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Vorbei sind die Kinderspiele,


Und alles rollt vorbei,


Das Geld und die Welt und die Zeiten,


Und Glauben und Lieb’ und Treu.


Gone are the games of our childhood,


And all things pass, as they must,


Wealth and the world and the ages,


And faith and love and trust.


Kinderspiele Heinrich Heine










PART ONE



IM DIENST


THE LINE OF DUTY


Glad to know you have arrived in Switzerland. Assume you did not leave any secret records in Babenhausen. Please confirm … I should like to let you know how very much the minister and all of us here appreciate your excellent work in Germany. We appreciate very fully the trials and difficulties which you and your wife had to overcome and we are profoundly grateful that both of you took the whole experience as a great adventure.


Joseph Walshe, Department of External Affairs, to Con Cremin, June 1945


The British Union of Fascists … has instructed me to write to your Excellency to express its deep appreciation that the secretary to the president of Eire called on the German minister in Dublin to express condolences on behalf of the president on the death of Adolf Hitler … and to convey its gratitude to the government of Eire for thus honouring the memory of the greatest German in history.


Letter to the Irish Minister in London, May 1945










1



DIE WEISSEN FAHNEN


WHITE FLAGS


Germany, Saxony-Anhalt, Ilsenburg, April 1945


On the steep hill overlooking Ilsenburg, above the River Ilse, lay the castle and the abbey, a crumbling mansion and what was left of the Benedictine monastery, just the church and the pillared refectory and the shape of what were once cloisters. They were crumbling too. Extending back into the thick woodland that marked the first slopes of the Harz Mountains, some straggling outcrops of grass-covered stone mapped what had collapsed entirely centuries earlier. Not so long ago, the thin, sour soil that lay between these remnants of the abbey’s walls was left to itself and the scrubby growth that crept out from the encroaching trees. Now, among the stones, patches of earth had been dug and raked and planted. Nothing thrived here, but something grew. That was enough. There were the black-green leaves of potatoes, and cabbages and kale. There were heaps of manure at intervals, to feed the unresponsive soil, and on this warm April day, flies hovered over them. A group of men spread out among the vegetables, digging in the dung and earthing up potatoes. They were noticeably thin. They were unwashed. Their clothes were filthy, ragged, torn. Some wore grey trousers or khaki tunics, but part of every man’s outfit carried the stripes that marked them out as forced labourers.


The girl walked past the prisoners without seeing them. There was, after all, nothing to see. In any case, she had more important things on her mind. She moved quickly, with a determination that wasn’t just about purpose, but anger. She carried on past the abbey buildings and out through the arch to the path that led down to the town. She heard voices. They were young voices, shouting and laughing. She didn’t register them either. But as she walked towards the Marienkirche there was a louder, sharper sound. A gun shot. She stopped. There was another shot. Then an indignant voice. The voice came from somewhere above her. And she looked up.


‘What the fuck are you doing, you arseholes!’


In the arched window of the squat tower below the church’s spire was a face she knew. Erich Schröder, in the black and tan of his Hitler Youth uniform, was halfway out of the arch on to the narrow ledge that would let him climb up higher.


‘You won’t shoot it down!’


Above the yellow brick, where the dark slates of the spire began, she saw the white flag on a pole, no more than a piece of torn sheet nailed to a broomstick. But she knew what it meant. And the anger she already felt grew. The laughter that answered Erich came from below. She looked down again to see three more boys. And they were all boys, thirteen and fourteen, dressed in the mix of uniforms that made them members of the Volkssturm, the army of children and old men that was going to halt the advance of Germany’s enemies when Germany’s army had finally failed to do it. There were Hitler Youth shirts, naturally, along with Luftwaffe jackets and army forage caps. And there was the rifle, the one rifle they had, that Klaus Voss had been firing up at the humiliating flag of surrender someone had fixed to the Marienkirche steeple.


‘It’s all right, Erich, we’re aiming at the flag, not you!’


‘That’s what I’m afraid of Klaus! You never hit what you aim at.’


There was more laughter.


‘I’ll get it! Save the ammo for the Yanks!’


‘OK. Don’t fall off!’


Only now did Erich see the girl looking up.


‘I’ve done this before, haven’t I Krista?’


‘You were ten then,’ she called, laughing. ‘And not so fat!’


The boy grinned and pulled himself out and up towards the flag.


‘Who did it?’ asked the girl, moving closer.


The other boys shrugged.


‘Could have been anyone,’ said Klaus.


It was a reply that instantly turned the girl’s attention back to what she was doing. What she had to do. No, not anyone. There couldn’t be so many traitors in Ilsenburg that it could be just anyone. She turned away abruptly, and walked on, faster and more determined than before. As she reached the steps down to Schloßstraße, her head was too full again, too angry again, to hear the cheer behind her as Erich Schröder threw the white flag down from the church tower.


In her bedroom in the Yellow House, in Mühlenstrasse, the girl was looking at herself in the mirror. She had changed her clothes. She had on the uniform of the Bund Deutscher Mädel, the League of German Girls. She was thirteen now, not as close to fourteen as she wanted to be, but old enough to move up from the Jungmädelbund and wear the long blue skirt she had made herself from precious, hoarded material, the white blouse with its patch pockets that somehow her mother had found for her, and the black neckerchief held in place by the knot of woven leather. It was right that she was wearing her uniform. She had no doubts about what she had to do, but it still made her feel stronger. She turned away to the door. As she did, she looked out through the window to the street. The river was there and above the river the hill. And on the hill the Schloss and the abbey behind it. She had seen him go into the abbey earlier. She had followed him after she spotted him by the telegraph wires. He could still be there. He was often in the chapel for hours, playing the organ. She didn’t know why that thought came into her head, except that they might find him there, if he hadn’t gone home. It didn’t matter.


