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PRAISE FOR THE MADNESS LOCKER






'Gripping and powerful. The Madness Locker is not 
merely a great debut novel. It is a great novel period!’


John Lescroart - New York Times Bestselling author




‘An exceptional and teasing story about history, 
contingency, the dignity of humans and fragility of our hold 
on the earth. You will not easily forget these women.'


Tom Keneally - Bestselling author of Schindler's Ark









INSPIRED BY A TRUE CRIME




On Christmas Day, 1986 an elderly widow’s body was discovered inside a wheelie bin in the Eastern Suburbs of Sydney, Australia. Despite a long and intensive investigation, the police fail to unearth a motive or identify a suspect. Lacking any clues, the police file it as a cold case. This fictional story, inspired by the true event of her murder, proposes a plausible motive.




WINTER 1941


I would have died when I was ten. But I didn’t, and you would think that that was my good fortune. Except other people that I hold dear died and another paid dearly in my stead for that stroke of luck. And, well, it is a strange and bewildering memory to behold, but back then, as I think of it, and I do think of it often, the shards of a shattered past that reflect on my life today are a constant reminder of how an orderly, ordinary life unravelled violently. It did so with such ferocity, and that may be the salve that quiets my troubled conscience; that no one, least of all me, had time to prepare or plan. The irony is that had my life not imploded I would not be here and the events that unfolded would have never happened.


It started well before I was even born. I was ten when I became keenly aware of the troubles. That’s how I often heard my parents, Heinrich and Alana Lipschutz, refer to the upheavals in Germany. I would be in bed, listening intently, late at night, to their hushed conversation in the dining alcove that was adjacent to my room. I could tell that they were upset and worried. But most of what they said I didn’t understand. They talked about evacuation, deportation, Palestine, Nationalsozialisten, Hitler.


On one particular occasion other couples came by, without their children, which I thought odd, and they all huddled around the dining-room table, drinking tea or wine, and the same words came up. Except a word that I had not heard before had them all in a state of panic: Kristallnacht.


I am Ruth. And it took a little while longer for the troubles to trouble me. I had just turned ten when I was called into the school principal’s office. Herr Baumgartner, a dour man with a permanent frown, asked me to sit down as soon as I came in. My parents were there too, seated with their backs to the door. As soon as I saw them I knew I was in trouble. My heart sank, and in a state of panic I thought back to every little misdeed that I had committed to prepare a defence for what might have come to light.


“Mr and Mrs Lipschutz,” Herr Baumgartner began in a hoarse voice, “Ruth is a wonderful pupil: well behaved, excellent marks, impeccable attendance. And for our part this school has tried to keep our pupils protected from all the troubles that are going on out there. As such I have been avoiding this. But...” Here he faltered and placed a piece of paper on the desk, right side up, facing my parents.


My father reached across and took the piece of paper and held it between him and my mother. They both read silently. I could see Father’s face turn grave, like when he learned that Grandpapa had died, and Mother started sobbing.


“I am now forced to comply or I will be fired from this post and put in jail. Or even worse,” Herr Baumgartner resumed, seeing my mother’s distress.


My father was overcome with sadness and didn’t say anything. He just nodded and reached for my mother’s hand. Silently they stood up and both shook Herr Baumgartner’s hand, taking the paper with them. For the only time I can remember, Herr Baumgartner displayed a smattering of emotion. His hand quivered and, in a voice edged with pain, he said, “I am very sorry. I will go and collect Ruth’s things from the classroom. If you can just wait in the outer office.”


My parents did not speak until we got home. We each carried some of my school belongings: books, notebooks, drawings, old assignments, stationery and even a commendation that I had received from one of the teachers. A sad parade of departure from what had hitherto been my daily life.


At home, Father didn’t say anything other than that he had to go back to the shop. Mother made me a lunch of a marmalade sandwich, milk and chocolate biscuits: my favourite. But I couldn’t eat. I didn’t understand what had happened other than that I had been expelled from school for no reason, which had caused my parents to become very sad rather than angry with me. Finally, my mother sat down with a cup of tea and explained.


“Liebchen, you cannot go back to school for now. It is not your fault. It is all the troubles that we are having. It is for your own safety. Until then your father and I will arrange for you to be tutored at home.”


Up until this moment I had not realised my fate. In a matter of a few hours I had lost my friends, my daily activities and classes. I was no longer wanted. The suddenness of it filled me with a loneliness that I had never experienced before, and I burst out crying. I felt my mother’s arms embrace me and she started rocking back and forth, all the while making soothing sounds.


“Can I still go over to Anna’s?”


I would dearly miss my school friends, the classes, the activities, but most important was my dear friend Anna Jodl. We walked to school together, sat next to each other in class and walked back to Nürnberger Straße where we lived. We even stopped by my father’s shop on the way where we always got candy, a piece of chocolate or even a pastry.


My mother hesitated for a moment and then nodded with a tight smile.


I didn’t want to ask about the troubles. I had been hearing about them for a while now, and whatever they were, I couldn’t understand anyway.


