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It’s not the weight of the stone. It’s the reason why you lift it. 

Hugo Girard, World’s Strongest Man 2004 
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Prologue 

 

 

When you look at something well-lit for a long time and then 

close your eyes, you’ll see the same thing again in your mind’s 

eye, as an unmoving afterimage in which the parts that were 

actually pale are dark and the parts that were actually dark seem 

pale. If you watch a man, for example, walking along the road and 

turning around to wave at you one last time, one very last time, 

one very, very last time, and then you close your eyes, you’ll see 

the stopped motion of the very, very last wave, the stopped smile 

behind your eyelids, and the man’s dark hair is pale, and his pale 

eyes are very dark.  

When the thing you looked at for a long time was something 

significant, something that turns your whole large-format life 

around in a single motion, Selma used to say, then that afterimage 

keeps coming up. Even decades later it pops up again, no matter 

what you were actually looking at before you closed your eyes. 

The afterimage of the man waving for the very, very last time 

pops up, for example, when a midge flies into your eye while 

you’re cleaning the guttering. It pops up when you want to rest 

your eyes for a moment after staring for ages at a utilities 

statement you don’t understand. When you’re perched on a 

child’s bed at night to tell him a bedtime story and you’re so tired 

you can’t think of the name of the princess or her happy ending. 

When you close your eyes while you’re kissing someone. When 

you’re lying on a forest floor, on an examination table, in a 

strange bed, in your own bed. When you close your eyes to lift 

something heavy. When you walk around all day long and only 
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stop to tie your shoelace, and only then, with your head down, do 

you notice you haven’t stopped all day long. It pops up when 

someone says ‘Shut your eyes for a moment’ so they can give you 

a surprise. When you lean against the wall of a changing room 

because even the last possible pair of trousers won’t fit properly. 

When you close your eyes just before you come out with 

something important at last, before you say ‘I love you’ for 

instance or ‘But I don’t love you.’ When you’re frying meatballs at 

night. When you close your eyes because someone says, ‘That was 

no good, we’ve got to do it again.’ When you close your eyes 

because a big worry has just fallen away, you’ve found someone 

or something you’d lost, a letter, a bit of confidence, a ring, a 

runaway dog, the right words or a child who found a hiding place 

that was slightly too good. A thousand times over, that afterimage 

pops up, that one very distinct image popping up like a screen 

saver in real life, and most often when you’re not expecting it at 

all. 
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PART ONE  

 

 

 

Pasture, pasture  

 

 

When Selma said she’d dreamed of an okapi that night we were 

certain one of us would die within the next twenty-four hours. We 

were almost right. It was twenty-eight hours. Death entered with 

a slight delay, and it literally entered, coming in through the front 

door. Perhaps it was late because it hesitated for a long time, 

beyond the last moment.  

Selma had dreamed of okapis three times in her life and 

someone had died afterwards every time, so we were convinced 

dreams of okapis and death belonged together, without fail. 

That’s how our minds work. They can ensure at top speed that 

the most unlikely things belong together. Coffee pots and 

shoelaces, for instance, or deposit bottles and Christmas trees.  

The optician’s mind was particularly good at it. You told the 

optician two things that didn’t belong together in the slightest, 

and he’d come up with a close relationship on the spot. And now 

it was the optician of all people who claimed that the recent 

dream of an okapi definitely wouldn’t bring anyone’s death, that 

death and a dream of an okapi were absolutely unrelated. But we 

knew the optician really believed it too. The optician especially. 

My father also said it was outlandish nonsense and our 

superstition came from us letting too little of the world into our 

lives, mostly. He always said that: ‘You have to let in more of the 
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world.’ He said it in copious words and especially to Selma, 

beforehand.  

Afterwards, he only said it quite rarely. 

 

The okapi is an absurd animal, far more absurd than death, and it 

looks absolutely unrelated to anything with its black-and-white 

striped zebra thighs, its tapir hips, its giraffe-like rust-red rump, 

its doe eyes and mouse ears. An okapi is totally implausible, in 

reality no less than in the portentous dreams of a woman from a 

low mountain range on the right bank of the River Rhine known 

as the Westerwald.  

It was only eighty-two years after the okapi was officially 

discovered in Africa. It’s the largest mammal man has ever 

discovered; that’s what man thinks, anyway. Man is presumably 

correct, because what can possibly come after an okapi? It’s likely 

that someone discovered an okapi unofficially much longer ago, 

but perhaps they took one look and thought they were dreaming 

or out of their mind, because an okapi, especially a sudden and 

unexpected one, looks absolutely like a dream animal. 

