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			PART ONE

			

		

	
		
			1

			This morning a buzzard came shooting out of the sky and pounced on one of my young hens. She’d ventured out from the shelter of the fruit trees and started pecking away from the others. I was just pushing a barrow full of leaves, mud and dead branches past the chicken garden to the compost heap when, out of the corner of my eye, I spotted the bird of prey approaching. Letting go of the wheelbarrow, I yanked open the gate to the chicken garden and ran. Because I was wearing heavy-­duty gloves I made a grab for the buzzard without thinking about it. With its short, curved beak it pecked at me, made high-­pitched squawks and thrashed its wings wildly without letting go of its prey. The creature possessed a strength I hadn’t expected, and I turned my head to the side to protect myself from its blows. When I’d got a proper grip on the buzzard I threw it back up into the air as hard as I could.

			“Piss off!” I screamed in a voice that didn’t sound like me.

			For a moment it looked as if the bird was injured. Its wings didn’t appear to be able to find their natural rhythm and it was floundering not far above me. Finally, however, with some powerful beats of its wings it rose up, circled once more above the chicken garden and finally flew away.

			I remained there for a while, waiting to see if the buzzard would risk another attempt. My heart was racing; I could feel the blood pulsing into the tips of my fingers and toes. My breathing was loud and fitful, and at my feet lay the hen, not moving. Tearing off the gloves, I bent down and was just about to stroke her when she suddenly scuttled off as fresh as a daisy, leaving a few feathers on the ground.

			

			For a moment I pictured my former self: the woman with the stylish hair, a partiality for cashmere, silk and expensive linen, manicured nails, eyes and lips always carefully made up, and an aversion to anything that was coarse or dirty. The hypochondriac who googled every symptom and always suspected cancer. The careful woman who threw away every item of food the day after its best-­before date. The cleanliness obsessive who wiped and dusted after the cleaner had left.

			With an instinctive shake of the head, I grabbed the wheelbarrow again, pushed it to the compost heap and emptied it. I turned the heap over with a pitchfork and scoured the sky for the bird of prey. Next time it would not escape unscathed. If it came back I’d smash its head with those rigid yellow eyes against the nearest tree.

			My name is Linda.

			Linda means the mild one, the friendly one, the soft one. This name has nothing to do with me.

			 

			It’s still cold inside the house. The fire in the stove was lit only a few minutes ago. I’m wearing a long vest made of thick cotton, a roll-­neck jumper and a padded gilet over it. The water for my tea is boiling. I drop some slices of ginger into it and place a wafer-­thin one in my mouth. Then I put on some water for the potatoes and resist the urge to send Richard a message. I want to tell somebody about the buzzard and he’s the only person I haven’t driven out of my life.

			Kaja won’t leave my side. The dog senses everything and reacts immediately. As I wander uneasily from room to room she stays close by me. The animal doesn’t understand my behaviour; it makes her anxious. She wants a confident owner, whereas I’m sending out signals that confuse her and only increase her servile attachment.

			

			I switch the radio on, sit at the table, start peeling the potatoes and tell Kaja to go to her bed beside the stove, which is now glowing with heat. She obeys at once. The forecast is for rain; the traffic report lists the road closures throughout central Germany in the wake of yesterday’s storm.

			It reminds me of an old GDR joke that makes me laugh out loud. Kaja lifts her head and looks at me in shock.

			 

			The wind has died down completely.

			In the pallid winter light of this January day I’m sitting by the kitchen window, drinking fresh-­ginger tea with a large dollop of honey and gazing outside. There’s been no brightness. A uniform grey hangs over the area, swallowing all joy. It deadens every sensation, good as well as bad. I feel something, but this something won’t come out. It’s a small, inconspicuous and yet life-­sustaining glimmer.

			I remove the gilet and thick jumper. A pungent smell is coming from my armpits; I need to have a proper wash. The hair isn’t so important; regular brushing is sufficient. I haven’t used shampoo in ages. The sebum production regulated itself within a few months and my skin and hair seem healthier than before.

