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        O schöner Tag, wenn endlich der Soldat

        Ins Leben heimkehrt, in die Menschlichkeit,

        Zum frohen Zug die Fahnen sich entfalten,

        Und heimwärts schlägt der sanfte Friedensmarsch.

        
          Die Piccolomini, Friedrich Schiller
        

      

      
        Oh glorious day, when the soldier finally

        returns home – to life, to humanity –

        when the flags unfurl on the jubilant cavalcade,

        and the soft peace march beats the way home.

        
          The Piccolomini, Friedrich Schiller
        

      

    

  
    
      
        
          
            
              
              SERGEI IGNATOV
            

          

        

      

      Frau Leibnitz’s tiny bar in Prenzlauer Berg was filled with shouting Russian voices and the smell of sweat, cheap schnapps and vomit. The most noise came from a small table in the corner, where four Russian soldiers were singing a series of bawdy songs about German women. Frau Leibnitz stared over their heads with an expression of concentrated sadness. Her gaze was fixed on the building opposite the bar, still in ruins, its brick and plaster shoved into a pile at the side of the road by the rubble women, so that the Russian Jeeps could pass by. The ruins had been sacked, turned, combed over by scavengers searching for hidden treasures to exchange and wood to burn, and their work had exposed a large plaster cornucopia, its yellow paint partially flaked away.

      Sergei Ignatov sat in the middle of the group of singing soldiers, the only one not to have taken off his green padded jacket. As they sang, the other men, who were all ten years his senior, would jostle him, ruffle his hair and invite him to stand up and sing. He would laugh shyly and knock away their hands in a friendly, bear-like gesture.

      Sergei was watching Frau Leibnitz at the bar. They had been coming here for three weeks and he had hoped each time to ask her to share a cigarette with him, but every time he tried to strike up a conversation he choked on the words and miserably took his drinks back to his table of roaring comrades.

      In his bed, early that morning, he had thought about Frau Leibnitz and masturbated quietly under his woollen blanket. He would make love to her gently, his face buried in the soft curls of her brown hair. It would be different from his first time, jeered on by his friends, their hands slapping his back and their cheers as he came into the crying girl. It would be just him and Frau Leibnitz and they would both be completely naked. He had never seen a woman completely naked before; at least not one that was alive.

      ‘I’m going back,’ said Sergei. His friends, who were now trying to climb onto the table to dance, didn’t hear him. Some schnapps spilled from one of their glasses and wet his leg. He said again, ‘I’m going back now,’ and he stood up and moved across the bar towards the door. As he opened it, he turned towards Frau Leibnitz, but she didn’t notice the teenage boy at the door; she was staring ahead, her fingertips hovering above the stained tablecloth spread across the bar.

      The snow was gone, but Sergei could still feel winter in the wind that whipped down the street, flicking up dirt from the ruins opposite. Only four buildings in Frau Leibnitz’s street were still standing; in the daytime the rest became a citadel of towering brick walls, thin, burnt, streaked with rain, atop rolling hills of grey stone and dust. But in the meagre light from a half-moon and a few bright stars in an otherwise cloudy sky, the piles of debris rose and fell beside him like the silhouettes of distant mountains.

      He walked down towards Schönhauser Allee and soon he could hear his footsteps louder than the Slavic voices coming from the bar behind him and for a second he imagined he was back in Kazan, walking back to his parents’ house from the school. Sergei sniffed, shrugged his shoulders and spat onto the floor. He decided that he would bring Frau Leibnitz some sort of gift the following day; some tinned meat perhaps, or maybe something more romantic – some soap or stockings.

      He heard a sound – the scrape of a shoe – and put his hand on his gun. He looked down, then back towards the bar and then up the main street, but he saw nothing. He heard the noise again and, turning, he noticed a woman standing in the doorway of a partially collapsed building. Her skin was so pale, and the street so dark, that her head floated dismembered in the black until she stepped out into the street. And then he saw that she was pretty in her way, but thin, and her black hair was cut strangely short, like a boy’s. She said something in German that he didn’t understand, but he understood what she was proposing. He looked back at the bar and then at the woman. She smiled. He took out some cigarettes and showed them to her. She nodded and gestured that he follow her through the doorway. He walked gingerly forward.

      The inside of the building was completely black except for a little grey light coming from the entrance into the courtyard behind it, framing an empty, formless space. The smell of burnt wood and mould hung heavy in the still air.

      ‘Hello,’ he said in Russian. His voice echoed up the stairwell. He stumbled over the broken brick and plaster on the floor and reached out in the darkness for her. ‘Hello?’ he said.

      There was a white flash, then a crack – Sergei was lying on his back on the rubble. He tried to speak, but he had no air in his lungs and he became aware that the heat on his face was his own blood. He heard the woman’s knees cracking as she bent down. She put her fingers on the jugular vein in his throat, his pulse beating up against her fingertips in heavy waves, and then he felt the gun pressed onto his forehead again, the tip levering forward until he felt the cold circle flush to his skin.

    

  
    
      
        
          
            
              
              A LIGHTER WITH A NAKED WOMAN AND A HORSE
            

          

        

      

      In April 1946 Windscheidstraße was still littered with a few strips of intact apartment blocks. The plaster on their frontages was cracked and peppered with scars from bullets and shrapnel, and the glass was often missing from the doors. But there were doors – large handsome wooden doors that rattled and shook as they shut. And beyond the doors the smooth wooden banister snaked up to the apartments in the front of the building, the top matt where the paint or polish had not been renewed for seven years. On the stairs the worn lino was still on the treads, though one now heard the ubiquitous sound of dust crunching underfoot, impossible to get rid of.

      Past the staircase, through the back door to the central courtyard, the ground was now ploughed up and planted with vegetables. But it was still surrounded by the apartments to the side and at the back, streaked grey from the dust and ash that had mixed with the rain and the snow and dribbled down the high painted walls, reaching up sheer to the rectangle of sky above.

      At Windscheidstraße 53 Frau Sauer was sweeping the courtyard with the thinning brush of an old broom. She regularly came out of her ground-floor apartment, habitually flicking at the cracked concrete pathway. She was in fact just showing herself to the other residents and to any visitors, keeping a territorial eye on the small patch of potatoes growing in her corner of the courtyard garden. She looked up every now and again to see if anyone was watching her, but her only regular attendant was Herr Meier, whose white hand floated behind his kitchen window, five floors up, his face just out of sight.