The okapi looks anything but portentous. It couldn’t possibly 

look portentous even if it tried, which it rarely does, as far as 

anyone knows. Even if there’d been flocks of crows and owls 

flying around its head in Selma’s dream, creatures that have 

cornered the market in portents of doom, it would still have made 

a very gentle impression.  

In Selma’s dream, the okapi was standing in a field near the 

forest, in a group of fields and pastures known as the Uhlheck. 

Uhlheck means ‘owl forest’. In normal German that would be 

Eulenwald, but the Westerwald locals say a lot of words 
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differently and all of them shorter than they really are, because 

they like to get speaking over with quickly. The okapi looked 

exactly like they do in real life, and Selma also looked exactly like 

she does in real life – like the now deceased Dutch light 

entertainment star Rudi Carrell.  

Amazingly enough, we’d never noticed the absolute similarity 

between Selma and the now deceased Dutch light entertainment 

star Rudi Carrell; only much later did someone come along from 

elsewhere and point it out. Then, though, the similarity struck us 

with its full appropriate force. Selma’s long, thin body, her 

posture, her eyes, her nose, her mouth, her hair: Selma looked 

from top to bottom so much like the now deceased Dutch game 

show host Rudi Carrell that from that point on, he was nothing to 

us but a poor copy of Selma.  

In her dream, Selma and the okapi were standing perfectly 

still on the Uhlheck. The okapi had turned its head to the right, 

towards the forest. Selma was standing a few steps away. She was 

wearing the nightshirt she was sleeping in in real life; sometimes 

a green one, sometimes blue or white, always ankle-length, 

always flower-patterned. She had lowered her head to look at her 

old toes in the grass, long and crooked like in real life. She only 

saw the okapi now and then out of the corner of her eye, from 

below, the way you look at someone you love a good bit more 

than you want to let on.  

Neither of them moved, neither of them made a sound; not 

even the wind blew, though it’s always blowing on the Uhlheck in 

real life. Then, at the very end of the dream, Selma raised her 

head, the okapi turned its head to face her, and they looked 

directly at each other. The okapi had a very gentle gaze, very 
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black, very wet and very big. It was a friendly gaze, as if it wanted 

to ask Selma something, as if it regretted that okapis aren’t even 

allowed to ask questions in dreams. That image stood still for a 

long time: the image of Selma and the okapi looking each other in 

the eye.  

Then the image drew back, Selma woke up and it was all over, 

the dream, and it was soon to be all over for a life in her vicinity. 

 

The morning after – 19 April 1983 – Selma wanted to gloss over 

her dream of the okapi, so she acted downright jolly. She was 

about as artful at performing jollity as an okapi, believing high 

spirits to be most credibly demonstrated by flapping around. 

After the dream, Selma came flapping into the kitchen with a 

wonky smile on her face, and though I wasn’t yet aware of it, she 

looked just like a clone-gone-wrong of Rudi Carrell when he 

stepped out of a man-sized globe at the beginning of his comedy 

news show, a globe with pale blue oceans, golden continents and 

sliding doors.  

My mother was still asleep in our flat upstairs from Selma’s 

and my father was already at his surgery. I was tired. I’d had 

trouble getting to sleep the night before; Selma had sat by my bed 

for a long time. Perhaps something deep inside me had sensed 

what Selma would dream about and wanted to keep her from 

sleeping for as long as possible.  

Whenever I slept downstairs at Selma’s place she’d sit on the 

edge of my bed and tell stories with happy endings, one after 

another. When I was smaller I’d grab her wrist after the stories, 

put my thumb on her pulse and imagine the whole world doing 

everything to the rhythm of Selma’s heartbeat. I imagined the 
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optician grinding lenses, Martin lifting weights, Elsbeth trimming 

her hedge, the shopkeeper shelving juice boxes, my mother piling 

fir branches, my father stamping prescriptions, and all of them 

doing it exactly in time with Selma’s heart. It could always be 

counted on to put me to sleep, but now, aged ten, Selma thought I 

was too old for it. 

When Selma came flapping in I was at the kitchen table, 

copying my finished geography homework into Martin’s exercise 

book. I was surprised when Selma, instead of telling me off for 

doing Martin’s homework again, said ‘Hiya’ and gave me a 

cheerful nudge in the side. Selma had never said ‘Hiya’ and nor 

had she ever given anyone a cheerful nudge. 

