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  La mémoire ne nous servirait à rien si elle fût rigoureusement fidèle.




  Memory would be of no use to us if it were strictly truthful.




  PAUL VALÉRY
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  Chapter I




  GREAT-AUNT ANNA DIED FROM PNEUMONIA when she was sixteen. They couldn’t cure it because her heart was broken and penicillin hadn’t yet been

  invented. It happened late one July afternoon. Anna’s younger sister, Bertha, ran howling into the garden and saw that with Anna’s rattling, dying breath all the redcurrants in the

  garden had turned white. It was a large garden; the scores of old currant bushes groaned under the heavy weight of the fruit. They should have been picked long before, but when Anna fell ill nobody

  gave a thought to the berries. My grandmother often told me this story, because it was she who had discovered the currants in mourning. Since that time there had only ever been blackcurrants and

  whitecurrants in my grandmother’s garden, and every attempt to plant a red bush had failed – only white berries would grow on the stems. But nobody minded: the white ones tasted almost

  as sweet as the red, when you juiced them they didn’t ruin your apron, and the jelly they made had a mysteriously pale translucent shimmer. ‘Preserved tears,’ my grandmother

  called it. The shelves in her cellar still housed jars of all sizes with the currant jelly from 1981, a summer particularly rich in tears, Rosmarie’s final one. Once when my mother was

  looking for some pickled cucumbers she came across a jar from 1945: the first post-war tears. She donated it to the windmill association, and when I asked her why on earth she was giving away

  Granny’s wonderful jelly to a local museum she said that those tears were too bitter.




  My grandmother Bertha Lünschen, née Deelwater, died long after Great-Aunt Anna, but for many years she hadn’t known who her sister was, what her own

  name was, or whether it was winter or summer. She had forgotten what shoes, wool or spoons were for. Over a decade she cast off her memories with the same fidgety ease with which she plucked at the

  short white locks of hair at the nape of her neck or swept invisible crumbs from the table. I had a clearer recollection of the noise the hard, dry skin of her hand made on the wooden kitchen table

  than of the features of her face. Also of the way her ringed fingers always closed tightly around the invisible crumbs, as if trying to catch the shadows of her spirit drifting by; but maybe Bertha

  just wanted to cover the floor with crumbs, or feed the sparrows that in early summer loved taking dust baths in the garden and were forever uprooting the radishes. The table she later had in the

  care home was plastic, and her hand fell silent.




  Before her memory went completely, Bertha remembered us in her will. My mother, Christa, inherited the land, Aunt Inga the stocks and shares, Aunt Harriet the money. I, the final descendant,

  inherited the house. The jewellery and furniture, the linen and the silver were to be divided up between my mother and aunts. Bertha’s will was as clear as spring water – and just as

  sobering. The stocks and shares were not particularly valuable, nobody except cows wanted to live on the pasture of the north German lowlands, there wasn’t much money left, and the house was

  old.




  Bertha must have remembered how much I used to love the house. But we didn’t find out about her will until after the funeral. I went on my own; it was a long, circuitous trip involving a

  number of trains. I set off from Freiburg and had to travel the entire length of the country until finally, right up in the village of Bootshaven at the stop opposite my grandmother’s house,

  I got off a bus. From a ghostly small-town station it had taken me around all the local villages until it was practically empty. I was worn down by the journey, the grieving and the feelings of

  guilt you always have when someone dies whom you loved but didn’t know very well.




  Aunt Harriet had come, too. She wasn’t called Harriet anymore; now her name was Mohani. But she wasn’t wearing orange robes, nor was she bald. Only the wooden-bead necklace with a

  picture of her guru indicated her new state of enlightenment. And yet, with her short henna-red hair and Reebok trainers she looked different from the other black-clad figures who were gathering in

  small groups outside the chapel. I was pleased to see Aunt Harriet again, although I felt uneasy and nervous when I realised that the last time I had seen her was thirteen years earlier. That was

  when we had had to bury Rosmarie, Harriet’s daughter. The unease was a feeling I was very familiar with, because each time I looked at my face in a mirror I thought of Rosmarie. Her funeral

  had been unbearable; maybe it’s always unbearable when fifteen-year-old girls are buried. As they told me afterwards, I had fainted into a deep unconsciousness. All I could recall was that

  the white lilies on the coffin gave off a warm, damp and sweet smell which stuck in my nostrils and fizzed in my throat. I couldn’t breathe. Then I spun into a white hole.




