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Die Welt ist weit, die Welt ist schön, 
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‘Goodness me, what is this, a morgue?’

Lotte Goudriaan woke with a start from a pleasant doze, a light lethargy: to be old and yet not to feel your body. Through her eyelashes she followed the rotund figure, naked like herself under a dressing-gown of innocuous pale blue, closing the door noisily behind her. With evident distaste the woman waddled into the dim rest-room, between two rows of empty beds, up to the one where Lotte was lying – her body an old, long-drawn-out history of ill health between pristine sheets. Instinctively she slid deeper into the bed. The language the woman had made her inappropriate remark in was German. German! What was a German looking for here, in Spa, where every square, every public garden, had a monument with lists of the fallen of two world wars carved in stone? Her own country was swarming with health resorts. Why Spa? Lotte closed her eyes and tried to think the woman away by forcing herself to listen to the cooing of the doves that gathered, out of sight behind white ruffled silk blinds, on the eaves and in the courtyards of the Thermal Institute. But the German’s every movement was a provocation in sound. Quite audibly she pulled back the sheets on a bed directly opposite Lotte’s. She stretched herself out on it, yawned and sighed pointedly; even when she finally lay still and seemed to surrender to the prescribed quiet, the silence she produced was painful on the ears. Lotte swallowed. A feeling of tension was crawling up from her stomach to her throat, a mental queasiness that had also come over her the previous day when she sat, up to her chin, in a peat bath. 

While she had succumbed to the heat of the sour peat that relaxed her stiff joints, an old nursery rhyme, hummed in an elderly woman’s unsteady mezzo, floated into the bathroom through a crack in the door. This song, that for the first time in seventy years, from a neighbouring bathroom, penetrated her awareness, released a mixture of vague anxieties and irritation in her – feelings an aged patient in a peat bath at forty degrees Celsius ought to guard against. A heart attack was lurking in the brown sludge, between the lumps, granules and half-decayed twigs that drifted about. All of a sudden she could not bear the heat any more. Laboriously she heaved herself up until she was standing shakily in the metal bath-tub, her body covered in a film of liquid chocolate that evened out all irregularities. As though I were already dead and buried, she thought. When she realized that her state would give the woman who was soon coming to rinse her down a foolish, alarming impression, she sagged slowly at the knees, back into the sludge, holding tightly with both hands onto the edge of the bath. At that very moment the song stopped as abruptly as it had started, as though it were no more than the flicker of a memory presumed lost. 

The German could not tolerate being in bed for long. After a few minutes she shuffled across the worn parquet floor again, towards a table with two bottles of mineral water beside a stack of plastic beakers. Lotte followed her actions intently, despite herself, as though she had to keep on her guard. 

‘Excusez-moi madame …’ With a slight inflection, in ponderous school French, the woman turned unexpectedly to Lotte. ‘C’est permis … for us … to drink this water?’ 

The story that follows probably would not have happened if Lotte had also replied in French. But on a reckless impulse she said, ‘Yes, das Wasser können Sie trinken.’ 

‘Ach so!’ The woman forgot the water, retraced her steps to Lotte’s bed, exclaiming delightedly, ‘You’re German!’ 

‘No, yes, no …’ Lotte stammered. But she had already lit the fuse: crackling softly, the woman was coming towards her. Everything about her was broad, round and curved, an elderly Walküre who would not go away. She stood at the foot of Lotte’s bed, casting a shadow over it. She looked candidly at her, ‘Where are you from, if I might ask?’ Lotte tried to retract her impulsiveness, ‘From Holland.’ ‘But your German is faultless!’ the woman insisted, spreading her plump hands. ‘From Cologne originally,’ Lotte conceded, in the flat tone of a forced admission. ‘Cologne! But that’s where I’m from too!’ 

Cologne, Köln. As the name of the city continued to resonate in the rest-room that had never known anything other than absolute silence inside its walls, it occurred to Lotte for a moment that Cologne was a cursed city, somewhere you were better off not to have come from, a city totally annihilated to punish the arrogance of a people. 

The door opened. A preoccupied, middle-aged man shambled in; he selected a bed and slid noiselessly between the sheets. In the dim light only his death mask remained vaguely visible. Everything was as it had been again, except for the German. She leaned over and whispered, ‘I’ll wait for you in the lobby.’ 

Lotte stayed behind, the victim of confusion and irritation. That sounded like an order: I’ll wait for you! She decided to disobey it. But the longer she lay there the more restless she became. The pushy German had somehow succeeded in depriving her of her hard-won calm. There was no escaping her: there was only one door out of the rest-room and it opened onto the lobby. 

Finally she got out of bed brusquely, slid into her slippers, tied her belt tightly round her middle and walked to the door, resolved to shake the woman off as quickly as possible. Entering the lobby, which was bathed in light, was like setting foot inside a temple dedicated to the goddess of health. The floor, laid diagonally with large tiles of broken white marble, together with an open atrium that gave an uninterrupted view of the balustrade on the first floor, created an illusion of expansiveness. This was reinforced by a ceiling painting of a fondant-coloured Venus driving out of the sea in a shell, ringed by plump cherubim. And there was the constant sound of running water, created by two grey-brown veined marble fountains on either side of the lobby, flanked by robust Greek pillars. A glittering spout emerged from a gilded female head, like a protruding tongue dribbling a thin trickle of water. The one fountain, discoloured brown from the iron-bearing water, which in better days the rich aristocracy of Europe had sought as a cure for their anaemia, was directly connected to the Source de la Reine; the other to the Source Marie-Henriette, a spring from which flowed velvet-soft water that drove all toxins out of the body. 

In this sanctuary of eternal youth the elderly German had appropriated an antique chair for herself. Turning the pages of a magazine, sipping a glass of spring water, she was waiting for Lotte who approached her reluctantly, with the excuse, ‘I’m sorry, I’m pressed for time.’ The woman squeezed herself out of the austerely carved Empire-style chair. A pained expression skimmed over her face. ‘Listen, listen,’ she said, ‘you’re from Cologne. So I must just ask you what street you lived in.’ Lotte sought support from one of the pillars, the ridges pressed through the towelling into her back. ‘I don’t remember that any more. I was six when they sent me to Holland.’ ‘Six,’ the woman repeated excitedly, ‘six!’ ‘All I remember,’ said Lotte hesitantly, ‘is that we lived in a casino … or in a building that had once been a casino.’ 

