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  THE FAMILY WHISTLE





  It had been a good day for Florian. She had had some success in the shops, being among the first in the queue when she heard that there was some real coffee for sale in

  Faber’s, and had managed to buy half a kilo of arabica. Then she had found some white silk stockings in Schmidt’s, and didn’t even have to queue for them. On her way back, she had

  dropped quickly into her husband’s bar on the Promenadeplatz, and had shown him, in a furtive moment while she sat at a table chatting with his craggy manageress Myra, the stockings, and he

  had given her a quick, appreciative kiss, promising he would bring home something good when they closed that afternoon. But then he always did, even if it was a single sweet pastry left over from

  the day, or one slice of black ham. By means of such little luxuries they felt richer than they had ever been before the war, even though, by any accepted standards, they were far poorer.




  By the time Florian got home to their third-floor apartment on Max-Joseph-Strasse, closing the reassuringly solid oak door behind her, it would be just half an hour or so before Wilhelm

  returned. She may as well have waited in the cafe so they could go home together, but Wilhelm never liked her doing this, since she always got involved in the clearing up. Florian enjoyed helping,

  but Wilhelm had always insisted that his own wife should never be an employee, no matter how casual.




  Florian went into the dining room and placed her gleanings of the day on the table, laying them out like a little trove. She spent a while arranging them as though she was an artist preparing a

  still life. The tin of coffee formed the centrepiece. The silk stockings, still folded, shimmered beside it. A packet of eggs. A handful of black cherries. A block of butter. Everything so perfect,

  beautiful, promising. She really wished she was an artist.




  There was a knock at the door. A quiet, rather tentative knock, like the one a nervous child, expecting to be told off, might give. Was Wilhelm back so early – had he forgotten his key? It

  had happened once or twice before, so Florian went straight to the door and opened it.




  There was a man standing outside. Tall but desperately thin. He had vague, hollow eyes and his cheeks were sucked in. He was wearing a nearly new, unbuttoned greatcoat over filthy, tattered

  clothing. He was the sort of man you saw frequently a few years ago, wandering hopelessly in the city, sometimes being led by the arm by a stern-looking woman, or sometimes by children. The

  returning soldiers, starved and stunned, sometimes from years in captivity, struggling to recognize the world they had returned to. They were turning up even now, all these years after the war,

  mostly from Soviet slave camps. The Russians had hung on to their prisoners with a grim, sulky determination after the war. She presumed this man was one such, and had forgotten where he lived. She

  wondered if she should give him something – perhaps a piece of cake – before sending him on his way.




  ‘Florian,’ came the surprisingly deep, though trembling voice. It was not a voice she recognized, any more than the face it came from, though the shock of hearing her own name

  spoken, and of seeing the smile forming on that same mouth, revealing grey, broken teeth, made her cling to the door a little tighter. The smile hung on the face like a little pinned memo,

  expecting the same in return. When it didn’t come the smile quickly left the face, and a look of hardened disappointment replaced it. The head cocked itself, the chin turned up a little,

  bathing the face in light from Florian’s hallway, which allowed Florian to examine the man’s eyes closely for the first time. Little distant pearls. ‘What’s wrong, Florian?

  Don’t you recognize your own husband?’




  It was a foolish reaction, but without thinking, Florian slammed the heavy door shut, with such force that the dinner gong, which had sat unused on the hall table for fifteen years, found its

  voice and chimed smugly. The man on the landing had been slow to react, but now he was knocking sharply on the door.




  ‘Don’t be idiotic, woman. It’s me, Wilhelm. Let me in, why don’t you?’




  Florian leant with her back against the door. Her breath was short, her heart unsteady. She could see, down the long tiled hallway and in through the open dining-room door, her still life on the

  table, and suddenly felt protective of it. The man on the other side of the door went on, ‘What is it, Florian. Have you got another man? I’m reasonable, we can talk it through.’

  He had found the crack in the door, the little hairline fracture that ran vertically a few inches from the hinge. At some points it was just wide enough to act as a peephole, though no one would

  notice it otherwise. But this man had found it, and had brought his lips right up to it, talking so closely that Florian could see a patch of moisture forming on the plasterwork nearby.




  ‘We can sort it out. A little misunderstanding. It’s been a long time after all – no one would blame you. Florian, I’ve been through hell these past few years. When did

  you last hear from me, eh? I was in Libya. You know what happened to me? I rowed across the Mediterranean in a little dinghy, no bigger than the ones they have on the boating lake in the Hofgarten.

