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To David and Cathy Fehilly










So simple an act as death


Needs no pomp to excuse,


Nor any expense of breath


To magnify what is.


 


‘A Burial’ by Sydney Tremayne


 


 


‘They say things that, if we heard them,


would simply appal us.’


 


The Turn of the Screw by Henry James










One


It was the kind of day that reminded Jane of her childhood, a bleak November Sunday that huddled people into their coats and set feet walking fast. Beyond the window of the cab a large man in an ice-blue ski jacket paused while the Yorkshire terrier whose leash he was holding squatted on the grass verge. Jane supposed that somewhere a lady was keeping cosy, waiting for her fat man and her little dog to return. She bet the terrier would be in his mistress’s arms before the man had even extricated himself from his jacket. 


It was warm in the taxi, but Jane pulled her scarf up around her face as if in sympathy with the man and his love-chore. The lights changed and the cab moved on, the rosary hooked on the rear-view mirror swinging. Petra reached out and took her hand.


‘Penny for them?’ 


‘Nothing.’


Petra unfastened a button on Jane’s coat, slipped her hand beneath its folds and stroked the firm globe of Jane’s tummy, but the baby had ceased the callisthenics it had been doing on the plane. 


‘Is it possible to think of nothing today?’ Petra slid her hand free. ‘It feels so good to have you here at last. My mind is buzzing.’


‘That’s because you’re in charge. I’m totally serene.’


‘Like the Madonna.’ Petra nodded to the dashboard where a mass card was propped. A bejewelled Virgin Mary held a lively-looking Christ child who was naked save for a gold crown topped by a halo.


‘Luckier than the Madonna, I know there’s a bed waiting for me.’


‘Tired?’


‘A little.’ 


She was shattered. The queues at Heathrow and Schönefeld had been long, and Jane had been reminded of the early weeks, when she’d felt the embryo sucking all the goodness out of her.


‘We’ll be there soon.’ 


The Berlin suburbs scrolled past, clean-edged apartment blocks and neatly tended gardens, each one empty of people, as if a giant clean-up had been followed by the Rapture. Jane wondered if it was peculiarly Scottish to be wary of respectability. Order wasn’t always a mask. 


Petra leant in and kissed her, high on the side of her face, just above her cheekbone. Jane saw the taxi driver glancing at them in the rear-view mirror. He looked away, then back at them again, but he didn’t say anything, not even when she took Petra’s face in her hands and kissed her on the lips. 


 


The apartment had the skewed look that places examined too many times on the Internet take on when viewed in person. Jane stood in the sitting room, recognising the white couch and angled floor lamp from the photos Petra had emailed her. The dining table was white too, set on a cream rug and flanked on each side by four Starck Ghost chairs. It was hard to imagine a child here. Hard to imagine a child. 


Jane shrugged off her scarf and started to unbutton her coat.


‘Leave it on for a moment, baby.’ Petra took her hand and led her across the parquet floor and out on to the balcony. Jane felt the skin on her face tighten as the night air touched it. ‘Look.’


A streetlamp shone brightly below, illuminating the trees in the churchyard opposite. The modest Kirche looked too small to support its spire which loomed, reaching and iron, against the night. Beyond it, windows gleamed from distant apartment blocks, and not so far beyond them, the Fernsehturm glowed through the dark. Petra’s voice was breathless with cold and excitement. ‘I can’t wait for you to see the view properly. I know a cemetery doesn’t sound so cheerful, but St Sebastian’s is more of an English churchyard, leafy and overgrown, quite charming.’


‘Maybe they have a playgroup.’


‘The day I viewed the apartment a bunch of toddlers were chasing each other around the headstones, so I guess they must.’ 


Jane pulled the hood of her coat over her head, and Petra put an arm around her, lending her some of her warmth.


‘We get the sun until lunchtime and again in the evening.’ 


‘The flat’s like something out of a fashion spread.’


‘You like it?’


‘It’s wonderful.’


Petra kissed her, lips warm and happy.


‘I checked with the estate agent, the balcony’s childproof.’


A delicately wrought table and a couple of spindly chairs stood to the right of the open door. Jane gathered her coat around her and sat down. She felt the unopened pack of cigarettes in her pocket. All it took was willpower. 


‘There’s no such thing as childproof.’


‘Of course there is.’ Petra sat in the other chair and took hold of Jane’s hand. ‘This is the twenty-first century.’


Out in the darkness aeroplane lights flashed towards the Fernsehturm, miles from collision but looking like a trajectory to disaster against the flatness of the night sky. The lights vanished for a moment behind the tower’s pickled-onion viewing deck, and then reappeared. Jane let out a breath she hadn’t realised she was holding in. 


