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Introduction





In 1918 the victorious Allies convened a meeting at Versailles to decide on the fate of Europe and the partition of the Austro-Hungarian Empire. The Czechs had long been demanding an independent state and on October 28th 1918 Czechoslovakia was created. Several ethnic groups and territories with different historical, political and economic traditions were blended into the new democratic republic. Its first President was Tomáš Garrigue Masaryk, his close associate Edvard Beneš.


The largest non-Czech section, over 3 million included in the new country, were ethnic Germans who lived in an area called the Sudetenland, situated in the western areas of Czechoslovakia, specifically the border districts of Bohemia, Moravia and parts of Silesia. It is marked in light green on the map.


The majority of Sudeten Germans were, by the second half of the thirties, militantly pro-Nazi, and were demanding that their territory be ceded to the Reich. They were led by an ex-gym teacher called Konrad Henlein who formed the Sudetendeutsche Partei: SdP which worked closely with Hitler.


The French had a treaty with Czechoslovakia which obliged them to defend the state if it was under threat and Britain had a recipricol treaty with France. Nevertheless, on Sept 30th 1938 the Munich Treaty was signed, without consultation with Czechoslovakia, by England, France, Italy and Germany. It ceded all the Sudetenland to Nazi Germany who occupied it within 10 days.


On March 15th 1939, without previous warning, the Germans invaded the Czech sections of Czechoslovakia, Bohemia and Moravia which they ruled until their defeat at the end of the war.























Chapter One


Czechoslovakia, September 1938





The doll stared at him through the plate glass window. She had blue eyes that opened and closed, long eyelashes, platinum hair wound round her head in long plaits and a pouting mouth. Dressed in a red dirndl skirt, a yellow embroidered blouse and white socks she was the embodiment of Heinz’s desires.


How much would she cost? This was the most expensive toy shop in Schücker Strasse, Reichenberg’s main shopping street. He had passed it frequently but had never before ventured inside. He pushed the glass door and went in. The shop girl welcomed him with a smile.


‘Can I help you?’


‘The doll in the window. Can I look at her?’


The girl fetched her and sat her on the counter.


‘She only came in yesterday.’


He asked the price. 100 koruny. Too much, he knew it was too much but as he hadn’t been home for over a week he wanted to give Anna a special present.


‘Is this for your daughter?’ The shop girl asked.


He looked round to see if anyone was within earshot, hesitated, then said,


‘No, my niece. It’s her birthday.’


‘How old is she?’


‘Nine.’


‘What a good uncle you are. This is a lovely present.’


It was an outrageous present with no special occasion to justify it. Nevertheless, Heinz counted out the money, watched the girl wrap the doll in tissue paper, place her in a lined cardboard box – it even had a pillow for her head - and wrap it in pink paper with a bow on top.


‘There.’


‘Thank you.’


She watched him go.


‘How many marks for that one?’ her colleague asked.


‘Ten out of ten! Juicy. I wonder where he lives.’




 





Reichenberg’s Aldstädter Square where Heinz had parked his red Tatra coupė, was dominated by an ornate town hall, an exercise in gothic extravagance built to subdue and impress its inhabitants. Nearby were the opera house, a synagogue, cafės and pubs at which citizens congregated to indulge in local gossip and discuss political events. Of these, there was no shortage. The country was in turmoil over Hitler’s demand to annex the Sudetenland and separate it from Czechoslovakia.


Heinz’s office was within walking distance of the Square, a short way downhill to Reitergasse. Here he picked up some papers - he was hoping to drum up more business in Prague – nodded at a couple of acquaintances, returned to the square, placed the doll in the boot of the car and drove through the town.


He was pleased with his purchase though Sara, he knew, would disapprove, accusing him of buying Anna’s love to make up for being away for much of the week. He reckoned she was complaining on her own behalf, but reality had to be faced. His insurance company relied on rich clients. There were plenty in Reichenberg if one had the right contacts.


The Tatra cruised through the town towards the river and through the industrial quarter. Textile, glass and light industry had provided wealth and work though, since the depression in the early thirties, unemployment had been rife and the area had grown shabby. Now, Heinz realised with an uplift of spirits, the prospect of a German takeover had restored confidence. Better times were ahead and this, in turn, would boost business.


The drive to Prague normally took ninety minutes but today the road was blocked with army lorries, tanks and marching infantry. The Czechs were in fighting mode. How ridiculous this was, Heinz thought, as he stopped to let convoys pass. Why didn’t President Beneš capitulate instead of letting the crisis drag on? That the Germans would get international agreement to take over was only a matter of time. The alternative was war.


