

[image: 9781443451086_Cover.jpg]



[image: ]




Dedication

To my grandmother Harmien Deys,

who lived and lost during the war

and left everything behind in pursuit of love.

(Your G-rated edition is on its way!)





Epigraph

It is in fact far easier to act under conditions of tyranny than to think.

HANNAH ARENDT





Chapter One

MARIJKE DE GRAAF

MAY 3, 1943

AMSTERDAM, THE NETHERLANDS

THE INFANT IN THE BABY CARRIAGE OPENED HER eyes and saw that I was not her mother. Her face grew red, wrinkling up like a walnut. I forced myself to swallow and glanced ahead, where three German soldiers patrolled the gated entrance to the Vondelpark. Beside me, Theo’s voice dropped to a hush. “You go on alone; it’s less suspicious. Just act calm.” He pressed his lips to my hair before ducking off into the nearest shop.

I leaned down to coo at the child. “Shh, quiet now. Everything is all right.” But my pulse betrayed me. My knuckles blanched around the handle of the carriage, and I adjusted the blanket to conceal the telltale seam beneath her, the hidden compartment that would give us away. Forged ration coupons and foxhole radios Theo and I had built, secreted away in cigar boxes. Not to mention a pistol.

Through the fog, swastikas flying from a nearby building caught the morning sun, and the soldiers smoked as they checked the identification of passersby. A few metres back, Theo pretended to be absorbed in a rack of newspapers. He nodded in encouragement. The little one stared up at me as I carried on, but when the wheel of the carriage stuttered over a loose cobblestone, she started to cry. Loud, grating wails. I debated turning around, but the damn moffen had already noticed. The soldier who looked my age, or no more than twenty-four, stepped forward. “And where are you rushing off to?” He hitched the rifle strap up over his shoulder. “You’re the first pretty pair of legs to come by all morning.”

The nape of my neck tingled. The baby’s cries escalated while the soldier held out a hand for my I.D. papers, and his gaze dropped to my chest as I drew them from the pocket of my peacoat. I tried not to cringe, hoping Theo was too far away to notice.

The other soldier approached, his brow like a pan greased for baking. He peered into the carriage. “What a racket. Does it need to be rocked?”

I checked the padding, the blanket, but nothing had shifted. “She’s just hungry.” My words were too sharp, and as I tried to calm her, I wondered if he recognized the inexperience in my actions. Sweat dampened the folds of my blouse while I waited for them to demand I pick her up. The men looked me up and down unabashedly.

The one studying my identification squinted at me. “Marijke de Graaf. Just how old is this photograph?” He held it up for his companion to examine. My curly hair was longer in the photo, my face a little fuller.

“Four months.”

The child, finally quiet, sucked her thumb, her cheeks scarlet with tears. After an unbearable pause, the soldier handed back my papers. “Well, it sure doesn’t do you justice.” He winked and waved me on my way.

My mouth was dry, my arms tense as I continued on into the park, humming a nervous, shapeless tune. I found a bench near the tea house, where more uniforms were scattered between the suits and dresses at the tables: soldiers eating pastries, looking out over the water at the ducks and squirrels as though our city had always been theirs.

Within a few minutes, Theo found me. He bent down to check on the child before giving me a kiss. “They took their time with your papers, didn’t they?”

I shook my head. “They’re just searching for entertainment.”

He lifted the baby from the carriage.

“Darling, not here. Let’s get her to safety.”

“But look at this tiny frown.” He pulled faces at her until she gurgled a laugh and stretched out as if trying to tug on his big ears, and I watched with yearning as I imagined us with a daughter of our own to comfort and love.

“If only we could keep her.” He placed her back with a wistful sheen in his eyes that made me want to take him in my arms.

“But you know we can’t. Plus, she needs to be breastfed. Our time will come, I promise.”

He sighed. “I know.”

From there, we cut across the park and exited through another set of gates, these ones thankfully unguarded. Women bustled down the streets, and collectively they formed a walking fashion catalogue from three years earlier, colours fading and hems showing their wear. Since the invasion, everyone had learned to keep their heads lower, their movements more purposeful, and the few men in sight were prepubescent or already wrinkled, so many others afraid of venturing out, only to be rounded up in the impending call-ups for forced labour.

As we approached the address the resistance had given us, the front door of the house opened a crack, and a woman peeked out, observing the baby carriage. She recited our code in a stiff voice that wouldn’t have fooled anyone. “Have you come to see my new flower beds?” On hearing our response, she checked for onlookers and beckoned us into her front hall. Inside, she bent over the baby carriage with a look of heartbreak, her eyes ringed red, her skin showing the toll of sleepless nights. “Please, come sit down,” she said at last. “I’ll put on the kettle.”

“We can’t stay, I’m afraid.” I glimpsed an empty bassinet in the sitting room, a baby blanket crocheted with initials draped over the side. The sight of it made my throat tighten. “We’re so sorry about your loss, mevrouw.”

She picked up the baby and gazed down at her. “It’s a dreadful time to bring a child into the world, isn’t it?”

Theo and I exchanged a glance.

“Well,” she said, “at least I can still be of use to another young life.” Her chin started to tremble, and she retrieved a handkerchief from her pocket. “Such light hair, for a Jew. What happened to her mother?”

“Pneumonia,” Theo replied. “We were hiding them in our attic, and by the time we found a doctor who would come, it was too late.” He glanced at the clock on the wall. “I’m sorry, we need to get going. We can’t thank you enough, mevrouw. Please hide the carriage well. Your husband knows what to do with its contents.”

