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The Voices


The man looked out over the gravestones that lay before him as if strewn about the meadow. The grass was long and insects were buzzing in the air. On the crumbling cemetery wall, where elder bushes ran wild, a blackbird was singing. He couldn’t see it. His eyes had been giving him trouble for some time now, and although it got worse every year, he refused to wear glasses. There were good reasons why he should, but he didn’t want to hear them. If anyone said anything to him about it, he told them he’d got used to it and felt at ease in his increasingly blurred surroundings.


When the weather was good, he came every day. He would stroll around for a while among the graves before eventually sitting down on a wooden bench under a crooked birch tree. The bench didn’t belong to him, but he thought of it as his bench. It was old and rotten; no one else would trust a bench like that. But he greeted it as if it were a person, stroking his hand over the wood and saying, ‘Good morning,’ or ‘Cold night, wasn’t it?’


This was the oldest part of the Paulstadt cemetery, which many people simply called ‘the field’. This area had once been uncultivated land owned by a cattle farmer named Ferdinand Jonas. It was a useless patch of ground, littered with stones and poisonous buttercups, and the farmer had been happy to get rid of it at the first opportunity by selling it to the parish. It wasn’t any use for grazing cattle, but it was good enough for the dead.


Hardly anyone came here any more. The last burial had taken place months earlier; the man had forgotten whose. He remembered another burial more clearly, many years ago, when the florist Gregorina Stavac was laid to rest on a rainy late summer’s day. Gregorina had lain undiscovered in the storeroom of her flower shop for more than two weeks, dust collecting on the cut flowers as they withered on the shop floor. The man had stood at the grave with a handful of other mourners, listening first to the words of the priest, then only to the hissing of the rain. He had never exchanged more than a few words with the florist, but on one occasion, as he was paying, their hands had touched. After that, he had felt strangely connected to this unassuming woman, and as the cemetery gardeners started shovelling in the earth, his cheeks were wet with tears. 


Almost every day he sat under the birch tree and allowed his mind to wander. He thought about the dead. Many who lay here were people he had known personally, or had encountered at least once in his life. Most were ordinary citizens of Paulstadt: craftsmen, businessmen, workers in one of the shops on Marktstrasse or its little side streets. He tried to recall their faces, piecing his memories together to create images. He knew that these images did not conform to reality, that they might bear no resemblance at all to what these people were in life. But that didn’t matter to him. It gave him pleasure to see the faces appear and disappear in his mind’s eye, and sometimes he would laugh quietly to himself, leaning forwards, hands folded over his stomach, chin sunk on his chest. If anyone had been watching him from a distance at such a moment – one of the gardeners, perhaps, or a visitor to the graveyard, wandering down the wrong path – they might have had the impression that he was praying.


The truth is, he was convinced that he could hear the dead talking. He couldn’t understand what they were saying, but he perceived their voices just as clearly as the twittering of the birds and the humming of the insects all around him. Sometimes he even fancied he could pick out individual words or scraps of sentences from the swarm of voices, but however hard he listened, he never managed to piece the fragments together so that they made sense.


He imagined what it would be like if each voice were to have the chance to be heard once more. They would talk about life, of course. He thought that perhaps a person could only really pass judgement on their life once they had gone through death.


But perhaps the dead had no interest whatsoever in the things that lay behind them. Perhaps they would talk about what it was like over there. How it felt to stand on the other side. Summoned. Called home. Gathered in. Transformed.


Then he dismissed such thoughts. They seemed sentimental, almost ridiculous, and he began to suspect that the dead, just like the living, would utter nothing but trivialities. They would whinge and brag; they would make complaints and idealize memories. They would grumble, scold and cast aspersions. And, of course, they would talk about their illnesses. In fact, it was possible they would talk about nothing but their illnesses, their lingering sickness and death.


The man sat on the bench under the crooked birch tree until the sun went down behind the cemetery wall. He stretched out his arms as if measuring the patch of ground in front of him, then lowered them. He breathed in the air again. It smelled of damp earth and elderflower. Then he got up and left.


It was closing time on Marktstrasse, and the tradespeople were carrying the crates and stands of underwear, toys, soap, books and cheap tat back into their shops. Roller shutters were rattling down on all sides, and at the end of the street the greengrocer’s cries rang out as he stood on a crate distributing the last of the melons.


The man walked slowly. He dreaded the thought of spending the evening sitting at the window looking down at the street. From time to time he raised his hand to return the greeting of someone he didn’t recognize. People must have thought him a contented man, glad of every step on the sun-warmed pavement; yet he felt insecure and out of place on his own street.


