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This is for Dr Barbara Ansell of Northwick Park Hospital and Great Ormond Street Hospital for Sick Children – with love.


The way we selected our victims was as follows: we had two SS doctors on duty at Auschwitz to examine the incoming transports of prisoners. These would be marched by one of the doctors, who would make spot decisions as they walked by. Those who were fit to work were sent into the camp. Others were sent immediately to the extermination plants. Children of tender years were invariably exterminated since by reason of their youth they were unable to work.

Part of a sworn deposition made at Nuremberg dated 5th April 1946, and signed by SS-Obersturmführer Rudolf Hoess, Commandant of Auschwitz


Chapter 1

THE SMALL bedroom window was wide open, the curtain lifting and falling slowly in the breeze. And in the distance the sound of tennis balls on taut-stringed rackets. The sounds of Hampstead on a summer’s day. It seemed so senseless, but typical, that the old man had survived the bleak winter and the long drawn-out spring only to die in the first week of summer weather.

He knew it was going to happen. The doctor and the hospital had said that it was only a matter of days. And his father wanted to come home to die. There was no more that they, or he, could do, and he knew somehow that this was to be the day. It was no longer days but hours and minutes.

The old man lay with his head in the soft valley of the pillow, spots of bright red blood speckling his chest and his pyjama jacket. The washed-out blue eyes that dominated the shrunken face stared into the distance as if he were already walking slowly away from the world to some far-distant place. As he held the old man’s hand its skin was as dry and fragile as an autumn leaf, and the hand itself was cold and flaccid.

Weeks ago he made out a list of the things he would have to do when his father died. At the time it had seemed just a routine. Notifying a few friends, the death certificate, the funeral arrangements and the sad bureaucratic paraphernalia of death. But now it was so near it seemed too cold, too little, to mark the end of a life that had been so distorted and yet so courageous.

The telephone rang in the hall below but he made no move to answer it. Affection and instinct made him stay, his eyes heavy with sleep as he sat on the edge of the bed.

It was ten minutes later when the racking, gurgling cough made him hurriedly turn his head to stare transfixed at the flood of bright scarlet blood that gushed from the slack mouth to cover the thin arm, the chest and the sheets with its patina of vivid colour. The purpled eyelids were closed over the protruding eyes and when he laid his hand on the old man’s chest there was no longer a heartbeat. For long moments he sat there, overcome with inertia, trying not to think of the years of willing sacrifice that had just ended. Sadness borne with few outward signs, with great faith that the best was yet to come. The violin-playing that had earned a living, and a man who shed tears too easily at Puccini love duets, Mendelssohn and Max Bruch. A man who laughed, embarrassed, as he brushed away the tears saying, ‘For God’s sake – that Bruch wasn’t even a Jew. What was “Kol Nidrei” to him?’

They’d lived in Swietokrzyska Street and his father had said that they would be safe now that the wall had been built to mark off the Warsaw ghetto. But two months later they had come in the middle of the night. He was too young to understand who ‘they’ were, but he knew they were Germans and that they were called the SS.

The shouting and screaming had woken him, and the fear on his parents’ faces had frightened him as they stood there trembling. And then the floodlights shining in through the window. His father kissing his mother, tears pouring down his face as he ran from the room. Then his mother had swept him up in her arms and they were going down the stairs. As they turned in the hallway to go to the back-yard he saw an axe-head splitting the wood of the front door.

She ran with him, panting and sobbing as she clutched him to her. Into another house, one that had already been searched. Up the stairs to an empty bedroom. Crouching behind the wreckage of a bed she had put her hand over his mouth as the noise of hob-nailed boots came up the stairs.

They had held their breaths as the two SS men shone torches round the room, and after a few minutes they heard the footsteps going down the stairs. The next morning another patrol had found them and an angry scharführer had shouted at his mother, calling her a Jewish sow. Then it had been a welter of screaming blows until they were with all the others in the square. He had never seen so many people. There was no shouting, just silence and the stamping of the guards’ boots. There were no other people in the Warsaw streets as they were herded like sheep to the train and the night.

For three days and four nights the waggons had rumbled south, the acrid, sickening stench of urine and excrement saturating the fetid air in the waggon with its freight of eighty or more men, women and children. And day and night he clung to his mother, frightened by the hysterical shouting and screaming of prayers in Polish, German and Yiddish.

Once a day the double doors were swung open, light streamed in and the cries and prayers stopped as they queued for the stale black bread and greasy water.

When the train finally ended its journey the men were separated from the women and children. The big banner across the arched entrance said, ‘Arbeit macht frei.’ ‘Work brings freedom.’ He asked his mother what it meant but she just shook her head.

As he sat there lost in his thoughts the doorbell rang downstairs. He shivered involuntarily as he stood up wearily and went down the stairs into the narrow hall and opened the door.

The man who was standing there was tall and thin. In his late thirties, but looking older because of his old-fashioned moustache. He was smiling.

‘Hi, Jake. I’ve been trying to get you on the phone. They want to have a meeting. Something’s coming up. They’d like you to come along.’

