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You’re not yet cold; it’s not too late


to dive into your increasing depths


where life quietly betrays its secrets.


Rainer Maria Rilke, The Book of Hours


 


 


Irving Berlin: Bob, I wish you’d do that introduction over again.


Bob Hope: Why? Is there something wrong, Irving?


Irving Berlin: Yes. You know you got the name wrong. It’s Irving Jones.


Bob Hope: Jones?


Irving Berlin: Yes. I changed it. Anything over here called Berlin, they cut up into sectors.


Titania-Palast Theatre, Berlin, December 1948










TONJA, 1986


44 days since she detonated her life and she’s in the coffin acoustic of a phone box, pretending to search her pockets for change. Not that there’s anyone to perform to. The road remains quiet. No cars pass. She checks her watch for the third time. 6.58 a.m. Only just daylight. A low grey mist melting the edges of things. Across the road, above the hedge, the rusted top bar of the swings and the slide’s wooden scaffold. No sign of any activity there, which makes her heart thump with relief. Her nose itches, but it feels like a dangerous distraction to scratch it, so she flares her nostrils instead, takes in the call-box smell of metal and piss and the sweat of strangers’ fingers. And then the phone rings.


 


In her panic, she nearly knocks the receiver from its cradle, but catches it just in time. Monika’s voice. They’ve left. Then the dialling tone. She goes to replace the phone, but her whole arm is suddenly numb and the receiver misses, falling with a clatter. It begins to swing ominously on its cord, the dialling tone wailing out. Though it would take a matter of seconds to replace it, something tells her not to stop. As she pushes open the door and emerges into the cool wet-leaf air, she thinks the whole street will hear the phone’s lament.


 


She has twenty-five seconds to clear the scene. In ten, she’s crossed the road and is through the park gate. This is the signal for Kat. The purr of a car engine a few hundred yards away. She should keep walking briskly through the park, but something makes her turn, glance back towards the road. And then she sees it. Negotiating a pavement pothole on the phone box side of the road, a woman with a pushchair. Tonja stops. There isn’t time. No time to shout a warning. And if she goes back, she’ll be caught up in it. Even here, she’s too close. Stands at the top of the path, paralysed. Kat in the distance calling What the fuck are you doing? What the fuck, Tonja? Tyres of a car on the wet tarmac. And then the street before her splinters.


 


She sleeps for hours. At least, that’s how it seems. And then a long low note, as though from a stringed instrument – a cello, is it? The sound seems to oscillate. The light is very bright. She had thought her eyes were open, but now she opens them for real. On her back on the path. The sky, thick with clouds. The threadbare, late autumn trees. Still the impossible cello plays. But the birds around the park have fallen silent. And then a baby starts to cry.


 


She scrambles up, sways back towards the road. Kat has disappeared. The car is a mangle of twisted, blackened metal. Flames lick around its eviscerated engine. She doesn’t need to look inside to know that no one could have survived that. And in the road, just beside the car, something she cannot understand. A woman’s arm. Still sleeved in a pale-blue raincoat. On the middle finger, an outsized ring in daffodil-coloured resin.


 


Focus. Focus on the child’s crying, turn towards the sound. A little way along the pavement, an upturned pushchair. A toddler, with its legs in the air, kicking furiously against the sudden wrongness of its world. And though Tonja’s not aware of moving, somehow she is there, turning the pushchair right way up and propelling the child, still screaming, along the pavement and into the park. Her heart beats so loudly she thinks it must be audible. Passing the playground, she wonders absurdly for a moment whether she should stop to give the child a turn on the swings.


 


Behind her, the street is coming to its senses. Shouts and cries. Cars coming to a sudden halt. She waits for the footsteps that will inevitably follow her. But nothing. At the park’s far gate, she dares to look back over her shoulder, but she’s still alone. Jörg and Kat and the car have gone. This does not surprise her.


 


The only course is to keep moving forwards. She’s no idea where she’s going, but instinct tells her to choose roads that lead as far from the park as possible. After half a mile, the movement of the pushchair seems to calm the child and it falls quiet. A few streets later, she finally stops and peers over the hood to look at her loot. Oblivious to its own disaster, the child is asleep. It’s a boy. About twelve, fourteen months old. His face still flushed from crying, snot crusted around his nostrils. An elderly woman stops to tilt her head down at him. Aren’t they beautiful when they’re asleep? Tonja smiles and nods before walking on.