It took him almost three hours to reach Prague’s suburbs and here too he was delayed, imprisoned between crumbling grey tenements, stark reminders of his early childhood when the city was still part of the Austro-Hungarian empire. To people he didn’t know intimately he liked to pretend that his upbringing was of the respectable variety in good bourgeois tradition but the reality was that the family had been working class Jewish with a constant struggle to make ends meet. But at least life had been simple. With only one master, Emperor Franz Joseph, to serve, their loyalties had been undivided, their only language German. He remembered vividly the changeover after the war when the victorious allies decided at Versailles to dissect bits of Austria, Hungary, Poland, Ruthenia and glue them together with the Czechs and Slovaks into a new country called Czechoslovakia – and what a muddle that had created. The present crisis was the result.


The threat of war was everywhere evident. Lorries were dumping sandbags on pavements and groups of Czech refugees, driven out of the Sudetenland by its German inhabitants, crowded the streets, looking lost. Blowing his horn to make them move out of the way, he wove his way past Wilsonovo Station and uphill to the Vinohrady district, a respectable residential quarter with wide streets and solidly built blocks of flats built in the last century for a prosperous middle class. Heinz turned into Švihanka and parked the car outside No 1. Only a few kids were roaming the street and playing in Riegrovy Park which lay like a green pasture at its end. He looked round with a satisfied air. Sara could complain about his absence, but he had set her up comfortably.


Holding his parcel under his arm, he raced upstairs to the fourth floor, let himself into his flat and listened for a moment to voices coming from the sitting room. Nodding with satisfaction he threw his hat with a practised hand onto the hat stand and shouted at Julie, the Czech maid, for coffee. Then he went in.


Sara was entertaining a friend, Rachel, coffee and biscuits on a low table between them. Sara looked up in surprise. She was an attractive woman in her prime thirties, dark eyed, with thick brown hair. She had chosen a plain blue frock with a white collar for the afternoon, it set off her slim figure; but it was Rachel who caught Heinz’s eye, her blonde hair accentuated by a bright yellow outfit.


Sara rose. ‘I wasn’t expecting you!’ she said.


‘Unexpected business. Sorry to interrupt.’


Heinz kissed her on the cheek, then and bowed ceremoniously over Rachel’s hand.


‘Enchanted to see you.’


He paced restlessly round the table, took two biscuits from the plate and strode towards the radio, a black square box, a Volksemfaenger, sold at a low price by its German manufacturers and heavily subsidised by the Reich, for the express purpose of broadcasting Hitler’s speeches. Sara, well aware of its intended purpose, had protested in vain at its intrusion into their home.


‘Please excuse me,’ Heinz said, ‘but I’m late for Hitler’s speech. I believe he has some important announcements to make.’


As he turned the knob a blast of sound filled the room, words ricocheting off the walls.


‘For twenty years the Germans of Czechoslovakia have been persecuted by the Czechs. For twenty years the Germans of the Reich have watched this happen. They were forced to watch it, not because they accepted the situation but because, being unarmed, they couldn’t help their brothers fight these torturers.’


Sara put her hands over her ears. ‘I’m not listening to this!’


How often had she played this scene in a variety of forms, determined to resist Heinz’s provocation? Now, pushing past him, she flicked the switch to ‘Off’. Silence filled the room. Rachel sipped her coffee.


Heinz placed a restraining hand on Sara’s arm.


‘You might at least take an intelligent interest in what’s going on!’


‘Like you do!’


‘You understand nothing about the political situation except the rumours you hear.’


‘And what might those be?’


He ignored her question.


‘The Germans in the Sudetenland, whether you like it or not, have had a raw deal!’


‘Really? I thought you were working there because conditions were so favourable.’


‘They’ve suffered from unemployment, insufficient representation in parliament and, if you remember, the police shot some protestors who were objecting to having been dragged into the hotch potch that is called Czechoslovakia. No wonder they want to get out!’


‘You sound like a politician.’


He turned to Rachel. ‘Isn’t that right?’


She gave a deprecating smile. ‘I don’t know anything about politics either!’




‘Well, if you’ll excuse me.’ He turned the radio on again.


‘We don’t want any Czechs in the Reich! But I tell the German people this: on the Sudeten question, my patience is at an end. Now it’s up to Mr. Beneš whether he wants peace or war. Either he accepts our offer and gives the Sudeten Germans their freedom, or we will go and free them ourselves.’


‘He’s declaring war!’ Sara exclaimed.





‘Don’t be so daft! Hitler’s a competent politician and he’s sabre rattling.’


Julie came in with Heinz’s coffee. She looked flustered and exchanged a brief glance with Sara. Both women knew why. Anna had been playing with her Czech friends in the street and had hidden in a doorway when she saw her father’s car. Julie had smuggled her into the flat.




