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				Introduction

				Beware the book that begins with a happy home. A novel that opens with domestic bliss, at Christmas, with light snow falling, family gathered and the promise of presents is as loaded as Chekhov’s gun. Just as the rifle must be fired before the curtain falls, so the shining house and assembled family must be tested and shattered.

				Sally Carson’s Crooked Cross (1934) opens on a picture-perfect Christmas Eve in the Bavarian town of Kranach. Church bells ring, congregations struggle into capes and coats, greetings and wishes are shared, snow falls on cue. All is calm, all is bright. Every inch of the Klugers’ home has been decorated for the season with sprigs of fir from the mountains: the writing-desk, the tops of the check curtains, the tiled stove, the mantlepiece – even the picture of Hitler which stands on the piano.

				The sweetness of the scene is instantly soured. The Germans have given us the word ‘unheimlich’ or ‘unhomely’. It is often used about gothic fiction and films to describe an uncanny or out-of-place feeling in a setting that ought to be familiar. The picture of Hitler on the piano is truly unheimlich. A reader might at this point flick back to the start of the chapter to remind themselves of the date: ‘Christmas Eve 1932’. By the end of January, Adolf Hitler will be Chancellor. A month later, the Reichstag will be set on fire. We know this, the author knows this, the Klugers do not.

				Crooked Cross is a book with a fearsome momentum. It is so compellingly told that of course you want to know what happens next, while already knowing – and dreading – what does happen next. The book is set over only six months – Christmas Eve 1932 to Midsummer’s Eve 1933 – but in that time the lives of the Klugers, their friends and all of Germany will be turned upside down. Upside down, unheimlich, crooked. Even at the book’s most rapturous moments – Christmas, ice-skating, skiing, the spring narcissi, the orchards in blossom, the hayricks in a rainstorm – there is a sense of things at a tilt. The ‘crooked cross’ of the title refers to a swastika. Hitler called it a ‘hooked cross.’ The Nazi party may pretend that they offer stability and peace, but, as one character observes, ‘the price these people paid for their songs, their uniforms and their promises was a strange feeling of unrest and uncertainty.’ This is a book in which everything is crooked and in which people are hooked. If you have ever wondered how a nation was mesmerised by the lies of an authoritarian regime, Crooked Cross explains it with chilling force.

				The Kluger parents are stolidly ordinary. They stand for so many other German families living through extraordinary times. Herr Kluger fought in the First World War and was awarded the Iron Cross. Frau Kluger is a model of the ‘kinder, küche, kirche’ type, devoted to her children and her kitchen, and we first meet her when she is leaving church. Though there is never enough money, she has a gift for turning even pastry cut-offs – the pieces that didn’t fit the tin – into treats to be eaten with a piece of fruit peel. She has three children. The eldest is Helmy, then Lexa, then Erich. Lexa is engaged to be married in six months to Moritz Weissmann, a young doctor with a bright future ahead of him. Or so it seems on Christmas Eve 1932.

				But note Moritz’s surname. In the eyes of the Nazi party, he is a Jew. Lexa may see him as a German and a Catholic, as his late mother was, however Moritz has a Jewish name. There are ‘appalling consequences’ for anyone who happens ‘to possess a harmless name like Weissmann.’ At least, we learn, Moritz doesn’t look Jewish. That keeps him safe for a while. Then, early in 1933 he is sacked from his clinic. The reason given is a trumped-up charge of Communist sympathies because he had given First Aid Lectures to a Workers’ Guild in Munich. But he knows the truth, even if he can’t yet bear to tell Lexa. ‘I wonder how much courage you’ve got, Lexa,’ he asks her, knowing that the hounding of Jews has only just begun. ‘“Lots.” She was thinking of the ski-run last year when she had broken her wrist, of the storm with the sailing boat at the Ammersee. Moritz shook his head. Reading her thoughts, he said slowly, “Not that kind of courage.” ’

				This is a book about moral courage. ‘Dare to be a Daniel,’ went the hymn, ‘dare to stand alone.’ We like to think that faced with political upheaval, asked to choose between what we know to be right and what our leaders insist is wrong, we would risk everything for our beliefs. But what, this book asks, if everyone around you, brothers, parents, friends, neighbours, believed the new creed? What if standing alone put your own life and the lives of those you loved at risk? What if you ignored the reality of what was happening? The most poignant words in the entire novel belong to Moritz: ‘I mustn’t forget I’m a Jew now.’

				Reading Crooked Cross for the first time, I was reminded of a book I had first read as a teenager and which left a lasting impression. Sebastian Haffner’s Defying Hitler was written in exile in England in 1939. It charts the author’s early life and political events in Germany from when Haffner was seven years old in 1914 until 1933. Haffner – a pen name for the author Raimund Pretzel – did not finish the manuscript and his memoir did not come to light until his son Oliver Pretzel published it in Germany in 2000 and in Britain, in translation, in 2002. It describes what Haffner calls ‘a duel between two very unequal adversaries: an exceedingly powerful, formidable and ruthless state and an insignificant, unknown private individual.’ Haffner explains that although his generation of young Germans had lived through political and economic turmoil, there was a fundamental difference between what happened before 1933 – the year of the events in Crooked Cross – and what happened after. Previous political events may have ‘occupied and excited us, sometimes they even killed one or other of us or ruined him; but they did not confront us with ultimate decisions of conscience.’