 


She has to get him back to Friedrichstraße. Pushing the chair, she looks around for landmarks, but doesn’t know this neighbourhood, has no way to navigate. She comes to a main road, and decides to follow it, although she’s aware of all the cars passing. Of all the eyes inside the cars. She expects one to screech to a halt beside her, for someone to jump out and shout That’s not your child! What are you doing? What the fuck are you doing? She cannot think about the thing she saw on the road. She spots the green and white of an S-Bahn sign ahead. Surges forwards.


 


Outside the soot-blackened sandstone of number 19, the child once more comes to consciousness. He looks up at Tonja as she navigates the front door, looks up at the grand archway with its oak-leaf decorations, its bas-relief head of a woman, whose mouth is slightly open, as though caught in mid-sentence. He takes in this unfamiliarity, knows he does not care for it, screws his face into a pre-emptive expression of complaint and then, after a dramatic pause, lets loose a piercing wail. Tonja feels suddenly exposed on the pavement, as bleary-eyed schoolchildren and workers hurrying south to Hallesches Tor station weave around her. Across the street, the owner of the small Turkish cafe is using a metal rod to pull out his pavement awning in readiness for the day. Muttering ineffectual words of comfort to the child, she struggles with the pushchair through the front door into the chequerboard-tiled hallway and up two flights of stairs.


 


On the other side of the flaking brown paint, she can hear raised voices. But when her knuckles hammer at the door, the voices stop and the door swings open. The apartment’s narrow vestibule is suddenly full of people, staring at her, as she pushes the child forward into










RUDI, 1906


The Future, on four plates of silvered glass. But I was distracted at just that moment by the sharp teeth of Fräulein Gottschalk, clamped onto my lower forearm. Being a skinny boy, there was very little flesh to cushion my radius from her incisors, but despite my cry of pain, no one took any notice of me. They were too busy gazing at The Future.


 


Not unlike The Past, The Future was full of shadows, out of focus, indistinct. And yet, there was enough of an image on each of the four plates to suggest meaning. Enough to make the small group of people gathered in that parlour room, on the first floor of Friedrichstraße 19, take a collective breath. I’m not exagger-ating this detail. Erholtz taught me many things about audiences, and this was one. That humans can act as a single entity, like a murmuration of starlings, relinquishing their individual consciousness to the will of the group. And as the twelve people assembled took this collective breath, the room’s oxygen level for that moment was temporarily reduced by an approximate total of 216 mg. No wonder I felt a little faint.


 


Once Fräulein Gottschalk had released me, leaving the deep red impressions of twenty-eight small teeth on my flesh, I too felt compelled to see the images again. I moved forward, rubbing my arm, to hover at the shoulder of the diminutive Madame Czigany.


 


The first was unmistakeably the Brandenburger Tor as seen from the Tiergarten. But in front of it, nearly obscuring the view, were what looked like coils of barbed wire, chaotic and forbidding, like the brambles around Briar Rose’s castle in Kinder- und Hausmärchen. The second appeared to be a curious, spindly tower, shaped like a hypodermic syringe, its topmost tier as thin as a needle. The third was practically a silhouette. A Totenkopf. A death’s head. Like the insignia of the Black Brunswickers, although closer analysis revealed it to be a Totenkopf mounted onto a ring, like an obscene wedding band. But the image I found most compelling was of a human figure in silhouette, a diver falling through space, their body a perfect cubic parabola. But the light through which they fell was oddly patterned, so that their legs and torso were cast with curling shadows, like the marbled markings of a cat.


 


What was even more curious was that we would normally use these glass plates as negatives with which to print a positive image onto silver gelatine paper. But, astonishingly, Fräulein Gottschalk’s visions were already in reverse. They were not a world we knew, but they were something like it.


 


Erholtz pulled away from the huddle and addressed Fräulein Gottschalk across the room.


‘Do these photographs capture what you see? Are they a true likeness?’


 


He used the voice I had heard him employ in countless public demonstrations. Inhabiting the audience’s scepticism before exploding it altogether. Several heads turned in the girl’s direction.


 


She gave one of the solemn little nods I had already grown to despise. Without taking her eyes off Erholtz, and in a breathy voice barely above a whisper, she spoke with studied profundity.


‘They are the truth.’