He stopped in front of the plate-glass window of what used to be Buxter’s butcher’s, and leaned in towards his reflection. He would have liked to have seen himself as a young man. But the eyes gazing back at him no longer held any spark capable of igniting his imagination. His face was just old and grey and rather shapeless. At least there was a small bright-green leaf caught in his hair. He flicked it away and looked back. Margarete Lichtlein was walking along on the other side of the street, confused as ever, pulling her handcart full of the shopping she had never bought. He nodded to her and moved on. He walked faster now. A thought had come to him, or rather a notion, concerning time in his life. As a young man he had wanted to pass the time; later, he had wanted to stop it, and now, in his old age, he wished for nothing more fervently than to regain it.


This was the thought that occurred to the old man. He didn’t yet know what he should do with it; in any case, he wanted to go home first of all, as it got chilly after sundown. He would go to his store cupboard and permit himself a little drink. Then he would put on his comfortable brown trousers and sit at the kitchen table, with his back to the window. In his opinion it was only like this, with one’s back to the world, in peace and quiet and with no distractions, that a thought could be thought through to the end.







Hanna Heim

When I was dying, you sat beside me and held my hand. I couldn’t sleep. I hadn’t needed sleep for a long time. We talked. We told each other stories and reminisced. I looked at you, as I had always liked to look at you. You were not a beautiful man. Your nose was far too big, your eyelids drooped, and your skin was pale and blotchy. You were not a beautiful man, but you were my man.

Do you remember: I was new to the school, and on the very first day, in the staffroom, you asked me what was wrong with my hand. It’s deformed, I said, nothing to be done. You took it and looked at it. Then you pointed out of the window and said: do you see that tree over there? Its boughs aren’t deformed, they’re just crooked, because they grow towards the sun. I thought that was a bit corny, to be honest. But I liked the way you stroked my fingers with your thumb. And I liked that incredibly big nose. I think I thought you were rather dishy. 

Fifty years later, you were still holding my hand. It felt as if you had never let go, and I told you so. You laughed and said, it’s true, I haven’t!

I don’t remember my last words. But they were addressed to you, of course; how could it be otherwise. I asked if you could open the window. I thought a bit of fresh air would do me good. And then? What did I say then?

What I do still clearly remember are the first words I said to you. It was before our conversation in the staffroom. That morning I arrived and saw you crossing the playground ahead of me. I stopped you and asked the way to the principal’s office. Excuse me, I said, I’m new here, can you help me? I asked you, even though I knew the way. You just said: come with me, miss, and walked on ahead in silence. You walked with big, heavy strides, slightly bent forward, hands clasped behind your back, the way you always walked. The morning sun was shining and the striped shadow of the front gate spread in a wide fan across the asphalt. I was wearing a mint-green sheath dress with a white collar. The dress was a present from an aunt; I’d spent hours altering it to fit me. I’d cut the collar off one of my father’s old shirts and sewn it on. My hope was that it lent me an air of assertiveness and confidence, but already, as I followed you across the playground, it seemed prim and old-fashioned and I felt ashamed.

Isn’t it strange: I remember the colour of the dress I was wearing all those years ago, but I can’t remember what season it was when I died.

It never occurred to me that you might be a teacher. Part of me was still sitting in a classroom with satchel and pigtails, so to my mind all teachers had to be old. Old, grey women and men who smelled of coffee and chalk and whose authority had worn thin over the years, like the sleeves of their woollen cardigans. But you were young. You wore a creased shirt with an open collar and leather sandals. No one wore sandals back then. Perhaps I thought you were the father of a pupil, or the school caretaker, I don’t remember now; not a teacher, at any rate. Or perhaps I wasn’t thinking any of this as I followed you towards the school building; perhaps I was just contemplating your hands on your back. Your fingertips were so rosy, as if they were glowing, shining with a light all their own, all by themselves.

You opened the window. Your figure in silhouette. The curtain, billowing for a moment in the draught. The light. It must still have been day. Or had day come round again? When you got up to go to the window, you set my hand down. You didn’t just let go, you placed it on the pillow beside my head, and I breathed my life’s last breaths into my small, deformed hand.

You didn’t like coffee. Coffee doesn’t just blacken teeth but hearts as well, you said in the staffroom. Look around – black-hearted colleagues, every one of them, creatures of the devil! Some laughed. Most pretended they hadn’t heard. Only Juchtinger, the old maths genius, took you at your word. He threw open the windows and let in the warm air. Enlighten us companions of the dark, he cried, blinking his inflamed eyes at the summer sun. 

