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To Angélique


1

‘Beware the month Lenaion, ox-flaying days.’

The line had come to him suddenly, at six-thirty that morning. The men had been chipping ice from the windscreens of the lorries, their breath turning to steam in the bitter cold. They had cursed prodigiously as they worked, unleashing grotesque torrents of verbal obscenity. He had paced uneasily about the preparations, angry and impotent, wondering whether he should react, and if so how. He was too old for this sort of thing. Didn’t they realise he was seventy-one, for God’s sake? He was a scholar, not a porter’s foreman; a connoisseur, not a driver’s mate. Then he’d thought of the line of poetry, and taken from it an obscure comfort. Where was it from? The Greek Anthology, perhaps. Its repetition as the day unfolded had eased his spirit. Their progress over rutted and crowded roadways had been painfully slow, every delay knocking them further behind schedule; but he had clung on to the words, savouring them as some sort of link with civilisation, setting his suffering in a more sympathetic context. The month Lenaion: that was the Ancient Greek February. This was February too. And these too were ox-flaying days. But the Greek poet had lived two thousand years ago and could not conceivably have understood the agony of an ox-flaying day spent juddering across the plain of Saxony incarcerated in the cab of a draughty furniture van, the irregular pounding of its engine never quite loud enough to extinguish the low thud of distant Bolshevik guns. Dr Arnold Weil, Classical graduate of Göttingen University, was cold, peevish and afraid.

It was curious that he should now seek refuge in a line of Greek poetry. He had abandoned his Classical studies many years ago, turning instead to art history. Latterly he had discovered a gift for art restoration. In this capacity he had been working for the Dresden Museum for the past twenty years. It must be half a century since he had read those words in the original Greek; apparently forgotten, they had stuck in an obscure corner of his memory like barnacles welded to some submerged hulk. Now the shock of his present ordeal had dislodged them, suddenly, into circulation again. They spoke of another, vastly preferable world, where cold was no more than a picturesque feature of the pastoral idyll, where culture and reason might find a refuge unthreatened by Soviet artillery.

He sat perched on the passenger seat like a nervous crow. Glancing uneasily across at the driver, he delved deep into the pocket of his dilapidated great-coat for a cigarette packet. He clawed at matches with gloved fingers. Two in succession would not strike and fell broken to the floor. The most basic facilities of life were unreliable these days. There: at last he had done it. Light sprang from his shaking hand, and he inhaled gratefully. God knew with what substance they lengthened the meagre quantity of tobacco in these things: boot-laces, he had heard it suggested, or rat’s faeces. One of Dresden’s main industries was the manufacture of cigarettes, and some strange rumours had been coming out of the factories recently. But any cigarettes were better than nothing. He was putting them back into his pocket when he remembered the driver. Clumsily he proffered the packet.

‘Would you … er?’ What was the fellow’s name?

The man did not speak, but nodded his head curtly without removing his gaze from the road. He was blond, in his thirties, with three days’ growth of beard on his chin, and watery, unhealthy eyes. It was hard to tell whether he was actively hostile or merely uncommunicative. Weil hastened to remind himself in mitigation of his companion’s surliness that the road demanded concentration, and the preciousness of their load outweighed all other considerations. The way was pitted with pot-holes and patches of black, treacherous ice. You couldn’t afford to relax. Now, as Weil fumbled with the packet, the driver shot out a quick and practised hand to extract a cigarette and, placing it between his lips, motioned Weil to light it for him. Two more matches failed, then the third flared. Weil’s shaking fist moved the flame towards the inclined head whose eyes never left the road ahead. He lit the tip, just as the fire licked his own fingers. The pain was sharp and shocking. Weil dropped the spent stick and nursed his hand in his coat, determined to hide his distress from his companion lest it might compromise his authority. But he could not quite suppress a lingering sense of horror at the incident; an irrational but deep-seated horror of burning flesh.

He must speak to the driver again; the situation demanded it.

‘What time do you think we’ll get there, Gotz?’ he asked, and was relieved to find that the driver’s name had returned to him, drifting back into his consciousness with the same unexpected fluidity as the line of Greek poetry.

Gotz frowned. He slowed, in order to manoeuvre round a group of bedraggled refugees forlornly attempting to right an upturned cart on the edge of the road. He appeared to be considering whether the question was even worth answering.

‘Where?’ he said finally.