I leaned to kiss the baby on the forehead and squeezed the woman’s hand in farewell. Theo paused in the front entrance. “It warms my heart to see how willing you are to care for a child that’s not your own.” She nodded, but kept her focus on the baby, and once the street was clear, we left the house without looking back.

SHORTLY after eight the next evening, the blackout curtains went up across Amsterdam, erasing the city from the sky. The Nazis had cut the electricity again, so I lit a candelabrum and sat beside the darkened window to play the violin. Nobody went to the symphony anymore, yet I still practiced every day. My bow glided across the strings while the grandfather clock ticked like a metronome, counting the passing minutes. I put down the instrument and drummed my fingers against it, wondering what was taking Theo so long, raking my thoughts for the forgotten mention of some appointment, but all that came to me were the signs in the squares, threatening forced labour in Germany, men picked up from the streets at random and carted off in trucks. I thought of Theo’s favourite student, who had disappeared the week before.

I’d set a potato-and-nettle soup to cook in the hay box, and when the aroma wafted over, I rose to go stir it. In the hope of a distraction, I surveyed the kitchen, our good Delftware, the tablecloths from my trousseau, making a mental inventory of what we’d next barter when we ran out of eggs and butter.

A key jiggled in the front door lock. With it came that balm of relief, soothing my ever-fried nerves. Feeling silly for letting my imagination get the better of me, I resisted the urge to rush over to Theo, to run my fingers through the lone wave in his hair, to chide him for keeping me on edge. Instead, I bent over the pot, humming to myself, until he came up behind me, encircled his arms around my waist and lifted me into the air, the wooden spoon in my fist dripping soup across the tiles. He whispered into my neck, “I missed you.”

“You know,” I said, “it’s impossible to think straight until you make it home.”

When he put me down, his thick eyebrows hung lower than normal, like a shelf over his eyes. “Sorry, dear. I had a few stops to make. Piet is coming by in an hour to drop off some newspapers.”

“One of the resistance publications?” I took his cold hands in mine, pressed them to his chest. “Where does he want you to deliver them?”

“I’ll pass this batch on to my students.”

“Good idea. You can tell me more about it over dinner.”

“Later; it’s almost nine.” He led me upstairs to our bedroom, where he reached into the back of our wardrobe, pulled out the old atlas and opened it to reveal the small radio hidden within its pages. I lay beside him on the rug as he hooked up the moffen sieve and fiddled with its modulator dials to filter out the interference from German jamming stations. The Westerkerk chimed the hour, one of the few churches that hadn’t yet lost its bells to the Nazi armament factories. As silence spread across Amsterdam with each passing week, it felt as if the city were holding her breath alongside us. But then came the sound we waited all day to hear. The first four notes of Beethoven’s Fifth, the Morse code V, for victory. Radio Oranje on the BBC, the broadcast from our exiled royal house.

Theo passed me a headset and held my hand while we listened by candlelight. The government spoke of the recent factory strikes, the growing Nazi retaliations, but urged us to stay calm. “Resist the pressure to answer the labour call-ups. Stand strong or go into hiding—we must persevere.”

I leaned over until my cheek brushed his and tried to picture the house empty at night, Theo deported for work in Germany. I couldn’t bear the thought. He turned to kiss my hair. “Don’t worry, love. We’ll find a way.”

After the broadcast, we stayed there on the rug, with my head resting on his shoulder. I wanted nothing more than for us to lie in bed all night and all day in an armour of blankets, sheathing ourselves from the troubles of the world.

“That child will have a good life with those people, won’t she?” I asked.

“They’re devout Christians; they’ll treat her like their own, I’m sure of it.”

I looked up at him. “And do you still think we’re making the right choice by waiting?”

He hesitated. “It’ll be hard enough for even the two of us to get through the war with all these food shortages and wage cuts. The last thing I would want is—”

A knock came at the front door. I moved to spy under the blackout paper, but Theo was already halfway to the stairs. “No use looking; it’s dark as a cave out there. That’ll be Piet, right on time.”

I got up and followed him, but right before he reached the entrance, there was a loud noise, the splintering crack of wood. The door flew open. I saw the guns first and then the uniforms. The Gestapo burst into the house, yelling at us in German not to move. While they searched the rooms, we stood there in terrified silence, our hands above our heads. A lamp crashed to the floor. Drawers were flung open, papers sent fluttering, my violin tossed aside with a clunk. The smell of warm soup grew nauseating. Shaking, I rubbed my thumb against my ring finger, my wedding band cool against my knuckles. I lowered my gaze along the tiled floor until this granted me a glimpse of the corner of Theo’s shoe, the anxious tap of his foot. One of the Gestapo shouted from upstairs. He’d discovered the radio supplies, the secret alcove in our attic. I thanked God we had nobody left in hiding.

The moffen circled us with taunting expressions, the barrels of their Lugers staring like deadened pupils. “Hand over your identification,” the head agent said. “You have two minutes to pack. No talking.”

One of them escorted us to our bedroom, where my undergarments lay strewn across the rug. As Theo reached for our luggage, his face met mine. His hair was dishevelled, and behind his glasses, his eyes looked wild, all whites. We packed our warmest clothes, and I took our wedding photo off the wall, placing it in Theo’s suitcase. I refused the moffen the satisfaction of seeing me cry. On our way downstairs, Theo laced his fingers through mine, sending a silent plea. Don’t tell them anything, don’t let them win—I love you. The Gestapo agent smacked him against the temple, knocking him sideways and ripping him from my grasp. When I reached out for him, they held me back, rough hands choking my wrists. I whispered his name, but it got lost in the noise. In front of me, Theo cradled his head. Then they shoved us forward and marched us out into the night.

