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In memory of Toby Eady and Dan Frank

and for displaced people everywhere




Character is just like a glove. There are good ones that last a long time. But no glove can last always.

BERTOLT BRECHT,
The Jewish Wife

 

To be truly alive means having to make choices. To be truly alive is also, quite simply, to love.

JACQUELINE MESNIL-AMAR,
Maman, What Are We Called Now?




At the start of 1945, up to 850,000 British and American soldiers were arriving at Germany’s western border. Across in the east, one million Soviet troops were closing in on Berlin. Six years of fighting and twelve years of Nazi rule had already displaced millions of civilians – among them legions of forced labourers, mostly Poles and Ukrainians, brought to Germany from the lands it occupied and put to work in its war industries. As the Allies closed in, upwards of six million workers were still held there, scattered across cities and towns and villages, awaiting war’s end.




Lüneburger Heide, 1945
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1

A Town on the Heath

Benno

It was late, but he was wakeful. There was snow on the way again: a last fall. Benno could smell the cold of it as he pushed his face between the curtains. His breath fogged the glass, the dark was spread wide across the rooftops, across the heathland beyond too, and the night out there had him restless. The shadow-shapes of the Rathaus, the town hall clock spire and town woods.

Earlier there were sirens. At the town’s far outskirts: at the munition works.

Benno had almost grown used to that wailing, rising from the pine trees, like he’d grown used to the flak thuds from the Elbe and the far Hamburg shipyards: to all the sounds of the war winter. The Rathaus clock marking the hour, and then the half. His brother’s low snores; Udo’s long-limbed sprawl in the bed beside Benno’s own one. His Mutti and Vati downstairs in the parlour, listening to the gramophone, or to the Berlin programme.

Tonight, though, the siren had come later than usual – long after nightfall.

And now Benno’s Vati had been called out.

Someone from the town had called him: Benno heard the telephone, loud at the foot of the stairwell; his Vati’s short words and pauses, and then the door slam not long afterwards. And although he’d been dozing, these noises had woken him; they’d had him slipping to the window – just in time to see his father step out onto the pavement, cigarette turned into his palm to shield it, town police cap pulled against the cold night.

Benno’s Mutti was still downstairs, the gramophone turning out its low song; his brother lay sleeping, one arm flung across the covers, breath coming slow and even, and Benno would have lain down just like him. Except his father had been called out to the munition works, he was sure of it. His Vati been gone a good while and Benno felt he knew why.

He’d seen a transport come, just that afternoon.

All these past war years, there had been trucks and van loads heading along the Heide roads, carrying machine parts to their small munition works, carrying armaments away again. So Benno had got used to this also: seeing these vehicles, in twos or threes, as he biked out of town along the Poststrasse. They’d pass him on his way to grammar school in the mornings, or when he was riding home again, pedalling behind Udo and the older boys after classes, after Hitler Youth duties, all in their shorts and shirts and neckerchiefs.

The boys knew when to watch for those truckloads. Stopping their bicycles, dropping their satchels on the verges, squinting along the heath road, the wide horizon. Here they come now. Benno watched at Udo’s shoulder. His brother was taller; the other boys also. They were all classmates, all HY Kameraden in the years above Benno, and they knew more and better than he did: which transports carried shells and mortars, and which just the housings.

Mauser! and Panzerfaust! and Tellermine!

Udo listed the best ones, slinging his satchel back over his handlebars. The other boys listed the battle-lines the munitions were sent to:

Dünkirchen! El Alamein! and Kharkiv!

They shouted out the places as they rode onwards, calling them back and forth along the Poststrasse, all the way to the town square and the steps of the Rathaus – and Benno had to ride hard just to keep up, just to catch all the names.

Sometimes those transports had brought workers.

Ostarbeiter and Polacks: that’s what Udo called them. So Benno knew they were Fremdarbeiter; they were workers and strangers, brought in from the East Lands, from all the new Reich territories. Udo said they were toilers, brought here to do war service: he said all Reich hands were needed for the war work, all Reich shoulders – even these new and foreign ones. Still, Benno wasn’t sure of these worker-strangers with their work-rough faces; the patches they wore like a warning, P and OST, P and OST, stitched into the cloth; the way they were packed into truck backs under tarpaulin.

Worse were the ones who’d come just lately, though.

Whole convoys, driven across the heathland, grey under the grey sky.

These new transports had brought on the sirens – that wailing that told of their arrival – and Benno had been caught out twice now, both times on his home route. First he’d heard the alarm rise, then truck after truck had driven past him, all under guard, all along the Poststrasse.

Benno had been alone those afternoons.

All the older boys had HY drill or air raid duty, so he’d been the only one to see them: the flapping tarpaulins, the guards at every tailgate, the labourers crowded filthy behind them. Too many for the town works: Benno thought they couldn’t be heading for the factory, surely; he hoped they were only passing through here. He didn’t like to see those workers in any case, so close and out in the open.

Udo said they must be from other works.

– Larger ones. Nearer the front lines.

The other boys agreed that the guards would be wary.

– The fighting must be hard now.

– They must be driving the labourers elsewhere.

– But where though?

Benno had waited, alone at the steps of the Rathaus, for Udo and the others to come riding, and after he’d told them about seeing that transport, the boys spoke in awed tones:

– If all our factories are being cleared out, then this could be the endgame.

