



[image: images]











Praise for The Constant Soldier


“An extraordinary novel, with the intensity and pace of a thriller and a wisdom and subtlety all of its own. I was gripped to the very last page.”


—Antonia Hodgson


“A nuanced, complex and gripping tale of guilt and love that captures the chaos at the end of WWII.”


—A. L. Kennedy


“Gripping … Ryan’s elegant, powerful prose does justice to his difficult subject matter. The Constant Soldier has the pace of a thriller with characters and themes that are nuanced and subtle.”


— Times (Book of the Month)


“This is a terrific novel: a tough-minded, morally probing thriller that only gains in pace, depth and authority as it goes along.”


— Daily Telegraph


“Subtle, suspenseful and superb.”


— Daily Mail


“A beguiling blend, a spy novel-cum-historical thriller that offers a gripping but nuanced narrative set against the horrors of the absolute abuse of absolute power. It’s a bleak but rewarding novel about guilt, personal and shared, and taking responsibility for your actions, even if doing so offers no possibility of reward.”


— Irish Times


“A masterpiece of empathetic imagination and storytelling flair … In this tense and subtle thriller, the central character returns from the eastern front to find himself living in the shadow of a luxurious SS retreat.”


— BBC History Magazine (Historical Novel of the Year)




“His new novel, The Constant Soldier, is more straight historical novel than crime and benefits from a strikingly characterised protagonist…. It may be his most accomplished book yet.”


— Financial Times


“I can’t praise this book highly enough. Everyone should read it, including those, like me, who are wary of reading anything involving the SS. Because it isn’t really about them. It’s about love and humanity that survive even in the direst circumstances.”


— Historical Novel Society Review (editor’s choice)


“Ryan has produced a literary work, which, through complex yet realistic characters, makes sense of the unthinkable…. And the ending—showing a glimpse of hope, is beautifully judged.”


— Irish Examiner


“A modern classic from a master storyteller … [A] brilliant, emotionally charged story which combines a poignant romance with an edge-of-the-seat thriller. But what impresses most is the author’s powerful writing, which blends taut action sequences with passages of soaring literary beauty.”


— Lancashire Evening Post


“Elegaic, haunting, passionate, William Ryan’s  Constant Soldier is a subtle WW2 thriller of horror and love with an utterly gripping countdown to Gotterdamerung. One of my favourites of the year.”


—Simon Sebag Montefiore


“A book of great moral seriousness and a tense and grippingly atmospheric thriller, The Constant Soldier is a brilliant evocation of the price of redemption and the cost of guilt. An important book but one that reads with all the panache and skill of a thriller. Highly recommended.”


—Stav Sherez, author of the best-selling Carrigan and Miller detective series


“A gripping story of the struggle for humanity in the last days of the war. Ryan makes you think, makes you feel, and makes you turn the page.”


—Michael Ridpath, author of the Magnus Iceland Mystery series









[image: images]











Also by William Ryan


The Moscow Noir series:


The Holy Thief


The Darkening Field


(published in the UK as The Bloody Meadow)


The Twelfth Department


as W. C. Ryan:


A House of Ghosts


The Winter Guest









[image: images]









Copyright © 2016 by William Ryan


All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced in any manner without the express written consent of the publisher, except in the case of brief excerpts in critical reviews or articles. All inquiries should be addressed to Arcade Publishing, 307 West 36th Street, 11th Floor, New York, NY 10018.


First North American Edition 2023


This is a work of fiction. Names, places, characters, and incidents are either the products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously.


Arcade Publishing books may be purchased in bulk at special discounts for sales promotion, corporate gifts, fund-raising, or educational purposes. Special editions can also be created to specifications. For details, contact the Special Sales Department, Arcade Publishing, 307 West 36th Street, 11th Floor, New York, NY 10018 or arcade@skyhorsepublishing.com.


Arcade Publishing® is a registered trademark of Skyhorse Publishing, Inc.®, a Delaware corporation.


Visit our website at www.arcadepub.com.


Visit the author’s site at www.william-ryan.com.


Images of Karl Höcker on page 393 copyright © United States Holocaust Museum, courtesy of an anonymous donor. Reproduced with permission.


10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1


Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data is available on file.


Library of Congress Control Number: 2023940329


Cover design by Erin Seaward-Hyatt


Cover photography: Figure © Alan Schein Photography/Getty Images; planes © Pixeldigits/Getty Images; landscape © Ilua L/EyeEm/GettyImages; barbed wire © Carduus/Getty Images; sky © James Osmond/Getty Images


ISBN: 978-1-956763-78-2


Ebook ISBN: 978-1-956763-84-3


Printed in the United States of America











For Yvonne











[image: images]











1


BRAND FELT HIS mother’s arms close round him—as if he were still a child. Her embrace was soft. Her breath, cool against his forehead. He could even smell her—milk and warm bread. How he’d ended up back here, in her arms, he didn’t know.


He opened his eyes, expecting to see hers looking down at him, her cheeks swelled by her smile, her lips full and rose red—but instead found a stretcher pulled taut by the outline of a man’s body, its mottled canvas less than an arm’s length above him. The stretcher jerked from side to side as they moved along a rough part of the road. Close by he could hear someone swearing repeatedly, their voice shrill, and, even over the sound of the vehicle’s loud engine, he could make out the rumble and thud of artillery shells pursuing them.


It didn’t matter though. He knew she was still nearby, cradling him, her skin warm against his. The sunshine turning her hair golden.


All he had to do to see her was shut his eyes.


§


The first time he woke properly, he hoped that he was still dreaming. The waking reality he found himself in wasn’t much to his liking. The world he’d visited in his unconscious state was far preferable.


He knew he was awake because the borders of his world were no longer flexible, something he’d become accustomed to. Instead, now, the edges and surfaces that surrounded him were rigid. He was lying down. His body ached—every centimetre of it. A dull, roaring pain. His head was covered with something wrapped tight around his face. A bandage, he thought.


He was on a train, by the sound of it, the wheels revolving to a languid rhythm, each length of track causing a small jolt that swayed the carriage slightly. The movement was soothing.


He opened his eyes, his vision bordered by the white fabric wound around his head. Above him, a canvas stretcher. He remembered grey canvas above him from some time in the past—when, he couldn’t say. But not from before whatever had happened to him. This was similar but a different colour—a faded white, smudged and worn. A splash of brown dots that looked like blood. Old blood.


His?


Someone was talking to themself nearby, a conversation with someone else in which they spoke both parts.


‘I won’t do it. I won’t.’


‘You will. You have to.’


‘I don’t want to. I can’t.’


‘You have no choice.’


