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      Probably no trees ever cut down in our country were as unique, as strange as the seven plane trees growing at the gable end of Barracks III. Their crowns, for a reason to be revealed at a later time, had previously been cut off and a board had been nailed across each of the tree trunks at shoulder height. From afar, the seven plane trees looked like seven crosses.

      When the new camp commandant arrived – his name was Sommerfeld – he immediately had them all cut up into kindling. He was quite different from his predecessor, Fahrenberg, the old warrior, 'conqueror of Seeligenstadt’, where his father still has a plumbing business on the market square today. The new camp commandant had served in Africa as a colonial officer before the war, and after the war he had marched on red Hamburg with his old major, Lettow-Vorbeck. We found out about all this only much later. While the first commandant had been a fool responsible for terrible, unpredictable acts of cruelty, this new one was a sober, calculating man whose actions were predictable.

      Fahrenberg would have been quite capable of having us all beaten. Sommerfeld, on the other hand, was just as likely to line us up and then have every fourth one pulled out and beaten to death. Back then we didn’t know this. And even if we had known, what difference would it have made in the face of the emotions that overwhelmed us when we saw the six trees being cut down and then the seventh one as well! A small triumph certainly, measured against our general helplessness, our prison clothing. And yet it was nevertheless a triumph to suddenly feel our own power after who knew how long; a power that even we had for a long time considered just one of many ordinary powers on this earth, a power to be discounted as merely moderate when actually it was the only force that could suddenly grow immeasurably, incalculably.

      That evening, for the first time, our barracks were heated. The weather had just changed. Today I’m not so sure any more whether the few pieces of wood that they fed into our little cast-iron stove were really from that same pile of kindling. Back then we were sure they were.

      We crowded around the little stove to dry our clothes, profoundly moved by the unaccustomed sight of an open fire. The SA guard had considerately turned his back on us and was looking out of the barred window. A soft grey drizzle, at first not much more than mist, had suddenly turned into a hard rain, blown from time to time against the barracks by powerful gusts of wind. Even a hard-boiled SA man hears and sees the arrival of autumn only once each year.

      The wood crackled. Two little blue tongues of flame indicated that the coals were glowing too. Five shovelfuls of coal had been allowed us, only enough to warm our draughty barracks for a few minutes, not enough even to dry our clothes completely. But we weren’t thinking about that yet. We were thinking only of the wood burning before our eyes. 

      Hans said softly, with a sidelong glance at the guard and without moving his lips, ‘It’s crackling.’ 

      Erwin said, ‘The seventh one.’ On all the faces there was now a faint, peculiar sort of smile – a mixture of unmixable things, of hope and scorn, of helplessness and boldness. We held our breath. The rain pounded against the wooden planks and on the metal roof. Eric, the youngest of our group, said with a glance out of the corner of his eye, a brief glance that nonetheless revealed his and our innermost concern, ‘Where might he be by now?’

       

      
I

      In early October a man named Franz Marnet left his relatives’ farmstead in the community of Schmiedtheim in the Taunus foothills on his bicycle a few minutes earlier than usual. Franz was of average height, a sturdy, stocky man, about thirty years old with a calm, almost sleepy expression when he was among people. But at this moment, riding along his favourite stretch, the steep descent between the fields down to the main road, his face expressed a simple, powerful joy in life.

      Perhaps later on no one will understand how Franz could have been happy in his situation. But at that moment he was happy; he even let go with a joyful shout as his bicycle bounced over two earthen ridges in the road.

      Tomorrow the flock of sheep, which had been fertilising the Mangolds’ adjacent field, was to be driven to his relatives’ large apple orchard. That was why they wanted to finish harvesting the apples today. Thirty-five trees, each with a powerful, bristly tangle of branches reaching up into the bluish air, and heavily hung with Golden Pearmain apples. They were shiny ripe and gleaming in the early-morning light like countless little round suns.

      Franz had no regrets about missing the apple harvest. He’d helped farmers dig the soil long enough for mere pocket money. Still, after all the years without a job, he ought to have been glad of the work, and the farm of his uncle – a calm, decent man – had been a hundred times better than a work camp. But now at last he had landed a job at the factory and had been bicycling there every day since the first of September. He was pleased about this for many reasons, and his relatives were glad too, because he’d now be staying with them through the winter as a paying guest.

      As Franz was pedalling past the neighbouring Mangold farm, they were in the process of setting up ladders, poles and baskets under their mighty Mollebusch pear tree. Sophie, the oldest daughter – a strong girl, a bit stout but not fat, with delicate wrists and ankles – was the first to jump up on a ladder, at the same time calling out something to Franz. Although he couldn’t make out what she’d said, he turned around briefly and laughed. He was overcome by a feeling of belonging. People who feel and act feebly will have trouble understanding him. For them, belonging means having a particular family, a specific community, or a love affair. For Franz it meant simply belonging to this bit of soil, to its people, and being a member of the morning shift cycling to the Hoechst plant, but above all it meant belonging to the living.

      Once he had gone beyond the Marnets’ farmstead, he could see across the gently downward sloping open land and look down at the fog. Somewhat farther on, below the country road, the shepherd was just opening the sheep pen. The sheep pushed their way out and were immediately clinging to the hillside, as still and dense as a little cloud that quickly separates into smaller little clouds, then draws together and fluffs up again. The shepherd, a man from Schmiedtheim, also called out something to Franz. Franz smiled. It was Ernst the shepherd with his bright red kerchief; he was a cheeky fellow, quite unshepherdlike. Farmers’ daughters, feeling sorry for him in the frosty autumn nights, would come from the villages to his little wheeled hut.

      The land dipped in wide, gentle waves behind the shepherd. Even though you couldn’t see the Rhine from there since it was still an hour’s train ride away, everything here already indicated that the river wasn’t far off: the wide, sloping hillsides with their farm fields and fruit trees and grapevines farther down, the factory smoke you could smell all the way up here, the turning of the train tracks and streets to the southwest, the glittering, shimmering spots in the fog, as well as the shepherd with his bright red neckerchief standing with one arm on his hip, one leg thrust forward as if he weren’t watching his sheep but an army.

      They say about this land that the projectiles of the last war unearthed the projectiles of the one before. These hills aren’t a mountain range. On Sundays any child can go to visit his or her relatives in the next village for coffee and streusel cake and be back home in time for vespers. But this ridge of hills had long been the edge of the world – on the far side began the wilderness, the unknown country. The Romans had drawn their borderlines along these hills. So many battles had been fought, so many tribes had bled to death here in this place since the days when they had burned the Celtic altars to the sun on these hills, that they believed they had at last fenced in the world they could hold and cultivate. But the city down there had kept neither the eagle nor the cross in its coat of arms, but rather the Celtic sun wheel, the same sun that ripened the Marnets’ apples. This was where the legions had camped and with them all the gods of the world, city gods and peasant gods, the Jewish God and the Christian God, Astarte and Isis, Mithras and Orpheus. The wilderness once reigned here; here where Ernst from Schmiedtheim now stood with his sheep, one leg forward, an arm on his hip, and a corner of his kerchief sticking straight out as if a constant wind were blowing. In the valley at his back, peoples had been cooked into a stew by the gently misted-over sun. North and south, east and west had simmered into one another, but the land remained untouched by all that, even as it kept some traces of it all. Empires rose like bubbles from the land at Ernst the shepherd’s back and burst again almost instantly. They left behind no borders and no triumphal arches and no army highways, nothing but a few broken golden bands from the ankles of their women. But they were as tough and indestructible as dreams. And the shepherd stands there as proud and as imperturbable as if he knew all this and were standing there for that very reason. And maybe, even if he knew nothing about any of it, he really was standing there because of it. There, where the country road joined the highway, was where the Franconian army gathered when they were trying to find a way to ford the Main River. Here between the Mangolds’ and the Marnets’ farms, this was where the monk rode up into a total wilderness that no one had entered before, a gentle man on a little donkey, his chest protected by the armour of his belief, girded with the sword of salvation – bringing with him the Gospels and the art of grafting apples.

      Ernst the shepherd turned towards the bicyclist. The kerchief around his neck already felt too warm, and he pulled it off and tossed it like a battlefield banner on to the stubbly field. One might have thought the gesture was one being performed before a thousand viewers. But only his little dog Nelly was watching. He resumed his inimitable, arrogant, mocking stance, but this time with his back to the road, facing the plain and the place where the Main flows into the Rhine. At their confluence lies Mainz. It provided the Holy Roman Empire with its archchancellors. And back then all the flat land between Mainz and Worms – the entire shore – was covered by the tent camps of the imperial elections. Every year something new happened in this land, but also, every year, the same things were repeated: the apples and the grapes ripened in the gentle, misted-over sun and with the exertions and worries of the people. For wine was needed for everything and by everyone: by the bishops and the landowners for the election of their emperor; by the monks and knights to found their orders; by the crusaders to burn Jews – four hundred of them at a time on the square in Mainz that today is still called The Brand, the fire; by the spiritual and secular princes once the Holy Empire disintegrated and the celebrations of the Great Ones continued, more merrily than ever before; by the Jacobins dancing around their liberty trees.

      Twenty years later an old soldier was standing guard on the Mainz pontoon bridge. As the last members of the great army, bedraggled and sombre, straggled past, he remembered how he had stood guard here when they had first marched in with their tricolor banners and human rights, and he wept openly. The old soldier standing guard was withdrawn too. It became quieter, even in this region. And the years ’33 and ’48 came to this land too, lean and bitter years, two little threads of coagulated blood. Then once again there was an empire, which today they call the Second Empire. Bismarck had its inner borders drawn – not around the land, but straight through it so that the Prussians got a piece of it. For the inhabitants weren’t exactly rebellious; they were resigned like people who have experienced all sorts of things and will experience more.

      Were those really the sounds of the Battle of Verdun that the schoolboys heard when they lay down on the ground on the other side of Zahlback? Or was it only the constant trembling of the ground under rumbling railway cars and marching armies? Some of these boys were later tried in court. Some for fraternising with the soldiers of the occupation army, others for placing explosives under the rails of their trains. The flags of the Allied Commission were flying on the courthouse.