– Don’t you think so?

– So will they clear out our town works also?

Benno had whispered this to Udo when they got home again – once the others weren’t there to hear him – and Udo had shrugged, matter of fact, lifting his satchel off his handlebars:

– Most likely.

He said if the guards were bringing so many past here – whole truck convoys of Ost men and Polacks – then maybe they’d empty the small works in the process. Maybe the sirens were the signal to clear out.

– Who knows, though?

Udo laid his arm across Benno’s shoulder as they walked up the back steps and inside.

– Little brother. They will do what they will do – and that’s all.

Benno’s Mutti didn’t allow war talk.

– Not at table.

Not any longer. Even on his Vati’s duty evenings, when it was just him and Udo there, she put a finger to her mouth if Benno asked across the dinner plates.

– But how close are they? The English armies?

– We still have to trust, mein Sohn.

That’s all she told him.

– We all have to hold out.

*

Benno’s Vati was milder.

He was slow and tired in the mornings, just a year from retirement, soaping his chin in the shaving mirror, his police cap laid out behind him, his cigarette balanced on the sink edge.

And when Benno lingered in the hallway before heading out for his school day, his Vati blinked at him, patient.

– Na, mein Jung?

Benno didn’t like to ask him about the fighting, but maybe his Vati saw he was thinking about it anyway, because he put down his razor and took a draw on his cigarette.

– Soon you will be a grown boy.

He said it kindly. But also as though to caution him.

– Soon we won’t have this war either. It is better you prepare yourself.

So Benno had tried, for his Vati’s sake, if no one else’s.

But still, the winter cold and the way the other boys spoke had made the days sound dangerous – and those worker-strangers all the more so.

– Where will the guards take them?

The boys asked this low-voiced. And:

– On whose orders?

And if they didn’t whisper about the convoys of toilers, then they whispered about the forces: the fronts that were coming ever closer to the borders.

– The Russians are heading in from the East Lands.

– Yes, for the river Oder.

– And the Amis are at the Rhine, no? Or is it the English?

– Well, our bridges won’t fall to them.

Hushed and fierce, the boys reported what they’d heard at drill practice, or passed sidelong from school desk to school desk. They didn’t stop and watch for the transports any longer so Benno thought this too had become dangerous. All their murmurs were of the end days, and of the Endsieg.

– How soon will our Wehrmacht end this?

Benno had been alone again this afternoon.

He’d been riding homewards, knuckles cold on his handlebars, when he saw a new column on the heath road.

There were no trucks this time, just guards and labourers in the winter dusk light. Benno hadn’t even been sure what they were at first, because it was hardly a column really, more just a straggle of workers: a line of shadows along the verge grass. A dozen, two dozen, at most, and only two men in charge of them.

The workers were all on foot, but not marching. The guards were pressing them to the roadside, as though they were supposed to rest there – or perhaps they were lost here? It was hard to tell in the half-light, but there was something wrong in any case, because the guards were ordering the labourers to crouch down – Runter, ich sage! – and the two men were arguing: Scheiss noch mal.

Benno heard them, voices fervent as he rode past – and he pedalled fast, but he saw the workers hunkered on the verge there: their too-thin shirts, their tatters and rags. Benno passed just close enough, also, to see that most wore shawls and skirts.

They were women – women labourers – and Benno had never seen women brought on such a transport before now. Or guards who argued.

So, tonight, when the siren had sounded, the sight of them was still there, odd and twilit, in his mind’s eye – and then the telephone rang for his father.

His Vati had no charge over the munition works: that place was for the Werkschutz, for the guards to deal with, not for the town policeman. So why had that call come?

Benno’s Vati had been terse when he’d answered. But after that first, he’d made another and then another call. And when Benno heard the door go, when he’d looked out of his window, already there were two, three, four more townsmen gathering down there on the pavement.

His Vati ahead, they’d strode together towards the town woods, towards the munition works.

Now all Benno saw was his own street and street lamps, the same gabled house-fronts as always; and when he looked out across the rooftops, looking for lights on in windows, for other watchers like him, he found none.

When Benno looked out further – towards the town woods – the dark grew too thick to look at. He had to catch his breath; he had to drop his gaze, wipe his fog from the window. The town street empty, his face close to the glass, he stayed and he waited, though – until he saw his Vati returning.

His father came alone, and Benno was glad of it.

He wasn’t striding any longer, just coming slow and homeward along the pavement. This shadow shape of him was so familiar, Benno stayed to watch another moment, thinking just to listen for his father closing the front door behind himself.

Then he felt Udo take his elbow; Benno found his brother awake, and stepping up to the windowpane.

– Is that our Vati?

His brother was close and bed-warm, his palm on Benno’s shoulder – but everything about him was cautious.

Down below them, the door was pulled open. The hall light spilled across the front step, across their father standing there.

Benno saw the shake of his Vati’s head; he caught his Mutti’s words in return.

– Mein Gott.

That’s what he heard her say.

Hanne

Were those footfalls? She lifted her head from the pillows.

Hanne had been awake in any case; sleep yet to find her. She blamed the siren. It had come so late this time – well after darkness – and it had carried so loud on this cold air: out from the town works and across the heathland, even as far as their Hof walls. So although she’d shooed her chickens into their lean-to, as always, and although she’d pulled on her nightshirt and lain down, Hanne hadn’t closed her eyes. She hadn’t yet been able. Old fingers uneasy, old ears impatient, she’d gone reaching for the radio: turning the dial to find voices, just to hear word from beyond here.

