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         Today, as in the past, people flee from one country to another in the hope of finding a better future. But how do children experience such displacement? How do they cope with the traumas of a refugee camp? In this novel Birgit Vanderbeke goes back to her own childhood in the divided Germany of the 1960s. She shows how the little girl she once was saved herself by imagining countries on the far side of the world. A masterpiece of memory turned into fiction.
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            History is denial in narrative form; war history is concoction for the purpose of repetition. It always begins with a failure to recognize reality.

            —GERHARD ZWERENZ

         

      

   


   
      

         
            
        You Would Have Missed Me
      

         

         We have our best ideas between the ages of five and ten. Some people have only a few ideas after that, maybe until they’re twenty-five or thirty, depending on whether they’re still talking to anyone then, but after thirty most of them no longer want to talk to anyone, they’ve given up, so obviously that puts an end to any more ideas.

         
             

         

         I had my best idea when I was seven, because at the time I urgently needed to talk to someone, and when it occurred to me how I might go about that I sensed too that it was a really good idea, although I didn’t realize quite how good until much later.

         
             

         

         To be precise, it happened on my seventh birthday.

         We were standing in our two-bedroom flat in the Promised Land and once again it was clear that I wouldn’t be getting a cat for my birthday.

         I’d been wanting a kitten ever since we left the refugee camp. I was five back then. This was the third birthday in a row I wouldn’t be getting one.

         You get used to disappointments, but in the long term they make you feel cold and empty inside, and you begin to lose heart.

         
            *

         

          It wasn’t true that pets were banned in the new housing development.

         The Egners in 24C had a dachshund in their first-floor flat, and Gisela’s mother bred chinchillas in the basement. Everybody knew, and nobody had yet raised any objections to the Egners’ dachshund or Gisela’s mother’s chinchillas. The chinchillas lived in cages like the rabbits at Grandma’s, but Grandma was in the East. Sometimes she’d kill one of her rabbits, usually on a Friday before her sons came to visit. On the Saturday they’d be skinned and would then appear on the table on Sunday and be eaten.

         Now we were in the West and things were done differently. Gisela’s mother didn’t kill her chinchillas and didn’t skin them for a roast, but very soon she’d be selling them live to a furrier, which would make her rich, because the furrier would kill and skin the animals, then pay her 300 marks per fur. That was a lot of money for Gisela’s mother, but the price would go even higher, to 400 or 500 marks, definitely. At least that’s what Herr Reiland said, who’d sold Gisela’s mother her first chinchillas, a pair for 2,000 marks, and since then those chinchillas had been reproducing as quickly as Grandma’s rabbits in the East. Four times a year. Soon the basement wouldn’t be big enough for her breeding programme, but then the family would move anyway, because they’d be so rich they wouldn’t know what to do with all that money, so rich that they’d be able to afford their own bungalow. Gisela’s mother wouldn’t have to work part-time as a cleaner any more and her father wouldn’t have to work night shifts at  the red factory and sleep during the day when Gisela and her sister wanted to listen to Elvis Presley on the radio.

         None of this was a secret. Everyone knew. And so, when my mother said we weren’t allowed to have a cat on the estate, it wasn’t true and my mother too knew perfectly well it wasn’t true. This was one of those things I couldn’t bear about most adults: they lied all the time.

         Whenever you said anything, no matter what it was, either they didn’t listen or they told you lies because they thought you were too small to realize you were being lied to, and in any case the estate’s management wouldn’t have objected, it was just that my mother didn’t want me to have a cat, but she didn’t say why.

         
             

         

         It was my birthday, so we were standing in the lounge instead of sitting in the kitchen as usual. We only really spent time in the lounge when there was something to watch on television or if it was a special occasion. It was stuffed with teak furniture, as much as could fit inside the room. Both my father and my mother now said that it had been a mistake to furnish the lounge with teak because teak needed to be polished all the time to keep it shiny.

