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For Eva and all who are and will be with her.

A. L.




To the memory of my mother, one of the millions who perished in the Holocaust.

E. O.







How many people have secrets that no-one ever discovers?





Part One




One

From early morning, units of the Waffen-S S had been arriving. They had demanded an extension of the shift until 4 p.m.


Fifteen: Hermann Hammer, Fritz Blücher, Reinhold Wuppertal, Siegfried Fuchs, Bert Lippert, Hugo Redinger, Liebel Ulrich, Alvis Graff, Siegmund Schwerste!, Herbert Gmund, Hans Frische, Arnold Frey, Philipp Petsch, Mathias Krebs, Ernst Lindow.



For the past three days the frost had been severe. The pipes in the former agricultural estate had burst when the water in them froze. The girls had been provided with two new tubs, but the water froze rock hard in these too. The river had frozen over. Iron rusted, steel fractured. Once or twice a train halted by the bridge because its engine’s boilers had burst. Inside, the plaster in the building developed mould and the walls of the cubicles turned black with soot from the stoves. The waiting room and the canteen, with its long table for 60 people, were no better. The living quarters resembled a bacon-curing shop.

Overnight the walls had acquired a crest of snow, like a chefs white hat pushed up from his forehead. At dawn, when the blizzard was over, when the wind had blown away the clouds and it was no longer snowing, it looked as if what lay on the ground was blood. For a few minutes the snow was steeped in purple and ruby red. An invisible silence hung over the landscape.

Inside, along the corridor, an inscription in spiky Gothic letters (the flashes of the S S insignia were ancient runes) declared: We were born to perish.

The silence was broken by a truck or a bus making for the field brothel. From the distance, from between the sky and the ground, came the rumble of artillery.

She had woken in the middle of the night. She had pain between her legs. Before her eyes and in her ears was the Pole who’d stood at the ramp in Auschwitz-Birkenau when they’d stumbled from the trains – the deep, chesty voice of a broad-shouldered soldier of the Kanada squad who, over and over, had ordered the mothers to give the children to their grandmothers.

“Don’t ask why. Do it now!”

Having passed the doctors at the end of the long line who sent people either to the left or to the right, she had arrived at the Frauenkonzentrationslager and there understood the meaning of the order.

“Give the children to their grandmothers”.

The old women and the children had gone straight from the ramp to the gas chambers.

This is the story of my love. It is about love almost as much as it is about killing; about one of love’s many faces: killing. It is about No. 232 Ost, the army brothel that stood in the agricultural estate by the River San before the German army retreated further west; about 21 days, about what a girl of 15 endured; about what it means to have the choice of going on living or of being killed, between choosing to go to the gas chamber or volunteering to work in a field brothel as an Aryan girl. It is about what memory or oblivion will or will not do.

I fell in love with Hanka Kaudersovâ’s smile, with the wrinkles of a now 16-year-old, with the effect her face had on me. What saves me, apart from the uncertainty of it, is time. There are fragments out of which an event is composed, there are its colours and shades. And there is horror.

On that last day before the evacuation of No. 232 Ost, before they put Madam Kulikowa up against the back wall a few steps from the kitchen, and the first salvo shattered her teeth, she’d said that deep down she had expected nothing better.

Twelve: Karl Gottlob Hain, Johann Obersaltzer, Wilhelm Tietze, Arnold Köhler, Gottfried Lindner, Moritz Krantz, Andreas Schmidt, Granz Biermann, Garolus Mautch, August Kreuter, Felix Körner, Jorgen Hofer-Wettermann.

In my mind I can hear Madam Kulikowa introducing Skinny Kaudersovâ to No. 232 Ost on that first Friday morning … Anything that is not specifically permitted is forbidden. (This was something Skinny already knew from the Frauenkonzentrationslager at Auschwitz-Birkenau.) Regulations are posted on the cubicle doors. The soldier is always right. Kissing is forbidden. Unconditional obedience is demanded. You must not ask for anything.

“Any perks we share equally,” Madam Kulikowa said, with both uncertainty and cunning. “A man is like a child and generally behaves like one. He expects to get everything he wants. He will expect you to treat him unselfishly, like a mother.”

She urged her to think of pleasanter things.

Oberführer S chimmelpfennig had ordered the following notice to be posted on the doors of the cubicles, in the waiting room and in the washroom.


With immediate effect, it is forbidden to provide services without a rubber sheath. Most strictly prohibited are: Anal, oral or brutal intercourse; To take urine or semen into the mouth or anus; To re-use contraceptives.



During roll-call one day, Oberführer S chimmelpfennig threatened to import Gypsy women to the estate. He knew of at least five brothels in Bessarabia where they were employed. “No-one here is indispensable,” he said.


Twelve: Heinrich Faust, Felix Schellenberg, Fritz Zossen, Siegfried Skarabis, Adolf Seidel, Günther Eichmann, Hans Scerba, Rudolf Weinmann, Hugon Gerhard Rossel, Ernst Heidenkampf, Manfred Wostrell, Eberhardt Bergel.



In the evening, as they were sweeping by the gate which carried the German eagle, Skinny arranged the snow into symmetrical piles, and wondered whether she was punishing herself for being alive. What had become of Big-Belly, from whom she’d inherited Cubicle No. 16 and a pot for heating water and a small cask? Where was Krikri? Or Maria-Giselle? The first two had gone to the wall, the third to the “Hotel for Foreigners” at Festung Breslau. Here, as Oberführer S chimmelpfennig put it, Skinny was serving her apprenticeship. What kind of girl was Beautiful? Or Estelle, Maria-from-Poznan, Long-Legs, Fatty, Smartie and the others? What was the name, or the nickname, of the girl who died at two in the morning three days after Schimmelpfenning’s botched attempt at an appendectomy?

“If you don’t sleep you’ll feel like death warmed up in the morning,” said Estelle later that night. “You won’t change anything by not sleeping.”

There was fresh snow. A train with troops on home leave rattled across the steel bridge over the river.

“This is what it must be like in the Bering Straits,” Estelle said. “Except for those wintering, there isn’t a soul about.”

Skinny had never heard of the Bering Straits.

“Twenty-four hours of darkness every day. An ocean of ice,” Estelle said.

“How deep is it?” Skinny wanted to know. “Never mind. Go to sleep.”

Suddenly Estelle said: “Do you think anybody knows the truth?”

“About what?”

“About you. About me. About the Oberführer or Madam Kulikowa.”

“My head is spinning,” said Skinny. “I have to get some sleep.”

“My memory is failing me,” Estelle said.

“You should be grateful.”

“Why?”

“Because.”

Skinny’s eyes were falling shut. In a moment she would be asleep. It was cold and she would be frozen stiff by the morning. In the cubicle, with a soldier, it was at least warm, but the Oberführer did not allow the girls’ dormitories to be heated. They could nestle up to each other, he’d said. Skinny fell asleep thinking of the Frauenkonzentrationslager at Auschwitz-Birkenau, when she was still with her mother and her father. Before her father had thrown himself against the high-voltage fence and her mother was taken away at a selection parade. Her brother had gone to the gas chamber straight from the ramp.

Sometime before dawn Estelle said to her: “Did you know that you wake up, say something about your father and then fall asleep again? You sit up, half comb your hair, but you lack the strength to finish.”

“Do I talk in my sleep?”

“Only about your father. You turn about a bit.”

“I’m tired.”

“That’s all right.”


Two

Oberführer S chimmelpfennig corresponded with a doctor in Mauthausen in Austria. His friend was learning to amputate limbs, measuring the time before an amputee could walk again. Did he think of Helga, with whom he had been at University? She was training at Buchenwald. They were due to start at an army hospital together. They were thinking of getting married before they were transferred to the front, where they would have to operate in earnest.

