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  For those whose names were stolen,

whose voices were silenced,

and whose stories deserved to be remembered.

May we never stop counting them.
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“The Weight of Names”

Göttingen, Germany — November 1946

The rain had not stopped for three days.

It came without wind, without thunder, just a grey curtain falling straight down from a sky that had forgotten any other colour. It pooled in the cobblestones of Weender Straße and ran along the gutters in thin brown streams, carrying with it the dust of a city still learning how to stand upright. Somewhere down the street, a woman was hanging laundry despite the wet, and the sound of the water dripping from her sheets was the only rhythm in the morning, steady and patient and completely ordinary.

Emmerich Baumann sat at a table in the room above the butcher shop and listened to the rain and did not move.

The room was small. It had once been a bedroom, then a storeroom, then a bedroom again when there was no longer anything to store. A single window faced the street, its glass intact but clouded with a film of grime that turned the world outside into a watercolour of grey and pale brown. A narrow bed against the wall, the mattress stained and thin. A wooden chair. The table. A cup of coffee that had gone cold hours ago, a dark ring forming where the liquid met the porcelain. Three envelopes beneath the cup, their edges curling from the damp, each bearing the same official stamp of the British War Crimes Investigation Unit, Göttingen Field Office.

And in front of him, placed at the centre of the table with the careful precision of a thing that might detonate, the ledger.

It was smaller than one might expect. The size of a prayer book, perhaps, or a journal meant for travelling. The cover had once been leather, dark brown, with a grain pattern that suggested something manufactured cheaply and in bulk. Now the leather was swollen with water damage, the grain distorted into ridges and valleys that looked, if you studied them too long, like the surface of something alive. The spine had cracked in two places and been repaired with twine, rough hemp twine knotted with the hands of someone who understood knots because his work had once required them, because a butcher knows how to tie and bind and hold things together that would otherwise come apart. The pages inside had thickened with moisture, swelling the book to nearly twice its original width, and when Emmerich looked at it from the side he could see the uneven edge of the paper like a landscape viewed from a great distance, each page a hill or valley pressing against the next.

He had not opened it in seven months.

Seven months since liberation. Seven months since a British medic in a field hospital tent had cut away his clothing and placed the ledger on a metal table beside his cot as though it were simply another personal effect, a wallet or a watch, something to be catalogued and returned. Seven months since he had screamed so loudly that two orderlies held him down while a third placed the book on his chest, and he had clutched it there and felt the small hard rectangle against his ribs and understood that he was alive and the book was intact and that these two facts were inseparable in a way he could not explain to anyone who had not carried what he had carried, through what he had carried it through.

He had not opened it since.

The coffee grew colder. The rain continued. Emmerich sat with his hands flat on the table, one on each side of the ledger, as though he were holding it in place, as though it might slide away if he did not anchor it. His hands were large. They had always been large, even as a boy, and his father had said this was a good sign, that a butcher’s hands should be wide enough to grip a shank without slipping, strong enough to drive a cleaver through bone with a single measured stroke. His father’s hands had been the same, and his grandfather’s before that, and this fact, this inheritance of capable hands passed down through three generations of Baumanns who cut and trimmed and weighed and wrapped in the same shop on the same street in the same quiet city, had once seemed to Emmerich like the most solid thing in the world. A certainty you could build a life on. Hands that knew their work.

Now his hands trembled.

Not occasionally. Not when startled or tired or cold. Constantly. A fine, persistent vibration that lived in his fingers and wrists and would not be stilled by gripping or pressing or folding them into fists. The tremor had begun at Bergen-Belsen, in the weeks before liberation, when his body had thinned past the point where muscles functioned as they were designed to and his nervous system had started sending signals that arrived at their destinations scrambled, incomplete, like letters delivered to the wrong address. The British doctors had told him the tremor would fade as he regained weight and strength. He had regained weight. Thirty-one kilograms since April. He could eat solid food again. He could walk without assistance. He could climb the stairs to this room without stopping on the landing to press his forehead against the wall and breathe through the white sparks in his vision.

The tremor had not faded.

He suspected it never would. He suspected that his hands, which had once known how to separate a side of lamb into its component parts in under four minutes, which had once felt the precise resistance of muscle and sinew and known by touch alone where the joint ended and the bone began, which had held his daughter while she slept and braided his wife’s hair on Friday evenings when she stood at the kitchen counter and tilted her head to let him work, he suspected that these hands had learned a different kind of knowledge in the camp, and that this knowledge had settled into the nerves and tendons and small bones of his fingers like moisture into leather, warping the structure from inside, and that no amount of soup or bread or quiet days in a room above an empty shop would undo what had been done to them.

Because his hands had done things in the camp. And his hands remembered.

He looked at the ledger. The ledger did not look back. It simply sat there, swollen and patient, bound in its twine, holding its pages together with the stubbornness of an object that did not understand the significance of what was written inside it. Objects did not understand. That was their mercy. A knife did not know what it cut. A scale did not know what it weighed. And a book did not know what names it carried or what those names had cost the man who wrote them down, one by one, in pencil, in the margins of a document designed to tally the efficient operation of an apparatus he could not name in this room, in this city, in this language, without feeling the floor beneath him tilt.

He picked up the first letter. The one from August. He had read it six times already, but he read it again now because reading it delayed the other thing, the thing his hands were trembling toward, and delay was a technology Emmerich had perfected in the camp. You could survive almost anything if you broke it into intervals. Not the whole day. The next hour. Not the hour. The next ten minutes. Not the ten minutes. The next breath. He had learned this from a man named Feliks, who was dead now, who had taught him to breathe through his mouth and not his nose and who had stood in front of a burning building with the expression of someone who had finally finished a task that should have been impossible, and who had died standing, which was how Feliks would have wanted it, though no one had asked him, because no one asked prisoners how they wanted to die.

