of his co-workers thought that Albert occasionally indulged in an expensive stylist. 

Afterwards, he shaved, brushed his teeth, got dressed, and was almost ready to face the day. The 

only thing still lacking was his vitamin drink, which he concocted by dissolving effervescent tablets 

from a variety of small tubes in a large glass of water: in one gulp, he downed vitamin C, a 

multivitamin, calcium, and magnesium. It did not taste particularly good, but Albert was convinced 

that his good health was the result of his precautions. 

Before he left his room, he pulled a sheet from his calendar: February 14. He then flipped 

through a pile of papers stuck on a clipboard on which were printed approximately 3,000 names 



   

 
13 

 

and their positions. Finally he found one that worked: Gerlinde Klostermann, February 14, 1956, 

Dept. III.343. 

He smiled and rubbed his hands together: “Perfect!” 

Less than ten minutes later, he knocked on Door 343, Gerlinde Klostermann/Herbert Mutzel, 

and entered after listening for voices, laughter, and a cheery Come in! 

“Good morning, Ms. Klostermann. I am Albert Happy. I have a question about the CAF 

network. Isn’t that your department?” 

A chubby woman with red cheeks and an old-fashioned permanent, Ms. Klostermann was 

just in the process of filling a glass of prosecco for her co-worker Mutzel. Three other colleagues 

surrounded her desk with glasses of wine in hand. 

“Mr. Happy! You have come to the right place!” She called out delightedly. 

Albert feigned confusion: “I don’t understand.” 

“Today is my birthday, and who should visit me? Mr. Happy!” 

Albert shook her hand in congratulations: “Ah, I see. What a coincidence! Happy Birthday!” 

The others were also tickled that Mr. Happy had just happened to come by on Ms. 

Klostermann’s birthday, and for a while, they swapped puns, all of which Albert had heard before. 

They were the same everywhere, and they were the price he paid for bringing the people in the 

office a little happiness. The actual reason for his visit, which had been a pretext anyway, had been 

long forgotten. After being handed a glass of prosecco, Albert joined in the toasts. 

“Oh, and help yourself!” Ms. Klostermann gestured toward something behind him. 

Albert turned around and saw a small buffet complete with open-face sandwiches and 

pastries. As usual, the platters had been prepared by the kitchen, as ordered by the birthday girl. 

He feigned reluctance: “Really? I couldn’t…” 

Ms. Klostermann refused his refusal: “Now don’t be shy, Mr. Happy. Dig in!”  

     Albert chose a bologna sandwich and took an enthusiastic bite: “Mmm, mayonnaise! A 

good choice, Ms. Klostermann!” 

Ms. Klostermann beamed contentedly. 

 
8.   

At exactly 7:30, Albert entered Elisabeth Seel and Mike Schulze’s office with the usual two 

files of petitions and correspondence, mentally steeling himself against Mike’s forthcoming teasing. 

However, this time there was no need to. 
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Mike’s desk was abandoned, and only Elisabeth was accounted for, as she fiddled with the 

coffeemaker. He could see that she had been crying, that she was having a hard time staying 

composed. 

“Where is Mr. Schulze?” asked Albert. 

“Not here,” Elisabeth answered shortly. 

“Sick?” 

Elisabeth shrugged: “Perhaps just running late.” 

Albert hesitated uncertainly, with the files still in hand. He was unsure how to proceed since 

every other morning Elisabeth instructed him to set the files on her desk or she offered to take 

them from him.  

“That’s not unusual for him,” Albert assured her a little helplessly, seeking to break the 

silence. 

Elisabeth dissolved into tears. 

If the silence had been unpleasant for Albert, he now turned away in complete discomfort, 

not knowing what to think of this emotional outburst nor what he was supposed to do about it. 

Why did he have to stand here and watch Elisabeth sob? Why had she not turned to someone who 

was more experienced in coping with such situations? Why was Mike Schulze, the idiot, not here 

and taking care of things? 

“He’s ended it,” Elisabeth gulped. 

“What do you mean?” asked Albert, confused. 

Elisabeth looked at him defiantly: “With me! Just like that.” 

