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KILLING STELLA





I’m alone, Richard has taken the children to his mother’s for the weekend and I’ve given the maid a few days off. Of course Richard invited me to come along, but only because he knew I’d say no. My presence would only have disturbed him and Annette. And I also wanted to be on my own at last.


I have two days ahead of me, two days to write down all that I need to write. But I’ve been struggling to collect my thoughts since that bird began singing in the linden tree. I wish I hadn’t spotted it this morning. I owe it to my bad habit of spending hours by the window staring into the garden. If I had only glanced outside for a moment, it would never have caught my attention. Its plumage is the same greenish grey as the bark of the tree. I only noticed it after half an hour, because it began to screech and flutter. It’s still so young that it can’t fly, let alone catch insects.

At first I thought its mother would come back right away and take it back to the nest, but she’s not returning. I’ve closed the window and I can still hear it screeching. But she’s bound to come back and fetch it. She probably has other young to look after. Incidentally, it’s screeching so loudly that she’s bound to hear it if she’s alive. It’s ridiculous that I’m so unsettled by that tiny bird—a sign of the poor state of my nerves. My nerves have been in this pitiful state for several weeks now. I can’t bear the slightest noise and sometimes, when I go shopping, my knees suddenly start trembling and I break out in a sweat. I feel it dripping down my breasts and thighs, cold and sticky, and I’m scared.

I’m not scared now, because nothing can happen to me in my room. And in any case they’ve all gone away. Except the glass of the window would need to be much thicker to keep me from hearing those screeches. If Wolfgang were here, he would try to save the bird, but of course he wouldn’t know how to handle this situation any better than I do. We just have to wait, the mother bird will come back eventually. She has to come. I wish it with all my might.

Incidentally, nothing can happen to me in the street, either. Who in heaven’s name would do anything to me? And even if I walked in front of a car, it wouldn’t be bad, I mean, not really bad.

But then again I’m so careful. I always look left and right before crossing the road, out of habit: as I was taught to do when I was still a little girl. The only thing I’m afraid of is the empty space around me. You can’t tell, though; no one has noticed yet.

She can’t be further away than next door’s garden, or the next one along from that. Every house here has a garden; ours is one of the biggest and untidiest. It’s only there so that I can see it from the window. The leaves of the linden tree have finally appeared, since it’s been so warm. Everything is several weeks late this year. Yes, it’s seemed to me for some years that our climate is gradually shifting. Where are the blazing summers of my childhood, the snowy winters, and the hesitant, very slowly unfolding spring?

If it suddenly became cold again that would be very bad for the little bird. But I’m worrying unnecessarily, there’s even a bit of a warm autumn wind blowing. It’s not even as if that tiny bird matters so much, there are so many of them. If I hadn’t seen and heard it, I wouldn’t care.

And I didn’t want to write about that unfortunate bird anyway, but about Stella. I have to write about her before I begin to forget her. Because I’ll have to forget her if I want to resume my old peaceful life.

Because that’s what I’d really like to do: live in peace, without fear or memory. It’s enough for me to run my household as I did before, to care for the children and look out of the window into the garden. If one behaves calmly, I thought, one cannot get involved in other people’s business. And I thought of Wolfgang. It was so nice having him around me every day. Should I have endangered our peaceful companionship over Stella?

No, things couldn’t have ended worse for me if I had. Stella is avenging herself on me, and taking from me the only thing to which my heart still clings. But that’s nonsense. Stella can’t take her revenge, she was already so helpless when she was alive, how helpless she must be now. I am taking Stella’s revenge on myself, that’s the truth, and it’s as it should be, however much I might try to resist.

Of course I’ve always known that the day would come, it didn’t need Stella for that to happen. Sooner or later Wolfgang would have been lost to me. He’s one of those people who has no illusions and accepts the consequences. I don’t have any illusions either, but I live as if I did. I used to think I could start over again from the beginning, but it’s much too late for that now, in fact it was always too late for that, except I didn’t want to acknowledge it.

There could no longer be any point in anything, because Wolfgang moved away from me. And that’s good for him.

I read somewhere that you can get used to anything, and habit is the strongest force in our lives. I don’t believe it. It’s only the excuse that we need to keep from thinking about the suffering of our fellow human beings, or indeed about our own suffering. It’s only the excuse that we need to stop thinking about our own suffering. It’s true, a human being can endure a lot, not only out of habit, but because a faint spark glimmers within them, which they secretly hope will one day allow them to break the habit. The fact that they usually can’t, out of weakness and cowardice, does not speak against it. Or are there perhaps two kinds of people, those who get used to things and those who aren’t able to? I can’t believe that; it’s probably just a matter of constitution. Once we reach a certain age, we are gripped by anxiety and try to fight against it in some way. We sense that we’re in a hopeless position, and make desperate little attempts to escape.

If the first of these attempts is unsuccessful, as it generally is, we surrender until the next one, which will already be weaker, and which will leave us feeling still more miserable and defeated.

So Richard regularly drinks his red wine, chases after women and money, my friend Luise pursues young men who are young enough to be her son, and I stand at the window and stare into the garden. Stella, that stupid young person, escaped successfully on her first attempt.

I would much prefer it if I could switch places with her, if I didn’t have to sit here and write her pitiful story, which is also my pitiful story. I would much prefer to be dead like her, and not have to hear the little bird crying. Why does no one protect me against its cry, against dead Stella and the agonizing red of the tulips on the chest of drawers? I don’t like red flowers.

My color is blue. It gives me courage, and detaches everyone and everything from me. Richard thinks I only wear my blue clothes because they suit my face; he doesn’t know that I wear them for protection. No one can hurt me when I’m wearing them. The blue keeps everything far away from me. Stella loved red and yellow, and it was in the red dress I gave her that she ran in front of a yellow painted truck.

That radiantly yellow death that hurtled towards her like a sun, I think it was beautiful and terrible like the death we know from the ancient legends.

I had to identify her. Her face was unharmed, but greenish-white and much smaller than it had seemed to me when she was alive. The disturbed and half-deranged expression of the last few days had fled from it, making way for an icy silence.

Stella had always been a little clumsy and shy, and even when she was cheerful, her regular, wide face was immobile. Then it blossomed from within to her lips. Stella had been very happy for a short time, but she was unable to learn the rules of the game, she couldn’t adapt and she had to perish.

A frivolous and greedy mother had stuck her in a boarding school as a child. I remember observing her then, about five years ago, in church. She knelt beside me, her face turned towards the monstrance, her eyes wide open, her lips arched slightly forwards, open and devoted. And with the same expression she later stared at the evening paper behind which Richard’s face was hidden. Wolfgang saw it too. He blushed and grew pale, and finally he choked on something to distract my attention from Stella. At fifteen he knew just as well as I did what was happening in front of our eyes, and he was trying desperately to protect me from that knowledge, while my sole concern was keeping him out of the game, and so did exactly what I shouldn’t have done, namely nothing.

While Stella, unable to conceal her single big emotion, slipped inexorably into her disaster and Richard tried to deceive us with his smooth bonhomie, I made an effort to remain oblivious to everything. For Wolfgang’s sake and also for mine, because there’s nothing I hate more than scenes and arguments, and even a tense atmosphere is enough to leave me disturbed and uneasy for weeks.

The loneliness and peace of my room, the view of the garden, the tenderness that filled me at the sight of Wolfgang, was I supposed to put everything—and for me it is everything—at risk for the sake of a girl who ran dully and inexorably into her fate, condemned from the very beginning to be broken, with her simple, foolish emotion, by our disintegrating, divided world?

Well, it wasn’t worth my trouble, but it should have been, because Stella’s was the young life that I allowed to run headlong into a murderous metal machine.

One can perish in very different ways, out of stupidity just as easily as out of an excess of caution; the former seems more worthy to me, but it is not my way.

Luise, Stella’s mother, didn’t come until after the funeral. She’d been traveling, and nobody from her little provincial town knew where she had gone. By the time we were finally able to contact her it was all over. Richard had sorted it all out, well and appropriately, as he tends to sort everything out. Luise, and incidentally she had been with her boyfriend, a young postgrad student, in Italy, now sat facing us in our sitting room, sobbing.

Richard gave her platitudes, which sound more convincing from his lips than from mine, words of genuine sympathy. His eyes were deep blue and moist, as they are when he is agitated or drunk, and I couldn’t help thinking of the wreaths on the bare hill. There weren’t many wreaths, by the way, because in this town Stella had only us and a few friends from school. I thought of the hill and of Stella’s body, bled dry and crushed, in its wooden prison. For the first time I was filled with pity. It was foolish and absurd, because Stella was dead, and yet pity swelled within me like a physical pain that sat like a lump in my chest and radiated all the way to my fingers. And yet that pain was no longer meant for Stella, but for her dead body, which was now doomed to decay.

I heard Richard talking, but didn’t understand any of what he was saying. Gripped with horror, I only saw his eyes, which were so moist and alive. Every hair of him was alive, his skin, his breath, his hands, and the sight of it took my breath away.

Seen from outside, we were a middle-aged couple trying to comfort a mother who was bent with pain. Except Luise is not a mother bent with pain. Stella’s death was very timely for her. We knew that, and she knew we knew, but she sobbed and wept as her role demanded.

Now that Stella’s legacy, the pharmacy, has come to her, Luise can marry her postgrad, who would never have taken her without the dowry. She can buy this strong young man and persuade herself for a while that she was lucky.

Stella had become a burden to us all, an obstacle that had finally been cleared out of the way. Of course it would have been even better if she’d had a happy marriage, emigrated, or otherwise somehow disappeared from our field of vision. But she had disappeared at any rate, and we were able to forget her for once and for all.