The girl came downstairs. The noise her marching shoes made on the wooden steps startled her mother, coming into the kitchen through the back door.


‘What’s all that clatter for?’ she said, grinning.


And then she stopped grinning. This wasn’t a time to put on that new uniform and walk out in it. She had already decided it was time to get rid of her own uniform. The time for uniforms was over. If there were people who couldn’t see that, good luck to them. She knew better. Everyone knew the Americans were coming, even those who wanted to pretend they could be stopped. And if no one would quite say it out loud, everyone knew too that they were coming in days, not weeks. The rolling thunder of heavy guns had been a part of their lives for a long time. Distant and then less distant, constant and then intermittent, and now, barely heard. You didn’t need to ask what that silence meant. There was no one to fire the guns. In Ilsenburg, the Luftwaffe camp outside the town had been empty for a week. The soldiers had gone. The SS men had gone. The forced labourers who marched out every day to work at the camp were digging up roads, supposedly to stop tanks, or just planting more vegetables in the abbey grounds.


But it wasn’t the unexpected sight of her daughter in her BDM uniform on its own that surprised her mother. It was the expression that went with it. Hard and purposeful in a way that didn’t go with her thirteen years. Something was wrong.


‘What are you doing?’


‘I’m doing my duty, Mother.’


The girl turned and walked away. She went to the hall and out through the front door of the Yellow House. For a moment there was the stiff clip-clop of the black boots on the stone path to the gate. There had been something like contempt in the words the girl had thrown out. Her mother had heard that contempt before. And she had heard that word: duty. It echoed in her head, and what had gone with it. Her daughter had been eleven then. She had learned to be afraid of her.


*


Anselm Ebbers sat at the keyboard of the great organ that seemed somehow out of place in the bare space that made up most of the chapel. But it wasn’t all that was out of place. Cold, empty stone made up the narrow, truncated Romanesque building that was the church of St Peter and St Paul. The stone almost smelt of its Benedictine antiquity. But around the altar there was an elaborate, Baroque surround of richly carved wood that stretched from wall to wall and floor to arched roof with scenes from the crucifixion at its centre. And above it, in peeling, fading paint, the blue and white clouds of heaven sailed across the plasterwork. The organ, like the altarpiece, was somehow bigger than its building. So was its sound.


However, what the young organist was playing was quiet and mediative. He didn’t excel at the organ. He was competent rather than good. He played often now because no one else did. The chapel was hardly used. It was part of life in Ilsenburg that had ended even before the war came to put an end to many things, slowly at first and then faster. The abbey had been a home for those parts of the Protestant Church that had resisted, in whatever way they could, the new Germany that National Socialism had brought into being. As resistance went, it probably didn’t amount to much, except to try to maintain at least some distance between God and the great maw of the state that would consume all things. But if it wasn’t much, it was still too much, and in 1936 the little evangelical college at the abbey, that trained missionaries for the wrong kind of mission, had been shut down. The chapel was surplus to requirements, the organ almost never played. Anselm Ebbers, a theology student whose studies had come to an unsurprising halt in the middle of a war that had no place for theology, made a point of playing it, perhaps as a kind of prayer.


He played the last chords of Buxtehude’s chorale, ‘Saviour of the Nations, Come’, slowly and quietly, letting the resonance fade into the air around him before he lifted his hands gently from the keyboard. Luther’s words were in his head as he sat back in the silence that followed. ‘Praise to God the father sing, Praise to God the son, our King, Praise to God the spirit be, Ever and eternally.’ It was only as he got up that he turned and saw the policeman and two boys who stood beside him. Wachtmeister Vennemann, Erich Schröder, Klaus Voss. He smiled for only the few seconds it took him to realise they had come for him. The combination of awkwardness and disdain in their faces told him that. He understood even before he registered the rifle Klaus carried. It hadn’t occurred to him, when he saw Krista Friesack earlier, on the road behind the abbey, that it meant anything. He had only seen her walk away. But he knew now that she must have been watching him. His first reaction was simply surprise. He thought of her as a child. What had she said?


‘You’ll come with us, Anselm,’ said the policeman.


Anselm Ebbers nodded. He bent down beside the organ stool.


‘What are you doing? Keep your hands in sight!’


The rifle was pointing at Anselm as he stood up, holding the leg iron of leather and steel he wore on his left leg, a permanent souvenir of childhood polio.


‘I need this on, Herr Vennemann. I take it off for the foot pedals.’


He sat back down on the stool and tightened the straps of the leg iron.


In the dark, wood-panelled room at the front of the townhall, three men sat a table. On one side, Wachtmeister Jürgen Vennemann, sixty, gaunt, a little deaf. All that was left of Ilsenburg’s police force. In the middle the mayor and Nazi party leader, Oskar Mommsen, fifty-five, lazy, officious and today clearly uneasy. He didn’t like this. He had no choice about what had to happen, but he wished the damned girl hadn’t seen anything. Couldn’t she just have ignored it? Did it matter now, any of it? His thoughts were on a future that was very close and as a man who had always sweated, he sweated more now, more than ever. He was afraid. As for this, he wanted it over and done with. On the other side of the mayor, the town’s military commander, Hauptmann Rainer Becker. He had lost an eye fighting in Poland at the start of the war. He wore an eyepatch, and he was in the habit of rubbing it continually as he spoke. It could be said that he wore the patch with a sense of gratitude. It had kept him alive, unlike most of the men he served with, whose bodies were scattered across thousands of kilometres of Russia between Leningrad and Stalingrad. Now, with the departure of the troops at the Luftwaffe camp and the SS men who did whatever it was they did there, which never seemed to be very much, preparations for the defence of the town had fallen on him. There were no soldiers left, only the old men and boys who made up the Volkssturm. They would make a good show of it. The enemy would pay dearly for every metre of German soil. That’s what he told them. There could be no question of defeat. This man Ebbers, this traitor to the Fatherland, would make that point.


