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The Athenians watched askance as Diogenes wandered about the city in broad daylight with a lit lamp in his hand. When he was asked by the gawping crowd what he was doing, he replied, ‘Why, I am looking for an honest man.’




One

When I was still a geology student it terrified me, shucking open a chunk of mud-black shale to find a single fossilised ginkgo leaf. It was the idea of it falling onto the soft silt of a Pangaean river, sinking, compacting and finding its way into my hands 270 million years later. All that time compressed in hot darkness – it made me claustrophobic. But now it consoles me. When I have to listen to someone clipping their nails on the U-Bahn or watch shouting demagogues on TV dressed in ill-fitting suits, I think of molten rock, ice and pressure, that our short time on earth will go the way of the ginkgo leaf – a few flat impressions in a split black rock.

The Berlin Wall too is a trace now, a faint line of cobbles at Potsdamer Platz, a toothy wall of rusted rebars along Bernauer Straße marking the brief division, one of any number of divisions in the city and, viewed from a distance, the least important. For centuries the river was the deadly barrier, when the first Berliners and their cattle were sporadically swept from the shallow ford after a hard winter and a warm spring brought torrents heaving down the valley from the Lusatian Highlands.

From the geologist’s point of view, the greatest division is the oldest and most enduring: the great glacial valley that Berlin fills, a valley carved out, not by the glacier itself, but by the meltwater that poured from it as it retreated north. In life as it is lived, though, perspective is lost to us. Most Berliners feel the valley’s sides only unconsciously when they haven’t turned the pedals of their Dutch bikes for a few minutes, descending from Prenzlauer Berg, Schöneberg or Kreuzberg – mountains all – into the valley bottom below.

Even in that final summer of 1989, when West Berlin was still the lopsided half-city of my childhood and the Wall still a 155-kilometre physical reality, it was only a trace to me. I sometimes caught sight of its graffitied face lurking at the end of a street like a fugitive, but it was no more striking than the shoes and handbags in glass vitrines on Kurfürstendamm; the punks at Kotbusser Tor asleep on benches, stinking of leather and vodka; the scrubbed concrete buildings of Ernst-Reuter-Platz topped with endless luminous letters – AEG, Osram, Leiser, Telefunken, Scharlachberg – and the circular signs of Bayer and Mercedes turning incessantly, like coins spun on their edges.

I remember clearly the dense heat of the dining hall at the Berlin British School where I did my A-level exams, my grey polyester trousers damp and pinching. I remember the packet of Polos peeled open on the graffitied ply of the exam desk, and the smell of the school hall: plimsolls, Dettol and savoury mince. I remember waiting in the underpass by Berlin Zoo Station by a Beate Uhse sex shop, avoiding the glances of prostitutes and tramps while my friend Stefan earnestly bought his first pornographic VHS tape (which he later binned in a pique of feminist solidarity). I remember the tallies with the Wildlife Trust, the silver fish skin of the goggle-eyed sunbleaks that my friends and I counted in red buckets at Riemeisterfenn, the grey herons we counted at Grunewaldsee and the bog rosemary we counted at Hundekehlefenn, crushing the pink bulbs between our pink fingers as the morning sun bleached the alders and turned the silver bark of the birches the pinky orange of melon flesh.

And I remember Prinzenbad public baths, three huge outdoor pools and two meadows in the centre of Kreuzberg, a sparkling mass of white and red tile, blue water and pale bodies in bright spandex, where I met Oz and where the last traces of my childhood were washed away.


Two

As he swam past, Stefan’s bone-white arm lifted out of the water, revealing his face, goggled, shaved, his air-blowing lips a soft pink ring. I was sitting with Petra and my girlfriend Maike by the low tiled wall that ran the pool’s 50-metre length, draped with colourful towels drying in the sun. I could hear the tinny sound of The Motels coming from a cassette I’d made Maike. Through the Walkman’s plastic window, I could see ‘New Songs for M’ written in Tippex next to a lumpen blob, an ugly attempt at a flower that I’d obliterated because it’d looked childish.

Maike stared down at a school copy of The Count of Monte Cristo striated with another student’s pencilled underlinings. She took so much pleasure in reading that her only prerequisite for a book was that it be long; if it was less than five hundred pages she wasn’t interested. So she consumed Stephen King and Rosamunde Pilcher as voraciously as she did Victor Hugo, Thomas Mann and Günter Grass. She squinted against the sun, her height visible in the folded leg that she clung to like a rock, her chin resting on her knee. Her damp hair, long, brown and unfashionably straight, hung around her shoulders, the tips adorned with water droplets like glass beads.

Petra lay on her front with her bikini top undone. Her ashy bob was tied into a ponytail and was dry, because she never swam at the pool – she just tanned. She wore large white-framed sunglasses and flicked through Brigitte, snorting derisively at the fashion spreads. It was always hard to tell if this glibness of hers was genuine. It certainly didn’t square with her academic successes; although Maike was always the cleverest, it was Petra who worked the hardest. She’d got the second-best Abitur grades – German A levels – in her school, and the Head of Biology at the University of Hohenheim had called her personally when he received her application.

‘Listen to this,’ Petra said, slapping my leg, as she began to read out my horoscope. Stefan passed again. The lifeguard blew his whistle at the rippling shadow of two boys who’d bombed into the water, and I saw a man emerging from the pool, water pouring from his brown back and red trunks.