For her part, after three tots of liquor Big Leopolda Kulikowa would return in her mind to the Odeon and the Gloria in Cracow. The fairytale of the frog that changed into a prince after a single, generous kiss should be rewritten, she felt, so that no-one was misled – those single girls in civvies who saw every possibility as love, for example. That’s how unmarried mothers pay for a single love-making … those girls don’t take account of their own worth, they give themselves away cheap, mostly for free. To the soldiers, a girl is like a spring of water in the desert.


Twelve: Gustav Habenicht, Sepp Bartells, Hanan Baltrusch, Fritz Puhse, Heinrich Rinn, Otto Scholtz, Heini Baumgarten, Fritz Heindl, Wilhelm Kube, Johannes Kurfürst, Rudolf Weissmüller, Hans Ewing.



There was an icy wind blowing, and freezing fog. The truck driver wiped his nose on his sleeve and muttered a few obscenities. He stacked the huge boxes he had stolen from a wooden Orthodox Church before setting fire to it in the office of the Oberführer, Dr Helmuth Gustav S chimmelpfennig.

I was still in Terezin at the end of September when I lost sight of Skinny. She was put on one of five transports going east. In the Frauenkonzentrationslager at Auschwitz-Birkenau she and her mother were put to work, at first, repairing the sides of rail wagons, sweeping roads and carrying stones to and from the Auto-Union plant. Eventually she found herself as a cleaner in the hospital block of Sturmbannführer Dr Julius Krueger, who sterilized her.

The day after Dr Krueger was promoted to Obersturmbannführer he performed an urgent operation on a frostbitten Waffen-S S Obergruppenführer, transplanting onto him a large patch of skin cut from a Jewish subhuman. For this, Dr Krueger was instantly transferred to the eastern front. He only had time to retrieve his medical diploma from the wall and one proclaiming him to be a doctor of philosophy and biology.

Skinny finished cleaning up the surgery. With a damp cloth she wiped blood from the tiles and polished the used instruments. Dr Krueger’s departure had left her at her wit’s end. She didn’t even dare contemplate what would happen in the morning. They would get rid of her as a compromising witness. She was alone in the surgery, perhaps the whole block, probably by mistake. She switched off the light, and the surgery windows were engulfed by the night. It was one of those nights at Auschwitz-Birkenau when the darkness seemed to mean the end of the world, the end of the last human being, the last tree, the last star.

Life at the Frauenkonzentrationslager was simply the opposite of how people had lived before they got there. She was faced with the deadening knowledge of what was an everyday occurrence: the medical experiments, the killing of people on a conveyor belt, the processions towards the basement undressing rooms of the five crematoria. And then the flames licking up from the low chimneys, exhaling in the form of soot and ashes the remains of what an hour previously had been living beings. From Monday, when the selections were held, to Sunday, and again from Monday to Sunday – again and again. In her mind she tried to tell somebody about it, just to convince herself that she was still sane. She clung to memories of people who had long forgotten her, but whom she once knew. The teacher at her primary school, who had commended her for drawing so well, or the music master who had tactfully told her that whatever she was going to succeed at when she grew up, it would not be a career in opera.

The surgery smelled of carbolic acid, iodine, blood and water. It was a smell Skinny had grown used to. Through the window she saw the fires of the No. 2 and No. 3 crematoria. While working for Dr Krueger, she wore an apron and didn’t have to endure what the other girls from the block had to undergo. She had a pass through the Postenkette, past the sentries. It expired that night. Even though she didn’t think of it for more than a second, everyone at Auschwitz-Birkenau could picture themselves in the basement undressing room, pulling off their clothes, stepping under the showers before the airtight door without an inside handle closed on them and the crystals of greenish Zyklon B began to drop from the shower-heads, turning to gas on contact with the air.

As well as the smell of the surgery, the greasy smoke which penetrated through every crack hung in the air. This was how she might live her final moments, though she had never harmed a soul. This was how she might rack her brains without ever finding an answer. Auschwitz-Birkenau was the final station for her. In her mind’s eye, she saw the inoffensive German word, the compound noun Endlösung, final solution.

She felt tense, like a mouse caught in a trap. Only yesterday she had been reassured by the presence of Dr Krueger, in his smart uniform with its silver epaulettes and silver-trimmed buttonholes. He could pick up the telephone and call his wife, or his grown-up children, just as he had called his daughter in Alsace. There was a question of what he would do on Sunday. But not now.

Skinny was hungry and thirsty, and knew it would be worse by morning. She was cold too, so she kept her headscarf on. The previous week she had had toothache. The girl she had replaced in Dr Krueger’s surgery had not received any special treatment either. Anyone here was alive at the expense of someone else.

She heard a noise in an office at the far end of the corridor that was rarely used. A door creaked and then slammed. Someone was going to the lavatory. She heard the door again and then water flushing. A girl appeared.

“Hello,” Skinny said, moving into the passageway.

“What is it?” the girl asked in Polish.

“Do you belong to this block?”

“No.”

The girl was about 18. She was dressed as if she were somewhere in Warsaw: a knee-length skirt, a blouse with short, puffed sleeves of a bright washable material, warm woollen socks and high lace-up boots – not at all what the female inmates looked like. Her hair was brushed into a quiff, the way boys used to wear it in Prague at the beginning of the war. The girl told her that the doctor who was to replace Krueger (she didn’t know his name) was choosing girls for a field brothel further east. With lightning speed Skinny considered what this could mean for her.

“If we’re lucky they’ll turn us into whores,” the girl said. “What do you think? Am I suitable?”

“Is it a selection?” Skinny asked.

“What’s that, a selection?”

“Sortierung. Sorting out.” The girl didn’t know the camp jargon.

“There are 60 of us and they’ll choose 30. He’s already told us. The rest can volunteer for nursing.”

Suddenly the light went out in the block, the outside lights as well.

“You have power cuts here just as in Warsaw?” the girl said.

What kind of girls had they brought here? From the far office came a voice shouting into a telephone:

“What? Half an hour to an hour? Scheisse. This is Hauptsturmführer Schneidhuber – Lucian Schneidhuber. Block 21.”

Then came the sound of him groping for the telephone and putting down the receiver. The instrument tinkled for a while before clicking and falling silent.

“Is there anybody else in this block? I need candles!” he called out.

Skinny knew about the candles. “Here,” she shouted into the dark, over the head of the girl. She picked up a flat box of candles, locating it from memory. Groping her way, she carried it to the far end of the corridor to the Hauptsturmführer. He gestured to her to wait by the wall, with the as yet unselected girls. Did he take her for one of the Aryan girls crowding the room? She had nothing to lose. In the morning she would be going up in smoke. The Hauptsturmführer lit the first candle with his lighter, then clicked it shut and with the burning wick lit another. With a candle in each hand, he let a few drops of wax fall on a black, cloth-bound, record book – the kind that Dr Krueger had also used – set the candles into it and held them in place for a moment.

A draught blew through a crack in the door, which Skinny had left ajar, and the flames flickered until she closed it. She stood by the wall, the last in line, trying not to look around too much for fear of being conspicuous; but at the same time she observed the girls who had already been selected, about 15 of them. They wore civilian clothes -blouses and skirts and shoes, and had coloured jackets hanging on hooks. The girls must have been fresh; they had only just been brought in. They were all around 18. The room was beginning to smell of sweat and perfume, and of clothes and underwear not changed for some days. Skinny was preparing herself for the Hauptsturmführer’s questions. She didn’t suppose that those the doctor didn’t choose would become nurses.

She felt as she had on the 28th of September at the ramp at Auschwitz-Birkenau – at the mercy of whatever might happen, a lump of clay that could be moulded into anything. Was it to be her good fortune that Dr Krueger could not bear cleaners in prison outfits and had ordered some civilian clothes to be brought for her from the store, with long sleeves and lace-up boots and thick woollen stockings?

