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      ‘Why,’ Max pondered aloud to his own reflection, ‘is Klaus refusing me a loan? It doesn’t make sense! He’s always bragging about his flourishing business, his settled life... why the reluctance? We’ve been inseparable for years!’

      Standing in front of the bathroom mirror, Max adjusted the side panels to catch a glimpse of his changing appearance. The first hints of curls were sprouting at the nape of his neck, his once dark hair now embracing shades of grey. Change was something he’d always resisted, but the recent chaos had taught him to adapt. Now he was ready for change, even if it meant letting his hair grow wilder. He rubbed his chin thoughtfully. ‘I’ll skip the shaving too, let the beard have its way.’ He looked at his reflection and sighed. ‘Why didn’t I confront him about the loan refusal?’ He took a deep breath. ‘Because I’m a coward. Because I’m afraid of what the truth might be.’ Determined, Max pulled out his mobile phone and told Siri to dial Klaus Biderhog. The ringing echoed at the other end, signalling the start of a potentially revealing conversation.

      ‘Klaus here!’ Max recognised the familiar voice of his long-time friend.

      ‘It’s me, Max.’

      ‘Hey Max, what’s up?’

      ‘Well,’ Max hesitated, then took a deep breath, ‘why are you so reluctant to lend me money?’

      ‘Oh Max,’ Klaus cleared his throat, ‘I wanted to talk to you about that anyway. Can we meet at the corner pub tonight at seven?’

      ‘All right, see you then,’ Max replied, ending the call.

      That evening, Max set off early, combining his trip to the pub with a contemplative walk. He needed to mentally prepare himself, feeling that there was something crucial he wasn’t aware of; something serious and unexpected.

      

      Arriving punctually at seven o’clock, Max found Klaus already seated at their usual table. Klaus had an empty glass in front of him, a ritual maintained over the years. As Max took his seat, the waitress arrived with his next pint. ‘One for me too, please,’ Max asked, smiling at Claudia, the waitress. He always appreciated her presence; she was both attractive and young, her figure accentuated by stylish, tight clothing. ‘Sure,’ she smiled back.

      The air crackled with unspoken tension.

      ‘How are you?’ Klaus inquired.

      ‘Like you don’t already know!’ Max replied. ‘I’ve never been a fan of that question.’

      ‘Apologies,’ Klaus offered, taking a substantial gulp before continuing. ‘I have a proposition for you.’

      Max looked up as Claudia appeared and set a beer down in front of him.

      ‘Cheers first,’ Klaus suggested, raising his glass, and the clink of glasses echoed between them.

      ‘So, what’s this proposal all about?’ Max inquired, a hint of impatience in his voice.

      ‘I’m interested in buying the brewery from you. I’d completely overhaul it and introduce a range of new, organic beers. I’ve already sorted out the recipes,’ Klaus explained.

      Max nearly choked on his drink, coughing violently. ‘Excuse me?’

      ‘Well,’ Klaus continued, ‘it could ease your financial and emotional burden. You’ve been overworked, stressed, and understandably depressed since your mother died.’

      Max was suddenly overwhelmed. Tears welled up and streamed down his cheeks. He found himself gasping for breath and running his trembling hands over his face, overcome by a sudden onslaught of emotion.

      ‘Come on, calm down,’ Klaus said, putting an arm around his friend’s shoulders. ‘It’s just a suggestion. You don’t have to accept it if you don’t want to.’

      The lovely Claudia brought over two shots and looked at Max with concern. ‘These are on the house.’

      ‘Thanks,’ Max said. He finally got his sobbing under control and downed the booze in one gulp. He stood up. ‘I’m going now, I’ll think about it.’

      ‘All right,’ Klaus called after him.
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        * * *

      

      Max wandered aimlessly through the city. Confused thoughts swirled in his head. If Klaus bought the brewery, maybe I could still work there. He liked the idea, because he wouldn’t have to part with the business he had fought for for decades. The energy he had invested in persuading his long-dead father, a man who always wanted things to stay the same, of his ideas resounded within him.

      He avoided the city park, filled with shouting and loud music. Maybe it would be better if I went away. Away from everything. A radical change. Away from Barbara, away from the villa, away from Gertrud and Otto, away from the children. They’ve all been looking at me lately as if I’d lost my mind! Yes, that’s what he would do. He would ask Barbara for a divorce. She ignored him anyway. Was there anything left between them that could hold them together? Max shook his head firmly. If she agreed, she’d have to part with half of the villa, which would come to at least three hundred thousand euros. Given her income, this shouldn’t be too much of an obstacle. However, if she refused, the only alternative would be to sell the villa. A pain shot through his heart. What would happen to Gertrud and Otto? Compensation would be essential. Given their age, the prospect of finding a new job would depend heavily on luck.

      Max walked until the world around him faded into unfamiliarity. Exhaustion set in and he collapsed on a bench at a bus stop and drifted off to sleep. As dawn broke, certainty washed over him. The decision he’d made was so deeply rooted that he could hardly hold back his eagerness to share it with his family.

      In his eyes, Barbara had never been a good mother. The children had been an afterthought to her because she was primarily focused on herself. In recent years, she had been too absorbed in her art and poetry to pay attention to the children. She also spent an inordinate amount of time visiting doctors to find out why her legs weren’t working properly. She went from one specialist to another as no one could pinpoint a cause. They repeatedly told her that there was no physical reason for her inability to walk. Max believed it was related to her depression, as Barbara often complained of a lack of energy. She also hadn’t had any sexual desire for years. Max attributed this to their troubled relationship, and his constant absence from home certainly contributed to her sad existence. But he found it strange that she preferred to be in a wheelchair, although in unguarded moments she would get up to go to the bathroom or to bed. Was she seeking pity or attention? When he confronted her, days of silence followed. She withdrew into herself and became offended. This was usually followed by another appointment with a new doctor.

      The first thing he would do is tell his children that he was leaving for good. This seemed fair to him. Julia and Alex had become loners since their grandmother’s death. No wonder, as their grandmother had practically been Barbara’s substitute at home. While his mother was alive, his children regularly met with their friends and had parties - typical teenage behaviour. But since their grandmother died, Alex had withdrawn into himself. He hardly spoke and just wanted to be in his room. This was unusual for the boy who used to laugh a lot and always wanted to know what was going on. Julia tried her best to cheer him up. Although they had argued a lot in the past, they had recently become a close team. Max found this amazing. He admired his children, for whom he felt shame and regret. He was only too aware that he had paid too little attention to them in all those years when they grew up. Maybe they would still choose to go with him. But did he want that?

      He spent the morning in a café, ordering coffee after coffee. He had no appetite. Then he called Klaus.

      ‘Hello Max,’ Klaus answered the call. ‘Have you recovered from my proposal?’

      ‘Yes, and I’ve come to a decision. I’m going to accept your proposal, although I must say I’m disappointed in you. You’re taking advantage of my difficult situation. We should have the value of the brewery assessed so that you can offer me a fair price for it.’

      ‘To be honest, I had already thought of an amount that would take everything into account,’ Klaus said. ‘We would also save the cost of the valuation.’

      ‘And what would that be?’

      ‘Well,’ another awkward clearing of the throat at the other end, ‘I was thinking of two hundred thousand euros.’

      ‘I was thinking twice that,’ Max replied without hesitation. ‘After all, you’re buying the good reputation of a long-established business.’

      ‘But I’m also buying your debts!’ Klaus replied.

      There was a long pause. Only a crackling sound could be heard on the line.

      ‘Maybe we can meet in the middle.’ Klaus suggested. He had deliberately set his offer low so that Max would have the chance to negotiate a higher price and make it sound fair.

      Max swallowed. This brazen guy is treating me like an idiot. He’s just saying that to show false sympathy. ‘I would agree to three hundred thousand,’ he replied.

      ‘Then we should make an appointment with the lawyer. Does Barbara have a say in this?’

      ‘No, she doesn’t. I am the sole owner.’

      ‘I’ll be in touch.’ Klaus ended the conversation.

      

      Max rushed to his children’s school, eager to catch them as soon as classes were over. When he spotted Julia and Alex in the distance, he knew this was his last chance to abandon the path he had chosen. Resisting the urge to flee, he stood and waved to them. Their surprised expressions mirrored his inner conflict as they stopped in front of him.

      ‘What are you doing here?’ Julia asked. ‘Are you alright?’

      ‘Yes, I am. I wanted to talk to you.’

      ‘Now?’ They asked in unison.

      ‘Yes. I’m taking you both to the tavern for lunch.’

      The eyes of the siblings met, silently communicating the rarity of the moment. For their father to appear on a weekday to pick them up from school and invite them to lunch was unprecedented. Weekends were usually fleeting moments to catch a glimpse of him if he wasn’t busy at the brewery.

      ‘You can order whatever you want,’ Max offered his children as the waiter brought the menu.

      Again, the siblings exchanged a quick glance.

      ‘OK,‘ Alex began.’ I’ll have a meat lover’s pizza, a lemonade and for dessert, the ice-cream sundae with chocolate sauce and extra sprinkles.’

      ‘And I’ll have...’ Julia drummed her fingers on the table, ‘ a steak with chips, a Coke and the ice-cream sundae for dessert too.’

      ‘I’ll have the steak too, ‘ Max ordered, ‘and a beer.’

      The waiter disappeared and returned with the drinks.

      Julia and Alex looked eagerly at their father. ‘What’s going on? ‘

      Max took a sip. ‘I want you to hear it first. I’m going to ask your mother for a divorce and leave home. Klaus has offered to buy the brewery. I’m bankrupt and can’t go on.’ He felt tears threatening to well up.

      ‘Wow,’ Alex managed to say, staring at his father.

      ‘Do you really mean that?’ Julia blurted out; her eyes filled with tears. ‘Where are you going?’

      ‘I don’t know yet. All I know is that I need a change in my life to get back on track,’ Max replied.

      ‘What about us? Do you want us to stay with Mum?’ Julia asked, pulling a paper tissue from her pack with shaking hands.

      ‘I think you’ll still be well looked after at Mum’s, especially with Otto and Gertrud around. Nothing will change for you, except that I won’t be coming home.’

      ‘You were never home anyway,’ Alex interjected.

      ‘I’m really sorry,’ Max said.

      ‘It’s okay... it’s too late anyway.’ Alex’s sarcasm surfaced, his way of dealing with situations he found difficult. ‘Maybe we’ll hang out more together when you’re gone.’ He grinned. Julia made a face too.

      ‘Enjoy your meal,’ the waiter said as he served the plates. Despite the news, the three of them enjoyed their meal, the mood surprisingly upbeat. Max found it puzzling, but shrugged off the feeling that his children were more relieved than sad.

      

      He dreaded telling Barbara in the evening, his wife of unwavering composure. She sat quietly and calmly in her wheelchair, painting while he told her of his decision. She accepted it without interrupting her painting or even turning to look at him.

      When he had finished, he looked at her unfinished work. A haunting scene, the painting depicted a grotesque figure, eerie and formless, reaching for the light shining from above into the dark hole in which it lay. Everything about the painted body was without contours, as if its parts had been blurred. Only the outstretched arms were clearly visible. It seemed to him that it reflected his own internal turmoil.

      ‘Do you have anything to say about this?’ Max asked.

      She paused for a moment. ‘I’ll pay you for the villa. I’ll stay here with the children and Otto and Gertrud.’

      ‘All right then. I’ll go and pack now.’ Just before the door he turned to look at the painting from a distance. Barbara was dipping her brush into a yellow-orange colour she had mixed herself on the palette and began to paint a beautiful sun. She painted it as quickly as if she had done it a thousand times before. She let the rays reach the figure in the darkness, illuminating the cave as if someone had turned on the light.

      

      ‘Can I help you pack?’ Gertrude asked, after the children had informed her of the situation. She felt a deep sense of sadness, as if Max were her own child, even though she had none of her own. Yet her affection for Max ran deep in her heart.

      ‘Absolutely,’ he replied, gesturing for her to come in.

      ‘I regret that it has come to this. Living with Barbara, let alone being married to her, is undoubtedly a challenge.’

      ‘It’s all right,’ Max reassured her. ‘Don’t worry about me, I’ll manage.’

      ‘Where are you going to live for now?’

      ‘I’m going to rent a small apartment until I secure the funds for the brewery and the villa. After that I’ll see how things develop.’

      ‘We could meet for coffee now and then,’ Gertrude suggested.

      ‘Sure, let’s do that.’ He hugged her. ‘I’ll load everything into my car and leave. Please give my regards to Otto.’

      

      Feeling the urgency to leave the villa, Max drove away. Gertrude cried as he drove off, and he glanced in his rear-view mirror to see her standing there with her handkerchief, waving one last time. She was the only one who was sad to see him go.

      Max pressed a button on his remote control, slowly swinging open the gate that guarded the entrance to the villa. The gate was acting up, a problem he had intended to fix last year but never got around to it. He pulled up and waited.

      His phone rang, Klaus' name flashing on the screen.

      ‘Have you made an appointment with the lawyer yet?’ Max asked, the friendliness draining from his voice. Klaus was no longer the soulmate he once knew.

      ‘Hi Max, yes, tomorrow at two. I thought I'd drop by the brewery first. Will you be there?’

      ‘On my way there. See you later,’ Max replied.

      

      Max couldn't understand why Klaus was suddenly in such a hurry to buy the brewery. An hour later he was standing in his office with Klaus and a stranger called Frederick. ‘This is Frederick Barker, he knows about brewing. Mind if we have a look around?’

      ‘Sure,’ Max said. An hour later they said their goodbyes.

      

      Max spent the night in a hotel and promptly booked the room for a week. During this time, he wanted to look at possible apartments.

      At 2pm the next day, he stood outside Lawyer Runbrook's office. When he rang the bell, the door opened automatically. Had they seen him coming? Climbing the steep stairs to the third floor was a challenge. Out of breath, he introduced himself. Klaus was already seated, impeccably dressed, only an empty glass was missing in front of him.

      ‘Please take a seat,’ Runbrook instructed Max, who complied.

      An eerie silence followed, as the lawyer turned his attention to his notes. ‘Let's get down to business,’ he began. ‘Mr Biderhog is offering you two hundred thousand euros for the Brewman Brewery, everything included.’

      Max felt anger bubble up and his face grew warm. ‘That's not right. Klaus offered me three hundred thousand euros.’

      Klaus cleared his throat. ‘I apologise, Max. I thought you'd upgraded the fermentation and storage tanks and the filtration system. But they're still the old ones. You've only replaced the brewhouse equipment, the electric outdoor boiler, and the wort cooler. Even the hot water tank is still the same.’

      Max felt disappointed at his friend's words. Was Klaus punishing him? What had he done to deserve this pain instead of help? ‘In that case I'm not interested,’ he declared and stood up.

      ‘Is two hundred and fifty thousand acceptable?’ Klaus asked quickly.

      Max, his tone filled with frustration, replied, ‘This is my family's business, do you understand?’

      Runbrook stepped in. ‘I recommend a valuation.’

      Max firmly refused, unwilling to take the risk. A fleeting concern crossed his mind: What if the market value falls below two hundred and fifty thousand? Frustrated by the uncertainty of the value of his business, he conceded: ‘I'll accept the offer. Two hundred and fifty thousand.’

      The lawyer urged, ‘Mr Brewman, please reconsider the offer.’

      ‘I've made up my mind. Let's finalise it now,’ Max replied resolutely.

      Runbrook inquired about the payment deadline, to which Klaus replied, ‘Tomorrow if Max prefers. The funds are in the bank.’

      Max agreed, eager to put an end to the ordeal. ‘That's fine with me. I just want to be done with it.’

      ‘All right, I'll prepare the necessary documents. It won't take long,’ the lawyer assured.

      

      It took more than an hour, during which Max found himself drenched in sweat. Anger suddenly swept over him, so intense that he felt like screaming. But screaming was not an option in the lawyer's office, and so beads of sweat ran down his face. Meanwhile, Klaus, an unusual sight, remained engrossed in his mobile phone, showing a discomfort that Max could sense. Wasn't he feeling any remorse? Max couldn't bear to spend another minute in the same room with the person who had once been his closest confidant. He stormed out, took refuge in the toilet, and waited intently for the profuse sweating to subside. ‘Relax,’ he muttered to himself. ‘One day I'll have a chance to settle the score.’ After washing his face and hands, he stepped back into the office. Two pairs of eyes were fixed on him, a pen hovering over the paper.

      ‘Please sign here,’ Runbrook asked, not entirely unkindly. This task seemed to give the lawyer genuine satisfaction.

