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“AS THE LONDON DIVISIONS of the glorious troops of the Fatherland march proudly past the gauleiter’s podium, they salute the Thousand Year Reich!” the announcer intoned pompously. “Following them, in impressive formation, are the noble soldiers of our great allies, the Red Army! Together our victorious armies will defeat the evil empire of capitalist gangsters across the Atlantic and claim our rightful place as the only superpower of the millennium!”


It was enough to make him get up and turn the television off. The room went dark, illuminated only by the thin strip of orange light that scattered off the night fog to find its way through the gap between the shade and the window frame. The ominous thump, thump, thump of a police helicopter flying low overhead rattled the thin glass of the windowpane. Neither of them took any notice of it.


Allison slumped onto the pillow on his bed and took a deep drag off the cigarette he had momentarily abandoned. “Did you go?” she asked, waving her hand at the television to indicate the parade that they had just seen on the news.


“Of course! You know me, always the patriot!”


“Yes, our little blond-haired, blue-eyed Aryan boy!” she enthused comically.


“There’s more brown than blond,” he sniffed, “and my eyes are gray!”


“It has always bugged you, hasn’t it, looking like one of their poster boys?” she guessed with an indulgent smile.


“No. Other people have always bugged me, trying to convert me, trying to get me . . .” He stopped, suddenly aware that she had been teasing. He smiled sheepishly at his folly and she laughed in response.


“So why did you go to the parade?” she asked.


“It ran right past the restaurant, so I didn’t get much choice. We all stepped outside, waving our little flags. Look.” He pointed at the bedside table. “I brought one of each back for you.”


She glanced at the two flags lying intimately one on top of the other, the hammer and sickle obscuring most of the swastika. “Ah, yes, so we’re allies again,” she observed.


“Seems so.”


“They did the switch rather fast this time.”


“That’s because nobody gives a fuck anymore,” he guessed as he returned to the bed and gently removed the cigarette from her fingers. He stubbed it out, then turned to look at her suggestively. “I certainly don’t, do you?”


“What’s this?” She picked up an official-looking piece of paper that was lying underneath the little flags.


“Ach, a notice from the neighborhood committee. I’ve missed three meetings this month. Don’t worry, I’ll get the restaurant to say I was on the evening shift.”


“I do worry,” she countered. “You should go to these things. It doesn’t look good to miss so many.”


He waved his hand in exasperation. “Every time I go, the local matrons swoop down on me like vultures so they can introduce me to eligible and near-eligible women. ‘Not married! How are you ever going to get a flat?’ ” he mimicked. “Sooner or later they’re going to march me and some other poor unfortunate to the registry office and we’ll be married before we can sober up enough to object.”


“Maybe you should get married. Find someone you could trust, you know, from the organization.”


He sat next to her on the bed and gently curled one of her dark locks around his finger. “Then there’d be two divorces necessary, wouldn’t there?”


She smiled wanly. “Isn’t it about time we go pick up those papers?”


He shook his head. “No, I was warned off our contact this morning. May be tainted.”


“So there’s no work for tonight?” she sniffed. “I canceled going to a concert with . . .”


“Your husband?” he asked as he leaned into her and kissed her neck, then her cheek, then her lips.


“Why didn’t you tell me earlier?”


“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to mislead you, I only just found out this morning. There’s still time if you want to go.” His hand slid down her arm to clasp her hand.


Her fingers wove into his. “I’d like to stay,” she murmured.


“Do you have any idea how much I love you?” he whispered, choking back the intensity of his need for her.


She reached out and pulled him onto her, and there, in the darkness, in the privacy of the simple room he rented under an assumed name, there, where no one would find them, he made love to her, to the woman he loved, to the woman he loved more than life.


To a woman who was dead. Dead for four years.


His thoughts choked on this paradox, and gasping at the inconsistency, he opened his eyes. There was nothing but darkness surrounding. He frantically searched for a meaning to this part of his dream, but he could see nothing, not a hint of light. Jarring memories swept through him: fighting for his life, crashing noises, dizzying pain. Blackness. A nothingness as horrible and irremediable as Allison’s death. With a slow, burning terror, he realized he was not dreaming.


He blinked his eyes and forced them to focus. Still nothing. Something was pressing against his eyes, and he tried reaching for his face but could not locate his arms. He finally found them by shaking them a bit, and as they awoke, he reached for his face again but they would still not move. He tried moving his legs, but they were frozen into place, numb from inaction. He tried to shake himself free and became aware that he was constrained in every direction.


Was he dead? Is this what death felt like? Dark, silent, immobile. He knew though that he was alive: a splitting pain in his skull made him feel certain of that. Not dead. Just surrounded by silent darkness. Maybe he was in a coffin. Maybe they thought he was dead. Maybe they had buried him. Or maybe they knew he was alive and had buried him anyway.


Oh, God.


The muscles of his chest tightened; he could not breathe! He panted uselessly, his throat constricted in panic. He licked his lips but his mouth was dry, and he choked on the dust he imagined surrounded him. He struggled to gain control of himself, swallowed hard, and nearly retched. Something was in his mouth! Cautiously, he concentrated one step at a time on determining what was going on. His tongue probed forward and tasted cloth: he was gagged. He moved the muscles of his face and recognized that he was blindfolded, too.


He explored further, concentrating on his arms. With an effort, he was able to move his hands a fraction of an inch—enough to determine that his wrists were bound together and tied to something else. He pulled sharply upward, and sharp pains shot through his arms and back. Clearly he had been in this position for some time. As his nerves awoke and he rediscovered each bit of his body, he ascertained that he was sitting with his arms wrapped around his legs and his wrists bound by a short length of cord to his ankles. If he dropped his head forward slightly, it could rest on his knees.


So, he wasn’t in a coffin, not unless it had a very odd shape. As he calmed down, he began to wonder how he had remained upright for so long in such an awkward position. He rocked from side to side gently and felt something brush his shoulder on either side. He tried rocking back and forth, and he felt something supporting his back and could just scrape something with his feet. With growing dread, he raised his head as high as he could and felt his hair brush against something rough. It smelled like wood.


He swallowed hard several times before he allowed himself to realize that he was inside a crate just large enough to accommodate his curled-up body. He focused on breathing slowly, deeply, and tried not to notice how stale the air was. Tried not to think about the weight of earth that must be pressing down on him. Tried not to think about death by asphyxiation. Tried not to think about his lonely body moldering away to an unidentified skeleton.


Sunshine! Yes, he would think about sunshine. A bright, sunny, breezy day in the distant future. A desert, in fact. Endless sand cliffs and sunshine. For some reason, the distant future was sun-swept and barren with red dust and a cloudless, crystal blue sky. The sun beat down mercilessly on an empty landscape of ravines and canyons. There was no sign of life, or was there? The scurry of a rat, the cry of a distant hawk circling high above, two children playing, poking into the sand, digging up odds and ends. By a ravine. And what’s that? A bit of wood sticking out from the cliff edge. No. An investigation, people standing around, curious. No, stop this! A box. Careful, don’t break it! No, no! Look! A crumpled skeleton! No, it doesn’t have to be like that! Poor bastard must have died in torment, wonder why. Perhaps religious significance? No! And so alone, some voice intones.


No, no, no, no, NO!


Despite his efforts, his breaths came in shorter and shorter gasps and he began to tremble. Not here. Not alone. Not now. Not like this! Oh God, oh God, oh God, they had buried him alive! Bound and gagged and blindfolded in a crate. Oh, God, not like this, not like this! He threw his head wildly backward, struck the wood hard. The shock brought him up short. Had it given slightly? As if the crate were not packed in earth? And where was the smell of dirt? He stifled his breathing and listened carefully. Were those sounds? Industrial noises? A train?


If they had wanted to strike terror in his heart, they were succeeding. But who were they? Clearly, somewhere along the line, he had been betrayed back into the hands of the Reich. “Time to go home, boy.” That’s what those thugs had said. The very last words he had heard: “Time to go home.” Home to endless uniforms, to the stomp of boots, to ranting propaganda. Home to snooping neighbors, to droning officials, to permits and permissions. Home to fluttering flags, to ubiquitous swastikas, to gray and lifeless cities. Home to prison.


He listened intently, heard no sound over the pounding of his heart. Had his ears deceived him? Had they just left him somewhere to die horribly in a wooden crate? Was this their revenge, their sentence of death? If they had wanted to kill him, why not just do it? Why suffocate him or starve him or whatever? Surely, he had not been left to die; it was just too bizarre. As bizarre as quicklime-laden railway carriages, as bizarre as gas chambers . . .


The blackness closed in on him. Impotent surges of energy tormented his limbs. He needed to move! He needed to see! He did not want to die like this! Alone, ignorant, abandoned. He began to struggle mindlessly against his bonds, threw himself against the walls of the crate, attempted to scream through the cloth that choked him. After an unmeasurable time, he stopped, exhausted. Sweat streamed down his face, bright flashes danced before his eyes with each pound of his heart, his wrists were raw and slick with blood, and no one had come to him.


He struggled to keep his panic at bay, searching his past for something to fill the blankness. His grandmother’s flat, sitting on the floor, his head resting on his knees, eyes shut tight against the sight of the dingy, moldy concrete of the walls and the leaden skies outside. The phonograph’s volume so low he had to listen with his entire being. Music drifting around him: There’ll be bluebirds over, the white cliffs of Dover . . . As the old, illegal song ran through his mind, he worked quietly on removing his blindfold. By scraping his face against his knees, he managed to work the cloth off his eyes and over his forehead. There’ll be love and laughter . . . Next he forced the gag from his mouth, down his face, and let it settle around his neck. Elated by his progress, he began working on the knots that held his wrists in place. . . . when the world is free. As he contorted his wrists in his struggle to untie himself, the words ran out and silence closed in. He could not remember any more of the song! The melody became garbled with his confused effort to remember. The darkness pressed against him, seeping like a cloud of death into his ears and eyes and mouth, working its way into the depths of his being, seeking out his soul and destroying the music. He tried to divert the pressing blackness with other thoughts, with laughter and light and fresh air, but the effort of untying his hands broke his concentration, and time and again the darkness threatened to envelop his being.


There’ll be bluebirds over . . . He pushed his terror back. . . . the white cliffs of Dover. He could see them now, could hear the sound of the waves pounding against the seawall. He felt the sting of the bitter salt air as he had awaited the ferry those four years ago. It had been a dark day, a “terminal day” was what Allison would have called it. “It’s a terminal day,” she would state, indicating that the mood of the weather was like some sort of ending. It was never clear whether terminal days were good or bad; they just were. He remembered the impenetrable barrier of gray on the horizon and had nodded his head in agreement. Yes, it had been a terminal day.


The wind had been high, or at least so it seemed to someone who had lived his life in the confines of a city. Seagulls mewed incessantly, and he had looked up at them to try to determine if Allison’s spirit animated one of them. It had been only a month since her murder, and he still did things like that: he still looked for signs. There was nothing though; the birds were just birds. Flags slapped and banged noisily against their poles as the wind whipped around them, their clanging competing with the normal din of an industrial port. The ferry terminal was surrounded by flags, one on each post of the barbed-wire fence, the familiar red with its white circle around a black swastika—the flag of his country, the flag that had, so many decades ago, before he was even born, won its right to dominate his island home.


Hundreds of boys were around him, shifting uneasily, cold and anxious to get under way. He remembered feeling distinctly out of place among all those kids. There were some other men, but the vast majority were sixteen-year-olds; that was the age when every able-bodied male from the conquered nation was required to serve his Reich. They received their notices with their sixteenth birthday and were marshaled once a week at the local train station. From there, hours of travel and even more hours of organization brought them tired, hungry, and cowed to the docks at Dover.


A few cold drops of rain were carried on the wind. They slapped into his face and he closed his eyes to savor the salt breeze, but it felt hot and the salty taste trickled into his mouth. He opened his eyes to the terrifying blackness and the enforced paralysis of his bonds. He had known it was there, but the reality nevertheless shocked him. It could have been hours later; hunger gnawed at his thoughts, thirst was driving him mad. The knots refused to budge. He could not work his fingers around far enough to get a good grasp on the ropes. Finally, he stopped, tasted the sweat that dripped into his mouth, and wondered what he should do next.


He closed his eyes against the darkness and tried to hear something. There was nothing though, nothing at all. Before the insanity of silence claimed him, he let his thoughts slip back into his memory. He heard the buzz of conversation around him: boys making friends, telling where they had come from, exchanging insights. Most of them had probably never left their native district, and now they were to be sent away for six years to work somewhere on the Continent as Pflichtarbeiter. For some it was like a great adventure, a welcome break from the crowding, the shortages, the tedious routine of their homes. For others, the ones who had an intuitive understanding of just how long six years was, it was a painful separation from all they knew and loved.


It had been different for him. Instead of a birthday notice, he had been pulled out of his London prison cell early in the morning and shoved into the last carriage of a troop train heading south. There, along with a few other men, he had remained, manacled, until they had arrived at the docks. Then, somewhat inexplicably, the handcuffs had been removed and they were integrated into the general population of arriving boys, and there he stood, a convicted criminal with twenty years of forced labor to look forward to, guilty of that most basic and heinous of crimes in a police state: the possession of bad papers. A conscription dodger with insufficient and incomplete identity documents had been the best he could manage: a fake name, a fake history, inadequate papers, and a twenty-year sentence were still preferable to death by firing squad.


The wind caught at his hair and he impatiently brushed it out of his eyes. A few more drops of rain splattered heavily. After a time, the great doors of the ferry were opened and they were herded into the hold, divided into groups of about twenty and shoved into small, smelly compartments. The only light was from the hallway, and as the doors were shut, only a narrow beam from the tiny window cut its swath through the thick air.


He began to gasp as the foul air choked him. The dim light of the hold was swallowed by the darkness surrounding, and his dreamlike memories evaporated like wisps of hope. His muscles ached fiercely and he longed to stretch. Timidly he pushed against his bonds but they did not give, so he stopped before his lack of mobility could provoke panic. Again he tried to undo the knots on his wrist. He worked feverishly, his fingers aching with the effort at pulling. Then he heard it, the clear, unmistakable sound of a train. So, he wasn’t underground; he was near a rail line, or maybe even on a slowly moving train. He tried to determine if there was any movement, but he was shaking so violently from fear and exhaustion that he could not tell. At least now he felt sure he was being sent back. Whether they intended for him to survive the trip, whether they would kill him at the other end, he could not know, but at least now there was an end in sight. Whatever it was.
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THERE WAS NO END in sight, Richard Traugutt thought as he tapped his fingers lightly on the arm of his chair and hummed a waltz under his breath. He was a tall, lean man with dark brown eyes and dark, almost black, wavy hair that was streaked through with gray here and there. Not the prototype of an Aryan Nazi, admittedly, but he had done well within the system and was moving rapidly upward—rewarded for his brains and devotion if not his looks. He took a sip of his coffee and blinked slowly as he sat in his uncomfortable chair, savoring that precious moment that he did not have to look at the speaker or his interminable slides.


He wondered if he could make some excuse and leave the room or if he had tried that gambit once too often. He lit a cigarette and decided to stay, since the presentation was almost entirely for his benefit. Besides, it would soon be over and it would do well for him to sit all the way through one of these things once in a while. He did not want to get a reputation for being rude, after all.


The cloud of smoke he exhaled obscured his vision for a few seconds, but when it cleared, the room and its tedious occupants came into focus once again. The speaker was a handsome young man with an aristocratic demeanor and a fine mustache that he fussed over incessantly.


“Here we have an overview of the organization’s structure as determined so far,” the speaker explained. “It was difficult extracting this information from our prisoner, but we convinced him to cooperate!”


The small audience chuckled appropriately.


“Unfortunately, it seems our suspicions have been confirmed. The bombings carried out in the center of Krakau were done by a small group of terrorists who are not in any way connected with the Home Army. Desirable as it is, our total annihilation of this little group will not in any way impinge on that other organization.”


There were scattered groans of disappointment from around the room.


Richard’s thoughts turned to that other organization, the Armia Krajowa, the Home Army: a Mafia, some said; a terrorist army according to others. Whatever it was, it was the bogeyman for the Nazi Ordnung enforced upon the subject peoples of the land. It lived and breathed among the occupiers, its heartbeat thumped ominously beneath the city streets, its breath hissed out of dark alleys and struck fear into any who crossed its path. It was everywhere and nowhere, powerful and impotent; its very real threats of retaliations affected the actions of each and every officer posted to the eastern Reich, yet it did not even exist. Their enemies were defeated, subjugated, annihilated, they were told, so it could not exist.


A murmur of approval penetrated Richard’s consciousness. The speaker was showing before and after photographs of the prisoner whom he had personally interrogated. Richard glanced at the pictures, then back at the speaker, and could not stifle the word arsehole as it slipped in a whisper past his lips. Always the same thing, always the most brutal, least effective approach. The man should be transferred, Richard decided, and he began to plot. There was a new installation near Breslau, a reeducation center being established inside a large military complex. They could lose this idiot by sending him there—he would no longer be under Richard’s direction and it would almost look like a promotion. The arsehole would do well there with his clubs and his chains and his penchant for inflicting pain with mindless abandon. Yes, Breslau, that would get him out of their hair.


Richard’s assistant, Til, walked over to him and crouched down so he could whisper something in Richard’s ear. Richard leaned in attentively.


“There have been a lot of complaints from Party officials,” Til whispered earnestly.


Richard nodded his head to show he was listening but kept his eyes on the proceedings.


“It seems after the sixth or seventh child, they say their wives don’t feel, um, to put it delicately, don’t feel quite as snug.”


“Um-huh.” Richard maintained a look of concerned interest. His wife was only pregnant with their fifth, but still he recognized the problem.


“So the health ministry has been studying the situation,” Til continued to whisper. “And it seems they finally have a solution.”


“Really?” Richard asked, and sipped his coffee as the speaker showed another gruesome photograph.


“Yes, quite simple, actually. They recommend one buy a large ham, shove it in, and pull out the bone.”


Richard sputtered, spitting coffee in the process. The speaker turned around to glance questioningly at him. Richard motioned that it was nothing.


The speaker continued to proudly explain his techniques. Til smirked and went back to stand where he had been before. Richard glanced at his watch and wondered if he would be late getting home that evening. It was not really important, since his wife was away visiting relatives. It would be difficult for her. She was Volksdeutsch, a woman who had declared herself German after discovering appropriate blood relations long in the past. One of the many curious cases of people discovering lost Germanic roots decades after the establishment of the Reich. Even more curious, but not atypical, none of her family had found this connection or decided to use it.


Richard’s own past was pristine: a father who had served the Reich well, living in London and raising his child there, a bloodline that had been documented pure as far back as his great-great-great-grandparents, active service in the military, Party membership, a brilliant career in government that was advancing quickly; only his wife, Katrin, or as he called her at home, Kasia, was a weak link in this otherwise impeccable background. Though, by all legal measures, she should have been using the language since she was born, she still spoke German with a noticeable accent, and even worse, her relatives insisted on retaining their Polish identity. Richard sighed and wondered how things were going for her. Conceivably, listening to an arsehole drone on ad nauseam about his prowess with a truncheon was preferable to what his poor wife was encountering at the hands of her family.


*  *  *


Kasia paced up and down the platform. The train screamed its warning and slowly chugged its way out of the station. Fifteen more minutes, she thought. Fifteen more minutes. Maybe they’ve encountered difficulty finding transportation, or maybe there is a roadblock and their papers are being checked. But it was none of those things, she knew. No one was coming for her. They did not welcome her visit and they would not greet her at the station—no matter how many advance messages she sent. She checked her watch and paced a bit more. Ten minutes, she thought. If they don’t come in ten minutes, I’ll go on my own. She paced a bit more and absently wiped the tears from her cheek as she checked her watch yet again. Five minutes. Five minutes more. Surely they would come to the station to meet the daughter and sister they had not seen for years? Surely they would not shun her in this manner. She checked her watch again and went to the taxi stand.


When she stated the destination, the driver shook his head. She tried the next cab and received the same response. When the third driver asserted that he would not drive into the neighborhood, she asked to be dropped off as close as possible and she would walk the rest of the way. The cabdriver whistled derisively but took the fare anyway.


Kasia stepped out of the cab at the edge of the township and looked across the vast array of hovels that her people now called home. Each and every resident could at one time have claimed another home: some hailed back to mansions and great estates, others to one-room tenements. All the residents had only two things in common: they had not cooperated with the regime and they had somehow survived. Every now and then the neighborhood withstood a purge as the Germans marched in and seized various people guilty of political crimes or Jewish ancestry or whatever. Every now and then the neighborhood withstood mass kidnappings as soldiers took the children of illegal marriages for use as slaves or for adoption by good German families. Every now and then the neighborhood withstood roundups, where able-bodied men and women were seized as Zwangsarbeiter, forced labor, to work without wages or even the most minimal rights in the Reich’s factories and farms or as domestic slaves for the Reich’s overworked Hausfrauen. Every now and then the population of the slum dropped precipitously either through the intervention of their overlords or through disease or hunger. Still, despite all the purges and winnowing of the population, they survived, scrabbling for life on the edge, reproducing and hoping for the future, teaching their children a forbidden culture and a forbidden language. Teaching stubbornness and determination and history. Teaching hate.


Gathering her courage, Kasia pulled her shawl more tightly around herself and stepped off the road and into the dirt alley that led to the stinking piles of garbage and staring faces of her brethren. She had dressed as inconspicuously as possible, but her presence drew attention as if she were wearing a sign saying INTERLOPER. She walked with a knowledgeable stride down the paths, afraid of showing even the slightest hesitation. She took a left at an unfamiliar junction and realized that she had probably taken a wrong turn somewhere. Nothing looked familiar.


Kasia decided not to turn around, fearing that if she showed she was lost, she might invite trouble. She continued to walk purposefully, picking her way through the debris, agilely leaping over the sewage ditches, holding her head high with a look of calmness that belied the tumult of fear inside her. She turned a corner and was in a central square. A small fountain in the center was no longer running, but someone had neatly planted flowers around the base. A group of youths played a boisterous game of soccer with a battered old ball that they kicked with reckless abandon. Someone sent the ball flying toward the flowers, and to Kasia’s surprise one of the boys thrust out an arm and batted it back with his hand into the field of play. No one chided him for his action, and Kasia guessed the flowers were sufficiently off-limits to merit violation of the most sacred rules of the ball game.


She walked over to the flowers and read the little hand-printed card that lay buried among them. In Polish was written: “These flowers are planted in memory of those who died fighting for our freedom.” Kasia picked up the card and saw that on the back was written in German: “This card was placed here by A. Mandartschik, who takes sole responsibility for it. No hostages need be shot.” It was signed using a non-Germanized spelling, and below the signature was an address and a tiny map that would help the Gestapo arrest the culprit if need be.


Kasia raised her eyebrows, wondering what Richard would think of such a bold gesture. Carefully she replaced the card and continued on her way, asking directions from one of the old men who lounged in a group near the door of a bar. They explained where she should go, and within a few minutes she was back on familiar turf.


The door to her parents’ hovel was missing, and now only a heavy woolen blanket hung over the entrance. Kasia knocked forcefully on the wooden frame and waited. When she had been a young girl, her family had been evicted from its tenement apartment and had taken refuge here on the outskirts of the town now called Tschenstochau. In the distance the ruins of the ancient monastery loomed, its miraculous history insufficient to repel these modern invaders, its famous Black Madonna missing and no longer able to protect it from the vindictive destructiveness of the new occupiers. Around her were the squalid shanties of the dispossessed. They lived here illegally, unable to obtain legal residence anywhere, and as squatters, they did not merit even the most basic city services and were open to arrest and deportation without notice.


Kasia pounded on the wooden beam again and waited. The move into the squatters’ suburb had nearly broken her parents. They had found living in the tenement wretched enough and had at that time talked longingly of the old days when their families had owned town houses in Poznań. Their home city was now called Posen and the territory had completely and ruthlessly been denuded of all its Polish inhabitants as they had been murdered or forced to flee eastward when the area was incorporated into the Reich proper. Only one family member had shamed them in those terrible times. Kasia’s mother’s uncle had chosen to declare himself and his family Volksdeutsch and had been obliged to deny his heritage and adopt the German language and culture, but had in return been able to maintain his property and his family’s lives.


Kasia pounded on the doorframe a third time, then pulled the heavy curtain aside and walked in. The front room was completely different from what she remembered, but she did not hesitate long enough to wonder why; instead she marched through to the back room, since she thought she heard someone in there. Hiding from me! she thought angrily as she stormed in.


She stopped and blushed a shade of bright red. On the thin mattress on the floor was a couple having sex. Not just sex, but the most contorted version of the sport that she had ever seen! The man was bent over the woman, his head somewhere down near her thighs. He was older, his brown hair streaked with gray; his fleshy body was red and sweaty from his efforts, and in his panting determination to achieve his goal, he did not even notice her intrusion. His partner did. She looked up at Kasia and giggled in execrable German, “If you could see your face right now!”


Kasia blushed even redder.


The woman’s thin, wan face was framed quite nicely by the thick, hairy, sweaty thighs of her companion. With the casual disdain of a prostitute who had done enough for her money, she thrust her arms between the man’s legs as if swimming through a cave and somehow managed to pull herself up even as her client reached in confused lust for the disappearing parts of her body.


She stood and pulled on a robe as the man hugged himself and moaned, “Oh, oh, oh, don’t leave me now. Not now!”


The woman threw him a look of practiced pity, then asked Kasia, “May I help you, gnädige Frau?”


“I speak Polish,” Kasia shot back angrily, forgetting for the moment her own embarrassment.


The woman turned to a rough wooden table on which sat a bottle of vodka and a couple of dirty glasses. She poured herself some vodka and then, turning to Kasia, asked, “You want some?”


Kasia stared at the filthy glasses and shook her head.


Rolling on the mattress as if in pain, the customer continued to moan drunkenly, “Oh, oh, oh, I love you. Come back to bed, Schatzi. Don’t leave me like this!”


“He won’t get it up tonight, that’s for sure,” the woman commented, casting a glance at the man. She drank her vodka down in several gulps, then said, “So, you’re not from the Morality Ministry. What do you want?”


“My family lived here, I thought they still did. I’m sorry for intruding,” Kasia answered apologetically, regaining some of her civility. She knew it was pointless asking for information and so she turned to leave.


As she reached the threshold, the woman called out, “Are you Frau Traugutt?”


Shocked by the question, Kasia turned back. “What makes you ask that?”


The woman went over to a shelf in a dark corner of the room and extracted a small bundle of letters. She thrust them at Kasia, saying, “They didn’t get these. I don’t know where they’ve gone. No forwarding address,” she added, using the typical euphemism for “vanished without a trace.”


Kasia grasped the small bundle of letters, each addressed in her own careful handwriting. Fearing that she would burst into tears, she fled the hovel without saying a word.
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IT WASN’T TEARS THAT streamed down his face, it was his eyes melting in the blazing inferno into which he had been thrown. That’s why he could see nothing, that’s why it was so dark. He writhed in agony as the flames consumed him, but he could not move. He was stiff and lifeless. Immobile. Dead.


He suddenly realized that the roaring of the flames was the thundering of his heart in his ears, that his blindness was the darkness of the box, that his immobility was the ropes that held him bound. He was drenched in sweat, his hands frozen into place with his fingers clawing uselessly at the knots. His breath came back at him hot and fetid, his sobs of despair echoed noisily in the impenetrable blackness. He tried to lick his lips but his mouth was dry. He was gasping but still his lungs ached for want of air. God, he was going to die!


A huge door slammed into place, and the faintest whiff of fresh air reached him. He heard workmen clambering around, heard boxes being moved. He heard them approach and he struggled to find his voice. Like in some terrible nightmare, he found he could hardly make a noise. Eventually, he rasped for help.


“Shut up!” a rough voice called out as the crate was lifted up. “Shut up, or we’ll put you down on your head.”


The threat sounded real enough. The crate was carried some distance and then dropped unceremoniously. He heard them retreating and then heard the sound of a much smaller door being shut. Darkness and silence closed in on him again, and in self-defense he retreated into himself, moaning softly like a lost child, allowing the hallucinations of slow suffocation to claim him again.


Later the sound of the door opening brought him back to his senses. There was the familiar buzz of fluorescent lights, and the faintest glimmer penetrated the cracks of the box. Several people approached, and one inserted a crowbar into a crevice between the crate’s lid and side. Light and fresh air streamed in through the tiny opening. Light! Air! He felt a huge surge of joy and relief.


As the side of the crate was pried off, a million suns exploded into view. He squeezed his eyes shut against the flood of light and drank in deep gulps of air. Somebody reached in and grabbed his shoulder and jerked him out of the crate. He landed heavily on his side on the floor. The rough concrete curved gently to a drain in the center: the floor of a prison cell.


“Phew! Put the hose on him!”


“Look, he’s lost his blindfold, and the gag!”


“Those damn morons can’t do anything right.”


A heavy jet of water pummeled his body. It felt glorious and he slurped at the water running down his face as he lay trussed on the floor. He coughed and sputtered and tried to turn away when the hose was aimed at his face, but still it felt wonderful to be alive and free of his coffin.


“Okay, that’s enough. Let’s start the interrogation.”


He was enjoying the sensations of life too much to be as terrified by that sentence as he should have been. A knife was used to saw off his bonds, then he was dragged to his feet. He could not stand on his own though, and someone had to hold him up. They fired questions at him rapidly, hoping to get information from him while he was still groggy and disoriented. He did not answer then; he could not, even if he had wanted to.


They kept at him over the next several hours, or perhaps it was days, incessantly questioning him and beating him to elicit the truth. They knew plenty already. They knew the name he had been using, they knew that he had been arrested with inadequate documentation. They knew he had been sentenced to twenty years and had served four. They knew he had escaped from his work camp to Switzerland, but they did not know how.


Over time he answered their questions, concocting a story about his escape that was essentially the truth. He gave it to them piecemeal, so they would be further convinced of its veracity. He left out only a few essential bits of information to protect his friends: there was no blackmail of the Kommandant, no damning pieces of paper held in reserve by them. Rather, to explain the Kommandant’s cooperation in his escape, he claimed they were lovers and the Kommandant had engineered his escape in order to join him later in Switzerland. The details of the escape were essentially the same after that: the uniform, the papers, the driver, being dumped on the other side of the formidable border, returning everything but a set of civilian clothes to the driver. Standing alone, free for the first time in years, surrounded by a profusion of promiscuous autumn flowers.


He told them of his first days of freedom. He left out the kindly old couple who had taken him in and fed him, he left out that they had kept him for three days to build up his strength. Instead of mentioning how they had borrowed a car to drive him into town, he told his interrogators that he had wandered into the town hall on his own. He recounted the great, noisy hall with its clattering typewriters and ringing phones. He told them about the prim young woman who had given him numerous forms to fill out in his bid for asylum. He explained how he had been diverted from one overfull waiting room to another, on the top floor. “But you know about that, don’t you?” he asked. “That part was all yours, wasn’t it?”


They didn’t answer him, they just pressed for more details and he went on, because there was no harm in telling them what they already knew. “The door locked behind me, I was alone in this so-called waiting room. It looked like a storage room. By the time I had decided not to try and scale the roof, your henchmen came in. They had clubs, I was unarmed. I don’t really remember the rest.”


Once he told them his story, he kept his silence, but they continued to question him, demanding details that did not exist, wanting names of accomplices and scapegoats. He refused to implicate his friends, had no names he would give them, so they kept at him, day after day until he lost all track of what they were even asking, until they lost track of why they were asking it, until it became nothing more than part of the routine.