All these past winter weeks – longer – there had been rumours of Allied advances, and under the eaves here, the signal was clearest, so Hanne kept the radio at her bedside: close enough for the kind of listening she did. Searching the dial for good news, through the crackle and hiss for English. How much longer? How far had their soldiers come now?

Hanne only listened after dark came, when there would be no one out to hear her. Between their Hof and the Poststrasse, the far town streets, there was only the Brandt yard, and then the schoolhouse under the lone oak branches – and neither the yard man nor the school wife would be out and walking the Heide tracks on a night as cold as this one.

Still, Hanne kept the radio low, or her Gustav would only come frowning.

– You’re listening for defeat, aren’t you?

Her husband didn’t think it right to wish for enemy advances.

And besides – the Heide might be wide, her husband reminded her, but their town was a small one, and its folk grown small-minded.

– What if you’re reported? You know how word passes here.

Gustav found sleeping just as hard as her. Ever since their Kurt had been called up, he’d been like this; ever since their Kurt had been wounded, he’d been all the more so. Gustav hadn’t come to bed yet – he hadn’t even come upstairs – so when Hanne heard footfalls, she’d turned over, knowing it must be her poor husband, restless and wandering.

And now, sure enough, she caught his tread on the back stairs: the stop and the start of his nightly roving. There had been too many nights like this just lately, both of them sullen in the mornings, pale with lost sleep hours.

Up until the winter came, Gustav had still been working. Just the odd day here and there at the Brandt yard, but enough to keep him occupied. Now Brandt’s joiners were all drafted, though, along with his bricklayers and his carpenters – and even his last apprentice boy – so he had no yard work to be offering. Brandt could have gone to the Rathaus to request assistance. But the town hall would only send old men like Gustav: who else is left now? Or he’d get Hitler Youth, most likely: that’ll be our luck, no? The best Brandt could get would be a handful of town boys in uniform, sons of Rathaus clerks and shopkeepers. They’d come cycling out from the town streets, all bony knees and neckerchiefs and certainty, the only ones still sure of the Führer and his great purpose.

Well, Hanne thought, the Rathaus could keep them.

Just like they could keep their war effort, too, and their munition works. She scorned all those desk men in the town hall offices, still keeping on with their war talk, even now the fighting was a lost cause. Must we lose more to this? Since her Kurt had been wounded, Hanne found it hard to feel anything but bitterness.

He was her second-born. Her afterthought.

Just let him come home to us.

Hanne’s first had been a daughter, and Hanne had thought she’d be her only, because the girl had married young and far from home even before Kurt’s arrival. He’d come so unexpected, such a late and welcome comfort, Hanne felt they’d been blessed in their old years, she and Gustav – even if their boy went his own way, in all things.

Already in his school years, he’d cut and run from classes; making for the school wall, up and over, into the old oak branches. Send him with the day’s eggs to the grocer, he’d come home with heath sand in his trouser cuffs, and cigarettes filched from the shepherd’s huts. Kurt had squandered whole mornings at the Heide brook, or up on the high pass – and it was the same once he’d started his apprentice years at the Brandt yard. If there was sawdust to sweep, or tools to be sharpened, he’d get himself distracted, collecting wood curls with the school wife’s two young daughters. And then, come evening, he’d head off to the town bar for dice games, winning coins off the back table drinkers. Or he’d go courting the baker’s girl, standing under her windowsill, talking and charming into the small hours.

Still, Hanne wanted her son back.

And was that too much to ask for?

Let the Rhine bridges fall. This was her daily wish now. Make the Amis come faster. Hanne willed it as she punched the day’s loaf into shape each morning, and while she split the stove logs come the afternoons. Let the English breach the border. Hanne urged them onwards as she dressed for bed at night and lay and listened to the radio. Let the Russians come, even.

Hanne knew she shouldn’t wish that last part.

It was just that her Kurt should be here now, seeing out these last war days, safe and alongside them, but instead he was in the East Lands, and barely a word from him to go on.

If he fell, they would be told: that was certain. Getting no letter was hard, but far preferable.

Or let him be captured; that had become Hanne’s next best hope: a Red Cross notice for the school wife to read out loud to her; Kurt’s POW number on an envelope to stand on the mantelpiece.

But the fighting would be hard now, Hanne knew this: hand to hand and to the last man. And the thought that Russian troops might catch him – no! – this was too much to contemplate.

Hanne only wanted all of this to be over.

She was sure it was the same for most of the townsfolk also, and for their Heide neighbours up here on the heathland – or why no work for Gustav? He said they were waiting out the winter, hoping for things to turn again. Hanne knew they were waiting out the war, just like her, even if they wouldn’t say as much. They wouldn’t dare.


Now she heard a door bang, hurried murmuring.

This time it came from the Hof – was Gustav outside? What was he doing at this late hour?

Hanne turned over again, impatient. She pulled up the covers, just to be warmer, except then Gustav called out to her:

– Hanne!

He kept on too, as she pulled herself upright, hauling the blanket around her shoulders.

– Hanne – komm doch!