‘Schieritz.’

‘No chance. Not today. Not at this rate. Be lucky if we even make it back to Dresden.’

‘The road could be clearer later.’

‘You must be joking.’ They slowed almost to a standstill, reduced to the pace of the slowest straggler in a larger knot of hobbling refugees ahead of them. Gotz sounded his horn sharply, with suppressed violence. ‘Get out of it!’ Exhausted faces peered up at them with hopeless eyes. Some of these people had been on the road from Breslau for three weeks, denied all transport but the power of their own feet. But as the van charted a none-too-careful course around them, neither Gotz nor his elderly companion registered them. Gotz was concentrating bitterly on the road. The other man was peering back yet once more into the darkness of the hold behind them, checking anxiously on the cargo.

‘Is Walther still behind us?’

Gotz glanced perfunctorily in the mirror. ‘He’s there, Herr Doktor.’

Beware the month Lenaion. Weil wound the scarf once more about his throat and relapsed into silence, drumming nervous fingers on the briefcase resting across his knees. His worries were too great to quantify. These drivers, for one thing – Gotz and Walther. They had been foisted upon him by the authorities without sufficient preparation; they were completely unknown to him; their qualifications for handling pictures were non-existent. That much had been clear earlier in the day at Schloss Milkel, where over a hundred canvases had been loaded aboard with much swearing and maladroitness. In the biting cold of the winter morning, preserving their co-operation had been a delicate business, challenging his moribund powers of diplomacy to their limit. A few frames had been chipped, but there had been – thank God – no discernible damage to the picture surfaces. But the exercise had endeared neither the drivers to Weil nor Weil to the drivers. As the day progressed he sensed this undercurrent, not quite of mutiny, but certainly of obstructiveness. He was dealing with an alien force. He felt the same unbridgeable gap between himself and these men as he had felt when confronted with the porters in the old days at the museum, with the plumber who came to mend the bath in his small apartment in the city, or the garrulous, beery builder who climbed out of his window to repair the guttering on the roof and whistled at girls below. Their ultimate resort was physical; his was intellectual. That was the difference that precluded any sympathy or understanding between them. It was a difference that had special significance in these days lived on the edge of the abyss. For, as this quite intolerable war continued, as conditions daily deteriorated, as suffering, personal and communal, became ever more insistent, as the barbarian approached closer to the gates, so there loomed more threateningly that moment of ultimate resort.

At that moment what use was an art historian-cum-restorer by comparison with a plumber or a driver? Reason would succumb to might; civilisation would be submerged in chaos. Works of art would be employed not to adorn palaces and museums but to build barricades. Anarchy, glimpsed already rumbling not far below the surface, would finally erupt. They had heard those Russian guns not forty miles away as they loaded the pictures at Schloss Milkel. The Bolsheviks were the harbingers of unreason. For the first time, as he listened to their artillery, he had felt real fear of the hordes from the east. He shivered, a lonely old man weighed down by a responsibility too great to bear. On his inadequate frame rested, as it seemed to him, a terrible burden. The pictures with whose rescue he had been charged became emblematic of all German culture. If he failed to preserve them safely, everything was lost. It was not right that he should be subjected to this ordeal. It was too much for him, too much for any man. And yet what choice had he had? At the museum there had been no one else left to go. If he had not acquiesced, this crucial mission would not have taken place.

He took off his little round glasses and gave them a tentative rub with a handkerchief in order to relieve the feelings of mounting panic which bubbled up periodically. Beware the month Lenaion, ox-flaying days. He clenched his teeth and peered out of the window at the unyielding Saxon landscape, still solid with frost but bathed momentarily in a milky light by a pale sun. It was three o’clock: perhaps if they made better time now it would still be possible to reach Schieritz this evening. They had set out from Dresden at an ungodly hour, heading east. They had stopped to pick up pictures first at Kamenz then at Schloss Milkel, suddenly too close for comfort to the Russian lines. Now they were headed back towards Dresden, and beyond, to Schieritz, a further two hours to the west of the city. A further two hours into safety. His instructions were to unload there at two main destinations for underground storage. What blessed relief it would be to deposit the cargo intact at those points, his duty discharged, that moment of last resort kept at bay a little longer. He cursed the crowds of refugees who impeded their way, Silesians heading mindlessly westward in front of the Russian advance. Stupid wretches, with their children and their carts. Hadn’t he read that there were perfectly decent trains laid on for these people? That being so, why had they felt it necessary to clog up the roadways? The fecklessness of the masses was a constant source of irritation to him in peacetime; how much more infuriating was it now, when great issues were at stake.