I could tell by looking at Richard just how much he’d forgotten her already, since for him forgetting is a physical thing. His body has already forgotten Stella; tall, broad, and hungry for new women and new sensations, he sat next to me and patted Luise’s thin bird fingers with his broad well-tended hand, which is always dry, warm, and pleasant to the touch.

And Luise’s whimpering fell silent under that warmth, under the sound of his calming voice.

“I always told her,” she groaned, “pay attention when you’re crossing the road. I would just like to know what she was thinking of.”

“Yes,” Richard said sorrowfully, “we would like to know that too, wouldn’t we, Anna?”

He looked at me and I nodded. There wasn’t even a hint of irony in his voice. I apologized and said that I needed to check on the kitchen. I didn’t go into the kitchen, however, but into the bathroom and started putting on a bit of rouge. Pallor doesn’t suit me.

Stella had been pale in the last few weeks too, but she was nineteen, and suffering refined her face, making it more adult and charming. A woman over thirty needs to be able to stop suffering, it doesn’t do anything good to her appearance by then.

When Stella came to us, her skin was slightly tanned. She was beautiful, but lacking in charm and grace. She was a bit too healthy and strong for modern tastes. Indeed, it later took a heavy truck to crush the life out of her body. It was so considerate of Stella to make the whole thing look like an accident. And it showed how little Luise had known her daughter that she believed she had stepped off the curb unintentionally. Because Stella’s dreaminess was that of a sleepy, strong, young animal finding its way through the bustle of the city as if in a trance. Not even the driver of the truck, a simple, ignorant young man, believed it was an accident. Stella wanted to die, and with the same unreflective self-abandonment with which she had once dropped into life, she fell out of the same life that had neglected to hold on to her with a bit of love, kindness, and patience. We have cause for gratitude. How embarrassing it would have been had she taken sleeping pills or thrown herself out of a window. Her elegance, which was an elegance of the heart, showed itself in the manner of her death, giving us all the opportunity to believe in a meaningless accident.

But what use is all of this if the only person who should really have believed it does not believe it and never will? Stella will always stand between me and Wolfgang. The time of childish tenderness and trust has passed. Wolfgang abhors his father and despises me for my cowardice. He will only understand me much later, when he goes from one room to the other as I do, alone with my unease and the knowledge that the prison is completely inescapable. But by then I will have ceased to be, just like my father, whose ironic laissez-faire attitude filled me with insecurity as a child. The eye that fell upon me when I played with my dolls is the eye with which I follow Wolfgang when he goes to play tennis with his friend, and with which he already observes his little sister’s games.

If Wolfgang were with me now, he would try to save the bird in the linden tree, and I would need to deter him, because if the mother bird doesn’t return the little one will be beyond help, it can’t eat on its own. Only its mother could save it, and I’m starting to doubt that she’s coming back. It has grown smaller than it was, I’m sure of it, even though it was already so tiny in the morning that I couldn’t imagine a smaller bird. I can see it clearly now, a little bundle of feathers opening its beak and its eyes wide with fear and hunger. Its mother isn’t going to come. I’ve closed the window again. The sun is shining on the little bird now. Maybe it will go to sleep and I’ll have a few hours of peace if I know it’s safe. All this crying is draining its strength away far too soon. Perhaps it’s thirsty, in fact it must be. But how ridiculous to be bothered by a bird. Richard would laugh at me. I just have to believe that its mother will find it. Sometimes I find myself thinking that it’s my inability to believe that attracts calamity. Perhaps Richard would never have become the person he is today if I had blindly believed him, perhaps everything would have been different if my father had not looked at us so strangely the day I brought Richard home. How could he have known, who gave him the right to know what was to come, and who gives me the right to pursue Wolfgang with my eyes just as I pursued Richard and Stella?

We need to get used to looking past people and things, we should never allow our thoughts to deceive us. It would be even better, of course, if we could stop thinking, because even our thoughts kill. I thought: “He will destroy Stella.” I thought it for long enough for it to happen in reality. I know that Richard is afraid of my thoughts. Superstitious, like everyone with an energetic constitution, he fears only what he cannot grasp and understand for himself. But he is strong enough to push that fear aside, as he pushes aside everything that would get in the way of his plans.

Why did nothing warn me on that September evening, when Stella came to us? Why didn’t I simply turn down Luise’s request? It didn’t suit me at all to take this strange young woman into our home, and even Richard wasn’t exactly thrilled with the idea. He only agreed for my sake and because Stella was only supposed to stay for ten months. Luise is my friend, that is to say she has claimed to be my friend for thirty years. I’ve never liked her, not even at school, because even as a child she was stingy, duplicitous, and hateful. Luise always wanted to have my things, in those early days she stole my erasers, patent leather belts, and sausage sandwiches, later she wanted the men who wooed me, and now at last, with the help of her daughter, she has destroyed the peace I’d struggled so hard to find. She is a bringer of misfortune, Luise, ugly, dried-up, and boy crazy. But I’ve never managed to persuade Richard that she’s just a burden to me. He simply doesn’t understand that there are some people you despise and still cannot escape. Never in his life would Richard have found himself in such a situation. He shrugs off everyone who isn’t of use to him in some way or other. Even Stella wasn’t much use to him for long; a few weeks, nothing more. She made him far too uncomfortable. What could a seducer like him do with this clumsy, earnest child? No woman has ever bored him as quickly as Stella did.

Richard had never seen her before. Luise always tended to travel without her daughter, and he had formed a quite mistaken impression of Stella. Even today I can’t believe that Stella was really Luise’s daughter, even though there can be no doubt about it. Stella’s father must have been an irresponsible fellow if he managed to spawn a child with Luise. He seems to have immediately regretted this development and tried, by drawing up a will that was as refined as it was shortsighted, to protect his child from his wife by making Luise the beneficiary of his financial assets while Stella would inherit the pharmacy. But he really shouldn’t have arranged his will like this, because as a result he created an implacable enemy for his daughter. The best thing that Luise ever did for Stella was to put the child—who was often terrified, crouched in a corner at home, becoming more and more of a hindrance—in a convent. There, Stella found so much love that she was able to store it up and live off it for eight years. Of course she really should have studied pharmacy, but that training was not what Luise had in mind—the less Stella understood of what she was supposed to understand, the better it was for Luise. But since Stella had to do something, in the end, and her mother had no use for her whatsoever alongside her women friends, dogs, and lovers, she hit upon the idea of foisting Stella off on me, at least for a year, or as long as her business studies course lasted. In quiet despair, Luise must’ve said to herself that the day of Stella’s maturity was drawing ever closer. That wouldn’t have been her downfall, of course, because she still had a legacy, and she had certainly become rich enough over the past few years, barely hampered by an old and half-demented guardian. But then again there was also the matter of this young man whom she was determined to marry, but whom, as she was probably well aware, she could only buy. It was a hopeless situation for her, I admit.

So Stella came to us, pushed aside once again by her mother, and also not eagerly awaited by us.

Our household, in fact, is set up in such a way that it cannot withstand an intruder, or even a guest. For reasons that are only too obvious. Richard’s friends will never be my friends, and Richard finds my friends uncongenial. Apart from this, no one else is familiar with the countless taboos that we must observe in our dealings with one another, and which must be respected even by the children. Consequently, our topics of conversation are somewhat restricted, but of course that’s better than ceaseless friction. Then there’s also the fact that a stranger would destroy my relationship with Wolfgang: everyone disturbed the two of us in those days, even little Annette, and of course Richard too. For that reason I didn’t take on a maid as such, but a cleaner, a morose and sulky person who has no interest in us, we are nothing more to her than the people whose floors she cleans in return for a decent wage. She simply does her work, entirely governed by ideas and worries about people that we don’t know or care to meet. People on the moon couldn’t be any stranger than we are to her. Even though it’s never mentioned, there were two sides in our house: Richard and Annette—Wolfgang and me, and we adhered strictly to the rules of the game. Richard had brief and slightly too cordial conversations with his son, to which Wolfgang responded with perfect politeness, and Annette would sometimes sit on my lap, and of course I put her to bed and she would kiss and hug me. But that isn’t entirely true. I think Wolfgang has always loved his father, even though he sees straight through him, and if there is a secret pain in Richard’s life, its name is Wolfgang. His son’s otherness must cause him suffering, if Richard allows himself to suffer, because in fact Richard is seeking a friend, and Wolfgang will never be his friend. Where little Annette is concerned, I would probably love her instinctively if she weren’t so much like her father. It isn’t her fault that the very sight of her sometimes fills me with horror. I see her blossoming little face, I feel her warmth and hear her laughter, and know that they mean just as little as Richard’s warmth and laughter. Both of them, Annette and her father, are born decoys, traps that God, or whoever, has set for other people, the heavy, loyal, imaginative, and emotional ones. Perhaps Annette is also too healthy and happy to be truly loved. This child will always achieve what she wishes for, and will never wish for anything unattainable. She is just as weak and helpless as a young tiger or a carnivorous plant. Richard is proud of this daughter, but basically he knows exactly who she is: a good-natured companion as long as he indulges all of her moods.

But since he has never loved anything as much as himself, he must also love this little image of himself.

Sometimes he gives Annette a mighty slap, which she takes with a quiet whimper. He has never struck Wolfgang, who is one of those children that one doesn’t strike. Richard is much too clever to show weakness and put himself in the wrong.

During her first weeks with us, Stella was a terrible bother to all of us. Richard, who loved drinking his red wine, smoking and reading in the evening, suddenly felt forced to make conversation with a girl like Stella and found it terribly tiring and utterly pointless. Annette was simply jealous, as she is of anyone who lays claim to the interest of those around her. Wolfgang felt disturbed by the change in atmosphere, and I had a sense of being too quiet and not knowing how to deal with young girls. It seemed impossible to guess Stella’s thoughts and respond to them. This tall, pretty, slightly too well-built girl was an alien element in our house, and she must certainly have felt that herself. She was more timid than shy, inhibited by her years of life in the convent, and I thought she must have seemed a little strange there too. She wasn’t at all cute, childish, and silly as young girls tend to be. In fact she looked like a woman who is only still a child by chance. And as quiet as she was, it was impossible to ignore her. The dreadful brown clothes that Luise had bought for her were unbecoming enough, but she could not simply be ignored.

