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who both knew the cost of war



...no one who confines himself to the limits of duty ever goes so far as to venture, on his sole responsibility, to act in the only way that makes it possible to score a direct hit on evil and defeat it. The man of duty will in the end have to do his duty by the devil too.

Dietrich Bonhoeffer, After Ten Years, Christmas 1942

No harm must be done, not even the very slightest, which is not dictated by military consideration; every kind of harm may be done, even the very utmost, which the conduct of war requires or which comes in the natural course of it.

The German War Book (‘The Usages of War on Land’ issued by the Great General Staff of the German Army), trans. J.H. Morgan, London, 1915 – from a copy in the possession of the author, inscribed Sept. 17th, 1943

World War II is estimated, rather uncertainly, to have cost between 35,000,000 and 60,000,000 lives. The U.S.S.R. has been reckoned to have lost 11,000,000 combatants and 7,000,000 civilians; Poland, 5,800,000 lives altogether, including, however, some 3,200,000 of the 5,700,000 Jews put to death by the Nazis in the course of the war; Germany, 3,500,000 combatants dead and 780,000 civilians; China, 1,310,224 combatants... with civilian losses dubiously estimated at 22,000,000; Japan, 1,300,000 combatants and 672,000 civilians; Yugoslavia, 305,000 and 1,200,000; the United Kingdom, 264,443 and 92,673; the United States, 292,131 and 6,000.

Encyclopaedia Britannica (fifteenth edition, 1974)
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Do I know myself? Am I who I am? What is this shadow that passes for me? I am wood, I am dust, I am darkness. I am a single point in the universe but the universe does not know me. I am the creak of a floorboard and must extinguish myself. Yet I must live, or the universe will die.
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Just before eleven o’clock, during the daylight bombardment that preceded the final armoured assault on Lohenfelde by units of the 346th Infantry Regiment on 3 April 1945, the city’s art museum received a direct hit from a phosphorus shell and caught fire. The solid walls of the Kaiser Wilhelm Museum now encased flame. Gallery after gallery was filled with smoke that flashed and spat into flame. Flames crawled up the walls and writhed across the ceilings. Great balls of twisting flame burst through the double doors that Herr Wolmer the limping janitor would close carefully behind him each evening and whose round brass handles the head cleaner, Frau Blumen, would polish with enjoyment to a shine every Monday morning. Now, like a small colour television thirty years before its time, each brass knob mirrored the glare of flame in perfect focus. The rooms, happily emptied of their last precious art works over a year before, waited in turn for the flames to enter them. The dull thudding of the bombardment outside was obscured by the roaring and crashing within the walls of the museum itself, though in the gallery wings not yet touched this internal business seemed as far away and faint as the sea. The odd large sculpture, too heavy to remove – mostly modern works by (or in the style of) Arno Breker, Wackerle, Klimsch; grim, heroic figures with wrestlers’ chests, their abdominal muscles chiselled squarely in crude imitation of Hellenic models, leaning their weight on the left leg, relaxing the right, holding vast Teutonic swords or Olympian torches, dumb and brutal rather than Hellenically lithe (almost pornographic in the case of the one female nude, Dawn, her nipples like bullets, her back arched... a piece the youngish sculptor had hoped might bring him to the attention of the Führer) – these large works waited like the remnants of a greedy god’s praetorian guard for the flames to arrive. When the flames did step over the threshold, they seemed to occupy each room swiftly, almost hastily, the stone or bronze figures vanishing and then reappearing in gouts of gold streaked with black (smoke, or the shadows the fire made upon itself as it twisted and spun), their faces in the cube-shaped heads taking on a dazed, cretinous look rather than one of heroic defiance. Perhaps if they had been genuine works of the Hellenic school, or fine Roman copies of the Greek, their expressions would have yielded an infinite sadness as the holocaust did its work around them; but they were not. They were, in fact, vulgar imitations that muddled the plastic ideal of abstraction with surface realism; the nude Dawn showed swollen veins in the crook of her elbow and on her ankles, but this laboured detailing wriggled about on a crudely realised geometry of perfection. The result was something cheaply pretending to be flesh, but flesh unanimated by the breath of humanity and vulnerability – as, say, the Aphrodite of Cyrene breathes, for all its idealisation of a certain form of beauty. Yet how many visitors had greatly admired the Kaiser Wilhelm Dawn, set at the top of the sweeping staircase as if on the landing of a brothel, their hearts swelling with pride at the manifold achievements of the Reich? Now, as the blaze mounted the staircase like a lithe athlete, three steps at a time, Dawn looked like a common bawd waiting for a client. The flames licked her cold body, hugged her in their spiralling vortex, enfolded her so completely that it was as if she had never been. Then the ceiling above collapsed, weakened by the initial impact of the shell. A beam struck her head and, broken at the neck, the head rolled down the stone stairs until the staircase gave way in a jet of sparks, the supporting girders buckling in the heat; part of the iron balustrade, however, remaining suspended in its usual position. A fine porcelain milkmaid from the Allach factory in Dachau, set in an oyster-shaped depression halfway up the stairs, remained untouched – the kind of freak marvel that often happens in fires. Similarly, the janitor’s folded newspaper on his table was still there when the American soldiers arrived, picking their way over the smoking rubble while an old woman in black with a cane watched from the road, hand to her mouth, crying softly. The table stood in a sea of destruction, quite intact, with the newspaper folded on top and unmarked under its coat of ash and soot; while plump, chain-smoking Herr Wolmer, janitor for thirty-one years, friendly once you got to know him, the position of every painting in the museum fixed in his head, who had a secret passion for the reclining Dawn and had once pledged himself stickily to her in the silence of the night hours, lay like a charred log beside the table, indistinguishable from the blackened sculptures scattered in the rubble beyond.