 





Anna was in her room. It contained her bed, her book case, a wardrobe and her toys. Rows of dolls sat in a long line below the window, books were scattered on the table and hurriedly discarded clothes littered the floor. A black and white drawing of President Tomáš Masaryk hung on the wall opposite Anna’s bed. She liked to say goodnight to him when she went to bed. She loved the President, regarding him as a second father, especially when she sang the national anthem Kde domov můj, kde domov můj? Where is my home, where is my home? She knew where her home was, right here in the centre of Prague. Even though President Masaryk had died a year ago when she was eight, he was much more real to her than God whom she considered a frightening sort of person who judged whatever you did. At least, that was what she was told by the rabbi who taught her Hebrew once a week though, when she asked Vati about Him, he didn’t seem too bothered.


Anna tiptoed to the door dividing her room from the sitting room and listened to the conversation. Her parents were on the brink of another row. These were either about money or because Heinz worked in the Sudetenland, and supported all things German while Sara supported all things Czech. Anna sided with her mother but wished she could be more loyal to her father.


Their rows frightened Anna, Vati shouted and Mutti either shouted back or sounded tearful. Her name was often mentioned, making Anna feel responsible for their constant disagreements though she knew, in the back of her mind, that other and more potent forces were at work. Nevertheless, she had devised stratagems for putting a stop to these confrontations or at least creating a diversion. Now she had one ready to hand. Bursting into the living room and, nodding at Rachel in a show of studied politeness, she looked miserably at the floor.


‘What’s the matter, princess? Come here.’ Heinz said.


She ran into his arms and he lifted her up. With his fair hair, blue eyes and upright bearing he was the handsomest man she knew; and he always smelled fresh, a special Vati smell. She buried her face in his shoulder.


‘I’ve lost my hoop,’ she mumbled into his jacket.


‘Where?’ he asked as he put her down.


‘In some bushes, in the park. It rolled away and landed on a man’s bare bottom. And he shouted at me and I had to run away.’ She paused. ‘He was lying on top of a woman.’


Anna waited for the dramatic effect she knew this would have.


An embarrassed silence told her that she had touched on a taboo subject.


‘Lucky then I brought you a present!’ Heinz said.


He handed her his pink parcel.


‘Thank you Vati!’


She tore at the paper and the cardboard box and, as its contents were revealed, gave a gasp of pleasure.


‘Thank you Vati, thank you! Look Mutti, look! Isn’t she beautiful!’


Heinz looked pleased. Perhaps the high cost of the doll would pay off.


‘What are you going to call her?’ he asked.


Anna hesitated. Finding the right name for her dolls was difficult. Everyone waited.


‘Anežka,’ she finally said. Heinz’s face drooped in disapproval.


‘But that’s a Czech name and she’s a German Mädchen. What about Hilde or Frieda?’  


Hilde or Frieda? Did he want her new doll to be an outcast?


‘Really Heinz!’ Sara said.


The row that Anna thought she had prevented was about to erupt. And it was her fault.


Rachel rose to go.


‘Thanks for the coffee, Sara and the chat. I’ll see you for Rosenkavalier on Saturday?’


‘Perhaps.’


‘And the Slavia on Wednesday.’


The two women kissed. Heinz rose, opened the door for Rachel and followed her into the hall.


Anna seized her chance. ‘Can I go out again later on? We were having such a good game.’


‘Anna, why do you ask? You know quite well that it will make Vati cross!’


‘Well, I’m cross,’ she said. ‘Why won’t he let me play with my Czech friends?’


Heinz came back into the room in time to hear her question.


‘Because those children are not the kind you should be playing with. How many more times do I have to tell you?’


He was standing over her, his flushed face a warning that he was about to have one of his bouts of anger when her kind, indulgent father would turn into someone who frightened her. He picked her up.


‘I know the place for you!’


He marched her into her room and placed her on top of her wardrobe. This was an old game with well rehearsed rules.


‘Take me down! Please!’


‘No! You’ve got to stay there until you give your doll a proper name.’


He was half smiling, half serious. Sara gave him a furious look and Anna, looking down from her high perch, understood that she was witness to an argument more profound than the choice of name for her doll. Nevertheless, she was not going to give in. Through the thorny path of her parents’ relationship she had to stick to her own.  


‘Anežka is a proper name! She won’t like it if I change it.’ Anna said. ‘She was born Anežka.’


Heinz gave a resigned shrug in the face of child logic and went into his room.


Sara lifted her down.


‘You can call your doll what you like,’ she said, ‘she’s yours.’


