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High up in the sky


High up in the sky I could make out a few clouds drifting past and it was then that I knew I had survived. / Later I realized that I was seeing double. Every bone in my body was aching. The following day I contracted pleurisy, which fortunately I recovered from. But I still had double vision in my right eye and my sense of smell had disappeared.


Once again the war had only managed to throw me sideways. My first thought was that I’d been devoured by the blast, not to mention the steppe and the waters at this rugged knee of the Dnieper, which devoured everything in their path. I saw blood flowing in bright streams from beneath my right collarbone. The heart is an effective pump, and my blood was no longer circulating inside my body, but pumping out of me, boom, boom. Fearing for my life, I ran to the medical officer, who plugged the wound and gave me a temporary bandage. I watched, marvelling at my luck that I was still breathing. / Some shrapnel had injured my right cheek, another piece was lodged in my right thigh and a third had penetrated a major vessel beneath the collarbone. My shirt, coat and trousers were soaked in blood.


That indescribable, incomparable feeling of having survived. As a child you think: when I’m older. Today you think: if I survive. What can be better than staying alive?


It happened in exactly the same area where we had been at the same time of year two years earlier. I remembered everything in detail, I recognized the area at once, the roads, nothing had changed. Nor had the roads improved in the meantime. We were grouped beside a destroyed village, for most of the time under fire. During the night it was so cold that the water in our bucket froze. The tents had iced over too. / Our retreat was one long band of fire, horrific to watch and sobering to contemplate. Every last haystack was alight, every kolkhoz, only the houses remained standing for the most part. The local population was supposed to be evacuated westwards, although this was only partially successful as most of them refused to leave. They didn’t care about being shot, but they were not in any circumstances going to leave.


And the war went on, forwards for some, backwards for others, but always in the bloodiest, most incomprehensible frenzy.


On the day I was wounded I was taken away by ambulance. If a large lorry hadn’t been assigned to escort us we would have got stuck in the mud right outside the village. We made our way to the collecting station, where my wounds received a few rough stitches. I watched the process, again in great astonishment. / The clothes I had first put on at the end of October had been on my body for almost a month; the shirt was literally black when it was removed.


I saw a doctor who broke five matches trying to light a cigarette. He stood there, his head bowed, until a Red Cross nurse came and took the matches from him. The doctor closed his eyes as he took two drags on his cigarette, holding the smoke in his lungs for a long while. Then he uttered a few words before staggering off between the bloodied stretchers.


Two days later we moved on. On one occasion our car almost turned over after we slid into a ditch that had been invisible up to that point. By the time the others had salvaged the vehicle, the road was blocked both in front and behind, as it had started to snow heavily. It took us the entire morning to travel nine kilometres because the path had to be cleared with shovels. Behind us the road was then better, but I felt pain in every one of my ribs. / It was terrible on the main road too. Six times we had to seek cover from aircraft strafing us. Once when I moved too quickly the wound in my thigh opened up. / At Dolynska railway station we were attacked three times over the course of an hour by bombers. I was relieved to get away from there.


In Dolynska they threw boxes of boiled sweets and chocolate into our carriage. It’s always the same: when we’re retreating they empty the supply depots before they fall into Soviet hands. Boiled sweets and chocolate are the only good things in a soldier’s life. Everything else is just terrible.


I lay freshly bandaged in a hospital train. Most of the time we were at a standstill because the lines were so busy. It took us five days to get to Prague, and from Prague two more to the Saar Basin. / You wouldn’t think it possible to be transferred from the east to the far west, but that’s further proof of how small so-called Greater Germany is. / We had a small stove in the carriage to prevent frost from getting into our wounds. My sense of smell had returned. In the warmth, the stench of pus and iodoform worked like a narcotic; I fluctuated between total clarity and a fuzzy head. Sleep, sleep, sleep. Pain? The medical officer said I should grit my teeth; the morphine was only for the most serious cases. And I’m not a serious case. Besides, we were heading westwards, and pain is easier to bear when you’re going in that direction. / Some of the wounded in my carriage would doubtlessly be back at the front soon. The sheer joy of travelling west made them better. Which was a mistake of course. / Again I had the feeling that everything inside my head was droning and humming. And again I slowly slipped into a state of unconsciousness.


The whining, the groaning, the smell of inadequately treated wounds, the smell of filthy bodies. All of these combined to produce something that for me is the essence of war. I tried to sleep as much as possible. Almost everyone in the carriage was smoking. Those who couldn’t hold their own cigarettes got their neighbour to help them. I developed a severe headache and thought it must be down to the stench of pus and all the smoking. Like the doctor at the collecting station, I held the smoke in my lungs for a long while.


And practically everyone tried to get their story off their chest. Perhaps by telling your story you ensured it would have a future.


The Saar Basin. That pretty much says it all; it’s not particularly beautiful. In itself, the countryside is all right, but then you have to ignore the soot from the collieries. The military hospital I’m in used to be a children’s home, founded by a mine owner apparently. The drive is covered in white gravel, not really appropriate in an area so full of soot, and the hospital stands in a park laid out with exotic trees, clipped shrubs, Roman statues and other extravagances. Inside, the building is furnished simply as a hospital, white beds with box-spring mattresses. / After such a long time at the front, this hospital is like heaven. How strange that I should be lying here, my body in one piece, with women in shining white aprons bringing real coffee, two fellow soldiers playing cards next to me, and outside the sound of church bells. The first white sheets in over a year. How strange!


I like it when the nurse takes a needle wrapped in white cotton wool from the box. ‘Relax,’ she says. ‘Try to imagine that the pain isn’t yours.’ / Earlier a doctor, who showed little interest in me, came and said he was being replaced tomorrow. I don’t care. / How lovely it is to be touched by clean hands again. / Once in southern Russia I left the front line for a few hours in the field mess. It was just like here at the hospital. I couldn’t believe my eyes when I saw flowers arranged in glasses.


I arrived at nine o’clock in the morning and then spent the whole day lying in a recess in the corridor, behind a white curtain, where it was frightfully cold. Later a doctor came to examine me. That evening I was transferred when a bed became free in a ward. Various blood samples had already been taken, and the next day there were X-rays and more blood samples. Over subsequent nights I slept well for the first time in ages. It was neither cold nor damp, nor did I get straw in my mouth or flies up my nose.


On 2 December they operated on my thigh and collarbone. I felt queasy after the injection, everything was spinning and the beds on the ward floated like little sailing boats on a lake. All that was missing was the palm trees. I began to hear voices and became aware that I was receding away from myself. I said my name, over and over again; as long as I knew my name, I thought, I still had my wits about me. Veit Kolbe . . . Veit Kolbe . . . Veit Kolbe . . . The last thing I saw was a nurse in a white bonnet bending over me. Then I was gone.


These nurses had worked here when it was still a children’s home. They are older and wear long dresses. Sadly I’m no longer a child. The first time I borrowed a small mirror from the man in the neighbouring bed so I could have a shave, I was shocked by the cuts and exhaustion on my face. / I hadn’t shaved for around a month, not since Kharkov – Taganrog – Voronezh – Zhytomyr – I had no idea. I looked like a submariner returned from a tour of duty: ghastly. And I had to borrow a razor too. I had left my belongings behind and felt like one of those bombed-out people.


It’s worrying how time passes. I can clearly see myself growing older, I can see it in my face. Only the war remains the same. There are no seasons any more, no summer offensive, no winter break, just war, incessant, without any variation, unless you consider it a variation that the war is no longer seeking new battlefields, but returning to the old ones. The war always returns.