Listen: voices. Voices below. When you have no voice, you are a book without words or pictures. I have no voice. Those voices belong to others, and are come to tear me to shreds.
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Most of the paintings, the sculptures, the elaborate church carvings in worm-eaten wood and the precious old books lavishly bound in pigskin and vellum, as well as a small but important collection of Renaissance globes that showed Iceland but not America, were deep down in a salt-mine some thirty kilometres from Lohenfelde. They had been placed there some months after the firebombing of Hamburg, which disaster had persuaded the curators (encouraged by an order from the Propagandaministerium) that the contents of the museum were in danger, despite the relative unimportance of Lohenfelde as an industrial or strategic centre. An inventory was made and, as soon as the salt-mine was sufficiently prepared, the works were transported to safety through the Thuringian woods on a foggy March day in 1944.

Few of these works were ever recovered. Of the 480 paintings in the picture galleries, for instance, 431 were lost – some of them no doubt looted before the salt-mine depot was destroyed during fierce fighting between American troops and a contingent of the Waffen-SS on 5 April 1945.

A certain number of works had been discreetly concealed in the vaults of the museum itself. These hundred or so paintings – not necessarily the most valuable – had remained hidden in the vaults throughout the last years of the war: a fact known to very few.



I must keep the shape of time. But time does not exist outside myself. My blood is time. I can hear it, beating. Blood is not a shape, it is sound. Maybe I must keep the sound of time.
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A photograph taken in 1901, on the occasion of the unveiling of an illustrious burgher’s memorial, shows a fence behind the gathered crowd – the uneven planks covered in torn posters – and a few thin trees peeping over. This was the site of the museum, which had previously been ‘a castle, a tanner’s shed, a wine-store, a pot-ash factory, a wasteground on which gypsies’ tents had been pulled down in 1799, and a pine-walled school for orphans that was burned to the ground in 1863...’ (Werner Oberst, A History of the Kaiser Wilhelm Museum: Lohenfelde, 1935).

Through all this movement the castle’s ancient vaults (‘like two giant communal bread ovens set at right angles to each other’, in Oberst’s description) survived, reached by worn steps and serving at one time as the local temporary lock-up.

Two years later, planning permission was granted for a museum (in the words of the local paper) ‘worthy of Lohenfelde’s fine culture and rich history, in which the artworks now on display in three cramped rooms behind the Rathaus might be gathered together with the renowned Schmeling fossil collection as well as the older books and manuscripts of the public library in a spacious and clean environment representative of the new century.’

Having been built in record time, the museum was opened by the Kaiser himself with great ceremony and to the stirring tones of the town’s excellent military band, and showed an exhibition of Dürer prints that received 13,191 visitors in three months. According to one report, the visitors had to walk on planks around the laying of a mosaic by Hans Thoma (his design consisting of wide-throated flowers and naked infants) in the central hall where the main stairs rose in a magnificent sweep of marble.

The museum’s most successful exhibition was Entartete Kunst, which came to Lohenfelde as part of its German tour in March 1938. ‘Degenerate Art’ received an astonishing total of 149,568 visitors, five times that of any previous exhibition. They filed through the cramped spaces created by the false walls of trellis-work and burlap, talking loudly and laughing a great deal, as if at a cabaret, and frequently knocking the modernist works askew with their shoulders, elbows and bottoms. Unknown to them, the deep vaults beneath their feet had already begun to receive a certain number of the museum’s permanent paintings.



I am very lucky. I can watch the light move. I hear things no one else hears.
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The vaults burned.

The Americans found charred canvases, blackened frames with traces of gilt, and the bodies (though the Americans did not know this) of four of the staff. The heat overhead had been too great. Perhaps the four had been cooked to death, as in a bread oven; perhaps they had died quickly when part of the roof caved in: perhaps (the most likely) they had been gassed by carbon dioxide as a result of the flames above – an effect noted in Hamburg. The soldiers couldn’t tell, and weren’t interested anyway.

They were looking for liquor, not paintings. There were five of them in there, out of the eight on patrol. They were house-clearing, flushing snipers, checking out booby-traps. There weren’t any snipers or booby-traps, not so far. It was crazy, anyway, this patrolling order – the town was crawling with their own men and with German civilians wandering around like refugees among the refugees. Otherwise they could’ve fired at anything that moved, like in the other places.

All of the men climbed out again, but one.

The one who hung back in there was supposed to be in charge of the patrol, but Corporal Neal Parry had taken art classes in his home state of West Virginia to help him get along in advertising and then he was surprised to find how well he was doing; he had even got the Kensitas girl in front of a waterfall. He fingered the remains of the burnt paintings, stooping in the gloom. He could see patches of oil paint on the canvases, burnt sienna and umber, the surface bubbled and split like the grease on the bottom of a pan. He found a label with the writing mostly scorched away, bar a couple of words.

mit Kanal

He put the label in his breast pocket. His mackinaw tunic, its pouches and belts and straps, felt to him like a lunatic’s straitjacket, and was too thick for the first warm days of spring. When he got home he would put the label in a frame, under glass, and call it The Pity of War.

The label of the label.

The four deads were seated against the wall in their last position like the plaster deads of Pompeii: he couldn’t think of them as human, despite the spectacles. They were more like rough casts, ready for smoothing off. The light was poor, but he knew their darkness was a dark purple or mauve. One had its arm around the other beside it: the happiness of the heart had burned as things do burn that are inflammable.

He sat on his heels, not wanting to join the world above, where he was never alone, where orders were given or received and somehow you were in the eye of everything. A big beam had saved this part of the vaults from the collapse of the building above, and daylight filtered through in rays picked out by the cloudy air. He wasn’t even sure if it was safe to be down here. Somebody shouted for him, one of the new kids, but he ignored it. He was extremely tired. He was being a bad patrol leader, he knew that, but he was at the bottom of a curve of tiredness. Anyway, this patrol was a waste of time. So many orders were a waste of time.

He pushed back his helmet and squeezed his eyes that were full of smoke. They’d waited outside in the plain rolling fields while the artillery worked and the town burned: the tanks waited on the giant concrete highway in a long column, with the infantry behind, watching the black smoke rise beyond the gentle slope, and where the shells were hitting there were tints of red flushing into the smoke.

Hell, they couldn’t even see the roofs of the town, only a church spire was tall enough to show over the crest of the slope, but they knew what it would be like when they got to take a walk in there.

