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        He said the wicked know that if the evil they do is of sufficient horror men will not speak against it. That men have only stomach for small evils and only these will they oppose.

        
          Cormac McCarthy, The Crossing
        

      

      
         

        I have never felt equal to the business.

        
          Viktor Klemperer, To the Bitter End
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      He is out and running in the first grey of morning.

      Ducked and noiseless, hurrying through the fog drifts with his brother just behind him; feeling the tug of his small fingers twisted in a fistful of his jerkin, crossing the cobbles of the empty town streets, just as day is breaking.

      Already they have made it past the railway station, the distillery and the cooper’s yard, and then all along the silent length of the market street. Unseen, unheard – at least as yet.

      When they reach the old church at the corner, the boy stops, pulling his young brother close, pressing both of them to the stone walls and listening a moment.

      He hears nothing and no one; no sounds of movement. The boy’s darting eyes see no lamplight behind the curtains, only shutters drawn across the windows. They have been flitting from street to street and hiding, but the boy sees no place here they can slip inside. The fog hangs damp between the houses, and along the winding street before him, shrouding the low roofs and the lane mouths, the huddle of timbered house fronts. At least there is no one here yet to find them.

      Soon, he thinks. It will come soon now. Didn’t the schoolmaster say so?

      His brother tugs at his fingers, holding up his arms to be lifted, and the boy pulls him onto his back to carry him; still cautious and casting looks about himself, but picking up his pace too. They left the house in darkness, only now the low clouds are paling, and he feels the day and its dangers drawing nearer.

      He feels his brother shivering too, clutched to his shoulders, the short night’s bed-warmth long out of him. But it is better they do this. Better they make for the old schoolmaster’s lodgings. They still have more than half the town to cross, but even so: the boy thinks the old schoolmaster will know – who they can turn to, or the best place to lie low.

      Then comes the flare of headlamps, a sudden glare in the fog beyond them; the crunch of tyres, of heavy vehicles halting on flagstones. 

      His brother grips him, small fists tight and fearful, and then already the boy is turning, already he is running, making for the shelter of one of the town’s many alleyways – even before he hears the rumbling of all the many vehicles following.

       

      Otto Pohl wakes to the noise of a door slam. One truck door, then another, below his boarding-house window: loud reports echoing across the town square beyond his half-drawn curtains.

      He must have left them half drawn last night, too weary and chilled to notice. Still fogged with sleep, for a short time all Pohl can see is the leaded squares above his bedpost, framing the town-hall clock and schoolhouse, squat in the autumn mist; this squat and damp place he’s been posted.

      ‘Zeigt euch!’

      ‘Pokazhit'sya!’

      Is it German? Pohl thinks he hears Ukrainian shouted. But his foremen and workers are all quartered well beyond here, out in open country, and it is too early to be waking, surely. The grey outside is a before-dawn kind, and he has not slept well since he arrived here; Pohl has not been able, and he needs to rest. There is that shouting again.

      ‘Mach schon!’

      Shrill and coarse. Some fool out there is playing at soldiers. Pohl pulls the blankets higher around his shoulders: he will pay them no regard. Who can have any regard for what soldiers do? For armies? he asks his Dorle. Although she is miles from here.

      His wife is far away in Münster, but Pohl talks to her most mornings. Silently, inwardly, he turns his thoughts homewards, seeking comfort. Thinking of the sound of her, somewhere in the house beyond him; of rising to find her buttoning her coat at the hallway mirror, tucking her curls under the firm hold of her hat brim, then pulling out just enough of them as the bells sound the first service. Or waiting in the pews with their small daughter while she takes communion, before walking home again, arm in arm through the Sunday Altstadt quiet.

      But now more trucks are arriving, loud below his window. And although Pohl has his covers pulled against them, he is awake. Thoughts of home can’t block them out. Or that shouting either.

      ‘Ihr sollt euch zeigen!’

      Too loud to ignore, it has Pohl confounded; it has him disordered, sitting up, pulling on his shirt. He can’t find his glasses. He has to get up to feel for them: on the desk at his bedside, in his engineering corps trousers hanging on the chair back; and all the while it continues, this bellowing and ordering, this ungodly noise at this ungodly hour of the morning.