The letter was typed on thin paper with the letterhead of the British Army’s Legal Division. It was polite. It was formal. It used phrases like “documentary evidence of significant historical value” and “potential relevance to ongoing judicial proceedings” and “at your earliest convenience.” It asked Emmerich to present the ledger for examination and possible inclusion in the war crimes tribunal record. It assured him the document would be handled with care. It thanked him for his anticipated cooperation and was signed, in ink, by a man named Hargreaves, Major, whose handwriting was small and slanted to the left and whose signature ended with a decisive horizontal stroke, the pen mark of a man accustomed to signing orders.

Emmerich set the letter down and picked up the second, from September. It was shorter. It repeated the request. It added a sentence: “We understand the personal difficulty of this matter.” Emmerich had stared at this sentence for a long time when he first read it. Personal difficulty. As though the ledger were a family dispute. As though he were being asked to produce a difficult tax document or an uncomfortable photograph. We understand the personal difficulty. He had wanted to write back and ask Major Hargreaves what, precisely, he understood. Whether he understood what the word “personal” meant when the persons in question were four hundred and thirty-seven names written sideways in the margins of a book designed to count the dead. Whether he understood that the difficulty was not personal but physical, that opening the ledger required Emmerich’s hands to touch pages that his hands had filled while standing in rooms where the walls were warm and the warmth did not come from any furnace meant for heating. Whether he understood any of this.

He had not written back.

The third letter, from October, was three sentences long. It informed Emmerich that a representative of the Investigation Unit would visit him in person within the month. It expressed hope that the matter could be resolved. It was signed with the same decisive horizontal stroke.

Emmerich placed all three letters back beneath the cold coffee cup. He looked at the ledger. He placed his trembling hands on the twine.

The twine was rough under his fingers. Hemp fibre. He had tied it himself, in the displaced persons facility in April, using a knot his father had taught him for binding cuts of beef for slow roasting, a knot that held under tension and tightened when pulled rather than loosening, a knot designed to keep things together under heat and pressure. He had used this knot because it was the only one his hands remembered without thinking, and because in April his hands could not manage anything that required thinking. They could manage only what they had known before. Before the numbers. Before the names. Before the margins.

His fingers worked at the knot. They could not grip. The tremor turned every motion into a negotiation between intention and execution, his mind sending a clear command, open, pull, twist, and his fingers receiving something approximate, something shaking and imprecise, so that what should have taken five seconds took a full minute of fumbling, the twine slipping and catching and refusing to cooperate, until Emmerich’s breath was coming faster and his jaw was tight and the room felt smaller than it was.

He stopped.

He sat back.

He looked at the kitchen knife on the counter by the small stove where he heated water for coffee and soup and nothing else, because cooking required a relationship with food he no longer possessed. The knife was ordinary. A paring knife with a wooden handle, left behind by whoever had occupied this room before him, its blade nicked and dull but functional. He stood. The chair scraped against the wooden floor. He crossed the room in four steps, picked up the knife, and returned to the table.

He cut the twine.

The two pieces fell away and curled on the table like something released from tension, and the ledger, freed from its binding, seemed to exhale, the swollen pages shifting slightly as the pressure that had held them compressed was removed. Emmerich set the knife down. He placed his hands on the cover.

The leather was cold. Not the cold of a November room, though the room was cold, the small stove unlit, the single radiator producing a heat so faint it seemed theoretical rather than actual. The leather was the cold of something that had been cold for a long time, something that had absorbed the temperature of every place it had been, the barracks at Birkenau where the walls were damp and the air never warmed above the point where breath became visible, the lining of the dead man’s coat where it had pressed against Emmerich’s ribs during the march, the metal table in the field hospital, the bottom of a suitcase in the displaced persons facility, and now this table, in this room, in a city that had once been home and was now simply a place where he happened to exist.

He opened the cover.

The first page was a printed form. Columns. Headers in German, typeset in the efficient sans-serif font the Reich favoured for administrative documents, a font designed to be legible and impersonal and devoid of any quality that might remind the reader that language was a human invention. The columns were headed with abbreviations that Emmerich could read but would not translate, not here, not now, because translating them would require him to say aloud what the columns measured, and saying it aloud in this room where the rain fell and the woman down the street hung her laundry and the city went about the quiet business of pretending the last twelve years had been an aberration rather than a revelation, saying it aloud would make the room a different kind of room. The kind with warm walls.

The columns were filled with numbers. Written in ink. Emmerich’s handwriting, though you would not know it by comparing it to anything he had written before. Before, his handwriting had been square and deliberate, the letters of a man who had left school at fourteen and wrote infrequently but carefully, taking pride in legibility the way he took pride in a clean cut. The numbers in the columns were different. They were thin. Cramped. Pressed onto the page with a force that suggested the pen was being gripped harder than necessary, as though the hand holding it was trying to transfer its own distress into the paper. The numbers were accurate. They were always accurate. Accuracy was required. Accuracy was the only thing that was required.

But beneath the numbers, in the narrow margin where the printed columns ended and the bare paper began, there was something else.

A name.

Written in pencil. Not in the rigid vertical hand of the official tally, but sideways, running along the edge of the page from bottom to top, so small that a casual glance would see only a faint grey line, a smudge, a mark of no consequence. But it was not a smudge. It was a name. A human name. First and last, written in the cramped but careful script of a man who was recording something he had no authority to record, in a space where no such record was meant to exist.

Emmerich read the name.

He read it silently first. His eyes moved across the letters and his mind assembled them into the sounds they represented and for a moment the name was only that, a sound inside his head, private and contained and manageable. Then his lips moved. Then his mouth opened. And then the name was in the room.

He spoke it quietly, barely above a whisper, the way one speaks in a place of worship or beside a bed where someone is sleeping. The syllables came out of him uneven, catching on consonants, stumbling over the vowel in the middle, as though the name were a physical object his mouth had to learn to hold again after years of keeping it locked behind his teeth. The sound of it filled the small room the way a stone fills a glass of water, displacing everything else, pushing the rain and the cold coffee and the letters from Major Hargreaves to the edges, until there was nothing in the room but Emmerich and the name and the silence that followed.