WE Dutch girls climbed out of the frigid darkness, that nest of sickness and death. Outside the cattle car, dogs snapped at our ankles. The train whistled as it set off again and German guards shouted, pushed us into waiting trucks. When we arrived at the Ravensbrück camp compound, we were led around like parts on an assembly line. Examined. Assessed. Tagged. Sorted. We filed into a warehouse, where female guards ordered us to undress and turn in our clothes, and while I bent to remove my stockings, an SS man leaned in and whistled at the sight of my dangling breasts. Two gaunt prisoners handed out stained uniforms, and I put on the striped tunic and long, grey knickers, the fabric coarse against my thighs. The leather shoes had frayed laces and pinched at my toes, but many of the women around me were forced to squeeze their feet into bulky wooden clogs.

The Jews with their yellow triangles emerged from the hall, heads shorn, nicked and bleeding from a careless barber. Skin spotted from lice. The women sobbed as they tried to cover their scalps with kerchiefs, any shred of fabric they could find. I understood the weight of their loss, and with a wince, I fingered the red triangle that marked me a political prisoner and raised a hand to my curls, grateful I still had a fraction of my own identity.

We slept two or three to a bunk, the sneezes and coughs of strangers on my skin. The sick urinated on the straw pallets where they lay, too weak to climb down from the top bed and drag themselves to the toilets. I learned to sleep with my cup and bowl tied to my clothes. In the beginning, Dutch mothers told folk tales to their frightened daughters while a trio of cabaret stars swapped bawdy riddles across the beds, but these soon turned to quarrels over stolen bread. One woman drove herself mad, writhing on her mattress, yanking out clumps of hair and muttering to herself. Sometimes she whined like a puppy, going blue in the face with distress, while the others yelled at her to keep quiet. My pity for her became fringed with fear. Madness lurked there at Ravensbrück, tugging at us all. Survival depended on a stable mind, so I had to stay strong.

The latrines often clogged, spilling brown puddles onto the floor of the barracks block. Water became tainted from the fluids of the dead that had seeped into the camp sediment, taking on a tang and leaving many with swollen bellies. I made a constant trudge back and forth to the toilets as my body tried to purge itself of the contaminated liquid, the moulding potatoes from the soup.

I soon came to understand that camp life played out in a different key for certain groups. German gentiles had the best chance at survival, in part because they easily understood the orders thrown at us throughout the day. Some of us—the Germans, the Dutch, whichever races the moffen deemed “human”—were permitted to keep our hair, but we had to wear it combed back, tucked under caps and kerchiefs. I forged hairpins from strips of wire from the factory. One night, I sat on my bed, teasing my bunkmate’s thick waves into rolls and decorating them with ribbons torn from the edge of her kerchief. She became Ginger Rogers and I Betty Grable, and we fell asleep imagining a lavish banquet, with satin gowns and pearls and Champagne and confit de canard. The next morning, I woke to her body cold and lifeless against mine.

As days passed, the growls from my stomach grew louder, the sores on my hands redder. We poured the mucky ersatz coffee into our bowls to warm our cold feet, and each night, I picked the crusted mud off my shoes and polished them with the greatest care. When I found a hole growing across the right sole, I traced my finger around it and wept.

For long hours, we laboured in the Siemens factory near camp, where we made electric components for submarines. During those shifts, I made a mental list of new German words so I could learn to react without delay. They forced us to sing on the march to and from work. As we rounded the lake, my voice would grow hoarse with false cheer, and I sometimes caught myself cursing all those people Theo and I had sheltered, all the news we’d spread with our crystal radios—What had it amounted to? Half the Jews we’d helped were probably dead, and we’d become prisoners ourselves. I was Inmate 21522. But I was determined not to be worn down, not to transform into one of the skeletons that moved through the camp like the living dead. And so I clung to Theo’s memory with all my strength: how he’d pleaded my innocence when the Gestapo had herded us out onto our darkened street, the bells of the Westerkerk tolling overhead. How he’d clutched my hand in the detainment cell, pressed my wedding band to his lips, his palms still blotched with grease from the radio. I thought of all the dreams we’d stockpiled throughout the war: of baking three-layered cakes again and picnicking along the Amstel River in new clothes, of me travelling with the orchestra to perform in Paris, of his history papers being published in journals as far off as New York. Of starting a family.

I promised myself I would do whatever it took to make it through the war alive.

My chance came on a cool morning near the end of June. At four o’clock, the reveille sirens woke us. An SS officer with a clipboard walked down the rows with a female guard. With a cleft chin and sagging neck, he appeared even older than my father, the type of man I’d expect to see bundled up by the fireplace in a café back in Amsterdam, smoking a pipe and complaining about the persistent rain. Whenever this officer passed a woman with light hair and fair skin, he stopped to look her up and down. Some, he pulled aside. When he got to me, he asked where I was from and when I told him, he reached out to cup my breast, rubbing his thumb over my nipple. “Good shape,” he remarked.

He noted my number on his clipboard and ordered me to join the others. Attractive girls, all of them. Despite their pale, bruised skin, they looked young and healthier than the rest of the inmates. All of them had their hair. Most wore black triangles for “asocial” behaviour—sexual deviants, alcoholics, prostitutes, troublemakers. Some wore the “criminal” green; a few others, red, like I did.

