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He came home. It was ten o’clock: he didn’t close the bookshop until nine on Thursdays, and at half past, after lowering the grilles in front of the shop windows and door, he had taken the half-hour route through the park, which was longer than walking along the street, but refreshing at the end of a long day. The park was overgrown, the rose borders covered in ivy, the privet hedges untrimmed. But it smelt nice, of rhododendron, lilac, lime blossom, of mown grass or wet earth. He took this route in summer and winter, in good weather and bad. By the time he got home, the irritation and worries of the day would have fallen away.

He lived with his wife in an art nouveau building several storeys high; they had the grand main-floor apartment, bought cheaply decades ago and now worth a lot of money – provision for their old age. The wide staircase, the curved banister, the stucco, the plaster relief of a nude whose long hair wound its way up the walls of the staircase – he liked to step inside the building, to climb the stairs to his apartment and unlock the door with its stained-glass panel of flowers. Even though he knew what would await him.

Birgit’s coat lay on the floor in the hall, with two shopping bags of food that had toppled over. The living room door stood open. Birgit’s computer had slipped from the sofa to the floor, along with the woollen blanket she liked to put over herself. Next to the wine bottle, the glass had been knocked over and had spilt red wine onto the rug. A shoe lay in the doorway, the other by the tiled stove; presumably Birgit had simply pulled off her shoes and flung them aside, as she often did.

He hung his coat in the wardrobe, placed his shoes by the chest of drawers and went into the living room. Now he saw that the vase of tulips had fallen over as well; the broken shards and wilted flowers lay in a pool of water beside the grand piano. He went from the living room to the kitchen. An empty packet of chicken rice lay next to the microwave, and Birgit’s half-finished plate sat in the sink with the plates from the breakfast they had shared. He would have to mop and wash and tidy everything up.

He stood there, feeling the anger in his belly and in his hands. But it was a weary anger. He had felt it rise and subside too many times. What was he meant do? If he confronted Birgit angrily the next morning, she would give him a look, embarrassed and defiant, then look away and tell him to leave her alone, she’d only had a little drink, wasn’t she even allowed a little drink, how much she drank was her own business, if it bothered him that she drank, he could leave. Or she would burst into tears and humiliate and excoriate herself until he comforted her, said that he loved her, that she was OK, that everything was OK.

He wasn’t hungry. Birgit’s leftover chicken rice was enough for him. He heated it in the microwave and ate it at the kitchen table. Then he unpacked the shopping and put it away in the fridge, carried the wine bottle and glass, shards and wilted flowers from the living room to the kitchen, mopped up the water, squeezed lemon juice onto the red wine stains in the rug, closed the laptop, folded the woollen blanket and washed the dishes. A small room, once the pantry, now the laundry room, led off the kitchen; he transferred the contents of the washing machine to the dryer and the contents of the laundry basket to the washing machine. He boiled water, made tea, and sat down with his tea glass at the kitchen table.

It was an evening like many others. On some evenings, when Birgit had started drinking early, there would be more than just two bags and a wine glass on the floor, and more than just a vase in pieces. On other evenings, when she had drunk her first glass not long before he got home, she would be cheerful, talkative, affectionate; and if it was not wine but champagne, she was vivacious in a way that made him both happy and melancholy, like all good things that you know are not right. On these evenings they would go to bed together. Otherwise, when he got home she would often already be lying in bed; or she was lying on the sofa, or on the floor, and he would carry her to bed.

Then he would sit on the stool by her dressing table, looking at her. The wrinkled face, the withered skin, the hairs in her nostrils, the saliva in the corners of her mouth, the cracked lips. Sometimes her eyelids would twitch, her hands fidget; she would say nonsensical words, or groan or sigh. She snored, not so loudly that when he lay down beside her later on he couldn’t sleep, but loud enough that he had difficulty falling asleep.

He also had difficulty with her smell. She smelt of alcohol and acid reflux, and sometimes it was acrid in a way that reminded him of the mothballs his grandmother used to put in her wardrobes. When she threw up in bed, which fortunately didn’t happen very often, he would open the windows wide and hold his breath while he cleaned her and the bed and the floor beside the bed, taking deep breaths at the window in between.

