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Gathering the Water

'Gathering the Water belongs with a group of his (Edric's) novels whose
artistry and resonance constitute one of the most astonishing bodies of
work to appear from a single author for a generation'

Daily Telegraph

'Gathering the Water is a small novel but one that packs a
mighty punch. Stylistically it is superb . . . above all though, it is in
his marshalling of his themes that Edric proves himself such an
accomplished novelist. At one level a book about loss and guilt,
loyalty and ambition, madness and reality, Gathering the Water in fact
ranges even further in its concerns, contrasting the immutability of
nature with the similarly crushing immutability of money and
business . . . a power-packed, stunningly crafted novel'

Sunday Times

'Booker judges take note'

Guardian

'Gathering the Water is an admirably serious novel, written in prose
as spare as its setting. Its lament for the death of the community is
subtle and powerful'

Daily Mail

'A compelling story . . . Robert Edric writes with a steady rhythm that,
like the flow of the diverted dam waters, fills in a picture of horror and
loss with a sustained and unrelenting force'

Times Literary Supplement
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Swan Song

'Every bit as vigorously plotted as its predecessors . . . Edric creates
a fine crescendo. Reading his closing chapters is like being gripped
by a grungy, police-issue leather driving glove'
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'Bristles with confrontational conversation and drips with
atmosphere . . . absorbing'
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'Edric's spare, unflashy prose creates a very effective picture
of the contemporary city'

Spectator
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'Subtle and intriguing. Edric is a considerable writer and
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Literary Review

'The second volume, Siren Song, builds on the success of the first,
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American crime writers James Lee Burke and Dennis Lehane, who
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society seen through glass darkly'
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are secondary to the elegiac realism of the story'
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'Robert Edric has taken many of the ingredients of the classic
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Natasha Cooper, The Times Literary Supplement

'Edric is a terrific storyteller but he also provides a pretty accurate
picture of modern-day crime and the way that it affects so many people.
Impressive stuff'

Observer

Cradle Song

'Deeply intelligent novel . . . it is refreshingly anchored to recognisable
realities and is infinitely the more powerful for that. The vertiginously
devious plot twists all close like a fist around the throat of the reader.

In prose as dry as a bone left to bleach in the tropical sun, Edric
delineates a relentlessly dark world where human motives and desires
are unreadably murky, all truths are provisional and compromised,
and human complicity casts a long shadow over our best intentions.
Robert Edric makes it impossible for the crime novel to be considered
the country cousin of serious literature any longer'

The Times

'Skilfully written . . . both disturbing and sensitive'

Sunday Telegraph

'Edric shows he has the potential to be a formidable crime writer'

Sunday Times

'Edric creates an intricate plot in which every theory is cleverly chewed
over'

Mail on Sunday

'Edric brings a brand of Spartan prose to the party that makes the
tiniest occurrence momentous'

Arena

'Cradle Song is a superbly paced book . . . This is classic crime
noir . . . Edric can also produce beautiful prose and arresting images
as well as incisive social satire . . . Magnificently achieved'

Giles Foden

'Highly accomplished . . . Fans can look forward to his usual sharply
realised characters operating in a tense, pressured environment'

Independent

'His novel is something substantial and distinctive . . . Edric has
a clear, almost rain-washed style, eminently suitable for his Hull
setting . . . Cradle Song is a strong and serious novel,
soberly entertaining and well worth your while'

Literary Review

'A rewarding experience . . . This is murder at its most foul,
crime at the deep end'

Spectator

'Impressive in its narrative, drive and in its glimpses of the nastier end
of provincial working-class life, where its realism recalls Gordon Burn'

The Times Literary Supplement

Peacetime

'There aren't many novelists whose new book I would read without
question (Banville, Marias, Proulx) but I would read a new novel by
the Yorkshireman, Robert Edric, even if its blurb told me that it was
about a monk calculating how many angels could dance on a
pinhead . . . If other novels deserve this year's Booker Prize more than
Peacetime, then they must be very remarkable indeed'

John de Falbe, Spectator

'Peacetime has a seriousness and a psychological edge that nine out of
ten novelists would give their eye teeth to possess . . . it will be mystifying
if, 50 years hence, Edric isn't taught in schools'

D.J. Taylor, Sunday Times

'A marvel of psychological insight and subtly observed relations . . . Why
Edric has not yet been shortlisted for the Booker Prize is a mystery'

