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Introduction

Sometime in the mid-nineties, on the dance floor of one of Liverpool’s lesser nightspots, someone slid a hand into the back pocket of my jeans, then quickly withdrew it. It was a fleet movement, and by the time I turned around whoever it was had disappeared into a ruck of dancers. Later, I put my hand in my pocket and found something had been left inside: a thin slip of paper about the size of a matchbook. When unfolded, an intricate drawing of a heavily made-up eye was revealed, and beneath it in florid copperplate someone had written: ‘Everyone’s always talking about the banality of evil; but what about the evil of banality?’

I was in my late teens or early twenties back then, and the note’s undergraduate swagger appealed to my easily impressed mind. I kept it folded in my wallet, increasingly a gone-leathery reminder of more hedonistic times, but I couldn’t find it when, years later, my memories of it were piqued by the opening pages of Anna Seghers’ novel, Transit.

Anna Seghers was one of the most important German writers of the twentieth century. She was Communist, anti-fascist and Jewish; after her books were burned and she was arrested, she fled to Paris in 1933, and then – when the Nazis advanced through France – on to Marseille. In 1941, just months after safe passage to Mexico on the Paul Lamerle, Seghers began work on a story set among the people she had left behind: those would-be emigrants who congregated in the cafés and bars of Marseille, waiting on transit visas and boat tickets, all held at the mercy of a bewilderingly complex bureaucracy.

The resulting novel, Transit, is a chilling, yet emotive, glimpse of humanity caught between the hope of freedom and the threat of annihilation; but it is also a tantalising, often slyly comic exploration of that illustrated question that was once slipped into my back pocket. It’s there in that brilliantly conceived and devastatingly executed opening paragraph – the sentences, quiet and mournful, that ponder the tragic fate of the Montreal, a ship rumoured to have hit a mine between Dakar and Martinique. The ship has either sunk or not sunk; if there are survivors, they are ‘happily on the other side of the ocean’, or they have been captured and are ‘sweltering in a camp at the edge of the Sahara’. There is hope and there is fear; there is rumour and, somewhere in the world, there is fact. It reads like a perfect microcosm of the themes the book will tease out. And then, without even a paragraph break, Seghers pulls the rug: ‘Probably you find all of this pretty unimportant?’ the unnamed narrator says, introducing himself for the first time. ‘You’re bored? – I am too. May I invite you to join me at my table?’

It is a startling disruption, not just because it is so abrupt, but because it implies a complicity between reader and narrator. The narrator – let us call him Seidler, his most-used alias – has become so inured to war, he simply assumes everyone is as bored by horror, death and tragedy as he is. This confluence of the banality of evil with the evil of banality not only suggests who Seidler is, but also offers an insight into everyone around him. They are bored because they have heard it all before. Still, Seidler desperately wants to tell the ‘whole story, just for once, from the beginning’, even if he is terrified of committing the primary sin of dullness. He knows his tale is just one of many, and that such excitement begins to pall after time. ‘Aren’t you thoroughly fed up with such thrilling stories?’ Seidler asks later. ‘Aren’t you sick of all of these suspenseful tales about people surviving mortal danger by a hair, about breathtaking escapes? Me I’m sick and tired of them.’

The irony, of course, is that what we are reading is precisely that: another ‘thrilling’ story of surviving mortal danger. And there are a fair number of thrills – moonlit swims across the Rhine, five-day walks from Paris to Marseille, mob-handed prison breaks – but these events are perfunctorily drawn, often presented almost in apology. The real drama, Seghers makes plain, is in Marseille, in that crucible of anticipation between arrival and prayed-for departure, where refugees are ‘streaming into the country’s only port over which the French flag is still waved’.

Boredom is a dangerous literary device – a writer can ill-afford to mindfully dodge incident and drama for too long – but Seghers uses it with thrilling panache, simultaneously showing how insidiously it can normalise trauma, and its productive possibilities. In fact, the plot is fired by the effects of a bored state: without Seidler’s overwhelming ennui, he would not agree to deliver a letter to a writer called Weidel, and would therefore not take possession of his suitcase after discovering him dead, nor would he read the man’s papers and later find himself making the pilgrimage to Marseille.

The people Seidler meets there are stuck repeating the same applications and interviews, forever one or two visas from having permission to leave. The process of exit is arcane, riddled with complexity, and bafflingly contradictory. Seidler, who wants nothing more than to stay in Marseille to see ‘how it all will end’, can only remain in the port so long as he proves he wishes to leave. Similarly, his old friend Paul has been issued with both an enforced notice to stay in Marseille and an order to return to his place of origin. Paul is frustrated, at the end of his rope. ‘I couldn’t help laughing,’ Seidler says.