The man rubbed his face and turned, and the water falling from his body shattered and steamed on the terracotta tiles. The trees behind him retained the bright green of early summer and his face, as he slicked back his black hair, was fixed in an expression of doubtful, open-mouthed concentration.

He was hairier than me, an attractive flurry across his chest and on his stomach, in his armpits as he lifted his arms to squeeze the water from his hair. A gold chain, very fine, shimmered like fish scales near his throat, and on his wrist he wore a digital watch, gold too, the link-strap brilliant with sunshine. His fingers parted and I looked down at the novel between my legs, white as tripe, and the amber hairs peeping out from the ancient elastic of my black trunks.

I knew him, or at least I’d seen him before, parked on our street, near the corner of Schiller Straße. He was there on the last day I cycled to school, sitting in a 1970s moss-green Mercedes 240D. One wrist rested on the black plastic steering wheel, the hand limp like Michelangelo’s Adam, with a cigarette between index and middle finger. The other hand was at his mouth, the nail of his middle finger touching the gap between his front teeth.

I might’ve forgotten about him, had he not still been there when I cycled home. His window was rolled down; I picked up a trace of cigarette smoke and tinny jazz music. And though I was cycling too fast to see what he was reading, I could tell from the pastel-coloured cloth that it was a hardback book without its dust jacket.

He reappeared once or twice a week, but he never noticed me; though the colour of the books changed, he never once looked up from them when I cycled past. When I saw him at the edge of the pool, though, our eyes met.

Perhaps the familiarity of Prinzenbad and my friends meant that I seemed in that moment completely comfortable with myself, and perhaps the novel between my legs made me look more adult and worldly than I felt. Because there were plenty of clues to my unworldliness. He might have noticed the biscuit-brown towel I sat on, stiff from a thousand washes, or my name in red thread on a white fabric label that had come loose on one side. He might have noticed that the book, a battered copy of Midnight’s Children, still with its plastic cover and yellow Dewey Decimal sticker, had been stolen from the school library. He might have noticed my hand-sewn towelling swimming bag, with the face of Fungus the Bogeyman sewn onto it.

I looked back down at the book, embarrassed we’d made eye contact, sweat breaking out across my back as his wet feet slapped towards me on the red tiles. I read the same line over and over again, staring at the yellowed pages warped by my damp hands. When his shadow blotted out the sun for a moment, I turned back a page, as if looking for something, and I inhaled very gently, trying to catch the smell of him, but I only got the chlorine on my body, in the pool, everywhere.

I put my back on the cool tile of the low wall and watched his figure recede as he made his way to the changing rooms. I felt anxious and inexplicably nostalgic, as if I was missing a feeling that I’d never felt.

‘Well?’ said Petra, staring back at me.

‘What?’ I said.

‘You weren’t even listening, were you?’

‘I was. You said Venus is in ascendance. And in August I need to be brave about my career,’ I said, repeating the last thing she’d read out from my horoscope.

‘You need to be brave about reading that here with all these Turks,’ Petra said, nodding at my book. ‘That’s what you need to be brave about.’

‘Why?’

‘Iran. Khomeini. Fatwa. Salman Rushdie.’

‘Have you had a stroke?’

‘The writer,’ said Petra, sitting up and tying her bikini top back on, briefly flashing the soft sides of her breasts, tanned to caramel and sparkling with sweat.

I looked at the name on the cover. I hadn’t yet got a taste for the news; it still felt like something people’s parents were interested in, and there was no internet yet to flash a constant stream of breaking stories. Back then, if you didn’t read a newspaper or watch the evening news, you remained blissfully clueless about the world beyond your apartment. ‘Is he dead?’ I said.

‘He’s not dead. They’re just trying to kill him, because it’s offensive to Islam.’

‘This?’ I said, holding up the book.

‘No.’ Petra frowned. ‘What’s that banned Salman Rushdie book?’ she asked Maike, pulling off the headphones of her Walkman, so that they fell onto her bare legs with a tinny clatter.

‘Hey!’ Maike said.

‘What’s that Salman Rushdie book that’s banned?’ Petra said again.

‘I don’t know. Didn’t Khomeini just die? Isn’t he off the hook?’

‘Satanic Verses,’ said Stefan, out of the pool, towelling himself down efficiently. Stefan’s skin was also pale, but his forearms and calves showed the tan lines of his T-shirt and shorts, the colour ending abruptly on his thighs and upper arms, like long brown socks and evening gloves.

‘Shift over,’ he said to Maike. She lay down next to me and put a cool hand on my sun-hot leg.

Stefan lay down too and put his arm over his eyes, revealing a sprig of armpit hair, so black it was almost blue. I became very aware of the physicality of my friends and my sweating body in between.

Maike took a damp strand of her hair and absently brushed it across her chin like a paintbrush. Though old friends, she and I had only been dating for a year, losing our mutual virginities early in the morning in a tent on the North Sea coast, the olive air filled with the smell of waxed canvas, unwashed hair and seawater. Although I’d applied to English universities, we’d already worked out a schedule for our continuing relationship and liked to pick out places we might live after graduation on the world map taped to the back of my bedroom door.

There is a picture of the two of us that I have on the shelf in my office at university. It’s fun, because my more perceptive students spot who it is; the first years have to read her book Wetlands: Sustainability, Construction and Structural Change in ‘Introduction to Physical Geography’. In the picture, which has that grainy softness so instantly nostalgic in the digital age, Maike and I are in Grunewald sitting on a fallen tree trunk and we’re both smiling with our eyes closed. Petra must have taken it, because I’m holding Katja, her sheepdog, on a lead. I’m wearing a large black T-shirt with an Adidas logo, white shorts, white socks and trainers, my auburn hair cut relatively short, but unstyled, a puffed, unselfconscious cap. Maike is wearing walking boots, jean shorts high on her waist and a white T-shirt with pale pink stripes. Her long hair pours off her shoulders in smooth brown strips like a river delta.