				Haffner, born in 1907, would have been a near contemporary of Helmy and Erich. If Lexa is 22 in 1933, then Helmy must be 24 and Erich 20, born in 1909 and 1913 respectively. They were all little boys who fought and refought the battles of the First World War in the playground, who grew up malnourished by the food shortages of the war and the hyperinflation of the early 1920s when entire wheelbarrows of marks would barely buy a loaf of bread. Such young men had grown up physically hungry and hungry of purpose. Germany had been defeated, humiliated and bankrupted by the war. By 1933 unemployment stood at 6.1 million, one in three Germans was unemployed. When we meet the Klugers on Christmas Eve, Herr Kluger’s salary at the Post Office has just been cut, Helmy has never had regular work and Erich has only a seasonal job as a ski instructor. (There is more than a hint that the handsome, resentful Erich has been making money sleeping with rich older women at the Grand Hotel in the mountains.) Lexa has just given up her work at the library in expectation of marrying Moritz in June.

				The generation of young Germans who form Lexa’s social circle had:

				
					grown up since the war when loyalties and faiths were thin and poor, hard to find, and harder still to hold. They had yet to learn to find small loyalties in themselves. They expected them to be put ready-made before them – with simple, ruthlessly direct, modern advertisement. They found this real and life-size – Hitler. The words of his advertisement – Bread and Freedom – were the two best known and simplest words in their language.

				

				To young men like Erich who ‘had never known stability or uniformity in their lives – this was a godsend. It was a way out of the old shoddy life.’ When he and Helmy join the Nazi Party, putting them both in steady work for the first time, a ‘new look’ of pride comes into Frau Kluger’s face and there is ‘a new note – optimism, excitement – in Father’s grumbling voice.’

				Hitler promised bread and freedom and he also gave the Germans scapegoats, someone to blame, someone to hate: the Communists and the Jews. Haffner describes the ‘hypnotic trance into which [Hitler’s] public fell, succumbing with less and less resistance to the glamour of depravity and the ecstasy of evil.’ In Crooked Cross, as the spring and summer in the meadows and mountains around Kranach become ever more beautiful, the political evil grows like a weed. All of this is explanation for the susceptibility of Helmy, Erich and their generation, but not exculpation.

				Unlike Defying Hitler, written by a German, Crooked Cross was written by an outsider. Sally Carson was a young English woman (she was 32 in 1933) who spent holidays in Munich during the early 1930s and for a while lived in the Bavarian town of Schliersee, likely the model for Kranach. So explicitly was she writing to raise the alarm among a supine British public that for a while Persephone Books, the publisher that rediscovered Crooked Cross and republished it in the United Kingdom in 2025, believed her name was a pseudonym and that she worked in the British Embassy or as an English teacher in a German school and feared exposure. (They eventually tracked down Sylvia, known as Sally, Carson via the British Newspaper Archive and Ancestry.com.)

				What is most astonishing about the novel, and the two sequels published in 1936 and 1938, is how closely they follow events. They were not published in the later 1940s or 50s after the liberation of the death camps by Allied troops and the horrified international response to the systematic murder of 6 million Jews. They were published practically on the heels of events. Thus Carson’s fictional stand-in in the novel, Michael Reader, arrives in Kranach on holiday and is rattled by what he finds: it was true that the English newspapers had been ‘full of the foolishness of the Nazi party’ but he is angry with himself for having believed what was happening in Germany was mere folly, not brute, uncompromising force. As a foreigner he has the luxury of laughing at the party’s excesses; Moritz and Lexa, who suffer by them, and Erich and Helmy, who must uphold them, do not. When the church clock is changed so that it chimes with the opening notes of the ‘Horst-Wessel-Lied’, the anthem of the Nazi Party, Michael joshes Erich with a litany of made-up edicts. ‘Women must grow yards of hair; clocks have got to sing “Heil Hitler”; dolls in the shops wear brown shirts. It’s made me laugh. They’ll be insisting next that boy babies are to be born with a Hitler moustache already trimmed!’ Erich tries to hush him. The only mercy is that no passerby could possibly understand Michael’s ‘rotten German’.

				That spring, the spring of 1933, there is an exodus. Jews who can get out, do. But Moritz Weissmann doesn’t want to leave. He loves Germany as much as any ‘Aryan’ German. There is talk of a job in London, through a friend of his father’s, but Germany is Moritz’s Fatherland, too. The decision not to get out comes at a terrible price. Over six months, Moritz’s life and that of all German Jews becomes more and more circumscribed until it is almost impossible to live any sort of life at all. Moritz’s sacking from the surgical clinic brings idleness and poverty on him and on his ailing, half-blind father. The ‘slur put on Jews’ becomes ‘not a mere idea of the moment, but a permanent handicap.’ Open taunts are made in the street, ‘little footling indignities imposed.’ A boycott of Jewish shops and businesses begins on April 1st. Signs saying ‘Don’t buy from Jews’ are fixed to shop windows. For readers of Lion Feuchtwanger’s The Oppermanns, this will be horribly familiar territory.

