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The Return of Gunner Asch
 
 
I'm taking over command here," said the strange colonel whose name was Hauk, or who at least had introduced himself as "Colonel Hauk." And he had done so with the rigid politeness of a superior officer who is thoroughly convinced of his own superiority.
Colonel Hauk looked at the officers gathered round him in the little birch wood. Not a muscle moved on his pale, grayish, two-dimensional face. His eyes looked tired, though there was a certain air of distinction about them.
"Am I understood?" asked the colonel, and a gentle note of insistence crept into his voice.
Every officer but one hastened to assure the colonel that he was understood. It went without saying. But the one who had remained silent pushed his hands deep into his trousers pockets. Out of them he fished two handkerchiefs which he compared carefully with each other. Then he blew his nose vigorously on the dirtier of the two. This action betrayed a certain amount of concentration.
"I took the liberty of asking," said the colonel in a near monotone, "if I was understood. I haven't had your answer yet, Lieutenant."
"What do you intend to do exactly, Colonel?" asked the lieutenant, carefully folding up his much-used handkerchief.
"I intend to break through!" answered Hauk, directing his watery blue eyes at the officer whose pronounced lack of discipline seemed rather remarkable.
"With everything that can still crawl!" said a first lieutenant who stood behind Colonel Hauk like his shadow. His splayed-out thumbs were pushed into his belt; he bent slightly at the knees and thrust out his massive chin. He looked like an unsatisfactory nutcracker whose power to crack nuts is far less than the savagery of its appearance might suggest.
"That's all right, Greifer," said Hauk softly, and it was as if he were calling to heel a savage dog which was nevertheless always faithful to him. First Lieutenant Greifer let out a curt growl, with something like good-natured undertones, and then fell silent. He grasped his belt with his huge hands.
The colonel raised his pale contourless face, and his soft boyish eyes seemed to regard the fresh green of the delicate birch trees with interest. It was almost as if he were considering painting some inoffensive water color. He radiated a springlike contentment. And he took no notice at all of the slight anxiety which seemed to have settled over the officers assembled round him.
"Gentlemen," he said, "the Americans have surrounded us--but in no very great strength. By concentrating all our forces we should be able to break through without much difficulty."
"Regardless of losses, you mean?" asked the same lieutenant as before. And he said it with as much detachment as if his only concern were to establish that Thursday followed immediately after Wednesday. "There'll be casualties, of course."
"Casualties," replied the new colonel, casting a forbearing glance at the officer whose attitude could only be described as insolent, "casualties are an everyday occurrence in wartime."
"But this war is as good as over," said the lieutenant.
"Lieutenant," said the colonel, after closing his eyes for a moment as if bearing mild pain with exemplary patience, "if I am informed correctly you are in charge of a troop of artillery?"
"You are informed correctly," said the lieutenant. He badly needed a shave.
"What's your name?"
"Asch."
"Lieutenant Asch," said the colonel, "I am the highest-ranking officer left in this pocket. I have put myself in charge of the remains of an infantry regiment because I consider it my duty to accept the responsibility. I have attempted an appraisal of our situation and have of course taken into account the morale of the troops. The men and I have no wish to let ourselves be taken prisoners."
"Have you spoken individually to these soldiers you call the men?" asked Lieutenant Asch. And he put the question as politely as if he were asking for a light for a cigarette. "And then what about the girls?"
"The men and I," continued the colonel calmly, after restraining with a barely discernible gesture his First Lieutenant Greifer, who was ready to leap grinning into action, "the men and I will attempt a breakthrough in any case, and not least on account of the Wehrmacht women among us. Are you going to refuse artillery support?"
Lieutenant Asch turned round and beckoned to a sturdy-looking lance corporal who was lounging against a tree a little distance away. This man sauntered slowly across to the group of officers, wearing the stanch air of defiance of a Newfoundland dog. He came to a halt in the middle of the fresh green spring meadow.
"Ammunition supplies?" asked the lieutenant. "Forty-two rounds," said the lance corporal. "That's all," said the lieutenant, and he looked at Colonel Hauk in a way which left room for the gravest doubts about his keenness for action, "that's all we've got left."
"Then it must suffice," said the colonel. "When we've broken through we can get hold of more."
"With what object exactly?" asked the lance corporal simply. And he was like a gardener unable to see the point of watering the flowers again after a heavy downpour of rain.
"Kindly hold your tongue, man!" barked First Lieutenant Greifer from behind the colonel's back.
"You're to hold your tongue, Kowalski--kindly," said Lieutenant Asch, winking at his lance corporal. The latter chuckled silently to himself, as if he had just heard an excellent joke, but knew that as a member of the rank and file it was not his place to let out a belly laugh without clear permission from his superiors.
The officers standing round the motionless Colonel Hauk seemed quite genuinely enraged, and didn't hesitate to show the fact. They muttered indignantly, in a restrained officerlike manner, though the language they used was that of the men. A fat major called Hinrichsen snorted contemptuously and then spat. He knew well enough what the word honor meant for a soldier and didn't hesitate to proclaim that he knew.
"Let us take note then, Lieutenant Greifer," said Colonel Hauk, apparently unperturbed and with a silky politeness only distinguishable by a hairsbreadth from a most superior contempt. "Asch's troop--forty-two rounds. And how many rifles can you put at my disposal, Lieutenant?"
"None," said Asch, trying to reproduce the same tone of politeness, by no means unsuccessfully.
"And what am I to understand by that?" asked the colonel. He was like a doctor preparing a particularly difficult patient for an operation.
"I'm ready to give you artillery support. But that's all I'll be responsible for."
"That a creature like you should still be alive!" yelled First Lieutenant Greifer. "You ought to be court-martialed!"
The fat major called Hinrichsen nodded energetically. An inadequate sense of honor in an officer, he declared, was for him not just something regrettable, it was positively revolting. The rest of the officers thought it wise to put as much distance as possible between themselves and this refractory lieutenant of artillery. The colonel slapped his riding breeches once briskly with a rolled-up newspaper which he carried in his right hand.
"It'll all be taken down," cried Lieutenant Greifer with grim satisfaction.
"Keep yourself and your troop in readiness then, Lieutenant," said Colonel Hauk. "I'll see that you receive precise details of our breakthrough plan in time. Until then you might spend some time thinking over your duties as an officer."
* * *
The battered, dust-covered command car of the divisional general, Major General Luschke, looked as if it had crawled away into the school garden to hide. The fruit trees were about to burst into blossom. The general sat on the running board cleaning his fingernails with a large penknife.
"You'd think," he said, "I'd been personally trying to dig up with my own hands all the soldiers of my division who are buried between here and Moscow."
"The war gets dirtier every day, General," said Lieutenant Brack, who stood beside him with a bundle of radio messages.
"I don't know anyone now whose hands are completely clean."
"What are you going to do, Brack, when this war comes to an end in a few days' time?"
"Have a good bath, General."
"And what else, Lieutenant?"
"Read the whole of Dante's Divine Comedy at last--in the original."
The general closed his penknife and sat up a little straighter. His much-lined, lumpy face, crumpled and weather-beaten, was like a very old dwarf's.
"You're all right, Brack, with your knowledge of foreign languages and your relatives overseas. I shouldn't be at all surprised if you emigrated."
"It's quite possible, General. My family have always been merchants, and honorable ones too. We've always been ready to do good business both inside and outside Germany--but not to wage war against present or future business partners."
"Perhaps, my dear Brack, this is the last war that Germany will ever wage. But one must try and bring it to an end with a certain amount of dignity. Or to use your jargon, we mustn't squander the small amount of dignity we still have left to our credit."
Brack laughed politely but preferred not to say anything. There was an ironical twinkle in his eye, but this had nothing malignant about it and the irony was not directed at the general. The general, who knew his lieutenant, didn't begrudge him his ironical air. He didn't for a second suppose that such manifestations of youthful self-conceit were in any way related to himself.
"And what are the latest messages you bring to comfort Job, Brack?"
"Part of the division was cut off during the night. It includes Hinrichsen's infantry battalion and Asch's artillery troop. We're no longer in radio contact."
"Go on."
"Captain Wedelmann's artillery battery is out of action. One troop has been taken prisoner, another wiped out, and the third, Asch's, is now cut off."
"And Captain Wedelmann himself?" asked the general, fingering his cracked leather boots. There had been no polish available for them for weeks. "What's Captain Wedelmann doing?"
"He's on his way here, General--slightly wounded--with the rest of the staff of his battery. He asks to be employed in some new capacity."
"Is that in the radio message--he asks to be employed in some new capacity?"
"Word for word, General. One couldn't expect any other reaction from Captain Wedelmann."
General Luschke ascertained that the seams of his boots were about to burst open and rose slowly to his feet.
"Your reaction, Lieutenant Brack, would, I have little doubt, have been very different."
"Very different, General," said the lieutenant without a moment's hesitation. And he looked frankly at Luschke in a way which seamen have who can tell from the clouds what tomorrow's weather is going to be like.
"What would your reaction have been?"
"I imagine my report would have gone something like this: I've done what I could, what I was ordered to do, and what I took to be my duty--now I can do no more, and I mean no more. I beg to be allowed to dismiss."
"And what do you think my answer would have been, Lieutenant Brack?"
Lieutenant Brack's voice was quiet and controlled enough as it was, but it now sank even lower, though without losing anything in clarity.
"You, General, would have said: 'Dismiss them!' "
"Do that, Lieutenant," said Luschke shortly. And he again bent over his boots; it was clear that they wouldn't be able to carry him much farther.
The lieutenant clicked his heels almost inaudibly. Then he bowed correctly. He put the bundle of radio messages down on the running board on which Luschke was sitting and withdrew. In doing so, he omitted to give the Hitler salute, which regulations prescribed. Such gymnastics were strictly forbidden in the general's immediate vicinity.
General Luschke looked up from his boots and watched his divisional intelligence officer go for a moment. Then he picked up the radio messages, leaned against the side of the car and thumbed through them.
He grinned broadly in a way which expressed both satisfaction and amusement; in fact, complacent is the only word to describe such a grin. It seemed that from today two different Army corps were competing for the privilege of ordering him about. And these orders conflicted on several points with the orders he received from Army group headquarters. And almost all contradicted certain fundamental orders laid down by the so-called supreme commander in chief. The whole organization was running onto the rocks, and the more enterprising privateers were trying to save what they could for themselves.
The sergeant major in charge of divisional staff transport came to Luschke to make his report. He stamped his way across the garden, which had been badly churned up by the tracks of many vehicles. He came to attention a few yards away from the general and waited to be spoken to. He didn't have to wait long. "Well?" asked Luschke.
"Fifty kilometers, General. Our gasoline supplies won't carry us any farther."
"They must carry me another sixty to seventy kilometers," said Luschke. "Take the necessary action."
"We've exhausted every available source of supply, General," announced the sergeant major. "Every gasoline tank in the area is empty; all reserves have been used up. The only thing left now is to tap some of the fighting units in the command--the tank squadrons, for instance."
The sergeant major was standing in the middle of a flattened flower bed. Lumpface looked at him as if there were something the matter with him. And the sergeant major became speechless. Acute embarrassment appeared in his round babyish face. He looked rather as if he had wet his pants in spite of himself.
"There's only one thing to do," said the general, showing some forbearance. "And that's to cut down the number of vehicles."
"Very good, General," said the sergeant major eagerly.
"We can do without the map section and the files--without the baggage too."
"Even the officers' baggage, General?"
"What do you think, Sergeant Major?"
"Very good, General. Officers' baggage to be abandoned first."
"My compliments to the gentlemen on my staff. Two brief cases are all they'll be allowed. The rest can be sacrificed to the gods! Always assuming that there are gods who are interested in enriching themselves from the war. From recent experience I should say that it isn't altogether beyond the bounds of possibility."
The sergeant major withdrew, just managing to suppress an instinctive upward movement of his arm. It was clear that he derived a certain pleasure from the prospect of passing on this order of the general's. And in Luschke's immediate vicinity orders were still sacred--not least because he had never given one which did not apply equally well to himself.
The general climbed into his command car and pored over the map in front of which his adjutant, a certain Major Horn, was sitting. This major possessed the rare quality of being able to hold his tongue when necessary, and the even rarer one of being able to issue competent orders without always having to ask instructions from Luschke beforehand.
The general put a hand on the shoulder of his closest collaborator, who had not turned round as he got in. Then he sent for Lieutenant Brack. Luschke showed the intelligent young man the map, putting his finger on a point which marked a small leafy wood, with an open field in front, a chain of hills on the right, and on the left the outskirts of a pine wood. The whole pattern, which was in the shape of a spade running to a sharp point, led up to a crossroads.
"This, Lieutenant Brack, is the position in which Hinrichsen's battalion, Asch's artillery troop, a communications company, some engineers and a column of transport are all cut off by the Americans. It is your objective. You should have no difficulty in reaching them, traveling alone and on foot through our beautiful German woodlands. As you know, our American friends wage war almost exclusively on first-class roads."
"So I've heard. And what is my mission?"
"There is to be no more large-scale action. The unit is to disperse in small groups and try and make its way through to unoccupied territory. Those who succeed in getting through and still don't know where to go can report back to the division. And don't forget: I won't have any Madchen in uniform in my division. All females are to be got to safety first. But immediately after that, the men."
"I think I understand, General."
"I very much hope you do. And if I don't see you again, Lieutenant Brack, please try and see that Germany gets down to business again as soon as possible and never involves herself in another war."
"I'll do all I can," Lieutenant Brack assured him.
"I'm inclined to believe you," said Luschke, and he brought his right hand up to the peak of his cap for a moment.
* * *
Lieutenant Asch, accompanied by Lance Corporal Kowalski, sauntered back to his troop's position through the freshly green birch wood. The sun shone down pleasantly, giving off a mild warmth. But the ground was still damp and had a musty smell. The gentle spring was doing its best to waft away the war, which was now drawing its last desperate gasps of breath.
"Man, that's a comical bunch all right!" said Lance Corporal Kowalski. "You can't let yourself get mixed up with them."
"You don't think I'm an idiot, do you?"
"You're a lieutenant," said Kowalski, "but you mustn't let that fact interfere with your intelligence."
"Anyhow," said Lieutenant Asch, "we've only got forty-two rounds left. It doesn't make much difference now whether we fire them off in the direction of the enemy or into the nearest dung heap."
"Fighting to the last round! We're heroes, man. When I tell my children about this, the tears will simply pour down their little cheeks!"
"Kowalski," said Lieutenant Asch, and he stopped in his tracks, "you're not an utter fool."
"I'm a lance corporal," said Kowalski with some dignity.
"All the same, Kowalski, the Americans have cut us off--and we're not the only ones. This Colonel Hauk, who's descended on us from God knows where, wants to break through--he's absolutely determined to do so, with or without artillery. All right, he shall!"
"He just wants to get to safety himself, man! You've only got to look at his face--a born crook with some higher education. He's not just a bull in a china shop like this fellow Hinrichsen--he's smarter than that; he wants us to do his dirty work for him."
"All right, then! But there's nothing we can do to stop him."
"Why not? I'll simply put a bullet or two into his tires. Even a colonel can't go on with a couple of flats."
Lieutenant Asch laughed and clapped Kowalski on the back. The latter stumbled over some bits of uniform that were lying scattered about the ground. He kicked a muddy steel helmet, and it rolled against a rifle which someone had thrown away.
"Everything's just beginning to fold up," said Kowalski, "but Lieutenant Asch chooses this moment to play the loyal comrade in arms. And we, his wretched slaves, have to play out the farce with him."
"Do you want to become a prisoner of war, Kowalski?"
The lance corporal bent down, picked up a haversack, ran his hands over it professionally and found the remains of a bar of chocolate. He examined his find with an expert eye. Then he hurled the haversack away into the undergrowth.
"I asked you if you wanted to march straight off into a prison camp, you corpse robber."
"To hell with that!" said the other amiably, sniffing the chocolate. "I want to get into civvies, that's all."
"Here--in open country?"
"Where else, man? What else can I do? Do you think I'm going to build myself a village first?"
"If we're going to get into civvies, Kowalski, we must wait till we get home."
"Till we get home? Home? That's a long way off. A hell of a long way off--a good seventy kilometers."
"There were once several thousand kilometers between us and that little town of ours. We'll manage the rest of the way now we've got this far."
Kowalski unwrapped the piece of chocolate he had found and put it into his mouth. Then, chewing methodically, he said: "It doesn't taste right--nothing tastes right any more."
"If this Colonel Hauk succeeds in breaking through--and I don't think that's altogether impossible--we'll simply sail along in a body behind him. Then off home like the wind. Once there: garlands, reception committees, kisses from the girls. A banner in the market place: 'Welcome to our soldiers back from the front!' In the evening a ball for the returned warriors at Bismarckshoh. And it's Colonel Hauk we'll have to thank for it."
"We'll never get through," said Kowalski stubbornly. "We may make contact, but that's as far as we'll get. And there are a couple of American tanks sitting at the crossroads. Who's going to brush them out of the way?"
"We are," said Lieutenant Asch. "And then through like the wind with the rest of the outfit, bag and baggage. Once home we'll see who can demobilize the fastest, and let the Fuhrer curse to his heart's content."
"In one way I don't like the idea at all," said Kowalski thoughtfully. "In another I like it very much indeed. But it sounds almost too good to be true. The fellow's face worries me. He looks as if he's left all his finer feelings at home. And yet, who knows, perhaps they're lying round in Russia somewhere. One can never tell. But there's one thing, man, I'm quite certain of: the war's packing up at last, I can tell you."
"You don't need to tell me, Kowalski--even a lieutenant can see it."
"If you take my advice, Asch, you'll disband the whole outfit--now, this minute."
"But I'm not taking your advice, Kowalski."
They made a detour round a pile of abandoned ammunition boxes. These had been torn open and ransacked, but they contained only small-arms ammunition which was now lying scattered about on the damp floor of the wood.
"Greater Germany's on sale," said Kowalski. "Why shouldn't we get something out of it at last? We haven't been in touch with the battery for days now. For weeks no one's had the foggiest idea where the regimental staff was. General Luschke is still milling around somewhere in the vicinity, but he's the only one. And he won't be able to go on delaying final victory all by himself."
"I don't know," said Asch thoughtfully, bending a willow branch and letting it snap back into position again. "I wouldn't like to meet a man like Luschke if I was in civvies and he was still in uniform."
"Even old Lumpface can't stay in uniform forever. You needn't worry about that. Now then, what about it--are we going to get into civvies at last or are we never going to get into them?"
"Kowalski, we're surrounded. And if we don't get out of here, then the Americans are bound to pick us up. It won't make the slightest difference whether we're wearing civvies or uniforms."
"To hell with it, man! What if I simply don't want to go on? What then? What if I just want to surrender altogether?"
"Then you can spend your time looking through barbed wire at the Americans while I'm at home drinking to final victory."
"Oh, all right, then. I'll come and have one with you. It wouldn't be very comradely to let you drink alone."
"Right, then, Kowalski--this colonel who's taken over command here shall have his artillery support. We'll wait until the crossroads are clear--then we won't stop until we reach home. We can disband when we get there."
"And what if it doesn't work out like that? What if the last of the heroes and their colonel go no farther than the crossroads? Or what if the crossroads are only clear for a few minutes and we and the rest of the battery don't manage to get through in time?"
Lieutenant Asch thought for a moment, then nodded in agreement. "You've got something there, Kowalski. We must make provision for that. But it's not such an insuperable problem. You stick immediately behind our heroes, on a motor bike. And as soon as the crossroads are clear, through you go--straight home. As the advance column."
"And you--what'll you and the others do?"
"Oh, we'll think of something. Many roads lead to my father's cellars. I'll find one of them all right."
* * *
Captain Schulz, deputy commanding officer of the fast-dissolving reserve artillery battery, and also deputy to the district commandant, began his day as he had begun every day recently by falling eagerly upon the morning mail. He was waiting longingly for notification of his promotion to the rank of major. But it didn't materialize.
"Nothing but drivel," he said disgustedly, pushing away a pile of mail that lay on the desk in front of him with an impatient gesture. "Wretched drivel."
He was bitterly disappointed. He found it very annoying that he should be kept waiting for his promotion like this. He himself had done his duty and everything that could be expected of him. He was, in turn, fully entitled to demand reciprocal behavior on the part of others, particularly now when a man's military career was entering on its final and conclusive stage. If anyone had earned this honor, he had. So why didn't it come through? It was high time that it did. More than high time.
Captain Schulz collapsed into the well-upholstered commanding officer's chair and began to rack his brains. "These Heinies in the personnel department," he said to himself finally, "are simply not on their toes."
And while pursuing with some intensity the question of why exactly the Heinies in the personnel department were not "on their toes," other thoughts, related in kind but fundamentally far more depressing, began to overwhelm him. He found himself forced to recognize that the war was now assuming a more devastating character than he, Schulz, the well-known instructor of reserves, with all his insight, foresight and hindsight could ever have imagined possible. It, the war, seemed no longer even to be under the personnel department's control. And that was a serious matter.
Schulz, who had always been such an exemplary soldier and so very much aware of the fact, was now on the point of losing his faith in the Wehrmacht altogether. This continual delay in his promotion was getting on his nerves. In addition, he saw his whole life's work, which consisted of the turning of civilians into soldiers, seriously endangered. The material he was getting these days was of the very lowest order. So why was he not promoted? It was only he and men like him who might still be able to "arrest the wheel of history." (In the course of the last few years, when not engaged on other strenuous duties in the officers' mess, Schulz had read a number of educational manuals for officers--this was how he had got his culture.) For some days now, therefore, he had been ready to withdraw from the scene altogether--in a properly dignified manner, of course. It became clearer every day that the precarious situation of the Fatherland, which had been brought about by the cowardly weakness of men who were soldiers in name only, made this the only sensible course of action. But it was with the rank of major that he wished to say his unceremonious farewell. And it was for this reason that he was determined to hang on just a little longer.
With elephantine gait and a grim staff-officer expression he sauntered discontentedly across to the orderly rooms of the local Kommandantur. He returned salutes in a reasonably correct manner, but with none of the delighted zest of former days. His angular face was gradually assuming the air of resignation of a deeply disappointed man.
The No. 1 clerk of the local Kommandantur, Lance Corporal Stamm, was a little fellow with foxy eyes and the quick, agile movements of a weasel. He welcomed Schulz with a pile of reports, requests, forms, questionnaires, applications, lists, passes and movement orders. Schulz waved them away in disgust with a sweeping, almost classical gesture, like some Hercules who feels it beneath him to clean out mere pigsties.
"Tomorrow," said Schulz portentously and not without dignity, refusing to put himself out for anyone, "or the day after tomorrow."
Lance Corporal Stamm, the No. 1 clerk, nodded like a donkey, but his eyes sparkled cunningly. It was a matter of complete indifference to him when he got the signatures. He wouldn't even mind if he never got them at all. He had carried out his orders and drawn Schulz's attention to the papers in front of him--the rest was no concern of his. It was rather fashionable for officers to have bad consciences just at the moment and it meant that subordinates had an easy time of it. If the one lot had no wish to do anything, then the others did nothing either.
"And then," said Lance Corporal Stamm, "more new units have arrived in the town. The place is little better than a cattle market."
"I really don't care," said Schulz, opening his large mouth and yawning. "They come and they go again. No one has the faintest idea what's happening any more."
"The posters at the approaches to the town are being disregarded, of course," said Lance Corporal Stamm with apparent complete ingenuousness. But he was a smart enough fellow for all his air of simplicity. He said this in a conversational tone but without any hint of indiscipline and solely because the commanding officer had expressly told him to raise the matter the day before. "But then who's going to bother to read anything that's put up these days?"
"It's all the same to me," said Schulz, shrugging his massive shoulders.
Although the basic idea of the posters had been evolved in the upper reaches of the home Army's hierarchy, their detail was the invention of the local commandant, who had the administrative soldier's gift for waging war on paper in the most ruthless fashion. The wording, as was only fitting, was made out in Gothic script and ran as follows:
Every unit, or part of a unit, which spends longer than twelve hours in the area under the control of the local Kommandantur is to report as far as possible without delay and seek permission to billet here. Unauthorized billeting will be punished according to the laws of war and with the requisite severity.
"The commandant," said Lance Corporal Stamm, "seems to attach importance to the carrying out of these instructions in every detail."
"Let him then," said the captain, fingering his nose. The end of it seemed rather cold. Schulz put that down to faulty circulation. And he thought: So one sacrifices one's health and what thanks does one get in return? They delay my promotion to major.
"There are three applications for permission to billet today," said the Kommandantur's No. 1 clerk in a thoroughly praiseworthy manner, and he spread the papers out formally in front of Schulz.
Schulz was completely disinterested. He thought of his health ruined by his unswerving devotion to duty and stared at the situation map on the wall. The Americans were getting disturbingly close. If it went on like this they would be here in three days, or even in two, since it had to be remembered that there wasn't a Schulz everywhere who could be relied on to do his duty to the end. The idiots seemed to have managed to lose the war. Who was going to bother to ask for permission to billet now? Three units had acted correctly; the other thirty had made their own arrangements without even thinking for a moment of seeking the commandant's approval.
"Take all this stuff to the commandant," said Schulz. "These slackers are no concern of mine."
"But the commandant gave orders that you were to be shown such applications immediately, Captain."
"It's too much," said Schulz furiously. Then without reading a word of the forms he signed them with a curt, bold signature. He pushed them away from him as if he found them repellent--it was the only way a true soldier could react to the requests of these miserable louts.
Lance Corporal Stamm leaned forward and pushed one of the three applications back again in front of Schulz. Schulz looked up in surprise. Then with a certain amount of hesitation he seized the sheet of paper. A service corps major, name of Brahm, in charge of four men and a column of transport and directly responsible to the high command itself, requested to be allotted a billet at No. 13 Hindenburgstrasse. But it was one that was already occupied.
Schulz gave in and thought about this for a moment.
"The Hindenburgstrasse," he said eventually. "That's on the edge of the town close to the wood."
"Yes, Captain," said Stamm blinking, "and No. 13 belongs to the Kreisleiter."
"Has he made off then?" asked Schulz.
"It looks like it," said the lance corporal, making no attempt to hide his grin.
"Oh, well," said Schulz, "why shouldn't he?"
He had a certain sympathy for the man's action; although of course to some extent he couldn't help condemning him. But after all he hadn't a district at his disposal any more, so there was no need for him to administer it. The mistakes of his superiors had left him without a job. Fundamentally, thought Schulz, giving his recently acquired literacy a little airing, the situation was a tragic one.
His own situation, Schulz reflected, was not dissimilar to that of the Kreisleiter. The high command was obviously ceasing to function effectively; the careless delay in his promotion to major was proof enough of that. The reserve artillery battery was melting away; nobody cared a damn about the local Kommandantur. Why then should he go on pulling his weight? Who was he doing it for? Who appreciated it? One commandant was enough for this outfit. There was no need for a deputy.
However, so long as the cows gave milk, thought Schulz, one must continue to milk them. That was only practical economics. And so long as the post still functioned after some fashion, there was always the chance of a letter arriving which would contain the words "... to inform you of your promotion to the rank of major."
"A column of transport, eh? What can the fellow be transporting?"
"Presumably only things of considerable value," said the lance corporal, grinning all over his great moon face.
"This service corps major--Brahm is the fellow's name--is to report to me." Schulz smiled with all the superior cunning of the petty tyrant. "As soon as possible too. Today in fact." For he thought to himself: Who knows what tomorrow may bring! And if there are any pickings to be had they ought to be made sure of without delay.
Then Schulz brought his great bulk to his feet and went off to give the commandant his usual morning salute, to exchange with him his usual look of conspiratorial association and finally to announce to him that there was nothing of any importance to report.
The commandant, a jovial man in his late forties with a well-nourished baritone voice, and eyes which betrayed his fondness for red wine, received his "dear Schulz" like an old friend, offered him a chair, forced a cigar on him and asked him how he was keeping.
"Very well," said Schulz, rather surprised. He was used to a certain amount of comradely goodwill, but this interest in his welfare was almost excessive and aroused his suspicion. "I'm perfectly well, thank you, Colonel."
"I'm glad to hear it," said the colonel with a heartiness which might have alarmed a less experienced campaigner than Schulz. "I'm glad to hear it for your sake. Unfortunately I can't say the same for myself, my dear Schulz. My health leaves a lot to be desired at the moment."
"I'm sorry to hear that," said Schulz warily.
"Thank you," said the Colonel in his charming baritone, and he seemed quite touched. "But my kidneys are really giving me a lot of trouble. It's high time that I had something done about them."
"Yes," said Schulz, now very much on the alert.
"How fortunate," said the colonel, and he beamed at Schulz with an almost fatherly goodwill, a well-nigh brotherly affection, "how fortunate I am to have such a first-class deputy as yourself. It makes everything so much easier. You can take over command here. I shall leave for Bad Kissingen today."
Schulz stared at the colonel speechless. He sat there like a rock, gray and unmoving. He was aware of strange sensations within him. He didn't know whether to applaud or condemn the colonel's masterly stroke.
"Right, then," said the colonel with slightly more forced joviality than before. "We find ourselves in agreement. In my opinion there could be no better commandant than yourself, Schulz. You'll manage everything admirably. This afternoon you will make a farewell inspection of the latest batch of men trained for the front. The speech to be made on this occasion has already been prepared and is at your disposal. And then try and put a bit of zip into the place!"
Schulz seemed to have lost the power of speech. He saw that he was going to be left holding the baby. And he didn't see how he was ever going to get rid of it.
"In the next twenty-four hours or so," said the colonel, "the so-called Panther Division will be arriving here, or rather what is left of it."
"Who?" said Schulz in a dull monotone. The fact that it should be he of all people who now found himself holding the baby made him for the first time begin to doubt his ability as a soldier; not his soldierly qualities--they were something quite different. "Which division?"
"The Panther Division. Surely you've heard of them? Their commanding officer is Major General Luschke."
"Yes," said Schulz in a strangled voice after a long pause, "I've heard of them."
* * *
The mild spring sun shone down on the few hairs which still covered the top of Colonel Hauk's head. He had removed his cap and was carefully drying the band inside, which was not excessively soaked in sweat. Beside him on a tree stump sat First Lieutenant Greifer looking at his own vast hands with apparently a good deal of pleasure.
"All the preparations are as good as made," said the lieutenant. "Let's hope they enable us to pull it off."
Hauk nodded thoughtfully, like a doctor confirming the diagnosis of some junior colleague while remaining aware of the possibility that it might not be wholly accurate. "They'll do," he said quietly. And more quietly still and very slowly he added: "They'll have to do."
"The question of who is to lead the attack is not unimportant," said Greifer thoughtfully. "This fat major--Hinrichsen, he's called--seems to be made of the right stuff. We must just see that he's worked up to the proper pitch."
"That's all taken care of," said Colonel Hauk. And as he said it his glance wandered over to the forester's hut near which they were sitting. There, on the wooden veranda, lay a girl sunning herself in a chair. Her well-filled blouse was slightly open at the neck and she had stretched her legs straight out in front of her. Her sensual doll face shone in the sun and her black hair hung down to her shoulders.
"You can find dozens of girls like that," said Greifer frankly.
"Not round here," said Hauk.
"Twenty kilometers farther on, though," Greifer planted his sturdy legs wide apart and grinned. "A good useful type--but not in short supply."
The girl on the veranda, whose name was Barbara, stretched and shifted her hips. This seemed to make some impression even on Greifer, whose indifference to female charms in other circumstances was almost suspicious. She sat up like a playful kitten and blinked across at the two officers. She raised her hand.
The colonel also raised his hand and waved back to her for a moment. Greifer, demonstrating quite exceptional feelings of warmth, brandished both hands. And as he did so he said: "We ought to send her packing."
"She has her points," said Hauk thoughtfully.
"So have others. And others are cheaper."
"She's never been particularly expensive."
"But she may turn out to be," said Greifer. "It's always preferable to divide things by two rather than three--or rather four, if we're going to take Major Brahm of the service corps into account."
"We haven't got as far as that yet," said Hauk, and he turned his pale, gray, almost contourless face towards the weak spring sun. The warmth he felt from it was not very great, although it was quite enough to affect the barometer. "Not yet."
"But very nearly! We don't want any unnecessary ballast with us in the final stages. And this girl Barbara is ballast."
The girl Barbara was enjoying the spring sunshine on the veranda as if it were a tepid and relaxing bath. She had no interest in the war. She had come to terms with it and its attendant circumstances in her own fashion. And now it was nearly over--she could sense it quite plainly. Only a few more hours, or days at the most, and it would be over.
It was Hauk's responsibility to see that it came to an end in a satisfactory, even, if possible, an advantageous manner. She had done what she could for him; and that was certainly a good deal. He would do what he could for her--and that also would be a good deal. These were the sorts of accounts that people presented to each other in wartime, and if one were lucky they were settled promptly. Luck played quite a part in it all.
Barbara looked at Hauk, who sat there cool, pale and unapproachable. He was very erect, almost a little stiff. He was always like that when he was with other people. Only when he was alone with her was he different, and then he was very different. She smiled to herself as she thought about it; but there was no tenderness in her smile.
Barbara, feeling the sun on her body, watched a fat officer come up to Hauk and Greifer. He was like a giant ball bouncing clumsily along. She could hear the sharp click
of his heels from where she sat. Squinting, she watched the fat man raise his arm with an unexpectedly vigorous movement; then she closed her eyes and heard no more. The fat, robust little staff officer was of no interest to her. She was quite indifferent to what was going on.
"At ease, Major Hinrichsen," said Colonel Hauk.
"Take a seat," said Greifer, making an inviting gesture with his huge hands. And he thought to himself: Give that great rump of yours a rest, fatty; you'll be resting it forever before long.
Major Hinrichsen sat down with Hauk and Greifer on a nearby log. He panted a little and the sweat shone on his great round face.
Hauk and Greifer looked at this mass of flesh in officer's uniform with some misgiving. But the German cross in gold which shone on the major's tunic, together with the infantry assault medal and the hand-to-hand-fighting clasp, visibly reassured them.
"I'm glad to think, Major Hinrichsen," said Colonel Hauk in his quiet, even, almost blase voice, "that we see eye to eye about this."
"No true German soldier," said Major Hinrichsen with some emphasis, "voluntarily lets himself be taken prisoner." And he seemed to speak with deep conviction.
"Our views are identical," Colonel Hauk assured him, and he looked across for a moment at Greifer, who was grinning quietly to himself. "My adjutant will explain the details."
Greifer opened up a large-scale map. His great paws began to travel here and there over the various landmarks; it was as if he were trying to rub out the conventional signs.
Greifer said: "Zero hour--a barrage of mortars, assault guns and heavy machine guns from the flanks."
The colonel knew perfectly well that there were only two mortars, no assault guns and only one heavy machine gun. Ammunition was short. There hadn't been time to give precise instructions about targets. Hinrichsen said: "Yes. I see."
Greifer continued: "Zero plus fifteen--frontal assault by the infantry battalion reinforced with volunteers from other units. A supporting attack from the hill on the right of the main road carried out by combined units. Objective: the crossroads. Asch's artillery troop will engage the tanks there over open sights." The colonel knew perfectly well that the infantry battalion had suffered crippling losses and that its fighting strength barely amounted to that of a single company. It wasn't very likely that there were going to be any volunteers. The field of fire of Asch's troop was severely limited.
Hinrichsen said: "Right. Then we'll manage."
"You'll manage all right," said the colonel. "I know I can rely on you."
Hinrichsen brought his full two hundred-odd pounds to his feet. He stood there solid and determined, and with some solemnity shook the plump limp hand which the colonel extended towards him. Greifer's grin was appreciably wider than before. His handshake made it seem as if they were taking some sort of solemn vow together.
"And this artillery officer," said Hinrichsen, "this fellow Asch--he must be brought to book. His attitude's a disgrace! It amounts to treason--in the gravest hour of the Fatherland."
"Certainly," said Colonel Hauk. But to himself he added: No time for finer points like that. "Certainly--as soon as we've succeeded in breaking through he'll be made to answer for it."
"Perhaps we can organize a drumhead court-martial," said Greifer eagerly, "just to keep our hands in."
"We'll discuss it all later," said Colonel Hauk quite curtly.
Hinrichsen swung his great mass of flesh through a hundred and eighty degrees and went back to his men. Hauk and Greifer watched him go. Then they looked at each other.
"If anyone can do it," said Greifer confidently, "then he can. He's still fighting for Greater Germany. His courage seems to be in inverse proportion to his intelligence. His intelligence, in point of fact, is minute."
Hauk smiled wanly. He looked over at the veranda again where the girl called Barbara lay in the spring sunshine. His eyes narrowed slightly.
"Really very attractive," said Greifer, "but you could find ten like her for a tenth part of what she may be going to cost us. No bedmate is worth all that."
"She knows a lot," said Hauk, and it was as if he were talking to himself.
"All the more reason," said Greifer emphatically, "to see that she can't make too much use of what she knows."
The colonel didn't seem to think that Greifer's remarks required an answer. He looked almost as if he hadn't heard them at all, as if it were far beneath his dignity to take any notice of them. But Greifer knew that the colonel had two ears, both of which functioned exceptionally well.
"I've already taken all the superfluous luggage out of the car," said Greifer. "Always provided you approve, that is, Colonel. And in the meantime the lady has packed up enough luggage for a general. We can't afford any ballast. I shall be driving myself."
"Bring the car to the edge of the wood," said the colonel, "and as soon as the crossroads are clear..."
"In half an hour?"
"In twenty minutes."
"The sooner the better. I'll go over to the assembly point." And Greifer went into the wood without once looking back at the girl called Barbara, whom he had just struck off his passenger list.
The colonel slowly got to his feet. Carefully he brushed the dust off the seat of his trousers, put his cap on and straightened his belt. Then he walked over to the veranda.
"Well, my girl?" he said.
"Well," said Barbara smiling mechanically.
"I'll be coming back," said the colonel nodding to her.
"Good," she said.
"You wait here then."
"I'll wait here till you come back."
Hauk nodded again. Then he strode away thoughtfully, without looking round.
He went to the edge of the wood where Major Hinrichsen had collected his men before trying to break through to the crossroads.
"Right--off you go," said the colonel.
* * *
Captain Wedelmann climbed slowly out of his tubby little car as if he were carrying a heavy burden. He nodded to his driver, who touched the peak of his cap with his finger. Wedelmann's feet had gone to sleep. He stamped them and looked over at the divisional sign which hung on the door of the schoolhouse--a black panther on a white background.
Wedelmann, a large-framed, emaciated-looking man, with the tragic face of a dachshund and the tired movements of a transport worker, turned to the third person who was sitting in the little open car, and who was now clutching at his heavy driving coat with surprisingly small hands. This person, who was obviously very young, threw back the hood rather impatiently as if desperate to escape from under it. A girl came into view.
"It won't be long, Magda," Wedelmann said to her. "The general likes to make quick decisions."
"Don't take me into account when you see him," said the girl called Magda. Her face was ashen gray. "You don't need to worry about me. I'll make my way from here--until I reach your home town. And I'll wait for you there."
"And even if things should turn out unpleasantly, Magda, it'll all be over in three or four days' time."
"In two days," said the driver, as if reading prices out of a catalogue.
This quiet girl with the beseeching brown eyes had been picked up by Wedelmann on the road. She had been standing at the exit of a large town which had been mercilessly bombed during the night. She was dirty, her clothes were singed, and she was alone and helpless. And silent; only her eyes seemed to plead for help. Her parents, refugees from the east, had found shelter in the town with some distant relations. Now they were all dead, both the relations and the parents. And Magda hadn't known where to turn next. So she had come to Wedelmann. That had been five days ago.
"In ten minutes," said Wedelmann, "I shall know where I'm to be sent--always assuming, of course, that the general is at his headquarters. You can't always be certain of that with Luschke."
Major General Luschke was at his headquarters. A small hunched figure in a much creased and threadbare uniform, he was kneeling on a blue and white striped army blanket which had been spread out in the orchard at the back of the school building. Beside him stood an open chest and in front of him lay two brief cases. He seemed to be sorting articles of clothing, checking them over and singling some of them out.
"Welcome, my dear Wedelmann," he said, looking up for a moment without interrupting his work. He examined a pair of underpants which had completely lost their original shape and had been many times repaired in the seat.
"I beg to report to the general..."
"Have you anything more to report than was in your radio message? No? Then kindly don't report it. I have absolutely no desire to hear each catastrophic report three or four times over. I'm snowed under with them. I've got enough to last me till the day of judgment."
Luschke examined a pile of six pairs of underpants one by one. He chose two of them and threw the rest carelessly to one side. "What do you want to start doing now, Wedelmann?"
"Whatever the general orders."
Luschke threw a pair of patent-leather shoes over his shoulder without looking at them properly.
"Whatever the general orders!" he repeated slowly. "So I'm to go on issuing orders up to the very last moment. No one deprives me of that pleasure." He added almost softly: "And no one can deprive me of it."
"We," said Captain Wedelmann, "the remains of my staff, that is, now consist of three officers, twelve N.C.O.s and forty-two men. We're partly armed--about thirty rifles and two machine guns. Ammunition supplies, on the other hand..."
"When you get back to them, Wedelmann, do you seriously think you're still going to find forty-two men there?"
"General!"
"Or less?"
"It's true," said Wedelmann, rather upset for all his manliness, and yet anxious to show that he wasn't trying to evade his responsibility, "that more and more... individual soldiers are taking independent action..."
"Deserting, you mean!"
"Yes, General--in normal conditions that is what one would call it. But..."
"Wedelmann," said Major General Luschke, calm as ever, throwing away his spare uniform, "do you still believe in your Fuhrer? In Greater Germany? In a world dominated by the German race?"
Captain Wedelmann didn't answer. He was almost standing at attention. He looked as if he had just heard some devastating judgment on himself. He accepted it but saw to it that he did so in a soldierly manner.
"I asked you a question, Herr Wedelmann. Am I getting an answer?"
"My answer," said Wedelmann with some difficulty, "is No! I don't believe in anything any more." And almost in-audibly he added: "In anything."
"That," said Luschke calmly, "is certainly going too far. But at any rate you no longer believe in this... It's taken time for you to come round to this way of thinking, Wedelmann. In the meantime we've all had to pay for it."
"I don't understand," said Wedelmann with a helpless gesture, and he wasn't ashamed of his weakness, "I don't understand myself or anything else any more. There's only one explanation for everything that's happened: madness!"
The general pulled a magnificent striped medal ribbon out of a box and tested it by stretching it until it tore in two. The shreds hung down miserably. Luschke laughed contemptuously. "Poor quality," he said.
He got to his feet with a groan, clutching his sides as he did so. His face was twisted with pain. "I'm one of Germany's youngest generals," he said, "and one of the oldest men in the Army. Too young to die and too old to go on living. I suppose I was born about half a century too late."
"Without the general..."
"Forget it, Wedelmann! No more of that sort of talk. It makes me sick, though I haven't time to be. I must get on with things."
The general swept a parcel of clothing to one side with his foot, picked up a bundle of mail and began to look through it. He gave the impression of concentrating entirely on what he was doing. Wedelmann, who was standing submissively in front of him, had the painful feeling that for Luschke he had ceased to exist altogether.
Then, letting the mail fall to the ground unheeded, Luschke suddenly said: "What would you do if the war were over for you, Wedelmann--now, this very minute. What would you do?"
"Get married," said Wedelmann without a moment's hesitation.
"Then do so," answered Luschke promptly and very softly.
Wedelmann stood there motionless. His loyal dachshund's face reflected deep embarrassment. No one but Luschke could cause him such embarrassment. And he was constantly doing so. But this merciless and unerring shock therapy had considerable beneficial effect.
"If you've got someone you want to marry, Wedelmann, then go and marry her. You're not wanted here any more. Your divisional commander gladly gives you the necessary permission to get married, and not quite so gladly, but still without regret, bids you adieu."
"But, General..."
"Adieu, my dear Wedelmann. We may yet see each other again before our military careers come to an end, but not if it can possibly be helped. Kindly take note of that. The next divisional headquarters, which I strongly suspect will be your last, is our old garrison town. I assume that even you will try and put out some roots there. Farewell, then, and forget Lumpface--try and obliterate him from your memory altogether, and the whole war with him."
Major General Luschke knelt down again and with sure, though careless, movements began to stow the rest of his things away into the two brief cases. It now really was as if Wedelmann had ceased to exist for him, as if for him nothing else in the world existed but the paltry contents of two brief cases.
A busy gnomelike little figure clad in a faded, creased and crumpled uniform, with a short squat neck and hair that had turned gray--this was how Wedelmann saw his general for the last time, or so he thought.
The captain once more came to attention in front of Luschke. He saluted stiffly. Then he turned smartly on his heel and walked away. And as he went his soldierly bearing visibly collapsed. He let his shoulders droop and his boots dragged through the dust. Wedelmann's military service was at an end.
He walked out through the orchard, through the gate and into the road where his little car was standing. The driver, after one quick look at the captain, sat down behind the steering wheel and began to play with the starter. The girl called Magda looked up at Wedelmann with big round eyes.
"Well?" she asked. "What's happening now?"
"We're getting married," said Wedelmann.
"No!"
"We're getting married. I want to know where I stand at last. I want someone to whom I can feel I belong."
"Then we're getting married."
* * *
Lance Corporal Stamm, the trusty No. 1 clerk at the Kommandantur, had had to negotiate some difficult passages before finally landing himself in his present relatively safe haven. He had hoped to find the proverbial cushy job here, and had indeed done so--until the last few weeks when what had hitherto been a sedate and peaceful military museum seemed suddenly to have been transformed into a main-line railway station.
This interfered considerably with Stamm's very marked preference for a quiet life. The only thing which seemed likely to reconcile him to the turn of events was the fact that with so much stuff flowing, or filtering, through the place, or being temporarily stored in it, a small residue inevitably found a permanent home in the Kommandantur. There had been a similar custom in the Middle Ages when tolls were levied at bridges.
The colonel's unabashed retreat with alleged kidney trouble to the more peaceful fields of Bad Kissingen, coupled with the theoretical honor bestowed on Captain Schulz by his appointment to the post of district commandant, at first brought fresh tribulation to Lance Corporal Stamm. But then he thought he detected signs that even the old war horse Schulz didn't intend to stick to his post to the last, as the supreme commander had ordered. The heart of even that resolute and aggressive figure slowly began to beat with a more civilian rhythm.
"Your wife, Captain," said Stamm reporting to his new commandant, who was just then working over the list of food supplies with remarkable concentration.
"Here?" asked Schulz. The news was obviously an unpleasant surprise for him. "In my offices?"
"Your wife's been waiting in the anteroom for the last fifteen minutes," announced Stamm politely.
"She can go on waiting," decided Schulz with an almost sovereign touch.
And once again he bent over the list of food supplies stored in the area controlled by the district commandant. He gave careful thought to the problem of their equitable distribution in certain circumstances--among the soldiers first of all, but then also among the civilian population. And in both cases, he decided that distribution should take place not only according to need but also according to the merits of the recipient.
"Your wife," said Lance Corporal Stamm, who was still in the room, "is engaged in conversation with Major Brahm of the service corps."
"Brahm? Who's that?"
"He's in charge of the transport column which has set itself up in No. 13 Hindenburgstrasse--the Kreisleiter's house."
"He can wait too," decided Schulz, again with the sovereign touch.
And he gradually began to enjoy this important role to which he had succeeded shortly before everything closed down altogether. He was able to feel with some conviction that it was a role worthy of the rank of major. As far as the food supplies were concerned, Schulz reckoned that the important thing was to see that certain foodstuffs were directed into certain channels--for example, flour, by the hundred weight, should be put at the disposal of a deserving baker; in this case, naturally, his own baker--a wise precaution, taken, of course, in the interests of the civilian population.
Stamm, who had still not left the room, said: "May I draw your attention to the fact that your wife and the service corps major are already discussing the subject of billets, by which I mean..."
"What?" stormed Schulz, bringing the flat of his hand down on top of the desk in indignation. "That's... And what business is it of yours, you worm! What's it got to do with you? As No. 1 clerk of the district commandant's office there are certain things which you have no right to hear, do you understand? And besides, you little runt, how do you come to be listening to my wife's conversation?"
"I was only looking after the captain's interests!" Stamm reassured him, giving an impression of unswerving devotion.
"I should hope so," said Schulz, in that bullying, threatening tone peculiar to superior officers. "Now listen to me, Stamm! A district commandant's office isn't a girls' school, particularly not in times like these when we've got our backs to the wall. It's a place where there's a use for reliable men who can collaborate, where discretion is valued, and where death sentences can be promulgated. Just remember that! One word too much out of you, and you'll never open that trap of yours again! Understand, oaf?"
"But I'm both reliable and discreet," roared Stamm, looking like some honorable man of substance who is also a benefactor of the arts.
"That too I should hope," said Schulz, sensibly affected by this display of servility. "And now send my wife in to me."
Stamm withdrew and Lore Schulz appeared. She went over to her husband and sat down on his desk, crossing her legs. She looked at him as if she were considering buying him but couldn't yet make up her mind how much she thought he was worth.
"What the hell do you think you're doing?" said Schulz showing his disapproval. "This isn't a brothel!"
"No?" asked Lore. "Really?"
"Take your behind off the commandant's orders!"
"Where else am I to put it? It seems as good a place as any."
"Lore, I have several times expressly forbidden you to visit me in my offices. It simply won't do. It automatically undermines discipline and respect. The higher the post the more important it is to behave correctly--that's what the book says. And I expect you to conduct yourself accordingly."
"Are you afraid I might catch you out? You don't need to worry. I'm not jealous--not of you. Why should I be?"
"What do you want here, Lore? What are you doing interfering in my affairs? What have you been gabbing to this service corps major about?"
"The man wants a decent billet, Fritz. Let him have one-- somewhere where he'll have plenty of room. Packing cases take up room, you know. And he's got so many packing cases--far too many for such a little man!"
Schulz appeared highly indignant. His angular face radiated an honesty which seemed quite startlingly genuine.
"Now get out of here! You don't think that I, as district commandant... you don't honestly think that a man like me would be capable of..."
"Yes, I do!"
"What?"
"There are some things I think you'd be capable of. And what about your family, Fritz--doesn't that need to be thought about too? Well, then--provide for your family!"
"Get out of here!"
"There's a whole corner of my cellar lying empty," said Lore.
"Get out, I said!"
"And it's not just everyday stuff, Fritz, like potatoes or beans. They're all concentrated things. Bottles. Tins. Cigarettes and tobacco. Fat, chocolate and meat. And if you could get hold of some parachute silk--I simply love underclothes made of that."
"Out!"
She raised her left hand and waved to him with the tips of her fingers. Then she swayed over to the door. "I'll send the little service corps major in to you right away," she said. "Be nice to him."
"Like hell I will!" Schulz roared after her. "Everything here is correct and above board! In the true Prussian manner!"
Major Brahm of the service corps, a tiny little man with crafty eyes which betrayed his fondness for cognac, approached obsequiously. He at once made it clear that he was ready to respect all officers with whom he came into contact. The fact that he was an officer himself was simply an accident; he felt himself to be no more than an official. He halted submissively three yards in front of the desk.
"This matter of your billet," said Captain Schulz, apparently thinking hard, as if thinking hard were one of his favorite occupations, "it's not so simple as you seem to think."
"I took the liberty of supposing that the Kommandantur..."
"You supposed quite correctly. If you need a billet we'll see that you get one. In the barracks, in the hydroelectric works, in some warehouse. But not in the Kreisleiter's villa!"
"I thought that, particularly for my purposes..."
"I've nothing against your idea in principle," said Schulz generously, "but I have my instructions, my arrangements, my regulations--and so on and so on. And I have to stick to them. Of course there are exceptions..."
The service corps major smiled, radiating a blind confidence which seemed fit to sway the strongest of men. "Of course I would take the liberty of..."
"What are you thinking of?" cried Schulz with considerable emphasis, and he seemed deeply offended in his honor, too, of all places. "You're not trying to bribe me! You--I warn you! Don't try any of that. There's no question of such a thing. No question at all."
"But, Captain, I only wanted to take the liberty of asking whether there was any chance of storing two or three of the smaller crates--their contents are valuable enough, to be sure--somewhere in the precincts of the Kommandantur. The space now at my disposal is, with all its advantages, a little too small, so that I would be extraordinarily grateful if you..."
"Oh, yes, to be sure," said Schulz, not without a certain warmth and obviously glad that his appalling suspicion had not proved justified. "We can do that for you. If that's the way things are, I'm delighted to be able to tell you that I think I can see my way to grant your request--as between one comrade and another."
"I'm deeply obliged to you, Captain."
"And we won't waste any time. Things move fast and efficiently under my command. We'll deal with your request today if possible--I'll have the crates collected in two hours' time, let us say."
"By all means, Captain. And if the captain will permit, I have one more rather special request I should like to make."
"Proceed."
"I am at present engaged on a secret mission under direct orders from the high command. I would be much obliged to the captain if my quarters--while, of course, enjoying the Kommandantur's protection--were not officially registered here. Purely on grounds of secrecy. You understand, Captain?"
"We'll see what we can do about it," said Schulz patronizingly. "I'm not inhuman, after all. And a secret mission is, well, a secret mission."
"Thank you very much, Captain."
Schulz waved his hand. "Don't thank me yet, Major Brahm. Let's wait until we've seen whether or not your crates really are worth storing in the Kommandantur."
"They'll be worth it, Captain."
"I shall find that most satisfactory."
* * *
"I still haven't had any instructions for my role as killer," said the tall broad-shouldered American in the armchair.
"Don't talk nonsense, James," said the captain standing behind the big table. And he said it not as a reproach but more as if he were dealing with a joke which he hadn't found very funny.
"What do you mean?" asked James obstinately. "Didn't General Eisenhower say: 'Kill Germans!' Did he or didn't he say it?"
Captain Ted Boernes of the C.I.C., head of a section in the American counterespionage service, a small, thin man with delicate hands and rimless glasses, shook his large head rather crossly.
