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            In Praise of Stevie Davies

            
                

            

            ‘It’s wonderfully written, insightful and sincere. Set around the end of the Second World War, it addresses complex issues of guilt, memory, love, responsibility and deceit with flawless clarity and insight’.

            – A. L. Kennedy on The Element of Water, The Telegraph

            
                

            

            ‘Stevie Davies is one of our most consistent and continually undervalued writers whose unsentimental, quietly revelatory novels have cropped up on the Booker and Orange shortlists …. Into Suez … presents the most fully realised fusion of her personal and political histories to date.’

            – Alfred Hickling on Into Suez, The Guardian

            
                

            

            ‘… curious and empathetic … [her] lightness of touch and saving humour guard against any trace of earnestness … She helps a reader understand manifestations of evil so that it is not out there, to be scorned, vilified and only attributed to others, monsters, but potentially discernible in oneself.’

            – Barbara Prys-Williams on Arms and the Girl, The New Welsh Review

            
                

            

            ‘Stevie Davies’s fusion of past and present is masterly …As always, Stevie Davies writes with prose of unaffected clarity, and a calm like the still surface of Lake Plön, where the Germans scuppered subs and sometimes drowned themselves. As she dredges up the history, it is a revelation.’

            – Nicolette Jones on The Element of Water, The Independent

            
                

            

            ii‘Resonating with poignant imagery, this outstanding novel examines the best and worst of human nature.’

            – Emma Rea on The Element of Water, The Times

            
                

            

            ‘It’s impossible to convey here the complexities and beauties of the story, which gently pries apart knots of prejudice and pain that endured long after the war ended – many of which are with us still.’

            – Carrie O’Grady on The Element of Water, The Guardian
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            I desire a violent, domineering, fearless and ferocious upcoming generation … able to bear pain … show no signs of weakness or tenderness. The free and magnificent predator must once again glint from their eyes.1

            Adolf Hitler to Hermann Rauschning, 1934

            
                

            

            Long nights now. Short days …

            – Burn the houses down, my brothers! …

            Every village – is now a fire!

            Everything flames. Locked in their burning

            Cowsheds, how the cows are bellowing -

            – Ah, poor creatures …2

            Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn, Prussian Nights, 1947

            
                

            

            Off with your steel helmets! Throw your rifles away!

            Enough of this murderous enmity!

            
                

            

            Do you love a woman? So do I.

            And have you a mother? A mother bore me.

            What about your child? I too love children.

            And the houses reek of cursing, praying, weeping…

            
                

            

            You were brave men. Now throw away national pride.

            The green sea is rising. Just take my hand.3

            Gerrit Engelke, ‘To the Soldiers of the Great War’, 1916–18viii
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1
            PRELUDE

            East Prussia, 1944

         

         
            Wild geese are rushing through the night,

            With shrill cry northwards faring.

            Danger awaits! Take care your flight!

            The world is full of murder.4

            Walter Flex, 1916

         

         Storks, in their thousands, prepared to abdicate their high thrones. They peered down from chimney stacks and churches. Raising their heads, the creatures clattered their bills, spread huge wings, rose and soared in circles above the villages of East Prussia.

         It was time, it was high time: the birds must abandon Europe without delay. So immemorial wisdom dictated, but with fresh urgency, for the storks could see from their vantage point what the human herd below avoided: Russia surging across the map from east to west. Southwards the flocks prepared to migrate, over the shrinking German Empire, across Hungary, Romania, Bulgaria, Turkey, cruising above the Bosporus to ride the thermals over Egypt, and follow the Nile down to the safety of breeding grounds in Africa.

         Everywhere Magdalena Arber wandered, that halcyon summer and early autumn, she came across folk staring upwards, ruminating. You could hear what they did not say: Will you ever return home, beloved creatures? Shall we? In that peaceful season, the lush pastures of East Prussia had never seemed as fruitful. The villagers continued to eat their fill, while Europe famished. Wading through waves of green, Magdalena felt faint earth tremors: the reverberation of a 2distant earthquake. On the main arteries, a westward trickle of refugees became a denser flow.

         Now along the river valleys trekked strange cattle, driven east to west, breeds no one had seen before. In their thousands the animals gathered on the plains. On no account go near them, Magdalena was warned: these beasts are not a herd, you see, they’re unrelated to one another. They’ve reverted and are wild animals now: they’ll take you for an enemy. The cattle stampeded through the land, trod down fences, broke into gardens and stripped bushes and trees.

         Uneasy news travelled by word of mouth, east to west. Border towns – Memel, Tilsit, Schirwindt – had been burned and bombed to ash. The rumble of distant artillery troubled your dreams; the eastern horizon glowed blood-red. The Russian front was coming, Stalin was coming! Terrified villagers abandoned their homes to join the flood of migrants…

         …only to return and take up where they had left off.

         For a deep, somnolent quiet had resumed. False alarm! Everyone exhaled. Our armies must have driven back the Slavs. The Russians are subhuman, everyone agreed, they cannot win against our Aryan might and manhood and technical know-how.

         The wild geese took to the air, for their westward migration.

         A first thick frost rimed the pastures. No grass remained for the alien cattle to eat, and they starved. They stood still, their stomachs distended, and when the snow fell, so – with a final defeated bellowing – did they.

         Magdalena knelt to the child who was not her child, dressing her warmly in double layers of woollens and coats. She packed a rucksack, wrapped the crossbar of her bike in padding, and said, calmly, ‘Dearest love, we need to go. But don’t worry, Magda will look after you.’

      

   


   
      
         
3
            1

            Lübeck – Spring 1941

         

         
            The Master of Mercy will protect him forever, from behind the hiding of his wings, and will tie his soul with the rope of life.5

            The Jewish Prayer for the Dead

         

         The moment she unfolded the letter and saw the official stamp at the head of the sheet, Magdalena knew: this was it! The imperial eagle spread the black symmetry of its wings on its swastika perch.

         The call had come, she was under orders from the National Socialist Labour Service, flying the nest to make her contribution for Germany. Miss Magdalena Dorothea Arber was summoned to perform her war service as a village schoolteacher in East Prussia.

         At last! Goodbye to lovely old Lübeck; release from the cosy cage of childhood and her family’s dangerous equivocations. Nineteen years old and called to perform the kind of duty she valued most – brain work, rather than digging up spuds on a farm or assembling parts in a factory. Forming minds; taking culture to stinted children in the great fertile plains of the east. Bookish, greedy for knowledge, a lover of languages, Magda had yearned to study at university but the doors were closed to women. Never mind: this was a good second best.

         And … amazingly … in East Prussia!

         That unseen and poetic land had called to her forever: her dead mother’s birthplace had been Königsberg. Magdalena knew East Prussia through the history books and a few photos in the family album. Primeval forests stocked with wild creatures: she was mad 4about animals, there’d be elk and bison, bears and foxes, wolves and beaver, chamois and lynx and deer and boar and storks! There’d be vast wheatfields undulating as far as the eye could see and ancient forests. East Prussia was on an edge, a frontier. It was over there! A far country that was also, reassuringly, German to the core. To the east lay Asia, the Slavic races. Lithuania, Ukraine, Latvia, Russia. Imagine!

         Magdalena could take her young pupils to view the Teutonic Knights’ castles and fortresses from the thirteenth century. They’d be the children of farmers and hunters, horse breeders, foresters and fishermen. Her pupils could teach her about their myths and customs, mysterious and ancient. She could take them to the white sands of the Baltic Sea shore with its trove of amber. Lagoons, rivers, lakes. They’d be her children, Magdalena loved them already!

         Yes, and Dorothea her mother, somehow an abiding presence in that unknown land, seemed to be calling.

         Magdalena went haring round the house to share the news, only to find preoccupied murmuring coming from the kitchen. She paused at the ajar door to listen.

