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Memories beautify life, but only forgetting makes it bearable.


Honore de Balzac


All the things one has forgotten cry for help in one’s dreams.


Elias Canetti.




Our Story


It’s the mother who opens the door for me. It’s you. Just two words, delivered in the professional tone of an accomplished secretary. Please come in. A quick but refined smile distorts her face, as if she’d hurriedly put on an ill-fitting pig’s snout, before it disappears. There one second, gone the next. Out of nowhere. She shows me in, even though I know the way. Charlotte’s been waiting. The accusation is impossible to ignore. I’m on time, I reply, reacting to her secretarial tone, which makes her turn to look at me pityingly. I can smell Chanel No.19 and cigarette smoke, both of which seem to be streaming from her pearl-decorated ears.


Charlotte’s bald head has shrunk again. I’m visibly taken aback, but smile quickly, wishing that it could hide my shock, wishing that it could erase the whole situation, the shrunken head, the reason for my visit and, if possible, her mother too.


It seems to work – partly anyway – her mother finally leaves us alone. The threatening undertone, the Chanel No.19 and the smell of cigarette smoke linger behind in the room for a few minutes.


You look great! Charlotte beams at me. Her skin hasn’t shrunk – or maybe it’s doing so more slowly than her head – it’s wrapped itself in deep creases around her mouth and eyes, which stand out bluer than usual against the sallow wrinkles. Rubbish, I say as grumpily as I always do when she talks nonsense in her little girl’s voice. Stop it, my beauty years are definitely over now. I look like shit and feel wonderful.


I love you. She shakes her head, moved.


You get on my nerves with your silly talk, I grumble, hug her and kiss her fleetingly, as always. How much time do we have? My question sounds like something her mother would say. Ben’s getting picked up at four. And straightaway she adds: Do you want to see an up-to-date photo?


No, I answer darkly. Thanks a lot, dear Lottie. You know kids’ photos put me in a bad mood.


Alright. She’s deeply offended. Let’s start. Did you bring everything with you?


I nod, take my bag from my shoulder and get the notepad out. Just a moment, she says, I’ll be right back. She leaves the room and closes the door. The sound of her footsteps quickly recedes. After a while, she turns on a tap and starts coughing – in the bathroom, I guess. And how she coughs! She doesn’t stop. She constantly produces the same sound, and it’s the monotony and duration of it which makes it so distressing. For something to do, I desperately try to think of what this monotonous coughing reminds me of: the final dying noises of an old ship’s engine. Once, on the Mekong river, I listened to a similar sound for what seemed like hours, before everything fell silent and I realised, like all the other passengers, that our boat trip had come to an end. Lottie stops coughing. I can’t hear anything anymore. My heart races; it’s like someone is trying to strangle me from behind. I’ve got to pull myself together to stop myself from getting up to look for her.


She silently opens the door. She pushes her bald skull inside and grins at me with her wrinkled mouth. It’s me again.


“This is the story of Marie and Charlotte,” she says, dictating. Of Charlotte and Marie, I interrupt.


You always want to decide everything!


I thought I was the writer.


She looks at me so sadly that I have to laugh. Fine, carry on with the dictation, I sigh and grip the pen.


“It began ten years ago on the 20th of August. Of course, it was me who spoke to her first.”


Could you please tell it from a third person’s perspective? I ask her, and I write down: “Of course it was Charlotte who first spoke to Marie.” Lottie looks at me defiantly. Alright, she says and continues angrily, “Nice to meet you, says Charlotte. Nice to meet you, answers Marie.”


Ever since primary school, it has never ceased to surprise me how much one can do, dream, accomplish during a dictation. I realise now, for instance, that in my mind’s eye I’m going through the photographs of our shared history, which are still in my bag, and as I go through them one after another I observe Charlotte and compare her to the Charlotte who spoke to me on the street, almost ten years ago.


Hello!


Hello.


I’m on my way to the park.


Nice.


Today is a day for eating ice cream in the park.


Have fun.


A day for eating ice cream and talking. Fancy it?


I don’t think so.


I think so. I had to laugh at that. Her blue eyes beamed at me. Nice to meet you, she said. Nice to meet you, I replied, defeated.


I’d never eaten such good ice cream before. But I’d often sat on park benches. I’d never sat with a strange woman, whom I’d simply followed, before. I’d been with men whom I didn’t trust, because they showed their interest in me so openly. I’d once sworn always to avoid women with little girl’s voices. I’d never liked a person I’d just met so much before.