				The Government takes control of the newspapers and what they may print and report. Families live in a state of suspense ‘never knowing when they would suddenly be plunged into the intimate publicity of some personal horror; a brother disappearing into a concentration camp and never being heard of again; a father being shot at sight on suspicion; a whole family of Jewish friends destroyed after unspeakable torture.’ Lexa tries to believe that these are things that happen to other people. At a ball, Moritz, dancing a fox-trot with Lexa, bumps into another couple. The German youth shouts: ‘Blast you!…you filthy Jew…Get out of the way…’ Sally Carson told a reporter for the Bradford Observer that she had witnessed this very insult when partnering a Jewish man at a dance hall on holiday in Germany. Suspicion, however absurd, takes hold of the German imagination. When Michael gives Lexa a lift home after the incident at the ball, a German girl pouts at their sudden departure. ‘He’s probably a Jew too. How do we know? Aren’t Bugattis Jewish cars?’

				The first book in a trilogy, Crooked Cross ends in the summer of 1933. The second volume The Prisoner (1936) picks up events in August 1933 and ends in December of that year. The third, A Traveller Came By (1938), is set mostly in England when Helmy, who has suffered a breakdown, arrives there. The message of all three novels is astonishingly relevant to events as they were happening, and the reviews of Crooked Cross realised this. ‘It is a blessing to read a novel which deals understandingly, not, as so many do, with the stale lusts of bores, but with a poignant predicament of our time’ wrote William Plomer in the Spectator. Reviewers unanimously thought it a ‘very good novel’ and one, in Time and Tide, called it ‘a picture of the devastation of German life in the lowest trough of crisis.’ But it was the Acton Gazette that put it best: ‘Crooked Cross is more truthful than telegraphed reports; it is fairer than propaganda; and it is more interesting than either.’

				The year after the novel was published Crooked Cross was also staged as a play at the Birmingham Repertory Theatre, and then, in January 1937, at the Westminster Theatre in London. The dialogue caused some difficulty with the Lord Chamberlain’s office which, for example, insisted that every ‘Heil Hitler’ was cut. Though the play drew protests from right-wing elements in Britain who viewed it as anti-German propaganda, the production was a great success. According to the theatre critic of The Times,

				
					The real strength of the play lies in the nature of its criticism of its subject. Miss Carson is not proclaiming the virtues of any alternative system, whether it be Communist or democratic. Still less does she plead the cause of Judaism as such. Instead she shows a group of friends and lovers and parents caught up in a tragedy of confused values in which some are seeking to compel hope by violence and in which others, who will not deceive themselves, perish. Through it all she never preaches, or loses touch, through hate or prejudice, with the human beings she represents. She has a point of view, but she is an artist, not a tub-thumper, with the consequence that all her people live and her truth is spoken in their nature and their suffering.

				

				But in a dismaying coincidence of timing, a few weeks later Phyllis Bottome, an already well-established novelist who, like Carson, had lived in Munich for a while during the early 1930s (did the two novelists meet?), brought out her novel The Mortal Storm. It is remarkably similar to Crooked Cross and, some might say, not as good. Though it was by then too late, people were now ready to listen: it became a bestseller, particularly in America, and in 1940 was made into a film starring James Stewart.

				The eclipse of her book will surely have been upsetting for Sally Carson. However, in 1938 she got married and by the time the film of The Mortal Storm came out she was the mother of twins, born in 1939, and would soon have a third baby. A few months later she died of breast cancer. Crooked Cross and its two sequels then vanished. In part this was because there were simply no copies available to be read: the copy Persephone Books has used to reset the text is the only one they have ever come across outside of the legal deposit libraries.

				Persephone Books first discovered Crooked Cross in the book Rediscovering British Radicals: British Women Writers 1889-1939 (1993) edited by Angela Ingram and Daphne Patai. In an essay on ‘The Story of the Nazis’, the American academic Barbara Brothers describes how she came across Carson’s novel while reading through old editions of the Manchester Guardian (where, pleasingly, in 1934, Crooked Cross was chosen as a book of the year by another Persephone author, the Manchester Guardian woman’s page editor Madeline Linford.) Brothers also comments that ‘of the numerous possible reasons for the silence of literary history about the novels these women wrote, lack of quality is not one.’

				Crooked Cross is a remarkable book. It paints a political and psychological portrait of a nation and of a family. It is propulsively told and beautifully realised in its detail. This is a book that will stay with you. It is a book that asks what you would do if the world went crooked, if the people you loved were persecuted, if the freedoms you believe inviolable were destroyed. Moritz’s words echo through each chapter: ‘I wonder how much courage you’ve got.’ Above all, it is extraordinarily prescient about the tragedy that was overtaking Germany in 1933.

				Laura Freeman

				London, November 2024

			

		

	
		
			Christmas Eve 1932

		

	
		
			Chapter One

			‘Happy Christmas, Frau Kluger!’

			‘Happy Christmas!’

			‘Grüss Gott – Happy Christmas to you, Herr Ebner!’

			‘Lexa, Merry Christmas!’

			‘Grüss Gott, Elsa!’

			‘’s Gott, Hermann!’

			On Christmas Eve there was always a rush to try to get home quickly from Church, and it was always difficult. Talking at the church door was impossible, as the other people pressing out behind you on to the tiny pavement simply forced you to move forward and out into the winter evening. Suddenly you were surrounded by laughter, talking, pushing, and at the same moment the bells rang out and drowned everything.

			The Mariastrasse which led directly from the Church was just as crowded. It was so narrow that you could only walk two or three abreast. There was hardly room to put on coats and capes; you could scarcely turn to see who was behind you, let alone talk comfortably. You had to walk at the pace the front people set. But the Klugers, to reach their house, had to cross the Market Place. Once there, the little squashed procession spread itself out, glad to have the chance to stand still, to see who was there, to chat and gossip.

