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Paula


The day Paula realises she’s happy is a Sunday in March.


It’s raining. It started during the night and hasn’t stopped since. When Paula wakes around half past eight the rain is pounding against her sloping bedroom window. She turns onto her side and pulls the duvet up to her chin. She didn’t wake up once last night and can’t remember having dreamed either.


Her mouth is dry and a slight pressure inside her skull reminds Paula of yesterday evening. Wenzel cooked dinner and opened a bottle of French red to go with it. Afterwards they sat on the sofa and listened to music – Mahler’s “Song of the Earth”, Beethoven’s last piano sonata, Schubert Lieder, Brahms and Mendelssohn. They searched YouTube for different artists, compared their performances and squealed in childish delight whenever their opinions concurred.


Paula could have stayed at his place, spent the night with him, but she claimed to have left her medicine at home. The hydrocortisone was in her handbag. In fact what she didn’t have were her toothbrush and facial cleanser. Wenzel would have said these weren’t important and would have persuaded her to stay.


She got into a taxi at around two in the morning. Wenzel stood outside until the car turned the corner.


*


She reaches for the bottle of water beside her bed, takes a glug, then switches on her phone and reads his message: Morning, darling. Thinking of you, as always. A text every morning and evening. For the past ten months, without exception.


Leni likes Wenzel too, and Wenzel likes Leni.


When they first met he impressed her with a very rapid sketch of her face. The resemblance was striking, and Leni wanted him to do more so she could show off at school.


*


Paula checks the time. Nine hours until Leni comes back. Either she’ll chuck her things on the floor, mumble a hello and withdraw to her room or, without pausing for breath, give a detailed report of the weekend, including photographs of her half-sister and a rhapsody about Filippa’s cooking.


As Paula replies to Wenzel’s morning greeting, she wishes she were with him.


Her desire for him is always at its greatest in the morning. When she goes to the kitchen to put on the coffee she writes him an unambiguous text.


Since Paula has had Wenzel in her life she hasn’t missed Leni so much at weekends. And what could she do, anyway? Leni isn’t a child anymore. In the mornings she practises a variety of smiles in front of the mirror, she makes rips in her trousers, wears shirts that appear to slide casually off the shoulder, uses lip gloss and sends cryptic messages to the 7b class chat, consisting chiefly of emojis and abbreviations. Sometimes she’ll talk non-stop, only to lapse into an aggressive silence shortly afterwards. She copes with her nightmares on her own and Paula hasn’t seen her daughter naked for a while now. Not even that morning when Leni asked if it’s possible to have saggy breasts when you’re thirteen. She said she’d looked at hers and decided that they were that shape. With her right hand she drew a ridiculously exaggerated outline in the air, keeping her left hand pressed to her chest. Before Paula could reply, Leni was berating her mother for having passed on only her worst features: freckles, pale skin, red hair, knobbly knees and a total ineptitude in physics and chemistry.


Pointing out that genetic inheritance was pure chance, not a conscious decision, Paula was about to stroke her daughter’s hair, but Leni pulled away and dashed out, slamming the door behind her. She came back soon after and threw herself into Paula’s arms, as if stocking up for the next stage of detachment.


*


It’s still raining. Paula squeezes some oranges and froths milk for her coffee. A vase of tulips is on the table.


One year ago the length of the day that lay ahead would have sent her into a panic. She would have started cleaning or doing the washing, gone for a jog or to see a film, or called Judith and gone with her to see the horse. What she did wasn’t important, all that mattered was that she did something. Otherwise the demons would have surfaced to haunt her.


*


After she separated from Ludger she often wondered what had marked the beginning of the end. When had things got out of control?


Johanna’s death had been a watershed. But as time passed she began to attribute the failure of their relationship to other, earlier events, going further and further back until there was no more back.


It all began with a party.


When the organic shop in Südvorstadt celebrated its opening, Paula and Judith were passing by chance. They’d been at the lake, sunbathing in the nude, rubbing sun lotion into each other, eating ice cream and attracting plenty of looks. Satisfied with themselves and the impression they’d made, they cycled past the wildlife park, through the floodplain forest, and back into town where it was still hot and sticky.


From a distance they noticed the balloons, the planters full of flowers and the crowd of people outside the shop. Eager for a cold drink, they stopped.


Ludger was standing near the door when they entered. Paula noticed him right away. Later he said that he’d caught sight of her out of the corner of his eye too, and his gaze had followed her. Paula was wearing a moss-coloured strapless dress and a sunhat, from beneath which her red locks flowed.


Outside the sun was scorching, the odour of exhaust fumes and lime blossom hung in the streets and every breath of wind blew the sticky-sweet concoction into the shop. Ludger was wearing a linen shirt. His hair was blond, his eyes blue. He wasn’t the conqueror type.


The two of them left the party shortly afterwards, chatting as they wheeled their bikes along the street.


Ludger kept looking at her, but he did not hold her gaze. When he spoke at any length he stopped.


Like Paula, he tried to stay in the shade.


By the riverbank he casually stroked her arm.


On a park bench in the evening light she kissed him.


*


In the first few weeks they saw each other every day.


Their meetings would begin by an oak tree in Clara-Park. Paula, who arrived everywhere too early, saw him turn onto the path on his racing bike and waved at him immediately. Every encounter began with slight embarrassment, though this dissipated after the first kiss.