So many men and women died as a consequence of the opacity of this system, including the writer Walter Benjamin, a friend of Seghers, who in 1940 took a fatal dose of morphine after he was denied a French exit visa (his death in Portbou is alluded to in Transit in an overheard snatch of café conversation). Yet the situation in which Seidler finds himself is full of comic potential. Tragedy may be ever-present – witness the woman gorging on oysters after being denied her final visa – but Seidler’s appointments at the Mexican embassy, for example, where he is assumed to be the dead writer Weidel, are masterclasses in misunderstanding and false assumptions; while the insolent-eyed woman with the two Great Danes is both hilarious and poignant. It is clear that Seidler is content to laugh in the face of his, and others’, fear.

But bitter humour and ironic exchanges cannot sustain Seidler indefinitely. In a room in his hotel, he joins a party of drunken legionnaires, one of whom he asks about Hitler: ‘Hitler’s the same as all the others, just more so,’ the legionnaire replies. Another recruit remarks that back in Germany they aren’t shooting people, but ‘beheading them’. For all the talk of boredom and ennui, these things cannot help but penetrate Seidler’s studied nonchalance.

Transit is centred and rooted in these contradictions: it is a story of doubles and double crosses, of thwarted truth and unquestioned lies. Seidler is amused that people believe he is Weidel, yet the sight of Marie hunting the bars and cafés of Marseille in search of her husband is heart-breaking. Is it because she regrets leaving him and wishes to reconcile? It is, as with so much in this novel, more complicated than that, and is made even more so when Seidler appears to fall in love with her.

From the somnambulistic wanderings of waiting-room conversations and anxious talk of ships, Seghers slowly pivots Transit into a kind of existential thriller, Seidler’s fretful asides reassuring the reader that his story is important are latterly abandoned to a sense of growing crisis and predicament. For perhaps the first time, Seidler seems to understand what is at stake; there is more to his existence than treating life as a mere game. We then see him emerge, almost like a combatant, into the world around him. The question is how far he is prepared to go into this world, and what he will do when he gets there.

While writing, Seghers did not know how the war would end, and the more I think about her novel, the more daring it seems – how bold in approach and in execution. Writing fiction about history as it is being lived is notoriously difficult – the proximity can be blinding; the lack of time to process leading to a snapshot rather than considered study – but Seghers makes it look effortless, as though she had been planning it for years, rather than writing right through its teeth and into its immediate aftermath.

Early in the book, Seidler says, ‘Refugees, it seems, have to go on fleeing; they can’t suddenly raise peaches’ – a sentence that perfectly encapsulates the reality of Transit: on the one hand the whole world and every part of it is in flux, moving inexorably onwards; while on the other there are those who remain stuck, until, at some point, they will be forcibly moved on. Seghers’ holistic understanding of the implications of both – of action and inaction, of anticipation and boredom – gives the novel its incendiary power.

In political, cultural, and artistic terms, Transit offers a vital reading experience: one that is more than just a keen-eyed depiction of a dark and desperate time, but a radical, constantly evolving narrative that delves to the heart of what it is to be human in an inhuman society. It is not only a key novel of the Second World War but a genuine, fully fledged masterpiece of the twentieth century; one that remains just as terrifyingly relevant and truthful in the twenty-first.

Stuart Evers




Chapter 1

I

They’re saying that the Montreal went down between Dakar and Martinique. That she ran into a mine. The shipping company isn’t releasing any information. It may just be a rumour. But when you compare it to the fate of other ships and their cargoes of refugees which were hounded over all the oceans and never allowed to dock, which were left to burn on the high seas rather than being permitted to drop anchor merely because their passengers’ documents had expired a couple of days before, then what happened to the Montreal seems like a natural death for a ship in wartime. That is, if it isn’t all just a rumour. And provided the ship, in the meantime, hasn’t been captured or ordered back to Dakar. In that case the passengers would now be sweltering in a camp at the edge of the Sahara. Or maybe they’re already happily on the other side of the ocean. Probably you find all of this pretty unimportant? You’re bored? – I am too. May I invite you to join me at my table? Unfortunately I don’t have enough money for a regular supper. But how about a glass of rosé and a slice of pizza? Come, sit with me. Would you like to watch them bake the pizza on the open fire? Then sit next to me. Or would you prefer the view of the Old Harbour? Then you’d better sit across from me. You can see the sun go down behind Fort St Nicolas. That certainly won’t be boring.

Pizza is really a remarkable baked item. It’s round and colourful like an open-face fruit pie. But bite into it and you get a mouthful of pepper. Looking at the thing more closely, you realise that those aren’t cherries and raisins on top, but peppers and olives. You get used to it. But unfortunately they now require bread coupons for pizza, too.

I’d really like to know whether the Montreal went down or not. What will all those people do over there, if they’ve made it? Start a new life? Take up new professions? Pester committees? Clear the forest primeval? If, that is, there really is a genuine wilderness over there, a wilderness that can rejuvenate everyone and everything. If so, I might almost regret not having gone along. Because, you know, I actually had the opportunity to go. I had a paid-for ticket, I had a visa, I had a transit permit. But then at the last moment I decided to stay.