His stoic courage, his brave determination to remain human in the face of such inhumane treatment, rapidly gave way to an obliviousness born of overwhelming pain, fear, and boredom. He lost track of his name, forgot his legend. He stood when pulled to his feet, sat when pushed into a chair. He swallowed blood as it filled his mouth. He stared mindlessly at his tormentors as they carried out their mindless rituals. Their act centered around him, yet he was no longer a part of it; he remained an object in their hands, sometimes questioned, sometimes beaten, sometimes ignored.


Sometimes they would even take a tea break in the middle of an interrogation. Others would wander into the room and he would listen through the pain fog as they talked about what their children were doing, about sports teams or office politics. Sometimes one of them would offer him some tea, unfastening his hands so he could hold the cup, wiping away a bit of blood from his mouth so the taste would not be spoiled. Once in a while someone would even give him a cigarette, and he would sit there trembling and smoking, unable to answer their jovial questions about who he thought would win the league title that year.


They laughed at him, teased him for being slow to answer or confused by their questions. Once, when his head had fallen to the table, someone pulled it up by his hair and pushed a doughnut at him so that he could have a bite and join in their tea-break conversation. They all laughed at the cream and sugar smeared over his mouth. The blood that dripped onto the pastry looked like raspberry jam, someone remarked. Don’t waste good food like that, someone else chided. Then the break ended, the extra bodies filtered out, and they began their work on him again.


Finally a week passed when nobody came to get him. A local purge had occurred and the prison had suddenly filled with suspects, all of whom had to be interrogated so that they could implicate their comrades and coworkers. Compared to such ripe targets full of names and ideology, he was rather boring. In due course, he was presented with a neatly typed confession and asked to sign it. He did so without even bothering to read the document. The single sheet of paper was added to his file indicating that his questioning had been completed and he was to be bound over for trial.
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“OW!” ZOSIA YELPED. She lay on a high pile of hay under the dark beams of an ancient barn, young and beautiful, naked and covered with a light sheen of sweat in the chill autumnal air. She had untamably curly, golden blond hair, blue eyes, and an athletically muscled, exquisitely curvaceous body.


Adam licked his lips in anticipation just looking at her. He was also naked and even more sweaty. His hair was blond as well, but it was paler than Zosia’s, straight and strangely streaked with dark brown, as if it were changing color. The two of them had exuberantly abandoned their cross-country run and taken refuge in the barn to have a private last-minute encounter. He leaned over the slight bulge of Zosia’s belly and gently kissed the exposed skin.


“What’s the matter?” Adam asked. “The little one kicking you?”


“No, it’s this damned hay,” Zosia grumbled. “Who in God’s name suggested we make love in a haystack?”


“You did, my dear,” Adam murmured as he continued to plant little kisses in a line along her stomach. A faint, dark stripe, caused by her pregnancy, extended from her navel down between her legs, and he intended to follow its guidance.


“Well, I want to be on top,” Zosia interrupted him, sitting up abruptly. “I keep getting poked by this damned straw!”


Adam leaned back, stretched, and yawned. “Fine with me, you can do the work!”


“Do you call it work?” Zosia asked, easily miffed.


Adam observed her wryly. “With you, sometimes.” The look of disappointment turning to anger on Zosia’s face warned him that she was in no mood for jokes, but he was tired of her moods, so he crawled off her and over to his clothes. He rooted around until he found a cigarette and lit himself one.


“Are you nuts?” Zosia screeched. “This is a haystack! You could burn the whole barn down!”


Adam shrugged. “Ah, the peasants will rebuild it. They have nothing better to do now that the harvest is in.”


“That is exactly the sort of attitude that causes them to resent us,” Zosia warned, shivering in the October chill. Without Adam’s body heat, it was quite cold in the hay.


“It was a joke, my dear. Besides, the little ingrates have no idea how good they have it. They should be kissing our feet in gratitude for defending their freedom.”


“If you’re into feet-kissing . . .” Zosia pointed suggestively at her toes.


Adam smiled at her. “Not now, pumpkin.” He reached into the pocket of his trousers and extracted his watch. “It’s nearly time, we should go.”


“Just like that,” Zosia grumbled. “First you get me all excited, then you decide we’re running late.”


“As talented as I am, I can’t change the heavens, love.” He held up the watch. “Look, we’re supposed to be getting married in two hours. Our friends will be waiting for us.”


“Ah, let them wait, we can do it some other time,” Zosia suggested, stretching languorously in the straw.


“No, no, no. You’re not getting out of it that easily, you little minx. I’ve got your word, now you’re coming to the ceremony and we’re making it official. I’ve done my part, you’re knocked up, now it’s time you do yours!”


“Ah, you’re no fun! Already acting like an old married man!”


“Come on, we should get back to the bunker and get dressed up.”


“I still haven’t decided what to wear,” Zosia protested.


Adam took one last puff from his cigarette then carefully stubbed out the end on the heel of his foot. “I think you should wear that sleazy prostitute’s dress. All the makeup, too. The priest will love that!”


Zosia picked up a handful of straw and threw it at him.


“Is that any way to treat your husband-to-be? You should show some respect!” Adam teased.


Zosia picked up a bigger handful, crawled over to Adam, and ceremoniously dumped it on his lap. “Here’s your respect, O lord of the manor.” She reached down into the neat little pile and Adam smiled with anticipation, but Zosia fooled him. Instead of fondling him as he expected, she picked out a long, sturdy piece of straw and poked him with it. “Time to get going!” she ordered. “Move it! Up and at ’em!”


It was not the sexiest gesture on earth, but it had its effect, and Adam lunged at her and together they tumbled back into the straw.


*  *  *


Zosia’s preparations for the marriage ceremony were rushed at best. She hurriedly showered and combed the last of the straw from her hair, then she grabbed the white dress that Adam’s mother, Marysia, had offered her and threw it over her head. From the cupboard, she took out a large lace curtain that had hung on a balcony window of her grandmother’s town house before the place had been confiscated; she wrapped that around the dress and draped the end of it over her head like a veil. She used a belt to cinch the whole ensemble securely into place, grabbed a bunch of flowers out of a vase, and squeezed her feet into a pair of nice shoes that her sister owned.


Zosia’s mother, Anna, shook her head in dismay as her daughter rushed around knocking over things and spreading mayhem throughout their tiny, underground, concrete flat. “I’m sure Adam has been preparing all morning,” her mother chided.


Zosia smiled at the image of Adam on his knees, straddling her in the straw, his muscular body glinting with sweat, his red-blond pubic hair reflecting the light that had come in shafts through the gaps in the barn wall. “Naturally,” she replied. “In fact, I’m sure he’s been to confession. Probably been on his knees all morning, but that’s only because he knows how lucky he is to finally get me!”


“Speaking of being gotten, or begetting, are you going to announce your pregnancy after the wedding?”


“Naw, I’ll just let them all count on their fingers when I give birth. It will give the gossips something to do.”


Anna was momentarily silent, and Zosia knew it was out of an old-fashioned sense of embarrassment. Finally Anna managed to overcome her hesitation and said, “Zosiu, there are certain things . . .”


Zosia stopped her frenzied activity and gave her mother her full attention. Not because she was interested in hearing what her mother had to say, rather because she was intrigued by her mother’s attempt to say anything at all.


“I mean,” Anna continued unsteadily, “I know you must have already . . . Well, it’s obvious you don’t need my advice about . . . It’s just that . . .”


“Yes, Mamusiu?” Zosia asked with sickening sweetness.


“Marriage is serious,” Anna plunged in. “So is parenthood. Why didn’t you wait until after the wedding to get pregnant?”


“Wait? Hell, this is the reason I’m getting married! Do you think I’d tie myself down for any other reason?”


“It’s an accident? You don’t want the child?”


“No, it’s not an accident and of course I want the child! It’s a husband I’m not keen on, but Adam refused to make a baby unless I promised to marry him. I guess he thinks it will settle me down,” Zosia said laughingly.


“I thought you loved Adam.”


“I do. Really and truly. I’m just not ready to be married to him, or anyone else for that matter. But time marches on and I want to have babies, and this seems the best way. Anyway, kids need fathers. Especially my kids, especially with my schedule.”


“But why before the wedding?” Anna moaned.


“I had to be sure Adam was up to the job of making babies before I tied myself down with him. That’s all.”


“That’s hardly romantic,” Anna commented sourly.


“Romance? What did that get you, Ma? Six children, the love of a thoughtless man, your goals and aspirations on permanent hold?” Zosia snorted. “You’ve worked like a slave for him all his life and now he’s shooting up the political ladder and you have to struggle to find time to keep a seat on the Council! Romance! Ha!”


“Your father is not thoughtless,” Anna protested weakly.


“I can’t wear these shoes!” Zosia wailed suddenly. “They hurt my feet, I can hardly walk in them!”


“Why don’t you borrow a pair from Julia? She has a lot of nice things and her feet are your size, aren’t they?”


“My size!” Zosia squeaked. “Impossible!” Julia was Adam’s elder sister. Unlike her brother she was dark-haired and dark-eyed, but like Adam, Julia was tall and accordingly well-proportioned, and next to her Amazonian sister-in-law-to-be, Zosia felt rather small and delicate.


Zosia took another step in the painfully tight shoes and relented. “Oh, all right, if they don’t fit, I can stuff something inside them.” She slipped off her sister’s shoes and went to Julia’s flat.


Julia and her son lived in a tiny two-room apartment on the same wing as Anna and her family, so Zosia did not have far to tread down the dimly lit underground corridors. As she padded barefoot along the concrete floors, she did not smell the damp or hear the quiet hiss of the ventilation fans, nor did she think about the overwhelming weight of earth that shielded them all in their tunnels, for she, like Adam and Julia and many others, had been raised from birth in this strange military complex that existed as an outlaw outpost of the Home Army in the deep forests of the Carpathian Mountains and in the expanded bunkers and tunnels left over from the active warfare of decades ago.


They were the elite, the ad hoc Underground government of the entire southern region of their now invisible country and the military staff of a headquarters for scattered partisan encampments that defended their small piece of free land in the middle of the Thousand Year Reich. They regularly moved from one society to another using faked documents, faked histories, entire faked lives, to support their activities among the German occupiers. They continued a resistance movement dedicated more to cultural survival than active warfare, and as the decades had gone by they had turned more and more from guns and bombs and sabotage to education and economics and politics. Still, they were at war, and as they struggled to maintain contact with their thousand-year-old history and to keep the local population from sinking completely into the mire of ignorance and semistarved slavery, they did not lose sight of their need to remain a military outpost, defending their borders and preparing for the inevitably violent uprising that would overthrow their brutal oppressors and resurrect their ancient, beloved homeland.


Though it was not completely shut, Zosia knocked at the door of Julia’s flat. Olek greeted her with a broad smile. Eighteen years ago, when she was only eighteen, Julia had been assigned to infiltrate a government office in Berlin. She worked in the Security Ministry as a secretary, moving up from the typing pool to a trusted position handling an entire department’s files. She carefully maneuvered herself into advantageous personal relationships, including having a torrid affair with a young and handsome Party official, and after two years of patiently feeding information back to her people, she had an opportunity to complete her mission and plant a deterrent bomb in a suitable location. She returned not only having successfully completed her assignment but with a bulging belly. Though she refused to name the father, she decided to keep the baby, and the gangly, brown-haired, sixteen-year-old youth who greeted Zosia was the happy result.


“Colonel Król!” Olek snapped to attention and saluted Zosia with comic seriousness.


“Cut the crap,” Zosia snapped, fed up by all the teasing her new commission had earned her.


“Just showing proper respect for our youngest female colonel, and, of course, the soon-to-be wife of a powerful Council member!” Olek remarked with military precision. “Not even thirty yet.” Olek whistled his admiration.


“I’ve been on active duty for sixteen years,” Zosia retorted, “and it’s well past time I get proper recognition. I should be on that Council!”


Olek winked to try to ease Zosia’s irritation. “I just figured that if they tolerate you and Uncle Adam, then they’ll tolerate anybody and there’s hope for me!”


Sometimes her reputation as spoiled-brat-cum-golden-girl, the brave, talented, impetuous, and adored youngest daughter of powerful parents, annoyed Zosia. At other times, she used her position to exquisite effect. Right now, she simply ignored Olek’s gibes. “Where’s your mother?”


Olek shrugged. “Out.”


“Drinking?”


“Probably.”


“I hope she makes it to the wedding. She’s my maid of honor, after all,” Zosia fretted, but not very convincingly.


“What do you need her for?”


“I don’t, I just need her closet,” Zosia answered as she tromped past Olek into the apartment. “Fashion emergency.”


With a bit of stuffing the shoes fit well enough, and Zosia did not suffer unduly as she marched forward to take Adam’s hand. Adam looked quite dashing in the uniform he had chosen to wear. The uniform matched his most commonly assumed identity, that of an SS major, but he had carefully removed the obnoxious Nazi paraphernalia that was usually attached and had covered the German insignia with the shields and decorations of his own rank in the Home Army. Or rather, his mother probably had. Adam was not particularly handy with needle and thread or, in fact, any other domestic object. Nor was Zosia, and the pair’s combined gross domestic incompetence was the source of many jokes and wagers among their friends and comrades.


The ceremony was held outside in the crisp October air, and with the inspiration of the wind rustling the leaves and the bright sunshine glinting through the pines, Zosia and Adam quieted their natural exuberance and solemnly pledged themselves to each other. After the ceremony, the touching display of solemnity did not last very long, and the wedding party soon became raucous. Adam and Zosia joined in the dancing and drinking and merrymaking until early the following morning and then absconded quietly, mounting a horse and disappearing into the predawn mist that covered the pine woods in an ethereal cloak of gray.




5





GRAY. GRAYNESS EVERYWHERE. Gray walls, gray floor, gray ceiling. Even the wooden door had a gray patina. His clothes were gray from dirt, his skin, sallow and gray from imprisonment. As the gray fluorescent bulb flickered day in and day out, he thought he would go mad if he did not see the sun soon. He didn’t though. He just waited, aching, hungry, scared, and bored in a demihell of gray.


While he waited, a routine of sorts developed. They continued to feed him, delivering food in the morning and the evening; he was able to visit the toilet twice a day, just after breakfast and just after his dinner, but otherwise he never left his cell. His new cellmates, two friends from the same factory, had no reason to trust him, and their conversation was somewhat limited as he did not trust them either. By virtue of his seniority, he claimed one of the two cots for himself. They could have ganged up on him and seized it, but they did not, opting instead to share the other cot between them. The two were taken out and interrogated regularly, and his heart went out to each as he heard their cries of pain, but when they returned, he did not bother being solicitous. Let them offer each other comfort. In any case, they were Germans—union organizers, he gathered from their occasional conversations—and for that reason alone he was not much inclined to like them. Let them enjoy the bestiality their master race had inflicted on its subject peoples. Let them understand what it felt like to be labeled as somehow inferior.


Monique. That was the word his eyes settled on. The writer had used blood to draw a heart and inscribe the name across it. His eyes wandered further, searching out the next graffito in a familiar routine. Dona eis requiem. He heard the words sung, whispered almost, in his mind. It was the funeral of a friend, and a stranger stood next to him in the church singing quietly, mourning her loss. He had not looked at her face, his eyes had been too intent on Allison and her husband, only a few pews away. He remembered how, unaware that she was being observed, she discreetly made the sign of the cross. It was then that he had realized how very little he knew about her. His eyes returned to the wall and the word Freiheit scratched near his cot. Freedom. Then there was the long polemic near the door. Each day he managed to decipher a bit more of the rambling sentences. Each line was more incoherent than the last, as the writer had slowly succumbed to daily torture.


Done with reading the graffiti, he lay on his cot, exhausted and bored, and watched as his two companions wrote furtive notes with pens and paper they had somehow managed to acquire.


“What are you staring at?” one of them asked accusingly.


He shook his head at his faux pas. “Sorry,” he muttered.


“Do you want a bit of paper?” the second one asked, rather more helpfully. “We’ll see that the note gets out.”


He shook his head again, then rolled onto his back and stared up at the ceiling. “There’s no one out there,” he said as if talking about God. “No one at all.”


The second one stood and walked over to his cot. “No one?”


A series of faces passed through his mind: his little sister, his mother, his father, his friends, Allison. He felt an urge to confide in his cellmate but blinked the deadly impulse away with the faces. “No one,” he repeated in a voice that indicated further questions would be unwelcome. There was an awkward silence, and then the union organizer pursed his lips as if preparing to ask another question. He decided to preempt it, and taking in the two with his eyes, he asked, “So what have you two lads been up to that has gotten the local cops so riled?”


That’s all it took. The union organizer was an idealist and talked freely of his traitorous beliefs, smiling with pleasure at the rare opportunity to have an interested audience. Only the sound of the door being opened interrupted his long monologue. All three prisoners looked with trepidation at the two men who entered. One was their usual guard, the other an officer. As the guard herded the two union organizers to the far side of the room to bar their exit, the officer beckoned imperiously to him. He smiled at his two comrades as they cowered in the corner. “I guess you won’t need to share the cot anymore,” he quipped as he obediently rose to his feet. He submitted to having his hands bound behind his back, and then he was shoved toward the door.


Rather pointlessly, one of the union organizers called out, “Good luck,” as he disappeared down the hall.


The court was a modest affair: a simple wooden table with two chairs, one occupied by a harried-looking military official sitting in judgment and the other by a prosecutor who presided over stacks of documents. Off to the side a private sat at a small table and took notes. It was late afternoon and everyone in the courtroom was obviously tired.


He approached the bench as ordered; there was no defense attorney, no cross-examination; he stood helpless and alone as his guard retreated to the far wall to light a cigarette. Sighing heavily, the prosecutor set down his cigarette and began impatiently searching through a stack of files. Finally finding the right one, the prosecutor pulled it out, slumped back into his chair, and finished the cigarette, fussily waving away the cloud of smoke it had produced.


It took about five minutes for the charges to be read. Crossing the border turned into a litany of crimes: escape from imprisonment, unauthorized departure from his place of work, falsifying documents, resisting arrest, corruption and bribery, deception, fraud, besmirching the reputation of the Reich, violation of national borders, smuggling . . . He stopped listening. They were throwing the book at him. It was, quite literally, overkill since his escape attempt—his second criminal conviction!—was in and of itself sufficient to get him the death penalty. As the prosecutor concluded by summarizing the evidence and reading out his confession, the judge stirred and prepared to pass sentence.


“I want counsel,” he demanded into the momentary silence.


The bald statement stunned them all, then finally the judge found the wherewithal to answer, “You have abrogated that right.”


“That’s impossible. I demand a defense.”


“Be silent. You will not speak out of turn,” the judge responded coldly, trying to hide his irritation.


“I want a defense.”


“You have no right to an attorney. Now be silent!”


“Then I want my turn to speak. I demand an opportunity to defend myself.”


“You will not make demands of this court!” the judge snapped angrily.


“I demand—”


“Shut up!”


He refused to stay quiet. He shouted out his opinions over the objections of the court and the senseless pounding of the judge’s gavel. As it degenerated into a shouting match, his guard threw down his cigarette, carefully ground it out with his boot, and approached his prisoner. Assuming the guard would try to drag him away, he rushed to vent his years of outrage and anger, but the guard was in no mood for such physical exertion. The guard swung the butt of his pistol at the back of his prisoner’s head and watched impassively as the defendant crumpled to the floor, thus restoring silence and dignity to the courtroom.


“Guilty,” muttered the judge, ticking a box on a sheet of paper. “Sentence: death,” he added, checking another little box on the form. He carefully placed the sheet on a stack of papers, and as the prisoner was dragged out of the room, the judge sighed, rubbed his forehead, then called out, “Next!”
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“HERE’S YOUR ADDRESS,” Richard snorted as he let the slip of paper float down to Kasia’s lap. “It seems they’re moving up in the world,” he added sarcastically.


Kasia grasped the slip of paper and read the address. “Poznań? Are they registered there?”


“Posen,” Richard snapped testily. “No, but your sister was granted a work permit and a temporary, foreign-employee residence permit. I assume your parents are living with her since they wouldn’t be able to resist going ‘home’ as they would call it.”


Kasia suppressed a bitter reply. Richard had only met her parents once, and their unremitting hostility toward him had left its impression. Fascist murderer, her father had called him. Baby thief, her mother had said, tears in her eyes. Pigheaded ignoramuses, Richard had called them, deliberately sacrificing their children’s future to a chimerical nonsense. Kasia held the paper tightly in her hand and asked imploringly, “Do you think I could try another visit?”


Richard motioned to the servant to light him a cigarette. “You know, in my position, these things are not easy,” he replied coldly.


“I know, darling.”


Richard smoked in silence for a moment. Kasia stared wide-eyed at him, wordlessly pleading. With each puff of the cigarette he felt a little more mellow, and finally relenting, he said, “I’ll check with the authorities.”


*  *  *


The building had been constructed sometime in the sixties or seventies: a massive tower of moldering concrete, misfitted windows, and dangling electrical wires. The concrete steps that led around and around, up innumerable flights, had huge chunks chipped away from overuse, poor maintenance, and vandalism. Here and there in the walls the slabs had chipped down to the rusting metal bars that threaded their way through as structural supports.


Kasia stopped on the eleventh floor, and once she had caught her breath, she turned into the hallway and began inspecting the doors. The numbers indicated that she had miscounted and had one more stairway to climb, so she returned to the steps and dragged herself up another flight. When she finally achieved the eleventh floor, she walked down the gloomy hallway peering at the faded numbers on each door until she found the appropriate one. There was a small nameplate next to the door and in tiny handwriting was written her sister’s name.


Kasia rang the bell and waited. She had not warned anyone she was coming, and she had deliberately chosen the dinner hours so that she would have the best chance of finding someone at home.


“Who’s there?” a voice asked in German.


“I have news of Kasia,” she answered.


The door opened a tiny width and a young woman peered out. “Who are you?”


Kasia looked into the face of her younger sister and was ready to reveal herself, but her sister recognized her and slammed the door shut before she could say a word. A muffled “Go away!” came at her like a knife through the door.


Kasia rang the bell again and pressed her ear to the door. Inside she could hear an argument, and she continued to ring the bell insistently. Again the door opened, this time held by Kasia’s father. He motioned her inside, but even as she stepped through, her sister pushed past her and left the apartment. A man whom Kasia did not know approached and stared at her with undisguised curiosity, then dutifully followed Kasia’s sister out the door and down the hall.


“Your brother-in-law,” her father explained. “They’re married, though of course they never got official permission.” He led her to the dinner table where her mother and brother were seated but did not offer her a seat. Kasia seated herself, and grabbing one of the glasses on the table, poured herself some water from a pitcher.


“It’s tap water,” her brother warned. “It will make a fine lady like you quite sick if you’re not used to it.”


Kasia already felt so sick from her pregnancy that she found herself pushing the glass away, even though she had not meant to.


“What do you want from us?” her mother asked wearily. “Does your husband need our winter coats for his dog? Or maybe he would like to steal your sister’s child to clean his toilet?”


“Mama . . . ,” Kasia began, but stopped as her mother raised a hand in warning.


“Do not call me mother! They stole two children from me, Kasia! Two innocents taken as babes from my arms. Your brothers! Stolen so that they could become some other couple’s adopted children or so that they could slave in some carpet factory weaving their fine carpets. Torn from my arms because I did not have a legal marriage, a legal marriage which they would not grant to me! They were stolen, but you, you harlot, you go voluntarily into their homes, you sleep with that man you call a husband, you produce children for him! You carry some piece of paper they’ve given you to prove your worth, but in here”—Kasia’s mother tapped her chest dramatically—“in here, you are hollow. You are no daughter of mine.”


“I’ve brought pictures of the children. Your grandchildren, Mama.”


“I am not your mother!”


“Darling,” Kasia’s father soothed his wife, “let her speak.”


“My husband does not steal children,” Kasia stated. “Your sons were taken decades ago, before I was born, before Richard was born. If only you would get to know him, you would see, he is a good man.”


“A good man! There is no such thing as a good German! The only good German is a dead German!” Kasia’s brother inserted angrily.


“Hatred gets us nowhere,” Kasia replied quietly. “I have my reasons for what I do, for what I have done . . .”


“What reasons could explain such a betrayal?” Kasia’s father asked pointedly.


“I can’t explain, Papa. You must have faith in me. We do not need to discuss our differences. I just wanted to tell you about the children, to show you their pictures, to see if we can offer you any help—”


“Help? Help?” Kasia’s brother interjected. “They steal everything, they destroy everything. They slaughter people for this reason and that reason and for no reason at all, and then they want to know if they can offer us help?”


“Kasia, how can you be so naive?” her father asked plaintively. “They only keep us alive to produce cheap agricultural goods, to slave in their factories and in their homes. They have destroyed our universities and schools, they have slaughtered our political and religious leaders, they continue to use terror to suppress even the tiniest glimmerings of freedom or hope. How can you leave your people and become one of them?”


“I have not become ‘one of them’! I married Richard, that’s all. I’ve made a life and a family with a man who represents all the wrong things to you. But he was not born a symbol, he is just a person, and it’s unfair of you to shun me just because I love the wrong person.”


“He’s no innocent bystander! He works in the Security Ministry!” Kasia’s brother scolded.


“Please leave.” Kasia’s father stood and moved around to her seat. He placed his hands on the back of her chair as if he would pull it out from under her if she did not stand up. “Leave and do not return. It is not safe for you to come here, and your presence could make difficulties for us. Leave now.”


Kasia looked desperately from her mother to her brother and then up at her father, but none of them betrayed the slightest emotion. She stood slowly, gathering the photos that she had laid in front of her on the table, tidying them into a neat little pile. “I’ve marked their names and a little about them on the back,” she said, tears invading her voice. “I’ll leave them for you.”


“Take your photographs and go. We cannot afford such fancy things,” Kasia’s mother stated coldly, pushing the pile roughly toward her daughter. “We do not want you here. You do not belong to us. Go.”


Kasia walked slowly toward the door. On the threshold she stopped and turned to confront her family one last time. They did not even look up at her. Drawing up every last ounce of self-discipline that she had, Kasia suppressed a bitter tirade and left in silence. By the time she reached the street, she found the photographs, torn into tiny bits, scattered on the ground and lifted by the wind along the dirty, treeless street.


“I told you so,” Richard said, and indeed he had.


Kasia did not say a word in reply, just stared up at him with those beautiful, wide, brown eyes of hers. He kissed her forehead, then put his arms around her, and she buried her head in his chest. He bent his head down to kiss her hair. “I’m sorry, darling,” he said with uncharacteristic tenderness. “I wish it could be otherwise.”


He felt her body trembling as she finally gave way to the tears she had held back for so long.


“Do you know, both your sister and her husband are in the Underground?” he asked, casually trying to change the subject to cheer her up.


Kasia looked up in alarm at her husband. He smiled a reassurance. “Don’t worry, no one at the Ministry knows. They’re safe.”


“What do they do?” Kasia asked unsteadily.


“They’re quite low down. Obviously,” he added smugly. “They’re involved in printing and distributing illegal textbooks. Or so I’ve been told.”


Kasia nodded, proud of her sister but unwilling to say so to her husband.


“You know, I have to go to Breslau. Inspection tour,” Richard reminded her.


“Breslau? You don’t have any connection with anything there, do you?”


“No, but I have a personal invitation from my erstwhile subordinate. I’ve accepted it because I want to keep tabs on what is going on there. I’m catching the midnight train.”


“Midnight?” Kasia asked, confused. “Won’t that get you in too early?”


Richard sighed. “My host has asked if I could come early, so I could see an entire day’s routine.” He stroked Kasia’s hair worriedly. “Are you going to be all right on your own?”


Collecting herself, Kasia nodded. “Yes, I have the children and the servants and my fine house, after all.”




7





RICHARD HUDDLED in the back of the taxi and yawned yet again. He turned his head to look out the window into the cold, dark November morning. Not even a glimmer of dawn on the horizon. Distant bells chimed. One, two, three, four, he counted, then yawned again. God in heaven, what a stupid life he led!


The taxi turned onto a road that Richard thought he recognized. A barbed-wire fence on the right finally gave way to a blank brick wall. “How far?” he asked the driver.


“About two kilometers, mein Herr.”


Richard let a few hundred meters speed by, then he said, “Let me out here. I’ll walk the rest of the way.”


By the time he and Lederman were pacing through the prison, he had stopped yawning, but the salubrious effects of his walk were overwhelmed by the stifling air of the cells. He was led up a staircase and into a separate section of the prison. They passed through a door and entered onto a walkway overlooking a darkened room that, Richard realized, had once been a large gymnasium. The balcony circled the entire gymnasium, and beneath them the floor had been divided with concrete blocks into a maze of individual cells, each covered by a protective net of chicken wire at the level of the walkway. In each cell was a single prisoner, all of them apparently asleep, though the prison was alive with their varied moans and sighs.


“These are for the new recruits and our problem cases,” Lederman confided. “We keep them in isolation to better observe their responses to our stimuli.”


“Why white?” Richard asked as he scanned the walls and floor and ceilings. Everything was white.


“It’s supposed to be quite disorienting to them,” Lederman explained.


“To me, too,” Richard admitted. He felt nauseous and he wondered if it was the stench or the incongruous whiteness.


A loud thunk and a sudden blaze of fluorescent lights caused him to wince. The prisoners immediately began to rise as shouts, curses, and orders from the guards echoed throughout the room. The two of them continued their inspection of the room and its contents, stopping here and there for Lederman to make an observation or so that Richard could ask a question. Eventually they came to a stop over a small section of cells.


“These are the new ones. I wanted you to see their orientation, but most of them have already been dealt with. All but him.” Lederman pointed to a prisoner who remained prone. He had been thrown onto a straw mattress without a blanket or clothing, and Richard shuddered with vicarious cold. Like the other new recruits, the prisoner’s head had been shaved, on his right wrist was a metal band, and on his left forearm a tattooed number. The metal band, which was welded into place, contained all the information anyone could want about the prisoner, including his number, so the tattoo was redundant, and Richard wondered why it had not been dispensed with yet. Tradition, he supposed, or more precisely, inertia.


Lederman turned to the nearest guard and ordered, “Wake him up!”


The guard glanced down at the prisoner. “He’s out cold, mein Herr.”


“I saw him twitch. Wake him up!” Lederman repeated angrily. “And fetch whoever’s on call.”


As the guard disappeared to carry out his tasks, Richard decided to explore Lederman’s opinions and asked, “Why do we still use tattoos? Aren’t they somewhat redundant?”


Lederman smiled knowledgeably. “No, no. You see, we’ve really got the dyes down perfect—they’re essentially irremovable! You see, knowing that, the prisoner is aware that his status is for life! These are all convicts, condemned prisoners, and we want them to be aware this is it—there is no other life for them. None but abject service to the Fatherland.”


“I see,” Richard agreed tiredly.


“It’s more than that, though,” his companion explained pompously. “Not only does it mark them for life, it gives them an accurate sense of their worth—they are now like cattle, no longer human. That is, if they ever were.”


“So you reclassify people?”


“No, never! We just correct previous misclassifications.”


“I see,” Richard said, as he watched a bucket of water being thrown onto the unconscious prisoner. The man stirred and moaned. Two guards approached him. “I notice you have everything here: Belgians, Dutch, Frenchmen, Poles, even some Russians. What about condemned Germans? Those with unquestionable pedigrees?”


