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THE ZOOKEEPER’S WAR


Steven Conte was born in 1966 and raised in Guyra in rural New South Wales. He has travelled widely in Europe and Australia, lived in Sydney and Canberra, and is now living in Melbourne.




For my grandmother, Marion Marcus, 1901–2003.
With love and thanks for other stories.





ONE


The air-raid sirens bayed. Searchlights probed the dark and Berlin’s outer flak ring opened fire, setting the birds in the aviary screeching and flapping. The zoo’s blackout was total. Weeks had passed since the last air raid, and Vera was shocked by her body’s quick recall, the lurching of her stomach and the trembling. As usual she felt the vulnerability of the animals. Always there were casualties.


Alongside her strode Axel, snow flicking off the boot of his good right leg. His limp was bad tonight. From the corner of one eye Vera sensed the swaying of his shoulders, then she turned and saw his barrel chest and felt oddly reassured, as if Axel were built of tougher matter than muscle and bone.


They passed the waterfowl lake, the kitchens and the administration, Vera longing to be back at the villa asleep. A flare lit the minarets of the primate house, and on the snowy hub of the roundabout she glimpsed Artur Winzens, the Head Keeper, a small straight-backed man. He was too elderly for the army, though Vera feared that soon even Herr Winzens would have to go — since Stalingrad the regime had called up youths and older men. The keeper’s breath was wreathed.


In the west the drone of bombers joined the rumbling of flak, and the searchbeams flailed like the legs of an upturned beetle. Axel greeted Herr Winzens in a jovial tone then paused to watch a flare tinge the aquarium green, and silently Vera gave thanks for her husband’s aplomb — a legacy, she supposed, of his service in the trenches half a lifetime ago, a gift to weigh against the shrapnel in his hip.


Cut into the soil at the centre of the roundabout was a staircase that led down to a steel-plated door. Herr Winzens drew the bolt and Vera followed him into the air-raid shelter, which stretched beneath the garden bed as far as the sculpted elephant gates at the front of the zoo. Cantilevered planks along each wall could seat two hundred people, but apart from nuisance attacks there had been few raids in daylight when visitors were about, and at night only she and Axel and Herr Winzens sheltered here. Locals used the two tower-bunkers in the Tiergarten, which together held thirty thousand people.


Herr Winzens lit a kerosene lamp and hung it from the ceiling, bolted the door and handed out blankets and electric torches. From a thermos Vera poured hot chicory into mugs, warming her gloves on the enamel. The droning of the bombers was louder than usual and she glanced at the concrete ceiling.


Axel tore newsprint into narrow strips, which they each dipped in a bucket and crammed into their ears just as the flak on the tower-bunkers opened up, shaking the earth. Vera straightened on the bench, her spine a spear, then leaned into Axel’s loose embrace.


Flak shrapnel clattered on the promenade, and overhead the bombers roared. The first explosions raised a wall of noise, beyond anything Vera had heard before. She seized the plank beneath her thighs and the explosions rolled nearer, a Bombenteppich — the carpet she had thought was a metaphor. It was vast this time. Axel let go of her and jabbed a finger at his throat, shocking her until she realised he was pointing at the cork tied around his neck. She tugged her own from inside her collar and bit down as a thousand-pounder hit, jolting her seat and punching the air, then a brace of bombs detonated in sequence, juddering the walls. Vera drove both hands to her ears but the din increased as explosions and the engines of the bombers merged, whole squadrons indistinguishable from one another. The flak towers barked. Vera pressed on her ears and felt her blood hammer.


Overhead she heard whistling that started high and sharp and deepened exponentially, making her think of mathematics, the brutality of numbers. As she lunged, the force of the blast snatched her up, drove her spine against concrete and emptied her in space. Idly she wondered if she was about to die, then a blow stunned her chest and she skidded and stopped. There was an oddly domestic tinkling of glass. She was lying face down in darkness, breathing dust. One of the men was writhing on her legs. She called Axel’s name but couldn’t hear her own voice, then a torch, Herr Winzens’, lit swirling dust and she turned and saw Axel’s face, a powdered mask, his mouth shaping her name. She tried to answer but coughed. The air stank of cordite, smoke and kerosene. Herr Winzens flashed the torch across her eyes, and she got to her knees. Axel was yelling, demanding to know if she was wounded. Just battered, she said. He raised a thumb. Herr Winzens was bleeding from a cut on the chin but claimed to be unhurt.


The blast-door was dangling and edged with glare, and through the gap came the crash of more bombs and flak. Axel got up and shouldered the door into its frame, leaving Vera to imagine what was happening on the surface.


Axel lay beside her and put an arm about her shoulders. Air raids had lasted two hours before, but never at this ferocity, and if another bomb didn’t kill them, there was a chance they would suffocate.


For several minutes more the bombs kept falling, then abruptly the explosions stopped, leaving flak and the machine guns of Luftwaffe night-fighters, until these too fell away. Vera gagged on smoke, and sweat drenched her back. She scrambled to the blast-door, gripped the latch and felt its heat on her gloves. Herr Winzens looked aghast — there was no all-clear — but Axel helped heave the door off its hinges, letting in heat and a blood-red light. Most of the steps were missing. Flames billowed in the sky.


