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Introduction

Leftist playwright, novelist and Academy Award-winning screen-
writer Albert Maltz (1908–85) was a gifted artist who proved 
himself in multiple genres. He was also famous as one of the 
Hollywood Ten, a group of film-industry figures who challenged 
the constitutional legitimacy of the US House Un-American 
Activities Committee in 1947. For refusing to cooperate with the 
congressional investigation into alleged communist subversion, 
Maltz was blacklisted, fined, jailed for ten months and thwarted 
as a writer for twenty years.

A Tale of  One January is Maltz’s final novel, and perhaps his 
most unfairly treated work of fiction. Though Maltz had won wide 
acclaim in the Depression and Second World War eras, most notably 
for The Cross and the Arrow in 1944, his late-career novels were 
either ignored or effectively suppressed. When he completed A Tale 
of  One January in 1962, the blacklist was still operating. No com-
mercial press in America would risk backlash by publishing a pariah.

Tired of writing under a pseudonym, Maltz held the manuscript 
for four years, during which he witnessed the rehabilitation of 
other banned artists. In the end he could rely only on his British 
publisher, Calder and Boyars, to champion A Tale of  One January 
for the English-speaking world. Upon its release in Great Britain 
in 1967, the novel was enthusiastically received. One reviewer 
declared, “If Albert Maltz were not already known as a remarkable 
writer, the first two and a half pages of A Tale of  One January 
would immediately establish him as one.” 

Today the book is even more deserving of attention. Its literary 
merits aside, it is significant in historical terms as a long-sup-
pressed but fascinating collaboration between a Jewish-American 
writer and a Holocaust survivor. 
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*   *   *
The real events that inspired Maltz’s tale have gone largely undocu-
mented, yet they are as important as the novel itself. Among 
the twenty-two boxes of Albert Maltz’s papers archived at the 
Columbia University Rare Book and Manuscript Library in New 
York, there is one – Box 19 – labelled simply “A Tale of One 
January (notes)”. Inside this container are nine folders that, when 
I examined them in December 2021, had obviously remained 
undisturbed for decades. Each folio was thick with brittle pages 
held together by rusted paper clips. 

The cover of the first folder bore the title “Dounia’s Account 
of Her Escape” in large script, followed by an “Author’s Note” 
in smaller handwriting:

In 1960, when I was living in Mexico City, I met a Frenchwoman 
whose name is Dounia Wasserstrom. She had been a political 
prisoner in Auschwitz, where she worked as an interpreter 
for the SS. On Jan. 18, 1945, when the Russian armies were 
approaching Auschwitz, the prisoners remaining there were 
marched out under guard for an unknown destination. During 
the first day of  the march Dounia and a close friend of  hers 
escaped. The notes in this folder are her account of  the escape 
and subsequent events as she related them to me in a number of  
interviews which were conducted in Spanish since she did not 
speak English nor I French. They form the basis of  my novel. 

In 1964 Mrs Wasserstrom went to testify at the trial of  
Auschwitz SS men in Frankfurt, Germany. Her testimony was 
used by Peter Weiss in his play The Investigation. She appears there 
as the “Fifth Witness”. On page 75 of  the US edition of  the play 
(Atheneum), she is quoted in testimony concerning “the child and 
the apple” that also appears in my novel. Although I completed 
my novel in the spring of  1962, it was not until January 1967 that 
it received its first publication in English, in Great Britain. The 
Investigation received theatre production earlier.

Albert Maltz, Nov. 1967

As the note suggests, Maltz realized that Wasserstrom’s history 
was worthy of preservation. As early as June 1961, he sent a copy 
of his interview transcript to the offices of the Author’s Guild for 
safekeeping under the title “Dounia’s Escape”. Perhaps he knew 
that the blacklist might deny him the opportunity to introduce 
that story to the world.

The interviews were especially valuable because in the years lead-
ing up to the Frankfurt trials Wasserstrom had remained reticent 
about the specifics of her Auschwitz ordeal. In pretrial depositions 
conducted in 1959, she could not bring herself to elaborate on the 
sadistic acts of Wilhelm Boger (an infamous concentration camp 
overseer some called “The Tiger of Auschwitz”). Her statements 
about the brutalities of camp life were so vague and cursory that 
dismayed prosecutors at the Central Office for the Investigation 
of Nazi Crimes considered not using her testimony at all. 

