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1.


THE LATVIAN GAMBIT


1944


Konzentrationslager Auschwitz-III, Monowitz


It is late afternoon and the camp is quiet. The biting February wind blows from the east and prowls along the alleys between the wooden barracks, waiting for the return of the inmates, an enemy in a long list of enemies. Everyone knows that the wind in Auschwitz speaks its own strange language. It does not speak of the outside world, of the sun on distant mountains, or snow falling lightly on city streets. It speaks only of what it witnesses within the electrified wire that surrounds the camp, of hunger and privation, of solitude among the multitudes that live there, and of death. Arc lights cut through the gloom to flood the parade ground with an unnatural brightness, creating sharp shadows between the fence posts that surround the camp. The camp is hungry. Hunger is another enemy, ever-present, heavy and gnawing, a ravening emptiness in the pit of every stomach that neither the bread ration in the morning nor the thin soup at noon can remedy.


Weariness is another enemy, but the camp cannot rest. Constant vigilance is needed to guard against possible infractions of the rules – rules that are unwritten, unknowable, unfathomable; rules which can be made up on the spot; rules where the only purpose is to increase the opportunities for misery. Each and every rule, whether written or unwritten, known or unknown, is another enemy: the camp is at war, and for each inmate the only measure of victory is that somehow they have managed to survive another day.


In his warm office in the Kommandantur building overlooking the camp, SS-Obersturmführer1 Paul Meissner gazes out of the window, a cup of coffee in hand. The coffee is good quality, not the ersatz that the soldiers at the front get, for duty in the camps is arduous and essential to the wellbeing of the Reich. Meissner raises the cup to his lips and savours the richness of its aroma. It is a moment of quiet. His gaze lifts to the sky: iron-grey clouds fill his horizon. His leg aches: a sure sign – it will undoubtedly snow before morning.


Meissner is tall, even for a German. His hair is dark, but his eyes are a shimmering blue, disconcertingly so. He is a rarity in the camp – Waffen-SS; his collar bears the double lightning rune in silver on black, not the death’s head emblem of the camp SS, the Totenkopfverbände.2 He walks with a pronounced limp – a parting gift from a Russian tank. It is a badge of honour: few others in the camp have seen service at the front. Now he spends his days in Abteilung I, responsible to the camp Kommandant. His duties are concerned with overseeing the many satellite labour camps that fall under the umbrella of Auschwitz, mainly the old Zwangsarbeitslager für Juden, Fürstengrube and Blechhammer and others even further afield. He is responsible for the SS personnel, and two Scharführers and their teams work daily miracles for him with rosters of men and transport.




Meissner’s biggest headache is the IG Farben Werke, the labyrinthine Buna industrial complex that the Monowitz camp was built to serve. Its capacity to produce synthetic oil and rubber from the surrounding coal fields is crucial to the war effort, yet construction is months behind schedule; so far not a single drop of oil or gramme of rubber has been produced.


Without warning, the quiet is broken. The camp orchestra3 has struck up a tune, a jaunty marching song. He searches his memory for its name but it eludes him. He glances at his watch. Where has the day gone?


Minutes later, their day at the factory over, the inmates start to enter the camp. The scene is almost comic in its absurdity: ghastly wrecks of men in filthy, blue-striped uniforms marching in time to the cheery melody of the orchestra. Some of the Kapos4 have even got their men singing. They are led straight to the parade ground where they line up in columns, five abreast. The early arrivals will have to endure the cold while they wait. There are over 10,000 inmates and it will be a while before they are all assembled and the roll call can begin.




Among the inmates is a recent arrival, from France. He has not yet acquired the haunted, hollow-eyed look of the camp, and, although he has lost weight and his uniform hangs loosely on his frame, his health is still good. He used to have a name, but that was in another life, a life that made sense beyond the daily struggle merely to survive. His name was Emil Clément, and he was a watchmaker. Now he is simply Häftling5 number 163291.


In the eyes of the Reich, Emil is guilty of a crime for which there can be no pardon: he is a Jew.


A hush descends on the parade ground. Roll call begins. The inmates must stand to attention and ignore the bitter fingers of cold that pinch at their emaciated limbs. The camp waits, gripped by numb anxiety. If the numbers do not tally, roll call will have to begin all over again. But not tonight. The Rapportführer6 is satisfied and they are dismissed. One might expect to hear a collective sigh of relief, but no – the inmates simply move from one ordeal to the next. They do not have the energy to waste on sighing.


Emil collapses onto his bunk. Normally he spends his day in a machine shop, crafting tiny mechanisms for the repair of the many technical instruments that measure and regulate the processes that are the lifeblood of the Buna factory, much as he would once have created them for the workings of a fine watch. But today there was no electricity and he was reassigned to a labour Kommando unloading sacks of cement from railway wagons and stacking them in a warehouse. In his life he has never been so tired; every muscle and sinew hurts and his feet are raw from the ill-fitting wooden clogs that the inmates wear so that even the constant clamour of his hunger is subdued.


He shares the bunk with another Frenchman, Yves. They arrived in Auschwitz on the same transport from the internment camp at Drancy, though they did not know one another before being assigned the same bunk. At first, Emil felt disgust at the thought of sharing his bed with another man, a stranger. Now he knows he is fortunate: it is the only time he is warm. They have become firm friends and look out for each other. If one of them is lucky and is able to organize some food – the most precious commodity in the camp – they share it, not like the other inmates in their block. Emil has noticed that most of them keep to themselves; their existence is so marginal, they cannot bear the thought of sharing anything. This solitariness is the source both of their weakness and of the strength of those in charge. Auschwitz is a camp divided against itself.


Yves climbs up to the bunk. They are on the top tier. ‘Move over,’ he says. Emil groans as he makes his tired limbs obey. Yves grins. ‘I had a good day today.’ He pushes something towards Emil. It is a hunk of coarse black bread. ‘One of the Poles left a woollen jacket lying around. When no one was looking I organized it.’ Organize is the camp slang for stealing. The inmates are forced to organize if they are to survive. And, in accordance with the absurd rules of Auschwitz, organizing is encouraged, but punished severely if the thief is caught. ‘I smuggled it back under my jacket.’