  I’d woken later, in hospital. When I fell I had hit my head on a stone and the wound needed stitches. It left a scar above the bridge of my nose, a pale mark. That was the first time I had

  ever fainted, but since then I have fainted plenty of times. Fainting is a family trait.




  After her daughter died, Aunt Harriet turned her back on her faith. She went to the Bhagwan – poor cow, her friends said. To the sect. Although they uttered the word

  ‘sect’ in hushed tones, as if they feared that it was lying in wait, ready to pounce, shave their heads and leave them to stagger through the streets of the world, clanging cymbals with

  childish delight, a clutch of abandoned lunatics like those from One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest. But Aunt Harriet didn’t look as if she was planning to get out her cymbals at

  Bertha’s funeral. When she saw me she gave me a hug and planted a kiss on my forehead. More precisely, without saying a word she kissed the scar on my forehead and then nudged me on to my

  mother, who was standing beside her.




  My mother looked as if she had been crying for the past few days. When I saw her my heart tightened into a crinkled lump. How dreadful to have to bury your own mother, I thought as I put my arms

  around mine. My father was standing next to my mother, supporting her; he seemed much smaller than the last time I’d seen him and there were lines on his face I had never seen before. Aunt

  Inga stood to one side; she had come on her own. In spite of her red eyes she looked breathtaking. Her beautiful mouth arched downwards, which on her face gave an impression of pride rather than

  sadness. And although her dress was modest and high-necked, it looked more like a little black number than a garment of mourning. She grasped both my hands, and I winced briefly when I got a small

  electric shock from her left hand. She was wearing her amber bracelet on her right wrist. Her hands felt warm, hard and dry.




  It was a sunny June afternoon. I looked around at the other people; there were flocks of white-haired women with thick-lensed glasses and black handbags. The ladies from Bertha’s social

  circle. The former mayor had also turned up, and then of course there was Carsten Lexow – my mother’s old teacher – as well as a few school friends, some distant cousins of my

  aunts and mother, and three tall men who stood beside one another seriously and awkwardly. They were immediately recognisable as former admirers of Aunt Inga’s because they hardly dared look

  her in the eye but never let her out of their sight. The Koops – the neighbours – had come, and a few people I couldn’t place, maybe from the care home, maybe from the funeral

  director’s, maybe from Granddad’s old law firm.




  Afterwards, everyone went to the café beside the cemetery to eat buttercake and drink coffee. As always happens after funerals, the mourners all started talking at once, first in a

  murmur, then gradually more loudly. The three admirers were now standing around Aunt Inga, their legs wide apart and their backs very straight. It seemed as if Aunt Inga had been expecting them to

  pay homage, but at the same time she accepted it with gentle irony.




  The women from the social circle sat together and held a social. Grains of sugar and slivers of almonds stuck to their lips. They ate in the same way that they spoke: slowly, loudly and

  constantly. My father and Herr Lexow helped the two waitresses, bringing silver platters heaped with square slices of buttercake from the kitchen and placing one coffee pot after another on the

  tables. The women from the social circle joked a little with these two attentive young gentlemen and tried to get them to join their group. While my father respectfully flirted back, Herr Lexow

  smiled anxiously and fled to the neighbouring tables. He had to live here, after all.




  When we left the café it was still warm. Herr Lexow fastened metal clips around the bottoms of his trouser legs and climbed onto a black bicycle which was leaning

  unlocked against a wall. He raised his hand briefly and rode off towards the cemetery. My parents and aunts stayed by the entrance to the café, squinting in the evening sun.




  My father cleared his throat. ‘Those gentlemen from the law firm – you saw them. Bertha left a will.’




  So they were the lawyers. My father wasn’t finished; he opened his mouth to speak again, but paused. The three sisters continued to look at the red sun and said nothing.




  ‘They’re waiting at the house.’




  It was summer when Rosmarie died, too, although in the evenings the scent of autumn had started to creep in from the meadows. You could cool down quickly by lying on the

  ground. I thought of my grandmother buried underground, of the damp black hole where she now lay. Peaty soil, black and rich, but beneath it, sand. The earth that had been shovelled into a heap

  beside her grave was drying out in the sun, and a constant trickle of sand was running off it, like an egg timer, into small moraines.