There was a couple on the Montreal I knew casually. You know yourself what these fleeting acquaintances you make in train stations, consulate waiting rooms, or the visa department of the prefecture are like. The superficial rustle of a few words, like paper money hastily exchanged. Except that sometimes you’re struck by a single exclamation, a word, who knows, a face. It goes right through you, quickly, fleetingly. You look up, you listen, and already you’re involved in something. I’d like to tell someone the whole story from beginning to end. If only I weren’t afraid it was boring. Aren’t you thoroughly fed up with such thrilling stories? Aren’t you sick of all these suspenseful tales about people surviving mortal danger by a hair, about breathtaking escapes? Me, I’m sick and tired of them. If something still thrills me today, then maybe it’s an old worker’s yarn about how many feet of wire he’s drawn in the course of his long life and what tools he used, or the glow of the lamplight by which a few children are doing their homework.

Be careful with that rosé! It tastes just the way it looks, like raspberry syrup, but can make you incredibly tipsy. It’s easier then to put up with everything. Easier to talk. But when the time comes to get up, your knees will be wobbly. And depression, a perpetual state of depression will take hold of you – till the next glass of rosé. All you’ll want is to be allowed to just sit there, never again to get involved in anything.

In the past I often got embroiled in things I’m ashamed of today. Just a little ashamed – after all, they’re over and done with. On the other hand, I’d be dreadfully ashamed if I were boring someone. Still, I’d like to tell the whole story, just for once, from the beginning.

II

Towards the end of that winter I was put into a French work camp near Rouen. The uniform I had to wear was the ugliest of any worn by World War armies – a French prestataire’s uniform. At night, because we were foreigners – half prisoners, half soldiers – we slept behind barbed wire; during the day we performed ‘labour service’, unloading British munitions ships. We were subjected to horrible air raids. The German planes flew so low, their shadows touched us. Back then I understood what was meant by the phrase, ‘In the shadow of death.’ Once I was unloading a ship, working alongside a young guy they called little Franz. His face was as close to mine as yours is now. It was a sunny day. We heard a hiss in the air. Franz looked up. And then it came plunging down. Its shadow turned his face black. Whoosh, it crashed down next to us. But then, you probably know as much about these things as I do.

Eventually this came to an end too. The Germans were approaching. What had we endured all the horrors and suffering for? The end of the world was at hand – tomorrow, tonight, any moment. Because that’s what we all thought the arrival of the Germans would mean. Bedlam broke out in our camp. Some of the men wept, others prayed, several tried to commit suicide, some succeeded. A few of us resolved to clear out before the Last Judgement. But the commandant had set up machine guns in front of the camp gate. In vain, we explained to him that if we stayed, the Germans would shoot all of us – their own countrymen who’d escaped from Germany. But he could only follow the orders he’d been given, and was awaiting further orders instructing him what to do with the camp itself. His superior had long since left; our little town had been evacuated; the farmers from the neighbouring villages had all fled. Were the Germans still two days away, or a mere two hours? And yet our commandant wasn’t the worst guy on earth, you had to give him his due. This wasn’t a real war for him, not so far; he didn’t understand the extent of the evil, the magnitude of the betrayal. We finally came to a kind of unspoken agreement with the man. One machine gun would remain at the gate, because no countermanding order had arrived. But presumably if we climbed over the wall, he wouldn’t aim at us too deliberately.

So we climbed the wall, a few dozen of us, in the darkness of night. One of our group, Heinz, had lost his right leg in Spain. After the Civil War was over he sat around in southern prison camps for a long time. The devil only knows how and through what bureaucratic mistake a guy like him, who really was useless for a labour camp, should have been transported north to our camp. And so Heinz had to be lifted over the wall. After that we took turns carrying him as we ran like crazy through the night to stay ahead of the Germans.

Each of us had his own particularly persuasive reason for not falling into German hands. I, for one, had escaped from a German concentration camp in 1937 and had swum across the Rhine at night. For half a year afterwards I’d been pretty proud of myself. Then other things happened to the world and to me. On my second escape, this time from the French camp, I remembered that first escape from the German camp. Little Franz and I were jogging along together. Like most people in those days we had the simplistic goal of getting across the Loire. We avoided the main road, walking instead across the fields. Passing through deserted villages where the unmilked cows were bellowing, we would search for something to sink our teeth into, but everything had been consumed, from the berries on the gooseberry bushes to the grain in the barns. We wanted something to drink, but the water lines had been cut. We no longer heard any shooting. The village idiot, the only one who’d stayed behind, couldn’t give us any information. That’s when we started feeling uneasy. The lack of human life was more oppressive than the bombing on the docks had been. Finally we came to the road leading to Paris. We certainly weren’t the last to reach it. A silent stream of refugees was still pouring south from the northern villages. Hay wagons, piled high as farmhouses with furniture and poultry cages, with children and ancient grandparents, goats and calves. Trucks carrying a convent of nuns, a little girl pulling her mother in a cart, cars with pretty women wearing the furs they had salvaged, the cars pulled by cows because there were no petrol stations any more; and women carrying their dying children, even dead ones.