Lederman shook his head. “For our few German miscreants, I’m afraid we must carry out their sentences. We cannot allow them to mix back in with the population. They are like an infection. It would not only be confusing, but dangerous.”


“I see.” Richard turned his attention back down to the prisoner. He noticed that though the man’s body bore a number of injuries, none of them looked recent except for a nasty welt on the back of his head. “What is this one?” he asked as the guards dragged the man to his feet and then pushed him down onto his knees.


“Common criminal,” Lederman explained. “English.”


Richard watched the criminal look around in confusion as he tried to take in his situation. He looked at the walls of his cell, at his lack of clothes, at the cold water that trickled down his skin. He had the frantic, terrified eyes of a wild animal caught in an incomprehensible trap. His hand reached up to his head, and an expression of horror came over his face when he discovered his lack of hair. He noticed his manacle and brought his left hand up to touch it. As he did so, he saw the tattoo on his forearm and his attention was diverted from the wristband to a savage attempt to rub the numbers off. The two guards standing over him exchanged a look of amusement.


“Not only criminal,” Lederman continued, “but a pervert as well.”


“Was he convicted for that?” Richard asked as the prisoner began a panicked attempt to free himself from the hold of his guards.


“No.” Lederman sounded sad. “Rules of evidence wouldn’t allow it.”


With a sudden effort the prisoner rose from his knees, but was immediately forced back down. “Why not?”


“They only had his word and it would have impugned the reputation of a German officer to accept his testimony.”


“Ah. So, a homosexual,” Richard said. Again the prisoner made a wild attempt to climb to his feet. “Lucky for him he wasn’t so labeled.”


The prisoner was slammed back down, and he yelped with pain as his knees hit the concrete. His struggling ceased momentarily as he seemed to be gaining control of his panic. “Yes,” Lederman agreed. “I can’t even tell the guards. At least not formally—so he’ll escape the special attention his sort usually gets.”


The prisoner looked up at them, noticing his audience for the first time. He opened his mouth as if he were going to say something, but then his attention was diverted by the door of his cell swinging open. A middle-aged man, mildly overweight, dressed as a bureaucrat would, entered, followed by a guard with a chair. The guard set the chair down, and then all three of the guards withdrew from the room. The bureaucrat calmly sat down and observed his subject for a moment as he lit a cigarette. His face was bland, almost expressionless, his hair thin and, on the top, balding. To Richard, he looked the perfect part of the anonymous official.


With the suddenness of an opening line in a theatrical production, the official spoke. “You are under an execution order. You are as good as dead now.”


The criminal stared at his visitor as if waiting for him to disappear along with the rest of his nightmare.


“Did you hear me?” the official asked.


The criminal turned his head from side to side as if looking for somebody to whom these words might be addressed. He looked upward at his audience, almost pleadingly. Richard bestowed a sympathetic smile on him, and that, for some odd reason, seemed to calm him. His eyes bored into Richard’s as if he could will a knowledge of his humanity into Richard’s head. Then he looked back down at the official, apparently ready to deal with his situation.


“Did you hear me?” the official repeated almost angrily. “You are under a sentence of death!”


“So why all this fuss?” the criminal answered with disarming, quiet logic. “Why not just kill me and get it over with?”


Richard raised his eyebrows in surprise. He had expected a low-class and highly accented German, but the man spoke as though he were an educated, fluent speaker. Richard tilted his head with interest. Perhaps this second-rate opera might be worth watching after all.


The official grinned as though he had predicted exactly such a response and was pleased by his acumen. “Shall we?” he asked, and moved to stand next to the prisoner, pulling a gun out from his jacket as he did so. He placed the gun against the prisoner’s temple. “Do you wish to die?”


Richard realized that the prisoner had been coerced by his disorientation and the theaterlike atmosphere to respond in a histrionic and, in retrospect, rather stupid manner. His bold attempt at preserving his dignity had not only been pointless, it had left him in the absurd position of having to argue, naked and on his knees, with a man who had a gun pointed at his skull. Richard imagined that with the cold reality of imminent death, the man was already regretting his bravado and perhaps rethinking his next response.


Indeed there was no immediate answer, and all the prisoner did was instinctively try to lean away from the gun, but for each millimeter that he tilted his head, the gun followed. Someone in the distance coughed; the ash on the tip of the official’s cigarette grew long. The prisoner glanced upward, as if seeking answers from his disinterested observers. Richard stifled another yawn and noticed that Lederman was fondling his mustache and smirking.


“Answer me,” the official repeated calmly. “Do you wish to die?”


A glimmer of defiance appeared in the criminal’s eyes and then disappeared. Richard knew that in his mind’s eye the prisoner was shouting his denunciation of the system, or saying something stupid about the coming revolution, but the man was smart enough to keep his mouth shut. The official pressed the gun even closer. Almost imperceptibly his fingers twitched.


“No!” the prisoner gasped without meaning to.


“What? What was that? Shall I kill you?”


“No. Please don’t shoot me.” The prisoner glanced up at his audience again, as if asking their forgiveness for his unwillingness to provide them with a fine show. Richard did feel rather disappointed.


“So you want to live?” the official asked, shoving the gun abruptly forward as if stabbing with a knife.


The prisoner winced. “Yes, I want to live.”


“Whatever it takes?”


“Whatever it takes,” the prisoner agreed reluctantly.


Lederman leaned in toward Richard. “So he’s passed stage one. Now begins stage two.”


Richard nodded and hid another yawn behind his hand.


The official replaced the pistol in his jacket, sat back down in his chair. “Then we can deal with you.” He nodded his head toward the mattress.


Choosing a spot that was not water-soaked, the prisoner sat as directed, crossing his arms defensively in front of himself.


The official paused to blow a stream of smoke into the air, then asked, “Do you understand your position here?”


“I think so.”


“It is my job to see that you do. I am a staff psychiatrist for this institution.” The man announced this so proudly that Richard had to cover his mouth to hide his laughter. The psychiatrist continued, “I have evaluated your records and determined that you may be suitable for our purposes. Your answer to my question confirms that belief.”


“I’m overwhelmed by your astute observations,” the prisoner responded.


The doctor smiled at his success and Lederman nodded approvingly, both missing the prisoner’s sarcasm. Richard took his eyes off the scene only long enough to glance disdainfully at his companion.


“Now I will begin your orientation,” the doctor announced. “It is important that you understand your stay of execution. You have been diagnosed as having sluggish schizophrenia, and as such you are useless to society. We may be able to reverse your condition and make you a productive member of society, but first you will need to undergo extensive therapy and reeducation.”


“Aha,” the prisoner agreed as though truly enlightened.


“Not only is your mental condition degenerate, but you are a criminal and through your criminal activities you have forfeited everything; you have no right to anything in this society—”


“When did I ever?”


“—your life belongs to the state.”


“Whose doesn’t? Aren’t all our lives intended for the glorification of the state? Isn’t that what we’re taught in school? ‘Loyal subjects of a glorious empire, proud children of a benevolent Fatherland,’ ” the prisoner quoted, “ ‘ancient tribes reunited: naturally bound by the laws of the Thousand Year Reich, bonded in brotherhood—’ ”


“Shut up!” the psychiatrist snapped. “You will speak only when required and always with due respect!”


Richard could barely contain his laughter; he leaned forward against the railing to get a better view. Suddenly, the second-rate opera had turned into a first-class farce.


The psychiatrist glared at his prisoner a moment but then seemed to regret his outburst, as if it were beneath his dignity. He closed his eyes, inhaled deeply from his cigarette, then once he was sufficiently calmed, continued, “You are the property of the state, and as such you are valuable to the state only so long as you work. All the laws and regulations pertaining to Untermensch pertain to you. You will learn them and obey them. As long as you work, as long as you obey each and every law and each and every command put to you, you may be permitted to live. Is that clear?”


“Yes.”


“If you cease to work or refuse a command or in any way threaten any citizen or structure of the state, your sentence will be carried out immediately. Is that clear?”


“Yes.”


“The price of disobedience is death. Is that clear?”


“It’s clear,” the prisoner murmured.


Exasperated, the psychiatrist exclaimed, “You will always refer to your betters with the appropriate degree of respect! Now, have I made myself clear?”


“Yes, Herr Doktor, you’ve made yourself clear.”


“That’s better. You are being given a second chance, and you will be appropriately thankful.”


“Of course, Herr Doktor, I am truly grateful,” the prisoner responded in a voice that was a study of pious gratitude. Richard coughed into a handkerchief to hide his smile.


“Good, I see that you can learn fast,” the doctor congratulated himself. “You’ll begin within the hour. You will join a group of other recruits then. You are never to speak to any of them, nor are you to speak to anyone else unless required to do so.”


Despite this last command, the prisoner asked, “Could you just tell me one thing?”


He asked it in such a conversational tone that the doctor was taken off guard and responded without thinking, “What?”


Richard and Lederman had begun to leave, but upon hearing the prisoner’s question, Richard turned back to listen. Lederman, noticing that his guest hesitated, waited respectfully.


“I’m now an Untermensch, right?” the prisoner asked, then without waiting for an answer continued, “However, if I understand your”—he hesitated as if searching for a polite word—“ideology correctly, that’s a matter of genes rather than jurisprudence.”


The psychiatrist nodded reluctantly


“So how is it that I can go from being a non-Germanic Aryan, id est, inferior, but not an Untermensch, to being an Untermensch?”


“Your actions have shown your true blood.”


Richard had to smile at that logic. Lederman came forward and whispered in his ear, “This one will truly need special attention.” Richard nodded without taking his eyes off the scene below.


“So, I have been an Untermensch all along?” the prisoner persisted.


“Yes, clearly. You were an orphan, were you not?”


“Yes.”


“There you have it. You must have some Jewish or other foul blood in you, as do so many of you English.”


“But what about my hair? It was blond, sort of,” the prisoner explained. “And look, I have blue eyes.” He pointed at them in a gesture of helpfulness that once again, and rather fortunately, the psychiatrist did not recognize as sarcastic.


“Doesn’t matter. It’s in the blood.”


“I see. But why wasn’t it obvious before?”


The psychiatrist hesitated. “I shan’t debate with you, that would be folly. Nevertheless, I am intrigued by your question. You see, I believe your entire race is corrupt, so you had no trouble hiding your true nature among your own kind—it was just so much filth among garbage.”


“But the English are part of the Volk. That’s what I learned in school. One people, one master race, born to rule, reunited after a tragic separation, reaffirming their common bonds of brotherhood and natural right to—”


“Stop your blathering!” the psychiatrist snapped angrily.


“Just quoting doctrine,” the prisoner apologized innocently, “about the English.”


“Traitors, all of them.”


“Nevertheless, still a part of the Volk.”


“Some are, others are trash—mixed race, like you. Loathsome, vile, filthy!” The psychiatrist became incensed and began to yell. “You may arrogantly try to mimic us and use our language with your educated vocabulary, but you’re still inferior and your efforts are repugnant: like watching a monkey use fine china. You think you’re clever enough to know our ways and hide among us, but sooner or later we always ferret you rats out! You’re polluted and your very existence defiles our culture. You were born a subhuman and you will always be a lesser being; your endeavors to pass for a true Aryan have been fruitless. We will now teach you to behave in a manner appropriate to your status.”


The prisoner looked unimpressed. “So, it’s all in the blood, eh?”


“All in the blood,” the psychiatrist solemnly echoed.


“Heavens, isn’t it about time you guys developed a blood test for this? Wouldn’t it make your lives so much simpler?” the prisoner asked.


Richard turned his laugh into a cough. Lederman blinked slowly as he considered the suggestion.


“Yes, it would,” the psychiatrist agreed all too seriously, “and I’m sure one day we will.”
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ZOSIA SIPPED HER TEA nervously in the little tearoom across the street from where Stefi stood in the chill dawn air. She looked at her sixteen-year-old apprentice in her provocative clothing with her overmade face and her sultry stance and nodded her head approvingly. A man approached Stefi, a farmer to judge from his clothes, but she said something that caused him to walk away shaking his head. As the night gave way to morning, Zosia became frustrated at their lack of success. She tapped her teacup nervously. Another twenty minutes, she thought, then they’d give it up for today as well. Their target was known to frequent this corner, and they had bribed the usual denizens away so that Stefi would be the natural choice, but now the third morning was upon them without success. Zosia was just beginning to mutter an imprecation under her breath when she spotted the uniform that she wanted. Black from head to toe with a nifty cap and nice death-head insignia. She squinted her eyes and studied the face. Success at last!


Zosia paid for her tea and left the shop in time to follow Stefi and her client down the street. She ducked into a seedy alley and from there watched the two disappear into the entrance of the inn. She strolled down the dark, narrow passage, ducked behind a pile of crates and garbage, and slipped into a door that took her up a back stairway so that she would be in the bedroom when Stefi and her client arrived. She settled herself into the only chair in the room and, picking up the yarn that she had left in a basket, waited patiently, crocheting a blanket for her baby.


The man opened the door and started when he saw Zosia. He drew his gun, but she waved her hand impatiently and said in a thickly accented German, “There is no need for that.”


“What’s this about?” the man demanded, turning toward Stefi as if ready to hit her.


“I am her sister,” Zosia explained. “This is her first time. If you let me stay, I give you her for half the agreed price.”


Stefi looked appropriately terrified. Zosia wondered how much of it was an act.


The man studied Zosia, wondering if he might work a better deal with two for one. “Stand up,” he ordered.


Zosia obeyed as if it were second nature, standing with her back swayed and her stomach pushed out. The man sneered at her large belly and shook his head. More little Slavic trash running around, fouling the streets and committing crimes. Why didn’t they just round up these pregnant cows and abort their monstrosities? It wasn’t like they could hide their condition!


“She’ll do it for free,” he suggested. “And you’ll be grateful for that.”


“One quarter price,” Zosia countered. “We need to eat.”


“You both look fat enough,” the man sneered.


“Please, mein Herr,” Zosia begged.


“Take off your coat,” the man told Stefi. She did so, and he looked her up and down and grudgingly agreed. “All right. Thirty marks. That’s a loaf of bread for you, isn’t it?”


One-tenth her street worth. “Yes, mein Herr. Thank you for your kind generosity,” Zosia replied grovelingly.


He put his gun in the holster and removed it with his coat, uniform jacket, and tie. “Now come here, little princess,” he called to Stefi, beckoning with his finger. Stefi approached timidly. He began undoing her buttons and reached inside her blouse. Zosia had placed herself back into the chair so she could see Stefi’s face and was behind the man’s back. She saw her apprentice cringe as the man’s hands caressed her, and she gave her a smile and an encouraging nod. He would have been long dead in her hands, but she let Stefi find her own technique, in her own time. Stefi attempted to hug him, her hands dancing nervously around the man’s back as she tried to ascertain his size and physique. Her fingers wandered up to his neck and teased at the bristly hair at the base of his skull.


One of his hands tore at the button and zipper on the back of her skirt and eventually managed to open it. Helpfully Stefi reached down to push the tight skirt over her hips. She then discreetly reached behind her neck and undid the necklace she wore—Zosia’s necklace. Her fingers curled around the necklace and held it in a tight little fist. She reached up to embrace her lover, but he disconcertingly stepped back to survey his treasure.


Zosia saw Stefi’s panicked look as her plan fell apart and nodded knowingly to her apprentice to reassure her. She did not pause in her crocheting as she commented quietly, “Turn around for your man, dearie. He wants to see you.”


“Yes, yes,” the man agreed amiably as Stefi stepped out of her skirt and turned around in front of him. This one was really quite good-looking. She looked vibrant and healthy and her curves were full. He was used to weak muscles and pallid flesh draped over bony hips. Of course, she was too poor to afford stockings, so all she had on was a worn slip and underwear, but perhaps if he made an investment, took her on as a mistress, he could outfit her appropriately. He reached forward and pushed her blouse off so that he could survey her just in her slip. He motioned with his finger that she should turn around again. Black stockings, high heels, and lace—yes, he should cover her in lace. And wash her hair, too.


He reached forward and grasped her hands in his. Stefi’s eyes widened with fear as his fist closed around hers. Surely he must have noticed the necklace she was holding. She looked at Zosia to leap up and save her but Zosia continued to crochet calmly.


“You know,” he propositioned, “I could make something out of you.” He was oblivious to the way she held her hand in a fist—far too many other things were on his mind. He let her hands drop, and he reached toward her breasts and began fondling them roughly. Then his hands moved to the straps of her slip and pulled each off her shoulder. His hands returned to her breasts as they began to emerge from beneath the material. Stefi realized with a surge of horror that her arms were pinned down by the straps of her slip. She either had to move the straps back up—a move that was sure to ignite his anger, or she had to pull the slip off her arms—a move that would expose her completely to his lecherous gaze.


She glanced again at Zosia, gathered her courage, and shook her shoulder so that the slip slid farther down, off her breasts. Without further hesitation, she extricated her arms from the straps, and as the slip slid onto her hips and hung there precariously, she threw her arms enthusiastically about the man’s shoulders and dove into his embrace. She could feel how hard he was, could feel her nipples pressed against the fabric of his shirt. She felt the strength of his muscles and understood intuitively how easily he could crush her in his arms. Her fingers uncurled enough to find the catch hidden in the filigree of Zosia’s pendant, and the blade leapt out. His left hand closed around her breast in a possessive hold while his other hand moved downward. With one movement, she brought her hand up and into his neck even as his hand was clumsily probing into her underwear and finding its way between her legs.


Perhaps because he was reaching down to thrust his fingers into her, perhaps because she was nervous—whatever the reason, she placed the blade badly. His head jerked back and he glared at her angrily, the hand on her breast digging convulsively into her. Blood spurted from the wound, soaking her hand and his shirt. Zosia continued to crochet, unperturbed. Stefi pulled the knife out, and even as he reached up to strangle her, she plunged it into his skull again. He gurgled at her, his eyes wide with the realization that he was no longer controlling the situation. Zosia glanced up to ascertain the effectiveness of Stefi’s second blow, nodded approvingly, then turned her attention back to the blanket before she lost count on the number of single crochets she had made. The man dropped down, twitching and jerking at Stefi’s feet. Zosia reached a natural break point in the pattern, tucked the blanket into the basket, and stood up.


“Well done,” she congratulated a stunned Stefi. “Very good for a first try.”


Stefi stared down at the man who had collapsed at her feet. She held her bloody hand out and away from herself, but the knife remained in the man’s neck.


“Always remove the knife immediately,” Zosia advised. “You don’t want them grabbing it.” She waited to see if Stefi understood, hoping that the girl was not too traumatized. Stefi shuddered as if waking up and then mechanically stooped down and removed the knife from her victim’s neck.


As Stefi stood again, still holding her hand out and away from herself, Zosia put her arm around her and whispered, “Good girl,” kissing her gently on the cheek. She looked at the spasming man and decided he was probably not going to die soon enough. What a mess!


She waited a moment until Stefi’s breathing had eased, and then said softly, “I’m afraid he’s not quite dead yet. Do you want me to finish him for you?”


“No.” Stefi’s voice came from a distance. “No, I’ll do it. Just tell me how.”


“Anyway you want to, dear. He’s already made a mess.”


“But how should I have done it?” Stefi asked plaintively.


Zosia placed her hand around Stefi’s so they were holding the knife together. “Here,” she said as she guided her apprentice down to the body, “I’ll show you.” Together the two women brought the knife to the base of his skull. Zosia corrected the angle, then, when she was sure it was right, she said, “Now,” and together they shoved the blade up and into their victim’s brain.


They stood together and Zosia waited patiently, holding Stefi’s shoulders as she recovered herself.


“Phew, what’s that smell?” Stefi asked suddenly.


“He’s defecated. His hard-on probably prevented him from urinating, but I wouldn’t be surprised if he’s come as well.”


“Yuck!” Stefi commented, sounding not unlike the teenager she was.


Zosia was all business. “Wipe off the knife with your slip and throw the slip into the fireplace.” She went over to her basket and removed some kerosene. She glanced up the chimney, and then when Stefi had placed her bloody slip in the fireplace, Zosia sprayed it with the fuel.


“What about the rug?” Stefi asked as Zosia lit the fire.


“We’ll need it. They’re used to messes here—hence all the throw rugs.”


Stefi nodded noncommittally.


As the fire burned, Zosia picked up the victim’s jacket and holster, checked to see his documents were in the jacket, and grabbing the cap as well, she shoved it all into her basket. She removed his watch and frisked the body, taking anything of value, however remote, and placed it all in her basket. “Wash yourself,” she told Stefi, pointing at the sink, “then put your clothes back on. We don’t have all day.”


“Sorry.” Stefi stepped gingerly past the dead man on the floor and carefully washed and inspected herself for blood. When she was finished, she pulled on her skirt and blouse and inspected them as well.


When Stefi was ready and the fire had died out, Zosia tucked away her necklace, gave the room a quick inspection, and then together they wrapped the throw rug around the body and hauled it to the door. The floor underneath was unmarked: the rug had been thick enough.


They put on their coats, then Zosia tied a rope around the rug and the man’s ankles and showed Stefi how she could haul the body down the steps on her own if necessary using the rug as a sledge. “We don’t usually need to do such things,” Zosia added, “but in this case, a cover-up has been ordered.”


“I understand.” Stefi nodded. Funny, it had all been explained to her in advance, but her mind had gone completely blank after she had stuck the knife in the man’s neck.


They pulled the body down the stairs and out the door into a lightly falling rain. There behind the crates and the garbage they were well hidden from the street. Zosia locked the door, and then, after glancing past the stack of debris to check that the alley was empty, she returned to the body.


Together they unrolled the rug and Zosia carefully folded it into a small square. She unpacked a sack from her basket and shoved the rug into it. Then, rolling the body over, she said, “Now we’ll make sure it looks like he was attacked here. By robbers. Or perhaps by a rival.” She glanced up at Stefi and, making a quick decision, said, “Watch the street. I’ll do it.”


“No. I’ll do it,” Stefi insisted. “I can handle it.”


“Okay.” Zosia handed her apprentice a nasty-looking knife. “Make a mess of it—we don’t want them to notice those pretty little neck wounds.”


Stefi nodded. For a moment she hesitated, then she felt his hands pulling at her breast, felt his fingers groping between her legs, and with a sudden resolve she raised the knife and brought it down with a brutal strength into his back. She repeated the motion over and over, in a frenzied surge of anger.


Suddenly Zosia reached out and grasped her wrist. “That’s enough, dear,” she said quietly. “Just get the neck now.”


Stefi brushed the rain from her face, then carefully placed the knife on her victim’s neck. She plunged the blade in and dragged downward, cutting across his shoulder, tearing the skin and obscuring the tiny punctures.


“Well done,” Zosia congratulated her. She gently removed the knife from Stefi’s shaking hands, dropped the blade into its scabbard, and buried the thing in her basket. “Let’s go. You carry the potatoes, and I’ll haul the basket of cabbages.”


Stefi nodded mechanically.


Zosia smiled at her apprentice and said sympathetically, “Relax, sweetie. You’ve done really well. Two or three more times and your technique will be perfect.”


“I feel sick,” Stefi said, her body beginning to tremble violently.


“See if you can’t hold it until we get home,” Zosia advised as she surveyed the sky. “This rain is only going to get worse.”
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IT WAS ONLY GOING to get worse, he thought as he stood in the doorway and looked up. A cold drizzle emanated from the leaden skies, falling lightly into the courtyard. The faint gray stretch of clouds on the horizon was the first daylight he had seen in weeks, and he shook like a leaf as he finally allowed himself a moment to think about what had just happened. Only an hour or so ago, he had been doused with water, had awakened in such bizarre circumstances that he could not credit their reality. He had been interviewed, or interrogated, or at least threatened. And he had capitulated entirely. Uncertain what his words had meant, he had accepted life at their behest over death.


Immediately afterward he had been taken out of his cell and, along with others, ranted at. He had responded to the prompts, had denounced himself as worthless, had agreed that obedience was the only option. He had been warned, in screeching tones, that the price of disobedience was death. And now, he was obeying the first direct command. Still naked, with nothing but a number on his arm, a manacle on his wrist, and a tattered rag in his hand, he had been sent outside, told to cross the courtyard and enter the barracks on the far side so that he could scrub the latrines there.


He shuddered with cold and a relentless fear. He was so hungry he kept convulsively trying to chew something. He gathered his courage and took a few tentative steps across the slippery stones toward his destination, but again he hesitated. They had taken everything from him! His clothes, his hair, his name! He was so utterly alone and so completely at their mercy that terror was the only rational response. How, in God’s name, could he possibly continue? He looked up at the sky as if begging for a sign, something that would tell him how to proceed in this grotesque nightmare. A snowflake landed by his nose, melted, and ran down his cheek. He brought his gaze back down to the ground and the pockets of frost that nestled between the cobblestones. He was nearly frozen, but still he could not bring himself to move. He was a prisoner, a nameless, faceless prisoner, and he had given his life to them in the hopes of preserving it for a few more months. Oh, God, what had he done? He looked down at the number on his arm and recited it mentally. It was, for now, his only name.


With a monumental effort of will, he forced himself forward, crossed the courtyard, and grasped the door handle. A quiet sob escaped his lips as he rotated his head to view where he had come from, then, determined to face whatever awaited him before he completely lost his composure, he opened the door. He was surprised to find the barracks relatively empty. A few soldiers lounged about, and one or two were changing clothes or organizing their kit, but most of the cots were empty. As he proceeded down the aisle between the cots, somebody nudged his friend and muttered, “Look, another poor, dumb shit sent over by those loonies.” He got a few incurious glances, and someone tossed a towel at him, possibly to be helpful, but he did not know what was permitted, so he ignored it as it dropped to the floor.


He found his way to the latrines and surveyed them with resigned despair. They were filthy. He began with the cleaner parts—the sinks and benches, but inevitably he was forced to undertake the cleaning of the showers and toilets. Hunger aggravated the nausea inspired by the filth, and he retched repeatedly, but did not vomit. With only the now sodden cloth to aid him, he was forced to scratch at the filth with his fingers; nevertheless, he persevered, hoping that this first test of his resolve would be the worst and that if he did well, he would be moved up to the next stage, which would be less repugnant.


After a time he became inured to the smell and the dirt and was able to scrape mold, matted hair, and other detritus out of the shower sewers with equanimity. Several times soldiers entered and used the latrine, but they generally avoided him and left him to his work. One or two felt the need to kick him out of the way as he scrubbed near the door, but then he learned to scuttle quickly away whenever he heard anyone coming in.


Later in the morning, when his job was nearing completion, he heard a squad return to the main room of the barracks. Within moments several of them had entered the latrine and, upon spotting him, decided to have some fun. He continued to scrape away some rust-colored mold from the tiling near a sewer even as they began to surround him.


Some of them were preparing to shower and were naked or clad only in towels; others still wore their full uniforms, and one of these nudged him with the toe of his boot and asked, “Hey, boy, whatcha doing? Hmm?”


Before he could even conceive of answering, this question was followed by others.


“Getting on with your work, boy?”


“Hey there, what happened to all your hair?”


“Whatcha doing there?”


“Hey! Look at your betters when they address you!”


He looked at the speaker. He was a young, smiling boy of no more than seventeen. “How come you ain’t doing useful work?”


“How come you here, boy?”


“Hey, check his wrist, see what it says!”


Someone grabbed at his right arm, hauled it upward and twisted it around so they could read his identification band. “A criminal! Tell us, what did you do bad, huh?”


“You touch any of our women?” The speaker was a powerfully built, brown-haired young man clad only in a towel.


“No, I didn’t. No . . .”


“What did you do, huh? Come on, you can trust us.”


“Leave him alone. Come on.”


“Bet he laid his filthy hands on one of our women.”


“No, I didn’t . . .”


“Come on, guys, leave him alone,” someone suggested, tugging on an arm.


“What then, you filthy pig!” the brown-haired speaker persisted.


“I . . . ,” he stammered.


“You what?”


“Hey, I got an idea!”


“You all crave our women, you shit dog! He’s raped one of our women!”


“No, no . . . ,” he almost begged.


“Shut up, you’re all liars.”


“Calm down, Georg, you don’t know what he’s done.”


“Let’s teach him a lesson anyway!” the smiling boy suggested. A few of the group followed his inspired lead and dragged him to one of the sinks, filling it with water. His head was forced into the water, and even as he struggled to squirm free of his captors and come up for air, someone pounded on him mercilessly.


Suddenly he was released. He flung his head upward, gasping, prepared to be resubmerged, but no one forced him back down. He sank to the floor and it took a moment for the pounding of his heart in his ears to subside enough for him to hear the now rather subdued background conversation.


“. . . wasn’t hurting him, Sergeant.”


“Honest, Sergeant, we was just having some fun.”


“Enough. Go about your business.”


Mumbled “yes, sir’s” indicated that the small crowd was dispersing rather sheepishly. After a moment he heard the approach of the sergeant. Cowering on the floor, dripping wet, shaven, naked, and beaten, he could hardly imagine less dignified circumstances, but he summoned his pride and looked the man directly in the eyes. The sergeant looked him up and down, decided he was sufficiently unharmed, and left without saying a word, rather as if he were a machine incapable of understanding speech.


He stared after the lumbering form, wanting to say something, but the words I am human stuck in his throat.


*  *  *


The job assigned to him for the afternoon was no less unpleasant, but he managed to complete it without incident. Afterward, he and the other recruits were provided with potatoes and some gristly gravy for dinner, and then they were marched to the latrine to empty their buckets and wash. In the evening they endured hours of indoctrination, and then, numb with weariness, they were marched back. As he entered his cell, he was handed a blanket: it was rough and worn and smelled, but it was beautiful to him and he felt a wave of gratitude to his captors for this unforeseen luxury.


The next day, upon returning to his cell, he discovered he had been awarded clothing and footwear. The shoes were short, black lace-up boots with worn heels and cracks along the seams. He put them to one side and pensively fingered the roughly woven gray-blue material of the trousers. The material was rather worn, and he could not help but wonder what had become of the previous wearer. The long-sleeved, collarless shirt he had been given was made of a similarly worn material but had brand-new identifying patches sewn with a careful hand onto the shoulders.


He dressed quickly, then glanced down at himself, trying to imagine what he looked like to the rest of the world. Pretty pathetic, he guessed. The cut and colors of his uniform betrayed his status to all; the shoulder patches summarized everything that was considered relevant: a white strip of cloth on which his identification number had been printed, a patch with the cross of Saint George to identify him as English, a black stripe with a green triangle to show he was a criminal, and finally a red strip of cloth with a yellow inset to indicate, if he remembered correctly, that he was a Zwangsarbeiter, a forced laborer, further categorized as Untermensch, that is, subhuman.


He grasped the material of his sleeve in his hand and stared at the insignia. Quite a load of shit to carry around, he thought, all the hierarchies and divisions, the ethnicities and classifications of his society, summarized there, on his sleeves. It was an appalling indictment of the entire culture that his worth could be summarized so cavalierly, that his identity was a number, that his legal rights had been reduced to nothing. An appalling indictment, yet he could feel no bitterness. He was simply too elated that he finally had clothes.
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“THAT WAS THE NEWS for this November evening. You have been listening to Julianna and the Voice of Freedom. Keep the faith.” Julia signed off the broadcast and poured herself a tumbler of vodka as the strains of the national anthem filled the air. She did not have to hear it to broadcast it, but she liked to listen to the words anyway.


“Good job, as usual,” the technician assured her from the doorway.


“Any jamming today?”