      At that moment Kasper Meier’s hands were engaged in splitting the tobacco from one black market cigarette into four thin ones, using the cigarette paper for two and newspaper for the second pair. This had turned the fingertips and nails of his right hand permanently black and left a grey smudge on his bottom lip, where his hand rested when he was thinking. He took pleasure from the tobacco itself and the fact that the act of smoking was wholly selfish, but more consciously there was pleasure in the tradable value of the cigarettes on the black market; so as Kasper took a first drag he felt as if he was smoking money itself.

      The chairs were positioned by his kitchen window and overlooked the courtyard. When he had taken the top-floor apartment at the back of the courtyard in 1939 the other residents of Windscheidstraße 53 thought that he was charmingly confident about the swift success of the war believing as he did that Berlin was immune to attack. When the first raids began in 1940 and he refused to leave the apartment while the sirens screamed, they thought he was being stubborn and shrugged their shoulders. ‘Poor old Herr Meier,’ they said, ‘even if the Tommies miss him he’ll never escape a fire.’ When the bombing began in earnest in 1943, and he still refused to come down to the bomb shelter in the cellar, the other residents stopped talking to him and told their children to avoid him.

      Kasper’s only intention in staying in his apartment was to spend as little time with his neighbours as possible, and so this outcome was an unexpected gift. The idea of being blown up, choked to death, or burnt alive, seemed a far more preferable end to him compared to being buried alive in a cellar with the other residents of Windscheidstraße 53, until they gossiped themselves out of air.

      And having survived the bombings and the occupation, losing only one windowpane to the butt of a British soldier’s gun searching the apartment for illegal goods and the temporary use of the little finger on his left hand to the winter that was finally dying away, his position and the animosity of his neighbours suited him perfectly; he was able to sit undisturbed at his window and see anyone approaching his apartment, knowing that they had five floors of stairs to get up, giving him plenty of time to assess the situation and hide cigarettes, money, scraps of information or himself. And if the stranger had asked someone they bumped into on the way for some information about Herr Meier, he knew they would roll their eyes and say something like, ‘Don’t waste your time,’ or ‘I’m glad to know absolutely nothing about that old coot.’

      If they said anything, they would resort to gossip, telling the visitor that he was once a very important Nazi, a very important Communist or a Russian, British, American or French spy. The favourite rumour would be told to the visitor conspiratorially, by Frau Sauer or Frau Schwarz, leaning on their brooms and saying quietly, ‘His blind eye? I shouldn’t say – it’s none of my business – but… well if you must know, he used to peep through keyholes in his last apartment block. Eventually one of them stuck a skewer through while he was looking.’ In her retelling, Frau Schwarz often said that the woman was a prostitute and that she had heated up the skewer over the stove, so that it was red-hot when she jammed it, sizzling, into the jelly of his eye.

      Kasper Meier took a second drag on his thin cigarette and the jumpy ball of his seeing eye fixed on a new visitor waiting in the courtyard – a woman who appeared to have come straight from clearing rubble. She was young, dressed in boots, grey men’s trousers tied up high on her waist with a length of thin rope, a khaki shirt with cotton epaulettes, and a headscarf from under which half a fringe of blonde hair had escaped. She looked first at the door to the side building and then to Kasper’s side of the courtyard before turning her head up to the window, shading her eyes. Spotting Kasper there, she threw her hand into the air and waved at him. He took another, slow drag on his cigarette.

      He heard her running up the stairs, but didn’t move from his seat. The hinges of the door to the apartment had warped, perhaps from the winter’s arctic freeze, or perhaps from the five times it had been kicked in. Whatever the reason, the door now required a careful lifting and pushing movement to get it open. When unexpected guests first arrived they tended to struggle with it for a few minutes, calling through the gap, while Kasper finished off his cigarette. This visitor, however, knocked and cried, ‘Hello,’ and started immediately to push at the door. Kasper raised his eyebrows and continued to smoke. Instead of the usual intermittent shoving and calling, however, the woman paused for a few seconds, then rammed the door open in a series of rapid bangs that Kasper assumed she’d made by shoulder-barging it and she appeared, a little flushed, but smiling, at the doorway to his kitchen having kicked the door closed again. ‘Your door’s broken.’

      ‘Evidently,’ said Kasper.

      ‘Herr Meier?’ she said.

      ‘Yes.’

      ‘Eva Hirsch. Nice to meet you.’ She offered up her hand and Kasper waved his cigarette in the air as a reason not to shake it. She was younger than he had first thought – perhaps twenty. She was thin, but not starving, her bare, grubby forearms protruding long and straight from the rolled up sleeves of her baggy shirt.

      She pulled off her headscarf and boisterously ran her fingers through her hair, creating a small haze of fine white dust. Some twisting strands of blonde were stuck around her ears and forehead with sweat and dirt; the rest had become a curling mess beneath the cloth, vaguely parted on one side and tumbling down almost to her shoulders. She flattened it a little with a few rough pulls and the early spring sun created a pale white halo from its frizzy ends.

      ‘Well,’ she said. Kasper watched her taking in the room, the sooty walls, the sour smell of old ersatz coffee and rancid milk, the cock-eyed shelf containing his rations: a small brick of black bread, two small potatoes, an open shoe-polish tin with three cigarettes and a package of greasy paper, bound with string, containing maybe butter or perhaps a little fatty meat if he had some connections; she would assume he did. And she would wonder what was under the old rug, pushed up against the kitchen wall, covering piles of stacked up items.

      ‘This is all very nice. Look you’ve even got some drink,’ she said. She pointed to a brandy bottle by the leg of his chair with an inch of spirit left in the bottom.

      Kasper said nothing. Eva smiled in a supportive way that he recognised from other younger women – and, though she might pity him, he wasn’t unhappy with the way he looked. When combined with a stony expression, he invited a certain distance that he enjoyed; that he needed. And pity, the rare moments when it was forthcoming, could be just as useful as fear.

      The fear could be engendered by his height – the frightening length of his limbs, which were accentuated by a dark-blue, crumpled suit that hung loose on his bony frame, but was not long enough to cover his wrists or ankles. A height that also gave itself away, in that moment, in the arm that hung down by his side, the hand almost touching the floor. And perhaps there was also something alarming about the unsettling thickness of his straight, white hair, that despite brushing and trimming, stuck up in heavy tufts, yellowing slightly at the fringe, where the smoke from his cigarette curled up after staining the parts of his fingers that weren’t already blackened.