From the tree they wandered through the parks and the neighbouring parts of town. Paula loved the way he cocked his head to one side and beamed whenever he saw her. She also liked his deep voice and soft way of speaking. His boundless energy was infectious, and she was impressed by his knowledge of sustainable building and self-sufficiency as well as of flora and fauna.


*


Ludger often came to see her in the bookshop.


Sometimes she glimpsed his head first, as he rode the escalator up to the fiction section. Sometimes he surprised her in the middle of sorting books or placing orders. He would discreetly caress her hand or arm and she would turn to him, feeling a secret thrill that her female colleagues could see how handsome he was.


Their nights together were spent at his place. Only once did he sleep at her apartment, which at the time she was sharing with Judith. The three of them had spent the evening together over pizza and red wine. Time and again Ludger managed to bring the conversation back to his area of expertise: the environmental footprint that each person left and how to keep it as small as possible. He kept interrupting Judith to enlarge upon a topic or correct an inaccurate statement.


Noticing her friend’s jiggling foot and the tense expression on her face, Paula got the message.


The next day Judith came into her room carrying a pile of medical books. She explained to Paula that she needed some peace in the apartment so close to her final exams and it would help if Ludger didn’t come again for the time being.


*


At night they lay closely entwined in bed.


Their hands or feet were always touching. Paula would stroke his back, counting the chimes from the church bell tower, and if there was enough time before they had to get up she would put her hands between his legs.


She was not worried about how they made love, or how Ludger said that to refer to everything they did in bed. Do you like that? Do you want to do that? Nor was she surprised that he recoiled when she first explored the unmentionable parts of his body with her tongue. In the end he allowed it. He lay there perfectly still, arms crossed over his face.


Afterwards they were outstretched.


Ludger talked about his parents’ death. When he told her how they’d been crushed by a lorry at the back of a traffic jam, his voice became stilted. He’d been awarded his architecture diploma only a few days earlier.


Paula kissed his shoulders and neck, and he laid his head on her chest.


*


A few months after they met, Ludger asked her to pop by his office. He sounded excited, but he didn’t want to tell her why on the phone. When Paula turned up at Brinkmann & Krohn, the Brinkmann brothers swivelled around in their chairs simultaneously and grinned. Bowing his head, Ludger took Paula by the hand and led her into the conference room.


On the table were the plans for an apartment. It was a loft with four-metre-high ceilings and three hundred square metres of living space. Without pausing for breath, he explained where platforms would give the space structure, where the stairs would lead up to an open gallery and how the accommodation could work without individual rooms or even partition walls. Carried away by his own enthusiasm, at the end he said almost casually: That’s where we’re going to live.


Paula said nothing. It took a few moments to sink in.


She recalled how often he mentioned that the church opposite his apartment depressed him. Ludger didn’t want to be reminded on a daily basis of the houses of worship that the Christian folk, as he called them, had erected for their god.


What do you think? he said. Are you pleased?


*


The following day they cycled to the viewing, meeting beforehand at the oak tree in the park. With hats, scarves and gloves they made their way to one of those parts of town Paula rarely visited, but which Ludger predicted was rapidly up and coming. The loft building was on a tree-lined cobbled street, looked out onto the canal and was as large as a station concourse. Not only were there no churches nearby, there wasn’t much else either. The masonry was unrendered, it was cold inside and her first instinct was to get away from there as quickly as possible.


Ludger laid the plans out on the floor. He paced out the hall, checked the walls and windows, and then launched into his spiel. Paula could already visualise the kitchen area on its wooden platform, feel the floorboards beneath her feet, climb the stairs to the sleeping area and, leaning against the gallery banisters, gaze out over the entire space.


*


Parting from Judith was difficult.


They had shared an apartment for five happy years. Paula was closer to her than to anyone else. As babies they’d been pushed side by side by their mothers in almost identical prams, they had the same crib, went to the same kindergarten, same school. They were confirmed together, got their periods in the same month of the same year, and both left Naumburg when they were eighteen. Judith went to Leipzig to study medicine, Paula to Regensburg for a bookselling apprenticeship.


When the time came to move, a very aloof Judith merely got in the way. She listened in silence as everyone heaped praise on the new apartment, and she said goodbye to Paula before the final box had been loaded onto the removal van.


*


During the first few months they lived together there was only one thing on Ludger’s mind: a renovation project in the city centre. It was a seventeenth-century house. Despite the renovation, the dampness and mould kept coming back. The architects who were commissioned first had been taken off the job; their new costings were far higher than the original estimates. Ludger saw his opportunity and made an offer that nobody could undercut. It was so economical that people became suspicious, and the solution sounded too good to be true.


The inventor of the method, the restorer Henning Grosseschmidt, had successfully tried out the tempering principle of heat distribution in many palaces and museums. Ludger was his pupil and had attended several of Grosseschmidt’s seminars.


Instead of using normal radiators, heating pipes were embedded in the external walls beneath the plaster, and the even levels of heat these produced solved the problem of dampness and mould. The temperature and air quality inside the room improved, while the energy expenditure and maintenance were low.


Even over dinner he would unfold plans on the table and explain to Paula how far into the walls the pipes were embedded, what material they were made from and in which buildings the method had already been successfully applied. On his lips, the word tempering sounded almost reverential. Not once did the planning of their forthcoming wedding spark a similar level of enthusiasm.


Ludger refused to have a church wedding and Paula acquiesced. It felt right to achieve harmony by way of agreement. Most of the wedding guests were from her side too. Ludger invited the Brinkmann brothers and their wives, as well as the team who had helped them move. None of his relatives were invited. His contacts were limited to colleagues, clients and tradesmen.