      Ignoring the pen, Max pulled his own out of his shirt pocket, sat down, studied the document, and affixed his signature.

      

      I'm free, he thought as he left the building. The anger was gone, replaced by an intoxicating sense of relief.
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        * * *

      

      Two days later, the money was safely in his account, marking the end of his debt ordeal. The joy of finally being free of financial burdens washed over him. Now all that remained was for Barbara to fulfil her promise of repayment, allowing him to rebuild his life. In the meantime, he took a leisurely approach to his days, indulging in late mornings and exploring a different restaurant for each meal.

      After a week, however, a restlessness crept in and grew. He would wander aimlessly through the streets of the city, stopping for no reason, scanning his surroundings before resuming his walk, only to pause again after a few steps. What was wrong? He had won his freedom, free from both his debts and Barbara's scorn. Attempts to contact his son and Julia proved in vain, their phones unanswered. The thought of contacting Klaus was promptly dismissed as the prospect of retrieving his remaining belongings from the office filled him with dread. The thought of meeting Klaus was unbearable. Could he discreetly slip in the back door during Klaus' lunch break? Dismissing this idea, he had given the lawyer the keys to the office after he had settled his affairs. Besides, it could lead to complications.

      As he walked past the cinema, the glare of its letters seemed to mock him.

      
        
        Once Upon a Time in The West

        Spaghetti Western directed by Sergio Leone

        With Henry Fonda, Claudia Cardinale, Charles Bronson

      

      

      Claudia Cardinale had always been Max's favourite actress since his teenage years. Although he had seen the film a long time ago, he now found the time and desire to visit the cinema in search of a much-needed escape. As he settled into his seat, the curtains parted to reveal a world of gunslingers in the semi-desert of the American Southwest. Max was enthralled by Claudia Cardinale's performance, especially during the poignant scene depicting the demise of her new family, which brought him to tears. Immersed in the film's superb sound effects, Max appreciated the clever details, intricate camera work, stylish costumes, engaging dialogue and dynamic action set against captivating backdrops. He left the cinema feeling a renewed sense of energy and vitality. However, soon the harsh reality of the grey streets greeted him as he stepped outside. His phone rang, abruptly pulling him back into the demands of his everyday life.

      ‘Hey, Alex,’ Max greeted his son.

      ‘Did you call me earlier?’ Alex inquired, surprising Max with the deeper tone of his voice.

      ‘Yeah, I just wanted to check in and make sure everything was OK,’ Max replied.

      ‘Everything's fine here. Want to catch up?’ Alex suggested.

      ‘I'd love to,’ Max replied, his heart filled with joy. ‘Why don't you meet me in an hour at the pub we visited last time? And let Julia know too.’

      ‘I will. See you then.’

      

      Max arrived to find his son waiting for him.‘Where's Julia?’

      ‘She couldn't make it.’

      Max's next question was met with a curious look. ‘Why are you staring at me?’

      ‘Your beard, your wild, curly hair... you look completely different.’

      Max grinned. ‘New life, new look!’

      Alex remained serious, avoiding prolonged eye contact with his father.

      ‘What's new?’ Max asked.

      ‘Oh, not much.’

      As Alex raised his arm to motion for the waitress, Max noticed his son's birthmark - a large, red, and uneven mark that had spread considerably across his forearm. ‘Has it always been this big?’ Max asked in surprise.

      ‘Yes, it has. Have you forgotten it?’ Alex replied.

      ‘I haven't forgotten, but I remember it being smaller.’

      ‘I've grown!’ Alex grinned. He hesitated for a moment. ‘I usually wear long sleeves to hide it.’

      ‘And not today?’ Max wondered.

      ‘The T-shirt is new. Klaus gave it to me. Pretty cool, isn't it?’

      Max froze. ‘Why would Klaus give you a T-shirt?’

      ‘He came to visit the other day and brought a present for everyone.’

      Max felt a strange sensation. The restlessness that had been simmering inside him resurfaced. He suddenly lost his appetite.

      ‘What can I get you?’ the waitress asked.

      ‘A meat lover pizza for me and a lemonade.’ Alex replied.

      ‘Just a beer for me,’ Max ordered. He watched as his son devoured his pizza with a hearty appetite. Alex seemed to be doing well and was more relaxed than usual. After the second beer, Max got over the initial shock and the conversation turned to Alex's football. He was determined not to add to Alex's concerns by revealing that he had a suspicion about what Alex might already know.
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        * * *

      

      Why had he delayed getting his things back from the brewery? Max stood in front of the bathroom mirror in his hotel room and looked at himself. ‘Because you're a cowardly dog,’ he muttered to his reflection. Determined, he dressed and set off.

      The spring day was unseasonably warm, and pesky pigeons made their presence felt. Max shooed them away as he briskly crossed the church square, taking deep breaths to dispel the anxiety that threatened to choke his throat. Strangely, a calm settled over him as he stood at the door of his old brewery and rang the bell. But it wasn't Klaus who opened the door, it was Frederick.

      ‘Hello, I've just come to collect my things.’

      ‘Hello Max, come in,’ Frederick invited him in.

      There was something about the man that unsettled Max, although he couldn't put his finger on it.

      ‘The box is in the office on top of the cupboard,’ Max explained before heading into the office.

      Klaus sat at his father's old desk and looked up in surprise.

      ‘I'm here to get the box up there,’ Max explained, pointing at it.

      ‘Sure,’ Klaus replied as he stood up. ‘I'll take it down for you.’ Stretching, he had to reach for the box. Wearing a loose short-sleeved shirt, Klaus inadvertently revealed a birthmark on his forearm that looked almost identical to Alex's. Max's head began to pound. He swallowed hard but maintained a facade of composure.

      ‘Here you go,’ Klaus said, handing him the heavy box.

      ‘Thanks,’ Max replied, turning around. ‘Goodbye.’

      Frederick walked him to the door. ‘I hope you've got the car here.’

      Max didn't answer. He sprinted as fast as he could, oblivious to the weight of the box and the pouring rain that refreshed the sweltering heat of the day. One plus one equals two, he thought, arriving at his hotel in a daze. Collapsing onto the bed, he pondered deeply. Alex, my son... but are you really my son? He had noticed early on that Alex bore little resemblance to him, either in appearance, character, bearing or attitude. Max, of average height, contrasted with Alex's tall stature, reminiscent of Klaus. Max inherited dark brown eyes from his southern mother and blond hair from his father, but Alex lacked this distinctive and attractive feature for women. Instead, Alex had blue eyes and reddish hair, much like Klaus. Max was an introvert, while Alex mirrored Klaus as an extrovert. The birthmark under Alex's arm added to Max's growing insecurities. Should he consider a paternity test? No, he needed to discuss this with Barbara first. And what about Julia? Was she his biological daughter? Max forced himself to remember the details. Julia, reserved and sensitive, had a shyness about strangers. She had Max's figure but feminine, sparkling brown eyes and a curiosity about history, an interest she had inherited from him. Julia had a lot in common with him. He needed  to confront Barbara with this as soon as possible.

      

      Unfortunately, things didn't go as quickly as he'd hoped. The next morning, Max found himself in a state of misery. His once radiant face now bore the marks of suffering, red and swollen, every movement painful. A deep sense of despair had set in, the shock of understanding what had happened to Alex coursing through his limbs. He lay alone on the bed, staring at the ceiling. No one reached out to him or asked for him. Despite repeatedly checking his mobile phone for messages there were none, and he finally switched it off, untouched, until he began to feel a little better a week later. But even after a whole week, there was no missed call or text. It's like I don't exist anymore, he thought. Finally, he found the strength to take a shower, put on a fresh white shirt and his best suit.

      That morning Max came across a message on Barbara's website announcing an exhibition of her new paintings and a public reading of a new poem. Everyone was invited, but the catch was a twenty-euro entrance fee. He took a last look in the mirror, adjusted his tie, squirted hair oil on his palms, rubbed them together and ran his fingers through his freshly washed curly hair. Maybe she'll let me in for free, he thought, a sarcastic grin playing on his lips. He wanted to confront her there, in front of all her followers, hoping desperately that neither Alex nor Julia would be present.
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        * * *

      

      The lights emanating from Barbara's Art Space, as she affectionately called it, cast a glow through the large frameless windows, illuminating the otherwise dark street outside. The only streetlight nearby had been out of order for months, inadvertently drawing attention to the exhibition. The area had grown quieter as the evening wore on, and the serene silence, punctuated by the chirping of crickets, heightened the significance of the forthcoming event.

      As Max approached the venue, he observed clusters of people holding champagne glasses, standing together in small groups. Women in glittering dresses and high heels, alongside men in suits, exuded elegance, and charm. They stood gracefully, basking in the glamorous atmosphere of the rich and famous.

      Max searched for Alex and Julia and was relieved that he couldn't find them anywhere. However, Barbara's whereabouts remained a mystery. As he neared the entrance, he unexpectedly spotted her wheelchair tucked away in a small alcove by the door. The discovery took him by surprise and made him feel uneasy. Could there be another surprising revelation? Had Barbara miraculously regained her ability to walk, or had she purchased a more extravagant wheelchair for her exhibitions?

      As he approached the doorman, Max waved a twenty euro note provocatively in front of him, causing an immediate offence when the doorman roughly snatched it from Max's hand. The tension was palpable, and Max felt on the verge of a confrontation. However, realising the importance of calm for everyone's sake, especially his own, he managed to control himself.

      Upon entering the room, Max found Barbara's artworks covering every inch of the walls. He was genuinely astonished; her paintings represented a stark departure from the art she had previously produced. The painting of a blurred figure with outstretched arms in a cave, which had magically lit up when Max told Barbara he was divorcing her, took a prominent place at the beginning of the exhibition. Moving slowly from one artwork to the next, Max was completely absorbed, oblivious to his surroundings. His focus shifted to the light, the carefree spirit, the joy, and happiness that radiated from the paintings. They awakened in him a growing sense of love for life, a longing for more - a profound manifestation of beauty that Max had never experienced before in Barbara's art.

      

      ‘Do you like it?’

      Max turned around and looked into Klaus' blue eyes, which were fixed on him.

      ‘Since when have you been interested in Barbara's work?’ Max counter asked.

      ‘Always,’ Klaus replied with a smile.

      Max raised an eyebrow. ‘Yet you've never mentioned it in all these years?’

      Apologetically, Klaus took Max's arm. ‘I'm sorry,’ he said, uncertainty etching his expression as he watched Max's rigid demeanour.

      Max changed the subject. ‘Where's Barbara?’

      ‘She's just coming in,’ Klaus indicated with a nod towards the door.

      All eyes were on Barbara as she entered, applauded by everyone except Max. He stood there in amazement as Barbara walked unaided, radiating confidence and a smile. She was impeccably dressed in a blue-grey dress, a favourite of Max's as it complimented her eyes and hugged her slender figure gracefully. Her freshly cut and pinned hair, subtle make-up highlighting her eyes and lips, was a stark contrast to her despondent self of just a month ago.

      Barbara became the centre of attention, attracting people eager to strike up a conversation, ask questions about her artwork, or simply marvel at the transformation she had undergone in such a short time. Max, unable to get close to her, decided to wait. He strolled past the paintings, examining each one with a fresh perspective. He was offered a glass of Prosecco, which he gratefully accepted, using it as an opportunity to relax and acknowledge his estranged wife's success.

      Barbara began to recite her latest poem, a tale of an ancient castle submerged in the sea, its tower rising defiantly from the water. At rhythmic intervals it chimed, prompting the inhabitants to gather on the high cliff and engage in conversation to stave off loneliness. Barbara showed a remarkable ability to look into people's souls and articulate their essence through her poetry with eloquent embellishments.

      The audience responded with applause, and many were visibly moved, their smiles reflecting the emotional resonance of Barbara's verses.

      

      The hour grew late and one by one the guests took their leave. Max, however, lingered, a noticeable air of nervousness surrounding Klaus, who felt the weight of possible exposure as an impostor.

      Suspecting that Max would demand an explanation, Klaus indulged in a series of glasses, finding no comfort in the act. His complexion paled, reflecting his inner turmoil.

      Eventually, the trio found themselves alone.

      Max initiated the conversation, ‘Firstly, Barbara, congratulations on your apparent physical and mental recovery, beautifully reflected in your new artwork. Conversely, I am currently experiencing the opposite, and there are several reasons for this.’

      Klaus, visibly uncomfortable, took a step towards the door.

      ‘It would be beneficial if you stayed,’ Max urged, ‘as you are also a factor in my confusion.’

      Reluctantly, Klaus returned, swaying slightly. ‘Sit down,’ Max instructed, and Klaus sank into a chair.

      ‘Are you two in a relationship?’ Max inquired.

      Klaus looked down and Barbara nodded. ‘Yes.’

      ‘Since when?’ Max pressed.

      ‘That's none of your business!’ Klaus snapped back, raising his voice.

      ‘It is my business because I don't believe that Alex is my biological son. He's yours!’ Max pointed an accusing finger at Klaus.

      Barbara sat down, her legs suddenly shaking. ‘I'm sorry, Max. We should have told you earlier.’ She took a deep breath. ‘It's true what you say. Alex is not your own child. Klaus is his father.’

      ‘And Julia?’

      ‘Julia is your child,’ Barbara confirmed.

      ‘So, you've been cheating on me for thirteen years.’ Max shook his head in horror. ‘And now you've gotten rid of me too.’ He walked over to Klaus and stood in front of him. ‘I was an idiot to trust you all these years.’ He reached out and punched Klaus in the jaw. Klaus, in his drunken state, fell to the floor and stayed there.

      Suddenly the bouncer appeared in front of Max. ‘You'd better get out of here, mate,’ he advised, grabbing Max roughly by the arm. Max walked away without turning around. Filled with pain, but somewhat soothed by the blow he had delivered to Klaus, he stormed out into the night.

      It may have been a stroke of luck or pure coincidence, but as Max gazed up at the sky, a shooting star passed right in front of him. Is this a harbinger of good or bad fortune? he wondered as he watched the celestial spectacle on his way back to the hotel. Surprisingly, he found no anger in him - only pain. There was also disappointment in himself for not realising all this sooner.

      Somehow, he had to deal with it. He needed distance, physical and emotional, from the city and the places that served as reminders of their shared past. Did he still love her? Perhaps it was more a sense of duty to help her in her time of need than love. He could easily let go of that obligation, considering that she seemed to be better off since he had left her, and Klaus had become her partner. He had forgotten to ask about the wheelchair controversy and why she hadn't ended things with him earlier. But at this moment he didn't care. What had happened was in the past. Just before reaching the door of his hotel room, he decided: he was going on a trip around the world.

      Exhausted, he sank into the uncomfortable hotel bed and engaged in a self-dialogue to distract himself from the pain. He planned to use the money from his share in the villa and the brewery to finance his global adventure. The details of what lay ahead didn't concern him. His first destination would be Cusco in Peru, the capital of the Inca Empire - a long-held desire fuelled by his interest in the historic site, its archaeological remains and Spanish colonial architecture.

      The very next day, he went to the nearest travel agent and booked a flight from Frankfurt to Cusco, with stops in Sao Paulo and Lima. Nobody would miss him, not even realise that he was no longer there.

      Nevertheless, he arranged a meeting with his children in the same bar where they had met twice before. This time Julia joined them, and it was heartening to see that they were both doing well. Like their mother, they seemed to have recovered from the stress he had inadvertently caused them. After Alex had devoured his meat lover pizza and Julia had enjoyed a sausage and potato salad, Max broke the news. They were both taken aback by his sudden decision to start a round-the-world trip in Peru, but thought it was a good idea. ‘Can you bring us something from there?’ was their only request before giving him a quick hug and disappearing.
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      The first leg of the flight went smoothly. Relaxing in his seat, Max enjoyed a few drinks and the food served to him. The stewardess caught his eye; her smile revealed impeccably white, straight teeth, a stark contrast to his own yellow, uneven teeth, marred by fillings. Conscious of this, Max tried to keep his lips together when he smiled, a habit he hadn't realised until Barbara pointed it out during an argument.

      He dozed off on the flight from Sao Paulo to Lima. When he awoke, he was annoyed that he hadn't opted for a direct flight, given the long and tiring journey. The swelling in his legs prompted him to get up and take a few steps to stretch. Then came an announcement that would stay with him forever:

      
        
        ‘Please return to your seats immediately and fasten your seat belts!’

