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I have looked upon this world and blessed it


For one day I encountered all the fear in the world.


If you count the days, I perished young.


But very old when you count the fear that I have felt.


Andreas Gryphius (1616– 1664)












Reading, she lay on her bed and listened to the planes flying over the farm, trying to imagine what the snowy landscape with the canal must look like through the pilots’ eyes. The winding cobbled road lined by fields and woods, the old ox track, led past the convent to Bovenau and divided the property in two. A steel bridge spanning the duck pond in a gentle curve led to the western side, to the whitewashed manor house. Dominated by a portico on four columns – Doric, hollow plaster – it had a tiled roof and elegant arched windows which reflected the linden tree in the courtyard.


Opposite, the thatched roof of the big byre designed to hold three hundred cattle, with its hayloft, loomed higher into the sky than many of the local churches. Hanging from the gable was a bell which announced milking times, and the gate was decorated with shiny metal badges, awards from breeding associations and agricultural shows. On the side towards the field the machinery faced the farmyard; in it stood huge ploughs with shiny polished blades, tractors and an old hay-baler with stalks from last year’s harvest still stuck to its spindle wheel. But of course the pilots couldn’t see that, because the roof was undamaged. They had flown over the western part of the farm and the small park bordered by the Alte Eider behind the manor house, the first thing they looked down on was the dairy with its green glazed embrasures. The straw barn, a chicken coop for the poultry, various stables and a smithy were all on this side of the road. Some of the brick buildings, barely used now, were even older than the manor house and already becoming dilapidated. Each new attack ripped a bit more thatch from the roofs and laid bare the mildew-blackened walls or the nests of rats and martens.


Even though Kiel with its naval port was attacked repeatedly, not a single bomb had fallen on this farm which stood there unprotected, less than an hour’s drive from the city, not during the whole of the war. An English Spitfire had once fired a round at the clock on the roof and destroyed the outside staircase leading up to the milkers’ rooms above the byre, but to most pilots the landscape, with its softly rolling fields, the occasional smoking chimney, the stepped gable of the convent and the deer in the beech woods, must have seemed like the epitome of peace. No sign of a soldier, hardly a single military vehicle, and from their battered cockpits the men obviously couldn’t see the underground bunkers or the camouflaged roofs of the sheds in the spruce forest – not to mention the U-boats that glided along the bottom of the canal towards the North Sea.


Once again it was long past midnight. Not a sound in the farmyard and in the attic room, and when all of a sudden wax dripped onto the page of the book, a clear pool beneath which the suddenly enlarged letters twitched like the legs of insects, Luisa blew the candle out. Immediately her room felt cooler, and she snuggled under her blankets, rubbed her feet with a yawn and thought for a moment she could see an afterglow of the little flame on the outlines of the furniture. A reddish rim shimmered on her water glass.


She got up, stepped into the eyebrow dormer and breathed on the frost crystals on the pane. No moon above the fields, only a few scattered stars, and still one could make out the trees along the thoroughfare, their black branches, and in the east there were flames behind a veil, impossible to tell whether mist or smoke. Either way, beyond it Kiel was burning.


*


The thin ice in the tractor tracks crunched beneath her soles when she went to the dairy the next morning. Carts and buggies stood along the Alte Eider, two dozen or more, and new ones were joining them almost every day. Some had sunk to the hub in the mud of the shore, their axles looming into the sky at all kinds of angles.


The sun was shining, but the wind on the ramp was bitter. Refugees with buckets, pots and jugs waited there, some of the women wore felt boots and several headscarves one on top of the other, and hardly anyone said a word. Everyone, even the children, stared at the door, where old Thamling busied himself with litre measures and quark scrapers. Luisa liked his bright, often teary eyes, his white sea-lion whiskers and his always benevolent ‘It’ll all come right! I’m sure it’ll all come right.’


When he waved to her, past all the waiting people, she was embarrassed. Milk was restricted, and the women at the back often went away empty-handed. She already thought she could hear grumbling; a toothless woman hissed something incomprehensible, a man on crutches, his thin jacket inflated by a gust of wind, reluctantly made way for her. The administrator grinned. ‘Well, my girl? What’s with the rings under your eyes? Latest fashion? You’ve been reading all night, haven’t you? There was a light in your window.’


The lid of the dented aluminium churn was stiff. A note in her mother’s handwriting fell out as it came away, a request for fat, and Luisa pulled her thick scarf, frosted from her breath, away from her mouth. ‘Not the whole night!’ she said. ‘No more than a few hours.’


The administrator ran the ladle, with its handle as long as his arm, through the tiled basin. ‘Still, I could see a light, a flickering candle, and the pilots will see it too, you know . . . Haven’t you heard of blackouts? Man alive, I’d like to have your time. You can sleep and you don’t. What are you on now?’


‘Winnetou II,’ she replied. ‘But Don Quixote was better. I’ll have finished Treasure Island by tomorrow, and next week I might start on Effi Briest. That story’s supposed to be very sad . . . Did Kiel burn last night?’


He poured her some more milk, and when he pressed the lid down on the brimming jug, bubbles swelled out from beneath it. Then he pointed at the barrels outside the mosaic windows, the dog’s empty treadmill. ‘Say hello to your parents, but there won’t be any butter again until tomorrow, Motte’s paws are sore. And Kiel, or what’s left of it, burns almost every night, my pretty. There’s a war on, in case nobody’s told you.’