Gotz brought the lorry to a sudden halt. Weil looked up, startled and concerned.

‘What’s this?’

‘See for yourself. Look ahead – hundreds of them.’

An apparently endless column of tanks, armoured cars, and troop transport lorries was approaching them, rumbling ominously east. Motorcycle outriders had motioned them to halt, and one was now knocking at the window.

‘Off the road,’ he shouted. ‘Pull over!’

‘What do you mean?’ asked Weil, shocked.

‘Get off the road. Come on, you heard.’

A sense of outrage overwhelmed all else in Dr Weil. ‘But we have priority. We can pass, the road is wide enough. We have to reach Schieritz tonight.’

‘Priority? Don’t make me laugh, you old fool. Why should a couple of furniture vans have priority?’

‘Here, see this.’ Weil fumbled in his briefcase, then handed over a sheaf of papers.

The outrider inspected them. He shrugged his shoulders and passed back the documents. ‘I’m sorry. I thought you were refugees. How many are you, just the two vans?’

‘That’s right.’ Breathless with the exertion of the interview, Weil peered back anxiously and was reassured by Walther’s continued proximity.

The outrider blew a whistle sharply and motioned them on. Solemnly they proceeded past the line of military vehicles, the tanks, the armoured cars, and the troop lorries packed with uniformed men who cast curious glances at the unfettered progress of two incongruous furniture vans.

Unexpectedly Gotz whistled. ‘Priority, heh? Those pictures in the back, they’re pretty valuable, then?’

‘Extremely valuable. Thank God the authorities still have the sense to understand that, at least.’

‘How valuable?’

‘How valuable? My dear man, you really can’t quantify these things. Let’s just say they’re supremely valuable. They have to be withdrawn from the vicinity of the front line, that’s of paramount importance.’ Weil paused, suddenly embarrassed that his speech had shown unprecedented animation, and uncertain how the driver would react.

‘So that’s why this journey has priority,’ mused Gotz.

‘Exactly.’

‘Supremely valuable,’ repeated Gotz, as if savouring the phrase. ‘Supremely valuable.’

‘That’s right.’

There was a pause, then Gotz asked: ‘What’s more valuable to the Fatherland, do you reckon, Herr Doktor, soldiers or pictures?’

Weil thought for a moment. Privately he felt it was preferable to sacrifice an entire division of men rather than imperil a single Rubens; but he was wary of the tone of Gotz’s question. ‘They’re both valuable, of course, to the Fatherland. But soldiers are … expendable. Most of these pictures are unique, irreplaceable. You have to understand that.’

Gotz gave a mirthless laugh and shook his head. ‘Who are they by, then, these irreplaceable masterpieces?’

‘Bruegel, for instance. Lucas Cranach. And about two metres behind you we are carrying a supreme work of French art. One of the greatest pictures ever painted by Gustave Courbet.’

‘They all come from the museum?’

‘That’s right. You’re from Dresden yourself, aren’t you? You probably saw some of them before the war, when you visited the Gemäldegalerie. Before they were all moved out for safekeeping.’

‘The Gemäldegalerie? I never visited any galleries. Why should I visit galleries?’ Gotz frowned, and there was silence for a moment. They were still passing crowded troop-carrying lorries, serried ranks of helmets atop sullen, steely faces. ‘There they go, poor bloody expendable soldiers.’

Weil shifted uncomfortably in his seat. Gotz went on: ‘I suppose you realise what my orders are once this jaunt is over?’

Weil shook his head. He would prefer this conversation not to proceed, but he saw no way of cutting it short.

‘I’ll tell you what my orders are, Herr Doktor. Just as soon as we’ve delivered these so-called irreplaceable pictures to wherever we’ve got to take them, the moment they’re under guard and tucked away out of all danger, then I’ve got to report straight back to the sodding clearing camp. You know what they’ll do to me then? They’ll shove another helmet on my head, stick another gun in my hand, maybe if I’m lucky they’ll find me a warmer coat, they’ll attach me to another division, then – how long? – seventy-two hours from now I’ll be one of those poor buggers on their way back to the front. Back to fight the Russians again.’ He stared implacably at the road ahead. ‘You see, Herr Doktor, I’m expendable.’