Wasserstrom was called as a witness in Frankfurt on 23rd April 
1964. During a cross-examination by several defence attorneys, 
she suddenly shocked everyone:

There is one incident I can never forget: it must have been around 
November 1944. A truck, carrying Jewish children, drove into 
the camp. The truck stopped by the barracks of  the Political 
Department. A boy – he must have been about four or five 
years old – jumped down. He was playing with an apple that 
he was holding in his hand. Boger came with Draser to the door. 
Boger took the child by his feet and smashed his head against 
the wall. Draser ordered me to wash the wall after that. Later 
I was called in to do some translation for Boger. He was sitting 
in his office eating the boy’s apple.

Interest in the “story of the little boy and the apple” has since 
proliferated among artists and scholars, who regard it as a crucial 
part of our historical imagination of the world of Auschwitz. 
Paradoxically, Maltz’s novel has languished in obscurity. This new 
edition of A Tale of  One January repairs that loss to literary history.
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Below is a synopsis of the first few pages of the 1960 interview 
notes. In these excerpts we sense Maltz’s careful eliciting of specif-
ics about existence in Auschwitz, and his search for the essence of 
the close female friendship at the core of his novel. 

*   *   *

Dounia, a Ukrainian Jew born in Zhytomyr in 1919, was 
arrested for anti-Nazi resistance in her adopted country of  
France and sent to Drancy internment camp in 1941. In Drancy 
she met Janie, a German Jew born in Berlin, who had fled to 
Holland before the war only to be arrested in in France after war 
broke out. Sent to Auschwitz in ’42. The two remained together 
through Birkenau and Auschwitz, where both worked in the 
Political Department, Dounia as a translator and Janie as a clerk 
in the office that wrote out certificates of  death for prisoners.

By 1945, Dounia was weak, emaciated and almost skeletal. 
She weighed seventy pounds, fifty pounds less than her normal 
weight. Twice she had nearly died from bouts of  typhus, during 
which Janie, four years older than Dounia, had given her food 
and care. Janie was underweight but not cadaverously so, twenty 
pounds less than her normal weight of  135 pounds. 

The two got along because they were opposites. Dounia was 
idealistic and philosophical, while Janie was “vital, energetic 
and practical”. Janie teased Dounia about being sentimental. 
Dounia described Janie using the Spanish lista, meaning “lively” 
and “ready” – and “in all ways a very good friend and comrade”. 
They joked that “if  both were sent to the effects room to get 
shoes and had five minutes only, Dounia would get from the 
pile two rights or two lefts, while Janie would get two matching 
pairs of  shoes for herself  and two for Dounia”.

Dounia remembered the date of  the evacuation from 
Auschwitz because it was her twenty-sixth birthday. On that 
day, as on other birthdays, Janie gave her a present from the 
packages she got from a male prisoner friend: “a lump of  sugar 
and one small, sweet cracker”.

On January 18, prisoners were routed out of  bed at 5 a.m. in 
bitter cold with snow falling, and each given a piece of  bread. 
Marching began at 7 a.m. Their heads had been shaved three 
days before the march. Dounia turned around and looked at 
the dead camp in which she had spent three years. Janie was 
alongside Dounia in an endless column of  women in lines of  ten, 
wearing only light jackets and striped prison clothing. Every five 
rows were accompanied by two Wehrmacht on each side with 
dogs. “The trained dogs panted at our feet. There were dogs eve-
rywhere, and members of  the extermination squad followed on 
sleighs with machine guns. We could not even dream of  escape.”

Gunshots on the road ahead. At first they did not see the 
bodies of  those shot, because soldiers had thrown them out to 
not impede the march. “But then corpses began to line the road.” 
Dounia began to lose feeling in her feet and hands. As hours wore 
on, her feet swelled – she had no feeling, but the rest of  her body 
began to feel warm. She had a hallucination of  being near a fire. 
She could see it, she told Janie, who said, “You have a fever.”

It became impossible for Dounia to hold her piece of  bread 
– she could not eat it, and she told Janie she was going to drop 
it. Janie said she mustn’t. Bread was life. But Dounia said she 
couldn’t. Presently she dropped it. Others did the same. There 
were hundreds of  chunks of  bread on the road. 

