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"After my mother had received her cancer diagnosis, she 

dreamt of her mother's death. Of the feverish frenzy in 

which she had repeated the same words over and over 

again: the-water-of-life-the-water-of-life-the-water-of-

life ..." 
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Unclear Symptoms 

 

ven when I was a little boy, I had always 

felt that I have to stand by my mother. 

Long before my father had lost his life on 

a sailing trip, I had been "the man" at her side. My 

father's constant absence, his business trips with 

constantly changing female "assistants", his 

irritability when he was at home – all this had 

educated me early on to a special responsibility 

for my mother. 

When I lost him completely at the age of 14, I 

therefore didn't really have the impression of a 

decisive change in my life – except that from then 

on I perhaps felt even more like a knight in the 

queen's palace. 

Now that my mother is in such a bad way, I am 

completely immersed in the emotional world of 

my childhood again. Probably an inner response 

to the shock caused by the past events. To this 

nightmare that came true, which will probably be 

etched in my memory for the rest of my life: the 

day in the hospital, this endless waiting with my 

E 



4 
 

mother, our attempts to smother the anxious 

foreboding in trivial conversations … 

At the beginning, 

things had not been 

worrying at all. My 

mother had com-

plained about 

stomach ache, about 

a slight nausea that 

she felt all the time, 

and about undetermined back pain. 

For her, however, this was nothing special. She 

had always had a tendency to keep things bottled 

up, which then manifested itself in psycho-

somatic disorders. Her unclear symptoms 

seemed to fit exactly into this picture. So I didn't 

sit up and take notice when my mother proudly 

told me about the success of her diet, which – 

since she had no appetite anyway – she had 

combined with her indisposition. "Therapeutic 

fasting" – that's what she called it. 

Only when her eyes turned yellow did she realise 

that it was time to go to the doctor. But even this 
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did not bother her too much. After all, when she 

had suffered from gallstones some time ago, she 

had looked just as "jaundiced". 

The family doctor was an old acquaintance of my 

mother, with whom she also sang in the church 

choir. "Maybe we should swap roles," he joked 

when my mother told him about her suspicions. 

"Since you always diagnose yourself anyway ... 

But if I were you, I would have an MRI done 

anyway. I'll write you a referral – just to be on the 

safe side." 

Thanks to the intercession of our family doctor, 

my mother did not have to wait long for the trip 

to the tube. A fortnight later, we were waiting for 

the results in the hospital corridor, while our gaze 

was lost in the bleak emptiness of the white 

walls. 

 

In the Hospital 

 

Why do hospital walls always have to look so 

cadaverous? Maybe it's just a question of practi-

cality ... In fact, the choice wouldn't be easy any-
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way. Black is ruled out right 

from the start, red would make 

everyone think of blood, brown 

and yellow would arouse even 

more unsavoury associations, 

blue could make people 

melancholy. 

But what is actually wrong with 

green? A light green, a lime 

green perhaps – wouldn't that 

make people feel more at 

ease? Of course – green is the colour of the 

awakening life ... Some people might consider 

that a mockery, too. 

The door in front of us opened and the recep-

tionist led us into the most sacred place – the 

consulting room of the head physician. However, 

we were not welcomed by the chief himself, but 

by his assistant, a beanpole of about 35 years, 

who obviously enjoyed being allowed to play the 

king himself for once. 

When we entered, he stood up briefly and of-

fered us the chairs in front of his desk. Then he 



7 
 

buried his eyes in the screen in front of him again, 

like a child covering his eyes so as not to be seen. 

That did not bode well. Involuntarily, I had to 

think of the standard sentences from the 

detective stories on television: "Unfortunately, 

we have some sad news for you ..." 

"Well," he finally said thoughtfully, "I'm afraid it 

doesn't look good ..." 

I could feel my heart going out of rhythm. "What 

does that mean?" I inquired. 

"A tumour on the pancreas – regrettably quite 

advanced. Look – here you can see it." He turned 

the monitor a little away from him so that we 

could also take a look at it. A tangled, threatening 

labyrinth of light and dark blobs, which – as I 

perceived it after the doctor's announcement – 

seemed to bite into each other, opened up 

before our eyes. 
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"Then it's probably chemotherapy?" I concluded 

expertly. 

The gaunt face behind the monitor took on a 

regretful expression. "We can try that, yes. But at 

this stage it would only have a palliative effect." 

"So you would advise an operation?" I continued 

the interview. 

The doctor's eyes were fixed on the screen again. 

"Yes, but only to alleviate the discomfort – 

perhaps a small operation to remove the 

blockage of the bile fluid. Unfortunately, it's too 

late to remove the tumour completely. That 

would be far too risky." 

With the detached interest of a scientist, he ex-

plained, pointing to the screen: "As you can see, 

the tumour has already grown massively into the 

surrounding tissue. Metastases have also formed 

in the stomach and colon." 
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A brief silence fell. It was as if the coffin with my 

mother was already being lowered into the 

grave. 

"So it's a so-called 'hopeless case'?" finally asked 

my mother, who had so far listened to the doc-

tor's explanations as if to the verdict of a 

stranger. She tried for a self-deprecating smile, 

but the corners of her mouth only twitched 

helplessly. 

The doctor raised his shoulders regretfully. "If 

you want to put it that way ..." 

"And when," she wanted to know, "I mean, how 

long ..." 