‘That’s the war.’

‘Once you get to that front line, you know who the lucky ones are, don’t you?’

Weil shook his head miserably.

‘The lucky ones are the dead ones, the people that get killed outright, because you know what those Russians do to you if they capture you, don’t you? They castrate you. No questions asked, they just cut you up and leave you bleeding. And another thing you should know, Herr Doktor: there’s no stopping the Bolsheviks. They just keep coming and coming, millions of them. There’s no stopping them, they’ll get us all in the end. And these bloody precious pictures, most likely they’ll get them too.’

Weil pursed his lips in disapproval. Such blatant military defeatism could not be condoned in a man like Gotz, of course, but what was even more upsetting was the image of greedy, philistine eastern hordes surging irresistibly onward. Eastern hordes appropriating the museum’s pictures.

‘I think you’ll find they’ll be safe where they’re going.’

But would they? The doubt was insidious. Where would it all end? He’d heard something on the wireless about a final push being planned, a magnificent last-minute counter-attack to wreak disarray amongst the enemies of the Reich, enemies who were already quarrelling amongst themselves. But was this likely, when every day brought new floods of refugees from the east – frightened, desperate men and women who had abandoned everything in the headlong flight, irrefutable testimony to the Bolshevik advance? There was a dangerous gap between what the leaders of the Fatherland were telling people and what one could see with one’s own eyes. He cursed them all – politicians, generals, those in authority responsible for putting him in this intolerable position. He had not asked to go to war. He was a restorer and art historian, not a soldier. His needs were modest. All he asked was physical warmth in his small apartment, enough light to work by, and the freedom to continue his work with pictures. He knew only one great challenge in life, that of entering into the creative mind of the artist whose work he was attempting to conserve and reconstitute. Up till recently his acutest anxiety had been the weakness of his eyes; some days were better than others in this respect, but if the Russians came what would it all matter? Their arrival would herald a new Dark Age akin to blindness.

Was it possible that this disaster would actually happen? This venture, hastily organised, to chase priceless pictures from one hiding place to another, further west, was bringing the full dimensions of the horror home to him. In the earlier years of the war, as news of fresh triumphs flashed out daily, he had indulged in an unthinking confidence in the people who guarded the destiny of the Fatherland. In Dresden there had been shortages, certainly, but not the deprivation and destruction that had undermined other less fortunate cities in the Reich. Up till last summer life had continued as a passable imitation of peacetime existence. But it was last summer that the cracks had begun to appear: schools shut down indefinitely in order to accommodate military casualties and refugees; theatres and opera closed; restrictions on travel; yet more stringent rationing. The nagging suspicion grew that the process of disintegration had set in ineluctably: the situation was now beyond the control of the authorities. A horrific image played in his imagination: a constant stream of refugees and pictures fleeing, from enemies in the east, from enemies in the west, from enemies in the north and south; Germany, safe, unviolated Germany, contracting in size daily like a puddle shrivelling in the sun, till the entire surviving civilian population and the entire cultural heritage of the Fatherland were concentrated into a tiny island in the middle. And then the enemy’s final thrust, bringing destruction, defeat and humiliation. Weil shivered. The ox-flaying days offered no shelter.

The cold grey clouds of the morning had ebbed away just long enough to reveal a sunset now, a recession of infinite melancholy. The sky in the west was suffused with a milky yellow light, pointing up the swathes of cloud strung across the horizon like contours of a distant seashore, an imaginary coastline. Running his gaze across the flat expanse of Saxon landscape below, Weil’s eye was caught and held by a series of lakes, perhaps no more than a pattern of flooded fields, in which the sun was momentarily reflected. He experienced that shock of familiarity which came to him periodically in front of exceptional beauty, the recognition of nature’s power to imitate art. Many of his sharpest perceptions of the outside world were conditioned by paint. The landscape which he gazed at from the window of the lorry suddenly moved him because he saw it painted by Caspar David Friedrich. He knew it to be true because it vividly reminded him of a particular picture in the museum’s collection, one in front of which he had stood many times before the war. And now in a moment of revelation he recognised it again, spread out before him, refracted through the eye of the painter: the evening light, the reflections in the water, the line of trees at the horizon, the melancholy. Friedrich had lived and worked in Dresden, painting the city and its surrounding countryside. His landscapes were mysterious, timeless, and hauntingly sad. But it was an innocent, romantic sadness, thought Weil, in the same way that the Greek poet’s Lenaion evoked an innocent coldness. The past was always innocent, of course. By contrast the sadness Weil felt now was more profound, tinged with the desperation of his times, a misery inconceivable to Friedrich; the cold, mixed with the horror of impending catastrophe, was more chilling than any winter the Greeks had known.