 


She’d only been in the house two days and I was already aching for her to leave. Her appearance at the Academy made her the fourth newcomer since my own arrival, fourteen months and twelve days previously. I had learned to accommodate the previous three arrivals, even half-blind Meshkhenet, the Egyptian Mystic who, despite her milky cataracts, possessed an uncanny ability to see everything that a young boy didn’t want to be seen. But as soon as I set eyes on Fräulein Gottschalk, I knew with certainty she did not belong.


 


The Academy of Magical Arts had first been established at Friedrichstraße 19 on 3 May 1903. Despite the name, and the red leather-bound register of thirty-one occasional students, its primary function was as a supplier of the latest tricks and contraptions to the magical fraternity. Workshops to the rear of the ground floor employed three craftsmen – Kurt, a skilled joiner; Otto, a metalworker, whose forearms were crosshatched with burn scars; and Hetty, a decorative artist whose plump fingers belied a painting technique of incredible delicacy and precision. Their work supplied the shop at the front of the building, as well as orders from all over Europe and Russia. Kurt and Otto lived elsewhere in Kreuzberg, while Hetty had a small room under the eaves on the fourth floor, next to Madame Czigany. The other Academicians formed a performance troupe of sorts, giving demonstrations at venues all over the city, usually compèred by Erholtz himself.


 


My own arrival at the Academy had occurred on 22 March 1905. Already a half-orphan, my mother having died of puerperal fever shortly after my birth, I was fully abandoned, at the age of twelve, by the death of my father. At the funeral, I met Herr Erholtz, my mother’s brother, for the first time, and though we were strangers to each other, there was no question of his not taking in his sister’s orphaned boy. And with the flick of his conjuror’s cape, I was spirited away from sleepy Oranienburg to the clatter and smoke of Berlin.


 


Until that moment, my father and I had lived a quiet, contented existence in a small house in the district of Sachsenhausen. Vati had been a repairer of clocks, and I inherited something of his close focus, his love of detail and his short-sightedness, both physical and metaphoric. Though he surrounded me with books and encouraged me to read novels and histories well beyond my childish understanding, my father was a man of few words. But I knew his reticence did not represent a lack of love. Although I was young, I instinctively felt that my mother’s death had robbed him of his essential spirit and I could never shake the sense of responsibility that my arrival in the world had resulted in her departure from it.


 


My apprenticeship began aged nine, when my father set me to practise disassembling a pocket watch and then putting it back together. Bent over his work desk, scarcely breathing, I used tweezers to replace first the regulator, then the fourth wheel for the second hand, overlaying these with the third wheel and the setter wheel, before slipping the mainspring barrel beneath. These were followed by the plates, which my childish imagination cast as a knight’s breastplates, armouring the delicate mechanical innards. I’d attach the small plate first, then the large – gently tapping each one down before fixing into place with miniature screws. This was the most nerve-wracking manoeuvre, because if you didn’t position the screws in the holes just right before tightening them, you ran the risk of snapping off the pivot. These were followed by the tiny crossbow-shaped pallet fork and its bridge, the winding wheel and the balance, for which my young fingers had to learn precision and dexterity. After screwing in the balance cock, I would turn the watch over, oil it, push in the cannon pinion, and then fit the dial, followed by the case. Then the held-breath moment of truth as I wound the watch and waited – if all was well – for the pure joy of seeing the entire mechanism jump into life. I was alive to magic even then.


 


As I grew in confidence, I would time my reassembly, competing with myself to reduce it from 50 minutes to 48, 48 to 45. At my quickest, I could put together a pocket watch in 29 minutes and 34 seconds, but I was never as fast as my father, who was always a predictably sure-fingered 23 minutes and 8 seconds. The gentle smack of my father’s lips as he squinted at my labours, his nod of approval – these were all I needed to understand of his love.


 


In Sachsenhausen, my father and Barbel, our live-in maid, had been my only company outside school. The Academy, in contrast, seemed at first a place of endless noise and commotion, with the constant to-ings and fro-ings, the production line of small boxes in and larger boxes out, the ferrying of props and drapes to party halls and theatres and Kabaretts.