"Those are primitive battle slogans, James--forget them."
"But at least no less a person than the supreme commander of Allied forces in Europe is responsible for this slogan--or order, rather. Well, then, what about it: are we to do some killing now--or aren't we?"
Captain Boernes ceremoniously removed his thick spectacles and stared around the room as if looking for help. This seemed to strain his eyes, for he blinked furiously, and then ran the palm of his left hand over his forehead. But even without his spectacles he could see extremely well.
He stared expressionlessly at the colleagues assembled about him in the hall of an industrialist's villa. There was something about his manner that suggested almost inexhaustible powers of resilience. However, he managed to make clear to his comrades and colleagues that he wasn't averse to a satisfactory compromise.
There were about two dozen men of the American army gathered around him--a motley crowd, radiating a certain grim, well-trained air of tension. They came from all quarters and corners of the United States and were drawn from a wide variety of professions and faiths. They had only one thing in common and that was that they all spoke excellent German.
"Our job," said the captain, honestly trying to minimize an incident that wasn't worth taking seriously, "has nothing in common with chopping down trees. We're not killers."
"If I catch one of those Nazi swine," said James, with something of a sportsman's keenness, "preferably in the act, then I'm killing him. Let's be clear about that. But the general didn't say: 'Kill Nazis!' He said: 'Kill Germans!' "
"We're not judges, James," said the captain with gentle deprecatory movements of his hands, "and certainly not both judges and executioners at the same time."
James, a man of tough disposition and superabundant strength, grunted enigmatically in a way which could be taken either as a protest or as something quite different. The captain thought it wise to take this as a sign of agreement. This fellow James, he thought to himself, though so far without too much concern, is a killer; he'll have to be given someone to act as a brake on him--his missions will demand exceptional security measures, on account of his explosive temperament.
"All of us," said Captain Boernes, determined to make his way gradually towards the point of his remarks, "all of us here have some connection or other with Germany."
"Sure," said James again. "My parents, for example, were beaten to death in Germany--with rubber truncheons. And my brother was sent to the gas ovens. Whenever anyone talks to me about the Germans, Captain, I always think of that--that's my connection with this filthy race."
"James," said Boernes forbearingly, "we must distinguish between Germans and Nazis."
"Is there a distinction, Captain? And how are we to make it, practically speaking? Are we to smell it out? Or take some sort of measurements? Or do all Nazis have the swastika printed on their backsides? I've got an account to settle here, Captain, and I shall settle it--don't you worry."
Boernes was like an anxious schoolmaster who finds it difficult to get used to his pupils' bad behavior. He again laid the palm of his left hand over his eyes. His spectacles dangled from his right hand, which hung down limply at his side.
"What am I to say to that, James?"
"Your relatives are still living, I suppose, Captain? And that makes it easy for you to be conciliatory?"
"No," said Ted Boernes simply, and put his spectacles on again. "No, they're all dead."
James muttered angrily to himself. This captain was too insignificant a man for him, too soft, too indulgent. He was efficient, certainly, a gifted organizer, a cunning interrogator, a skilled co-ordinator--but too soft on the one point on which everything depended in the long run: he was anything but a killer.
"James," said Boernes again, and he spoke in a disarmingly friendly tone, "I won't argue with you."
"There'd be no sense in that, Captain."
"I will only appeal to your reason, James. During the next few days, tomorrow perhaps, we shall reach the area which has been assigned to us. Two men from my command will be sent together to each focal point. The amount of work which will fall to them will be enormous. There will be so much, and it will be so varied and so complicated, that it will be far more than two men can manage by themselves."
"Then ask for reinforcements, Captain."
"I've done that, James--and I've been turned down. Not because my suggestion was in itself unacceptable, but because of the shortage of manpower. So we'll have to manage by ourselves. And the only way we can do that is by finding Germans--Germans, not Nazis--who will help us. And they must be Germans who both want to do so and are in an effective position to do so. There's simply no other alternative--so you might as well get used to the idea from the beginning!"
James sank still deeper into his armchair. A massive contempt showed itself in his angular face. He put his feet up on the table and folded his arms as if he found it an effort to keep his fists under control. And he made it clear that he regarded any further discussion with Boernes as superfluous.
The captain was fully aware of the extent to which he had been rejected. He lowered his large head, looked at the thick carpet on which he was standing, took a deep breath and, without raising his eyes, reached for the papers which lay in front of him on the table.
"The decision has been taken," said Ted Boernes. "I have here all the papers for Region Twenty-three, which corresponds in size to that of a German administrative area and has been assigned to us. I shall be in the center. You, James, will take charge of the command post in the same town. You'll be entirely independent of me, of course, as planned. And at your side, with equal powers, will be--James II."
"All carefully thought out!" said James I bluntly.
He was like some middleweight boxer in uniform, simply bursting with energy. And he now turned round and grinned at a little moon-faced man who sat almost shyly with neatly folded hands on a wooden chair behind him. This fellow--this James II, a schoolmaster--was the last straw. He looked like a candidate for confirmation; he was as smart as two automobile salesmen put together, but hardly the man to play with sticks of dynamite as other men play with pencils. However, he didn't look as if he would cause much trouble. James I felt that he was already the dominant figure in the partnership.
"In these folders," said the captain, taking no apparent notice of James I's remarks, "you'll find columns of names, together with newspaper cuttings, information sheets and general directives. You'll also find copies of party and administrative orders. There are a number of address books there too."
Boernes allotted his colleagues their different areas, calling out a number and then throwing across the relevant folder.
All this was done very briskly and unceremoniously, almost as if it were the bread ration which was being distributed, and the business was completed in a few minutes. The highly polished surface of the conference table in front of the captain was bare save for one last bundle of papers.
"This part of our work," said Boernes, becoming very practical, "which I'd like to call the civilian sector, seems to me to present relatively few difficulties. It's fairly easy to see what we're doing there and to make corrections if necessary. I imagine the actual complications will start when we have to screen the remnants of the Wehrmacht, that is to say, those elements which have been dispersed, those which have gone underground and those which have given themselves up in a body. But you'll be getting special instructions for cases of this sort when the time comes."
The Americans' yellowish brown uniforms lacked all badges of rank, but drabness was effectively dispelled by a wide variety of colored shirts, ties and handkerchiefs. The group now picked up their folders, tore open the envelopes, pushed the covers back and began to look through the papers inside. First of all they studied the map which lay on top--their new area of operations was neatly designated by smart red shading. This, for them, was the word "Go."
"And that," said Boernes throwing the last bundle of papers over to James I, "is the nut which you have to crack. Let's hope you don't break your teeth on it--although as far as I can judge you've got a pretty tough bite and your digestion is excellent."
James II quietly got to his feet, took hold of his chair and pushed it over to James I. He sat down beside him, bent his childish face forward and said: "Off we go, partner."
James I grinned grimly, ripped open the envelope with two powerful movements of his hands and pulled out the map. "God knows what sort of mess this'll turn out to be," he said, "but one thing's certain: we'll clean it up, eh, Pastor?"
"We'll see, partner," said James II with almost girlish diffidence.
They soon learned from their papers that their new area of operations was a smallish town of about thirty thousand inhabitants. It contained two barracks, a hydroelectric works and some camps for foreign workers, prisoners and soldiers. Military units: one reserve artillery battalion. There was a district commandant's office. Party offices consisted of the district organization and the local organization with the usual enormous complement of National Socialist Woman-hood, Hitler Youth, S.A., and so on. Few air raids. Probably some Volkssturm, with the possibility of resistance. Vote at the last election: 97.2%.
"In the bag, eh, Pastor?"
"Let's hope so, partner," said James II, and he smiled softly.
* * *
"Off you go," repeated Colonel Hauk, and he nodded briefly to Major Hinrichsen. Then he leaned gently against a birch tree, and it was as if he were hardly touching it. He seemed to bear the unmilitary mildness of the spring air calmly.
The massive Major Hinrichsen brought his hand up to his steel helmet with a certain solemnity. Then with firm soldierly steps he went off to his men, who were standing about the place in silence. He cast one more searching look over the landscape: a wood wandering off to the left; to the right a hill, covered with bushes; in front an open meadow, giving a free field of fire; beyond it, at a distance of about a thousand yards, the crossroads, where two American tanks were standing. That was the objective!
"Ready for the slaughter, Major?" asked a clear voice beside him. "All set to run amok?"
The fat major, who was very busy stuffing hand grenades into his belt, looked up indignantly. Lieutenant Asch of the artillery stood before him, holding steel helmet and Tommy gun. His expression was that of a man who has simply called to pay his respects.
"What is it?" asked Hinrichsen angrily. He wasn't at all pleased to see this young man's face. The business of soldiering, he told himself, should be taken seriously. "What do you want here?"
"I've come to keep you company, Major," said Lieutenant Asch amiably, "so that you don't find the walk too boring."
"And what about your troop, Lieutenant?"
"It doesn't need me to help it shoot straight."
"Right, then," said Hinrichsen grimly. "We'll see how long it takes you to get the wind up." And he pulled the chin strap of his steel helmet a notch tighter.
"All ready?" asked the colonel in the voice of a man who merely intends to start a round of poker.
"All ready!" cried Hinrichsen, and he stuck his Tommy gun under his arm. He passed a hand over the grenades in his belt and hastily adjusted the angle of his steel helmet.
The major cast one more look back. Near Colonel Hauk, only two paces to the rear, stood First Lieutenant Greifer kneading his vast hands together. Behind him was parked a small car loaded with luggage. A few yards farther back Lance Corporal Kowalski squatted yawning beside a motorcycle. The other hundred men or so of his unit stood about the place speechless, ready for action. Their shoulders sagged under their equipment. It was as if the war had somehow been reassembled so that it could be painted or photographed for a newsreel.
First Lieutenant Greifer raised his Verey pistol and fired a long, thin, hissing trail of smoke into the air. Almost at the same moment two mortars went off over to the right. Mushrooms of dirt and smoke sprang up at the crossroads.
Lance Corporal Kowalski stifled a yawn, raised his right hand and spread two fingers out into a V sign. Asch nodded to him. Then he jammed his steel helmet carelessly on one side of his head, cocked his Tommy gun and took up his position ready for action beside Major Hinrichsen.
"We were promised heavy machine-gun fire, Major," said Asch, "but it seems to have dissolved into thin air. I don't notice any assault guns either. Or do you think something's gone wrong with our hearing, Major?"
"And what about your own confounded guns, Lieutenant?"
"They'll fire as soon as the tanks start moving towards us--not before. But they do at least exist."
"Hold your impudent tongue," said Hinrichsen roughly. "You're not trying to suggest that the colonel..."
"We shall know for certain in fifteen minutes at the latest, Major. But since you ask me, why shouldn't colonels sometimes turn out to be swine just like any other people?"
"But I'm not asking you, man!"
The fat major was indignant; he snorted with indignation. This fellow, he told himself furiously, was trying to tamper with his sense of honor as a soldier, with his sense of honor as a soldier of National Socialist Germany. He'd show him! One thing, though, the fellow didn't seem to be a coward--or at least not so far.
"Come on!" cried Hinrichsen in singing tones. "Forward! Forward!"
The heavily built man trotted ahead. His huge head was sunk into his massive shoulders. His Tommy gun dangled from his right hand. Asch moved off beside him.
The men followed the major, who staggered along in front of them like an elephant who smells water ahead. They tried to catch up with him. Their legs, wearied by five exhausting years of war, moved forward mechanically. Their eyes were glued to the crossroads.
Fresh mortar bursts were mushrooming up from the ground there. The Americans, who had settled down comfortably on the edge of the road, were taken completely by surprise. Hurriedly collecting their wits, they rushed helter-skelter for cover. Some tried to climb up into the heavy tanks, in which the motors were roaring. Two were hit: one collapsed over the tracks as if felled by an ax; the other was swept from one of the turrets.
Hinrichsen increased his pace. He panted more loudly, breathing through his mouth now. Lieutenant Asch at his side called out to him:
"The Amis still don't seem to be running, Major."
"They will," gulped the fat man confidently, and he ran calmly on.
"If only we had the supporting fire the colonel promised..."
"Ah, to hell with it!" panted Hinrichsen. "We're halfway there already."
A thin rain of steel hissed towards them. Machine guns were barking at them from the crossroads.
"Take cover!" bellowed Hinrichsen, and he threw himself heavily to the ground.
The men dropped flat, pressing their bodies into the damp earth. A burst of machine-gun fire clipped the fresh green turf in front of them. The tepid wind breathed in their hot faces. At the crossroads a giant ant heap seemed to be on the move.
"We're getting no supporting fire," said Asch from where he lay beside Hinrichsen. "The colonel's done the dirty on us!"
Hinrichsen shut his eyes tight for a moment as if blinded by a sudden burst of light, then he raised himself off the ground a little and looked Asch sternly in the eye. His voice sounded harsh; his tongue was so dry he seemed to have difficulty in forming words. He said: "Things like that don't happen in the German Wehrmacht, Lieutenant."
"They've been happening the whole time in this outfit," said Asch brutally, "but they've only just become noticeable."
"Rapid fire!" roared Hinrichsen at his men, after staring at the lieutenant as if he were the devil himself. "All on the crossroads! Give them everything we've got!"
Hinrichsen, lying on the ground like a giant log, now stared towards the enemy with his teeth tightly clenched. The senseless firing of the Americans irritated him. He thought: Those fellows over there select no aiming point, build up no cones of fire; they simply empty one magazine after the other at us, without a break. Another. And still another. There's no system in. the thing. It's impossible to adapt oneself to it, or work out any countermeasures. Those men are bunglers, dilettantes--they have no idea at all of how to wage war.
"They carry on as if they were on a fairground, not a battlefield," said the major with a snort.
"Blood flows just the same, whether they pay any attention to your confounded rules or not."
"Work the left flank forward a hundred yards!" bellowed Hinrichsen. "Machine guns on the right provide covering fire!"
"No more ammunition," a soldier called back.
"It's slaughter, all right," said Asch. "We're to be turned into sausage meat--and the colonel will get the profits."
The fat, stocky figure of Hinrichsen suddenly rose up from the ground and tore ahead. He rushed forward in a series of wild, staggering leaps. He was alone out in the open, utterly alone. A giant prehistoric beast was charging its hunters.
As the major spurted ahead like a man possessed, Asch stared at him for a few seconds in amazement, though not without admiration. Then he himself jumped up and ran after him. The soldiers also tore themselves from the ground. It was as if the major were exercising some irresistible pull on everything that could still move, and drawing it after him.
Hinrichsen to the fore! And it seemed to him as if something were propelling him onwards, as if there were a mighty hand on his neck, as if he were carrying a banner, the flag of the Reich, and the supreme commander were watching him, nodding his approval. His old soldier's heart thumped wildly against the layers of fat round his ribs and the sweat ran down his fleshy face in streams. He wanted to cry out: "For Germany! For the Fuhrer! For the Reich!" But he couldn't cry out. He had no breath left.
He stumbled on a few yards, then stopped, gasping. And it seemed to him that the whole landscape suddenly shot up in front of him--drawn up as a piece of scenery in a theater slides up to the roof. He felt the moist taste of earth between his lips; he was down.
"On! On!" he choked.
Some of his men overtook him, advancing doubled-up in a series of zigzag leaps. One of them suddenly stopped dead in full career, close beside Hinrichsen. It was as if he had run into a wall and stuck there.
"What's the matter?" cried Hinrichsen.
A great spurt of blood leaped from the soldier's neck, like water from a garden hose. The blood seemed to come hissing out in a short, sharp jet. Then the soldier toppled over, falling onto the major and sprinkling his uniform with sticky red blood.
"An artery!" said Asch. "Hopeless!"
"On! On!" roared Hinrichsen.
"Keep down!" roared Asch above him.
The major tried to get to his feet, but the lieutenant dragged him back again.
"The tanks'll come under fire now," said Asch. "We must leave the guns a free target."
The Americans' Shermans had slowly got under way and were now rolling towards the German infantry. Asch's troop, in position on the edge of the wood, opened fire. The first tank went up in flames with the twelfth shell and burned out. The second tank turned, badly hit, after the eighteenth and disappeared behind the crossroads.
"Another two hundred yards!" gasped Hinrichsen beside Asch. "We'll do it!"
"You've had casualties," said the lieutenant. "Twenty men at least."
"But we'll do it," choked the major, stubborn unto death. And then with distorted face he cried: "On! Forward! Forward!"
The soldiers staggered along behind him like mechanical toys. One tripped as he ran and fell flat on his face, sending the sand flying up. Another had his face sawed off by a burst of machine-gun fire. His shattered brain spurted over those who ran behind him. A third suddenly dropped his rifle as if it had become red hot; he pressed his hands to his belly and crumpled to the earth.
"We've done it!" roared Hinrichsen. "We've done it!" And he collapsed headlong into a ditch beside the crossroads as if throwing himself into cool water. And there he lay, as if stunned, for some seconds, on the verge of unconsciousness. Those of his men who had survived crawled up to him and grouped themselves round him.
"The crossroads are clear!" moaned the major happily to himself.
"You won't be able to hold them," said Lieutenant Asch. "The Americans are preparing a counterattack."
"Safeguard the position!" ordered Hinrichsen immediately. "Two sections over to the hill on the right. Machine guns to me in the ditch. Two sections to give covering fire on the left."
"And at the crossroads," said Lieutenant Asch, "a free passage for those who've sold out on us."
Hinrichsen stared in amazement at Colonel Hauk's car, which, steered by the enormous hands of Lieutenant Greifer, was now roaring towards the crossroads. A childish helplessness showed itself in Hinrichsen's eyes. They were large and feverish and dulled from his exertions. He opened his mouth wide, but no words came out.
The colonel's car came swaying and spluttering towards the crossroads. Hauk sat in front expressionless, as if he were being driven to dinner in the officers' mess. Hinrichsen stumbled towards him to report. But without even looking at the major, the colonel waved him away.
Greifer called out in an almost conversational tone:
"That's the stuff! Keep at it! We'll be back in a minute. We're fetching reinforcements."
And the car roared away with its engine screaming as it raced faster and faster. The motorcycle rattled along behind with the grinning figure of Lance Corporal Kowalski crouched over it as if sitting on a latrine. But Hinrichsen didn't even notice. He stared and stared at the colonel's car. A thick yellowish-gray cloud of dust rose up behind it, like a giant flag fluttering there, covering the sky in which the mild spring sun was shining.
"Taken it in now, Major Hinrichsen?" asked the lieutenant. "The colonel's run out on us."
"A German colonel doesn't run out on anyone," said the major almost in a whisper. Then it was as if every ounce of strength went out of his body. He collapsed where he stood. He plumped down on his fat behind and sat there motionless. Little rivulets of sweat ran down his grimy face, covering up the tears which he wept without properly realizing it.
"We must evacuate the crossroads," said Lieutenant Asch. "The Americans will be coming up with reinforcements."
"That simply doesn't happen in Germany," said Hinrichsen to himself, utterly shattered, and he was like a helpless old man. forced to watch the house which he has worked for all his life go up in flames.
"Give the order for the evacuation of the crossroads. We've had enough casualties."
"The swine!" said Hinrichsen dully. "The rotten swine! He leaves us here to shed our blood and runs away." Then he seized Asch by the tunic with both hands; and his hands trembled feebly. He shouted: "It can't be true, Lieutenant!"
"It's true all right: he left his men to shed their blood so that he could run away in safety. But he won't get away with it. He can't be allowed to get away with it. I'll find him! And it'll be the end of one or the other of us."
* * *
"In a time like this," roared Captain Schulz in his penetrating barrack-square voice, "a time of great historical decisions, we have all got to show ourselves worthy of the sacrifices which have been made for Greater Germany."
He lowered the sheet of paper from which he was reading for a moment and raised his angular head to look at the soldiers drawn up in front of him. He found himself faced by a gray impersonal mass. There was little trace of determination or keenness about it. There wasn't even any sign of that unconditional respect for a superior officer which he expected. This particularly worried him.
"Our cause," he read on, while his little wild-boar eyes flickered about anxiously, "is a great one, a unique one, a noble cause beyond all shadow of doubt. All who have been chosen by Providence to stand by their beloved Fatherland in this its direst hour of need should be mindful of that."
Again Schulz looked up, more hesitantly this time. He looked across the much-trampled gravel of the barrack square to the men drawn up to hear the farewell speech of their commanding officer--himself now--on completion of their training. But it was as if he were speaking to a brick wall. The men weren't hanging on his words, as he was entitled to expect, as had always been the custom on such occasions before, and as, indeed, regulations prescribed. They looked right through him.
"So let us raise the flag high," he read on extremely uncertainly, hovering between feelings of shock, indignation and contempt, "and follow it as long as a drop of honor remains in our veins. Final victory will be ours, because it must be ours!"
Most of the men just stood there, staring straight ahead of them, gray, apathetic, indifferent. Only at the back on the left were there a number of school children in uniform, whose eyes, trained on the captain, shone with faith.
Furious at the general lack of enthusiasm, Schulz folded up the sheet of paper which the former commanding officer had left him before departing for his convalescence. Hurriedly, and yet with a certain solemnity, he roused the men to three cheers for their beloved Fuhrer, the German people and the German Reich. Hurrah! Hurrah! Hurrah! And then he disappeared. And deep in his soldier's heart he was glad that he would never have to see these men again, these creatures who were only half soldiers and were now about to be sent up into the line somewhere. They revolted him, for he was a soldier through and through. As for the children in uniform, it was a disgrace that such potentially excellent military material should be thrown away untrained.
He had no stomach for his lunch. He had no stomach for anything now. The truth was that he had had enough. The whole world was now cracking up in the most wretched way and there was no more room in it for his military pride and sense of duty. For minutes on end he sat at his desk pondering this deeply troubling development. He had propped his head in both hands and was soon on the point of falling asleep.
His No 1 clerk, the industrious Lance Corporal Stamm, was bold enough to disturb him. He sailed up to him with a very passable imitation of keenness, holding out two lists, one in each hand.
"Isn't this a mistake?" he took the liberty of asking.
"Isn't what a mistake?" asked Schulz angrily. "Have you ever known me to make a mistake?"
"I mean, item No. 34 on the store list," said Lance Corporal Stamm in a businesslike way, putting the lists down on the desk in front of Schulz with a flourish.
Schulz bent over them, yawning expansively without bothering to put his hand over his mouth. In front of him lay the "Statement of Goods at Present Stored within the
Precincts of the Kommandantur. Dispersal Plan Prepared in View of the Increasingly Critical Development of the Situation."
"Well, what's wrong with that?" asked Schulz angrily. "That's admirably worded--or don't you agree?"
"Admirably worded, certainly, Captain. But item No. 34."
The captain was good enough to examine this particular item more closely. And there he found: "3 crates of mixed canteen goods, size 90 x 6 x 30 cms., stored with Schulz." There then followed the exact address, date on which stored, identification marks on the crates. "Remarks: storage room free, therefore requisitioned for the benefit of the state under the appropriate law."
"Well, you nincompoop," said the infuriated captain, who didn't, however, feel at all insulted, "everything's in order, isn't it? Or do you think I mean to make off with them from under this service corps major's nose?"
Of course that was what Lance Corporal Stamm thought. He knew Schulz, he knew the general situation and he knew what a good opportunity it provided. But he hastened to make a neat and timely demonstration of his confidence in the captain by saying: "No, Captain, of course not."
"Well, is there anything else?"
"The Volkssturm . . ."
"I'm not interested in that, Stamm! What's that circus got to do with me?"
"The local party organizer..."
"He has nothing to do with me either! I'm not a member of the party, am I?"
All right then, thought Stamm calmly, if you're not interested, then you're not interested. It's all the same to me. And he turned round preparatory to making his way leisurely out of the room. He had something of the rolling gait of a seaman.
"Stamm," the captain called after him, "how are you feeling? Not tired of the war yet?"
"I was tired of the war before it ever started."
Schulz, obviously hurt, shuddered for a moment. But he immediately recovered the self-control peculiar to him in such delicate situations. Once more master of the occasion, he determined to overlook the lance corporal's remark. Under normal conditions it could only have been construed as defeatist.
"All right then," he said, "I will release you from your military obligations."
"I can last out the few days that are left," declared Stamm. And he said to himself: Well, now, just listen to that! Is it that he's becoming human at last, or does he want to get rid of me? Presumably I know too much and that worries him. But what, in fact, do I know?
"Are you married?"
"No, Captain."
"What about your parents?"
"They're in Russia now--in Silesia."
"But surely you've got a girl, man."
"Several, Captain."
"Well, there you are. Go and fix yourself up with one of them. Get your discharge papers ready; I'll sign them. And then away with you. What are you waiting for? Pleasure calls! Well, you little pen-pusher? A bit of a surprise for you, eh?"
"It certainly is, Captain."
"You thought I was the war itself, eh? Quite wrong, my little friend. This isn't a war any more. You use soldiers in war, not washerwomen and infants in arms. And a lot of charwomen and flat-footed freaks don't need a commanding officer. Understand now? Right, then, off with you, man. Pack your bags. The store lists, of course, you will leave here."
"Of course," said Lance Corporal Stamm. He saw what the game was. This fellow Schulz is pretty smart, he said to himself. He sees how the war's going and is determined not to be caught napping.
Only the two of them knew about these store lists. As a means of covering Schulz's tracks, there was almost a touch of genius about them. If it occurred to someone, anyone, a minute before twelve, to reproach Schulz with any sort of black-market activity--normally a matter for a court-martial--then he just pulled the official list out of his pocket. There it was, all signed, sealed and aboveboard! And, what was more, official! Far from being a black marketeer, he had merely generously put some of his own storage space at the state's disposal. All for Greater Germany--even the cellar.
"What are you goggling at me like that for, oaf?"
"I really find it difficult to leave you, Captain."
"Get out!" said Schulz. And he put his head in his hands again and, almost closing his little piggy eyes, considered the problem of finding someone to take over as local commandant.
For years now I've been doing the work of at least three staff officers, he said to himself. But I'm still not a major. It's hardly surprising that I've lost my enthusiasm for the job.
* * *
"This," said Captain Wedelmann with a wide sweep of his hand, like a farmer showing somebody his land, "is the town in which I served as a soldier before the war."
"It's a beautiful town," the girl called Magda assured him.
Wedelmann nodded in agreement. He looked critically round the market square in which they found themselves. Rubbish was lying all about the place: paper, bits of wood, an empty gasoline can, a heap of scrap metal, and, scattered about at intervals, pamphlets screaming about final victory. A number of dust-covered Wehrmacht vehicles stood about forlornly; one of them looked as if its entrails were hanging out--it had been completely stripped. No one took any notice of the new arrivals--everyone seemed too busy with his own affairs.
"I was here as a lieutenant," said Wedelmann. "I know every street and every bar in the place. And there are quite a few people in the town who will know me; there may even be someone who'll help us."
"Of course," said Magda, and she looked at him with complete confidence. She believed everything he said and Was ready to follow him wherever he went. And she let no opportunity go by of showing her faith in him or her readiness to follow him.
"We'll see," said Wedelmann, "but you mustn't be too optimistic. That was all a long time ago. We may well be disappointed."
Wedelmann put his hand in hers and looked at her tenderly.
"It's strange," he said, truly amazed by what he felt. "Everything's coming to an end, and we're just beginning. And, even stranger, I think more and more of our beginning and hardly at all about what is coming to an end."
"A lot of things are very sad--but I'm not at all unhappy." .
Wedelmann squeezed her hand; and in this moment he felt as if he were alone in the world with Magda, as if there had been no such thing as the five bitter years in uniform and the sad years before that, as if he had never been desperate or lonely or afraid. And even the muffled roar of a heavy truck which rattled by at that moment with a drunken soldier hanging out the back, babbling nonsense, spitting and waving--even this didn't upset him. And he repeated softly what she had just said: "Not at all unhappy."
Then Wedelmann detached himself from her, infinitely considerately, as if detaching himself from someone who was asleep. Almost automatically he straightened his uniform. He said:
"Wait for me here, I'm going into the cafe. I know the owner. If anyone can help us here, then perhaps he can."
The Cafe Asch--premier cafe on the square, concerts Saturdays and Sundays, home deliveries--was shut. Wedelmann turned the doorknob in vain. He looked up, but the windows were closed and the curtains tightly drawn. He looked for the side entrance and found it without any difficulty. Here he rang the bell, several times. After a while a woman appeared and opened the door a little way. She looked the captain up and down mistrustfully and said nothing.
"I'm looking for Herr Asch, the cafe proprietor," said Wedelmann politely.
"Why?" asked the woman. "Have you come to take him away?"
"I'd like to speak to him."
"What about?"
"Is he at home or not?" asked Wedelmann rather impatiently. "I've come on a private matter. Where can I find him?"
"He's not here any more," said the woman. "He'll never be back." And she slammed the door in Wedelmann's face.
Wedelmann stared in surprise at the heavy battered timbers of the door. Then, worried but not disheartened, he shook his head and walked slowly away. In the middle of the street he again looked up at the windows which he knew belonged to Herr Asch's private apartment, or at least had once belonged to it.
One of the windows was suddenly pushed violently open. Old Asch looked out and glanced quickly up and down the empty street as if afraid for his safety. Then he waved to Wedelmann.
"It's you!" he cried in a muffled voice. "Come up, then!
Wedelmann went over to the door of the house again and waited patiently. After a few minutes old Asch opened it himself.
"Come on in," he said rather hurriedly. "You're always sure of a welcome here."
They quickly shook hands. Asch immediately pulled his guest into the hall, locked the door twice and bolted it.
"There," he said with relief. "Now we can't be disturbed."
"What's the matter?" asked Wedelmann "Why do you lock yourself in?"
"So that no one can come and nab me," said old Asch with a wink. "My home is my castle. Times are tough and billeting is becoming a matter of life and death."
He took Wedelmann up to the so-called drawing room and offered him a chair. He stood in front of him expectantly and asked:
"Well, how's the battle going? Are you the advance guard?"
"Your son," said Captain Wedelmann, "is at the moment probably some eighty kilometers or so away."
"Then he'll soon be here," said old Asch joyfully. "I've made preparations for every contingency, as is only right."
"His troop is cut off by the Americans."
"Then his arrival will be delayed a bit," said Asch, resolutely optimistic, rubbing his pink pastry-cook hands together and displaying a certain pride in his offspring. "He's his father's son after all. And you, Captain? What are you thinking of doing for final victory?"
"I have ceased to be a captain," said Wedelmann, as if announcing some world-shattering event. "My discharge papers are in my pocket--signed by General Luschke."
"Well, well, well!" said the cafe proprietor, genuinely surprised. "You of all people! And how can you do this to our Fuhrer?"
"As far as I'm concerned, there isn't a Fuhrer any more," said Wedelmann bitterly. "All the same, I would have gone on fighting, but the general had no more use for me."
Old Asch leaned back thoughtfully in his chair. His sharp businessman's eyes were riveted on his guest.
"This General Luschke," he said with some respect in his voice, "seems to know a thing or two."
"I didn't find it easy," Wedelmann assured him. "But it's done now--and I'm looking for somewhere to live and for civilian clothes, and then I'm going to get married."
"I hope you've got yourself a girl."
"Yes, I've got a girl, but no civilian clothes and nowhere to live."
"You can have those from me."
"You'll get me civilian clothes?"
"And somewhere to live--that is, provided you and your girl will live with me. I've still got some empty rooms. My son's and my daughter's, for instance. And a couple of genuine civilians won't bother me. But my only condition is that they should be civilians."
"Thank you," said Wedelmann, delighted.
"I hope," said Asch thoughtfully, like an experienced fisherman throwing his net out a considerable distance, "that you'll keep in touch with this General Luschke--in a purely private capacity, of course."
"In a private capacity, certainly," said Wedelmann. "I respect the man."
"Good," said old Asch, still preoccupied with bold plans for the future. "We may be able to use him. This general had something to do with the twentieth of July, didn't he?"
"He was arrested for questioning--but he was innocent."
"The way I heard it was that nothing could be proved against him," said Asch gently correcting him. "But never mind about that now. When will you move in?"
"At once, if you don't mind. My girl's waiting down on the market square. And we want to get married as quickly as possible--today preferably, at once--that is, if no one raises any difficulties."
"Who's likely to raise any difficulties?"
"The party, for instance."
"Ach! Those fellows are delighted not to raise difficulties these days. They'll do anything one asks provided it's not actually going to harm them. Besides, the local official is under an obligation to me. He snaps to attention every time I look at him."
"Are you still friendly with these people in the party then?" asked Wedelmann in slight consternation.
"They work for me," said old Asch frankly.
Then with a broad grin he went over to the telephone, dialed a number and got the local official. He said: "Come over here for a moment, will you?"
Wedelmann was astonished and made no attempt to hide the fact. Without a word he picked up the schnapps which Asch had poured out for him and gulped it down.
"Strong stuff that," he said with a shudder.
"He'll be over right away," Asch said. "He hasn't far to come. We're only five minutes from the town hall here."
Four minutes later the bell rang and the local official appeared. He had a flabby, cheesy face and good-natured doggy eyes. He looked as if he hadn't slept much in the last few days and as if even then he had had bad dreams. He waddled up to Asch, shook him flabbily by the hand and then turned and stared at Wedelmann with a mixture of curiosity and mistrust.
"This is a friend of mine," said old Asch. "His name's Wedelmann; he's a student. You must forget about his uniform. He's living with me and wants to get married, as quickly as possible, in fact. Can you arrange it?"
"But of course! Why not? If you vouch for him..."
"Can he have been married three or four weeks ago and have been living with me for a couple of months?"
The official seemed no longer capable of surprise. His sad face fell into deep folds. Obviously he was thinking. "Living with you for a couple of months--that's all right. But married three weeks ago--that, unfortunately, won't do. Arrival forms can be interchanged easily enough, but marriages have to go into the book in the order in which they occur, so it isn't possible to back-date them, and the last marriage was the day before yesterday."
"Never mind," said Wedelmann. "Don't put yourself out on my account. What I'm concerned about is getting the proper papers."
The party official brushed the remark aside and sank exhausted into an armchair. He put a hand out for the schnapps bottle and poured himself a glass, which he drank down, making a face as he did so. He shuddered violently. Then he said to Asch: "Wouldn't it be better to let old Freitag out?"
"No question of it," said Asch firmly. "He stays where he is. He's all right there."
"Where is he then?" asked Wedelmann with some interest.
"In prison," said old Asch as if this were the most natural thing in the world and he was speaking of nothing more unusual than the current price of a cup of coffee in his establishment. "He's awaiting trial there--for bringing the Fuhrer into contempt, undermining morale, and high treason."
"Then we must get him out," said Wedelmann firmly.
"Why?" asked old Asch in evident astonishment. "I'm glad to think I got him put there in time."
"You?"
"Well--who else?"
"But that's--it's--"
"A matter of reinsurance, the latest German parlor game. Surely you've heard of it?"
"No," said Wedelmann, perplexed.
"Where have you come from, man? What do you imagine is going on here? It'll bring tears to your eyes."
"Yes," the local party official assured him, overcome by emotion, "conditions are deplorable. There's not a dry eye left!"
"And not a purse empty--providing one's not actually a half-wit."
"I don't understand what you're talking about," confessed Wedelmann helplessly.
"You don't need to," said old Asch slyly. "The main thing is for every man to mind his own business. You get married--and we'll celebrate."
* * *
Hinrichsen, the fat major, still sat in the ditch at the crossroads staring in front of him. His left hand was pressed against his blood-smeared uniform just where his German cross in gold hung. And he was panting like a steam engine.
"Come on now," insisted Lieutenant Asch. "You can't sit here for the rest of your life. The Americans'll be after us."
"To hell with everything," said Hinrichsen dully.
"We must get back!" shouted Asch. "We've hardly any ammunition left. We'll never be able to hold our position here. The Amis want the crossroads back, and they'll get them."
"That swine!" said Hinrichsen panting. "He leaves his men to die and runs away."
Asch crawled hurriedly out of the ditch, cautiously stood upright and shouted to the men: "Everyone back to the edge of the wood! Leave your arms behind! But take the wounded with you!"
The men rose immediately as if for several minutes they had been waiting for no other order. They rolled out of their foxholes, jumped to their feet and worked their way back in a series of leaps. Some carried the wounded; others dragged them along behind them, panting, whimpering, stumbling through the clouds of dust. The dead lay strewn about the ground unheeded.
The Americans immediately opened fire again. They sprayed the crossroads with wild bursts of fire; it was as if sharp, nervous, darting fingers were feeling about for Hinrichsen and Asch. A shell exploded and hurled a lump of mud into Hinrichsen's face. A machine gun opened up behind them and it seemed as if someone touched the major on his right arm, briefly and almost gently, a sort of friendly tap. And then a flame, a silent, sharp-tongued, darting flame, seemed to reach out for him. The next moment it had caught him and was searing its way into his shoulder, where it changed to dampness, a thick, sticky, boiling mass of dampness. And the blood flowed down his arm and dripped onto the earth.
"I'm done for," he said staggering on in a sort of dark rapture. For what he thought was the last time, he tried to stand erect, to pump strength into his shoulder, to bend it straight. But he could no longer keep his balance. A red mist swam wildly before his eyes. It grew darker and darker. Then the ground came floating up towards him and enveloped him. He sank into a warm sea of oblivion.
When he came to, he was lying on the edge of the wood. Above him he saw the green branches of a birch tree which seemed to tower far up into the blue spring sky. It was as if the sky trembled at his glance. Then he saw the face of Lieutenant Asch, grayish brown and smeared with dust and sweat. And in the eyes which hung over him there was a grim twinkle of pleasure.
"You weigh much too much," said Lieutenant Asch. "I never fancied myself as a furniture mover."
Hinrichsen tried to sit up, and felt a stabbing pain. His whole right side had gone stiff. He was unable to move it. He turned his head with difficulty and saw that his arm was wrapped in a bandage which had once been white but was now soaked in blood.
"Another bit of bad luck, Major," said Lieutenant Asch. "It's not enough to get you the Wounded Badge in gold."
"And the men?" asked Hinrichsen feebly.
"Everyone but you back safe and sound," said Lieutenant Asch, and he pushed Hinrichsen gently to the ground again. "But the journey out cost us seventeen dead and twenty-five wounded."
Hinrichsen gritted his teeth. And again he tried to sit up.
"We must get away from here," he said. "The Americans will be coming."
"Ah, nonsense!" said Asch bluntly. "They're not as keen on war as we are. They're victors without having to be heroes--one can't help rather envying them their situation. The Amis have got the crossroads again and that's good enough for them. Besides, they're making great loops round all the woods. A lot of people who came to Germany have done that. Varus did it in the Teutoburger forest."
Hinrichsen tried to raise a faint grin. He failed; but Asch sensed the attempt and smiled at him. He patted the major affectionately, though very carefully, on his left arm, as if they were friends who had just pulled off a prank together.
"We'll put paid to that swine in colonel's uniform," he said with conviction. "Will you help me?"
Hinrichsen tried to raise his bandaged arm.
"With that?" he asked skeptically. "The man's gone--do you know where to?"
"It's just possible," said Lieutenant Asch thoughtfully, looking over to the part of the wood where the forester's hut stood, "that he left his address behind."
"Nonsense!" burst out Hinrichsen. "A man who makes his way over the bodies of his own men..."
"... need not necessarily be as clever as all that, Major. Look: it wasn't only his men he left in the lurch, but his girl friend too. A girl can't share a man's bed without finding out a good deal about him."
"But even if you do find out his address--which I doubt--how are you going to get away from here? We're trapped."
"One thing at a time," said the lieutenant getting to his feet. "Can you still think?"
"I carry my brain in my head, not in my arm."
"Good. Then you concern yourself with the men. Meanwhile I'll go and sound out that little tart over there."
Lieutenant Asch put a finger to his cap, gave Hinrichsen a final friendly nod and strode off across the wood to the forester's hut.
The girl called Barbara still lay on the veranda with her blouse partially open, her lips slightly apart and her eyes almost closed. She lay there in an admirable state of calm, as if she were lying in the sun on the terrace of some country house enjoying a lazy holiday.
"You've certainly got endurance!" said Asch looking at her with a grin.
Barbara sat up violently and cried: "What do you want here?" With quick, plucking movements of her hands she tried to do up the top buttons of her blouse. There was an indignant expression on her face such as a small child wears when a toy is taken away from him.
"Gently now, my girl," said Asch. "Don't break any of your trinkets."
"If you don't get out of here at once," said Barbara in an unsuccessful attempt at dignity, "I shall call the colonel."
"Go right ahead," said Asch familiarly, sitting down comfortably in front of her and crossing his legs. He put a hand behind each of his ears. "I don't hear anything."
Barbara looked at him through half-closed eyes.
"I strongly advise you to leave at once," she said. "And if you continue to address me so familiarly..."
"Perhaps it's just that I'm fond of you," said the lieutenant.
"I will not have this," cried Barbara, obviously determined to bring the conversation to an end, and she looked about for help. "Where's the colonel?"
"He's gone," said Asch amiably.
It was some seconds before she took this in. She wasn't a girl of any great intelligence, though she had many other unmistakable qualities. At any rate, she now stared straight ahead of her like a sheep which refuses to believe that the wolf which it sees in front of it is really there.
"That's impossible," she said.
"And yet," said Asch, "it's what has happened."
"But he can't do that. And what about me? What's to become of me?"
"You, of course, will go after him, my charming child! And with me to keep you company."
"With you!"
"You won't find a better companion anywhere, my girl. Male protection! What more do you want?"
Barbara looked at Asch mistrustfully. Though she was very young, she had already known many men and almost all had been in uniform. This one was in uniform too, but he was quite different--it wasn't easy to say immediately what category he belonged to, which rather worried her. "Did the colonel tell you to?"
"You might say it was a sort of legacy," said Asch, who was thoroughly enjoying himself.
* * *
"I've asked you both to come and see me again," said Captain Ted Boernes with his own carefully cultivated brand of politeness, "to discuss a few internal details. If we fall down on this job the effects in five or ten years' time can be catastrophic. As far as the present's concerned, it doesn't matter what we do. But the seed we sow will germinate one day--and it's the harvest that matters!"
The captain, a small, delicate figure, walked across to the window on his thin little legs. He looked out. And he saw a slice of Germany, a strip of that country of whose language he was still a master and whose language was in turn master of his thoughts. The worst thing was that he even dreamed in German.
"Captain," said James I behind him, "it'd be as well to see that there were no misunderstandings between us from the start."
"I understand you all right," Ted Boernes assured him without turning round.
"I'm glad to hear it," said James I. "Misunderstandings in our situation could lead to unpleasantness, to say the least. Look here, Captain, you're the boss, but we're not your slaves, we're merely working together with you. For practical purposes it's like this: you piece together the material which we and the other groups bring in to you."
"I think I know what my duties are, thank you, James."
"I'm sure you do, Captain. They say you're an intelligent guy. But you mustn't forget that I know my duties fairly well too. Isn't that so, Pastor?"
"I dare say, partner."
"If, tomorrow or the day after tomorrow, the three of us all land in the same town, then it's our town--it belongs to me and the Pastor here. The two of us will turn the place inside out--the two of us alone. You, Captain, are, so to speak, the admiral on the flagship. What goes on in our own individual ships is our affair."
"All right, James," said Ted Boernes soothingly. "I know very well that a job like ours can't be regulated by hard and fast rules, with orders and instructions for every detail. It all depends on the individual. In the long run everyone must accomplish his mission by his own methods."
The captain now came over and sat down with them. The three men in sloppy American uniforms looked as if they were just waiting about, rather bored, for a drink to arrive and were whiling away the time with trivial conversation.
"May I inquire," asked Boernes politely, "what the first step is you intend to take?"
"Simple enough," said James. "Unlock a large number of cells."
"And what about administration, James? The burgomaster, for instance."
"The present administration will continue to function; whoever's burgomaster at the moment will remain at his post until I've found a reliable successor."
"And what if the burgomaster is also the local party official, as is often the case?" asked Ted Boernes, successfully managing to conceal the fact that he had been considerably shocked by the views he had just heard expressed.
"That merely simplifies the matter, Captain. If the two functions are combined in one person, then I save a cell. But people like that are only small fry! The real difficulty is how to get the Wehrmacht behind barbed wire."
"I could tell a German officer at a distance of thirty yards," said James II thoughtfully.
"We ought to lock up everyone we're not absolutely certain of at once. We can start combing them out afterwards."
"But you can't lock up the whole population, James!" cried the captain, slightly horrified.
"Why not?" said James I, and he grasped the arms of the chair with his hard, sinewy hands. "If there's no other way of doing it--all right then! Weren't the Jews all sent to concentration camps? Well, then? The difference is that we won't gas people."
The captain shuddered slightly. He told himself that perhaps he wouldn't ever be quite able to get used to this comparatively raw climate--not in every situation. He had lived in California for some years--this German spring was tougher than the winter in San Francisco. He rubbed his hands together in embarrassment. Then he cleared his throat. A moment later he said:
"I think I've discovered a really reliable method of screening--it's simple, almost primitive, like most things that work well. The basis of it all is this: every German must be in possession of a pass, a quite simple, unpretentious sheet of paper such as is issued by every municipal or parish office at the moment. It will state merely: X belongs to Y municipality or parish. Signed: Z Burgomaster. Nothing more. But that's the whole beauty of it."
James II grasped the point at once.
"Not bad," he said. "That way everyone will be forced to get himself registered--the local inhabitants, the evacuees and the refugees. Not only they but the scattered elements of the Wehrmacht as well, both those who are just milling around and those who are trying to keep under cover."
James I made a large disparaging gesture.
"It won't work," he said. "Some will escape altogether. Others will get themselves registered two or three times over. Still others will forge the little unpretentious sheets of paper."
"All right," said the captain rather angrily. "That will all happen. But this measure is only meant to be a start. The next day we'll ask for new lists of residents and we'll pin quite a lot down that way. Then come the ration cards. Then we'll demand that newcomers to a district must register with the police. And this way we'll pull the net tighter and tighter."
"It should be exactly the other way round," said James I stubbornly. "A tight net at the beginning, so that none of the Nazi swine get through. We can always be generous afterwards."
"The basic method which I have just outlined is binding for you too, James," said Boernes, not without a certain access of sharpness.
"O.K., Captain," said James in an unfriendly tone. "Orders are orders. At any rate, there'll be some exceptions."
"For instance?"
"Werewolves, Captain. You may have heard of them."
"James," said Boernes, and it was an effort for him to answer calmly, "Germany is tired; so are its soldiers. Besides, this race isn't at all suited to playing at partisans or Indians or anything like that--and certainly not in the present situation."
"I know, I know--it's more a race of poets and executioners."
"It's my opinion," said Boernes sadly, "that there won't be a single werewolf."
"Unfortunately, you don't have the last word on the matter," said James I coldly. "Certain German Army orders have permitted themselves the luxury of differing profoundly from your views on German national characteristics. And there's such a thing as Hitler's werewolf order too, you know. And as far as we two are concerned, Captain, I see that on a number of points our opinions are diametrically opposed. Kindly note therefore that in doubtful cases I shall stick to the instructions issued by our mutual superior."
"James," said Boernes in some consternation. He took off his spectacles. He stared at them helplessly, and his fine, nervous hands seemed to be searching for something to hold on to.
"Anything else, Captain?"
"No," he said, and looked anxiously ahead of him, as if the pattern of the carpet under his feet made him uncomfortable.
"Then I can go," said James I. And off he went.
Ted Boernes shook his head barely perceptibly. His narrow face was even paler than before. There were tiny drops of sweat on his domed forehead.
"Do you share James's view on all these points?" the captain now asked James II, who had been busy manicuring his fingernails throughout the entire conversation. "Do you agree with what your partner said?"
"No," said James II.
"Well, thank God for that," said Ted Boernes, relieved.
"I," said James II softly, "have my own view of things. It doesn't coincide with James's--but then it doesn't coincide with yours either, Captain."
* * *
Lance Corporal Kowalski swung his motorcycle in and out of the dense columns in gentle curves.
The remnants of the Greater German Wehrmacht were churning their way over the battered roads, and refugees, administrative vehicles and ordinary civilian traffic were packed in among them. The air was filled with the roar of engines, the shouting of men and the smell of gasoline-- thin plumes of dust fluttered over the landscape.
Riding at an even pace, Kowalski pushed his way calmly through this endless chain of misery, bustle and fear. He ignored equally the terrified cries for help and the steady stream of curses which were directed at him. For him, the faces which either stared and goggled at him or looked right through him were as easy to read as a newspaper. He knew every line. He had seen it all coming--none of it surprised him.
The lance corporal was wrapped up in a large motorcycling coat and was covered with dust from his crash helmet downwards. He rode for a time behind a noisy moving van which was taking up the whole road in a most shameless manner. It swayed about like a drunkard, hogged the very center of the road, and carried on generally as if it owned the thoroughfare. To the wild concert of horns which it provoked it paid not the slightest attention.
Kowalski accelerated, wormed his way with some difficulty between a row of trees and the swaying van, and bringing himself up level with the driver's cabin and keeping pace alongside, bellowed out: "Can't you keep over to the right, you bastard?"
The vast truck was like some railway wagon converted for the road. A window was wound down violently in the driver's cabin and a fat face covered with sweat appeared at it. It seemed to be almost wholly taken up by a giant wide-open mouth roaring:
"Bastard yourself!"
Then suddenly the giant crater shut tight, the two thoroughly mischievous eyes above it sparkled in what was now almost a friendly fashion, and hands came reaching through the window. The lance corporal heard a rough, relatively affectionate voice call out to him: "But it's Kowalski!"
"Soeft!" cried Kowalski in surprise, and almost lost his balance. But he righted his machine again within a few inches of a large tree trunk.
In the meantime Soeft, the onetime king of ration kings, made a sign to his driver, who steered the giant van over to the right-hand side of the road and stopped there, blocking all the traffic. Soeft climbed out, taking no notice of the vehicles piling up behind this monster of his, and went over to Kowalski.
"You old crook!" cried Kowalski. "What are you doing here?"
"You old fraud!" cried Soeft. "What are you doing here?"
They clapped each other on the back and roared with laughter, at the same time watching each other keenly to try to discover just why they were behaving in such comradely fashion.
"Are you on your own too?" asked Corporal Soeft.
"And how!" said Kowalski. "A whole battalion fought to clear the way for me--me and a colonel. At any rate, the pocket closed up again after me. I wanted to find the colonel to thank him, but he made off at such a pace that even I ran out of breath."
"And now, Kowalski?"
"Home, of course."
"With no baggage?"
"But with a whole skin! As for baggage--I'll soon find some. What about giving me a little help with that, Soeft?"
"I've never shown myself inhuman, have I?"
"But with you everything has its price."
"That's the whole principle on which I conduct my business," declared Soeft with dignity. "But I can use someone like you just at the moment. Come on, climb in! We'll stow your motorcycle in the back."
"Done," said Kowalski. "At least with you a man knows where he is."
Soeft smiled, flattered. He was well enough aware of his own exceptional qualities. And this fellow Kowalski, he thought, was in the same class: also someone who knew how to make the most of the war. His motto: skim the cream and down with the schnapps! And off to bed with a hot-water bottle!
"Still a corporal, then?" asked Kowalski.
"I could have been a major by now, if I'd wanted," said Soeft with a touch of majesty. "But I'm not a fool, am I?"
He pulled a key out of his trousers pocket, walked round the giant van with Kowalski, and grinning broadly to himself, gave two short and two long knocks on the door. Then he put the key in the lock and opened the door.
"Put that bone-shaker of yours in there!" he said to the lance corporal. And he shouted into the darkness of the vast interior:
"Come on, lend a hand!"
A man in driver's overalls stirred at the far end of the van. He came nearer, blinked angrily in the spring sunshine, stretched out his hands, seized Kowalski's motorcycle and pulled it up into the great belly of the vehicle without a word. When that was done, Soeft locked up again, waved the key and sat down with the astonished Kowalski in the roomy driver's cabin.
"Avanti!" he said to the driver. The latter nodded, moved his hands expertly over a number of levers, accelerated and drove off, grinning like an ape and producing sounds identifiable as happy laughter.
"I'm astonished," said Kowalski.
"I thought you would be," said Soeft, fingering his chin.
"I'm astonished, Soeft, at your van being relatively empty. I'm not used to that with you. I can't believe you've lost your touch. The world'll come to an end first."
"It's very important," said Soeft, pulling a case stuffed with cigars out of his breast pocket, "always to keep a jump or two ahead of other people. Try one of these--genuine Cuba; they're from the Reichmarschall's own supply.
"I suppose you've got enough stores tucked away now not to bother about one or two crates more or less. That's the only explanation for the astonishing emptiness of your van."
"Crates," said Soeft contemptuously. "That was in the old days. They're small stuff. Well, of course they always paid all right, in bulk. But no more of that now. What can you do with a store of crates these days? Someone may come along at any minute and requisition the lot. All he needs is a little skill, enough men at his disposal and a certain handiness with a gun. For the vast quantities of stuff now lying around at every street corner you need enormous columns of transport, and your own warehouses, even to bring in the best of it. No, my friend, Uncle Soeft's on to something else now."
"What, then?"
Soeft looked at Kowalski and grinned. He fished around in his trousers pocket and pulled out a sparkling ring.
"Small--but oh ho! A fortune in a brief case!"
"Jewelry, eh?" said Kowalski.
Soeft nodded, with a certain pride. It was clear that he was pleased with himself. "Jewelry--or rather, bits of it: diamonds, pearls and so on. Gold, too, of course--pure gold."
"And do you know about these things, Soeft?"
"A certain amount. One learns one's way around--one has to keep in the swim. Besides, I have some first-class experts to help me."
Kowalski put on a particularly stupid expression and Soeft noted this with some satisfaction. And when the lance corporal jerked his head significantly in the direction of the corporal's driver, Soeft smirked contentedly.
"This Heinie beside me doesn't speak a word of German," he said quite openly. "He was called up as a volunteer. He's an honorary Aryan, a Germanic Pole from the former corridor or something. A first-class driver, but otherwise dumb as they make 'em. I generally speak to him in French. Listen."