         Before we came to the West my mother had always dreamed of teak furniture, but of course she didn’t know you had to polish teak all the time because she’d only ever dreamed of it and had never owned any.

         Her teak dream harked back to her fiancé, who she always claimed had been killed in action, but actually he’d been shot in the back and died. After the war everything  fell apart for a few years, but you would have thought that by now things would have been slowly pieced back together, however this fiancé had been the son of a landowner and if he hadn’t been shot he would have undoubtedly married my mother after the war, and later the two of them and their children would have inherited his family estate furnished from top to bottom with teak, and so ever since her engagement to the landowner’s son my mother had dreamed of teak furniture, and as soon as my parents’ application for a flat in the West was approved and we moved from the refugee camp into the housing development that the red factory had built for its workers, their first purchase was a complete teak suite for the lounge, because my mother had been dreaming of this for so long.

         In fact we had many valuable things my mother could only have dreamed of in the East. We had a fridge, a washing machine, an electric cooker with four rings and an oven below, a coffee machine and even a bread-slicer, plus a master bedroom with a double bed, a wall unit made of birch wood and two bedside tables, everything in matching colours and brand new; we had a television set and we had a car, which in the East my mother could have spent a hundred years dreaming about because that was how long she’d have had to wait before being able to afford one, and then it would only have been a Trabant or at best a Wartburg, but not an Opel Kapitän.

         In the Promised Land you could buy everything you dreamed of straight away, even if you couldn’t immediately  afford it: carpets, satin curtains, gold-rimmed crockery, crystal rummers, an ESGE hand blender, the birch-wood bedroom unit and all the teak my mother had been dreaming of since the war and the relationship with her fiancé, and which would have remained a dream if we hadn’t fled, because after the war there was none of that in the East. All they get there is plastic and elastic, my father used to say.

         
             

         

         Although it wasn’t every day that my mother told the story about the teak furniture and her fiancé, she did come out with it now and again, and once you’d heard and thought about it a few times, you realized that it was quite thorny.

         There were a few thorns that put my father into a bad mood, but rather than talk about them he would merely vent his bad mood and that wasn’t pleasant. At times it could get really dangerous, and even if you had a rough idea of what had put him in a bad mood that didn’t help; it was still dangerous.

         That’s why I urgently needed an idea.

         Sometimes he did respond, when my mother told the story of her fiancé. For example:

         May I remind you that, first of all, this son of a landowner is dead and he’d most certainly be bald by now?

         My father was still quite young and, besides, he had black hair. Only men with blond hair go bald.

         Then he went on to say that, second, the country estate wouldn’t have amounted to much even if her fiancé hadn’t  been bumped off, because everything his family owned would have been expropriated after the war, and then life wouldn’t have been quite so rosy, even if they hadn’t been Nazis, but because they were Nazis, like all landowners and fat cats, I don’t suppose they would have had much to laugh about under the Russians. My father would usually add that, by the way, he thought this was perfectly fair.

         May I also point out that you lost the war? he concluded. He mostly said this very softly and quietly, the way he always spoke when he was really angry.

         Sometimes he didn’t fancy being really angry and then he’d conclude by telling my mother, you’re an old Nazi and always will be. Usually my mother would start crying at that. Nobody knew why, even though I could think of a few reasons, and my father would whistle that song in which the girl desperately wants her young beau to get her an edelweiss flower. It takes place somewhere in the mountains, the boy climbs up the steep rock face, intent on plucking an edelweiss, then loses his grip, falls and dies up there. A vile song that always filled me with horror and ended with the girl forever running to his grave because there lay the only friend she’d ever had.

         My mother pulled out her handkerchief, which was wedged between her blouse and waistband, and wiped her face. Then she said, you don’t understand, Osch, and my father said, that’s how it is, but don’t keep calling me Osch.

         My father didn’t like it when people called him Osch. In the East everyone apart from his mother had called him  Osch. She’d called him dommen jong, silly boy, which he didn’t like either, but he preferred it to Osch.