But he never skipped that moment on the stool. He would look at her and see in her ravaged face the unblemished one of her good days, which could look so different in different moods that it sometimes bewildered him, but which always, even when sleepy, exhausted or bad-tempered, was full of life. How lifeless her expression was when she had been drinking! Sometimes, her earlier faces appeared in the present one: the determined face of the blue-shirted student; the face of the young bookseller, careful, subdued, often – to him – both mysterious and enchanting; her face after she had started writing, concentrated, as if she was always thinking about her novel or could never get it out of her head; her rosy face when she, who had taken up cycling late in life and liked to go off on her bike for an hour or more, came home.

She had an old face. But hers was the face he loved. The face he wanted to talk to, that he wanted to talk to him, whose warm brown eyes warmed his heart, whose laughter made him laugh; the face he liked to take in his hands and kiss, the face that moved him. She moved him. Her search to find her place in life, the secret she made of her writing, her dream of late success, her suffering with alcohol, her delight in children and dogs – in all this there was much that was unfulfilled, could not be fulfilled, that moved him. Was compassion a lesser form of love? Perhaps, if that was all there was. It wasn’t all there was for him.

When he rose from the stool, he was never reconciled. He never stopped wishing things were different. But he was calm. This was just how it was. He went into the living room, sat down on the sofa, and read newly published books: the inexhaustible stream of new books was the reason he had become a bookseller.
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On this particular evening, though, when he went to the bedroom to sit with her, she was not in bed. He went into the hall and up the stairs to the maid’s room over the kitchen. It was narrow and low-ceilinged, the window was small and opened onto the courtyard at the back, but Birgit liked the low narrowness of it; she liked the two doors, one at the bottom and one at the top of the stairs, and had made this little room her study. He knocked; Birgit didn’t like to be disturbed, certainly not surprised, by him. She didn’t answer, and he opened the door. The desk was tidy: a pile of paper on the left, the fountain pen he had given her as a present years ago on the right. A note in her handwriting was pinned next to the window. He knew he shouldn’t read it. ‘You have …’ He didn’t read on.

He found Birgit in the bathroom. She was lying in the bath, her head beneath the surface of the water, her dark hair clinging to the sides of the tub. He lifted her head; the water was cold; she must have been lying in the bath for hours. He pulled her up far enough to be able to rest her head on the edge of the bathtub. In a modern tub she wouldn’t have been able to slip below the surface of the water. Why didn’t they have a modern tub! They had both cherished the luxury of the long, deep art nouveau bath, had enjoyed bathing in it together, and had had it restored at some expense.

He stood and looked down at Birgit. At her breasts, the left a little bigger than the right, at her stomach, with its scar, at her outstretched arms and legs, at her hands, which seemed to be hovering, palms down, above the floor of the tub. He remembered her wish, often expressed and never realized, to have her left breast reduced; his fear when her appendix became inflamed and was removed; her piano-playing, which her long fingers should not have given up. He looked down at her and knew that she was dead. Yet at the same time it was as if he would be able to tell her, later, that he had found her dead in the bath, and talk about it with her. As if she were only dead right now; not for long, not for ever.

He had to call the emergency services. But it wasn’t an emergency; there was nothing to be done. And he dreaded the commotion; the ambulance driving up with blue lights and siren and stopping outside the house; the stretcher bearers; the police, who would secure evidence and question him; the inquisitive caretaker in the basement flat. He sat down on the edge of the bath. He was glad Birgit had closed her eyes. Had they been open, Birgit staring at him with a fixed, empty gaze – the thought horrified him. They would have been open if Birgit had been surprised by a heart attack or stroke. No: she had fallen asleep. Just like that? Had she simply drunk too much? Or had she taken something as well? He stood up, went to the medicine cupboard, and couldn’t find the Valium that was kept there. He flipped up the lid of the little waste bin with his foot. There was the box, and the empty blister pack. How many pills had there been in the pack; how many might Birgit have taken? Did she just want to make sure she fell asleep? Or did she not want to wake up? He sat down again on the edge of the bath. What did you want, Birgit?