Albert suspected he knew what had happened, and he suddenly saw this entire unfortunate 

incident as what it was: an escalation of Mike’s morning antics. Albert was now carrying the brunt 

of both his wisecracks and his private dramas. What could possibly come next? 

Elisabeth collapsed into his arms and sobbed uncontrollably into his shoulder: “He said so 

many beautiful things…. I thought I was something special to him… and now it’s all over.” 

Frozen to the spot, Albert tried his hardest to leave his body by some transcendental means. 

She was too close, much much too close! 

Elizabeth clung to him in total abandonment, while he just stood there, wishing that he 

could hand over his files and dash to the safety of his office. He had not ended things! Why did he 

have to stand here and be soaked in tears? 

“I know that he is childish,” Elisabeth sniveled before she buried her head once again in 

Albert’s shoulder, “but you just know, don’t you, when you belong with someone? Deep in your 

heart, I mean.” 
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She looked up at him. Beseeching him for help, demanding comfort, with red-ringed eyes, 

wide pupils, and tear-streaked cheeks. A dying person longing for one final, beautiful word. 

“Ummmm…. yes,” answered Albert. 

She broke down into yet more gulping sobs. 

“Oh, Albert! You’re such a good person! What should I do?” 

He had no idea. 

Maybe he could explain to her his theory about playing fields and their obligatory lines. 

However, it seemed to him that she was in no condition to really follow his explanation. At the 

same time, it was obvious that the absolutely wrong person had entered her playing field, that she 

had been taken in by his false charms and was now paying the price for it. 

“It would be best if you forgot the whole thing,” he eventually advised, since this sounded 

like the most logical option. 

She stared at him: “Have you never been in love, Albert?” 

He did not answer. 

Not only because the question was overly personal, but because he had never actually been 

in love and had no way of knowing how or if this eventuality would have altered his 

recommendation. Was being in love a carte blanche for everything? Could you simply reject the 

rational world of rules and regulations, so that later on no one could hold you accountable for 

anything that happened? Were you allowed to cross every boundary just because you were in love, 

in the same way that you were allowed to expect sympathy, comfort, and solidarity when 

everything fell apart? 

Albert had a strong feeling that being in love affected many more people than just two. 

Before, after, and in the middle. And obviously, no one spent much time asking if those in question 

really wanted to be involved or not. In the being in love. 

“You understand then!” Elisabeth howled through her tears, misreading Albert’s silence. “I 

can’t just forget him.” 

Albert sighed and disentangled himself: Elisabeth was obviously not clairvoyant. He bid her 

goodbye and turned his back on the crying woman, relieved that he could now flee to his office, the 

only location immune to passion and complications. He had just sat down when the administrative 

assistant knocked and entered, bringing with her the normal, plump notebook. 

“Morning, Mr. Happy.” 

“Good morning, Susanne.” 

It took some time for him to work his way back into the world of petitions, ordinances, and 

regulations, but soon he forgot Elisabeth’s tears and was able to focus on himself and his work. 
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The day was back to being the way it should be. 

Even the great hunger race was the same as always, to Arthur’s great delight. Once in the 

canteen though, he decided not to join Elisabeth, who was still very upset. He took a different path 

through the canteen and chose a seat far behind her, which did not suit him at all because it was 

not his seat. Even the food tasted different back here! Leaving his meal untouched, he made do 

with an apple. 

Elisabeth and Mike had disrupted his life through their meddling, and now he would have to 

go to the trouble of finding his old rhythm again. However, since he was not eating, he had plenty 

of time to do something else, something that might help him refocus. 

A bit of exercise would be a good use of the time, so Albert climbed up to the fourth floor, 

past the large windows with the view of the city. The weather was not great though, with its barren 

trees and sodden streets. A messy day by all accounts. 

About halfway down the way, he saw Mike Schulze, his arm resting lazily across a cubicle 

opening as if he wanted to lock up the young woman inside. She was giggling at something Mike 

must have said, and it did not look as if she was particularly disturbed by his proximity. 

Mike was also laughing, as he glanced over at Albert and called cheerfully: “Albert!” 

Albert responded coolly: “Mr. Schulze.” 

Then without any further acknowledgement, he kept going. 

 
9. 