         Dad was telling Auntie Ebba about his last conversation with … whom? The blackout was down and they were seated by candlelight at the rough old beechwood table. The halo of light cast by the candle picked out the table’s whorls that remembered the original tree and its wounds; the stipple of pretend runes she and her cousin Clem had dug into the wood (‘It wasn’t me, honestly, Uncle Max – it was her!’; ‘No it wasn’t, Dad, it was him!’)

         Dad was speaking, Ebba listening. Through the gap, Magdalena could not see her aunt’s face, only the fingertips of one hand tracing irregularities in the wood, round and round.

         ‘…said he should have gone to Turkey with Erich in ’37 while he had the chance. Erich begged him … he pleaded with him…’

         ‘Erich?’

         ‘Auerbach.’

         Magdalena heard the tears in Ebba’s voice. ‘Oh yes, of course. How did Hans-Martin … how did he seem?’

         5‘Calm, wry – matter-of-fact. Relieved almost at taking his life in his own hands. Thwarting them. You know how he is. Master of irony to the bitter end. Jested that he’d missed the boat when it came to Turkey. And now they want to put me on the train!’

         Hans-Martin? Oh no, it was Dr Süsskind Dad was talking about. Dear Dr Süsskind who had been in their lives forever, scholarly, kind, austere. He couldn’t help being a Jew and anyway he was exceptional. He’d been protected up till now by friends high in the Party. A complicated qualm overcame Magdalena. What train did they want to put Dr Süsskind on? But Magdalena knew. Of course she did. And instantly denied it to herself. No, that can’t be right. International Jewry is one thing and must, she understood, be curbed. But not culled. Dr Süsskind is a good Jew. And anyway he’s old. How could he labour in a work camp? Must be a terrible mistake.

         A good Jew? A good person. Other people shocked Magdalena often, but not as grossly as she shocked herself.

         ‘Shouldn’t we go in and … be with him, Max?’ asked Ebba.

         ‘He said no. Categorically. For our own sakes. They must come and find the body themselves when he doesn’t show up at the station. Doesn’t want us involved in any way. He asked me to take his books and manuscripts, Ebba, and preserve them if I possibly can, without danger to myself. And this … and these…’

         Magdalena heard a soft jingling as Dad began to turn out his jacket pockets onto the table. Watches, a string of his dead wife’s pearls, rings, fountain pens, cigarette case came into sparkling view in the candle glow.

         ‘Oh, bless him. Such a tender spirit. Hide them. Where have you put the books?’

         ‘It’s all right. Don’t worry. Well hidden. With the others. He says he’s glad Deborah isn’t here to suffer this, it’s easier this way.’

         ‘Shall we … do you mind if I…pray for him, Max?’

         Pause. Magdalena could imagine the expression on her atheist father’s face. And the love.

         6‘All right. You say whatever prayer seems…’

         Ebba’s hand reached across Magdalena’s line of vision, to take her brother’s hand.

         Ebba prayed.

         ‘God, full of mercy, who dwells in the heights, provide a sure rest upon the wings of the Divine Presence, within the range of the holy, pure and glorious, whose shining resembles the sky’s, to the soul of Hans-Martin Süsskind. The Master of Mercy will protect him forever, from behind the hiding of his wings, and will tie his soul with the rope of life.’

         There was silence.

         This was the Hebrew prayer for the dead, Ebba said. A rough translation. As a pious young Christian woman, she had learned the language to help with her Bible studies.

         Magdalena listened while her father, voice breaking, said that Hans-Martin had tried to comfort him for his coming loss, saying, Do not torment yourself, my friend. This is my escape. You are innocent of all this. But Dad had replied, Not one German is innocent. Not one of us. To which his friend had responded, Ah, but, my dear Max, I am a German too.

         Magdalena made to creep away, hugging to her chest the summons to war service and her own contradictions. Two kinds of crippling shame struggled within her. For much of her life she’d veered wildly between the National Socialist ideals – honour, submission, loyalty to Leader and Fatherland – and her home world, divided as it was between her father’s old-fashioned humanism and her aunt’s unflinching Protestant faith.

         Her shoe squeaked as she turned, and they registered her presence.

         ‘Is that you, Magda?’

         Magdalena advanced into the candlelight, apologising for the interruption and … oh, but … seeing the tears on her father’s face … maybe this wasn’t the time. The motion of the door caused air to rush in and out of the kitchen, twisting the candle flame. Light faltered on the faces of her father and aunt.

         7‘What is it, Magda? Has something happened?’

         ‘I have my marching orders, that’s all. I’m being sent as a teacher to East Prussia.’

         *

         Magdalena wasn’t at home when they came for Dr Süsskind.

         Returning from having her documents stamped, she glanced up at their neighbour’s lovely house, attached to her home and identical with it. She’d always felt as if the red-brick houses with their crow-stepped Gothic façades and rust-pink roofs held their arms around one another all along the row. They stood together in the terrace, all for one, one for all. In the sunlight, the red brick glowed. But Dr Süsskind’s ruined front door, off its hinges, left a darkly gaping mouth into a cavernous interior.

         The Gestapo had come too late, Ebba told her. The Veronal had done its job; their friend had slept the sleep of the just. Thank God. For God, full of love, would never condemn suicide in such a case, whatever anyone told you to the contrary. She gave her niece one of her penetrating looks.

         ‘Oh no,’ Magda hastened to say. ‘I would never condemn … there are times … and circumstances…’

         Ebba had been kneading the dough when the men came. She’d heard the pounding on Hans-Martin’s door as they broke it down; the bellowing when they discovered that their prey had flown, and they tossed out the corpse onto the pavement. After looting the home, they’d dumped Hans-Martin’s remains on the lorry with other human trash.

         But our dear friend had seen and heard none of this barbarism, Ebba said quietly; our friend was safe, bless his heart.

         Magdalena did not know what to say. Swallowing the qualm, she turned away, to go and sort her clothes: decide what to take with her on her adventure; darn or turn any garment that looked shabby.

         A memory popped into her mind of a birthday, her fourth or 8fifth perhaps. Dr Süsskind had appeared at the door, pulling along a toy tortoise on a string. His name is Ferdinando, Magdalena my dear, and he has told me he would like to come and live with you.

         Anyway, she thought, never mind that. A dress but which one? As she only had two halfway decent ones, it wouldn’t be much of a problem.

         Also, books and paper. A parcel of textbooks had arrived, handsome-looking volumes, quite new off the press. She was saving this trove for the long journey east. But how on earth to transport the whole lot? Oh, it was all right, she’d be taking the bike, with its panniers and basket. One day Magda would write her own books – children’s stories first perhaps, based on her work at Alt Schönbek – animal fables, modernisations of Aesop – and perhaps illustrate them herself. It was her life’s ambition. Why not? Oh, and she would definitely take the blue silk blouse for best. And as well as skirts, trousers for walking and riding. Would she be able to ride one of the famous East Prussian Trakehner horses? And which shoes? Not that there was much choice. She’d never been interested in clothes but obviously you didn’t want to affront anyone’s eyes.

         Halfway up the stairs, Magda seemed to register a dizzying silence from next door. It stopped her in her tracks. Dr Süsskind was gone. Really gone. He would never come back. He did not exist.

         Retracing her steps, she went back into the kitchen and said, ‘Auntie, I’m so sorry.’

         *

         Preparations were soon in full spate. Magdalena would be taking the bike on the train, she told her family. And that was that.

         The dear old bike! It even had a name: the Auroch. A lumbering, heavy and unpredictable beast, antediluvian. The handlebars reminded Magda of the curved horns of the extinct species of cow that once terrorised the primeval forests of Europe and which 9science was trying to breed back into existence. She might even see one of the new aurochs in East Prussia! Nobody else had such a bike or ever would have.

         ‘Oh no, Magda, you don’t want to be encumbered with that hulking great thing,’ Dad objected.