         Later, when he’d turned on the television and Eintracht Frankfurt were playing Hertha, or Borussia Mönchengladbach were playing Schalke, my mother would explain to me in the kitchen that my father couldn’t understand because he was too young and, besides, he wasn’t German. My father was a foreigner because his mother had brought him to Germany from Belgium when he was very small and the war had already begun. Nobody knew why; his mother didn’t talk about it and besides she couldn’t speak a word of German, but in any event they weren’t German, which means I wasn’t a proper German even though I’d never been to Belgium, but you take after your father. Except my father took after his mother because when she came to Germany from Belgium she didn’t bring a father for the child.

         
             

         

         I thought the story about the teak furniture was quite thorny too, but there was no point in talking to my mother about it because she was already unhappy with the furnishings in our flat. After we’d got the teak furniture she discovered that teak is weirdly colourless; even if you constantly clean it and polish it like crazy it just remains colourless and dull, whereas my mother wanted it to look like the furniture in her fiancé’s manor house, which she recalled having a warm red shimmer. Might it not have been teak after all, but larch instead? 

         What do you think, Osch, she asked my father, might it have been larch? Doesn’t larch have that lovely warm colour? My father’s hands were thrust deep in his trouser pockets, so you couldn’t see them, but I knew that he was clenching his fists.

         
             

         

         From my perspective the thorny issue of this story was quite simple: I wouldn’t be here if the landowner fiancé hadn’t died, but I could hardly mention this to my parents because they didn’t want to talk about it and I wasn’t exactly the child they’d dreamed of. I’m sure my father hadn’t dreamed of any child, and then got one by accident because my mother had dreamed of a child – not the child I became, but quite a different one. I expect my mother would have been very happy if things in the war had gone differently and she could have been spared having a child so late, because if history had turned out differently she would have given birth, many years earlier and in timely fashion, to a couple of well-bred landowner children and wouldn’t have had to bother with my father at the eleventh hour to avoid becoming an old spinster, and my father could have finished school in peace and then had fun studying in East Berlin with masses of girlfriends, going with them to Western cinemas, if this child hadn’t got in the way. And so I kept the matter to myself, just sometimes imagined what things would have been like if I’d never been born. It wasn’t quite that simple, but basically it would have been better for everyone if I’d never been born. 

         I could have done with somebody to talk this over with.

         
             

         

         In the refugee camp I had Auntie Eka, Uncle Grewatsch and Uncle Winkelmann. It was worth talking to them because, even though they were very old, they were different from everyone else, but before we got on to the really important questions they were allocated a flat, as were we, and it didn’t surprise me that they disappeared from our life straight afterwards because my mother couldn’t stand them in the camp. It’s disgusting how the three of them carry on, she used to say. At their age.

         When we were in the refugee camp my father didn’t live with us to begin with because he wanted to finish his studies in East Berlin and have time to think about whether he’d rather take a job in the East than join us in the West. He studied, had loads of girlfriends, like all students, and went to Western cinemas, which meant it took him a good while to decide, and so in the meantime we were in the camp without him and sometimes, if my mother didn’t know what to do with me, I was allowed to visit Auntie Eka and her men, but at some point my father joined us and as soon as he was there I usually had to be there too, so that my mother could take care of me. She would clean my nose with her handkerchief and some spit, or pour warm oil into my ears if I had earache, and she would put thick mittens on my hands at night to prevent me from sucking my thumb – but also to show my father just how busy she was with me. From  the day my father arrived she didn’t want me to visit Auntie Eka, Uncle Grewatsch and Uncle Winkelmann any more and so she said, it’s disgusting how the three of them carry on. I don’t want you going over there any more, do you hear me?

         Naturally, I didn’t understand what could be so disgusting about the three of them all of a sudden: their room was so nice, Uncle Winkelmann had lots of books and other interesting things.