Somewhere in the building a door slammed. She glanced back into the new apartment, half expecting to see a stranger standing in the lounge. 


‘Did you lock the front door?’ 


‘Of course.’ Petra squeezed Jane’s hand. ‘Don’t worry, everything’s secure. Safe as a baby.’


It was on the tip of Jane’s tongue to say, nothing could be more precarious than a child, but instead she returned Petra’s squeeze.


‘Babies just pretend to be helpless. Haven’t you seen the way they stare at you? They know everything. They could walk and talk straight from the womb if they wanted.’ 


Petra stood up, raised Jane to her feet and pulled her close. Jane could feel her breath, peppermint-warm against the frosty evening. She lifted her face to Petra’s kiss and heard her whisper, ‘Our genius is very lucky to have you as one of its mothers. I can’t wait to hear the stories you tell it.’ She laughed and they separated. ‘But try not to make them too scary.’ 


 


The larger of the spare bedrooms was opposite the lounge. They stood in the doorway, taking in the double bed, the polished hardwood floor and fitted wardrobes. 


Petra shrugged. ‘We can put all this in storage and buy him some kiddie furniture.’


Jane noticed the gender slip, but let it go. Time would tell. She pulled back the drapes. The courtyard outside the window was dimly lit, but Jane could make out the building beyond, a derelict mirror of their apartment block, its vacant windows sunk in darkness like sockets in a skull. 


‘Not such an inspiring view.’


‘It’s normal, backhouses at the back. The one behind us is empty, so we’ll have privacy.’ Petra turned away. ‘You’re going to love the kitchen.’ 


Jane registered her lover leaving the room, but she lingered on by the window. Down below, an old man crossed the dim courtyard, no more than a shadow in the gloom, and disappeared into the murk of the opposite block. Jane wondered what business anyone could have in the ruined building. She would hate to have to pass into that darkness.


The child moved. Jane pressed a hand against her stomach, feeling its kick, and wondered if it was aware of the pressure of her palm on the other side of the dark barrier. She was its universe, and its jailer. For the first time she almost understood how the religious could view birth as a falling from grace.


‘Enjoy it while it lasts, kiddo,’ she whispered. ‘It’s all downhill from here.’ 


She let the curtains fall back into place and followed Petra through to the kitchen, preparing to exclaim at the freshness of it all. 


 


She woke as usual in the night and slipped from bed. Petra stirred and Jane whispered, ‘It’s okay.’ She ignored the ensuite and padded barefoot from the room, closing the door gently behind her. Outside she clicked on the hall light and paused until the energy-saver bulb glowed bright. The bathroom waited like a final destination at the end of the long hallway. 


The excess of mirrors in the bathroom was intended to convey luxury, but the uninvited reflections unnerved Jane. She used the toilet, then washed her hands in the basin. This was the child’s time, the hour when he or she was most active. Dance time, Jane privately called it, more rockabilly-slam than waltz. She wondered if, weeks from now, this would be the hour when it would decide to break free with no thought for fine linen or expensive rugs. She held her tummy against the kicks, feeling the tight-as-a-drum skin move beneath her palms.


‘Wheesht now,’ she whispered. ‘Give us peace.’ 


The hot tap was still running, steam beginning to fog the mirrors. She washed her face, then stopped the flow and peered at herself in the hazed glass. Were her cheeks filling out? She pinched her flesh and gasped as a reflection moved in the corner of her eye; stupid to be scared by yourself. Now that the water had stopped running, Jane could feel the silence. It was deep in the night and everyone except her was in bed. 


No, not everyone. There were voices through the wall. Even if her German had been better they would have been too faint for Jane to make out the words, but she could hear anger in the gunfire delivery. Late-night arguments, fuelled by drink, were always the worst. She turned away, ready to reclaim the warmth of bed, but the sound of something shattering in the next-door apartment stalled her. Her hand sought the edge of the basin, the ungiving porcelain a comfort against her skin. The louder of the voices rose, harsh and male, as if the crash had been a prelude to its crescendo. Jane thought she could detect the sound of sobbing beneath the shouting. Was it a child crying? 


She stood there for a second, bracing herself to walk away, and then clambered awkwardly into the bath and put her ear to the dividing wall. The tiles seemed to confound the sound into an underwater boom. She shifted a little, pressing herself closer, the ceramic cold against her hip. Then it was as if whoever was on the other side sensed her listening, and pressed their mouth against the wall, because suddenly, loud in her ear, a voice screamed ‘Hure!?’ – whore. And a second, higher voice started to laugh.