‘It can’t be true! It can’t be true!’ The German’s voice broke, she brought her hands to her head and pushed her fingertips into her temples. ‘It can’t be true!’ Her bellowing filled the empty space irreverently, it echoed off the marble floor, rose up to disturb the peaceful scene on the ceiling. She stared at Lotte with wide eyes. Full of horror? Of joy? Had she gone mad? She opened her arms, came right up to Lotte and hugged her. ‘Lottchen,’ she moaned, ‘don’t you understand? Don’t you understand?’ Lotte, crushed between the pillar and the German’s body, was overcome by dizziness. She felt an intense desire to escape from this preposterous intimacy, to go up in steam, to evaporate. But she was caught between her origins and her selective memory, which had long ago entered into a hostile alliance. ‘You … Meine Liebe,’ the woman said in her ear, ‘I am Anna, the very same!’ 
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The magic lantern of the early twentieth century leaves a lot to the imagination. The gap between the projection of one slide and another has to be filled in by the observers themselves. They are shown Jugendstil
 bay overlooking the street, on a first floor. Two noses press flat against the window, two pairs of eyes anxiously scrutinize the passers-by down below. From above, all women look the same: hats on their pinned-up hair, long fitted coats with small buttons, lace-up boots. But only one of them is clutching a small shiny aluminium cash box under her arm. At the end of each day they see her on the opposite side: she shuts the double doors of Hope behind her and crosses the street with the day’s takings in the cash box. As soon as she comes home the girls lose interest in the cash box; they cling on to their mother who first has to undo a million buttons before she can lift them onto her lap. Very exceptionally they are allowed to go to the shop with her; its name tells the passer-by that it is a socialist co-operative. Their mother, enthroned like a queen behind the high, brown cash desk, fetches a chocolate marshmallow out of a cardboard box for them; she is the linchpin of all money transactions. Since she has been at the cash desk takings have doubled. She is intelligent, hard-working and trustworthy. She is also ill, but no one knows that yet. The illness is slowly taking hold of her even though on the outside she continues to look like a plump, blonde Westphalian. 

Another slide is placed in the projector – carefully – they have to be kept in proper sequence. The girls only go inside one particular room in the house with their father. Its permanent twilight is saturated with a bittersweet smell. Their mother is lying in an oak bedstead beneath a malevolent engraving of black rocks and spindly spruces, a stranger with sunken cheeks and blue shadows under her eyes. They recoil from the despairing, resigned smile that appears on her face as they approach. Their father, who gently pushes them towards the bedstead each time, is himself one day lying on an improvised bed in the living-room. He instructs them to be as quiet as mice because he is ill and must sleep. Dejected, they sit next to each other on the sofa in the bay with their chins on the window sill and look down below – in
 spite of the woman beneath the rocky landscape, expecting the cash box to appear, to put an end to the strained silence. It is gradually growing dark. They have no sense of time; for them its passing is the same as the failure of the cash box to appear. Then the bell goes, hesitantly. They rush to the door. Anna always has to be the first, driven instinctively since birth; she stands on tiptoe and slides the bolt open. ‘Aunt Käthe, Aunt Käthe,’ she clings to her, ‘have you come to fetch us?’ ‘Have you come to fetch us?’ Lotte echoes. 

The next slide suggests the projector is going to saddle us with a maudlin tale. On the sofa there is a rectangular coffin and Anna and Lotte are sitting on top of it, with their backs to a room full of unfamiliar relatives. Thanks to the coffin they can put their feet on the window sill. They have discovered that they can drown out the wailing and muttering by tapping the soles of their shoes against the window – the eerie black polished shoes that Aunt Käthe got for them – at the same time they are kicking out this incomprehensible hold-up in their existence and trying to restore everything back to normal again. Initially those present are inclined to be tolerant – after all, there are no rules of conduct for three-year-olds who have lost their mother – but when the tapping persists and the girls remain deaf to friendly warnings, forbearance turns into annoyance. Doesn’t the foot tapping have something about it of the primitive drum-roll that, according to the illustrated magazines, accompanies the bushmen in Africa on the last journey of their deaths? A modicum of Christian piety might reasonably be expected of the children in these circumstances. They are ordered off the coffin but they refuse stubbornly, lashing out at the hands of those who want to lift them up from it. Only when the undertaker’s bearers arrive in their sinister outfits and begin to haul the coffin away do they allow themselves be taken in hand by Aunt Käthe. After that they behave in an exemplary manner, apart from a small incident in the long procession that shuffles behind the bier beneath an unseemly warm spring sun. In the nick of time Aunt Käthe realizes that they should take off their black woollen coats that their mother in bed had sewn, specially for this occasion. Underestimating the resilience of her body, she must have miscalculated the season. 

The principal absentee from the funeral is in hospital. Every evening at half-past seven Aunt Käthe positions herself opposite one of the walls at the side, holding hands with each child. Then a face appears in one of the many windows, just clear enough to convince Anna and Lotte that he has not been swallowed up into nothingness in the same treacherous way their mother was. They wave and he waves back with a large white hand that passes back and forth in front of his face as though he wants to wipe himself out. Afterwards they go to sleep reassured. He comes home one day, thinner and drawn. When they climb up to hug him he puts them back on the ground with an embarrassed, melancholy laugh. ‘I mustn’t kiss you,’ he says weakly, ‘otherwise you’ll also become sick.’ 

The slides acquire a more cheerful character. He resumes his occupation as the manager of a socialist institute, located in the former casino, which serves workers who want to liberate themselves from their ignorance. ‘Knowledge is power’ it says in gothic letters above the library entrance. There is hardly any demarcation line between their home on the first floor and the rest of the building. Anna and Lotte, growing up by a happy turn of fate just like the caretaker’s children in this proletarian palace of culture, play tag in the wide marble corridors, hide behind sturdy pillars and in the wings of the stage, play leapfrog in the immense circular hall, where their shrieks rise up to a high stained-glass window that coats them with carmine red and peacock blue when the sun shines through it. Lotte has discovered the acoustic; she stands directly beneath the highest point in the arched ceiling, throws her head back and sings the Cologne slow-tram song. Anna, by nature too restless to be able to stand still, and urged on by the boy from next door, uses a satin-upholstered Biedermeier couch as a trampoline until the springs begin to squeak and, dizzy from jumping, she falls, grazing her mouth on the mahogany arm rest. The couch is in the foyer, which still shows off its worldly fin-de-siècle
 luxury. Above a richly ornamented refreshment bar with copper taps chandeliers hang from a gilded, flaking ceiling. Dozens of stained mirrors hang round about and still reflect the compulsive gambling in the eyes of the former moneyed élite and their parasites, as well as a girl’s face turning red with a bleeding lip. Her father has strictly forbidden access to this room. Contrite, she rushes to his office. With her wounded upper lip, she is at the mercy of his enquiring gaze. ‘What happened?’ he asks, his index finger under her chin. On the spur of the moment she invents a lie. Spontaneously she creates a different situation, so readily available to her that it already seems instantly more plausible than the truth. While she was playing in the garden, she confesses with downcast eyes, she fell against the edge of the wooden table on the grass. After he has staunched the blood quite equably, he takes her to the garden with him. ‘So,’ he says, ‘let’s see how it happened.’ The treachery of the lie now dawns on her: the garden table is so high that a girl of her stature would have to fall straight down from the sky in order to be able to strike her upper lip on its edge. ‘Ach soooo …’ says her father in a melodious tone – a melody that makes her suspicious. Between thumb and forefinger he pinches a piece of skin on her bare upper arm and it gives her a pins and needles feeling. It is the only punishment she still remembers years later, a punishment that condemns her, all her life, to a stubborn preference for the truth. 