         Best of all I liked the glass ball where it snowed inside. It was a magic ball. Sometimes I was allowed to give it a shake and when the snow had settled Uncle Winkelmann would say, look, it’s snowing in Chengdu. Chengdu is in China. Or it’s snowing in Paris, or Baghdad, and depending on where it was snowing, Uncle Winkelmann would tell me what it was like there, in Chengdu, Baghdad or Paris, because before the war he’d been everywhere and in every city on which the snow fell inside the dome.

         First he went all over the world, then he was in the war, even in Russia and Italy, and finally he only just avoided capture in Italy by fleeing and defecting to the Poles, but then he ended up in Siberia.

         Auntie Eka didn’t like him talking about this because she was happy that the war was over, and instead of being in a Siberian camp he was now in this one with her and Uncle Grewatsch, but if you fled during the war you were a coward and shot by your own people. Fleeing keeps you busy your whole life. Although Uncle Winkelmann wasn’t shot for defecting to the Poles, they handed him over to  the Russians and so he went to Russia, even though he’d been there before.

         All of this took place at Monte Cassino, which is in Italy. Uncle Winkelmann often talked about it because he was mulling over the question of whether he really had been a coward. The story included a monastery with monastery treasures, monks and a whole host of other things, but apart from the monks and monastery treasures I couldn’t remember any details because Auntie Eka kept interrupting him, then she’d shake her long grey hair this way and that until Uncle Grewatsch said, if you don’t stop that you’ll end up whinnying.

         
             

         

         Sometimes they took me into the fields to steal apples or potatoes, or they’d warm up milk with their immersion heater, and it went on like that until my father arrived at the camp and I wasn’t allowed to go and see them any more. At first I couldn’t understand why, but in time it came out that my mother couldn’t stand Auntie Eka because she had two men.

         When Auntie Eka was young, my mother said, it was indecent for her to have two men because each woman was entitled to only one man. If she’s got two she’s lewd and the whole thing is indecent, or at least it is so long as they’re all still young. When they get older, approaching fifty, it’s not indecent any more, it’s simply despicable and repulsive. That’s roughly what I understood my mother to be saying, and it was particularly disgusting in the camp because the three of them were living together in one room. 

         Everyone apart from the camp director shared rooms in the camp – the Germans were mostly three or four to a room, the Romanians and Bulgarians were often six or seven to a room, but usually these were parents with their children, not three adults. After my father’s arrival things didn’t look good; only seldom could I visit Auntie Eka, Uncle Grewatsch and Uncle Winkelmann, and then just in secret. Over time I realized I was losing heart and felt cold and empty inside, and of course they disappeared from our life the moment we had our own flat in the Promised Land and the question of the furniture and other valuable things arose.

         
             

         

         As soon as the furniture company had delivered the teak suite and arranged it in our new lounge my mother knew she’d chosen the wrong furniture, and she was likewise suddenly able to remember the posh fir green of the Opel Admiral that had belonged to her landowner family.

         That was quite something, she said: a dark-green Admiral.

         My father said nothing because, although we didn’t have the money to pay for it, we were able to buy the Opel Kapitän straight away. That didn’t mean that we got it for free, because even in the Promised Land you didn’t get anything for nothing, you had to pay something every month for those things that you wanted, and for the Opel Kapitän my parents had to go on paying for several years.

         After a while my mother said, that was quite something before the war, a fir-green Opel Admiral. 

         Our Opel Kapitän was only dark blue and from after the war, and an admiral was higher up than a captain. I knew this from Uncle Winkelmann, who’d travelled the world by sea and had explained that on ships it always went from top to bottom. At the top was the admiral, then the commodore, and after that came the captain, lieutenant, sergeant and seaman.

         A captain after the war couldn’t compete with an admiral from before the war, that much was obvious, and it wasn’t just the colour of the furniture and the cars that wasn’t right in the Promised Land, rather one thing led to another, because before the war everything was good, even though my father couldn’t possibly know this as he’d still been a child, and after the war everything was in ruins and broken and had to be rebuilt, and of course they rebuilt the East far more shoddily than the West because after the war the Russians had stolen and carried off everything that wasn’t nailed down, as the Russians had nothing themselves, and so you could barely find a single brick for reconstruction anywhere in eastern Germany because the Russians were even poorer sods and had even less than the Germans.