  I was the last German out of North Africa. Saw all my comrades killed. Made it all the way to Sicily. Greeted like a hero in Syracuse, they said they would recommend me for the Iron Cross first

  class. Then the next thing those bastards did? Sent me straight to the Russian Front without even a day’s leave. Out of one cauldron, straight into another, though you wouldn’t call the

  Russian front a cauldron, more an icebox. A deadly, deathly icebox. Can you hear me, Florian? Why won’t you let me in?’




  Slowly, through the crack in the door, the voice was doing its work – monotonous, quiet and, though tremulous, under extreme control. The tremor was masking something more resonant

  beneath, a profound undertone that Florian was beginning to recognize. The man gave a loud cough, still with his lips to the crack, so that spittle shot through. She caught a tang of his breath, an

  empty larder smell.




  ‘You would feel sorry for me, Florian, if you saw what I had to go through on those snowy plains. Little boys, my fellow soldiers. Little boys of eighteen years, and some were younger.

  Some had lied about their age to get into the army, such patriots, you would have been proud of them, Florian. And the Russians were merciless, when we got bogged down. I was lucky to be taken

  prisoner. They took very few prisoners but slaughtered our little boys like they were vermin, I saw whole schools of young men wiped out by a single flamethrower. That’s how it seemed to me,

  Florian. Those boys, so young. And when we were taken prisoner, we soon learnt we weren’t so lucky after all, but were to face an ordeal far worse than death, far, far worse. Marched across

  icy wastes, half naked, starved. Some people were eating insects and spiders – our only food. It was shame on mankind that they did this to us. And all the while taunting us –

  you’re nothing but a filthy Nazi. And I would call back, always, and you’re nothing but a filthy communist. They would laugh at me, Florian. They would laugh at me, then beat me across

  the face . . .’ The voice paused. In the ensuing silence only their breaths spoke. ‘I know you are still there, Florian. I can see your shadow under the door. And I can smell you, and I

  can smell all the smells of our home. Nothing has changed. Why won’t you let me in?’




  Florian came away from the door and turned round to face it. She cleared her throat, unsure, quite, of what tone of voice she should use. She decided she should try and sound as neutral and as

  matter-of-fact as possible.




  ‘I am sorry, sir, but I must ask you to go away. If you are claiming to be my husband, then you are very mistaken.’




  There was a pause on the outside. A shuffling sound, as though the man was repositioning himself, thinking up a new strategy.




  ‘Florian, you’re being stupid. You are shocked, I know. We have all changed. It has been too long. Those evil bastards kept us locked up all those years, I didn’t even know if

  the war was still going on, or if we had lost – all we heard was rumour, and no real news. They only let me out a month ago – and only then did I find the war has been over for four

  years. Those bastards! And now I come back to find my country in ruins. People looking thin, undernourished, but not the Jews, they look well fed. I passed through the city centre today and

  wondered who these healthy people were, with their signs saying Open the Gates of Palestine, Set Us Free. They were Jews, Florian, Jews staging a demonstration, making demands, and no one

  was saying anything.’




  ‘No – you mustn’t think like that.’




  ‘Oh, I know. Don’t worry, I’ve been told what to think. We’re all hanging our heads now, aren’t we, saying it was nothing to do with me? I’ve seen them

  already on the trains, wringing their hands, making me sick to my stomach, Florian. So I’ve got to say that I fought on three fronts, lost all my friends and spent six years in a slave-labour

  camp for nothing? And now my own wife refuses to acknowledge me. For God’s sake, Florian,’ he thumped the door – Florian imagined he’d hit it with his head, ‘open up

  and let me in.’




  ‘I can’t.’




  ‘Why in heaven’s name not?’




  ‘You don’t understand, whoever you are.’ Florian had raised her voice, was almost shouting. ‘My husband was returned to me in 1946. Less than a year after the war ended.

  We have been living happily together for more than three years. Wilhelm saw me through the darkest days of those terrible winters. Now he works, he is supporting us. You, whoever you are, you are

  not my husband.’




  Another long silence.




  ‘What are you talking about, Florian? I am your husband.




  Your husband is standing here now, locked out of his own home.’




  ‘No. I am sorry, but you have made a mistake.’




  ‘Florian, I know what has happened. The man you think is your husband is nothing but an impostor, a former friend of mine from one of the camps. Of course, we talked a great deal about our

  lives. We made pacts, like all the men did, that if anything should happen to one of us, the other, if they survived, would inform their friend’s loved ones. So in the course of many years I

  must have told him so much about you and about our life that he could have passed himself off as me. He knows all our secrets. We did look similar – same height and build, we could be taken

  for brothers – and then you must have been easily led, having not set eyes on me for so many years, and wondering how much I could have changed in all that time, you were ready to make

  allowances for me not being quite the same, for being different in some indefinable way, isn’t that what you felt when you first met this man?’