We huddled together but broke into rows of five as the officer approached. I pinched my cheeks to draw some colour into them. How many times had I seen it before: women pulled out of the line, never to return? He surveyed us with a wry smile. “Consider yourselves lucky. I’m going to offer you a rare opportunity, a chance to serve the Führer, to help promote the efficiency and operations of camps across the Third Reich.”

He paused to glance at the guard and suddenly I was sure he intended to make us Blockovas—block supervisors. A despicable function. Twice, the Blockova in our block had demanded my bread ration because she claimed I was too pretty, that I needed to learn that things wouldn’t always be handed to me. Other Blockovas beat women or assigned extra labour. We hated even those who did nothing but follow the rules, because they had the power to hurt us on a whim.

“Strip.”

At that, I unbuttoned my shift. Goose pimples flared across my chest as it fell at my feet. Some women tried to cover themselves, but I knew well enough to keep my hands at my sides. The officer circled us, removing a shadow of a girl with a spine that stuck out like a string of beads, and two women with misshapen breasts. He ordered them back to the work Kommandos before returning to position in front of us. “I want sixteen volunteers to service the prisoners at our new bordellos. We need some ripe, willing young women.”

It took me a moment to understand what he meant. My skin started to prickle, bringing flashes of an Amsterdam alley: low necklines and tawdry earrings, drunken soldiers stumbling out of doorways, smears of cherry lipstick on their chins.

“Through the Führer’s generosity, you’ll receive fresh food and a quarter of your earnings, and you will be released from the camp after six months of service.” He grinned, letting that remark dangle.

I touched my hand to my side, yearning for the reassuring weight of my wedding band, which the moffen had confiscated upon my arrival. A pain hit my stomach, as if someone had reached in and pressed down on my gut. Six months, could it be? The girls around me shifted their weight. Perhaps their own stomachs were growling, their minds clouding with visions of hot dinners, of comfortable trains with dining cars headed away from Germany.

“Who is willing to service the Reich?”

At first, nobody moved. Eyes remained cast to the ground. The only sounds were the distant steps of marching prisoners.

“Think about it,” he said. “Quarters with proper beds and hot running water.”

A crow cawed, drawing my gaze upward. The bird sailed high above the compound, a dark speck against the dark sky. It swept past us, beyond the electrified confines of the camp, and disappeared.

A girl stepped forward. A green delinquent triangle marked the uniform at her feet. Her hair was the colour of butter, and she wore a certain confidence, like she’d spent years weaving her way up through the German underworld. I wondered what had brought her here, if she’d been accused of theft or maybe assault.

The officer nodded and turned to us. One by one, girls hesitantly offered themselves. Some looked as young as twenty, others twenty-six or twenty-seven. Only two had brown hair; the rest were textbook Aryans.

The officer rapped a pen against his clipboard in impatience. “If no one else volunteers, I’ll select someone.”

Hunger scraped at my insides. I pictured a plate of fresh fruit and even a slice of meat, imagined being granted my freedom, but I considered that the officer might be lying. He watched us without any emotion. Yet if he’d wanted to, he could have driven into camp and carted us all away without a word of explanation.

Two days earlier, on the way to the factory, I’d passed a group of women digging ditches, the roughest work of all. One stood knee-deep in water and mud, wincing as she heaved the shovel over her shoulder. She’d rolled up her sleeves to reveal a fierce rash, a clear sign of typhus. In a few days, she would be dead, her body fed to the greedy fires of the crematorium.

A heated room, a hot shower. Away from the scourge of lice and vermin, a chance to maybe feel human again.

“Where are you sending them, sir?” The woman beside me shook as if she couldn’t believe she’d dared speak up.

Without a glance in her direction, he swatted away the question. “To my men’s camp, Buchenwald.”

That name. One that had taken seed in the transit camp at Vught, as I’d spotted Theo’s back retreating into the cattle car. A rumour passed on in whispers, as we wives and mothers, sisters and daughters watched through our tears, watched our very purpose for living disappear down the rails. A name I’d also heard at Ravensbrück, but one that had never seemed like anything more than a word, a spot in my mind where I’d tucked him for safekeeping. But it was a real place, a camp with fences and a crematorium and a brothel.

Two SS men approached and stood behind the officer, leering at our nakedness. One of them winked and moved his hand to reveal the erection swelling in his trousers.

The officer cleared his throat. “Well?”

I knelt down to pick up my uniform, making sure to glance up and look that dirty mof straight in the eye. I felt the solid ground against my palm, dirt beneath my fingernails.

Then I stood and took a step forward.





Chapter Two

KARL MÜLLER

JUNE 25, 1943

BUCHENWALD CONCENTRATION CAMP, GERMANY

KARL MÜLLER ARRIVED AT BUCHENWALD JUST before dawn. The morning was already muggy. He’d spent the entire night on a train, and the rattling of the carriage and a broken window had granted him no rest.

The camp Kommandant came to meet him at the station in Weimar. In his late fifties, Otto Brandt had a high widow’s peak and a hard-boiled appearance. He’d inherited the camp just a year earlier. The previous Kommandant and his wife had been arrested and were under investigation for fraud: stealing from camp coffers. As the new Schutzhaftlagerführer, Karl would be second-in-command and responsible for ensuring that such a scandal wasn’t repeated.

Brandt stretched out a hand. “You must be Müller. Karl, isn’t it?”

“Yes, sir. It’s an honour.”