      It hadn’t even been ten years yet since they hauled down those flags and exchanged them for the black, red and gold ones that the empire still had at that time. Even the children remembered this recently when the 144th Infantry Regiment marched over the bridge once again with its band playing and drums drumming. Oh, the fireworks they had that evening! Ernst could see them from up here. The burning, hooting city on the other side of the river! Thousands of little swastikas coiling and twisting in the water! How the little flames flitted over them! Yet the next morning the calm bluish grey of the river where it left the city beyond the railway bridge was quite pure. How many battlefield banners has it carried off, how many flags. Ernst whistled to his little dog and she brought him the kerchief in her teeth.

      Now we are here. What happens from now on is happening to us.

       

      
II

      Where the dirt road joined the Wiesbaden Road, there was a little house where they sold soda. It irked Franz Marnet’s relatives every single summer evening that they hadn’t rented the little house when they had the chance, for the heavy traffic had turned it into a veritable gold mine.

      Franz had left home early that morning because he liked cycling alone and wanted to avoid getting caught up in the pack of cyclists coming from the Taunus villages every morning all headed for the Hoechst Dye Works. And so he was a bit miffed to find one of his acquaintances, Anton Greiner from Butzbach, waiting for him at the little soda shack.

      The strong, simple, joyful look on his face vanished instantly. His expression turned tight and wooden. The same Franz who might have been ready to give up his life without any ifs and buts was annoyed that Anton Greiner could never cycle past the little house without stopping to buy something. The guy had a nice, faithful girl in Hoechst to whom he’d later give the little bar of chocolate or bag of fruit drops he’d bought. Greiner was standing at an angle so that he could watch the dirt road. What’s the matter with him today? Franz wondered, for over the years he’d developed a fine feel for facial expressions. He could tell that Greiner was waiting impatiently for him for a definite reason. Greiner jumped up on his bike and joined Franz. They hurried so as to avoid the swarm of riders who were becoming ever more numerous the steeper the downhill incline.

      Greiner said, ‘Hey, Marnet, something happened early this morning.’

      ‘Where? What?’ Franz said, his face assuming the expression of sleepy indifference it always had whenever you expected him to be surprised.

      ‘Marnet,’ Greiner said. ‘Something must have happened this morning.’

      ‘Well, what was it?’

      ‘I don’t know,’ Greiner said, ‘but something definitely happened.’

      Franz said, ‘Oh, you’re imagining things. What could possibly have happened so early in the day?’

      ‘I don’t know what it was. But I tell you, something did; you can take my word for it. Something totally crazy must have happened. Something like on June the thirtieth.’

      ‘Oh, you’re just imagining things.’

      Franz stared straight ahead. How thick the fog still was down below! The plain came towards them quickly with its factories and streets. All round them curses and bicycle bells ringing. At one point the crowd of cyclists was split in two by a couple of SS men on motorcycles, Heinrich and Friedrich Messer from Butzbach, Greiner’s cousins, who were also on the way to their shift.

      ‘Why don’t they take you along?’ Franz asked as if he were no longer curious to hear Anton’s news.

      ‘They’re not allowed to; they go on duty after work. Well, so, you think I’m imagining things…’

      ‘But what made you think —’

      ‘Because I’m imagining things. Well, anyway, my mother, she had to go to Frankfurt today to see the lawyer because of the inheritance. And so she went over to Mrs Kobisch with her milk because she couldn’t be here for the milk pickup. And young Kobisch, he was in Mainz yesterday where he usually orders the wine for the inn. And so they got to drinking there and it got late and he only got back home very early this morning and they wouldn’t let him through at Gustavsburg.’

      ‘Oh that, Anton.’

      ‘What do you mean, “Oh that”…?’

      ‘They’ve had that closed off for a long time there at Gustavsburg.’

      ‘Listen, Franz, Kobisch is no fool. There was a very rigorous inspection, Kobisch said, and there were guards at the bridgeheads and all the time the thick fog. And so, he thought: Before I run into somebody, and they give me a blood test and find alcohol and take away my licence, I might as well go back to the inn in Waisenau and sit there and have another half pint.’

      Marnet laughed.

      ‘Go on and laugh, Franz. You think they allowed him to go back to Waisenau? The bridge was blocked. I’m telling you, Franz, there’s something going on; something’s in the wind.’

      They had finished the downhill stretch. To the right and to the left was the level plain, bare except for the beet fields. What might be in the wind? Nothing but the golden, sun-illuminated dust that rose from the Hoechst houses, greying and turning to ash above them. In spite of that, it seemed to Franz, indeed he was suddenly convinced, that Anton Greiner was right. There was something in the wind.

      With bicycle bells ringing, they cycled through the crowded narrow streets. The young girls screeched and rebuked them as they passed. At the crossroads and at the various factory entrances carbide streetlamps had been installed, which they were trying out today for the first time, maybe because of the dense fog. Their hard white light made all the faces look as if they were covered with plaster. Franz brushed up against a girl who grumbled angrily and turned her head to watch him. She’d pulled a bunch of her hair hastily over her left eye. The eye had been disfigured in an accident, and the bunch of hair called attention to it like a little flag, rather than hiding it. The good eye, almost black, focused on Franz’s face briefly. Yet he felt as if she’d seen deep into him with that one look, to a place he’d closed off even from himself. 

      And then came the blaring horns of a fire engine from over on the Main River side, the crazy, garish carbide light, the curses of people being squeezed against a wall by a truck – was he still not used to all that or was it somehow different today? He searched for a word or a look he could interpret. He had dismounted from his bicycle and was pushing it along. He had long before lost both Greiner and the girl in the jostling crowd.

      But then Greiner manoeuvred his way to where he was. ‘Over in Oppenheim,’ Greiner said to him over his shoulder; he had to lean so far sideways that his bicycle was almost pulled out of his grasp. Their respective work entrances were located far apart from each other. Once they had passed the first control station, they wouldn’t be able to see each other again for several hours.

      Franz kept his eyes and ears open, but neither in the locker room nor in the courtyard nor on the stairs could he detect any excitement other than the usual everyday stir between the second and the third sounding of the siren. It was just that things were a bit less orderly, a bit more boisterous than on other Monday mornings. Franz himself, even as he desperately tried to find the smallest indication of any disquiet concealed in the other men’s words or in their eyes, cursed just like the others, asked the same questions about what they’d done on Sunday, made the same jokes, changed into his work clothes as brusquely as always. If someone were observing him now as persistently as he was observing the others, then that person would have been just as disappointed. Franz even felt a stab of hate towards all these men who had no inkling, who hadn’t noticed that something was in the wind, or didn’t want to notice. Had anything really happened? Greiner’s stories were usually pure gossip. Had Messer, his cousin, asked him to spy on Franz? Has he noticed anything about me? Franz wondered. What was it he’d actually said? Just gossip and more gossip. That this fellow Kobisch had got drunk at the wine dealer’s.

      His thoughts were interrupted by the blast of the last siren signal. Since he’d been working at the plant only a short time, he still felt a lot of tension before the start of work. A tenseness akin to fear. And when the transmission belts started up, his body trembled to the very roots of his hair. Now the belt had reached its ultimate high whir. Franz had completed his first, second, his fiftieth operation. His shirt was soaked with sweat. He took a relieved breath. He began to review things in his mind again, although with only half his attention because he was doing precision stamping. Franz always worked with great exactitude. He could never have done things halfway, even if he’d been working for the devil.

      There were twenty-five of them at work up there. Even if Franz were waiting anxiously in the punching department for some sign of excitement, given his nature it would have annoyed him if even one of his plates had turned out less than perfect. Not only because there might be a complaint that could harm him, but simply because the plates had to be precise, even on a day like today. Meanwhile he kept thinking: Anton said Oppenheim – wasn’t that the little town between Mainz and Worms? What sort of unusual thing could have happened there, of all places?

      Fritz Messer, Anton Greiner’s cousin, who was the foreman in this department, came up to him briefly; then went on to the next man. Once Messer had parked his motorcycle and hung his uniform in his locker, he was just one more die puncher among the other punchers. Except maybe there was a change in the tone of his voice that only Franz noticed as he called Weigand over to sweep up. Weigand was an older, quite hairy, little man whose nickname was Woodchip. It was a good thing that his voice blended in with the high and piercing noise of the fan belt. For, as he was vacuuming up the waste dust, he said to Franz without moving his lips, ‘Did you hear? At the concentration camp? In Westhofen.’ Franz, looking down into little Woodchip’s clear, almost innocent eyes, saw those tiny light spots he had been so keenly waiting for: as if deep inside the man a fire was burning and sending its last sparks out through the eyes. At last, thought Franz. By then Woodchip had already passed on to the next man.

      Franz carefully set up his piece; placed the punch on the marked line, pushed down the lever, again, and again, and once more. At last, at last, and at last. If only he could simply walk away and join his friend Hermann. Suddenly he paused. Something about this news concerned him directly, personally. Something contained in this information had stirred him up, had sunk its hook into him and was gnawing at him without his knowing just what it was or why. So there’s been a camp uprising, he said to himself, maybe even a major escape. Then it occurred to him why it concerned him in particular: George… What nonsense, he thought, to think immediately of George on hearing the news. Perhaps George wasn’t even there any more. Or possibly he was already dead. But George’s voice, coming from far away, mocking, mixed in now with his own voice: No, Franz, if and when something happens at Westhofen, then it means I’m not dead.

      He had actually believed these past few years that he thought of George merely the way he thought of all the other prisoners! As if he were just one of thousands of whom one thinks with anger and sadness. He had really believed that, for a long time already, nothing connected him and George except for the firm tie of a common cause, the youthful years they’d spent under the stars of the same hope. No longer that other painful tie that had cut into their flesh and that both of them had tugged at back then. He was sure that all those old stories were forgotten. After all, George had become a different man, just as he, Franz, had grown into another person… For a second he caught sight of the face of the worker next to him. Had Woodchip told him something too? Was it possible that he would keep on carefully stamping out one piece after another? If something had really happened there, Franz thought, then George is in the middle of it. And then again, he thought, probably nothing at all happened, and Woodchip was just passing along gossip.