			I crouch in the bathtub and turn on the shower tap. Hot briefly, then cold, then soap and a long rinse with cold water. After rubbing myself dry my skin is tingling and I feel warm. In the fogged-­up mirror above the sink all I can see of my face is a blur. The fingers on my right hand trace the long scar the length of my collarbone. I rub ointment into it every day. It keeps the skin elastic and the purple-­blue colour is gradually fading. Beneath this is where my thyroid used to be. It was destroyed by cancer and the doctors took it out to save my life. Their job is to save lives. They’re not interested in the life they send the cured patient back to.

			

			I didn’t feel any of the fear or despair that often follow a cancer diagnosis. In truth I felt an odd elation, a sort of enhanced vitality in the face of death, and the feeling that a marathon runner must have shortly before the finish line. Richard, my mother and my friends couldn’t believe it. Another blow after what had already happened. Why, they asked, why Linda, after everything she’s been through? 

			Why not? I thought.

			To me the cancer seemed to make perfect sense. My body had lost its ability to resist. For more than a year the grief had eaten its way through my cells. They’d been too weak. A logical course of events.

			Richard did what men do when confronted with a crisis: find solutions. He spent entire nights researching online. He bought green tea, turmeric and broccoli because they’re supposed to inhibit growth and kill off cancer cells; he banished sugar from the home and arranged doctors’ appointments to get second and third opinions. The diagnosis remained the same.

			A change took place in Richard that was clear to see. The dark weariness of recent months disappeared from his face, which had become haggard. The deep lines running from his nose to his mouth seemed to smoothen slightly and there was now a spring in his step. Finally there was a reason to leave the tragedy behind and get things done again. Fighting my cancer became his mission. Now it was time to move on.

			

			By comparison my own fight wasn’t a real fight, but simply a reflex triggered by the possibility of death. The killer by the name of Cancer placed its hands around the victim’s neck and squeezed. The victim resisted instinctively, almost against her own will, for each creature resists death. The instinct for self-­preservation is written into our DNA. Richard resented me thinking like this, for in this version of the story he didn’t exist.

			 

			I think about Richard a lot. He’s my husband – a good man from a friendly, functional family of children, parents, siblings, nieces, nephews and even two grandmothers, whereas my family consists almost solely of people who are dead and unknown. I chose him, this man who made up for my shortcomings, and, without being hypocritical, I can say that I love him.

			Almost every day I ask myself if I’m being unfair on him. If I could do things differently, I would. Most people don’t hurt others intentionally. They do their best, only their best is not good enough. Richard didn’t do anything wrong either. He just turned around one day and looked forwards, while my gaze remained focused on the past.

			When he visits he looks in silence at my now strong hands, makes remarks about my rigid discipline and about how I’ve discarded my vanity. The other day he watched me chop wood in the yard, the logs flying either side, then me chucking them into the wheelbarrow and later stacking them against the wall of the shed. His brow became knitted with faint lines. I could see just what a stranger I’d become to him.

			 

			A fire is now lit in the sitting room too. I push the wing-­backed chair into the middle of the room and sit on it. Hanging on the wall facing the windows are pictures of the ancestors, children and grandchildren of Grete Adomeit, the previous owner of the house. I simply hung my pictures next to them.

			

			Occasionally, especially late in the afternoon, I sit here and stare at the photographs until the onset of darkness blurs the outlines and eventually they vanish altogether. Then I sometimes hear Sonja, hear her voice quite clearly. Mama, she calls out, Look, Mama. Or she mutters to herself, lost in some game. I’ve also heard her voice from when she was a bit older. Mostly the voice gets quieter after a few seconds before disappearing completely. Sometimes it assumes a strange echo just before it fades to nothing, and each time I stop breathing and freeze, terrified of driving Sonja away with a careless noise. A single sound is enough to make her vanish. I have to be utterly still and then she’ll stay. In these moments the dog pricks up her ears and almost always runs in the direction the child’s voice is coming from.