‘I don’t want Vati to hate her!’ Anna said.


‘You must try and understand,’ Sara pulled her into an embrace, ‘that Vati is trying to do his best for us.’


Was she trying to excuse him?


‘But the best isn’t stopping me from having my own friends! It’s the worst. And you like my Czech friends, don’t you?’


‘Yes, I do.’


A note was thrust through Anna’s door and fell to the floor. On it was written in large letters,


‘Welcome home Anežka!’


‘Oh Vati!’ Anna said, pulled him into the room and hugged him.


‘I have to go out. I’ll see you some time later.’


‘Are you coming back?’ Sara asked.


He shook his head. ‘I’ve an early appointment in Reichenberg tomorrow. And you,’ he added, turning to Anna, ‘be a good girl.’


Heinz hurried out.


‘So now,’ Sara said, ‘you can introduce Anežka to the rest of your dolls.’


‘I have to change her clothes first.’


The doll was dressed like the Nazi gangs that roamed the streets and was another attempt, as Sara knew, to wean his daughter from her Czech loyalties.


‘I want to wave Vati goodbye.’ While this was true, it was also an opportunity to see if the gang were still outside. Anna climbed onto the cupboard below her window and looked into the street. There was no one about except her father. She watched him get into his car and drive to the end of Švihanka; but instead of turning left and disappearing downhill he stopped. Rachel was waiting on the corner and climbed into the car.


‘Vati is giving Aunt Rachel a lift home. He is so kind!’ Anna turned to Sara with a smile.


‘Yes, isn’t he.’ But her mother’s face had gone red.


‘Can I go out now?’ Anna asked tentatively. Sara nodded and hurried into her room. Anna ran outside. Švihanka was her fiefdom, a street in which every house had a story to tell. No. 9 boasted two colourful peacocks decorating the front entrance, No. 4 had four caryatids which looked as though they were supporting the house, No. 7 displayed a fierce tiger’s head. But the real glory was her own No. 1. Above its front door Saint Hubert, the patron saint of hunters, was bent on one knee in homage to a majestic stag crowned by three antlers. Carved two floors above him a sundial told the time and three happy looking men smiled at the world. Vati said they’d drunk too much wine.


But today none of these were able to console her. The gang had gone.

















Chapter Two





Sara flopped with a despairing gesture into the nearest armchair. Heinz was having an affair with Rachel. No wonder she was dressed in a modish outfit, Sarah had wondered vaguely why she was so smart for an afternoon visit. Now she knew. They must have arranged the meeting, using her as the focal point. It was outrageous. But not new. Heinz had been having affairs for the greater part of their married life.


There was a time, in what she now thought of as her age of innocence, when she had thought that these were a temporary aberrations; but that time was long past. She had fought, argued, pleaded and they had almost separated but finally, out of necessity, after all they had a daughter to consider, arrived at an unspoken truce. Sara would present to the world the semblance of a happy marriage, leaving Heinz free to pursue….. what? She was never sure. His business in Reichenberg was mysterious and his relationships with other women unknown, though this time he had exceeded even his own peculiar code and seduced a close friend.


She and Rachel had known each other since they had met at a party two years ago. Lively, intelligent and attractive Sara had found her an agreeable companion and had not hesitated to share confidences, even hinting at some of her problems with Heinz. These, no doubt, had been discussed with him, a shameful betrayal on both their parts.


She rose from her chair and wandered round the room, touching the furniture as though she could no longer believe it was real.


The room had recently been refurbished in the latest art deco style, a three seater sofa that became a bed at night, two armchairs, a small occasional table, a chest of drawers and a glass bookcase that contained the complete works of Goethe in a green binding and Schiller in red. A small desk stood against the wall. Heinz had given her the furniture as a birthday present. Guilt money? Unlikely. Heinz didn’t feel guilt; he followed his desires as though sanctioned by God, even though he didn’t believe in Him. This at least was something they had in common. In her family God was tangled up with race and territorial necessity dressed up as religious belief. This, at least, was how Sara viewed it.


She and Heinz had given up sleeping together, at least Heinz had given up sleeping with her. His rejection had left her as though stranded on an island to which no one else had access. She longed ardently to return to their former blissful state of sexual fulfilment but her husband was no longer interested.


Her room was her comfort zone, her personal objects her familiars: a book of hand written poems composed by her sister recounting their mountaineering expeditions when they were growing up in Austria; a snowstorm inside a globe from a visit to her relations in the Bernese Oberland; a round art deco box in red, black and yellow with a diamond pattern top and bottom, her only memento from her mother. She picked it up now and prised the lid open, revealing a collection of buttons from skirts and blouses she had had as a child. Anna liked playing with them, holding them up, admiring their colours and size and demanding details of whatever garment they had graced.


