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One clear, ice-cold January morning at the beginning of the twenty-first century, just after daybreak, a solitary wolf crossed the frozen river marking the border between Germany and Poland.


The wolf came from the east. He trotted across the ice of the frozen Oder to the other bank, then kept heading westwards. Behind the river the sun stood low over the horizon.


Beneath a cloudless sky the wolf wandered in the morning light across the expanses of snow-covered fields until he came to the edge of a forest and vanished into it.


The following day, thirty kilometres to the west of the frozen river, a hunter found the remains of a deer in the woods. In the snow beside the dead deer the hunter discovered the tracks of a wolf.


This was near Vierlinden bei Seelow. No wolf had been seen there for more than one hundred and sixty years, not since 1843.


The wolf remained in this area until mid-February. Nobody actually saw the creature, they only found his tracks and bloody prey in the snow.


The winter was very cold and very long. Towards the end of the second week in February the snow came and continued uninterruptedly for several days.




 


On the evening of February 16 a fuel tanker spun out of control on the motorway between Poland and Berlin, which was completely covered in snow.


The tanker jack-knifed and toppled onto its side. Two other lorries crashed into it and caught fire. The fuel tanker exploded. Not one of the drivers survived.


In the wake of this collision sixty vehicles skidded into each other on the slippery carriageway and were jammed together. People were unable to get out of their crushed cars and the fire continued to spread.


The accident happened close to Glieningmoor. A more than forty-kilometre tailback soon built up, stretching all the way to the Polish border. The motorway was closed in both directions.


Night fell. The drivers of the vehicles in the tailback turned off their engines and headlights. Snow settled on the motorway in the darkness and on the stationary cars.


Fire engines and ambulances drove up the hard shoulder past the never-ending columns of vehicles. It kept snowing. Nothing was moving.


The young Polish man was on his way to Berlin from a village near Warsaw and had been driving for eleven hours. For the last three he had been stationary on the motorway in snow. In the distance he could see the glow of the vehicles still on fire.


The exploded fuel tanker and the jumble of smashed-up vehicles lay about three kilometres ahead of him.


The engine of his old Toyota was switched off. The young man was freezing. He didn’t have enough petrol to keep the engine running. Occasionally he turned the key halfway to start up the windscreen wipers for a few seconds. He was worried about the battery. He left the internal light off and didn’t turn on the radio. He sat in the Toyota in darkness.


This is going to take another twenty hours, he’d heard a Polish lorry driver shout earlier on the carriageway. This is going to take another twenty hours, the man had shouted over and over again.


Grabbing his mobile, the young Pole got out of his car and took some photos of the distant glow from the fire in the night. Then he got back into the car. The pictures were too fuzzy to make out anything.


He called his girlfriend, Agnieszka, who was waiting for him in Berlin.


“No, this is going to take hours yet.”


“What are you doing?” she said. “Have you got a blanket?”


“I’ve got the sleeping bag in the boot.”


“Leave the car there and walk to the nearest village.”


“There aren’t any villages here.”


“There’s always a village somewhere. There must be one.”


“There’s nothing here. I can’t see a thing.”


“There must be a village, Tomasz. Walk to the nearest village; you’ll freeze to death there.”


“There’s no village here. And I can’t just abandon the car.”


After another hour in the tailback without moving, Tomasz got out of the car to wander up to the scene of the accident. Before he set off he looked for a marker, as he knew that he wouldn’t find the snowed-in Toyota again unless he had some sort of orientation point.


By the side of the motorway to his right was a sign that read BERLIN 80 KM.


I’m a boy scout, he thought, I’m a fucking boy scout.


Tomasz made his way to the scene of the accident. The snow continued to fall. The blue lights of the emergency vehicles spun in the darkness. As he got closer he could see the blue-and-white flames of the blowtorches the firemen were using to try to free passengers from the mangled vehicles. He could hear shouting and screaming. A man of about sixty stood by the side of the motorway in the thick snow flurries. A muscular type, he wore a bloodied vest. Probably a long-distance lorry driver.


“Is there anything I can do to help?” Tomasz called out to the man in Polish. He thought he recognised him from Warsaw, but the man called back:


“Look after your own shit.”


A helicopter landed on the other side of the motorway. Floodlights had been set up. Paramedics carried someone on a stretcher to one of the ambulances, going as fast as they could. A woman ran beside the stretcher. She kept shouting something, a word, a name perhaps, then she slipped and fell in the snow. The paramedics ran on.


