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Lon is sixteen. And Lon suffers from Usher Syndrome, a rare genetic disorder which affects the 
eyes and inner ear. Having poor hearing is nothing new for Lon - but his increasingly 
diminishing eyesight is a real challenge. Lon doesn’t tell anyone about this - not even his mother 
or the doctor. Nelly and Oscar, Lon’s friends, have no idea either. On his way into darkness, 
there’s just one thing Lon yearns for: love. But first Lon has to learn to love himself. 

 

For license inquiries please contact: rights@verlagsgruppe-oetinger.de  

https://www.oetinger.de/person/karen-susan-fessel?m=r
mailto:rights@verlagsgruppe-oetinger.de
https://www.oetinger.de/buch/blindfisch/9783751202602?m=r


 

© Verlag Friedrich Oetinger GmbH, Hamburg 

rights@verlagsgruppe-oetinger.de 

March 
 
1 
 
“Sweetie? Why aren’t you on your phone?” 
 
“Because I want to be left alone.” 
 
“But I’m not going to leave you alone. You know I’m not.” Quiet laughter. Then Oscar falls down 
onto the bed beside me and grabs the backs of my knees with his thumbs and forefingers so that 
it tickles like mad.  
 
“Stop it!” 
 
“Why are you in such a bad mood? Chill out.” 
 
But I don’t feel like chilling out. I’m not in a bad mood, either. I am just in darkness. But Oscar 
doesn’t know that, and he doesn’t need to either. Nobody knows if it will stay that way. Let’s not 
frighten the horses, Cord always says. Ha. What horses? 
 
“Come on. Just tell me why you weren’t in school today,” Oscar says, extracting his mobile from 
his trousers pocket. He is the only person I know who keeps his mobile in the pocket of his 
trousers. “You missed English. Now you’ll have to copy up.” 
 
“Why should I care?” 
 
“But you do care. Am I allowed some of that Coke?” 
 
I hand him the bottle. I don’t have to fumble around for it; I know exactly where it is. 
 
“How long’s it been on the go?” Oscar asks sceptically. I can feel his sideways look. Slowly, I turn 
my head and meet his gaze. I can see him. I can still see him.  
 
His nose, which he thinks is too big; his lips which are twisted into a smile. “Since yesterday. But 
it’s still okay. I’ve just tried it.” 
 
Oscar raises the bottle, puts it to his lips, and drains it. 
 
I can hear him next to me. It feels good somehow. 
 
Life is a dark, grey sauce. Full of lumps. I could cry my eyes out. 
 
But then Oscar says something good. 
 
“The English test wasn’t too bad. And we’ve got a new boy. He’s seriously cute. He’s called 
Damian. God, I hope he’s gay.” 
 
 
2 
 
Damian 
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Oscar doesn’t need to say anything else. The name is enough on its own. 
 
Or, rather: the way he says it. Softly, with green curves around the edges. 
 
Nelly and Oscar think the way I go on about colours and shapes and stuff is funny. I know they 
don’t get it. They haven’t got a clue what I’m talking about. For me, everything has colour and 
shape: I can hear which colour has which shape. And sound. A laugh. A song. 
 
And a name, too. 
 
Damian. 
 
I could already imagine what he looks like: tallish, slim, blond, but with some imperfection that 
makes him self-conscious when you look closely at him. A squint, perhaps. Or a strawberry 
mark, just a small one, which you can only see when his too-tight T-shirt rides up. I don’t know. 
Something like that. 
 
“Lon, what are you doing? Stop it.” 
 
My fingers are tapping staccato-style. Like a machine gun. I pause. “So what’s so cute about 
him?” 
 
Beside me on the bed, Oscar moves. He slides slightly forwards, shifting his weight away from 
his narrow hips. Oscar the Snake Man. He just needs a bit more practice. “I dunno. He’s just cute. 
In a shy way, you know? When I asked him which school he’d been at before, he went red. And 
he’s got lovely eyes.” Oscar sighs. 
 
