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1


Heinrich crossed the border at Herleshausen-Wartha on a Tuesday in March. On the face of it, it seems unlikely for a man of thirty to have been crossing that border in the spring of 1962 with nothing but a rucksack full of underwear and a bottle of whisky, not sparing a thought for his wife and children, explaining that he wanted to be a citizen of the thirteen-year-old German Democratic Republic, no need for anyone to know his reasons in detail just yet.


He had no precise plan in mind when he set out for the border that day, drove the new Citroën to Fulda railway station, then went on by train to just outside Herleshausen by way of Bebra, with the smell of his mistress still on his hands. He will have been thinking mainly of her as he walked the last two or three kilometres, turning off the main road and passing through fields, meadows and woodland, or then again perhaps he had forgotten her already, and was simply listening to his footsteps on the damp ground, reacting nervously when a passer-by came towards him, beginning to sweat slightly in his suit, waistcoat and hat, and the white shoes in which he must have cut a curious figure in these rural surroundings, so he returned no friendly greeting when he was spoken to, but just kept his eyes fixed on the next couple of metres ahead of him. At last he stopped to rest in a bus shelter, knowing that he must make his decision here, at this bus stop on the way into Herleshausen.


At first his mind had been in a state of great confusion: the smell of his mistress (her name was Marga), his fear of his creditors, his relief at escaping them, the thought of Rosa whom he had deceived, Rosa left behind with the two children, all this clamoured and flickered through his head. He sat at that bus stop for at least an hour, thinking about his life, the women in his past and the women yet to come, the beds he’d shared with them, the beginning and end of his business career, his journeys, his boozing, those years in the Soviet Union, his father’s illness, his mother’s early death, and yet again his mistresses who, in alphabetical order, were Anna, Bella, Dora, Gerda, Lyusya, Marga, Rosa and Wanda. He told them apart by the songs they sang, and the birthmarks he saw on them in various places when they were lying beside him.


So he sat there for an hour, waiting, and when the storm inside his head had died down, and he felt drained and determined, he got up and crossed the street from the bus stop to a café, where a young waitress served him. As a farewell gesture he ordered a big breakfast, having eaten nothing at Marga’s early that morning.


Since the waitress wasn’t very busy she asked if he was from hereabouts, and had he seen all those new structures that had gone up on the border, but he said no, he was just passing through, he’d only seen those new structures that had gone up on the border on TV. It was just terrible, said the waitress, she personally wouldn’t want to live over there one little bit, she’d sooner hang herself.


Well, suppose he told her he’s going to cross the border himself in the next few hours and stay there for good, because he won’t have to hang himself over there, but here in the West he would?


He really shouldn’t crack jokes at the expense of those poor things in the East, said the waitress, they didn’t have any choice in the matter, and although she cast him a number of surreptitious glances after that, keeping an eye on him sitting there at the table in his white shoes and his suit, she seemed to have taken serious offence at his remark. My father had a house in Thuringia years ago, I’d like to live there, said Heinrich when she brought him his bill a little later, and she stopped short for a moment and looked at him as if to apologize, but Heinrich rose and left, making for the border.


The evening before, standing for the second time outside the door of the building where Marga lived, he had hesitated. He was still a few minutes early. He saw the light in her second-floor window, and when he tried to remember her clearly what struck him was how slender and how cautious she had been. She was probably still ashamed of that episode back in the shop with him, which would be why she had asked him on the phone to give her two hours, he couldn’t come and see her until those two hours were up.


Although he had meant to wait a little longer than the appointed time, it was eight on the dot when he called again from a telephone kiosk in her street, and as her voice now suddenly sounded very welcoming he went upstairs, or rather ran upstairs to the second floor, saw her standing there, and shook hands as if they were strangers. Hello there, said Heinrich, letting her guide him through her sparsely furnished flat and immediately spotting traces of another man in the bathroom, on the coffee-table and in the bedroom, but fortunately the other man wasn’t at home, or perhaps he just sometimes stayed overnight, perhaps he knew where her sharp bony places were and had learnt not to bump into them.


Marga hadn’t changed much since last time, their first. He remembered her eyes when he saw her in front of him, and yet again they seemed to him very narrow and unusually small, she had cut her hair short and was wearing a dark-blue dress with an above-the-knee hemline, possibly in order to attract him. If she hasn’t been alone here these last two hours, thought Heinrich, at least she isn’t giving anything away, or alternatively she’s covered her tracks but left the pipe and shaving brush and pyjamas lying about on purpose, as a warning. She had made something for supper and laid the table for two in the kitchen where they sat talking, perhaps she had a brother who came to town on business now and again and could stay with his sister for free – such thoughts passed through his mind, and after all he could hardly ask whether she was living alone now or with some other man.


I’m at the end of my tether, Heinrich told her, but I’m glad to be at the end of my tether, and Marga just nodded, looked at his dirty shoes and crumpled suit, didn’t want to hear about it, it was probably far too late for good advice. What about Rosa? asked Marga, and Heinrich said he didn’t want to talk about Rosa just now but he’d like to stay the night, and tomorrow morning he was going to the East to start a new life. He must have asked her, as soon as they finished supper, whether she minded if he spent his last night in the West with her, and in the end things went the same as usual, except that he’d never had to ask any favours before. In her own way, Marga probably liked it that he had to ask, so she just nodded again, washed the supper dishes, disappeared into the bathroom for half an hour, cleared away the pyjamas, pipe and shaving brush and a few other little things belonging to her lover or her brother, as the case might be, sat down beside Heinrich at the oval coffee table, and said he wasn’t to think she didn’t remember, and would he please get out of his head any idea that she’d ever been ashamed of it. So much for that.


She made him wait a little longer before they got around to it, and then nothing much happened, or rather he felt very affectionate towards her but he simply couldn’t make it as a lover that night, and when Marga tried to comfort him he said he was okay, and he hoped she was okay too, he was very affectionate all of a sudden, very selfless in the art of love, and after all, he knew how someone who had failed as a lover could still give a woman a good time, didn’t he?


