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The night will soon be ending;


the dawn cannot be far.


Let songs of praise ascending


now greet the Morning Star!


All you whom darkness frightens


with guilt or grief or pain,


God’s radiant star now brightens


and bids you sing again.


JOCHEN KLEPPER
(1903–42)
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One


He had followed a short, haggard man in shabby clothes, who seemed a nasty enough piece of work to betray a few of his fellow countrymen. They’d been hiding in the church, the Pole had said in his thick accent. But we searched every nook and cranny, not a soul there. The Pole just shrugged as if to suggest, It’s not my fault you didn’t find them. He knew that the German would follow him, even if he suspected that the Pole would try to lead him astray, stall him to stay alive himself, or try some other dirty trick. The German would follow him, lured by the prospect of more Jews, maybe even women, the short man had made vague mention of women as if to avoid overstating his promise. And he was right. The German followed him through the winding alleys, ignoring the fine rain that fell incessantly on the city like a cold, silk cloth, lending everything a silvery-grey sheen, the low, crooked houses, which were narrow and packed together so tightly as if unable ever to get warm. The steeply pitched roofs glistened like molten tar and the uneven cobbles were slippery. The Pole was wearing a pair of old, well-worn shoes, his footsteps made only a muffled scraping on the stones, which was drowned out by the hard pounding of the army boots following in his wake. The German strode past the furtive windows with the assuredness of an untouchable. Everywhere, greyed curtains and closed shutters precluded a glimpse inside the houses, but he knew that the clunk of his footsteps was being tracked by countless ears, their owners frozen in silence, as if remaining motionless could save them from his grasp. He relished this feeling of power, and he relished even more the routine of this pleasure. Two years previously, when he came to Poland with the first important assignment of his career, the sudden affirmation of his superiority had left him confused and unsure. He could scarcely believe that the people they had conquered really were so inferior, and in every aspect too. On the very first day the Obersturmbannführer had taken him to Turck, a washed-out town on the Bug, a narrow but long river that flowed into the Vistula fifty kilometres to the west. We’re going to set an example, the Obersturmbannführer had said. His name was Ranzner, a tall, harsh-faced man, whose narrow head was covered with leathery skin, which in old age would not be furrowed with deep wrinkles, but countless tiny scores on the surface, like dried-up rivulets running from his temples to his eyes, and in all directions from the corners of his mouth. Perhaps the lack of depth in his facial features was due to his static expression, or maybe the cause was purely physiological. Publicly, Ranzner never exhibited any hint of satisfaction at a victory or an execution, and all his other emotions appeared inhibited too, as if he were conserving his energy for the decisive moment. He saw himself as the tough alpha male, ruling a bloodthirsty pack of wolves with ruthless discipline. Only at first glance did his marked passivity and the small, round professor’s spectacles perched on his aquiline nose seem to contradict the mask-like nature of his face. In truth these were precisely the elements possessed by the man who knows that, rather than having but two hands at his disposal, he can call on a thousand, at any hour and for whatever purpose. And so Ranzner never came across as horrific or terrifying, but more like a walking statue, an allegory of power incarnate, more credible than the Reichsführer S.S., more Himmler than Himmler himself, as if the latter were a copy of Ranzner rather than the other way round.


They had driven in an open-top military car along bumpy country lanes, where the impressions left in the mud by hooves, boots and tanks had moulded into a chaotic relief.


Two rows of motorcycles ahead of them, two rows of motorcycles behind. The sun shone and he had sweated beside Ranzner in the back seat, wondering what to expect. From the start the Obersturmbann-führer had treated him with that relaxed indulgence of the higher-ranking officer, a manner he had grown up with and was adept at nurturing. Superiors liked him, and not exclusively on account of his physical appearance, his thick, straw-blond hair, his perfect Aryan features with their youthful mien. They immediately felt that he would accept them for what they wanted to be, irrespective of what it was. This reassured them and stirred paternal feelings. Out of the corner of his eye, he looked at the gently rolling countryside, the fields ripe with corn and the dark-green, lush woodland in the distance, while Ranzner chatted to him about his future tasks. As Sturmbannführer he would translate Ranzner’s orders into concrete plans.


“You’re to find Jewish hideouts,” he said casually, as if discussing berries that needed picking in the woods. “I don’t care how you go about it. But you have to find all of them. A single hideout you fail to unearth could be the breeding-ground for a new plague, just bear that in mind.”


A single hideout. The slight Pole in front of him knew this too. The man had hunched his shoulders to shield his neck from the cold drizzle, clutching with his left hand the lapels of his worn leather jacket.


“Almost there,” he said to the German, who from his Aryan height regarded him indifferently, as one might glance at a dog scurrying past. This Pole was the necessary means to a necessary end. No more and no less. The wretch would do all he could to stay alive; right now, here between the eavesdropping houses, in front of the blind, dripping windows, which were crammed with eyes and ears, he could give the man the order to drop his trousers and start masturbating, and he would do it. Just like the Jews of Turck, back in the first year of the war, who sang as they crawled alongside the pews in their synagogue, while having their bare buttocks whipped, just like the Jew who had been so scared he shat himself, then wiped his excrement over the faces of the other Jews. Because he had been given the order, because the execution of even the most perverse order harboured the promise of life like an encrypted message that only the recipient could understand. Ranzner had registered the disgust and fascination on the face of his new Sturmbannführer with apparent impassivity, he had briefly tapped him on the shoulder to bring him round again, while the Jews, their faces smeared with shit and their backsides spattered with blood, danced ring-a-ring-o’roses to the laughter of their tormentors, before being summarily stabbed to death.


“Why don’t we shoot them?” he had asked Ranzner when the Jews were just bodies collapsed on top of one another in the middle of a slowly expanding red puddle.


“Too loud in here,” was Ranzner’s terse reply. “Bad for the eardrums.” They had left the synagogue so it could be set alight. From somewhere deep inside had come a voice insisting that a dreadful deed had taken place, an utterly terrified voice that he had not heard since childhood. But unlike in his childhood, now in Turck he managed to overpower this fearful, feeble voice with the one he had appropriated over the years, like an antidote secretly purloined.


He had learned, all his life he had learned how to be a man. Now he wished to be equal to his task, no other desire should have a place in his heart, and he understood that it was not by chance that Ranzner had brought him along. The example had been made for his sake, the whole thing had been a performance for a single individual, to ensure that man understood from the outset what stage he was on here.


It was raining harder now, the cold silk had unexpectedly turned into a heavy curtain that obscured their vision. At this point the alley was even narrower and the houses seemed to lean forwards to allow their gables to touch. The area looked poorer, the houses were in disrepair. Sludge had oozed up between the cobbles, forming viscous puddles that forced them to stay close to the house fronts. He felt cheerful for the first time since they had left the camp. The Pole in front of him had transformed into a dark-grey spectre, a kobold leading him through a town which was no longer above ground, but subterranean. As he continued along the tapering street he reprimanded himself for entertaining such unmasculine feelings. They had been walking for two minutes at most; the church must be just around the corner. He drew his pistol from the holster on his right hip, quietly, so the man ahead would not notice. The weight of the gun in his hand was like an anchor he was tossing at reality to prevent fear from hurrying him on. He was a tall, strong Aryan, born to rule over other peoples, and with a weapon to hand nothing and nobody could vanquish him. The Pole stopped, half turned towards his companion and stretched out an arm in a brief, feeble gesture. To the right he could see a church at the end of a gently sloping street. Like all the other buildings in this town it was short and squat, it cowered there humbly, as if pressing itself into the earth rather than standing on it. The short, wide tower housed two bells, one small, the other of medium size – he had noticed them during the first search.


The street was ten metres long at most. Muddy water ran down the slope along the cobbles. The German took a deep breath, the church was a marker by which to orient oneself in the confusing web of the old town. Without realising it, he had acquired a little more trust in the Pole, and when they entered the short street he began to walk beside him rather than behind. To their left a small front door opened. A young woman came out. She was wearing a long, heavy dress, which may once have been red but was now a pale grey–pink. Her head and upper body were wrapped in black scarves, it was impossible to say how many, but it seemed to be an inordinate number, for the shape of her body was entirely hidden beneath the clothes. Only her face was visible, a long, pretty face with a narrow nose and full, perfectly curved lips, which quivered oddly. She had broad brown eyes set at a very slight angle, lending her an Oriental air. As she approached the officer she fixed these eyes on him with an intense stare. An aroma of freshly baked bread wafted through the front door. The Pole stopped and made another feeble gesture towards the woman, who now stood before them.


“This is Margarita Ejzenstain.”


His voice betrayed no emotion, it was decidedly indifferent, as if he were introducing two people who meant nothing to him. From beneath one of Margarita Ejzenstein’s many black scarves two hands appeared, clutching an unlikely looking revolver. It appeared so old that the German fancied it must be from the last century. She grimaced as she cocked the gun with both thumbs, and the German thought the weapon must be terribly stiff. He had forgotten altogether the pistol in his own hand, he could no longer feel its weight, only the weight in the girl’s hands, so young did she look when she grimaced and pulled the trigger with her index fingers that he concluded she must still be a girl. When the bullet hit his eardrum and the echo chased through the streets like a wild animal, the German was swung round to the left and now stood directly in front of the Pole. He wanted to yank up his pistol and shoot the Pole dead, but instead his arm fell to his side and his fingers released the gun, which clattered as it hit the ground. No matter, he thought, he had not released the safety catch anyway. A second shot thundered in his ears, knocking him off his feet and sending him crashing against the house behind, then onto the cold, wet cobbles. Lying on his back, he watched as the Pole and the girl bent over him. The Pole crouched and picked up the pistol. He saw him release the safety catch and fire at him several times. Now the girl’s face appeared before him once more. Her beautiful, full lips were still trembling and rain, or were they tears?, ran down her cheeks. He saw her say something he could not understand, then curl her lips and spit in his face. He saw the Pole pull the girl up and drag her away. The last thing he saw was an unending succession of raindrops falling straight on top of him through the dark-grey crack between two shadowy gables, on they went until the chink turned black and the raindrops white, as when looking at a photographic negative or pressing your fingers down onto your closed eyes. He could still smell the tang of freshly baked bread and feel the cold stealing through his body, quietly and quickly like an army in the dark.