Ian Thomson, Guardian

'Edric is one of those immensely skilled novelists who seems fated to
be discovered insultingly late in a productive career when caught in the
arbitrary spotlight of Booker nomination or television adaptation.
Booksellers take note: this is a writer to put into the hands of
people looking for "someone new"'

Patrick Gale, Independent

'This is a novel of ambition and skill, at once a historical meditation,
an evocation of a disintegrating society and, perhaps most strikingly, a
family melodrama . . . Peacetime deserves the recognition that Rachel
Seiffert's Booker-nominated début received in 2001'

Francis Gilbert in the Statesman

'A gripping read, full of meaningful conversations and bleak introspection'

Sunday Herald

'Edric's evocation of far horizons, tumultuous seas and
drifting sands is masterly . . . There are many memorable things in this
novel . . . Edric has cleverly created a microcosm to represent a world
still haunted by its terrible past and uncertain of its future'

Francis King, Literary Review

The Book of the Heathen

'The best historical fiction has something to say about the present as
well as the past. Edric has demonstrated this in his previous novels and
does so again, with accomplishment, in this latest work . . . Edric,
prolific and critically acclaimed since his prize-winning debut in 1985,
has struck an especially rich vein of form of late . . . the writing is as clear
and intelligent as ever, without being showy, and achieves the vital
unities of theme and story, past and present, personal and political.
Europe's colonial grip may have relaxed since Victorian times, but Edric
offers a characteristically subtle counterpoint to the relationship between
men, and between the strong and the weak in today's global economy'

Martyn Bedford, Good Book Guide

'Edric is a prolific and highly talented writer whose books give
historical fiction a good name. They are distinguished not only by
their formal skill and wide-ranging subject matters, but by their
hairless, unshowy prose. In The Book of the Heathen, he uses suspense
and thriller techniques to telling effect. His linguistic minimalism can
also be effective – his low-key description of a hanging is
quite the most harrowing I've ever read'

Sukhdev Sandhu, Guardian

'Many respectable judges would put Edric in the top ten of
British novelists currently at work . . . as a writer, he specialises
in the delicate hint and the game not given away . . . the territory
Edric colonises is very much his own'

D.J. Taylor, Spectator

'Relentless . . . an impressive and disturbing work of art'

Robert Nye, Literary Review

'More disturbing even than Conrad in his depiction of the heart of
darkness . . . out of the pervading miasma of futility – conjured up
with Edric's usual atmospheric masterfulness – loom cameos of
savagery and heartlessness. Their subjects sometimes recall George
Orwell's writings. So does the terse, trenchant unforgettableness with
which they are conveyed . . . rendered in prose whose steadiness and
transparency throw the dark turbulence of what is happening into
damning relief. Admirers of Conrad will soon spot affinities between
this book and Heart of Darkness . . . but where Conrad leaves "the
horror" at the centre of his story unspecific, Edric gives his a hideously
charred and screaming actuality that sears it into the memory. It will be
surprising if this year sees a more disturbing or haunting novel'

Peter Kemp, Sunday Times

'All the characters are memorably described. No less vivid is the
author's depiction of the landscape, whose treacherous rivers and
menacing tracts of wilderness provide a suitably unstable backdrop to
this tale of shifting loyalties. Here and elsewhere in his fiction, Edric
writes compellingly about relationships between men'

Christina Koning, The Times
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For Paul Armitage





You think this is the past? This is not the past.

This is not even the present. What we sit to consider

here is a cold wind blowing so far into the future

that it will outlast us all.

General Nikitchenko

Russian Judge

Nuremburg

Trial Transcript 21 November 1945






Part One





Rehstadt, near Hanover

The British Zone of Occupation

Late Spring, 1946
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Alex Foster leaned forward and looked down at the
corpses. The slab of fractured concrete on which he was
standing rocked slightly, and the man beside him held
Alex's arm as the ground beneath them settled. Alex
thanked the man and then turned back to the bodies.
Rods of rusted and twisted metal protruded from the
edge of the concrete; elsewhere, this reinforcing mesh
had already been cut away and discarded.

He counted fourteen bodies, adults and children,
including two much smaller ones who might have still
been babies.

Upon his arrival at the exposed cellar, the corpses had
been covered, but at his approach the men clearing the
rubble had drawn back the tarpaulin to reveal what lay
beneath. At the far side of the hole two ladders stood
propped against the shattered floor, causing Alex to
wonder why he'd been directed to this side of the cellar.
He searched for a path through the mounded rubble,
but none revealed itself to him. The man beside him
went to join the small crowd already gathering on the
street below.