  Florian was thinking back to the day that Wilhelm first appeared. It had been under similar circumstances, a knock at the door, a cautious conversation, but that time she had no reason to doubt

  the man was who he proclaimed himself to be. By then the war had been over for nearly a year, and the city still seemed empty of men. It was rumoured that there were millions of soldiers still held

  in the prisoner-of-war camps, hundreds of thousands in Europe, held by the Americans and the French and the British, perhaps millions in Russia. Why were they allowed to hold on to them for so

  long? Why were they so reluctant to return them? The war was over, Germany was no longer a threat, it no longer even existed. It had been said that their status had changed, the men in the camps

  were no longer prisoners of war, but had been reclassified as ‘disarmed enemy persons’, and so were no longer protected by the Geneva Convention. How wonderful, to get around a law or a

  treaty by simply changing the names of things. Then the population of men gradually increased, but they were shocking people, in tatters, skeletal, ashen. Some died within days of arriving home.

  She knew of housewives who were terribly upset by the state of their returning menfolk. All the married women of the city lived in dread of what figures might turn up on their doorsteps.




  She had been fortunate. Not a single bomb or shell had landed in her street, or within a hundred yards of their building. And when the occupying armies arrived, for some reason they hardly

  bothered with the upper levels, rarely climbing beyond the second floor. She was troubled only once, when someone tried to batter her door down, but it had stood firmly. The only danger was in

  leaving the apartment to find food and water.




  So she had survived, and when Wilhelm called, things were just beginning to return to something like normal. She was down to her last drop of perfume when he knocked. By chance she had applied

  it that very morning, in a kind of ritualized, reverential act of self-anointing, knowing it could be a long time before she saw any more. And one of the first things Wilhelm said was, ‘Ah,

  to breathe that scent again, after all these years . . .’ It did strike her as odd. She had been given the half-bottle by a friend in 1943, and had never used that brand before then. It

  should have been a strange smell to Wilhelm.




  The man on the other side of the door suddenly burst upon it, in a brief cry of frustration.




  ‘This is nonsense, Florian, you cannot have been so foolish as to have been taken in by that fellow. You know what he is? A nasty little conman. He told me, before the war, he was well

  known in Berlin. He owned a nightclub in Friedrichshain, until it was closed down by the Nazis. Only it wasn’t a nightclub like you or I would think of going to. It was nothing more than a

  knocking shop. A brothel. You wouldn’t believe the stories he told me about his life before the war. They amused me while we were in the camp, but only in the way that men together will be

  amused by such stories – in the real world they would have disgusted me. And I dread to think how many times he must have got the clap – Florian, if you have been intimate with this man

  you are at great risk – I’ll be frank with you – at great risk of catching something nasty.’




  ‘Stop it,’ Florian suddenly called back through the door, ‘I won’t listen to such talk. How could I believe you are my husband if you stoop so low as to tell such tales

  on a former friend . . .’




  She was annoyed, because she had indeed suffered since taking the new Wilhelm into her bed. A horrible urinary infection that lasted for weeks. The doctor said he had seen it all before in the

  wives of recently returned soldiers. ‘I am afraid even the warriors of the Wehrmacht were guilty of taking things further than is necessary from a military point of view,’ he’d

  said. She wished he’d spoken in less vague terms, but she realized afterwards that he meant Wilhelm had probably ravished some poor Russian women on his way to Stalingrad, just as the

  Russians had done on their way in the opposite direction. ‘It will all come out in the wash,’ the doctor had said, giving her rump an encouraging pat as she left his surgery, his

  customary parting gesture, which she had always thought quite normal, until now.




  ‘A former friend who does this to me – what do you expect? You think I should just let him move in on my own family and not care about it? What would you think of me then? Florian,

  I’m amazed at you, that you should be so easily fooled. You cannot believe for a moment that I am not your Wilhelm. My memories are your memories. I remember our wedding day in the Church of

  St Ludwig, Marianplatz, and that excellent reception provided by your father – the old goat, I used to call him, and you told me off, do you remember? You remember where we met, at that

  strange party held by that official of the union – I can’t remember his name but you were somewhat overdressed. How could I ever forget what you looked like to me on that night, in that

  white dress sewn all over with mother-of-pearl, with that high neck, almost like a ruff. And I was surprised, the first time that I saw your skin, that it shone in just the same way. You remember

  me saying that you looked like mother-of-pearl? I could stand here for hours recounting the moments of our courtship in every detail. Surely you won’t make me do that before you let me in . .

  .’