She nodded awkwardly, thanked him and climbed carefully off the ramp. The angle irons on the steps were loose, and the administrator raised his head again and called: ‘Luisa? Before you get back to your books, I’d be obliged if you would tell your sister to take her rumba shoes off in the flat. I can’t stand all that trampling. Otherwise she can do the mucking out next time!’









Neither pulse nor breath, and yet it is life. We need only know what name to give it. But which writing stills the suffering of our days, which radiates into all the far-off times, which letter would be more than a stalk of hay beneath the hooves of the armies, who little know of justice though they murder in its name? The vanes hissed in the wind: the mill ground nothing but flames now, and sparks darted into the hay, laying waste the work of weeks in an instant. Bolts from crossbows pierced many a doublet, and anyone who resisted with stick or pitchfork, who wished to protect his most beloved possessions, had five warriors on top of him in an instant. The miller, his light extinguished by a blow from a club, twitched his last before his wife, and their children were hurled into the flames. The strangers shed great quantities of blood, it steamed in the frosty grass, and many died in anticipation, in fear, in fetters.


One of the tormentors, an officer with a blue feather in his hat, made the sheriff drink swill for the gold and where it was buried, and when he bit through the filling pipe they cut off his whereof-we-shall-not-speak while he was still alive. Another man, mighty as an ox, grabbed the man’s daughter, who was a sister in holy orders and had come from Husum to consecrate the new chapel on the lake. He bound her tightly to the altar and beneath the cross he violated all her vows, whereupon the gentle creature lost her senses. She was found as good as dead, but she lived and returned to the convent, although no longer capable of singing. So the farm burned to the ground and all the cellars were empty, everyone lost the desire to live on the margins of the water, where the army’s stragglers still roamed the Pikenwald, and other rogues too, filled with bloodlust and with greed. Stripped of all hope that times might get better, the village was filled with hot pouring tears and work was left undone. Many fields in need of care sank into weeds, and disputes grew among the ploughed fields where the bodies lay. The milk flowed sour from the cows, their calves died in the womb and, crazed with sickness and despondency, they walked as if in a bad dream.


Scarcely any news came out of the country, the only people who crept around were robbers, and they were beaten black and blue when they offered the corpses’ jewels for sale. But there were single men who behaved lasciviously with a handful of women’s hair, and a traveller came with finely woven bracelets and necklaces, so golden that the heart leapt with bliss in these dark days. He offered them to learned Bartholmes when he was about to set up his fishmonger’s stall. And he recognized the string of pearls from the market in Lübeck, with the hair twisted around it. His wife, dragged off by marauders, was the only one far and wide who enjoyed such splendour and opulence, and the memory of his hands told him that the braid was his wife’s. He fell dead into the water and the rogue made off.


The maker of these lines, Bredelin Merxheim by name, does not deem it appropriate to speak of his own suffering, for it is slight in comparison. Life is lived, one has chickens and rye bread in a stone house, and can read and write in spite of gout and cataracts, so one is well. If happiness smiles upon the valleys and endows us with fruits, no one thinks of sharpening one’s quill, and parchment or handmade paper are scarce. But if murder is on the road and the flames do their work and everything is levelled, there is still soot and oak apples aplenty for ink. So we shall continue with our chronicle and do justice to writing.









Only a few yearlings stood in the large byre now; the younger calves had been requisitioned. In their place the horses of the refugees were lodged there, the ‘gypsy nags’ as her mother called them. Apart from two black Trakehners most of them were brown, and the ravages of the treks, their hunger and exhaustion, were clearly apparent. The points of their hips and shoulders showed beneath their hides, dull and rubbed raw by collar and harness.


There was little for all of them to eat, a few armfuls of hay each day, and most of them were dozing or sleeping in their own dung when Luisa came down the corridor. But the mare that stood apart from the rest in the shade of the water tank already seemed to be waiting for her. The mare stared at her steadily from her sunken eyes, and her tail swept the wall. She was the thinnest horse of them all, her ribs could be counted, and she was also missing an ear. Unshod, she had pulled a big cart full of people and household belongings from Eastern Prussia to the Bay of Kiel, and now her joints were thickly swollen and her hooves looked like weathered timber.


Her coat was neither grey nor white, more a dirty yellow, and it was probably pain that made her lower lip with its sensitive bristles quiver. Blood ran from the cracks and abscesses that ran down her spread hoof, and the other horses repeatedly drove her away from the pile of hay; there were bites on her croup and neck. She wasn’t even allowed to eat the old swallows’ nests that fell from the walls or the roof-spars, and sometimes in her distress she cried out, a shrill sound. But the administrator had only shrugged when Luisa came running to him. ‘Ah, the one from Kruschwitz . . . She’s dying. And who wants to have death around the place?’


That morning the other horses approached, sniffing, when she clapped the sick mare – she had called her Breeze – on the neck with her hand. Some of them drew their ears back and kicked splinters from the brick floor with the tips of their hooves, and she closed a dividing fence and poured just enough milk into the trough so that no one at home would notice. Then she crumbled in some rusk as well, and suddenly she smelled the smoke and blinked into the sun’s rays, which fell through the dusty windows.


‘Well, take a look at that,’ Sibylle said. ‘Now I’m starting to get it!’