Alex also wondered what was now expected of him.
He called down to the men in the cellar. They were
German labourers, many of whom had been working
unsuspectingly on the floor above when the loosened
joists had collapsed to reveal the unexpected chasm and
mortuary beneath. Several of them had fallen, clinging
to the boards and joists as the wood had settled, but
none of these had been seriously injured.

Two men sat against the cellar wall, one with a
bandage on his hand, the other with his arm in a sling,
both dressings vividly white through the unlit gloom of
the hole and the rapidly falling dusk.

The ground beneath Alex shifted again, and he turned
to see Dyer coming cautiously towards him, a soldier on
either side of him holding his arms.

'Too many,' Alex called to him, waving him back.

'What?' The anger and irritability in Dyer's voice were
plain to hear.

'There are too many of you,' Alex called. 'Come
forward alone. The ground's unstable.' He indicated the
slab on which he stood.

'What – you think it's going to fall in?' Dyer shouted
up to him. He pulled himself free of the two men and
made standing alone at the base of the rubble seem like
an act of defiance, of bravery almost.

'It's a possibility,' Alex said, realizing that Dyer was
now looking for an excuse to turn back.

The two men had been together at the Institute when
news of the discovery had reached them from the town.
At first, Dyer had dismissed it as another false alarm,
and then as a matter for Rehstadt's civil authorities,
angry at the insistence of the man who brought the
news that he, as the Senior British Officer, should go
and see for himself. Consequently, he had sent Alex
ahead of him, clearly hoping to hear that his own
presence there was not required.

Alex had waited for him before climbing the rubble
to look down at the corpses. After half an hour, and
convinced that Dyer was not following him, he had
gone alone to his unsteady vantage point above the
cellar. He regretted the delay, primarily because of the
audience which had by then formed to watch his every
move, and also because of the tales and rumours of the
discovery which would already have begun their
unstoppable journeys through the small town, growing
and changing as they went in accordance with whoever
was repeating them. If he and Dyer had arrived together,
sooner, then everything might have been contained;
as it was, they had waited too long, and the speculation
surrounding the discovery had already moved beyond
their control.

'I'll wait here,' Dyer called to Alex. 'I don't want to put
you in any danger.'

Alex smiled at the remark. If he'd been taken to the
side of the hole where the ladders were propped, then
he might have gone down to the bodies and examined
them more closely. The people gathered behind Dyer
could see nothing, but on the far side of the cellar,
where the ground floor of the demolished building
remained largely intact, a few dozen locals stood at the
rim and looked down.

'Who are they?' Dyer called to him, meaning the
corpses.

Alex raised his arms in an emphatic shrug.

'Then ask somebody,' Dyer said angrily. 'For Christ's
sake, do something. Find out. This isn't any of our business.
Get the proper authorities here. Let them sort it out.'

Alex said nothing in reply to this barrage of vague
instruction. Checking that the ground beneath him had
stopped moving, he leaned forward again.

It was immediately clear to him that the bodies had
been placed in the cellar after death, and that they
had not been killed in the position in which they
had just been found. The tallest corpse had been
placed against the side wall, and the remaining bodies
had been laid against this in order of decreasing
height, leaving the two smallest children at the far
end of the line, and giving the whole row a faintly
ridiculous appearance.

'Order,' Alex said to himself, convinced that others in
the watching crowd already knew precisely how and
when the corpses had come to be laid out like this. He
was convinced, too, that records would have been kept,
a list made – names and dates and causes. All he needed
to do now to satisfy Dyer was to find someone amid the
locals who could explain all this to him, whereupon
their own involvement in the matter might be drawn to
an official and convenient close.

He guessed that the men, women and children had all
been killed at the same time – presumably during an air
raid in the final months of the war – and that the cellar
had been used as a temporary mortuary. Perhaps the
building above it had been bombed and the cellar
rendered inaccessible. Perhaps someone somewhere was
waiting only for the collapsed masonry and timber to be
cleared before coming forward to warn of what was
about to be discovered. Or perhaps those people who
knew – perhaps even those who had laid the corpses
there – had been killed themselves, had left the town in
the confusion of the war's end, or had simply chosen
not to reveal themselves. He knew this last was
unlikely, and expected that the bodies would be
quickly identified and reclaimed by those already
involved in their retrieval.