Dear Mother and Father, I will write to the brigade again and tell them to send my things and the three months’ wages that are still outstanding to my home address. But I fear that our baggage has fallen into enemy hands, and thus there is little prospect of seeing my belongings again. And so I beg you to send me some money, writing paper, my spare razor, a toothbrush and some toothpaste straightaway. I’ve been given new clothes by the hospital. / I’m sure to be granted some sick leave, I’ll tell you everything then.





There are a few very young girls running around here: sixteen, seventeen. It’s impossible to believe that they have had any training; they can’t even take a pulse.


I like the clean smell; it reminds me of when Hilde was in the sanatorium. But the sanatorium wasn’t as warm as it is here. For some reason the doctors hoped that the cold would help the patients with lung diseases recover. / I thought about this when the afternoons refused to pass. I don’t know whether it was a result of the medication, but for several days I saw everything more vividly. Unfortunately, each time I moved, my head hurt and my pulse throbbed in my ear.


First they said that my eardrum was damaged, so I should simply leave my ear alone. Then it turned out that my upper jaw was broken. My cheek was numb. The sound my teeth made when tapped had changed, now it was hollow. I had to take off all my clothes for the examination; that must be terribly important for fractures of the jaw. I often get the feeling that I’m amongst madmen here. Luckily, the teeth hadn’t got any darker, so there was still a hope of preserving the nerve. The cheek had swollen badly and it hurt when pressed. / Every day my cheek was given short-wave treatment, which was meant to reduce the swelling and possibly stimulate the affected cheek nerve too. They also put me under a sun lamp every day. Unfortunately my headaches didn’t get any better. / The wound on my thigh also took a long time to heal, copiously oozing pus; every morning the bandage was greenish-yellow and it stank. I couldn’t bend my knee properly, but they said this would soon get better once the wound had healed. But first it had to be scraped out a few times, because granulation tissue was growing where the shrapnel had torn my flesh, forming a skinless bump on my thigh. If they just left it, the doctor explained, a crust would form that would look like a large, dark wart. They had to remove the granulation tissue to allow the excess growth to die off and skin to grow. / Every few days the doctor examined it and scraped out the wound, after which everything wept and oozed again.


The wound beneath my collarbone gave me the least concern. To begin with I’d thought it would kill m1e; now it was the first thing to heal.


All good fortune is relative. My passenger was killed by the shell that injured me. I was sorry that he died, but I also felt relief. The misfortune of others makes your own lucky escape all the more appreciable.


One Sunday all the wounded soldiers in the hospital were given four cigarettes: one from the F, one from Keitel and so on. I gave mine away because I didn’t particularly want cigarettes from the F or Keitel. I also got the Wound Badge in recognition of my bad luck. / Four years of war, hardship and worry. I’d driven my lorry, a Citroën, from Vienna to the Volga, and from the Volga back to the Dnieper. Countless broken springs, several broken axles, shorn drive shafts and steering arms, defective alternators, frozen brake drums, fuel pipes, fuel pumps, oil filters, starters, hours spent beneath the vehicle in winter, permanently rough hands from the beastly cold and petrol. Whenever I knocked against anything, shreds of skin would tear off. In truth, the Citroën’s resilience had been my own resilience, and I’d never received the slightest acknowledgement for this. And now I was getting a badge for having stopped at the wrong place at the wrong time, a badge for three seconds of bad luck and for not having snuffed it. I accepted the award with as much composure as I could muster, then took it off the moment I was alone again.


A baker boy from the city, whose job it is to bring us fresh bread daily, said that the hospital used to be a nursing home. He had the easy-going manner of a local, but only outlined the bare details: the nursing home had been emptied a few years before, freeing up space for a military hospital, beds to help the war effort. Those sound sleepers who’d preceded us were probably asleep in heaven now. The baker boy said he’d heard from another baker boy delivering to another sanatorium that patients arrived there by the busload, but the daily bread requirement always remained the same.


There’s nothing quite like a stay at a military hospital, you meet people from all branches of the armed services, including the rear echelon staff. The captain next to me spoke about his time in Warsaw, describing scenes one would have thought unbelievable in the past, executions of civilians in the middle of the street.


This captain’s entire right arm had been thrown in the bin, his face was yellow and he was only allowed to eat semolina. After telling me about the executions he said, ‘I made a promise. If my stump of an arm gets better I’ll make a pilgrimage to Altötting. Will you come with me? Right then, we can go together, can’t we?’ / I raised my eyebrows, I got on well with him, as I did with all of them. We didn’t talk much, that was the best way. But a joint pilgrimage to Altötting? / ‘Right then, we can go together,’ he repeated. / Certainly not, I thought.


Then an ulcer burst inside his stomach. Shortly before supper he felt sharp pains, that night he suddenly started screaming and from midnight onwards he lost a lot of blood, from the front, from behind and from out of his mouth. The nurses didn’t move from his bed. In the morning his face was the grey colour of death, they operated and apparently he was given fourteen bottles of blood. Over the following days they examined him in the mornings, always checking his left eye to see how much longer he would live. Although they continued to clean his body, otherwise they’d given up on him. / One man whose head was thickly bandaged said, ‘Rather than being terribly sad when someone dies, I’m happy. I mean, he’s come through his examination, achieved his goal and is now entering the kingdom of everlasting pleasures. If he is on his way to hell then it’s also right that he dies, because he won’t be able to commit any more atrocities. He would only add to his eternal misery.’ / He kept blathering away beneath his head bandage, but I’d stopped listening and was thinking of those five lost years, including basic military service in the last year of peace, years that grew ever darker, ever more compact, rounding themselves into balls, and then just kept rolling on. I’d been a soldier for long enough now, I thought, and wanted to go home before I flew into a rage. I wanted to leave here as soon as possible because I found myself suddenly becoming scared of the patients.


Several positive things then came together on the same day. I was allowed to get up and go to the lavatory on my own for the first time, albeit with crutches. I even managed to make it to the orderly room, where I submitted an application to be transferred to a hospital back home. They said they would discharge me and I could receive care at home, if I had a doctor in Vienna who would regularly cauterize the wound in my thigh. / While I was in the orderly room they changed my bedclothes. I got into my bed and wrote to my parents saying that I’d be coming home soon. I told them I was still weak and tired, but happy to be away from Russia for a while; almost everyone came back from there with something or other.


The captain in the bed beside me was on the mend; he could drink unassisted and sit up in bed for hours at a time. All the same I’d had enough of this ward, enough of hanging around and the doctors’ jokes about helping us gymnasts to get back onto the horizontal bars. It is a peculiar quirk of mine that I mistrust anything dressed up as a joke. / I was issued with a uniform and boots, excellent quality, although completely stiff. Everything was new – and it would have taken two further years for the uniform to become threadbare again, barely covering the body of a mental cripple, alive, or a corpse in a mass grave in Russia. / Once again they refused to discharge me.


On the day before my departure I went to the local soldiers’ hostel where I ate my fill of bread and cheese, and drank a beer. I hobbled around the small town on my creaking crutches because I wanted to buy a few apples. But you could only get them with a ration card. By chance I came across a shop where I again asked in vain for some fruit. Afterwards I readjusted the bandage on my thigh because it had slipped. Then the woman said she’d bought a kilo for herself and she’d give them to me. I stood in a side street eating apples with another wounded soldier, and a boy came up to us and brought us two more beautiful apples. His father had seen us enjoying the fruit from a window and sent his boy down. / And so I have fond memories of the town of Leubach – Neunkirchen – Homburg – Merzig. / On this first venture out of the hospital I was virtually pain-free; there was a slight tugging around the wound in my thigh, but nothing worse than that. The way my bandage kept slipping was irritating, but I was fit and ready to travel home.