Anselm Ebbers stood to one side of the table, flanked by the Hitler Youth uniforms of Klaus and Erich. A group of townspeople sat on benches or stood at the back of the room. Mostly they were the party faithful, gathered together by the mayor. He had wanted a bigger crowd. It wasn’t long ago that he would have got one. But as the news of what had happened spread through Ilsenburg, most people closed their doors and stayed where they were. But there were enough people there, enough at least to give Mommsen the sense of legitimacy he needed to feel.


The only witness was Krista Friesack. She stood in front of the table.


‘I saw Anselm – Herr Ebbers – when I was walking behind the abbey.’


‘Where was he?’


‘I saw him on the wall by the stable yard, at the back of the Schloss.’


‘And what was he doing?’


‘He got up onto the roof and crawled along to the corner of the building, there’s a telegraph pole, and the wires come down, across the yard, into the back of the Schloss. He could reach the wires from where he was standing. He cut them.’


The police sergeant held up a pair of long-handled shears.


‘These were found at the house of the accused.’


‘What happened then, Krista?’ asked the mayor.


‘He got back onto the wall and then climbed down to the road.’


‘Did he see you?’


‘I know he saw me when he was walking back towards the town. That’s all. I don’t think he knew I’d seen him up on the roof. He didn’t know I was watching.’


‘And you came straight to tell me what had happened.’


‘I knew my duty, sir.’


The three-man tribunal nodded in unison.


‘You can go, Krista,’ said Mommsen. ‘You should go home now.’


The girl hesitated. For the first time she looked at the man standing only a little way from her. He shrugged and there was almost a smile. For the first time, there was a question in Krista Friesack’s head. She didn’t even know what it was, except that she didn’t like it much. Everything had stopped. What happened now?


‘Your acts will be recorded,’ continued the mayor. ‘But we’re done.’


As Krista turned to leave, there was a murmur of approbation running through the onlookers. Someone started clapping. Then they all clapped, including the judges. She put her head down. She knew she was blushing. She walked out.


There was silence. The three men stared intently at Anselm.


‘You obviously know, Ebbers, that my office is in the Schloss.’ It was Hauptmann Becker who spoke. ‘The telephone wires you cut connect that office to other military commanders and bases. Your purpose was to sabotage the defence of the town and deliver it up to the enemy. It’s very simple, very clear. Treason.’


There was nothing for Anselm to argue about, except his reasons.


‘Everyone knows how close the Americans are. I’ve seen towns flattened by the bombing. I’ve seen the bodies in the streets. There aren’t even any soldiers here now. They’ve gone. You know they’ve gone, Hauptmann. All I wanted to do was to stop the town’s destruction, to stop us all from being killed for no reason at all.’


There was a hiss of anger in the room. Becker got to his feet.


‘Surrender? Is that how you keep your oath to the Führer? You piece of shit. And you’re not alone. There’s evidence. You’re one traitor. Who are the others?’


The mayor and the police sergeant felt obliged to stand now. The room had erupted. Indignant abuse was being hurled at the young student from everywhere.


‘Look at these!’ shouted the military commander, holding up some pieces of paper. ‘These call for surrender. Found in your house. But who printed them? Where do they come from? And this.’ He held up the white flag that had fluttered over the Marienkirche that morning. ‘You didn’t climb up there, you crippled bastard. You might manage a wall, but not a church steeple. So, who put this up?’


Mommsen picked up a wooden gavel and banged the table.


‘Order! Let’s have order. I understand how you feel. We all feel the same.’


The noise subsided into a low rumble of continuing outrage.


‘Who else is involved in this?’ The mayor, still standing, was looking at Anslem again. ‘Where do these leaflets come from? Who put up the white flag?’


‘No one else is involved.’


‘Names. Give us names. Give us names and you might save your life.’


Mommsen looked at the other two judges. Jürgen Vennemann nodded. Rainer Becker shook his head decisively. The room was suddenly very quiet. The words had been spoken. Death was coming. No one was surprised, and by now that included Anselm Ebbers himself, but saying it aloud for the first time hit home.


‘There are no names. The leaflets are mine. All they say is that when there’s nothing left to fight for, then there’s no reason to die. As for your white flag, I’ve never seen it. But am I alone in knowing it’s finished? I don’t think so. Am I?’


The last question was addressed to the room. There were a few people who looked down at the floor, but for the rest, it was enough to restart the rage. Whether that came from belief or desperation, it came, loud and strong. The death sentence was given in seconds, called out by Oskar Mommsen over the competing voices.


There would be no reflection. There would be no last moments for the condemned man. The sentence would be carried out immediately. The urgency of the drumhead had taken over. It needed doing. It needed doing quickly. This was the example Hauptmann Becker wanted. Everyone wanted it.


Anselm was already being dragged out of the room. Men and boys of the Volkssturm surrounded him, among them Klaus and Erich. As he was pulled through the crowd there were punches and kicks, and spit covered his face. They poured out into the marketplace. Anselm was struggling, but he was held too tight to move. He was pulled and pushed across the cobbles towards the little lake at the edge of the town. There was a stone arch that led to the waterside. The sun shone on the water. It was sparkling and bright. On the other side of the lake, the tree-covered hills rose towards the Harz Mountains. But no one saw any of that. No one in the marketplace saw beyond the scrum of angry, jostling, shouting men and women they were part of, pushing the terrified man towards the arch and the lake.