“No, we’re doing a lot better with the multiple-source broadcasting. It will take them a while to work that one out.”


“Well, let’s get out of here while the going’s good,” Julia said, downing the vodka in a gulp.


“There’s no hurry,” the technician assured her, “they haven’t even found the relay stations yet.”


Julia shook her head. With each year she had grown more rather than less nervous, and any unnecessary delays or risks bothered her. “Fine. You stay and put up a welcome sign. I’m going.”


She packed her bag and walked out into the damp evening air. Maybe it’s time to quit, she thought. This was, after all, only a sideline, one of the less specialized of her assignments. It would be silly to be arrested or shot for doing something that almost any volunteer off the street could do. Collect impartial and foreign news reports and read them to the populace. Who couldn’t do that? Her specialization was in planting and maintaining a series of deterrent bombs throughout Nazi government buildings. That required skill and training that was, to say the least, rare. She should save herself for that, she should not expose herself to other unnecessary risks. That’s how she should present her case to the Council. She would not tell them of her growing anxiety, of her war weariness, of her need to drink more and more vodka to steady her nerves. It would be a simple case of protecting a valuable and rare resource: her bomb skills.


She thought about this as she glared impatiently out the window of her first-class train compartment. The train seemed to move so slowly! The sooner she got to Berlin, the sooner she could implant the upgraded remote-control detonators they had just received from the North American Union into their deterrents, and the sooner she would be done!


She thought about the location of the devices that she maintained in that city and about the identities she would adopt to gain access to each. It was difficult for her, there were so few excuses available for the presence of a woman in an unusual location: cleaning lady, secretary, prostitute. That about covered the career options in the Reich. Of course, this wasn’t strictly true, but anything else drew notice, and that, when one was infiltrating, was bad. On the other hand, there were advantages as well: women were so typically unimportant that nobody took notice of them. As a secretary she could walk into an office, remove files, and walk off with them without anyone even being aware that she had been there, and prostitutes counted as virtual nonpersons and could attend social functions and conferences without drawing the slightest suspicion. She was also in much less danger of being denounced, for the usual path to information was through a man, and it never drew suspicion if an attractive woman tried to become friendly with a powerful man—everyone knew her motives: money and power. In that way, she might or might not succeed, but she rarely put herself in any danger.


There was, Julia thought, only one group in society that drew even less attention to themselves and that was the nameless, faceless multitude of forced laborers who scurried around with their heads bowed and their shoulders slumped as they carried out the commands of their bosses and obeyed the whims of their masters. With the right uniform and papers, a person could go anywhere—walking mindlessly into the middle of a firing range or into the core of a reactor—and nobody would raise an eyebrow for, after all, what would be the point in having a brutalized and submissive pool of workers if one could not give out insane orders now and then? Still, despite the perfect cover such anonymity might afford, she had never chosen that route and was unaware of anyone else who had; doubtless the fear of being trapped in that caste was just too great.


The train’s whistle sounded lonely and cold through the dark night. A leaden rain began slapping at the windows, drawing slanted streaks that glinted with reflected light. Berlin was hours away, it was dark and she was tired, yet she had no desire to sleep. Julia lit a cigarette and watched as the smoke clouded the window. In the patterns she saw a map of her future, and everywhere she looked she saw only one answer: America. She needed to get herself and Olek out of the Reich and to that strange land overseas. America. She could stop looking over her shoulders there. America. Olek wouldn’t have to carry a rifle. In America she could enroll him in a decent school and he could live a normal life. America, the train’s wheels chanted to her. America, the whistle screamed. No Gestapo in America, no fear of torture, no nightly tremors as she woke up from a dream of being shot. She had to leave this madness, she had to get there, with her son. She needed a way out, she needed a plan. America, she thought. It would solve the fears, ease the worries, soothe the anxieties. In America she would sleep through the night. In America her hands would stop trembling. Go to the Council, she thought, resign, get out, leave. Then go to America. That’s what she would do.


Julia reached into her bag and pulled out the bottle of vodka. Only one other person was in the compartment, a sleeping young man, so she had no need to be discreet. She removed the cap, put the bottle to her lips, and drank. It was unflavored; the sweetness of the flavored vodkas made her sick if she drank too much, so she drank the unflavored variety, the stuff they called clean water.


Only one more job, she thought. Complete this mission in Berlin, it would be the last, and then she would take Olek and they would leave. Abandon the madness and the madmen to their guns and their bombs and their bombs and their guns. Leave the murderers with their corpses, leave the torturers and the tortured behind. Leave the prisons and the camps, the conscription and the forced labor. Leave behind the identity cards and bloodline proofs, the documents and the endless mounds of paper. She would go to America and be free. As she heard the word repeated over and over in the clacking of the wheels, she drifted off to sleep.


By late morning, she arrived at the pension that was one of their safe houses in Berlin and greeted with profuse kisses the old couple who ran the inn. They showed her to her room and handed over the extra items that she had requested. She sorted through the papers and clothes, prepared herself for that evening’s task, then stressed by the travel and worry, drank some more vodka and collapsed exhausted into bed.


Hours later, a soft knock at the door woke her. The old woman came into the room bearing a tray of food. “I thought you would need something to eat,” she explained sheepishly. “We worry about you, Julia.”


Julia shook her head. “There’s no need to worry, I’m fine.” She looked at the tray and smiled. “Thanks for the soup; nobody makes better soup than you!”


The old woman blushed at the compliment. “And how is your family? How is your son? And how is my favorite nephew, Cyprian?”


“Olek is well, growing fast. I’m very proud of him. My father is also well, he sends his love.”


“And Marysia?”


“My mother is busy, as usual. Have you heard that Zosia Król and Adam have married? She’s pregnant, too.”


“Ah, Adam and my goddaughter! They will make a fine pair!”


“I suppose,” Julia replied noncommittally. “At least now Adam will have some competition from somebody as arrogant and self-obsessed as himself.”


The old woman wagged her head gently and clucked softly. “Do not be so hard on them, they are fine children and both are very selfless when it comes to the important things.”


Julia shrugged. “If you say so.”


“Is Adam still teaching?”


“Yes, he goes into Kraków and stays for several weeks at a time so that he can cover a course. When he’s there, I guess he sometimes works with Zosia’s brother. He’s stationed there, you know—”


The old woman nodded.


“—and carries out some other assignments, so I guess it’s forgivable, the extra risk he takes.”


“Adam loves teaching, he loves passing on our culture. He doesn’t need excuses to do it.”


Julia shrugged again. “It’s an unnecessary risk. He should confine himself to his specialization.”


“I think his field of work is depressing if there is no counterpoint,” the old woman suggested. “We all live under stress, dear child. Don’t begrudge your brother the right to do something positive like teaching our poor benighted people.”


“It’s not like he’s teaching children how to read! These are university-level subjects. Obscure shit.”


“We need to maintain our culture. They closed the universities, shot the professors, arrested the students—all for a reason! They know how important education is to a free people, and so do we. You should know that.”


“I guess so.”


“Oh, Julia, my beloved Julia. You have always been my favorite and I know you well. What is wrong, child?” The old woman had switched to Polish, whispering to avoid being overheard. She spoke German stiffly, with an excruciatingly formal propriety, but when she spoke her native language, she did so with a singsong accent that sounded as if she hailed from much farther east.


“I need to quit,” Julia sighed. “I need to take Olek away from all this and just go somewhere safe.”


The old woman tilted her head and contemplated Julia. “Have you asked about this?”


“Not yet. I’m afraid of what the answer might be. But after I finish this assignment, I’m . . . That’s it, I’m finished. I can’t handle it anymore.”


The old woman nodded her sympathy. “You’ve done good work, Julia. Don’t worry, they’ll help you retire to the countryside, if that’s what you want.”


Julia shook her head. “No. I want out. Completely. Out of here. I want to go to America. I want money to start a new life. I need money, dollars, American dollars.”


The old woman didn’t say anything to that. She blinked slowly, then pointed at the soup. “It’s getting cold, you should eat. If you want to nap, I’ll wake you up in plenty of time.” She left without waiting for an answer and closed the door quietly after herself, as if leaving the room of a very sick person.


Several hours later, Julia rose from her nap and began to don her first persona. She dressed as a cleaning woman, fixed her hair and makeup, checked her papers, and packed her equipment into a handbag that had a separate bottom compartment discreetly hidden inside. Assuming an appropriate accent, she practiced a few typical sentences, and when she was satisfied with herself, she drank a glass of vodka, rinsed her mouth, and made her way out into the early evening.


The department store was already closed, it being well past the time shops could legally stay open. It was ten minutes before the normal cleaning staff was supposed to arrive when Julia reached the side door and presented her papers to the security guard who stood there.


“New?” he asked as he scanned the papers.


“Yes, sir.” Julia felt herself trembling, so to steady herself, she studied the customers still inside the shop. Almost exclusively men, they were allowed in after hours as a “personal favor” by the store management. Of course, the prices of the merchandise might be a bit higher in the evening, but the convenience of being able to shop after work was more than worth the expense. Gifts for the wife, gifts for the mistress, they were men who could afford the added cost of tapping on the closed shop window with a handful of marks but could not afford to disappear from work for hours on end during the middle of the day, as so many of the truly influential did.


“Figures,” the guard replied. “Nobody else shows up on time!” He directed her toward the cleaning cupboard and suggested she make a cup of tea before starting, since “the others will make sure you do more than your fair share, once they get here.”


Julia nodded her appreciation of his advice and disappeared into the store. She went straight down the stairs into the bowels of the building and proceeded knowledgeably along a corridor that led to a boiler room. She unlocked the door with a passkey and went inside. She scanned around for the attendant, but he was nowhere in sight. Once she was sure the room was empty, she ducked behind one of the massive furnaces and crawled along a narrow space between a huge duct and the wall. As the duct bent upward, she scrabbled underneath it and came to a sewer grate in the floor. Julia pulled a wrench out of her bag and undid the bolts, then carefully moving the heavy grate to the side, she slipped down and out of sight.


She landed in about a foot of water and sludge and swore angrily. The old passage had been disconnected from the city’s system years before, after massive construction on the street, and she had not expected there to be more than a few inches of seepage in the tunnel. The mud had splashed her uniform and seeped into her boots, and now she would spend the rest of the time freezing cold and miserably wet. She trudged for a short distance along the sewer, swearing the entire time, until she came to the opening that she was seeking. It let her up and into the subbasement of another building, a government records office. As far as she knew, there was no direct access from that building into its cellar, and the little room was entirely cut off from the city above. That, however, was not the room’s attraction. It’s advantage lay in its location: directly next to and below an annex of the Reichssicherheitshauptamt—the headquarters of the Reich’s security apparatus.


In the tiny, abandoned subbasement had been placed a large wooden crate, securely locked and labeled with dire government warnings that it must not be touched or disturbed in any way whatsoever. Julia went to the box, checked the seal, and then unlocked it. Inside, it waited quietly for her gentle touch. She stroked the cold metal, breathing a sigh of relief as she did so. She inspected the data recorder, noted the readings, and then with the tenderness of a lover, began to remove the cover plate and replace the detonator with the upgraded model that she had brought with her.


As she worked, her hands were steady, her thoughts calm. There was something so satisfying in tending her terrible machines of death, or as she thought of them, her guarantors of life, that only when she was working with them did she feel at peace and unafraid.


She finished the exchange, changed a few settings, and after replacing everything, returned the way she had come. In the boiler room, she brushed off her uniform, wiped the mud from her boots, and headed back into the store. She went to a back exit, unhooked the alarm, and walked out the door without anyone noticing. Back on the street, she breathed deeply, sending out a little cloud of steam into the night sky. One down, six to go.


The next three caused no difficulty, and she accomplished them in a matter of days. After that she went to work at the Reichsuniversität. She presented her papers to the secretary in charge of the library and indicated that she had been told to start work that morning helping out with the filing of archives. The university was sufficiently hierarchical that nobody thought to question the largesse, and grateful for the extra help, the secretary put her to work immediately. Julia planned to stay long enough to establish a presence, and then, when she had completed her work, she would be properly reassigned, thus leaving without causing any awkward questions to be raised.


The university itself was not a target, at least not one that Julia was assigned to, but there were laboratories in an institute associated with the university in which weapons research was carried out, and those were. For the quick work that Julia wanted to do, there was no point going through the mess of getting herself vetted and assigned directly to the laboratories. It was sufficient to be an accepted presence at the university and to await an appropriate opportunity.


Over the next several weeks, Julia finished the last two jobs and finally had an opportunity to enter the institute and access the deterrents that were hidden there. Everything went smoothly, and when she presented the library secretary with her transfer papers, she could smile with genuine pleasure as she expressed her sorrow at leaving such a friendly workplace and said that she hoped to return soon.


She was still smiling as she boarded the train leaving Berlin. Hours later, changing trains in Breslau, she shivered in the cold night air as she hustled from one platform to the next. She climbed aboard the train to Krakau and found a comfortable seat near a window. As the train sped off, she stared out into the night, watching the city as it unfolded past her. Darkness returned as they headed into the surrounding countryside, but then on the outskirts of the town the night was illuminated by the sprawling mass of a huge military installation. Julia was unable to stop herself from expertly scanning the complex for useful information, but of course there was nothing in sight of the train, just residences and the prison. She wondered briefly what was going on inside those walls, but then they were gone from view and her mind turned to other thoughts. She snuggled into her seat, opened a book and read, but she did not really pay attention to the words; rather she let them drift past her in a meaningless jumble of images.




11





THE WORDS WERE MEANINGLESS. They came at him in tidal waves, slamming violently into his brain, but he ignored them and let them wash past. His thoughts remained undamaged by the propaganda, by the idiocy they ranted at him. He heard the train whistle and he felt a surge of joy; it gave him a chance to be distracted by thoughts of that other world, the world where normal people rode on trains. He had looked forward to hearing it and was pleased that he had not miscalculated the time.


They were commanded to repeat something, and he let his voice join the others as they shouted slogans and praise for the Reich. He bore the tedious humiliation stoically, letting his mind wander freely, sure that his demeanor and shouting would not betray the fact that he was not mentally present to even hear the words pounded into his brain. Sometimes at night, though, the words would come back to him and he knew then that they were making progress in the battle of his will against theirs.


The evening indoctrination was part of a routine. The days were spent working: from early in the morning until late in the evening he worked. Whether it was shoveling gravel or breaking stones or polishing someone’s silverware, he worked. There were manufactories on the site, and sometimes he was assigned to those. Sometimes not. The only pattern was that each day, whatever he did, he worked, sometimes alone, always in silence.


He saw the other prisoners only at certain times of the day: when they were permitted to empty their buckets, when they stripped and were searched for lice or whatever, when they received their work orders. They were not permitted to talk to or even look at each other, and so they remained in a cowed silence, only ever daring to speak when commanded to at the indoctrinating lectures. These were held in the evenings, after a long day’s work, and consisted of hours of rants and forced chants. They stood together in straight lines—men and women, but no children—in a small auditorium, staring forward, never looking either to their right or their left, never speaking a word except to shout slogans on command.


Once in a while the evening lecture routine was interrupted by a one-on-one visit with a staff psychiatrist. They seemed keen to look into his mind and study his responses, and he was put through a battery of psychological tests, drug therapies, and interviews. He did not know if this was usual or if he had been singled out, but in any case he lied consistently and outrageously. He did not know whether they noticed or expected such behavior, nor did he care: it amused him to play games with them just as they did with him, and that reason alone sufficed.


Besides the work and the interviews, there were punishments: for misbehavior, for showing independent thought, for speaking, for stepping out of line, for showing disrespect, for not working sufficiently hard, for any number of things and for nothing at all. It was part of the indoctrination of worthlessness. The punishments varied from being slapped or hit or kicked or punched to being tortured, but he was fairly adept at avoiding them.


“You’ve always been good at putting on an act,” Allison said, and he smiled in response. He did not know for sure how she had meant it, but he took it as a compliment. It had certainly helped to get him and his friends out of trouble more than once. He lingered on that thought, on Allison, on his friends, on their good times as they had walked arm in arm through the street singing rowdy, illegal songs on their way home from the pub. At times like those, when they had brazenly snubbed the authorities, when he had constructed outrageous excuses with a straight face and managed to placate an irate patrolman, when they had had to cover their mouths to contain their laughter—at times like those, it had felt as if they ruled the night.


A whistling sound snapped his attention back to the auditorium. For the briefest moment he thought it was the train again, but then he felt the sharp pain of braided leather tearing through his shirt and cutting his skin. He swallowed a cry of pain, and suppressing an instinct to turn and confront his attacker, he immediately joined in the chant of praise for the Reich that he had so carelessly failed to shout.


He waited tensely for the next stroke, but to his great relief there was none. He had only just mentally sighed his relief when a baton was tapped against the back of his neck, pulling him out of line. He followed the wordless directions that, with taps and jabs, sent him out of the auditorium, down a hallway, and into an empty room. The entire room was white: floor, ceiling, walls. There were no windows and no furniture; the only relief from the stark whiteness was that somebody’s blood was spattered on the floor and on the walls. He looked up and was relieved to see that none was on the ceiling. He stood alone there, waiting and wondering at the severity of his punishment for such a minor offense as daydreaming.


After a long time, the officer who seemed to be responsible for his reeducation entered the room. The officer brought a handkerchief to his nose, holding it there, as if in defense against the smell, and studied him. Suddenly, the officer pulled away his handkerchief and snapped, “Eyes down! You’re in the presence of a superior! You know that!”


He dropped his gaze to the floor.


“The psychiatrists have observed you over this past month,” the officer informed him as he pulled a sheet of paper out of his breast pocket and unfolded it. “Their summary tells me that you have consistently exhibited appropriate responses to stimuli, that you have rapidly learned all that has been put to you, that you have had a minimal failure rate, and that on the rare occasions of inappropriate behavior, you have accepted punishment without protest.”


He felt a glimmer of hope.


“In other words,” the officer sneered, “they think you’re ready.”


He looked up with interest, holding his breath in anticipation.


The officer looked at him for a long moment, then said quite casually, “They’re fools. I know you’re not.”


He let his breath out slowly. He had to swallow as the meaning of the officer’s words sank in.


The officer began pacing. “You think you can fool everyone, you think that by playing along, we’ll figure you’ve learned your lessons. But I know; I can tell. You’re not ready, not at all. You still think it’s a game, don’t you?”


An image of Allison’s shattered body came to mind and he shook his head, replied ruefully, “No, I know it’s for real.”


The young man walked up to him and reached out to touch his monthlong growth of hair. “You think this makes you different, this blond hair.”


“No,” he said in response to the officer’s touch.


The officer misunderstood. “Oh, yes, you do. Your blue eyes, your blond hair, your fancy language—you think you’re one of us! You think you’re special! But you’re just as foul as any long-nosed Jew. Worse even, because you’re a traitor and you choose to be what you are.”


He did not respond and the young man spun away to continue his lament, more to the walls than to his captive audience. “Four years! Good God, nearly four years in a labor camp and look what they managed to come up with. They haven’t a clue about discipline! How in God’s name do we let such things happen?”


Still he could think of no cogent response, so he remained silent. His trainer walked back up to him, grabbed his sleeve, crumpling the insignia in his fist. “Look at this profanity! Criminal, ha! Whatever they had to hide with you, we all know what you are, you pervert. You may have escaped being marked for what you are, but I’ve read your file, I know, and I don’t want you alive in the same world with my children.”


Knowing that it was his own words that had condemned him to this man’s judgment, he did not debate the charge; instead he said, “I’ve done you no harm.”


The officer sputtered, “Harm! Your very existence fouls this planet, and we’d all be better off with you dead. You disgust me!”


He considered for a moment telling the truth to the officer. He regretted his cover story now and he doubted that revealing the existence of blackmail information against the Kommandant would have caused his comrades too much difficulty, but it was too late. The officer would not believe him and would certainly not change his opinion even if he did. Indeed, if he revealed that he had convincingly lied under interrogation, then he might never win his freedom from this hellhole. With that in mind, he tried a different approach. Summoning up every bit of acting ability that he had, he said, “I admit my actions in the past have been evil, but I can change. Please give me a chance.”


“Change!” his trainer mocked. “A snake remains a snake and a pig remains a pig. You’re a swine. You have these misleading physical traits, your hair, your eyes, but I’m not that naive, I’ve handled your type before. Many of you have had to be crushed.” He closed his fist as if crushing something. “You are not the first nor will you be the last. You have ideas about yourself and therefore it will take a little longer to beat some respect into you, but believe me, we will do it, because it’s your natural place to serve at our feet. We are the master race, we are the Übermensch! You are born to serve and we are born to rule and you will only attain true peace and happiness when you realize that. It is written—”


“You know,” he interrupted impatiently, “you could at least read what you are wont to quote. You do know how to read, don’t you?” Even as he said it, he regretted his reckless outburst. When, he wondered, would he ever learn to keep his mouth shut?


The officer walked right up to him and struck him. “So you cannot help but show your true colors! I’ve known it all along! I was right! They’ve gone easy on you because they like you, because they thought you were civilized, but that’s going to change. They’re not in control, I am. You Engländer, I have no respect for you or your people! Their methods have failed and now it is my turn. You see, I know there is a type of person, snakes like you, who learn early in life to lie and camouflage themselves and to get by in any situation. Over and over again they deceive everyone with their acts, but as soon as the pressure is off, they return to their native habits. They never learn. They can’t learn. There is nothing to do but remove them entirely.”


He looked at his tormentor questioningly.


The officer laughed. “No, I don’t mean that I have to kill you. I have better methods than that. I’m going to remove every trace of your personality. You’re going to feel so much pain, you will be so disoriented, that you’re just going to leave and there will be nothing left but a very well-trained body. By the time I am through with you, you will truly regret your behavior, or rather, you won’t even be capable of such behavior.”


“Mein Herr, I’m not like that. I can learn. Forgive my mistakes, please . . .”


“Ha! Good try!” the officer scoffed. Then tapping him gently on the skull, the officer explained, “You see, you’re still in there. That won’t do. As long as you’re in there, you will stay in here.”


The intelligent and cultured young man then turned on his heel and headed toward the door. He opened it and two men entered. One carried shackles, the other a heavily laden burlap bag. As the two men tromped in, the young officer hissed a warning to them under his breath, then turning to smile at him, said, “You like games, see how you like this one.”
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“SEE HOW YOU LIKE this one!” Til announced gleefully. “Two Haitians walked into a shop owned by a Jew in Manhattan—”


“Is your supply of jokes endless?” Richard asked.


“This isn’t a joke. Look, it’s here in this American newspaper.” Til held up the page and tapped the relevant story.


“I thought I told you to look for information on American technology. You shouldn’t even be reading that section,” Richard grumbled.


“What, your wife said no last night? You should beat her, pregnancy is no excuse.”


Richard scowled at him. His underling’s familiarity was getting irksome.


“Anyway, I am doing my job,” Til offered in expiation. “You get much more information from advertisements than from the articles. See?” He held up the paper again. “There’s an ad right here. The article next to it just caught my attention.”


Richard grabbed the paper and looked at the advertisement Til had indicated. It did indeed announce, for all to see, the latest trend in computer technology. Richard shook his head at the stupidity of the Americans. Why, in heaven’s name, did they publish what should be classified information? Well, their idiocy was his department’s gain. With a little knowledge of English, they had no need for espionage; all they had to do was buy some newspapers and magazines either in the North American Union itself or in some convenient neutral country, then ship the information back into the Reich. A few hours of reading gave them invaluable economic, political, and technical information as well as a wealth of anti-American propaganda in the form of stories about crime, disorder, degeneracy, and the general disintegration of American society.


With that last thought, Richard scanned the story Til had indicated. It was quite amusing, and the misunderstandings and violence involved clearly showed the danger of allowing races to mix freely. “Thank God we live in an orderly society,” Richard commented as he finished the article. “You ought to send this over to propaganda. They could make good use of it.”


“Quite a story, isn’t it? What a hellhole that city must be with all its dark-skinned people, and its immigrants with their turbans and their strange rituals, and all the criminals skulking in every alley!”


Richard nodded his agreement. “Speaking of hellholes . . .”


“Ah, yes, you’ve got a train to catch. That explains the mood!” Til chuckled.


“Yes, time to visit our little sadist and see what he’s up to. And there’s no point you gloating, I’m taking you with me.”


“What? I . . . ,” Til stammered.


“Yep.” Richard stretched in his seat. “I need some backup. Last time he didn’t give me a minute’s peace while I was there, he was so busy trying to impress me, so this time I want you to go through the files while that little shit amuses me with whatever he’s been up to. Plucking wings off flies, or whatever.”


“Ah, it’s a dirty job, but somebody’s got to do it,” Til joked.


“Yes. Anyway, call your wife and tell her to send a suitcase—we’ll need to spend the night.”


“Don’t have a phone. I’ll just go home and pack.”


“No, we’re too busy. Send one of the lads around with a message,” Richard said, taking his revenge for Til’s earlier comment. “I want you digging out technical information. And no more Jew stories!”


Til sneered behind Richard’s back, but did as his boss had ordered.


*  *  *


Their little sadist had indeed been quite busy. Til carefully searched through the files to get some meaningful statistics on drug usage, prisoner makeup, and mortality rates, as Lederman enthusiastically dragged Richard around on a tour of the facility, showing him his own separate complex of offices, cells, lecture halls, and workshops.


They stopped to observe a group of women sewing uniforms. Richard looked disinterestedly at the rows of bowed heads and hunched shoulders as Lederman continued a lecture on his techniques.


“It’s one of the more effective ones. No observable injuries, so quick, too!” Lederman enthused.


“Huh?”


“The muscle relaxant. The prisoner just sits there, then all of a sudden they realize they can’t breathe!”


“Then what?”


“Depends. If we want to keep them, we inject a stimulant. If not, well . . . Anyway, after they’ve been through that just once, they are absolutely terrified of any needle brought near them. Absolute terror,” Lederman repeated cheerfully, leading Richard to another room to inspect some electronic devices that had just been imported.


“I’ve found, by experimenting,” Lederman explained as he fondled one of the devices, “that shoving this stun gun into their mouths is singularly effective. Brutally painful. They collapse to the ground immediately.” He replaced the device on its shelf. “Of course, you have to be careful not to break their teeth, and the side effects are somewhat unpleasant.”


“Side effects?” Richard asked, wondering what could be more unpleasant than having a jolt of electricity wash directly through one’s body.


“Muscle spasms, so . . . Well, as you might guess, it makes quite a mess.”


“Where does this stuff come from?” Richard asked, looking at the rows of devices.


“America. They use it in their prisons. Supposed to be humane!” Lederman said, laughing.


After that they stepped outside to see the execution grounds. En route, they stopped at a work crew and watched them breaking up stones in preparation for construction at the site. Richard looked on dispassionately as the men slaved away. Though at his high rank, he could expect never to be exposed to anything similar, the fickleness of the Reich toward its highest political officers was such that he could not feel entirely at ease.


It had been that way all along, he thought. Certainly political rivalries had taken their toll as early as the thirties with its “blood purges,” and Hitler had made it clear that the Führer would not be above torturing his own men if they stepped too far out of line. There were, for example, the piano-wire hangings of the forties for the traitors who had too loudly questioned the Führer’s continuing appeasement of the Soviet Union and his change of heart about attacking their unwieldy Communist ally. Those, it was said, had been filmed so that Hitler could watch their gruesome deaths over and over.


The men worked unceasingly, sweat dripping from them, even in the damp early-March chill. Though they were trembling with exhaustion and it was obvious some were having difficulty even lifting their tools, they continued to swing their sledgehammers and pickaxes at the stone. Whenever one of them paused, even for a few seconds, the entire crew was punished.


This must be why they were standing there so long, Richard thought. To prove his toughness, his host was waiting for one of them to collapse. As he observed the wretched theater, Richard wondered what his own fate would be if he ever fell on the wrong side of that fine line. Certainly not reeducation, he would be spared this nonsense, but would it be a pistol placed discreetly on his desk or would it be worse? He supposed it depended on the nature of his as-yet-unknown offense, and on the politics and personalities of the time.


After Hitler’s death things had calmed down a bit with those who were out of favor simply being disgraced and kicked out of the Party, only occasionally to be quietly murdered afterward. It had continued that way, working toward a normalization of the politics, well into the sixties, but then things had begun to go wrong. Strikes, riots, and uprisings had spread throughout the Reich; there had been confusion in the hierarchy about how to handle such things, and the response had oscillated between repression and appeasement. The result of such confusion had been disastrous, and it had looked for a time as though the entire Reich would collapse into anarchy under the strain, but then a strong-arm faction took control, put their man into power, and regained the upper hand.


That Führer’s peaceful demise in ’81 had occasioned a renaissance of sorts. There was a period of “openness” and “restructuring.” Those repositories for all who were considered unfit to live within the Reich, the concentration camps, were downsized, and some of them were even closed altogether. It had looked as though the Reich might bumble its way into a limited democracy or a benevolent dictatorship, but in the late eighties, a series of Freedom Movements, coupled with rampant inflation and unemployment, led to yet another period of crisis, which ended with heavy-handed repression, a reopening of the camps, and a “return to the old values.” The racial laws and strict discipline were applied with renewed vigor, and state employment was expanded to the extent that there was now a labor shortage. The vast resources thrown into keeping a lid on the unrest had absorbed a huge number of young men into the services, taxes had to be raised, and the repression had to be stepped up even further to maintain order. It was a vicious cycle of overemployment in parasitic government services, taxation to support the expenditures, and repression to support the taxation. The government had calcified, the Führer had surrounded himself with a series of yes-men who belonged to either his first or second “ring” of advisers, and the entire system was creaking its way toward another crisis.


Dangerous times, Richard thought, but dangerous times also meant opportunities. He and all the other men waiting to take over the reins of power walked a tightrope, never knowing which way the wind would blow, never sure when a purge would be necessary to “encourage the others,” never knowing if now was the moment to grab that brass ring. Still, Richard did not feel as exposed as many of his fellows, for he lacked the vices that caused most of their downfalls. He was not interested in mistresses or money, he had no desire to spend or show off. He was not addicted to anything: not alcohol, nor gambling, nor sadism. He did not believe a word of the Nazi mythology and so was unencumbered by any idiotic ideology, and he was willing to lie, to cheat, to smile, and to charm his way to his goal. He was intelligent, charming, handsome, and fit; he was perfectly placed to obtain whatever he wanted, and what he wanted was power, pure and simple.


One of the prisoners stopped working. He did not collapse, he simply stood still, leaning on his sledgehammer, ignoring the commands shouted at him. Richard and his host watched as the guards flailed wildly at the entire group. The guilty prisoner remained unmoved, so the guards changed tactics and beat at him alone. Richard suggested that they continue the tour. Lederman seemed disappointed that they were not going to wait to see the man die, but he did not object and they continued on their way, eventually returning to Lederman’s office. There they discussed the effectiveness of various drugs and therapies, assessed the success rate of different members of the staff, and ended up chatting about Lederman’s youth and his sports achievements.


“. . . the knees ended it all,” Lederman explained. “Just as well, it is hardly a fit career for a gentleman.”


“Indeed,” Richard agreed.


Suddenly Lederman glanced at his watch and exclaimed, “Goodness, I almost forgot! I have someone to show you.”


They left the office and paced rapidly down the hall and out the door. Richard’s shoulders slumped as he realized they were heading back toward the prison. He was led down a series of hallways containing heavy metal doors set into the uniformly gray concrete walls. Lederman came to a stop in front of one of the doors and had it opened.