Her shadow slid across the whitewashed wall, where sheaves of straw were lined up. Her tightly tailored black coat with the astrakhan collar and high boots gave her an almost ladylike appearance – that and the fact that she was wearing her claret silk scarf, tied around her neck in a puff. In spite of the early hour, her lips were made up and her nails lacquered, and the open-worked gold earrings, a nineteenth-birthday present from her father, glittered in the sun.


‘Where are you coming from?’ Luisa asked, startled. ‘Didn’t you sleep at home? – And you’re not supposed to smoke here. Everything could go up.’


Her sister, red-haired like herself and with the same curly hair, had, unlike her, dark eyes – a brown in which she seldom saw more than brown – and not nearly as many freckles. She flicked her cigarette ash on the floor. ‘Oh, we’re gradually getting used to that, plenty of experience by now. Of everything going up, I mean. But I think you’re our guardian angel, even if you haven’t got a halo. By the way, does the old man know what you’re doing here? I remember that he doesn’t like refugees in the stables . . .’


Luisa threw her scarf over her shoulder, stepped into the corridor and closed the gate. ‘Why? After all, you’re here too,’ she replied. ‘And besides, we’re not refugees. We’re from Kiel!’


Sibylle yawned. ‘The things you say. And why did we leave Kiel? Could it be that it was getting a bit uncomfortable under our charred roof? In the air-raid shelter every night, that wasn’t a dream, was it? So we packed our things and fled the bombs.’ She scratched herself with her little finger beside her lip, where there was a birthmark, a tiny double dot: ‘And what else do we call people who are fleeing, you little clever-clogs?’


Luisa felt herself blushing, a cool burning sensation. But her sister, who usually narrowed her eyes and triumphed coldly when she caught the twelve-year-old doing something nonsensical, didn’t exploit her superiority this morning. She just laughed quietly down her nose, rummaged in her coat and held out a pack of ‘Special Blend’ cigarettes. She’d never done that before either. ‘Luxury goods’ it said on the label, ‘sale on the open market forbidden!’, and Luisa frowned. ‘Keep them,’ she said. ‘You only want to butter me up so that I won’t rat on you. And anyway, smoking’s bad for you!’


There was the sound of tyres on the cobbles, and a squeak of brakes. Through the cobwebbed windows they could see a car with two soldiers in the back. The driver struck the horn and Sibylle grinned. ‘The things you come out with. I’ve been wondering why my breathing whistles the way it does. But you know what’s even more harmful? Always being serious and sensible, sweetie. That’s the worst thing. It narrows your lips, gives you a poisonous expression, and even as a young thing you’ll be quite old. Take a look at our stepsister.’


With the cigarette between her teeth, she pulled on her gloves, opened the door in the gate and stepped out into the street. ‘So: if anyone’s looking, I’ll be a-cooking. And now please take the jug home and don’t put water in it again! There’s no sadder taste than diluted milk.’


*


She cycled through the forest to Bovenau. Several old linden trees had been felled by the shock waves from the bombs that a pilot had dropped here, even though there were no targets nearby; perhaps he wanted to shed his load before returning to base. Frau Thamling’s bicycle was still a bit too big for Luisa, and she usually stood up on the pedals. It was only when the road went slightly downhill that she sat down on the saddle and brushed the hedgerow at the edge of the field with her boots. Then in the village the path was paved with gleaming cobbles and the lid of her bell rattled quietly as she turned towards the Simonis’s farm.


The schoolhouse, which had also been where the teacher’s family lived, was burned out, and the gable walls had collapsed in on themselves. Charred beams poked into the sky, lighter in colour where Herr Simonis had sawed bits of them off. He burned the pieces along with the thatch in the stove in the barn that had once been their classroom. Hanging on the wall was a swastika flag with a singed hem, and the teacher had also been able to rescue his lectern and the blackboard from the flames. The desks, however, had been destroyed; every child had to bring a chair or stool with them, taking them home again at lunchtime. Even a few months before, the classroom, where Herr Simonis taught all the classes at the same time, had been packed. But by now many of the pupils were deployed on field-hospital duty or as assistants to the anti-aircraft units, some as far away as Hamburg. This morning sitting at the roughly planed board desks were four girl evacuees, the two Kleber brothers in Hitler Youth uniforms and little Ole Storm. He had some coloured pencils and was drawing birds on a piece of cardboard when the teacher came down from the hayloft. The worm-eaten steps creaked.


With a picture of Hitler under his arm and his coat unbuttoned, as he did every morning, he wore his uniform jacket, two pairs of trousers of different lengths, a woollen cap with a brim and fingerless gloves. Since the aerial attack he lived with his young wife and their baby in a farm-hand’s room beside the hay bales, and he was clearly still plagued by lice; at any rate he smelled of Goldgeist. He studied the children, nodded in response to their droning murmur of a greeting and hung the portrait on the wall. He had the same moustache as the man in the picture, a grey square. After they had sung the ‘Horst Wessel’ song he put on his old glasses, mended with tape, and asked to see the homework that most of them wrote on the framed slate panels that almost all of them used; there was hardly any paper left. Depending on the class they were fractions, declensions, geometrical drawings or handwriting exercises, and he marked them with his always sharp slate pencil; they could tell how displeased he was by how much it squeaked. The pupils in question had to stand bolt upright as he did so.


