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The day wore on and the sun rose high. It was August—the
hottest time of the year—and there was no cloud cover. Mosqui-
toes and water skeeters buzzed around them, and nameless crea-
tures bit at them under the water, but Dieter and his wife did
nothing. At one point, Dieter barely stopped himself from yelling
out when a thumb-sized leech latched onto his arm. He pulled it
free, worrying for only a moment about whatever infection he
might get from the acrid water around him. He turned to his wife,
and she smiled at him reassuringly and shrugged.

Time passed slowly until the sun began to fall from the sky.
They watched it dip toward the horizon. When it finally winked
out, they started to move.

The whole area faded into the shades of twilight. Lights
snapped on but did nothing to penetrate the monochrome gray of
falling night. Dieter and his wife moved quickly toward the barrier
wall and solid ground. They would have only ten minutes before
the cover of twilight would be gone, but that should be enough.

They stayed low in the water as the marsh solidified under
their feet, finally crawling out of the water on hands and knees.
They held their breath as the guards—now only a scant fifty meters
away—turned to look in their direction. A searchlight beam
touched the ground nearby, but came no closer, and after a moment
the searchlight swung away, back to the north.

They forced themselves to wait for a ten-count before they
got to their feet and ran. The barrier wall was only twenty meters
away. It gleamed a shining white invitation to them as they ran
across the newly raked dirt. They were almost free.

Dieter pushed his wife out in front, placing himself between
her and the guard tower. He was eight or nine meters away from
the barrier wall when he felt the gentle tug of the tripwire on his
foot. He barely had time to push his wife down before the concus-
sion hit.

He felt his body lift and move through the air toward the
barrier wall. He landed with a hard thud and scrambled to his feet
as soon as he could. He was only five meters away from freedom.
He stepped toward the barrier wall, but his right leg refused to
take his weight, and Dieter fell facedown in the dirt. He heard
a bullet ricochet off the wall as he struggled to his feet again.
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He looked up and saw his wife stumble and fall, then rise
again. He stood and ran toward the Wall, ignoring the pain that
shot through his right calf, trying not to think of the damage
that made him stagger drunkenly, his right leg inexplicably
shorter than his left. When he finally did look, he saw only a
ragged stump where his right foot should have been. He stared
at it as he ran, tried to decide what it meant. But he did not stop.

The Wall loomed high in front of him, and he planted his
left foot and leaped. He caught the rounded top of the Wall with
his fingertips and felt himself slip. Panic surged through him,
and he pulled himself up with a strength that he had not known
he possessed.

As he rolled up onto the top of the Wall, he looked down and
saw his wife silhouetted in the glow of the spotlight. She was only
three meters away, and he reached his hand down to her. She
smiled at him as she reached out, then her forehead blossomed in
a fountain of crimson spray and she flopped to the ground.

Dieter heard his own screams as if from a distance and let
himself fall over the Wall. He never felt himself hit the ground.

#  o#  #

Dieter looks away from the Wall, his heart thundering in his
chest, sweat dripping from his face in the stifling August heat.
He feels the ache in his chest and his eyes burn, but no tears
come. It was her fault. If he had not let her talk him into that
insane escape attempt, they would both be alive today. They
would have lived in Berlin, just as he did now. They would have
walked freely through the border crossing at Heer Strasse. They
would have been happy.

He straps his prosthesis on and gets dressed. Everything
would have been perfect if they had waited only a few more
months. He would have gone to school to learn to be an engineer.
They would have had a fine house and fine friends. They would
have had children who grew up knowing limitless opportunity.

If only they had waited. Only a few more months.

He picks up the letter from the Sozial Ami and reads it again,
and this time the words seem angry, accusatory. As he reads, he
feels his own anger build. They think I am a bum. They think I
bhave no pride and no ability. They are laughing at me.
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Dieter sees his reflection in the mirror and stops. He doesn’t
recognize the face he sees there; instead of his own face, Dieter sees
the visage of an old man, a downtrodden bum, a victim. He stares
at the face for a long time, tries to find a hint of himself in the
features, but Dieter sees only dead eyes that stare back at him.

He turns away, looks out the window at the Wall. Sunlight
glints through the fist-sized hole about halfway up. Vines have
begun to work their way up its face, and the whole thing looks old
and dingy. He hears the sound of heavy equipment; they are finally
going to tear it down.

East and West are gone. There is only Germany.

Dieter stares at the Wall for a long moment, and the tears
finally come. When they pass, he turns his back on the Wall and
picks up the letter from the Sozial Amt. He reads it one more time
before he wads it up and throws it in the trash. I am not a bum,
he thinks. They will not dictate what I can do, who I can be.
I will make a living on my own terms, in ny own way.

I am free.
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