Two


When they found him his eyes were staring straight up into the sky. He was soaked through and dark-red, sandy mud stuck to his black uniform. With the rainwater, his blood flowed down towards the church, and instead of the aroma of bread a heady stench of excrement and iron hung in the street. An old wooden cart soon arrived, a two-wheeler pulled by a couple of Poles. They hauled it up from the church until they reached the body, which they lifted and placed on the wet boards. Then two S.S. men, a stocky Hungarian who hardly spoke a word of German and a lanky Bavarian who nobody understood, flogged the Poles to hasten their progress to headquarters. Dusk gradually descended, but the rain refused to let up. This time they took the direct route from the church to the town hall.


The building was set in an attractive square that had seen better days. Apart from the town hall itself, the square, too, was bordered with rendered, half-timbered houses tightly packed together. The town hall, on the other hand, boasted generous proportions, a stylistic mixture of northern Renaissance and farmhouse, which was a feature of public buildings in this region. It looked a little like an intruder who had made themselves at home. The two Poles, exhausted and with backs aching, stopped by the outside steps. Another thrashing told them they had to take the Sturmbannführer from the cart and carry him into the building. One of them slipped on the steps, the corpse slid from his grasp and the head thudded onto the stone. The Bavarian flew into a rage and beat the Pole unconscious. He lay on the steps while the two S.S. men helped the other Pole bring the Sturmbannführer into the town hall.


News of the murder of his junior officer had already reached Obersturmbannführer Ranzner. In view of what had happened, he would assemble the troops on the square the following morning and deliver a speech. He considered his oratory to be one of his many strengths. But now, when the three men carried in the filthy, dripping body, when his nose took in the smell of blood and earth, faeces and damp, he felt a faint revulsion bubble up inside him. He had reserved it as his privilege to close the eyes of fallen officers with his own hand, for all of them were like his own sons, as he used to say in his aloof manner. But each time it was an effort. When they were dead they ceased to be something, they were no more than a grave warning of life’s void, without pride or dignity, meaningless flesh, which was already starting to stink – of what he never knew, it was like rubber, like some women, peculiar.


The S.S. men shooed out the Pole and laid down the dead man in the vestibule. Imitation Arcimboldos from Bohemia hung on the walls, a delicate Jugendstil chest of drawers stood beneath one of them. The picture showed a face composed exclusively of vegetables, wearing a black helmet that looked a little like a soup dish. These and a few other items had been transported from Germany on Ranzner’s orders. They were to bring an element of civilisation to this “subhuman architecture”, as he called it. Ranzner went over to the corpse. With his legs apart and arms behind his back, he leaned forward a little over the Sturmbannführer’s pale face and gazed into the dead man’s eyes.


“Seven shots at least, Obersturmbannführer!” the Bavarian barked in his distinct accent, as if he had been asked to provide a report. The presence of the two men made Ranzner nervous.


“Wait outside until I call for you!”


“Yes, Obersturmbannführer!” they shouted, before clicking their heels, thrusting out their chests and doing an about-turn.


When they had left Ranzner kneeled, overcame his feeling of disgust and looked the dead man in the eye at close range. Like a thief anticipating a robbery, he glanced around the vestibule before stretching out his hand and waving it over the dead man’s eyes two or three times, staring at him expectantly. When nothing happened, he bent further and whispered into the corpse’s ear, “Treitz? Sturmbannführer Treitz? Karl Treitz, are you still with us? If you’re still alive I command you to give me a sign. Did you hear me?” He looked him in the eye again and at that very moment thought he detected a fleeting twinkle in the left pupil. Was it possible? He had seen a twinkle like that in the eyes of other corpses, but had never known whether it was merely a figment of his imagination. He bent back down to Treitz’s ear: “Sturmbannführer, I hereby order you to seek out and apprehend your murderer. Do not forget – forget nothing!”


After waiting a while in vain for another sign, Ranzner slipped on a black leather glove and closed the Sturmbannführer’s eyes. He stood up, assumed a diffident expression of sympathy and called in the S.S. men. When they lifted the body, the right arm jerked briefly but wildly before coming to rest again a moment later. The S.S. men were unfazed, they had witnessed this and other phenomena in corpses all too often. Ranzner, however, turned away to prevent them from glimpsing his surprise and his satisfaction. That must have been a sign. The right arm! There was no doubt about it: Treitz had attempted the Nazi salute as a farewell gesture. Could the Reichsführer S.S. be right after all? At that very moment Ranzner decided two things. The following morning he would have thirty-seven Poles shot in the street where Treitz was murdered – one for each year of the Sturmbannführer’s life. He was not planning a massacre, just a symbolic act. And that evening he would also rehearse a speech. He called Anna, his housekeeper, to clean up the stain in the vestibule.


*


Anna Stirnweiss was young, strikingly tall and slim. Ranzner had spotted her two years earlier amongst a consignment of Jews at the Ostbahnhof in Berlin. Since then she had been his factotum. Anna’s face would have been beautiful had it not at some point taken on an expression of untold world-weariness, as if for her everything were too heavy, not just the battered water pail or the wringer with the dark-grey rag, but also the tatty shoes, which must be far too big for her dainty feet, her shoulders that were hunched forwards, as if trying to shield her breasts, and finally her head which, even shorn of its once magnificent hair, hung with a permanent droop as if too weighty for her brittle-looking neck. Although Ranzner was keen on Anna, he banished all thoughts that strayed too far, for he was only too aware of his superiority.


He watched her kneel and wash away the bloodstains, the water that had run from the dead body, the memory of the disgust it had generated, disgust and hope. Ranzner could make out the contours of Anna’s buttocks beneath her black skirt. His cheek muscles twitched briefly, then he turned and left the vestibule via a large wooden double door, decorated only by two round, brass knobs. Beyond the door was a generous stairwell with astonishingly white marble steps. At the bottom, the staircase had the same semi-oval form as the steps outside the building, but after ten or eleven stairs it forked left and right, both sides leading up to a gallery. Here, too, hung pictures from the Prague Renaissance between tall, Gothic-looking windows, while Biedermeier furniture from Germany stood rather forlornly against the walls. The entire stairwell was set with dark panelling which, in combination with the hefty stone pillars, lent it a rather ponderous air. The building work had clearly been carried out in several periods, giving the faint impression that each new style had rebelled against its predecessors. The result was a peculiar confirmation of just how provincial the town hall was.


Ascending the staircase with the confidence of a king, Ranzner chose the left fork and walked around the gallery to the far side. His rooms were directly above the vestibule.




Three


Anna was in her bedroom, taking off her apron. She looked in the mirror on the wall, a plain old object without a frame, full of dark spots and a crack running from the bottom, which now cut through the middle of her face. Anna moved her head so the crack wandered the length of her nose, between her eyes and up to her forehead. Ranzner had called for her. Wrenching open the door, Fritz, his adjutant, had gazed at her with relish from head to toe and announced curtly, The chief wants you, hurry up. She had put on her skirt while Fritz ogled from the doorway before letting out an exaggerated sigh and walking away without closing the door.


It was a very fine crack, and yet the two halves of her face were slightly offset. Anna focused on the black spot that exactly covered her right eye. Now it was time to play the game. Ranzner’s game, his invention. But he was unaware that she played it in her own way. Time for me to play the game now, she announced to the face in the mirror, attempting to instil a measure of resolve in her weary eyes.


Turning around, she bumped into the bed that practically filled her tiny room. It was an iron-framed dinosaur of a thing, with tall head-and footboards and a saggy straw mattress. The room had no window. Located in a side wing of the town hall, it must once have been used as a storeroom. Or pantry. Anna had learned to ignore these external details of her current existence as an individual deprived of all rights.


She must not let Ranzner wait too long. She had wanted more time to get ready, but she also knew that her game would not work unless the pressure was sufficiently high. So she left her room and went down a long, narrow corridor towards another door. Behind this lay the large stairwell. Anna walked slowly, as if measuring each step with precision. Outside she could hear the deep rumbling of a diesel motor ticking over. Anna concentrated. The game had begun. She was the subhuman. She went up the stairs, choosing the right fork when she reached the landing, and was soon at the door. She knocked – Come in! – and opened. He, Obersturmbannführer Josef Ranzner, was already standing there in his favourite role, a weekly performance, wearing his grey uniform and eyeing her expressionlessly from his Red Indian features. Beneath his gaze she, the subhuman, winced. She did this every time, just like a whore who moans as if she were climaxing, to make her punter climax. Ranzner was her punter. She knew what turned him on: fear. Just like a whore, deep inside her was another woman, an unattainable woman who observed everything that happened, calculating, focusing exclusively on the payoff. This woman had a secret name and her payoff was life. And hidden even deeper – something Anna had discovered only recently, to her relief and horror – was a little girl oblivious to all of this. She was sitting in a meadow, picking flowers and smiling, lost to the world. She was five years old and still unaware that on this very day her mother would tell her, Your father’s never coming back, we’ll have to get along on our own now. The last happy day in Anna’s life. At some point she would repeat this day, she would sit in the meadow by her village in Brandenburg and pick flowers and everything would be fine again, her father would not have gone away and returned three years later with that alien look on his face, a look she would never be able to forget. Her mother would never have had to say, You’ve come, as if prior to that her family had not existed. The crack in the mirror would merely be the crack in the mirror, nothing else.


“Sit over there, Anna!” Ranzner said, pointing to a chair in the middle of the room. He stood behind and grabbed her gently by the shoulders. The whore flinched submissively, the secret woman assessed the situation. The little girl paused and waited.


“Do you know what happens when one of your lot murders one of our soldiers?”


“No, no, I don’t.”


“Oh, I think you do. You know how livid I get, and then I have a whole bunch of you executed, for one of us is worth thirty-seven of you.”