It struck him that because there were children in the
cellar, then among the corpses there were entire
families. And if that were the case, he regretted that the
children had not been laid alongside their parents. He
also found himself regretting that the younger children
and the babies had not been afforded even the illusory
refuge and security of being laid in their dead mothers'
arms.

Looking down at the bodies, trying to discern
individual features in the poor light, he was reminded
of the bars of a toy xylophone he had possessed as
a child.

The workmen in the cellar congregated at a shouted
instruction and started to drag the corpses out of
position.

'Wait,' Alex called down to them, uncertain who had
instructed them; and equally uncertain why he himself
had called a halt to the proceedings.

'What are you doing?' Dyer shouted to him. The man
had moved in a circle around the rubble and now stood
twenty yards to Alex's right, the two soldiers still beside
him. 'Just let them get on with it. The sooner they get
them out of there and out of sight, the better.'

Alex shook his head. 'It makes more sense to try and
identify them where they are, together. Somebody here
must know something.'

'I still think—' Dyer began.

'We need to do this properly,' Alex shouted to him.

Dyer, as angry now at Alex's interruption as at his
insistence, said nothing for a moment. 'Then I'm
washing my hands of it,' he said eventually. 'This is not
why we're here. They can take care of this themselves.'

'We have a duty,' Alex said, but without any true or
clear conviction.

'A what? A what? A duty? What we have a duty to, is
what we're here for. Not sideshows like this. Don't make
me tell you again, Captain Foster.'

Alex regretted antagonizing the man. Dyer revelled in
the authority and the power he now possessed, and he
was accustomed to being obeyed without dissent.

Before Alex could respond, someone lowered a cable
into the cellar and a light was attached to this. A generator
was started up, sending a thin plume of pale smoke
above the rubble.

A man held the light above the bodies, and for the
first time since his arrival, Alex was able to see their
dusty faces. Other workers brushed and blew the
sediment from the eyes and mouths of the dead, leaving
them grey and stone-like, though suddenly human, and
looking like carved effigies laid out on a tomb. A search
was made of pockets and sleeves.

'Make sure that anything you find stays with the
body on which you found it,' Alex shouted down
in German.

Wallets, handkerchiefs, envelopes and papers were
waved up at him and then laid on the chests of their
owners.

The man holding the lamp crossed the cellar, casting
shadows over everything. Alex called for the light to be
fixed above the corpses and the man did this, looping
the cable around one of the protruding joists.

'See,' Dyer called to Alex. 'They're going to have
this sorted in no time. Wasted journey. We've got
better things to occupy us, you and I, Mister Foster.'

Alex heard the cold emphasis he gave to the word
'Mister', and heard, too, the growing relief in Dyer's
voice now that he had been proved right. 'I think you
and I are going to have to have a serious talk about
all this.' It was the final stamp of his authority on
the matter.

Alex was about to say something in reply when he
was distracted by excited shouting from below, and he
turned back to the cellar to see several of the workmen
leave the line of bodies and cross to the far side of the
space. One of them returned for the lamp, pulling the
cable behind him so that it ran over the corpses towards
the far wall.

'What is it?' Dyer shouted. 'What now?' From where
he stood, he could see nothing of what had attracted the
men's attention.

Alex followed the light. The men had gathered at a
mound of rubble, part of the collapsed floor. Several of
them started to clear this, throwing the bricks and
timbers into the space beside the corpses.

Alex watched without speaking, and Dyer continued
calling to him, demanding to be told what was
happening.

After several minutes, the work below ceased, each
of the men falling still as though at a single,
unspoken command.

Alex saw the tangle of buried limbs revealed by
the light.

'There are more bodies,' he called to Dyer.

The light showed a mound of corpses piled one upon
the other, perhaps the same number again as those laid
out in their orderly, respectful row.

'Who are they?' Dyer called to him.

A murmur passed through the watching crowd, few of
whom could now see what was happening. A woman
standing close to Alex crossed herself and lowered her
head in prayer.

The men below continued clearing the timbers until
the bodies were fully revealed. It was an unsteady
mound and there was a small panic as a corpse on the
top of the heap slid unsettled from its position and
landed at the feet of the workmen.

The man holding the light ran backwards a few paces,
briefly darkening the cellar.

'There are at least twenty more,' Alex shouted to Dyer,
regretting now that he had not come closer to him.