I had tried to adapt the spare room in which Stella was expected to live to the needs of its young new resident, arranging a few knickknacks around the place, the kind that young girls like, and covering the dark furniture with lace doilies. Then, when I actually saw Stella, I wished I could have cleared all of those odds and ends away, but by then she had already seen them, which meant that it was no longer possible. So the horses, dogs, and ballerinas stayed on the chest of drawers and looked quite strange beside this tall, earnest girl. I imagine that Stella never really studied. She sat in front of her exercise books and her textbooks and was simply bored. She was bad at math, and probably the slowest of her class at shorthand. In fact I had no idea if she had any real talents or skills. She was good with animals and plants, she liked doing menial work, and knitted jackets and socks from coarse gray wool for some poor people or other. Then she sent those rather shapeless things to her old convent. Richard like to tease her about her charity work. Then she would open her wide, white eyelids and laugh quietly and clumsily, like someone who has yet to learn how to laugh. She only knitted them to avoid accusations of laziness, and so that she could spend hours alone with her thoughts.

I knew nothing at all about those thoughts. Sometimes I doubted that she was thinking anything at all, her face was so still. She liked engaging with Annette, and the child finally began to return her affection. At first Wolfgang observed her with a mixture of curiosity, shyness, and prejudice. In that too he was every inch my son; it would never have occurred to him to approach a stranger. When it became clear to me that I would never be able to have a real relationship with Stella, I began to abandon my efforts and went back to living as I had done before, as if there were no young girl in my spare room. She still disturbed me, but I knew that the disturbance would not last for very long. I was always friendly toward Stella, just as friendly as I am with my cleaner, the mailman, or Wolfgang’s friends from school.

I started yielding to my own thoughts again, walking from one window to another, smoking or with my hands pushed into my sleeves, gazing into the now bare garden. I bought flowers, which became increasingly expensive as the cold season progressed, I dutifully went for walks with Annette, and I talked to Wolfgang about the books that he was constantly devouring, some of which were perhaps unsuitable for him. Of course I also took care of the housework, got annoyed with Annette, who was lazy and slovenly at school, and, as usual, discussed with Richard all sorts of matters relating to the children and the housekeeping. I did everything according to routine; for me reality meant staring into the garden, wandering restlessly around the house, and feeling warmth in my breast at the sight of Wolfgang.

Something had happened to me years ago that left me in a diminished state, an automaton that just gets on with its work, barely suffers, and is only turned back for seconds at a time into the living young woman that it once was. The touching curve of Wolfgang’s neck, the roses in the white vase, a draught billowing the curtains, and all of a sudden I’m aware that I’m still alive.

Then there’s the other thing, which fills me with fear, with horror, with the feeling that something’s going to jump out at me at any moment and break down the invisible wall.

I know that can’t happen, but it forces its way into my mind, time after time, staring at me from the faces of strangers in the street, rising in the howl of a dog, filling my nostrils in the butcher’s shop with the stench of blood, and touching me like a cold hand at the sight of Richard’s full, cheerful face.

Something must have happened to me years ago; since then I don’t think I’ve been able to tolerate the idea that, incomprehensibly to my brain and heart, good and evil are one. To be able to endure that knowledge, one would need the vital force of a giant. But giants do not find themselves in this situation; for them, thinking is replaced by a sturdy cudgel. They prefer to live. Thinking people must always give up living, and living people do not need to think. The act of salvation is never performed, because anyone with the strength to carry it out is unaware that they must do it, and the knowing person is incapable of action

Stella was one of the living. More than a person, she was like a big gray cat or a young deciduous tree. She sat at our table, thoughtless and innocent, waiting for fate. Richard would have needed only to reach out a hand to grip her tanned wrist. He didn’t, but he smiled as he cut up the meat on his plate, calmly, relishing each movement.

Richard is a born traitor. Equipped with a body that grants him constant pleasure, he could live contentedly, were he not gifted with a dazzling intelligence. It’s this intelligence that turns the pleasures of his sensual body into crimes. Richard is a monster: a considerate paterfamilias, a valued lawyer, a passionate lover, traitor, liar, and murderer.

I have known all this for years, and if I knew who I could hold responsible for this knowledge, I would kill them. I used to see only guilt in Richard, and I began to hate him. But now I have known for a long time that he is not to blame if I react like this to the fact of his presence. There are so many others like him, the whole world plainly knows and accepts it, and no one puts him on trial. Whose fault is it that I can’t just accept things as they are? I am slowly giving up hope that someone, I don’t know who, will one day take a stand, and even if they did, I wouldn’t know how to respond. My rage went up in smoke long ago; all that remains is the horror that dominates me completely, and that I inhabit, in which I am trapped. It has entered me, it has saturated me, and it accompanies me wherever I go. There is no escape. My worst thought is that even death could not be deadly enough to extinguish it at last.

But horror and the knowledge of the truth that one is not supposed to know belong to the order of everyday life. Yes, I cling to this order, to the regular mealtimes, the work that returns every day, the visits and walks. I love that order, which allows me to live.

One day I was struck by the touching equanimity with which Stella wore her clothes, those brown, claret, and purple horrors that were either too big or too small for her, and which testified to Luise’s wickedness. “We should buy her decent clothes,” I said to Richard, “and she would be a beauty.” He glanced up from the newspaper, gave me a surprised look and said, “Do you think so?”

I know his weakness for delicate, distinctive women. I went on to praise Stella’s merits. He laughed and rocked his head regretfully back and forth: buying clothes for her was none of our business. In two years, once she was in possession of the pharmacy, she would start dressing decently. “Luise,” I said, “is a disgrace.” Richard raised his shoulders comically, shook himself a little and laughed. Suddenly I had an idea. What if I taught Stella how to dress? I closed my eyes and saw her coming down a flight of stairs in a white dress, smiling with her lips in a Cupid’s bow, her reddish-brown hair shiny and loose, young, beautiful and seductive. I saw Richard’s white, firm hands holding the newspaper, and was filled with a kind of satisfaction that he couldn’t see this beauty, obstructed as it was by his penchant for an artificial, refined prettiness.

Over the following weeks the seamstress came to the house and sewed a few dresses for Stella, out of cheap materials, but in bright colors suitable for a young girl.

The transformation was complete. Stella stood in front of the mirror and saw herself as what she really was for the first time. “You’re beautiful, Stella,” I said, straightening a crease. She didn’t look at me, and spoke seriously into the mirror, “I’m beautiful,” amazed, surprised and finally overwhelmed by the new feeling that my words and her reflection had awoken in her, and then said again, “I’m beautiful.”

Now I could actually have triumphed. Luise, the dragon, had been outwitted. It was entirely possible that the newly transformed Stella could bring home a fiancé who would ensure that in the future Stella’s fortune would not be turned into Luise’s clothes, hats, and lovers. But strangely I was unable to rejoice in this idea. Incidentally, I have never been gratified by a triumph, it usually makes me embarrassed, or puts me in a slightly painful state of mourning. Perhaps it’s because my triumph means the defeat of someone else; I transform myself into that other person and suffer on their behalf. Luise, however, was so repulsive to me that I couldn’t summon that feeling for her. What troubled me in my joy was Stella’s face in the mirror, that gleaming face, that young, blossoming flesh, and that gaze devoted entirely to her new brilliance. I felt a creeping unease. Stella was no longer the child that she had been. There was a void in her breast, and it would draw the world toward it. And I didn’t like that. It was not within my power to guide the flow that would fill that void. “Stella,” I said quickly, “Stella, shouldn’t you practice your shorthand today?”

She covered her eyes with her hands in a touchingly childlike gesture and turned toward me. Her arms fell to her sides, the gleam in her eyes was extinguished, and she turned toward the door with a sigh.

That evening Richard hadn’t noticed that a new Stella was sitting across from him. But Annette noticed it and so did Wolfgang, who gave me a thoughtful, quizzical look.

Stella, in her strawberry-colored dress, ate hardly anything and stared dreamily into the distance. Fully in command of her healthy young body, she absentmindedly took little sips of her tea.

The bird is still sitting in the linden tree. It hasn’t stirred from the spot all night. It isn’t screaming any more, just cheeping faintly. If I close the window, I can’t hear it anymore. It’s so tiny now that it can barely be called a bird. Its mother hasn’t come, and I don’t think she’s going to.

When I’m alone in the house I’m always aware that this isn’t my house. Sometimes I feel like a lodger here. All that belongs to me is the view of the garden, nothing else. Once I imagined that I would at least have something I could call a home, but since Stella’s death, the gilded cage has turned into a dungeon. If I’m not mistaken, the garden has even moved further away from the house. It’s moving away from me, slowly, almost imperceptibly, one day it will disappear completely, and I will stare out of the window into the void and think, that’s where the linden tree used to be, and over there the patch of lawn with the viburnum bushes. Perhaps this has something to do with the windows. They are gradually becoming more opaque until they will finally obstruct my view.

Outside, it has started to rain, that’s good for the bird, as long as the rain isn’t cold. The rain will refresh it a little, it must be parched. I don’t think it’s suffering very much. Its weakness will doubtless be making it dull and sleepy. It has fallen from its world, from the hand of the bird god: I can’t help it, and must try to forget about it.

But I want to write about Stella, and about how we killed her.