After three hours of  marching, Dounia saw a wounded pris-
oner sitting by a tree. She asked a guard if  she could go to help 
the man. The guard said, “Yes, but quick.” Janie warned, “Don’t’ 
go – he’ll shoot you.” But she hurried out of  the line. 

The man had an “F” (French) on his breast and saw Dounia’s. 
“What happened?” she asked.

“They’ve killed me.” He was holding his viscera. 
“What can I do for you?” 
“Nothing.” 
Dounia gave him the piece of  sugar which she had in her jacket 

pocket. The guard shouted, “Los, aufstehen!” She ran back in 
line. Janie chided her: “A Dostoevsky romantic. The man would 
die anyway,” she said. The guard shot the man.
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*   *   *

In this excerpt I stop short of including the details of Dounia and 
Janie’s remarkable escape, which are best left to Albert Maltz. 

At the moment the women realize they are free, they are joined 
by four men: Yanek, twenty-three, a Polish political prisoner; Emil, 
an Austrian communist, twenty eight years old, in Auschwitz for 
seven years; Ernst, a thirty-two-year-old German communist; 
and Petya, thirty, a captured Russian officer sent to Auschwitz for 
attempting to escape from a military prison. Dounia is the only 
one of the six who speaks German, Russian and Polish, hence 
she is the interpreter. Maltz’s notes read, “They agreed that they 
would all stick together, and that now it would be one for all and 
all for one.”

“If I have to die now,” Dounia says on her first night of freedom, 
“it’s worth this twenty minutes of life without SS and dogs.” 
Because they were free, all of them were wildly happy.

Together in the forest for the next thirteen days, the six manage 
to find shelter, food, clothing, water for bathing and a degree of 
temporary but thrilling companionship. They find beauty in the 
sky, in the harsh winter landscape, in the sound of approaching 
Russian artillery, and in each other.

Among the inner pressures that seek release as they regain 
human feeling is that of sexual desire. Janie and Ernst are attracted 
to each other and begin to meet alone at night. Dounia, her body 
sick and starved, is “dead as a woman”, but has tender feelings 
for Petya, who massages her feet and begs to be her lover. Emil is 
violently jealous, and at one point vows to kill Petya. Regarding 
Janie and Ernst, Maltz made a memo to himself: “Note: I shall 
have to write the scene between them, and all the explosion of 
feeling.”

Sex may seem jarringly out of place in the world of Auschwitz, 
but it is central to the story Wasserstrom shared. Though it 
accounts for much of the novel’s power, it is not a novelistic 
invention.

Maltz’s notes attempted to explain this element: 

“To understand… one must realize that they were not two 
women and four men, but six special human beings. What was 
possible for them was not possible in normal times. As human 
beings they were much more direct, on a more primitive plane 
with each other, more naked as human beings, than is the custom 
in civilization.” 

Among the titles Maltz considered for the novel were The Six and, 
at a later stage, Naked to Themselves. 

In the text of A Tale of  One January, the names of all six central 
characters are changed, but their words and actions in nearly every 
instance match Wasserstrom’s account.

While Maltz accurately related a Holocaust testimony, he altered 
the facts in two significant ways. First, Wasserstrom, a dark-
haired Ukrainian Jew, becomes in Maltz’s novel a non-Jewish 
Frenchwoman with blond hair and blue eyes. This makes Janie 
the novel’s only Jewish character. 

Throughout his career, Maltz often chose to de-emphasize 
specifically Jewish presences in his fiction. In his 1944 novel The 
Cross and the Arrow, he cogently explored the consequences of 
Nazism without including a Jewish character among his pro-
tagonists. Maltz believed that examining the conduct of people 
brutally entrapped by the systems under which they lived could 
implicitly create a wider human awareness of social evil that would 
include a rejection of anti-Semitism. In essence, Maltz recognized 
the perniciousness of racial othering, but defied representational 
expectations to assert overarching messages about what makes 
us human.

Secondly, Maltz took artistic licence by making a telling change 
to the story of the boy and the apple. The incident therefore 
differs slightly from the Frankfurt courtroom version. Maltz’s 
twist arguably makes Boger’s brutality even more intense and 
psychologically complex. The reader may judge. 