Vera followed her husband to the lip of a crater that flickered with pale-blue phosphorus. Splashes of the incendiary had pockmarked the snow. The bird house was a pyre and the music rotunda a tree of flame; the conservatory on the top floor of the administration was burning. Only the aquarium was not on fire, though a red glow silhouetted a bite in the roof. The air was dense, a hot sirocco. No creature of any size could have survived above ground.


In the tenements to the south a time-bomb exploded, sending a pulse through the earth under Vera’s shoes. Axel asked Herr Winzens if he’d go to the Civil Defence for help, and looking relieved to have orders the old man set off for the entrance gate, which Vera could see had been hit. Beyond it, Kurfürstenstrasse was a gully of flame, sharp gusts tearing slate off the rooftops. Embers jerked upwards on spirals of heat. Vera felt the earth begin to shake, looked down, and saw that her knees were trembling.


Axel pointed to the fire in the conservatory and said there was still time to get the studbooks from his office. This made sense, though meanwhile more animals would die, and she would have gone alone to fight the fires if one person could have handled the water tanker. Instead she took Axel by the arm and together they entered the building.


The lobby was dark, the air full of ash, the stairs funnelling wind to the conservatory. Vera followed Axel into the office, leaning into a gale that howled through smashed windows. On the walls, framed photographs chattered in the wind, most of them of Axel’s father: Herr Frey beside a newborn giraffe; shaking hands with the Kaiser; watching black men loading wildebeest onto the deck of a freighter.


Axel opened his desk and started yanking out the studbooks, and Vera began pulling the pictures off the wall and jamming them into the crook of her arm, leaving only an obligatory portrait of the dictator. Axel opened the gun cabinet and retrieved the Mauser.


She was anxious now to get away and hurried Axel through the foyer. Outside, the wind was scorching and gaining force, turning the snow on the promenade to slush. She shivered — last summer in the Hamburg firestorm many had died from burnt lining of the lungs. The horizon glowed as if circled by sunsets. She had no idea how to begin to save the animals.


In a blizzard of sparks from the burning rotunda she saw a dense, moving light — a fire that drew nearer, leapt and veered, until she recognised a zebra mare in flames. The animal’s eyes were big with fright and, what seemed worse, a kind of injured amazement. Axel tried to block the mare’s path but she swerved with ease, her back a cape of flame. She galloped through the wreckage of the entrance gate, struck a lamppost, lurched sideways but somehow kept upright and, before Axel could reach her, clattered off into the darkness.


‘The zoo is finished,’ said Vera.


The thought had stalked her all day and now she had voiced it. Axel didn’t respond. In the lamplight of Flavia’s tiny flat, his face was weary.


‘It might not be so bad,’ said Flavia. ‘Tomorrow you might see things differently.’ Her optimism sounded genuine and Vera was touched — usually it was Flavia who needed consoling. Incongruously, she was decked out as a 1920s flapper, still in costume from a party the night before, despite a day spent striding through the smoke and rubble.


Vera shook her head and listed the losses: the elephant pagoda, the camel and antelope houses, the aviary and aquarium. The primate house half destroyed, the woodland enclosures burnt. Thousands dead across the zoo. Axel said nothing, and his silence confirmed all her fears.


She couldn’t yet bring herself to speak of the villa. Four years earlier she had told herself that she could endure the war if her home was spared, but staring that morning at the ruins of the villa the absurdity of this bargain had struck her in full. A contract had to be enforceable. She would have fewer possessions now than when she’d left Australia a decade ago.


‘Well, you’re alive and that’s the main thing,’ said Flavia, injecting the platitude with fierce conviction. She got up, apologised for the lack of proper food, and offered them a plate of canapés from the Hotel Bristol. The canapés, she claimed, were a gift from the Rumanian ambassador, though she was just as likely to have tipped them into her handbag by stealth. With the Soviets advancing on Bucharest, the Rumanian legation knew their days were numbered, and according to Flavia they planned to enjoy whatever time was left to them. The party had moved underground at the start of the raid and gone on until morning.


Flavia brought water from a pail she’d filled on the street. Her narrow dress made her look half starved, though in reality she scrounged more in a week than a heavy-worker ate in two. The electricity was down and the canapés unheated, but Vera devoured them anyway. Axel ate in silence, hunched under a blanket.


When the food was finished, Vera offered to tidy up, the habit of courtesy stronger than exhaustion, but Flavia gently pushed her back into the chair.


It was good to be cared for. After a day fighting fires and tending animals with burns, most of which had died regardless, Flavia’s sympathy left her teary with gratitude. It was Flavia who had found her in a trance of fatigue at the zoo, and Flavia who had persuaded Axel to come away at last. She had led them through a city that Vera had barely recognised, no longer a place of concrete and stone but of smoke and shifting light. The air was scarcely breathable. For all Vera could tell, they might have been on Mars, so it was a surprise to reach Meinekestrasse, behind the old synagogue, and see that number sixteen was virtually untouched.


Flavia washed their plates in a pail then poured each of them a glass of schnapps. The forecast was for cloud, she said. ‘With luck the British won’t come tonight.’