      Pohl hears dull thuds falling as he fumbles down the unlit stairwell. Are they hammer blows? Discharges? He can only half make them out through the thick boarding-house walls as he reaches the foot of the staircase, searching his tunic pockets, still looking for his glasses.

      The stoves are all dark, and there is no one in the kitchen. Up even before the housemaid, Pohl has the out-of-sorts feeling this day has started far too early; it has started all wrong somehow.

      Stooping at the window beside the low front entrance, he finds his glasses, finally, and hooks them over his ears, peering across to the town hall, looking for the clock, sure it has missed its hourly strike – or is he the one who has missed it?

      What he sees out there brings him up short. 

      Soldiers. On the town square. Field-grey uniforms: Wehrmacht in the fog.

      It is not the first time he’s seen field grey here. Although he’s told Dorle the territory is secure now. It has been secured for rebuilding; they are done with their Blitzkrieg, I can promise you this much.

      Pohl is careful with his words to her; in his weekly letters, of course, because – the times being what they are – heaven knows who might read them; but also in his daily mumbled thoughts and reports, because Pohl feels Dorle deserves this care – she would hate so much of what he sees here.

      The SS convoys, for one thing.

      Here in such numbers, they rake through the countryside. There were SS jeeps only the day before yesterday, passing in a dark line along the horizon beyond Pohl’s roadworks.

      His foreman pointed them out.

      ‘Sir.’

      A man of few words, he tilted his chin in the convoy’s direction, and then they both raised their heads from Pohl’s drawings, pausing at their work to squint at the speeding vehicles while the labourers toiled on behind them. The jeeps were too far to hear against the pickaxe blows and the prevailing wind, but they were swift, that much was certain, seen against the slow crawl of their building progress.

      Pohl had his fingers gripped to the road plans, the wind tugging at his paper version of the highway they were already behind on, but he stood and watched the convoy instead of returning to the task before him. Because close behind the SS jeeps came another unit: Order Police first, sent from Germany, and then so many Wehrmacht vehicles, such a long line of them. One jeep, one truck after another. Enough soldiers to have Pohl counting, to have Pohl mistrustful. Why so many soldiers behind the lines?

      Now here he is at the window. Rooted, caught by the figures gathering on the town square: it is the same mix of grey and black uniforms in front of the schoolhouse. Has the same convoy come to the town?

      Such a crowd of them; it seems there are always more, and Pohl can’t understand all their calling. Some is German, some just unintelligible, and he doesn’t like their urgency, or the way they are always moving: always more groups of them forming, as though readying for something. Still he has to keep watching because in amongst the shouting come new sounds: not just hammering but cracking too now, and splintering. And then Pohl hears rather than sees the schoolhouse door kicked open.

      The noise of this jars him.

      He sees lights inside the school, and they are moving. Electric torches; Pohl follows their progress as they pass the windows. The soldiers pass along the ground floor first, then up the back stairs – so they are searching the place. More: it sounds as though they are hurling things; school desks and school chairs.

      A pane is struck, upstairs, a window on the upper floor, the glass bursting outwards, then scattering across the flagstones.

      Are they turning the place over?

      Pohl hears shouting – harsh, from inside – and then the soldiers spill out again. Glass shards grinding underfoot, torch beams swinging this way and that, they surge back onto the town square – such a mass of them – while he can only stand and watch, still with the feeling that he is barely keeping up, not understanding nearly enough.

      And then an old man and an even older woman are bundled out of the doorway and onto the paving.

      Grey and stooped, his schoolmaster’s frock coat torn across the shoulders, the old man puts an arm up, pleading. It is a shielding arm above the older woman’s frame, Pohl can see this. Her face, pale in the torch beams, is turned upward in confusion, to the booted figures who have come to stand over them.

      ‘Aufstehen!’

      They are ordered to stand.

      ‘Mach schon!’

      They are ordered to run.

      They are herded; they are herded – Pohl can find no other word for it. Three soldiers behind them, even more ahead, the two old people are run down the cobbled street.