A week later a large woman with tight black curls, a wide, pasty face and a loud voice arrived early in the morning after Father had gone to work. She introduced herself as Frau Sundmacher, my tutor. She told us that the school had given her the curriculum and that she could teach me as if I were in class.


Winter had come early and it was already freezing outside. I missed not walking in the snow with Anna, however being tutored at home, even though I didn’t like Frau Sundmacher, made me feel like I still belonged. The weeks passed without the troubles getting any more troublesome.


In the afternoon, after I finished my homework, I would visit Anna or she would come over and we would play together. Other times, my other friends from school would come over. Curiously, when they did, we would have to play at Anna’s. The troubles prevented them from playing in our home.


But then in February the worries grew; the troubles became incidents, and Helga arrived.
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During one of those late nights of hushed conversations my mother started to sob. The radio was on, but it was turned down low. Despite that, I could hear a man speaking angrily, threateningly. Every so often he would stop and the crowd would roar, “Seig Heil” or “Heil Hitler”. I had heard Hitler before. Is this the troubles? Why is Heil Hitler preventing me from going to school or having friends over other than Anna? That night after the radio broadcast my parents added new words to the string that I had heard before: Juden, Gestapo, SS, vandals.


In the morning Father left for the shop, and when I was seated with Mother I asked her if she was feeling well.


She nodded and, with heaviness in her voice, added, “There was an incident at the shop.”


I wasn’t aware of anything different because I had not been by my father’s shop: I had not walked by since I was expelled from school. I waited for her to say more but she proceeded to quietly put the dishes away and clear the table so that Frau Sundmacher could have her cup of tea and start my lessons.


I couldn’t wait for the afternoon so that I could ask Anna what the incident was; I knew that she would tell me. After all, she still walked past the shop every day from school.


In the afternoon, as Frau Sundmacher’s considerable backside waddled down the stoop, I listened intently for Anna’s voice. She soon rounded the corner and bounded up the steps. This time she had another girl in tow, short and plump with dark wavy hair and brown eyes. Her face was freckled and her eyes had a malicious glint to them. Unlike Anna’s cheery smile, her friend’s mouth was turned down in a snarl, like a stray dog’s. Anna and I looked very similar, like sisters: me with blonde hair and green eyes, Anna with blue eyes.


“Ruth, Helga is staying with us. She is from Munich. Helga, say hello to Ruth. She is my dearest friend.”


The girl hesitated for a second, then reached out her hand to shake mine. Her hand had a cold, clammy feel, like a dead fish.


“Is she sitting next to you at school?” I asked.


“No. She is just visiting for a few weeks.”


I was relieved and my heart swelled with love for Anna.


“Why aren’t you in school? Are you sick?” Helga stood resolutely on the landing and stared at me reproachfully.


I shrugged. “It is all these troubles we are having.”


Helga pointed at my chest. “In that case, why aren’t you wearing a yellow star?”


My mother appeared at the doorway to our building, greeted Anna and Helga warmly and invited us in. As soon as we were seated around the dining-room table Helga started looking suspiciously around the room.


“Why don’t you have a picture of Adolf Hitler on the wall?”


“We don’t have a picture of Hitler on the wall either. Papa says he is a mad fool who should go back to selling postcards,” Anna answered for me gleefully.


As soon as my mother placed biscuits and drinks on the table, Helga scowled in disgust.


“We shouldn’t eat Jewish food; it is poison to German children.”


“Well, in that case my whole family should be dead. We have been buying food from Herr Lipschutz for as long as I can remember.” Anna dove eagerly for the biscuits and drank to the bottom of her glass, smacking her lips in satisfaction. “See?” She looked triumphantly at Helga.


In the end they left. I sorely missed not having Anna to myself for the whole afternoon, but I was glad to be rid of the horrible Helga.


Notwithstanding Anna’s friendship, I was left with a feeling of disquietude. I was being shielded from troubles that now affected girls my own age. Not just the expulsion from school: I was no longer separated, but segregated - I wasn’t allowed to stray too far from our house; I couldn’t have any friends over other than Anna; I was asked why I didn’t wear a yellow star, why we didn’t have a picture of Hitler on our wall; and Helga would not eat our food because we poisoned German children.


I am a German child.


This growing sense of isolation and silence that engulfed my life became claustrophobic. I wanted to lash out and protest at my unjust fate, but did not want to upset my parents any more than they were already.


But silence had its own deadly clamour that shattered our world soon after Helga’s visit.







BELLEVUE HILL, 
EASTERN SUBURBS, SYDNEY





AUTUMN 1986


Ernie Weissman died this year. He didn’t die well, as they say, somewhat paradoxically, as death is never good; suffering through a long and protracted illness which led him in stages from a graceful retirement in reasonable health at home to confinement in an old-age home battling a blood disorder, and then to a private hospital where he deteriorated into dementia and finally death.


When he finally succumbed, his wife of fifty years, Ruth, was relieved. Despite her unwavering love and devotion to Ernie through all the years, and bearing him one son, it had become impossible for her to see any pleasure in his life in the latter years; it had turned into one prolonged routine of ministering to an ever-increasing state of disorientation and debilitating illness, such that, by the end, it was impossible to identify the Ernie she loved in the hollow and frightened mask that stared at her, unrecognising, from the pillow in his hospital bed. It was more of a wraith that clung to the last pulse in an emaciated body refusing to give up the ghost.