And when she came stumbling down the last stairs, she found the kitchen door wide, and Gustav on the Hof flags. He was standing in his woodshed doorway: she saw the nervous stoop of his shoulders.

– Komm nun!

He held up the lantern to hurry her – into the cold – into the night and the frost – and as soon as she was beside him, Gustav pulled her inside, closing the woodshed door behind them.

– You see this? You see this?

He held out his palms.

– You see what I have found here?’ he asked.

All Hanne saw was a huddle of skirt and shawl and small limbs. Then a face, young and startled, turned to blink at her in the lamplight.

It was a child! No – a woman and a child!

Both pressed to the wall in the dark there.

Even before Gustav stepped forward, even before he tugged at the woman’s shoulder, at the cloth patch stitched to her work shirt, Hanne had already seen the dark border, the dark P stitched to the cloth there. She already knew the woman was a worker: the woman was a danger here.

– You heard the siren?

Gustav whispered this.

– They must be runaways.

On and on he went.

– They must have run from the munition works. Or they must have come with one of those transports. Don’t you think so?

The woman eyed her, too, from the corner.

Such a slight thing – reed-thin, and no older than Hanne’s Kurt was. But she was hard-lipped for all that, her face tight and hostile; and she didn’t like Hanne’s eyes on her, only curling herself tighter in her worker’s blouses.

She wore two against the cold, Hanne could see that now – and that the patch on the top one was coming away at the corner. The stitching picked loose there, the cloth was ripped along the near edge, blouse buttons left dangling. This woman must have done that tearing – Hanne thought she must have meant to disguise herself – because as soon as she saw Hanne’s gaze land there, she lifted her shawl to cover her handiwork.

She kept a shielding arm around the child too, but Hanne could see it was a girl, and little more than a baby yet. A bare and curled head, a pair of child cheeks raw with cold, sore with grime, eyes large and tired and blinking. The woman had wrapped the shawl to carry her, now she tried to wrap the girl to keep her warmer, only her fingers were too raw to manage it.

– Where did you run from?

Hanne asked while the woman eyed her, while she began to rock the child.

– Was it from the Poststrasse?

Hanne tried another time, uncertain the woman understood her whispers.

– Or was it from the factory?

But they didn’t have women working there – and in any case, this one was so wretched, Hanne thought she must have been on the road for some time.

– So did you come from out that way?

Hanne tried gesturing outside, at the heath around their small Hof, because she thought the woman might at least nod if she pointed the right way.

But the woman only rocked and rocked, back and forth.

Were there more runaways in the cold out there? Hanne pictured the guardsmen – Werkschutz with rifles. Were they out too, and running after them? This last thought had her turning, sharp, to Gustav.

– Keep that lamp low!

She gestured him – away now! – from the windows.

Even after he’d dropped his arm, though, the woman still didn’t respond. She only watched them, shawl-wrapped and bone-tired, rocking and rocking the child she held.

The woman must have meant to find rest here – the night too cold, the child too heavy to carry further. Hanne thought she’d meant to tear off that patch, to cover her tracks – or just to warm herself, because the woman tried again now, lifting one grimy palm, tugging her shawl over the girl, only for it to fall from her shoulder.

– What do we do?

Gustav kept whispering, nervous.

– Will they send patrols? he asked.

And:

– Will they come out this far?

Hanne had to raise her palms; she had to take the lamp from his fingers. Turning the light low so she could focus, and so no one should see it from the Hof track, Hanne crouched down.

The woman shifted, her grey eyes flitting to the Hof beyond the window. It was closed in on three sides by Gustav’s workshop, Hanne’s chickens and her winter larder. Their house lay on the fourth, the light still falling bright from the kitchen doorway – and Hanne could have cursed herself for leaving it blazing, for leaving the door wide. She cursed this woman for hiding here.

But now the child’s eyes were closing. Her fine lids flickering, her small mouth falling open: the rocking was doing its work. Her head was still bare, though; her thin neck, her shoulders; and the child looked so solemn and cold, even as she was dozing, Hanne couldn’t help herself but reach forward.

The woman gave a start, lifting an arm to shield herself. But once she saw Hanne take the blanket from her own shoulders, once she saw Hanne raise it like a question, she relented. Dropping her elbow just enough for Hanne to reach over, the woman let her tuck the blanket around the girl.

Hanne gave a nod when she was done. The woman nodded in return – but guarded. Her face level with Hanne’s own, her eyes so very close – and so very hostile also – Hanne had to douse the lamp wick. She had to stand up.

Casting about herself, Hanne motioned for the woman to stay down – Stay low! – and she pulled Gustav’s work coat from the wall hook, laying it over her and the girl she held. If only they hadn’t come here. If only there were more to cover them.

– But they can’t stay!

Gustav started now.

– It’s not safe!

But Hanne cut him short.

– They have to lie low. That’s all.

It was all she could think for the moment. She pointed to the house and the Hof.

– We have to turn all the lights off, shut all the doors.

So they lay in their bed, she and Gustav, under the eaves and in silence – because what was there to say now? All they could do was wait, while the cold came seeping.

Hanne listened for noises from the track and the Poststrasse; she felt Gustav do the same, lying tight beside her in the darkness. Were there guards close? Please, no. Were there other workers? How many more ran?