“So - what school was he at?” 
 
“Can’t remember,” says Oscar. He slithers to the edge of the bed. “But not one in Kreuzberg. I’d 
better go. My mum wants me to go shopping with her.” 
 
“See you,” I say. I lie back and shut my eyes.  
 
But Oscar isn’t going to let me get away with that. He grabs my wrists and pulls me towards him 
before shaking me gently and kissing me on both cheeks. 
 
I open my eyes and look into his. He is right in front of me. I can see every inch of him. Every 
detail: his grey-green eyes, his long, lush eyelashes, his dark brows, his smooth, pale forehead.  
 
“Bye, you,” Oscar says gently. “And if you ever feel like telling me what’s up - I’ll be all ears.” 
 
Then he leaves. 
 
Damian. Why did I already know what he looks like? 
 
3 
 
“Lon?” Mum sounds hoarse; she’s been playing badminton with her friend this morning, and 
that always makes her sound hoarse. “Lon, can you take Annie to the dentist next week? Half 
four on Wednesday? I won’t be back by then?” 
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Why does she have to end every sentence with a question mark? Honestly, 
it’s every single sentence. But only when she speaks to me. It’s been that way 
for the past few months; she’s also been standing a couple of feet too far away from me. As if she 
feels unsure. Or scared. 
 
Cord isn’t scared. Cord, my stepdad. Annie’s father. Cord, cord trousers. Cord, the trousers. What 
a name! And he actually likes it. “My parents named me after the famous biologist and zoologist 
Cord Riechelmann,” he once told me. I was twelve then and talked incessantly. Like a never-
ending waterfall. You could hear it splashing. As if I had to make sure I had said everything in 
advance. 
 
“Lon?” 
 
I half turn towards her as I rise, but that’s not enough. 
 
“Lon? Please could you bring the pan to the table?” 
 
Before, she would have said: “Bring that pan, please!” 
 
But now she only ever asks things. My mother asks her way through life.  
 
But unfortunately there’s no answer. 
 
“Could you bring the pan, please?” 
 
“I’m doing it!” There. A round shape, white, but also dark. Handles, old, inherited from Granny 
Lisa.  
 
“Lon?” 
 
“What now?” My voice sounds shrill. Annie flinches. Cord snorts. A smooth shape in my hands. 
 
“Lon, careful?” 
 
“What? What now?” Pissed off. Lon B, aged sixteen, is pissed off. The pan. Smooth, heavy, round.  
 
“Lon?” 
 
“For fuck’s sake!” Cord yells, jumping up. Then there’s a bang. Splashes of something hot. 
Clattering, shattering, shouting. 
 
“Can’t you look what you’re doing, you … I don’t believe it. All the soup, for God’s sake!” 
 
All the soup. Yeah, yeah, yeah. 
 
You ladle it out. Please! Do it for me. I told you life was a dark, grey sauce. Full of lumps. I could, I 
could, I could 
 
Just cry and cry and cry. 
 
 
4 
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There are patches of light on the bedcovers, big cross-hatched patches with 
crumbs inside them. If I squint, the crumbs turn into a veil. Everything is blurred around the 
edges. Or, rather, dark, as if I were holding my hands up to my eyes and turning them into a pair 
of binoculars. It’s a bit like it used to be. Then, I can still remember it clearly, if we were out, 
having a day out, that sort of thing, I would stand in a field, a huge field, a few trees in the 
distance, the sky above me with a couple of crows flapping their wings as they soared above. 
Below, somewhere at the edge, it might have been the grey asphalt ribbon of road, but it was all 
far, far, far away. 
 
Now I’m standing in a great big cardboard box, right at the back, pressed up to the cardboard 
wall, and I’m looking out of a little fuzzy square window made by a carpet cutter. 
 
It’s getting dark outside. 
 
That’s the way it is. 
 
More or less. 
 
I turn onto my side and shut my eyes. Flashes, jerking, streaks of something, not really any 
difference between them. Eyes open, eyes shut. Eyes open. 
 