      

      

      The pilot's urgent message echoed from the cockpit. Max watched as the pretty stewardess looked up in shock, then she was thrown to the side. Despite Max’ efforts to hold on to a seat, the turbulence proved too much. The plane shook violently. Realising he wouldn't make it back to his seat, he struggled against the force. Screams filled the air. Suddenly, a powerful upward tug lifted him off his feet. His head slammed into the ceiling, and he spun sideways into the aisle. A searing pain shot through his left leg. Chaos ensued - wild screeching, a bang and then a loss of control. A little girl still tried to reach her mother, screaming. In vain. She flew through the cabin and bounced off a wall. The plane seemed to catch itself for a moment, but moments later Max was thrown against one of the open baggage compartments. Suitcases and bags scattered as Max, trying to hold on to something, tumbled through the interior, past panicked passengers in their seats. Finally, a hard impact ended it all.
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        * * *

      

      A tug on his trouser leg interrupted Max's unconsciousness. Was it real or imagined? No, there it was again. Max struggled to open his eyes with considerable effort. A strange animal, resembling a rat, was feasting on his blood-soaked trousers. He tried to shake it off, but his leg remained unresponsive. Surveying his surroundings, he found himself amidst dense bushes, his hands touching the damp earth. A bird flew overhead and disappeared into the lush canopy.

      Confused as to what had happened, whether it was day or night, Max reached for the earth, took a handful and examined it. The mouldy-smelling, dark brown substance with fine roots increased his thirst. He needed water. Despite the pain, he turned and dragged himself forward, his torn leg dragging behind him. The animal persisted, unwilling to give up its bloody feast. Groaning with every push, Max's strength was rapidly dwindling. He craved for water, listening for the sound of splashing amid the buzzing of insects. The direction seemed close. Another pull forward and dizziness set in. He collapsed to the ground, muttering to himself that giving up would mean death. Summoning his new-found energy, he tried to move forward. Finally, he saw it - a bubbling stream.

      Max dipped his face, then his entire head, into the flowing water. Had it not been for the need to breathe, he might have remained submerged indefinitely, the refreshing water washing away the blood and sweat and bringing renewal. Turning parallel to the current, he rolled backwards, letting the water envelop him. It soaked into his tattered clothes, reaching sore spots all over his body. He looked up and saw the blue sky through the trees - an indescribable feeling of happiness to be alive. Exhausted, he struggled out of the stream, forgetting his surroundings and falling asleep.

      

      Unintelligible voices reached him from afar. Above him, naked men with bound penises and red-painted faces were staring. It was raining. Max moved his fingers carefully, feeling the damp earth. This was no dream. One of the men touched him gently with a stick, and when Max closed his eyes in fear, the man pushed harder. Opening his eyes, Max grabbed the stick and gave it a sudden pull. The man stumbled forward, and the others laughed. Max noticed their black teeth and facial piercings. Suddenly he snapped back to reality and tried to sit up, in vain. His left leg screamed in pain. The men communicated with each other through gestures and a language that was foreign to Max. Two of them gathered palm fronds and quickly made a stretcher on which they placed Max before carrying him away.

      He caught a whiff of their scent - the wild men. There was something earthy about their scent, and at that moment Max wondered, as if it were the most pressing question, if they wore perfume. Carried through dense bushes, Max occasionally caught a glimpse of the blue sky through the treetops. What had happened? Who were these wild men? Where was he? Why was he here? As he struggled to remember, he encountered an impenetrable mental block.

      The men moved unevenly, some even running, making the journey bumpy. Every bump elicited a groan of pain from Max and a stream of words from the men. Were they trying to comfort him or talking to each other? Where were they taking him? Max realised that he was at the mercy of the natives, and a cold fear filled him as he thought of the cannibals. They could do anything, and he was too weak to resist. As he reassured himself that if they wanted him dead, it would have happened already, he was faced with a horrifying thought - perhaps they were taking him to their fire to roast him alive.

      Finally, they reached a destination and the men set him down roughly, though Max managed to stifle a groan. Surveying his surroundings, he noticed simple shelters made of wood and dried natural materials. An air of excitement surrounded him as several pairs of brown eyes looked down. An elderly woman, adorned with a crown of feathers, numerous nose and lip piercings, and necklaces and bracelets made from seed pods and teeth, leaned over him. Her face was close to his and Max could smell the familiar earthy scent, now strangely comforting. The woman seemed concerned as she examined him, which gave Max a sense of reassurance. Could she help him mend his injured leg?

      Uttering something - Max couldn't understand the language, but the tone suggested authority - the woman ordered the men to lift Max once more and carry him into a hut that was different from the others in that it was enclosed. The medicine woman led all the onlookers outside and began grinding leaves and fruit in a mortar, occasionally adding a few drops of liquid. She then dipped a cloth into the mixture and held it up to Max's nose. Trying to communicate, his words became tangled in his mind before everything went black.

      As Max stirred awake, a soft cry reached his ears, causing him to turn his head. A child lay beside him, covered with large leaves. Someone stood between him and the child, waving a large palm frond, presumably to create a cooling breeze in the room. As the air circulated, Max slowly took in his surroundings, remembering the wild men with their penises tied high who had brought him to this place. His leg felt paralysed, wrapped in green leaves held in place by long plant fibres. A strong aroma emanated from them, reminiscent of oriental spices.

      The crying child caught Max's attention. ‘Is something hurting you?’ he asked.

      The girl turned towards him, and Max met her gaze. ‘You were on the plane with me!’ he said in amazement. Suddenly the memories flooded back - the girl trying to reach her mother just before the crash, thrown through the air.

      ‘Where's my mummy?’ she cried.

      ‘I don't know where your mummy is, I'm sorry,’ Max replied.

      The little girl sobbed harder.

      ‘What's your name?’ Max asked.

      ‘Marta,’ she answered through her tears.

      ‘Look,’ Max reassured her, ‘it looks like the plane we were on crashed and we survived. Your mum could be somewhere nearby.’

      ‘But where?’ she asked. ‘I've looked everywhere for her!’

      ‘When we're better, I'll help you find your mummy,’ Max comforted her. At that moment he was thinking about the whereabouts of the other survivors, the location of the plane and why it had crashed. Bolivia came to mind - he remembered flying somewhere over Bolivia. This is the Bolivian jungle. The people who rescued me are the natives of this forest. Do they have any contact with the outside world?

      He fumbled for his wallet, then realised it was gone. Had it fallen out of his pocket in the crash? Looking down, he noticed that his trousers were torn, but the upper part was intact. Had the natives taken it? What would they do with it in the jungle? Determined to unravel the mystery, Max asked the Windmaker: ‘How long have I been here?’

      The man put down the frond, left and returned with the medicine woman and another companion. The medicine woman was pleased to see Max awake. She took his hand and held it for a while, her concentration evident, a pleased expression on her face.

      ‘Are there any other survivors?’ Max asked.

      The woman shook her head, a sombre look in her eyes. Had she understood him? She pointed at the girl and him, then gestured to the sky and shook her head.

      ‘Did you find the plane?’ Max asked.

      The medicine woman's companion began to draw two large wings in the dusty ground with a stick, a clear indication of the aeroplane.

      ‘Where?’ Max asked, puzzled. The man pointed in a certain direction and spoke animatedly. They had located the plane.

      

      Time became elusive as Max alternated between wakefulness and sleep. Occasionally, in his moments of nocturnal delirium, he heard the voices of the local men nearby. They were sitting not far from the sick hut, imitating animal sounds in a competition. Max realised it was an attempt to befriend the animals of the jungle, to keep them from attacking for food or protection.

      Anticipating the arrival of a rescue team, Max waited for them to pick him and little Marta up. Surely someone had found the crashed plane by now, knowing there were survivors? But every time he woke up, everything was the same. Where were his rescuers?

      The medicine woman visited him regularly, washing him and renewing the leaf compresses. Whatever ointment she applied proved effective. His leg slowly healed, starting with a tingling sensation in his thigh that spread to his foot over several days. The medicine woman gently massaged it and the sensation returned. After weeks, maybe months, Max stood up and took his first steps.

      

      Marta accepted Max as her caregiver and always stayed close to him. The indigenous children gave her wooden toys, which she accepted shyly but curiously. As she recovered from her trauma, she joined in the children's games, quickly adapting to her new life and learning to communicate. Max wasn't surprised that thoughts of her mother faded; at three, Marta lived in the simplicity of a toddler's mind - focused on hunger, laughter, sleeping and waking. Play was her reality, and the present moment defined her truth. If Max hadn't gently reminded her from time to time that they were not permanent members of the community and would eventually return to their homeland, Marta might have fully embraced native life.

      

      The time had come for the men to escort Max to the crash site. Unsure about covering the considerable distance on foot, Max was supported by the men as fatigue set in, and he began to limp.

      As they approached the crash site, there was a palpable change in the air. The usual sounds of the jungle faded, as if the creatures sensed the ominous energy emanating from the area. Lingering traces of burning odours wafted through the air, trapped in the dense foliage, and carried by the breeze created by the approaching group. Despite the previous damage, the plants had revived, reclaiming the remnants of the incident.

      An eerie feeling gripped Max as they emerged from the thicket into a clearing littered with wreckage. Shielding his eyes from the intense light, Max wondered about the circumstances of the crash. Had the pilot attempted to land, or was there some other reason the plane had crashed into this terrain? A sense of dread accompanied his thoughts of possible human remains. His stomach churned as he encountered a white object and realised it was a bone. Strapped to the seat, the skeleton suggested a person who had bled profusely, their clothes gone. Max remembered the helplessness he felt as an animal tore at his blood-soaked trouser leg while he lay incapacitated. Remains of bodies, picked clean by jungle birds, lay scattered about.

      Guided by the men, Max moved forward. The cockpit revealed the pilot and co-pilot, their bare skulls protruding from tattered uniforms. Loose rings adorned bony fingers and a gold chain dangled from the co-pilot's neck.

      The natives had preserved the scene unchanged. They stood in solemn silence, sympathising with Max's overwhelming grief and horror. Death, understood and processed differently by different cultures, was met with profound silence by the natives, who received Max with respect and empathy.

      Max returned to the village feeling completely exhausted. Marta's small hand slipped into his and she looked up at him with big eyes. ‘Did you find my mum?’

      Kneeling to her level, Max took her gently in his arms, ‘No, I haven't found her. I don't think she's coming back.’ Marta nodded as if she had already known.

      

      The next day brought an unusual event. The natives built a fire and placed their captured, gutted, and slashed animals in it. The unfamiliar creatures quickly charred, and after a while the men scraped off the burnt layer and cut the flesh into pieces. The women brought nuts, fruit, and a drink, spooning it from a large flat wooden bowl and distributing it in small bowls. Max helped himself generously; having abstained from meat for so long, he found the unseasoned meat surprisingly satisfying. Marta sat beside him, chewing thoughtfully.

      ‘Do you know why they're celebrating?’ Max inquired.

      ‘They're taking us away tomorrow,’ the little girl replied matter-of-factly.

      Startled, Max looked up. ‘Where are they taking us?’

      Marta shrugged.

      ‘Ask your friend, maybe she knows,’ Max suggested worriedly.

      Marta got up and went to find Nanja, her daily playmate of the same age. Max saw her talking to Nanja, and the girl hurried over to her father, returning to Marta after receiving an explanation. Marta nodded and returned to Max's side.

      Curious, Max asked, ‘What did she say?’

      ‘To the white man at the river,’ Marta replied.

      ‘Where is the river?’ Max asked.

      ‘You'll see it tomorrow,’ Marta laughed and ran after the children who had invited her to join them in their game.

      The medicine woman handed Max a wooden bowl and signalled for him to drink. He complied and soon felt sleepy. She led him back to his camp and he fell into a deep sleep.

      When he awoke the next morning, he felt remarkably well. Marta was still fast asleep, her sweet little face visible under a straw blanket. Despite his growing attachment to her, Max realised that the day would come when he'd have to return her to her relatives.

      Energised, he rose and left the hut, surprised to find everything ready for their journey. The natives were demonstrating how to use a baby harness made of dried leaves and string, like a simple cloth carrier. Provisions were packed in handmade bags, and the medicine woman gave Max a small pouch of her magic ointment. Anticipating a journey of several days, Max wondered about the white man at the river and why the natives hadn't told that man about the crash.

      Marta was reluctant to leave the village. Max had to convince her that their presence was no longer welcome and that they needed to return to civilisation. As he strapped her into the baby carrier, memories of Julia flooded back. He remembered taking her for walks as a baby while Barbara did the housework. Surprisingly, this was the first time he had thought about his family since the crash. He wondered if they knew about his missing flight and if they were mourning his disappearance. Perhaps Klaus would find relief in his absence, and wondered about Barbara's feelings - was she grieving, and did she believe him to be dead? A lump formed in his throat, prompting him to shift his focus and prepare for the challenges ahead.

      ‘Tell me, do you have a daddy?’

      Marta snuggled close to him. ‘Yes.’

      ‘What's his name?’

      ‘Max.’

      Max smiled warmly. ‘I mean, apart from me. ‘Do you have a dad?’

      ‘No.’

      ‘Do you have an uncle, an aunt, or maybe a grandma?’

      Marta thought for a while. ‘A grandma.’

      ‘And where does your grandmother live?’

      It took her a while to answer. ‘Dortmund.’

      ‘Oh, then we're almost neighbours,’ Max exclaimed happily. ‘I'm from Gelsenkirchen.’

      ‘We're not neighbours,’ Marta corrected.

      ‘Gelsenkirchen and Dortmund aren't far apart,’ Max explained.

      ‘But there are a lot of roads between them.’

      ‘How do you know that?’

      ‘My mum and I drove to Grandma's.’

      ‘Well, that's a coincidence!’ Max was delighted. ‘Are you from Gelsenkirchen too?’

      ‘I think so.’

      

      Before embarking on their journey, the natives painted their bodies in a shade of green perfectly suited to the jungle. Max speculated that this camouflage was designed to evade detection, but wondered who would observe them in the absence of other humans. His intuition suggested that the natives feared the mysterious white man on the riverbank. Perhaps these locals were an uncontacted group, deliberately avoiding the outsider to remain undetected - explaining their silence about the plane crash.

      Max and Marta joined the group. The first man cleared a path, the second scanned the ground for snakes and spiders, and the last kept his spear ready for use, watching for wild animals in the trees.

      As the day wore on, two events coincided: Marta awoke, and as Max gently set her down, he noticed that the men were gone. Like phantoms, they had vanished into the jungle without a trace.

      ‘Where are they?’ Max asked, confused.

      ‘Gone,’ Marta replied.

      Examining his surroundings, Max found a spear and a food sack on the ground. A narrow, partly overgrown path lay before him. The natives, presumably driven by fear, had disappeared, but not without leaving them a spear for defence and provisions. They had also led them to this path, a promising route. Holding Marta's hand, they followed it to a riverbank. There they discovered a moored raft and a sturdy wooden shelter with two deck chairs, some tinned food and a water hole created by the nearby river.

      Relieved to have safe shelter for himself and Marta, Max took stock of the hut's basic facilities. A hand mirror hanging from a rusty nail caught his eye. Tentatively, he gazed at his reflection - his emaciated face, wild grey curls cascading down his shoulders, and an unkempt beard that made him unrecognisable. He vowed to shave it off as soon as he had a proper home. He collapsed on the bed, longing for the medicine woman, his leg throbbing with pain after carrying the extra weight of the child. The ointment worked wonders as he applied it to the scar that stretched from his thigh to the top of his foot. The healing of his leg, a mystery to him, made him appreciate the medicine woman's knowledge even more. She had also provided a small jar of the miraculous potion. On their first evening in their newfound shelter, Max indulged in a hearty swig. He fell asleep with Marta in his arms and awoke the next morning refreshed and free of pain.

      When they ventured out to wash and fetch water, Max kept Marta close at hand, armed with a club for possible animal encounters. Following what they had learned from the natives, they remained alert for predators in the trees and watched out for spiders, snakes, and reptiles on the ground.

      Each day unfolded like the one before - the flow of the river remained constant, and the mornings were heralded by birdsong. They navigated through games, Max answered Marta's many questions and made the most of the meagre meals. The eerie dusk brought unfamiliar sounds from the jungle.

      Despite the routine, Max tried fishing. Under the bench on the narrow terrace, he discovered an old fishing rod with a tangled line. He spent hours untangling the line and winding it onto the reel. Marta, who treated it like a game, enthusiastically dug thick worms out of the damp earth. For Max it was a matter of life and death.