As it turned out my departure was delayed by two days. A few bigwigs had been in contact and overnight the hospital was prepared for inspection, meaning that the wounded received less care because all the nurses were busy tidying, washing and cleaning. They were busy with other tasks in the orderly room too, and so fell behind with processing the discharge papers. Everywhere they fussed to make the whole place clean and beautiful. On the day of the inspection a particularly fine lunch was served, after which they had to economize again for several days with boiled turnips and potatoes. Fortunately this didn’t affect me any more; I was angry enough as it was.


And so I left the sooty town in the Saar Basin. They’d given me some medication just before, which saturated my entire body, and I was still quite sluggish when the train was caught up in an air-raid alert in Kaiserslauten. The train left again immediately, which I think was sheer luck because from a distance I could see the British bombers releasing a fair amount of ordnance. There were forest fires in the area too; from the train I heard detachments busy trying to put them out.


The train rolled slowly, unbelievably slowly, towards Frankfurt. Central Station . . . nothing. In the frenzy I gave my rucksack to a boy and was happy when he showed me the way to the dormitory in return for some bread from my marching rations. It was full, but in a nearby hotel I secured a room with two beds. Burning soles and chafed feet from the stiff boots. After a brief snack of salami, bread and black coffee, I lay on a sofa, weary and plagued by a nagging unease. For the first time in more than a year, I heard trams outside and sounds of the street, with laughing and intelligible voices. I slept until six o’clock, when the cold insisted I got up. Then I returned to the station and waited, trying to imagine what it would be like to arrive home. In Russia I’d found it easy to imagine my homecoming . . . haring down Possingergasse at top speed and running through the creaking front door to the stairs. Now I thought this would never happen.


For a day and a dark winter evening I trundled through Germany. The stations the train passed through were not illuminated, with only a solitary blue lamp lit at some of them. Soldiers and lots of refugees were camped almost everywhere. Only the train crew knew their way around the night-time jumble of tracks, and I was astonished when we pulled into Munich: change. I hauled my rucksack onto a carriage of the packed train and dozed, dozed . . . not a word passed my lips, only smoke into the lungs, an antidote. / My despondency, now increasing, was joined by an extraordinary physical tiredness and aching limbs, my chafed feet had got worse, I tossed and turned, and sometimes my eyelids closed as I ruminated. Finally, at half past twelve, we arrived in Salzburg. Shivering, I waited in the dark of night and dozed until five in the morning. Outside it was cold and grey. The tiredness dulled my nerves. What, over the past days and weeks, had been my most fervent desire was now on the verge of being fulfilled. But I wasn’t awake enough to take in what was going on.


It was mid-morning when the train pulled into Vienna. Another station, the Westbahnhof, which seemed like an opera house after such a long absence. Memories popped up and then disappeared, like everything. I continued on foot and with crutches along Felberstrasse to home. Nothing mattered apart from the fact I was alive.









Fifteen months had passed


Fifteen months had passed since I was last in Vienna. On the slow journey back my wishes for home had taken shape, stemming from the hardships of the war. I wanted to sleep on my own in a bedroom, without a pair of boots beside the bed, and didn’t want to have to lie in the snow with frozen hands beneath a defective lorry. I wanted to drink coffee from the cup I’d been given by Hilde for my fifteenth birthday. And I wanted a new toothbrush every four weeks. But despite the fact that all my wishes had been granted, I didn’t feel at ease there, because for someone returning from war, home is a different place from the one they left.


Mama was not in a good way, she felt the cold as well as all the snow, rain, wind and fog. Although she had to cope with the household on her own, it seemed to me that in some respects this burden was no bad thing because the work left her with no time to think. On several occasions when I would have been grateful for her support she said, ‘It’s not my place to judge.’ / Papa gave me wonderful advice, nothing but inanities which made me lose my temper. He said he’d been born at a bad time, whereas I had the fortune to be young on the threshold of a great era. A man couldn’t ask for any more, it was just up to me to make something of it.


I served my time at the kitchen table as if it were punishment for having survived. I also found it a punishment having to talk after such a long time. But naturally it was only my parents’ right to find out what had happened to me. I would have been disappointed if they had come back wounded from the war and been reluctant to talk. And yet I wasn’t in the mood. Moreover, my injuries were not what preoccupied me the most. But my parents showed no understanding of these things, especially not Papa, whose nonsense got on my nerves.


On the way home from school he had popped into the Party offices to donate clothes to the German People’s Collection. The uplifting feeling of having made a contribution prompted him, at the first bitter comment on my part, to gibber on about the necessity of the war and its long-term benefits. I felt crushed by such absurd logic. When I’d read about his optimism at the front, in letter form, it had been bearable. But to have to listen to it in person was another thing altogether.


Whenever I could, I retired to my room, the room I’d lived in as a schoolboy. Since I’d been conscripted for military service in late summer more than five years earlier, the room had barely changed. My schoolbooks were still on the desk, a reminder of the years that nobody would give back to me. I could have tried to catch up on my studies, but instead I lay on the bed without any impetus, my heart hollowed from the inside. And I kept thinking: I’ve lost so much time that I’ll never be able to catch up.


I would have breezed through a course at the College of Technology, needing only the minimum time prescribed to complete it. I’d now be independent, standing on my own two feet, and my father’s tutelage would leave me cold. / Often in Russia, when the clouds of dust drifted across the landscape, I would tell myself: Look, my days . . .


Another indication that something was wrong with me were the pictures of me hanging on the walls in almost every room of our apartment – memories, I was everywhere. These photographs had participated in family life while I’d participated in the war. They’d given me the prime spot in the living room, beside the portrait of Hilde. Mama said she wanted to be able to see her lad wherever she was. Papa said we had to indulge her. / But now I also made an appearance on the bookshelf as a wounded soldier in the Saar Basin. Papa again showed his generosity, saying how nice this photograph was; he couldn’t fault it at all.


It came as a surprise to me that Hilde’s asparagus fern was still there. Hilde had been dead for seven years and her asparagus fern was thriving. And Hilde’s guitar was still leaning against the wall; for seven years it had been as silent and useless as I was. Can there be a sadder sight than an instrument that nobody plays any more? / What was going through Hilde’s mind when she played the guitar in her room? Was she despondent? Was she frightened? I will never know. Why did I never ask? And why wasn’t I able to help her? If I had asked I’d feel better now. / Every tiny object breaks my heart, everything that belonged to Hilde and which now stands around sad and forlorn. There is so much Hilde could have done with her life, she took such pleasure in things, whether it be music or a glass of beer outside on a warm evening. Almost until the bitter end she always found something positive in life. Whereas I stare at my empty hands, lie in my lumpy child’s bed, feeling sorry for myself, filled with regret, sorrow and shame. Hilde knew how to live, but had to die. I, who have been allowed to live, have no idea what to do with my life. How dissatisfied Hilde would have been with me. But how can I change things? How can I change myself?


I wandered around the city as if I belonged nowhere after so many years of being away. The tram stop near our house had been taken out of service to save the electricity used when coming to a halt and pulling away again. Some drivers reduced their speed near the stop so passengers could jump off and on. I hobbled along the pavement. The streets were so crowded it was enough to drive you crazy. I was still imbued with the sluggishness of the military hospital; I felt like an annoying foreigner.