A noose hung from the arch. It had been thrown up there even as Anselm Ebbers walked into the room for what the mayor of Ilsenburg had recorded as a trial. He had added the words in extremis. That, he felt, covered all eventualities. There had never been any doubt what would happen. Everyone knew it. For now, Mommsen stood at the back of the crowd, on the townhall steps. He lit a cigarette. He was drenched in sweat. Somewhere in the throng were Hauptmann Becker and Wachtmeister Vennemann, the military commander and the policeman. They could deal with the business end of it. It was out of his hands, wasn’t it? It had been out of his hands from the start. From the moment the stupid BDM bitch came to him with the story, it was already out of his hands. As he looked across at the crowd, he wanted to turn away. But he didn’t. It wouldn’t look good if he did.


He couldn’t see who was pulling the rope as Anselm Ebbers rose up under the stone arch, almost out of the press of people it seemed. He was gasping and choking. The sounds were screams and cries of pain, but the noose was too tight to let them out. There were shouts and roars from the onlookers. Arms shot up in the air. The cry ‘Sieg Heil’ rang out. But there weren’t so many arms. Oskar Mommsen noted that. The body, and now it seemed somehow a body although Anselm was not yet dead, kicked and jerked and gasped for several minutes. There were people walking away from the scrum. And the shouting had stopped, quite suddenly. The body hung limply now. It was done. And the crowd had thinned. They had got what they came for and some were less satisfied than others. Oskar Mommsen walked down the steps and across the marketplace to the gate into the hotel overlooking the lake. He needed a drink.


There was no one in the hotel when Mommsen entered. He walked behind the bar and poured himself a large glass of schnapps. It was his hotel, so it was his schnapps. He drained the glass and poured another. He looked up to see Rainer Becker. The soldier looked a little wild and flushed. But his job was done. He, at least, was satisfied with the point that had been made so forcefully. The mayor poured out another schnapps and pushed it along the bar. Becker drank it.


‘More?’


‘No, I’ve got work to do. But well done. You did a good job.’


The mayor said nothing. These were congratulations he did not want.


‘Just leave the cripple hanging there, Oskar. Leave him till he stinks.’


*


The next day, Hauptmann Rainer Becker, as military commander of Ilsenburg, gave his last command. American tanks were only kilometres away. They had halted that afternoon, somewhere east of Goslar. And Goslar had surrendered without a fight. American planes had flown low over Ilsenburg that morning. There was nothing to stop them. There would be nothing to stop the tanks and the soldiers either. From the centre of the town, you could still hear artillery fire, but it was further away than it had been even days before and there was less and less of it. It was certainly a long way from Ilsenburg. Whether you wept and raged, or quietly rejoiced, or just wanted to get the bloody thing over with, there was no one who didn’t realise the unbreakable Will they were supposed to have was broken, even among those who had shouted their final Sieg Heils as Anselm Ebbers’s body was hoisted beside the lake only twenty-four hours ago. His last gasp had been the Will’s last gasp, as brutal and pointless at the end as it had been at the beginning. But there was still a game to play in the debris. Hauptmann Becker still played it.


There was still resistance, said the captain. Resistance that would be unyielding and unrelenting. The forests and mountains of Germany would be turned into fortresses. From there heroic Werwolf warriors would emerge to wreak destruction on the Allies and make the occupation of the country impossible. Even now, he announced, a detachment of Wehrmacht and Volkssturm commandos was making its way toward the high peak of the Brocken above Ilsenburg and into the Harz Mountains to continue the fight. He didn’t have the men to defend the town. Reluctantly, he had to accept that. They were too weak. But they could still use what resources they had to give the Werwolf fighters time to reach the hills and lose themselves in the impregnable Harz. The American advance along the valley of the River Ilse could be delayed. Every day, every hour, counted in this new way of war. And so it was that Rainer Becker deployed his little army of old men and boys on the backroads and tracks into the mountains. They set off from Ilsenburg, carrying little more than rifles and a handful of the precious Panzerfäuste rocket launchers that might, given more luck than judgement, disable a US tank.


Erich Schröder, Klaus Voss, Johann Koch, and Poldi Neumann headed out of town along Mühlenstrasse, heading for the forest road that would take them to the small bridge over the River Ilse that they were to hold against the Americans for as long as they could. Truly every day, every hour, counted. The more time they bought for the commandos, the stronger the fight back would be. Maybe Ilsenburg’s military commando did believe in the Werwölfe. Maybe he just said what he felt he had to say. His own actions, after all, had given him an intimate knowledge of the rewards of defeatism. But whatever he knew, or didn’t, there was no commando army gathering in the mountains. The soldiers who had left Goslar without even attempting to defend it, like more and more troops in what remained of Germany, were simply fading away. They were dumping their weapons and heading home, or looking for a safe place to surrender, or walking somewhere, anywhere, that took them away from the fighting. It was true that some of the SS men who recently abandoned the Luftwaffe camp outside Ilsenburg had made their way into the mountains. They did so in civilian clothes and their aim was to disappear. However, such details were not Rainer Becker’s concern.


When the Hauptmann called into the hotel by the lake to see Oskar Mommsen that afternoon he wasn’t wearing his uniform. He came on a bicycle he had just requisitioned, since he didn’t have one of his own. He came, he said, to say goodbye. It was important that he wasn’t captured. The implication was that he was determined to carry on the struggle, somewhere, somehow. But he left that hanging in the air. He didn’t have the gall to say it. He didn’t relish the look the mayor might have given him if he had. He had never liked Oskar Mommsen, but the man was no fool. Little more was said. The two men had a beer together, almost in silence. They shook hands. Then the military commander of Ilsenburg left, cycling not towards the mythical mountain fortress of the Harz, but like so many, going somewhere else, anywhere else. A place to keep your head down.