In the first few months following his death Ruth found her widowed state impossible to fathom. For as long as she could remember her life had been occupied together with Ernie; whether it was the weekly trip to the Northern Beaches to spend the Sunday with their son’s family, the daily domestics, movies, theatre, concerts, overseas and local holidays, or attending Schule during the high holidays. Ernie was not just her partner of half a century but also her closest confidant and friend.


Even as his life deteriorated, withdrawing from those activities that described their lives, her routines nonetheless focused on maintaining a semblance of a life with Ernie by developing new routines that encompassed his existence: cooking meals that she knew he loved and taking them up every morning to the old-age home, and then to the hospital. Sitting silently by his bedside, as he lay there, unconscious to the world, holding his withering hand firmly, believing that he knew it was she, even though his eyes portrayed no recognition. Reading him the Saturday paper that they used to enjoy together; shaving him and changing his pyjamas when she thought he appeared bedraggled. In the last days, when death was all but inevitable, she never left his side, except to use the bathroom or grab a quick meal in one of the nearby cafés.


On the 14th April, an overcast Tuesday, she returned from the hospital café to find the nurse pulling up the sheet over what remained of the person who had been Ruth’s inseparable companion. At first she was disbelieving, even though at a deeper level she knew this to be inevitable, her knees wobbling as she grasped for the nearest chair and fell into it, unable to look up at the bed that now contained no more than a sheathed corpse.


With a slight shudder she started to weep silently, more out of a sense of relief that Ernie no longer had to endure the illness that had robbed him of his dignity and rendered him helpless. He could rest and be no more the curse of all those humiliating whispers of well-meaning acquaintances and friends.


After a while, left alone in the grey, grim room, she rose up, lifted the sheet off his head, kissed warmly his shuttered face, replaced the sheet and left.
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Back at home, her life was suddenly empty. It had been a life with Ernie. It had been a life lived in the care of Ernie. And now it was just her.


After the service, the funeral and kind words dissipated she was left alone, as she had been the last few years. Except her life now had no purpose. She continually turned down invitations to go out, to play bridge, to go to the movies, to the theatre, to stay with friends. She even refused to travel with her son to his home and spend time with his family.


She felt totally empty. Staring blankly at the TV at night. Eating tastelessly through her meals. Changing into her going-out clothes, even though she could have remained in her housedress; she never left the front door. The groceries were delivered courtesy of her daughter-in-law; the bills attended to by her son.


Somehow life sailed along with her presence in it: the days changing, the nights coming even though she did not participate in them. Strange, she thought. In the past she always believed that you created motion by being in motion. She would get up, get dressed, go to the market, cook meals, take them up to Ernie, look after his well-being as best she could, come home, sleep, and another day came. Now, nothing happened, and the days came and went without her feeling present.


It was in this state of emotional coma, when one evening she turned on the TV and, while watching an old movie, a phrase jumped out at her: ‘dead man walking’. She was a dead person walking. She was breathing, eating, moving, but not actually living. She was essentially a dead person. And with that realisation came a deeper one: that had she been the one to die first, the last thing she would want was for Ernie to remain on earth and be a dead man walking.


She stared at the TV some more. Then slowly the realisation deepened that life had not ended for her; a state that hitherto she had not contemplated. There were things to live for yet, albeit without Ernie. And with that realisation she began trying to imagine a life without her lifelong companion. What would she do? What would her life be like? She had her son, Jacob, and her daughter-in-law and the two grandchildren that brought so much joy to her and Ernie. She had her friends and their mutual friends. And there were the things that, even when Ernie was alive and present, she had done by herself: charities, community work, bridge nights.


Despite this realisation she still felt paralysed by her loneliness; it was as though, by getting off the couch and actively resuming her life, she would be severing her life from his. Somehow by being a dead person walking she remained linked to his passing: he was dead and she was dead. And with that bond their life together remained intact, even though he was no longer here.


She let her eyes wander around the room with its many mementos scattered throughout. A lifetime of accumulated memories. There was not a single thing that belonged solely to her: everything they had bought and owned together. Even those few times when they disagreed about the acquisition, in the end either she or Ernie compromised and the item became their shared possession.


How could she bring herself to collect all his clothes and belongings and donate them to charity as Jacob had suggested? How could she celebrate her life with Ernie and continue to live? She couldn’t see past that point, even though the realisation had come to her that she was alive, but dead to the world around her.


She was alive. But if she started to live, the bond with Ernie, ethereal though it maybe, would cease to be. If she remained in this comatose state she might as well be dead. It was a question of preference; what did she want more: to live with the memory of Ernie forever, or to resume her life without him?


The predicament took her back to another time in her life, before such impossible choices had to be made. When she realised that her parents had been taken from her forever. Her last remaining memory after they both put her to bed and kissed her warmly to sleep. In the early hours of the morning her world was upended and within hours she needed to make a choice between following her parents to a terrifying future or setting out on a path that would take her from the madness that engulfed her homeland.