Little Ole, who sat next to Luisa, even clicked his heels together and placed his hands flat against his thighs. In spite of the cold he wore short trousers under his navy jacket, although with long socks. He had tied the straps of his cap under his chin, newspaper poked from his ankle-high shoes, and the teacher, a former trainer at the military school, sighed hoarsely. ‘Damn it all, how often do I have to tell you, lad! You’re nearly nine years old, you should be gradually mastering our language! So: all things that can be seen and touched are . . . ?’


He looked around, and one of the children, blonde Walburga with the pigtails, held her arm in the air and snapped her fingers. ‘Written with capitals at the beginning, Herr Simonis. Because they are nouns.’


The teacher nodded. ‘Did you hear that? You’d like to be a German boy, you want to join the Hitler Youth and the Leibstandarte – and you can’t get into your head something that even a girl can remember? An hour’s detention!’


He crossed something out on the slate and pushed it so carelessly across the desk that a few coloured pencils rolled down and fell on the stone floor. The painted wood sounded as bright as glass, and ignoring the boy’s sudden pallor, contorted lips and moist eyelids, he took a piece of paper from his lectern with writing on both sides and set it down in front of Luisa. It was her essay from the weekend. ‘And now to us, my dear Fräulein Norff . . .’


But then Ole leapt to his feet again, wiped his eyes with his sleeve and sobbed: ‘Of course, I’ve known that for a long time, Herr Simonis. Verb small, adjective small, noun big. Anything you can touch . . . House, herring, cup of cocoa. But Mimmi is quick as the wind, you can’t catch her! She slips through your fingers like lightning!’


The laughter of the Kleber brothers, sons of the butcher in Steinwehr, sounded mocking, and tears dripped from Ole’s chin when he sank to his knees to look for his pencils. One button of his sock-suspenders hung down, the skin between sock and trouser was marbled blue with cold, but the teacher didn’t look up from Luisa’s paper. ‘Yes, yes,’ was all he said, ‘you lot are never short of excuses. Still, Kätzchen, a kitten, begins with a capital letter.’


‘Van Cleef farm’, it said on the handmade sheet of paper, a present from Herr Thamling, and the handwriting of her essay with the given title ‘What I will do after the victory’ looked as if it had been slightly smudged; the fibrous paper absorbed more ink than was needed for the individual words. Even so, the teacher seemed to have been able to read it all; he stretched out his little finger, pointed at the red-rimmed words and said: ‘Amüsieren, flanieren, frittieren, Champagne and Portemonnaie – now I’m wondering what language that might be.’


Luisa pushed a lock of hair behind her ear and looked at him uncomprehendingly. ‘Yes, mine,’ she said. ‘No one helped me, I wrote it all myself. Only with the flower names I had to ask our Gudrun, she used to be a teacher. I always get rhododendron mixed up with wisteria and I never know whether snapdragons and hollyhocks are the same thing.’ But all of a sudden she understood what he was getting at. ‘Or do you mean,’ she added in a softer voice, ‘the foreign words? The words from the French?’


The teacher clicked his tongue. ‘There we are, young lady, good morning! And who speaks that language?’


Luisa saw tiny reflections of herself in the convex lenses of his glasses and swallowed. ‘Our enemies?’


Simonis opened the flap of the stove, pushed a log into the fire and poked it. ‘Upon which you can bet your life. And now I shall find out, I am sure, what you were thinking, shall I not. Why do you use so many French words in an essay about the German victory, our richly deserved final victory? What links do you have with your worst enemy?’


Luisa, remembering that he had recently revealed the hiding place of two deserters, a hole they’d dug in the turnip pile, to the military police, took a breath, a quivering intake of breath. ‘Me? Nothing at all . . . I mean, that’s how we speak in my house. My father has a restaurant in Kiel, the officers’ mess in the naval barracks, and he used to have one in Lübeck. Arms Minister Speer was there once and I was allowed to eat his pudding, strawberries with cream.’ She swallowed. ‘Isn’t Portemonnaie correct?’


The wood was damp, it hissed and crackled, and the teacher shut the flap. ‘Blast it, no!’ he shouted and threw the poker into the corner. Dust trickled from the pitted chalk-bowl by the board. ‘In German we say Geldbörse or Brieftasche ! And we don’t say amüsieren, we say vergnügen, not flanieren but spazieren gehen, not frittieren but braten or sieden. In good German Champagne is Schaumwein, Coiffeur is Frisör, and your “restaurant” is not a restaurant, Luisa, it is a Gasthaus, a Schankraum or a Speisewirtschaft. You will be so kind as to write it all again! And sit down, class six!’


His voice sounded strangely porous, hoarse and shrill at the same time; the baby upstairs cried. Smoke puffed from a chink in the stove door, the stalks hanging from the hay loft began to tremble and suddenly, as if a cloudbank had been penetrated all at once, they heard engines in the air, the loud roar of a squadron swarming far over forests and fields: ‘Spitfires! Spitfires!’ little Ole cried and leapt to his feet. ‘English planes!’


Luisa immediately pulled him back to his seat. The teacher, who had just straightened the picture of Hitler, whirled around; his eyes flashed with cold contempt. ‘Nonsense, boy, how can you be so stupid! Those craven corpses shun the light and come only at night, you know that very well! They are afraid of our anti-aircraft units, the famous gunners along the coast!’