‘What’s the matter?’ I asked. 

‘Nothing,’ Selma warbled, opening the fridge, taking out 

cheese slices and liverwurst and waving them around in mid-air. 

‘What would you like on your sandwiches today?’ she warbled, 

adding a warbled ‘honeybun,’ and the warbling and the 

‘honeybun’ were now really alarming. 

‘Cheese, please,’ I said. ‘What’s the matter with you?’ 

‘Nothing,’ Selma warbled, ‘I told you.’ She spread butter on a 

slice of bread, and seeing as she was still flapping around, her 

wrist swept the cheese off the counter.  

Selma held still then and stared down at the cheese slices, as 

though they were something precious that had just shattered into 

a thousand pieces. 

I went over to her and picked up the cheese. I looked her in 

the eye from far below. Selma was even taller than most other 

adults and she was around sixty at the time; from my perspective, 

she was as tall as a castle and as old as the hills. She seemed so 
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tall to me that you could probably see from where her head was 

all the way to the next village, and so old that I believed she’d 

been one of the people who invented the world.  

Even from down where I was, yards away from Selma’s eyes, 

I could see that something portentous had happened behind her 

eyelids during the night.   

Selma cleared her throat. ‘Don’t tell anyone,’ she said quietly, 

‘but I’m afraid I dreamed of an okapi.’  

Now I was wide awake. ‘Are you quite sure it was really an 

okapi?’ 

‘What else could it have been?’ asked Selma, pointing out that 

you can hardly confuse an okapi with any other animal. ‘Yes you 

can,’ I said; it could have been a cow grown funny, a giraffe put 

together wrong, a freak of nature, and the stripes and the rust-red 

colour were surely hard to make out in the night; everything was 

very blurry, after all.  

‘That’s nonsense,’ said Selma. ‘I’m afraid that’s just nonsense, 

Luise.’  

She put a slice of cheese on the bread, folded it in half and put 

it in my lunchbox. 

‘Do you know exactly when you dreamed it?’  

‘About three o’clock,’ said Selma. She’d woken with a start 

after the image of the okapi had drawn back, finding herself 

sitting straight up in bed. She stared at her nightshirt, in which 

she’d just been standing on the Uhlheck in her dream, and then at 

her alarm clock. Three o’clock. 

‘We probably shouldn’t take it too seriously,’ Selma said, but 

she said it like a TV detective who doesn’t take an anonymous 

letter too seriously.  
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Selma put the lunchbox in my satchel. I considered asking her 

whether I could stay at home, under the circumstances. 

 ‘You’re going to school anyway, that much is clear,’ said 

Selma, who always knew what I was thinking, as though my 

thoughts dangled above my head on paper banners. ‘You’re not 

going to let some random dream stop you from doing anything.’  

‘Can I tell Martin?’ I asked. 

Selma thought about it. ‘Alright,’ she said. ‘But really only 

Martin.’  

 

Our village was too small for a station and too small for a school 

as well. Martin and I took the bus to the little station in the 

neighbouring village every morning, and the train from there to 

school in the next town.  

Martin lifted me up while we waited for the train. He’d been 

practising weightlifting since kindergarten and I was the only 

weight that was always at hand and could be lifted without 

objection. The twins from the next village only let him lift them in 

return for payment, twenty pfennigs per lift per twin. Martin 

wasn’t yet up to adults or cows, and everything else that might 

have been a challenge – small trees, young calves or juvenile pigs 

– was firmly planted or ran away.  

Martin and I were the same height. He squatted down, 

gripped me around the hips and lifted me up. By now, he could 

hold me up in the air for almost a minute, with me only touching 

the ground if I really stretched my toes out. As Martin lifted me up 

for the second time, I said: ‘My grandmother dreamed of an okapi 

last night.’  

I looked at the top of Martin’s blond parting, sculpted into 
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place with a wet comb by his father, a few strands still dark with 

the water.  

Martin’s mouth was level with my belly button. ‘Is someone 

going to die now, then?’ he asked into my sweater.  

Maybe your father will die, I thought, but of course I didn’t say 

so, because fathers aren’t allowed to die, no matter how bad they 

are. Martin put me down and breathed out.  

‘Do you believe it?’ he asked.  

‘No,’ I said.  

The red-and-white signal sign on the tracks loosened itself 

from its mounting and fell down with a crash.  

‘Very windy today,’ said Martin, though it wasn’t windy at all.  