      The pity didn’t come from his age – it was indeterminable, people would guess anywhere between forty-five and fifty-five, perhaps even sixty. In Berlin, a face full of lines carved out by dirt, fear and exhaustion didn’t tell you anything about someone’s age anymore. There was only pity when they noticed his right eye, which was milky white and immobile. What had once been a shining black pupil, surrounded by a bright green iris, was now a faded blue stain beneath a smooth misty layer, like cooked egg white. And however grave or sure his expression, the eye always seemed desperate to shed its husk, to see again.

      ‘Can I sit down?’ said Eva. ‘Gosh, I’m sweating like a pig,’ she said, pulling at the armpits of her shirt. ‘Very ladylike, isn’t it? Not much opportunity to be a lady these days, is there?’

      ‘What do you want?’ said Kasper.

      Eva looked about her, then lifted a pile of newspapers off a crate by the cold iron stove and dropped them onto the floor. She sat down and took two full-sized cigarettes from the breast pocket of her shirt, fanned them out in one hand and reached out to take the thin ember that remained in his.

      ‘May I?’ she said. He hesitated for a moment, but then held out his hand and she took the tiny dog-end from him, lit one cigarette from it, then the second. She passed one back to him, tossing the ember onto the floor and putting it out with her boot. He looked at the cigarette he had been given then took a long drag on it with his healthy eye shut, positioning his head so that the blind, white eye continued to stare at her. He blew out the smoke slowly, opened his eye again and said, ‘I hope to God you’re not here to sell anything.’

      ‘Oh no,’ said Eva, ‘nothing like that. I’m looking for somebody.’ She crossed her legs, so that she was sitting on top of the crate like a Buddha, and rested the elbow of her smoking hand on her knee. A stream of little cuts and bruises, pink, grey, blue and yellow, tumbled down her forearms to her hands where the skin around her fingernails was red and bitten, the nail beds dirty, a thumbnail black. ‘I heard that you were good at finding people,’ she said.

      ‘You heard wrong.’

      ‘It was a very reliable source.’

      ‘Huh,’ said Kasper, flicking ash onto the windowsill, ‘there’s no such thing as a reliable source in Berlin.’

      ‘He’s a pilot.’

      ‘They’re the least reliable.’

      ‘No, the person we’re looking for is a pilot.’

      ‘Then you’ve definitely come to the wrong place. I don’t do military.’

      ‘Can’t really avoid military in Berlin,’ she said.

      ‘You just have to try very hard. Who’s we?’

      ‘Sorry?’

      ‘You said “we’re looking”.’

      ‘Gosh, you are good,’ she said and briefly nibbled at her cuticle. ‘It’s for a friend of mine. But she can’t come. It’s complicated.’

      ‘It’s always complicated and it’s always a friend.’

      ‘It really is a friend,’ she said. ‘It’s terribly boring and straightforward, I’m afraid. She’s pregnant. They had a thing and now she’s having a baby and she wants him to know. She liked him and she thinks he’ll take her out of Berlin; take him with her. I know it’s ridiculous, but…’

      Kasper laughed, at first lightly to himself and then out loud. He took his legs off the chair opposite him and balanced his elbow on his knee and his chin on his hand. ‘That really is a very sweet story, but I don’t normally take on teenage romance cases. I would suggest your “friend” cruises the same bars and hangout spots that she picked up her Tommy, Yank or Ivan in and waits it out. I’m sure he’ll come sniffing around sometime soon and she can entrap him to her heart’s content.’

      Eva took a long drag on her cigarette and flicked the ash onto the floor. She looked up at him; her eyes were strange, clear and dark blue – almost purple. He couldn’t tell if they were too large for her face or beautiful in their queer magnitude. Despite her slight frame, she seemed rugged, robust somehow – perhaps a physical strength from working the rubble, perhaps something more ephemeral. It made him think of birds, of sparrows. Maybe she is in her twenties, Kasper thought, refusing to look away before she did. She had a confident, adult charm about her. But then the skin of her neck was so smooth and so thin, where the light outdoor-worker’s tan faded in his peripheral vision, just beneath the collar of her shirt; where her blue veins appeared as soft aquarelle lines. And then there was her incessant childlike fidgeting and those compulsive fingers – rubbing her eyes, teasing out strands of hair and twisting them into curls, worrying her hairline and the end of her cigarette. A girl that war had made adult.

      ‘They said you’d be difficult.’

      ‘I hate to disappoint,’ he said, leaning back in his seat.

      ‘We would obviously make it worth your while.’ She took a cigarette case out of her pocket and placed it on the windowsill beside him. It was plated silver, perhaps Russian, with an embossed picture of a bare-breasted woman holding the head of a horse. ‘We have a good black market connection. Cigarettes. Or if you want something else. Something special.’

      ‘I have plenty of good black market connection, Fräulein Hirsch. I am a good black market connection,’ Kasper said and pushed the ugly trinket back towards her. ‘As I said, I don’t think I can help you. And you’ll be hard pushed to find anyone who’s going to gladly go poking around in military matters, especially to solve a lover’s tiff.’

      Eva looked at the window, one pane of which had been replaced with a piece of rotting wooden board, and then stared out into the sky above the building – it was bright grey, as it had been throughout February and March. What was that uncomfortable confidence, Kasper thought? And he suddenly concluded that he was being robbed. He jumped off his chair and stumbled quickly to the door, but when he looked out, the corridor was empty. ‘What do you really want?’ he said, turning back to her. ‘What are you doing here?’

      ‘Like I said, I need this information.’ She smiled. ‘But I thought that would probably be your answer.’ Yes she was young and her face almost glowing with youth in the white light, but Kasper could see the lines around her eyes already taking root, carved out by the dust and a year of chipping mortar off brick through a roasting summer and a freezing winter. And her hands were already ten years older than the rest of her body and if he had shaken them, he knew he would have found them to be dry and cracked and powerful like a man’s. He wondered if she really was just an over-confident young girl who had come about a pregnant friend. He tried to sound comforting. ‘I’m sorry,’ he said.

      She nodded and stared down at the end of her cigarette.

      ‘Look,’ Kasper said, ‘maybe I could give you a couple of names – someone else that could help. Or I could point you in the right direction.’

