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For eight weeksin 1945, as Berlin fell to the Russian army, a young woman kept adaily record of lifein
her apartment building and among its residents. "With bald honesty and brutal lyricism" (Elle), the
anonymous author depicts her fellow Berlinersin all their humanity, as well astheir cravenness, corrupted
first by hunger and then by the Russians. " Spare and unpredictable, minutely observed and utterly free of
self-pity" (The Plain Dedler, Cleveland), A Woman in Berlin tells of the complex relationship between
civilians and an occupying army and the shameful indignities to which women in a conquered city are
aways subject--the mass rape suffered by all, regardless of age or infirmity.

A Woman in Berlin stands as "one of the essential books for understanding war and life" (A. S. Byaitt,
author of Possession).

(Evokes her situation with tense immediacy ... [it] is both an important work of social history and a
remarkable human document. The diarist's spirit rises from the ashes of degradation as she reasserts her
belief in her own physical strength and, ultimately, her wish to surviveq- Mark Bostridge, Independent on
Sunday.

@\n extraordinary diary, an astounding piece of writing that we should be incredibly grateful survived. . .
itisraw and as aresult completely impossible to put down ... It is so rare to be able to read the minutiae of
awoman's [life in such extraordinary circumstances. | couldn't tear my eyes away from the pageq- Viv
Groskop, Sunday Express.

(Reading A Woman in Berlin in one afternoon is an unnerving sensory experience: the walls close in; the
air thickens, shrieks from children playing nearby adopt a sinister air. Thisis an allenveloping book, a
lyrical personal journal ... it leaves a deep scarg- Simon Garfield, Observer.

T hisis abook that does not go away when you've read the final page ... agift of the utmost value to
historians and students of the period. Her journalistic training is evident from her economy of language
and eye for the telling detail, but her extraordinary lack of self-pity isall her owng- Cressida Connolly,
Daily Telegraph.

A movie adaption was done in 2008.
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INTRODUCTION

In the early hours of 16 April 1945, civilians in the eastern quarters of Berlin
were awoken by a distant rolling thunder. The vibrations were so strong that
telephones began to ring on their own and pictures fell from their hooks. Women
emerged slowly from their apartments and exchanged meaningful looks with
neighbours. They hardly needed to speak. The longFawaited Soviet offensive
had at last begun sixty milesto their east.

One and a half million Red Army soldiers of Marsha Zhukovcs First
Belorussian Front were bursting out from the bridgeheads on the west bank of
the river Oder. Facing them were the desperate scrapings of the embattled Third
Reich: mainly boys from the Hitler Y outh, old men from the Volkssturm, groups
of cadets from Luftwaffe military schools and a stiffening of veterans and SS.
They had little ammunition, hardly any shells for their artillery and insufficient
fuel for their few remaining armoured vehicles. Yet Goebbels, the Reich
commissar for the defence of Berlin as well as minister of propaganda, had
declared that the line of the Oder was awall on which the 'Asiatic hordesgqwould
smash themselves. Surrender was out of the question. Himmler had just issued
orders that any German male found in a house displaying a white flag be shot.
The propaganda ministry organized graffiti squads, dressed as ordinary
Germans, to paint slogans such as. Ve will never surrender!qand @Protect our
women and children from the Red beasts! q

The argument for fighting on was largely based on Goebbelsts own horror
propaganda of enemy atrocities, which for once turned out to be no
exaggeration. In the autumn of 1944, Soviet troops had made their first foray
into East Prussia, laying waste to the village of Nemmersdorf before being
repulsed by a German counterPattack. Goebbels had rushed forward camera
teams to film the corpses of women and girls who had been raped and murdered
by drunken Red Army soldiers. The images on the Nazi newsreels had been so
appalling that many women presumed they were part of a gross exaggeration by
the @Promiq the propaganda ministry. But then, in late January and early
February, after the main Soviet assault on East Prussia and Silesia, refugees
passing through Berlin recounted stories of rape, looting and murder on a
terrifying scale. Yet many Berlin women, while certain that such things
happened in the countryside and isolated communities, refused to believe that



mass rape was possible in the public view of a capital city. Others, increasingly
nervous, began rapidly to instruct young daughters in the facts of life just in case
the worst happened.

Berlin at the time contained just over two million civilians, of whom the large
majority were women and children. It was typical of the crazed irresponsibility
of the Nazi regime at this time that Hitler rejected any idea of evacuating them
while there was still time. He openly disbelieved the military commander of
Berlin who told him that there were 120,000 babies and infants left in the city
and no provisions for a supply of milk. Consciously or unconsciously, Hitler
appears to have imitated Stalincg refusal to all ow the evacuation of civilians
from Stalingrad in order to force histroops to defend the city more bravely.

This diary, written by a 34Fyearold journalist, begins on Friday, 20 April, four
days after the opening bombardment. It was Hitlercg birthday. Nazi flags were
raised over ruined edifices in the centre of the city, where US Air Force Flying
Fortresses by day and RAF Lancasters by night had destroyed 90 percent of the
buildings. Signs erected in Hitlercs honour proclaimed: QChe Fighting City of
Berlin Greets the Fuhrer.qEven Hitlercg military staff had no idea how close the
fighting was. Soviet tank armies had now smashed their way through the
German defences and were starting to encircle the city. The first shells from
longFrange artillery would land in the citycs northern suburbs that evening.

The diary, which filled two exercise books and a clothbound notebook,
continues for just over two months until 22 June. This period covers the
bombardment, the brief streetfighting in most districts, Hitlercg suicide on 30
April, the surrender of the last pockets of resistance on 2 May and then the
occupation of the city by the conquerors.

This diary was first published anonymously in 1954 in an English tranglation
in the United States and in Britain in 1955 by Seeker & Warburg. A German
language edition followed five years later in Geneva, and was highly
controversial in Germany. Some accused it of dpesmirching the honour of
German womeng, Rape and sexual collaboration for survival were taboo subjects
in that postPwar period, when men firmly reasserted their authority.

In 2003, A Woman in Berlin was republished in a new edition in Germany by
Hans Magnus Enzensberger, one of Germanycs most distinguished men of
letters, in his Die Andere Bibliothek series for Eichhorn and who adds the
Afterword to this edition. It subsequently emerged that the decision to republish
followed the death of the anonymous author in June 2001 at the age of ninety.



She had not wanted another edition during her lifetime after the storm it had
provoked. A few months after its republication, however, Jens Bisky; a
prominent journalist and critic, claimed that he had discovered the identity of the
anonymous diarist and named her as Marta Hiller. Enzensberger was furious and
accused Bisky of Ckandal journalismusgq Though other journalists agree with
Bisky and feel certain that Marta Hiller is the author, the only person to know for
sure is Hannelore Marek, literary executor of the estate, who has at no point
confirmed it. Bisky also cast certain doubts over the authenticity of the work, but
Walter Kempowski, one of the most experienced editors of personal documents
from the period, testified that he had examined all the origina documents and
the first typescript and was convinced that they were completely genuine.

It was perhaps inevitable that doubts would be raised about this book,
especially after the scandal over the fake Hitler Diaries. And the great bestseller
of the 1950s, Last Letters from Stalingrad, was found to be fictitious over forty
years after its first appearance. On reading the earlier edition of this diary for the
first timein 1999, | instinctively compared my reactions to the Stalingrad | etters,
which | had read five years before. | had become uneasy about the supposed
Stalingrad letters quite quickly. They were too good to be true. One, for
example, milked the emotions with a letter about a German concertBpianist in
Stalingrad whose fingers had been. broken. As soon as | was able to compare the
published collection with genuine last letters from Stalingrad in the German and
Russian. archives, | was certain that they were false. Yet any suspicions | felt
obliged to raise about A Woman in Berlin were soon discarded. The truth lay in
the mass of closely observed detail. The then anonymous diarist possessed an
eye which was so consistent and original that even the most imaginative novelist
would never have been able to reproduce her vision of events. Just as
importantly, other accounts, both written and oral, which | accumulated during
my own researchuinto the events in Berlin, certainly seemed to indicate that
there were no false notes. Of course, it is possible that some rewriting took place
after the event, but that is true of amost every published diary.

One of the reasons for questioning the diarycs authenticity isits literary merit.
The images are often striking. For example, the author describes young soldiers
Qvearing their cartridge belts like some barbaric adornmentq One might even
suspect the felicity of its construction. All the main themes of the book are
evoked in the first entry for 20 April. The civilians trapped in Berlin are
deprived of meaningful news, yet they know that information on the western
front, where the Americans have just reached the line of the Ethe, is by then



irrelevant. @ur fate is rolling in from the east, cghe writes. dit will transform the
climate, like another Ice Age.qY et Gho one uses the word YRussiansy any more.
It refuses to pass our lips. dShe also notes that attitudes towards possessions have
completely changed. People @o longer distinguish clearly between their own
property and that of others.qShe finds a love letter written to a previous tenant.
@ passionate love letter, which | flushed down the toilet.(Most of the time we
still have water.) Heart, hurt, love, desire: how foreign, how distant these words
sound now. Evidently a sophisticated, discriminating loveldife requires three
square meals a day. My sole concern as | write these lines is my stomach. All
thinking and feeling, all wishes and hopes begin with food. dn the queue at the
bakery that morning she had heard rumours of the Red Army reducing the
population of Silesia to starvation. She aso realizes that the lack of electricity
and gas has reduced modern conveniences from lights, cookers and hot water
boilers to useless objects. At this moment wegqe marching backwards in time.
Caveldwellers.q Soon, they are al looting stores and shops as the imminent
Soviet onslaught and collapse of Nazi power leaves society disintegrating into
communities based on each building.

The authorcs character comes through clearly in her writing. In contrast to the
totally closed mind of Nazi Gleichschaltung, she was liberal and openZminded.
She didliked the mindless xenophobia of the regime as much as its military
machismao. In her twenties, she had travelled around Europe and had even visited
the Soviet Union, where she picked up a basic knowledge of Russian. This was
to prove vital once the Red Army arrived. Everyone in the apartment building
came to her, expecting to be saved from the depredations of usually drunken
soldiers. This put her in the front line. Apart from the bravery and resilience she
demonstrated, her account reveals the close relationship between an enquiring
mind and intellectual honesty. It is this quality which makes the diary so
impressive and so important.

The author is a brilliant observer of her fellow members of the basement
(tlang the strange community transferred from life above ground in their
apartments to a troglodyte existence in their communal airfraid shelter. They
have buckets and every other form of receptacle filled with water ready to put
out afire, yet, if the building above them were to burn, such precautions would
make little difference.

But the biggest fear is what will happen when the Russians arrive. One
Goung man in grey trousers and hornimmed glassesq turns out on closer



inspection to be a woman, hoping to save herself from the attention of Red Army
soldiers. Other young women try to make themselves appear old and dirty in the
vain hope of repelling lust.

Still, the black humour of Berliners resurfaces from time to time. Before
Christmas, they had joked about that seasoncs presents. @ive something useful,
give a coffin.q The other witticism, soon out of date as the Soviet armies
surrounded Berlin, was that optimists were learning English and pessimists
learning Russian.

Deference to the Nazi regime collapses along with an administration that can
no longer protect its subjects. Ration cards may still be stamped, but only out of
bureaucratic habit. Although a few diehards proclaim their confidence in Hitler,
even they no longer speak of the Fuhrer any more. They refer ssimply to Ghegand
dimg The propaganda ministrycs premises of victory and a bright future fool
nobody; yet many still suffer from that powerful human desire for hope in the
face of all logic. The diarist is more redlistic. She glimpses a few German
soldiers. QT hat was the first time | saw real frontAine meni all of them old. The
carts were pulled by Polish ponies, darkcoated in the rain. The only other freight
theyqe hauling is hay. Doesng look much like a Blitzkrieg any more.q

She is always intrigued by paradox. (Jhese are strange times,q she writes,
dHistory experienced firsthand, the stuff for tales yet untold and songs unsung.
But seen up close, history is vexing nothing but burdens and fears. Tomorrow
Id| go and look for nettles and get some coal.q

The only physical description of herself is. G palefaced blonde always
dressed in the same winter coatq yet she is meticulous in recording her feelings
out of an ailmost forensic curiosity. Igve had to cope with my fear of death. The
symptoms are always the same. First, the sweating beads up my hairline, then |
feel something boring into my spine, my throat gets scratchy, my mouth goes
dry, my heart starts to skip. My eyes are fixed on the chair leg opposite,
memorizing every turned bulge and curve. It would be nice to be able to pray.c
Her reason for writing all thisis quite smple. dit does me good, takes my mind
off things.qShe also thinks of showing her account to her erstwhile fiancg, Gerd,
af he comes backq

One of the most important aspects of this diary is the careful and honest
reflections on rape in war. Just before the Red Army arrives, Frau W. jokes in
the cellar: @etter a Russki on top than a Yank overhead.q The diarist looks
around at the other women and girls, wondering who is a virgin and who is not.
Soon afterwards, when somebody in the cellar ventures that perhaps the Red



Army soldiers are not so bad after all, a refugee from East Prussia screams:
heydl find out al right.qThe cellar fals silent. They realize that the horrors
she has witnessed and probably experienced were not just the ravings of the.
propaganda ministry.

The diarist notes how their language has coarsened. QO he word Yshity rolls
easily off the tongue. 1tcs even said with satisfaction, as if by doing so we could
expel our inner refuse. We debase our language in expectation of the impending
humiliation.q

When the Red Army reaches their street on 27 April, they know that the
moment of truth has arrived. Wy stomach was fluttering,qshe wrote after seeing
her first Russians through the window. @ felt the way | had as a schoolgirl just
before a Maths examE anxious and uneasy, wishing that it was already over.qAt
first, things do not appear too bad. The soldiers in the street are playing with
bicycles they have found, trying to learn to ride them. She is asked if she has a
husband. It becomes a constant refrain. If she says she has, they ask where heis.
If she says no, they ask if she wants a Russian husband, dollowed by crude
flirtingqg

According to a pattern, which almost all firsthand accounts confirm, the
soldiersqfirst interest is in looting watches. Most had five or six strapped round
each forearm. But once the evening came and they had drunk their ration of
vodka, the Gunting partiesqbegan. The diarist manages to save the bakercs wife
from rape in the cellar by fetching an officer who persuades them to leave. He
evidently has little authority to prevent such acts, and immediately after his
departure, the diarist is seized by the same men. The whole subject of mass rape
in war is hugely controversial. Some social historians argue that rape is a
strategy of war and that the act itself is one of violence, not sex. Neither of these
theories are supported by events in Germany in 1945. There have indeed been
cases of rape being used as a terror tactic in war  the Spanish Civil War and
Bosnia are two clear examples. But no document from the Soviet archives
indicates anything of the sort in 1945, Stalin was merely amused by the idea of
Red Army soldiers having Gome funq after a hard war. Meanwhile, loyal
Communists and commissars were taken aback and embarrassed by the mass
rapes. One commissar wrote that the Soviet propaganda of hatred had clearly not
worked as intended. It should have instilled in Soviet soldiers a sense of disgust
at the idea of having sex with a German woman.

The argument that rape has more to do with violence than sex is a victimcg
definition of the crime, not a full explanation of male motive. Certainly, the



rapes committed in 1945 E against old women, young women, even barely
pubescent girls E were acts of violence, an expression of revenge and hatred. But
not all of the soldiersqanger came in response to atrocities committed by the
Wehrmacht and the SS in the Soviet Union. Many soldiers had been so
humiliated by their own officers and commissars during the four years of war
that they felt driven to expiate their bitterness, and German women presented the
easiest target. Polish women and female slave labourers in Germany also
suffered.

More pertinent, Russian psychiatrists have written of the brutal Garracks
eroticismg created by Stalinist sexua repression during the 1930s (which may
also explain why Soviet soldiers seemed to need to get drunk before attacking
their victims). Most important, by the time the Red Army reached Berlin, eyel
witness accounts and reports show that revenge and indiscriminate violence were
no longer the primary factors.

Red Army soldiers selected their victims more carefully, shining torches in
the faces of women in air raid shelters and cellars to find the most attractive. A
third stage then developed, which the diarist also describes, where German
women developed informal agreements with a particular soldier or officer, who
would protect them from other rapists and feed them in return for sexual
compliance. A few of these relationships even developed into something deeper,
much to tile dismay of the Soviet authorities and the outrage of wives at home.

For obvious reasons it has never been possible to calculate the exact figure of the
number of rape victimsin 1945. A general estimate given is two million German
women, this figure excludes Polish women and even Soviet women and girls
brought to Germany for slave labour by the Wehrmacht. But the figures for
Berlin are probably the most reliable in al of Germany E between 95,000 and
130,000, according to the two leading hospitals. These can hardly be inflated
figures if one takes into account that at least a dozen women and girls were
raped in the single mediumksized apartment block where the author lived. Some
pockets in the city escaped completely, but not that many when one considers
that over a million troops were either billeted in the city or passed through it.
Most wanted what they saw as their share of oot in one form or another.

A number of victims, as the diary indicates, suffered grave psychological
damage, but the author and the widow she comes to live with instinctively see
the best means of selfBpreservation. Gelowly but surely weqe starting to view all
the raping with a sense of humour,qshe writes. @@allows humour.q The widow



jokes to everyone they meet about the compliment she was paid by one rapist
who declared that she was much better than any Ukrainian woman. The authorcg
sense of humour is drier. She finally manages to wash her sheets. O hey needed
it,qshe notes, Gifter all those booted guests.q

Rape in war is a @ollective experienceq she also observes, as opposed to in
peacetime when it is individual. GEach woman helps the other, by speaking about
it, aring her woes.q But, as she soon found out the male half of the German
population wanted the subject to be buried. QT hese days | keep noticing how my
feelings towards men are changing,qshe writes as Hitlercs regime collapses. Ve
feel sorry for them, they seem so miserable and powerless. The weaker sex.
Deep down we women are experiencing a kind of collective disappointment. The
Nazi world Eruled by men, glorifying the strong manE is beginning to crumble,
and with it the myth of YMany. That has transformed us, emboldened us. Among
the many defeats at the end of this war is the defeat of the male sex.q Her
optimism proved sadly premature. The late 1940s and the 1950s, after the men
returned from prison camps, were a sexualy repressive era in which husbands
reasserted their authority. Women were forbidden to mention the subject of rape
as if it somehow dishonoured their men who were supposed to have defended
them. It remained taboo until the late 1980s, when a younger generation of
women started to encourage their mothers and grandmothers to speak about their
experiences.

A Woman in Berlin is a war diary unlike any other. This is a victimcs eye
view, a womancg perspective of a terrifying onslaught on a civilian population.
Y et her account is characterized by its courage, its stunning intellectual honesty
and its uncommon powers of observation and perception. Thisbook is one of the
most important personal accounts ever written about the effects of war and
defeat. It is also one of the most revealing pieces of social history imaginable.

Antony Beevor, 2004



TRANSLATORG NOTE

This trandation, like every other, must reckon with certain challenges. Local
terrain familiar to the author is foreign to us: streets and districts, outlying towns,
and even the specific architecture of apartment buildings, which in Berlin are
frequently built around a courtyard, with shops at street level, below the
residences. In conveying this topography | have tried to make it as accessible as
possible while preserving a sense of place. Most names of places and streets
have been kept in German (Muncheberg, Berliner Strasse), athough a few
(Landwehr Canal instead of Landwehrkanal) have been anglicized for clarity.
The district Rathaus is identified once as a town hall and remains YRathaus.y
Most military terms have been rendered with the UK equivalent (sub lieutenant),
although some Nazilera formations have been kept in German (Schutzpolizei,
Volkssturm.) Schnaps is a generic word for certain distilled spirits and has been
varioudly translated as Ytiquor,y Yorandy,y or Wodka,y depending on the context.
Russian words have been trandliterated, with any necessary trandations provided
in the text.

Philip Boehm



This chronicle was begun on the day when Berlin first saw the face of war.



FRIDAY, 20 APRIL 1945, 4P.M.

It's true: the war is rolling towards Berlin. What was yesterday a distant rumble
has now become a constant roar. We breathe the din; our ears are deafened to all
but the heaviest guns. We've long given up trying to figure out where they are
positioned. We are ringed in by barrels, and the circle is growing smaller by the
hour.

Now and then whole hours pass in eerie silence. Then, al of a sudden, you
remember that it's spring. Clouds of lilac perfume drift over from untended
gardens and go wafting through the charred ruins of apartment houses. Outside
the cinema, the acacia stump is foaming over with green. The gardeners must
have snatched a few minutes between sirens to dig at their allotment plots,
because there's freshly turned earth around the garden sheds up and down
Berliner Strasse. Only the birds seem suspicious of this particular April: there's
not a single sparrow nesting in the gutters of our roof.

A little before three o'clock the newspaper wagon drove up to the kiosk. Two
dozen people were aready waiting for the deliveryman, who immediately
vanished in a flurry of hands and coins. Gerda, the concierge's daughter,
managed to grab a few 'evening editions, and let me have one. It's not a real
paper any more, just a kind of newsisheet printed on two sides and damp on
both. The first thing | read as | went on my way was the Wehrmacht report. New
place names. MUncheberg, Seelow, Buchholz E they sound awfully close, like
from somewhere in the Brandenburg Mark. | barely glanced at the news from the
western front. What does it matter to us now? Our fate is rolling in from the east
and it will transform the climate, like another Ice Age. People ask why,
tormenting themselves with pointless questions. But | just want to focus on
today, the task at hand.

Little groups milling around the kiosk, people with pasty faces, murmuring.

'Impossible, who would have thought it would come to this?

‘There's not one of us here didn't have at least a shred of hope.'

'Nothing the likes of us can do about it.'

The talk turns to western Germany: "They've got it good. For them it's over
and done with." No one uses the word 'Russians any more. It refuses to pass our
lips.

Back in the attic apartment. | can't really call it a home, | no longer have a



home. Not that the furnished room | was bombed out of was really mine either.
All the same, I'd filled it with six years of my life. With my books and pictures
and the hundreds of things you accumulate along the way. My starfish from that
last peacetime summer on Norderney. The kilim Gerd brought me from Persia.
My dented alarm clock. Photos, old letters, my zither, coins from twelve
different countries, a piece of knitting that I'd started. All the souvenirs, the old
skins and shells Fthe residue and warm debris of lived in years.