The hum grew louder and the panes in the diamond-shaped skylights vibrated in their frames; Simonis opened the barn door a chink, and pushed his cap out of his forehead. ‘Excuse me: that’s our own Luftwaffe, flying towards Berlin, the pride of the Reich Marshal. They are the courageous pilots who will sweep Germany free of all our enemies, and who knows, that may well be the advance party of the miracle weapon. Right everyone, outside! Wave with your caps, call out to them! Let us hail our victory!’


His wife came downstairs with the baby on her arm and looked at him, her eyes wide with fear. But he pulled the flag from the wall and, glad of the interruption of the class, the children jumped to their feet and followed their teacher across the yard and into the road. It was only when he reached the ditch at the edge of the field that he turned around, shielded his eyes and swung the flag. Red and white reflections glinted in the lenses of his glasses, and everyone except Luisa pulled their caps off and hopped up and down, waving their hands. She never wore a cap; she had thick hair.


The formations, apparently occupying the whole of the sky, were flying very high, just below the clouds; no inscriptions or insignias could yet be made out, at least not by the children. But the enthusiasm and the tears in the eyes of the teacher as he chewed his lip left no doubt about the allegiance of the planes. Blonde Walburga reached for a corner of the banner to wave along, and little Ole waved with both hands and cried, his voice almost breaking: ‘Heil! Heil! Welcome, dear victory!’


The Kleber brothers stood stiffly, doing the Hitler salute, the older one correcting the angle of the younger’s arm, and only when the roar of the bombers with the four propellers and glass noses was pierced by a different sound, a painfully shrill one, like the point of a compass being dragged along a blackboard, were their celebrations silenced. Far below the formations single-engine fighter planes appeared, a reinforcing escort painted with camouflage, and the circles on the fuselage and beneath the wings could clearly be seen: red, white and blue. Some were also painted with a crown.


Simonis silently moved his lips. The pilots wore leather helmets with built-in radio headphones and tinted goggles, and his eyes widened with astonished disbelief when a first round fired from one of the Spitfires struck the roof of the barn, which immediately started smoking. He pushed his glasses back, and his suddenly pale face turned into a grimace of horror. ‘Take cover!’ he yelled, bundled up the swastika flag and stuffed it under his coat. ‘Run away, for God’s sake! Run!’


A second salvo struck the pile of turnips at the edge of the field, shredded root vegetables flew across the farmyard and Luisa, who had thrown herself into the ditch beside the drive, covered the back of her head with both hands. Icy water ran into her shoes, something big and heavy struck her hard in the belly and she opened her mouth wide to catch her breath. But there seemed to be no air left, or if there was it only reached as far as her throat, like that time once in her garden in Kiel when the frail ropes of the swing broke. Feeling as if her chest and spine were paralysed, she breathed carefully in shallow gasps, because she felt it was impossible to take deeper breaths, or only at the cost of a burst artery or suffocating panic.


Once again a salvo was fired somewhere, distant cries, quiet whimpers. The smell of burning and urine rose into her nose, the warm, damp weight by her side grew heavier, and when she turned her head she recognized Ole, half covered by the cold earth. With blood on his ear, and his eyelids tight shut, he ran his tongue over his lower lip and whispered: ‘Are we going to die now?’ He crept closer to her, pushed his arms under her coat and pressed his cheek against her chest.


‘No,’ Luisa wheezed, now able to breathe in as if the air pressure had dropped. The engine noise faded away, and nothing could be heard now in the silence, not even the baby. She spat out some soil and plucked straw from the back of Ole’s neck and buttoned his sock to its suspender. ‘We’re not going to die,’ she said. ‘It’s over now.’


*


The next morning, when she came back from fetching milk, the kitchen was already warm. Her sister was crumbling turpentine soap into the pot that had formerly been used for making preserves, and from which vests and underpants now bulged. The water sloshed over the side as she stirred it with a wooden spoon, and a little way off some larger drops slid along the hot stove-top like quivering tadpoles before evaporating.


Luisa set the milk jug down on the table and unwrapped the butter from the paper, a page of the Völkischer Beobachter. The printer’s ink had faded. ‘Death before Capitulation!’ it said in mirror writing in the grease, and she smudged the line with her finger and asked, ‘Any news from Dad?’


Her nose wrinkled, her lips narrow, Billie pressed the washing deeper into the pot, and her brown eyes flashed in the fire that shone through the rings of the stove. ‘If you hadn’t blocked the whole luggage room with those books of yours there would still have been room for the tin of Persil and the powdered bleach,’ she said, ignoring Luisa’s question. ‘How am I supposed to wash this stuff out with bloody cow soap? It barely foams and it smells like tar, and afterwards I’m going to get a rash or something!’


She had pinned her hair up with an amber comb, wearing nothing but a cream-coloured slip. Her forehead shone in the steam, and sweat ran from the dips in her collarbone, making the satin transparent in places. When she noticed Luisa’s expression, she paused and looked down at herself. ‘What is it? Why are you staring at my breasts?’


She licked her finger, the bluish fat that tasted a little like her paint box. ‘No reason,’ she said. ‘Because they’re so ugly. One of them is much smaller than the other.’