Although Albert knew nothing about affairs of the heart, he did understand the critical 

importance of courtesy. And he could see that Mike had behaved very badly to Elisabeth, even if he 

had chosen one of the office’s other wings-one which no one from Department VII normally used-

for his flirtation. He should have been more discreet. What would have happened if Elisabeth had 

been the one out stretching her legs, if she had been too upset to eat? 

And what about he himself? Completely innocent yet drawn into this affair, how could he 

simply watch Elisabeth suffer just because Mike had no manners? 

What a nuisance this all was! 

They had run roughshod all across his playing field without having the decency to ask even 

once if he minded. Which, of course, he did! Albert was convinced that someone needed to answer 

for this, despite the fact that the two of them had clearly been swept away by forces they could not 

withstand. 

Even his Flora in that afternoon’s episode of Passionate Legends was unable to put up a 

fight. At the end of an exciting turn of events, she yielded to the charms of Franco, the handsome 

yet shallow son of the wealthy estate owner. Breathlessly Albert watched the scene unfold, 

forgetting to swallow the Kiss in his mouth until it had turned into molten sweetness. 
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He sat in astonished silence as Flora, who until then had kept herself tucked in the shadows, 

fell into the arms of the young Casanova. She tried to resist, although her resistance lacked a certain 

degree of fervor. Albert could see that it would have been easy for her to escape, but oddly enough, 

she did not seem to want to. Or did she? It was all too confusing, since what she said was at odds 

with what she actually did. Only the handsome young man did exactly what he said he would, much 

to Albert’s displeasure. Franco was just as ill-mannered as Mike. 

Franco: “Tell me that you don’t love me!” 

Flora: “I don’t love you, you scoundrel!” 

Franco: “Then say, no... if you can.” 

He draws her to him. 

Flora (weakly): “No, no…” 

He kisses her passionately. She pushes him away but then throws her arms around him and 

gives in to his amorous demands. Fade. 

Albert was outraged: she had clearly said No! Franco had ignored her protest, and as a 

reward, she gave herself to him? Incredible! Besides indignation, Albert felt a little uneasy. He was 

actually unsettled by people who behaved differently than they claimed they would. They both had 

to know that their actions would cause unforeseen complications and conflicts, and who would 

want to watch something like that? Certainly not Albert. 

After the outrage and uneasiness passed, his anxieties blossomed: Flora was not 

accustomed to facing such forces! She would be crushed by those who were stronger, meaner, 

wickeder than she. She had to run away, as fast as she could. To another house, a safer house, 

where she could once again be the person she truly was: the silent, observant ghost who watched 

the others struggle for survival day after day. 

These thoughts lingered along the edges of his mind as he did the laundry, read the 

newspaper, did the ironing, ate in the canteen by candlelight, and got ready for bed. From time to 

time, Passionate Legends and the Office for Administrative Matters intermingled in his mind. 

Elisabeth and Flora, Mike and Franco. Order and chaos. 

While brushing his teeth, a thought floated to the surface. Perhaps there were powers 

against which you could not defend yourself, but propriety also existed, a principle everyone was 

surely obligated to uphold. Mike had violated this just as much as Franco. Albert was sure that 

Franco would be called to accountability, but as for Mike, he wanted to be the one to make him pay 

the piper.  

It was time for another little lesson, even if this ran the risk of enlarging his playing field 

slightly. Since Mike and Elisabeth had barged into his life, perhaps an expansion of the lines was 

actually in due order. In any case, the following day promised to be an interesting one. 

It would be more than that. Much more. 
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To be precise, it would be the day that would change Albert’s life forever. 

 
THE PETITION 

 
10. 

It was not just the disciplinary measure against Mike but above all the petition that forced 

Albert out of his comfort zone. An inscrutable petition that was never really there, that presented 

an unsolvable riddle to the best of clerks-which was, without doubt, Albert-and that demanded 

everything from him, more than he was actually capable of giving. It would shake not only Albert, 

but the entire Office for Administrative Matters down to its very foundation. The shock was so 

powerful that it threatened to take everything with it. Yes, you could even say that for a single 

breathless moment, the entire system teetered on the edge of an abyss.   