Nothing but memories, filling her with regret, too much to regret, too much to remember. It wouldn’t do. She put the box back in its place on her chest of drawers and, going to the bookcase, and pulling out a copy of Montaigne’s Essays, she leafed randomly through its pages. Montaigne could be relied on for a calm and reassuring assessment of the human condition. He never failed to clarify, to comfort.




‘If others examined themselves as I do,’ she read, ‘they would find themselves, as I do, full of inanity and nonsense. Get rid of it I cannot without getting rid of myself. We are all steeped in it but those who are aware of it are a little better off.’





Was she better off? She wasn’t sure but suspected that the inanities were her family’s. They lived enclosed by walls constructed by the anti-semitism around them; but they had helped in building them. Assimilation was a dirty word, the two sides unable to find a modus vivendi. Whenever she had tried to embrace a wider arena she had been hauled back, reminded of her roots and the loyalty she owed to her family. That was how they had parted her from Martin. She had only herself to blame, had been weak, spineless, failing to follow the dictates of her heart. The family and its deeply rooted prejudices, its tribal mindset had triumphed and now, when she most needed them, they weren’t even in Europe; they had emigrated two years ago to Palestine where life was tough. Nevertheless, they wrote impassioned letters, begging Sara and Anna to join them.


She had told Heinz during one of their more bitter rows.


‘Have you gone mad?


‘I haven’t said we were going.’


‘We? Who is we? You don’t imagine I’m going to agree to Anna going away?’


‘You’d rather leave her here with the Nazis knocking on the door?’


He’d held her gently.


‘Sara, think about it. Even if you got permission, you and Anna would have to sail down the Danube in God knows what conditions with long delays, overcrowding and perhaps not enough to eat - and then you’ve got to get to Brindisi or Trieste and hope there’s room for you both on a ship. And even if there is, do you suppose the British are going to welcome you? Think again! They are at war with the Jews, fighting the Irgun. Don’t you read the papers? It’s out of the question. And,’ he had added, looking at her intently ‘I don’t want you to go. I have powerful friends here. We’ll be safe.’


Sara had looked at him in despair. Did he really believe the Germans, however friendly they were to him now, would look after them if Hitler invaded; or was he part of a deluded section of the nation who thought they would be supported by France and Great Britain if they fought the invader?’


She wandered over to the window which faced the backs of the flats and gave her a view of the yard below. The caretaker, Jablonský was emptying the dustbins. A surly man, he assumed that because many of his tenants spoke German, they were on the side of the Nazis. In fact, most, if not all, supported the Czech government.


His daughter, Mařenka was Anna’s best friend. They were the same age and spent most of their spare time together. He didn’t approve but the two girls were close and he didn’t dare actively oppose their friendship, even taking Anna one Sunday, at Mařenka’s request, to the local Roman Catholic Church on Karlova Street. Sara had been reluctant to let her go, not because of any religious prejudice, but because she didn’t want the child to be confused; fears that were justified when Anna, impressed by the theatricality of the setting, so different from the more austere synagogue that they occasionally went to on a Jewish holiday, had come back puzzled and disturbed. Sara remembered her standing by the door, in her hat and coat.


‘Is it true that the Jews killed Jesus Christ?’


Her unpredictable child had a gift for asking questions to which there were no simple answers.


‘Jesus was a Jew. The Romans who were in charge killed him.’


This seemed to satisfy Anna, at least for the time being though Sara suspected there would be more questions at a later date.


Were there any pieces of white paper floating to the ground today? Anna had devised a means of sending messages to Mařenka from the kitchen window, small pieces of paper in the shape of a dart. Like a caged bird trying to escape, she had developed her own communication system with the outside world, from windows back and front. Yet she was free to roam the town with her gang, often going as far away as the suburbs to the swimming pool, clutching her huge rubber giraffe. She couldn’t swim and Sara would wait anxiously for her return; but if these expeditions gave Anna freedom and independence it was a price worth paying.




 





Mutti was upset. When she, Anna, had said that Aunt Rachel was being taken home by Vati, Mutti’s face had gone red and she’d rushed into her room and shut the door. Perhaps it was her fault, perhaps she shouldn’t have looked out of the window to wave Vati goodbye and told Mutti about Aunt Rachel getting in his car, perhaps she should have called her new doll Frieda or whatever name it was that Vati wanted; but her dolls were not German, they were Czech.


Anežka was dressed in her new clothes, at least new to her. They had belonged to another of Anna’s dolls, Baruška, who now looked sad but Anna rewarded her for not having made a fuss by dressing her in a red striped dress with a pleat in the front that Mutti had made.