“Thirty-seven?”


Ranzner offered a supercilious smile.


“Sturmbannführer Treitz was thirty-seven years old. Tomorrow morning I shall tell my men that thirty-seven Jews must die. I wonder whether you aren’t in cahoots with the rest of them.”


“No, absolutely not.”


Ranzner smiled. He put his hands in his trouser pockets and circled Anna.


“What else could you say, Jewish woman? You’re up to your neck in it.”


“Why do you hate us?”


“I don’t hate the Jews, you silly little thing. I’ve never hated the Jews. If I hated your sort then how could I possibly suffer your presence here? No, I’d have killed you long ago. Do you know why I might have to have you killed?”


“No.”


“For purely tactical reasons. Plenty of officers keep Jews, Poles or other creatures. Officially, of course, no-one’s to know, but everyone does. Those up there,” he said, gesturing with his right index finger, “turn a blind eye so long as our work is efficient. But these are critical times we’re in, my troops are not what they used to be. In the past,” he continued, stopping to look at the night sky through a tall window, “in the past we were an Aryan army, the very best. My God, the young men I saw back in those days: tall, strong, handsome, fearless and smart. Reincarnations of Siegfried.” He sighed, turning back towards Anna. “But nowadays I have to incite a horde of foreigners and criminals to fight against the Russians. Do you imagine that’s an easy task?”


Anna was at a loss as to what to say. She had never seen Ranzner work particularly hard. He spent his time being driven around, drinking his fill of wine and schnapps, and enjoying long lie-ins. He also masturbated a lot, as Anna knew from washing his clothes.


“Answer me! Do you think that’s an easy task?”


“No.”


“No. You’re right, Anna. It’s not easy. The soldiers out there,” he said, pointing to the window, “now come from Lithuania, Sweden, Hungary, Holland. Many of them know less German than you do, Anna.”


“I understand.”


“Really? Yes, I think you do. I think you understand very well. You see, if I’m fighting against subhumans with foreigners who themselves are partly subhuman, and on top of that I’ve got a Jew for a housekeeper, then we might as well stop killing right now and just forget the war. Don’t you think?”


“I don’t know.”


“Don’t lie to me, Anna, or at least do it in such a way that I don’t realise you’re lying. Of course you’d rather we just called the whole thing off, like one calls off a football match when the rain gets too heavy. But it’s not like that.” Ranzner paused and went to his desk. “I’ve prepared a little speech. I’d like you to hear it. Tomorrow morning I’m going to address my men and,” he added in a softer tone, “I’d like at least one person to have understood it. Ready?”


Anna nodded. Ranzner took up position three metres away and stood there, his eyes closed. He concentrated hard, he could hear the birds twittering, see the roofs of the houses shining gently, smell the fresh morning air. He watched the fog lift, looked down at his men who filled the square, maybe three thousand of them in all, his brigade had swelled in size. Peering at their faces he saw their Aryan features, purely Aryan features, and he allowed himself to indulge in this view for a few minutes while Anna sat there, waiting, concentrating hard herself. As well she knew, the truth was that this was no rehearsal for a speech, Ranzner had no need of that. She had known from the outset that the pieces of paper in his hand were documents of some sort. The truth was that Ranzner improvised, the truth was that these speeches were for her ears only. Like a whore she sensed that her punter was secretly in love with her, however much he pretended to despise her. And like a whore she preferred the contempt, to escape his love. When he stood there with his eyes closed, with his long, hooked nose and taut skin, he resembled a Red Indian deep in ritual. Anna thought of how a few hours earlier he had crouched and spoken to the dead body of his Sturmbannführer in the vestibule. She had watched from the stairs.


“Men!” Ranzner bellowed suddenly. Anna flinched. He opened his eyes and stared at her; his face had assumed a feverish look.


“Men! Every one of you knows why you are here.” Once more he paused briefly, before smiling and raising his hands. “We are about to embark on a delousing campaign!”


This was one of the jokes Ranzner always cracked at the beginning of his speeches. He had explained to her once what they were all about, their purpose was to leaven the atmosphere. It was imperative his men felt that he, Ranzner, was never nervous, no matter how close the Russians were. Anna had listened attentively: the Russians were close. Without knowing it Ranzner had given succour to her hopes.


But now both of them in their inner ear heard three thousand raw voices in unison emit throaty, adulatory, manly sounds. Ranzner heard this in his head and Anna heard it in hers, imagining Ranzner’s head. “But lice, as you know, hide in every corner, and with one, single aim – to avoid their own eradication! Sometimes, friends, they attack one of us, when we’re quiet and inattentive, for that is the only way in which lice dare to attack human beings!”


Anna had never found Ranzner’s imagery particularly original, but the expression in his eyes told her that he was not interested in felicitous comparisons, merely in upsetting her. She understood and obeyed. Let him see her upset, if that made him happy. Like a whore, somewhere deep down she felt nothing but sympathy for her punter. Sympathy and revulsion.


Ranzner allowed his gaze to roam.


“The Jewish rats have barbarically slaughtered one of the jewels in our ranks!” he cried at the top of his voice, as if trying to make his fury audible through the walls. Now his stare bored into the vanquished eyes of the woman cowering in the chair before him, her shoulders hunched. “But we shall set an example, to show everyone in this town who is master here, who is in charge, who decides over life and death!”


Anna knew that, one day, he really would line her up with other prisoners in front of a firing squad. A man incapable of raping her must be far more dangerous than one who acted freely on his urges. Sometimes she wished he would take her, make her his plaything like other officers did with their girls. There would have been a physical, tangible dependency she could rely on. But, as she had come to understand, Ranzner was a prisoner of his own aloofness. He would rather have Anna killed than confess his love for her.


Ranzner brushed a strand of hair from his face and shook his hand threateningly, the index finger extended. Everything had begun with gestures like this in Germany, in her Germany that she had perhaps lost for ever. The meadow by her village flashed up briefly in her mind, the daisies, but Anna must not get off track now. She swept the image away.


“We shall not allow anyone to believe he can play cat and mouse with us. We know all too well that the Jew remains the primary instigator for the complete and utter destruction of Germany. Wherever in the world we see attacks on Germany, they have all been manufactured by Jews! Is there any filth, any indecency of whatever form, but especially in cultural life, in which no Jew has played a part, not even one? You need only make a careful incision into such a tumour to find – like a maggot in a rotting corpse, and often blinded by the sudden light – a Jew! This is why, men, you must never forget the true meaning of our mission: the total Germanisation of the Wartheland. This was and remains our sacred assignment!”


What a paradox, Anna thought. The only person able to understand him is a Jew. His men must have become indifferent to these outlandish ideas long ago. From conversations she had overheard she knew that the war was getting tougher, Ranzner was having to send more and more of his soldiers to support the Wehrmacht on the eastern front. The heavy losses obliged him to recruit new men all the time. But that did not trouble him. While Anna played the terrified subhuman, she was both fascinated and nauseated by Ranzner’s artful way of inhabiting his town hall as if it were a stage set. In here they were both actors, Ranzner just as much as she.


And yet, something was different from normal. Ranzner appeared agitated and impatient, as if the rehearsal was bothering him. Naturally his face betrayed nothing of the kind, it glowed as if he really was the fanatic he made himself out to be. But Anna had become accustomed to keeping an eye on the chief’s feet. By now she was able to do this out of the corner of her eye, she even used her fearful expression as a cover to observe Ranzner unnoticed. Sometimes she felt like a dog guessing its master’s mood. A worthwhile endeavour, for Ranzner’s feet led an independent existence that remained concealed from their owner. Or perhaps they were a cryptic language in which he spoke to her – not Ranzner the great S.S. actor, but the secret Josef Ranzner, who must be hiding somewhere, just as she lay hidden beneath her subhuman exterior.


The language of the feet was easy to understand. Whenever Ranzner was stirred by emotion Anna witnessed it in his feet. If he was impatient, he would tap one of them or beat rapidly on the floor. If he was seized by doubt, they moved sideways: left, then back right, then left again until Ranzner had gained some sort of assurance.


Today his entire right leg was quivering uninterruptedly, even when he spoke or yelled, as now:


“The resistance of the Jews can be broken only by the energetic and tireless engagement of our shock troops, day and night. Your utmost vigilance is of the essence. Our aim is the total annihilation of the subhuman Jewish race – I cannot emphasise this clearly enough.” Then he shouted so loudly that his voice cracked and sounded hoarse. “As true brothers in arms we shall work indefatigably to fulfil our mission, always standing our ground as model and consummate soldiers! Sieg Heil!”


As he spoke he gazed at Anna with furtive eyes, like a wolf seeking an opportunity to pounce and gobble her up. And yet today there was something volatile in his expression, which exposed his posturing as an act. Now Anna was shocked for real. There were things she did not wish to see. For her game to work she needed to believe in the merciless Ranzner. Whenever he made it too easy for her to look behind the façade, the fear suddenly became very palpable. Where was the boundary? How much must you see before you could no longer lie? Sure, she depended on her ability to gauge Ranzner accurately. But she could not guard against his involuntary honesty, it found its way to her unchecked. Never must the shadowy figure standing there acquire a sharp outline.


Ranzner appeared not to have noticed a thing. He kept up his tirade, while his gaze wandered aimlessly around the room as if trying to keep a legion under control. He bellowed about the exemplary life of the Sturmbannführer, his Aryan virtues, the grave loss for the S.S., his paternalistic feelings, but most of all he bellowed revenge.


“Even if the Jews were alone on this earth,” he roared, “they would still choke in dirt and filth, and attempt to cheat and exterminate each other as if locked in bitter struggle – that is assuming their sheer lack of any spirit of sacrifice, which shows up as cowardice, didn’t turn the struggle into play-acting!”


And then, all of a sudden, he was finished. Ranzner looked Anna solemnly in the eye and said, “Sturmbannführer Karl Treitz was a good comrade, an outstanding soldier and an ardent patriot! We shall miss him and his sound work.”


