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The girl had walked too far past the tram stop. The late shift spat her out into a wind that made the concrete smell like wet chalk and cold iron. She zipped her jacket up to the throat and tucked her chin into the collar. She had a plastic bag with bread, onions, and a small triangle of cheese. The bread wilted in the damp.

The road ran between a row of poplars and a wall scored by slogans. The slogans had been painted over and painted again until the words sank into each other like stains. She kept to the edge, where the gravel met the grass, where her shoes could feel something that wasn’t poured by a state company. An empty bus rumbled past without stopping. She watched the red tail lamps fade and thought of the heat inside.

A pair of headlights appeared behind her, low and square as if the car crouched to pounce. She turned her face without turning her head. The engine sounded like a sewing machine with a cough. A blue Trabant drew level and trundled to a stop ahead of her. The door opened with the sound of a jar lid failing to seal.

“Cold night,” the man said.

He had a mild voice. His hair was neat but the wind tried to lift it and he let it. He wore a dark coat that could belong to a teacher or a clerk. His hands stayed on top of the steering wheel. He smiled as if that were a proper demonstration of good will.

“It is,” she said.

“Where are you headed?”

“Home.”

“Get in. I’m going toward Pankow.”

She hesitated. The wind moved around her knees and made them ache. She looked past him into the car. The bench seat. The cracked plastic. A stack of school exercise books on the back ledge, tied with a cord. On the passenger seat a felt hat, the kind older men wore to church.

“I don’t go far,” she said.

“That’s fortunate for me,” he said. “I don’t either.”

She opened the door. The handle stuck and then gave. The interior smelled like paper and bitter cologne. He waited until she had the seat belt in her hand and then reached to help. His fingers did not touch hers. The belt clicked into its socket with a plastic sigh.

“I’m László,” he said, easing the car into motion. “Like the director. Have you seen his films?”

“I don’t go to the cinema,” she said. “We don’t have time.”

“Of course,” he said. “Work comes first.”

They fell into the rhythm of the car: the engine rasp, the shiver transmitted through the floor, the little knocks of the suspension that counted off the seams in the road. He drove without hurry, as if time were a thing to be stretched thin and smooth.

“You’re from the factory,” he said. “The smell of cutting oil. I remember it.”

“You worked there?” she asked.

“Once,” he said. “Long ago. They put me on inspection. I watched other men do the work and told them where it went wrong. It didn’t make me popular.”

“They don’t like inspectors,” she said.

“They don’t,” he said, and laughed gently. “But I was correct about the work.”

They passed a billboard where a family in clean sweaters held up a painted loaf. The loaf was too perfect, the crust like lacquer. Beyond the billboard stood the carcass of a half-built hall, its iron ribs freckled with rain. The snow had melted and left the ground striped with dirty ice.

“What’s your name?” he asked.

“Greta,” she said, and then wanted to take the name back. The name felt suddenly spent.

“Greta,” he said, as if he were tasting it. “A good name. It belongs on a poster.”

They came to a junction where a guard tower stood like a sentry who had been forgotten. The guard inside turned his head and did not move the rest of his body. László raised one hand from the wheel in a casual salute. The guard did not respond.

“You don’t have gloves,” he said.

“I lost one,” she said. “And what good is one?”

“One warm hand,” he said. “Better than two cold ones.”

He drove past her street. She saw the corner and the little shop with bottles stacked in the window, and she said, “There,” and he said, “A small detour, Greta. There’s roadwork. We’ll turn around at the next block.”

She looked behind them and saw no roadwork signs. She let her eyes go forward again. The seats were thin, the foam showing at the seam. The plastic bag rasped against her knee. László’s right foot held steady. His left hand adjusted the heater and then returned to the wheel.

“You like music?” he asked.

“Sometimes.”

He tapped the dash. A radio came alive and breathed static. A woman’s voice spilled out, then was swallowed. He dialed and found a station where a disco beat thumped like muffled steps. The girl on the radio sang in English and then in German, and both versions sounded like orders.