I remember liking my T-shirt and being aware that Adidas was an acceptable brand to be wearing, but I had no idea how these things made me look. Except for Petra, we all dressed carelessly, spending the money from our weekend and holiday jobs on four-season sleeping bags, microscopes, bright waterproofs and cards for the state library.

This is the last photograph I have of myself in which I look like this. After Oz, my poses close up, as if I’m trying to cover myself. I find it hard to find any photo of me up until my wedding day in which my arms are not crossed, my hand is not holding my throat or covering my mouth as if I’m trying to stop myself speaking.

It’s the same for Maike. That summer changed her too, and in every other picture I have of her – including the striking author photo on the back of Wetlands – she has flicked her long hair to the right shoulder, tipped her head, removed her glasses. I miss the artless, eyes-closed grin of the girl on the log.

‘I read Satanic Verses,’ Stefan said. ‘It’s really weird.’ Stefan had little interest in literature, but a lot of interest in politics – he was a vegetarian and a member of The Greens. The only books he read were either notoriously difficult – The Magic Mountain, Thus Spoke Zarathustra – or, like The Satanic Verses and his favourite book, Laughter in the Dark, in some way connected to scandal.

‘This is quite weird,’ I said, lifting up the book.

‘Suits you, Ralfi,’ he said and yawned.

The boys that had bombed into the pool ran past us spraying our hot skin with water. Petra sat up and shouted, ‘You vicious little cunts.’ The boys froze and bowed their heads sorrowfully; the younger burst into tears. ‘Oh fuck,’ Petra muttered, when the swimmers who were lined up against the wall turned to us. ‘I didn’t think they’d care.’

We laughed to protect her from outside scorn. And this might have been my lasting memory of summer 1989. Even that moment I might have forgotten, recalling only my A levels and the Wall if people asked what that year had meant to me. But of course, in the end, 1989 meant neither of those things. It just meant Oz, and espionage – how grand that word sounds now – and I suppose my family and the terrible things we did.


Three

We queued for chips and Coke before we showered, the ceiling of the tiled pool café filled with bright inflatable animals and floats, the counter lined with bread-roll halves beneath scrambled egg, sliced egg, ham and salami, a soggy pretzel letter on each. We drank and smoked in our swimming things, our bare backs sticking to the white plastic chairs, picking unhurriedly at the chips covered in both ketchup and mayonnaise – Pommes rot-weiß. We were in no rush, we had nowhere to go. We’d all finished school four weeks earlier and were enjoying the impossibly long summer before university, blissfully ignorant of what our studies would involve and how they would change us.

Stefan, Petra and Maike had gone to school together and Stefan was the son of my mother’s best friend, Beate, and had thus been my assigned playmate since birth. As a group, our friendship had been cemented in North Hessen when we were eleven and twelve at Wilde Kidz, a camp for city children with a passion for nature. You might think that city kids who were into wildlife would be an accepting cast of misfits, but it was a fortnight riven with regional antagonism. It became clear that the children from Munich and Stuttgart weren’t estranged from nature at all, and spent their weekends climbing mountains and plucking ticks from their legs in the Black Forest. The children from Frankfurt and the Ruhr had learned to light fires with sticks in the Taunus and the kids from Bremen and Hamburg could sail.

In West Berlin’s 480 square kilometres, bounded in concrete and barbed wire, the natural habitats we roamed amounted to a few small woods, some overgrown train tracks and a bog or two, a fact made clear to the other children when, in the wooded depths of the Reinhardswald, Maike asked the trek leader when we would reach the next toilet. From then on, we were ridiculed, even when Stefan corrected one of the guides, who mixed up a medlar with a crab apple. When the guide acquiesced, one of the Bavarians shouted, ‘He read it in a book. He read it in a book in the library,’ and the other children collapsed into laughter, as if they had imbibed all of their knowledge from the wilderness direct.

Backed into a corner, we responded in the only way we could, becoming ostentatiously condescending. Petra led the charge, pretending not to understand the Southerners and making an overweight boy from Bochum cry when she told him he smelt of poverty. Lagging behind the others, we talked for a fortnight, shared our homesickness and agreed to meet up the first weekend back to collect owl pellets in Grunewald, the forest that fills Berlin’s western edge. I think we were all surprised when we all turned up.

We joined the West Berlin Wildlife Trust, knowing it would be good for future university applications – we were right – and together began what for all of us would be a lifelong pursuit: counting and measuring creatures, plants and land formations. At the lakes, we counted snails, frogs, toads, diving beetles and reeds; we sat outside ruined buildings in the dusk pressing our click counters as silhouettes of bats beat out and later beat back in; we marked out sections of rare dry grass with meter sticks and counted butterfly eggs, as grasshoppers sprang to safety, like flicked rubber bands. We loved it; it made us feel useful and grown up. Though we never talked about our shared passion abstractly, it quickly became a given.