The girls were standing casually against the wall, legs crossed. Either they did not know they were at Auschwitz or they didn’t realize what that meant.

Now and again the Hauptsturmführer shouted: “Ruhe!” Quiet!

Then he said: “Schweinerei.” He called out three German names from his list: “Mathilde Seiler, Brunhilde Bausinger, Helga Burger.” He had dark rings under his eyes.

At that moment Skinny knew she would deny that she was Jewish. There was no mistaking the pointed questions of the Hauptsturmführer as he verified the racial origin of each girl. She would lie. If he asked her she would say she was Aryan. If he asked her religion she would answer as though she were her drawing teacher from primary school. They’d all known which church she belonged to. She composed her answers in her head, trying to guess what the Hauptsturmführer would ask.

She had been 18 days in Auschwitz-Birkenau. Her head had been shaved. The girls by the wall did not yet have the prescribed masculine crew cut. They had slides, ribbons and combs in their hair.

The girl with the quiff failed to answer the Hauptsturmführer’s questions satisfactorily and joined those not selected, along the wall. The girl probably thought she would become a nurse. How come so many people believed the Germans? Probably because it was more comfortable to believe; it was not so easy to disbelieve and terrible not to trust in anything. What qualities would a girl need to have for the Hauptsturmführer to choose her?

Skinny wondered how Kowalska in Block 18 would deal with her absence. Would she assume she was dead already? Unless they had been looking for her in the evening, they wouldn’t bother looking for her in the morning. Even with the meticulous organization of Auschwitz-Birkenau, people got lost for a day, for two or three days, even for longer.

What were her chances? No-one knew that she was only 15. On the advice given to her by some Poles at the ramp as soon as she had arrived, she had added three years to her age. In the twinkling of an eye she was 18. After a day and a night at Auschwitz-Birkenau she wouldn’t have been lying if she’d declared that she was 1,000 years old. Children under 15 went straight to the chimney. And most of those over 40 went as well.

She listened carefully to the Hauptsturmführer’s questioning of each girl, how he moved from one question to another, what he wrote down. He was in a hurry. That was good. The girl with the quiff had accepted her fate lethargically. What did it matter that she would have to carry bedpans around in a sick bay?

The air was getting thick. The candles were smoking. The gaunt Hauptsturmführer was eating porridge from a soup bowl next to his bulging briefcase, washing it down with mineral water from a bottle with a German label. He had searching, tired eyes and short blond hair. His cap with its skull and crossbones was perched on the edge of the desk. On his questionnaire he ticked off the characteristics of the girls he selected. He was not looking for office workers or cooks. If he didn’t like a girl, or if he suspected her of lying, he made no secret of his annoyance. Next one. Another Schweinerei, fort mit dem Dreck. A few times he swore, scheissegal. He spoke carefully and acted in a businesslike manner, severely. His vocabulary was almost coarser than Dr Krueger’s, and he was not exactly prissy. From the ceiling, on a two-foot length of wire, a light bulb, extinguished, swayed in the draught.

It was Skinny’s turn. He looked her over quickly, head to toe. Did he remember that she was the one who had brought him the candles? He picked up his riding crop and lightly smacked the open palm of his hand.

“Oh, it’s you,” he said. “Let’s get on with it then.” He put the crop on the desk and picked up a pencil. He wrote something on the top of the sheet and cursed when the lead broke.

“Aber jetzt nur die Wahrheit!” he said. Only the truth. Without knowing why, he’d decided in advance that he would take her, but she did not know that. She was the last needed to make up the prescribed number. He fumbled among his papers to find the 30th questionnaire. He told her to answer only ja or nein.

It was not the first time her life had been in the balance, but each time felt like the first time. She hung on to what had so far always helped her. Something that made her rely on herself and hope she would be lucky. It was not quite rebellion, but there was a touch of rebelliousness in it.

Perhaps he sensed in her a will to live; and this didn’t affect him the way it did the Waffen-S S who killed people in order to kill that very will to live.

She didn’t wear glasses. Hauptsturmführer Schneidhuber had been told that female prisoners with glasses weren’t suitable for field brothels.

Skinny had already lost everyone she could lose; but she had not yet lost herself and did not wish to. It was a primitive instinct, but it was the only thing she could hold on to. She refused to let it distort her outward appearance: the Hauptsturmführer mustn’t suspect what she was feeling. Pity was not a Nazi characteristic. She was going through a selection, of the kind they had at Auschwitz-Birkenau every Monday, morning and evening. At every selection her life was in someone else’s hands. Whether she lived or died would be decided, as always, by someone who did not know her, who was seeing her for the first time, perhaps with only half an eye. For her brother, Ramon, his first test had been his last. And at one unexpected selection at Block 18, Skinny had lost her mother. In some recess of her brain were all those, acquaintances and strangers, whom she’d last seen at a selection. There must be no uncertainty about supplies to the crematoria. When there were too few sick people, more healthy ones went into the gas chamber. In the commandant’s office they had detailed quotas according to which selections were performed. If there were no Czechs, they took Hungarians. On the Tuesday morning when they selected her mother, a story went around that the Sortierabteilung truck would take them not to the crematorium but out through the gates of Auschwitz- Birkenau.

She thought all this in the instant between nodding her head and raising it again. Ja, nein.

“Name, day, month, year of birth. Place of birth.”

The Hauptsturmführer was sharpening one of his pencils with a pocket knife. He stifled a belch and took a sip of mineral water.

“Last place of work.”

Those were easy questions.

“Dr Krueger’s surgery.”

“Is that so?” said Hauptsturmführer Schneidhuber. “Have you any Jewish relations?”

“No.”

“There was never talk in your family about anyone, no matter how distant?”

“No. Not that I remember.”

“Good. You’re sure that you only have Aryan blood?”

“I have Aryan blood,” she replied, in the firmest voice she could manage.

There was no way back now. She gave her old Prague address to avoid making a mistake later on. She heard herself speaking as if the voice were not her own. Her blood was no longer throbbing in her temples as it had while she was waiting her turn. She tried not to think of their Prague flat which had been taken over by the Zentralstelle für jüdische Auswanderung. The Germans had made sure that the flat would go to a German.

“What’s your height? You don’t look short.”

She told him, not sure whether to straighten up or make herself shorter.

The Hauptsturmführer was anxious now to pack up his things and lie down. He had come from Hamburg by fast train, but because of enemy air-raids they had been held up eight times. He was exhausted. He went through her questionnaire quickly, but he didn’t skip anything. Nor did he recognise that what confronted him was concealed stubbornness. What he had seen during the day had been mostly resignation rather than defiance. As Skinny stood facing the doctor she heard within herself only one voice out of the many she was suppressing. Hers was a small lie compared to the German lie: that the gas chambers were only shower rooms where they could freshen up after their journey.

The Hauptsturmführer heard only eagerness, willingness, perhaps a keen and ambitious desire to serve Germany. Her voice was hoarse with excitement and resolution. The doctor knew that in Krueger’s surgery she had become used to working with the human body. She would be prepared for touching the bodies of German soldiers.

Skinny had not anticipated the questions for which the Hauptsturmführer had a long column and to which he now turned.

“If you had to choose between a rat and a rabbit, which would you choose?”

“The rabbit,” she said.

“Why?”

“For its soft fur.”

“Between an ox and a cockerel?”

“The cockerel.”

“Why?”

“I don’t know.”

“Between a pig and a horse?”

“The horse. It’s cleaner, faster and cleverer.”

“Good. What about between a lamb and a snake?”