“They play this at the Palais,” he said. “The floor is sticky and the lights are cruel, but the hips tell the truth.”

She smiled despite herself. “Do your hips tell the truth?”

“They say I am a poor dancer with good intentions,” he said. “But I am learning.”

The city thinned on both sides. The blocks gave way to a field plated with frost and the black rise of a wood. He slowed for a bend that she did not remember. She put her hand on the door handle. The handle was cold and smooth, and under her fingers she felt a shallow notch where someone’s key had slipped.

“You missed my turn,” she said.

“I know,” he said. “I’m sorry. I wanted to avoid the potholes. The springs are brittle in these.”

She looked at his face. In profile he had the steady calm of someone used to being watched. There was a scar in the angle beneath his ear, a pale worm that lay quiet. He glanced at her and returned his eyes to the road.

“Just here,” he said. “A moment and we’ll turn.”

The ditch on the right widened. A track opened, two lines of mud pooled with water. He guided the Trabant into it. The car skidded, caught, and moved forward at walking speed. The wood loomed. In the trees, the wind made a sound like whispered counting.

Greta said, “Stop.”

“We’re only turning,” he said. “I can’t manage it on the road. There’s ice.”

“Stop,” she said, louder.

He did not. The car rocked and grunted. He breathed out, a silent patience, and switched off the radio. The beat died, and with it the small theater in which she had half believed herself safe.

“Greta,” he said. “It’s all right.”

She opened the door. The door held against her, then flew. He caught her sleeve with two fingers. He did not yank. He pressed his fingers lightly, as a teacher might press a page so a student could see the line.

“Please,” he said. “You’ll fall.”

She looked at his hand, at the way his nails were trimmed square. She slid her arm free and dropped into the mud. Her shoe filled with black water to the ankle. The cold went through her like a wire. She ran. The trees accepted her without interest.

Behind her he said, not loudly, “Greta,” and then, “Greta,” again, as if he were trying out the name in different keys.

She ran until she hit another ditch and splashed and stumbled and caught herself on a stump that had been cut level by a saw. On the stump someone had carved a square and inside it a cross. The mark was deep. The wood flaked under her palm.

She listened. The Trabant’s engine idled and then stopped. The world came up to the edges of her hearing: the tick of cooling metal, the small far rustle of trees working against trees, the drip from a branch onto the back of her neck.

She took three fast steps back toward the road. He stood at the edge of the track, still beside the open car door, his hands in his coat pockets. He did not come toward her. He waited. She saw that his shoes were polished and clean.

“I’m sorry,” he said. “I frightened you.”

“You took the wrong road,” she said.

“I did,” he said. “Come back. I will take you home.”

She did not move. He took one hand from his pocket and touched the side of the car. His fingers tapped twice, a little rhythm, like the start of a lesson.

“There are patrols,” he said. “If they find you in the wood, they will ask questions we both don’t want.”

“What questions?” she asked.

“Why you are there,” he said. “What you were doing. Who told you to come.”

She swallowed. The cold had climbed past her shin. She could not feel the toes of her wet foot.

He said, “Please.”

She walked back slowly. He stepped aside. She looked at the car, at the stacked exercise books on the back ledge, at the hat on the seat, at the small coin of water trembling on the gear knob. She would sit and he would drive and then there would be her street and the little shop and the woman who sold matches one by one. The mind made promises the body could keep.

She put her hand on the roof and ducked. He stood behind her now, close enough that she could smell wool warmed by skin. She sat. He shut the door. The door did not sound loud. It sounded final.

He took the driver’s seat. He turned the key. The engine caught at once, eager. He was a careful man. He backed the car a meter, turned, and nosed it deeper into the trees. The track became two lines, then one, then a floor of leaves where past wheels had pressed shape into dirt. He drove until the wood thickened and the last of the road light lay behind them like a strip of poured milk.

He said, “Greta,” and his
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