			

		

	
		
			2

			Years ago we drove through this village. We’d only recently bought the car and this was our first outing in it. The car still smelled new and it was so clean that we all knocked the dirt off our shoes before getting in. Sonja sat in the back with headphones on, while Richard and I gazed out of the window as we drove at a snail’s pace through the village because the traffic report had mentioned a speed trap.

			“You wouldn’t want to be buried here,” Richard said, and I agreed.

			It’s a charmless linear village of two halves. In the southern half, old farms sit beside each other on either side of the busy road. Most of the gates are closed, the façades plain, and some display faded cloth banners with the words: enough is enough! we need a bypass now!

			Old willows, some dead, line the edge of a dried-­up village pond, the locked church is beginning to crumble, and newly planted lime trees stand on a broad strip of grass between the road and the houses. There must have been a time when the village was home to a lively market, the farmers selling their produce on either side of the road. These days nobody earns their living from farming anymore. The fields belong to some large, industrial agribusiness. In the mornings, the villagers open the gates, get into their cars, drive to work in the city, and return late in the afternoon with their shopping from the supermarket. They shut the gates and disappear. At night they close the blinds, and in the wan light of the street lamps all you’ll see is a few cats prowling around and the odd fox. It’s deserted during the day too; you don’t see anyone walking along the well-­maintained, wheelchair-­friendly pavements that lead into the new village, where prefab stands beside prefab in garish colours, their gardens screened off with sheets of metal, gabions or concrete fences. Gravel and slate chippings in the front gardens, manure around the identical drought-­resistant shrubs, trampolines behind the houses in areas laid to lawn with no flowers, where at night robot mowers cruise, severing the legs of hapless hedgehogs. Beneath the aluminium carports stand large vehicles with dark-­tinted windows, like tanks hostile to all living things.

			

			Nowhere is there less nature than in the new part of the village.

			At the edge of this is the U-­shaped complex of the home for disabled people, from where drivers pick up the residents in the mornings to take them to work or daycare in the nearest town.

			Around the village the land is completely flat, parcelled into large fields with monocultures – oilseed rape and maize – wind turbines on the horizon, the occasional narrow strip of wildflowers, a legally prescribed ecological compensation area, a hedge, an old avenue of fruit trees with dying or already-­dead trees, but no hill for miles around, nothing to catch and hold the eye.

			During the day the traffic is non-­stop. At night the roar of the vehicles does abate, but then there begins the drone of the planes, which gets louder and softer as they take off and land at the nearby cargo airport.

			

			This is where I’ve been living for two years, a quarter of an hour’s drive from the small town where I spent the first thirteen years of my life, and around forty minutes away from the flat in Leipzig which Richard still calls our home.

			 

			I met Grete Adomeit in the hospital grounds. She was sitting on a bench surrounded by a sprawling ornamental currant with shining pink fruits. I had arrived far too early for my check-­up. The radioactive iodine treatment and my five-­day quarantine, to avoid contaminating anyone around me, was over. I sat down beside the elderly lady. At the time I would often talk to complete strangers, people who knew nothing about me, who looked me in the eye without any sympathy or timidity, without embarrassment or the fear of saying something wrong.

			Grete Adomeit had clamped her walking stick between her big thighs, her fingers on the handle. She was wearing a grey pinafore – a relic of GDR days – a cardigan missing two buttons, and opaque, skin-­coloured tights that were laddered. She must have noticed me glancing at her ripped tights because now she looked at her legs too.

			“Nothing’s good quality anymore, it’s all made to be thrown away.”

			Over the course of the half-­hour wait before my appointment I learned that the woman, who was considerably older than eighty, lived on her own in a farmhouse in northern Saxony. Her husband had been dead for decades, while the two daughters both lived far away and weren’t interested in the property or their mother. I heard that she had creatures and a dog and incurable cancer that would soon see her in the ground. She took a photograph from her handbag and showed it to me. A young man and woman looking serious in front of a large wooden door. Expressionless eyes gazed out from the woman’s even, round face; in her hands was a bunch of lily-­of-­the-­valley. The young man beside her had only one arm. He too was staring straight at the camera without the hint of a smile. Two of those who remained, driven together by necessity, was the thought that flashed in my mind.