         But now we were in the West and we had the Americans, who hadn’t stolen and carried off anything, instead they’d given us things to enable the country to look sort of tip-top again, although of course an Opel Kapitän couldn’t compete with a pre-war Admiral, that was something you could only dream about.

         
            *

         

          Dreaming, however, was absolutely fine in the Promised Land. The wonderful thing about this country was that as soon as my mother had acquired the teak furniture and the Opel Kapitän and was disappointed because they weren’t exactly what she’d been dreaming of, she could immediately start dreaming of larch furniture and an Opel Admiral, and if she acquired these and they didn’t turn out to be as red or fir green as the furniture and pre-war Admiral at her landowner fiancé’s house, she could simply keep dreaming. I knew this because it didn’t happen only to my mother, it happened to more or less everyone, and the dreams never stopped, they just kept multiplying, because Gisela’s mother spoke about her bungalow all the time, and the swing seat they’d put in the garden behind the bungalow, while the Egners or the Geisingers or the Höppners or whoever on the new estate dreamed of driving their Ford Taunus or Mercedes on holiday to the Salzkammergut or Italy, and when they’d finally been there they invited all the neighbours over to look at the photographs and slides showing them standing around in the Salzkammergut or in Italy, waving at the camera, and as soon as they’d been on holiday the next time they invited all the neighbours over again, but this time rather than photographs or slides there were shaky films, because they’d bought a Super 8 camera, and so everyone else began dreaming of bungalows or the Salzkammergut, of Italy and Super 8 cameras they could wave at, and very often my father would clench his fists in his trouser pockets because he was still young. 

         Or at least my mother said he was still young, he said it less often than she did, but occasionally he said it too.

         I’m basically watching myself wasting my youth, he said.

         What he meant by that, I think, was that he was stuck on a new estate with his unsatisfied wife and abortive child, having to watch the neighbours – who he met every day on the stairs anyway – standing around waving in the Salzkammergut. As far as my father was concerned, there was nothing promising about this land. He never said what exactly he understood by ‘promise’, but, livid as he was, my father smoked tons of HB cigarettes to avoid exploding with rage, although that didn’t help, he was still livid, and my mother and I imagined that for him ‘promise’ was his East Berlin student life with the Western cinemas and girlfriends rather than the life we were living here on the new estate, even if the Americans had brought us freedom as well as money, but my father’s understanding of freedom didn’t necessarily include the Salzkammergut and a Super 8 camera.

         I see freedom as something else, he said. He clenched his fists in his trouser pockets and clamped his teeth together so tightly that his jaw muscles moved back and forth and you could hear his teeth grinding, and I could be sure that things would soon take an unpleasant turn. Now, on my seventh birthday, it looked very much as if things would soon take an unpleasant turn, but it was my birthday and given what I knew and how birthdays had panned out in previous years, I could be fairly sure  that nothing would happen today, but something might over the next few days.

         Birthdays were special.

         The day before, my mother had been in despair because I was a bad girl. That evening she’d told my father that she didn’t know what to do with their child. My father didn’t really want to listen because he’d heard it before and instead of hearing all today’s details again he’d rather read the newspaper or watch the regional news, but my mother couldn’t cope with their child’s misbehaviour. I’m really doing all I can, she said, but there comes a time when a mother is powerless.

         During the course of the day she usually got to the point where a father’s hand was needed, because even with the best will in the world there was nothing more she could do after a certain juncture and then only a father’s hand would help. She kept mentioning a father’s hand until he started grinding his teeth and it all kicked off.

         What am I to do with you? she said, and I didn’t know the answer.