But her wildness does not submit to being reined in so easily. Soon after that she breaks her elbow in a romp on the marble stairs in the hall. She rants and raves like a hysterical countess who has gambled away all her possessions, backed up by Lotte, whose capacity to feel pain and panic extends symbiotically to her sister’s body. A plaster cast is fitted and the arm is hung in a sling. When Anna comes out of hospital thus adorned, Lotte bursts into tears again. No one knows whether it is from solidarity or jealousy. She only calms down when her own left arm is hung in an imitation sling improvised with a tea towel. 

Now a Christmas slide. From the moment Aunt Käthe took pity on the children she never left them. Their father married her quietly, to avoid being forced to be separated from them after he was discharged from hospital because no medical intervention could alter the clinical picture of his prognosis: a man with an infectious disease that could only be influenced by time, for good or ill, was regarded as not suited to bringing up children. To Anna and Lotte it goes without saying. Aunt Käthe is there as usual and is decorating a snow-clad tree in the room; all the branches bend under an anarchy of witches, Father Christmases, chimney sweeps, snowmen, dwarves and angels. The pungent smell of evergreen branches mixed with resin gives them a foretaste of the natural world that begins where Cologne ends. Their father’s youngest brother, Heinrich, a bony youth of seventeen, has come from his village on the edge of the Teutoburger Wald to celebrate the festival of the tree with them. He too has brought natural aromas into the house: hay and pig manure, spiced with a dash of rising damp. His image as a young, jovial uncle smashes to smithereens when, out of petulance, he garbles the words of the Christmas carols they are singing. His brother joins in with him, grinning. Suddenly they are competing with each other to find meaningless rhymes. ‘Don’t, don’t,’ Anna screams, horrified, hammering on her father’s chest, ‘the carol doesn’t go like that!’ But the men laugh at her for her orthodoxy and surpass themselves in inventiveness. Anna sings in a trembling voice in a vain attempt to get the proper version to triumph, then runs despairingly into the kitchen, where Aunt Käthe is slicing bread. ‘They are ruining the Christmas carol,’ she cries, ‘Daddy and Uncle Heini!’ Aunt Käthe enters the room like a goddess of vengeance. ‘What have you done to that child?’ Anna is picked up and calmed, handkerchiefs, a glass of water. ‘It was only a little joke,’ soothes her father, ‘the Christmas child was born nineteen hundred and twenty-one years ago, now that’s a good reason to be happy.’ He sits her on his knee and straightens the large bow on her head, which had become crooked in the consternation, ‘I’ll teach you a proper song,’ he says, ‘listen.’ In a hoarse voice, now and then interrupted by the cough, he sings the melancholy song: ‘Two Grenadiers marched to France, They had been caught in Russia …’ 

The magic lantern projects a stage; the scenery is a forest of tall tree trunks. The theatre director is in search of a short actress; she must not be more than a metre tall. ‘Listen, Herr Bamberg,’ he says, ‘I’m looking for a girl who can take the part of a poor child who has got lost in the wood. Now I’m thinking of one of your daughters …’ ‘Which of the two did you have in mind?’ ‘Who is the eldest?’ ‘They’re the same age.’ ‘Ah, twins … curious …’ ‘Which did you have in mind?’ the father repeats. ‘Well, I had thought … the one with the darker hair. The blonde one seems to me too plump to play a starving child.’ ‘But she would never dry …’ He fingers his moustache proudly. ‘She is … remarkable, in that respect.’ Mindful of the exhortation above the library door, he usually dedicates his free evenings to classical writers and poets. In between times, as a playful experiment, he has taught her a poem. ‘Our Anna,’ he explains, ‘has the memory of a parrot. She can recite Schiller’s “The Song of the Bell” without missing a line.’ ‘Good,’ the director capitulates, ‘you’re the father, you can judge better than I.’ 

‘I don’t approve,’ demurs Aunt Käthe, ‘the child is still too young for such a performance.’ But there is no gainsaying this father’s ambition. So there the aunt sits on the day of the performance with Lotte and the father beaming in the front row, flanked by her seven sisters. In the wings, the wardrobe mistress hides Anna’s dress under a grey, worm-eaten winter coat and ties her white hair ribbon loosely to the belt. Without suspecting that it is a dress rehearsal for reality, that she is going to interpret this role for ten years without an audience, without applause, Anna presents such a believable, pitiful child on the stage that tears prick the step-aunts’ eyes. After two men in hunting suits have carried her off between them out of the imaginary forest, she peeps inquisitively into the hall from the wings. The audience, no more than a collection of heads, does not interest her. She sees but one face in the semi-darkness, raised up towards the stage – that of the smallest person in the hall, insignificant and nondescript between the adults. Anna stares at her, overcome by an unfamiliar, terrifying sensation. Through the play and her role in it, Lotte and she for the first time exist as two individuals separate from each other. Each with a particular point of view – Lotte from the hall, herself from the stage. This awareness of separation, of unwanted duality, suddenly upsets her so she storms diagonally across the stage, through the two lovers’ reconciliation scene – the unbuttoned pauper’s coat flaps round her and the belt with her hair ribbon slips backwards and onto the floor. Aunt Käthe’s youngest sister cries excitedly in Cologne dialect, ‘Ach, look at that little one!’ A roar of laughter breaks out in the hall. There is applause as though it is the director’s stroke of genius. Unperturbed, Anna jumps down from the stage. She goes straight over to Lotte and only calms down when she has wormed herself in next to her on the same seat. 

The projector, like a moonbeam, illuminates a bed with pale blue sheets. Beneath them Anna and Lotte fall asleep at night, their limbs firmly intertwined like mating octopuses. Without their noticing, the night tactfully unties this knot so that by morning each wakes up on one side of the bed, their backs adjacent. 