The garment is a great prize, but risky. It would be difficult to keep concealed for any length of time: better to trade it. In the washroom in the corner of the camp that is furthest from the barracks of the SS men there is a thriving market. Every day, as soon as the roll call is dismissed, hundreds of inmates rush there, some to sell, some to buy. It is a buyer’s market, for every stomach is empty, and the currency of the camp is bread. Those whose eyes are brittle with hunger can be persuaded to sell for the lowest prices amid the chaotic uproar of barter. Spoons and knives: each prisoner needs one, but the camp authorities do not provide them. They must be purchased. It is here that other items, that various prisoners have managed to organize, are also exchanged.


‘What did you do with it?’ Emil asks.


‘I sold it to the block elder in Block 16. I got two bread rations for it.’


It is a fair price. They eat the bread in silence, savouring every morsel, even though they are painfully aware that every other inmate in their block is hungry. They will not be disturbed. It is a code among the inmates. They would all do the same if they had the chance.


Soon it is lights out and the camp settles into an uneasy slumber; in only a few hours its toil begins again.


Yves is thankful he has been paired with Emil. He is a gentle, cultured man. They talk endlessly about France before the war. Yves is also curious about Emil’s passion for the game of chess.


‘Explain to me again,’ he says quietly in the darkness, ‘about the Latvian Gambit.’


1 See appendix for a table of SS ranks.


2 The SS was divided into three main branches: the general or Allgemeine-SS; the military or Waffen-SS; and the concentration camp guards, the Totenkopfverbände, or Death’s Head Units. Uniquely, the Totenkopfverbände wore a death’s head emblem on their right collar tab.


3 An orchestra made up of inmates was established in the main Auschwitz camp as early as 1941. Others were subsequently formed in Birkenau and Monowitz. The orchestra played when the inmates left, and returned to, the camp each day. According to one account, the orchestra was required to play ‘at all official occasions – for the camp commander’s speeches, for transports and for hangings. It also served as the entertainment for the SS and the inmates in the medical barracks.’ The women’s orchestra in Birkenau was the most famous. Its leader was Alma Rose, a well-known musician, who died in Auschwitz in 1944.


4 The SS used selected prisoners, the Prominenten, to run the camps for them. They were usually Germans sent to a concentration camp for a criminal or political offence. Ältesten, or elders, managed the living quarters; Kapos supervised the labour squads, or Kommandos. They were given privileges, providing they kept control of their fellow prisoners. In order to maintain their privileged status the Prominenten often acted with frightening brutality: there are numerous accounts of prisoners being beaten to death for some minor or imagined infraction.


5 Prisoner or detainee.


6 An SS NCO responsible for conducting the roll call.










2.


THE DUTCH DEFENCE


1962


Grand Hotel Krasnapolsky, Amsterdam


The interview was approaching its conclusion. Still the interviewer, an old hand who knew how to wring the best and the worst from his guests, had not asked the question. At last, with the deftness of a conjurer, he slipped it in: ‘What many of our listeners would like to hear about is your time in Auschwitz.’


The man sitting opposite him adjusted his lanky frame in the armchair and sighed. He glanced at the tape recorder as if he hoped that the spools might stop turning. Again, someone had asked the question; again, the hard stamping on the brakes, bringing the course of his life to an abrupt standstill. Auschwitz: after nearly twenty years, still it followed him everywhere. Bearing witness to the horror was a duty, but a heavy one. He had not expected to be confronted with it here. He raised his head to look at his tormentor. His eyes were a thin murky grey, like a sky threatening rain. They were eyes that seemed to look past the object of their attention, to depths and secrets that were best kept hidden.


The interviewer suppressed a shiver. Realizing that a silence had fallen between them, he felt compelled to break it. ‘Your reluctance to speak about this is, of course, completely understandable . . .’


‘Reluctance?’ The word came out sharply, as if the man had been caught in an untruth. ‘No, not really. It is not so much reluctance, rather, it is not knowing what I ought to say. So much has been said already that there is perhaps little left to tell. It is complicated. If I start, where will it lead? And, of course, at the back of my mind I wonder what it is you really want.’ Unconsciously, the man’s long, slender fingers gripped the arms of his chair. ‘Do you want to know what it was really like in an extermination camp, or do you want to hear lurid tales of what one had to do in order to survive?’


The interviewer knew his listeners would not want him to appear insensitive; he changed tack. ‘In your book you wrote that you did not believe that any German who lived through the war could be untainted by what happened in the death camps. Guilt by association, you might say. Do you really believe that – that all Germans are guilty? Were there no good Germans?’


The question did not elicit the hoped-for response. The man bowed his head and ran a hand through his thinning hair.


The interviewer felt the need to prompt him. ‘Mijnheer Clément?’


‘It seems that everyone wants me to spend the rest of my life looking for a good German. Why? So he can apologize? There is no apology. You want a good German? Let me tell you, I saw none. Not one.’ Clément enunciated the last words slowly and clearly.


Sensing there was something more, the interviewer persisted. ‘You didn’t mention it in your book, but isn’t it true that it was a German who saved your wife’s life?’


Clément looked sharply at his interrogator. ‘Yes, it’s true, after a fashion. I didn’t include it in my book because I was writing about my experiences, not hers. But I will tell you what happened to her, if only to dispel the myth of the good German.’ His voice had become harsh and tight, as if he were struggling to keep it under control. He took a sip of water before continuing.


‘We both survived the camp, though neither of us knew that the other was still alive. It was months before I found her. Her registration card in Auschwitz said she was dead – “Shot while trying to escape” – usually a euphemism for dying under torture. But she wasn’t dead; she was in Austria, in Mauthausen. She was in hospital. She had scarlet fever. If she hadn’t been so weak . . .’ His voice caught, and he coughed to clear it. ‘All she wanted was to ask for my forgiveness. “What forgiveness?” I said. “You have nothing to be forgiven for. You are blameless.” But she was insistent and, bit by bit, she told me what she had had to do to in order to live.


‘Her life was saved by a note. Yes, a simple note. A note of the kind that could be written by anyone, for any number of reasons – a shopping list, a reminder, an apology, a demand for payment, an assignation – a tight little ball of paper that struck her lightly on the back of her head and fell to the floor. She knew it must have come from one of the guards. She covered it with her foot and glanced round to see who might have thrown it. There were two SS men nearby – it could have been either of them. She stooped to retrieve it and asked to be excused to go to the latrine. It contained three words: Are you hungry?