 


Friedrichstraße itself was no less overwhelming. The carriages and automobiles that flared through its canyon of tall, elegant buildings brandishing, at every level, brightly painted hoardings and advertisements – all the way up to the roof gutters. From Oranienburger Tor in the north, crossing the Spree river and Unter den Linden, then a further mile south to the Peace Column in Mehringplatz, the street shimmered with people in motion – hawkers and newspaper boys dancing daringly around the hackney cabs and bicycles, shop girls trotting off to work in too-tight shoes, office clerks and paperhangers, men with stained caps and drooping moustaches pushing handcarts, last night’s drunks sobering up in doorways, salesmen scurrying to buses and trams, their cases of wares bashing against their legs. It was a place of endless movement, a continuous present.


 


The Academy’s home, number 19, was a handsome double-fronted Wilhelmine mansion at the southern end of Friedrichstraße, built for some nineteenth-century merchant who had over-estimated either his own fortune or the construction costs, and fallen bankrupt shortly after the building’s completion. It was five storeys of golden Silesian sandstone, with bay windows on the first three storeys, ornamental stone balconies and elaborate relief work. Above the doorway’s arch, crowned with the bas-relief of a woman’s head, two words were carved into the stone: Cras Tibi. Erholtz had explained that they were an abbreviated form of a Latin motto Hodie mihi, cras tibi – Today me, tomorrow you, a phrase more commonly found on tombstones. No one at the Academy seemed to know why the mansion’s owner would have commissioned such a funereal inscription.


 


I didn’t know what to make of the Academicians on first meeting, with their odd costumes and odder manners. Knowing nothing of the city, I wondered whether all Berliners were similarly eccentric. There was Caspar the escapologist, whose ‘laboratory’ unnerved me with its chains and boxes and straitjackets. Madame Czigany, who read Tarot, lived at the top of the building in an attic room hung with red and gold tapestries. Maintaining her Romany looks required a great deal of black hair dye and stage make-up, which she often dispatched me to purchase from a small theatrical suppliers near the Admiralspalast. Beneath her, on the third floor, was the room of the Dutch numerologist Hannus de Groot. When we were first introduced, de Groot dispensed with the usual formulations of greeting and immediately demanded my date of birth. And when I told him, he frowned. ‘Very interesting. Very.’ Though I pressed him for more detail, he evaded my request, saying he would have to give it further consideration. ‘But it is all very interesting.’


 


Erholtz had decided that I should be apprenticed to the Academy’s photographer, Wolf, whose quarters took up part of the building’s second floor. It’s possible he thought my clockmaker’s attention to detail might translate well to the darkroom. And so it proved. From the first morning in Wolf’s studio, I was enthralled – both to him and to the alchemy of the darkroom.


 


My mentor was a skilful teacher and professed himself delighted with my aptitude. ‘They used to call photography “the dark art”,’ Wolf told me, ‘on account of the silver nitrate stains on photographers’ hands.’ But to me it was only ever an art of light. The summoning to the surface of the hidden image, invisible but present.


 


Erholtz also published a monthly magical periodical, Die Zauberkugel, to which everyone in the Academy contributed material, although he, as editor, wrote most of the copy. Wolf’s official role was as photographer for this publication, which chiefly served as a means of advertising the Academy’s products and services. He also ran a sideline in portraiture, catering for those members of the middle classes brave or curious enough to enter a building with esoteric associations. Wolf, who had accompanied Erholtz on several tours of Europe, taught me the English phrase ‘to keep the wolf from the door’. He liked to joke, ‘That is what the portrait business is about, Rudi, “to keep the wolf from Wolf’s door”.’ And he played up to his name, growing his salt-and-pepper hair to a wild length, teasing it up with a comb to create an impressive mane that seemed to alarm and titillate his female clients in equal measure.


 


Wolf became my de facto guardian, and my orphaned heart was primed to love him, although he could be quick to temper, fired with an emotional energy that sometimes frightened me. Erholtz himself was well-meaning and generous, and managed the disparate personalities of the Academicians with great skill, but he had no experience of children and their needs. It was Margo who saved me.


 


I was too young to have a term for her relationship to Erholtz, although I knew they were not husband and wife. She must have been at least ten or fifteen years his junior, but though they were curiously opposite in demeanour, they nevertheless seemed devoted to each other. Off-stage, he was serious, wired with purpose, never quite off-guard. When he joined the other Academicians after hours, I noticed that he sipped his Riesling slowly, eking out a single glass over the course of the evening. Margo, however, seemed to have an infinite capacity for delight – in life and in other people – and she alternated between maternal fussing and a mischievous brand of flirtation, a combination I found irresistible.