      She looked up at him, shocked. ‘You don’t need to placate me,’ she said. ‘You shouldn’t.’ She seemed suddenly confused and her neck and cheeks flushed red. ‘No, you have to do it. You see…’ She stumbled on her words again, but then stared forcefully down at the floor and said. ‘This contact that I got your name from. He’s called…’ She paused. ‘Herr Neustadt. Heinrich Neustadt.’ Kasper had learnt to meet any proffered name with a completely blank expression – even a name that caused his gut to contract and a squirt of acid to shoot into his empty stomach. She looked up at him now, warily – not lifting her head. ‘So, how do you know each other?’ she said quietly.

      ‘I know a lot of people.’

      Kasper returned to his chair, feigning nonchalance, and put his forgotten cigarette back between his lips.

      She seemed to have regained control of her discomfort and said, ‘I was chatting with your landlady and I described him to her. She said she’d seen him here.’

      ‘He visited me once, needing something found. Not that it’s any of your business.’

      ‘Well, she wasn’t sure exactly – she says she takes little interest in your life – apparently she’s not your biggest fan. But she’s seen him here at any rate. She could testify to it.’

      He felt his anger stinging around the collar of his shirt, in an absence of breath, in an aching pain at the base of his head. And yet he remained impassive. He flicked his cigarette and let his knuckles brush the floorboards beside his chair in a slow, gentle back and forth. ‘What are you getting at, Fräulein…?’

      ‘Hirsch.’

      ‘I thought you weren’t one to beat around the bush and yet you seem to have flogged this one almost to death.’

      He bit the flesh of his lip. She sighed.

      ‘I need someone’s help and no one will help me. I’ve got ways of paying for it, but still no one wants to take it on and you’re my last hope. What I’m saying is that I’ll make you a deal. You help me and I’ll pay you – simple as that. It’s no big issue for you. And if the payment isn’t enough of an incentive I promise not to… Well, you know – report you and Herr Neustadt.’

      Kasper clucked his tongue and scratched the side of his nose. ‘Blackmail is a very ugly business, Fräulein Hirsch.’

      ‘So is buggery.’

      Kasper looked out of the window, into the courtyard, where Frau Langer was slopping dirty water down the only working drain. ‘I don’t really see how you would expect to prove your claim.’

      ‘Letters.’

      ‘Letters? You think I would send incriminating letters to this friend of yours?’

      ‘Well you sent this,’ she said, fishing a note out of her pocket and reading from it, ‘“Dear Herr Neustadt, I hope this finds you well. We can meet as planned at 4.40 p.m. in Sybelstraße on Monday the 15th. Yours sincerely, Herr Meier.”’

      ‘It’s hardly Sodom and Gomorrah.’

      ‘And then I have his reply, which he gave me to pass on, but failed to seal properly. It says, “My dear Kasper, Monday 15th would be perfect. When we are apart I long to see you. All my love, Heinrich Neustadt.”’

      ‘That sounds very out of character.’

      ‘Nevertheless he signed it. And,’ she said removing another note from her coat pocket, ‘I could also say that I had a testimony from another resident, who saw the door to your apartment ajar, walked in, and, unnoticed of course, witnessed you two, you know, at it. Well, it seems rather cut and dried. And I get the impression that with a little fishing around… I mean, that it wouldn’t take much.’

      ‘What did you offer him to get him to write that?’

      Fräulein Hirsch shrugged. ‘Honour isn’t what it was, Herr Meier.’

      Kasper sucked the last out of his cigarette and put it out on the black spot on the leg of his chair that grew and flaked malignantly with every application. ‘And what do you think is going to stop me just shooting you now? Or having you shot? Who’s going to miss one more little rubble slut?’ He regretted using the word the moment it had left his mouth, but it didn’t shock her. She threw her cigarette into the small sink that was hung from the wall with wire and hopped off the crate.

      ‘It’s a risk, but as I said this is important – it really is,’ she said seriously. She tucked the letters back into her top pocket and pulled out a little card. She dropped it onto the windowsill. ‘And like most people in Berlin nowadays, I don’t really have anything to lose. Luckily you do.’

      He stared down at the white dog-eared rectangle. ‘Why me?’ he said, ashamed that he sounded so pathetic.

      ‘It wasn’t you particularly. It’s just hard to find anyone in Berlin who’s doing anything bad enough for anyone to care about. Luckily everyone still hates queers, so I’m afraid it was just the luck of the draw.’

      ‘Well fortune’s always shone on my side.’

      ‘I’m sorry,’ she said. ‘The card has an address of a bar on it. Meet me there on Tuesday at eight once you’ve had some time to think it over.’ She turned to leave, but paused in the doorway. ‘Look,’ she said, nodding towards the cigarette case on the windowsill. ‘You can keep that for your trouble.’ He turned away from her, staring down at his hand resting in his lap. The girl took in a breath, as if to say something, but remained silent. Kasper looked up. She was holding on to the kitchen doorframe, staring down the apartment’s dark corridor, her mouth half open. She turned to Kasper, scrutinised his face, then walked back to the passageway. He heard floorboards cracking and the flap of a curtain. She bit her lip, then suddenly fled, frowning, dragging the door shut as she went.

      ‘Shit,’ said Kasper to himself and went to the kitchen door. The corridor was dark and empty. The floorboards creaked again and a heavy curtain in front of a doorway parted. An old man, with a white beard and bare feet, dressed in loose trousers, a cream shirt that may have once been white and an unbuttoned waistcoat, tottered out of the room and leant his hand against the wall.

      ‘Herr Meier,’ he said in mock surprise, his voice weak and husky, scraped bare with another cold.

      ‘What did I tell you about coming out of your room? What have I told you time and time again?’

      ‘There’s no one here.’

      ‘There was someone here and she just saw you.’

      ‘I don’t know what you’re talking about.’

      ‘You’re lying.’

      The old man crossed his arms. ‘I needed to use the lavatory.’

      Kasper shook his head. ‘Papa, we agreed. If someone thinks we’re related we’ll lose your room. We could have a family of East Prussians in here by tomorrow if this woman decides to report you. Ten of the buggers.’

      The old man sighed and shrugged. ‘She looked harmless enough to me,’ he said.

      ‘More harmless than she thinks she is,’ said Kasper.

      ‘And anyway, she doesn’t know we’re related.’

      Kasper looked up at him as if he was looking into a dusky, unflattering mirror. Kasper was his father’s image in height, form, posture; in the crazed white hair and the large lobes of his ears. Though deeper, the wrinkles on his forehead, around his eyes, around his mouth were copied line for line, but with a broader brush. Kasper’s father had once been a tall, sanguine Victorian, with a broad stockiness that Kasper had never achieved. But he had shrunk over the last ten years, their wartime frames now alike. He still kept his beard trim with a blunt razor and brushed his hair every morning, and managed to retain an air of his once colossal, cheerful dignity. But Kasper didn’t see this; he couldn’t quite see past what had gone, what once had been. He was the one personal tragedy left that Kasper was unable to ignore and it made him miserable.