  ‘That’s me,’ Bertha had once groaned. ‘That’s my head.’




  She nodded at the egg timer on the table and rose smartly from her chair. Her hip swiped the egg timer off the table. The thin wooden frame broke and the glass shattered, spattered. I was a

  child then and her illness had not yet reached the stage where it was particularly noticeable. I got down on my knees and spread the pale sand across the black and white stone floor with my index

  finger. The sand was very fine and twinkled in the light of the kitchen lamp. My grandmother stood beside me, sighing, and asked how I could have broken the lovely hourglass. When I said it was she

  who had done it she shook her head, shook it over and over again. Then she swept up the grains of sand and the glass shards and tipped them into the dustbin.




  Aunt Harriet took my arm, and I gave a start.




  ‘Shall we go?’ she asked.




  ‘Sure.’




  I tried to free myself from her gentle grip; she let go straightaway. I could sense her giving me sideways glances.




  We walked to the house; Bootshaven is a very small village. People nodded solemnly as we passed. Occasionally an old woman would stand in our way and offer her hand in condolence, although not

  to my father. I didn’t know any of them, but they all seemed to know me and said softly – out of respect for our grief and yet with a barely suppressed triumph – that somebody had

  noticed I looked like the Christel lass. It took me a while to realise that the ‘lass’ was my mother.




  You could see the house from a fair distance. The facade was overrun with Virginia creeper, and the upstairs windows were nothing but rectangular recesses in the dark green undergrowth. The two

  old lime trees on the drive had grown as high as the roof. When I placed my hand on the wall of the house, the rough red stones felt warm. A gust of wind blew through the creeper, the limes nodded,

  the house gave a short sigh.




  The lawyers were standing at the bottom of the steps that led up to the front door. One flicked away his cigarette when he saw us coming. Then he bent down swiftly to retrieve the butt. As we

  climbed the broad steps his head was bowed. He knew that we had seen him: the back of his neck had flushed red and he was rummaging around intently in his briefcase. The two other men were gazing

  at Aunt Inga; both of them were younger than her but they immediately started fawning over her. One of them took a key from his case and gave us an enquiring look. My mother took the key and slid

  it into the lock. When the brass bell by the topmost hinge of the door clanged noisily, the same half-smile appeared on the faces of all three sisters.




  ‘Let’s go into the study,’ Aunt Inga said, leading the way.




  I was intoxicated by the aroma in the entrance hall: it still smelled of apples and old stone, and my great-grandmother Käthe’s carved dower chest still stood by the

  wall. On either side of it were the oak chairs adorned with the family coat of arms: a heart divided by a saw. My mother’s and Aunt Inga’s heels clacked against the floor, sand crunched

  beneath leather soles; Aunt Harriet alone followed slowly and noiselessly in her Reeboks.




  Granddad’s study had been tidied up. My parents and one of the lawyers, the young one with the cigarette, pushed four chairs together; three on one side and one opposite. The young lawyer

  then joined his colleague against the wall to the right. Unmoved by the commotion, Hinnerk’s hefty desk remained by the wall between the two windows, which looked out onto the drive and the

  limes. The leaves refracted the sunlight, dappling the room; dust danced in the air. It was chilly in here. My mother and aunts sat on the three dark chairs, while the third lawyer took

  Hinnerk’s desk chair. My father and I stood behind the three sisters. The legs and backs of the chairs were so tall and straight that the bodies sitting in them instantly snapped into right

  angles: feet and shins, thighs and back, upper arms and forearms, neck and shoulders, chin and neck. The sisters looked like Egyptian statues in a burial chamber. And although the flecked light

  dazzled us, it did not warm up the room.




  The lawyer sitting on Hinnerk’s desk chair fiddled with the locks on his briefcase; seeming to take this as a sign, the other two cleared their throats and looked seriously at him,

  obviously their boss. He introduced himself as the partner of the former partner of Heinrich Lünschen, my grandfather.