Shut is better. 
 
There’s only a handful of people of my age in the whole country who feel exactly like this. Or a 
bit like this. At most. Probably even fewer. 
 
Usher Syndrome: a congenital combination of slow-moving retinal degeneration and early-onset 
sensorineural deafness, or deafness from birth. The most common cause of inherited 
deafblindness. Rare: affects around 6,000 people in Germany. Three different types. With Type 
2, which involves hearing loss from birth, Retinopathia pigmentosa, progressive vision loss, 
begins in puberty. Not always, but if it does develop, this is when it’s going to do so. Leads to 
blindness. In very rare cases. 
 
So something like me is very rare. I am a very rare species. 
 
But I can guarantee there is absolutely nobody - not only here in Germany, but in the whole 
world, the whole wide world - who would want to be like me. 
 
Guaranteed. 
 
And I don’t want to be like this. 
 
I don’t want to be me. 
 
I don’t want. 
 
Run my hand across the pillow. I can still feel. Feel. Skin. Soft skin. A boy’s skin. 
 
I start to feel warm. 
 
But not just where it feels good. In my chest, too. In my head. Everywhere. 
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I scrunch my pillow up and press my face into it. 
 
I can feel the feathers. Under the cover.  
 
Wet feathers. 
 
My eyes can’t do much. But they can still cry. 
 
I can still feel. 
 
5 
 
“He’s in Year 12,” says Nelly. “You’ll recognise him when you see him. You wait.” 
 
“Fine.” 
 
Nelly is walking along beside me. Echoing footsteps on the ground, rushing sounds. It’s so loud. I 
want to go back to bed. 
 
“Lon, hi! How are you doing?” 
 
“Lon! What was wrong with you? Flu?” 
 
“You didn’t miss anything!” 
 
Laughter, giggling. I know the shapes of the others, lots of the girls look alike: long legs and hair, 
chins down unless you speak to them, when they lift their chins up. They all move in their 
particular ways, I know who to avoid and who not to avoid. 
 
Cropped tops, jackets, long cardigans. Everything long, everything flowing. Nothing but shadows 
exactly where my range of vision ends. But they all scurry in and out. I turn up the dial, the 
rushing sound diminishes. Oscar nudges me. 
 
“That’s him.” 
 
“Who?” 
 
“You know - the new guy.” 
 
He nods straight ahead, but I’ve already seen him. Tallish, slim, blond. 
 
I knew it. 
 
As he half turns, I catch my breath. 
 
A quick glance from very dark eyes. 
 
“Well?” Oscar nudges me again. “Hot, eh?” 
 
I can’t speak. 
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I walk on. His eyes follow me. 
 
But maybe I’m just imagining it. 
 
Where is that imperfection? 
 
6 
 
“Go on! Reach! You can get it!” 
 
Howling, whistling. I stretch, jump. It just misses my fingertips. 
 
“Shit!” Jakob runs back crossly. Runs backwards. 
 
“Could happen to anyone,” James consoles me. The next ball comes, again from behind. It makes 
its way to Gina, who passes it back. 
 
“Watch out!” 
 
It’s gone again. Hoa grabs it from the floor and throws it to Jana. 
 
“Mark them!” the sports teacher bellows. “Gina, Lon, forwards! Now! Quickly!” 
 
Squeaking soles on the floor. Screeching, arms raised. Groans. 
 
I can see James picking up the ball at the back. One look and it flies straight across the pitch 
towards me. 
 
I can catch this one. I must catch this one. 
 
My fingers tense up. Shouting. The ball lands straight in my hands. Turn on my heel, the net 
right in front of me, the goal keeper - Nadja? - a silhouette. Bicycle kick. I can do them in my 
sleep. 
 
Goal. 
 
“Cool!” Nelly high-fives me.  
 
“Lon? Just come off for a moment!” 
 
I jog across to the teacher and drop down on the bench. Gasping. Where’s my water bottle? 
 
“Lon. What’s up?” 
 