Beside him, the praying woman fell silent, glanced at
him and then walked away.

'In a pile?' Dyer shouted. 'Why weren't they laid out
with the others? Find out who they are. This changes
nothing. Make no mistake about that – ten corpses, a
hundred, a thousand, it's all the same. None of our
business – theirs, not ours. I'm not going to tell you that
again, Foster.'

'No, Sir,' Alex said to himself.

One of the workmen arrived directly beneath where
Alex stood. He wore a black beret and had a cloth
fastened over his mouth. He lowered this and spat
heavily at his feet.

'We found this,' he said. He held up a piece of clothing.

'What is it?' Alex asked him in German.

'Prison uniform.' He shook the dirt from the jacket
and held it against his chest. Vague stripes were revealed.

'Any other identification?'

The man searched the jacket and shook his head.

'Perhaps they'd been brought in to help clear the
rubble,' he suggested. 'Or perhaps they were just
unlucky and got caught down here in the raid.' There
was little true concern in his voice.

'Perhaps,' Alex said, unwilling to speculate openly in
front of so many others, and with Dyer still listening to
everything that was being said.

'What do you want us to do?' the man asked him.

'Take the mound apart; lay them out.'

'Foster,' Dyer shouted to him. 'This is where you and I
turn around and walk away from all this.'

'And if they're prisoners of war?' Alex said, turning to
face him over the mound of bricks. The smoke from the
generator threaded across the ground between them.

'Meaning?' Dyer said, the word both a question and a
cautious threat.

'I mean that if they are prisoners of war, then until we
can positively identify them, perhaps we do have some
responsibility towards them after all.'

Dyer considered this.

Around him, the watching crowd fell silent. Few
could have understood what Alex had just said, but it
now felt to him as though everyone knew precisely what
was happening.

They know exactly who all those corpses are, Alex thought
to himself. He looked slowly around at the townspeople.
Some held his gaze; others turned away from
him; a few began low conversations.

'So what do you suggest?' Dyer said, aware now
that the circumstances had changed and that he
could no longer publicly deny all responsibility in
the matter.

'Leave it to me,' Alex said, knowing it was what Dyer
wanted to hear.

'You'll need to liaise,' Dyer said immediately, raising
his voice.

'With the proper authorities,' Alex said.

'Exactly. In fact, the people you need to see are
probably already here. News like this travels fast.' He
looked around him as he spoke. 'Find who you need,
let them have a closer look. And if any of this starts to
smell bad, then I want them standing closest to it when
that happens. This might have come as a surprise to
you and me, Foster, but it'll be no surprise to them, I
can assure you of that. Liaise. And then come to me
with everything you get.' Dyer turned and walked
quickly back to his waiting driver.

Alex watched as the men below dragged the corpses
from their mound and laid them against the fallen
timbers. He counted twenty-six more bodies. Most wore
the same striped jackets and trousers, and some were
naked from the waist up.

The man to whom he'd spoken returned to hold up
other items of clothing for Alex to see. 'Some numbers,'
he said. 'It might help.'

'Are they English?' Alex asked him. 'American? Forced
labour?'

The man said he couldn't tell. He was approached by
another, who spoke to him and then withdrew.

'What?' Alex asked him.

The man was reluctant to answer him, and as he considered
his words, Alex knew exactly what he was going
to say.

'Tattoos,' the man said. 'Numbers. Some of them have
tattoos.' He slid back the sleeve of his jacket.

'It will all help,' Alex said, knowing how unfeeling the
words sounded.

'Shall we cover them up?' the man asked him.

Alex looked to where the rearranged corpses lay on
the floor or were propped against the fallen timbers,
some of them now in a near-sitting position, their legs
splayed, their heads slumped forward, and looking to
him in that poor light as though they were living men
taking a short rest from their labours.
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Leaving the rubble, Alex made his way back through the
dispersing crowd. The discovery of the corpses would
remain the main topic of conversation in Rehstadt for
days to come. As he walked, he expected the locals to
pester him with questions, but few approached him. An
old woman held his arm and asked him when the
bodies would be removed, and where she would need
to go to identify and claim her relatives. Others, he
guessed, would already be making the same unhappy
calculations.

The corpses, he told her, would very likely be taken
to the town hospital. For some reason the answer
disappointed her, and she released her grip on him.
Rehstadt, he knew, had suffered only infrequently over
the past years, and its few missing inhabitants were still
remembered, still listed and sought.