Oskar Mommsen stood on the terrace that looked out over the lake, watching Rainer Becker riding away from the town, a slightly ridiculous figure now, on a bicycle he was too big for. He reflected that the Hauptmann was now one of the people Anselm Ebbers had addressed in the townhall. Yes, now he knew it was over. They all did. But didn’t they all know as they dragged Ebbers out to his death? Didn’t he know himself? Of course he did. But you did what you had to do. And now, as he turned back into the bar, he knew what he had to do next.


Propped up by the reception desk was the white rag, posing as a flag of surrender, which had flown over the Marienkirche to be pulled down by Erich Schröder and his friends. It was no more than a piece of a torn bedsheet. It had been brought from the townhall, along with the defeatist leaflets Wachtmeister Vennemann found in Ebbers’s house. It was evidence, after all. Someone thought it should be kept. And since Oskar Mommsen was the chair of the tribunal, that someone assumed it was his business to keep it. He had no intention of keeping it, however. He had not got round to consigning it to a dustbin, that was all. But now he found himself looking at the flag and hearing the words of Anselm Ebbers again. Over. Well and truly over, in fact. He picked up the flag. He let it hang in front of him for a moment. He shook his head. Its day had come. Twenty-four hours was a long time. Twenty-four hours would have turned Anselm Ebbers into a prophet. He put down the flag and walked behind the bar. He took a heavy, serrated kitchen knife from a drawer. Then he went into the office behind the reception desk and came out carrying a small step ladder. It would do. He would be able to reach the noose. It was time to cut Anselm Ebbers’s body down. Time to forget about him.


Krista Friesack hadn’t left the Yellow House since she walked home from the townhall after giving her evidence against Anselm Ebbers. It irritated her that it was still in her head. There was no need for her to think any more about it. She had to keep telling herself she was right, though. It wasn’t as easy as it should have been. The anger had drained away quite quickly. That changed things. There was no reason why it should. What had happened to Anselm was the only thing that could happen. He was a traitor, wasn’t he? She had been taught there could be no pity for those who betrayed the Führer and the Nation. She believed it utterly. It was a sacred truth. But she still didn’t want to walk into the town and see him. She didn’t want people looking at her, even if the looks were of admiration and approval, as they should be. But she wasn’t even sure about that now. She had seen people on her way back from the townhall, people she knew well, people she had known since childhood. They looked away from her. She wasn’t sure suddenly, though she couldn’t grasp what she was unsure about. She felt drained. None of this should have happened. Defeat was impossible. She knew it was impossible.


Her mother had not spoken to her since the trial. That didn’t matter much. They rarely spoke anyway, at least about anything that mattered. When she came home her mother looked at her for a long moment and then walked out of the kitchen. She went to her bedroom. Krista went to hers. That night she heard her mother crying. That didn’t matter much either. She often cried, usually when she’d been drinking. She drank a lot. She struggled to put food on the table, but somewhere she found the money for wine and schnapps. In the morning, when Krista went downstairs, her mother went out to the garden and worked at the vegetable patch. When Krista walked outside, her mother came back in and went to her bedroom again. And so, the two of them sat in the two upstairs rooms in the Yellow House. There was only silence. Nothing seemed to break it. The street was empty. Even the gunfire from far away had stopped. There was only the sound of the river from across the road, below the mill. And for some reason, even the familiar, gentle noise of water she had known all her life made Krista uneasy.


It was late in the afternoon when she heard laughter, out in Mühlenstrasse. And then she heard her name called, loudly and cheerfully. She went to the window and looked down. Klaus and Erich and Johann and Poldi stood below. They were in the ragtag uniforms of the Volkssturm. They all carried rifles and they pushed a handcart that bore one box of ammunition and three Panzerfäuste.


‘We’re going into the mountains!’ called Erich.


‘We’re going to fight! The fight back starts with us!’ shouted Klaus.


‘I’ll be back for a kiss, don’t forget!’ said Erich, grinning broadly.


She laughed.


‘And who says I’d give you a kiss?’


‘I mean it, Krista!’


‘We’ll see. You’ll have to earn it, Erich.’


Poldi Neumann raised his arm high.


‘Sieg Heil! One dead Yank for every kiss – how does that sound?’


There was a moment of silence before they all laughed again. Something real had been said, something too real. And when they did laugh again, the laugher stopped short. The boys felt uncomfortably like the children they still almost were, heading off on one of the small adventures along the Ilsetal that once made up so many summer days in their younger years. And for Krista, trying to reach for a kind of pride in her friends that she couldn’t quite touch, however much she wanted to, they looked like boys again, too. They all waved, Klaus and Johann and Poldi, and moved away, pushing the cart. Erich stayed for a few seconds more, looking up at her. And then he ran off after the others. One of the boys had started singing. Krista leant out from the window, listening till their voices faded away.


‘We hear the final call to arms,


We all stand ready for the fight!


The Führer’s flags fill every street,


The dawn of freedom is in sight!’


*


The tanks came first. Behind came the lines of infantrymen. The tank traps that had broken up the roads into Ilsenburg did nothing to hinder the American advance. The tanks went over them or round them easily enough and so did the soldiers. The streets were empty. Some people looked out at the unfamiliar uniforms and helmets. They wanted to see what an American looked like. Were they all Jews? Were they all black? What were they? Most people sat in their homes and stayed away from the windows, for now. They had made their statement. They had made their surrender. Hanging from the windows of shops and houses were white bedsheets and white pillowcases and white tablecloths and torn white clothes. The mayor had given his instructions the night before. A sea of white. It was easier than he thought it might be. Having made his choice, he expected his town would be safe. And everyone else, whatever they thought and whatever they felt, did what they were told. They had, at least, had twelve long years to get used to doing that.