‘You’d better come in. What time is it?’

‘Just after three. You been asleep or something?’

Jacob Malik closed the front door when the man was inside and walked into the sitting room pointing to an armchair.

‘Sit down, Arthur.’

As the man sat down he looked up at Malik’s face.

‘Are you all right?’

‘What’s it all about, Arthur?’

‘Jenkins called a meeting after he’d been to the FO.’

‘Go on.’

‘There was a report from the West German desk.’

‘What about?’

Then Arthur Palmer was staring at Malik’s hand.

‘Jesus, you’ve got blood all over your hand. What’s happened?’

‘My father died. He had a haemorrhage.’

‘When? When did it happen?’

‘About fifteen minutes ago.’

Palmer stared at him. ‘You mean here? In this house?’

‘Yes.’

‘Oh my God, Jake. Why on earth didn’t you say? I didn’t even know you had a father. I’m terribly sorry. Is there anything I can do to help you?’

‘No.’

‘I’ll go back at once and tell Jenkins. They can postpone the meeting.’ He stood up. ‘I’ll be in touch in a couple of days … are you quite sure I can’t help?’

‘No, you can’t help.’

‘Well. You know where I am. I’ll let myself out.’

Jake Malik made the phone calls, and all the rituals of bureaucracy and religion were observed. A few old men, friends of his father, came to pay their last respects. No relatives came because there were no relatives still alive. There had been only one small surprise. When he opened the cigar box there was a Will. Witnessed by Hyman Freytag, a friend of his father and a solicitor. Everything the old man had, the Will said, was for his son Jacob. It wasn’t that that was the surprise. It was the tattered birth certificate. The name on the paper showed that his father was Jacob Malik, although he had always called himself Abraham Malik. It didn’t take all that much working out. He had given his son his own real name and he’d taken Abraham as his own name because it was even more Jewish. It was a badge, a banner against the Germans, and maybe against the world. A small act of defiance? Or was it to mark the change in his life that came when the cattle trucks rattled their way to Auschwitz with his wife and son?

There were two other men at the graveside. Rabbi Rabinowitz said the last prayers and a man he didn’t recognise stood there until it was over and then without a word or a glance had hurried away. Malik wanted to get it over but he exchanged a few words with the Rabbi and promised to keep in touch. The old man’s days in the Warsaw ghetto with his father deserved whatever courtesies he could muster. Then he walked to Highgate station and bought a ticket to Waterloo. As he sat on the bench waiting for the train he looked across at a poster advertising Cadbury’s Milk Chocolate. The blue paper and the silver foil were turned down to display a row of individual pieces. In Auschwitz, just one of those small cubes could have assuaged your terrible hunger, bought you sex if you were a man or saved you a beating from a Kapo. And as the train roared into the station he remembered why he kept thinking of his father’s swollen eyelids as he lay dying. They were exactly like the eyes of the first person he had watched as he died. The old Jew in Hut 18, the second day they were in the camp. Sitting like a heap of rags against the wall he had cried out several times as he was dying but nobody had done anything. They just left him there to die. His eyelids had been swollen and red and protruding like his father’s.

Jenkins had left a message for him at the security desk and he was escorted up to his office. Jenkins was a dark stocky Welshman. A tough but amiable man in his fifties who had been a department head in SIS for as long as anyone could remember. He was standing, waiting for his visitor after the call from downstairs. He held out his hand and then took Malik’s hand in both of his.

‘It was good of you to come in, Jake, and I warned the others if you’re not up to it we shall postpone the meeting until you are.’

‘I’ll be all right.’

‘I was so sorry to hear the news. I remember the few minutes I spent with your father. When was it? Must have been two, maybe three years ago. He was so proud of you, you know. In his modest way. A grand man. You’ll miss him, I’m sure.’ He paused, head on one side. ‘How about you take some of your leave to have a break?’

‘No, sir. Maybe I’ll take a break later on.’

‘It’s up to you, my boy. Well, let’s go down to the others.’

There was Jenkins; Arthur Palmer, Jenkins’ PA; and Truslove from the German (West) desk. A thin, brown file lay in front of Jenkins’ place at the table, and it was he who started the meeting. He looked at Jake Malik as he talked, and it was obvious that the others already knew what it was all about.

‘As you know, Jake, we’ve got an arrangement with the West Germans that if they get involved in certain kinds of problems with the KGB, we have the option of dealing with the problem ourselves instead of involving Bonn. They have a similar deal with the Americans. It looks like we’ve got one of those problems now.’ He leaned back in his chair. ‘Not a major problem, thank God, but a tricky one.

‘There’s been an outbreak of anti-Semitism in several West German cities. Anti-Jewish graffiti, daubings on synagogues, graves defiled. The usual sort of hooliganism. But the Germans think that it’s KGB-inspired. That’s why we’re involved.’

Malik frowned. ‘What would the KGB gain in supporting anti-Semitism?’