He was an old man with little hope and an unfair weight of responsibility on his shoulders. In the old days, the days before the war, when something had occurred to which he objected, there had been clear and civilised lines of recourse. In the museum, for instance, when he had met incompetence or inefficiency, he had proved himself a master of the sardonic memorandum: he had even rather relished the composition of those crisp little notes, drawing the director’s attention to this or that malfunctioning of the system. And very often they had produced the desired effect. He liked to think that his relationship with Dr Posse had been a special one: he had admired the man, and felt a reciprocal appreciation from the director. This was the man who enjoyed the confidence of the Führer himself, had been chosen to head the Sonderauftrag Linz, charged with the task of creating a collection of works of art of supreme quality for the city of the Führer’s birth. That had taken Posse away from Dresden for considerable lengths of time, and now he was gone for good. So there was no one in the director’s office to receive Weil’s sharp little memoranda any more. Written complaint had been superseded by physical action in the new scheme of things. He was a forlorn and solitary figure struggling in silence against intolerable adversity, unable to compete in the conditions threatened by the new barbarism. He drew his coat tighter about him and reached for his cigarettes.

It was all but dark when he distantly discerned a series of tiny lights, some flickering, some dimmed, but stretching in a wide arc across the horizon. For a moment he did not recognise what he saw, then, with a gasp of exultation, he cried out: ‘Dresden!’

‘About bloody time,’ said Gotz.

Even now the blackout was not strictly enforced in the city. The number of genuine air raids suffered during this war could be counted on the fingers of one hand, of course, and only two of them had done any damage to speak of. The first, back in October, had provoked only voyeuristic curiosity, with coach-owners running special excursions to view the blitzed streets in the suburbs of Friedrichstadt and Loblau. The second, last month, had been directed against the oil refinery and the goods marshalling yards. They had been exceptional events, not enough to alter the prevailing opinion that the enemy would not waste bombs on Dresden. Not Dresden. Not the Florence of middle Europe. Not when they had their eyes on it as the successor to Berlin as capital of the conquered Reich.

Now the sight of the lights momentarily charged the spirits of the footsore travellers beside them on the road. There was a marginal quickening of pace amongst the refugees, now that they saw their goal beckoning. The twinkling vision of the city enhanced its promise as a refuge for the weary, a miraculous haven from the conflict. For Weil, however, the approach to the outskirts only increased his anxiety. People flocked and milled along the way in ever larger numbers, impeding the vans. There were more vehicles, too. A feverish impatience seized him again.

‘I think we should head on to Schieritz tonight,’ he said again. ‘It would be better for the pictures.’

Gotz took his gaze from the road. For the first time in the brief acquaintanceship of the two men closeted together in the driver’s cab, their eyes met.

‘No.’ It was said firmly, unequivocally.

Weil looked away. ‘I mean, it’s not so late. The road will be clearer the other side of the city,’ he muttered.

‘We are tired. We must pass the night in Dresden.’

‘We have a very precious load. I do not like to expose it unnecessarily.’

‘What is there to worry about, Herr Doktor? The pictures will be safe locked in the lorries. And I do not think the Russians will come tonight. Another night, maybe, but only at the very end.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘You will always be safe in Dresden. It is the safest city in the Reich. It’s true, you may rely on it: I heard it from a man who knows, a man with special contacts in the government.’

Weil was intrigued despite his preoccupations. The theory wasn’t new, but it remained seductive. ‘You cannot be sure …’

‘Oh yes, you can be sure. That’s just it. Why do you think we in Dresden have had so few air raids, when other cities – Hamburg, Berlin, for instance – have been attacked every night? It’s because our enemies propose to destroy Berlin, and when our Reich is conquered the new capital will be here, in Dresden. It’s been agreed.’

‘Agreed?’

‘Agreed amongst our enemies,’ declared Gotz authoritatively.

Weil considered the matter. ‘But the pictures must reach Schieritz as quickly as possible. I have orders.’