He had known about her depression for years. Again and again he had tried to get her to go to a therapist or psychiatrist; he had friends who had alleviated their depression with therapies, or suppressed it with pills. But she hadn’t wanted to. She didn’t have depression; there was no such thing as depression. There were melancholy people, there always had been, and she was one of them. She didn’t want medications that would turn her into a different person. The idea that everyone had to be balanced and optimistic was just modern foolishness. And it was true that, even when she wasn’t depressed, she was more thoughtful, more serious, more heavy-hearted than others. Not that she couldn’t laugh at an amusing incident or comment. But the playful lightness, the ironic superiority with which people in their circle of friends and colleagues discussed books and films, society and politics, was alien to her; still more alien was the way politicians and artists failed to take themselves and what they did seriously, but were content for it just to attract attention – astonishment, laughter, displeasure, attention of any kind. If a thing was serious, she took it seriously. Only later, after the Wall came down, when he became better acquainted with booksellers from East Berlin and Brandenburg, did he understand that in this Birgit was a child of East Germany, of the GDR, of the proletarian world that, with Prussian socialist fervour, yearned to be bourgeois and took culture and politics seriously, as the bourgeoisie had once done and had forgotten how to do. Since then, he had looked at her with new eyes: with admiration, and sorrow for what his world had forgotten, what it had lost.

No: her melancholy had not driven her to suicide. It, and the red wine, one glass after another, had made her tired. And then she had not wanted to wait for sleep to arrive; she had wanted to make it come to her. And she had made it come, and it had made her succumb. Why couldn’t you wait, Birgit? But he knew that she was impatient. It was why she had no time for the taking off of shoes and the unpacking of shopping and the washing-up and the laundry. Death by impatience.

He laughed, swallowing his tears. He stood up and called the ambulance. Then he called the police. Why wait for the ambulance staff to do it? He wanted to get it over with.
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It all took two hours. The ambulance came and went. The policemen, two in plain clothes and two in uniform, secured the scene and collected evidence. He described to the detectives how he had found Birgit, explained why he had washed up the glass she had drunk from, showed them the box and the blister pack in the little waste bin, and watched as they searched in vain for a suicide note. They called an undertaker, who packed Birgit into a body bag and took her to forensics. They asked him what time he had found Birgit, and what he had been doing that afternoon and evening. When he answered that he had been in the bookshop until nine o’clock, as his colleagues and customers could testify, they grew friendlier. Would he please come by police headquarters the following day?

He escorted them out of the apartment, closed the door and slid the chain across. He didn’t know what to do. He couldn’t sleep, couldn’t read, couldn’t listen to music. He wished he could cry. He went into the laundry room, transferred the dry laundry to the kitchen table and loaded the wet into the dryer. When he found himself holding a T-shirt of Birgit’s, one she had liked and often worn, he couldn’t face it any more and left everything where it was.

He went upstairs to Birgit’s study, entered and sat down at the desk. This time he read the whole sentence. ‘You have what a harsh God has given you.’ Who had said that? Why had Birgit written it down? Why had she pinned it up? What was it supposed to remind her of? He drew the pile of paper towards him. It was a manuscript; he recognized the author’s name as that of a woman who had been in Birgit’s writing group. But he didn’t want to read something by some woman he didn’t know; he wanted to read something of Birgit’s. He opened the desk drawers one after another. The top one held blank paper, all sorts of pens, rubbers and pencil sharpeners, paper clips and rolls of sticky tape. In the bottom two he found folders with typed pages, some only a few lines long, some with long paragraphs; notes in Birgit’s handwriting, letters, newspaper cuttings, photocopies, photographs, brochures. The folders were not labelled, and their contents seemed not to be in any particular order. But he knew Birgit; the disarray must be deceptive, the different folders must represent different concepts or aspects or chapters of her novel for which their contents were relevant. But he couldn’t concentrate, and he couldn’t see what the order might be.

In among the folders was a postcard. It was of The Chocolate Girl by Jean-Étienne Liotard, in the Old Masters Picture Gallery in Dresden. He turned it over. The card had a GDR stamp and no return address. ‘Dear Birgit, I saw her the other day: a happy girl. She looks like you. Paula.’ He turned the postcard over again and examined the chocolate girl more closely. He couldn’t see any resemblance. Watchful, yes; Birgit could look watchful, too, but she didn’t have this sharp nose or this sharp mouth. And happy – no, the chocolate girl didn’t actually look happy.

It occurred to him that there were no pictures of Birgit in the apartment, or on his desk in the bookshop. Some of his friends had photo galleries on their apartment walls, framed in silver and black and hung above chests of drawers: pictures of their wedding, of holidays and trips, of their parents, their children. He and Birgit had no children. And there were no pictures of their wedding in 1969; they had been a bit embarrassed about it, because in their friends’ eyes it was an outdated ritual, so they had avoided making a fuss. They didn’t take photos. He slipped his wallet out of his trouser pocket and checked that Birgit’s passport photo, which he had carried around for years, was still in there, with his vehicle registration document and driving licence. He would arrange to get it copied and enlarged.

