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For Chris, forever



Double exposure (noun): the repeated exposure of a photographic plate to light, often producing ghost images.




Chapter 1

January 1945, Nazi Germany

Detta

At the sound, her fingers stilled. She had been about to type the letter ‘s’. The type hammer stopped halfway to the paper. Her ring finger quivered above the key. She looked up. The windowpane shivered as the droning swarm passed overhead: wave after wave of bombers in battle formation, like migrating birds in autumn, heading west. Heading west?

Detta’s eyes flicked away from the window. Frau Schmidt was partway across the room, carrying a cup of coffee. Irmgard was licking an envelope, pink tongue protruding from her thin lips. Both were frozen mid-action, heads tilted as they looked out of the window at the ranks of bombers. Detta followed their fixed gazes out of the window, to where the planes still flew. From here it was impossible to see what markings the aircraft had. She didn’t need to. They were flying in from the east, heading west. There would be red stars on their bodywork. Starlings. What was a flock of starlings called? A murmuration – a murderous murmuration, she thought distractedly, watching the bombers pass overhead.

And then they were gone. The skies were back to the usual white-grey, and the sound was just a distant vibration. Detta turned to look at Frau Schmidt; the older woman merely squinted through her spectacles, and continued walking towards the boss’s office with the coffee mug. But the coffee had spilled in her shaking grasp: brown tears on the pale grey lino as she shuffled away. Irmgard finished licking the manila envelope and let it fall like a trembling autumn leaf onto the stack in front of her.

Outside, where the planes had passed, were the silent, snow-laden skies. Inside, feet pattered along the endless Reichsbahn corridors, typewriters chattered, filing cabinet drawers swooshed open and clunked closed. As if nothing had happened at all. But there was a taste in the air, thin and salty: fear.

Frau Schmidt was already walking back towards her desk. Irmgard scratched her head and picked up another envelope to lick. The spilled coffee lay unnoticed on the floor. Detta wondered if she should get a cloth and wipe it up before someone slipped. But her hands were still stuck above the keyboard and it felt impossible to move. Carry on, that’s what she should do. Ignore what had just happened and carry on. Perhaps they could all conspire in the pretence that they hadn’t just seen and heard the Russian bombers, heading west, right into the heart of the Reich.

Detta felt a pull in her chest and her throat constricted. Breathe, she told herself. Just breathe. The hand on the big clock by the door jerked forward. What would Mother be doing now, she wondered? Preparing lunch? If there were guests then it would be lentil soup with smoked sausage and rye bread. But there hadn’t been any guests at the inn since before Christmas, and what was the likelihood they’d have any today, this nondescript January day? No, there would be no guests at the inn. No guests, but visitors? She thought of the image of a Russian T-34 tank she’d seen on a newsreel last year, beetling across the steppes. Not that kind of visitor, not yet, surely?

‘After I’ve finished these I’m going for lunch.’ Irmgard’s reedy voice broke in on Detta’s reverie. ‘Want to join me?’ Her eyes had a glassy look. She had never invited Detta to join her for lunch before.

‘How kind of you to ask.’ Detta let out a breath as she spoke. She flexed her fingers over the keyboard, pushed the carriage release, lifted the lever, and turned the platen knob. She pulled out the sheet of paper and placed it in a yellow file marked ‘Herr Meier’, hoping that Irmgard wouldn’t notice that there was just a line and a half of text, an unfinished sentence, on the pale cream page. The letter ‘s’ still hovered indecisively above the Simplex’s keyboard. ‘I just need to pop this down to Herr Meier and I’ll be with you.’

‘Can’t you put it in the internal post?’ Irmgard said, between desultory licks.

Detta pushed the ‘s’ back into its position in the ranks of metal type hammers, and picked up the yellow file. ‘Sorry. It’s urgent.’ She managed a smile. ‘I won’t be long.’

Irmgard’s desk faced away from the door, and Frau Schmidt was peering at something in the purchase ledger. Neither noticed Detta plucking her handbag and coat from the stand on her way out.

She paused in the corridor. Breathe, she reminded herself. If anyone asks, you are dropping off the file for Herr Meier, that’s all. She didn’t dare put her coat on yet – too obvious. To her left, the corridor stretched away towards the main stairs. Herr Meier’s office was on the floor below, overlooking the atrium, where the receptionist sat with the signing in and out sheets. Detta checked her watch. It wasn’t yet midday: too early to sign out, even for an early lunch break. If she went down the main stairwell she’d be stuck. To her right were the stationery cupboard, the meeting room and the kitchenette. And at the end of the corridor a fire door.

Detta turned right. She forced her shaking legs to walk, even though everything was telling her to run. Don’t make it obvious. Slow down. Her feet tapped along: one-two-three. Slow, slow, almost there. She could see the smooth handle of the fire door; imagine the rush of cold air as she opened it. A couple more steps would be all it took.

A door suddenly opened to her right. ‘Fräulein?’ She turned with studied casualness. To look bored, that was it. Look bored even if it feels as if your heart is about to explode. It was Herr Hauptmann: balding, myopic blue eyes and a smell of mothballs about him.

‘Yes, Herr Hauptmann?’

‘The meeting’s running on – could you ask Frau Schmidt to sort out having a tray of sandwiches sent up from the canteen?’

Detta nodded. ‘Yes, Herr Hauptmann.’