‘There, that’s better,’ she told Anežka who now wore a white skirt and a blue blouse and red ankle socks, the colours of the Czech flag. She would show Mutti, perhaps it would cheer her up. She opened the door and put her head round, wondering if her mother’s eyes were swollen and red. Once or twice she had seen her put sliced fresh cucumbers on her eyelids but it didn’t make much difference. Today, though Mutti looked sad, Anna thought it safe to go in.


Mutti was writing a letter. Anna knew it was in reply to Aunt Minna because Aunt Minna’s letter, written in green ink, lay open on the desk. Anna knew about letters in green ink. Once, when Mutti had left one out, Anna had peeked at it. Aunt Minna had written that Mutti and Anna must come to Palestine, even if Vati didn’t want to go. It made her hate Aunt Minna. Anna would refuse, she wanted to stay in Prague and she certainly wasn’t going anywhere without her father.


‘Is all the ink in Palestine green?’ she now asked.


Sara laughed.


‘Of course not but Aunt Minna likes it.’


‘We’re not going to Palestine, are we Mutti?’ she ventured.


Sara looked at her speculatively.


‘You’ve been reading my letters.’


‘Yes. And I don’t want to go. I’m not going!’ and Anna clutched Anežka tightly to her chest, ‘and nor is Anežka.’


‘It’s alright darling,’ Mutti said, ‘we won’t be going.’


‘Not anywhere?’


‘Not anywhere.’


With that Anna seemed satisfied and went back to her room.


Sarah sighed, picked up her sister’s letter, read it through and pulled out her airmail writing pad. She wrote:




‘Dearest Minna,




 





Got your letter a few days ago. It took three weeks to cross the Med and Europe and God knows when you will receive my reply. But what to do? We have no other means of communication and I suppose can be grateful for this one. It may not last…..


Anna read your letter. I must have left it lying about. You haven’t won any popularity polls. She has just made a sort of Declaration of Independence about not going to Palestine. Her doll, she says, is not going either. And that’s that. She’s the most passionate Czech citizen I know, sailing through a sea of conflicting opinions. See if you could sort this lot out at the age of nine:


She and I love the Czechs. Heinz doesn’t. Anna and Heinz are opposed to joining you (I wouldn’t be if I thought it possible). I am vehemently against Heinz’s pro-German loyalties and so is Anna though she adores her father. To add to the mix, apparently neutral in the kitchen though we don’t really know what she thinks, is Julie who represents all things Czech. Heinz is perfectly happy to treat her as a servant but to Anna she is a close friend, the person with whom she talks Czech and whose family, who love her, are an entrée into the life with which she identifies far more than with our German speaking circle and their children.


She knows that the Germans with whom Heinz works in some unknown area called the Sudetenland are against us, yet we have friends who speak only German and may or may not be backing other Germans who are our enemies. She also knows that they are Jewish like us but she doesn’t like playing with their children. They lead much more restricted lives than she does – her best friends are a gang of Czech street kids of whom Heinz doesn’t approve.


I suppose Anna has unconsciously absorbed the zeitgeist of conflicting opinion, especially at home. It’s as though the European conflict is being played out inside our four walls and my nine year old daughter has to find a way of applying it to her own life and make sense of it. Which she does. She sails through it with a sort of innocent conviction which I applaud. I am very proud of her and her steadfast convictions.


We never had such loyalties, did we, not at any age; but then we lived in a country that didn’t accept us. We couldn’t even go to school without being protected in the street by our male cousins and friends. The daily fights were part of life, normal, never questioned. All we wanted was to get away – and we have – but I never imagined we would be blasted in opposite directions. I miss you. Pen on paper is a poor substitute.


And there is something else I want to tell you but you must promise me not to do what I did and leave this letter lying about. In fact, I’d like you to eat it once you have read it like they do in spy thrillers.


I discovered today that Heinz is having an affair with one of my best friends. I don’t know how long it’s been going on but it is a bitter blow. With Mutti dead and you and Victor out of reach I have been reliant on my circle of female friends to confide in and support me. Now this has been taken away. Do any of them know what has been going on? And if they do, why haven’t they told me? Or are they trying to spare me? Whatever, I can no longer trust any single one person, not even Hilda who is closest to me. I have to go on pretending that I’m OK – of course they all know that Heinz is in Reichenberg all week and sometimes longer – and that we have no love life. How long can I keep up a front? I don’t know……and yet, soon the door will open and Anna’s trusting face appear and I will go on as before - and I’m glad of that. Nothing else matters.