      He went to the canteen during the lunch break and ordered a light beer; his relatives had packed him a lunch of bread, sausage and schmalz because he was saving up to buy a suit after the long period of being out of work. But how long would he be allowed to wear that suit (and if there was enough money also a zipped jacket)? Just then he heard them saying at the counter: Woodchip’s been arrested.

      One man said: It’s because of yesterday. He was very drunk and told a lot of jokes. 

      Others said: No, it wouldn’t be because of that; it’s got to be something else. What else? Franz paid and leaned with his back against the counter. There was a strange, pervasive sibilant sound because suddenly everyone was speaking more softly, whispering: Woodchip, Woodchip…

      ‘He talked too much, put his foot in it,’ someone said to Franz; it was the man who worked next to him, Felix, a friend of Messer’s. He gave Franz a meaningful look. There was amusement on his regular, almost beautiful face. His strong blue eyes seemed too cold for such a young face. 

      ‘Put his foot in what?’ Franz asked. Felix shrugged and raised his eyebrows; he looked as if he were suppressing a laugh. 

      If only I could go and see Hermann now, Franz thought again. But he wouldn’t be able to talk to Hermann before evening. Suddenly he saw Anton Greiner, who had forced his way over to the counter. Anton must have wangled himself a permit on some pretence to come here, because otherwise he couldn’t get into this building, not even into the canteen. Why is he always looking for me; why is he always wanting to tell me things, me in particular?

      Anton touched his arm, but immediately let go again as if there was something conspicuous about the gesture; he went back to stand next to Felix and downed a light beer. Then he came back to Franz. He has good, honest eyes, Franz thought. He may be a bit limited, but he’s decent. And he’s drawn to me the same way I’m drawn to Hermann… Anton took Franz by the arm and then, even as the midday break was coming to an end, he said, ‘Over in Westhofen by the Rhine some prisoners escaped, a kind of convict gang. My cousin heard about it. And they’re saying that most of them have already been recaptured. That’s all I know.’

       

      
III

      Even though he had thought about the escape for a long time beforehand, both by himself and together with Wallau, no matter how many minute details he had pondered over, along with the powerful impact a new existence would have, in those first minutes after the escape – with his blood and hair still sticking to the trap – he was just an animal escaping into the wilderness that was his life. Ever since the discovery of their escape, the howling of the sirens could be heard for kilometres all across the land, waking up the surrounding small villages still wrapped in the dense autumn fog. Indeed, the fog dampened everything, even the powerful searchlights that would normally have lit up the darkest night. Now, close to six o’clock in the morning, the lights were smothered by the cottony fog, in turn giving the mist a vague yellowish tinge.

      George ducked farther down even as the ground under him gave way. He could sink down and go under in this bog before he’d even be able to get away from here. The dry brush resisted his fingers, which by now were bloodless, slippery, and icy cold. He felt as if he were sinking ever more quickly and deeper; it seemed to him that he should already have been swallowed up. Although he had escaped to avoid certain death – there was no doubt that they would have killed all of them within the next few days – dying in the swamp seemed to him quite simple and not frightening. It would be a death different from the one he was fleeing from. This would be a free death in the wilderness, not one administered by a human hand.

      Six feet above him, the guards were running along the willow tree embankment with their dogs, driven crazy by the howling sirens and the thick, wet fog. George’s hair stood on end. He heard someone cursing so close by, he was able to recognise the voice: Mannsfeld. Evidently the blow on the head Wallau had given him with the spade didn’t hurt any more. George let go of the brush. He slipped even farther down. Now for the first time both his feet came in contact with a firm projection that gave him some support. He’d known about this projection when he still had the strength to figure everything out ahead of time with Wallau.

      Then there was something new. But only a moment later, he realised it wasn’t something new but something that had stopped: the siren. This was the new thing, a silence in which you could hear the whistles of the men sharply set off from each other and the commands coming from the camp and from the outer barracks. Above him, the guards were running along behind the dogs to the outermost end of the willow dam. Dogs were running from the outside barracks towards the willow dam, a thin report and then another, a smacking noise, and the loud barking of the dogs and right after that another thin barking sound that had no chance of competing and couldn’t have been a dog, but wasn’t a human voice either. For probably the person they were dragging off now had nothing human left in him. It must be Beutler, George thought. There’s a degree of reality that can make you believe you’re dreaming even though you’re as far from dreaming as you can possibly be. They’ve got him, George thought, the way you think in a dream, They’ve caught him. It really wasn’t possible that there were only six of them left now.

      The fog was still thick enough to cut with a knife. Two little lights came into view, far away on the other side of the highway – just behind the bulrushes, it seemed. These single sharp points of light penetrated the fog better than the flat beams of the searchlights. Little by little, lights went on in the farmhouses; the villages were waking up. Soon the circle of lights closed. That was impossible, George thought, I dreamed it up. He wanted very much to sink to his knees now. Why subject himself to this chase? Simply kneel down, there’d be some gurgling, and it would all be over… Just calm down, Wallau always used to say. Wallau was probably crouching not too far away behind some willow bush. Whenever Wallau said that to you – First, just calm down – you always became calm.

      George grabbed some of the undergrowth. Slowly he crept sideways. By now he was maybe some six yards away from the last tree stump. Suddenly, he had a glaring, no longer dreamlike, insight and was gripped by such an attack of fear that he simply remained clinging to the outer slope, his belly flat on the ground. Then it was over, just as suddenly as it had come.

      He crawled as far as the stump. The siren started up a second time. He was sure its howl reached far beyond the right bank of the Rhine. George pressed his face into the ground. Keep calm, Wallau said to him over his shoulder. George took a deep breath, turned his head. The lights had all gone out. The fog had softened and become transparent, a pure golden tissue. Three motorcycle headlights raced along the road like rockets. The howling of the siren having begun again seemed to swell, even though it constantly diminished and increased in waves of loudness, wildly boring into brains for miles around. George again pressed his face into the ground because the guards were now running back across the dam above him. He peeked out of the corners of his eyes. The searchlights couldn’t grab on to anything any more, they’d become weak with the light of dawn. If only the fog wouldn’t lift just now. Suddenly three of the guards started climbing down the outer slope. They were less than ten yards away. George again recognised Mannsfeld’s voice. He recognised Ibst by the curses, not the voice, which had turned quite thin with rage, almost a woman’s voice. The third voice, frighteningly close by – any of the men could have stepped on George’s head – was Meissner’s, which they always heard at night in the barracks, calling up individual prisoners – the last time, two nights ago, it had called out him, George. Now, too, Meissner struck at the air with something sharp after every word. George felt the little breeze it made. Somewhere around here – Straight ahead – Soon – Keep your eyes open – Come on.

      A second attack of fear, like a fist squeezing his heart. All right, stop being a human being now, grow roots, become a willow tree among the other willows, grow bark and branches instead of arms. Meissner climbed down into the rough area and started to bellow like crazy. Suddenly he stopped. He’s seen me, George thought. He became instantly calm; not a trace of fear any more; this is the end, farewell.

      Meissner climbed farther down to where the others were. They were now wading through the area between the dam and the road. Because they were much closer to him than they knew, George, for the moment, was safe. If he’d suddenly taken off, they would have caught him, then and there. Strangely enough, he actually had, though wild and unthinking, stuck rigidly to his original plan! His own plans that he’d figured out during sleepless nights – what power they have over you in that hour when all plans are foiled; then you feel as if another person had made the plans for you. But this other person, he too was me.

      The siren faltered a second time. George crept sideways, one of his feet slipped. A tree swallow starting up noisily scared George half out of his wits, and he let go of the brush. The swallow ducked into the bulrushes, making a loud rustling noise. George listened; he was sure everyone was listening now. Why do you have to be a human being, and if a human being, why me? George asked himself. The bulrushes righted themselves again, no one came; nothing happened; it was after all nothing but a bird bumbling around in the swamp. In spite of that, George got no farther; his knee was sore, his arms worn out. Suddenly he saw Wallau’s small pale sharp-nosed face in the bushes… Suddenly the bushes were studded with Wallau faces.

      It passed. He felt almost calm. He thought unemotionally, Wallau, Fuellgrabe and I will make it. We three are the best. They’ve got Beutler. Belloni might make it too. Aldinger is too old. Pelzer is too soft. When he turned over to lie on his back it was already day. The fog had lifted. Golden, cool autumn light bathed the land, one might almost call it peaceful. George now recognised the two large, flat, white-edged rocks some sixty feet away. Before the war the dam had once been the driveway to a remote farmstead that had long ago burned or been torn down. Back then they’d probably drained this land. But now, along with all the shortcuts between the dam and the road, it had turned back into a swamp. Back then they’d probably also dragged these rocks up from the Rhine. Between the rocks there were still some firm, dry spots, but they were overgrown with rushes. A kind of hollow pathway had been created through which you could crawl on your belly.

      The few yards to the first white-edged grey rock were the worst; there was hardly any cover. George grabbed hold of the brushwood with his teeth, then he released first one hand, then the other. As the branches snapped back they made a swishing sound; a bird darted up, maybe the same one as before.

      Once he was crouching on the second rock in the bulrushes, it seemed to him as if he’d got there awfully quickly, as if on angel wings. If only he didn’t feel so cold now.

       

      
IV

      Long after he had received the report, Fahrenberg, the camp commandant, still felt as if this unbearable reality must have been a dream from which he would soon wake up; in fact, he felt as though the entire thing wasn’t even a bad dream but just the memory of a bad dream. It’s true Fahrenberg seemed to have quite cold-bloodedly taken all the measures demanded by such a report. But actually it hadn’t been Fahrenberg, for even the most dreadful nightmare doesn’t require measures to be taken; rather, someone else had worked them out for him, for an event that must never be allowed to happen.

      When the siren started howling a second after the order had been given, he stepped carefully over an extension cord – an obstacle in his dream – and to the window. Why was the siren howling? Outside the window there was nothing: the correct view for a nonexisting time.