They had done all these minor and major places, places with bridges and market squares and their very own major and minor streets, piling in the artillery when Heini wouldn’t give over, then shooting them up some until all the streets were major and entering and walking through the streets like it was a Sunday except that now and again a sniper picked off a man when you were least ready for any of that.

They had crossed the Rhine like the goddamn Romans – over two weeks ago, at Wesel. Wesel was left with only its radiators intact. And a stink of damp soot. And rubble you couldn’t touch like you couldn’t touch a searchlight just extinguished. Strange, how rubble always looked the same wherever. The Germans who gave themselves up had panda eyes and were mostly too old or too young, but it made the men mad when some out there among them wanted to play rough, despite the game being over.

He kicked at the debris, at the burnt frames and scorched canvases, and turned to climb out. Colour down there caught his eye, like a patch of clear sky in storm cloud along a flooded rut.

He rooted carefully in the mess and pulled out a small painting.

Sure. He knew more about paintings than he knew about science or monkeys or riding goddamn horses.

Or poetry, although he had written poetry for a year when he was sad and fifteen or maybe sixteen.

This painting had three-and-a-half sides left of a gilded frame that was very loose, the work no longer sat snug in the outer frame and it nearly dropped back to the floor so he had to hold the canvas from behind. He blew off flakes of something like burnt paper and took the painting to the light filtering down between the shattered beams and the picture kind of rose up to it like a shoal of coloured fish.

It was landscape. He wanted to sob a little.

Trees and pools and rocks.

This is a helluva painting. He wanted to go screaming about it. This is first of all old and second worth more than I can know and it is nice as a girl is nice when you aren’t being too specific.

His heart was beating a great deal, and up in his throat.

He squeezed his eyes that had grit in them always and looked again. The flames had closed their teeth on one side of the frame and loosened the nails that had kept the picture in place but had got no further. Maybe if he looked too hard at it he would see blisters but right now he didn’t see blisters or even pimples, although he knew that paint and heat did things chemically together that were surprising. He would’ve taken out his flashlight but it needed new goddamn batteries. There were snowy mountains and a golden village way back. Now he was happy after a long time.

The light was good enough to make out some letters on the scorched label of the frame – a ch and an o and maybe two nns and then Christian Vollerdt (1708–1769), Landschaft mit Ruinen. The name of the artist sounded German. It was unknown to him, but then he knew very little about German art. For the moment, he couldn’t recall the name of a single German artist. OK, Dürer. It was a shame the label didn’t say Dürer. Or Rembrandt or Titian or Michelangelo or Vincent van Gogh.

He held the picture in both hands, ignoring the shouts and laughter from above.

A tiny guy with a wide hat and some fallen columns in the foreground. Sheep, not bushes. It wouldn’t look like this if it was van Gogh, stupid.

He knew what they thought he was doing; they thought he was answering a call of nature. In actual fact, he’d found some black bread in a pillbox outside Offenbach three days back and nothing at all was moving inside him now. Waiting in reserve for the big assault.

There was a scuffle and a cough and a cloud of dust and he turned and saw Morrison, cradling his M1 carbine as if nervous of what he might find down here, his face smeared with smoke out of which the eyes peered too white.

‘I’ll have an iced Campari, Neal. To go.’

‘With lemon or without?’

Morrison was special only on account of Parry being with Morrison and Morrison being with Parry right from the beginning, from autumn in Normandy to be specific, from this side of hell and its sweet mash of soft windfalls and burnt hedgerows and the goddamn Ardennes and thinking of good breakfasts in snow inside mined woods and feeling hungry and cold and getting shot up or ducking shells right up to here. The last two sleepyheads of the original platoon. They weren’t buddies. At least, Corporal Morrison wasn’t a man Parry’d ever choose for a buddy – in fact, the guy got on his nerves, but there was some kind of feeling that the air was safer around Morrison. They were a team. The nearest the enemy had got to either of them was a single piece of shrapnel that burst Morrison’s canteen and nicked Parry’s ear somewhere in the Saarland. They’d started as privates first class and picked up their lowly stripes only because others had lost them – it wasn’t through talent or heroism, it was just through staying alive. For about half a day, on a difficult run into someplace a few days before the Rhine was tucked safely behind them, Parry had commanded a whole rifle platoon when all the officers had been hit. He’d been acting captain for five hours, but they didn’t keep it that way after, so he must have done it pretty badly. He didn’t even know all the senior officers had been hit and that he was technically in charge until right at the end, when it was too late to shine. Neal Parry could never believe he was any kind of rank, anyway, and he seldom had reason to pull it. It was not that kind of war. But he did what he had to do: he was an average soldier, neither good nor lousy. And he’d survived right out in the front for six months. With Morrison.

‘Hey, Neal, seriously, you know why I’m looking good?’

‘You wanna bet?’

Morrison laughed and explained why he was looking good: he’d just heard how they’d be stopping over in this town, maybe for a couple of days, to get dried out and fed and into a bath and then he’d have himself a girl because he’d got so much sex stowed away in him he couldn’t walk any more. They’d been moving too fast and the whole line was getting confused. Outfits were taking the same town from different sides and shooting each other up. That was secret. Parry nodded, only half-listening. Morrison always talked too loud and the vaults made it worse, bouncing it back. Now he was picking his way over.

‘I’m gonna scrub good,’ said Morrison, ‘and eat and have me a first and then a second girl. ‘What the hell is that?’

‘It’s a painting,’ said Parry.

‘Yup, I can see it’s a painting. I’m gonna scrub good and hit the sack some and eat and drink and then get me a girl to adjust my centre of gravity and then a second at the same time, maybe. Are you stealing that?’

‘It showed up.’

‘I never painted in my life,’ said Morrison. ‘I could never get my circle right in math.’

‘You mean it never closed?’

‘Yup. Even with a compass.’

‘Then it wasn’t a circle. Like a canal is not a river.’

‘Hell, my mom said it was a sign of genius. We could steal that together and go halves. What do we do with these sandbags?’

Morrison was brandishing his gun at the deads.