In any case, the day began like every other day: at 5:00, with the antique alarm clock 

clanging loudly enough to wake the dead, with the meticulous washing  of body and hair, with the 

immaculate suit and spotlessly shining shoes. Even with the usual vitamin drink, which Albert 

shuddered down with a grimace. 

Albert ripped another page from the calendar: February 15. He then flipped through the 

names on his clipboard until he found what he was looking for: Georg Scheuerlein, February 15, 

1959, Department II.108. This too went like clockwork: jubilant cries and puns, a glass of prosecco, 

and sandwiches with mayonnaise. Everything as normal. 

Even Mike was back, skulking in his office while Elisabeth busied herself with the 

coffeemaker. Feet on the desk and hands behind his head, he stared at the clock and counted: “5, 4, 

3, 2, 1… Action!” 

With the files under his arm, Albert entered and handed them to Elisabeth, as usual.  

Mike pointed at him: “It’s Clark Kent!” 

“Good morning,” Albert said dutifully. 

Elisabeth turned away, but the hunch to her shoulders conveyed clearly enough that she 

was still not doing well. And when she responded, her voice sounded husky: “Morning, Albert.” 

Mike continued as if he had not been interrupted, squinting one eye and whispering to 

Albert: “I know you have a secret, Superman! But fear not! I will keep your secret.” 

“How nice of you,” Albert answered drily. 

“Aha! Bad mood?” 

Albert did not have the opportunity to respond, since at that very moment the door flew 

open. This time Dr. Wehmeyer wasted no time on courtesies: “Mr. Schulze! What is wrong with the 

ESF data? The Federal Ministry of Labor and Social Affairs is breathing down my neck on this one.” 
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Mike pulled his chair up to the desk and entered his password. “Just a second, Dr. 

Wehmeyer.” 

However, nothing happened. The security screen remained plastered across the monitor. 

Mike typed in his password one more time. Still nothing. Out of the corner of his eye, he could see 

that Dr. Wehmeyer was losing his patience. 

“I almost have it,” he muttered anxiously. 

But he could not access the system regardless of how frantically he punched around on the 

keyboard. 

“What is going on this time?” Dr. Wehmeyer rumbled. 

“I don’t understand. It won’t take my password!” 

Albert nodded to the three others and murmured: “I’ll be leaving now…” 

He purposely left the office door open so that he could listen to the conversation as he 

walked away. 

“Perhaps you typed it in all lowercase letters,” Elisabeth conjectured miserably. 

Mike snarled: “I know my password, thank you very much!” 

Dr. Wehmeyer did not seem to be convinced: “And? Did you write it all lowercase?” 

Mike punched wildly at the keys, so hard that the clatter carried down the hallway: “No, 

damn it… oh… um, well….” 

Dr. Wehmeyer’s response was audibly irritated: “God, Schulze, it’s your password! You use 

it every day, at least I hope you do.” 

“But… I don’t understand…,” Mike moaned. 

“Forget it! Now you’re in. It’s the little things that matter most, right?” 

The voices faded. 

A slight, flickering smile played around Albert’s mouth. 

However, not for long. 

 
11. 

Even before he unlocked his office door, he know that something was off, though he could 

not have explained what it was: A scent on the air? A shift in the almost imperceptible hum that 

surrounded him? A premonition? He stepped tentatively into the room, looking swiftly from one 

corner to the other. Everything seemed to be as he had left it, but he was acutely aware that 

something was different. But what? 
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Then he saw it, just at the moment he was about to let his guard down. It lay exactly where 

he should have caught sight of it right away, but a ghost on pins and needles will consider 

everything else first before it turns to the obvious. And the most obvious element in his small office 

was his desk, where it lay in the center of the desk pad. 

The petition. 

Albert could tell immediately that it was not from this office. However, this did not reassure 

him: How could it have made its way inside through a locked door? He carefully crept closer, 

grasped a corner of the page between two fingertips, and held it up high. What the devil was this? E 

45. There was no E 45, and yet, it looked authentic. 

A knock came at the door. Startled, Albert dropped the petition. 

It floated gently back down to the desk. 

“Morning, Mr. Happy,” Susanne, the administrative assistant, said, delivering Albert’s daily 

tasks as she did every morning. 