He closed the ledger.

He pressed his hands flat on the cover and held them there and breathed. His breath was ragged now, torn, the breathing of a man who has just surfaced from deep water and is not sure whether the air above is real or another version of the drowning. The tremor in his hands was worse. His whole body was involved now, a fine shaking that started in his wrists and moved up through his forearms and into his shoulders and jaw, until he was vibrating in the chair like something struck, a bell, a wire, a man made of frequencies that could not be stilled.

He should burn it. The thought arrived with the clarity of an order, clean and direct, the kind of thought that left no room for negotiation. Burn it. There was the stove. There was a matchbox on the shelf above it. He could feed the pages into the flames one by one and watch the names blacken and curl and vanish, and when it was done the ledger would be ash and the ash would be nothing and he could leave Göttingen and go somewhere where no one knew his name or his number or the nature of his work in the camp, and he could become a clerk or a labourer or a man who sat on a bench in a foreign city and said nothing to anyone, and the weight against his ribs would be gone, not the physical weight, that was already gone, but the other weight, the one that pressed inward rather than outward, the one that was not measured in grams but in names, four hundred and thirty-seven names, each one a specific gravity pulling him toward the floor of something he could not climb out of.

Burn it. Walk away. Become no one.

His hands opened the ledger again.

They did it without his permission. His mind was still constructing the argument for destruction, still calculating the steps between the table and the stove, still imagining the relief of watching the pages disappear, and while his mind worked through this fantasy his hands simply opened the book, the way hands do when they have carried something so long that the carrying has become the hands’ own purpose, independent of the mind that directs them. His hands had carried this book through fourteen months in the camp, through the revolt and the reprisals and the death march through snow and the slow collapse of Bergen-Belsen, and they had held it against his ribs while the rest of his body forgot how to stand and eat and speak, and they were not going to let go now. Not because Emmerich chose to hold on. Because his hands refused to let him choose otherwise.

The second name was on the same page, just above the first, written in the same sideways pencil, same miniature script. A different name. A different person. A woman, judging by the given name, though Emmerich did not need to judge. He remembered her. He remembered every name he had written because the writing of each one had been a specific act committed in a specific moment, and the moments were carved into his memory with the precision of a chisel, each one distinct, each one located in time and space, this name written on this day in this room after this transport arrived from this city, and the woman whose name it was had carried a particular object or worn a particular item or said a particular word that Emmerich had overheard and held in his mind long enough to transfer it to the page, because holding it any longer would have been impossible, the mind is not built to hold such things, it needs to put them somewhere or they will destroy the architecture that contains them.

He read the second name aloud.

It was easier this time. Not easy. Easier. The first name had opened something, a door or a wound, and the second name passed through the same opening without requiring a new one to be made. His voice was steadier. The syllables came in order. The name entered the room and stood beside the first and the room held them both, and Emmerich looked at the page and saw the third name, and the fourth, and he understood, sitting in the cold room above the empty shop while the rain fell on Göttingen and the letters from Major Hargreaves curled under the coffee cup and the kitchen knife lay on the table beside the severed twine, he understood that he was not going to burn the ledger.

He was going to read every name.

Not today. Perhaps not this week. But he was going to open this book and read every name aloud into the silence of this room, because the names had been written to be spoken, and speaking them was the only thing that kept them from becoming what the columns of numbers wanted them to be. The numbers were a tally. The names were a rebellion. And Emmerich, who had never in his life thought of himself as a man capable of rebellion, who had unpacked his wife’s suitcase in 1938 and told her it would pass, who had stood in line on the platform and followed orders and walked to the right when told to walk to the right, Emmerich understood now that the most defiant thing he had ever done was not grand or violent or dramatic. It was small. It was the size of a pencil mark in the margin of a page. It was writing a child’s name in a space where that child was meant to be a number, and it was the most important thing he had ever done, and it was destroying him, and he could not stop.

He read the third name.

He read the fourth.

The rain fell on Weender Straße. The coffee grew colder still, a dark circle of nothing in a cup no one would wash today. The letters from Major Hargreaves waited with the patience of documents that understood their own inevitability. And Emmerich Baumann, forty-one years old, thirty-one kilograms heavier than the day the gates opened, his hands trembling around a book the size of a prayer, sat alone in a room above a shop where three generations of his family had cut meat and weighed it on honest scales, and he spoke the names of the dead into the empty air.

He did not stop when his voice broke.

He did not stop when the tremor made the pages impossible to hold steady and the words blurred and ran together.

He did not stop when the light through the clouded window shifted from grey to a darker grey and the room dimmed around him and the names became shapes he had to lean close to read.

He turned the page.

There were more.

There were always more.
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October 1943

The first thing he lost was the dark.

Not the darkness itself, because the darkness was total and unrelenting and had been since the doors of the cattle car slid shut three days ago with a sound like the earth closing its mouth. He lost his relationship to it. For the first thirty hours, the dark had been a presence, a thing with weight and texture, pressing against his open eyes and filling the space between his body and the bodies of the eighty-nine other people sealed inside the wooden box. He had been aware of it. He had fought it, blinking, turning his head, searching for the thin crack of light along the top of the door where the planks did not quite meet. He had felt it as an enemy, this blackness, something that had been done to them, something that could be resisted by the simple act of keeping his eyes open and his mind oriented toward the light.

By the second day, the dark was no longer an enemy. It was the room. It was the walls and the ceiling and the floor and the air, and his eyes had stopped searching because there was nothing to find, and his mind had stopped orienting because there was nowhere to orient toward. The dark simply was. It was the medium in which they existed, the way water is the medium for fish, and Emmerich had stopped thinking about it the same way he had stopped thinking about the weight of his own bones. It was there. He was inside it. The distinction between himself and the darkness had thinned to something he could not locate with certainty.