It was then that I wondered for the first time what these people were fleeing from. Was it from the Germans? That seemed pretty futile since the German troops were after all motorised. Was it from death? That would doubtless catch up with them along the way. But such thoughts came to me only then at that moment, when I saw these most wretched and pitiable refugees.

Franz jumped onto one vehicle, and I found a spot on a different truck. On the outskirts of a village, my truck was hit by another truck, and I had to continue on foot from there. I never saw Franz again.

Once more I struck out across the fields. I came to a large, out-of-the-way farmhouse that was still occupied. I asked for food and drink and to my great surprise the farmer’s wife set out a plate of soup, wine, and bread for me on a garden table. She told me that after a long family argument, they had just decided to leave. Everything was already packed; they had only to load their truck.

While I ate and drank, planes were buzzing by pretty low. But I was too tired to look up from my plate. I also heard some brief bursts of machine-gun fire quite nearby. I couldn’t figure out where it was coming from and was too exhausted to think much about it. I just kept thinking that I’d be able to hop onto their truck when the time came. They started the engine. The woman was running nervously back and forth between the truck and the house. You could see how sorry she was to leave her beautiful home. Like others in such circumstances, she was hurriedly gathering up all sorts of useless stuff. Then she rushed over to my table, took away my plate and said, ‘Fini!’

Suddenly I realised she was staring, her mouth wide open, at something on the other side of the garden fence; I turned around and saw, no I heard – actually I don’t know whether I saw or heard them first or both at the same time – motorcyclists. The sound of the truck engine must have drowned out the noise of their motorcycles approaching on the road. Two of them stopped on the other side of the fence; each had two people in the sidecar, and they were wearing grey-green uniforms. One said in German, so loud that I could hear it: ‘Goddamn it, now the new drive belt is torn too!’

The Germans were here already! They’d caught up with me. I don’t know how I had imagined the arrival of the Germans: with thunder and earthquakes? But at first nothing at all happened besides two more motorcycles pulling up on the other side of the garden fence. Still, the effect was just as powerful, maybe even more so. I sat there paralysed, my shirt instantly soaking wet. Now I felt what I hadn’t felt during my escape from the first camp, not even while I was unloading the ships under the low-flying planes. For the first time in my life I was scared to death.

Please be patient with me. I’ll get to the point soon. You understand, don’t you? There comes a time when you have to tell someone the whole story, everything, just the way it happened. Today I can’t figure out how I could have been so afraid, and of what. Afraid of being discovered? Of being stood up against a wall and shot? On the docks I could have disappeared just as easily. Of being sent back to Germany? Of being slowly tortured to death? It could have happened to me while I was swimming across the Rhine. What’s more I’d always liked living on the edge, always felt at home with the smell of danger. As soon as I started thinking about what it was that I was so incredibly frightened of, I became less afraid.

I did what was both the most sensible and the most foolish thing I could do: I remained sitting there. I had intended to drill two holes into my belt, and that’s what I now did. The farmer came into the garden with a blank look on his face and said to his wife: ‘Now we might as well stay.’

‘Of course,’ his wife said with relief, ‘but you’d better go to the barn. I’ll deal with them; they won’t eat me.’

‘Me neither,’ her husband said. ‘I’m not a soldier; I’ll show them my club foot.’

In the meantime an entire convoy of motorcycles had driven up on the grassy plot on the other side of the fence. They didn’t even enter the garden. After three minutes they drove on. For the first time in four years I had heard German commands again. Oh, how they grated! It wouldn’t have taken much more for me to jump up and stand at attention. Later I heard that this very same motorcycle column had cut off the refugee escape route along which I had come. And that all this discipline, all these commands, all these orders had produced the most terrible disorder – bloodshed, mothers screaming, the dissolution of our world order. And yet thrumming like an undertone in these commands was something terribly obvious, insidiously honest: Don’t complain that your world is about to perish. You haven’t defended it, and you’ve allowed it to be destroyed! So don’t give us any crap now! Just make it quick; let us take charge!

Suddenly I felt quite calm. I thought, I’m sitting here, and the Germans are moving past me and occupying France. But France has often been occupied – and the occupiers all had to withdraw again. France has often been sold down the river, and you, too, my grey-green fellows, have often been sold down the river. My fear vanished completely; the whole dreadful swastika episode was a nightmare haunting me; I saw the mightiest armies of the world marching up to the other side of my garden fence and withdraw; I saw the cockiest of empires collapse and the young and the bold take heart; I saw the masters of the world rise up and come crashing down. I alone had immeasurably long to live.