“My associates in Berlin have said nothing but good things about you. But I have to say, I was surprised to hear they were sending me someone who has never set foot in a camp before. You’ve risen up the ranks quite quickly, it seems. Family connection?”

Karl dug his heels into the ground. “Hard work, sir.”

“Very well. I’ll give you a tour of the camp myself, along with an overview of your duties here. And I’m warning you, as deputy commander, you’ll find yourself stretched very thin.” He led Karl to a parked Mercedes, where a driver was waiting. Karl opened the back door and slid onto the seat next to Brandt. His eyelids felt heavy, and he struggled to stay focused as the car wove its way through the woods toward the camp.

“Seven years ago,” Brandt said, “all of this was virgin land. The prisoners built everything: the barracks blocks, the railway, even this very road. Paving it was a terrible hassle but well worth the lives lost. The inmates call it Blutstrasse.”

Blood Road. All Karl could see in the dim light was vegetation, mostly oak and beech trees, and it struck him that a camp of that capacity, one of the economic powerhouses of the Reich, could be hidden by such peaceful surroundings. They turned in past the SS garrison, down a straight street with a gas station and a painted wooden carving of inmates in uniform. Robust-looking men with stiff smiles. The flower bed at its base gave the place a quaint feel, reminiscent of some Bavarian ski resort. Another sign pointed to the zoo, which he took to be a joke until he heard monkeys screeching. A long building ran down the left side of the road. Brandt explained that this held the camp command offices, where Karl would be based. On the right, an iron gate marked the entrance to the protective custody camp, where the prisoners were detained. The driver stopped the automobile, and Brandt checked the gatehouse clock while a guard rushed to open the doors. “We’re running a bit behind schedule. Reveille will start shortly.”

Karl debated asking for some time to rest, but decided that the Kommandant was not the type to grant favours. Still, the camp was shaping up to be a more comforting and welcoming place than he’d anticipated. They passed through the gate, and Karl pointed to the iron message that topped it, the letters painted bright red. “Well put.” Jedem das Seine, it stated—to each his own. You get what you deserve.

Brandt beamed like he had forged the words himself. The gate led to a huge square, the muster grounds, where thousands of prisoners assembled.

“Roll call happens twice per day.” Brandt stepped out of the vehicle, motioning for Karl to join him. They climbed up to a platform at the top of the gatehouse and looked down over the camp pitch. “All prisoners must be accounted for. You may be asked to preside over this, Müller, so pay attention.”

A number of SS officers with clipboards gathered nearby. More and more prisoners appeared. They formed perfect squares of perfect lines. Karl assumed that camp figures fluctuated with new arrivals and deaths, but to the best of his calculation, he estimated some fifteen thousand prisoners, virtually all male. One of the officers began to call out numbers, and certain inmates stepped forward. Karl was a bureaucrat, a stranger to this military discipline, but the order and precision of it all astounded him, reminding him of his father, who valued such things.

It was then he heard the music. The initial squeal of a trumpet. Then a drum, a trombone. He searched for the source. To his right, a brass band had set up. The musicians wore cheerful red trousers and navy jackets with gold piping, but their bony frames exposed them as prisoners. The conductor raised an arm and the players burst into tune, a lively number that Karl didn’t recognize.

He looked to Brandt. “Nice touch, sir.”

“We try to make the camp as civil as possible. You’ll also hear music broadcasted at times.”

The inmates stood still, their faces hardened like stucco. One in the front row started tapping his foot. At first, Karl thought he was marking the beat, but then the man began to sway and collapsed. Karl turned back to the band as he was dragged away.

The roll call crawled on for more than an hour and got held up at various points. Karl’s fascination with it waned as he fought to stay awake. A barbed-wire fence blockaded this part of the camp, and a city of barracks, some wood and some stone, sprawled across the slope that led down from the muster grounds. Beyond the far edge of camp, rolling green hills crossed the horizon. Brandt took him back downstairs and guided him along the rows of prisoners, pointing out the different symbols on their uniforms. The Gypsies, the communists, the Jews, the Jehovah’s Witnesses, the homosexuals.

“You’ll notice we keep the Jews in segregated quarters to avoid spreading their filth.” Brandt looked at Karl for a response, who nodded. “You do agree, don’t you, Müller?”

“Of course.”

Brandt leaned in to study Karl’s face. “Where is it you come from, exactly?”

“I was raised in Munich.”

“And your parents?”

“You’ll find they’re well bred and well established there. My father served as a colonel in the First World War and now works as a banker.”

“A banker?”

“I assure you, the party ran a bloodline check on me, if you’re implying anything.” Karl cracked a smile, but Brandt didn’t seem to find this amusing.

“Indeed,” Brandt said. “Let’s carry on. I’ll show you the highlights.”

Brandt led him along the front line of barracks blocks as he went on about Karl’s new role. He would be in charge of the preventive custody camp, which meant responsibility for the financial administration, the performance of the prisoners, ensuring order, preventing escapes, and so forth. Karl nodded where necessary but spent most of the time studying his surroundings. The asphalt roasted under the sun. Prisoners caked in dirt slogged off to the quarry and factories with their labour Kommandos, as if they hadn’t bathed in weeks. The Kommandant indicated the arm bands that identified the Kapos, the prisoner overseers. The stink of sweat was obscene, and he fought the urge to cover his nose with his sleeve. Had they no shame?

Up ahead to the right, a foul smoke curled from a high chimney, and beyond that, guards stood in the watchtowers, their machine guns aimed inward. A sandy security strip covered with long, spiked chevaux-de-frise bordered the fence. Karl gestured to it. “Do many try to escape?”