The magic lantern has access everywhere – it shows us a classroom. It is as though we can hear the scratching of the dip pens. Anna’s passionate temperament does not lend itself to calligraphy. Whereas Lotte appropriates the alphabet with a steady hand, under Anna’s regime the letters will not obey. After school Anna sits next to her father in the office and scratches letters on her slate, which he keeps wiping off saying, ‘Once again, no good,’ until she comes up to his standards. From time to time he goes over to spit into a blue bottle that is then closed tight so that the angry spirits can’t escape. Afterwards, as a reward for her efforts, she is allowed to help with the cash. She deals tattered inflation notes into piles of ten with swift fingers – the balance runs into billions – until a fiery rash on her fingertips brings this pastime to a close. 

Every Monday morning before lessons begin, the teacher pierces the pupils with her gaze and asks in an insinuating tone, ‘Which one of you was not in church yesterday?’ Silence prevails, nobody stirs, until Anna raises her finger. ‘Me.’ Immediately Lotte’s higher, brighter voice follows, ‘Me too.’ ‘Then you are the devil’s children,’ decrees the mistress knowingly. The sisters see their excommunication reflected in the other children’s eyes. ‘But you are still far too young,’ their father protests when they inform him of the traditional duty to attend children’s mass on Sunday mornings, ‘you wouldn’t understand a word of it.’ They have never seen either him or Aunt Käthe go inside a church. Each Sunday they implore him; they can no longer bear the annihilating look of the teacher nor their classmates’ teasing. Finally he puts his mug of beaten egg down on the table and rests his hands on their shoulders. ‘Tomorrow,’ he promises, ‘I’ll go to school with you.’ 

But when they are on the way, one on each side, it seems more as though they have to protect their father, so feverish and fragile does he look in his black coat that sways roomily about his thin figure. Leaning heavily on his stick, he has to pause every ten steps to breathe. The tap of the stick on the cobbles echoes behind him – a chain of echoes that prevents him from falling. They go inside the school building; he gestures to them to wait for him in the corridor and knocks on the classroom door. The mistress, thoroughly unsettled by the unusual interruption, invites him in with forced courtesy. Leaning side by side against the wall, Anna and Lotte fix their gazes on the door and listen. Suddenly their father’s hoarse voice lashes out above the mistress’s, which is struggling to maintain its self-control. ‘How dare you! To children who are weaker than you!’ Anna and Lotte look at each other dumbfounded. They straighten their backs; they no longer need to lean against the wall. A delightful, against-the-grain strength flows through them. Proud, triumphant, self-assured – they cannot put a name to it but it is there. Thanks to him. 

The door swings open. ‘Come in,’ he says, suppressing his coughing. Anna crosses the threshold first, quickly followed by Lotte. They stand by the blackboard. The mistress is not on the floor in small pieces. Yet it looks as though her spine has snapped in several places. She grips her desk, with bowed head and sagging shoulders. The pupils, motionless on the benches, look up shyly and respectfully at their father, whose handling of the stage management is faultless. ‘Right,’ he pushes Anna and Lotte gently towards the teacher, ‘and now apologize to my daughters, and that goes for the whole class.’ The mistress eyes them obliquely. Her gaze immediately slides away again, as though it has come into contact with something unclean. ‘I am sorry,’ she says without feeling, ‘for what I said to you. It won’t happen again.’ A silence falls. What now? Could anything be added to the mistress’s humiliation? ‘And now I’m taking them home with me,’ they hear their father’s voice above them, ‘but they will be here again tomorrow. If I get to hear of anything like this ever again I shall be back.’ 

Fortunately the mistress kept the promise that had been exacted from her, because he would not have been able to carry out his threat. He is already much less able to cope with the trench warfare raging in his lungs. A new slide: stretched out on the sofa like a romantic poet, he deals with his administrative work, wheezing. In between he receives friends, who carefully hide their concern behind cheery chatter – his promising daughters in checked dresses with white starched collars are a welcome distraction with their poems and songs. That Lotte’s song is interrupted as many as three times by a dry cough alarms no one, except Aunt Käthe. Experience having taught her to be suspicious, she has Lotte examined by the family doctor. For several minutes he taps her thin chest, simultaneously bringing the stethoscope and his moustache close to her pale skin. He asks her to cough, which she does very easily as though she has practised the cough like a song. ‘I’m not happy about it,’ he murmurs behind her, ‘I hear a weak sound in the right lung.’ Lotte stands in front of an anatomical dummy and fingers the pink heart with a slight shiver. With a bottle of cough syrup and an appointment for X-rays, he lets them go. 

It is not only the father’s declining days we see in the dusky gold-yellow slide but also the family’s, in this ensemble. From the casino the same influence emanates as when gambling was still going on there: all or nothing, to the death. It was a building one entered full of expectations and left ruined, an alchemical trick whose secret recipe was kept within the four walls of the sanctuary. With his long, thin index finger he beckons his daughters over to him. Breathing heavily, he sits on the edge of the sofa. ‘Listen,’ he says slowly, as though speaking with a thick tongue, ‘how long do you think I’ve got to live?’ Anna and Lotte frown – this is a sum of astronomical numbers. ‘Twenty years!’ Anna bets. ‘Thirty!’ Lotte adds a little extra. ‘So, that’s what you think,’ he says indulgently. He looks at them, his mouth open, with feverish, glancing eyes, as though he wants to say something else, but then he is overcome by a rasping coughing fit and drives them away with a fluttering hand. 

A few days later, as soon as they come back from school, they are led to the bedroom by Aunt Käthe. A smell of red cabbage with apples and cinnamon hangs in the house. The company in a circle round their father’s bed contrasts unpleasantly with this spicy-sweet smell. Uncle Heinrich, a crumpled cap in his hands crossed in front of his belly, stares at his sleeping brother with a farmer’s distrust. Is this such a special spectacle that they all must stand there and watch? Aunt Käthe pushes Anna and Lotte towards the bed. ‘Johann,’ she says, bringing her mouth close to his ear, ‘here are the children.’ When he discovers his daughters, his eyes begin to shine as though he is surreptitiously amused by the ridiculous play-acting around his bed. He will get up immediately, Lotte thinks, and send them all home. But then his mood collapses. His gaze goes agitatedly from one to the other. He raises his perspiring head – from his secret inner world he seems to want to say something to them that cannot be delayed. ‘Anneliese …’ he utters. Immediately the head falls back onto the pillow and he sinks away again. On the sunken cheeks there is the dark bloom of stubble. ‘Why does he say Anneliese to us?’ asks Anna offended. ‘He’s thinking of your mother,’ says Aunt Käthe. 

