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CHAPTER ONE

Monday, 1 October 1940

The barbed wire stretched for miles and eternity. Everything it contained, everyone who lived behind it, was finite, trapped, condemned to die, even the guards with their deaths-head uniforms and sub-machine guns, even the camp commandant with his expensive tastes and sophisticated vices, even the dogs with their sharp teeth and vigilant eyes.

Concentration camp. The name trapped them all as effectively as the electrified wire or the guard towers or the guns. There were prison camps, labour camps, transit camps, even camps for the euthanasia programme, but nothing quite resembled this place. It had its own stench, its own sounds, its own mingling of light and shadow.

Ten thousand inmates, and more arriving daily, all crammed into a few square miles. The death rate had trebled in the past year, from all causes. Today would see it climb again. Today the inmates were being gathered to witness a mass execution.

They had been waiting on the parade ground for five hours now, weak, exhausted, and cold. The last meal had been thin soup at lunch time. Dinner – some potatoes and cabbage – should have been served up three hours earlier, but there was no sign of it. It had grown dark, and everywhere lights had been put on: the perimeter lights in the distance, and arc lights that lit up the entire parade ground. A battery of spotlights shone on the platform where the executions were due to take place, as though it was a stage. Guards moved among the prisoners, some with whips, some with cudgels, all armed, watching for someone to fall or try to slip away. If they fell, they were beaten till senseless. If they tried to break from the ranks, they were gunned down.

Daniel Horowitz tried his best to ignore the hunger pangs in his stomach. He’d grown used to them in the three years he’d spent in the camp, they’d become part of him, he understood them better than any pain he’d ever known. Above all, they meant he was alive, and that was the important thing.

He strained to make out the figures of a party of women on the other side of the parade ground. The camp was divided into east and west sectors, men and male children to the east, women and girls to the west. They saw one another at times through the long dividing fence, men eager for a glimpse of their wives, women to see their husbands. But anyone caught within two yards of the fence would be shot, so the most anyone could hope for was a moment of recognition from a distance. And days or weeks of anxiety and fear until the next. If there was a next. No news passed between the two halves of the camp.

Except on execution days. If it was a multiple hanging, as today’s was going to be, they brought the women in to watch as well. As often as not there’d be women among the victims. They’d stand on the far side of the parade ground, patrolled by female guards, some of them more brutal than the men. Anyone caught trying to communicate would be hauled out and added to the roster for execution. There were no exceptions.

Daniel needed new glasses, but in the world of the camp such things were an unheard-of luxury. He took every possible care of the pair he wore, knowing they would not be replaced if stolen or broken. More than once he’d seen other men, their glasses smashed by a spiteful guard, stumbling half-blind through the ranks at roll-call. The half-blind did not last long in the camp, just like the infirm, the old, the emotionally weak.

It was seven weeks since he had last seen Rosa, her hair cropped and her body pitifully thin in its shapeless grey sack, herded with other women towards the line of laundry sheds at the north end of the western sector. She had not looked up or seen him, but he had known it was her. It was three years now since they had last spoken, three years since they had been split apart at the camp entrance and taken to their separate fates. He did not know how much longer she could survive. If she was among the women on parade tonight, he would not see her.

It was important to Daniel to know if Rosa was alive or not. As long as she was alive, he knew he could survive. And he needed to survive, because of the vow he had made, the vow to remember and record, the vow to stand up afterwards and testify to what had happened. Throughout his three years in the camp, he had memorized everything, however small, however trivial. Faces, names, dates, incidents. The names of victims and the names of guards, the faces of the dead and the faces of their killers, executions, casual beatings, random shootings, deliberate cruelty – and, as rare as hope, small acts of kindness, droplets of water in hell.

The door of the commandant’s office opened. Daniel watched him come to the front and ascend the steps to the platform. He took his place with the casual ease of someone who has done this before many times. At that moment, there was a movement at the front, and a guard detail dragged the condemned forward, pushing them one at a time to the steps and up to the gallows.

There had been a small rising in the camp two days earlier, and this was the consequence. The leaders had all been members of the resistance. About one hundred inmates had been shot, and fifteen ‘ringleaders’ caught. Now, here they were, their faces bloody and bruised, their eyes unfocused, limping, wheezing, and, in one case, dragged by the hair to the foot of the gallows. Twelve of them were Jews. Three were women. One was a boy of fifteen. Daniel knew all this, because he had made a point of asking. Their names were inscribed on the record he kept in his head. He’d taught himself how to remember, just as he’d taught himself how to survive.

The commandant watched in silence as the guards dragged their victims to the gallows and pulled the nooses over their heads. None of them resisted. In the crowd, a low murmuring had begun – the combined sound of male and female voices whispering prayers. ‘Hear, O Israel’ was repeated over and over. Suddenly, one man’s voice rose above the others, singing the Hatikvah, the Jewish anthem. Another voice joined in, then another. Defiantly, a woman’s voice rose in unison with the men’s, followed by others.

The commandant gestured at an officer standing beside him. Next minute, a burst of machine-gun fire rattled into the air across the parade ground. It lasted about three seconds, and when it stopped, the singing voices faltered. A terrible silence fell.

Seconds passed while the commandant allowed his gaze to travel over the shivering mass of humanity huddled before him, grey and shaven, the men in plain striped shirts and trousers, the women in sacklike dresses, divested of dignity, utterly exposed to his smallest whim. He stepped up to a microphone that had been set up at the front of the platform. When he spoke, his voice was relayed through the camp by a system of loudspeakers.

