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Contradiction is the very element
of human existence.

Ernst Cassirer






On a Friday in August, Rahel Wunderlich walks briskly down Pulsnitzer Strasse towards Martin-Luther-Platz. She feels light, almost weightless, and she breezes past most of the other pedestrians.

At the practice she sorted out her paperwork, watered the plants, and left a note with instructions for the cleaner. In her favourite bookshop she bought one title on recommendation and one by Elizabeth Strout which has been on her wishlist for a while – a mother–daughter story that’s had rave reviews.

Peter should be home in an hour or so. He messaged her from a vineyard in Radebeul with photos of various bottles of Grauburgunder and Weissburgunder, and asked if she was happy with his choices. She asked for a Scheurebe too and got a curt “OK” in response.

In the entrance hall she empties her mailbox and goes through her post: a flyer from a new takeaway pizza joint, a bill from the painter who recently decorated the kitchen and a special-delivery letter from the city council: her penalty charge notice for being caught by a speed camera a few weeks ago. Ninety euros plus twenty-five for the admin fee, plus points on her licence. Could have been worse; she ran a red light too.

Rahel climbs the stairs to the second floor of the period apartment block and puts the post on the chest of drawers in the hall. As she’s slipping off her shoes she hears the telephone in her room. She hesitates briefly; she really needs to pee, but she fancies she can detect an urgency in the ringing that won’t wait.

*

During the call she has to sit down.

His voice cracking, the man on the telephone explains that the holiday let Rahel booked months ago has burned down. After almost a century in the family’s possession, he says, the house in the mountains has been destroyed for ever.

Rahel can’t muster any sympathy. As the man goes on talking, explaining about repaying the deposit and suggesting alternative accommodation, she’s not thinking for a moment about the loss of the property, only about Peter and the expression on his face when he hears about this.

“So you’ll take the holiday apartment in the village?” the man asks, his tone now businesslike.

“No,” Rahel says. “Please refund the deposit.”

*

She spent almost two months looking for a place like that. At the very start of the year, when the first reports of the virus were coming through, they’d agreed to spend the summer in Germany.

It was the perfect find: a cabin in Upper Bavaria, in the Ammergau Alps. Standing completely on its own on a grassy hill, a well with a pump and stone basin, accessible only via a bumpy, winding path through the woods. No internet, no television, no distractions.

Peter has been poring over maps for weeks, putting together hiking routes. He’s bought expensive walking boots, a daypack, T-shirts and trousers made from quick-dry and rain-resistant material, a top-notch jacket from a Swiss firm and special supportive socks. Rahel has kitted herself out expensively too, and she’s been exercising almost every day in preparation for their hikes.

They would have been leaving in three days. They’ll never be able to find something similar at such short notice, not this year, not in the circumstances. Without much expectation she enters her requests on a holiday apartment website. No matches. She tries again on another site – with the same result.

Rahel goes to the website with the Alpine cabin. She clicks from picture to picture, from the geraniums in the window boxes to the small veranda with a view of the mountain range opposite, and back to the house, this time from a different angle. Then the stone basin by the well and the colourful wildflower meadow, and all of a sudden she can picture the blazing fire on the mountain. She sees animals fleeing, a column of smoke rising into a night sky studded with stars, and in the middle of it all Peter and herself, as if on a funeral pyre.

*

Had this happened ten years ago the two of them would have shaken their heads. “Who knows, there might be a silver lining . . .” Peter would have probably said, giving her a comforting hug. But he’s not so laid back anymore. His subtle sense of humour often veers towards the cynical nowadays, and their lively discussions have given way to a polite amicability. But, worst of all, he’s stopped sleeping with her.

*

It’s been half an hour since the phone call. Rahel is standing barefoot at her bedroom window, bobbing up and down on the balls of her feet. Her black hair, streaked with grey, is pinned up. As if from a distance she takes in the world outside, the voices of the teenagers who’ve gathered on the benches by the church. The disappointment has left her feeble.

When the phone rings again she doesn’t budge. She closes her eyes and waits for it to stop.

But it doesn’t.

She glances at the screen: it’s Ruth. Rahel instinctively tenses her shoulders, clears her throat, checks the expression on her face in the mirror beside the desk and lifts the receiver.

She can immediately detect the change in Ruth’s voice, which is lacking its snappy confidence. But she comes straight to the point: Viktor had a stroke a few days ago. It’s all been too much, which is why she hasn’t rung till now. Today he was admitted to the rehabilitation clinic in Ahrenshoop, where he’s going to spend the next six weeks. A place unexpectedly became free. Ruth says she wants to go and give him support; she’s already organised to stay with their mutual friend Frauke, a painter who lives in Ahrenshoop. Now she’s looking for someone to mind the house and animals in Dorotheenfelde. She’s not normally one to ask but . . .