It began with the accursed new dresses—no, not with the dresses, it began with me inviting her into my house. I should have known that Richard would never respect any boundaries, that he doesn’t respect anything, and that a big, simple child can be a very charming change for a man who is sated with every kind of love. You can’t bring the lamb into the wolf’s cage, and that’s exactly what I did. I wonder why that torments me so much. To whom am I accountable, and whose punishment should I fear? I know that I am not pursued by moral or ethical considerations. I think each person is governed by their own laws, and they have boundaries drawn for them that they can’t cross without destroying themselves. My law was the unimpeachability of life, and I crossed my boundary by calmly and thoughtlessly allowing Stella’s life to be destroyed in front of my own eyes.

It’s not my intention to accuse Richard. My task would have been to nurture life and protect it against murderous attacks. And what have I actually done? I’ve led the life of a woman in good circumstances, leaned against the window, and inhaled the scent of the seasons, while all the time I was surrounded by killing and injury.

I shouldn’t be surprised if the garden is beginning to repel me. The mysterious force that makes the leaves of the linden tree turn green was the same force that drove the blood through Stella’s young body, that gentle, red sap that ended up lying in great pools on the cobblestones.

The linden tree knows about my betrayal, and the dying bird knows it too. They don’t want me any longer. I read it in the eyes of the children, I sense it when I stroke strange dogs and cats, and when I feed the hyacinth on my little table, it freezes in fear and self-defense. Traitors aren’t forgiven, its shining flowers tell me, and its fragrance reminds me of the sickly smell that rose from Stella’s coffin.

Of course I could continue running away from the knowledge, but I’ve had enough of running away. I know that admitting my guilt won’t make anything better. It won’t even come as a relief to me. I’ve never understood the benefit of confession. It may exist for other people, and I hope it does, but the powers to which I am subjected do not forgive and forget. They repudiate the insubordinate child forever.

I remember once cutting tiny peony buds from the already faded bushes. I had hoped I could keep them alive for a few days, and the next day they actually started opening. The little petals extended before my eyes, and then the terrible thing happened: as if their dead mother’s green hands had suddenly let go of them, they fell on the tablecloth like little pink balls.

That’s also how the big green hand from which I came let me go. I fall and fall, and no one will catch me.

Stella, still loved in the damp earth, and held by a hundred little root fingers, how much more definitively dead am I than you!

Two months after Stella came to us, I saw for the first time in Richard’s eyes the alert, appraising expression with which he tends to pursue women. He’d probably looked at Stella like that before, and I just hadn’t noticed. No one is more easily deceived than I am. I get bored when I’m supposed to involve myself in other people’s affairs—I find it repellent to the depths of my soul.

Back then, in mid-November, I was entirely preoccupied with Wolfgang. We were translating the Iliad together, and the sight of Wolfgang’s eager young face made me as calm and relaxed as a person like me can be. I know it wasn’t happiness, it was something quite different, a substitute happiness for people who have for some reason renounced the real kind. My room was our little ship, and while we stood before Troy, reality fell around us. Achilles, Wolfgang claimed, had simply been hysterical. He wrinkled his nose disapprovingly, and I understood him all too well, even though I have always regretted the fact that the beautiful madness of the ancients has been so wretchedly misunderstood and diagnosed as hysteria in our own time. Wolfgang, of course, wouldn’t have been able to guess that in the not too distant future our cheap hysteria would turn once more into beautiful madness.

Back then his heart was beating for Cassandra, to my great admiration, since I didn’t think she was an attractive figure for a young boy. But why, in fact, should he not have sensed that she is the true hero? Why do we underestimate our children so much? A little while ago I came across one of my old school essays and was lost in admiration. I couldn’t remember writing it. But I recognized the familiar childish handwriting, the hand of a credulous, unbroken fourteen-year-old. What had become of her in the years that followed? I don’t know, and as I stared at the page I was filled with envy and admiration—I, a forty-year-old woman—with the certainty of a great loss in my heart.

Sometimes Wolfgang says something brilliant. He will do so less and less frequently with each passing year, and in the end he will stand by a window like me, filled with dull grief over things half-forgotten and never known. A tall man, somewhat too gaunt, with thoughtful gray eyes and nervous hands, lighting one cigarette after another and stubbing them out, helpless as I am, as my father was, and that remote ancestor who was the first to sense the ticking of unease and stepped to the window of his cottage.

So then, in November, when I was so busy with the Iliad and Wolfgang, one evening Stella told me that she was going to take Italian classes, and that she wouldn’t be home until nine o’clock three times a week. I looked at her, standing in front of me, a delicate blush on her slightly too-high cheekbones, her long fingers intertwined, avoiding my eye. I didn’t think she’d ever be able to learn Italian, because she had no gift for languages whatsoever, but her intention was certainly praiseworthy. Also I didn’t care either way, as far as I was concerned she could learn Kirghiz, which would have suited her much better, by the way. Stella wasn’t my child, she was free to do as she pleased. I said something about cold suppers and plunged back into the world of Troy.

And Stella attended her evening classes regularly during this period. It was then that she began to blossom into a young woman. Her angular movements became softer, and her face rounded out a little. She was now more pretty than beautiful, and pleasing as she was to look at, I’d almost started to prefer her brown clothes.

Then Richard started going out with her. Incidentally, I remember, that happened at my suggestion. I hate engaging in certain discussions, and was glad to have found him a partner. I think he even resisted the idea at first, but I’ve already mentioned that Richard is very intelligent. The house seamstress sewed Stella a dress from cheap white taffeta, and it made Stella look like a princess from a feature film. Richard was visibly proud and behaved like a benevolent uncle. However, that avuncularity isn’t even an act, it’s in his nature, alongside some very contrary qualities, and he is very skilled at using it. Richard is a diplomat and a forceful man, so it’s hardly a surprise that he’s almost always successful. He tries to achieve his goal with the greatest patience and obstinacy—and even in a lovable way. It’s only when his charm fails that he begins to get brutal. But not many people know that, and the ones who do have fallen so deeply under his spell that they wouldn’t dare to stand up to him.

So off they went to the party, the kindly uncle and the foolish young girl.

Once they’d gone, I went into the kitchen and made dinner for the children, putting everything on a tray and carrying it into the nursery. Annette was lying on the carpet with her legs in the air, reading Mickey Mouse comics. She laughed loudly, and I flinched. Her laughter always gives me a slight shock. I don’t understand how an eight-year-old child can laugh like Richard, or rather as Richard would laugh if he were a little girl. Annette is the only one of us who is innocent of Stella’s death. Unwittingly, Wolfgang was instrumental in it. It was for his sake, to preserve the illusion that he was growing up in an orderly family, that I tried to keep everything from him. Not only for Wolfgang’s sake, however, but also simply out of cowardice and convenience.

Now Wolfgang came out of his room, took the tray with the milk from me and walked with me to the table. There was something touching about this child from his first day onward. He was caring and thoughtful even as a baby, if such a thing is possible.

And even though he doesn’t behave very differently from other boys his age, it sometimes seems to me that he acts in this way to fit in with the other boys There are moments when the roles are suddenly reversed and I become a foolish child, while his dark green eyes rest mildly and leniently on me, like a father’s eyes. Something very different is concealed beneath his docility and his outward obedience.

Wolfgang is the only person who can make Richard feel uneasy. They also tend to stay out of each other’s way, even when they’re sitting at the same table.

I put my arm around Wolfgang’s shoulders and said, “Wasn’t Stella pretty today, just like a princess?” He glared furiously at me. “Like a princess? Ridiculous, she’s a silly goose. You’re a hundred times more beautiful.” I laughed, flattered. “Sweet of you,” I said, “but it’s not true, and she really did look like a princess.” He didn’t respond and looked past me.

Later I sat down on the edge of his bed. The light from the streetlight fell on his face. I could see that he was concentrating on something. “What’s wrong?” I said, still in a jocular tone. His face, serious and full of concentration a moment before, became soft and childlike in an instant. “Why,” he asked, “can’t you go away with me in the summer, just with me on my own? Annette can stay with grandma, and Dad is old enough to go off on his own for once.”

I thought about it. Wolfgang was right. We could have had a wonderful time together, on a lake somewhere, or in the mountains. Why did I have to go away with Richard every year, when he could have enjoyed himself much more without me? Richard loves speeding in his car, “doing” five cities in a day and then going out in the evening. Every vacation with him uses up the very last of my strength, and it is long into the winter before I’ve recovered. Every year I dread that trip, and every year I go with him, unable to resist in the end. In fact, why shouldn’t I finally be allowed to do what I want—something I’ve wanted to do for a long time?

“I’ll talk to Dad about it,” I said. I knew it was difficult. Richard felt obliged to spend his vacation with me. He loathes nothing more than conditions that he describes as slovenly and dissolute, perhaps because that’s how he always is himself. In his opinion, it’s dissolute and eccentric to use separate bedrooms, not to spend your vacation with your wife, and not to take the children to the zoo or the cinema on Sunday. He would also never separate from me. I am the guardian of his house and his children, and as someone who secretly lives a life of deep anarchy, he values nothing more than outward expressions of order and precision. No one is a stricter guardian of morality than the secret lawbreaker, for it is clear to them that humanity would crumble and perish if everyone lived as they did.

As a very young woman I once asked him, “Why do you love me?” His reply came swiftly and surely: “Because you belong to me.”

So he didn’t love me because of my looks or my lovable qualities, only as his possession.

He would have loved any random person in my position just as much, and that was the way he loved his children, his house—in short everything that belonged to him. Even then I was beginning to resent this kind of love, but I said nothing, because I’d already learned that any real conversation between us was impossible.

None of his companions will ever make him give up his family—his possessions, that is—and if one day I get the idea into my head that I should leave him, he will stubbornly and vengefully destroy my life. But Richard is one of those men who spoil women’s taste in lovers. It would be impossible for me to accept even the quietest of caresses from another man. I am Richard’s wife entirely, and since I can no longer bear that, I am condemned to a life of solitude.