‘They’re guys, Morriboy.’

‘These two are not guys, although, hell, they could be,’ said Morrison, twisting his head round to look at the two deads who were linked by an arm.

‘Never believe any of that,’ said Parry, not thinking what he was saying.

He was too tired. He wanted Morrison to go away. He wanted to be left alone with the painting, with the lost landscape that reminded him of something far back in his childhood.

Mr Christian Vollerdt. Great painter. The greatest. Maybe. You don’t always know.

Morrison slung his gun back on his shoulder and walked around over the debris, raising clouds of ash that caught in the throat. His boot struck the foot of one of the corpses and the foot fell sideways as though it wasn’t attached, but he didn’t notice. His stocky neck had gingery stubble on its folds between the rim of the helmet and the stained tunic collar, like a pig’s bristles. If only on account of the neck, Parry would never have chosen Morrison for, say, a day’s excursion up the creeks, not even half a day.

‘You know what the guys are doing, Neal? They’re screwing this really beautiful girl, only the problem is she ain’t got a head.’

‘What?’

‘Yup.’ The soldier burst out laughing, coming in too quickly. ‘She’s made of marble. She’s a statue.’

And he laughed again, almost crazily, while the four burnt corpses sat there open-mouthed and safe as stone.



Please, God, think of me. There are so many demons in the forest. So many eyes. There is light, and there is shadow. But I am somewhere where there is no light and no [shadow?]. Yet I don’t believe I am dead.
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The one with the spectacles still balanced on his nose was Herr Hoffer, the museum’s Acting Acting Director.

The sirens had started at six in the morning, and they had continued – which was very unusual – for an hour. He had left his paltry breakfast on the table, seen his wife and two daughters into the apartment’s shelter along with their three emergency suitcases, donned his Volkssturm armband and headed immediately for the museum on his bicycle.

It was approaching half past seven. The foolish people like himself who were still above ground were scuttling everywhere, and he fancied quite erroneously that they were all scuttling in the opposite direction. The shells were dropping haphazardly and not very near. He crossed the main square, his teeth juddering from the cobbles, and passed the heap of rubble that had been his favourite building in Lohenfelde until a heavy raid in January. No one had cleared the rubble. That was the Ortsgruppenleiter’s job, of course, but he was a soak. Perhaps this not touching the rubble was out of respect for the loveliest and oldest house in Lohenfelde, blush-pink between the beams and exquisite in its natural proportions. No date had been carved into it, and the archives had no record of its construction, but it must have been one of the very first buildings put up after the Swedish sack of 1631 and had remained, until a few years ago, a very popular and respectable inn.

Herr Hoffer would muse on such local features as he pedalled past them each workday. It had always tickled him, for instance, to think that one of the first new buildings after the Destruction of Lohenfelde was an inn, which he thought fitting. (He enjoyed his clean white beer – its absence in the last few years had been intolerable.) Then, he supposed, the authorities had set to on constructing the cathedral. No doubt the inn was also a hostel, at that time, with available girls. The population of Lohenfelde had been wiped out in the Destruction of 1631 – 20,000 of them – so the only folk present would have been builders and stonemasons and carpenters: thirsty types.

He would often run through this particular little history, bicycling to work in nornial times, the bells of the clock on the Rathaus chiming harmoniously as he passed at the same hour each morning, increasing his satisfaction with the order of the world – especially when the sun shone down, or when the spring light was mother-of-pearl just after dawn, bringing the hint of a freshness from the gardens and fields that only the great painters could convey. Corot, for instance. Or Claude Lorraine.

An orange flash lit the sky, followed by a crashing noise. It was said that the American troops were close enough to shell the city. Perhaps these were shells from artillery pieces. He had seen no bombers in the clear morning sky, heard no crackling of anti-aircraft batteries. It might all be empty rumour.

He thought of his wife and daughters. He slowed, wondered whether to turn back, wobbled a little, then pulled himself together and pedalled on. He had his duty to perform. As a member of the Volkssturm since October, Herr Hoffer ought to have been in the field and facing the enemy, but since his unit had almost no weapons, no standard uniform, and a grey-haired Kompanieführer last seen pedalling out of town on his grocery bicycle, his duty was clear: to defend the museum and the remnants of its collection from any sort of harm.

He pedalled on, on through a sudden mist of smoke in which people were impressions of people, shadows in panic. He was afraid suddenly of what he would find when he arrived. A vivid mental picture came to him of the Kaiser Wilhelm Museum in ruins, touched with ivy and rather romantic, with nothing around it but rubble-strewn fields and a lone shepherd. The sky in this picture was swept with rainclouds, interspersed with a pinkish clarity. A wind. Lohenfelde become as the Forum Romanum: a subject for artists. Would there be artists, after the rubble?

He bumped across a sunken tramrail and his bell rang.

The museum stood on the corner of Fritz-Todt-Strasse (formerly Lindenstrasse) and Otto-von-Guericke-Strasse, and occupied several blocks’ worth each side; built in 1904, it showed all the playful extravagances of the period, with a tall round-topped tower, a long roof set mostly to glass, and attached steep-roofed structures whose façades and gable ends were inspired by various German cathedrals. The broad pavement in front, with its stocky memorial to an illustrious burgher standing like a sentinel at the corner, lent the rather muddled building an air of importance.

Herr Hoffer would always alight from his bicycle and walk the last few yards; the pavement’s generous breadth relaxed him. Even today, with shells dropping on the city and the city probably about to fall to the Americans, he alighted and walked his bicycle the last few yards, its tyres bumping on the steps that rose in shallow stone curves to the porch in which Herr Wolmer stood like a memorial statue, watching him arrive.

The janitor was smoking, looking anxious. He, too, was wearing the Volkssturm armband, but his uniform was an old Imperial German greatcoat and a battered helmet with a spike on top, from his days in the trenches. The bombs were not too close: it seemed they were mostly concentrated again on the perimeter. As if to correct this notion, there was a crash from beyond the large villas and trees along the avenue and a black cloud puffed up.

