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FOR CHRISTIAN, CLARA AND ROSA




“And love was the origin of the world and the world’s ruler: but all its paths are covered with flowers and blood, flowers and blood”


Knut Hamsun, Victoria
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IT IS SUMMER, A WONDERFULLY HOT SUMMER. AT the farm the buildings are ranged around three sides of a yard. In the middle is the long, detached house, which has two floors and a large attic; the barn, on the left-hand side, has large wooden doors at the front and back. A few metres behind it is a wide, low wooden building — the sawmill. Meadows and pastureland stretch down to the river; a short way upstream, just before a weir, is a dilapidated shed. On the far side of the river a densely wooded hillside rises steeply. In the farm building on the right are the cattle and chickens. Behind it, in a raised wooden hut littered with sawdust and hay, live the geese. An extension which houses the vehicles adds a further ten metres to the thirty-metre-long cowshed. The extension also has large wooden doors at both front and back. From its back door, towards the left, you can see the sheep shed bordering the kitchen garden; straight ahead lie fenced meadows, the railway embankment and, some distance beyond the tracks, but clearly visible, Henner’s farm.


The Brendels’ farm and Henner’s farm are the largest in the village. They say that nothing inside Henner’s house has changed since the war: not the furniture, stoves and floors, nor the tiny windows that leak. It must be cold in winter. Everything’s more modern at the Brendels’; they’ve even got central heating. Entering the house on the ground floor you come into a small hallway. To the left and right, doors lead into the kitchen and living quarters; straight ahead is a flight of stairs, and behind the staircase is the door to the kitchen garden and the entrance to the cellar.


Siegfried, Marianne and Lukas sleep in the downstairs bedrooms, Frieda and Alfred have the rooms upstairs, while the attic belongs to us, Johannes and me. The kitchen, the biggest room in the house, still has an old stove you can cook on. But for years now Frieda, the grandmother, has been using the electric cooker. The chairs are older than Frieda, as are the large dining table in the middle of the room and the enormous dresser. Only the wall cupboard and one of the worktops are post-war. Everything is clean and tidy, but it’s always gloomy. Now that it’s summer, the windows are open most of the time. The windows are old with handles that turn; white paint is flaking off the frame. The low ceiling is oppressive, but also protective.


*


Siegfried, the father, is sitting at the table. The chestnut tree in the yard gives a dense shade, allowing only tiny scraps of evening light through the windows. Nobody is speaking; the faces of the family are lit so dimly I can hardly recognise them.


One by one the others sit down too. Marianne, the mother; Frieda, the grandmother; old Alfred, who in another era would have been called a retainer; and the sons, Johannes and Lukas.


Siegfried cuts a thick slice from the brown loaf and spreads it with butter. He takes a few slices of red pepper which his wife has cut. He eats slowly and doesn’t speak. Then he smiles and says, “It’s great we can buy peppers now, they’re very good for you. Did you know that?” He looks up without raising his head.


His sons do not answer. Marianne, his wife, nods and says, “We’ll have many more soon.” Siegfried offers the plate with the peppers to Frieda. “Try some,” he says with a smile of encouragement.


I look around, trying to understand the rules that govern life here; I haven’t lived in the house for long. One Sunday morning in May Johannes said to me, “I’m not going to take you back home today. My parents want to meet you.” I stayed the night and haven’t left since. It’s now June.


We go on eating in silence. I listen to the noises the others make as they chew. Alfred is the noisiest. Without looking at Siegfried he mutters, “Liese’s going to calf tonight. She’s showing all the signs.” Siegfried nods and peers at the cowshed through the window.


Johannes stands up awkwardly, his head bowed. “I’m going to meet some friends – in town.”


“On your motorbike?” Marianne asks, getting up too.


“Sit back down!” Now the father’s voice has that quiet but menacing tone I like, though it scares me slightly. The others aren’t scared.


“Can’t I come with you, Johannes?” I ask, fixing my eyes on his bowed head. But he doesn’t look at me. Doesn’t answer either. He stands there for a moment and then leaves the room. In silence.


A road runs past both farms with two narrow tracks leading to the houses. On the other side of the road a lane leads down to the village, about three hundred metres away from the farms. Both sides of the lane are lined with lime trees. Now, in June, they are giving off a heady scent. Near the bridge crossing the river is the tavern which takes its name from these limes.