‘Good, good. See to it, then.’ The door slammed shut. She could hear muffled voices from inside. Should she go back, tell Frau Schmidt about the sandwiches? But then Irmgard would see her, and she’d be forced to stay, have lunch. There’d be no escape. The tug in her chest came again. She touched the silver locket at her throat, thinking of Mother, and of home.

Three careful steps and she was at the fire door. With delicate slowness she pushed down the bar and opened it just wide enough to slide out. The first breath was like needles as the icy air assaulted her. She pushed the door to. For a moment she glanced down at the zigzag mesh of steps, tethering the brickwork like a piece of bad hemming. She knew better than to touch the railings in this weather, but there was no time to fumble in coat pockets for gloves. No time at all. She began to trot down the icy metal steps, trying not to think about what would happen if she fell. Down, down, down. Her chest was heaving by the time she reached ground level.

A path led from the back of the Reichsbahn building to the road. Across the road was the wide façade of the station. She could hear a train whistle, see the distant puff of smoke. Wasn’t there a Breslau train just before midday? She dropped Herr Meier’s yellow file on the frosted ground, and broke into a run.

Tom

He thought he’d imagined it at first, but no, there it was, definite low buzz, coming from beyond the trees. Hope twisted deep in his guts.

When was the last time he’d felt hope? Back in the Beaufighter when they made their final approach to the German ship, as they let off the torpedoes into the inky sea, and the ship’s ack-ack burst forth. Job done, they’d thrust back up, through the exploding air, towards the safety of the cloud cover. Thinking his luck had held, he’d reached, swift and surreptitious, to touch the place on his flying jacket, beneath which his uniform badge lay like a charm: Per Ardua Ad Adstra – through adversity to the stars. That had been hope, what he felt in the instant before it happened. Then there had been the sickening judder of something hitting the port wing, and suddenly it was like being inside a crumpling piece of tin foil, all reflected light and sharp, sudden sound.

He hadn’t felt hope since.

Now Tom blew on his fingers and stamped his feet, waiting, to be certain. The woods were pitch-dark and still. Snow pooled in the spaces between the tree trunks. He’d come out of the hut for his usual pre-lunch constitutional: three times round the perimeter and a pause to check what birds there were. Ever since he arrived at this Stalag Luft he’d been training his visual memory so that he could paint them in flight – nothing much about at this time of year except the odd starling. Perhaps if he ever got out of here, got back to real life, he could follow his dream, and go to art college. Until now it had seemed a fantasy.

Until just now.

The sound was getting louder, but still he couldn’t see anything. He looked up at the watchtower on his right. The sentry up there had heard it, too. He seemed to sniff the air, bristling like a dog. Tom reached out with his right hand. He touched a barbed-wire spike on the perimeter fence, sharp as a thorn – a physical sensation to remind himself that he couldn’t be dreaming.

Now would be a good time to escape, Tom thought, with the soldier intent on the noise in the sky. At the next watchtower the sentry also had his head tilted back, listening. Carpe deum and all that – seize the moment and make a dash for freedom, whilst all the goons had their heads in the clouds. Should he? But what would be the point? If those aircraft really were what he thought, then it could only be a matter of weeks before they were liberated. He imagined Red Army T-34s rolling westwards across snowy planes. Weeks? Days, even.

The noise was louder, now, a rhythmic drone. And there they were, rising from the treeline, not directly overhead, but passing across his line of vision and to the right: south of the prison camp, on a westerly course. There was a buzzing hum as the angry silhouettes spilled across the wan skies. Tom thought of witches on broomsticks. Hexen, that was the German word for witches, wasn’t it? Some poor German city was going to be hexed all right, once those Pe-2s reached their target.

Tom saw the sentry’s helmet slip back to show a slice of grey hair, and even from this distance could see the man’s mouth gape open at the spectacle. The sound of muffled cheers came from inside the huts, increasing in volume until they eventually drowned out the noise of the passing bombers.

The Russian planes disappeared, outpacing the shrunken winter sun. Where had they taken off from, and what was their range? What was the target – Oppeln, Breslau, or somewhere further west? All those cities that had been out of range of the Brits and the Yanks were within striking distance for the Russians now.

‘Uncle Joe’s coming!’ Tom called out to the sentry, adding ‘Onkel Joe kommt sofort!’ just to make it abundantly clear. The soldier span round and cocked his weapon. Tom grinned, lifted his hands in sarcastic surrender and began to saunter back to the hut. He knew the man wouldn’t shoot – only last week Tom had given him a bar of chocolate from a Red Cross parcel for his granddaughter’s birthday, and the man had given him half a tube of lapis blue paint in return. They had an understanding, of sorts. ‘For you the war is over,’ Tom muttered, as he walked back across the frosted dirt. He glanced back at the patch of sky where the bombers had passed, thinking of the old soldier and his precious granddaughter.

‘For you the war is over.’

Detta

She’d made it in time. There was the Breslau train, steam-wreathed and chuntering. The guard was just walking along and slamming all the doors, but there was one still open near the rear of the train. She ran across the platform towards it. It should be pretty empty inside, she thought, not like the 5.30 – usually she had to stand all the way home. In an hour she’d be with Mother, and this overwhelming panic would be gone.

Detta reached the open door at the same time as a fur-coated woman with a large pram, coming from the opposite direction. She stepped aside to let the woman on first. The woman didn’t even bother nodding her thanks, so intent was she on getting the enormous baby carriage on board. It appeared to be stuffed full of shopping bags, but a small white-mittened hand waved out from under the hood – there was a child under there, somewhere under those bundles. The woman jerked and shoved the pram through the open door. Detta was about to offer help when the guard came running, breathless and beetrootfaced. He put a hand out towards the woman. What in God’s name was she doing, he wanted to know. She couldn’t take that thing on the train. There was no room. There was no time. The woman, scrawny profile like a scythe, ignored him, and continued to push the pram up the carriage steps.