The clock tower sounded the small hours, far off in the town streets. Hanne tried to picture the munition works, in among the pine trunks. But then – from somewhere – came the crack of small arms. And straight after, as if in answer, she heard the Elbe flak guns pounding. So Hanne closed her eyes, trying to close herself off – only to lose herself to night thoughts, endless, long and awful.

Werkschutz at the Hof gate: arrest and disaster. Men with patches on the Heide track, coming in through her kitchen doorway. Hanne wrapped herself tighter, but her dreaming mind was caught now: a confusion of works guards and munitions workers and voices on the radio. Of town boys and town woods, and English at the border. Of wide heath, and winter trees, and runaways among the high trunks.

And then – just like that – it was light outside.

It was morning.

The day started with slammed doors, with Gustav calling her. With snowfall in the grey dawn. Hanne lifted her head to see flakes blown against the windowpane; she hurried downstairs to find the kitchen door wide again, and Gustav outside again at his woodshed doorstep. Except he was alone this time, his shirt-back creased with sleep, and his arms raised heavenwards.

– Verdammt!

The doorway was open – the woman was gone. Gone!

Nothing left of her but a trail of footsteps in the whirling snow, and the tell-tale larder door left open, the empty ceiling hooks where the last of the winter sausages hung.

– She’s taken the lot!

Gustav shouted as Hanne stepped outside, and he ran to the Hof gate, as if to give chase. But then he turned for his woodshed, looking for his winter jacket – only to find that was gone as well.

– Verdammt nochmal!

He pressed his old hands to his forehead.

The coat was worn, but thick and lined: brown corduroy. Hanne imagined the woman, tearing along the verges, zipped into that warmth. It’ll come to her knees, she thought. But that was all to the good. It would cover the woman’s torn patch, keep her from capture; it would keep out the cold too while she ran onwards – and the further she ran from here, the safer they all were.

The flakes were thick and coming faster; already the ruts in the lane were whitening, the woman’s footprints blurring. Soon they would be smothered over: no one need ever know she’d been here. And the relief – the relief of it all! – Hanne felt it wash over her.

She ducked through the snowfall to her Gustav, not anxious any longer, just hoping for a Heide barn for the woman to hide in. For another woodshed – or a shepherd’s hut, up on the high heath – just anywhere she could bed down with that small one while this snow fell. Now the woman had run, Hanne wished her a shelter. Just let her be far from here.

The flakes whirled in the woodshed doorway, landing cold on Hanne’s cheeks and fingers, and on the furrows in Gustav’s forehead.

– Good luck to her – no?

Hanne whispered this, grateful that they were safe again, just the two of them. Hanne even smiled as she took her husband’s shoulder, wanting to remind him that the war would soon be done too – that their Kurt would surely come home again – and then so many worries would be done with.

But Gustav looked at her, grave.

– We still have the other one, don’t we?

And Hanne turned to find the child there.

Still wrapped in her blanket, the girl was solemn and sound asleep in the woodshed corner.

What now?




April




2

The Camp on the Outskirts

Ruth

– This is when the work starts.

Her father was first up, the day the letter came – finally.

He had it propped up against Ruth’s teacup when she came down for breakfast, giving her a small nod in greeting, and then a small salute in its direction. And although she’d been waiting, it still threw Ruth to see it there, in their Highgate kitchen corner. The Red Cross on the envelope, her name typed beneath it: Officer Novak.

She’d been living in between-times – they all had – everyone counting down the war weeks, counting on a ceasefire. Ruth still did her ward rounds at the infirmary, and her welfare calls through Kentish Town and Archway: working through the last of the air raids, but all the while waiting on the all clear – and on where she might be posted.

Her father was always the first to wake; he would greet her with tea first, and then with war news. Always there was more news: another city fallen, or more land taken by the Allies. His old face smiling, beetle brows raised high in excitement, he’d sit with Ruth at the table, starting her day off with his gleanings from the morning radio:

– Our troops have crossed the Rhine.

Or:

– The Russians are over the Oder.

And:

– Can you imagine?

His old Poland: had the Germans been driven out of there entirely? What a thought that was!

In the evenings, they sat in the parlour. Ruth’s mother knitting, her father reading The Times out loud to them, and then the Chronicle: all the reports he’d been saving. Ruth beside him on the sofa, half thinking about the next day’s calls, mostly following his finger across the atlas. Where might the Allies reach next; where might the Red Cross send her? Tucked between the book-lined walls, and her father’s piles of more books on the chair arms, the floor; his maps folded open on the rug.

Ruth knew her mother would have tidied, only too gladly. But she indulged him – they all did. My family unit. Her father enjoyed that English phrasing, smiling at how very English his life had turned out – his two children most of all. Ruth and her brother both long grown, and with radios and newspaper subscriptions of their own, they still listened to their father’s reports. Daniel dropping by on his way home from Whitehall to keep him company, Ruth picking her way around his book and map maze at the end of each workday to slot herself in alongside him. They’d both long sat in the midst, too, of the Friday-night gatherings her father hosted here.

His émigré evenings. This is what Ruth and Daniel called them, when they were among themselves. Ruth was the younger; the one at home still; she spent most time among these visitors. Doktor Birnbaum, Pan Kowal, Doktor Nagel: all the Herr Doktors. Most of them medical men like her father: they were Frankfurt surgeons, Berlin internists, Warsaw students – all of them exiles. Stripped of their savings, their reputations; torn from friends and family, left to throw themselves on London mercy. They came visiting in their felt hats and once-good overcoats, worn threadbare at the cuffs, their brows furrowed with worry and loss – and then they were eased by the evening company, by this fellowship around the fireguard, behind the blackout blinds.