  It wasn’t quite enough for Florian. She sobbed when she heard her beauty described through the door, but she sobbed because she was remembering how the other Wilhelm had said almost

  exactly the same thing, about the dress, about the wedding, those were the things he remembered as well. Whoever was the impostor among these two, a great deal of reminiscing had been going on in

  the labour camp.




  ‘You say you told your friend all the details of our past together. How do I know you aren’t that friend, and are now trying to pass yourself off as my husband?’




  The man laughed for the first time. ‘Think about it logically, Florian. If I was the friend, and had been released three years after the true husband, why would I come here pretending to

  be him, when I would know that he was already here, that he would have settled himself back into his old family, made love to his wife in such a way that she remembered every touch and every

  scented breath? It would be a waste of my time. If you have two men claiming to be your husband, it is clear that it would be the first one to return home who would be the impostor.’




  Yes, Florian could not help but appreciate the logic of this argument. And Wilhelm was such a logical, methodical person, always cutting through her wayward, woolly ideas with the sharp

  instrument of his reasoning.




  ‘And where is this other Wilhelm? I would very much like to meet him. Is he cowering now in the back bedroom, or has he already hopped out of the window and down the fire

  escape?’




  ‘No, he is out at work.’




  ‘Work. Well, I expect there is a lot of work for a joiner now, with all these houses being rebuilt. He must be doing very well.’




  Florian was silent. She knew that Wilhelm’s failure to take up his old trade would count against him in this man’s eyes. Wilhelm said that he couldn’t carry on in the joinery

  trade because of eye problems, and instead he managed to get bar work in one of the few bars that were still open in those days. Then, as the city slowly rebuilt itself, he worked very hard indeed,

  and then, just recently, went into a partnership with a rough, tough Berliner to open their own cafe on the Promenadeplatz. A respectable bar serving the clerks and office personnel of the business

  district, not the shady, seedy gin palace or knocking shop that this other man imagined.




  ‘So is he a good joiner, this Wilhelm of yours? I’ve heard he is one of the best.’




  A drop of moisture had formed around the crack in the door and was running in parallel down it.




  ‘If you don’t go away, I will have to call the police,’ said Florian, her one last attempt at resolve. How she loved the Wilhelm that had returned to her. She had never known

  anyone so kind, so loving, far more loving than he’d been in the days before the war, when, almost the day after their marriage, his romantic streak seemed to evaporate. The new Wilhelm loved

  his children all the more, greeted them just like you’d imagine someone who hadn’t seen them for six years would, he wasn’t afraid of them, he seemed to treasure them. And they,

  though much older and with few memories of their father before the war, responded. They felt treasured in ways that few people can. Anxious at first about having this stranger come to live with

  them, they soon adored him and, strangely, began to talk about their childhood for the first time, as though it was something that happened in the distant past. They realized that their lives were

  beginning to make a story.




  The man outside spat on the floor – Florian couldn’t be sure, but that’s what it sounded like. She heard the click of spittle on the stone slabs of the landing. A dirty habit

  that her true husband would never practise, unless it was something that he’d picked up in his years in the army and in the prison camps.




  ‘So when will he be home, this husband of yours?’




  ‘Soon . . .’




  She regretted saying it. If this man was determined to stake his claim, it was an incentive for him to hang around and challenge her Wilhelm when he came up the stairs – perhaps it would

  get violent. She should have just said nothing, and he would have gone away. After a while he would have given up; he couldn’t stand on the landing for ever.




  She heard his voice, further away this time. He was talking to someone else – someone must have come out of one of the other apartments – one of her neighbours. He was probably

  trying out his claimed identity on them – but there were few people left who would know her Wilhelm, or would have a clear memory – so many had fled the city in 1945, and they

  didn’t seem to have returned. Older ones (and many had been older people) had died since. She could only make out a few words. The man who claimed to be Wilhelm was sounding agitated, almost

  bullying in the way he was talking to the person whose way down the stairs he must have blocked – ‘You must remember me – look at my face – look at it . . .’ she heard

  the man saying. Of the interrogated one’s replies she could hear only a faint, apologetic murmur. Then a dismissive cry, ‘To hell with you then,’ and the footsteps returning to

  the door. Then a soft thump against the woodwork, a diffuse, distributed noise that was not a knock demanding entry, but something else. Then a sliding, shifting, rubbing noise, as though someone

  was nervously polishing her door. Wilhelm must have been leaning his back against it. She could picture him, his back against the door, one leg raised and the knee bent so the sole of his boot

  rested against the lower panels. A cough. A shuffling sound. Was he actually scratching his back against the door – massaging himself? She thought she heard a little moan and sigh of pleasure

  come from the man to confirm this. It was as though, denied entry, he was making use of a surface that was in closest proximity to what he desired, as though the old woodwork was the extreme outer

  layer of her self, a sort of skin.