It was only then that Detta noticed how full the train was. Had all these other people felt the same intuitive tug of panic she had, when she saw the Russian bombers flying overhead? Had everyone else had the same idea, downed tools and fled, without waiting for proper procedure, authorisation, or permission? It certainly looked that way. People were packed like bottled plums, all stood up, no room to even squat down on the corridor floor. And they weren’t the usual lolling-headed commuters or gossiping housewives, either. She glimpsed a Wehrmacht soldier with a bandaged head, an old man with no teeth, whole families, bunched up and glum.

From inside the pram the child started howling. The guard was trying to tug the pram away from the doorway, but the woman continued to heave it upwards, at a forty-five-degree angle, even though it was obvious there was no room. The passengers started shouting abuse at her, but the woman carried on in silent determination. Detta saw the white-mittened hand wave, and the edge of a white fur bonnet from under the pram hood. Not a baby, but a young child – old enough to sit up, at least. The guard continued to yell at the woman. The woman ignored him. The train hissed steam. The pram tilted upwards, but hands from inside the carriage tried to push it back. The passengers swore. The guard tugged at the pram handle. The woman pushed in the opposite direction. A disembodied hand from inside the train began to pull the door to. The child screamed louder.

It happened quite suddenly, like a popping cork on a bottle of Sekt: the pram overbalanced, the child sprawled out onto the platform, right next to the white-painted edge, and the train door began to swing closed, pulled by hands from inside. As the pram toppled, Detta stepped aside, and managed at the same time to get a foot on the train step. The pram contents slewed across the platform, and the woman crouched over her fallen child. The guard was shouting ‘Gott Verdammt!’ but Detta had a foot inside the train. The door thudded painfully against her shoulder; she was halfway inside.

Oh get in, then, but close it after you. Leave that silly cow and her brat. We need to go – a hoarse voice behind her, a hand tugging her sleeve.

Detta could see the woman clutching the squalling child close, safe from the platform’s edge. As she did so, the guard kicked the fallen pram away, and blew his whistle: a shrill cry. A hiss of steam and the train shunted forwards a notch. Detta was being pulled inside, but the door hadn’t yet slammed shut.

Quick, girl, the train’s leaving. Get in.

She caught a glimpse of the woman’s sharp face as she hugged her screaming child, features forged in desperation. Already the platform had begun a slow slide backwards as the train began to move. Detta pushed the door open with her free hand, and held it out for the woman.

What the hell are you playing at? Shut that bloody door!

But the woman grabbed her outstretched hand, and Detta managed to pull both mother and child onto the train. They fell backwards into the angry mound of passengers. The guard was still shouting ‘Gott Verdammt!’ as he slammed the door behind them. His puce face was left behind the smutty glass as the train began to ratchet away. Behind him on the platform lay the spilled contents of the pram. Detta glimpsed a silver candelabra and a black leather boot – gone as the train sped up and they left the station behind. She put a hand out to steady herself as the disgruntled voices continued.

We shouldn’t even have stopped in Oppeln. There’s no room for anyone else to get on. What a shower of shite.

Someone tutted. The child’s cries reduced to sobs. Detta turned. A little girl – a graze on her forehead where she’d tumbled from the pram. The woman rocked her and comforted her as best she could in the crush. ‘Thank you,’ she said to Detta.

‘Nicht zu danken,’ Detta replied: nothing to thank me for. I only did what any decent person would have done, she thought. And yet nobody else had helped, not even the guard, whose job it should have been to assist passengers. What has happened to us all? Has this war robbed us of our decency?

She was crushed as close as a lover to all these selfish people, could smell the damp fur and wool of their winter clothes, the hint of body odour and bad breath and the stale smoky air. There was an indecency in the intimacy of it. ‘Where are you going?’ she said to the sharp-faced woman as the child’s sobs subsided. ‘Visiting relatives?’ The woman gave a mirthless laugh, and looked away.

From across the corridor other voices chipped in, and Detta listened:


I’m headed for Berlin; my sister’s there.

You’ll be lucky if she’s still there, with all the raids.

Well, where else can I go?

You’d be better off in the countryside – more food, fewer bombs.

But I don’t know anyone in the countryside. Besides, I’d rather be with my sister. It’s important to be with family in times like these.

Sod the family. I’m going to keep heading west until I meet the Tommies or the Ammies.

How can you say such a thing?

Only a fool would wait here for the Ruskis.

You’re talking about joining the enemy – that’s treachery.

But, dear lady, perhaps treachery means freedom?

How can you say such things? It’s a betrayal of the Reich!

All I’m saying is that betrayal could mean escape . . .



‘What about you. Where are you going?’ The woman had turned back to speak to Detta. Her daughter was sucking a thumb now, resting a sleepy head on her mother’s shoulder.

‘I’m just going home,’ Detta said, reaching up to fiddle with the chain at her neck. ‘I felt a little – a little strange at work, so I thought I should head off early. I usually take the 5.30.’

‘Lucky you did. There won’t be a 5.30 today.’

‘I beg your pardon?’

‘This is the last train across the Oder, dearie. There won’t be any more trains.’

‘What are you saying?’