In any event, my dream of getting across the Loire was now at an end. I decided to go to Paris. I knew a couple of decent people there, that is, provided they were still decent.

III

I walked to Paris; it took me five days. German motorised columns drove along beside me. The rubber of their tyres was superb; the young soldiers were the elite – strong and handsome; they had occupied a country without a fight; they were cheerful. Some farmers were already working the fields on the side of the road – they had sown their crops on free land. In one village bells were ringing for a dead child who had bled to death on the road. A farm wagon had broken down at one of the crossroads. Perhaps it belonged to the dead child’s family. German soldiers ran over to the wagon and fixed the wheels; the farmers thanked them for their kindness. A young fellow my age was sitting on a rock; he was wearing a coat over the remnants of a uniform. He was crying. As I walked by I patted him on the back, saying, ‘It will all pass.’

He said, ‘We would have held the place, but those pigs gave us only enough bullets to last an hour. We were betrayed.’

‘We haven’t heard the last of this,’ I told him.

I kept walking. Early one Sunday morning I walked into Paris. A swastika flag was actually flying before the hotel de Ville. And they were actually playing the Hohenfriedberg March in front of Notre-Dame. I couldn’t believe it. I walked diagonally across Paris. And everywhere there were fleets of German cars and swastikas. I felt quite hollow, as if emptied of all emotion.

All this trouble, all this misfortune that had befallen another people had been caused by my people. For it was obvious that they talked like me and whistled the same tunes. As I was walking to Clichy where my old friends the Binnets lived, I wondered whether the Binnets would be sensible enough to understand that, even though I was one of these people, I was still myself. I wondered whether they would take me in without identity papers.

They did, and they were sensible. In the past this sensibleness of theirs even used to bother me! Before the war, for six months, I’d been Yvonne Binnet’s boyfriend. She was only seventeen. And I, fool that I was, had fled from my homeland to escape the mess, the evil fog of dense emotions. I was secretly annoyed at the Binnet family’s clear-headed common sense. I thought all the family members were just too reasonable in their view of life. For instance, from their sensible point of view, people went on strike so that next week they could buy a better cut of meat. The Binnets even thought that if you earned three more francs a day, then your family would not only feel less hungry but also stronger and happier. And Yvonne’s good sense made her believe that love existed for our pleasure, hers and mine. But I knew deep down in my bones – of course I didn’t tell her this – that love sometimes goes along with suffering, that there’s also death, separation, and hardship, and that happiness can overtake you for no reason at all, as can the sadness into which it often imperceptibly turns.

But now the Binnet family’s clear-headed common sense proved to be a blessing. They were glad to see me and took me in. They didn’t think I was a Nazi just because I was a German. The old Binnets were at home, as well as the youngest son who wasn’t yet in the army and the second son who had shed his uniform in the nick of time when he saw how things stood. But their daughter Annette’s husband was a prisoner of the Germans. She now lived at her parents’ house with her child. My Yvonne, they told me with embarrassment, had been evacuated to the south, where she had married her cousin a week ago. That didn’t bother me at all. At that moment I wasn’t the least bit in the mood for love.

Since their factory was shut down, the Binnet men stayed at home. As for me, all I had was time. So we had nothing better to do from morning till night than talk about what was going on. We all agreed on how much the invasion of Germany suited the rulers here. The older Binnet seemed to understand quite a few things as well or better than any Sorbonne professor. The only thing we disagreed on was Russia. Half of the Binnets claimed that Russia was thinking only of itself and had left us in the lurch. The other half claimed that the French and German rulers had agreed that their armies should be launched at the Russians first instead of being used in the West, and it was this that had thwarted Russia. Trying to make peace among us, old man Binnet said that the truth would come to light, that one day the files would all be opened, by which time he’d be long dead.

Please forgive this digression. We’re getting close to the main point. Annette, the Binnets’ older daughter, had been assigned some work at home. I had nothing better to do, so I helped her pick up and deliver her laundry bundles. We took the Métro to the Latin Quarter. Got off at the Odéon stop. While Annette went to her shop on Boulevard Saint-Germain, I waited on a bench near the Odéon station exit.

Once Annette took a long time. But what did it matter to me? The sun was shining down on my bench; I watched the people going up and down the Métro stairs; two women were hawking Paris Soir, shouting in an ancient mutual hatred for each other that increased whenever one of them took in two sous more than the other. For to be honest, although the two women stood next to each other, only the one was making any sales, while the other’s pile never got any lighter. The bad sales-woman suddenly turned to the lucky one and cursed her wildly. In a flash she flung her entire rotten life at the head of the other woman, interrupting herself only to cry out, Paris Soir!