Ranzner paused. He was unsure. On the one hand Treitz had given him an unmistakable sign. But he had also allowed himself to be lured into a foolish ambush. No member of the master race would commit such an error. This meant Treitz had Jewish ancestors, so it was a good thing he had been slain by one of his own. Ranzner knew that he should not lend credence to this theory, otherwise every dead S.S. man would be transformed into a Jew for the sole reason that he was dead, and by extension the same thing could happen to him. But the idea was swimming in his head; why, he could not articulate.


He looked at Anna. There was something more he needed to say: “While carrying out his sacred duty for his people and his Führer, Sturmbannführer Treitz died an Aryan hero. More than this, he died a hero of the S.S., the racial vanguard of our beloved Fatherland!”


He paused once more and looked around the room as if in search of something. Then he opened his mouth and said, “May the Black Sun light your way home, Karl Treitz. You will return and exact revenge.”


At that moment something peculiar occurred. Anna was sitting on the chair, Ranzner standing in front of her, they were alone in the room. The crack in the mirror was gone, the imaginary army was gone. The game was over for the time being. She was confused. She gazed at Ranzner. She detected shame in his eyes. This was something she had never seen before, and for a moment she doubted that she had seen it. The words “May the Black Sun light your way home” resounded in her head. Ranzner stood there hesitantly, as if uncertain how to proceed. Eventually he turned away and sat behind his bulky, nineteenth-century English desk. As he leaned back in his chair his jaw muscles twitched, he was nervous. Anna wanted to look away, she had no desire to watch Ranzner struggle to regain his composure, the danger emanating from him was so palpable that she had to overcome her panic. But she did not move, she merely sat on her chair, staring at him as if frozen.


Ranzner felt naked. He did not know why he had mentioned the Black Sun, even less why he now felt so defenceless. It was as if he had allowed Anna a glimpse of an intimate secret. At Ranzner’s back a wide, panelled double door with rectangular windows led onto the large terrace. The town lay in complete darkness, the street lamps had been switched off and the windows in private houses blacked out.


“Do you know what the Black Sun is, Anna?” Ranzner asked after a while, without looking at the girl.


“No.”


“The Black Sun,” Ranzner said slowly, as if intimating that it was something quite special. But Anna knew this desperate act.


“The Sturmbannführer murdered by your people will return. And he will remember – me, you and his murderers. He will take revenge. Do you believe that?”


“No.”


“Of course you don’t, because then you’d have to accept that you’ll never be rid of us.”


Anna looked straight past Ranzner, as if he were no longer in the room. Now she seemed like an animal opening its eyes for the first time after a long hibernation. Deliberately and in a flat voice she said, “If we all return, why do you Germans want to annihilate us?”


“Who said you all . . .?” Ranzner retorted brusquely, then tailed off. “Leave, the rehearsal is over!”


Anna stood up slowly and mechanically, once more an actress playing the role of housekeeper. She left the room and shut the door. It was only as she went down the stairs on the way back to her room that she grasped what had just happened: in clutching at this absurd hope Ranzner had confessed his fear of death. In truth, she thought in the vestibule, there are no superhumans or subhumans. In truth, she thought, he’s nothing like what he pretends to be, he isn’t a chief, just a fellow human who, for unknown reasons, has become an anti-human. He had deceived her, for two years she had believed he truly was inhuman, impervious to anything normal, without weakness or vulnerability, because his hardness protected him against everything.


When Anna left, Ranzner opened the door and stepped outside. The terrace was directly above the entrance to the town hall, through which his dead subordinate had been carried a few hours before. The square was in darkness and he could hear nothing save for the regular footsteps of the sentries. The rain had finally stopped. The only other sound was an occasional rumbling in the distance. It was the war getting closer.




Four




No light in the darkness.


No thought of light.


No thought at all.


For an eternity.





When at last she regained consciousness it began with just a glimmer. She drifted, feeling far removed from everything. She remembered. He was dead. Shot by a woman. Margarita Ejzenstain. A Polish Jew. Subhuman. Her. Which year was it? She could not remember. How long had she been lying here? These pains, everything hurt, if she lay like this any longer she would get thrombosis and die anyway. She had to get out, to the light, move, be free, no matter what happened. But she lay there inertly, trying to return to the nothingness from which she had awoken. Buried, she thought, I’ve been buried alive. If she ever got out of here it would be like reincarnation. Not even when the Kramers lifted the floorboards to bring her food, not even when they brought her the pot so she could do her business, did she see daylight. She lay in the cellar, on the hard earth only covered with a few blankets. It was damp and she lived with the permanent threat that the stream might burst its banks, leading to a flood and the loss of her hiding place. How absurd that, of all people, it was Germans who had taken her in, given how much she despised the Germans. She would rather have stayed with Poles, but in such a hurry none could be found who would take in a Jew. When the pastor told her they were Germans she was ready to refuse. But Piotr had said, What would you prefer, to be hidden by Germans or killed by Germans? There’s no other choice. At that point she acquiesced.


The Kramers had been remarkably friendly, from the very beginning they had treated her like a daughter. Frau Kramer in particular made her feel welcome, something she had not expected. It had caused her opinion of the Germans to collapse like a house of cards and she felt disoriented, unable to comprehend why some of these people wanted to kill her, whereas others protected her. To start with she felt as if someone had restored her faith in humanity, but gradually the anger built up inside. For now the Germans were no longer a cruel race of monsters, now the Germans were human beings who had gone mad and who no-one had stopped.


The Kramers were not from this region, they had been planted there without knowing what they were letting themselves in for. The house, a farmstead with a few hectares of arable land, had previously belonged to Poles who had been expelled, deported, killed – who knows? It was not hard to imagine. The Poles had also dug out the hole in the cellar. Two days after the Kramers moved in a man in filthy clothes appeared in their living room, out of the blue. He introduced himself as Adam Herschel, a Jew from Łódź who had been hidden by the previous owners. The Kramers, as Frau Kramer once told her, had been lost for words, but soon composed themselves and accommodated Herr Herschel until it was possible for him to make his way to the coast. From there he planned to take a boat to Sweden. They never heard from him again.


Of course the pastor had taken note of what had happened, which is why she, Margarita Ejzenstain, ended up in the hole where she had been lying for four months now. Everything would be easier were she not pregnant. She could have kept moving, might have made it to the coast herself. Oh well. Frau Kramer looked after her with such tenderness. Once a day she exercised with her because she was of the belief that this was good for pregnant women. She had given birth to two children herself, a boy and a girl. The boy had died at the front, Operation Barbarossa, Frau Kramer had told her with bitterness in her voice and tears in her eyes, neither of which were consistent with her cheerfulness. Then she had wiped away the tears with rapid and resolute hand movements as if banishing a nightmare, and smiled like someone asking for forgiveness.


Perhaps that is why they had hidden Margarita in their cellar. As revenge for their son who had been killed in action. Sometimes she thought about this in those long hours spent idle in the darkness of her hideaway. She would imagine a barely detectable link between the Kramers’ dead son and herself, like a gossamer thread attached to her soul, pushing its way out of the cellar through the gap between the floorboards, out into the fields, through woods and across rivers – green, gleaming woods and crystal-clear rivers where children played with shrieks of delight, oblivious to the gossamer thread extended above their heads, or perhaps along the river bed at their feet, where it passed through the gravel to the other bank and beyond, far beyond until it vanished into the earth at the spot where the Kramers’ son lay buried, if indeed he were buried. Margarita often wondered about the nature of this thread, but the only idea that came to her, the only feeling, was retribution.


She did not actually care about the reasons for the Kramers’ compassion. Perhaps their hearts were simply in the right place, perhaps good people really did exist, irrespective of their race. If only there were not so much time to brood. And to remember. Often she was assaulted by images, like a horde of wild animals she was powerless against, and the longer she spent looking, the more strongly she felt that each image was its own reality and another life. Her past thus disintegrated, she lost all cohesion and became a loose collection of impressions that no longer seemed to belong to her. Tomasz. Their honeymoon to Łódź. Tomasz’s first car. His job in Kraków. Tomasz would have built a solid career, this she knew. And then maybe they would have emigrated to America, like his brother. The invasion. Tomasz had been perfectly calm, he had said, France and Britain won’t let this happen. And to begin with it seemed as if he was right. But then came Dunkirk. The Germans drove the British from the mainland and conquered France. Who was going to help them now? Tomasz had been at a loss, she had seen him in despair for the very first time. It was painful. She wanted to console him, but there was nothing to console him with. Her parents urged them to flee. But it had been too late, far too late.


She had no desire to think about that now, not again. If necessary she would learn how not to think. Not to think until the Germans had gone. If they ever did go. If you let your thoughts wander you neglect your soul. This is what her grandmother had said when she caught other people brooding. The saying ended, You forfeit your life – even if you live, you are as dead. But she was already as good as dead now, she, who wanted to move to Uncle Max’s place in Berlin and study art – Berlin, of all places! She had heard from Uncle Max up till 1938, but nothing since. Even back then rumours went around that dreadful things were happening in Germany. But nobody wanted to believe them, rumours were always exaggerated, you had to strip away two-thirds of what was said to get to the truth. Well, this time it was the other way around, and who could have informed her about it? Everything had descended upon her almost like a natural disaster, even the Germans behaved as if they were obeying a murky destiny, whose long arm reached from somewhere in the past into the present and manipulated them like puppets. The German she had killed. He had entered the street like a lamb coming to Passover. She had waited behind the door, as arranged, heard his heavy boots and Piotr’s light footsteps leading the officer to his doom, to her. She had opened the door and watched both men walk along the street towards her, side by side. For anybody witnessing this scene in isolation, the two might have been friends. And she might have been a mutual friend of theirs. She often thought of those few seconds prior to the first shot from the ancient revolver that Piotr had stolen from the pastor. A museum piece, the pastor had been proud of having such an item in his possession. He kept it in the sacristy, beside the wine and communion wafers. How fitting, Margarita thought. Piotr had removed it from there after witnessing what the Germans did to Tadeusz and a handful of other Jews. He had said, That German gave the order, I swear I’ll bring him to you, Margarita. And he had brought him to her. How long ago was that? Four and a half months? Approximately. When the two men stood beside each other in the street like good friends she had caught sight of the German’s eyes. She had expected evil eyes, but instead she gazed into blue, innocent child’s eyes. She had not been prepared for that. Child’s eyes and murderer’s hands, she had thought, feeling a sudden revulsion, as if the German were a slimy monster, not a human being, an abortion, half embryo, half violent criminal. The disbelief on his face when the first bullet hit him! As if he had been granted surprise leave. The officer had suffered a nice death, he had been shot and that was it. Far too short, far too painless for what he had done to Tadeusz. To Tadeusz and the others.