The friends who rescued her from the tentacles of the Gestapo made the choice for her. Many times throughout her journey that eventually brought her to Australia and her new life with Ernie, she had contemplated that choice. Whether, left alone, she would have followed her parents, or fled.


The will to live is certainly more prevalent than the desire to die, except when the choice to die is made easier by realisation that living is more painful. She hadn’t realised until this moment that it wasn’t so much her loneliness that was paralysing her but the pain of her loss, exacerbated by the loneliness. As long as Ernie had been alive, even in a vegetative state, she had not been alone, except at night. But in the morning, she would return to his little room, clean and feed him, talk to him, read to him. He was there, even if he didn’t respond. Somewhat akin to her life now: she was here, even if she didn’t participate.


But his death had left a gaping hole that she could not fill. A painful daily reminder that she could only assuage either by following Ernie to his grave, or by starting a new life and letting Ernie drift into the ventricles of memory.


The ‘dead man walking’ realisation wasn’t so much about her being alive but emotionally dead to the world, but more that she was as dead as the actor in the movie, with only the final deed separating her from the fact. Unless she chose a new life for herself. Long ago, in another time, she had been rescued. Now there was no such hand to lift her from her dilemma. She was alone. She was an adult. And she had shut the door to her world as it was before Ernie died. No one was going to walk in through that door at the last moment and rescue her. No one thought that she needed rescuing, just time to be left alone to heal.


She stared blankly at the TV, the pictures swirling past as if in a haze, the early-morning light streaming through the open blinds. It would be easy, very, very easy to exit the pain, quickly and painlessly. Yet, like a runner in a relay race, she would be leaving another kind of pain behind, with her son and grandchildren and close friends of many years. They would be left to wonder at their complacence in not doing enough, not seeing the signs.


Yet one can never measure the pain in another person’s body. But how was she going to leave that message behind so that her pain would end here and now and not infect others?


A soft knocking on the door stirred her from her reverie. She became frightened. Who would be knocking this early in the morning? It wasn’t even five. She almost laughed at herself. Here she was contemplating taking her life but worrying about it being taken by a stranger. Wasn’t the latter the better way? At least no one would feel guilty about her death.


The knocking resumed. She moved her aching feet from under her onto the floor and padded to the door, listening intently, frightened to make a sound. Maybe the intruder would walk away. Then she realised that the TV was on and that whoever was outside the door could probably hear the muffled sound.


Her voice, rather cracked and dry from lack of use, reverberated in the small vestibule. “Who is it?”


“It’s Sammy. Sam Steimatzky from next door.”


She relaxed. Relief washed over her that danger was not lurking behind the door. “Is there a problem?” Her voice was gaining in confidence now.


“No. No problem. I just heard the TV and thought you were awake; maybe you wanted some company?”


Ruth hesitated a moment, thinking on whether she was keeping him awake, or whether the sound of the TV had betrayed her wakefulness. She finally decided on the former.


“I am very sorry. I will turn it off.” She turned to go back into the living room.


“No need. I just thought that maybe you were not able to sleep. That’s why I was asking.”


Now what? Was this the same hand that had reached out all those years ago; rescued her from death? Then it was a dear neighbour; now, a friend - more Ernie’s friend than hers, but a friend nonetheless - appearing at her time of loneliness and loss. If she turned him away, she could continue with her decision or deliberation. If she let him in then she would be turning away from solitude and letting someone into her moment of indecision.


He was Ernie’s friend. Ernie had sent him, sensing her pain and fearing her decision. She reached for the latch and drew the chain back. She unlocked the door and looked out into the hallway. Sam stood there, erect as ever; his face handsome even in old age, his light blue eyes glimmering behind sandy lashes. His fine blond hair, streaked with grey, was carefully combed back over his full head.


Certainly he appeared more Aryan than Jewish, as she had repeatedly told Ernie, who’d just as frequently dismissed her suspicions. She’d even pointed out that his initials were SS, which Ernie pooh-poohed by reminding her that the husband of one of her best friends was called Adolf and another friend’s last name was Reich. Clearly the separation of German Jew and Gentile went beyond the notion that because Sam Steimatzky appeared more German than Jewish and his initials were SS, that automatically made him an impostor.


But now he was standing here, a warm smile on his face, ready to march in if she stepped back. Well, if she was right, he might proceed to harm her, which was fine and according to plan, and if she was wrong, then history was repeating itself. Either way, she stepped back and let him walk in.







UNIVERSITÄT LEIPZIG





AUTUMN 1934


Times are different now. Germany is on a rebound. Four years ago, just as I started pre-med at Universität Leipzig, the country was slipping into anarchy for the second time in fifteen years. I was one of the fortunate ones. My father still had a job at the Benz factory in Bremen. Millions of others did not; six million to be exact. His pay was halved but we had an asset that couldn’t be rendered worthless by inflation: my grandmother’s house, which she willed to my father. It was rented out and made up a little of the pay he had lost. It is ironic that one of the songs that typified the era was We’re Drinking Away Grandma’s House.