‘Screw your orders.’ Something snapped, frighteningly. It did not take much pressure for reason to give way to anarchy. Weil sat on in the silence of dread, uncertain how to react. They continued their unswerving route towards the centre of the city, driven forward by Gotz’s superior will power. Nonetheless, when Gotz spoke again he did so more gently: ‘You should have pity, Herr Doktor. Do you know what it is like for Walther and me, in our situation? This is our last chance. After this journey we go immediately to join new units, then straight back to the front, where we will die. Oh yes, we have no illusions. You, who stay behind in Dresden, you will live to see the city as the new capital of Germany once our enemies have control. But by that time Walther and I will be dead. So you must understand that we will not be denied our last night in Dresden. It is our last night to live, and tonight we will live.’

‘I think I have no choice.’

‘I think you have no choice.’

Defeated, the old man gave in. The fight was gone from him. He gazed unhappily from his window at the streets packed with thronging pedestrians, moving briskly in the cold, pummelling themselves to keep warm. The city was swollen with soldiers in transit to the front, fugitive Silesians, Pomeranians and East Prussians moving in the opposite direction, Berliners and Rhinelanders from the west, evacuees of all descriptions. It seemed the buildings could not contain them, so they spilled on to the streets, a mass of uncomfortable humanity. And yet, extraordinarily, when he looked closer he saw that here and there people were actually enjoying themselves, they were laughing and shouting, there were children dressed in carnival costume. Down another street he caught a glimpse of the brightly coloured lights of a circus. Perhaps this city was some sort of haven after all.

‘Look, it’s Mardi Gras,’ continued Gotz. ‘Carnival night. A time to enjoy yourself.’

The convoy of which Weil was the nominal commander rolled slowly towards the River Elbe. They passed over the Augustus Bridge and turned left on to the embankment, beneath the Bruhl’sche Terrasse. There, in the heart of the old city, they drew to a halt. Walther pulled up behind them. Three weary figures lowered themselves to the ground, swinging their arms to reactivate circulations. Weil’s whole body ached with cold and exhaustion. Beware these days, beware the month Lenaion. But at least he was back on familiar ground, surrounded by landmarks that he had known for the past thirty years: he peered up at the Frauenkirche and the Hofbau, monuments of continuing civilisation which loomed impervious to the flux of humanity below.

Gotz and Walther drew aside and entered into muffled conversation. They cursed and laughed. Weil found it hard to avoid the conclusion that their refusal to continue further tonight was long prearranged, and that they were congratulating each other on an objective attained.

Walther looked disturbingly like a rat. He was a smaller, darker, older man than Gotz. He grinned at Weil, revealing sharp little teeth.

‘So, we start again tomorrow, Herr Doktor. It is a wise decision you have made, I think.’ He gesticulated towards the lorries, laughing stupidly. ‘These treasures will be safe here, you can rely on that.’

‘I very much hope so,’ said Weil severely. ‘And I insist that we start early tomorrow. We meet here, seven o’clock.’

‘Ja, ja, seven o’clock, it is agreed.’

‘Are the lorries secure?’

‘Ja, ja. Sure they are secure.’ Gotz and Walther were already edging away into the crowds. Walther called back: ‘And Herr Doktor …’

‘Yes?’

‘It’s carnival, Mardi Gras. Enjoy yourself tonight. But don’t do anything we wouldn’t do.’ Guffawing, they disappeared into the evening, stepping over an elderly couple of Silesian peasants who had installed themselves with all their worldly goods on the pavement nearby and had apparently sunk into a dreamless sleep, oblivious even to the cold.

Weil felt in his pocket for the sets of keys he carried with him for both vehicles. He shuffled round the lorries, checking locks. At the back of Gotz’s lorry he paused, then on a whim fitted the key and turned the lock so that he was able to swing the door and peer inside. His eyes ran over the silent ranks of pictures, some in their gilt frames, some naked canvas, all tethered together for safety. There was the Bruegel. And the von Rayski portrait group on which he had worked extensively before the war. Slung precipitously across the top, almost touching the roof of the van, was the large Courbet. He nodded at them as if they were old friends, unchanging and reliable. Yes, they would be safe enough here for the time being. Tomorrow would be time enough for them to reach their refuge underground. He relocked the doors. This was a haven for them all, of course it was. Gotz was probably right about the special status of Dresden. It was to be preserved. He could sleep easily in his bed tonight. His apartment beckoned him. There would be no heating again, but that was nothing new, and he could sleep in his great-coat as he had done often that winter. He imagined the familiar smell of turpentine which would greet him from the small room that he used as a studio. It was reassuring. But God in heaven, he was tired. And at seven o’clock they must be off again. Beware the month Lenaion, ox-flaying days. He picked his way past the two sleeping peasants, swathed in derelict coats and blankets, and shivered. The idea occurred to him suddenly that they were not sleeping but dead. He hurried on without looking back.