The woman looked at her as if she were stupid. ‘Well, they’re hardly going to want the Red Army catching the 5.30 to Breslau, are they?’

Tom

‘I’m telling you, that wasn’t thunder,’ Tom said.

‘Well, what was it then? Sounded like thunder to me.’ Gordon was intent on his task of turning an old corned beef tin into a cup, rubbing the metal warm-soft and turning the sharp edges inwards so that it wouldn’t cut the drinker’s lip. He’d got quite expert in putting old cans to other uses these past few months (since D-Day, the escape committee had given up asking for digging utensils). The other members of the hut were rehearsing an am-dram production. Except for Albert Ward, who was in sickbay with suspected pleurisy.

‘Artillery.’

‘No. Couldn’t be. The Reds couldn’t be this close. Clancy in hut fourteen said the last BBC report put them over one hundred miles away from Silesia.’

‘When was the last time Clancy’s lot managed to tune in?’ He put the tip of his finger out to touch the painting he had pinned to the wall by his bunk: dry, at last – he could send it home with today’s Red Cross post.

‘Well there’s been nothing the last couple of days – goons not keeping to their usual scheds, so it’s been impossible to get a safe spot of time.’ Gordon looked up from the half-finished cup. ‘D’you really think they could cover that much ground so quickly?’

‘I’m telling you, it’s Uncle Joe,’ said Tom, as another faint rumble reached them. ‘Right, that’s it. I’m going out to take a look.’ He’d been in the process of writing home. He hadn’t mentioned seeing the planes yesterday in his letter, didn’t want to get anyone’s hopes up too soon. But if the Red Army were almost upon them – well, that really would be something to write home about. Tom dropped down from his top bunk, shoved his feet into his boots and began to lace them up. It was freezing out there, twelve degrees, apparently, but if something was going off, he wanted to know about it.

‘I’ll join you, pal,’ Gordon said, getting up and reaching to the lower bunk for his coat, which doubled up as an eiderdown these days.

Tom pushed the hut door open and stepped out, blinking, into the sudden whiteness. It looked as if they weren’t the only chaps with the same idea. Men were streaming out of their huts as if it were morning roll call. The sun was already hidden beneath the pines. Occasional glimmers of low golden sunshine pierced the gaps in the trees, but the night was beginning to draw in. It was past four already – it would be dark soon.

The men stood a distance from the perimeter fence, waiting and listening, but there were no more rumbling echoes, and Tom began to wonder if they really had heard what he’d thought. Perhaps it was just distant thunder, or a blast from a far away quarry.

But as they stood, shifting from foot to foot, and rubbing their arms in a vain attempt to stave off the biting chill, they began to hear another sound, and see something moving in the trees. A memory ran through his mind: reading Macbeth at school, that bit where the witches warned of a moving forest. Birnham Wood, wasn’t it? The trees beyond the perimeter fence were like Birnham Wood: thick suddenly with encroaching forms, a column of men were trudging through the pines. The only sound was the swish of their strange striped clothes, and the crunch of footfalls on crusted snow. At the front was a soldier in a green-grey greatcoat, carrying a weapon with a fixed bayonet. He did not even glance up at the camp guards in the watchtowers. The stumbling queue of men didn’t come right up to the camp, but turned away, following a track through the trees that wound round behind, away from the road. Some wore caps, some had brown blankets slung overhead like shawls. Even at the distance of some thirty yards or more, through the barbed wire and the branches, Tom could see they were thin as skeletons. Many had no shoes. A stench drifted like putrid fog. The men inside the wire stood in silence as they passed by. As the last one disappeared, Tom heard a retching sound. He turned. It was Gordon – yellow bile streaming from sagging lips.

Tom put out a hand to touch his hunched shoulders. Gordon picked up a handful of snow, wiped his face and straightened up. They both turned away from the trees and began to walk back to their hut. The other men were all silently drifting inside, too. Once inside, they sat down together on Gordon’s bunk. Gordon slumped forward, face in his hands. Neither spoke, but their proximity was comfort enough.

Nobody who’d known them from 29 Squadron back in West Malling would have expected to see them like this. Tom had kicked up a ruckus when Gordon was selected to pilot Dirty Gertie, their Beaufighter. Tom was an RAF regular, had qualified back in ’38, had seen it through the Battle of Britain. Gordon was a conscript, still wet-behind-the-ears (at least, that’s what Tom told their CO). But the answer came back that Flight Sergeant Harper was a promising pilot who needed the experience, so Tom’s choice was navigator on night fighter sorties, or being posted to a training regiment in the Midlands. Tom had put up and shut up for the sake of his career, but there remained an undercurrent of resentment: he’d rather have been at the fighter’s controls than twenty foot back in a Perspex bubble.

But afterwards they’d become known as the Siamese Twins, he and Gordon: Tom was Gordon’s memory, and Gordon was Tom’s left leg, each the other’s crutch, for months into their incarceration, until they both began to mend. How many times had he told Gordon about their last sortie together, going over the details again and again? Reminding him how they’d set off on that frosty February night, flying with the other two Beaufighters, coddled between layers of cloud above the Channel, then cutting their engines and diving down to the target, sending up that final, guilty prayer in the rush of descent. But although the shrapnel wound in Tom’s leg healed, and he could walk again, Gordon still remembered nothing of that night, or the immediate aftermath. Each time Tom retold it, Gordon immediately forgot, the memory erased like a sandcastle with high tide.