She heard someone descending the stone steps that led into the cellar, and at once recognised the almost hesitant tread of Frau Kramer, the typical caution of an elderly lady abandoned by the confidence of youth – perhaps she had never even known it in the first place. The Kramers had impressed upon her that she must never lift the floorboards herself. If we want to survive we have to be on our guard at all times, Herr Kramer had said. Without attentiveness there is no life, her grandmother would often mumble as she stared absently out of the window, lost in the memories of her distant youth.


Margarita waited for the first chink of light, which blinded her even though it came from a gloomy paraffin lamp that Frau Kramer had placed on the floor beside her as she lifted the floorboards and moved them aside. Frau Kramer was a short, squat woman, a perfect fit for this low-ceilinged farmhouse. In the dim light she looked like one of those austere figures from a Dutch genre painting. The smile on her narrow lips revealed a set of large, white, slightly irregular teeth. She had certainly never been a beauty, but she radiated an unobtrusive warmth that put people at their ease in her presence. Margarita returned the smile and allowed herself to be helped out of the hole. She was completely stiff from having lain there for ages; her joints ached and it took a while for her circulation to return to normal. Her delight at being freed from the hole was short-lived, however. The cellar was a grim place. There was no plaster on the walls and the sombre atmosphere created by the dark-red bricks made her even more aware of her circumstances. Junk was dotted randomly around the room – old furniture and equipment left behind by the previous Polish owners and now useless to anyone else. On one side were two skylights nailed up with wooden boards. On the opposite side were rough and ready wooden shelves that held large preserving jars, which in the light of the paraffin lamp gleamed in an array of colours: dark-red, dark-yellow, orange, green. In front of the shelves three or four salamis hung from the ceiling. The cellar was so low that Margarita could not stand up straight. She was tall, beside her Frau Kramer looked like a square block of stone next to an obelisk. Hand in hand, the two women went slowly in circles around the cellar, without saying a word. Margarita’s head was bowed like a penitent in a procession, while Frau Kramer walked upright and with confidence, as if the cellar were actually a better place. After a while Margarita stopped.


“I think it’s fine now.”


“Come, child, let’s sit; you’ll only sprain your neck if you keep standing,” Frau Kramer said in her melodious voice, which seemed permanently on the cusp between talking and singing. Margarita thought that in truth she was a tiny bird, a little, fat sparrow trying to be human, but betrayed by her voice. And her friendly manner. They sat on two low stools that must have belonged to the Poles. It was only now Margarita noticed that Frau Kramer was looking at her solemnly.


“I spoke with my husband about you yesterday,” she said in her singsong tone. “It’s all sorted out now.”


Margarita gave her a quizzical look. All she knew was that Frau Kramer insisted on making a ritual out of telling her something important. It must be good news.


“You’re a beautiful young woman who’s expecting a child. Someone in your situation can’t remain in a hole in the ground for goodness knows how long.” She rubbed Margarita on the arm and gave her a smile of encouragement. Two small dimples appeared in her chubby cheeks.


“We’ve decide that from now on you should live in the whole cellar.”


Margarita was horrified.


“But what if they find me? That would be the end for all of us.”


“Calm down, child. Nobody’s going to find you, God willing. The barbarians can do what they like, but they won’t find you.”


“If only I could be as confident as you are, Frau Kramer.”


“You must be confident, child, you really must. Otherwise you won’t make it.”


They fell silent. Frau Kramer was still patting her arm and looking cheerful. Margarita was staring into space. Until now she had been lying in a hole in the earth, which had been dug into a larger hole – this dark cellar. Now she was going to be buried only once rather than twice over. The Kramers had summoned all their courage to risk this offer. But they were right; in her pregnant state she could not remain on cold, damp earth indefinitely. She would not survive.


“Will I have any light?”


“Only in the daytime, you’ve got to understand that.”


She did understand. At night the light could seep through the cracks in the boards over the skylights, betraying her presence. Having light would almost be like being reborn. For the first time in ages she felt hope budding inside her. A strange hope. As if this change were part of the journey she needed to make to achieve her final liberation. As if it were impossible for everything to be over in one go, but that it had to be a gradual process, as if a long darkness and a long imprisonment were one and the same thing – you could not be free suddenly, just as you could not suddenly tolerate daylight. Having worked out its mechanism with such clarity, she thought that her hope, thus exposed, must immediately crumble to nothing, terrified like a shy animal. But it held firm. She smiled.


“Fine. That’s fine, we’ll do that. Thank you very much, Frau Kramer. You and your husband.”


Frau Kramer now gave her a loving embrace and placed a hand on her belly, caressing it awkwardly for a few moments. Then she started to cry.


“It cannot be God’s will,” she said after a while, her voice choked, “that there should be no new life. That cannot be so.”


Margarita was unprepared for such an emotional outpouring. She listened silently to the other woman, as if Frau Kramer were playing a tune that had not been heard for a long time. One of the tears that Frau Kramer shed as she clutched Margarita rolled from her right eye, down her cheek and fell on the young woman’s neck, producing at that very spot a sensation equalled in intensity only by her back pains. She closed her eyes and focused on it. As the seconds passed the spot seemed to grow larger. She did not notice that her own eyes had welled up with tears. It was as if her entire consciousness were filled with nothing but this spot. All of a sudden she was struck by the desire to taste Frau Kramer’s tears. Taking her head in both hands, she felt the woman’s soft skin on her palms and kissed her on the eyes. Ran her tongue across her lips. Tasted the salt. Frau Kramer’s salt. Kissed her eyes again.


“Mama, mother,” she whispered. “Don’t cry. Everything will be fine.”




Five


“My dear child. In reality the earth is hollow. Everything that surrounds us, and which you’ll soon be able to see, is the deep core of our planet.” She pointed at the paraffin lamp on the small, rough-hewn table in front of her.


“This is the central star of the earth’s core. It lights up the entire world. Outside? Oh, there’s nothing interesting outside, my child. Outside people cling to the earth as if trying to tear large chunks out of it. Outside people are much smaller, much, much smaller. And that’s why there are so many of them. They scurry around like ants, forever in search of something, forever running around in circles, always far too quickly. But in here, my child, in here it’s just the two of us and this table with the sun on it, and the shelves on the wall over there with the preserving jars that twinkle like distant stars, and the old wooden bed by the wall behind us, and the book in my hand.”


It was not a thick book. On the cover in reddish-brown Gothic letters was printed The German Mother and her First Child. Written by Dr Johanna Haarer, it had been published by Lehmann in Munich. In 1940. Herr Kramer had taken it from a large pile of books in the street outside a house he happened to be passing in town. He had stood there, holding the book and gazing at the house, a handsome, spacious, turn-of-the-century building, and recalled having once seen something similar, a few streets further on, near the river. On that occasion he had arrived on the scene earlier and, together with a small crowd of people, watched a young woman in a dressing gown dash out of the house with a little girl, about six years old, followed swiftly by a young, elegantly dressed man, his hands shielding his head while two men in black S.S. uniform ran after him, beating him with truncheons. Herr Kramer did not turn away when the man fell to the ground and the woman rushed back to help him to his feet again. He witnessed the man, his head bloodied, pull himself together to start running again. Herr Kramer watched the bystanders, people from neighbouring farms, townspeople. They stood there in silence, some smiling, some stony-faced, others with a look of indifference. The two S.S. men still harangued the couple they had driven from the building, screaming so loudly their voices went hoarse. The sobbing child clung to her mother. S.S. men stood at the windows and now began to toss objects into the street – small items of furniture and books. The books opened as they fell, flapping as if they were losing all their words and were nothing but blank pages as they hit the ground. It was windy, clothes flew everywhere, Herr Kramer saw men’s suits and a blue dress that held its position in the air for a moment, like a ghost, before swirling into a tree and becoming entangled in its branches. The crowd of bystanders pounced on the discarded items, squabbles broke out, but the S.S. paid no attention.


That had all been a few years ago, but Herr Kramer remembered the episode in perfect detail. He knew what must have happened in the house where the pile of books stood. Concluding that The German Mother and her First Child was a most useful book, he took it home. Now it was in Margarita’s hands. She regularly dipped into it, for she liked its scientific tone and the detailed anatomical diagrams, of which there were seventy-five. Margarita thought it was important to acquaint herself with the subject, to avoid doing anything wrong. Often she read out loud, as loud as her clandestine existence would permit, to prevent the child from developing in total silence. And when her eyes became tired from the gloomy light of the paraffin lamp she would say whatever came into her head, such as the story of the hollow earth. Now she opened the book and read out loud:


“The reasons why a child may cry are so numerous and diverse that some mothers, after careful examination, will have to conclude that it is none of those listed. The child is simply crying, and incessantly so – but the cause is unfathomable. Frequently there is nothing to do but assume that the child is crying owing to some predisposition, out of habit, or simply to pass the time.”


She paused and looked at her belly.


“Don’t even think about it, do you hear me?”


Frau Dr Haarer was very certain about how to solve the problem:


“Where possible the child should be removed to a quiet place and be left there alone. It should not be picked up again until the next feeding time. Frequently it requires only a few trials of strength between mother and child – these are the first! – before the problem is solved.”