I try to occupy my mind with ‘positive thinking’. Isn’t that what one is supposed to do? I have now joined a class studying The Trial. Not that that takes me away from present political problems but I am hoping it will throw some light on them. And after all, Kafka was Czech, he was Jewish and the fact that he knew before the First World War what was going to happen to Jewry may bring some understanding. I don’t know. But I have made friends with one of the students, a lovely Czech woman, quite a bit younger than me but we have a lot in common. I talk to her in my halting Czech though she speaks fluent German. But it’s good practise. I don’t want Anna to be ashamed of me.


But what about you? You tell me so little in your letters. Is that because you think that what you have to say will make me miserable? Perhaps if I ask you some specific questions you will feel obliged to answer them. So here goes.


Are you still in your cleaning job? You don’t mention it so I suppose you are. I am sorry darling, it’s a task you always hated….isn’t there really anywhere where you can do some teaching?


What about Victor? Surely a lawyer can find something better to do than help in a restaurant? But if it keeps you in food it’s probably worth doing.


And Vati? Is he getting acclimatised to the heat? The note he enclosed saying he was fine didn’t convince me. The handwriting was so shaky. It’s terrible for him without Mutti though I know you do all you can to support him.


Please let me know how you are. I am anxious to get your next letter.




 





I will write again soon.




 





All my love,




 





Sara.’




















Chapter Three





Heinz had packed his blue suit with white stripes. He preferred it to the brown one he was wearing, it was a better cut – he had changed tailors - and it matched his blue eyes. A pity Anna hadn’t inherited his fair hair, hers was brown like Sara’s – she looked altogether more like Sara which, in present circumstances, was unfortunate. His Aryan looks had provided him with a way of life that would not have been possible had he looked Jewish.


He had left Rachel earlier than usual. She had protested but Heinz wanted to reach Reichenberg in time for an important meeting of the Sudetendeutsche Partei of which he was a well respected member. He had joined when he had first opened his office in the town two years ago, realising that that was where the money lay. Most of his clients were members, German, pro-Nazi and anti-semitic. And this, from his first day there, was the image of himself that he promoted.


Heinz’s office on Reitergasse was a good enough addressto attract prestigious customers. It consisted of two rooms on the ground floor with an outer cubicle for Sabina, his secretary. From his own larger office he could see and assess clients before they came in. A small room with a cupboard, washing facilities and a single bed at the back gave him somewhere to stay overnight though he was frequently with women with whom he had casual affairs.


But one day he saw Grete Baeker walk into his office, tall, fair-haired, blue-eyed. She was wearing a fox fur draped becomingly round a slender neck, high heels, a camel-hair coat and a matching hat tilted over her face. Sabina had shown her in and he had leapt out of his chair, taken her right hand, bowed over it and given it a light kiss. Then he bade her sit down and called for coffee.


‘Unless you would like something stronger?’


She shook her head. She had come to him to sort out a wrangle with her insurance company which was trying to avoid paying out on some water damage to an exterior wall on her property. The claim had necessitated several meetings either in his office or increasingly in her house. These had acquired an undertone of sexual promise but as he was not the wealthy and influential lover with whom she usually had affairs he had been careful to keep a professional distance. But when she had asked him to dinner on his own the intention was clear. He had spent that and many subsequent nights with her and was now accepted as her lover by the higher echelons of the SdP of which she was a shining emblem.


He was never quite sure how other members regarded this liaison. He suspected many disapproved; he was a newcomer with an uncertain provenance, not a natural member of the powerful elite that ruled the Partei; but he was useful, often called on to perform odd tasks. His insurance company offered preferential rates and vigorously represented his clients when insurers were reluctant to pay out. People were, in any case, used to Grete’s unpredictable life-style. She was a trend setter with a considerable fortune at her disposal left to her by a wealthy husband conveniently dead.


Heinz walked uphill to the meeting being held in the town hall. Crowds were spilling out of the arched entrance, down the steps and into the square where protesters were pressing to get in, displaying posters with drawings of Nazi helmets and swastikas. ‘Save the Czechoslovak Republic from its Enemies!’ A tide of defending SdP supporters were brandishing their own message: ‘Back home to the Reich! and ‘We Want to Return to Germany, Our Natural Home,’ a slogan the SdP had adopted. Heinz battled his way inside, past the white marble staircase and into a spacious hall. He sidled into a tight space by the door, astonished at the chaos.


Rudolph Heinemann, an SdP Officer, was in full flight…


‘and that is why the Czech government is not giving the Sudetenland it’s entitlement. We look over the border at Germany and what do we see? Thriving industry, new autobahns, full employment, a people rising to its destiny. And here? They want to throttle our culture……’


‘Rubbish,’ someone called out. ‘There are two German subsidised theatres in Prague, small German theatres all over the place and in Brno a thriving German theatre…..’