Now Tom patted Gordon’s back. ‘I know, old man,’ he said, swallowing down his own grief at what they just witnessed. A moment later two of their fellow inmates returned, still in the costumes they’d been wearing at the dress rehearsal.

‘Bastards,’ said Edward, his greasepaint smeared, revealing pale stubble beneath.

‘But why are they moving them?’ Oliver began to loosen his paisley cravat. ‘Why not just leave them to the Russians?’

‘Evidence.’ Edward sagged down on the opposite bunk.

‘Evidence?’ Oliver slung the cravat over a nail in the wall.

‘Of what’s been going on in the concentration camps. Don’t want the Allies to know what utter evil shits they’ve been.’ Edward put his head in his hands.

‘But we’re prisoners of war, Geneva Convention and all that, they wouldn’t evacuate us, would they?’ Oliver said, still standing, rumpling his blonde hair and frowning. The thudding rumble sound came again, louder this time. Tom thought: that’s not thunder, that’s heavy artillery. The Red Army is closing in.

Oliver carried on talking, raising his voice above the barrage: ‘They wouldn’t evacuate us. They’ll all just do a bunk and leave us here to be liberated by the Russians, won’t they?’

But nobody answered.


Chapter 2

November 1989, West Berlin

Miranda

I lift the camera to my face. Through the lens I see the crowds of East Berliners push towards the barrier, looking like an audience at a gig, waiting for the main act to come on stage. They have been massing for hours in the cold glare of the security lights. But the red-and-white striped bar, the wire-mesh fencing and the miles of concrete wall stay put.

I am exactly where I want to be. It is for this that I extended my overdraft, skipped my dissertation tutorial, and left a note for my housemates saying I’m not sure when I’ll be back. This – being in the right place at the right time – will more than make up for it when it comes to the shots I’ll get for my portfolio and degree show.

If it happens.

Border guards look on, fingering their guns. But they neither speak to their fellow citizens, nor cock their weapons in warning. The half-moon rises higher in the clear sky, the crowd growing by the moment, as word gets out about Schabowski’s press conference, but still there is an impasse. The night is stretched: tense and full.

It was Quill who got the tip-off. Some press contacts of his said there were rumblings in East Berlin. Then last weekend there was the huge Alexanderplatz demonstration, hundreds of thousands of frustrated ‘Ossis’ shouting for Gorbachev’s help: revolution was in the air. But the newspaper Quill works for – the Sunday Correspondent – didn’t have a Berlin stringer, let alone a photographer. Quill volunteered to cover the Berlin situation, and his editor agreed. I’ve come along as a freelance press photographer. The editor knows we’re an item, Quill and I, and he’s fine with that. What he doesn’t know is I’m still a student, that this is my first professional job.

I lower my camera. The moment is yet to come. The throng of bodies on my side of the crossing shift and swell. It is freezing, even in the crush of humanity, and I shiver. I turn to look at the West Berliners. Some have started lifting lit cigarette lighters and waving them, causing a sparkling sheen on the shadowy mass, like a starling’s wing. The tension is palpable, air thick with anticipation.

‘Let them in!’ someone shouts from the back of the crowd.

‘Freedom!’ another voice calls out. The chant suddenly ripples through the crowds from West to East, crossing the barricades, a murmur that rises to a shout: ‘Freedom! Freedom! Freedom!’

There is a scuffle by the barrier on the Eastern side. I lift my camera and zoom in. ‘Just let us through,’ a bearded man says to a border guard, and as he speaks he reaches out. ‘We’ll come back again. We just want to visit, that’s all. That’s what Schabowski promised!’ The guard lifts an arm to block the man, but as he does so, the man makes a lunge forward. I click the shutter. Is this it? The ‘Tiananmen moment’, when peaceful protest erupts into violence? I keep the viewfinder to my eye and hold my breath.

‘No violence!’ A woman pulls the bearded man back, and the soldier lowers his arm. ‘Freedom, not violence!’ she yells, and the crowd echoes her voice.

‘Freedom, not violence! Freedom, not violence!’ Chanting fills the air on both sides of the border crossing. And still we wait.

Freedom, not violence: Quill likes to talk about the power of peaceful protest, of autonomy, of giving people their voice. I have seen him, pint in one hand, cigarette in the other, pontificating on the importance of self-determination to Dieter and Petra, our contacts and temporary hosts out here. He never picks up on the irony, the schism between the political and the personal. He can be talking about human rights and autonomy, then, if he notices me catching another man’s gaze, will, lightly but deliberately, touch my inner wrist with his lit cigarette tip. Afterwards he always apologizes, explaining it’s because he cares so much for me that he can’t bear the thought of other men even looking at me.

Love and fear produce the same panic-surge of adrenaline: when I’m with Quill I’m not certain which it is I feel, anymore.

The crowd moves, and I am pushed up against the mesh fence. I see an older border guard emerge from the security buildings, say something to his younger colleague, who strokes a gloved hand up and down the barrel of his weapon, as if calming a dog. What are they saying? I’m too far away to hear. What is the order? To open fire, to release water cannons? Bodies are shoving me against the fence and I struggle to keep my camera up to my face. The older border guard goes back inside.

Then, through the wire, I see the red-and-white barrier begin to lift, and the East Berlin crowd surge forwards. A huge cheer goes up and the Ossis rush forward, faces like children on Christmas morning. The crowd on my side pulses, clapping, laughing, crying, as the first of the East Berliners are suddenly, without warning, allowed through to the West.