She raised her head. A quiet place, she pondered, looking around the cellar. Alone, she thought. All of a sudden she thought of the S.S. officer they had shot, Piotr and she. The S.S. officer with his innocent blue eyes. And finally she realised what had touched her so peculiarly before she had fired the old revolver. The infinite loneliness staring at her from those Aryan eyes, a loneliness as open as Frau Dr Haarer’s book. She imagined Frau Dr Haarer as the German’s mother and wondered what she looked like. She must be tall and lean, with a long, bony nose and hollow cheeks. A wizened woman, to whom indulgence was alien, who lived in permanent fear of exploitation and who had passed all this on to her offspring with her elaborate method of raising children. All this, plus loneliness too.


Margarita continued reading, but no longer out loud, for she did not wish her unborn child to hear any more of Frau Dr Haarer’s opinions. “If a dummy has no effect, dear Mother, then you must be firm! Do not take the child from its bed, carry it around, rock it in your arms, push it around or sit it on your lap. And on no account feed it. Otherwise the child will grasp with extraordinary rapidity that it need only cry to attract the attention of a sympathetic soul and become the object of that person’s concern. After a short while it will demand such attention as a right, with no let-up until it is carried, rocked or pushed around again – thus the tiny, but implacable tyrant is complete.”


Margarita put the book on the table and stood up. With her head stooped she saw the bulge in her belly that was already quite large. She put her hands around it, caressing it. Then she said, as if taking an oath, “My dear child, I promise to do the opposite of what this book says. Where it says, ‘Do not feed!’ I will feed you. Where it says, ‘Be firm!’ I will be soft. Where it says, ‘Leave alone!’ I will take you in my arms. You’ll surely be a little tyrant, but perhaps not a big one later on.”


She sat down again, the speech was over. Her child would move from a small, dark hole to a large, dark hole. It would neither breathe fresh air nor see daylight. That was bad enough. But it would not spend its nights alone from birth, as demanded by Frau Dr Haarer. It would never be alone, so long as they were forced to live in this underworld. And she herself would no longer be alone either. Two pieces of good news in one day.


She heard knocking on the cellar door. Twice in quick succession, twice more slowly: the signal they had agreed. Herr Kramer had come up with the idea, and to begin with Margarita thought it silly. But in truth she liked knowing who was there. For although the two of them knocked in the same rhythm, Frau Kramer did it gently, like a conspirator requesting entry. Herr Kramer, on the other hand, knocked loudly, like someone announcing his arrival. This time the knocking was soft.


Since Margarita had settled in the cellar with the Poles’ furniture, Frau Kramer had come down as often as she could, her excitement growing as Margarita’s belly became ever rounder. She had begun to knit clothes for the baby, even though wool was in short supply, which meant she had to unravel her own things. Sometimes the two women sat together like mother and daughter, discussing what would have to happen once the child was born.


Even Herr Kramer’s visits were more frequent. He was a taciturn individual, who always gave the impression of not belonging wherever he happened to be. Whenever Margarita heard his heavy tread on the cellar steps she braced herself for a conversation with few words and lengthy pauses. All the same she enjoyed his company, for he radiated a strong aura of dependability.


This dependability was very soon put to a stringent test. When Margarita was in her seventh month of pregnancy, food became scarcer. Not only had it been a poor harvest, but the Wehrmacht had also taken away two forced labourers who had been helping out in the fields to work in an armaments factory back in the German heartland. The Kramers had spent the entire autumn saving the harvest on their strip of land, only for the Wehrmacht to come along and confiscate half of it. They also heard that the Russians were gradually getting closer.


Margarita was permanently hungry, but there was never enough food. The shelves along the cellar wall, where preserving jars had once shone in different colours, were empty. And they sensed the winter was going to be a cold one. One morning Herr Kramer told his wife that things could not go on as they were. It was not right that the two of them had to starve while a stranger in the cellar sat doing nothing but waiting for the birth of another mouth to feed.


“But she’s not a stranger anymore,” Frau Kramer replied. Herr Kramer did not know what to say. He knew that his wife had gone much further than he had. She had accepted Margarita and her child into the family. He had not, and perhaps never would. It was evening. They were sitting in the kitchen at a long wooden table, which suggested that the Polish family who had once lived here must have been large. The kitchen was the most spacious room in the entire house, apart from the hayloft on the first floor. Even the stable was smaller. Frau Kramer got up and sat beside the tiled stove. She knew what was going through her husband’s mind. Where were they going to get extra food from without attracting attention? Her gaze wandered to the two small windows above the sink and cooker. Outside she could see the driveway that wound its way to the Łódź road. It was lined with elms, whose expansive crowns were already in darkness. In a few weeks they would be losing their leaves.


“Maybe the pastor can give us something,” Herr Kramer said after a while.


“How’s the pastor going to get hold of more food than he needs to live on?”


“He could ask other families.”


“What’s he going to tell them? That there’s a Jew living with the Kramers who’s having a baby and is in desperate need of more to eat? The pastor can’t help us and I’m sure the other families don’t have any more than we do.”


They fell silent once more. Outside the dog barked. Must have seen a cat. The dignified ticking of the grandfather clock beside the stairs cut into the silence. It was an heirloom from Frau Kramer’s family, one of the few pieces of furniture they had brought with them.


“We could sell the grandfather clock and buy ourselves a third cow with the proceeds,” Frau Kramer suggested. Herr Kramer watched his wife get up from the table and fetch a blanket to put around her shoulders. He was surprised that she was willing to part with this valuable heirloom. She was never quite as predictable as he assumed. But who was going to buy a grandfather clock at a time like this?


“The S.S.,” Frau Kramer said tersely. “I’ve seen it with my own eyes. They ransack abandoned houses for items, furniture, paintings and other stuff they could use, before the new owners arrive. They go mad for valuable things. You could go and offer them the clock.”


“I don’t want anything to do with that riff-raff.”


“Then I’ll do it myself.”




Six


On a cold October morning Herr Kramer set off for town to sell his wife’s grandfather clock to the S.S. The sun had not yet risen, the countryside was bathed in a pale light, and a cold and damp mist rose sluggishly from the fields. Before Herr Kramer loaded the clock onto the two-wheeled cart, with which they had transported all their other belongings here, Frau Kramer made it chime several times. She had to stand on tiptoe to reach the large brass clock face, which displayed bold black numbers in Gothic type. With her gouty index finger she pushed the broad minute hand to twelve and took a step backwards. The clock struck eight times. With Frau Kramer’s arm around her husband’s thick waist the two of them stood there as if listening to a concert. Frau Kramer wanted to burn the deep, stately chiming of her grandfather clock into her memory. Her father had said, Never give it away, you won’t find another clock that’s so relaxing. She would try never to forget its sound. “Perhaps,” she had said to Margarita, tapping her broad forehead with her finger, “I can have it chime up here in my mind.”


Herr Kramer was well aware of her penchant for ritual. She knew how to turn something commonplace into something special, and would do it quite unexpectedly. On those occasions she seemed to him like a wild deer that must not be disturbed if you wanted to see what it did next. So he stood there, mesmerised, observing her every movement. In such moments her body behaved differently, with more elan and grace, but maybe a stranger would not have noticed. Herr Kramer had never questioned why she acted in this way, because for him there was no doubt that it made her and the things she touched more beautiful.


After the eighth strike of the clock the solemn moment was past. Frau Kramer sighed and let her husband get to work. Herr Kramer opened the door of the clock to unhook the pendulum and detach the two brass cylindrical weights from the chains. He wrapped all the pieces in a coarse linen sheet and placed it on the cart outside. Then he did the same with the clock. Frau Kramer gave her husband a kiss on the cheek, then he tied his scarf around his ears and neck and went outside. He gave the cow a pat, grabbed it by the yoke and set off on his way. In the distance he heard a gentle rumbling, which had been getting imperceptibly louder for weeks. The wheels clattered over the frozen earth, the tailboard rattled loudly. It was better once they reached the main road. For an hour Herr Kramer went across bare fields, through copses, over a stream, past three reconnaissance tanks and was overtaken by Wehrmacht lorries, until he came to an S.S. checkpoint.


He saw them from a distance. Beyond, in a slight dip, lay the town, only twenty minutes away. A narrow armoured car fitted with a machine gun stood on the right-hand side of the road, like a large insect waiting for its prey. On the opposite side of the road was a light military vehicle. There was nobody to be seen. They’ll freeze, Herr Kramer thought, continuing on his way. He had his passport at the ready. He was a certified settler, he knew that he was part of a national project and thus safe.


He felt anxious nonetheless. The S.S. men would not notice, as Herr Kramer was one of those people who always appeared stoical. Maybe this was down to his grouchy voice and distinct features: the ample, uniform circle of his head, untroubled by too much hair; the dark and low-set eyes beneath thick eyebrows and above cheeks which had been chubby once, in better days. In younger days, Herr Kramer corrected himself, in truth I was too fat in my younger days. The war does have its benefits, he told himself, emitting a short and bitter laugh. Herr Kramer would have been a cheerful individual had the war not come along and taken away his son. That had destroyed his sense of humour, and he no longer felt like imposing it on anybody, not even himself. Once he had told his wife the truth about his feelings, just once. She was peeling potatoes and he said, I’ve been demented since Karl died. She paused briefly and cast him a sceptical look. Get away, she said. You’ve always been demented. To this very day he did not know how to respond to that.


When Herr Kramer had almost reached the S.S. checkpoint, the door to the military vehicle opened and out stepped a man in black uniform. Herr Kramer stopped and waited. The cow flapped its large ears about its head and peered inquisitively at the S.S. man, who approached them with brisk steps. He was so young, Herr Kramer saw, that he could have been his own son. But the young ones were dangerous. Herr Kramer slowly raised his arm, extending his fingers.


“Heil Hitler.”


“Heil Hitler! Your papers!”


Herr Kramer removed his documents from his coat pocket, the cow snuffled at the S.S. man’s elbow, earning a slap on the nostrils. As he took Herr Kramer’s papers a strand of blond hair fell across his forehead. Herr Kramer was astonished by the length of his hair. He took a closer look at the man. His uniform had only appeared immaculate at first glance. Now Herr Kramer saw how worn it was; in some places it even seemed to have been blacked up with shoe polish.