Further on, the houses and smaller farms, the post office, co-op and church are dotted around the village pond. Narrow lanes snake their way between the buildings, leading to more houses and farms. But one of them goes dead straight from the centre of the village to two low concrete structures that look as if they’d fallen into the field accidentally – the headquarters of the collective farm. The huge collective pig shed towers proudly behind.


It’s an unusual village. It survived the war and the G.D.R., as Frieda likes to say. Apart from the odd house and the collective farm H.Q. there’s little that’s modern. There aren’t many places like it any more, and at weekends people come out here from town for a walk.


The chickens are running around outside in the yard. Marianne forgot to lock them in. Frieda looks out of one of the upstairs windows and shouts, “Marianne, the fox is going to have those chickens! After twenty years you still haven’t got it: when it’s dark the chickens have to be put in their coop.”


The old chestnut tree casts a shadow over the entire house. But Siegfried told us it’s going to be cut down soon. He wants to plant a new tree; the old one has grown too big.


Marianne goes as far as the barn, just in time to see her son race away on his shiny black M.Z. I’ve wrapped a scarf around my shoulders; I found it in Marianne’s wardrobe. I watch her from the front door. “Suits you,” she says when she comes back, adding, “He’ll be fine.”


I’m not worried. She’s the one who can’t relax until he’s back home. There have been several fatal accidents on the road recently. Including one of Johannes’ friends. I stand there calmly, puffing cigarette smoke into the fresh country air, then I help put the chickens away.


*


It is almost midnight when I hear the rattle of his motorbike, and then, finally, the engine dying out. The attic rooms store the heat of the day; I’ve swapped my summer dress for a white nightdress I found in one of the many chests in the attic. It must have been Frieda’s once.


If I look out of the back window, I can see the rushing river and rolling countryside stretch out before me; I can see the woods and the cows in the meadows. Out front I look onto the farmyard and the chestnut tree, which is full of birds. From the window in the gable I can see the pasture, sheep shed, railway tracks, and beyond these Henner’s farm. I never realised how beautiful this landscape was until I moved in here. For the moment I can think of no better place to live.


But now it is night-time and all I can see is Johannes pushing his bike into the shed. When he comes back out, he lights a cigarette and looks up. He can’t see me. I’ve turned out the light so I don’t have to look at the endless procession of spiders descending from the ceiling on transparent threads. They give me the creeps, and I know he finds this childish fear of mine ridiculous.


He’s been in town, with his artist friends.


When he comes into the room I pretend to be asleep. He chucks his clothes on the floor and goes to brush his teeth – not for long enough, as usual. It’s late and we’ve got to set off early tomorrow. I’m going to lie again and say I don’t have to be in until third period; I’ll just stay in bed until he comes back. Johannes is in his final year; we go to the same school. He’s in the twelfth year and I’m in the tenth. When I was still living with my mum and grandparents, my journey to school began with a forty-five minute march down the hill to our local town, followed by a bus ride to the county town. Altogether it took me about an hour and a quarter. And the journey home was even slower as I had to go back up the hill.


Now Johannes takes me to school on his bike, but I haven’t been going in that often recently. I’ve lost count of the number of lessons I’ve missed. I know I’m going to fail at the end of the year. My mornings are spent reading and smoking; in the afternoons we go for rides in the country, sometimes to the artists’ café in town, where even though it’s still early we drink wine and vodka, and people talk and talk and talk. Johannes likes it, but I don’t really know what to make of it.


Then we climb the stairs to our spiders’ nest and make love. Johannes turns out the light, he’s gentle and tender in bed; he never hurts me. He’s the first man I’ve had. I think I love him.
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AT TEN O’CLOCK THE FOLLOWING MORNING – Johannes left for school long ago – the floor vibrates beneath my bare feet. I’m standing at the washbasin in front of the mirror, proudly brushing my long hair. But I can’t ignore the knocking coming from the room below. It’s Frieda. She’s in Alfred’s room, a broom in her work-worn hands, thumping the end of it against the ceiling. I have no choice but to go downstairs. If I don’t she’ll start banging a cooking spoon against the heater. She knows I’m skiving off school. She doesn’t approve, but seeing that I am here I might as well help her with the cooking. Frieda is a practical woman.