Her appearance – as I squint at her through half-open eyes, my right hand following her dictation – causes a familiar itch on the tip of my nose, which will, as a general rule, be followed by tears. She looks so lost without hair, with this tiny head and the shrunken, wrinkled face; at one moment an old woman, at the next almost a baby, without age or gender; at first glance, she’s only recognisably female through prior knowledge or at close quarters.


You haven’t interrupted me for a long time, she complains and looks at me challengingly. I almost write this sentence down too. I don’t have any objections, I reply. Please carry on. You talk, I’ll write.


“The two of them had only known each other for a short time, before Charlotte got into urgent difficulties and had to ask her newly-made friend for help in the middle of the night.”


My goodness, how unbearably Charlotte can get on my nerves! Actually, it did start like that, when I hardly knew her name. She called me at three in the morning in a panic. I have no idea what to do, I think I’m pregnant! But its not Klaus’s! It’s Orkan’s – probably!


Who’s Orkan? Wait, I’ve got to put the light on, I can’t find my glasses. It’s weird, but I can’t listen without my glasses on, least of all think.


Have you done a test?


No.


So why do you think you’re pregnant then?


I dreamt about it.


Sorry?


Actually, I dreamt that Orkan did it on purpose.


I haven’t got a clue who Orkan is, nor do I want to know who he is tonight. Please never phone me at three in the morning again. If you do, you’ll regret it. Good night.


I heard nothing from her for a week. She was offended. Then she wrote me a inordinately long, angry letter, which was, for the most part, unreadable. Finally, she invited me to eat ice cream and forgave me. Until the next night-time phone call.


My Slutty-Lottie seems asexual now, but her behaviour over the last ten years, her amorous intrigues and entanglements, was intensely sexual.


I wouldn’t want to burden you with it if I had the choice, but Klaus is killing me!


I thought you broke up with him.


Exactly.


What happened?


I survived, thank God.


Lottie, for God’s sake, what is it?


I’m scared!


Then come over.


I can’t, Bernd is here.


Who’s Bernd?


I’ve told you about it, it’s a recent thing, she whispered. And he’s really nice! I can’t talk right now you know, but he’s really—


Great, then Bernd can protect you in case Klaus turns up with an axe. Why did you call me?


Just listen for a second!


No, I’m hanging up now and going back to sleep!


How often I was annoyed with her! How often she scared me by telling me that her life hung in the balance, that she had cancer, that she wanted to kill herself. I feel wild rage shooting through my belly when I think about it; a rage as new, as young, as stubborn as a child’s, learning to walk. Even now I could grab her shrunken head and bang it against the wall, if it had hair I could hold on to. The grip is missing, I mumble, and Lottie stares at me, surprised. Nothing, nothing, I say. In any case, she’s familiar with it: my indistinct, lost-in-thought mumbling, and she smiles indulgently before continuing, and what she says is:


“We occasionally struck a wrong note, but there was never discord. Rather, between the two women there was a deep mysterious bond from the beginning, a kind of silent understanding that they would stand by each other in every circumstance, free each other from every tricky situation, alleviate every hardship.”


Her words strike hard. Considering the present circumstances, it sounds like a taunt. I look up quickly. But Charlotte, with her eyes closed and her dreamy smile, is stuck deep in our past. “Each of us knew that the other was always there, at any time of day, for any problem, anything at all.”


How many times she begged me to lie for her when I was asked where she was at a particular time. Or for me to phone her employer and play the gravely-sick sister, whose last wish is to die with her close family around her, making it imperative that Charlotte come immediately and stand by me in those dark hours. If I were brave enough, which I’d like to be, I’d interrupt her now and remind her of this story in detail: this story of the dying sister, the one which allowed her to go for a week’s holiday in the Maldives with a lover, and which I made possible with my false phone call to her boss, and where, for two months after, she grieved in the office, teary-eyed and dressed in black. If I were brave, I’d ask her whether she still believes now that it was acceptable to think up such a story. If, in her eyes, it was worth the holiday to the Maldives. But I think I know the answer. Yes, she’d say, and again, for the last time, she’d describe the grain of the Maldive sand, how it works as a beautifier on the body, running and rolling across it, and how she’d never felt, nor would ever feel, her skin so soft.


Can we take a short break? I’ve got to take my medication.