       

      ‘Lauf, Dreckjude!’

      The schoolmaster hears boots on flagstones, ahead and behind him; slammed doors, slammed windows, as he is chased through the grey lanes beyond the town hall.

      ‘Raus! Aus den Häusern!’

      Stumbling in the half-light and confusion, he reaches for his mother amid the fog and the calling.

      ‘Alle Juden! Alle Juden draussen.’

      So close to his mother tongue, his mother’s Yiddish tones, the old teacher can understand the orders, even before they are repeated in Ukrainian. ‘All Jews, outside!’ Even as he struggles to keep pace with the SS men who bellow them.

      ‘All Jews! All of you!’

      ‘Now, we say!’

      There are a dozen SS around him – hounding him, hounding his mother – and there are still others beyond them: they seem to fill the small town’s streets and alleyways. So many more than he thought, the schoolmaster had not anticipated even nearly so large a force. But now he is run past whole packs of soldiers, of policemen crowded at the corners, standing wide-legged at the house doors and pounding.

      If he had only known this.

      That soldiers would come hauling people out of their houses.

      That police would come looking in such numbers. For any who refused to comply with the instruction.

      ‘Juden, zeigt euch!’ 

      ‘Show yourselves!’

      ‘All Jews are to show themselves.’

      They were to be at the brickworks at six. One suitcase of belongings, winter clothing, food for three days’ travel; make ready for your resettlement. But the schoolmaster had decided: he was too long in the tooth to be given such orders, and his mother too frail for travelling anywhere.

      Her old cheeks wrinkled like winter apples, old eyes searching his, ‘But we are not allowed,’ she’d told him, as he hushed her, ushering her through the schoolhouse doorway yesterday evening. ‘You are not allowed in here, meyn yingle.’

      There are so many things forbidden them since the Germans came, and she is frail now, in mind as well as limb, it was too hard for her to understand why they should lie low there, in the disused classrooms; it was all too convoluted – and too dispiriting – to explain to her.

      But the schoolmaster had thought they only need lie low for a day or two. So he’d urged his mother gently up the wooden stairway, cracking and groaning under their combined weight, all the while thinking how he’d taught the town officials who issued this German order. Men he’d thought were decent, but who had offered their services to the new authorities, hot-foot, so soon after the invasion. Such opportunists. What has happened to their scruples? Two generations, three generations; for three decades, almost, he’d taught this town’s children. Reading and writing, respect for their elders. Wrong from right, too. Have they retained nothing?

      These thoughts consumed him last night, and now he could curse himself for thinking them. Holding tight to his mother to keep her from stumbling, the master berates himself for wasting time. All those hours he spent resenting, he should have been thinking on the morning; on what the SS might do when he wasn’t at the brickworks as ordered, and when they found his house deserted.

      ‘Scheissjuden!’

      Because now they are driven past one house front after another where the soldiers swarm, furious; all the front doors flung wide, half the windows also.

      ‘Leer!’

      The SS shout from the upper floors, disgusted at finding them empty.

      ‘Scheissjuden! Ich sag’s dir!’

      The policemen tear down the curtains, they tip the linen chests out onto the paving, and the schoolmaster is pressed onwards over all the scattered housewares, thinking those people must have been given warning. He was warned too, after all – and he knows now he should have heeded it.

      One of his former pupils – one of those opportunists – came to the house after the order was issued. Under cover of darkness, without his chains of office.

      ‘Wise to do as they ask.’ That was his best advice. He stood between the narrow walls of the old master’s stairwell, this provincial official who’d been one of his most diligent students, and he whispered: ‘You should comply. Or make yourselves scarce, you and your mother there. I am sorry. I am sorry to tell you this.’

      But the schoolmaster hadn’t wanted to hear those apologies. And his pride wouldn’t let him run from the Germans.

      Now the soldiers turn on them. They turn and shout and shove at him, rough with their fists and elbows, pushing hard into his mother to stop the two of them running, and the schoolmaster has to throw his arms out to take hold of her, to stop them hurting her, as they are herded through a doorway.