Semidarkness and an unidentifiable stench greeted them. The room had concrete walls and a tiny window that provided the dim light; it was completely empty except for a prisoner who stood in the middle of the room as if placed there and told to stay put. He had an air of having been there a long time, standing an eternity, waiting for them.


The prisoner wore chains: a short length across his ankles, another binding his wrists, and another that led from his wrists down to his feet so that he could not lift his hands much above his waist while standing. A length of rope was also tied around his neck, the end of which dangled a few feet and was not attached to anything. Since there was nothing else in the cell Richard could conceivably observe, he approached the prisoner and looked him over, trying to determine what had made Lederman single him out. Though the prisoner was reasonably tall and well-built, he was emaciated and filthy with hair that was caked with dirt, or worse.


The man kept his head and eyes down and did not return Richard’s curious stare, nor did he turn or in any other way react as Richard paced pensively around him. The identification on the man’s arm indicated that he was English and a common criminal. Gingerly, Richard plucked a bit of something from the man’s hair. He sniffed it and then crumpled it to a coarse black powder—it was dried blood, and obviously not the source of the stench that emanated from the man and his clothing. The smell was rather overpowering, and Richard finished his inspection quickly so that he could put some distance between them.


As Richard paced back toward the door, Lederman, who had politely waited there, gave him a slight bow, clicking his heels as he did so. “What’s the rope for?” Richard asked.


Lederman looked over at the prisoner as if noticing him for the first time. “I don’t know,” he admitted. Both he and Richard turned to the guard for an explanation.


“Don’t know, sir,” the guard answered.


“Take it off,” Richard ordered.


“Take it off,” Lederman parroted. The guard attempted to untie the rope, but the knot was too filthy. After a few minutes, he used a knife and cut the rope off. The entire time, even when the knife was slipped between the rope and his throat, the prisoner stood passively disinterested.


“He was one of the ones I saw in November, isn’t he?” Richard asked as he carefully inspected his fingers to make sure none of the dried blood had adhered to them.


“Yes, yes!” Lederman sounded excited. “I’m glad you remember. Just watch. I want to show you the progress we’ve made.”


“That will be fascinating. I can tell already, you’ve made some changes in him.”


Lederman smiled at the compliment, then turning his attention to the prisoner, snarled, “Down!”


The prisoner apparently understood this to mean he should immediately drop to his knees, crouching with his shoulders hunched and his head bent forward. Lederman stepped forward and pressed his hand into the prisoner’s forehead, pushing it upward a bit so the prisoner looked forward. As Lederman removed his hand, the prisoner’s head stayed exactly where he had placed it. Lederman turned and grabbed a truncheon from the guard and approached the prisoner again.


“Remain still,” Lederman commanded. He theatrically touched the club to the prisoner’s cheek to align it, then raised it threateningly. The prisoner did not move, his expression did not change in the slightest. Lederman whistled a warning then violently swung the club toward the prisoner’s head. Though his eyes closed in fear, the prisoner remained still. At the last instant, the club swerved to pass over his head, just grazing his hair. Richard could see the man wince as he felt the breeze over his head, but still he did not move.


Lederman turned to Richard and grinned. “See?” he trumpeted. “Didn’t move an inch! Now, watch this.” He turned his attention back to the prisoner and commanded, “Move!” and as he said that word, he swung again. This time the prisoner scuttled backward, just managing to avoid the blow that would have impacted his head. Lederman swung again and again, driving the prisoner backward until he was against a wall, forcing him to change direction and scrabble desperately along the wall until he was trapped in a corner, shielding his head as best he could with his fettered arms, cringing expectantly.


Lederman stopped then and turned to look at Richard.


Richard wasn’t sure what that demonstration was supposed to have proved, but he smiled encouragingly anyway.


“Would you care to have a go?” Lederman asked, offering Richard the club.


Richard shook his head. “No thanks. Don’t want to spoil my polo swing,” he joked.


Lederman laughed and spun back around, in the same movement swinging the truncheon forcefully, hitting the prisoner’s upraised arm and the side of his head. The man moaned with pain.


Richard glanced again at the green triangle and ethnic identification. He felt absurdly relieved that the man was not only a criminal but also a foreigner—the former meant he could dismiss the prisoner’s suffering as probably well-deserved, and the latter put a comfortable distance between them, the sort of safety-net distance one used when looking at the bloated bellies of starving, but faraway, children.


After that first blow, Lederman paused as if deciding whether to continue the beating. By all measures the prisoner had performed admirably, and he decided to reward him by not punishing him further. He hung the truncheon on his belt, then turned to the guard and asked, “Have you kept my orders with regard to food and water?”


The guard replied enthusiastically, “Yes, sir! Not a crumb of food nor a drop of water since you gave the order, sir!”


Lederman paced back to the center of the room. “Come here!” he snapped.


The prisoner began to rise, but Lederman ordered, “No! Crawl!” Obediently, the prisoner returned to his hands and knees and crawled toward the center of the room. His chains scraped noisily across the floor, and he favored the arm that had just been hit. When he reached the center, he was ordered to stand and he immediately struggled back to his feet. Richard could now see the unnaturally thin, cracked, dry lips, the bones that jutted painfully out of the sunken flesh of his face.


“Are you thirsty?” Lederman asked him.


The prisoner seemed stunned by the question. Bewildered, he raised his gaze from the floor and looked at his tormentors with unfocused, bloodshot eyes. His mouth lolled open and a swollen tongue touched the lips as if wetting them in preparation to say something, but his lips remained dry and he remained silent.


Completely mad, Richard thought, as he listened to the rasp of the prisoner’s labored breathing.


“I asked you a question!” Lederman screeched at him.


“I am sorry, mein Herr,” the prisoner apologized in a hoarse whisper, mechanically, as though he had said the phrase countless times. He seemed to collect himself and added carefully, “Yes, I am thirsty. Very thirsty.”


“Get me a cup of water,” Lederman ordered one of the guards. He motioned for the other guard to stand behind the prisoner, and Richard wondered at this maneuver. A slight smile played across the guard’s face as he assumed a position with which he was obviously familiar.


The cup of water was brought in and handed to Lederman. Richard watched with detached curiosity as the prisoner’s eyes lighted on the precious fluid. His face assumed a look not unlike lust, and again the tongue tried to wet the lips. The prisoner’s hands twitched but did not move to reach for the cup; instead he waited, quivering with anticipation, like the well-trained animal that he was.


They stood like that a moment, a tableau of thirst about to be quenched, then Lederman began waving the cup back and forth, carelessly letting water spill over the sides and splash noisily to the floor. The prisoner’s eyes widened at the cruel waste, his body jerked convulsively with aborted attempts to snatch at the water. Then suddenly he realized what was expected, and he went arduously down on his knees and in the most abject tones began begging for the water.


Lederman smiled benevolently at the performance, glancing up at Richard to invite him to share the triumph of their explicit superiority. Richard stifled a yawn and wondered if he could get a cup of coffee somewhere. The prisoner continued to beg, his words emerging hesitantly, sticking in the dryness of his throat. As he pleaded, he raised his chained hands in supplication. Lederman brought the cup nearer so that the prisoner could smell the water, putting it within his grasp.


As the prisoner thankfully reached for the cup, Lederman’s indulgent smile turned to an angry scowl and he motioned to the guard behind the prisoner. The guard responded by agilely raising his leg and kicking the prisoner brutally in the back, just below the neck. The prisoner was slammed forward, the water went flying; the cup clattered noisily to the floor even as the prisoner landed with a heavy thump, his face crashing painfully into his arms and his chains.


Richard watched as the man desperately wet his lips on his arms and then moved his face to the floor to try to lap up the spilled water before it had all seeped away. Lederman’s laughter filled the cell, the two guards joined in, and Richard added his own weak chuckle of approval to the humiliating performance. The others were so involved in their merrymaking that they did not see the way the prisoner interrupted his efforts to look up at them, but Richard saw it, and the expression of pure hatred that greeted him told him that the prisoner was not completely mad, that someone was hiding deep inside that wretched exterior, and that one day, if that person ever escaped, they should all fear for their lives.


Unnerved, Richard glanced at his oblivious companions. By the time he looked back down at the prisoner, the expression was gone, and the man was busily trying to suck water from stone. Lederman indicated that the guards should return the man to his work crew, then suggested to Richard that they take a break and have a cup of coffee and a pastry in the lounge. “Made right here in our own bakery on the premises,” Lederman enthused as he described their pastries, “absolutely fresh and simply delicious!”


He was right, the pastries were delicious, but the coffee was even better. Real coffee, freshly brewed. Richard savored a mouthful, then asked, “Why that man?”


“Man?” Lederman repeated, confused. “Oh, the prisoner!” he corrected.


“Why him?” Richard repeated, bored by the pedantry.


Lederman sipped his coffee and tasted his cherry tart before answering, “I chose him deliberately because he’s a tough case; I wanted you to see that I’m not afraid of challenges.”


“Indeed,” Richard commented ambiguously. “What makes him so difficult?”


“Oh, you saw him! He thinks he’s part of the master race because of his looks. Even worse is the way he speaks—like he’s somebody. That from a common criminal!”


“What exactly was his crime?”


“Now this is interesting.” Lederman dropped his voice as if revealing secrets. “His file says draft-dodging and an unauthorized exit from the Reich with the usual fraud and deception that involves.”


“So?”


“But I know he was involved in homosexual activities. Not only that, but he has no record before being arrested for draft-dodging, about four years ago.”


“No record? What’s wrong with that?” Richard asked, betraying some confusion.


“You misunderstand. I mean no record at all! His file has all the normal stuff—orphanage, school, work—up to when he was sixteen, then poof! He vanishes from the face of the earth. No work record, no residences, no ration coupons, nothing for years and years.”


“Hmm, that is strange. Was he prosecuted along those lines?”


“No! Well, he got five years for having his papers out of order and fifteen for not being able to prove he had done his conscription, but what I want to know is, what was he doing all those years?”


“Good question,” Richard agreed.


“You can imagine the crimes he must have committed! And he wasn’t prosecuted for any of them!”


“Maybe he was just a beggar.”


“Does he look like a beggar to you?” Lederman asked with a touch of derision.


Richard raised an eyebrow at the tone. “We must not exclude any possibility,” he answered dryly.


“I guess not. But he doesn’t talk like a beggar either. There’s something there, mark my words! He thinks he’s somebody, he even tried to match wits with me!”


“Yes, I remember how he made fun of that psychiatrist, too.”


“Huh?”


“The first day, when we watched from above. Remember?”


“Oh, yeah, yeah, even then,” Lederman agreed uneasily. “Anyway, he had ideas about himself, and that always takes a bit of time to break. What I want to do is find the quickest way to let his sort know their place. You could say I’m looking for the fastest way to drill through their thick skulls and suck out all the unnecessary dross. He’s one of my test cases.”


“What does that mean?”


“Well, as you know, when we want to break a prisoner, but keep him physically intact, we tend to use drugs,” Lederman explained, clearly relishing his role as expert.


“Um-huh.”


“The problem is, the drugs tend to leave them in a very unsuitable condition.”


“Unsuitable?” Richard asked.


“Psychotic. All well and good if you plan to keep them locked up, but it becomes problematic if there is any intention of releasing them into a more complex work situation.”


“I see. So, what are you doing instead?”


“I’m testing out various combinations of torture and drugs. Rather than simply beating them into submission or drugging them into insanity, I’m developing a technique of changing their personalities. Or rather, erasing them. The brutal punishments keep them reacting in an acceptable manner, the drugs secure that their thoughts flow in one direction only: mindless obedience. No other thoughts allowed, none at all.”


“Impressive.”


“All I have to do is get the mix just right, then we can put them to work in any capacity for the Fatherland!”


“Ah, yes. You are a true patriot.” Richard ran his finger around the edge of his coffee cup, watching the ripples that his action created.


“I’ve worked on the one you saw for three months, and I must admit,” Lederman confessed, “I hardly expected he would survive this long, but as you can see, he’s not only still alive, he’s essentially presentable—no broken teeth, no significant facial scarring . . .”


“I noticed. It is quite remarkable. How did you manage it?”


“With difficulty. Frankly, I have trouble keeping the staff under control. We lose about fifty percent of our prisoners through their carelessness.”


“What do you mean by lose?”


“Ach, when they get too damaged, we have to carry out their sentences. But with this case, we’ve been lucky. No unfortunate accidents, and as far as modifying his behavior, we’ve had some success.”


“Some success?” Richard asked. “I’d say complete success! He behaved himself admirably during your demonstration.”


“Oh, that!” Lederman waved away the compliment. As no further assertion of his expertise followed, he cocked his head to the side and said, “You may be right. He does seem truly subdued.”


“No doubt the prisoners recognize your natural superiority and respond to it.”


“Do you think?” Lederman asked, stroking his mustache.


“Oh, yes, definitely. I’m sure of it. You can be proud of your accomplishments, you have a real talent. I’ll tell you what.” Richard was now on a roll and he only stopped long enough to light a cigarette. “Give that fellow some food and water, clean him up, let him recuperate for a week or so, and I bet you will be amazed at the product you have.”


“You don’t think he’ll just slip right back into his old ways?”


“With your handling? No way! As you said, you’ve erased his personality. Nothing left but a drone. Don’t underestimate yourself!”


Lederman looked pensive. “What about the way he grabbed for that water so presumptuously?”


Richard shook his head vigorously. “No, no! You misinterpreted. He was pleading, not grabbing.” He raised his hands in mock supplication. “You see? Prayer! To a superior being.”


Lederman nodded. “I see, I see. Hmm. Maybe I have underestimated myself.”


“Put him in a household.”


“A household?”


“Yes, right in the midst of society! With somebody important. That will impress everyone.”


“Oh, I couldn’t do that! At least not right away.” Lederman stroked his chin.


“You must show him off. He’s such an accomplishment!”


“Well, perhaps I could find something . . .” Lederman paused, then asked again, “You really think he’s ready? So soon?”


Richard thought of that look of pure hatred and he grinned. “I’m sure of it!”
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THE FOG THINNED AND the features of a man slowly coalesced into view: a pale, thin face; half-closed, gray-blue eyes; blond hair, streaked here and there with brown. He looked down, leaned forward, and brought both hands up to his face in a mechanical, well-trained way. Something scraped against his skin and he pulled his hands away to inspect the razor for blood. Again the ghostly image caught his eye. Who was this person? What in God’s name was happening?


The thoughts scared him and he immediately ducked back down to repeat his well-practiced maneuver. Water was running slowly from a tap in front of him and he used it to rinse the razor. Though he was not thirsty, he felt a pressing need to drink and bent down and let some of the water into his mouth. He savored its taste and swallowed reluctantly. He raised himself and was again greeted by the eerily familiar face. With both hands he reached toward it and was not surprised to feel a cold, glassy surface. His attention was diverted from his reflection to his wrists—there were no chains binding them. He brought his hands down and very carefully separated them. They moved freely apart, and he stared at his left hand as it hovered independent and distant from his right. He glanced up from his hand, along the row of sinks, then, reassured by the lack of imminent danger, he allowed himself the incredible bravery of free thought.


His brow furrowed with the effort of remembering. It had been some time now, days at least, since they had removed his chains. Water, food, those things, too, had been provided. His work had been tolerable, the time allowed for sleep . . . Dare he think it? Longer than usual? Adequate even? He rotated his head, looking nervously all around. He was alone at a row of sinks, there was a mirror in front of him and a sharp razor in his hand. The last command he could recall was that he should shower, shave, and dress in a new uniform. What the hell were they up to? Everything was so different, so impermissible! His body ached, he was awash with pain, there was no doubt about that, but as he did a slow inventory, he realized that he had not recently been hurt. Not for days at least.


He finished shaving and glanced down the long row of empty sinks and located his guard, sitting on a bench against the far wall casually reaming out his left ear with his little finger. The guard noticed his prisoner’s look and interrupted his efforts long enough to ask, “What’s your problem?”


He froze at those words, casting his eyes down to stare at the floor. There could be no clearer sign that punishment was due, yet in the time it took the thought to pass through his mind, nothing happened. Slowly he raised his eyes and looked carefully back down the line of sinks. No reaction. The guard had proceeded to clean his right ear as thoroughly as he had reamed out the left.


With a confusion of fear and hope, he returned to his cell and collected his belongings in a bag he was given for that purpose. Despite the myriad crimes he committed—hesitating, looking around, thinking—nobody came to take him away. The usual guard who paced the hall had opened his cell door incuriously and did not comment when he stepped back out with his meager supplies. The guard who had watched him in the showers led him away, taking him out of the building and to an office in a section of the complex in which he had never been.


Three other men were already there. Behind the desk sat a young bureaucrat with a well-honed expression of disinterest, and behind him and off to one side stood the officer who had overseen his reeducation. The third man was old with wispy white hair. He wore the medals of a pensioner, a minor Party official, and a veteran and looked the sort who had earned some level of gratitude from his society. The three did not interrupt their conversation as he was brought in and left standing to one side of the desk, although the old man did give him a curious glance.


“. . . in lieu of the usual payment and with regards to the sum exchanged for the aforementioned official fees,” the bureaucrat finished droning.


“Whatever, whatever,” the old man agreed, waving his hand impatiently. “Just show me where to sign. No money, or for that matter”—he glanced pointedly around—“body is going to replace my son.” The old man sighed as the two men behind the desk looked at him with a mixture of pity and annoyance, then continued quietly, almost to himself, “But I need somebody to help out now that . . .” He sighed again, looked to the bureaucrat. “Where do I sign?”


“Here.”


“There, is that all?”


“Yes, except of course for the follow-up formalities I already explained. You did understand that—”


“Yes, yes, yes.” The old man stood up with surprising alacrity. Upon closer inspection it was clear he was not really all that old, rather more worn-out.


The officer finally spoke. “Well, Herr Reusch, we wish you luck. He has been thoroughly trained, and if you follow the simple instructions I gave to you, then you should have no problems. If, however, you do have any trouble with him, no matter how trivial, don’t hesitate to contact me. I’ll see to it personally.”


*  *  *


Outside in the cold sunshine, once they were entirely alone, the old man turned to him and extended his hand saying, “My name is Reusch. Ernst Reusch.”


He stared in panic at the hand. Herr Reusch seemed oblivious to his dilemma but eventually withdrew his hand as he continued, “Don’t be misled by them. We’re not as bad as all that. Anyway, all I want is a helper, and this is the only way they could find a . . . find, er, someone to, uh, find a replacement for my son.” A note of sadness crept into Herr Reusch’s voice. “He died, uh, tragically, in an, er, accident, I guess.” There was a moment of silence, then Herr Reusch added in a markedly different tone, “Don’t worry. We’ll treat you well. My wife and I, that is. She’s waiting at home. With supper.”


He nodded, astounded by the words. Was he hallucinating? Was this all a drug-induced fantasy? Had he, at long last, stepped over that invisible line into insanity? But it felt like reality—some core part of himself still knew the difference. He turned around and looked at the outside of the military complex for the very first time. The huge flags with their swastikas hung limply over the gates. A motto was mounted over the entrance, but he could not read it from his distance. The brick of the walls looked no more or less terrible than any other brick walls. He turned his gaze upward to stare into the sun.


“Are you all right?” Herr Reusch asked suddenly, concerned by his silence.


“Getting better by the minute,” he whispered, looking back to earth and wincing at his momentary blindness.


“Somewhere in these papers . . .” Herr Reusch stopped.


He looked at Herr Reusch expectantly.


“I’m sure that . . .” Again Herr Reusch stopped, apparently embarrassed, then with a sudden resolve, he blurted out, “You, um, you have a name. Don’t you?”


He stared at the old man, this man who apparently now owned him. His name. His name? His lips moved but no sound emerged. He heard a number being shouted out, he heard Allison whisper something, he heard his father’s voice, but none of those were right.


“Your name?” Herr Reusch repeated. “Certainly you don’t want me to use this stupid number, do you?”


It was an invitation to rejoin the world, but what was the answer? What was it? He sifted through his memories, through aliases and legends, and with an effort focused on one. That was it, the one written on his papers the day of his arrest. “Peter,” he said quietly, fascinated by the sound.


“Peter?” Herr Reusch repeated, overemphasizing the English vowels.


Peter nodded. “Yes, Peter.”


“Good. Let’s use that, then. Is that okay?”


“As you wish, mein Herr,” he heard himself reply. He was adrift in a sea of confusion. Too many things were going on in his mind: thoughts, memories, perceptions he had not had for . . . How long? An eternity. “Could you tell me just one thing, mein Herr?”


Herr Reusch nodded agreeably.


“What’s the date?”


“March.” Herr Reusch sounded momentarily confused as he summoned up the exact date. “The twelfth of March. Why, did you forget?”


“Yes,” he answered distractedly, “yes, I forgot.”


*  *  *


That afternoon, he was registered with the local police and the district police. He watched with detached fascination as his old wristband was removed and another indicating his new status was affixed to his arm. He noticed that, though his number and Reusch’s name was on the band, his own name was not. He was also issued identification papers, which duplicated the information on the band but included his photograph and the details of his current life.


After that, Herr Reusch introduced him to his new home. Everything he had gone through left him thoroughly unprepared for the Reusch household. They did, indeed, simply need someone to help out. Herr Reusch ran a small shop near a huge housing complex, and he needed someone to mind the store while he took care of the accounts or other business. Peter’s job consisted of serving the customers by helping them locate items, stocking the shelves, unloading and unpacking deliveries, taking inventory, and even occasionally using the cash register. At night he slept in a back room of the shop and served as a guard against crime, which, of course, did not officially exist. He found it strange that Herr Reusch could trust him in such a capacity and even stranger that he wanted to be worthy of that trust.


The shop was in an ugly, squat building constructed of gray cinder blocks; it had a flat gravel roof and tiny, useless windows along the sides. A huge window at the front of the shop was permanently darkened by posters, banners, displays, and the inescapable red-and-black flags. Around the shop loomed giant residential towers, blocking out most of the sun. The estate seemed to stretch endlessly with identical towers scattered at odd angles in some absurd attempt at Gemütlichkeit, the monstrous forms interrupted only by the shop, an elementary school, a bakery, and a few service buildings. The surrounding grounds were landscaped with packed mud, weeds, and a few hardy patches of unmown grass. Nearby was a highway, and a sheet-metal bus stop seemingly provided the only contact with the outside world.


Despite their frightful ugliness, the apartments were in fairly good shape, and he was not too surprised to learn that their residents were considered to be rather well-off. Most tenants had apartments with two bedrooms, so the living room did not have to convert into a bedroom, and some even owned cars, which were kept in a storage parking lot on the other side of the complex awaiting the rare days their owners had enough petrol ration coupons to take them out for a drive.


There was a bakery on the far side, but other than that, the shop was the only one in the complex and was consequently constantly busy. Herr Reusch even, occasionally, kept it open after normal shop-closing hours in order to provide his customers with essentials. This bit of illegal courtesy made him well-beloved and respected, and because he treated his worker with respect, his customers followed suit and did likewise.


In the back room of the shop, Frau Reusch had prepared a private space for Peter with basic furnishings, and after expressing surprise at the paucity of his worldly goods, she immediately set about providing him with various personal possessions. He ate his breakfast alone in the shop, but was usually invited up to the Reusch apartment for dinner and was provided with a nicely packed supper by Frau Reusch before he returned to the store to reopen for the afternoon. She also provided him with books and magazines to keep him amused during his off hours and placed a small television in his room so that he could watch that as well.


The shop could only be locked with a key from the outside, and so initially, when Herr Reusch had closed for the evening, Peter had effectively been locked inside. This apparently did not seem strange to Herr Reusch, and Peter hesitated to mention how disconcerting it was. Within days, he solved the problem for himself by disabling the alarm and the lock on the emergency exit and using that to come and go freely in the evening. In his spare time, he wandered about the housing estate and even enjoyed the tiny duck pond he found near its edge. He had no reason to leave the estate—it was essentially surrounded on three sides by industry and on the fourth by a highway—so the legal hindrances to his movements off the estate did not really impinge on his sense of freedom. Also, the local patrols knew him, and although they occasionally issued the usual dire threats about walking around without a pass or a purpose, they generally left him alone. He strolled along the residential paths, watched the children playing near the school, chatted to the customers in the shop, and conversed at length with the Reusches, Frau Reusch in particular.


She was a remarkable woman, intelligent, well-read, and full of fascinating stories and insights. She had a wonderful collection of books, even some prewar tomes in English, and she let him borrow them and gave several to him as gifts. After he had worked his way through her personal library, she began to take books out of the town library for him to read. Their discussions ranged over a wide variety of topics from ancient history to personal anecdotes; they only avoided politics, recent history, and the exact details of his past. Over time, their friendship developed further and they began to confide more and more in each other.


“You know, there’s no one here I feel really comfortable talking to,” she said one day, waving her hand around her to indicate the residents of the apartment block. “You never know when someone has an ax to grind or something. You just can’t trust anyone.”


He nodded. It was a familiar theme, and he knew she was simply working up the courage to tell him something. He did not press; she would tell him if and when she felt ready.


She pulled out her cigarette case and offered him one. He accepted it, but put it in his pocket, saving it for later or as barter material.


Frau Reusch removed one for herself, lit it, and sat silently smoking for a moment.


“Peter”—she dropped her voice—“I never did tell you about my son.”


“No, you never did. What was his name?”


“Ernst. Just like his father. Maybe it was a bit silly of us, but we really wanted him to feel as though he belonged with us.”


“Was there any doubt?”


She set down her cigarette and sipped her tea. Suddenly, as if she had only just noticed it, she waved at the television and snapped, “Would you turn that damn thing off!”


He went over to the set and found the off switch; it was the first time he had been in the apartment while the television was off, and he found it extraordinarily quiet. She continued to sip her tea as he sat back down.


Another moment passed; she glanced at the mantel clock. It ticked loudly—the only noise in the room. “We couldn’t have children. There is so much pressure to have children and we couldn’t produce even one! You can imagine what that is like.”


Actually in England it had been rather the reverse situation. When young couples generally set up house in a parents’ living room, it was not surprising that few thought about large broods of children. Life was so unpleasant and the future so bleak that most families were hard-pressed to want to produce even one child, and the paperwork needed for a birth permit was both cumbersome and expensive. It was debated whether there was a deliberate government policy to discourage the birth of English children, but whether or not there was, that was the overall effect. The English birthrate, already rather low, had fallen dramatically after the hostilities ceased and continued to decline, for in the long run, economic hardship won out over patriotic fervor. But these things did not seem appropriate to Frau Reusch’s story, so he simply nodded.


“So, we adopted a child. That is not all that easy, I’ll have you know, but Ernst was a veteran, decorated at that, and we had some friends in high places, and eventually a child was found for us. He was wonderful! He had the blondest hair and the most beautiful blue eyes. But that wasn’t why we loved him.” She paused, wrapped in memories.


“He came to us when he was two or so. A scared little boy; some terrible accident had taken his parents, or so we were told. He soon learned to call us Mom and Dad, and to answer to Ernst, and to treat this place as his home. He had a wonderful personality. So kind. So loving.


“The trouble started later, when he was about sixteen. Long before then, I began to have my doubts about where he had come from. After he first arrived, he had nightmares and would scream, ‘Don’t go, don’t go!’ and sometimes he asked us if we were going to go, or if we were going to be taken away.


“At first I tried to believe it was simply confusion on his part. That going meant ‘dying’ or something like that. But then I also heard stories, whispered tales, about how some children were stolen from their parents. Even so, I thought, if his parents were arrested or guilty of some crime, perhaps it was better for a little boy to be raised by a good family, people who would take care of him, people who would provide him with opportunities, people who would care about him.


“I figured, if the official story wasn’t true—and I had, have, no idea whether or not it is—well, if it wasn’t true, then perhaps I had saved him from some terrible life with drug addicts or criminals.”


The words had come out in a rush, but suddenly she stopped and stared absently out the window. Her fingers brushed against her lips as though trying to coax words from them. Peter waited silently, remembering a quote from Himmler he had once read: We must not endow these people with decent German thoughts and logical conclusions of which they are not capable, but we must take them as they really are . . . I think it is our duty to take their children with us. . . . We either win over the good blood we can use for ourselves . . . or else we destroy that blood.


Frau Reusch picked her cigarette back up, smoked silently for a moment, then stubbed it out with single-minded intensity. When she was satisfied that every spark had been extinguished, she spoke.


“So I left it at that. Eventually, it was necessary to tell him that he had been adopted. I didn’t want him to find out accidentally, some other way. You know people, they do talk! So, when he was fifteen, I told him. At first there wasn’t any problem. He said that we were his parents and that was that. But a year later, he began to ask questions. He wanted to know more about his birth parents. Where did he come from? What had happened to them? What had they named him?


“Well, although I had no official information, I was able to answer one question. Maybe I shouldn’t have. But I did. I told him that he used to answer, when asked, that his name was Jan, and that he used to say some words that I simply did not recognize. I don’t know, they could have been anything. You know how hard it is to understand children, and at the time I didn’t want to hear anything other than German. I know Jan is a Dutch name, and I think it is Czech or Polish as well. But I wanted him to be like us, so I told myself that he was German and his name had been Johann. I even thought we should use that name, but Ernst argued that it would confuse the boy to be renamed yet again.”


She sighed, refilled the teacups, and offered him more cake.


“Did he hear the same rumors that you had, about adopted children?” Peter inquired gently.


“Oh, yes, and more. He heard that sometimes children were simply taken for no reason at all. That they were taken from perfectly good, perfectly loving families. He heard that villages were sometimes destroyed in retaliation for terrorist acts, that the adults were sent to their deaths in concentration camps, and that the children, especially the ones with Aryan features, were given to good German families for adoption.


“I don’t know where he got such stories, maybe from some cleaning lady at school—those Slavs, they will tell such tales! But I couldn’t tell him whether or not they were true.” She turned away from him to look out the window and began to sob. “God knows, I had no intention of stealing somebody’s baby!”


No, he thought, but you did accept a nameless child without a history, and you carefully avoided asking the right questions.


She seemed to sense his unease. “You must think I’m a monster. But honestly, at the time, I had never heard of such a thing. I never suspected! I still don’t know for sure. All I knew at the time was I wanted a child, and there was a little boy who needed me.”


She looked at him, her eyes begging him for forgiveness. “We were good to him, we loved him. We really did.”


“I know you did. You did what you thought was right—you can’t ask more than that of yourself,” he said, trying to console her, but his words felt empty. It wasn’t his place to offer forgiveness.


“Well, Ernst, our son, wasn’t satisfied. He wanted to know for sure. Of course, there was no hope of an official response. He tried and tried. We tried to help. Pulled strings, asked friends. Eventually it was clear that we were annoying people and that if we kept pressing for information, there could be trouble. So we tried to talk him out of finding out anything, but he became obsessed.”


“A past is a precious thing,” Peter offered obscurely.


Frau Reusch studied him for a moment, a question on her lips, but then she decided better of it and continued with her story. “It occupied all his free time. He took trips, tried to track sources, tried to find any scrap of information. Eventually—he was twenty already, my how the time went by—eventually, he tried to break into a registry office. He was shot dead as an intruder.”


Frau Reusch stopped, a hard look in her eyes. “I sometimes wonder . . .”