Taken aback, Albert stared at her: “Good morning, Susanne.” 

As always, she set his notebook on the desk, right next to the petition, without pausing even 

a moment to look at it. She turned back toward the door as Albert watched her suspiciously. 

“Bye, Mr. Happy.”  

Albert shook himself out of his stupor and almost shouted: “Susanne?” 

Surprised, she stopped and looked at him curiously: “Yes?” 

“Have you already been by here once this morning?” 

She hesitated, then shook her head: “No, why?” 

Albert did not hear the answer, having fallen into a contemplative silence as if he had 

forgotten that Susanne was waiting expectantly in front of him. What did this mean? Why would 

someone simply come into his office in order to leave a petition on his desk? Why hadn’t it arrived 

by official mail? 

“Mr. Happy?” Susanne interrupted, uncertain if Albert wanted anything else from her or 

not. 

“Hm? Oh, alright, thank you.” 

“Bye, Mr. Happy.” 

“Good-bye, Susanne.” 

She left, just as she did every other morning, but this time Albert slipped to his door and 

watched as she and her cart quietly worked their way down the hall. There was no one else in the 

passage. It was empty, just as it should be. 
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He eased his door shut and sat down again. 

And stared at the petition. 

E 45. 

What was this? It took a few moments for him to pull himself together, and then he 

examined the petition more closely, holding it up to the light. He studied the paper. The font. The 

printed image. The scent. The longer he held it in his hands, the more certain he was of one thing: 

this petition was authentic. Not a counterfeit, not a joke, but an actual administrative dossier that 

had to be processed. And yet: What was an E 45? He had never seen a blank version of it before. He 

jumped up and rushed to his file cabinet, paging through all of his binders, which contained every 

variety of form he knew of. 

A graveyard of processed petitions. 

And each of them was marked with an ID number indicating the kind of petition it was: A 12, 

A 401, B 20, B 21, E 12, E 42, E 44, D 23, D 221, F 01, and F 04. But no E 45. But that was impossible! 

Could there really be a petition that Albert did not know? Had his creative energies waned so much 

that something work-related had actually slipped by him? Albert’s stomach lurched. There was no 

way that could be true! He was the man who knew everything. So why did he not recognize E 45? 

Then he had an idea: perhaps this was a brand new form, so new that it had not yet been 

announced within the office! Maybe this was a prototype that was being passed around for testing 

purposes. Of course, only the best employees were being asked for their opinions. Yes, that could 

be it! 

Albert could feel his body relax, and the queasiness subsided. He needed to look through his 

emails. Perhaps the petition was so new that it had only been announced electronically. Such speed 

surely reflected the tremendous importance of this new petition form. 

However, he found nothing in his emails, and there had also been no phone calls or any 

other indication that something new was coming. Dejected, he leaned back in his chair and studied 

the petition: Anna Sugus had filed it. And she had also filled in her full address. But what was she 

asking for? For all of his best efforts, he could not figure it out. 

E 45 must be the kind of petition that by its very nature determined the focus of the 

request. For what though? He had no idea, and his agitation grew by leaps and bounds. He never 

would have believed that there could be anything that came through this office that he did not 

understand. 

And this name! 

What an enchanting, haunting, unusual, orderly name! Anna Sugus. This was no accident, 

but a test, a personal challenge to be better than before. Only then could he solve the mystery at 

hand. 

He knew he could. 
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12. 

Around noon, after several hours of staring at the petition without finding a solution, Albert 

was beating his head rhythmically against his desk pad. Every synapse smoldered, some of them 

long past the point of no return. There was no solution, yet there had to be one. Had to! Had to! 

Had to! 

Suddenly, chaos broke out in the hall. 

As the doors flew open of one accord, stampeding feet and wild cries of LUNCH TIME! 

echoed down the hall. The great hunger race! Albert raised his head up from his desk pad: He had 

managed to miss it! How was that possible? This was the worst day ever! 

He sluggishly gathered his thoughts and pensively made his way to the canteen, where he 

was the last in line. Without even registering what was on his plate, he looked around for his seat. 

Taken, of course. 

Dr. Bernd Wehmeyer was sitting by himself only a couple of yards away, so Albert walked 

over to ask if he could join him. Wehmeyer graciously offered him the adjacent seat. 