Some time in the course of that night Marga must have told him she could see why he was going to the East, although it was still something of a mystery to her, even though she was a Communist. Heinrich was surprised to hear Marga call herself a Communist and tell him that she knew people with whom she discussed the prospects for Communism in West Germany, they’d meet in someone’s flat, always a different one, talking until late into the night about the possibility of founding a Party, and sometimes, when they were all very tired and the last bus had gone, a couple of the comrades stayed overnight and left their pyjamas behind.


Write and tell me your address when you’re over there, she asked when everything had been said, and he promised, because he knew everything had been said, not that I know if she’ll ever answer my letters, he thought. Then they slept for a while in her West German Communist bed, which was rather narrow for two people but soft and warm and comfortable, and next morning he kissed her on the mouth, said goodbye, went to the station and bought a ticket to Herleshausen.


The West German border officials merely shook their heads when Heinrich arrived just after one o’clock, showed his travel permit and said he wanted to go to the East and had nothing but a rucksack with him, and since he was secretly afraid the police might already be after him because of the bankruptcy, to get him summarily arrested as a swindler going East with debts worth quarter of a million, he did everything very slowly and deliberately for the benefit of the border officials, said a few words about his father’s home and his East German origins, carefully made a pile of his underwear, socks, shirts and trousers, opened the box containing the letters and photos, cracked a joke about the opened bottle of whisky which he would have drunk if Marga hadn’t been at home, cracked another joke about his unsuitable white shoes, took care not to overdo the jokes, and waited for the officials to give their verdict. He was told he could keep everything except the sports section of Monday’s Süddeutsche Zeitung, just to avoid unnecessary trouble, and anyway he’d have the sports section of Neues Deutschland to read in future. Had Herr Hampel really thought hard about returning to his native central Germany? Yes, he had. Was he sure? Yes, he was sure. So there was nothing more the officials could say, Herr Hampel was a free citizen in a free country, the territory of the German Democratic Republic began just a few paces further on, okay, goodbye.


Heinrich was so relieved to have got over this first hurdle successfully that he felt like taking the opened bottle of whisky out of his rucksack, but then he decided a man should be able to show he felt cheerful without whisky, for after all the people over there would be watching him, and they might just possibly think he wasn’t serious about starting a new life in a new and better Germany, did he think a man needed Dutch courage to go the last few metres, was that the kind of state he thought the GDR was? To avoid giving anyone the wrong impression Heinrich walked towards the checkpoint with a particularly firm tread, even whistling, and looked to left and right of the tall grating in the metal fence which marked the border here, a border over which no creditor or bailiff would pass so easily in the spring of 1962, perhaps not even a wife.


Only as he went the very last few metres did it occur to him that he had no idea what he was going to say to the people over there about his reasons. Perhaps they’d be glad to see someone like him and consequently wouldn’t ask too many questions about any reasons a man had, whether good or bad, for taking such a step, just so long as he didn’t want to go back to the West, and since he was escaping from the West he certainly didn’t want to do that. Heinrich wanted to be treated as a welcome arrival in the new Workers’ and Peasants’ State, he wanted to leave everything behind, make a new beginning himself in this land of new beginnings, at the age of thirty he wanted to be a blank sheet again, a blank sheet on which anyone who liked could write.


Even as the border guard soldiers were asking to see his papers, the unsuspecting Heinrich still couldn’t imagine getting anything but a friendly, hearty welcome. He was only surprised that they immediately took away his bottle, and on their second search they also confiscated the box containing his lovers’ letters and photographs, although he would have been only too willing to tell the border guard soldiers all about them: their particular characteristics, their skills, his first and last times with them and the times in between – there were plenty of those – his final rifts with them; who came before them and who came after them; why none of them was in the least like Rosa (oh, they were all like Rosa), but how there was at least one tiny, familiar, special little detail about every single one of them.


He was rather taken aback by his initial reception, when they just left him alone in the company of a young soldier who didn’t say a word. He could see the others making phone calls of some kind inside the checkpoint building and studying his passport one by one: born Jena, 25 August 1931, distinguishing marks, none.


After about half an hour they began asking questions. They wanted to know whether he was wanted by the police in the West (no), did he have family in the GDR (unfortunately not), what did he know about the structure of Socialism and the progress it was making (not a lot). He did know a woman in Fulda who was a Communist, said Heinrich, and he’d spoken fluent Russian since he was fifteen; that at least interested them. They asked would Heinrich please follow the Comrade Lieutenant into a small waiting-room, where he could rest for a while and drink a glass of tea, thus initiating him in his very first minutes in the East into the art of waiting: a difficult art, and he didn’t have much practice in it yet.


Shortly before reaching Fulda he had run into a heavy fall of wet snow, and while the storm raged outside, making it impossible for anyone to see more than a couple of metres ahead, he tried to remember which city she had written from when she sent him the postcard back then, was it really Fulda or somewhere else with a similar name, what made him think of Fulda? Did she come from Fulda, or had she just moved there at the time, or was she passing through? She seemed to travel around a good deal, Marga the connoisseur of beds, and one day there she was in his shop asking questions and lingering, but she was only one of many, and as one of many she left no distinct trace behind. All he remembered was her voice, which was hoarse and deep and full of promise (as he put it), and since her voice was like music it could not, unfortunately, be described in words.


In the photograph she sent him years later she looked rather nondescript: a thin, pale face giving little away, rather too long a nose, he would never have taken any notice of her in the street. Summer 1968, it said on the back of the photograph, long live the German Communist Party, remember me? Love, M.


They had just let him out of jail for the first time when she sent him this photo without any accompanying letter, and although in the years that followed she visited him a couple of times on Party business of some kind in the East, when he was right at the end of his tether she too forgot him very quickly, sensitive little Communist that she was, a woman from the West with one of those mouths that always look as if they’re begging or pleading for something, very softly and discreetly, and once, years ago, he had kissed that mouth with its thin, pursed lips. He can’t really have been expecting her to make excuses or stipulations back then in March 1962, for he had never before known a woman, a lover, turn him away on the telephone, telling him that his visit was very inconvenient just at that moment but she’d be happy to see him a little later.


