Spring of Kasper Meier for B 18/11/2014 11:05 Page 1

SERGEI IGNATOV

Frau Leibnitz’s tiny bar in Prenzlauer Berg was filled with shouting Russian voices and the smell of sweat, cheap schnapps and
vomit. The most noise came from a small table in the corner,
where four Russian soldiers were singing a series of bawdy songs
about German women. Frau Leibnitz stared over their heads with
an expression of concentrated sadness. Her gaze was fixed on the
building opposite the bar, still in ruins, its brick and plaster shoved
into a pile at the side of the road by the rubble women, so that the
Russian Jeeps could pass by. The ruins had been sacked, turned,
combed over by scavengers searching for hidden treasures to
exchange and wood to burn, and their work had exposed a large
plaster cornucopia, its yellow paint partially flaked away.
Sergei Ignatov sat in the middle of the group of singing soldiers, the only one not to have taken off his green padded jacket.
As they sang, the other men, who were all ten years his senior,
would jostle him, ruffle his hair and invite him to stand up and
sing. He would laugh shyly and knock away their hands in a
friendly, bear-like gesture.
Sergei was watching Frau Leibnitz at the bar. They had been
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coming here for three weeks and he had hoped each time to ask
her to share a cigarette with him, but every time he tried to strike
up a conversation he choked on the words and miserably took
his drinks back to his table of roaring comrades.
In his bed, early that morning, he had thought about Frau
Leibnitz and masturbated quietly under his woollen blanket. He
would make love to her gently, his face buried in the soft curls
of her brown hair. It would be different from his first time,
jeered on by his friends, their hands slapping his back and their
cheers as he came into the crying girl. It would be just him and
Frau Leibnitz and they would both be completely naked. He
had never seen a woman completely naked before; at least not
one that was alive.
‘I’m going back,’ said Sergei. His friends, who were now
trying to climb onto the table to dance, didn’t hear him. Some
schnapps spilled from one of their glasses and wet his leg. He
said again, ‘I’m going back now,’ and he stood up and moved
across the bar towards the door. As he opened it, he turned
towards Frau Leibnitz, but she didn’t notice the teenage boy at
the door; she was staring ahead, her fingertips hovering above
the stained tablecloth spread across the bar.
The snow was gone, but Sergei could still feel winter in the
wind that whipped down the street, flicking up dirt from the ruins
opposite. Only four buildings in Frau Leibnitz’s street were still
standing; in the daytime the rest became a citadel of towering
brick walls, thin, burnt, streaked with rain, atop rolling hills of
grey stone and dust. But in the meagre light from a half-moon and
a few bright stars in an otherwise cloudy sky, the piles of debris
rose and fell beside him like the silhouettes of distant mountains.
He walked down towards Schönhauser Allee and soon he
could hear his footsteps louder than the Slavic voices coming
from the bar behind him and for a second he imagined he was
back in Kazan, walking back to his parents’ house from the
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school. Sergei sniffed, shrugged his shoulders and spat onto the
floor. He decided that he would bring Frau Leibnitz some sort
of gift the following day; some tinned meat perhaps, or maybe
something more romantic – some soap or stockings.
He heard a sound – the scrape of a shoe – and put his hand
on his gun. He looked down, then back towards the bar and
then up the main street, but he saw nothing. He heard the noise
again and, turning, he noticed a woman standing in the doorway of a partially collapsed building. Her skin was so pale, and
the street so dark, that her head floated dismembered in the
black until she stepped out into the street. And then he saw that
she was pretty in her way, but thin, and her black hair was cut
strangely short, like a boy’s. She said something in German that
he didn’t understand, but he understood what she was proposing. He looked back at the bar and then at the woman. She
smiled. He took out some cigarettes and showed them to her.
She nodded and gestured that he follow her through the doorway. He walked gingerly forward.
The inside of the building was completely black except for a
little grey light coming from the entrance into the courtyard
behind it, framing an empty, formless space. The smell of burnt
wood and mould hung heavy in the still air.