  Bertha’s will was read and explained, my father appointed executor. A ripple passed through the bodies of the sisters when they heard that the house had been left to me. I dropped down

  onto a stool and looked at the partner of the partner. I could see the lawyer with the cigarette staring at me, so I lowered my eyes and fixed them on the hymn sheet from the funeral service, which

  was still rolled up in my hand. The notes of ‘O Head Full of Blood and Wounds’ had become imprinted on the heel of my palm. Inkjet printer. In my mind I saw heads full of blood and

  wounds, hair like jets of red ink, holes in heads, the gaps in Bertha’s memory, sand from the egg timer. You could make glass from sand if it was hot enough. With my fingers I felt my scar:

  no, no sand was trickling out yet, only dust swirling from my skirt when I took my hand from my forehead and crossed my legs. I stared at a thin ladder which started at my knee then vanished

  beneath the black velvet of my skirt. I could sense Harriet’s gaze, and looked up. Her eyes were full of pity; she hated the house. Rosemary, for remembrance. Who had said that?

  Forgotten.




  The looser the mesh of Bertha’s mind, the larger the chunks of memory that slipped through. As she became more confused, the woollen things she knitted became ever crazier: because she was

  constantly dropping stitches, knitting different patterns together, or starting new stitches at the seams,they grew and shrank in all directions, gaped and felted, and could be unpicked at any

  point. My mother had gathered together the pieces of knitting in Bootshaven and taken them back home. She had kept them in a box in her wardrobe. Once, by chance, I’d stumbled upon them; with

  a mixture of horror and amusement, I had laid out on my parents’ bed one woollen sculpture after another. At that stage I wasn’t living with my parents anymore and Bertha was already in

  the care home. My mother came in, and for a while both of us gazed at the woollen creatures.




  ‘I suppose that each of us has to preserve our tears somewhere,’ my mother had said, as if defending her mother, and then she packed everything away in the wardrobe. We never spoke

  about Bertha’s knitting again.




  We all walked out of the study in single file, back along the hallway and out the front door; the bell clanged tinnily. The lawyers offered us their hands then left, and we sat

  outside on the steps. Almost all the smooth, yellow-white stones had cracks. Flat chunks of stone had come loose and you could lift them up like lids. In the past there hadn’t been that many

  loose ones, only six or seven; we had used them as secret compartments, hiding feathers, flowers and letters inside.




  Back then I still wrote letters, I still believed in written, printed and read matter. These days I no longer did. I had a job at the library at Freiburg University: I worked with books, I

  bought books, I even borrowed the odd one. But read them? No. I used to – oh yes, I used to read all the time, in bed, while eating, on my bike. But it stopped. Reading was the same as

  collecting, and collecting was the same as keeping, and keeping was the same as remembering, and remembering was the same as not knowing exactly, and not knowing exactly was the same as having

  forgotten, and having forgotten was the same as falling, and at some point you had to stop falling.




  That was an explanation.




  But I liked being a librarian. For the same reasons that I didn’t read anymore.




  I had started out studying German, but working on my essays I found that everything I did after compiling the bibliography seemed inconsequential. Catalogues, subject registers, reference books,

  indexes all had their own delicate beauty, which, if you gave them only a cursory reading, was as inaccessible as a hermetic poem. Whenever, starting with a general reference volume, its pages

  softened by the fingers of myriad readers, I gradually arrived via several other books at a highly specialised monograph whose cover nobody save for a librarian had touched before me, I felt a

  sense of satisfaction I could never gain from my own writing. And in any case, the things you wrote down were the things you didn’t have to remember, that is to say the things you could

  safely forget because you knew where to find them, and thus what held true for reading applied to writing as well.




  What I particularly loved about my job was rooting out forgotten books, books that had been sitting in the same spot for hundreds of years, probably never read, covered with a thick layer of

  dust, and yet which had outlived the millions of people who hadn’t read them. I had already unearthed seven or eight of these books and would visit them occasionally, but I would never touch

  them. Sometimes I might breathe in their smell. Like most library books they had a stale odour, the very opposite of fresh. The book that smelled the worst was the one on ancient Egyptian friezes;

  it was terribly blackened and ragged.




  I had visited my grandmother only once in the care home. She was sitting in her room, clearly frightened of me, and she wet herself. A nurse came and changed her nappy. I gave Bertha a goodbye

  kiss on the cheek; she was cold, and my lips felt the web of wrinkles that softly traversed her skin.




  While I was waiting on the steps, tracing the cracks in the stone with my finger, my mother sat two steps higher, talking to me. She spoke quietly without finishing her

  sentences; her words seemed to hang in mid-air. Irritated, I wondered why she had started doing this of late. It was only when she put in my lap a large brass key – with the simple contour of

  its bit it looked like a stage prop for a fairy tale – that I finally grasped what was going on. It was all about the house: Bertha’s daughters here on the weathered steps, her dead

  sister who had been born in the house, and Rosmarie who had died in the house. And it was all about the young lawyer with the cigarette. I had almost failed to recognise him, but he had to be the

  younger brother of Mira Ohmstedt, our best friend. Rosmarie’s and my best friend.