Soeft nudged his driver, gave him a patronizing wink and said: "Capito?"
"Yes," said the driver grinning back happily.
"But why," Kowalski wanted to know, "are you telling me all this? Not just to boast to me--you're not that stupid!"
"No," said Soeft with ardor, "neither of us is stupid. That's just why I'm telling you."
"Come on, then, out with it. What proposition have you got to make to me, Soeft?"
"My boy," said the other happily, "we both understand each other. And if it hadn't been for that fellow Asch, we should certainly have gone into partnership long before this--I'm certain of it."
"Cut the cackle, Soeft!"
"Right, then, listen! Now that final victory is in sight at last, I'm gradually getting more business than I know how to deal with. One's got to work damned fast, before the well dries up forever. That's why I need reliable partners."
"Like me, for instance!"
"You've set up on your own, Kowalski--that's sufficient recommendation for me. I've been working on my own now for about three months. In this area, too. If you like, you can come in with me."
"How much per cent?"
"Twenty-five."
"Too little--if only because seventy-five per cent is too much for you."
"But what about my expenses, man? I've got my own office, my own documents section, a jeweler's workshop, two farms, three gasoline dumps and a small factory. Do you think they all work for me for nothing? It costs money, I can tell you. And that has to be earned. Costs are going up every day."
"Thirty-three and a third."
"Done--seeing as it's you."
"And what am I to do?"
"Take charge of that fellow in the back. He's going to get new papers, but he's got to pay for them. His papers are here in this brief case. Price: one pearl necklace with forty-eight pearls, a gold bracelet with twelve pendent oblong stones."
Kowalski let out a shrill whistle.
"Who is this man?"
"Didn't you recognize him? The Kreisleiter from our home town. I'm going to let him work as a laborer on one of my farms now. But he's got to fork out first. And the things he's got to hand over in exchange for these papers are in his house--Hindenburgstrasse, No. 13."
"Nice work, Soeft."
"Routine stuff," said Soeft. "I'm doing that sort of thing all the time. Completely fair dealing, of course. Value for money. That's always been my slogan. Right, then--what about it? Is it a deal?"
"It's a deal all right, Soeft."
Soeft wasn't the man to waste valuable time. He had the van stopped, climbed out, went round to the back, gave the agreed series of knocks, opened up the back and had the motorcycle handed out to him.
"My friend Kowalski here will finish off the deal," he explained to the man, who after a moment's hesitation, nodded and then disappeared again into the belly of the van.
"See that he doesn't swindle you!" shouted Soeft to Kowalski, before climbing onto the motorcycle himself. "Don't hand over the papers until you've found someone who knows about jewelry. In the meantime I'll be looking for pickings elsewhere."
"And where shall I meet you again, Soeft?"
"Wait for me back in our dear little home town. I'll be back soon for the payoff. Meeting place: Cafe Asch. And if in the meantime you manage to get hold of anything worthwhile, hang on to it. But only really valuable stuff! I can take any quantity. And in such cases: fifty per cent--seeing as it's you!"
"You don't mind how much it costs?"
"Soeft can pay anything!" cried Soeft with a grin, and away he went.
"That's what I'm counting on!" said Kowalski, watching him go through lowered eyelids.
* * *
Lieutenant Brack, Major General Luschke's intelligence officer, now engaged on a special mission, strode up to the forester's hut where the soldiers had told him Lieutenant Asch was to be found. Brack had the springy gait of a well-bred greyhound. He tried to disguise as indifference the lofty air of contempt that was natural to him.
He heard a short outburst of laughter from the veranda. The high, almost shrill voice came from a girl. Brack raised his eyebrows slightly. Certainly, to find a girl among the troops was no longer unusual--it was just that there were fewer and fewer things to make one laugh out loud these days.
Lieutenant Brack stopped and tried to discover the state of Lieutenant Asch's emotions from the sound of his voice. But he couldn't--not with Asch. Asch was an unpredictable fellow, incapable of taking up a clear categorical position about anything. Asch wasn't like other people, he had his own way of doing things.
"We'll have plenty of fun, my girl," said Asch, obviously in a good humor. "You can be quite sure of that."
"You don't need to chuck me under the chin about it, all the same," said the girl with a show of indignation.
"Just a habit," said Asch, unperturbed.
Lieutenant Brack smiled with delicate irony. He then strode over, with some elegance for all his air of purpose, to this remarkably gay pair of conversationalists, introduced himself and said courteously:
"I hope I'm not hindering operations, Herr Asch?"
"Mere preliminary skirmishes," said the latter, nodding easily to Brack and shaking hands. "Well, how did you get here, you old pen-pusher? The general hasn't got helicopters at his disposal, has he?"
"By car, most of the way," explained Brack, "and then a short way on foot. Straight across the wood."
"And no trouble?"
"Our victorious opponents obviously don't feel too happy in the famous German woods."
"Very true," said Asch. "They prefer to fight on the Autobahnen."
Brack smiled again, indicating agreement. He bowed cursorily to Barbara in a way which seemed to owe more to habit than conviction.
"Can I speak to you alone, Herr Asch?"
"Off you go, my girl," said Asch to Barbara. "Go and have a look at the wallpaper. And take your time about it."
Barbara got up and stood there haughtily for a moment, intending to let Lieutenant Brack know how much she despised his bad manners. But he seemed to have forgotten about her already. Whereupon she thrust out her bosom and walked off.
"Bait," said Asch curtly, after she had stormed out simply bursting with pride and aversion. "Bait to catch a shark."
"I have an official message to give you," said Brack. It was one of his principles in life never to interfere in other people's affairs, especially when they seemed to be of a private nature. "I come on behalf of Major General Luschke."
"If," said Asch belligerently, "the general thinks that I and my handful of men are going to fight our way through to him, he's made the first mistake of his life."
"Please don't underestimate the general," said Brack with a smile.
"I've never permitted myself that luxury until now. But how am I to know that this Greater German madness may not have infected even someone like Luschke?"
"The general's message," said Lieutenant Brack, "is that you can pack up."
"Literally?"
"That's the sense of it."
"Herr Brack," said Lieutenant Asch with barely concealed mistrust, "I'm always prepared to receive surprise orders from General Luschke, but who will guarantee to me that your statement is correct?"
"You can leave that to your own common sense, Herr Asch."
"It's just that which tells me that a super-Prussian like Luschke won't capitulate so easily. I'm afraid his sense of honor may prove stronger than his intelligence."
"You're wrong there, Herr Asch. It may be that Luschke does value his honor above everything else, but he isn't one to sacrifice the lives of his men to it."
Lieutenant Asch took a step back and leaned against a doorpost with an eager air. It was almost as if he were lying in wait for someone there.
"Let's be frank with each other, Herr Brack. A month ago, in Luschke's presence, you said that the war was lost and that you thought it senseless to move a finger to try and save it. You did say that, didn't you?"
"I did. And did the general contradict me?"
"He didn't hear."
"You don't think he's deaf, do you? I know you're not an idiot, Asch. You think as I do. And Luschke knows that. He thinks as we do, too. Only he can't let it be seen."
"Brack," said Lieutenant Asch, "I love that man--not as my superior officer--one doesn't love one's superior officers--but as a man. And as a man I don't want to let him down. I'm sorry to say I could almost lay down my life for him."
"I understand you perfectly," said Brack. "And I take full responsibility for this order which I'm transmitting directly from the general: Pack up."
"Right," said Lieutenant Asch. "I'll disband my troop and give them as a slogan 'The ship is sinking--every man for himself!' "
"Do that!"
"And then," said Lieutenant Asch, "I shall try and make my own way through. With a female companion. You come with us--you know the way."
"I'm not coming with you, Asch. This was my last act of duty in the Greater German Wehrmacht."
"You want to be taken prisoner?"
"I want to be free at last."
Lieutenant Asch looked at Brack with a smile.
"I'm told that it isn't only your sympathies that are on the other side--but also your cash."

"The two are not incompatible, Asch."
"Quite the contrary, I imagine."
"In Germany," explained Lieutenant Brack courteously, "I lived with my mother. My father, who is divorced from her, owns property in South America and is a member of a well-known firm in New York."
"Well, that's fine," said Asch. "You'll be almost the only one among us to be satisfied with his Father-land!"
"Perhaps," said Brack, "I'll be able to help my comrades in my own way."
"You're a real gentleman," Asch assured him with gentle irony. "But I'm counting on your help all the same."
"What can I do for you?" asked Brack courteously.
"Come over here," said Asch. "I want to introduce you to a major of the name of Hinrichsen. Accident threw us together. And a certain swine threw the two of us and a hundred-odd soldiers into a raging inferno. I got out with a whole skin myself, but this fellow Hinrichsen wasn't so lucky."
"Badly wounded?"
"I'm not sure,, Brack. It doesn't look exactly child's play. His right arm's been smashed up; he was shot through the shoulder. I don't know whether the bones are splintered or not."
"I'll keep an eye on him for you, if that's what you want."
"You must look after him, Brack. The man's a stupid ass, but he's undoubtedly a hero--one of the last of the war. Besides, he's... but that doesn't affect you. I don't expect you'd understand. There's only one thing that matters to me at the moment, and that is: don't leave him alone."
"I'll take care of him, Asch; you can rely on me."
"Good," said Asch. "And now--the hunt begins."
"The beaters have done their job; the sportsmen are ready. Anyone who sticks his nose out now will be knocked off at once. The Germans are just like a lot of helpless rabbits now, Asch."
"Not me. I'm off on a hunt myself--after swine!"
* * *
Colonel Hauk sat gray-faced and stiff beside First Lieutenant Greifer almost as if he were somewhere else altogether. With a mere movement of his hands he unfolded a crudely sketched map. He spread it over his knees and tried to smooth it out. Greifer leaned across sideways and studied the drawing.
"We ought to be there soon," said the first lieutenant Then he raised his head as if scenting the wind.
"Straight on for another three hundred yards," said Hauk. "Then right--Fruhlingstrasse. Fruhlingstrasse, No. 3."
They were in the middle of the main street of a large straggling village. The street, like all thoroughfares these days, had been heavily churned up and was full of potholes. Scraps of paper, pieces of uniforms and the remains of packing cases lay all over it. Derelict vehicles stood by the fences. Houses which had been built almost on top of each other seemed now to have drawn even closer together; hardly a single human being stirred between them.
"The civilian population's got the wind up all right," said Greifer, and he spat contemptuously. "What do you bet they're busy turning sheets into white flags?"
"We haven't much time," said the colonel shortly.
Greifer nodded, grim and obedient. He put the car into first gear, pressed down on the accelerator and drove on. After almost exactly three hundred yards he saw the name Fruhlingstrasse--a country road, front gardens, family houses.
"Second house," said Hauk.
Greifer drove close to the fence, and halted just in front of the garden gate. He leaned forward inquiringly.
"This is right," he said. "There's the name: Willrich. That is the woman's name, isn't it?"
The colonel gave one superfluous glance at the fit of his creaseless uniform, climbed out and walked with short measured strides to the garden gate. Here he stopped, and looking briefly up and down the country road, slowly pulled off one of his gloves.
Greifer followed straddle-legged behind him. He stopped, grinning, in front of a notice which proclaimed in fine printed lettering that this building had been requisitioned for Army Group Center, H.Q. IV a. It bore the signature of Major Brahm of the service corps, and was stamped with an official seal.
"It looks quite genuine," grunted Greifer with satisfaction. "The fellow knows his stuff all right, as I might have guessed."
Then he pressed the bell firmly.
It rang shrilly through the house. But there was no sign of life inside. Greifer looked at Colonel Hauk in genuine astonishment. The colonel stood there with his face completely immobile. He looked utterly disinterested in all that was going on.
Then Greifer, leaning forward, pressed the bell again; longer, harder, more violently this time. He pushed his nutcracker chin forward as he did so.
"What do they think they're up to?" he said. "Have they declared the war over or something?"
"Open up," said Hauk quietly.
Now it was Greifer who looked up and down the village street. It was empty. It seemed completely deserted. Satisfied by this glance, he fished a giant penknife out of his trousers pocket, snapped the blade open and pushed it in at the level of the lock between the gate itself and the post. He jerked twice, then the lock gave and the gate leaped open.
"Child's play," said Greifer cheerfully, snapping his penknife up again and dropping it into his pocket.
The colonel strode through the front garden and up to the door of the house. Here he stopped, and once more became immobile. Greifer banged with his clenched fist against the woodwork. The blows resounded through the house.
A window near the front door was hurriedly pushed open. A woman leaned out and asked in a very unfriendly manner: "What is it you want?"
"Open up," said Greifer, "or I'll smash your little nest up for firewood."
"What do you want?" cried the woman, raising her voice an octave. Her face was distorted--why, whether with rage, fear, or hysteria, wasn't clear.
Greifer wanted to batter his way in, but Colonel Hauk restraining his satellite with a gesture, now stepped into action. He sketched a brief but not discourteous bow. "Are we speaking to Frau Willrich?" he asked.
"Yes," said the woman, now slightly more friendly.
"Hauk," said the colonel with another cursory bow. "Colonel Hauk. I dare say my name is not unknown to you."
"Colonel Hauk! Of course I wasn't to know that," she said, suddenly becoming very affable. But even this apparently ingenuous outburst of affability was false, like many other things about this woman. "Come in, please."
"Through the window?" asked Greifer grinning.
Frau Willrich disappeared, slammed the window shut and could be clearly heard moving about the house. It sounded as if some heavy object were being shifted to one side. Shortly afterwards the hall door was opened and a key put into the front door and turned twice. The front door was then unbolted.
"The thing stinks," said Greifer firmly.
The colonel, erect, aloof, apparently disinterested, made no reply. He walked into the house and followed Frau Willrich through the hall into the living room. Greifer brought up the rear, looking about him.
"Sit down, won't you?" said Frau Willrich, making an obviously tortured attempt at friendliness.
Hauk declined, indicating his thanks.
"We don't intend to take up more of your time than necessary, dear lady."
"But, I beg of you!" said Frau Willrich, spreading out her hands to show her goodwill, but unable to conceal her agitation for a second. She looked about her as if searching for some way of escape.
Greifer sat down immediately in front of her and looked at her searchingly as if thinking of buying her at as keen a price as possible. Then he pushed his cap onto the back of his head.
"All we need," said Colonel Hauk in his quiet, impersonal voice, "is information. It'll only take two minutes."
"By all means," said Frau Willrich, jumping up. "But you won't say no to a glass of liqueur?"
"Not to that," said Greifer plainly. "We won't say No to that."
She bustled out, though not without once more giving her unexpected guests a tortured smile. Her full face was like a friendly mask; her overripe body, clearly outlined through her tight-fitting clothes, was utterly lacking in grace.
"The thing stinks to high heaven," said Greifer firmly. "If anyone is as confoundedly friendly as that, they must have something to hide, or I'll eat my hat."
"I don't think you'll have to eat your hat."
Frau Willrich came wriggling hurriedly back into the room. Against her chest she held a full tray with a square bottle of Cointreau and three glasses on it. She was breathing heavily as she put down her load and began pouring out the drink with unsteady hands.
"I'd prefer cognac," said Greifer.
"But of course," said Frau Willrich eagerly, and hurried out again.
"I know this brand," said Greifer, pointing at the bottle which stood in front of them. "Brahm had three crates of it. He must have knocked this bottle off."
"What if he did?" said Hauk. "We're not going to be petty!"
"That won't be all, though," said Greifer. "If I'm not mistaken the lady will now bring in some Courvoisier."
Frau Willrich brought in a bottle of Courvoisier, an extra large one, already half empty. At the sight of it
Greifer assumed a menacing expression. He seized hold of the bottle, looked at it intently, then put it back again. His eyes flashed wickedly.
"Do you bring me news of my brother?" Frau Willrich now asked, and it was plain that it had cost her a considerable effort to put the question.
Greifer choked and spluttered. His face turned red and his eyes popped out of his head with incredulity. He couldn't believe his ears.
"When," asked the colonel, "did you last see your brother?"
"When he was on leave six weeks ago."
Colonel Hauk put down his glass rather abruptly. Greifer couldn't contain, himself any longer. His mouth fell open slightly. Frau Willrich seized the arms of her chair; it cost her a great effort to maintain a show of calm.
"His last letter," said Frau Willrich hurriedly, "reached me about a week ago. I know you were going to meet him here. That was arranged; he indicated that. And I've been waiting for you--you or my brother."
She fell silent. Hauk sat there motionless. A clock ticked loudly. It's almost like in the cinema, thought Greifer, sitting up with a jerk. The film must be stopped as soon as possible; otherwise it might turn into reality.
"My dear lady," said Hauk with sinister softness, "you seem to be making some mistake. Your brother must have been here in the last few days."
"But no," she replied mechanically. "What do you mean? Certainly, I've been expecting him every day, but he never came. You got here first. He's bound to come soon, though."
The colonel gave Greifer an authoritative look followed by a barely perceptible nod. Then he slowly rose to his feet, almost .as if winding himself up. Nothing, absolutely nothing, about him altered. "We'll soon settle this," he said, standing quite still.
Greifer barged out of the room, forced his way into the kitchen and wrenched open the cupboards there. Then he climbed down into the cellar, looked all round it and inspected the racks. Then he went up into Frau Willrich's bedroom, looked under the beds, into the bedside cupboards, into the wardrobe. He found all he was looking for. There was no human being in the house, but it was stuffed full of canteen goods. It was clear what had happened.
"Plain enough," said Greifer coming back into the living room and dropping into an armchair. "Just what one might have supposed."
The colonel, still standing motionless in the middle of the room, fixed Frau Willrich with a cold eye. She was twisting her hands about nervously. Then he said:
"We have little time. You will now tell us where your brother is."
"But I beg of you! This is outrageous! How can you..."
"Major Brahm's been here," said Greifer turning to Hauk. "He's unloaded a good deal. The fellow's even pinched my special cigars, as a small inducement to the lady not to tell us anything. And the excellent Brahm has now gone to ground somewhere. But I bet she knows precisely where he is. And I also bet she'll tell us."
"Will you give us Major Brahm's address," asked Hauk, "or not?"
"What do you want with me?"
Colonel Hauk smoothed out his well-fitting uniform. It was an unnecessary gesture. He seemed to look straight through the walls as he did so. It was as if for him there were no Frau Willrich in the room at all, as if he didn't know her, as if she had never existed. "I'll wait outside, Greifer," he said, and went out.
"We'll have it out of her," said Greifer, beginning to roll up his sleeves. Then with a series of powerful heaves of his body he brought his chair closer to Frau Willrich. Almost lovingly he took a cigar out of its cellophane wrapping and looked at it as if the only thing in the world that interested him at that moment was the broad gaily colored band which encircled it.
Then he pulled his giant penknife out of his trousers pocket, grasped it firmly and snapped it open. Frau Willrich started. But Greifer took no notice of her. With some ceremony he cut the end off his cigar. Then he lit it. He blew out the first cloud of smoke luxuriously, and then opening his legs wide like a pair of scissors, he leaned comfortably back in his chair.
Then he said:
"Come on, out with it. Where's Brahm?"
The woman didn't answer.
"If I don't get Brahm's address from you this instant," said Greifer, "I shall polish your face up for you."
Frau Willrich began to tremble. She tried desperately to think what to do. Should she cry out? Her house was rather off the beaten track: no one would hear her. Should she try to escape? She would never succeed. She was at the mercy of this great bullying brute of a man. But he was an officer! Surely he couldn't... '
Greifer transferred his cigar from his right hand to his left, sat up and leaned forward. Then he hit her quite suddenly, a quick, violent blow in the face. Then he transferred his cigar from his left hand to his right hand again, leaned back and went on smoking.
"I'm not waiting much longer," he said.
She looked at him with wide, staring eyes, paralyzed with horror. She shook her head. She opened her mouth as if she were trying to cry out.
Then Greifer fell upon her. He let his cigar fall to the floor unnoticed, as if he had forgotten all about it. He hurled himself at the woman and hit her in the face--a short, sharp, violent blow; over and over again.
She let out a piercing yell. Greifer, on his knees, his face tense, hit again and again at this face which slowly swelled up like dough before him. Short, sharp, violent blows. Again and again. Over and over again, until she could only whimper. He felt blood on his hand even before she collapsed.
From outside the house there came the sudden whine of an engine being revved up. Greifer got to his feet, breathing heavily, and went across to the window. He saw Colonel Hauk standing in front of the open hood, apparently testing the accelerator lever. Eight healthy cylinders, thought Greifer grimly, make a lot of noise--welcome noise. Sufficient to drown the shrill cries of a woman.
Greifer stood there, open-mouthed, grinning with pleasure. Then he turned back into the room, poured himself a glass of cognac and drank it. Then he bent down, carefully picked up his Havana cigar, dusted it on his sleeve, put it into his mouth and pulled at it greedily. But the cigar was no longer alight. He swore and threw it back onto the carpet.
Then, fortified by another cognac and feeling thoroughly in form once again, he set to work on the Willrich woman systematically. Women, he knew from his own wide experience, were tough in the way cats were. But he also knew the subtleties his sort of work required. As a leader of execution parties under Colonel Hauk, the man who had proved himself so efficient at carrying out the sentences promulgated by emergency courts-martial, he had had plenty of practice at this sort of thing. It took ten minutes to break Willrich. She ruined his uniform by covering it with blood, but she talked. First she gave the name of the smallish town that lay about thirty kilometers from the village.
"Go on," demanded Greifer.
Then, groaning, and she gasped almost inaudibly in a strangled voice: "Hindenburgstrasse, No. 13."
Greifer, who had dragged her to her feet, let her go. She crashed to the carpet with a thud and lay there like a log. Carefully he wiped his hands on one of the sofa cushions.
Then, picking out a new cigar from its cellophane wrapping, he said: "Why couldn't we have that in the first place?"
* * *
It was the speed with which everything was breaking up that Schulz's German military mind found so distressing. Only the week before there had been a guest night in the mess and a party for the womenfolk, together with three domestic celebrations: a birthday, a promotion and an award of decorations. But now the mess began to be deserted: the cellar was empty, the other supplies were also almost exhausted and a decision was still awaited on what was to become of the carpets. In short, it was impossible to work up the right mood in the mess any more. And so Schulz regrettably found himself forced to eat at home with his wife, Lore.
Lore finished up her plate, propped her head in her hands and looked at her husband with some mistrust.
"Fritz," she said, "what about the three new packing cases in the cellar--can I open them?"
"They're Army property," declared Schulz emphatically. "They don't belong to us; we're only storing them here."
"Bottles break," said Lore. "Tobacco gets damp; tins get rusty--especially these days."
"They're my responsibility as local commandant," said Schulz, holding himself erect in the regulation manner. "I have to bear the blame for loss of any of that sort of stuff."
"Then make someone else local commandant--and he can bear the blame."
"What do you mean by that?" asked Schulz, sharpening a matchstick with which to pick his teeth. "How do you see me doing that?"
"It's quite simple," said Lore. "You just get sick."
"A Schulz never gets sick."
"Then you must think of something else if you want to remain healthy."
Schulz interrupted his successful activity with the toothpick and stared at his wife, who continued to sit at the table staring at her empty plate with apparent indifference. She played with her spoon, drew beautiful round figures on the tablecloth and smiled to herself. Then she said:
"If the Americans come and find you still commandant here..."
"I want to tell you something, Lore," declared Schulz with that strength of conviction which was calculated to reduce subordinates to silence and which he had perfected over long years of service. "I am a soldier and as such I do my duty."
"To the last packing case!"
"You don't understand me; you've never understood me. You've no idea what honor means even. But for me--for me a sense of honor is something I received at birth."
"Along with other handicaps."
"Ach!" said Schulz with a violent gesture, as if trying to keep at bay the thousand and one different things that plagued his existence. "What's the use of talking to you? I'm going to act."
"With whom?"
Schulz got up, threw his napkin away--since becoming an officer he had grown very fond of large white table napkins--and with swelling chest and chin held high, stalked out of the room and the house. He strode across the market square, which was alive with vehicles in transit, to the town hall, in which the offices of the Kommandantur--his Kommandantur--were housed.
He walked into his own office, dropped groaning into an armchair and immediately set his brain to work, playing the while with a long, carefully sharpened pencil. After a certain amount of time during which he thought about Moltke, the chaos in the personnel department, the nature of his own situation and also about Lore the lines of worry on his forehead began to smooth out a little. Finally he nodded to himself in something like satisfaction.
He got up again, without groaning this time, and went into the anteroom to see Lance Corporal Stamm. Here he found himself prevented from translating his thoughts into action by the presence of a mud-bespattered soldier who was standing there. He said to him brusquely: "What do you want? This isn't a waiting room. The business offices of the Kommandantur are outside."
"Good day to you, Captain," said the soldier bluntly, baring a powerful set of teeth.
Schulz looked at his visitor more closely. "Do we know each other?"
"Lance Corporal Kowalski," said the latter with a grin.
"Oh, yes." Schulz's memory stirred faintly. "You used to be a lance corporal here in the old days, didn't you?"
"That's it, Captain. But I haven't been demoted."
"You haven't come just to pay me a visit, Kowalski?"
"Certainly not," the other assured him. "I'm here as the advance guard."
"Well, that's fine," said Schulz, who didn't want to waste time and saw no need to assert his natural authority. "You shall have my support--Lance Corporal Stamm will deal with you. But later on. Wait outside, please."
"I've learned to wait," said Kowalski, swaggering slowly out in a provocative manner.
Schulz didn't even look at Lance Corporal Kowalski. He was totally disinterested in him. He had already forgotten him by the time the door shut behind him. He said to Stamm:
"What's First Lieutenant Nowack's job?"
"He's in charge of billeting."
"Have him come to see me," ordered Schulz, and went out again.
First Lieutenant Nowack, an office employee from Linz, a man of keen and docile disposition, faithful mien and an admirably subservient attitude in general, approached Schulz with some caution. He hadn't a clear conscience; he had ceased having a clear conscience the day he first put on uniform--and in these turbulent times he hardly knew what a conscience was any more.
"First Lieutenant Nowack at your service," he said politely, though not without certain military undertones.
"Nowack," said Schulz almost solemnly, completely forgetting this time to gloat over the awkwardness of this more than dubious brother officer of his, "the situation is becoming more and more critical."
"Yes, Captain," said the other submissively, "the situation is becoming more and more critical."
Schulz was on the point of saying: "You're an officer, Nowack, not a parrot!"--but he managed to restrain himself, cleared his throat brusquely and said instead: "More and more demands are naturally being made on us."
"Yes, Captain," the lieutenant hastened to assure him, "more and more demands are being made on us--naturally."
"But the front always comes first!"
"Yes, Captain, the front comes first--always."
"And that, Nowack, is why I too am now needed there. The call of honor has reached me, and I'm not hesitating to obey it. And you, Nowack, will represent me here."
"Very good, Captain, I will represent the captain here," said Nowack automatically. Then, under the scrutinizing glance of Schulz, it began to dawn on him what this was going to mean. He felt weak at the knees, his eyes stared in horror as if a gigantic abyss had suddenly opened in front of him and he cried out in a voice that shot up to a squeak: "I am to represent the captain?"
"Who else?" Schulz blustered back. "Somebody's got to do it! And why not you, Nowack? You'll soon have everything going with a swing. After all, you're an officer and an officer is someone one can rely on. Right, then--I'm relying on you!"
"Yes, Captain," said the other in consternation.
"Good," said Schulz. "You can go now. We'll go through the brief formality of the hand-over in an hour's time; you can get ready for it. And then when I've checked and signed everything, you can take over command here."
"Very good, Captain. I can take over command."
Endeavoring with the last of his strength to keep up some sort of decent appearance, Nowack swayed from the room as if he were dragging some killing load behind him. Schulz massaged his chin contentedly. Then he called in Lance Corporal Stamm.
"Stamm," he ordered, "get marching orders ready for me. A double set. One of them blank. I must be off to the front."
"Then you won't have too far to go," said Stamm after he had got over his first surprise. "To the front, eh? Where exactly?"
"Where, man? No specific destination. To one of the regiments supplied by our reserve battalion. Understand?"
"I understand," said Stamm, and he grinned furtively. Then he left the future front-line warrior to himself and went out into the anteroom with a good deal to think about.
Here Lance Corporal Kowalski had already made himself at home and stood there grinning impertinently.
"Listen," he said to Stamm, "I need a map of this hole; but it's got to be fairly detailed."
"Haven't you got eyes?" said Stamm. "There's one hanging on the wall beside the Fuhrer."
"If he's hanging," said Kowalski, "then my mind's easy."
Stamm looked up from his writing pad and his eyes opened wide. The two soldiers looked each other over, winked cautiously at each other, then broke into wide grins. They nodded. They knew where they stood.
Lance Corporal Kowalski went over to the map on the wall and began to search it systematically.
"You've expanded a bit in recent years," he said.
"Yes, but one part's been destroyed by the bombing, so it evens out."
"But we'll build Germany up again, greater and more beautiful than before, after final victory. And we are pledges for the future. The only question is, who's going to see that there is a future? In this beastly world the near future always seems to mean the next war."
"What are you looking for?"
"The Hindenburgstrasse."
"In the southeast. Just by the town wood."
"I've got it," said Kowalski, and he began to prepare a rough sketch for himself.
Stamm came over, interested.
"What are you after in the Hindenburgstrasse?" he asked.
Kowalski grinned at him. "I just like the name."
* * *
Lieutenant Asch walked ahead through the little birch wood, and the girl called Barbara followed him. They went past men and vehicles and equipment to where at the edge of the wood the remainder of Asch's troop was encamped. Barbara, dragging a large suitcase behind her, tried in vain to keep up.
"You're going too fast!" she shouted.
"Wrong," he said. "You're going too slowly."
"Can't you at least take my suitcase from me?"
"You didn't need to bring it. What did I say, my girl? Hand luggage only, didn't I? We're not going on a vacation --we're clearing out."
Barbara produced a face of fury, which cost her no particular effort. But she was soon forced to realize that her companion wasn't taking any notice of her facial antics. She also realized that he wasn't going to take any notice of her at all. If she swore at him, he would only laugh. And she didn't want to be laughed at by this creature. Sobered by these and similar reflections, she altered the expression on her face again to one of complete normality. Only a trace of suffering seemed to remain about her lips and this even turned out to be to her advantage.
"You stay here," Asch ordered, pointing to a tree stump. "I've got to spend two or three hours with my men."
"And what am I to do in the meantime?"
"You can look in your mirror or twiddle your thumbs. But you could also make your suitcase lighter."
"Aren't we going after the colonel by car then?"
"What makes you think that, my child? We're going after the colonel all right--but there was never any question of going by car!"
"I'm not going to walk, though!"
"Come on! Be reasonable. Can't you move normally? Don't keep swinging your bottom about like that. Sit down on it. We're bound to have to do at least several kilometers on foot. And then perhaps we may find a taxi somewhere!"
Barbara sat down. She leaned forward and propped her elbows on her knees and her head in her hands. Her mouth was shut tight, her eyes flashed defiance.
Asch pulled a map out of his tunic. He threw it down in front of Barbara, who didn't move.
"There," he said, "have a look at that. We're where the green cross is. Try and orient yourself, sweetheart, so that you can tell me later exactly where we have to go."
The lieutenant nodded to this sulky girl with the disturbing figure and then hurried on to the edge of the wood where the men of his troop waited apathetically in their bivouac. There was nothing for them to do. Some played cards; others read one of the many front-line newspapers; most just sat around doing nothing.
"Come over here!" shouted Lieutenant Asch. "Everyone come over here!"
They came from all directions and gathered round Lieutenant Asch. They left their guns and vehicles and trailers where they were. They crawled out of the makeshift tents they had just set up, climbed down from ammunition trucks, came across from the latrine. They stood round the lieutenant --a tired, dirty, rough-looking crowd.
Lieutenant Asch leaned against a trailer and looked at them. He had known some of them since Poland. More than a quarter of this troop lay somewhere in Russia. The lance corporal with only half a face had rejoined No. 3 Troop three times. He had been severely wounded in every campaign and had promptly rejoined his old unit for the next one. There were seven new members, mere babies, children in uniform: none more than eighteen years old.
"What do you make of the situation?"
The men said nothing. They waited for what was to come. And they knew that what would come would be an order of some sort--a set of instructions. And they would then obey. That was how things were when the war began and that was how things would be when it ended. And at least with people like Luschke, Wedelmann and Asch it hadn't worked out too badly.
"The general situation," said Lieutenant Asch, "is lousy. And our own situation isn't any different."
If they ever think of me again, thought Asch, staring into the apathetic faces waiting warily in front of him, it'll be in connection with bursting shells, army rations, lice-ridden billets and stinking corpses. Some, perhaps, will think of me as a reasonable man, others as a coward, not a few as an egoist who ate better, got himself better billets and packed up in the end apparently because he wanted to sleep with a girl. Well, all right, there was nothing he could do about that. He had spent five and a half years lying in the muck with many of the men who now stood round him--in the muck. And what did it all add up to now? Just that: muck.
"What are we waiting for?" asked Sergeant Wehmut bluntly. "Let's pack up!"
"Agreed?" Lieutenant Asch asked his men.
"Agreed!" shouted most of them without hesitation.
"Right, then," said Lieutenant Asch. "For the last time let's get to work. Blow up all ammunition. Put the guns out of action. Leave the vehicles where they are. Food, clothing, canteen goods and anything else of any use we'll split up among ourselves--equally. Same for everyone. Sergeant Wehmut will hand everyone his Army pass. The rest of the files and papers we'll burn. Anyone who wants can have his marching orders and a certificate discharging him from the Wehrmacht."
"Back-dated?"
Lieutenant Asch thought for a moment.
"Bearing any date you like! We'll have it stamped and I'll sign it. It'll all be aboveboard. Is that the "way you want it?"
"That's the way we want it," said most of the men.
"I have a suggestion to make," said Corporal Hildebrandt. His voice was clear and incisive. His chin was thrust out boldly, revealing his determination. And even before he had received permission to air his suggestion he began: "I recommend that a special active group be formed to retain its arms to the last."
"The last gasp, you mean?" asked Lieutenant Asch quietly.
"I didn't say that. I said: to the last."
"Ah, shut up!" someone shouted angrily, and others immediately backed him up. Not a few of the men muttered excitedly. Many of them were merely waiting for whatever was going to come next--the next order, the next set of instructions.
"Your suggestion, Corporal Hildebrandt," said Lieutenant Asch without a trace of anger, "will be considered like every other suggestion. So you demand the formation of a special active group?"
"Yes, sir," said Hildebrandt decisively. "I regard that as necessary. It's no more than our duty and responsibility."
"Right, then," said the lieutenant with a bitter, almost imperceptible smile and something like a trace of anger this time. He turned to his men. "We'll call for volunteers to take part in an active group of this nature. Who'll join? Step forward!"
Corporal Hildebrandt stepped forward.
"Well," he shouted at his comrades challengingly, "who'll be man enough to join me?"
The remaining sixty-four men of No. 3 Troop, Asch's troop, stayed where they were. Not a man moved. Hildebrandt fixed them with his eyes as if trying to cast a spell over them. Then his challenging sternness turned slowly to profound contempt. His throat had gone dry--that was the only thing that prevented him from spitting indignantly. He turned on his heel and walked away. No one tried to stop him.
"Hildebrandt's suggestion is turned down," said Lieutenant Asch. "Prepare to disband!"
Sergeant Wehmut took over command. For the last time he put his men through the barrack-square routine and for the first time they took no objection to it.
"Fall in, everyone!" he shouted. "Come on, clowns, final victory at last! Get into ranks! No one needs to stand at attention any more."
One lot had to distribute the food. Another was detailed for the demolition work. A third, consisting of those who were reasonably literate and headed by the orderly corporal, fell upon the papers. Others sorted out clothing, army blankets and such equipment as might be useful in civilian life. From the remains of the food which could not be divided up the cook was to make a final tasty meal as a farewell celebration. And a few worked out suggestions as to route, and prepared sketch maps and recommended billets.
"It's all going like clockwork," said Sergeant Wehmut, not without a certain pride.
"For the last time--let's hope," said Lieutenant Asch.
He opened the chest containing the secret files, which was fastened with a double lock, fished out a shorthand notebook and opened it. "The Fuhrer's Orders of the Day":
"To maintain peace... In a just cause... The war which has been forced upon us... The Defense of the Fatherland... For the German people and the Reich... I, Adolf Hitler, Supreme Commander of the Wehrmacht... destined by Providence... the blessing of the Almighty..."
"Into the fire with it," cried Asch in disgust, and threw the notebook to Wehmut, who poured a bottle of gasoline over it and set it alight. It smoked furiously.
The next file: "Information to Next of Kin."
This No. 3 Troop, said Asch to himself, had been in existence since 1937. In that year some old man in an office had seen the necessity for it as part of the framework of general military service and it had been brought into being. This was the battery in which he had been first a recruit, then a gunner, then a corporal, then a sergeant and finally lieutenant. He had taken it over as lieutenant a few months before. He himself had been wounded twice, had won the Iron Cross First Class and the German cross in gold. The troop's casualties had been fifty-six men killed, a hundred and four wounded and seventeen missing.
"I deeply regret to inform you that your son, brother, husband, fiance... on the field of honor... for the Fuhrer and Greater Germany... true to his oath of service... doing his duty to the last... as a brave soldier of the Fuhrer... in undying memory..."
The same thing fifty-six times over! The same thing over and over again. In this troop alone.
"... in undying memory."
Lieutenant Asch turned over the pages and read the names of the dead--of those who had fallen. At the bottom of each sheet, closely linked with the dead and their next of kin by a stroke of the pen, stood the names Wedelmann, First Lieutenant; Witterer, Captain. And then finally: Asch, Lieutenant. The names of the dead and under them: Asch.
Sergeant Wehmut, who was standing beside him, took the file from the lieutenant's hand, felt the weight of it in his own right hand and said nothing. Then he threw it onto the fire.
Asch picked up the "Secret" chest, lifted it into the air and tipped the entire contents of it over the bonfire. He threw the chest on top. He stood there staring into the flames.
Then, "That's that!" he said. "Forever!"
In the meantime the men had completed their preparations to disband. Several loud explosions had reduced the three remaining guns of Asch's troop, together with their ammunition, to scrap. And on the floor of the wood lay sixty-four large, well-separated piles consisting of packs and parcels of food. The men stood about, ready to march off. They had formed themselves into different groups, and their morale was relatively high.
"If we still had a radio set," said Lieutenant Asch to Sergeant Wehmut, "I would now transmit the following message: No. 3 Troop disbanding of its own accord. Troop's morale: for the first time in the whole war really good. Down with Hitler!"
"What a good thing we haven't still got a radio set!" said the sergeant.
The lieutenant hurriedly signed everything that was put in front of him: Army passes, pay books, leave permits, marching orders, discharge papers. Then the great sharing began: even Corporal Hildebrandt, he of "the last gasp," was not left out. But as he packed his things he made his contempt painfully clear.
"Good luck!" shouted Lieutenant Asch to his men. "I have a small matter to settle first, but I shall then try to make my way through to our former garrison town. Anyone with nowhere better to go should come there too. We'll then see what we can do to help each other out of this mess."
"All the best, Lieutenant Asch!"
"To the next war then!"
"Friends!" cried Lieutenant Asch. "When we see each other again it'll be as civilians. And so long as we've got eyes in our heads, a brain that functions and a heart that beats, let's see that we only meet as civilians. And now: every man for himself--God be with us all!"
* * *
The former Captain Wedelmann stood in front of the mirror with a pinched, unhappy air of concentration. He was trying to tie his tie. But he couldn't do it. After four total failures he resigned himself and gave up the attempt.
He left the room which he had been allotted in the Asch household, walked along the corridor to the room next door and knocked. He waited patiently, his arms hanging by his sides. The tie hung round his neck like a piece of string. He knocked again.
"Who's there?" cried a soft voice.
"Me," said Wedelmann. And again he saw how richly comic he was. This business of civilian life, he told himself, is more complicated than I ever realized. Perhaps I'm not cut out for this sort of life. It's complicated enough even tying a tie--a uniform was handier to deal with.
"But why don't you just come in?" asked Magda after opening the door. She smiled at him, still rather shyly but very tenderly. She had thrown a dressing gown round herself and held it together with her two hands.
"I didn't want to disturb you," said Wedelmann in embarrassment. "I only wanted to ask you something. I'm so sorry. Of course I couldn't know that you weren't dressed yet."
"But that doesn't matter," she said. "You can come and see me any time."
"Can you do something for me?" he asked.
"Anything you like," she said with tender devotion.
"Then tie my tie for me," said Wedelmann. "I don't know how to do it any more."
She moved towards him, stopped just in front of him, raised her hands to him and put them round his neck. Her dressing gown fell open as she did so.
"How young you look," she said. "In uniform you were always mature and dignified."
"These aren't my clothes," said Wedelmann hastily, not daring to look at her more closely, although he found it a great temptation. "This suit belongs to Herr Asch's son. When he was called up I think he was about twenty."
"That's what you look now!" cried Magda with playful tenderness. "Hardly a day over twenty! On the other hand, I seem like an old woman."
"That's just stupid," said Wedelmann, still doing his best not to notice her nakedness so close to him. It certainly wasn't the first time he had seen a girl like this, but as this was his future wife, he wanted to keep his eyes away.
"Goodness!" she said with the delight of a child. "I'm marrying a young boy!"
"You don't need to," said Wedelmann, feeling slightly insulted in his manhood.
"But I want to!"
"Then first tie my tie for me," he said stiffly.
"Nothing easier," she said with naive gaiety, and catching hold of his tie firmly two or three times, knotted it, pulled it tight and briefly adjusted it to her satisfaction.
"There you are!" she said. "Once learned, never forgotten!"
"Where did you learn that?" asked Wedelmann at once. "Who taught you to do that? Who else have you tied a tie for?"
Magda flinched almost imperceptibly, looked at him wide-eyed and said nothing. She could almost feel physically the waves of mistrust that radiated from him. And the look in her eyes was that of a defenseless young deer giving itself up, her whole bearing that of a faithful, downcast dog. Tears gathered in her eyes.
"Please," said Wedelmann helplessly, "I didn't mean it like that."
Magda shook her head sadly. "You don't know who this person is you're marrying," she said. "You can't stop thinking about that. It worries you. Sometimes you think that perhaps I..."
"Stop that!" he said quite roughly. "That doesn't get us anywhere."
"Perhaps we're about to make a great mistake," said Magda anxiously. "And perhaps you'll regret it for the rest of your life. That tortures me. But I don't matter. I'm only thinking of you, and there's something I wanted to say to you--you mustn't marry me!"
"But I want to!"
"We can always get married later," said Magda softly.
"We're going to get married now!"
Magda put out her right hand and hesitated a moment before laying the tips of her fingers on his arm. She stroked him tenderly.
"Look," she said carefully. "You know nothing of my past--and I know nothing of yours."
"A past in that sense," said Wedelmann, again with a certain roughness, "is something I just haven't got. I became a soldier when I was still a boy and have been one ever since. I hardly know what's meant by a private life. There's no more to be said about it."
"All right," she said submissively. "And if you want to know where I learned to tie a tie, it's quite simple: my brother was in the Hitler Youth. A tie is part of the uniform."
"Let's forget about it," said Wedelmann in some agitation. "That and everything else we've been talking about. Why do we keep on and on talking about the past? It's the future we're interested in."
"Sometimes," said Magda bravely, "the past catches up with us and won't let us go."
"We mustn't worry about that," said Wedelmann, beginning to put his arms round her. "We simply mustn't let it happen."
Her little hands clung to him tightly. He saw the tears in her eyes.
"Sometimes," she said, almost inaudibly, "it all seems so difficult."
And he thought: My God, yes, how difficult it all is! When I was still in uniform and in a world in which I knew my way about, it was much more straightforward. Everything was easy then!
And he said: "We'll make a success of it!"
He felt her body trembling in his hands. He pressed her close to him. And it was as if it were he who was in need of support.
"We've got to make a success of it!" he cried.
* * *
An American tank pushed its way across the clearing. Its engine roared as it heaved and ground its way through the sand. The turret turned its automatically controlled guns, silent and menacing. The barrels, seen sharply in outline against the indifferent sky, seemed to want to explore the neighborhood like fat, ungainly, disquietingly clumsy feelers.
The soldiers on the edge of the wood got to their feet in silence, just as if they had been ordered to do so. Lieutenant Brack bent over Major Hinrichsen attentively to see what he could do for the wounded man. But the other rejected his help. "Thanks," he said. "I can manage by myself."
The tank seemed to want to stop and watch. But then the barrels pointed like giant fingers at the two officers, and the tracks began to revolve again. The steel colossus came shuddering up to Hinrichsen and Brack and stopped in front of them.
Slowly, sinisterly slowly, the lid of the tank opened, as if someone were ceremoniously trying to raise his hat in slow motion. Then an American appeared, a tall man with a wild sweat-streaked face crowned by a tortoiselike steel helmet. He began waving his arms about and sweeping them to one side.
"All over! All over!" he cried. "Hitler's dead."
Lieutenant Brack nodded encouragingly to Hinrichsen and took three steps forward towards the tank. And in fluent English, running the words together with a slight lilt, he said: "We surrender. Can you tell me where we're to go to?"
Lieutenant Brack said it lazily, almost with an air of apathy, as if he were meeting someone in the lobby of a hotel and felt compelled to speak a few meaningless words.
Major Hinrichsen felt himself beginning to tremble. He went weak at the knees and his eyes seemed to have gone out of focus. But his wound didn't hurt him; he never even thought of it.
Hinrichsen stared at the distorted picture registered by his eyes: an American bellowing from his tank, obviously in excellent humor, apparently shaking with laughter and making gestures as if telling a dirty story. And in front of him a German officer, standing there apathetically with his hands hanging limp, as if he were watching a tennis match that didn't particularly interest him.
No wild bursts of firing, no raised hands, no one sticking gun barrels into the prisoners' backs. Nothing of the sort. A spring day full of sunshine, men in uniform--somewhere at a distance the almost soothing hum of engines. Was that all? That was all.
The man in the tank shouted to Lieutenant Brack:
"Everyone over to the crossroads in a body! Leave your arms but take your packs. Wait for further instructions on the road!"
Brack nodded. Then he turned round to the men and translated what the American had said. And now that they had at last been given an order, the men began to stir. They pushed their way over to the lieutenant and formed, as usual, in threes. In a few minutes they were ready to march off. What they had learned on the barrack square served them in good stead even in this situation.
"Can you walk, Major?" asked Lieutenant Brack politely, as was his way, keeping his promise to Asch to look after Hinrichsen. "Or shall I get an ambulance for you?"
"I'm marching with my men," said Major Hinrichsen.
Lieutenant Brack restrained himself from superfluous comment. He made way for Hinrichsen, who dragged himself across to put himself at the head of his men. What property the major still possessed hung from a haversack over his good shoulder.
Brack, who was only carrying a brief case, went to the major's side as he staggered clumsily along.
"Please," he said, "lean on me if your wound's giving you trouble."
"Thanks," said the fat major, striding on erect at the head of the silent column.
The American tank, which was now in the prisoners' rear, roared its engines, lumbered forward and once more began churning up the earth, plowing its way sideways, parallel with the marching men. The tracks whirled up a thick cloud of dust which hovered over the prisoners as if trying to wrap them in a sort of cloak.
"Lieutenant," said Major Hinrichsen as they strode across the field together, "your interest in me could simply be put down to good comradeship. But that's not necessary now--all that is over. Everyone must fend for himself now; you'll certainly have enough to do looking after yourself."
"Lieutenant Asch was very worried about you," said Brack. "It was at his special request that I put myself at your disposal. And it was a pleasure for me to do so."
"Lieutenant Asch," said Hinrichsen, "is a brave man, and I dare say also a decent one. But he is no officer of the Fuhrer."
"Are you one then, Major?"
"No," said Hinrichsen firmly. "A man is no good if he can only hold an army together when he's victorious. A man in whose army it is possible for criminals to be made colonels has no notion of honor. And a man who lets his soldiers shed their blood, although he knows that the struggle is hopeless, must himself be a criminal."
"You're an opponent of Hitler's?"
"I'm no longer one of his supporters."
"This Lieutenant Asch," said Brack thoughtfully, and he seemed to listen to the shuffling feet of the men as he spoke, "appears to know which way the wind's blowing."
"If I weren't a cripple," said Hinrichsen dully, "I'd join this fellow Asch on his hunt."
"Who is it Asch wants to settle with?" asked Lieutenant Brack.
"A murderer," said Hinrichsen shortly. "And if a swine like that fails to survive the war, then perhaps there'll have been some sense in it all." And his face was suddenly contorted with pain.
Brack said nothing and watched Hinrichsen carefully. He didn't know this officer, but Lieutenant Asch--and he knew him all right!--had insisted, had insisted with remarkable stubbornness, that he should look after the major. Why was that? Merely because Hinrichsen was wounded? Or was it perhaps because Hinrichsen might prove useful?
The column of prisoners began to pile up at the crossing. It came to a halt. American soldiers slouched by, looking at the Germans as if they were exhibits at a fair. The man in the tank said:
"Wait here! You'll be collected and taken off to a camp."
Lieutenant Brack translated the American's orders. The prisoners trotted over to the ditches by the side of the road and sat down in them; everything took place without any hurry, but also without delay. It was as if they had never had to do anything else in their lives but sit about in ditches.
Brack went over to the tank, stood there with a hand on his trousers pocket, looked up calmly and said: "I wish to be allowed to see an officer of the C.I.C. It's important."
The American looked down in astonishment and obviously didn't know what to reply. It was clear that he found this prisoner's behavior contrary to the international rules of warfare, to say the least. Finally he opened his mouth and said: "All right."
"It won't be all right," said Brack stubbornly but still politely, "until you've informed your officer of my request."
The man in the turret stared at the German officer dumbfounded. His face, which was gray with dust, seemed to take on a reddish-brown hue. But then he nodded and bellowed something into the interior of the tank, which again got on the move. Brack watched it for a moment, then turned round and went and sat down beside Major Hinrichsen on a heap of stones.
"Herr Brack," said Hinrichsen, "I shouldn't like you to involve yourself in an unpleasant situation without my having warned you of something. The fact is I not only overheard your conversation with the American but also understood it. For I speak English too. I worked with a firm in Southampton for over a year: the hardware trade, precision tools."
"That doesn't worry me," said Brack, looking at the major frankly.
"You said something about the C.I.C. just now. Isn't that the Counter Intelligence Corps? That's the American secret service or something similar, isn't it?"
"Does it worry you?"
"Not now," said Hinrichsen. "I've..." He searched in vain for the right words but none came. This seemed to put him in a considerable state of embarrassment. He moved his left shoulder about as if trying to jostle his way through a crowd.
"I have... finished... with... all that," he said. "Do you understand?"
"Only too well."
"If your connections are good enough, Herr Brack," Hinrichsen then said bluntly, "make the most of them. Don't give it a thought. All means are now justified to put an end to this business. And if you happen to run into a man called Hauk--a certain Colonel Hauk--then don't let him go. He's the murderer. And I'll be a witness to the fact that he's a murderer. I and Lieutenant Asch."
"So that's it," said Brack.
A jeep roared up to them, its engine whining shrilly. It braked sharply, skidded a few yards more across the road with the wheels jammed and came to a halt. Dust whirled up, making it look as if the jeep were steaming. An officer who carried no arms and wore an ordinary field cap on his head leaned out and said: "Who's the man who wants to speak to an officer of the C.I.C.?"
Brack brought a hand up to his head in a brief, lazy gesture something like a salute.
"What do you want?"
"Are you an officer of the C.I.C.?"
"No. What do you want?"
"To speak to an officer of the C. I. C, sir! I've already said that."
The officer pushed his brand-new field cap up off his forehead and let his huge mouth fall open. After a pause he clapped it shut again.
"Climb in," he said, muttering to himself.
"I must beg to be allowed," said Brack, producing his flawless Oxford accent for the benefit of the astonished American, "to take this wounded officer along with me." He pointed to Hinrichsen. "I'm afraid I must insist on it. I'll be able to justify my demand,to the proper authority."
"Climb in!" shouted the American, pulling his field cap down over his forehead again.
"Come along, please, Herr Hinrichsen," said Brack, bending over the major and chivalrously helping him to his feet. "I think the game can now begin."
* * *
The doorbell rang shrilly. It rang again, insistently, loudly. Asch, the cafe proprietor, who was looking without any particular interest through a newspaper that was at least seven days old, shrugged his shoulders crossly and tried to concentrate on what he was reading. But he didn't succeed. There was nothing but tripe in the newspaper and the doorbell rang again more violently than ever.
Old Asch threw the newspaper away in a rage, stood up and tried to come to some decision. He stole on tiptoe over to the window as if afraid of making a noise. Then he carefully raised the curtain and spied out. There in the street in front of his house he saw a soldier in a muddy rubber mackintosh.
The doorbell pealed resolutely on. It sounded more and more insistent and seemed to be growing louder and louder, filling the whole house. The monotonous shrilling tore at the cafe proprietor's already badly jaded nerves.
"Confound it!" cried old Asch, and rushed straight down the stairs and hurled himself at the front door. The key was already in the lock. He turned it twice and wrenched the door open violently.
"What do you want, you God-forsaken half-wit!" he roared at the soldier in the street.
"Only Fuhrer-forsaken," said the man with a grin.
Old Asch, shaking with rage, searched about in vain for appropriate words of abuse. This gave him time in which to recognize his visitor.
"You're from my son's troop," he said, immediately calming down and apparently trying to be as friendly as possible. "You're Kowalski!"
"Seems like it," said the other, grinning more widely than ever.
"Then come on in! You're welcome enough."
They went into the living room and Kowalski immediately made himself at home there. He threw his mackintosh over a chair and with unerring eye searched out the most comfortable armchair and planted himself in it. He stretched his legs in front of him and puffed out his chest. "Ah," he said, letting out a deep sigh.