‘But why?’


‘Why? Such a stupid question. Don’t be a child. It’s not why but how. How you are going to do it. And that’s been decided. All you have to do is follow your orders. To the letter.’


‘But I can’t. I couldn’t.’


‘You already have. You just have to do it again. For your comrades. For yourself. For your country.’


The voice was coming from above him, he thought. He wanted to lean out and look up at the person, but he couldn’t. Even blinking his eyes was hard. He shut them, suddenly too tired to hold them open any longer.


He would have slept, gone back to the other world. But the dull ache that had held his body tight turned to pain. Extreme pain.




§


He was thirsty. He had been thirsty for a long time, he thought.


‘Water.’


His voice—cracked and weak—sounded remote from him. He was still on the train, that was clear—he remembered the antiseptic smell of it. The train was stationary now. It was dark in the carriage and it was hot. Footsteps approached. A young woman, a nurse. Her eyes appeared to glow, despite the lack of light, and her lips were a luminous pink. They glistened.


‘What is it?’ she whispered, as if, should someone overhear them, they would be in danger. He said nothing.


‘What do you want?’ she said.


Maybe the Russians were close by.


‘Water,’ he said, as quietly as he could.


‘Water?’


‘Yes.’


‘All right. I’ll get some.’


He watched her leave—wishing she would step more lightly on the wooden floor. She was making too much noise. Didn’t she know what would happen if the Russians heard her?


§


Brandt was in a cafe, waiting. On the table in front of him stood a cup of coffee. Its aroma was so rich he could taste it on his tongue. The conversations around him in the long room sounded distorted—as though they were coming to him along a tunnel. The colour of the walls, the carpet, even the lips and eyes of the cafe’s customers—all were impossibly vibrant. Perhaps his nervousness had, in some way, altered his perception of his surroundings. Or perhaps it was his mind playing tricks. In this version of the truth he knew the time was five minutes to four. It was Tuesday. And she would arrive at any moment.




The vividness of the cafe, as he recalled it in the dream, did not extend to the two men at the corner table, watching him. They were monochrome shadows around which the cafe gleamed. They were not a part of his memory. He would see them only later but already, even now, he felt the sadness of their presence. In some part of this recollection, even now, he was aware of them having followed him across the city. He was aware of what happened next being his fault. The knowledge made the coffee taste bitter.


In this moment—before the afterwards—it was important that he should be relaxed, that he shouldn’t draw attention to himself—or to her. What they were doing was dangerous and others had been arrested already. People he knew. People she knew. Gone now. He looked down at his hand, seeing his fingers tremble as he reached once again for the cup. It was white with a gold rim—the china sparkling in the summer sunlight that flowed through the window and warmed the crisp tablecloth. His nervousness caused it to clink against the saucer, the noise like a drumstick quietly tapping on a cymbal—a jazz rhythm. He breathed deeply, lifting the cup to his mouth, forcing it against his lips, startled by its heat on his tongue.


He was conscious that the dream would end soon. That the ending would be difficult. He already felt the hollowness inside, the guilt at the consequences of his own stupidity. He had known the risks but he’d thought only of her and he’d hurried. He should have slowed, taken his time, doubled back on himself. Then he might have seen the monochrome men.


But before the end—now—she came through to the room he sat in, not seeing anyone else but him. Not seeing the shadow men sitting in their corner, also waiting for her. He rose to kiss her cheek, the startling softness of her hand in his. Neither she, nor he, saw the two men stand. He smiled at her and she smiled back—not noticing the men walking towards them.


Then the men were there, beside them—a thick hand taking Brandt’s elbow as the sweat on his neck turned to ice. Squeezing it. Twisting it. He saw her eyes widen in the instant before she was turned towards the wall by the bristle-necked fellow, his shoulders filling his too-tight suit. He remembered the man’s yellow eyes and yellow teeth as he snarled something into her ear. Brandt had brought them to where she was like dogs on a lead. He felt the wall hard against his cheek, his captor’s breath hot on his neck. It was one minute to four. She’d been early.


The pain woke him. He was grateful for it.


The train had stopped and somewhere, up above them, the drone of aircraft engines filled the night sky.


He could almost remember her smile, before it was wiped away.


It must be the morphine, lowering his resistance. He had managed not to think about her for months now.


§


Brandt could now move his head and was able to examine his surroundings. He was on a hospital train, its length filled with injured men on stretchers, racked in rows on either side of the central aisle. He must have been wounded as well. And that was good news, wasn’t it? He was alive. He was no longer at the Front.


He wondered how he’d got here. How long he’d been here. He asked the young nurse when she passed by.


‘You were wounded. We’re taking you home. You’re going to be fine, don’t worry.’


She smiled as if she were giving him a gift—anticipating his gratitude.


‘Home?’


‘Yes,’ she said, her smile patient. ‘Home.’


He could hear another of the wounded calling for her and caught her glance shift towards the voice, reading in it her decision that the other man could wait.


‘Haven’t you a mother and father? A place you come from?’


‘I do.’


He was as surprised as she was by the tears that filled his eyes. He wanted to explain—about his mother cradling him. About the woman in the cafe. About what had happened to them. About the last five years. Where to begin, though? It was all so complicated. He opened his mouth to speak, but it was too late. She had turned to go to the other man.


When she’d left, he tried to remember what she looked like—whether she’d been the same nurse as the night before. It was difficult—his memory felt liquid. Where there should be something solid—such as a fact, an image or a sensation—there was, instead, a less substantial version of what he sought. The past and present versions of the nurse, if she was the same woman, seemed to merge and then disintegrate whenever he tried to fix them.


Could it be that she was also the woman in the cafe? Her smile was similar. She had the same suppressed radiance. But the woman in the cafe had been eaten up by the yellow-eyed man. Although so had he, hadn’t he?


He closed his eyes and heard dogs howling and the crackle of blazing thatch. Another memory—a burning village somewhere to the east that they’d passed through two years earlier.


They’d begun shooting the dogs in the end, the soldiers who were there before them. They’d said it was a kindness, seeing as the villagers were dead already.


§


Another memory, from not long after they had met.


Their hands were wrapped tight inside each other’s. They were strolling around a circular pond. As they walked their shoulders touched, as if by accident—but there was nothing accidental about it. He’d found it hard to breathe, he remembered that. It was warm—July, he thought. They hadn’t slept at all the night before and he’d wondered, if they let each other go, whether they might just tumble to the ground. Looking back at it, they’d known then how it must end.


‘I love you,’ he’d said. It was a statement of fact. He hadn’t meant to say it out loud. He looked at her, wondering what she might say. He’d had to lean towards her, his cheek touching her cheek, to hear her response.