 Jane scrambled from the bath and hurried back along the hall and into their bedroom, not bothering to turn off the light. She slid into bed and pressed herself into Petra’s warmth, face against Petra’s neck, tummy cradled in the curve of Petra’s back. Petra stirred and mumbled, ‘Du bist Kalt,’ but she didn’t pull away and Jane lay against her, feeling the weight of the child between them, until sleep crept in. 










Two


Jane woke with a start to the hard click of china on glass as Petra placed a cup of tea on the bedside table. The curtains were not quite drawn and the bleak November dawn was edging its way into the room. ‘What time is it?’ Jane glanced at the radio alarm and saw the numbers glowing 7.03. ‘It’s early.’


‘Sorry, sweetheart.’ Petra was already dressed, in her hyacinth-blue tweed suit. They’d bought the fabric on holiday in Harris and she’d had it made up to her own design back in London, two skirts and one jacket; Petra was clever that way. ‘I didn’t want to sneak off without saying goodbye.’


‘Sneak off where?’


‘To work.’


It was beyond belief. 


‘I thought you’d take a couple of days off.’


‘You know I’d love to.’ Petra was taking her coat from the wardrobe. She slipped it on and regarded herself in the mirror. ‘But I need to save my leave for the big event. We talked about it, remember?’ She pulled a pink scarf from a drawer and twisted it into a complicated knot. ‘I’ll try to get away early. We can go somewhere for dinner. Think about where you’d like to eat. My treat.’


From now on everything was going to be Petra’s treat, Jane realised.


‘I haven’t seen you for a month.’ She hated the coaxing note in her voice. ‘It’s my first morning here. Stay for breakfast at least.’


‘I can’t.’ Petra ruffled Jane’s hair. Jane reached up and locked fingers with her. Petra squeezed her hand, then pulled away. ‘The sooner I go, the sooner I’ll return.’ She kissed her fingers and placed them on Jane’s cheek. ‘You look very sweet lying there. You know I’d rather be with you than at work, don’t you?’


Jane slid from the bed and pulled on her robe. 


‘But someone’s got to bring home the Schinken, right?’


‘On the button.’ Petra gathered up her handbag and briefcase. ‘I’m sorry I woke you. Go back to sleep. There’s no need for you to get up until later.’ 


Jane tied her belt and pushed her bare feet into her slippers. 


‘Who lives next door?’ 


‘Next door?’ Petra shrugged. Jane had forgotten how infuriating she found Petra’s shrug. ‘Some man and his daughter. Why?’ 


‘I wondered if there were any children in the building.’ 


‘She’s a teenager, not really a child at all.’ Petra smiled, tall and slender in the doorway. She looked like a TV director’s idea of a sexy female banker, a woman who knew her price and was happy with it. ‘Go back to bed, baby.’ 


Petra shut the bedroom door gently behind her and a moment later Jane heard the front door close.


 


It was after nine when Jane woke again, her bladder straining. This time she used the ensuite, showering and washing her hair in the frosted-glass cubicle. The door concertinaed inwards and Jane realised that soon she’d be unable to close it for fear of getting stuck. She towelled herself dry in the bedroom and dressed in the leggings and loose jumper that had become her uniform. 


She thought she heard a key in the front door and called out, ‘Petra?’ But there was no one in the hallway. Jane lifted a vase from the hall table and walked through the too-big-for-two apartment, already constructing an anecdote about the ridiculousness of her patrol, but knowing she wouldn’t be able to relax until she’d checked every room. The place reminded her of a modern art gallery, airy and impersonal, and she suddenly wondered if Petra had ever really liked their London attic flat with its angled eaves and creaking floorboards. There was no one hiding in any of the rooms or walk-in wardrobes. Jane set the vase back on the hall table, certain that she was completely alone.


The kitchen was operating-theatre clean. Petra had filled the American-style fridge with food appropriate to an expectant mum. Jane ignored it and fried herself an egg, sunny-side-up, and toasted two slices of bread. The yolk wobbled a little as she put it on the plate and Jane felt her gorge rise. She sat at the table anyway and prodded it gently with a fork, testing the elasticity of the membrane until finally she pierced its defences and let the yellow fluid spread and pool on the plate.


‘What, you egg? Young fry of treachery,’ she said out loud as she lifted the plate and slid the mess into the bin.


The day stretched ahead.


She stood on the balcony and lit a forbidden cigarette. She had bought a cheaper brand than usual in some attempt at contrition; the taste was harsh and familiar, the scent of end-of-the-month economy. It was like breathing in her old self. 