         She put her foot down: ‘The Auroch is coming with me! For it is axiomatic,’ Magda informed her father and Auntie Ebba, ‘axiomatic, that the Auroch and Magda Arber cannot be parted!’

         Father ridiculed the nineteen-year-old’s self-consciously educated diction, picked up of course from himself, and her arrogant tone, picked up from her role as standard-bearer in the Band of German Maidens: ‘Axiomatic! Don’t be ridiculous, Magdalena!’

         Yes, but the girl would do it anyway, ridiculous or not, as Ebba knew. Magda read the expression on her aunt’s face: it said, I’d give up if I were you, Max dear, save your breath, she’s going to do what she’s determined to do. In any case she’ll be safer over there. No air raids, remember. Plenty of food and plenty of churches.

         Dad’s haunted face replied, She’s so young, Ebba. The Auroch! Axiomatic! I ask you! Thinks she knows it all. She knows nothing. She’s all over the place. And her bike is just a heap of junk.

         Ultimately Max, surrendering, limped out and pumped the Auroch’s tyres. He oiled the chain; tightened everything he could see that might benefit from tightening. He wheeled the uncouth machine round the garden and out of the gate. Magda and Ebba, observing from a window, winced as they saw him mount, push off and wobble along the road. His right leg, broken in the camp, had not been properly set at the time and, over the years, the damage had been compounded by arthritis. Magda was relieved to see her father dismount, for surely that must be it: the Auroch would be passed as adequate.

         But no.

         Dad was testing the tyres again, between thumb and finger, shaking his head. His sister and daughter could see him scratching his head, wondering if he’d maybe tightened some of the parts too 10much; he accordingly loosened, just a touch, what he judged he had over-tightened. Magda reckoned that the machine was now more or less as it had been before Dad began to tamper with it.

         The Auroch was a homemade contraption, a mongrel. Clem, oily handed, had patched it together from parts salvaged from ex-Army bicycles. Men’s bikes, of course – but Magda was athletic for a girl, Clem had observed, and could cope with that. The thing was a clanking, grotesque horror, his uncle had objected, the moment he clapped eyes on the finished article. And the handlebars appeared to be upside-down! It had no unity, he’d told his nephew. A reliable machine couldn’t be assembled willy-nilly from bits of rubbish! Whatever was Clem thinking of?

         Clem had grinned and winked, and said, rather patronisingly, for at sixteen and three-quarters he had also caught the tone, Don’t you worry, Uncle Max, I wouldn’t have offered it to Magda if it wasn’t strong as a horse, she’ll be fine, you’ll see, she’s no weakling. He’d patted his uncle on the shoulder, causing him to flinch, humiliated, and complain about Clem’s bad grammar.

         Coming indoors, Max now announced that he’d done his best with the thing but frankly it could not be called a bicycle. It was a hotchpotch. A mismatch. A contradiction in terms.

         But Magdalena adored her machine, she’d mastered it from the off, and mastered her father too, and he knew when he was beaten.

         *

         Magdalena stood in the hall. Her father was seated at his study desk, just visible between the open door and the jamb.

         She’d always known not to interrupt him in the study. Not to clatter downstairs singing at the top of her voice. Not to chase the kittens along the hallway. The scholar of the Enlightenment needed, not mere quietness but unqualified silence. Magda would take off her shoes and skate along the hall in her socks, before bursting out into the pandemonium of daylight to join her friends. Then beetle 11off down to the beach at Travemünde, to swim half the day and nestle the other half in a beach-basket in a pile of giggling pals. Through early childhood, her parents had always trusted her. Now her father scarcely trusted the motherless Magdalena out of his sight. And she was nineteen, for heaven’s sake!

         The air in Max’s study was dense with smoke and dusky with the brown leather-covered books that rose up every wall to the ceiling. Antiquarian books in French, Italian, English, Latin and Greek, some made from the skin of dead lambs. The study smelled of a rich composite: vellum, nicotine, antiquity. And an occasional tang of brandy. Her father was the author of half a shelf of these books. But although he still researched and wrote, the great book on Voltaire begun ten years ago had stalled when, after his incarceration, Max Arber had ceased to be publishable. There could be no market for books on eighteenth-century France. And besides who would publish Francophile Max Arber, even if he could pretend to make his ideas tally with National Socialist thought? Germany’s armies had rolled into louche, effeminate Paris last summer – strolled in, rather. The French army had just laid down arms and run away. Pitiful. In any case, there was no market for books on any subject by authors who’d once stained their copybooks. Relegated to a menial job at the Institute after his protest and his stay in the re-education camp at Dachau, Max Arber had forfeited worth and dignity – in his own eyes too.

         And frankly you are lucky to be employed at all, Dr Arber. Even as a porter.

         Magdalena feared for him – and she also feared him. The new world belonged to the young. Anachronisms like her dad endangered themselves and their families.

         Nicotined fingers reached for another cigarette in the lamplight.

         Max lit up. Sat back, coughed, took a deep drag, blew a smoke ring. Magdalena watched it tremble up through the air, passing beyond the bubble of lamplight. Opening a drawer, he rummaged around, taking out what looked like, but surely couldn’t be, a 12toothpaste packet. He seemed to be studying it. Was he worried about his teeth again? His teeth were awful.

         Few nights now remained to Magdalena at her childhood home. Tomorrow she must do the rounds of neighbours and friends, bidding farewell – the friends of her childhood, whom she’d known forever, a Band of German Maidens sisterhood really, and all scattering at more or less the same moment. Most had been conscripted as mere farm labourers.

         Magdalena made friends easily. She had a sense of community, helping others, putting her shoulder to the wheel. Seeing new things and people, enlarging her acquaintance, and putting into action her National Socialist commitment to aiding the community. Now there’d be a chance to escape feeling undermined by her family’s contempt for the Leader. In East Prussia the ground would not be constantly shifting under Magda’s feet. She only dreaded going east for Dad’s sake. She wouldn’t be able to keep an eye on his vagaries. Sloppy about the blackout when Ebba was out, he’d been taken to task by the block warden. He neglected to perform the Heil salute; smiled wryly when he should be straight-faced; made no effort to appease Mrs Koch the notorious informer with the simpering smile; tuned in to the BBC, a criminal offence.

         Good God, Magdalena had been tempted to denounce him herself when her adolescent passion for the Leader first set in!

         No, no, Dad would be all right, Magda reassured herself, he’d have to be. Her own life was just beginning. To be let loose! To realise oneself! To do something for her Fatherland in its time of crisis, using her training to maximum effect! This posting was Magdalena Arber’s destiny and she embraced it.

         Tried to embrace it. A door in her mind kept blowing open, however hard she tried to lock and bolt it. Beyond the door, something obscene was at large.

         She turned her mind away.

         By the front porch stood Magdalena’s rucksack and the case Dad had locked, strapped and labelled. Typically, he’d got everything 13ready way in advance of departure. Magda’s summer jackets hung on the peg. Ebba had brushed them and strengthened the buttons. Magda would have to wear most of her clothes on the train to avoid carrying too much luggage – and it was warm. The Auroch’s panniers were already crammed full.

         Dad’s face was gaunt; he looked ten years older than his actual fifty-two. He dragged his leg and she was sure he suffered pain there, despite his denial. He mumbled and muttered to himself in the street, which for every reason he shouldn’t do. His friendship with Dr Süsskind had been dangerous but now Dr Süsskind was gone. Years back, Dad had parted company with the dad who used to jounce her on his knee, dance her round the kitchen, read aloud to Mum and herself, performing all the voices – excelling as a wildly warbling Brunhild, a martial Siegfried and an army of Nibelungen dwarves. His audience would roll around laughing till it hurt, and beg him, Don’t! don’t!

         And then suddenly he didn’t.