After the meal, one of the seven sisters takes them away from the celebration that is not really a celebration. They are put into an unfamiliar bed, a raft on a strange ocean that they can only prevent from sinking by hugging each other fervently and lying without budging exactly in the middle of the bed. In the night, they dream that Aunt Käthe wakes them up and kisses them with a wet face, but when they do wake in the morning she is nowhere to be seen. Seven pairs of hands get Anna and Lotte out of bed and lift them onto a chair, to make it easier to dress them. ‘Your father,’ remarks one of the seven, pulling on an underslip, ‘died in the night.’ At first the communication does not produce any reaction, but during the laborious lacing-up of the boots Anna sighs, ‘Then he won’t have to cough any more.’ ‘And won’t have any more pain in his chest,’ Lotte backs her up. 

The last slide shows the farewell. The funeral is invisible, as is the constant dreadful ‘curtseying’ that is expected of the girls on this occasion. Also invisible are the rows, Aunt Käthe’s tears, her threat of legal action, and the packed suitcases. The last Lotte sees of Anna: she is standing half-way down the staircase in the hall, surrounded by members of the family who have come from afar. To one side, already cast off, stands Aunt Käthe, the traces of futile lamentations on her face. Anna is full of self-confidence, in her mourning dress, with a large black bow like a crow settled in her blonde hair. Next to her stands the uncle who made fun of the Christmas carols; on the other side an aunt with a bust of intriguing dimensions, on which a golden cross rests, glittering. Several unclear figures without distinctive features complete the row. Behind Anna, his bony hands on her shoulders as though he has already appropriated her, stands a stiff old man in a worsted suit with a ragged moustache and a rampant growth of tufts of withered grass sticking out of his ears. The last Anna sees of Lotte: she is already by the door, right under the stained-glass window. Only from her face can you tell it is her; the rest is thickly wrapped up as though she is going on a polar expedition. Next to her is a stylish old lady leaning on an umbrella, with thin leather gloves loose between her fingers and an elegant hat with a veil. All day she has addressed the old man, whose hands press heavily on Anna’s shoulders, in a superior, teasing tone of voice as ‘Lieber Bulli’. 

Neither Anna nor Lotte are worried. They do not throw themselves into each other’s arms, they do not cry, they do not say goodbye in any way whatsoever – how could they do that, they have no notion of the phenomenon of distance in space and time. The only one who makes the slightest gesture towards the fitting pathos of farewell is Aunt Käthe, who dashes across the hall at the last moment and in a torrent of tears presses Lotte to her breast. 
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‘J’ai retrouvée ma sœur, madame!’ Anna accosted a passing spa guest who shrank back horrified. Lotte recognized with distaste the impetuosity and clamorousness of long, long ago. 

‘It’s unbelievable.’ Anna grasped her by her shoulders and stroked her arms. ‘Let me look at you.’ 

Every muscle in Lotte’s body braced itself. To have to be inspected now as well! That familiarity provoked her repugnance – she was somehow being sucked in and lacked the strength to resist that pull. But to have been born virtually simultaneously from the same mother seventy-four years ago was not something she could walk away from, however sophisticated the mechanism of repression she had developed over half a century. Two shrewd, light blue eyes were looking her over curiously and somewhat ironically. 

‘You’ve turned into a real lady,’ Anna decreed. ‘Still so slim and with that pinned-up hair … sehr schön, I must say.’ 

Lotte regarded Anna’s opulent form and short hair with reserve; it suggested something youthful and self-willed about her. 

‘I never managed that,’ said Anna with a laugh that resounded with self-deprecation as well as pride. She squeezed Lotte’s arm, brought her face close, a shining, determined look in her eye. ‘And you have Daddy’s nose, wunderbar!’ 

‘How … did you come to be here?’ Cornered, Lotte deflected her. Thank God, Anna let go of her. 

‘I’ve got arthritis. The body’s entire locomotion system is worn out, you see.’ She pointed to her knees, her hips. ‘Someone told me about the peat baths at Spa – it’s not far from Cologne. And you?’ 

Lotte hesitated, anticipating that what she was going to say would please her sister. ‘Arthritis too,’ she mumbled. 

‘It must be a family complaint!’ Anna cried enthusiastically. ‘Listen, let’s go and sit somewhere. I can’t stand up for so long.’ 

There was nothing to be done. Something inevitable had commenced; resistance was of no avail. 

‘Meine Schwester, just imagine it!’ Anna rejoiced, half-way along the corridor. An old man dozing on a bench by the wall jolted upright, his bony hands clasping his stick. 

Carrying cups of coffee from a machine, they went into the lounge dominated by a bold painting of a young woman in the company of a swan. By the time Lotte was comfortably seated and had drunk a few mouthfuls of coffee she was regaining some of her former equanimity. 

‘Who would have thought we’d ever see each other again …?’ Anna shook her head. ‘And in such an extraordinary spot too … that must have a deeper meaning.’ 

Lotte squeezed the plastic beaker. She did not believe in deeper meanings, only in dumb coincidence – and it had considerably embarrassed her. 

‘Are the peat baths doing you any good?’ Anna did not know where to start. 

‘I’ve only been here three days,’ Lotte vacillated. ‘The only effect so far is a leaden tiredness.’ 

‘That’s the toxins coming out.’ Anna assumed an annoyingly professional tone. Suddenly she bounced up. ‘Do you still remember our bath-tub in Cologne? With lion’s feet? In the kitchen?’ 

Lotte frowned. Another bath came to her mind. She gazed outside contemplatively, where a wintry sun gave the buildings a naked look. ‘Every Saturday evening my father washed us one by one in a wash-tub.’ 

‘Your father?’

‘My Dutch father.’ Lotte smiled uneasily.

‘What was he like? … I mean, what sort of people? … As a child I imagined all kinds of …’ Anna groped in the air with her hands. ‘Because I knew absolutely nothing, I made it up in my own fashion … I dreamed of calling on you … You have no idea how hard it was not to hear anything from you … Everyone behaved as though you didn’t exist … So, anyway, what kind of people were they …?’ 

Lotte pursed her lips. A dubious attraction emanated from the idea of raking up old memories. They were lying deeply stashed away in a corner of her memory, under a thick layer of dust and cobwebs. Wasn’t it better to let them be than to go poking about there? Yet they were a part of herself; there was something tempting about bringing them to life. In such improbable surroundings as the Thermal Institute, going after them at Anna’s request. Challenged by the absurdity, even the immorality of it she half-closed her eyes and began to murmur softly to herself. 