      They are run down a dark passageway – too dark to see the way ahead – and he keeps a firm grip of his mother’s arm, reaching out with his other palm, pressing it to the wall they are pushed along, trying to hold himself upright. The floor below is brick and damp and worn away, and he has to press hard to keep both of them from falling; the old teacher struggles to keep pace with the soldiers, and all the while he tries to place himself: they have been chased through half the town’s streets and he has not been able to follow where the soldiers have taken them.

      But then the soldiers fall abruptly away from them.

      The noise of their shouting recedes, the passage widens and clears, and he can slow again; he can look around himself.

      There are high brick walls on either side, and high works doorways: they’ve been brought to the old brick factory.

      They have been brought here anyway.

      The order was to be here at six. It can’t be much later now, the schoolmaster thinks, as they slow to a halt in the passageway, and he grapples with his thoughts again. He has kept hold of his mother’s arm, so thin inside its sleeve, and he feels how she leans into him, bird-boned and fearful. He had wanted to spare her this. He had wanted to spare her, but here they are anyway – and surely this is worse, this harrying from the soldiers.

      The ones who ran them here have fallen behind them and, glancing back, still apprehensive, the schoolmaster sees they are gathering at the entrance to the passageway. Bent over, leaning at the door frame, they are catching their breath, and others are joining them out on the street beyond the doorway; did they chase down more of the townsfolk? Did more hide like him? The schoolmaster hopes – briefly – that more are still hiding. And that they hid well enough for the Germans not to find them.

      ‘Forwards! Get moving.’

      The schoolmaster does as he is told as new shouts come from ahead of them, this time all in Ukrainian.

      ‘Get a move on.’

      Three policemen stand, coshes raised, at the passageway’s farthest end, and the old teacher moves his hands swiftly to his mother’s shoulders. He sees grey light leaking through the door there: dawn has come, and he wants this harrying to be over.

      The door is pushed open.

      He sees a room full of faces. Full of shoulders and coats, and hats and suitcases. But it is mostly the faces the schoolmaster takes in: pale and cowed, bewildered, they turn to the door and the latest to join them.

      There are a hundred in there. More. Perhaps it is nearer two, or even three: it is a press of people.

      The schoolmaster sees the small factory floor has been pressed full. Not just of townsfolk; it can’t be. It must be Jews from all over the district. Who knew we were so many? This throng of faces comes as a surprise to him, a sudden comfort, even. But then a cosh is pressed between his shoulder blades.

      The master is shoved into this crowd, his mother after him, so the nearest must jostle and shift to make room for them. Shoulders part, arms and backs, but there are too many in here already, there is no more room to be had, and the shove the old man got was too hard.

      He staggers forward, losing his footing. Lurching now, he lets go of his mother, for fear of her falling also.

      ‘Oh!’

      Then a hand comes out and grasps him.

      ‘Schoolmaster!’

      It comes from among the backs and elbows, and the old teacher reaches for his helper; he reaches in gratitude.

      Only for a cosh to fall behind him.

      A blow to the head that fells him.
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      Pohl drives too fast, and a different route than his usual, sending the car lurching across the town bridge to leave the place swiftly, his stomach tight with the shock and the shame of it – that his countrymen do this; that he is here to see it happening.

      The town spires recede first, in the fog in the rear-view mirror, then the factory chimney, and still he jolts further along the cart tracks into open country, putting the miles behind him. Pohl can’t see far through the lifting mist, but even when he reaches the line of the roadworks, he still drives onwards, crossing the rubble thoroughfare his labourers have laid so far, rather than skirting along it as he usually would. On any other day, he might drive from labour gang to labour gang on his inspection rounds, or head for his office at the encampment, but Pohl has no thoughts of work this morning, just of putting distance between himself and the soldiers.

      He has seen far too much of what they do – even just on the journey to take up this posting.

       

      They crawled across this landscape to get here, Pohl and his small advance troop of workers. It took days of driving in convoy across Germany and Poland, and then the vast and rolling grassland beyond the Ukrainian border. Through the heat-haze and downpours of the August thunderstorms; on the heels of the invasion; over the tank ruts and across the craters.