‘Hello,’ he said in Russian. His voice echoed up the stairwell.
He stumbled over the broken brick and plaster on the floor and
reached out in the darkness for her. ‘Hello?’ he said.
There was a white flash, then a crack – Sergei was lying on his
back on the rubble. He tried to speak, but he had no air in his
lungs and he became aware that the heat on his face was his own
blood. He heard the woman’s knees cracking as she bent down.
She put her fingers on the jugular vein in his throat, his pulse
beating up against her fingertips in heavy waves, and then he felt
the gun pressed onto his forehead again, the tip levering forward
until he felt the cold circle flush to his skin.
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A LIGHTER WITH A NAKED
WOMAN AND A HORSE

In April 1946 Windscheidstraße was still littered with a few
strips of intact apartment blocks. The plaster on their frontages
was cracked and peppered with scars from bullets and shrapnel,
and the glass was often missing from the doors. But there were
doors – large handsome wooden doors that rattled and shook as
they shut. And beyond the doors the smooth wooden banister
snaked up to the apartments in the front of the building, the top
matt where the paint or polish had not been renewed for seven
years. On the stairs the worn lino was still on the treads, though
one now heard the ubiquitous sound of dust crunching underfoot, impossible to get rid of.
Past the staircase, through the back door to the central courtyard, the ground was now ploughed up and planted with
vegetables. But it was still surrounded by the apartments to the
side and at the back, streaked grey from the dust and ash that
had mixed with the rain and the snow and dribbled down the
high painted walls, reaching up sheer to the rectangle of sky
above.
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At Windscheidstraße 53 Frau Sauer was sweeping the courtyard with the thinning brush of an old broom. She regularly
came out of her ground-floor apartment, habitually flicking at
the cracked concrete pathway. She was in fact just showing herself to the other residents and to any visitors, keeping a territorial
eye on the small patch of potatoes growing in her corner of the
courtyard garden. She looked up every now and again to see if
anyone was watching her, but her only regular attendant was
Herr Meier, whose white hand floated behind his kitchen
window, five floors up, his face just out of sight.
At that moment Kasper Meier’s hands were engaged in splitting
the tobacco from one black market cigarette into four thin ones,
using the cigarette paper for two and newspaper for the second
pair. This had turned the fingertips and nails of his right hand
permanently black and left a grey smudge on his bottom lip,
where his hand rested when he was thinking. He took pleasure
from the tobacco itself and the fact that the act of smoking was
wholly selfish, but more consciously there was pleasure in the
tradable value of the cigarettes on the black market; so as Kasper
took a first drag he felt as if he was smoking money itself.
The chairs were positioned by his kitchen window and overlooked the courtyard. When he had taken the top-floor
apartment at the back of the courtyard in 1939 the other residents of Windscheidstraße 53 thought that he was charmingly
confident about the swift success of the war believing as he did
that Berlin was immune to attack. When the first raids began in
1940 and he refused to leave the apartment while the sirens
screamed, they thought he was being stubborn and shrugged
their shoulders. ‘Poor old Herr Meier,’ they said, ‘even if the
Tommies miss him he’ll never escape a fire.’ When the bombing
began in earnest in 1943, and he still refused to come down to
the bomb shelter in the cellar, the other residents stopped talking to him and told their children to avoid him.
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Kasper’s only intention in staying in his apartment was to
spend as little time with his neighbours as possible, and so this
outcome was an unexpected gift. The idea of being blown up,
choked to death, or burnt alive, seemed a far more preferable
end to him compared to being buried alive in a cellar with the
other residents of Windscheidstraße 53, until they gossiped
themselves out of air.