Another problem with going out was that the bandage wouldn’t stay in place, no matter how carefully I walked. I kept having to tug at it to prevent it from slipping down to my ankle. Eventually Mama gave me a garter belt and showed me how to put it on. She laughed so much, more than I’d seen in years, with such a lack of inhibition. Later she said she hoped I hadn’t become homosexual during the war and it would be good if I found a wife soon. But this garter belt was something we shared, in more than one respect, and I treasured her laughter.


When we visited relatives I was treated to cakes and wise words. Aunt Rosa said, ‘Keep your head up and mouth wide open, and everything will work out.’ She was still the most civil of the relatives on my mother’s side. I also sat through an hour of politeness at Uncle Rudolf’s. I was particularly irritated by his surprise that Thaler Heli, a neighbour’s son, should be voicing complaint in his letters. But instead of slamming my fist into Uncle Rudolf’s face, all I said was, ‘It won’t be completely unjustified.’ / I was mistrustful of anyone in Vienna who talked the big talk or felt sorry for themselves, which was virtually everybody. If you could earn money collecting phrases, Vienna would be the City of Gold: ‘Everything comes to an end sooner or later, even the war.’ / ‘Yes, the war, it niggles away at you.’ / ‘The F is master of the situation, as ever.’


My most important visit was to the army district command, as per my instructions. The doctor’s certificate was validated and I was granted several months’ convalescent leave, but once again they refused to discharge me and let me return to my studies. My employer was intent on waiting. Once he has a hold on you, he doesn’t let go easily / At least as far as Mama was concerned, I came home with some good news. Because of my injuries I’d been promised a Führerpaket: food stamps and money, as well as a bottle of Sekt. This was a real help to Mama, because the package contained stamps for five kilograms of flour, legumes and fat.


Shortly before Christmas it started to snow, and in abundance. By chance I managed to obtain nine yellow roses for seven Reichsmarks through a friend of Waltraud, my eldest sister. I visited Hilde’s grave in Meidling Cemetery. The cemetery was covered with a thick layer of snow, only the main paths had been cleared. At the spot where, in March 1938, Papa had added another flag to the sea of flags and cried real tears, tears of joy, I placed the nine yellow roses, lit the graveside lantern and said my prayers. Apart from that there was nothing more I could give Hilde. The snow kept falling. I’d always imagined her to be an angel watching over us.


Frau Holle is said to be one of the ringleaders of the wild horde of spirits who haunt the earth between Christmas and New Year. During this time the gates to the underworld are open and the dead come back to their past abodes and pass judgement on the living. / Snow, snow, snow. And beneath the snow my sister sleeps.


Two days later shoes and vehicles had trampled the snow into a light-brown crumbly mass. The wind occasionally swept a few white flakes from the roofs and they fell onto the elderly, women, children, cripples and soldiers. The streets were full of soldiers, which didn’t exactly enhance my love for Vienna. Although the crutches were no longer strictly necessary, I always kept them with me as it meant I didn’t have to keep thrusting my arm up in the air. / Even the shop mannequins now had the poise of soldiers and were thinner; clearly this type must boost business. So long as there were goods to sell.


I wore my cap at home too, albeit far back on my head, which I claimed offered relief from my headaches. / The coat is the garment of transition; the cap connects worlds.


In conversation with Papa I suppressed many a comment I would have loved to get off my chest. I’d developed a high degree of self-control in an environment where a bold tongue brought you nothing but trouble. If there had ever been any free spirit within me, this had been smothered; I regarded a free spirit as belonging to the private sphere and no private sphere existed any more, it hadn’t for years. My conversations with Papa? They weren’t private, the clock couldn’t be put back. / Papa said, ‘We’re living in a time of greatness. Our descendants will envy us the privilege of being able to live in such a time.’ / Suddenly I had an inkling of how often things like this must have been talked about over lunch. It was one of the few bitter moments when I felt relief at having been away for five years. And although I’d decided not to talk politics as I had in the past, I said I’d had my fill of the privilege of this momentous time, which Papa had been going on about to his children for years, and I refused to hear any more. I wanted nothing to do with a future that resulted from such nonsense, and anyway, this future had already written me off.


Papa was upset that I’d rained on his parade. The following morning his face was devoid of expression. It wasn’t until he’d finished the last sip of his coffee that he said anyone who’d lived through the last war and its consequences had to be resolute in their insistence that it must not go wrong again this time. / Then he talked about ‘our soldiers’, always with the intention of making the horrors I’d experienced appear tamer. Mama pointed to the window. A bullfinch sat perfectly still on a flowerpot, its breast towards us. Papa ignored it, he ignored Mama’s pointing too. She had a spoon in her hand, and Papa kept talking.


These conversations got us nowhere, they merely wore us out. Even without this discord with my parents, the personal relationships in my life were appalling. That was why I didn’t want to let matters descend into open confrontation. But I grasped that in my parents’ apartment I was incapable of being the person I had been during my absence. I’d swapped the lunacy of the front line for the lunacy of family life.


Christmas was approaching. This year you could only get Christmas trees with a coupon issued to households with young children. My parents and I celebrated quietly with a bowl of apple rice, which was now the most appropriate way of marking Christmas. There was an air-raid alert too.


Over the festive days a Christmas card arrived from Uncle Johann, Papa’s eldest brother. I’d sent him tobacco from the front a few times; now he was sorry that he hadn’t heard from me in quite a while. Uncle Johann was the local police commander in Mondsee. Back at the hospital the captain in the next bed had told me, ‘If you ever get the chance, pack everything up and move to the country.’ And as I read my uncle’s card I decided that this was exactly what I’d do: escape to a more peaceful world.


It took me three attempts to get through to Uncle Johann on the telephone. I told him that I didn’t know what had happened to my bed, it was too soft and too lumpy. And I could feel the springs in Hilde’s bed, it felt like lying on cabbages. Could he find me a room in Mondsee? / ‘Consider it done,’ my uncle said. A telephone conversation of robust brevity.


I was authorized to travel thanks to another doctor’s note. The authorization was written on my clothing ration card. Mama was upset. ‘Do you want to go away? I think you ought to be here with me.’ / When I saw her sitting at the kitchen table, worn out, haggard, tired, her hair completely grey, her fingers bony and crooked, I felt like embracing her. But I stood by the sink, just staring, until she caught my eye and burst into tears. / ‘What should I say if somebody asks after you?’ Papa said. ‘Nothing. Because it’s really nobody’s business. When Mama went to visit her relatives in Markersdorf it was nobody’s business either.’ / Mama had taken some excess linen and a few pieces of porcelain to relatives in Moravia. Codes of conduct for the Viennese were continually being published in the newspapers; people were suggesting that major attacks on the Danube cities were imminent. In the end, the reason my parents weren’t more critical of me leaving was that secretly they no longer felt safe in Vienna either. / Mama wiped the tears from her eyes, and she said again, ‘I think you should be with me now.’ / And Papa, eloquent once more, said, ‘But don’t let the pious riff-raff in that part of the world get you down.’ A few hours later he thought of something else. No doubt to justify himself, he said, ‘I recall that you were in favour of this war from the start.’ / I was not going to let myself get embroiled in another lengthy discussion, and so all I said in reply was, ‘There’s actually nothing here to make me feel proud.’ / Papa said nothing for two whole days after that. Fine by me.