  There was the sound of metal tapping and clicking, for a moment a busy, industrious sound, things being unwrapped and unscrewed. Was he going to have lunch out there? Then a horribly close sound

  that seemed, for a moment, to rip the door open as though it was made of cardboard – the sound of a match being struck against it. He’d been rolling a cigarette, and the smell of

  tobacco quickly arrived in the apartment. It was not a brand she recognized, certainly not the Ecksteins Wilhelm used to smoke, but some horrible coarse Russian tobacco from the Crimea or

  somewhere.




  Where would this end? She tiptoed up the passage to the dining room to glance at the clock on the mantelpiece. Twenty past two. The cafe would have closed for the afternoon. Wilhelm might be

  home in ten minutes. She glanced again at the goods on the table. The cherries, the coffee, the stockings. How she wished this man would go away and allow her to use these things. Why was she

  tiptoeing? She didn’t want the man outside to be aware of her position. But he seemed to sense it anyway. While she was at the far end of the passage he suddenly called out.




  ‘Hey, are you still there?’




  ‘I think you should go now,’ said Florian, suddenly realizing her furtiveness had no purpose, and walking noisily back to the front door as she spoke. ‘This is a pointless

  exercise. I know you are not my husband, you know it, that person on the landing you just spoke to knew it, so I want you to go now, this minute, or I will call the police.’




  ‘You have a telephone that works?’




  Florian didn’t answer.




  ‘But I have just thought of a way of proving my identity to you once and for all. You’ll find it is the joiner who is the impostor when I ask you if you remember the family

  whistle.’




  Florian could tell by the volume of his voice that he was still talking with his back to the door as he said this. Now, it was amplified as he came off the door and turned around to speak

  directly through the crack again, a puff of that rank tobacco preceding his voice. ‘You remember, we never used it much but in those days it was important we had a way of identifying each

  other, children included. You remember? It went back to my father’s days in the trenches, the signal he gave. You could whistle it to me now, couldn’t you. And you know that your

  husband would never, ever, ever teach anyone else the family whistle, no matter how close a friend, no matter how trusted a comrade in arms. The whistle would be like a key that would unlock

  everything. I’ll tell you what, that first Wilhelm of yours, that fake joiner who comes home to you every night with his hand punctured like a sieve with his bad nailing and sawing, I bet you

  a thousand American dollars he has never whistled our family whistle. He can’t do it.’




  ‘And can you?’




  Florian knew the end was now close. She had never asked the first Wilhelm for the whistle – she had never thought of it, she had forgotten all about it, but that was because the first

  Wilhelm didn’t need to prove anything, he wasn’t in contention with another man claiming to be Wilhelm. She realized the new Wilhelm’s reply was going to be the whistle itself.

  She heard him reposition himself, so that his mouth was right up to the crack, she heard him wet his lips, she heard the inrush of breath as he prepared, and when the whistle came, it was moist,

  breathy, and beautiful. She remembered it from the days of her courtship, when he would whistle it through the door of her uncle’s vacant basement flat, where their early secret liaisons

  occurred, she remembered when he taught it to the children, so that they would always know who to let in and who not. She wondered how she had ever forgotten it, this haunting tune, that began with

  those two repeated notes (how like the call of a cuckoo, Florian thought), then a trill, a quick flourish and it was gone. Where had it come from – perhaps it was a tiny portion of a Mozart

  symphony, or a refrain from some long-forgotten music-hall lament. Florian never knew, but she realized that it meant that the person on the other side of the door was her true Wilhelm. The song

  came a second time. And no words were spoken by either husband or wife, as Florian delicately turned the lock, lowered the handle, and slowly pulled the door towards her.




  Then suddenly the door was in her face, and knocking her back against the wall. All the quietness and gentleness that had silted the conversation through the door in the long minutes of its

  duration were swept aside by its opening. There was less than a half-inch of gap before Wilhelm took his chance, making sure that it wouldn’t close again. In a moment of cold, silent energy

  he was in the apartment and the door was closed behind him. He grabbed hold of the shrinking Florian, took her by the shoulders, examined her in a momentary frenzy of looking, then stuck his face

  right into hers and kissed it, forcing his tongue into her mouth in a way that suggested an interest in taste rather than affection or passion, as if he was confirming her identity, taking a big

  lick of the inside of her mouth. For her part she caught the strong flavour of bitter tobacco with nothing but emptiness beneath it.