The trees in the graveyard opposite were bare, exposing an aerial city of rooks’ nests. The birds hopped amongst the branches like an assemblage of black-coated, Free Church elders, their cries rattling the mid-morning stillness. It was winter-bleak, but Jane could see what Petra had meant when she’d described the view as charming. The churchyard was bounded by iron railings that had either escaped wartime requisition, or been restored to their original state. Beneath them, ivy colonised the edge of the cemetery, like seaweed on a shore at low tide. Tendrils crept over headstones old enough to have lost their sting, some leaning at angles, like sailors steadying themselves against the shift of a boat. There was a wooden bench set beneath the shade of a rowan tree. Jane wondered if the Germans had also believed that rowans deterred witches. She tried to imagine herself sitting there in summer, reading a book, a pram beside her, and in the pram . . . 


The rooks’ caws were drowned by a high babble of excited voices. A door she hadn’t noticed before, set in the side of the church, had opened and a stream of toddlers poured into the yard. Jane watched them for a moment, then stubbed her cigarette out on the balcony railing, and went back into the apartment, locking the door behind her. 


She wandered through to the room she was already thinking of as the child’s, and stared out at the abandoned backhouse. A shutter moved in one of the windows on the second floor, shifting back and forth in the wind, knowing as an old roué’s wink. As she watched, a flock of pigeons swooped through an unglazed window, into a paradise of rats and guano, she supposed. How quickly things reverted to their natural state when left alone. People too, if you weren’t careful. 


She would go out and buy a book; a detective novel or Tudor saga, anything that took her fancy. Mitte was a chi-chi district and there was bound to be an English language bookshop somewhere near by; indeed, now that she was thinking on it, she remembered one near Hackescher Markt. She could find a café, have someone else make her a coffee and lose herself for an hour or two. Later she could freshen up and put on one of the empire-line dresses Petra hadn’t seen yet. Pregnancy might have made her breasts too tender to touch, but they had ripened to glamour-model proportions. She might as well show them off. 


She was about to turn away when a young girl in a red coat walked briskly across the courtyard, carrying a black refuse sack. The girl’s hood was up, but something about her high heels and erect posture suggested old Hollywood. Jane stepped to one side and watched from the shadow of the bedroom curtains as the girl entered the brick corral that housed the dustbins, and deposited her bag. The noise of the bin lid slamming disturbed another flurry of pigeons which swooped low across the yard, circling twice before making for the shelter of the abandoned building. The girl swore and turned, raising her hand as if warding off a blow. She looked towards Jane’s window, but the hood of her coat conspired with the building’s shadows to veil her. It wasn’t until she was in the centre of the courtyard that she looked up, offering the view of her face to the sky, and Jane saw spiked eyelashes, rouged cheeks and red lips, and beneath the make-up, the soft, unformed features of a child. 










Three


The only coat that still fitted her was too thin for a Berlin winter and Jane felt her jaw tense with the effort of keeping her teeth from chittering. Even the tram bells clanging their approach to Hackescher terminus sounded stiff, their chimes cut short by the cold. She waited for the Ampelmann to turn to green and the trail of cyclists and cars to pause, then crossed the road. Despite the bitter weather, the bars and restaurants that lined the square were still fronted by ranks of chairs and tables, sheltered beneath wide umbrellas advertising Marlboro, Silk Cut, Benson & Hedges . . . Petra had once joked that she had only suggested the pregnancy to make her stop smoking. 


Jane chose a café beneath the railway arches. She settled herself at an outside table, below one of the halogen heaters she knew she should disapprove of, and tucked the blanket provided by the café up to her chest. Her fingers were numb and she had difficulty opening the pack of cigarettes and operating the lighter. A combination of guilt and taboo added to the rush of pleasure as the smoke hit the back of her throat and sank down into her lungs. This must be how adulterers felt; being bad was sometimes its own reward.


A train rumbled above, drowning out the faint beat of drum and fiddle from the Irish bar further down the archways. She took another draw of her cigarette, but the thrill of the first inhalation was gone. 


A little boy, dressed as Superman beneath his anorak, dashed between the tables, chasing pigeons. These days she found herself observing children with the attention she had once paid stylish women. It was like studying another species. Their energy, the noise they made, their logic-defying tantrums. Jane imagined herself calling him over and whispering in his ear how to snare the bird by throwing his jacket over it. 


What kind of a mother was she going to make? 


The little boy careered into the path of a waiter laden with a tray of steaming coffees. Jane half rose to her feet, a warning on her lips. But the waiter checked his progress and the child hurtled on unharmed, arms outstretched, still intent on his quarry. 