"Have you come from my son?"
"What about offering me a glass of schnapps--even if my answer to your question is No?"
Asch hastened to put a bottle of kummel and a glass on the table beside Kowalski. The latter looked at the glass, found it too small and pushed it away contemptuously. He drank straight out of the bottle.
"I'm here as the advance guard," he said, "Your schnapps isn't bad. Got any more like that?"
"And my son?"
"He's coming on later."
"Is he all right?"
"All right's a slight exaggeration--no one's all right these days. But your son is well, if that's what you mean. And that's still something."
"Have one more drink, Herr Kowalski."
"You don't have to press me," said the latter. "And as for 'one more,' you can't mean that seriously? It's many years since I last saw you and that calls for more than one drink!"
"And when will my son be here?"
"When he arrives," said Kowalski laconically, knocking back the kummel. "And until he does I'll pitch my tent here!"
"Here, in my house?"
"Where else?"
"But it's out of the question! What do you mean? This isn't the Atlantic Wall or something. You can't turn my house into an army camp!"
"It's almost big enough for one," said Kowalski, looking round admiringly. "And it's the right moment too: the home front in action. Every window a loophole!"
"But that'd only bring the Americans down on top of me!"
"You'll get them anyway--they certainly won't miss the opportunity of getting a look at a genuine old Nazi! And when that happens, Herr Asch, you'll be glad of protection."
"Now just look here, Herr Kowalski," old Asch said to his visitor with some insistence. "You yourself are not exactly a fool--or have you a liking for the firing line? No. Well, then, neither have I! So the first thing I did was to disband my whole business and shut up shop. Then I was alone here with my housekeeper..."
"What's the point of her?"
"She's half Jewish."
"I see," said Kowalski, swallowing down his kummel.
"Then came Captain Wedelmann..."
"Who?"
"Your own Captain Wedelmann and his fiancee."
"What--has he got another fiancee.? Well, well, well. I only wish I was as sensitive to true love as he is. And the two of them are living in your house--in the same room?"
"What do you mean? He has my son's room and she has my daughter's. My daughter's at the front, a Wehrmacht auxiliary, you know."
"Yes, I know that sort of front," said Kowalski airily. And then: "Simply put Wedelmann and his girl together and I'll have the room that's free," he suggested.
"Well, if it comes to the worst," mumbled the cafe proprietor, "we can put you up somehow. And without contravening the morality laws either. I attach importance to that. My house is no fortress--and it's not a brothel either. I'll let Herr Wedelmann know you're here."
"No hurry," said Kowalski. "I've never been particularly keen to meet captains and their like."
"Herr Wedelmann is a civilian now," Asch reassured him.
"I don't believe it," said Kowalski. "At most he's temporarily disguised as one. Or do you mean he can step out of his skin? For that man's uniform is his skin. However, I've got a bit of business to do with you first."
"You? With me? With an old Nazi?"
Kowalski grinned broadly and toyed with the schnapps bottle. Then he said: "You're my friend's father--and so I know all about you that way. But deep down I've known for a long time."
Asch, the cafe proprietor, now poured himself a large glass of kummel and emptied it at one draught. Then he drank another. Then he said: "Well, out with it--what is up your sleeve?"
Kowalski got up and went over to the window which gave onto the market square. He beckoned to old Asch, who took up his position beside him.
"Look over there," he said, jutting out his chin. "There, near the stationer's. What do you see standing there?"
The cafe proprietor looked out onto the devastated, muddy, churned-up market square and saw a gigantic van standing over in the direction Kowalski indicated.
"What's in there?" he asked.
"Guess," said Kowalski.
"What can it be? Crates of food?"
"Cold," said Kowalski. "Very cold."
"Well, then, drink?"
Kowalski looked at old Asch almost piteously.
"You'd never guess," he said. "You haven't got the imagination."
"Well, come on, man! Enough of your riddles. What is in there?"
"A Kreisleiter."
"A--what?"
"A Kreisleiter. Your Kreisleiter, Herr Asch. Do you want him? He's going to the highest bidder--cash down."
"You must be mad," said old Asch firmly, going back to the table and pouring himself another kummel. But he didn't drink it; he felt too weak. As he swayed backwards and forwards his legs seemed to shoot from under him and he dropped into an armchair.
Lance Corporal Kowalski came up and stood in front of him, flexing his knees.
"Hindenburgstrasse, No. 13," he said. "Isn't that right?"
"What did you say?"
Kowalski put his hand into his breast pocket and pulled out a bundle of papers, among them an identity card. Then he snapped it open and showed Asch the photograph.
"That's him," said old Asch in astonishment. "That's the Kreisleiter."
"From now on," said Kowalski, thumping the papers in his hand in triumph, "from now on the man has a completely different name, another occupation, and lives somewhere quite else."
"Nice work," said old Asch with a slight shudder of admiration. "And why have you brought him here?"
"Quite simple," explained Kowalski. "He's got to pay for these papers before I hand them over to him. And the price is in his house in the Hindenburgstrasse."
"I see," said the cafe proprietor, sitting up in interest. He picked up his glass and sipped at it thoughtfully. "I'm slowly beginning to see. He can't let himself be seen here, so when night comes he's to go to the house where the money..."
"Money!" laughed Kowalski brusquely. "Who accepts paper money these days?"
"Jewelry?"
"Exactly! If he brings it he gets the papers. And he will bring it because he wants the papers--indeed, has to have them."
"Perfect," said old Asch convinced. "Quite perfect."
"But of course if you really want him," said Kowalski, grinning shamelessly, "as sort of insurance--then we can talk things over."
Old Asch looked thoughtfully into the distance. Kowalski filled a glass and pushed it towards him. Asch automatically seized it and drank it down. Then he asked:
"The new papers for this swine--do they pin him down? What I mean is: they let him go underground but only at some specific point, is that it?" Kowalski nodded.
"The man to whom these papers belong," he said, "has theoretically been working for some months on the farm of a business friend of mine, as a farmhand. And I must say I find that very suitable."
"Then the matter is quite simple," said Asch slyly, and he blinked at Kowalski over the rim of his glass. "We're in a position to cash in on him again at any time, because we know what his name is, where he's to be found and where he's registered. The whole thing's child's play."
"Now it seems to me that I'm the idiot," said Kowalski bewildered.
"And not only seems," said old Asch with an air of superiority. "See here, my young friend. Cash in now and give him the papers in return. Then off he goes. None of us yet knows how the situation will develop here. It could be that we shall need a powerful trump card, something to barter with, something of value. All right, then, we always have him up our sleeves."
"You certainly know a thing or two," said Kowalski with respect.
"It's all experience," old Asch assured him. "Once learned, never forgotten. After all, this is the second collapse of Germany I've lived through."
"But when the third one comes," cried Kowalski emphatically, "and I mean this, I'm going to be the one who cashes in!"
* * *
First Lieutenant Nowack, a man of comparatively sunny disposition, whose confidence in his Prussian brothers-in-arms was still unshaken, did not regard the situation as serious. But it was completely hopeless. Since he had taken over the role of town commandant in succession to Captain Schulz, the chaos had become more and more complete. He bore it all with exemplary dignity.
Lance Corporal Stamm, also in excellent humor, pranced into the anteroom, where he had two girls at work, chiefly engaged on making extracts for him from the records, for his private archives and possible future use.
In the giant safe for which he was responsible Lance Corporal Stamm now kept nothing but a rucksack, a leather trunk, three bottles of schnapps and half a dozen Paris magazines. The secret files which had lain there hitherto were now stored in the cellar. Stamm was ready to march at any moment. He had provided himself with all the necessary papers, promoted himself, mentioned himself in dispatches and signed his own discharge. But he simply couldn't bear to leave. For he found a constant source of delight in everything that went on here.
Zealously he collected the latest batch of calamitous reports to take into Nowack. The latter let it all pass over his head. He was sitting tight and doing so in style.
"So far as I know, Lieutenant," said the irrepressible Stamm, "Captain Schulz hasn't gone to the front yet, as he planned to."
"That's his affair," said Nowack with dignity. But then he suddenly became unexpectedly suspicious and asked: "What do you mean by that?"
"I merely wished to inform the lieutenant. It could be that in his great hurry the captain forgot to hand over all the documents--for instance, the inventories of Wehrmacht property stored within the precincts of the Kommandantur."
"Aha, aha!" said Nowack, not immediately grasping the lead he had been given. "And what else?"
"Directives for the co-operation between Kommandantur and Volkssturm."
"Such co-operation can be taken for granted," said Nowack with his own particular brand of superiority. "We don't need directives for that. It'll sort itself out of its own accord when the time comes."
Stamm found this richly amusing. When the time comes! It was high time already--more than high time.
"The party," he said, "may possibly try to take over the Volkssturm."
"But not so long as I'm commandant here," asserted Nowack boldly. And immediately afterwards he said: "Well, and what if they do? It won't kill us!"
"One can't be too sure of that," muttered Stamm, and disappeared.
Back in his anteroom he got through to the local party official.
"The town commandant thinks it important to discuss the necessary measures for the defense of the town with you," he said.
"Why?" said the party official, utterly disinterested. "What do you mean, 'necessary measures for the defense of the town'? Who's taking any measures--who's defending anything?"
"First Lieutenant Nowack," said Stamm, "will doubtless tell you all that himself. He expects you in an hour's time at the latest."
"But there's no point," said the official, accepting the inevitable. "It's nothing to do with me any more. It'll sort itself out of its own accord when the time comes."
"You must allow First Lieutenant Nowack to be the best judge of that," declared Stamm authoritatively.
The official muttered something that sounded like "Ah, to hell with it," and abruptly brought the conversation to an end.
Rubbing his hands, Stamm went to see Lieutenant Nowack and informed him that the local party official intended to come and see the commandant. "He thinks it important to discuss the necessary measures for the defense of the town with you."
"Well," said Nowack, "that won't kill us."
Stamm waited tensely and with considerable patience for the appearance of the local representative of the Nazi authority. But he waited in vain. Instead of him a general appeared, terrifyingly quietly, completely out of the blue.
The general was an undersized little man with thin legs. A potatolike head sprouted from his shoulders, and out of it there jutted a large, lumpy sort of nose. His eyes were cold and disdainful. One glance from this man brought Stamm out of his chair and to his feet.
"The local commandant?" asked the general softly.
"Here," said Stamm, pulling open the door into the neighboring room.
The general walked in with quick, lithe strides. The lieutenant sat paralyzed with astonishment behind his desk.
"Luschke," said the general, touching the peak of his shabby cap with two fingers.
"First Lieutenant Nowack," said the other, leaping to his feet.
"Cut out the gymnastics," Luschke advised him, "and tell me what the situation is."
"Very good, General," in a surprisingly deep voice, so that it was as if his voice had suddenly broken at last very late in the day, like a young boy's.
Then Nowack tried to give a survey of what he regarded as "the situation." He tried in vain. The cool scrutiny of the general upset him and he began to stammer.
"With the general's permission... the documents... in the anteroom..."
"Permission granted," said Luschke.
Nowack rushed to the door as if chased by a silent pack of hounds. He hurriedly opened it and called in Stamm.
"Bring all the documents, Stamm!"
Stamm bundled together everything that was lying around on his desk. He approached quickly, full of curiosity. He laid the various lists and reports in front of the general expectantly and, ignoring the gesture with which Nowack tried to wave him away, remained close by.
The general turned over the papers without a word. Then, still without a word, he went over to the map of the town which hung on the wall, but stayed there only a few seconds. He came back to the table again and leaned over the papers.
Then, after a while, he brought,his wary, sinister, breathtaking silence to an end.
"How long have you been town commandant here, Lieutenant Nowack?"
"Since today, as a matter of fact, General," said Nowack, choking with zeal. He didn't quite know whether to stand stiff as a ramrod or by quick, nervous movements to suggest restlessness and energy. He was a hopeless case.
"And your predecessor?"
"Posted to the front, General."
"To which front?" asked Luschke with interest. Nowack didn't answer. The general, instinctively guessing Stamm's wish to impart information, thereupon turned to the lance corporal. The latter, feeling himself on his mettle, said eagerly:
"Captain Schulz is still in the town, General."
"Who?" asked Luschke quietly, and seemed to look at the papers spread out before him very intently.
"Captain Schulz," said the lance corporal.
Major General Luschke slowly lifted his lumpy face, as if in slow motion, and looking past Lieutenant Nowack, gave the lance corporal a long, searching glance. His eyes began to sparkle. But his voice remained unaltered--soft, incisive, impossible to miss.
And he said: "Tell Captain Schulz to report to me immediately."
* * *
The house in front of which Asch and the girl called Barbara had stopped seemed deserted. Asch was ringing the bell, clearly in vain. The garden gate wasn't shut, so he pushed it open. He rang the doorbell---also in vain.
Then he walked round the building, trying to look in at some of the windows--the house really did seem uninhabited.
Asch didn't know quite what to do next. He looked across for a moment to Barbara, who stood by the garden gate trying to brush the dust off her clothes with nervous movements of her hands. He wondered whether he ought simply to turn back and give up, whether it wasn't better to pack the whole thing up, go home and declare the war over.
Barbara sauntered up, looked at the house with interest and said: "A useful billet."
"Could be," said Asch.
"We've got to sleep somewhere," said Barbara. "Why not here?"
Asch looked at her again and walked once more round the house, purposefully this time and without making a detailed inspection. He stopped in front of the window by the back door. Then he raised his right elbow and smashed in one of the panes. Glass fell to the ground with a tinkle.
Barbara had followed him. "They say it's good luck to break something," she said naively.
Asch carefully stretched his hand into the opening he had made, unbarred the window and pushed it open. Then he climbed into the house and looked about him. He found himself in a well-equipped, though not particularly clean, kitchen. He walked through it into the corridor, opened two doors and looked inside them. Then he opened a third door. This was the one that led into the living room.
And there he saw someone lying in a pool of blood--a rather stunted person with long hair, lying there with arms stretched out in a convulsive gesture. The woman's legs seemed stiff, almost as if turned to stone.
Asch stood there motionless for a few seconds; he seemed to be listening carefully. Then he went up to the woman who lay in a heap on the floor, knelt down and bent over her.
One quick glance and a grasp of her wrist were enough to satisfy Asch that she was dead. He had seen plenty of dead people in his time. He was as experienced as a coroner, as gloomily indifferent as a professional undertaker. But all the same he sensed at once that there was something odd here. It wasn't long before he realized what it was: a corpse on a carpet was a rare sight in wartime.
Asch rose to his feet and went out. He closed the door carefully behind him. He went along the corridor again into the kitchen.
"Shall I climb in through the window?" asked Barbara, looking in from outside. She appeared to have made use of the opportunity to rest her magnificent bosom on the window sill. "Will you catch me under the arms?"
"Easy now," said Asch, who after what he had just seen felt no inclination to take part in Barbara's little games. He opened the back door, which had been locked and barred on the inside, and let Barbara in.
She immediately wanted to inspect the house and tried to push past him into the corridor. Being an enterprising girl and obviously not getting any further with Asch in her favorite pastime, she was in search of fresh excitement.
"Go into the kitchen, my girl," said Asch with some brusqueness. "That's the best place for you. Do you know how to boil water? Have a try. Go on now."
Barbara obeyed sulkily. She stepped back, managing to brush him with her hips as if by accident as she passed. She opened the kitchen cupboard, inspected the larder, and then, beaming with satisfaction, came and stood in front of Asch, who sat silent and morose at the kitchen table.
"Wonderful things," she said. "Tins like we used to have in the old days. Even pate de foie gras--with truffles. The very sort that Colonel Hauk liked best. And he knew about these things."
"Fancy that," said Asch, beginning to show a little more interest in life. "The very same sort!"
"There's coffee there too," said Barbara.
"Then brew some for us," said Asch, getting to his feet. "Really strong, so that the spoon stands up in it."
"I will! I'm very versatile, you know."
"I'll be back in a minute," said Asch. "And in the meantime, you're not to leave this kitchen."
"Why not?"
"Don't ask stupid questions, my girl. Make the coffee--it suits you better."
And Barbara made the coffee.
When Lieutenant Asch came back a few minutes later, he was carrying a half full bottle of cognac under his arm. He put it down on the table and pushed it over towards the girl defiantly.
"A good brand," said Barbara expertly. "I know it I've drunk it often enough."
"Does the colonel smoke cigars?" asked Asch.
"He doesn't smoke at all."
"Sure?"
"I ought to know!" said Barbara in a superior tone.
Asch nodded. Yes, she ought to know. And he couldn't help showing his disappointment at Barbara's answer. He sat down and looked at the bottle of cognac with some dissatisfaction. pate de foie gras--the colonel's favorite brand. Cognac that was also familiar to her. Coincidence, coincidence. And what about the cigars he had found?
"Only Lieutenant Greifer smokes cigars," said Barbara. "He is something of a connoisseur about them."
"Does he?" asked Asch, cheering up. "Really fat ones, with bands round them, and wrapped in cellophane?"
"Those are the only ones he smokes," said Barbara emphatically. "He's more interested in a fat cigar than a strapping girl any day."
"That doesn't surprise me," said Asch, thinking hard.
* * *
Captain Boernes, who with James I and James II had again been through all the existing material on the town in which they were shortly to take up residence, stood at the window drumming his fingers nervously on the pane. He felt dissatisfied, dissatisfied, dissatisfied. He was deeply worried both by the blustering bullet-in-the-neck theories of James I and the grin on the face of James II which could only be described as mischievous.
An orderly appeared and told him that a certain Lieutenant Brack--a German lieutenant--wished to speak either to him or some other officer of the C.I.C.
"Shall I get rid of him for you, Captain? Shall I get Mr. James to deal with him?"
"No," said Boernes almost severely, "I'll see him myself. So long as we're not up to our eyes in work I'll deal with every case myself."
The orderly nodded morosely and disappeared. Captain Boernes straightened his back a little, without, however, achieving what is usually known as an exemplary military bearing, turned away from the window and strode into the center of the room. He leaned easily against the edge of a desk and looked not without interest and yet in no way too eagerly towards the door.
A German lieutenant appeared--a tall young man who moved almost elegantly and had the long, lean face of a greyhound.
"Brack," said the lieutenant, sketching out a rough bow without lowering his eyes before Boernes's intensive scrutiny.
"What can I do for you?" said the captain warily.
Lieutenant Brack also appeared reserved, almost disinterested. Without the slightest trace of servility he asked in his easy, rich, Oxford accent whether he was dealing with a responsible officer of the C.I.C.
"My name is Boernes," said the latter. "Captain Boernes, C.I.C. But we'll speak German together. I take every opportunity I can to refresh my knowledge of it--and I've forgotten a great deal. What do you want with me?"
"Does a certain Colonel Thompson belong to your group? C. O. Thompson? I mean, is it possible to get hold of him? Are you in contact with him?"
Ted Boernes, still leaning on the table, automatically put out a hand for his spectacles, but he didn't pick them up.
"What was the name?" he asked, playing for time.
"Colonel C. O. Thompson. I know it was intended to make him head of the C.I.C. in American-occupied Germany. Isn't that so?"
Ted Boernes picked up his spectacles. His watery blue eyes seemed to see right through Brack. They never left him. Only his mouth opened slightly. Then he said politely: "Sit down, please."
Brack nodded curtly and sat down. He looked at Boernes in anticipation. And he felt that he was up against a man whom he shouldn't underrate.
"Do you smoke?" asked Boernes.
"No, thank you," said Brack politely, and again fell silent in anticipation.
"Colonel Thompson?" said Ted Boernes slowly, taking his time about lighting a cigarette. "And if there is such a person and I happen to be in contact with him--what then?"
"Then I would merely ask you to tell Colonel Thompson that I've reported to you. I'd very much like to speak to him."
"A private matter?" asked Boernes warily.
"I don't know whether what I have to discuss can be regarded as private or not. I'm not acquainted with your service regulations, unfortunately. I must leave that to you."
Ted Boernes put on his spectacles in almost ceremonial fashion. He left the table and placed himself in a chair immediately opposite Brack.
"Is there anything else I can offer you?" he asked. "If you don't smoke, perhaps you'd like a whiskey, genuine Scotch? Or do you feel like having some ice cream?"
"Later, perhaps," said Brack very courteously.
"What do you want from Colonel Thompson?"
"My immediate release."
"I could give you that, if I wanted to."
"But you don't know me, Captain."
"Does Colonel Thompson know you?"
"Yes. But he knows my father better. Thompson and my father are friends."
"Business friends?"
"That too. My father is an American citizen."
"And you--what are you doing in that uniform?"
"My father and mother were divorced. I stayed in Germany to go to the university, living with my mother--as a German citizen. I was called up at once."
"And then five glorious years of war?"
"Exactly."
Ted Boernes nodded. He seemed satisfied. He saw it all more clearly now. The man in front of him began to take on depth. He was obviously highly intelligent, but not in any way sly or cunning. He wasn't playing any sort of dangerous game. He was merely presenting a sort of account, an account which it could do no harm to pay, which it might even prove profitable to pay--if he could manage to find out what was really at the back of all this.
"Can you establish your identity all right?" asked the captain, getting down to business.
"I think so," said Brack, and he pulled a small bundle of papers out of his top pocket--pay book, driving license, letters, photos, two copies of diplomas.
Boernes swiftly put the various documents into order and began to work through them. In the meantime he put a call through to headquarters. Colonel C. O. Thompson. He then put one or two incidental questions to Brack, merely as if he wanted to make conversation.
Had Brack ever been in America? In the United States? Where then? In Milwaukee? And after that Chicago. Had he been to Boston and New York too? Good.
"Ever been to Wisconsin?"
Brack smiled politely. "Milwaukee," he said, "is in Wisconsin."
Ted Boernes gave a short laugh. "Just my little joke," he said.
Then his call to headquarters came through--a personal call to Colonel Thompson. And he heard the deep, rich voice of the boss on the end of the line. It boomed out of the receiver and seemed to fill the whole room. "Well, Ted, how's this war of yours going?"
Ted Boernes overlooked this dig at his origin, and it was easy for him to do so, for he knew the colonel well--he was a great, rugged bear of a man, rough but fundamentally good-natured.
Captain Boernes talked for about three or four minutes. He put in a short, imaginative, but nevertheless fairly noncommittal report.
Thompson interrupted him amiably, saying: "You must have something else you want to talk to me about, Ted. I've never heard you so long-winded in my life."
Boernes laughed into the telephone. Then, feeling that he couldn't ignore the challenge, he put his cards on the table. He had a man called Brack beside him, Frank Thomas Brack, son of old Charlie Brack. He, Ted, had checked his papers. They were okay. "Makes quite a good impression. He'd like to speak to you. What do you say?"
Thompson's rich, friendly voice positively radiated goodwill. The bear smelled honey.
"Have you got an extension, Ted? Then put Brack through to me and listen in yourself." And after Brack had been switched through to him he said: "Hullo, Frank, is that really you?"
"Hullo, Mr. Thompson. This is Frank Brack here. Have you any news of my father?"
"Yes, good news. Everything's great with him. Business flourishes and his health is bearing up fine. Tell me, Frank, when did you last have a letter from your father?"
"Four months ago. Under cover. Through Switzerland."
"The letter he wrote in November?"
"That's the one."
And after a short pause Thompson said: "Yes, I remember; he wrote it from Buenos Aires."
"No," Brack corrected him politely, "from Washington. He was staying with you at the time."
"Of course," said Thompson. He made the apparent slip of the memory sound so genuine that Ted Boernes was hard put to it not to laugh out loud. "You're quite right; he was with me at the time."
"And how's my sister Cora?"
"Well," said Thompson, hesitating slightly this time. "She got married."
"Not that awful bounder from Montevideo?"
"No, not him. Me."
"Oh!" cried Brack in surprise. And Ted Boernes, who was usually so calm and restrained, could now contain himself no longer. His stifled laugh sounded as if he were neighing into the telephone.
Carrying straight on with a break, Colonel Thompson said very seriously and with the full force of his bearlike personality: "Pull yourself together, Ted. Your boss isn't something out of a comic strip!"
Captain Ted Boernes assured him equally seriously that it had never occurred to him to compare his boss, for whom he had great respect, with something out of a comic strip.
"I don't believe you," said Thompson in a conciliatory voice. "But at least you've got tact!"
"Intelligence, at any rate," Boernes assured him with some ambiguity.
"I count on that at least with you--especially in this case."
Then after further mutual assurance that they both understood each other perfectly on all points the conversation quickly came to an end. Before ringing off, the colonel gave the following directive: "Brack can come to me at headquarters if he likes; or he can work with you. Give him as much liberty as you can in your present situation."
"Right," said Boernes, swallowing this slightly Solomonlike judgment which skillfully passed all the responsibility on to him. He put down the receiver.
* * *
"A hearty welcome to you, your Reverence," said old Foreman Freitag from his prison cell, and he looked up at Pastor Westhaus with that air of skeptical astonishment peculiar to most unbelievers when confronted by holy men. "I hope you haven't come to give me comfort?"
"Quite the contrary," said Westhaus earnestly. "It is rather I who need your consolation."
"My house is yours!" cried old Freitag, indicating the bleak walls of his cell with outspread arms. He smiled wryly, and made room on his wooden plank.
The Reverend Westhaus, a tall man with an emaciated face, exhausted by long hours of sleeplessness, sat down without a moment's hesitation and smiled in embarrassment.
"Herr Freitag," he said, "I haven't come here to offer you my services as spiritual adviser. I'm not here in my capacity as prison chaplain. This job--which I took on simply because I was the only priest of my denomination in the place--has merely enabled me to gain admittance to you."
"You've come to see me," said old Freitag, "and I'm delighted. Perhaps one day I shall come to see you."
"You have a different religion from me," said the pastor. "You may even have no religion at all. But that is of no interest to me in the present situation."
"Forgive thine enemies, eh?"
"Were we ever enemies, Herr Freitag? At the most, opponents! But what does that mean? Haven't we both been harping on the same theme now for twelve years?"
"Without making any progress at all!"
"But we did try!"
Old Freitag leaned back until he touched the whitewashed wall. He looked out into the cheerless boxlike cell, avoiding the pastor's searching gaze.
"Why have you come here?" he asked.
"In the first place to bring you greetings. Greetings from your daughter and your grandchildren. They're all well and, as far as is possible today, in good spirits."
"Has she had any news of her husband?"
"No direct news. A lance corporal has reported that Lieutenant Asch is on his way here. He's obviously been held up in some way. But he's one of those men who have a guardian angel watching over them."
"Thank you, your Reverence," said Freitag. "I'm delighted to hear that everything's all right so far. After such news as that I won't even cast doubt on the existence of guardian angels. And why else have you come here?"
"To warn you, Herr Freitag," cried the pastor with some force.
"Me?" asked old Freitag genuinely astonished. He shifted his position on the plank. "Why me? I'm sitting here in prison. Your warnings will be more useful to others."
"Now tell me quite honestly, Herr Freitag, are you here of your own accord or not?"
"Of my own accord, no--but not against my will!"
"It wasn't a preconceived plot?"
"Circumstances were favorable, that's all. There was no fraud involved. It was, so to speak, no more than my due. Defeatist and treasonable remarks could be laid to my door by the score. So to the general delight of the authorities I was locked up. It doesn't look as if there's going to be time to try me. I rather regret that, as a matter of fact--I've always wanted to address myself to a fairly wide audience."
"And what about your bosom friend and relation by marriage, the arch-Nazi Asch..."
"Please remember where you are, your Reverence. And above all don't assume that you have me in the confessional here."
The Reverend Westhaus drew a deep breath. He put out his arms and it seemed as if he were about to lay them on Freitag's shoulders. But the latter neatly avoided them.
"Listen, Herr Freitag! I hope you've thought about what's going to happen in this town now."
"I've been thinking about nothing else for the last twelve years."
"The place is seething with fear, greed and lechery," said Westhaus, with great urgency. "Almost everyone is involved. It's like some witch's caldron, stewing with murderous lust and corruption. Tomorrow or the day after, the Americans will come and, by their arrival alone, put out the fire under this fiendish brew. But the heat will remain in it for quite a time. Those who have been burned and scalded won't recover at once. The wounds will take a long time to heal. It'll be weeks, months, even years, perhaps, before the temperature of our town returns to normal. Only one thing is certain: life must and will go on. A new order has to arise from the ruins. And we two will have to help to bring that about."
"Why we two exactly, your Reverence?"
"You know that as well as I do, Herr Freitag. The new era needs men who haven't crawled on their bellies to National Socialism. It needs humane, liberal, Christian-minded men."
"The concentration camps are full of them! And besides, you should remember that there are quite a few who never crawled to the Nazis simply because the Nazis never gave them a chance to. The thwarted crawlers of yesterday will enthusiastically put themselves forward as heroes of the resistance. Habitual criminals who've also been in the concentration camps will have themselves proclaimed resolute antifascists. And if you really want to know, Pastor--no one asked me to join the party either. Perhaps that's the only reason why I'm not in it."
"Forget that dialectical tongue-twisting of yours, Herr Freitag. The one thing that really matters now is what will happen here in the next few days. When the Americans arrive, the two of us are going to have important decisions to make--you as an old trade unionist, I as representative of an institution to which the Third Reich did not take kindly."
"And if that's really going to be so," said old Freitag firmly, "then there'll be some accounts to settle. In detail. Down to the last farthing."
"We will forgive and forget," said the Reverend Westhaus, no less firmly. "And we'll correct the mistakes of the past in a spirit of reconciliation."
"That we won't," said Freitag stubbornly. "He who has made himself rich shall be made poor again. He who has hanged or had men hanged shall in his turn be hanged. Only he who fell into error without shedding blood shall be pardoned in silence."
"No!" cried Westhaus violently. "No, no! That's repaying murder with murder. What must take place now is a great forgiveness. A general pardon. Absolution for all!"
"My dear Pastor," said Freitag, "we've now got our chance to eliminate, or at least stamp on, once and for all every single swine in Germany. If we do that, then we shall at last be able to breathe in peace. If we don't do that, then in ten or fifteen years' time they'll all be there again with their long snouts and short memories. They'll carry on as if nothing had happened. And the masses will go bleating after them just as if they had never proved themselves cowardly and abandoned them wretchedly in their hour of need."
"That will never happen," said the Reverend Westhaus. "We've sunk lower than at any other time in our history. No one will ever be able to forget this. No nation has ever been dealt such wounds before. There's only one need now: heal, heal, heal!"
"Heil! Heil! Heil! That's all that'll come of that."
"Then we must each go our separate ways," said Westhaus very earnestly. "The Church, whose servant I am, is a refuge for the oppressed and persecuted. I have never shown the door to anyone who needed my help. And many people have come to me in recent years, Jews, socialists, free thinkers, deserters and Communists. And there'll be others in the years to come."
"Party officials, militarists, executioners' assistants, armament manufacturers--and Communists."
"Why not? If they come I shall help them as I have always helped those in need."
"Then, my dear Pastor," said old Freitag inflexibly, "you are right: we must each go our separate ways."
* * *
Colonel Hauk slightly raised his hand and Lieutenant Greifer trod heavily on the brake. The jammed wheels skidded screaming across the sandy road. And with one last bucking movement the car came to a standstill.
"The next house but one," said Greifer, thrusting his massive chin forward. He switched off the engine. He pulled his leather gloves tighter over his huge hands and his wrists cracked as he did so, a fact which apparently caused him grim amusement.
The colonel hastily adjusted the angle of his cap and climbed out. It seemed as if he were stretching himself to his full height to view the house better--No. 13 in the Hindenburgstrasse. Greifer sprang out of the car and took up his position at a respectful distance beside him.
"Quite a nice little place," said Lieutenant Greifer, with appreciation. "This bounder Brahm hasn't a bad nose for such things."
He fished a flat black object out of his coat pocket, put both hands over it and with a short, sharp jerk pulled it apart. There was a hard metallic crack, followed by the sound of something being slipped into place. Then whatever it was closed with a snap.
"Let's do without that if possible," said Hauk quietly.
"Only in case of emergency," muttered Greifer obediently. He put the safety catch on his pistol and slipped it back into his pocket. He slapped his coat affectionately at hip level, much as a horse lover might slap the bare flanks of a horse.
They strode together through the falling darkness towards No. 13 Hindenburgstrasse. They looked as if they were just out for a quiet evening stroll. The rubble crunched with an almost musical sound beneath their boots. Narrow strips of light shone out from behind curtained windows but left them in darkness.
The wrought-iron entrance gate of the house was locked. The colonel ascertained that with one swift tug at it. Greifer immediately sprang at the trellis work, pulled himself up and let himself down on the other side. He removed the two long-handled hooks which were securing it and opened the portals wide.
"Well oiled," said Greifer looking about eagerly for some other chance of showing his prowess. "Altogether a well-cared-for dump--not at all a bad place in which to see the war through."
"Careful," said Hauk, and again he sounded extraordinarily apathetic, as if only a rather reluctant politeness were forcing him to say anything. He walked straight across the flower beds to the window.
Voices could be heard--rough, arrogant voices, muffled voices which rose and fell, sometimes shouting, sometimes muttering. There was the clink of glasses. A chair fell over. A woman let out a high-pitched scream. All other sounds were drowned in convulsive laughter.
"The swine are having a blind," said Greifer, "at our expense."
"Right, in you go," ordered Hauk.
The brawny, straddle-legged lieutenant hurled himself at the door: its joints cracked and a bolt tumbled to the ground. Greifer charged at it again and the door gave. It flew open and banged against the wall. The clamor of voices stopped abruptly. Greifer ran through the corridor to the door of the room from which the light was coming. He pushed it open.
There sat Brahm, the service corps major, transfixed with astonishment. His eyes seemed to be popping out of his head. He sat rather over to one side of the room. Three or four drunks were slumped round a table. And on the table stood glasses, bottles, dishes of meat, opened tins, boxes of biscuits, bits of broken glass, the smoldering remains of tobacco and evaporating pools of alcohol. A girl wearing only a modicum of clothing slid off the sofa like a child sliding down a shoot into the water.
"Good evening, Major Brahm," said Colonel Hauk, who remained standing by the door.
He received no answer at first. A bottle toppled over and the contents poured over the table and spilled onto the floor. It sounded as if someone were making water in the silence.
Greifer pushed his way forward and with a few quick glances and a sure touch inspected the canteen goods that were lying about the place. That they should be drinking his Dubouchet, the Bisquit Dubouchet which he had so carefully hoarded, vexed him exceedingly, as was only too clear from the expression on his nutcracker face. And the fact that he couldn't see any of his favorite cigars lying around didn't really make things any better.
"Well, Brahm," he said with sinister affability, and felt instinctively for his overcoat pocket, "here we are! You didn't expect us quite so soon, eh?"
Brahm stared wide-eyed at his unexpected visitors. He summoned all his strength and with difficulty just managed to rise to his feet. He squeezed out a standard report: "Major Brahm together with two drivers and an escort and two trucks have arrived in accordance with orders, sir."
"Thank you," said Colonel Hauk formally, touching the peak of his cap. "Then you have accomplished your mission." He added: "We have just one or two official matters to discuss with each other."
"Very good," stammered Brahm. "Very good, Colonel."
"Off with you, then," Greifer shouted to the others. "Come on, now, look sharp."
The men got up at once, reeling a little, but at the same time with undeniable alacrity. They seemed delighted to be escaping from the immediate vicinity of the lieutenant. Among them he went by the nickname of "the Liquidator."
"And take this half-naked sparrow with you."
The disheveled girl hurriedly got up and ran out with the soldiers, as if a ghost were after her. She left her shoes and stockings behind. And a smell of cheap perfume.
Greifer once more lovingly slapped his overcoat pocket. He placed himself in front of Brahm and began to ply him with short, sharp questions.
"Brought all the crates with you? Which haven't you brought? Which have you broken into? Where are they? Well hidden?"
Brahm gave the information no less speedily and in the same jerky rhythm. He spat out his answers like a well-functioning automaton. And as he did so he looked submissively at Colonel Hauk, like a terrified rabbit, almost as if he were seeking his help. But the colonel stood in the middle of the room apparently regarding the scene of devastation on the table with indifference and hearing nothing.
"We'll have to see all that," said the colonel suddenly.
"Every single item," shouted Greifer at once. "Come on, now, you hole-and-corner merchant--we're going to make an inventory."
Brahm nodded violently several times, as if he had temporarily lost the power of speech. He trotted on ahead, closely followed by Greifer, while the colonel, still apparently slightly bored by the proceedings, brought up the rear.
They went into the loft, into the garage, into the cellar, into the summerhouse. While Brahm zealously shone his flashlight on crates and sacks, Greifer carefully checked them against a list in his hand. He looked for labels and invoices, checked weights and made sure that everything was properly packed and tied up and still untouched.
After about an hour Greifer said: "That's correct, Colonel-- on the whole--more or less."
"I'm glad to hear it," said the colonel.
Whereupon they all sat down in the large room round the table, which Greifer had swept clear with a few strokes of his arm. The lieutenant cut the end off one of his cigars. Hauk seemed to be examining his fingernails.
Brahm mopped his brow with a giant handkerchief. In the course of this one short hour he had become a poor man, he thought, that was, if one discounted the share which the colonel would allow him. But still, he had got away with it all right. Only one question still worried him. And he now came out with it.
"How did the colonel manage to find me so quickly?" he asked.
"That astonishes you, eh?" said Greifer, thinking to make the most of his triumph. "But there was no magic about it! Your sister was good enough to give us your address--at one stroke, you might say, or more or less. And here we are!"
"Yes," said Brahm in some consternation. The talkative bitch, he thought, jumping immediately to the wrong conclusion. So here they are! Just because the woman couldn't keep her mouth shut.
"Major Brahm," asked Hauk, with a wan smile, "do you want your men to die of thirst?"
"If the colonel thinks..." said Brahm, quickly jumping to his feet. A suggestion from the colonel was as good as an order to him. He slunk out, not without first sketching a vague salute.
"That was a mistake, Greifer," said Hauk after Brahm had left the room. And he looked at his collaborator for a moment. There was deep-seated disapproval in this look, unmistakable reproach, straightforward blame.
"I don't understand," said the lieutenant, visibly shaken. "You've let Brahm know that we were at Frau Willrich's." Greifer's mouth opened slightly and lines of worry appeared on his forehead. He sucked intently but without any pleasure at his cigar. Then slowly he said: "I see."
And he did. Brahm, he thought to himself, now knows that we were at Frau Willrich's. But if Willrich has been knocked cold, which isn't altogether out of the question, then Brahm will immediately guess who's done it. "We'll silence him all right," he assured the colonel. "Do that then," said Hauk, looking down at his hands. Greifer stood up, vibrating with energy, and went over to the door which led into the adjacent room where the soldiers were. He opened this door and left it open so that Hauk could be witness to the brilliant inspiration which had just come to him. He stood there with legs astride and hands on his hips.
"Listen now, men," he said. They stared at him. "The war isn't over yet and until it is there's plenty for us to do. That's how things are and we can't alter them. But it won't do you lazy oafs any harm to get your rumps off the ground for once, so listen to me." He unfolded a map. The men grouped themselves round him. "Both trucks, just as they are--empty--are to move off at once. You're to report here--where my finger is--to Kommandantur No. 426--First Lieutenant Ostermann--to pick up canteen supplies and rations for Colonel Hauk. Major Brahm will give you the necessary papers."
"Very good, sir," muttered the men.
"And for the journey," said Greifer generously, "we'll give you each a crate. One of our special crates. Is that clear?"
"Yes, Lieutenant. Very good, Lieutenant," said the men. Yes, it was all quite clear, particularly the bit about the special crates. Besides, orders were orders, particularly when they were dished out by "the Liquidator" and even more so when Colonel Hauk was back of them.
"And you can take your little piece of skirt with you," added Greifer.
The three soldiers and the terrified girl made off. They got the two trucks ready and received the promised crates from Brahm, who still didn't seem to have recovered the power of speech. The prospect of getting away from Greifer once more made them set about their task with some zeal.
Greifer returned to Hauk, rubbing his hands. He felt very pleased with himself. Naturally there was no Kommandantur No. 426 and no Lieutenant Ostermann either, and the place to which he had pointed on the map had been in the hands of the Americans since morning.
"Not bad, Greifer," said Hauk, and a glimmer of approval was discernible in the otherwise steady monotone.
"We're gradually getting down to business," said Greifer.
The two empty trucks containing the three soldiers and the girl rolled out through the entrance gate of No. 13 Hindenburgstrasse. They rattled and swayed through the gathering darkness and then disappeared, leaving a cloud of stinking exhaust behind. Brahm shut the gate after them.
"And now," said Greifer, planting himself with legs astride in front of the service corps major, "now for the hole-and-corner merchant!"
* * *
Captain Schulz, concealing his excitement behind his impeccable military bearing, saluted in the regulation manner and looked the major general "straight and true in the eye," as the textbooks prescribed and soldierly amour-propre demanded.
Luschke accepted the warrior's announcement of his arrival with the composure with which he might have received a banana seller. He raised the gloves in his right hand to the level of his chest. Generously interpreted, such a gesture might have been described as a Nazi Deutscher Gruss.
"I hear you were thinking of leaving?"
"Yes, General. I wanted to go to the front."
"Most opportune, Schulz. The front is here now. So here you are."
"General, my marching orders..."
"Show them to me, Schulz."
In some haste Schulz put a hand to his breast pocket and fished out the papers which had been prepared for him. He had never thought he would have to use them.
He didn't even know what was in them. At any rate he could congratulate himself on having thought of the idea. He held them out to the general.
Luschke took them, opened them and started to read. His lumpy face broke into a widespread grin.
"I assume, Schulz, that you know the destination laid down for you in your orders?"
Though he cut a magnificent figure, Schulz felt confused. He was always easily put out by Luschke. Now for the first time he looked more closely at his marching orders. He could hardly believe what he saw. There was written: "Destination--Luschke's division." At this moment he could have torn up Lance Corporal Stamm, who had made out these papers, into a thousand pieces.
"But, General," said Schulz with difficulty, "I thought..."
"So you've been doing some thinking? I'm delighted to hear it, Schulz. If you will allow me I shall do the same."
Schulz produced a curt little bow such as he had learned in the officers' mess. He did so with a smart click of the heels, but the little general had turned his back to him. Luschke was looking out the window, and the view seemed to fascinate him. Suddenly he turned round, strode over to Schulz and looked up at him.
"My division," said Luschke, "is in the process of disintegrating. And what is the state of affairs in this town of yours?"
"The present town commandant, Lieutenant Nowack..."
"Is a half-wit," said Luschke firmly.
"Yes, General," said Schulz, automatically bringing his heels together again.
Luschke screwed up his lumpy face as if in pain. Then he strode over to the map of the town on the wall. He stretched out the forefinger of his right hand and touched the map.
"The first stop in this war, and the last," he said more to himself than to Schulz. "This is where it began and this is where it will end. The wheel seems to have come full circle, except that it's more like a noose than a wheel."
Schulz approached the general. This he did very respectfully. He walked on tiptoe, balancing himself carefully. He opened his mouth and was about to permit himself a remark when the general interrupted him.
"Keep your philosophizing to yourself," he said, "and give us some of your barrack-room common sense. You've known this town a long time, haven't you? No one knows it better."
"Just as the general says!"
"Do you know my division--that is to say, what's left of it?"
"No, General."
"But one of us, Schulz, must take over the Kommandantur here. The other must look after what is left of the division."
"Yes, General," said Schulz submissively, and he had the uncomfortable feeling that he was turning pale. The old fox had completely outmaneuvered him again, had made rings round him. Now he had him cornered. And in the end it looked almost as if Schulz himself had made the necessary suggestion, rather than the general, who gave the orders.
"So that there will be no misunderstanding between us, Schulz," said Luschke coolly, "I'm not asking you to mistake this town for the pass at Thermopylae--always assuming that you know what that is. I don't expect you to start another Trojan War here."
"Very good, General."
"Right, then, Schulz. To make myself absolutely clear, I don't want the place turned into a shambles either. I don't want any heroes, but I don't want a lot of tramps milling about."
"Of course not, General," said Schulz, though he didn't understand a word of all this. "That goes without saying."
"Lieutenant Nowack, your successor in the post of town commandant, and now your predecessor, doesn't know his way about here. Nor has he the necessary military knowledge. He just lets events take their course. But, Schulz, what I want is someone who will look after the men--right up to the last moment. Food, clothing, billets, welfare, transport, emergency measures--it's got to be organized."
"I understand, General," said Schulz, and he felt he had some reason to feel honored by the general's trust in him.
"No irresponsible individual action--planned organization."
"Planned organization---very good, General. Does that go for the Volkssturm too?"
"It goes for everyone in uniform; and also every civilian who needs our help and whom we are able to help. And show some generosity, Schulz."
"Of course, General," said Schulz, feeling himself more than ever honored.
"Look after every man who comes our way. Make use of every camp, and all stores within the jurisdiction of the Kommandantur. Spare nothing, hoard nothing, see to the needs of every unit that comes within reach."
"Very good, General," said Schulz solemnly. How these words rang in his ears: spare nothing... hoard nothing... see to the needs... Aha, he would spare no one. He was the man for the job all right. This was the beginning of his finest hour.
"The general can rely on me," he said, every inch a soldier in his finest hour.
"I'm doing that," said Luschke, and he thought: There's no alternative. And he went on: "I hope you won't let me down, Schulz. And I hope so not least of all for your own sake. You're to make a situation report to my command post every six hours--the first report in three hours' time."
"And where will your command post be, General?"
"Here," said the general, stretching out the forefinger of his right hand and touching the map of the town.
"There?" asked Schulz incredulously.
"Just there," said the general. "Where once--or so we imagined--the future was 'set fair.' "
The tip of his finger pointed at the artillery barracks.
* * *
"Come here, Barbara," said Lieutenant Asch, who sat at Frau Willrich's kitchen table. "Come closer, my girl; I won't hurt you."
"What do you want with me now?" asked Barbara, who was slowly sipping her hot coffee by the kitchen stove.
"I only want to talk to you a little."
"What about?"
"Your favorite subject. That colonel of yours."
"He's not my colonel," said Barbara peevishly. "And why can't I go into the living room?"
"You're very curious, my child. You can't go into the living room for the simple reason that I have locked the door. And it's going to stay locked until you've answered some of my questions. Then we'll see. Well, then--what about this Colonel Hauk? Where does he come from? What unit does he belong to? Where was he making for?"
"How should I know? Our relationship was a purely personal one."
"I believe you, my girl. But even in the most personal relationships service matters can't help making themselves felt. So out with it: who was he? Who was his regimental commander? Was he a member of some staff? Did he work independently? Or what was he up to?"
"He was always given special assignments, direct from the O.K.W., from the Fuhrer himself, I believe. Earlier, as far as I know, he had the job of sorting out men for the front from so-called second-line units--from barracks, staffs, Kommandanturs."
"Not bad," said Asch attentively. "It would suit him. Tell me more, sweetheart. That was earlier. What about later on?"
"Will you let me have the key to the living room?"
"Are you always as stubborn as this?"
"Give me the key--or I won't say a word more."
"Such persistence should certainly be rewarded," said Asch wryly, pulling a key out of his trousers pocket. "Here. But have a brandy first, a large one."
"Pah!" snorted Barbara, who had no idea of what awaited her. She snatched the key from him and eagerly left the room.
Lieutenant Asch continued to sit there at his ease. He lit another cigarette. He looked like a man listening to the silence to see if it is raining. Barely three minutes later Barbara was back again--pale, wide-eyed and looking as if she had just been given a short, sharp beating up. It was only with difficulty that she was able to stay on her feet.
"For God's sake!" she said dully, and put out a hand weakly for the door post.
"Have some brandy!" Asch advised her. "And then sit down here."
"I don't understand."
"Never seen anything like that before?"
"No," she said.
"You seem to have dodged the war very neatly. Not many people nowadays could say the same. But a war like this seldom lets you get away with it altogether."
"Who is this dead woman?"
"Our hostess--Frau Willrich."
"Who killed her?"
"If I knew that, my child, if I knew for certain--then I should stick rigidly to the Bible, or rather to just one part of it, and exact an eye for an eye and a tooth for a tooth!"
"What will we do now?"
"Have something to eat," said Lieutenant Asch. Rather reluctantly he had to admit that he would never have credited Barbara with so much feeling. She had displayed a touching mixture of horror, helplessness and indignation. "And then we'll sleep--tomorrow is another day."
"Eat here? Sleep in this house?"
"There are worse things than that. One gets used to everything. This is relatively harmless. Shall I tell you how I once spent a night in a dugout with four dying men and how they groaned and gurgled and whimpered--"
"No," said Barbara. "I don't want to know about that."
"Perhaps it's better you shouldn't. Well, come on now, get busy! See what you can find to eat--I imagine there'll be no shortage here. Knock up something that'll go down well and fill the corners. And we'll have a light wine with it--preferably Moselle; the cellar's full of it." And he put on his cap, tilting it at a rakish angle.
"Where are you going? Stay here!" She rushed at him, clasping him by the right arm with both hands.
"I just want to go and pay my respects to the neighbors," said Asch, shaking himself free of her.
"I don't want to be left alone!"
"You won't be alone. And if you want me you've only got to call. I'll be back in half an hour at the latest. And then I shall eat an excellent dinner! All right?"
She stared at him in silence with large round eyes. And it seemed as if this time they were quite different eyes which looked at him. There was in them something of the trust with which little dogs press close to their master. Such eyes could have left only the hardest of hearts unmoved. They even moved Asch.
"All right then," he said, and he nodded to her encouragingly, touching her twice on the upper arm with the tips of his fingers. Then he left. "A remarkable girl," he said to himself in surprise when he got outside.
First of all he went to the local policeman, who, however, was not at all ready to acknowledge his responsibility. Among other things, as he pointed out, he had had no orders. He fingered his short little beard nervously and said:
"I'm sorry about the woman, of course, but people are getting killed here all the time. It happens in war, you know."
"And what if there's a possibility of foul play?"
"Then I'm not directly responsible. It's the district murder squad's affair. Normally I'd have to report the matter to my superiors. But I'm not in contact with my superiors any more. It's not my fault. Perhaps it would be best to go to the pastor--to make arrangements for the burial."
"But something must be done!"
"Something always gets done in the end," the policeman assured him, returning to the place where he felt most secure--namely, to the kitchen stove, where Mother had a duck in the pot.
Lieutenant Asch was not particularly astonished by this reaction from the guardian of public order. He went back to the Fruhlingstrasse. One of Frau Willrich's next-door neighbors was a doctor. The lieutenant sought him out.
"Will you come with me, please," the lieutenant asked the little man in the thick spectacles.
"I'm sorry," the other parried. "I'm not practicing at the moment. I'm on leave, so to speak. You'll have to apply to my locum tenens. He's a very able doctor; his name is--"
"You're coming with me! And, what's more, just as you are in your slippers and smoking jacket. No excuses. Consider yourself called up if you like. And if you don't like, then come all the same. Luckily you haven't far to go--only across the street to Willrichs'."
The doctor, whom the lieutenant had seized by the arm, came along grumbling and muttering excuses, and talking about kidnapping and the State Medical Council, but none of this met with any response from Asch. Asch led him along like a refractory watchdog and pushed him into the house. Here, extremely reluctantly and still protesting, the doctor bent over the body of Frau Willrich and began to examine her.
Then he said: "As far as I can judge she's died of an internal wound, caused by some knock or blow. But the instrument used would have been a blunt one, almost round."
"A boot?"
"Possibly," said the doctor. "But not a nailed boot. One like those you're wearing."
"They're officer's boots," said the lieutenant, looking down at his feet and across the blood-smeared carpet to where the doctor knelt in front of the corpse.
"When could it have happened?"
"Six to eight hours ago, approximately--that is, early this afternoon. Let's say about two o'clock."
"Where were you at two o'clock, neighbor?" asked the lieutenant.
"I usually go to sleep about that time," said the doctor. "I attach a great deal of importance to a peaceful afternoon sleep."
"I'm sure you do."
"There was a lot of noise here at about that time today: the noise of an engine."
"Did you see who made it?"
"I was asleep, or rather trying to get to sleep. I saw nothing, and I don't want to have seen anything. I'm on leave, do you understand? Can I go now?"
"In a minute. Just one more question: is there anyone who lives near you who you think might not have been asleep at the hour in question?"
"Yes," said the doctor, "house No. 4. There's a woman living there who knows more answers than you know questions."
Lieutenant Asch sought this woman out. She had popping-out eyes and a large mouth with thin lips which were never still--even when she found herself forced to keep silent they went on moving just the same. She seemed delighted to tell Asch all she knew and also not a little of what she only assumed.
"Not a very sound person, this Frau Willrich."
"She's dead."
"Is she? I'm really sorry to hear that. But I'm not surprised. It was bound to happen. The mills of God grind slowly... Not that I want to say anything against her, but..."
"Did Frau Willrich keep to herself or did she mix with other people a good deal?"
"It depends which way you look at it, Lieutenant. So-called relatives sometimes came to visit her in the evenings; many of them were unable to leave her before the following morning. But that's nothing to do with me, of course."
"I agree. And what about recently--more coming and going than usual?"
"There certainly was. Some days ago a truck stopped there, also late in the evening. And crates were unloaded--but I couldn't see more closely than that. You understand? Everything looks much the same in the dark. Well--it was supposed to be her brother this time. He's a major in the service corps, you know; it ties up rather with the crates, don't you think?"
"And today? About noon?"
"There were also people there then! But not for long. About an hour altogether."
"In a car?"
"Yes. Two men--or rather two gentlemen, I should say. One of them particularly--quite a high-ranking officer--came out earlier. About twenty minutes earlier."
"Did you hear raised voices at all--cursing or perhaps even screaming?"
"No."
"Are you quite sure?" And Asch thought glumly: But this Willrich woman must have screamed. Perhaps, though, this telltale, poison-spreading busybody is hard of hearing. "You didn't hear any screams?"
"No, I don't think so. There may have been some, though. The sound of the engine was too loud."
"Which engine?"