[image: ]

 



On Saturday evenings he scrubbed his four daughters clean in a wash-tub filled with warm soapsuds, growling ‘Sit still!’ while his wife was taking advantage of late shopping hours. The ritual was rounded off with a glass of warm milk; he whistled as he brought it to the boil. Four nighties, eight naked feet – sipping as slowly as possible to spin out the time. After he had accepted four goodnight kisses he resolutely sent them to bed. In summer the scenario worked differently. Then a group of older girls from the village gathered on the overgrown football pitch in front of the house to do rhythmic gymnastics in the mist rising from the grass. The silhouette of a delivery van was outlined against the red sky, churning up clouds of dust along the sandy path as it approached at speed. It came to a halt at the entrance to the field, the back door was opened, and then the miracle was performed that took Lotte’s breath away every Saturday evening: muscular arms hauled a piano out and placed it in a strategic position in the field amid buttercups and sorrel. Then a young man in an off-white summer suit sat down at the piano and launched classical melodies at marching pace into the evening sky. 

The girls from the gymnastics club kicked their legs high and bent far backwards; they stood on their toes with their arms stretched over their heads as though they had landed on the ground all together with invisible parachutes. All to the pianist’s inexorable quadruple time. Mies, Maria, Jet and Lotte, still warm from the bath, observed the spectacle from the edge of the fence until they saw their mother looming up in the distance, erect on her Gazelle bicycle, its handlebars seeming to sag under the weight of bulging shopping bags. 

No bath for Anna. Soon after her arrival at the ancestral farm on the Lippe, it turned out that baths were regarded there as an exceptional, generally mistrusted activity. Immediately after the journey her grandfather sank into his usual chair, resting his clog socks on the edge of the cast-iron stove – an acrid smell of mould filled the small cluttered living-room – he was to die without his pale chest ever having been defiled by a piece of soap. ‘I want a bath,’ Anna whined. Mollified by the stubbornness with which the niece stuck to her principles, Aunt Liesl put a large kettle of water on the fire and filled a wash-tub on the flagstone floor. Thus was the tone set for a long-lasting habit, which Anna maintained single-handedly after Aunt Liesl had left the house. Years later, when she began to lock the door for the process, Uncle Heinrich rattled the handle and called with a titillated laugh, ‘You must be absolutely filthy if you have to make such a fuss.’ 

The village children were thoroughly suspicious of her town manners and cultured accent. They pinned a note to the back of her coat: Go away! She was outstanding at school – her classmates observed her tours 
de 
force  with a mixture of fear and envy, and shunned her company. She was gradually realizing that to be dead meant that someone would always be absent from now on and could not be brought back, even by your fervent longing that he would make short work of your tormentors with his powerful demeanour. According to this definition Lotte was dead too. Anna kept hammering away about her return, circling around her grandfather until he uttered viciously, ‘Don’t be so impatient! If she doesn’t recover properly she’ll die too. Is that what you want by any chance?’ Desperately she turned to Aunt Liesl, who was spinning and sang in a thin high voice, ‘Ich weiss nicht what’s supposed to happen …’ Her sagging bosom rocked in time to the wheel’s movement. Above her head hung a print that the family had received as a gift during the war when a son had been killed in action. ‘There is no greater love than to lay down your life for your country’ was written in decorative letters beneath a dying soldier and an angel who held out to him the palm of victory. Anna slunk off outside in the vague hope that Uncle Heinrich could shed some light on the question. But he was sitting on the WC in the back garden, in a wooden hut painted dark green, tall and narrow, and lopsided because of an underground branch in the Lippe. The door had a heart shape sawn out of it; it stood wide open. He was sitting sprawled out, involved in conversation with a neighbour, who was engaged in the same activity on the other side of a field of mangel-wurzels, also with the door open. The tête-à-tête concerned the shooting match and girls – Anna did not hazard this rifle range. 

She trudged despondently to the river, crossed the bridge and stood with shoulders drooped in front of a shrine to the Virgin, in the shadow of an overhanging elderberry. Someone had put a bunch of dark red peonies at the base of the statue. The mother was looking down devotedly on her child, a mysterious, hidden intimacy suggesting that all curious stares were excluded. Anna had the impulse to upset this introspection and to damage the pious face. Instead of that she tugged the flowers out of the vase, ran on to the bridge with them and threw them into the Lippe with an angry toss of the wrist. She looked at them as they floated slowly away towards Holland. One peony behaved deviantly: after circling wildly in an eddy it was sucked into the depths. Anna stared enviously at the spot where the flower had disappeared. To vanish from one moment to the next, she wanted that for herself too – to join her beloved absent ones. There was a stiff breeze carrying the smell of damp grass and straw. She did not resist as it took hold of her and raised her up, her clothes flapping. It went aloft, in a deafening rustle, straight into the cloudless sky. Far down beneath her she saw her grandfather’s farm, half hidden beneath the crown of a lime tree. She saw the fields, the grassy alluvial sand banks where cattle grazed, the school, the church, the Landolinus chapel – the whole settlement on both sides of the Lippe, which tried to transcend its insignificance through desperate contortions, its inhabitants inflating the village’s status with fabrications about Widukind who, with his Saxon hordes, had offered bloody resistance to the king of the Frankish empire there. Anna, hovering far above it, had nothing to do with it. 

Lotte lay in the garden in a pine summerhouse that was set on a rotating axle so that it could be turned towards the sun or away from it as preferred. Stretched out in bed she turned with the weather – her narrow face on a white lace-trimmed pillow. Her Dutch mother drew a kitchen chair up to the bed and taught her Dutch; she also gave her a book of fairy-tales by the Brothers Grimm, with romantic illustrations. In German, ‘So that you don’t forget your mother tongue,’ she said. She herself looked as though she had stepped out of the book of fairy-tales. She was tall, erect and proud; she laughed easily – her teeth were as white as the doves that flew to and fro to the dovecot at the edge of the wood. Everything about her shone: her complexion, her blue eyes, her long brown hair held in place by a few strategically placed tortoiseshell combs. An abundance of the joys of living poured forth over everyone who came within her orbit. But the most fairy-tale thing about her was her unfeminine strength. If she saw her husband lugging a sack of coal she rushed over to him to take the burden lovingly off him – she carried it to the fireplace as though it were a bag of feathers. 

Lotte soon realized that she had ended up in a related branch of the family: those of the long noses. The head of the line looked strikingly like her own father. The same acute melancholy gaze, the thin arched nose, the dark hair combed back with the same moustache. In fact he was a first cousin of her father and had passed his genetic characteristics onto his daughters undiluted; a similar proud and sensitive organ of smell was already developing in them, via the round children’s nose. Years later, when it had become dangerous to have such a long nose in the middle of your face, this simple biological fact would almost cost one of them her life. 