Paula took charge of planning the meal, as well as the choice of drinks, the design of the invitation and the decoration of their apartment. Ludger only wanted a say in the music.


They sat there half the night, Ludger going through his jazz records for the best tracks, smoking, occasionally humming along. When Paula started dancing after her second glass of wine, he watched her with the embarrassment she was now familiar with.


Head bowed, shoulders hunched, beer bottle up to his lips, he sat there, his eyes following her.


When Paula fell into his lap, he put the beer aside, wrapped his arms around her waist and kissed her. Seconds later he pushed her away and stood up. His body tensed, his gaze wandered the room, and excitedly he announced that tempering would be the best solution for this apartment too.


*


Nobody was exactly how you wanted them to be.


Paula hoped that time would close the gap between wishing and reality.


*


She’s still in her nightie when she steps out onto the balcony after breakfast and gazes down at the garden. It’s Paula’s fifth apartment in this city; at last she feels at home.


Crocuses and snowdrops are blooming in the communal garden, which is divided off from the neighbouring plots by high stone walls. Beneath Paula and Leni are a family with two small children, and an elderly couple have the apartment on the ground floor. For the most part they live in a state of peaceful coexistence. It’s only the garden that leads to the occasional dispute. The elderly couple’s desire for order clashes with the random and rarely successful spontaneous attempts at planting by the family on the first floor. But overall a mutual respect prevails and once a year they all have a summer party.


Paula wanders slowly down the length of the balcony that extends across the width of three rooms, each of which has a door opening onto it. The rain gradually subsides, and still there’s no answer from Wenzel. Maybe he’s working in his studio, maybe he hasn’t read her message, or maybe he’s on his way to her. She has no doubt that he will come.


She runs her hands along the wooden railing, focusing on the movements of her arms, her hands, then on her breathing and realising that she has to strain to feel her body. It doesn’t insinuate itself through pain, inflexibility or excessive torpor. She no longer takes for granted what is seemingly self-evident.


While she was married to Ludger the future appeared hazy; after Johanna’s death, the past looked crystal clear. Back in the present she hears the doorbell and hurries to her front door.


Wenzel has some flowers he nabbed on his way through the park. Later they will be put in tiny vases in Paula’s apartment.


He’s shaved his thinning hair. Wenzel is the first man she hasn’t tried to mould. The first who sometimes focuses solely on her desire. The first she hasn’t introduced to her parents.


She takes his hand and leads him to the bedroom.


He slowly undresses her, instructs her to lie on her tummy and runs his fingertips firmly from her neck to her thighs, then pushes these apart, and she’s briefly reminded of what she keeps bottled up. Then she tells him about the men. Tells him how far she went, what she let them do, just so she could feel a different pain. A pain that dominated the grief rampaging inside her like an unleashed demon. With tears in her eyes she tells him what she was ashamed of, what she enjoyed despite the shame and how submission allowed her to forget the death of her child for a few hours. And when she finishes talking he kisses her and his lips follow the path taken by his fingertips.


*


On the morning of their wedding they were woken by a noise. A window had been left open and a bird had flown in during the night. Panic-stricken, it was flapping around the lamps and furniture. It flew against a windowpane and crashed to the floor, then made another attempt but again missed the opening.


Paula leaped out of bed and opened all the windows. Her heart was racing. She winced every time the bird collided with the glass. Ludger helped her and together they shooed it around the huge room. But to no avail. The bird couldn’t find its way out. It was still early; a pink sky heralded daybreak. The bird lay on the floor and they decided to wait.


Back in bed, Ludger snuggled up close. He put an arm around her and nuzzled into her hair. His fingertips caressed her belly. When a shudder ran through her body he stopped, then fell asleep soon afterwards.


Paula listened to the flapping of wings and the bird’s short, shrill cries as her fingers moved between her open legs. She had carefully shuffled out of his embrace. She lay on her tummy and pressed her face into the pillow.


When the alarm went she woke with a start. She got up at once and searched the room. The bird had disappeared.


*


Paula returned pleasantly exhausted from their honeymoon, which they spent hiking in the Vosges. Starting in Sainte-Odile, they walked to Kaysersberg via the Col du Kreuzweg and then headed south to the nature reserve, in ever-changing weather and negotiating, in Paula’s view, endless perilous ascents and descents. Sometimes they walked for hours in silence, one in front of the other, because the paths were narrow and talking wasted too much energy. Then they were side by side again, imagining their future together.


For long stretches they wouldn’t meet another soul. They picnicked on sun-warmed rocks, in ruined castles and old war fortifications.


As soon as they took a break, Ludger would unpack the maps. He had several in different scales, and he kept pointing out to Paula exactly where they were. As they ate bread, cheese and apples he explained the route they would be taking over the next few hours. There was no limit to his enthusiasm for the precision of the hiking maps, which showed even the tiniest path.


They spent the nights in fermes auberges, sharing dormitories with other hikers. Only on the first and last nights of their ten-day trip did they sleep in hotels, with their own bathroom and a comfy double bed, and those were the only two nights they made love. Ludger had a habit of curling up afterwards and nestling his head on Paula’s chest. This was how he liked going to sleep. Whenever Paula, who couldn’t sleep in that position, carefully turned away, he followed her. Even in the deepest sleep he would snuggle back up to her the moment their bodies lost contact. Paula would then get up and move round to the other side of the bed. All the same, she liked this physical confirmation of his love.