Two German soldiers came over and laughed. That really annoyed me, as much as it would have if the drunken newspaper seller were my French foster mother. Some women porters sitting next to me were talking about a young woman who had cried all night after being detained by the police because she was walking with a German soldier while her own husband was a prisoner of war. The trucks of refugees kept rolling down the Boulevard Saint-Germain without interruption. Between them darted the small swastika-emblazoned cars of German officers. Some of the plane tree leaves were already falling on us, for that year everything was drying up early. But I kept thinking about how heavily time weighed on me because I had so much of it. It really is hard to experience war as a stranger among a strange people. Just then, Paul came walking along the avenue.

Paul Strobel had been in the camp with me. Once while we were unloading a ship, someone had stepped on his hand. For three days they thought his hand was done for. He had cried back then. Actually I could understand that. He prayed when we heard the Germans were already surrounding the camp. Believe me, I could understand that too. Now he was far removed from such situations. He was coming from the direction of the Rue de l’Ancienne Comédie. An old buddy from the camp! And in the middle of Swastika-Paris! I called to him, ‘Paul!’

He was startled, but then he recognised me. He looked amazingly cheerful and was well dressed. We sat down in front of a little café on the Carrefour de l’Odéon. I was glad to see him again. But he seemed pretty distracted. Up to that point, I had never had anything to do with writers. My parents saw to it that I was trained as a mechanic. In the camp everyone knew Paul Strobel was a writer. We were assigned to unload on the same dock. The German planes were heading straight for us. While I was at that camp, Paul was a sort of buddy of mine, a somewhat funny, slightly crazy camp pal, but always a pal. Since our escape I hadn’t experienced anything new, and for me the old stuff hadn’t yet blown over. I was still half in escape mode, half in hiding. But I could tell he had finished with that chapter of his life; something new seemed to have happened to him that gave him strength. All the things I was still deeply caught up in were just a memory for him.

He said, ‘Next week I’m going to the unoccupied zone. My family lives in Cassis near Marseille. I have a danger visa for the United States.’

I asked him what that was.

‘A special emergency visa for especially endangered people,’ he said.

‘Are you in special danger?’ I just meant to ask whether he was perhaps endangered in a more unusual way than the rest of us in this now dangerous part of the world.

He looked at me in surprise, a little annoyed. Then he said in a whisper, ‘I wrote a book and countless articles against Hitler. If they find me here— Why are you smiling?’

I wasn’t smiling at all, I was in no mood to smile; I thought of Heinz who had been beaten half to death by the Nazis in 1935, who was then put in a German concentration camp, escaping to Paris, only to end up in Spain with the International Brigade where he then lost a leg, and who, one-legged, was then dragged through all of France’s concentration camps, ending up in ours. Where was he now? I also thought of flocks of birds being able to fly away. The whole earth was uncomfortable, and still I quite liked this kind of life; I didn’t envy Paul for that thing he had – what was it called?

‘My danger visa’s been confirmed by the American Consulate at the America. My sister’s best friend is engaged to a silk merchant from Lyon. He brought me my mail. He’s driving back there in his car and will take me with him. He just needs to get a general permit saying how many people he’s taking. That way I can circumvent the German safe conduct.’

I looked at his right hand, the one that had been stepped on back then. The thumb was a little shrivelled. Paul hid his thumb. ‘How did you get to Paris?’ I asked.

‘By a miracle,’ he said. ‘Three of us escaped together, Hermann Achselroth, Ernst Sperber, and I. You know Achselroth, don’t you? His plays?’

I didn’t know any of his plays, but I did remember Achselroth. An exceptionally good-looking fellow, who would have looked better in an officer’s uniform than the dirty prestataire rags he wore like a Landsknecht.

He was famous, Paul assured me. The three of them had got as far as L and were pretty much exhausted. Then they came to a crossroads, a real parting of the ways, Paul said, smiling – I liked him very much then, and I was glad to be sitting there with him, both of us still alive. Anyway, he said, it was a real crossroads, with a deserted inn. They’d been sitting on the steps of the inn when a French military car drove up, stuffed with military supplies. The three of them watched as the driver began dumping everything out. Suddenly Achselroth went over to the fellow and exchanged a few words with him. The rest of us weren’t paying much attention. Then Achselroth climbed into the driver’s seat of the car and roared off, without even waving goodbye. The French driver took the other branch of the crossroads and started walking towards the nearest village.

‘How much do you think he gave him?’ I asked. ‘Five thousand? Six?’

‘You’re crazy! Six thousand! For a car! and an army car at that! And don’t forget, the driver’s honour had to be paid for, too! On top of the price of the car. Desertion while on duty, that’s treason! He must have paid the man at least sixteen thousand! We, of course, had no idea that Achselroth had that much money in his pockets. I tell you, he didn’t even turn once to look at us. How awful it all was. What a mean, rotten thing to do!’