			The Market Place in Kranach was big and broad, much too big for the size of the town. It made the fifteenth-century Town Hall, with its great square tower, look quite small. Even the Grauer Bär, massive and rambling like all old Bavarian Inns, looked insignificant from outside, and as for the Goldenes Horn, you hardly noticed it unless you remembered the especially good beer you could drink there.

			In the summer the Market Place did not look so vast. There were tubs of flowers outside the inns; little screens of creepers shielded the tables standing on the street. The trees in the middle were full of leaves and there were always people standing round the fountain. But now, under the low December sky, a light coating of snow over everything, it looked bigger than ever. The lights at each corner hardly lit the middle, though the bare trees tried hard to throw shadows across the snow.

			‘Happy Christmas, Frau Kluger!’

			‘Happy Christmas, Herr Direktor!’

			It was Frau Kluger who was the difficulty on these occasions. She wanted to know just who was there, who So-and-so had staying with them; she wanted to talk to everyone. She always had so much to do, and so seldom went out amongst people that Lexa didn’t like to hurry her on too much. Being Christmas, she had to wait with her and pretend she was not in a violent hurry to get back to the goose and the salad. The tree had to be finished too; that was Helmy’s job, and the tables had to be done.

			Lexa’s feet got colder and colder as they walked a few steps and then stood still again. Most of the young people had managed to rush off somehow; all except Moritz. He held her arm tightly, teased her about her new cap and tried to put his hand inside her muff. Father put up with Mother’s gossip, but looked like a cat with snow in its ears. He only grunted and kicked at the snow, but his eyes twinkled over his high collar.

			‘Might as well not wear a hat at all,’ he grumbled to Mother as he swept it off for the thousandth time.

			But Mother didn’t hear. She probably didn’t want to hear. This was her day, the one day when she had her own way, and did just as she liked, and she meant to enjoy it.

			But surely Mother couldn’t want to talk to old Frau Müller.

			‘And how is little Hansl, Frau Müller?’

			‘Better now, thank you, Frau Kluger, but last week…’

			‘Ach, Frau Hartl – Thea, Christo and Herr Professor! How are you? Yes, here is Moritz with us. Erich is away at Sellstein for the season, you know…. And now here is the Herr Doktor.’

			‘It’ll take hours to get Mother home,’ whispered Lexa hopelessly to Moritz. But it did not take so long as she had thought. Snow began to fall again, light snow, drifting on a cold wind, then thicker snow, till everyone was coated in white and you could hardly see the lights. The big groups of people broke into small parties, then into families, into single, hurrying people. Soon the Market Place was quiet and empty again, looking bigger than before. Only the bells went on ringing, happily, noisily; the snow went on falling, more silently, whiter than ever.

			‘It’s nice to see everyone again,’ said Frau Kluger, as they toiled up the path to the house. ‘Christmas isn’t like any other time, is it?’ And she took Herr Kluger’s arm and made him laugh about his snowed moustache, because she knew he had hated waiting so long, and that his feet were cold. ‘Wait till you see what present I’ve got for you, Hans,’ she said.

			

			* * *

			To the Klugers Christmas was a very special time. It was a time not only of intense hard work, followed by a well-earned rest for Frau Kluger, a time not only of an exciting, almost extravagant abundance of good food, a time of fun and general excitement for everybody. To these two hard-working, middle-aged parents and the three children it was a time for the knitting together of personal happiness, and of completing the magic circle of their family; for their family was first and foremost the unit in which each of them lived most surely and most fully. Christmas brought snow and shining nights, unexpected letters, and a party. But it also brought all that small family closer together. Whatever their work or their place, so far Christmas had always been spent together. Together they would go on to the mountains for fir twigs, together decorate the little house. The piano, the writing desk by the windows, the tops of the check curtains, the large photo of Herr Kluger in uniform with the Iron Cross pinned beneath it, the tiled stove and the mantelpiece – everything had to be decorated, even Helmy’s picture of Hitler which stood on the piano when there was room for it amongst Lexa’s music. Even Mitzi, the small black cat, had to wear a bow and look important. For days beforehand there was excited whispering together about presents; there were surreptitious shopping expeditions to Munich. Then later there was a real Weincreme and a Christmas salad to be made, and special invitations to be sent out for the Christmas Eve Supper.

			This year it was to be a slightly different Christmas. Herr Kluger’s brother and his family had moved to Frankfurt and would spend their own Christmas there. The Klugers were sorry, but their absence kept down the cost of the supper. This year everything was expensive, and there were other difficulties. Herr Kluger’s salary at the Post Office had been cut down; the two boys, Helmy and Erich, had not even yet got regular work. It was already two years since Erich had left High School. He, though four years younger than Helmy, had been luckier with work. He had a skiing instructor’s appointment at the Grand Hotel at Sellstein this year, and that, in a sense, was another disappointment about Christmas. Erich, with his fair good looks, infectious smile and his laugh which everyone loved, although it could be irritating sometimes, would be badly missed at the party. Herr Kluger might be the least little bit moody: Erich was the youngest, and his father’s favourite.

			But Helmy’s having no work had its advantages, for he and Lexa would still decorate the tree together as they had done ever since they could remember. Erich was too impatient, and besides he always dropped things and managed to set a bit of the tree on fire when he helped.