For a while all my emotions were concentrated on Wolfgang. I was becoming a crazy mother, and soon recognized the fact myself. Then I started to exert strict control over my behavior. No one knows how often I drew back my already half-raised hand that yearned to touch his hair and his forehead. No one knows how often, standing by the door to the nursery, I turned away in silence and went back to my room. I sealed myself off against the scent of his skin, against his voice and the temptation of his black lashes and rounded cheeks. I allowed myself as much affection as I could, as much as allowed me to live without doing Wolfgang any harm.

But, who knows, perhaps I harm him anyway, perhaps I’ve always harmed him.

I said, “You’ve got to go to sleep now, Wolfgang,” He put his arms around my neck, pressing his cool nose against my cheek, and said, “And yes, Stella is a silly goose.” I pulled gently away from him and left the room. I was sorry that Wolfgang didn’t like Stella, because I’d begun to get used to her presence.

Richard and Stella came home late, and I pretended to be asleep, so that a conversation wouldn’t leave me wide awake again. Between the narrow slits of my eyelids I saw Richard getting undressed, neatly laying out his clothes—he is very orderly about such matters—and then going to the bathroom. After a while he reappeared, smelling of soap and toothpaste, and moved over to my side. He put his hand below my shoulder and fell asleep on the spot. That movement means: so here I am again, and I hope to find everything in order, that order which happens, in my case, to go by the name of Anna, and sleeps in my bed.

I gave up resisting and pulling away from his hand a long time ago, and this time, once again, I went on calmly lying on it, feeling its warmth through the silk of my nightgown and staring into the darkness. That night I dreamed I had thrown a stone at poor Cassandra in broad daylight, embittered by her prophecies. But the moment I woke up I completely forgot what she’d said to me.

Richard attended another two or three parties with Stella, and she began to move more confidently, speak more freely and become more like people her own age. Even then I couldn’t really make conversation with Stella. I sometimes heard her talking to the maid in the kitchen, or playing with Annette, and I was annoyed that I couldn’t think of anything to say to her. Wolfgang simply stayed out of her way, and Richard barely seemed to give her any attention at all. He isn’t home very much, in fact. Since his office is in the city center, he only comes home for dinner in the evening, and even then it’s often very late. I don’t know how he spends many of his evenings, and I don’t want to.

On Sundays we usually go away with the children, or else Richard goes to the cinema with them, in the last few months with Annette on her own, as Wolfgang is starting to find his own interests and things to do. So he paid no attention to Stella. On Sundays she preferred to stay at home: she darned and washed, manicured her nails, and studied a little. She was probably very bored, as she wasn’t a reader. Sometimes I would give her a book. She thanked me, flipped through it a little, and put it back. Her greatest pleasure seemed to be going to the cinema, from which she returned hot and flushed. At the time I often had the impression that Richard was only waiting for the day when this foreign body would vanish from our house again. Then I felt sorry for Stella, but she barely seemed to notice his indifferent attitude.

I never talked to Stella about anything except the most mundane matters. Sometimes I tried to draw her into a conversation, but it didn’t elicit even the faintest response. She seemed unable to shed her bashfulness toward me. I attributed this to Luise’s bad treatment of her. Every woman Luise’s age, every mother, in fact, must have seemed dangerous to Stella.

One March evening Wolfgang and I were sitting at the table. I’d already put Annette to bed. It was very quiet in the room, since neither of us likes listening to music while reading. I thought about how Richard was about to come home and fill our beautiful silence with activity, and the idea made me so uneasy that I couldn’t really concentrate on my book. Wolfgang had lowered his face; a dark strand of hair had fallen over his forehead and gleamed red in the lamplight. As always when I watched him reading, I felt a desire to caress him. I didn’t, however, because who knows whether he would have liked it. So I settled for passing him a piece of cake, which, with a murmured word of thanks, he set down next to his book. He can’t even be bribed with sweets. He accepts them, but then he puts them in his room, until little Annette finds them and eats them.

I’d got to my feet and stepped to the window. It had already been raining for days. And then I saw Stella coming down the garden path, her head lowered, staggering slightly, as if she were drunk or terribly tired.

“Stella’s coming,” I said, turning around. Wolfgang didn’t seem to hear. Stella opened the door and disappeared into the house. I heard her coming up the stairs, opening the door to the apartment, and taking off her coat in the hall. It was five minutes before she came in. Dazzled by the bright light, she closed her eyes.

“You’re drenched,” I said disapprovingly, “did you forget your umbrella?”

“Yes,” Stella said, still breathless, “forgot umbrella.” Her hair lay damp and shiny around her head. I poured her some tea, and she joined us at the table and drank in great gulps like someone dying of thirst. “But Stella,” I said, “you’re shivering, what’s wrong?”

She shot me an almost furious look. “Nothing,” she said. “Nothing at all, I’ve just been walking, the streetcar pulled away on me.” She crumbled a bread roll, her face turned away.

I suddenly noticed that Wolfgang had stopped reading. He was looking sidelong at Stella through half-lowered eyes, and blushing slowly all the way to his forehead. I followed his gaze and saw that two buttons were missing from her blouse, and her neck looked strangely mottled.

“It’s getting late, Wolfgang,” I said, “you should go to bed.” He stood up without protest and left the room. When he had gone, I wondered whether I should say anything to Stella, but decided not to. She would notice it herself when she got dressed, or else she had already noticed in the hall. She was already so tired that she couldn’t sit up straight. She immediately went to bed as well, and I returned to my book. Richard came home in an excellent mood a quarter of an hour later. As clever as he is, there are always lots of details that give him away. When he’s cheerful like that, in such a buoyant mood, it means either that he’s been drinking or that he’s been with a woman. That evening he hadn’t been drinking, I could smell from his breath. He had a big appetite and ate more than is healthy for him, in my opinion. As he ate, he told me excitedly about the negotiation he’d been involved in that morning, after which his client had walked free. He wanted to create the impression that this was the reason for his outstanding mood.

But he couldn’t fool me, I know his usual cheerful disposition after professional successes, this cheerfulness after evenings out with the boys, and how it differs from his heightened sense of vitality after a dalliance, that triumph of the male who has had his female. Every time Richard tries to mislead me, an incomprehensible feeling of shame falls upon me, even though I’m not the one who should be ashamed. But it is precisely his shamelessness that makes me mute with shame. When that happens I can’t look him in the eyes and am unable to respond to the light, conversational tone that he considers appropriate in this case. I am a very bad actress, but then Richard acts for both of us. In the end he stopped talking about it, turned his attention to the newspaper, and drank his red wine with a secret, self-indulgent smile.

I went to bed and pretended to be asleep when he followed me. He considerately turned off the light and pushed his hand under my covers. It settled on my shoulder, and I didn’t move. That hand was so warm and vital. Only a few hours before, it had stroked a strange woman, but I wasn’t repelled by her. There is nothing repellent about Richard. If I could sweep aside my knowledge of his true nature, nothing would stand in the way of our happiness. And even today I am sometimes filled with a need to forget everything and entrust myself to his big, strong body, the body that’s made to take and give pleasure.

Later, the slight pressure of his hand filled me not only with repulsion, but also with a fear that I know only too well. The fear of the superficially tamed predatory beast that, when well fed and looked after, settles for going on little nocturnal raids, after which it comes back to its lair, purring contentedly. And sometimes that animal forgot to erase the traces of its raids in time. Then it would smell of the strange perfume of its victim and wear blood-red lipstick stains on its white shirt collar.

Of course I could have fled, and I toyed with the idea for years, but in truth it is impossible to leave. Life with Richard has corrupted me and rendered me useless. Anything I started would be pointless, since I know that kind murderers exist. Legal representatives who violate the law every day, bracing cowards and faithful traitors. I had become so familiar with the monstrous mixture of angelic countenance and devil’s grimace that any pure, unstained image could only arouse my deepest suspicion.

Richard had fallen asleep. His hand still lay on me, heavy now, unbearably heavy and warm.

I slipped out of bed and went to the kitchen to drink a glass of water.

As I walked past Stella’s door I heard her groaning. I stopped and listened. Stella was crying. She wasn’t crying discreetly, with restraint, as grown-up people tend to cry, according to the rules of grieving, but rather with wild abandon. It sounded very ugly. The red patches on her neck came to mind. No doubt, Stella was out of control. It would have been my duty to warn her, to scold or talk to her, or at least try to comfort her.

I did none of that. I hate unbridled outbreaks of emotion, and in any case, it was clear to me that I could no longer hold this girl back once she was roused. She’d been locked for years in a dull, artificial childhood, and all affection had been withheld. The outburst should not have surprised me. I cursed my thoughtlessness, which had led me to give her new clothes and send her out to social gatherings. I knew the men she was likely to meet at these gatherings, none of them better than Richard, but most of them not in his style, revolting, horny little liars. And it would have been an easy matter to seduce a stupid and inexperienced creature like Stella.

I thought about her evening class, and decided to follow her inconspicuously on one occasion, to see who she met.

While I was making this decision, I was well aware that I would never be able to carry out this plan. It was all too pitiful and disgusting.

When I was lying in bed again, it occurred to me that Richard only smelled of his aftershave. The woman he had been with didn’t use perfume. I sat up and stared at the face beside me, which was blurring with the pillow, and suddenly I felt ill. I fell back and for a few seconds I felt nothing at all. When I was able to think again, I looked for a sleeping pill in the nightstand and drained my water glass. As so often on nights long forgotten, I had the feeling that something horrific had come so close to my fragile glass wall that I could sense its breath and its stench.