  



  




  Chapter II




  MY PARENTS, MY AUNTS AND I stayed the night in the three guest rooms at the village inn.




  ‘We’re going back down to Baden,’ my mother said the following morning. She said it a second time, as if needing to convince herself. Her sisters sighed; to them it sounded as

  if she were going back to happiness. And maybe that was the case. Aunt Inga would get a lift with them as far as Bremen. I gave her a quick hug and got an electric shock.




  ‘This early in the morning?’ I asked in astonishment.




  ‘It’s going to be hot today,’ Inga said apologetically. She crossed her arms over her chest and with a quick movement stroked from her shoulders down to her wrists. She then

  splayed her fingers and shook them. There was a slight crackle as sparks shot from her fingertips.




  Rosmarie had loved the way Aunt Inga sparked. ‘Oh, please can we have some more shooting stars?’ she would say, especially when we were out in the garden at night. Then we would

  watch in awe as for a split second tiny points of light danced on Aunt Inga’s hands. ‘Doesn’t that hurt?’ we would ask, and she would shake her head. But I never believed

  her; she used to wince whenever she leaned against a car, opened a cupboard door, turned on a light or the television. Sometimes she dropped things. I would come into the kitchen and Aunt Inga

  would be crouched down, sweeping up shards with the hand brush. When I asked her what had happened, she would say, ‘Oh, just a silly accident – I’m so clumsy.’




  On those occasions when Inga couldn’t avoid shaking hands with people she would apologise, as they often yelled in fright. Rosmarie called her ‘Sparky Fingers’, but we all knew

  that she really admired Aunt Inga. ‘Why can’t you do that, Mummy?’ she asked Aunt Harriet once. ‘And why can’t I?’ Aunt Harriet had looked at her and said that

  it was the only way Inga could release her tension, and that Rosmarie was so energetic that she would never be capable of such discharges; it was something she should be thankful for.




  Aunt Harriet had always been spiritual. She took a few inner journeys and wandered back again before she became Mohani and started wearing that wooden-bead necklace. As my mother saw it, when

  Harriet’s daughter died she sought a father and became a daughter again herself. She wanted something solid. Something that would stop her from falling but also help her forget. I was never

  satisfied with this explanation: Aunt Harriet loved drama, not melodrama. She might be crazy, but she was never vulgar. She probably felt a connection with Osho, the dead guru. It must have been a

  comfort to her that a dead person could be so alive, because she had never seemed particularly impressed by the living Bhagwan, and she used to laugh at the pictures of him with his fleet of huge

  cars.




  When my mother, father and Aunt Inga had left, Aunt Harriet and I drank peppermint tea in the café. Our silence was wistful and relaxed.




  ‘Are you going to the house now?’ Aunt Harriet asked finally. She stood and picked up her leather travel bag which was next to our table. Osho was smiling in the wooden-framed

  pendant of her necklace. I looked him in the eye and nodded. He nodded back. I stood up, too. She hugged me so tightly that it hurt. I said nothing and peered over her shoulder at the empty

  café. The haze of coffee and sweat, which yesterday had cloaked the funeral-goers in its warmth, still hung beneath the low white ceiling. Aunt Harriet kissed my forehead and left. Her

  Reeboks squeaked on the waxed floorboards.




  On the street she turned and waved. I raised my hand. She turned back and stood at the bus stop. Her shoulders were hunched and her short red hair slipped beneath the collar of her black blouse.

  I was shocked. It was only from behind that I could see how unhappy she was. I looked away and sat back down at the breakfast table. I didn’t want her to feel embarrassed. When the bus

  groaned as it left, rattling the windowpanes, I looked up and caught one last glimpse of Aunt Harriet; she was sat casting a frozen stare at the seat in front of her.