      The fish were biting, but not consistently. He could never be sure if the fish he caught were edible. Armed with a rusty knife sharpened on a stone, he quickly killed the fish by stabbing them in the head. Cutting fillets along the bones, he tasted a small piece before allowing Marta to share the next day. In time, he learned to identify the reliably edible fish, favouring a flat-headed, greenish variety with large scales. Occasionally he would reel in specimens up to a metre long, with pink flesh reminiscent of salmon. He called them river salmon, considering them the safest catch.

      The nights were challenging. Max expected to see the owner of the hut, the mysterious white man the natives feared, but weeks passed without a sighting. Doubts crept in about the owner's existence, but the hut had to belong to someone! The idea settled in that one day the owner would return, assuming he hadn't died. But how could they be sure? Accepting this, Max conceded that he and Marta would have to take the raft down the river. Supplies were dwindling and the idea of hunting wild animals was out of the question. Fishing also became unreliable, leading Max to suspect that it was the changing season when the fish were less active.

      Although she had grown accustomed to the solitary life of the river, Marta always found ways to keep herself occupied, even if it was with a makeshift doll made from a stick and leaves. Nevertheless, Max was determined to do everything in his power to get the little girl back home.

      Meticulously searching every nook and cranny of the hut, he discovered a map hidden behind a loose plank against the wall. Behind the map was a loaded pistol - Max, not being very familiar with firearms, recognised its usefulness in his current situation. This could take down a jaguar, he mused, tucking it into his trouser pocket.

      The map, simple at first, showed the course of the river with various markings. Max suspected that these markings indicated rapids, but he was not sure. The river forked and an arrow pointed to the right. Shortly after the fork, a thick red line crossed the river. Pondering this, Max considered the source of the river, dismissing the idea of heading for the apparent end. Instead, he guessed that it might be upstream, which would require them to row against the current - an impossible feat on a raft. Frustrated, Max turned the map over and considered the necessity of drifting downstream.

      These thoughts consumed him and cast serious doubt on his plan. How could he keep Marta safe on the raft without life jackets? If there were rapids or waterfalls, could they navigate them safely? What about the potential threat of crocodiles and water snakes? Max questioned his ability to save Marta or himself, and struggled with uncertainties about the duration of their journey and the potential challenges they might face. The thick red line on the map remained a mystery.

      Day after day, Max's mind raced, and sleep escaped him at night. He recognised the need for protection on the raft - a sunshade to shield them from the sun. He considered tying Marta down with a rope but decided against it for fear of endangering her life. Marta needed the freedom of movement that would allow her to stay afloat if the situation demanded it.

      During their meal of dwindling beans from a rusty tin with an illegible expiry date, Max broached the subject of swimming. Marta, who had never tried it, threw the question back at him.

      ‘Yes, I can swim. But I've never experienced swimming in a river with a strong current,’ Max admitted.

      ‘I'll let myself drift if I fall in,’ Marta replied with a grin.

      ‘That's a good idea, Marta. But how do you stay afloat?’

      ‘Like a dog. I kick with my arms and legs,’ she explained, demonstrating on the ground.

      ‘Tomorrow we'll practise at the waterhole,’ Max decided.

      ‘Why?’ Marta inquired.

      ‘When I've finished the sunshade, we'll float away from here on the raft. If you fall into the river, you need to know how to keep your head above water.’

      Marta thought for a moment. ‘Where will we drift to?’

      ‘I don't know,’ Max admitted.

      ‘It's going to be exciting,’ she said, her face beaming.

      

      If only I could be as carefree as she is, Max mused as he lay awake on his bunk on the last night before their drift. He had fashioned a small structure on the raft from four branches and an old, mouldy tarpaulin he had found beneath the stilted hut. Though flimsy, it promised some shade unless the wind picked up. Max had noticed how little wind there was in the jungle during his involuntary stay, but he thought that might change on the river. As he finally drifted off to a restless sleep, he still had doubts about the usefulness of his efforts.

      

      Marta jumped up and down on the raft and declared excitedly, ‘The lines are hell; I can't touch them. The logs are heaven; I'm only allowed to be in heaven.’

      ‘I'd rather you sat down now,’ Max admonished her.

      Marta did as she was told. ‘When are we going to get there?’

      ‘I don't know. I've explained it to you. We'll keep drifting until we see a hut or a boat. Maybe we'll meet some people.’

      ‘Who are these people?’

      ‘I don't know.’

      ‘You don't know anything!’ Offended, she sat down and crossed her arms.

      ‘I don't know my way around either,’ Max explained. He scanned the shore again, looking for landmarks that might match the markings on the map, but found nothing helpful - just dense bush, occasional outcrops of driftwood, dead plant parts and the odd animal skeleton. The constant sounds of the jungle accompanied them with varying intensity.

      

      As the first day ended, Max tried to steer the raft towards the edge of the river where the current was less strong. He found a suitable overhanging branch to secure the raft overnight. The builder of the raft, whoever he was, had attached a rope to one of the crossbeams that would do just that. Anything but running aground, Max thought. How would he get the raft back into the water? He lacked the strength for such a task.

      Having successfully steered the raft under the branch, Max quickly wound up the rope and threw it over the branch. He knotted the free end as tightly as he could and the rope tightened, causing the branch to creak slightly but withstand the force.

      ‘Well done,’ Marta praised.

      ‘Thank you.’ Max was breathless. ‘I learnt that when I was a boy.’

      ‘Show-off!’

      Max chuckled.

      ‘What's so funny?’ the little girl asked, offended.

      ‘Sometimes you're really funny.’ He sat down beside her. ‘We'll be safe here for the night.’

      ‘Will we arrive tomorrow?’

      ‘Maybe,’ Max said, unfolding the map. He traced the course of the river with his finger. ‘There.’ He pointed to a spot. ‘This mark could be this branch,’ he muttered to himself, ‘because here,’ he moved his finger back and tapped the map, ‘this could be the last bend we took.’ He looked at Marta. ‘That means we're just before the fork.’

      Marta looked at the map. ‘Why is the red line there?’

      ‘I've been wondering that for a long time,’ Max replied. ‘We should avoid the red line. We need to steer the raft to the left, towards those tributaries. I think that would be the safest way.’

      Marta cuddled up to him. He held her close and covered her with a blanket. She fell asleep immediately.

      

      The morning sky was overcast, and a flat layer of mist hovered over the water, as if drawn by the magnetic pull of the current. Max was in the middle of opening a packet of rusks when a large hump materialised directly in front of him, sitting on a broad, dark grey-blue back. It emerged so delicately that not even the slightest sound accompanied its appearance. Max chose not to think about the nature of the aquatic creature that lurked beneath. The formidable animal disappeared for a moment, only to reappear a short time later. This time Max identified it by its long, narrow snout and he felt relieved that it was a river dolphin. The creature looked at Max with its small eyes before diving again.

      ‘A fishi!’ Marta exclaimed, sitting up with her eyes wide open.

      ‘It's a dolphin. Dolphins are mammals, not fish,’ Max clarified.

      ‘But it looks like a fish.’

      Just then the dolphin reappeared, this time with its mouth open. A fish wriggled inside, and with a jerky head movement, the dolphin devoured it before disappearing under the water. Marta giggled with excitement, while Max felt the rumbling of hunger in his stomach.

      ‘Time to float on,’ he declared, untying the rope. The current carried the raft towards the centre of the river. Shielding his eyes from the glare of the sun, Max searched for the fork. ‘The fork should be around the bend,’ he informed Marta, who mimicked his hand gesture.

      Growing anxious, Max tightened his grip on the oar. The river was narrowing, and the current was getting stronger.

      ‘Sit behind me and hold on tight,’ he instructed the girl. She complied. As the bend unfolded, they saw the fork directly ahead. The current pushed them to the right, against Max's will. He struggled against it, but the force prevailed. ‘Shit!’ he shouted. ‘Wrap your arms and legs around me!’

      Marta clung to his back. ‘There's a hole!’ her scream echoed in his ear.

      The possibility hadn't occurred to Max. The river disappeared into the earth. They had expected waterfalls and rapids, but not this. They were heading for the hole with such speed that avoiding it seemed impossible. The edge of the hole loomed, and Max froze, his brain paralysed with shock.

      ‘Rocks!’ Marta shrieked.

      Panicking, Max thrust the oar into the water. The counter-pressure was immense, his arm muscles cramped, and he cried out in exertion. The raft abruptly changed course, hurtling towards the rock, and hitting it with a thud.

      A sharp, knife-like pain pierced Max's leg as he plunged underwater. He felt Marta on his back, her small arms wrapped tightly around his neck and her legs around his waist. With all his strength he struggled to bring them both to the surface.

      They found themselves just behind the rock, safely out of the tumultuous maelstrom. Max, gasping for breath, scratched at the mossy rock face and turned his head to the side. ‘Are you all right?’

      ‘Yes,’ came her soft reply.

      Surveying the area, Max pointed, ‘There's the shore. It's not far. The current has died down here. We'll swim to shore together. Hold on to my shoulders and let your legs float!’

      ‘Yes,’ Marta replied, loosening her legs on his waist, but too afraid to let go of his neck.

      Despite Max's strong strokes, progress was slow. His aching leg and growing exhaustion made each stroke a challenge. Raft logs, remnants of their failed escape attempt, floated nearby. Max clung to one for a moment, took a few deep breaths and pushed on.

      When they reached the shore they collapsed, utterly exhausted. Relief and an unusual melancholy overcame Max. Marta snuggled close to him, shivering. Together they looked up at the sky. At that moment, Max found himself imagining the luxury of a helicopter whisking them away. But he knew such thoughts were wishful thinking. He was determined to bring Marta home and would do everything in his power to make it happen.

      ‘Do you hear that noise?’ Marta asked after catching her breath.

      ‘Yes, I can hear it.’

      ‘What is it?’ the little girl asked anxiously.

      ‘It can only be a waterfall,’ Max explained. ‘Come on, let's investigate.’

      They walked through a thicket of lush leaves and fronds, their path occasionally interrupted by towering tree trunks. Max, sweating in the heat and besieged by insects, hoisted Marta onto his back. Slowly they descended a rocky slope towards the thundering waterfall, which sprayed a refreshing mist over their faces.

      But in this unfamiliar terrain, the question remained: where to go from here? Faced with the uncertainty of their surroundings, they had no choice but to look for clues to help them find their way out of the jungle. Max decided to use the waterfall as a reference point to guide them through the terrain below.

      The steep descent was a daunting challenge. Max went down slowly, careful not to put any more strain on his aching leg. He calculated every step of the way.

      When they reached the bottom and looked back up, they were in for a surprise. What appeared to be a hole in the ground from above turned out to be a gap in the air, surrounded by an overgrown mass of earth held together by the intertwining roots of trees and shrubs. The water poured through the opening with such force, driven by the powerful current, that Max feared the whole natural structure might collapse. But witnessing the considerable force exerted on the surrounding edges he concluded that it was as strong as concrete.

      The water flowed into a lake small enough for Max to see across. On the other side, a stream carried the water away. He noticed the densely overgrown branches of the surrounding vegetation gently touching the surface of the water and likened it to a paradise landscape, were they not lost in it.

      Exhausted, they found an open spot to rest. Max's hungry stomach ached, and Marta moaned. Looking around, Max wondered what they could eat. Knowing nothing about berries or plants, his only option seemed to be fishing. But the fishing rod he had brought with him on the raft was gone. Maybe it had washed up somewhere? He searched the rippling edge of the lake but found nothing. If it hasn't washed ashore, he thought, it might have snagged on a rock. The fishing line, carefully coiled on the reel and used to catch big fish in the river, would ensure their survival if he could find it.

      Scanning the surface of the water, Max noticed sticks protruding everywhere. They formed a pattern - widely spaced sticks in a circle, getting smaller as they approached each other. This had to be the work of human hands. A trap! Max turned around, wondering if anyone was nearby. If they were jungle dwellers, they were probably adept at remaining unseen, a lesson he had learned from the tribe that had sheltered them. Although it felt like an eternity ago, his aching leg was a constant reminder of the medicine woman.

      The small lake was an ideal spot in the jungle, providing fresh water and fish. To find out what lay beneath the surface, Max knew he had to dive. But he hesitated - could he leave Marta alone? Waiting for her to fall asleep, he took off his shoes and cautiously entered the water.

      Shivering more from exhaustion and hunger than from the cold, Max went under just before the sticks. Eyes wide open, his theory was confirmed - large eels wriggled between the narrow sticks, unable to find their way out. Meanwhile, smaller ones were swimming freely between the narrow and widely spaced sticks. Running out of air, Max surfaced.

      He turned to look for Marta and froze. A native with a painted face was sitting next to the sleeping child. Panicking, Max swam to shore. The stranger didn't move. His face showed no reaction. Max approached him and nodded in greeting. In front of the man lay a large, fleshy eel; it was split lengthwise, and its pink flesh peeked out. Max was amazed as the stranger picked up the eel and handed it to him. Gratefully, Max accepted. Then, the man pointed to the river flowing away from the lake and spoke in a language reminiscent of the tribe that Max knew. According to his gestures, there seemed to be something upstream that could help him and Marta.

      Max decided to trust the friendly jungle dweller, smiling gratefully as he raised the eel in appreciation. The man in turn gestured with his hands, causing Max to wonder about his intentions. With a repeated hand gesture and a nod to the eel, the man indicated something to do with fire. Understanding the message, Max shook his head, indicating that he couldn't help. The native stood up, disappeared into the bushes, and returned with dry natural materials, quickly assembling a makeshift firelighter. By rubbing a stick against a flat piece of wood, he created sparks and ignited the tinderbox. Thin twigs were added to the growing fire. A pointed branch served as a skewer, which he routinely drove lengthwise through the eel. Soon he was turning the eel back and forth over the fire.

      Marta awoke and opened her eyes. ‘Who is that man?’

      ‘Don't worry about him. He's helping us.’

      ‘I’m hungry,’ she said as she saw the crispy eel over the fire.

      ‘We're about to eat,’ Max explained, lifting her up lovingly.

      They each took a portion and Max, careful not to overstuff his stomach, advised Marta to do the same. The girl ate carefully at first, then faster with a big appetite. Meanwhile, the jungle dweller, not satisfied with his first portion, went into the water, and returned with two more eels. With practised movements, he gutted and skewered them, giving one to Max and keeping the other for himself. Together they roasted the eels over the fire, and after the second meal their hunger was satisfied.

      As the man disappeared into the bushes silently, Max wondered what would happen next. Before long, he returned with a long, bowl-shaped piece of bark. He carefully polished the inside with a stone tool, which Max estimated took no more than thirty minutes. Then he placed large green leaves over the fire and laid the bark on top. The smoke softened the bark so that he could tie the ends together with natural fibres to make a rudimentary canoe. Short, sturdy sticks he collected from under a nearby tree served as crossbars, increasing the stability of the makeshift watercraft.

      The boat looks like a canoe, the kind you'd find in a nature museum, Max mused. The craftsman had even carved an oar from a medium-sized branch, its natural shape requiring minimal shaping. Max guessed that he had probably stumbled upon the valuable wood earlier and deliberately brought it back from the edge of the forest.

      Observing the skilled craftsman, Max noted the lack of excess weight on his slender frame. He had the kind of abs that many young men in the western world dream of. His leg and arm muscles were also bursting with strength. A man in his prime, Max thought, not without envy, as he looked down at his emaciated body.

      Marta was also fascinated by their saviour, as she called him. She asked many questions, which the man ignored and some of which Max found difficult to answer, such as how watertight the boat was. But the experienced canoe builder had a solution even to that. He skilfully extracted a resin-like paste from a nearby tree trunk and diligently applied it to the inside and outside of the boat.

      Together they carried the craft to the water's edge. The man helped Max and Marta into the boat, handed Max the oar, and with a strong push set them afloat. The current took over from there. Max looked back to see his benefactor disappear into the green embrace of the dense forest.

      ‘Why does he want to get rid of us?’ Marta asked.

      ‘I believe we were uninvited guests in his house.’

      ‘What house?’

      ‘Well, the lake, the shore and the bushes,’ Max replied.

      ‘Strange house.’

      

      They glided along at a leisurely pace. The river, wide and shallow at this point, offered nothing but thick undergrowth on either side. Max steered the canoe carefully, making sure it didn't get tangled up in the foliage. Adrift in uncertainty, he pondered their direction. Could he trust the jungle man he had recently hailed as both helper and saviour? What awaited them downstream? Once again, the weight of responsibility for Marta's well-being weighed on him. Without provisions, hunger would soon return. Max considered the possibility of an attack. In their small vessel, they were an easy target for the inhabitants of the riverbanks, be they forest dwellers or wild creatures. Instinctively, he checked the pocket where he kept the pistol from the river hut, wondering if it was still functional after being soaked several times during their journey.