      It did not occur to him that this nothing was still something: a dense, thick fog. Fahrenberg woke up when Bunsen tripped on one of the electrical cords leading from the office to the sleeping quarters. He suddenly began to shout, not at Bunsen of course, but at Zillich, who had just reported to him. But as yet Fahrenberg wasn’t shouting at him because he’d understood the report about the escape of seven prisoners all at one time, but rather to get rid of his nightmare. Bunsen, a six-foot-seven, conspicuously handsome man, turned round again and said, ‘Excuse me,’ and bent down to push the plug back into the electric outlet box. Fahrenberg had a certain preference for electric and telephone installations. In these two rooms there were a lot of wires and interchangeable outlets as well as frequent repairs and new installations. Coincidentally, a prisoner from Fulda by the name of Dietrich who was a professional electrician had been released right after the completion of the new installation, which then turned out to be rather a mess. Bunsen waited – obvious amusement in his eyes but no evidence of it in his face – until Fahrenberg was finished yelling. Then he went out. Fahrenberg and Zillich were left alone.

      In the outer doorway, Bunsen lit a cigarette, but took only one drag on it, then threw it away. He’d had the night off; actually he wasn’t due back on duty for another half hour, but his future father-in-law had brought him back from Wiesbaden by car.

      Between the commandant’s barracks, a sturdy brick building, and Barracks III, along the length of which grew a few plane trees, there was a sort of square that they referred to as the Dance Ground among themselves. Here, out in the open, the siren really bored its way into your head. Stupid fog, Bunsen thought.

      His men had all reported for duty. ‘Braunewell! Nail the map to the tree over there. All right: step up! Now listen!’ Bunsen placed the point of the compass on the red dot, ‘Camp Westhofen.’ He drew three concentric circles. ‘It’s five minutes past six now. The escape occurred at five forty-five. By six twenty a person going as fast as he can could get to this point. So, presumably he’d be somewhere between this circle and this one. All right – Braunewell! Close off the road between the villages of Botzenbach and Oberreichenbach. Meiling! You close off the road between Unterreichenbach and Kalheim. Let nothing through! Keep in touch with each other and with me. We can’t comb the area for them yet. Reinforcements won’t get here till fifteen minutes from now. — Willich! The outermost circle touches the right bank of the Rhine at this point. Therefore, seal off the stretch between the ferry and the Liebacher Meadow. Occupy this crossroad. Take over the ferry. Post guards on the Liebacher Meadow!’

      The fog was still so dense that the numbers on his wristwatch glowed. He could already hear the horns of the motorised SS squad that had left the camp. Now Reichenbacher Road was blocked. He stepped up to the map. And the guards were already on the Liebacher Meadow. Whatever they could do during these first few minutes had been done. In the meantime, Fahrenberg had sent the report in to headquarters. The old man, the conqueror of Seeligenstadt, must be feeling pretty uncomfortable. On the other hand, he, Bunsen, felt pretty good. And what luck! The whole messy thing had happened while he was off duty. Then coming back a bit too early he was just in time to participate in the manhunt. He wondered if the old man in his barracks was done with his second fit of rage; it was hard to tell with the racket the howling sirens made.

      Zillich was alone with his superior. He kept an eye on him while he was fiddling with the telephone to get a direct line to headquarters. This damned Dietrich from Fulda ought to be locked up again tomorrow for his sloppy work. Zillich was fully aware of the time being wasted on this idiotic plugging and unplugging. Precious seconds in which seven dots were moving ever farther and more quickly away, to a point where one would never be able to catch up with them. Finally, headquarters came on the line, and Zillich made his report. Fahrenberg thus heard it for the second time in ten minutes. His face kept the incorruptible hardness that had been imposed on it long ago in spite of a nose and chin that were slightly too short and a drooping lower jaw. God, who only now came to his mind, could not permit this report to be true: seven prisoners from his camp escaping at one time! He stared at Zillich, who returned his gaze with a dark, serious expression, full of regret, sadness, and guilt, for Fahrenberg had been the first person who had trusted him completely. Zillich was not surprised that something always came up to spoil things just when they were going well. Hadn’t he got that disgusting gunshot wound in November 1918? Hadn’t his farm been auctioned off in a forced sale one month before the new law took effect? Didn’t he have to go to jail for half a year for the stabbing because that female back then recognised him? For two years Fahrenberg had trusted him to do what, between themselves, they called ‘skimming’, that is, putting together punishment gangs composed of selected prisoners and picking the guards to escort them.

      Suddenly the alarm clock Fahrenberg had on the chair next to his cot from old habit sounded: it was six fifteen. He ought to be getting up now and Bunsen should be reporting back. Supposedly the start of an ordinary day, Fahrenberg’s ordinary day, being in command of Westhofen.

      Fahrenberg came to with a start. He closed his drooping jaw. Then in a few brief moves he got dressed. He passed a damp hairbrush through his hair, brushed his teeth. He came over to Zillich, he looked down at the man’s thick neck, and said, ‘We’ll catch them in no time.’

      Zillich replied, ‘Yessir, Commandant!’ Then he said, ‘Commandant…’ and made a few suggestions, pretty much the same ones that would later be carried out by the Gestapo once no one was thinking of Zillich any more. The suggestions demonstrated a clear and keen understanding of the situation.

      Suddenly Zillich broke off; they both listened. Far away they could hear even above the sirens shouted commands, the scraping of boots on the Dance Ground, and a small, thin, at first inexplicable sound. Zillich and Fahrenberg looked at each other. ‘Window,’ Fahrenberg said. Zillich opened it; the fog came into the room along with the sound. Fahrenberg listened briefly; then he went outside with Zillich. Bunsen was just about to dismiss the SA when there was a disturbance. They were dragging the prisoner named Beutler towards the Dance Ground, the first escapee to be recaptured. 

      Before the eyes of the SA unit that had not yet marched off, Beutler crawled the last stretch without help. Not on his knees, but rather, perhaps because he’d been kicked, sideways so that his face was turned up. And now as the man crept past him, Bunsen, looking down, noticed what was special about the face. It was laughing. The recaptured prisoner lay there in his bloody smock, with blood in his ears, and his large white teeth showing, and he seemed to be writhing in silent laughter.

      Bunsen looked away from the face and turned to Fahrenberg. Fahrenberg was looking down at Beutler. His lips were curled back from his teeth so that for a moment it looked as if they were laughing at each other. Bunsen knew his commandant; he knew what would happen next. What happened now in his own young face was what always happened in such a situation. At this point Bunsen’s nostrils flared a little, the corners of his mouth twitched, and an expression of the most terrible devastation spread over the handsome features of a face endowed by nature with the features of a dragon slayer or an armed archangel.

      But nothing happened just then.

      Police commissars Overkamp and Fischer had just come through the camp entrance and were being escorted to the commandant’s barracks. Both stopped when they reached Bunsen, Fahrenberg, and Zillich. They saw what was going on and spoke briefly with each other. Then Overkamp, not addressing himself to anyone in particular, said in a very low voice full of repressed fury, ‘Is this what you call recapturing a prisoner? Congratulations. You’d better send out an urgent call for some medical specialists to patch up that man’s kidneys, balls, and ears, so that he’ll be fit enough for us to question him! Really clever, really clever. Congratulations.’

       

      
V

      By now the fog had lifted somewhat and was hovering like a low, fluffy sky above the roofs and treetops. And the good old sun hung dully above the bumpy village street of Westhofen like a lamp behind muslin curtains.

      If only the fog wouldn’t lift just now so that the sun won’t burn the crops before the harvest, some people thought. Others thought, If only the fog would lift quickly so that the crops could get the sunshine they need.

      In Westhofen itself not many had these worries. Theirs wasn’t a grape-growing village; theirs was a cucumber village. The vinegar factory was located only a little distance away, on the road that led from the Liebacher Meadow to the highway. Behind a wide, neatly dug ditch their fields ran right up to the road leading to the factory. ‘Wine Vinegar and Mustard, Matthias Frank & Sons’. Wallau had imprinted the sign on his memory. Once George was out of the bulrushes, he had to crawl the next three yards without any cover, and then down into the ditch, and follow its left arm, along the edge of the fields.

      When he raised his head above the bulrushes, the fog had risen so high that it revealed the group of trees behind the vinegar factory, and since the sun was at George’s back, it seemed as if the group of trees had ignited and were suddenly aflame. How long had he been crawling? His clothes were slippery with mud. He could just continue to lie there; nobody would find him. There’d be no noise or commotion around him except for a little cawing and fluttering. A couple of weeks of being patient, by which time a crust of frozen snow would cover anything that was left of him. See, Wallau, how easy it would be to ruin your meticulous plan? After all, Wallau had no idea how heavy his body was and how hard to drag it along by digging his elbows into any available spot of bare ground. It felt as if he were dragging the whole swamp along with him. The sound of a whistle came from the Liebacher Meadow. There was an answering whistle so frighteningly close that George buried his face in the ground. Crawl! Wallau had advised and, after all, the man had lived through the war and the fighting in the Ruhr and the battles in the centre of Germany; in fact, whatever there was to live through, Wallau had experienced it. Make sure you keep crawling, George. Don’t think you’ve been discovered. Lots of guys were discovered that way, because they were imagining they’d already been discovered and then did something foolish.

      George peered out over the edge of the ditch through the wilted shrubbery. A guard was standing where the path that led through the cucumber field joined the highway. He was so dismayingly close that George wasn’t even scared but got angry instead. He was so close, standing there on his two legs leaning against the brick wall, that it was sheer torture for George to stay hidden instead of jumping him. Slowly the guard walked down the path past the factory towards the Liebacher Meadow – at his back, in the grey and brown infinity, were George’s two glowing eyes. George was sure the guard would have to turn round because of the windmill-like clatter his heart was making, although when faced with death, it beat more quietly than a bird’s wing. George slid onwards in the ditch almost parallel to the place on the path where the guard had been standing a moment before. Wallau had explained to him that this was the place where the ditch passed under the road. Wallau himself didn’t know whether the ditch went on and where it led after that. He had no predictions beyond that point. Now George felt completely deserted and alone. Remain calm – only those two words stayed with him; he could hear the sound of them, a spoken amulet. This ditch, he told himself, runs on through under the factory, taking any discharge with it. He had to wait until the guard turned. The guard stopped at the bank; he blew his whistle. A whistle came back from the Liebacher Meadow. George now had an idea of the distance between the whistles; on the whole, he knew quite a lot now. Every corner of his brain was busy; every muscle, straining; every second, filled – all of life was incredibly dense, breathless, and close. Then when he was down in the stinking, foul-smelling drainage ditch, he suddenly felt sick. This wasn’t a ditch to crawl through; it was a place to suffocate in. And yet, at the same time, he was furious because after all, he wasn’t a sewer rat and this was no place for him to give up and die. By then it was no longer quite so pitch dark ahead of him, but there was a stormy torrent of little watery whorls. Luckily the factory grounds weren’t very extensive, maybe forty yards across. When he came out on the other side of the wall, the field rose slightly upward towards the highway and a path led diagonally up. In the angle between the wall and the field path there was a pile of rubbish. George could not go on; he had to crouch down and throw up.