Oskar Mommsen stood in the marketplace, at the gates of his hotel. He held the white flag that he had almost consigned to a bin. It felt as if there was something lucky about it. He had forgotten the acts of two days earlier. Next to him stood the policeman, Vennemann, along with the hotel’s hall porter and barman. The last two were unsure why they were there, but they too did as they were told. The mayor knew that it would be unwise to overdo the welcome committee, but some kind of welcome was called for. It was the best he could do.


There were two tanks in the marketplace and groups of soldiers were threading their way through the surrounding streets. No one said anything to the four Germans. There was a curt nod from an American who climbed down from the turret of one of the tanks and one simple instruction in German. ‘Stillstehen!’ They stood still. In fact, they stood still for almost half an hour, just watching the movement of troops and vehicles around them. And then a jeep pulled in from the road along the lake. Two officers got out. One of them spoke in good German.


‘Who are you?’


The man was looking at Mommsen.


‘I’m the mayor of the town. We have surrendered, as you see.’


The German-speaker spoke to the other officer in English.


‘Name?’


‘Mommsen. Oskar Mommsen. I’m the proprietor of the hotel.’


The German-speaker took out a notepad.


‘And you? You’re a policeman?’


‘Wachtmeister Jürgen Vennemann, sir.’


‘OK. That’ll do. We’ll be looking to you two for some help at some point. In the meantime, you will need to get inside and stay inside until you hear different.’


Oskar Mommsen thought he would venture a little more.


‘We can offer you a drink.’


The German-speaker smiled.


‘We’ll take you up on that at some point, I’m sure. Not yet.’


The other officer spoke to the translator.


‘Maybe get some more details from these guys. Thanks for their cooperation and all the usual guff. Tell Mr Mayor there is a curfew in operation as of now. No one on the streets at all. That goes for the whole town. From now until tomorrow morning at nine. We’ll see how things are then. If the place is secure. But there’ll be a curfew every night for the time being. Let him know breaking curfew will have consequences. At this point lethal consequences. Give him some time to get that message out. Maybe an hour. Tell him he’ll be questioned in the next few days. We need a list of who’s who. Say we’re relying on him for straight answers.’


‘Yes, sir.’


At no point had the officer addressed Mommsen directly. He had barely looked at him. He gave him a curt nod as he climbed back into the jeep and the driver pulled away. The German-speaking officer took out a packet of cigarettes. He flicked at it from the bottom and held it out. The four Germans all took one.


‘Any of you speak English?’


They shook their heads. The American started to translate.


Early the next morning Krista Friesack stood at her bedroom window again. As she looked down at Mühlenstrasse she saw a line of half a dozen American soldiers walking slowly along. They were doing nothing in particular. A patrol. An abundance of caution. One of the men glanced up and saw her. He nodded and smiled. She didn’t respond but she didn’t move from the window. They looked very ordinary, these people. Young men in a different unform. It troubled her. She wanted them to look different. She turned her head as she heard the metallic rumble of tank tracks on the cobbles. It came from out of the town, the direction of the Ilsetal and the forest. There had been tanks and armoured cars and trucks travelling up and down through the night. She lay awake listening to them, as most of Ilsenburg’s population must have done. She cried the first tears she could remember crying in many years. But there was nothing to do. There was nothing to say. Young as she was, she did know that. It was why, when her mother came to her room to take her Deutscher Mädel uniform, she did nothing, absolutely nothing. Her mother told her she was burning it. She said she was burning all the shit. Party cards, books, pictures, her own crappy uniform too. The more shit they got rid of the safer they would be, both of them. ‘Do you understand that, you bitch?’ That’s how she ended the conversation, such as it was. It was all her mother had said to her in days. She was drunk, naturally. What else would she be? There should have been a row, wild and screaming. There should have been a fight. But there wasn’t.


The tank Krista was looking down at came slowly, and behind it soldiers, grubbier and more dishevelled than the ones she had seen in the street. They must have been fighting, she thought. Somewhere there was still fighting. There was a truck following behind too. It was open at the back. She saw a figure sitting on the bed of the truck. She knew it was Klaus at once. He was on his own, looking small and fragile. He was covered in dirt and something else. She knew that it was blood, though it was dry blood that was as black as the dirt. He gazed ahead, staring at nothing. And as the truck passed the window, she saw what lay behind Klaus. Three bodies. If she hadn’t already known who they must be, she might have found it hard to identify them. She didn’t need to. Erich, Johann, Poldi. For a moment there came into her head a day, really only a moment in a day. By the river. They were swimming, all of them. The sun shone through the trees. She could feel the warmth of that distant memory of sunlight on her face. And then it was gone.
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AN TRÍDHATHACH


THE TRICOLOUR


Bavaria, Babenhausen, April 1945


I don’t know whether ambassadors always carry their country’s flag with them, on the basis that you never know when you might need one, but His Excellency Cornelius Cremin, Ireland’s Minister to the Third Reich, did bring a tricolour with him when I drove him out of Berlin at the end of February in 1945, south through the shrinking corridor that was still German Germany, as the Allies squeezed it tighter and tighter between them, the Russians in the east and the Americans and British in the west. I’m not sure what was in Con Cremin’s head as we moved through Austria and then back into Bavaria. I don’t think he knew. He could still beat the drum for the virtues of the neutrality of the Irish government because that was his job. He knew all the reasons, but he also knew there was no one left to hear them outside Dublin. At times he seemed to feel that as long as there were Irish citizens in Germany he should stay. I would say that did matter. He was no use to them, though. If he still thought he might be, it wasn’t borne out by anything I’d seen during my months in Berlin. There was a sense of duty that probably he owed no one now, except himself, and a dose of solid Irish bloody-mindedness. So, Con Cremin stood on the burning deck, whence all but he had fled. And I stood with him, anticipating the end. I had no great sense of duty myself and nothing to be bloody-minded about. Still, I was paid to keep Con in one piece until it was over. I had managed to do that since leaving Berlin. I was still doing it, even as we heard the American army was making its way towards the town of Babenhausen, where the Irish legation to Germany was making a final stand in two rooms in its castle.