Of course! I put down the pen and stretch my writing hand.


The previous scene repeats itself. Charlotte opens the door, closes the door; I hear nothing, only, this time, her mother silently enters the room. I look up as the No.19 drifts towards me. She’s holding a tray in her hands, with two cups and a glass bowl, and she gives me a searching look.


Is it going well? She wants to know. Yes, thank you. I search my notes for a foothold. I think we should have a chat. This is how security guards talk to female shoplifters. I start up at once. What about? I ask, panicked, because just the idea of having to talk to her alone is torture. She draws nearer. The cups on the tray clatter. Her look darkens with every step. She stands up close in front of me and I can smell the cold smoke from her mouth (it definitely comes from her mouth and not from her ears). My daughter is dying, she hisses in a painstakingly composed voice, with a piercing look. Yes, I mumble quietly and nod, my eyes averted. Charlotte stands in the doorway. She is just as pale as her mother and looks at me in a similarly searching way. Thanks, Mum, looks delicious, she says then, untroubled as a freshly hatched butterfly, and takes the tray from her mother.


It’s a special herbal mix, she explains, as she takes the teacups from the tray. A magic potion, which will let me get as old as my Granny, who’s celebrating her hundredth birthday in September. It’s in the family, everyone gets really old. I sip it. It tastes like bile!


Yes, but it helps.


She places her hand on my arm and presses it as if she were playing the piano. She’s been doing it to get my attention since I’ve known her; she taps my arm with her cold, hard fingers, lightly at first, and then increasingly harder, until she finally grips my arm so tightly that I protest and have to free it from its prison.


Your magic potion, she cries. Do you still remember?


I do, Lottie, I reply. The affair is still embarrassing to me. Do you think it belongs in our story?


Absolutely!


I pick up the pen: Then fire away. But from the beginning.


“It was a stormy night in March a few years back, when Charlotte phoned her friend and told her, ‘We have to talk’.


‘I’m working.’


‘Oh, a male visitor.’


‘You’re confusing me with yourself. I’m just working.’


‘It’s urgent,’ Charlotte remained persistent, ‘could you please come over for a bit?’


‘No. You want to talk, so you can come to me.’


‘It’s stormy. It’s raining. It’s horrible outside and my car won’t start!’


‘You’re really shameless.’


‘I’ve just cooked something delicious!’ It was spinach pie. Marie was in a bad mood. ‘This is the last time,’ she warned, ‘in the future, I’ll be charging you for my time. Twenty euros an hour.’ Charlotte refilled their plates and said, ‘Just stop talking and eat. It’s only twelve euros.’ She laughed for so long that at some point Marie joined in, a little annoyed at first, but gradually she laughed almost as freely. In the middle of our fun, Charlotte said suddenly, ‘I don’t want to be depressed at forty and kill myself at forty-two. So. I need a man, because I need a child.’ Her friend didn’t understand. ‘You have so many men, you could fill a whole classroom with them!’ But Charlotte was determined not only to become a mother, but a wife, too, and among the many ranks of lovers, there was, in her opintion, no suitable candidate despite having tried so hard to recall the years of ecstatic, physical wrestling, to remember every lover, if not their complete appearance and full names, at least a few details. ‘One was called George, and there was that one with the unbelievably long toes, and one, an Austrian, who had freckles everywhere.’


“But all the body parts she brought to mind didn’t help; he, the future husband and father, was not among them. ‘It’s better this way than if I thought of someone whose phone number I couldn’t find anymore,’ decided Charlotte. The relationship should be ‘nice and simple’, ‘clear, neat, official.’ So, now comes the snag, obviously only a long-distance relationship could be considered. ‘Long-distance?’ ‘Exactly.’ With a man who was too involved in his career to get onto a plane every weekend and visit his wife and child. It was more than enough to meet up once or twice a month. Where should she find such a man? How could she find the time, where could she get the money to travel that far and meet him? Marie asked for ‘dessert. Coffee. Schnapps. I’ve got to think.’ ‘I love you,’ said Charlotte. Whereupon Marie answered, harshly, ‘Oh just leave me alone. Bring me pen and paper.’”


Yes, that’s what it had been like; she’d recounted it pretty accurately. After three glasses of Schnapps, I circled eight words on a piece of paper, pushed it towards her and said, Today is Tuesday. I think we’ll be in time for the weekend edition of this broadsheet newspaper from Bavaria you can buy everywhere. Here is the notice:


Beautiful, cultured woman in her thirties seeks rich academic for children.