*


On the first day back at work after the honeymoon, Paula’s colleagues greeted her by her new name: Paula Krohn. And when Marion, who also worked in the fiction department, called out at the end of the day, Paula, your husband’s here! she stood up and smiled.


It was a moment she would cherish, even in hindsight.


In jeans and a T-shirt, Ludger stood beside the table with the new releases and waved to her. She could not have said why this made her feel proud.


*


The hormonal fog lifted.


Paula spent many evenings alone in the loft. If she opened the window that looked onto the canal, the brackish odour of the filthy water wafted in, but if she closed the window it went eerily quiet. Her own voice echoed around the cavernous space. There were no separate rooms, just a cube in the middle that housed the bathroom.


Every evening she waited for Ludger to come home. The tempering job took up his time like no other project and he often got back late. While she waited, she cooked, read, made telephone calls or stood by the window, never forgetting that everything she was doing was merely killing time. The tension only ended when she heard his key in the lock and Paula wondered whether it was really just down to the apartment and its emptiness.


Birds kept straying into the loft. Not all of them found their way out. One day she found a pigeon with a broken wing sitting on the floor beside the dining table. A dead sparrow lay beneath the window through which it had flown.


From then on the windows remained closed.


*


Every Sunday they had breakfast at Café Telegraph.


Ludger would read the F.A.Z. and the Neue Zürcher Zeitung, Paula Der Spiegel and Die Zeit.


They rode the cycle paths along the Saale and the Mulde, visited exhibitions, went to the cinema and bickered about which film to see. Ludger preferred documentaries, Paula biopics of artists. Ludger said critically that Paula wouldn’t have lasted a single day in the life of Georg Trakl, or a week with Camille Claudel. She, on the other hand, complained that he took everything too seriously. He had no sense of humour, no levity, she said, while he retorted that it was levity and carelessness which was causing the world to go to ruin.


They argued about things which neither would have imagined one could argue about. When they went cycling he rode quicker than she did. He didn’t look back to see where she was. He raced across lights that were turning red and kept going, while Paula waited for them to turn green again. He also decided where they would go. He always knew the best route from any point in the city to any other. Resistance would be broken by a glance at the map that he always had to hand.


Sometimes she would deliberately fall behind and go her own way. She knew how much this annoyed him and she knew that the reconciliation would occasionally occur in bed.


When Ludger was angry he did not put a check on his physical strength. The sex was freer than usual. And those were the nights which gave Paula hope. On other nights she would lie awake, wriggle from his embrace and not know what to do with her desire.


*


The first decision that Paula forced through was to move out of the loft.


It wasn’t a sensible place to live. Rental prices were increasing and Ludger was facing a crisis.


Despite his success, there hadn’t been any more tempering commissions. His goal had seemed so close. Ludger had been sure that Brinkmann & Krohn were on the verge of gaining the reputation as the best architectural practice for sustainable building. He had turned down other, more lucrative contracts and quarrelled with the Brinkmann brothers.


At that time the child inside her belly was about eight centimetres long. It could stick its thumb in its mouth, hold the umbilical cord between its fingers and it moved animatedly.


The ultrasound image lay on the table between them. Paula was crying. She’d been talking, begging him. Walls and rooms!, Ludger had parroted back at her, shaking his head. Their bed was big enough for three, he claimed, and the loft was ideal for a small child. It could ride a bike, trampoline, swing – what more did she want?


When Paula got up from the table she wiped the tears from her face, grabbed the ultrasound image and put it in her pocket.


*


Over the months that followed she rode her Gazelle bike the length and breadth of the city. She spoke to estate agents and private landlords, viewed endless apartments and narrowed down the list that she presented to Ludger in the evenings.


It then turned out that the apartments were in areas of the city which were absolute no-nos for Ludger: streets without trees and therefore unacceptable; in states of redevelopment he couldn’t live with; neighbours he didn’t like the sound of. He refused to live next door to lawyers, accountants or estate agents. He hated their S.U.V.s, from which they looked down on everyone else, violated the traffic laws and double-parked. He dreaded their status symbols, their felling of trees to create new parking places, their complete ignorance of real life.


One day, as they were standing on the balcony of a partially renovated four-room apartment, looking out at the southern end of the floodplain forest, Ludger finally relented, but Paula didn’t feel any happiness. The damp, musty smell of the ramsons made her feel sick. She leaned against the balcony railings and closed her eyes.


The apartment was at the rear of the development. There was no street noise, no rattling of trams, just the green crowns of the trees and birdsong. It was ten minutes to the centre of town by bike and both their workplaces were just as quick to get to. The stairwell was full of bicycles and no matter which window you looked out of you couldn’t see a single car. It was perfect.


*


On the day of their move Paula could only watch and give instructions. The baby was due in four weeks. Her legs ached and her shoes pinched her swollen feet. All she wanted to do was to withdraw to the refuge of her shell like a snail.


At the end of that day, however, the only thing in its place, amidst all the chaos of boxes, suitcases and furniture parts, was the bed. And when she finally lay down, Paula thought of those nights she’d spent in it sleeplessly, and of the child in her belly that was still without a name.


*


The baby was two weeks premature and it arrived in that same bed. The home birth had been Ludger’s idea. She didn’t tell Judith, who was now a junior doctor in Hanover. Paula knew her friend’s opinion. Medieval, she would have said, totally nutty.