      After what seemed an eternity, Max noticed a change in the distance. His heart began to race; whatever it was, it might be their salvation.

      Marta's behaviour became increasingly tense. She moaned incessantly, plagued by hunger, fatigue, and weakness. Rescue couldn't come soon enough.

      Sporadic sounds reached them, and Max strained to listen more closely. Chainsaws! As they approached, a footbridge stretched into the river, with men standing on it and waving at them. The canoe drifted towards the jetty under its own power, the way the jetty was built in the middle of the current, the boat couldn't drift past. One man threw Max a rope and shouted something in Spanish. Max, unable to understand, shrugged his shoulders.

      ‘No hablar español?’ the stranger inquired.

      Max looked at the lower half of the man’s face under his oversized slouch hat, noticing his prominent double chin. ‘German.’

      ‚Ich sprechen ein wenig,‘ the man said with a smile. He took a long look at Marta, then at Max, surprised at the pitiful state of the two canoeists.

      ‘Where are we?’ Max asked as he picked Marta up and climbed out of the canoe. The man held out his hand.

      ‘Rio Madidi,’ he said, pointing to the river.

      ‘Madidi?’ Max looked confused.

      ‘Rio Beni,’ he pointed north. ‘La Paz,’ the man continued, pointing in the opposite direction. ‘Dos días de viaje desde aquí.’

      Max shrugged again. The man held up two fingers. ‘Two days to La Paz.’

      ‘Bolivia?’ Max asked.

      The man nodded in surprise. ‘From where you come?’

      Max swayed, his leg cramping as he took his first steps after so long in the canoe. The answer would have been too complicated at that moment. He could only shake his head and comfort Marta, who was crying loudly. She clung to him, burying her face in his neck. ‘I'm scared,’ she sobbed into his ear. ‘Everything will be all right; we'll be helped,’ Max reassured her.

      Two other men supported Max. ‘Ven, come y duerme,’ the first said, signalling him to eat and rest.

      They led them to one of several huts surrounded by felled trees and sawed-off stumps. A woman brought them a bowl of hot soup and bread. Whatever animal the chunks of meat in the soup came from, Max didn't care. He slurped it down as he spoon-fed Marta. In between, they nibbled at the stale bread, finding it delicious despite its hardness. They washed it down with fresh, cool water. One of the men set up a comfortable deck chair with blankets. Max lay down with Marta in his arms and fell asleep immediately.

      He felt better in the morning, but Marta had a fever. Her usually rosy face was pale, and her eyes were glassy. She couldn't utter a word. When she tried to speak, she succumbed to a coughing fit. Alvaro, the boss of the logging crew, arrived with a colleague called Tom.

      ‘Do you speak English?’ Tom asked.

      ‘A little,’ Max replied.

      Tom explained that the next food supply would arrive in three days. Then they could take the boat back to Rurrenabaque, where medical supplies were waiting. From there they could catch a plane to La Paz.

      ‘Marta needs medicine now. Can the skipper bring it?’

      Tom had a quick chat with his boss. ‘Alvaro will contact the skipper and ask for it.’

      In broken English, Max told Tom that they were the sole survivors of a plane crash and recounted the events that followed. As Tom translated, Alvaro became increasingly solemn. He promised to help in any way he could and immediately used a satellite phone to inform the authorities in La Paz of the crash and the surviving passengers. Unfortunately, Max couldn’t give a detailed description of the crash site, only that it was close to the hut on the riverbank and that they had drifted for days on a raft and then a canoe.

      

      Marta's health was deteriorating, and with no doctor or medicine in the logging camp, Max yearned for the expertise of the medicine woman, especially for his own aching leg. The camp cook, of Mexican descent, prepared a broth from gathered leaves and roots, claiming it had healing properties. Although Marta's fever subsided slightly, she had to keep drinking the broth to prevent a recurrence. Marta did as Max said, although she made a face of disgust. She wanted him around her all the time. Only when she was asleep would he venture out of the hut to stretch his aching legs.

      On the third day, the sound of an approaching cutter's engine reached their ears. The men were carrying a variety of food supplies, including the essential fever medicine for Marta, into the kitchen area. Max was relieved. The journey down the river to Rurrenabaque would take a day, and Max suspected that Marta was suffering from a climate-related infection, with no vaccinations or natural defences against local diseases. The need for medicine was urgent. The little girl coughed again. ‘I'm cold,’ she whispered, her voice quavering. Max covered her. Five minutes later she kicked off the blanket. She was burning up! She had refused to eat or drink since the day before.

      Tom translated the prescribed dosage: ‘3 x 2ml daily for children under three.’ Max measured the liquid, which smelled like jelly babies, and gave it to her with a plastic spoon. She looked at him wide-eyed and said, ‘That tastes good.’

      Max laughed. ‘You'll get more of that later.’

      ‘Okay,’ she said, rolling her eyes in disappointment.

      As he carried her to the boat, Max thanked Alvaro and Tom for their help.

      ‘They're waiting for you at the hospital!’ Tom called after them as the skipper untied the rope from the mooring post and the cutter started to move.

      

      Motoring downstream, they made rapid progress. Max watched the shoreline pass by, lost in thought. How would his family react if he suddenly turned up? Had the authorities declared him missing? How long did it take for death certificates to be issued after a plane disappeared? Were they still looking for the plane? It had been more than six months since the crash. Tom had told him that he had arrived at the camp on 10 March and that his flight had left Sao Paulo on 3 September.

      Cradling Marta in his lap, Max let the wind cool her face. As the Madidi River merged with the Beni River, the skipper slowed down. Max watched the two rivers converge at different speeds, the water becoming murky and turbulent, revealing isolated eddies. The skipper signalled with a thumbs up and offered an encouraging smile, revealing numerous gaps in his weathered teeth. Deep wrinkles lined the man's face, evidence of his prolonged exposure to the elements.

      After half a day, Marta seemed to show signs of improvement. ‘Where are we going?’

      ‘To the nearest town. We'll find a doctor there to help you.’

      ‘Why?’ she asked.

      ‘Because you're not feeling well.’

      ‘And if the doctor makes me better?’

      ‘Then we'll fly back home.’

      ‘Home?’ Marta looked at him, confused.

      ‘Yes. Your grandmother will be glad to see you again.’

      ‘I don't want to go to my grandmother's. I want to stay with you!’ she declared, tears welling up.

      ‘Everything will be fine,’ he reassured her.

      ‘No,’ she sobbed, ‘I want to stay with you.’

      ‘Of course you will,’ Max replied. He thought about it as Marta drifted back to sleep. He didn't want to part with her, but he acknowledged that she had a father and other relatives. If no one wants her, I'll adopt her, he promised himself, feeling his heart warm.

      

      Situated on the Beni River, Rurrenabaque was the gateway to the rainforests and pampas of northern Bolivia. As they approached the town, Max watched the locals bustling along the beach-like riverbanks. Children were playing ball, teenagers were absorbed in their mobile phones and adults gathered in conversation groups. The atmosphere was relaxed, and Max wished he could adopt the same carefree attitude as the locals. A few houses dotted the green landscape at a safe distance from the shore, creating an idyllic setting.

      As the boat docked at the central jetty, a crowd of curious onlookers approached to help the newcomers, or just to stare at them. News of the survivors of the plane crash had spread quickly and it seemed that the whole village was on the move.

      Max felt uncomfortable, not only with the crowd of onlookers, but also with the oppressive heat after the refreshing headwind. Holding Marta in his arms, she silently took in her new surroundings, snuggling up to him and peering over his shoulder.

      A uniformed man greeted them and gestured for Max to follow him to his car. To Max and Marta's delight, he turned up the air conditioning to its highest setting.

      ‘Hospital?’ Max inquired in English.

      ‘Al hospital,’ he confirmed with a nod.

      ‘Plaza Prinzipale,’ the driver explained as they passed a church tower topped with a cross and an adjacent historic building. Max, uninterested as a tourist guide was the furthest thing from his mind, remained unresponsive. Marta sat on his lap, absently scratching her lower back. ‘You have a rash,’ he remarked, lifting her worn little dress. He was anxious to get her treated as soon as possible.

      

      ‘Marta has dengue fever,’ the doctor confirmed after examining her. He explained that she would need to stay in hospital for at least a week until the symptoms subsided, and she regained her strength.

      ‘All right,’ Max said, relieved that Marta was now in capable hands.

      ‘Now, let's have a look at you,’ the doctor continued.

      ‘Oh, I'm fine,’ Max tried to explain.

      The doctor insisted and instructed him to assess his leg and general health. Max underwent a thorough examination and the doctor noted that his long struggle to survive in the jungle after the crash shouldn't be underestimated. Even though the immediate injuries from the crash had healed, the lack of food and the subsequent physical and mental stress had taken a toll on his strength.

      Max nodded, his own health being of little concern compared to Marta's recovery.

      The examination took longer than Max would have liked. The doctor ordered X-rays of his lungs and leg, took blood and urine samples, and meticulously inspected his entire body for insect bites, bruises, and scratches. He marvelled at the well-healed leg and praised the ancient knowledge of the indigenous medicine woman, a subject Max never stopped discussing. He gave Max a long look and explained that he wanted to observe him for a few days. Max, exhausted and in need of rest and regular meals, was given a room to share with Marta. ‘Thank you.’ It was exactly what he wanted: to be with Marta, to eat and to rest.

      

      The telephone beside his bedside rang softly. Feeling revitalised and eagerly anticipating breakfast, Max reached for the receiver, while Marta, still deep in slumber, remained undisturbed.

      ‘Good morning. My name is Schulz, I represent the German Embassy in La Paz. How are you, Mr Brewman?’ the voice on the other end inquired.

      Pleased to hear a familiar voice from his homeland, Max replied, ‘Thank you for calling, Mr Schulz. I'm feeling much better.’

      ‘And how is the girl?’ the ambassador continued.

      ‘Marta is getting better every day.’

      ‘Is there anything you need?’ Mr Schulz inquired.

      ‘No, we're well looked after here.’

      Clearing his throat, Mr Schulz turned to business. ‘I wanted to discuss your immediate future. Once you have both recovered, I suggest we arrange a flight for you and Marta to La Paz. We'll issue new passports for you at the embassy. I've sent the necessary forms to the hospital for you and Marta to fill out, and the administration will email them to us.’

      ‘Thank you.’

      ‘Does Marta have a last name? It's our responsibility to inform her family immediately.’

      ‘Wait a minute.’ Max looked turned to Marta, who was looking at him with wide eyes, ‘Marta, what's your last name?’

      The little girl thought, ‘Sale or something,’ she lisped.

      ‘Or something?’ Max inquired.

      She shrugged. ‚I am not sure.‘

      Going back to the phone, Max explained, ‘Mr Schulz, she can't remember exactly, but she says her name is Sale or something like that.’

      ‘Good. And you're both from Gelsenkirchen?’

      ‘That's me for sure. Marta believes it. She mentioned some time ago that she and her mother had visited her grandmother in Dortmund.’

      ‘Who should we contact in your family?’ Mr Schulz continued.

      ‘My children, Alex and Julia Brewman. They both attend the Grillo-Gymnasium.’

      ‘Good.’ The ambassador noted the information. ‘I will contact you as soon as I receive your form.’

      ‘Thank you.’ Max thought, ‘I'll need some money.’

      ‘Of course,’ Mr Schulz replied. ‘Someone will deliver a sum of money to the hospital.’

      ‘Thank you very much. Goodbye, Mr Schulz.’

      ‘Goodbye, Mr Brewman. You can contact me directly at any time.’

      ‘Thank you again.’ Max hung up, sat back, and took a deep breath.

      ‘Why are you breathing so loudly?’ Marta asked.

      ‘Just because,’ Max replied, feeling the weight of nervousness creep in. He excused himself to the bathroom and examined his reflection in the mirror. Tangled, now grey curls framed his head, with bags under his tired eyes and an unkempt grey beard. At least there was still a spark of life in his eyes, he reassured himself. Marta's tentative knocking interrupted his thoughts. ‘I have to pee.’

      He opened the door and faced her question, ‘Why are you so nervous?’

      Marta's insight surprised him. ‘Well, it's just going back to my old life.’

      ‘So what?’ she asked innocently.

      ‘At least we'll have a bed and enough to eat,’ he tried to divert her attention.

      ‘Then why are you nervous?’

      ‘You're not big enough to understand,’ he said, returning to his bed. Moments later she crawled under his covers. ‘I'm with you.’

      

      Max thought that confronting his fear might be the most effective way of overcoming it as he boarded the plane next to Marta.  Although the hour-long flight to La Paz went smoothly, he couldn't shake the uneasy feeling that an accident could happen at any moment. The shock of the crash was still in his bones. He would have preferred to drive the distance, but the tickets had been given to him by the embassy before he made the suggestion.

      Arriving in La Paz, Max scanned the waiting crowd. He approached a woman holding up a sign with his name on it. ‘Hello, I'm Max Brewman,’ he introduced himself. ‘This is Marta.’ The little girl cuddled up to his leg, anxious.

      ‘I'm very pleased to meet you, Mr Brewman. And you too!’ She bent down to Marta. ‘Look, I've brought you something.’ The woman opened her oversized handbag and took out a rag doll. Marta immediately reached out and looked at it from all sides, tugging at it and stroking the doll's long, curly hair.

      ‘I'm Mrs Gerber and I've been asked to look after you and the little one. I'll take you to the embassy first, where we'll give you your papers. Then I'll take you to your hotel. Is that all right with you?’

      ‘Yes, thank you. Have you already booked the flight to Frankfurt?’

      ‘Yes. You're going home in three days.’ She smiled. ‘Are you looking forward to it?’

      Max had asked himself that question several times. He had wanted to go to Cusco. Was he looking forward to returning to Gelsenkirchen? To see Alex and Julia again? To avoid Barbara and Klaus? ‘To be honest, I don't know. I feel like a stranger to myself.’ He faltered. This was exactly the feeling he had been trying to put into words for days. ‘I don't think anything will ever be the same again.’

      ‘That may well be true. After all, you've had a life-changing experience.’

      Max liked Mrs Gerber. She understood him. Even later that day, he admired her sensitivity and the way she treated Marta. The girl trusted her and let Mrs Gerber take her to the playground one day and to the zoo the next.

      Max used the time to think and to have his leg massaged. It had healed but would never be completely pain-free again. A small price to pay for being a survivor of a plane crash.
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      The first stop after an hour's flight was Santa Cruz de la Sierra.

      ‘Are we there?’ Marta asked.

      ‘No,’ laughed Max, ‘we’ll still have to change planes twice.’

      Three hours later they arrived in Sao Paulo.

      ‘Are we there now?’

      ‘No, Marta. You can sleep on the next plane and when you wake up, we'll be in Frankfurt.’

      They flew from Sao Paulo to Frankfurt, crossing the Atlantic. The steward offered Max a beer, a gesture he accepted with gratitude. It dawned on him that it had been a long time since he had last enjoyed a beer. The exact length of time was lost on him. The calming effect of the alcohol quickly became apparent. He opted for two more and finally succumbed to a peaceful slumber.

      A representative in Frankfurt picked them up tasked with transporting them to Gelsenkirchen. ‘Mr Brewman,’ the man who introduced himself as Michael said as they sat in his Mercedes, ‘I'm a representative of the airline and I want to talk to you. We're looking for the crash site, but we can't find it.’

      ‘You'll never find it,’ Marta interrupted.

      Michael looked in the rear-view mirror in surprise.

      ‘What do you mean?’ Max asked, ‘Why not?’

      ‘Because the jungle people hide everything in the bush so no one can find them.’

      ‘How do you know that?’, Max asked.

      ‘Nanja told me.’

      The men went quiet for a moment.

      ‘Mr Bewman, I have heard from colleagues that you were at the crash site yourself.’

      ‘Yes. I was there.’

      ‘Do you remember when they suddenly disappeared into the woods?’ Marta continued unperturbed.

      Max remembered it very well. ‘Yes, Marta, we were both very surprised that we were suddenly alone.’

      ‘Hm,’ Michael said after a short while. ‘According to your descriptions, the crash site is in the Madidi National Park, near the Madidi River, in an area before the Madidi flows into the Beni. Isolated tribes still live there, like the Toromona. They are afraid of the white man, who could wipe them out with disease.’