 


On winter mornings, she would creep into my room with a cup of steaming cocoa and once this was delivered into my hands, would crawl into bed with me and warm her icy feet on my thigh.


‘I only bring you cocoa so that I can thaw out my toes.’


‘Wouldn’t it be simpler just to drink the cocoa yourself?’


‘Oh no. It’s too long a journey from my lips to my feet. I have to take a short cut.’


 


I wondered whether Erholtz allowed her to warm her feet on him. Though it was impossible to imagine him undressed, freed of his starched collars, waistcoats and jewel-coloured cravats.


 


Now I was fourteen, I was really too old for a woman to be bringing me cocoa and climbing into my bed, but we both chose to ignore this. It seemed Margo had decided to continue treating me as a small child, despite my broken voice and the curly fluff on my chin. She was amused by my hunger for books and my prodigious vocabulary, and went out of her way to procure a small library for me. She loved poetry and sometimes would ask me to read to her from Goethe, Hölderlin, Heine – a task I willingly performed.


 


Tell me now the meaning of man!


From where does he come? To where does he go?


Who dwells up there in the golden starfields?


 


As she left the room each morning, my eyes would follow the white curve of her feet, their thin blue veins, the small cracks on the backs of her heels. And when I touched myself beneath the blanket, it was to an inner movie of Margo’s white ankles and the curve of her breast beneath her cotton blouse.


 


It was Margo who gave me the account of Fräulein Gottschalk’s arrival at the Academy. She’d been minding the shop in the early afternoon, when she noticed a motorcar draw up to the kerb. An exceptionally tall woman, wearing a hat of black damas dentelle (Margo included this millinery detail with shy pride in her own powers of discernment) had descended first, followed by a slight, angular-faced child with dirty blonde ringlets. As the pair entered the shop, the lady was required to duck slightly beneath the lintel, which momentarily gave Margo a better view of the hat.


‘Their heights were so oddly matched, Rudi, I thought they might be about to offer some kind of comedic juggling act. But the fish-slapped expression on Madame’s face said otherwise.’


I giggled at this, but Margo was clearly still resentful.


‘The giantess then demands to see Herr Erholtz. I tell her, in my best la-di-da voice that he doesn’t receive visitors in the afternoon and she says that, on the contrary, Herr Erholtz is expecting her and at this very hour too.’


 


And so it proved. Erholtz ushered the strangers into his office and instructed Margo to see that the first-floor back bedroom, usually reserved for significant guests, be aired and furnished with fresh linen for our new arrival, Fräulein Gottschalk. He indicated with a wave of his hand that he was speaking of the girl, and not Frau Gargantua. Margo did not much care for being talked to like a scullery maid, but unable to speak up in front of the visitors, she bit her lip and hurried off to prepare the room, calling on Casper to mind the shop.


 


‘And all the while, Rudi, I was thinking, he’d better not be expecting me to nursemaid that child. Who’s to look after her? Why are we providing a home for waifs and strays?’


‘I was a waif and stray once, Margo.’


‘Yes, but you’re such a handsome Liebchen,’ she said, pinching my chin, ‘I knew you’d be worth it.’


 


Our new resident was officially presented at dinner. We were all seated and slavering over the smell of Margo’s Sauerbraten when Erholtz appeared in the doorway. He waited till he had our attention, and then, with a showman’s timing, stepped sideways into the room, revealing the girl behind him.


‘This is Fräulein Gottschalk, the latest addition to our happy community. She will be staying with us for a few months, while her guardian takes a tour of southern Europe. She has remarkable talents, which I hope to reveal to their fullest expression. And when I say “remarkable”, I mean astonishing, like nothing I have seen before. I hope to be able to show you the results of her demonstrations very soon. But for now, I trust you will all welcome her to the Academy.’


 


 


He turned to the girl with a smile that was intended to be avuncular, but which landed awkwardly, as though his top lip had become stuck to his teeth.


‘Now, my dear, I think you should sit here.’


And he pulled out a chair to the right of his own at the head of the table, the chair on which Margo usually sat. I caught the expression of hurt that flitted across her face. No visitor had ever displaced Margo. But something in me was glad for Margo’s pain, as I hoped to prove myself far more solicitous.