         All this was like a film Magdalena had once seen, rather than a memory of her own. She knew Dad had once been larger than life, daringly original, a distinguished teacher and scholar. Upright, witty and authoritative. She knew that as a Social Democrat he’d taken political risks, spoken out according to his conscience, or the ethic of his old-fashioned scholarship, for they seemed to her to add up to much the same thing. Ancient Rome and Romance languages and Voltaire: the day-before-yesterday’s idealisms. However, all that had been before.

         Before Mum’s death.

         Before his bereaved sister and nephew moved in with them.

         Before the camp, Auntie Ebba had said, without elaborating, her face tautening into that expression.

         What happened exactly at Dachau, apart from the broken leg? No one would say. The shame, presumably. Hobbling ignominiously home, with a soiled name. Shame could kill you. And Dad had obviously done himself some kind of injury there. If you 14asked for further explanation, Ebba would shake her head, purse her lips, flap her hand and turn away. Widowed brother and sister, having lost half their worlds, had joined forces in one household. It made sense for all four of them.

         Magdalena lingered at the study door, in a niche of time, capturing her father in the sepia perspective between door and frame, loving him, fearful for his safety.

         She tapped on the door and stepped through.

         ‘I’ll leave it behind, Dad, if it’s really going to trouble you.’

         He swivelled, looked at her over his specs. ‘Leave what behind?’

         ‘The Auroch.’

         He hesitated.

         ‘Just say, Dad. If it bothers you very much.’

         Turfing Goethe and Schiller off the chair, at which they mewed crossly, she sat down. The desk was littered with papers and files and Dad’s typewriter, a handsome Torpedo model bought when the household was flush with money. Dad’s English fountain pen, the pride of his writing life, lay on top of the blotting paper. He’d brought it home from Oxford on his last visit, years before the war. Magdalena picked up the pen and weighed it in her hand. He was still holding the toothpaste box.

         He looked into her eyes. His face said, Magda, you are my one ewe lamb. I cannot lose you.

         And it was precisely for that reason that her father now capitulated to her wishes: she saw that clearly. The floor of his certainty yielded, its walls sagged inwards. Her heart twisted. To have been loved like this, child and woman, was a rare gift. He had spread himself across the loss of a mother, keeping that loss drowned in the vast reaches of the unsaid.

         And for months in the wake of Dorothea’s death, the articulate and voluble girl had been struck literally speechless. She’d lost her voice. Dad had spoken for her, giving her his full attention.

         Nowadays, in Dad’s mind, there was reason for anxiety whichever side of a choice one opted for. Wherever he looked lay minefields of 15equivocation. Magda understood that Max Arber’s generation of scholars, steeped in antiquity, could fail to grasp the obvious. They over-thought the least thing, making what should be automatic a source of conflict. How, for instance, could it hurt him so much to raise his hand in the customary salute? Just do it! The salute, Magda thought, is an everyday courtesy that binds you all together in one body. It says: We are one great German family, we speak a common language under our Leader, we are rooted in a common territory, we share a common destiny. What shocked Max and Ebba appeared to Magdalena and Clem – oh dear – what other word could you use? – axiomatic.

         ‘No, my love,’ Dad said decisively. ‘I won’t ask you to leave your bicycle behind. You may need it. And say you … I don’t know … needed to get away from someone or something … and I’d persuaded you to leave your bike behind … how could I ever forgive myself?’

         In the yellow lamplight, she caught sight of the text on the toothpaste box: Doramad Radioactive Tooth Cream, promising to shine your teeth blindingly white.

         It seemed all of a sudden as if their roles had reversed and the daughter must take responsibility for her father, his broken heart, his broken will.

         ‘If it’s going to add to your anxiety, Dad,’ Magdalena said sympathetically. ‘I’ll gladly leave it. Just say the word. I don’t want to be worrying about you worrying about me, we don’t need that, do we?’

         ‘But will you be careful, love?’

         ‘You know I will. And East Prussia is a very safe place after all – perhaps the safest place in Germany. Nobody is bombing it. Besides, I don’t have a choice, do I? I’ve been ordered to go and go I must.’

         Her father straightened up in his chair, his dignity ruffled. ‘For instance, Magda, you will be on your own and there are always sharks around.’

         ‘Sharks?’

         ‘Men may … had you thought of this? – take advantage of you. 16You’re inclined to be headstrong, to put it mildly – you know that – yes, you are, don’t shake your head. Fundamentally you have a good heart and conscience. But you’re painfully naïve, like so many in your generation. Young men – soldiers, for instance – will take you up and use you and drop you like a rag, if you’re not careful. Do you know how to fend them off?’

         ‘Of course I do!’ She squirmed.

         ‘Well then, what would you do, if a man came up to you … like this…?’

         He sprang from his chair. Grasped her shoulders. Towered over her. Magdalena pulled back, laughed with shock and not because it was funny, it was not funny, the look in his eyes, the panic rising.

         ‘Stop it, Dad. What are you doing?’

         Releasing her, he took a step back. ‘You see. You have no idea. None. If this happens to you, ever – listen now, Magda – this is what you do. You don’t freeze. You knee the swine in the groin. You know what the groin is, don’t you?’

         ‘Pardon? Yes, of course I know what a … groin … is!’ It was a word you absolutely did not want to hear from your father.

         ‘I’m serious, Magda, I’ve never been more serious in my life. You knee him hard in the balls. Like this.’

         Together they rehearsed the kneeing in the balls.

         ‘Hard, that’s it – then you run. You bellow at the top of your voice and you take off and you run like hell. If he catches you, you ram your fingers in his eyes. Or better still a key. Like this.’

         Preposterously it came over Magdalena, the memory of The Nibelungenlied and Dad playing all the parts while his audience died laughing. How King Gunther tumbled Brunhild’s shift as he claimed his marital rights, and how Brunhild bound him hand and foot with her belt, carried him to a nail and hung him on the wall, leaving him there to squirm and moan all night while she snuggled down for a nice cosy sleep.

         But what her father was counselling, she knew was not a joke. Magda’s sexual knowledge was not exactly limited: it was non-existent. 17The thing with Peter Schneider had been limited to hand-holding and chaste goodbye kisses. Pecks, really. Peter was in Poland now. And besides on the whole she preferred the company of girls.

         ‘I will remember, I promise,’ she assured him seriously, quietly, to soothe him. ‘Thank you, Dad. I will be careful. I won’t put myself in dangerous situations.’

         ‘For my sake.’

         Magdalena took both his hands in hers. ‘For your sake. And for Mother’s. And Auntie Ebba’s. And Clem’s. And mine – yes, I know, especially for mine. And don’t forget, I’ll have the Auroch for a fast getaway.’

         ‘Well, that’s true.’ He grinned with one half of his mouth.

         ‘You do have to start believing in me though, Dad.’

         ‘Well, I do, of course. I know you’ll be happy and do good work in Alt Schönbek. I shall be proud – and Ebba too, here she is. I was just saying, you’ll be proud of our Magda too, won’t you, when she’s a teacher like her beloved Miss Heller?’

         ‘It goes without saying. She is our shining girl.’

         Ebba had brought coffee. She set down the tray on the desk: it was the last of the real coffee, saved for a special treat. ‘And she’ll be fine, you’ll see,’ she assured her brother. ‘What’s this doing here?’ – picking up the toothpaste box from where it had dropped.

         ‘Oh, I bought that years ago. It was a bit of a novelty then.’

         At the pharmacy, Max hadn’t noticed the swastika decoration at both ends, which nowadays of course was commonplace – on cakes, on shoe polish, on tins of paraffin. He’d kept the box, he said, as a trinket of the times, a piece of memorabilia for when all this – he didn’t say what – was well and truly over.

         ‘So are we to understand,’ asked Ebba, bridling because there was no excuse for waste in this day and age, when there was so little in the shops, ‘that you have kept a tube of perfectly good toothpaste stowed away in your desk drawer for years, Max? Will it even be usable now?’