Stefan, Maike and Petra were all a year older than me. I’d been sent to the British School run by the Army in Charlottenburg, taking A levels at eighteen while they were taking their Abitur at nineteen. Because my English mother worked as a psychologist and was married to my German father, we were one of the few British families that stayed in the city. Although they lived in different corners of Berlin, Stefan, Petra and Maike all came from Catholic families – a relative rarity in part-Protestant, mostly heathen Berlin – and so all attended the Catholic school in a Fifties building on Winterfeldtplatz. I had always been jealous of them, palling around together while I was stuck with another classroom of friendly British children whose approaches I rejected, embittered by years of desertions.

The final straw was a boy called Jonathan, who had arrived at the British School when we were both eight and stayed for three years. He had buck teeth, laughed at my jokes and was very badly behaved. We rode around town on buses – free with our British IDs – shoplifting from distant corners of the city and breaking windows in abandoned buildings. Once we threw stones over the wall at Spandau Prison in the hope of hitting Rudolf Hess, then still clinging on to life, and were chased off by the prison guards.

Jonathan’s mother was a Queen Alexandra Nurse and very patriotic, and in the few years we were friends I went with him to the Queen’s Birthday Parade at the Olympic Stadium. Once a month, his mother drove us through Checkpoint Charlie to East Berlin to buy Meissen pottery from Unter den Linden and Russian dolls from Natasha’s on Karl-Marx-Straße, then took us to a restaurant to eat cheap pink meat in breadcrumbs with tinned runner beans. Because my mum’s cooking was so bad, I was as delighted by these bland, salty meals as I was by the food Jonathan’s mum let us order from the FRIS book, a catalogue of goods kept in British military foodstores that military families were allowed to order at cut-rate prices. Like Christmas stockings, Jonathan’s mum laid out the steel FRIS box and by the afternoon it had been filled with luxuries that had eluded me until then: sliced white bread, digestive biscuits, orange squash.

But after one Christmas holiday Jonathan didn’t come back to school. His parents had been posted to Sardinia and I was heartbroken. When Stefan and Beate came over for dinner that Friday Stefan told me about Wilde Kidz and I begged Mum to let me go. And the moment I’d formed a permanent group of German friends I clung onto them.

I didn’t just idolise them because they were older than me. Stefan was socially engaged, Maike was clever, Petra was sharp-tongued and powerfully gave the impression that she didn’t give a fuck what anybody thought about her. I always felt like a pigeon that had found its way into an aviary of exotics. Stefan’s thin, hairless body and mop of curling locks made him look like an Italian, as did his thick black eyebrows that met in the middle; Petra had fine, sharp features and big breasts; Maike was statuesque, with long Bill Brandt legs and a nose as straight as a Greek sculpture’s.

The walking, cycling, swimming and camping we did meant I was fit enough, I wasn’t too short or too tall. My hair though had been carrot-red as a child, and this had led to teasing at the British School. Nothing severe but, being half German, it added to my sense of otherness.

My hair had darkened almost to brown, its redness only revealed in direct sunlight, in the freckles that covered my face and shoulders, the pale pink of my nipples and the russet hair on my legs and arms. Nevertheless, the vague sense that gingerness was akin to ugliness, that it moved me into the category of Kevin Cuddon, the boy with a purple birthmark on his face, and Nicola Dean, who had alopecia totalis and an NHS wig, meant that, in my circle of German friends, I felt grateful for their friendship and for Maike’s love.

I opened a second Coke. Behind Stefan, an overweight couple were filling in a crossword, half-shaded by an orange-and-blue Fanta umbrella. The man’s miniature trunks and the woman’s bikini were the same shade of turquoise, the elastic cutting into skin the colour of coffee, wrinkled and shiny like used cling film.

Behind them, I thought I saw the red swimming trunks of the man from the traffic lights, but the red cloth resolved into a white-spotted neckerchief tied Madonna-like around someone’s platinum-blonde hair.

‘Anyone want to watch a film at mine?’ Stefan said, tossing a Pez from a Garfield-headed dispenser into the air and catching it between his teeth.

‘How depressing is it on a scale of one to ten?’ Petra asked. ‘Ten is every other film you’ve made us watch.’

‘Don’t be a twat,’ said Stefan, crunching on the Pez and straightening his baseball cap, from under which his curling black hair bloomed up like smoke beneath a door.

‘What is it then?’ I said.

‘I got a pirate copy of Ugetsu. It’s this very cool Japanese film.’

‘Is it black-and-white?’ I asked.

‘Yeah, but it’s—’

We all drowned him out with our groans. Like his reading, Stefan’s film consumption was fully improving. He was a collector of difficult movies, attracted to anything that had been judged important. Through various dusty out-of-the-way shops and underground film clubs, he managed to get hold of the most obscure titles, introducing us to Satyajit Ray, Jean Renoir and Yasujirō Ozu. He was the only person I knew who’d watched the whole nine hours of Shoah. His preference was for anything old, black-and-white and subtitled – a rarity in Germany, where most foreign films are dubbed, a practice, of course, that disgusted him.

‘It’s Kenji Mizoguchi! It’s one of the greatest films of all time!’

‘It’s too hot to watch girls laying eggs and cutting people’s dicks off,’ said Petra. She was referring to In the Realm of the Senses, which Stefan had made us watch that Christmas and which had become fodder for our teasing ever since.

Stefan’s face flushed red and he said, ‘It’s a different culture. You’re just embedded in Western norms about sexuality.’

‘Just because Japan’s exotic to you, doesn’t mean it’s not sordid,’ Maike said, taking off her large gold-framed glasses and wiping sweat from her brow with her forearm. ‘They have really ingrained issues with prostitution; it’s tax-deductible if you’re a creepy old businessman. Whatever the cultural differences are, they’re still people’s sisters and daughters and they’re still having sex for money.’