I snap the faces as they cross. Each pauses just beneath the lifted barrier, even with the crush pushing them forward. They stop in nervous joy, and seem to check for permission, before taking a breath and stepping over into the West. And I capture their individual moments of release. History spills with a click onto celluloid. But even as I shoot their baffled ecstasy, I think: this isn’t it; this pelt to freedom is only half the story.

My film runs out, and I move further away from the barrier, along to the point where the wire mesh of the crossing gives way to the concrete wall, to find space to change the canister. It is a fiddly operation, and I am shoved and shunted by the exuberant crowd. I fumble, cursing my freezing-numb fingers for not working quickly enough, for what if I miss it: the moment – the moment when the picture is the story. I wind the new film on, shove the empty canister in my pocket, and click the camera back in place. I shift the viewfinder into position. I can see the back of the customs office, below the watchtower.

And there, through my lens, is a female border guard: blonde hair and pointed nose, mouth curving downwards. She stands next to an older, portly, male colleague – the one I saw giving the order to lift the barrier. He’s taken off his cap, and his grey-haired head is in his hands. As I watch, the woman reaches out to pat the man on his arm. He lowers his hands from his face. I zoom in and catch his anguished expression, and lip-read the words he shouts out at the passing crowds of ecstatic Easterners. ‘This is treachery. This freedom is a betrayal!’

I see the mercury glint of a single tear on his cheek as he lets himself be pulled into his colleague’s embrace, with the sea of freedom seekers and the candy-striped barrier raised in the background. I click the shutter. That is the moment: the truth of it.

Then the border guards go inside, and I take more photos of the reunited Berliners: the joyful, tearful reunions and gasping optimism of it all. I find myself smiling, then laughing, as a heady mix of emotion wells up inside.

I join the crowd pushing through the late-night streets where the lights blink through pulled curtains and music spills through open doors. Cars chug past as if it’s rush hour, speeding west, spewing fumes and honking. All around is the sound of weeping, music, laughter as the bottleneck of the Berlin Wall checkpoints are unstoppered.

I duck into a bar to use the bathroom. As I wash my hands, I catch my reflection in the liver-spotted glass above the sink: platinum-blonde cropped hair, red lips, black polo neck, denim jacket, camera swinging like a pendulum. I look every inch the ambitious photography student, taking her chances at the Berlin Wall. There’s not even a glimpse of the little girl who used to cry herself to sleep to the sound of her parents’ rows. I suppose they were trying to protect me by not arguing in front of me, waiting until I’d gone to bed. But sound travels in old houses: under ill-fitting floorboards and through rusting pipework. My childhood lullabies were the hissing volley of insults and occasional smash of glass. I frown at my reflection, slick on more lipstick, and banish the memories.

I go out into the packed bar, order a Coke, and perch on a high stool by the counter at the window to drink it. On a building site across the street yellow cranes stand idle like giant question marks. Through the smudged glass I see two lads stumbling from a side street. One shoulders the other, half-carrying him. Their four-legged stagger continues past my line of vision. Someone has been celebrating a bit too hard, I think, watching legs splaying at awkward angles, heads lolling. As I look, one of them falls, a slow-motion underwater tumble, landing with limbs slewed out over the kerb, one hand dangling into the gutter between two parked cars. The other pirouettes, wide-eyed, calling back over his shoulder for help, but nobody comes. He crouches next to his friend. The fallen boy’s pink-pale arms hang limply out from a khaki vest. I see a trickle of vomit slide from his gaping mouth.

Crowds jostle the pavement, but nobody else seems to have noticed. They need help. I put down my Coke and jerk from my seat, but as I do so I see a man run across the road, dodging traffic and pedestrians, his long coat and blue scarf flapping out behind him. He must see me looking through the window, and makes an urgent gesture as he runs, staring at me, holding one arm to his face, little finger and thumb poking out: telephone – telephone for an ambulance.

I turn and yell at the woman behind the bar, point out of the window at the enfolding scene, and she calls back to say she’ll phone right now. The man in the long coat kneels at the kerbside. As I watch, he pushes the fallen youth’s dirty hair from his face, lifts the chin and pushes a finger inside the lips to clear the airways, then tilts his body sideways, into the recovery position. He stands to take off his coat, covers the lad’s shivering torso. I check with the woman behind the counter, she says the ambulance is on its way. I knock on the window. The man looks up, and I give him the thumbs up, mouth Krankenwagen kommt: the ambulance is coming. I notice his eyes: twin blue sparks glimpsed through the dirty plate glass. He nods, then turns his attention back to the casualty. The curious and helpful have started to crowd round, and medical help is coming. I’m not needed.

I am guiltily relieved that the man with the blue scarf beat me to it. Incidents like this remind me of my father, that winter evening, when I came home from school to find him. I remember the feel of the telephone dial: three nines. I remember his slack-jawed drooling mouth, and the eyes rolled up, unseeing. I remember the guilty relief as the woman on the end of the telephone line told me not to touch him, just to wait for the paramedics. I remember phoning Mum at work to tell her he’d been taken away, and her saying not to worry, he’d be fine. It would all be fine.

An ambulance appears, a red pulse in the gloom. The casualty is taken away and the Good Samaritan evaporates into the night. I can’t help but wonder what Quill would have done, if he’d been here. Would he have sat with the youths, undertaken emergency first aid, seen them safe on the ambulance, or would he have carried on walking on the opposite side of the street, muttering about ‘useless Berlin junkies not knowing when they’ve had enough’? I think I know the answer. I leave the dregs of my Coke and go. I rejoin the crowded pavements and start walking again.

