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As I walked to the door, everything in me was spinning.

He said, ‘I won’t forget this.’ He was standing very straight and not moving in the middle of the room. He said in a cold, dry voice, ‘I’ll never forgive you.’

I found the door handle and hung onto it for a moment out in the hallway while I waited for him to say something, or for a curse or a shoe to hit the door.

When we’d argued in the past, he’d thrown shoes at me and once even a vase; another time, when I’d locked him out on the balcony, he’d pummelled the windowpane with his fists. Back then, long ago, he was very hot-tempered, and sometimes I was afraid of him. But at that moment I would have preferred his temper to this cold, dry calm.

I stood in the hallway for a few minutes. Through the open window, I could see the damp, brown branches of the walnut tree in front of the house and the curled tips of its leaves. In summer the branches hang over the steps, dark green, heavy and dependable, and the leaves tap on the windows when the wind rises. It was the Tuesday after Easter. The silky yellow forsythias had already wilted. By the next day, Uli would have left for good.

No noise came from the room, and in the end I tiptoed along the red coconut mat to the kitchen. For as long as I can remember we’ve had a red coconut mat in the hallway, which is replaced every four or five years. Only in the years after the war did it grow shabby, grey and worn. The same old prints hang on the walls, Liebermann and Leibl. The cheery landscapes by van Gogh that I gave my parents are lying in a drawer under our old school reports along with neatly filed letters and postcards that we’d written to them as students.

In the kitchen, I sat down on the little shoe cabinet and when I lit a cigarette I saw that my hands were trembling. I hadn’t expected Uli to react like that, and now I wondered if I’d expected or calculated anything at all when I’d run over to Joachim earlier that morning, across the street and over the cobblestoned yard, then up the narrow, dark, brass-edged stairs. He lives across from us in an ugly housing block built by a small businessman here on the edge of town.

I even wondered why I’d run to Joachim’s in the first place. Sitting there on the low shoe cabinet, as I smoked and warily inspected my hands, I tried to sort out what I felt for Uli at that very moment, a quarter past eight in the morning, in our sunlit kitchen.

All the time I pictured his face – his forceful chin, the wide, black, flat arch of his brow and his hazelnut eyes, flecked with darker, rust-coloured spots. I am twenty-four, a year younger than him, and, all these years, his face has been familiar and close. Only last year, from the start of the summer holidays, if I remember rightly, I’d sometimes seen a hardness in his expression that was strange and painfully inscrutable.

When I told my friends about him – oh, I know they made fun of my sentimental outpourings – I’d say, ‘He’s handsome. The handsomest boy I know. He’s clever, much cleverer than me. He passed his Abitur with distinction. He’s top of his seminar group. All the girls run after him. He’s strong, a talented athlete. He’s a big reader. He often goes to concerts. We love each other.’

They would laugh. ‘Show us your amazing brother.’ At the time, Uli was studying in Rostock on the Baltic coast, and I was going to art college in Dresden. Five hundred kilometres of railway tracks lay between us. Last year, I stopped boasting about him quite so loudly, but I still told people, ‘We love each other.’

I stubbed out my cigarette. Suddenly I thought: Maybe I only love something long-gone, half-forgotten – childhood – in Uli, something my memory has duped me into believing was idyllic. And, although I see it’s just a trick and stop believing in it a hundred times over, I get pleasantly sentimental when I look back on the jerky film of our memories, a strip of hand-coloured vignettes:

Blossoming cherry trees in the garden, the sandpit with our red and blue tin toys; a wall covered in ivy, and, at its foot between the broad-leafed, violet vines, we gather snail shells in the damp, black leaf mould; in the dacha of a friend whose name I’ve forgotten, we crouch in the hay, a pungent smell as we smoke dried vine leaves in short Indian clay pipes; our balcony in the July heat, a blue-and-white striped parasol, green window boxes overrun with petunias – it’s noon and we’re waiting for our father to cycle home for lunch from his work at the publisher; we hear his bell and wave and scream; a nearby sawmill where roughly made trolleys trundle through the lumberyard on a narrow-gauge track, the sharp, sweet smell of fresh wood as we play trappers and Indians, throwing tomahawks; a winter’s evening, my mother, round and dark-haired, sitting in the wicker armchair at her mahogany sewing table, reading Andersen’s fairy tales while outside, twilight settles and it snows …