He did not get to find out what she was wondering, for at that moment Herr Reusch returned from his after-dinner stroll and they returned to the shop to reopen it for the afternoon. He thought about Frau Reusch and her son throughout the afternoon, but he could not conceive of any consolation he could offer her nor could he work out the implications of her revelations for himself. No wonder they were so unusually kind to him, he was taking the dead boy’s place! It should have made him feel more secure, but instead he felt uneasy. He knew intuitively that their loyalty to him was a figment of their needs and that they would abandon him to his fate as soon as he became a liability. The question that remained unanswered was, Did that really matter?
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“PUSH!” ADAM NEARLY SCREAMED in her ear. “Push!”


“I have an idea,” Zosia said dryly between gasps. “How about one of you people push for a little while and I’ll just take a break?”


No one laughed. They all seemed so serious! Here she was, the one who was in pain, sweating, gasping, and groaning; straining with all her might to push that little head out of her body, and they were so serious they could not even laugh at her little joke. She felt like berating them, but then she felt another wave of pain and someone stupidly yelled in her ear to push again.


She tried again to no avail, then she heard Marysia whisper soothingly in her ear that she should simply rest for a few moments. “Gather your strength and ignore the contractions,” she said softly.


Zosia looked up into her mother-in-law’s round, dark eyes, looked at the lines on her face and the silver sprinkled throughout her black hair, and she felt comforted. If Adam’s mother said everything was okay, then it was all okay. Her own mother flapped her arms in a near frenzy in the background. Judging from her nervous antics, one would never guess that she herself had borne six children, but that was typical of Anna—if it had anything to do with her children, she fretted extravagantly, perhaps making up for her husband’s famed British reserve.


Zosia turned her thoughts to her father and wondered if his dispassion was genuine or a calculated exhibition of his determinedly English character. “Anything to stay above the fray,” her father would say, as if simply existing among so many “foreigners” was an accomplishment he could be congratulated for or as if emotion were something that could be caught from them, like a disease.


“Okay, now,” counseled Marysia.


Zosia threw her will into pushing, and slowly the recalcitrant head of her child emerged. She felt the sudden easing of pressure, telling her that she had succeeded, and she gasped for breath.


“Marvelous!” Adam praised. “You’re doing great!”


Adam held Zosia up and she peeked at the head nestled between her legs.


“The rest will be easy,” Marysia assured her, and indeed it was.


Only a moment later, Adam held their daughter while Marysia gently washed away the birth debris and cut the cord. The little girl squeaked and gasped and finally wheezed her way into a full-bodied cry. As Marysia cleaned the child, Adam regarded her adoringly and Anna fussed over her, stroking her hands and touching her feet. No one seemed to notice that Zosia lay exhausted on her pillow regarding the four of them as though from a distance.


“Do you have a name for her?” Marysia asked, stroking the infant’s face with her finger.


“Joanna,” Adam answered proudly. “After Grandmother.”


They continued to admire and fuss over the infant, each taking a turn at holding her until finally Zosia panted, “May I hold her?”


They all looked up at her as if surprised. “But of course!” Marysia said, and placed the baby on Zosia’s breast.


Adam grinned at Zosia. “Since you got her, I’ll go have a cigarette. I’ve been dying to have one. I’m beat from all that!”


Zosia, Marysia, and Anna all burst out laughing, but Adam was already gone. “Shall I try and feed her?” Zosia asked.


“You can try,” Marysia said, “but I doubt she’ll be ready to eat.”


Zosia held the baby to her breast and crooned over her little miracle of creation whilst Marysia and Anna began cleaning up. Another series of contractions began about the time Adam returned, and he took Joanna into his arms as the placenta was delivered.


Marysia and Anna were still busy making Zosia and the room presentable when her first visitor arrived. “Is anyone home?” Alex asked in his peculiar accent as he tapped lightly on the doorjamb.


“Dad!” Zosia exclaimed.


Alex grinned benevolently at his youngest daughter. He was a stocky man with hair that had gone completely and somewhat prematurely gray. “Silver” he called it with his usual authoritative and all-knowing manner. “So, where’s my grandchild?” Alex asked as he bustled over to Joanna. “Can this little bundle possibly be her? My goodness, what a little cabbage!” he said as he whisked her into his arms. He stroked the tiny fingers and asked, “So, how did it go, sweetheart?”


“Whew!” Zosia sighed. “I think I’ll revise the number of kids I’ll have downward a bit.”


“Oh, that wasn’t so bad!” Adam assured her breezily.


“How would you know?” Alex asked pointedly.


“I think I’ll go have another smoke,” Adam said by way of an answer, and left the room.


“Dad!” Zosia pretended to chide.


“He doesn’t appreciate you,” Alex grumbled.


Zosia glanced guiltily toward Marysia and said, “Well, he was worth marrying just to have Marysia and Cyprian as my in-laws!”


Alex looked back at Marysia and smiled his agreement. “Yes, your mother and I are glad, too. All the more so now.”


“Now? Why now?” Zosia asked, suddenly suspicious.


“Alex!” Anna hissed. “This is hardly the time!”


“What, what’s going on?” Zosia asked, looking from one to the other.


“It’s not bad news, don’t worry,” Alex explained. “We’re just getting transferred. We asked for it, and it’s come through.”


“You want to leave?” Zosia asked, incensed. “You asked for it? You didn’t tell me!”


“Calm down, little one. You know your brother’s been transferred to Göringstadt.”


“Yes, quite a coup for him.”


“Well, we’ve decided to go there as well and help out. He’s been having a very hard time of it, and with yet another baby due . . . Anyway, they can use the help, and besides, it will be a move up for both me and your mother.”


“Mother?”


“I’ve been elected to join the Warszawa Council once I’m there,” Anna replied.


Zosia raised her eyebrows in surprise and wondered if either her brother or her father had something to do with that.


“Yes, and I’ve been put forward as a candidate for the government-in-exile. I need to be up there to coordinate my campaign and to get to know the leadership a bit better.”


“You!” Zosia exclaimed.


“I can’t imagine why they want me. I guess they think my English fluency is a boon.” Alex had grown up in England and had only learned Polish when he was deported back to his father’s homeland by the new Nazi government.


“Oh, don’t be modest,” Marysia chided. “Everybody knows you’re a natural for politics.”


“Maybe. Anyway, there’s no rush. We won’t be leaving for some time, but once we’re gone, Marysia and Cyprian have promised to take care of you, so you won’t be alone.”


Zosia was hardly a child, but at the moment she did not feel like pointing that out to her father; instead she reminded him, “I’ll have Adam, too.”


“Ah, yes, your husband, too,” Alex conceded.


Zosia furrowed her brow, then asked, “If you’re leaving, Dad, there will be an empty seat on the Council here, won’t there?”


Alex smiled at his daughter. “Yes, good thinking. I’ll talk to Katerina and see what we can do for you.” Katerina chaired the Council and was, by virtue of her position, her vast experience, and most of all her unyielding personality, a woman of considerable influence.


“Won’t it seem a little stacked if you, Adam, and my mother all have Council seats?” Julia asked from the doorway.


“Julia! Look at my little girl!” Zosia enthused. “Isn’t she gorgeous?”


Julia came into the room, greeted everyone with kisses, and then taking the baby into her arms, declared, “A niece! I’ve waited so long for a little girl in this family!”


“Just like I’ve waited for a son-in-law,” Marysia commented somewhat sourly, having noted the smell of alcohol that accompanied her daughter into the room.


Julia shot her a contemptuous look and said, “When one is deserving of me.”


“Olek—” Marysia began.


“Has turned out to be a fine lad,” Zosia interjected. “And I’m sure he’ll welcome his little cousin with open arms.”


“Indeed he will,” Julia agreed. She turned her attention back to the baby and cooed at her. “She’s beautiful, Zosiu. Absolutely marvelous! Congratulations to both of you. How do you feel? How did it go?”


The others drifted out as Julia and Zosia chatted. Adam joined them after a time, and then their mutual friend Tadek stopped by. Tadek was a tall, lank man with dark brown hair and icy gray eyes. Only six years prior, he had joined their group from the outside as a rather unusual recruit, having first attempted suicide by walking, unescorted and uninvited, directly into the no-man’s-zone that surrounded their mountainous retreat. Zosia had been out and about that day and had decided to disobey orders and bring the interloper in alive. They learned he had just lost his wife to a street roundup, that she had been put in an SS brothel, and that he had, in desperation, sought them out to gain their help in rescuing her. Of course, they did no such thing—with all the criminal depravity that was perpetrated in the name of the Reich, they could not afford the resources to single out and save one lone woman from a life of sexual slavery.


Despite that, Tadek offered them his services and was accepted into their ranks. He moved up rapidly in the hierarchy and was valued for his cool analyticity and his ability to make decisions unemotionally. Only once had he screwed up, in an unapproved and bungled attempt to rescue his wife. It had cost a number of his comrades their lives, and only with great difficulty had he come to terms with that failure. Since then he had been exemplary in obeying the rules, and since then it was said that the only thing that could rile his temper was the irrationality of his fellow conspirators and their willingness to take useless risks.


Tadek greeted both Julia and Zosia with a kiss on the lips.


Adam cleared his throat. “Ahem. If I might remind my dear comrade,” he joked, “the lady is now a married woman.” He tapped his cheek to indicate where Tadek should have planted the kiss for Zosia.


“Sorry,” Tadek responded, and he bent down to Zosia and kissed first the left cheek, then the right, then the left again. He held the last kiss, running his tongue over her skin and creeping upward in a line of little kisses to nuzzle her ear. Zosia giggled in response, and Julia giggled as she saw Adam turn bright red.


“Is that better?” Tadek asked his friend. He did not wait for an answer, instead turning his attention to the newborn. He cooed and fussed over the sleeping baby now in Julia’s arms, and they discussed the birth and Joanna’s future and then news and local gossip, and at length, the conversation turned to Julia’s work.


“It has just gotten to be too much,” Julia conceded after she had described her efforts in Berlin several months earlier. She did not look up as she spoke; rather, she stared entranced at the infant, stroking her nose repeatedly as if to invoke magic.


“But it all went well?” Zosia asked. “Didn’t it?”


“Oh, yes. Every time it goes well until it doesn’t; then you’re dead, end of story. I’m tired of it.”


“We all have to die sooner or later,” Adam commented. “No one gets out of this life alive.”


“Well, I’d rather not die sooner.”


“Don’t you want to contribute anything? Do you just want to retire?” Adam asked pointedly.


“I have contributed!” Julia snapped.


“So did you talk with the Council?” Zosia asked before Adam and Julia started sniping at each other.


“Yeah, they’ll assign me to work on-site. If I don’t want to, I never have to leave here again.”


“Great!” Zosia enthused. Maybe it was the relief of having the birth over with, but for some reason she was feeling munificent toward the entire world, and though, like Adam, she could not understand Julia’s gnawing fears, she did recognize that they were real.


“So why are you looking so glum?” Tadek asked Julia.


“It’s Olek. I asked them to remove him from active duty as well, but they say that I don’t have the right to make that sort of decision for him. They want him to keep patrolling.”


“Well, everyone does. Why shouldn’t he?” Adam asked.


“I don’t want him to take that risk. I don’t want him involved in all this.” Julia waved her hand expansively. “Why can’t he have a normal youth?”


“Big question,” Zosia said. “How does Olek feel about it?”


“Oh, he wants to do it all. He wants to be like . . .” Julia threw an angry look at her brother. “You know, always out there, right in their face, killing the enemy. Our angel of vengeance.”


“It’s not vengeance,” Adam retorted. “Each and every one is a judicial execution, ordered by our courts.”


“Julia, you know better than that,” Zosia chided gently.


Julia shrugged. “Whatever they are, it involves being out there among them. That’s what Olek wants. Nothing subtle like propaganda work or organization. No, he admires his uncle!”


“And his mother, I would guess,” Tadek said. “I know you’ve grown weary, but you are one of our best and your son knows that.”


“Was,” Julia corrected. “I’ve lost my nerve. Not only for me, but for him. He means too much to me.” She handed the baby back to Zosia.


Zosia beheld her infant for a few moments thinking about what Julia had said. “I have plans for my child,” she said at last, though she did not reveal what they were.


“So did I,” Julia said with a wan smile. She stretched and shook her head and with it her mood. “But that’s neither here nor there. Now I have different plans. All I have to do is train my replacement and that’s it, I’ll be free!”


Tadek knocked discreetly on the wooden arm of Julia’s chair as Julia emphatically repeated, “I will be free!”
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I WILL BE FREE, Peter thought as he wandered the grounds of the housing estate contemplating yet again the possibility of escape. Rather than go through tedious and useless planning, he gave in to his urge to daydream and imagined what it would be like to live as a free man again. Since he was daydreaming, he allowed himself to cobble together a fantastic scenario where Allison was still alive as well. She had not, after all, been dead when they brought her out of her flat, or better yet, it had been a double agent who had been in her apartment that night. Allison had not even been there; she had gone into hiding and had waited these four and a half years for him to return so they could start their life together.


He shook his head in faint disgust. In that direction lay madness. Better to base his plans on reality, and the reality was, it was not as easy as he had thought it would be. After his release into Herr Reusch’s hands, he had wisely given himself several months to let his injuries heal, to rebuild his strength and regain lost weight. The time had passed quickly, and though he felt better, he did not feel as well or as strong as he had hoped.


His initial, straightforward plan to simply leave at the first opportunity was complicated by two things. The first was that he knew if he was recaptured, he would be sent back to torture, and he did not feel he was ready to stomach that risk. The second complication was the Reusches’ trust in him. Logically, of course, it should not have had any effect; yet, strangely, he felt a loyalty to this couple who had, in effect, rescued him from hell. He did not know if they would be held responsible if he escaped, but he feared their leniency toward him might well cause them to be suspect.


He had also learned a number of things over the months that he had been with them. Most did not bode well for his chances. For one thing, patrols were frequent and intrusive. Those that recognized him usually left him alone, but the several times he had wandered more than a few hundred meters along the highway had unnerved him. Each time he quickly drew the attention of a passing patrol, his papers were checked, and he was sent back to his home base with a stern warning not to wander too far without an appropriate pass.


He also ascertained that as long as he wore his uniform, a pass that took him more than a few kilometers from his home would immediately be suspect. So, he would need to wear civilian clothes, but that would require a completely different set of papers, and then there were his permanent identifications. How could he hope to hide the metal wristband and the tattoo on his arm? Perhaps he could remove the band somehow, but with the slightest suspicion, his arm could be inspected and he would be caught.


He scratched absentmindedly at the number as he leaned against the side of a building and thought about his options. In the distance, he saw two young boys walking along, playing with a toy bow and arrow. They shot the arrow into the air, chased it, reloaded, and then repeated the exercise. Suddenly they stopped their game—one boy shoved the arrow up his sleeve, the other hid the bow under his shirt. Peter repositioned himself to look around the corner of the building to see what they were watching and was surprised to see that it was only a normal patrol. The guards strutted past the boys, who watched them solemnly as they passed, and then, only when the patrol was well past them, did the boys resume their play. He was struck by how odd the scene was: there was nothing wrong with the toy, the patrol would never even have noticed it, yet the boys, out of habit, assumed that if they were having fun, then they should be careful not to show it when the police were around. And the boys were Germans!


Such observations of civic stress, he felt certain, would be useful to the Underground, if only he could report them. But such observations also brought home just how daunting a challenge escape was: when even the citizenry, the beneficiaries of the system, were afraid of their police, what hope did he have of avoiding their scrutiny long enough to reach and cross a safe border?


He wandered farther, to the edge of the complex near the bakery. He had noticed about a month ago that a new worker—a Zwangsarbeiterin—had arrived, and he was hoping to get a chance to meet her. Since Frau Reusch usually did all the shopping, he had no reason, and therefore no permission, to visit the bakery, so he simply made a point of regularly strolling past whenever he had a chance. Every time he had walked past since his initial sighting, she had either been busy or nowhere in sight, but this evening he was in luck for she was sitting outside on the ground, shelling peas.


She watched suspiciously as he approached but did not make a move to leave.


“May I help you?” he asked.


She glanced at the door of the bakery, then shrugged. “I guess they won’t object.”


He sat down next to her, leaning against the rough concrete of the bakery wall. The midday heat had passed, but the heavy gray blocks still radiated warmth. The woman continued her work without bothering even to look at him. Peter studied her. She wore the woman’s equivalent of his uniform: a dark blue, sleeveless dress with a pale blue blouse underneath. She had long, curly, black hair that hung in an unruly mass and heavy eyebrows over small, dark eyes. She had full lips and a rounded face that made her look as though she had a double chin, even though she was not heavy enough to actually have one. She looked healthy enough, not emaciated or pale like some, and he guessed she was in her late twenties.


He grabbed a handful of the pods and began working on them, diverting his attention from her face and staring out across the expanse of sandy dirt that led right up to the ground-floor balconies of the nearest tower block. As he absently emptied the peas and discarded the husks, the woman gave him a curious glance. She laboriously worked on splitting a hull as he did several more in rapid succession. Finally she opened the hull and painstakingly extracted the peas one at a time. He cleaned a few more, looking now at the clouds as his hands worked mechanically.


“Where’d you get so good at that?” she asked almost accusingly.


It was, he thought, not so much a matter of his being good at shelling the peas, rather it was more a question of how she managed to be quite so incompetent, but he did not say that; instead he replied, “Don’t worry, it’s easy, you’ll soon get the hang of it.”


“Why should I?”


He brought his attention down from the clouds to look at her. It was a fair point and he replied somewhat apologetically, “No reason. No reason at all.”


They worked in silence for a few moments, then he asked, “What’s your name?”


“Maria.”


“That’s pretty.” He waited a moment, but she didn’t ask, so he offered, “I’m Peter.” He extended his hand but she ignored it.


Again they fell silent. He wondered at her unfriendliness but knew it could have many sources, so he decided to wait patiently, reasonably comfortable with the silence and her company. They were nearly at the bottom of the bowl when she suddenly broke her silence.


“Do you want to sleep with me?”


“What?”


As if a dam had broken, she suddenly became loquacious. “I’m about to explode! I haven’t had a good fuck since I got here!”


“How long have you been here?”


“Oh, I guess it’s been four or five weeks. I came from the city.” She jerked her head in the direction of the highway that led into Breslau. “I had a good setup there. Reasonable work, no beatings—at least not many—and a closet to myself.”


“What happened?”


“Oh, they suspected their stupid son was getting romantically involved with me. Hah!” she snorted. “I mean, I was fucking him, okay, but involved? Christ! He’s a kid! Fourteen!”


“Fourteen?”


“Yeah. The brat. Though I must admit, he wasn’t bad in bed once I taught him what to do.”


“How old are you?”


“Eighteen,” she announced proudly. “So, they cleared me out quietly before there could be any scandal, and here I am! Exiled to nowhere!”


“Where are you from?”


“Weren’t you listening?”


“No, I mean originally.”


“Oh, that . . . I was told Forino.” At his blank look, she explained without patience, “It’s supposed to be near Napoli.”


“Naples? You’re Italian? I thought you were allies. I thought they left you alone.”


She shrugged disinterestedly; the world was what it was. “So you wanna do it?”


“Maybe after I get to know you a bit first.”


She rolled her eyes in disgust, then scrunching her face up so she could see the details of his shoulder patch, she said suddenly, “English?”


“Yeah.”


“Oh! Do you prefer boys?”


“No!” he answered, too surprised to be anything other than amused.


“What’s the green mean?”


“Criminal,” he stated dryly.


“Oh.” She seemed refreshingly unperturbed.


“Maria!” a harsh voice bellowed from within.


“Got to go,” she said, getting to her feet. “If you want to see me, come back at midnight. I’ll meet you over there.” She pointed to the stand of glass cases that displayed the day’s newspaper and, grabbing her bowls, disappeared through the door.


Peter came at midnight, but she did not show up. He returned the following night. She appeared within ten minutes. When she did not say anything, he suggested they take a stroll. He was hoping to get her to talk. It was odd, but his intellectual needs, his hunger for friendship, quite overwhelmed any other desire. As they walked, he looked at her and tried to work up something like lust for her. It wasn’t easy: she was not particularly attractive to him.


“Sorry I couldn’t make it last night.”


He knew by her tone that she was lying: clearly she thought she needed to tease his interest. Perhaps she was right. If he had been fifteen or sixteen, well, at that time of his life, almost any human female was enough to provoke urgent physical needs. Later, as he matured, he began to enjoy having relationships, and then after that came genuine love. Once he had sex coupled with love, he was not so sure he could so easily drop back to mindless physical pleasure. Plus there was the other consideration—his enforced abstinence of the past years had left him doubting that he could simply jump into bed with the first woman who came along. Perhaps if he had felt that Maria would have shown any degree of patience, he might have been willing to try, but he knew instinctively that she would be merciless in humiliating him if things did not go as planned, so he hesitated.


“So, you want to have sex tonight? It’s a good night. I’m safe,” she broke into his thoughts.


By safe, he knew she meant that she was unlikely to get pregnant. It was the only form of birth control accessible to them: a mix of abstinence, rhythm, and withdrawal. Since Zwangsarbeiter were forbidden by law to have intercourse, they obviously had no need for contraceptives, and since Germans were supposed to produce as many children as possible, they obviously had no need for any either. The situation was quite different in England; there the government was all too happy to discourage births, but since the state could never organize efficient distribution of contraceptive pills or condoms, the populace had to rely on the freely provided sterilizations and abortions.


“Well?” she prompted.


“Not right now.”


In the dark it was hard to see, but he knew she had wrinkled her nose in a mixture of disbelief and exasperation. “Do you have any cigarettes?” she asked suddenly.


“No. But if you like, I’ll try and get you some.”


“Yeah. I’d like that.”


“It’ll cost you,” he warned.


“Huh? Look, just pick the place and I’m all yours!”


“No, that’s not what I meant.”


“What did you mean?”


“I want you to tell me about yourself. About what you think and feel and about your history.”


“What, are you an informer?” Maria asked suspiciously.


“No, just curious,” he answered, trying not to laugh.


“Man, you’re weird.”


“Maybe, but indulge me.”


So she did. She chatted amiably enough about her life but did not seem to offer much in the way of thoughts or philosophy. It had never really occurred to her to question the status quo, and for that she was a happier person than he could ever be. She did not seem to have any interest in his history or his opinions, and he did not bother to offer up anything unsolicited. She only seemed interested in one piece of information.


“Do you have a girlfriend already?” she asked.


“No.”


“Then what’s the problem?”


“Just be patient for a day or two. Okay?” He kissed her affectionately on the forehead and they parted.


They met the following night and he gave her the cigarettes—whole cigarettes, not just ends—that he had acquired from Frau Reusch. Her delight was genuinely charming and he felt some of his reserve slip a bit. Still, it was not so much chatting to her—her conversation was limited and already rather repetitive—as his thoughts during the day that let him warm to the idea of having sex with her. He really wanted to establish some contact with the world independent of the Reusches, and he wanted to experience something like normal life again. Yet, it was not easy to be enthusiastic about sex with a woman whom he did not love, hardly even liked, and who was not particularly physically attractive to him either.


It was, in the end, her own desires that swayed him. If nothing else, it would clearly give her pleasure; so, he allowed himself to daydream, to desire, to anticipate, and by their third meeting he was ready to end her interminable abstinence. They returned to his room and he made love to her. And it was lovemaking, for the entire time his mind was elsewhere, with someone else. He knew that she would not notice, or if she did, she would not mind for she had made it abundantly clear that she longed for the physical act, not impossible emotional complications.


Afterward she smoked one of the cigarettes he had given her and surprised him by saying, “I knew you’d be good.”


He allowed himself to enjoy the compliment—she may even have meant it seriously. He murmured something appropriately complimentary to her in return.


“What’s her name?” she asked suddenly.


He looked up at her, startled by the question. Then he realized she was not accusing him of having another girlfriend, she just wanted to know whom he was thinking about. “Allison,” he replied.


“She’s dead?”


“Yeah. Some years now. How’d you know?”


“Oh, you’re not the sort to cheat.”


He felt a sudden tightening in his chest. If only you knew, he thought.


She finished the cigarette and with it, her afterglow. She allowed herself to notice her surroundings. “Gee, you’ve got it good here.”


“I guess so.”


“I’d kill for a place like this.”


He smiled noncommittally.


“Do they hit you much?” she asked while playing with the controls on the television.


“Not at all.”


“Shit. You don’t know how lucky you are.”


“I guess not.”


“Can you get me more cigarettes?” she asked, still enamored with the television.


“I’ll see what I can do.”


“Why don’t you just take them from the shop?” she suggested, obviously convinced he was too simple to have thought of such a solution himself.


He shook his head without bothering to explain.


*  *  *


Over the weeks that followed, they met fairly regularly. Maria was virtually insatiable and he had no real problem with keeping their relationship almost entirely sexual—for one thing, when they were fucking, he had no need to think about how tedious her company was otherwise. He tried on numerous occasions to get her to talk about anything that required thought, but she brushed off his attempts with an air of impatient contempt. When he tried to tell her anything about his own thoughts and feelings, she would rapidly cut him off by yawning expansively or interrupting him with the single word boring drawn out in a singsong voice. So, he surrendered to the inevitable and withdrew to a level of interaction with which she could be comfortable. He satisfied her needs by providing a continuous supply of cigarettes, and she returned the favor by never commenting that he was making love to a ghost.


Usually he would meet her at night by the newspaper stand and they would stroll a bit and then return to his room. Afterward, he always insisted on walking her back home. She assumed he accompanied her because of some old-fashioned concept of chivalry, and she was, at least in part, correct. He knew that any patrolling policeman coming across a lone woman might be liable to take advantage of the situation, and he hoped his presence would deter such an ugly possibility. A more pressing motive, however, was that he wanted to prevent trouble for both of them. He felt that her careless attitude would inevitably cause her to be caught if she were to walk back alone and that she would immediately implicate him. On the other hand, if he accompanied her, he could both help prevent them from being detected and come up with reasonable excuses if they were caught.


As they returned to her residence one humid night, he wondered if she would be offended to know that he did not really trust her to handle the journey on her own. He doubted it; she seemed completely oblivious to any such subtleties. Indeed, he had to remind her repeatedly to keep her voice down as they walked along, and he noticed, even now, she was heading straight into the light of a security lamp because—as she so often explained—it was shorter than going around. Automatically, he reached for her arm to pull her back into the safety of the shadows, but it was too late—a passing patrol had noticed.


“Halt!”


He froze, his heart pounding. He felt Maria push herself up against him as if she could melt into his shadow. The patrol approached—two boys who wore the uniform of the youth league, and a man wearing the uniform of the regular district security police. The dark green of his shirt was stained with sweat under the arms.


The policeman, aware of his responsible role, was extremely businesslike. “Your papers.”


Peter and Maria handed over their documents. The policeman perused them, then handed them to the boys to look at. They scanned the papers eagerly.


“Where are your passes?”


“We have none, mein Herr,” Peter answered. Maria remained in terrified silence.


“You are not permitted out without passes. Certainly not past curfew!” the policeman scolded.


“We’re sorry, mein Herr. We just wanted to get a breath of air. It’s so hot inside.”


As if reminded of the heat, the policeman wiped his brow with the back of his hand. “You’re Reusch’s boy, aren’t you?”


“Yes, mein Herr.” Though boy was hardly appropriate given that he was older than any of them, it was, nevertheless, the accepted term.


“And you”—the policeman indicated Maria—“you work at the bakery, don’t you?”


She nodded.


“I’ve given both of you warnings before, haven’t I?” He sounded parental in his disapproval and exasperation. Since Peter had received numerous warnings while wandering around in the daytime, he presumed that the man was correct in his case, and he assumed that the same was true for Maria. Somehow, in broad daylight, the warnings had never seemed serious, and he was therefore quite surprised that the patrolman remembered such infractions. But he had, and he narrowed his eyes and continued, “Such blatant disregard for the law cannot go unpunished.”


Peter noticed the boys had stopped looking at the papers and were staring avidly at Maria. At the promise of punishment, their faces had lit up with anticipation. He took a calculated risk, and drawing the attention of the patrolman to the two boys with his eyes, Peter then looked directly at him and said, “Please let her return home, mein Herr. She’s new here and I’ve misled her. It’s my fault, punish me.”


The policeman had not failed to notice the looks in the boys’ eyes and, with ill-disguised contempt for his young charges, agreed. “All right. Go home.”


Maria stared at him wide-eyed.


“I said scram!”


She took off at a run toward the bakery. Peter watched her disappear into the darkness, then turned his attention to his own predicament.


“Now, boy, we can lock you up and bring Herr Reusch in to bail you out in the morning. Course, can’t guarantee your safety overnight,” the policeman warned him. “Or we can deal with you tonight, unofficially.”


“I know the rules of the game,” Peter agreed, then sighing, added, “Let’s get it over with now.”


The two youths were assigned to hold his arms, and then the policeman began the attack. As it progressed and Peter folded beneath the blows, the boys released his arms to join in. They did not beat him up too badly—clearly the policeman wanted to keep his apprentices under control; they mostly pummeled his stomach and jabbed their knees into his groin for good measure. As he collapsed onto the ground, they followed up with a few halfhearted kicks and then stopped.


He lay still, as his and Maria’s papers were tossed onto the ground near him, and then the patrol left, satisfied with their dispensation of justice. After a few moments, he found the strength to rise, collect the documents, and stagger home. He let himself into his room, wiped his face with a cold, wet cloth, and then curled up into his bed to try to sleep off the effects of the justice system.


The next morning, Herr Reusch failed to notice anything was amiss, but at lunchtime, as Peter lowered himself painfully into his chair, Frau Reusch was immediately suspicious.


“What’s the matter? Are you in pain?”


He shook his head. “It’s nothing.”


“What’s happened? Did you get beat up?”


He looked at her, somewhat surprised that that would be her first guess. What about stomach flu or a hangover or any other normal event? But then, beating people was normal—why should she pretend otherwise? What had started in the thirties with the public humiliation and harassment of Jews and other “enemies” had spread throughout society into a sometimes deadly, but completely normal, way of life.


In answer to her questioning look, he nodded, then looked away.


“What happened?”


“I went out for a walk at night. A patrol objected to the fact I did not have a pass.”


“Oh, my! They aren’t supposed to do that!” Frau Reusch objected. Herr Reusch maintained an interested silence.


“From my position, that’s a little difficult to explain to them,” Peter answered.


“Why were you out?” A strong implication of disapproval was in Frau Reusch’s voice. “Was it to see your girlfriend?”


“How did you know I had a girlfriend?”


“Oh, it was obvious. After all, you weren’t smoking all those cigarettes.”


He nodded. He felt oddly embarrassed by the whole incident; somehow this society had confined him to a position not unlike that of a child, and he was helpless to prevent it.


“Look,” Herr Reusch finally spoke up, “if you need to see your lady friend at night, let me know, I’ll write some sort of pass for you.”


“That’s very kind of you,” he responded, hoping he sounded more thankful than he felt, “but you must understand how demeaning that would be for me.”


“Why?” they asked in concert.


“Whatever our political masters say, I am an independent and fully human adult. To essentially have to ask for your permission to see a woman . . .” He opened his hands. Certainly it would be clear to them now.


They were perplexed. “Whatever is the problem with having us write you a pass?” Herr Reusch asked, his voice carrying a hint of sourness at Peter’s ingratitude. He apparently had not considered the impracticalities involved: what sort of excuse would suffice after curfew, how Peter would explain Maria’s presence, and so on. Herr Reusch only wanted to know why his offer to help had been so rudely rejected.


Peter looked into the two faces of convention: good people, kind people, totally oblivious people. He felt the task was beyond him and he settled for an easy way out. “There’s no problem. Don’t mind me, I’m just a bit unnerved by what happened. Anyway, there’s no need anymore, we broke up last night.”