The Hauptsturmführer might – for his own amusement – have enriched the questionnaire, but he didn’t feel like it. It was getting late. And it was dark. Very well, we shall see, he thought. A whore did not have to brim over with intelligence. He was thinking of the paper he would write about lymphatic glands.

Dr Schneidhuber finally ordered her to lift her skirt. She knew about this already from the ramp, from when they had arrived. Legs apart! She obeyed. She had long legs, childish thighs, yes, but that shouldn’t be a problem. At that moment the Hauptsturmführer’s voice sounded almost genial. He had not said yet that she had passed.

“Ich bin unfruchtbar.” I’m sterile.

“How do you know?”

“Dr Krueger used x-rays on me. Twice. From the front and behind, with my legs apart.”

She was beginning to interest him.

“How sure are you of this?”

“As sure as there’s a God above me.”

“Suppose he’s below you in hell?” Dr Schneidhuber smiled.

“Gott macht die Nüsse, aber er knackt sie nicht auf.” God makes the nuts, but he doesn’t crack them. It sounded to him as if she were boasting that she was blind, deaf and dumb. He felt more at ease with an Aryan than he did with Jewish subhumans, on whom he would start his experiments the next day. He signed her questionnaire at the bottom. She followed every one of his movements wordlessly. He put the questionnaire into his briefcase. That someone else would go into the gas chamber in her place in the morning so the numbers would be right – this she did not think about. The doctor drank some mineral water and picked up his cap.

“You’ll have to grow your hair,” he said. “You haven’t got much now. Why? Did you have lice?”

He told the girls it would be for a year. To serve frontline soldiers was an honour. Duty to Germany came before all else. Cleanliness, order, obedience. They would wash and sew their own underwear. There would be enough time for needlework. Embroidery, crocheting, knitting sweaters and woollen face-masks for themselves and the troops.

He left some porridge at the bottom of his bowl. It was cold now. He picked up his riding crop. Its handle was made of African hippopotamus hide. He allowed one of the girls to finish his porridge. She licked out the bowl and the spoon, not knowing when she would get her next meal. He picked up the telephone. They would leave under escort at once. Yes, they were all ready, things had moved fast. When would the light come back on? Five minutes? All right, better late than never. They could take their coats with them. Skinny did not have one and didn’t know whose she could take in the next 15 minutes, so that she wouldn’t have to travel in just a dress. She mingled with the girls; it was always better to be in the middle of a crowd than at the head or the tail.

Those he had not picked for the brothel would find plenty of work as nurses, Dr Schneidhuber added. Morgen gehts los, he thought to himself. Tomorrow they’ll be off.

The guards were bored. They were not allowed to have any dealings with the prostitutes, though some did. This was an infringement of the prohibition for both parties and if they were caught, it meant punishment. The guilty S S man would go to the front, to join an Einsatzgruppe, or be sent to prison. The army whore, if she was lucky, would go to Festung Breslau, to the “Hotel for Foreigners” which they knew only by reputation. In any case she would get a thrashing on her bare bottom.

By the wall where the executions took place when the quarry was too deep in snow, the previous detachment of guards had organized dog fights. They would catch stray dogs on the wasteland, keep them hungry, then choose three of similar size, one of them a weaker one. The two stonger ones would tear the third to pieces and lick up its blood. The guards had another trick. They would take a pair of dogs and by giving them nothing to drink, even snow, they became so dehydrated that their blood would not run so much. They would bet their wages on which dog would win the fight. The dog that survived would drink the blood of the defeated one to quench its thirst.

In November the guards had invited Madam Kulikowa to a dog fight. A sheepdog which had won two fights let itself be torn to pieces in the third. It had no strength left. Its blood splashed all the way to the wall, mingling with the dried bloodstains of the executed.

Oberführer Schimmelpfennig saw a confirmation of the laws of nature in the brutality of the dog fights. The ancient Germanic tribes were instinctively right when, instead of praying, they relied on the flight of birds, the behaviour of horses and dogs; the mirror of lakes, the whiteness of hoarfrost. He didn’t need the whores to confirm his conviction of the closeness of human and animal behaviour. The soldiers confirmed it too. Consciously or unconsciously he felt close to his distant ancestors. Did not the wasteland with the quarry resemble a giant emerging from frozen mist? The rats in the snow with their ravenous teeth reminded S chimmelpfennig of squirrels fanning quarrels according to the wisdom of the ancients, spreading dissension.

He was suffering from insomnia. At night he reflected on the Nazi Movement. The cold and the loneliness stripped from him the veneer of civilisation his medical education had given him. He was reverting to nature, to what perhaps he once had been. It thrilled him to watch animals fighting to the death.

“When dogs have an all-out fight they teach you what’s good and what’s bad,” the Oberführer said to Madam Kulikowa. “They remind you of what’s happening all around you, of what you must do to win. Every bark, growl or bite affirms to me that what I’m doing, what we are doing, is good. You should teach that to your little tarts.”

“Is it the fight that makes you shiver?” he asked her.

“It is the cold that is slow death to me,” Madam Kulikowa replied. And to herself she added: “And you Germans, you, Oberführer Frog, are my rapid death.”

She did not even attempt to clean off the gobs of spit and excreta that had splashed onto her legs. She would have to change her clothes. She washed everything three times. This was not the first time that Big Leopolda Kulikowa had been sick with horror.

The guards chased the victorious dog out through the gate, where the wolves, faster and stronger, would catch him. The guards were keeping themselves warm with tea from thermos flasks. With frozen fingers they were paying their bets and sharing out their winnings. The girls watched from the window.

The commandant of the new Waffen-S S guard detachment, Hauptsturmführer Peter Hanisch-Sacher, who arrived on the last day of November, did not care for dog fights. He brought his Alsatian, Fenti, with him from Bremerhaven and assigned a place for him in the kennels. Stray dogs reminded him of Gypsies: they had no business among the pure-bred dogs in the kennels. Among quadrupeds Fenti was what the Hauptsturmführer himself was in his own eyes. They both had their reputation, race, honour and fame. Dead dogs, savaged and bled to death, reminded him of Jews. In that respect he and the Oberführer understood each other. It was love or at least understanding. The fight itself somehow reminded him of the field prostitutes, though he could not have said why. He turned a blind eye to his men’s contact with the prostitutes – so long as they kept within bounds – because, as he would remark over a glass of schnapps, boys will be boys. He did not question the logic of his superiors who would send one lot of SS men here and forbid the same practices elsewhere. He was not interested in the prostitutes himself. They disgusted him, though he couldn’t stop talking about them.

The fight of the sheepdog, Austri, lasted 35 minutes. Austri cost Sturmmann Ruhe his pay. The dog that killed Austri was torn to pieces by wolves within five minutes. The entrails of both dogs were devoured by rats.

It was 2 a.m. when Madam Kulikowa got to bed, having first sent four girls to the kitchen to peel potatoes for the morning soup. Before pulling up her blanket she went over the day’s events.

When the war was over I would sometimes converse in my mind with Big Leopolda Kulikowa, just as if we were having a chat. Even the best person – never mind the worst – will in the end do what suits them best. Danger merely enhances everything. That was why she felt no qualms at stealing bread, margarine and salami from the girls’ rations. But she gave them underwear, perfume, make-up or costume jewellery when the Germans brought in a crate of what they had stolen or confiscated from the troops.

“It’s hard to go to sleep with cold feet,” Long-Legs said to Skinny.

“Mine too,” Skinny said.

“I feel as if I have a brick in my belly.”

Long-Legs began to tell Skinny that she had once been with an Italian who wore puttees. Then she said: “The first day I came here I saw wolves gnawing a naked body in the snow. What the wolves didn’t eat, the dogs did.”