The old woman continued to walk alongside him.
When would she be able to retrieve her relatives? He
guessed the following day, or the one after, and upon
hearing this she turned from him and shouted the news
to a group of nearby women. Alex regretted having put
this spark to the fuel of their expectation.

As he left the centre of the small crowd, pausing to
watch Dyer depart, a second jeep arrived and drew up
behind him, and someone called to him. He recognized
James Whittaker's voice. He turned and shielded his
eyes against the glare of the headlights.

Whittaker came to him, searching around him in the
darkness.

'It's up there,' Alex told him, indicating the mound of
brick and timber blocking the view of the cellar.

'Our beloved leader called and told me to come. I
take it there's no one actually requiring the attention
of an exhausted, over-worked, highly skilled and
otherwise-engaged-elsewhere doctor.' Whittaker lit a
small cigar as he spoke and then drew hard on it,
coughing as he blew out the smoke. He showed no
inclination to approach the cellar. 'Can it wait until
tomorrow?'

'I doubt they'll need you even then,' Alex told him.

Whittaker swore and picked flakes of tobacco from
his tongue.

'I knew when Hauptmann Dyer called that I was
coming for no good reason.'

'I think he just wanted a few more of us standing
between him and the bodies,' Alex said.

James Whittaker was the Chief Medical Officer at the
Institute. He had arrived there at the same time as Alex,
four months previously, and they were billeted in
adjoining rooms at the old Spa Hotel, their rooms
opening out on to a shared balcony that looked out
over the neglected gardens. They spent a good deal of
their free time together. Whittaker was eight years older
than Alex, in his early thirties, and was married with two
young daughters. He wrote to his wife every morning
and evening and posted these letters daily. Her own to
him arrived in batches of half a dozen every week, and
he had confided to Alex that he sorted these by date and
extended his pleasure in reading them by opening only
one each day. The table at the centre of his room was
filled with photos of his wife and daughters.

'Anyone mention anything contagious?' he said to
Alex in a low voice.

'After what, a year?'

Whittaker shrugged. 'You never know. Not very likely,
but it's always a consideration.'

'Some of the workers had cloths over their mouths,'
Alex said.

'Oh, well, there you go. No crucifixes or pomanders?'

'What did Dyer expect you to do?' Alex asked him.

By then, the small crowd had almost completely
dispersed. Only a couple of the old women and a few
men still waited on the cleared street, watching as the
workers climbed out of the hole and drew up the cables
and ladders behind them.

Alex indicated these watchers to Whittaker, who said,
'They must have known the bodies were there all along.
Why didn't they tell anyone sooner than this?'

'Perhaps they thought the cellar had been filled with
rubble, perhaps they were happy for it to remain a
grave.' He told Whittaker about the prisoners.

Whittaker considered this. 'Hardly a surprise,' he
said. 'The place must have been crowded with them at
one time or another.' He turned and looked back at
the jeep in which he had arrived, and only then did
Alex see the young woman sitting there. She wore a
man's heavy overcoat and a scarf fastened close to
her head.

'Dyer thought I might need an interpreter,' Whittaker
said. 'She was in Administration as I came through. I
called, she answered.'

The two men walked back to the waiting vehicle. Its
engine was still running, and Whittaker reached in to
the steering column and switched it off. The few
remaining onlookers turned at the sudden silence.

On the mound of rubble, the generator was also
finally silenced, and as it shuddered and died, so too
did the light it powered, casting the whole scene
into darkness. Men still made their way across the
bricks, calling to each other, shouting directions to
those behind them. Reaching the cleared road, they
gathered there.

'Ought you to go and talk to them?' Alex suggested.

Whittaker mimicked the phrase. 'And say what? Wash
your clothes before tomorrow? Think twice before
looting the dead?'

At this last, unthinking remark, the woman in the
jeep said, in English, 'Oh, they would not do that.' She
stopped abruptly and lowered her head.

'No, I know,' Whittaker said. 'My apologies. I
shouldn't have said it.' He motioned towards Alex. 'This
is Captain Alex Foster, another of Dyer's lackeys. Dyer
sent him to prepare the way.'

Alex nodded to the woman and reached his hand out
to her. The gesture surprised her, but she reciprocated,
taking off her glove to shake his hand.

'Eva Remer,' she said. 'Your friend didn't know
my name.'