Now that it's gone and all | have is a small suitcase with a handful of clothes,
| feel naked, weightless. Since | own nothing, | can lay claim to everything E this
unfamiliar attic apartment for instance. Well, it's not entirely unfamiliar. The
owner is aformer colleague, and | was a frequent guest before he was called up.
In keeping with the times, we used to barter with each other: his canned meat
from Denmark for my French cognac, my French soap for the stockings he had
from Prague. After | was bombed out | managed to get hold of him to tell him
the news, and he said | could move in here. Last | heard he wasin Viennawith a
Wehrmacht censorship unit. Where he is now...? Not that attic apartments are
much in demand these days. What's more, the roof leaks as many of the tiles
have been shattered or blown away.

| keep wandering around these three rooms, but | can't find any peace. | have
systematically searched every single cup board and drawer for anything usable,
in other words, something to eat, drink or burn. Unfortunately there isn't much.
Frau Weiers, who used to clean the place, must have beaten me to it. These days
everything is up for grabs. People no longer feel so closely tied to things, they no
longer distinguish clearly between their own property and that of others.

| found a letter wedged inside a drawer, addressed to the real tenant. | felt
ashamed for reading it, but | read it all the same. A passionate love letter, which
| flushed down the toilet. (Most of the time we still have water.) Heart, hurt,
love, desire: how foreign, how distant these words sound now. evidently a
sophisticated, discriminating lovefdife requires three square meals a day. My
sole concern as | write these lines is my stomach. All thinking and feeling, all
wishes and hopes begin with food.

Two hours later. The gas is running on a tiny. dying flicker. The potatoes
have been cooking for hours. The most miser able potatoes in the country, only
good for distilling into liquor, they turn to mush and taste like cardboard. |
swallowed one haffraw. I've been stuffing myself since early this morning.
Went to Bolle's to use up the palefblue milk coupons Gerd sent me for
Christmas. Not a moment too soonE | got the last drops. The saleswoman had to



tilt the can, she said thered be no more milk coming into Berlin. That means
children are going to die.

| drank a little of the milk right there on the street. Then, back at home, |
wolfed down some porridge and chased it with a crust of bread. In theory I've
eaten better than | have in ages. In practice, the hunger is gnawing away at me
like a savage beast. Eating just made me hungrier than ever. I'm sure there's
some scientific explanation. Something about food stimulating the digestive
juices and making them crave more. No sooner do they get going than the
limited supply is already digested, and they start to rumble.

Rummaging through the few books owned by the tenant of this apartment
(where | also found the blank notebook I'm using to write this), | turned up a
novel. The setting is English aristocratic, with sentences like: 'She cast a fleeting
glance at her untouched meal, then rose and left the table. Ten lines later | found
myself magnetically drawn back to that sentence. | must have read it a dozen
times before | caught myself scratching my nails across the print, as if the
untouched meal which had just been described in detail Z was really there and |
could physically scrape it out of the book. A sure sign of insanity. Onset of mild
delusions brought on by lack of food. I'm sorry | don't have Hamsun's Hunger to
read up on the subject. Of course, | couldn't read it even if | hadn't been bombed
out, since somebody snatched my copy right out of my shop ping bag over two
years ago in the UEBahn. It had araffia cover, evidently the pickpocket mistook
it for a rationFcard holder. Poor man! He must have been a very disappointed
thief! I'm sure Hamsun would enjoy hearing that story.

morning gossip at the baker's: 'When they get here they'll go through the
apartments and take whatever they can find to eat... Don't expect them to give us
athing... They've worked it al out, the Germans are going to have to starve for
two months... People in Silesia are already running around the woods digging up
roots... Children are dying... Old people are eating grass like animals.'

So much for the vox populi Z no one knows anything for sure. There's no
Volkischer Beobachter on the stairs any more. No Frau Weiers coming up to
read me the headlines about rape over breakfast. '‘Old Woman of Seventy
Defiled. Nun Violated Twenty#our Times." (I wonder who was counting?)
That's exactly what they sound like, too, those headlines. Are they supposed to
spur the men of Berlin to protect and defend us women? Ridiculous. Their only
effect is to send thousands more helpless women and children running out of
town, jamming the roads heading west, where they're likely to starve or die
under fire from enemy planes. Whenever she read the paper, Frau Weiers's eyes



would get big and glaze over. Something in her actually enjoyed that brand of
horror. Either that or her unconscious was just happy it hadn't happened to her.
Because she is afraid, | know for a fact she wanted to get away. | haven't seen
her since the day before yesterday.

Our radio's been dead for four days. Once again we see what a dubious
blessing technology really is. Machines with no intrinsic value, worthless if you
can't plug them in somewhere. Bread, however, is absolute. Coal is absolute.
And gold is gold whether you're in Rome, Peru or Bredau. But radios, gas
stoves, central heating, hot plates, all these gifts of the modern age E they're
nothing but dead weight if the power goes out. At the moment we're marching
backwards in time. Cave dwellers.

Friday, probably around 7p.m. Went for one last quick ride on the tram
headed for the Rathaus. The air is full of rolling and rumbling, the constant
thunder of heavy guns. The tram conductress sounded pathetic, shouting over the
din. | studied the other passengers. You could read in their faces what they
weren't saying out loud. We've turned into a nation of mutes. People don't talk to
one another except when they're safe in their basements. When's the next time
I'll ride a tram? Will | ever? They've been pestering us with these Class | and
Class |l tickets for the past several weeks, and now the newsksheet says that as
of tomorrow only people with the red Class I11 tickets will be allowed to use
public transportation. That's about one in four hundred in other words no one,
which means that's it.

A cold evening, dry taps. My potatoes are still smmering on the tiny gas
flame. | poked around and managed to fill some shopping bags with split peas,
pearl barley, flour and ersatz coffee, then stashed the bags in a box. More
luggage to drag down to the basement. After I'd tied it all up | realized I'd
forgotten the salt. The body can't do without salt, at least not for long. And welll
probably be holed up down there for awhile.

Friday, 11p.m., by the light of an oil lamp in the basement, my notebook on my
knees. Around 10p.m. there was a series of three or four bombs. The air#raid
siren started screaming. Apparently it has to be worked manually now. No light.
Running downstairs in the dark, the way we've been doing ever since Tuesday.
We dip and stumble. Somewhere a small handFoperated dynamo is whirring
away, it casts giant shadows on the wall of the stairwell. Wind is blowing
through the broken panes, rattling the blackout blinds. No one pulls them down
any more Bwhat's the point?



Shuffling feet. Suitcases banging into things. Lutz Lehmann screaming,
‘Muitti!" To get to the basement shelter we have to cross the street to the side
entrance, climb down some stairs, then go along a corridor and across a square
courtyard with stars overhead and aircraft buzzing like hornets. Then down some
more stairs, through more doors and corridors. Finally were in our shelter,
behind an iron door that weighs a hundred pounds, with rubber seals around the
edges and two leversto lock it shut. The official term is airraid shelter. We call
it cave, underworld, catacomb of fear, mass grave.

The ceiling is supported by aforest of rough timbers. Y ou can smell the resin
despite the closeness of the air. Every evening old Herr Schmidt E Curtainman
Schmidt  launches into a structural analysis to demonstrate that the forest will
hold up even if the building overhead collapsesl assuming that it collapses at a
certain angle and distributes its weight in a certain way. The landlord, who
should know about that kind of thing, isn't around to tell us. He took off to Bad
Ems and is now an American.

In any case, the people here are convinced that their cave is one of the safest.
There's nothing more alien than an unknown shelter. 1've been coming here for
nearly three months and still feel like a stranger. Every place has its own set of
quirks and regulations. In my old basement they were obsessed with having
water on hand in case of fire. Wherever you turned you bumped into pots and
pails and buckets and barrels full of murky fluid. And still the building burned
like atorch. Y ou might as well have spit on the fire for all that water would have
done.

Frau Weiers told me that in her shelter it's the lungs. At the first sound of a
bomb they all bend forward and take very shallow breaths, their hands pressed
against their bodies. Someone told them this would help prevent burst lungs.
Here in this basement they're all fixated on the walls. They sit with their backs
against the outside wall E except in front of the ventilation flap. At the first
explosion they move on to the next obsession: cloths E everyone has a cloth
handy, to wrap around their mouths and noses and then tie behind their heads. |
haven't seen that in any other basement. | don't know how the cloths are
supposed to help. Still, if it makes people feel better!

Apart from these ticks it's the usual cave dwellers on the usual chairs, which
range from kitchen stools to brocade arm chairs. We're mostly upper and lower
middle class, with a sprinkling of workers. | look around and take stock.

First is the baker's wife, two plump red cheeks swaddled in alambskin collar.
Then the pharmacist's widow, who finished a training course in first aid and who



sometimes lays out cards on two chairs pushed together and reads them for the
other women. Frau Lehmann, whose husband is missing in the east Eand who is
now a pillow for the slegping infant on her arm and fourByearFold Lutz asleep
on her lap, his shoelaces dangling. The young man in grey trousers and hornf
rimmed glasses who on closer inspection turns out to be a young woman. Three
elderly sisters, al dressmakers, huddled together like a big black pudding. The
refugee girl from Konigsberg in East Prussia, wearing the few old rags she's
managed to piece together. Then there's Schmidt, who was bombed out and
reassigned here, Schmidt the curtain whole saler without curtains, always
chatting away despite his years. The bookselling husband and wife who spent
several yearsin Paris and often speak French to each other in low voices...

I've just been listening to a woman of forty who was bombed out of her home
in Adlershof and moved in here with her mother. Apparently a highiexplosive
bomb buried itself in her neighbour's garden and completely demolished her own
house, which she had bought with her savings. The pig she'd been fattening up
was flung all the way into the rafters. ‘It wasn't fit to eat after that." The married
couple next door to her also met their maker. People retrieved what parts of them
they could from the rubble of the building and the mess in the garden. The
funeral was very nice. An almale choir from the Tailors Guild sang at the
graveside. But every thing ended in confusion when the sirens cut in during the
Rock of Ages and the gravediggers had to practically throw the coffin in the
ground. You could hear the contents bumping about inside. And now for the
punchline, the narrator chuckling in advance, although so far her story hasn't
been al that funny: And imagine E three days later their daughter is going
through the garden looking for anything of use, and right behind the rain barrel
she stumbles on one of her papa's arms.'

A few people give a brief laugh, but most don't. | wonder: did they bury the
arm aswell?

Continuing with my inventory. Across from me is an elderly gentleman, a
businessman, wrapped in blankets and sweating feverishly. Next to him is his
wife, who speaks with a sharp Hamburg 'S, and their eighteenPyearfold
daughter, whom they call Stinchen, with the same 's. Then comes the blonde
who was recently reassigned here and whom no one knows, holding hands with
her lodger whom no one knows either. The scrawny retired postmaster and his
wife, who is forever lugging around an artificial leg made of nickel, leather and
wood F a partial Pieti. since its owner, their oneAegged son, is (or was, nobody
knows for sure) in a military hospital in Breslau. The hunchbacked doctor of



chemistry from the soft drink company, slumped over in his armchair like a
gnome. Then the concierge's family: a mother, two daughters and a fatherless
grandson. Erna and Henni from the bakery, who are staying with their employer
because it was impossible for them to make their way home. Antoine the Belgian
with his curly black hair, who puts on a big show of being a baker's apprentice
and has something going with Henni. The land lord's housekeeper, who got left
behind, and who in open defiance of all airFraid regulations is carrying an aging
fox terrier. And then there's me, a pal e faced blonde always dressed in the same
winter coatZ which | managed to save just by chancelz who was employed in a
publishing house until it shut down last week and sent its employees on leave
‘until further notice'.

One or two other people, colourless, unremarkable. A community of discards,
unwanted at the front, rejected by the Volkssturm, the civil defence. A few of
our group are missing: the baker whao's gone out to his alotment plot to bury his
silver (he's the only one in the building with ared Class 11 ticket), and Fraulein
Behn, a brash spinster who works in the post office, who just raced off to get
today's newsisheet during a lull in the bombing. Another woman left for
Potsdam to bury seven of her family who died in the heavy bombardment there.
The engineer from the third floor is also absent, along with his wife and son.
Last week he boarded a barge that was to take him and his household goods
along the Mittelland Canal to Braunschweig, where his armaments factory has
been moved. The entire workforce is heading for the centre of the country. It
must be dangerously overpopulated unless the Y anks have already arrived. We
no longer know athing.

Midnight. No power. An oil lamp is smoking away on the beam above me. A
sudden surge in the constant drone outside sets off our mania, and we all wrap
our cloths around our mouths and noses. A ghostly Turkish harem, a gallery of
half veiled death masks. Only our eyes are dive.



SATURDAY, 21 APRIL 1945, 2A.M.

Bombs that made the walls shake. My fingers are still trembling as | hold my
pen. Igqn covered in sweat as if from hard labour. Before my building was hit |
used to go down to the shelter and eat thick slices of bread with butter. But since
the night | helped dig out people whocd been buried in the rubble, lave been
preoccupied, forced to cope with my fear of death. The symptoms are always the
same. First the sweat beads up around my hairline, then | feel something boring
into my spine, my throat gets scratchy, my mouth goes dry, my heart starts to
skip. Igve fixed my eyes on the chair leg opposite, and am memorizing every
turned bulge and curve. It would be nice to be able to pray. The brain clings to
set phrases, fragments of sentences: @ass lightly through this world, for it is
nothingq.. Gnd each one falls as God desiresq.. QNoli timere...qAnd so on, until
this wave of bombers passes.

As if on command, everyone starts chattering feverishly, laughing, joking,
shouting over one another. Fraulein Behn steps up with the newssheet and reads
Goebbel sos speech in honour of the Fahrercs birthday (the date had slipped most
of our minds). She reads with a new intonation, a mocking, sarcastic voice we
havend heard down here before: @olden fields of grain... a people at peace...c
GHow about that,qsay the people from Berlin. (That would be nice! gHighiblown
phrases that now fall on deaf ears.

Three in the morning. The basement is dozing away, several allclears sound,
immediately followed by new aarms. No bombs, though. Ign writing. It does
me good, takes my mind off things. And Gerd needs to read this if he comes
back Eif hecs till Eno, cross that out, | mustng jinx things.

The girl who looks like a young man just snuck up and asked what Igqn
writing: dNothing special. Just some private scribbling. Gives me something to
do.q

After the earlier wave of bombs CBiegismundq turned up, an elderly
gentleman from the neighbourhood. His nickname comes from Seg, victory: he
keeps talking about the victory at hand, the certain victory. Seg this and Seg
that, which is presumably why he was kicked out of his own basement.
Siegismund genuinely believes that salvation is at hand, and that Ghat manq (as
we now call A.H.) knows exactly what hecs doing. Whenever he talks the people



sitting nearby exchange silent, meaningful glances. No one chalenges
Siegismund. Who wants to argue with a madman? Besides, madmen can be
dangerous. The only person who agrees with him is the conciergecs wife, and
she is fervent in her support, pronouncing through her fangi@ike teeth that you
can count on @hat mangas if he were God himself.

Nine in the morning, up in the attic apartment. (I can only guess at these times,
as long as therecs no clock in sight my life is timeless.) Grey morning, pouring
rain. lqn writing on the windowsill, using it as a standing desk. The allfclear
sounded shortly after three. | came upstairs, took off my shoes, slipped out of my
dress and collapsed onto my bed, which is always turned back and ready. Five
hours of deep sleep. The gasis out.

Just counted my cash: 452 marks. No idea what 1d| do with all that money E
the only things left to buy cost no more than a few pfennigs. | also have about a
thousand in the bank, again because therecs nothing to buy. (When | opened that
account, in the first year of the war, | was still thinking of saving for peacetime,
maybe even taking a trip around the world. That was a long, long time ago.)
Recently people have been running to the bank E assuming they can find one
thatcp still open E to withdraw their money. What for? If we go down, the mark
goes with us. After all, money, at least paper money, is only afiction and wong
have any value if the central bank collapses. Indifferent, | run my thumb over the
wad of bills, which probably wond be worth anything except as souvenirs.
Snapshot of a by gone era. | assume the victors will bring their own currency and
let us have some. Or else theydl print some kind of military scrip E unless they
decide not to give us even that, and force us to work just for a helping of soup.

Noontime. Endless rain. Walked to Parkstrasse and got some more paper money
to add to my wad of souvenirs. The head clerk paid me last monthcs salary and
made my yacationqofficial. The whole publishing house has dissolved into thin
air. The employment office has also breathed its last, no one is looking for help
any more. So for the moment wegre all our own bosses.

Bureaucracy strikes me as a fairveather mend. The whole civil service shuts
down at the first sign of shrapnel. (By the way, itcs very peaceful just now.
Alarmingly peaceful.) Weqe no longer being governed. And still, everywhere
you look, in every basement, some kind of order always emerges. When my
house was hit | saw how even people whoad been injured or traumatized or
buried in the rubble walked away in an orderly manner. The forces of order



prevail in this basement as well, a spirit that regulates, organizes, commands. It
has to be in our nature. People must have functioned that way as far back as the
Stone Age. Herd instinct, a mechanism for preservation of the species. With
animals they say itcg always the males, the lead bull, the lead stallion. But in our
basement lead mares would be closer to the truth. Fraulein Behn is a lead mare,
so is the woman from Hamburg, who keeps very calm. Ign not one, and | wasng
in my old basement either. Besides, back there we had a lead bull bellowing
around, dominating the field, a retired mgjor who brooked no rivals. | aways
hated having to huddle together down there, always tried to find a comer of my
own to sleep in. But when the herd leader calls | follow willingly.

| walked alongside the tram. | couldnd get on, since | dong have a Class 1|
ticket. And it was nearly empty, too, | counted eight passengers in the car.
Meanwhile hundreds of people were trudging right next to it in the pouring rain,
even though the tram could easily have picked them up E it has to run anyway.
But no E see above under: Order. Itcs rooted deep inside us, we do as we are told.

| bought some rolls in the bakery. The shelves still appear to be stocked, you
dong see any panickbuying. After that | went to the rationicard office. Today
they were stamping potato coupons 75 to 77 for people with my last initial. The
line went surprisingly quickly, although there were only two women on duty
with rubber stamps, instead of the usual group. They didng even look at the
coupons, just stamped them automatically, like machines. Why all this
stamping? No one knows, but we all go there, assuming that therecs some sense
init. The last group E X to ZEis to report on 28 April, according to the posted
schedule.

Carts covered with sopping wet canvas were trundling through the rain into
the city. Under the tarpaulins are soldiers. That was the first time Il seen men
from the rea front line E dirty, greyiearded, all of them old. The carts were
pulled by Polish ponies, darkFcoated in the rain. The only other freight theyqe
hauling is hay. Doesng ook much like a motorized Blitzkrieg any more.

On the way home | went behind the black ruins where Professor K used to
live and broke into his abandoned garden, where | picked several crocuses and
tore off some lilac branches. Took some to Frau Golz, who used to live in my
old apartment building. We sat across from each other at her copper table and
talked. Or rather, we shouted above the gun fire that had just resumed. Frau
Golz, her voice breaking: What flowers, what lovely flowers.q The tears were
running down her face. | felt terrible as well. Beauty hurts now. Weqe so full of
death.



This morning | wondered how many dead people Igve seen in my life. The
first was Herr Schermann. | was five at the time, he was seventy, silverwhite
hair on white silk, candles at his head, raised casket, the whole scene full of
meaning. So death, then, was something solemn and beautiful. At least until
1928, when Hilde and Kéte P. showed me their brother Hans whocd died the day
before. He lay on the sofa like a bundle of rags, a blue scarf tied high around his
chin, his knees bent £ a piece of dirt, a nothing. Later came my own dead
relatives, blue fingernails among the flowers and rosaries. Then the man in Paris
whogd been run over and was lying in a pool of blood. And the frozen man on
the Moskvariver.

Dead people, yes, but Igve never seen anyone actually die. | expect that wong
be long in coming. Not that | think it could happen to me. Iqve had so many
narrow escapes, | feel | lead a charmed life. Thatcgs probably the way most
people feel. How else could they be in such high spirits, surrounded by so much
death? Whatcg clear is that every threat to your life boosts your vitality. My own
flame is stronger, Ign burning more fiercely than before the air raids. Each new
day of lifeisaday of triumph. Y ougve survived once again. Youqe defiant. On
one hand you stand taller, but at the same time your feet are planted more firmly
on the ground. When the first bombs started to hit | remembered a verse from
Horace, which | pencilled on the wall of my room.

S fractusillabatur orbis,
Impavidum ferient ruinae

Should Naturecs pillarcd frame give way,
that wreck would strike one fearless head

Back then you could still write to people abroad. | quoted those lines in a letter
to my friends the Ds in Stockholm, flexing my muscles Ein part to make myself
feel strongk by telling them how intense it was to live here amid all the danger. |
felt akind of forbearance writing that, asif | were an adult initiated into the deep
secrets of life, speaking to innocent children in need of protection.



SUNDAY, 22 APRIL 1945, 2A.M.

| was upstairs in bed, dozing away as the wind blew through the shattered panes.
| had a brick at my feet that had taken hours to warm over a tiny gas flame.
Around 8p.m. Frau Lehmann knocked on the door. @ome on down, the alarms
are out, no sirens any more. Everybody elseis already in the basement.q

A breakneck rush down the stairs. | was scared to death when my heel got
caught on the edge of a step. | barely man aged to grab hold of the railing in
time. My knees went weak. but | went on, heart pounding, slowly groping my
way through the pitchiFdark passage. Finally | found the lever to the basement
door.

Our cave looked different. Everybody was bedded down. There were pillows
everywhere, eiderdowns, deckchairs. | just managed to squeeze my way to my
usual spot. The radiocs dead: no signal, not even from the airport. The kerosene
lantern is flickering dimly. A cluster of bombs, then things go quiet. Siegismund
shows up, still waving his flag, claiming that the tidecs about to turn £ even as
Curtainman Schmidt is muttering something about Russians in Bernau and
Zossen. We stay put, the hours crawl by, we listen to the artillery thudding away,
sometimes far off, sometimes quite close.

The pharmacistcs widow turns to me. (Youqd better not go back to that
fourthEloor apartment of yours,qshe warns. She offers to let me spend the night
in her apartment on the first floor. We clamber up the back stairs E formerly
designated dor servants and deliveriesg E a narrow spiral staircase. The glass
shards crunch underfoot, wind whistles through the open windows. She shows
me to a small room next to the kitchen, a couch by the door welcomes me in and
grants me two hours of sleep under an unfamiliarsmelling woolen blanket.
Until sometime around midnight, when bombs start hitting nearby and we take
refuge back in the basement. Long, miserable hours in the middle of the night.
Right now Ign too tired to go on writing, down here.

Next morning, a little before 10a.m., upstairs in the attic apartment. We stuck it
out in the basement until about 4am. Then | climbed up here, warmed some
turnip soup on what gas there was, peeled a couple of potatoes, boiled my last
egg E it was practically liquid when | ate it Z and dabbed on the last drops of
cologne. Itcg strange to be doing all these things for the last time, at least for the



foreseeable future, until further notice, for whatcs sure to be along time. Where
am | sup posed to come up with another egg? Or more perfume? | treat myself to
these pleasures deliberately, conscioudy, reverently. After that | crawled into
bed with all my clothes on, dept in fits and starts, uneasy dreams. Now | have to
run, do shopping.