From Flavia, this was tactful. Usually she welcomed air raids and would try to provoke Axel by saying so, arguing that the raids would shorten the war, since people repeatedly forced underground would behave like worms when it came to a fight. Axel would only laugh and accuse her of masochism. The raids stiffened public resolve, he said, and Vera suspected he was right.


Flavia finished her schnapps and began to make a bed on the sofa. ‘For me,’ she explained. ‘You two take my room.’ Vera tried to argue, but Flavia had more energy. ‘Anyway,’ she said, ‘I owe you.’


Twice before, she’d been bombed out herself — in 1941, when it was a novelty that drew sympathy from strangers, and in the big raid of the previous August, when only her friends had cared — taking refuge at the villa on both occasions until the Air-raid Damage Office had found her a flat, each smaller than the one before. Vera had hoped never to call in the favour.


Flavia hustled them into the bedroom and found two sets of men’s pyjamas. Vera felt filthy and her skin reeked of smoke, yet she clambered gratefully under Flavia’s eiderdown, sensed Axel’s weight beside her and slept.


Hours later she woke, not knowing where she was, then smelt smoke and remembered the animals. Even now, she couldn’t grasp that so many had died. Would not. Not yet.


Flavia’s room was windowless, the only light coming from under the door. On the ceiling Vera could make out two fissures that collided and forked apart. Beside her, Axel was snoring softly, while in the other room Flavia was already up, a sign that morning was well underway. Vera lay still, reluctant to trigger another day’s events — there would be bureaucracies to deal with, necessities to find. In the past she had always dismissed platitudes about the futility of plotting a course in life, since in her case she had chosen more often than drifted, but the war had narrowed choice and lately she had felt like a passenger on the train that according to rumour had torn through the U-Bahn in a previous raid when shrapnel killed the driver.


Axel shifted and stopped snoring. He would want her to wake him. She could smell his odour, a blend of smoke and stale sweat. His hair was thick and — unjustly, given his added years — had no more silver in it than hers. His expression was tranquil. While the war had ground her down, making her vulnerable to coughs and colds, Axel had stayed robust. For all the worry of the zoo, he’d remained optimistic. He was the constant in her life. However forbidding the future might be, the man who lay at her side would make it endurable.


That afternoon she entered a school gymnasium commandeered by the Air-raid Damage Office. Queues ran the length of the hall to where officials sat at school desks interviewing each person in turn. Cursing herself for arriving so late, she joined the queue that seemed shortest.


The hall was unheated and Vera tugged her coat tighter. Ropes and gymnastic rings dangled from the ceiling, reminding her of the gibbon enclosure, one part of the primate house that had survived the raid. By the gymnasium doors stood a bored-looking policeman — there on the off chance, she supposed, that this crowd of old men and housewives might riot. But the mood, though sullen, was subdued. Every class seemed represented here — as Flavia liked to say, bombs were a great leveller, especially as no insurer covered loss from acts of war. Vera remembered how in her childhood the neighbouring house of a lawyer had burned to the ground. The worst thing, claimed the lawyer’s wife the next day as she sobbed in Vera’s mother’s arms, was not the burning of the house but the loss of precious photographs and keepsakes. To Vera this had sounded noble, yet now she would give up all the photographs she had saved if such a sacrifice could in some way resurrect the villa.


For several minutes the queue hardly moved, then the doors swung open and a brawny old man in a tailored suit paced into the hall. He was bald and sported a white walrus moustache stained yellow at the tips. The effect was half gangster, half circus-strongman.


The man surveyed the room and groaned, strode past the queues and planted himself before a desk, arms crossed, feet apart. The queue shivered with annoyance, and to Vera’s relief an official ordered the intruder back. The man blustered and waved his identity papers, then he turned away, grumbling, as if to leave, only to change direction and stand behind Vera.


‘Don’t they know there’s a war on?’


Vera half turned in acknowledgement. Today she wanted quiet.


‘Some of us have better things to do,’ said the man. ‘They should give priority.’


She surrendered a brief, chill smile. Lately she’d encountered more than her share of the eccentric, the bombastic or the downright crazy — people attracted, she supposed, by the friendly expression that she wore to offset suspicion about her accent.


The man in the suit spoke in barking Prussian. ‘It’s not enough that you’ve lost your house — they have to sabotage the war effort.’


She murmured vaguely but he continued. Some were fighting the war, he said, and others hindering it. If people only stuck together, the nation would reach the final victory. He looked at her expectantly and Vera sensed that she would have to respond or appear defeatist. She said ja, facing sideways, fending off conversation. Mercifully the queue began to move.


‘The enemy will pay, gnädige Frau, you’ve no need to worry. He won’t know what’s hit him when the Führer unleashes the wonder weapons.’


The Wunderwaffen — Vera doubted they existed, but she wasn’t about to say so; the old fool was a Nazi through and through. Though no taller than Axel, he was bigger, better fed. Perhaps twenty years older. His hands were large as dinner plates. The suspicion came to her that he might be trawling for subversion, but even if not a paid informer he was the type who’d denounce you if given half a chance. She let him rant. Until now she’d managed to craft a life in which she rarely had to mix with Nazis, confining herself either to Axel’s friends — scientists who, like him, had no interest in politics — or else to Flavia’s tight-knit theatre crowd, who in private heaped contempt on the regime. Sequestered at the zoo, she’d avoided the fanatics, and for that matter the patriotic majority.