 


Through dinner, I felt the girl’s eyes upon me. The first time, I looked up and acknowledged her across the table with a half-smile and slight nod. She did not return the smile, but stared stonily at me. So much for her, I thought. Although, as we ate, I stole furtive glances at the newcomer. I wonder now whether I was already wary of her, although I couldn’t have known that she was about to fire a cannon through my life.


 


As Caspar, Ingrid and the others chattered on, I watched the little Fräulein work her way daintily through the food. I perceived her distaste at the meal before her, and immediately felt defensive of Margo. Now that I had determined not to like the girl, everything about her seemed ill-favoured and open to criticism. The ash-blonde ringlets were self-consciously childish around a face that was already moving to womanhood. Her cheeks had lost their girlish plumpness, her eyes were knowing and framed by long eyelashes. Her clothes suggested wealth but, like the ringlets, were some years out of kilter with the wearer, being in a style that a younger child of eight or nine might wear. In movement, she was tense and mechanical, like one of the wooden automatons in Erholtz’s shop.


 


 


As the dinner ended and napkins were folded away, Erholtz called me to his side.


‘Rudi, I thought – since you’re of a similar age – that you might like to take Fräulein Gottschalk on a tour of our little establishment? I expect your company will be more to her taste.’


The girl loured at me throughout this little speech, but the moment Erholtz turned to her, she simpered.


 


‘Shall we begin downstairs?’ I asked, as we walked onto the landing, attempting a manly swagger.


‘You’re the master,’ she said, with unveiled sarcasm. Her voice was high, breathy. I started down the stairs and spoke to her over my shoulder.


‘Where are you from?’


‘Nowhere you’d know.’


‘I’m not a Berliner either. I grew up in Oranienburg. Till my father died. It’s a small town to the north of here, of approximately 8,000 cit—’


‘I can’t imagine why you think I’d be interested.’


 


We crossed the cream and black chequerboard tiles of the hallway towards the rear entrance to the shop. I could feel her eyes on my back as I fumbled for the key from my pocket and unlocked the door.


 


‘This is the store,’ I announced, needlessly. Fräulein Gottschalk walked the length of the varnished oak counter, her chin raised, as if she herself were the proprietor. I stayed in the doorway, aware that my right arm was twitching slightly. Outside on the street, a barrel organ started to play a waltz. I recognised the tune as one that Margo sometimes sang around the house. Suse, liebe Suse, was raschelt im Stroh? Das sind die lieben Gänslein, die haben kein’ Schuh.


 


Rattled by the girl’s obvious contempt, my words tumbled over each other.


‘Several of us take turns to work here, but Margo – Frau Erholtz – does the lion’s share. She’s also the best at dealing with customers.’


 


Silence. I felt compelled to fill it.


‘We have a number of regular customers, but people come from all over Europe. You wouldn’t believe the distances they travel.’ Who was I defending? Margo? Erholtz? ‘We sell all kinds of things. Standard conjuring equipment, of course, but the real demand is for Herr Erholtz’s world-famous magical devices, like these – err – dice boxes.’ I pulled out a drawer to show her. ‘And these most mysterious Kubuss Spiel. Or, one of the wonders of the Orient – some Chinese linking rings. Or these sense-defying mirror chests. Herr Erholtz has travelled all over Germany to seek out the most up-to-date contraptions. Like this . . .’ I opened another drawer. ‘This is my favourite. It’s called “David and Goliath”. It uses a very sophisticated clockwork—’


‘Do you think about her naked?’


‘What?’


I turned to her, the drawer open precariously far, balanced on my hand.


‘You do, don’t you?’


The drawer slid out of its moorings and nearly crashed to the floor. I caught it just in time.


‘I don’t know what you’re talking about,’ I said primly, but I could feel the colour rising from my chin to my ears.


 


I attempted to dissuade Fräulein Gottschalk from further questions by conducting a virtually unbroken monologue around the rest of the Academy.


‘As you can see, the building is constructed in a square U-shape around a central courtyard – the smaller rooms to the rear were presumably built to house the servants, while the owner occupied the grander quarters at the front, facing west onto the street.’