‘It was a German, one of the guards. Yes, he saved her life, but at the cost of her dignity and self-respect. He saved her life, but it would have been better if he had not done so, for she felt she had betrayed not only me, but the memory of our children. How could she deserve life when they had perished? No more than me or any other survivor could she resist the instinct that called on her to choose life, but she could not forgive herself for surrendering to it.’ Clément shifted in his chair, leaning forward and raising a forefinger to the other man as if to admonish him. His voice took on a hard, bitter tone. ‘You ask if he was a good German—? Well, if it is good to take advantage of the helpless, those who have nothing, those who have been cast adrift without hope, then he was good. But as far as I am concerned, what he did was an abomination.’


Emil Clément wandered back from the Grand Krasnapolsky and the bustle of Dam Square to his own hotel, a humbler affair overlooking the Singel Canal. It wasn’t far. His room overlooked a small bridge, over which cyclists seemed to glide in the dreamy way that the dwellers of Amsterdam had made their own.


Emil wondered at the persistence shown by the interviewer. He had not expected it. It wasn’t as if he was a politician or a famous entertainer; he was a chess player, nothing more. He felt unsettled. Perhaps he should not have come straight back to his hotel. He stood at the reception desk, lost in thought.


‘Is there anything I can do for you, Mijnheer Clément? Would you like your key?’


Emil glanced at the man behind the desk, a portly man in his sixties. ‘Yes, maybe there is. Is there anywhere in the city where people play chess? You know, a city square, or a park, perhaps?’


The man smiled. ‘Of course. You should go to Leidseplein. I’m sure you’ll find a game there. It’s quite a way, but you can take a tram from Dam Square; it’s easy to find. ’


Clément shook his head. ‘Thanks. I’ll walk. I could do with some fresh air.’


Lijsbeth Pietersen walked as quickly as dignity and high heels would permit along the gilded corridors of the Krasnapolsky. She held in her hand a piece of paper that was important, very important: it had the potential to wreck the World Chess Federation Interzonal tournament – due to start in two days’ time – before even the first pawn was played. Lijsbeth took her responsibilities seriously. The Interzonal was important: its leaders would progress to the candidates’ tournament and from there to the world championship.


At the door of the room that had been allocated to the tournament’s chief arbiter she paused to compose herself before knocking. Inside, a man in a dark suit was standing by a window, idly watching the comings and goings of the people on the square below. He turned as she entered.


‘Miss Pietersen,’ he said, with a thin smile. ‘To what do I owe the pleasure this time?’


With studied care she placed the piece of paper on the desk that stood between them, smoothing it onto the polished surface. ‘I know you’ve seen this, Mijnheer Berghuis,’ she said, her voice tight with suppressed anger. ‘I would like to know why you didn’t feel the need to inform me, and what you intend to do about it.’


Harry Berghuis slid his spectacles from the breast pocket of his jacket. In the past week Lijsbeth Pietersen had become something of an irritation. It was he who was the chief arbiter of the tournament; she was merely the administrator, a fact she seemed to find difficult to grasp. He seated himself at the desk and picked up the paper.


It was a copy of the draw for the first round of the tournament. He glanced at it, then let it fall back to the desk.


‘I don’t understand what you’re so upset about,’ he said. ‘As to what I “intend to do about it” – I intend to do nothing. The games will proceed according to the draw, as they always do.’




She gave him a look that spoke much of her opinion of his intelligence. Taking a pen, she circled two names. ‘Look.’


He looked again and shook his head in bewilderment. ‘What?’


‘Emil Clément and Wilhelm Schweninger will play each other in the first round.’


‘You know, Miss Pietersen, you really are going to have to learn to express yourself better. You’re not making any sense.’


‘Emil Clément is the contestant from Israel. He’s a survivor of Auschwitz. He wrote a best-selling account of his experiences in which he said there was no such thing as a good German.’


‘And Schweninger is a German.’ He gave her a dismissive look. ‘So what?’


‘Schweninger isn’t just any German. During the war he worked in their Ministry of Propaganda.’


Berghuis sighed. ‘And?’


Lijsbeth pursed her lips. Was Berghuis really so dense? ‘To work in the Propaganda Ministry, he had to have been a member of the Nazi Party.’ She took a step towards the desk and placed her fingertips on its surface, leaning over him. ‘Am I starting to make sense now?’


Berghuis did not like her tone. He felt his face getting hot and reached for his collar, trying to loosen it, hoping that a reason to ignore what she was telling him would present itself. ‘Lots of Germans were members of the Party,’ he countered. ‘Was he convicted of war crimes?’


‘It doesn’t matter whether he was or whether he wasn’t. If the press get hold of this, they’re going to have a field day.’


Berghuis picked up the piece of paper again, as if by looking at it the means to resolve the problem would leap out at him. ‘Damn,’ he said quietly. ‘What do you suggest?’




‘The only thing to do is to re-run the draw, making sure that the two of them do not meet unless it happens in the final.’


‘No.’ Berghuis shook his head. ‘We can’t do that. Notification has already gone out to all the contestants.’


‘We can tell them there’s been a mistake, that it needs to be re-done.’


‘What kind of mistake? The draw was done in front of at least twenty people.’


Lijsbeth could not resist saying, ‘Perhaps now you understand why you should have entrusted the job of doing background research on the contestants to me. There’s more to it than creating happy family biographies for the press.’


Berghuis lowered his head. ‘Yes, all right,’ he acknowledged. ‘But that’s not what’s important now. We have to work out what we’re going to do. If we do a re-run, someone is bound to smell a rat, and then the press will definitely stick their noses in. No, we’ll have to go with what we’ve got and pray for a minor miracle.’


‘You mean do nothing and hope that nobody puts two and two together?’ Lijsbeth rewarded her boss with a condescending smile. It was a small victory, but satisfying. ‘Well, I’m sure you know best. You’re the boss.’


At fifty, Emil Clément was tall and spare, with dark, receding hair and a closely cropped beard that hid the lower part of his face. Going down the hotel steps, he turned up the collar of his coat. Though it was April, a chill wind was blowing off the North Sea, bringing with it flurries of rain, somewhat different from the weather he was used to now.


He followed the canal southwards, almost to its terminus. He was looking for a street called Leidsestraat, and on reaching it he turned right – after crossing three canals, he would reach his destination. He flinched as raindrops spattered on his face. Dark clouds were looming: he would be lucky to find anyone foolhardy enough to be playing chess in the square.


By the time he reached the eastern edge of Leidseplein it was raining heavily. The square was indeed empty, apart from a few hardy people hurrying across, some struggling with umbrellas or sheltering in shop doorways. He ducked into the nearest café.