         ‘No, dear. I just kept the box. A memento mori, if you like. Patriotic toothpaste. Radioactive. Very healthy.’18

      

   


   
      
         
19
            2

         

         
            This is the truth which bound me to Thee:

            I looked for Thee and found my Fatherland.

            I was a leaf astray in boundless space.

            Thou art now my homeland and my tree.

            How far I would be scattered by the wind,

            If Thou wert not the power that girds the roots.

            I believe in Thee, for Thou art the nation.

            I believe in Germany.

            For Thou art Germany’s son.6

            Baldur von Schirach, ‘To the Leader, Adolf Hitler’, 1939

         

         The following day, Magdalena’s last-but-one in Lübeck, the blow fell from which Clem’s mother and uncle might never recover.

         Ebba, up with the lark, was busy, and at her happiest when busy. She double-checked Magda’s documents: identity card, passport, call-up papers, Band of German Maidens membership. Then she reopened the locked case, to put in a little surprise. No peeping, mind! 

         Clem, on his way out to work, bent to appraise himself in the hall mirror, slicking back his pale hair from his forehead with the heel of his hand as he turned his head this way and that. He looked unusually spruce, even for him.

         ‘Admiring yourself again?’

         Clem didn’t stop to banter with his cousin; he kissed her hair before opening the door. ‘See you later.’

         There would be no later, not in the sense his family understood it.

         Ebba had saved some precious pork, she said, for Magda’s sandwiches tomorrow. And some tomatoes. Would Magda like to 20take an apple? Two apples? And one for luck? Was there much fruit in East Prussia? She should take the vacuum flask with a warm drink because you never knew with trains these days, and what with so many changes, some of the connections might very well fail.

         ‘Auntie Ebba?’

         ‘Yes, dear?’ Her aunt, catching the emotional note, stopped in her tracks. ‘What is it?’

         ‘Just. I need to say. You are so lovely,’ blurted Magda. ‘Always so endlessly kind. And patient, even when I’ve been a pain. Thank you for all you do for me. And for your guidance. Thank you for being … a mother to me.’

         Tears swam in their eyes. Easy tears for Magdalena, who could cry and laugh in a breath. Not so for Ebba, who turned away, stood still, turned back, took her niece in her arms and held her.

         A round of farewells took Magda much of the day. She came home laden with gifts she couldn’t possibly take with her. You’d need a herd of Aurochs to carry it all. She lolled with her feet up, weary of preparations, wanting to be gone and yet dreading it, fondling the two little tomcats, Goethe and Schiller, in her lap.

         ‘I’ll miss you, you two naughties. Be good for Dad. And don’t make messes on the kitchen floor. Right? Right.’

         They coiled in her lap, purring, until Goethe elected to climb up Magda’s front, clawing at her woollen jumper, and draped himself round her shoulders like a furry scarf.

         ‘Oi! Get down! Oh no, not you too!’

         Wherever Goethe was, Schiller wanted to be too, and the argument could get fratricidal. She wrestled the kittens back on to her lap and held them apart.

         The front door opened and closed. That would be Clem.

         Then the shriek.

         Scattering cats, Magda leapt up, rushed into the hall, and there on the doormat stood a tall soldier in field grey uniform.

         Her aunt was sobbing. ‘Clem, why? You didn’t have to do that!’

         Father, pausing on the staircase, swivelled his head and was silent. 21A nightmare had come in the door in place of his nephew, who had joined up before his time. Voluntarily. Secretly.

         Magdalena, rushing to Ebba, guided her into the seat by the telephone. Auntie, it’s all right, it’s all right. Breathe! That’s it – come on, breathe!

         When Magdalena looked up, her father had come downstairs and now stood on the bottom step, stock still.

         He marched straight up to his nephew, raised his right hand and snarled with savage sarcasm, Heil Hitler!

         At which, incredibly, Clem snapped to attention.

         Shot up his hand. Sieg Heil!

         Uncle and nephew faced each other a foot apart, signalling from opposite worlds, arms in the air.

         Clem, at not yet eighteen, was tall and muscular. Hair bright as brass. Creamy-complexioned. The authorities had been more than happy to accept him. He’d returned home wearing the coveted uniform, in the simplicity of his soul, proud of his manly devotion to duty. Only the expression in his eyes betrayed a plea for the approval indoors which he was sure of out of doors. Now he glowed with pride at his welcome, for Clem could be innocent of irony. Stupid, stupid, to spring this on them. Magdalena felt sick to the stomach.

         There was unacknowledged violence between man and boy.

         It flashed through her mind yet again that Dad was a terrible danger to himself, cloven as he was, unable to accommodate to things as they were, and must be. He stood a head shorter than his nephew. Clem was a danger to Dad. But then so was she. The house was wrenching itself apart.

         ‘Well, there you are then.’ Dad dropped his hand. ‘You’ve made your choice, Clemens.’

         ‘The Leader called me and I have answered!’

         ‘What’s done is done,’ Max said to Ebba, crouching to her. ‘Don’t cry, love. He won’t actually go for some time. There’ll be training and so on. Won’t there, Clem?’ he growled. ‘Perhaps the war will end 22before he’s put in action. He will be careful for his mother’s sake, won’t you, Clemens?’

         Clem assured Ebba that, yes, he’d be going to Braunschweig first for training. Obviously, he’d be as careful as any German soldier could be. But on the battlefield he would do his duty as a man must, she could be sure of that, he’d not be found wanting, the nation needed heroes. On and on he burbled. He raised his weeping mother and, taking her in his arms, rocked her, looking over her head at Magdalena.

         ‘Just … a bit of a shock,’ Ebba managed. Dried her eyes, blew her nose. ‘You never said, I had no idea you were even thinking … you might have discussed … and both of you, our children going like this … into something … very dark…’

         What Ebba didn’t say, but they all heard, was the word impiety. Her child had chosen to turn away from the Christian Light.

         ‘But it’s better like this, isn’t it, Auntie,’ Magda soothed. ‘We’re both going to do our bit for Germany. I know you don’t see eye to eye with us but we have to serve, don’t we? Not always in the way you would prefer. We’ll all miss each other, of course we shall,’ Magda went on. ‘But Clem will come home on leave – won’t you, Clem? And I will too. Before you know it. And the War really won’t go on much longer.’

         Oh yes, he would have leave, obviously, Clem answered, and he’d always look forward to coming home and being together and so on. But the thrill of adventure enthralled Clem: you saw it in his bearing. He couldn’t wait to get away and be a proper soldier rather than a common or garden Hitler Youth leader.

         Magdalena’s father slipped into the study, closing the door behind him.

         Within two days they’d both have flown. Magdalena knew what her father was thinking. What would become of his adored children in the alien and bloody east?

         And – a different implicit question – what would they become?
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            I saw you coming through

            the green woods; but then over

            the pass on the frontier

            you turned and left me…

            I fear for your safety in all

            the dangers that surround you…

            I think of the host of proud

            officials who throng the capital …

            who can say there is justice

            under heaven?7

            Tu Fu (712–770), ‘Dreaming of Li Pai’

         

         There was a man in the bedroom. A desperate man. She heard his ragged breathing. Magdalena struggled up in a panic, switched on the lamp.

         Her father, in his dressing gown, was standing at the bottom of her bed. What was it? In the dim light he looked terrible. A stroke? Had Dad suffered a stroke or a heart attack? He was clutching at his chest.

         ‘What is it? Daddy, whatever is it?’ Magdalena scrambled up. ‘Are you ill? Shall I call the doctor?’

         ‘Oh no, I’m perfectly all right, don’t fuss. There’s just not much time left. And your mother would want me to…’

         ‘Would want you to … what?’ Mum was never mentioned by name. The denied, inexpressible longing for her presence and the knowledge of her absence surrounded them like the air they breathed.

         24Magda squinted at the clock: 1.20. Today she was travelling. To her mother’s homeland. Was that what had brought him? She had to be on the train by six, and then a journey of over twenty hours.

         ‘Sorry to wake you, dear.’