The Madam did not cry when Oberführer S chimmelpfenning hit her with his walking stick. He had struck her elbow so hard that she couldn’t bend her arm. She would have to massage the major with one hand. A few tears did freeze on her cheeks and she wiped her face with her sleeve. An echo of the 60-year-old lover she’d had when she was 14, who had never hit her, drowned in her silent lament. She cursed the Oberführer.

During the roll-call he had shouted: “I regret nothing. You remember that!”


Three

“No regular duty for you today,” Madam Kulikowa said to Skinny. She told her to have a bath, tidy herself up and wait. It would be an officer – Wehrmacht Captain Daniel August Hentschel. She was to put a saucepan of water on the stove. She would be issued with perfume, oil, fresh clothes, underwear and shoes. She would have extra time for him.

The Madam examined her for a while with knowing, grey eyes.

“You’re still like a cat who’s afraid even of the person who feeds her. If you weren’t in a camp you’d see the Germans like the rest. Anyway, when it comes to it, from the waist down they’re all the same.”

“You haven’t got much light in here,” said Captain Hentschel. “We won’t even have to put it out.”

As he walked in she thought that he had a slight limp in his left leg. The flame of the candle flickered and almost died in the draught from the open door. He saluted with gloved fingertips at the peak of his cap, then took it off. She glanced up at him. An officer, she thought, what did this mean? She must not betray how nervous she felt. He had a thin but big face, a narrow aquiline nose and widely spaced, deep blue eyes. Dark brown hair.

“Absolute hell, driving here, my word! Like skidding on snow and ice into hell.” He sensed her reserve and put it down to shyness.

“Last week the car in front of my Horch ran over a mine,” he continued. “I was half-conscious and I saw a nurse bending down over me. She couldn’t have been any older than you. I was dying with my eyes on her throat, her breasts, and her cleavage. When I came to, another nurse was bending over me, one with glasses, older than my mother.”

He was talking to her easily, as if they knew one another. She breathed in the smell of his greatcoat with its sheepskin lining and thick fur collar, the smell of mothballs, gunpowder, sweat and wet snow. She imagined his weight on top ofher. He was broad-shouldered, tall and looked strong. He had shaved before setting out; his hair was cut short, lighter at its ends, like the hair of the soldiers she had known during her past six days of service. She had a few seconds to look him over. With each soldier she felt like one animal assessing another. She did not want to stare at the captain, the way Fatty would, nor kneel in front of him like Ginger or Maria-from-Poznan.

He was frozen through. With a stiff hand he closed the wooden latch, then pulled off his gloves. His glance swept over the iced-up window. He carried a pistol in a holster. If he knew that he was here with a Jewess he might pull it out. Or kick her out into the corridor. Then they would hang her. On her chest they would pin a notice that read I concealed that I was a Jew as they did at Auschwitz-Birkenau.

She reminded herself to be careful. She lacked the coquetry of Ginger and the Marmalade Cat, and she was incapable of offering what Maria-from-Poznan, The Toad, could offer.

“How are you?” he asked.

“Fine, thank you,” she replied.

“You look sad to me,” said the captain. “Are you?”

“No.”

He glanced at his watch. It reminded her of the morning at the ramp at Auschwitz-Birkenau. Her first, girl’s wristwatch. She had lost it within an hour, like all the things they had to leave behind in the train. They had arrived at four in the morning and by eight nine-tenths of the transport had their lives behind them.

The captain had tears in his eyes from the cold. He stood, legs apart, waving his arms awkwardly like a frozen bird. His holster seemed tiny on his massive body. Although he had kicked the snow from his boots in the corridor outside, he was leaving marks on the floor. He might be 30 or 35.

He stepped in front of the stove, rubbing his hands. He was speaking with some difficulty, his jaw still stiff with cold.

Captain Hentschel believed that war changed a woman. That she became part of the man she was with. That a man in wartime needed his body to fuse with a woman’s soul – that this excited and satisfied a man. At that moment nothing would repel the woman. He could come to her before or after battle, caked in mud, sweaty and dirty and with blood on him. With burnt or tattered clothes, worn-out boots, a torn undershirt or no shirt at all, stubble-faced, ragged and dishevelled, reeking of sweat and gunpowder and blood and mud, smeared with enemy guts. She would restore his confidence and strength. She would give him a sense of achievement, which he could find with her alone. He would straighten up, grow in his own estimation, discover again what he’d feared he had lost. At this moment a woman regarded a man like a child, like a mother capable of giving her life for her child.

She felt that he was taking stock of her. For her part she was weighing up his words. Puffy snowflakes were settling on the window pane.

“Can you imagine what the first people here must have felt?”

The window was almost opaque. A whitish dusk filled the room.

She would have been glad to change places with those first people.

“You’re a pretty girl,” he said.

Snow was still clinging to his eyelashes, eyebrows and chin. His face was purple from the wind and the cold.

“I could have driven here blindfolded.”

The wolves were howling, answered by the barks of the dogs in the kennels. They would come right up to the walls of the estate.

She breathed in the smell of his greatcoat again, his uniform and boots. Shadows played on the floor of the cubicle, on the walls and ceiling beams, twisting with the flickering flame of the candle. Its wax ran down into a small plate on the table. There were stains on the walls: the tiny remnants of insects not eaten by the spiders, frozen in what was left of their webs.

“I hope you’re not mute,” the captain said. “Or are you still learning to talk?”

“I used to believe in dreams,” he said into the dusk. “Now I’m afraid of them.”

He was not the first to murder whatever came within reach in his dreams. These were the dreams he feared. He tried to forget them. He did not think of himself as a murderer: he fought because he had to. In its way it was beautiful. He had also dreamt he was dead. He was not afraid of that dream. He woke from it alive.

“Do you know the country here?”

“I’ve never been further than the railway station.”

“Have you ever been to Festung Breslau?”

Why had he asked her that? Did he know about Festung Breslau, the “Hotel for Foreigners”? She waited for him to ask her about Auschwitz-Birkenau. She hoped that as a Wehrmacht officer he would not know about it.

“What question would you say yes to?” He smiled at her with his frozen lips.

“I don’t know.”

As soon as the captain had warmed up a little, the cubicle with its ceiling beams and walls with blackened plaster seemed cosier to him. He could make out the cars arriving and departing in the courtyard. The fire roared in the cylindrical stove. He was studying his new prostitute, enjoying her slender girlish throat, with its swanlike whiteness and her gingery hair, which had not yet grown back to its proper length. He wanted to have his pleasure, but he wanted to have a friendly talk as well. He did not want a bitch that just lay down and opened her legs. She had pale skin, he liked that, and she had bloodshot, slightly scared eyes. He had asked for her especially from Madam Kulikowa and Oberführer Schimmelpfennig. For a change he wanted the youngest prostitute in No. 232 Ost.

Was Madam Kulikowa trying to do her a favour by sending her an officer after only six days of full service, each day twelve men and on one occasion fourteen and on another fifteen? Did it mean she would have no-one else for the rest of the day? Would she be relieved of a further eleven bodies, faces, hands and feet? Hairy chests and bellies?

“You look fine. You’re a pretty girl. Would you believe that this morning, as I was driving here, there was a red dawn? And look at the blizzard that’s come out of it.”

She was thin, not surprisingly. They had a very strict diet here. Once he had seen one of their helpings on a tin plate – potato salad with carrot and kohlrabi; a thin slice of salami; and a little tub of jam the size of perhaps three thimbles – a breakfast ration for the troops.