Back then in 1930 as I arrived as a first-year student, the situation was precarious and remained that way all throughout my pre-med. At any moment my father could have lost his job and I would have had to drop out and come back home to Bremen. I don’t know what I would have done if that had happened, other than loiter around the welfare office collecting my forty marks per month, then like a discarded newspaper drift from the pavement to the gutter. Looking for work would have been an idle pursuit: emotionally grinding without any prospect.


But like I said, I was one of the lucky ones. My father kept his job, and I continued to study. There were others like me, and four of us shared a house within walking distance of the university: Franz Heidegger from Dortmund; Martin Keller from Hanover; myself, Friedrich Becker, from Bremen; and Johann Ziegler, a local from Leipzig.


Today we are graduating. There is a sense of relief, both for having survived the four years and for passing our exams. We are seated at Café Krüger, our favourite daytime hangout, halfway between the university and our house, enjoying coffee and pastries before we pick up our bags and part ways.


“So, Becker, where to next year? Back here?” Martin Keller, the son of a grain merchant, is resplendent in a starched white shirt, bow tie, light blue blazer and dark trousers. His face is oval and jovial, his blond hair cut short and parted on the right. His eyes are brimming with confidence.


“I am not sure. Certainly back to Bremen to see my parents, then maybe a trip to Holland to look at this teaching hospital in Utrecht.”


“Utrecht? What’s wrong with here, or even WWU at Münster?” Johann is leaning towards the table to pick up his cup, looking at me with stark bewilderment.


“Yeah, Becker, what’s wrong with here? Johann’s father teaches here. Isn’t that right, Zeigler?” Franz, whose father is a senior banker, jabs me playfully in the side. “Maybe it’s not just the university. Maybe there’s more, huh, Becker?” He continues his ribbing, not getting an answer from me. His unfashionably long hair falls over his brow, and he absently flicks it back. He is dressed similarly to Martin, except not as dapper: his shirt is creased, his tie exhibiting memories of past meals, his trousers slightly rumpled, his shoes scuffed, hungry for polish. Ironically he is expected to be fastidious in his attire, yet he looks more like a grain merchant scion, whereas Martin looks more like the banker.


“Yeah, he’s always the secretive one. A Dutch maiden in clogs, is that it, Becker?” Martin joshes me from the other side.


“I have never even been to Holland. But it would make a good change from Germany.” I look around the table. “Don’t you guys agree?”


“I don’t know. Things are starting to look better. Weimar is gone, thank God. I don’t think Germany could have withstood another election.” Martin, mulling the prospects, munches on his muffin.


“Are they?” I look around the table again.


“Well, like Martin is saying, Weimar is gone. That is already a step forward. The Nazis appear to have the Reichstag reined in, better than Von Papen and that other idiot that was booted out - what was his name?”


“Brüning. Germany was doing very well until the stock market crash in the US.” Johann answers Franz’s question.


“Well, that tells me that our Weimar prosperity was propped up by American dollars. For how long? Sooner or later the gravy train would have ended. Germany needs to stand on its own, not with the help of outsiders, Americans or anyone else.” Martin rattles the coffee cups and plates by jabbing his point on the table.


“I agree. But is Hitler the answer? He has, after all, some rather bizarre ideas, not to mention that the National Socialist Party is a workers’ party.”


“Come, Becker, what is wrong with that? Workers are the backbone of the economy. We manufacture things and then export them; that’s how the country makes money. Your father works at Benz?” Martin dusts the last of his muffin from his fingers.


“Yes, my father works at Benz. And it is doing reasonably well. But I don’t know: the burning of the Reichstag and blaming it on the communists; the Enabling Act; blaming all of Germany’s problems on the Bolsheviks, the stab-in-the-back thing, the treaty, then the French annexing the Ruhr in reprisal for non-payment, and then suggesting that the whole mess is orchestrated by an international Jewish conspiracy. Does that sound to anyone like Hitler has a rational policy?”


“It’s good policy if it gets the German economy going. Besides, since when does political policy make sense?” Franz breaks out in guffaws, and we all join in.


“It may get the economy going, but giving anyone, never mind Hitler, total control, like Hindenburg has, with his peculiar ideas, is not a good start. Weimar before the crash was great. That tells me that if we can get the economy going without the Americans and keep our democracy, it is better for Germany long term.”


“That’s a big if, Becker.” Franz looks dubiously at me.


“Maybe Herr Hitler is right; maybe it is a Jewish conspiracy,” Martin pipes up, only half joking.


“I doubt it,” Johann answers quietly.


“Why, Ziegler?”


“I am Jewish. My father is a professor here. He fought in World War I. Matter of fact, Hitler just awarded him a medal, as he did all of the front-line soldiers who fought in World War I. Where is the conspiracy in that?” Johann replies guardedly.


“Ouch. I didn’t know you were Jewish, Ziegler.” Franz looks across mockingly at him.


“That’s the point, isn’t it? It shouldn’t make a difference.”


“Anyway, to return to the main point of this discussion, why is Becker off to Holland? This is more interesting gossip than cuckoo Hitler.” Franz is prodding me again.