I lay in bed, listening to the muffled gurgle of the heating pipes in the wall. (So it was winter?) The pain that had clawed at me for so long was now just a faint memory I carried inside. A moment had come when suddenly it was gone, but I knew that this relief only signalled the beginning of the final farewell. There was still a little time, though. And you sat on the edge of the bed and held my hand. And we talked . . .

Come with me, miss! I didn’t catch the irony in your words at first. This form of address seemed perfectly natural to me. I followed you as we walked across the latticed shadow on the asphalt. I could hear our footsteps; the echo bounced back off walls that were reddened by the sun. We walked in silence. Now it occurs to me, though: we did speak again, just before we plunged into the shadow of the entrance hall. Careful, you said. And I said: yes. But what were you warning me about?

Your shape at the window. The slightly slumped shoulders. Your narrow, narrow back. Behind it, even now, your clasped hands. How often have I seen you stand like that? From the day we moved into the apartment, you loved looking down at the street. Sometimes, coming back from afternoon classes or doing the shopping, I could already see you from afar, up there at the window. If I was carrying heavy shopping bags, I would put them down to wave to you. Weichselstrasse 11, second floor. Who would have thought that our first apartment together would also be our last?

We entered the school building, and suddenly you vanished. It must have been my blood pressure; I’d hardly slept the previous night, and I hadn’t eaten anything that morning, and for a few moments I stood in lurching darkness. When I resurfaced, you were already on the big staircase. Without turning to look at me, you ran swiftly up it, two steps at a time. And I followed you. Our footsteps clattered and echoed in the cool silence.

You held my hand. You stroked your thumb across my fingers, across these bent twigs. Your other hand rested in your lap. When you talked, you closed your eyes. Your eyeballs darted about behind your eyelids, following the pictures. Daylight bathed your face. Then the light of the night. I often heard your watch ticking in your lap, and the days and nights went by as if they had shrunk to hours. Sometimes we would fall asleep together, and when we woke everything was as before.

You asked me where I’d come from, and I gave a silly answer. From outside, I said, where else? I think I thought I was being rather bold. Children’s high-pitched shouts and cries could now be heard in the playground. The staffroom gave a collective sigh and began to move. Old Juchtinger closed first the window, then his eyes. Your thumb lay still. From outside: that’s a a long way to come, miss, but you’re here now!

You placed my hand on the pillow. The material felt smooth and cool. My warm breath. The creak of the floorboards under your feet. Your back, your shoulders framed by the open window. The light seemed to pulsate around you. I think I heard the clatter of a lawnmower. Or was it the snowplough? Did I tell you to close the window again? Did I talk about tomorrow? Did I tell you that I love you? Do you remember?





Gerd Ingerland

‘In this world there are sheep and there are wolves, but you don’t get to choose. You can’t take your pick, you understand? It’s not a decision, it’s fate. But you’re lucky: you’re a wolf. You’re strong, you’ve got staying power. You won’t get devoured. You’re a devourer. No one knows what wolf’s meat tastes like. Fate is on your side. You’re one of us.’

I was ten when Papa said this to me. He worked at the bank, and about twenty ties and a row of brushed and ironed suits hung in his wardrobe. ‘Things are good as they are, and they’re getting even better,’ he used to say, sitting on the sofa and looking around the room. Mama, sitting next to him, would put her hand on his and nod. Her fingers would play with the long black hairs on the back of his hand. I never knew whether she liked those hairs or hated them. The way she tugged and plucked at them, it looked as if she was trying to pull them out.

My first memory also has to do with hair. I’m tiny, and I’m sitting on the floor behind a curtain. Somewhere a window is open; the curtain is moving, sunlight shimmering through the cloth. Then it’s pulled back and my mother is standing there, crying. Or perhaps she’s laughing; in my memory it makes no difference. She lifts me up. Her hair smells of kitchen and Sunday morning. It’s long and blonde and it feels as if it could cloak my whole body, as if I could disappear in Mama’s hair.

Later we moved into an attic apartment behind Marktstrasse. The apartment was cramped, with a low ceiling, but I could watch the pigeons on the roofs around us. Sometimes a kestrel would appear, and bats reeled over the chimneys at dusk like small, drunken shadows.

I collected beetles, flies and other insects. I tried to catch them alive, then put them in a little metal tin. If you held the tin to your ear, you could listen to them dying. Then they slowly dried out and became as hard as pebbles. 