‘I know.’


She carried her own light with her that day—a glow that made each detail of her shimmer even though the sky was overcast. It tore the breath from his lungs when he looked at her. It emptied his mind so that the simplest task was made complex. Each time he was near her he wanted to wrap his arms around her—not to hold her but to protect her. When he was close enough to catch her scent it made him feel drunk.


He smiled at her and, even then, tried to hold the moment within himself—to fix it just as it was. He’d known the memory would be precious in the times to come. And it was just the two of them for that instant. All that surrounded them—the Gestapo, the police, the brutality and the fear—was somewhere else.


Later, in the east, when everything was white and grey and death was never further away than the next moment, he’d tried to bring that morning back to life. But the joy had gone from it. In his memory they’d become mourners, following their own cortège. The war had changed him by then. He’d become a pale, frayed version of himself and the hardness he had accumulated along the way had distorted even the past. She was gone. And he was to blame. And what was the point in thinking about it?


But, still, he had been that other person once. It was something to hold on to, painful as it was.


The man above him died during the night. Quietly, without fuss. He wondered, in his lucid moments, if he was dying also. Then he reminded himself that he’d been dying since the moment he’d been born. That was how life worked. Once you remembered that, everything became easier.


§


He had no idea how long they had been on the train, or where they were. Time was something that had ceased to be tangible. Sometimes it was dark and sometimes it was light. Sometimes the sun was in the sky, sometimes the moon. There was no pattern to it. The orderlies placed his stretcher beside a window and sometimes the nurse opened it a crack, allowing in a freezing current of air that cut like a scalpel through the fug that filled the carriage—the fetid mixture of disinfectant and bodily stench.


The train now travelled through snow-heavy forests and glassy tunnels, across ice-arced bridges and along frozen rivers. It passed white fields that stretched as far as the eye could see, for days on end. At one stage it slowly picked its way through a bombed-out train station—the buildings still smouldering. The snow had melted in blackened circles around them. The smell reminded him of where he’d come from—burned flesh and charred wood. There was no order to the scenery they had passed—he had no idea when or where each image belonged. He hoped they were going west—away from the Front.


He didn’t see many people—but that didn’t surprise him. There were fewer of them these days. The war had taken so many.


Another moment from the past. A meeting in the apartment of a man he didn’t know—possibly a lecturer from the university, although it was not discussed. Someone had asked Brandt to come. A friend. Someone who had known how he felt about the Nazis. The man in the apartment had given them new names. He had been insistent that they must never use their real ones. They must never ask any other member of the group anything about themselves and they must never reveal anything either. It would be better this way. The less they knew about each other, the better.


The man in the apartment took the name Willi. Brandt’s new name had been Oskar. The blonde girl, his own age, was Judith. Oskar and Judith. They had been paired together. They would leave the leaflets in public places, where ordinary people might find them and know there were people who still resisted. No one would suspect a young couple.


Not with the swastika pins they would wear in their lapels.


§




The nurse said they were going to a hospital near Hamburg. All the other hospitals were full. Each morning the sun rose behind them and each evening it set ahead of them. And that was good. He’d had enough of the east.


Sometimes they had to wait while other trains passed—going towards where they’d come from. He saw boys looking at the train with round eyes, their uniforms still stiff with newness—their faces framed by windows grey with ice and fog. They were so young. Someone had told him they were calling up sixteen-year-olds now, and these must be some of them. Their pink cheeks had never seen a razor, of that he was sure.


The older men, the pale ones who had been to the Front before, paid no attention to the hospital train—they concentrated on their cigarettes or just looked away. He didn’t mind—he would have done the same.


§


Another moment from the past, whenever that had been. A bench outside Willi’s apartment building, Brandt sitting beside her. They were early and Willi hadn’t put the watering can out onto his balcony yet—the signal that it was safe to come up. It had been a warm afternoon. They decided to enjoy the sun while they waited.


The city was quiet. The only sound he remembered was the rumble of a cart’s wheels along the cobbled street and the clip-clop of the horse’s lethargic hooves. They didn’t hear the door open onto the balcony. They never saw the men drag him out. The first they knew that anything was wrong was Willi’s body hitting the pavement—a wet thud. By the time they’d stood up he was nothing more than a crumpled pile of clothing. A widening pool of blood surrounding him. Someone screamed. People ran towards the body. Brandt looked up and saw the two men arguing on Willi’s balcony.


Without a word they walked away, her trembling hand holding on to his elbow. By the time they reached the corner, he was almost carrying her. There was a queue outside a cinema and they joined it. A Zarah Leander movie—they’d been planning to go and see it anyway.


In the darkness, they held each other close and after a while they calmed down. Zarah Leander’s silver face filled the screen, singing:




I will never regret what I did


and what happened from love





Judith turned to him and brought his ear close to her mouth.


‘Take me home.’


And later, while they lay in her bed, holding on to each other in case they might lose one another in its narrow space, she told him her secret.


§


On the last day, not long before the train arrived at a yard filled with ambulances and efficient women, they saw another train—a long line of snow-roofed cattle trucks, halted in a siding to allow them to pass slowly by. The stationary wagons had no windows, only small slits high in their wooden sides from which steam rose into the frozen air. The slits were blocked by rusted iron bars, garlanded with barbed wire. From some of them—not all—thin, blood-streaked hands ignored the wire to reach out, as if looking for something their owners couldn’t see. The hands moved like weeds in a turgid sea, slowly, back and forth. And even over the sound of their own train’s rolling wheels he could hear the music of the people inside—a groaning dissonance.


On top of one of the cars a guard stood, his rifle slung over his shoulder, his chin buried into a fur-lined coat. He was smoking a cigarette that poked out from his upturned collar, its glowing tip bright against the white of the sky behind him.


At first he didn’t seem aware of the train as it slowly passed. But then he looked across, squinting against the flat sun—examining it. His chin coming out of its hiding place so that Brandt could see the kindly eyes and a plump lower lip.


Somehow, they caught each other’s eye.


The guard looked across the small space between them and smiled. His teeth were broken and yellow. His eyes glittered. He appeared to be on the point of laughing merrily. The guard’s smile grew even wider and then he inclined his head towards the truck beneath him, as if inviting Brandt to look for himself.


Then he winked.


And then he was gone.
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IT WASN’T CERTAIN how Brandt had been injured. No one else from his unit had been on the train and no one knew anything about him. This wasn’t so unusual, it seemed—no one was certain what was happening at the Front these days. That disappointed him. He’d hoped someone had known—that there had been some point to it all.