She had calmed her own anxieties with the certainty that a doctor could be there within minutes if necessary. Her colleagues had encouraged her to have the baby at home too. Stories went around about drug-resistant germs. A hospital was no safer place than one’s own bed.


Now she kneeled beside the bed and looked up. A bare bulb hung from a cable. Lamps still needed to be connected and shelves put up. It had been twenty minutes since her phone call. Take a taxi, she’d said without much hope. But, as expected, Ludger came home by bike. She heard his key in the lock, his footsteps in the hallway, the sound of the bag tossed aside and then – nothing more. She breathed through a contraction, her focus now restricted to her back and womb.


For the next nine hours he kept going out and coming back in. Kneeled beside her, lay next to her, held her hand and wiped sweat from her brow.


Hairband! she cried. Music off! she ordered and Shut the window! When the midwife finally allowed her to push she had no strength left to talk.


But how quickly the details faded, how quickly the pain was forgotten. The midwife laid the baby on Paula’s tummy, and when Paula saw that it was a girl she sank back into her pillow with a smile. Ludger cut the umbilical cord and soon afterwards Leni Antonia Krohn was suckling at Paula’s breast.


*


Ludger stayed at home for three weeks.


During this time he, she and Leni were the whole world. Even when the baby fed he lay beside them. All the necessary trips out were completed as quickly as possible. The three of them were like a force field that lost its energy the moment one of them left the closed circle.


When she came for her final visit the midwife remarked that she’d rarely worked with a family where everything ran so smoothly.


On their last day together they got up at dawn. Paula would have liked to stay in bed, having fed Leni every couple of hours during the night. She felt so exhausted that even going to the loo felt like too much effort.


The park was deserted. An early mist hung above the grass. There was an autumnal chill to the air. When they got to the oak tree where they’d always met, Ludger took off his rucksack, unpacked the pickaxe and spade, and started digging the hole. When the pick hit a root it rebounded, almost hitting his head. He looked for another spot.


Leni had begun to cry. She lay in the pram, wrapped up warmly. Her arms were flailing and her bawling tore through the silence. Paula pushed the pram back and forth. A bicycle shot past. Soon the paths would be filled with cyclists, joggers and dog owners. She slowly moved a few metres away from Ludger, acting as if they weren’t together, as if she were just another passer-by.


After about ten minutes Ludger had dug a hole thirty centimetres deep. He reached into the rucksack and from a plastic bag took the placenta that was thawing. He held it in both hands for a while before placing it in the hole. Then he stretched out his arm to Paula.


His hand was wet and Paula noticed a sweet taste in her mouth.


Leni was still crying when Ludger had filled the hole. Paula turned around and briskly pushed the pram across the grass to the park. She only looked back once. A large dog was bounding purposefully to where the fresh earth stood proud of the green grass.


But before it reached the spot where they’d buried the placenta she turned away.


*


Everything was different now she was alone with the child.


The rhythm of her day followed the infant’s feeding and sleeping needs. Paula’s body seemed alien to her. The breasts belonged to Leni, the limbs were heavy, the hair lifeless and her belly took ages to return to its old shape.


When Ludger came home he had eyes only for his daughter. If Paula was carrying the baby on her arm, he would reach out and grab Leni without asking. Papa was at the construction site, he would say, or Papa’s just got a new contract. Then he would explain to Leni why low-energy houses were prone to mould, the advantages of clay panels, how he was trying to persuade his client of the benefits of tempering, and which grasses and herbs were suitable for a green roof.


In the evening he would potter around the apartment. Whatever he touched became beautiful. The illuminated shelves he designed for the storage room, the coat stand in the hallway, the extravagant lamps – everything was perfect in its imperfections.


Whenever he finished something he would call her. She would come and praise him, and his hand would feel for hers.


Only later, in bed, with Leni lying between them and Ludger gazing at her in adoration, did Paula feel uneasy. The tenderness in his eyes was for their child alone. Every tiny sound she made delighted him.


She was ashamed at what she felt. But his emotion disgusted her.


*


As often as she could she met up with Judith again, who was back in Leipzig having started her specialist training.


Paula enjoyed these hours with Judith, when she was able to be witty, ironic and confident. But the more time she spent with her, the harder she found it to readjust when she got home. And it became ever more difficult to hide the truth from her friend.


She didn’t mention the nights when she woke up because her heart was beating too quickly. Nor the times when she felt everything was wrong, like a mistake that couldn’t be rectified. Nor that Ludger and she hadn’t made love in months. Before the birth it was the baby in her belly; after the birth the baby in the bed. A fleeting kiss in the mornings, a brief hug in the evenings. And nothing in-between.


*


In those weeks Ludger often told her how happy he was. Paula got the impression she was paying the price for that happiness. As if he were living off her. The more energy he possessed, the weaker she felt. The more obsessively he forged his plans, the less motivated she became.


This was the period when he grew a beard, when he stopped eating meat and killing insects. When he installed a water filter and bought a grain flaker. When he began donating a significant proportion of his monthly salary to animal welfare and human rights organisations, and switched his account to an ethical bank. His argument for all this was as simple as it was true: doing the right thing couldn’t be wrong.


*


He spent many evenings thinking aloud about how they ought to live. About how they could further reduce their ecological impact. Paula sat at the table with him. A silent listener, giving the occasional nod.


At the same time his despondency towards the world and humanity grew. He wouldn’t go into a café without earplugs as he couldn’t bear to hear scraps of other people’s private lives, being forced to participate in the lives of strangers. Paula could see his disgust from the tension in his face.