      Just then an old man came walking through the fields with two pails hanging from a rope over his shoulder. He was on his way to get rabbit food from the factory custodian. In Westhofen they called him Gingersnap. In the course of his short walk the man had been stopped six times. Each time he had identified himself as Gottlieb Heidrich from Westhofen, nickname Gingersnap. Aha, thought Gingersnap as he came walking very slowly across the fields with his rabbit food pails and heard the sirens howling, something’s happened again at the concentration camp. Probably a lot like what happened last summer when one of those poor devils tried to leave and they shot him – and the siren kept on howling even after he was already dead. There never used to be shenanigans like that before around here. Why did they have to plop this concentration camp down right here, of all places, right in front of our noses? On the other hand, at least people in the area were earning some money now, whereas before they’d had to skimp and scrape for a living, taking every last little thing to sell at the market. He wondered if it was true that later on they’d lease out the land that those poor devils back there had to dig around in; no wonder they wanted to run away. And the price for one of those leases was supposed to be lower than over in Liebach.

      All this was going through Gingersnap’s mind, but then he turned round again because he wanted to know why that unbelievably filthy man was crouching by a pile of rubbish over there on the field path. He was satisfied when he saw that the man was just throwing up, because that was a good reason for his being there.

      George hadn’t seen Gingersnap. And so he kept going. At first he wanted to head towards Erlenbach, far away from the Rhine. But now he was afraid of crossing the main road. So he changed his plan, if you could still call it a plan – this extreme momentary fixation. He plodded on across the field, shoulders hunched, head down, expecting any instant to be hailed, to be shot. His toes pushed into the loose soil. Soon there’ll be a shout, he thought, then there’ll be a shot – he felt an overpowering urge to simply throw himself down on the ground. Then he thought: they’ll shoot me in the legs, drag me off alive. He closed his eyes. Mixed in with the cool, gentle morning breeze was an overwhelming sadness, more than any human being could possibly cope with. He stumbled again, then stopped short. On the path at his feet lay a little green ribbon. He stared at it as if it had just dropped into this field from the sky. He picked it up.

      And there, as if she’d emerged from the soil, stood a child in a smock with a parting in her hair. They stared at each other. The child looked from his face to his hand. He tugged at the child’s braid and gave her the ribbon.

      The child ran off to an old woman, obviously her grandmother, who was suddenly also standing there on the path. ‘From now on you’ll only be getting string for your braid,’ the old woman said, laughing. To George she said, ‘You could tie a new ribbon in her braid every day.’ 

      ‘Why don’t you cut the braid off?’ George said.

      ‘Oh no,’ the old woman said. She looked him up and down. Just then Gingersnap called out from the vinegar factory, which was located close behind them, ‘Hey, Jumblegranny!’ That was what everybody in Westhofen called the old woman because all her life long she’d always had all sorts of junk around her place, useful stuff and useless stuff, whatever you happened to need, adhesive tape, thread, cough drops. Now she waved with her dry, wrinkled arm towards Gingersnap. Once long ago, she’d danced with him and almost married him. And a horrible kind of flirtatious animation contorted her toothless mouth and wrinkled cheeks – it was as if you were about to hear a bag of bones jingling in a dance.

      But when Gingersnap saw the appallingly dirty stranger, who might after all have some connection with the vinegar factory, walk off with the old woman and the child, he calmed down and dismissed a thought that had been nagging at him. George, walking behind the two, felt accepted again among the living, if only for a few minutes. But the field path led not merely to the village as George had thought, it forked into two paths, one leading to the village, the other to the highway. The old woman had stuffed the ribbon into one of her skirt pockets together with all her other junk and was now leading the child, who was trying hard not to cry, by her braid along at her side. The grandmother didn’t stop jabbering: ‘Did you hear all the commotion before, oh my, oh my! What a lot of noise. Now it’s quiet. They’ve got him. That fellow has nothing to laugh about. Oh my, oh my!’ She giggled and wailed. At the fork she stopped. ‘The fog’s lifted! Look!’

      George looked around. And it was true, the fog had lifted; the pale blue autumn sky sparkled pure and clear. ‘Oh my, oh my,’ the old woman uttered this time because two, no, three gleaming aeroplanes were swooping down out of the blue sky, close to the ground, flying in low tight circles above the roofs of Westhofen, the swamp, and the fields.

      George stayed close to the old woman as she led her grandchild towards the road.

      They walked for about thirty feet on the main road without meeting anyone. The old woman was silent. She seemed to have forgotten everything – George, the child, the sun, and the planes – and was brooding about things that had happened to her in the past, before George had even been born. George continued to stick very close to her, almost wanting to hold on to her skirt. Of course it wasn’t real; it was only in his dream that he was walking with the old woman, holding on to her skirt, and she not noticing anything. He’ll wake up soon; Lohgerber would be yelling in the barracks…

      To the right there now was a long high wall topped with sharp glass shards. They walked along the wall for a few steps close behind each other, George bringing up the rear. Suddenly without any horn blowing, a motorcycle came up behind them. If the old woman were to turn round now, she’d think George had been swallowed up by the earth. The motorcycle zoomed past. ‘Oh my, oh my,’ the woman grunted, but she trotted on; George had not only vanished from the path, he had vanished from her memory as well.

      George was lying on the other side of the wall, his hands bloody from the glass fragments; the left hand had been torn open below the thumb and his clothes were ripped right through to his skin.

      Would they get off their motorbikes now to haul him in? Voices came from a low redbrick building with many windows. Many voices, both high and low, and then a chorus of quick boys’ voices. What were they trying to impress on him, in the hour of his death, what phrases, what words? From the opposite direction he could hear a motorcycle starting up, but it passed, headed towards the camp at Westhofen. George felt no relief; he now became aware of the pain in his hand – he wanted to bite it off above the wrist.

      At the left end of the red building – it was an agricultural school – there was a greenhouse. The main entrance and stairway to the school were at this end of the building across from the greenhouse. There was a shed between the street side of the school and the wall; it blocked his view. He crawled over to the shed. It was dark and quiet inside. It smelled of raffia. Once his eyes became accustomed to the dark, he could make out thick bunches of raffia hanging on the wall, along with all sorts of tools, baskets, and items of clothing. Now that everything no longer depended on his being quick witted, but only what was called luck, he became cool and calm. He tore off a rag and bandaged his left hand, using his teeth and his right hand. He took his time choosing, and finally settled on a heavy, brown corduroy jacket with a zip. He put it on over his bloody, sweaty things. He looked over the shoes. Lots of nice, good-quality things. Only problem was that he couldn’t go outside. He looked through a crack in the wooden wall. There were people behind the windows and people in the greenhouse. Now someone was going down the steps and crossing over to the greenhouse. He stopped outside the door, turned towards the shed. Someone called out of a window, and he went back inside the school building. Now it was quiet. The sun glittered on the panes of glass and the metal parts of a machine that lay next to the steps still partly wrapped.

      George suddenly sprang to the door and pulled out the key. He laughed to himself. Then he sat down on the floor with his back to the door and gazed at his shoes. This lasted two, three minutes, a final time of collecting yourself, knowing that outside everything was lost and you didn’t give a damn. If they came for him now, should he attack them with a hoe or with a rake?

      He didn’t know what roused him from his daze, certainly nothing external, maybe the pain in his hand, maybe a remnant of Wallau’s voice in his ear. He put the key back in the lock. He opened the door a crack and peered out. He couldn’t go back to the road and over the wall. The brownish foothills of a mountain vineyard were visible between the top of the wall with its glass shards and the sky; the air was so transparent, you could count the little tips of the vines in the topmost row, silhouetted against the pale brown of the hill. While he was dully looking out at the top row of the vineyard, he was suddenly struck by a bit of advice – he had no idea where it came from. For George could no longer remember whether it was Wallau himself at the Ruhr or a coolie in Shanghai or a member of the defensive alliance in Vienna who had escaped danger by shouldering a remarkable object that distracted attention from himself because carrying such an object gives the journey a purpose and lends the carrier an identity. This adviser now reminded George in his shed with the door a crack open on to a wall topped by glass shards that once before someone like him had escaped into a meadow from a house in Vienna or a farm in the Ruhr or a blocked street in Taipei. Though he didn’t know whether the face of this adviser had Wallau’s familiar features or was yellow or brown, he understood the advice: unwrap the machine part next to the stairway. After all, you have to get out of here; it might not work, but there’s no other way. Your situation is particularly desperate, but mine was, too, back then —

      Who knows whether anyone even noticed him and, if they did, thought he was a machine factory employee or the man whose jacket he was wearing. At first he took the path between the greenhouse and the front steps of the school, then out through the courtyard gate to the path running along the side of the school that faced the fields. He had to use his left hand in carrying his load, and the pain was so excruciating that for minutes at a time it even dulled his fear. George walked along the path that paralleled the highway. It led past a few houses that all faced the fields, and whose uppermost windows might even have had a view of the Rhine. The planes were still buzzing around; the haze had burned off and the sky was totally blue; it would soon be noon. George’s tongue was dry; he was tormented by a desperate thirst; the blood- and dirt-crusted clothes under the jacket hurt his skin. He had been carrying the machine part, the company tag still dangling from it, lightly on his left shoulder. He was about to put the thing down and take a breather when he was stopped.