One of the protesters was a client, Rudolf Vogel. Heinz edged away.


Unabashed, Heinemann continued…. ‘…. deny our children their right to learn the destiny of the glorious German Volk.’


‘Fascists!’ someone shouted.


‘You one of the Jewish refugees who are crowding into the country, spreading filthy rumours about the Reich?’


The crowd turned on Vogel.


‘Get the hell out of here!’ they shouted but his confederates formed a protective circle round him.


‘Over a thousand of us were recently arrested by the Czech police!’ Heinemann continued. ‘Do you call that democratic?’


‘They had offended against the Defence Laws!’ a heckler shouted against the hubbub.


‘So were some six hundred Czechs!’ Another screamed.


‘The Czechs banned German trade unions and confiscated their funds,’ another supporter yelled.


‘Once we’re part of the Reich our German workers who have suffered from unemployment for so long will at last find work! The Führer will see to it!’


A loud cheer went up and people raised hands and papers. A protester who was seated on another man’s shoulders shouted into the chaos,


‘The ČSR has given more opportunities to minorities than any other country in Europe – particularly Germany!’


The man with the poster demanding support for the German Democratic Freedom Party had pushed his way in. Heinemann spotted him and ordered, ‘Get rid of him! They’ll be the first to be banned once we take over!’


The crowd needed no prompting. Picking up chairs they broke them against the wall, and, using the legs as batons, bashed the protester on his head and back. Blood oozed from his forehead and he fell to the ground. His supporters stood round him in a ring and fought back. The meeting was turning into a pitched battle.


‘Fetch the police!’


Instead, a commanding voice called.


‘Brothers! Brothers! Please!’


All eyes turned to the man standing by the door.


‘Make way for Victor Aschenbrenner!’ the stewards shouted.


The hall went quiet as a passage was cleared to the podium. Heinz was irritated to see Aschenbrenner followed by Klaus, Grete’s step-son. Given the post of an under-secretary to the SdP leader, Konrad Henlein, because of his father’s wealth, certainly for no other reason, Klaus had, from the start of his father’s marriage to her, disliked Grete and waged a war of attrition. On his father’s death he was left with a stipend but the bulk of the fortune had gone to Grete. Though it was entailed to him on Grete’s death, she could spend what she liked. His resentment was palpable and he made no secret of his contempt for Heinz.


‘I understand why you are angry,’ Aschenbrenner pronounced, ‘but this is not the time for a fight! I have great news! Herr Henlein had a meeting at Eger with the Führer and has issued a proclamation for the immediate acceptance of the Karlsbad demands. And the Führer had the following to say at the Nuremberg rally. “The Reich will not tolerate any further continued oppression of three and a half million Germans and I hope that foreign statesmen will be convinced that these are no mere words!”


An loud cheer rang through the hall, ‘Heil Hitler’ and ‘Deutschland über Alles’ drowned the rest of the speech.


The news was no surprise. Heinz had made it his business to keep abreast of events. Grete, with a network of informants she refused to reveal – he doubted that Klaus was among them - was his principal source of information.


As he was fighting his way out of the meeting someone pulled him aside.


‘Time for a quick beer before the curfew? I need a word.’


It was Walter Hoffmann, the SdP secretary.


‘Sure.’


‘Let’s get away from all this.’


They made their way past the barbed wire barricades that had been placed all over the square, walked down Friedländerstrasse and settled in a beer cellar.


‘Want you to do something for me.’


Heinz took a sip of beer.


‘Franz is ill.’


Franz Schmidt was the party treasurer.


‘What’s wrong with him?’


‘Bowel cancer. He got the diagnosis today.’


‘Oh, I am sorry!


Hoffmann wasn’t going to offer him the post, was he?


‘I don’t suppose you would be prepared to help in the Treasury Department? Perhaps take on the burden for the time being…?’


Heinz tried to look hesitant.


‘Act as Treasurer?’


‘Acting’ for the time being.’


‘Well if you think…’


‘Good. That’s done then. It will be ratified at the next meeting. Meanwhile, the next Leipzig pick-up is due.


‘I’ll go straight away. And thank you for the honour.’


‘No - thank you!’


They parted on cordial terms.


Grete must have arranged it. Heinz congratulated himself as he drove down Bayerstrasse to her villa. This was the town’s wealthiest residential quarter, built at the end of the nineteenth century by citizens confident of their commanding position. Grete’s was one of the largest. Standing in its own expansive grounds, it boasted on its façade a statue of Victory holding a laurel wreath. Nothing better could have described Grete.
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