         ‘It’s all right. As long as you’re not ill?’

         She patted the bed and he sat down. Magda arranged the quilt to cover his knees. Her father took her hand.

         ‘Something I need to say … should have said, long before.’ He scrambled for words – Max Arber, the orator, who used to captivate audiences of students and scholars, and put them under a spell. ‘Thing is, darling, I blame myself. No point in saying this to Clem, dear Clem, because … hook, line and sinker … he’s … Anyway, he’s … taken the bait, as how could he not? He was always so soft and they hardened him. They rob the mothers of their children. And today, when Clem came marching in at the door like that, I knew he’d gone. Nothing to be done about it. We can only hope he’ll be lucky – and survive. But you – Magdalena – darling – I feel you haven’t completely gone.’

         She rubbed her eyes, stifled a yawn. ‘Gone where?’

         Two opposite things were obsessing him, he said: the obligation to call one’s soul one’s own, to resist what he saw as delusion and brutality and lies; the need to camouflage oneself, to keep one’s head down, hide in the herd. Two kinds of safety, neither of which was safe at all. He was sure Magdalena understood and had intuited something of the same. Hadn’t she?

         It was too late for all this … maundering. Questioning one’s own motives was fine when there was leisure for airy-fairy philosophising. But this, Magda blearily felt, was not the time for picking at the scabs of moral scruples. Light was pricking through a pinhole in the blackout. Dawn of a day which required action, not spiders’ webs of cogitation.

         It was like seeing someone knit a garment and then unravel the knitting.

         And start the futile process again.

         25Magda glanced at the clock. On and on Dad droned. Tears leaked down his face, but bizarrely out of one eye only, as if a duct were blocked.

         Half an hour had passed. Day advanced.

         ‘Do you know what I felt when Clem appeared in that uniform, Magda?’

         ‘Well, I think you and Ebba were shocked because Clem had signed up before he needed to? Without discussing it with you first, and taking your advice? And because of course you love him and you don’t want him to die?’

         ‘Those were not my first thoughts. All that came later.’

         ‘Oh? What then?’

         ‘My first thought was: They’ve come for me again.’

         ‘But they hadn’t, darling Daddy. And in any case, who are they? You’re not a Communist or a Jew, or anything like that.’

         A quick stare. A frisson of anxious contempt ran across his face.

         She stifled a yawn.

         ‘Am I boring you, Magdalena?’ Coldly.

         ‘Of course not, Dad.’ Patiently.

         ‘Because, if I am boring you, let me know now…’

         ‘Dad, you are not boring me. You could never bore me,’ she lied. ‘You just gave me a shock, that’s all, and I’m a bit nervous about today. And there are things we don’t see eye to eye on but, you know, we’ve been into all this and frankly…’

         ‘Sorry, love, I’m sorry.’

         ‘It’s fine, Dad. I want to hear what you want to say, of course I do.’

         More verbosity. About how evolution had gone into reverse. Going back to barbarism and savagery. Blood and soil. Recidivism to the condition of predators in the jungle. Atavism. He twisted the cord of his dressing gown, plaited and unplaited the tassels. And his one ewe lamb would see this one day, he insisted, see through the lies and unreason and injustice, because she was his child, and her mother’s daughter. The veil would rend.

         26And yet … and yet … if and when she did see through it all, Magdalena must cover up this enlightenment! Promise him! Or she wouldn’t stand a chance. She must survive, at all costs. He knew that temperamentally she was resolute. What she felt, she showed, she lived. Oh yes, he could read her like a book.

         You believe you can, she thought, and shifted impatiently.

         When he had rambled to a pause, Magdalena said, ‘I’ll still be me, Dad. Don’t worry. But with more experience. And I want to contribute something. Have a responsible profession. Be someone!’

         She had always ignored the fact that a girl or woman could seldom or never be someone. Sure, you could march with the Band of German Maidens, holding the banner – and she had. She’d had no objection to marching and saluting, and she liked to be in charge, but, if Magdalena was frank, the interminable meetings had started to bore her. Blah blah blah, the endless verbiage and self-importance. The language was always the same, a repertoire of obligatory phrases endlessly repeated. A dead language. The death of language, her father had quoted his friend Victor who said, Words can be like little doses of arsenic.

         Clem, always an energetic member of his youth group, loved the comradeship of camping, marching, singing, flag-waving, athletics. Magda had cheerfully participated but didn’t overdo it. And presumably Dad had seen that. As a woman, your ultimate calling, and it was a noble one, she supposed, is to bear children. But one was a realist: young men were dying in their millions for the Fatherland. There’d be a shortage of husbands when peace came. Meanwhile, she’d do her bit for the higher good.

         Magda was willing to marry and have babies – but, oh please, not yet! Not for a long while.

         She made as if to get out of bed. But her father had not finished his warnings. It was as if he’d opened a door in his breast, to let her see the livid, pumping heart walled up in there.

         ‘Dad, I need to get ready.’

         ‘The camp, you see, Magda. The camp.’

         27‘I know, it was awful for you. But I need to get up.’

         ‘Magdalena, you really don’t know.’

         ‘I don’t. You’ve never explained. You … protected us from it.’

         ‘Mistreated,’ he muttered, rubbing his eyes with his knuckles. ‘The things I saw.’

         She was dumb, frozen. Something was coming. It was coming. She’d seen it coming for a long while. The horror buried underground. Perhaps she would have to know now, in which case the world could never be the same.

         But now was not the moment. ‘Dad, I need to get ready.’

         ‘Mistreated,’ her father repeated, rather as a question than a statement. He turned over his hands and scanned the palms. ‘No, not mistreated: maltreated. I got off lightly. Very lightly. With my leg. Many of them … abused, abased. Obscene. Called it education, it was barbarism. It was a return … a return to…’

         They were hardened criminals probably, Magda thought, who were treated roughly. And Dad had been put in amongst them, he’d got out of line, he’d done nothing wrong, not like criminals. It was his blindness to all the Leader had done for them all, probably, that had got him into trouble. And the friendship with Professor Süsskind especially. Not that Professor Süsskind wasn’t a … decent … Jew but he was, well, he was … and anyway … oh dear, the poor man, the lovely man … and Dad does blurt, she thought, he gives himself away, or his face gives him away, the irony…

         She could feel a tic twanging away under her eye. There are always a few bad eggs, she thought. Even in the best system. She blenched, even so, and swerved her eyes away, not wishing to see into the cavity where the red, aghast heart was exposed and visibly pulsating.

         ‘Don’t let them corrupt your language. The inner language you speak to yourself.’

         Well, Magdalena thought, and slid out of bed, I’ll speak my own truth, in my own words. I always have and I always will. I hope I’ll always call a spade a spade, a bad egg a bad egg. And if I see bad things, I’ll speak out. End of subject.

         28So keep your head down, he begged her, following her to the door, out of the bedroom, along the corridor to the bathroom. You are intelligent, Magdalena. You may see things that … well, you don’t like. It may come over you to show your feelings or protest. Or even to flout the rules. Yes, really, it might. But don’t. Don’t do it. I am saying, Do as I say, not as I once did.
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            Do you know the land where lemon trees bloom?

            Within dark foliage golden oranges glow,

            Softly the wind blows from the heavenly blue

            Quiet the myrtle, high the laurels grow.

            Do you know that land?

            There, oh there

            I long, my beloved, to go with you.8

            Johann Wolfgang von Goethe, ‘Mignon’, 1796

         

         From Lübeck to Rostock, Rostock to Neubrandenburg, Neubrandenburg to Königsberg, Königsberg to Alt Schönbek Magdalena would carry her worldly goods eastwards, stuffed in the bulging rucksack, which she hoped to God would not split open, and the rest in her bike panniers.