“Yes. Becker. You cunningly evaded the question by stirring up a political debate. That is the conspiracy.” Johann perks up.


“Why don’t you come to Bologna with me? Italian women are much prettier than the chunky Dutch, very voluptuous. The food is great. No more bratwurst.” Martin is looking eagerly at me.


“I didn’t know you were off to Bologna.”


“I just found out yesterday that I have been accepted to Collegio Superiore.” Martin doffs an imaginary hat in the air.


“OK, Keller, my turn to ask you: why Bologna? What is wrong with here or WWU?”


“It is a chance to travel and study at a great school.”


“Good enough; same answer to all of you. It is a chance to travel and study.”


They all chuckle at my deft rejoinder, and with that we rise up from the table, taking our individual rucksacks, and head out of the café.


On the pavement, despite our exultation at coming to a successful end of our studies at Leipzig, we are sad to depart. We have formed strong friendships, and take away happy memories despite the grim four years overshadowed by the bleak events in Germany.


We exchange our addresses and promise to stay in touch. I can’t help but notice that to a man we all shake Johann’s hand more firmly, with generous wishes of good luck. If Hitler sticks to his fanatical belief that the Jews are the root of Germany’s woes then the Zieglers could be in for a rough ride.


I catch a taxi to Leipzig Hauptbahnhof to take the train to Bremen. Johann is heading back to his family home in Leipzig, which he shared with his parents and two sisters before we lived together. Martin Keller catches a separate cab to the regional airport to fly to Milan and from there go by train to Bologna. Franz Heidegger is staying on at Leipzig to do his medical degree and move into the dormitory on campus by himself. He promises to stay in close touch with Johann; however, now that Jews are accused of being the grand conspirators behind Germany’s downfall, I doubt that Franz will be knocking on Johann’s front door any time soon.


[image: ]


It’s a good thing that I have traversed Leipzig Hauptbahnhof previously, otherwise it would be very easy to get lost and miss my train in this colossal, cavernous hall. It makes Bremen’s train station look like a country stop. I board the 10.15am.


As I recline into the cracked leather seat, or what passes for leather, I glance around me at the other passengers. Many are students like me, going back home. Others painfully remind me of how far we have fallen since 1929: families huddled together, clutching their meagre belongings, shuttling from town to town in the desperate hope of finding work, food, lodging. They all look the same: numb with hunger and fatigue.


A short four years ago this was not Germany. We were living the high life: jobs were aplenty; the money was good; people were well fed; the arts, music and theatre were flourishing; and it looked like we had finally walked back from the abyss of 1923.


Yet here we are again. But this time the drop has been far more precipitous. We started at a higher point than post World War I. Nevertheless, it never ceases to amaze me how fast and far a family can fall.


It pains me because it could have been us. The Beckers. We are a middle-class family living securely in a respectable neighbourhood. Regardless, we could have just as easily tumbled to the gutter. The post-war years wiped out our savings. My parents had scrimped and saved a small nest egg for my sister and me, and their golden years. But the value of the currency got swept away under the deluge of inflation.


I remember as a youngster running with my mother to the Benz factory gates to await my father’s pay packet and then hurrying to the shops before the money diminished to half its value. It was like carrying water in a leaking pail. What kept our heads above water was my father not losing his job and Grandma’s house. Take away either or both and it could be us on the street.


The carriage is swaying gently from side to side as we pull out from Leipzig on the way to Bremen. The thoughts swirl in my head as I stare out the window. I wonder at my decision to leave Germany. Am I abandoning my country because it is failing? Have I lost hope of a resurrection? Or is it my sense of unease about Hitler and the Nazis? I know I want to go somewhere where my remaining years of study will not be racked by worry as my last four years at Leipzig have been.
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“So you can’t sleep?” Sam watched as Ruth went about setting out cups and saucers in the kitchen and turning the kettle on. When Ernie was alive he would unhesitatingly walk into the kitchen and stand close by Ruth, chatting. But now he knew that the proximity would make her feel uncomfortable and him awkward.


With the clatter and the noise from the electric kettle she couldn’t hear him. He didn’t mind. He rose from the couch and started wandering around the comfortable living room. Except that now, with Ernie’s death, it seemed different: suggestive of possibilities. He could easily see himself in these familiar surroundings. And why not, he thought to himself? After all, he still felt virile. And Ruth, well, Ruth was what Ruth had always been: very attractive. In fact, he would go so far as to say sexy. It didn’t matter that she was just shy of sixty. It was all relative.


When he was in his thirties, a woman of early to mid twenties was attractive and desirable. Now he was in his early seventies, so a very trim, healthy woman with pearl-white skin, green eyes and a head of full, flowing hair was very desirable. Naturally he wondered about the even colour of her hair. But then what did it matter - women needed more cosmetics to safeguard their vanity than men. And besides which, he wouldn’t be lusting after a woman who appeared frumpy in a housecoat with straggly grey hair. At any age, one needed to look after oneself.