  I walked back to the house. My bag wasn’t heavy – there wasn’t much in it besides the black velvet skirt – and I was wearing a short black sleeveless

  dress and black sandals with thick wedge heels: good for long distances on pavements or lugging books from shelves without twisting your ankle. There was little going on on that Saturday morning. A

  few teenagers were sitting on their mopeds outside the Edeka shop, eating ice creams. The girls were endlessly tossing their newly washed hair. It looked strange, as if their necks were too weak to

  support their heads, and I was afraid that at any moment their heads might snap backwards or to the side. I must have been staring, because they all fell silent and returned my gaze. Although this

  was uncomfortable, I was relieved that the girls’ heads had stopped wobbling and now sat upright on their necks rather than listing at strange angles on their shoulders or chests.




  The main road curved sharply to the left; straight ahead a gravel road led past the BP petrol station and a couple of houses to the pastures. Later I wanted to pump up the tyres on one of the

  bikes and cycle along this road to the lock. Or even to the lake. Aunt Inga had said it would get warm today.




  I walked on the right-hand side of the road. To my left I could already see the large mill beyond the poplars. It had been freshly painted and I felt sorry for it, degraded by such colour. After

  all, nobody would think of forcing the women of my grandmother’s social circle to flounce around in glitzy leggings. Bertha’s farmhouse, which was now to be my house, was opposite the

  mill. I stood at the bottom of the drive; the galvanised gate was locked but lower than I remembered, exactly at waist height, so I quickly straddled it and climbed over.




  In the morning light the house was a dark, tatty box with a broad, ugly driveway. The lime trees were in the shade. On the way to the steps I saw that the entire front garden was overgrown with

  forget-me-nots. The blue flowers were just beginning to wither; some were fading, others were turning brown. A thicket of dying forget-me-nots. I bent down and pulled off a flower; it wasn’t

  blue at all, it was grey and violet and white and pink and black. Who had been looking after the garden when Bertha was in the home? And what about the house? I planned to ask Mira’s

  brother.




  As I entered I was greeted once more by the aroma of apples and cold stone. I put my bag on the dowry chest and walked the length of the hallway. Yesterday we had only made it as far as the

  study. Today I didn’t peek into any of the rooms but opened the door at the very end of the hall. To the right a steep staircase led upstairs, straight ahead there were two steps down, then

  the bathroom on the right, where my grandfather had come crashing through the ceiling one evening as my mother was washing me. Intent on giving us a fright, he had crept up to the attic above. The

  floor-boards must have been rotten and my grandfather was a large, heavy man. He broke his arm and we weren’t allowed to tell anybody what happened.




  The door to the barn was locked. The key was hanging beside it on the wall, attached to a block of wood. I let it hang there. Then I climbed the stairs to the rooms where we used to sleep and

  play. The third step up creaked more loudly than before, but maybe the house had just got quieter. And the two at the top? Yes, they still creaked, and the third one from the top had joined them,

  too. The banisters whimpered the moment I touched them.




  Upstairs the air was thick, old and warm like the woollen blankets packed in the chests. I opened the windows on the large landing, the doors to the four main rooms, both doors of the

  walk-through room that had been my mother’s, and finally the twelve windows in all five bedrooms. I didn’t touch the skylight over the staircase; it was covered in a thick layer of

  cobwebs. Hundreds of spiders had spun their webs here over the years and the gossamer threads suspended not only dried-out flies but perhaps the dead bodies of their one-time owners as well. Matted

  together, the webs formed a soft white material, a milky light filter, rectangular and wan. I thought of the soft web of wrinkles on Bertha’s cheeks; it was so wide meshed that daylight

  seemed to shimmer through her skin from behind. Bertha had become seethrough with old age; her house was opaque.




  ‘But both of them rather eccentric,’ I said out loud to the skylight, and the cobwebs fluttered in my breath.




  Up here were the mighty old wardrobes. This was where we had played, Rosmarie, Mira and I. Mira was a girl who lived nearby, she was a little older than Rosmarie and two years older than me.

  Everyone said that Mira was very quiet, though we didn’t think so. She never said much but managed to breed disquiet wherever she went. I don’t think it was just because of the black

  clothes she always wore – that was fairly common back then. Far more disquieting were her brown oval eyes: a white stripe divided the lower lids from her irises, and the black kohl line she

  drew only on her lower lids made her eyes look as if they were wrongly positioned on her face. Her upper lid hung down heavily, almost as far as the pupil. This gave her a slightly furtive but also

  languidly sensuous expression, for Mira was very beautiful. With her small mouth painted dark red, her dyed-black bob, those eyes and the eyeliner, she looked like a morphine-addicted silent film

  star. When I last saw her she had just turned sixteen. Rosmarie would have also turned sixteen a few days later. I was fourteen.