She sank back in her seat, scanning the square, expecting to see other shocked faces, or to hear the slap of flesh on flesh as the boy’s mother chastised him, but no one else seemed to have noticed. 


Would she and Petra allow their son or daughter to run freely like that? You risked death every time you crossed the road, and children had to learn. But how would you know how much freedom was okay? Could she cope with her own child’s blood? Her own blood.


Jane stubbed out her half-smoked cigarette in the ashtray and got to her feet, leaving the almost-full pack and lighter behind. She’d promised Petra she would stop. 


 


There were no children playing between the headstones and the graveyard had reverted to a realm of rooks. Their cries followed her progress as she neared the apartment, eager as a crew of heckling builders. 


She glanced up at her apartment block. If it hadn’t been for the date, 1910, etched above the doorway, a stranger might have thought it recently built. Winter sunlight bounced off the building’s façade, making the white stucco sparkle. It looked like an architect’s drawing of upper-income living, except that an architect would have included some people in the picture. Jane stared at the windows of her and Petra’s flat, wondering what she would do if she saw someone moving behind the blinds, but there was no movement, no sign of life. The windows of the neighbouring apartment were also still, turned black by the glare of the sun.


It was strange that the building’s blank windows and empty balconies should make her feel uneasy. When she was a girl, she’d hated windaehingers: women who leant from tenement windows watching the street below. Some days it was as if you couldn’t walk straight from the weight of their stares on you.


The sensation of being watched was with her now. Maybe it was the child making itself known; sometimes she felt as if it were monitoring her before deciding whether to be born. She resolved to save the detective novel she had bought till later and spend the rest of the afternoon with the childcare manual Petra had given her. 


Jane paused, caught by the flash of brightness amongst the blue-green ivy in the churchyard: a bunch of spring flowers, irises and daffodils, propped beneath a headstone. For a moment she was confused by their freshness, then she realised they were plastic. She wondered if the body below had decayed while the tribute endured.


The rooks had grown quieter, their cries ebbing to a grumble, as if they liked her no better, but had grown bored with declaring it. Now they were starting up again, their caws building to an alarmed chorus. Jane glanced upwards, wondering what it was that had disturbed them. The wind was rising, the treetops gusting into a dance. Jane raised a hand to brush a strand of hair from her face and felt a sudden rush against her cheek as a small missile flew from the graveyard and landed on the road beyond. She knew it was a stone, even before the second piece of gravel hit her in the face. 


In another life she would have raced through the gate with no thought of what she was going to do if she caught the stone-thrower, but now she pulled up the hood of her coat and swiftly crossed the road to the apartment block, her hand fumbling in her pocket for the key.


Safe in the darkness of the lobby, she leant against the wall, waiting for her heart to slow to its normal rate.


‘Bastard, bastard, bastard.’


It was only some kid with a catapult and a comic-book sense of humour. She touched her face. The skin along her cheekbone was tender. It would leave a bruise. She shook her head. It was a look she would have preferred to avoid: bruised and pregnant. 


‘Bastard.’


Jane opened the door of the building and looked at the graveyard across the street. It was quiet again, but she couldn’t shake the feeling that someone was watching her and laughing. Tomorrow she would walk there. If needs be, she would buy her own catapult. 


The lobby was dim. Jane reached out to hit the light switch and stalled with her hand on the button as she spotted a second, almost identical switch at its side, realising she had been about to ring the downstairs apartment’s doorbell. She corrected herself, making a mental note not to repeat the mistake, and then slowly climbed the staircase, the wooden steps sounding hollow beneath her boots. The building might look newly made from the outside, but inside cracks were spidering across the carefully applied plaster. It wouldn’t be long before the gleam rubbed off the renovation’s cosmetic sheen. Jane was surprised that Petra hadn’t been put off by the decay lingering just beyond the stylish veneer. 


The light timed out, leaving her in gloom. Jane rested her book bag on the ground and leant against the banister, starting as it shifted against her weight. She saw herself for a moment, a pregnant woman leaning against a banister on a shabby swirl of stairs. It was dizzying. 


The door to the neighbouring apartment opened as she reached their landing. The man who emerged was tall, with the kind of casually ruffled haircut that required styling products and time in front of a mirror. The walking stick he leant on contrasted with his athletic frame to give him the air of an adventurer; a racing driver or pilot brought low through recklessness. He looked her frankly up and down, his eyes hesitating on her stinging cheek.


‘Frau Logan?’


‘Ja.’ 


She wanted nothing more but to lie down and close her eyes. 


‘You have a delivery.’ 


The man had glanced at her stomach as he spoke and for a second she thought it was a clumsy joke, but he ducked back into his flat, his limp awkward and swinging. How could he know she was British from just one word? 