He’d no memory of the Soviet attack—the one which the other men from the train remembered so clearly. He remembered only that they had been in retreat for months but that they had held the Russians, more or less, at the Dnieper. They’d been hoping for a quiet Christmas—a chance to make sense of things, to dig in deeper. To make themselves a little more comfortable. But the Ivans had only been gathering their strength. He must have been blown up in the early stages of the new offensive—by a shell or a bomb or a rocket. Or maybe all three. Certainly the doctors spent enough time picking shrapnel out of him, taking him apart, putting him back together. For weeks he lay on his back, seeing the frozen steppe he’d left behind in the cracked white ceiling above him. And, when the morphine took its hold—seeing other things as well.


The months came and went. Easter passed by and, slowly, he became a little more solid—in his own mind at least. He was alive.


He knew he was lucky. The rest of the battalion had been surrounded near Korsun. Some of them must have got out—some always did. But he heard nothing from anyone. Perhaps they had just been swallowed up by the winter snow.


Perhaps he was the last of them.


§


When he was sufficiently recovered to sit outside, and it was warm enough, the nurses found a uniform for him. It wasn’t new but he didn’t mind that it probably belonged to a dead man—he was long past being squeamish about such things. They ordered duplicates of his combat badges and his medals and a nurse with a permanent frown was kind enough to sew the badges on so that everyone could see he’d done his duty.


An older, one-armed man came and spoke to the patients about his career as a bootmaker, and how having one arm was in many ways an advantage. He spoke with his head bowed, looking at the floor in front of him. They listened politely, understanding his reluctance to meet their gaze.


§


Another time a priest came to visit and sat with Brandt in the gardens, speaking to him about God’s infinite wisdom and how his sacrifice might have been for a greater purpose. Brandt let him talk. When, eventually, the priest ran out of words, he turned to him and asked the question that had been in his mind for some time.


‘Father, I used to be a soldier—and now I can’t be any more. You could say one life has ended and another has begun. How should I live this new life of mine, do you think?’


The priest looked at him in surprise, as if the answer were obvious. As if that was what he had been talking about for the last however long it was.


‘Why, in Christ, of course.’


‘As a good man, you mean? I should resist evil, then? In all its forms?’




The priest looked uncertain, turning to see if they could be overheard. He opened his mouth to speak, then thought better of it.


‘There’s no need to say anything, Father. I think I understand.’


The priest didn’t stay long after that.


§


Brandt wrote to his father. His father was a medical man, so he spared him none of the details. His father had been a surgeon in the first war so there was little chance of him being shocked by the injuries themselves. Obviously, no one liked such things to happen to their own son, but Brandt was alive, more or less. His father would take comfort from that.


§


The act of writing home brought to mind the pressing dilemma of what to do when he was discharged. The army no longer needed him, they only wanted healthy flesh for the graves to the east, and hammering nails into leather for the rest of his life didn’t appeal. He considered picking up the student life that had ended so abruptly—but the thought of returning to Vienna and the university brought with it so many memories and emotions that he soon discarded the idea. There was nothing for him in Vienna. He thought about going somewhere else—a different university—but he was too old now. Not so much in years—twenty-five was still young enough—but in other ways.


If the truth were told, he hadn’t much enthusiasm for the life that faced him. Most of the time, the mere thought of another day’s existence had him swallowing bile.


Even if he could find a job, he wasn’t sure he had the physical or mental strength to move to somewhere he didn’t know. Not least because the American and British had bombed the larger German cities to rubble and were now moving on to the smaller ones. The closer the Allies advanced the worse it would become. They’d be bombing hamlets by the time the war ended. Aside from the danger, the destruction meant that finding a place to live would be almost impossible—so many houses had been bombed out that people were camping in the parks in some places, or sleeping in air-raid shelters. In his condition, he needed a roof over his head. And then there was the food problem, the soldiers who knew better told him. The ration wasn’t enough and in the cities it was hard to supplement it from other sources if you didn’t have connections—and he didn’t. Even if he did, it was clear his soldier’s pension wouldn’t go far.


And then, after all that, there was the likelihood of more bombing.


It wasn’t that he was afraid of dying. He was afraid of the pain that might go with another injury, but to a large extent he was reconciled to his mortality. He’d been living in expectation of death for so long he wondered whether, now that he was safe, a part of him missed the fear. Dying, in his experience, was easy enough. And after you were gone, few people cared that much. Not past the first week or so, anyway. They just carried on with their own existence. With his injuries, the likelihood was his future would be difficult—at best, bearable. But it would be, as he’d said to the priest, a new life—something different. He would make the best of it—live virtuously, if such a thing were still possible in a world like this.


He would make amends.


§


So he decided to go back to the village. It was the place where everything had begun, after all.
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ANOTHER TRAIN JOURNEY. This one to the southeastern reaches of the Reichsgau of Upper Silesia—to home.


The first train, when it arrived, was full. Brandt’s heart sank when he saw the passengers’ bodies pressed flat against the windows and the flushed faces of those already crammed into the carriage. He wasn’t sure if he was strong enough to push his way on. Nor whether he had the endurance to stand for the six hours this stage of the journey would take. But when the passengers saw him—with his empty sleeve and his still raw, torn, patched-together face—a seat was found for him. It was done quietly, without fuss—and without reference to him.


The strange thing about the whole business was that no one looked at him and no one spoke to him. What discussion could there have been, anyway? You fought, you were broken and now you have returned. So what? At least he got a seat out of it. And when the guard forced her way through, looking for tickets, it turned out he needn’t have bought one. Not that he had. The army had been kind enough to send him home, at least.


§


He must have fallen asleep at some point. There wasn’t much air in the carriage; it was warm and the rhythm of the train had lulled him. He remembered how his head had become heavy and his eyes had closed of their own accord.


He hadn’t dreamed about the woman from the cafe for months—not since they’d stopped giving him morphine, and possibly even before that. Yet here she was, sitting opposite him—in the same train, except it was now empty but for the two of them. She wore a tweed skirt, beneath which her legs were crossed. He could see the shape of her ankle above her shoe, remembered his lips kissing her there—just there. Remembered how she’d laughed and twisted, claiming she was ticklish there—just there.


He raised his eyes to meet hers. Grey, amused. Her lips, fuller than he remembered, were shaped by a small, secret smile—as if she knew something that he did not. She tilted her head backwards, an appraising angle—her nose raised as if to sniff him out.


He opened his mouth to speak to her—to ask where she had been, what had happened to her. To tell her that there was still a part of him that—She raised a long finger to her lips to stop his words.