Back in the attic, 2p.m. Torrents of rain outside. No more newspapers. Even so,
people queued up right on time at the distribution centre, apparently some leaflet
or extra edition had run an announcement. News is now spread by word of
mouth, and every new item gets quickly passed around.

Theyqe handing out what are officially caled advance rations E meat,
sausage, processed foods, sugar, canned goods and ersatz coffee. | took my place
in line and waited in the rain for two hours before finally getting 250 grams of
coarse ground grain, 250 grams of oatmeal, 2 pounds of sugar, 100 grams of
coffee substitute and a can of kohlrabi. There still isng any meat or sausage or
real coffee. A crowd is milling about the corner butchercs, an endless queue on
both sides, people standing four abreast in the pouring rain. What a mess! My
line was abuzz with rumours: wegve just surrendered Kopenick. theygre taken
Wunsdorf, the Russians are aready at the Teltow canal. The women seem to
have reached an unspoken agreement E all of a sudden no one is bringing up
@hat subjectq

Talking in the queue, | find myself corning down a level both in the way |
speak and in what | say, immersing myself in the general emotion £ though this
always leaves me feeling a little grubby and disgusting. And yet | dong want to
fence mysalf off, | want to give myself over to this communa sense of
humanity, | want to be part of it, to experience it. Therecs a split between my
aloofness, the desire to keep my private life to myself, and the urge to be like
everyone else, to belong to the nation, to abide and suffer history together.

What else can | do? | have to sit it out and wait. Our days are accented with
flak and artillery fire. Now and then | wish it were all over. These are strange
times E history experienced firsthand, the stuff of tales yet untold and songs
unsung. But seen up close, history is much more troublesome E nothing but
burdens and fears.

Tomorrow Idl go and look for nettles and get some coal. Small as it is, our
new stock of provisions will keep us from starving. | fret over it the way rich
people worry about their money. The food could be bombed or stolen, eaten by
mice or looted by the enemy. Finally | have crammed everything into one more



box for the basement. | can still carry all my earthly possessions up and down
the stairs with hardly any effort. Late evening, twilight. | paid Frau Golz another
visit. Her husband was there, too, sitting in his coat and scarf, since the room
was cold and gusty. They were both quiet, depressed. They dong understand the
world any more. We hardly spoke. Outside the building we could hear a
constant, tinny rattle, punctuated by the drumHike flak. As if someone were
beating a gigantic carpet that hung all the way down from the sky.

The courtyards echo the sound of the gunfire. For the first time | understand
the phrase Ghunder of cannong which until now has aways sounded like a
hollow clichg, such as @ourage of alionqor (nanly chestq But thunder is an apt
description.

Showers and storms outside. | stood in the doorway and watched some
soldiers pass by our building, listlessly dragging their feet. Some were limping.
Mute, each man to himself, they trudged along, out of step, towards the city.
Stubbly chins and sunken cheeks, their backs weighed down with gear.

GWhatcs going on?ql shout. §Vhere are you headed?gAt first no one answers.

Then someone mutters something | cang make out. Then someone else
mumbles something, but the words are clear enough: dFuhrer, command! And
we will follow, even unto death.q

They all seem so miserable, so little like men any more. The only thing they
inspire is pity, no hope or expectation. They already look defeated, captured.
They stare past us blindly, impassively, as we stand on the kerb. Theyqe
obviously not too concerned about us, us Volk or civilians or Berliners or
whatever we are. Now weqe nothing but a burden. And | dong sense theyqe the
least ashamed of how bedraggled they look, how ragged. Theyqe too tired to
care, too apathetic. Theyqe all fought out. | cang bear watching them anymore.

The walls are marked with chalk, by now smeared and running. evidently
directing the soldiers to specific assembly points. Two cardboard placards are
tacked onto the maple tree across the street, announcements, neatly penned by
hand, in blue and red letters, with the names @Hitlerq and Goebbelsgon them.
One warns against surrender and threatens hanging and shooting. The other,
addressed Qo the People of Berling warns against seditious foreigners and calls
on al men to fight. Nobody pays any attention. The handwriting looks pathetic
and inconsequential, like something whispered.

Yes, weve been spoiled by technology. We cang accept doing without
loudspeakers or rotary presses. Handwritten placards and whispered
proclamations just dong carry the same weight. Technology has devalued the



impact of our own speech and writing. In the old days one mancg call to arms
was enough to set off an uprising a few handFprinted leaflets, ninety#ive
theses nailed to a church door in Wittenberg. But today we need more, we need
bigger and better, wider repercussions, massiproduced by machines and
multiplied exponentially. A woman reading the placards summed it up nicely:
QWVell, just look what those two have come to.

In the basement, 10p.m. After my evening soup | alowed myself a little rest in
the bed upstairs before trotting back down. The full assembly had aready
gathered. There was less shelling today, and there has been no air raid yet,
though this is the time they usually come. Nervous merriment. All sorts of
stories making the rounds. Frau W pipes up, @etter a Russki on top than a Y ank
overheadq The joke seems not very appropriate to her mourning crepe. Next
comes Fraulein Behn: dLetgs be honest for once. None of us is still a virgin,
right?g No one says anything, | wonder who among us might be. probably the
conciergecs younger daughter, shecgs only sixteen and ever since her older sister
went astray they keep her under close guard. If Igqn any judge of young girlsc
faces, then eighteenyeariold Stinchen with the Hamburg Go slumbering away
over there is another. As for the girl who looks like a young man, | have my
doubts. But she could be a special case.

We have a new woman in the basement: up to now shecs been going to the
public bunker six blocks away, which is supposed to be secure. She lives by
herself in her apartment, but | dong know yet whether shecs abandoned,
widowed or divorced. She has a patch of weeping eczema over her left cheek.
She tells us, at first in a whisper but then out loud, that shecs secured her
wedding ring to her pants. df they get that far then the ring wong matter much
anyway.qGeneral laughter. Still, her weeping eczema might prove just the thing
that saves her. Which is worth something these days.



MONDAY, 23 APRIL 1945, 9 A.M.

The night was amazingly quiet, with hardly any flak. We have a new resident,
the husband of the woman who was bombed out of her home in Adlershof and
who moved in here with her mother. He showed up very quietly, still in uniform,
an hour later he was wearing civilian clothes. How could he get away with it?
No one's even noticed, or else they don't care. Anyway no one's saying anything.
A hardPboiled soldier from the front, he still looks pretty strong. We're happy to
have him.

Deserting suddenly seems like a perfectly understandable thing to do Ea good
idea, in fact. | can't help thinking of Leonidas and his three hundred Spartans
standing their ground at Thermopylae, and falling in battle as their law
demanded. We learned about them in school, we were taught to admire their
heroism. And I'm sure that if you looked hard enough you could find three
hundred German soldiers willing to do the same. But not three million. The
larger the force and the more random its composition, the less chance of its
members opting for text book heroism. We women find it senseless to begin
with, that's just the way we are I reasonable, practical, opportunistic. We prefer
our men aive.

Towards midnight | was so tired | amost fell off my chair (where am |
supposed to come up with a bed?), so | staggered up the glassi&strewn stairs and
made my way to the first floor and the widow's couch, where | slept until nearly
6a.m. Afterwards | was surprised to learn there'd been a series of bombs. | slept
right through it.

There were rolls at the baker's, the last ones. My last ration cards for bread,
too. No new cards in sight. No decrees and no news, either. Nothing. Not a soul
cares about us anymore. We're suddenly mere individuals, no longer members of
the tribe, the German Nation. Old ties are broken, friendships don't extend
further than three buildings away. There's only the group of us, huddled in the
cave, a clan, just like in prehistoric times. The horizon has shrunk to three
hundred paces.

At the baker's | heard the Russians were in Weissensee and Rangsdorf How
many times have | gone swimming at the lake at Rangsdorf? 'The Russians in
Rangsdorf..." | say it out loud, just to try it out, but it doesn't sound right. Today
the eastern sky was burning red with the constant fires.



Back from getting coal, 1p.m. Heading south | could feel | was literaly
marching towards the front. They've already closed off the SEEBahn tunnel. The
people standing outside said a soldier had been hanged at the other end, in his
underwear, a sign with the word ‘traitor' around his neck. His body was dangling
so close to the ground you could spin him around by the legs. The person who
said this had seen it himself, he'd chased off the street kids who'd been amusing
themselves.

Berliner Strasse looked desolate, half tornFup and barricaded off. Queues in
front of the stores. Blank faces amid the flak. Trucks were rolling into town.
Filthy figures in shabby bandages trudged alongside, their bodies sprayed with
dirt, their faces empty. A baggage train of hay carts, greyPhaired men on the
boxes. Volkssturm units are posted at the barricade, in motley uniforms hastily
pieced together. You see very young boys, baby faces peeping out beneath
oversized steel helmets, it's frightening to hear their high#pitched voices. They're
fifteen years old at the most, standing there looking so skinny and small in their
billowing uniform tunics.

Why are we so appalled at the thought of children being murdered? In three
or four years the same children strike us as perfectly fit for shooting and
maiming. Where do you draw the line? When their voices break? Because that's
what really gets me the most, thinking about these little boys: their voices, so
high, so bright. Up to now being a soldier meant being a man. And being a man
means being able to father a child. Wasting these boys before they reach
maturity obviously runs against some fundamental law of nature, against our
instinct, against every drive to preserve the species. Like certain fish or insects
that eat their own off spring. People aren't supposed to do that. The fact that this
Is exactly what we are doing is a sure sign of madness.

No one was at the publishing house. The building was completely abandoned,
the basement full of coal. The woman relocated to our building had a problem
and plied me with questions about what to do. Her oldest daughter is the mother
of an eightwveekFold infant, it seems that yesterday she stopped giving milk, so
that all of a sudden she can no longer nurse her baby, and the little one has been
bawling. Everyone's worried how the mother will pull the child through, now
that there's no more cow's milk. | suggested to the young mother that eating
some wild vegetables might help bring on her milk. Together we bent over the
grass in the garden, which was soaked through with rain, and pulled up the
young nettle shoots alongside the wall, using handkerchief s to protect our



hands. Then dandelions, the few we could find smell of plants and soil,
primrose, red hawthorn, spring. But the flak keeps yapping away.

| filled a pack with hard coal and probably carried off fifty pounds. Yet even
with the load | managed to overtake another troop of soldiers on my way back. |
saw my first weapons in several days. two bazookas, one subFmachine gun,
ammunition boxes. Young guys wearing their cartridge belts like some barbaric
adornment.

A little before noon there was a burial on our street, or so | was told, the
pharmacist's widow had been there. A seventeenPyearfold girl: grenade,
shrapnel, leg amputated, bled to death. Her parents buried her in their garden
behind some currant bushes. They used their old broom cupboard as a coffin.

So now we're free to bury our dead wherever we wish, just as in ancient
times. It makes me think of the time a huge Great Dane died in my old apartment
building and wound up being buried in the garden. But what a scene beforehand
F the landlord, the concierge, the other tenants, everybody fought against it. And
now they bury a human being and nobody gives it a second thought, in fact, |
think the parents find comfort in their daughter being so close. And | catch
myself assigning gravesin our own little bit of garden.

4p.m. in the attic. | just had an amazing experience. | was visiting Frau Golz
and started playing with the telephone, just for fun. To my amazement | could
hear something, despite the fact the line has been dead for days. | dialed Gisela's
number and managed to get through to her, even though she lives an hour away
in Berlin W. We were so eager to hear what the other had to say we couldn't stop
talking. It turns out her company has just collapsed. Her boss gave a rousing
speech and then fled to the west, leaving the little people to fend for themselves.
We're completely forgotten, we strain our ears to the void. We are al alone.

Giselatold me she's exactly as old as her father was when hefell at Verdunin
the first world war E aimost to the day. She never saw her father. Now she says
that she can't stop thinking about him, she talks with him in spirit, as if her time
were coming, as if she was going to meet him soon. We never spoke about such
things before, we would have been embarrassed to bare our hearts like that. Now
the deepest layers are pushing to the surf ace. Farewell, Gisela. We've each lived
our thirty years or so. Maybe well see each other again someday, safe and
sound.

Back in the cave, Monday, 8p.m. Today the first artillery hit our comer.
Whizzing, hissing, howling: uuueee. Flames flashing up. Terrified shouts in the
courtyard. Stumbling downstairs, | could hear the shells landing right outside the



cinema. The enemy is shooting at us. Incidentally, people say the Russians are
sticking to the smaller guns. And we're beginning to fed a little less terrified
about the American carpetBombing, since at least here in Berlin they'd wind up
hitting Russians as well.

A new rumour floats around the basement, which the wife of the liquor
distiller heard from areliable, very secret source and announces with a heaving
bosom: the Yanks and Tommies have quarreled with Ivan and are thinking of
joining with us to chase Ivan out of the country. Scornful laughter and heated
discussion. The woman is offended and gets so angry she dlips into her native
Saxon dialect. She just returned yesterday to her apartment £ and our basement E
from their (somewhat small) distillery behind Moritzplatz, where she and her
husband had been spending the nights, so she could hold the fort at home. Her
husband stayed with the bottles and vats £ and a redhead named Elvira, as
everyone in the basement knows.

People are still taking care of business. Just before the shops closed |
managed to get another 150 grams of coarse grain. Suddenly | heard excited
screams around the comer, and the sound of running feet: a wagon was being
unloaded near Bolle's, barrels of butter Eall rancid £ were being carried into the
building for distribution. One pound per person, and E here's what's frightening £
for free! All you have to do is get your card stamped. Is this the first sign of
panic or is it the voice of reason speaking from beyond the bureaucratic flies?
Right away people started crowding outside the shop door, pounding one another
with umbrellas and fists. | joined in the pushing, too, for a few minutes, and in
the process overheard talk of reserves, reinforcements and German tanks from
some where E one woman claimed to have picked up something like that last
night over the radio detector. Then | decided to let butter be butter, | didn't want
to get into afistfight over it, at least not today. But maybe I'll have to learn how
soon.

Silent night. Distant pounding. Not a peep from the cave dwellers, not aword
E they're too exhausted. Only snoring and the short shallow breaths of the
children.



TUESDAY, 24 APRIL 1945, AROUND NOON

No news. Weqe completely cut off. Some gas but no water. Looking out of the
window | see throngs of people outside the stores. Theyqe still fighting over the
rancid butter £ theyqe still giving it away, but now itcg down to a quarter of a
pound per ration card. The Schutzpolizel are just now getting things under
control E1 seefour of them. And on top of that itcs raining.

At the moment Ign sitting on the window seat in the widowcg apartment. She
just stormed in, all worked up. A shell hit outside Heftercs meat market, right in
the middle of the queue. Three dead and ten wounded, but theyqe aready
gueuing up again. The widow demonstrated how people were using their sleeves
to wipe the blood off their meat coupons. Anyway @nly three people died,qshe
said. Whatcs that compared to an air raid?qNo question about it: weqe spoiled,
al right.

Still, Igm astounded at how the sight of a few beef quarters and hog jowls is
enough to get the frailest grandmother to hold her ground. The same people who
used to run for shelter if three fighter planes were spotted somewhere over
central Germany are now standing in the meat line as solid as walls. At most
theydl plop a bucket on their head or perhaps a helmet. Queuing is a family
business, with every member on shift for a couple of hours before being
relieved. But the line for meat is too long for me, Iqn not yet ready to give it a
go. Besides, meat has to be eaten right away, it wong keep for more than a meal.
| think theyqe all dreaming of eating their fill one last time, a final meal before
the execution.

2p.m. Just caught a glimpse of the sun. Without giving it a second thought, |
strolled out to the balcony overlooking the courtyard and sat down in my wicker
chair, basking in the sun  until a formation of bombers whizzed by overhead
and one explosion merged into the next. Il actually for gotten there was a war
on. As it is, my head is oddly empty E just now | jerked up from my writing,
something fell close by, and | heard the clink of shattering glass. Once again Igqn
having hunger pangs on a full stomach. | fedl the need to gnaw on something.
Whatcp the baby whocp still nursing supposed to live off now, the baby who
cand get any milk? Y esterday the people queuing up were talking about children
dying. One old lady suggested that a piece of bread chewed up and full of saliva
might help the little ones when they cand get milk.



An infant in the city is a sorry thing indeed, when its elaborately constructed
supply of milk has been disrupted. Even if the mother manages to find
something for herself and get halfway nourished, the source is bound to run dry
soon enough, given what is approaching us so mercilessly. Fortunately the
youngest child in our basement is already eighteen months old. Y esterday | saw
someone dip the mother a couple of biscuits for the baby Ein what was likely
the only recent act of giving. Mostly people squirrel away whatever they have
and nobody thinks about sharing anything with anybody.

Back in the basement, 9p.m. Towards evening a woman we didng know
showed up and asked the widow and me to go with her to help in the field
hospital.

Smoke and red skies on the horizon. The east is all ablaze. They say the
Russians have already reached Braunauer Strasse E ironic, considering that it
was in Braunau that Adolf first saw the light of day. That reminds me of a quip |
heard yesterday in the basement: Just think how much better off wecd be if his
old ladyqd had a miscarriage.q

When we reached the hospital, the whole place was filled with smoke. Men
were running about wildly, screaming and hollering: An ambulance driver: QHey,
wegye got a shot lung with an impacted bullet!q

aVove, go away, didng you hear? We dong have asingle bed left.q

The ambulance driver isfuming: (QThisiswhere they told meto go.q

Go away or elselq The sergeant threatens with his fists. The driver storms
off, cursing.

Lightly wounded men go slinking through the corridor, one barefoot, his
bleeding hand wrapped in his socks. Another, aso barefoot, leaves bloody
footprints as he walks, the soles of his feet squelch as he lifts them off the
ground. Waxy yellow faces peek out of head bandages, with rapidly spreading
stains of red. We look into two or three other rooms.

Itop very stuffy, a smell of men, bivouacs, nervous apprehension. One man
snarls at us. Yhat do you want?q

The woman whogd come to get us answers shyly that a man in a truck had
driven by shouting that the field hospital needed women to help.

( hatas nonsense. We dong have anything for you to do here. Go back home.c

So they dong want female help, but what a peculiar tone, so dismissive,
disdainful. As if we wanted to get our hands on the guns, or play at being
soldiers. Here, too, | have to relearn everything lave been taught about women in
war. Once our role was to play the ministering angel. Scraping up lint for



bandages. A cool hand on a mancs hot brow. At a healthy distance from the
shooting. Now therecs no difference between a regular hospital and a field
hospital. The front is everywhere.

Admittedly this particular hospital is trying to remain a kind of island in the
midst of the storm. The roof is painted with gigantic crosses, and white sheets
have been spread out in the form of a cross on the yard in front of the building.
But aerial missiles are impartial, and the carpet of bombs is tightly woven, with
no holes for compassion. Which they know in the field hospital E otherwise they
wouldng have crammed every one down in the basement the way they have.
Mencg faces peer out of every barred window.

Back in the shelter, the cave dwellers are feverish with excitement, agitated,
nervous. The woman from Hamburg tells me with her sharp @q that theygre
managed to phone some friends on Mullerstrasse in north Berlin. §Veqe already
Russian,q her friend shouted into the telephone. (QThe tanks just rolled in down
below. Masses of people are lining the streets, the Ivans are all laughing and
waving and holding up babies.q It could be true E thatcg an old Communist
district, known as Red Wedding. Her story immediately sets off a heated
argument. Some people wonder whether our propaganda has simply made fools
of us. So Gheyqareng as bad as we thought, after al? But then the refugee from
East Prussia, who otherwise never says a word, starts yelling in her diaect.
Broken sentences E she cand find the right words. She flails her arms and
screams, (QTheyd| find out al right,qand then goes silent once again. As does the
entire basement.

The distillercs wife is peddling yet another rumour: von Ribbentrop and von
Papen have just flown to Washington to negotiate with the Americans in person.
No one answers her.

The basement is full of gloom. The kerosene lantern is smouldering. The
phosphor rings painted at eye height on the beams so no one bumps into them in
the dark give off a greenish glow. Our clan has increased: the book dealers have
brought their canary. The cage is hanging off a joist, covered with a towel.
Shelling outside and silence within. All dozing or asleep.



WEDNESDAY, 25 APRIL 1945, AFTERNOON

To recapitulate: around lam. | left the basement again to go up to the first floor
and throw myself on the couch. All of a sudden there was a fierce air raid, the
flak started raging. | simply lay there and waited, too sleepy to care. The window
paneis already broken and the wind is blowing in, along with the stench of fires.
| felt an idiotic sense of security under the bedcovers, as if the sheets and
blankets were made of iron Fhough they say bedding is extremely dangerous.
Dr H. once told me how hegd had to treat a woman whoad been hit in bed, the
bits of feather had lodged so deeply in her wounds he could barely remove them.
But there comes a time when youqe so mortally tired you stop being afraid.
Thatcs probably how soldiers sleep on the front, amid all the filth.

| got up at 7am. and the day began with quaking walls. Now the fighting is
moving in our direction. No more water, no gas. | waited for a minute that was
halfway calm and raced up the four flights of stairs to my attic apartment. Like
an animal backing into his lair | crept into one room at a time, always on the
lookout, ready to beat a hasty retreat. | grabbed some bedclothes and toiletries
and fled back downstairs to the first floor, to the widow. We get along well.
These days you come to know people quickly.

Buckets in hand, | made my way to the pump, through the garden plots,
which were in full bloom. The sun was beating down, very warm. A long line at
the pump, everyone pulling for himself E the lever was squeaky and difficult to
move. Then the fifteenZminutes walk back with splashing buckets. Ve are all of
us fine sumpter asses and shelasses.q (Nietzsche, | think.) Outside Bollecg
theyqe still shoving one another on account of the free butter. And in front of
Meyercg therecs an endless dark queue, all men, theyqe selling liquor there, half
alitre per ID card, anything they have.

Right away | turned round and made a second trip for more water. A sudden
air raid on my way home, a column of smoke and dust rising over the patch of
grass outside the cinema. Two men threw themselves flat on the ground, right in
the gutter. Some women bolted for the nearest entranceway and ran down any
stairs they could find, with me at their heels, into a completely unfamiliar
basement that didng have a trace of light. And all the time | couldng let go of
those buckets, othewise theycd be stolen. A crowd inside the pitchZdark room,
startled, very eerie. | heard a womancgs voice moaning: AWy God, my God... (



And then things went quiet again.