The bouquet was ridiculous in its extravagance. A dozen budding red roses fastened by a ruff of cellophane and decorated with angel’s breath; baby’s breath. 


‘Thank you.’ 


The arrangement was so big she had to cradle it in both arms. 


‘Someone’s way of saying sorry?’


‘What?’


‘Your face.’ He touched his own cheek. 


‘No.’ She raised her hand to where the stone had hit. ‘This only happened a moment ago.’ She forced a smile in lieu of the explanation she was too tired to produce. ‘A stupid accident. I think the flowers are a welcome-to-Berlin present from my Lebenspartner.’ 


The man nodded, but his expression remained grave.


‘Welcome then from me too. How long do you have?’ 


‘Nine weeks.’ 


He was standing too close and it took all of Jane’s effort not to step backwards on to the edge of the stairs. She lowered the bouquet and the man stepped beyond its reach. His smile crinkled the corner of his eyes and Jane imagined him practising the expression in front of the mirror. 


‘Dr Alban Mann.’ He held out his hand. ‘I can recommend a good obstetrician, if you don’t have one already.’ 


‘You?’


‘No.’ His smile widened. ‘But you can call on me if you need to.’ 


Jane took her key from her pocket. 


‘Let’s hope it doesn’t come to that.’ 


‘You’re very white. Are you sure you’re okay? ’


‘I’m Scottish. We’re well known for being peely-wally. It’s our thick skin.’


‘Peely-wally?’


‘Pale.’ 


Below them the door to the building slammed and footsteps sounded a quick ascent against the hollow stairs. Dr Mann glanced towards the stairwell, a frown creasing his forehead, giving the lie to his trendy haircut and young man’s clothes. Jane remembered a fairy tale about a mother who had gone to lift her baby from its cradle and found it transformed into a wrinkled old man. In the story the mother had let the old man drink from her breasts, until he drained her dry. 


The girl’s face had been cleansed of make-up, exposing perfect skin of the kind favoured by advertisers of natural beauty products. She was still wearing her red coat but her high heels had been replaced by a neat pair of black pumps. She came to a sudden stop at the top of the stairs, hesitating there, as if surprised to see Mann and Jane, and unsure of what her response should be. A rucksack swung from one shoulder. Jane wondered if it contained the unsuitable shoes. 


Alban Mann was smiling again. He said, ‘This is my daughter, Anna.’ 


Jane was surprised by a sudden stab of sympathy. She had hated puberty, the intrusion of blood and breasts, the whispering sisterhoods and invitations from men in slow-crawling cars. 


She smiled. ‘Hello, Anna, I’m Jane, one of your new neighbours.’ 


‘Hello.’ Anna Mann went to her father and put an arm around his waist. She leant against him and he kissed her lightly on the top of her head. The girl looked up at him, lips slightly parted, then quick-glanced at Jane’s bump. Some emotion twitched at her mouth. Amusement or embarrassment? 


Jane felt a blush spreading from her neck to her cheeks. Stupid, stupid, stupid, to be self-conscious in front of this girl, after all she and Petra had gone through. 


Beyond the door to her apartment the telephone started ringing. 


‘Excuse me, I must answer that.’ 


Jane turned the key in the lock. She hurried down the long hallway, almost losing her footing on the polished hardwood floor, and skidded into the sitting room, flinging the bouquet on to the couch and grabbing the phone before Petra could hang up. 










Four


‘Less than a week in Berlin and you’ve already beaten the poor girl up.’ Tielo squeezed Jane’s hand to show he was joking. ‘Come and live with me in my beautiful new home. I love children and my wife refuses to give me any more.’ 


Jane saw him throwing Ute a naughty-boy smile and her answering shake of the head, the kind of look one might give a mischievous three-year-old. Tielo stroked his palm across Jane’s stomach. ‘I like round women.’ He gestured at the curved edge of the room’s outer wall. ‘Round women and round houses.’


The converted Wasserturm where Petra’s twin brother and his family had moved was airier than Jane expected, but in the hours they had spent there the dark had crept in and now the only light came from the candles guttering on the coffee table. The room’s lack of corners was disorientating. Jane looked out at the blackness beyond the window and thought they could be floating on the outer edges of the universe. She slid her hand free of Tielo’s and got up from the couch. 


‘I have to use your beautiful new bathroom.’ 


Now that she was standing she could see the trees outside the window, turned to copper by the streetlamps. A string of multicoloured lights shone faintly from the Jewish restaurant on the other side of the square. 


 ‘You will notice that the lavatory is also round,’ Tielo said, his voice loud and boozy. 