For those of us who were waiting for the end of the war to find its way to us, the trick was to do that without getting shot or blown up. We were hardly alone. There were millions desperately trying to do the same thing. In Babenhausen, sitting at the bottom end of Bavaria, south of Ulm, not much had happened. There was nothing to bomb. Yet suddenly there was hard fighting, and it wasn’t far away. We had heard big guns for several days, tanks and artillery, but what was around us now was machine-gun and small-arms fire. It didn’t feel like much of a threat. That’s to say it didn’t sound as if it was heading in our direction. And after all, we had protection. Of sorts. I was less impressed by it than others.


I don’t know who thought the way to keep Schloss Babenhausen safe was to fly an Irish tricolour from the battlements, but that’s what the owner, who was some sort of prince or count, imagined would offer salvation. If the Irish Minister had little to offer anyone Irish who was caught up in the Third Reich’s last gasp, the idea that diplomatic niceties meant American and German soldiers, engaged as they were in slaughtering each other, would skirt round Babenhausen’s castle and continue their killing elsewhere, became an article of faith, not just in the castle, but in the town below its walls. After the green and white and orange of the Irish flag was hoisted up to replace the red and white and black of the swastika, a crowd of townspeople arrived with a plan certain to keep the hostilities at bay.


Before long there were large painted signs on all the approach roads to the town, declaring that the Irish legation was based there. They were written in German, French, English and even Irish. The town council felt some Irish would give the signs an added authenticity, since our two bedrooms at the Schloss Babenhausen must surely count as Irish sovereign territory. Con Cremin, more amused than anything else, gave them something Irish for copying. And shrugged. I did the same. Neither of us shared the belief the townspeople had in the protective power of the tricolour, let alone the signs and a cupla focal as Gaeilge. In Berlin, I saw for myself what the Nazis thought about diplomacy. And I had my doubts that the Allies cared much more, especially under fire. But if it wasn’t going to do any good, at least it couldn’t do any harm. It didn’t quite work out that way.


The flag on the battlements and the signs on the roads into Babenhausen had been up for several days before the battle came close to the town. It was close enough that most of us at the Schloss, the prince and his family and staff, and the odd collection of waifs and strays sheltering there, including Con Cremin and me, spent the night in the cellars. When we came up in the morning, the guns were much further away. The fighting wasn’t over but it had shifted, and somewhere, east or north, the big guns were in action again. We all stood in the entrance hall, smiling with relief that for whatever reason the danger had passed us by. It was at that moment that the doors burst open and a group of German soldiers walked in. They were filthy. Their uniforms were torn and stained. They were also drunk. The man at the front held a machine gun. He came in slowly, puzzled as he took us in.


I imagined we looked oddly neat, clean, cheerful and even well-fed.


‘What’s this place?’


I took in the man’s uniform. He was Waffen SS, a sergeant I thought.


‘I said, what’s this place! Give me a fucking answer!’


The owner of the castle, Prince Wittke, stepped forward.


‘This is the Schloss Babenhausen.’


‘And these people? Who are they?’


‘My family, my staff, my guests.’


The words came quietly and calmly. The sergeant still seemed puzzled. He turned to the men closing in behind him. There were maybe a dozen or so.


‘Take some men and see if there’s anyone else. And find some food.’


‘We can give you what food we have, Sergeant,’ said the prince.


‘What’s the flag up there?’ The soldier jerked his finger upwards.


‘It’s an Irish flag. The Irish ambassador to Germany–’


‘And the signs? What are these signs on the roads?’


‘The Irish ambassador to Germany is sheltering here. That means–’


‘I don’t give a fuck what it means. There are German soldiers dying out there, dying in the fucking dirt. And you have some other country’s flag flying over your bloody castle, is that right? And signs all around the town, not just German in what … English, French some other shit-arse language? What is it? It could be Jew-talk for all anybody knows. And there you are, asking Germany’s enemies in, is that the game? Open house! Come on in boys, but don’t hurt us, will you? Don’t hurt us because while you’re killing our countrymen, we’ve got some foreign fucker here. So, who is this ambassador, then? And whose side is he on?’


The Schloss’s owner shook his head.


‘Sergeant, Germany has a responsibility towards foreign diplomats …’


‘That’s bollocks!’


The soldier raised the machine gun.


‘You’re fucking traitors. You stink of it.’


Con Cremin moved past me. He glanced at me and shrugged.


‘I’d better say something, Stefan.’


I didn’t think that was a good idea.


‘I’d leave it, sir.’


The Waffen SS man had already seen him step forward.


‘Who are you?’


‘My name is Cremin. I’m the Irish Minister to Germany. I’m the ambassador Prince Wittke is talking about. He’s just doing what he can to shelter a diplomatic mission that the German government would naturally offer protection to anyway.’


‘So, you wrote these signs, did you?’


‘No. But the signs only say there’s a diplomatic mission here.’


The sergeant stared at the Irish ambassador for some seconds, then he started to laugh. He turned to the soldiers behind him, holding up his machine gun.


‘I can’t work out which fucker to shoot first. The prince or the ambassador. What do you think, boys? Who’d have believed we’d be moving in such exalted circles? One minute you’re crawling in shit with your comrades bleeding to death all round you and Yanks pumping bullets into you, and the next thing you know you’ve left all that sweat and blood behind! Brush yourself down, boys, we’re in high society.’