The two men conferred very briefly and went inside, Herr Hoffer coughing in a cloud of the janitor’s cheap, bitter tobacco. Alas, it never seemed to run out!

The staff were gathered in the general office at the base of the tower, beyond which was a glass door leading to Herr Hoffer’s own den. Frau Schenkel and Werner Oberst were present, as was Hilde Winkel, the pretty young research student who spent hours sketching the museum’s sculptures. The one attendant not dismissed (there had been almost nothing to show in the museum for the last year) had not come. Neither had Frau Blumen, the last of the cleaners, who usually worked each morning from six to eight. It was, Herr Hoffer was fond of saying, a phantom museum.

Frau Schenkel, the museum’s secretary, looked very solemn behind her old-fashioned typewriter, smoking one of her hoarded cigarettes; while Werner Oberst, the blotchy-faced archivist, had turned white about the eyes. He, too, was wearing his Volkssturm armband on his civilian jacket: with Herr Wolmer they were a batalion of three (Herr Hoffer would joke), dedicated to the defence of art.

Herr Hoffer wheeled in his bicycle between the desks, smiling encouragingly.

‘The Americans are shelling us,’ said Werner, quietly. ‘These are not bombs from the sky.’

‘I’ve come to the same conclusion, Werner,’ said Herr Hoffer.

‘They will reduce us to rubble first, and then the tanks and the infantry will enter to mop up.’

‘I’m going back to Berlin,’ said Frau Schenkel, not meaning it, ‘if you carry on like that.’

‘I didn’t know you were a Berliner,’ said Werner Oberst, not meaning it either.

‘Better the Americans than the Russians,’ said Hilde Winkel, fingering the top button of her blouse.

‘Not that it’s us choosing,’ said Frau Schenkel.

‘I think Fräulein Winkel is right, however,’ said Herr Hoffer.

‘Soldiers are soldiers,’ Frau Schenkel sighed, ‘especially when they aren’t German. My dear late husband was given a basket of black mushrooms by grateful villagers outside somewhere in Russia.’

‘Fräulein Winkel is young and pretty,’ said Werner, almost gleefully. ‘The American infantrymen are hardly likely to reserve their attentions to kissing her hand.’

Hilde Winkel held her throat as if strangling herself.

‘Fräulein Winkel, no American soldier will lay a finger on you without dealing with me first,’ said Herr Hoffer.

Werner snorted.

‘While in this building,’ Herr Hoffer went on, encouraged by his own rhetoric, ‘you are under my official protection. As is everyone. Even Herr Oberst,’ he added, determined to keep everything light.

‘I am unlikely to be the object of even the most desperate or depraved of sexual attentions,’ said Werner Oberst, ‘but thank you for the thought, Heinrich. I can now relax.’

‘Herr Hoffer,’ whispered Hilde Winkel, ‘I am genuinely grateful to you.’

Herr Hoffer nodded (very pleased), took off his gloves and bade the others sit around the table.

Now he was here, he had no clear idea what to do.

Most of the artworks were deep in Shaft IV of the salt-mines at Grimmenburg, thirty-three kilometres north of the town; the American troops would stomp over it unwittingly and when this wretched war was finished with, Herr Hoffer would retrieve everything. He had nightmares, of course, in which the salt-mine was flooded by criminals as he was bicycling towards it, the wave roaring over the 440 square metres of the mine’s floor and sweeping everything before it. He was always somehow above and below at the same time, and he would wake up spluttering and gasping for air, Frau Hoffer having to calm him by stroking his damp forehead with her cool hand.

‘I think,’ said Herr Hoffer, after a brief discussion during which they distinctly felt the floor tremble and heard the panes rattle in the windows, ‘we must go down immediately to the vaults. This is not an ordinary raid, as Werner pointed out. They are shelling from quite near. I appreciate you all reporting for work on this day of all days, but if you wish to return home, I will not stop you. Though obviously it would be very dangerous.’

Werner snorted. ‘What do you think I am, Heinrich? A deserter? I am once again in the armed forces,’ he went on, not altogether seriously, tapping his yellow armband on which the words Deutsche Volkssturm – Wehrmacht were even more unevenly stitched than on Herr Hoffer’s.

‘I, too, am in the Wehrmacht,’ said Herr Hoffer, ‘and my duty is clear: to stay with the paintings in the vaults.’

He was staring at the table; he disliked speaking to more than two people at once. He forced himself to look up and caught Hilde Winkel’s admiring gaze, which was always directed at a point just below the eyes. He blushed. He wondered if she had lost her father at an early age. Perhaps he was still, in fact, young enough. Men stayed young much longer, if they didn’t –

‘But you’ve got family, Herr Hoffer,’ said Frau Schenkel.

‘So has everyone,’ said Werner Oberst.

‘Some more than others,’ said Frau Schenkel, her bottom lip giving a little quiver.

Herr Hoffer felt terrible, thinking those thoughts about Hilde Winkel with Sabine crouched in a shelter with the girls.

‘I know what is expected of me,’ he said, his voice rather too high. ‘If my eyes prevented me from serving on the front in previous years, they do not prevent me from defending my country at home. I would be of little use in a pillbox, and my own dear wife urged me to do my duty here. So here I am – and here will I stay to the bitter end!’

He had countered his nervousness by a forceful note, going so far as to strike the table lightly with his fist. Sabine had, in fact, urged him to stay put. But that detail, and the fact that he had no intention of killing a single American, was neither here nor there. He had not yet sounded out the others on this business of defence; he could not even be sure that Werner was unarmed – that he hadn’t brought along his famous pistol.

‘I’ll come with you,’ said Frau Schenkel. ‘You know I’ve nothing to go home for, now.’

‘Me too,’ breathed Hilde Winkel. ‘This is my second home.’

‘And me,’ sighed Werner, raising his hand as if at a meeting.

‘Not me,’ said Herr Wolmer.

They looked, astonished, at the janitor in his spiked helmet and Imperial greatcoat.

‘My job is to stay up here,’ he growled. ‘I got through two years in the trenches before my leg-wound. They’re not going to finish me. I’m untouchable.’