And Uli was always there. Later, we could read Andersen’s fairy tales on our own, huddled together tightly on a footstool. We pictured the little mermaid with her long hair floating in the water, and the pink shells around her neck, and the Chinese nightingale, and the emperor with endless fingernails and a thin, yellow moustache that hung down to his chest. And much later we read Jimmy Higgins and cried, and we read Gladkov’s Cement, and The Seventh Cross and The Robbers, and Stendhal’s The Red and the Black – always together, always moved by the same thoughts and feelings. And last of all, in 1956, we argued confusedly and bitterly over Darkness at Noon by that renegade Koestler, and from then on I sometimes felt as if Uli had never stepped out of the shadow of the eclipse, whereas I’d long since returned to Gladkov’s hero Gleb Chumalov,1 and to Dasha and Chibis.

I can’t remember anything about the war except for the dull drone of bombers swarming overhead, and white searchlights in the night sky. We often slept in the cellar, Uli and I, on a camp bed, and in the morning we would collect the strips of silver paper dropped by the Americans. Sometimes the sky was red. On children’s birthdays, there were no more strawberries and cream, there weren’t even the funny fish-shaped chocolate blancmanges.

The art publisher where my father worked was shut down because it was not ‘vital to the war effort’. One day, we took Father to the station, and my mother cried. Once, a Jewish friend of ours came to say goodbye. There was a yellow star sewn to her coat and her curly hair had turned completely grey even though she was as young as our mother. She said she too was being ‘dispatched’ and stood at the foot of the stair and cried.

My mother is the daughter of a shoe manufacturer. She frequented the homes of rich Jewish families in our town, even during the Nazi era, even when the factories of those families were ‘Aryanized’, and it was scandalous to set foot in the flat of a Jew. My mother was completely apolitical. My father too, but he still stopped visiting Jewish friends; he detested the Nazis and called Hitler an upstart, but he was a careful man, a family man … I only discovered all this long after the war or figured it out from snatches of conversation. We were still small; only our eldest, Konrad, had to wear the brown shirt of the Hitler Youth on Wednesdays and Sundays when he went to do his ‘service’.

One evening – it must have been early May 1945 – a foreign soldier turned up next door. Uli peeked through the keyhole and said, ‘He’s just a private.’ We children cowered in our beds, absolutely still. On the other side of the wall, the radio was on. Suddenly the music stopped, and we heard the four dull drumbeats – we recognized them and knew how the adults fussed, ‘Why are the children still standing about? Get them to bed!’ – the four drumbeats, followed by the announcement ‘Germany calling’2 … Uli, who often practised English vocabulary with our elder brother, said, ‘“Germany” – that’s us.’

At last, the foreign soldier left. By then he no longer looked like a soldier; he was wearing one of our father’s suits. (I am not sure whether my good-hearted, reckless mother knew what she was doing at the time. I’ve never asked her. She’s probably forgotten the foreign soldier who was just a private.)

A sunny afternoon. We’re catching slippery, long-tailed tadpoles in a pond near the railway tracks. A railwayman rushes past. ‘Scram! Run home! The Russians are coming!’ We run. A white sheet is already hanging from our bedroom window. Uli and I squat on the stairs, hugging each other tight: we will die together.

Tanks rumble through the streets. T34s, says our elder brother. He has buried a dagger in the garden engraved with the words ‘Blood and Honour’. All night, Panje wagons race past, pulled by trotting horses shackled in wooden harnesses with high arches. The next day, Russian officers are garrisoned in our house. Konrad stalks around the house, mute and glowering. Mother sleeps with us in our room. The officers stay for weeks, months, half a year …

We like First Lieutenant Vasily Ivanovitch most of all. He is blond and gaunt, and, when he laughs, his hair falls across his face. He brings home bacon and white bread. Sometimes he lights a wood fire in the yard and grills shashlik – mutton, tomatoes and onion rings on sticks – and we sit in the smoke with our eyes watering, juggling the hot, spicy pieces of meat from one hollow palm to the other. Vasily has guests every evening. Someone plays the accordion, the same monotonous tune for hours. When Vasily’s had a drink, he dances the hopak, and the floorboards creak loudly.