			Lexa wondered if Christmas this year without Erich and Uncle Heinrich’s boys would be a success. She had felt particularly excited about this Christmas, chiefly because on December 20th she had finished her work at the Library. She had worked there for four years, and now, at twenty-two, her mother wanted her at home for the last few months before her wedding. She and Moritz Weissmann were to be married in June.

			Thinking of Moritz, she was sure Christmas would be happy; he and Professor Weissmann were to come to the Klugers for supper, and everyone loved Moritz, especially the small cousins. Until the last day Lexa had lived in dread that something would prevent his coming. His work as first assistant to the Surgical Clinic in Munich was important, but it was exacting. In the two years that they had been engaged she had got used to disappointments which the urgency of his work often demanded of her.

			But today she had seen him at church; he was coming. Together, even without Erich, they would find as much happiness as the children in the tree, the presents, and in that gay Christmas Eve. They would take from it all the gaiety and joy they could, as they had done so often; they would share it one with the other, Moritz sharing too, for he was almost one of the family. And that family warmth and love they would carry on, spreading it beyond Christmas itself, projecting it into the new year that was coming. They would each hold it closely, gaining something warmly from it while they went their various ways until once again the next Christmas welcomed them, and bound them even more closely, more happily, together.

			

			* * *

			Lexa, wearing an apron over her best dress, was sitting at the foot of the step-ladder sorting out the last of the candles; on the kitchen table the splendid supper stood waiting, covered over with a sheet; the presents were all tied up – coloured tissue paper this year made them look gayer than ever – and they were set out on stools or small tables round the room.

			Helmy, leaning towards the tree from the top of the ladder, was putting the finishing touches to the toys, the glass bobbles, the tinsel and the Engelshaar. The angel on the top was a little battered this year.

			‘But she’ll do,’ said Helmy.

			‘That was Max,’ Lexa said, ‘he would have her down last year for Lili. Then of course Lili wanted to undress her.’

			Max and Pieter and Lili were Aunt Klara’s children. Tonight they were so excited that they could hardly wait to come to the tree. And the presents! Erich had teased Max, had said there was nothing for him this year. Max had nearly cried, although he was going to be nine in the New Year. It was Helmy who had come to the rescue by pretending that he and Frau Kluger needed special help in making piles of the plates and knives and forks, and putting them on the tray ready to be carried in for supper later on.

			Lexa smiled affectionately at Helmy’s long back view. She said, ‘I never feel that Christmas has begun till you and I are shut in with the tree, do you?’

			After a pause, and without looking up: ‘It’s such a trial getting Mother back from Church,’ she went on. ‘You missed all that, Helmy – I mean the family side of it. There’s some point in wearing a uniform if it saves you from standing about in the Market Place while Mother talks and talks.’

			Helmy, swaying at the top of the ladder, grunted.

			‘Poor Mother,’ continued Lexa, without looking up, ‘she does adore getting out and seeing everybody.’

			Helmy only grunted at her again. That was strange; he and she generally kept up a flow of quiet conversation while this job of theirs was done, if only to mystify the youngsters outside, who longed to guess what Lexa’s and Helmy’s ‘secrets’ had been.

			Lexa looked up and found Helmy with his mouth full of Engelshaar, long silver streaks of it hanging down his cheeks. He was busy holding himself steady with the hand that held the matches; the other was ready for the last candles. It was Lexa’s job to hand them up. She couldn’t help laughing at him as she went to the rescue.

			‘As if I could speak with all that stuff in my mouth and hang on to the matches!’ grumbled Helmy. ‘Listen to those brats.’

			Lexa laughed again. The whispers from outside had proceeded through varying degrees of crescendo till now there was shouting, assisted by persistent banging on the door.

			‘Can’t we come in? Hurry up, Lexa!’

			‘We want to see the tree, the tree, the tree!’

			‘Wait a minute, we’re nearly ready,’ called Helmy from the ladder.

			‘But we want to come now, now, now,’ sang the voices, and Lexa knew whose deep voice was mixed with the shrill tones of the small boys.

			‘That’s Moritz,’ said Helmy, beginning to light the last row of candles. ‘The children always hang round him wherever it is, and then they get excited.’

			Lexa thought, ‘I do want it to be a happy Christmas this year.’ She knew that it might be her last at home; you couldn’t tell. She didn’t want to lose this sense of peace and permanence that they felt would never die or fail any of them. She and Moritz were to hold it, perpetuate it, make the Christmases for their children shine on with other years, making the same happy circle of light, a ring of happiness, just as the Klugers held now. But of course, until they had children, she and Moritz would come here for Christmas. Children of her own…a Christmas of her own to make, other years…. It was a queer and exciting thought that she and Moritz were to start off a fresh little family, real new people who would feel the same about Christmas as she and Helmy did. She expected the children would be like Moritz, with quick ways like his, dark hair, good teeth and an absurdly exciting laugh.

			Hearing that laugh now, she said to Helmy, ‘Moritz loves the tree almost as much as Pieter and Max. It was nice of Mother to have him and Professor Weissmann here.’

			‘We couldn’t let them be alone, the first Christmas since Frau Weissmann died. Does he miss her much, do you think, the old man?’

			‘Terribly.’ Lexa, thinking of Moritz’s father, wondered why anyone should have so much to bear – his sight going, having to give up his research work because of it, and then his wife dying. ‘Only he and Moritz are such good friends,’ she added, as if having Moritz made up for most things.