The suited strongman paused, perhaps sensing her dislike, and Vera leaned towards the woman in front and commented on the slowness of the queues, speaking quietly to stop the strongman overhearing. The woman was middle-aged, brown-haired, sinewy, with anxious eyes crouched deep in their sockets. Forgetting why they were here, Vera asked her where she lived, bringing a look of anguish to the woman’s face. Her flat in Neukölln had been destroyed, she said. She worked as a seamstress in a nearby factory and had an elderly mother to care for. Her sentences were hesitant and brief, as if the full stops were burrows she had to scamper between. Vera explained that until two days ago she had lived at the zoo, and the seamstress looked intrigued. She’d been to the zoo as a girl, she said, and had never forgotten the giraffes. Vera spared her the news that the giraffes had all been killed.


The conversation lapsed, and the seamstress began to look awkward, then a minute later she blushed and in a halting voice asked Vera if she would mind holding her place in the queue. They were nearer the front now, and the lines had lengthened. Vera nodded and the seamstress scurried away.


The man in the suit grunted. ‘More fool her.’


Promotion in the queue seemed to improve his mood. With both hands he twirled the ends of his moustache. ‘Got a husband?’


She almost laughed — this was no informer. He was at least twice her age. She admitted to a husband.


‘Fighting, is he?’


‘Working.’


‘Z-card?’


She nodded.


‘I’m exempt too, though I’d fight if they’d let me.’ His chest inflated — the strongman likeness was surely deliberate. ‘As it is, I do my bit. Manufacturing. On contract to the Wehrmacht.’


She was saved from replying by the return of the seamstress, who crept back to her place, strewing apologies. The strongman demanded to know what she was doing, and the seamstress tensed in fright. She murmured about her place.


‘Too bad,’ said the strongman. ‘You leave, you start again.’


The seamstress looked stricken.


Vera sighed, turned to the strongman, and for the first time spoke a whole sentence to him. ‘The lady was here first and I’m letting her in.’ She watched as her accented German struck home and then turned and crossed her arms, feeling her scalp contract in the silence at her back.


Thank God they were nearing the front; the seamstress was next in line. Abruptly the strongman left his place, marched over to the policeman and started speaking in a hushed but animated way. He pointed at Vera. The policeman gazed at her and ambled forward. The whole room was watching as the policeman stopped and asked her name and nationality.


She gave her name and announced Deutsche, holding the strongman’s gaze. The policeman asked for her papers and she reached into her handbag and took out two envelopes: the first for documents she resented or tolerated — ration card, residency permit and certificate of naturalisation; and the second for those she genuinely valued — her marriage certificate and an employment card that listed her profession as zookeeper. The policeman checked each one in turn, handed them back and told the strongman that everything was in order. The strongman mumbled about duty; the policeman shrugged and returned to his post.


Vera seethed. She was used to extra attention from officials, but never at the prompting of another civilian. From time to time it was all she could do to remember the kindness of individuals and not curse the entire German people, their language and their works, and above all the strange mittel-European passions that had led them to disaster. She looked at the rows of grey-clad people — to suffer alongside them seemed grossly unjust.


The seamstress took her turn at a desk and began telling her story.


At times Vera longed for the lazy ways of her own countrymen, who fought wars readily enough at Britain’s behest but were otherwise happier at the racetrack or the beach. Space and warmth nurtured apathy. She imagined the heat of January and gave in to the mawkish homesickness that often afflicted her these days. Her yearning for Australia seemed physical, and who could say that her flesh didn’t hold a molecular memory of eucalyptus? There was little else to remember it by. The only object she still had from home was a 1938 penny that showed the king on one side and a kangaroo on the other, a gift from her brother who’d had it turned into a necklace.


The seamstress finished at the desk, turned around and risked a smile. Vera waved her goodbye then stepped forward and answered the official’s questions: address, occupation, number of dependants. She couldn’t have said how many animals were left.


The official was kindly enough but made no promises about housing, and instead handed over coupons for clothing and food. Vera thanked him and turned to leave, staring in contempt at the strongman before striding out the door.


On the street she wrapped a scarf around her head and put on sunglasses against flying cinders. Coal and lignite stored for the winter burned steadily in cellars, clogging the air. Although daylight was fading, the temperature was warm, a sinister Indian summer.


In the Mitte, the old city, bombs had caved in the skyline, dropping telegraph poles, power lines and tram cables onto burnt-out lorries and trams. Shops were destroyed or boarded up, and glass, chunks of plaster and shrapnel paved the streets. Field kitchens had sprouted at the major intersections, and in alleys off Alexanderplatz girls were already soliciting. Outside one bombed-out tenement Vera read the chalked inscription, Everyone in this shelter has been saved. Around the corner: My angel where are you? Leave a message for your Sigi. In a house without walls on Unter den Linden, a man played Bach on a grand piano, and below him, in a lake fed by a burst water main, a fur stole clung to a hatstand. Half the people on the streets wore a uniform: police, air-raid wardens, women postal workers. Soldiers moved in squads and the only vehicles were staff cars and Wehrmacht lorries, as if the army had conquered Berlin and deployed clerks and shop assistants to the front in a fleet of private cars.