We’re afraid of Grisha, who is staying in Father’s study. On Sundays, he sits, dressed only in his olive-green riding breeches, on the toppled wardrobe that God-knows-who dragged out onto the pansy bed in the front garden. Grisha has a black moustache and heavy eyelids. He sits there silently smoking his pipe, staring at us with hostility. Once, in the kitchen, Vasily explains: The fascists shot Grigori’s wife. They shot his little son … My mother goes pale whenever she runs into Grisha.

In winter, Vasily leaves for Kyiv. He takes up his work as an engineer again.

We are hungry. My mother sells jewellery, bed linen and the old, delicate porcelain figurines from the vitrine. She shows us the insignia of the crossed blue swords: Meissen. Your grandfather collected them. If he knew … She has no talent for making deals: she brings home a small bag of corn, a loaf of bread and a rucksack full of potatoes.

Summer holidays. The air flickers over a stubble field, sun and dust, the straw-like smell of ripe grain. Barefoot, bending over, we pick ears of corn, and, when there’s no one to be seen far and wide, we pull entire stalks from the upright bales … Back home in the dining room it’s chilly, and the red sunset streams through the slats of the blinds. The table is covered with a white damask tablecloth. We eat coarse brown broad beans with silver spoons. Uli says, ‘Close your eyes.’ Then he quickly shovels a few spoonfuls of beans onto my plate. ‘You’re a girl, you’re weaker.’ In the evening, I put a slice of dry bread under his pillow. ‘You’re a boy. Boys eat more.’

When snow falls, we share the same pair of snow boots, wearing them on alternate days.

One night in June, we wait in the railway park. The bushes shimmer green in the light of a lantern swaying in the wind. I clutch Uli’s hand tightly as a thin, shy man approaches us. He hugs us, tears running down his face. A stranger in a ragged uniform whose tongue pokes out when he talks. We’re supposed to call him ‘Father’, but he has nothing in common with the cheerful young man who used to bring us chocolate cigars and built a wigwam for Winnetou and Minnehaha with his armchair.

Hand in hand, we follow the adults. Now we have to join forces against the returned soldier. Mother says, ‘The children are too much for me.’ The soldier takes over our upbringing again. But for four years, he’s only seen our faces in photographs, so what does he know?

Recently, up in the attic in our old toy chest, I found the returned soldier’s boots, made of rough canvas and with thick leather soles. My heart felt heavy when I remembered how we’d made Father’s life a misery in the years after he returned from captivity. We really had become too much for our poor mother and we saw him as a threat to our brazen independence. And for a long time, our elder brother couldn’t forget his Blood and Honour dagger or his service in the Hitler Youth. But Father, an office man, had felled trees in the woods near Yaroslavl, dug potatoes in a kolkhoz, learned things in anti-fascist circles and travelled thousands of kilometres through the Soviet Union. He said, ‘We have so much to make amends for.’

Later, the tables turned, and we argued night after night:

It was your generation’s fault. You voted for Hitler. You’re to blame.

I didn’t vote for Hitler. I was always against the Nazis.

But you didn’t do anything to stop them.

What was I supposed to do on my own? I had to go along with it all.

Others didn’t go along with it. But, for you lot, it was only ever about status, family, livelihood … And then we’re supposed to respect our parents!

We were unforgiving and merciless, and in the end my father gave up defending himself. We were at secondary school by then, and all that time our parents fed and clothed us from their pitifully low wages. They worked hard, studied and didn’t complain. Money was never mentioned, a habit from the past.

My mother, who ‘hadn’t needed’ to work before, trained as a stenographer and typist and became a secretary. Now she is a district council clerk, a cheerful, energetic, dark-haired woman, liberated from the confines of the hearth. People think she’s in her forties, but she’s already over fifty.

The publisher for whom my father wrote essays about German architecture and compiled illustrated art books – Titian and Raphael, Goya, Rembrandt and Frans Hals – closed down. In the chaotic postwar years, which favoured all kinds of dubious enterprises, Father became a salesman for a firm with a fine-sounding name and no capital. After the currency reform, he went to work as a textile labourer in a factory, did a correspondence course to become a qualified economist and is now the Head of Planning in the same textile company. He is a small, discreet, agile gentleman whose workdays never end and who has won half a dozen awards for his improvement proposals. He often has back pain, nervous disorders and a few other ailments that could be described with unnecessary irony as ‘manager’s diseases’.