Ruth listened for the most part.

– Still nothing from your sister?

– Still nothing. Six months – almost seven – since I wrote to her.

Because what words did she have to help them?

– What can we do but wait, though?

– Really: I don’t know.

Like everyone, Ruth had lived with sandbags and gas masks; she’d spent nights in the shelters; clambered her way to work through the rubble in the mornings. But for all that, listening to the Herr Doktors, she knew how very safe she’d been here. Twenty-six when the fighting had started – and didn’t it seem an age ago? – Ruth was thirty-two now, and so aware of it. What have I done all this time? For all her ward rounds and her Home Front duties, she felt she had only been watching from the side lines – all the more so since talk had turned to war’s closing. So when the Red Cross call had come, she’d sent in the forms.

Ruth had shown her father the announcement:

– Oh, that’s my good girl.

He’d smiled his approval.

– You’ll get to play your part now.

Still, Ruth had been slow to tell the rest of the family unit. Or she’d been slow to tell her mother, in any case.

This hadn’t felt quite right to her – like subterfuge – but Ruth had known it would worry her. Are you sure, child? Her home girl, posted abroad, and for months at a time. It would have led to all the old questions, also, that Ruth had hoped they’d put behind them. Will you not be lonely? I just don’t like to think of you on your own, my daughter. And: Aren’t you of an age, now, to find someone? To settle – yes? Don’t you ever think about that?

Of course she had. Didn’t everyone? Before the war, when all her cousins and college friends were marrying, Ruth had felt this especially – and that she didn’t fit the mould somehow. She was never lonely. She had so many wards and charges – all those mothers and babies, their families and neighbours, spilling from their kitchens into their front rooms. Ruth had all the new welfare girls also: each year, another group was assigned to her. And if she married, wouldn’t she have so much to forgo there?

Not that offers came thick and fast at her. She was tall – enough so to turn heads – but perhaps too angular? Ruth often found herself wondering about this as she checked her collar in the mirror before her shifts started. She could hold her own in meetings, and at parties – Ruth always liked to be in the midst of talk, in among that back and forth – but perhaps too much so for most men? Ruth had a hunch that she was just too forthright. Even with her brother’s friends, she saw this, and it irked as much as it hurt her, because wasn’t it in the midst of life that all the best of life might find you? And why should she forgo that either?

All men her own age were at the Front now, so it didn’t come up like it used to. Ruth could name any number of other London girls just like her, left to their own devices. It was only now the war was nearly over that she’d begun to look about herself, that Ruth had begun to wonder about time passing, about missing out on chances. Don’t you ever think about that?

– So you’ve set your mind on this?

– I have, yes.

After Ruth told her brother her Red Cross news one evening, he’d nodded, much the same as her father. But then he’d shaken her hand in parting – oddly formal – holding on to it on the doorstep.

– But you’ll take good care, though – you hear me?

– Of course, Dan. Of course.

Ruth had squeezed his palm in return: hard, to make him laugh. Even so, she’d felt it inside then – a strange lurching.

Ruth set store by her brother’s word, by his civil-service caution. Daniel was War Office staff, after all; he’d read reports that were still classified, so he knew better than most what might lie ahead of her.

– I know you’ll have your reasons. But you will see things.

This is what he’d told her.

And she knew what he meant. Maybe they didn’t know the worst of it yet; maybe there was only so much a Jew can take.

The morning the letter arrived, her mother shook her head, disbelieving.

– You didn’t think to say a word to me, Ruth Novak? Not a word of this?

Belted into her dressing gown, she stood, wounded, in the kitchen doorway, pointing at the envelope.

– This is how you let me know?

After Ruth opened it came more:

– You will be posted to Germany?

Her mother pressed her palms to her forehead, and Ruth felt it herself: that same lurching. To Germany. Of all the places the Allies had taken this past year. She took her mother’s hands in hers.

Ruth’s father, though: he held the letter up and nodded.

– It’s the right thing for her.

He smiled, too, as he spoke:

– Our girl will be where she’s needed.

And wasn’t that the right place always?

– She will be at the heart of things.

Joining her unit at Caen – as soon as she’d landed, straight off the boat from Portsmouth – Ruth spent her first night in billets with scores of nurses, and all her first days pressed inside service transports, with little time to think further.

They crossed through France, then Belgium, setting out each dawn, only pitching their field tents as dusk fell, following the path of the invasion – the liberation! – mile upon shattered mile. The farmland they passed through shocked her: blighted with tank ruts and craters. The towns and villages were pockmarked, house walls scarred, roof tiles torn off by mortar fire – but they were safe, at last. Ruth was grateful for each sight of an Allied flag. She tried to remember where she passed them, to write to her mother, to reassure her, and to her father, so he could follow her path across his map rugs in the parlour.

Crossing the border, though, left her nervous.

Now they were on German roads – and with no word yet of a ceasefire. Ruth’s first sight of the Rhine was a stark reminder: all the bridges blown by the retreating Wehrmacht; all the buildings left blackened on the approach roads. They’d destroy their own land sooner than have it fall into Allied hands?