Tomasz turned and headed back into the darkness between the stationary cars.


Three emergency vehicles with blue lights drove along the hard shoulder towards the scene of the accident. In the deep snow he looked for his marker, the sign with the distance to Berlin. He found his snow-covered Toyota and fetched the sleeping bag from the boot.


*


Tomasz had been living in Berlin with Agnieszka for three years. Mostly he worked for Marek, another Pole. Marek and his team gutted houses or renovated them. They could do everything.


In Poland Tomasz had always worked alone. When he’d found work outside Warsaw he would sometimes spend the night in a sleeping bag on building sites or in the car – but he couldn’t do that in Germany.


Ever since moving to Germany Tomasz had no longer been able to work alone. Since moving to Germany he could no longer be alone.


*


The lock on the Toyota’s boot was frozen. To his right stood the sign: eighty kilometres to Berlin.


Then he saw the wolf. The wolf was standing in front of the sign at the side of the snowy motorway, seven metres in front of him, no more.


A wolf, Tomasz thought, that looks like a wolf, it’s probably a large dog, who would let their dog roam around here, or is it really a wolf?


He took a photograph of the animal in front of the sign in the driving snow. The flash in the darkness.


A moment later the wolf had vanished.




 


She had a bruise beneath her right eye and a split lip.


The girl was sitting under the shelter of the only bus stop in the village. The village was called Sauen, near Beeskow, in the Oder-Spree district.


It was early in the morning, half past six. Still dark. She was waiting for the school bus. She was sixteen. The evening before, her mother had punched her twice in the face.


The snow fell in the cone of light from the streetlamp. The village consisted of no more than a few houses along a country road.


Sitting beside her on the bench beneath the shelter of the bus stop was her boyfriend.


“Let’s get away from here,” she said to her boyfriend.


The two of them were wearing heavy leather jackets, combat boots, chains, earrings, but they had soft faces and light bodies.


“Where do you want to go?” he said.


“Berlin,” she said.


By the time the bus arrived they had already left. They didn’t walk along the road. On the road sooner or later someone would

have stopped them – two children out in the snow in the early morning. They went cross-country.


The girl was called Elisabeth and the boy Micha.


When they got to the forest it stopped snowing for the first time in four days.




 


“Fuck, fuck, fuck,” Charly said, smiling and opening his eyes wide. “Look at that, look at that!”


Jacky followed his gaze out of the window onto the street, but there was nothing there, nothing out of the ordinary. Cars, passers-by. It had stopped snowing.


“Other people used to live here, it used to be different here.”


“Charly, you haven’t got a clue who used to live here.”


“But surely you can see it, surely you can.”


“We didn’t use to live here.”


“Nor do we live here now.”


“Of course we live here.”


“We don’t live here. Here.”


Berlin, Prenzlauer Berg. Prior to 1989 the shop had been a bakery. After the wall came down one of the old shop assistants had taken over the bakery and, with very little money, had turned it into a kiosk, a so-called convenience shop. She kept two rabbits in a cage behind the counter, but then got into trouble with the authorities and the rabbits had to go. She used to stay open until late, selling newspapers, cigarettes,  beer, schnapps, crisps and coke, and if the old people who lived nearby couldn’t make it to her kiosk she would go up to their apartments with newspapers, beer and cigarettes, but that was over now. The shop didn’t earn enough, the rents increased and she gave it up at the age of sixty-five. Then Charly and Jacky, young people, came to take over the shop. They had saved up and had been looking for something just like it. They repainted the walls: black, gold and dark red.


“You’re making such a funny face, do you know that, Charly? Such a funny face, your eyes are like saucers. What’s the matter with you?”


“Do you know, that’s just what I was going to say to you, love? You look strange, you have done all day, what is it, what are you thinking?”


“I’m thinking that something’s not quite right, but I can’t put my finger on it.”


“I can tell you what’s not right: there aren’t enough people. I mean, the shop’s ticking over alright, but still there aren’t enough people coming through the door.”


“That’s because of the weather, Charly.”


“And then you pull a funny face and tell me I’m making a funny face.” Charly opened his eyes wide again.


“Do you think we’ll ever have children?”


“Of course, of course we will, but don’t you think it’s a bit soon. I mean, we’ve only just opened the shop, shouldn’t we settle down a bit here first? You’re twenty-nine . . .”


“I’m almost thirty, and you’ve hardly got any hair left.”


“We’ve still got loads of time.”