“What’s your business in town, Comrade?” the man asked without raising his eyes.


“I’ve come to sell my wife’s grandfather clock to the S.S.”


The S.S. man gave him a searching look. “Come now, Comrade, you’re pulling my leg.”


“No, I’m not. My wife says the S.S. is interested in antique furniture.” He paused. “We need supplies for winter.”


“Don’t you work?” the S.S. man asked, attempting to look tougher than his age warranted.


“Yes, we do, but the Wehrmacht must have food too.”


“Do you object to the Wehrmacht receiving its share, Comrade?”


“No. But if our supplies are to last the winter then we need money. That’s why I’m selling my wife’s grandfather clock.”


“To the S.S.?”


“Yes.”


“Have you got only this one cow?”


“Yes,” Herr Kramer lied, worried that they might confiscate the other.


“Just you and your wife?”


“Yes.”


“Where?”


With a fleeting gesture Herr Kramer motioned in the direction from which he had come. “About an hour’s walk from here.”


The S.S. man mulled this over briefly. “You ought to have at least two cows,” he said, betraying his rural background.


“That’s what I think,” Herr Kramer said, trying to look like a man who really believed what he was saying.


“May I see the clock?” A second S.S. men got out of the vehicle. Pricking up its ears the cow gaped at him. He was barely older than the first. His uniform, too, looked tatty. Herr Kramer had gone to the back of his cart, flapped down the tailboard, and was now unloading the grandfather clock. When he placed it on the ground and unwrapped it, the first S.S. man peered intensely at the clock, as if he were about to estimate its precise value.


“What’s he doing with that?” the second man asked.


“He says he wants to sell it to the S.S.”


The second man laughed. “Listen, old man, the most they’ll give you in town is its value as firewood!”


“Don’t you think it’s worth anything?” the first S.S. man said.


“Nonsense. I just think they need firewood more than they do antique furniture.”


“But the commander buys antiques.”


The second S.S. man shook his head, looking impatient. “The commander is a connoisseur. He’s not going to buy this sort of peasant stuff.”


“So you don’t think it’s worth anything, then.”


“You know what? I don’t care what it’s worth,” the second S.S. man said, turning away sourly.


“Are his papers in order?” he asked, returning to the car. “If so then let him go on his way.” The first S.S. man hesitated.


“What’s in the other cloth?”


“The pendulum and the weights,” said Herr Kramer, who had remained perfectly calm. The S.S. man gave up. He looked thoroughly disappointed, like a child facing boredom instead of the adventure he had been hoping for.


“Be on your way now,” he said, returning to his vehicle without uttering another word.


When Herr Kramer had wrapped up the clock again and loaded it onto the cart, he heard a soft metallic rattling, which rapidly got louder. Nine or ten Wehrmacht tanks emerged from the furthest hill in the distance, approaching at high speed. They would soon be here. Herr Kramer decided to steer the cart behind the armoured vehicle, to prevent the cow from becoming agitated. The rattle of the tank tracks became ever louder. If they’re in such a hurry, Herr Kramer thought, and if the fine S.S. looks in such a state, then the overall situation cannot be good. When the tanks drove past the checkpoint the ground quaked and the cow twitched nervily. Herr Kramer calmed it, holding the animal tight by its yoke. Then he went on his way. The tanks must have come right across the field, for their tracks had left hard clumps of earth on the road. The wheels clattered and the tailboard flapped. As he watched the tanks speed away, Herr Kramer thought hard. When he got to town he must enquire about the situation at the front, or maybe listen to the wireless in a tavern.


Reaching the dip in which the town stood, he stopped briefly, as he did every time. It was not a particularly large town, it reminded him of Lübeck with its mediaeval round shape and numerous pointed church towers. He remembered Lübeck well. It had been the only major trip he had made before their resettlement. They had left two days after their wedding, How long ago was that now? Twenty-five years and a few months. At the time Germany had just lost a war and they had toyed with the idea of moving to the new republic, to Lübeck, a town they had both liked. But then his wife fell pregnant and everyday life buried this idea in their minds. Later the republic became the Reich again, and the Reich had approached them and said, Come join us. This time they obeyed the call. He had been pleased at the time, for now they were no longer in the minority, but Germans amongst Germans. When his son died, however, his pleasure evaporated, and instead he began to wonder whether it might not have been better if nothing had changed, if everything had stayed as it was.


Now he was standing here, looking at a town which would always remain alien to him, whose only connection with his own life was its similarity to another town that was not home either. Similar in its beauty, too. Although there was not as much water as in Lübeck, a river meandered its way through the town, dividing it into two almost equal cake halves. Beautiful old stone bridges stretched from one side to the other, and in winter the townsfolk skated on the ice.


Visibility was poor. The mist must have lingered in the dip for a long while, now it lay on top of the roofs like a cold veil. The sun was a smudge on the horizon, like a runny egg yolk, emitting a diffuse light that was beginning to blind him. In ten minutes he would reach the outlying houses. He moved on.


The town was already a hive of activity. Shops were open and people hurried through the streets and alleyways, going about their business. Shutters were folded back, and in the occasional house he could see bedding hung out to air over first-floor window sills. The cart made a racket on the cobbles and the cow had difficulty walking on them. The air was fresh and Herr Kramer took deep breaths.


He knew the way to the town hall square, where the local S.S. had its headquarters. He led the cow through winding streets, only just wide enough for the cart, and past the Church of St Joseph, where he had once prayed for his son. The closer Herr Kramer came to the town hall square the more S.S. men he saw. They were striding down the streets or marching past him. Nobody paid him the slightest attention, everybody seemed in a great hurry. Many of them were strikingly young. Herr Kramer decided to tap the next civilian he came across for information: an elderly lady, who had stepped out of her house to empty a white, enamel pot into the gutter. She looked emaciated and exhausted. In a broad dialect that he recognised from his homeland, she outlined the situation at the front, saying that the Wehrmacht needed reinforcements, how the S.S. were recruiting every man they could, how the population was gradually being divided up – women, children and old people here, men there, every single one of them in uniform, and how she couldn’t care less, because her three boys were already lost, she’d done her duty for the Fatherland, done it good and proper, certainly more than some of them who never stopped complaining, she said, darting a scornful glance at one of the neighbouring houses. She proceeded to tell him a good deal more, all the while her gaze wandering over the cow, which stood beside Herr Kramer, chewing patiently. Kramer noticed this, but he could not find a break in the conversation to bring it to an end. Without looking at him for more than a few seconds, her eyes returned to the cow, and now the cart too, as she spoke of the places where her sons had fought: one had died in France, another in Africa, and she had not had news of the youngest for over a year. If you only knew the sort of things people like us have to suffer in these times, she said, casting a conspiratorial look around her, lowering her voice, then confiding in Herr Kramer that the little people have always had to make sacrifices for the greater cause, haven’t we? I’ll tell you one thing, if we hadn’t starved, the eastern front would have crumbled long ago, and that’s God’s own truth, she said, all her senses focused so squarely on the cow it was as if she were addressing it rather than Herr Kramer. In all probability she would have carried on talking just to keep the cow there, if Herr Kramer had not interrupted her with a thank you and goodbye, before leaving. But he did not get far.


“Hey, Comrade!” she called out after him, every ounce of sorrow having vanished from her voice. “Don’t you have a drop of milk for me? I’ll pay.” Herr Kramer stopped. Although the cow had already been milked, he had left a little in her udders so he would not have to buy anything to drink in town. Now he would sell it for one reichsmark. That was a lot of money and to begin with he would have accepted less. But his instinct told him he could have got twice as much had he insisted.


“Wait,” the old woman called out, scuttling into her house. Soon afterwards she returned with a dirty-looking metal can. Herr Kramer kneeled somewhat awkwardly beside the cow’s udder and began milking into the can. Behind him the old woman sang softly:




Ladybird, ladybird, fly away far!


Papa’s fighting in the war.


Now they’ve called up Grandpa too,


Must be that retaliation they’ve threatened to do.


Ladybird, ladybird, fly away far!





She laughed and nodded to herself. Herr Kramer got the impression she was out of her mind. She’s gone mad, he thought, like me. Except for her it’s three times worse. One son after another. After Herr Kramer had concluded his transaction he continued on his way, reaching his destination a few minutes later. Before him lay the town hall square. To the left stood the tall, slim tower of the Gothic minster and, directly opposite at the other end of the elongated square, was the town hall. It had been built in the same Gothic style and could easily be mistaken for another of the countless churches dotted throughout the town. Herr Kramer liked Gothic architecture, he loved to stand right beside the towers and look up. He would feel dizzy and a shiver would run down his spine when he thought what it must be like at the top.


But this thought was not in his mind now, as he steered the cart towards the town hall. It was no easy task, the square was teeming with people. Most wore the black uniform of the S.S. Their imminent departure had generated an atmosphere of excited activity. Utility vehicles and armoured cars were everywhere, both parked and on the go, although Herr Kramer could not detect any pattern to their movements. Everyone appeared purposeful and determined, orders were barked back and forth, and the hubbub of the soldiers’ voices mingled with the sounds of engines and the dry crunching of boots on the march. It smelled of petrol and horse dung.


The chaotic procession of S.S. forces orbited a small market whose stalls were set up in the very middle of the square, and which slightly resembled a besieged fortress. Hearty voices resounded from the stalls; listening to them it was clear that they were accustomed to shouting. All manner of things were being peddled, but from a distance it did not look as if there was much to buy. In spite of this the market was bustling with customers; women, especially, were moving slowly from stall to stall to purchase food. Herr Kramer was tempted to pay the market a visit, but decided against it. He wanted to conclude his business with the S.S. first. Sticking to the periphery of the square he made satisfactory progress.