 


I showed her the ground-floor workshops that opened onto the yard, the first-floor parlour with its bay window overlooking Friedrichstraße, and directly above, Wolf’s second-floor suite, with its room for receiving guests and the large linen cupboard that had been transformed into a darkroom. I did not show her the two bedrooms, but hurried along the dog-leg hallway that led to the south wing and Wolf’s studio, its large windows facing north onto the courtyard. When I explained that photographers favour northern light because it is the most constant and diffuse, the girl made no attempt to conceal her yawn.


 


As we emerged once more into the central stairwell, I caught my reflection in the gilded dragon mirror on the landing beside the studio door. Pale and skinny, my forehead an eruption of acne. The contrast between the fearless golden dragon, whose claws clung fiercely to the top of the deep-red lacquered frame, and the pitiable spectacle presented by the glass was laughable. And I could see the girl thinking it too. The mirror reflected her smirk, and a barely energised wave of the hand.


‘That’s enough. You can go now.’


 


I was grateful to be dismissed. Too rattled for sleep, I went into the studio and sank into the high-backed armchair, grateful for solitude, for the wide vista of the hand-painted backdrop that hung against the opposite wall. I could hear the Academicians moving around the house. The creak of floorboards, the opening of cupboards, the wooden swoosh of curtain rings. A score of bedtimes. My nostrils registered the chemical tang that always hung in the air, the scent of Wolf’s favoured brand of furniture polish, the toasted-almond aroma of Erholtz’s cigar finding its way through an open window. These were smells that had come to represent home to me.


 


We offered a choice of two painted backdrops for portraits. A trompe l’oeil Palladian villa, or a grove of Black Forest pines. My own preference was the forest, with its path winding upwards through the mountains towards some mystery. I’d never seen real mountains, but my future, I fantasised, might be at the end of that path. It seemed to me that whatever waited for me there was not paradise, but neither was it malevolent. The only thing I felt certain of was that it would be lonely, that the only traveller on that path would be me. Though I cannot say why I sensed this. But as it was, I sat in the chair and let my eyes follow this path towards its vanishing point










SIGI, 1948


& I stared at it for ages like I was trying to make it come into focus & the painting made me think of you but I couldn’t think why at first & then I remembered of course it was the snowy mountains in your watercolours the ones I was so mean about that first time but you know how I always need to get in there first with a little barb a little test just to put myself at an advantage with new people not an admirable habit I know & I think you were a bit hurt really but you were too nice to show it & perhaps you already understood enough about me to see it was all front & anyway this painting today wasn’t even a landscape really just an abstract arrangement of blocks of colour green & blue & brown & white with shapes in the distance that might have been mountains but there was something about them like a threshold I wanted to walk towards & cross over as if by crossing I might be able to find you


 


& by the way in case you’re wondering we had to break up the frames for firewood the glass was all cracked anyway but I’ve packed the prints away carefully for you & one day soon I’m going to get them reframed


 


& yes granted it’s mad I’m going to art exhibitions when we’re half-starved & all anyone can think about is queuing for food or exchanging Western marks for Eastern marks for coupons because your brain is in your belly all the time & the streets are mostly grey or beige & the people are grey or beige & most of the trees have gone so just walking into the makeshift gallery it was inside a bombed-out bank & all the ornate plasterwork was fire-blackened just walking in & seeing these huge canvases with great swathes of colour felt like jumping into a rainbow like waking up something inside me that’s been asleep for a long time


 


& God knows where some of those paintings have been hidden all this time but you’d laugh because Berlin’s full of degenerate art again even if a lot of it is pretty shit really but I’m glad to see it rather than all that angular idealised Futurist übermensch rubbish even though the very idea of being degenerate now seems a bit beside the point since everything’s degenerated into stink & rot & rubble so it’s almost impossible to navigate the city & to think I once knew it like the back of my hand but at least several of the churches are still standing even if their domes are just shells so I use these to find my way the Heilig Kreuz Kirche the Gedächtniskirche the Neue Synagoge too all still there like broken miracles on the skyline


 


& every three minutes the drone of a plane heading to Tempelhof which is a noise to reawaken nightmares though Eric says he doesn’t hear it any more but for me it’s the stink of bodies in air-raid shelters crying babies bronchitis coughs all of us sweating in the damp heat listening to engines trying to calculate how far away death might be but this time the Yanks & the Tommies are dropping coal & food & medicines & sometimes little parachutes of candy


 