When I try, fifteen years after the war, to weigh up whether we have done our bit, it seems to me as if Mother and Father have become too much for us. We have rebelled against them, accusing them of being conservatives and cap doffers – but what do we really know about our parents?
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The kitchen was tiled white in an attempt to make it look neutral. But on the wall hung an old-fashioned little egg cupboard, decorated with blue Delft tiles, across the chair lay a red apron, Uli had flung his slippers into one corner, there was a colourful calendar on the wall, piles of newspapers on the sideboard, and the kitchen clock had a friendly, white porcelain face …

I could tell how restless I was by looking at the clock: I’d only been sitting there for a quarter of an hour, but it seemed like a lifetime in that intense, drawn-out silence. I even listened with my eyes, my mouth, my tense shoulders. I couldn’t hear their voices and felt miserable and impatient that neither of them had yet said a word. They probably hadn’t even looked at or turned to face each other. Uli was probably still standing stiffly in the middle of the room, his expression rigid: thin, very tall Joachim, with his bad posture, was probably still over by the window. When I’d left the room earlier, he’d turned to face the unpaved street, which was muddy brown and scattered with puddles.

Although I couldn’t see his expression, I knew he was blushing. He’d been blushing that night too when he’d run into us at the bar. He seemed to feel responsible for our drunken escapades. That had been the day before yesterday, Easter Sunday.

Uli had invited me to go with him to the dance bar, the only one in our small town. He’d said, ‘But we’re not taking your apostle with us.’ Then he’d immediately corrected himself. ‘He’s a wonderful lad, no doubt. I approve of him, you know that. But today I want to go out with you on my own. No third wheels. Perhaps,’ he’d added, laughing as he said it, ‘perhaps it’ll be our last time.’

‘You’re not thinking of getting married?’ I asked and laughed too, even though I felt jealous.

He looked at me. ‘I still have the ridiculous hope that I’ll meet a girl like you.’

‘I’m not getting married just yet,’ I said quickly.

‘You’re a funny couple. You meet every three months and start squabbling before you’ve even left the station,’ Uli said.

‘We don’t squabble.’

‘Call it what you will. Differences of opinion. Even worse.’

We left without Joachim.

The barwoman had light-blonde hair and a full figure; the skin around her eyes and under her chin was leaden and puffy. She was wearing coral-coloured earrings. As she washed the glasses, she spilled the town gossip in a chirpy, unmalicious way. I liked her very much. She was always friendly to us, even when we were students and broke, and had propped up the bar all night nursing fizzy water and a single vodka.

At first, I found it funny to hear all those whisperings about people we’d been to school with or sometimes greeted on the street or at the cinema or who we just knew because everyone knows everyone else in a small town. But her stories didn’t touch me: they were from a world that felt foreign, petty and narrow-minded. If I tried to picture that world in colour, it swam in grey tones next to violet and a couple of pink spots.

In a fit of arrogance, I thought: The problems some people have … And here we are, on phase two of construction, struggling with a thousand trying issues, quota fulfilments3 and lost time, not to mention material shortages. I told Uli this because I thought he’d be facing the same problems at his shipyard. And I told him about my brigade.4 We were welding high-alloy steel sourced from West Germany – and we still had to buy West German electrodes.

Uli said, ‘You can’t build a socialist plant if you have to rely on Hoesch and Mannesmann. When those companies back out, you’re done for.’

‘Hold on, hold on,’ I said heatedly, ‘the big guy, our foreman, has been experimenting with our electrodes. And it’s working – he’s already saved us hundreds of thousands of marks.’

The barwoman stared at me in amazement. ‘I thought you were a painter now …’

‘When the big companies back out,’ Uli repeated, ‘you’ll go bust. We have no steel, sweetie. Ask your clever “big guy” to produce steel that can withstand tons of pressure.’ He patted my hand. ‘Don’t talk about things you don’t understand.’

From a sidelong glance or a smile now and again, we realized that people thought we were lovers, even though we looked very alike with our thin, brownish faces and thick, flat brows. We knew some of the young men and women who were elbowing their way onto the tiny dance floor, which was bathed in a golden-brown glow: engineers, a dramaturge, doctors and former schoolfriends spending the Easter holidays back home. A handsome, heavy-lidded blond boy came and stood next to me, propping his elbows on the black glass counter.

‘Hans,’ I said.