I take a long swig of water, my eyes fixed on the pitch. James passes to Nelly, Gina runs 
forwards. 
 
“What do you mean?” 
 
“You’ve been acting very strangely recently. As if you had your mind on other things. Have you 
got some kind of problem - something private, perhaps?” A beady look. “Or do you just not like 
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handball? You’ll be doing volleyball next year. You’re in a club, aren’t you? 
Maybe you’ll enjoy that more?” 
 
“No, I’m fine,” 
 
He nods and looks across at the others. Whistles through two fingers and waves his hand 
around. “Gina! Forwards - to the line! Run - don’t stand there like lemons!” 
 
We watch as James and Nelly push forwards. Nelly gets the ball, passes it, Jacob leaps, smashes 
the ball away. 
 
The teacher looks at his watch and stands up in order to get his whistle into the right position. I 
look up too. I can clearly see the big clock on the end wall. Lesson over. 
 
7 
 
As I’m getting changed, I can see darkness starting to creep through the hatches in the ceiling 
and into the changing room. My heart starts to pound. Last lesson, and it’s already getting dark. 
 
I hate the darkness. Dusk even more. When day becomes blurry and everything turns blue. 
 
Then everything starts to blend together. The darker it is, the worse it is for me. Outside, the 
darkness starts to fall in on me like a torrent of water. I stop for a moment in the glow of the 
light above the main door and try to get my bearings. 
 
“Ciao, Lon. Call me!” Nelly kisses me on both cheeks, then dashes off.  
 
“See you, Hoa.” 
 
“See you, Lon.” 
 
“See you tomorrow!” 
 
“Are you going to Burger King?” Jakob sounds hopeful. Jakob never wants to go straight home. 
But I haven’t got a clue what his home is like. 
 
“No, I’ve got to go home. I’ve still got revision.” 
 
“Sorry, I can’t. See you!” 
 
“How about the falafel place?” 
 
James eventually takes pity on Jakob and the pair set off. I go across to the bike rack and unlock 
my bike. Or try to. Takes me four attempts to get my key in. 
 
I push my bike along the pavement. The sky is now completely dark. Everything has gone fuzzy. 
The houses are silhouettes, shadows which have all merged into one another, rising up into the 
sky. Gigantic, dark, invincible. The occasional bright circle of normality where the lights are. 
 
I daren’t mount my bike. Gingerly, I push it onwards. 
 
“Lon? Have you gone deaf or something?” Nadja catches up with me at the end of Singer Street. 
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“No. Why d’you ask?” My hearing is very good. That’s one thing at least. With 
hearing aids - but so what? 
 
“Because I called you three times,” she says, braking. Then she jumps off her bike and pushes it 
alongside me. “Are you okay?” 
 
“Why?” I’m starting to get sick of people endlessly asking me whether I’m okay. But only in a 
half-asking sort of way, as if they can sense something but don’t know what it is. Something 
subconscious. Well, sorry, but you’re asking the wrong person. Leave me alone. Don’t ask me 
anything. It’s not as if you even know what you want to ask me. 
 
Nadja gives me a sidelong look. I can feel it.  
 
“Just wondered,” she says. “I dunno. No idea. Forget it.” Two metres, three metres. Darkness 
ahead of us. The crossroads behind it. If she walks that far with me, that’ll be better. There are 
streetlights after that. 
 
Be kind, Lon. Be kind. 
 
“What did Chrimzek want with you?” she asks. 
 
“To tell me I need to make more effort.” 
 
Nadja laughs. “That’s bollocks. You’re bound to be on twelve or thirteen points. You always are. 
What’s he on about?” She waves and cycles off. 
 
I watch her go as she heads towards the light. 
 
Only twenty more metres and I’ll be in the light too. 
 
Leaving the darkness behind me. 
 
8 
 
“Lon? Take a seat, please.” 
 
He pushes his own chair backwards, gazes at me, slides his chair forwards again and studies his 
files. 
 