She looked out of the window, at the countryside they passed through. It was different now, he saw. There were bodies in each ploughed furrow—hundreds of naked corpses cluttering the fields.


She turned back to him, shaking her head—a tear rolling down her cheek. He could smell burning flesh.


He awoke with a start. Someone was pushing at his knee. He looked around him, disorientated by all the people who had suddenly appeared in the carriage, by the empty yellow fields the train passed through. He was shivering.


The other passengers looked at him sideways from round eyes and he wondered what he might have said.


§


Germany had seen better days, that much was clear. The cities had been flattened and what was left standing looked as though it stood out of stubbornness alone. The train stations were broken and scarred, the rubble pushed into mounds wherever there was space for it, bricks stacked in incongruously neat piles. Yet, somehow, everything was still carrying on—he couldn’t imagine how. No one looked as though they’d slept and only those with Party badges as if they’d eaten recently—and even they didn’t look as though it had been more than once or twice. Everyone’s clothes seemed to have been handed down from a larger sibling and no one appeared to have the energy to wash any more. But still they stood and still they moved.


At least Dresden was untouched. He spent the time until the next train arrived walking through its narrow streets, overhung by teetering medieval houses and history itself. He found himself in a bar with a mug of weak beer in front of him—no charge for the returning hero—and looked around him—at the other customers, at the people who passed by in the street outside. He wondered if they knew that all of this must come to an end. It didn’t seem so. The radio was still spewing out the same rubbish from behind the bar and the newspaper that had been left on the counter for the customers was nonsense from front to back. So no one had told them that the war was lost—that all they were doing in the east was delaying the end. But everyone knew, didn’t they? They must know by now.


Back at the station, the train was filled with refugees—mothers and children making their way to the eastern Reichgaus, far away from the Allied bombers—and soldiers with a destination still further east. He wondered if the women knew any safety would only be temporary. The soldiers knew it. He could see it in their blank gazes and the way their mouths pinched tight around their cigarettes. The way they avoided looking at the crippled soldier they shared the carriage with.


Brandt sat back and thought about the village. He hadn’t lived there for a long time—and he had changed, of course. But the village had changed as well. For a start it was German now, whereas it had been Polish when he’d left it and Austrian when he’d been born—although that was a different story. When his father had written to him, he’d dropped hints as to what kind of changes had come to pass:


The Glintzmanns have moved away.




He’d an idea what that meant—and it wasn’t good news for the Glintzmanns. How many Jews had been living in the village and its surroundings before the war? Brandt could think of six families off the top of his head and he was sure there would have been more. When the peace came, there would be a settling of accounts—of that he was certain. And not just for what had been done to the Jews.


Pavel has come to work for me.


Pavel, his father’s old friend, had owned one of the largest farms in the valley. His son, Hubert, had been Brandt’s childhood playmate and, more than that, Hubert had been engaged to Brandt’s sister before the war. But Pavel and Hubert were Polish and the valley was now part of Germany. Their land must have been given to ethnic Germans from the Balkans or further east—the Volksdeutsche. Otherwise why would Pavel Lensky have come to work for Brandt’s father? And what, Brandt wondered, had become of Hubert?


The thing was, he might never have a chance to visit his home again, if he didn’t go now. He’d stay for a week or two. Maybe a month. He’d make his peace with his father. He’d visit his mother’s grave. He’d see people he hadn’t seen for a long time—old friends, relatives.


But the Glintzmanns would be gone, of course. He wouldn’t be seeing the Glintzmanns on his visit.
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THE STATION IN the town beneath the valley hadn’t changed, as far as he could see. He looked around him as the train wheezed to a slow halt. Then made his way through the carriage to the door. A young woman opened it for him and passed down his suitcase. He thanked her but she didn’t smile or meet his eye. He was used to that by now and took no offence.


He remembered the ticket office from before, with its white wooden panelling and the list of train times displayed in a brass frame beside its arched window. The last time he’d been here, his father had bought the ticket to Vienna from that same window—not knowing the train would end up taking his son halfway across Russia.


The waiting rooms were the same and the platforms, turned a warm yellow by the summer sun, were also as his memory had preserved them—straight, clean and graced by evenly distanced benches that precisely matched their twins on the other side of the tracks. They didn’t have stations like this in Russia. Not any more, anyway.


The stationmaster blew her whistle, there was a whooshing cloud of steam and then the engine began to move forward, the train squealing and clanking as it followed it.


It was hot—he put his case down for a moment and wiped the sweat from his neck with the sleeve of his jacket.


There were differences, of course—not least the fact that the stationmaster who stood, her flag under her arm, watching the train disappear, was a woman. He remembered a stout gentleman with silver buttons and a white handlebar moustache, the tips stained yellow by nicotine. He’d been a Pole and the woman was an ethnic German. From Romania, he thought when she spoke to him, offering to carry his suitcase.


‘No thanks, I can manage it.’


‘Are you sure?’ she asked, her eyes examining his medals and badges—his empty sleeve.


He nodded. He could manage his suitcase.


‘Thank you all the same.’


§


There were no longer any posters in Polish, of course. Not that there had been that many before. This area had always been largely German speaking, even before the war. A more pronounced difference was in the subject matter. Before, the posters had been full of smiling men and women, tins of food, cars and holiday destinations—bright colours and images of happiness. Now they were starker. Soldiers, bombs, aeroplanes, tanks, monstrous enemies and, of course, swastikas. Everywhere swastikas.


‘Are you going far?’ The stationmaster had followed him along the platform. ‘I could ask someone to give you a lift, if you’d like.’


‘It’s all right, my father is coming. I’ll wait outside for him. Thank you again.’


He was surprised his father hadn’t been there to meet him off the train, but perhaps he’d been delayed. He walked out into the sunshine of a fine July afternoon, leant back against one of the columns that held up the entrance portico and pulled the packet of cigarettes from the top pocket of his tunic, manoeuvring one into his mouth. The railway woman watched him from inside the station. He watched her in return, wondering what was bothering her. He saw her coming to a decision, then walking towards him.


‘Is it all right if I wait here?’ he said, deciding to pre-empt her.




‘There’s a bench to the side. It’s in the shade. You’d be happier there.’


Her voice was firm—the kind of voice you might use with a child who needed to be corrected.


He decided to say nothing in response.


After a moment she began to shake her head slowly, placing her hands on her hips. He saw her mouth tightening and it made him smile. He shook his head, equally slowly, also in the negative.


‘What do you mean—shaking your head like that at me?’


‘You mean the way you’re shaking yours at me?’


He wondered if she’d been offended by his not allowing her to carry his bag. Or was it just his standing here? A mutilated, one-armed soldier—perhaps she thought he made the station look untidy?