The barman was wiping the counter top with a cloth that had seen better days. ‘Nog regent het?’


‘I’m sorry,’ Emil said in English. ‘I don’t speak Dutch. Do you speak French, or German?’


The barman smiled. ‘Ja, Ich kann gut Deutsch sprechen.’


Emil ordered a coffee and said, ‘I was told I might be able to find a game of chess around here.’


The barman jerked his thumb in the direction of the parlour at the rear. ‘You’ll probably find a couple of games going on back there. They’re regulars, mind, so you may have a bit of a wait before you get a turn.’


The coffee was placed on the bar and Emil handed over several coins. ‘No matter,’ he said. ‘I’ll be happy simply to watch.’










3.


THE POLISH OPENING


November 1943


Oświęcim, German-occupied Silesia


Amid clouds of steam the train from Kraków groaned to a halt in the station in the small town of Oświęcim. SS-Obersturmführer Paul Meissner pushed open the door of his carriage and peered along the platform. There should be somebody there to meet him.


The stationmaster was about to put his whistle to his lips to send the train on its way when he saw an SS officer limping towards him. ‘A moment, if you please,’ the officer shouted. The whistle was lowered. ‘I should be very grateful if someone could get my baggage off the train.’


SS officers were a common sight, constantly going to and from the camp, usually insufferable and demanding. But as the officer stood leaning heavily on his walking stick, the stationmaster detected a little humility in his bearing, and his eyes took in the Iron Cross on the officer’s breast pocket.


‘Of course,’ he said. ‘I’ll see to it at once. Won’t you have a seat in my office?’


Nearly an hour later, a shame-faced Rottenführer entered the stationmaster’s office and stamped to attention. Meissner was not impressed by what he saw: the remains of a meal halfway down his tunic, collars that were curling upwards.


‘Compliments of Hauptsturmführer Hahn, sir. I’m to take you to the officers’ quarters.’


For long moments, Meissner did not speak.


‘Your name, Rottenführer?’


‘Eidenmüller, sir.’


‘Well, Eidenmüller, let me tell you – you wouldn’t last ten minutes in the Waffen-SS. A man who takes no pride in his appearance is unreliable. Next time I see you, I want you in a tunic that is clean and pressed, understood?’


The man stood ramrod straight. ‘Yes, sir.’


‘Good. Now pick up my bags and get me out of here.’


Ernst Eidenmüller had been in the SS for nearly two years. At first, his progress through the lower ranks had gone remarkably well. He was like a cat that always landed on its feet – ‘Midas’, his comrades called him: everything he touched seemed to turn to gold. He’d taken pride in his appearance then.


In June 1940, when the newsreels across Germany showed Hitler sightseeing in newly occupied Paris, Eidenmüller was not on the streets joining in the rapturous celebrations with his fellow countrymen: he was in a Leipzig police cell for possession of a stolen bicycle. His protestations of innocence availed him nothing: his accuser was a minor Party official. A year later he was charged with black-marketeering. Nothing was proven, but, with a previous conviction hanging around his neck, all it took was a word in the judge’s ear from the local Gestapo chief and he was sentenced to eighteen months in a labour battalion. He braced himself for a tough time: everyone knew how hard life could be in the road gangs; instead, he found himself in an agricultural brigade.


His father was a Lutheran pastor, a severe man whose orbit he had been glad to escape, but he had given his son one sound piece of advice: ‘There are three things you must never allow to control you – women, money, or the Nazis; above all, the Nazis.’ Women had never been a problem: the kind of women he liked never seemed to be the kind that wanted to stay. As for money – Eidenmüller never had enough to be controlled by it. He had a taste for gambling. He was hooked on the thrill of it and never worried about whether he won or lost. That left only the Nazis.


The army wasn’t keen to take convicted criminals into its ranks, no matter how minor the offence, but the SS was a different proposition, as long as recruits could demonstrate impeccable Aryan ancestry. Early in 1942, all the men in his barracks were ordered to assemble for a lecture in the dining hall. Waiting to address them was an SS recruiting officer. ‘Healthy young men of German blood, your Führer calls you to do your duty . . .’ He had harangued them in this vein for nearly an hour. They listened unmoved to the officer’s words until he added that nobody would be allowed to leave the hall until they had pledged to join the SS – the first ten would be given the best postings. It was obvious there was no escape, so, with a shrug, Eidenmüller stepped forward. Along with nine others, he was assigned to the Totenkopfverbände and sent to Dachau for training; the remaining fifty were inducted to the Waffen-SS.


Eidenmüller soon realized he’d been lucky; life in the SS training barracks wasn’t exactly a plate of Zwetschgenkuchen1 but neither was it backbreaking. The men were bored, they had money in their pockets, and Eidenmüller had a way about him. He became the one who always knew how to obtain the myriad small items that would make life in the barracks easier. It wasn’t that he delved or poked around or made lists; he simply had the knack.


He was appointed squad leader. He never had to bawl at the men. Because he always seemed able to find the things they wanted, they tried to please him – most of the time. At the end of training his promotion was made official, and Rottenführer Eidenmüller was posted east.


In Auschwitz, he was assigned to the pharmacy as a driver. He would collect medical supplies intended for the SS in the camp from the rail depot in Kraków, and, when required, make deliveries to the satellite camps. Medicines for the civilian population were in short supply and he set about getting friendly with one of the camp pharmacists and then acted as a go-between with a pharmacy in Kraków. His duties were light and soon he was running all sorts of errands for officers and senior NCOs. Collecting, carrying, delivering; his easy-going manner and his unerring nose won him friends in high places. Even Kommandant Höss had him collect packages from a warehouse in Birkenau to be delivered to an address near the railway terminal in Podgórze. Within months he had been promoted to Scharführer and more and more doors were opened to him.


When, late in the summer of 1943, Obersturmführer Morgen arrived, Eidenmüller knew the sleigh-ride was over. This was no ordinary SS officer, but an official of the criminal police, sent to investigate corruption in the camp. He ordered a raid on the NCOs’ barracks. Eidenmüller’s locker was crammed with soap and tubes of toothpaste. His explanation of how they had come into his possession was dismissed out of hand.


An SS court was quickly convened with the officer in charge of the Auschwitz-I camp, Sturmbannführer Liebehenschel, as its president and Morgen as the prosecuting counsel.