For all the pre-war pomposity of Berlin, the Reich capital, Vera couldn’t help grieving for that other Berlin, an unruly city whose emblem was a crudely depicted black bear. It was the city she had entered in 1934 after arriving by train at Bahnhof Zoo. Berlin had been unimaginably hectic, a maelstrom of human and mechanical traffic. Axel had sent their luggage ahead then insisted on showing her the city on foot, and though tired from the journey she had happily agreed. Her first impressions were disjointed and had little in common with the city she later came to know. Axel was exhilarated, stabbing the air with his hands like the fishermen they’d seen in Naples. A city of four million people, he enthused, ringed by parks and forests, lakes and rivers. Canals and Europe’s biggest inland harbour. More bridges than Venice. She laughed and smiled, sensing for herself the immensity of Berlin in the churning crowds, the cars and lorries and double-decker buses, trams squealing and spitting sparks overhead, trains thundering along the elevated S-Bahn, and a zeppelin in the sky; and later, when she understood the layout of the metropolis, it would seem to her like a wheel on the hub of her home — the green thirty hectares of the zoological gardens.


Outside a bombed apartment on the Linden, some prisoners of war, Badoglio Italians, pumped air into the ruins through a large canvas pipe, while Hitler Youth and girls of the Bund deutscher Mädel laboured in the wreckage. A row of bodies lay on the pavement, a scene she had witnessed after previous air raids, though not so often that she could look away. The nearest victim was an elderly woman, her skirts obscenely rucked to the waist.


The Tiergarten was ploughed up like a Flanders battlefield, with many of its oaks and beeches shattered. Camouflage netting above Charlottenburger Chausee had fallen on the road or vaporised.


Vera turned into the park towards the zoo, and the noise of lorries fell away. At the goldfish pond she passed a marble statue of a bow-wielding Amazon on horseback, the arrow poised to fly eastwards — towards Moscow.


The trees thinned and through a gap in the branches she glimpsed the tower-bunker next to the walls of the zoo. Flak cannons gleamed on the roof. Rows of shuttered slit-windows made the tower resemble a castle keep. Beside it was a smaller but still imposing structure — the headquarters of Berlin’s anti-aircraft defences. Along with its own battery of cannon, two dish-like aircraft detectors rotated on the battlements.


At the Landwehr Canal she crossed a footbridge that led to the zoo’s northern gate. Behind her the revolving dishes scooped the last of the sun.


Axel watched as a fire crew doused the zoo’s restaurant and concert hall. Only the walls remained. Smoke cast mustard-coloured shadows at his feet, and his gaze swirled about with the eddies. He and Vera had feared a truly massive raid, and now the worst had happened. As best as he could estimate, two-thirds of the remaining fifteen thousand animals had been killed. A single attack had demolished a century of building.


He turned away from the hall and began a final leg of inspection. At the woodland enclosures, trunks and branches were smashed. All the deer houses were destroyed, including the reindeer chalet, though some of the reindeer had escaped and were pressing against an outer fence. Further north, the sea-lion pool was miraculously unharmed, but beside it a bomb had destroyed the zoo’s hospital and breached the northern wall, revealing the Landwehr Canal and beyond it the Tiergarten. To the right of the hospital the Head Keeper’s cottage was gutted, adding Herr Winzens to Berlin’s homeless. As Axel gazed at the ruins of the cottage, an African hunting dog loped by with an ibis in its jaws.


The zoo had closed only once before, in the wake of the last war, but there had been no structural damage and the visitors had returned. As an assistant to his father in the 1920s he had gathered animals from every continent, including Antarctica, and when the Board had appointed him Director he had inherited an institution that had not only overcome the Great War and the Depression but surpassed the belle époque in the breadth of the collection and numbers of visitors. The main difficulty, in fact, had been a lack of space for displaying animals in open-plan enclosures, and though he and Vera had added monkey rocks and the alpine peak, past success had limited expansion. The zoo had remained his father’s realm. Vera had wanted to knock down some of the animal houses, which Flavia liked to denounce as hideous follies, remnants of an imperial grandeur that had always been half imaginary, but visitors adored the animal houses, and members of the zoo’s Governing Board were traditionalists. Secretly, Axel had been relieved. He’d grown up among the palaces, temples and lodges, loving them with a child’s uncritical eye.


He made his way to the carnivore house, which was still standing but badly burned. Oskar and Zoe, Sheba and her cubs — not a single lion had survived. Bombs had crushed but not burned the northern wing — the nearest cages held the bodies of a puma and two jaguars. The next cage was Gogol’s, a Siberian tiger they had raised from a cub. His body lay beneath fallen masonry.


The trouble with being born into a golden age was having to live through its decline. War had started the slide, though at first the only signs were mild rationing and the loss of younger keepers to the Wehrmacht, and if anything there were even more visitors than usual. When the bombing had started, however, Berlin’s children had been evacuated, forcing the zoo to depend on soldiers visiting with their girlfriends, or on workers from the armaments factories that ringed the city. Later, when rationing grew stricter, the health of the animals began to suffer. With good food even African animals could flourish in Europe, but without it the cold had taken its toll.