Essentially she shared his views. She had always admired Ludger’s moral integrity and his willingness to practise self-denial. Unlike most people, he stood up for what he believed in and accepted the downsides. She understood his sensitivity too. And like him, she wanted Leni to grow up in a better world. Wasn’t this harmony of views the love Ludger spoke of?


But none of it had anything to do with her personally. With her – Paula.


*


Paula, he whispers, stroking her hair from her tear-stained face.


Wenzel understands. He seems to understand everything. He doesn’t despise her, he doesn’t judge, he doesn’t even frown.


Before she first had sex with him she went to the doctor. She was certain she was ill. Paula had slept with fifteen men within the space of a year. According to the infidelity website they were all married. Paula knew their first names and their ages, but nothing more. When they said they were healthy, she’d believed them.


The men hadn’t wanted to know anything either.


By the time the results came back she’d known Wenzel for eight weeks. They’d gone to listen to a Brahms symphony and a Rachmaninov piano concerto, had been to the theatre, taken long walks and kissed on benches in the park. In the past she’d started and finished a relationship in eight weeks. But Wenzel hadn’t even seen her naked.


To begin with she worried he would do a runner the moment he realised how damaged she was. But when he kept appearing punctually at the appointed meeting places, her anxiety gradually abated.


Standing by the desk at the surgery, Paula tried in vain to gauge the results from the face of the receptionist. The woman’s eyes scanned a sheet of paper; her expression gave nothing away. She answered the telephone when it rang, scheduled an appointment, then glanced at the sheet of paper again. Everything’s fine, Frau Krohn, she said without looking up.


*


Paula was riding her bicycle. The wind in her face was warm.


At the market she bought fish, tomatoes, peppers, cucumbers, radishes, lettuce, onions, garlic, fresh herbs, lemons and saffron. Her panniers full, she stopped at the wine shop, tried a Grauburgunder, a Weissburgunder and a Sauvignon Blanc, enjoyed the pleasant buzz from the alcohol and left the shop with a Silvaner from Franconia.


Back home she tied on an apron, put on some Chopin ballades and started cooking.


It was the day the swifts suddenly appeared, as they did every year. Flying from south of the equator they arrived in the first week of May, tearing along the streets at breathtaking speed. Their shrill cries rang out in the evening and could even be heard through the closed windows.


Paula went into the living room and sat on the window-sill. For a few minutes the evening sun was reflected in one of the windows opposite. Her three-quarter profile was cast like a paper cutting onto the curtain that divided the room, the shadows of the swifts darting over it and away.


*


That night they made love for the first time. Wenzel didn’t do anything Paula was unfamiliar with, and yet something about the sex was out of the ordinary. It was like a piece of complex music, with different, finer sounds emerging upon subsequent hearings, the beauty revealing itself in the quietest note and even in the pauses. And when she opened her eyes the next morning Wenzel was still beside her.


*


When Ludger stopped calling her by her name, she deliberately started doing things he frowned upon.


One Sunday morning Paula took a fifteen-minute shower.


One Wednesday evening she threw a bruised apple in the bin in front of his eyes.


She bought clothes and shoes even though she had plenty of both. But she didn’t hear her name again until one night she fried a steak.


Ludger had turned vegetarian only a few weeks earlier, but his decision was a topic of conversation every evening. He would cite statistics relating to global meat consumption, industrial livestock farming, and how much feed and water were used. His memory for figures was impressive and the inevitable consequence of this knowledge was self-denial.


When he arrived at the door with a Hello, love! Paula took the steak from the pan and put it on her plate. She seasoned it with sea salt and pepper and helped herself to some salad. When she cut up the meat with a sharp knife, the juice seeped out. The steak was raw on the inside. A small trickle of blood made its way through the green salad leaves.


Paula’s heart was in her mouth. No longer hungry, she briefly considered throwing the meat in the bin, but Ludger was already standing beside her.


What are you doing, love? he asked.


When she just looked at him in silence, he said Paula! and nothing else.


*


After she bought the car he said hardly anything to her for weeks.


It was an unnecessarily large car: an old, black Volvo, almost four metres long.


He wandered around like a wounded soldier, stooped and downcast.


Paula wouldn’t apologise. His silence tormented her, but when they finally spoke again she defended her actions by saying that he wouldn’t have agreed to it anyway. As she mopped the bathroom floor she said he was her husband, not her master. Didn’t she want someone to dominate her sometimes? Ludger replied, and she laughed when she realised what he meant. A smile flickered across his lips too and she didn’t let the opportunity go to waste. She kissed him, then bent over the washing machine. Ludger was still angry enough not to back off.


*


The peace didn’t last long.


One Sunday afternoon the bell rang. Judith stormed in, went straight into the kitchen and, without saying a word, laid photographs of a dark-brown Quarter Horse mare on the table. A few days earlier she had passed her endocrinology and diabetology exam. The horse was a present to herself.


With Leni in his arms, Ludger stared at the photographs while Judith raved about the horse’s level of training, her rideability, suppleness and docility when jumping. When she finished he said with outright disgust that no ethically minded individual could ride or train animals, all of which caused unnecessary suffering.


Judith put her hands on her hips, glanced at Leni and stuck out her chin defiantly. If you want to avoid unnecessary suffering, she said, don’t bring children into this world. For this child, like everyone else in the world, will experience suffering.