      ‘Did she bring anything?’

      ‘A cigarette,’ said Kasper, walking back into his room, to his chair and looking out of the window. The old man appeared at the door. ‘You shouldn’t be trying to make it down to that lavatory the whole time,’ said Kasper. ‘Call me – when I haven’t got company – and I’ll empty anything that needs emptying.’

      ‘I’m trying to retain some sense of dignity. And I can get out of bed if I want.’

      ‘You’re sick.’

      ‘I’m always sick. I’m bored.’

      Kasper turned and stared at him. ‘Well there’s nothing more exciting to do in the kitchen.’

      The old man shook his head. ‘What did I do to deserve you?’ he said and disappeared. Kasper heard the door opening again and the steps creaking as he made his way downstairs to the working toilet two flights below. He coughed heavily as he went, heaving up all the catarrh that he had saved up while there was a visitor in the next-door room.

      Kasper watched the dark stain of water in the courtyard drying around the drain. Now Fräulein Hirsch had two secrets to tell – she had him and she had his father. He had dealt with worse than a little extortion, and yet the interview sat like a stone in his stomach. He thought he’d located the nervous pressure in the oddity of a young woman resorting to blackmail, but was it any more strange than the old mayor’s wife in the front building who fixed trousers for cigarettes, the one-armed, legless dentist on the old Adolf-Hitler-Platz or the eight-year-old who had held a knife to his stomach, while his younger brother helped himself to Kasper’s rationing coupons? He wondered whether it had more to do with his certainty that she was not working alone – all those ‘we’s’, a nauseous sense that she was just the visible sprout of some tuber lying deep underground, huge and ancient. Because it was impossible that her anodyne story was true. Finally he wondered if it was the girl herself, her physical confidence pocked with embarrassment, her unfinished roughness and – though it seemed ridiculous to allow the word to form in his head and at his lips – her charm.

      She reminded him of someone: a cabaret singer he had often seen before the war, perhaps? Was she called Rosa? She had sung ‘Pirate Jenny’ badly, but eagerly.

      
        
          
             

            At midday, it will be quiet at the harbour,

            when they ask: Who has to die?

            And they’ll hear me say: All of them!

            And when their heads roll I’ll say: Hooray!

          

        

      

      His father walked back past his door. ‘I’m getting a migraine,’ shouted Kasper as he disappeared out of sight again, back to his room. ‘Can you hear me? Papa? You’ve given me a bloody migraine.’

      He rolled back the rug in the kitchen to reveal a single mattress, with a stack of brandy bottles, some packets of cigarettes and three tins of ham beside it; it represented the currency of his payment, for the last few years. He fished a dirty piece of cloth out of the bucket of water by the sink and climbed down onto the mattress, undoing his jacket and laying the wet rag on his forehead.

      Kasper remembered Heinrich Neustadt only very vaguely from his bar during the Thirties – a presence on the periphery of things. When he had approached Kasper nervously at Frau Müller’s some months earlier, Kasper had talked to him as a stranger, trying to escape the man’s inane, uneasy chatter, until Heinrich had tentatively asked after Phillip. Kasper had sat open-mouthed and then garbled something about him having left. As Heinrich made his apologies, Kasper had studied his face, trying to place him in that lost world. The man’s hair was now all but gone, but he managed to draw together the stocky shoulders and barrel chest, the black eyes, the dark, heavy eyebrows into something like a memory of a person. He found it hard to remember his voice from then, but he saw him in dark corners, at the end of the bar, at the edge of other people’s tables.

      The affair had begun uncomfortably. Almost by invitation. Heinrich had continued to come to Frau Müller’s and told Kasper that he had a room in an apartment in Sybelstraße. A locked room in an intact house, a willing, persistent partner, gave the invitation a stronger attraction than it might have otherwise had. And one drunken night at Frau Müller’s, after Kasper had spent the afternoon haggling with a ten-year-old girl over the jewellery of her recently dead mother, Heinrich’s warm hand pressed onto his was enough of an offer. Kasper did not recall the grateful smile and the sour kisses with pleasure, but sleeping beside someone, two people alone in an apartment, waking in the night with a warm body beside him, was enough to make him return the following week, and in the weeks after that.

      He had made it clear a few times that he wanted to break things off, but the last time, just a week earlier, he had forced the issue, he had been cruel. He had tried to remain calm – he had – but Heinrich had begged, and then threatened to cry, and then shouted, pushing him into a corner, touching him – his hands on his wrists, on his chest and neck. ‘You’re disgusting!’ Kasper had shouted. A sad, persecuted little man, and Kasper had told him he was disgusting. Heinrich had shrunk away into the corner of the room and Kasper had left him in there in the dark. And now a bit of revenge that would surely land Heinrich in more trouble than it would Kasper – the thought filled him with the familiar mix of anger and pity that had marked their whole relationship.

      Kasper opened his eyes and blinked, trying to shut out those images – to push Eva and Heinrich away. When he closed them again he attempted to just listen to the sounds around him – to his father’s coughs and the rustle of his sheets, the scraping of Frau Sauer’s broom, a mother’s raised voice somewhere else in the block, the barely audible rumble of military vehicles on the ruined streets.

      But there was someone else there: he saw Phillip’s bloodied eyes. It was as if the girl had brought him with her. And like déjà vu, he felt as if he had known that he would come today – it seemed suddenly inevitable. He shuddered. The eyes melted into a face and a body. Kasper’s forehead was still hot. He turned the cloth over on his head. He had begun to shiver.

    

  
    
      
        
          
            
              
              SEVEN TINS OF HAM
            

          

        

      

      The next morning Kasper put a plate containing a single boiled potato by his father’s sleeping head. He watched the light wisp of steam curling up from the vegetable’s white flesh and decided that the girl wouldn’t have the nerve to make things difficult for him. He wasn’t afraid of her, of what she could do – he could find a hook, something to get rid of her – no one had nothing to lose. Last October a boy had threatened to come and shoot him in his sleep, to ‘haunt his every waking hour’ – a kid from Weißensee, trying to get back British chocolate bars his brother had traded with Kasper a few hours earlier. But the boy had a mother and the mother hadn’t been happy to learn that he’d been buying guns from the Russians and suddenly Kasper’s problem disappeared. And yet this thought – that Eva Hirsch was as easy to manipulate as any – didn’t erase her presence. Even when he focused on something else, visually, mentally, there was a sliver of feeling around the top of his stomach, in his bowels.