Appearance. Yes, that. Appearance and intimacy. Such odd bedfellows. And here, well, if there were possibilities, the two would remain irreconcilable. Nevertheless, there was always the foolishness of the phrase ‘Love conquers all’, but Sam was too level-headed to fall for such prattle.


“Sam!” Ruth was standing by the coffee table with the cups laid out, and about to pour the coffee. He didn’t hear her come back into the living room.


“I am sorry, I was looking at the photos and remembering what a wonderful friendship I had with Ernie.” Sam moved away from the mantelpiece and sat down opposite where Ruth was standing.


She knew he meant that kindly, but somehow, like everything else about Sam Steimatzky, it sounded false. Like he was expressing a sentiment that was rehearsed or scripted and expected of him. Always correct, always infinitely polite. German. Very German.


She ignored his remark and proceeded to pour steaming coffee into the two cups. Without asking, she placed two sugar cubes in his and added a dash of milk. She had prepared his coffee enough times.


Reaching for the edge of the saucer, he placed it next to him on the side table and settled back into the settee. He waited for Ruth to get comfortable before he resumed the conversation.


“I was saying before when you were in the kitchen - you have trouble sleeping?” he enquired diligently.


“Sam, I know that you told us before,” she said, as though Ernie was in the room, “but where were you during the war?” If she was going to befriend this man that Ernie had sent along, then she needed to stop feeling awkward and suspicious around him. Either that, or Ernie would need to send another emissary to keep her company and stay her hand from death.


If Sam was rattled by the question and the obvious change in the conversation, he didn’t appear so. Pausing as if to collect his thoughts, he sipped at the warm coffee, set it down, and looked up directly at Ruth. “Well, that would depend what part of the war.”


“Well, let’s say 1943 to 1945, the final years. When it became obvious that Germany was starting to lose. Where were you during that time?” Her face remained intent and resolute, as though whatever answer he gave would require further scrutiny.


“Well, I have to say that I am rather ashamed to admit I was not doing anything heroic. I had managed to escape to Switzerland. I arrived in Zurich in the middle of 1943 and looked up an aunt on my mother’s side. She was extremely pleased to see me, so I stayed with her.” A cleanly bandaged answer. Nothing messy and disorderly, like an archetypal Jewish refugee story. Mayhem; capture; escape; betrayal; another capture; another escape, this time from certain execution; nights sleeping in woods, subsisting on scraps; and then by some miracle crossing over to the Russian side. Parents? Dead. Relatives? Mostly dead, or scattered beyond reach. Siblings? Dead.


Ruth had to admit that Sam’s sterile answer spoke of someone who was uncomfortable with the war, got into a Benz sports car, drove across to Zurich and whiled away the time between cafés and trips to the Alps. She certainly did not know anyone Jewish who had had such a comfortable and carefree exit from Germany across to Zurich and then waited out the war in a relative’s apartment.


“How did you manage to get out of Germany?” Her eyes narrowed, watching for any discomfort on Sam’s face. If Ernie were alive he would steer the conversation away from a topic that he knew Sam found awkward at best and difficult at worst.


“Ah, that would take a long time to tell, and involved quite a bit of subterfuge. Maybe we can defer that story to another time, when you are not feeling tired. And we are just having a pleasant cup of coffee.” As always, the neat answer swaddled in comfortable and plausible excuses.


“Yes, I would be very curious to hear how you managed to get out.” Ruth reached for the plate in the middle of the coffee table and slid it over to where Sam was sitting, offering him bagels with various toppings as if to suggest that time was not rushing and she was not tired.


“Ah, bagels. Emma used to get them with salmon and herring from Glickstein’s. Do you shop there too?”


Ruth didn’t doubt that Sam’s deceased wife had in fact shopped there - but it was the emphasis he placed on the Jewish deli and slathering on the salmon and herring that felt like he was trying too hard. Then again, maybe seeing the bagels had reminded him of his wife. Either way it failed to narrow the gap between them, which in times past Ernie had bridged. Her doubts notwithstanding, it didn’t necessarily make Sam a Nazi impostor, as she had always suggested to Ernie. There were many shades of grey in between.


The obvious question was why would he masquerade as a German Jewish refugee? She wouldn’t care if he were a German Gentile, as long as he had no past links to the atrocities of World War II. After all, she knew better than anyone that not all Germans were Nazis; otherwise she would not be here.


Again Ruth chose to ignore his question and, without appearing to press him on his actual escape from Germany, decided to get at least a feeling of the truth from a different angle. “Did Ernie ever discuss with you how he escaped from Germany?”


Now Sam seemed to be willing to return and participate in the conversation. “No, actually he did not. Not in so many words. I wouldn’t mind hearing that.”


Anything to digress from your own history, Ruth thought cynically to herself.


“Well, you know that he was taken by a transport from Bremen to a camp?” She deliberately let her eyes narrow, laser like, to see if the mention of a camp would rattle him.


Sam, at least for a second, appeared to lose his composure. He narrowly avoided spilling coffee on himself as his hand jerked the cup back into the saucer. “Yes. Yes, he did mention that.” All of a sudden his voice took on a raspy undertone, as if he were speaking out of fear or guilt.