The laughter from the other soldiers was quiet, even threatening. I could see the anger they carried with them. It could lead to action. They were on the edge.


‘I’m sorry, Sergeant …’ Con Cremin wanted to keep going.


‘It’s not helping,’ I said quietly. ‘Just stop.’


The sergeant spun round, hearing my words.


‘Was that English, my friend? English?’


I didn’t reply. I wasn’t helping either. I took my own advice and shut up.


‘Is that the language here?’ continued the Waffen SS man.


He wasn’t looking at me now, or at the Minister. He let his eyes move round the room. The look of bewilderment was back. But somehow there was less energy about him. As if he didn’t know what to do. I felt all that mattered was that no one did anything, no one said anything, no one moved suddenly. The man could have pointed his gun at anyone there and just pulled the trigger. Or he could have turned around and walked out the way he came. Yet something was changing in his face.


Silence. Then the silence was broken. From a corridor the men who had been sent to search the castle appeared with bread and sausage, wine and brandy.


‘No one else, Sarge. But there’s plenty of this. They do all right.’


The sergeant nodded. The moment of anger was gone, or at least it had faded into the background. What his soldiers needed wasn’t more violence. It was food.


‘Bring what you can get.’


The order was for the men behind him. They followed their comrades back into the castle. The Waffen SS man looked smaller. All that anger had subsided. What was left was more like pain and deep weariness. His shoulders dropped. He shrugged. His body seemed to say, what does it matter?


‘Where are your officers, Sergeant?’ The prince walked towards him.


‘What?’


‘Your officers …’


‘Dead … the decent ones anyway.’ He smiled. ‘The others …gone.’


‘Gone where?’


‘Who knows? They pissed off. That’s all … just pissed off.’


The sergeant slung the strap of his machine gun over his shoulder. He walked across to one of his men, now holding up a bottle of brandy. He took the bottle and pulled out the stopper. He held it to his mouth. He drank, deep and long.


Barely half an hour passed before the Waffen SS sergeant and his men had gone, as abruptly as they came. They took as much food and drink as they could carry. They shuffled away in an aimless, straggling line. Whether they left to fight or flee, no one cared. Certainly, no one knew. I doubt they even knew themselves.


*


I knew a number of German cities when I was young. At least I visited them or passed through them. Hannover, Brunswick, Magdeburg, Göttingen were the ones I remembered best. Each one was different, and each one was something wonderful in its own way, even for the eyes of a child. But when I drove the Irish Minister south from Berlin, all the cities we touched were the same. And they would have been the same everywhere in Germany. There was only the wreckage of what was there before. In Berlin, in Leipzig, in Nuremberg, in Munich, I had seen all there was to see. Years of bombing had turned every city into one wasteland.


It was my mother’s determination to keep something of Germany in her life that brought me there in my youth. Why my great-grandfather found his way to Dublin was never very clear, despite a family mythology that was full of tales of what he did when he got there, most of which consisted of small lessons in the rewards of hard work and perseverance. But he hadn’t left Germany behind, and neither had my mother, several generations on. Just as we Irish hold fast to our Irishness, wherever we settle in the world, my mother held her Germanness tight. In fact, I think it was that part of being Irish that made her work so hard at being German. That was why I was brought up to speak German, whether I wanted to or not, and why, despite the fact that our German relatives were now second and third cousins, several times removed, my mother kept old lines of communication open. That was why I had known those distant cousins once.


All that was a long time ago, though not quite as long as the years of war made it seem. I had no idea where they were now. We heard of one of them dying at the start of the fighting, but after that, nothing. It didn’t take much to imagine that among the gang of boys I knew in Ilsenburg, a small town at the edge of the Harz Mountains, others would be dead too. I hadn’t thought of that much during my time with the embassy in Berlin. When I did, it seemed far away. I had some fond memories, if I chose to look for them, but I didn’t share my mother’s sentimental fixation on a past that existed mostly in her head. Even the real past wasn’t a place I wanted to revisit. My last journey had been the year Adolf Hitler came to power. Some of my cousins and their friends were concerned about that. They didn’t think it was going to end well. However, most people couldn’t contain their enthusiasm. I watched what was going on with interest, but not much. I had other things to think about. My wife, Maeve, had only recently died, drowned at thirty. I had a two-year-old son to bring up without a mother. I went to Germany to escape some of that for a short time. It wasn’t surprising that I didn’t. There was less comfort in the Harz Mountains than I’d hoped. The cousins I hadn’t known well anyway were caught up in their own lives. So was I. The thought of trying to find them again in Germany did come into my head. It went straight out again. After ten years and a war, what would there be to say to them, except to tell the survivors that the ones who didn’t think it would end well, had been right?


All that, or several versions of it, went through my mind as I had driven through the ruins of Leipzig in February, fleeing Berlin with Con Cremin. The last time I’d been there was 1933, with my cousin Annaliese and her husband, Reinhard. A concert. I remembered Haydn, maybe Haydn, and Mendelsohn. Definitely Mendelsohn because during a meal afterwards the two of them started an argument about music that shouldn’t be played that lasted all the way back to Ilsenburg on the train. I barely understood the row was about the fact that Mendelsohn was Jewish, or partly Jewish, or Jewish enough anyway. It felt slightly daft and oddly unpleasant. It seemed so daft that I assumed it was one of those rows couples have that mean nothing in themselves but stand in for everything else that’s wrong between them. Before I left Ilsenburg, I forgot the daftness. Only the unpleasantness remained. I last saw Reinhard in a hospital bed, recovering from a beating he received from the town’s Hitler Youth, who didn’t like his taste either.
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