Everyone laughed at this bold display of defiance. It reassured them.

‘I don’t think,’ said Frau Schenkel, ‘that the Americans will bomb too much. They know we are lost. Our boys are finished.’

‘Frau Schenkel, be careful what you say,’ murmured Werner, hardly moving his thin lips. ‘Defeatism. A capital offence against the Fatherland.’

One was never sure with Werner Oberst if his dryness was dangerous sarcasm or plain speaking.

‘I was not talking of the Eastern Front, where we are definitely winning, Herr Oberst,’ snapped Frau Schenkel, her blue eyes fierce.

‘I didn’t say you were,’ Werner replied.

‘Good.’

Even now, thought Herr Hoffer, even in extremity, these two quarrel.

He went briefly into his office to collect the most important files. The others did likewise next door while Herr Wolmer locked up and fetched the paraffin lamp.

Herr Hoffer loved his office. He loved his glass-topped desk and the way in which the window behind it seemed to continue on down into the glass – an optical effect he would paint, one day, when he had time. The room smelt pleasantly of paper and wax polish and the sweet, lingering suggestion of pipe smoke from Herr Acting Director Streicher’s days.

Herr Acting Acting Director Hoffer pulled out of the top drawer of his desk a single sheet of thin-lined pinkish octavo paper. He looked at its four typewritten columns before tucking it into his pocket.

Cleaning his spectacles on his handkerchief, noting the far-off thumps, crashes and crackles, he felt very weary. He thought he could smell fireworks on the air, then realised, replacing his spectacles, that the mistiness he had taken for dirty lenses was smoke. The telephone sat on the desk as in normal times, its ugly black flex coiling straight up to the ceiling as it always had done. Yet there hadn’t even been a buzz on the line for over a week. Nevertheless, he tried it, pressing the piece to his ear.

Silence.

There was something unforgiving in that silence, as if the whole of the Reich had folded up or been buried under snow: it was the silence of the mountains after an avalanche.

He wondered about taking down with him the bottle of vintage cognac secreted in his desk. It had been given to him by the present SS-Sturmbannführer, who had one of the jewels of the museum’s collection in his office: Jean-Marc Nattier’s Mademoiselle de Guilleroy au Bain. The SS-Sturmbannführer’s predecessor had simply helped himself to it. He was legally entitled to do this: a week before the SS-Sturmbannführer’s black Maybach had scrunched to a halt outside the main door, Herr Acting Director Streicher had been ordered to cross out every item in the museum’s official inventory and cancel the insurance. He had called Herr Hoffer into the office and said, ‘This is a museum without walls.’ Then Herr Streicher had lit his pipe, put Schubert’s Heine songs on the gramophone, picked up his paperknife and started to draw it firmly across his left wrist. Fortunately, the paperknife was blunt. This was Herr Acting Director Streicher’s second nervous collapse.

Frau Blumen had scrubbed the spots of blood off the leather chair and Herr Hoffer had taken his seat there, behind the Director’s desk – not without a certain satisfaction. It had always been the Director’s desk: since 1904! So it was that, when the SS-Sturmbannführer’s predecessor walked in with three of his men and took the Jean-Marc Nattier without asking, Herr Hoffer was behind the desk and technically in charge. But there was nothing to be done. There wasn’t even a loan contract to sign, because it wasn’t a loan. From now on, all cultural property belonged to the Reich. Herr Streicher was quite right: the walls of the museum did not exist. The Reich had broken them down. The walls were now the outermost frontiers of the Reich. The SS-Sturmbannführer’s men trotted in and strode carefully out on either end of the huge Nattier, and not a word was spoken beyond the usual civilities. They carried the painting all the way to the Sturmbannführer’s office, covering it only with tarpaulin, while the Maybach crawled elegantly beside them. It reminded Herr Hoffer of a funeral.

That was nearly seven years ago, in 1938. The present SS-Sturmbannführer had been stationed in Troyes. He had returned with many cases of the vintage cognac. The cases had been stacked in the Sturmbannführer’s office, opposite the window – whose glass Herr Hoffer now imagined embedding itself in Mademoiselle de Guilleroy’s ample thighs.

‘Here,’ the new incumbent had said to Herr Hoffer, handing him the 1921 cognac, ‘please don’t think of me as unappreciative.’

Herr Hoffer decided not to take the cognac to the vaults.

Instead (mainly to please Werner), he took the battered gramophone, which closed up into a portable box like a briefcase, and several records in their brown paper sleeves that Herr Streicher had also left behind.

Herr Hoffer was quite convinced that the building was somehow protected, perhaps supernaturally, simply because the Americans and the British deliberately avoided dropping things on its distinctive tower. There had been five or six serious bombing raids over the past year, and it (and he, obviously) had survived all of them. He was not a deeply religious man, but he did attend church most Sundays in deference to the general tenor of the townsfolk. He found more spiritual conviction, however, in the contemplation of the many sacred works in his care – most especially the wood carvings in the pre-Renaissance gallery. These had all been stored in the salt-mine, apart from one glorious piece: a life-size cedarwood figure of Mary Magdalene in sorrow, from the thirteenth century, that he and Herr Wolmer had carried between them to the vaults.

It was his own decision to do this, yet again: he had not referred to Herr Streicher. As it was his decision, and his alone, to build a cupboard behind the double door in the Prints Room – the door that led to the stairs down to the vaults. A hidden handle opened another door in the cupboard’s back wall: he and Herr Wolmer had constructed it themselves. Thus the only access to the vaults was skilfully disguised. Not even a surprise search by the Gestapo, looking for hidden Jews, had found it.

He was hoping that, after the war, he would be rewarded officially with the post of Director and any decision would be his automatically. As it was, he always felt a little nervous and small behind the desk with its plate glass and bronze paperweights, as if he were a pretender. But Herr Acting Director Streicher was ageing, depressed, and ill – unlikely, after his third nervous collapse, ever to shoulder his old responsibilities.

The Reich had broken him. It had not broken Herr Hoffer.