The next morning Stella was pale and her eyelids were red. Richard was leaving a little later than usual, and she asked him to take her a little way in his car. He didn’t seem very pleased about the request, but tried not to let his annoyance show and invited Wolfgang to come along as well. I knew he didn’t want to be alone with Stella. Even for him, the situation might have been uncomfortable. Wolfgang refused, however; he’d promised to pick up a friend. He spoke to his father very politely, but I sensed the hint of rebelliousness in his voice. Richard raised his eyebrows and seemed to be about to say something, then reconsidered and looked pointedly at his watch.

Only when Annette had finally headed off as well, last of us as usual, did I sit down to breakfast and flip through the newspapers. Then I drew up the menu for the whole week and started watering the flowers. That always takes a good half hour, we have a lot of flowers standing around, and it’s an occupation that grants me the illusion of doing something useful and correct. I’m very well aware, however, that I am squandering my emotions on things that don’t need them. Stella’s sobbing in the night hadn’t moved me at all, it had only revolted and confused me. The fact that the young cactus had died was a real worry to me.

I love flowers even more than animals, because they are mute, they can’t jump around or disturb me in my fruitless, manic thoughts.

The help came and busied herself in the kitchen. I stood by the window in the sitting room, the little watering can in my hand, staring out into the garden. The morning wind rustled in the bushes, which are still quite bare, and it seemed to me that this constant trembling of the branches, this quiet, secret unease, was trying to say something to me, something that I couldn’t understand but was clearly very important. I remembered certain days of my childhood that were without grief and melancholy, without even sympathy. The little girl from back then was dead, strangled and beaten by big, skillful hands. It wasn’t anything to be sorry about, because she had barely defended herself, and you don’t need to grieve for things and people that don’t defend themselves.

At last the woman came into the room, and I went next door and looked out into the garden from there.

The mailman came. I heard the mail falling through the mailbox, but didn’t move. I don’t expect mail—I never expect letters. The only person who could write me an important letter is me, so it will never be written. I heard the girl carrying the mail into the sitting room, and went on staring into the confusion of the branches. The buds on the trees and bushes had plumped up a little after the rain, and the young grass glistened with moisture.

In the old days I sometimes yielded to temptation and went down into the garden, but it had always been a disappointment to me. Here, from the window, it’s exactly the right distance for me.

So I stood at the window and knew that I had to call Richard. I could already hear his surprised, protesting voice. He never admits to anything, this is all part of his tactics. And that is his strength, because it means that credulous people have absolute trust in him, and suspicious ones bounce off the smooth wall of his denial. If he did care about Stella, that is, as long as her healthy young body still attracted him, he wouldn’t give her up, but once his passion expired, nothing would be able to keep him from dropping her. And I also knew that she was utterly devoted and enslaved to him, and would rather let herself be killed than betray him.

I gazed into the seething mass of the budding branches and thought about the short time left for Stella’s happiness, and it suddenly seemed pointless to destroy even that brief span by intervening.

In fact there was no longer anything that could done. Stella would suffer violently for a while, and then start to calm down, as we must all calm down if we want to stay alive. She would marry one of those men that one marries after a disappointment, and have children and slowly learn to forget. But she would never again be the person she had been before she came to our house and aroused Richard’s desire.

I hated and feared confrontations with Richard. He is vengeful and cruel in the punishments he dreams up for me. All of those punishments involve Wolfgang. He is devilishly clever, and it scares me. Of course I knew this was an unworthy thought. My peace and comfort, even Wolfgang’s peace, both were unimportant compared to a helpless young person being ruined in front of my eyes for the sake of a pleasure that Richard could have had from any streetwalker.

I closed the window and knew that I wouldn’t talk to Richard.

Springtime came. Stella had calmed down again, and was completely filled with her secret happiness. She now looked like a young woman, and that made her more ordinary than she had been before. She often retreated to her room. No one missed her, incidentally, apart from little Annette, who sometimes knocked in vain at her door before finally turning to other games.

Wolfgang continued to avoid her, and Richard had never given her a thought anyway. He barely saw her at home, almost only on Sundays. He was agonizingly restless during those weeks, he always came home late, and his constant cheerfulness was beginning to get on my nerves. He’s the type of person who fills a room with their vital force, to the point that you think you will suffocate in their vicinity.

Annette was the only one who didn’t sense this. His proximity to her cranked her liveliness up into boisterousness, and the delight that Richard took in her could not be ignored. She can get him to do whatever she wants, and exploits the fact with brazen displays of affection, every inch his daughter in this respect as well. On the other hand, Richard was starting to find Wolfgang weird, with his quiet politeness, which assumed a degree of arrogance next to Richard’s joviality.

Wolfgang was standing by the window looking into the garden. When he heard me, he turned around and I saw that his eyes were quite dark, with rage, worry, or even just reflection. But he immediately gave me his shy smile, which was intended to mislead me about his state of mind.

“What are you thinking about?” I asked.

“As it happens, mother,” he said, “I was thinking that the tiniest dog or even a bee is of much greater value than anything else, I mean, a cathedral, for example, or an airplane.”

I stared at him, filled with admiration and delight. Was it not incredible that this thought, which I’d never spoken out loud, had grown in his brain? It made me feel both proud and happy, but he was already mitigating his words. “Perhaps that’s not quite true either, though, because you basically get a dog for free, don’t you?” Something about this fact struck him as not quite right, because it really isn’t quite right. I could see the doubt at work behind his eyes; his confusion was obvious. I quickly said, “You’re absolutely correct, things don’t just have a financial value, they also have a natural value that remains unchanged for thousands of years. Everything else is nothing, all that really counts is life.” I didn’t feel entirely comfortable saying these words, and wished he could have continued living for a while without them, untroubled and free of doubts.

Very soon, I knew, he too would begin to suffer. Perhaps I’m too fond of this child, because for countless days and nights during the war I carried him into the basement, hugging him tightly, to give him the warmth he needed, with no thought but that of saving this little seed of life. At the time I also believed in love and in Richard, which meant one and the same thing to me. But I still had Wolfgang, and in my dreams I’m carrying that little bundle in dark basements, through the dust and the burning smell of collapsing buildings.

How easy, on the other hand, everything had been with Annette, the birth in a clean and quiet clinic, the well-fed suckling, all so effortless, almost casual, like acquiring a little cat that started crawling through the rooms and was soon standing on its own feet. Annette might as well have been the child of an acquaintance who happened to be visiting, a child that one feeds and bathes, whose hair one combs, on whose feet one puts little white socks, and from whose healthy young scent one quietly warms oneself.

Annette had never been a problem, and she never would be. The quiet unease that sometimes creeps over me when she’s nearby, when she climbs into my lap and kisses me, is does not apply to her, and I dismiss these feelings as soon as they arise.

It’s pleasant being kissed by Annette, even though I know that she kisses her father, the lady from the dairy, the doctor and neighbor’s dog just as passionately as she sometimes kisses me. Her kisses are only a sudden surge and don’t mean anything, they are perfectly noncommittal and forgotten a moment later.

Wolfgang doesn’t kiss anyone. If he presses his nose to my cheek for a moment, it’s incredibly significant to me, especially compared to Annette’s kisses.

Now he had turned back toward the window, and for some reason I thought it appropriate to draw his thoughts to something else.

“Wouldn’t you like to go and see Fritz,” I said, “or Aunt Ella?” But he didn’t want to. I became distinctly aware that I was starting to bother him, so I left, and he stayed by the window, motionless.

After a quarter of an hour I found him with that same attitude, and I didn’t like it. “We could go and see a documentary at the cinema,” I suggested, “and then pick up Dad from the office.”

He turned around sharply. “No,” he said, “let’s not go to Dad’s. But we could go for a walk, window shopping and so on.” I didn’t care either way. Aware that I was fulfilling an important duty, I put on my coat and hat. I couldn’t understand why Wolfgang, who had told me yesterday day how much he wanted to see the film, now all of a sudden wanted to look at shop window displays, when the weather was so harsh and windy—but perhaps the fresh air would do us both good. We wandered the streets for an hour, and Wolfgang became feverishly cheerful, drawing my attention to this and that, and playacting so obviously that my heart grew quite heavy with concern. Something about him wasn’t right. My head was buzzing when we got home, and Wolfgang sat down at the table and changed very suddenly from one minute to the next. Pale, and with dark circles around his eyes, he sat hunched over his cocoa and looked sad beyond expression. I put him to bed myself and waited until he had gone to sleep. Then I remembered that spring is always exhausting and uncomfortable, a time that takes its toll on him.

I was tired too, and didn’t wait for Richard. Annette was at her grandmother’s, so I was able to lie down. I didn’t hear Richard coming in, and also I didn’t see Stella until breakfast.

The incident with the violets happened on one of the following days. I remember exactly, it was a Wednesday, one of the days when Stella didn’t attend her Italian class. She was suddenly standing in front of me in the room, wearing that slightly too-tight black dress of hers, and holding a little bouquet of violets out to me. “The flowers are fabulously beautiful,” I said, taking them from her. I felt sorry for her. I had an idea of what she must have been going through. Her expression was oppressed and pleading, and all of a sudden I saw her once again as the big, clumsy child that she was when she first came to us. I leaned forward a little and kissed her on the cheek. She recoiled in horror, and it seemed for a moment that she was about to throw herself sobbing around my neck. An uncontrolled movement on my part—I had instinctively taken a step back—snapped her out of it. And nothing happened. Stella went to her room and I returned to mine, and then I dismissed her from my mind, as I had been doing for weeks.

A little later Wolfgang asked me who had brought the violets. At the sound of Stella’s name he suddenly looked angry and embittered, like a very old man, and immediately he walked away.

And later, as I lay reading, I forgot Stella, the violets, and myself. But I didn’t forget Wolfgang; he was constantly present, a troubling unease, just below the threshold of my consciousness.