			

			Before I could ask if it was her wedding photograph, she said, “My farm. My house.”

			All her sentences were short, using only the most essential vocabulary. Presumably she seldom had the opportunity to talk and, as with any faculty that’s out of practice, Grete Adomeit’s power of speech had dwindled. She was worn out. The bleary eyes, the unkempt hair, most of which had fallen out, the shabby clothes, the dry, chapped hands and the amorphous body told of a hard life and a hard heart. I found her quite disagreeable.

			I gave away little about myself. She couldn’t understand what I did for a living, but her ears pricked up at one of my remarks. It must be comforting, I said, to have your own farm with a gate you can close and shut out the world. She looked askance at me, played with her dentures and frowned. As I got up to go, she let me know with some urgency a date and a time when she’d be sitting here again. She repeated the information twice, gripping my arm firmly.

			On my way into the hospital building I could still feel the pressure of Grete Adomeit’s strong fingers. Rubbing my forearm where she’d grabbed me, I tried in vain to play down the significance of the encounter.

			I didn’t mention Frau Adomeit to Richard; we barely spoke in any case. Since it had become clear that the cancer wasn’t going to be the end of me, after school he would cycle straight to the studio he shared with a young female artist. He was painting again, even though he’d thought he’d never be able to. The young woman apparently always worked at night. He was already back home by the time she turned up, Richard reassured me several times, even though I’d never asked. A few years earlier this set-­up would have made me feel uneasy; now, however, the idea just left me cold. The woman who was putting our marriage on the line was old and ill and went by the name of Grete Adomeit.

			

			I was far too early for our next meeting, so found myself waiting on the bench. The date, time and place were correct; Frau Adomeit had repeated the information. I sat there and waited for ages, the appointed hour came and went, and I needed to go to the loo but didn’t dare move from the bench for fear of missing the elderly lady. Eventually she arrived. She had a ponderous gait and moving was clearly painful; at every step she pushed the stick into the ground ahead of her and groaned.

			She seemed to take it for granted that I’d waited. No apology or thanks issued from her lips. Instead she took a photo album from a dirty, worn cloth bag, handed it over and told me to leaf through it. It was the strangest album I’d ever seen. Only a few of the photographs featured family members; most were of the farmyard. A new fence, a wall with scaffolding, the inner courtyard with a young tree and a bench in front of it, neatly laid-­out beds. Frau Adomeit named everything, tapping a finger on the pictures as if to make sure that nothing escaped my notice. She rapidly skipped over her husband and daughters.

			“The girls don’t want it,” she gasped, making a dismissive gesture with her hands. She gave me a searching look, then asked, “Do you have a car?”

			I told her I did, and before I could get to the bottom of this question Grete Adomeit stood up.

			

			“Where is it?” she said, then started walking beside me with astonishing agility.

			 

			Early that evening I returned to an empty flat.

			Richard came back late; I was lying in bed, having already taken my tablets. The Zolpidem was gradually working. I’d combined it with half a Mirtazapine, to avoid being awake again after a few hours. One of the side effects was that I forgot virtually everything that happened between taking the pill and the following morning. Which meant there was no point in talking to Richard now.

			His cautious footsteps in the hallway went off towards the kitchen. By the time he joined me in bed I’d be fast asleep – motionless, dreamless, with gastric juices rising unhindered in my gullet, which would leave a burning pain in my chest the following day because the sedative prevented me from waking and swallowing. There’s always a price to pay, I thought as I dozed off. The last thought I had was of Grete Adomeit and the seed of the idea she’d sown in my head.