*  *  *


That was, of course, a lie. That evening Peter went to see Maria again. The relationship had grown tedious for him and he had, until his conversation with the Reusches, contemplated ending it, but now he felt more determined than ever to continue seeing her. In any case, he needed to return her papers to her before they were missed.


She saw him waiting by the newsstand and met him within a few minutes. When he handed her the documents, she breathed, “Oh, thank God!” but did not venture further comment on the night before. She tucked the documents into the pouch she wore around her neck, tucked it back under her blouse, and then began talking, too loudly, about some incident in the bakery.


Peter interrupted her. “I’m fine thanks.”


“What?”


“And you’re welcome.”


“Huh?”


“Never mind,” he sighed, exasperated by his own idiotic attempt at sarcasm. “Just from now on, two rules, if you want to continue our meetings.”


Something in the tone of his voice penetrated enough for her to ask, “What?” with a little more seriousness than usual.


“No more talking outside of my room—not one word! And while we’re walking back and forth, you hold on to my arm and stay next to me. No wandering into the light. Got that?”


“Yeah,” she agreed sullenly.


For good measure, he grabbed her arm and held it tightly as they walked back to his room. Several times she began to interrupt the silence, but he clapped his hand over her mouth each time, and eventually she got the subtle hint, and in this way they managed to continue their clandestine liaisons without again being harassed by the local constabulary or any other officious sort of night prowler.
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JULIA STOPPED PROWLING the street near the entrance of the club and rifled through her purse. She found her lipstick and a small mirror and took a moment to apply another layer of deep red to her lips. Nothing seemed to be going right, not this stupid job, not her stupid life. Though she had spent the past months secure in their mountain retreat, Olek had, despite her pleas, continued patrolling. Even worse, he had begun training as an infiltrator, studying to perfect his accent and his mannerisms, making forays into the towns to do observational work, accompanying senior members of the Underground on their missions in order to gain experience and confidence. He had even spent two months with Zosia’s eldest brother, Ryszard, living at his house, working in his office as a gofer, learning the ways of the enemy, learning to fit in without drawing attention to himself. Olek had returned full of ideas and enthusiasm, convinced of his invincibility. He had also fallen in what he called “love” with Ryszard’s eldest daughter, a girl whose warm good looks belied an icy soul. Julia whistled her anger through clenched teeth. It was too much, the boy was only sixteen!


Julia blamed Adam and Zosia for a good portion of Olek’s behavior. They were so breezy about the dangers, so jovial about the risks! When it came to their work, they acted half their ages. They disappeared into the morning mist with their stilettos and their guns and emerged days later with grins and anecdotes about their accomplishments. Zosia even took the baby along with her so that she could continue nursing! She enticed Olek with gruesome tales of evil men writhing as they died in her arms, of traitors and blackmailers begging in vain for mercy, of having to wash blood off her chest before she could put the baby to her breast; it was exactly the sort of nonsense that would appeal to a teenage boy.


Mindless of the risk that any student faced by attending, Adam took Olek into Krakau to visit the illegal class that he taught there; he helped Olek with his weapons instruction; he encouraged him into strenuous physical training. Did Zosia teach Olek her computer skills so that he could work from within the bunker? No! She encouraged him to enroll in her self-defense classes, she taught him her knife-fighting skills! Adam and Zosia, the terrible twosome! They held court in their luxurious two-room flat, the one Zosia had wrangled to keep after her parents had vacated it to go to Göringstadt; they both held seats on the Council now, they both were ridiculously decorated and promoted to ranks that were inappropriate to their youth. They were the blond-haired, blue-eyed golden couple with their precious little golden-girl daughter . . .


With the thought of Joanna, Julia stopped her mental diatribe. Joanna was a wonderful baby, a four-month-old bundle of toothless smiles and irresistible belly laughs, and Adam and Zosia obviously loved her dearly. Julia sighed. It was pointless chiding them or anyone else for the fact that Olek did not want to live his life safely cosseted by the mountains. He was a healthy young lad surrounded by suffering and injustice and felt that he could do something about it. She herself had once felt that way, why should her own son be any different?


Like herself, he had never seen what peace was like, he had never had the opportunity to live a normal life. Like herself, he was a child of their interminable war. A war that ebbed and flowed, that sucked their lives from their very bodies, that sucked their souls and their consciences into a void. A war that left nothing of those it touched except empty shells of suffering or mindless perpetrators of the brutal order it had established. Only a core resistance remained, flickering with its faint light of hope in the future. Was it any wonder her son wanted to be part of that small hope? He would not voluntarily avoid the dangers involved, she would simply have to remove him from the situation. America was the answer. If she could take him to America, then he could live a normal life and he could understand that one did not need to kill or risk death and torture just to maintain one’s honor. In America there was that elusive creature: peace. He would learn what the word meant there. All she needed was money. Dollars. American dollars.


Julia ignored the passersby who shot contemptuous glances at her tight skirt and low-cut blouse, and she looked up at the glowering Berlin sky. Soon another August storm would be upon them. How the time had flown since her last visit to Berlin! She had spent the months training a replacement and doing other mundane work. The Council had kept their word, when this job was complete, when her replacement felt comfortable with his duties, then she would be done with this nonsense. That, however, would not solve her problem. It was not enough for her to be safe, she wanted her son to be safe as well. Was it really such an awful thing for a mother to want?


She flung the lipstick back into her purse and rummaged until she found her hip flask. Casting a quick glance around, she took a clandestine swig and put the bottle back into her purse. She noticed that her hands were shaking as she pulled the zipper shut. Things had not been going well. She and her apprentice had already successfully covered all their other target sites, but each had been difficult, and each had left her both emotionally and physically drained. This last target had been particularly problematic. They had had three setbacks, the first being nothing more than an intrusive patrol, but Julia had felt spooked and had abandoned their attempt for that evening. Their next try was frustrated by a bomb scare that saw the entire area they were trying to enter cordoned off. On the third attempt, they finally reached the house that abutted a private club that was favored by high-level officials, but there was construction at the site and the house was being torn down. Julia had stood across the street from the house, her fists clenched in frustrated rage, as she saw her plans go awry yet again.


She checked her watch and swore. Another five minutes to kill before the club opened. Other prostitutes were gathering, waiting to bribe the staff when they opened the door so that they could be let inside. Rather than concentrate on the details of the job ahead, Julia’s mind strayed yet again to her long-term plans. First, she would need papers, tickets, and money to get into Switzerland—that would not be terribly difficult. A few favors could be called in, or she could just ask the Council for that sort of largesse or she could fabricate some reason for the travel. Whatever. It was once she was in Switzerland that things would be difficult. A direct application to the Americans for permission to immigrate was unlikely to be granted: their record on refugees was chaotic at best, and they were growing increasingly touchy about letting foreigners in, for whatever reason. She could, of course, apply to visit, but a traveler’s visa for a Reich citizen would be next to impossible to obtain. So, she would need papers for her and Olek indicating they were from some neutral land, and she would probably have to arrange travel to the American Union from that land. That would require some forward planning and considerable bribes. Once they were in America, they needed to get a lawyer and seek asylum, and that, she presumed, also cost money. Or maybe living underground for a few years and applying for legal status later, during an amnesty, would be the safest course? She could imagine what would happen to them if they failed in their bid for asylum and were deported back into the Reich—if they survived interrogation and did not betray themselves as members of the Underground, Olek would probably be inducted into a punishment battalion and she would be sold to some industrialist to slave out the remainder of her days in some airless factory.


The doors to the club were opened and Julia pressed forward with the other women to gain admittance. Technically no women were allowed inside, but the rules were bent when a sufficiently pretty woman offered a sufficiently substantial bribe at the door. The club was an attractive location—all the highest-ranking members of the local government offices belonged to it, and once a lady arranged a liaison with one of those men, she could be set up for years, even life. Anecdotal tales abounded of this or that lady who had not only been taken on as a mistress but who had ended up married and had settled into society as a proper wife of a high-ranking Party member. Even foreign women stood a chance of gaining an entrée into society in this manner, and Julia noticed a few around her who spoke accented German. She did not; she spoke high German without a discernible accent and carried papers that indicated she had been born in Hannover.


When it came her turn, the doorman sized her up rather critically. She was attractive, but perhaps he noticed her relative maturity compared to the girls who pressed themselves determinedly forward against her. Julia smiled knowingly, winked at the man, and indicated with a glance at her hand that the bribe was conveniently predivided into two piles—the one he could split with his fellows and the other he could keep for himself. He was already studying the next prospective entrant as he grabbed the money into his left hand and gestured her into the bar with his right. Julia ducked into the dim room, took a few steps away from the door, and waited patiently as her papers were examined, she was frisked, and her bag was searched. As she waited, she pulled out her metal cigarette case, took a cigarette out for herself, and offered one to the security guard. He accepted and smiled broadly when she lit it for him. He finished his inspection and motioned her onward. She threw the cigarette case back into her purse and, entering into the public bar at the front of the club, took in her surroundings. She had some time to kill before her partner would show up—they had decided late evening was the best time to try to approach their target, and he did not need to be there until then. Julia, however, had decided to come in early so she could inconspicuously join the crowd at the door and so she could scout the premises and the clientele at her leisure.


The evening passed amusingly enough. She placed herself in an advantageous location and allowed the men to initiate the conversations. Halfway through the evening, having been treated to a substantial amount of fine cognac, she agreed to join a table of revelers as they celebrated the retirement of one of their comrades. The guest of honor was a well-kept man with silver hair and a ready smile. By virtue of her age relative to that of the other girls at the table, Julia fell naturally into the role of his companion, and as the evening progressed, she ended up sitting on his lap and nuzzling his ear playfully. His hands hovered near her without actually touching her, and finally she decided to help him overcome his shyness and gently grabbed one of his hands and placed it boldly on her breast. He blushed but did not remove it. She laughed good-naturedly, and the rest of his companions joined in teasing him for his old-fashioned manners.


“We’ll miss you, Heiner. I’ve been told your replacement is nowhere near as subtle,” one of them remarked.


“Do you know who it’ll be?” Heiner asked.


“A fellow named Vogel.”


“Andreas Vogel? He’s older than I am!”


“No, Karl Vogel. No relation. He’s in Paris now, but he’s Berlin by career.”


Julia stopped nuzzling. Dreamily, she pressed her face close to her companion’s, but her mind was whirling. They continued to talk about Heiner’s replacement and then about his plans for the future, all the while drinking toasts, all the while moving their hands over their playful, willing companions. Julia enjoyed being touched, she enjoyed the physical sensation despite the emotional barriers that she necessarily kept in place. She had learned her host had been working in the Security Ministry, she had learned he was relatively well-placed. Given that information, she knew that in his work he could be neither gentle nor shy. He was involved in some of the dirtiest work for one of the dirtiest governments on the planet, and despite his old-fashioned manners and his blushing timidity, he was, no doubt, a swine.


She ran her fingers along his neck, stopping momentarily to feel the place where one could sink a stiletto directly into the cerebral cortex. A quick, almost painless death. It was better than he deserved. She felt herself growing excited and was surprised by that. It had been years since she had felt anything other than dread, and here she was, sitting on the lap of an irredeemable pig, feeling aroused! It was, she realized, the mention of Karl’s name. He was a pig as well: selfish, vain, brutal to subordinates, groveling to superiors, but he had been a passionate lover in his day and the thought of him, Olek’s father, had brought back a flood of memories.


It also brought a brilliant idea to mind. Karl was moving up in the world—that was obvious. He was still fairly young, only forty, and he was moving into the position being vacated by this fossil; that was a good sign that his career was progressing well. He probably had money by now, probably a lot if his father-in-law was finally dead or if they had come to terms at last. He also had power and access. He could get his hands on hard currency, and through him she could arrange her and Olek’s ticket out of the country!


Heiner turned his attention to her suddenly. “I, er, what if, um, well, do you think we could move to one of the private rooms, young lady?”


Julia could feel how hard he was against her thigh. She glanced at the clock: there was plenty of time. “I’d love to,” she answered. The party broke up with various couples disappearing to the private “apartments” made available to club members. These were little more than tiny rooms used for private dinners, important discussions, and clandestine meetings. Each had a large, comfortably wide couch, a small table, and several chairs.


Once Heiner had closed the door and they were alone, he wasted no time on old-fashioned manners or shyness. He almost lunged at Julia, pulling at her buttons as he kissed her passionately and rolled her onto the couch. Soon they were both gasping and panting and grasping at each other, but for all the noise and bother, not much was accomplished. Heiner had simply had too much to drink. Even Julia was feeling slightly woozy, and soon they both gave up on the idea and ended up clasped in each other’s sweaty arms, passionately sleepy and verging on hungover.


Once Heiner was fast asleep, Julia extricated herself from his arms. She dressed quickly, then took a moment to extract his wallet from his pants. She took what would be considered a typical, hefty fee and left the rest. It was the best way to avoid either suspicion of her motives or a police report of theft, and besides, the money would come in handy. She crept quietly out of the room only to meet one of Heiner’s comrades in the hallway.


“Hey, I know you!” he shouted.


Julia cringed at his loudness. “Shh!” she advised, waving her hand wildly. Was it possible he recognized her from her years working in the RSHA? It was long in the past, but his accusation sent shudders down her spine.


“You’re that pickpocket,” he said artfully.


Oh, it was only a ploy to get free sex in exchange for not turning her in to the police. Naturally, no one wanted to undergo an investigation, and any prostitute was a ripe target for such blackmail. Julia smiled her relief. She eyed her good-looking blackmailer from head to toe and her smile broadened. “Look,” she said, “let’s skip the nonsense. I’ll make you a deal. You let me enjoy it, no tough stuff, and I’ll happily give you a good fuck, gratis.”


“You’ve got it!” he agreed, and together they went off and satisfied each other.


“Where the hell have you been?” her partner, Romek, hissed at her from the hallway near the women’s toilet.


A women’s toilet—ha!—and women weren’t even supposed to be admitted to the club! Fucking typical, Julia thought. The hypocrisy was transparent; all one had to do was never question the world order. “Got delayed,” she answered tersely. “And just because I’m playing this role does not mean you can forget that I am your commanding officer. Got that?”


“Sorry, ma’am,” her apprentice apologized sheepishly. “I was just worried.”


“Where’s your equipment?”


“I left it near the basement entrance.” He had gained access to the club via the service entrance, presenting credentials that had convinced the staff he was attending to a possible gas leak deep in the bowels of the building. “There has been a slight but unexpected drop in pressure detected at our distribution junction,” he had told them. “We’re checking out all the buildings in the neighborhood. Probably due to the construction. Not an emergency, yet, but I’ll let you know if the building needs to be evacuated.”


They collected the tools and descended into the basement together. “Where is it?” Romek asked.


Julia paced around, mentally measuring the room and matching it to the plans she had studied. “I’m not sure,” she answered, then indicating a spot on the floor, she said, “Move those boxes and cut into the floor there.”


She retreated to a corner of the room, swiped the dirt away from a box, and sat down as her companion began his work. Reaching into her purse, she pulled out a file and began working on her nails. Romek glanced at her but did not comment. Once he had cut out the floorboards and pried them up, they surveyed the hole together. About a meter beneath them was another floor. They both climbed into the crawl space and snooped around. Finally they found what they were looking for: an ancient trapdoor that led into the cistern hidden below.


Side by side, on their hands and knees, they peered downward into the damp gloom of the empty cistern. “Don’t they know this is here?” Romek asked.


Julia shook her head. “It’s not centered under this building, so I think it’s from an earlier building that was renovated down to ground level. I usually got into there from the house next door, the one they’re demolishing, then I’d crawl along until I was under this building.” She shined her flashlight into the cistern, illuminating a nondescript box in a dark corner. “See? There it is!”


Her partner nodded. “Do you think they’ll find it now that they’ve torn down the other house?”


Julia shrugged. “Maybe. They seem to be stopping at the foundation, but if they do find it, well, it’s just one of many.” She laughed lightly. “We plant two for every one they uncover. This whole city is full of our little weeds just waiting to grow!”


“And how many of our people do we lose keeping it that way?” Romek asked, apparently irked by her lack of seriousness.


Julia laughed again and looked down at the deterrent. “Oh, over the years they’ve been here, I’d say each one has cost us about three lives. Pretty expensive blackmail, isn’t it?”


“Especially since we haven’t really used them yet,” he said, shuddering and looking over his shoulder to the hole in the floor above them.


“Not really. Just a few samples to show we mean business.” Julia smiled at her companion’s nervousness and then said impishly, “Interestingly, this bomb hasn’t cost us anyone yet—so by the law of averages, it’s due, isn’t it?”


Romek looked at her in alarm and she laughed. “Don’t worry, if they find us here and drag us out, they won’t kill you right away. I’m sure they’ll manage to prolong your life for days, weeks even.”


“Shall we get to work?” he asked, deadpan.


Julia reached into her bag and extracted the cigarette case. She pried off the bottom and handed the metallic card to her companion. Then she lit a cigarette and lowered herself so that she was lounging on the floor next to the trapdoor, languidly holding the flashlight so that it illuminated the cistern. “Sure. You know what to do.”


Using a rope, Romek climbed down into the cistern and approached the bomb. He worked in silence with Julia occasionally offering advice and reminders. He installed the new detonator, checked and corrected some of the settings, recorded some data, cleaned the contacts, and replaced a bit of rotted wire. “Done,” he announced quietly.


“Shh!” Julia hissed as she switched off the light. They remained silently in the darkness, listening to the sound of someone opening the door to the room above them.


“Bugger,” Julia whispered, extinguishing her cigarette hurriedly.


“Who’s down there?” a voice called through the hole in the floor.


“It’s me. I’m checking a gas line,” Romek called out.


“In the dark?” A face stared blindly into the darkness.


Julia turned on the flashlight and shined it in the direction of the hole. “I’ve got a light,” her partner explained.


“Are you okay down there?” It sounded like one of the waiters rather than a security guard.


“Sure. Just doing my job. I’ll be out in a few minutes.”


“Is that smoke? Are you smoking? I thought there was a gas leak!” the voice nearly shrieked.


“No, everything’s okay. Don’t worry,” Romek answered.


“All right. Make sure you put these boxes back—they’re in the way here.”


“Will do!”


As Romek made appropriate banging noises, Julia remained very still. The sounds from above indicated their visitor had left. They waited a moment, then Julia cautiously poked her head out the hole. She glanced around the room and then popped back under. “All clear,” she announced as she went to help Romek up the rope.


Back in the little cellar room, they replaced the floorboards, cleaned up the sawdust, and stacked the boxes on top of the hole they had made. “It’s going to have to do,” Julia announced. “We didn’t come prepared to build secret entrances, after all.”


Julia cleaned herself up and the two of them parted company. She climbed the stairs back to the main floor, wincing as she stepped into the glare of the hallway lights.


“What have you been up to?” a voice accused. “You’re not supposed to be down there.”


Julia cursed silently, stumbled, and fell into a drunken stupor on the floor. She heard the voice moan, “Oh, God, not another one,” as hands reached under her arms and lifted her up. She was half-carried, half-dragged to a lounge and laid out on one of the couches. Whoever had discovered her lost interest and walked away as soon as she was safely tucked onto the couch. Julia waited a few minutes, then blearily pried an eye open and scanned her surroundings. There were a few more besotted souls, several people conversing in a corner, and another two sitting in chairs smoking. She climbed unsteadily to her feet, made a quiet retching noise, and staggered to the door. Although her steps steadied the farther she got from the lounge, she maintained a rather drunken walk until she was several blocks from the club. There she stopped to light a cigarette and turn discreetly around to inspect the trail behind her. She was alone.


It was well past curfew and she knew she should move on quickly; nevertheless, she stood there for several moments deciding what to do. Shower first, change clothes, send Romek on his way, then Paris. With that decided, she headed back to her hotel.


*  *  *


The city looked even grittier than the last time. Julia felt a pang of sorrow and yearning for a place she had never known. Her father talked about Paris though he also did not remember it any more than he remembered what the smoldering ruin of Warsaw had once looked like. In both instances though, he had stories from his parents and he had passed on their impressions to his daughter. In the case of Warsaw, there was nothing to return to—it was gone, ruined, completely leveled, but with Paris there was still the shell of the city that her grandparents had loved. Beautiful, lively, welcoming, the City of Lights. Julia walked along its streets noting that the lights were a lot more red than the last time she had visited. Prostitutes paced and their clients prowled as Paris bowed to the needs of its masters. Having lost all political and economic power, it was now nothing more than the entertainment center for a hypocritical and sexually frustrated Reich.


Julia reached an intersection and consulted the hand-drawn map that she clutched in her fist. With only a bit of subterfuge, she had managed to ferret out Karl’s address, and with her standard German papers, it had not taken much to arrange a legitimate trip to the city as a tourist. Now came the hard part. She entered the hallway of the apartment block and ascended the steps without being stopped or questioned. She rapped lightly at the door of Karl’s apartment and waited.


Karl himself opened the door. He was dressed in a dark satin robe. His hair was still blond, still thick. His blue eyes were still clear, but he had gained weight and he was considerably less attractive than he had once been. “Yes?” he asked, eyeing Julia from head to toe.


Julia glanced past him into the apartment and saw that it was empty. She looked back at Karl and smiling enticingly said, “Don’t you recognize me?”


Karl frowned, stared at her a moment longer, than said, “Julia? My God, you look good!”


“So do you,” she lied. The lack of a servant worried her. Was Karl broke?


“Come in. What brings you to Paris?”


“I was visiting,” Julia explained as she took a seat on the couch, “and I spotted you walking. I’m afraid I followed you home that evening, but didn’t have the courage to knock at your door until now.”


Karl accepted the explanation without comment. He offered his guest a cognac, then poured one for himself.


“I’ve missed you,” Julia said, sipping her drink. She kicked off her shoes and tucked her legs up onto the cushion.


“You just disappeared from my life. What happened?”


“You know, you were married, I was pregnant—there was no future in it.”


“Did you keep the baby?” Karl asked almost without interest. His eyes were fixed on Julia’s breasts.


“Yes. You have a son, a fine young man now.”


Karl nodded as if listening to a long speech.


“He’s missed having a father though,” Julia said, laying a foundation upon which she would build later. “It’s easy for a boy to get into trouble, especially at his age.”


“I’d soon put a stop to that,” Karl bragged. “You can’t be too soft on them. Got to beat sense into them, that’s what my father did, that’s what I’ve done. Uwe and Geerd, well, I didn’t spare the strap, and they’ve turned out to be real men.”


“Yes, well, without you around, I need something else, some—”


“Just look at that!” Karl interrupted to point excitedly at the television. “Our boy’s got one in on that nigger!”


“What are you watching?” Julia asked, turning her head to notice for the first time that the television was on. Two men, one white, one black, were boxing.


“Ach, a title fight. That’s our boy there beating the crap out of that Angolan. Those niggers might be strong, but they have no brains, no brains at all. Can’t think, so they can’t fight well.”


“Yes, of course.” Julia swirled her cognac and wondered how long she should wait to pick up the conversation.


“Would you like a cigarette?” Karl asked as he lit one for himself.


“How is it you’re lighting your own cigarettes?” Julia asked, glancing around the room for traces of another presence. “Is it the servant’s night off?”


“You know I prefer tied help,” Karl said, referring to his unwillingness to pay for waged labor. “One lump sum and you get a lease for months.” He gave Julia a cigarette and lit it for her.


“Ah, yes. Always the clever businessman!” Julia agreed, exhaling a stream of smoke heavenward. “But then, where is he, or is it she?”


“Back in Berlin. Elspeth shrieked when I said I wanted to bring the girl with me. Said she couldn’t do without help for two months, not with five kids at home.”


“You have five children now?”


“Seven, but Uwe went off to the SS and Geerd’s in the army.”


“Ah. Your sons are not only fine men, but true patriots, just like you. The Fatherland certainly appreciates such loyalty.”


“Tell that to the damn Labor Ministry,” Karl mumbled. He went to the side table and refilled his glass. “Here’s to getting what one deserves!” he toasted somewhat sourly.


“What’s the matter?” Julia asked, a look of sympathetic concern on her face. She moved her hand slowly up her thigh, absently pulling her skirt a few inches upward with it.


It took some time and some drinks to get the entire story out of Karl, but eventually he confided that one of the laborers he had leased from the government had met with an unfortunate demise. The Labor Ministry had assessed a fine that had eaten into his salary and was only recently completely paid off. “The goddamned bastards! It’s not like it was a person. He was subhuman scum, from a race of pigs, what did they expect? These lesser beings, you’ve got to keep them disciplined and in line, but just make a little mistake and those bureaucrats are on your arse talking about replacement costs and lost services!”


“Oh, that is unfortunate!” Julia agreed with heartfelt sympathy, leaning her head against Karl’s chest as he sat next to her. “So how do you have a girl now?”


“A subordinate of mine loaned her to me for a few months. I’ve been tucking away some sums.” Karl’s arm was around her shoulder; his other hand reached up cautiously to finger the material of her dress just below the neckline. “I’m fed up with these bureaucrats—I’m going to purchase a contract, then they can’t harass me about my treatment of my own property!”


“Good idea!” Julia enthused, raising herself slightly so that Karl’s hand slipped down naturally to her breast. She quickly ran through the typical cost in fees and bribes for purchasing a lifetime contract on a forced laborer, then converted it to dollars at the preferential rate that Karl would be able to get using his position in government. It would be enough. It would be enough!
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“IT’S MORE THAN ENOUGH!” Maria assured him with quite surprising civility. “Such gifts! No one has ever celebrated my birthday before! I didn’t even know it was in September until you read it in my papers!”


“There are some advantages to education,” Peter agreed quietly.


They sat on his bed, side by side, and sipped wine as she opened each little gift and squealed her delight. He accepted her thanks with as much enthusiasm as he could muster, but he did not feel particularly cheerful. Of all the days in the year, her birthday would have to be the same day that Allison had been murdered! He did not tell Maria about that and she did not detect his grim mood as he commemorated the sad fifth anniversary in lonely silence. In fact, she was sufficiently unaware of his frame of mind that she decided it was time to present him with a proposition.


“I have a wonderful surprise to give you in return,” she said while lighting one of the cigarettes he had acquired for her.


“What’s that?” he asked as he picked up and lit one of the cigarettes he had just given her.


“Hey!” Maria protested. “You gave those to me!”


Peter raised his eyebrows in contemptuous disbelief.


Maria decided not to push the point. She continued with her original intent. “There’s a new worker at the bakery—a French girl . . .”


“Uh-huh.” He had, by this time, acquired a habit of nodding and agreeing without really listening. He enjoyed the cigarette. It was his first in a long time—since one of his torturers had given him one. Maybe he could afford to start smoking again. Maybe Frau Reusch was sufficiently dependable that he would not be left readdicted and stranded without a supply.


“. . . I want you to break her in.”


That, at least, got his attention. “What are you talking about?”


“She’s not had a man yet. I told her you’d do it.”


“Are you nuts?”


“No, don’t worry, I won’t be jealous.”


He shook his head at her misinterpretation, but she did not notice, instead continuing unabated, “You’ll be perfect for the job.”


“I don’t think it’s a good idea,” he finally managed to say.


“Why not?”


“I don’t want to sleep with a girl, and I doubt she wants to sleep with me.”


“Oh, she wants to—believe me!”


“How old is she?”


Maria hesitated. “Sixteen.”


“That’s too young.” He laughed with mild self-deprecation. “At least for me.”


“No, you’ve got to! She needs to be taught!”


“Why? Why not wait until she finds somebody she likes?” He wanted to say that sex should be more than fucking, but he realized how hollow that would sound given their relationship. He tried changing tack. “We’re not . . . ,” but he realized he could not think of any way to finish that phrase without sounding like some Nazi pamphlet denouncing the corrupt habits of Untermensch.


“Look—what are her alternatives? She’s going to be noticed by some man—or boy—sooner or later. Do you want her first experience, maybe her only experience, to be that?”


Peter lowered his head into his hands. Of course, a lifetime of rape. And it wasn’t even a crime. For a German woman to have sex with an inferior was criminal—possibly a death sentence for the inferior-race man, but for a German man to force sex on an inferior woman was nothing at all.


He looked up at Maria: Was her near addiction to mindless sex rather more an addiction to voluntary sex? Was it a reasonable compensation for the continuous threat of rape? It would explain why she had risked seducing the young boy at her previous employer’s—it gave her a measure of control over her fate: seduce him while he was still too young to coerce or force her into sex. Once again, he found himself wishing that she had been more forthcoming in her thoughts about the world—but perhaps it was not a thought-out strategy on her part. Perhaps it was the instinctive response of a little girl who had been thrown into a terrifying and brutal world with nothing but her own determination to survive to guide her.


“All right,” he sighed, “let me meet her.”


Maria kissed him happily. “I knew you’d say yes, and I know you’ll be gentle and teach her well.”


“I only said I’d meet her,” he replied dejectedly.


The next night a slight young girl, her shift hanging loosely from her tiny form, awaited him at the newspaper display case. In the dim light, he could barely discern that the uniform was quite different from Maria’s. It was a gray pinafore dress over a simply cut, pale yellow blouse; it looked like a tasteless school uniform and was meant to indicate that she was an apprentice. So, they were instituting the rumored change: the apprenticeships were to start at a young age and require a tuition that could then be paid off via a lifetime of service—in other words, the system had not changed at all but the words had.


It was a step toward normalcy; during the years of perpetual war, forced labor conscription was no more barbaric than forced military obligations and could in fact be viewed as a sort of conscientious objection to soldiering, but now there was an acknowledgment that the world recognized this class of workers as nothing more than slaves, and this was the latest effort to combat that. There would still be criminal convictions and other reasons for the life-sentence forced labor, especially of adults, and all those who already wore gray-blue would probably continue to do so as they aged and died in their jobs, but now the ranks of the servant class would also be filled with these apprentices and indentured servants. It would dilute his number with different uniforms, different attitudes, and different rules; perhaps they would even gain some civil rights. It would also bring the Reich into line with all the other countries of the world where debt, rather than legal standing, kept people bound.


The girl stepped back as he approached, pressing her back into the plate glass. Above her head, behind the glass, he could read the headline: “1,000 Partisans Hanged in District of Neustadt!” He did not know where this Neustadt was; he presumed it was in the eastern colonial region—there nearly everything had been renamed from the original Slavic to a “Neu-this” or a “Neu-that.” The German frustration at not having been able to press farther east, into the great open expanses of the Soviet empire, had relieved itself in a brutal occupation of the lands that they had conquered: the Central European countries that had lain between them and their ultimate and unachieved goal. Previous inhabitants of these lands had been driven from their homes into “townships” of forced labor pools or had systematically been murdered to make way for the new colonists. By all accounts, the slaughter there was still continuing.


He looked down into the ashen face of the frightened young girl. He smiled at her, but her expression did not waver. It was not a safe place to stand for any length of time, so without saying anything, he gently grasped her hand and led her back to the store. Once they were inside his room, he guided her into a chair and then asked if she wanted a cup of tea. She shook her head.


“Well, I’m going to have one, so I’ll put the kettle on.”


She watched his every move, her mouth set in determined silence. Only one chair was in the room, so he sat on the edge of the bed, across from her.


“My name’s Peter. What’s your name?”


“Emma,” she whispered. She was gaunt and pale and looked younger than her sixteen years.


“Pleased to meet you, Emma.”