Was she praying? | remember an event from about two years ago, see myself
back in that hole, the most pitiful basement imaginable, under a onelfstorey
cottage. A village of 3000, a place of no significance, but conveniently located
on the way to the Ruhr Valley. A candle was burning in the dark, and the women
(there were hardly any men) were reciting the rosary, the sorrowful mysteries, |
can still hear their droning: Gnd for us was cruelly scourged... GAnd then more:
the Lordcs Prayer, the Ave Maria, monotonous, muted, soothing, freeing, just
like I imagine the @m mani padme humqof the Tibetan prayer wheels. Only
broken by the occasional hum of motors, and once by a series of bombs that set
the candle flame shivering. And then they went on: Gind for us carried his heavy
cross.qBack then | could literally feel the prayer spreading its coat of oil over the
troubled faces, helping make things better. Since that time | haveng been inside
another shelter where people prayed. Here in Berlin, in this mortley mix of fivel
storey tenements, youcd be hardi#pressed to find a group of people willing to
come together and say the Lordcs Prayer. Of course, people whisper prayers,
perhaps more than it seems. And people do moan @y God, my God... But the
woman moaning probably doesnd understand what shecs really saying, shecg
only grasping at empty phrases, repeating the words by rote, without meaning.

| never liked the proverb ANeed teaches prayerq i it sounds so haughty, like
(Need teaches beggingq Prayers extorted by fear and need from the lips of
people who never prayed when times were good are nothing more than pitiful
begging.

There is no proverb that says (Happiness teaches prayerq but a genuine
prayer of thanksgiving ought to rise as high and as freely as fragrant incense. But
thisis all speculation. The fact that our German word for praying E beten Eis so
close to our word for begging £ betteln £ obviously means something. After al,
there was a time when beggars were as much a fixture at the church door as the
handle, as legitimate as the king himself and every bit as graced by God, so that
the king would have his exact opposite here on earth, and so that whoever
prayed to God in supplication would have someone to whom he in turn could
extend divinely sanctioned charity. But | never will find out whether the
moaning in the dark basement really was a prayer. One thing is certain: itcs a
blessing to be able to pray easily and unabatedly, amid the oppression and
torture, in al our despair and fear. People who can do it are lucky. | cand, not
yet, l[gqn still resisting.

After | came back from getting water, the widow sent me to the meat queue to



find out whatcs going on. People were cursing, evidently they keep postponing
the deliveries of meat and sausage, which maddens these women more than the
entire war. Thatcs our strength Z we women always focus on the task at hand.
Weqe happy whenever we can flee into the present to escape worrying about the
future. And for these women the task at hand is sausage, and the thought of
sausage alters their perspective on things that may be much more important but
are nevertheless much further away.

Back in the cellar, around 6p.m. | couldng lie down upstairs any longer E there
were some hits close by and | got scared when thick pieces of plaster started
falling on my blanket. | dozed down here until Henni came from the bakercgs and
reported that a bomb had landed right on the pharmacistcs next to the cinema.
The owner was killed on the spot, though it was impossible to say whether by
shrapnel, the blast or a heart attack. According to Henni he didng bleed. One of
the three elderly pudding sisters got up and asked, with elegantly pursed lips. df
you dond mind E how did he get finished off?q Thatcs the way we talk these
days, thatcs how far wegye fallen. The word Ghitqrolls easily off the tongue. Itcg
even spoken with satisfaction, as if by saying it we could expel our inner refuse.
We are debasing our language in expectation of the impending humiliation.



THURSDAY, 26 APRIL 1945, 11 A.M.

My fingers are shaking as | write this. Thirty minutes ago we took a direct hit on
the fourth floor. Weqre still breathing the dust from the plaster. Iqn out of breath,
having just raced back down from my apartment in the attic. The place looks like
a dump, full of shattered plaster and splinters and broken glass. Farewell, my
fleeting bit of home, | hardly had a chance to know you. For the moment youagve
been rendered uninhabitable.

| grabbed what | could: a pot, some towels, some gauze for bandages Fthings
we need. My throat is parched, still burning from the dust. | dong have anything
to drink down here. And countless gallons of water have just drained out of the
radiators upstairs. We spenti

Wait, first | want to recount everything thatcs happened HBherecs been so
much itcg so long since | last wrote. It all started yesterday around 7p.m. when
someone came to our basement and announced that they were selling pudding
powder at the comer store. | went along with everyone else and queued up.
Then, out of the blue, Russian bombs. At first the queue merely regrouped in the
ruins of the building next door, as if the broken walls would protect us from the
bombs. Smoke and flames were coming from Berliner Strasse. Another series of
bombs exploded closer by. | gave up on the pudding powder and hurried across
the street and back to the basement. A man called out to me, Gptick to the wall !¢
Rattling gunfire, flying debris. Back in the shelter at last, pudding or no pudding.
The wife of the concierge started wailing that her daughter was still at the corner
store, she probably hadng felt it was safe to cross the street under fire.

She showed up half an hour later, also without any pudding powder. She was
pretty damn lucky, as she put it, having just managed to squeeze into the shopcg
basement when a bomb fell right outside. A teenage boy who hadng made it
inside caught a fragment in his skull. She had to step over his body on her way
out. She pointed to her temple and showed us how the wound was gushing white
and red. Tomorrow theyqe supposed to resume selling the powder. Evidently the
store has plenty left.

The cave dwellers went to sleep around 9p.m. The widow has made a sort of
bed for me as well, in the front area of the basement, since there isng any space
left close to the support timbers, but itgs soft and warm. | slept until the bombs
woke me up. My hand was dangling over my bed and | felt something licking it



 Foxel, our absent landlordcg terrier. There, Foxel, good dog, dong be afraid.
Weqe alone here in this front room. Theregs no support structure, but the air is
cleaner, and nobody bothers us with snores and groans.

Up early the next morning, to fetch water at the pump. I read my first printed
text in days, hot off the press, too. A newspaper called the Armoured Bear.
Someone pasted one next to the bakercs display window. It had Tuesdaycs
official Wehrmacht, report, which meant it was two days old. According to a
report: @) the enemy was pushing ahead and b) German reinforcements were on
the way. The Bear also said that Adolf and Goebbels were still in Berlin and
would stay. One very smug piece told of a soldier named Hohne who had
deserted and was now dangling from a rope at the Schoneberg station for al to
see.

Breakfast in the basement. Everyone is trying as best they can to recreate
some semblance of family life. A genteel morning meal served on trunks, crates
and chairs, with paper napkins and little tablecloths. Pots of hot drinks cooked
over wood fires or spirit stoves are lifted out of their cosies. You see butter
dishes, sugar bowls, jam servers, silver spoons, everything. The widow conjured
up some real coffee and cooked it on a fire made of broken champagne crates £
that did us good. But people are fidgety, cranky, getting on one anothercg nerves.

A little before 10a.m. a trunkisized bomb landed on the roof of our building.
A terrible jolt, screams. The conciergecs wife staggered in, pale as a shet,
bracing herself against one of the support beams. Then came eighteenPyearfold
Stinchen with the Hamburg g, leaning on her mother. Her hair was grey with
plaster dust, completely tangled, and covering her young face which was
streaked with trickles of blood E sheqd been hit while crossing the courtyard.
Even the canary in its cage felt the general agitation, which was zigzagging back
and forth as it cheeped away.

It wasng until fifteen minutes later that someone noticed that the radiators
were losing water. We ran upstairs. Well, not all of us. The postmastercs wife,
for example, waved around a medical certificate and shouted that her husband
had a heart condition and couldng come along. And Curtainman Schmidt lost no
time pressing his old spotted paw against his heart. Others hesitated as well, until
Fraulein Behn bellowed like a lead mare, (Y ou dopes are sitting here babbling
while your homes are about to float awayqand charged ahead without turning
round to see who followed. | joined some fifteen othersin going after her.

Up on the third floor a whole ocean of water was rushing out without
stopping. We waded up to our ankles, wrung out the rugs, slaved away as it



continued to pour from upstairs. We used dustpans to scoop it up and then we
dumped it out of the window just like that into the street, so brightly lit by the
sun and so utterly deserted. Shells kept exploding the whole time, many of them
guite close. Once a flurry of shattered glass and bits of plaster splashed into the
water, but no one was hurt.

After that we headed back to the basement, damp but quite excited. |
hunkered down, sguatting on wet socks £ my feet till inside them, of course B
and wondered whether the whole effort had been a smart thing to do. Ign not
sure. In any case it was very soldierly. Lieutenant Behn had charged ahead, an
assault troop of volunteers followed and everyone risked their lives to secure the
endangered position E al under enemy fire. (It clearly wasng just about
possessions either, about people rescuing their carpets, since practicaly none of
the ones who went along had any more to do with those apartments than | did.)
We followed orders blindly, without looking to save our skins. Except that there
will no books or songs to celebrate this deed, and no one will receive the Iron
Cross. Still, I now know one thing: in the heat of battle, in the thick of the action,
you dong thinkE you dong even feel afraid, because youqe so distracted and
absorbed.

Were we brave? Most people would probably say we were. Was our lead
mare Fraulein Behn a hero? If she really were a lieutenant she would have
definitely been given the Iron Cross. In any case | have to rethink my ideas about
heroism and courage under fire. Itcg only half as bad as | thought. Once yougve
taken the first step, you just keep charging ahead.

Itcp also typical that while | was slogging through all that water | didng give
my own apartment a second thought E not until some others mentioned the
possibility that it might have been hit. So | flew upstairs and found the dump
described above. That means that from here on in Idl have to stay with the
widow. Itcg perfectly fine with her, shecs afraid of being alone in her apartment.
In March they came and took her tenant to serve in the Volkssturm. Who knows
whether hecg still alive or not. But thatcg just a thought, not something you say
out loud.

Four hours later, 3p.m., back in the basement. Once again Iqn out of breath,
once again my fingers are shaking, and with good reason.

Around noon things calmed down a little outside, so | went to the entryway to
warm my damp back in the sunlight. The baker was next to me. A man came
running past. He was coming from the former police barracks, most recently



used by the Luftwaffe, and was carrying aloin of beef, dripping fresh. Better be
quick, theyqe giving it all away.

(We looked at each other and took off just as we were, without a rucksack,
without anything. Henni, from the bakery, who always has her nose to the wind,
came running behind us. The sun was burning, and the shooting started up again,
very faintly. We ducked, hurrying along close to the buildings. Some greyP
haired soldiers, probably Volkssturm, were crouching on the kerb by the corner.
They were resting their heads on their knees. They never even glanced at us. A
crowd outside the barracks, with baskets, sacks, bags. | run inside the first hall |
come to. Itcs dark and cool and completely empty, evidently the wrong one.

| dash back, hear people ahead of me groping and gasping, then someone
shouting, Here! Over herelql grab a crate thatcs lying around and drag it behind
me.

Feeling my way, | bump into some people and get kicked in the shin. All of a
sudden Igm in a basement thatcs completely pitchilack, full of people shrieking
in pain. A boxing match in the dark. Thisisng distribution Eitcs sheer plunder.

Someone switches on a torch, | can see shelves with cans and bottles, but
only down below, the upper shelves have already been cleaned out. | bend over,
drop to the ground, rummage in the lowest compartment, pull out five, six
bottles and stuff them in my crate. In the dark | get hold of a can, but someone
steps on my fingers and a mancg voice shouts, (U’ hose are minelq

| leave with my things, head for the door, go into the next room. Therecs a
faint shimmer of light coming through a crack in the wall. I can make out loaves
of bread, rows and rows, once again only on the lowest levels. | grab a few,
kneel back on the ground and grope and dig for more. Igqn kneeling in a pool of
wine Eyou can smell it. Shattered glass is everywhere, | cram all the bread | can
inside my box. Since | cang lift it any more | have to drag it out through the
door, into the corridor, and towards the exit, which beckons at the other end of
the dark tunnel like abrightly lit stage.

Outside | run into the baker. He has also managed to get some bread and
packs it into my box. Then he hurries back for more. | stay right by my crate and
wait. He comes back with canned food, porcelain plates, coarse towels and a ball
of bright blue knitting wool, very frizzy and felted.

All at once Antoine the Belgian is there, the little bakercs apprentice, with a
leg of beef, and then Henni with Chartreuse in thickEbellied bottles. Shecs angry:
(T’ hey have everything inside, everything. Coffee, chocolate, brandy. They were
living it up all right, that little band of brothers!qAnd she disappears back inside.



| guard my crate. A man comes up, hecg made his jacket into a sack to carry
several bottles of alcohol. He looks longingly at the bread in my box. (Can |
have one of those?q

Cpure,ql say, Gor some brandy.q

We trade one loaf of wholefgrain bread for a bottle of Steinhéger, both very
pleased with the exchange.

Wild scenes are taking place all around in the dazzling sun light. Now and
then a few shells hit, two of them close. Men smash bottles against the walls,
drinking in greedy gulps. Antoine and | each grab a side of my crate and head
back.

Itog full and heavy, and hard to carry, so we frequently have to set it down.
lom very thirsty and do just like the others: | take a bottle of red wine and smash
the neck against the gutter (the ones | got were all French labels). The jagged
edge cuts my lower lip, | didng even notice until Antoine points it out and wipes
off the blood with his handkerchief, al the while standing watchfully astride our
box. The blood had already dribbled down below my neckline.

The baker comes puffing up behind us, carrying the bluish leg of beef,
smeared with horse manure, pressing it against him like a baby. The sun is
scorching, Ign dripping with sweat. A few close hits. Then, farther off, the
tacktacktack of strafing and the bangbangbang of the light antiFaircraft guns.

Outside our house we divvy up the loot. Theidiotic blue wool managed to get
into everything. My share consists of five bottles of burgundy, three jars of
preserved vegetables, one bottle of Steinhager, four loaves of wholeFgrain bread,
six packs of pea flour, which the baker generously gave me from his own stores,
and one unlabeled can of IFdongBknowFwhat. Now Igve lugged everything
upstairs to the widowcg.

Hot and sweaty, | recount my adventures to about a dozen people as | stand
next to the stove, plate in my left hand, and wolf down a few spoonfuls of the
mashed potatoes that the widow fixed. A number of families have chipped in for
fuel. More bombs hit outside. The others are eyeing my loot, but they dong dare
go to the barracks which had undoubtedly been emptied of their plunder by now.

Severa hours later, around 6p.m. back in the basement. | was able to get a little
sleep, the widow and | having finished the open bottle of burgundy. When |
woke up | felt giddy, with a bitter taste in my mouth, it took a while to connect
to the kerosene flicker of the underworld. Not until 1 saw people running out and
heard them calling for sacks. @ome on, theyqe taking potatoes out of the



barracks!q

| rush over with the widow. The enemy is taking a break, and things are fairly
quiet, which explains the sudden mass of people milling about streets normally
deserted in the middle of the day. Two women pass by pulling a childc toy
wagon with a whole barrel on top that smells of sauerkraut. Young and very old
alike run like mad in the direction of the barracks. The widow and | have
grabbed all the buckets we could find, two or each of us. The way is strewn with
trampled potatoes and rotting carrots E you just have to follow them and you
cang go wrong. But right by the stone steps is a patch of blood, | shrink back...
but the widow just laughs. 0O hatgs marmalade! gAnd thatcg exactly what it is, too
Fpeople arerolling it out by the barrel.

We push through the crowd in the corridor, stumble down the Slippery steps,
land in a stinky pile of rotting potatoes. By the light of the narrow skylights we
dig around in the mush with our hands and shoes, picking out whatever we can
use. We leave the carrots and muddy swedes and fill our buckets with potatoes.
We find ahalf Hilled sack, and without asking whose it iswe grab it and carry it
up the stairs, down the street, into our building and up to the first floor.

More rattling and booming. Nobody cares E theyqe all gripped by plunder
fever. We turn round and run right back, this time returning with buckets full of
briquettes. Mobs of people everywhere, running and snatching.

Now theyaqrve begun to loot the abandoned shops as well. A whitehaired man
Z @entlemangwould be a better description, is hauling a drawer full of boxes of
soap powder. The drawer is labelled QRiceq

Up to the first floor. We sit around on the livingroom couch. Our arms are
stiff, our legs shaky. What windowpanes are still left are quivering slightly. A
gentle warmth is wafting through the broken windows E that and the smell of
fire. Now and then we hear a voooommm! Then a prolonged echo, from the
heavy antiaircraft guns. After that comes a pinng! E a short blow right to the
eardrumi heavy artillery. And then, far away, an occasional knackvoomg
knackvoom, very fast, accompanied by howling and barking. | have no idea what
it is. The widow claims theyqe katyusha rockets, the soFcalled Stalin Organs.
Incidentally up to now the Russians have been using individual bombs rather
than a carpet.

In the end the two of us go off to see whether therecs any pudding powder left
at the comer store that was hit yesterday. It turns out there are still a few
customers, and yes, theyqe still selling. Therecs a price printed on the powder F
38 pfennigs, | think. The person selling, who also owns the store and lives right



there, insisted on giving every customer exact change, so he kept running up and
down the queue asking who had small coins and could help him. And that while
under fire! Only here. Wed| be counting our change right into the grave.

Just for fun we peeked round the comer, to see what was up at the butchercg,
since | still hadng used up my ration. There, too, they were selling, with more
supply than demand E at most a dozen people were in the store, so we were able
to get some good pieces, boneless pork, fairly weighed.

Aswe walked out of the store a truck drove by, with German troops, red tabs,
meaning antiaircraft. They were headed away from us, toward the centre of
town. They sat there mute, staring off into the distance. A woman called out to
them, ou leaving?q No one answered her. We looked at each other and
shrugged. The woman said, (0 heyqe just poor souls themselves.q

These days | keep noticing how my feelings towards men and the feelings of
al the other women E are changing. We feel sorry for them, they seem so
miserable and powerless. The weaker sex. Deep down we women are
experiencing a kind of collective disappointment. The Nazi world E ruled by
men, glorifying the strong man Eis beginning to crumble, and with it the myth
of QWanq In earlier wars men could claim that the privilege of killing and being
killed for the fatherland was theirs and theirs alone. Today, we women, too, have
ashare. That has transformed us, emboldened us. Among the many defeats at the
end of thiswar isthe defeat of the male sex.

Later in the basement, intelligent conversations over supper. Cosy tillAifes Ein
one sgquare metre per household. Here tea with bread and butter, there mashed
potatoes. Stinchen with the Hamburg Ggwields her knife and fork flawlessly as
she pokes at her pickle. Her wounded head has been nearly band aged. The
bookselling wife asks: Mlay | serve you some?q

Y es, please, if youdd be so kind,qanswers Curtainman Schmidt, softly.

A towel is spread over the canarycs cage. The deserter comes and announces
that the Russians are scouting out the cinema. Our comer is currently under fire
from small guns. The exPsoldier tells us we cang have anyone wearing a
uniform in the basement, otherwise under martial law wedl al be subject to
execution.

Palaver about the notices in the Armoured Bear. Two armies really do seem
to be heading to relieve Berlin, Schomer from the south and some other one
from the north. Teuenbrietzen, Oranienburg and Bernau are said to have been
liberated.



And us? Very mixed feelings, and a sense of fright. CGbo now theyd! be back
and forth and weqe caught right in the middle. Are we supposed to stay here for
months? Weqe lost one way or the other. If things dong work out for Ivan, then
the Americans will come from the air. And God have mercy if they start in with
carpetombs. Wed| be buried alive in this basement.q

A new announcement from the street: the Volkssturm has retreated, Ivan is
pushing right towards us. German artillery has pulled up on our corner, the
explosions are booming through the basement. Meanwhile six women are sitting
round a little table, the widow is reading the distillercs wifecs cards. Shecg very
good at it, too: dn the short run you will experience a disappointment in
connection with your husband.q (Hecs still holding his post in the distillery F
together with the redheaded Elvira.)

| want to go to sleep right away. Ign looking forward to it. The daycs been
packed to the brim. The net result: Iqn healthy, bold and bright, for the moment
my fear is mostly gone. My brain is full of vivid images of greed and rage. Stiff
back, tired feet, broken thumbnail, a cut lip thatcs still smarting. So the sayingcg
true after all: Yhat doesng kill you makes you stronger. 4

One more thing. An image from the street: a man pushing a wheelbarrow
with a dead woman on top, stiff as a board. Loose grey strands of hair fluttering,
a blue kitchen apron. Her withered legs in grey stockings sticking out the end of
the wheelbarrow. Hardly anyone gave her a second glance. Just like when they
used to ignore the rubbish being hauled away.



FRIDAY, 27 APRIL 1945. DAY OF CATASTROPHE, WILD
TURMOIL ERECORDED ON SATURDAY MORNING

It began with silence. The night was far too quiet. Around twelve ocglock
Fraulein Behn reported that the enemy had reached the gardens and that the
German line of defence was right outside our door.

It took along time for me to fall asleep, | was going over Russian phrases in
my head, practising the ones | thought Igd soon have a chance to use. Today |
briefly mentioned to the other cave dwellers that | speak a little Russian, a fact
lcd been keeping to myself | explained that 1ad been to European Russia when |
was younger, one of the dozen or so countries| visited on my travels.

My Russian is very basic, very utilitarian, picked up along the way. Still, |
know how to count and to say what day it isand | can read the Cyrillic alphabet.
lom sure it will come back quickly now that practice is near at hand. Igve always
had a knack for languages. Finally, counting away in Russian, | fell asleep.

| slept until about 5a.m., when | heard someone wandering around the front of
the basement E it was the bookselling wife who had come in from the outside.
She took my hand and whispered, T heyqe here.q

GVho? The Russians?gl could barely open my eyes.

(Y es. They just climbed through the window at Meyercsqmeaning the liquor
shop.

| finished dressing and combed my hair while she delivered her news to the
others. Within minutes the whole basement was on its feet.

Taking the back stairs, | felt my way up to the first floor in order to hide our
meagre provisions, at least whatever wasng already squirrelled away. Before
going inside | put my ear to the back door, which was in splinters and could no
longer be locked. All quiet, the kitchen empty. Keeping close to the floor | crept
over to the window. It was a bright morning outside, our street was under fire,
you could hear the whistle and patter of the bullets.

A Russian antiFaircraft battery was turning the corner, four barrels, four iron
giraffes with menacing necks tall as towers. Two men were stomping up the
street: broad backs, leather jackets, high leather boots. Jeeps pulling up to the
kerb. Howitzers rattling ahead in the early light. The pavement alive with the
din. The smell of petrol drifted into the kitchen through the broken



windowpanes.

| went back to the basement. We ate our breakfast asif in a dream, although |
did manage to consume several slices of bread, much to the amazement of the
widow. Even so, my stomach was fluttering. | felt the way | had as a schoolgirl
before a maths exam E anxious and uneasy. wishing that it was already over.

After that the widow and | climbed upstairs. We dusted her apartment, wiped
down the counters and swept and scrubbed with our nextAoHast bucket of
water. The devil knows why we slaved away like that, probably just to exercise
our limbs a little, or maybe fleeing again into a palpable present to escape an
uncertain future.