He was in a telephone kiosk at the station when she gave him this information, and not really knowing what to do with himself over the next two hours he wandered around the station concourse for a while, stood drinking a cup of coffee, and finally fetched his bag from the car and went to her flat well in advance of the appointed time. He could see from the lighted windows on the second floor of the austere new building that she was at home.


He waited, wondering about her reasons: perhaps she had another lover (well, she probably did) and wasn’t through with him yet, or perhaps she was just fondly waving him goodbye, perhaps she was tarting herself up for Heinrich (no, ridiculous), perhaps she had important work to do (she was a teacher, wasn’t she?), or perhaps she was just sitting in her flat toying with the thought of going out somewhere for the evening, not expecting to come home and find Heinrich still standing down in the street, waiting for her to put in an appearance and ask him up to her flat – any of these notions, he thought, might be correct.


Heinrich waited for almost two hours, thinking that just about anything was possible, dismissing such ideas, then entertaining them again, and so the time passed. As seven o’clock approached he thought briefly of going to a nearby hotel and forgetting about Marga, but then he struck a curious kind of bargain with himself and her, realizing how ridiculous it was that the terms of this bargain depended on the words and gestures with which she received him, wondering whether she wanted anything to do with him as a friend or indeed a lover, and if so what. Since he got cold if he just stood around for too long, looking up at her window and waiting for a shadow to appear, or two shadows, he walked round the old cemetery a couple of times, a place where no one had been buried for years, deciphering the names of dead strangers on the weathered stones, quite a laborious task when so little light was cast on them from the street, but there was no dead woman called Marga there.


After about an hour a border guard brought him a long questionnaire to fill in, asking him to enter the names and dates of birth of every member of his family, together with their professions and any political parties, trades unions or other associations to which they belonged, how on earth was he supposed to know all that? After a good half hour he had dealt with the six pages of the questionnaire (it was now two-thirty), then they took it away (it was now three p.m.), then came more patient waiting, they were obviously leaving him to sit and stew a few more minutes for every unanswered question. Around three-thirty an older man appeared, a civilian in a plain grey suit and check shirt, and apologized. Unfortunately, he said, Heinrich wasn’t the only one wanting to cross the border into the German Democratic Republic today, would he please be patient a little longer, another half an hour and they could carry on, he’d have to say who he was again, where he came from and how much Western money he had with him, the exchange rate was one to one until evening, well, they weren’t being actively unfriendly.


The two soldiers who searched his bag must have been locals, because although they were not very talkative they said enough for him to recognize their Thuringian dialect, and for a moment he felt at home, just like that. You must be from Jena or somewhere near, he said, suddenly speaking in an accent he hadn’t used for years himself, and they seemed momentarily pleased, but immediately turned formal again and went on investigating his bag. When they had finished with it they searched his clothes, found a few Western pfennigs he had forgotten in his waistcoat pocket, and made it very clear how suspicious they thought such little details were, but since Heinrich spoke their own dialect they weren’t about to kick up a great fuss, wait outside while we go and report, would you, and by now it was nearly four.


The next person Heinrich saw was an older officer from Saxony, there were a few more questions they had to ask about his personal details. What was to become of the wife and children he was leaving behind, were there any plans for them to follow him later? He was afraid he didn’t really think so, said Heinrich, we never discussed it, but he’d like to know what was going to happen to him personally next, he wanted to go on to Jena today, he’d grown up in Jena, his father’s house was there, he was known in Jena.


You mustn’t think it’s that easy, said the officer, in a way that made Heinrich begin to realize how inaccurate his ideas of the border guards had been, and why his flight – or his return – presented them with problems, why every question they asked him was part of a test which would decide whether they let him in or sent him back to the West. After all, said the officer, the German Democratic Republic can’t let every ruined businessman or what-have-you into the country who wants to come, without any kind of inquiry, and he added something to the effect that the German Workers’ and Peasants’ State was not a place where social misfits could be offloaded. So let’s hear your story, but keep it short, please, after all, you’re not the first to turn up with some kind of tale in the fond belief that we haven’t heard it before, whereas we know such stories inside out. Oh, we’ve had all sorts here, said the officer, all manner of unemployed we’ve seen and even more deserters, plenty of adventurers too, deserted wives, cuckolded husbands, the homeless family from the Ruhr, the bankrupt packaging manufacturer from Hamburg, the pickpocket from Kiel: oh yes, they’ve all been here. You don’t need to explain what it’s like in general in the capitalist West, what happens before a man packs his bag and sets his sights on the GDR, and as for all the people who once left full of illusions, and come back again disappointed and disenchanted, we can leave them right out of it.


So what had Heinrich’s line of business been?


Beds and bedding.


Well, this was a new one, they hadn’t had anyone in the beds and bedding line before, but it would have been the banks that ruined him.


Oh yes, it was the banks, said Heinrich, greatly relieved that the man knew all about it and didn’t insist on further details, since mentioning some of those details would have been awkward.


Then they had a brief conversation about Heinrich’s Russian years and also, just in passing, about his contacts with West German Communists, a man like Heinrich, said the officer from Saxony, would undoubtedly get along well in the first German Workers’ and Peasants’ State, so the first step is to take you to our pleasant reception centre in Eisenach, he’d get his box of letters and photographs back when he left for Eisenach at the latest.


In retrospect, it was difficult for Heinrich himself to say when and where the idea of going to the East had first come to him, or how it felt when he ridiculed his brother while Rosa stood between them, looking desperate, and he heard his elder brother say: Go on, then, you’d better go to the East, you don’t have any alternative, do you?


Of course Theodor hadn’t seriously thought Heinrich might go to the East, and Heinrich himself hadn’t been thinking of it just then, he simply wanted to get away, and Rosa hadn’t the slightest idea, she didn’t even guess at his impending ruin yet. But she sensed that by now he was capable of doing anything, and she wanted, although it was useless, to restrain him, prevent him from getting into the blue Citroën before her eyes and driving off for heaven knew how long. But where are you going, for God’s sake, she cried as he left, and when he took one last look back in the driving mirror he saw Theodor spitting scornfully on the ground and putting his arm round Rosa, so now she’d have to see how she got along without her unfaithful husband Heinrich, he supposed it wouldn’t be easy for her.