And now bombs had finished the job. With nothing left for visitors to see, there would be no income, only costs. The Board had long ago written off its losses, and the only hope now was government charity.


Axel trudged along the cratered banks of Neptune’s Pool. In the middle the bronze god was still straddling his dolphins. The wind was warm and smoke slid in layers, merging with a ceiling of cloud.


He mounted the front steps of the aquarium, saw that the front doors had blown outwards, and in the vestibule found a freshwater crocodile bleeding from its ears and nostrils. A hind leg lost and a lacerated flank. Dorsal scoots missing, leaving narrow wounds. Axel knew he should act but couldn’t stomach another killing. He would have to send a keeper. He stepped over the crocodile and limped into the tank room.


Inside, the devastation was total. Something big — an aerial mine perhaps — had crashed through the glass roof and detonated in the central atrium, smashing the crocodile stream upstairs and bringing soil, rocks and palm trees down onto the tanks. Thousands of fish lay dead on the floor, among them stingrays and sharks, as well as crocodiles. Axel waded into the wreckage. The smell was bad and would only get worse. He stooped to right an upturned turtle, but its shell was cracked and the turtle dead.


The aquarium had been his favourite part of the zoo, a haven where he had liked to watch the fish: curtains of herring, grave-eyed perch, porcupine fish like thorny barrage balloons. Where the tropical tank had been, dead fish carpeted the floor: mottled blenny, banded perch, damsel-fish and painted moki; then in a pool edged by jagged glass an octopus stirred. Valvular gills pulsated in her jowls. Her eyes, which were banded and shrewd like a goat’s, pierced his own as he loomed above her. He made a mental note to arrange a rescue.


In the freshwater tank a giant catfish lay thrashing in knee-deep water. Axel hooked his arms beneath the fish, hoisted it up, and staggered to the door, feeling the stab of its whiskers through his coat. Outside, the smoke stung the lining of his nostrils. Feeling foolish, he struggled through the slush to Neptune’s Pool. The catfish was probably riddled with glass; this was a sentimental act. He stopped and lowered it into the water where it lay sideways as if already dead, then quivered and sank into the murk.


His overcoat stank, and on one sleeve a fish scale gleamed. He heard Herr Winzens call his name and turned around and saw the Head Keeper on the bank with a man at his side dressed in a black suit and butterfly collar. Men in overalls, some with notebooks, were gathered on the promenade.


Axel climbed the bank and shook hands with the visitor, a tall thin man, who grimaced and wiped his palm on his trousers then introduced himself as an Oberinspektor from the Reich Ministry of Agriculture. Hair receded from each temple above a narrow face. Mid-thirties, Axel judged, certainly younger than himself — always odd to meet younger men in positions of authority. Axel had lost count of the number of times he had lobbied the Ministry to have some of the animals evacuated to regional zoos, but all the hours in anterooms had come to nothing. Evacuation smacked of defeatism, they’d said, and would send the wrong message to the populace.


The Oberinspektor cleared his throat and announced that the zoo would be audited.


‘What sort of audit?’ asked Axel.


‘Of surplus food.’


‘We’ve no extra food. As it happens, our kitchens were spared, but there’s only a week’s extra food in storage.’


The Oberinspektor gazed about him. ‘You’ve taken a battering here.’ His tone was concerned.


‘That’s right.’


‘And lost quite a few of your stock.’


Axel caught the man’s drift. ‘You’re here to count corpses.’


‘Herr Director, I wouldn’t put it like that. We’re avoiding waste. As for counting, it’s living stock we’re interested in. Once the numbers are established, we’ll adjust your rations.’


‘Reduce, you mean.’


‘In all likelihood, yes.’


The Oberinspektor’s tone was reasonable, and despite Axel’s annoyance he could see the man’s logic. His own reaction was more of disappointment than disgust, as already he’d mentally assigned the dead animals to feed the surviving carnivores. If the Oberinspektor was a scavenger then so too was he, and like any vulture he’d have to wait his turn.


‘I’ve also noticed that your walls have been breached,’ said the Oberinspektor. ‘I’ll arrange fencing to keep out intruders.’


‘Other than yourselves, you mean?’


This was a childish protest, he realised, perhaps even dangerous. The Oberinspektor scrutinised his face and then explained in the same unruffled tone that his men would need some of the keepers as guides. This would slow the rescue and recovery work, but Axel was keen to get the audit over with and asked Herr Winzens to make arrangements. The aquarium would have to wait.


‘And I’ll need a map,’ added the Oberinspektor.


‘Our maps were destroyed.’


‘Could you draw one?’


Axel considered this and nodded. There was nowhere else that he knew so well.


He led the Oberinspektor across the promenade and toward the kitchens, a long low building left oddly naked by the destruction of the administration block. Inside, the kitchens were cold and gloomy — echoes, tiles and stainless steel. He lit a candle, poured tea from a thermos and drew up two stools at a bench. The tea was lukewarm and tasted of grass, and the Oberinspektor set his cup aside. Axel tore a page from an exercise book.


The map was more awkward to draw than he had imagined. Scale was the problem, and his first attempt went into a bin. He rushed his second effort, feeling uncomfortably like a schoolboy under the gaze of a teacher. The finished map looked askew, as different from the surveyor’s version as an early map of exploration would be from a modern naval chart, but all the enclosures were there and he was anxious now to be alone.