As we worked we kept creeping up to the window and peeking out at the
street, where an endless supply train was passing by. Stout mares with foals
running between their legs. A cow drearily mooing to be milked. Before we
knew it they had set up afield kitchen in the garage across the street. And for the
first time we could make out faces, features, individuas E sturdy, broad
foreheads, closefcropped hair, well fed, carefree. Not a civilian in sight. The
Russians have the streets entirely to themselves. But under every building people
are whispering, quaking. Who could ever imagine such a world, hidden here, so
frightened, right in the middle of the big city? Life sequestered underground and
split into tiny cells so that no one knows what anyone else is doing.

Outside: a bright blue, cloudless sky.

Sometime around noon E the woman from Hamburg and | were just getting
the second pot of barley soup, cooked at the bakercg for the entire clan Ethe first
enemy found his way into our basement. A ruddyFcheeked farmer, he blinked as
he sized us up by the light of the kerosene lantern. He hesitated, then took a step,
two steps towards us.

Hearts pounding. Scared, people offered him their bowls of soup. He shook
his head and smiled, still silent.

Thatcs when | uttered my first Russian words, or rather rasped them, since |
suddenly went hoarse: Gghto vy zhelaete?qWhat do you want?

The man spins around, stares at me in amazement. | sense Igve taken him
aback. He doesnd understand. Evidently hecs never heard one of us @nutesc
address him in his own language. Because the Russian word for Germans £ nc
emtzi Bmeans (nutesq Presumably it dates from Hanseatic League, over 500
years ago, when German merchants used sign language to trade textiles and lace
for beeswax and fursin Novgorod and elsewhere.

Anyway, this Russian doesnd say athing, answered my question with a mere



shake of his head. | ask whether he wants something to eat. With alittle smile he
says, in accented German, Gechnapsorandy.

The cave dwellers shake their heads. regrettably they have no brandy or
alcohol of any kind. Whoever has any left keeps it well hidden. So Ivan wanders
back off, trying to find his way through the labyrinth of passageways and
courtyards.

Cheerful bustle of soldiers on our street. Along with two or three other
women | venture out to watch. A young man is polishing a motorcycle in our
entranceway, a German Zundapp, nearly new. He holds out the cloth, gestures at
me to go on buffing. | tell him in Russian that | dong want to, even manage a
laugh, he looks at me in surprise and then laughs back.

Some Russians are wheeling freshly stolen bicycles up and down the
driveway. Theyqe teaching one another to ride, sit ting on their seats as stiffly as
Sus the bicyclef#iding chimpanzee in the zoo. They crash into the trees and
laugh with pleasure.

| feel some of my fear beginning to dissipate. It turns out that Russian men,
too, are @nly meng E i.e. presumably theyqe as susceptible as other men to
feminine wiles, so itcs possible to keep them in check, to distract them, to shake
them off.

The pavements are full of horses that leave their droppings and spray their
pee. A strong scent of stables. Two soldiers ask me to show them to the nearest
pump EBhe horses are thirsty. So we traipse through the gardens for fifteen
minutes. Friendly voices, good#natured faces. And questions that will keep
coming back, heard now for the first time: dDo you have a husband?qf you say
yes, they ask where he is. And if you say no, they ask if you wouldng want to
(narryga Russian. Followed by crude flirting.

These two first address me using the familiar @uqg but | dismiss the
impropriety by sticking with the forma form. We walked down the deserted
green path, as artillery shells arc across the sky. The German line is ten minutes
away. No more German planes, though, and hardly any German flak. No more
water in the taps, no electricity, no gas. Only Russians,

Back with the buckets, now full of water. The horses drink as the two men
look on contentedly. | stroll around, talking to this Russian and that. Itcs past
noon, the sun so hot it feels like summer. Theregs something strange in the air
though, something | cang put my finger on, something evil, menacing. A few
men look past me shyly, exchanging glances. One young man, small and sallow
and reeking of alcohol, gets me involved in a conversation. He wants to coax me



off into the courtyard, shows me two watches on his hairy arm, hed| give one to
meif I...

| draw back to the passage that leads to our basement, then sneak out to the
inner courtyard, but just when | think Igve shaken him hegg standing next to me,
and slips into the basement along with me. Staggering from one support beam to
the next, he shines his torch on the faces, some forty people al together, pausing
each time he comes to a woman, letting the pool of light flicker for several
seconds on her face.

The basement freezes. Everyone seems petrified. No one moves, no one says
a word. You can hear the forced breathing. The spotlight stops on eighteenk
yearPold Stinchen resting in a reclining chair, her head in a dazzlingly white
bandage. GHow many year?qlvan asks, in German, his voice full of threat.

No one answers. The girl lies there as if made of stone. The Russian repeats
his question, now roaring with rage: GHow many year?q

| quickly answer, in Russian: Cphecs a student, eighteen.q | want to add that
shecp been wounded in the head, but | cang find the right words so | resort to the
international word Gaputq GHead kaput, from bomb.q

Next comes a conversation between the Russian and myself, arapid back and
forth of questions and answers that would be senseless to record, for the ssmple
reason that it was senseless. All about love: true love, passionate love, he loves
me, do | love him, whether we want to make love. QMaybe,q| say, and start
heading towards the door. He falls for it. The people all around are still
paralysed with fear, dong have the faintest idea whatcs going on.

| flirt with fluttering hands, hardly able to speak because my heart is
pounding so. | look the man in his black eyes, amazed at his yellow, jaundiced
eyeballs. Weqe outside in the hall, itcs nearly dark, | prance backwards ahead of
him, he doesng know his way in this labyrinth, he follows. | whisper: @ver
there. Very beautiful there. No people.q Three more paces, then two stairs... and
wegqre back out on the street, in the bright afternoon sun.

Right away | run to my two horse handlers, who are now combing their
steeds. | point at my pursuer: GHecps a bad egg, that one, haZhal g The man looks
daggers at me and takes off. The horse grooms laugh. | talk with them a while
and catch my breath. Little by little my hands calm down.

As | was chatting away, a number of heroes visited our basement, but they
were more interested in watches than in women. Later | would see many an lvan
with whole collections on both arms E five or six pieces, which they would
constantly compare, winding and resetting, with childlike, thiefHike joy.



Our street corner has become an army camp. The supply train is billeted in
the shops and garages. The horses munch their oats and hay, itcg comical to
watch them stick their heads out of the broken display windows. Therecs a hint
of relief in the air £ Oh well, there go the watches. Yoyna kaput,q as the
Russians say. The war is kaput. And for us it is kaput, finished, al over. The
storm has rushed past and now weqe safely in its wake.

Or so we thought.

Things started happening around 6p.m. A man built like a bull, dead drunk,
came in the basement, waving his pistol around and making for the distillercg
wife. No one else would do. He chased her with his pistol up and down the
basement, shoved her ahead of him, towards the door. She fought back, hitting
him, howling, when al of a sudden the pistol went off. The bullet went right
through the supports and hit the wall, no one was hurt. The basement broke into
a panic, everyone jumped up and started screaming. The hero seemed to have
frightened himself and dlipped off into the corridors.

Around 7p.m. | was Sitting upstairs with the widow, peace fully eating our
evening porridge, when the conciergecs youngest daughter burst in yelling:
Come quick, you have to talk to them in Russian. Theregs more of them after
Frau B.q The distillergs wife again. Shecs by far the plumpest woman in our
group, very buxom. People say they like that. Fat means beautiful, the more
woman there is, the more her body differs from that of a man. Primitive people
are said to have had particular respect for women who are fat, as symbols of
abundance and fertility. Well, these days theyqd have a hard time finding such
symbols here. The older women in particular who had once been quite plump
have shrunken terribly, at least for the most part. Of course, the distillercs wifeis
an exception. Since the war began she hasng lacked for things to trade. And now
shecs paying for her unmerited fat.

When | came down she was standing in the doorway, whimpering and
shaking. She had managed to run out and escape. But she didng dare go back to
the basement, nor did she dare go up the four flights of stairs to her apartment,
since the German artillery was still firing occasional shells. She was also afraid
the Russians might follow her upstairs. Digging into my arm so firmly that her
nails left marks, she begged me to go with her to the @ommandantqto request an
escort, some kind of protection. | couldng imagine what she was thinking of.

A man came by with stars on his epaulettes and | tried to explain to him how
afraid the woman was, but couldng think of the word for Gfraidq He just
shrugged us off impatiently. dpong worry, nobodycs going to do anything to



you, go on home.q Finaly the distillercg wife staggered upstairs, sobbing. |
havend seen her since, she must have sneaked off somewhere. And a good thing,
too F she was too compelling a decoy.

No sooner was | back upstairs than the conciergecs girl evidently the
designated messenger £ came running in for the second time. More men in the
basement. Now theyqe after the bakercs wife, whocs a'so managed to keep a bit
of flesh on during the years of war.

The baker comes stumbling towards me down the hall, white as his flour,
holding out his hands: QU hey have my wife...qHis voice breaks. For a second |
feel Ign acting in a play. A middlefclass baker cang possibly move like that,
cang speak with such emotion, put so much feeling into his voice, bare his soul
that way, his heart so torn. lgve never seen anyone but great actors do that.

In the basement. The lantern is no longer burning, itcs probably out of
kerosene. By the flickering light of a soicalled Hindenburg lamp E a wick in
tallow kept in cardboard | see the bakercs wife in arecliner, her ashen face, her
twitching mouth. Three Russians are standing next to her. One is jerking her up
by the arm, but when she tries to get up, another shoves her back in the chair as
if she were a puppet, athing.

All three are talking to one another very quickly, evidently arguing. | cang
understand much, theyqe speaking in slang. What to do? @Commissar,qthe baker
stammers. Meaning, find someone who has some authority. | go out on the
street, now peaceful, calmed down for the evening. The shooting and burning are
far away. As luck would have it | run into the same officer who had been so
dismissive with the distillercs wife. | speak to him in my most polite Russian, ask
him for help. He understands what 1gn saying and makes a sour face. Finally he
follows me, reluctant and unwilling.

The people in the basement are still scared stiff and silent, as if they all, men,
women and children, had turned to stone. It turns out that one of the three
Russians has backed off. The other two are still standing next to the bakercg
wife, arguing.

The officer joins the conversation, not with a tone of command but as among
equals. Severa times | hear the expression @kaz Salinag E Stalincs decree.
Apparently Stalin has declared that @his kind of thinggis not to happen. But it
happens anyway, the officer gives me to understand, shrugging his shoulders.
One of the two men being reprimanded voices his objection, his face twisted in
anger: What do you mean? What did the Germans do to our women?qHe is
screaming: (QThey took my sister and...qand so on. | cand understand al the



words, only the sense.

Once again the officer speaks, calming the man down, slowly moving
towards the door, and finally managing to get both men outside. The bakercg
wife asks, hoarsely, G\re they gone?q

| nod, but just to make sure | step out into the dark corridor. Then they have
me. Both men were lying in wait.

| scream and scream... | hear the basement door shutting with a dull thud
behind me.

One of them grabs my wrists and jerks me aong the corridor. Then the other
is pulling as well, his hand on my throat so | can no longer scream. | no longer
want to scream, for fear of being strangled. Theyqe both tearing away at me,
instantly Igm on the floor... something comes clinking out of my jacket pocket,
must be my key ring, with the key to the building. | end up with my head on the
bottom step of the basement stairs. | can feel the damp coolness of the floor tiles.
The door above is gar, and lets in a little light. One man stands there keeping
watch, while the other tears my underclothes, forcing his wayF

| grope around the floor with my left hand, until | find my key ring. | hold it
tight. | use my right hand to defend myself. Itcs no use. Hegs simply tom off my
suspender belt, ripping it in two. When | struggle to come up, the second one
throws himself on me as well, forcing me back on the ground with his fists and
knees. Now the other keeps lookout, whispering: GHurry up, hurry up.q

| hear loud Russian voices. Some light. The door opens. Two, three Russians
come in, the last a woman in uniform. And they laugh. The second man jumps
up, having been disrupted in the act. They both go out with the other three,
leaving me lying there.

| pull myself up on the steps, gather my things, drag myself along the wall
towards the basement door. Theygve locked it from the inside. @pen up,ql say.
dign all alone, therecs no one else.q

Finally the two iron levers open. Everyone stares at me. Only then do | realize
how | look. My stockings are down to my shoes, my hair is dishevelled, Igqn still
holding on to whatcg left of my suspender belt.

| start yelling. (Y ou pigs! Here they rape me twice in arow and you shut the
door and leave me lying like a piece of dirt!qAnd | turn to leave. At first theyqe
quiet, then all hell breaks loose behind me, everyone talking at once, screaming,
fighting, flailing about. At last a decision. (YWedl al go together to the
commandant and ask for protection for the night.q

And so finaly a small platoon of women, along with a few men, heads out



into the evening twilight, into the mild air smelling of fire, over to where the
commandant is said to be staying.

Outside it quiet. The guns are silent. A few men are sprawled in the
entranceway F Russians. One of them gets up as we approach. Anocther
mumbles, QTheyqe just Germans,q and turns back over. Inside the courtyard |
ask to speak to the commandant. A figure breaks away from the group of men
standing in the door that leads to the rear wing of the building: (Y es, what do
you want?q Hecp tall, with white teeth and the features of someone from the
Caucasus.

He looks at the pitiful group of people come to complain and laughs, laughs
at my stammering. @ome on, Igqn sure they didng really hurt you. Our men are
al healthy.qHe strolls back to the other officers, we hear them chuckling quietly.
| turn to our grey assembly: (0 herecs no point.q

We leave and return to our basement. | dong want to go back, dong want to
look at their faces any more. | climb upstairs, together with the widow, whocg
hovering over me as if | were sick, speaking in hushed tones, stroking me,
watching my every move to the point where itcs annoying. | just want to forget.

| undress in the bathroom Efor the first time in days £ and wash up as well as
| can with the little water | have and brush my teeth in front of the mirror.
Suddenly a Russian appears in the doorframe, as still as a ghost, pale and tender.
QVhere, please, the door?q he asks in a quiet voice £ in German, too. Hecg
evidently strayed into the apartment. Frozen in shock, wearing nothing but my
nightgown, | point the way to the front door, leading to the stairwell, without
saying aword. 0 hank you,ghe says, politely.

| hurry into the kitchen. Yes, he broke in through the back door, which the
widow had blocked off with a broom cupboard E he simply pushed it aside. The
widow is just coming up the back stairs from the basement. Together we
barricade the door again, this time more thoroughly, piling chairs in front and
shoving in the heavy kitchen dresser for good measure. That should do it, says
the widow. As always she bolts the front door and turns the lock twice. We fed a
little secure.

A tiny flame is flickering on the Hindenburg lamp, casting our overlarge
shadows on the ceiling. The widow has set up a place for me in her living room,
on the sofa bed. For the first time in ages we didng let down the blackout blinds.
What for? There wond be any more air raids this Friday night, not for us, weqe
already Russian. The widow perches on the edge of my bed and isjust taking off
her shoes when all at once we hear a clatter and din.



Poor back door, pitifully erected bulwark. Itcs already crashing down, the
chairs tumbling against the floor tiles. Scraping of feet and shoving and several
rough voices. We stare at each other. Light flickers through a crack in the wall
between the kitchen and the living room. Now the steps are in the hall. Someone
pushes in the door to our room.

One, two, three, four men. All heavily armed, with machine guns on their
hips. They look at the two of us briefly without saying a word. One of them
walks straight to the chest, rips open the two drawers, rummages around, slams
them back, says something dismissive and stomps out. We hear him going
through the next room, where the widowcp tenant used to live before he was
drafted into the Volkssturm. The three others stand around murmuring among
themselves, sizing me up with stolen glances. The widow dips back into her
shoes, whispering to me that shecs going to run upstairs for help from the other
apartments. Then shecs gone, none of the men stop her.

What am | to do? Suddenly | feel insanely comical, standing there in front of
three strange men in nothing but my candy pink nightgown with its ribbons and
bows. | cang stand it any longer, | have to say something, do something. Once
again | ask in Russian, Gphto vy zhelaete?q

They spin around. Three bewildered faces, the men lose no time in asking:
Where did you learn Russian?q

| give them my speech, explain how | travelled across Russia, drawing and
photographing, at such and such a time. The three warriors plop down in the
armchairs, set aside their guns and stretch their legs. As we chat, | keep my ear
cocked for any noise in the hallway; waiting for the widow to return with the
neighbours and the promised help. But | hear nothing.

Meanwhile the fourth soldier comes back and leads number three into the
kitchen. | hear them busy with the dishes. The other two speak quietly to each
other, evidently Ign not supposed to understand. The mood is strangely
restrained. Something isin the air, a spark, but where will it land?

The widow doesng come back. | try to draw the two men into conversation
again, as | get under my quilt, but nothing comes of it. They look at me askance
and shift around. Thatcg a sign things are about to happen E 1 read about it in the
papers, when there still were some Fen or twenty times, what do | know. | feel
feverish. My faceis burning.

Now the other two men call them from the kitchen, and they get up clumsily
and stroll over there. | crawl out of bed, very quietly; put my ear to the kitchen
door and listen a moment. Theyqe obviously drinking. Then I slink down the



pitchEdark corridor, silently; on bare feet, grab my coat off the hook and pull it
on over my nightgown.

| cautiously open the front door, which the widow has left unbolted. | listen at
the stairwell, silent and black. Nothing. Not a sound, not a shimmer of light.
Where could she have gone? Ign just about to go up the stairs when one of the
men grabs me from behind. Hecs sneaked up without a sound.

Huge paws. | can smell the alcohol. My heart is hopping like crazy. | whisper,
| beg: @nly one, please, please, only one. You, as far as lgn concerned. But
kick the others out.q

He promisesin alow voice and carries me in both arms like a bundle through
the hall. | have no idea which of the four he is, what he looks like. In the dark
front room with hardly any windows he unloads me on the former tenantcs bare
bedstead. Then he shouts a few short phrases to the others, shuts the door and
lies down beside me in the dark. Igm miserably cold, | beg and plead for him to
let me back into the madefup bed in the next room. He refuses, seemingly afraid
the widow might come back. Not until half an hour later, when things are quiet,
can | get him to move there.

His automatic clanks against the bedpost; hecs hung his cap on the bedpost
knob. The tallow light has gone on burning quietly, for itself. Petka E thatcs his
name E has a pointy head, a widowacs peak of bristly blond hair, it feels like the
nap on a sofa. A gigantic man, broad as a bear, with the arms of a lumber jack
and white teeth. Ign so tired, exhausted, | barely know where | am. Petka
fumbles around, tells me hecs from Siberia Ewell, well. Now hegs even taken off
his boots. | feel dizzy, Iqn only half present, and that half is no longer resisting.
It fals against the hard body smelling of curd soap. Peace at last, darkness,
sleep.

At four octlock | hear the crowing of arooster, part of the supply train. Right
away Igqn wide awake, pull my arm out from under Petka. He smiles, showing
his white teeth. He gets up quickly, explaining that he has guard duty, but heqd]|
definitely be back at seven, absolutely! In parting he practically crushes my
fingers.

| crawl back under the blanket and sleep fitfully, in fifteen minute intervals.
Once | think | hear the word AHelp!'gand jump up but it was only the rooster.
Now the cow is mooing as well. | unwrap our alarm clock (itcs really the
widowgeg, but | now consider myself part of the household) E just to be safe we
keep it wrapped in a terry cloth towel, far back in the chest. We never look at it
unless weqre compl etely alone and safe. We dong want to lose it to some Ivan.



It is five occlock. | cang sleep any more. | get up and smooth out the bed,
shove the crates and chairs back against the rear door with its broken lock, clear
the empty bottles the men have left behind and check to see whether we still
have our burgundy in the kitchen cupboard, hidden in the old bucket. Thank God
they didng find that.

A reddishEgrey light shining through the window means the war is still on
outside. A distant rumble and hum. The front is now rolling into the centre of
town. | get dressed, wash myself as best | can, and listen carefully to the
morning quiet of the stairwell. Nothing but silence and emptiness. If only | knew
where the widow had sneaked off to! | dong dare knock on any doors, dong
want to frighten anyone.

The next time | prick up my ears, | hear voices. | run up, theyqe already
coming my way, a whole group of women, with the widow in the lead, sobbing
lamentably, APong be angry with me!q(As of yesterday wegve been calling each
other by the familiar @uqg) A number of women around her are sobbing as well.
| just laugh in the face of all the lamentation: (Whatcs the matter, Igm alive,
arend |? Lifegoeson!q

As we head up to the next floor, to the booksellersg the widow whispers in
my ear about how she knocked on severa doors and asked people to take usin
and give us shelter for the night. In vain. No one opened. At the postmastercg
they hissed through the chained door: Qhe girl? That would be asking for
trouble. No, we dong want to be luring them this way!qAfter that it was pitchP
dark when some Russian came up and grabbed her, threw her on the
floorboards... A mere child, she whispers, no beard at all, smoothiskinned and
inexperienced £ a smile breaks through her face, so swollen with sobbing. |
dong know her age exactly. Igqn not even sure she would tell me, probably
between forty and fifty, she dyes her hair. But for them any woman will do,
when theyqe grabbing in the dark.

Some fifteen people have holed up at the booksellersq bringing their
bedclothes and spreading out on the sofas, the floor, wherever therecs room. The
doors of the apartment has patent deadbolts and extra reinforcements anchored
in the floor. On top of that the front door has a metal backing on the inside.

We sit around the unfamiliar kitchen table, al of us hollow eyed, greenish
pale, worn out for lack of sleep. We speak in whispers, our breathing is forced,
we gulp down the hot malt coffee (which the bookseller cooked on the stove
over afire of Nazi literature, as he tells us).

We keep staring at the back door, locked and barricaded, hoping it will hold.



Hungry, | stuff myself with someone elsecs bread. We hear steps coming up the
back stairs, then those unfamiliar sounds, to our ears so coarse and animal@ike.
The table freezes, falls silent. We stop chewing, hold our breath. Hands clenched
over hearts. Eyes flickering wildly. Then silence once again as the steps fade
away. Someone whispers, lf things go on like this...q

No one answers. The refugee girl from Konigsberg throws herself across the
table, crying out: | cang take any more! Igqn going to end it al!q Sheqd been
through it several times in the night, up under the roof, where she had fled an
entire troop of pursuers. Her hair in tangles, covering her face, she refuses to eat
or drink.

We dit, wait, listen as the missiles pipe away overhead like an organ. Shots
whip through our street. Itgs seven ocglock by the time | creep down to our
apartment, together with the widow, carefully checking to see the stair landings
are secure. We stop to listen outside our door, which | left gjar E when suddenly
it opens from inside.