Lottie was sceptical at first, but she sent the newspaper ad the very next morning and received a letter within a few days in which the national broadsheet newspaper communicated the fact that unfortunately they were unable to publish it. The personal section served to initiate a two-person relationship. Our notice, however, did not clearly state that a relationship, per se, was desired. Only an interest in a financially powerful father was made clear.


Charlotte changed ‘children’ to ‘marriage’ and submitted the notice again. She received forty-seven letters, which we examined over several evenings. Some had attached photos – we immediately discounted them – and Lottie phoned some while I was there, asking questions I wrote down and pushed towards her. In my opinion, there was no one suitable, but she arranged to meet five candidates. She chose Daniel after she’d met up and slept with two others. Unfortunately, she never went into much detail about these meetings, and she doesn’t go into it now either. Back then she only told me, shaking her head, she’d drawn a couple of blanks. Today she dictates, skipping over the blanks: “And so Charlotte met Daniel and thought, this could be something.” It became something, although, since their meetings rarely coincided with her more fertile days, she didn’t get pregnant for months. And now that awful magic potion comes into play, which – I can only shake my head even though it was years ago now – I brewed for Lottie. Me! Me, who is sceptical about the effect of every herb – except for a few dried plants and leaves, which are apparently ecstatically effective. Not that I care. Apart from that, I don’t believe that they could prevent any misfortune or bring about any kind of good luck on earth, whether they’re cut up small, or plucked bare, or dried or quick-frozen. That’s my opinion. So I appointed myself the task of amassing the selected herbs, pouring hot water at ninety degrees over them, soaking them for seventeen minutes, draining, boiling again and, after adding more ingredients, letting it boil for hours until it formed a thick liquid. At the end I even – cluelessly, I admit, but very determinedly – cast a spell. Lottie drank it and fell pregnant the next day. Even though it was, in purely mathematical terms, impossible. Since then she claims I have the gift. The more she praises me for that past witchcraft, the more deeply I feel I’ve failed, because to this day I haven’t been able to brew a potion to cure the rank growth of her tissue. As if she can read my thoughts, she stops dictating, sips the herbal tea which will make her reach a hundred, and looks at me, earnest and stern, over the rim of her cup. I take off my glasses and return the look.


A knock. Coming, Mummy, we’ll have a short break soon, calls Lottie towards the door – the handle has already been pressed down – actually managing to stave off a renewed appearance of her mother, who is, in my eyes, anything but a ‘Mummy’. The door handle goes up again and nothing else happens. We’d better eat some of this cake, Lottie takes the glass bowl with the thin, dark brown things from the tray. Better for whom? I want to know. She shrugs and takes a bite.


Disgusting, she says, and with the word hundreds of fine crumbs fall out of her mouth.


My God, the photos, she looks at me like she’s just remembered that Ben has been waiting for hours to be picked up. You’ve got them with you, right? As soon as I hand them to her, it’s as if all her worries are wiped away; the wrinkled mouth pulls into a happy grin. No! She says. Just look at that! Can you believe it? I took the photo the night before Ben was born. Lottie stretches her gigantic belly primly towards the camera as if she’s trying to enter through the lens, belly-first, backed up by the kind of look a provoked lioness would make just before attacking the observer: ‘I’ll eat you up’, the look and the belly seem to say, and even now I feel it’s directed towards me. Lottie laughs wildly and doesn’t want to let go of the belly-photo. Here, you cow, I hand her the next photo, Carnival, you put your tongue in my mouth and danced Samba in it! She beams. I just wanted to know what it would feel like, she says. And she leafs through the pile, deep in happiness, shaking her head now and again with an expression I’ve never seen before, somewhere between being overwhelmed, disbelief, joy and sorrow: she bursts out laughing, falls silent, smiles sweetly, strokes a picture with her finger, suddenly closes her eyes. You’ll never forget me, hm? She asks, and knows the answer, because she says it with me as I answer: No. Like a shadow, her ‘no’ follows on the heels of mine. She opens her eyes and says: I know you don’t like to hear it, but I love you, really.


I lose control and tear open the door. I run across the landing, past her mother, who stands motionlessly in my way, to the bathroom, where I turn on the tap. Protected by the flow of water, I let my tears fall. Even after a few minutes I can still feel her mother’s piercing gaze on my back. I wipe away the tears, turn around angrily and return just as piercing a stare.