Liebehenschel had already heard two cases that morning. One of the NCOs brought before him had had over a dozen expensive fountain pens in his locker. Collecting them was his hobby, he had insisted. It was obvious they had been pilfered from the possessions confiscated on arrival from the Jews sent to Auschwitz, but – Liebehenschel asked the prosecutor – was it important enough to require a court hearing? He ordered that the man should be disciplined by his commanding officer, with no further action. The next case involved the discovery of foreign currency. This was far more serious. The NCO was demoted to the ranks and transferred to the Eastern Front.


Then it was Eidenmüller’s turn. Liebehenschel struggled not to laugh at the ‘suspicious items’ found in the NCO’s possession.


‘Soap, Herr Obersturmführer?’ he asked Morgen. ‘Suspicious? Really?’


The prosecutor drew himself up to his full height. ‘Indeed, Herr Sturmbannführer,’ he replied, his tone edged with astonishment that he should be asked such a question. ‘Such a quantity could not possibly be for his own personal use. It is clear evidence of black-marketeering; a low crime, I’m sure you’ll agree. Besides, the soap was of the type used by women and’ – he looked pointedly at Eidenmüller – ‘homosexuals.’


Eidenmüller winced. He was doomed.


Liebehenschel addressed him directly. ‘The evidence against you seems pretty damning, Scharführer. What have you got to say for yourself?’


‘Beg pardon, sir. The soap wasn’t for me. It was for my girlfriend.’


‘Your girlfriend? Just the one?’ The officer was tempted to wink at the accused. Liebehenschel could not find it in him to send a man to the Eastern Front for possession of perfumed soap, but he ordered Eidenmüller to be demoted and reassigned to a job where he would no longer be in temptation’s way.


Later, as Eidenmüller packed his kit to go back to the troopers’ barracks, somebody said to him: ‘Look on the bright side – at least you didn’t get sent to fight the Bolshevik swine.’ That much was true, but for days afterwards Eidenmüller could not stop hearing his father lecturing him in the gloating voice he had hoped never to have to listen to again: ‘. . . above all, the Nazis.’ He had been so right – the smug bastard.


‘Fuckin’ bastards,’ the driver mumbled under his breath.


‘What was that?’ the officer beside him asked, sharply.


‘Nothing, sir. I was thinking aloud, that’s all. Beg pardon, sir.’ Eidenmüller kept his eyes firmly on the road ahead, but his muttered imprecation seemed to have woken the officer up.


‘Where exactly are you taking me?’


‘To the Stammlager, sir. That’s where officers are quartered. They’re expecting you,’ he added.


‘They were expecting me an hour ago.’


‘Yes, sir. Sorry, sir.’


‘Out of interest, Rottenführer, why were you so late picking me up? Did you have an assignation over lunch?’


The driver reddened. ‘No, sir. It was the motor pool, sir. Always having problems with it, we are, sir. If there’s a big Aktion in Birkenau, they get priority.’


‘And was there a big Aktion in Birkenau this morning?’


‘Not that I know of, sir. Lack of spare parts is what I got told today. Still, you’ll see how hand to mouth we have to live once you get there, sir. The military gets priority for most things, and we have to make do and mend as best we can.’ When the officer did not reply, the driver continued: ‘If I’d left it to them, sir, you’d still be waiting. As it happened, the Scharführer in charge of the motor pool owed me a bit of a favour, if you know what I mean. A quiet word in his ear and this car suddenly became available. Cost me a couple of packs of cigarettes, though.’


Meissner did not seem convinced by the driver’s explanation, but said nothing more. It did not take long to reach the main camp, and the officer was pleasantly surprised at his accommodation: it was far more spacious and well appointed than he was used to. A servant had been assigned to him too, a short man with a shaven head. He wore a baggy, blue-striped uniform with a violet triangle sewn on its front.2


The small man lifted the baggage from the car and led the way to a small day room.


‘With your permission, sir, I will unpack and put your things away.’


‘What is your name?’


‘Oberhauser, sir, though it’s usual in the camp to use my number. I answer to 672.’


‘You’re German.’


‘Yes, sir. From Elsdorf.’


‘Really? I’m from Köln myself. It’s a small world, isn’t it?’


‘Yes, sir.’


‘Why were you sent here, Oberhauser? Political crimes?’


‘No, sir.’




‘You’re not a Jew?’


‘No, sir. I’m a Jehovah’s Witness.’


‘A Jehovah’s Witness? I had no idea they were so dangerous.’


‘Me neither, sir. May I carry on now?’


‘Please do.’


An hour later Eidenmüller reappeared, this time in a clean uniform. ‘Compliments of Sturmbannführer Liebehenschel, sir. The Kommandant asks would it be convenient for you to come to his office?’


The Kommandant’s office was large but devoid of any personal effects, as if its occupant had only recently taken possession of it. Meissner brought himself to attention, raising his right arm stiffly in salute. ‘Heil Hitler.’


The salute was returned with rather less enthusiasm; Sturmbannführer Liebehenschel held out his right hand. ‘Welcome to Auschwitz, Meissner. Please take a seat. Let me tell you I’m glad to have you here. I can use as many good officers as I can get.’


‘Pardon me for mentioning this, sir, but my orders are that I should report to Obersturmbannführer Höss.’


‘The Obersturmbannführer has been recalled to Berlin. He’s been appointed deputy to Gruppenführer Glücks in the Concentration Camps Inspectorate. I have taken his place, with immediate effect.’ The Sturmbannführer pushed his chair back and stood. ‘But I am forgetting my manners. Allow me to offer you some coffee.’


The coffee was poured from an ornate silver pot, by another prisoner wearing a violet triangle. The Kommandant did not acknowledge the prisoner’s presence, but spoke as he withdrew. ‘Jehovah’s Witnesses. The enlisted men call them “Bible-worms”. We use them as servants. What else can you do with them? They could all walk out of here tomorrow if only they would sign the Gottläubig. We don’t even expect them to believe it – just sign the bloody form that says they have no religious belief.’


‘Are there many of them here?’


‘No. A couple of hundred perhaps. The vast majority of the prisoners are Jews.’


‘Is there any special reason why you use them as servants?’


‘Well, for a start, they’re good Aryans, but, to be honest, it’s because they’re the only ones in the camp who can be trusted not to rob us blind.’ He laughed. ‘I’m serious, Meissner. Probably the best advice anyone could give you is not to leave anything where it could be found by a prisoner. Turn your back on it for a second and it will disappear, I promise you.’