April came. I did my tasks as always, the housework continued without a hitch. Annette brought bad grades home, and I gave her a dictation every day. Wolfgang was spending most of his time at a friend’s house, and I can’t actually remember Richard, he must have been as he always was. Nothing extraordinary happened to him either. He was bringing an affair to an end, a process that he had experienced so often that it couldn’t have knocked him off-balance.

Stella’s classes had finished, for no apparent reason, in the middle of the year. She no longer even tried to lie to me, and I didn’t ask. I was careful to spare her, and stop torturing her further with pointless questions. Now she spent every evening at home, and I often sat with her over a cup of tea, waiting for Richard. But he was overwhelmed with work and always came home late. Sometimes he came home smelling of an unfamiliar perfume, and I hoped Stella wouldn’t notice. On this particular evening, I wished she had already gone to bed, but she went on sitting there reading the paper, even though she was so tired that she could barely keep her eyes open.

She wasn’t reading the paper, however, she was just sitting motionless, holding it up in front of her eyes. She had completely forgotten that when you’re reading the paper you have to turn the page from time to time. I knew what was going on in her mind. Wild with longing and despair, she was waiting at least to see Richard, to hear his voice and catch a glance from him. I could imagine the humiliations that she had already endured, and the ones still ahead of her. And I wondered a hundred times whether or not I should speak to her. I didn’t want to hear a confession, because there was nothing I could have said in response, and I was fed up with lying.

That evening—Richard had finally come home—I went into the kitchen again to make fresh tea. When I came back and stood outside the door, I heard Richard talking to Stella. Our doors shut very tightly, and I couldn’t make out a word, but the bitterly cold and angry tone of his voice didn’t escape me. Stella must have been particularly stubborn, because it isn’t Richard’s style to speak to a woman like that. I tapped the door with the tea tray, and finally walked into the room with an indifferent smile on my lips.

Stella was leaning against the oven, crumpling a handkerchief in her hand. Her face was as white as the wall and I looked away immediately.

She said “good night” in a voice that made me shiver, and left the room on quick, blind steps.

“Stella looks miserable,” I said. Richard shrugged. “Who knows who she’s hanging around with,” he said. “I’ll be glad when she’s back and happy with her mother. The responsibility is too much for us. We don’t have time to keep a proper eye on her.”

I said nothing. How could I have responded? The lamplight rested on his blooming, smooth face, and when I bent down to pour the tea, I caught a strange and delicate scent. Then when I was sat across from him, studying his completely peaceful and indifferent expression and thinking about Stella, who might have been lying on her bed sobbing at that moment, I felt a wave of nausea and vertigo. “It isn’t possible,” I thought, “it just can’t be so.” But I knew it was possible and that I’m just incapable of comprehending it.

It was very late when we finally went to bed.

The next day Stella came home from school at four o’clock and immediately went to her room. When she didn’t appear for dinner, I brought her a tray of tea and sandwiches. She was deathly pale, her lips were sore and strangely red, and seemed to be swollen. She said something about a splitting headache and turned to face the wall. I gave her a powder and left her alone. She spent the whole of the next day in bed, she didn’t eat anything and kept her face turned toward the wall. She didn’t have a fever, and her pulse was normal. When she got up again and went to school she’d changed completely. She barely came to the living room now, she spent lots of time lying on her bed, sometimes looking at me like a lunatic. And again I didn’t ask, afraid of what I would hear. I was still of the ludicrous opinion that I was able to keep myself—and therefore Wolfgang too—out of Richard’s dark machinations. I felt genuine concern at the sight of her beautiful face, captive to a wild, mute pain, but I didn’t want to break through the wall that still separated me from that pain.

One afternoon I invited her to go into town with me, hoping to being able to distract her a little. We did a few errands. Stella quite absent in her new state of madness; I was hesitant, clumsy, and somewhat repelled. I noticed that people were staring at us, and I finally took Stella to a café where Richard sometimes meets his chess acquaintances. I felt terrible and awkward next to this sleepwalking goddess of misfortune, and really felt like slapping her awake from her trance.

“Stella,” I said sharply. “Stella.” She didn’t hear me. She looked past me, her eyes wide with horror. I followed her gaze and saw that someone was waving at me from the next table. It was an acquaintance of Richard’s, a certain Dr. W., a gynecologist whose practice isn’t far from Richard’s office. Richard once represented him in a divorce case, and represented him well. This Dr. W. wanted to get rid of his wife, and arranged circumstances so that one of his friends was caught with her. It’s an old trick, of course, and everyone knew how it was done and they were all highly amused by it. But he had a guilt-free divorce and didn’t have to pay alimony.

I feel ill whenever I see this person.

Stella was now gazing convulsively into her cup. I paid and said, “Let’s go, Stella.” She nodded and got to her feet. When we were in the street, I linked arms with her and felt her trembling.

What was going to become of this big unhappy child by my side? Rage and shame drove the blood into my heart. But I said nothing. Once we were home I immediately sent Stella to bed and gave her one of my sleeping powders. She looked gratefully up at me and pressed her face against my hand. I quickly pulled my hand away. Now, Stella really had no reason to be grateful to me.

Richard came home in an excellent mood. His eyes were blue, moist, and excited. He kissed me on the cheek, and I was surprised not to feel revulsion.

“What have you been doing all day?” he asked me cheerfully. “I was in town with Stella,” I said. “Incidentally, we bumped into your friend Dr. W.”

Silence. Then he said, his voice with a hint of cautious suspicion, “Friend is overstating it, I haven’t seen him for an eternity. No other news?”

“Nothing else,” I said, looking at him. I’m unlucky enough for people to be able to read my eyes. Richard must have been startled by what he read in mine, and he really was.

He immediately looked away from me and said in a calm and pleasant voice, the voice of a man of honor: “And what has Wolfgang been doing all this time, I hope there’s nothing to complain about.”

“No,” I said, “nothing to complain about.” I could have laughed in his face. I wanted to say to him, “My dear husband, you don’t need to remind me that you can’t blackmail me with Wolfgang. I already know how exposed I am to you.” But I didn’t say it. He would punish me ruthlessly, punish both me and Wolfgang, who was completely innocent. Stella was not my child. And she was beyond help. I had no way of helping her now. I knew she would soon go back to the small town where she was from, and I wouldn’t have to see her ever, ever again.

Nauseous and suddenly very tired, I went to bed. A little later I felt Richard’s hand on my shoulder and smelled his clean breath. He told me about a ring he had seen, which would go wonderfully with my evening dress. I didn’t move, but he didn’t draw his hand back, so we lay there until we’d gone to sleep. That night I dreamed I was trapped in a basement. A huge pile of charred masonry lay on top me, gradually crushing me.

The next week passed relatively quickly. The painters came to the house and painted all the window frames. That gave Richard an excuse to start coming home only to sleep, and I was grateful to him for his absence. It was also better for Stella not to see him for a while.

That week in particular was very cool and rainy, and the draught from our window frames made us shiver pitifully. Unease and damp filled the house from basement to loft. I was constantly chasing after Annette to keep her away from the sticky doors and windows, but she still ended up with broad white stripes on her green velvet dress, which neither turpentine nor any other cleaner could get rid of.

Stains are a strange thing in general. Never in my life have I managed to get rid of one completely. I have a deep suspicion of women who claim to be able to remove stains. Either they’re lying or there’s something not quite right at home. At any rate our clothes make their way to the dry cleaners, from which I get them back clean, admittedly, but turned into transparent little rags. They probably use razor blades and sandpaper to remove stains. Annette’s green skirt was one of those lost, and even after coming back from the cleaner it will barely be any use to anyone.

But after everything else that has happened, it really doesn’t matter. Annette got a slap and sat stubborn and weeping on the woodbox in the kitchen, her petticoat pulled over her knees. At last Wolfgang took pity and took her for a walk. That happened on the first day of this disaster. The days that followed were no different.

In the end, when we were all sighing with relief, it turned out that the painter had switched the windows around and it was impossible to close any of them. Wolfgang and I worked for half a day to sort it out and fell exhausted into bed in the evening.

Throughout this entire time, Stella paid no attention to us. In the morning she went to school as before, and in the afternoon she lay on her bed and stared at the wall.

My work, as tedious and unpleasant as I found it, suited me well enough. It simply made it impossible for me to deal with Stella. I understood her situation very well, but I couldn’t imagine what needed to happen now, and I was least of all able to expect help in the matter from Richard. As far as he was concerned, Stella wasn’t there. He’d sorted out everything that he could, and went about his business wearing the face of an overstretched man who must on no account be disturbed in his important work.

On Sunday we drove the car—it had finally stopped raining—into the countryside. Stella turned down my invitation, using the excuse that she had to do her homework. I was glad not to see her for the day. Sitting next to Richard in the car, I relaxed a little and completely forgot about her for several hours. Richard was enchantingly merry and visibly determined to make the day as pleasant for me as possible. No one can do that as well as he can, and not even the thought that he was doing it for a very particular purpose could seriously bother me, weary and exhausted as I was. We were a happy family, and I refused to notice that Wolfgang was being very quiet in the back seat, and not responding to Annette’s chatter as he usually did.

In the evening I didn’t go into Stella’s room as usual. I thought she could at least have come into the kitchen to say hello to me. The idea of having to look at her again every day made me quite weak with irritation and impatience.

I began to understand Richard, who so ruthlessly avoids engaging with ill and unhappy people.

On Monday morning, just after I’d finished my breakfast, the phone rang. I reluctantly tore myself away from the view of the pale blue sky above the top of the linden tree and went into the hall.

At first I couldn’t understand a thing, but the strange man’s voice repeated everything to me very precisely, clearly, and slowly. I got dressed and drove to the emergency room. While they were operating on Stella, I sat and waited in a little room for visitors. They had hardly allowed me any hope; she was not expected to regain consciousness. I stared at the pattern in the floor and tried to shake off my agonizing stiffness.