He was thawing out. And a good thing too, he thought. At least it was dry here and relatively warm. An idea came to him about the universality of women. Yes, universality, all-world-ness, was the correct concept. A little light in the gloom of the east. The fact that one half of humanity belonged to the same club as the other half – at least in a certain sense. He smiled. It was easier for the girl to adjust to him than for him to adjust to the girl. The war had not changed him in this respect. She was very young, which confused him a little. Almost too young. This was not India or Japan or some Pacific island. The commanding officer of the S S units in the region had spoken of the Kinderaktion, the Children’s Programme – though of course from the viewpoint of the SS.

“Have you had a child yet?” The question caught her unawares.

“No.”

“Do you occasionally smile?” He was still hoping to hear a friendly word from this young prostitute – he intended to be friendly.

It was not impossible, he thought, that she got here through some similar Kinderaktion.

“You’re new here?”

“My seventh day.”

“Yes, somebody told me about you – the Oberführer, I think, or the Madam. What’s your name?”

“I haven’t been given a new name yet.”

“I see they’ve already tattooed a number on your arm.”

“Yes.” She blushed.

“I doubt they would have sent you here without a name.”

She did not know what to say.

“Do you like it here? Got used to the job yet?”

“I’ve got used to the job.”

“Am I your first officer?” She nodded.

“Today?”

“Ever.”

She didn’t give the soldiers in her cubicle more attention than she had to. It was an indifference with which she armed herself and which deadened her. She was glad the officer was taking his time to get warm; she wouldn’t have liked him to touch her with frozen hands. She reconciled herself in advance to what he would want from her. What they all wanted. Twelve times a day, six days a week, making the most of their time.

“How come you speak German?”

“I learnt it.”

“In army courses? At home?”

“At home and at school,” she replied.

“Everything’s a school,” he said. “Do you know any German proverbs?”

“Like which?”

“Unkraut verdirbt nicht. “ Weeds don’t perish. “Aller Anfang ist schwer.” Every beginning is difficult. “Ende gut, alles gut.” All’s well that ends well.

She did not want to explain her knowledge of German. Her father and mother had gone to German schools under the Austro-Hungarian Empire. Besides, both were born in Prague, where every other person spoke German.

“My favourite proverb is: Das Hemd ist uns näher als der Rock.” Our shirt’s closer to us than our jacket.

Was he going to teach her German proverbs? He couldn’t hurt her with proverbs, could he? She blushed again. Maybe it would be better if the captain pounced on her and stopped asking questions.

“Most of the foreign words I know I learnt in bed,” he said. “How about you?”

“I don’t know.”

“Have you got used to this place?”

“I have.”

“Where were you born?”

“Prague.” The flush left her cheeks only slowly.

“I know of one of your famous countrymen – Rilke. Life is heavier than the sum of all things. We keep only what we love. I have Ernst Jünger’s Marble Cliffs in my pack.”

She had no idea what he was talking about.

At last the captain began to unbutton his greatcoat. On his tunic she saw the Iron Cross. Candle wax was running into the plate on the table and as it cooled it stabilized the candle.

He walked over to the table with his coat open, bent down and blew out the candle. A pale light still shone through the window.

“Do you know why I did that?” She did not answer.

“It’ll be cosier like this, we’ll be closer. Don’t you want it to be better rather than worse for you?”

She was thinking – as so often, without really knowing why – of the bodies of the drowned that, together with other girls from the Frauen-konzentrationslager, she had pulled out of the mud of the Harmanze pond near Auschwitz-Birkenau, so they wouldn’t poison the air the Germans breathed. Of the girls in Terezin and their arguments about what was improper for a girl in relationships with boys. Of the girls at Auschwitz-Birkenau who would dress up as men in order to get past the sentries, so they could see their fathers, brothers, husbands or lovers, or sometimes just to convince themselves that they were still alive. She had seen many others who were worse off. The more courageous took considerable risks just to see their loved ones for a few seconds by the wire. The risk seemed greater because what they took it for was so little. At the Harmanze pond she had envied the wild ducks. She had collected gulls’ eggs for the S S men, as she watched the flight of the wild geese. The eggs had a brittle shell and some-times they broke in her hand. She had secretly eaten a few.

The captain was listening to the blizzard and, distinct from it, the sound of artillery fire. The units fighting were not his.

“Somewhere around here there’s supposed to be an officers’ mess. Also a distillery.”

“I don’t know the area.”

“I’ve driven here from Festung Breslau. There are a number of small concentration camps along the road. I stopped at the biggest one, at Auschwitz, to collect greatcoats like the one I’m wearing, for my battalion. Also boots, scarves and gloves, winter equipment. I stopped there for the night.”

She pressed her lips together, not what Madam Kulikowa had advised her to do. It was part of her job to listen to the captain talking. She sensed danger. He had spent the night at the camp as if it were a hotel. Didn’t it worry him that his coat came from there? That his men would keep warm in pullovers, gloves and socks taken from murdered people? Perhaps he didn’t realize.

He was looking at her clothes, which were tight across her chest.

“You’re not exactly dressed in something light and airy.”

She did not understand.

“It fits all right.”

She could see him assessing her breasts.

“How old are you?”

“18.”

“When will you be 18?”

“I am 18 already.”

“Why not 30 or a 120?” Captain Hentschel laughed. “You look 15.”

Again she blushed. She felt the blood in her cheeks.

“I’ll soon be nineteen.”

“You look 15,” he repeated.

He was taking off his tunic. She almost felt relief. Soon he wouldn’t ask any more questions. There was a fresh noise outside. A larger unit had arrived, several cars, or perhaps buses. The captain unclasped his holster belt and hung it up, along with his tunic, on the hook by the door.

“Don’t you want to take your things off?”

“As you wish.”

“Make yourself comfortable. With your permission I intend to stay here for quite a while.”

She did as he said, feeling his eyes on her. In his voice and gaze she read something between condescension, contempt and curiosity. A girl was a bottle into which they emptied themselves. She did not want to go over what she had told herself a dozen times the previous day and a dozen or more times on each of the preceding days.

Her gaze was full of fear. He had not come for anything that could threaten or hurt her. And it was one of his principles, where sex was concerned, to share his pleasure as far as possible in equal measure.

“I don’t want you to be sad,” he said.

“I’m not sad,” she said. She couldn’t pretend that he hadn’t put this very nicely. What would not be nice was what was to come.

Was she pleasing him by undressing quickly? She was losing the last shred of her privacy. She was losing her sense of shame, and that sense of shame was different now. She ought to be glad that she was with a German officer. But her brother and her father were watching her from somewhere above.

Skinny felt Captain Hentschel’s presence without looking at him. She was undressed now, her head hung as she looked at her toes. Was she clean? She had scrubbed herself in icy water. She knew that the captain was watching her in the way that soldiers looked at a girl, in admiration, with a touch of contempt, with a desire in which there was some condemnation.

“I’d say you’re making yourself older, my girl, though in a few weeks or years you’ll be making yourself younger again.” He smiled briefly. “Are you concealing your age?”

“No.”

“I wonder if you’re doing this for your benefit, or for mine.”

Instead of waiting for an answer the captain began to undress. He placed his clothes tidily on the chair, as if he were already thinking of his departure. He put down the items one by one. She closed her eyes, hearing the familiar sounds, the clink of his belt and buckle on his trousers, the rustle of his shirt. He wore double winter underwear, a white and a grey set, both clean. Underpants with a tie-string. She lowered her head again. This moment always embarrassed her. She was not just ashamed for herself, she knew that this was pointless. For some reason, as the soldiers undressed, she thought of the sick at Auschwitz-Birkenau. Of the four castrated boys her own age, on whom Dr Krueger had operated with the assistance of two Jewish doctors who knew perfectly well that before long they would themselves be turned to ashes. She had been aware throughout of what was going on, just glad that it did not concern her. She had collected the boy’s underwear in a basket. It was not ridiculous, it was pitiful. They would no longer need it.