What remained was sound. And smell. And the pressure of bodies against his own body, so constant and so total that it had become a kind of second skeleton, a structure holding him upright that was made not of bone but of other people’s shoulders and hips and ribs. If they had all suddenly vanished, if the car had emptied in an instant, Emmerich was not sure he would have remained standing. He might have folded like a coat slipping from a hook, simply dropping to the floor without the architecture of strangers to keep him vertical.

Rivka was pressed against his left side. Her shoulder fit beneath his arm in the way it always had, in doorways, on winter walks, in bed when the apartment was cold and she tucked herself against him and said she was not cold, she was simply efficient with heat. Her body knew his body and his body knew hers, and in the dark this knowledge was the only geography that made sense. He could feel her breathing. The rise and fall of her ribs against his arm. The small motion of her head when she turned it, which she did periodically, checking, though there was nothing to check and no way to see what she was checking for. She turned her head and he felt the shift of her hair against his sleeve and he knew she was looking toward Lotte, though looking was the wrong word, because Lotte could not be seen. Lotte could only be felt.

Lotte was between them. Eight years old. Pressed against Emmerich’s stomach with her face turned sideways, her cheek flat against the rough fabric of his coat, her hands gripping the material at his waist with the determined, unconscious strength of a child who has decided that holding on is the only task available and has committed to it absolutely. She had not spoken in six hours. Before that, she had asked three questions. The first was when they would arrive. The second was whether she could sit down. The third was why the man near the door was not talking anymore.

Emmerich had answered the first two. He had said he did not know and he had said there was no room. He had not answered the third because the man near the door, an elderly tailor from the Jüdenstraße whose name Emmerich knew but could not recall in the dark, had died standing up approximately twelve hours ago, and Emmerich knew this because the smell had changed. Not the general smell, which was already beyond description, a thing that had passed through stages of unpleasantness into a territory where the nose simply stopped interpreting and began enduring. The specific smell. The smell of a single body transitioning from alive to not alive in a space where the air had nowhere to go and the heat of ninety living bodies kept the temperature elevated to a degree that accelerated what the body did when living stopped being the thing it was doing.

He had not answered the third question because he did not have language for it that belonged in the mouth of a father speaking to his daughter. He did not have gentle words. He did not have a version of the truth that would fit inside the mind of an eight-year-old girl standing in the dark with her cheek pressed against her father’s coat. So he had said nothing, and Lotte had not asked again, and the silence between the question and the absence of its answer had joined the larger silence of the car, which was not truly silence but a layered composition of sounds so constant they had merged into a single unbroken tone, like a note held on an organ until the ear stopped registering it as music and began registering it as weather.

The sounds were these. The wheels on the tracks, a rhythm that had no variation and no mercy, a metallic heartbeat that entered through the floor and climbed up through his legs and settled in his teeth. The breathing of ninety bodies, now eighty-nine, a collective respiration that rose and fell in waves that were almost but never quite synchronized, so that the car seemed to inhale and exhale in slow, ragged cycles, the lungs of a creature too large and too broken to breathe properly. The occasional cough. The occasional moan. The sound of a woman praying somewhere near the far wall, her voice so low and so continuous that Emmerich had stopped being able to distinguish her words from the sound of the wheels, the prayer and the metal blending until they were the same thing, a single sound carrying them all toward something that none of them could name and none of them could stop.

And beneath all of this, beneath the wheels and the breath and the prayer, the sound of liquid. The bucket in the corner had overflowed on the first night. There had been a single bucket for ninety people and it had been inadequate within hours, and when it overflowed the contents spread across the wooden floor of the car in a thin film that moved with the motion of the train, sliding forward when the car slowed and backward when it accelerated, so that the floor was never dry and the smell was never contained and the fact of what they were standing in was never, for a single moment, possible to forget.

Emmerich calculated.

He did this because calculation was the structure his mind reached for when the alternative was a collapse he could not afford. The butcher’s mind. His father had called it that, not with pride exactly, but with the satisfaction of a man who understood that certain professions trained certain habits of thought that were useful beyond the shop. A butcher calculated. A butcher looked at a whole animal and saw the parts. He saw weight and yield and portion. He saw what could be saved and what would be wasted and he made decisions based on numbers, not sentiment, because sentiment did not feed families and numbers did.

So Emmerich calculated.

The water. Rivka had hidden a single bottle inside her coat before they were loaded onto the train. A glass bottle, half a litre, the kind they had once used for the homemade vinegar she made each autumn from the last of the market apples. She had filled it from the kitchen tap while Emmerich stood at the apartment door with their suitcase, the suitcase they had been told to pack with essentials, one per family, no more than twenty kilograms, as though the reduction of a life to twenty kilograms were a logistical instruction rather than an act of erasure. She had filled the bottle, stoppered it with a cork, and placed it inside the lining of her coat through a seam she had opened and resewn for this purpose, and she had done this without telling him, without asking, without any discussion, because Rivka understood things that Emmerich was still in the process of refusing to understand, and preparation was her way of arguing with his refusal without wasting the words.

The bottle was nearly empty. Emmerich had felt it when Rivka shifted against him an hour ago, the slight motion she made when she reached inside her coat to check, her fingers moving with the practiced discretion of a woman who had learned in three days that showing anything, food, water, a handkerchief, an expression of weakness, anything at all, invited a response from the people pressed around you that was not malicious but desperate, which was worse, because desperation had no conscience and no memory and would take from a child’s mouth without hesitation and feel nothing afterward but the brief animal relief of having swallowed.

He divided by three. The remaining water, perhaps two mouthfuls, divided among three people. Less than a mouthful each. Not enough to matter. Not enough to sustain. Enough to wet the inside of a mouth and remind the body that wetness existed, that there had once been such a thing as a glass of water drunk at a table in a kitchen where the light came through a window and fell on a wooden counter and no one counted the sips.