My book is on the sill of the gable window; I had wanted to go and read in the garden. I’m annoyed at Frieda now, but what’s the point? The fate of Dmitry Karamazov will have to wait until the potatoes have been peeled and the onions chopped.


Poor Dmitry, will Grushenka give you the answer you desire?


I knock three times against the heater with the wooden handle of my hairbrush, to let her know I’ve understood. I mustn’t stamp my feet or paint will flake onto the floor, and Alfred will have to sweep it up. Before I go I open the windows, water the lavender in the window boxes and smoke my first cigarette of the day. I get a fantastic rush, which makes me lose my balance; I lean on the windowsill for support and look out at the yard. Marianne is beside the cowshed, admiring the new calf. Liese did it! From three to five o’clock this morning she laboured, eventually giving birth to a healthy calf, though not without some help. Siegfried went in around four o’clock, observed her for a good while, then pulled the long rubber glove over his powerful arm, tied a cord around the calf’s front legs and hauled it out. Now it’s standing unsteadily beneath its mother, suckling its first milk. It’s a sunny day. Later on maybe we’ll lie by the river and I’ll run my fingers through Johannes’ blond hair. This seems to be the only thing he’s inherited from his father, the thick blond hair. When the heat gets too much we go to the old shed by the weir and make love. That’s what Marianne calls it when Johannes and I are having a bath together and she’s behind the bathroom door, which you can’t lock: “Are you making love in there, or why is it taking so long? Siegfried will be up in a minute, and he shouldn’t be seeing you naked, Maria.” I can’t help giggling, and Johannes puts his head under the water.


Lunch is stew, with meat slaughtered on the farm, of course. I’m actually a vegetarian. I haven’t touched meat since that Easter Sunday when Grandma Traudel roasted my favourite bunny, Matze. It was only after lunch that Grandpa Lorenz told me, and I promptly brought poor Matze straight back up again. I was twelve at the time, and that’s almost five years ago.


Siegfried doesn’t like vegetarians, even though I’m the first he’s met. On Sundays he puts the best piece of meat on my plate without saying a word and I put it back, just as silently. I’ve secretly tried it a few times, and it tastes really good.


Nobody says much – they never do. Siegfried is a man of few words, like most people in the village. But when he does speak we shut up and listen, even if he’s talking nonsense. But that’s seldom.


He looks tired. He’s already been on his feet for eight hours, and he will be for eight more. Tree trunks have to be made into planks in the sawmill, the sheep must be taken to another meadow, a broken fence needs repairing and the cowshed needs mucking out. Milking happens twice a day: at five in the morning and five in the afternoon. The milk lorry comes every other day and empties the chilled tank.


Marianne has work to do in the shop. In spring Siegfried converted the storeroom next to the kitchen into a small farm shop. It’s absolutely tiny, not even nine square metres. A narrow white door, open during the summer, leads into a windowless room whose walls are lined with simple shelves made of beeswaxed timber from the farm’s own sawmill. Here you can buy the farm produce: eggs, milk, bread baked by Frieda, fresh lamb, beef, chicken and charcuterie, fruit and vegetables, stockings made from the farm’s wool. Later in the year, in the run up to Christmas, there are geese for sale too. Lambs and cattle are slaughtered off the farm, chickens and geese in the cellar.


On entering the shop you hear the low tones of a wind chime, the first thing Marianne bought in the West, a few months after the Wall came down. All those events went practically unnoticed here on the farm. They stared at the television pictures from Berlin as if they were from another country. Frieda said, “I don’t believe it,” Marianne cried, and Siegfried nodded. He kept moving his large head up and down, then went out to feed the animals. This is how Johannes tells it; back then he could hardly contain his excitement and was desperate to get to Berlin. But Siegfried didn’t let him go.


We’re sitting at the table, Siegfried and Frieda at either end, Alfred and Marianne with their backs to the window, and me opposite them. The sons are still at school. Despite feeling exhausted Siegfried is in a good mood. He looks suggestively at his wife. She just smiles back. It is summer 1990. Hay-turning time.