      Pohl took these in with dismay: all the blast-holes and gouges left in the Wehrmacht’s wake, in the path of the Soviets’ retreat. The further east, the worse it got: after they crossed the river Bug, the roadside ditches were filled to overflowing, not just with floodwater but with slaughtered Red Army horses, Red Army corpses. Pohl had steeled himself for damage, even for carnage, but not on this scale; and he was unprepared, also, for how long it was simply left in place, to bloat and to decay. It seemed to him a desecration.

      He wrote to Dorle: There is nothing left of some places, just wreckage. Barns had been mortared, left blackened and roofless; where once had been farmsteads and grain-stores, outbuildings, only the gable-ends were left standing, charred and listing, their burned-out shells visible for miles across the wide plains.

      He saw looted churches, empty and open to the elements, their windows and doorways broken. Entire towns had been ransacked – such barbarity – crossroads and bridges blasted, wooden pylons left in splinters, cables in shreds and tangles.

      In whole days of driving, they saw no people. Or no one living. They passed through villages, and all who could had fled, it seemed, or gone to earth; just a few animals straying, bewildered; scrawny goats scattering as Pohl and his men drove past. This is what an army does, my Dorle. This is the aftermath.

      Well, what did you expect? Pohl imagined his wife’s reply. It is a war you’ve gone to, no?

      She never wanted him anywhere near it. Dorle told him as much before he came out here: You needn’t think I can approve of this.

      She can’t lie to him: that’s just the way she is, so Pohl knows how much it hurt her that he took this posting. But still he talks to her inside. When he wakes in the mornings, and when he lies down to sleep again; it helps him to think of home at the start and end of each working day. Pohl often finds himself talking to Dorle in between times too: at his desk, in the lulls at his site office, or in the solitude of his car. Even now, ploughing on through the fog, still overcome by this morning, feeling the shortness of his sleep and the sour lack of breakfast inside him, Pohl thinks that if he could be set apart with her, just for a short time, then it would surely help him. Because they talk things out, the pair of them: this is how they’ve always been.

      Pohl had to talk and talk with her when they were courting, walk and walk with her. Fond as they were by then, she’d thought it too late for them to think of marrying. Old friends and fossils: that’s what Dorle called them both. He was forty and past his prime years as a suitor; Dorle was not so much younger and accustomed to her own ways; you know how I am by now. She had long had her own clear-eyed look on life.

      But for that boldness, her parents would have seen her married in her twenties, to a son of a solid Münster merchant, preferably, or one of the younger bachelors among her father’s associates. When Dorle went to university, her mother despaired that she wasn’t marrying material; and when she took up teaching after she graduated – her classes full of daughters from good Rheinland families just like her own one. But Dorle said she worked to keep herself, so she could please herself; beholden to no one, she had the long school holidays free to spend walking, or on endless card games at friends’ apartments. Or just to spend idling: Dorle liked to read in the bathtub for hours at a time. She had time enough, she said, to do that, and for talking and laughing, and thinking her own thoughts, which was the best life had to offer. She told Pohl, smiling, that the two of them could talk their thoughts out loud with one another; had they not known each other since childhood days? What more could they ask? But that smile had been encouragement, and Pohl had wanted no other wife.

      Dorothea deserves a sainthood, Pohl’s brother-in-law wrote to him after their Emmy was born, only a year after the wedding. Such a solemn and pretty little baby, and such a surprise to both of them: they had expected companionship, not to be a family. Fossils no more, Dorle called them Abraham and Sarah instead, and she laughed over her family’s confusion: joy and embarrassment in almost equal measure that the two of them should become parents when they were greying at the temples.

      Pohl’s brother-in-law told him to be careful not to land Dorle with another baby, not at her age, and not when you might be enlisted, you should take care of my sister – it irks Pohl to remember. And to think that the man will soon be a father again himself, for the fourth time over. His wife will get a medal for this next child, bronze, the nearest thing to sainthood the Party confers; but Pohl knows Dorle has no such aspirations.

      ‘Who has children for their sake?’

      She is as sharp as a knife blade, and cuts just as cleanly; Dorle sees her many nephews as blessings, certainly, but not from the Führer.