			‘You can’t help being good friends with Moritz, he’s so gay somehow. Listen to him now.’

			Lexa, smiling at Helmy, heard the small voices outside led by Moritz.

			‘Königstochter, jüngste, mach mir auf!’ they sang softly. And then more loudly:

			Weisst du nicht, was gestern

			Du zu mir gesagt,

			Bei dem kühlen Brunnenwasser?

			Helmy, sitting back on the top of the ladder to look at his candles, had to laugh too as the voices began to shout imperiously:

			Königstochter, jüngste,

			Mach mir auf!

			The little boys and Moritz, growing tired of the tune, continued to thump on the door. ‘Mach…mir…auf!…Mach…mir…auf!’

			Lexa said, ‘Moritz wants to come in. He’s got to go early to operate on some tiresome patient.’

			‘Well, since you can’t do your jobs and save me from breaking my neck all at once’ – and Helmy, although he screwed up his forehead into two annoyed ridges between his eyebrows, was smiling at her – ‘you’d better let him in, only not the children.’

			‘Shall I really? Do you mean it, or is that an excuse concocted on my behalf?’

			‘Both; you won’t concentrate on anything till you’ve seen him. I wouldn’t be in love for anything.’

			‘You wait!’ and she ran laughing to the door. She opened a crack. ‘Only Moritz can come in,’ she whispered mysteriously, ‘because he’s big enough to be a ladder, and the ladder’s breaking.’ That was darling of Helmy to let him come in; she knew it was a very special thing, and she loved him for it.

			But with Moritz bursting excitedly into the room to the chorus of small voices behind the door, with Moritz flinging his arms excitedly round her, she forgot all about Helmy.

			‘Königstochter, jüngste!’ said Moritz, kissing her.

			‘Hello, Frog Prince!’ called Helmy from the ladder.

			‘What d’you mean? Is it meant to be a fancy dress party?’ Moritz, still keeping Lexa near him, looked laughingly from one to the other.

			‘Silly,’ she said, ‘the song you were singing is from the Frog Prince story.’

			‘Of course! I do feel rather froggy, too. Make me warm, darling!’ And he seized Lexa by the waist and began to twirl her round the room.

			Helmy climbed gingerly up the ladder. He said, ‘The Frog Prince didn’t get the Princess, you know, and hold the ladder, one of you.’

			‘I don’t care,’ said Moritz. With Lexa’s laughing face between his two hands he didn’t care about Helmy or falling ladders or anything else. ‘I don’t care,’ he repeated. ‘Lexa’s not a king’s daughter and I’m not a frog any more, and it’s Christmas Eve and I’m excited.’

			He drew Lexa’s face towards his. Trying to struggle away from him and holding the ladder with one hand, she said, ‘You’ve been making a horrible noise outside.’

			‘But you liked the noise, didn’t you?’ began Moritz excitedly. ‘You liked it because I made it, because I couldn’t bear to wait a moment longer before seeing –’

			‘Me!’

			‘Of course not,’ he teased, drawing her towards him. ‘It was the tree I wanted to see, and Helmy with whiskers of Engelshaar hanging down his face, and the candles and the little coloured bells, and your eyes, your lips –’

			‘Don’t mind me,’ called Helmy, as the ladder began to sway. ‘And, Moritz, would you mind sitting on the step of the ladder if you must kiss Lexa now?’

			So with those two chattering below him, Helmy finished all the candles.

			

			—

			Brushing the dust and wool off Helmy, Moritz said, as if seeing the tree for the first time, ‘Helmy, you’re a marvel with the tree, isn’t he, Lexa? Do you know, darling, this time next year we’ll be married. Our own little flat, perhaps our own tree at Christmas. You’ll come and do our tree, won’t you, Helmy?’

			Helmy smiled at Lexa. ‘Of course. And thanks for your help, both of you. If the angel’s a bit crooked, that’s because you two were so intriguing. I shan’t have to go to see a film for at least a week.’

			And all three were laughing as they finished tidying the room.

			But Max was still calling through the door, ‘Isn’t it time for the tree? Can’t we go in now, Aunt Rosa?’

			‘I want to go now,’ shouted Pieter.

			‘Now!’ echoed Lili.

			‘Coming!’ Helmy and Moritz pulled away the ladder; Lexa hid her apron under a cushion.

			‘Turn out the lights, Helmy. Moritz, you cope with the children. Now, everybody!’

			Lexa flung open the door. ‘Ready, Mother! Come in, won’t you, Aunt Klara, Professor Weissmann. Don’t push, Max. Let Lili come too, Pieter.’

			

			* * *

			It was exciting to come out of the glare of the kitchen into the dark. There, stretching up to the ceiling, nearly filling the room, was the tree.

			‘Ooh!’ said Lili with round solemn eyes, staring up at it. She stood quite still, as the boys raced past her.

			‘Lovely, lovely,’ and Lexa thought that Aunt Klara’s voice sounded soft like her mother’s. Aunt Klara was a younger edition of Frau Kluger; she made her sister’s face look squarer, more lined, and her mouth more tired. ‘Lovely,’ she said again.

			‘Fine!’ cried the boys.

			‘A lovely tree; better than ever this year, Helmy,’ said Frau and Herr Kluger together.