Papa went to the bank, I went to school, and every morning before breakfast Mama would hang our clothes over the backs of our chairs: a fresh suit for him, a shirt and trousers for me. She would do this with a funny, lopsided smile. She did almost everything with this crooked smile on her face. I couldn’t say exactly what it meant, but I had the idea that perhaps she was proud of us.

I got bigger, had friends, was interested in girls, and had no problems at school. Everything was as it should be. My understanding was that life was worth living. I didn’t know where it would take me, but I was sure I was on the right path.

Then something happened. It was late summer; I had just turned seventeen. Three of us were crossing the school playground, a great expanse of asphalt with no shade. The cast-iron gate to the street loomed up in front of us. It was as tall as a house, black with gold tips that shone in the afternoon sun. High in the sky a flock of waxwings passed over, throwing a flickering shadow onto the yard. For a few moments the flock moved up and down like a veil in the wind before suddenly dropping and vanishing behind the school building. It was hot. The chewing gum of generations of schoolchildren had softened on the asphalt and stuck to your soles with every step. 

Johannes Storm, a boy from the parallel class, was standing in the street. He wasn’t that tall, but his shoulders were broad and strong, his ribcage like a barrel. He had a big, childlike head and short blond hair. His eyes were very close-set, and when he spoke to you he could barely look you in the face. No one had anything to do with him outside school. But everyone knew that he lived with his mother, a vulgar woman who scrubbed the pavement outside the shops on Marktstrasse and cleaned their plate-glass windows.

He stood smoking and staring at the ground as if there was something incredibly interesting to be found there. We lined up in front of him, and I said he should give me a cigarette. He didn’t even shake his head. A string of tiny beads of sweat glistened at his temple. He held the cigarette in his left hand; the right was stuck in the pocket of his trousers. I said I didn’t want any trouble, just a cigarette. He didn’t reply. A lorry laden with rubble and bits of metal clattered past on the road. The driver’s hand hung from the side window, fingers tapping on the bodywork in time to some inaudible music. The lorry turned into a side street and the clattering died away. Inside the school building some girls were shouting; then a window slammed shut and all was quiet.

‘Didn’t you want a cigarette, Gerd?’ My friends were standing half a metre behind me. We were inseparable back then. A few years later I couldn’t even recall their faces.

I stepped closer to Storm. ‘I’m sure you don’t want any trouble,’ I said. ‘Or do you? Do you want trouble, Storm?’

He didn’t answer. He just stood there, staring at the ground, blowing out smoke. Then he dropped the cigarette butt and glanced up. He looked straight past us, towards the playground where a few small children were now running. I could feel the sweat trickling down the back of my neck. It felt as if the heat were penetrating every pore and filling me to the brim. I looked him in the eye and said, ‘I’m going to devour you!’

It’s crazy, but I really wanted to do it. I tried to grab him and pull him towards me, but before I caught hold of his collar he whipped his fist out of his trouser pocket and punched me in the stomach. I doubled up, but before I could slump to the ground he rammed my forehead with his knee and I stumbled back against the iron bars, then sank slowly down them onto the pavement. I saw their gold tips swaying high above like reeds in the wind. Storm’s head appeared over me. I wanted to crawl away, but I didn’t know where to, so I closed my eyes, curled into a ball and covered my face with my hands. I felt my ear throbbing on the ground, louder and louder, and for a moment it was as if I could feel the earth’s pulse through the paving stones.

I completed my time at school, and on the whole I fulfilled expectations. When I walked out of the gate for the last time I didn’t turn around but stared fixedly ahead. I wanted to believe that I was still on the right path. 

At nineteen I left Paulstadt to study. It was a mild morning, and as the bus left town I laughed, but it was a weary laugh; I didn’t trust it any more. 

My plan was to complete my economics degree as quickly as possible and then embark on a successful career. I went to lectures, enrolled in seminars, and tried to take part in student life. We met every day in one of the many pubs scattered around the university. There was a lot of talking. It was usually about politics, and as alcohol was always involved, the discussions would get heated. I only drank in moderation. An indeterminate fear lurked in my heart, and sometimes, when things got too loud, or someone leaped up, their face twisted with aggression, I felt cold terror welling up inside. ‘Stop it,’ I would cry. ‘Please, stop it!’ But the others would just laugh, and I confined myself to sitting silently on the sidelines; if anyone looked at me, I would try to smile.

In the second year, I fell in love with a girl. She was very beautiful; at least, I thought so. Her skin was the colour of blossom honey and unmarred by a single blemish; not a speck, nothing. It was smoother and softer than anything I had ever seen or touched before. If I wasn’t near her, I was sick with longing; but the day I went to her apartment, stood on the threshold and talked about the softness of her skin, she laughed so uproariously that I thought I could still hear her laughter echoing on the stairs long after I was back out on the street, trembling with shame and anger.