He divided by two. Because Lotte needed more. Because Lotte was eight and her body was small and the mathematics of dehydration were different for a child, the ratios tighter, the margins thinner, the distance between thirsty and dangerous shorter than it was for an adult. Two mouthfuls for Lotte. One swallow at a time. Space them apart. Make each one an event, a pause in the darkness where something happened that was not suffering.

He divided by one. Because Rivka would refuse. She would shake her head in the dark, the motion invisible but unmistakable, the slight shift of her hair against his arm, and she would press the bottle toward Lotte and say nothing, because Rivka’s refusals were not arguments. They were facts. She had decided before the train left Göttingen that her water belonged to her daughter, and no amount of Emmerich’s reasoning, which he had attempted twice already and been met with a silence so complete it had the density of a wall, would change this. Rivka did not negotiate with her own decisions. She made them and then she stood inside them the way other people stood inside buildings, with the full expectation that the structure would hold.

So the calculation was simple. One mouth. Two mouthfuls. And after that, nothing.

He did not know how much longer the journey would be. He did not know where they were going. He knew they had been taken from Göttingen by truck to a rail depot he did not recognize, loaded onto the cattle car with families from other streets, other buildings, other lives that had once been separate and were now compressed into a single undifferentiated mass of heat and breath and smell, and he knew the train had been moving east, though east was an estimate based on the angle of the light in the crack above the door on the first morning, when there had still been light to estimate by. After that first morning, the crack had shown only darkness, then light again, then darkness, then light, and now darkness, and Emmerich had lost count of whether this was the third night or the fourth, because the intervals of light were too brief and too far apart and his mind was doing the thing it did when it was overwhelmed, which was to focus on a single calculation and hold onto it with the grip of a man holding the edge of a ledge, and the calculation it had chosen was water, not time, because water was something he could divide and time was something that was being done to him.

The train slowed.

The change in rhythm was subtle. The wheels did not screech or grind. They simply decreased their frequency by a degree so slight that most of the people in the car did not register it. But Emmerich registered it. His body registered it. Every deceleration in the past three days had produced the same response, a surge of something that was not hope because hope required belief in a positive outcome and Emmerich did not believe in any outcome at all, but something more primitive, a biological readiness, a tightening of the muscles and a sharpening of the senses that was the body’s way of saying whatever comes next, I will be awake for it.

Rivka felt it too. He knew because her breathing changed. The rhythm that had been steady for hours, the rhythm he had calibrated his own breathing to without realizing it, shifted. Shorter inhale. Longer pause before the exhale. The breathing of a woman who is listening with her entire body.

Lotte stirred against his stomach. Her fingers tightened on his coat. She did not speak. She had learned, in three days, that speech was expensive. That words used air and air was not unlimited and the energy required to form a sentence was energy that could not be used for standing, for holding on, for the ceaseless labour of remaining upright in a box where lying down meant being stepped on and being stepped on meant something that an eight-year-old had already witnessed once in this car and did not need to witness again.

The train slowed further. Then stopped.

The silence was enormous. The wheels, which had been the pulse of their existence for three days, were gone. The absence of their sound was louder than the sound itself had been, a negative roar, a void where rhythm had lived. In the silence, every other sound became distinct and individual. The breathing of each person was suddenly its own event. A cough was a declaration. The creak of the wooden walls adjusting to stillness was a voice. And somewhere, outside the car, beyond the planks, voices that were not theirs.

German. Shouted. The clipped, efficient German of orders given to people who were expected to execute them without response. Emmerich could hear the words but could not yet assemble them into meaning because the part of his brain that processed language was still occupied with the part of his brain that was processing the cessation of motion, and the two functions were competing for the same diminished resources, and language was losing.

Rivka’s mouth was at his ear. He felt her lips move before he heard the sound. She was whispering. The warmth of her breath against the side of his face was so intimate and so ordinary, so much like a thousand other moments when she had leaned close to tell him something in private, at a dinner, at a Shabbat table, in bed, that for a fraction of a second the darkness was not a cattle car but their bedroom, and she was telling him something about Lotte’s school or the price of flour or the neighbour’s music that played too late on Saturday nights, and everything was whole, everything was intact, and the world was the size of a whisper.

Then he heard what she said.

“Tell me this.”

She began with the phrase she always began with. The phrase that preceded her questions, her challenges, her observations about the world that she delivered not as statements but as invitations. Tell me this. As though whatever followed was a collaboration, a thing they would examine together, rather than a verdict she had already reached. Tell me this. She had said it the first time they met, at a Purim celebration in Kassel, when she had walked up to him and said, “Tell me this, are you the butcher’s son who does not eat meat?” and he had said no, he ate meat, he simply did not eat it in public because he was ashamed of how much he enjoyed it, and she had laughed, and the laugh had been the beginning of everything.

“Tell me this.” Her lips against his ear. Her voice so low it was less than a whisper, it was the shape of words without the sound, a breath organized into meaning. “If the door opens and they separate us, you take her.”

He turned his head. He could not see her face. He could feel it. The proximity of her skin, the warmth of her, the specific geography of her features that he knew so well he could map them in total darkness, the small bump on the bridge of her nose where she had broken it as a child falling from a wall, the angle of her jaw, the place where her hairline began above her left temple, all of it present, all of it invisible.

“Rivka.”

“Promise me. You take her and you don’t look back.”

“We will stay together. They said families stay together.”

“Emmerich.”

She said his name the way she said it when he was being the version of himself she found most difficult to love. The version that unpacked suitcases. The version that said it would pass. The version that treated reassurance as a substitute for action and expected her to accept the substitution. She said his name and inside the two syllables was everything she had tried to tell him for five years, since the Nuremberg Laws, since the shop windows, since the night their neighbour Herr Brückner, who had bought lamb from Emmerich every Thursday for twelve years, crossed the street to avoid walking past the shop, and Rivka had stood at the window and said, “Tell me this, how long do you wait before you admit that a man who crosses the street to avoid you is not your friend?”

He had waited. He had waited five years. And now they were in a cattle car and she was asking him to promise.

“Promise me.”

“I promise.”