She breaks off, then starts again: would Rahel and Peter be able to do the first two weeks? Viktor and she would be incredibly grateful.

Rahel almost says No. No, I’m afraid we can’t. We’re going to the mountains. But then she remembers the fire and says, “Yes, of course, we’d be delighted to. We’ll stay three weeks if you like.”

*

Peter is silent. He shakes his head and throws his hands in the air, utterly baffled.

“That’s impossible!” he says finally. “What is the probability of booking the one holiday house that burns down just before you’re about to go there?”

Then he shuffles off to his room, head bowed. It used to be Selma’s bedroom. When she moved out Simon got an upgrade, and when it was his turn to leave the parental nest, Peter took it. Simon’s old room is the guest room and what used to be Peter’s study is now Rahel’s. They reorganised the apartment as soon as Simon moved out. For a while they looked for somewhere smaller, but everything that came up was more expensive, despite the location never being as good. Here they are on the borders of Äussere Neustadt and Radeberger Vorstadt, which means they can easily get to both the Elbwiesen and Dresden Heath; they didn’t want that to change.

For now, Rahel breathes a sigh of relief. She doesn’t yet know how to tell him what she’s promised Ruth. She goes to the window, leans out, looks down at the passers-by and suddenly hears Peter’s voice behind her.

“So, what are we going to do now?” he says. He sits down on the midnight-blue chaise longue that Rahel bought recently.

She hesitates with her answer, but finally her pragmatism wins over.

“We’ll go to the Uckermark, to Dorotheenfelde, tomorrow.”

Her smile slips and she can’t hold his gaze. As she stares at her painted toenails she tells him about Ruth’s call. Peter makes a noise that sounds as if he’s choking.

“Without consulting me . . .” he says, getting up. “So that’s where we’ve got to, is it?”

She feels as if her feet are stuck to the floor and her tongue to the roof of her mouth. Peter leaves the room with a look of defeat on his face.

Rahel sits on the chaise longue, exactly where he was perched. Then she stretches out and covers her eyes with her arm. She looks inwards and immediately wishes she hadn’t.

*

Later, as she’s taking clothes out of the wardrobe at random and packing them into the suitcase, she thinks of Ruth. She can see her face vividly. Over the years tiny shifts may have crept into the symmetry of those features, but Ruth still dresses immaculately. Especially on bad days, her external perfection is her defence against the weight of the world. This attitude seems to have rubbed off on Rahel since as long as she can remember. In Ruth’s presence she has never let herself go, never dressed or moved sloppily. Ruth absorbed this unquestioned discipline during her years at the Palucca School. She and Rahel’s mother Edith began their training in classical dance at the same time, when they were children. Edith chucked it in after three years; Ruth stuck with it. The girls remained friends into adulthood.

Rahel’s relationship to Viktor and Ruth is seamless and as old as she is. Her life always settled down when she stayed with them in Dorotheenfelde. Edith’s restless existence, which gave Rahel and her sister Tamara a childhood with a succession of stepfathers, endless moves throughout the length and breadth of Dresden and a number of different schools, was like a storm on the high seas, and although Dorotheenfelde never became a permanent port, it provided beneficial lulls.

Edith and Ruth were inseparable during those days in Dorotheenfelde. Despite their differences, the friends’ bond was close and when a few years ago cancer took hold of Edith’s body for the third and last time, Ruth came and stayed. Until the end.

*

They drive all the way without stopping. The satnav had estimated three hours and thirteen minutes; Peter thought that was a good time.

On the way she calls the children and puts her phone on speaker. Selma is carrying whiny Max. His screeching drowns out Selma’s voice.

“How dreadful that you’ve got to go somewhere else on holiday now, Mum!” she shouts down the phone. “If I get a minute to myself around midnight I’ll make sure I feel sorry for you.” She hangs up.

Peter immediately tries to calm the situation. “Leave her! She’s got two small children to look after.”

“She’s got a husband who’ll do anything for her.”

“Sounds like you’re envious.”

Rahel decides to drop the subject and calls Simon.

“Bet he doesn’t answer,” Peter says, grinning. It’s the first smile in days and although she doesn’t like the reason for it, she feels happier. After the thirteenth ring she hangs up.

“Why does he bother having a phone?” she grumbles.

“He’ll be somewhere in the mountains.”

Rahel nods and drops the mobile into her bag.

*

They drive through the village, then take a right turn onto a track. The cul-de-sac sign is faded and crooked. Viktor drove into it a few times before finally surrendering his licence. They judder along the paving stones, grass growing up in the middle, then the paving comes to an end too and they continue on gravel and sand up the slight incline.