He didn’t find what he was looking for in Birgit’s desk. There was no manuscript in any of the drawers. In the bottom one was a bottle of vodka, and he drank from it as he went on searching in the bookcase on the narrow wall of the study. He fell asleep on the floor as day began to break, and was woken soon afterwards by birdsong. For a moment he didn’t know where he was. For a moment he didn’t remember what had happened the previous day. Then memory returned, flooding first his head, then the whole of his body. Finally he was able to cry.
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It was weeks before he went into Birgit’s study again. He couldn’t clear out her things: not the coats and dresses from the wardrobes, not the underwear from the chest of drawers, not the hairbrush and bottles and jars from the dressing table and the cosmetics cabinet over the basin, not her toothbrush from the beaker. He didn’t open anything that contained her belongings, not even the study. It was inconceivable to him that a man might bury his face in his dead wife’s clothes and inhale her smell, as he had once seen someone do in a film. Seeing or touching or smelling her things – it was more than he could bear. His surroundings, where Birgit ought to have been and was not, already made him suffer enough. He suffered in the apartment and he suffered in the bookshop and was thinking of giving both of them up. But because he also suffered when walking around, he couldn’t really believe in a new start in a new place. Birgit would accompany him wherever he went. Wherever he was, she would be all around him and she would not be there.

Then a letter arrived from the Baden publishing house. The publishing director, Klaus Ettling, introduced himself as a friend of Birgit who had been corresponding with her for a long time and had taken an interest in her work. He hadn’t read much of her writing, but he admired the few texts he had seen, and had often spoken to her about other texts, and about her novel. He expressed his sorrow and condolences. And he enquired after Birgit’s manuscript, finished or unfinished. Unfinished books, like unfinished symphonies, could still reveal consummate mastery and delight the public.

He knew the Baden publishing house. A small publisher with a good list, and attractive books that he enjoyed displaying and selling in the bookshop, while also wondering whether they actually made a profit. He had never met the publishing director. How had he and Birgit got to know each other?

He looked at Birgit’s photograph. She looked back, with an indeterminate gaze; the photograph, enlarged, was still a passport photo. But her dark, curly hair was pinned up, which he liked; her face was fuller than in recent years, more feminine, more inviting; the corners of her mouth were turned up in the hint of a smile, and her brown eyes had a startled expression, blinded, perhaps, by the flash, not alarmed but pleased, as if she had just had a nice surprise. What texts did you send him? What were the other texts you told him about?

The letter had arrived on a Tuesday. That weekend, he went into Birgit’s study, sat down at the desk, took the folders out of the drawers, piled them up neatly and opened the one on top. On the first page, in Birgit’s handwriting, it said: ‘How does she learn to be herself? If she can’t be by herself, if she can’t be alone with herself? Always, everywhere, voices, whispering, stammering, screaming, wailing, night and day. The noise, the smell, the light.’ Then a new paragraph: ‘Blinded. Out of warm darkness into harsh light. Birth is blinding. If the children did not behave, the children’s homes left the light on at night. Or they switched it on and off, on and off, on, off, on, off, on. The sun is blinding. The snow is blinding. The ceiling light is blinding. The torch is blinding. The torch, shone on the face, to see if it is asleep; the torch, shone on genitals, to see if they scream. Blinded face. Blinded genitals. Blinded into blindness.’ This was followed by newspaper cuttings, photocopies and brochures about orphans in the GDR, about adoptions, forced adoptions, how children were raised within the family and how they were raised in residential children’s homes, homes for difficult children, workhouses, re-education camps, labour camps; the organization and procedures of East German youth welfare services.

The next folder contained material about neglect and about individual and group violence among juveniles; on xenophobia and right-wing extremism, skinheads and neo-Nazi groups in the GDR and in Germany’s new federal states; more newspaper cuttings, photocopies and brochures, as well as letters to journalists and research centres, together with their replies. Again, Birgit had handwritten a few lines on a piece of notepaper: ‘At last / punch, hit, stab / free. / At last / drink like the boys / equal. / At last / sweat, blood, tears / brothers.’ Another folder contained snapshots of streets, houses, gardens, landscapes. He didn’t know the places, and couldn’t see what made them worth photographing or why they had been photographed; sometimes there was a date on the back from the 1950s, but no other indication.