      It was probably one of the two motorcycle patrols who had caught sight of him through a space between two houses: the outline of a man, tramping through the fields carrying something on his shoulder under the silent noonday sky. The fellow challenged him because they were challenging everyone, even without any particular reason. He waved him on after George identified himself with the company tag. Perhaps George could have gone all the way to Oppenheim and even farther – that was the counsel of the adviser who’d helped him in the barracks. George himself heard the soft, urgent voice calling out: Keep going, keep going. But the guard’s challenge had struck fear into his heart. He dragged the machine part as far as possible away from the road, into the field and in the direction of the Rhine, towards the village of Buchenau. The louder his heart pounded in fear, the softer became the voice advising him against taking the field path, until it was totally drowned out by his wildly beating heart and the midday bells of Buchenau. A high, bitter ringing for all poor sinners. A glassy sky was inverted over the village. Even as he entered the village he already had a feeling, an inkling that it would turn out to be a trap. He walked past two guards who stared at him. He could sense their eyes at his back. He had hardly reached the main village street when he heard a whistle behind him, a thin piercing sound that went right through him.

      The village was suddenly in turmoil with whistles shrilling from one end to the other. ‘Everyone inside their houses!’ came a command. Heavy gates creaked. George put down the machine part he’d been carrying and slipped through the nearest gate and behind a woodpile. The village was encircled. It was shortly after noon.

       

      Franz had just entered the factory lunchroom in Hoechst. And he had just been told that Woodchip was under arrest. Anton had come over to him, grabbed his wrist, and told him what he knew. 

      At that same moment Ernst the shepherd was knocking on the Mangolds’ kitchen window. Sophie opened the door, laughing. She was plump and strong but with delicate wrists and ankles. He asked Sophie to warm up his potato soup because his thermos bottle was broken. Sophie said he ought to come inside and eat with them. Nelly could watch the sheep.

      His Nelly, Ernst said, wasn’t just a dog, she was a little angel. But he had a conscience and he was paid for doing his job. ‘Sophie,’ Ernst said, ‘couldn’t you please heat up the soup and bring it out to me in the field? Sophie, don’t look at me like that. When you look at me like that with your adorable little eyes, they go right through me.’

      He walked back over the fields to his hut on wheels, found himself a sunny spot, spread out a layer of newspapers, and put his coat on top. Then he sat down and waited. He was happy when he saw Sophie coming towards him. Like little apples, he thought, so round, so ripe, and with delicate, fine little stems.

      Along with the soup Sophie brought him some of her potato dumplings with pear slices. They had gone to school together in Schmiedtheim. She sat down next to him. ‘Funny,’ she said. 

      ‘What?’

      ‘Oh, that you happen to be a shepherd.’

      ‘They told me the same thing recently down there,’ Ernst said, pointing towards Hoechst. ‘You’re a strong young man, nature made you for something else.’ Ernst’s face and the sound of his voice could change incredibly quickly, so that one moment he was Meier at the labour office, at another he was Gerstl at the Labour Front, and at another Mayor Kraus of Schmiedtheim, and at yet another himself, Ernst, but that last one only rarely. — ‘Why don’t you let an older man take your place with the sheep?’

      ‘And I said,’ Ernst went on after he’d quickly swallowed a couple of spoonfuls of soup, ‘the job of shepherding is inherited in my family since the days of Wiligis.’

      ‘From what sort of Willis?’ Sophie asked.

      ‘They asked me that down there too,’ Ernst said and mashed a dumpling in with the pear slices. ‘Probably because none of you paid attention back in school. Then they asked me why I wasn’t married when all the others were already married and had children and earned their daily bread doing much harder work.’

      ‘So what did you say then?’ Sophie asked a little hoarsely.

      ‘Oh well,’ Ernst said innocently, ‘I said, I’d already made a start.’

      ‘In what way?’ Sophie asked eagerly.

      ‘Because I’m already engaged,’ Ernst said lowering his eyes, although it didn’t escape him that Sophie had turned a little pale and limp. ‘I’m already engaged to Marie Wielenz from Botzenbach.’

      ‘Oh,’ Sophie said, her head down and smoothing her skirt over her legs, ‘but she’s still just a school girl, little Marie Wielenz from Botzenbach.’

      ‘Doesn’t matter,’ said Ernst, ‘I like to watch my fiancée growing up. It’s a long story. Someday I’ll tell you.’

      Sophie toyed with a blade of grass. She straightened it and then pulled it through her teeth. She murmured sadly but scornfully to herself, ‘In love, engaged, married…’

      And Ernst, who was having fun teasing her and who hadn’t missed a thing, whether the play of her emotions or the fiddling of her hands, put the two plates on top of each other, having licked them clean, and said, ‘Thanks, Sophie. If you can do everything else as well as you can cook dumplings, then a man won’t go wrong with you. Look at me! Would you please look at me! When you look at me with your two little eyes, I can forget little Marie for ever, if not longer.’

      He watched Sophie go off with the clattering plates; then he called, ‘Nelly!’ The little dog raced towards him and up on his chest, then she put her paws on Ernst’s knees and looked up at him, a little black bundle of unconditional loyalty. Ernst nuzzled the dog’s nose with his face and rubbed Nelly’s head with both hands in a fit of affection. ‘Nelly, you know whom I like best? And Nelly, do you know the name of the one I like most of all the females in the whole world and of all the people I know? Her name is Nelly.’

       

      Meanwhile the school caretaker at the Darré Agricultural School had rung the midday bell – fifteen minutes after actual midday. Young Helwig, one of the garden apprentices, went first to the shed to get twenty pfennig out of the purse in the pocket of his corduroy jacket. He owed the money to a student for two Winter Aid lottery tickets. The school taught courses the entire year, mostly to the sons and daughters of farmers from the surrounding villages. But the school also had an experimental farm on which not only students worked but also a couple of gardeners and apprentices with the customary work contracts.

      The apprentice Helwig was a tall youth with lively eyes. He searched for his jacket all through the shed, at first surprised, then angry, and then upset. He had bought the jacket the previous week, right after he’d had his first girl. He couldn’t have bought it if he hadn’t won a small prize in a contest. He called his friends over; they were already sitting down for their lunch. The bright dining room with the clean-scrubbed wooden tables was as always festively decorated with the flowers of the month and with fresh foliage twined around the pictures of Hitler, Darré and the landscapes hanging on the wall. Helwig thought at first that his mates had played a trick on him. They’d all teased him for buying a jacket that was still too big for him and because they envied him his girlfriend. The young boys with their fresh, open faces, in which both boyish and manly features mingled just as in Helwig’s, tried to reassure him and started helping him with his search. Then soon there were shouts, ‘Look here at these stains! What are they?’ and one yelled, ‘They tore out my lining!’

      ‘Somebody was in here,’ another one said. ‘Your jacket’s been stolen.’

      Helwig tried not to cry. Then the guard came out from the dining room to see what mischief the boys were up to. Helwig told him, pale with anger, that his jacket had been stolen. They called over the teacher in charge and the school caretaker. They opened the shed door wide. Then they saw the stained clothes and the torn lining of an old jacket that was all bloodied.

      Oh, if only they’d merely torn the lining out of his jacket! There was nothing manly left in Helwig’s face. Anger and misery turned it childlike. ‘If I find him, I’ll kill him!’ he announced. And he wasn’t comforted when Müller found that his shoes were missing. Müller was the only son of rich farmers and could buy himself new ones. But for him, Helwig, it meant he’d have to start saving all over again.

      ‘Calm down, Helwig,’ the school principal, who’d been called away from his family lunch table, said. ‘Calm down and describe your jacket in as much detail as you can. This man here is from the criminal police and he’ll be able to find it for you but only if you give him an exact description.’

      ‘What was in the pockets?’ the stranger, a friendly little man, asked once Helwig had finished with his description, during which he had to swallow hard after the words ‘it had zips inside too’. Helwig thought about it. ‘A purse,’ he said, ‘with one mark and twenty pfennig, a handkerchief, a knife…’

      They read back everything he’d said and had him sign it.

      ‘Where can I pick up my jacket?’

      ‘We’ll let you know, my boy,’ the principal said.

      This was little consolation for young Helwig, but nevertheless a glorification of the misfortune in that the thief who stole his jacket was no ordinary thief. The school caretaker, as soon as he’d seen the shed, immediately put two and two together. He just had to ask the principal whether he should telephone.

      By the time Helwig came downstairs – right after him Müller had to describe his shoes – the entire area between the school and the wall had been closed off. The place where George had climbed over the wall and damaged the espaliered fruit tree had already been marked. Guards were posted in front of the wall and in front of the shed. And teachers and gardeners and pupils were milling in front of the police cordon. The lunch break had to be extended; by now, a skin had formed on top of the pea soup with bacon in the big kettles.

      An elderly gardener, apparently unaffected by all the excitement, was working on straightening a path a couple of yards away from where they had cordoned it off. He was from the same village as young Helwig. The youth, his pale face an angry red, had eagerly answered all the questions directed at him. He now stopped next to the elderly gardener, maybe precisely because he thought the man wouldn’t ask him any questions. ‘They said I’d get my jacket back,’ young Helwig said.

      ‘Aha,’ the gardener said.

      ‘They asked me to describe it in detail.’

      ‘And did you describe it in detail?’ the gardener, whose name was Gueltscher, asked without looking up from his work.

      ‘Of course. I had to,’ the boy said.

      Then the school caretaker rang the midday bell for the second time that day. They started lunch all over again in the dining room. There was already a rumour that in Liebach and Buchenau the Hitler Youth had been allowed to join in the search. They asked young Helwig all sorts of additional questions. But he had stopped talking. He seemed to be battling a new, more silent attack of misery. And then it occurred to him that his membership card for the Buchenau Gymnasts had also been in his jacket pocket. Should he report that now as well?