And having survived the bombings and the occupation, losing
only one windowpane to the butt of a British soldier’s gun
searching the apartment for illegal goods and the temporary use
of the little finger on his left hand to the winter that was finally
dying away, his position and the animosity of his neighbours
suited him perfectly; he was able to sit undisturbed at his
window and see anyone approaching his apartment, knowing
that they had five floors of stairs to get up, giving him plenty of
time to assess the situation and hide cigarettes, money, scraps of
information or himself. And if the stranger had asked someone
they bumped into on the way for some information about Herr
Meier, he knew they would roll their eyes and say something
like, ‘Don’t waste your time,’ or ‘I’m glad to know absolutely
nothing about that old coot.’
If they said anything, they would resort to gossip, telling the
visitor that he was once a very important Nazi, a very important
Communist or a Russian, British, American or French spy. The
favourite rumour would be told to the visitor conspiratorially, by
Frau Sauer or Frau Schwarz, leaning on their brooms and saying
quietly, ‘His blind eye? I shouldn’t say – it’s none of my business – but . . . well if you must know, he used to peep through
keyholes in his last apartment block. Eventually one of them
stuck a skewer through while he was looking.’ In her retelling,
Frau Schwarz often said that the woman was a prostitute and
that she had heated up the skewer over the stove, so that it was
red-hot when she jammed it, sizzling, into the jelly of his eye.
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Kasper Meier took a second drag on his thin cigarette and the
jumpy ball of his seeing eye fixed on a new visitor waiting in the
courtyard – a woman who appeared to have come straight from
clearing rubble. She was young, dressed in boots, grey men’s
trousers tied up high on her waist with a length of thin rope, a
khaki shirt with cotton epaulettes, and a headscarf from under
which half a fringe of blonde hair had escaped. She looked first
at the door to the side building and then to Kasper’s side of the
courtyard before turning her head up to the window, shading
her eyes. Spotting Kasper there, she threw her hand into the air
and waved at him. He took another, slow drag on his cigarette.
He heard her running up the stairs, but didn’t move from his
seat. The hinges of the door to the apartment had warped, perhaps from the winter’s arctic freeze, or perhaps from the five
times it had been kicked in. Whatever the reason, the door now
required a careful lifting and pushing movement to get it open.
When unexpected guests first arrived they tended to struggle
with it for a few minutes, calling through the gap, while Kasper
finished off his cigarette. This visitor, however, knocked and
cried, ‘Hello,’ and started immediately to push at the door.
Kasper raised his eyebrows and continued to smoke. Instead of
the usual intermittent shoving and calling, however, the woman
paused for a few seconds, then rammed the door open in a series
of rapid bangs that Kasper assumed she’d made by shoulderbarging it and she appeared, a little flushed, but smiling, at the
doorway to his kitchen having kicked the door closed again.
‘Your door’s broken.’
‘Evidently,’ said Kasper.
‘Herr Meier?’ she said.
‘Yes.’
‘Eva Hirsch. Nice to meet you.’ She offered up her hand and
Kasper waved his cigarette in the air as a reason not to shake it.
She was younger than he had first thought – perhaps twenty. She
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was thin, but not starving, her bare, grubby forearms protruding long and straight from the rolled up sleeves of her baggy
shirt.
She pulled off her headscarf and boisterously ran her fingers
through her hair, creating a small haze of fine white dust. Some
twisting strands of blonde were stuck around her ears and forehead with sweat and dirt; the rest had become a curling mess
beneath the cloth, vaguely parted on one side and tumbling
down almost to her shoulders. She flattened it a little with a few
rough pulls and the early spring sun created a pale white halo
from its frizzy ends.
‘Well,’ she said. Kasper watched her taking in the room, the
sooty walls, the sour smell of old ersatz coffee and rancid milk,
the cock-eyed shelf containing his rations: a small brick of black
bread, two small potatoes, an open shoe-polish tin with three
cigarettes and a package of greasy paper, bound with string, containing maybe butter or perhaps a little fatty meat if he had some
connections; she would assume he did. And she would wonder
what was under the old rug, pushed up against the kitchen wall,
covering piles of stacked up items.
‘This is all very nice. Look you’ve even got some drink,’ she
said. She pointed to a brandy bottle by the leg of his chair with
an inch of spirit left in the bottom.