“Bon Appetit, Mr. Happy,” Wehmeyer urged. 

“Likewise, Mr. Wehmeyer,” Albert responded dully. 

Albert noted that Wehmeyer was in a good mood, which made him look younger than 

usual. For a departmental director, he was quite friendly, like someone who believes in the 

goodness of humanity without being too preachy about it. Albert liked him, but thought that from 

time to time Wehmeyer could benefit from being a little more authoritarian, more serious. 

“How are you doing?” asked Weymeyer. 

“Well, thank you. And you?” 

“Wonderful.” 

He stabbed a piece of schnitzel and chewed it with marked enthusiasm-a contented lad who 

had gotten his favorite meal today. In contrast, Albert pursued a pea around his plate with his fork, 

and when it could go no further, he started chasing another one. 

“Is something wrong?” Wehmeyer inquired. 

Albert hesitated, then he responded: “Do you not think that the food here has gotten worse 

recently?” 

Wehmeyer seemed slightly irritated: “Hmm, not today.” 

“But otherwise?” 

Wehmeyer considered the question for a moment: “Well, it could be a little better.” 
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Albert looked at him: “Is something wrong with the chef?” 

Wehmeyer stopped chewing and glanced around quickly: “I heard that his wife left him. 

Some months ago already, but he has taken it quite hard.” 

Albert nodded absently. 

“What is going on, Mr. Happy? You never talk about the gossip around here.” 

Albert continued slowly: “There is something strange….” 

Wehmeyer nodded: “I know, Mr. Happy. A wolf.” 

“What?” 

“We have a wolf in the office.” 

Albert grew pale. He stared at Wehmeyer, speechless. Only when Wehmeyer grinned did his 

heart resume beating: “Mr. Schulze claims that there is a wolf in the office.” 

“Oh.” In his great relief, Albert literally could think of nothing else to say. He never would 

have thought that Mike was dumb enough as to share his suspicion with Wehmeyer of all people. 

“It spends its time locking his desk and resetting his password.” 

“Really?” 

Wehmeyer laughed: “I am looking forward to seeing what comes next… Unbelievable!” 

Albert inhaled deeply. There would be no danger from Mike’s direction. Wehmeyer had 

viewed him dimly for quite a while already, but now anything Mike said would, at best, be laughed 

at: Mike Schulze and the big bad wolf-that actually sounded quite nice, rather like a warning. 

Wehmeyer leaned closer and suddenly dropped his voice: “May I tell you a secret?” 

“Yes.” 

“Director Sommerfeldt is going to retire soon….” 

“That’s not a secret,” Albert answered quickly. 

Wehmeyer rolled his eyes: “Just let me talk!” 

“Excuse me.” 

Wehmeyer scanned the room and then whispered: “He intends for me to be his successor.” 

“Congratulations!” 

“As a result, my job will be open….” 

“Presumably.” 
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Wehmeyer straightened up in frustration: “Good grief, Mr. Happy! I would like for you to 

take my place. You are the only one who does his work well around here.” 

Albert stared at him in astonishment. He was glad that his work was valued, however in all 

of the years he had been in the office, he had never once thought about a promotion. The changes 

that would go along with it frightened him. What would happen at the meetings with the other 

departmental directors? What if he was transferred or business trips had to be planned? The 

outside world would press in around him so tightly that his normal life would no longer be possible. 

Prying eyes would be able to see everything he did.  

He answered quietly: “That is very nice of you, Mr. Wehmeyer. But I don’t want it.” 

“What did you say?” 

It was obvious that this reaction was the last one that Wehmeyer had expected. 

“I like my job,” Albert continued. “I’m very happy with it.” 

Wehmeyer was completely baffled, then he sighed: “You know, you’re an odd bird, right?” 

“Yes, probably.” 

They ate for a while in silence.  

It was impossible to tell if Wehmeyer still wondered about Albert, but he suddenly paused 

to watch as Albert continued to push his peas around. 

“What did you want to ask me?” 

Albert sighed and then pierced a single pea before depositing it in his mouth: “Oh, never 

mind. I’ll take care of it.” 

 