In the afternoon we’re all in one of the largest meadows by the river with our hay rakes. Siegfried, Frieda, Marianne, Lukas, Johannes, me and Alfred.


Alfred has spent his whole life here. He only left the farm once, and that was for just a few weeks.


Alfred’s mother, Maria, was a kitchen maid. In 1933 she married Alwin, a farmhand. Five months later Alfred was born. Frieda was three at the time; there are pictures of her, a small, round girl with fat plaits and a marked passion for little Alfred. She was the younger of the two Schenke sisters. Anneliese was already at school, whereas Frieda spent from morning till evening dragging little Alfred around the farmyard, putting him to bed amongst the wild flowers, or pushing him around the vegetable garden in a small wheelbarrow. Frieda’s brothers had both died of influenza, one aged three, the other five. The boys’ bodies were dressed in their Sunday best, and their pictures were taken for the first and last time by a professional photographer from the small town of G. The photographs were framed and hung above the linen chest in the parlour.


Sweat is running down my face. Reluctantly I run back to the house to fetch a headscarf, like the other women are wearing. My eyes are burning from the hay dust flying around; my legs, covered in mosquito bites and scratched by the hay, are horribly itchy. The raking is such hard work it’s almost unbearable. In spite of her sixty years, Frieda toils away tirelessly and without complaint. Even Marianne grafts in silence. Johannes cautions me with a glance; it can’t be any later than four, we’ve got hours to go yet. I catch sight of Alfred taking a hip flask from his pocket and enjoying a furtive glug. I’m thirsty too, and Frieda must be a mind reader. She stops work, leans on her rake and calls out to me, “Why doesn’t she go to the kitchen and fetch us some bottles of water and sandwiches. We’ll have a break.”


“Yes, of course!” I reply, and speed across the meadow to the house.


When I come back the saws in the mill are running. We women are now alone in the meadow. Well, not entirely alone; Alfred’s still here, but he doesn’t count. The only thing Alfred does of his own accord is drink, and people here accept it as silently as they do almost everything else. Otherwise he’s wholly subservient to Frieda, and has been ever since she used to drag him, the maid’s infant, across the farmyard. It’s far too late now for a bid for freedom. Without a wife or children of his own Alfred has become an appendage to the family, who have treated him as if he were their own son. After the death of the Schenke brothers he was the only boy around, and his real parents hoped that by entrusting their son to the care of Ingeborg and Wieland Schenke, he might enjoy a better future. Frieda loved little Alfred above anything, and they probably thought – who knows? – perhaps she’d still love him later on, when she was of an age to get married and take over the farm. In fact rumours still persist that Volker, Frieda’s eldest, is Alfred’s son. He’s a drinker too, at any rate. But in the end she married Heinrich Brendel, the strapping, capable son of the village teacher. He too played in the farmyard as a boy, and young Frieda mothered him with an equally ruthless passion, which transformed itself into selfless love and devotion the moment Frieda turned seventeen. In time the Schenkes’ farm became the Brendels’ farm.


Frieda’s first son, Volker, was born shortly after her marriage to Heinrich in 1948. A few weeks before the birth Alfred suddenly disappeared – was this a clue as to the true identity of the father? Frieda denied it vehemently, and so a mantle of silence was laid over this unwelcome speculation. Sometime later Alfred turned up again, ragged and scrawny – like a maltreated dog. His mother collapsed at the stove at the sight of him.


All of a sudden Marianne flops down onto a pile of hay. Her red headscarf has slipped back and you can see her thick hair. She looks young lying there, her lips wet with water; her skirt has ridden up to reveal a strong pair of legs. She’s thirty-nine, her two sons eighteen and twelve. “Mum,” Johannes says, “your skirt …” She laughs and takes another big swig from the bottle. Then she stands up again and peers over to the sawmill. “I’ll be right back,” she says as she leaves. “It won’t take long.” Johannes sits beside me and puts his head in my lap. I wash the dust from his face with a handful of water and lay my cool hands on his eyes. To my left I can sense Lukas watching us. Leaning on her rake, Frieda is staring at the river; she stands with her legs apart, as if her feet were rooted in the earth. We follow her gaze, but can’t make out anything in particular – just the water flowing by, as it does every day. Over in the mill the machines have gone quiet.