‘Didn’t you hear what I said?’ she asked, ignoring his question.


He’d had enough of her now.


‘I hear you. I see your bench. But it’s shaded over there and I need to be in the sun. It’s good for my skin, the doctors say. They’ve ordered me to spend as much time as possible in the sun. Therefore the relationship between me and the sun is a military matter. And as you know—military matters take precedence over civilian concerns until the final victory is achieved.’


She looked at him for a moment, her mouth open. He was impressed as well. He hadn’t spoken that many words, all at once, since he’d been injured. He lit his cigarette, closed his eyes and, leaning back against the cast-iron column, allowed the smoke to wash through him. Even through his closed eyelids, the sun was red and hot. Somewhere nearby a bonfire was burning and grass had recently been cut.


He heard the woman grunt, then listened to the sound of her footsteps making their way back into the station. He imagined her angry mouth had shrivelled in on itself. Woe betide anyone who didn’t have the right ticket this afternoon.


The satisfaction didn’t last long. He felt regret. He’d promised himself, back in the hospital, to live his life in a certain way. Not like this. He thought about following her and apologizing—but decided against it. She wouldn’t take it easily. He could be certain of that. It would only make things worse. No, he should just enjoy his cigarette and the warmth of the sun and forget about the whole thing. That would be best.


So he did.


§


‘Paul?’


The tone was uncertain, but he recognized the voice. He opened his eyes and found his father was smaller than he remembered—his face thinner. His black hair was now grey and there was less of it, the mottled skin of his scalp visible through its thin covering. His blue eyes were still clear, though. They were also wary.


‘Here I am, Father. Home from the war.’


He saw relief, tinged with a more understandable regret, which his father did his best to hide.


‘Good, I’m glad of it. I’m late, of course. And today of all days. It was unavoidable. An Order Police road block. I should have left earlier.’


Brandt shook his head.


‘Don’t worry—I’ve been enjoying the sun.’


His father climbed the steps toward him, reached out and touched Brandt’s arm with the tips of his fingers, gently, as if concerned he might hurt him if his touch was any heavier.


‘It’s good to have you back,’ he said. ‘Thank God you made it through. You don’t look so bad, you know. Not so bad at all.’


Brandt couldn’t help himself, he laughed. He knew what he looked like. There was no point in pretending otherwise.


His father said nothing in response. He leant down and picked up Brandt’s suitcase, his expression grave. He took Brandt’s arm once again to guide him across the road.


‘You must be tired. Come on, the buggy is over there. I can’t tell you how happy I am. Monika and Ernst and the others are at the farm, waiting to see you. It’s so good to have you back.’


His father tried to carry on, but shook his head—unable to.




Brandt made an effort to smile. He wasn’t sure what the smile would look like, if it would look like anything at all. Hopefully it would appear agreeable. His father appeared more vulnerable than before. He wanted to reassure him, to wash away the harsh sound of his earlier laughter. They mounted the buggy and sat side by side in silence, his father unwinding the reins and then flicking the horses onwards.


There were very few people on the streets as they made their way through the town and those who were about showed no interest in them, walking with their heads low, focussed on the pavement in front of them. They passed the Party offices, where blood-red flags hung loose, adorned with spider-like swastikas. His father guided the buggy through the market, closed today—empty boxes piled beside empty stalls. The main square was also deserted, the Catholic church’s doors closed. He imagined people watching them from windows. Eyes following them as the horses made their way slowly along the road that led out of the town in the direction of their village. He felt cold, even though the day was warm.


The outskirts of the town had changed out of all recognition. Factories stood where open fields had once rolled. Steam and smoke pumped out of tall chimneys and the clank of heavy machinery could be heard. They passed a building site, on which thin men in threadbare uniforms worked. They spoke to each other in English.


‘British prisoners of war,’ his father said, in response to his unvoiced question.


‘And them?’ Brandt asked, inclining his head towards a column of shaven-headed men, their cheeks hollowed and their eyes shadowed. They wore striped pyjama uniforms. On their breasts were white strips on which were numbers and symbols. Many of them, but not all, had yellow stars. Others had green triangles, some red. Many were barefoot or wore hand-fashioned wooden clogs—some had caps—others didn’t. All of them were black with sun and dirt. None of them paid any attention to Brandt and his father. Four bored-looking guards walked alongside the column, SS badges on their collars.




‘There’s a work camp outside the town,’ his father said in a quiet voice, when they had passed. ‘The prisoners are assigned to the local factories and farms.’


They passed another factory, and then crossed the river. They turned right onto the gravel road that led up to the valley. It ran alongside the river, farmland rolling away on either side of them into the distance. He could see young men working in the fields, their arms thin but muscled.


‘Who are they?’


His father squinted across at them, then shrugged his shoulders.


‘Not from the camp. Foreign workers or prisoners of war. They could be Poles—most were sent further east four years ago, but they’ve brought thousands of them back as labourers now.’


‘I remember. So Pavel works for you now?’


His father nodded and spat onto the verge. As if he had a bad taste in his mouth. Brandt couldn’t remember him ever having spat in the past.


‘He does. It was the only way he could stay in the valley.’


‘Thank you for the letters,’ Brandt said, changing the subject. ‘They were always welcome.’


‘And yours. Not so many of them, of course. But I know how war is.’


‘I’m sorry.’


‘Don’t be. You’re taller, did you know that?’


‘Am I?’


‘Ten centimetres, I should think. Or perhaps I’m shorter. And your voice is very different.’


‘The injuries weren’t only external.’ There was a pause in the conversation. Brandt wasn’t surprised—in fact, he had expected things to be more awkward than they were. He looked around him, seeing how the surroundings had changed and yet also remained the same. Up ahead the road rose, as did the forested hills on either side of the river, closing in as they did so. Soon they would be shaded by the trees that overhung the road. It was just as well—the heat was making him sleepy.




‘How was it?’ his father asked when the pause had stretched so long that Brandt had begun to wonder if he might have to say something himself.


‘How was what?’


‘The last few years, of course.’


Brandt glanced across at his father, who gave him a half-smile.


‘Well, I can see it wasn’t good,’ his father said. ‘I may be older but I’m not blind. Is it as bad out there as they say?’


‘It’s everything they say, and then worse again.’


His father nodded, his suspicions confirmed.


‘So you didn’t become a believer, then? In all this?’


‘A Nazi? Me? No.’


‘We thought at first—when you enlisted—that you might have.’


Brandt shook his head.


‘I got into some trouble and I was arrested. They gave me a choice—a camp or the Wehrmacht. It wasn’t much of a choice.’