For the first thirty kilometres, until he reached the Frankfurt-Hoechst motorway junction, Heinrich was incapable of any clear thought at all, but then he gradually calmed down, drove north past Homburg and Bad Nauheim, and after Giessen he went on east towards Bad Hersfeld. Somewhere along the way the thought must have occurred to him: the East. That’s the last thing any of them will think of, they won’t expect a man like me to cross the border and be gone for good, never to return.


Tired after his nocturnal arguments with Rosa, he stopped for a break in a roadside café just outside Bad Hersfeld, mulled the idea over – and what kind of an idea was it, this notion which had just occurred to him for the first time? – well, his brother Theodor wouldn’t be able to understand it, that was for sure. He liked the idea that his brother wouldn’t understand it, he liked the idea that his friends, acquaintances and business associates wouldn’t understand it either, so he went back to his car, saw a road sign for Fulda a few kilometres further on, was briefly taken aback, suddenly remembering that little affair last winter, was pleased to find that he immediately remembered the name attached to the affair (Marga, that was it), so he thought of visiting her in her home town of Fulda, swapping a few reminiscences with her, a little time for reflection could certainly do no harm.


He was still on the way to the station when he remembered that there had been an unpleasant incident over this Marga last winter, that is to say the unpleasant incident had been after she left, just as he was about to go home, when Rosa turned up in the shop all of a sudden, and of course she immediately saw the bed where he had been making love to Marga half an hour earlier. He had rather enjoyed Marga’s love-making and her manner in general, if he remembered correctly, and Rosa made one of those scenes which had become more and more frequent in recent years, and in which she used fewer and fewer words to express her contempt for Heinrich and all those afternoons spent with any chance-met female who happened to come his way.


So now you’re even doing it here in the shop, Rosa had said, and as usual Heinrich did not reply, although the fact was that Marga had turned up in his shop quite by accident, and as for what became of her afterwards: no idea. She had just written him that single insignificant postcard from her home town of Fulda one day, and although at the time she too had seemed to him entirely insignificant now, months later, she put the most outlandish ideas into his head, and he decided that he must go and see her and make everything the same as it had been back in the shop that afternoon, even if it was only for the one night before he either went over to the East or decided – perhaps because of that one night with Marga – to think better of his decision.


You make me sick, Rosa had told him at the time, and from the way she said it he felt fairly sure she had actually seen nothing but the untidy bed, having arrived too late for anything else, or so he hoped. She never came to see him in the shop again (nor did Marga), but after this he felt she was watching him. She still hadn’t given up on him back then in January 1962, seven weeks ago: good heavens, was it only seven weeks? It seemed to Heinrich an eternity.


Later on, he would say only the bare minimum about his days in the camp at Eisenach. If the questions were particularly persistent, or if he liked a woman, he would reveal that it was dark on his arrival and he had been taken to one of the wooden huts, which were still quite new, but unfortunately it was too late for supper. There must have been several hundred people in the camp at the time, eight to a hut, with three woollen blankets each and sheets to sleep in, mess kit and a bag, that was it at the start.


He didn’t stop to think too much about this start, or perhaps he was too tired to do so, or he thought he could still go back on his decision if, for instance, he didn’t like the other men in the hut, who were taciturn or pretending to be asleep, and wanted him to be quiet and keep his mouth shut at this time of night, imagine bringing someone into the camp at such an hour.


All things considered, it was probably only in Bautzen that he realized his decision had been irrevocable, and he was wrong if he had thought it was just a temporary measure, if it doesn’t work out we can do something else, or go on from where we left off – for he did indeed see it in such simple terms. Afterwards he said: I stumbled into it, I simply stumbled into it, and later on there were some things I liked all right and some things I liked less, but I never really made any decision. What was it he always used to say? Let’s wait and see what happens, something’s sure to happen, and that was how he came to end up there in the East. Let’s see what happens if I drive towards Herleshausen, let’s see what happens if Marga takes me in, let’s see what happens if I go on to the border next morning – and once the first days in the camp are over and I have a new place to live and a new job, it won’t be as bad as all that (and it wasn’t). Better than in the West, anyway.


He will have been thinking along such lines on that first evening in Eisenach, when the others were asleep and no one wanted to know about him, yes, he felt very optimistic, and there was a big breakfast next morning, and the five young fellows in his hut weren’t so bad at all, they came from the Göttingen area and were talking their heads off and ready for adventure, looking to the future, they were going out as soon as possible to explore the place, but Heinrich had to stay in camp for a twenty-four-hour quarantine period.


There was a strange atmosphere in the camp. It was surprisingly quiet, although the huts were full of all kinds of people mixed up together, people who didn’t like talking about themselves and their past, or exactly why they had come and with what hopes, they preferred to keep all that to themselves out of distrust or prudence, or perhaps on instructions. Tom was the only one with whom Heinrich had a lot of conversation from the first. Tom was just twenty and still took life easy, as something unimportant, and when he came up against difficulties (he had several times misappropriated sizeable sums of money, and had been on the run for months), when he came up against difficulties he cleared out and settled somewhere else, wherever he liked.


Heinrich met him over lunch, and shortly before lunch a man from the internal security service, the Staatssicherheitsdienst, introduced himself, sounded very friendly and forthcoming and even gave Heinrich a cigarette. His questions were few and easily answered: did Heinrich have any relations or siblings in the Federal Army, the Federal Border Police or the ordinary police force? Any knowledge of military installations? He said no. Had he settled down in the camp – thanks for the kind enquiry – and then Heinrich was allowed to go. Lunch came next and his first conversation with Tom, and then, in the afternoon, a discussion with the cultural director in the television room. A plainly dressed man in his fifties, the cultural director delivered a short speech on Western bugging systems and how everyone in the camp had a number, but you’d get used to that, thought Heinrich, the way you’d get used to the early supper, and after all the tea, sausage, cheese, butter and bread didn’t taste so very different from their counterparts at home.