Buried in the yellowed folders containing the notes for A Tale of  
One January in the Columbia Library archives, there is evidence 
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that accounts for both changes. The novel’s original manuscript 
began with an epigraph, a quote from Nikolai Gogol’s historical 
novel Taras Bulba:

There are no ties more sacred than those of  comradeship. A 
father loves his child, a mother loves her child, and the child 
loves its father and mother. But that is not the same, brothers. 
An animal also loves its offspring. But only man can become 
related to one another through bonds of  the soul instead of  
ties of  blood.

The author’s alterations to the factual record transform 
“Dounia’s Escape” from history into literary art. They reveal 
what Wasserstrom’s ordeal meant to Maltz and suggest what it 
should mean to us. 

Patrick Chura, University of Akron

A Tale of  One January



To
My wife, Rosemary



5

Chapter 1

The Escape

1

At five in the morning on Claire’s twenty-sixth birthday she was 
embraced by her friend Lini, who gave her a hard-bought gift: two 
sweet biscuits and a pair of shoes. Claire, knowing their price, 
wept. Now, some hours later, she was eating the biscuits while 
she gazed with intense foreboding at the shoes. It was imperative 
that she take them off her feet, but she was terrified of doing so.

2
Once, in a world that was a century away, the man Claire married 
had sent her a bantering missive about her taste in shoes. Claire 
was thinking of the letter now in a vague, hazy way, recalling not 
one phrase, but hearing faint tones from the chambers of her heart:

Portrait of  Claire for Posterity
by

Pierre Barbentanne

She is lovely in a way that almost forbids adornment. Her long, 
blond hair is the colour of corn silk, and she wears it simply, 
twisting it into a bun at the back of her neck; since it is feather-
light, wisps of it are always astray at her temples and over her 
forehead, and the slight disarray is enchanting. Her complexion 
is very fair, and there is such rich colour in her cheeks and lips 
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and I, trembling with excitement, gaze upon her naked beauty 
on that hallowed bed, will she… will she be wearing those silly 
appendages?

To this letter Claire had replied: “Dearest Pierre… it is not too 
soon to find out.”

3
For some time now Claire had not worn high-heeled shoes, or 
done many other things normal to her former life – brushed her 
hair, bathed daily, touched the stopper of a perfume bottle to 
her throat, read books, made love, even menstruated. When a 
woman’s weight drops from one hundred and twenty-eight pounds 
to ninety-three in the course of two years of abuse in a concentra-
tion camp, the ability to ovulate vanishes. There remained of the 
former Claire only two things that starvation does not change in 
the human body: the blue of her eyes and the full-lipped mouth. 
With her shorn head hidden by a kerchief, it was a pinched boy’s 
face she presented now: eyes enormous above cadaverous cheeks, 
the nose bony and more prominent, the skin pallid. Her body, clad 
in prison striped dress and jacket, had lost most of its feminin-
ity: the limbs had been stripped of flesh, her throat was cord and 
deep hollows, her bony chest had nipples, but scarcely breasts. 
On this day, the 18th of January 1945, by irony her birthday, she 
had been allowed to leave the camp, but the manner of departure 
was not of her choosing: she had been one of an endless column 
of ill-clad, exhausted women marching blindly through a heavy 
snowfall to they knew not where. At times, very faintly, they had 
heard the rumble of Russian artillery – and not one among them 
but had prayed for the miracle of sudden rescue, and imagined it 
in fantasy again and again. It had not come, and the reality had 
been otherwise: a Wehrmacht* soldier on either side of every 
fifth row of women – a strong, well-fed soldier with a well-fed, 
snarling police dog – a soldier whose orders were specific, whose 

that make-up would be glaring and would cheapen her appear-
ance; wisely, she avoids it. Her features are almost, but thank 
God not quite, classically perfect: oval face, high forehead, 
exquisitely intense, blue eyes, a small, full, beautiful mouth 
(capable of the most tender and passionately honeyed kisses). 
Yet the nose of this aristocratic face is, I admit with pleasure, 
a bit too long for perfection, with a slight rising on the crown.