      Max remained silent. In his mind he replayed the scenes of the accident site before him. The skeletal remains still secured in their seats, the wreckage strewn about, and the stark white skulls of the pilots in the cockpit haunted his thoughts. Should he have taken further action? Searched for the black box, perhaps? Even then, he noticed that thick bushes had begun to take over the crash site.

      ‘Playing hide and seek with Nanja was fun,’ Marta broke the silence.

      The men grinned at her childhood memories.

      ‘Where was Nanja's best hiding place?’ Max asked.

      ‘She used to bury herself in the ground,’ Marta giggled. ‘Then she would breathe through a thin pipe.’

      The men exchanged glances. Could it be that the natives had made the crash site disappear to avoid detection? That might indeed be the explanation for the fact that the site had never been found.

      

      When they arrived in Gelsenkirchen, the weather was overcast and foggy. Michael drove them to a holiday apartment arranged by the airline, a temporary home until Max could find a permanent one. The flat was comfortably furnished, and Marta was delighted to have her own room with a few toys. Max enjoyed turning on the television and catching up on the news. To their surprise, the fridge was well stocked with a variety of food. In the evening, Max fulfilled a long-held dream from his time in the jungle by preparing a meal of steak, baked potatoes and fresh vegetables. Marta eagerly enjoyed her meal, a clear sign that her health had improved.

      The next day they had a scheduled meeting with a representative of the childcare authority, and Max felt a sense of apprehension. He worried about the possibility of Marta being separated from him and wondered if the authorities had discovered the identity of her grandmother and father.

      At exactly ten o'clock someone came to the door. ‘Good morning, I'm Ella Collens from the Youth Welfare Office. Just call me Ella,’ she said as she bent down to greet Marta. ‘Hello, Marta.’

      Marta hid behind Max's legs. She only let one of her dolls peek out.

      ‘I don't want to disturb you, Mr Brewman. I've just come to fill you in.’

      Max invited Ella in. Marta disappeared into her room, as if she knew this conversation was not meant for her ears.

      ‘Mr Brewman,’ Ella began, ‘I'm sorry to tell you that Marta's grandmother died two months ago.’

      ‘I'm sorry to hear that,’ Max said. ‘Has her father been found?’

      Ella Collens cleared her throat. ‘The Youth Welfare Office knows who he is from Marta's mother, Mrs Sara Sale, who was reported missing. He was married to Sara Sale when Marta was born. According to German parentage law, he is the legal father.’ She cleared her throat. ‘But the man doesn't acknowledge Marta as his child.’

      ‘What is the legal father's name?’ Max wanted to know.

      ‘I'm afraid I can't give you the name because of the Data Protection Act,’ was the answer.

      ‘Are there any other relatives?’

      ‘No.’

      There was a pause. Max mentally prepared himself for the question he dreaded the answer for. He swallowed. ‘I'm going to apply for adoption. Can Marta stay with me until it's approved?’

      ‘I don't know. Given the unique circumstances of your situation, it's a good idea to contact the Adoption Placement Centre as soon as possible. They will be able to assess your suitability and advise you accordingly.’

      Max made an appointment for the following day.

      His immediate concern shifted to his children. That evening he called Julia and she answered promptly. ‘Julia here.’

      ‘It's me, your father,’ Max managed to get out.

      ‘Dad! I've been waiting for your call since yesterday,’ she said excitedly. ‘I'm so glad you made it!’

      ‘Yes, Marta and I made it. It seems like years have passed since the crash.’

      ‘What you've been through! I have so many questions. How did you survive in the rain forest?’

      ‘Well, we'll tell you when we meet. The pub near your school in two hours?’

      ‘All right! I'll let Alex know. Or do you want to call him yourself?’

      ‘No, let him know. I'll see you there!’ Max looked for the button on his new phone to end the call.

      ‘Can I come too?’ Marta asked.

      ‘Of course you're coming! Let's find you something nice to wear.’

      

      A series of strange emotions surged through Max as he watched Alex enter through the door. How much he had changed! He looked nothing like his biological son - his demeanour, walk and gaze were completely different. The transition to adolescence was obvious; he seemed intent on projecting a cool aura. An outgrown haircut that accentuated his reddish hair, a nose piercing, and a snake tattoo on the back of his neck revealed his attempt at a distinctive image. With a skateboard under his arm, he approached in heavy leather shoes. As Alex stood in front of him and locked eyes with Max with his piercing blue gaze, Max remembered the similar look Klaus had once given him.

      Max rose to greet his son and they exchanged a brief embrace. In silence, Alex sat down on an empty chair. ‘It's really cool that you're back from the dead,’ were his first words.

      Max had to laugh despite the grotesque greeting. ‘Yes, Marta and I miraculously survived.’

      It was only then that Alex noticed the little girl. ‘And you're my dad’s new girlfriend?’

      Marta giggled. ‘Max is my dad.’ She stuffed a piece of chocolate cake into her mouth.

      ‘Oh, that's right.’ Alex looked at Max in amazement.

      ‘I'm going to adopt Marta. She has no other relatives.’

      Alex looked at her with a grin. ‘Great, then you'll be my stepsister!’

      Julia was next to arrive. She too had undergone a transformation, blossoming into a more mature and attractive woman. Clearly anxious, she fought back tears and began to speak rapidly. ‘Dad, it's such a relief to have you back. I'm so happy to see you again. We had almost lost hope. There was a lot of speculation in the media about how a plane could disappear without a trace. It was terrible!’ The first tear escaped.

      ‘Now sit down and relax,’ Max asked her. ‘How are you feeling?’

      ‘Quite excited.’ She turned to Marta. ‘So, you're the second survivor.’

      Marta nodded. ‘Max is my dad,’ she said again, grinning.

      ‘Max is my dad too!’ Julia replied, laughing. She stood up and kissed Max on the cheek.

      Alex's discomfort was evident in the way he behaved. Max could see the reason. Just as this became apparent, the waitress arrived to take their orders and Alex visibly relaxed.

      After ordering their usual meals, Alex for a meat lover's pizza, Julia and Max for steak and chips and Marta for a second slice of chocolate cake, Julia insisted that Max tell them everything in detail.

      Max began by recounting the unexpected announcement on the plane, describing the moment he woke up in the jungle, struggling with his injured leg to reach a stream. He vividly described how the natives discovered him, penises and all, and escorted him back to their camp. The details were etched in his memory, perhaps because of the intense pain he endured, and the survival instinct of the past incident transported him back in time. He had heard a woman on television, who had been revived, speak of the profound clarity of her life’s panorama as she transitioned from life to death, and Max found his own ordeal comparable.

      As their meals arrived, between bites and sips, he told anecdotes about the medicine woman and how she had tended to his injured leg. He went on to describe the moment he discovered Marta beside him and the development of their friendship.

      The young girl listened intently, and when the conversation turned to life in the native village, she enthusiastically mentioned her friend Nanja and her skill at hiding in games of hide and seek.

      Max then went on to describe the day the tribe's men took Marta and him to the river, highlighting the natives' remarkable ability to disappear into the jungle.

      His children sat in awe as the story unfolded like a tale from a distant land.

      Max described their stay at the riverside hut and spoke of the mysterious white man they had never met. He recounted the perilous raft journey and their brush with near death in what appeared to be a hole in the ground, later revealed to be a gap in the air. He told of their encounter with the jungle dweller near the lake, explaining the underwater eel trap and the man's skill in constructing a canoe. Max described the man's determination to send them away, which led to their eventual drift to the logging camp where they were rescued.

      ‘I was sick, and daddy took me to the hospital,’ Marta finished the story. ‘But now I'm well again.’

      ‘You should write a book,’ Julia suggested. Throughout, she refrained from touching her food, absorbed in listening. Alex would stop chewing at times, resume for a moment and then pause again.

      ‘I intend to,’ Max admitted. He had been toying with the idea of writing it all down for some time now, while the memories were still fresh.

      As they left the pub, a group of journalists were waiting for them. Word had got around that the only survivors of the lost plane were eating there.

      ‘How are you?’ ‘How did you survive in the rainforest?’ ‘What can you tell us about the crash?’ Max was brief, emphasising the greater importance of his appointment at the Adoption Placement Centre.

      

      After Max and Marta had been introduced, they were invited into an office. Tobias Felgen, the officer in charge, greeted them warmly. ‘We're glad to have you here,’ he said, shaking Max's hand. ‘The same goes for you, Marta. Like many others, I kept up with the news after the plane disappeared. It's strange that the crash site remains unknown.’

      ‘Yes,’ Max said and sat down.

      Marta disappeared into a children's area, where an array of colourful toys attracted her attention.

      ‘Well, I won't keep you long. Mrs Collens has already filled me in. Under the circumstances, there's no need for a period of familiarisation. The child has been in your care since the crash?’

      ‘Well, since we found ourselves in the medicine woman's sickbed.’

      ‘You've been through a lot, Mr Brewman. The fact that you took Marta in unconditionally is admirable.’

      Max looked up in amazement. ‘I couldn't have left her alone in the rainforest.’

      ‘You'll get a lot of credit for that in this case. The girl sees you as a caregiver because of that and because of the time you spent with her in the rainforest.’

      ‘Max is my dad,’ they heard Marta's squeaky voice from the children's corner.

      The men laughed. ‘See, that's what I mean!’ Tobias Felgen confirmed. He handed Max a form. ‘I want you to fill this out. We need to know if you are financially able to take care of the child.’

      ‘No problem,’ Max said and took the paper.

      Tobias Felgen took a deep breath. ‘But there is one problem.’

      ‘And that would be?’

      ‘Mrs Collens had already mentioned it. The legal father must put the child up for adoption. As long as he doesn't, we can't start the adoption process.’

      ‘He doesn't want the child. What's the problem?’

      ‘The problem is in the future. He might change his mind and want the child. As the legal father, he would be entitled to it. That jeopardises the legality of the adoption.’

      ‘Who is the legal father?’ Max tried a second time.

      ‘I'm sorry, I can't tell you that.’

      ‘This has to be regulated by a law,’ Max said, shaking his head.

      ‘It is. The Youth Welfare Office must send him a request to put the child up for adoption.’

      ‘He should be ready for that; he doesn't want the child at all,’ Max thought aloud.

      ‘That's what I think. Unfortunately, this is the way we must go, even if it takes time and patience.’

      ‘How long will it take?’ asked Max.

      ‘Possibly up to a year. But don't worry about that. Marta will stay with you until the adoption is finalised.’

      ‘Good.’ Max breathed a sigh of relief.

      ‘However, the Family Court has guardianship over her until the adoption is approved by the Family Court.’

      ‘And what does that mean?’

      ‘A representative of the Family Court will visit you regularly.’

      Max nodded in agreement. If he didn't have to separate from Marta, he didn't care. ‘Come on Marta, let's go home.’

      The little girl hopped onto his arm and threw her arms around his neck. ‘Bye,’ she waved at Tobias Felgen and buried her face behind Max's shoulder.

      

      The more Max thought about the situation, the more desperate he became. When he visited his bank, he was told that his account had been temporarily frozen due to a pending court application for a declaration of death. He couldn't help but suspect Barbara and Klaus as the likely applicants. If they succeeded in obtaining a death certificate, they would have access to his will. Although Julia and Alex were listed as his primary heirs, their status as minors posed a problem that could result in the money going directly to Barbara and Klaus Biderhog.

      Frustrated, Max decided to make his way to the nearest police station. As he approached the counter, a policeman greeted him.

      ‘My name is Max Brewman. I have gone missing and would like to report myself.’ He showed his new passport.

      ‘Mr Brewman, I heard about you on the news. I'm glad to see you.’

      Max got straight to the point. ‘My account has been blocked because an application for a declaration of death is pending in court. The application needs to be cancelled immediately.’

      ‘Have a seat. I'll call the relevant office,’ advised the nice policeman, who immediately picked up the phone.

      Max bit his fingernails anxiously, his anger fuelled by racing thoughts. The speed with which they were seeking his demise, just to gain control of his estate, left him incredulous. Klaus, that devious individual, not only stole his wife, but fathered a child with her, all the while making Max believe the child was his own. To add insult to injury, Klaus bought Max's brewery at an absurdly low price, at a time of financial crisis and mourning for Max's mother. Now he was trying to strip Max of the meagre funds he had received in the deal for his family business. It was a chaotic mess and Max couldn't imagine a more worrying situation. As he struggled with these thoughts, Max was struck by another realisation that deepened his distress. Without access to his money he wouldn't have the financial security he needed to adopt Marta.

      The policeman looked at him with a smile when he returned. ‘Good news. The three-month deadline has not yet passed. Please fill in this application form.’

      Max did as he was told. His hand shook as he signed the form.

      ‘Relax, it's all right. The office will contact your bank immediately so you can access your account.’

      ‘Thank you.’ Max stormed out.

      

      He made his way to the playground, where Julia had agreed to take Marta for a play date, giving Max time to find a new place to live and complete the paperwork necessary to rebuild his life. Deep down, however, he was unsure whether he really wanted to move back to Gelsenkirchen. The main obstacle was the proximity of Klaus and Barbara, whom he resented for their actions. His contempt grew, especially with the recent problem with his bank account. Debating whether to confront them or remain silent, Max acknowledged that the authorities had given up hope for the survivors by granting relatives the right to claim the estate of the disappeared. But he questioned the haste, working backwards; the policeman had mentioned a three-month deadline, so a little over four months after the crash, Barbara and Klaus had already seized the opportunity to access his funds, which were intended for his children, not them. The cruelty stunned him, and he wondered if his emotions were exaggerated after the harrowing experience. Contrary to the media's portrayal of plane crash victims, Max's ordeal was not just a trauma; it was a struggle for survival that revealed his resilience and strength.

      

      Marta swayed on the swing, pushed by Julia.

      ‘Hello, Daddy,’ they greeted him as if from the same mouth. Max beamed, basking in the warmth of their love.

      ‘I have two hundred euros for you. I took it out of my savings account,’ Julia explained.

      ‘Thanks, you're a lifesaver. My account should be reopened tomorrow. I'll pay you back.’

      ‘By the way, did you know that Barbara and Klaus applied for a declaration of death just four months after my disappearance?’ Max asked while he stuffed the notes into his pocket.

      ‘No, that surprises me. They didn't tell us about it,’ Julia admitted. ‘I always had the feeling that you were still alive.’

      Touched, Max hugged her. ‘That makes me happy.’

      Marta hopped off the swing and sprinted towards the slide, Max and Julia following.

      ‘Can I ask you something else?’ Max inquired.

      ‘Of course, Dad! Ask away.’

      ‘Do you know about Alex?’

      Julia nodded. ‘Yes, he told me.’

      ‘When did he tell you?’

      ‘A long time ago, while you were still here.’

      ‘So, you knew before I did that Alex was Klaus' son and not my biological son?’

      ‘Yes.’ Julia's eyes filled with tears. ‘I'm sorry about that. We should have told you. But we thought that Mum had to be the one to tell you. We didn't think it was up to us.’

      Max felt a pang in his heart. ‘That's why you were relieved when I went to Cusco, isn't it?’

      Julia nodded. ‘Yes, I was. But that didn't solve the problem, only temporarily.’

      ‘Well,’ Max took a deep breath. ‘That was one of the reasons I went to Cusco. I found out by accident. When I saw the mark on Klaus' forearm, I confronted your mother and Klaus. Barbara admitted it, but only because I already knew.’

      ‘I'm terribly sorry about all this, Dad.’

      ‘It's all right, Julia. You're right, it wasn't your place to tell me.’ He thought. ‘I wonder why she didn't tell me before.’

      Julia looked at her father solemnly, a sign she showed when serious matters were at hand. ‘You don't know this, but Mum's doctor suspected she had some sort of fabricated disorder. That thing with her legs...’ Julia cleared her throat, ‘She's pretending to be ill, faking it to get sympathy and attention.’

      ‘That's what I suspected,’ Max said. ‘My mistake was to indulge her condition. I always felt sorry for her. I should have helped her otherwise.’

      Max helped Marta up the slide.

      ‘We all treated her gently, including Gertrud and Otto,’ Julia informed him.

      Max's mind drifted back in time. ‘At her art exhibition, just before I left for Cusco, she walked without a problem.’

      ‘That's because Klaus had seen through her and confronted her brutally. She didn't need to deceive him anymore.’

      Marta giggled as she slid down the slide. Max caught her at the bottom, and she darted off again.

      ‘She also enjoyed the attention of her art. Her fans gave her the adulation she always craved,’ Max added.