That might well have been true, but in fact Luisa thought they were very pretty, with the freckles at the top, their cheeky bounce and pale nipples, barely distinguishable from her skin; they lent her sister a delicacy that wasn’t really hers. ‘Rhett Butler would never kiss someone like you.’


A few days before when Luisa had crept into bed because of the cold, she had read to Billie from Gone with the Wind, the scenes with Aunt Pittypat. But Billie had gone to sleep and even snored. Luisa jumped aside when the wooden spoon came flying. ‘Never!’ she repeated. ‘He has class, in fact, you . . . You’re just scheming. Do you think I haven’t noticed what you and Vinzent get up to, even right here in the flat? He’s your brother-in-law!’


Her sister jutted her chin, knitted her reddish eyebrows and tried to look serious, but couldn’t help giggling. Assistant to the Gauleiter and delegate to the Reich Food Authority, Vinzent Landes had since the start of the war been married to her half-sister Gudrun, her mother’s daughter from her first marriage. They lived in a big house near Rendsburg, where there was even a bunker, and more or less as often as in his SS uniform – he was a Hauptsturmführer – he was seen in made-to-measure suits, even when inspecting fields and stables.


His late father, a half-brother of Admiral Dönitz, had left him the Landes tractor and thresher factory, in which cars were now being re-equipped for the front, underground, because the factories had been bombed to pieces. Sibylle laughed, a mocking sound. ‘What do you know about class, bookworm? As little as you do about men. Poor Vinzent is unhappy, can’t you see that? He’s allowed himself to be bamboozled by the wrong woman. At the age of twenty-nine she talks as if she’d swallowed the Party constitution, and probably disinfects herself every time she . . .’


Their mother came into the kitchen. She was wearing the blue dressing gown with the purple cuffs and a tea towel as a scarf, and she put the hot-water bottle in the sink. Her sallow mouth was miserable, her cheeks sunken, and the line of her black dyed hair, pressed flat to the back of her head, was already reverting to grey. She didn’t respond to her daughters’ greeting, or only with a nod.


Her fingers trembled as she took a cup from the board on the wall. ‘What are you doing there, child?’ she hissed and poured some coffee from the pot on the edge of the stove.


‘Listen, don’t leave the underpants to boil for so long. I don’t want to spend all day stitching in elastic again.’


She slumped on her chair with a groan, and Sibylle, who had just been speaking in a hushed voice, almost through her teeth, straightened her back and said with a smile: ‘I won’t, Mummy dearest, you know me. I’ve just been soaking them. But I have to get the stains out at least. Are you still having headaches?’


Her mother closed her wrinkled eyelids and yawned, without holding her hand in front of her mouth; her lead fillings were clearly visible. Under her open dressing gown and her nightdress she wore one of the long pairs of knitted trousers that Luisa’s father had sent them, raw wool and cotton mix from Wehrmacht supplies, and she scratched her knees. ‘Oh, everything hurts, every single joint. It’s almost unbearable. Gudrun absolutely has to get me some new tablets.’ Then she poured some milk into the cup. ‘Why is the jug only half full?’


Luisa gulped and gave her sister a menacing look. ‘That was all there was left,’ she lied. ‘Too many refugees. And the forces take the rest. But we do on the other hand have butter, an extra ration with no ration stamps. We must have a pound! Have you heard anything from Dad? Kiel’s been burning again, I could see the light from the flames!’


Holding the cup in both hands, her mother stared out of the window. ‘Too many refugees,’ she murmured. ‘My God, where’s it all heading; they’re eating us out of house and home. No country could bear that. And they’re putting us up here, in a . . .’


But then she remembered her youngest daughter’s question. ‘How would I hear any news, poppet? There isn’t a single working telephone left in the whole of bombed-out Kiel! But don’t worry, nothing’s going to happen to your beloved father. Nothing ever happens to him, he’s got nine lives. He sticks his head in the oven and forgets to turn on the gas. And why should he care whether we poison ourselves with that revolting pump water or whether we die of consumption in this wretched shack, why should that worry him? The wind howls on the threshing floor, and my own shaking woke me up.’ She looked at the table. ‘Where are the cigarettes?’


Sibylle went over to the sideboard, rummaged in the drawer and put a white six-pack of Junos on the table. ‘I think those are the last ones,’ she said with surprise. ‘I could have sworn . . . Well, what’s to be done. If you need some, I’ve still got a few Special Blend. Vinzent should be bringing some more.’ She lit her mother’s cigarette, and Luisa opened the misted window and set the milk jug outside.


‘But how can you say Dad does nothing!’ she protested. ‘We’ve got nearly everything we need, we can boil the water, and if there was any coal left he would have installed a heating system long ago, the burner is in the stable. Is it his fault if it doesn’t work with wood?’


Her mother said nothing. She drew on her cigarette, threw back her head and closed her eyes, a sign for Sibylle. The girl wiped her hands on her petticoat and raked her mother’s dull hair from her forehead. Then she rubbed her ears between her fingertips and gently massaged her temples, which made her groan out loud as she only normally did in the bath. ‘Oh, yes, that feels lovely, my darling. You do that wonderfully well, wonderfully well. I’d like to be a man in your hands!’ Expelling the smoke through her nose, she twisted her eyes and looked behind her. ‘By the way . . . How do you know that handsome Vinzent still has supplies?’