‘But it wasn’t all mean. Not all of it was awful. Do you still remember Heinz, the one-legged guy? They helped him get over the wall back then. And they didn’t leave him behind, I’m sure they had to carry him. Anyway, they hauled him all the way into the unoccupied territory.’

‘Did they get away?’

‘I don’t know.’

‘But that guy Achselroth, he made it. He’s already on some ship, on his way to Cuba!’

‘To Cuba? Achselroth? Why?’

‘How can you still ask why? He just took the first visa and the first ship he could.’

‘If he had split his money with you two, Paul, then he couldn’t have bought himself a car.’ The story as a whole amused me because of its utter consistency.

‘What are your plans?’ Paul asked. ‘What are you going to do now?’

I had to admit that I hadn’t made any plans; that the future was hazy for me. He asked whether I belonged to any party. I said no. Back then, I told him, I’d ended up in a German concentration camp without belonging to any party, because even without belonging to a party I wouldn’t put up with some of their dirty tricks. I escaped from that first concentration camp, the German one, because if I was going to kick the bucket I didn’t want to do it behind barbed wire. I was also going to tell Paul how I’d swum across the Rhine, at night in the fog; but it occurred to me that by now there’d been lots of people who’d swum across lots of rivers. And so I didn’t tell him my story so as not to bore him.

Annette must have given up on me and gone back home by herself long ago. I had thought Paul wanted to spend the evening with me. He was silent now, looking at me in a way that puzzled me. Finally, in a changed tone of voice, he said, ‘Listen, you could do me a huge favour. Would you?’

I wondered what he wanted me to do. Of course I was willing.

‘In the letter my sister’s friend sent me – she’s the friend I mentioned before, the one who’s engaged to the silk merchant who wants to take me along in his car – in that letter she enclosed a second letter addressed to a man I know well. The man’s wife had asked her, as a favour, to see that the letter was delivered to him in Paris. Actually, in her letter she said that the man’s wife had been desperate, had pleaded with her.

‘The husband had stayed in Paris; he couldn’t get out in time; he’s still here. You’ve surely heard of the writer Weidel, haven’t you?’ I’d never heard of him. Paul quickly assured me that this wouldn’t affect the favour he was asking of me.

He suddenly seemed uneasy. Maybe he’d been uneasy the whole time and I just hadn’t noticed. I was curious to find out what all this was leading up to. Mr Weidel, he continued, lived quite nearby, on the Rue de Vaugirard. In a small hotel between the Rue de Rennes and Boulevard Raspail. Paul himself had already gone there earlier today. But when he asked whether Mr Weidel was in, they gave him a strange look. The woman who owned the hotel had refused to take the letter. Yet, she had given only an evasive answer when he asked whether the gentleman had moved elsewhere. Would I be willing to go to the hotel again with the letter and ask for the man’s address so that the letter could be delivered to him? Would I be willing to do that?

I had to laugh and said, ‘Of course, if that’s all there is to it!’

‘Maybe he’s been picked up by the Gestapo?’

‘I’ll find out,’ I said.

Paul amused me. On the dock, while we were unloading the ships, I hadn’t noticed if he was any more afraid than the rest of us. We were all afraid, and he was too. In our shared fear he hadn’t said anything more stupid than the rest of us. Like the rest of us he had slaved away, because when you’re afraid it’s better to be doing something, and better yet to be doing a lot, than to wait for death, shivering and trembling like baby chicks waiting for a hawk to swoop down on them. And this keeping busy in the face of death has nothing to do with bravery. Don’t you agree? Even though it’s sometimes mistaken for bravery and rewarded as such. But at that moment Paul was certainly more afraid than I was. He didn’t like this Paris, three-quarters of it deserted; he hated the swastika flag, and saw a spy in every man who followed him. At one time Paul probably did have some success as a writer; he had wanted to be incredibly successful and he couldn’t bear to think that he was now just a poor devil like me. So in his mind he twisted it around, feeling terribly persecuted. He firmly believed that the Gestapo had nothing better to do than to wait for him in front of Weidel’s hotel.

So I took the letter. Paul again assured me that Weidel had really been a great writer. It was his way of making my errand less unpleasant, which was unnecessary in my case. Weidel could have been a tie salesman, for all I cared. I’d always enjoyed unravelling tangled yarn, just as I had always enjoyed messing up neat skeins of yarn. Paul asked me to meet him the next day at the Café Capoulade.

The hotel on Rue de Vaugirard was a tall, narrow building, an average Paris hotel. The owner was quite pretty. She had a fresh, soft face and pitch-black hair. She was wearing a white silk blouse. I asked without thinking whether she had a room available. She smiled even as her eyes looked me coldly up and down. ‘As many as you want.’