The Kommandant picked up a file from his desk and opened it. He struck Meissner as an affable sort. ‘You’re younger than I thought you would be, Meissner – I was expecting a hardened veteran after reading your service record. Most impressive. It says you single-handedly destroyed three Russian tanks with a disabled Wespe field howitzer.’


It was Meissner’s turn to smile. ‘That’s not quite how it happened. It wasn’t single-handed, the Wespe wasn’t damaged, and the third T-34 was actually killed by one of our Tigers that joined the action in the nick of time. If not for them, I wouldn’t have lived to tell the tale.’


‘Still, you got an Iron Cross for it.’


‘And this—’ Meissner raised his walking stick.


The Kommandant closed the folder. ‘Modesty. I like that in a man. I think you’ll fit in well here, Meissner. In fact, I think I have the perfect challenge for a man of your obvious tenaciousness.’


‘Which is?’


‘I need someone to oversee the satellite camps. Not the day-to-day running of them – they’re spread too far afield for that – but we have constant problems with personnel and transport; in fact, it’s a bloody nightmare, a nightmare that we’ve been doing our best to ignore. Up to a few months ago our main concern was to increase capacity in Birkenau, but that’s no longer a problem – we’ve got it running as smoothly as the Swiss railways. But now my orders are to increase armament production, and that means getting more out of the labour camps.’ Liebehenschel stood and beckoned for Meissner to follow him to a map pinned to the wall. He tapped his forefinger on a particular point. ‘Our biggest problem is here – the IG Farben Werke. It’s one of Himmler’s pet projects and it’s months behind. I need people in place who will teach the Jewish scum what hard work really means. And that’s where you come in. I need someone who’s prepared to be single-minded, who will ignore the egos and tantrums of his colleagues – someone who will get the job done. This has top priority and you’ll have my full backing. What do you say?’


Meissner’s reply was immediate. ‘I say yes, naturally.’


‘Excellent. If you do only half as well as I think you can, you’ll be a Hauptsturmführer by next summer – you have my word on it.’


1 Plum cake.


2 The status of prisoners in the camp was denoted by coloured triangular badges worn on the breast of the tunic: green was for criminals; red for political prisoners, usually Communists; pink for homosexuals; violet for Jehovah’s Witnesses; and, until the second half of 1944, a red triangle superimposed on a yellow triangle to create a makeshift Star of David was for Jews.
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THE BENONI DEFENCE


1962


Amsterdam


The note was waiting in Emil’s hotel pigeonhole when he returned. He understood immediately what had lain behind the interviewer’s question.


He had been paired with Schweninger.


Emil waited until the next morning before seeking out Miss Pietersen at the Krasnapolsky. She sympathized, she told him, but the rules were the rules. If he wanted to play in the championship, he must face Schweninger. He insisted on speaking to Berghuis. With a small, self-satisfied smile on her face, she accompanied him to the chief arbiter’s office.


‘Mijnheer Clément,’ Berghuis said smoothly, ‘I agree it is a most unfortunate situation, but we cannot change the rules because one contestant has personal difficulties with another. Think of the precedent it would create. No, I’m afraid that you must go ahead with the match or forfeit it.’


Before Emil could reply, a fourth person burst into the tournament office. Red-haired and overweight, he stood for a moment in the doorway to catch his breath, eyeing Berghuis accusingly. That he was furious was obvious.


‘Did you hear the radio this morning?’


‘No.’ Berghuis cast an alarmed glance at his assistant but her eyes were fixed on Emil. Berghuis swallowed anxiously. ‘Why?’


‘Clément was interviewed by Piet de Woert on his culture show. He was asked if he maintained his view that there were no good Germans. He said that not only did he maintain it, but he gave his reasons why. It is an outrage!’


Lijsbeth Pietersen could see a disaster unfolding before her very eyes. Standing stock-still, her lips compressed into a rigid smile, she felt compelled to interrupt. ‘Herr Schweninger, may I present Monsieur Clément?’


Her words had an effect similar to a car being driven off a cliff at high speed: they seemed to hang silently in mid-air while the people in the room struggled to understand what had happened.


Emil was the first to recover. He addressed the German in his own language. ‘An outrage, you say, Herr Schweninger? If you consider freedom of speech an outrage, then I suppose you are right – what I said is an outrage, though I should have expected no less from one such as you.’ He shook his head. ‘But let me tell you what an outrage really is. It is when millions of people are murdered for no other crime than being born a Jew, including my mother and my children. That is what I consider to be an outrage, Herr Schweninger.’


‘Perhaps it—’ But Lijsbeth Pietersen did not get to finish.


‘How dare you?’ Schweninger bellowed, then turned on his heel and stormed out, slamming the door behind him.


The arbiter, the administrator and Emil Clément looked at one another.


‘Well, I suppose it might have been worse,’ Berghuis remarked.


‘How?’ Lijsbeth asked, shaking her head. ‘How could it possibly have been worse?’


‘Twenty years ago he could have had us sent to a concentration camp,’ Emil said, acidly.




Berghuis could not hide his exasperation. ‘Will you please stop saying things like that?’


Emil turned to face him. ‘Why? Because they are true?’


‘No. Because it is 1962. Hasn’t anyone told you – the war is over. It is time to move on.’


Only Lijsbeth Pietersen remained calm. ‘What is important is what we do about the situation. Mijnheer Clément, is it your intention to withdraw from the competition?’


Something had changed in Emil: minutes before he had been on the verge of quitting, but not now. ‘Certainly not. I will play him and I will humiliate him and it will serve him right.’


Emil hurried back to Leidseplein, not seeing anything or anyone as he pushed his way past shoppers and office workers, not slowing his pace until he arrived, breathless, at the café.


The barman recognized him and smiled. ‘Good morning, mijnheer. Coffee?’


‘No. Something stronger. Cognac.’ The barman glanced at the clock but said nothing. ‘Is there anyone in who will give me a game this morning?’ Emil asked when he had recovered his breath.


‘I think so. By the way – did you know there is a big chess tournament in town? It was all over the radio this morning.’


Emil took the brandy and swallowed it in one. ‘Yes, I knew.’


In the parlour a board was already set up, with an elderly man seated behind it, waiting.


‘May I?’ Emil asked. The old man nodded and, taking a white and a black pawn in his hands, held them out for Emil to choose. ‘If you don’t mind,’ Emil said, ‘I would like to play black.’