      He looked down at his father – the high arch of his chest rising and falling in heavy intervals. The winter had taken its toll on the old man – Kasper was surprised he had made it until spring. But it wouldn’t be long – he wouldn’t see falling snow again, probably not even falling leaves. He saw his own end in the old man’s death. Not a decided action, nothing so planned. But it represented in his mind a full stop; a point he didn’t see beyond, a release, a time to stop trying to seem alive. The final departure of someone whom he cared to comfort. So whatever Eva Hirsch could muster he could keep it at bay for as long as he needed, he was almost sure.

       

      There was a little life in the street as Kasper left the apartment building and descended the few steps to the crumbling pavement. A line of women and children were queued up in front of the water pump with a ramshackle array of receptacles – buckets, yes, but also cooking pots, jugs and jars, industrial-sized American food cans, with jagged edges around their open tops like teeth, where they’d been prised open. An elderly woman passed him with a sack of branches tied to her back, the ends muddied and distressed to make them look as if she had found them, fallen from the trees, and not hacked them off with her own hands. A group of children were dragging the dead, snaking weight of a tank track past a ruined house opposite his building, and inside its doorway stood a girl and a boy, young teenagers. The boy had small features, a freckled nose and a tight angry mouth. The girl shared the mouth, but not the nose, and Kasper would have assumed that they were siblings on this basis alone; but the fact was made irrefutable by their unnervingly large eyes, the expansive whites and the icy blue irises, as light as a hole made in the snow with a finger, but edged with a grey ring as intense as their black pupils. Accentuated by their tall frames and their thin grubby faces, the eyes were luminous. Kasper was used to people staring at his milky, dead eye, but he was unable to tell if the girl and the boy were staring in disgust, in longing, in anger, in misery – if they were staring at him at all. He nodded at them, in case they had come to sell or buy something, but they didn’t move, nor break his gaze. They were mad perhaps, or driven crazy with hunger, thought Kasper, and he turned away from them into the cold sunshine of the street unable to shake the sense that the eyes had turned with him and followed him down the road.

       

      Despite this ominous beginning, the day was successful. Kasper got rid of seven tins of ham for three cheap watches, which he swapped with a Russian soldier for ten packets of cigarettes, two tins of corned beef, woollen socks and a tin of peaches. As he shook the tin, though, to check that there was liquid inside, he recalled Eva Hirsch’s ‘They said you’d be difficult’ and her ‘We have a good black market connection’ and a vague picture of a group of conspirators formed in his head. He thought of them surrounding Heinrich Neustadt. He thought of the man’s nervous, grateful smile as he was paid off and scuttled away like a beetle into the ruined city. He recalled Heinrich’s thoughtful questions when they had first met and felt a fresh wave of anger, thinking about the man’s sham civilities and phony semblances of friendship and affection. And then he had a vague recollection that Heinrich had once had a wife, that he had confided in Kasper the terrible things he’d seen in France during the war, but which Kasper had forgotten as soon as they were disclosed, and he felt ashamed, realising that he had never asked Heinrich about himself, about his life; that Kasper had no claims on the man, to whom he had been cold and guarded. A man he had cruelly rejected.

      Kasper had found the address and regular drinking establishments of a factory owner from Münster who owed money to a group of old industrialists who lived together in Spandau – in return they gave him two bottles of brandy, a hairdryer and ten spools of red cotton. While they were counting the spools out, standing them up on the table like soldiers, he found himself picturing his father being pulled off his mattress and shoved down the stairs, past a family of thin, nervous-looking Pomeranians; their compassion worn to nothing by the ice and snow of a winter spent living in a refugee camp, with freezing winds curling up under the badly staked edges of the canvas. He saw the shame in the old man’s eyes – a final, literal fall from grace.

      He offered five spools of red cotton to a part-time seamstress in Kreuzberg, who gave him a packet of cigarettes and half a loaf of bread in return. He refused and managed to get rid of all ten spools and the hairdryer to the baker’s wife in Neukölln in exchange for corned beef, two pats of butter, a bottle of home-made fruit wine, a pair of men’s leather shoes and the address of a man in Friedenau who would sell him a grenade if he needed. As he looked down at the scrap of paper, he thought about the cold walls of a prison. Perhaps it wouldn’t be so bad. He’d be fed. Perhaps he would meet Eva Hirsch and tell her that – make her feel powerless. But then he saw his father again, the soldiers checking his papers, seeing that he’d lied about not being related to Kasper in order that they might keep two rooms, instead of one. He saw them pushing the old man out onto the street, his corpse being found in the ploughed mud of the Tiergarten, his white body thrown naked into a burial pit, half submerged beneath a layer of glossy, black water.

      While he was waiting for the American doctor to measure out the iodine that he was buying in exchange for the names of three old Nazis with stolen paintings in their houses, Kasper began to think about the teenagers in front of the building that morning. They had held his gaze on purpose – he was suddenly sure of it. And yet they hadn’t tried to communicate anything with their eyes – they conveyed neither desire nor hatred, neither an invitation, nor a rebuttal. But the stare was intentional – he was certain.

      Overcome with a brief wave of horror, Kasper snatched the iodine off the doctor, a spot of the brown liquid spilling onto his hand. He took a stuffed, clunking tram to Berlin Zoo and ran back to Windscheidstraße. He arrived as the sun was beginning to set, but the siblings were gone. There was only a group of children in front of his building – two girls and young boy – chalking pictures of soldiers onto the broken concrete. Their skin was orange in the fading light, their shadows dark purple. And the spiky ruins at the end of the street, black in front of the powder pinks of the sunset, might have been romantic if they hadn’t been unnervingly silent in the windless street.

       

      Upstairs, in the apartment, his father was awake and had propped himself up on his thin stained pillow. He was rereading Kleist’s short stories, one of the eleven books he had managed to rescue when he had fled to Kasper’s. He read them all in succession, except for the three volumes of Mommsen’s History of Rome, which were a gift from his wife, but which he hadn’t read through since the thirties, when its legions of marching soldiers and standard bearers became troublingly prescient. He finished his page, marked it with his finger, then looked up at the doorway where Kasper stood.

      ‘Well?’

      ‘Well what?’ said Kasper.