Her convoy passed few Germans.

Lone farmhands in winter-bare field rows; housewives with half loaves in their ration baskets; old men and young boys. They all stopped for the convoy as it passed; they lifted their heads, pausing at their tasks, and Ruth thought surrender was so close now, these last Germans must know it was upon them. Hadn’t they seen their own retreating soldiers? When she looked into their faces, though – so closed and stony – she didn’t know what to make of them – or of the way they turned their eyes away. And each mile further, or so it seemed to Ruth, took her deeper into the heart of this.

*

She was riding passenger when they sighted it: a small town on the horizon. A clock tower and a cluster of steep-roofed houses, rising among the treetops.

Ruth’s convoy had been skirting the rail tracks since first light: troops ahead, welfare corps following, early sun falling in slants across the dashboard. They’d been taking the wheel in shifts, one hour on, one hour off – always on the watch – and this town was the first they’d come to: this huddle of pine and silver birch and gabled house-fronts.

– Nothing to fear from this place.

The quartermaster pointed, and then Ruth caught flutters of white there, in the distance: bedsheets hung as flags from upstairs windows.

– At least we’ll have nothing here to detain us.

But they had to pass through the town woods as they approached the outskirts, and here the road darkened – here, they found otherwise.

A high factory wall, topped with barbed wire. A pair of high factory gates by the roadside.

The whole convoy slowed now, pulling up at the verges. Soldiers and welfare corps alike, they began spilling, apprehensive, from the jeep doors.

The gates were chained shut, guard posts deserted. But when Ruth peered through the railings, she began to make out forms and faces.

– There are people inside here!

The soldiers began calling, pointing through the gates at the labourers.

Some were ducked at the edges of the courtyard, others crouched in the machine shed doorways; all of them were fearful, all of them worn out. They were men left grey with working, with patches stitched to their jackets and jerkins, and at each wall and window, Ruth saw more of them. Toilworn and held captive; civilians with prison badges. Men and more men; misused and then abandoned, and all hunched as though to hide themselves.

– God almighty.

The sergeant had come to a halt beside her, along with a handful of his supply boys, all held by the sight of these workers. Their quiet had Ruth cautious; this place among the trees, too. What more might they find here?

But the labourers stared first at the soldiers – at their khakis and rifles – and then at the convoy they’d arrived with. They saw the Red Cross on the truck doors, and then on Ruth’s welfare officer uniform.

Their relief spread in murmurs in the morning sunlight.
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The View from the Schoolhouse

Emmy

When it came to Berlin, and to the government, she and Arnold had been of the same mind. That brown crowd wouldn’t last long. In parliament? The thought was laughable. Those blowhards and hardliners, they’d burn themselves out. Or they’d fall on their faces like they deserved to.

Emmy wouldn’t let them concern her, not in those early years. She’d taken this as a matter of principle. The Party men were low sorts: braggarts and social climbers, drawn from among the worst kind, and she had no time for their rallies and marches, their machinations. She had far better things to fill her days in any case, with the schoolhouse and Arno’s gardens; with the town and heath children in their classrooms; with their Freya, and then in time their little Ursel.

Arnold, though, he found this harder.

He always had. Right from the first, when those Party men had installed themselves – and not just in Berlin but all over: even out here on the Heide. Their own Bürgermeister, Otto Paulsen – Otto Paulsen! – had stepped straight from the Brownshirts and into the Rathaus.

– Must we have that dolt in charge? That loudmouth?

Emmy’s Arno had been born earnest, born straightforward; a natural schoolmaster. It was there in the way he stood and spoke and held himself: clear in his instruction, always correct – just so – in all his dealings. He was a man of the Kaiser times; this is how Emmy saw him: a man of older and nobler days. And although the last war had put paid to them, along with the hunger that came after, she still felt he carried the best of those years somehow. It had his young pupils sitting up straight at their school desks, and their parents tipping their hats to him on Sunday walks across the Rathausplatz. People had respect here for their schoolteacher, and so did Arno’s colleagues on the school board. In due course, they’d assured him, he’d be lined up for preferment; in time, he’d hoped he might even serve at the training college in Hamburg – because hadn’t he proven himself scrupulous, always with an eye on the right way of doing things?

Except – this was also the part of Arno that worried Emmy most of all.

Ever since ’33, that disaster year.

She shared his disdain of Otto Paulsen – how could she not? – and of all those others at the Rathaus who’d scrambled into office alongside him. Just a year before, these men were no-hopers, back-table drinkers at the town bar who no one took seriously. But now they were in charge here and throwing their new-found weight around, and Emmy worried this might become too much for Arnold. He might overreach himself, overstep a mark and come to regret it afterwards. Because she saw how it rankled whenever he got word of new men promoted.

– Such upstarts! Such puffed-up Nazi appointments!

Or when he heard of old colleagues forced into retirement, their views too plain-spoken or their wives too Jewish for the new authorities to tolerate.

– After all their years’ service! And who will replace them? That’s what we have to ask ourselves.

For a while there, it seemed that there were always new petty edicts to provoke him: books to replace the old ones, dubious unions to be joining, Führer portraits to hang on the wall above the school desks.

– Does the man mean to keep watch over every classroom in the country?