An African hemp plant stood on a little table, and I started counting its bright, heart-shaped leaves. Stella, I thought, six, seven, eight and again Stella. The little tree tottered and leaned toward me, then the floor rushed up at me.

Someone wiped my painful face. “You should have your heart looked at,” the nurse said. I laughed loudly. She looked at me severely and stuck a needle in my arm. “There’s nothing to laugh about,” she said. I fell into a shocked silence— I had no idea that I’d been laughing. My heart was in fine condition, it was even strong and powerful, no one knew that better than me. I sat up and asked about Stella. The nurse didn’t know anything yet, she was from the ambulance service and had nothing to do with the emergency room.

“Is she your daughter?” she asked, relenting a little, and obviously inclined to forgive my inappropriate laughter.

I said “No,” and she seemed to regret her softness immediately. “Lie back,” she ordered angrily, “and remember that these things happen for our own good, even if we don’t understand.” I obeyed. The nurse was certainly right, and even if she hadn’t been, I was in no position to argue. She had unbuttoned the collar of my blouse, and when she looked away I quickly did it up again. That action also brought back my strength and composure. “I’m feeling better already,” I dared to say. She looked at me doubtfully and then left me with the threat that she would shortly come and check up on me. I sat up and waited.

When the doctor came, I could already tell from the expression on his face that Stella was dead. They had only operated as a formality. In fact I had expected nothing less, impressed as I was by the thoroughness with which they went about things. “Do you want me to call a taxi?” said the tall, strange man in the white coat. I nodded, and he gave the task to a nurse. He also said that it would be better if I didn’t look at her, given my weakened state. But I insisted, and he brought me to her with a shrug.

The notion that this strange white bundle was supposed to be Stella, who had been alive when she left me two hours earlier, was impossible to grasp I laid my hand on her cheek, which was already quite cool, even colder than my hand. Then the car was there. I was handed Stella’s bag and went home.

Now I really should have called Richard, but a dark feeling of shame prevented me. Not because I thought I needed to spare him, but because it seemed like a crime against Stella to talk to Richard about her.

Three or four times I went into the hall, picked up the receiver, and set it back down again. In the end I found myself standing by the window, smoking, my mind completely blank, staring into the garden.

After the week of rain, a radiantly beautiful day had broken. Drops of water quivered on the young linden leaves, and the air streamed through the window, fresh and clean.

Stella was dead, and I felt a great sense of relief. Never again would I have to rack my brains for something to say to her, never again would I see her pale, shattered face. Stella was dead, and I could return to my old life with Wolfgang, the garden, and the good order of everyday life. The relief was so great that I started laughing softly.

Wolfgang came home at around midday. I told him what had happened, and he asked, rather untroubled, I thought: “Does Dad know?” Later he went into the hall and made a phone call. I heard him saying, “Stella is dead, Dad. Yes, I’m staying at home. Maybe you could come home earlier. At the emergency room, yes, good.” Suddenly I started shivering; the person talking out there was not mine, my child that I had pressed to my heart, dragged through the days of bombing, but a strange, embittered man, completely grown-up, cold, and pitiless.

I heard him going into the kitchen and busying himself with the tea things. I obediently drank the hot tea that he brought me. I had a desire to set down the cup, draw Wolfgang to me and weep at last, but I felt ashamed in the presence this new Wolfgang, who sat beside me so severely, so stiffly upright, not even looking at me. It was only when he had pulled a blanket over me and left the room that I turned toward the wall and began to weep. I wept for Wolfgang, for Stella, for Richard, and for me, and I felt as if I might never stop weeping. I felt the damp on my cheeks and on my hands and tasted the saltiness of tears in my mouth. I slowly became dull, empty, and peaceful.

Richard came home toward evening. He had been to the hospital already, and had sorted everything out with the head of the department, whom he knew well. I didn’t ask him whether he had seen Stella, probably not. For the first time I was glad that I didn’t have to be alone with Wolfgang anymore.

He left immediately, incidentally, when his father came to bring Annette home from her grandmother’s, where he had sent her at midday.

Richard came and sat with me and gave me a cigarette. I saw that he was irritated with Stella’s inappropriate behavior. She had always done what he demanded of her, and now, when he had thought everything had been operating most efficiently, she had to go and cause trouble for him. “It was an accident,” he said, “an accident, without question.”

I just nodded and said nothing. The warmth of his hand passed through my dress and filled me with peace and comfort. My brain knew who Richard was, but my miserable, weakened body greedily absorbed the warmth and stability that emanated from him.

I went to sleep right away.

The next day I resumed my activity. After the funeral and after Luise’s hasty departure, it sometimes felt for hours at a time as if Stella had never come to our house. Luise had taken her daughter’s things with her, the spare room was empty, and the bed was freshly made. Not a trace of Stella.

I’m beginning to get tired. I’ve been writing for two days. Soon Richard will come home with Annette and Wolfgang will arrive a little later. I don’t know what is going to happen to us. I don’t know. I would like to close my eyes, sleep and forget, but I can’t do it. I will open the window and let air into the room. Over the past few hours I have forgotten about the bird in the linden tree. It’s no longer sitting on its branch. Its mother didn’t come. Its little belly is probably lying somewhere down in the shrubbery; in a few days it will have disappeared, broken, as if it had never existed. I wish its mother had found it and brought it to safety, but I never really believed that would happen.

Now I’m hoping for a miracle, for the little bird to be sitting warm and safe in the nest, for Stella to step into the room in her cheerful red dress, young, lively, and still untouched by death and love, and for Wolfgang to press his face against mine again, making my heart quiver with tenderness. And I wish I could lie in Richard’s arms, without fear and dread, yield utterly to the soothing warmth of his big body.

And then I wake from my fantasies, and the knowledge assails me like a blow to my chest.

Nothing can erase the day when Wolfgang said, with his back to me, “Can you inform Dad that in the autumn I would like to go to a boarding school in the country?”

I stared at the small and independent nape beneath the shining dark hair.

“But,” I stammered, “but Wolfgang, why?”

He ignored my question, as a well-mannered person ignores inappropriate questions.

“It’s too late to apply,” I said hastily, “we should have done that before.”

Suddenly he turned to me. “I wrote to them myself, Mom. You’ve always said that city air isn’t good for me. They still have free spaces. I think Dad will be all right with it.”

Oh yes, and how all right he will be, I thought bitterly. There it was again, that feeling of shame toward the boy who had been my child. I breathed deeply and said, “Perhaps you’re right. Dad will come round in the end. Your health really isn’t the best. And then in the holidays,” I added, “it will be that much lovelier.”

He lowered his long eyelashes and said: “Of course, Mom.” Then he came to me and pressed his cheek to mine for a moment. The cool, revolted knowledge in his eyes was dimmed by a hint of sympathy and grief.

But I don’t like pity. “It’s fine,” I said, “I’ll talk to Dad.”

He went out the door and I stayed back alone, for ever and ever.

I suddenly had the idea of packing my suitcase and leaving with Wolfgang. I could rent two rooms in another city, for me and the children, and start all over again.

But of course I knew that was impossible.

At one point everything was fine and orderly, and then someone muddled the threads. I can no longer find the beginning, and the weave under my hands becomes more confused by the day, it grows and burgeons, and one day it will bury and suffocate me.

I’m frightened. Every day I pull myself a hundred times from a trance and say to myself: Stop thinking, walk away from the window, abandon your pitiful habits, staring into the garden like this and walking from one room to the other. There’s nothing for you to see in the garden.

Take care of the house, look after Annette, and think of your duties.

Then I pick up my bag and go shopping, but something leaps out at me in the shop, from the eyes of the dead fishes and the pale pink flesh of the slaughtered calves, and I run from them, and as I walk down the street I feel their staring eyes on my back. But I don’t look back, because it isn’t worth looking back. Exhausted and trembling, I sit down again on the sofa and my thoughts start running away, and everything starts all over again. Luise comes into the room and asks me if I could take in Stella for a school year, and I don’t dare to say no, don’t dare say no to her angry little ferrety face. I set the lace doily back down on the chest of drawers and put the greyhounds on it, the horses and the dancers, and we collect Stella from the station, a little gloomy about the disturbance that she will mean for us. Richard barely wastes a glance on her, he sometimes smells of Chanel No. 4, and Stella isn’t yet in danger. She sits hunched over her exercise books in her brown clothes and gets bored or knits socks for the poor.

“We should buy her some clothes, and she’d be a beauty,” I say to Richard, and then comes the day when he sees Stella for the first time.

Yes, I know how it all happened. I rewound the reel, and now I can see that this was what had to happen. I experience the evenings with Wolfgang again, we talk about Achilles and Cassandra, and I’m happy.

Of course I could also think about the future, but I never do that. It will come without any intervention from me and in some strange way the future will turn us into something that we never wanted to be. Every minute, every second transforms us further from ourselves.

And I fear nothing more than the day when I will forget that everything was once different. I try to recall to myself the feeling that I had after going to bed, that vibrant silence, the slow sinking into sleep, still without fear and regret, and awaking in the gloom, alone, blissful, and at one with myself. When will I forget the tenderness that swept over me as I held Wolfgang in my arms?

I hear footsteps on the gravel path, Richard’s tread and Annette’s hurrying little steps. Without going to the window I can see him walking slowly so she doesn’t get tired out, his hand surrounding her round child’s hand, and I see him patiently answering her questions.

For a heartbeat I am transformed into the little girl, in a world of sweet, cheerful warmth, holding hands with a kind and almighty father.

And while Stella’s flesh comes away from her bones and drenches the planks of the coffin, the face of her murderer is reflected in the blue sky of an innocent child’s eyes.
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