         She wrestled the Auroch onto the guard’s van of the Rostock train, with the aid of soldiers practising gallantry to maidens. There’d be new people to talk and listen to. All the way to Königsberg, she’d be travelling second class, a luxury Ebba had insisted on. With her adorable books. And her packed lunch. There’d be plush seats and room for your legs, despite the fact that transport nowadays was crowded to the gills.

         Having stashed the Auroch, Magdalena found her seat, smoothed down her skirt and placed a couple of set books in her lap. Children’s books nowadays were so alluring. Gorgeous red cover, a picture of a naughty fox. Trust No Fox on his Green Heath, the work apparently of a girl of eighteen. Oh the envy! Still time for me though! Magda thought, watching the last passengers scramble on to the train and doors slam all the way down the 30platform. She’d dearly love to write a book. A children’s book, yes, but dealing with geography and history. And teaching a lesson or fable. Her children (for the unseen youngsters were already her children) would learn where they came from. She’d connect modern Prussia with its deep past – the conquests of the Teutonic Knights in the thirteenth century, the castles, the monuments – poems and songs and stories.

         She’d take her children on trips to the great monuments. Like the Pied Piper – except, come to think of it, the Pied Piper led the children of Hameln to a desolate cave, never to be seen again … whereas Magdalena Arber would lead hers into the heart of civilisation!

         The train started, they were off.

         In this glory of early light, Lübeck’s copper spires and red roofs gleamed. British air raids were not unknown: they’d hit the Dräger works, the factory that produced breathing equipment and gas masks. Apart from that, bombs had fallen in small numbers and, it seemed, randomly. Thank heaven, she could leave Dad and Ebba in relative safety: the city could hardly be high on Churchill’s list. What was there to bomb in an ancient Hanseatic city? Some factories. Ancient churches. Wharfs and warehouses. Offices. Homes. Nothing of military or industrial significance, surely: well, there was the armament factory, but at a distance from the city and besides she had the feeling that Lübeck would be safe.

         The British after all pride themselves on decency.

         Farewell to the jingle-jangle masts mirrored in the Trave, to the round towers of the Holstentor, to childhood itself. Magdalena enjoyed every sensation: the rattling rhythm, white plumes billowing past the window as they got up speed, unknown faces that flowered for a moment, a sense of purpose and destiny.

         Travelling east, alone! Such a thrill! Even if it was just to serve as an infant teacher in a village school in the back of beyond, this was freedom and adventure. A chance to be something more than a breeding machine. Plenty of time for all that. For now, in these 31extreme circumstances, Magdalena was needed – and not only that, but also employed in a task worthy of her. She was all set to bring urban knowledge and culture to the backwaters of rural life; and in return, she’d learn their history and folk customs. And perhaps help with the grain harvest in the breadbasket of the Empire. Magdalena hugged the children’s book to her chest.

         As the locomotive gathered momentum, its rhythm triggered an earworm. Travelling-Eastwards! Going-to-Mother! Relentlessly round and round, faster and faster, Going-to-Mother sounded in Magdalena’s head with rising excitement. Steam clouds gusted past; ghost-smoke brushed the pane. And then the slackening as they neared one of numerous small stations on the line: Nearly-home-now, Coming-to-Mother.

         Folk got in, folk got out. The sun rose higher in the sky: a beautiful morning. Magdalena relished scenes as transients became fleeting acquaintances. When she told her neighbour where she was bound, and why, out came a surreptitious slice of sausage from the woman’s large basket. A strong, capable woman, legs planted apart, she was the farmer, now that her husband was away at the front.

         ‘Oh, I couldn’t! Are you sure?’

         ‘Come on, try it, dear, do. And tell me what you think.’

         ‘But have you plenty?’

         ‘Go on! Enjoy it.’

         She did, and sucked her fingers afterwards for the strong, spicy taste. Nowadays everyone was stingy with food, you didn’t hand it round, you squirreled morsels of your ration away for a hungry hour. Far from quelling appetite, the sausage awakened it. Her mouth watered. Then – a real treat, a rarity Magda hadn’t seen for months, the farmer’s wife smuggled to her – wonder of wonders! – a square of marzipan.

         She sat beholding this treasure on her open palm; then nibbled like a mouse, to make it last. The other passengers studiously averted their eyes. Would anyone notice if she licked her fingers again? Probably. She did anyway and dried them on a handkerchief.

         32Magdalena amused herself by nicknaming everyone in her compartment and providing a story for each.

         Adorable Sausage-and-Marzipan Lady, way up at the top of the list.

         Mr Threadbare, self-effacing smile, hunted look, thin, big nose, elbows pinched in to waist, shirtsleeves, paper collar.

         Emperor Wilhelm II: mustachios of yesteryear, much twirled, great harrumphing.

         Mr My-It’s-Hot, beetroot red, rotund, woollen jacket, strangled by his tie.

         Mr Mushroom: moss-green uniform whose runic decorations Magda could not construe, Party badge, deep in a book on … what was it? … German fungi.

         At the next station a new passenger took the place of the abdicating Emperor, announcing herself to all and sundry as Call-Me-Lili.

         Oh dear, a blabbermouth, said the passengers’ expressions. A newspaper barricade went up. Round the newcomer’s shoulders lay an unseasonable fox fur, drenching one in sweat, as Call-Me-Lili complained, but you have to suffer for fashion’s sake, don’t you? Off came the fox and a navy hat with twin feathers. Lili chatted away, hardly pausing for breath, all the while caressing the fox pelt on her lap like a cherished pet.

         A soldier, an Army doctor. The good-looking young lieutenant flirted long-lashed, bloodshot eyes at Magda. He confessed to the world that he’d had a few last night, asked politely where Magdalena was bound (the compartment listening with approval to her answer) and dropped off to sleep, arms folded.

         Another stop. A lass plumped down beside Magda; wriggled annoyingly, pulled at her skirt and sighed, before confiding in an all-too-audible whisper that her suspender belt was digging in frightfully! It was! It itched like crazy! Her mum made her wear it. A mediaeval torture instrument! Honestly!

         Whilst pretending not to have registered these embarrassing confidences, the passengers exchanged glances.

         33When Suspender Belt disembarked, in came a mother and daughter, angelic, fair haired, blue eyed.

         Ah, what a perfect little princess!

         You couldn’t look away. The ravishing child was perhaps four or five. She was wearing a blue, embroidered dirndl to match her eyes, and her pale hair had been lovingly plaited and coiled around her head like a crown.

         ‘And what might your name be, little miss?’ asked Lili, bending forward to woo the child.

         Stare. Little finger inserted into puffed-out cheeks. Pop!

         ‘Her name is Rosmarie,’ said the mother. ‘Isn’t it, angel? Answer the nice lady.’

         Stare. Finger inserted into nostril. Screwed round, clockwise and anticlockwise.

         ‘Rosmarie is rather shy,’ the mother explained hastily. ‘Take it out,’ she hissed.

         ‘What a charming name. Would you like to stroke Foxy, Rosmarie?’ Lili asked her.

         Stare. Shaken head. Audible Ugh!

         ‘I said, take it out!’

         ‘Foxy is so sweet,’ Lili crooned. ‘Aren’t you, Foxy? All soft and cuddly-wuddly.’

         Magdalena saw what the child saw: a stuffed head hanging over its owner’s knee, malign glass eyes, legs and paws dangling obscenely, as if caught forever in the moment of death.

         Lili clearly wasn’t one to heed hints or take no for an answer. She thrust the fox head at Rosmarie, waggling it in her face.

         The child, burying her head in her mother’s bosom, let out a siren wail.

         ‘Don’t be frightened,’ said Lili. ‘He’s such a nice foxy-woxy.’

         And so it went on, wearying everyone, until Magda wanted to burst out, Oh give it a rest, you ass.

         Midday: the train slowed; jolted to a standstill. It stuck fast in a grove of birch trees, with a gasp, before shunting backwards and 34halting again. After a while the soldier lit up. Although the compartment was labelled a non-smoker, no one had the heart to object. If a youngster was travelling east to protect his Fatherland against Slavic hordes, who could begrudge him a smoke? Soon several others lit up and others took out their sandwiches.