There was a long pause. Brandt remembered sitting in the back of the van on the way to the Hotel Metropole—the Gestapo Headquarters in Vienna. The last time he’d seen her. They’d sat facing each other, knee to knee. The Gestapo men had been beside them, talking about a football game they’d been to—ignoring them. He pushed the memory away from him but not before he wished, as always, that he’d leant forward and kissed her, one last time.


‘It must have seemed strange,’ he said.


‘It did. We found out what had happened later on, of course—some of it, anyway. We were proud.’


Brandt felt the temptation to laugh once again, but suppressed it. The idea that his father should be proud of him seemed odd. He took a deep breath.


‘It was childish stuff, really,’ Brandt said. ‘Posters and leaflets. We were students. Naive. We didn’t last long before they caught us. I couldn’t write and tell you anything, of course. My post was monitored. I had a black mark against my name.’


‘We guessed as much.’




Another long pause before his father continued.


‘You hear stories about the east and then you see what happens close to home. All the Jews have gone from the village. Every single one of them. And from everywhere around as well. The work camp in the town is bad enough but there’s a much bigger camp—further down the river. Everyone knows what goes on there, even if no one speaks of it. And this is Germany, for now at least. It must be even worse out there.’


‘It’s bad everywhere.’


There was another lengthy silence. He hadn’t known there were camps this close to the village, but there seemed to be camps wherever there were Germans. The thought made him sick.


When the silence became oppressive, Brandt took a cigarette from his pocket and lit it. He offered the packet to his father.


‘Here, these aren’t too bad.’


His father took one, running its length under his nose as though it were a fine cigar.


‘I might save it for my pipe. Have you many cigarettes with you?’


His father tried to sound offhand, but he didn’t quite convince. Yet another humiliation of the war—to want things so badly that it became necessary to embarrass yourself to obtain them.


‘A couple of hundred—I got as many as I could before I left the hospital. Go on, smoke it, you might not get the chance later. That’s what we used to say at the Front. Are they hard to come by here?’


‘Very hard. There’s the black market, but it isn’t worth the risk. If I was a member of the Party, then it might be possible, but I’m not and there’s Monika to think of. I’ve got a black mark against my name as well, you know. And they like to make examples of people from time to time, even though they know everyone does it.’


‘What kind of black mark?’


‘I don’t practise any more. When the Jews were still here—well, some of them had been my patients for years. I couldn’t just abandon them.’


‘They stopped you practising?’




‘The mayor advised me to concentrate on the farm. You’ll remember him—Weber the baker. He was in the Party from the start—before you even left, I think. Back before the war.’


Brandt remembered Weber. A thick-armed, thick-chested man with unnaturally round eyes and corn-blonde hair. A weak man in a strong body.


‘I think he meant well—in fact, I think he intervened on my behalf. He was involved in evicting the Poles but at least he was from around here. He did his best for those he knew—he’s turned a blind eye to Pavel for all this time. The Jews we can’t speak about—and he was in that up to his neck—but there are far worse than him.’


‘All of them are gone?’


‘The Jews? All of them. He organized it. He knew where they lived. He led the operation personally.’


‘I see,’ Brandt said. He felt a shiver run through him and rolled his shoulder to shake it off—but the disquiet stayed with him. He closed his eyes for a moment, the sunshine seeming too bright for his dark thoughts.


‘It was Weber who told me about Vienna. About your arrest. At the time, I was frightened for you but it explained some things. At least you did something. I wish I had done more.’


‘You did. That’s why we both have our black marks.’


His father nodded.


‘Maybe I did a very small thing. Not enough.’


Brandt couldn’t help but nod. It was the right thing to think—it was what he thought. He’d been given another life, after all. It was tempting to think there might be a reason for it.


‘I’m sorry I couldn’t come before,’ Brandt said. ‘I wasn’t allowed to for the first three years. Local passes only—two days at most. And by then we were fighting in Russia. After that, whenever my turn came round—and it didn’t much—something came up to get in the way of it. They gave the married men priority, naturally—particularly the ones with children. And then there were the Party members, of course. I nearly made it once but then a man in my platoon lost his wife in an air raid. Two children in hospital, so he got my place. And then it was last year and we were surrounded for a week and had to fight our way out, and after that, well, it was more difficult. I’m sorry.’


His father shook his head in disagreement.


‘Your mother understood. She knew you’d have come if you could.’


Brandt nodded, conscious that he hadn’t told the entire truth. He wondered if his father could tell.


‘Things are very different,’ his father said. ‘Not for the better. Many people have left. We live in a German village now, you see. There’s no room for non-Germans. And even the Germans have been thinned out. Just women, children and old men like me.’


Brandt was glad when another silence developed between them—not entirely a comfortable one perhaps, but one that didn’t need filling. It was such a peaceful scene—the perfume of the flowers that lined the verges filled the air around them. He wanted just to exist for a moment or two. To let some of the emotion he felt fall away. Perhaps he was successful in his aim, or perhaps the warmth of the sun and the rhythmic sway of the buggy combined to have their effect, but he soon found himself struggling to keep his eyes open.


Whether he drifted off or not, he couldn’t be sure, but he must have come close. What alerted him, abruptly, was the change in temperature. He found that he was fully awake, looking around him for something not quite right. They were inside the trees now, following the winding road that ran along the steeply sloped side of the valley. It was narrow here, and the drop to the river below was almost vertical. The only noise was the sound of the horse’s hooves and the turning of the buggy’s wheels. Brandt found himself squinting upwards, looking for something or someone in the dark shadows of the wooded slope to their right. He had the strong sensation that they were being watched.


‘They don’t bother anyone during the day, don’t worry,’ his father said.


‘Who?’


‘Partisans, bandits, people trying to survive. They hide out in the forest around here. The Order Police used to sweep for them—but there aren’t enough Order Police left for that now.’




‘Partisans? Here?’


‘Most certainly here.’


Brandt lit a cigarette and handed another to his father. He stopped scanning the forest. If they were there, there wasn’t anything he could do about it. When he finished half the cigarette he stubbed the butt out on his heel, putting it in his pocket.


‘For your pipe,’ he said when he saw his father looking across at him.


‘Thank you.’


They sat, once again silent, listening to the horse’s heavy tread. The road levelled off as it turned gently to the left, the trees thinning where the valley widened. Soon they would be able to see the church’s spire.
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SEVERAL HUNDRED YEARS previously, a bridge had been built ahead of them, where the river was calmed by a wide bend in its course. Not long after the bridge had been built, a church had followed and, as the valley here was broad and fertile, a village had grown around it, building by building. Fields had been cleared on the gentle slopes that rose and farm buildings scattered on both sides of the river—right up to the tree line.