With a garter belt beneath a lance corporal’s uniform and a crutch under my arm, I hobbled around Vienna and used up my ration card. I bought a cardigan, a woolly hat, mittens, shoes, provisions, and a sun lamp to treat the damaged nerves in my face. I had the wound in my thigh cauterized again with silver nitrate. Then came New Year’s Eve. I was especially disturbed by the blackout that night. We hoped for a better year ahead for all of us, sure in the knowledge that a lot would happen before it was out.


The first thing the new year brought was my departure on the morning of 1 January. I bolted out of that apartment as fast as I could, to avoid any pangs of conscience over the kitchen table making me waver. On the way to the station I reluctantly bungled a few military salutes, but luckily I was one of the first on the train that was ready and waiting. I’d bought myself an early-boarding ticket, to which my wounds entitled me. / With a sigh of relief I leaned my head in a corner of the carriage so I could pretend to be asleep. Then I fell asleep.









Half an hour’s train ride from Salzburg


Half an hour’s train ride from Salzburg, but part of the Upper Danube district, on the shore of the Mondsee, which some say gets its name from its crescent moon shape, lies the town that shares its name with the lake. To the south the Drachenwand puffs out its broad chest above the towns of St Lorenz and Plomberg, which also sit on the lake. To the south-east the Schafberg raises its striking nose, now covered in snow. Due to its proximity to the main crest of the Alps, the climate around the lake is harsh, even though it’s not that far north. When the landlady met me at the station and saw how cold I was, she said, ‘Here you need your winter coat from November through to April.’ / Although I was disheartened by the icy, cutting wind that penetrated even my coat, I replied, ‘Four years of war have given me sufficient opportunity to wean myself off any sensitivity.’ / She looked at me from head to toe like a cow up for sale.


On the coach box was a heavy blanket, which I wrapped twice around my waist. In spite of this I was so dreadfully cold during the drive that I could barely climb down when we reached the house. Aching bones from the journey and a twinge of uncertainty in my stomach. Overall, however, I was too exhausted to feel anything particularly acutely. At first I didn’t even register much about the house we’d come to. It was a compact farmhouse of the sort you regularly find in this area, in a slightly remote location on a hill, with an adjoining barn. Projecting from the wall beneath the gable was the frame for a pulley; a rope with a hook dangled in front of the dark square of the attic window. The frame pointed towards a small brick house opposite, to which a garden and greenhouse were attached. I took a few steps towards the greenhouse to stretch my legs. A dog lying there leapt up and barked at me.


The landlady told me gruffly to carry my own case. She hadn’t said much up to this point; she was the epitome of a rugged, uncommunicative charm that very much appealed to me and which I hoped would be widespread around here. I followed the woman to a side entrance and she pointed to the privy, which I used at once. It was right next to the pig shed, which meant you could have a good chat with the animals while going about your business. Then we went up some dark stairs that led up into even blacker darkness. The stairs were so steep and so narrow that as a child I would have tackled them only with the greatest trepidation. At the top stood a tin bucket, which in spite of the darkness the landlady managed to avoid. I, on the other hand, knocked straight into it and was startled by the sudden clattering. I just managed to avoid falling over. / ‘Do watch out!’ the landlady said. ‘The lighting,’ I muttered apologetically. / But at once she set about badmouthing ‘the Viennese’. I was really far too tired to be as surprised as I might have been. / Outside the door of what was now my room, the woman handed me a ten-centimetre Chubb key and welcomed me to the house.


The worst thing about that evening were the sleeping arrangements. To call it a bed was stretching it, what with the rickety frame that lurched this way and that. The smell was also unpleasant. A stale, sour odour of dead animal rose from the depths of the mattress. / There was a stove in the room, which had been lit and which sighed as I entered. Running water was only available in the cramped bathroom down the corridor. No wardrobe, but an upholstered chair on wheels. And a breakfast table with a retractable writing surface. At least there were enough beams I could hit nails into to hang up my things.


That first night I thought I was going to die of cold. I kept permanent watch over the fire and added more wood several times, but the heat raced straight up the poorly fitted stovepipe into the chimney. The dog barked repeatedly, a furious barking that set my teeth on edge. At moments like this, my body could still, at a stroke, switch to a critical state of alert. Then it would be half an hour before my heart started beating normally again. I lay awake, my eyes wide open, listening to the mice scurry across the room, and thought of the thing I hoped had forgotten me: the war, which was presumably absorbed with its earthly pleasures.


Plagued by coughing and breathlessness, Hilde often had difficulty sleeping. I remember her saying, ‘If I can’t get to sleep I will sew another button on. When I sew buttons I forget everything else.’ / What a shame that I didn’t have any buttons to sew. / I got up to fetch my military coat as an additional blanket. Then I continued to lie there awake, still overpowered by the heady stench of dead animal that I couldn’t identify.


By now I was well used to waking up in strange places, and so when I opened my eyes I didn’t know where I was, but had every faith that it would come to me very soon. From the dog’s barking I remembered that I was in Mondsee. Grey light seeped through the dirty windows.


On this first day I contented myself with an exploratory walk accompanied by a visit to my uncle. I limped into the town centre. There was no snow on the plain, a desolate winter palette. Welcome, grey man! Mondsee was pretty, I thought, with dark farmhouses on the outskirts and candy-coloured town houses, especially around the market square. The oversized palace beside the oversized parish church with its two chunky towers and a clock on each tower. The clocks had stopped at different times, which cast a dissonant atmosphere over the town. To the right a war memorial in the customary crude style, externally a dead structure. What saved the memorial were the names engraved inside it. / I had to give the yapping yard dogs a wide berth. / Nonetheless, Mondsee appeared to be a promising enough place. Not isolated and yet secluded, not some peasant backwater, yet small enough and away from the military roads. As throughout the entire Salzkammergut region, it was slightly antiquated, many things appeared hermetically sealed, so the place was ideal for my current requirements.


Just down from the market square stood the town hall, an old, ochre stone building with several windows that looked out onto the rear of the Sparkasse. Not far from there, on the other side of the cemetery, was the forestry administration. The gendarmerie was housed on the ground floor to the rear of the building. I entered through the door facing the street and found myself in a hallway covered in bottle-green linoleum. I got the impression that it hadn’t been mopped in quite some time.


I gave my uncle a good bottle of wine and two packets of cigarettes. He ventured a polite protest, of course, but he was thrilled with my offerings. I hadn’t seen him in years; he’d turned grey and put on weight. One could see from his skin that he’d been smoking relentlessly for forty years. His cough was dry and croaky, and sometimes he choked.


He showed me a pretty calendar from Denmark with pornographic photographs and a nude photograph of a girlfriend. This was in the staffroom. Then we went back into his office where we spoke for about an hour. He smoked some of the cigarettes I’d brought, then put the wine on the table with bread and a jar of schmalz. I should have eaten some bread and schmalz first, because after the cold the wine burned my throat like battery acid. Uncle was surprised to see my eyes fill with tears and he enquired about my emotional state. He was reassured when I said it was just that I couldn’t take the wine. ‘A different time will come again,’ he said. ‘I found it used to taste better in the past too.’


In the gloomy ground-floor room it smelled of files tarred with cigarette smoke. There was dark-green linoleum here too, which was more worn and lighter by the door and under the desk. On the wall there was a fold-down bed for emergencies, and above it a colourful sign: The Seven Golden Ws / Who killed / whom / when / where / why / with / what? To the right of the seven Ws was a pool of blood with jagged edges that frayed.