  Then he took her head in his hands – rough dry fingers teemed about her scalp and chin, worked her mouth open, moving the jaws as though on a piece of broken gadgetry. Then he did the most

  extraordinary thing – he blew into her mouth, she felt the puff of cold air. Then what was he doing? Looking in her mouth – what for – checking her teeth? Then pain. A sharp jab.

  He’d gone in there and given her tongue a rough bite. Not hard enough to do any damage, but enough to bring a stream of tears from her eyes. Wilhelm stepped back, wiping his mouth. Now he had

  her hair in his hands. He pulled her up by it so they were face to face.




  ‘You rotten little whore,’ he said, ‘I would be within my rights to thrash you to death for this. So just say a prayer of thanks to the Almighty that I’m not a man given

  to jealousy, and I’ll spare you your life.’




  He pushed her roughly along the hall towards the dining room. She begged for a moment to go to the bathroom so she could deal with her mouth, because she thought it was bleeding. She dried her

  face in there, and tried to compose herself. Wilhelm, her first Wilhelm, was due back any moment. She could lock herself in the bathroom and wait for him to return, let the two of them sort it out,

  perhaps the first one would win. But it was no use thinking like that. The second Wilhelm, having successfully invaded, was not going to give up his new territory.




  As she came out of the bathroom she found him waiting for her outside. He had taken off his greatcoat and she was shocked by the thinness of the body beneath. He looked as though he could have

  blown away in a breeze. His strength was all in his anger; there was no muscle in his body at all.




  ‘You will give me something to eat first, then I will wash, then we will see to other business.’




  There was a sound of a key in the lock of the front door. Both heads turned to watch. But the new Wilhelm had put the bolt on.




  He took hold of Florian again, whispered urgently in her ear.




  ‘If you still want proof – just ask that man for the family whistle. I will give you both that one chance. Ask him for the family whistle, see what he does.’




  The struggling with the key in the lock came to an end, and there was a call.




  ‘Florian, are you in there?’ That voice, so mellifluous and musical – how could she have ever thought it belonged to her husband? ‘I can’t get in.

  Florian.’




  Florian and the new Wilhelm both approached the door quietly. There was more knocking.




  ‘Florian – can you come to the door? It’s stuck.’




  ‘Wilhelm,’ Florian called.




  A pause.




  ‘What’s wrong, Florian? Is there something wrong?’




  ‘Wilhelm. Listen to me . . .’ Florian looked at the man beside her, who nodded insistently. ‘I want you to give me the family whistle.’




  ‘What?’




  ‘Through the door, give me the family whistle.’




  There was silence. Such a long silence. Florian stood two feet from the big dark oblong of the door, believing, just for a moment, that she might hear the whistle, that same melancholy tune far

  more sweetly sung. But what she heard instead was footsteps departing. They moved slowly away from the door (backwards, she imagined), then paused at the top of the stairs. Then she heard them

  descending, quickly, lightly, down the first flight, and the second. Then they were gone.




  She turned. Wilhelm was already in the dining room. She could see him through the open door. He was examining the things on the table. He opened the tin of coffee, stuck his nose in and sniffed,

  closing his eyes with pleasure. Then he gestured with a big, sweeping arm for her to join him.




  





  UNION STATION





  I was looking forward to seeing Union Station again. It had been two weeks since my arrival and, although I could happily have stayed two weeks more, deep down I knew it was

  time to leave. On the morning I was to put everything behind me, Neil said he would give me a lift to the station in his pickup truck. I was hoping he would. His place was on the edge of town and a

  taxi was ten dollars.




  Neil is my cousin, though he is nearly twenty years older than me. We hadn’t really met before, not until I took up the long-standing offer, issued regularly to family members far and

  wide, to come and sample the mountain air at his guest house and cafe at the foot of the Rockies, the intriguingly named Prospector Inn. Suddenly finding myself with a little bit of money, and some

  time on my hands, and a hankering to visit the United States, I’d taken up the offer, flying to the nearest big city and taking a train from there.




  The place was all I’d dreamt it would be – log cabins, creeks with sweet torrents of water winding through them, teetering crags of red rock, lonesome pines, elk wandering nervously

  through the yards. You’d never have guessed Neil was an Englishman; in his baseball cap and check shirt he looked and sounded every bit the big-hearted Midwesterner. He took me into the woods

  with his Ruger to shoot cougars and blacktails, he took me down to the river to hook bass and catfish. We drank Coors from the bottle and had pancakes for breakfast. One night, both drunk, he

  summed up his life for me by pointing to a pokerwork plaque that hung in pride of place over the bar. It read ‘A fisherman lives here with the catch of his life!’ We touched knuckles

  and drank to the future, giggling.