It had Arno pulling at his beard, his shirt cuffs, his good eyes smarting behind his glasses – and Emmy knew he was a proud man, not just scrupulous, and not just a throwback to the old order; sooner or later, he would have to speak his thoughts about the new rules, because who in their right mind could do otherwise?

When the portrait arrived at their own schoolhouse, he’d left it wrapped in string and paper in the entrance hall.

After lessons were over, Arno had walked straight past it, hanging up his teacher’s frock coat, rolling up his shirtsleeves. Instead of fetching a ladder, he’d weeded his borders and consulted his botanical volumes. Or he’d taken himself out along the Heide paths with his easel.

Arno had long done this with his classes. A child should know the place that forms him, after all. Heath and town child alike, he’d taken them to draw the dolmens where the Heide ancients lay at rest now, and to sketch the bark swirls on the lone oak by their own school wall, its gall and acorn, its moss-covered branches. Botanical studies were a hobby from his student years, and heath landscapes another that that he worked at perfecting in his spare hours, taking on whole series: small and watercolour, fine and thoughtful, just like he was.

The weather was so fine that year – and that portrait delivery such an insult – Emmy couldn’t begrudge him his time for painting. And also, although Freya was still small then, he’d taken their daughter out with him along the Heide slopes. Starting to school her in the heath shrubs and grasses, their habits of budding and branching; collecting leaf and rock and lichen, teaching her the Latin terms and the common names and their origins – and Emmy liked this. Better that Freya should know this side of her father, rather than the angry one, glowering at the newspaper over the breakfast plates.

But Arnold took her further too, up to where the gorse grew and the shepherds parked their huts for summer grazing. He roamed the slopes with her, hours at a time, carrying her piggyback on the home route, returning sun-brown and smiling – and this was so unlike him, Emmy began to wonder: was it the view and the child that buoyed him, or was it his own defiance of the new authorities?

Because that portrait stood a week first, then another, and a further. Long enough that it began to nag at her.

Emmy hadn’t wanted Arno to get a visit from the Rathaus, or to be called in front of the school board – because who knew what he might say there? He might not be able to help himself. So, in the end, she’d taken it into her own hands, heading up to the yard while Arno was out and roaming. Emmy had called on Achim Brandt, asking him to send Gustav Buchholz, or one of his other workers.

– With a hammer, please, and a ladder long enough. And can you make it soon – yes?

The big man had nodded, sage and neighbourly. Then he’d come himself that same afternoon, striding down the lane they shared from the Poststrasse, his cap pulled low across his forehead, ladder balanced on one high shoulder.

Emmy hadn’t meant to shame her Arnold, but then she saw how it galled him when he stepped inside the doorway, little Freya still on his shoulders, only to find his wife had instructed the yard man on his behalf – and in such a task!

Their neighbour had already unwrapped the portrait, wordless; he’d hung it high on the wall above the desk rows – and Emmy couldn’t think what to say then, how to help her Arno.

It was Achim Brandt who’d done that.

When he’d seen the defeated look of him, frowning up at the whitewashed rafters, the man had shrugged and pointed:

– I’ve hung the damn thing here, Schoolmaster – right where you can turn your back on it.

*

They made unlikely friends: the yard man and the schoolteacher. It took Emmy a while to get used to it: the sight of the work cap and the frock coat, standing and talking in the lane they shared at the end of their workdays.

She wasn’t too certain if it was the wisest of friendships either. Because there were others like Brandt among his workers, and they all stood and smoked in the lane there at the end of their yard shifts, mulling over this and that and laughing among themselves – mostly about the Rathaus men, and all their new cronies among the townsfolk.

– Who knew we had so many crawlers here?

The yard men were scornful of their lapel pins and new-found Führer loyalty.

– You’ve seen the way they stand outside the town bar, rattling their Party tins under everyone’s noses?

– Unless the nights are cold.

– Oh yes, unless the nights are cold, Schoolmaster.

– Then they get themselves schnapps-warm at that back table, and they leave their sons outside to rattle those tins for them.

Arno didn’t grin with the yard men; that wasn’t his way.

Still, Emmy saw how their grinning helped him – especially since those same sons sat on the benches in his classroom.

First it was the grocer’s eldest, then the policeman’s two boys; and then, with each term, there were more dressed up like Brownshirts in the desk rows, coming in single file behind Arno as he dismissed them at the school gate: a column of junior Kameraden. It went against the grain for Arnold – Emmy knew – to see children trussed up like this, drawn in to this mess of adult making. She couldn’t make it right for him – no one could. But at least with the yard men, he found a little fellowship. Sharing glances as the brown boys passed, and then watching them head off town-wards along the Poststrasse.

– Ach, you’re building a fine little troop there, Schoolmaster.

The yard men gave Arno fair warning too – and here, Emmy couldn’t fault them.

Those times were angry; there had been street fights – and worse – in Hamburg, and the word that came out to the Heide was of Brownshirts at all the harbour corners, looking to recruit, looking to strong-arm. Each new journeyman arriving at the Brandt yard carried news from along the Elbe, via Harburg, or Maschen or Stade – and some of it alarming.

One told of a welder. A bold one – a cousin of Achim Brandt’s, in fact – who’d run with the Communists in the hunger years after the last war. The man wouldn’t be told; he wouldn’t be leaned on, certainly, so he was never going to like the Nazis. But he’d never learned to keep his voice down, either
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