			 

			Over the next few weeks I took regular trips to the village without telling Richard. Right from the start I sensed what a calming effect the place had on me. The forbidding façades, the empty pavements, the unimaginative front gardens, the bleak landscape – nothing stirred my feelings, nothing aroused my envy; none of the lives behind the walls and beneath the repulsively shiny roof tiles appeared desirable. But, most importantly of all, nothing reminded me of Sonja.

			Not once here did I find myself staring at a slim, young woman with a high, bouncing ponytail, never did Sonja’s face emerge from a group of young people, never did I hear her laughter in the street or see her bike leaning against a wall, nor were any of her friends suddenly standing beside me. She wasn’t anywhere here and there was no corner behind which memories were lurking, ready to ambush me. Unlike in Leipzig, I was out of danger in this village. As far as Sonja was concerned I was in no ­man’s land.

			

			Grete Adomeit would walk me around the property, proudly presenting her sheep, chickens and vegetable garden, before serving some musty-­tasting peppermint tea and she kept showing me the same old photos, while outside a dishevelled dog gazed longingly at the kitchen window from its hut.

			It was colder in her kitchen than outside; it smelled of old people and sickness, of onions, frying oil and decay, and sometimes she would offer me some cake, which I graciously refused. When she’d had enough of me she said straight out that I should go; she didn’t bother with pleasantries.

			Each time I visited she was in worse health. Against the advice of her oncologist she’d refused any more treatment. The uterine cancer had spread to her bladder and bowel, and was now metastasising in other organs, in the tissue of her abdominal cavity and the surrounding lymphatic vessels. She would list the affected areas and appeared to be proud that she’d remembered them all. Every day she took strong painkillers and spoke about her impending demise without any discernible regret. All she was worried about was the property and her creatures.

			We agreed to sort other things out before she became too weak. Her daughters were happy with our plan. They didn’t want to sell the property, but nor did they want to look after it. A tenant was the best solution for all concerned.

			 

			I told Richard only a few days before Grete Adomeit’s death. Until the end I’d hoped that something would make me change my mind. In that case it would have been unnecessary to unsettle him with my deliberations. But there was no deus ex machina and I couldn’t keep silent about my plan any longer.

			

			I picked Richard up from school, then we walked in Clara-­Zetkin-­Park along the Elster flood channel, where the yellow leaves trickled down on us from the lime trees and glowed in the low-­lying autumn sun. They fell like large golden coins as, without further ado, I told Richard that I was planning to move into the village. Just temporarily, to get some distance, to temper the pain that was always there and avoid the snares of memory.

			He stopped and looked at me.

			“Do I feature in your plans at all?”

			“Yes,” I said impulsively, “of course you do. It’s just that . . .”

			“Just that . . .?”

			“. . . that you’re part of the problem.”

			“How so?”

			“You’re better, Richard. Your life is moving forward.”

			“I’m grieving too, Linda.”

			“Yes, but on a different level.”

			“And that’s why you’ve got to move away.”

			I nodded; Richard shook his head.

			“But that’s nonsense!” he cried. “Surely you don’t think you’ll feel better all the way out in that village, in an old house!”

			Leaning his bike against a tree, he took his phone from his pocket and googled the name of the village.

			“You’re mad!” he said. “The main road runs right through it! There’ll be permanent traffic racing past your front door. And the planes fly over it, day and night. Are you nuts?”

			“It’s a thirty kph zone,” I replied quietly, ignoring his fake laughter. 

			

			“Brilliant, Linda, absolutely brilliant. You’ll feel really great there. You of all people!” He shook his head again. “You’re out of your mind!”

			Again I let the insult bounce off me without a word of protest.

			“Look, I can see how you’re gradually getting better,” I said. “How happy you are when Ylvie or Arvid pop round, how you love playing with Ylvie’s children. And I’m pleased for you. But I can’t take it! I can’t go out into the street without looking for our daughter. I stare at every blonde girl on a bike and each time my heart practically stops beating. Every place Sonja went in this city awakens images in my mind. Every street, every shop, every ice-­cream parlour, every cinema. My pulse races, I can’t breathe. I’m suffocating here, Richard!”