‘Fuck off, Maike,’ Stefan said.

Maike listened, only speaking when she had something to say, but it was always concise and accurate when it came, and thus more devastating. It happened often enough that ‘Fuck off, Maike’ had become a phrase we used any time someone was about to argue back and we already knew our own argument wasn’t going to stand.

I lay across the table with my hand out for a Pez. Stefan popped one into my palm and behind him I saw another flash of red – this time it was the man from the pool, the sun full on his back, catching the light in his wet black hair.

‘You’ll come, Ralfi. Alter, come on?’

Stefan was the sort of only child who hated being alone and made siblings of his closest friends.

‘Not a chance,’ I said.

‘I’m showering,’ said Petra. Maike stood too, but Stefan put his hands behind his head and said, ‘It’s thirty-two degrees. There’s no point. We’re all going to be soaked in sweat by the time we get home.

‘Shower later,’ I said encouragingly, thinking of the man in the red trunks – that I might be able to catch another glimpse of him if I went to shower alone. I didn’t want to talk to him, certainly not be noticed by him, I just wanted to pick up some detail up-close: a gesture, a scar, the sound of his voice.

‘Yeah, I’ll shower when I get home,’ Stefan said.

‘No you won’t, you dirtbag,’ said Petra.

The man should have already showered by the time I entered the changing rooms and, if I was lucky, have been pulling his clothes on in front of his locker. But when I walked in I found him still in his red swimming trunks, furiously spinning the wheels of a combination lock.

‘Scheiße,’ he muttered to himself.

‘Everything OK?’ I said.

‘Oh,’ said the man, straightening. ‘Yeah. My lock’s broken or something. Or I’ve forgotten the code.’ I’d expected him to have a Turkish accent, but he spoke accentless, idiomatic German. He laughed and said, ‘I’m a fucking idiot.’

I hesitated, thinking I could get past him, leaving him to argue it out with the site manager while I watched through the crack of my cubicle door, but I said, ‘Well, if it’s a combination lock you could just crack it.’

‘What, like crack it off?’

‘No, crack the code.’

He shrugged and smiled and said, ‘Mein Freund, you’ve lost me.’

The word Freund made me feel good. Among my real friends and my family, no one called anyone else ‘friend’, unless they were being ironic.

‘Do you want me to … ?’ I gestured to the lock.

‘Be my guest,’ he said.

I put the novel under my arm, pulled on the lock and turned the wheels. It was a cheap three-number padlock without false gates – you just had to feel for the give as you slowly turned each wheel. It was the sort of trick we practised when we were camping – lighting fires with flints, opening beer bottles with lighters, doing owl calls with our cupped hands. I worked it anxiously, aware of his eyes on me.

‘Fuck,’ the man said, close enough that I could feel the damp heat of his breath on my ear. ‘You reading Rushdie?’

I realised that the book was facing him, cover out. Sweat burst from my skin so quickly that the plastic-covered book squeaked and I had to clamp my arm down hard to keep hold of it as I worked the lock.

‘Sorry,’ I muttered.

‘You’re sorry?’ said the man. He put his hand on the locker. I looked at it there, the bright half-moons of his neat nails and the fine black hairs on the wrist and on his fingers, between the knuckles. Over the chlorine, I could smell his fresh sweat and his breath, which was sweet, like warm milk. The first wheel clicked into place and the book slipped lower, so that I had to dig the bone of my elbow into the cover to keep it from falling.

‘I don’t really like it,’ I said. ‘I mean, I’m not sure I do.’

‘Huh,’ said the man. ‘I thought it was amazing. You just need to get through the first hundred pages.’

The next number clicked into place and I looked at him surprised. ‘You’ve read it?’

‘I had a magical realist phase a few years back.’

‘Garcia Marquez?’ I said. I had just finished One Hundred Years of Solitude and had been dreaming of studying plant life on the banks of the Orinoco and making Humboldtian voyages in the Colombian jungle in search of rare butterflies.

He laughed. ‘That’s it. Grass, Marquez, Kafka. Anything a bit weird.’

‘You a teacher, or something?’

‘No, but my dad has a shop on Eisenacher Straße. Used to be all Turkish books and newspapers, but he let me build up this little German literature section.’

‘Huh,’ I said. ‘You don’t look like you work in a bookshop.’ I blushed and tried to pick out something about him that would make what I’d said sound less offensive, but he was only wearing swimming trunks, the gold watch and the thin gold chain. There was a smile at the edge of his lips, but it changed, the mouth softening and the eyes looking at me more intently, as if he was trying to place me. The lock clicked open beneath my fingers and he broke into laughter.

‘Look at that,’ he said. He put his hand on my bare shoulder; his palm was dry. ‘Alter, I owe you,’ he said and in his wide smile I saw the narrow gap between his two front teeth.

‘It’s nothing,’ I said, ‘Just a … ’ I gestured vaguely at the locker.

He offered up his other hand and I shook it. ‘Oz,’ he said.

‘Like the Wizard,’ I said, aware of his thumb pressing onto the back of my hand.

‘It’s short for Osman.’

‘Like the bulb.’

I was embarrassing myself again, but Oz gave me a comforting grin, which he paired with a frown and little jolt of the head. ‘Hey, you don’t … ? You know, I really feel like we’ve met, or …’

I blushed again; out of the corner of my eye I could see the redness spreading across my chest and felt it burning the tips of my ears. ‘I live at Windscheidstraße 53. You’re always parked on our street.’