Brandt shook his head. “Look at the slope we’re on. Building atop the Ettersberg created ideal surveillance conditions. Mind you, there are always the ones who decide to throw themselves into the fence.”

“But why would—” Karl stopped himself as he noticed the electrical insulators along the wire. He tried to reconcile this gruesome image with the cheerful, robust-looking men from the road sign on the way into the camp.

“You’ve got a lot to learn, don’t you?” Brandt halted in front of a lone, wizened tree, the only sign of vegetation Karl had seen within the prisoners’ camp. “Here’s a fitting place to start.”

“Is this Goethe’s Oak?” he asked.

“I’m impressed. You must be a man of the arts.”

“A man who knows his trees.” Karl stepped forward to run his hand along the knotted bark. “Do you think the stories are true? Did Goethe really sit right here to write?”

The Kommandant smiled, as if to himself. “Who can say? But what better reminder could you ask for of our noble heritage? It sends a strong message to the inmates, don’t you think, reminding them of the enduring power of the Reich.”

As they walked on, Karl pictured himself resting beneath the trees in the forest, just as Goethe once had. He imagined they would have had plenty to discuss and contemplate together. But Brandt gave him little time to reflect on this. He picked up the pace and identified the buildings to the right: the camp kitchen, the laundry, the disinfection facility, and the depot where they stored the inmates’ personal property.

“A lot of the day-to-day business runs smoothly on its own, thanks to the prisoners we’ve put in administrative positions,” Brandt explained, “but the criminals and the politicals are always fighting for favour and will pit themselves against one another like dogs if you don’t stay on top of it.”

A Kommando of prisoners with green triangles marched by, but Karl had already forgotten the meaning of all the different symbols and hoped Brandt wouldn’t decide to test him. He drew Brandt’s attention to the decrepit wooden blocks that were fenced off up ahead. “What are these?”

Brandt replied that it was called the Little Camp, and that they had converted those horse stables into a quarantine block for Jews and new arrivals. “Bring a handkerchief if you have to venture in there. The stench is awful.”

Pushing on toward the northwest edge of the perimeter, they passed the infirmary blocks. “You’ll hear all about the medical experiments we’re pioneering here. A vaccine for typhus, among other things. Fascinating to take a look, if you have any passion for science.” Brandt checked the time. “There’s not much left. The cinema, the greenhouses, the factory. You’ll see it all in due time. Let me show you your office.”

They crossed back through the rows of blocks, encountering several work Kommandos along the way. Inmates carrying shovels and gardening tools, buckets of sod. Dark shadows marked their faces. They lowered their eyes as they passed, parting to give Karl and the Kommandant a wide berth. For the first time in his life, Karl felt what it was like to be a man of power. He envisioned himself as a great Bavarian lord of centuries past, surveying the construction of a grand estate. He had the sense that he was part of something important, witnessing the rise of a great empire.

But after crossing the pitch and exiting through the gatehouse, Karl felt himself breathing more easily, like he’d returned to another world. The men on this side of the sentry line looked fit and healthy in their guard uniforms, prime examples of the Aryan race. Off to the right, a bunch of dogs started barking. He paused to pinpoint their location.

“Would you like to see the kennel?” Brandt asked. “We have some of the best-trained dogs in the nation.” Without waiting for an answer, Brandt led him across a grassy patch to a brick building. Along one side, open-air enclosures contained wolfhounds and Alsatians. The dogs yelped excitedly as the men approached. Brandt unlocked one of the enclosures, and an Alsatian jumped up at them, its tongue lolling. Karl bent to pet it and got covered in drool as it licked his face.

“Don’t be fooled,” Brandt said. “They’re trained to target prisoners’ stripes. At a moment’s command, they can tear someone to shreds.”

“I left my dogs in Munich with my parents,” Karl said. “Living without them will be an adjustment.”

“You should have brought them along. The officers’ dogs live like kings, spoiled with fresh eggs and red wine.”

Each of the dogs’ stalls stretched far back, with a separate covered area for sleeping. Far more space than any of the prisoners must have in the blocks, Karl thought, based on the masses that had gathered for roll call. “Well, I know where to come if I need company,” he said.

The tour continued in the SS command headquarters, the long building lining the road that led to the gatehouse. Next to this was the adjutancy, which contained the records department, the legal department and other administrative sectors. Karl’s own office proved to be larger than his one in Berlin, letting in ample daylight through the windows. He was pleased to spot a couple of potted plants in the corner.

“Let’s make one more stop,” Brandt said, “at one of my favourite parts of camp.”

He insisted they call the driver, even though it would have been only a ten-minute walk. They drove out the way they’d first come in, past the semicircle of SS barracks toward the south side of the Ettersberg. The sun had come out, and the clouds were giving way to blue sky.

They stepped out of the automobile by a collection of small turreted buildings, with oak timbers carved in a traditional style. As they approached, Karl realized that the buildings held cages, and together formed an aviary. Brandt explained that Himmler himself had ordered the construction of the falconry as a gift for Göring, who had yet to even see it. Karl and the Kommandant toured the various cages, admiring the sharpness of the hawks’ beaks, the unmistakable intelligence in the eagle’s stare. A prisoner with thick gloves was trying to drop live mice into the falcon’s cage. The bird screeched from its perch and flapped its wings, sending the prisoner scuttling. He hurried off to a separate set of enclosures on the side, where Karl glimpsed the brilliant turquoise of a peacock.