Herr Hoffer thought of Herr Streicher as the four of them walked now through the empty galleries on their way to the vaults, Werner slightly ahead as usual, carrying the gramophone records under his arm. There were discoloured rectangles below the empty hooks, as if each work had left its phantom presence. Herr Hoffer suddenly wished very much to return home, to sit in the apartment block’s shelter with Sabine, Erika and Elisabeth and their three suitcases. But he could not return, of course: he had his duty, his position. And anyway, the shelters were smelly, dark, and full of spying Party block leaders. Also, there was the man from the ground floor who sniffed waterily every two minutes. And the screaming baby, called Ulrike. It was sheer torture, to be honest.

The thuds and crashes seemed to have intensified, sounding not quite so muffled by the thick walls as before. He gripped the paraffin lamp in one hand and the gramophone player in the other and tried to calm his breathing. Above all, he must not start to think that the shells and bombs were aimed at him personally.

As they were passing through the pre-Renaissance gallery he heard Frau Schenkel mutter ‘Good God!’ next to him. At that precise moment (although it must have been a little before) the glass in the great window to their right quivered and then carried on coming into the room.



I am so lonely. Fear is my closest playmate, but he is a bad companion. He plays tricks on me. He makes me see him where there was nothing before. His favourite game is hide-and-seek, but he never lets me hide. Why should I always have to seek him out, when I don’t care if he never comes back?
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Corporal Parry did not know what to do with the painting he had salvaged.

Or rather, he knew what he wanted to do with it but there were two elements that constrained him.

First, army rules concerning loot (who’re are you kidding?).

Second, the object was too large to be buttoned down somewhere on his tunic and he wanted to have himself some fun in this town and not be burdened.

He could hear small-arms fire, bouncing off the ruins of the town, and every now and again some artillery that whistled in such a way that they were definitely 88s. Some jerk was always willing to play it rough. In not much more than an hour, however, his patrol would be back to base and dispersed and having some fun. A long time, an hour. Three seconds was a long time.

Quite a long time can be any amount. It depended on your mind and how your spine felt and your muscles and your innards.

The unit had found a smashed-up grocery store with a yard and straw and beds a few streets away and established their CP there; he guessed they would be staying here now for a couple of days to allow the line to make sense, if Morrison’s latest dope was correct. They’d been driving so hard they might jump right over the Germans and finish in Minsk, at this rate. Things had to slow up, shake down into some kind of order, like the order General Omar Bradley must be staring at on his neat strategy table, all those little flags moving gently forward like a goddamn flotilla in Chesapeake.

Morrison and he were checking out the remaining area of the museum vaults, dreaming of finding beer butts. They had found beer butts or even brandy butts in other similar places. The remaining boys in the patrol were doing likewise above ground, under the pretence of rooting out Heini nuts who thought they could turn the war alone with a single Mauser.

The vaults spread further than they’d thought around the corner. It wasn’t burnt there and it was looking like a schlock shop; Morrison flashed his light over broken frames, church-type benches, plaster things, big old chairs and bolts of green cloth. There were no beer butts, but Morrison did give it in spades to a painted wood statue whose shadow seemed to leap out at them with its hands out, the head blown off by the shots that temporarily deafened Parry and made him think of consequence and ricochet.

He felt jumpy, now; this was just the kind of place the nuts could be making their last stand inside. The fire had hardly touched the far end, though it smelt nasty, and everything had this greasy film on it. Morrison reckoned anybody down there would have been suffocated by carbon dioxide, saying it in his soft Wisconsin drawl as if reassuring himself. Parry wondered why the four they’d found back there hadn’t tried to make a break for it, gone deeper into the vaults. Maybe the blast of heat was instantaneous, or something. Maybe it was the heat’s gas the medic had told him about which maybe was carbon dioxide and Morrison had surprised him again. The consequence. The ricochet.

There was nothing left of the museum above but a gable end and part of a wall; he wouldn’t even have known it was an art museum if the girl in the long coat hadn’t told him. She was part of a crowd of about thirty people, staring at the ruins as if they couldn’t believe it.

He’d thought it was a big church, from the look of the gable end. There was a tiny white statue in an oystershell niche that must have been the Virgin and it had survived like a miracle, too high to bring down.

Then the girl, who was about eighteen and very thin and wore spectacles and spoke some English, told him it was the town’s art museum, the Kaiser Wilhelm.

‘It’s not the church? Kirk? Hey, you reckon I read German at Harvard? Ein Kirk, das there?’

‘No,’ she said, ignoring his German like he had tried to kiss her with it or something. ‘It is the museum. Art. Kunst. And books. It is the library and the museum of art.’

Maybe she’d used the present tense because her English was not advanced, or because she hadn’t gotten used to the idea that the museum was a thing of the past, now. The others were nodding and saying, ‘Museum, museum,’ which he had a hunch might be the same word in German. These people must have been the town’s art-lovers, except they were the usual down-at-heel and half-starved and miserable fucking crowd. There were deads with newspapers over their faces, the pages lifting and falling in the breeze as though the mouths were breathing. The footwear of deads, if they had any on, always looked too big. He wasn’t quite sure what had seen him through so far with barely a scratch: he didn’t pray to God too much, and when he did it was more like a badass insurance policy.

Maybe it was Morrison, maybe Morrison was his guardian angel!

Morrison could have passed for a stocky kind of tough-boy angel. He had a rosebud mouth that curved at the corners and dark lashes that didn’t go with his gingery head, shaved close all over and very square. His nose was small and flat: Parry wondered if the guy also had Indian in him, like himself, and maybe Irish, and the two hadn’t quite blended properly, like water and oil.

‘Well,’ said the guardian angel, ‘there ain’t nothing in here by way of liquor.’

‘It’ll show up someplace.’

‘Not here. We’ll go halves on that old painting that was always our true objective.’

‘Maybe,’ said Parry.

‘For sure,’ said Morrison.

He flashed his light in Parry’s face.

‘Neal, it’s never hard to say yes to a buddy.’

As if, Parry thought, they’d both found it.

Like they found the fifth corpse by both nearly falling over it; it was lying in the corner by the far end of the vaults. It changed the subject, as deads always should do or you’re finished inside.