‘Shit,’ he said, releasing me and opening his locker, ‘I’ve been busted.’ For a second, as he pulled out a towel and threw it around his neck, he looked worried.

‘I didn’t … ’ I said, ‘I mean, it’s just a coincidence. I didn’t follow you here, or anything. I don’t care what you’re doing.’

He shook his head and said, ‘It’s fine. I know. I’m not worried.’ He held the ends of his rolled towel and said, ‘Your surname’s not Rode, is it?’

Rode was the surname of our neighbour Tobias. ‘No,’ I said, ‘Dörsam.’

‘Oh, OK. Fine.’ He relaxed. ‘My dad owns a couple of flats in your building.’

‘I thought he ran a bookshop.’

‘He does. And a shop. And a Turkish bakery. But he also owns a few flats, here and in Frankfurt.’

‘And what’s this Rode done?’

‘Illegally subletting. Dad thinks he’s got someone else renting a room in his flat and he’s not declaring it. And if he is, then Dad can void his contract and either kick him out or up the rent.’

I nodded. Oz smiled and shook his head. ‘You’re him, aren’t you?’

‘I’m not,’ I said, laughing. ‘Honestly. But I do know him.’

‘Oh fuck,’ said Oz. ‘He’s really nice, right?’

I nodded. ‘He’s pretty nice.’

He laughed. ‘Well, rules is rules.’ He began to transfer his clothes and a battered Puma sports bag to one of the nearby changing cubicles. ‘We don’t own your flat, do we?’ he said.

‘No,’ I said, watching him pick up his trainers and throw them into the cubicle. ‘We own ours.’

‘Fuuuck,’ he said, throwing back his head with lazy drama. He stopped and put his hand back on my bare shoulder. ‘What’s your name?’

‘Ralf,’ I said.

‘OK, Ralf. So if your parents own a flat then they’re on the landlords’ committee, and they might not be too happy about my dad spying on his tenants. And with all these tenants’ protests going on at the moment, being a dick of a landlord isn’t a great look if you don’t want your car set on fire. And, although Dad is a bit of a dick, he’s also my dad. So what I want to know is what can I offer you not to tell your parents or Herr Rode about this conversation?’

‘Offer me?’ I laughed and held up my hands. ‘It’s … My lips are sealed. Honestly.’

‘Really?’ he said. ‘How about something from the shop? You like reading, right? You can come and pick up a book? Just as a sweetener.’

‘I don’t need a book,’ I said.

‘Well,’ he said, letting me go and sticking his head into the cubicle as my shoulder cooled in the shape of his fingers. ‘This is my card. The address is the address of the shop.’ He produced a silver cigarette case, which he popped open and offered up. The little white cards read ‘Osman Özemir, Executive, Özemir Holdings GmbH, Eisenacher Straße 62, Berlin’. I reached out to take one and Midnight’s Children slipped from beneath my arm into a puddle of water on the red-tiled floor that had gathered at Oz’s feet. I looked at them, smooth and brown, the toes short and thick, and I tried to lock them into my memory, so that that night I could imagine him putting them into my mouth.


Four

It is odd to think of how little happens on some days and how much on others; how global histories and personal histories eddy and brew like the weather, coalesce after years of calm into squalls that wash away lives and borders that had once seemed so permanent. In the year before I’d met Oz, there’d been a presidential election in the United States, the usual scattering of natural and man-made disasters, a few political scandals and surprises, but little that suggested to me, to my friends or my family the storm gathering on the horizon.

In 1989 my family – my parents and my younger brother – lived at Windscheidstraβe 53, a nineteenth-century apartment block in Charlottenburg. The ornate plaster façade had been damaged during the war and covered over with flat brown render, but past the large wood-and-glass door, everything was original: the tiled hallway, the grey wood of the staircase treads, the elaborate plasterwork on the ceiling still visible beneath a thick layer of paint, the colour of chickens’ eggs.

I passed the staircase and wheeled my bike through the back door into the courtyard. Like most Berlin apartment blocks, the flats were built around a central space, with larger flats, like ours, on the street side and smaller, cheaper flats in the side and back building, all looking down into this inner core. Here too, the grubby plaster walls and windows were original, except for the top-floor flat at the back, which had a gap, like a missing tooth, where a bomb blast had knocked out a single room. I often wondered about that gap; wondered if anyone had been in there asleep, the only person to be killed in the whole block. I suppose, back then, such accidents were commonplace.

I tucked my bike beneath the green-mossed bitumen roof that covered the bike racks and bins. The cracked concrete beneath my feet was covered in white pigeon droppings, also sprayed celestially across the dark ivy that carpeted the flowerbed beneath the horse chestnut. The pigeons cooed above my head, where the tree’s wide leaves brushed together, cooling the air and making the light on my skin aphid green.

There was a baker on the ground floor of the front building and the air smelt deliciously of bread. I could hear Herr Klee’s rattling cough coming from the second floor and the agricultural chuckle of his humidifier. And I could hear someone’s awkward steps on the front staircase, which at that time of day would usually have been one of my mum’s patients. But I knew it was Tobias Rode, the neighbour that Oz was watching, because he walked with a limp, and the melody of his rocking gait – slap-thud, slap-thud, slap-thud – was one of the happiest sounds of my adolescence. Tobias was a viola player with soft strawberry-blond hair who’d fled the East and arrived in our building when I was seven, and he was the first person I’d ever fallen in love with.