Her mother bulged her cheek with the tip of her tongue, and Sibylle let her delicate fingers wander over her scalp like spiders’ legs. ‘Well, don’t concern yourself. He understands that he needs to deliver them, he can put two and two together,’ she murmured, and pulled a face at her sister. ‘And if he really hasn’t got any, he’s getting nothing more from me. And the sweetshop will be closed to Herr Sturmführer. I’ve got cystitis again anyway.’


Then their mother laughed, a raw sound, almost like a cough, and pinched Sibylle’s breast. The girl recoiled with a shriek, and Luisa picked up her coat and scarf from the chair and went to the door. ‘By the way, if we’ve lost the war and the Asiatic hordes are on the way,’ she said casually, ‘they’ll shoot the capitalists first. A refugee woman from Silesia told me that, she still had blood on her shoe. And we’ll be brutally raped – Mama, Gudrun, Billie, everyone. Scratch your mouths raw, because then they’ll think you’ve got syphilis and they might leave you alone.’


For a moment the only sound was the crackle of firewood, the simmering of water in the pot, and, already in the corridor, she stuck her head into the kitchen where the women were staring at one another, both suddenly grey as lye. ‘But only maybe!’


*


The convent gardens began about a kilometre east of the farm. The plain main building, brick Gothic, was topped by a tower and had a small cloister overlooking the Alte Eider, full of roses in summer. For now it served as a field hospital for officers, and the Carmelites had been ordered to brick up the cross on the stepped gable, a shadowy niche – and they had done so with brand-new bricks.


Luisa leaned her bicycle against the fence and untied the basket from the luggage rack. Frau Thalming had filled it to the brim with eggs, layer after layer resting on straw, and clearly none of them had got broken on the way along the cobbles, nothing was dripping from the mesh. She went to the courtyard door, in which there was a hatch for food for the poor, and pulled the chain; the bell inside the building was silent, and her knocking went unanswered.


She pushed down the latch. There was nobody in the kitchen in the basement arches. Big pots and pans full of toast stood on the edge of the stove, which was fed by pine cones. Not one moved when a rat crept into the big pile below the window, and Luisa set the basket on the table and looked into the corridor and called for the cook. Sister Mathilde, a little hunchbacked woman who had run the convent since the arrest of the prioress, was nowhere to be seen.


Books in boxes were stored in the utility rooms, stacked up to the ceiling, because like most of the cells, the print room, the sewing room and the refectory, the library was also being used as a sick bay. Beds, more beds and bunks had been cobbled together from the old writing and reading desks and the oak boards of the shelves. Every week army ships appeared from the east in the Bay of Lübeck, and often wounded men who had abandoned hope died in the basement corridors. Blood-stained mattresses leaned against the walls.


Luisa slowly climbed the stairs to the ground floor, the smell of chloroform becoming stronger with each step. Clothes, boots, newspapers and canteens hung on lines under the corridor ceiling, and soldiers lay everywhere, even in the foyer and the prayer room. From all the cells and the gallery came the groans, whimpers and screams of the young men, metallic clattering, sharp clicks and once a curt ‘Stop making such a fuss!’ Somewhere a radio was on, Willy Birgel singing songs from operettas.


Some sunlight pierced the skylights, gloomy rays. A uniformed doctor limped cursing along the floorboards and looked at his watch. His left leg was stiff, a metal rail made every step sound as if he were hammering nails into wood. The nurse who followed him with a tray full of phials and syringes paused and came to a standstill. It was Sister Mathilde. ‘Hello, Luisa, what are you doing here?’ she said quietly. ‘Has something happened?’


Like all the nuns in the convent, she had had to swap her veil and flowing brown habit for the grey uniform of the German Sisterhood. She hurried down the corridor, and the girl reached into her coat pocket. ‘No, nothing in particular. I just wanted to say that there’s a basket of eggs in the kitchen, with best wishes from Frau Thamling; they’re today’s, four dozen, I assume. And I also managed to get hold of this.’


The woman opened her mouth, widened her eyes dramatically and put the tray down in a window niche. There were fingermarks on her white skin, and the lenses of her glasses were sprinkled with brown stains. ‘Peacetime wares? I can’t believe it! How did you manage to get this?’ she whispered and picked up the pack of Junos. ‘I’m sure you can’t get those on ration cards, can you? Oh, child, you know how to gild an old woman’s day.’


She tapped out a cigarette, sniffed it and rummaged for a lighter from her apron. With her eyes closed, however, she took only one drag and groaned with pleasure; then she bent down and placed it between the lips of a wounded man with thickly bandaged arms. He puffed on it greedily, and she ran the backs of her hands over the girl’s cheek. ‘Thank you, my love, I’ll pay you back. We’ll be going through the books shortly. Now you get off home. You’ll only get bad dreams here.’ She took the tray out of the niche and followed the doctor, and Luisa was about to go too – when she felt herself being gently held back. One of the soldiers was tugging on the hem of her coat, and looking up at her. Seagrass spilled from his uncovered mattress. ‘Please, sister, help me!’ he murmured, and he sounded dazed, as if he had just been sleeping. ‘I can’t sit up. There’s something wrong with my back.’