Going to the evening lecture? asked Tom after supper, rolling his eyes to heaven in a way which immediately told Heinrich that the lecture was nothing wonderful but one might as well go all the same, there was nothing else to do. Most of the inmates of the other huts were also there: a first lieutenant in the Volkspolizei, the People’s Police, spoke on espionage, sabotage, militarists and capitalists, but Heinrich wasn’t really listening, and what he did hear sounded like some new foreign language (Bonn imperialism), only a few words of which were familiar at first and had roughly the same meaning as he attached to them in the West.


There wasn’t much else to do after the lecture. He exchanged a few more remarks with Tom on the way back to the hut, went to bed early like the rest of them and couldn’t sleep, tried to think of Marga and how he hadn’t wanted her to masturbate him, but now he was doing it to himself, moving quietly under the thin bedclothes, and the only pictures he could conjure up were of Rosa. For a moment he was surprised at himself, for it had been years since he had frankly pleasured himself while unable to think of anyone but the faithful Rosa, and afterwards, in fact, he felt tired and content and fell into a carefree sleep.


Rosa hadn’t really taken him seriously back at the beginning of March when everything was balanced on a knife-edge, so little idea did she have of what was going on, and she refused to believe in his imminent ruin. All right, so you can’t see any way out of it today, she had said, well, why don’t we go and see Theodor and talk it all over with him, I mean, he’s your brother, and I know you’re not all that fond of each other, but in times of trouble blood’s thicker than water, and next day you can go to Frankfurt and negotiate credit with this Offermann (a name invented by himself), and everything will work out.


You really think so?


Yes, I do. (Rosa’s finest hour.) Haven’t we put other things behind us, with a little give and take?


I suppose so. (All he could think of was the business of Susanna.)


They told their daughter: We’re all off to Wiesbaden for a couple of days, but when we come back you mustn’t tell anyone where we’ve been, and they put her in the back of the new Citroën and drove off; it was less than four hours door to door.


For God’s sake, what’s got into you two? asked Theodor, who hated surprise visits, and his wife Ilse, who couldn’t stand Theodor’s younger brother, asked why for goodness’ sake they always had to arrive unannounced, time and again it was always the same old story. Well, it’s about the firm, said Heinrich, the first year’s always the most difficult, he began cautiously. To which Theodor replied, distrustfully: Have you really been running that business of yours for a year already?


It was exactly a year in February.


How time flies.


And then Theodor left him dangling. How time flies. Was that all he could find to say? How time flies? Only someone who had never been up to his neck in it could talk like that, obviously, someone who always had his business affairs in apple-pie order in good time for the benefit of his nearest and dearest, shunning risks the way the devil shuns holy water (as Rosa would have said), someone who had grown prosperous solely through his own hard work, industry and prudent life-style. Heinrich sensed that his elder brother always shrank from these meetings or confrontations, but he also sensed that a change was on the way, he sensed the forthcoming triumph of the slow but sure over the unscrupulous, impatient character he himself had always been, and now, all of a sudden, he was being fobbed off with assorted empty phrases, just to keep him from coming straight out with it and broaching the tiresome subject of money once again, oh, please, pull yourself together and wait until the children are in bed, can’t you?


My lawyer says there are certain clauses which mean at the best I’ll be jailed for a few years, and at the worst I’ll be slaving away for my creditors all my life.


I’m not responsible for your mistakes.


You’re my brother.


Not my brother’s keeper.


That was all they said about it that evening, and when the two women brought a meal in from the kitchen it was like any ordinary family visit, and neither Theodor nor Heinrich mentioned the matter again. But Rosa did once in her own way, long after midnight, and Theodor thought it rather inappropriate for her to start carrying on about Heinrich’s difficulties at this time of night, bringing up the question of how far he had just had bad luck or how far he had failed, and the way one of those things can turn to the other, are some people failures from birth or do they simply get made into failures, these were the questions on her mind at the moment, and Heinrich, over near the door, couldn’t help listening to the pair of them.


Later, he thought Rosa had sounded very gentle but determined, he only wished he knew the way her mind worked, and how she could suddenly change it completely from one minute to the next, and then she would lean over to him as she did now and whisper a couple of words in his ear, and when he heard what it was she was whispering he was glad. They were really just a couple of words spoken several thousand times before, but still he was glad.


After breakfast on the Thursday Tom said: Well, you’re through with the twenty-four-hours quarantine now but they won’t be letting you out of camp yet, not for some time, they have to give you a medical examination before they let you out of camp, then we can go and have lunch, and the next trick they think up quite often begins with a cigarette and ends with Lord knows what kind of complications, commitments even. That’s just by way of a bit of advice, Heinrich, old fellow, you’re still new here and yesterday’s cigarette was only the start, by the third day at the latest you won’t get off so lightly.


It took the young doctor who examined or rather questioned Heinrich no more than a couple of minutes to know all about him: he was young and strong, looked you straight in the eye, seemed fit for any kind of work. Was he looking forward to getting out of the camp, the doctor asked, and then came the questions: Do we suffer or have we ever suffered from any infectious diseases? Any contact with persons of either the male or female sex who suffer or have ever suffered from any infectious disease? Right, thanks. Heinrich didn’t even have to strip to the waist or let the doctor look down his trousers to check up on what he had said, nothing like that. Heinrich was sound as a bell and perfectly capable of working, that was obvious, for instance we need people to work on the land, people who aren’t afraid of hard labour and will lend a hand when manpower’s needed, they may have been bed salesmen like Heinrich, or whatever, but anyone who’s ready to help build the Socialist structure is welcome here. (So now he knew.)


The friendly Stasi officer offered Heinrich a cigarette, just as he had the day before, but this time Heinrich refused it, and the friendly Stasi officer was surprised and seemed to be making notes in his head, perhaps Heinrich was the sort who could come in really useful one way or another after all, he personally had had nothing but good experiences with whisky drinkers.