 

While Martin and I were on the train, Selma called her sister-in-

law Elsbeth and told her she’d dreamed of an okapi. She made 

Elsbeth swear a solemn oath not to tell anyone. Elsbeth then 

called the mayor’s wife, actually only to talk about the upcoming 

Mayday festival, but when the mayor’s wife asked: ‘So… any other 

news?’ the oath Elsbeth had sworn not to mention the okapi grew 

rapidly less solemn, and before you could say Rudi Carrell the 

whole village knew about Selma’s dream. It happened so fast that 

Martin and I were still on the train to school by the time the 

everybody was informed.  

 

The train journey took fifteen minutes, with no stops on the way. 

Ever since our very first train journey we’d always played the 

same game. We stood with our backs to the windows against two 

facing train doors, Martin closed his eyes and I looked out of the 

window of the train door behind Martin’s back. In year one, I used 
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to tell Martin what I saw during the journey, and Martin tried to 

learn it all by heart. It went very well, so in year two I didn’t say 

anything and Martin, his back to the window and his eyes closed, 

could recite almost everything I saw through the fogged-up glass: 

‘Wire factory,’ he’d say at the exact moment we passed the wire 

factory. ‘Now field. Pasture. Crazy Hassel’s farm. Pasture. Forest. 

Forest. Hunting hide one. Field. Forest. Pasture. Pasture, pasture. 

Tyre factory. Village. Pasture. Field. Hunting hide two. Copse. 

Farm. Field. Forest. Hunting hide three. Village.’  

At the beginning Martin used to make careless mistakes, 

saying ‘pasture’ when it was actually a field or not listing the 

landscape quickly enough when the train picked up speed in the 

middle of the line. But he was soon precisely correct about 

everything; he’d say ‘field’ when I saw a field, he’d say ‘farm’ 

when a farm sped past.  

Now, in our fourth year at school, Martin could do it all 

flawlessly at exactly the right moments, forwards and backwards. 

When the snow made fields and pastures indistinguishable in 

winter, Martin recited what the uneven white space I saw 

speeding past actually was: field, pasture, field, pasture, pasture. 

  

Apart from Selma’s sister-in-law, the people in the village weren’t 

usually superstitious. They blithely did everything superstitions 

don’t allow. They happily sat beneath clocks even though 

superstition has it that can kill you, they slept with their heads 

facing the door although superstition has it that means you’ll 

soon be carried out of that very door feet first. They hung laundry 

out to dry between Christmas and New Year, which as Elsbeth 

warned, is tantamount to suicide or accessory to murder as 
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superstition has it. They weren’t bothered when owls hooted, 

when a horse sweated strongly in its stable, when a dog howled 

with its head down in the dead of night.  

Selma’s dream, however, was a different matter. Once an 

okapi appeared to her in a dream, death appeared in real life; and 

everyone acted like death really would appear only now, like it 

would come flapping up surprisingly, as if it hadn’t been there all 

along, always an arm’s length away – like a godmother who sends 

gifts large and small your whole life long.  

 

The people in the village were upset, you could tell, even though 

most of them tried not to let it show. That morning, a few hours 

after Selma’s dream, people moved around the village as though 

black ice had covered all the paths, not only outside but also 

inside their houses, black ice in the kitchens and living rooms. 

They moved as though their own bodies were utterly unfamiliar, 

as though all their joints were swollen and the objects they were 

handling were highly flammable. They spent all day suspicious of 

their lives and, as far as possible, everyone else’s lives. They 

looked behind themselves to check whether someone was coming 

leaping towards them with murderous intent, someone who’d 

lost their mind and so had nothing else left to lose (an unknown 

or even a well-known individual, you never did know what 

invincible emotions might come tumbling out of a person), they 

looked quickly back forwards because someone with a lost mind 

might just as well attack head-on. They looked up to rule out 

plummeting roof tiles, branches or heavy lampshades. They 

avoided all animals because things could tumble out of them 

faster than with people, so they thought. They went out of the 
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way of sweet-natured cows that might kick out that day, they 

avoided dogs, even the really old ones that could hardly stand but 

might still go for their throat that day. Anything was possible on 

days like that, even an ancient dachshund might bite through 

their windpipe – it wasn’t much more absurd than an okapi, after 

all. 