‘If there is another outbreak of singing,’ he bellowed, ‘the next shots will not be aimed into the air. You have my word.’

Daniel expected him to step back again and order the hangings to begin. He kept his eyes fixed on the condemned, imprinting their pale faces and emaciated limbs on his mind, sharing their despair, holding on to the little hope he had that one day there would come a reckoning.

But the commandant remained at the microphone, as though daring his victims to yet another act of defiance. Daniel had seen him supervise countless executions, had watched him more than once as he shot or strangled or bludgeoned to death a helpless inmate. In his mental record, the man’s face bore an expression of exultation. He shuddered as the speakers crackled into life again.

‘You all know why we’re out here tonight. Two days ago a group of your companions made a very stupid attempt to stage a break-out from this camp. They didn’t get very far, and I hope you’ll appreciate just how pointless it is even to think of escaping from here. Tonight, the leaders of the attempt will be hanged as punishment.

‘But I didn’t bring you all here just to watch them hang. I brought you here to learn a lesson. It is a simple lesson, and I intend you to learn it well. In the course of the rebellion, seven of my men were killed and eighteen injured. For each of those injured, one of you will die. For each one killed, four of you will die. Before they are hanged, those responsible for this plot will watch with their own eyes the consequences of their actions.

‘Since they chose to rebel, they may also enjoy the privilege of choosing who is to die with them. Each one will choose three others. I will choose the last.’

He gestured again to the officer beside him, a tall man known to Daniel only by his surname, Landau. Landau strode up to the first of the condemned men, removed his noose, and pushed him forward. The man, Zahar Kaplinsky, shook his head, refusing to cooperate. Landau slapped him hard on the face, but Kaplinsky still refused to select anyone. The commandant’s voice boomed out again.

‘I should have explained that any refusal to cooperate will simply result in unnecessary bloodshed. If you do not select three of your fellows, I shall have my men shoot ten for each man killed and five for each man injured. The choice is yours.’

Kaplinsky seemed to struggle for a moment, as though straining against invisible bonds, then slumped and let himself be led from the platform, down to the parade ground. Daniel remembered him as a happy man, always grinning, his spirits somehow rising above the camp and its torments. He had brought others through weeks and months of suffering, now he too had been brought low.

Two minutes later, Kaplinsky was brought back, leading three men from the ranks below, all from his own barracks, from whom he had been forced to make his choice. Kaplinsky was taken back to the gallows and again garlanded with the noose. The commandant had the three other men led before him. Taking a knife from his belt, he cut their throats while Kaplinsky watched. When it was done, he nodded, and the stool on which Kaplinsky stood was kicked away, leaving him dangling, choking to death slowly.

As Kaplinsky struggled to die, the man beside him was brought down and led into the crowd. The process of culling continued.

Daniel watched, recording everything. What he would have given to own a camera, to be able to put everything on film. Better on film, he thought, than in his thoughts, burning him day and night, awake and dreaming. But a camera was out of the question, so he watched and remembered.

They came to the first of the women. She was escorted to the female sector and set to work. Weeping, she selected three of her barracks companions, and they were taken together up the steps. Daniel felt his heart grow cold as he watched them, straining to see their faces. Rosa was not among them. He felt his chest relax, then tighten again as the commandant’s knife flashed.

The second woman was already being taken on to the parade ground. Minutes passed while she made her selection. On the gallows, her companion was writhing at the end of the rope. Daniel waited in agony. He looked up as the four women were led up to the platform, and his heart tumbled like an acrobat who slips in the last somersault. Rosa was the last to stumble up the steps, waiting in line like a lamb who knows at last it must face the butcher’s knife. He would have recognized her anywhere, without glasses, in darkness or in fog. She shivered, and he called her name aloud.

‘Rosa!’

He saw her turn, questing, desperate to find him. Again he called, and he tried to move, to signal to her, but his arms were pinned by the men on either side of him.

Jakub Rosenberg whispered to him, ‘Stay where you are, Danny. Let her go. There’s nothing you can do.’

He struggled, but Jakub had him hard by the arm on one side, Yankel Lob by the other.

‘Danny, I love you!’ Rosa’s voice echoed across the vast expanse of the parade ground, drowning all other sounds, all other loves. For a moment, there was silence. Then Daniel looked up and saw the commandant snatch Rosa by the hair and pull her head back to expose her throat. He closed his eyes, and when he looked again, they were hanging the woman who had chosen Rosa. And he whispered the Shema for her and for Rosa and for all the dead until he felt himself pulled from the parade ground, unresisting, without hope or heart. In the distance, as he stumbled back to his barracks, he heard a man’s voice raised again in song, the words of the Hatikvah thrown against the darkness.

That night he did not sleep. All through the dark hours, he remembered. He remembered Rosa’s face, and her voice, and her smile, things she had said to him, the shape of her naked body, the look in her eyes after lovemaking, the sweet smell of her breath, the softness of her skin. And he remembered her name and all the things pertaining to her, the things he would hold in record until the time for reckoning had come. Over and over again he repeated them: Rosa Shulman, born 3 February 1912, Baltimore, Maryland, the daughter of Hirsh and Havivah Shulman, died 1 October 1940, Howard County Concentration Camp, Florence, Maryland, the wife of Daniel Horowitz, the mother of Reuben and Hanna Horowitz, both deceased, killed by Major Jim Jackson, governor of the camp. Rosa Shulman, born 3 February 1912, Baltimore, Maryland . . .
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