'I barely remember my own some days,' Whittaker
said, causing her to smile in acceptance of his apology.
He, too, held out his hand to her, and she took it.

She removed her headscarf, revealing her vividly
blonde hair beneath, almost white in the darkness. She
ran a hand through her fringe, then flattened this to her
eyes. At the back and sides the hair was cut in a line
below her ears.

'Did they know about the bodies?' Alex asked her,
indicating the last of the dispersing crowd.

She looked hard at them. 'I imagine so. There were
raids here on two consecutive nights. Two years ago,
longer. They said at the time that we were a "Target of
Opportunity",' – she smiled at the phrase and all it
disguised – 'that bombers unsuccessful elsewhere –
Hanover, Bremen or Hamburg, perhaps – had dropped
their bombs on something they spotted below so that
they would not have to fly home with them still on
board. The authorities here were forever telling us
that we possessed nothing of any military significance
in the town, nothing that you might waste your
bombs on.'

'Were there no real shelters?' Alex asked her.

'Only the cellars.' She indicated the one behind
them. 'It was one of the largest. I think it was reinforced
a few years before the war began. Perhaps the people
you found there were sheltering elsewhere. I remember
there were problems – so many false alarms – when
the mayor and his officials refused to open up some
municipal buildings to allow their cellars to be used.
Mostly, people preferred the security of their own
homes. Some left the town and went into the forest
each night, especially towards the end. There were
camps there.' She smiled. 'So you see, people still
felt safer there, outside the town and all its nonexistent
targets.'

'Do you know any of the families who might have
lost someone?' Whittaker asked her.

'Perhaps. Some of them. Though I recognize few of
the people here today.'

'Were you in the town during the raids?' Alex
asked her.

'I live with my father and brother three miles to the
north. A village called Ameldorf. My father has his business
there.' She looked and pointed in the direction of
her home. 'During the raids elsewhere, we stood out in
the yard and listened to the planes passing overhead. It
came as a surprise to us to hear them drop their bombs
here. We came into town the following day and saw the
destruction they had caused.'

A distant clock started to strike, and she turned her
head to listen to this. She unfolded the scarf in her lap
and re-folded it over her head.

Alex guessed her to be in her early twenties, but with
the scarf again covering her hair and her cheeks, and
with the bulky overcoat still fastened to her chin, she
looked suddenly much older.

One of the few remaining onlookers, an old man,
approached the jeep and spoke to her in German. Alex
understood most of what was said. To Whittaker, he
said, 'He thinks we're going to take all the bodies away
because of the prisoners.'

'Why?' Whittaker said.

'As punishment.'

Whittaker smiled. 'Dyer will just be happy to see
them all evaporate in front of him, and then for you to
file your two-page report, unread, in that big grey filing
cabinet of his marked "Unwelcome Interruptions Along
My Rise to Glory".'

Waiting until the old man had finished speaking, Alex
told Eva Remer to explain to him that provision would
be made as soon as possible for all the bodies to be identified
and reclaimed. 'Tell him to tell everyone else
concerned to bring identification, confirmation of who
the corpses might be. To the hospital, or the town hall.'

Eva explained all this to the man, who listened
attentively, and who then took her gloved hand in both
his own and kissed it several times.

The gesture surprised both Alex and Whittaker, and
they concealed their smiles.

Caught unawares herself by the man's grip, Eva pulled
her hand free and pushed it into her pocket. She told
him again to go and tell the others what to do. The man
stood looking at her for a moment, his hands held out,
almost beseeching her to allow him to hold her again,
before finally lowering his arms and backing away from
her, bowing slightly as he went.

'What was all that about?' Whittaker said to Alex.

Overhearing the remark, Eva said, 'Ten years before
the war, when I was a girl and my mother was still alive,
my father was the mayor here. Until 1933.'

'So you—'

'So I was the mayor's daughter, yes. He knew my
father, remembers him, that's all.'

Alex heard the undisguised note of pride in her voice
as she explained this. 'Then perhaps . . .' he began. He
was about to suggest to her that her father might explain
to the townspeople what was now likely to happen
concerning the corpses.

Eva Remer understood this and interrupted him.

'My father was stripped of his authority because he
was never the ardent Party member others wished him
to be,' she said. 'The man who replaced him is our
mayor still.'