So Heinrich’s whisky was brought into play again, they’d kept it for him, it tasted of the old days, they offered it to him. Didn’t expect to see your whisky again, I bet, said the officer, and not like this either, and Heinrich said no, he didn’t expect to see it again, so they clinked glasses and sipped the liquor, for Tom hadn’t said anything about the inadvisability of drinking whisky with the Stasi, and for the time being everything was innocuous. Heinrich was asked for the story of the years he had spent in the Soviet Union from 1946 to 1951, and Harms the Stasi officer (just call me Herr Harms) told the tale of his own travels through the ruins of Thuringia as a Young Communist recruiting people to the cause of progress, it was in the autumn of 1946, six months after the founding of the Sozialistische Einheitspartei Deutschlands, the Socialist Unity Party of Germany or SED, that he began believing in Socialism on German soil, a narrative he recounted between the third and fourth glasses of whisky: all perfectly innocuous.


Over an hour later not a word had yet been said about Heinrich’s future, or else Heinrich just hadn’t been listening properly when his future was discussed, and as Herr Harms seemed to feel at ease in Heinrich’s company, Heinrich began to feel at ease himself, after all, it was his whisky they were drinking, and if they kept going at this rate it wouldn’t last long.


Had Herr Harms done him a favour, or was it the other way around, or had each of them done the other a favour?


Heinrich decided that in any case he ought not to lag behind in the exchange of these little courtesies, so he flattered the Stasi man by calling the GDR a land of hope, adding that if it was permitted he’d write to his wife Rosa this very day and say so, and perhaps she could soon convince herself of the fact with her own eyes.


Well, that would be quite something, said Herr Harms.


Yes, indeed it would, said Heinrich, but I don’t know if I can hope for that. In fact, he reflected, he had only dragged Rosa into it for Herr Harms’s benefit, wondering whether a man like Harms had a family of his own, and went home on an evening like this to tell his wife about his latest conquests on the field of ideological battle: Oh, and I tackled a man called Heinrich, I like him, don’t really know why.


Well, said Harms, saying goodbye early that evening, we can discuss it again another day, you’ll have had leisure to think it all over by then, you’d better write to your family, oh, and you should gather a few first impressions of life outside the camp, there’s no hurry.


Later Heinrich had some difficulty in reconstructing that afternoon with Harms in every detail (he tried only because Tom wanted to know about it), and he asked himself why the Stasi man set such store on his not forgetting Rosa, and what exactly he was supposed to think over at his leisure. However, by no means everything had occurred to him that should have occurred to him, according to Tom: Let’s hope you haven’t signed anything. He hadn’t.


On that last evening with Rosa Heinrich hadn’t begun drinking until late in the afternoon, so he went easy on her and her suggestion of going to Wiesbaden and didn’t refuse, yet Theodor was the very last person from whom he could expect help in his present situation. However, Heinrich was at least anxious to get out of town, so he invented Offermann in Frankfurt for Rosa’s benefit, he’d met men like that as he trawled through pubs and bars.


There, you see, said Rosa, and she too went easy on him, and was friendly and didn’t give him an earful. Heinrich almost felt that she was glad he had business problems and didn’t know where to turn (for indeed there was nowhere they could turn), because that way at least he didn’t get stupid ideas in his head, he was the same man he’d been four or five years ago: slightly unreliable but ambitious, and even in his unfaithfulness he was faithful to her in his fashion, which was just how she’d always imagined the man in her life. She had not been dissatisfied with Heinrich at first, and as for the few girlfriends he’d had before her (she really didn’t by any means know all of it), well, they’d taught him this, that and the other.


They had both put on a bit of weight over the last few years, the lavish evening meals she cooked him and a glass or so too many of whisky had left their traces, but she was fond of the Heinrich of 1962 and still saw in him the Heinrich of 1952, that self-confident character who’d been laying bets on her with his brother, saying he’d find a chance to sweet-talk her and tell her he’d like to take her to the Fischerwiesen open-air swimming baths so as to study her in every detail.


It was in June 1952 he was betting on her, and he sweet-talked her in the street early in the afternoon, and Rosa listened to him and couldn’t help doing as he wanted. Oh, all right, she said, and her friend Marie, left behind, watched in amazement as Rosa unhesitatingly got on his borrowed bicycle (he had nothing much of his own) and clung to his waist, and let him take her to the open-air swimming baths on the other side of the river, luckily he liked her new bathing costume, and there was nothing to interest him that summer in the other bathing costumes on display and the girls inside them.


Over the next few weeks she found she had to protest a bit, telling him off for the various liberties he took, but usually he knew just when and where she was going to draw the line, and when he did once go too far (his warm, dry hands finding their way under her bathing costume), it was not an unpleasant experience. After all, everyone envied her because of her Heinrich with his white silk scarf, his snappy sayings and his invitations issued from the borrowed bicycle, why, even the lovely Marie envied her, because after all it was Rosa who shared a thin towel with him at the swimming pool and let him kiss her, steam rising gently from her under his kisses, or so she hoped, it was Rosa who punished her envious friends by occasionally hinting at this or that detail of his careful but bold explorations. At this the friends always fell silent, or acted very haughty and experienced, for all their lack of experience, because in their early twenties most of them had not got far with the acquisition of anything deserving that name, so Rosa had a whole summer to enjoy seeing her women friends secretly casting glances at her Heinrich, unable to take their eyes off him, she felt it was a feather in her cap.


Years later she told Marie, the woman friend who still remained to her from that summer at the open-air swimming baths: I must have been mad to get engaged to him after less than four months, but I’m glad I was so crazy, I’m glad he took me, even though all I had was a fine pair of eyes and a body with curves enough for two. You certainly do have to be crazy to fall for that line, Marie had said, but Rosa just dismissed it, oh, don’t start on about that, please, I mean, who cares about his affairs when he always comes back to me and takes me and holds me as if it were the very first time and for ever, that’s life, and I wouldn’t find a better man, or do you have a better man? Well, there you are!


She liked remembering those early days, and then there was his professional success and all the money it brought into their home over the first seven years, those were the fat years, and if seven lean years followed, well, she was ready to adjust to them.