      ‘You’re the one mooching around in my doorway.’

      Kasper huffed. ‘I’ve just run halfway across town to make sure you’re all right.’

      ‘Why shouldn’t I be all right?’

      ‘I don’t know why I bothered.’

      ‘You didn’t answer my question, Kasper – it’s very rude not to answer people’s questions.’

      ‘You’re ridiculous.’

      Kasper left and went into the kitchen where he stood in front of the large stove, a mass of low cold metal. He stood holding onto the rail in front of the hot plates, then took his hat off, threw it onto his mattress and went back to his father’s doorway. ‘Someone’s trying to blackmail me.’

      His father shrugged. ‘Well, it’s hardly surprising, the way you carry on.’

      ‘What do you mean, the way I carry on?’

      ‘All this black market business.’

      ‘Oh, well you can moralise. If you want I can put you on proper rations for the elderly – you’d be dead in a day and —’

      Kasper cut himself off. He looked down at the brown veins of cracked leather on the toes of his black shoes.

      ‘Kasper, you’re being petulant.’

      ‘I’m not a child. I’m forty-se – I’m fifty, I…’

      ‘Then stop behaving like one.’

      Kasper made to leave again, but stopped. ‘And there were a couple of kids outside – teenagers. I was worried they were mixed up with this girl. That they might do something – something to you. I’ve been worrying about it all day. I almost ran home, because I was worried about you.’

      ‘You didn’t seem that worried at lunchtime. You completely ignored me.’

      ‘What are you talking about?’

      ‘At lunchtime. I heard you clattering around in there.’

      Kasper shot into the kitchen and lifted the rug that was pushed against the wall, revealing a small cache of tinned food, cigarettes, bottles of spirits and medicines. He counted each group of items swiftly, whispering beneath his breath… dreißig, fünf und dreißig, vierzig, fünf und vierzig, fünfzig… Everything was still there. Nothing had moved. A cold sweat of terrible possibilities burst across Kasper’s back.

      ‘I wasn’t here at lunchtime, you old fool,’ he shouted.

      ‘Who was it then?’

      ‘God knows. You’re meant to block the door up after I leave.’

      ‘It’s broken!’ cried his father from the next-door room, and began to cough.

      Kasper turned and saw a small slip of folded yellow paper sitting on the chair by the window. ‘It’s your responsibility to block it when I’m gone,’ he shouted, and picked up the scrap.

      ‘What?’ his father shouted back. ‘I can’t hear you!’

      The piece of paper, ripped from a larger sheet, was covered in lists of food items, written in pencil, then rubbed out again, then written over, both horizontally and vertically. Over the top, someone had written in scratchy dry ink,

      
        
           

          You would be lucky to go to jail, even luckier to come out alive. Your father will know first. Then the British. Your neighbours too. This is bigger than you. You don’t have a choice. Queers still die in Berlin. Find the pilot.

        

      

      ‘What?’ said his father, much quieter now. He was at the kitchen door, holding himself up on the doorframe.

      Kasper looked over at him. ‘Did you read this?’

      ‘Of course I didn’t read it.’

      Kasper looked at it again, then tore it up and threw the pieces into the stove.

      ‘Even you can’t go around wasting paper.’

      ‘No,’ said Kasper, looking down at the stove top. ‘I didn’t think.’

      ‘I tried to block the door up, but it’s broken. I can’t lift those beams you use to wedge it shut at night.’

      ‘I’ll fix it tonight.’

      ‘I don’t want to be thrown onto the streets or attacked in my bed.’

      ‘I know,’ said Kasper. ‘I’ll fix the door. It was only the girl – the girl from the other night.’

      ‘It’s not serious, is it Kasper? This blackmail business?’

      ‘No, it’s nothing. It’s nothing to worry about. It’s just a silly girl…’

      His father sighed then walked on, past the doorway, towards the stairs. Kasper listened to the steps creaking as his father descended again, step by step, to the toilet. He saw him in his study in the apartment they had owned in Friedenau, turning in his chair as Kasper walked in, before he left for Verdun. His father had laughed, revealing a heavy set of straight, white teeth beneath his large, waxed moustache. He had laughed because Kasper looked so gangly in his baggy uniform. He stood up and Kasper came forward and shook his father’s hand. His father gripped Kasper’s shoulder. ‘You look fine, my boy,’ he said. ‘If your mother had known she’d had a soldier.’ He laughed again. Kasper remembered that this laughter was a peculiarity of his father’s, much commented on by friends. But when he tried to recall the withered man laughing now, he only saw him then, in his study, his heavy hand on his shoulder, as if he was still there, left behind on the other side of two wars.

      Kasper became aware of a figure in his doorway: a short young man in a shabby brown suit. He had one arm, which was holding a crumpled hat. The empty sleeve of his jacket was tucked into the side pocket and pinned in place, flat. ‘Who the bloody hell are you?’ said Kasper turning. He reached under the kitchen counter top to locate the folding razor that was slipped into a little sheath made of waxed paper that he had affixed to its underside.

      ‘The door was open,’ said the man.

      Kasper’s fingers found the ivory handle of the blade and his fingertips hovered around it. ‘Ever heard of knocking?’

      ‘I did knock,’ said the man, ‘but you didn’t hear me. There was shouting.’

      ‘What do you want? Have you got anything to do with those bloody kids out front? Or Fräulein Hirsch? What do you all want from me? What is this?’

      ‘I…’ the man looked down at his feet and then up at Kasper’s chest. ‘No, I don’t know anything about kids or Fräulein anyone. I don’t live here – I live in the French Sector. I… It’s about Herr Schwalbe downstairs – the neighbour under you, that is. My father. And my sister, his daughter.’

      ‘And?’

      ‘They were trading in kerosene – illegally of course.’

      ‘Well, I didn’t give to them. I wish I had some bloody kerosene.’

      ‘No, it’s not that. It’s just that… there was an accident. A spill in the apartment. They’re dead.’

      ‘Oh,’ said Kasper. He took his hand out from under the counter and put it on his hip, then on his thigh, then into his pocket. ‘I’m sorry. I didn’t know them well.’

      ‘Yes. Well, I thought you should know. I knocked on the door of the other apartment – the one opposite.’

      ‘There’s no one there – it’s ruined. That whole side of the house. There’s only me, your father and Frau Langer at the back of the courtyard. Everything else is ruined.’

      ‘Yes,’ said the man.