He said it because she needed him to say it. He said it because the alternative was to refuse, and refusing would require him to explain why, and the only honest explanation was that he could not imagine taking Lotte and not taking Rivka, that the scenario she was describing, the door opening, the separation, the walking away without looking back, was a scenario in which the world had already ended and promises were sounds made by people who no longer existed in any meaningful sense, and he could not say this to her, not here, not in the dark, not with Lotte’s fingers gripping his coat and the dead man standing near the door and the smell and the silence and the voices outside growing louder.

“You don’t look back,” Rivka said. “You hear me? Whatever you see. Whatever you hear. You hold her and you walk forward and you don’t turn around.”

“I promise.”

“Say it again.”

“I promise, Rivka.”

She pressed her face against his shoulder. He felt the pressure of her forehead, the hardness of bone beneath skin, and for a moment she leaned into him with a weight that was more than physical, a weight that contained the kitchen and the challah and the linden tree outside Lotte’s window and the blue awning of the shop and every Friday evening when the candles were lit and the bread was warm and the world was small enough to fit inside a single room. She leaned into him with all of this and he held it, he held her, and the darkness held them both.

Then she straightened. She reached inside her coat. He heard the faint sound of fabric shifting, of fingers finding the bottle in its hidden pocket. She withdrew it. He felt her hand find Lotte’s face in the dark, the gentle precision of a mother’s hand that could locate her child’s mouth by touch alone, that could navigate the geography of a face she had washed and kissed and studied ten thousand times.

“Drink,” Rivka whispered. “Small sips. Make it last.”

Lotte drank. Emmerich heard the sound of the water, quiet, the sound of a child swallowing in the dark, and the sound was so human and so ordinary and so utterly out of place in this wooden box full of breathing and dying and the smell of things he would not name that something inside his chest shifted, not broke, not yet, but shifted, the way a wall shifts before it falls, a settling of weight, a redistribution of stress along a fault line that had been forming for months and years and was now, in this moment, in this car, in this darkness, closer to giving way than it had ever been.

“Rivka, you drink too.”

“I’m not thirsty.”

“Rivka.”

“Give the rest to her. I’m not thirsty.”

She was lying. He knew she was lying. She knew he knew. This was the transaction they had perfected over eleven years of marriage, the agreed-upon fiction that allowed them to function, she refusing, he protesting, she insisting, he relenting, and the refusal standing as fact because Rivka’s decisions were buildings and she lived inside them.

He did not argue. He had no argument left. He had spent his arguments three days ago, five years ago, a lifetime ago, and what remained was the sound of his daughter drinking water in the dark and his wife’s forehead hard against his shoulder and the voices outside the car growing louder, closer, and the unmistakable sound, which he had never heard before but recognized with the cellular immediacy of prey recognizing the sound that precedes the predator, the sound of the heavy iron latch on the outside of the cattle car door being lifted.

Light.

Not sunlight. Something harsher. The artificial white of floodlights, the kind used in factories and rail yards, a light designed not to illuminate but to expose, to strip darkness from surfaces the way a blade strips skin from muscle. It hit his eyes like a physical blow. He turned away. Lotte buried her face deeper into his coat. All around him, the other people in the car, the eighty-nine who were still alive, flinched and raised their hands and shielded their faces, a collective recoil, as though the light were not light but heat, and they were not people but creatures who had lived so long in darkness that the world above ground had become the enemy.

The door was open.

Cold air entered the car like a living thing, rushing in to replace the thick, rancid atmosphere that had been their only air for three days. Emmerich inhaled and the cold was so sharp and so clean against the inside of his throat that it felt like drinking glass. His lungs seized. He coughed. Everyone coughed. The car erupted in a chorus of coughing that sounded like the barking of animals, raw and involuntary, and through the coughing the voices outside continued, louder now, clearer, the German no longer muffled by wooden walls but direct and present and aimed at them.

“Raus! Schnell! Raus!”

Out. Quickly. Out.

Emmerich’s eyes adjusted. Through the tears that the light had produced, through the blur of three days without sleep, he saw the platform. Concrete. Lit by the floodlights from above, the light falling in columns of white that turned the concrete into something that looked like a stage, a surface designed for performance, for being seen. Beyond the concrete, darkness. The world beyond the lights was invisible. Only the platform existed. Only the lit ground. And on the ground, figures. Men in uniform. Dogs on leads. The dogs were silent, which was worse than barking, because barking was a sound you could prepare for and silence was a sound that was preparing for you.

“Move,” Emmerich said. He said it to Rivka. He said it to Lotte. He said it to himself. “We need to move.”

The people in the car began to move. Not willingly, not with any agency that could be called decision, but the way water moves when a container is tilted, flowing toward the opening because the opening was there and the alternative was to remain in the container, and remaining had become impossible the moment the air changed and the light entered and the voices began their shouting. They moved and Emmerich moved with them, his arm around Rivka, Rivka’s hand on Lotte’s shoulder, Lotte’s fingers still gripping his coat, the three of them a single unit bound not by choice but by contact, by the physical fact of hands touching fabric and skin touching skin.

The dead man near the door fell when the space around him opened. He fell forward, out of the car, onto the concrete, and the sound of his body hitting the platform was flat and heavy and final. A guard glanced down. Another guard shouted an order. A prisoner in striped clothing appeared and dragged the body to the side. The dragging took four seconds. The body left a mark on the concrete. The next person stepping down from the car stepped over the mark without looking because looking was a luxury and the guards were shouting and the dogs were silent and the light was everywhere.

Emmerich stepped down from the car. The drop was higher than he expected, perhaps a metre, and his legs, which had been locked in a standing position for three days, buckled when they hit the concrete. He caught himself. Rivka caught him. Lotte dropped to the ground between them and stood, swaying, her eyes enormous in a face that was the colour of the inside of a bread loaf, white and soft and completely without blood near the surface.