At Auschwitz-Birkenau she could return to Block 18 at the Frauenkonzentrationslager, where she would find her mother and friends. Here she was alone, with no-one to appeal to, nor any wish to.

The water in the pot on the stove had been bubbling for a while.

“That’s for me?” the captain asked.

“We’re ordered to heat water.”

“You’re slim,” he said. He thought of the resilience, freshness and flexibility of everything that was young, like springtime grass, an autumn breeze or the smell of pine. His glance passed over her crotch.

He was treating her like an Aryan man would an Aryan girl. It changed her voice, made her more forthcoming without wanting to be. The captain was undressed now. She avoided looking at his body. He was big, everywhere. Big feet, hands, stomach and chest. In a moment he would begin to explore her with his hands like a blind man, or like an animal tasting the flesh it was about to tear off the bone. She was aware of his size, of his giant’s hands. His chest was overgrown with short fair hair. The skin around his genitals was reddish, almost purple.

“Do you like the dark?” the captain began to whisper.

“I don’t mind it,” she said softly.

“You can blame me for everything.” His voice was already a little hoarse, “fust do with me what you do with everybody.”

She straightened up so that she could look into his eyes.

She poured hot water into the basin, glad that she could do something other than what she was about to do. She added some cold water from the jug and tested the temperature with her fingers to make sure it was right.

“Do you want soap?”

“You think I should?”

“I don’t know.”

“How did you do it with my predecessor? How do you like to do it?”

She smiled to avoid an answer. Would he regard her smile as a promise? In matters she knew nothing about she was guided by instinct. Her mother had been right. She soaped him, washed him and dried him. She closed her eyes as if some soap had got into them. He let her wash him, not saying a word. He had not touched her yet; he let her touch him.

“You’re very young,” he said. “You’ve got good hands. Good fingers.”

She knew that this wasn’t true – she had calluses on her hands. But she couldn’t tell him what they came from. The ropes of the boats on the Harmanze pond, repairing the roads in the Frauenkonzentrationslager in Auschwitz-Birkenau, gravelling the paths to the houses of the SS.

Madam Kulikowa had urged her girls not to underrate the importance of the first touch of their hands. If a girl were nervous her hands would be sweaty and cold. Talking too much was also off-putting; to know when to shut up was an art.

His next question took Skinny by surprise.

“Where did you go to school?”

“In Prague.”

“When did you leave?”

“Three years ago,” she said.

“Did you sit at the back of the class?”

He was teasing her! Did he expect her to tease him?

“You’re tall,” he said.

“I don’t know about that.”

He looked at the bed. “Won’t you sit down?”

“If you wish.”

She sat down, folding her arms over her chest and crossing her legs. She was unable to cover her crotch.

“Are you ashamed in front of me?”

“No,” she replied.

“Not a little bit?”

“A little bit.”

She blushed. He thought it rather funny that she should be ashamed. The smell of the coal enveloped the cubicle. It was burning slowly because it was damp.

“You’re pale,” the captain said.

“I haven’t got any disease,” she said. “I’m healthy.”

“I hope so. Do they let you out to get some fresh air?”

“We sweep the courtyard and clear the snow by the gate.”

“Your skin’s almost translucent.”

“We don’t get much sun.”

“That’s for sure.”

He stepped up to her. He seemed like a giant.

“Permit me,” he said. He sat down next to her. Sitting, he did not seem quite so huge.

The captain touched her behind with the palm of his hand. She was afraid of crying out in pain. She had a festering sore there where she had been whipped by an SS man for not getting off the train quickly enough on the night they had arrived at No. 232 Ost.

“Who did this to you? Does it hurt?”

“Not so much now.”

“Looks like a wound from a whip. Or a cane. You don’t see what they flog you with?”

Could his mood change from one moment to the next? There was almost anger in his voice, a new shade, the irritation of a soldier who could not avoid seeing who was firing at him. He had not missed how she’d flinched. Had his voice become more severe? At that moment she could visualize him as a commanding officer or the father of an adolescent girl.

She was waiting for the captain to pull her to him and to roll on top of her. She almost wanted it now. She was not afraid of him, she was afraid of giving herself away. He had so many questions, and every one of them was uncomfortable because it meant too many answers.

The captain lay down beside her, although she was still sitting. Was he waiting for her to lie down beside him? She didn’t know what to do. He stretched and she could hear his joints click. He seemed to her like a tree, like a block of wood. He lay there as if he had known her for a long time.

“In the officers’ mess you’d look good at my side. You’re pretty.”

A little bony though, he thought.

She still had her arms crossed over her chest, rigidly. He let her sit there, legs crossed. Did he want her to uncover herself, to drop her hands and open her legs? Madam Kulikowa had said that she was all arms and legs. And it was true. The captain raised himself on his elbow.

“Permit me,” he said again and what she had thought an unfriendly tone had now disappeared from his voice. He gave her his enormous hand.

“You shouldn’t look at me like this,” he said hoarsely. Alarmed, she forced herself to say: “I’m not.”

She half turned so as not lie on her wound. The captain understood.

“Did they do this to you here?” he asked.

“I had a fall.”

“Where?”

She hesitated with her reply and was afraid the pause between question and answer might be too long.

“On the ramp, by the siding, when we got here a week ago. It was still dark. There was a rush.”

“They brought you here at night?”

“Yes. Loaded us up in the dark, too.”

“If you ask me, it looks like a hunting crop. At the Kriegsschule in Potsdam we had riding lessons. At home I was taught how to ride and handle a horse by my father and his groom. We kept horses. I don’t just drive a Horch or a tank.”

He told her in a whisper that her childish voice reminded him of a distant holiday in the Alps, when he was twelve and was seduced by his first prostitute. Then he told her of a prank at his officers’ school. As cadets they had blown pepper into the nostrils of Colonel-General von Lothar-Jünger’s horse. The horse, inevitably, had thrown him as soon as the general mounted. Later, over cards and wine, the cadets had argued about whether it was right to torture a horse like that.

The pillows in all but Madam Kulikowa’s cubicle were of tow-cloth sacking, filled with sand. The sand grated.

“That’s not the prettiest sound,” said the captain. “Know who you look like? Our first Hungarian maid. She was 14, getting on for 15. Heaven knows what’s become of her.”

“First they look at your feet, then at your eyes, and next at your breasts. It’s a good idea to stretch, that way they look fuller,” Madam had told her.

She was lying here with a German officer. Nothing to be proud of. A week ago it would never even have occurred to her to imagine this. Then she had been dead even though still alive. Since that day her flesh had proved to twelve soldiers each day that she was still alive. She thought of the engineer who had complained that she was lying there like a frightened cat. She did not wish to punish her body for what she could not change. She forced herself not to resist. She was nervous, and had forgotten the oil. He saw her glance towards the bottle. She tried to free her hand and reach for it.

“You think we need that?”

He was watching her. Over the past days she had learnt how a famished soldier encounters a body, his body meeting hers, and how that made her struggle with herself. She felt a distance growing inside her, a distance produced by closeness.

He was dissatisfied.

“You’re acting like a virgin.”

“I can’t do it otherwise.”

“You can’t do it at all.”

“I want to.”

“Go on, want it then,” he said hoarsely. “You should want what I want.”

With his palms he parted her legs. He half opened his mouth. She could see his strong white teeth. He was breathing hard. He pressed down on her with his chest so that she felt the wood of the bed against her back and her hands. She knew he would manage even without the oil. She knew by now what the strength of a man meant, multiplied by anger.

Twelve times a day – by way of exception today only once with the captain – she let a stranger do with her body whatever he liked. She felt ashamed not only for herself, even though there were no witnesses. She must not show it. She must not think of whose turn it would be next. The second, the third, the twelfth man. She concentrated on the fire in the stove, on the firewood she had put on it. She had diarrhoea and a headache. Fatty had thrown up from a headache that morning.