‘Not at all.’ The old man turned the board so the white pieces were on his side. He advanced his queen’s pawn two squares.


Emil did not make a move but closed his eyes, allowing his hands to fall to his lap as if in prayer. He was still for a moment. ‘Forgive me,’ he said, when he opened his eyes. ‘It’s a little ritual I must go through before every game.’ He moved his king’s knight so that it stood in front of its bishop.


The old man immediately moved his queen’s bishop’s pawn forward two squares. Emil responded with the same move. The old man ignored the gambit and moved his first pawn forward one square. Emil moved his queen’s knight’s pawn forward two spaces. The old man took it.


‘If you don’t mind my saying so,’ he said, ‘that is a most unusual defence. I don’t think I’ve seen it before.’


‘No,’ Emil replied. ‘It is called the Benoni Defence. It means “Son of Sorrow”.’
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A QUEEN’S PAWN GAME


January 1944


Solahütte, SS country club, German-occupied Silesia


Despite the chill, Meissner did not feel quite ready to quit the veranda and go in for dinner: he had wanted a few moments of solitude to add a brief observation to his journal. His fellow officers enthused constantly about the SS country club and what a fine place it was for winding down after the rigours and stresses of camp duty, but this was the first time he had visited it. They had not exaggerated. Set on a hillside with spectacular views of the surrounding hills and forests, it was a haven of tranquillity; at least until the evenings, when, inevitably, after a few drinks, somebody would start on the piano, or an accordion, and the songs would begin. It put him in mind of happier days, before the war. There were even women here, SS-Aufseherinnen, supervisors in the women’s and family camps. Meissner smiled to himself. They had taken quite a shine to him: his Iron Cross was like a magnet. He wondered if they would be quite so enamoured of his wooden leg. Taking a last drag on his cigarette, he flicked it over the balcony and went inside.


Dinner at Solahütte was informal, and he took a place at a table with Vinzenz Schottl, the Monowitz Lagerführer, and Erich Weber, one of the SS doctors. To their surprise, they were joined by the Kommandant, recently promoted to Obersturmbannführer. They stood as he pulled out a chair, but Liebehenschel insisted they should not stand on formality.


‘Gentlemen, please. Here we are all comrades in the SS, no?’


Dinner was served by ranks of Polish waiters in immaculate white jackets. The dinner service was Königliche porcelain and the glasses Bohemian crystal. Afterwards, cigars and cognac were served.


A relaxed Paul Meissner exhaled a stream of grey smoke, appreciating the exquisite flavour. ‘Where on earth do these come from?’ he asked.


‘Havana, I believe,’ Weber said, whose father was in the diplomatic service. ‘Via Portugal and Spain.’


‘One of the privileges of serving in the Totenkopfverbände,’ Schottl broke in. ‘After all, there have to be some compensations for what we are forced to put up with.’


Meissner had heard such observations before. This time he demurred. ‘I must say I find life here rather easy compared with fighting the Russians.’


‘For you, maybe,’ Weber said, tapping his cigar and letting the ash fall to the floor. He fixed Paul with a supercilious smile. ‘My duties are perhaps a little more . . . taxing than yours.’


The hours Paul had spent in the field hospital were burned deep into his memory: the dirt, the blood, the cries of pain, and the ever-present sound of gunfire. ‘Really? You are a surgeon, are you not?’ The doctor nodded in assent. ‘I wonder,’ Meissner continued, ‘when you last performed surgery under fire?’


Weber reddened and shot the Waffen-SS man an angry glare.


The Kommandant intervened. ‘Gentlemen, please. Let us have no harsh words here. We are all doing our duty in the different ways that are demanded of us. Let us leave it at that, eh? Obersturmführer Meissner has not been here very long. It takes a while to get used to our ways, especially after the privations of the front.’ He stood and raised his glass. ‘I’m afraid I can’t stay, as much as I would like to, but before I go, a toast.’ He pinged his glass with a silver teaspoon. Officers at every table rose to their feet and raised their glasses. ‘The Führer.’ He drained his glass.


Walking past Meissner, he placed a hand on the junior officer’s shoulder. ‘A quiet word before I leave, if I may?’


The Kommandant waited in the empty bar next door for his subordinate to catch up.


‘I apologize, sir, if I . . .’ Meissner jerked his head in the direction of the dining room.


The apology was waved aside. ‘That? Don’t worry about it. Weber is a patronizing ass. No, Meissner, all I wanted was to say is that even though it’s been only a few months since you took over their administration, I’m aware of the improvement that has come about in the performance of the labour camps. Well done.’


A smile of relief crossed the junior officer’s face. ‘Thank you, sir. I’m glad to hear it.’


The Kommandant fished in his tunic pocket and pulled out a piece of paper. ‘There was something else.’ He handed the paper to his subordinate. ‘As director of Abteilung I, your duties include responsibility for morale. I received this on Friday.’ He indicated the slip of paper in Meissner’s hands. ‘It is a directive from the Reichsführer-SS himself, stressing the importance of morale and instructing that it should be improved. He is of the opinion that SS officers should take an active interest in higher culture.’ He paused as an orderly approached with his greatcoat and cap. ‘Now, I’m not suggesting that we go so far as to try and create an interest in opera or anything like that,’ he continued, draping the coat over his shoulders, ‘but we must do something to demonstrate that we have taken these orders seriously. I’ll leave it in your capable hands.’




Meissner limped back to the dining room reading the orders. He resumed his seat. ‘Look,’ he said, looking at the men around him. ‘I’m sorry if I, well . . . if I said anything out of turn before.’


Schottl clapped him firmly on the back. ‘Forget about it. You’ll soon learn. What’s that you’ve got?’ he asked, pointing at the paper in Meissner’s hand.


‘Bloody WVHA.’1


‘What do they want?’


‘Seems the Reichsführer-SS is worried about morale in the camp system. We’ve been ordered to improve it . . . I’ve been ordered to improve it – in Auschwitz, at least.’


‘How?’


‘Culture, so it would seem. We’ve all got to become more cultured. And I’m the one that has to make it happen.’


Schottl started to laugh. ‘And you thought life here was rosy, didn’t you? That’ll teach you.’


Meissner could not help a sheepish grin. ‘Touché. But if either of you has any ideas, I’m open to suggestions.’


