
Us

I hope to return to Schöneberg someday. To the shimmering streets and the slate grey skies.

I last left blinking, battered, bloodied, and cold, approaching a mist-coated morning after a night in

Berlin I had been well on my way to forgetting. It was the winter of 1930.

Back then, Berlin was Schöneberg. England was Winchester, and Paris, The Louvre.

Germany was in a state of straining recovery, but Berlin was always Schöneberg. It was the nights

out in Babylon. It was a place without consequence. It was arriving under the great glass atrium of

Nollendorfplatz. It was hearing the Nicklemann fountain and the cars and the clubs and the droning

roar of the autobahn combine to welcome us. Always us. It was a part of Berlin where I could sit

and not feel like I was sitting in part of Berlin. Does that make sense?

My last evening started on The Plaza. I had bumped into Frank outside a cabaret bar, and we

were soon joined by a pair of lively Americans and a European chap of 19 or 20. I did think to usher

the poor lad away: we were all a decade and more his senior, and not one of us in the mood for

speaking German. But the boy meant no harm, and I suspected he was there for the same reason I

was: loneliness. Had I the kindness or courtesy to ask, I’d have soon learned that he was Belgian

and simply spoken French that night.

‘Even Berlin,’ Frank claimed towards midnight, ‘for all its Viennese dances and lavish

emporiums, has still not quite learned how to have fun.’

This was a gauntlet I’d seen Frank throw before.

‘Especially Berlin,’ the Americans retorted, ‘has learned to have fun!’

It was a bet to be settled in the smoking rooms, which was the last I heard of the trio. The

Belgian and I had no interest in the chaos of the clubs. He’d decided to take us towards Mina’s, and

I, out of contrition (or charm), had decided to let him. He wasn’t handsome, not really, but there was

delicacy to him. He was the only man in Berlin I’d seen move without urgency; his steps seemed to

meander before his head and heel made the decision to meet the ground. I found him fey.

Enchanting. He was round-headed and doe-eyed, his lips curved in a perpetual half-smile, and every



time the smile came to fullness, a perfect small freckle glinted on his cheekbone. I wished to see

him smile. And so, we went to Mina’s.

Mina’s was… difficult. It wasn’t one of the upscale bars, where to get inside you’d need a

few marks fifty and a dinner suit. It was a place where the velvet curtains had begun to look

sluggish and grey. You could have a whole night there for 50 pennies, but the beer tasted like urine

and the band always played a little louder to distract from ...everything. I hated the name most. The

bar had the air of a place that simply is and always was – as if ‘Fräulein Mina’ were from an era

long past, and Berlin and Germany moulded round her as she grew into a building and then the bar.

‘Mina’s’ - hardly a decade old. Mina’s was founded by a pair of Balkan lads and had its name to

sound inviting. The method worked. Mina’s was dire. It was never empty.

Upon arriving, I moved towards the bar. It was the sort of knotted establishment that made

me blanch with shame, yet I still wondered how much to spend on cigarettes in order to seem

decent. In a place like Mina’s I stopped to think that the boy hardly cared for cheapness. Then I

realised he’d hardly judge for indulgence either, and decided to treat the pair of us to whatever

looked the nicest. By the time I turned around, he’d already weaved his way to the darkness of the

room, towards the back. The last I saw was his freckle and curve-lipped smile ducking into some

hidden alcove. He was a strike of vibrancy in a dull and aching space, and if he was mine that night,

I’d be complete.

There wasn’t much said. Much could be learned in a dark room, but not by talking. His

name was Michel. He knew Germany. He arrived alone. Little else. Toes touched. Hands held. Lips

locked. We left within the hour.

Hours passed.

We learned more.

Little else.



After some time, Michel and I lay facing one another. We made eye-contact. There was an

earnest expression on his face, as if he were reading the lines of my brow for the solution to a

melancholy he’d formed long ago.

‘In The War...’ he began to ask. I didn’t hear the question.

Inside those walls, in that moment was us. Undiluted. Untouched. Us. Outside those walls,

a city, and outside the city, a country, continent, world. With every query of trenches, stations,

colleagues, the echoes of the city and country and continent built into the hoarse cry of gunshots

and artillery shells. As he talked the walls began to crumble and my brothers-in-arms and the

millions dead began to join us until there was no longer us and I was alone.

I don’t know how much time passed before I realised he’d not stopped speaking. I don’t

know how much time passed before he realised I hadn’t spoken.

My stomach fell inwards. I’d recoiled.

I didn’t know what to say. Every public-school boy was a CO. We traded our cricket bats

for rifles, ready to solve a squabble on the Continent. ‘Home by Christmas’, we thought. Back then,

the lower class boys were shorter – malnourished. Every CO led the charge, head and shoulders

above the rest. Did he want to know how I watched the Old Boys die?

Or maybe of the mud? After all, the action was outweighed by the mud. There was mud,

there was mud, and there was mud. When there wasn’t mud, there were rats and lice and boredom.

An undying, unnerving boredom. Between the vermin and boredom, we marched. Between the

marching, we piled bodies. Civilians. Soldiers. Friends. We spent four years killing strangers. But

most of all, there was mud.

I didn’t know to tell him this. To tell him how, in my shame, we had no real hatred for the

enemy. They lived in our Hell too – far more than anyone in Winchester did.

I thought to tell him much… and then I thought of his smile. I thought of his smile, and

how, in its single self, in a single night, it somehow meant more to me than all of England and the

World combined. I thought of this and I kissed him with a softness and tenderness that I hoped



would answer whatever that shy, vulnerable Belgian boy was looking for in Schöneberg that night.

After I kissed him, I held him as closely and as tightly as I knew I ever could, and I didn’t want a

single thing – not even sex. I simply willed upon him peace. Michel sighed. I stopped to stroke his

cheek with my thumb, and, upon feeling an unexpected hardness beneath his individual freckle, he

winced softly in pain.

‘Sorry...’, he said. I moved to turn the lamplight before he could shift away, and I realised

his single freckle was blue, familiar. Shrapnel.

‘Sorry-’, again, ‘It’s from Leuven.’

My words stuck. There was nothing I could give him. Leuven’s destruction shook the

world. I remember the papers. I remember the children in the rubble. He could have been one of

them. In that moment I promised to him all I had. What happened during Leuven, The European

War, and everything else he needed. In that moment, I meant it – I really did.

For the remainder of the night, I watched Michel sleeping, but my mind stayed with

Leuven. I thought of all the answers he wanted from me, and all I’d promised to give.

Lastly, I thought of his smile, with its ever-present curve. I looked at the blue-grey shard in

the light of dusk, and… I felt so rotten about it all. And there wasn’t a damn thing on Earth to make

this less rotten. I was alone. And the safety and danger of Germany was still outside those crumbled

walls, and I suddenly realised how all of this, in all probability, was likely to end in disaster.

Then I left.