“Incredible, aren’t they?” Brandt said. “It’s not often you get to see such powerful creatures up close.” He paused to watch the falcon tear into a mouse’s tail. “You know, one of my nephews trains hawks on his ranch in Argentina. I always thought that might be a nice way to spend my retirement.”

“Have you been there? Argentina?”

“No, not yet. Once the war is over, I’ll pay him a visit. Have you?”

Karl shook his head. “With everything we have here in Germany, I’ve never felt much pull to travel.”

“Of course. And once we win this war, the Reich will be unparalleled. Even the Americans will be begging us to let them in,” Brandt said, before gesturing for them to return to the car.

Karl looked back at a building near the falconry that they had skipped. Brandt told him it was the hunting hall, but that it was now being used to house some of the more prominent prisoners, including the former French prime minister and his wife.

“A shame, really, that those Jews get to enjoy a big open hearth and nice furniture. If I had it my way, they’d be thrown in with all the rest. But don’t worry, Müller, you’ll see that your villa is just as grand and finely furnished.”

The driver had to go only a couple hundred metres before reaching the officers’ housing. As they drove down the road, Karl counted ten charming villas bordering the wooded slope of the Ettersberg. A low stone wall with an ornamental turret wound down the lane. The driver stopped near the end, and Karl looked up at his new home. The wooden villa stood two storeys tall, and with its peaked roof and balcony, it reminded him of something he might see in the Bavarian countryside.

The Kommandant walked Karl up the steps to the front entrance. “My place is right there.” He pointed. “Later this week, I’ll invite you over to meet my family.” He unlocked the door with a key from his pocket, which he gave to Karl.

The interior was sparsely furnished, with a few items that the previous Schutzhaftlagerführer had left behind, and simple decorations, most notably a framed portrait of the Führer. The sitting room contained a fireplace with a pair of antlers that framed the mantel. Karl’s luggage sat on the rug. He had received instructions to order his own furniture, but had so far arranged only the necessities for the master bedroom.

Something rustled in an adjacent room. Karl entered the kitchen to find a prisoner polishing silverware. He was the skeletal vestige of a man, like the sorry traces that cling to the bones thrown to dogs. He stopped what he was doing and looked up, but didn’t quite meet Karl’s stare.

The Kommandant’s voice came like a whiplash from behind. “What are you doing? Remove your cap before an officer!”

The prisoner fumbled for his cap and pulled it off to reveal a freshly shaven scalp. He scrunched the fabric into his palm while he stuttered out an apology.

“This time I’ll let you off,” Brandt said, “but if it happens again, the Schutzhaftlagerführer will send you to the quarry.”

The prisoner nodded and apologized repeatedly. Karl felt uncomfortable with them both standing there, waiting for him to react, while all he could think about was getting some rest.

“I assume you’ll be working for me,” he said.

The prisoner responded that he was the cook and asked if Karl would like him to prepare breakfast. Karl shook his head.

Brandt checked the time again. “Take some time to get settled; I’ll expect you in my office in an hour.” He nodded toward the prisoner. “And don’t hesitate to get violent with them. They need to be put in their place.” At that, he set off, leaving Karl in an unfamiliar house with a manservant he wanted nothing to do with.





Chapter Three

LUCIANO WAGNER

MAY 2, 1977

BUENOS AIRES, ARGENTINA

LUCIANO WOKE TO A THUD. AS HE WRESTLED FREE of his dreams, he felt the cold tiles against his bare legs and the thick, bitter taste of licorice incubating in his mouth. He rubbed his eyes, opening them to see the half-empty bottle of Fernet lying beside him, its neck hovering over the shower drain.

The light glared overhead. A headache sliced at his temples. How long ago had he passed out? His toothbrush balanced on the edge of the bathroom sink, topped with a glob of toothpaste, while a half-smoked joint sat forgotten on yesterday’s newspaper. All he was wearing were his briefs. He needed to clear his head, to try to forget the humiliation of the night. Rejection was a patch of nettles: it stung at first encounter, but the real suffering came afterwards as a lingering scarlet rash. He cringed, recalling Fabián’s look of shock, almost disgust, the way Fabián had yanked away his hand and taken off into the crowd of protestors. How stupid Luciano had been, reading into his friend’s every gesture like some sort of sign: the way Fabián had grinned at him when the student rally began, the way he’d clapped him on the back and hugged him a second too long.

Luciano rubbed his aching forehead, imagining he could still smell Fabián’s scent of spearmint and aftershave, the traces of his touch. He groaned and groped for the light switch, not ready to face his shame or his hangover. But as soon as he flicked it off, there was another noise in the apartment. A crash in the kitchen, like something falling off the counter. Low, muffled words. Burglars? A rush of footsteps followed as a band of light appeared beneath the door. Luciano thought of his parents asleep in their bed and fumbled to get up. Then he heard his mother scream.

He felt around for something that could serve as a weapon but froze at the rasp of a man’s voice. “Arturo and Patricia Wagner?”

“Who are you? What do you want?” Luciano caught the panic rising in his father’s tone.

“Where’s your son?” asked another man.

Luciano clenched his fist around the towel rack while his mind roiled. The men’s Spanish sounded proper, not the slur of petty criminals. He held his breath as he heard his bedroom door kicked in and thought of his bed, still made, his satchel on the shag rug, where he’d tossed it when he came in from the student rally. They would discover the banners, the pamphlets.

A second later, two men barged into the bathroom. Luciano squinted at the sudden brightness, his eyes locked on the assault rifles in their arms.