Depending on the position of the sun, Lotte was always able to see another part of the universe from her lodge. There was the wood, on the other side of a wide ditch that bordered the garden on two sides. A group of conifers formed a natural gate by the dovecot, a dark niche that drew her gaze to it – across a mossy bridge straight into the twilight between the trees. From another sightline she saw the orchards and kitchen garden where the pumpkins expanded so fast that Lotte thought she could hear them groaning from their growing pains, having become susceptible to fairy-tales in which apples and bread rolls could speak. Then there was the view of the house and a sturdy octagonal crenellated water-tower – all in masonry with decorative arches in green glazed brick over the windows and doors. One day she saw her Dutch father climbing up there to hoist a large flag. Her breath caught when she saw the diminutive figure at the top beside a flag that flapped in the wind like a loose sail – was it not the fate of fathers suddenly to be blown away out of the world? 

At night she slept inside the house in a separate room. Then the nighttime landscape unfolded: never-beheld hills and rocks, fir trees and alpine meadows, mountain streams. Her grandfather was hovering above them on the tails of his mourning coat; Anna was hanging from his claws, screaming silently. Lotte dashed over hills, up high, down low, to escape from the shadow he was casting over her. The ground was rolling away beneath her, she was stumbling over cobbles – she woke up screaming and coughing. She was lifted up and put into another bed, where she slept in the crook of her Dutch mother’s arm without further upset. 
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‘Then why did they rush off with us, like thieves in the night,’ Lotte asked herself, ‘straight after the funeral?’ 

Anna laughed wrily. ‘Because it was a disaster. With the useful bonus of an extra labourer on the farm. It was a village of conservative, Catholic farmers – that’s what it was like then. Father fled from that milieu when he was nineteen. He went to Cologne and became a socialist. That short-sighted old man had never been able to stomach it, verstehst du. And then, as soon as the son who had defected was dead, he came to rescue us from that hotbed of heathendom and socialism. A hit-and-run operation, to prevent Aunt Käthe keeping us.’ 

Lotte had a light-headed feeling. It was unbelievable that this grotesque family history concerned her too. All of a sudden, just like that, the wax was being broken on a bitter mystery that she had sealed down an infinitely long time ago: shhh, don’t think about it any more, it never happened. 

‘But …’ she objected weakly, ‘why did he … me … let me go to Holland then?’ It seemed as though she was hearing only the echo of her own voice, or someone else was speaking on her behalf. 

Leaning forward Anna laid a plump hand on Lotte’s. ‘It didn’t suit him that you were ill. A healthy child was a good investment, but a sick child … Doctors, medicines, a sanatorium, a funeral: that could only cost money. It suited him that his sister Elisabeth offered to take you – although he entirely disapproved of her and was deeply suspicious of her fashionable mourning outfit. Her son, she said, lived not far from Amsterdam in a dry, wooded region, which was therapeutic for TB sufferers; there was even a sanatorium in the district. Na ja, you know all that much better than I do. This aunt herself had escaped from life on the farm in the previous century – imagine it, about a hundred years ago – to go to Holland as a maid servant and to marry there. I heard all that from Aunt Liesl, years after the war. Grandfather never showed the slightest interest in you any more, not even after you were cured. A cat that was sickly in its youth never grew into a healthy strong animal, was his attitude.’ 

‘I wonder,’ Lotte forced a smile, ‘if he would have let me go if he had known that I had been entrusted to a Stalinist who brought me up on torrents of abuse against the Pope and the Church.’ 

‘Mein Gott, really?’ Bewildered, Anna shook her head. ‘What an irony … because I would not have survived for long without that same Church.’ 
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Bread and hobnails, sausage and safety-pins, nothing was unthinkable in the richly stocked shop and adjoining café where Anna read out her shopping list in a clear voice. ‘Do you want to earn ten pfennigs, child?’ lisped the woman behind the counter; the missing front tooth did not restrain her from smiling with a grocer’s cunning. Anna nodded. ‘Then come and read to my mother twice a week.’ The mother, blind from cataracts, sat in a back room by the window, crumpled up in a worn-out tub chair. On the table in front of her were the mystical reflections of Catharina van Emmerik. Each session of reading aloud had to close with the old woman’s favourite passage: the one concerning the flagellation of Jesus before the crucifixion. The saint of Emmerik sketched the various stages of the flagellation without reticence: first he was whipped for a while with an ordinary whip, then a new, well-equipped soldier took the former’s place, with a split whip, and as his strength diminished he in turn was replaced by a soldier with a flagellum, the barbs of which penetrated deeply into the skin. At each blow the woman hit the arm of the chair with her bony fingers, her mouth uttered moans that were somewhere between shrieks of pain and encouragement. Anna also reached a climax every time: the fusing together of her compassion for Jesus and her rage at the Roman soldiers and the actual instigators, the Jews. After she had closed the book with trembling fingers, the feeling of indignation slowly ebbed away. ‘Come over here …’ the old woman beckoned. Reluctantly Anna approached her chair. The old fingers that had drummed rhythmically on the armrest just before, groped at her plump limbs. Coolly Anna noted the signs of decay – liver spots on the white face, bags under the pale staring eyes, thin hair where the scalp shone through. ‘Ach, stroke me on my head …’ said the woman softly, squeezing Anna’s hand. Anna did not obey. ‘Bitte, bitte, stroke my head …’ Was this part of the reading aloud, like an encore? Eventually she did what she had been asked, quickly and mechanically. ‘Our Anna prays for money,’ Uncle Heinrich chuckled to everyone who would hear him, ‘till she foams at the mouth.’ 

Anna did not ignore the flagellation of Jesus, who had gradually been taking the place of her father. Each Sunday she sat between her grandfather and her aunt in the Catholic church that dated back to the mass conversions of the Germanic peoples. Looking round, her eyes had soon discovered a bas-relief depicting the event on one of the whitewashed walls. One day Alois Jacobsmeyer, the pastor, who was reciting his breviary in a side chapel, saw her walking down the aisle with a wooden stool in her hand. Intently, she turned to the right, towards a series of age-old bas-reliefs depicting the crucifixion of Christ. She climbed onto the stool and began to give Jesus’s tormentors a tremendous beating with her fists. ‘So!’ resounded vengefully through the church. ‘So!’ Worried, scratching his head, Jacobsmeyer asked himself whether the relief would be able to withstand such iconoclasm. 
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The get-together was threatening to take on a slightly more caustic character. Lotte had been uncomfortably nettled by the scene in the church as Anna, not without tenderness, described it. Suddenly a razor-sharp, hideous feeling flamed up in her that had lain smouldering all that time. 

‘And in that way the Church gave all of you a nice little alibi for murdering six million people,’ she said. Red blotches were appearing on her cheeks. 

‘Exactly,’ said Anna, ‘that’s it exactly! That’s why I am telling you, so that you’ll understand that its foundations were already matured when we were young.’ 

‘I do not believe,’ Lotte slowly rose from her chair, ‘I need to understand. First, all of you people set fire to the world and on top of that you want us to go deeply into your motives.’ 