"The engine of the motorcar! The high-ranking officer ran it up for about ten minutes--he probably wanted to test it."
"That's it," said Asch, and as he left the gossip he felt he was in a fairly good position to reconstruct what had happened earlier that afternoon in the Fruhlingstrasse.
"A gang of murderers," said Lieutenant Asch, shaking with rage and horror as he returned to Frau Willrich's house. He gave a violent kick at a stone that lay in his path. He had pushed his hands deep into his trousers pockets and his fists were clenched tight.
Barbara seemed to have pulled herself together a little. She was freshly made-up and looked as if she were merely awaiting one more romantic adventure. Only in her eyes was there still a trace of the paralyzing fear that had seized her at the sight of the corpse.
"Dinner ready?" asked Lieutenant Asch. "I've earned my extra rations."
"So have I," said Barbara, and she tried to smile at him.
Asch acknowledged her attempt with a nod. And he said: "Work first, pleasure afterwards. I count eating as work. But before we move on to pleasure, my girl, we'll nose around a bit--both in this house and in certain people's pasts."
"What good will that do?" asked Barbara, and she seemed to want to make clear that she wasn't exactly pleased about the postponement of the intended pleasure.
"What I want to know," said Asch thoughtfully, "is what a creature like this Frau Willrich can have had in her skull to make it worth anybody's while to smash it in. If I didn't know that lives were being lost for a packet of cigarettes these days, I'd think she must have known of some plan, or document, or something like that."
"Perhaps it really was just a matter of a packet of cigarettes."
"Or an address. A particular address, worth a life. That's it! But when I discover what the address is, then it'll cost two other lives! At least. It shows you how prices rise in wartime."
* * *
"Our troops are making good progress," said Captain Ted Boernes of the C.I.C addressing his close collaborators James I and James II with genial optimism. "The resistance of the German Wehrmacht is growing less and less. If all goes according to plan, we may be able to take over control of the town assigned to us by this time tomorrow evening."
"You made a slight slip there, Captain," James I said openly, "when you said 'we.' It won't be three of us who take over control, but only the two of us, the 'Pastor' and I."
"There's an enormous difference between theory and practice, partner," said James II significantly, grinning to himself. "Not least when it comes down to the two of us."
"Don't let's quarrel over technicalities," said Ted Boernes cutting them short. "Whether we say: You two are taking over control, or we of the C.I.C, or the American Army--it doesn't make any difference to the job we have in common. Let's forget duty for a while anyway. I've ordered us some of the best whiskey in the world."
"You're overdoing things, Captain," said James I, not attempting to hide his mistrust. "What do you want from us?"
"What immediately interests me," said James II, "is the fact that you've ordered five glasses. As far as I can count, there are only three of us."
"I have taken the liberty," said Ted Boernes genially, "of inviting two guests--two German officers."
"Are you planning an attempt at fraternization, or has the place been turned into a prison camp?" asked James I ironically.
"Neither, so far as I'm aware," said the captain, visibly irritated. "But we all belong to the C.I.C. and unorthodox procedure is the rule with us. It's to be taken for granted. I merely want you to meet two German officers who may be of use to us. One of them, a Lieutenant Brack, is particularly worth paying attention to. His father is an American citizen, a prominent businessman and a friend of Colonel C. O. Thompson."
"What a good thing you told us in time, Captain!" said James II with a grin. "The war must naturally stop short at good business friends."
"And Colonel Thompson isn't going to get a chance to poke his nose into my affairs either," announced James I, though this time with rather less conviction than usual. "On the other hand, I naturally have no objection to giving this Greater German foster child of his the once-over."
"And what about the other officer?" asked James II.
"He's an unknown quantity to me," said the captain. "A Major Hinrichsen. He's wounded, but not seriously. Previously spent a few months in England, in a tool factory, I think. A private exchange of directors' sons or something like that. Lieutenant Brack, whose sister is married to Colonel Thompson, by the way, has put in a strong word for him."
"I can't wait to see what other high-ranking officers' relatives are going to turn up," said James I sneeringly. "It looks as if this war's going to end as a family reunion!"
"The more relatives the better," said James II intelligently. "And if we have to collaborate with some Germans, then let it be them. One small birth certificate's worth any amount of verbal self-justification."
"I absolutely agree with you," said the captain politely. "And I'll now ask our guests to come in."
Hinrichsen and Brack appeared. For a moment they found themselves stared at like cattle at a fair. Then they were made welcome, though with considerable reserve. Captain Ted Boernes offered them whiskey, the best in the world. James I and James II sat in expectant silence. The two German officers did the same. Those present found their first common ground in the excellence of the whiskey.
"Are you two friends?" asked James II, and he launched the question into the blue. One of the two German officers, he hoped, would answer--and it wouldn't be uninteresting to see which.
"Friends," said Hinrichsen, "is hardly the right word. We wear the same uniform and we're both in the same mess. That provides a link."
"I know," said James II. "Some people call it comradeship."
"Still, it seems strange to me," said the naturally outspoken James I. "The two of you are utterly different types--not only physically, but in your movements, your speech, your whole characters. And yet it's just you two who have found yourselves together."
"A war of this sort," said Brack politely, "often brings the most unlikely opposites together. We didn't seek each other out--we were forced together."
"One thing we have in common anyway," said Hinrichsen. "We both hate National Socialism."
"Since when?" asked James II promptly.
"If you're asking me," said Hinrichsen frankly, "the answer is: since this morning, with any conviction."
"At any rate," said James I sarcastically, "you seem to have chosen the right moment."
"At least I admire your frankness," said Captain Ted Boernes feelingly. "Ninety-nine out of a hundred usually answer 'Always.' "
"I admit that," said James I, acting like a neutral spectator at a football match. He looked at Hinrichsen attentively and began to detect about him just those very qualities he esteemed most highly: energy, drive, determination. He had a weakness for such qualities--those who possessed them were dynamite. And in his opinion dynamite was badly needed just now.
But James I wasn't the man to show his thoughts. He merely registered all this for future use. He turned to Brack and asked him:
"And you?"
"National Socialism couldn't get any sort of hold on me," said Brack quietly. "I was made immune to it by my education. When I was still young I traveled abroad, I'm an ardent Catholic, most of my school friends were stanch individualists, my mother has lived in Switzerland for years, and my grandmother's second husband, whom I always loved, was a Jew and was dealt with accordingly--what sort of hold could National Socialism get on me?"
"I envy you," said Hinrichsen honestly. "You were able to protect yourself."
"Were you a member of the party, Herr Hinrichsen?" James I shot the question at him suddenly.
"No," lied Hinrichsen.
And Hinrichsen lied convincingly. He had prepared himself for this question. His answer had been well thought out. He was determined to do everything--but everything--possible in his present situation to bring a certain criminal of the name of Hauk to the gallows. He didn't care what means he had to use to achieve his object. As he saw it, this was all that mattered. Nothing could be allowed to stand in his way. And this determination of his was very apparent. James I's alert senses registered it at once.

"Herr Brack," said Captain Ted Boernes, who was very satisfied with the way the conversation was developing and had refilled the whiskey glasses, "I'm glad to be able to tell you that I can let you decide your own future."
"And what am I to understand by that?"
"You have three alternatives, Herr Brack. You can take your uniform off and change into civilian clothes. That would be a speeded-up version of the normal procedure: release from prisoner-of-war status after preliminary screening. You could then do just as you liked, and live wherever you liked in American-occupied territory."
"And the other alternatives, Captain?"
"I could give you a free escort to Colonel Thompson. He would look after you from then on. As far as my information goes, there's a chance you might be employed on economic reconstruction."
"An arrangement between business friends," muttered James I into his glass before draining the whiskey down.
"And the third alternative, Captain?"
"You can remain here and collaborate with us--with me personally if you want to. I'd really be delighted if you would, Herr Brack."
"But there's also," said James II very quietly, "a fourth alternative for Herr Brack."
"What?"
"You keep your uniform, are completely re-equipped and make your way, tonight if possible, through our front line--in advance of us. You could then prepare our reception for us."
"You're not as stupid as you look, Pastor," said James I generously. "I might even have thought of that idea myself."
"An unusual proposal," said Ted Boernes guardedly. "I don't know what Colonel Thompson would say to it."
"Colonel Thompson," said James I, who was fascinated by this admittedly bold but, in his eyes, no way unusual proposal, "is only a relation of Lieutenant Brack. He's not his guardian!"
Hinrichsen was deeply agitated, and unable to hide the fact. He sat there--massive, silent, motionless. His eyes shone feverishly. He stared at Brack, who looked thoughtfully at his glass.
"Must I decide at once?" asked the lieutenant.
"Of course not," the captain hastened to assure him.
"Then please let me think the suggestion over for a moment."
James I now set to work in his own fashion on Major Hinrichsen, who had laid his wounded arm carefully on the arm of the chair. The interrogation took place without any particular severity and yet was utterly ruthless. James I fired his questions at top speed at the fat major, who was now very much on the alert. What Hinrichsen didn't see was that James II had slipped quietly into the background with his chair and was taking notes of the conversation.
"Where did you live? What did you do there? What income did you have, on the average, per year? How much did you earn in 1928? And how much in 1936? When did you join the Wehrmacht? How did you come to be a major? What medals have you won? Have you served in the German-occupied territories and if so, in what capacity? Do you belong to the National Socialist Party, any branches or societies affiliated to it? Do you have any relations who hold or have held high party positions? Have you ever been persecuted for racial or political reasons? Have you been abroad? Do you speak foreign languages? Have you ever been convicted? Have you changed your religious denomination, or abandoned it?"
Hinrichsen, determined to survive the interrogation, answered each question promptly and firmly--and most of them falsely. What he needed was time--if only he had time, perhaps he would be able to find Hauk, for he couldn't be far away. He didn't care about anything else. What might happen afterwards simply didn't interest him. He wanted his revenge: revenge for treachery, for the blood of his comrades; revenge for the shattering of his whole world. He wanted Hauk. And he wanted nothing else.
And so he said: No, no, no! No, I have never been a member of the party, was never in the occupied territories. How did I become an officer? I'd been one in the First World War--it followed automatically.
With considerable energy he sketched a plausible portrait of himself as an amiable enough fellow: a businessman with no trace of militarism about him, never a Nazi. A man determined to combat any senseless die-hard spirit, to avoid further sacrifice of human life, to punish all infringement of the laws of human rights. And as he said these things Hinrichsen was firmly convinced that they were true, that they represented a genuine matter of concern to him, a sort of mission.
And it was just this which James I sensed instinctively. Besides, he was impressed by the energy of this bull of a man. He could use this battering-ram. And so he asked him:
"Would you like to work for me?"
"Yes," said Hinrichsen stoutly.
"All right by you, Captain?"
"It's entirely up to you," said the latter amiably. "I merely lay down the lines along which you should proceed-- you must make your own decisions about whom you're going to work with--it has nothing to do with me."
"Just my view," said James I. Then he nodded to Hinrichsen. "We'll see how anti-Nazi you really are. But just think this over: Once you've agreed to work with me, there are only two alternatives for you: either you sit in my office, or I put you up against a wall."
"I have already taken my decision," said Hinrichsen, and he carefully avoided Brack's eyes.
* * *
Once again Schulz felt what he called soldierly feelings stirring in his veins. One glance from Luschke had sufficed. He was hard as steel again. A man with years of experience of knowing the right thing to do in any given situation, he was convinced that he knew what was expected of him now in this hour of decision.
"All officers attached to the Kommandantur to see me immediately," he shouted to Lance Corporal Stamm as if back on the barrack square again, and the sound of his voice alone gave him a sublime feeling of power and greatness. "Immediately!"
"Very good, Captain," said Lance Corporal Stamm, thoroughly enjoying the comedy of this belated military revival. "And what about the Volkssturm?"
"Quite right. I'd forgotten about them. To me."
"The whole Volkssturm?"
"Idiot! The commander, of course."
"And what about the Hitler Youth? They've formed themselves into operational groups and have asked for orders; or rather they've demanded to be sent into action."
"What am I to do with untrained children like that?" Schulz was genuinely indignant that it wasn't trained children he was dealing with. "I can't turn these little nincompoops into passable soldiers overnight--even I can't do that! I'm not fighting a war with a lot of civilian babies!"
"And what if they start fighting on their own, Captain?"
"Then I'll have them locked up," bawled Schulz. "The entire Hitler Youth!"
"You could always use them as runners for the Kommandantur," said Stamm. And he thought: Then at least we'll have the milksops under control, and it won't be so easy for them to make fools of themselves in the way they seem so keen on.
"I had that idea long before you," said Schulz majestically. "And it doesn't seem to me a bad one. We'll billet the rising generation somewhere in the Kommandantur--and tell the head child to report to me."
"And then what about the local party official, who's been burgomaster here up to the present?"
"He's subordinated to me!"
"Very good," said Stamm, withdrawing in some consternation. He couldn't quite grasp what was going on here. This change of front was too sudden; it came as too much of a surprise; it was too completely contrary to every principle of human intelligence.
What was it that had changed this jackal back into a lion again? Was the general behind this somewhere? Or was Schulz simply under a misapprehension? Schulz knew how to organize. There was no doubt about that. But after more than ten years' training he was capable of organizing only for war--and not against it. Who was making a mistake here? He, Stamm? Or the captain? Or this General Luschke, who seemed to be anything but an order-issuing automaton?
Schulz, enthroned behind his desk like some great commander, allowed himself a breathing space in which he too turned a few thoughts over in his mind. He said to himself that he was a man of action, and known as such. Nothing was therefore more natural than that action should be demanded of him. This action he was taking, though--was it the sort that was expected of him? Was he perhaps being a little too bold here and there? Was he keeping strictly within the framework of the powers allotted to him by Luschke? He knew well enough that you couldn't trifle with Luschke. And he had no wish to trifle with him. He merely wanted to earn his goodwill.
Schulz picked up the telephone and had himself put through to Luschke's command post at the artillery barracks. He was told that the general was out with the troops. In the absence of the C.O., his adjutant was the responsible officer.' Schulz announced that he wished to speak to him.
"Ah, Captain Schulz," said the adjutant, who seemed minutely informed about everything. "What have you got for us? Not your first situation report already? It's not due for another hour."
"Just one or two questions," said Captain Schulz, "if you will permit me. I believe that in accordance with the general's orders I have full powers in the area under my control."
"That is correct," Luschke's deputy confirmed. "The important thing is that you re-establish some sort of order in the situation. You know as well as I do that the general can't stand any sort of mess or untidiness."
"I do indeed," Schulz assured him. "So I have power even over the civilian authorities--the burgomaster, for instance?"
"You certainly have! Exceptional military measures are dictated by the emergency. Military law rides roughshod over civilian law. And you know that the general will take responsibility for any orders issued in accordance with his instructions."
Schulz nodded to himself in satisfaction. Yes, he knew. Luschke was that sort of man. Anyone who did his duty as Luschke wanted it done was as safe as if he slept in Abraham's bosom. Anyone who tried to thwart him, however, was stamped on mercilessly. With Luschke it was always advisable to co-operate as closely and reliably as possible. Not only discipline but intelligence demanded that.
"And the party? Must I have regard... ?"
"Man!" cried the adjutant, and he burst out laughing. "What are you thinking of? Clean the whole mess up! You know the general's principles: deal ruthlessly with everyone, if you have to--but no unnecessary bloodshed!"
With splendid zeal Schulz declared that he understood completely, but completely! He put the receiver down and smiled to himself in grim satisfaction. Lines appeared on his forehead, denoting that he was thinking, and he once again went over the phrases which his memory, trained over many years to attune itself to the defense of the Fatherland, had retained from this conversation: clean up the mess... emergency measures... only necessary bloodshed.
And Lance Corporal Stamm, who had been listening to this conversation from the next room, thought to himself -that there must be something wrong somewhere. The two had been blatantly at cross purposes. The same language, the same words even--but each seemed to understand something different by them. The phrases he had registered in his mind had been: order in the situation... no unnecessary bloodshed.
Schulz, with this fresh supply of heroism coursing through his veins, and once again ruled by a superior officer who knew how to give orders and obviously valued him at his true worth, was burning to show his new bunch of subordinates, which was swelling hourly, how a true soldier should do his duty. And it seemed to him as if his long-awaited promotion to major was now dependent solely on the way in which he conducted himself as town commandant--no!-- operational commandant! And he was absolutely determined to come through the test with flying colors.
The first man to be dealt with by the newly awakened Schulz as only he knew how to deal with people was his onetime successor, now his predecessor, Lieutenant Nowack.
"Nowack," said Schulz, "the slovenly state of affairs for which you are responsible here has got to be brought to an end. Your billeting lists are a shambles. No one's reporting to you any more. Each unit is setting itself up exactly where it likes."
"But, Captain..."
"Within twelve hours, Nowack--twelve hours at the latest--I want everything to be in order again. Or I'll have you court-martialed."
"But, Captain..."
"Have posters made out immediately. Red posters, inscribed as follows: 'This town is hereby declared to be an operational area. All scattered units and individual soldiers are to report to the Kommandantur immediately. Billeting without an authorizing permit from the Kommandantur is strictly forbidden. The orders of the military authorities are binding for everybody without exception. An emergency court-martial will be formed to deal with offenders on the spot. Signed, on behalf of the operational commandant: Nowack, First Lieutenant.' "
Nowack stood there helplessly. His uniform, which normally fitted him so neatly, showed heavy creases. From the way in which he held himself he might have been standing in the middle of a downpour of rain, completely unprotected, soaked to the skin and shivering.
The old soldier in Schulz was delighted by the sight.
"Clear off now!" he shouted with a certain rugged affability. It gave him the greatest pleasure to watch Nowack shuffle away.
The next victim of Schulz's newly blossomed spirit of militarism was the local party official and burgomaster. Keeping in mind the general's instructions on this subject, Schulz was determined to make short work of him. He would be firm but not unjust. And it gave him particular satisfaction to be able to put the party, which he had hitherto always had to treat so warily, properly in its place at last.
"What do you want with me?" asked the official sullenly and without any attempt at military bearing, a fact which Schulz noted with some contempt.
"From now on," said Schulz in ringing tones, "the burgomaster's office will be subordinate to me." And he waited, ready to jump on any resistance, even though the resistance be only formal. "Subordinate to me--in my capacity as operational commandant."
"Why not?" asked the official in a voice of resignation. "Do what you like."
"And the party?" asked Schulz, perplexed.
"You can do what you like with it," said the party official, and left the room.
Schulz stood speechless behind his desk for some seconds. He couldn't properly grasp what had just taken place. He shook his head vigorously. He had always thought that Germany was a soldiery nation. Good God! These fellows had the wind up before the enemy was even sighted. Were the senior officers going to be left in the lurch?
The indignant hero stormed into the anteroom in pursuit of the local official. But he had already gone. Schulz found only Lance Corporal Stamm there and with him an old graybeard of the Reserve in officer's uniform, who inspired little confidence and was the commander of the local Volkssturm.
"You wanted to see me urgently, Captain Schulz?"
"Alarm!" cried Schulz. "Alarm, for your whole outfit!"
"But that's impossible."
"Do you intend to mutiny?"
"Of course not, but... in the middle of the night?"
"Do you think the war sleeps just because you do? It is now twenty-two hundred hours. At twenty-three hundred hours you and your outfit will parade on the market square. Or you'll be up before my emergency court-martial!"
And with that Schulz turned on his heel and left the commander of the Volkssturm staring after him in a state of considerable consternation.
Lance Corporal Stamm then announced that the Hitler Youth leader and his followers had also arrived.
"A splendid sight, Captain. Shall I order diapers?"
"Bring the babe in," cried Schulz impatiently.
But Schulz had been premature in describing him as a babe. The Hitler Youth leader came in smartly. He drew up his still lanky body in front of the local representative of authority just as regulations prescribed: chin on the collar, chest out, stomach in, buttocks taut. He raised his hand in a Hitler salute and roared: "Twenty-four men reporting for duty as runners, sir!"
"Thank you," said Schulz, pleasantly surprised. And he looked with increasing pleasure at this boy who seemed to have mastered the outward military conventions so very passably. "At ease!"
Heini, the Hitler Youth, pushed his foot forward.
"Attention!" barked Schulz. And Heini stood at attention in the regulation manner.
"Not at all bad," said Schulz nodding curtly. "Come closer, my boy."
Heini obediently came closer, with short measured paces as if on the barrack square. He came to a halt--zack-zack!-- and beamed submissively at Schulz. The latter seemed to find all this very satisfactory.
"You know what we're out for?"
"Yes, Captain," said Heini smartly. "Final victory."
"Quite right," said Schulz, and nodded again, this time less curtly. "And we need every man we've got."
"Yes, Captain," said Heini, feeling very flattered at being addressed as a "man," and stifling his mounting pride with considerable self-control. "My comrades and I are at your disposal."
"Good," said Schulz, satisfied. "I'm pleased to hear that. That's how things should be! So long as we can still rely on our German youth, all is well."
"Yes, Captain," cried Heini, the Hitler Youth.
"I've got a job for you right away, my boy."
Heini's eyes shone with anticipation. It was an honor for him and a very special experience to be treated in such a thoroughly comradely manner by a superior officer. This was the German Wehrmacht, he told himself proudly. These were true officers of the Fuhrer--at one with the people, loving their Fatherland, doing their duty!
"Go to my wife," said Schulz, "and tell her to bring me my dinner and some blankets. I'm staying at the Kommandantur."
* * *
"No one can disturb us now," said Lieutenant Greifer. "The house is empty, the gate's shut, the curtains are drawn."
"Then let's begin," said Colonel Hauk. He sat down at the table in the middle of the large room. He looked as if he were thinking of taking a little nap.
Greifer sat down beside him and with a careless movement of his arm summoned Major Brahm of the service corps to sit down as well. "Let us begin, then," he said in a businesslike way, and pulled a sheet of paper out of his cuff.
Brahm sat down particularly carefully, as if afraid of sitting on a tack or an egg. The bulb at which he was staring burned dimly. He felt there was something sticky about the semidarkness which surrounded him. Two faces shone coldly at him, one crude, hearty and brutal, the other cold, two-dimensional and immobile.
"I don't know what you two gentlemen want from me," began Brahm hesitantly. "I've delivered everything properly."
Hauk nodded almost imperceptibly to Greifer. The latter sat up in his chair, leaned forward and said: "Major Brahm of the service corps, consider yourself to be facing a court-martial."
Brahm started. The light seemed to flicker violently before his eyes. At the same time he felt the cold chill of the room on the back of his neck.
"But... but why?"
"Major Brahm," announced Greifer, with an expertness which he had gained only from long practice in such things, "you are charged with the betrayal of military secrets, misappropriation of Wehrmacht property and attempted sabotage."
Brahm shook his head vigorously, as if he needed to do something violent to wake himself up. This, he told himself, could only be a joke, a foul, beastly joke, but a joke all the same. And he looked into the rugged, grinning, freckled, grotesque face of Greifer, and into what seemed the almost completely flat surface which was the face of the colonel. And he looked into those cold, distant eyes. And what he had known instinctively all along suddenly became terrifyingly clear to him, namely that this man simply wasn't capable of a joke.
Cold sweat began to pour down Brahm's face. His head was heavy as lead and he could keep it upright only with difficulty. He had drunk too much earlier. He wasn't fit. His physique couldn't stand any undue strain. On top of that came fear--and this was real fear. He wouldn't put anything past Hauk and Greifer. Anything.
"Why did you choose this house to unload the stuff in?"
"It was my sister's suggestion--Frau Willrich."
"Who knows about it besides your sister?"
"No one."
"Did you tell anyone else at all that you had set up here? Any of your comrades, for instance, or any women or Wehrmacht command posts?"
"No," said Brahm hastily. "No." There was nothing else he could say, he thought. He kept to himself the fact that he had been to the local Kommandantur. Suddenly he cried out in terror: "I assure you, Colonel..."
"Hold your tongue, man," said Greifer sharply. "Another noise like that out of you and we'll abandon all further interrogation--forever."
"Put the questions," said Hauk unfeelingly.
"Very good, Colonel," said Greifer, and he looked down at his sheet of paper. "Major Brahm," he said, continuing his improvised interrogation, "you are absolutely sure that no one besides yourself knows that you brought the stuff here?"
"Absolutely sure," protested Brahm assiduously.
"Who owns this property?"
"He's fled. Some weeks ago. My sister knew about it. She'd known him before."
"Had you agreed with your sister before you disappeared with the crates that you were going to double-cross us? Were you going to share them with her alone--or with someone else as well?"
"My sister was supposed to give you the address," lied Brahm. "But I warned her to be careful. Perhaps there was some misunderstanding due to that."
"And how many crates have you given away so- far?"
Brahm calculated hard. "Three to my sister; I used two myself; that makes five. Then the three soldiers and the girl who left this evening all got a crate; that makes nine altogether."
"That is not correct," said Colonel Hauk. "There are more than nine missing."
"Come on," said Greifer to Brahm. "We'll go together and see if we can't find the remaining crates."
Carelessly they pushed back the chairs on which they had been sitting. It was difficult to make out the expressions on their faces. They seemed to be swallowed up by the semidarkness. Brahm tried to help the colonel into his greatcoat. Greifer took his pistol out of his trousers pocket and put it into the pocket of his greatcoat. There he again slapped it smartly but affectionately, like a horse lover slapping the flanks of his favorite mare. Then he began to whistle, pitifully off key, but nevertheless with a certain zestful enthusiasm.
"We don't want a concert," said Hauk, going ahead. Brahm trotted obediently after him. Greifer, straddle-legged, brought up the rear.
They went through the darkened garden and out the back gate. It squeaked noisily. They walked towards the wood, which they reached after about two minutes. Here they stopped for a moment. Darkness was all about them. But no sound came from the wood. It was free of human beings. Even the animals were silent. Exhausted now, the war rumbled on only faintly in the distance.
"Move over to the right," said Greifer, pushing Brahm, who was on the point of collapse, in the back with his outstretched forefinger. The colonel strode across the floor of the wood as if it were a carpet.
Brahm tried to start a conversation. He protested his innocence, and tried to express his conviction that there must be some mistake, assured them of his willingness to do anything for them, reminded them of the services he had already rendered them.
"Hold your tongue," said Greifer.
Brahm bowed his head under these words. They were spoken just behind him. It was as if he could feel Greifer's huge hands on his back, feel them on his skin, around his neck. He quickened his pace and came closer to Colonel Hauk. But Greifer caught up with him immediately. Brahm felt himself sandwiched in between them.
Then the colonel came to a halt. He stopped so suddenly that Brahm would have stumbled into him if Greifer hadn't seized hold of him in time. They were in a clearing. The moon hid its light behind clouds the color of dirty milk. The night seemed to be holding its breath.
"Here," said Colonel Hauk.
Brahm winced. Terror flooded through him in great pulsating waves which seemed to rebound against his brain.
"Colonel," he said, and his words were scarcely audible. They gurgled up from somewhere deep inside him and then seemed to be stifled all over again somewhere in his wide-open mouth. "What's going to happen to me? What's going to happen to me here?"
"What always happens to traitors."
Brahm reeled against the colonel and clung to him, seizing him by his leather greatcoat. But his hands were wet with sweat and weak with fear and slipped off again. Again and again he tried to seize hold of him.
"Not that," he whimpered, and saliva flew from between his trembling lips and splashed onto the hand of the colonel, who was pushing him away. "Not that!"
"Finish the swine off," hissed Hauk.
Then the air all round Brahm was shattered. It seemed suddenly to hurl itself at him, and a short, sharp blow hit him in the side. His hands let go. He seemed to stay still in the air for a moment as if he had been hanged. There was a rattle in his throat; he choked and then let out a shrill, gurgling cry.
Once more the night seemed torn into a thousand shreds of flame.
Then Brahm collapsed. He slumped to the ground. His legs shuddered for a moment. Then all was still.
"I've seen people," said Greifer, "who died with more dignity."
* * *
This was the night in which the war, that passionate lover, with loins exhausted and brain inert, drifted dreamless and relaxed into oblivion. This was the night in which heaven began to make destruction barren. But men didn't notice this.
Frenzy had seized them, and they gave themselves over to it completely--victors and vanquished alike, those in search of vengeance and those whom they pursued, those who screamed and those who were struck dumb, the raped and the rapers, old men who behaved like little children and little children who behaved like old men. Triumph raged within them; fear stifled them; cowardice undermined them; and greed robbed them of their reason. Blood and alcohol and sweat stuck to their hands. Into this night went their cries and groans and whimperings, their saliva and their laughter. And no one heard an echo.
On this night Germany broke in two.
A trembling pale-faced gauleiter pulled on a shabby civilian suit. At the back of a barn an SS general sent a pistol bullet into his pure Germanic skull. A soldier got with child a girl whom he had never seen before. Mothers prayed and heroes drank themselves into a stupor. One general wept, another cursed, another worked--all had lost hope.
It was a night without sleep--and those who found sleep were either stupid, drunk or exhausted. The best-trained minds were the most restless, and men's sufferings were in proportion to their sensibility. Passions ruled unchecked.
But the war, which had put men into this state of frenzy, was on the point of dying.
* * *
"Don't make your reckoning with God," said Lance Corporal Kowalski. "Rather make it with me. I pay up quicker."
"There seems to be someone in the house," said the Kreisleiter.
Kowalski had left the capacious moving van at the beginning of the Hindenburgstrasse. They had then stalked up to the Kreisleiter's house from the rear. But narrow strips of light were issuing from two of the windows.
"We'll have to clear them out," said Kowalski.
"But what if I'm recognized?" said the Kreisleiter anxiously.
"All right then, I'll deal with them myself."
They crept closer and waited for some minutes. Kowalski was thinking hard. The Kreisleiter was visibly nervous.
"Don't start getting the wind up now," said Kowalski. "As a representative of the authority of the Reich it doesn't become you."
Then the door of No. 13 Hindenburgstrasse opened. Three men came out and disappeared in silence in the direction of the wood. The officers' badges of rank on their shoulders glistened in the moonlight for a moment; that was all that was recognizable about them.
"All clear now," said Kowalski. "You trot on ahead. I'm just going to have a look at the moon and make a little water."
* * *
"Well, you're married now," said old Asch raising his glass. "But it was what you wanted. You're married and one day you'll have children." A gentle melancholy gnawed at his tough businessman's heart for a moment. "The same thing happened to me. But I lost my wife. And what has become of my children? The war has swallowed them up."
"Our children," said Wedelmann, "will be spared that."
"Well, then, a toast," said old Asch. "Here's hoping your children will be flat-footed and bleary-eyed so that at least they can't be called up so easily."
"No more uniforms in my family," said Wedelmann.
And they drank to that. Their glasses clinked firmly. A little later Lance Corporal Stamm came trundling in, stretched both hands above his head--"Heil Hitler!"--and sat down at the table without further ceremony.
"A good moment to arrive," he said, seizing a glass.
"I'll just quickly wet my whistle; it'll help me to telephone better." He drank his glass down at one draught and said: "Tell me, Herr Asch, hasn't a certain Lance Corporal Kowalski descended on you?"
"He's off on business at the moment," said old Asch. "What do you want with him?"
"I'm not sure yet," said Stamm. "A share in his business perhaps."
* * *
Lieutenant Asch knelt on the carpet in Frau Willrich's bedroom. In front of him, with her behind prominently displayed, knelt Barbara. Asch found the sight distracting.
"Is that all?" he asked, pointing to the documents, photographs and letters which lay around on the floor.
"All I could find--and I've searched every room in the house, not only the living room."
"That still won't do for me," said Asch. "I haven't got any more," she said, and crawled forward with her bosom thrust out brazenly towards him.
Asch quickly got up and left the room. He went into the living room, looked about him, drank a large brandy, and then pushed the body of Frau Willrich to one side to get at a little cupboard. He broke this open and took out all the papers he found in it.
He went back to the bedroom, where Barbara was still lying on the floor, sullen and bored, though not tired--and he spread the papers he had collected out on the carpet.
Once more it seemed that there wasn't a clue to indicate where Hauk and Greifer could have moved on to. He put a few letters together, read one or two lines here and there and laughed out loud with amusement.
"Look here," said Barbara, holding up a photograph to him. "The Willrich in a tender embrace with a man--but not her husband. That's not the same man as is hanging up on the wall."
"Don't bother me with slop like that," said Asch crossly. "I'm not interested in romance--I'm looking for an address."
Barbara pushed the photograph towards Asch and pouted up at him.
"You're a hard, unfeeling creature," she said. To avoid looking at Barbara, Asch looked at the photograph. Then he looked at it more closely and seized it from her.
"This man," he said thoughtfully, "seems familiar to me somehow. I know him all right--but where have I seen him before?"
* * *
General Luschke stood beside the tank and slapped the slope of the steel plate lightly with the palm of his hand. The officer with him nodded gravely: "No more gasoline."
"And the other vehicles?" asked the general.
"Empty," said the officer. "Not another drop. If we don't get some tonight..."
"Not a hope," said Luschke. "My own divisional reserves are exhausted. There are no other sources of supply in the vicinity."
"In that case, General..."
"Agreed," said Luschke. "Blow these steel coffins of yours to blazes."
"We haven't any more explosive, General."
"Then knock yourselves out with your own guns."
"No more ammunition."
"Then," said Luschke, "tear the tanks apart with your bare hands."
"So it's all over, General?"
"Yes," said Luschke, and stared into the darkness. "It's all over. Draw the necessary conclusions. Get your men to safety. Clear everything up properly. Avoid encounters with lunatics--but if you can't avoid them, then put the final-victory merchants in their places. If you're unable to avoid casualties, then at least try and keep them as low as possible. Good night."
"Good night."
* * *
The subdued sounds of the wedding party were suddenly silenced. There was a ring of the doorbell. Shortly afterwards the ring was repeated.
"You'd think this place was a dovecot, there's so much coming and going," said old Asch.
"Perhaps it's Kowalski," said Stamm, and went to open the door.
When he came back he had the Reverend Westhaus with him. "I didn't mean to disturb you," announced the pastor.
"You're not disturbing me," said old Asch. "But since you're here you must drink a glass of wine with us--to our newlyweds."
"Gladly," said Westhaus, expressing his congratulations in suitable terms. "I expect you'll want to follow up the civilian ceremony with a church wedding as soon as possible. I'm only too pleased to put myself at your disposal."
"But not this minute, your Reverence," cried old Asch.
"I came here," said the pastor, sitting down, "to have a little talk with you, Herr Asch--about your friend, Herr Freitag."
"Are you anxious about him? As far as his soul is concerned, you're not directly responsible. And believe me, in the long run he's better off than any of us."
"Do you know him well, Herr Asch?"
"I can't say I know him--I'm merely friendly with him."
"And--is this friendship of some duration?"
"I sincerely hope so," said old Asch.
* * *
Lance Corporal Kowalski had carried out his intention of making water. He couldn't take a look at the moon because the moon immediately sailed behind some dirty white clouds. Kowalski leaned against a tree and waited.
He thought: This Kreisleiter is now rootling around his house; let's hope he remembers where he buried his treasure. There are not a few people in Germany just at the moment who would be prepared to sacrifice the whole of their skillfully hoarded fortune for the sake of becoming an ordinary poor man again.
A shot rang out in the wood. It was followed shortly afterwards by another. Then the silence was even greater than before.
Kowalski thought: A pistol, presumably a .08 pistol. Distance--about eight hundred yards. What were these fellows doing, he wondered, blazing away like that--hadn't they had enough of that sort of sport? Still, if it amused them...
The lance corporal waited on. He yawned heavily, opening his mouth wide. He rubbed his back against a tree trunk.
Soon afterwards the Kreisleiter came trotting up to him. He was a little out of breath and said: "All's well--I've found the things."
"Out with them then."
"Fair exchange," said the Kreisleiter.
"Always one for the formalities, eh?" said Kowalski. Then he seized the Kreisleiter^ arm and muttered: "Quiet!"
They listened. Steps could be heard approaching. Two men came out of the wood together. They went past them a little distance away and entered the house. The officers' badges of rank on their shoulders glistened in the moonlight; that was all that was recognizable about them.
"Extremely interesting," said Kowalski.
"Come away," urged the Kreisleiter.
"But this interests me," said Kowalski stubbornly. "If three men go into a wood together, shots ring out and only two of them come out again--that interests me."
"It doesn't me," said the Kreisleiter. "I haven't got as much time as you have. I've still got a long way to go tonight."
"All right then," said Kowalski, "let's be off. I've always got time to look around here afterwards."
* * *
The Volkssturm had fallen in on the market square. Their dressing was bad, the right-hand marker wasn't up to his job, and their general bearing was utterly hopeless. And over and above that the hand on the clock tower was moving slowly towards midnight, and the company which had been due to fall in at twenty-three hundred hours was still not complete.
Captain Schulz snorted with rage and contempt. The Volkssturm commander shrank visibly as the minutes went by. Only the men preserved their calm: it was as if they regarded this whole midnight farce as no business of theirs.
"Forty minutes late," snorted Schulz. "Whoever heard of such a thing?"
"I did," said one of the Volkssturm men from the ranks.
"Who was that?" asked Schulz, on the alert.
"No one," said another Volkssturm man, and several of them laughed.
"Your company," said Schulz to the commander, "is beneath all contempt. It's a rabble."
"We haven't had enough practice," said the other, trying to excuse himself.
"I'll soon see that you get enough practice," Schulz reassured him grimly. "You can bet your boots on that."
Then Schulz drew himself up with legs astride in front of the Volkssturm.
"Men," he announced, and his powerful voice echoed from the walls of the otherwise empty market square, "you may be the last line of defense, but you're not going to be the worst. You now stand under the direct command of Major General Luschke, whose orders I have to transmit to you."
And then Schulz gave his orders:
A double guard on all exits to the town; double patrols, to be relieved at three-hourly intervals, throughout the whole town, including the outlying areas; an emergency patrol at readiness in the fire station. All suspicious persons to be taken into custody and brought to the Kommandantur. A bill-posting section to report to First Lieutenant Nowack for posters.
"Men," cried Schulz, "a state of emergency has been proclaimed in the town by Major General Luschke himself. Right: to your posts!"
"Can the rest fall out?" asked the Volkssturm commander naively.
"What are you thinking of!" barked Schulz. "The rest are confined to barracks. Tomorrow morning at five--reveille! And then we'll really get started. Understand?"
He received no answer. And he supposed that it was simply admiration for his soldierly qualities which deprived the men of the Volkssturm of the power of speech. He felt proud.
Heini, the Hitler Youth, stood behind with shining eyes. "Men," boomed Schulz, "see that you don't let the general down. If you do, you've got the surprise of your lives coming to you!"
* * *
The heavily shuttered luxury villa and its adjoining park were both suffering equally from wartime neglect. The villa itself had been camouflaged as a fever hospital. The Red Cross sign had been painted on the roof, once on each of the gables and twice on each of the main surfaces. It was visible for miles around and was proof against all weathers. A giant placard stood at the entrance to the drive: "Warning! Danger of Infection!"
This was the headquarters of Soeft's organization.
Corporal Soeft, in his capacity as chief of the organization, now sat in conference with his closest collaborators. "I don't think we can take on any more patients," he said. "We're full up as it is."
"But prices are rising hourly."
"That may be," said Soeft, "but no one can say that we're doing things too cheaply!"
"There's a gauleiter who's very keen to get in, and there's a top official's adjutant for whom money is no object."
Soeft asked for details. He found them interesting. Then he said: "Our farm's full up; so are the transport agency and the gasoline station."
"The fever hospital," said the medical corporal who had been designated head doctor, "has no more room either. That is, if we are to avoid considerable overcrowding."
"We want to avoid that," said Soeft. "After all, we've got to find rooms for ourselves somewhere."
The so-called fever hospital had been Corporal Soeft's invention. It consisted of a hard core of genuine patients, strictly isolated, who were content to enjoy the comforts of the house and careful not to ask too many questions. In addition there was the numerous staff, composed entirely of Soeft's men. And then there were a few particularly well-paying "private patients" from the Wehrmacht and the party who, in this house, felt themselves to a certain extent protected against the storms of the times.
"But I forget," said Soeft, "first thing tomorrow morning we must put an English translation alongside the German text on the warning notices. The Amis steer well clear of infectious diseases."
'To come back to the most recent applications, we turn the gauleiter and the adjutant down then?"
"Steady," said Soeft thoughtfully. "Steady. Perhaps we ought to try and organize some further accommodation--I don't like to let a complete fortune go by like this."
"At the last moment?"
"I have to go off to see about something anyway--to collect the ransom for the Kreisleiter. I'll take these two precious objects with me--perhaps I'll be able to accommodate them somewhere. Get an ambulance ready for tomorrow morning, swathe the two of them in bandages and put them inside!"
"Expenses extra?"
Soeft nodded. "I'll try to store them away with a distant friend of mine," he said. "A cafe proprietor."
* * *
"So you've made up your mind?" asked Hinrichsen, looking with interest at Lieutenant Brack, who was ready for the road. "You're really going to have yourself slipped through the lines to..."
"It's one of several courses open to me," said the lieutenant "And I find it the most honorable one."
"What did you say?" demanded the astonished major. "Did I hear the word honorable?"
"It means different things to different people," said Lieutenant Brack. "Since here in Germany every little rabbit has his own idea of honor, I'm taking the liberty of allowing myself my own too."
"Isn't what you're doing treason?"
"All that's prompting me is humanity, Herr Hinrichsen. I'm not going to betray anyone. I want to save people from being senselessly sacrificed."
"Also, of course," said Hinrichsen, passing Brack his belt and pistol with his good hand, "you'll get to know where all the swine have gone to ground."
"That's an additional factor."
"And don't forget, if you come across a man of the name of Hauk--he's the man I want!"
* * *
Lieutenant Asch still knelt on the carpet in Frau Willrich's bedroom and looked at the documents, papers, letters, notes and photographs spread out in front of him. But he hadn't yet found what he was looking for.
"Are you going to stay up all night?" asked Barbara. She lay fully dressed on one side of the double bed, smoking a cigarette. She was tired now, but unable to sleep.
"Leave me alone," said Asch crossly.
"And what if I don't leave you alone?" asked Barbara.
Asch made an effort to overlook this remark, which was only one of several. As a result of his search he had now set two photographs aside. "I've seen the man somewhere," he said. "But I can't think where. I think it might have been somewhere in my home town. For on one of these photographs there's a house which must be in the town somewhere--presumably on the edge of the wood. But I don't actually know it."
"What use is that?" asked Barbara, yawning and stretching.
"You're right," said Asch in a voice of resignation. "What use is it? There's not a single clue we can really make use of. Perhaps I'm letting myself be led astray by some ridiculous triviality."
"Let yourself be led astray," said Barbara, sitting up and beginning to take off her dress.
"You'll catch cold," said Asch.
"I'm hot," she said.
"I'm going to sleep now," said Asch. "There's no point in going on with this. Tomorrow morning we'll set off for home."
"Are you taking me with you?"
"Why not?" said Asch casually. "I'm not Colonel Hauk, after all."
"Stay here with me," she said. "I'm frightened to sleep alone. Where are you off to?"
"I'll sleep in the sitting room--with Frau Willrich. If you feel like it, you can come too."
* * *
Old Foreman Freitag was delighted by the particular attention which Krawattke, the warder, paid to him. Krawattke looked after him as if he were nursing a near relative who was dangerously ill but couldn't be allowed to die because he hadn't yet made his will.
"Wouldn't you like another blanket, Herr Freitag? Two more perhaps? It's cold tonight."
"You can empty out my chamber pot for me, Krawattke."
"But of course, Herr Freitag."
Krawattke dived eagerly under the wooden plank and pulled out the chamber pot. He held it close to his body as if it were an object of value. "What do you think will happen now, Herr Freitag?"
"If you don't get out of here soon, I shall lose the rest of my night's sleep."
"I mean the political situation, the general development."
"If you start something crooked you can never get it straight."
"You may well laugh, Herr Freitag. You're on the right side of the fence."
"And you, Krawattke, will doubtless climb over and join me at the right moment--or am I wrong?"
Krawattke stared anxiously into Freitag's chamber pot. "How am I to do that? All I've ever done is this job here."
"Don't worry," said old Freitag. "There'll always be need for warders. It's just the inmates of the prisons who change from time to time."
"Yes, I see," said Krawattke, drawing fresh courage from this remark. "I find that very reassuring. And I am a good warder, aren't I? Or not?"
"You ought to let me get to sleep, Krawattke."
"You're a good man at heart," said Krawattke gratefully. "I only wish there were more of your sort here."
And with that he slunk out.
* * *
"Well," said Greifer contentedly, "so we've done it again."
And he put three bottles of champagne on the table and looked at his work with pride.
"I've brought out the best we've got," he said. "Mumm Extra Dry packed as carefully as pearl necklaces. And I've carried the bottles as if they were newborn babes--no one could have taken more care. The temperature's exactly right too."
Colonel Hauk said nothing. He looked just the same as usual: pale and cold--his face devoid of all contours. There was something fishlike about his eyes and his lips. He was as still as a statue. His hands lay slightly clenched on top of the table.
Greifer found nothing remarkable about the behavior of his lord and master at first. "The third bottle, Colonel," said Greifer grinning broadly, "is for Brahm. Everything properly divided by three. I don't want him to say he hasn't had his share."
And Greifer let out a loud laugh, for he was under the impression that he had just made an excellent joke.
But his laughter died on him when he looked at the colonel's face more closely. It was a face that he knew well. The minutest fluctuations in it spoke volumes. And in the eyes which had so often looked at him with frigid goodwill there now lay incipient fury.
"What's the matter, Colonel?" asked Greifer.
"Do you know who this house belongs to, Greifer?"
"How should I know? It was chosen for us, and I find it congenial."
"While you were fetching the champagne, Greifer, I took a closer look round, with the following result: I have discovered that this house belongs to a Kreisleiter."
"Hell and damnation!" cried Greifer. He grasped the significance of this at once. They couldn't stay here. This would be one of the first houses into which the Americans would stick their noses. "That just would happen to us."
"Deplorable," said Hauk, and his fishy eyes stared expressionlessly into the distance.
"But we'll set ourselves up somewhere else," said Greifer with fresh determination.
"And what are we to use for transport?"
"Damn it," said Greifer. "There's that too! How could I forget our baggage train? But I'll requisition two trucks from somewhere, don't you worry. Even if I have to turn this whole dump upside down for them!"
* * *
"Do people think I'm the porter here, or something?" cried old Asch as the doorbell rang again.
"You may well start as a porter--if you're lucky," said Kowalski, who had himself arrived some time earlier to help celebrate the wedding of his former superior officer. "So take the opportunity of getting in some practice!"
The cafe proprietor had been sorely plagued already that night. In addition to Stamm, Kowalski and the Reverend Westhaus, Schulz himself had now joined the wedding guests, having originally come in search of his wife Lore, who for old times' sake had been one of the witnesses at the wedding.
Now the party seemed quite unable to break up, and some of the best bottles in his cellar had already gone. Old Asch was tolerating his numerous nonpaying guests with an ill grace. He took every chance of showing them how furious he was. The only trouble was that no one seemed prepared to take any notice of him.
The cafe proprietor returned with an exhausted dispatch rider covered in dust. "He at least won't stay long," announced old Asch pointedly.
The dispatch rider went up to Wedelmann, opened his dispatch case, pulled out a piece of paper which had been folded in two and handed it over to him.
"From General Luschke," he said.
"Thanks," said Wedelmann. He opened the piece of paper rather hesitantly and read what was written on it. He blushed like a schoolboy.
"Thanks," he said again, and stuck the piece of paper carefully into his breast pocket.
"What is it?" Schulz wanted to know at once. "Wedding leave, Herr Wedelmann--or what?"
"Ask General Luschke," Wedelmann advised him.
A moment later the bell rang again. Quite unabashed by the presence of Pastor Westhaus, old Asch swore loudly. Lore Schulz giggled.
"Let me go, Herr Asch," said Kowalski generously. "I'll deputize for you as porter. Besides, I've got to go down to the cellar anyway--the stuff's beginning to run out."
"To hell with you!" old Asch shouted after him.
"A light Moselle for me, please," said the Reverend Westhaus.
A certain amount of time passed before Kowalski returned with his arms full. His face was beaming all over.
"Herr Asch," he said joyfully, "you've had some men billeted on you. Seven of them!"
"God damn and blast you!" cried old Asch.
"Here's your light Moselle, your Reverence."
"Kowalski," said old Asch entreatingly, "you can't be speaking the truth."
"It's the plain truth," said Kowalski simply. "Seven men of Lieutenant Asch's troop. As I'm the advance guard, I let them in at once. They're making themselves at home downstairs in the cafe."
"This has been the worst night's business I ever did in my life," said old Asch.
* * *
The words which Major General Luschke had written on the piece of paper which he sent to Wedelmann were as follows:
My dear friend,
We fought like heroes and lived like pigs, for we had 

forgotten what love was.
Try to find it and be a happier man.
And forget
Your
Luschke
 
 
* * *
On this night the war lost more of its strength than on any hundred other nights, as the new day slowly began to dawn, there were many people who hesitated to look it in the face. Not a few clung to the sleep which numbed their brains; many more refused to tear themselves away from their frenzied orgies. And many were ashamed, and among these were even some who were ashamed for others.
It was the day which saw the end of Germany.
The slowly dawning day saw more corpses than the previous one, more empty bottles and more lined faces. It saw rumpled beds and exhausted bodies, discarded medals and smashed packing cases. Gasoline trickled away in one place, blood in another, and schnapps in another. Some cursed as they got up; others prayed, and many did so because the words of prayers were the only words they could find. Many had to force themselves not to think.
In the wood lay the body of Major Brahm of the service corps. Old Asch stared with sleepless eyes at the debris left behind by the wedding party. Pastor Westhaus found himself unable to pray, and Freitag, the prisoner, had no wish to. Captain Schulz snored in the Kommandantur. Kowalski and Stamm lay drunk in the cellar.
Several people were converging on the town: Lieutenant Asch and Barbara, both with faces which betrayed a sleepless night; Lieutenant Brack, youthful and deadly serious; General Luschke, who had slumped into an exhausted heap beside his driver and seemed to be unconscious; Corporal Soeft in a comfortable ambulance which contained the last of his consignments of "goods." And also making their way towards the town, though still some distance off, were the American tanks.
The war was staggering with weakness and exhaustion; but it still just managed to keep on its feet.
* * *
James I had become an early riser in these restless times. The urge for action shortened his sleep. And he took it for granted that James II should fall into line with his habits.
"Up you get, Pastor," he cried. "Our colleague Hinrichsen needs us urgently."
"Can't you deal with it by yourself, partner?"
" 'Decisions of importance,' " quoted James I, " 'should only be taken after joint consultation'--according to Captain Boernes."
"But this isn't a business firm, is it?"
"We're taking part in the greatest commercial undertaking of modern times, Pastor--haven't you realized that yet? We've got unlimited credit up to several million dollars. If we want to, we can hawk half the continent."
James II stretched himself sleepily and threw his blankets to one side. "You seem to read only one newspaper, partner--and that the wrong one."
With that he opened his mouth wide and yawned for several seconds.
"We'll give our new ally Hinrichsen a little test. If he comes up to scratch, as I hope he will, it'll be to his advantage; if he doesn't, then he'll get a kick in his behind."
They went to Hinrichsen, who was sleeping in a smaller room on cushions placed on the floor. James I shook him and woke him. "Heil Hitler, Hinrichsen!" he shouted, grinning.
The fat figure of Hinrichsen stared at the two Americans with gummed-up eyes. Then he rubbed his good hand over his sweaty face, snorting as he did so.
"How's your wound?" asked James II.
"It won't worry me," said Hinrichsen.
"Fine," said James I, and continuing without a break, he said: "Are you prepared to put on an American uniform-- without badges of rank?"
"If I have to..." said Hinrichsen slowly.
"I'm all for the division of labor," said James I without halting his machine-gun rate of speech. "Which do you want to deal with--administration, party or Wehrmacht?"
The one idea in Hinrichsen's mind was still "Hauk," so he answered promptly: "Wehrmacht--if I'm in a position to choose."
"Good," said James I, throwing him a sheet of paper. "Here's the scheme of interrogation. Begin in half an hour."
"In an hour," said James II, pointing to Hinrichsen's bandaged arm. "Besides, he's got to get the hang of the thing first."
"Well, all right, I'm not an unreasonable man," said James I. "I'll agree to forty-five minutes."
They left Hinrichsen staring after them. Once more he rubbed his hand over his face. Then slowly he heaved his mass of flesh upright.
An hour later he was in the interrogation room, wearing an American uniform without badges of rank which fitted him quite passably. James I and James II, whose desks stood about ten yards away from his, were on either side of him. The two Americans seemed intent on their work and showed no sign of wanting to bother with him.
James I had banged three large questionnaires down on Hinrichsen's desk. Except for the names at the top they were completely blank. "Get what you can out of these fellows," he had said. "Take your time over it--but not longer than thirty minutes."
Hinrichsen studied the questions. There were a large number of them and not a few were superfluous. But for all its detail, this organized system of questions and answers did provide--for those harmless souls who, like school children, were anxious to tell everything they knew--a sound, if rather primitive, form of trawling net. Men with the intelligence of fishes would be caught in it by the thousand.
"Can I begin?" asked Hinrichsen.
"Go right ahead," said James I, and turning with a grin to James II, he said: "So that our colleague shan't feel disturbed at his first attempt, let's go and have a drink."
James II winked at his partner and then went out. Outside they burst out laughing.
Hinrichsen said to himself: They've left me a clear field--now, why? But he didn't think about this for long. He looked at the three names on the otherwise blank questionnaires which lay in front of him--and instinctively he chose the last.
In English that was both fluent and correct he told the American sentry, who looked in apathetically, to bring in the German prisoner.
This turned out to be a youthful Army lieutenant, very tall, lean and tough. His face wore an expression of contempt, but defiance was there as well, and also fear. His determination to prove his superiority as a man on all occasions, even the present one, was plainly discernible.
"What's your rank?" asked Hinrichsen.