His lids slid back slowly to reveal pale blue eyes. ‘I almost didn’t recognize you,’ he said with a voice that made me feel as if his skin must be dry and cool to the touch. Even his eyes look antiseptic, I thought.

‘I used to have long hair, all the way down my back.’

‘You’ve changed for the better,’ he said with his Dettol-like voice.

Uli, who was sitting high up on a stool with legs like stilts, looked down at Hans and said, ‘Enough with the cheap lines, doctor.’ They shook hands. They’d been in the same class at school, and Hans had hung around our place until Uli realized that we’d fallen in love. I think he had lain in wait to ambush us and did a fine job of it when we started kissing by the steps under the walnut tree. He hadn’t said a word; he’d just grabbed Hans by the neck and frogmarched him down the garden and through the gate. Then he’d turned to me in the dark, and I’d seen his teeth and the whites of his eyes. He’d said, ‘Enough. He’s not for you, Elisabeth. Tomorrow night he’ll be kissing another girl.’ I’d cried a little. ‘Not approved,’ Uli had said. That was our set phrase, the phrase I had to comply with. After that, when Hans whistled up to me from the street, I stood behind the curtains but didn’t open the window. He came and whistled for quite some time.

Hans ordered gin. He looked up through his glass at Uli, his left pale eye screwed up, and asked, ‘Finished your studies at last?’

‘We have a few more semesters than you medical types,’ Uli replied irritably.

‘He’s been a qualified engineer since Christmas,’ I said.

‘Good job?’

‘Shit,’ Uli said. His small brown hands were lying on the glass counter; his nails, trimmed very short, were flecked with white specks. (I’d loved his hands when we were young, his nails cut short like a child’s, and sometimes I’d kissed the scars and scratches on the backs of his hands. When I think of that now, it’s as if all the pain were tugging in my heart.) Uli quickly emptied his glass. He peered through the door that was still swinging back and forth, slicing through the grey-blue haze.

Then he suddenly got up, and we watched him walk across the wooden floor through the dancing couples. He walked with an upright stride, his broad shoulders pulled back, and he didn’t step aside for anyone. The others made room for him, and I was envious of his confidence – a positive trait that showed strength of character, I thought.

Hans touched my knee. ‘Do I still have to ask your brother for permission to dance with his sister?’

I thought of the way he used to stroke my shoulder with his little finger when we came out of the cinema. Now he had the gingerly touch of our doctor switching on the light or turning the doorknob. Suddenly Hans repulsed me, partly because of the way he watched my brother leave with an air of genteel disapproval, and partly because of his wide, slightly drooping eyelids, which gave him an arrogant, jaded look. ‘Yes, you still have to,’ I said and laughed. ‘Otherwise he might still grab you by the scruff of the neck.’ He looked embarrassed, as now I had reminded him directly of his humiliation in our dark, fragrant garden that warm June.

Then Uli returned and sat back down on his bar stool. ‘I thought I just saw Jochen at the door,’ he said casually.

We drank another gin that smelled of pine forests and juniper berries. The barwoman was very respectful towards Hans, a studied respectfulness that I found ingratiating. Hans seemed used to it. ‘The prestige of a man of medicine,’ I said.

When the music started again, Hans bowed, ‘Will you dance with me?’

Uli quickly replied, ‘The lady’s not dancing. The lady’s engaged.’ I’d never heard him use that vulgar, aggressive tone. Hans adjusted his silver-grey tie. I bent down to him and said without regret, ‘Sorry, precious, there’s nothing to be done.’ That’s when I noticed the grey traces that weeks of exhaustion had ingrained on his face, and thought, astonished: But he’s no older than us. He stayed by my side, and after a while he and Uli started chatting about cars. I stopped listening; conversations about cars bore me. It’s taken me long enough to tell a dumper from a tipper truck. And as far as passenger cars go, the only thing I know is that they’re more comfortable than trains.

Hans said he was going to buy his colleague’s Opel Kapitän in the summer.

‘Sure, anything less than an Opel just wouldn’t do,’ Uli said. ‘Snout always in the trough. Western cars, goes without saying, and fat salaries. Side hustles guaranteed. But you spit in the state’s face, right?’ He sounded hostile. ‘You lot are that unique kind of intelligentsia who can afford not to have principles.’

‘That’s enough now, Uli,’ I said. ‘You’re having
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