The air smelled of something Emmerich could not identify. Something chemical. Something that was not fire but was related to fire, a cousin of smoke, a relative of ash, something that had been burned but burned at a temperature or in a manner that produced a smell unlike any burning he had known in his life, and he had known many, because a butcher knew the smell of singed bone and scorched fat and overheated iron, and this was none of those things. This was new. This was a smell that did not exist in the world he came from.

He would learn its name later.

He would learn everything later.

But now he stood on the platform with his wife on his left and his daughter between them and the floodlights above and the concrete below and the dogs silent at the edge of the light, and he looked at the world he had entered and the butcher’s mind, the mind that calculated and divided and assessed yield, the mind that had kept him sane for three days by reducing terror to arithmetic, the butcher’s mind looked at this platform and began to count.

The number of guards. The number of dogs. The number of prisoners in striped clothing who moved among the new arrivals like figures in a dream, quick and silent, their faces showing nothing, their mouths saying nothing, their eyes saying everything.

He counted because counting was the only thing he knew how to do.

He did not yet know that counting was what the place would ask of him. That counting was its purpose. That the entire machinery of the world he had just entered was built on the single, relentless, insatiable act of counting bodies, and that the columns of numbers would never be enough, and that the margins of the page would call to him in a voice he could not refuse.

But that was later.

Now there was the platform. The lights. The concrete. The smell he could not name.

Rivka’s hand found his.

Lotte’s fingers gripped his coat.

The line began to move.
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The line moved and Emmerich moved with it.

He did not decide to move. His legs received the information from the bodies around him, the pressure of the crowd shifting forward, the direction established by the guards and their dogs and their voices, and his legs responded the way legs respond to a slope or a current, by going where the force took them. Walking was not a choice. Walking was what happened when you were standing in a mass of people who had been told to walk and the alternative to walking was a baton or a dog or the sound of a voice so sharp and so close that it entered your skull through your ear and became a physical thing, a prod, a shove from inside.

Rivka was on his left. Lotte was between them. He could feel them both. Rivka’s arm against his, Lotte’s hand in his right hand, the small fingers wrapped around his index and middle fingers with a grip that was not tight but absolute, the grip of a child who has learned in three days that the only reliable geography in the world is the hand of a parent. He held her fingers and walked and the platform moved beneath him like a conveyor, the concrete steady and flat and indifferent to the feet that crossed it.

The floodlights were still painful. His eyes had begun to adjust during the first minutes on the platform, the initial blindness softening into a squint and then into something approaching sight, but the lights were positioned above and slightly in front of the arriving prisoners, angled downward at a degree that ensured the light fell directly into the faces of anyone looking forward. This meant that seeing required looking down, at the concrete, at feet, at the ground immediately ahead, and looking up, toward the guards, toward the buildings beyond the platform, toward whatever waited at the end of the line, meant receiving the full force of the floodlights against eyes that had spent three days in total darkness. The effect was disorienting in a way that felt designed. As though the inability to see clearly was not an accident of engineering but an intention. People who cannot see do not assess. People who cannot assess do not plan. People who squint and stumble and shield their faces with their free hands are people who have already been reduced to a single function. Following.

Emmerich followed.

The platform was longer than he had first understood. From inside the cattle car, through the open door, he had seen only the immediate area, the concrete, the guards, the dogs, the prisoners in striped clothing moving with their terrible silent efficiency. Now, walking, he could see that the platform extended in both directions, disappearing into the darkness beyond the floodlights at each end. Other cattle cars were open. Other groups of people were stepping down onto the concrete with the same stumbling, blinded, disoriented movements his group had made. He could see them in fragments. A woman carrying a suitcase and a child. An old man being helped down by someone younger. A family clustered together the way his family was clustered, touching at every possible point, arms and hands and shoulders, as though physical contact could substitute for understanding, as though holding on tight enough could prevent whatever was about to happen from happening.

The smell was stronger here. The smell that was not fire but was related to fire, that was not smoke but was the residue of smoke, that hung in the cold October air like a weather system, a permanent atmospheric condition unique to this place. Emmerich breathed through his mouth the way a person breathes through their mouth when passing a slaughterhouse in summer, the instinctive redirection of air away from the nose and its capacity for detailed interpretation. Breathing through the mouth dulled the smell. It did not eliminate it. Nothing would eliminate it. He would learn this later. He would learn that the smell was not in the air but in the ground, the walls, the clothing, the skin, that it had saturated every surface and every material so thoroughly that it had become the smell of the place itself, inseparable from the soil and the brick and the wooden planks of the buildings, and that after enough time you stopped smelling it not because it faded but because your nose surrendered, gave up the project of distinguishing this smell from the baseline of existence, and filed it under the category of things that simply were.

But now the smell was new and he breathed through his mouth and held Lotte’s hand and walked.

The line was not a single line. It was a mass of people moving in approximately the same direction, shaped by the guards on either side the way water is shaped by the banks of a canal. The guards stood at intervals, some with dogs, some with batons, some with rifles slung across their shoulders with the casual diagonal that suggested the rifle was not a weapon being carried but a part of the body, an extension of the arm, as natural and as permanent as an elbow. They did not look at the people passing between them. They looked at the line. The distinction was important, though Emmerich could not have articulated it at the time. They were not seeing individuals. They were seeing flow. Volume. A quantity of material moving from one point to another, and their job was to ensure the movement continued without interruption, the way a factory supervisor watches a conveyor belt, attentive not to the objects on the belt but to the belt’s speed, its direction, its efficiency.

Ahead of them, the line reached a point where something was happening. Emmerich could not see clearly because of the lights and the bodies in front of him, but he could sense a change in the movement of the crowd. The flow was splitting. People were being directed to one side or the other, and the direction was being determined by someone standing at the point of division, a figure Emmerich could not yet make out, who was making decisions that caused some people to move left and others to move right.

Rivka saw it before he did.