"You can see that," said the lieutenant brusquely. "And I've already given it once. Besides, it's in my pay book. I've no desire to be continually repeating myself."
Hinrichsen looked closely at the young man in front of him. Barely more than twenty--straight from the schoolroom to barracks, from there to the front, after that to an officers' training school, then to the front again, and now in the hands of the Americans. My own boy, thought Hinrichsen, looked like this, thought in the same way, would presumably act just like this--it was all I taught him, all I was able to teach him.
"But what else do you want to know?" asked the lieutenant. "How many more questionnaires do you want me to fill in? Isn't yesterday's good enough?"
Hinrichsen smiled wryly.
"Are you laughing at me?" asked the lieutenant with some asperity.
"Oh, shut up," said Hinrichsen. And he thought: So that's why James I made such an apparently generous gesture--"so that our colleague shan't feel disturbed." Obviously James had simply allotted to him three prisoners who had already been squeezed dry of information the day before. And now it was to be seen whether the statements which he, Hinrichsen, obtained tallied with those extorted by the experienced James.
"Right, then," said Hinrichsen, mildly amused. "Let's waste no more time. Rank? When commissioned? How long in the Army? What unit?"
The youth answered sullenly. And he added:
"This is gradually becoming ridiculous--do you think I enjoy always trotting out the same answers?" Then he suddenly came out with: "Are you a German?"
"You're not here to ask questions," said Hinrichsen, "only to answer them."
"So you are a German! I thought as much."
Hinrichsen clenched his teeth and felt for his wounded arm. The triumphant impudence of this young puppy caused him something like physical pain. His eyes grew small and cold.
"Have you been hurt?" said the youth. "Fallen out of a jeep or run over by a ration-carrier?"
Hinrichsen reached across the table with his two powerful fists. Slowly he opened them. And he let out a deep sigh, as of relief. The tortuous pain, the deep sense of confusion which this first interrogation of his had caused him had vanished.
"You're young, Lieutenant," he said. "And there's nothing wrong with that in wartime. But you haven't yet learned to use your intelligence--and that's not a good thing in the long run. You still haven't grasped what's happened to this Germany of yours. Your Fatherland, my boy, has become a suicide case."
"Do you want to interrogate me, or start a discussion with me, fellow countryman?"
"Young man, I was once present on the Eastern Front when Russian prisoners of war were being interrogated by a special unit."
"Presumably it was much the same as when German prisoners of war are interrogated by special Russian units."
"Maybe so, I don't know. But it's possible, because everything is possible in wartime. Anyway, those prisoners had only to answer. If they didn't do so or if they even faltered they were hit in the small. of the back with a rifle butt. How many blows of that sort would you be able to stand up to? One Russian survived thirty-two. Then he collapsed, had cold water poured over him and the interrogation immediately began again."
"Good," said the lieutenant harshly.
"Member of the party?"
"No."
That's right, thought Hinrichsen, he's too young. School, then war, then barbed wire--there's not room for anything else in his young life. He completed his notes of the interrogation, then turned over the pages of the lieutenant's pay book.
"Do you know a Colonel Hauk?"
"No."
"A pity," said Hinrichsen, and let him go.
The second officer was a captain in the Luftwaffe. From a political point of view--which here meant from a National Socialist point of view--he was harmless enough. He was a professional soldier of medium intelligence and sound physical constitution. His knowledge of the regulations was excellent, his bearing exemplary.
He answered questions correctly and politely, as was proper in the presence of a superior officer. And since it was now the Americans who were in a position to give him orders, he regarded the Americans as his superior officers--which was, after all, only logical.
"Do you know a Colonel Hauk?"
"I'm very sorry. Only a Captain Haukwitz..."
"A pity," said Hinrichsen. "You can go now."
The third officer, a first lieutenant, approached submissively. If he had had a hat he would have swept it off in front of him. His smile was reminiscent of a junior employee who is worried about his job. He seemed to be walking on rubber soles.
Hinrichsen started off with the usual questions: How long in the Army? Reserve, automatically called up, not a militarist. Member of the party? No, oh, no, never; he had never been that. He had, in fact, always been opposed to it. His sympathies were with the men of the twentieth of July.
Hinrichsen turned over the pages of the man's pay book in silence. Then he turned over the pages of the military pass which this amiable gentleman also possessed. And here he found under "Courses" the neatly written entry: "4.7-25.7. Grafenberg."
Hinrichsen didn't look up, he no longer even saw the word Grafenberg. He was thinking hard what to do next, for it so happened that he knew only too well what lay behind that word Grafenberg. Grafenberg was a castle near Kassel. Courses had been held there for selected officers who were later to form the court-martial "flying columns" whose industry lined the retreat routes with corpses--the dangling bodies of German soldiers with placards on their chests saying: "I am a cowardly swine. I let down my Fuhrer."
"Is there something wrong?" asked the first lieutenant anxiously.
"Do you know a Colonel Hauk?"
"No!" said the first lieutenant quickly. "Certainly not!"
"Right," said Hinrichsen. "You can go."
And Hinrichsen stared at the door through which the first lieutenant with his gentle "I was never a Nazi" tones and his special court-martial training had just departed. The good fellow's words continued to ring in Hinrichsen's ears--the sudden, defensive, almost terrified double negative in answer to the question about Hauk: "No! Certainly not!"
Hinrichsen was still staring thoughtfully at the door when it opened and James I and James II looked in curiously.
"Well, colleague--what results?"
"Which of you two," asked Hinrichsen, "had already interrogated the men I've just seen?"
"I had, of course," said James I ingenuously, and not without a certain pride. "Or did you think we were going to let you loose on these subhumans without any preliminary check?"
"I merely supposed," said Hinrichsen dryly, "that you understood something of your job."
"What do you mean by that?" asked James I, immediately on his mettle.
"Presumably," said James II affably, "he means that in his view you're a complete ass."
"The third officer, whom in future I shall call First Lieutenant Grafenberg, has been specially trained for the so-called court-martial 'flying columns.'"
"Really?" said James I in astonishment.
"Give him to me to deal with," demanded Hinrichsen. "I think his memory for names needs refreshing rather badly. Can I have the man?"
"He's yours," said James I generously, grinning at the "Pastor" and at the same time secretly congratulating himself on having acquired, as he thought, such a valuable colleague.
* * *
Major General Luschke had become, overnight, so to speak, the best-hated man in town. He was cursed almost as often--though not so roundly--as the Fuhrer himself. Captain Schulz hardly gave a single order without mentioning the general's name. And the honest men of the Volkssturm, when among close friends, swore that they would never forget him.
While the general lay dead asleep in the barracks--for the exertions of the previous night had drained all strength from his body--Schulz hawked his name about all over the place.
"Heini," he had said to the Hitler Youth, on his return to the Kommandantur in the early hours of the morning after the prolonged wedding party in the Cafe Asch, "Heini, it is absolutely vital..."
"Yes, Captain," the latter had answered, glowing with pride in his Fatherland, "now is the time for us to show that we are a true master race."
"It is absolutely vital, my boy," Schulz had said thickly, "that I should be sober by seven o'clock. For at seven--acting, of course, on behalf of Major General Luschke--I have called a parade of the Volkssturm. You will wake me a quarter of an hour beforehand."
And at a quarter to seven Heini, with much shouting and even more cold water, tried to get his operational commander on the scene of action. But inexperienced as he was :n his dealings with warriors of Schulz's caliber, it took him a good thirty minutes to do so, for he repeatedly allowed himself to be overawed in his attempts.
However, by seven thirty-five he had achieved his object and Schulz, unshaven and still rather unsteady on his feet, strode down the sullen, muttering ranks of the Volkssturm. Then he took up his stance in front of them and shouted: "Men! We've got a hard job ahead of us, but working together with every confidence in the... that is, with every confidence in our leaders, we shall not fail. Major General Luschke expects and demands from each one of you that you should do your duty to the..."
"To the last gasp," said Heini, the Hitler Youth, softly and with ardor, behind him.
"... to the moment when you no longer need to do your duty."
"And when will that be?" asked someone.
"Major General Luschke will be the one to decide that."
The Volkssturm muttered under their breaths. Their commanding officer turned round and stared at them. They took not the slightest notice of him.
"Men!" cried Schulz. "It is now a question of the defense of hearth and home, of women and children. Who in these circumstances would wish to hold back?"
"I would," muttered one of the men, but only his next-door neighbor heard him.
"First of all," announced Schulz, "we will erect antitank barriers and tank traps at a distance of between three and five kilometers from the town on all main and secondary roads--footpaths, of course, excepted. I'll give you six hours for that. Major General Luschke confidently expects that you will not overrun your time."
"Might I ask," put in the Volkssturm commander, "where we're to get the timber?"
"From the sawmills!" bawled Schulz.
"But they've been out of action for several days. The supplies of timber have mostly been commandeered by the Wehrmacht. And anything that was still there the day before yesterday has been looted by the civilian population during the night."
"Make out a proclamation to the civilian population," Schulz ordered him. " 'Thefts of timber--particularly timber suitable for antitank barriers--will in future be dealt with by court-martial. Anyone who returns timber that he has already removed will remain unpunished.' Organize a collection center."
"No one's going to pay any bloody attention to that," said a Volkssturm man firmly.
Schulz strode over to the impudent fellow at once, followed by his shadow, Heini, the Hitler Youth.
"Are you trying to cast aspersions on the determination of the civilian population to defend their homes?"
"I'll be more careful in future," said the man hastily.
"You'll report to me afterwards," ordered Schulz, "for punishment by Major General Luschke himself. Understand? Right! Anyone else wish to cross swords with the general? Right!"
"We still haven't got any wood for the antitank barriers and the tank traps," observed the Volkssturm commander humbly.
"Good God!" cried Schulz. "Then use your heads--you should find plenty there!"
"Could we perhaps fell some of the trees in the town wood?" asked someone.
"But of course! As far as I'm concerned you can fell the trees in the market square. The main thing is: the antitank barriers must be up by thirteen hundred hours."
"But it's eight o'clock already," said the Volkssturm commander, struggling desperately to maintain some sort of dignity. "And eight and six make fourteen."
"To hell with that," said Schulz: "Thirteen hundred hours and not a minute later. I can't help it if you've wasted an hour here with your idiotic questions. Thirteen hundred hours, then--and in the afternoon we'll have some maneuvers. Now, come on, look sharp about it!"
* * *
The column seemed to have got stuck in a cul-de-sac. It was a motley mud-bespattered column sending up long trails of dust. It had no beginning and no end, no leaders and no destination. Almost everyone driving in it had given himself his own marching orders, and these ran: Get yourself to safety, man!
And now this moving belt of fear seemed to have found some reason to stop. The drivers of the vehicles which were moving along mechanically one behind the other stepped on the brakes and came to a halt. Some swore; but no one seemed at all keen to take any further action.
Lieutenant Asch also throttled down his engine and brought his motorcycle and sidecar to a standstill. He pushed his cap onto the back of his head and wiped his dirty face. "If it goes on like this," he said, "it'll take us five hours to do the last ten kilometers."
"What's the matter now?" asked Barbara, irritated.
"We're stuck."
"Can't you drive round the column?"
"I cannot. Skilled as I am, I've managed to get myself hemmed in."
Lieutenant Asch climbed out, stretched his legs a little and looked along the column. It was like a gigantic snake winding its way across the countryside. "By contrast with this," he said, "the migration of a nation must have been a comparatively harmless affair."
"If we stay here much longer," said Barbara, "the Americans will catch up with us."
"And when they see you," said Asch, "how delighted they'll be. Be generous now--don't grudge them their pleasure!"
Barbara sat up crossly. She was wrapped in a dirty old Wehrmacht greatcoat. The sleeves had been rolled up, for they were much too long. Her little head was almost completely invisible inside a huge steel helmet. She looked for a mirror but couldn't find one. She couldn't even find her handbag, which she had put down beside her. She became increasingly nervous.
"Steady now," said Asch, nodding encouragingly. "You'll soon be clear of all this!"
"Will I really be able to stay with you?"
"My father," said Asch, "will immediately put up a banner for you on which will be written the words: 'A Hearty Welcome.' "
"And your wife?"
"She'll presumably wreathe garlands of flowers round it," said Asch. And he left her alone for a moment and began to make his way down the column on foot.
It seemed as if he had run into a vast army of gypsies on the march. He saw almost no ammunition trucks, no weapon-carriers, nothing but truck after truck loaded with crates, boxes and sacks. The war seemed to be ending in a gigantic removal exercise. The participation of female members of the armed forces in this "Operation Gotterdammerung" was particularly noteworthy.
At the crossroads Asch saw what was causing the blockage: an enormous truck was taking up the whole road. Beside it stood two helpless and distraught Wehrmacht women auxiliaries in tears. A soldier was standing near the radiator, unconcernedly making water and swearing.
"Howl away, you bitches!" he shouted at them. "But unless you start weeping gasoline, it won't do any good at all."
Lieutenant Asch took in the situation immediately. He went up to the next vehicle and asked the driver:
"Can you spare some gasoline?"
"Not a drop," replied the other promptly, chewing away at a piece of salami that was at least half a yard long.
"Then you'll be stuck here for the rest of your life," said Asch.
"Oh, no, I won't," replied the driver. "If that pipsqueak in front of me doesn't get moving within three minutes I'll push him into the ditch." And he chewed on contentedly.
Before Asch could decide to take by force the gasoline that was so badly needed, an officer started to push his way with courteous insistence through the crowd of apathetic bystanders, and Asch recognized the voice of Lieutenant Brack. The latter began emptying the almost full can he was carrying into the big truck's gasoline tank. And the soldier to whom the truck belonged stopped swearing -and came over in astonishment.
Asch took up his position alongside the momentarily occupied Brack and asked him: "Are you able to fly or something, Brack? Or, if not, how did you get out of the pocket?"
The latter looked up surprised. "You, Asch," he said, "seem to prefer the pace of the snail. I imagined you'd got home long ago."
"And you were coming to pay a call on me?"
"I want to get through to General Luschke," said Brack.
"Can I give you a lift? I've got a motorcycle and sidecar behind."
"Gratefully accepted, Asch. A truck brought me as far as here, but it seems to have an obsession about traveling in first gear."
Lieutenant Brack greeted Barbara with strict formality.
"I hope," he said, "I'm not being too much of a nuisance to you both."
"When peace comes," said Asch, "you can make it up to me. I'll borrow your Mercedes from time to time."
As the seemingly endless column rolled slowly forward again, Asch got into the saddle and steered his machine towards open country. With spluttering engine he began the grind across a plowed field. His companions were shaken up like apples in a sorting machine.
They soon found themselves approaching the town. Asch, who was concentrating almost exclusively on the going, had no time to look ahead or give way to any pleasant thoughts of homecoming. Again the column got jammed. On the main road a bunch of morose-looking Volkssturm men had erected an antitank barrier.
"All sorts of trouble here," said Asch, braking. "It seems our grandfathers want to be allowed to play the war game before it all ends."
"Halt!" cried an unshaven would-be warrior relatively energetically. "Traffic prohibited."
"Get that broomstick of yours out of the way," said Asch, "or I'll break it across your back!"
"Halt! Or I shoot!" cried the hero of the home front.
"Shit, you mean," shouted Asch. "In your pants."
"Alarm," roared the ancient defender with the brave young heart. And the Volkssturm men ceased their work on the barrier and looked up in surprise and terror. One of them detached himself from the group and came over to the motorcycle and sidecar.
"Isn't that young Herr Asch?" he asked.
"It certainly is, old fellow!"
"But that's splendid!" said the other. "Your father will be pleased. You can't come through here, though--or at least only on foot. Order from the operational commander."
"But you're all raving mad," declared Asch with conviction. "Your place is in an almshouse, not in the trenches."
Then Lieutenant Brack intervened. He climbed down from the pillion and went over to the Volkssturm man who seemed to have assumed command, drew himself up in front of him and asked politely: "Do you know where General Luschke's quarters are? We've got to get through to him. It's urgent. I'm a member of his staff."
"Now that," declared the Volkssturm man at once, "is, of course, something different. Artillery barracks." And summoning all his strength, he gave the order: "Clear the road there!"
Brack smiled at Asch and climbed onto the pillion again.
"You see, my dear colleague, a little politeness works Wonders."
"Even in a madhouse," said Lieutenant Asch, accelerating and roaring through the gap towards the town.
"Will you have a drink with my old man first?" asked Asch in the course of the journey. "Or can't you restrain your longing to see old Lumpface?"
"I'd like to go to the artillery barracks first, please, if possible," said Brack politely.
Lieutenant Asch merely nodded, made a detour round the center of the town and landed at the old barracks exactly fifteen minutes later. They looked emptier than he had expected. Only a few trucks with Luschke's divisional sign stood near the staff building. The sentry at the gate was dozing and took no notice of anyone. Obviously he himself didn't know why he was standing there.
Asch left Barbara sitting in the sidecar, and she did her best to accept this without a murmur. He went with Brack into the staff building, and they made their way to the rooms to which the divisional signs pointed. There, followed by the astonished gazes of the men, they reported at the divisional adjutant's office.
They didn't have to wait long. The adjutant came up to them at once, stopped in front of Brack, gave him his hand and said: "Good God, man, you've the speed of the devil!"
Brack smiled politely, then stepped a little to one side and asked the adjutant: "Do you know Lieutenant Asch?"
"Do I know him?" said the adjutant, and gave Asch his hand too. "I know the general's favorite child all right--and not just by name. But tell me, you two last-ditch heroes, what are you doing here?"
"We wanted to see that intelligent face of yours," said Asch quite unperturbed, "and then look our general in the eye again--just as the textbooks say."
"My mission," said Lieutenant Brack correctly, "has been accomplished. Asch's troop has been disbanded in accordance with orders, and both of us have made our way out of the pocket. I beg to be employed in some further capacity."
The adjutant sat down and with a lazy gesture motioned both of them to take a seat also. "We didn't reckon with your return, Lieutenant Brack."
"Now you're rather upset by it, eh?" asked Asch with a grin.
"On the contrary, the general felt certain that you would..."
"What?"
"Forget it," said the adjutant abruptly. "Perhaps you can talk to the general yourself..."
"At once?"
"Not just at the moment," said the adjutant. "The general's asleep. He's been two days and two nights on the road without a stop--now he's sleeping it off. You can do the same, Lieutenant Brack."
"I'm not tired," said Brack. "I can take up my work again right away."
"But there's no hurry, Lieutenant."
"And what shall I do?" asked Asch. "Sleep a bit or leave?"
"Just as you like."
"What's going on here?" asked Asch. "How's the battle going? Are we any nearer final victory?"
"On the verge of it," said the adjutant. He was tired. "And the general is anxious to leave everything correct and aboveboard. No more acts of madness!"
"Then, if I understand you correctly," said Lieutenant Brack attentively, "the general is methodically disbanding his division. Is that it?"
"That's right," said the adjutant. "And his internal orders are as follows: No further bloodshed, destroy all weapons, disband all units. Those who wish to avoid being taken prisoner should do so. But everything is to be done in an orderly manner, methodically, according to plan."
"Bravo," said Brack softly.
"There must be something wrong there," said Asch doubtfully. "The Volkssturm's working at full pressure, giving itself all sorts of airs and erecting antitank barriers."
"Where?" asked the adjutant in astonishment.
"Here! Under the general's nose. The fellows are working on the main roads as if they were being paid piece rates!"
"Impossible!" said the adjutant. "That's quite impossible. No orders of that sort have been issued at all."
"Perhaps there's been some misunderstanding, to put it mildly. There are not a few idiots going round in uniform these days."
"You must have made some sort of mistake, Lieutenant Asch. You wouldn't be able to appreciate the situation as a whole. Perhaps it's merely camouflage, a form of deception..."
"Could be," said Asch. "We're great at deception, we Germans--particularly self-deception. From time to time we practice it on such a scale that we get ourselves into a situation like the present. But if I were in your place, I'd look into the matter personally to see whether fools or rogues are at work."
"Of course," said the adjutant, "of course we'll look into the matter. It's always better to make sure. But I don't expect anything to come of it."
"I can see you're pretty confident," said Asch, grinning affably.
* * *
Perhaps in an attempt to deal with his hang-over after Wedelmann's wedding party, Kowalski seemed to have decided to go out for a longish morning walk. He crossed the market square, walked along the Goeringstrasse, down the street of the S.A. and across the particularly shabby-looking Julius Streicher Platz to the Hindenburgstrasse. He went past No. 13 at a leisurely pace, casting a brief glance at it as he did so. He then quickened his step towards the wood, almost as if he had some urgent business to attend to there.
On arrival he sat down on a tree stump and began to consider what to do next. He screwed up his eyes, stared at the ground and seemed to be making some strenuous calculations. Then he said: "They will have gone straight on--about eight hundred meters."
And he began to look around him like a foxhound picking up the scent. He found a narrow footpath. He went straight along this for about ten minutes, looking for tracks all the time. From here he ranged out in a wide arc into the wood. The rotting leaves of the previous autumn stuck to his boots.
After about forty minutes he found what he was looking for. Hidden under a bush on the edge of a narrow clearing was the body of a soldier. Kowalski looked at it closely. He bent over it and established that it was the body of a major in the service corps. He had been shot twice in the back of the neck. The points of entry of the bullets were clearly visible.
Kowalski pulled the corpse out of the bush and began to search it thoroughly. The man hadn't been robbed, as one might have expected under the circumstances. In his pockets were all the various objects which a relatively experienced soldier usually carries about with him: corkscrew, penknife, some small change, playing cards, photographs, contraceptives, pencils, handkerchief.
Lance Corporal Kowalski also found a wallet. It was fairly thick. There were some wads of bank notes inside, a number of documents and two--two!--identity cards. Both were made out in the name of Brahm. One was an Army pay book such as every soldier carried. The other was a civilian identity card.
"So the poor swine's name is Brahm," said Kowalski thoughtfully. "But he seems to have been a fairly crafty swine all the same. He operated on two fronts: Brahm--major, service corps; Brahm--geometrician."
Kowalski laughed quietly. "Geometrician is good," he said. "Not a bad profession for the transitional period." And he weighed the two sets of papers in his large hands.
Then he said: "Just the profession for me!"
And he pocketed the identity cards.
The lance corporal pushed the body back into the bushes again and carefully covered it with twigs. Then he went back through the wood to the Hindenburgstrasse. He stopped and smoked a cigarette under a tree for a while and again observed house No. 13. But he saw no one. There was only a Wehrmacht staff car parked on the drive as if abandoned.
On his return to the town he ran into Soeft. He was standing by the enormous furniture van which Kowalski had left in charge of the driver. Soeft greeted him like a long-lost brother.
"Well," he said, "have you done that bit of business for me?"
"Of course," said Kowalski. "And now do I get my percentage--as agreed?"
"No," said Soeft amiably.
"Say that again, you dirty..."
"No--you don't get the agreed percentage. You get more."
"Soeft," said Kowalski suspiciously, "what's this going to cost me?"
"We're going to do a little business together," said Soeft. "And you're going to come out of it splendidly."
"What sort of business, you crafty bastard?"
"Kowalski," said Soeft, in tones of deep affection, "we've been comrades a long time, haven't we?"
"Come off it," said Kowalski. "When a crook like you starts talking about comradeship, then there's something really dirty in the wind."
"My dear Kowalski, I believe you're a close friend of Asch, the cafe proprietor."
"Well," said Kowalski, "after last night I'm not so sure. You see..."
"Kowalski," said Soeft, for whom more than ever these days time was money, "I have two men I wish to find accommodation for. And if you give me a little assistance..."
"Two more bandits?"
"Please!" said Soeft imploringly. "Bandits indeed! Highly honorable men--even though they have both got strong characters and plenty of dough. There's a small fortune in it, Kowalski, if we pull it off."
"Are all Kreisleiters so rich then?" asked Kowalski, not without interest.
"This one's a gauleiter," said Soeft with understandable business pride. "If a fellow like that isn't in possession of a fortune by now, he's failed in his job. But this one of mine, my friend, is a particularly shining example!"
"You mean a forced-labor organizer, or something like that? Perhaps even purveyor to a concentration camp--a Jew shipper?"
Soeft grinned broadly. "My man," he said, "is a true friend of humanity. Or so he persistently assures me. His chauffeur, he says, was always allowed to smoke his cigars; he saved an aunt of his wife's who was married to a half Jew from being sent to work in a munitions factory. And once, when on a business trip to Paris, he slept with a whore and doubled her fee of his own accord and didn't even denounce her--though it was quite clear that she wasn't racially sound. That shows you what a friend of humanity he is!"
"We could always try," said Kowalski, after thinking it over for a moment. "It might prove worth it."
Soeft was delighted, but immediately afterwards became suspicious. Kowalski seemed far too ready to agree to the proposal, especially when one considered that he hadn't yet even asked what his share was going to be. And this in particular fanned Soeft's rapidly spreading suspicion into a giant blaze. "If you're thinking of double-crossing me, Kowalski..."
"How could I do that?" said the latter innocently. "After all, we've been comrades a long time, haven't we?"
* * *
First Lieutenant Greifer walked into the local commandant's office with lithe, springy steps, bowed curtly to Schulz and said:
"Allow me to introduce myself: Grafenberg."
"What do you want?" asked Schulz crossly.
He hardly glanced at his visitor. He was staring at the mail which had arrived that morning by a roundabout route. It had already put him in a very bad temper even though he hadn't opened a letter. He didn't need to do that to find it infuriating and to protest his fate--for he could see that there was no letter which could possibly contain the news of his promotion to major.
"I am here," said First Lieutenant Greifer, who now went by the name of Grafenberg, the name which appeared on his identity card, "on behalf of my C.O., Colonel Hochheim."
"Just a minute," said Captain Schulz, leaving his visitor in a state of high indignation as he hurried into the anteroom, where Lance Corporal Stamm sat assiduously cleaning his nails with a paper knife.
"Stamm," said Schulz imperiously, "is that all the mail there was?"
"Of course," said the other.
"You haven't kept any letters back?"
"But, Captain!" said Stamm in an outraged tone.
"I meant--any letters to the former commandant or letters addressed to the commandant of the reserve battery or anything like that?"
"No, nothing," said Stamm with growing curiosity. "In accordance with your orders, all service mail now passes through the Kommandantur. Was the captain expecting an important letter? A letter from the personnel department perhaps?"
"That's none of your confounded business!" cried Schulz roughly, turning to leave the room.
"Captain," said Stamm amiably, "there'll probably be another post today--this afternoon."
"How do you know?"
"I've heard it's on the way--the post office said so. Whether it'll get through, though..."
"Stamm," said Schulz urgently, "move heaven and earth to see that that mail gets through. Mail is important. All soldiers wait for it--for a word from their loved ones. We mustn't disappoint them. A soldier's mail, Stamm, is as important to him as his rations--more important perhaps."
"I see," said the lance corporal. He found it difficult not to break into a grin.
"The best thing would be if Lieutenant Nowack looked into this matter of the mail himself--he's got nothing else to do."
"He's just seeing if he's broken any bones," said Stamm affably. "Asch threw him out on his ear when he tried to look into the billeting situation there."
"Old Asch dared to do that?"
"Not old Asch--the young one. He's just got back. Nowack ran straight into him."
"I'll soon settle with him," cried Schulz, immediately impatient to translate his fury into action. "And how, I'll settle with him!"
"Which one?" asked the lance corporal with interest. "Lieutenant Nowack or Lieutenant Asch?"
"Both!" shouted Schulz, and rushed out, slamming the door behind him. He stormed into his office like a raging lion, heading straight for the lieutenant, who was standing in the middle of the room. It seemed as if Schulz were bound to knock his visitor over, but the latter didn't budge an inch. Schulz braked hard.
"You still here?" he said crossly.
"I haven't yet been able to state my business," said First Lieutenant Greifer-Grafenberg with a self-control that was really very remarkable for him.
"Then state it!" said Schulz, flopping into an armchair.
"My name is Grafenberg," said Greifer, maintaining his self-restraint; only his hands shook a little and seemed ready to clench themselves into fists.
Schulz stared at the unopened letters on his desk and asked rudely: "Well--what about it?"
Greifer-Grafenberg shut his eyes for a moment. His fists were clenched now and the knuckles showed white. But he still kept his composure and his voice sounded meticulously polite.
"I am Colonel Hochheim's adjutant. Colonel Hochheim has been given a special mission to accomplish."
"Then he should accomplish it!" said Schulz.
"Unfortunately," said Greifer-Grafenberg, "our transport has packed up--two trucks."
Schulz pressed the bell violently. Stamm appeared at once. "Take all this stuff off my desk!" cried Schulz, pointing with disgust at the pile of letters.
"Very good," said Stamm, clearing them away.
Schulz turned to his visitor with a slight sense of relief. "So your two trucks have packed up--you've had bad luck, then."
"Colonel Hochheim," said First Lieutenant Grafenberg, alias Greifer, with the very last remains of his self-control, "requests that two medium-weight trucks be put at his disposal, together with four men and sufficient gasoline or alternatively, diesel fuel for three hundred kilometers."
"You don't want anything else, do you?"
"That'll be enough," said Greifer-Grafenberg with a sigh of relief.
"Who do you think I am, my dear fellow--Father Christmas?"
"In one hour," said the lieutenant, and he flexed his knees slightly as he said it. "One hour at the latest."
"Then you can wait till you're blue in the face," said Schulz, feeling himself immeasurably superior. "For you won't get so much as a fly button out of me!"
"I wish to draw your attention," said Greifer-Grafenberg, and a new harshness crept into his voice, "to the fact that you are endangering the success of our mission."
"I don't give a damn for your mission," said Schulz, relying confidently both on the far-reaching powers which had been conferred on him with his present post and on his clear, unmistakable seniority in rank.
"We'll soon see who gives a damn round here," said the lieutenant, once more wholly Greifer again.
"What?" said Schulz, convinced that he must have misheard.
"If you don't fulfill this request within one hour," threatened Greifer ominously, "you'll find yourself dangling from the nearest tree."
"What sort of way do you think that is to speak to me?" asked Schulz in some consternation.
"The sort of way in which saboteurs and traitors have to be spoken to--that's all." Greifer was quite back in his old form again. He looked at Schulz as if he already had a rope round his neck.
"This really is the limit!" gasped Schulz.
Greifer pulled a watch out of his pocket and compared it with the watch on his wrist. Then he looked up at the clock on the wall. "Sixty minutes," he said, "and not one minute longer."
"I'll have you arrested!" roared Schulz.
Greifer merely shrugged his shoulders. Then he stalked out and slammed the door violently behind him. Schulz winced.
Captain Schulz took some minutes to collect his wits. He roared for his boy, Heini, the Hitler Youth, but Heini was away somewhere. Then he roared for Lieutenant Nowack. But Lieutenant Nowack was also away somewhere. Then, resolute and shaking with rage, he put a call through to General Luschke. The divisional adjutant answered.
"I'm glad you rang," said the adjutant. "I was just going to ring you."
"Can I speak to the general, please?"
"I'm sorry," said the adjutant, "that's impossible. But what I wanted to ask you, Captain, was this: you're sticking closely to the general's instructions, I hope?"
"Rigidly," Schulz assured him.
"Is it true that you're having antitank barriers erected?"
"Antitank barriers and tank traps--that's right."
"But what's the good of that, Captain Schulz?"
"It's all in line with the general's instructions," boomed Schulz with complete conviction.
"I hardly think so," said the adjutant. "Antitank barriers and tank traps at this stage of the proceedings--it's infantile!"
"We've also got mines and Molotov cocktails and Panzerfausts---we'll manage all right."
Several seconds passed before the adjutant answered. Then he said: "Captain Schulz, kindly suspend all further measures. And hold yourself ready to come and see the general."
"What am I to understand by that?" asked Schulz dully.
"I'm afraid you'll find out all too soon," said the adjutant, and hung up.
* * *
"We simply can't have your men making themselves at home in my house like this," said old Asch to his son.
"I must say, this ham of yours," said Herbert Asch, carving himself a slice as thick as his finger, "proves to me that you must have had a damned hard war."
"You'll only cause me unnecessary complications," old Asch tried to persuade his munching son.
"Nothing to the complications you and your sort caused us," said the lieutenant.
"Herbert," said Asch, and there was an almost solemn note of appeal in his voice, "I didn't start this war, did I?"
"You didn't get a chance to," said Herbert Asch, testing the hardness of the salami in front of him with his finger. "But you didn't do too badly out of it, and you turned a blind eye to all the filthy things that went on in it."
"I've always been a clear-cut opponent of Nazism, my boy; you won't deny me that. I always..."
"With your tongue, Father, yes. And with friends whom you were absolutely sure you could trust. And behind locked doors."
"You don't understand me," said old Asch uneasily, and he looked imploringly at his son chewing away contentedly beside him. He pulled a large snow-white handkerchief out of his trousers pocket, unfolded it, crumpled it up and mopped his brow with it. "I'm no hero. I'm a businessman. And who do you think I've built up my business for?"
"For me. I know that old gramophone record, Father."
"But it's really true, Herbert! Your sister Ingrid went to the Wehrmacht after Vierbein's death and married some fine upstanding officer of the Fuhrer's and is lost to the business. And I've always seen you as my successor."
"Do you seriously think that the war's going to stop short at your cafe, Father?"
"It's as good as over, Herbert."
"Maybe," said Lieutenant Asch, cutting himself a mighty slice of blood sausage. "Maybe the war has run its course. But that's not the end of it all by a long chalk. It's like in a motorboat race--before you can throttle back and bring your boat to a standstill you're miles past the finishing line!"
"I've done everything I could to see that things went right," said Asch entreatingly. "And I've got a useful insurance in your father-in-law, old Foreman Freitag."
"Did you work out that little deal together?"
"That wasn't necessary with us. We understand each other without a lot of talk."
"I hope for your sake," said Lieutenant Asch, "that you're not deceiving yourself on this point. Old Freitag's got a pretty thick skull, you know; and he himself sometimes confuses it with strength of character."
"Don't worry," said old Asch confidently. "I helped him when he was going to be sent to a concentration camp--he'll help me when my turn comes. But what really does worry me, my son, is your own outlook on things."
"The only thing that worries me is my appetite," said Herbert Asch, swallowing an enormous mountain of bread, butter and sausage.
"I had everything perfectly arranged," said the cafe proprietor forcibly. "Your wife and the children in the country. The cellar full, the house empty. No staff, no business--closed until further notice! I was all alone in the citadel waiting for you. Then along came Wedelmann and his girl--well, I said to myself, why not? He once did me a good turn, why shouldn't I repay him?"
"What a noble fellow you are!" mouthed Asch, chewing hard.
"Then along came this fellow Kowalski. Again I closed an eye to it. After all, he's a friend of yours. But suddenly the whole lot of them were on me; and before I could turn round, the house was swarming with people I'd never even seen before in my life. There are a minimum of two people sleeping in each bed, and downstairs in the cafe your entire troop seem to have made themselves at home."
"I am sorry for you," Lieutenant Asch assured his father. He continued to chew. "You're a man of peace and here they come bothering you with the war."
"Surely your men could go to the barracks?"
"Why should they go to the barracks? It's much more comfortable for them here."
"And why did you throw Lieutenant Nowack of the Kommandantur out like that?"
"Because I'm the only person who's going to have any say in what becomes of my men, and I'm not going to have them pushed around as if they were no more than a number of pairs of army boots. These few men, Father, don't know where to turn at the moment. Their families are in the East or dead or wandering around somewhere without any homes. Where are the fellows to go to? They're at the end of their tether."
"But why do they have to land in my place? There are more neutral places--the barracks, the school, the huts in the hydroelectric works."
"They came to find me," said Asch, "because they didn't know who else to turn to. So here they are--and here they're staying so long as the war lets them."
"You've changed a lot, my son."
"I know," said the latter. He nodded to his father, who looked worried. "In the old days I was a gay young rascal and now I'm just a cynical scoundrel. But I'm slowly losing my energy. The war's got into my blood like syphilis. And to tell you the truth, there's only one thing I care about now and that's to see that a certain swine gets hanged!"
"Your morals have changed terribly," said old Asch.
"Yours haven't," Herbert assured him grimly.
"How could you dare to bring that girl into the house?"
"Barbara? Do you like her?"
"You're a married man. You've got children, and yet you're not ashamed..."
"I was at the war. My wife wasn't. Barbara was within reach."
"Is that meant to be a joke?" asked old Asch in some consternation.
The lieutenant's tunic hung open. He opened it still farther and felt in his inside pocket. He pulled out some photographs--the ones he had found in Frau Willrich's house. He spread them fanwise and held them out to his father. "Do you know that man who's grinning at the camera there? I seem to have seen him somewhere, but I can't think where."
Old Asch didn't look at the photographs.
"I took the liberty of asking you whether you meant that as a joke. If a woman like this creature Barbara..."
"Do you know that man or not?"
"Yes, I know him," said the cafe proprietor taking a quick glance at the photograph. "But..."
"Who is he?"
"Our former Kreisleiter."
"Why former?"
"Because he made off some time ago."
"Are you certain about that?"
"Quite certain. And it's only logical. Or did you think he'd welcome the Americans with waving banners and a nice little speech? He cleared off ten days ago."
"Better than lying around as a corpse somewhere, anyway," said Asch, thoughtfully putting the photographs back again.
Shortly afterwards Barbara appeared, looking pink and surprisingly fresh after a good shower bath. She was wrapped in a large bathrobe. Her eyes showed a healthy appetite. She sat down next to Herbert Asch and without waiting to be asked, began to help herself to the mountains of sausage and other delicacies.
"It's like being in paradise," she said as she began to eat.
"Your clothing suggests as much," said old Asch.
Barbara let her mouth fall open in astonishment. Then she asked naively: "Don't you like it?"
"Not at all," said old Asch.
"I like it," said the lieutenant, slapping Barbara heartily on the back and making her choke.
"That's it," said Father Asch bitterly. "What does anything matter now--my cafe's been turned into a barracks, my house into a brothel, and my only son brings my business to ruin. Poor Germany!" And he went out shaking his head.
"He can't stand me," said Barbara worried.
"But I can--so it evens out."
"I feel much better for knowing that," she said, and looked up at him with large eyes full of meaning.
But before she could give further expression to this meaning, there was a clatter of boots and Kowalski, Stamm and Soeft all came galloping into the room. And behind them, courteous as ever, came Lieutenant Brack. The lower ranks were making as much noise as if they were out on a party.
"Wedelmann!" roared Kowalski up the corridor. "Alarm!"
"Stop that confounded row!" said Asch. "Our cafe isn't a barracks."
"We need every man we can get," said Lance Corporal Stamm.
"We're counting on you, Herr Asch," said Lieutenant Brack.
"I'm having my breakfast," said the other solemnly.
Wedelmann appeared in an open shirt without a tunic. His naked feet were stuck into vast flower-embroidered carpet slippers which belonged to the cafe proprietor. "What's all the row about?" he asked.
"I hope we haven't waked you up?" asked Kowalski loudly with a raucous laugh. "You must know," he explained to the others, "that the bridegroom is probably just making up for a rather disturbed wedding night."
"Enough of that," said Wedelmann sharply. He found it difficult to hide his great embarrassment.
"To come to the point," said Lieutenant Brack, "we need every man we can find with a spark of decency still in him. We've got to dismantle the remaining parts of the war machine."
"You can count me out," said Wedelmann firmly.
"And me," said Asch amiably.
"And what about your men, Herr Asch?"
"Me and my men--none of us are playing any more."
"That's a pity," said Lieutenant Brack after a short pause. "But naturally I respect your decision. Then we'll have to see what we can do alone. Coming?"
"We're coming," said Stamm. Kowalski also adhered to this. "Is our dear friend Soeft not coming too?"
Soeft was already sitting down at the table, partaking heartily of Asch's homecoming breakfast. "Later," he said, his mouth full. "I've got a little business to discuss with old Asch. Wouldn't you like to be present too, Kowalski?"
"Pleasure first," said the other. "Work afterwards."
* * *
"We'll be in our new area of operations by this evening," announced Captain Ted Boernes to his close collaborators.
"About time too," said James I. "My fingers itch to be at them."
"Are we simply taking with us the prisoners whose interrogations we haven't finished?"
"Of course not," said Boernes at once. "All interrogations are to be completed or at least brought to a temporary conclusion. Thereupon the prisoners and all their documents are to be handed over to the permanent C.I.C. post here, whose responsibility they will then become."
"When are we leaving?" asked James II.
"In about three hours," said the captain. "Our forward tanks will reach the town which has been allotted to us about seven o'clock this evening. The troops won't stay there, but will push on another ten or twenty kilometers further east the same evening."
"Just a minute," said James II slowly. "Does that mean that we're going to enter an open town that won't be occupied directly by our troops?"
"I don't think we've anything to worry about, gentlemen," said the captain. "Naturally, certain units will remain behind in the town."
"Second-line troops, though," James II pointed out with gentle persistence.
"All reports agree," remarked Boernes confidently, "that German resistance is almost at an end. Fighting has practically ceased."
"Practically--that means not altogether." James II wasn't the man to let himself run any unnecessary risks. "And what if one of the places where fighting is still in progress..."
"Captain," said James I indignantly, "do you realize you've given me an old woman as a partner?"
"More use than a half-wit," said James II angrily.
"Please, gentlemen," cried Captain Boernes imploringly. "The general situation is admittedly extremely complicated. If anyone has any doubts about our being able to start work effectively at once, if people feel that there might be complications, then we'll simply wait. We can just as well begin our work first thing tomorrow morning."
"Proposal rejected," said James I keenly. "I want to start my fun this evening."
"And I," said James II folding his hands, "know how to enjoy the pleasures of anticipation. I'm for playing for safety--that is, for first thing tomorrow morning."
"And what about you, Herr Hinrichsen?"
Hinrichsen, who had been deep in his own thoughts, stirred himself. His movement was so violent that his wounded arm began to pain him. It burned like fire. "Me?" he asked. "Does it depend on me in any way then?"
"It doesn't depend on you at all," said James I rudely. "But it interests me to know what you think."
"The sooner the better. It's the big fish we want."
"There you are," said James I, satisfied. And he didn't hesitate to add: "Any other answer, colleague Hinrichsen, and it would have been the worse for our co-operation in the future."
"And you?" Captain Boernes asked James II.
"I don't go much for democracy," said the latter, "but I feel myself overruled by the wishes of the majority, so I accept them."
"Good," said Captain Boernes, visibly relieved, for he was thinking of Brack. He would be glad to get this fledgling, the protege of the influential Colonel Thompson, back under his wing again. "We're agreed then. We'll leave in three hours' time."
"We can go at once, as far as I'm concerned," said James I, and he saw himself as a bold, enterprising fellow. The pioneer of the twentieth century, he told himself--one hundred per cent American.
"How are you going to fill in the time before we leave?" asked Captain Ted Boernes curiously.
"Wondering whether or not you're entitled to ask that question," said James I with a grin.
"And you--will you be puzzling over similar problems?"
"I," said James II, "will start to build up a little store of sleep."
"And I, with your approval," said Hinrichsen politely, "will try to finish off an interrogation."
"Which one?"
"The first lieutenant who was at Grafenberg."
"What do you hope to get out of it?"
"I can't say exactly," explained Hinrichsen cautiously. "But I have the feeling that the man knows something that may prove rather interesting."
"Interesting? For whom?"
"That," said Hinrichsen cryptically, "will make itself clear in time."
Hinrichsen went to the bare, cold room where the interrogations were held. Here he sat down and sent for the first lieutenant who had been on the training course at Grafenberg.
The fellow was brought in. He twisted about, grimacing like a servile barber and bowing in a way which made it took as if he were about to start dancing a minuet. His mouth was already open so that he could answer any questions he might be asked with greater speed and efficiency.
But Hinrichsen let him stand there for a while without saying anything to him. With an impressive display of concentration he thumbed through a number of blank interrogation forms. As he did so he maintained a stubborn silence, but the movements of his hands betrayed his nervousness.
Then those busy hands were suddenly still. They lay side by side together on top of the interrogation forms. They were heavy hands shaped like shovels. Anyone who saw them couldn't help wishing he would never fall into them. Hinrichsen raised his large head. And there was such icy coldness and determination in his eyes that the lieutenant began to shake almost perceptibly at the knees.
"We two," said Hinrichsen softly and sinisterly, "have a common acquaintance, a certain Colonel Hauk."
The lieutenant from Grafenberg turned so pale so quickly that it was as if a floodlight which had been gently illuminating him was suddenly switched to its fullest intensity. "I don't know..." he stammered.
"You know very well who I mean."
"You must believe me..."
"Listen, my friend," said Hinrichsen harshly, "we'll get nowhere like this. I'm quite convinced that you know something. When I asked you this morning if you knew Hauk, your answer came out too quick, too pat. And it was a double denial. Anyone who wasn't a complete idiot or half deaf would have been bound to be suspicious."
The lieutenant from Grafenberg was becoming more and more unsure of himself. Drops of sweat formed on his upper lip. He was already wringing his hands and seemed to be trying to tie himself into knots, like a worm.
"Stop twisting about like that," said Hinrichsen. "It's clear from your papers that you took a course at Grafenberg. And we know just what went on there--"
"Sir," cried the lieutenant in an imploring, heart-rending tone, "I swear to you that my own work was only of a subordinate nature. I was merely an assessor to the courts-martial--I had no say in what went on. I didn't have to decide anything. I merely had to make a draft of the proceedings. It was only the president of the court who delivered the sentence."
"I'll take your word for that," said Hinrichsen, feeling the ice beginning to melt. "I'm not ungenerous. I know that in most cases the presidents of these court-martial flying columns were staff officers of at least the rank of captain, and that they alone were responsible for the sentences."
"That's just how it was, sir," the lieutenant assured him, and it was as if he were taking an oath. "Exactly like that."
"Of course, I also know that there were exceptions," said Hinrichsen, fixing his victim with the deadly look of some giant snake. "Special powers were conferred in unusual circumstances. Perhaps your own career was not altogether free from such exceptions. One could, if one wanted, look into the matter more closely. But I don't want to if I can help it. I'm not really interested in you. I can't hear enough about this Colonel Hauk, though. So you can make your choice. Either I subject your own case to an intensive scrutiny, or you tell me everything you know about this Colonel Hauk. And to make sure you understand me properly, Herr Lieutenant from Grafenberg, I repeat: you yourself are of little interest to me."
"Yes," said the lieutenant, and he took a deep breath. "Colonel Hauk was the president of one of the emergency courts-martial working directly under orders from the Fuhrer's headquarters. After the experiences of the retreats in Russia they were put into operation on the Western Front."
"One more thing," said Hinrichsen, "before we discuss this subject in detail. I must make it clear that I want to know everything, absolutely everything. If you have to touch on incidents in which you yourself took a direct hand, then regard yourself as turning King's evidence--in the sense of British law. You put yourself at the disposal of justice and tell everything--that protects you from an indictment and allows you to go free. If you don't wish to do that..."
"I'll tell all I know, sir," promised the lieutenant. He had been trained to make snap decisions at Grafenberg. He looked at Hinrichsen with the submissiveness of a sheep.
Hinrichsen pulled his writing pad towards him, snorted with satisfaction and said: "All right, I'm listening."
* * *
The local Volkssturm--those last-minute defenders of their Fatherland--had set up their headquarters in the fire station. Thither went Lieutenant Brack to treat with their commander, who found his mood of sullen despondency lifting as the conversation with his visitor progressed. This fellow Brack, he found, was a perfectly normal human being. It was possible to talk to him.
"About time too," said the veterans' leader. "Even senior officers ought to be able to see that you can't fight tanks with stones."
"It's still not too late to redress the situation," said Brack politely.
"Just a minute, Lieutenant," said the Volkssturm commander. Now that there seemed no immediate danger to life and limb, he was prepared to reassume his role as a last-minute hero. "I hope very much that the higher leadership isn't in any doubt about our willingness to defend the Fatherland."
"No question of it," Brack assured him. "Quite the contrary, in fact--it's simply that an appeal is being made to your intelligence as well."
"There's nothing wrong with our fighting spirit," said the last-ditch leader, "but unfortunately its effectiveness is dependent on material things. And we're not even in a position to lay a regulation mine field."
"I'm sure you're not."
"And you can't hold up a tank regiment with two dozen Panzerfausts and twenty Molotov cocktails!"
"Certainly not!"
"Even the finest soldier is powerless before the material superiority of the Americans. In fact, soldiering doesn't really come into it at all."
"I absolutely agree with you," Brack assured him with a winning smile. "But we'll have more time to exchange views about all this later. I think now we must get a move on. If we want to be completely disarmed by the time the Americans arrive..."
"We can reverse all our defensive measures then?"
"All of them."
"General's orders?"
"Major General Luschke's orders--yes."
"This fellow Luschke," said the Volkssturm commander, who only twenty minutes before had been prepared to curse the man soundly, "seems to be a man with a clear eye for essentials."
"He is indeed. But now may I ask you to give the necessary orders?"
The Volkssturm commander, thus deprived in the nick of time of his personal contribution to final victory, nodded and looked around for runners. But of the twelve men of the stand-by patrol, eight had disappeared--six of them , to an unknown destination. It could only be supposed that they had either gone off for a drink or gone home. Of the remaining four, one declared that he was seriously ill, two others put in urgent requests for temporary leave, while the fourth had been sitting in the latrine for the last three hours, suffering, he said, from diarrhea.
"What am I to do?" asked the commander in desperation.
"Telephone!" Brack advised him.
"Most of the lines are cut. And we haven't laid a field cable to our forward posts."
"Why not?"
"Because we hadn't any field cable!"
"Then take a car or a motorcycle and drive round all the individual posts yourself."
"I haven't got a driving license."
"Good God, man!" cried Brack, exasperated. "What does that matter in a situation like this!"
"But I can't drive either!"
"Then I'll be your chauffeur," said Brack.
"That's extremely good of you--I only hope we can get hold of a car."
The lieutenant breathed a sigh of relief when he was called away to the telephone.
"The Kommandantur, Lieutenant."
Brack picked up the receiver and asked: "Is that you, Stamm?"
It was Stamm. He had to report a disturbing aggressive attitude on the part of the Hitler Youth. They were at that moment undergoing training in the use of the Panzerfaust on the sports field.
Lieutenant Brack listened carefully and then asked: "Couldn't I use these children as runners?" The answer he got seemed to displease him. "Under no circumstances, Stamm? But I need runners."
Stamm implored the lieutenant under no circumstances to use such heroically minded children to transmit orders which were directed exclusively at demobilization. "These schoolroom Nibelungs," said Stamm, "have been trained for final victory. You can't regard them as normal creatures.
It's pointless to try and appeal to their reason--they don't know what reason is."
"But I can't just lock them up, Stamm."
"Lock them up, no--but you can outwit them."
"Can I have a vehicle of some sort, Stamm? We've got to visit the forward posts."
"You can have as many vehicles as you like! In the last hour or so Kowalski's collected a whole car-parkful. He's just busy clearing out a couple of warehouses at the moment."
"A staff car capable of traveling across country will do me," said Lieutenant Brack, and hung up.
"We're getting a car," he said to the Volkssturm commander, who immediately showed himself delighted at the news. "Take charge of the car when it arrives and come and pick me up. I'm going to the sports field."
On the sports field, he found the routine of the barrack square was in full swing. Under the supervision of an officer of the reserve who didn't seem particularly interested, a sergeant and two corporals were putting the twenty-three members of the Hitler Youth through their paces in the traditional style. They were going at it for all they were worth.
The child warriors glowed with militant ardor. Joyfully they hurled themselves down in the mud, hopped from crater to crater and discharged their imaginary "stovepipes" at an imaginary tank represented by a packing case. The N.C.O.s were delighted at such a display of keenness. It almost exceeded even their wildest dreams.
"Listen a moment," cried Brack, planting himself in the path of the young heroes. "That's the end of Panzerfaust training for today."
The officer of the reserve saluted briefly. It never occurred to him to ask what right this strange lieutenant had to interfere in the prescribed training--he was used to every sort of interference in service life.
The N.C.O.s let their victims go. The brave Hitler Youths gathered round Brack expectantly.
"I've a new job for you," Brack said to the youths. Tough as leather, fleet as greyhounds, hard as steel--that was their motto. "You will divide up into groups of two and remove all the posters carrying orders from the Kommandantur to be found within the area of the town."
"Why, Lieutenant?" asked one boy with the unmistakable face of a Nordic hero.
"In order to paste up new and far more effective ones," explained Brack, quite unperturbed.
"Ah--that's all right!" said the youthful superman. He seemed satisfied.
"All the old posters, or what is left of them, are to be delivered to the commander of the Volkssturm in the fire station. And you're to wait there for further orders. Is that clear?"
"Yes, sir!" cried the child heroes in perfect discipline.
* * *
Schulz, who had been sitting slumped at his desk, looked up with vision slightly blurred at the colonel who stood before him. The clink of beer bottles came from under his desk.
Colonel Hauk, who now went by the name of Hochheim, looked him up and down coolly. Under this merciless scrutiny Schulz seemed to lose the remainder of his once so solid self-assurance. And the colonel's silence seemed worse to him than the most savage bellow.
Then in a completely disinterested voice, as if he were merely taking a barometer reading, the colonel said: "Two trucks and four men--immediately."
Slowly, as slowly as if giant automatic doors were opening, Captain Schulz opened his enormous mouth. "Colonel," he began.
"No nonsense," said the latter.
"If you don't act immediately," Greifer thought it necessary to remark, "you'll be court-martialed."
"Colonel," began Schulz again, "I'll naturally try..."
"Try then," said Hauk coldly.
"And make sure you're successful," announced Greifer. "Get moving now! I'll be at your side to give you advice."
Schulz nodded. He was deeply shaken. Then he leaned forward and picked up the receiver. He stopped with it halfway towards his ear and stared. He was looking at the door as if he had just seen a ghost.

In the doorway stood General Luschke, an undersized little man with his lumpy face bent forward like a hound taking the scent. He looked at the occupants of the room with some interest. Lance Corporal Stamm lurked behind him, eager and expectant. Then Luschke moved again. He stepped forward almost inaudibly.