‘I have one,’ Weber offered. ‘How about a chess club? The idea struck me some time ago. I play myself, but I never got round to asking if anyone else did.’


Meissner was doubtful: he had been thinking more along the lines of a choir. After all, singing seemed to be very popular at the country club. He turned to Schottl. ‘What do you think?’


‘Well, it’s certainly cultural, no doubt about that.’




‘Do you play?’ Weber asked.


Schottl shrugged but said, ‘Of course. Who doesn’t?’


Meissner pressed him: ‘But do you think it would catch on?’


Weber was already warming to his suggestion. ‘Yes, yes. The more I think about it, the better it gets. Officers who already play’ – he indicated himself and Schottl – ‘could take those who don’t under their wings and show them the ropes. It could even be opened to the lower ranks. That would definitely be good for morale, wouldn’t it – officers getting to know their men better?’ He leaned back and took a mouthful of cognac. ‘What could be better than chess? Wasn’t it invented by a German?’


On Monday morning, Meissner was in his office at seven. Eidenmüller was there before him, a pot of coffee bubbling on the stove. Meissner had sensed that the Rottenführer would be useful to have around, and he had been right: he was a born fixer, a wizard at acquiring all sorts of items that were otherwise difficult – if not impossible – to obtain.


Meissner greeted his orderly by saying, ‘What do you think about us starting a chess club, Eidenmüller?’


The Rottenführer kept his face deadpan. ‘What, here, sir? In the office?’


‘No, you idiot. I mean a camp chess club, for all the SS.’


‘Officers and men, sir?’


‘Yes. All ranks.’


Eidenmüller thought for a moment before replying, ‘Well, I suppose it depends, sir.’


‘Depends? Depends on what?’


‘On whether we would be able to lay a few bets on it, sir.’


‘A few bets?’


‘Yes, sir. If the men were able to lay a bet or two on the games, I’m sure they’d be all for it. If they weren’t, I wouldn’t think there’d be much interest, to be honest.’


Meissner suppressed a smile. ‘This is supposed to be adding to the cultural life of the camp, not creating opportunities for more of your shady dealings.’


Eidenmüller’s features remained impassive. ‘No, sir.’


‘So, let me get this straight – if I allow betting on the games, you think a chess club would be popular?’


‘Very popular, sir.’


‘And who exactly would run this gambling enterprise?’


‘I might know one or two people here and there, sir. I could ask around – with your permission, of course.’


Meissner merely grunted and sat down.


The orderly picked up the coffee pot and, filling a cup to the brim, placed it on the officer’s desk. He turned to go.


At the door, Meissner called him back.


‘Eidenmüller, while you’re asking around, find out how many chess sets you can lay your hands on, will you?’


Eidenmüller smiled. ‘It will be my pleasure, sir.’


1 Wirtschafts und Verwaltungshauptamt, the SS Economic-Administrative Main Office, which included the Concentration Camps Inspectorate.
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ZUGZWANG


Tuesday, 11 January 1944


Auschwitz-II, Birkenau


It is night and the train has stopped in the middle of a forest. Packed into fifteen cattle trucks, over a thousand people wait anxiously. There is no sound, apart from the wind howling through the trees and the freezing rain that gusts along the sides of the train. In every truck people are huddled together for warmth, for the wooden-slatted sides offer little protection from the biting cold.


It is still dark when the train resumes its journey. The regular clack-clack of the wheels, which has been a constant companion for close on a week, lulls nearly everybody back to a fitful sleep.


Less than half an hour later, the train stops for the final time.


Bright lights come on, assaulting the numbed senses of the passengers even through the wooden sides of the trucks. With a crash that has the quality of an explosion to those inside, the doors are thrown open and from the unnatural brightness outside comes the harsh, angry barking of orders shouted at people who do not understand them.


Beyond the opened doors is a long concrete platform. The passengers are forced out and herded away from the train. Possessions must be left where they fall. Now the passengers can see their tormentors: dark figures in the grey military uniform of the SS.




In one truck there is hesitation. A hand reaches up to the nearest person – an elderly man – and pulls at him roughly. He falls heavily onto the concrete below and rises uncertainly. He looks like he has broken an arm. One of the uniformed men calmly unholsters a pistol and holds it to the old man’s head. A shot rings out. A woman screams. Her cry sounds disembodied, as if some banshee is shrieking in the dark beyond the floodlights. The body is kicked off the platform to fall beneath the wheels of the train.


It is as if a spell has been broken. To cries of ‘Raus! Raus!’ the remaining passengers surge out of the trucks knowing that their lives depend on it.


On the platform an SS officer asks, ‘Wer kann Deutsch sprechen? Does anyone speak German?’ Emil raises a reluctant hand. ‘Come with me.’ He is led to where several other officers are standing with an air of impatience, as if waiting in the cold for a bus that is late. A few more prisoners arrive. Each of them is told to go with an officer and translate orders.


Men are told to stand to one side and women to the other. The SS men separate out the elderly and children. Emil is anxious about his two boys, but the officer tells him not to worry: adults of working age will go to a work camp and the children will be sent to the family camp, where they will be cared for by those who are too old for manual labour. He says it with the weary calmness of a man who has given this reassurance a hundred times before.


It has the ring of normality, of truth. But it is the first of many lies in the land of liars. ‘Family’ is a word the Nazis have violated so that it has lost its natural meaning. In Auschwitz, ‘family’ means death.


With Emil interpreting, the officer sorts through the men who are fit for work. How old? Any special skills? It seems they have a quota to fill for able-bodied workers. Those with skills are an added bonus. Emil is lucky. He can speak German and is a master watchmaker. Emil sees that his wife, Rosa, has been told to stand in the column of women who have been selected for work. Their children, Louis and Marcel, are on the left with their grandmother.


All is now silent. One shooting is enough to subdue any resistance until one woman sees her children and breaks from the ranks to go to them.


A single blow from a rifle butt puts her on the ground.


‘Stupid bitch,’ one of the officers says as she rises unsteadily to her feet, wiping at the blood that runs down her face, then: ‘Fine – let her go with them.’


The left column is marched away and disappears into the maw of the misty darkness that surrounds the area lit by the arc lamps.


Emil mouths a quiet, ‘Au revoir,’ to his children. ‘Be good for Granny.’


He does not know he will never see them again.


Emil is shaken awake by Yves. He was shouting in his sleep. Now he is crying, inconsolably. ‘My children, my children,’ he wails.
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