      What would the thief do with his card? He might just burn it up with a match. But where would the fugitive get a match? He could just tear it up and throw it into a privy. But can an escaped prisoner simply go into a privy somewhere? Or he’d probably just stamp the torn-up scraps into the soil, the boy thought, and was oddly reassured. He made a detour and walked back to where the old gardener was working. Up to now he hadn’t paid much attention to this old man from his own village – most young people don’t pay much attention to old people, who are always there and then die at some point. This time, too, he stopped near the old man for no reason. He was now transplanting some bulbs along the straightened path. Young Helwig was in good standing, as a member of the Hitler Youth and at the garden school, and he did well everywhere. He was a strong, honest, handy boy. He was sure the men who were imprisoned in the Westhofen concentration camp belonged in that place just as much as crazy people belonged in an insane asylum.

      ‘Hey, Gueltscher,’ he said.

      ‘What?’

      ‘My membership card was in the jacket too.’

      ‘Well, and so what?’

      ‘Should I report that too, even now?’

      ‘You reported everything you had to,’ the gardener said. Now for the first time, he looked up at the boy and said, ‘Don’t worry, you’ll get your jacket back again.’

      ‘Oh, you think so?’ the boy said.

      ‘Sure. They’re bound to catch him, more likely today even than tomorrow. How much did it cost?’

      ‘Eighteen marks.’

      ‘That’s quite a bit,’ Gueltscher said, as if he wanted to refresh the boy’s grief. ‘In that case, it’ll probably be able to take quite a lot of abuse. You’ll be wearing it when you go out with your girl. And he,’ – he gestured vaguely into the air over the fields – ‘he’ll long be dead by then.’

      The boy frowned. ‘Well, and so what?’ he suddenly said roughly and insolently.

      ‘Nothing,’ old Gueltscher said, ‘nothing at all.’

      Why did the old man look at me that way just now, young Helwig wondered.

       

      
VI

      There were clotheslines stretched crisscross in the yard where George had hidden behind the woodpile. Two women, an old one and a middle-aged one, came out of the house with a laundry basket. The old one looked tough and hard; the younger had a tired face and walked hunched over. 

      ‘Oh Wallau, if only we’d stayed together,’ George thought as a new, wild noise came from the edge of the village and approached the street, ‘you would have looked at me now…’

      The two women tested the laundry hanging on the line. The old one said, ‘It’s too wet, not ready for ironing.’ 

      The younger one said, ‘It’s just right for ironing.’ She began to take it down and put it into the basket. 

      The old one said, ‘It’s much too wet.’ 

      The younger one said, ‘It’s ready for ironing.’

      ‘Too wet,’ said the old one.

      The younger one said, ‘To each his own. You like to iron dry; I like to iron damp.’

      The clotheslines were being emptied in a flying, almost desperate haste. Outside the courtyard, the village was in an uproar. The younger woman cried out, ‘There, just listen!’ 

      The old woman said, ‘Yes, yes.’

      The young one screamed in a voice high enough to shatter glass, ‘Listen, just listen!’

      The old one said, ‘I’m not hard of hearing yet. Push the basket over here.’

      At that instant an SA officer came out of the house and into the yard. The younger one said, ‘And where are you coming from this time, all booted and spurred? Certainly not from the vineyard.’

      The man shouted, ‘Are you crazy, you two females? Doing laundry now! You ought to be ashamed. Some guy from Westhofen is hiding in the village. We’re searching everywhere for him.’

      The younger one called out, ‘Oh, well, there’s always something going on. Yesterday it was the harvest prayer, the day before the Hundred and Forty-Fourth, and today trying to catch an escapee, and tomorrow it’ll be the gauleiter [the Nazi district leader] driving through the village. What about the beets? And the grapes, the wine? And the laundry?’

      The man said, ‘Shut up.’ He stamped his foot. ‘Why isn’t your gate closed?’ He tramped through the yard. Only one side of the gate was open; to close the entire gate you had to first open the other side too and then close them both and fit them into each other. The old woman helped him.

      ‘Wallau, oh, Wallau,’ George thought…

      ‘Anna,’ the old woman said, ‘bolt the gate,’ adding, ‘This time last year I was still able to do that.’

      The younger one mumbled, ‘But that’s what I’m here for.’ She braced herself.

      She had just pushed the bolt through when, from amidst the noise coming from the village, there came another, separate noise: the rapid tapping of boots and then a drumming against the gate that had just been bolted. The younger woman pulled back the bolt. A couple of young Hitler Youths came running, yelling, ‘Let us in, we’re on the alert, we’re searching. A man is hiding in the village. Come on! Let us in!’

      ‘Stop, stop, stop,’ the younger woman said. ‘This isn’t your home, and you, Fritz, go to the kitchen; the soup’s ready.’

      ‘Let them in, Mother. You have to. I’ll show them around.’

      ‘Where are you going to show them around? Whose place?’ the woman called. The old woman grabbed her arm with surprising force. And then the Hitler Youths, Fritz in the lead, stepped over the laundry basket and already you could hear their little whistles from the kitchen, from the stable, and from the bedrooms. Bang! Now there was broken glass too.

      ‘Anna,’ the old woman said, ‘don’t take everything so much to heart. Learn from me. There are things in this world you can change. And there are things in this world you can’t change. Those things you have to put up with. Anna, listen to me now! I know you’re married to Albrecht, the worst of my sons. His first wife was just as bad. This place always used to be a pigsty. And you’ve made a real farmstead out of it. And Albrecht, who used to work as a day labourer in the vineyard only when he felt like it and just lazed away the time doing nothing the rest of the year – he’s suddenly learned a lot. And the children from his first wife, that hussy, you really changed them; it’s almost as if you’d reborn them. Your only problem is that you can’t put up with things. But there are certain things you just have to put up with, to endure. Because eventually they’ll pass.’

      The younger woman answered her a little more calmly now, though her voice was still tinged with sadness about a life that in spite of all her truly tremendous efforts was denied all grace, to say nothing of respect. ‘Yes, but then this happened.’ She pointed at the house from which came the Hitler Youths’ cheeky, shrill whistles, and towards the noise on the other side of the gate. ‘This has got in the way, Mother. And the children I straightened out, sweating blood in the process, they’re now the same impudent brats they were all along from the start, and Albrecht is again the same old beast of a man. Oh my!’

      With her foot she pushed a piece of wood that was jutting out back into the woodpile. She listened. Then she put her hands over both her ears and wailed, ‘Of all places, that fellow had to pick Buchenau to hide in. That’s all I needed. That thug, coming into a decent village on a Monday morning like a rabid dog. If he’s got to escape, why can’t he go and hide in the marsh? Does he have to get all of us involved in this? Aren’t there enough meadows by the water where he can take cover?’

      ‘Grab the basket,’ the old woman said. ‘The clothes are still soaking wet. Couldn’t it have waited till after the meal?’

      ‘We all do what we learned from our mothers. I do the ironing wet.’

      At that moment, from the street on the other side of their gate there came a howling that sounded like nothing an ordinary human voice could have produced. But it wasn’t an animal’s howl either. Some creatures previously unknown on earth must suddenly have dared to make an appearance – George’s eyes began to glow at the sound; he bared his teeth. His throat tightened; it was as if he himself were sheltering something that he had to howl out now, along with this fellow creature. But at the same instant something soft and pure and clear came to the fore from inside him, an inviolable voice that couldn’t be drowned out, and he knew that he was ready to die then and there, not as he had always lived but as he had always wanted to, bravely and calmly.

      The two women had put the basket down. And black networks of wrinkles, coarse and wide in the younger one, fine and dense in the older one, showed on their pale faces. The boys raced out of the house across the yard and into the street. Then again there was pounding on the gate from outside. The old woman emerged from her paralysis; she took hold of the big bolt with what strength she had and pushed it back, perhaps for the last time in her life. A crowd of Hitler Youths, old women, farmers, and SA men stormed into the farmyard, shouting, ‘Mother, Mother! Mrs Alwin! Mother, Anna, Mrs Alwin, we’ve got him. Look, look, there next door at the Wurms’, in the kennel, that’s where he was sitting. And Max was in the fields with Karl. The fellow was wearing glasses; those are smashed now! He won’t need them any more. They’ll take him away in Algeier’s car. Right next door at the Wurms’, he was; too bad. Look, Mother, look!’

      The younger woman woke from her daze; she went towards the gate with the expression of a person drawn irresistibly to the one sight forbidden to her. She got up on tiptoe. She took one look at the people crowding around Algeier’s car. Then she turned away, crossed herself, and ran into the house. The older woman followed her, head wobbling, as if she’d suddenly turned into a much, much older woman. The laundry basket was left where it was. The farmyard was now quiet and empty.

      ‘He had glasses!’ George thought. ‘Then it was Pelzer. Why did he come here?’

      An hour later Fritz discovered the machine part, still in its wrapping, by the outer farmyard wall. His mother and grandmother and a few neighbours came to look too. They were surprised to find it there. From the company tag they reckoned that the machine part came from Oppenheim and was intended for the Darré School. Now one of the Alwins had to start up the car again. It was just a few minutes to the school by car. They asked him what his brother, who’d returned to work in the fields, had told them about taking the escapee back to Westhofen.

      ‘Did they give him a thrashing there?’ Fritz asked with shining eyes, hopping from one foot to the other. ‘Thrashing?’ Alwin said. ‘You’re the one who ought to be thoroughly thrashed. I was actually surprised that they treated the man so decently.’

      They’d even helped him, Pelzer, get out of Algeier’s car. Pelzer, expecting blows and kicks, relaxed when they took him under the arms and carefully led him inside. Without his glasses he couldn’t tell from their faces what kind of carefulness it was. It was as if everything was filled with smoke. Now that all was lost for him, Pelzer was overtaken by an infinite exhaustion. He wasn’t taken to the commandant’s barracks, but into the room Overkamp had furnished for himself. 

      ‘Sit down, Pelzer,’ Commissar Fischer said quite gently. His eyes and voice were those typical of people in such a profession, who usually have to prise things out of others: sick organs, confessions, admissions.

      Overkamp sat to one side curled up in a chair, smoking. Evidently he was leaving Pelzer to his colleague. 

      ‘A short excursion,’ Fischer said. He looked at Pelzer, whose upper body began to sway quietly. Then he looked down at his files. ‘Pelzer, Eugene, born 1898 in Hanau. Right?’

      ‘Yes,’ Pelzer said softly, his first spoken word since his escape.