She gathered up her photographs, put them in her bag and looked at Paula. On any other day Paula might have taken her friend’s side. On any other day she might have told Ludger not to impose his opinions on the entire world and not to pass judgement on anyone who lived differently.


*


Judith didn’t visit for a long time after that.


She stopped calling and replied tersely and dismissively to Paula’s messages. When Judith took over a G.P. surgery from a friend of her mother’s, Paula got the same invitation to the opening as all the other guests. With no personal message or any hint of their lifelong friendship.


Paula blamed Ludger for this.


She contemplated a separation.


But they didn’t separate.


*


In the period that followed they became withdrawn. They turned down invitations and rarely had visitors. They had regular sex again. Their relationship worked in the inner circle of their love.


*


At the beginning of her second pregnancy apologies were given and promises made. Paula acknowledged that sometimes her actions were a protest, while Ludger confessed to trying too hard to educate her. These admissions made them feel that they’d cleared things up, and his affection confirmed her assumptions that their past problems wouldn’t play a role in the future.


Hundreds of photographs were taken. Ludger and Leni in a dinghy on the lake, Paula and Leni sitting in the flowering ramsons, Leni and Ludger in front of a sloth in the zoo, all three of them lying on a meadow by the Mulde with daisy crowns in their hair.


As things were, they were good.


And as things were, they were fragile.


She only felt really calm when Ludger was with her. If he didn’t come back when he said he would, she assumed the worst: he’d fallen off scaffolding on a building site, he’d had an accident on his bike, or a brain aneurysm.


But nothing happened.


*


As far as the world outside was concerned, they were simply a lovely couple.


At a consultation evening for a forest kindergarten Leni was going to attend, Paula sensed the eyes of the other parents on them. They were all sitting in a large circle in a clearing, and she felt as if she were stepping out of her body and watching from outside: a confident, pregnant woman with a little red-headed girl in her lap and a thoughtful-looking, handsome man at her side, with his arm around her.


That evening they made love. Although she was pregnant Paula drank a whole glass of red wine and when Ludger joined her in bed his hands immediately felt for her. All of a sudden his desire had returned. He kissed her hastily, but his fingers felt in vain for the usual warm dampness between her legs.


When it was over they embraced tightly.


*


On other days everything seemed genuine and good. Such as when Ludger picked up Leni from the childminder and brought her to the bookshop as a nice surprise for Paula. When they walked through the park to the playground, past the blooming jasmine and stopping at the ice-cream van on Sachsenbrücke. When they got back to the area where they lived with the newly planted lime trees and the houses gleaming with fresh coats of paint. When Leni snuggled between them in the mornings and went back to sleep while the birds chirped outside. When they made plans and the future shone. When Ludger laid his hands on Paula’s belly to feel the baby moving.


*


At times it seemed doubtful that this child would ever acquire a name. Ludger’s suggestions met with a raised eyebrow at best. Freya and Runa came up the most often. She groaned in irritation when she heard Sonnhild, and Hedwig made her burst out laughing.


They didn’t agree on Johanna until four hours after the birth, before which the baby was simply known as it. They came home from the clinic in silence, Ludger carrying the plastic bag containing the placenta, Paula holding Johanna.


She didn’t know why the courage for another home birth had deserted her. She’d managed the first without any problems. Had it been Judith’s tales about stalled labour, umbilical cords that got wrapped around necks, a lack of oxygen, disabilities and death? Or was it a case of defying Ludger?


Once home he went straight to the fridge and put the placenta in the freezer compartment. Then he fetched Leni from the neighbours. She raced to Johanna, who was asleep in the baby seat. Delighted, she touched her tiny sister’s hands, head and nose, and eventually Ludger had to carry her away to avoid upsetting Johanna’s sleep.


Paula went to bed immediately, exhausted by the sight of Ludger. In the hospital car park he’d strapped the baby seat in the back and then got into the passenger seat. He didn’t see any reason to drive instead of Paula. It was her car and he wanted as little to do with it as possible.


*


In fact Ludger drove the black Volvo precisely twice during the course of their marriage. The first time was on the way to hospital when Johanna was born, the second on the way to her funeral.


That was in June. The sun shone fiercely and the entire city was full of German flags: football fans celebrating the World Cup victory. As the air-conditioning in the Volvo wasn’t working, Ludger opened all the windows. The warm summer breeze caressed their heads and wafted in the sweet fragrance of the lime trees. The car was covered in honeydew. The handles were sticky, the windows filthy, but Ludger ignored them. He drove without switching on the windscreen washer.


Bees and butterflies circled them at the cemetery, and hundreds of rhododendrons lined the paths and graves. Their flowers had withered some time ago and their leaves hung limply due to the sustained period of drought. It was the longest day of the year. The summer solstice. The eve of their fifth wedding anniversary.


Paula took in every breath of wind, every rustling leaf, every insect, but stared straight through the other people there. Ludger was holding Leni’s hand. There was no life in his face.


*


Two days before she died Johanna had been vaccinated.