I don’t want to talk about it, Heinrich had said on their last evening together in Regensburg, the memory of his uncle’s threats and reproaches still weighing on him. So what do we care if your uncle doesn’t see his money again, suppose the worst comes to the worst (this was typical Rosa again), I mean, he’s got plenty, and personally I don’t believe, and I never will, that when the best beds and bedding salesman south of the river Main sets up on his own things can go badly wrong. (Oh Rosa, if only you knew.)


We could find a smaller flat if that would help for now, Rosa had said, and the beginning is always the worst time, I could economize on the housekeeping, or we could sell the new TV set, but Heinrich wouldn’t hear of any of that. Just pack me a few things for Frankfurt, he had said, and then he sat in the TV room until long after midnight, getting drunk, with no idea what to do.


The letter to Rosa was difficult. He’d have liked to ask Harms for advice, Harms must have experience of such letters, but unfortunately Harms wasn’t at the evening lecture, and Heinrich didn’t want to wait until next day. He still had no plan as he began writing. He wanted her to think he was concerned for her but did not seriously expect her to follow him, so he wrote: Eisenach, 16 March 1962. My dear ones, I couldn’t do anything else! I don’t know how I saw it through, but I do think there are opportunities for the future here. I left my car in Fulda, at the railway station. I think of you all the time. Please write to the following address: H. H., Eisenach Reception Centre, GDR. Love to the children. Letter to follow.


After that he struck up a brief conversation with the lads from Göttingen to find out what their first impressions had been, for of course he was eager to know what things were like outside the camp, and he had no idea whether it was really completely different from the ideas entertained of it in the West. The lads from Göttingen didn’t seem to have thought about it very much either, all that mattered to them was the presence of a nearby town (a grey and gloomy town) in which they walked through the pouring rain, unable to find a café where they could sit and get warm. Ten years: was that a long time or a short time for a country to exist? Then again, what did he really know about this country and its people, its politics since the time when his family had moved to the West within just a few months of each other, the two brothers going over the green border at Sonneberg in the summer of 1951, and finally, after much hesitation, their father and mother and their younger siblings that autumn, by way of East Berlin, so they’d been going back and forth over borders every few years.


He did know the town of Eisenach slightly, from a visit there with a girl in the summer of fifty-one, she was the daughter of the SED second District Secretary in Jena, and had temporarily made Heinrich into a member of the Free German Youth movement, the Freie Deutsche Jugend or FDJ, for she was keen on that organization and wouldn’t touch a young man like Heinrich until he’d proved he was on the right side in the class struggle.


Heinrich remembered this occasion when he left the camp for three hours next morning. The two soldiers on guard duty were not exactly friendly, but he didn’t have to bother about that: he was outside.


Back then, in the summer of fifty-one, he hadn’t really taken much notice of the town, he always had an eye open for small, private places where, given the right circumstances, he might make some kind of progress with that progressively minded girl, but the second secretary’s idealistic daughter (Dora was her name) had nothing in her head but the FDJ and the wording of the slogans on the facades of buildings (Help Build Socialism Now!), and went on about the way she felt standing in a square named after the greatest friend and admirer of the German people, Josef Vissarionovich Stalin: wonderful, oh, it was just wonderful.


Heinrich was afraid he wouldn’t find his way around the town he had once known after all these years, but when he started out he found that most of it was just the same: the market-place, the castle, the two big churches, the Bach House and the Luther House, the old park; yes, it was all there. And how much livelier and fresher it looked, with scarcely a trace left of the devastation of the last days of the war. But no square, no street was now named after that friend and admirer of the German people, Josef Vissarionovich Stalin, and you saw new cars all over the town, cars which, until this moment, had been only a joke in the West German newspapers to him.


He walked around for over two hours, looking at the place, comparing what he saw himself with what was always said about it in the West, yes, well, that’s how it is on the other side of the border, not a state of affairs we can change in a hurry, but we can’t by any manner of means approve of it. However, Heinrich thought he had nothing to fear if the country was really what it appeared to be at first and indeed at second glance, the people here didn’t look hungry, for instance, they spoke his own language, and they were friendly and tired from work of a kind he did not know.


Perhaps it’s only because I remember that girl, he thought, or perhaps I haven’t seen anything to speak of yet, or perhaps I ought to read a paper (the newspapers here looked thin), walking around the streets like this you didn’t learn much, for instance, about the parliamentary decision of the People’s Chamber on 24 January passing the law to introduce military service, but he did like the women (just look at that tall, black-haired girl in the kiosk), and a young woman selling sausages actually hoped he’d have a nice day.


And what do you think of our country, Harms enquired, when once again Heinrich did not refuse the whisky and turned down only the third cigarette he was offered, but Heinrich couldn’t talk about his impressions so soon, and then he had to think how it had been with his Dora, yes, he had to think about her. There you are, then, that’s all there is to it, said Harms, summing up Heinrich’s morning in his own way, and he turned all official again and started in on his famous questions, but no Dora surfaced in any of them.


Although more and more creditors had turned up in the days before he left, making ugly scenes without sparing a thought for any customers present, Heinrich entered the premises of the shop between Tändlergasse and Wahlengasse at eight on the dot; even on that last day he sat on one of the display beds, began reading the newspaper, and waited for customers. He had become almost used to the absence of his uncle and Lehmann and Fräulein Swoboda, chatting half the day away in the office behind the shop or in the stockroom, while he dealt with customers out in front, but there wasn’t much going on that morning, even his creditors seemed to have better things to do, or alternatively they had long ago abandoned hope and were drafting long and complicated statements with their lawyers, sending final demands to Hampel Beds Ltd, and if no money still came in then the case would end up in the hands of the public prosecutor.


It proved useful, now, that Rosa had always kept her distance from his business affairs, staying at home like a good housewife instead, looking after the children and entertaining various business friends of his and their wives, or even more often all kinds of acquaintances from pubs and bars and certain shady clubs and private saunas, and they’d drink his good, expensive whisky and even better expensive cognac from his expensive glasses until late into the night, and only just before midnight would Rosa say it was time she went to bed and did so, saying: Sorry, it’s because of the baby, the baby screams almost every night now.