         Sometimes I thought my father didn’t know either and simply did it to stop my mother from going on about not knowing what to do and my needing a father’s hand, which my father had never experienced because my grandmother Maria had come to Germany from Belgium with only her child, and without its father.

         Oh, Osch, my mother would say when my father wanted to read the paper or watch the regional news. Oh, Osch, you missed out on that, a father’s hand. 

         Then my father would get really irate and the regional news would flicker away without him, and sometimes also the national news that followed.

         This is simply how it was, and it was unavoidable. I’d have loved to have been a good little girl, but I couldn’t be, and it was demoralizing trying to be a good little girl all the time without ever succeeding. Bad things were forever happening that I couldn’t prevent; it was as if I were jinxed. The cup smashes, the glass falls over, the pen makes a mess, and then you’re lucky if the inkblot is only in your exercise book and not on your clean blouse, and you can’t help it if you fall, scrape your knee and get a hole in your tights when skipping, you can’t help it if others see what knickers you’ve got on when you do cartwheels by the clothes line because you have to wear skirts and aren’t allowed to put on trousers, and once again you’ve messed up, and if you’ve pretty much managed a whole day from morning till evening without falling over or smashing a cup, then at the very last moment you might just forget to wash your hands before supper. At any rate, there isn’t a day in the year when you have the slightest chance of being a good little girl because you’re plain bad.

         Only on your birthday are all your crimes briefly forgotten, only then do they act as if you were a ray of sunshine in their life who has never once got up to any mischief.

         
             

         

         Most of all, they would be delighted about the presents they’d kept hidden in their birch-wood bedroom wall  unit. Only some of my presents were a surprise, one of them was always Wolfi the baby doll, with a new head. My mother wanted me to play with a baby doll and learn how to change a baby, rock it to sleep and give it a bottle, because at some point in the future I’d get married and have children and would need to be able to do all this, and I had all manner of little tops and shirts and other clothes, but the moment I began to change Wolfi or put a top on him, his head would come off, usually falling straight on the floor and breaking, because it was a china head, and if it didn’t come off immediately it would do so a little later. It never stayed intact for more than a day or two.

         As a child my mother would have loved a doll with a china head because a china head on a doll was as posh as a fir-green Admiral.

         I’d rather not have been given Wolfi with a new head every Christmas and birthday, because I knew that I couldn’t help it: the head came off each time. Then my mother would say to my father, I really don’t know what to do with the child, can you believe that the doll’s head is broken again?

         Whenever I said I didn’t do it on purpose my father grew angry and said, it would have been better if you had done it on purpose.

         Anyway, it didn’t matter whether I broke the head – or anything else, for that matter – on purpose or by accident, and that’s why I’d rather not have had the doll, but each time my mother was so pleased that the doll doctor had made Wolfi better again that I couldn’t object. 

         Sometimes the other present was a nice surprise, unless it was a present that the other children on the estate or children of colleagues had recently been given, which my parents thought would be exactly the right present for a child of my age, and from which they hoped I might learn something, like a chemistry set, a children’s dictionary, a game of Scrabble I’d be thrilled about. They’d have had a better idea if they’d bothered listening to me just once.

         My father wasn’t interested in such trivial matters and he could think of better ways to spend his evenings after work than listening to childish babbling. He found it irritating enough having to listen to his wife talk about how she didn’t know what to do with me, but my mother would have had a better idea if she had listened to me for once, rather than claiming that cats were not allowed on the estate, even though she knew perfectly well this wasn’t true.

         Both of them, each in their own way, thought they didn’t need to listen to me because they had a much better idea of what I was dreaming of. Much better than I did. But they were wrong.

         
             

         

         Apart from the fact that they lied to you all the time, what also annoyed me was that most grown-ups knew everything better than their children.

         It didn’t annoy me, obviously, that they knew things like 96 × 186. We hadn’t learned that at school yet, and of course parents knew the answer to 96 × 186 when  they had to pay for their washing machine and Opel Kapitän because even in the Promised Land you didn’t get anything for nothing, and children didn’t know this, but that wasn’t what annoyed me because only very rarely did I need to know the answer to 96 × 186 on the spot.