‘To create anti-German feeling in the rest of the world. Evidence that the Nazis are still there, biding their time. The Russians are probably reckoning that the West Germans will be more amenable to reviving Soviet-German detente if they feel isolated. That’s just speculation. We just don’t know.’

‘Maybe it was genuine anti-Jewish groups.’

‘Could be. That’s why you’ve been brought into it. We want you to check it out, one way or another.’

‘What sort of team can I have?’

‘None, I’m afraid. You can have all the facilities you need but no bodies. But the Germans have offered one of their men to work with you,’

‘You mean just two of us to penetrate all these groups? How many groups are there?’

‘We don’t know. The estimate is eight or nine. You don’t have to do anything about breaking them up, or getting in deep. That can be done later when we know what they’re up to.’

‘Why the obstacle course?’

Jenkins shrugged. ‘It’s pretty low-grade stuff, Jake. We’re only obliging Bonn so that they don’t make things worse by blowing it up into a full-scale diplomatic incident. We just want to know what’s going on.’

‘Why me, sir?’

‘You’ve got the experience, Jake, and the qualifications. You speak German … you know your way around …’

‘Nothing more than that?’

‘No. What had you got in mind?’ Jenkins looked mildly irritated.

Malik shrugged. ‘Can I see what we’ve got on file?’

Jenkins pointed to the file on the table. ‘It’s all there, Jake, and Truslove can fill you in on our talks with Bonn.’

‘When do you want me to start?’

‘As soon as you’re ready. The flap died down once we told the Germans we’d deal with it.’

‘Who do I report to?’

‘To me. If I’m not around you can contact Palmer and he’ll pass it on. I don’t need daily reports. Just keep me in the picture when there’s anything worthwhile.’

‘Who’s in charge? Me or the German?’

‘You. It’s an SIS operation now.’

Jenkins stood up and so did Palmer, and after they had left Truslove leaned back in his chair smiling, and said, ‘D’you want me to translate what the Welsh Wizard was saying?’

‘I got the message, Tony. Don’t make a nuisance of myself. Don’t probe too deeply. Don’t get exposed, but keep the Germans happy.’

Truslove smiled. ‘That’s about it. Let’s go for a beer and I’ll fill you in on the politics.’

It was eleven o’clock when he left the pub in Victoria. The night sky was clear and he decided to walk back to Hampstead. He needed to slow down his mind. He wondered whether Jenkins wasn’t right and that it might be wiser to take a few days’ leave. He wasn’t physically tired but his mind was out of gear and just sleeping might do him good. The black thoughts didn’t really start until he got to Mornington Crescent, when he heard the goods waggons being shunted in the sidings outside Euston Station. For a moment he stood still, his eyes closed, his fists clenched and he cried out in the darkness before he shivered and walked on.

Those bloody waggons. The sound of them still made him cold with fear.

‘I don’t remember the date, Father. I really don’t.’

‘But the year.’

‘I’m not sure; I think it must have been 1944.’

‘Why do you think that, son?’

Jake Malik sighed again and shook his head. ‘I wasn’t old enough to know, Dad. I didn’t know about dates.’

‘Was it summer?’

‘I think so.’

‘What happened?’

‘I don’t know. She just didn’t come for me in the hut.’

‘Did you ask where she was?’

‘Yes.’

‘What did they say?’

‘Nobody knew. Nobody answered. You know how it was.’

‘Did they say she was dead?’

‘No, nobody said anything. She just didn’t come back.’

The old man’s voice trembled. ‘I need a date to remember, boy. Just something. Anything.’

‘I know, Dad, I’m sorry I can’t help you.’

The old man had put his arm round the boy’s shoulders.

‘I’m sorry, boy. Don’t be upset. It’s just one of my bad days. I’ll be better tomorrow. Have you done your homework?’

‘Yes, Dad.’

‘You like some warm milk or chocolate drink in bed?’

‘Just water, Dad. In a glass.’

And upstairs in the dark, tucked up in his bed, he lay there trying to remember. At first they’d let her take him in the other hut, the guardroom alongside the Lager Kommandant’s house. She’d warned him not to talk or move or do anything. And he’d watched her undress and get on the guardroom bed with the SS man. It was always three men. One after the other; and afterwards his mother and he would sit at the table by the telephone and the typewriter and eat the black bread and a bowl of soup. He hadn’t known then what they were doing to his mother but he knew now. And he knew that he must never tell his father. And he knew that she had had no choice and that it was to try and keep them both from the gas chambers.

He had no idea what had happened to her. After a time she had started going alone to the hut and she would come back for him every morning. But that day she hadn’t come back. And he had never seen her again. An old woman had told him that the guards had grown tired of her and she’d been sent to the ovens. But the old woman was a crazed skeleton, and anyway he hadn’t understood what she meant. He understood now. It must have been 1945 when she didn’t come back. January or February. Because it was only a few months later that the Russians had come.

He was asleep when his father came up to bed and the old man had switched on the light to look at his son. He stood there silently, his eyes on the boy’s face. The long black eyelashes, the neat nose and the soft full lips were just like hers.
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