Everyone was upset, but apart from Friedhelm, the 

shopkeeper’s cousin, no one was horrified, because horror 

usually requires certainty. Friedhelm was horrified, as though the 

okapi had whispered his name in Selma’s dream. He took flight, 

ran blindly away in the certainty that death was chasing him like 

a creditor wanting to collect on his life. Shrieking and trembling, 

Friedhelm stumbled through the forest until the optician caught 

him and took him to my father. My father was the doctor and he 

gave Friedhelm an injection that made him so happy he spent the 

rest of the day bopping around the village, singing ‘Oh du schöner 

Westerwald’ and getting on everyone’s nerves. 

 

The people in the village were suspicious of their hearts, which 

weren’t used to so much attention and therefore beat disturbingly 

fast. They remembered that one arm tingled as a sign of an 

approaching heart attack, but they couldn’t remember which arm 

so everyone in the village had tingles in both arms. They were 

suspicious of their mental health, which was also unused to so 

much attention and therefore beat equally fast. They wondered, 

as they got in the car, picked up a pitchfork or took the boiling 

kettle off the stove, whether they were about to lose their minds, 

break out in unbridled madness and feel a sudden need to smash 

the car into a tree at full speed, throw themselves down on the 
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tines of the pitchfork or pour boiling water over their heads. Or a 

need to pour boiling water, run over or stab with a pitchfork not 

themselves but a relative, a neighbour, a labourer or their wife.  

Some people in the village avoided making any motion all day 

long; some even longer. Elsbeth had told Martin and me that 

years ago, on the day after Selma’s dream, the retired postman 

had stopped moving at all. Every movement, he was certain of it, 

might bring death; even days and months after Selma’s dream, by 

which time someone had long since died as portended by the 

dream – the shopkeeper’s mother. The postman had simply sat 

down for good. His unmoved joints had grown inflamed, his blood 

had clotted and eventually come to a standstill halfway around 

his body, at the same time as the heart of which he was so 

suspicious; the retired postman, Selma said, had lost his life for 

fear of losing his life. 

 

A few people in the village thought the time had definitely come 

to voice a suppressed truth. They wrote letters, unusually copious 

in length, using the words always and never. Before you die, they 

thought, you should at least bring a little truthfulness into your 

life at the last moment. And the suppressed truths, these people 

thought, are the truest of all; because no one ever touches on 

them, their truthfulness has curdled, and because their 

suppression condemns them to motionlessness, the suppressed 

truths get larger and larger over the years. Not only the people 

carrying suppressed and weighty truths around with them, also 

truth itself believed in truthfulness at the last moment. Truth too 

wanted to get out at the last minute and threatened that death 

with a suppressed truth inside oneself was a particularly cruel 
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death, that there’d be a long tug-of-war between death tugging at 

one end and the corpulent truth tugging at the other end, not 

wanting to die still suppressed, having been buried its whole life 

long, wanting to get out for at least a little while once and for all, 

either to spread its beastly stench and shock everyone, or to 

establish that it wasn’t all that gruesome and fearsome in the light 

of day after all. Shortly before the presumed end, the suppressed 

truth urgently wants to get a second opinion.  

 

The only person glad of Selma’s dream was old Farmer Häubel. 

Farmer Häubel had been alive so long he was almost transparent. 

When his great-grandson told him about Selma’s dream, Farmer 

Häubel got up from the breakfast table, nodded at his great-

grandson and went upstairs to his bedroom in the attic. There, he 

lay down in bed and watched the door like a child on his birthday, 

so excited he’s woken up far too early and has to wait impatiently 

for his parents to come in with cake and presents at last.  

Farmer Häubel was firmly convinced that death would be 

polite, just as Farmer Häubel himself had been his whole life long. 

He was certain that death wouldn’t lurch him violently out of life, 

but take him kindly by the hand. He imagined death knocking 

cautiously, opening the door just a crack and asking ‘May I?’ – at 

which Farmer Häubel would of course answer in the affirmative. 

‘Why of course,’ Farmer Häubel would say. ‘Do come in,’ and 

death would enter. It would stand next to Farmer Häubel’s bed 

and ask, ‘Is now a good time? I can always come back later.’ 

Farmer Häubel would sit up straight and say: ‘No, no, now’s just 

fine. Let’s not put it off again; who knows when you’ll next have 

time,’ and death would sit down on the carefully placed chair at 
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the head of the bed. It would apologize in advance for having cold 

hands, which, Farmer Häubel knew, wouldn’t bother him at all, 

and then it would put one hand over Farmer Häubel’s eyes.  

That was how Farmer Häubel imagined it. He got up again 

because he’d forgotten to open the skylight so that his soul could 

fly away unhindered later on.  

 