‘You people? You are talking about your own people.’

‘I have nothing to do with that people,’ Lotte cried, full of abhorrence. Urging herself to be calm, she permitted herself to continue condescendingly, ‘I am Dutch, in heart and soul.’ 

Did any compassion seep into the glance Anna cast her? ‘Meine Liebe,’ she said soothingly, ‘for six years we sat on the same father’s lap, you on one knee, me on the other. You can’t actually rub that out just like that. Just look at us now, old and naked beneath our bathrobes, in our plastic slippers. Old and a bit wiser, I hope. Let’s not accuse one another, but celebrate our reunion. I suggest we get dressed and go to a pâtisserie in the street named after Queen Astrid. They have …’ she kissed her fingertips, ‘delicious cakes there.’ 

Lotte’s rage ebbed away. She nodded, ashamed that she had let go like that. Together they walked along the imposing passage to the lockers. Together – what a word. 

A quarter of an hour later they descended the steps of the monumental bathhouse, involuntarily holding on to each other because it was snowing and the steps were slippery. 

It was not far. They went inside a nondescript shop, walked through to the back, past a display cabinet of delicacies gratifying to the eyes, to a refurbished living-room where elderly ladies in fur hats were succumbing in complete silence to the matriarchal rite of coffee and cakes. A wagon wheel lamp fitting hung from the ceiling and cast flattering light onto the clientèle; on the walls paintings of imaginary landscapes in gaudy colours confirmed the atmosphere of reassuring kitsch. 

They ordered ‘merveilleux’, an artful variant on a mouthful of air, held together with meringue, whipped cream and flaked almonds. 

‘Now I understand whom I heard singing yesterday.’ The piece of meringue that Lotte was bringing to her mouth came to a pensive standstill midway. 

‘Who?’

‘Yesterday, in one of the peat baths, someone was singing the Cologne slow-tram song.’ 

Anna laughed. ‘I am guilty of bathroom coloratura if I think no one can hear. But … originally you were the one who liked singing.’ 

Lotte frowned. Round about them was the sound of civilized chatter; the shop bell went now and then and a snowy customer came inside. ‘I only went on to sing properly,’ she corrected her sister, ‘after I had fallen through the ice.’ 
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Lotte was standing on the frosty grass at the side of the ditch. Her sisters were gliding by, swaying on Friesian wooden skates, making a long chain with the gardener’s daughters from a neighbouring property and an attached Brabant cousin who was staying there. The cousin’s mother also appeared on the ice, a sturdy woman in a brown felt hat with a weather vane of duck feathers that indicated the wind’s direction. She distributed sea-green and red striped peppermints to the children from a large cone. ‘Just going to visit your Mum for a minute,’ she said, holding on to Lotte’s hand, ‘want to come with me, lass?’ She took a run-up and slithered screaming exuberantly over the ditch, dragging Lotte along with her in her pleasures on the ice. Thus they pelted and slid towards the house, the woman chatting non-stop in an incomprehensible dialect. They reached a dark green, half-submerged rowing boat that marked the start of the danger zone where the tower drained overflow water into the ditch; the children had been warned about this. ‘No further, no further!’ called Lotte, but the Brabant woman was chattering on as mechanically as the little wind-up locomotive at home that permitted no one to divert it from its idiosyncratic route between the table legs. 

As the ice began to crack Lotte instinctively pulled herself free. She was not frightened. The firmness beneath her feet disappeared and the crystal floor opened to admit her into the territory of a sweet, premature death, ornamented with ferns and algae that moved together in a stream of air bubbles. The ice conscientiously closed over her head. As the variety of forms slowly coalesced in light green, turquoise and silver, she thought with regret of the miniature sewing box that she had been carrying since Christmas in a pocket of her underslip … Shame too about her new red pullover and the new-born baby. Like links in a chain her Dutch mother, her father, her sisters were strung out one after the other – a long way behind them came Anna, vaguely visible in a burst of filtered light. No more, she thought. No more aniseed rusks. 

A dying scream rose out of the Brabant woman, alerting the skating children. They scurried over to the woman; she was standing in the water up to her heavy breasts, rigid with terror. Not another sound came out of her wide open mouth. The hat was still straight on her head; only the feather moved. ‘Lotte … where is Lotte?’ cried Jet, the youngest, shrilly. She got her skates off, ran home and returned at a gallop with her mother, who slid over the ice on her front to the unfortunate woman whose lower body had already drowned. With her hands under the woman’s armpits she tried to drag the heavy body out of the water. But the petrified colossus would not move, stuck firmly in the mud. The gardener’s wife came running over, screaming. She observed the rescue from the bank, in no state to do anything, pulling hairs out of her head. Because of her wailing eventually her husband appeared; he had been a military hospital orderly before changing over to cultivating oleanders and orange trees. He stamped on the ice from the bank and, by fragmenting the ice, cleared a path to the drowning one. At that moment Jet’s high-pitched voice pierced through the freezing air. ‘Mister, mister … Lotte’s here … Lotte, my sister’s here!’ With a trembling finger she pointed to a spot in the ice where a triangle of Lotte’s imitation fur coat was shimmering through the ice. The gardener cast an expert glance at his sister-in-law, left her upright where she was and dived beneath the ice. An eternity later he returned to the world of the living with Lotte’s dripping body. ‘Stop,’ he said, spitting water, to her mother, who was still tugging at his sister-in-law’s body ever more desperately but had not managed to rescue more than a packet of sticky sweets, ‘she’s been dead a long time.’ With his free hand he pointed to a trickle of blood dripping from the left corner of her mouth. 

One glance at Lotte’s slack body was enough for everyone to abandon hope. But the gardener, who had not hauled her out of the Lethe for nothing, refused to give in. She was laid naked on the dining-table. It was reckoned that her sojourn beneath the ice had lasted for half an hour. He tried mouth to mouth resuscitation, slapping her body all over, and rubbing her with a towel her mother had warmed on the stove. He persisted desperately until a growling sound signalled the start of breathing. Thus was Lotte slowly rubbed and slapped back to life, through the stubborn perseverance of someone whose actual speciality was keeping plants and trees alive. 

She only properly regained consciousness in her mother’s bed, ringed by interested parties who came to inspect the medical miracle. She was not surprised. Years ago Aunt Käthe had taken over caring for her, then someone unfamiliar took her by the hand to Holland, and now a total stranger had taken her to the world on the other side of the ice. What else could she be but sanguine about a pattern that kept repeating itself with almost aesthetically well-founded insistence? 

Downstairs the other drowned one was now lying on the table. They had placed her hat on her belly with her hands over it, so that it looked as if she was reporting bashfully at the gates of heaven. ‘It’s my fault she’s dead
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