He opened another folder and found copies of articles from the Sächsische Zeitung of 1964. A man named Leo Weise at the official opening of the wastewater pumping station, Leo Weise at the official opening of the agricultural production co-operative’s open cattle barn, Leo Weise visiting the publicly owned enterprise Niesky Wagon Construction, Leo Weise welcoming the group of university students sent to work in its factory. Leo Weise is tall, with an open face, and alongside the other, stiff state and party functionaries at the official events he looks relaxed. He is smiling as he welcomes the Student Brigade, and the students in the picture with him are smiling, too. One of them is Birgit. She is dressed in a warehouse coat and headscarf, and the grainy reproduction and faded photocopy rob her face of its freshness. But it’s her. He found a scrap of paper on which she had noted the stages of Leo Weise’s career: Workers’ and Farmers’ College; Free German Youth (FDJ) instructor in Weisswasser; FDJ High School; First Secretary of the Görlitz FDJ district committee; FDJ Central Council; Party Academy; PhD in Social Sciences; Second Secretary in the Görlitz district committee of the Socialist Unity Party (SED); First Secretary of the Niesky SED district committee.

The last folder contained a longer, typewritten text by an unnamed author, presumably Birgit. ‘In the forty years of its existence, the GDR locked up 120,000 juveniles in state-run homes: ordinary children’s homes, homes for difficult children, special homes, reformatories, re-education and labour camps, transition homes. On admission their bodies were searched, their body cavities inspected, their heads shaved. The young person was initially locked up in a solitary cell with a stool, a plank bed and a bucket. Then they were put in a communal cell. The recalcitrant were put with thugs, the culturally or politically rebellious with criminals, victims of violence with violent perpetrators, victims of sexual violence with sexual offenders. They were put where they would be broken. The others broke them because they were different, because they could break them, because they were broken. If they didn’t make their bed properly, if they put their toothbrush back the wrong way in the toothbrush holder, or spoke when they were supposed to be quiet, or were quiet when they were supposed to speak, the management punished the collective, and the collective punished the individual. Some tried to escape. When that failed, they tried to fight. When that failed, they seized up. They froze. Even after their release, they didn’t thaw; they suffered from amnesia, claustrophobia, agoraphobia; they suffered mentally or physically; they became impotent or frigid or miscarried; they became alcoholics. Young people were raised and broken in the children’s homes of the GDR as they had been raised and broken in German children’s homes before 1945, and continued to be so long after 1945, in …’ The text continued in this vein, generalizing at first, then detailing the different homes and the methods of treatment and mistreatment in each. Whatever this was, a transcript, or a summary of the material in the first folder, for her own use or for publication, it wasn’t what he was looking for.

He opened the little window. The chestnut tree in the courtyard was still bare, but the air that blew into the room was already suffused with spring. He heard the antiphonal song of a pair of blackbirds, searched for them, spotted the closer, louder one on the roof ridge of the rear apartment building, and behind it the other, quieter, on top of the church spire. He remembered how one morning, years ago, Birgit had woken him because the first blackbird of the new year was singing. He had only started to hear the blackbirds when Birgit taught him to listen for their song.

How long ago was it that she had started work on her novel? One day she simply stopped working in the bookshop, and, after months on a retreat in India, the pause became a departure. Birgit completed an apprenticeship as a goldsmith, and another as a chef, but worked only briefly in each profession; then she became active in nature and climate protection, organizing events, campaigns, demonstrations. She liked to talk about this. She did not talk about the novel; not why she was writing it, not what it was about, only that she was working on it. For how long? Six, seven, maybe even ten years? What did you do when you retreated to your study? Did you write in your head? Did you write on paper, and screw the paper up again and again and throw it away? Did you gaze out of the window, listening – to the blackbirds, to the sparrows that make such a racket in the chestnut tree in summer, to the children playing in the courtyard or practising piano or violin in the neighbouring apartments, to the rain rustling in the chestnut tree and pattering on the metal windowsill? Did you daydream the years away?

In his grief, he missed Birgit all the time, in all places, as if she had always been right there, all around him. He had forgotten how often she was absent, and how remote she had been.
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