“It’s not my real name. That’s just what they call me. They said my own name was too fancy.”


“What is your real name?”


“Jacqueline.”


“That’s a beautiful name.”


She nodded sadly as though its loss weighed heavily on her.


“How old are you?” he asked.


“Thirteen, mein Herr.”


He smiled at her honorific as well as at Maria’s deception. Thirteen—that looked more like the right age.


“You don’t want to do this, do you?” he asked gently.


“Maria says I have to.”


He shook his head. “No, you don’t.”


“She says that it’d be better for me to get it over with—with someone who won’t hurt me too much.”


“You don’t have to do anything, little one. And I think it’s better that you don’t.” He did not mention that at this point it was probably moot: her scared, wan, thirteen-year-old face was more effective than a freezing-cold shower at dousing whatever desire he might have had. “I’ll make you a cup of tea, and we can just chat a bit. Okay?”


“Maria will yell at me.”


“She doesn’t have the right to tell you what to do.”


“I can’t go back and tell her that nothing happened. She’ll kill me!”


“Then lie to her. I’ll tell you what to say.”


She looked relieved, and for the first time a small smile appeared on her face. “Would you do that?”


“Sure. Someday, when you’re ready, the information might be useful to you.” He hoped that it would be when she was ready, not when somebody else decided she was ripe, but he could do nothing to protect her for the rest of her life, and there seemed no point in dwelling on unpleasant future possibilities.


So, they drank tea and he told her what men and women did together and how it could be a beautiful and loving thing. She listened, intrigued, her eyes dancing with possibilities. At one point she got up from the chair to sit next to him on the bed. He kissed her hair and told her she was beautiful and intelligent and that someday she would make someone very happy, but that as long as she had a choice, she must not do anything she did not want to do.


He wanted to stop there, with the vague superstitious belief that if he did not mention rape, then perhaps she would be spared, but he felt almost a fatherly responsibility toward her and decided that he should at least discuss the grim realities of her life. But he did not know what to say. He did not understand the mind-set of the type of man who would do such a thing, and his own experiences with violence offered no reassuring insights. In the end, he decided to say very little. “Finally, if someone attacks you—whatever form their violence takes—remember to love yourself and don’t blame yourself. If they commit indignities, it reflects on them, not you.”


Emma nodded solemnly as she listened to his words and put them in a safe place in her heart, but she was more intrigued by what he was doing as he spoke. She noticed that the fingers of his left hand clawed at his identification band as if trying in vain to shift its position. She grinned impishly at him, and saying, “Watch this!” she folded her thumb against her palm and gently slid her band over her hand and off her wrist.


Peter stared, stunned by envy, at the loose metal circle that she held triumphantly in the air. Wasn’t it enough that she did not have to wear a permanent tattoo on her arm?


“I guess they made it loose so I could grow into it,” she explained. “But they don’t know I can take it off.”


He nodded, unable to say a word. The extent of his sudden jealous rage horrified him. Where had it come from? What had he become?


“Yours looks tight—is it uncomfortable?” Emma asked innocently.


With an effort he turned his attention away from the band she so casually flipped from one hand into the other and answered her question evenly. “Yes, very. It was put on after months of near-starvation rations. Since then I’ve had a much more normal diet and so I’ve regained the lost weight. Unfortunately, that has made this thing uncomfortably tight.”


“It bothers you to see mine off?”


He did not want to admit to being so petty, but since it was undeniable, he nodded.


“Yeah, it bothers Maria, too.”


Though it was unintended, he did not miss the irony in that.


“I’ll put it back on,” she said without rancor, and deftly slipped the bracelet back onto her wrist.


Furious with himself, he could only manage to mutter, “Thanks.”


She nodded and smiled and hugged him, her thin little arms unable to reach around him. He stroked her hair and held her for a moment. If he had had a normal life, had married young and had a daughter, she could be this age. He could be teaching her about life, comforting her when she felt sad. Instead . . . He sighed and pulled away to make another cup of tea for them both. They talked about other topics for about another hour, then he walked her back to the bakery.


*  *  *


“So did you enjoy her?” Maria had only managed to contain her curiosity with the greatest difficulty.


Peter shut the door to his room and put the kettle on as she plunked herself down on his bed. She lay on her stomach, her chin cupped in her hands, her legs casually sprawled.


“Well?”


“She’s a nice girl,” he finally answered, “but get off her back—give her time to grow up.”


“She doesn’t have time.”


The seriousness of Maria’s reply was unusual and unexpected. “Perhaps she does,” he said, “nothing’s happened yet, has it?”


“But did you enjoy her?”


“Well enough,” he answered obscurely. Even pretending to have slept with a thirteen-year-old girl was repulsive to him.


“Good! Then you can keep her.”


“Maria!” he felt a surge of revulsion at her implication. “I know this may be hard for you to believe, but you just can’t go giving other people away!”


“But you said you liked her.” She sounded hurt. She rolled to a sitting position.


“That’s not the point. It’s just not right!” How could he hope to explain to her a morality that no one had ever exhibited? He wondered what would happen if the regime were finally overthrown. Where would all these children—raised without respect for themselves or anyone else—where would they fit into a normal society?


She looked at him perplexed, chewing her thumbnail.


“I know this is not . . .” He sighed, tried to be more direct. “Slavery is wrong, Maria. It’s wrong for you and it’s wrong for me, and it’s wrong for you to treat Jacqueline as if she were yours to do with as you please.”


“Her name’s Emma.”


He accepted that with a wave of his hand. “We have to put up with our situation because we have no choice, but you can’t—”


“Who says?”


He hesitated and she jumped at this sign of weakness. Pointing toward the window, she hissed, “Everybody out there says it’s okay, everyone but you! Where would I go if I wasn’t here? Huh? Answer that! What would I do? You can’t answer that, can you! You want me to give up everything I have. For what? For nothing!” She moved her finger to point it at him. “You’re the only one who’s dissatisfied, and you want to make me unhappy, too!”


He considered her for a moment, then deciding not to argue, said, “I don’t want Emma. I want you.” That, he assumed, would put an end to the messy issue.


“I’m busy.”


“Busy?”


“Yeah, there’s a German lad—he’s interested.”


“Is that what you want?”


“Oh, yeah, he’s got much better access to food and cigarettes and stuff. And you know . . .” She scrunched her face a bit to indicate a well-known truth.


“Know what?”


“He’s a German!”


“Ah, yes.” Superhuman, aristocratic, nearly magical. Could he blame her? He weighed his options, then offered, “I won’t mind if you see us both.”


“He would. He’d have you shot if he found out. Probably me, too!” She sounded proud of his imputed jealousy and power.


Not shot, beaten to death, Peter thought bitterly. Whereas a shooting could introduce legal complications, an overzealous beating would not be so unusual, especially if her boyfriend and his friends found him doing something illegal, such as sleeping with her. And they would, because sooner or later she would tell them. Yes, beaten to death; they could get away with that.


“As you wish.” He sighed, wondering why he felt so lonely.


“You’re not going to cause problems?” She looked at him suspiciously; obviously she had not expected him to capitulate so easily.


“No. No, I won’t cause you trouble. I promise.”


“He thinks I’m a virgin.”


“He’ll never hear otherwise. But, Maria, please be careful!”


“So, you want Emma?”


Oh, so that was it. Emma was supposed to buy his cooperation and silence. She was a nice girl, pretty, bright, she liked him. Sooner or later somebody else would . . . It’d be best if it were someone she wanted, someone she could trust. She’d be fourteen soon. He’d be gentle, patient, they could talk, be friends, maybe after a few months . . .


“Well?” Maria pressed.


Peter shook his head angrily. “No, I don’t want to even see her!” Regretting the harshness of his tone, he added gently, “Just give her my regards; I wish her a good life.”


Maria kissed him and turned to leave.


“Maria?” he knew she could not miss the plea in his voice.


She looked back at him expectantly, enjoying her power.


“Will you stay the night? Just this one last time? Please.”


“Sure,” she conceded nobly, “for old times.”
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“IT JUST KEEPS GETTING better and better, Herr Traugutt, doesn’t it?” the organizer enthused. “The Reich goes from strength to strength!”


“Yes,” Richard agreed, placing a protective arm around his wife’s shoulders to ward off the evening chill, “we are truly the envy of the world with our organization, our cultural cohesiveness, and our proud and noble master race!”


The organizer grinned. “Especially now, especially with the Americans all tied in knots.”


“This current American fiasco is just—oh, what can I say—a gift from the gods!” Richard let his fingers stray along the delicate fabric of Kasia’s dress. It was new, he had insisted that she buy something special for the occasion, aware of how many people would be observing them, and even though Kasia was still carrying extra weight left over from her pregnancy, she had chosen well and she looked exquisite.


Kasia looked up at her husband and smiled, but was then distracted by the fireworks that exploded magnificently across the river, over the sky of Göringstadt. So, this was to be their new home. It was a huge, sprawling colossus of a city—the administrative center for the region, the place of refuge for tired German colonists, the transportation nexus, and the location of wage-paying industrial jobs. The Traugutt family would move from Krakau to Göringstadt, following Richard’s magnificent career progression. Richard’s promotion was big news and he was already being treated with greater respect. Even she was treated more delicately. Gone were the sneering references to her improper accent, gone were the penetrating stares as the other wives searched for faults in her manner or her words or the way she dressed. Richard had achieved a position of significant power, and that meant he could hurt people, and so now everyone was more careful, more respectful, more civil.


Kasia looked around at the heroic expanse of concrete that made up the central square and felt a wave of nostalgia for something she had never seen. Just a few miles upstream, on the Weichsel before its confluence with the Bug River, were the ruins of Warschau, or as her people had called it, Warszawa. Images of the medieval old town, the royal palace, the Barbican, and the palaces of the Szlachta came to mind. She had seen none of these things, they no longer existed, but the images were part of her youth and they remained burned into her soul as they were into the souls of all her people.


Warsaw, the capital, the seat of their resistance. The city had been demolished, completely leveled, in retaliation for an uprising long ago. The entire population had been destroyed: arrested and shot or deported to concentration camps and starved. The order from Hitler had been to burn, bomb, and raze everything and, to fulfill a boast, to build an airstrip over the historic center. When their train had passed through the ruins earlier in the day, she had seen mile upon mile of charred rubble, had gazed sorrowfully at the ashes that blew in the wind. Wildflowers and trees sprouted here and there, but none were very old—they were regularly bulldozed, doused in oil, and set on fire in a senseless act of ongoing vandalism; salt on an ancient and terrible wound. The Poles would not be allowed to forget the price of resistance—their capital was to lay in ruins for as long as one of them was alive to see it. For as long as she was alive. Kasia looked down at the river and noticed, even in the darkness, that a scattering of ash floated on the surface.


“Vandalism,” their host was saying as if he had read her thoughts. “Apparently vandalism is on the rise there as well.”


“Fortunate that we don’t have such things here,” Kasia commented sourly.


The host smiled at her, though Richard threw her a warning glance.


“It’s all evidence of their incredible decadence,” Richard commented. “The financial scandals, that fag for a vice president, all of it, just food for the fires of revolution. That culture won’t last long. They have no morality, no direction. They need leadership, true leadership.”


“Like what we could offer.”


“Exactly. Aryan purity.” A barrage of fireworks kept Richard from saying more. Kasia watched entranced as the beautiful bursts of color filled the sky. Red, black, and white exploded in a finale of dizzying sound and light, and there, in the sky, was formed a giant, glowing flag. The crowd roared its approval and there was a surge of energy as a chorus of the national anthem was raised. Around her voices rose and fell with the hypnotic tones of glory and power to Deutschland über alles.


The extravaganza finished and the crowds were ushered into the new Party Congress Hall. The general public thronged into the massive marble lobby; those with invitations were led into the main reception hall. Richard and Kasia were pressed from all sides, and Richard complained to the organizer about the lack of order and security.


The organizer begged their patience and boldly forced his way through the crowd to make a path for them. At the door, their passes were inspected and they were released from the swarm into a light and airy hall with only several hundred other guests. The organizer showed them to their reserved seats, then made his excuses to go handle the mess created by security.


The hall buzzed with conversation, the women’s laughter tinkled lightly, the men guffawed and slapped each other’s back. Champagne was served in glistening glasses, music from a string quartet floated around them, the chandeliers sparkled magically, a feeling of gaiety and happiness was everywhere. Kasia and Richard were seated at a round table with eight other distinguished visitors to the city. They quickly introduced themselves and fell into a lively conversation about the city’s architecture, cultural life, and livability.


As they spoke, there was a muffled boom and the sound of distant panicked screams. They all looked up in alarm but nobody moved. After a moment of intense silence in the hall, excited whispers began spreading like a swarm of bees through the room.


“Not another idiotic bombing!” Richard commented as he waved to a waiter to light him a cigarette. “Can’t we keep these damn people in line?”


“Do you think we should go?” Kasia asked softly as she fingered the intricate pattern on the pewter plate in front of her.


“No, no, it will all be sorted out soon,” Richard assured her, and indeed it was. The bomb had been in a wing in which nobody had yet entered; it had done minor damage and had caused no injuries. The political fallout would be immense, but for now, they could enjoy their meal.


“This is good luck for you, isn’t it?” the man next to Kasia commented to Richard. He had introduced himself as visiting from the Security Divisional Headquarters in Paris, and he was already aware of Richard’s impending move.


“Ah, Herr Bloch, whatever do you mean?” Kasia asked, smiling sweetly.


Herr Bloch smiled in return. “Dear lady! Women are so naive! Minor damage, timed so there are no injuries, but located inside the building! Doesn’t that tell you anything!”


Kasia shook her head.


“It was a warning. It was thoroughly professional. They’re saying, ‘Look what we can do!’ I’m sure your husband is aware that an embarrassing bombing like this will disgrace local security.”


“So?” Kasia pressed.


Richard answered for Herr Bloch. “He’s trying to say that as an outsider moving into a new location, the disadvantages I would have faced, of not being on the inside loop here, have now been more than offset by the fact that they will all be hanging their heads in shame.”


“If they’re lucky enough to get away with that!” Herr Bloch agreed.


“Meanwhile, I can come in with a clean slate, and if one or two heads must roll, well . . .” Richard opened his hands expressively. “I’m here to serve!”


“So, it couldn’t have been better than if you ordered it yourself,” Kasia commented slyly.


Richard’s eyes narrowed in warning, but he smiled as he said, “Except that these things happen all the time here. Göringstadt’s crime rates are phenomenal. Most of it is for the criminal police to deal with, but still, I’ll have my work cut out for me.”


“Is it unsafe?” Kasia asked.


“We like to say it isn’t, but I’m afraid, darling, just between you and me and our friends here, the city is a mess. If they were to put any more police on the street, they’d be tripping over each other, but still there’s all sorts of depravity going on.”


“And why is that?” Kasia asked as if making a political point.


“Corruption?” Herr Bloch suggested.


Richard shrugged. “Desperation. You can’t take everything from a people—you’ve got to leave them with something, otherwise they have no reason to obey the laws, and frankly with desperate people, brute force is not really enough. It holds them down, but there is always that seething hatred, seeping out from under the boot heel. Ask Herr Bloch, I’m sure he’ll tell you things are much more civilized in Paris. There, our approach was different, and if you ask me, much more sensible.”


“Brave words,” Herr Bloch said nervously. “But even in my fair city we have our share of crime. Too many non-Aryans. They live like . . . well, they have a different set of standards.” He then started to detail recent cases that had come to his attention and had piqued his interest. Kasia and Richard listened politely to the tales of kidnappings, shootings, stabbings, and other acts of criminality as they worked through their appetizer, their soup, their entrée, and their salad. Only once did Kasia interrupt Herr Bloch’s seemingly endless supply of grotesque tales to ask for more details, then as the dessert arrived, Kasia explained that she had an infant back at the hotel who would be in dire need of her and that, unfortunately, the delay caused by the bombing was forcing her to leave the festivities early.


Richard groaned, but dutifully rose to accompany his wife out of the hall and back to their hotel.
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“ANY WORD OF JULIA?” Cyprian asked as he entered their apartment.


“Hello to you,” Marysia replied somewhat miffed. Her cat, Siwa, shifted uneasily in her lap.


“Well?”


“You know I would tell you as soon as we heard anything. Maybe just once you could greet me with something other than that question.” Marysia ran her fingers over Siwa’s soft, gray fur and breathed deeply.


“Has the Council assigned anyone to track her yet?”


“I told you, that’s not going to happen. Zosia’s been using her spare time to comb through the Berlin police files, but she hasn’t found anything yet.”


“Spare time?”


“She’s using every minute she has. She says she’s having trouble getting access to some of the files—some of their data has been misentered, plus it seems the computers in Berlin have been crashing with some regularity, and for once that has worked to our disadvantage.”


“Shit. We should have someone there. This is ridiculous!”


“So far Julia’s papers haven’t turned up, nor is there a body matching her description. There was one female floater from the Spree with long, dark hair, but the estimate of how long she’d been in the water makes it unlikely to be Julia. Though, I suppose they could be wrong.”


Cyprian glowered at his wife’s callous wording.


“We’re going to have to conclude that she just ran off,” Marysia suggested glumly.


“Never! She wouldn’t do that! And she would never leave Olek!”


Marysia shrugged. “Maybe she’s on a bender.”


“If she has left, it’s your harping on her that’s driven her away!” Cyprian fumed.


“Don’t try and blame me! If you hadn’t always defended her, maybe she would have brought her behavior under control!” Marysia retorted angrily. “I’m fed up with your insinuations, I’m fed up with—” A knock on the door interrupted them.


Nonplussed, both stared at the door, then Cyprian went to open it. Olek came in looking dejected.


“Olek, you don’t have to knock! Our place is yours!” Marysia soothed.


“I heard you from the hall. It was about Mama, wasn’t it?”


Cyprian sighed. “We’re sorry, son. I’m sure your mom will be back soon.”


“Come have some dinner,” Marysia insisted as she let Siwa down and stood. “I have duck for you.”


Olek smiled his appreciation. “And what are you two having?”


Marysia and Cyprian both waved their hands impatiently. “Don’t you worry about us,” Cyprian assured him. “We have some cabbage and noodles that are just right for us.”


“You can’t keep wasting your meat rations on me.”


“Who says it’s a waste?” Marysia chided. “We never used it up before. We’re old, we really don’t need all that much. You’re growing. Now come, I’ve made a nice sauce for the duck. Come on, sit, eat!”


They were at the table eating when Zosia poked her head in the door. “Knock, knock, anyone here?” She bustled into the room carrying Joanna and a bag of baby supplies. “Can you watch Joanna for me? Adam’s out and I want to spend some time . . .” Zosia threw a glance at Olek as Marysia accepted the baby from her arms. “You know.”


“Have you found anything, Aunt Zosia?” Olek asked plaintively.


Zosia shook her head. “No. I’ve accessed everything I could in the police files. I thought I might look at the Travel Bureau’s records next.”


“What?” Cyprian asked.


“She kept a good set of papers; maybe she got a passport to somewhere.”


“Are you saying you think she left the country?” Cyprian accused. “That’s stupid! She left everything at the pension! Why would anyone travel like that!”


“She left her equipment and all but one identification—exactly the sort of things one is better off not carrying around the countryside. Besides, I was thinking she may have applied for an internal passport. I didn’t figure she could get an external one that quickly.”


“Which name did she keep, Auntie Zosia?” Olek asked.


“Hoffmeier, honey. Julia Hoffmeier.”


“She left all her clothes!” Cyprian yelled.


“We don’t know that,” Zosia answered coolly. “All we know is she left some clothes there. She sent Romek on his way saying she had some business to take care of. To me that sounds like she was planning something.”


“But what?” Marysia asked. “Do you really think she’d leave without saying anything?”


Zosia shook her head. “If you have any better ideas . . .”


A light rap at the door caused them all to turn their heads. Zosia was closest, so she went to answer it. She disappeared into the hall, a quiet, young voice said something to her indiscernible to the others, and then she returned holding a note. “This just came through from Communications,” she explained, clutching the note. “It suggests we look into the Paris police files.”


*  *  *


Two days later Olek bid his grandparents farewell, shouldered his pack, and left for patrol. Within five minutes of his departure Zosia showed up at Cyprian and Marysia’s door. “Is Olek gone?” she asked.


Cyprian glanced down at the sheaf of paper that Zosia was holding and turned white. “What is it?” Marysia asked.


“I wanted you to see this first so you could break the news to him,” Zosia said as she held out the papers. “I’m sorry.”


Cyprian took the papers from her and Zosia left. He looked down at the words, but could not bring himself to read them so he handed them to his wife and went to sit on the couch. Marysia found her reading glasses and sat down, then began to read the police report from Paris.


The nearly naked body of an unidentified woman in her thirties had been found in the Bois de Boulogne early in the morning about two weeks after Julia’s disappearance. Investigators estimated that she had been killed sometime the night before, probably between 2 and 5 A.M. The woman had sustained severe injuries to her head, wounds on her wrists were consistent with her having been handcuffed. While still alive, she had been sexually assaulted with extreme brutality, beaten, and stabbed with a shallow knife—the sort carried by boys in the Hitler Youth. Cause of death was strangulation. The body had been dragged, but not a great distance, and the investigator assumed her murder had happened within the park.


The report noted the physical characteristics of the corpse, and Marysia recognized each and every one of her daughter’s traits. The report also noted that the victim had been intoxicated, and based upon that and the fact that her disappearance had not been reported, it was assumed that she was a prostitute. The report conjectured that she had attempted to rob her client and had been attacked in retaliation. No identity papers or any other personal effects were found. Inquiries were made in the red-light district, but no one recognized the victim nor was any information forthcoming. There were no suspects and no further action had been taken on the investigation.


Marysia finished the brief, gruesome document. She covered her mouth with her hand and closed her eyes as a wave of nausea spread through her. When she had gathered her courage, she opened her eyes and turned the page. The following report was from the coroner and detailed the damage done to the victim’s body. Marysia scanned it quickly, looking only for clues and refusing to think about what the words meant otherwise. Like a detective story, she told herself. She started to retch before she had finished and turned the page, deciding that she could search for clues later.


She turned to the next document and read a completely different report of an attempted break-in at a hotel in the area just south of the Gare du Nord. Using the key to the street doors, a man had entered the hotel without ringing the bell after the night staff had retired and had attempted to remove a room key from its hook. The night manager, who had been resting in an adjacent room, heard noise and preempted the thief in his attempt. The man fled without taking anything. The night manager was unable to describe the intruder other than to say it had been a well-built man. The night manager reported that only one guest was absent that evening and that she had not picked up her key in more than three days. He was afraid that the guest had skipped out without paying her bill, although her room still contained all her belongings. Police decided to investigate and had the room opened. Within the room they found clothing, the usual personal effects of a traveler, and some travel documents indicating she had come from Berlin. They also discovered a large stash of American dollars. Reports varied as to how much money was there, but the amount turned in was over six thousand American dollars. A separate investigation was initiated to determine if that was the entire amount of money found at the scene.


Marysia grunted and rubbed her forehead. She could just imagine the intense negotiations that had been carried out in that hotel room by the staff and the investigators.


“What’s so funny?” Cyprian accused.


“Nothing.” Marysia turned her attention back to the report. The room had been registered to a Julia Hoffmeier, who had traveled there from Berlin and was a resident of Göringstadt. Using the photograph on the travel documents, the investigators were able to identify the body they had discovered three days prior as hers. The police attempted to locate someone to identify and claim the body, but they discovered that the victim’s Berlin address was a complete fake and that nobody claimed to know of her at the Göringstadt address given in her papers.


With the combined information of the body and the break-in, police theorized that the victim had been attacked by someone who knew of the money in the victim’s possession. He had apparently assaulted her with a blunt object, inflicting the head injuries, then when the victim was helpless, had bound her hands. He then tried to beat her into handing over the money. When that failed, the victim was murdered, possibly accidentally, since many of the injuries inflicted on the victim were consistent with frustrated rage. The assailant then rifled through the victim’s clothes and purse looking for either a room key or an indication of where the money might be and, finding the street-door key to the hotel, decided to attempt a robbery of her room. Caught in the act, he had fled empty-handed.


A few more documents were attached, follow-up reports and other useless details. Marysia scanned them quickly, then dropped the pile onto the floor. She closed her eyes and saw the image of her little daughter bringing her flowers from the field, her clothes covered in mud, her hair in a tangle, a wide grin on her face. Her little Julia.


“What’s the report say?” Cyprian’s voice came out of the distance.


“Julia’s dead.” Marysia bent down and picked up the papers and put them on the coffee table in front of her husband. “If you want the details, read it yourself. I can’t repeat it.” She got up from her seat and left the room. She emerged from the bunker into the autumnal chill and went for a long walk in the woods.
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“YOU CAME FROM SOME sort of training camp before you arrived here, didn’t you?” Frau Reusch inquired of Peter one day out of the blue.


Still holding the cup of tea she had given him, he stood and walked over to the apartment window. A cold spring rain slapped against the glass, and the air was so misty he could barely make out the roof of the shop far below.


“Peter?”


He sipped his tea, then decided to answer. “Yes, your husband was there, perhaps he’ll describe it to you.”


“I’m not interested in the externals. Was it”—she paused, searching for the right word—“was it unpleasant?”


He sniffed at her choice of words. “You could say that.”


“How so?”


He shrugged. “It just was.”


“Was there”—she paused again, as if the word itself were painful—“torture?”


The rain was coming down in sheets now. Everything disappeared into a blinding grayness.


“Were you tortured?” she asked more explicitly and a bit louder.


The sheets moved like curtains in the wind, up and away and then back, pounding violently against the window. Water dripped down the edges and puddled on the narrow metal sill.


“I said . . .”


“I heard you,” he answered.


There was a long pause, then she asked quietly, “Why did they do it?”


“Why indeed,” he echoed. He thought about how obvious it had seemed then; one was tortured, what else was there to it? It was another world, contained within and tolerated by the one he and Frau Reusch now lived in. Frau Reusch looked hurt by his reluctance, as if she believed he did not trust her, so finally he answered, “To teach me to view the world with fear.”


She cocked her head as if confused. “But why?”


“So I can be easily controlled. As I let you control me now.”


She ignored the implications of that, asking instead, “Do you think that was unusual?”


“Unusual?”


“I mean, do you think you were just unlucky, or was this sort of thing to be expected?”


“The latter. Look, could we just change the subject?”


She persisted. “What about, well, if you hadn’t come here, what kind of place might you have expected? I mean, what other sort of jobs were possible?”


“I really don’t know.”


“Surely you must have had some idea.”


“Yes, I suppose so,” he admitted. “I really was rather surprised that I ended up in a place like this—I mean a household. Usually one would have expected an able-bodied man to be assigned to some industry. Who knows, maybe there was a shortage of domestic laborers at the time. Maybe it was somebody’s idea of a joke. I’ve never been able to find any logic in your system.”


“My system?”


“The system, I meant.”


“What were the industrial jobs like?”


“They vary considerably. There are the worst sort—one doesn’t last long in those.”


“What do you mean by ‘last long’? Do you mean you get reassigned?”


He laughed at that. “No, no.” He spent a moment bringing his laughter under control, then suddenly deadly serious, he said, “No. People die. Worked to death, radiation sickness, killed in industrial accidents, beaten to death: you name it.”


“Oh.”


“I really didn’t think I was in for much of a reprieve from my death sentence. I should thank you for making my life so tolerable.” Should, but couldn’t, he thought. He was, after all, still a prisoner.


“So working in a household is the best you could have hoped for?”


“Yes, as long as I didn’t hope for my freedom.”


She suddenly changed tack. “I’m going to visit my sister, the one who lives near München, for a few weeks.”


“When are you leaving?”


“Tomorrow.”


He nodded.


“I’ll miss you, Peter,” she said, standing up and coming over to him. Something in her stance seemed odd. Suddenly she surged forward and threw her arms around him; it was the first time they had ever touched and he was stunned by her action. “You’ve been like a son to me. I’ll miss you.”


“I’ll miss you, too,” he responded awkwardly.


The next morning he saw her waiting for the bus and watched from the door of the shop as she climbed in. She glanced at him but he did not wave for fear the neighbors might notice and wonder at such familiarity. As the bus drove off toward the city, he turned back into the shop to continue his work stocking the shelves.


Later that day they took their meal as usual, in the apartment. Peter politely chewed his way through the unidentifiable concoction set before him and then magnanimously offered to make the following day’s meal. Herr Reusch sheepishly accepted, and after that they ate fairly well. On the third day, as Peter was preparing to open the shop, Herr Reusch appeared and asked him to come up to the apartment.


Wondering if he was going to be enlisted into making breakfast as well, Peter followed Herr Reusch up the steps. The door to the apartment was ajar and he was surprised to see a man inside. As they entered the apartment, he took a closer look and recognized the visitor as a stranger who had come to the shop about a month back.


“Here we are,” Herr Reusch announced. “Peter, this is Herr Vogel and—”


“This isn’t a garden party, and I don’t do introductions with an Untermensch!” the man snapped. He was in his forties and roughly the same height as Peter, perhaps a bit shorter. He was a heavy man with dark blond hair that looked to be natural and clear blue eyes. In his youth he was probably well built, but now he was clearly tending toward fat.


Herr Vogel turned to Peter and ordered, “On your knees. Hands on your head.”


Peter glared at him. He was just deciding to refuse when Herr Reusch pleaded, “Peter, do as he says. Please.” So Peter relented and carefully went down on his knees and clasped his hands on his head.


The man got up from the couch and walked around as if inspecting him. “Please,” Herr Vogel whined, mocking Herr Reusch. “Please?” He stopped his circuit behind Peter, stood there silently for a moment. Peter felt a wisp of his hair being lifted; he shuddered but managed not to move otherwise. The strand of hair was dropped, but still the man remained silent behind him.


“I guess he’ll do,” Herr Vogel finally pronounced.


Do for what?


“Get up,” Herr Vogel commanded. He came around to face Peter once he was standing and said, “You’re coming with me.”


“What? Where?” Peter did not even attempt to keep the incredulity out of his tone. He looked to Herr Reusch to put the man straight, but Herr Reusch had wandered over to his desk.


“What are you talking about?” Peter finally asked the man directly.


Herr Vogel backhanded him. “Don’t you dare use that tone with me!” he snarled.


Before Peter could overcome his surprise, Herr Vogel had walked over to Herr Reusch. Herr Reusch was grimacing, but he said nothing about Herr Vogel’s violent outburst. Instead he handed Herr Vogel the packet of documents that Peter recognized as his papers.


“You have to go with this man now.” Herr Reusch spoke quietly, but his voice conveyed a sense of urgency that Peter was unused to.


“I don’t understand. What’s going on?”


“Silence!” the man hissed at him.


“What is going on?” Peter insisted, ignoring the angry glance from the man.


“Herr Vogel here has purchased your indenture,” Herr Reusch finally explained. He must have seen a look of total incomprehension on Peter’s face because he felt the need to explain slowly, “I’m afraid you’ve been sold.”


*  *  *


Sold? Sold? Peter found himself still questioning the concept even as he was led down the stairs of the apartment to the shop to collect his things, then out into the street and over to the man’s car. He had stood in numb silence as the last bits of paper had been exchanged and signed; he could not read them from where he stood and had not even tried. He had silently obeyed when told to gather his things, painfully aware that they stood right outside the door to his room, giving him no privacy, no time to think, and now he was walking out of one life and into another. Just like that. He threw several questioning glances at Herr Reusch, but they were determinedly ignored. Sold?
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