The Oberinspektor thanked him and made his own way out. Axel ripped another page from the exercise book and again drew the lemon-shaped outline of the zoo, but rather than add the enclosures as he had done before, he sketched in the streets to the south and west, the Canal and the Tiergarten to the north. He paused. At the centre of this new map lay empty space. He put down the pencil and gazed at the blankness.


Twilight had come on by the time Vera arrived. She looked surprised to see him there and frowned. Her hair was dishevelled, which in candlelight made her look unexpectedly like a gypsy. Soot marked creases he’d never noticed at the edges of her eyes.


‘I’ve just seen men pushing dead deer in wheelbarrows,’ she said. ‘What’s going on outside?’


The outside held a hint of reproach. He told her about the Oberinspektor.


Vera looked annoyed. ‘We don’t have the time.’


‘I know, but this way we get rid of them sooner.’


He asked how she’d gone at the Air-raid Damage Office and was relieved when she launched into a story about queues. He was thinking about that empty map, and all the ways he might fill it. Vera described her trek from the Mitte to the zoo. ‘On the Linden, a surrealist could have painted straight from life.’


He would explain his thoughts another time — Vera had enough to manage. Marriage had long ago taught him the importance of knowing when to speak and when to stay silent.





TWO


Cutting up an elephant was like demolishing a shed, Axel decided: the same search for weak points to bring down the structure and, if you could overlook the gore and the sadness, the same satisfaction in a job well done. By rights this should have been Herr Winzens’ job, but for years the old man had worked as the elephants’ mahout, taking children for sedan rides on top of old Siam, the bull of the herd, and it would have been heartless to make him pack Siam off for soap.


Beyond the western gate, trains were lumbering in and out of Bahnhof Zoo — whatever might be said against the authorities, they could work miracles with transport and public utilities.


Through trial and error the men from the Ministry had streamlined the job, first hacking off the legs and head and loading them onto a lorry with a block and tackle. The next part was awkward and had caused the most grief: slicing the hide but not the membrane of the belly, which had to be opened by someone fast on his feet.


With the muck of the belly cleared away, the hide became a tent you could crouch in. They’d left Siam to last, and half from curiosity and half to ward off the cold Axel took up a cleaver, cutting the meat and the hide away in sections. The task was absorbing, and when he stopped and saw Vera he had no idea how long she’d been watching. Axel gave the cleaver to the next man, took off his gloves and went to her side. ‘Liebling, you don’t need to put yourself through this.’


She was staring at the carcass. ‘No, but I ought to.’


Axel couldn’t see why.


‘To remember,’ she explained.


And then to brood, he suspected, though from experience he knew that trying to persuade her to leave would be pointless. The men began sawing the weakest joints and knocking down bones still shaggy with meat. He would have liked to do his part but hesitated, sensing that Vera wanted him at her side while she paid her respects.


‘Isn’t it time to go back to the Ministry?’ she asked.


The Ministry again. He wasn’t sure he could face another futile visit.


‘They’ll have other priorities.’


‘What about your Oberinspektor? You’ve co-operated. Surely he owes you.’


‘I doubt he’d see it that way.’


‘Axel, I’m asking for the animals.’


It was arguable whether an evacuation would help any more, given the risks of transportation, and with rationing in force throughout Germany. A lingering death in some provincial pen would be little better than what the animals faced here. The truth was the rest of the stock was probably doomed, though he couldn’t say this to Vera. To salvage something from the wreck, he had placed the studbooks and his father’s photographs in the shelter.


The men from the Ministry swung Siam’s carcass onto the back of the lorry. Axel looked sideways and promised to go to the Ministry if that was what she wanted. Vera smiled a little — in satisfaction, he thought, and perhaps also to apologise for stubborness. She kissed him, and they arranged to meet at nightfall.


The workmen collected their cleavers and saws and climbed aboard the lorry, and though Axel knew they’d come for their own purposes, he felt strangely abandoned. He stared into the ruins. The elephant pagoda had been hit dead centre, scattering granite and coloured roofing tiles. Two of the herd were still under the rubble and would have to stay and rot. The lorry started up, pulled away between the craters and disappeared through the western gate.


The Oberinspektor rose from his chair, shook Axel’s hand and smiled, something his colleagues had never done. Times had changed. The Reich’s defeats had triggered one of two reactions from public officials: redoubled callousness or growing circumspection. The Oberinspektor seemed like one of the latter breed. On his leather-topped desk were two trays marked IN and OUT, both filled with documents. A file lay open on his blotting pad, showing Axel’s most recent letter. Behind him hung the Führer’s portrait.


The Oberinspektor motioned Axel into a seat and drew up his own chair nearby, more like a friend in a café than a public official. ‘Herr Director,’ he said, ‘please forgive me, but I must say straight away that your request has been denied.’


This was no surprise. Axel would have liked to leave immediately but wanted to tell Vera he’d tried his best. In a polite tone he reminded the Oberinspektor that the Ministry had already agreed in principle to evacuate the big cats if the bombing worsened. ‘The big cats are now dead. I’m asking you to evacuate our other stock.’


The Oberinspektor leafed through the file, scanned a page then raised his head.