  The catch of his life was Lou, a true girl of the mountains, though now a hard-bitten, weatherworn working woman, who did most of the waitressing in the cafe, constantly ferrying food to and

  from the tables. Her sharp jaw, black-rimmed eyes and brassy hair concealed a tender and warm personality. When I was feeling delicate she offered to make me green ginger tea. When I was feeling

  giddy she gave me a little packet of Dead Sea salt. She said my electrolytes needed topping up. What made salt from the Dead Sea so special, I asked her. It’s just special, she said.




  She was there to see me off that morning as I climbed into the truck, having slung my rucksack in the back. It was the only time I’d ever seen Neil’s pickup carry any sort of

  cargo.




  ‘It’s been really special having you,’ said Lou, hugging me one last time. ‘We’re really going to miss you.’




  Then she handed me something.




  ‘Here, you nearly forgot this.’ It was the little plastic pouch of Dead Sea salt. ‘Remember to take it, whenever you start feeling light-headed . . .’




  ‘Any other salt will do the same thing,’ said Neil as we set off down Canyon Boulevard through the creek and into town, ‘I don’t know what’s so special about the

  Dead Sea.’




  We were silent for the rest of the journey. For a moment I wondered if there was something wrong. Neil was never silent, and this morning his driving was tetchy. He swung the truck violently a

  couple of times. I heard my rucksack rolling around in the back. Then suddenly we were there.




  ‘I’m not a man for goodbyes,’ he said, ‘it’s best if you just jump out now and have done with it.’




  ‘It’s best that way,’ I agreed as I climbed out.




  ‘We’ll see you again for sure,’ Neil called as I slammed the door. I hauled my rucksack out of the back, feeling for a moment as though I was showing off my manliness for one

  last time, in managing the awkward lift with a single sunburnt arm. But Neil wasn’t looking, and he didn’t even glance back as he drove off, leaving me alone on the sidewalk.




  It was too late to do anything about the fact that Neil had dropped me off at the wrong place. It took me a minute or so to realize I was nowhere near the railway station. Neil

  had dropped me at the bus station instead. The Transit Center, as it was called. There was a long-bearded beggar nearby, the sort you see at many of the intersections in the town, holding a scrap

  of cardboard which briefly summed up his plight. ‘Looking for Work. Will try anything.’ Elsewhere some tired-looking local buses got ready to pull away. Others arrived with few

  passengers to unload.




  I went up to an empty bus where the driver was sitting in his seat, reading a free newspaper.




  ‘Can you tell me where the station is?’ I asked through the open door.




  ‘Station?’




  ‘Yeah, railway station – railroad,’ I corrected myself.




  ‘Railroad station?’ As though I had asked a ridiculous question.




  ‘Yes, railroad station.’




  His reply was full of a kind of tense patience, as though he wasn’t sure if this was all some sort of joke.




  ‘There’s no railroad station in this town. Nearest railroad is seventy miles away.’




  ‘No,’ I said, thinking the man probably wasn’t local and must be mistaken, ‘there is. I arrived here on a train two weeks ago. The station’s called Union Station,

  it’s a huge old building, Victorian – nineteenth century, it’s right here, somewhere in the middle of town.’




  ‘Well, that’s great,’ said the bus driver with the same air of tired patience, ‘but there’s no station in this town, never has been and never will. I’ve lived

  here all my life, son, and one thing we don’t have is a station. Probably one of the biggest towns around here without a station . . . Where do you want to go? The only way out of this town

  is by bus.’




  He spread his hands, as though offering me personal use of his vehicle.




  ‘No, look,’ I said, reaching into my jeans pocket, ‘I’ve got the return ticket right here. How do you explain that, if there’s no railroad station . . .’




  I handed him the ticket. He looked at it sceptically and for not very long, before handing it back.




  ‘Never seen one of those before,’ he said, ‘doesn’t have the word railroad anywhere on it, this could be a ticket to a bowling alley for all I know.’




  I gave up with the bus driver and went in search of someone else to ask. There were some black women sitting on a bench in one of the bays.




  ‘Hi, I’m looking for the railroad station.’




  I was dismayed to find they responded just as the bus driver had, with cautious disbelief (was I mad, they were thinking, or just stupid?). After a while one of the women piped up loudly, as

  though speaking for all of them, ‘There’s no railroad here, mister. You want to go anywhere you got to get a bus, or rent a car, or stick your thumb out.’




  I resisted the urge to go through the same argument I’d gone through with the driver, to tell them about how I’d arrived in the town by train, that the station was an imposing,

  unmistakable, nineteenth-century structure with the words Union Station in great big red letters curving over its central arch, that there was a big plaza in front of it, full of taxis and buses

  and people milling around.