         
             

         

         Yet almost every day my mother knew what I wanted and what was good for me, and if my mother knew it, then my father did too because she told him, but most of all they knew what wasn’t good for me. They knew what wasn’t good for me from very early on in my life, and over time it got worse rather than better because we weren’t talking about thumb-sucking any more, even though that wasn’t a minor thing and it had taken them ages to get me to the stage where I was just about weaned off it, but that was in the East when we lived with Grandma and they could tie my hands to the bars because in the East I was still in a cot, and later in the refugee camp too, and now it was a long time since I’d sucked my thumb, at least not when anyone was looking, because my parents said I’d get buck teeth, and right from the outset they didn’t want me having buck teeth on top of everything else, so my mother would dip my thumbs in hot mustard and I had to lick off the hot mustard before I could suck my thumb again. The mustard in the East was much milder than in the West. In the West it was hotter and the mustard to stop me sucking my thumbs was extra hot. My mother tried everything to stop me from getting buck teeth, and if I picked my nose I’d get a snub nose.  If I went around in bare feet I’d get pneumonia and the pneumonia would kill me. If I went cross-eyed my eyes would stay that way and would never be normal again. If I drank tap water I’d get worms.

         My mother was going to take me to the dentist about my buck teeth as soon as my new teeth had come through and then she’d tell the dentist that I needed braces because I was a thumb-sucker.

         Because of the worms and the other nasty habits she couldn’t wean me off, we went to see Dr Ickstadt.

         Dr Ickstadt lived in Akazienweg. I liked going to Akazienweg because the acacia was my favourite tree and there were lots of them growing along the street. On the brass plaque by the surgery door it said ‘Isolde Ickstadt’. I thought Isolde sounded much prettier than Dr Ickstadt and also suited her better. She had an updo and wore sunglasses, and whatever the weather she drove around in a red convertible with the top down until her updo unravelled, having been battered by the wind, or got soaked and collapsed. She always came racing along in her red cabriolet a few minutes late to her surgery, braking outside the entrance with a screech. As she got out she would laugh, but then she’d see all her patients hanging around outside the surgery and say, good grief, and her hairdo was ruined.

         My mother couldn’t stand Isolde Ickstadt. My mother was a teacher and impressed on her pupils the importance of punctuality in life. She said that teachers and doctors had to be role models, and that we shouldn’t be surprised  at how children turned out if their teachers and doctors weren’t good role models.

         Nothing should surprise us any more, she said, if even the doctor regularly turned up late to her own surgery.

         She resented Isolde Ickstadt for being in a good mood rather than feeling guilty, but we didn’t have a choice because she was the only doctor for miles around, and we had to go to see her for every little thing and wait outside the surgery, and the worst thing of all was that the doctor didn’t sing from the same hymn sheet as the parents.

         The family doctor should sing from the same hymn sheet as the parents, my mother said, complaining that the doctor evidently didn’t care that I was badly behaved and picked my nose all the time.

         In truth, she’d laughed when my mother asked her what she should do to stop me from getting a snub nose.

         Rather than answer my mother, she asked me, do people still say that these days?

         Then she said to herself, it’s amazing what adults tell children. The same nonsense over and over again. Clearly some things never change.

         And if you swallow a cherry stone you’ll have a cherry tree growing out of your throat. Do you know that one too? she asked.

         Really? I said. Does that happen? I was fascinated.

         Never, our doctor said with a hearty laugh.

         I liked her a lot, and I also liked it when she said shortly before my birthday that I had to do special exercises because there was something wrong with my right side. 

         She’d just wanted to check to see if I’d grown. I stood by the door to which the colourful scale was tacked and then she sat back down at her desk and said, walk slowly over here, please.

         Right, she said when I got there, now turn around and go back to the door.
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