A uniform. Shock. The widow clutches my arm. Then a sigh of relief Eitcg
only Petka.

The widow listens to our conversation without saying a word. A minute |ater
|, too, am standing there speechless. Petka is beaming at me, his small blue eyes
glittering. He shakes my hands, assuring me that he missed me while he was
away, that he hurried over as fast as he could after guard duty, that he searched
the entire apartment for me, that hecs happy, so happy to see me again. And he
presses and sgqueezes my fingers with his lumber jack paws, so hard | have to
pull them away. | stand there like an idiot, in the face of these unambiguous
symptoms, listen to this PetkaBRomeo babble on, until he finally, finally
disappears E promising hed| be back soon, very soon, just as soon as he can.

lqn rooted in place, open#mouthed. The widow didng understand a word
Petka was saying, but she could read his face perfectly, she knew what was up.
She shakes her head. Vell...qBoth of us are completely stunned.

And now Ign sitting here at our kitchen table. Igve just refilled my pen with
ink and am writing, writing, writing all this confusion out of my head and heart.
Where will this end? What will become of us? | feel so dirty, | dong want to
touch anything, least of all my own skin. What Icd give for a bath or at least
some decent soap and plenty of water. Thatcs it enough of these fantasies.

| remember the strange vision | had this morning, something like a day
dream, while | wastrying in vain to fall asleep after Petka left. It was asif | were
flat on my bed and seeing myself lying there when a luminous white being rose



from my body, a kind of angel, but without wings, that floated high into the air.
Even now as Ign writing this | can still feel that sense of rising up and floating.
Of course, itcp just a fantasy, a pipe dream, a means of escape E my true self
simply leaving my body behind, my poor, besmirched, abused body. Breaking
away and floating off, unblemished, into a white beyond. It cang be me that this
Is happening to, so lgm expelling it al from me. Could | be raving? But my head
feels cool at the moment, my hands heavy and calm.



TUESDAY, 1MAY 1945, 3P.M. LOOKING BACK ON
SATURDAY

| haveng written since Saturday morning, 28 April E three days ago, three days
crammed with so many frenzied images, fears and feelings that | dong know
where to begin, what to say. Weqe deep in the muck now, very deep. Every
minute of life comes at a high price. The storm is passing overhead, and we are
leaves quaking in the whirlwind, with no idea where weqe being blown.

An eternity has passed since then. Today is May Day, and the war is still on.
lgm sitting in the armchair in the front room. The widowas tenant is here too,
lying in bed E Herr Pauli, now discharged from the Volkssturm. He showed up
on Saturday, without warning, carrying a sixteeniZpound lump of butter wrapped
in atowel. At the moment hecgs sick with neuralgia.

The wind is whistling through the windows, tugging and rattling the scraps of
cardboard tacked on so pitifully, the daylight comes flickering inside, making
the room now bright, now dark. But itcg always bitter cold. Igqve wrapped myself
in awool blanket and am writing with numb fingers while Herr Pauli sleeps and
the widow wanders through the building looking for candles.

Russian sounds come bouncing in from outside. Some Ivan is talking to his
horses, which they treat far better than they do us, when they talk to the animals
their voices sound warm, even human. Now and then the horsesg scent comes
wafting in as well, and you can hear a chan clinking. Somewhere someone is
playing an accordion.

| peer through the flapping card board. The army is camped outside, horses on
the pavements, wagons, drinking pails, boxes of oats and hay, trampled horse
manure, cow pats. A small fire, stoked with broken chairs is burning in the
entranceway across the street. The Russians crouch around it in quilted jackets.

My hands are shaking, my feet are ice. Yesterday a German grenade broke
the last panes we had. Now the apartment is completely defenceless against the
east wind. Good thing itcs not January.

Our walls are riddled with holes. Inside we scurry back and forth, listening
anxiously to the clamour outside, gritting our teeth at every new noise. The
splintered back door is open, we gave up barricading it long ago. Men are
forever traipsing down the hall, through the kitchen, in and out of our two



rooms. Half an hour ago a complete stranger showed up, a stubborn dog, who
wanted me but was chased away. As he left he threatened: dd| be back.q

What does it mean F rape? When | said the word for the first time aoud,
Friday evening in the basement, it sent shivers down my spine. Now | can think
it and write it with an untrembling hand, say it out loud to get used to hearing it
said. It sounds like the absolute worst, the end of everything but itcs not.

Saturday afternoon around three, two men banged on the front door with their
fists and weapons, shouting in raw voices, kicking the wood. The widow opened.
Shecp always worried about her lock. Two greyPhaired soldiers come careening
in, drunk. They thrust their automatics through one of the hall windows,
shattering the last remaining pane and sending the shards clattering into the
courtyard. Then they tear the blackout shades to shreds, kick the old grandfather
clock.

One of them grabs hold of me and shoves me into the front room, pushing the
widow out of the way. Without a word the other plants himself by the front door
and points hisrifle at the widow, keeping her in check. He doesnd touch her.

The one shoving me is an older man with grey stubble, reeking of alcohol and
horses. He carefully closes the door behind him and, not finding any key, dlides
the wing Chair against the door. He seems not even to see his pre 'y, so that when
he strikes she is all the more startled as he knocks her onto the bedstead. Eyes
dosed, teeth clenched.

No sound. Only an involuntary grinding of teeth when my underclothes are
ripped apart. The last untorn ones | had.

Suddenly his finger is on my mouth, stinking of horse and tobacco. | open my
eyes. A strangercs hands expertly pulling apart my jaw. Eye to eye. Then with
great deliberation he drops a gob of gathered spit into my mouth.

lom numb. Not with disgust, only cold. My spine is frozen: icy, dizzy shivers
around the back of my head. | fedl myself gliding and falling, down, down,
through the pillows and the floorboards. So thatcs what it means to sink into the
ground.

Once more eye to eye. The strangercg lips open, yellow teeth, one in front half
broken off. The corners of the mouth lift, tiny wrinkles radiate from the corners
of his eyes. The man is smiling.

Before leaving he fishes something out of his trouser pocket, thumps it down
on the nightstand without a word, pulls the chair aside and slams the door shut
behind him. A crumpled pack of Russian cigarettes, only afew left. My pay.

| stand up E dizzy, nauseated. My ragged clothes tumble to my feet. | stagger



through the hall, past the sobbing widow, into the bathroom. | throw up. My face
green in the mirror, my vomit in the basin. | sit on the edge of the bathtub,
without daring to flush, since Ign still gagging and therecs so little water left in
the bucket.

Damn thisto hell! | say it out loud. Then | make up my mind.

No question about it: | have to find a single wolf to keep away the pack. An
officer, as high#ranking as possible, a commandant, a general, whatever | can
manage. After all, what are my brains for, my little knowledge of the enemy
language?

As soon as | am able to move again, | grab a bucket and drag myself down
the stairs and out onto the street. | wander up and down, peering into the
courtyards, keeping my eyes open, then go back into our stairwell, very
cautioudly. | practise the sentences | will use to address an officer, wondering if |
dong look too green and miserable to be attractive. Physically | feel a little
better, though, now that | am doing something, planning something, determined
to be more than mere mute booty, a spoil of war.

For haf an hour therecs nothing £ no epaulettes with stars. | dong know their
rankings and insignia, only that the officers wear stars on their caps and
generally have overcoats. But all | see is a shabby mass of uniform green. Igqn
just about to give up for the day. am already knocking at our door, when | see a
man with stars coming out of an apartment across the street (the former tenant
having managed to escape just in time). Tall, dark hair, well fed. He sees me
with the bucket, then laughs and says in broken German, dpu, Frau.ql laugh
back and shower him with my best Russian. Hegs delighted to hear his own
language. We chatter away, silly, just fooling around, and | learn that hecs a sub
lieutenant. Finally we arrange to meet that night, at 7p.m. at the widowcs. Hecg
busy until then. His name is Anatol SoFandiZso a Ukrainian.q

Will you definitely come?q

@Df course,qhe says, reproachfully. Q\sfast as| can.q

As it happened, another man showed up first, around 5p.m., someone Icd
almost forgotten, Petka from the previous night, with the blond bristle and the
Romeo babble. Hecs brought two buddies, too, whom he introduces as Grisha
and Yasha Soon all three are sitting at our round table, like a bunch of farm
boys invited into a house well above their class. Petka acts as if hecs at home,
showing me off to the others with clear pride of possession. The three men
stretch out on the armchairs, they feel good. Yasha pulls out a bottle of vodka,
and Grisha produces some herring and bread wrapped in a greasy page of



Pravda (the front page E unfortunately itcs old). Petka calls for glasses as if he
were master of the house. He pours the vodka, then slams his fist on the table
and commands, Yypitqnado!qY ou have to drink up!

The widow and I, and even Herr Pauli, who showed up out of the blue half
an hour earlier, have no choice but to sit and drink with the boys. Petka sets a
dlice of dark, moist bread on the table in front of each of us, then divides up the
herring, right there on the polished mahogany, using his thumb to press it onto
the bread, all the while beaming at us as if this were a special favour and
delicacy.

The widow, appalled, runs for some plates. Grisha is the silent type with a
permanent smirk, his voice has a deep rasp. He makes sure each person receives
an equal portion of bread and herrings. Y ashais short, with a crew cut, he smiles
and nods all around. Both are from Kharkov. Little by little | start talking to
them, acting as interpreter between them and Herr Pauli. We drink one anothercg
health. Petka from Siberiaisloud and fully at ease.

| keep listening for the door and checking the dainty ladycs wristwatch on
Y ashacg arm. Any minute | expect sub lieutenant Anatol to show up as arranged.
lom worried, because | suspect thered| be a fight. Petka is strong as an ox, of
course, and clean, but hecg primitive, uncouth E no protection. A subH@ieutenant,
on the other hand, ought to guarantee a kind of taboo, or so | imagine. My mind
is firmly made up. Id! think of somethin g when the time comes. | grin to myself
in secret, feel asif lgn performing on the stage. | couldng care less about the lot
of them! Igve never been so removed from myself, so alienated. All my feelings
seem dead, except for the driveto live. They shall not destroy me.

Meanwhile Grisha has let it be known that hecs an Gccountantq Then Herr
Pauli, who works as an industrial salesman, makes a similar declaration. Both
men have drunk a good deal, and they fall into an embrace, shouting for joy. Qe
accountant, you accountant, we accountantslq And the first kiss of Germank
Russian brotherhood smacks across Herr Paulics cheek. Soon the widowcg tenant
is completely drunk. He calls out to us, elated, (Qhese guys are great, these
Russians, full of vim and vigour!q

Another round. Herecs to international accountancy. Now even the widow is
feeling merry, for the moment having forgotten about the herring being sawn
right on her polished table. (None of the boys bother with the plates.) | drink
very measuredly, secretly switching glasses, | want to keep my wits about me for
later. Still, the mirth at the table is tainted, especialy for us two women E we
want to forget what happened three hours before.



Outside, the sun is setting. Yasha and Petka sing a melancholy song, with
Grisha chiming in. Herr Pauli isin a blessedly relaxed mood. Itcs a bit much for
him, after all, only this morning he was courting death with the V olkssturm, until
his troop had the sense to disband and, lacking both weapons and any orders to
the contrary, dismissed themselves and went home. Suddenly he belches, falls
forward and throws up on the carpet. The widow and fellow accountant Grisha
immediately spirit him into the bathroom. The others shake their heads, express
their sympathy. Then Herr Pauli crumples into bed in his room next door, where
he spends the rest of the day, and, as it turns out, the foreseeable future. A lame
duck E probably his subconscious wants him that way. Neuralgia of the soul.
Even so, his simple male presence keeps things somewhat in check. The widow
swears by him and his rare pronouncements about the world situation and
massages his back.

Twilight, a distant howling along the front. The widow has managed to get
hold of a candle, we light it and stick it onto a saucer. A meagre pool of light on
the table. soldiers come and go E evening is when things get busy. People
hammering on the front door, pushing through the back into the kitchen. But we
are unafraid, nothing can happen to us as long as Petka, Grisha and Y asha are
sitting at our table.

Suddenly Anatol is standing in the room, filling the space with his masculine
self. A regular soldier is trotting behind him carrying a canteen full of alcohol
and a round dark loaf of bread under his arm. The men are at their besti#ed,
strong and strapping, their uniforms clean, practica and rugged, their
movements broad, very self Fassured. They spit inside the room, toss their long
cigarette filters on the floor, scrape the herringbones off the table onto the carpet
and plop down into the armchairs.

Anatol reports that the front has reached the Landwehrkanal, and | think of
that old dreary tune CEs liegt eine Leiche im Landwehrkanal...q A body floats
down the Landwehr Canal. Lots of bodies at the moment. Anatol claims that 130
German generals have surrendered in the past few days. He takes a cellophane
bag, pulls out a map of Berlin, shows us the progress of the front. The map,
printed in Russian, is very exact. Itcg a strange feeling when, complying with
Anatolgs request, | show him where our house is located.

So... Saturday, 28 April 1945... the front at the Landwehrkanal. As | write
this, itog Tuesday, 1 May. The rockets are singing over head, the oily drone of
Russian aero planes. Long rows of Stalin Organs are stacked in the school across
the street, the Russians call them by the tender name Katyusha E little Kate Ethe



tide of a popular song among the soldiers. When they are fired they how! like
wolves. They dong look like much E upright balusters, made of thin tubes. But
they howl and shriek and wail so loud they nearly break our eardrums as we
stand in line for water not far away. And they spew bundles of fiery streaks.

They were howling overhead this morning when | stood in line for water. The
sky was full of bloody clouds. Smoke and steam rising over the centre of town.
The la C k of water brings us out of our holes. People come creeping from all
sides, miserable, dirty civilians, women with grey faces, mostly old E the young
ones are kept hidden. Men with stubbly beards and white armbands to show
theyave surrendered stand and watch the soldiers fill bucket after bucket for their
horses. Naturally the military always has priority. Still, therecs never any quarrel.
Quite the contrary: one time the handle broke while a civilian was using it, and a
Russian nailed it right back together.

Theyqe camped out in the garden plots, under the flowering trees. Howitzers
mounted in the flower beds. Russians sleeping outside the sheds. Others give
water to their horses which are stabled inside the sheds. Weqe amazed to see so
many women soldiers, with field tunics, skirts, berets and insignia. Theyqe
regular infantry, no doubt about it. Most are very young E small, tough, their hair
combed back smooth. They wash their things in tubs. Shirts and blouses dancing
together on hastily strung clotheslines. And overhead the organs howl away, a
wall of thick black smoke cutting off the sky.

This morning was like yesterday. On my way home | ran into Herr Golz,
loyal Nazi to the end. Now hecs adapted. He spotted a Russian with bright rows
of decorations on his breast, al wrapped in cellophane, and asked, dRibbons?
(Itos the same word in Russian and German, as he informed me, not realizing
how much Russian | understand.) He gave me a little notebook, a GermanP
Russian dictionary for soldiers, assuring me he could get hold of some more.
|lave looked it over, it has a lot of very useful words like Gpacong Glourq saltq
Some other important words are missing, however, like @ eargand Ghasementq
Also the word for @eadg which | never used on my travels, but which | find
myself reaching for quite often in recent conversations. Instead | substitute the
word GaputqBwhich works well for alot of other things too. The dictionary also
contains a number of expressions for which | have no use at all now, despite my
best intentions, such as GHands up!qand ddalt!q At most we might hear those
words being used on us.

Getting back to Saturday evening, 28 April. Around 5p.m. Petka and his
entourage left E official business of some sort. Petka mumbled something about



comingBackFsoon, in alow voice so the sub lieutenant wouldng hear. Then he
crushed my fingers again and tried to look me in the eye.

Incidentally, the officercg stars seem to have strangely little effect on the
enlisted men. | was disappointed. No one felt any need to restrain their happy
mood because of Anatolqs rank, and he himself ssimply sat alongside the others
very peacefully and laughed and carried on with them, filling up their glasses
and sharing his pot of liquor. Ilgn worried about my taboo. Apparently the strict
Prussian order of ranks weqe so used to doesng apply here. The ones with stars
dong come from any special class, theyqe by no means superior than the others
in background or education. Nor do they have any special code of honour B
especially when it comes to women. Western traditions of chivalry and gallantry
never made it to Russia As far as | know they never had any jousting
tournaments, no minnesingers or troubadours, no traincarrying pages. So why
should they be expected to be chivalrous? Theyqe al peasants including Anatol.
Of course, my Russian isng good enough for me to tell from a given mancg
speech and vocabulary what his education or profession is. And Igve scarcely
been able to speak with any of them about literature and art. But | have the
feeling that, deep inside, all these simple, undiscriminating men feel insecure in
front of me, despite their blustering. Theyqe children of the people.

Still, at least Anatol isafull two hundred pounds. So maybe his size will help
even if his stars do not. In any case, Ign not changing my mind. He moves like a
comet, with atail of young people, boyHAike soldiers, who in the meantime have
found shelter in the apartment abandoned by the puddingsisters. One of Anatolcg
entourage redlly is just a child £ Vanya, sixteen years old, with a stern face and
intense black eyes. The widow takes me aside and whispers that he could have
been the one, back then on the stairs, his face was small and smooth, his body
dender. For his part, Vanya doesng show any sign of recognition, although
thatcs to be expected, since he never even saw the woman he took in such a
clumsy. juvenile fashion E he only felt her. Still, | have the sense he knows who
she is. After al, he heard her voice, the widow told me how she sobbed and
begged. In any event, Vanya follows her around like a puppy, carrying fresh
glasses and washing out the dirty ones.

| drank alot that evening. | wanted to drink a lot, wanted to get drunk. and |
did. Thatos why | only remember bits and pieces. Anatol next to me again, his
weapons and things scattered around the bed... All his buttons and al his bags
and everything in them... Friendly. helpful, childlike... But born in May E a
Taurus, a bull... | felt like | was a doll, no sensation, shaken, shoved around,



made of wood... All of a sudden someone is standing in the dark room, shining a
torch. And Anatol is yelling a him roughly, shakes his fists, and the man
disappears. Or did | dream that?

Early in the morning | see Anatol standing by the window, looking outside, a
reddish glow is flaming into the room, ayellow light tugs at the wallpaper. | hear
the katyushas howling away as Anatol stretches his arms and says, Petukh
paiotq E the cock is singing. Itcg true Poetween shells you can actually hear a
rooster crowing down below.

As soon as Anatol left | got up, washed myself in the bath with what water
was left, scrubbed down the table, swept away the cigarette butts, herring tails
and horse manure, rolled up the carpet and stowed it in the chest. | looked in the
next room, where the widow had set up camp under the protection of her tenant,
both were snoring away. Icefcold air was blowing through the cardboard on the
windows. | felt rested and refreshed after five hours of deep dleep. A little
hungover, but nothing more. ¢ made it through another night.

| figured out that it was Sunday, 29 April. But Sunday is aword for civilians,
at the moment without meaning. There are no Sundays on the front.



L OOKING BACK ON SUNDAY, 29 APRIL 1945. RECORDED
ON TUESDAY, 1 MAY

The first part of the day was filled with the constant, whipHike popping of rifle
fire. Trucks rolling up down below, trucks driving away. Hoarse shouts,
neighing, clinking of chains. The field kitchen sends its smoke right through our
missing kitchen window, while our own oven, stoked with nothing but a few
broken crates and pieces of lath, is smoking so much it makes us cry.

The widow asks me through the smoke, arend you scared?q

(Y ou mean of the Russians?q

(' hat, too. But itcg really Anatol Ign thinking of. Such a great big bull of a
man.q

dlove got him eating out of my hand.q

While he gets you with child,qthe widow responds, poking at the fire.

Ah yes. Shecg right, that threat is looming over us all, though until now |
havend been very worried about it. Why not? | try to explain to the widow, with
asaying | once heard: QNo grass grows on the wellArodden path.q

The widow disagrees, she doesng think that logic applies here. So | continue.
d dong know, Iqn simply convinced it couldng happen to me. Asif | could lock
myself up, physically shut myself off from something so unwanted.q

The widowgp still not satisfied. Her husband was a pharmacist, she knows
what shecp talking about. Her medicine chest is well stocked, unfortunately, she
doesng have anything that would help me protect myself, as she putsiit.

@ nd you?ql ask back.

Next thing | know shegg running to her purse. which is lying on the kitchen
cabinet, fishing out her ID card and showing it to me, pointing to her date of
birth, as selficonscious as if she were undressing in front of me. Sure enough,
shecs turning fifty thisyear. | had pegged her as about six years younger.

(T hatcs at least one worry | dondg have,qshe says. Q\nyway, we should start
thinking about whom to go to in case it does happen.q She assures me that she
has connections, thanks to her late husband. dL.et me handle it. Iql figure things
out. Youd! be ableto get rid of it, no question.qShe nods as if that were that and,
having finally brought the water to a boil, poursit over the coffee substitute. And
| stand there, my hands on my belly, feeling stupid. But Igm still convinced that



my sheer aversion can prevent such atragedy, that | can will my body shut.

Itop strange how the men always start by asking, dpo you have a husband?c
Whatcp the best way to answer? If you say no, they start making advances right
away. If you say yes, thinking theyd| leave you in peace, they just go on with
their grilling: §Vhere is he? Did he stay in Stalingrad for good?q (Many of our
troops fought at Stalingrad, they wear a specia medal.) If you have a red live
man around, one you can actualy show them (as the widow does with Herr
Pauli, even though hecp her tenant and nothing more), theyd| back off a bit £ at
first. But they dong really care, they take what they can get, married or not.
However, they prefer to keep the husband out of the way for as long as needed,
by sending him off somewhere or locking him up or doing something else. Not
because theyqe afraid. Theyqve aready noticed that none of the husbands here
are very likely to fly into a rage. But having one around makes them
uncomfortable E unless theyqe completely plastered.

As it happens | dong know how to answer that question, even if | wanted to
be completely honest. Gerd and | would have married long ago if it hadndg been
for the war. But once he was called up that was it, he didng want to any more.
@Bring another war orphan into the world? Not a chance. Iqn one myself, | know
what itcg like: And thatcs the way itcs been up to now. Even so, we feel just as
tied to each other as if we were married. Except | havend heard from him for
over nine weeks, his last letter was posted from the Siegfried Line. | hardly
know what he looks like any more. All my photos were bombed, except the one
| had in my bag, and | tore that one up on account of the uniform. Even if he was
just an NCO, | was afraid. The whole building got rid of anything that had to do
with soldiers, anything that might upset the Russians. They all burned books,
too, but at least when the books went up in smoke they provided some warmth, a
little hot soup.