‘But first, there’s something else,’ I said. ‘You have a guest here, Mr Weidel, is he in by chance?’

Her face, her attitude, changed in a way you only see among the French. The most courteous composure can suddenly turn to furious anger when they lose control. She said, quite hoarse with fury, ‘For the second time today someone’s asked me about this person. The gentleman has moved, how often do I have to explain that?’

I said, ‘You’re explaining it to me for the first time. Would you be so kind as to tell me where the gentleman is staying now.’

‘How should I know?’ the woman said. It began to dawn on me that she was afraid, but why? ‘I don’t know where he’s staying now. I really can’t tell you anything else.’

So the Gestapo’s picked him up after all, I thought. I put my hand on the woman’s arm. She didn’t pull it away, but looked at me with a mixture of scorn and unease.

‘I don’t know this man at all,’ I assured her. ‘Someone asked me to give him a message. That’s all. Something that’s important to him. I wouldn’t want to keep even a stranger waiting.’ She looked at me carefully. Then she led me into a small room next to the hotel lobby. Finally she came out with it.

‘You can’t imagine what a lot of trouble this person has caused me! He came on the 15th towards evening; by that time the Germans were already marching in. I chose to stay; I didn’t close my hotel. You don’t leave during a war, my father used to say. If you do, they’ll mess everything up and steal everything. And why should I be afraid of the Germans? I prefer them to the Reds. They won’t lay a hand on my bank account. Anyway, Mr Weidel arrives and he’s trembling. I find it odd that somebody should be trembling with fear of his own countrymen. But I was glad to have a paying guest. I was the only hotel open in the entire quarter. When I gave him the registration forms to fill out, he asked me not to register him with the police. As you must know, Monsieur Langeron, the chief of police, emphatically insists that all foreigners be registered. We have to maintain order, right?’

‘I’m not so sure,’ I replied. ‘The Nazi soldiers are all foreigners too, unregistered ones.’

‘Well this Mr Weidel, in any case, made a fuss about his registration. He hadn’t given up his room in Auteuil, he said, and he was still registered there. I didn’t like it one bit. Mr Weidel had stayed at my hotel once before with his wife. A beautiful woman, only she didn’t take care of herself and cried often. I assure you, the man made trouble everywhere. All right, so I left him unregistered. Only for that one night, though, I told him. He paid in advance. The following morning the man doesn’t come down. In short, I go up and open the door with my master key. I push back the bolt with this contraption I had made.’ She opened a drawer and showed me the device, a cleverly designed hook. ‘The man was lying on his bed, still fully dressed, a little glass bottle empty on the night table. If that little bottle was full originally, then he had enough pills in his stomach to kill all the cats in our quarter.

‘Luckily I have a good friend at the Saint-Sulpice police station. He was able to straighten it out for me. First we registered him for the day before he died. Then we arranged his burial. That man really caused me more trouble than the German invasion.’

‘In any case, he’s dead,’ I said and got up to leave. The story bored me. I had witnessed too many messy deaths. Then the woman said, ‘Don’t think that my problems are over. This man has actually managed to create trouble for me from beyond the grave.’

I sat down again.

‘He left a suitcase. What am I supposed to do with it? It was sitting here in my office when the thing happened. I’d forgotten about it. I don’t want to stir things up again at the police station.’

‘Well, throw it in the Seine,’ I said, ‘or burn it in your furnace.’

‘That’s impossible,’ the woman said, ‘I can’t take the chance.’

‘Well, after all, if you were able to get rid of the body, I’m sure you can deal with the suitcase.’

‘That’s something quite different. The man is dead now. It’s in the official records. But the suitcase is a forensic object, it’s tangible property, it can be inherited; claimants might turn up.’

I was already sick of the whole affair. I said, ‘I’ll be happy to take the suitcase, I don’t mind. I know someone who was a friend of the dead man; he can take it to the widow.’ The hotel owner was quite relieved. But she did ask me to fill out a receipt for her. I wrote a false name on a piece of paper that she dated and receipted. She shook my hand warmly, then I left quickly. I had completely lost the favourable impression I had formed of her earlier. No matter how pretty she had seemed to me initially, I suddenly saw in her long, cunning head only a skull to which little black curls had been attached.

IV

The following morning I went to the Capoulade with the suitcase. I waited in vain for Paul. Had he left in a hurry with the silk merchant? Was it because of the sign on the café door, ‘No Jews allowed,’ that he didn’t come? But then it occurred to me that he had recited the Paternoster when the Germans arrived. Besides, the sign had already disappeared by the time I left the Capoulade. Maybe one of the customers or the proprietor himself had thought the sign too ridiculous; maybe it had been flimsily tacked up, fallen off, and not been important enough to anyone to be nailed up again.

It was a beautiful day, the little suitcase wasn’t heavy. I walked to the Concorde. But even though the sun shone
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