Just before dawn I reach the Brandenburg Gate, see the water canons spewing upwards on the Eastern side, still trying, vainly, to stop the drunken clamberers. An American news anchor is broadcasting from a dais; TV cameras snout over the Wall behind him. Quill and I are not the only ones who had a hunch about Berlin, it seems. A well-wisher thrusts an open beer bottle into my right hand, assuming I’m from the East. I trail my left hand along the Wall, tracing the texture of graffiti like Braille as I go, swigging from the bottle. For a while I manage to be part of the picture, just another face in the extraordinary night.

At Checkpoint Charlie the crush is like a mosh pit. A US soldier leans against the uplifted barrier: white teeth and cigarette, surrounded by girls – as if he’s a rock star, not a border guard. I am drawn to Cafe Adler, thinking vaguely of sitting down, but inside the cafe is even more crowded than the street.

I am about to leave when I see the flash of blue. It is Petra’s coat. She has her arms round someone; her toffee-apple bob falls back over the fake fur. Figures jostle past and I lose sight of her. There’s a shout from the bar: ‘No more beer! We’re out of beer!’

‘Then let us drink wine!’ A returning bellow from a latter-day Marie Antoinette – a huge man in a sheepskin coat to my right. The cafe erupts into laughter. I realize who the wine-demander is.

‘Dieter!’

He turns and engulfs me in a bear hug. ‘What a night, what a night!’ We laugh, and when he puts me down I catch sight of Petra again. Quill stands next to her, swigging from a magnum of champagne. He has his back to me, but Petra turns, sees me, touches Quill on the arm. His head swivels, his white teeth show. He rubs a finger across his nose, and thrusts the bottle at Petra.

‘Miranda!’ He pushes his way towards me through the throng. ‘You’re here.’ His arms are around me. His lips are on mine: the taste of champagne on his breath as he kisses me. He pauses. ‘You okay, baby?’ He looks into my eyes. ‘I was worried about you, going off on your own like that.’

‘Yeah.’ When I blink, I can blank him out, just for a split second. ‘I’m fine.’

‘Did you get good shots?’

‘I think so. I’ve run out of film, now, anyway, so . . .’

‘Well done. Good girl. We’ll get them couriered off ASAP. I’ve already faxed my copy.’ He gestures round at the packed cafe, the open checkpoint outside. ‘This – this is history in the making, isn’t it? This is everything we wanted!’ He takes a step back into the crowd to hold me at arm’s length. His handsome fists dig into my upper arms, and I imagine the rose-coloured fingerprints on my flesh. ‘And it’s just the beginning,’ he says, mouth breaking into an even wider grin. ‘For Germany, and for us, Miranda!’ He pulls me towards him, crushing me close. But the camera is between us, like a fist in my solar plexus, and the line of his jaw is hard against my skull.

Over his shoulder I glimpse Petra gazing at me with a mixture of envy and sympathy. I shut my eyes, and wait to be released, thinking of the crowds chanting for freedom, as Quill holds me tight to his torso. Slowly he lets go. I open my eyes, letting his face swim back into focus: the lock of black hair, smudge of five o’clock shadow, dancing green eyes – the face I fell in love with, and now I’ve begun to fear.

‘I’m sorry, Quill, but I can’t stay in Berlin any longer,’ I say, emboldened by the events I’ve witnessed this extraordinary night. ‘I want to go home.’


Chapter 3

January 1945, Nazi Germany

Tom

His fingers scrabbled at his chest, but there was nothing here. No ripcord. He cried out, but his voice was lost in the suffocating rush of air and he was falling, into the blackness, twisting and falling. God. Oh, God.

Awake. Shivering and sweat-drenched, eyes staring unseeing into the darkened room, chest bellow-pumping, breath loud and fast in the quiet air – the familiar nightmare. Tom pushed his hands over his forehead and into his hair, wiping away the cold sweat.

He stared out into the darkness of the sleeping hut, mind scrabbling just as his fingers had been just now, trying to find something to clutch, remembering the aftermath. He remembered the remains of the plane plummeting ahead of him, orange flames extinguished by the inky sea. He remembered the wind pulling him shorewards, landing in a hollow in the dunes, pulling the chute in, expecting at any moment to hear the roar of military jeeps, or tramp of jackboots, but there being nothing but the distant crash of waves and swish of wind through the marram grass. Then, noticing the dampness on the flight suit – at night-time, blood isn’t red, it’s the same dark grey as the North Sea. Crawling up the dune, seeing the distant blur of a supine figure at the shoreline, still attached to the billowing chute. He remembered calling out, voice snatched and hurled away inland, and nobody answering.

No. Don’t think about it. Why dwell on it? How could you possibly have got back to Blighty from that: an amnesiac and a shot-up cripple, even had the locals had links to the Dutch Resistance, even had there been safe houses. It was hopeless from the moment Gertie took a hit. Think about something else. Anything else. Even Hitler. No, not him. Stalin? Yes. The Russians, think about the Russians.