The bridge’s arches still marched across the river’s width but the dam—built further up the valley where it narrowed once again—now carried most of the traffic that would otherwise have come this way. The church’s spire still dominated the village’s few streets and alleyways and, as they approached, its bell rang out twice, as if in greeting. There were some new houses on the outskirts and some of the older buildings had been reroofed and spruced up while others had tumbled still further into disrepair. It was even sleepier than Brandt remembered it.


The road took them along the main street, where the butcher’s and the bakery still stood, past the police station and the small village hall, then through the church square to the higher valley beyond. The only people they passed were two youngsters in brown shirts and shorts, talking underneath the square’s oak tree. The red scarves at their necks marked them out as Hitler Youth. Apart from the boys, who paid them no attention, they saw no one.




‘It seems empty without—’ Brandt began, but his father interrupted him by raising a hand—nodding in greeting to an older man approaching them along the valley road. It was neatly done. Brandt didn’t recognize the man but he returned Brandt’s gaze intently, his grey eyes bright in a face dark from the summer sun. They strayed to Brandt’s empty sleeve before turning their attention to Brandt’s father, nodding in response to his raised hand.


When they were alone on the road that led away from the village, his father finally spoke.


‘That was Brunner. A Volksdeutsch from the Ukraine. A Party member.’


Brandt understood.


‘I don’t come into the village much these days,’ his father continued, as if Brunner might be the explanation. ‘Monika goes instead, mostly. It’s good for her to get out away from the farm—even to here.’


His father was waiting for him to ask a question.


‘What happened to Hubert?’


His father sighed.


‘He was here for a while—I took him on, of course. He could have stayed and been safe—at least safer than he would have been anywhere else—but then one day he was gone. I didn’t ask where he went because it’s better that way. But not too far away, I don’t think. Perhaps Monika doesn’t stay here just to keep me company.’ Brandt wondered about his sister, spending her youth in the valley—isolated, by virtue of being German, from much of the terror and loss that surrounded her. Her staying seemed a sensible choice to him. But as for Hubert?


Brandt thought back to the watchers in the forest and wondered if Hubert had been one of them.


The road turned once again, climbing as the valley closed in, trees coming down the slope to run alongside it, so that the buggy travelled in their shade. To their right, far below, he could see the remnants of the old road, built before the dam and made redundant by it. Ahead of them, the dam itself spread across the narrow gap, its buttresses, containing the turbines, spewing water down into a pool from where the new river flowed. The old river, when it had been in the mood, had regularly burst its banks further down its course, inundating the town and flooding the plain. The dam had tamed it, and widened the lake that had always run along the centre of the valley to form a reservoir. Now the dam’s turbines powered the factories in the town from which they had just come.


On this side of the dam, the eastern side, men were working with spades and picks, digging out wide and deep trenches on either side of the road that led across the barrier’s length. They piled the earth that they were excavating onto the higher side, the water side, creating large banks in front of which the deep ditches ran—ten metres or so in width. Tank traps.


The dam was being fortified. Tumbles of barbed wire ran across the approaches and behind the tank traps. Higher, so it would dominate the approaches to the dam, Brandt could see a bunker being built into the side of the slope and, on either side of the road, a zig-zag trench. Someone, somewhere, was expecting the Russians to roll into this valley in the near future. He glanced across at his father, who shrugged his shoulders.


‘After all that’s happened over the last few years, a price will have to be paid.’


Brandt thought about replying—but what could he say? After all, even if none of this had been their fault—even if they’d done their best—it had been done in their name. And, of course, in Brandt’s case, he’d fought in the east—and no one who had fought in Russia could wash their hands of what had happened there.


The dam behind them, the road ran alongside the reservoir, wide and twinkling blue in the sunlight. He considered asking his father to stop for a moment. Perhaps he could cool his feet in its water. But he remembered Monika waiting at home for him and quashed the thought.


There were more young men working in the fields here—some of them wearing worn-out military uniforms. Some were French and British but he heard other accents and languages as well. He saw no Russian prisoners of war but they must be here somewhere. They couldn’t all have been murdered.


They turned off the main road, towards the farm. So strong was the sense of home now that it was as if he recognized each rock, each tree and each fence post. He saw thin, dark men in prison pyjamas cutting hay, a guard watching over them—his rifle at the ready. His father answered his unvoiced question.


‘There’s another work camp at the far end of the valley, to serve the mine. Most of them work in the mine, of course, but some are sent out to the fields if the farmer pays them enough. Not to our farm, I can promise you that.’


The buggy’s reins were wrapped around the older man’s fists, and when he said the word ‘them’, he pointed towards a new building, one that Brandt didn’t remember, that stood up from the road ahead. It was long and low, more than fifty metres from one end to the other, its wooden walls still crisp with new whitewash. The grassy slope that led down to the road in front of the building was carefully tended—if it weren’t for the high barbed-wire fence and deep protective ditch that surrounded it, you might have thought the place was a hotel. Before the war, there had been a military fortification in the same spot, built by the Polish army to defend the dam from the Germans. At first he couldn’t see it, but it was still there, partially obscured by a manicured hedge—useless now that the threat was coming from the opposite direction. In front of the hut, on a tall whitewashed pole, an SS flag flew.


‘What are they doing here?’


Brandt looked at the building with fresh eyes. Its rustic decoration, the terrace that ran the entire length of the side of the building that overlooked the reservoir, the wooden-tiled roof—all seemed now to have a more sinister aspect to them. And then there was the wire. And the guardhouse.


‘It’s a rest hut,’ his father answered.


But Brandt wasn’t listening—he was watching a woman walk down the slope of the hut’s lawn, a rake held in her hands. She was thin, painfully so, and the grubby pyjamas she wore were several sizes too large for her, the black vertical stripes like prison bars she could carry around with her. Above her left breast a thin strip of white fabric had been sewn, then marked with a hand-drawn red triangle and a number. The woman’s hair was little more than fuzz but it might have been blonde, originally. It was too short to be able to tell for certain.


‘It’s best not to look too closely. They don’t take kindly to it.’


An SS man sat on a low wall, further up the hill, his rifle beside him and the top buttons of his tunic undone. He was more interested in the view than Brandt and his father—or indeed the women who were working in the garden. There were six women in total, two with a red triangle on their prison pyjamas, two with a dark blue triangle and two with a yellow star. He had no idea what the triangles indicated, but he knew what the yellow star meant.


The strange thing was that the woman he’d noticed first was familiar to him for some reason.
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