      

      On the drive home, Max blamed himself for not helping Barbara more when they were together. He concluded that Barbara's condition must have been triggered by her secret with Klaus and Alex. Unable to cope with her life situation, she took on a sick role to escape reality or find a solution to her problem. At the time, he sought solace in his brewery, while others turned to alcohol and drugs - a reflection of the different ways people deal with life.

      

      Max's top-floor apartment, rented for him and Marta, was on the edge of the Nordstern Park. With three bedrooms and a balcony overlooking the Rhine-Herne Canal, the space held special significance for Max. An extra room was reserved for Julia and Alex when they came to visit or babysit. The heart of the house was the kitchen, where the family gathered, and Max and Julia worked together to create sumptuous meals. The atmosphere was homely, and Alex enjoyed his visits. Father and son had talked about their relationship, with Max assuring Alex that being non-biological had no bearing on the depth of his love. Alex reciprocated, albeit with a hint of embarrassment. Unfortunately, talking about feelings was a new experience for both, and Max regretted not broaching the subject sooner when he saw how difficult it was for his son to express his love.

      ‘I'm really sorry I never made time for you. It's only now that I realise how important you are to me,’ Max admitted.

      ‘Everything feels so much easier now that you're back. We understand each other differently now,’ Julia observed.

      ‘Yes,’ Alex agreed. ‘And I've grown very fond of little Marta.’ She jumped onto his lap and took his hand. ‘Come on, let's play hopscotch!’

      Laughter filled the room as Marta became the centre of attention, revelling in her newfound spotlight.
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        * * *

      

      Max avoided his old brewery and Klaus. His feelings for the man who had not only taken away his wife, son and brewery, but had also pretended to be his best friend for decades, were hard to contain. The betrayal by Klaus, someone he had trusted, left Max deeply disappointed. Remembering a saying that hatred makes you weak and keeps positive feelings at bay, Max wondered if he needed treatment to deal with the trauma. Yet he believed that he had undergone therapy already in the rainforest and recalled days spent in a hut by the river, immersed in catching and tasting fish, momentarily forgetting the painful events at home. This experience was supposed to help him transcend hatred and break free from a downward spiral of negative emotions. But the question remained - could he forgive Klaus? Max felt that an apology from his former friend was a prerequisite.

      The doorbell interrupted Max's contemplation, prompting him to rise and greet the woman from the Family Court. Max had a soft spot for Isabella. As well as good looks, she had a friendly, down-to-earth manner and a wealth of life experience. As they smiled at each other, the formality that had once marked their interactions was a thing of the past. Isabella, who had become accustomed to the routine through her regular visits, had adorned herself with a subtle touch of make-up - lipstick, a hint of eye make-up - and tucked her greying hair neatly back at the nape of her neck.

      Admiring Marta's rearranged room, Isabella remembered her last visit when she suggested dividing the room into different areas and incorporating open spaces. She believed that separate play areas would instil a sense of order in Marta and help her young mind to develop clear thinking patterns.

      So, Max meticulously organised the room, placing cuddly toys and dolls on a small rug, dedicating a corner to toy cars and a train set, neatly arranging books on a shelf and reserving one wall for a craft table with various materials. Marta had recently acquired a collection of costumes, and Max had placed a standing mirror in the centre of the room. Marta's latest interest was to put on the costumes and dance proudly in front of the mirror.

      ‘Would you like a cup of coffee?’ Max asked, ‘We baked a cake too!’

      ‘Sure,’ Isabella replied and sat down. She put the file with Marta's case on the table in front of her.

      Max turned on the coffee machine. ‘Have they found the father yet?’

      ‘No. He's not listed anywhere.’

      ‘But he must live somewhere!’ Max said in amazement.

      ‘He lives in Spain.’ Isabella hesitated. ‘I can't talk to you about that.’

      Her mobile phone rang. She looked at the digital screen. ‘Excuse me, I have to take the call.’ She got up and walked out onto the balcony.

      Max seethed with anger. The alleged father's indifference infuriated him, and the authorities' futile attempts to reach him had dragged on for weeks. Without progress, the adoption was hanging in the balance.

      Glancing at the file, Max noticed the corner of a loose page peeking out from under the cover. He quickly checked to see if Isabella was still engrossed in her phone call on the balcony, only to find her deep in conversation with her back to the apartment. Circling the table, he opened the file and quickly scanned each page. Occasionally he glanced at Isabella, who remained engrossed in her conversation. Finally, on one of the last pages, the words 'paternity' and 'fatherhood' jumped out at him. He paused, taking a moment to read the lines slowly.

      
        
        A legal definition of legal paternity can be found in § 1592 BGB. Together with § 1593 BGB, it regulates the requirements for the attribution of paternity. It sets out three possible ways in which paternity can be established: Accordingly, the father of a child is the man who is married to the mother of the child at the time of the child's birth (no. 1), who has acknowledged paternity (no. 2) or whose paternity has been established by a court in accordance with § 1600d of the Civil Code or § 182 para. 1 of the Act on Proceedings in Family Matters and in Matters of Non-Contentious Jurisdiction (FamFG)2 (no. 3). The legal paternity of a child can only be attributed to one person by virtue of § 1592 of the Civil Code: the attribution of paternity pursuant to no. 1 takes precedence over the attribution under no. 2 and no. 3, and the attribution under no. 2 takes precedence over the attribution under no. 3. If a father is attributed to the child in accordance with section 1592 of the Civil Code, this attribution of paternity has a blocking effect on other attributions of paternity. However, in the case of paternity by marriage to the mother (no. 1) and paternity by acknowledgment (no. 2), this blocking effect can be removed by contesting the paternity in the court proceedings provided for this purpose (§§ 1599 et seq. BGB).

        

        The legal father in this case, Mr Frederick Barker, living in Spain, address, and telephone number unknown ...

        

      

      Max noticed the balcony door opening and quickly closed the file, heading for the coffee machine.

      ‘Sorry, that was important,’ Isabella apologised as she returned to the table.

      ‘Another coffee?’ Max offered.

      ‘No, thank you. I must go now. Thank you very much.’ Isabella packed her bag and headed for the door. ‘See you at the next appointment,’ she smiled at him.

      He returned the smile and opened the door for her. ‘Looking forward to it.’ A playful wink from her made him feel the pleasant flirtation. He longed for a woman's love and hoped Isabella shared his feelings.

      As he closed the door behind her, his mind drifted to the name: Frederick Barker. It sounded familiar, but he couldn't place it. If the authorities couldn't find the man, how could he? Living in Spain? No further details? Given the vastness of Spain, he sat down at his computer and typed 'Frederick Barker, Spain' into the Google search bar. Numerous suggestions appeared on the screen: 'Frederic Barker Instagram', 'Fred Barker - LinkedIn Profile', 'Frederik Bark - Facebook'. Max scrolled through the list until he reached 'Pictures of Frederick Barker'. He looked at pictures of important people from Spain and read about visits to Spanish vegetable suppliers. Then he scrolled on - nothing. Inadvertently, he clicked on the cover of a vibrant brochure and the page unfolded to reveal a bold headline:

      
        
        Brewery Redefinition:

        Invest in a New Pub Concept

      

      

      Intrigued, he clicked on the document to delve into its contents.

      

      
        
        Old fermentation and storage tanks, filtration systems and barrels can be used to create a modern space that celebrates the magic of barrel aging. The pub becomes an experience for the senses. A spacious interior held together by a combination of special food and drink, music, rustic wood surfaces and polished metals.

      

        

      
        Frederick Barker, an interior designer from Spain, breathes new life into old breweries. In his most recent project, near the historic centre of Gelsenkirchen, he transformed old facilities into spectacular interiors. The brewery, known at the time as ‘Brewman Breweries’ ...

      

      

      Nausea gripped Max as the realisation set in. This was his brewery! Klaus had slashed the price on the pretext of needing to make essential upgrades to the fermentation, storage tanks and filtration system. But Klaus had a hidden agenda. It was all a ruse to get a better deal! When would the deceitful schemes ever stop? He ran his hand through his hair, troubled by the situation. Frederick Barker? Scrolling down, Max came across a photo of him with a black-haired woman and two children. It dawned on Max that this was the man Klaus had introduced the day before the lawyer's meeting, the same person who had opened the door for him on a subsequent visit. Max had been curious about his identity. Hadn't Klaus claimed that the stranger had knowledge of brewing? That was another lie, for Frederick Barker was an interior decorator, not a master brewer! He also happened to be Marta's legal father. Max thought, I have exposed another deception against me and at the same time found Marta's father. Getting a beer from the fridge, he wondered if Alex and Julia knew about him. But he decided not to bother them; they had nothing to do with it. Remembering Julia's mention of the rebuilding of the brewery after his return, Max had suppressed the thought and avoided the vicinity of his old brewery. When he looked at the picture again, the Spanish family was posing in front of a stone building with towering factory windows. Max zoomed in, revealing the sign above the door: Gastronomía Pérez. A quick Google search provided the address - Calle del Canalillo, Madrid.

      

      After two days, Max headed to his former brewery, eager to see its current state and hoping to meet Klaus for a discussion. Julia arrived to babysit and, upon learning of Max's intentions, warned him, ‘Dad, prepare for a shock. It's not a brewery anymore.’

      ‘I'm aware of that, I just want to stop by for a beer.’

      Julia watched her father walk away, sensing that his visit to the former family business was motivated by more than just a desire for a drink.

      

      The exterior of the former building had been completely transformed. It had been meticulously sandblasted, giving it a clean and refreshed look. The sturdy entrance doors, intricately carved from rustic wood, had been expertly refurbished, removing all signs of wear and tear. Despite its age, the wood now shone with a well-kept charm, having been perfectly oiled.

      Upon entering, Max was greeted by the thumping bass of funk music. The sheer height of the room overwhelmed him, accentuated by the high noise level. Young people crowded around the bar tables, sipping beers, and engaging in lively conversation, trying to overcome the loud music.

      Max took in the unfamiliar surroundings. His old brewery had undergone a radical transformation - walls had been knocked down, ceilings raised, and spacious restrooms added. The play of light accentuated the different facets of the room. A substantial bar stretched from left to right, with state-of-the-art taps and cocktail shakers. Glasses lined mirrored glass shelves while low hanging pewter lampshades created an industrial feel. Thick, polished copper pipes interrupted the soaring height of the room, leading to the antique fermentation and storage tanks. The museum-quality filtration system stood out among the vintage equipment, although it made no functional sense in terms of brewing. Instead, it served as a decorative element, providing a link to brewing and, in the context of a pub, drinking.

      At the far end of the pub, Max spotted the old wooden casks from his grandfather's era. Impeccably restored, they lined the entire wall, creating an impressive barrier that marked the end of the pub.

      Choosing a metal barstool to add to the industrial aesthetic, Max looked up to find himself face to face with his multiple betrayer. Startled by Klaus' appearance, Max scrutinised his features - puffy, red, and watery eyes, coarse pored and pale skin.

      ‘Are you ill?’ he sneered. His reaction, far from regrettable, only added to his concern.

      ‘I drink too much,’ Klaus admitted, lowering his eyes in shame.

      ‘Are you getting any help?’ Max had no sympathy for Klaus, and regretted that he had asked that.

      Klaus remained silent, deciding to turn around and grab a glass, which he filled from one of the many taps. ‘It's on the house,’ he explained, placing the beer in front of his former friend. Max was taken aback. Why would Klaus offer him a drink after all that had happened between them?

      Watching Klaus carefully, Max waited for the thick head of beer to settle before taking a sip. Klaus was busy clearing up and washing glasses. It seemed as if he hadn't recognised him yet; his demeanour was distant. But Max could feel a palpable tension in the air, emanating from Klaus. Suddenly the man froze and asked, ‘What are you doing here?’

      ‘I wanted to see what you've done to my brewery.’ Max looked around and raised both arms in a theatrical gesture. ‘It's not a brewery anymore.’

      ‘So what?’ Klaus responded.

      ‘You used the non-renewal of the old storage tanks and filter system to undercut me on the price. Even though you knew full well that you wanted to use the old systems as a special feature to decorate the pub!’ Max shouted over the music.

      ‘I didn't know that at the time.’

      ‘Of course you did. That interior designer, Frederick Barker, was advising you at the time.’

      Klaus looked up in surprise.

      ‘You must have forgotten that I met him twice at the brewery,’ Max said.

      ‘It was his idea,’ Klaus said, shrugging his shoulders.

      Max became angry. This Friedrich Barker was just as much of an arsehole as Klaus. ‘And you accepted his idea without a twinge of conscience?’

      Klaus paused. ‘Look, the result is great. This pub is unique in Gelsenkirchen! We make more profit every month.’

      Max took a big gulp. He could feel the bitter beer running down his hot throat. Had the man no emotional life? ‘Your name was next to Barbara's on the application for my death certificate. You wanted to take the little money you paid me for the brewery, hoping I'd never come back.’

      Klaus looked at him challengingly. ‘What do you want from me?’

      ‘I want you to apologise for betraying me on so many levels.’

      Klaus shook his head. ‘You were happy when I bought the brewery from you. The price was the result of business negotiations. You refused an appraisal.’

      ‘Business negotiations? You cheated me! What's more, you took advantage of the fact that I was going through a life crisis!’ Max tried in vain to swallow his anger. ‘And what about Alex? Why did you never tell me you were his father? Why did you never tell me you were having an affair with Barbara? For decades!’

      ‘Because Barbara swore to me that she would tell you.’

      ‘You're a coward.  Why don't you admit what you've done?’

      ‘Because I'm a coward - just like you said.’

      Max grabbed his half-empty glass and threw the contents in Klaus' face. Startled, Klaus recoiled, lost his balance, and stumbled backwards into a shelf of glasses, shattering them with a resounding crash.

      Immediately, two security guards approached Max, each grabbing one of his arms and leading him out. Regret flooded Max's mind. What if Klaus charged him with assault, jeopardising his chances of adopting Marta? He turned to look at him. He was standing rigidly behind the bar, raising a bottle of schnapps to his mouth.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Subject: Potential Business Discussion - Meeting Request

        

        Dear Mr Barker,

        

        I hope this message finds you well. I was recently referred to you by an acquaintance and am writing to explore potential business interests.

        

        As an estate administrator with a focus on managing inheritances, including aging wineries and breweries, I often encounter situations where heirs are interested in monetising their inherited assets rather than assuming the associated debt. In navigating these scenarios, I find myself seeking suitable buyers for various old, sometimes ancient, assets.

        

        I learnt that you specialise in revitalising old wine cellar and brewery infrastructures and integrating them into innovative restaurant architecture concepts. This matches my interests and brings us to a point of potential collaboration.

        

        I will be in Madrid on Thursday 3rd May for a family visit and I believe this will be an excellent opportunity for us to discuss possible business ventures. I would be grateful if you could let me know a convenient time and place for our meeting on that day.

        

        I look forward to the possibility of working together.

        

        Yours sincerely,

        Dr Sebastian Alkenbilt

        Alkenbilt & Sons

        

      

      Max checked the email once more, a satisfied expression on his face as he prepared to hit the send button. He deliberately left his mobile number blank to ensure that Frederick Barker wouldn't consider calling him. Although he briefly considered adding a note that he could only be contacted by email, he dismissed the idea as too obvious. His hope was that Frederick would agree to a meeting without unnecessary complications. Max planned to fly to Madrid immediately and confront Frederick with the truth about the adoption. The importance of the matter justified a calculated falsehood that overrode any concerns about moral implications.

      Glancing at his watch, he realised that Alex and Julia would be bringing Marta home in an hour. That left him plenty of time to respond to the book offer. Despite consistently turning down invitations to tell his story of survival in the Amazon and the subsequent media frenzy, this publisher’s proposal caught his attention. He would have to make himself available for several interviews and tell his survival story truthfully. The offer was to write, publish and market his story in three languages for a tantalising sum of three hundred thousand euros, to be paid in three equal instalments over six months. Max realised that he couldn't turn down such an opportunity.

      Without hesitation, he wrote a quick email to the publisher:

      

      
        
        Thank you for your offer. I am happy to accept. Max Brewman

        

      

      The publisher's call came in less than five minutes.

      ‘Mr Brewman, thank you for accepting our offer. Would you be available for a meeting in my office tomorrow to go over the contract?’

      ‘Sure, I'm free around eleven.’

      ‘I'll email you the address. Thanks again and see you tomorrow.’