      ‘Someone has to come and deal with the spill,’ said the man, ‘A fire officer or something. Then they’ll move someone else in there, I suppose; probably quite quickly.’

      ‘Yes,’ said Kasper. He looked at the man’s face – it was dry, but his eyes were red from crying. ‘Look, do you want a drink or something?’

      The young man shook his head. ‘No, I have to get back to my wife. She’s pregnant. Stupid, but I… Well, I’d better be getting back. I just thought you should know.’

      ‘Yes,’ said Kasper. ‘Thank you.’ He watched the man turn to leave. ‘Here,’ said Kasper and knelt down and slipped out a can of tinned ham from beneath the large rug pushed up against the wall. ‘Take this.’

      ‘Oh,’ said the man. ‘That’s kind.’ He looked around awkwardly for a surface, but finding none nearby, put his hat back on his head and took the can. He looked down at it. ‘Thank you,’ he said, not taking his eyes off it. ‘Shall I give you something for it?’

      ‘No, take it.’

      The man nodded.

      ‘Your father and your sister,’ said Kasper, ‘They were always very friendly, very helpful.’

      ‘Really?’ said the man. But of course he knew them better than Kasper did, and so probably knew that they barely talked to their upstairs neighbour, if not actively disliked him. ‘Well, good evening,’ said the man.

      ‘Yes,’ said Kasper. ‘Good evening.’

      Kasper waited until the man had gone, then sat down by the window, slowly lifting his feet up to rest them on the chair opposite. He looked at his face in the black mirror that the night had made of the window, all the light from the apartments on the other side of the courtyard still blocked from view behind their thick, black-out blinds. He wondered how long Herr Schwalbe and his daughter had been lying below him dead, or when he had last heard any noise from the apartment. Perhaps a week or more. Herr Schwalbe had had the sagging face of a man who had once been overweight, his daughter was a rather plain, but sweet-voiced girl with an overbite. He had barely passed two words with them, but his impression was of a closeness, an openness that he didn’t have with his own father. Though they would have slept apart, he somehow saw them lying together on the floor, the father embracing his daughter in death.

      What a start to the week, he thought, but then he frowned – he was unsure of what day it was. Perhaps it was already the weekend.

      He closed his eyes and concentrated on Phillip – concentrated hard to keep the memory fixed at a comforting moment. When his thoughts were disturbed and his bank of images and senses liable to jump forward in a sickening jerk – forward to later, frightful images – he concentrated on a single moment: Phillip waiting for him by the Märchenbrunnen in Volkspark Friedrichshain. The white stone of the fountain is grey beneath the bright layer of fresh snow that continues to fall from the sky, sitting in a thick layer on the frozen terraced pools. Kasper approaches, but the monument is empty, except for the melancholy sculptures, still in the frozen morning. Kasper stops, considers leaving, but then Phillip appears beneath one of the stone arches, wearing a long black coat and a grey hat. He turns towards Kasper and lifts up an ungloved hand to wave at him – the only colour is the pink of his freezing face and hand.

      Kasper felt relief and joy, but when his emotions were even slightly disordered, he never went closer than the first shallow step in front of the fountain. The moment he felt the light stubble on a cold cheek, smelt soap on skin, felt the pressure of being embraced, the image would become unsteady, he would lose control, he would see and feel terrible things.

      He opened his eyes and lit a thin cigarette and wondered how much kerosene had spilled, how flammable it was. He thought about the flames climbing up the bare walls of the kitchen as he slept. Perhaps the kerosene would combust before the fire officers arrived, he thought. Not such a terrible way to go. But his usually comforting thoughts of a lost past and of oblivion had been disturbed. It was the girl; it was Fräulein Hirsch. He felt that something was happening; not something good, but something alive, something since she had visited him. The note meant that he would have to see her again, at least once. And yet the thought didn’t disturb him as he might have supposed it would. He felt a growing desire. Not sexual, surely – how could it be? But he wanted to see her. Because she liked him, despite herself. He felt it. And behind her cock-sureness, her hardness, there was a warmth and a vulnerability. He realised that he may well not need to catch her out, that he could just appeal to this softness. She was a poor blackmailer – he could charm himself out of this one. He smiled and sucked at the cigarette and listened to the crackling of the burning tobacco and paper in the silent room.
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      Kasper knocked on the door of Frau Müller’s apartment block. He heard some girlish giggling from the other side and after a minute or so a young man, barely fifteen and with a broken nose, answered the door. He was holding a cheap plastic hairclip in his mouth like a cigarette, rotating it with his tongue. He recognised Kasper, but said, ‘Magic word?’

      Kasper smiled unconvincingly and pushed past him.

      The giggle came from a skinny woman pushing thirty, who was sitting on one of two stools in the gloom of the cold hallway. She had let her hair spill down around her shoulders and was playing self-consciously with the tips. She looked up at him, imitating a coquettish teenager, but seeing how old he was, she looked back down at her shoes. They looked like they might have once been red leather, but were now grey, scratched and heavily repaired at the toes.

      ‘Fräulein,’ said Kasper, touching the front of his hat, and the woman giggled, revived, holding the tip of her tongue between her teeth and looking up at the doorman, probably fifteen years her junior. Despite the age difference, she was beautiful, he ugly, but in Berlin healthy young men with four limbs were a rare commodity.

      Kasper walked past them, through the front hall and the large opening that had once held a back door. The sky was overcast, so that the courtyard of Frau Müller’s building was almost black, save for the little light that escaped through a slit in the curtains of the first floor apartment and lit the treads of the three steps up to the door of the back building a dull orange.

      Kasper could hear the light swing of an American jazz record and the gentle mutter of voices punctuated by the odd guffaw. He could also hear Herr Steinmeyer – once a cheerful, fervent Nazi – snoring somewhere near the great dark mountain that sat in the middle of the quad. In the last weeks of the bombing the drains near Frau Müller’s building had been destroyed and now the cellars flooded every time it rained – Kasper could smell the damp stink of wet coal dust and rotting wood in the cellar’s cold breath, that poured out into the courtyard, in through its low doors and cracked windows. The residents of the building had sat in those cellars during the last days of the war, waiting for the Russians to come, trying to keep their feet out of the water and away from the rats. And once the occupation was complete they emptied the basement, piling what they could save into a giant heap in the middle of their courtyard, like a pyre, covered by a tarpaulin, which the residents took turns guarding. Herr Steinmeyer watched the pile most nights, because he was only fifty and he had nothing left to look after, since his three sons had been killed and his wife had
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