He arrived at the town hall, where an S.S. guard was posted either side of the entrance. They looked as if they would remain standing there for ever, as if nothing and nobody could induce them to stir. Herr Kramer led the cow to the foot of the steps and locked the wheels of his cart. He was certain that nobody would dare commit a theft under the eyes of the S.S. As he climbed the steps the two guards came to life. “Halt, Comrade. Where are you going?” one of them asked in a sedate, almost sleepy tone, immediately telling Herr Kramer that here he could not hope to encounter the same amateurishness he had outside the town. This bewildered him, for the sentry was so young that he could not help thinking again of his dead son. He thought about his son each time he saw a young man, but this one even bore a faint resemblance to him, with brown hair and a round face that looked almost innocent. Perhaps it was this likeness that made Herr Kramer slightly more vulnerable than usual. As he went up another few steps he raised his hand in the Nazi salute and said, in his sullen voice, “Heil Hitler. I’ve come to see the local S.S. commander.”


“Why?” the S.S. guard asked, sounding bored. Now, close up, he was more like a statue of a warrior, scrutinising Herr Kramer with cold, grey eyes, without betraying the slightest hint of sympathy. The other S.S. guard afforded him no more than a cursory glance, then ignored him. Herr Kramer was unsettled. If he made his request they would surely think him mad. He tentatively offered an explanation:


“My wife and I are settlers here. Our farm is about one and a half hour’s walk to the west. We have scant supplies for the winter, and so my wife had the idea, well, you see she inherited this antique clock from her father, and so we thought the commander might like to take a look at it. Maybe he’d like to buy it.”


“The commander’s not in town today.”


“Not in town,” Herr Kramer repeated, without really taking it in. The S.S. guard’s cold eyes were still fixed on him, immovable as a wall.


“When will he be back?”


“None of your business, Comrade.”


“No, no, of course not. I just wanted to . . .” He broke off, for he realised he was arousing suspicion. The noise behind him and the uncompromising indifference in front of him obstructed his thoughts. As he stood there he was suddenly gripped by the sensation of all the sounds in the square bundling into his head. Having decided that their conversation was over, the sentry was now ignoring him. It was if he had been turned to stone again, as if he had never really been alive. Uncertain what to do, Herr Kramer lingered a while on the steps, before returning to his cart like a defeated wrestler. He had failed, thanks to the indifference of a sentry. I’ve allowed myself to be bullied, he told himself as he unlocked the wheel, bullied as if I were the boy and he the old man. So here I am with a grandfather clock that nobody wants, whose time is past, whose deep bell would only ever continue to chime in his wife’s memory, inaudible to him, a distant echo from better times. He knew he could not take the clock home again. His wife had performed her ritual and it would pain him to have to nullify it. But he had no idea what to do.




Seven


He did not deliver the speech he had improvised. During the night he had sat down at his beautiful English desk, with his back to the terrace, and drafted a new text. He had not called for Anna to try it out on her. Now he stood on the terrace, gazing out at a grey, overcast morning, lost in thought as if he had planned this, gazing beyond the roofs of the town hall square with its timidly low houses, paying no attention to the three hundred men in rank and file at his feet, waiting for him to set the mood for the day. He looked as he always did, an aloof deity with the inscrutable face of a Red Indian, the chiselled aquiline nose – which gave the impression it could slice into and mortally wound any enemy – the narrow mouth that never smiled in public and only rarely in private, and the powerful reserve that emanated from his eyes.


But in reality everything was different today. He had never been a Jew-hater; their persecution and extermination had only ever been a way to bolster his career, and his career had only ever been a way to bolster his self-esteem. But this is precisely how he had been able to endure the strain and burden, the ruthless hounding of people, the never-ending killings, the necessary punishments; precisely because he was not a Jew-hater he had been able to remain a decent man, in the sense implied by the Reichsführer S.S. Decent in the midst of the slaughter, the weeding-out process, as it was known, and of the struggle against Jewish–Freemason–Bolshevist subhumans.


But since yesterday evening everything was different. Since yesterday evening he was full of hatred. He hated Anna, even though he was unable to pinpoint why. When he thought back to the previous evening he was overwhelmed by a feeling of humiliation, which had called his entire career into question at a stroke. She had made him look ridiculous. She would pay for that. But first of all, others would pay. He had to overcome his hatred to reach a purer source of retribution, a place devoid of the emotions that might cause him to show signs of weakness or act prematurely. This was the covert reason for his speech. Ranzner knew that hatred would undermine his authority and compromise the common cause. He knew that only without hatred could there be an objective requirement to kill people. He anticipated that this speech would be the most important of his career to date. And he was ready to take on the challenge.


Ranzner looked at his three hundred men. Many of them spoke no better than broken German. They would barely be able to follow his speech. Ranzner thought back wistfully to the early days, when they had dashed from victory to victory, he and his German warriors. They had blindly confronted each danger, sticking together like blood brothers, saving each other’s lives even if that meant snuffing it themselves. Snuffing it, Ranzner thought again, emphatically this time, as if this had changed. He looked at his men, still waiting there in silence, as they would have done for another three hours. Thank goodness the Reichsführer S.S. had not accepted any Poles. Inferior, the Reichsführer S.S. said. I’d rather have German criminals, the Reichsführer said, and had trawled through German prisons for volunteers. He, Ranzner, had only found out about this by field post.


He let out an involuntary sigh. There was no use in complaining, the Reich needed soldiers and the S.S. was still prepared to give all it had for the final victory, whether as an elite or a multinational army – that was of secondary importance. Now it was purely about efficiency, which is why he had to remind these soldiers why they were here and what their common mission consisted of. Once more he had to invoke the poetry of their deeds to make them forget the suffering they witnessed on a daily basis, and he must remind them of the sacred cause to which they had pledged themselves. If they engaged in battle they ought to be aware of their nobility, every last fibre of their being must radiate such a superhuman aura that the enemy could not help but sense it and quake in their boots, no matter how firmly they entrenched themselves behind their fortifications. As an example they ought to look to him, standing steadfast here, ready to shed every drop of his Aryan blood to lead the German Volk to the greatness and power that was its due, as spearhead of the Holy Reich.




“Men!


As members of the S.S. you are


not merely soldiers, you are


model custodians of Adolf Hitler’s vision.


Your hallmarks are experience in war,


toughness,


pride in our


myriad victories,


an awareness of having withstood tremendous strains


and great dangers, as well as


the great legacy that the National Socialist idea


has imposed on you all,


since you have been fighting in the ranks of the S.S.


With courage and composure, with


a sense of your soldierly ability


and your superiority


you have grown into a new entity,


a far from average entity,


shaped by the extraordinary circumstances of war.


Your name is linked with the battles in


Poland, Belgium, Holland,


France, Yugoslavia,


with the mountain passes and straits


of Greece, and the Karelian snowfields,


the central Russian forests, the Ukrainian steppes


and the Caucasian pastures, your tenacity and your


attainment give you


that masterful stoicism,


which earns you success in battle


and the hatred of the vanquished foe,


but back at home the admiration and


love


of the German people.


Men!


There is one principle,


by which we must abide without reservation


or hesitation: We are to be honest,


decent,


loyal


and fraternal


to members of our own blood


and to no-one else!


We Germans, the only people


on earth with a


civilised attitude towards animals,


will also assume a civilised attitude


towards human animals.


We will not, therefore,


act more cruelly


than is necessary, this much is clear.


Whether or not


ten thousand Polish women die


in the construction of an anti-tank ditch


interests me only in so far as the


anti-tank ditch


is completed for Germany.


For this reason


no-one is to come to me


and say I cannot


use women and children


to build anti-tank ditches


because they will perish.


To him I should respond:


You are a murderer


of your own blood,


for,


if the anti-tank ditch is not built,


then German soldiers will die,


the sons of German mothers.


Our own blood.


Men!


I want you


to arm yourselves with this outlook


when confronting the problem


of all foreign, non-German races,


especially Poles


and Russians.


Anything else is


lather!


Sieg


Heil!”





“Sieg Heil!” three hundred throats bellowed back, and anyone listening carefully might have detected the Danes’ guttural vowels or a Hungarian’s voiceless S. But nobody was listening carefully. Ranzner’s last word would ensure the foreigners remained mystified for a while longer, while the Germans hid their smirks. Lather? What was that supposed to mean?


The speech was over. Ranzner turned on his heels and left the balcony. He was satisfied. He had managed to regain a composure befitting his superiority. He believed that the best way to spur on his men was not to provide emotional justification for violence, but to explain why it was necessary, an explanation that crashed over everything and everyone like a raging torrent to which nobody could possibly offer resistance because it is the very force of nature itself. Ranzner was satisfied. His speech had been a successful therapy against his own hatred. Now he knew that he would not kill Anna until the right moment had come.




Eight


This was the last thing he saw:


Raindrops falling straight on top of him through the dark-grey crack between two shadowy gables, on they went until the chink turned black and the raindrops white, as when looking at a photographic negative or pressing your fingers down onto your closed eyes, or as if the rain had turned to snow and twilight to night.


He smelled:


The tang of freshly baked bread.


He felt: The cold stealing through his body, quietly and quickly like an army in the dark invading a neighbouring country. Seconds later he heard a voice calling out his name. It was everywhere and nowhere. It was loud and soft. It was near and far. He thought that it must get lighter again now, the mass of white dots hanging above him like distant stars must fuse together to form the exit from a tunnel he could walk through to be free, free from whatever – this darkness, this cold, which he could barely see and barely feel anymore, but which were still there.


And it did get lighter. But at that very moment he stopped hearing and feeling. Everything was silent. A beautiful silence, so beautiful that he remembered just how much he had missed this silence his whole life long.


A silence that meant tranquillity. And peace.


Suddenly, a face, right in front of him. His father, Adolf Treitz, his father’s farm, Eisen in the Saarland, 1907. The face hovered right in front of him in a milky light, without contours. He felt pain, unbearable pain, his head, his body, everything felt as if it were being brutally crushed, he turned around, saw two huge thighs covered in blood, and far beyond these, between the breasts, the face of his mother, Anna Treitz, née Gettmann. She had just given birth to him and now she raised her head to look at him, without any joy, without any welcome.
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