      ‘Does he presume such powers now?’

      Time was, when friends came over in the evenings, they used to roll their eyes and shake their heads in shared contempt for the brown crowd who ruled them. Now, too many friends shrug their shoulders.

      ‘What can we do? We are stuck for the meantime with this Führer.’

      ‘Yes, we have to stick with him now it is wartime.’

      ‘Remember the last war. That disaster.’

      ‘No good ever came our way from losing.’

      Make the best of a bad job, they say. And: just until this is over. And: at least we have the Wehrmacht.

      ‘At least Hitler has the generals to guide him.’

      But Dorle has no time for such contortions, for such distorted thinking: ‘Who can put their faith in generals, I ask you, when they serve such criminals? Marching into Poland, into France now. Whatever next?’

      She throws up her hands, after friends have left again, and it is just the two of them in the parlour chairs.

      ‘Who is there left we can invite now? Who can we talk to without fuming?’

      Dorle is scornful, and while Pohl has minded her to be careful (if you talk of our esteemed leaders, then with the windows closed, please) it gives him some of the succour he is craving, thinking of her forthright ways as he is driving; of his wife’s plain-spoken disdain for the powers-that-be-now.

      But if she knew what those powers are doing here?

      Pohl takes a harder grip of the steering wheel.

      He is on a marsh route that he’s unfamiliar with; he has never driven this far before, but still he presses onwards. Only when he sees no more houses, no more field boundaries, does he begin to slow the car, relieved to be alone now. But despite the emptiness, his thoughts keep crowding in on him.

      By the time friends were drafted – or friends volunteered, even – they’d already agreed, he and Dorle: he would not fight in service of the Party. The idea of this was intolerable.

      So Pohl went from office to office with his petitions, sitting for hours on end in the draft bureau waiting rooms; all small-windowed and airless, designed to demoralise. But he persisted – taking his letters of reference and his engineering certificates, spreading out his neatly typed lists on the desks, when his turn was eventually called, naming all the roads and road-bridges he had worked on since he qualified.

      The officials looked all his papers over, glancing up at the wire rims of his glasses, then down again at his prescription for short-sightedness (Dorle said he should leave nothing out: leave nothing to chance).

      The officials narrowed their eyes at Pohl’s lapels, too: his Party badge, conspicuous in its newness. This was his brother-in-law’s contribution: You can wear the blasted pin and keep your scruples; of course you can, you innocent. (Pohl had begun to fear it might, in fact, be the only way left to keep them.)

      The officials knew a flag of convenience when they saw it; they must have seen any number of front-avoiders decide to fly the swastika on sufferance. But they conceded all the same: Pohl would be more useful behind the lines.

      The Party badge is still a sore point between him and Dorle. (‘Tell me you haven’t.’ She gave him such a dark look, when he returned from taking her brother’s counsel. ‘Oh, tell me you haven’t, please.’) But the unease that comes over him now is about more than that; this creeping guilt is far worse. It has Pohl steering to the roadside, his tyres now sinking, now bumping, and then stopping the car entirely, sitting hunched and uncertain with the engine turning over. There is just so much about this place he hasn’t told her.

      Pohl could write so little of what he really felt in his early letters, he confined himself to practicalities. Telling Dorle how he and his men surveyed the land in the first weeks, and set up construction posts: large encampments, for materials and for labourers, at 15-kilometre intervals. Once enough of these were in place, the work gangs began quarrying a path, wide and level, excavating a trench through the rough lowlands.

      The thoroughfare he is building is to be a grand one: Himmler has decreed it. But Pohl spared his wife the SS bombast, sticking to the engineers’ brief he’d received with his contract: that the road should be wide enough for two-way traffic, and high enough to withstand winter flooding. No small task in these wetlands, I can tell you.

      Heap a ton of rubble onto the mud here and, come the morning, it will have sunk without trace again; the mire forever sucking at the duckboards they have to lay and re-lay between the workers’ quarters.