The first customers came into the shop at nearly eleven, but although he went to some trouble with them, a young couple from a village near the border (we’re getting married at the end of April), and patiently explained the pros and cons of the new French models, the young people couldn’t make up their minds to any purchase, and bounced about on all kinds of different beds for almost an hour, making silly jokes and giggling, until finally Heinrich lost patience and suggested they go away and sleep on it, for after all he and his beds would still be here tomorrow and the day after that, so they finally went off and left him alone with his newspaper.


Well, I don’t have to worry about you and your shop, his father had said over the phone, ringing up to wish him a Happy New Year, you know all there is to know about salesmanship and singing the praises of your beds, and now that folk aren’t short of money these days they don’t just buy refrigerators and television sets and the latest Beetle, they get new beds and pillows and mattresses and sheets and pillowcases, in their early twenties they start new families in those beds, or maybe they give themselves a bit of time before starting new families in their beds – his father would speak quite frankly to Heinrich these days. Why, your sales pitch could even sell me a new bed, his father had said, pleased with the expensive cigars on his name-day and the sixty roses on his sixtieth birthday, although Heinrich had probably been mistaken in believing that his father was pleased with the over-expensive presents and his second son’s success in business in distant Regensburg – for after all, what was so great about a salesman of beds and bedding in sleepy Regensburg with two children and a seven-roomed third-floor flat? Still he was solvent, and generous when his meanminded brothers were short of cash yet again, when they acted as if they were doing him a favour by spending his money on a new car or a new built-in wardrobe in the bedroom.


It was getting on for one o’clock when he thought once again about the money he had lent Paul and Theodor and felt angry with them, so he closed the shop and wrote two short, formal letters in the office, asking for repayment of their debts by the fifteenth of that month, but not yet mentioning his desperate situation.


When he had finished the letters he was hungry.


You could get knuckle of pork with sauerkraut and mash at his usual café over the road; he had them pack him up a take-away, took it back to his desk, and ate lunch there thinking of his brothers, and of Bella and whether she might look in again, he hoped she wouldn’t.


He thought: okay, let my brothers think I’m asking for my money back at this very difficult point in time on some whim, and let Bella think I’ve gone for good.


Then he sat quietly there in his office, doing nothing at all; the end of the whisky he found in the desk was just enough for two glasses.


He had no plans to say goodbye.


He put the light out at four as if he would be coming back, lowered both the roller shutters, and crept out of the shop like a thief.


On his fourth night in the camp Heinrich woke from a dream in which he was back with Marga, and all of a sudden there stood his Rosa down at the front door, she climbed the stairs and saw Marga hastily throwing on a dressing-gown and stashing Heinrich’s shaving brush and pyjamas and whisky away in the wardrobe, but Rosa had no eyes for any of that, or for the fact that Heinrich too was naked and drowsy, stammering out an awkward greeting and looking round in vain for a dressing-gown for himself. I only have half an hour, Rosa said in his dream, then I must go back to the camp, oh, it’s horrible, I can tell you, dirty and miserable, but we all have great hopes, and the men leave stains on the sheets in their huts, one for every night. Can I have a drink? I know I oughtn’t to have woken you but you’re a handsome couple, all bare and naked with the sleep still in your eyes, and the traces of your last love-making left in the bed, yes, I envy you. Well, you’ve come at rather a bad moment, said Heinrich in his dream, but Rosa wasn’t to be put off, so the three of them drank a bottle of wine in the living-room, and Heinrich said: I’ve joined the Communist Party now, don’t you worry, a person can always make a new start.


He had soon become accustomed to life in camp. After breakfast he usually spent a couple of hours in the town which he had visited with Dora, or he talked to Tom about the new times and the old, and the subject of tonight’s evening lecture (it was going to be given by the young woman chairman of the Society for the Dissemination of Scientific Knowledge), but by the end of the first week at the latest everything began to get repetitive: the evening lectures on the imperialist West and the peace-loving GDR, announcements from the camp loudspeakers, surprise raids on lockers in search of any smuggled books or radio sets, silent masturbation under the camp blankets, the noise of the children in the family huts, jokes about the useless appeals for more cleanliness and order, the morning crush in the washrooms, thoughts of families left behind, hopes for a new start.


What Heinrich liked best were the afternoons with Harms, whom he assumed to be busy almost round the clock with discussions or interrogations, yet the man always had time for Heinrich, asking his innocuously devious questions about Rosa and the past over a glass of whisky from Heinrich’s bottle, which always seemed to have a little left in it.


I’m going to clam up once that bottle’s empty, Heinrich had said on their fourth or fifth meeting, but Harms seemed to take no notice, very likely he had sufficient stocks of whisky for a case like this, and he always added enough to the bottle to keep it from ever running entirely dry. At some point or other Heinrich himself stopped bothering and just talked away unreservedly about his life, saying exactly what kind of work his father and Theodor had done before and after their flight, which people in the Jena glassworks Heinrich knew by name, which people he knew in Mainz, he thought there couldn’t be any harm in letting them know that.


In the middle of the second week Heinrich tried to bring the subject round to his own future prospects again, but Harms explained that unfortunately, as a Stasi officer, he wasn’t responsible for such matters, there’d be no question of Heinrich’s going to Berlin or Dresden, but after all it was Jena he wanted to go to, right, you’ll hardly know the city again, and you’ll find a flat and a job without much difficulty.


So Heinrich thanked the Stasi man whose whisky never ran out and who conducted his interrogations in a conversational tone: See you tomorrow, then. Are those lads from Göttingen still here? No, the lads from Göttingen had left yesterday, Heinrich didn’t know exactly where they’d gone, but it was somewhere in Mecklenburg, so now I’m the senior occupant of the hut.


Heinrich had attained that status after exactly seventeen days, and four days later Harms welcomed him with a handshake and said he had a surprise. We made contact with your wife a few days ago, he said, and just imagine, she got straight on a train with your two children, I had the news from our border troops an hour ago, so pack your things, you’re moving into another hut, your wife and children will be arriving in the camp in an hour or so.


I don’t believe it, said Heinrich, and Harms said he could hardly believe it himself, but he’d never given up hope for Heinrich, and she’d really sounded very cheerful.


Yes, well.
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