Automatically Schulz reported: "Kommandantur--nothing of interest to report."
"I'd like to know," said Luschke, "what would have to happen in your area before you found something of interest to report."
Greifer shot round. He stood there for a moment like a bull who sees a red flag. Then his arm raced up. Colonel Hauk also saluted, absolutely correctly, yet a shade less formally. He looked at Luschke, sizing him up, without losing any of his outward calm.
Schulz managed to get to his feet behind his desk and roared out: "I have kept strictly to the general's instructions!"
"Can I have gone out of my mind?" retorted Luschke. As he had anticipated, he received no answer. He went on: "One might suppose so, after seeing what you've been doing in my name!"
"I have done what I took to be my duty," said Schulz in a strangled voice.
"What you take to be your duty," said Luschke mercilessly, "is nothing short of idiocy in the present situation into which we have so gloriously blundered."
Hauk coughed approvingly. For a moment Schulz had the look of a brave man drowning, then he collapsed altogether. He couldn't have looked more submissive if he had been a sack dumped in the corner.
Colonel Hauk introduced himself. "Hochheim," he said. "Army High Command, Fuhrer's headquarters." Then he pointed to Greifer: "First Lieutenant Grafenberg--my adjutant." And then he explained: "Both at present engaged on a special mission."
"The Army High Command isn't situated here," said Luschke quietly. "Nor, certainly, are the Fuhrer's headquarters. Have you lost your way perhaps?"
"My transport has become unserviceable," said Colonel Hauk. "I am requesting that two trucks and their accompanying personnel be put at my disposal."
"Request refused," replied Luschke promptly.
"General, may I draw your attention to the fact that I am transporting secret archives?"
"You may draw my attention to the fact, Colonel, but to no purpose."
"Will the general take the responsibility..."
"Colonel," said Luschke harshly, "if you burn your papers, they won't fall into the hands of the enemy. I can give you that advice--but it's all I can do for you."
"Are you prepared to give me your decision in writing, General?" asked Hauk. His voice was soft and sinister.
"That--and anything else you may want from me in writing," said Luschke cuttingly. "For example, that the war is hopelessly lost--and has been for months. Finally and irrevocably lost for everyone, even for the ass-lickers in the Fuhrer's headquarters. And that I refuse to sacrifice the life of a single one of my soldiers for your boxes of papers--or to move a finger to save them."
"Does that mean, that you're giving up the fight, General?"
"My soldiers and I," barked Luschke hoarsely, "are not fighting for your packing cases any more. But if it's a fight you want--then you shall have one! Schulz!"
"General!" said Schulz, coming to attention.
"Schulz, give these people all they need with which to satisfy their martial ardor: Panzerfaust, Molotov cocktails, mines. And pack them off to where they belong--under the noses of the American tanks!"
* * *
"The Americans are coming!" cried old Asch. He hurried down the stairs of his private apartment and opened the door to the living room. "The Americans are coming!"
"Bring them in," said Lieutenant Asch. "So long as they've got some whiskey."
Old Asch sat down at the table with a snort and gently fanned himself with his snow-white handkerchief. "We've got about another hour," he said. "No more."
"A lot can happen in an hour," said Lieutenant Asch, who was sitting beside Barbara. "In one hour seven hundred and thirty men are burned in the ovens at Auschwitz; in one hour one woman is raped fifteen times; in one hour my troop fire off two hundred and forty rounds."
"And in one hour," said old Asch imploringly, "those men of yours who have settled in my cafe downstairs can make themselves comfortable somewhere else."
"Father," said Lieutenant Asch, "they'll be going to prison camps in the end in any case. What does it matter whether they go from here or somewhere else?"
"The Americans will search my house."
"They'll do that in any case--and it'll be much better if we give them some reason to."
At this point Wedelmann and his wife Magda looked into the living room. They stood in the doorway with the air of young people wanting to go off on their first holiday together but not knowing how to set about it. "Can we say good-by?"
"Where are you off to?" asked old Asch.
"Anywhere. We don't want to be a burden on you. You've done so much for us. When the Americans come..."
"You don't know where you'll go?"
"We'll find somewhere," Wedelmann assured him. "Thank you for your hospitality, and we hope that some day we'll be able to repay you. We can't stay now..."
"But of course you must stay," said the cafe proprietor on an impulse.
"Don't forget you're a businessman!" Herbert Asch called out in some amusement.
"Herr Wedelmann is a civilian," said old Asch defensively. "And my house is always open to civilians."
"Oh, thank you," said Magda tenderly, and seized the cafe proprietor's hand, which caused him considerable embarrassment.
"But you must behave as civilians," said the owner of the house bluntly.
"You don't need to worry about that!" replied Wedelmann.
"Let us hope," said Lieutenant Asch, "let us hope, Herr Wedelmann, that you stick to your new civilian sentiments-- anyway, the chances seem favorable. Only a few more hours and you'll never be exposed to temptation again."
"And you, my son?" asked old Asch. "Aren't you going to change your clothes?"
"I'm in no hurry," said the other. "So long as the remains of the Greater German Wehrmacht sit vegetating here, I must keep my men from doing anything rash--and I can only do that in uniform."
"Besides, uniform suits you," said Barbara spontaneously.
There was a sudden noise on the landing--the merry clatter of hobnailed boots. Voices could be heard bellowing heartily at each other.
"That can only be Kowalski," said old Asch anxiously. "Since he's had his own key, I haven't been able to call my life my own."
It was indeed Kowalski who now came storming into the living room. Corporal Soeft pushed his way into the room behind him, grinning with the utmost friendliness. They looked as if they had just succeeded in bringing off final victory between them.
"Children!" cried Kowalski. "It's all fixed! We've managed it!"
"At the last moment," announced Soeft, "I have found yet another cushy billet."
"But not in this house," old Asch warned him.
"Chicken feed," said Soeft disdainfully. "The house I've just acquired for myself has eighty beds, and right now thirty-two of them are vacant. So, come on, you people! I'm not small-minded. Come and make yourselves at home in my field hospital!"
"Could you accommodate twelve soldiers?" asked old Asch, beginning to show signs of interest. "Just twelve!"
"Three times as many--if I liked. And I do like--it's a luxury I can afford."
"Come down to brass tacks a moment, Soeft," demanded Lieutenant Asch. "You never used to find it so difficult."
"He's intoxicated with victory," said Kowalski understandingly. "Besides, he's always had comradely instincts whenever he's been particularly flush."
"Right, then," said Soeft. "We'll come down to brass tacks. Well, I was urgently in need of some first-class accommodation for two business friends of mine. Take that idiotic grin off your face, Kowalski! And as I was passing the station hospital I suddenly had one of my bright ideas. I went to the head doctor and we saw eye to eye in a moment. Kowalski handed him a medium-sized warehouse and in return he put all his empty beds at our disposal. Understand? And anyone who's there, unofficially sick, that is, will keep out of a prison camp."
"That's perfectly true," said Lieutenant Asch after a moment's thought. "It's far better than lying around on the floor of a cafe. I'll send my men to your hospital, Soeft."
"By all means," said Soeft, seeing himself as a sort of Caliph of Baghdad.
"And will you be going to the hospital, too, Herr Kowalski?" asked the cafe proprietor hopefully.
"I'll be staying with you, of course," declared the latter stanchly.
"That's quite out of the question," said old Asch. "I only tolerate civilians in my house."
"But I am a civilian," said Kowalski adroitly. "A geometrician by profession."
"Don't make me laugh," said the cafe proprietor in deadly earnest. "You can't just say you're a geometrician. No one'll believe you--or have you got yourself some papers?"
Kowalski reached into his inside pocket.
"First-class papers!" he said, holding out a bundle of documents. "From now on my name is Brahm."
"What name did you say?" asked Lieutenant Asch in amazement, and Barbara seized his arm.
"Brahm," said Kowalski innocently. "Any objection?"
"Where did you get those papers?"
"I found them--on the body of a service corps major."
"Where was this body?"
"What's the matter with you?" asked Kowalski in amazement. "Are you ill?"
"I want to know where you found the body, man!"
"Soeft!" said Kowalski in desperation. "A bed for Lieutenant Asch in your hospital. Mental wing!"
Lieutenant Asch was extremely excited. He seized Kowalski with both hands. The other people in the room watched in astonishment.
"In the town wood," said Kowalski, freeing himself from Asch after an effort. "They knocked him off last night."
"Tell me everything you know," insisted Lieutenant Asch. "Everything!"
And pressed by Asch, Kowalski told his story. He tried to make it as short and factual and comprehensive as possible. But before he had finished, Lieutenant Asch was already buttoning up his uniform, fastening his belt and putting on his cap.
"Where are you off to?" asked old Asch.
"I must settle this," said Lieutenant Asch. "The war won't be over for me until I have."
* * *
Colonel Hauk and First Lieutenant Greifer stood on the stairs of the Kommandantur. As a pair, they were like a tall slender column and its squat shadow. Though they were close to a window, they avoided looking down into the market square. For the picture of deplorable confusion which they had already discerned there left them deeply disgusted.
"What now?" asked Greifer in helpless rage. Hauk cast his eye carelessly over the copper memorial tablet: "Dedicated to Those Who Gave Their Lives in the Great War"--it meant World War I. Some faded greenery, laurel perhaps, hung lifelessly around the oak frame. "We just can't give everything up!" snarled Greifer. "There's no question of that," Hauk reminded him in his quiet, incisive voice.
"Let's hope no one's making himself at home in our billet in the meantime." Greifer scrunched up his leather gloves as if he wanted to tear them to pieces in his frustration. The muscles stood out in his cheeks and his square chin was thrust forward. "It borders on carelessness to leave a billet unguarded like that," he added.
"Then go and guard it," said Hauk, and the expression on his flat face seemed more unfathomable than ever. "What do you mean by that, Colonel?"
"Time's getting short," said Hauk, beating his leather gloves once, twice, three times, like a riding crop, against the seam of his trousers. "We'll divide up for the last lap. You go back as quickly as possible to the billet. Get ready to load everything up there. Prepare for three possible alternatives: one, the whole lot to go into two trucks; two, the most valuable part of the stuff to go into one truck; three, a small selection of the latter to go with us alone in the staff car."
"I see," said Greifer. "And in the meantime the colonel himself will..."
"I'll see what can be done. I'll be with you shortly. I shall need the staff car myself."
"Of course," said Greifer, fishing in his pocket for the key, which he handed over to the colonel. Then he stamped away like a locomotive that has just got up new steam.
Colonel Hauk stayed where he was for a moment. Two soldiers passed him, one after the other; they saluted. He took absolutely no notice of them. He appeared to be reading the names on the memorial tablet--but he wasn't reading them: he was staring into space and thinking.
Then, almost automatically, he took two steps over to the window and looked out onto the market square. Chaos met his eyes. He saw soldiers without their arms, civilians carrying packages, and abandoned and looted transport. Filth, scraps of paper, pieces of wood.
The crowd was jammed round the town hall, where some soldiers were tearing the sides off trucks and throwing sacks and packing cases to the ground. Then the crowd, armed with bags and baskets, jugs and bottles, spades and picks, fell upon the loot, tore the crates open, slit the sacks and bashed in the cans. Oil was mixed with sugar, schnapps flowed into the rice, and thin golden honey trickled away between the cobblestones into the gutter.
An orgy, brewed of greed and hunger and the urge for self-preservation. A ghostly selling-up of the Greater German Wehrmacht. The Reich itself was being looted.
Colonel Hauk looked at this sight as if it were simply a page out of a moderately interesting stamp album.
Then he saw a man making his way ruthlessly through the crowd towards the Kommandantur. He was an artillery lieutenant. Hauk recognized him and knew that his name was Asch.
And Colonel Hauk looked at him as if he too were merely another page from the same stamp album, and of hardly more interest.
Then he turned away from the window, looked carefully about him and walked up the stairs towards the commandant's office. But just before he got to it he bore to the left and went in at a door marked W.C. And he didn't quite shut the door behind him.
Lieutenant Asch stormed past this door into the commandant's anteroom. He came out again after a brief interval, accompanied by Lance Corporal Stamm. Stamm said: "No. 13, Hindenburgstrasse." And once more the lieutenant walked past the door which was slightly ajar.
Hauk waited a few minutes. Then without any sign of emotion other than a slight wrinkling of his nose at the pungent smell of the lavatory, he strode down the stairs, walked out, and with only a barely perceptible increase in pace, climbed into his car. He sat down at the steering wheel, pressed the starter and let in the clutch.
His engine roared. He executed a quick turn. But he didn't head in the direction of the Hindenburgstrasse; he made for one of the streets leading out of the town, in the direction of the enemy.
The streets became wider and emptier. It seemed as if the houses had jumped back from the road and their occupants had crept away. He encountered a small detachment of the Volkssturm making its way back at a trot. Then he drew near to No. 4 Antitank Barrier West.
About fifty yards away from it stood a member of the Hitler Youth waving a red flag. Hauk stopped the car just in front of the boy. The latter shouted: "Look out! Danger zone!"
"Out of my way," said Hauk, and he said it in the tone of voice in which he might have reported a bartender for putting too much soda in his whiskey.
The Hitler Youth jumped to one side, stood at attention and saluted. Hauk lifted his gloves briefly to his cap and drove on towards the barrier.
Here a member of the Volkssturm rose up out of a foxhole, trotted over to Hauk and reported to him.
"Don't bother about that," said Hauk. "Have this obstacle removed."
The Volkssturm man, playing at soldiers, cried out:
"May I be permitted to inform the colonel..."
"Waste of time," said Hauk, looking out across the open field to the horizon where the dust plumes of the American tanks were already visible.
For a few seconds the Volkssturm man stood at a loss in the roadway. Then he called his comrades over and ordered them to remove the timber from the barricade. This took place to the accompaniment of a good deal of cursing and groaning, and lasted ten minutes.
During this time the colonel sat like a puppet behind the steering wheel. Only once, after he had been sitting there about seven minutes, did he slowly turn round. But the road along which he had come was empty.
The colonel hadn't switched off his engine while he waited. As soon as the barricade was removed he accelerated and drove away.
"The fellow's got guts," said one of the last-ditch heroes, with a certain amount of respect.
The colonel drove on until he could clearly see the American tanks. Then he stopped beside a bush, jumped out, still without switching off the engine, pulled down the pennant from his staff car and hoisted a white handkerchief in its place.
He let the car move on slowly. The American tanks, which had come nearer in the interval, stopped and pointed the barrels of their guns towards him. The accompanying infantry took shelter behind the vast steel colossi.
Hauk let the engine slowly die, then climbed out and advanced towards the Americans. He went up to an officer, brought his hand up to his cap and said in a tone of voice he might have used in the officers' mess to inquire whether the butter was fresh: "I surrender."
The American officer, visibly impressed by so much dignity and by this, as he thought, unmistakable display of the Prussian spirit, also brought his hand up to his cap. They faced each other almost ceremonially, as if they were standing there to have themselves painted in oils.
Among the American soldiers there were not a few who were fully conscious of the solemnity of the moment. They were in the presence--or so they seemed anxious to believe --of the true soldierly spirit. They felt themselves richer by an ennobling experience.
"May I ask for your arms, Colonel?" said the American officer chivalrously.
Colonel Hauk complied with the request.
* * *
The town awaited the Americans. The white flags, some the size of handkerchiefs, not a few the size of bed sheets, lay ready to hand. The streets grew emptier and emptier. Children of all ages peeped out from behind the curtains.
Large sections of the Volkssturm withdrew into private life again. The remainder, with whom it had been impossible to establish contact--and among these were the Antitank Barriers West, Nos. 3, 4 and 5--prepared to yield before overwhelming superiority of numbers. Captain Schulz announced that he wished to go to the front.
Lieutenant Brack and Lance Corporal Kowalski, after distributing all available stores among the civilian population and among those soldiers who had become separated from their units, dismantled the explosive charges on the railway bridge. Corporal Soeft inspected his field hospital and convinced himself both of the quality of the bed in his single room and of the readiness of one of the young nurses to assist him in every way.
The local party official, already wearing homely civilian clothes, burned twenty-eight copies of Hitler's Mein Kampf, including thirteen bound in leather. He wept in lonely silence. His wife--she was his second, for the first had proved below standard when the glorious days of the accession to power came--his second wife said that he was "a stupid idiot."
The warder Krawattke took an inventory of the prison and made elaborate preparations for the hand-over. He put on his best uniform, for he had decided to receive the victors at the door of his establishment, and there formally hand them the key. This all took place after old Freitag, his favorite prisoner of the moment, had been supplied with two extra blankets, a double bread ration and a portable toilet with a lid.
Major General Luschke, with the assistance of his adjutant, destroyed his last remaining secret files. Lore Schulz read up on America in the encyclopedia. And old Asch, ably supported by the two Wedelmanns, stowed his most valuable goods away in the furthermost recesses of his cellar.
It began to grow dark. The town seemed deserted, yet the houses were bubbling with activity. Only one solitary car now moved through the streets of the town.
In this car sat Lieutenant Asch and Lance Corporal Stamm. Behind lay First Lieutenant Greifer--doubled up, groaning and cursing. His two hands were clasped round his left leg, from which blood was trickling. Asch steered the car towards the artillery barracks.
From the distance came the roar of engines. Again and again the sound of the tanks was interrupted by individual muffled explosions. But the Americans were still not there.
* * *
"General," said Lieutenant Asch, pushing Greifer in front of him, "we've got one of the swine here."
Luschke remained seated at his desk. He looked quickly up at his adjutant and then turned his eyes on Greifer, who was writhing on the carpet. Then he looked hard and long at Lieutenant Asch and asked:
"Is the man wounded?"
"Flesh wound, General," said Asch. "The calf is torn."
"Bandage him up," ordered the general.
Greifer was dragged out. He groaned and cursed. Asch called out to the men who were moving him: "See that the swine doesn't slip through your fingers!"
"Lieutenant Asch," said Major General Luschke when they were once again alone with the adjutant, "what's all this about?"
"The man's a murderer and a tool of murderers!"
"Herr Lieutenant Asch," said the adjutant, for he had interpreted Luschke's silence as a hint to intervene, "our hour has struck. The Americans will be here at any moment."
"All the more need to hurry," said Asch stubbornly.
"What are you demanding of us, man?"
"Murderers shouldn't be allowed to take refuge in peace--is that a demand?"
"Asch," said the adjutant, "if you have proof that this man is a murderer, why haven't you dealt with him yourself? Why do you bring him to us first?"
"Because it isn't right to murder a murderer--he must be tried and sentenced."
"But not by us! Not now!" cried the adjutant. "We've closed down now, altogether."
"General," said Asch urgently, "I demand justice, for the dead, for men who were senselessly sacrificed, for the wounded. Also for others who have been brutally and deliberately murdered. I demand the court-martial of First Lieutenant Greifer."
The adjutant shrugged his shoulders in resignation. Luschke sat, a small, sunken figure, in his armchair. He had placed the palms of his hands together and in his half-closed eyes there was a look of calculating coldness. The lieutenant looked at the general frankly, almost challengingly.
"Out with it all," said Luschke.
Lieutenant Asch made his report. He related shortly what he himself had experienced, together with anything else he knew and what he assumed to have happened. He offered proofs. He gave reasons for his assumptions. He again demanded a court-martial.
Whereupon Luschke said slowly: "If that is true, if only one half of that is true..." And he left the sentence unfinished. His narrow shoulders with their general's pips seemed to slope more than ever. He looked clearly and searchingly at Asch. Then he said to his adjutant:
"Put every man you've got onto trying to find Brack and Kowalski. And send for everyone else Asch wants. We'll begin as soon as the first of them arrives."
"But, General!" cried the adjutant in dismay.
"If this decision troubles your conscience, then you may consider yourself discharged."
"I shall stay," said the other immediately. He began issuing orders in the adjoining room without delay. And he issued them with the same coolness and precision that he had displayed in the very first days of the war, as if he were going to continue issuing orders forever.
"Lieutenant Asch," said the general, "much blood has flowed already--is it never to stop?"
"General," said the lieutenant, "the men for whom I'm demanding retribution weren't killed in action, they were murdered. Are the murderers to survive?"
"You've only got one of them."
"Better than neither."
"Lieutenant Asch," asked the general with an almost imperceptible smile, "where the hell did you get your stubbornness from? It's a danger to the community."
"From you, General," said Lieutenant Asch.
And the two of them smiled at each other with distant irony. But there was no doubt they understood each other.
The trial began exactly twenty-five minutes later. First Lieutenant Greifer, who had been bandaged up carefully in the meantime, was led in. He was given a chair in the middle of the room.
The adjutant stood beside the general, who remained seated at his desk. The blackout curtain was put up over the window. The lights burned dimly. The soldiers who had been summoned as witnesses stood round in a close semicircle.
"I hereby open," said the adjutant with some haste, but anxious nevertheless to do everything properly, "the provisional court-martial of First Lieutenant Greifer. Convener and simultaneously president of the court: Major General Luschke. First assessor and simultaneously clerk of the court: myself, Major Horn, adjutant to General Luschke. Additional assessor: First Lieutenant Nowack, of the local Kommandantur. Counsel for the prosecution: Lieutenant Asch. Counsel for the defense: Lieutenant Brack. Available witnesses: Lance Corporal Kowalski, Lance Corporal Stamm, Fraulein Barbara Brucks. Accused: Colonel Hauk (absent); First Lieutenant Greifer. The charge: abuse of authority for personal motives, thus causing the death of twenty men. In addition: a deliberate double murder. Accused, have you anything you wish to say?"
"Yes," said Greifer with aggressive impudence. "It's all nonsense."
He had recovered again. He felt no more pain. He knew that he would have to fight if he wanted to survive this situation. If he wanted to survive at all, in fact! And he realized that it was now almost entirely a matter of time. The Americans would arrive soon, any moment perhaps. "I object," he added, "against the entire procedure. The opening pronouncement alone fails to comply with the regulations. Besides, I wish to draw attention to the absurdity of allowing the prosecutor to appear as a witness."
"Objection overruled," said the adjutant after a quick exchange of glances with General Luschke. "Special circumstances permit us to deviate from the usual methods of procedure. We shall now begin. Lieutenant Asch, please."
Asch spoke out short, sharp and to the point.
"Colonel Hauk, assisted by First Lieutenant Greifer, took command on his own initiative over a number of scattered units which had been surrounded. He regrouped them and sent them into action against the enemy on the strength of assertions which he knew to be false."
"What's that to do with me?" cried Greifer. "Since when has a first lieutenant been responsible for orders issued by a colonel?"
"You supplied the troops employed for the breakthrough with information about supporting fire, supplies of ammunition, reinforcements and the position of the enemy--all of which you knew to be false."
"You can't prove that," cried Greifer in triumph.
"I can swear to it, though," said Lieutenant Asch.
"I'd like to suggest," said Lieutenant Brack for the defense, "that in a situation of that sort the possibility of legitimate error cannot be excluded."
"One can make a mistake once, or even twice--but not ten times! The troops detailed for the breakthrough heard several statements from First Lieutenant Greifer which were completely false. For instance, among other things it was said that there would be supporting fire from infantry assault guns. But there were no infantry assault guns there. By the very nature of the situation the most that could be hoped for was that we would reach the crossroads--to hold them was simply impossible."
"One question," broke in the adjutant. "Would the leader of the troops detailed for the assault have clearly recognized its pointlessness if he had known the truth?"
"There can be no doubt at all about that," said Lieutenant Asch. "Major Hinrichsen would have refused to lead the assault if he had known the true nature of the situation. But twenty men had to die so that Colonel Hauk and First Lieutenant Greifer could have a chance of getting through to the crates of food they'd hoarded."
"I object!" cried Greifer wildly. "In the first place, the information wasn't given by me, but solely by Colonel Hauk--I merely passed it on. And there's simply no question of crates of food."
"Lance Corporal Kowalski can testify to that point," explained Asch.
Kowalski pushed his way forward. "Right," he said bluntly. "I can testify that the true situation was known to First Lieutenant Greifer. And if the false information was actually given out by Colonel Hauk alone, this gentleman stood by and heard it without batting an eyelid. And as for the crates, they contained food, without exception. I examined them and distributed them among the civilian population myself."
Here Lieutenant Brack came forward. "Two questions, Lance Corporal Kowalski. Is it possible that the accused, Hauk and Greifer, actually only drove over the crossroads, after they had been temporarily cleared of the enemy, with the purpose of fetching reinforcements? And then again is it possible that certain of the crates contained other things besides food--papers, for instance?"
"Did we get any reinforcements?" replied Kowalski. "Can you get drunk on papers?"
The adjutant looked across at Luschke, and the general nodded to him. "We'll move on to the next count on the indictment," said the major with some urgency.
Suddenly there was complete silence in the dimly lit room. The roar of distant engines seemed gradually to have crept nearer. A heavy explosion, still some distance away, shattered the breathless tension in the room. A windowpane rattled softly.
"Come on," said the adjutant impatiently.
"The next count on the indictment," said Lieutenant Asch, "is the murder of Frau Willrich..."
* * *
"Some hours later we arrived and found the body already cold. We fetched a doctor to examine it. According to his findings, death must have taken place at just about the time Hauk and Greifer stopped at the house."
"All utter nonsense!" cried Greifer. "Where's the doctor? Where's his report? And how does it happen that this so-called court accepts as gospel truth the mere tittle-tattle of some wretched little lieutenant? Besides..."
Greifer suddenly cut himself short. He listened. Everyone was taken by surprise. No one said a word. Everyone listened with Greifer.
The roar of engines had come closer. There was a spasmodic burst of machine-gun fire which was cut short abruptly. The throbbing of the engines seemed more intense; it seemed to be beating its way towards them--slowly, very slowly. The sound jarred on the nerves.
"Besides," cried Greifer in triumph. "Besides--that!"
The adjutant lowered the sheet of paper he was holding. He looked searchingly and inquiringly at the general. Luschke sat there as if listening to a noisy concert on the radio which left him quite unmoved and which he couldn't be bothered to switch off.
"Continue," said the adjutant. "The third count: Major Brahm of the service corps."
"It was murder," said Lieutenant Asch. "And Lance Corporal Kowalski is a witness to that."
"Witness!" cried Greifer. "What's he a witness to? Something he did himself?"
"Last night," said Lance Corporal Kowalski, "I saw three men leave the house in the Hindenburgstrasse and set off in the direction of the town wood. Shortly afterwards two shots rang out. Later on two men came back, a colonel and a first lieutenant. The body of the major lay in the wood.
"Two shots were missing from the magazine of First Lieutenant Greifer's revolver. The revolver had been used. The caliber was the same as that of the bullets which were found in the body of Major Brahm of the service corps."
"Answer that, First Lieutenant Greifer!" demanded the adjutant.
"If I must," said Greifer, "then I'll answer to the Americans! For there they are! Just listen to that, gentlemen!"
The dull, vibrating, pulsating roar of the engines was close now. The windowpanes rattled incessantly, as if they were nervous and pressed for time. Then there was a sudden crack, and a wall--wood, iron and glass--shivered to pieces. This seemed to take place just under the window of the poorly lit room in which everyone was holding his breath.
"That's all that matters now," cried Greifer, pointing with outstretched arm to the window. "That's the only argument that counts. We've all got to adjust ourselves to that!"
The adjutant looked up sharply at the general. And clenching his fists on top of his desk, the general said:
"The trial is not yet over. And it will not be interrupted."
"We've reached the end," cried Greifer, fighting desperately for the last few minutes. "And it's happened because there were too many among us who failed in their duty. Because credence was given to the word of upstarts with no sense of honor, promoted to commissioned rank merely by a series of favorable circumstances. Because the word of a whore now carries more weight than that of a tried soldier! Because deserters, mutineers and other scum have been trusted!"
The adjutant started forward towards Greifer. The general touched his colleague lightly on the arm. He sat down again.
"While traitors and swine lined their pockets we fought to the last. We always knew where our duty lay. But the old soldierly spirit to which we were dedicated is now a threat to the activities of thieves and looters, cowards and war profiteers. That is why they're trying to pin murder on us; that is why they want us out of the way."
Everyone in the room seemed to recoil from this, though no one made a move. The dim light flickered wildly. The windows shook as if in a fever. And the general laughed like a dead man.
"We," continued Greifer, unchecked, in a strangled voice, "are no traitors to our Fatherland! The traitors are those who want to put a noose around our necks! We had a secret mission to carry out, a mission that would have been decisive for the war. And it was sabotaged. Sabotaged by traitorous swine who abandoned their homeland in its hour of need! It is they who have betrayed Germany."
Greifer gasped. No one in the room said a word. The roar of engines rose to a pitch which shut out all other sounds. Then it ceased abruptly, and there was an oppressive silence in the room.
The general said: "Death by hanging!"
Ten minutes later former First Lieutenant Greifer was hanging on the parade ground of the artillery barracks.
* * *
The Americans were in town.
White flags hung from hundreds of windows as if the entire population had hung out its washing to dry. One by one the inhabitants began to show themselves. They smiled, either in relief or anxiety, submissiveness or apathy, trust or contempt, friendliness or cowardice.
"At last you've liberated us," someone shouted. And someone else shouted out in his turn: "You've liberated us from the Nazis--at last!"
The Americans, who were not conversant with German, for the most part squatted indifferently on their vehicles. Their faces wore the appropriate controlled expressions of victors, but it was noticeable that even they were not wholly at ease. They smelled werewolves, Nazi beasts and concentration-camp guards everywhere. Their Army newspapers had with great persistence persuaded them to do so and had not been unsuccessful.
Outside the town Captain Schulz paraded the remainder of the men under his command. These consisted of helpless members of the Kommandantur and unsuspecting members of the Volkssturm. He personally saw to their order in the ranks and then handed them over to the astonished Americans. With head held high, and chest puffed out in consciousness of having done his duty to the last, he marched off at the head of his men to a prison camp.
Heini, the Hitler Youth, trotted behind, weeping piteously for his lost heroism. "Heini," said Schulz in a manly voice, "stop howling like that, for goodness' sake! A true soldier doesn't weep!"
"Very good, Captain," sobbed Heini obediently.
"And to give you something else to think about, Heini," said the old soldier Schulz, "you can carry my baggage for me."
This suggestion met with the greatest keenness.
The commander of the victorious troops took possession of the town and the artillery barracks with twenty-four Sherman tanks and numerous accompanying infantry.
Bursts of Tommy-gun fire ripped through the plaster on the bare walls. One soldier made water on the German eagle at the gate.
A captain, two lieutenants and thirty-six heavily armed men took Major General Luschke prisoner. He sat motionless behind his desk. Beside him, equally motionless, stood the adjutant. He alone, in spite of repeated orders from Luschke, had insisted on standing by his general to the end.
The soldiers pushed the two lieutenants forward and they pushed forward the captain, who said: "Herr General, you are a prisoner of war."
Major General Luschke rose without a word, straightened his uniform and walked out, followed by thirty-six men, two lieutenants and a captain.
Meanwhile other victors had driven a platoon carrier and two jeeps onto the parade ground. Twelve glaring headlights fell full on the dangling body of First Lieutenant Greifer. The American soldiers stopped in amazement, shuddered and drew closer.
"This officer," said one of them, a man who had listened to a lot of radio commentaries and therefore knew something of the German background, "this fellow will have been one of the members of the resistance. The Nazis must have hanged him at the very last moment."
Just behind the so-called fighting troops came the C.I.C. Captain Ted Boernes, who had prepared the ground thoroughly in every respect, occupied the Kreisleiter's villa in the Hindenburgstrasse. James I, in company with James II and the trusted Hinrichsen, set themselves up in the offices of the Kommandantur.
This town too, the Americans thought, was now theirs.
* * *
Late that evening the commander of the victorious troops appeared in the offices of the C.I.C. and declared: "I'm pushing on further eastwards at once in accordance with orders."
"Don't let anything keep you," said James I, who was plainly delighted to be left full freedom of action.
"I'm leaving only a bare minimum of troops behind-- mainly to guard the prison camp, which will be set up in the artillery barracks."
"That's all right," said James I keenly. "We can't wait to see you continue your victories. Just keep on hammering the enemy."
"Will you look after the prison camp too?" said the senior victor. "I mean, as part of your special duties?"
"But of course," James I assured him, and looked up at his colleague. "That's one of our duties and it'll be dealt with promptly."
"Fine," said the high-ranking hero of the tank corps. "That makes my mind easy. Everything we've picked up so far and everything we pick up in future will be delivered to you there. And keep an eye out for war criminals!"
"Don't you worry!" said James I.
"There was an officer hanged in the barracks just before we arrived. Possibly a member of the resistance. Look into the case if you have time, Mr. James."
"I've always got time for a case like that--a hell of a lot of time."
"Good," said the victor. "I'll leave you then and push on."
On this night the town seemed not to want to go to sleep.
* * *
Numerous bottles were emptied. To victory! To final victory! To the liberation! To freedom! To Truman's health, to Luschke's, to the Fuhrer's, to Eisenhower's! To the American soldiers, to the German soldiers, to the allies of yesterday, the allies of today, the comrades-in-arms of tomorrow!
Many even drank to peace. But most people were very drunk before they did that. So it was done with real conviction.
"The general," said Lieutenant Asch, who had now become the civilian Herbert Asch and was sitting in the living room above the cafe, "sat there all the time like a sphinx. And then all he said was: 'Death by hanging!' And hardly had he said it before the swine was strung up."
"Cruel," said Barbara, who sat beside him.
"Just," said Herbert Asch.
"Cruel justice," said old Asch thoughtfully. "That's what we've come down to now."
"The general," said Wedelmann, who was clasping Magda's hand tightly as if he needed support, "always hated Hitler as a man--but as a soldier he had to fight for him. I loved this man Hitler once--now I'll never again be able to trust anyone who asks me to risk my life. This world is full of lies. The few who can't lie haven't got a chance. Our generation has been shamefully betrayed."
"That's all over now," said Magda gently. "Forever."
"I still don't feel the war is completely over," said Herbert Asch. "I miss the final touch somehow. We've been able to hang only one of the swine--there's still the other."
"I don't understand all that," said Barbara helplessly.
"You're doing yourself no good," said old Asch bitterly. "How could you kill a deluded man like that--in the last few minutes of the war?"
"That wasn't a deluded man we hanged, but a bestial murderer. And whether it was three years, three months, or three minutes before the end has nothing to do with it. I regret nothing. I'm only dissatisfied. Dissatisfied and tortured. For the more important of the two is still missing. This lout was only a tool. It's the ringleader I want."
"What has this war done to you, my son?" cried old Asch.
"Made a swine of me," said Herbert Asch grimly. "A poor brainless swine, ripe for the slaughter."
"And what am I to say?" Wedelmann looked sadly at his comrade. "I feel numbed. My intelligence won't function any more. I don't understand what's going on around me: I don't want to have any part in it!"
"Time heals all wounds," said Magda tenderly.
"Not this one," said Wedelmann, shaking his head. "We'll bleed to death of this one--if we don't find someone to help us."
"No one will help us," said Herbert Asch harshly. "We must deal with it all alone, with ourselves and with the situation in which we find ourselves. Also with what's coming to us. But every beginning must be preceded by an end. A clear-cut end. And it's just that that I find missing."
* * *
James I was determined to show this town of which he was now in charge what a genuine liberation was like--and to do so without delay! He took up residence as soon as he arrived. He occupied the Kommandantur as if he were some victorious commander.
His first victim, or so he thought, at least, was Lance Corporal Stamm. Stamm received the victors in the brightly lit corridor with an extraordinarily hearty cry of "Welcome!"
James I, who had James II and their colleague Hinrichsen with him, stretched out a hand as if pronouncing a curse on him and shouted: "Consider yourself a prisoner!"
"Yes, sir," said Stamm, not particularly impressed. "At your service with pleasure, and I know my way about here too."
"So?" said James I with some interest, coming closer. "You know your way about here, eh?"
"I know the place inside out! And I wasn't a member of the party either."
James I looked at Stamm as if he were some object which was priced so cheaply that its quality became suspect.
"I may be able to use you, man," said James I. "But if you try to go behind my back it'll be the end of you."
"It is my ambition," Stamm assured him, "to live to a ripe old age."
James I laughed. But he laughed alone, though this didn't seem to worry him. And he asked with a grin:
"Who's won the war?"
"The United States of America," said Stamm promptly.
"And who's lost the war?"
"The Germans."
"And who's the greatest commander of all time?"
"General Eisenhower."
"And who's the greatest criminal of all time?"
"Hitler!" said Stamm, grinning himself.
And after one final, shorter, but more vigorous warning, James I engaged Stamm as an auxiliary assistant. He got him to show him all the rooms and then took the best for himself and set up a common working room in the main office of the former German commandant. Three desks were set side by side there, a little distance apart.
One of James I's first official actions was to confirm the prison warder Krawattke in his office. Whereupon Krawattke hurriedly promoted himself to prison inspector and declared himself ready to accept any oath of loyalty that might be required of him. Within an hour the prison had seen a change of occupants. Among other changes Foreman Freitag was released and the local party official committed.
James I, flanked by two bull-like military police, hurried about the town like an avenging angel. Stamm found that he had the energy of a Prussian recruiting sergeant untouched by the war, and the systematic way in which he set about things could only be compared with that of a fully fledged police official. His orders were like judicial decisions. It was clear that he had no intention of letting the grass grow under his feet.
And while James I tried to clear the whole place up in this dredgerlike fashion, James II was busy building up his store of sleep again at his new desk. Their comrade-in-arms, Hinrichsen, had, however, made himself at home in the radio car and was robbing every available American unit within a range of fifty kilometers of its sleep in his ruthless hunt for Colonel Hauk.
* * *
One of the first inhabitants of the place whom James I received in his office--he called this procedure "giving an audience"--was the Reverend Westhaus. The pastor went up to the American, bowed politely and asked: "What can I do for you?"
This question surprised James I. Without thinking of offering his visitor a chair, he said: "Who's been liberating whom here, Pastor?"
"That," said the other amiably, "depends on how one looks at things."
"Pastor, were you a member of the party?"
"Of course not."
"There's not so much 'of course' about it as all that." This man, thought James I, obviously didn't properly appreciate the blessings of liberation. He would make short work of him. "So you weren't a Nazi. Were you an opponent of the Nazis?"
"I certainly was."
"Everyone says that nowadays," declared James I majestically. And he was satisfied to note that the Reverend Westhaus had no answer to this. Presumably what was left of his conscience forced him to keep silent. "Or were you politically persecuted, Pastor?"
"My sermons were supervised; my house was searched twice; I was once interrogated by the Gestapo."
"Were you sent to a concentration camp? Did they torture you?"
"I was warned several times."
James I shrugged his shoulders. "Anyone can say that now!" he said. "And it's suspicious that the Gestapo had you but didn't keep you. Why not, I wonder? Were you of some use to them or merely not important enough?"
"I leave that to you to judge," said Westhaus stiffly.
"Pastor," said James. He felt he had the upper hand, and was enjoying the sensation. "Our attitude to churchmen is one of limited confidence--not complete confidence. There were priests who prayed for Hitler."
"Certainly," said the Reverend Westhaus. "We included him in our prayers as head of the state--officially, that is, in the prescribed formula. Who had greater need of our prayers?"
"They were ineffectual enough!"
"That's not for us to say."
"I'll put a plain question to you: Pastor, do you condemn the Nazis?"
"No," said Westhaus honestly. "I abhor Nazism, but it's not my place to condemn any human being."
"Such fine distinctions are merely confusing," said James I. He thought it was time to admit the pointlessness of continuing the conversation. It was a sheer waste of time and could lead to no practical result. "Let's stick to facts. Do you know a certain Foreman Freitag?"
"An honest, upright man," said Westhaus. "An antifascist."
"Just like you?"
"I'm a priest," said Westhaus with dignity. "And as such I'm not concerned with politics."
James I let the priest go with a few generalities which didn't amount to anything. He decided to strike him off his list. He couldn't reckon with effective support from that quarter.
"Can't you keep these interrogations until tomorrow?" asked James II with a yawn.
"You carry on sleeping," said James I.
"And when I wake up again you'll have made a dozen mistakes at least."
"Pastor," said James I, "kindly mind your own goddam business. I can see what your maxim is: Do nothing and make no mistakes! You ought to take a leaf from Hinrichsen's book. Look at the way he's getting down to things with the Wehrmacht."
* * *
The former Lance Corporal Kowalski, now wearing a sloppy civilian suit, suddenly appeared in the Cafe Asch. He had several bottles of unknown origin tucked under his arm and pulled the door to behind him with his foot.
"Gentlemen," he cried, "let us drink to the health of the Americans."
"Have you been fraternizing already?" asked Herbert Asch.
"Not necessary," replied the other, collapsing into a chair. "All men are brothers! At least on paper. There's no such thing as a master race any more--a Germanic one, that is. The world can recover now. It's just a question of which of the victors has the greatest talent for recovery."
"What are things like outside?" asked Herbert Asch with some interest.
"There's a half moon, not much cloud, and it's moderately warm."
"Don't be silly, Kowalski--you know what I mean."
"Really, everything outside is fine. When we skipped off from the barracks after the little tug-of-war with Greifer, I paid a formal visit to Soeft's hospital. He had organized a victory celebration there and the accompanying din fell harshly on my ears, so I went off to see comrade Stamm."
"Under the very noses of the Americans?" asked Barbara in excitement.
"Steady now," said Kowalski. "Even victors have to take a nap now and again--and these seem particularly keen on their sleep. They just park their vehicles anywhere and make straight for the nearest featherbed and its contents. The few sentries lying about seem glad to be left alone."
"So: no patrols to speak of and few sentries?" Asch repeated.
"But what interest is that to you?" cried old Asch. "It's of some interest to him all right," Kowalski assured him. "On the whole, then, relatively little activity. The Americans don't need to bother. Greater German heroics are played out. The Fatherland can sleep in peace at last. Only in the barracks does anything much seem to be going on: that's where the prisoners are being herded together solid."
"And what about Stamm?"
"He's in the thick of it! He knows what he's doing, that fellow! Do you know what he's up to? He's become the American secret service's messenger boy!"
"Have you spoken to him?"
"I got him to put me in the picture. And I learned something from him that'll take your breath away."
"What?"
"Have a drink first. And then sit tight. And then take a deep breath."
"What is it, man?"
"Do you know who's come trundling in with the liberators? Wearing a smart American uniform? And busy as a bee? Well? You'll never guess."
"I certainly will not, because if you want to survive the night you'll tell me at once."
Slowly, and with considerable relish and even a slight air of ceremony, Kowalski said:
"Hinrichsen."
"Nonsense," said Herbert Asch very definitely.
"No other than Hinrichsen," said Kowalski, enjoying his friend's bewilderment. "Fat Major Hinrichsen, the last of the Fuhrer's officers, the model Nazi of the Greater German Wehrmacht--working for the American secret service."
"That," said Herbert Asch, rising spontaneously to his feet, "is something I must see for myself."
* * *
Although it was getting on toward midnight, James I was still playing his role of governor in the high Roman fashion. There obviously wasn't the slightest prospect of his anti-Nazi energies waning before dawn.
"So you want to put everyone through it?" said his partner James II. "Even the victims of Nazism?"
"My dear friend," said James I, without losing any of his air of superiority, "one look behind the scenes is enough to show what most of that was about--often just the elimination of troublesome competition."
"But there were a whole lot of honorable opponents!"
"I dare say. But you'd have to go looking for them with a fine-tooth comb just now. Or do you think they're hawking their political opinions about the place? Well, then. Besides, most of the members of the resistance and certainly the best of them have been killed in one way or another. One thing's certain, anyway: no one's going to admit having been a Nazi today, even when it can be proved against him beyond all shadow of doubt."
"And you don't think, James, that it's possible for there to be such a thing as a genuine change of heart--produced by a sort of shock treatment?"
"Not in Germany, Pastor! Here in Germany they're either pleased as hell with themselves or worried to death about things. I think it was old Churchill who said: 'The German either licks your boots or kicks you in the pants.' Of course he didn't put it as crudely as that."
"You mean by that," said James II thoughtfully, "that it's impossible to distinguish between a so-called good German and a bad one--from our point of view?"
"You've said it, boy!" James I showed himself delighted. "Since it's impossible to pick out the so-called good Germans, we must just stick to the ones that are useful--useful to us, mark you. We'll keep to reliable German subordinates. There's no one in the world better at taking orders than the German."
James II, from whom all trace of tiredness had now vanished, placed his feet against the edge of his desk, and pivoting from there, slowly began to rock backwards and forwards. "What, according to this theory, do you make of Hinrichsen then?"
"He's a Nazi," said James I promptly. "But he's also someone who takes orders--and so long as he does his work for us properly I've got nothing against him."
"And what about this Foreman Freitag? Won't you interrogate him, James? The Nazis did at least lock him up--for bringing the Fuhrer into contempt, I think. Not a bad sign! And don't forget we need a new burgomaster here."
"This fellow Freitag won't be any exception," said James I. "Perhaps he's just an eccentric or someone who likes the sound of his own voice. Or perhaps he found himself in a crowd one day and someone trod on his toes and he said 'Swine' and one of the brown shirts felt they'd been insulted. That's one way of getting yourself labeled an antifascist!"
"We can't just reject a man like Freitag without at least having a look at him."
"But I'm dead against taking him on as burgomaster, Pastor! After all, what does his arrest mean? Simply that he can't hold his tongue. Which proves that he's forward, thoughtless and foolish. Does that sort of man sound like the ideal burgomaster to you? He doesn't to me! I prefer the other type, the man who can take orders--at least I know where I am with him."
James II stopped rocking himself backwards and forwards. "I'm interested in this man Freitag, though," he said stubbornly.
"All right then," said James I after a moment's hesitation, nodding indulgently. "We'll have him in and take his shirt off to see how brown he is."
Shortly afterwards Foreman Freitag was led in. James I gave James II a brief wink--now just watch, boy!--and then patronizingly asked his visitor to come closer.
"What's your job, Herr Freitag--something on the railway?"
"Yes," said the other. "I've been a foreman there since 1928."
James I told himself that this was a straightforward enough case. He immediately branched out in another direction. "Member of the party or affiliated organization?"
"Yes," said old Freitag. "I was a Reich air-raid warden. That's all, though."
James I quickly dropped this approach as well. For a moment he wondered what new line to adopt. But to his great surprise, before he could formulate the next question, James II, who was usually so lazy about opening his mouth, suddenly intervened in the interrogation.
"What were you imprisoned for, Herr Freitag?"
"For saying things that were held to be high treason."
"Were held to be!" interrupted James I. He was determined to take charge of the interrogation again and himself decide the lines along which it should develop. "And even if they were high treason--it was a bit late in the day, wasn't it?"
"That's true," said Freitag honestly. "Everything was much too late. You yourselves arrived too late."
"You were always an opponent of Nazism?" asked James II, once more boldly trying to oust his colleague.
"Opponent is going too far," admitted the foreman candidly. "I was never a friend of these people--but that wasn't going far enough. There's a certain amount of guilt attached to that."
"So you feel guilty?" said James I, thrusting the upper part of his body forward.
"Coresponsible," old Freitag corrected him modestly.
"So you're ready to draw conclusions from the past then?" affirmed James II with a certain unassuming triumph. And he nodded briefly and encouragingly to his partner, as if trying to say: He's the man for us, my friend!
There seemed no likelihood of James I subscribing to this view. He was convinced of the soundness of his own theory: looking for a good German was like looking for a needle in a haystack--the only Germans worth bothering about were those who could be used effectively.
Warily he asked: "Did you have any relations in the party?"
"Yes," answered Freitag unsuspectingly. "My son-in-law's father--the cafe proprietor Asch."
"Does he live here in this town?" asked James I immediately.
"Yes."
James I pulled a file towards him, opened it and ran his finger through it. Then he found what he was looking for--the name Asch. He hastily noted two dates and a written comment. Then he closed the file again.
"You can go now," he ordered.
Old Freitag smiled wanly and left. James I nodded to the pastor in triumph. The other shrugged his shoulders.
"That's what it's come to," cried James I. "People like that becoming burgomaster! They simply arrange their politics to suit the times--first one member of the family at the helm and then the other. What a country, man! Do they think they can make fools of us?"
"This is no good," said James II, slowly shaking his head. "This can't do any good. Compared with the way you're carrying on here, the colonial methods of the previous century were positively humane."
James I stood up determinedly. With legs astride, shoulders slightly hunched, and arms raised almost in the attitude of a boxer, he planted himself in front of the diminutive figure of James II.
"I'll tell you something," he said. "This race of swine started a war, devastated whole countries, bombed cities and sent millions of soldiers and civilians to their deaths. Not content with that, the criminals simply put six million human beings into ovens. Into ovens, man! Six million of them! Just because they didn't like the shape of their noses!"
"All right," said James II defensively. "All right!"
"It can never be all right!" roared James I. "Get that fact into your head."
And suddenly, without any apparent transition, he calmed down again.
"For the burgomaster of this dump," he said, "we'll have some tame little bureaucrat or other--not a half-baked antifascist. And now for the case of the war criminal responsible for that corpse on the barrack square. I'll look into the matter myself."
The Americans' radio car stood on the market square, close up against the wall of the building which had once housed the German Kommandantur and in which the C.I.C. had now taken up its residence. The soldiers had transferred their portable transmitter to the house itself, where they had set it up in a room on the ground floor.
Hinrichsen sat alone at his desk in an adjoining room brooding over the lists of names which the radio operators had put in front of him. His fat fingers moved up and down column after column. But he didn't find what he was looking for.
"Heil Hitler, Major Hinrichsen!" a voice cried out gaily behind him.
Hinrichsen whipped round. His fat face showed clearly his sudden boundless bewilderment. Then with a considerable effort at self-control he asked:
"How did you get here, Herr Asch?"
"That," said Asch, raising his hand in the Nazi salute, "is what I wanted to ask you."
Kowalski now pushed his way forward and said cheekily: "It is an honor for us to be able to speak to a representative of the occupying powers..."
"Quiet," said Hinrichsen abruptly, getting to his feet. He went over to the door which led into the adjoining room where the radio operators had established themselves. He called out a few words in English and then shut the door and locked it behind him.
"There," he said. "Now we can talk at our ease."
The two ex-soldiers in civilian clothes were standing there expectantly. He offered them chairs and sat down himself. Then he asked: "Well, this is something of a surprise to you, eh?"
"The word 'surprise,' " said Asch, "is altogether inadequate to express my reaction. How did you manage it! What have you done to earn this battle dress--in your past, I mean?"
"Quite simple," said Hinrichsen, offering his visitors American cigarettes, which they accepted without hesitation. "I have good contacts! Lieutenant Brack, in whose care you left me, gave me the warmest recommendation to the victors, and to some purpose too, for Lieutenant Brack turned out to be the brother-in-law of some high-up in the U. S. Army."
"Well, if it's ultimately my responsibility that you're wearing battle dress, I'll also make it my responsibility to see that you're soon out of it again."
"Have you caught that swine Hauk?" asked Hinrichsen grimly.
"No," said Asch. "Not him. We've got Greifer--and we've already strung him up at the back of the barracks."
"That's one of them, anyway," said Hinrichsen ruthlessly. "And what about the chief swine?"
Herbert Asch shrugged his shoulders. Kowalski looked genuinely worried. All three of them smoked furiously.
"Look," said Hinrichsen, "the sole reason I've put on this battle dress is to get that swine. And I know quite well that I won't be able to go on wearing it much longer, that my days are numbered--but I don't care. The one thought in my mind has been that this way I might be able to find him. But I haven't found him."
"But he must be with the Americans somewhere," said Herbert Asch. "I was hot on his track and he simply gave himself up as a prisoner, somewhere in this area, this afternoon."
Hinrichsen shook his head.
"I've had all the prisoner assembly centers in the area give me the names of their senior officers--here they are! And there isn't a Colonel Hauk among them."
"Magic!" said Kowalski, the former lance corporal. "But it's really quite simple. You think my name's Kowalski, don't you? Profession: lance corporal. Well, it isn't. I'm a geometrician, name of Brahm. Or at least that's what my identity card says."
"It'd be just like the swine," said Hinrichsen. "It's easy enough for him; he simply changes his name."
"Just what he's done," said Kowalski. "His name isn't Hauk any more, but Hochheim."
Hinrichsen picked up the list of names. He leaned over it and his fat finger, now trembling slightly, slid down the columns and then suddenly stopped, trembling more violently than ever. "That's it," he said, and he let out a deep sigh of relief. "There is a Colonel Hochheim."
"Can you get at him?" asked Asch.
"I'll have to try," said Hinrichsen.
"Can we help you in any way?"
"I don't know," said Hinrichsen thoughtfully. "Perhaps."
And the fat Hinrichsen was once again transformed into the Major Hinrichsen who had led his troops into action in the breakthrough. Hard contours appeared in his fleshy face. There was a cold fire in his eyes, and the lines which appeared on his forehead betrayed deep concentration. He was absolutely determined to carry out the last task which he had set himself in life with all the power and strength at his command.
"I'll blow that swine to blazes," he said.
"You'll have to get him in range first!"
"That's the problem," said Hinrichsen thoughtfully. "But we must settle with him at all costs!"
* * *
In the artillery barracks, where the prison camp was now situated, there wasn't a great deal of nightly activity. Three huts on the edge of the parade ground represented the "camp." Indeed, they had originally been erected for such a purpose; it was just that the guards of yesterday wore exactly the same uniforms as the prisoners of today.
In these huts the troops were relatively comfortable at first, lying either on provisional wooden beds or stretched out beside each other on the floor. They tried to sleep, but few were able to. Most of them just lay there dozing.
A barbed-wire fence surrounded the huts and there were watchtowers ten feet high in two opposite corners. Up there and also perambulating outside the camp wire were six bored American sentries. Again and again they tried to make desultory conversation among themselves, but they quickly ran out of subjects. Besides, they were tired. The only thing that really interested them was the thought of being relieved.