It’s already gone ten by the time we sit at the dining table. Thin slices of cold roast meat have been arranged on a large china platter. Beside this is a basket of dark bread, a ceramic pot of butter, a bottle of wine and a lemon cake. I eat as if I’d been fasting for days; I even help myself to a piece of meat. This earns me a nod of approval from Siegfried. He says we need more help for the harvest; it’s about time Volker showed his face again. But Volker’s not here, Frieda says in an irritated tone. Siegfried’s brothers are Frieda’s Achilles’ heel. Volker, the eldest, got a job working in the pig sheds at the agricultural collective when he was sixteen. That’s where he and a handful of others got into drinking. Now he lives in a small flat in the county town and he’s not working any more, even though he’s only just turned forty-two. He doesn’t have a wife or children. His story sounds so similar to Alfred’s that there is always an embarrassed silence when discussion turns to Volker. Then Alfred smiles at Frieda, and she punishes him by ignoring him. Hartmut, the middle son, was just eighteen in 1967 when he submitted an application to leave the country, the contents of which led to his immediate arrest. Two and a half years later the state sold him to the West, without Frieda and Heinrich knowing anything of it. They heard nothing from him again until he found work and somewhere to live in Rosenheim, Bavaria. Frieda still reproaches him for not confiding in her his plans to leave the country. On the other hand her husband, Heinrich, who died of cancer a few years ago, was proud of his son to the last, even though he never saw him again.


After a glass of wine I feel more tired than I have ever done in my life. It’s my first summer on the Brendels’ farm, my first summer without my mother, my first summer with a father, even though he’s not my own.


After dinner we haul ourselves upstairs and go to bed without washing, without even brushing our teeth. Before I am overwhelmed by an inconceivably deep sleep I decide to skip school tomorrow. The holidays start next week and there’s not much point – this year is a write-off anyway.
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I WAKE UP AND FIND MYSELF ALONE. JOHANNES HAS gone to school.


Today I need to find out whether Alexey Karamazov will get to the monastery before the Elder Zossima dies. And why did Zossima prostrate himself before Dmitry? The sun is high in the sky; it must be almost noon. Downstairs in the kitchen a place has been laid for me, there are rolls in a wooden bowl, chilled butter and home-made jam – the first batch of the summer. In the hallway Siegfried greets me with an unusually friendly smile, and I can hear Marianne cackling away in the shop. Selma the cat rubs up against my legs, which are covered in scratches from yesterday’s hay-turning. I’ve hardly ever felt so happy. My cheeks are tanned; my arms and neck are actually dark brown, even though summer has only just begun.


The door through to the shop is open. Marianne is laughing. She’s joking with Henner. I expect he’s flattering her. Marianne is still a beautiful woman, powerfully built with a long, thick, dark plait and rosy cheeks. She has a soft spot for Henner. He’s buying bread, but maybe he’s just come for a chat, he’s that lonely. Frieda says that Henner’s a wild one. Ever since his wife left him, many years ago now, he’s apparently been pretty feral. He inherited the farm from his father and managed to run it down in just a few years. At least that’s what they say in the village. The only thing he’s got a knack for is horses, in fact you might call it a passion. They’re meant to be some of the finest Trakehners around.


Siegfried says it was the G.D.R. that broke him. Someone with his strength should be cultivating his own land, not working in the collective. A man like Henner should be his own master.


Sometimes when he’s chasing women or going on a bender he even forgets to feed his dogs. They roam free and kill sheep. Siegfried has also lost lambs to those mastiffs, so he won’t be pleased to see his wife joking with that brute. But still, Henner’s a handsome man, and well read, they say. He’s got shelves of books in his house, and that’s not something you see very often round here. The villagers say he takes after his mother, who was a girl from town and quite eccentric too.


“Is Maria still with you?” I hear him say. “You’ve got yourselves a pretty one there.”


He roars with laughter and Marianne says, “She’s a lovely girl alright, but she’s not cut out for the farm.”


“I can imagine,” he says. “She won’t stay. She’ll go off to college and study something, you mark my words.”


“I know, but what can we do? Johannes is besotted by the girl. She skips school and spends all day reading.”
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