Kasper said nothing. Eva smiled in a supportive way that he
recognised from other younger women – and, though she might
pity him, he wasn’t unhappy with the way he looked. When
combined with a stony expression, he invited a certain distance
that he enjoyed; that he needed. And pity, the rare moments
when it was forthcoming, could be just as useful as fear.
The fear could be engendered by his height – the frightening
length of his limbs, which were accentuated by a dark-blue,
crumpled suit that hung loose on his bony frame, but was not
long enough to cover his wrists or ankles. A height that also gave
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itself away, in that moment, in the arm that hung down by his
side, the hand almost touching the floor. And perhaps there was
also something alarming about the unsettling thickness of his
straight, white hair, that despite brushing and trimming, stuck
up in heavy tufts, yellowing slightly at the fringe, where the
smoke from his cigarette curled up after staining the parts of his
fingers that weren’t already blackened.
The pity didn’t come from his age – it was indeterminable,
people would guess anywhere between forty-five and fifty-five,
perhaps even sixty. In Berlin, a face full of lines carved out by
dirt, fear and exhaustion didn’t tell you anything about someone’s age anymore. There was only pity when they noticed his
right eye, which was milky white and immobile. What had once
been a shining black pupil, surrounded by a bright green iris,
was now a faded blue stain beneath a smooth misty layer, like
cooked egg white. And however grave or sure his expression, the
eye always seemed desperate to shed its husk, to see again.
‘Can I sit down?’ said Eva. ‘Gosh, I’m sweating like a pig,’ she
said, pulling at the armpits of her shirt. ‘Very ladylike, isn’t it?
Not much opportunity to be a lady these days, is there?’
‘What do you want?’ said Kasper.
Eva looked about her, then lifted a pile of newspapers off a
crate by the cold iron stove and dropped them onto the floor.
She sat down and took two full-sized cigarettes from the breast
pocket of her shirt, fanned them out in one hand and reached
out to take the thin ember that remained in his.
‘May I?’ she said. He hesitated for a moment, but then held
out his hand and she took the tiny dog-end from him, lit one
cigarette from it, then the second. She passed one back to him,
tossing the ember onto the floor and putting it out with her
boot. He looked at the cigarette he had been given then took a
long drag on it with his healthy eye shut, positioning his head
so that the blind, white eye continued to stare at her. He blew
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out the smoke slowly, opened his eye again and said, ‘I hope to
God you’re not here to sell anything.’
‘Oh no,’ said Eva, ‘nothing like that. I’m looking for somebody.’ She crossed her legs, so that she was sitting on top of the
crate like a Buddha, and rested the elbow of her smoking hand
on her knee. A stream of little cuts and bruises, pink, grey, blue
and yellow, tumbled down her forearms to her hands where the
skin around her fingernails was red and bitten, the nail beds
dirty, a thumbnail black. ‘I heard that you were good at finding
people,’ she said.
‘You heard wrong.’
‘It was a very reliable source.’
‘Huh,’ said Kasper, flicking ash onto the windowsill, ‘there’s
no such thing as a reliable source in Berlin.’
‘He’s a pilot.’
‘They’re the least reliable.’
‘No, the person we’re looking for is a pilot.’
‘Then you’ve definitely come to the wrong place. I don’t do
military.’
‘Can’t really avoid military in Berlin,’ she said.
‘You just have to try very hard. Who’s we?’
‘Sorry?’
‘You said “we’re looking”.’
‘Gosh, you are good,’ she said and briefly nibbled at her cuticle. ‘It’s for a friend of mine. But she can’t come. It’s
complicated.’
‘It’s always complicated and it’s always a friend.’
‘It really is a friend,’ she said. ‘It’s terribly boring and straightforward, I’m afraid. She’s pregnant. They had a thing and now
she’s having a baby and she wants him to know. She liked him
and she thinks he’ll take her out of Berlin; take him with her. I
know it’s ridiculous, but . . . ’
Kasper laughed, at first lightly to himself and then out loud.
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