My mother wants to kill me, says Lottie as I re-enter the room, one of the dark brown biscuits in her hand. I’m choking!


Then I’ll sacrifice myself and eat them all, give it here, I reply and grab the glass bowl. No way! She shouts, I won’t allow it! Hands off! She holds the bowl with both hands.


No, I want it! I pull the bowl.


No it’s mine! She holds it tightly.


Damn it, let me die, I hastily stick two pieces in my mouth at once.


Me, me, I want to die, Lottie protests and three pieces disappear into her mouth. And at some point the bowl is empty. Very good, Lottie is satisfied. Now my mother’s world is alright again. As long as her baking gets eaten, all is well.


Suddenly disappointed, she points at the photo and says in her little girl’s voice, but there aren’t any of the wedding.


Lottie, I wasn’t at your wedding. She looks at me disbelievingly. I was sick.


I’d forgotten that. She is just as disappointed now as back then, when I phoned up and cancelled because I was in bed with an ear infection. She sighs deeply. What a shame. And were you really sick?


Yes.


Honestly?


Lottie, if I ever lied in the past then, really, it was always for you. Charlotte is ill. Charlotte’s sister is dying. Charlotte’s child has just been run over I’m afraid she can’t come, please understand…


Sh! Lottie points to the door.


Behind it is silence. Back to the story, she demands, looking at her watch: God, we’ve got to hurry. I think we’ve got to shorten it otherwise we won’t get it all down by four. She sits down properly. Where were we? The magic potion. I became pregnant, right. And you sent me this unbelievable bouquet of roses.


Please, we can skip that, you wanted to shorten it.


I won’t sacrifice the roses.


Why are you so obsessed with the roses?


I rarely give her presents, it’s true. She always showed me small kindnesses. I’d go to the toilet and on my return I’d find a chocolate heart or a note with the words ‘I love you’ on it, or a cutesy keyring with a talking bear, ‘Forget me not’. I hated these offerings and told her so: Stop doing this, I asked her a dozen times.


Can’t, you’re my friend.


I’ll only stay your friend if you stop with this rubbish!


It didn’t help. We both remained stubborn. I worry that she never understood what and who she is to me, because I never dressed up my feelings with gifts.


Now would be the moment to tell her. I like you, Lottie. Oh, what the hell, I more than like you. No, I think a lot of you – to hell with all these clichéd phrases. There are cleverer, more interesting, more sensible, more just women than you Lottie who, at some point, have offered their friendship – no, that doesn’t work either. So I say: carry on dictating, Lottie, with the roses if need be.


And she goes on, telling our story, which I write down word for word, during which my own thoughts and memories come to me. Her pregnancy was dramatic. It ended up in a fall down the stairs and bleeding, the cause of which I didn’t understand, but I drove her to the hospital and waited for hours in admissions before she was given the all clear. I was quite astonished that Ben came into the world healthy and, from the moment I met him, I’m afraid I couldn’t stand him. He looks more and more like his father every day, by the way. Whom I also dislike. Luckily I rarely see him because most of what Lottie wished for came true. Most of it. She has a child, she has a man, who is relatively solvent, a workaholic academic. She has her long-distance relationship. But she hadn’t counted on her mother moving in. Her mother is the housekeeper, nursery maid, manager: the guardian and a hound from hell.


The dictation has reached Ben’s fourth birthday a few months ago. Lottie had already been ill for a year. The story of her illness has no place in the story of Charlotte and Marie. All the same, I have to weave into the account of Ben’s birthday that despite the fact that Lottie was thin, wizened and bald, she was still full of hope for recovery. We drove Ben and some other children to the water-park. Lottie gave the children over to the pre-booked Party Organiser and gestured for me to follow her. She’d put on a bathing-turban and wore a colourful, sequined swimming costume with ‘Push-Up Zones’ which should have given her some curves. She looked like a lost Amazonian parrot and she excitedly flapped her arms in a similar way. Yes, over there! She pointed at some of the deck-chairs, they’re waiting for us! She took a bottle of fizz out of her huge beach bag and two plastic cups. Since my mother moved in, I’ve had so few opportunities, she says after the first gulp. On cue, the lifeguard appeared. I’m sorry but you can’t eat or drink here. Please enjoy your beverage in our Food Service Area.
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