It hadn’t felt like a revelation at the time, and the truth is it hadn’t bothered me at all. I didn’t feel ashamed about it, though I was aware it was something I wouldn’t be able to talk about until I was very grown up, perhaps at university. It hadn’t crossed my mind that I could actually do anything about it, with Tobias or anyone else.

Even after I fell in love with Maike, there didn’t seem to be any reason to put an end to my imaginary affair with Tobias. I didn’t see that there would be any consequences to separating these things off – it was just a trick of the imagination. At school, I would joke with the rest of the kids about the teachers who we thought were ‘benders’, coughing ‘poofter’ whenever Mr Lawson, the French teacher, turned his back on us. It didn’t occur to me that this was hypocritical, even when Kevin Cuddon drew a penis on Mr Lawson’s door and I took the permanent marker from his hand to add, ‘Sailors get it here.’ Masturbating at night, while dreaming of a soft knock at my door, the sound of Tobias’s belt buckle striking the parquet as his trousers came down, the first touch of the long amber hairs on his bare chest, was just fantasy. But pouring so much youthful emotion into a part of my brain that I’d dammed up had left it in danger of bursting.

Tobias played his viola in the afternoon, and for me, who’d only ever heard the scraping of violins in the primary-school orchestra, the shuddering vibrato was intensely melancholy and beautiful. He was in his late twenties, always friendly, charmingly unselfconscious, wearing loose collarless shirts, shorts and Birkenstocks. In winter, his woollen jumpers had holes in them. And as patronising as I know it now sounds, his limp gave him a sweet vulnerability that I found delightful.

I could see the windows of his apartment from our kitchen, and as a young teenager would sit in the dark watching him read, smoke, drink coffee and listen to records. Sometimes he brought women home. They might have been friends from the orchestra, they might have been lovers. It didn’t bother me either way – it made him all the more unattainable, and thus a perfect fantasy.

I’d been caught in these lovelorn stakeouts twice: once by my younger brother and once by Stefan. My brother was easily put off the scent with a punch to the shoulder, but Stefan was more suspicious. Sick with shame, I blurted out that I thought Tobias was an East German agent and that he was spying on our apartment, because Mum used to work for the British Army. I don’t think Stefan ever really believed me, but the idea was captivating enough for a thirteen-year-old in Cold War West Berlin to want to play along.

My lie had a huge and unexpected benefit. For two years, whenever he came over, Stefan wanted to play spies. If he spotted that Tobias was in, Stefan turned the lights off and we watched him together. For my fourteenth birthday, Stefan gave me binoculars and a journalist’s notebook, and entreated me to keep a log of Tobias’s comings and goings. There were further notebooks and many nights huddled in the dark with Stefan and me watching Tobias eating black bread and pre-sliced cheese while he read the newspaper. He did many things that appeared suspicious to us – taking calls late at night, leaving the flat at strange times of the day, burning notes in his ashtray – but of course, as teenage boys, we had no idea what the lives of single, adult men looked like, and whether these were the normal comings and goings of a cultured bachelor.

As we neared sixteen, Stefan lost interest in the project. But I still had the books, and often sated my longing for Tobias when he was touring with his orchestra by leafing through the heavily imprinted biro letters describing his quotidian movements. And whenever Stefan was round and caught me looking at the apartments on the opposite side of the courtyard, I was always able to say, ‘Just keeping an eye on Comrade Rode.’

Tobias limped into the sunny courtyard from the front building and smiled at me. ‘Ralf!’ he said.

‘Hi, Tobias.’ I had thought about how I was going to formulate the revelation that Tobias was being spied on by his landlord. ‘You know what I found out today?’ I was going to start with, enjoying his confusion as I built up to the revelation. But with my hands shoved casually into the pockets of my shorts, I was able to stroke the edge of Oz’s card and recall his sweet frowning smile. I couldn’t quite imagine myself actually cycling to Eisenacher Straße for the promised book, but I didn’t want to betray Oz and kill off any of the blissful impossibilities that the morning had suggested. So I said, ‘You don’t sublet your flat, do you?’

Tobias frowned. ‘No,’ he said. ‘Why?’

‘I just read something about it. About how landlords are cracking down.’

‘Oh,’ he said, confused.

I smiled. This was enough, wasn’t it? If something happened, I could always say I’d asked. And if he was illegally subletting, then at least I’d sown the seed that it might not be a good idea. ‘Did you want to get your key?’ I said. We had swapped keys after he’d come over for dinner at ours the second time, and since then we had emptied his letter box when the orchestra was touring and he had watered our plants when we were on holiday.

Baffled again, he laughed. ‘My key? Ralf, what are you talking about? I feel like I’ve gone senile.’

‘Wasn’t that you coming down the front stairs?’

‘Oh,’ he said, and then, for the first time in six years of spying on him, I caught him in a real lie. ‘No,’ he said, ‘I just got in.’

I was looking forward to telling Stefan about this slip-up, not believing for a moment that Tobias really was up to anything suspicious. All those years of playing at espionage had inured me to it.

‘Dear Herr Rode!’ It was Frau von Hildendorf at the window of her ground-floor flat. She had been an actress in the Fifties and thickly painted her ancient face with the bright make-up of that era, missing the true lines of her wrinkled lips, eyes and jaw. Her arm, all tendon, gripped the edge of her open window frame, and she said, ‘You promised me thirty minutes of your viola. You absolutely promised.’

‘Can I knock in ten?’