My eyes kept drifting to the pool of blood as I talked to Uncle in great detail about my parents and two sisters. I said that it didn’t look as if Waltraud’s lung problem would come back, she had got her PhD and was now teaching in the Protectorate. Inge was married and living in Graz. My uncle asked about my time in Russia, and I said I wasn’t particularly sad to have left; the place wasn’t to my liking. Nor did I find our manner of waging war to my liking: people had no idea of the brutality . . . But Uncle interrupted me and said that the key thing was that we stuck it out until the victorious end. / To avoid getting me deeper into the subject he asked about the military hospital. I told him that the nurses had been deaconesses; the pious nurses were the most popular even amongst those who believed in the devil, if anything at all. He coughed and laughed and said the priests would return via the back door. / ‘Papa could have said that.’ / But strictly speaking it was true. The hospital was a back door of the war and I was happy to have made use of it. I reminded my uncle of the saying that the road back home leads via the military hospital. He said, ‘There you go, there’s a kernel of truth in everything.’


Was I getting my bearings in the town? Yes. Had I already seen the community doctor’s house? Yes. Was I happy with my room? No. / I told him that the stove was too feeble for the room. Maybe it could be fired by coal rather than wood, but for that I’d need an allowance. / He said that could be sorted out. And I should take comfort in the fact that the previous two winters had been harsher. I pointed out that I’d spent them in Russia. He nodded thoughtfully. / It brought to mind the snowstorms that had hurt my eyes as if someone were throwing gravel, and then the fear that the gun oil might freeze, leaving us helpless in that wasteland with frozen toes, unable to defend ourselves. / Two stretcher-bearers trudging through the snow with an empty stretcher. / In Russia it was so cold that one might believe the winters were a direct product of the war years, an emanation of the period. / My uncle reached for another cigarette, in the process clearing his throat with a cough. The cold season was pretty severe here too, he said. He’d seen things . . . metre-long icicles hanging from the roofs in April, being unable to go out in short sleeves until June. / As I was leaving he advised me not to sit around indoors; that just made you soft and gloomy. You have to get out, fresh air boosts the morale. ‘Promise me you won’t just sit around in your room,’ he said. I gave him my word and hobbled off.


In the house where I now lived I climbed the rickety stairs and went into the cold room I’d been allocated. Out of instinct from my time at the front I was about to take off my rifle and got a shock when I found the strap wasn’t on my shoulder. I was weak at the knees and shivering, and for a moment everything vanished, time, space, there was no in-between, nothing to protect me. Fragments of the past fell down and buried me, I felt as if I were about to suffocate. / When I came to, I gasped for breath. My heart pounding wildly, I sat on the bed. Was this a fit? I’d never experienced anything like it before. I was quite unsettled. And shocked too, for I couldn’t recall ever having found the war so terrible when I was actually there. It was bad enough, but not that bad. / I felt a little better when I remembered where the face I’d seen was from. It was the face of the Russian woman we’d been billeted with when the stove exploded that night. The thatched roof caught alight instantly, and at the very last moment I was able to leap to safety through the window. Burning to death must be horrific, I imagine. / Afterwards we stood outside, some without field tunics and overcoats, six men without boots. And the woman sobbed; yes, her cottage burning down wasn’t nice, but none of us was to blame. A single giant red flame blazed into the icy air, with a cloudy tinge to its edges as if it were evaporating moisture. / I didn’t know the woman’s name, but I did recall the name of the place: Yavkino.


To take my mind off things I lit the stove. I was bathed in sweat and panting with exhaustion. Later I tried to get to the bottom of the dead animal smell. The mattress was in a such a revolting state that I was seized by anxiety again and knew that I didn’t want to spend a second night in this grave-like bed. Gasping for air, I went outside. After a while the landlady came out too and played dumb: she hadn’t found anything wrong with the mattress when getting the room ready for me. I explained that the stove was too feeble and I couldn’t air the room all day long either. Eventually she saw my point and admitted that the bed had been in a shed full of junk before my arrival and that she hadn’t been inside the shed for years. She said she could offer me straw sacks instead of the mattress. Better than nothing. / I lugged the mattress outside and burned it with the help of a little petrol. The Polish housemaid watched, we exchanged a few words in Russian, she offered to clean my boots in return for a few Reichsmarks each week and I took her up on this. Then I washed the bed frame with an old sponge and some vinegar. It riled me that I should be the one who had to carry out this task. But despite the anger I also felt relief at having something to do that I was in charge of.


In the dark storeroom next to the bathroom I found a second chair which I could use as a bedside table. I drove a dozen nails into the beams, then sat beside the oven so the ink wouldn’t freeze, and wrote.




In the room next to mine is a German woman with child of a few weeks that’s not yet able to lift its head. The woman is from Darmstadt, she’s slim with long, brown hair, she stands very straight and she’s married to a soldier from Vöcklabruck.





On the day after my arrival the Darmstadt woman was summoned to Linz because they said her husband was leaving the barracks for the front. She dropped everything, took her child, left for Linz, visited her husband and returned on Wednesday night. I was already in bed. On Thursday morning she’d only just finished cooking when an express card arrived calling her back to Linz because her husband’s transfer had been delayed. I heard her crying in the room next door. Shortly afterwards I bumped into her in the corridor. The corridor felt oppressive on account of the low ceiling and because the only daylight came from up the stairs or through an open door. / The Darmstadt woman said she was getting a boil on her hand and now she had to leave again. I helped her wrap up the child as she found it so difficult with one hand. She asked me to open her door occasionally. During her absence over Christmas it had turned so cold in the room that everything froze: water, milk, even the potatoes she’d kept well covered. / She’d laid sacks and a blanket over her crate of potatoes. / When she came back on the Sunday she was ill, a cold, which she treated with hot-water bottles and putting her head in a mist of steam. The landlady told me that the Darmstadt woman had also contracted a more chronic condition, something ‘with a discharge’; once a week she had to go to see Professor Bernhardt in Salzburg. She couldn’t say what caused the discharge, it could be from her cold. Perhaps the visits to Linz had come too early and the encounters were too tempestuous. The landlady laughed spitefully and, after a moment’s thought, continued, ‘Her perineal tear is causing a bigger headache.’ / Embarrassed muttering on my part. / ‘Professor Bernhardt says he can’t operate there, so he cauterizes it once a week. Indescribable pain. And in any case it has to get better on its own.’


The landlady’s talk was disconcerting. After all, war was the only thing I knew. I had no idea about anything else any more. It’s only when you mix with normal people again that you notice how twisted your own mind has become.


The days passed with a lot of time-consuming toing and froing. The first thing I got was my coal allocation certificate, for which I required a heap of documentation. At the same time I registered with the police, obtained my ration card, bought a wireless (second-hand), and registered the wireless, which required the presentation of another certificate. In the fifth year of the war the Reich could afford a bureaucracy unparalleled anywhere in the world, and which was as unrestrained as it was obstructive. Total mobilization was perfect fodder for the authorities, but not good for anything else. Wherever I went I was asked for my police certificate of good conduct, my Party membership and my doctor’s certificate. I was lucky the baker would sell me bread without demanding to see my papers. / I purchased food supplies. Shopping with a degree of normality – I hadn’t done that in ages. For years I’d been used to being provided for. And when the supplies ran out, we requisitioned. To go to a shop and buy something with money was for me the epitome of normality.