Their comrades--about forty in number--had the whole barracks at their disposal. But they preferred to sleep herded together in groups of five to seven in the immediate vicinity of their C.O. The latter, a lieutenant, had installed himself in the former officers' mess. This lieutenant, who felt no particular urge to dramatize the war unnecessarily, had appointed a German "camp administration" in the approved style, and this was to be responsible "for everything."
When a new batch of prisoners arrived--a not too common occurrence on this particular night--the sergeant on duty made them fall in in front of the officers' mess, where they were left hanging about for a while. He counted them and reported their numbers to the C.O., roughly dividing them into generals, officers, N.C.O.s and men. The lieutenant, grinning rather than grim, entered the numbers on his list. Then with a lazy gesture he handed the prisoners over to the German "camp commandant."
The German camp commandant was Captain Schulz. The American lieutenant couldn't have found anyone better. With the uncanny instinct of the professional soldier whatever his uniform, the lieutenant had promptly recognized Schulz's qualities and hadn't hesitated to make use of them.
"I appoint you German camp commandant," the lieutenant had said.
"Thank you for your confidence in me," Schulz had answered.
A classical piece of organization, well worthy of the label Prussian, was thus guaranteed.
Captain Schulz's first official action had been to requisition two particularly well-situated rooms--one for the German camp administration, the other for the German camp commandant--that is to say, himself. Then, ever mindful of his obligation to the officer caste to which he belonged, he allotted special quarters for (a) generals, (b) staff and senior officers from the rank of captain upwards, and (c) junior officers. The rest he divided up into "hundreds"--and he appointed "hundred commanders," whom he also designated company commanders. The company commanders on their part appointed section commanders, and they in their turn were to detail "room seniors."
As soon as Schulz was in a position to assess the extent of his achievement, he found himself thirsting for approval. He went straight off to the gloomy room in which Major General Luschke had his quarters. He reported to him with the correct degree of disciplinary smartness for a subordinate. It seemed as if the last few hours had brought no change into his life at all.
"I beg to inform the general of the organizational measures taken."
The major general, who was sitting on a straw mattress, looked up. Then he said: "You can just call me Luschke now. 'Lumpface' too, if it amuses you."
Manfully Schulz overcame his initial confusion.
"For me," he said, "the general will of course always remain my superior officer."
"I'm not your superior officer any longer," said Luschke. "And I find that fact extremely pleasant."
"The general is the highest-ranking officer in the camp," bellowed Schulz, thus demonstrating his respect.
"Someone has to be," said Luschke calmly. "But I now feel myself just one more prisoner of war. Please take note of the fact."
"Am I to understand from that," asked Schulz deeply offended, "that the general disapproves of what I have done?"
"Not at all," said Luschke. "I don't disapprove of what you have done; I find it logical that you should busy yourself in this way. Whenever men are packed away together like sardines, organization is essential: organization as a means to an end, that is. The end: common survival! But why men should have to pass the greater part of their lives in sardine tins remains a mystery to me!"
Schulz withdrew in consternation, writing the general off in his mind forever, removing him from his list of men with true soldierly qualities. He went into the neighboring hut, in which those officers next senior in rank were quartered. And here he hoped to receive more understanding from Colonel Hochheim, who had only recently arrived in this camp.
From Colonel Hochheim Schulz received not only understanding but also his share of comradely encouragement. Certainly the colonel remained extremely reserved, cold and unapproachable, as was indeed proper in a colonel, but his interest in Schulz, in the office which he held, in the measures which he had thought fit to take, was proof of a co-operation which made the captain's soldierly heart beat faster.
"I now have no doubt," said the colonel with quiet approval, "that you are the right man for the job."
"If the colonel will permit, I shall keep him posted of future developments."
"Yes," said the colonel, "I should be pleased if you would." And he fell back on his mattress again and lay there staring at the ceiling like a dummy.
Schulz, richer by one more military experience, went to the camp administration office, where four assistants specially selected by him were sitting about doing nothing. Schulz ordered one of them to draw up a new list of members of the camp; the second was to help with it; the third received an order to supervise the night latrine and keep all superfluous movement in the camp down to a minimum--Schulz had recently taken to using the English word "camp" exclusively --the fourth was told to keep the main gate under observation. Schulz himself withdrew to the camp commandant's own room and set about preparing his first set of camp orders.
After some time, during which he drafted twelve paragraphs, he received an order to come to the main gate of the camp. Schulz picked up his list of members of the camp in preparation for an exchange of figures with his brother officer, the American lieutenant. He hurried out, and the searchlights picked him up at once as if he were an actor coming onto a stage. With appropriate dignity he made his way across to the main gate.
There, however, stood not only the lieutenant, the sergeant and the escorting sentries he had expected, but a number of other people as well: two heavily armed military police, three battle-tried veterans and, in front of them, unmistakably the central figure, a wiry man in an American uniform which carried no badges of rank.
"That's the German camp commandant, Mr. James," said the lieutenant.
James I asked: "Have you got a Major General Luschke among the prisoners?"
"Yes, sir," said Schulz. "Hut One, Room A."
"Take me to him," ordered James I.
The gate was opened, the escorting sentries remained where they were and the rest of the group, with Schulz and James at their head, set off for the hut in question. Schulz trotted ahead, wrenched open first one door and then the other and pointed to the general, who was lying motionless on his mattress.
James I drew himself up in front of Luschke and, planting his legs astride, looked down at him and asked: "Were you responsible for the hanging of a First Lieutenant Greifer shortly before our troops arrived?"
"Yes," said Luschke simply. 
"Have you any defense to offer?"
"No."
"In that case," said James I, in a confident and superior tone as if solemnly pronouncing judgment, "you are a war criminal."
"A--what?"
"A war criminal. You will be registered with us under the letters W.C. Have you anything to say for yourself?"
"No," said Luschke with a smile. "Not to you."
* * *
"Magda," said Wedelmann, running the tips of his fingers tenderly down his young wife's arm, "do you still not want to go to bed?"
"No," said Magda, and she looked into the flame of the candle which stood on the table in cafe proprietor Asch's living room. "I'm not tired yet."
They sat close beside each other on the sofa. Old Asch himself, snoring musically, lay with outstretched legs in a leather armchair in the corner of the room. Barbara could be heard moving about in the kitchen, ostensibly preparing a few snacks.
"I know now how we must live," said Wedelmann, "and it's quite simple: we must just live utterly differently from the way we've lived in the past. Utterly differently!"
"And will you be able to forget the past?"
"I've already forgotten it," said Wedelmann.
"I love you," said Magda softly. "I love you so much that I could even want you to be happy with another woman if you weren't happy with me."
"I love only you," said Wedelmann. "But it's just that the times, these cursed times in which we live, seem to drain everything out of me--all hope and faith and strength. I feel restless, full of anxiety. It seems so difficult to adjust oneself. What am I to do?"
And again they fell silent and their eyes seemed unable to settle anywhere. The silence crept round them. Old Asch's snoring seemed to die away. Barbara could no longer be heard in the kitchen. From down below in the street came the roar of a heavy vehicle's engine. Otherwise they heard nothing--only the sound of their own breathing.
Then, after long minutes in which the flickering flame ate its way slowly through the candle, they heard a key being inserted in the front door downstairs. There was a clatter of footsteps on the stairs. They could only be Herbert Asch's. Old Asch was suddenly wide awake. Barbara rushed out of the kitchen.
"At last, you fly-by-night!" said the cafe proprietor. He tried to make it sound like a good-natured complaint.
"Isn't it dangerous out there?" asked Barbara.
"The quietest stroll I've taken for a long time," said Herbert Asch, sitting down opposite Wedelmann and looking him straight in the eye. "The Germans have gone to ground and the Americans know it. They're far too practical and far too lazy to bother about guarding empty streets."
"Well, now perhaps we can all go to bed," said Barbara naively.
"There's always plenty of time for that," said Herbert Asch. "But I think this night is going to be a long one for all of us and one in which we don't get to bed."
"Not for me," said Wedelmann. He sensed that some demand was about to be made on him and was determined to resist it.
"For you too," said Herbert Asch forcibly.
"For heaven's sake!" cried old Asch with a sense of foreboding. "Surely there's been enough trouble caused already--you can thank your lucky stars you've come through without a scratch."
"We need you, Captain Wedelmann," said Lieutenant Asch.
"No!" cried Magda.
Barbara went and stood behind her. "Isn't all this madness ever going to stop?"
"Colonel Hauk," said Herbert Asch to Wedelmann, "is here in this town."
"Colonel Hauk," said Wedelmann brusquely, "is nothing to me. I don't know him and I don't want to know him. I don't want to know anything about him. It's not worth it--not for Colonel Hauk!"
"And what about Luschke then?" asked Herbert Asch. "The general has been declared a war criminal--do you know what that means, Captain Wedelmann?"
The latter said nothing. He looked at Asch. Then he looked at Magda, who was trying to catch his eye. But he still didn't speak.
"Are you going to leave the general in the lurch?" asked Herbert Asch relentlessly. "What do I mean: 'the general'! Are you going to leave Luschke in the lurch? Are you going to see a man like Luschke put up against a wall and shot because of us? Do you want that, Captain Wedelmann?"
Magda now avoided her husband's glance. She lowered her head submissively and said: "Do whatever you have to do."
And Wedelmann stood up and nodded to Herbert Asch.
* * *
The revolt of the twenty-nine, the first and presumably the last armed revolt which ever took place against the Western occupying powers, began at ninety minutes after midnight.
It was planned by Major Hinrichsen, commanded by Captain Wedelmann and executed by Lieutenants Asch and Brack, while Lance Corporals Kowalski and Stamm were responsible for organization. Corporal Soeft, participating for the last time in this war on the German side, looked after the supplies of men and materials.
The revolt lasted three hours.
* * *
"I love this girl," said Lance Corporal Kowalski loudly, pointing to Lore Schulz, "but I'm ready to sacrifice even this love in order to do my duty as a true German should."
"You're the most shameless creature I ever met," said Lore Schulz laughing.
"Don't flatter him," said Lance Corporal Stamm, "or he'll be getting above himself."
Lore Schulz looked at them both with some mistrust.
"What's behind all this exactly?" she asked.
"You have my word of honor as a soldier," Kowalski assured her with a grin, "you and I have simply been taking a little evening stroll together. Now here we are with our good friend Stamm, who will provide you with the rare opportunity of making conversation to a smart young American."
"And that's really all I'm asked to do?"
"That's all, my darling."
"And what if he throws me out?"
"Just a minute, just a minute!" Kowalski raised his hands as if intending to bring an express train to a halt. "The world would come to an end before any man threw you out. Two or three divisions of your sort in action and we wouldn't have lost the war!"
Stamm went purposefully up to the door, knocked and opened it without waiting to be called in. Grinning amiably, he stalked over to James I and James II. The former was hard at work, but the latter looked up, bored. "A lady," announced Stamm. "At this hour of night?" asked James II. "It's never too late for a lady like this," Stamm assured him loyally.
"What do you take us for?" asked James II suspiciously.
"Men, I presume," said James I eagerly, "so bring the lady in!"
"I object," said James II mildly.
"I'll let you know whether or not your objection is sustained," said James I, "when I've had a look at her."
Stamm nodded and disappeared. Then Lore Schulz appeared at the door for a moment, thus giving her beholders a chance to get a full view of her charms. She smiled cautiously.
"Objection overruled, Pastor!" announced James I. Then he said to Lore Schulz: "Come closer, or do you think we'll bite?"
"Of course not," said Lore, pretending to be very naive. And she walked in like a girl walking across the floor of a night club. Her smile broadened as she became aware of the effect she was having on at least one of the pair.
"What can I do for you?" asked James I eagerly.
"Can I sit down?"
"Wherever you like."
"Thank you," said Lore Schulz, sinking into a chair. She arranged her legs at a slight angle and thrust out her magnificent bosom. She acted like a child who sees a particularly splendid Teddy bear.
"How did you get here?" asked James II. "Didn't anyone stop you? Didn't you run into any patrols?"
"What did you come here for?" asked James I, staring thoughtfully at her legs.
"I'm delighted to be here," said Lore Schulz, quite unabashed. "I've come to express my gratitude."
"Glad to hear it. What for exactly?"
"You've treated my husband so well."
"We're good to all husbands with wives like you," said James II. "And who is your husband?"
"Captain Schulz. He's in your prison camp now."
"How do you know that?"
"These things get around," said Lore Schulz.
"So it seems," said James II wryly, "and the speed with which they get around is quite astonishing."
"You sound awfully tired, Pastor," said James I. "You talk as if you're in a dream." And then he asked Lore Schulz: "You were in quite a state about your man, eh?"
"Not especially," said Lore Schulz. "He's well looked after, and my conscience is easy."
"So you've got a conscience too?" asked James II. "Quite a luxury these days."
James I turned round and looked hard at the "Pastor." Then he said: "You're annoying me! Do you want a few rounds without gloves?"
"You're both very high-spirited," said Lore with a smile. "I love men who're high-spirited." And then as a certain amount of commotion became audible outside she said: "You've both got good teeth."
"Well, he'd better look out for his," said James I, thrusting his chin out in the direction of the "Pastor."
"If he doesn't change the expression on his face pretty quickly, I'll knock his in for him."
"What's going on out there?" asked James II.
"Go and have a look," ordered James I with a grin.
"You're not going to leave the two of us alone?" asked Lore Schulz with a charming smile.
James II stayed. He crept to an armchair and seemed to become even smaller than he was. His eyes flashed with fury. He sipped his whiskey and snorted angrily.
James I moved closer to Lore Schulz, and she didn't edge away. They leaned towards each other and talked of this and that--of the beneficial effect of drink, of favorable opportunities and human weaknesses that were pleasant to indulge, and then about marriages that were marriages in name only and unable to stand the strain of the times. In short, they found themselves growing more intimate in every sense of the word.
"I'm getting rather fond of you," James I assured her.
"The feeling is mutual," said Lore, purring like a cat.
"I find the two of you delightful," said James II grimly.
The door opened and Hinrichsen walked in. He still had on his American uniform without badges of rank, but over it he was wearing an open field-gray greatcoat which carried the epaulettes of a major in the Greater German Wehrmacht.
"Well?" asked James I, only just able to control his astonishment. "Why the fancy dress?"
"It's not fancy dress," said Major Hinrichsen.
"Have you had one too many?" asked James I, not knowing quite how to deal with the situation. "Well, cut out the funny stuff, Hinrichsen, and go and sleep it off."
"I am asking," said Hinrichsen stiffly and without moving an eyelid, "for the prisoner Hauk to be handed over to me."
"What do you say to this, Pastor?" said James I, slowly beginning to sense that the "funny stuff" wasn't funny at all, but something very different, something barely comprehensible or credible. "What do you say to this, man?"
"Nothing," said James II, apparently staring into space and concentrating hard.
"Take that goddam uniform off at once!" shouted James I excitedly.
"You don't seem to understand the situation," said Hinrichsen. "I and my fellow members of the Greater German Wehrmacht have resumed control. The town has changed hands--it's something that happens in war."
"Hinrichsen," cried James I imploringly, "you don't seem to realize the extent to which you're sticking your neck out. If you don't stop acting like this immediately, you'll pay for it tomorrow with your life."
"That's my affair," said the major.
"Hinrichsen," cried James I imploringly, "if you don't..."
"It's pointless," said James II calmly. "Just now there's nothing we can do."
James I stood there with hunched shoulders and legs astride in the classical position of a boxer about to move in for the knockout. James II slowly emptied his glass. He never took his eyes off Hinrichsen.
The major opened the door. Outside in the anteroom stood two armed German soldiers. Hinrichsen opened the window. James I leaped across to it and saw that two armed German soldiers were standing beside the American radio car.
"Your escorting sentries have already been taken prisoner," said Hinrichsen. "Are you going to give up Colonel Hauk now?"
"No!" roared James I.
Lieutenant Brack, also wearing German uniform with full arms and equipment, came into the room. He said to Hinrichsen: "All clear so far."
The sight seemed to have struck James I dumb. He clenched his fists. He tried to open his mouth.
"I regret this situation," said Lieutenant Brack, "but it was unavoidable."
"It's not the only thing that'll be unavoidable," snarled James I. "You don't seriously think you can go on like this, do you?"
"Not forever," said Lieutenant Brack. "But for a few hours at least."
"And that will be enough," Hinrichsen assured him brutally. "I repeat my demand: hand over Colonel Hauk to me."
"Colonel Hauk and Major General Luschke," said Lieutenant Brack.
"Never!" cried James I.
Lieutenant Asch, also in full war paint, now came into the room. "Stop that row," he said calmly, "or do you want to spend all night here?"
"What the hell's going on?" asked Lance Corporal Stamm, pushing his face round the half-open door with a grin.
"And what happens if we hand over Colonel Hauk and Major General Luschke to you?" asked James II.
"You're not bargaining with these Nazis?" James I shouted at him.
"What happens then?" asked James II unperturbed.
"Then," said Hinrichsen, "we shall restore the status quo within two hours, and give ourselves up."
"We ought to discuss this," said James II, taking a practical point of view.
"Never!" gasped James I. "I am the responsible person here and what I say goes, and I say never!"
"In that case," said Hinrichsen, "we shall have to take the prison-camp guards prisoner. That'll mean quite a dust-up --there may even be casualties. But it's the way you want it."
"Mad," said James I in an expressionless tone. "Roaring mad."
"Consider yourselves prisoners then," said Major Hinrichsen to the two Americans. And then he turned formally to Brack. "Lieutenant, please take charge of the prisoners and take them to the jail."
"Very good, sir," said Lieutenant Brack, touching his cap carelessly with two fingers. "Come along, then, gentlemen."
* * *
Captain Wedelmann, tense and tight-lipped, led the revolt of the twenty-nine as if he had never for one second stopped giving orders. He tackled the tricky operation with a mastery which showed unmistakable evidence of his training in the school of General Luschke.
There was the usual precision about Wedelmann's orders. He required barely fifteen minutes in which to obtain a complete grasp of the situation and then mastered it as surely as if he were doing everything in his sleep. It was as if his one purpose in life were now the proper arrangement of a number of different objects set out in front of him.
For Wedelmann, Major Hinrichsen was merely one more rather cumbersome figure in this game of military chess, even if a very important one. Lieutenants Asch and Brack he considered from the first to be his most reliable assistants, while Lance Corporal Kowalski was the only man who needed to be given a completely free hand; freedom of action on his part was inevitable in any case.
The main body of the twenty-nine was recruited primarily from Soeft's reserves. Many different motives caused the men to volunteer. Some were bored by the peace and quiet of the hospital. Others hoped for booty. There were even some who responded to Captain Wedelmann's call out of loyalty; several automatically adhered to Lieutenant Asch. Not a few came because they thought their general had ordered them to.
Corporal Soeft went so far as to sacrifice one of his five arms dumps. His chief motive was simply a wish to stay "in business" at all costs, and Wedelmann, who knew his job, couldn't have cared less--he had his objective to achieve and he knew he would achieve it. The means by which he did so were irrelevant.
The revolt of the twenty-nine concentrated at first on the C.I.C. headquarters in the former German Kommandantur. The action was over in thirty-four minutes. It took place without a hitch and without casualties, thanks to Hinrichsen and Brack, whose "special powers," American uniforms and mastery of the English language were invaluable.
The next point of attack, and the decisive one, was on the American detachment whose job it was to guard the prison camp.
Wedelmann had sketched out a plan of operations and issued his orders accordingly:
1. Zero hour, zero minutes: Major Hinrichsen in American uniform enters the artillery barracks and engages the sentry in conversation. Units under Brack and Asch gather in the shops opposite the barrack gates.
2. Zero hour and five minutes: Major Hinrichsen, if possible accompanied by the sentry, enters the guardroom. Brack's group immediately goes into action and takes prisoner the men in the guardroom. A contingent under Lieutenant Brack occupies the officers' mess and accounts for the American lieutenant and his sergeants. Asch's group pushes on past the guardroom to the staff building and takes prisoner the American soldiers on duty there.
3. Zero hour and fifteen minutes: The men from the guardroom are confined in the cells beneath it. Two men from Asch's group are posted on guard. Four men from Brack's group secure the entrance and the road leading to the officers' mess.
4. Zero hour and twenty minutes: Major Hinrichsen, still wearing American uniform, goes to the gate of the prison camp and tries to collect as many American sentries round him as possible. Asch's group takes over Watchtower A, Brack's group Watchtower B.
5. Zero hour and thirty-five minutes: Disarming of the Americans completed. Captured German soldiers receive full freedom of movement; how they use it is up to them. Major General Luschke's car, with Lance Corporal Kowalski at the wheel, drives up to the gate. Colonel Hauk is handed over to Major Hinrichsen.
6. Zero hour and forty-five minutes; Colonel Hauk is placed entirely at Major Hinrichsen's disposal for the duration of fifteen minutes. Lieutenant Brack puts himself at Major General Luschke's disposal. Lieutenant Asch assists Major Hinrichsen. Captain Wedelmann concerns himself with the captured American soldiers. The parade ground is cleared; Asch's group guards north and west sides, Brack's group south and east. Lance Corporal Stamm keeps communications open by use of runners.
7. Zero hour plus 1: Barracks action over. Total dispersal. The soldiers guarding the Americans wait a further ten minutes before withdrawal.
Captain Wedelmann concluded his orders thus: "I myself will be stationed with a reserve group for the first thirty minutes at the gate of the barracks, thereafter at the gate of the prison camp."
* * *
As laid down in the plan, the artillery-barracks parade ground was kept free for Major Hinrichsen and Colonel Hauk for the duration of fifteen minutes. Searchlights from the watchtowers and headlights from cars illuminated the ground which had been stamped flat in the course of thousands of drill parades.
Hinrichsen had had Colonel Hauk brought into the center of the arena. The colonel now stood there silent and motionless with eyes half closed, as if listening for something. His shoulders drooped slightly. It was as if, with his last ounce of pride, he was supporting a far heavier burden than he was used to.
Major Hinrichsen was still wearing his American uniform without badges of rank and Lieutenant Asch brought him his German greatcoat, cap and belt. Hinrichsen, whose right arm was still stiff, put on the gray Wehrmacht greatcoat and began to button it up.
"Your mind is quite made up?" asked Asch.
"My mind is quite made up," said Major Hinrichsen.
"Then go to it," said Lieutenant Asch, and withdrew.
Hinrichsen went up to Hauk. He cut a clumsy, ponderous figure and almost staggered the last few yards as if it were torture for his feet to have to carry such a massive body.
"We'll take Tommy guns," he said.
"What do you want with me?" asked Hauk.
"I want to blow you off the face of the earth," said Hinrichsen, "but I'm giving you a chance to defend yourself, though you don't deserve it."
"That's murder," said Colonel Hauk.
"It's justice," said Major Hinrichsen.
On orders from Lieutenant Asch, a soldier brought up two Tommy guns which had been taken from the American sentries. At a sign from Hinrichsen he laid them down on the ground exactly halfway between the two officers.
"Take your choice," said Major Hinrichsen.
Colonel Hauk didn't speak. He stared at the weapons at his feet, then glanced up at Hinrichsen, but looked away again immediately. He peered into the beams of the searchlights and saw the lines of soldiers drawn up on either side of the parade ground--German soldiers, armed and unarmed. There was something menacing about this solid, silent wall of men in the darkness.
"If you try to run for it," shouted Lieutenant Asch across the parade ground, "I shall shoot you down at once."
"If you won't choose your weapon," said Hinrichsen, "then I shall make a start."
He bent down with a snort and picked up a Tommy gun. He ran his fingers over it expertly. He stood up and held it out towards Hauk.
"Here you are," he said. "You'll find the safety catch on the left of the trigger. The mechanism is the same as ours--the thing fires for as long as you keep the trigger pressed. Both magazines are full."
"What you are doing is murder," said the colonel softly.
"I'm not a murderer, as you are--I fight." Hinrichsen pushed back the safety catch. "And we've both got the same chance. Neither of us has had much experience with these weapons; we hardly know them. And if you try to say that I've seen more action than you, then I won't ask you why you've seen so little, I'll simply say I'm shooting with my left hand because my right, thanks to you, is out of action."
"I won't defend myself," said Colonel Hauk.
"I'll force you to," said Hinrichsen. "We'll make the distance a hundred yards."
Hinrichsen stuck the Tommy gun under his left arm, turned clumsily about and strode with measured paces across the parade ground. It was as if, in his thoughts, he were pacing the grounds of his hunting lodge, a man without a trace of nervousness, simply listening to the noises of the night.
And while the major paced out the distance, Brack, who was standing beside Asch, said: "Will he do it?"
"He must now," said Asch. "And I see his point."
"Must he do it?"
"I think so." Lieutenant Asch looked at Hinrichsen in pity. "He's a man stranded between two eras. Ever since I saw him collapse with his wound he's had only one idea in his head: to blow this bastard to blazes. For him this fellow Hauk isn't merely a murderer; he's the embodiment of all those forces which, though he was ready to die honorably for them, have made him no better than a swine in his own eyes."
"Why can't he wait for this Hauk to be tried?"
"He's ceased to believe in justice, Brack. The Germans can no longer sentence a man like Hauk and the Americans won't. So he wants to deal with the matter himself."
"I can't be a witness to this, Asch."
"Then turn the other way."
"I'm going to stop it."
"If you try to," said Asch, and there was no misunderstanding him, "then I shan't hesitate to prevent you. I counted over twenty dead and some of them died before my eyes. They were all Hinrichsen's comrades. This account has got to be settled."
Major Hinrichsen halted. He turned slowly round, brought his Tommy gun up to his hip and shouted to Hauk: "Ready!"
Hauk didn't move. The Tommy gun he had been given still lay at his feet. His face was deathly white in the beams of the searchlights and it seemed as if he were no longer alive at all.
Hinrichsen planted his feet apart. He clasped his Tommy gun to his hip. Then his left forefinger pressed the trigger for a moment. Three bullets ripped up the earth just to the left of Hauk.
Hauk still didn't move. Another burst of shots tore into the much-trampled earth to the right of him. Hauk still stood there motionless. Then the steel cloak of bullets whipped through the earth just ahead of him, first seven, then five, then three yards ahead of him, as if drawing an ever-decreasing semicircle round him.
"Cowardly swine," said Hinrichsen contemptuously. Suddenly Colonel Hauk bent down to the Tommy gun. But his movements became transfixed and he didn't pick up the weapon. Hinrichsen laughed.
Hauk threw himself to the ground as if he had just received a sharp blow on the back of the neck. His hands grasped the Tommy gun with feverish plucking movements. He jumped up, pulled the butt up to his chin, pressed the trigger--and the barrel, jumping about hectically, spat fire.
Hinrichsen stood there, leaning slightly forward as if listening with respect to the shrill hammering which came floating towards him. He didn't move; his face was a mask of triumph and pain.
Hauk, as if overcome by the wild terror which the raging weapon had inspired in him, paused. And with a short, sharp burst, Hinrichsen sent a handful of lead hurtling into his body. Hauk staggered.
Hinrichsen fired again. Then Hauk collapsed and plunged to the earth. His legs jerked for a moment and he died.
"That's that," said Hinrichsen quietly, and he let go of his Tommy gun. "And now it is all over."
He dropped onto one knee as if he were praying. Blood trickled out of his mouth and his eyes were closed.
* * *
"Your car, General!" cried Lance Corporal Kowalski.
Luschke stood at the gate of the prison camp as if he had come there merely because he found the view more interesting.
His adjutant, Major Horn, stood behind him. Both looked at the jeep in which Kowalski had driven up with the interested scrutiny of people visiting an exhibition.
Captain Wedelmann came up, saluted and announced: "Road 317, running south, can be negotiated without any particular difficulty."
"What's the matter with you, Wedelmann?" asked Luschke. "Are you spending your honeymoon here, and in that getup?"
"You'll find weapons in the jeep, General," said Wedelmann. "Also American greatcoats and steel helmets."
"Give my heartfelt condolences to your wife," said the general, and smiled. "She'll never get anyone like you again."
The general looked for a moment at his adjutant, who still stood motionless behind him without saying a word. Then Luschke asked: "What on earth is all this about, my dear Wedelmann?"
"You can't stay here, General. You're a war criminal here. Take the jeep as far as you can and then get into hiding."
"Into hiding? I'm too old for childish games of that sort."
"But you must get to safety, General."
"You mean tonight's antics were all for my sake, Wedelmann?"
"Partly," said Kowalski, since Wedelmann seemed unable to answer. "Mainly. We're really to blame for your promotion to war criminal, General. It was we who pressed you to hold the court-martial."
"And then," said Wedelmann, "whether you're a war criminal or not, it is always a matter of honor for a prisoner of war to try and escape."
"Escape? Where to?" asked Luschke. "To my troops? I haven't got any troops any more. As for my country, where is Germany now?"
"But you must think of your own safety, General."
"It seems to me I've been thinking of nothing else for the last twelve years. Who am I, anyway?" cried Luschke. "One of several thousands of generals--professional blood-letters all of us, on a grand scale. I didn't believe in our cause and yet I allowed my men to be sacrificed. We all knew that a gigantic crime was being perpetrated, but with a few honorable exceptions none of us did anything about it, and those exceptions were immediately left in the lurch by those whom they called their comrades."
"In our eyes, General, you are one of those exceptions. We have regarded you as such for years."
"I have been a coward like all the others. I was prepared to call Hitler a swine in the officers' mess, but it was to my men I should have said that Hitler was a swine. We spoke of the Nazis with contempt among ourselves, but we should have proclaimed our contempt for them to their faces and before all the world."
"You're being unnecessarily hard on yourself, General," said Kowalski stanchly. "We too noticed what was going on, for we aren't stupid either. We had nothing we wanted to gain from such a war, neither fortune, medals nor promotion. We merely wanted to save our skins, and our skins were in plenty of danger. You were the only one who wasn't interested in that, General. We noticed that very early on."
"Thank you, Herr Kowalski," said Herr Luschke with dignity.
Then the little narrow-chested, lumpy-faced general drew himself up to his full height and said: "This war of ours was a crime, and since I helped to wage it I am indeed a war criminal."
And he walked back into the prison camp. The darkness swallowed him up. It was as if he had never been there.
* * *
"Do you know Warsitz in Pomerania, Asch?" asked Hinrichsen, trying to sit up.
"No," said the lieutenant, and he pushed the major back onto the camp bed on which he was lying. "Never heard of it."
"If you should ever go there, ask for a businessman of the name of Hinrichsen. It's possible they won't speak too badly of me."
"If anyone speaks badly of you, Hinrichsen, I'll punch him on the jaw."
"You know," said Hinrichsen, and he didn't seem to find talking easy, "only a year ago I would have said: Go to Warsitz, and there you'll hear how much they think of Hinrichsen, the businessman. An honorable citizen, a 'do-gooder,' an upright man. But now, Asch, I know that the basis of it all was false."
"Don't be too hard on yourself, Hinrichsen," said Asch. "Everyone always knows where he went wrong when it's too late. The Nazis weren't the first to invent that little game."
Lieutenant Asch had taken the severely injured Major Hinrichsen into a room in the barracks and had laid him down on a camp bed there. He had wrapped him up in blankets and given him the drink he asked for. Asch knew that Hinrichsen was now beyond all help. From time to time the beams of the searchlights suddenly flared up through the windows. On a stool by Hinrichsen's head stood a thin candle of the sort usually placed on Christmas trees. The room was deserted. It was dirty and filled with all sorts of rubbish. The barrack blocks, it seemed, were being used as dustbins.
"When the First World War ended," said Hinrichsen, "I was twenty years old. I was already a lieutenant and had been in the line on the Western Front continuously since December 1917. We starved, shed our blood and fought bravely. My father had been killed, my brother had been killed, and my mother said to me: 'Don't disgrace the family,' and I did my best not to."
"If mothers could see just how their sons died in war," said Asch brutally, "they would be so horrified that they would curse themselves for not having fought tooth and nail to keep them back."
"If mothers knew the full truth," said Hinrichsen, "their lives would be even harder than they are already."
"Well, then, let us deceive the mothers and allow them to have their moment of pride."
"If you should ever go to Warsitz in Pomerania, Asch, then ask for Hinrichsen's hardware business. Everyone will be able to tell you where it is. It's a small town. It lives off the peasants of the surrounding countryside and a few fishermen--beet-root, potatoes, fish. Well, then, in 1919 I took over my father's hardware business--his picture hung in the sitting room. My life was a simple one--working, eating and sleeping; the business, the local pub, the church. We all got on very well together--peasants, fishermen, businessmen and officials alike. An industrial proletariat hardly existed. Socialism was no problem. Nationalism was taken as a matter of course. Black, White and Red forever."
"But when you went to England, Hinrichsen, didn't your point of view change?"
"My uncle had a large transport business in Stettin and he said to me: 'You ought to see something of the world. Warsitz is too small; even Germany isn't big enough.' So I went to England--Southampton--to work for a year in a hardware business. But England seemed to admire German nationalism too, or at least the circles in which I mixed did. 'You Germans,' said Sir Somebody Something, 'are a magnificent people. Your Stahlhelm--an elite! The camaraderie of the front line at its best!' "
"And, of course, you lapped it all up?"
"In 1926 I got married, had children. In 1928 I became burgomaster; it was a great honor as I was still very young. I buckled down to the job. The 'old comrades' associations were then the thing. We found them the answer to all our problems. In the 1930 elections, out of four thousand votes cast, we had only one hundred eighteen Reds. We were nationalists, German nationalists, almost to a man."
"You were living in a little world all your own, man."
"We were content with our world. And when two or three times a year we went to Stettin, we shook our heads over the disorganization and hot air and party politics we found there. We had nothing like that at home."
"Anyone who didn't share your opinions emigrated, I suppose?"
"It simply seemed inconceivable to us that a decent, normal German should not be of our opinions. We kept the old customs going and held the flag high. Also our beer glasses, which we raised to the courage, honor and glory of the German front-line soldier. We believed in Germany, in Prussia, in Pomerania and in Warsitz--neatly graded in that order. We had no unemployed. The Jews didn't worry us. We respected the Church. Gradually Adolf Hitler began to impress us. Why? you may ask. It is difficult to say, particularly now. In those days perhaps we would have said because he addressed himself to us as a wartime comrade. Do you realize what that means? He had lain in the mud with us, starved and bled with us. He seemed a simple, modest man with nationalist feelings, only wanting what was best for Germany. He was the man to clear up the sort of mess we saw in Stettin. He was the man for cleanliness, decency and a simple, healthy life. The sort of life we were used to in Warsitz. He might well be the man for us."
"Steady, Hinrichsen," said Herbert Asch, and he pulled the blanket over the shaking shoulders.
"In 1933 we said to ourselves: 'Let's see what he can do, then.' And certainly, at Warsitz, quite a lot happened. In 1934 the first surveyors came to the town. In 1935 delegates from the party and economic experts came and said: 'We're building a hydroelectric plant for you here, the biggest that's ever been built. The biggest in history.' Within a few weeks there were four times as many workers in the town as there had once been inhabitants. A few weeks later, seven times as many, then nine times as many. New roads were built, tenement blocks sprang up, boats were anchored in the Oder for people to live in and endless trucks drove up with building materials, steel tubing, cranes and machines."
"And you were astonished," said Asch. "You played your part by raising your hands in the Hitler salute, and whenever something disgusting was done, you said to yourself: 'You can't make an omelet without breaking eggs!' Anyway, these were exceptions--building speculators, extortioners, slave drivers, swindlers--all were exceptions!"
Hinrichsen seized Lieutenant Asch's hand as if he wanted to stop him. "But then," he said, "the war came upon us. I was called up immediately and found nothing wrong with that. I have killed and made my men kill--and I've never allowed myself any preferential treatment either in the choice of billets or rations or in the killing. If I had died I would have found that in order. But I had to survive--to this moment."
"And tomorrow," said Lieutenant Asch, "you will have forgotten it all again, and so will several millions with you."
"When the ruthless bombings, which we began, really started in earnest, one of the first of the enemy's targets was Warsitz and Pomerania. In 1942 several tons of high explosive had already flattened my house and my business.
In 1943 my wife and two children were killed. In 1944 my other three children died and also my mother, and that was the end of the Hinrichsen family."
"Now I'm beginning to understand," said Herbert Asch. 
"I always believed and was happy to believe in the goodness, the greatness and the justice of our cause. I wasn't an evil man, but I was stupid, and my stupidity prevented me from recognizing the evil which flourished all around me. Persecution of the Jews, mass executions, rape, desecration of the dead, murder--all were exceptions, abuses, isolated cases. It was this creature Hauk who first opened my eyes for me."
"He's been paid back for it now."
With a tremendous effort of strength Hinrichsen jerked himself upright.
"We," he croaked, "we who have tried to behave decently--in so far as one can behave decently in war--we have been betrayed. We were treated as simply so much fuel or cannon fodder, so many beasts of burden. We were exploited and driven to the point of exhaustion. They mocked at our idealism as one might mock the industry of a madman. At first they let us die to win glory for them, then so that they could live well, and finally so that they might live at all--to ensure their survival. Their thirst for success, their lust for power, their ambition to write a page of history--all was kept alive by the blood of their soldiers and fertilized with the ashes of their victims. Until they choked on their own greed."
"That's how it was, that's how it is, and that's how it will always be," said Herbert Asch. "For it's all part of the German character. We're only too willing to degrade ourselves to the level of cattle under the slaughterer's rallying cry of 'Discipline!' or 'Patriotism!' or 'Freedom!' or 'Peace!' The biggest words, the loudest cries, the most willing hands, the most trusting hearts and the emptiest brains! God save us Germans from ourselves, a race of natural suicides!"
"Amen," said Hinrichsen.
As the major died, a new day crawled up the horizon. Asch extinguished the flickering light of the candle and folded the dead man's hands.
"Good night, Comrade Hinrichsen," he said.
* * *
Captain Schulz fought to maintain discipline with an iron hand. And there was every sign that he would again succeed in mobilizing among the men that readiness to serve which had momentarily seemed endangered.
"Gentlemen," he cried, and he always used expressions like "Gentlemen."
"Friends" or even "Comrades" when trying to deal with a state of affairs in which orders were patently useless, "Gentlemen, be reasonable."
"Oh, shut up!" shouted someone who was engaged in a discussion of the general situation and resented the interruption.
"Pull yourselves together," cried Schulz. "You must see it can't go on like this."
But his comrades didn't see it like that at all at first. They stood around in groups--in the prison camp itself and on the parade ground. They wandered backwards and forwards through the gate from which the sentry had temporarily disappeared. Only a few made off in a hurry.
"It's pointless," said one of them. "Where are we to go to? They'll catch us again sooner or later."
"Quite right," cried Schulz, "quite right."
When General Luschke walked back through the hesitant groups into the prison camp, the men made way for him, partly out of genuine respect and partly purely mechanically. Luschke, with his head bent slightly forward, stalked over to his barrack block and disappeared into it.
"There you are, you see!" cried Schulz.
Again he addressed the men, imploring them to return and shepherding them gently towards the wide-open gate of the camp--his camp, as he liked to think of it. Once he had the greater part of them inside, he became more and more impatient. His attitude grew more bullying. He now addressed the remnants of men still outside the barbed wire as "Men." He appealed to their sense of discipline and firmly gave them to understand that he was giving them a warning: "I'm warning you, lads, if you don't..."
As resistance crumbled, his voice became louder and louder. Attempts at persuasion gave way to plain orders. When there were only a very few left he threatened to resort to violence: "Either you get in or I'll kick you in the..."
Finally, after making a supreme effort, he found himself in a position to shut the gate again. Once more he had done his duty. Even the Americans couldn't help recognizing that.
* * *
"It's all over," said Herbert Asch, and beckoned Brack to the window.
"Now, may the Lord have mercy on us," said old Asch, ready to begin a new life of piety immediately.
Brack got up, went over to Herbert Asch and stood beside him. Both looked down at the market square. The Americans were parading there in company strength. Captain Ted Boernes stood among his men like some great commander.
"It was only to be expected," said Brack.
"I'm ready, anyway," said Wedelmann.
"What for?" asked Brack.
"We'll be made prisoners," declared Wedelmann very seriously. "And I am prepared to accept that."
"But they may set fire to my house. They may raze it to the ground," said old Asch, ready to see himself exposed to the full horrors of war at last. "They'll take a terrible revenge. We're at their mercy. Even I, although I'm innocent."
"Don't lose heart," said Brack, who seemed to be watching the military activity in the market square with a certain amount of amusement. "We've still got one or two irons in the fire."
The American soldiers fanned out, surrounded the Cafe Asch and sealed off the nearby streets. Two armored cars drove up. Captain Ted Boernes directed these troop movements with impressive determination.
As soon as the Americans' dispositions had been completed, Captain Boernes, with James I and James II on either side of him, moved in on Asch's house. He knocked vigorously at the door. The cafe proprietor rushed downstairs and opened it.
"The first floor, please," he said.
"You lead the way," ordered the captain.
They climbed the stairs behind old Asch with a certain solemnity, as if following in a funeral procession. They had grim, mournful expressions on their faces.
"So here you are at last," said Brack, stretching a welcoming hand towards them.
The captain, James I and James II stopped in the doorway.
They peered inquiringly round the room as if they were expecting to find guns trained on them.
"First of all," said the captain, "I would like to have a word with you alone, Herr Brack."
"Sorry," replied the other promptly, "but I'm afraid you can't. We have no private conference rooms here. As far as I am concerned, Messrs. Wedelmann and Asch can hear anything I've got to say."
"Why don't we simply arrest the fellows?" said James I.
"Because that would be stupid," said Brack with brusque affability. "Or do you want to risk a full-scale row with Colonel Thompson? How is the good fellow, by the way? Has he telephoned again?"
"Herr Brack," said Captain Boernes, "this is hardly the moment to discuss such things."
"So he has telephoned," said Brack confidently. "And what did he say?"
"That's really my affair," declared the captain with icy aloofness.
"So you told him that all was in order," asserted Brack. "What else could you tell him? That at a certain time yesterday evening a gigantic rumpus took place in the area under your command without your knowing anything about it, because your quarters are situated in pleasant surroundings some distance off? That an entire prison camp in your sector was out of your control for several hours? It all sounds far too cruel for a pair of ears as sensitive as Colonel Thompson's."
"May I offer the gentlemen some refreshment?" old Asch went so far as to ask. But no one answered him and the sly old cafe proprietor took this as a positive omen.
Captain Boernes now removed his spectacles and seemed to look at them all very intently. His pale blue eyes looked tired. His brain was working fast and to gain time he asked: "How could you do this to me, Brack?"
The latter shrugged his shoulders slightly, indicating mild regret. Herbert Asch asked curiously: "What's he done to you, then, Captain?"
"As if you didn't know," roared James I.
"I'm afraid you'll all have to come along as prisoners," said Boernes. And James II added: "We won't be keeping you long, but a few more officers on our list, particularly some of those who took part in the recent--hm--rumpus, won't do us any harm."
"But one or two more or less can't make any difference to you," maintained old Asch.
"In this case," declared James II, "it's not so much a matter of numbers as of names. It may happen that the whole affair will be opened up again in some way, and if it does we shall need some evidence in our favor. And we shall have that if we can show a list of the people apprehended by our organization."
"I'm ready," said Wedelmann.
"So am I," said Herbert Asch.
"Let's go, then," said Ted Boernes.
"Gentlemen," said old Asch, stationing himself in front of the door, "you can't do that."
"Oh, yes, we can," said James I, going up to the cafe proprietor. "We can do anything we like."
"Don't worry, Father," said Herbert Asch. "We'll soon be back."
"Please look after my wife for me," Wedelmann begged the cafe proprietor.
"Gentlemen," shouted old Asch, "in exchange for these two and in return for the immediate release of all those soldiers who took part in last night's incident I offer you one gauleiter, one adjutant and the present whereabouts of one Kreisleiter!"
The captain stopped in amazement. "What do you say to that?" he asked his two companions.
"It's an interesting offer," said James II, and he sat down again.
"And your opinion, please?"
"If my department," said James I, "and I repeat, my department, were, as a result of the events of last night, to succeed in capturing a number of high party officials, then the whole affair would take on a very different aspect." And he too sat down.
"Would you mind," Captain Ted Boernes asked old Asch, "giving me more precise details of your offer?"
"If you want to come through a war unscathed," said Herbert Asch, "it's not a bad thing to have a businessman for a father."
* * *
"You are all," said Corporal Soeft, standing on the steps of his hospital--and he sounded as if he had just been deeply shaken by something--"you are all just a bunch of dirty, low-down, degenerate swine. You don't know the meaning of the word 'honor' and you think of nothing but your own gain."
Soeft blew his nose violently and seemed about to burst into tears. "And that," he said with almost solemn indignation, "is what you call comradeship--even front-line comradeship."
"Drop the party speeches, Soeft," said old Asch, who stood in front of him. "They don't suit you, or anyone else, for that matter."
"I trusted you," complained Soeft. "And now you want to ruin me."
"Nonsense," said old Asch. "I just want to give you a new set of business contacts!"
"That," said Soeft slowly, but beginning to recover his composure with astonishing self-assurance, "is naturally something different. But let me tell you one thing now: I am not going to let you take a percentage."
"Nor do I want one," old Asch assured him. "I shall be quite happy if I can come out of this situation with a relatively whole skin."
"You seem to have lost your old zest for business," said Soeft with some regret. "But haven't I always said the old generation is quite washed up? The business you engaged in after the First World War was all hopelessly clumsy. Just you see how we're going to cash in now."
"So it's a deal then?"
"If I can start up business with the Americans immediately, and in bulk, of course--anything else is out of the question--then, as commission, you shall receive one gauleiter and one adjutant."
"You'll find quite a lot of Americans ready to welcome you with open arms, Soeft."
"I should hope so," said the other confidently.
* * *
James I was determined to save his face at all costs. For Hinrichsen, his colleague Hinrichsen, he ordered a funeral with full military honors. While waiting for Hinrichsen's grave to be dug James I prepared a special report.
This report was headed "Casualty Suffered by My Department in the Course of Fighting with Scattered Nazi Units." He himself was present as the official representative of the C.I.C. when Hinrichsen was lowered into his grave. Brack stood beside him. Prisoners of war had acted as gravediggers. None of them had known the dead major and they stood listlessly around the grave.
James I looked at his wrist watch. "Fourteen-fifty-four hours," he said, "Central European time. We'll wait another six minutes."
"You're a stickler for punctuality," said Brack with bitter irony.
"I believe in being correct," stated James I. "Particularly in matters of this sort. If the time of the funeral is down in my orders as fifteen hundred hours, then fifteen hundred hours it is to the second."
They waited. Brack stared into the open grave. James I stared at his watch. The prisoners of war who had dug the grave stared into space. The spring sun crept hurriedly away behind a cloud.
"Now," ordered James I.
"He was never a Nazi," said Brack while stones and lumps of earth rattled down onto the coffin.
"Of course not," said James I. "He was a member of my staff."
"He was a National Socialist," said Brack. "And I feel sorry for him."
* * *
"You're bound to be made burgomaster," said old Asch to his friend Foreman Freitag. "And no one has deserved the job better than you."
Foreman Freitag sat in his modestly furnished sitting room and looked at his visitor sympathetically. "I'm not so keen on it," he said.
"The town needs you," old Asch assured him. "You're just the man we want."
"You'll find a better one," said Foreman Freitag.
"We won't find anyone who can compare with you. A new era is beginning."
"For you too, Asch?"
"For all of us. We've acknowledged the sins of the past. We were led hopelessly astray."
"By a Pied Piper, eh? Like the children of Hamelin."
"It's a fair comparison; idealism abused, patriotism shamelessly exploited, trust violated--that's been our lot, the lot of the unfortunate German people."
"Asch," said old Freitag, "if I didn't know just what a cunning old rascal you were, and if you didn't happen to be my daughter's father-in-law, I'd throw you out here and now."
"But I am a relation of yours," said old Asch happily, "and proud of the tie, particularly now when a new wind is blowing with the Americans and they're keen on finding full-blooded anti-Nazis. You are the biggest antifascist in the town. I congratulate myself on that fact."
"I'm greatly tempted," said old Freitag, "to lock you up in my old cell."
"Do, by all means," said the cafe proprietor co-operatively. "It won't do me any harm and, who knows, it might even do me some good."
* * *
"You must forgive," said Wedelmann to his young wife, "and later I hope you may even be able to understand."
"I understand already," said Magda.
"I stood by while wrong was done, and I even did wrong myself. I didn't know it at the time, but it was so."
"No one is without guilt," said Magda softly.
"What do you mean by that?" asked Wedelmann, becoming uneasy at once. "What does your guilt consist of? You had nothing to do with the war, absolutely nothing. So where does your guilt lie? In something personal?"
"Perhaps in ignorance."
"That may be," said Wedelmann, feeling slightly relieved. He looked at the young wife who sat beside him. He looked at the soft contours of her face. He looked at her full lips and her dewy eyes in which lay nothing but tenderness, and again he asked himself: "What sort of life did she lead before she knew me?"
She said: "Wrong is like a cloud of dust: it dirties even those who have done nothing to cause it."
"I know what I shall do," said Wedelmann. "I shall seek out justice and fight for it wherever I can find it. I'll study law. I'll take on a legal career. We'll have to put up with some hard times; we may even have to starve. But from now on I want to do only what is right."
"You're just a big child," said Magda with infinite tenderness. "My own big child."
* * *
"Everything here is under control, sir," said Captain Ted Boernes over the telephone. "Completely under control."
"Does that mean," asked Colonel Thompson, "that there have been moments when it hasn't been?"
"There's been some fighting with scattered German units."
"How's Brack?" asked Thompson immediately.
"Well," said the captain. "He's standing beside me now."
Brack picked up the receiver and said hello. He exchanged a few polite remarks. He answered a few haphazard questions. Then he said: "Your organization astonishes me. The resourcefulness of the victors is most impressive. I see that your greatness knows no bounds."
"Is something the matter?" asked Thompson anxiously.
"You are so daring, so noble, more than a match for anyone. And Germany is so poor, so confused and has grown so small."
"My dear fellow," said Colonel Thompson, "are you in trouble of some sort?"
"I myself have complete freedom," said Brack, "but I can't enjoy it. There are too many people, far too many, who are utterly unable to understand the meaning of freedom. And in the long run what Germany needs is not liberators but doctors, for the people here are desperately sick."
"You're in need of a change of air," said the colonel indulgently. "Get yourself ready for a journey. Come and see me and in a few weeks you can be in Switzerland or America."
"I'm staying in Germany," said Brack.
* * *
"What's going to become of us?" Barbara asked Herbert Asch.
"I'm not a clairvoyant, my dear girl."
"Will you go back to your wife?"
"Have I ever left her?"
Barbara looked at him questioningly. "Am I such a very bad person? Wouldn't it really be worth living with me?"
"Not for me, Barbara. But I'm not the only man in the world. And besides, what do you mean--a bad person? People who have plenty to eat don't know what hunger is, but they presume to judge those who are hungry. Old women have forgotten what love is, and so they have no understanding of those who love. Those who spent the war in a house in the country can't know that it's possible for bombs to destroy morals as well as other things. And war makes people greedy, restless and ready to accept anything."
"The first time it happened I was too terrified to resist."
"And gradually you got used to it?"
"I've never got used to it, Herbert--I've merely forced myself not to think about it. And I haven't been with so many men."
"I haven't killed so many men either," said Herbert Asch, "but I have killed. The men whom you've been with weren't so many, but did you love them? No? Then you were a whore. But I don't know anyone who has come out of this war uncontaminated. A war can make one richer or cleverer or harder--but it can't leave one uncontaminated."
* * *
"At home in Texas," said James I with a certain pride, "there are towns which you can't find on any map but which are seven times as big as this dump."
"And here in Germany," said Lore Schulz naively, "you can find towns on the map which are nine times as big--but which hardly exist any more."
"Who began the bombing?" asked James I.
"The Germans," said Lore Schulz.
"And who was forced into the war?"
"The Americans."
"And who's the greatest criminal of all time?"
"Hitler."
"And who's been the greatest commander in the greatest of all wars?"
"Eisenhower."
"And who," asked James II from his corner, "is far and away the greatest idiot? You are!"
"How're you doing there, Pastor?"
"Lousy. What else do you expect under the circumstances?"
"Our friend the 'Pastor,' " said James I smiling confidently at Lore Schulz, "is suffering from the German climate. I expect he's homesick for America--and I'll see to it that he gets back there soon."
"I'd like to go to Texas," said Lore Schulz. "Is it true that every American has his own car and a refrigerator?"
"At home in Texas I've got three cars and two refrigerators," James I assured her.
"I once had eighteen refrigerators," asserted James II quite seriously. "I was in business with them. Lately, though, I've concentrated more on livestock."
"What splendid fellows you both are!" cried Lore Schulz enthusiastically.
"But one of us two splendid fellows is going to have to disappear," said James II. "For there's one too many of us. I hope it's not going to be me."
"War to the knife, eh, Pastor?"
"To the last questionnaire, partner," said James II, and he spat as he left the room.
* * *
"O Lord," prayed Pastor Westhaus in a corner of his study, "help me so that I may help others. I am full of weakness, so give me strength. Hope is slowly vanishing; strengthen me in my faith."
And Pastor Westhaus's prayer continued: "Men have sunk so low--how are they to be raised up again? They are naked. How is their nakedness to be clothed? They no longer know where Thou, my God, art to be found. Whither shall I lead them? Their sins have been great and the punishment has been heavy. The dead are many and the damned are without number."
And now Pastor Westhaus cried out: "Thou hast struck down Germany, O Lord--and Thy name be praised. Thou hast allowed millions to die--and Thy name be praised. Thou hast let loose cruelty, terror and abomination on man so that he may finally know what war is. Thy name, O Lord, be praised.
"And Thou hast done all this," said Westhaus in a choking Voice, "that the din of war may resound in our ears for all eternity, that our eyes may be blinded by tears for the things they have had to witness, that man may learn at last what he must never do again. Never again; is that not so, O Lord?"
But he heard no answer.
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