One grabbed him by the shoulder. “Got him!” The man laughed at the sight of the liquor bottle and yanked him forward, sending him stumbling down the hall toward his parents’ room.

Three men stood in the corner, training their rifles on his mother and father, who sat huddled on a mess of bed sheets. The clock on the nightstand read 4:00 a.m. His mother looked up at him through her tears. Loose strands of hair had fallen from her bun, and her pink nightgown had slipped down to expose her chest. She whimpered, mouthed his name and flexed her hand like she wanted to reach for him, but one of the gang stepped toward her and snapped at her to sit still.

The barrel of a rifle hit Luciano in the back, knocking him to the floor. He started to shake.

“What do you want with him?” His father sounded like he was at the far end of a tunnel.

One of the men stood over Luciano as two others left the room. Somewhere, they were opening cupboards, rummaging through bookshelves. Glass shattered. The floor spun around, the dusty carpet in his nostrils. Above him, thick moustaches, striped polos, a tweed blazer. Like any other men on the streets of Buenos Aires.

The man jabbed him with the butt of the rifle. “Where were you tonight?”

Luciano yelped and his mother cried out.

“Shut up, you fucking whore.”

At this, his father flinched but said nothing.

Luciano’s voice was shrill. “At a friend’s, studying.”

“You’re lying.”

He winced, expecting another blow, but something soft landed on him. Fabric.

“Get dressed.”

He grabbed his clothes and fumbled to put them on. A pair of faded bell-bottoms and his favourite striped T-shirt. As he crouched to tug on the socks and shoes, he glanced sideways at his father. Wiry white eyebrows stretched to meet, his blue eyes frosty, unblinking. Luciano searched for some sign of worry in the deep wrinkles on his father’s face but couldn’t find any. His father raised a hand to his chin as he watched Luciano, brushing it once, twice, until Luciano became aware of the trail of spit that clung to the corner of his own mouth. But before he could wipe it away, the men forced his parents to get up and tied their wrists. They grabbed Luciano’s arms and bound his hands behind his back with a rough cord.

“Papá, help me!” He didn’t know what his father could possibly do. His father’s back stiffened, but he said nothing. Luciano’s mother started to cry harder, provoking a growl from one of the men, who pulled Luciano’s binds tight. The look on his father’s face didn’t change while he nudged Luciano’s mother with his foot, silencing her.

The man in the tweed blazer reached into the closet and withdrew two neckties. He fastened the plaid one around Luciano’s mouth. It forced Luciano’s tongue back, making him sputter, and he squirmed under their grip. Then he was pushed forward again, down the hall, away from his parents. He turned in time to get a final glimpse of his mother’s tear-stained face and his father’s fingers trembling against the bed sheet.

Two of the men led him out of the apartment and into the cramped elevator. The cage door rattled as it was dragged shut. When the elevator came to a halt on the main floor, a neighbour’s apartment light flicked off. Luciano fidgeted with his bonds, glanced at every door in the hall, praying someone would emerge to intervene.

When they stepped out into the crisp autumn night, Luciano’s heartbeat went into overdrive. Two Ford Falcons were parked beside the curb, their green hoods gleaming beneath the glow of the street lights. A man with a pistol nodded when he saw them and opened the back door to the first car.

One of the men shoved Luciano up against the side of the vehicle and fastened the other necktie around his eyes. Luciano caught the scent of fried onions on the man’s fingers. Something dropped over his head. Soft, like a knit sweater. The smell of his mother’s laundry detergent. The man palmed the back of his skull, forced it down and shoved him into the car. Luciano tried to yell but the gag left him rasping. His head smacked a hard edge before he landed on smooth leather.

“We’re taking you for a little drive.”

The door slammed. He kicked the seat and tried to yell again. Two of the men climbed into the front and exchanged hushed instructions. In a scramble for air, Luciano turned his head to the side and inhaled through the wool of the hood, but only sucked in his own liquor breath. The motor turned on. The seat rumbled against his cheek as the car pulled out and started down the road. He prayed as hard as he could for something to stop them, whoever they were, for someone to look out a window and call for help, but all he heard was the jackhammer pulse in his ears as they took him farther and farther from home.





Chapter Four

MARIJKE

JUNE 25, 1943

RAVENSBRÜCK, GERMANY

IT WOULD BE A LIE TO SAY THAT I IMMEDIATELY regretted my decision. While the other prisoners trudged off to the factories or to dig ditches under the sweltering sun, the sixteen of us were shepherded into the infirmary. A Blockova came around with an extra ration of soup. The pot was still hot and, for once, the Blockova reached the ladle down to the bottom to scrape for potato peels, examining us with a mix of deference and suspicion. I sucked all the taste from each spoonful before swallowing. When I finished, I got into line.

The doctors ordered us to remove our clothes again so they could compile our records. The female guards in the room jeered, calling us whores and night walkers and commie-lickers. While I waited my turn, I shielded my body with my arms and told myself over and over that I was a respectable, loyal wife.

Two doctors sat at a small table. One checked a sheet of paper and asked to see the number on my uniform. “Now then,” he said, “you’re twenty-three, correct? At what age did you begin menstruating?”

“When I was fourteen, sir.”

“Are you still experiencing regular cycles?”

The girl beside me blushed as the other doctor questioned her, but I swallowed and looked directly at the man in front of me. “Not since I got here.”

“Any chance of pregnancy?”

“No, sir.”

“Have you ever given birth?”

“No, sir.”

“And how would
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