But she knew that this wasn’t the case. She sensed she would never have children.


“O.K., fine,” Charly said. “Fine, what if . . . what if, let’s think it all through properly first, from start to finish.” His eyes were like saucers again. “From start to finish, fuck.”




 


The man had made himself a thermos of coffee and some sandwiches. He took the binoculars and rifle, his hunting gun, but no dog. The dog had died before Christmas. The old man hadn’t told anyone that he would be going to the woods before daybreak. He put on warm clothes, his boots, long coat and hat, and as he crossed the yard he whistled for his dog, but the dog didn’t come and then he remembered that he no longer had a dog.


The snow was deep and the man made slow progress along the forest path. He’d been going for almost an hour and a half when he reached the raised hide just before dawn. He had not come to shoot anything. He was only here because he loved this place, the raised hide, the dawn, the field before him, the edge of the woods on the other side. The man often came here early in the morning, even in winter.


He’d heard that a wolf had been sighted in the vicinity of Seelow, north of here. He knew that wolves roamed. Wolves lived in packs, but some animals had to leave the pack and then they roamed to find a new one. They could cover great distances, sometimes seventy kilometres or more in a day.


The man sat up in his hide just before dawn, gazing out at the snowy field. He sipped coffee from the thermos. His wife had never liked it when he went to the woods alone, out of concern for him and also out of concern for herself or insecurity. She had never liked him going off with the dog and leaving her behind.


The man had not come to shoot anything, he could have left his rifle at home.


It became light. On this morning the man saw no game, no deer, no wild boar. He thought he’d glimpsed a movement at the edge of the forest on the far side of the field, but he couldn’t see anything through his binoculars.


All of a sudden he felt unwell, he felt sick, his palms were sweaty, his heart thumping. Death is coming for me, he thought, this is it.


He felt better again after a few minutes, although he was bathed in sweat and knew he had to get back. He was worried he wouldn’t make it.




 


In the end it had taken Tomasz seventeen hours to get from Warsaw to Berlin. He’d set off in the late morning of February 16. That evening a fuel tanker had skidded on the motorway forty kilometres beyond the Polish border. The tanker had jack-knifed, overturned, caught fire and finally exploded. More than sixty vehicles had braked and smashed into each other. It had taken eight hours to clear the motorway. Tomasz had sat stationary until three o’clock in the morning – ahead of him the glow of the fire in the darkness, later the floodlights.


He had seen a wolf not ten metres away, a wolf on the hard shoulder.


*


“You saw . . . what did you see? A wolf?” Agnieszka laughed. “You’re going crazy, darling.”


He had just arrived and was sitting opposite her in the small kitchen of their apartment in Neukölln. It was four o’clock in the morning, perhaps a little later. There was virtually nothing to eat at home, just tea and beer.


“I bought you some beer.”


“Haven’t you got any soup? It was so cold in the car, I think I’m getting ill.”


“You didn’t really see a wolf . . .”


“I sat for eight hours in the freezing Toyota.”


“Where did you see this wolf?”


They had a cheap one-bedroom apartment from the 1960s. It had low ceilings and was dark and noisy. The walls were thin. A neon tube shone from the ceiling of the tiny kitchen.


“Are you going straight to the site?”


“Yes,” he said.


“I see. I thought you were getting ill.”


“On the hard shoulder. I saw it on the hard shoulder.”


She laughed. Agnieszka was twenty-two. She and Tomasz had been together since she was fourteen. He was two years older. They came from the same village, not far from Warsaw. They’d been living in Berlin for three years.


She cleaned shops, businesses, open-plan offices, she cleaned for artists, film people, journalists and sometimes she looked after their children. She’d fallen into these circles by chance and then kept getting recommended. When she and Tomasz arrived in Berlin, neither of them had spoken German. Now Agnieszka spoke almost flawless German while he still understood practically nothing. On the building sites he worked almost exclusively with other Poles.


“At the side of the road. On the hard shoulder.”


The two of them worked a lot, as much as possible, day and night. They didn’t sleep much. When he finished on the building site he came and helped her clean, at night on the deserted office floors at Rosa-Luxemburg-Platz or in Schönhauserallee.


They worked from six or seven in the morning until late at night, from Monday to Saturday afternoon. On Saturday night they would go dancing.


“I took a photo.”


She looked at the picture.


“You photographed a wolf?”


“That’s what I’m telling you.”


“Do you think many people took photos of the wolf?”