Ruth is waiting for them outside. Tall, upright and in a low-cut dress that emphasises her impressive breasts. No hint of infirmity even though she’s almost seventy now. Rahel gets out and walks over to her, while Peter drives on to park the car.

The stable is attached to the left of the main house; to the right is a large barn. Refugees lived here after the war, and later the farm was the headquarters of the local agricultural cooperative. After that, Viktor and Ruth, along with two other families, lived in the former manager’s house, which had a stove heater and outdoor privy. The first family moved away in the early seventies and the other left at the beginning of the eighties.

After reunification Viktor and Ruth bought the property, which by now was semi-derelict, and renovated it bit by bit over many years. Now it’s starting to crumble again.

Ruth wriggles out of their embrace. “I’m all sweaty,” she says, and wanders off to greet Peter.

A carafe of water, a plate with cake and a fly cover and a thermos flask stand on the garden table. Ruth pours coffee and begins to talk about Viktor. As she speaks Rahel wonders whether she’ll ever speak so lovingly about Peter. Ruth’s words emit a profound closeness, and Rahel can feel Peter’s eyes on her.

*

After finishing their coffee they fetch the luggage from the car and follow Ruth up the steps. On the first floor she points to a room at the end of the landing on the right.

“You’d be best off sleeping in there, in the north-east-facing room. It’s nice and cool. Although . . .” she says, pointing in the opposite direction, “. . . you could take the south-west-facing one. You can see the lake glistening between the trees. But I don’t need to tell you any of this, you know your way around here.”

Ruth turns and goes back down the stairs.

Without exchanging glances they go their own ways – Peter to the north-east, Rahel to the south-west. They close their doors quietly.

*

Later Ruth gives them instructions. Just watering the plants will take at least an hour a day. They should use the water butts around the house.

Viktor’s studio is at the front of the barn, but they don’t go in. In recent years, Ruth says, his works have become smaller. His physical strength may have waned, but his technical skill and imagination are as strong as ever.

The animals are the hardest part. Neither Peter nor Rahel have looked after animals before. Now they’re going to be responsible for the welfare of a horse, some cats, a dozen chickens and a white stork that can’t fly.

They stroll around the entire property. One window in the stable must be kept open at all times to allow the swallows to fly in and out unhindered. In the chicken garden behind the stable the apple trees are bearing ripe fruit. The wire-mesh fence has been patched up in places. Everywhere they look, they see work that could be done. The countless roses growing up the wall of the barn in the courtyard haven’t been pruned in ages, the creeping vine beneath the projecting roof of the stables has withered, Rahel counts three broken windows on their tour, and leaves and twigs from last year still lie all over the place.

Ruth acts as if everything is fine.

Suddenly she looks up at the sky.

“Seven o’clock,” she says. “Suppertime.”

*

They eat at an attractively laid table in the yard as the onset of darkness swallows the signs of decay. There is solyanka, bread, red wine and water, and in a moment of profound contentment Peter says in a thick Saxonian accent, “Impeccable!”

Ruth bursts out laughing, which infects Rahel too, and both repeat the word in unison: “Impeccable”. A memory flashes in Rahel’s mind.

Not that long ago, two years perhaps, they were also sitting here and laughing, with Viktor, Ruth and Simon, and there was solyanka, bread and wine. Simon turned down a drink and when questioned by Viktor he explained why. Rahel and Peter knew already. After studying sports science at the army university their son was planning to qualify as a mountain ranger, which would require two or three years of preparation. The training included elite-level climbing and skiing in impassable terrain high up in the Alps and in the worst weather conditions, as well as endurance and mental strength. For him it all began with giving up alcohol. Rahel had already been horrified by her son’s decision to pursue an officer’s commission in the army. His ambition to become the leader of a mountain unit was another shock, and she was not reassured by his claim that the whole thing was more like a sporting challenge. That afternoon Viktor had been equally sceptical. “And if needs be you’ll put your head on the line for this country?” he said in disbelief. “Nobody will reward you for that.”

*

She finds Ruth uncanny sometimes. As if her friend were able to read Rahel’s thoughts, she suddenly asks about Simon.

“Still at the army university in Munich,” Peter replies.

“He hasn’t called me back yet, our would-be officer,” Rahel mutters with an anxious glance at her mobile. Then she clicks on the Photos app to show pictures of her children and grandchildren, but Ruth’s comments are no more than pleasantries. At the right moments she says in a deep voice, Oh and How nice and I see, but her gaze keeps wandering and her laughter doesn’t sound genuine. Yawning behind a hand, she tells them she plans to leave early.

“You don’t have to get up with me. Let’s say our goodbyes now and be done with it,” she says with her usual assertiveness.
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