      ‘Marsh’ was amongst the first Ukrainian words Pohl learned here, simply through repetition. Bolota, bolota. The labourers blamed the swampy ground for all their building woes, and not without justification: a road in this terrain – at least a solid and even one, which is the only kind Pohl can allow himself – will be quite some test of his engineering skills. But why come all this way to build something if you’re not going to build it properly?

      You build it well then. If you must be out there. 

      Dorle’s replies have confined themselves to the shortest and sorest of paragraphs; and Pohl knows he will not be able to talk it out with her until his next home leave comes – until construction here is nearing completion – and this seems such a long time.

      But the backfilling has been successful. On the western-most stretches, the workers are already layering sand and gravel, bedding in the aggregate. Pohl’s labour teams here will follow on, in due course; after they have finished digging out the drainage trenches and shoring up the embankments, they can begin preparing for the asphalt, finally; they can smooth their way through these new and vast territories.

      It is a road for when this war is over. No more tanks will have to roll then. Pohl has told Dorle this, over and over – in his thoughts this time, not in his letters to her: that would be too dangerous. It is for when Hitler loses, as he surely must, my love. Just look at all his over-reaching madness – the man means to conquer Russia now: I ask you! It can only be a matter of time. Still aware of her soreness, and how his letters can do little to soothe it, Pohl has assured her repeatedly – even if only inwardly – that he has come to build a road here, good and broad, and fit for civilians. Fit for civilisation, not some thousand-year abomination. And even if he’d sooner tell her in person, it has still eased him to say these things.

      It eased him too, when the people began returning out of hiding: farmers to their farms, peasants to the allotments they tended. Pohl told Dorle, so he would remember it all to tell her later, how they were still shaken at first, and cautious, after what they’d suffered under the retreating Russians. Pohl was shaken himself – by the rags they wore; by their weather-worn faces and toothlessness, old beyond their years; by their dirty and barefoot children. Honestly, I am living among people from another century. He didn’t like, either, the onion stink of them (if I am truthful, Dorle, as I know I always should be with you). But it was a relief that the countryside he drove through from boarding house to roadworks was soon dotted again with people. Women greeting the morning with a scatter of grain and a cluster of hens at their ankles; the men, too, were early risers, already out at first light, carrying planks and adzes, making repairs, tilling the black earth.

      Everything grows here, like you couldn’t imagine. Sugar beet and winter wheat; Pohl drove out to the labour camps each morning through acres of dry-gold rye and barley, and the landscape that had seemed so flat and empty at first soon revealed itself as bountiful – a place of goat- and swineherds, and of ancient orchards under wide skies. In the peasants’ gardens, the weeds were cleared again from potatoes and garlic – the latter in pungent over-abundance in all his boarding house evening meals, of course, but Pohl felt himself adjusting.

      September was glorious; October began likewise, and he described the change of season for Dorle: the new cool of the mornings, the slow-turning yellow of the birch leaves. There has even been a harvest; thanks be for the fields left untouched by the Soviets. Farmhands strode through the crop into the evenings, and Pohl watched the steady swing of the scythe blades in the low sun as he returned from working to the town again. He saw whole families at the reaping: boys striding behind their fathers, children bending and gleaning, old women sitting companionable in the stubble, tying the stalks into sheaves to dry. And on Sundays, after waking late, Pohl walked at the riverside. It’s where they baptise their children; I wish you could see that. All the children in the district, it seemed, were brought to the water; more every passing week, a streaming procession of families. Toddlers and ten-year-olds, wading hand in hand; babes-in-arms carried into the river’s flow; all born under Stalin, only now allowed their immersion. These people had so much denied them.

      It would take months, well into next spring, for the priests to reach the outlying villages; in the meantime, all those within walking distance went to the river services, rising long before dawn to bring their children to the water at long last. The priest stood in the shallows to receive them, the hems of his robes spreading pale across the river’s surface, and his arms held out to his young charges. Solemn, ceremonious, he blessed them and he lifted them. And how the people sing then, Dorle; if you could only hear them; the massed congregation on the riverbank. Even days afterwards, just recalling this, Pohl found himself uplifted.

      But it doesn’t help him to remember this morning.