It felt as if my brittle heart had finally fallen to pieces. I stopped going to the student meetings and spent the evenings alone in my room. Weeks passed, each day just like the next, until someone slipped the news under the door in a pale yellow envelope.

Papa is dead.

You read the words and don’t comprehend them. It’s not pain and it’s not sadness. It’s just strange. Time seems to stand still around you, set in a kind of aspic around which your own thoughts buzz like flies grown sluggish in the autumn. And in the room next door the same song keeps playing on the radio, always the same one, over and over again.

Mama and I organized the funeral. It wasn’t a farewell, it was just something to be dealt with. We didn’t weep at the graveside. The bank sent a bit of money, and I moved back into my old room, where I found the tin of insects in a drawer. I didn’t throw it away, but I didn’t open it, either. I left things as they were and settled back into the little kingdom of my childhood.

With Papa’s death, Mama had stopped smiling. The lopsided smile just seemed to have disintegrated. And with her smile her face disintegrated, too, and, later, all of her. My mother vanished almost imperceptibly, and it was only many years after her death that I realized I was alone.

I found work at the Lainsam & Sons insurance company, where I shared an office with three women. Our job was to sort the bills and check the balance sheets. One of the women, Sonja, was convinced she saw something in me, and one evening we went on a date. We drank wine, which was a mistake, because afterwards she wanted to come home with me. I brought her back and we sat on the sofa. I started saying whatever came into my head, and I almost didn’t notice when she touched me for the first time. Later, she placed her cheek against my cheek and I breathed her in, dazed by the wine and the scent of her hair, and perhaps everything would have been different if I hadn’t had a mishap. She said I shouldn’t worry, it could happen to anyone. She stroked my head the way you stroke a little boy.

A few weeks after this episode, Sonja handed in her notice. She wanted to try a new beginning, she said, start a new life, and as I watched her clear her desk, scooping things from her desk to her handbag with an energetic sweep of her arm, I had a vague sense that she was taking my potential as a man along with them.

I was confused and hurt. Nonetheless, I also felt a kind of relief, and perhaps Sonja would soon have been no more than a blurred memory if I hadn’t seen her on a street corner three weeks later, locked in a close embrace with Johannes Storm.

It had been raining since early morning, a cold, drizzly November rain; the foggy grey of approaching dusk had descended on the town, and the lights of the streetlamps and neon signs were trembling in the puddles. I was on my way home from the office, hurrying along Marktstrasse, where autumn leaves were drifting as if on a dark river, when I saw them. They were standing under the awning above the door of Sophie Breyer’s tobacconist’s. He was holding her with both arms; her head was resting on his chest. She had closed her eyes; he had raised his head slightly and was looking out at the rain. I hadn’t seen him since school; he’d gone grey at the temples, but his face with its close-set eyes hardly seemed to have aged. His hand slid slowly down her back. A movement passed through his body, like a shiver. Then he turned his face in my direction, and I saw his nostrils flare.

That was all a long time ago. In my memory it never stopped raining; the world drowned. Now I lie here, between my parents. My path was not a long one. But it’s peaceful here, and sometimes at night I hear a distant howling. Very soft at first, a high, even note, like a child crying; then it quickly swells, grows louder and more urgent, until it seems to fill the night. I lie still, listening to the howling of the wolves, until all of a sudden it breaks off. Then I know: it’s just the wind blowing through the hole in the cemetery wall. Through the head-sized hole old Schwitters’ degenerate son kicked in the wall, when he was wasted on beer. 





Sonja Mayers 

I used to visit my grandfather after school on Saturdays. We would sit at his table and play chess. Occasionally he would forget my name, or what the piece in his hand was called. Sometimes he would ask when his wife was coming home. Granny had been dead for twenty years, but I couldn’t tell him that. I’d say: she’ll be back late today. That would calm him, and we could play on. Her photo stood on the chest of drawers. A young woman, not especially pretty, nothing remarkable about her face. She was wearing a pale blouse and a necklace. Her smile was thin and gave nothing away, but Grandpa believed she was poking fun at him. Once I took the photo out of the frame to look at it more closely. There was something written in pencil on the back. 

21/3/III.

I became ill

and died

the heroine

of my tragedy

entitled:

ALL IN VAIN

Grandpa didn’t know what to make of it, either. I stuck the photo back in the frame and we went on playing. He thought for a long time, then said: I’m moving my soldier to C7.
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