My thigh, now that really was a strange tale. In hospital they’d taught me how to treat the wound: rubbing ointment, regular dressing, a weekly visit to the doctor to cauterize the swelling that was still there. From time to time it looked as if the wound would dry out, but then it started oozing again and would seep through the bandage and my trousers. And for every boil that healed beside the wound, a new one would form because of the ointment. / The landlady said I should pay a visit to a medicinal herb salesman in Bad Aussee. My uncle advised me to get injections of ram’s blood. / If I wasn’t careful with my movements the pain was hellish; everything went spinning before my eyes. I often suffered from headaches for which I had to take powder and lie down. Hours that felt like being under water. Some warmth would have helped my head and leg, but that would have required a warm room, and I had precisely the opposite. I sat regularly in front of the sun lamp, but it was totally inadequate. / The community doctor said my ongoing difficulties chewing were down to my fractured jaw and I shouldn’t overexert it. / At any rate I didn’t feel in a good state. And when you’re not in good health, everything bothers you.


I pushed the bed closer to the stove. When reading in bed I wore gloves. And every night I also covered myself with my army coat, as I had in the driver’s cab of the lorry, as I had in the bunker and as I had in the tent. The straw sack rustled all night long. / Whenever an icicle fell from the edge of the roof and shattered with a crash, I awoke with a start.


I was flush with money. Since the invasion of Czechoslovakia I had been on four campaigns and had saved a large proportion of my pay and all the bonuses for front-line service. Money can buy you a better life, and so I reported to the local group commander and, mindful of the needs of the hour, prattled on about the link between the Volk’s health and its achievements. He took a look, and as a result he allowed me to have a slow-burning iron stove. / The landlady bristled, grumbled and asked me what on earth I was thinking of – I’d be turning the entire house upside down. I found her blatant rudeness almost interesting. / She finally gave in, but only after a long argument and her claiming she was only permitting it out of the goodness of her heart. In truth she realized that the new stove would increase the value of the room, and at my cost too. And because I didn’t believe that the currency was going to keep its value I ordered a bed as well. The carpenter was already working on it. I also bought a seagrass mattress at some point, but for the time being I slept on straw sacks; it was all very difficult. But as Uncle Johann kept putting in a good word for me, I could count on the benevolence of the local people.


I listened carefully when they gave the temperature out on the wireless. Thank goodness it wasn’t cold enough for ice skating; only the troughs and puddles were frozen over.


I’d managed to sort out the bureaucratic aspects of my relocation. Now, sentenced to a life of indolence, I took to going on walks. My body had become stiff during my time in the military hospital and while using crutches, and I felt like the frozen leaves that had crunched beneath my boots the previous year. There was still no snow, and the ice in the ruts of the swampy fields made the landscape appear as if it had been patched together. / In mid-morning my strolls were accompanied by air-raid sirens and the drone of bomber formations in the sky. The American squadrons would take off from Sicily at sunrise and head for the southern cities in Germany. Usually around ten o’clock they would fly over the main crest of the Alps. / Exhausted, I stood on a swimming jetty, eating the sandwich I’d brought along with me and listening to the polyphonic droning. And the squadrons passed overhead. Then I continued on my way, blinded by the low sun, surprised to be walking here, all my bones intact, almost twenty-four years old, with my own thoughts and my own feelings. By the Mondsee, the moon lake. Beneath the Drachenwand. A few patches of mist lay above the dark-grey water.


One day in the middle of January, I took my uncle’s advice to boost my spirits with fresh air a little too far. In St Lorenz, on the western bank of the lake, my leg started to ache and gradually the cold crept through my gloves. I ought to have turned back earlier. It was so cold that I didn’t fancy resting on a tree stump, and so I went to Gasthof Drachenwand to recover my strength.


There were several men standing by the bar, while the innkeeper sat at a table writing a letter. I’d already sat down when I remembered that my uncle had mentioned this pub. The previous owner, a Herr Lanner, had been beheaded eighteen months earlier for illegally slaughtering animals, together with his son of the same name: Anton and Anton. Although the recent history of the place made me feel uneasy, I asked the landlord whether he had any ration stamps and fortunately he said yes. It was the same routine everywhere: people always said yes. Then you’d beg the person to give you some stamps, in return for remuneration of course. And so you got something to eat. You never actually set eyes on the stamps, as you had to give them straight back to the innkeeper anyway. Ultimately what it meant was that you could eat even if you didn’t have stamps, albeit at an inflated price. But what did it matter? Money was not what I was most in need of.


An old farmer who’d been standing at the bar came up to me and said they’d had a handsome dump of snow in the Waldviertel, and in some parts of the Innviertel too, and people there were able to make their deliveries. It was a strange winter, he also had all manner of deliveries to make and no sledge. Hopefully February would show a bit more mettle. / A shiver went down my spine when he said that. Papa had often used these words to describe what was expected from me: I had to show some mettle. I’d tried to meet expectations, show myself to be worthy – to my country, my forefathers, to history. But who was history? Where did it come from, where did it go? Why wasn’t it the other way around: history having to prove itself worthy of me? Why didn’t others do their bit, or not, as the case may be? And why were we permanently having to prove ourselves?


Sullenly, I stuffed myself with the roasted dumplings and washed them down with a beer. After I’d paid, I went back outside. The sun had come out so I kept hold of the scarf for a while longer and enjoyed feeling its warmth on the back of my neck.


As I was finishing my lunch I’d heard the whistle of a locomotive, so it was unlikely there would be another train to Mondsee any time soon. All the same I hobbled, my leg still painful, to St Lorenz station, where I ran into a crowd of people: a group of twelve- or thirteen-year-old girls and two chaperones. The girls were wearing immaculately clean clothes, pretty hairdos, and you could tell that they’d still been at home that morning. When they told me that they were pupils from the secondary school in Zinckgasse, behind the Westbahnhof, my heart missed a beat as they came from the same district in Vienna as I did, although I recognized none of the girls’ faces. I looked around again: nothing but unfamiliar faces, with an air of expectation about them, but they also looked hungry. These girls would have been about eight when I’d had to leave Vienna. And suddenly I was struck by the sheer sadness of my life with an intensity that I hadn’t felt before. I had to turn away and act as if I’d been distracted by something.


Local boys loaded the suitcases and rucksacks onto handcarts. The girls watched wearily and occasionally rubbed their eyes at the sight of the Drachenwand that towered steeply above the village. Then the teacher called out, ‘Hats on!’ The boys pulled the carts and two girls had to push behind each one. The other girls followed in twos, at more of a trudge than a march, a small, shy herd. They headed down to Schwarzindien on the lake, the village with the strange name: ‘Black India’. As they crossed the tracks a rucksack fell from a cart. The wheels broke the frozen puddles. I heard a girl say, ‘It wouldn’t be quite so dreary if there was some snow.’









While the new stove


While the new stove was being fitted I attended to my correspondence. In the afternoon I painted the stovepipe, also new, with a metal lacquer. The pipe gave off an unpleasant smell afterwards, but that would go away within a few days. The first time I lit the stove I lay on my bed and laughed in triumph. I felt as if I’d achieved something for the first time in five years.


Now I paced around my room all day without shoes on. I could take the liberty of doing this because I never had any visitors, which was fine by me. When it got light in the mornings I no longer saw clouds of condensation above my bed, which was also fine by me. The space still wouldn’t match everyone’s idea of a bedroom. But it was bearable. And in spite of all the difficulties it did me good to have a place that I didn’t have to share with anyone apart from the mice. Every morning I found crumbs from bread that had been gnawed. / Every day I made toast by putting slices of bread on the stovetop and toasting, or burning, them on both sides, then spreading them with butter and jam. It tasted very good. If the bread was still warm I could polish off large quantities of it.