      His hands gripped to the steering wheel to steady them, Pohl is still too appalled at what he saw outside his boarding-house window; at being witness to such brutality.

      His Dorle was right about this posting. He should have tried harder, resisted longer. He will not fight in this war – but perhaps this is not enough to save him.

      Ahead of him are the marshes. Partisan territory, still unconquered by his countrymen; Pohl can see it through the fog-held stillness. And he can see too, now, how Himmler’s men have made full use of this.

      The fighting is far to the east, the front troops are all well beyond Kiev, and Pohl had expected civil servants here by this time, Reich officials for all his dealings with the district offices. But, even now, the territory is under military rule.

      No mere invaders, the SS have extended their duties in the district. It is not safe, Himmler claims, until the rule of law has been established, until the partisans have been flushed out of the marshland. So his men have taken charge of administration as well as patrolling – of construction too, for the meantime; putting together work gangs from the villages to build the new police quarters at the town’s edge, and all the new offices for the civilian administration, yet to be posted here from Germany.

      SS hands touch everything here. Even the roadworks.

      It is they who find and provide the Ukrainian labour teams Pohl uses. They who deliver workers to the sandpits and the gravel pits and the quarries; men to break the stones and haul the rubble; and more men for the road encampments, to take instruction from the overseers.

      It is not something Pohl feels easy with. Or that he has told his Dorle. He hunches further behind the windscreen, blinking out into the fog-shrouded nothingness.

      It is less a road he has stopped on than a track, cutting northwards through rough country, and now the emptiness out here begins to unnerve him. The way ahead is pocked with holes and puddles, the ground on either side sodden. And if he drives much further, Pohl knows he will be in the marshes: no German welcome there, even a civilian.

      He imagines the feeling – on his next leave, say – of sitting Dorle down in front of him. He thinks of the ugliness in what he must tell, in what she must hear him say out loud.

      Our soldiers came for the Jews in the early hours. 

      Pohl wrenches the steering wheel, turning back sharply for the roadworks.

       

      Yasia hears the siren first, a sudden burst of wailing noise, and then the crackle of a loudhailer: a German voice speaking in Ukrainian.

      ‘… under the law of occupation.’

      It sends the old horse shying beside her, and Yasia has to grasp the reins to halt him while the crows rise cawing from the treetops into the low clouds above them. Taking the animal’s head, she stops him at the birches, under their winter-bare branches that mark the start of the town streets, the end of the fields and orchards – and there she listens a moment.

      ‘… under curfew, until further notice. Movement is permitted in daylight hours only.’

      The mist has the cobbles slick beneath her muddied boot-soles, and its cold beads are on the shawl wrapped about her head and shoulders, heavy with the damp of three hours’ walking, from farm to market town, most of it still in darkness. Only the horse’s breath is warm on Yasia’s fingers as she puts a palm to his nose to soothe him, and the loudhailer keeps up its wailing. It is fading in and out now, dampened by the stone walls and the tight-packed houses, but always the same voice returning; Yasia lifts her head as it comes again.

      ‘Gatherings of more than three people are not permitted on the town streets.’

      Her father’s old horse shifts, her mother’s sacks of apples shifting with him, strapped across his bony flanks, and Yasia puts a staying hand to his neck, taking a tighter grip of the reins again.

      She had to pull him the last mile or so on the walk here, where the mud was deepest, fog at its thickest; so taken up with clicking and cajoling, she’d stopped watching for the town spires in the mist, for any lamps lit in the windows, as she always does with her mother on market days.

      It took Yasia aback when she saw no one at the fork, where the cart track merges with the first of the cobbled streets, and the going gets a little easier: traders usually gather there at the stone arch, the old town gateway, as they come in from the villages, and she was expecting to walk on to the market street among them. But then Yasia saw the jeeps passing, the Germans like shadows inside them. They cut across the street she’d meant to walk down, fleet and dark; they were there and then gone again – just like that blaring noise they make.

      Yasia hasn’t caught enough yet to know their reasons, but the soldiers are circling the place, she is sure of that much: they are making their presence felt here. And even now that they have passed her, and all is falling quiet, she isn’t yet certain that it’s safe enough to go further.
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