Tom exhaled. His own breath felt warm in the chill air. Uncle Joe is coming. Soon he’d be free. Within weeks he could be back home at the rectory. He thought of the smell of roasting meat, the silky feel of an eiderdown, dark-green monkey-puzzle tree branches glimpsed through a sash window, and the distant sound of church bells. He forced his breathing to slow, fumbling fingers re-buttoning the pyjamas where he’d torn them open in an attempt to pull the invisible ripcord. He’d lost a button. Never mind. Hunt for it in the morning. There’d be all day to find the bugger and sew it on, nothing else to do except sit and wait. Ever since they’d heard the Russian artillery the other day, all camp activity had stopped: amateur dramatics, language classes, art, even the footballers seemed less eager to start a game. All they did was listen to the thunder of the guns, trying to calculate how close the front was, how soon they’d be liberated.

He listened. The rumblings of the Russian guns were silent for now – even soldiers had to sleep at some point, he supposed. He imagined high-cheeked blackbeards in their T-34s, curled up like hibernating bears. Did any of them have nightmares, he wondered? Won’t we all have nightmares by the time this sorry mess of a war is over?

Instead of distant ordnance, he could hear the faint sound of rhythmic breathing from the other men in the hut. His own bunk wobbled a little as Gordon grunted and turned in his sleep. The hut was windowless as a crypt, so he could only guess whether there was a frost-shrouded moon above the trees and a diamond-studded sky outside, or whether the clouds were a silent pillow fight, dousing the camp with fresh downy whiteness.

Nightmare banished, sweat dry, Tom suddenly felt the cold, and lay back down, dragging the blanket over his head and pulling himself into a foetal knot, to hug in as much warmth as possible. He could relax now. It was rare to get the dream twice in a night. If he could just get warm again, he might be able to sleep through until morning roll call. And tomorrow he’d find the blasted button and sew it on. It would give him something to do, at least.

It was only because he was still awake that he heard: footfalls running across the parade ground, guards being called down from watchtowers. What was that all about?

Two sets of footsteps passed right by the side of the hut. Tom strained his ears to catch the muffled German. ‘Shit,’ said a voice. ‘But we haven’t prepared for this.’

‘Shut up,’ came the response. ‘It’s the Fuhrer’s orders.’ The footsteps and voices moved away.

Tom sat up again, wide awake. Something was about to happen, but what?

Detta

‘Tell your mother I owe her – if there’s anything I can do . . .’ Frau Moll’s brow puckered as Detta handed over the basket of eggs. A uniformed man banged out of the Schloss door and ran down the front steps to the army truck that was idling on the gravel driveway below them. He hurled himself into the passenger seat and the truck skidded away. They paused to watch it veer and slip down the track, and onto the main road, where it slewed left towards Oppeln. Trudging in the opposite direction of the racing truck was the now-familiar sight of clots of refugees heading towards Breslau. Detta could just glimpse her mother at the doorway of the Deutches Haus Inn, opposite the church, ready with mugs of ersatz coffee for the passing travellers: she wouldn’t ask for payment, and none of them would stop for food or a bed for the night. It had been like this for days, ever since the trains stopped running and they heard the first bombardments.

The army truck was out of sight, now, but Frau Moll still gazed at the patch of main road where it had last been. ‘They eat and eat,’ she said. ‘But how can I refuse them a decent meal, when it might be their –’ she didn’t finish the sentence, interrupted by another one of those angry artillery booms that had become a percussive accompaniment to their lives these last few days.

‘Mother says she’ll keep sending as many eggs as we have, it’s not a problem. The hens are still laying, despite–’ Detta cleared her throat, unable to say the words: despite the noise of artillery fire from the approaching front – because saying it out loud somehow made it more real. Instead, she let her voice trail off, touching the place where her scarf wound into her fur coat, beneath which the locket lay. ‘And in any case, we have no guests at the Deutches Haus at the moment, unlike you.’

‘Well, I’d hardly call them guests,’ Frau Moll turned away from the road and lowered her voice. ‘It’s not as if I had a choice, is it? But still, one has to make the best of things in these times.’ She attempted a bright smile, but succeeded only in showing a glimpse of her pearly little teeth, leaving lines of anxiety netting her eyes. She drew breath. ‘Feels like there’s more snow coming, don’t you think? Would you like to come out of the cold for a while? The children would love to see you.’

‘I should get back,’ Detta said, but she hesitated, feeling sorry for the older woman. Frau Moll’s high-ranking husband was a prisoner of war in England. The army had recently requisitioned the Moll Schloss, now the front was moving west, and she’d been living with her three children in just two rooms, whilst the rest of her palatial home was used as a field HQ and officer’s mess.

‘They loved it when you came and taught them those French nursery rhymes,’ Frau Moll said. ‘They get so bored without school, and it’s too cold to let them play outside for long. Maybe you could come and give them a little French tuition – I would pay you, of course.’

‘I have to take something to Father Richter, and I promised I’d go back and help Mother,’ Detta gestured in the direction of the refugees. Another boom of distant shellfire came, and Frau Moll winced. ‘Tomorrow,’ Detta said. ‘I’ll come over tomorrow morning and I’ll bring my big book of Perrault Fairy Stories for the girls.’

‘They’ll love that. And it’s always useful to know another language, you never know when you’ll need it; one can never start too young. Thank you, dear.’ Frau Moll held the basket of eggs in her right hand, but with her left she reached out and touched Detta’s cheek with her fingertips. ‘Thank you,’ she repeated, before turning away.

OEBPS/html/docimages/title.jpg
/.
ESCAPE

Clare Harvey

SIMON &
SCHUSTER

London - New York - Sydney - Toronto - New Delhi
A CBS COMPANY





OEBPS/html/docimages/9781471161889.jpg
'‘An exceptional
talent'
Kate Rhodes

'A gripping story'
Julie Cohen