      ‘But that you should stoop to such pranks, Pelzer, you of all people, and to let a man like Heisler of all people talk you into it. Look here, Pelzer, it’s been exactly six hours and fifty-five minutes since Fuellgrabe started hitting people with that spade. Good heavens, for how long have you been planning this?’ 

      Pelzer said nothing. 

      ‘Didn’t you realise from the start, Pelzer, that it was a harebrained, suicidal idea? Did you try to talk the others out of it?’

      Pelzer replied softly, for each syllable felt like a knife stab. ‘But I didn’t know anything.’

      ‘My, my,’ Fischer said, still speaking moderately and softly, ‘Fuellgrabe gives the signal, and you run. So, why did you start running?’

      Pelzer said, ‘They all did.’

      ‘Right. And you say you weren’t in on it? Now really, Pelzer!’

      Pelzer said, ‘No.’

      ‘Pelzer, Pelzer,’ Fischer said.

      Pelzer felt like a man who’s dead tired when the alarm clock shrills and doesn’t want to hear it. 

      Fischer said, ‘When Fuellgrabe struck the first guard, the second guard was standing near you; that same second, as arranged, you threw yourself at the second guard.’

      ‘No,’ cried Pelzer.

      ‘What did you say?’ Fischer said.

      ‘I didn’t throw myself.’

      ‘Yes, excuse me, Pelzer. The second guard was standing near you, Pelzer, you underlined, then they, plural, that is, Heisler, and – and – and yes, Wallau, in the same second threw themselves at the second guard who was standing near you, as agreed on beforehand.’

      Pelzer said, ‘No.’

      ‘No what?’

      ‘That it was agreed upon beforehand.’

      ‘That what was agreed on?’

      ‘That he was standing next to me. He came because, because —’ He tried to remember, but he might just as well have tried to lift a leaden weight.

      ‘Go on, you can lean back,’ Fischer said. ‘So then: nothing agreed upon. You were not in on anything. You simply ran off. When Fuellgrabe started striking the guard, Wallau and Heisler attacked the second guard who just happened to be standing next to you. You underlined, Pelzer! Correct?’

      ‘Yes,’ Pelzer said slowly.

      Now Fischer called out, ‘Overkamp!’

      Overkamp got to his feet, as if their service ranking were reversed. Pelzer, who hadn’t even noticed that there was a third man in the room, was startled. He even sat up and paid attention.

      ‘Let’s get George Heisler in right now to confront him.’

      Overkamp lifted the receiver. ‘Aha,’ he said into it. Then he said to Fischer, ‘Not quite ready to be interrogated yet.’

      Fischer said, ‘Either completely or not at all. What’s that supposed to mean, not quite ready?’

      Now Overkamp went over next to Pelzer. He said in a tone firmer than Fischer’s, but not hostile, ‘Pelzer, you have to pull yourself together now. Heisler just described all this quite differently. Please pull yourself together, Pelzer, your memory and whatever common sense is left.’

       

      
VII

      George was lying in a furrow out on a farm field under the grey-blue sky. About a hundred yards away was the highway to Oppenheim. Just don’t get stuck now, he told himself. To be in the city by evening! The city that was like a cave with its winding alleyways. His original plan was to get to Frankfurt that night, and go at once out to see Leni. Once at Leni’s place everything else seemed easy to him. A one-and-a-half-hour train ride between dying and living ought to be doable. Hadn’t everything up to now gone according to plan? Except that he was about three hours late. Sure, the sky was still blue, but the mists were already coming in across the fields from the river. Soon the cars on the highway would be turning on their headlights in spite of the afternoon sun.

      An uncontrollable wish, stronger than any fear, or hunger and thirst, and stronger than the damned thumping in his hand, which had long ago bled through the rag: to just keep lying there – after all, night would come soon. And the fog was already providing him with cover; the sun was just a pale disc behind the haze covering his face. They wouldn’t be searching for him here during the night. He’d have some peace.

      He tried to imagine what Wallau’s advice would be. You could trust Wallau’s advice. He could almost hear him say: If you want to die, just lie down and stay there. No, tear a piece of fabric off the jacket. Make a new bandage. Go to the city. Everything else is nonsense.

      He turned over on to his stomach. Tears ran down his face as he pulled the crusted rag off his hand. Then he felt ill again, seeing his thumb: a stiff little black-and-blue lump. He turned on to his back as he tied a fresh knot with his teeth. Tomorrow he’d have to find someone who could take care of his hand. He suddenly expected all sorts of things from the coming day, as if time as it flowed were drawing him along.

      The denser the mist over the fields, the more intense the blue of the meadow saffron. George noticed the flowers only now. Maybe he’d be able to get a message to Leni if he didn’t get to Frankfurt before nightfall. Should he spend the mark he’d found in the jacket for that? He hadn’t thought of Leni since his escape, or if he had thought of her it was at most the way he thought of a road sign, or the first grey stone. How much strength he’d wasted, so much valuable sleep for dreaming! Dreaming about the girl that luck had put in his path, exactly twenty-one days before his arrest. But I can’t visualise her any more, he thought. Wallau and all the others, I can see. He saw Wallau quite clearly, but the others he saw only vaguely because they were now dim in the fog. Another day is done, one of the guards passes close by him, speaks to him: ‘Well, Heisler, how long are we going to keep this up?’ And he gives him a strange, sly look. George says nothing in reply. The realisation that everything is lost is mixed with these first vague thoughts of escape.

      The first lights were passing on the highway. George climbed over the ditch. A sudden thought flashed through his head: You’ll never catch me. With that same flash he was up in a brewery truck. He was dizzy with the pain from having grabbed on with his left hand in jumping aboard. Almost immediately, or so it seemed to him, they drove into a courtyard on a street in Oppenheim; actually, though, it was fifteen minutes later. The driver noticed only now that he had a passenger. He mumbled, ‘Get going!’ But something about the way George had jumped off, and his first wavering steps, caught his attention, and he turned round again and asked, ‘Do you want a lift to Mainz maybe?’

      ‘Yes,’ George said.

      ‘Wait here a moment,’ the driver said. 

      George had put his wounded hand inside the jacket. He’d seen only the driver’s back so far. And now he didn’t see his face either, for the driver was holding his delivery book up against the wall and writing something in it. Then he drove his truck through the gate and across the courtyard.

      George waited. The street outside the gate went slightly uphill. The fog had not reached here yet; the summer day seemed to be coming to a close, the light on the pavement was soft. Across the way was a spice dealer’s shop, next to it a laundry, after that a butcher’s shop. The bells on the shop doors tinkled. Two women with packages, a boy biting into a sausage. The power and splendour of everyday life, how he had despised it in the past. If only instead of having to wait out here, he could go inside to be the butcher’s helper, a delivery boy for the spice dealer, a guest in one of these homes. In Westhofen he’d pictured a street here differently. He thought he would see a feeling of shame in every face, on every cobblestone, and that sorrow would mute the steps and voices and even the children’s games. The street here was calm; the people looked happy.

      ‘Hannes! Friedrich!’ an old woman called from her window above the laundry to two young fellows in SA uniforms strolling with their girlfriends. ‘Would you like to come upstairs? I’ll make you some coffee.’ Did Meissner and Dieterling also walk around like this with their fiancées when they were on leave? After a short whispered conversation, the four yelled up, ‘Yes,’ and burst into the house. The woman closed the window with a smile because it made her happy to have some good-looking young people, maybe they were her relatives, come to visit. George, witnessing this scene, was engulfed by a sadness such as he had never known before in his entire life. He might have wept if he hadn’t been reassured by the voice that tells you even in your saddest dream that soon nothing will matter any more. But it does still matter, George thought. The driver returned, a robust man with small, black bird’s eyes peering out from his fat face.

      ‘Come on up,’ he said brusquely.

      It was already evening outside the city. The driver cursed at the fog. ‘What are you going to do in Mainz?’ he suddenly asked.

      ‘Going to the hospital,’ George said.

      ‘Which one?’

      ‘To my old one.’

      ‘Seems you like sniffing chloroform,’ the driver said. ‘You couldn’t drag me into a hospital with twenty horses. Last February on the ice…’ They almost ran into two cars that had been stopped, one behind the other, by an SS patrol. The truck driver braked and cursed. Then the two cars in front of him were waved on. The patrolmen came up to the brewery truck. The driver handed them his papers, one of the men said, ‘And you over there?’

      The whole thing wasn’t all that bad, George thought. I made two mistakes so far. Unfortunately you can’t rehearse it all beforehand. He was having exactly the same feeling as he’d had back when he was first arrested; when the house was suddenly surrounded – a rapid adjustment of all feelings and thoughts, a lightning-fast jettisoning of all deadwood, a clean good-bye, and finally…

      He was wearing a brown corduroy jacket; there was no doubt about that. The SS patrolman compared the jacket with his description. It was amazing how many corduroy jackets had turned up in the last three hours between Worms and Mainz, Captain Fischer had said when Berger had brought in a man in a corduroy jacket a while back. This item of clothing seemed to enjoy a certain popularity here among the locals. The Wanted poster had been based on the Westhofen intake records of December ’34, with the exception of the description of the clothing. But except for the jacket, the guard thought, nothing about this man coincided with the specifications he’d been given. This fellow could have been the fugitive’s father; the wanted man in the picture was his own age, a young fellow with a smooth, bold face, while this man here had a flat face with a thick nose and puffy lips. He waved them on. ‘Heil Hitler!’

      They drove on in silence for a few minutes at fifty miles per hour. Suddenly the brewery driver braked for the second time on the empty, open road. ‘Get down,’ he ordered. George wanted to say something. ‘Get down!’ the driver repeated threateningly when George hesitated. He made as if he were going to throw George off forcefully. George jumped down. Again he banged his bad hand and moaned softly. He floundered briefly as the lights of the beer truck receded, almost immediately swallowed up by the fog that had descended in the last few minutes. At short intervals cars whizzed by him; he didn’t dare stop any of them. He didn’t know whether he still had hours of walking ahead of him, or how many hours he already had behind him. He tried to work out just where he was between Oppenheim and Mainz – the road went through a little village with brightly lit windows. He didn’t dare ask anyone to tell him the name of the village.
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