A man of about forty, he had a wide bandage over his chest, and his elbow had been punctured in several places. Plainly he hadn’t been washed, let alone shaved since being wounded at the front. The place where his helmet strap had been was clearly visible on his sooty cheek. His lips were chapped, his teeth coated, his fingernails black, and Luisa gave a start when she discovered his true age from the case notes on the wall. She bent over him and said, ‘I’m sorry, Herr Neumann, I’m not a nun. Shall I call one of them?’


The man closed his hollow eyes. ‘No one will come,’ he answered hoarsely and felt for his neck, the identity disc on the little chain; the rims of his eyelids were moist, his nostrils twitched. ‘They never come. They leave you here for hours in your uniform trousers, everything itches with lice, and my feet hurt so much. Can’t you at least take my boots off, sister? I can’t do it on my own!’


Luisa nodded. She took a newspaper photograph of Ilse Werner and some letters off the eighteen-year-old’s bed and put them all behind his pillow. It was a bag full of seed husks, and no sooner had she pulled back the ragged field blanket, devoured by moths or rodents, sending thick dust billowing through the sunlight, than a rotten smell reached her. Retching, she raised a hand in front of her mouth. At first she thought that the man had simply emptied his bowels. But what looked at first sight like excrement was tattered or lacerated paper bandages, rusty brown with dried blood, bright red with fresh blood. His legs had been amputated more or less from the spot that his boot tops would have reached. Now pus ran from the stitches, which had been prepared very roughly, with thick yarn, and for a moment she was reluctant to make the connection, it was impossible. But there was no getting around it. The stumps looked like tied sausage ends.


She felt dizzy, and swallowed down her spittle and pulled the blanket over the sight, her hands trembling. Not knowing what to say, she raised her hands and breathed deeply. But the boy, whose dog tag was broken along its perforation, a semi-oval, seemed to have gone back to sleep. Tears had left pale traces on his dirty cheeks, his lower lip twitched as he began to snore, and Luisa straightened up completely, linked her fingers together and whispered a prayer, a quick, ‘Help him! Please help!’


Like all images of the Madonna or the saints, the cross on the wall at the end of the corridor had been taken down on the orders of the authorities, but the shape of the dust still revealed where it had once hung.


*


Her father usually came in the dark, with his headlights dimmed in line with regulations. But when the moon was brighter over the canal the black car could be seen driving off the ferry. That was how it was tonight too, and she slipped into her coat and ran from the flat without saying anything to the others, who were listening to swing records in the sitting room. In the stairwell, below the old hunting pictures and antlers, she always took two steps at once, opened the heavy front door and waited for the Mercedes to turn off the main road.


The courtyard with its old linden tree was half in the shadow of the byre. It was cold, not a soul to be seen. Frost glittered on the mossy thatch and the ridge turrets with the animal heads. On the other side of the road, behind the lancet windows of the dairy, a rhythmic squeak could be heard. Fastened to the old treadmill, Motte, Thamling’s old butter-dog, trotted as he tried to snap at the piece of fur or venison that hung unattainably close in front of his snout. A series of axles and cogs connected to the flywheel turned the cranks which in turn rotated the beaters in the barrels. And they beat the cream until it was solid.


Somewhere Luisa heard giggling, and she narrowed her eyes to see more clearly. Instead of the ruined steps outside, a long ladder rested along the wall of the byre; whoever was climbing down it rung by rung, often treading on the hem of his coat, it wasn’t one of the young men who lived in the warm rooms above the byre. Always impatient or late or both, they pressed their heavy, milk-fat-polished boots against the spars and hurtled like firemen into the courtyard.


One of them, a fair-haired boy with clear blue eyes who always had a cigarette in his mouth, even owned books, a little shelf of them. Luisa once had to bring tablets to his room when he had a fever, and by the light of the paraffin lamp he had read her something by a writer with a woman’s name, Maria Ricke or something. ‘The Stranger’ was the name of the poem, and she had found it barely comprehensible, mysterious. Still, the finely tuned sounds and the melody of the words had moved her so much that tears had come to her eyes.


Because no one else climbed down that ladder, her sister giggled again, and the man under the cantilever roof whispered to her to be careful. His face was pale and there were dark circles around his eyes, his hair was tousled, he wore striped pyjama trousers and a tight T-shirt, and even though his shoulders were quite narrow, his chest and arm muscles seemed quite pronounced, as if moulded by the moonlight. When Billie was finally standing in the courtyard, she blew him a kiss, but he tapped his forehead and closed the door.


With the astrakhan collar of her coat open, she walked around the linden tree and hummed a tune. Her high, nickel-plated heels rang out on the cobbles as if she were walking on glass, and although Luisa had stepped towards the pillar of a portal in the shadows and held her breath so that she didn’t give herself away with a cloud of condensation, her sister spotted her. ‘Alone out at night, my pretty child?’ she asked, clearly not surprised. Her smile looked weary and rested at once. ‘Are you sleepwalking, or waiting for your lover?’


Luisa didn’t answer at first, she looked over towards the entrance to the courtyard, the broad bridge over the moat. The steel railings, a stylized weave of plant-like forms, were white with frost. Luisa was uncomfortable with the idea that Sibylle might be there when she threw her arms around her father, not having seen him for so long. She wanted to be alone with him, at least for a few minutes, and said as dismissively as possible, ‘What about you? I thought you were listening to records with Mum. What are you doing up there in the milkers’ rooms? Does she know?’
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