  I asked several other people. I asked the waitress behind the counter of a coffee shop, I asked one of the street-corner beggars, and I asked a contortionist who was performing in the

  pedestrianized mall on 16th Street, and who had just unknotted himself before an audience of three or four. They all gave the same bleak answer, that there was no railroad station in the town, and

  that if I wanted to go anywhere, I would have to get a bus.




  My faith in my station was beginning to fade. I was finally convinced of its non-existence when I came across a large tourist map of the town on display, not far from where the contortionist had

  been performing. There was no railroad station marked on the map, whose detail was so close that almost every other building in the town was depicted and named.




  Yet my memories of the station were as clear and as vivid as any I had of the whole holiday. It had been a three-hour ride on the train, across vast plains with hardly a building or tree to

  interrupt the view. I had been thrilled to be travelling by train across America, or a part of it at least, on a historic railway. Union Station was palatial, a high steel and glass arch over the

  platforms, a vast ticket hall almost big enough to have its own weather system. It seemed the embodiment of the grandeur, glamour and verve of American railways. I read an information display that

  had said how Union Station was one of the oldest and most significant stations in the country, on the historic transcontinental railroad, the first to span the continent from coast to coast. There

  was a modern statue, in bronze, of an ordinary couple, a man and woman in 1920s clothes, embracing. It was a beautiful object, the embrace so tenderly caught, one of those moments of passion a

  railway station sees a hundred times a day, captured for ever.




  Surely I couldn’t have made all that up, imagined it all. I had been in no other towns in America; I couldn’t be confusing it with anywhere else. I remembered it so clearly. And

  what’s more, I could hear the railroad, hear it at night from my room at Neil and Lou’s, that moaning freight-train sound, the long wail of those deep, discordant horns. I heard it the

  night Lou came to my room, in her towelling night robe, stealing in silently through the door, appearing at the end of my bed, making me sit up urgently.




  — What are you doing here?




  — I came to see if you were OK.




  — But it’s the middle of the night.




  — I’ve brought you something.




  She held up a little plastic pouch with a vacuum fastener.




  — It’s the salt I told you about. From the Dead Sea.




  — You didn’t have to bring it right now, in the middle of the night.




  — But you need it now, in case you get dehydrated. Your electrolytes need topping up.




  She was beautiful in the moonlight, which seemed to edit out all her imperfections. Her skin was blue and smooth, her hair silver, her eyes soft and dark.




  Just a few grains, she said, taking my glass of water from the bedside table, and sprinkling them in. She stirred the potion with her little finger, then offered it to me. I drank. I could

  hardly taste any salt. Then Lou drank from the same glass. Our lips touched. I didn’t think about Neil, about the family, about the rivers full of fish. I didn’t think about anything

  but the convergence, halfway across a continent, of myself and Louise. And in those precious moments I heard the freight train wail, and I now realized that whatever that sound was, it must have

  opened up a railroad station in my mind, a big steel-arched one, with a statue of lovers embracing, and shafts of sunlight falling sideways through an almost infinite ticket hall, so heartfelt, so

  real. I believed I had arrived in Lou’s world though its magnificent doors, and that I would leave it the same way. And it stayed there, a moment of love rendered in imagined architecture, a

  part of me. If I thought back to its granite walls, and how they sparkled, surely that was sea salt in amongst the quartz, making the stone shine.




  No one ever knew about us. It was only for one night. No harm was done to anyone. But now, in the centre of town, it was heartbreaking to realize that no station existed. That the trains never

  came here. If I wanted to leave, I’d have to get a bus, rent a car or stick out my thumb. Well, I didn’t want to do any of those. But what choice did I have? Maybe I’ll just have

  to sit here, on 16th Street, and wait until they build a railroad station.




  





  A NIGHT CROSSING





  The ferry sailed in the late afternoon. Arnold stood by the rails on the top deck, close to the funnels which spewed their dark fumes, as though there was a whole factory

  somewhere down in the bottom of the ship. As always, they gave the sense of tremendous effort for very little reward. All that power being created, enough to set the colossal structure shaking from

  top to bottom, and yet a slow and ponderous rate of progress, so that the boxy, commercial, shorefront regions of the city seemed to drift past him for hours.




  The ship was full to capacity, and Arnold was alone on it. He had not travelled abroad by himself before, and was interested to know what it would feel like. As they began to enter the wider

  waters of the Channel and the messy, industrial stretch of English coast began to recede, he felt a great sense of excitement, a relish for travel that he hadn’t felt for years.
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