			“Are you saying you’d stay if I was feeling worse?” he said.

			“No . . . That’s not it.”

			The sun had now disappeared behind the trees on the other side of the river, the trickle of yellow was finished and Richard said, “I don’t know what else to say.” Then he got on his bike and cycled off.

			 

			From then on it was no longer the paralysing stillness of grief that filled our flat, but a helpless silence.

			Once he asked me, “Why can’t you mourn with me?” I responded that this was like the favourite in a race asking the runner in last place why they didn’t join them at the front. Another time I found him weeping at the kitchen table. Not realising I was there, he sobbed like a child, his elbows propped on the table, his face buried in his hands. When eventually he saw me standing in the doorway he looked at me in supplication. I ought to have given him a firm hug but I only had the strength for a brief rub of his shoulder.

			

			And then there was the day when I got home from shopping and could hear the music from downstairs in the entrance hall. I recognised the song, one of the few Richard and Sonja could both listen to on those days we all used to clean the flat together; the two of them would sing along at the tops of their voices. I opened the door to our flat, went into the kitchen and put the shopping down. Richard, who was standing at the cooker, turned around. The expression of shock and guilt on his face removed the last of my doubts.

			In the days that followed I checked my finances, spoke to the interim head of the art foundation who had been deputising for me since I’d been off sick, tendered my resignation – which was accepted slightly too quickly and gladly – and signed the rental contract for Frau Adomeit’s house, for a year initially. For three hundred and fifty euros a month I would be living on the farmstead on the edge of the village, buildings on three sides, with sheep, chickens, a cat and an ugly dog who was called exactly as he looked: Shaggy.

			I promised to keep the house in good condition, not undertake any refurbishments without the daughters’ approval and let them know of any necessary repairs. Some of Frau Adomeit’s furniture – those items they had an attachment to but didn’t want in their own flats – I put into the empty barn, some things I kept in the house, and the rest was taken away. A short, friendly Syrian man with large bags beneath his eyes came past, looked at everything, took photos, made a rough estimate of how much junk there was and, after a brief calculation, quoted me a very reasonable price. He told me that he’d bought an old house too, in Thuringia, near Gera, and that his wife was taking great care of the garden but that the fig tree, which had been planted to remind them of home, had died last winter. Then he emphasised the reliability of his boys who were going to do the clear-­out, explained that they spoke hardly any German, and asked if my husband and children were looking forward to moving here. When, after a short hesitation, I told him I’d be living here alone he let his sad, bleary-­eyed gaze rest on me.

			

			A local firm decorated the rooms, a neighbour took Frau Adomeit’s sheep, the cat decided to switch owners, settling in with a young couple down the road, and then I moved into this house accompanied by the incomprehension of everyone who was still close to me.

			From our flat I took only the essentials. Everything I needed fitted into two carloads. That morning Richard left the house shortly after seven as usual. Right to the end he’d refused to believe that I was really going to do this. When I went to give him a goodbye hug, he ducked out of it, pushed past me and said, “You really are nuts.”

			It was my childhood friend Esther who helped me with the move. Later she wandered through the sparsely furnished rooms of the cold house, staring in disbelief.

			“This is death by instalments, Linda.”

			Richard rang three days after I’d moved out.

			“I don’t understand you,” he said. “You’re behaving like an animal that’s gone off to die. But I’m here whenever you need anything. And I’ll pop by regularly to check on you.”

			 

			Nobody from my old life visits me anymore apart from Richard. Not even Esther. On my birthday and at Christmas I get friendly cards from her, telling me to get in touch. She says she’ll always be there for me no matter how much time passes. I get regular postcards from my mother, too. The sayings on the front of the cards are a way around her own lack of words. No matter how difficult yesterday was, you can always begin again today (Buddha). When the time comes that you could, the time has passed when you can (Marie von Ebner-­Eschenbach). Encounters with people are what makes life worth living (Guy de Maupassant). But here, in my third life, it’s not people. It’s animals and plants and the wind and the pictures of the dead on the walls.
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