         The guard looked in: rerouted back towards Neubrandenburg, they’d lose some time, not too long, he hoped, to allow the military to pass through. Someone opened the window. In the quiet, you could hear the birds in the birches and the rustle of foliage. Fug cleared, and you smelled the herbs growing beside the track.

         During the extended pause, Mr Mushroom slapped his book shut and announced that his name was Vogel.

         ‘And your name?’ He pointed with his forefinger at each in turn. ‘And yours?’

         Dr Vogel, benignly interrogating his fellow passengers, soon had them all in his sights. All but Mr Threadbare, who Magdalena and everyone else could see was feigning sleep. The eyelashes were fluttering on his young, hungry face.

         Static for half an hour, the locomotive took off again, charging forward as if to catch up with itself.

         Mr Vogel plucked the unread book from Magdalena’s lap: ‘Let me see if I guessed right!’

         Congratulating himself on his correct guess, he returned the book, a classic modern text, an educational masterpiece written by a young woman, not nineteen years of age. ‘Ah yes, you are a teacher, young lady!’ He congratulated Magdalena fulsomely on her mission. She flushed; murmuring that she was only too glad to be doing her bit.

         ‘Only I haven’t seen you reading it!’ Chortling, he reached out his stubby fingers. He wasn’t going to chuck her under the chin, was he? No, he refrained. ‘Is it just for show?’

         ‘No indeed – I’ve been thinking!’ She returned his banter.

         ‘Thinking! Oh my dear young lady – no good will come of that!’

         Well-fed, sun-tanned, Dr Vogel turned out to be a loquacious 35know-all of the kind Magda generally disliked; finger in every pie; wanted you to know that he was acquainted with greatness. But his uniform? Some kind of forestry official? She tried to make out the badges on his jacket.

         Dr Vogel knew a lot about trees and forests. Cattle and livestock. Big game. He’d shot lions and tigers in Africa. Also elephants, crocodiles, hippos, rhinos, you name the animal, Dr Vogel had shot it! Not to mention bears, wolves, elk, boar, in our own magnificent German forests.

         ‘I might even have shot that fox you’re so fond of, Mrs Keller!’

         But he quickly reassured young Rosmarie, who screwed up her face and looked ready to cry, that this was not cruel – no, no, the animals did not suffer, they were not permitted to suffer, there were German laws against animals being made to suffer. If you’re hunting, hit them with your first shot – bang! Nice clean kill! That is the Aryan way! Germany, he reminded the compartment, was the first nation in the world to protect animals and nature. Our great Leader holds out his arms over all earthly creatures.

         Magdalena looked down at the book in her lap, conscious for the first time of the full title: Trust No Fox on his Green Heath and No Jew on his Oath.

         ‘For Nature,’ Dr Vogel was saying, flailing out his arm and catching his threadbare neighbour a glancing blow, for which he did not apologise, although the victim unaccountably did apologise, ‘Nature is our holy law!’

         The warhorse is our comrade!

         Our great Leader calls himself a wolf!

         A true German will share his rationed bread with a squirrel in the Tiergarten on a Sunday morning. Isn’t that so? Anyone who mistreats animals is our mortal foe.

         ‘Have you fed the duckies in the park, little miss? Of course you have! I’m sure you love duckies, don’t you?’

         ‘She does,’ said the mother. ‘We often feed the ducks on the river, don’t we, Rose?’

         36‘Yes but—’

         ‘Well, and I expect you eat ducks too! You wouldn’t say no to a nice juicy piece of fried duck breast, would you, Rosmarie? Of course you wouldn’t! Eh? Our great Leader, of course, never eats meat. In his graciousness, he allows us feebler mortals to consume animals. But in his serene tolerance, our Leader does not insist that the rest of us confine ourselves to vegetables. And we have laws on the humane slaughter of livestock, pets, animals of all description. You may not drown kittens. You may not boil lobsters alive. I’m sure you know that.’

         ‘But…’

         ‘Shush, dear … I said shush!’ the mother hissed, bright red, fanning her face with a magazine. ‘Don’t keep saying But! It’s rude.’

         This was sheer provocation, Magda thought as the child bubbled out, ‘But but butbutbut…’

         ‘In point of fact,’ Dr Vogel went on, addressing the entire compartment, ‘so passionately do we Germans feel about the health and wellbeing of our animal companions on this earth that – I will give you an example – the Ministry of the Interior reprimanded a scientist for cutting up earthworms insufficiently anaesthetised. Think on that! It’s a fact. One of his students reported him, and he was told by the highest authorities that it would not be tolerated.’

         A giggle rose in Magda’s throat, and the young soldier snoozing in a corner seat emitted a convulsive snort, opening one eye. Magda throttled off her laugh. The soldier closed his eye.

         The Army doctor remarked mildly, phrasing it as a query, that some might feel the earthworm complaint was going a bit far? Anaesthetic, after all, was a precious commodity.

         All eyes were fixed on Dr Vogel and his Party badge. Who was he exactly? He had not mentioned an affiliation or a rank.

         The young doctor, slamming into reverse, wisely backtracked: of course, he himself assented to the principle of justice to all animals, great and small. It was a matter, he opined, equally of, erm, science and morality. He had sometimes been called upon to act as a vet 37when there was none available, for instance when a horse was lamed or a dog run over.

         The little girl gave it as her opinion that worms were slimy disgusting wrigglers.

         The Marzipan lady, leaning forward, advised her that earthworms enrich the soil; they’re great blessings – the more the better – and besides they’re all God’s creatures, as the Bible tells us. And if you cut one in half, then you have two!

         Magdalena asked herself: well, actually, why should one not feel for the lowest species? There is so much pain in this world, she thought, and we – as a species – are selfish beings. She considered for a dizzy moment the plight of earthworms, earwigs, flies: how far down the chain of being would you have to descend before this concern became ridiculous? Or impracticable. How would you administer an injection to a frog, say, or an earwig?

         She would have to ponder these questions if she was to teach the children of Alt Schönbek things valuable for them to learn.

         ‘Our Imperial Hunting Master, Marshall Hermann Goering, has forbidden the use of traps on his domains! No buckshot may be used. Clean killing, that’s the German rule.’

         Inserting her thumb in her mouth, Rosmarie twiddled a strand of hair and stared out of the window. She did not repeat her But.

         However, Dr Vogel did.

         ‘But – and there is always a but, is there not? – our young friend is quite right – animals must be culled,’ he said. ‘And hunting game is beneficial both for man and forest – and also, let it be said, for beast. We cull the weak to improve the species, so that only the purest, strongest, most perfect specimens survive. By this we prove our mettle as a warrior race.’

         ‘All this is tremendously interesting. You are a zoologist perhaps?’ The army doctor offered Dr Vogel a cigarillo.

         Herbert Vogel, it turned out, was employed by Dr Heck as one of his research and acquisition group. The Dr Lutz Heck, illustrious keeper of the Berlin Zoo? Yes indeed! Vogel had been sent on what 38one might call a fishing expedition! He was on the first leg of his quest to inspect and inventory eastern zoos, firstly visiting our own dear immortal Königsberg, then the Rominten game reserve, thence to the ex-Polish territories. And beyond. Who knew how far the map of Germany would ultimately extend? Tremendous plans for the east! he exclaimed, tremendous! The vast primeval forest there was, properly speaking, German forest. The ancient animals were bona fide German animals.

         The afternoon wore on. Now they were past Danzig and dusk was falling. Magdalena’s excitement ebbed as exhaustion took over. She closed her eyes, kept drifting off and jerking awake.

         Someone muttered the word, Yid.

         Someone else muttered, Sure of it! The bottle nose! The hooter, the schnozzle, the conk!

         Someone muttered, Ha! How did that one get in? 
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