‘Well, here’s another one,’ said Morrison, moving his head in his usual way, like he was a rooster pecking corn.

He pointed his light at the face and the open eyes flashed back and so did the moisture on the teeth. It was not burnt at all, but the rats had been at the right cheek and the nose. As far as they could make out, it was a young guy dressed in peasant clothes, but he didn’t look like a peasant. What was left of his face was kind of sensitive.

This term ‘sensitive’ flashed like the light through Parry’s mind, straight out of the dime novel he’d been reading for the last four months, his nerves only allowing him very slow progress through Deadline at Dawn even in the times of waiting and waiting. He’d pick it up and have to check back a couple of pages and then only read one page and so mathematically, like the universe running down, he was heading backwards and would soon arrive at the first page.

The dead with the sensitive face had been shot, not suffocated. The bullets had hit below the neck and those holes in the weave were not goddamn moths.

Morrison pointed this out, playing the light over the dead like a cop, his lips pouting and yet curling up at the corners in that weird way he had – rosebud lips, for sure, the lips of a film star, maybe Clark Gable or someone. Not Tony Martin. He was wondering if it hadn’t been one of his own chance bullets, but the face was too pale and the blood too dry. The dead was definitely dressed in the kind of baggy corduroys and shabby cardigan that the old peasants here wore, which didn’t go with his face.

‘Maybe he had ambition,’ said Parry. ‘Maybe he wanted to canter instead of trot. Or maybe he was a crazy Red.’

‘Maybe he’s starting up on a whole new life,’ said Morrison, and hawked up another gobbet of spit.

They searched the pockets and found a picture of home, maybe, and a woman in a creased photo who was no doubt the mom and a notebook that was red with the name of the museum on the front. Kaiser fucking Wilhelm. Maybe he was still alive. The one that was growing tulips. The red notebook had a lot of close writing in pencil that Parry kept because it might just point in Heini to where Adolf H. was hiding out and the pages were purple-brown with blood. One page had a shaky drawing of some trees on a hill. Maybe it was the wood where Adolf H. was lighting his last cigarette, suggested Parry.

‘The cocksucking bastard never smokes,’ said Morrison.

‘So he’s crazy.’

‘We know that, Neal.’

They came back to where the four charred corpses lay two on each side beyond the burnt heap of paintings. There was a living woman on the edge of the hole where the sky showed; she was peering down between the fallen beams and her face seemed fair in all senses. She was flax-haired and distraught and saying something in German. It was as if she was calling someone. She was calling someone.

‘Heinrich? Heinrich?’ she cried.

Parry reckoned she couldn’t see the deads. She had tousled flax covered in ash, and red-rimmed eyes, and she was fair. One of the deads was bound to be Heinrich. The problem with death was that it didn’t end there.

‘You might as well go up, see what she wants.’

‘Would you mind if I take a little time to think that over?’ grinned Morrison.

Parry was too tired to tell him to go easy with her. Instead he shrugged, not smiling.

‘Check she’s not Mrs Himmler. That dead there with the glasses could be Heinrich Himmler. He’s got the right style of glasses.’

Morrison laughed.

‘About time we had some luck.’

‘He has to show up some time,’ said Parry, looking at the dead with the round glasses still on there like a clever trick.

‘I’ll cut it with you, say, thirty-seventy. I get the seventy –’

‘Morriboy, what the hell.’

He felt imprisoned in the tiredness of his physical body, tired enough to stay down here for good like a fish in the gloom of a pond.

‘That’s the Injun blood in you, Neal. Mean as fuck.’

‘Come on, get moving.’

He turned round to deal with the salvage that was a beautiful and valuable painting.

Morrison, however, clambered back up to the surface and the woman. He has some kind of trouble with the blood-Indian part of me, thought Parry. It was only my goddamn grandmother. And my ass is very uncomfortable.



I am at the bottom of a deep lake, without a head. My headless body floats among weed, attached to the surface by a rope. One day someone will come and pull on the rope. There is always something to live for, if you choose to. I might have turned by the pear tree to look back but I didn’t, I ran out of the garden without looking back. The one with the thin face brought me bread today.
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The shattering glass billowed in front of them like a grey sail.

Herr Hoffer was not aware of any noise except a low whistle that went on and on. Blood was dripping from Hilde Winkel’s mouth, splattering down from her chin onto her chest. Werner Oberst seemed to be studying his shoulder, his scrawny neck twisted like a cockerel’s. His right ear was cut. Blood welled from the lobe and was dripping onto his shoulder, splashing the paper sleeves of the gramophone records under his arm. Herr Hoffer did not know quite how to act behind his whistling wall of deafness. The noise of the explosion seemed to be trying to push through into his mind.

Then he felt warm liquid on his fingers and saw that he, too, had been caught by the glass. His left hand was red with blood; the lamp with its precious paraffin was broken on the floor. He felt, for some reason, embarrassed. He had been sure the glass had missed them. But no; they were standing in glass, on the edge of the sea of glass. It had cheated, he thought. That is very unfair. He even felt dusty glass fragments on his lips. Frau Schenkel had not been touched, though she had glittery bits in her greying hair and on her long coat. She was telling Werner that his ear was cut – Herr Hoffer could just hear her shouts as if through a thick mattress. She had given Werner a handkerchief, which he was holding rather hopelessly over the wrong ear: it comforted Herr Hoffer to see poor Werner, who was always so precise, coping so badly. Hilde was holding her sleeve to her mouth. Her generous upper lip had been hit in the middle and Herr Hoffer could see the flap of the gash.

They were smearing the blood on the floor with their shoes. There were spots of blood on the bare white walls as well as on their faces. If only they had gone immediately to the vaults, as they would have done in the early raids!

He felt a terrible sense of dread, holding his hand, not daring to examine the extent of the wound. The cut had started to sting only now, as if thinking about it before leaping into action. They might have been blinded, he thought. Frau Schenkel’s arm was on Werner’s back, astonishingly. They stumbled on and as they went through the cupboard in the Prints Room they tripped on
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