Gotz separated from Walther two streets later. Walther pressed him to come to a place he knew where they could drink and play cards, but Gotz felt disinclined to indulge his companion’s passion for gambling. He had other plans. They had crystallised on the slow, infinitely tedious drive across the Saxon plain that afternoon. He remembered her from his last leave in Dresden, the one before Christmas. He had been on the way to rejoin his unit when he had met her at the Central Railway Station. It had been a short encounter in the refreshment hall. They had fallen into conversation at the bar and she had told him where he could find her, if he so wished, the next time he was in town. She worked in a tea-room; her shift ended at six. She was a widow – her husband had been killed on the eastern front last year. OK, she was no longer in her prime, but Gotz had cast a judicious eye over her and decided that the blondness of her hair was not unattractive and that her figure was still serviceable. More important, she wanted it, he could tell. A few preliminaries might be necessary, a little encouragement; to his annoyance there had not been time to put the issue to the test at their first meeting as he had had to catch the train. But the more he thought about it the more confident he felt that she would prove ultimately compliant. And compliance was an attribute to be prized above all others when you were choosing a companion for your last night of freedom. He hadn’t forced that miserable old sod Dr Weil to abandon the idea of driving all the way to Schieritz that night in order to spend the evening playing cards. Of course, she might no longer be employed at the place she’d told him, many things might have happened in the last two months, but he’d decided to try her first.

He saw her almost as soon as he got through the door. She recognised him and smiled. ‘You again? I thought you’d come in sooner or later.’

He approached her. She was piling plates and cups on to a tray. ‘Free tonight?’

‘Give me ten minutes.’

They drank beer in a bar, then, as she said she wanted to go to a circus, they went there, to the Sarassani circus in the Neustadt. She said she loved circuses, and she laughed uproariously at most of the acts, too loudly at times. Gotz didn’t laugh much himself, because his mind was on other things. The place was packed, so he pushed closer to her, rubbing his leg against her thigh. She didn’t move away. In the darkness he managed to put his hand on her knee, and under the cover of her coat work it further up the inside of her leg. She let him reach high enough to make him impatient to leave.

‘Let’s get out. There are only three more acts to come.’

‘Oh, let’s stay a little longer.’

‘No. Come on, we’re getting out before the rush.’

He pushed her out into the street. It was 9.30. Still the crowds jostled on the pavements. He drew her into a shop doorway and kissed her heavily on the lips.

‘Take me somewhere,’ she breathed.

He put his arm round her and guided her, back towards the Augustus Bridge which led to the old city. They crossed the silent Elbe, in the shadow of the Hofkirche, with the dome of the Frauenkirche looming in the distance. Then they turned left on to the embankment beneath the Bruhl’sche Terrasse.

‘Where are we going?’

‘You’ll see.’

He felt in his pocket. The key was still there. It was a simple matter to open the driver’s cabin door and hoist her in.

He kissed her again. Soon he felt her woollen stockings, and the ample flesh above them.

‘No!’ She broke away breathless, her lipstick smudged. ‘Not here. Not now. It’s too public, anyone could see us.’

He cursed and looked around. There were still pedestrians passing. The Silesian peasants slept on against the wall. Too many people in this bloody town. Too many people with nowhere to go, nothing better to do than tramp the streets.

‘Very well,’ he said. ‘We’ll drive a little while, find a better place.’

It was 9.41. He switched on the engine, and at that precise moment a new sound arose, the shrill and plaintive moan of the air-raid siren, echoing suddenly and clearly across the length and breadth of the city, from Klotsche in the north to Rachnitz in the south.

‘Shit.’ He glanced across at her.

She leered back at him. ‘They’re always false alarms, you don’t need to worry.’

He released the brake and pulled out into the road. What he had in mind would not take very long.
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