“No. Nobody.”


“A wolf on the motorway,” she said. “In the snow.”


“In the traffic jam. A wolf in the traffic jam.”


She laughed. That had been meant as a joke. He rarely told jokes. Hardly ever.


*


They hadn’t seen each other for almost four weeks; he had been doing some work for a relative near Warsaw. She looked at him. They’d known each other since they were children and had been together for eight years. They’d come to Berlin together, unmarried.


In the eyes of their Catholic relatives they were living in sin. Back then they’d driven to Berlin in the Toyota, and had found the apartment in Neukölln through friends.


They survived on crisps and coke and biscuits and tea and beer, because they didn’t like the food in Germany and because they had no time to cook.


They were always cheerful, they could always keep going. Nothing can flatten me, she would joke, and now, as she saw him sitting at the kitchen table, she realised that he couldn’t keep going. She saw that the strength was slowly seeping out of him. He had been getting quieter and quieter for months. He’d begun to spend weeks on end in Poland because a distant relative there had work for him.


“Tomek, have you thought about selling the picture?”


“The picture? Which picture?”


“The photo. The photo of the wolf.”


“Who would I sell it to? Who’s going to buy it off me?”




 


 The bus driver had stopped, and when he didn’t see the girl and the boy he waited for a moment, at just after half past six in the morning at the only bus stop in the village. He waited longer than he ought to, he was late anyway because of the snow, and he knew the children, they got on his bus every morning, and he knew the boy’s mother, he had once been married to her sister, a long, long time ago.


Later that morning he’d called the boy’s mother and asked her whether everything was alright, that’s what you do in the country.




 


 They’d hardly slept, Agnieszka and Tomasz, no more than an hour. They had lain in bed without touching each other, even though they hadn’t seen each other for almost four weeks, and then the alarm went off.


A few hours later Agnieszka showed the photograph to a woman whose house she cleaned. The woman worked for a newspaper. She bought the photograph from Agnieszka and the following day it was everywhere: a wolf in the snow at night, in the light of a flash, and behind the wolf a sign – eighty kilo-metres to Berlin.




 


In spite of the deep snow the boy and girl were fast, too fast, at least for the first few hours. At half past six in the morning they’d set off from the bus stop in the dark. At ten o’clock that morning the village was already twenty kilometres behind them. They were a long way into the woods. They were freezing and sweating, they were hungry and most of all they were thirsty. They ate snow. They both knew that they wouldn’t get far, but they kept going all the same.


In the forest it was almost completely silent. It was a grey day. The boy and girl didn’t speak much. They walked beside each other without exchanging a word and sometimes they stopped in the snow to roll cigarettes as best they could in the cold with stiff fingers, and smoked. The smoking helped against the hunger.


They walked through the woods without seeing another soul. At a fork in the forest path stood an old construction trailer. The door was open. Inside the trailer were heaps of rubbish, empty cigarette packets, brochures, old newspapers, empty beer bottles, cigarette butts. There had been a fire in the trailer at some point. In one corner was a stove, a small wood stove.


They came across the trailer in the early afternoon. They didn’t dare light a fire in the stove as they were worried that the trailer might burn down.


They collected wood and tried to make a fire outside, but for a long while had no success. By the time they had a fire burning beside the trailer it was dark. They knew it was too cold to sleep outside in the snow, even next to the fire. They could survive the night inside the trailer, but only if they could get the stove to burn without the entire vehicle going up in flames. They lit a fire in the stove and waited. The trailer didn’t go up in flames. It soon warmed up in the small space. After hours in the snow the two of them quickly grew tired in the warmth, despite their hunger. Outside, their camp fire glowed in the dark.


In the distance they could hear a rushing noise.


“That might be the motorway,” he said. “Or the main road.”


The boy and girl huddled on the floor of the trailer beside the stove. They leaned against each other, trying not to fall asleep because they were still afraid that the trailer might catch fire and burn down, but their eyes kept closing.




 


The girl’s mother did nothing. It wasn’t the first time the girl had failed to come home.


But that evening a woman from the police was at her front door and then the missing person’s announcement was issued.


Yes, she and her daughter had quarrelled.


The policewoman was also from the village. She knew the two children, she knew the boy’s family and she knew the girl’s mother too.


*


About fifteen years ago, the girl’s mother, or to be more precise, her then husband, had bought the empty schoolhouse in the village for not very much money, and she used to come here from Berlin for weekends with her husband and daughter.
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