Wedd barely managed to drink our ersatz coffee and eat a few buttered slices
of the plundered bread when Anatolcs men marched in. Our place has become a
kind of restaurant for them, atheit one where the guests bring their own food.
This time they brought a decent man along, the best Iqve met so far: Andrel, a
sergeant, a schoolteacher by profession. Narrow forehead, icyBblue eyes, quiet
and intelligent. My first politica conversation. Thatgs not as difficult as it
sounds, since all the words having to do with politics and the economy have
Latin or Greek roots, so they sound similar in both languages. Andrel is an
orthodox Marxist. He doesng blame Hitler personaly for the war, instead he
faults capitalism, which spawns the Hitlers of the world and stockpiles war



material. He thinks that Russia and Germany make a good economic match, that
Germany can be a natural partner for Russia, once it has been built up along
socialist lines. The conversation did me a lot of good, and not so much because
of the subject, which Ign not as well versed in as Andrel, but ssimply because one
of them treated me as an equal, without once touching me, not even with his
eyes. He didng see me as a mere piece of female flesh, like al the others up to
now.

People were coming and going throughout the morning, while Andrel sat on
the sofa writing his report. As long as hecs there we feel secure. He brought a
Russian army newspaper, | deciphered the familiar names of Berlin districts.
Therecs not much left of our city thatcg still German.

Other than that we feel completely at the mercy of anyone and everyone.
When weqe alone we jump at every noise, every step. The widow and | huddle
around Herr Paulics bed, the way we are right now as | am writing this. We
linger for hours in the dark, icy room. lIvan has driven us to the very depths
even literally, in some cases, there are still a few groups on our block that
havend been discovered, families who have been living in their basements since
Friday, who only send people out early in the morning for water. | think our men
must feel even dirtier than we do, sullied as we women are. In the queue at the
pump one woman told me how her neighbour reacted when the Russians fell on
her in her basement. He simply shouted, ell, why dong you just go with them,
youqee putting all of usin danger!'gA minor footnote to the Decline of the West.

lom constantly repulsed by my own skin. | dong want to touch myself, can
barely look at my body. | cang help but think about the little child | was, once
upon a time, the little pink and white baby who made her parents so proud, as
my mother told me over and over. And when my father had to become a soldier
in 1916, when he said goodbye to my mother at the train station, he reminded
her never to forget to put my lace bonnet on to protect me from the sun. So that |
would have a lilyPwvhite neck and a lilyBwhite face. That was the fashion of the
times for girls from good homes. So much love, so much bother. with
sunbonnets, bath thermometers and evening prayers £ and all for the filth | am
now.

Back to Sunday. Itcg difficult to recollect everything, my mind is such a
jumble. By 10am. all the usua guests were gathered: Andrei, Petka, Grisha,
Y asha and little Vanya as well, who once again washes our dishes in the kitchen.
They ate, drank and chatted away. At one point Vanya told me, his childcg face
turning very serious. Ve humans are all bad. Me too, Igve done bad things.q



Then Anatol showed up, lugging a record player E 1 have no idea from where
Ewith two of his entourage carrying the records. And what do they keep playing,
over and over, at least a dozen times? After quickly sampling and rejecting
records like Lohengrin and Beethovencs Ninth, Brahms and Smetana? An
advertising jingle! A record the Camp: A Textile company on the Spittelmarkt
used to give customers for buying a certain amount. Gptroll on down to Camp
and see whatcs in our store today...qfollowed by alist of their entire collection
crooned to the rhythm of a foxtrot. But thatcs just what Ivan wants Bhey started
warbling along, happy as larks.

Once again the spirits are going around the table. Anatol gets the familiar
glint in his eye and finally kicks everybody out under fairly obvious pretences.
This particular door doesng even have a lock, he simply shoves the wing chair
against it. Meanwhile | cang stop thinking about my conversation with the
widow, this morning at the oven. | make myself stiff as stone, shut my eyes,
concentrate on my bodycg veto, my inner No.

He moves the chair back away from the door to let the widow in with the
soup tureen. She and | take our places at the table. Even Herr Pauli comes
hobbling in from his room, perfectly shaved and manicured, in a silk robe, but
Anatol stays sprawled across the bedstead, his legs dangling in their boots, his
black hair tousled. He sleeps and sleeps, gently exhaling.

For three hours he sleeps, like a baby, all alone with usgthree enemies. But
we feel safer, even when hecg sleeping, Anatol is our earthwork, our rampart. He
snores away, his revolver stuck in his holster. And outside therecs war, the
crackle of gunfire, the centre of town all in smoke.

The widow takes out a bottle of the burgundy | looted from the police
barracks and serves it to usin coffee cups Bust in case of Russians. Wetalk very
quietly, so as not to wake Anatol. It does us good to be together like this, polite
and friendly. We enjoy an hour of calm, the chance to be nice to one another.
Our souls recover somewhat.

Around 4p.m. Anatol wakes up and rushes out, head over heels, to attend to
some duty. A little later we hear loud banging on the front door. We tremble, my
heart skips a beat. Thank God itgs only Andrel, the schoolteacher with the
icyblue eyes. We beam at him, the widow hugs him with relief. He smiles back.

We have a good conversation, this time about humanity, not politics. He
lectures, about himself, about how he sees women as comrades and not mere
female bodies, how he disapproves of Ghat kind of thingq E and here he looks
past me, awkward and embarrassed. Andrei is afanatic, his eyes are far away as



he saysthis. Heis convinced that his dogmaisinfallible.

There are times now when | have to wonder whether my knowing some
Russian is a good thing or a bad thing. On the one hand it gives me a degree of
assurance the others dong have. What they consider animal grunting and
screaming is for me a rea human tongue E the richly nuanced, melodious
language of Pushkin and Tolstoy. Of course, Igqn afraid, afraid, afraid (though a
little bit less because of Anatol), but at least | speak with them as one person to
another, at least | can tell whocg truly evil from who is bearable, can picture
them as separate human beings, distinguish them as individuals. For the first
time | aso have a sense of being a witness. There probably arengd many in this
city who can talk to them, whogve seen their birch trees and their villages and the
peasants in their bast sandals and all the new, hastily constructed buildings
theyqe so proud of E and that are now, like me, nothing more than filth beneath
their boots. By the same token itcg also easier for those who dond understand a
word of Russian. For them the Russians are more alien, they can talk themselves
into the idea that these men arend people but savages, mere animals. They can
bury their feelings deeper. | cang do that. | know theyqe people, just like we are
F less highly developed, perhaps, as it seems to me, and younger as a nation, but
closer to their roots. This is probably how the Teutons acted when they sacked
Rome, snatching the perfumed Roman ladies, with their pedicures and manicures
and artificial curls. Being conquered means having salt rubbed in your wounds.

Around 6p.m. there was a sudden shouting in the stairwell. A knock at the
door, the prearranged dactyl. (Qheygve looted the basement!q Andrei, whocg
sitting on our sofa, nods. He tells us that hecs known about it for hours, advises
us to go right away and see to our things.

Absolute chaos below: wooden partitions battered down, locks torn off,
trunks dlit open and trampled. We stumble over things that dong belong to us,
tread on laundry thatcg still clean and crisply creased. We hold up a candle stump
to light our comer, salvage this and that a few towels, a side of bacon on the
string. The widow complains that the big trunk with all her best clothes is
missing. In the corridor she dumps out someone elsecs suitcase thatcg been dlit
open and starts filling it with the few things she has left, using her hands to
shovel flour thatcs spilled on the floor, as if shecg lost her mind. Left and right
the neighbours rummage about by flickering candledight. Shrill cries and
wailing. Eider down whirls through the air, the place reeks of spilled wine and
excrement.

We drag our things upstairs. Andrei is clearly embarrassed about the looting.



He consoles us by saying that hecs sure they were only looking for acohol, and
that even though everything else has been turned upside down there shouldng be
anything missing. Then, half in Russian, half in German, Vanya the Child, who
has shown up in the meantime as well, promises the widow with a serious
expression in his black eyes, that hedl go with us in the morning when itcg
daylight and stay by our side until wegve found everything that belongs to us.

The widow cries, sobbing afresh each time she recalls a specific item from
her trunk E her good suit, her knitted dress, her wellmade shoes. |, too, am
despondent. We have no rights, weqe nothing but booty, dirt. We unload our
rage on Adolf. Anxiously we ask where the front is, when there will be peace.

While we whisper among ourselves at Herr Paulics bed, where he retreated
once again after eating his midday meal, Andrei holds a war council with his.
comrades at the mahogany table. Suddenly all the window casements fly open,
pieces of cardboard whiz through the room, an explosion throws me against the
opposite wall. Something crunching, grinding, then a cloud of dust in the room...
and a wall comes crashing down somewhere outside. As we learn from a
neighbour half an hour later, a German mortar shell hit the house next door,
wounding severa Russians and killing a horse. We find the animal in the
courtyard the next morning E the meat nearly removed and lying on a bloody
sheet, the fatty entrails coiled on the wet red earth beside it.

Exactly how the evening passed escapes me at the moment. Presumably
alcohol, bread, herring, canned meat, coitus, Anatol. Now | have it: a whole
tableful of Russians, known and unknown. They keep pulling out their watches,
comparing the time, the Moscow time they brought with them, which is an hour
ahead of ours. One of the men has a thick old turnip of awatch, an East Prussian
brand, with a shiny yellow, highly concave dial. Why are they so fixated on
watches? Itgg not because of the monetary value, they dong ogle rings and
earrings and bracelets the same way at all. Theydl overlook them if they can lay
their hands on another watch. Itcg probably because in their country watches
arend available for just anyone and haveng been for along time. You have to
really be somebody before you can get a wristwatch, that is, before the state
allots you something so coveted. And now theyqe springing up like radishes ripe
for the picking, in undreamtiof abundance. With every new watch, the owner
feels an increase in power. With every watch he can present or give away back
home, his status rises. That must be it. Because they cang distinguish a cheap
watch from an expensive one. They prefer the ones with bells and whistles £
stopwatches, or a revolving face beneath a metal case. A gaudy picture on the



dial also attracts them.

| look at the mencg hands resting on our table, and felt a sudden twinge of
disgust at their bald show of strength. What is clinging to those hands? | chase
the feeling down with some brandy. They shout, Yypitqnado!qwhenever | put
the glass to my lips and celebrate each swallow as if it were a deed worthy of
distinction. This time therecs red wine in addition to the spirits, probably from
the basement. A candle fixed to a saucer provides a flickering light, casting the
Slavic profiles on the wall.

For the first time we have areal discussion, with at least three highly talented
debaters. Andrel with the icyPblue eyes, schoolteacher and chess player,
composed and quiet as aways. Then a man from the Caucasus, with a hook nose
and a fiery gaze. (Qgn not jewish, Ign from Georgia,qwas how he introduced
himself to me.) Hegs amazingly well read, able to quote fluently both verse and
prose, very eloquent and as adroit as a fencing master. The third intellectual is
aso here for the first time E a lieutenant, extremely young, wounded this
evening by some shrapnel. He has a makeshift bandage on his shin and limps
around with a German hiking pole, decorated with all sorts of badges from wellF
known destinations in the Harz mountains. He is pale blond and has an ominous
look and a nasty way of speaking. He starts to say, G\s an intelligent person, |
whereupon the Georgian interrupts him.

(There are other intelligent people here too E the ncemka, for example,c
(meaning me).

We talk about how the war started, they see the root cause in Fascism, in a
system driven towards conquest. Shaking their heads, they explain that there was
absolutely no reason for. Germany to go to war at al E such a wealthy country,
so cultured, so wellAended, even now, despite the destruction. For a while the
discussion turns to the stunted form of early capitalism that was inherited by the
October Revolution, and to the later stage that is evident in Germany E where
capitalist society is more advanced, in wealth as well as decadence. Suddenly
cautious, they put forward tentative arguments for why their country is on the
verge of a great development, and therefore should be considered, critiqued and
compared only from the perspective of the future.

One of the men points to the nineteenthFcentury style furniture in the room as
an example of a superior culture. Finally they come to the subject of
(degenerationqand argue whether we Germans are degenerate or not. They enjoy
the gamesmanship, the lively back and forth of the debate. Andrei guides the
conversation with agentle rein and a quiet voice.



Every now and then the wounded lieutenant directs a vicious outburst against
me personally. Scorn and ridicule for Germanycs plans of conquest, for its
defeat. The others, displaying a sense of tact more becoming to a victor, refuse
to follow suit, quickly changing the subject, and telling him to watch his
language.

Then in the middle of al this talk Anatol comes bursting in, yawning,
exhausted from work. He sits down a while, but soon gets bored. He cang keep
up with the others. Hegs from the countryside, from the kolkhoz £ hecg told me
that he was in charge of milk. akind of dairy manager.

dHow interesting,ql said.

dicp al right, you know, but milk, all the time, nothing but milk...qAnd he
sighed.

Half an hour later he goes, leaving the others to debate.

Herr Pauli is sleeping in the next room. Once again the widow has set up her
improvised bed close to him. Otherwise the situation is clear: the apartment is
open to afew friends of the house, if thatcs what they can be called, as well asto
the men Anatol brings from his platoon and no one else. But only their chief,
only Anatol, has the right to spend the night. It seems that | really am taboo, at
least for today. But who can say about tomorrow? Anatol comes back around
midnight, whereupon the debaters disperse on their own. The last one out is the
blond lieutenant, who limps away with his hiking pole, sizing me up with evil
eyes.

Now there are holes in my memory. Once again | drank a great deal, cang
recall the details. The next thing | remember is Monday morning, the grey light
of dawn, a conversation with Anatol that led to a minor misunderstanding. | said
to him, (Y ou are a bear.q(l know the word well Z mogdvaed E which was also the
name of awell&known Russian restaurant on Tauentzienstrasse.)

Anatol, however, thought | was getting my words mixed up, so he corrected
me, very patiently, the way youqd speak to a child: dNo, thatgs wrong. A
mcedvaed is an animal. A brown animal, in the forest. Itcg big and roars. | am a
chelavaek E G person.q



L OOKING BACK ON MONDAY, 30 APRIL 1945. RECORDED
ON TUESDAY, 1 MAY

The day breaks grey and pink. The cold blows through the empty window
sockets, filling our mouths with the taste of smoke. Once again the roosters. |
have this early hour all to myself. | wipe everything down, sweep away cigarette
butts, breadcrumbs, fish bones, rub out the rings from the tabletop. Then afrugal
wash in the tub, with two cups of water. Thisis my happiest time, between five
and seven in the morning, while the widow and Herr Pauli are still asleep E if
Ghappyqis the right word. Itcp a relative happiness. | do some mending and then
soap up my extra shirt. We know from experience that no Russians come at this
ear ly hour.

But from 8a.m. on the back door is open to the usual traffic. Unknown men of
all descriptions. Two or three burst in out of the blue, start pestering the widow
and me, randy as goats, try to grab hold of us. But now itcs the custom for one of
our recent acquaintances to come and help us shake them off. | heard Grisha
mentioning Anatol by name, affirming the taboo. And Ign very proud | actually
managed to tame one of the wolves E most likely the strongest in the pack, too £
to keep away the others.

Around 10a.m. we climb up to the booksellers, where a dozen of the local
tenants are still being sheltered, behind the excellent security locks. We give the
special knock, the door opens, we join the other residents for the arranged
meeting.

A jostle of men and women. It takes me a while to recognize individual cave
dwellers, some of them look unbelievably different. Overnight practically all the
women have grey or greyFstreaked hair...... they cang get their usual hair dye.
Their faces, too, look unfamiliar, older, distraught.

We draw around the table, hastily, for fear the Russians will discover our
Gssemblygand misinterpret it. Very quickly, asfast as| can speak, | report what
news lgve gleaned from the Russian papers and from the Russians themselves
mostly Andrei and Anatol: Berlin is completely encircled. All the outlying
districts are occupied, the only places still resisting are Tiergarten and Moabit.
Huge numbers of generals have been captured. They say that Hitler is dead but
give no details, that Goebbels has committed suicide, that the Italians have shot



Mussolini. The Russians have reached the Ethe, where theyqve met up and are
fraternizing with the Americans.

Everyone listens eagerly, itcg all news to them. | look around, ask the woman
from Hamburg about her daughter, eighteenByearPold Stinchen with the
bandaged head. She answers E with her sharp G E that the girl has moved into
the crawl space above the false kitchen ceiling in their apartment and spends
every night and most of the day up there under the real ceiling. The Russians
dong know about crawl spaces and false ceilings E they dong have that kind of
thing back home. In the old days people would store their trunks there, before
that they were used as maidsq quarters I or so they say. So now Stinchen is
vegetating away in that cramped, stuffy space, equipped with bedclothes, a
chamber pot and some eau de cologne. Her mother says that at the first sign of
footsteps or any other noise she quickly shuts the hatch. At least shecs till a
virgin.

We feel our way back downstairs. Our building has long since become a
regular barracks. The stench of horses is everywhere, the whole place sprinkled
with manure tracked in by the soldiers. These victors also feel free to piss on any
wall any time they choose. Puddles of urine in the stairwell, on the landings, in
the entrance hall. Evidently they do the same in the abandoned apartments that
they now have entirely to themselves.

Vanya the Child is already waiting in our kitchen, erect as a sentry. his
machine gun at the ready. With the look of aloyal dog he offers to escort us to
the basement. So once again we went down into the dark. several Russians are
still sprawled out in the back hall way, slumbering into the day, on proper
bedding, too, which theyagre managed to get hold of somewhere. One of them is
lying right under the spiral staircase, blocking our way, in his own little puddle
still trickling from his body. Vanya kicks him and he moves aside, muttering
under his breath. Even though hecs just sixteen, Vanya is a sergeant, and
demands that his rank is respected. Andrel has told me that Vanya was sent to
labour on an estate in East Prussia, but joined the advancing Russian army and
quickly climbed the ranks thanks to various heroic deeds.

We grope around the basement, looking for the widowcg things. Things that |
wouldng recognize and that the widow doesng want to identify too carefully, as
she is simply grabbing whatever she feels might come in useful. By the faint
glow from the upper windows, amplified by Vanyags torch, we gather potatoes
and onions and even find a number of jars of preserves, till intact, which we
take down off one of the shelves.



A man comes up, eyes like dlits, makes some lewd comments mixed with
German words. Whereupon Vanya says, as if to no one in particular, M right,
thatcs enough.qAnd the sliteyed man moves on.

The midday meal. We till have more than enough to eat. Compared to my
meagre meals, alone in the attic, Iqn living well here. No more nettles, now
therecs meat, bacon, butter, peas, onions, canned vegetables. Even on his bed of
pain, Herr Pauli manages to eat like a horse E until he starts cursing when he
bites into a stewed pear and pulls along sharp splinter of glass out of his mouth.
| find myself chewing on something jagged as well E evidently one of the jars
we brought from the basement was chipped.

Outside the war is still on. And we have a new morning and evening prayer:
dror al of this we thank the Fuhrer.gA line we know from the years before the
war, when it was printed in praise and thanksgiving on thousands of posters,
proclaimed in speeches. Today the exact same words have precisely the opposite
meaning, full of scorn and derision. | believe thatcs whatcs called a diaectic
conversion.

A quiet afternoon. Anatol is out with his men. Evidently theyqe preparing a
May Day celebration. That makes us anxious, supposedly all Russians are to get
an extraration of vodka.

No Anatol. But around 9p.m. someone else shows up instead, a small man, on
the older side, pockmarked and with scarred cheeks. My heart pounds. What a
terriblel ooking face!

But it turns out he has good manners, uses highly refined language and is very
solicitous. Hecp also the first soldier to address me as @razhdankaq  meaning
@itizeng  which the Russians use for foreign women whom they cang refer to
as @omradeq He introduces himself as Anatolgs new orderly, charged with
informing us that his superior will be joining us for supper and with procuring
the necessary provisions. He tells me all of this from outside the door, which |
havend unchained.

| let him in, offer him a seat. Clearly he was hoping to get into a conversation
with me. Hegs bound to realize that his face isng one to inspire confidence, so
hecp twice as eager to please in some other way. He mentions that hecs from the
Caucasus, from an area that Pushkin visited and where he found much
inspiration. | cang understand everything, since the man is using very
sophisticated expressions and constructing long, elaborate sentences. Still, | take
my cue from QPushkingand manage to name a few tides £ Boris Godunov and
The Postmaster. | tell him that theyqd made a film of The Postmaster in



Germany a few years back, the orderly is clearly pleased to hear it. In short, a
genuine parlour conversation, very unusual. | dong know how to read these men,
and am always taken aback at how they surprise us.

A sudden noise, mencs voices in the kitchen. Anatol? The little orderly
doesng think so. We both rush to the kitchen, run into the widow who is fleeing
invisible terror.

(Watch out, itcp Petkal q

Petka? My God, so hecs still around. Petka with the blond bristles and the
lumber jack paws that shook so much when he launched into his Romeo babble.

The three of us advance into the room. A small Hindenburg lamp on the
pantry is giving out its last light. Apart from that therecs a flickering gleam from
a dying torch, swung by a Russian Igve never seen before. The other man is
Petka, no doubt about it, | can tell from his voice. Since the day before yesterday
(hard to believe, but it really was just two days ago), his love for me has turned
to hate. As soon as he catches sight of me, the spurned Siberian comes lunging
my way. His bristles are standing on end (who knows where his cap is?). His
small eyes are glistening. Hecs dead drunk.

Therecs a sewing machine in the comer next to the window. Petka picks the
whole thing up by its locked cover and hurls it across the kitchen at me. The
heavy piece goes crashing onto the tiles. | duck and call out to the orderly, @o
and get Anatol!qThen | dash behind the other soldier, the one | dong know who
came in with Petka, beg him to help me ward off the drunken man. Petka starts
swinging at me with his fists, but keeps missing because hecs so drunk. Then
without warning he blows out the Hindenburg lamp. The torch battery dies as
well; weqe completely in the dark. | hear Petka panting | smell the alcohol on
his breath. Ign not frightened, not at all E Iqn too busy trying to dodge him,
trying to trip him, and | sense that | have alies near at hand. Finally we manage
to manoeuvre him to the back door. The torch gives one or two final flashes. We
shove Petka down the spiral staircase, hear him falling down severa steps. As he
stumbles he calls out to me how bad | am, nothing but filth, tells me to take my
mother and...

ltcg lam., so itcs already Tuesday F May Day. Exhausted, | plop down in the
wing chair. The small orderly goes back out, this time to get Anatol for sure. |
keep my ears pricked, doze a bit... The widow and Herr Pauli are bound to have
goneto sleep along time ago. But | dong dare to, so | wait.