'Ah,' Whittaker said. Both he and Alex had met him
on the few occasions when Dyer had called for meetings
which included the local authorities. The presence of
the mayor had not always been required at these, but
the man had always insisted, in his usual peremptory
manner, that he be allowed to attend and to participate.
He cast himself as the locals' spokesman, and because
he was obsequious and, ultimately, compliant and
predictable, it was a role Dyer was happy for him to
adopt.

'You know him?' Eva asked Alex.

'Only too well,' Whittaker told her.

Eva swung her legs from the seat and stood beside
them. She wore fur-lined boots to her knees, and both
Alex and Whittaker looked at these.

'I bought them from a soldier,' she said. 'Russian
boots.' She laughed at the words. 'They may not be flattering
or feminine, but they are warm and waterproof.'
The distant chiming had ended. 'I need to go home
now,' she said. She held out her hand, first to Whittaker
and then to Alex. 'If you are responsible for reporting
the consequences of all this to Colonel Dyer,' she said to
him, 'then I'll let you know of anything I hear or
discover. It shouldn't be too difficult to identify the
townspeople.'

'And the others?' Alex said, immediately regretting the
remark and all it implied.

Eva shook her head. 'I imagine there are many others,
unsought, and either unmourned or long forgotten in
every village, town and city in this country.'

'I know,' Alex said. Her English was precise and
formal, and he guessed that she used this veil of a
foreign language to disguise her true feelings.

She turned away from him, about to leave, and on
impulse he held her arm and told her to wait.

'What is it?' she said to him. She made no attempt to
free herself.

'We can give you a lift,' Alex said. 'A lift home. You
said three miles.'

'Nearer four from here,' she said, smiling again.

'You can let go of her now,' Whittaker said to Alex,
who looked at his hand on Eva's arm before taking
it away.

'Sorry,' he said.

The apology amused her further. 'Two men grabbing
my arm in only ten minutes,' she said. 'I must be a
very desirable woman.' She looked directly at Alex as
she spoke.

'Of course you are,' Whittaker said, sliding his own
arm through hers and turning her back to the jeep.

Whittaker had spoken to prevent Alex from saying
something embarrassing – another unnecessary
apology, perhaps – and Alex knew this. He watched the
two of them climb into the jeep, Whittaker in the
driver's seat, Eva in the centre, close to him. She patted
the space beside her for Alex to join them.

He climbed in and braced himself against the door
frame, feeling her pressed tightly against him.

She gave Whittaker instructions, and as he drove, he
showed off to her, calling out to the few other drivers
blocking their path, sounding his horn, accelerating too
quickly and braking too sharply. His cigar remained
only half-smoked and he held this in the side of his
mouth as he drove.

'He's showing off,' Alex said loudly enough for them
both to hear him above the engine.

'Of course I am,' Whittaker said, and Eva laughed at
the remark.

Leaving the town, Whittaker drove more slowly
on the narrow, unlit road. They drove through trees,
past increasingly scattered buildings, until they
arrived at a crossroads, at which a marker constructed
of whitewashed oil drums had been erected. Eva
shouted for Whittaker to stop, and the instant he did
this, she pushed against Alex for him to allow her to
climb out.

'Where's the house?' Whittaker asked her.

'A further half a mile,' she said. 'Please, I would prefer
to walk from here.'

'It's no trouble to—' Whittaker began.

'Please,' Eva said again. She looked briefly at Alex,
who climbed back into the jeep beside Whittaker. He
took one of the small cigars from Whittaker's pocket
and gave it to her.

'For me?' she said and pretended to smoke it.

'I thought your brother. But if you—'

'I was joking,' she said. 'And my brother is sixteen.'

'So?' Whittaker said.

'Your father, then,' Alex said, anxious only that she
accept the small gift.

Eva took the cigar from her mouth and held it
between her palms. 'Then thank you,' she said to
him. 'I'll tell him what's happened today, see if
there is anything he can do to help you with the
identification.'

'But only if it means treading on the new mayor's
toes,' Whittaker said.

Eva smiled and shook her head at the remark. To Alex
she said, 'Make sure he drives more slowly returning to
the town. Follow the road, no detours, no forest tracks.
There are no short cuts. Is that the proper expression –
"short cut"?'

'Short cut,' Alex said.

She waved to them, turned abruptly and followed a
lane leading to the right, a cobbled track with overgrown
hedges on either side.

Whittaker turned the jeep in a tight circle around the
oil drums and drove back into Rehstadt.
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