			Moritz took Lili’s hand and led her as close to the tree as she dared. Pieter and Max were prancing up and down excitedly beside it, and Helmy was reaching up to light the Wunderkerzen. Out flew a whole pattern of white points of light, making the quiet gold of the candles seem red, turning the little angel to silver.

			Now they have sparkled themselves out: the room is gold again. Moritz is leading Lili closer to the tree. The boys are there already, looking at the shining, coloured bells, the candles, the bright Engelshaar, wanting to touch everything.

			It certainly was a fine tree, rather broad and stocky, and not so pretty as some perhaps, but a brave, happy tree. It looked proud to be standing in that warm room, carrying such splendid lights and colours. It was fun for it, a new experience. It did not look unhappy like some trees did, for it knew that after Christmas, instead of being thrown away or chopped up, Herr Kluger would make a deep hole and plant it in the garden. It would see the stars again, grow bigger and stronger. Even if it did not go back to the forest, it could lean over the Klugers’ garden wall and wave to its brothers there on the mountain opposite. It would never forget this happy evening, the candles, the children’s laughing voices, the shower of sparklets.

			

			—

			The grown-ups were watching Moritz persuade Lili to help him to light some of the fireworks.

			‘It’s nice of Moritz to bother about Lili,’ said Aunt Klara.

			‘He’s a good boy,’ said Professor Weissmann in his quiet voice. Leaning against the mantelpiece and shielding his eyes from the glitter, he turned to Frau Kluger. ‘I don’t know what I should have done without him this last year.’

			Frau Kluger said rather wistfully, ‘I wish our boys had had the luck Moritz has had.’

			‘Luck? Brains!’ Herr Kluger’s explosive voice made them all start. His fierce whiskers looked sharper, more indignant than ever. ‘Brains,’ he said again, ‘that’s what it is. Brains!’ He was very proud of his sons, but Helmy and Erich had never been brilliant like Moritz. Anyone could see that but a mother. ‘It’s Lexa that’s got the brains of our family,’ he announced proudly.

			‘They’ll make a fine couple, she and Moritz,’ said Professor Weissmann soothingly, and Frau Kluger’s eyes followed Aunt Klara as she went forward to rescue Lili from the boys and rested happily on Lexa. She was laughing at the admiration on the faces of the little boys as they watched Helmy managing the tree.

			Pieter and Max admired him for turning a plain fir tree into something so bright and lovely and fairylike. Helmy seemed like a magician to be able to do it. Yet, when he disappeared a few minutes later, they forgot all about him.

			The funny figure in a hood and large cloak with his waggling white beard enthralled them, silenced them. In he came through the door, stick in his hand – and his sack? Surely he hadn’t come without a sack this year? No, it was so big that he had to drag it instead of carrying it over his shoulder as he generally did.

			After he had gone again the children were so excited counting their apples and oranges and giving everyone sweets that they never saw Helmy come in again, nor noticed that he had little white flecks all over his coat.

			‘I thought Pieter might be too big for it this year,’ whispered Aunt Klara.

			‘Yes, they grow up so fast now.’

			Aunt Klara was holding Lili by the hand as Pieter ran up to her and said, ‘Did you like Father Christmas, Lili? Did you?’

			‘Oh, yes.’ Really she had been a little frightened of him. ‘I love him. I like his twinkling eyes best.’

			‘I don’t. I like the sweets best,’ said Max.

			‘You nearly didn’t get any,’ said Moritz, ‘you got stuck in the middle of “Ich bin noch klein”,’ Pieter said, ‘“Du lieber heil’ger, frommer Christ,” all the way through.’

			‘Me, Moritz,’ piped Lili, ‘me too. Did I say nicely?’

			Everybody laughed. When Father Christmas had come to Lili she had stood open-mouthed, fascinated by the sack. The only thing she could remember when Moritz had whispered to her that she must say a prayer to Father Christmas before he gave her any sweets had been,

			Königstochter, jüngste,

			Mach mir auf,

			and she had kept on singing ‘Mach mir auf’ till she had found the sweets in her hands.

			

			—

			And now everybody must sing. Joining hands, they moved slowly round the tree in a ring.

			O du fröhliche, o du selige

			Gnadenbringende

			Weihnachtszeit!

			Welt ging verloren,

			Christ ist geboren:

			Freue, freue dich, o

			Christenheit…

			came the voices, little shrill voices, husky voices, young and old voices singing together.

			‘Now “Tannenbaum”,’ said Max. It was a more cheerful song than ‘O du fröhliche’, besides he knew all the words. Last came ‘Stille Nacht’.

			But halfway through the first verse there came a tap on the window. Helmy tried to make the boys keep on singing, but it was no good. Max made one dash for the window. ‘It’s a fairy, a fairy…or another Father Christmas!’ he cried. Once the ring was broken, Moritz and Helmy ran as fast as the boys.

			But now the tapping is at the other window, now it is in the kitchen. Everyone runs from room to room. Frau Kluger helps Professor Weissmann to the big chair; he is afraid of being knocked down. Now while they are in the kitchen again, the sitting room window flies open, the curtains sail into the middle of the room, Lili runs to her mother and someone is jumping through the window.

			‘The candles are blowing out!’ calls Pieter.

			Everyone is surprised and puzzled. ‘Who is it? Who?’

			Lexa was the first to know. ‘Erich!’ Yes, it was Erich, shaking the snow off himself on to the carpet. Even through the snowy muffler no one could ever mistake that laughing mouth, those amusing blue eyes.