She saw it because she was not squinting at the lights. She was looking at the people. She was reading the crowd the way she had always read rooms, with the quick, diagnostic attention of a woman who had grown up in a household where her father’s moods determined the temperature of every evening, and who had learned early that survival depended on reading the signs before the weather changed. She was watching the people ahead of them and she was seeing something that Emmerich, with his eyes watering and his mind still calculating water rations and travel time and the distance between the train and whatever building they were being moved toward, had not yet registered.

She pulled his arm. Not hard. A touch. The kind of touch she used when she wanted his attention without wanting anyone else to know she wanted it. A press of her fingers against the inside of his elbow, brief and specific, the private language of a marriage conducted in public.

He leaned his head toward her.

“They are separating the men from the women,” she said.

Her voice was steady. Not calm. Calm implied an absence of fear, and Rivka was not absent of fear. She was afraid in the way that competent people are afraid, with the fear running underneath the surface like a current beneath ice, present and powerful and completely invisible to anyone who did not know where to look. Her voice was steady because steadiness was what she had chosen, the way she had chosen to fill the water bottle, the way she had chosen to sew the pocket into her coat lining, the way she had chosen, in every moment since the knock on the door and the order to pack, to be the version of herself that acted rather than the version that felt, because action was useful and feeling, right now, was a luxury that could kill.

Emmerich looked ahead. His eyes fought the lights and through the tears and the glare he saw what she had seen. The column of people reaching the division point. Men being directed to the right by a guard who pointed with the mechanical regularity of a machine, his arm rising and falling and rising and falling, right, right, right. Women with children being directed to the left by another guard with the same mechanical arm, the same repetitive gesture, left, left, left. Older men, left. Young women without children, some right, some left, the decision made in less than a second, a glance, an assessment, a direction. Young men, right. Mothers with infants, left. The speed of the sorting was relentless. There was no pause. No examination. No conversation. Each person or cluster of persons reached the point, was assessed by a glance that lasted the duration of a heartbeat, and was sent in a direction that they followed because the guards on either side left no other option.

“Emmerich.” Rivka’s voice, still steady, still beneath the ice. “You remember what I said.”

“We will stay together. I will tell them we are a family.”

“You will not tell them anything. You will take her hand and you will go where they send you and you will not argue.”

“Rivka, I am not going to let them.”

“You are not going to let them.” She repeated his words back to him, and the repetition was not agreement. It was a mirror held up to show him the size of what he had said, the absurd, enormous, helpless size of it. You are not going to let them. As though letting were a verb that applied here. As though his permission were a factor in the calculus being performed at the front of the line by the guards with their mechanical arms and their one-second assessments.

She did not say any of this. She did not need to. The mirror was enough.

They were closer now. Twenty metres from the division point. Fifteen. Emmerich could see the officer making the selections. He was not a guard. His uniform was different, better fitted, with insignia Emmerich could not read at this distance. He stood slightly apart from the guards on either side, and his posture was that of a man performing a task he had performed many times, a task that required attention but not effort, the way a postal clerk sorts letters or a customs official checks passports. His arm moved. Left. Right. Left. Left. Right. The decisions were made by something in his eyes, a flicker of assessment so fast it bypassed the face and went directly from visual input to gesture. He did not speak to the people he was sorting. He did not touch them. He simply looked and pointed and the line obeyed because the line was not made of people anymore. The line was made of direction. Left or right. The person had already ceased to be relevant. Only the direction mattered.

Ten metres.

Emmerich felt Lotte’s grip tighten on his fingers. She had seen it too, or felt it, the way children feel things before they see them, the atmospheric change, the shift in the pressure of the crowd around them, the subtle alteration in the sound of the shouting as they moved closer to the point where the shouting had a specific purpose and a specific consequence.

“Papa.” Her voice. Small and dry and coming from somewhere below and to his right, from the level of his hip, from the height of a child who was standing on a concrete platform in the middle of a night that was lit like a stage and smelled like the inside of something burning. “Papa, my shoes are wet.”

Her shoes. The red ones. The pair Rivka had bought at Kessler’s on Groner Straße the spring before the war, red leather with a small buckle, the kind of shoes that a girl wore on special occasions and then, when the occasions stopped being special and started being ordinary and then stopped being ordinary and started being desperate, the kind of shoes a girl wore every day because they were the shoes that still fit and you could not buy new ones when the shops would not serve you. The red shoes with the scuffed toe on the left foot, scuffed because Lotte dragged that foot slightly when she was tired, a habit Rivka had tried to correct and Emmerich had defended, saying she would grow out of it, saying it was nothing, saying all children scuff their shoes.

“I know,” Emmerich said. “We will dry them soon.”

He said this the way he had said everything for three days. With the confidence of a man who had no information and no power and no basis for any claim about the future, but who said things anyway because his daughter was eight and the space between a lie and a comfort was, in a cattle car and on a platform in the dark, too narrow to measure.

Five metres.

The officer looked at the family ahead of them. A woman, two teenage boys, an older man who might have been her father or her father-in-law. The officer’s eyes moved. The boys, right. The woman and the old man, left. One of the boys reached for his mother’s arm. A guard stepped between them. The boy was pushed right. The mother was pushed left. The old man stumbled and the mother caught him and they moved together into the left-moving stream and the boys moved into the right-moving stream and the whole thing took less than five seconds and the officer was already looking at the next group.

Emmerich’s group.

The officer’s eyes found them. Found Emmerich first, because Emmerich was tall and broad and standing at the front of their small cluster. The eyes assessed. Emmerich felt the assessment the way he felt the floodlights, as a physical thing, a beam that passed over his body and took measurements he could not see or understand but that determined something, something that was being decided right now, in this second, by the movement of those eyes from his face to his shoulders to his hands.

His hands.

One holding Lotte’s fingers. The other reaching for Rivka.

The officer’s gaze dropped to Lotte. To her height. To the red shoes on the concrete. The gaze moved to Rivka. The officer’s arm rose.

Left.

The arm pointed left. Toward Rivka and Lotte. Toward the line of women and children and the elderly who were moving in a stream









































































