      After ending the call, Max reflected on his financial situation. Although he was doing well, the extra money would be beneficial. With Marta under his care, he was motivated to secure her future with a good education and a comfortable home. Despite the energy-sapping interviews that lay ahead, he recognised their meaningful purpose. Marta had been the driving force behind his survival, and he felt a sense of responsibility towards her.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Dear Mr Alkenbilt,

        Thank you very much for your interest in my company. I would like to meet you in Madrid on the 3rd of May. Would lunch at 12 noon at the Gastronomía Pérez in Calle del Canalillo be convenient? Frederick Barker

        

      

      Max was delighted. He had been waiting for this email; the bait had been taken.

      
        
        I'm looking forward to it,

        

      

      he replied succinctly, adding

      
        
        You'll recognise me by my straw hat.

        Sebastian Alkenbilt

        

      

      He had bought the straw hat in La Paz as a souvenir. Although he never wore it, it seemed appropriate for the unusual occasion. On the train to Düsseldorf, he could feel people looking at him. Among the passengers, an elderly man wore a hat that seemed to have become part of him, and a young woman adorned an unconventional headpiece as a fashion statement. At the airport, Max was asked to remove his straw hat by security, while the woman with her stylish headgear passed through without a hitch.

      Once on board the plane, a sense of unease remained. At least we won't crash in the jungle, he reassured himself as he settled into his seat. Closing his eyes, he felt the gradual rearward thrust of his seat, he heard the plane climb and thoughts of Isabella surfaced. He saw her smiling face in his mind's eye and wished he could call her and tell her he was on his way to meet Frederick Barker.

      

      The tables outside Gastronomía Pérez were already taken when Max arrived. Open umbrellas provided shade but also hid the guests. This frustrated Max as it made it difficult to spot Frederick Barker. Hoping to go unnoticed, Max pulled down the brim of his hat to hide his face.

      He entered the spacious pub and enjoyed the cool interior for a moment. Finding one of the last available tables, Max sat down. Sensing someone approaching, he looked up to find Frederick Barker standing before him with two full glasses.

      ‘Mr Alkenbilt?’

      ‘That's me.’

      As they sat down, Frederick placed a glass in front of Max and offered a friendly, ‘Pleased to make your acquaintance.’ Raising his glass, he said, ‘Cheers,’ and took a substantial swig.

      ‘Thanks for the beer,’ Max replied, taking off his hat. He also took a hearty swig, enjoying the flavour.

      As their eyes met, a nervous twitch in Frederick's face indicated growing uncertainty.

      ‘Do we know each other?’ Frederick asked, studying Max's face.

      Max took another drink and began to speak. ‘You're Marta's father, the husband of Sara Sale, who died in a plane crash.’

      Frederick stared at him in shock.

      ‘Your daughter and I were the only survivors of the plane crash over Bolivia. We spent over half a year in the Amazon rainforest before we were rescued in a logging camp.’ Max took another sip, keeping his eyes on Frederick. ‘I've been trying to adopt Marta in Gelsenkirchen for over two months. The Family Court is looking for you. We need your consent for the adoption.’

      ‘Wa... wait a minute,’ Frederick stuttered.

      ‘If you don't contact the Family Court within the next two days, I will expose your double life to your Spanish family.’

      Frederick's face went white, confusion written all over it.

      ‘Did you hear me, arsehole?’ Max asked with an icy undertone.

      Frederick nodded, fully aware of the situation. The confusion over Max's identity lingered, but before he could articulate an answer, Max stood up, towering over him. ‘Max Brewman,’ he declared. He sat down again and finished his glass in one go. ‘First and foremost, I'm Marta's father.’ With that, Max left the pub, leaving Frederick Barker in a state of terror.

      

      The next day, Max's phone rang, and Isabella's name flashed up on the digital display. His heart raced as he answered the call. ‘Hello Isabella,’ he greeted her.

      ‘Max!’ her excited voice came through, ‘Marta's father has contacted us. He's making an appointment with the Family Court tomorrow to proceed with Marta's adoption!’ She laughed with joy.

      ‘That's fantastic news,’ Max said, feeling a wave of relief.

      ‘I'm so happy for you!’

      ‘I'm grateful too, my dear. But let's not celebrate until it's finalised. At what time is the appointment?’

      ‘At two o'clock. I'll call you right after.’

      ‘Thank you, Isabella. See you tomorrow.’

      

      Max sat down on a park bench, strategically placed to give him a clear view of the front door of the Family Court on the lower floor of the building. The clock struck 13:30 and he was determined not to miss the crucial moment as it unfolded. The anticipation grew as 1:50 approached and soon Frederick Barker arrived. He quickly disappeared behind the closed door, only to reappear an hour later. Walking straight up to Max and standing stiffly in front of him, Barker declared with tight lips, ‘She's yours,’ then abruptly turned on his heel and disappeared as quickly as he had arrived.

      Max watched in amazement; the strange moment etched in his memory. Soon Isabella joined him on the bench. ‘We saw you from the window,’ she explained, noting Max's perplexed expression. ‘The man signed without a problem. The adoption is now a certainty.’ They melted into each other's embrace and Max was enveloped in a wave of warmth that flooded his heart. Her slender form pressed against him, reigniting a passion that had long been absent. In that moment, he recognised the years of longing for a woman who would return his love. Isabella mirrored his feelings, reluctant to release the embrace, both clinging to a connection they had sought for so long. They remained seated on the bench, locked in a tight hug for a long time, savouring the intimate union before Isabella reluctantly rose, the lingering warmth of their moment together still in the air.

      ‘How about tonight at my place?’ Max whispered.

      ‘I'll bring a bottle of champagne,’ she replied, stroking his cheek gently.

      ‘Eight o'clock!’ he called after her.

      That night marked the beginning of an exciting new chapter for Max and Isabella. With a fervent promise to stand by each other through life's dizzying highs and challenging lows, they eagerly welcomed a future filled with passion and promise.
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        * * *

      

      While Max was happy to participate, the interviews proved to be exhausting for him. The questions, asked with precision by Tom, the interviewer, delved into every possible detail. Tom's enquiries extended to Max's feelings at particular moments, his thoughts, reactions and whether he had experienced any hardships. Often Max would not be able to remember relevant details until the next day, so he would make notes and recite them in the following interview with Tom.

      That morning, Tom repeatedly asked Max the same question: ‘Did you notice anything when you were in the hospital bed?’ Max gave the same answer twice, and the second time irritation crept into his tone. ‘I've already told you that I was delirious and oblivious to everything except the constant breeze from the palm frond, which I found soothing on some days and refreshing on others. On those days I'd wake up and signal the man to stop waving. When I regained my senses, I noticed that the medicine woman was massaging my leg, and a tingling sensation began.’

      In the evening, as he dozed off in his armchair, Max was suddenly confronted with a hazy image. Was it a dream or a haunting memory that sent shivers down his spine? The revered medicine woman, for whom he held nothing but admiration and gratitude, was standing over him, using a slender tube to draw his blood. Max shook his head in disbelief. No, this can't be! As he struggled to remember, he saw the end of the tube dip into the bloody flesh of his thigh. She pressed her pierced lips to the tube and sucked gently. He was immobilised, a spectator to the eerie scene. She consumed his blood in measured sips, savouring the experience with her eyes closed. Her throat muscles undulated, occasionally making the gurgling sound of an animal stalking its prey. When her thirst was quenched, Max watched as she allowed his blood to drip into a bowl. Methodically, she repositioned the tube on his open, bloodied leg several times until the bowl brimmed with crimson liquid.

      Scanning the room in his vision, Max searched for Marta and the windmaker. A distinct feeling in his gut indicated the presence of someone else. Gradually the scent wafted towards him, an overwhelming perfume-like scent. Behind his bed, at the head end, the tribal elder appeared. Wearing a wreath of feathers and leaves, his painted face and upper body were decorated with circles of varying sizes. He handed the medicine woman another bowl, which she filled with Max's blood. The question remained: What was the purpose of his blood? And what mysterious rituals awaited it? The bejewelled elder carefully gathered up the flat vessels, covered them with leaves and arranged them on a table covered with dried grass.

      The blood-filled bowls gleamed in the fading light of the evening sun as Max awoke in his chair. Contorted, he held his aching leg in both hands. Suddenly Marta appeared before him, reaching out to touch him tenderly. ‘I can't sleep with you moaning like that!’

      ‘I'm sorry, my sweet,’ he replied, lifting her onto his lap and gently stroking her hair. ‘Tell me, do you remember when we were both in that hospital bed with the medicine woman?’

      ‘No. I remember when the children came to fetch me to play. I always laughed and ran after them.’

      ‘And me?’ Max asked, ‘What happened to me?’

      ‘You just lay there and slept.’

      ‘How did I eat?’ Max wondered.

      ‘They held you up and fed you like a baby.’ She giggled. ‘Like this,’ she demonstrated, imitating taking something out of a jar and repeatedly bringing her little hand to her mouth. ‘I remember because it was funny. Sometimes Nanja would come and watch with me.’

      Max had a faint memory. But why had they taken his blood? It must have happened while Marta was playing outside, for she seemed unaware of such a gruesome act, having never witnessed it.

      When he recounted his memory to Tom at their next meeting, he raised the possibility that it might be a product of his vivid imagination. Tom brushed the idea aside, finding Max's memory particularly fascinating for his book.

      ‘Details like this will grab the reader,’ Tom asserted. ‘Cannibalism is not unknown among the indigenous peoples of the Amazon. Blood has a profound meaning for these communities, it is seen as the essence of a human being.’

      ‘Cannibalism? That woman didn't eat me, she just drank my blood!’ Max replied.

      ‘Well, drinking someone else's blood is a form of cannibalism,’ Tom explained. ‘Perhaps the medicine woman was trying to make a connection between you, to make her daily act of treating you more meaningful. She perceived the blood as a tangible link.’

      ‘Then I should have drunk her blood too, like a blood brotherhood,’ Max replied.

      ‘Maybe you did, without realising it,’ Tom suggested.

      The idea sent a shiver down Max's spine. ‘I don't think so.’

      But Tom suggested a more plausible explanation. He speculated that she had consumed Max's blood to see its effects, hoping to gain vitality or bridge the gap to the white man's culture, a notion Max had mentioned before.

      ‘Then why did they take my blood?’ Max inquired.

      ‘Perhaps it was considered sacred because it came from a white man,’ Tom suggested.

      Max grinned. ‘I think the opposite. This tribe treated us as equals, with no sense of inferiority.’ Another thought struck him. ‘Maybe the blood in the bowls was to monitor my health so the medicine woman could tailor her treatment.’

      ‘But how could she analyse your blood in the jungle?’ Tom asked.

      ‘Analyse? These people don't analyse, they experience! I believe the woman possessed special powers that allowed her to gauge my condition by the colour and consistency of my blood,’ Max mused. ‘Or she used my blood for a spell to restore my health.’

      ‘To connect with the afterlife,’ Tom added.

      ‘The white man's afterlife? What would she want there?’

      They shared a laugh.

      Tom concluded, ‘Regardless, there's an element of bloodlust and sadism in this. Even if the medicine woman cured you, she made sure she had her share.’

      Max became serious. ‘I don't want the medicine woman or the tribe to be portrayed in a negative light. They saved us, took care of us, and made us healthy again. They protected us in the jungle and guided us safely to the river. They even left us food for the journey. They did everything they could to help us.’

      Tom nodded.

      ‘They also led me to the crash site. They acted with respect according to their values. Whatever they did with the wreckage and the remains, they had their reasons, which may be beyond our understanding. The important thing is that they allowed me to see the site.’

      The men stood and shook hands. ‘That concludes the interview,’ Tom confirmed. ‘We'll take care of the rest. I'll send you the manuscript as soon as it's finished.’

      

      Following the publication of the book ‘Lost in the Jungle: The True Survival Story of Marcus Rosen (name changed), the publisher achieved remarkable success, selling over thirty thousand copies in the first three months. The book was hailed as a bestseller. Max, who had negotiated a 2.5% royalty on top of the three hundred thousand euros, was thrilled. This arrangement promised him a steady income and financial stability if the book's success continued. He earmarked the money for Marta, to be used exclusively for her education.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Tragically, Klaus died of heart failure a month later. Encouraged by Alex and Julia, Max attended the funeral. Barbara, once again confined to a wheelchair, had experienced a decline in her fame. She had reverted to her former state of depression, oblivious to Max's presence. Gertrud and Otto were the only ones left by her side; her children had distanced themselves.
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        * * *

      

      Max hadn't forgotten his original plan to visit Cusco. During the summer holidays he invited his three children and Isabella to take an unforgettable boat trip there. The trip proved to be beautiful and eventful, creating lasting memories that would bind together Max's new family.
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        * * *
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        The Koru of Times: The Legacy of a Māori Family - A New Zealand Novel of History and Heritage

        The alliance between Amiri and Hahana creates a powerful village, but the invasion of European settlers unleashes chaos and shatters their lives. Survival becomes paramount as Hau, a trusted warrior, protects Manaia, daughter of Amiri and Hahana, and leads her to a place near a spring where they rebuild in the face of adversity.

        The story crosses continents and follows Waiora's search for the decapitated heads of his ancestors. It takes him to London where he forms a unique friendship that unites the Māori and Pakeha cultures.

        As the story unfolds over time, it tells of the loves, losses, and legacies of descendants such as Tane, Manu Manuka, Ihaka, and Connor. They experience injustice, world wars, pursue artistic ambitions, and show touching generosity to those in need.

        It is a book of love and the enduring spirit of humanity that defies the odds.
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        The Fruit Picker

        

        Sebastian is tired of feeling misunderstood by his parents and friends. He is gay, and this urges him to break out of his everyday life and see the world in a different light.

        An opportunity arises to work as a fruit picker in Australia. He immediately embarks on an adventurous journey that takes him to all corners of Australia, from the rigid Australian court system to the depths of the Aboriginal spiritual world.
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        My Love and Beyond

        

        A dream that takes us into the mystical world of the Aborigines. A discovery that amazes us. A love that we long for.

        Michael Sturm, a German archaeologist, travels to northern Australia to investigate bones of human historical significance. Then he meets Brolga, the woman of his dreams, and his life changes forever.

        

      

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      
        
        Life of Sofia: The Cradle of the White Lioness

        

        Homeless and lonely, Sofia has disappeared into a void of lost dreams. During a chance encounter with a dying woman, she learns of a secret that will change her life in many ways. She meets Jamie, a stranger with a mysterious past, whom she helps with her wits to solve a murder case.

        In a dramatic turn of events, Sofia is drawn into the lives of others who, like her, are struggling to overcome poverty and grief.
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        I, Yana

        

        Since she was a child, Yana has lived in the Cradle, a place for homeless children. Her life is defined by a work routine and being a constant witness to the misery of street children.

        As she grows into a young woman, Yana becomes involved in a mysterious series of dog murders. Together with the charming Inspector Jack Renna, she helps to solve the case, which eventually leads them to a thirty-year-old murder.
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        I Was One Of Many Slaves

        

        The story is set in Ancient Egypt. At that time the Gods rule mankind. Life after death continues in the spiritual world.

        Naguib is a slave and falls head over heels in love with a servant of his revered queen. He experiences strong sexual and spiritual powers that elevate him above his fellow slaves and eventually make him a valuable resource in his temple.
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        Orontius, God’s Juggler

        

        In the late Middle Ages, Orontius grows up in poverty in a peasant family. After the sudden death of his mother, his father entrusts him to the vagabond Eberlein to protect him from hunger and hardship. The only condition is: Eberlein and his troupe are to take Orontius to a monastery in Siegen for his 15th birthday. An adventure-filled time begins for the boy.

        In the monastery, Orontius learns about the life of the Franciscans and becomes a monk. During this time he meets Gregorius of Metz, with whom he subsequently forms a deep friendship. However, he doubts the abbot's integrity, causing tension in their relationship.

        After more than two decades, Orontius leaves the monastery to visit his father. There he discovers that everything has changed. From then on, he gets to know life in all its brutality, but also in its beauty.
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        Mafalda, Daughter of the Juggler

        

        Seventeen-year-old Mafalda, third daughter of the juggler Orontius, finds an ancient coin in the ruins of a chapel where Saint Catherine was celebrated on a visit to her birthplace of Flecken in 1551. The coin shows a head profile that resembles hers in every detail. Curious to find out who the woman from the distant past was, she sets off with a childhood friend for Egypt to St Catherine's Monastery.

        An exciting journey begins, interspersed with historical events, love, and Mafalda's spiritual insights in search of her identity.
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        Seventy-Five

        

        By law, like everyone else, George must die on his 75th birthday. There is not much time left, and cruel things are happening around him and his wife. His adored daughter reveals a secret that seems too good to be true. It gives George, his wife and humanity a chance to regain hope for a dignified life.
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