‘The concern was for public safety. It was thought the bombing might release dangerous animals.’ His long face was composed.


‘My point is that having agreed to an earlier evacuation there’s no reason to oppose one now. The zoo is closed. Defeatism is no longer an issue.’


‘That may be, Herr Director, but to be frank there are other obstacles — the shortage of cattle cars, for one.’ The Oberinspektor fingered both ends of a pen and then suddenly set it down. ‘Furthermore, I regret to inform you that the zoo must lose more staff. Remaining men between the ages of sixteen and fifty are to be called up for service.’


This was a shock — he’d expected disappointment, not punishment. Already he’d attended too many funerals of former zookeepers killed at the front. ‘Without those staff the stock will die,’ he said. ‘If that’s your aim, just say so, and we’ll pack off the animals to an abattoir. They’d suffer less, and the Ministry would save on fodder.’ Stripped of sarcasm, he realised, the idea was unpleasantly plausible.


The Oberinspektor replied with exaggerated patience. ‘Herr Director, you’re upset. That’s natural. The zoo’s plight is regrettable, but you must understand that the war effort comes first.’


Axel stood up. ‘Then thank you for your time.’


The Oberinspektor waved him down. ‘There is something we can do for you. After reading your letter I approached the Reich Labour Front, and I am happy to say that they have agreed to give you twelve Ostarbeiter, all males, mostly from Poland and the Protectorate of Bohemia.’


Axel’s shoulders stiffened. ‘I’m sorry, I can’t accept.’


‘Oh? Why is that?’


‘We want our existing staff, not foreign workers.’


‘The Wehrmacht’s needs are paramount, Herr Director.’ In a perfunctory tone he added, ‘Your staff will be returned at the end of the war. Until then you can use the Ostarbeiter. You will find that they cost far less to employ.’


‘Cost is not the issue.’


The Oberinspektor examined him closely. ‘I see. And do you wish to explain the issue?’ From the wall the Führer stared into the room with unfocused discontent.


Axel could barely explain it to himself. Vera wouldn’t like it, he was sure of that, but he could hardly say that he’d be in trouble with his wife.


‘It’s a question of training. And there’s the language barrier. Inexperienced staff would be a burden.’


The Oberinspektor raised his palm. ‘Forgive me, Herr Director. You don’t understand. This is not an offer but accomplished fact. Cynics maintain that a letter posted to a government ministry is destined for oblivion, Vergessenheit, that it vanishes like vapour.’ His hands mimed a puff of air then settled together on the blotting pad. ‘Nothing could be further from the truth. A letter reaches in-trays. It clogs pneumatic tubes. Eventually it necessitates a response.’ The Oberinspektor waggled a forefinger. ‘Now you, Herr Director, have sent not one but many letters.’


‘Simple. I withdraw them.’


The Oberinspektor shook his head. ‘Even now, the Reich Labour Front is diverting the Ostarbeiter from other projects.’ He closed the file. ‘Go back to the zoo and await your new workers. Try to be more grateful. Foreign labour is better than no labour at all.’ He rose to his feet, performed the salute, picked up the file and transferred it to the out-tray.


Axel stood up and inclined his head, determined not to utter another word. He crossed the room and grasped the doorknob.


‘Herr Director.’


Axel stopped, half turning around. The Oberinspektor was standing with studied casualness, busying his hands with a fresh pile of papers.


‘There’s no need to blame yourself, you know. You needn’t be concerned. No one, niemand, who survives this war will escape with honour wholly intact.’


‘It’s wrong,’ said Vera, ‘that’s all there is to say.’


Axel doubted it was this simple, but as usual when Vera took to arguing he was stumped for a reply. What came to mind first was one of his mother’s maxims, though she had been dead for more than twenty years. ‘Vera, what can’t be changed must be endured.’


She set her iron back down on the stove. ‘We’re not discussing the weather. This is slavery.’


‘They are paid.’ This was quibbling, but accuracy mattered.


‘Nonsense,’ she said. ‘It’s a pittance, a fig leaf. They’re forced to hand the money back to pay for their own konzentrationslager.’


‘Barracks. They’re kept in barracks.’


Vera scoffed. ‘This will count against us when the war is over — whoever’s in charge.’


Flavia was due home soon, and Axel hoped she’d be on time. ‘The Ostarbeiter will be better off at the zoo than a factory. Whoever’s in charge when the war is over will see that we’ve tried to look after these men.’


‘But how? With what food? Whose money?’ A worrying quaver of emotion filled her voice. ‘Anyway, this goes beyond all that. What you’re proposing will diminish our souls.’


Metaphysics now — she was impossible in this mood. Oddly, she resumed ironing.


‘You’re better than this,’ she said, ‘that’s the frustrating thing. Good heart, thick head. A Marxist would rank you with the unschooled peasants.’


So her sense of humour hadn’t disappeared. Axel spoke in a gentle voice. ‘Now that the other keepers are going, we really have no choice.’


‘Even the zoo isn’t worth this.’


‘Maybe so. But someone has to look after the animals.’


‘I know, I know.’


Suddenly she seemed beside herself with despair. He changed the subject.


‘I’ve been thinking about where the zoo goes from here. After the war,’ he explained.
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