Petra touched Jane’s leg as she passed. ‘Poor clumsy girl.’ 


Tielo put an arm around his sister.


 ‘Poor battered wife. She doesn’t have the speed to dodge your punches any more.’


Petra slapped her twin’s cheek lightly. ‘Neither do you.’ 


‘Sure about that?’


Jane shut the door on her lover’s laugh, not waiting to see what form Tielo’s reprisal would take. They had been speaking English for her sake, now they would switch to German, their own language.


She took her time in the bathroom, washing her face and refreshing her lips with a lipstick she found in the cabinet. It was paler than her usual colour. Little changes could transform you. She pressed her grazed cheek against the glass. 


Back in London, a different Jane was wearing red lipstick and dancing in a basement nightclub, vodka-bright and ready for anything. 


It was pathetic to get annoyed with people because they were drunk and you weren’t. Jane dabbed a little of Ute’s foundation on her bruise and practised her smile in the mirror. It looked tight, but it would do. She flushed the toilet again and went out.


Ute was leaning against the wall in the hallway staring at the map of the world Tielo had hung deliberately low, so Peter and Carsten could see it properly. She’d had her hair cut since they’d last met. One of those boyish crops German women seemed to favour after they became mothers. It suited her. Ute straightened up and slid her hands into the back pockets of her jeans. Her flowered blouse was fastened to her navel, offering a glimpse of toned stomach. They’d exchanged a drunken kiss once at a Hogmanay party, their tongues touching until one of them, Jane couldn’t remember which, had pulled away. 


‘Sorry.’ Jane smiled, hoping Ute wouldn’t recognise her lipstick. ‘I didn’t know you were waiting.’ 


‘I’m not. I just wanted to make sure you’re okay.’ 


‘Fine. A little tired. You know how it is.’


Ute nodded. ‘With Carsten I was so tired I thought I might kill Tielo and Peter, just to rest.’ 


 ‘Really?’ Jane laughed. ‘I suppose you must often feel like killing Tielo.’


‘No.’ Ute looked bemused. ‘Only then, and only because I was tired. I knew exactly how I would do it. I would wait until they were both asleep, then I would go into the kitchen and get a knife – the Sabatier knives you and Petra gave us would be sharp enough. Then I would cut their throats, Tielo’s first, and then Peter’s. Afterwards I would lie down on the bed and sleep. I used to imagine it sometimes late at night when I could hear Tielo snoring while I walked the floor with Carsten.’


Beyond the living-room door Tielo and Petra were laughing. Jane wanted to go through to them, but she asked, ‘And the baby?’


‘Carsten? I would have smothered him. Babies are easy to smother.’ Ute laughed, her teeth white and even. ‘Everyone feels that way, it’s normal.’ Her voice dropped to a whisper. ‘The important thing is not to do it.’ She squeezed Jane’s arm, as if they were conspirators. ‘I have to check on the boys. Petra and Tielo are making enough noise to wake the dead.’


In her mind’s eye Jane saw sweet Ute lying down on bloodstained sheets and closing her eyes. 


‘Shall I come with you?’


‘No.’ Ute’s voice was warm. ‘You rest while you can.’


It was as if she was being initiated into a club she didn’t want to join.


‘Petra and I are going to co-parent.’


Ute’s smile was patient. ‘I know, but she will be working all day and you will be home. When the child cries in the night you’ll be the one with the milk and Petra will be the one with the early-morning meeting.’ 


Jane looked at Britain on the world map. Scotland was a tiny country, smaller than her thumbnail.


‘Do you ever regret having Peter and Carsten?’


‘No, never.’ Ute looked as if she was going to say something more, but instead she smiled and pulled Jane into a hug. ‘I’m sorry. Just because Tielo’s a selfish bawbag doesn’t mean Petra will be one too.’ They laughed together at the Scottish insult, a favourite in the repertoire Jane had taught Ute and Tielo years ago in a Bavarian Biergarten, before any of them had thought of children. Ute stroked Jane’s hair away from her face. ‘And you’ll have a beautiful baby.’ 


‘I won’t care if it’s ugly.’


‘Any child you two produce together will be beautiful.’


 The sound of singing wafted through from the front room, Petra and Tielo joining in some childhood song Jane didn’t recognise. She returned Ute’s squeeze and pulled away, not bothering to remind her of the basics of biology. After all, that was exactly what she and Petra were doing, producing a child together. 


‘Thanks, Ute, let’s hope it looks like Petra.’


‘You’re both beautiful.’ She put an arm around Jane’s shoulder. ‘The boys can wait. Let’s see if we can persuade these big children it’s time for bed.’