‘Of course,’ the old woman said drunkenly. ‘I’m expecting a visit any time soon from my friend Eve Harris. She’s in town for a play, but I haven’t been able to get hold of her. She might call, though. If you can bear the interruption.’

‘I can bear it,’ Tobias said.

He could bear it, because Eve Harris’s presence had been anticipated for decades and she had never arrived.

‘She should have been less in the movies in the Sixties anyway,’ Frau von Hildendorf said. ‘Theatre’s her true talent, but the money. Mein Gott, the money over there.’

‘Ten minutes,’ Tobias repeated. He winked at me and hobbled across the courtyard to the back building. Frau von Hildendorf slammed her window shut – she had no interest in teenage boys – and I listened to Tobias slowly climbing the stairs to his apartment, wondering if he had ever seen me staring at him from the kitchen window. The thought terrified me.


Five

There were two front doors on the second-floor landing and they both belonged to us. The story went that my German great-grandparents had bought the flats after the war and knocked them through into one large apartment. When her husband died, my great-grandmother locked the adjoining door in her kitchen and rented out the rest of the flat to a very short obstetrician called Dr Geisler in order to pay off the remaining mortgage. Despite the loud and deeply private conversations that Dr Geisler had behind the door about failed episiotomies and prolapsed uteri, Oma refused to wall it up, intending, until the day she died, to annex the old rooms again once she had the money. When my parents moved into the flat a few years before I was born, Dr Geisler was already an old man, but they still heard him behind the door having brief but loving conversations with his children. By the time the same children moved him into a home, my mother had qualified as a psychotherapist, and gave up her secretarial work with the British Army, taking over Dr Geisler’s rooms for her practice. The convenience of the door was suddenly a blessing.

My mother specialised in sexual disorders and relationship problems. Grandad – Mum’s dad – had been a doctor in the British Army and his final posting had been a long stint in Berlin. My mother did her A levels at the school I had just left and then worked part-time as a secretary at the military hospital during the four years she was studying psychology at the Freie Universität. She stayed on at the British hospital even after Grandad retired, because she had met my father by then. Her secretarial work kept them afloat while she completed her training and my father qualified as a pharmacist.

Learning her lesson from Dr Geisler, Mum re-arranged the flat, setting up her consulting room in his old living room and using the room behind the adjoining door in our kitchen for her waiting room. This was the only room we could clearly hear into from the kitchen, and then only if the couples were arguing in English or German. We rarely saw the patients, because they came up the front stairs and through Dr Geisler’s old front door. If we did leave as they were arriving, they couldn’t know from the nameplates on the doors that we were their therapist’s children, because my mother practised under her maiden name, Rees.

Our flat was empty when I entered, but something felt different or smelt different; the air didn’t have the right quality, that stale coolness it usually had if I arrived home before anyone else. I looked about the hall for signs of intrusion, my eyes dancing over the many remnants of the building’s former grandeur: the plaster ceilings; the gently undulating parquet floor in the central hall; the gloss-painted double windows with their brass handles; the high wooden doors.

I moved silently to the kitchen. My father had put it in in the Seventies, my parents’ first purchase with the money he’d made from his first job. The cupboards were varnished pine, the tiles brown-speckled cream, intermittently enclosing a sunflower in golden yellow, brown and orange. There was a large table permanently covered with a wipe-clean plastic tablecloth studded with sunflowers. There were benches either side of the table, and in the corner of the room a ceiling-high cheese plant, its bulk supported with greying twine nailed to the wall.

The large coffee-coloured fridge with long chrome handles, bought second-hand from an American family in Dahlem, was plastered with photographs and childish drawings that spilled out onto the cream walls, above which a profusion of coloured brushstrokes, red, green and blue, betrayed a plan, never enacted, to introduce a less autumnal hue into the kitchen.

I heard a sleepy knocking and realised that the adjoining door into Mum’s practice was unlocked and being bounced by the breeze against the jamb. I stepped through into the alternate universe of her waiting room, with its smoked-glass coffee table piled with battered copies of Stern, Geo and Bunte and said:

‘Mum?’

‘Here,’ she replied.

I found her at her desk reading from a stack of files, the first sheet held high in her hand, the others beneath her fingers on the desk. The light from the high double windows lit her cropped red hair from behind, turning it the colour of gingerbread. Her small freckled face, with its wide olive eyes, was a parody of concentration, her eyebrows pulled together and her mouth an open O.

She was still in her work clothes, an ankle-length grey skirt high on her waist and a smooth silk top with globular pearlescent buttons. The buttons were undone to the top of her bra, exposing the heavily freckled skin below her straight clavicle, and she had kicked off her leather pixie boots. It looked as if she had been distracted by her notes in the middle of undressing. She was only half sitting on the chair; one leg was stretched out beside her, her slim ankle and foot resting dramatically on the smooth parquet like a dancer’s.

‘The door was open,’ I said. She usually had patients until seven and it wasn’t even six.

Mum looked up at me and her face broke into a smile. She said in English, ‘My five o’clock had to move his appointment to seven-thirty.’

‘Isn’t that when we’re eating?’

‘He’s having a crisis, apparently. I’ll just nip off for half an hour. I’ve told him I can only do thirty minutes.’

Such crises were rare among her patients. Her clientele largely consisted of expats with marriage problems, which meant that they were rarely suicidal or acutely unwell.

‘I thought you were going to be at Maike’s for dinner,’ she said.

‘No. She wanted to finish her book.’

Mum




































































OEBPS/images/9781408708941.jpg