“Well, he had trained as a doctor, so that was a very valuable skill both for the Germans and the Jewish and other prisoners in the camp. So his life was spared. He also had easier access to move around. Because he was German and a doctor, as the war got worse for the Nazis, he was relocated from the camp, I guess they figured that the prisoners could be spared medical treatment, and was moved to the Eastern Front. I believe he ended up close to St Petersburg. As luck would have it, the Russians captured him. He was at first treated as a prisoner of war, but when they realised he was a doctor and a Jew they released him and put him into service. With the fall of Germany he returned to Bremen. But there was nothing there to return to. The family home was rubble, bombed by the Allies. All his immediate family were either dead or lost, God only knows where. So he left.”


“Did he come straight to Sydney?”


“Oh no. He took up the cause of medicine as a way to heal himself and went off to become a doctor in Africa. He ended up in Uganda, of all places.”


“Yes, that part he mentioned. But I wasn’t sure if he travelled there before or after he came to Australia.”


They were digressing, as uplifting as it was to recollect Ernie’s life. But Ernie was dead, and that line of conversation wasn’t leading anywhere useful. The fact was that Sam was alive, but he was also cloaked in a potentially questionable past. At some visceral level Ruth wanted to let her emotions bypass that uncomfortable suspicion; to dive in and figure out how to navigate the currents later. But that was just it: that sort of strategy could either set you on an adventure or get you drowned. In another time, at the prime of life, she would have let herself go. But now, with life on the wane, risk was not the course to steer her through; caution was. But how much caution, and to what level? At some point you need to let yourself trust someone or not. She was never going to get all her questions answered to perfection. Some things remained murky, cloaked in the mishaps of youth. Forgive and forget, as it were. And perhaps that was it: she was prepared to reach that crossroads, to forgive and forget, except she did not want to do it blindly. In effect, forgive and forget, knowing what she was forgiving.


With a brazenness that she would later recall with some misgiving, she lunged forward. But she was tired from a harrowing night of dark thoughts and hopeless choices. And maybe just a little too old to be playing these games that were more the province of teenagers than people their age.


“Listen, Sam, I would like to be perfectly candid with you if I may? I am enjoying this conversation that we are having, and I am also grateful that you came to enquire as to my well-being. But you are not here just to check on my health. There is a more - how shall I put it? - a more personal motive. No, no, that’s OK” - Sam edged forward in his seat, about to protest his innocence at this assault on his intentions - “you are a man, a very attractive man. You were a friend of my husband’s. Ernie is dead, and you figure you can strike up a friendship with me. See where it leads. And that’s fine. But men, they tend to be less suspicious, generally, than women. Ernie liked you and he chose to ignore a few inconsistencies, for want of a better word, in your life story. But if you want to come into my life and become my friend, then that is a risk I am willing to take - to a point. Friendship is like that. But there are some things that I must know, and unless I get some comforting answers I will have to risk not having your friendship, if that makes sense.”


For a stark moment her voice and the words that she had spoken reverberated in the room. And then the room fell into an awkward silence. She didn’t know whether it was what she said that shocked him or her level of candour. Either way, he sat there, frozen in the chair, cup and saucer suspended in mid-air. Gradually, he thawed. His skin grew taut, either in anger or in offence at her suspicions. The few lines that marked his face grew deeper until they formed clear ridges on either side. Slowly, ever so cautiously, he edged the cup and saucer over to the table; patted both sides of his ash blond hair that seemed to glisten with perspiration.


His voice, when he spoke, was a mix of indignation and hurt. “Well. I came to see if you were - how shall I put it? - sleepless. For a number of nights - at least since Ernie’s funeral - I have heard the TV or radio the whole night and into the early morning. I did not want to intrude. You and I have always been polite to each other. Never friends. Just polite. Hello. Goodbye. So I figure I won’t intrude. Then I think, well, maybe I should have a look, because you are not leaving the house. It is time that, for my friend’s sake, I check on your well-being, as you say. You have reason to be sleepless. Maybe you find yourself lost. I don’t know. I came to see if I can help.” Sam rose from the couch and stepped over to the window. Drawing the blind back, he looked out to the valley, which was now glistening with the early-dawn drizzle.


Speaking more pensively now than in indignation, he looked back at Ruth, who appeared to be rapt with attention, perhaps hoping to hear that what he was about to say would allay her suspicions.


“You think you are so clever. Trying to quiz me on what happened in the war. Where was I? How did I escape? Where did I serve? Maybe I’ll make a mistake and slip up, as they say, reveal something incriminating. And then you can jump up and say, ‘There - I knew it. You are a Nazi!’ You think I don’t know this? Ernie did not choose to ignore, he just chose to accept that maybe friendship is at times not knowing everything. Men are better at that. Less gossip. Huh? If you are so clever, why didn’t you think to ask the obvious question?”


“What? What question did I not ask?”


“If you are not sleeping, how do I know that you are not sleeping?”


With that he walked over to the door, and at the last moment turned back. “Ruth, you should think to yourself that maybe you are not the only one that cannot sleep at night. I have not slept a full night since, well, for as long as I can remember. Even when Emma was alive.”
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