At last therecs a knock at the front door. Itcs the orderly again, now loaded
with bacon, bread, herring, a canteen full of vodka. Teetering with fatigue, |



search the kitchen for some plates and glasses, then set the table with his help.
The herring fillets are fully boned and daintily curled. | yawn. The orderly
consoles me, Anatol will be right over.q

And he really does show up ten minutes later, dong with the pale blond
lieutenant, still limping on his German hiking pole. Anatol pulls me on his knee
and yawns. GAhhh, to Sleep o q

No sooner have the four of us sat down to eat and drink than therecs another
knock at the door. One of Anatolgs men, sent to bring Anatol and his orderly to
their commander. Something seems to be going on, or maybe it has to do with
the May Day celebration? Anatol sighs, gets up, goes out. The little orderly takes
a hefty bite of bacon sandwich and follows his superior, still chewing.

Theyqe gone, leaving me alone with the blond lieutenant. Restless, he
hobbles around the room leaning on his stick, sits back down, fixes me with his
eyes. The candleisflickering. Iqn so tired | nearly fall off my chair. | cang think
of asingleword in Russian.

He gapes in front of him, announces that he wants to stay here. | start to show
him to the back room. No, he wants to stay in this room. | put a blanket on the
sofa. No, he wants the bed. He whines, on one note, stubborn, like an overly
tired child. Fine, let him go ahead. | lie down on the sofa just as | am, fully
dressed. No, | should go to bed with him. But | dong want to. He starts to pester
me on the sofa. | threaten with Anatol. He laughs crudely. GHe wondg be coming
back tonight.q

| get up to move to the front room, or in with the widow, somewhere. He
gives in, says hecs content to take the sofa, wraps himself in the blanket. So | lie
down on the bed and take off my shoes.

A little later | jump up, startled, hearing his pole tapping in the darkness,
nearer and nearer. Hegp back, wants to get into bed with me. Ign drunk with
fatigue, | resist, babble something, that | dong want to. With a dull, dogged,
cheerless insistence, he refuses to give up, peevishly repeating, @ut Igqn young.c
He cang be more than twenty.

Once, as Ign resisting, | manage to hit his wounded leg. He groans, curses
me, takes a swing at me with his fist. Then he bends over the edge of the bed,
feeling for something on the floor. A moment later | realize that hecs looking for
his hiking pole, which he left next to the bed. A knobbly wooden stick. One
blow on the head with that and Iqn done for. | try to grasp his hands, pull him
away from the edge of the bed. He starts trying to nuzzle me again. | say,
keeping my voice low: QT hatcs just like adog.q



That turns out to please him immensely. He repeats my words, sullenly,
tenaciously: (Y es £ thatos good Bust like dogs very good E the way dogs love B
just like dogs love.qMeanwhile both of us are so exhausted we fall asleep for a
few minutes, then he starts rooting around and pushing again... Iqn so sore, so
wrecked, | go on resisting, stupefied, half Fasleep. His lips are very cold.

Around 5a.m., at the first cockcrow, he gets up, with difficulty, rolls up his
trouser leg and pulls the grubby bandage off his jagged wound. | shrink back,
involuntarily, then ask, @an | help?qHe shakes his head, stares at me a while £
then spits right in front of my bed, spits contempt. He leaves. One nightmare
fadesaway. | deep like alog for three hours more.



TUESDAY, 1 MAY 1945, AFTERNOON

We started off anxious and apprehensive, sitting in the kitchen from 8a.m. on,
already worn out, waiting for whatever new evil the day might bring. But it
began the same as always. Suddenly the kitchen was full of men E some familiar,
some wegd never seen. One dressed in a white smock introduced himself as a
baker, and quietly promised flour and bread, much flour and much bread, if I...
(most of them say dloveqor even (narrygor sometimes ssimply Gleep withq but
all thisman did was look off to the side).

Some shouting came up from the street, and they all rushed out of the kitchen.
A little later they were lined up in two rows, right in full view under the maple
tree. Anatol was pacing in front of them, every inch the sub lieutenant, but
clearly in high spirits. he was giving a speech, his hands stuck in the pockets of
his leather jacket. | could make out a few bits and pieces. (Qhe first of May...
victory at hand... enjoy yourselves but remember what Comrade Stalin has
decreed.qetc. Then he gave his men a roguish wink, and the men grinned back.
Andrel stepped up, asked a question and got an answer. Two or three others
raised their hands as well, just like in school, then they started asking questions,
and speaking without restraint. | saw no signs of military discipline E no tight
ranks or smart saluting. Comrade Sub lieutenant was acting very comradely
indeed. Throughout the ceremony the katyushas by the school kept howling
away; leaving trails of fire across the sulphurByellow sky.

| was miserable, sore, barely dragging myself around. The widow got her
medicine chest out from the crawl space where shegd hidden it, and gave me a
tin with some remnants of Vaseline.

| couldng help thinking about how good Icd had it, until now E the fact that
love had always been a pleasure and never a pain. | had never been forced, nor
had | ever had to force myself. Everything had been good the way it was. But
whatgs making me so miserable right now is not so much the excess itself,
extreme though it is; itcs the fact that my body has been mistreated, taken against
itswill and pain is how it responds to the abuse.

lgn reminded of a girlfriend from school, now married, who confessed to me
at the beginning of the war that in a certain way she felt physically better without
her husband, who had been drafted, than she had earlier in the marriage.
Consummation of the marriage had always been painful and joyless, though she



did the best she could to keep this from her husband. Thatcg probably what they
mean by frigid. Her body wasng ready. And frigid is what Igqve been during these
encounters. It cang be otherwise, nor should it be; as long as Ign nothing more
than a spoil of war | intend to stay dead and numb, without feeling.

Around noon | was able to save two lives, just by chance. It started when a
German, an older man | didng know, knocked on our front door and called out
for @he lady who knows Russiangq meaning me. | have to admit | was reluctant
to go with him since he was mumbling something about revolvers and shooting,
but in the end | followed him downstairs. To my relief | saw that the Russians
were Anatolgs men, mostly NCOs. (Thanks to Anatolcs basic instruction Ign
now pretty good at distinguishing the ranks.) The elderly postmaster was there as
well, in his dippers completely silent, his face to the wall, his shoulders
slumped, his head sunk. His wife, beside him, had turned round and kept
yammering the same words over and over, very fast.

What was going on? Apparently the refugee girl who had been lodged at the
postmastercs, who just this past Saturday morning had been moaning to us about
not being able to go on any more and ending it all £ apparently sheqd been
caught in the stairwell with a revolver in her coat pocket. She probably brought
it al the way from Konigsberg, no one realy knows for sure. Anyhow, she
broke away from her pursuers, raced up the stairs and somehow vanished in the
maze of attic rooms. No onegg seen her since. So they ransacked the postmastercg
whole apartment and found E God forbid! E a photo of her... next to a soldier
from the SS. The Russians have the picture right there, they show it to me. |
have to verify that it is indeed the girl from Konigsberg. The SS man could be
her fiance, or most likely her brother, since he has the same large head.

So the Russians have detained the elderly couple as hostages, now theygve
threatened to shoot them if they dong produce the girl, if they dong say where
sheis hiding.

| can start by clearing up a misconception. The Russians think the postmaster
and his wife are the girlcs parents E evidently these men are still used to proper
families, they dong realize how jumbled and scattered our homes have become,
arend familiar with our patchwork households. As soon as they learn that the girl
was only lodging there, that she was a complete stranger, they change their tone.
And right away the old woman, whocg been watching us closely, her frightened
eyes going back and forth between the Russians and me Fright away she takes
advantage of a lull in the conversation and starts cursing and vilifying the girl
from Konigsberg, hoping to curry favour with the Russians. theyqd been forced



to take the girl in, theyqe fed up with her, shecs nothing but trouble, they areng
surprised at anything. And if the woman knew where the girl was hiding shecd
say. After al, she has no reason to keep it a secret. And so on.

She really would give the girl away, if she could E no doubt about it. She
keeps repeating the same nonsense, her voice shaking with fear, while her
husband keeps standing there with his face to the wall, impassive and inert.

Meanwhile | talk and talk, explaining to the Russians that the girl couldng
possibly have intended to kill any of them, jthat | myself had heard her say she
was planning to commit suicide, which shegs probably long since done it. Maybe
theyd! find her body very soon. (The word for suicide E samoubistvo Eisng in
the soldiercg dictionary either. | got Andrel to teach it to me.)

Little by little the tension eases. | go so far as to portray the postmaster and
his wife in a comic light, as a pair of silly old fools who dong have a clue about
anything. In the end the postmaster turns back from the wall, threads of saliva
dribbling from his open mouth, just like a baby. The woman is silent, her bright
oldAady eyes darting wildly between the Russians and me. Finally they are both
allowed to leave, unscathed.

The Russians instruct me to inform all the civilians in the building that if
another weapon is found the entire place will be burned to the ground, according
to martial law. And they swear to find the girl and liquidate her.

My merry vodkaFdrinkers are completely changed E beyond recognition!
They give not the dlightest indication of al the times theyqgve sat at our little
round table and drunk my health. Their happy singing doesng mean a thing,
evidently, work iswork and drink is drink E at |east for these three. | better make
anote of that, and be careful with them.

Afterwards | am quite pleased with myself, but also scared. Intervening like
that is a good way to attract attention, and sticking out like a sore thumb wong
do me a bit of good. | have to admit that Iqn afraid; Icd like to stay hidden. As||
was leaving, the German whoqd fetched me asked me to trandate a Russian
phrase heqd heard many times: @itler durak.ql told him what it means. Qditler is
a fool.q The Russians say it al the time, triumphantly; as if it were their own
discovery.



WEDNESDAY, 2 MAY 1945, AND THE REST OF TUESDAY

| spent half of Tuesday afternoon sitting by Herr Paulics bed, updating my
account. To play it safe Igve doctored the last few pages of this notebook to look
like a GermanFRussian vocabulary, which | can aways show to any Russian
who comes bursting in and wants to see what Ign writing. | actually had to do
this on one occasion, and was promptly rewarded with praise and a pat on the
shoulder.

Towards evening we heard some commotion, someone kicking and pounding
the front door. | opened it a crack, keeping the chain on, and caught a glimpse of
something white E the baker from Tuesday morning, in his military issue smock.
He wanted to come in. | didng want him to, and acted as if Anatol were inside.
Then he asked me for some other girl, any girl, an address, a hint as to where he
might find one E he said heqd give her flour for it, much flour, and me, too, for
mediating. | dong know of any girl, I dond want to know any. He got pushy,
forced hisfoot in the door, started tearing at the chain. With difficulty | managed
to push him out and slam the door.

Yes, girls are a commodity increasingly in short supply. Now everyonecg
ready when the men go on the hunt for women, so they lock up their girls, hide
them in the crawl spaces, pack them off to secure apartments. At the pump
people whisper about a woman doctor whocg fixed up a room in the airFraid
shelter as a quarantine hospital, with big signs in German and Russian warning
of typhus. But the patients are just very young girls from the neighbouring
apartment buildings, and the quarantine is a ruse the doctor came up with to
preserve their virginity.

A little later we heard more noise. Two men we hadng seen before had
managed to get into the empty apartment next door. The wall separating the
apartments from ours was damaged in one of the last air raids, so that therecs a
hole about six feet up, nearly a foot wide. The men next door must have shoved
a table against the wall right under the hole; they started shouting through the
chink that weq better open our door at once or theyad shoot us. (Apparently they
didng realize our back door was wide open.) One of the men shone his torch into
our hall; the other levelled his automatic. But we know theyqe never quite that
triggerhappy E especially not when theyqe as sober and quick Ftongued as
these two seemed to be. So | put on a silly act, attempting to be funny in



Russian. Anyway, they were just two boys, not a hair on their chins. | cgoled
them and even lectured them about the ukaz of Great Comrade Stalin. Finally
they got down from their shooting gallery, kicked our front door a bit with their
boots and left, so we breathed a sigh of relief. It somewhat reassuring to know
that if need be | can run upstairs and call one of Anatolgs men to help. By now
most of them know that weqe Anatolcs private game reserve.

Even so, the widow started feeling more and more uneasy, especialy when
evening came and none of our usual guests showed up. Taking advantage of a
cam moment in the stairwell, she darted upstairs to establish contact with the
other residents. Ten minutes later she was back. @Please come up to Frau
Wendtcg. There are some very nice Russians. Itcgs downright pleasant.q

Frau Wendt is the woman with the weeping eczema E on her own, around
fifty, the one who tied her wedding ring to her pants. It turns out that shecg
moved in with the former housekeeper for our westwardFdeparted landlord,
another example of the rampant regrouping, random alliances, forming out of
fear and need. Their small kitchen was stuffy and full of tobacco smoke. In the
candlelight | could make out both women and three Russians. The table in front
of them was piled with canned goods, most without labels, presumably German
provisions now turned Russian booty. One of the Russians immediately handed
the widow one of thetins.

The women asked me not to speak any Russian, so | just played stupid. None
of these Russians knew me. One, named Seryosha, squeezed right up to me and
put his arm around my hip. Whereupon one of the others intervened and said, in
a gentle voice: @Brot her, please, none of that.qAnd Seryosha, caught in the act,
moved away.

lom amazed. The man who spoke is young, with a handsome face and dark,
regular features. His eyes are bright. His hands are white and slender. He looks
at me seriously and says in clumsy German, QNicht haben Ang st.q Not to be
afraid.

Frau Wendt whispers to the widow and me that this Russian is named Stepan.
He lost hiswife arid two children in a German air raid on Kiev, but hegs forgiven
usall and ispractically asaint.

Next the third Russian, whocs small and pockmarked, shoves me a can of
meat that hecs opened with his penknife. He hands me the knife and gestures for
me to eat. | spear a few large, fatty pieces and stick them in my mouth E Ign
hungry. All three Russians ook at me approvingly. Then Frau Wendt opens her
kitchen cupboard and shows us row after row of canned goods, all brought by



the three men. It redly is pleasant here. At the same time neither of the two
women could be called attractive : Frau Wendt has her eczema, and the ex-
housekeeper is like a mouse E worried, withered and bespectacled. Enough to
give a rapist second thoughts. Heaven only knows why these men have set up
here, dragging all those cans of food.

lod be happy to stay longer. Stepan positively radiates protection. | gaze at
him open#mouthed, and in my mind rename him Alyosha, from the Brothercg
Karamazov. But the widowcp getting restless. Shegs concerned about Herr Pauli,
al alone in his bed, although itcp clear that our men E especially those who are
sick and bedridden £ have nothing to fear from the Russians. Itcs impossible to
imagine one of these soldiers swinging his hips and approaching a man with a
whispered, dLetcs go.qTheyqe al hopelessly normal.

Seryosha takes the candle and escorts us to the door, pious as a lamb under
Stepancg eye, risking no more than a gentle pinch on my upper arm as we leave.

We trot downstairs, each with our own can of meat. We hear happy music
coming from our apartment and find things there in high gear. Practically all of
Anatolqs contingent are camped out in the living room, having let themselvesin
through the eternally open back door. Somewhere theygqve come up with an
accordion and are taking turns. They all try their hand at playing, but none of
them really knows how, and the results are as expected. Even so theyqe
laughing and enjoying themselves E after al, it May Day and they want to
celebrate. No one knows where Anatol is. They say hecs out on business, he has
alot to take care of.

We go into Herr Paulics bedroom E and find Russians there as well: the sullen
lieutenant with his hiking pole covered in badges, and someone else hecg
evidently brought along whom he introduces offhandedly as Major Fovich SoF
andFSo. (They have a way of whispering and mumbling both their patronymics
and their last names. They want to keep their identities secret, so they never say
more than a typical Esounding first name and their rank, which you can figure out
anyway if you know what to look for.)

| stare at the blond lieutenant, full of loathing, and wish him elsewhere. He
acts as if he doesng know me E distant and forma and flawlessly polite. The
major hecg brought along is even more polite, leaping to his feet when we enter,
bowing asif at a dance lesson, greeting each of usindividually. Tall and slender,
dark hair, clean uniform. One of hislegs drags alittle. After amoment | notice a
third person in the room, another new face. He has been sitting motionless by the
window; now the major calls him over and he steps our way, blinking in the



candlelight Ean Asian with thick jaws and narrow, swollen eyes. They introduce
him as the magorcs orderly, and then the man immediately withdraws to his
corner by the window where he turns up the collar of his grey woolen coat to
help against the wind blowing in from outside.

Now four of us are sitting around Paulicg bed: the widow, me, the surly blond
lieutenant and the major, who does all the talking. He asks me to trandlate his
polite flourishes and carefully weighed words for Herr Pauli and the widow. He
thinks theyqe married. As we carry on our exchange, the mgjor and | size each
other up furtively. | dong know what to make of the man, so | keep an eye on
him. He offers some cigars that hecs been carrying loose in his jacket pocket.
Pauli thanks him, takes two and lights one, puffing away, with help from the
major. They smoke awhile in peace and quiet; now and then the major holds the
ashtray out for Herr Pauli, very politely. All of a sudden he jumps up and asks if
he us disturbing us, in which case hed| leave right away, at once! And he makes
a show of getting ready to leave. No, no, we beg to differ, hegs not bothering us.
He sits back down immediately and goes on smoking in silence. A perfect model
of etiquette. Another completely new sample from the apparently inexhaustible
collection the USSR has sent our way. Whatcs more, heggs visibly nervous. his
hand with the cigar is shaking. Or maybe he has a fever Eweqve just learned that
hecs been wounded in the knee. He was in the same hospital as the lieutenant,
which is how they know each other. (So the Russians are in the hospital as well.
Icd like to know how they managed to squeeze in and where they sent our people
who as of last week had filled every bed in every available space.)

Meanwhile, the glee club has taken its accordion and moved on out of our
apartment. Things quieten down, | steal a peek at the lieutenantos watch. The
hands are nearing eleven. The widow, Herr Pauli and | swap glances, unsure
what to expect from these guests.

Now the major gives an order to the Asian by the window, who reachesin his
coat pocket and barely manages to pull out... a bonafide bottle of the best
German champagne! He places it on the stand next to Paulicg bed, in the pool of
candelight. In no time the widow is off for glasses, and we clink and sip
champagne while the major and the surly lieutenant carry on a quiet
conversation thatcg evidently not meant for me. Finally the major faces me
directly and asks: Vhat do you know about Fascism?qHis voice is as stern and
strict as a schoolmastercg.

Jrascism?q] stutter.

(Y es, please. Explain the origin of the word. Name the country where this



political movement originated.q

| think desperately for a moment, then blurt something about Italy, Mussolini,
the ancient Romans, fascio as a bundle of rods, which | try to illustrate using the
lieutenantcs badgecovered stick... Fand all the while my hands and knees cang
stop shaking, because | suddenly think | know what this mgor represents and
what hecs after. He wants to subject me to a political exam, ferret out my belief
s, my past Eal in order to draft me into some Russian job, as an interpreter or
army helper. Who knows? | see myself being dragged off and enslaved
somewhere in some waritorn town... Or are these GPU men hoping to recruit me
as an informer? A hundred horrible thoughts flash in my mind | can feel my
hands turning to lead and dropping, | can hardly finish what Iqn saying.

| must have blanched because the widow looks at me, though she doesng
understand a word weqe saying. Shecs obviously concerned, puzzled. Then |
hear the major speaking to the blond lieutenant. He sounds satisfied: (Y es, she
does have a decent knowledge of politics.JAnd he raises his glass and drinks my
health.

| breathe with relief, my heart stuck in my throat. Apparently lave passed the
exam, which was only designed to test my basic knowledge. | finish my glass,
which isrefilled with the last of the champagne. The widowcs eyes are drooping.
Itog time for the gueststo leave.

Suddenly therecs a new tone, an open proposition. The lieutenant sums it up
in two sentences. (Here is the mgjor. He wants to ask you, citizen, if you find
him pleasant.q

Out of the clouds and back to earth, | stare at the two men, dumbfounded. All
of a sudden the major is fiddling with his cigar, carefully stubbing it out in the
ashtray; as if he hadng heard what the lieutenant asked on his behalf Itcg so dark
| cang make out the orderly whocs still sitting mutely by the window. No
champagne for him.

Silence. The widow looks at me, lifting her shoulders enquiringly.

Then the lieutenant, toneless, cam: dpo you find the major pleasant? Can you
love him?q

Love? That damned word, | cand hear it any more. Ign so shaken, so
dishearted, that | dong know what to say or what to do. After all, the lieutenant
Is part of Anatolcg circle, so he knows about the taboo. Does this mean Anatol is
no longer around? Could this major be his successor in the field? And does he
think that means he can inherit me as well? He cang be thinking that £ hecg just
told us that hecs been staying in the hospital, that he has a bed there.



| stand up and say; ANo. | dong understand.q

The lieutenant follows me through the room, limping on his stick, while the
major goes on sitting by Paulics bedside, seemingly detached, looking right past
the two Germans frozen there in silence, helpless and scared.

| murmur to the lieutenant: And Anatol? What about Anatol ?q

GWhat Anatol ?qhe shouts, coarsely; loudly. §hat do you mean, Anatol? The
mancs long gone. Hegs been transferred to staff headquarters.q

Anatol gone? Just like that, without a word? Is it true? But the lieutenant
sounds so certain, so superior, so scornful.

My head is spinning. Now the major gets up as well, says goodbye to the
widow and Herr Pauli with great ceremony. | hear him thanking them repeatedly
for their hospitality. Neither Pauli nor the widow has the faintest idea of the
procuring being conducted. And | dong dare speak to them in German, right in
front of the other two. | know from experience that the Russians dong like that Z
they immediately suspect conspiracy; treason.

The major heads towards the door, bowing to all of us. The Asian comes
waddling over from the window. | hold my candle up to light the way out for all
three. The major traipses very slowly through the hall, his right leg dragging
dightly; hecs clearly doing his best to minimize the limping. The lieutenant
shoves me with his elbow, asks rudely; Qvell? You mean youqe still thinking
about it?q Then therecs a short discussion between him and the major about
where to spend the night, whether in the hospital, or... And once again the
lieutenant asks me, coldly but politely, @ould we possibly spend the night here?
All three of us?q And he points to the mgjor and to the Asian standing beside
them half asleep.

All three? Y es, why not? That way we have protection for the night, so | lead
the three of them to the back room, next to the kitchen. Theregs a broad couch
there with several woolen blankets. The lieutenant and the Asian push past me
into the room. The lieutenant quickly pulls the door shut. Before it closes | see
him shining atorch.

|lom standing in the kitchen, candle in hand. The major is standing next to me,
in silence. He politely asks me where the bathroom is. | show him the door and
hand him the candle. While | wait for him by the kitchen window, looking out
into the dark, the door to the back room opens again. The surly blond lieutenant,
aready in his undershirt, hisses at me: about us £ yesterday F nobody needs to
know about that.qAnd then hecs gone. | have to think a moment. What does he
mean, Gbout us?q Then | remember the previous night: the dogsq love, his