“You smell rather nice,” the captain said. “You’re clean. I appreciate this. You make me think of a bed of heather in the forest.”

He was listening to the artillery fire.

“I hope you’re not afraid.”

“No.” She had learnt to differentiate between lies and lies. The best lie was the simplest – almost the truth.

“I’d like you to want what I want.”

She did not have a high opinion of her body. She thought of an ocean, deeper than anyone could fathom. Of a night so dark that the day would never dawn. Of fog, with wolves emerging from it, close to the walls of the estate. She could hear the squeaking and scurrying of the rats as they disappeared into the dark corners of the corridor. The captain’s features grew tense. It was beyond seriousness, almost a grimace. It took her breath away. She didn’t know what would happen next. She was falling into a void, into darkness, into a chill that was different from the outside air. She felt a pain in her crotch, a swelling of her skin. Everything was the captain’s body and then her body. Behind her she heard the voices of her father, mother, her brother. She did not want that. She shut her eyes, but she could not shut her ears. She thought of Big Leopolda Kulikowa’s advice. The soldier is a snake; the girl is a gullet. She felt in herself water, emptiness. Then fire, friction, pain.

She understood something she had not understood about her first drop of menstrual blood. At 15 she realized that there were things she would not confess even to God.

The captain’s breathing was getting louder and faster. She thought of steep slopes, of flat fallow fields, of the abandoned mines at Auschwitz-Birkenau. She thought of the bloody skin of animals.

“You are like a humming bird.” the captain whispered.

“Would you like some oil?”

“No.”

She shut her eyes. She felt ashamed. She was like the gate of the estate No. 232 Ost with its imperial eagle and swastika, a gate entered by whoever chose to, whenever they chose to.

With his lips close to her ear the captain murmured something about a sun-drenched shore on the Arctic Ocean. Of marble cliffs he had read about the night before. Of the language in which their distant ancestors communicated in Paradise. Of giddiness that rose and fell, of communication without words.

He regarded her as one of them. Exactly what she both wanted and did not want. She heard shouting, something beyond words. What did he get the Iron Cross for? For what had he been proposed for the Knight’s Cross, and for what did he, by way of reward, obtain permission to visit No. 232 Ost? She thought of his pistol. Had she reconciled herself to being embraced by a German officer?

“Do I seem too big to you?” he whispered. “Too rough?”

He seemed to her like a hunk of raw meat. She knew that she was acting like a bad whore. In Germany it was better to be a bad whore than a good Jew.

Her stomach ached. She had long known that life was a trap. Most of them were caught in it. Had she ever been free? Yes, she had, when she was at school. But what were you to do once you were inside the trap and did not want to die? She did not want to think of why she did not wish to die. Everything was a trap – her breathing, the captain’s breathing, the light, and the sounds from outside. The wolves, the crows and the rats. She was scarcely aware that she was naked. Her body, too, was a trap in which she herself was caught.

The captain had satisfied himself. It did not matter to him who it was. But it was she, the youngest girl in No. 232 Ost. Not that bad really, but not all that good either.

“You’re not very good, but you’re better than bad,” he said.

It was something between a commendation, a reproach and a warning. She did not know what she could have done better. She had simply been there, letting him maul and grind her body. She was with him, he was with her. That was what was keeping her alive, just as her work in Dr Krueger’s surgery had done at Auschwitz-Birkenau, or the work on the railway carriages, or catching fish, collecting eggs from gulls’ nests, or pulling drowned bodies from the Harmanze pond. She wondered if it was worth the price paid for it, but she was better off than tens of thousands of others. She kept repeating this to herself. She was better off. She was paying for her life with her crotch, her thighs, her arms, legs, lips, fingers, tongue – and her soul.

That was what it was like, and she knew it could not be otherwise because that otherwise meant the gas chamber, the crematorium and ashes. Suddenly she hated Captain Hentschel, the German army captain and son of a prominent, blue-blooded family, for whom, as to so many other Germans, war was merely a job. A job, just as auditing the books of business people had been a job to her father – business people who had envied his mathematical talent, his analytical skill, his friendly nature and his piety when they met on Friday evenings in the synagogue.

The captain had come inside her in three convulsions that shook his whole frame and twisted his features into a grimace that suggested the final exertion of a dying man.

After a while he asked, “What was your first time like?”

“It was here,” she breathed.

“You were a virgin?”

He took her silence as assent.

“Was it strange?”

“Yes,” she said.

The captain asked no further questions. She was almost grateful to him.

“It’s cosy in here,” he said. “War is beautiful. After all.”

His words surprised her. There were things she did not understand, but she was glad he was talking. All he wanted from her was to listen. He began to tell her about a woman named Lilo.

She was a nurse. One night, after her 18-hour shift, he had taken her to a gutted farmhouse. She smelt of disinfectant, of the blood of the wounded, of medicines. They lay on their backs, close to each other. He kissed her hair.

“Close to her, I sensed life as strongly as when I went into battle the first time. She whispered to me that together we would kill death.”

He paused.

“You know, we Germans are in love with death.”

He was talking to himself, to his dead lover. For her, death had been neither the sister nor the mother of beauty.

She remained silent. His words seemed ridiculous, nonsensical. “It was late August and we watched the showers of meteorites.

A rain of shooting stars in an August night. Lilo called them laurel tears. It was the ioth of August, Saint Laurentius’ day. Fireflies.”

“She knew more about war than she wanted to know. That was her second year out east. Kursk, the great tank battle, was in her bones.”

He paused, then continued.

“I too know more about war than I would wish to. The beautiful side and the merely necessary one. What about you?”

“I’m new here,” Skinny answered.

“Who initiated you?”

“We aren’t supposed to talk of anyone we’ve been with.”

“I can see we’re not suited to polite conversation,” he said. “I only talk to you, but you don’t talk to me.”

“I answer you.”

“When I was a little boy our parents took us to the Savoy Alps in France for a winter holiday. The mist in the valleys had a similar colour to this fog here. It was beautiful, unattainable and sad. At lunchtime, as we sat in the dining room, the sun lit up the snow-covered trees and shrubs so fiercely that for just a few moments it was as though they were made of glass. They had an almost surreal brilliance. Father pointed it out to us. He loved the snow, the mountains, winter. In the evening, at the Golden Court Hotel, father showed us Mont Blanc in the moonlight. He had tears in his eyes.”

Did it amuse him to confide in a little tart who did not have much to say for herself? She realized that he was treating her as if he wanted to make her a friend, or create something memorable between them.

“I’m feeling lonely. I feel lonely wherever I am.” Then he said: “I kill in order not to be killed and I experience life most intensely with people like you.”

Suddenly Skinny felt like telling him that she was 15 and Jewish. But only for a hundredth of a second. Instead, she walked over to stoke up the fire. She thought of her race and his. Of her legislated uncleanliness alongside his immaculate race. The things the captain had told her were intended for the ears of a pure-blood. If he knew that she was Jewish he would treat her like a diseased person whose skin was covered with impurities. He would shrink from touching her, he would let her be exterminated.

“We lost 20,000 men,” the captain said. He did not say when.

At Auschwitz-Birkenau as many as that died in a single day and night, 20,000 people were the cargo of a mere four or five trains, each with 50 wagons, arriving from Prague, Warsaw, Copenhagen or Paris, from Bordeaux, Oslo, Berlin or Bremerhaven.

Soon none of this would interest anyone, anywhere. The victors would remain, the vanquished would disperse like vapour, blown by the wind to the Arctic Ocean. She knew everything about what she was not supposed to speak of. She no longer wondered how much of it was illusion. She took in what he was saying; she no longer asked herself why.
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