I can see his bald patch from above. The skin encircled by the wreath of hair is shining brightly. 
It looks hideous. There’s no other way to put it. 
 
“Actually,” he says without looking up, “actually, I’ve just noticed that I should be addressing you 
more formally. You’ve just turned sixteen.” 
 
“Yes.” 
 
He looks up, doubt written on his face. “Would you like me to call you Ms?” 
 
“To be honest, I don’t care,” I say. “You can if you like.” 
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He isn’t sure what to make of that. Do I want him to or not? 
 
I don’t know either. 
 
I really, genuinely don’t care. 
 
“At school, some of the teachers call us Mr or Ms and then our surnames from Year 10.”  
 
“And you’re in Year …” 
 
“Ten.” 
 
And it’s spring outside the window. Early, grey spring. Broad daylight. March. Branches are 
teetering and fluttering  to and fro outside the window. I can make them out. Behind them are 
bushes. Then I don’t know. 
 
“So, Lon. How have you been, then?” he asks, looking at his notes again. At any rate, he has made 
his decision. That’s something. 
 
“Fine.” 
 
“It’s around six months since I last examined you. I’ll just give your ears a quick clean and check 
that your hearing aids are properly adjusted.” He notices my expression. “These things can 
change. Could you just pop them off?” 
 
I take my hearing aids off and hand them to Dr Glanzmann. 
 
I wear BTE hearing aids - the ones you wear behind your ears. I always have done. You can get 
ITE hearing aids, which you wear inside your ear, but they’re only really used for mild to 
moderate hearing problems. No chance of me using them, then. 
 
Mine are fantastic and pretty expensive and absolutely tiny. You can barely see them. I only got 
them last year, and as I watch Dr Glanzmann turning them around between his fingers, I feel 
peculiar. No, not because I can barely hear a thing without my hearing aids in. 
 
But because I suddenly realise that there’s no turning back. 
 
9 
 
I don’t tell Dr Glanzmann that sounds often rustle and shake. That I sometimes feel as if I’m 
standing in a deep valley and look upwards at an angle to where the sun was once up in the sky 
but where clouds are now scudding along.  
 
I don’t know why I don’t tell him that. But I don’t want to. 
 
I don’t tell him, either, that I don’t always wear my hearing aids. Presumably I’m by no means 
the only one. 
 
If you don’t wear them, they’re not there. 
 
If I shut my eyes, I can see nothing. 
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Nothing. 
 
10 
 
I make my way home. It’s still light. 
 
My footsteps aren’t echoing now. They sound the way that footsteps are supposed to sound. 
 
I jam my fists into my trousers pockets. That only works with these trousers. Soft, wide trousers, 
boyfriend style.  
 
Boyfriend. 
 
From above, I look at my legs and the shoes at the ends of them. They look as if they have been 
stitched on. 
 
I’ve got relatively big feet for my height, although … well, who knows. 
 
At any rate, it’s good not to have feet that are so tiny you can’t even see them, I think to myself. 
With bigger feet, you’re better connected to the ground. Stability. Support. The things you need 
if you want to get through life relatively unscathed. 
 
My feet have grown, but other things haven’t. They’ve shrunk instead. 
 
My vision. 
 
My hearing. 
 
My courage. 
 
Behind me, the edges of the buildings and the shadows fall away. 
 
Into nothingness. 
 
11 
 
I have to pause briefly on Zossen Bridge. I raise my head and look around. 
 
Grey light. Swathes of it. 
 
Cars: BMWs, two Toyotas, one of them a hybrid. Lots of ordinary cars. Black, grey, white. Three 
boys by the traffic lights. Two, and another, that is. Two are together; the other is on his own. 
With a bike. 
 
My heart starts to beat more quickly, then slows down again. Everything is normal. Yes, 
everything is normal. It has to be. It has to be. Tallish. Slim. Blond. Dark eyes. Damian. 
 
A black dog is sitting beside him. Big head. Round muzzle. 
 
I don’t know if he can see me. 
 
The dog stands up. 
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Then he has gone. 