At last, I was able to heat up as much water as I liked. My preference would have been to wash from top to toe every day. The words ‘Come back!’ were embroidered on my flannel, which I’d been given for free by a linen shop in Thaliastrasse. I’d had the flannel since I was a child, and whenever I was on leave I told myself that as long as I had this flannel I would always come back.


The new stove also produced a turnaround in my physical state. I gradually started to put on weight and my muscles, which during my time at the front had ached from tension, sometimes for weeks on end, now relaxed. Only seldom did I wake at night from cramp in my leg. My ability to concentrate, however, was still at rock bottom; I felt burned out and needed more sleep than before. Whenever I read a few pages of the electronics textbook I’d brought from Vienna, it all breezed through my head like a draught.


And yet I was over the worst, I could feel myself coming to life again. With a bottle of wine in my coat pocket, I ventured out into the frost and went to see the local group commander to thank him for having authorized the stove. It might sound strange, I told him, but for me the stove represented an element of freedom. The commander gave a hearty laugh. He was a tall, thickset man, around forty-five, obliging, and a dentist by profession. But he turned down my offer of wine; his secretary was Mondsee’s gossip-in-chief and he did not want to give the impression that he bestowed favours on individuals. / We chatted briefly about how I was; I told him that regular nights spent sleeping outside in roadside ditches had ruined my health and that I didn’t think I’d ever feel completely well again. Then he gave me a paternal clap on the shoulder, told me not to be so miserable and urged me always to strive for greater things. Immediately afterwards he excused himself, saying he was a very busy man. / I’d already seen in the pub that the commander wasn’t one to hang around. When he’d sat at the neighbouring table he was already wiping the plate of his main course clean with a piece of bread while I was still on my soup.


Apparently the commander had denounced his own brother for having two bicycles in his cellar, complete with tyres, which ought to have been surrendered long before. I was told this by my uncle, to whom I brought the bottle of wine. I took advantage of the opportunity to dispel any remaining suspicion he might harbour that I was going to try to live off him.


Uncle and I had grown closer over the past few weeks, so I asked him why he and my aunt had separated. He said she didn’t like his attitude to work. He himself had always lived by the rule that it was one’s highest duty to avoid working one’s fingers to the bone. My aunt believed the contrary. She held the view that a man needed to accomplish something for his money, otherwise how could he have any respect for himself? More to the point, how could any woman? My uncle had sunk so low, she said, that he wasn’t even ashamed of his behaviour. As far as she was concerned, my uncle said, he ought to have found himself a gruelling job earning five hundred Reichsmarks per month, but he’d tried to explain to her how important it was for a marriage for the husband to come home relaxed and in a good mood. If he slumped down exhausted and annoyed into a chair, barely able to speak, it would be detrimental to the relationship. His wife had countered this by insisting that a man mustn’t let his feelings get the better of him, he must control his temper. In other words, she’d shown herself not only to be egotistical, but stupid too, and he told her this in no uncertain terms.


Such folly on her part made the separation easier in the end, although he could have forgiven her the egotism.


We went out into the street together and bumped into the girls’ teacher I’d seen at St Lorenz station. She was around my age, slim, with shining brown hair down to her shoulders. She wore a rucksack and was breathing on her spectacles, which she then wiped with the end of a scarf that was wrapped several times around her neck. / Was it the presence of my uncle that gave me courage, or the fact that we came from the same district in Vienna? In any event I asked whether she and the girls had settled in. / She greeted me, but with some reticence; clearly she couldn’t remember who I was. / After I’d explained, she proceeded to talk to my uncle. In a decidedly businesslike tone she said that they hadn’t been given enough fuel so she’d sent the girls into the forest, where there was plenty of wood lying around to bolster their supply. She didn’t want to get into trouble on account of this, however. / My uncle pandered to the woman slightly, but she seemed intent on keeping her distance from his smoker’s cough. And ultimately all she was interested in was whether she’d get into trouble, a question she asked him again and again. My uncle sighed and told her she definitely wouldn’t get into trouble.


After my uncle took his leave because the priest hurrying towards us from the cemetery had beckoned him over, the teacher sighed gently too. ‘I’m curious to know what’s going to come of all these assurances.’ / ‘Front fatigue?’ I asked. / She frowned and I realized I hadn’t made a particularly good impression by using this military term. Unsure of myself, I said, ‘The war has worked its way into every bone of my body, I need to get it out of my system.’ / Now the teacher braced herself to give me an answer: ‘I know the theatre in Schachen, where I was in an evacuee camp last year. Here it’s all right for now, but you should see the coal cellar in Schwarzindien, where there’s half a metre of coal dust which you can’t burn. You have to dig around with a pitchfork to find the occasional lump of coal, and filling a bucket takes an age. You can imagine how much the girls dread being on heating duty, especially as on more than one occasion they’ve discovered that the coal cellar has also been used as a lavatory.’ / ‘Not nice,’ I said. / ‘Not nice at all!’ the teacher said in disgust, then wrapped herself in her three-metre-long scarf and took her leave with an outstretched arm.


As I saw her taking the path down to the lake I limped after her and asked if she minded my walking with her for a bit. I’d become as stiff as a frozen fish during my time in hospital, I explained, and so I had to keep moving. She smiled dutifully, but nodded, and so I joined her. / We had already reached the path that runs around the edge of the lake when I found an opportunity to introduce myself. The teacher told me her name too: Grete Bildstein. She knew Possingergasse, where I had grown up; she herself lived in the Heimhof. When she said ‘Heimhof’ something must have happened to my face, some expression of surprise. She frowned again and asked whether there was something wrong with people who lived in the Heimhof. This completely threw me and it took me a while to reply that I didn’t judge people by where they lived. But I must have hesitated slightly too long, for she fixed her grey eyes on me and sneered, ‘Oh yes, it’s what people are like on the inside that counts, isn’t it?’ Then she changed the subject to something trivial, but in such a way as if she was done with me. It shocked me how life concentrates itself into moments. / Later she said she was overwrought and on edge because they’d announced the evacuee camp was going to be inspected. That morning she’d shuddered whenever she’d heard a car.


The path took a sweeping curve and then headed south-east for a good kilometre towards Schwarzindien. To our left the lake lay calmly, the water’s edge marked by a narrow strip of frozen rushes. Whenever you looked in the direction of the lake, you saw a bright landscape with the snow-covered ridge of hills above the eastern shore. On the other side, harshly defined trees along depressingly poor paths and squawking crows beneath grey clouds. / Three young nuns came our way. Having passed us, one turned around, a beaming smile on her face, and made the victory sign to me with two splayed fingers.


The teacher had quickened her pace and I was having difficulty keeping up. I got the impression she’d forgotten me again. / ‘Not so fast,’ I said. But she merely kept going. For a while I let her stride ahead, and when I caught up again after she’d had to let an ox-cart pass, she said, ‘Your boots squeak awfully.’ It was true. I apologized and explained that the boot grease I’d bought in town was poor quality, it didn’t work its way into the leather, and when I put my boots beside the stove to dry the leather became stiff. / Although we didn’t talk about anything important, it did me good to escape myself for a while.


After about half an hour we reached Gasthaus Schwarzindien. The sun was above the Drachenwand and moving over towards the Schober, behind which it would presumably sink. From the other side of the building I could hear low numbers being shouted out as if instructions were being given. In the shadow of the steep, jagged cliffs, and set between parcels of cattle pasture at the edge of the ever-cold, unfathomed lake, were three garden terraces leading down to the shore and a large boathouse. / You could tell which were the girls’ rooms by the food piled between the windows, which they had been sent from home.
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