"Six months, if the tumour doesn't grow too 

quickly," the doctor interrupted her. "But don't 
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worry: we have excellent, highly effective pain-

killers nowadays." 

As if that was the decisive thing: not to feel any-

thing anymore! At that moment, the horror con-

sisted in the very certainty that precisely this – 

the long, final loss of sensation – lay immediately 

ahead. 

 

A Prophetic Dream 

 

Outside the 

hospital, the 

world was no 

longer what it 

had been an 

hour ago. All 

that had con-

stituted reality for us until then – the streets with 

their intersections, turning arrows and "give 

way" signs, the little bus shelter at the tram stop, 

the smell of citrus in my mother's freshly cleaned 

flat, the hissing, bubbling sound of the kettle, the 

steaming tea in our cups – all this was suddenly 
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revealed to be a thin, fragile shell, under which a 

deep abyss yawned. Involuntarily, we lowered 

our voices and moved more cautiously than 

usual, as if we feared the ground might open up 

beneath us. 

Of course I couldn't leave my mother alone that 

day. Although she assured me that she could 

manage on her own, she willingly covered my bed 

in my old children's room. Actually, it had long 

since been transformed into a guest room. But 

for me, the dreams and fears of 

my childhood were still 

invisibly stored there. And 

when I fell asleep, the melan-

choly eyes of the stuffed lion 

who had accompanied me on 

every school trip did indeed 

shine at me from the shelf. 

When I shuffled into the kitchen the next 

morning, my mother was already preparing 

breakfast. "Had a good night?" she mumbled, 

turning to me. 
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I nodded, but winced inwardly: The grey-brown 

curls that had always made my mother look like 

an ageing child were sticking straggly to her head, 

her eyes were shaded by dark circles. Overnight 

she had become an old woman. 

"Are you in great pain?" I asked her worriedly. 

My mother shook her head. "No – I just had a bad 

dream." 

"A bad dream?" I echoed. "And that's been af-

fecting you so much?" It was a new experience 

for me – my mother usually never talked about 

her dreams. 

"The dream was about my mother," she ex-

plained as she put butter and jam on the table. 

"And what's so scary about that?" 

My mother looked at me briefly, but then 

lowered her eyes again immediately. "I dreamed 

of her death. Of the day she died." 

She took a deep breath, then added: "You know 

that she was bedridden after her stroke. She 

hardly spoke after that, and eventually she al-

most didn't eat anything either. It was clear that 

the end was near. But then, the morning before 
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she died, she suddenly sat up in bed and ges-

ticulated wildly. She kept muttering the same 

words over and over again. 

Because her voice sounded so washed out after 

the stroke, I didn't under-

stand what she wanted to 

say at first. This made her 

very nervous, she gri-

maced terribly – until I 

finally understood the 

meaning of her words: 'The 

water of life' – that's what 

she was repeating all the 

time." 

The egg cooker emitted a 

piercing beep to indicate 

that it had finished its work. I switched it off, 

lifted the lid and quenched the eggs. My mother 

didn't seem to take any notice of it. Lost in 

thought, she stood beside the breakfast table and 

arranged the jam jars as if she were performing a 

ritual whose meaning she alone knew. 
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"Yes," she continued, "the water of life ... those 

were her words. Again and again she spoke them 

to herself, like a mantra – and in between she 

kept weaving in a word that sounded like 'Vienna' 

to me. At first I thought her throat might be 

parched and brought her a glass of water, but she 

wouldn't drink. Then I wondered if by 'water of 

life' she might have meant the last rites – but she 

had already received them a few days ago, when 

she had briefly fallen into a coma. 

The whole thing worried me so much that I finally 

called the doctor. He understood my concern, 

but said that it was not unusual for people to be 

haunted by certain events from their past shortly 

before they die. Their spirit would then literally 

'sink its teeth' into them. He therefore simply 

gave my mother a tranquilliser. 

After that she sank back into her pillows, but 

even in her exhaustion she continued her endless 

litany: 'the-water-of-life-the-water-of-life-the-

water-of-life...' Nonstop, without interruption. 

Then, at the end, she seemed to doze off, her 

breathing became deep and heavy. Shortly af-
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terwards, however, she sat up again, it seemed 

as if she wanted to say something, but all that 

came out was a stammer, a helpless 'K-k-k-k' ... A 

few moments later she was dead." 

For a moment there was nothing to be heard but 

the relentless "click-click-click" of the kitchen 

clock. "And now you're wondering if the words 

might mean more than you thought back then?" 

I finally asked. 

My mother slowly shook her head. 

"No, of course not ... It's just ... 

When you're half asleep, when you 

still have one foot in the dream 

world, the craziest things appear 

quite logical to you." 

"I know," I continued her thought. 

"And when you're awake again, 

you're disappointed that the 

dream logic doesn't stand up to the strict eyes of 

reason." 

My mother smiled – she had always taken me for 

a dreamer. "Well," she said, switching to her 

usual housewife routine, "it's time for breakfast! 



16 
 

You must be pretty famished after that early 

morning dream confession." 

 

The Decision 

 

Silently, I spooned up the muesli that my mother 

had prepared for me – with warm milk and apple 

pieces, just the way I like it best. After the third 

spoonful, my decision was made: I would travel 

to Vienna! 

If the doctors were at their wits' end, we would 

have to take other paths. Of course, it was pure 

superstition, almost belief in miracles, to hope 

for a cure from a dream. On the other hand, what 

did we have to lose? 
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