We’re going to the doctor’s today, Paula said, without interrupting what she was doing. Hanni’s getting an injection. Johanna was sitting on his lap, slapping her plate with her hands. She liked the clattering sound, and she laughed and whooped, her round little body becoming ever more animated. Ludger’s left arm was wrapped around her tummy, and with his right hand he tried to lift the coffee cup to his lips without spilling any. He’d been listening and narrowed his eyes. Paula knew that expression and took no notice of it. As she chopped up fruit and vegetables for Leni and made her some rolls for kindergarten, Ludger explained in his calm voice that good hygiene and living conditions rather than vaccinations were responsible for the control and even eradication of many illnesses. And when she took Johanna from him to get her dressed, he said that he’d heard of children being brain-damaged or handicapped after vaccinations. Do you want to go to the appointment instead? she asked tetchily. Are you going to be the one who stays at home when the children are sick? Are you going to look after them when they’ve got whooping cough or measles?


Hastily, and without waiting for a response, Paula wrapped Johanna in the baby sling and left the apartment. Her colourful, ankle-length summer dress billowed in the breeze as she walked. She took her sunhat off and held it protectively over Johanna. They arrived at the practice on time.


*


Later he claimed he’d objected.


Later still he was sure he hadn’t even been told about it.


*


Paula was wearing her summer dress with the large floral pattern on the day Johanna died too. The apartment was suddenly full of people. The duty forensic pathologist examined the balcony, the place of death, to rule out the possibility of a crime. A psychologist sat beside Paula. The doctor on call, who had pronounced the child dead, sat opposite. He asked questions about what had happened that day and on previous days, and Paula replied in a monotone. She wanted to do everything the right way. Perhaps the child would open her eyes when all the questions had been answered. If she stayed strong the nightmare might come to an end.


Johanna screamed for hours after the vaccination. She was burning hot, refused to drink or eat, and nothing could pacify her. She only slept when Paula gave her a syrup to bring down her temperature and relieve the pain. When she woke she started screaming again. The next day her temperature had gone, but the child lay lethargically in her bed; it looked as though she was sleeping with her eyes open. She was staring at the ceiling, devoid of any expression, making no sound. She wouldn’t play or laugh and didn’t try to catch Paula’s eye. Johanna hung limply on her arm and when Paula laid her down she stayed in exactly the same position. The paediatric doctor assured her that it was just exhaustion after the fever.


On day three Johanna died.


Paula had put her on the balcony and she’d fallen asleep in a nest of blankets and cushions. When the child hadn’t moved two hours later, Paula, who’d been reading on a lounger beside her, bent down and stroked her cheek. Johanna’s skin felt cool, even though it was a pleasant twenty-five degrees outside.


Paula knew at once.


She grabbed the baby and lifted her up. Pressed her against her body and screamed. Laid her back down and started giving mouth-to-mouth resuscitation. Ran to the telephone to call the emergency doctor. Called Ludger as she kneeled beside Johanna, shaking so badly that in the end she dropped the phone.


*


There was no strategy to combat the grief.


It was uncontrollable, unpredictable, limitless. For every other emotion in her life Paula had found a coping mechanism. Not for this one. The torpor of the first few weeks was the easiest part. The period when the realisation was only in her head and hadn’t yet spread to her heart. It didn’t hurt yet; it was still abstract. Although the tiny creature had been buried, the bed was empty and the toy clock silent, the pain was lying in wait. But she suspected that it was collecting itself, growing bigger and preparing to strike.


*


Ludger lived alongside her almost silently. He was there and also not there. He spent most of the time reading. The printer was permanently spitting out paper. Books and texts piled up around the desk and Ludger sat amongst them. He barely slept and ate little. Not for one moment had he believed the pathologist’s conclusions: sudden infant death syndrome. Apparently, no abnormalities had been found in Johanna’s brain to suggest any link with the vaccination. Apparently it was pure coincidence. It had no underlying cause and no-one was to blame. And thus there was no sense to it.


But that couldn’t be right. An eight-month-old infant doesn’t die for no reason, with no blame, no sense. The agonising uncertainty gave way to pure conviction. The search for the truth was over. The guilt was established.


He rarely worked now and barely earned any money. His eye for all those things that were unnecessary, useless and immoral had become keener, as had his willingness to be consistent. He no longer took on jobs that conflicted with his ideals. He was scornful of his colleagues and wasn’t interested in their arguments. He didn’t want to hear about their wives and children and material needs that needed taking care of.


The architectural practice Brinkmann & Krohn fell apart. The sign was changed and the name Krohn removed from the headed paper.


*


To begin with Paula tried to get close to him. She would lie her head in his lap and find peace there. But Ludger did not return any of her caresses. He let it happen stiffly, and after that she kept her distance.


She responded silently and helplessly to Leni’s cheerfulness. She didn’t return her child’s smiles, nor any of the joy in her eyes.


When the pain arrived, it was wild. Sometimes her crying sounded barely human. She was shocked by the sounds coming from within her, and there was fear on the face of her husband and daughter.


Every morning when she awoke she felt the horror. Every morning she wished it were evening – the day over, sleeping pills taken, the heavy curtain drawn. She didn’t want to die, but she was unable to live. She wanted to forget, but that wasn’t possible. And when Ludger uttered the words that ended their marriage, she was surprised that the darkness which surrounded her was no blacker than it had been before.


Johanna’s death was your fault, he said one day. He stood in the kitchen doorway, spoke these words, turned around and left.


*


They lay silently side by side for a while.


I’m a lucky man, Wenzel says, I’ve only just met you.


She reaches for his hand and puts it on her tummy.


*


Later they dress and go into the kitchen.


He scrubs the vegetables, she gets the knife for him, washes the meat, pats it dry, and he cuts it into strips. He sets the table while she fries the meat and steams the vegetables. They don’t get in each other’s way. When he passes her his hand strokes her arm.


They eat.
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