  Mira didn’t just wear only black things, she ate only black things too. In Bertha’s garden she would pick blackberries, blackcurrants and only the darkest cherries. When the three of

  us went on a picnic we would always have to pack some bitter chocolate or black bread with black pudding. What was more, Mira only read books that she had wrapped in black paper beforehand,

  listened to black music and washed with black soap that an aunt in England used to send her. In art lessons she would refuse to paint with watercolours, drawing only with Scribtol ink or charcoal,

  but she was better than everyone else, and as the art teacher had a soft spot for her she got away with it.




  ‘It’s bad enough that we have to paint on white paper, but bright colours too!’ she said scornfully, yet she liked drawing on white paper, you could see that.




  ‘Do you also go to black masses?’ Aunt Harriet had asked.




  ‘They’re not for me,’ Mira said casually, looking at my aunt from beneath those heavy eyelids. ‘I know everything’s black, but I find it all too gross and

  loud.’ And she wasn’t a Christian Democrat, either, she added with a wry smile. Aunt Harriet laughed and offered her the box of After Eights; Mira nodded and picked out a paper bag with

  the tips of her fingers.




  Mira did have one passion, however. One that wasn’t black. It was colourful and unpredictable and enigmatic – Rosmarie. Not even Aunt Harriet knew what became of Mira after Rosmarie

  died. All she knew was that she no longer lived in the village.




  I kneeled on a dowry chest and leaned my arms on the window sill. Outside, the leaves of the weeping willow were shimmering. The wind – I had almost forgotten it in the

  summer heat of Freiburg and behind the cool concrete walls of the university library. Wind was an enemy of books. In the special reading room for old and rare books it was forbidden to open the

  window. Ever. I tried to imagine what mischief the wind might get up to with the loose leaves of Jakob Böhme’s three-hundred-and-seventy-year-old manuscript, De signatura rerum,

  and almost ended up closing the window again. There were many books up here. Some in each room, while the large landing served as storage space for all the things that weren’t allowed into

  the cellar:anything made out of fabric, and books. I leaned further out of the window and saw the climbing rose sprawling over the roof above the front door and tumbling from the railing over the

  little wall beside the steps.




  My knees were hurting, so I slid down from the chest back into the room. Limping, I brushed along the bookshelves. Legal commentaries, their paper swollen and warped, were almost crushing the

  fragile Nesthäkchen and the World War; Nesthäkchen’s cracked spine had old German writing on it. I remembered that my grandmother’s name was inside the book, in

  a child’s Sütterlin script. The collected works of Wilhelm Busch propped itself peacefully up against Arthur Schnitzler’s autobiography. Here was The Odyssey, there

  Faust. Kant snuggled up next to Chamisso, the collected letters of Frederick the Great stood back to back with Pucki as a Young Housewife. I tried to work out whether the books had

  been slotted into the shelves at random or ordered according to a particular system. Perhaps there was a code I had to recognise and decipher. They certainly hadn’t been arranged by size. I

  could also rule out alphabetical or chronological order, as well as publisher, author’s country of origin or topic. Thus it had to be a random system. I didn’t believe the books were

  put there randomly, but that there was a system that made it seem that way. And if there was a system to the randomness then it couldn’t technically be random, which means a pattern could be

  figured out. Either that or it was all coincidental. The message of the books’ spines was still hidden to me, but I resolved to keep it in the back of my mind. Over time something would

  click, I was sure of it.




  How late was it? I never wore a watch; I relied on clocks at pharmacies, petrol stations and jewellers’ shops, station clocks and my relatives’ alarm clocks. In the

  house there were a number of splendid clocks, but none of them worked. I was unsettled by the thought of being in this place without knowing the time. How long had I been staring at the books? Was

  it past lunchtime? The thicket of cobwebs in the skylight may have become even denser during the time that I had spent up here. I looked up at the shimmering rectangle and tried to compose myself

  by thinking in big units of time. Night hadn’t passed yet, the funeral was yesterday, today was Saturday, tomorrow would be Sunday, I had taken off the day after that, then I would be going

  back down to Baden. But it didn’t work. I cast a final glance at the bookshelves, closed all the windows and went down the stairs, which continued to creak for a while even after I had

  reached the bottom.
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