			‘You said you couldn’t come!’ said Kluger. He was very excited. They had thought Erich would get no holiday; the snow was good this year.

			‘I’ve broken a ski – got to fetch my old ones or Helmy’s,’ said Erich, laughing at them all.

			‘You’re just in time for “Stille Nacht”,’ cried Pieter. ‘And the presents.’

			‘He’s got to change his wet clothes first,’ said Frau Kluger.

			But Erich flung his cap off. Putting his finger to his lips, he turned towards the tree and began to sing. That was like Erich: if he was to have any Christmas at home he must have everything, tree, Weincreme, presents, Christmas hymns and all.

			Stretching out his hands to Lili and Pieter he moved to the tree; smiling happily his father joined him, then the others.

			Stille Nacht, heilige Nacht,

			Alles schläft…

			sang Erich in his loud musical voice. The other voices took up the words with him, and moving round the tree the hymn sounded clear and unbroken. The ring, too, was unbroken; Erich had come; all five Klugers were there after all. Herr Kluger would be happier and Lexa saw how happily her mother was watching them both.

			Alles schläft, einsam wacht

			Nur das traute hoch heilige Paar,

			Holder Knabe im lockigen Haar…

			Lexa was happy. It was going to be a right Christmas after all. She could feel the circle of love for them all tighten round her heart as she sang.

			Schlaf in himmlischer Ruh…

			Schlaf in himmlischer Ruh.

			There was a peace, a calm, a sense of completeness over the whole evening. The candles flickered and made the patterns of fir twigs dance on the wall. The faces, with opening lips, smiling eyes looking up at the silver angel, were bright and happy. Now her father was smiling at Frau Kluger, Aunt Klara was trying to keep Max from going too near the candles; Pieter was trying hard to sing as loudly as Helmy and Erich. Moritz and Lexa were laughing at each other over Lili’s little blonde head.

			Moritz thought, ‘Lexa’s lovelier than ever; I love to watch her throat when she’s singing. She sings so easily, like a bird.’

			‘At this moment, I love him more than ever,’ thought Lexa.
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				New Year 1933

			
		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			Kranach was like any other little Bavarian market town. Its charm was its position. It lay south of Munich but not against the mountains as did some of the other towns. It was actually in the mountains; the high plain where Munich lay was already hidden from it by the first shoulders of the Alps. The ridges of the higher mountains farther away no longer looked as high as they had from the plain. Being of the mountains itself, the actual situation of Kranach’s valley did not seem particularly high; it was only by the quality of the air that you knew you were any higher than Munich.

			Kranach itself had all the charm of a place which is isolated from the rush and worry of a big city, yet it was only two miles from Lurnau which was on the Munich-Innsbruck line. The railway crossed the German Frontier at Kiefersfelden. Here the mountains did not soften their sharp curves, but isolated themselves into ridges and ranges, so that travelling by train from Munich to Kufstein, the Austrian Frontier town, the climb was so gradual, and so smooth and easy that it was hardly perceptible.

			Kranach basked in the sun; it had more of it than many of the other villages, and the end of the town where the Klugers’ house stood was the sunniest part of all. Houses at the far end were thrown into shadow in the early afternoon, but the Klugers’ house was on high ground. You could look down on the other houses and a corner of the square. Though the orchard sloped steeply down to the river, if you jumped over the back garden wall and climbed for a steady twenty minutes you were on the little shoulder of mountain which led directly across to the steep slope of the Nagelspitze mountain. This shoulder of the Nagelspitze, leaning over the valley, was what Lexa had always called ‘My mountain.’ ‘It’s not a real mountain,’ Erich used to contradict. ‘It’s only a bit of one.’

			But he and Helmy loved it as much as Lexa, and when they were children they had spent hours playing there. There were rough boulders, short paths and little rushing mountain streams. In every season it had all the qualities of a real mountain without the dangers. Frau Kluger never minded when the children were ‘on the mountain’. They could not come to much harm there, and she could keep an eye on them from the kitchen window. Also there was never any excuse if they didn’t arrive home in ten minutes after the Dinner Flag – a piece of old sheet dyed laboriously in red ink and nailed on to a walking stick – had been stuck out of the window.

			For from the mountain you could see everything. You could watch the little streets of Kranach and try to pick out which chimney pots were Elsa’s, which Thea’s and Christo’s and which Hermann’s; you could count the cows on the opposite slopes of the mountain, and see the river glinting its way along the water meadows down to the bridge by the Riefel Path.

			In fact when the children were going on to the Nagelspitze itself they always preferred to go along their mountain and meet the Riefel Path on the other side of the town, rather than cross the town and the river and then climb up from there, though this was quicker. The Klugers’ house, standing as it did on the south side of the valley, had the disadvantage of having the rest of the town between it and the Nagelspitze. ‘But it gets all the sun,’ said Kluger when he and his wife had first gone to see the house. Frau Kluger, thinking of her babies, had said happily, ‘That’s all the better for the children, Hans.’ And he had taken it.

			She had loved the house at once, loved the little orchard and the view from the kitchen window; she saw it already as a happy home for her family.

			

			* * *

			Like all other children, the three young Klugers had accepted their environment as being the only environment in which they could possibly be; if it was a happy one, and you were comparatively well fed, you were happy. You only asked to be allowed to grow and develop and experiment; to play your own games; to be allowed to ask all the questions you wanted; to have somebody
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