& anyway I was looking at these paintings & of course most of them were painted before everything happened so it feels like their meanings are lost to us because all the symbols & colours & stories have taken on new associations so it’s like their original ideas are trapped in amber I mean it’s like you can see them but they’re unreachable or like they’re memorials to normality though if you try to remember when normality died you keep going back & back a year & then another year & soon you’re back with the Kaiser & then you have to keep going back still further & you realise you’re now in a time you don’t even remember because you were too little to be thinking about making memories you were too busy building snowmen or swimming in the lake or hating the stiff-collared dress your mother forced you to wear & it’s been really bothering me because I can’t remember the name of the village you grew up in & it might be important because then I might be able to trace you & also when they asked I couldn’t remember your maiden name which is just slug-brained of me because you must have told me all these things that are part of you & I’ve lost them just like the meanings of the paintings & I don’t know why I talk to you all the time & maybe this is just another sign of my craziness are you kidding you say you’ve always been spider-brained ha ha but you’re still the most real thing that happened to me so I have to keep talking to you or else I really would lose it


 


& because of the exhibition I was late getting to the bread queue & it seemed to take longer than ever though it was probably exactly the same as most days but anyway I was late getting home with my rock of bread I swear they’re making it out of acorns & the teeniest tiniest pat of margarine in greaseproof paper & mother was all agitated & that made me agitated you know how I can’t stand being in the wrong & I couldn’t help shouting with frustration which isn’t fair because she’s hungry & shivers all the time despite the warm weather & though she’s only seventy-two she looks about a hundred & I worry she won’t make it through another winter even though the boys are a big help & they’re really kind to her even when she’s rude she can say the most vile things even though she’s pretending not to know that we’re all queer as queer & of course we’re all driving each other crazy being cooped up together & mother never gets out she doesn’t know her way around this new city of ruins


 


& the planes the planes every three minutes for three months so we’ve begun to think the blockade might be permanent after all you can get used to living with anything still I can’t believe the Americans will stay for ever & most of us assume one day they’ll just give up & let us be swallowed up by the Soviets or worse that there’ll be another war though what kind of skeleton soldiers would there be left to fight


 


& I keep thinking we should leave but where we would go & would Mother even survive the journey & air passage costs 28 dollars even though the possession of dollars is illegal & it’s not like I have anything like that amount of money anyway & even if Berlin is a prison if I leave Friedrichstraße I leave all hope of finding you & I choose to stay here because


 


& it’s funny how when you lived in this apartment it seemed palatial compared to my tiny attic flat but with four of us it’s like living in a cupboard with Eric & Gerhard sleeping in the drawing room & mother & I sharing the bed your bed in the front as the windows at the back are all missing so we’ve had to board them up as best we can & of course half the plaster has fallen off the walls you’d weep to see it & there’s a huge hole in the kitchen wall so we can see right through into Frau Kowalcyzk’s


 


& we’re squatting here really as the Schreibers never came back they’re the family who moved in after you I mean when he


 


& the Yanks took the top two storeys off the place so my cosy nest under the eaves was evaporated into dust all my posters & music & costumes although the only thing I ever really mourned was the little photograph of you in the peacock frame looking so shy & lovely


 


&


 


& anyway


 


& yes can you believe it the building’s still standing or at least the first three floors of it are just about habitable despite the best efforts of the Allies & our stairwell is open to the elements but can you believe that revolting Chinese mirror on the landing you know the malevolent dragon with the googly eyes somehow survived the bombs with only a couple of cracks bloody typical so when I look into it I see myself with a crack down the middle which is a good metaphor for something & I kicked in the door of your apartment or Gerhard did it’s always been your apartment to me so the boys & I have lived here ever since we’re looking after it for you & then mother moved in with me that freezing winter of ’46 as she couldn’t cope on her own any more & even a dissolute daughter is better than no daughter at all but even though we’ve sold off most of the furniture or burnt it in the stove but not the table as mother said she’d rather burn her own body than destroy that beautiful mahogany we still get on top of each other even though three of us are out during the daytimes there is still the cooking we have to plan that carefully because the electricity only comes on for two hours in the middle of the night so one of us gets up at 1 a.m. to boil some potatoes & then cover the pan with newspaper & a blanket to keep them warm & sometimes all of us get up in order to savour that brief moment of electricity & light & radio because this is when we feel most human I guess & it’s important to remember we’re still alive
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