 


Petra leant against her in the taxi. Jane smelt the brandy on her breath and felt the old queasiness rising in her gut, but she let herself be pulled into a clumsy kiss, teeth on lips. 


‘I’m sorry we kept you up so late.’ Petra placed a finger on Jane’s lower lip and rubbed where she’d bitten. ‘Sorry.’


‘It’s okay, it’s good to see you both so happy together. It makes me imagine how you must have been as children.’


‘Tielo is such a silly idiot.’ Petra gave the word a comic inflection – iddy-yot. ‘I don’t know how Ute stands it.’


‘She loves him. So do you. Tielo is very lovable.’


‘He’s an idiot.’ 


Iddy-yot.


‘A lovable idiot.’


‘Very lovable. I love him even though he’s a fool. What do you think of their new apartment?’


‘Nice. When you said water tower, I thought,’ Jane shrugged, ‘I thought water tank, but it’s lovely. Tielo must be a rich idiot.’


‘No, just lucky. Particular places can be slow to move. There are bigger idiots than Tielo around.’ 


‘What do you mean?’


‘He didn’t tell you?’ Petra laughed. ‘He was probably trying to be sensitive. Everyone knows how embarrassed British people get when Germans mention the war.’


Jane ignored the old jibe. 


‘Why would Tielo’s apartment go cheap?’


‘Some people don’t like buildings with a past. They worry ghosts will come creeping to their bedside while they sleep.’ 


The taxi stopped at a red traffic light on the intersection of Schönhauser Allee and Torstraße. It was after midnight and cold, but the outside tables were still busy with late-night drinkers. Jane watched a young girl raise a cigarette to her lips. She saw the flare of its tip as the girl inhaled, then the rush of smoke and breath as she let go, laughing at something one of her companions had said. Tielo’s ghosts rose vaporous in Jane’s mind’s-eye, delicate tendrils like mist on a marsh. She rolled down the cab window and breathed in the early-morning scent of the city.


The lights changed and the cab drove on. They passed Rosa-Luxemburg-Platz and Jane thought of Rosa falling through the water. Had she been dead when they dropped her into the canal? She asked, ‘Why would Tielo’s building have ghosts?’


‘Everywhere in this city would have ghosts if they existed, everywhere in every city. What about your Glasgow?’ Petra’s voice held a sudden, unfamiliar, bitter edge. ‘A murder on every corner.’


‘I bet our Ned-ghosts could take your Nazi-ghosts at square goes.’


‘They are not my Nazis.’


‘Oh for Christ’s sake, Petra, lighten up. I said Nazi-ghosts, I was hardly being serious.’ 


The taxi was in Mitte now, shop windows scrolling by: American Apparel, MAC, Adidas, Muji, Hugo Boss . . . Mannequins in designer clothes giving out frozen attitude beneath the harsh display lights. 


Petra sighed. ‘It’s not a nice story. The Nazis used the Wasserturm as a prison during the war. They tortured people in the basement; there’s a plaque dedicated to the victims on the entrance wall. I thought you’d notice it.’


‘No, I didn’t notice.’ Jane heard Petra’s cool tones in her own voice. ‘And Tielo and Ute knew this when they moved in?’


‘Yes, of course.’ 


‘Rather them than me.’


 The impatience was back in Petra’s voice. ‘We’re living in an old apartment in an ex-Jewish district. Tielo and Ute know what happened in their building, but we have no idea of what went on in ours. That’s something you have to accept if you want to live in this city. The past is past; Berliners have learnt to come to terms with it.’


‘They put up commemorative plaques.’


‘What would you prefer? We torture ourselves for the sins of our ancestors? My granddad was a Nazi. You want me to kill myself?’


‘Of course not.’


‘Your country fire-bombed Dresden. A whole city reduced to flame, for what?’


Jane closed her eyes. It always came back to Dresden. 


‘I know, for revenge. I’m not proud of it.’


‘But you’re proud of Glasgow, a city built on slave trading and arms dealing. Where are the plaques to that?’ 


‘All I meant was I’d find it hard to live in a building where I knew people had been tortured.’


Petra turned to look at Jane, her face hard and angry. 


‘In Berlin you can never be sure. Perhaps you are.’


They were driving into their road now. Jane glimpsed a pair of streetwalkers on the corner dressed in high-heeled boots, tight shorts and tighter corsets. She wondered where they took their clients. Did they slip into the graveyard or was there an apartment nearby which they shared, temporary couples queuing in the hallway until a room was free? Would it be a relief to them to be hired by a woman? She would never dare, would never want to dare. 
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