This plebeian feature is the most gracious thing that nature 
could have bestowed upon Mademoiselle Olivier, because, from 
adolescence on, it has given her the sense that she is not really 
lovely, but only passably attractive. As a result, she has been 
saved from the cold and lonely pit into which many beautiful 
women fall – that of complacent narcissism. Far from dedicat-
ing herself to her mirror, and to all of the gestures and poses 
of a self-conscious beauty, she has developed her intelligence to 
the fullest… and thereby has made of herself a whole, stunning 
woman, eager and alert, interesting and vital.

Her figure is splendid – or so it would seem to one who has 
not yet been granted the sight of her naked body – the bosom 
small and provocative, the belly flat, the waist narrow, the hips 
generous, the legs long and beautifully turned.

This Claire, this sweetly natural, vividly ripe, enchanting 
girl, whom I adore, has – alas! – a serious moral flaw. She is 
addicted – not to alcohol, drugs, flirtation or kleptomania – but 
to something less accountable and more outré: the practice of 
wearing high-heeled shoes on all occasions. Let us, for instance, 
plan a picnic in the Bois* – along come those high-heeled mon-
strosities, perhaps to be kicked off later for a run on the grass, 
but inexorably there. She owns no sandals, flats or walking 
shoes, and I have no doubt that she wears heels when skiing. I 
am too much in love to characterize this addiction as sickly or 
fetishistic, but I wonder what someone, more objective than I, 
would conclude?

One ugly canker gnaws at me constantly: when the moment 
comes, that ineffable moment when she gives herself to me fully 
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was too early for despair: that would not come until a rifle actu-
ally was levelled at her. Without conscious decision, all of her 
powers instantly concentrated on the possibility of escape. The 
half-dozen guards were at the other end of the building in front 
of the entrance, their dogs with them. Was there another way 
out? She surveyed the barn quickly, but in the pale, winter light 
saw none. There was no skylight in the low roof, no window in 
any wall. Were there other possibilities? None? Resign herself?

A thought blazed: on coming into the barn she’d had to step 
up high to the bed of hay inside. There was no visible floor in the 
interior, merely the hay. And since there were no animals, it was 
only for storage. But why then was the roof so low? What if part 
of the building were below ground level?

In the instant, with an effort of will that momentarily overcame 
her exhaustion, Claire turned over on her knees and began to 
thrust the hay apart with her hands. It was softly loose, neither 
baled nor packed down, and in a few moments she had opened 
a hole the full length of her arms. With a low cry she raised up 
and began shaking her friend. “Wake up,” she whispered urgently, 
speaking in German. Lini grunted – a hand groped in sleep to push 
away Claire’s hands – and she sat up with a start. 

“Time to go?”
“Not yet,” Claire whispered. “Listen… My feet are frozen – I 

can’t walk any more. But—”
“What are you talking about?” Lini interrupted hoarsely.
“You’ve got to! You know I’ll help you.”
“I can’t… I’m finished… look!” Claire turned her body with 

effort and thrust out her bare foot. Lini stared at it, then tugged 
on the right shoe until it came off. Her eyes, when she glanced up 
at Claire, had panic in them.

“Another hour on the road,” Claire said quickly, “and I’ll be 
finished. But I think we can hide here.”

“Hide? Where?”
Claire pointed to the hole a foot away. “The hay’s soft. I think 

it’s deep enough to hide in.”

ammunition pouch was full, and who silently took aim when a 
woman who could go no further sank to her knees in the snow.

Not quite five minutes had passed since Claire’s column had been 
directed into a barn for a rest period. It was one o’clock – they 
had marched fourteen miles since seven in the morning. Lini, like 
most of the other women, had thrown her thin, ice-hard blanket 
over her body, closed her eyes and instantly fallen asleep… not so 
quickly asleep, however, that she forgot to safeguard her chunk of 
bread – thrusting it under her skirt, between her thighs. Claire, 
sitting beside her, was struggling stubbornly against stone-heavy 
eyelids and the narcotic fatigue that clogged her veins. She knew 
that before the command came to march again she absolutely had 
to massage some feeling into her feet.

The shoes, which she had treasured in the morning because 
her old ones were tattered, had wooden soles an inch thick and 
uppers woven from jute that now were hard as metal from the ice 
encrusted on them. They had been large when she first put them 
on, but they were so tight now that neither had budged in her first 
weak effort to remove them. She had eaten the two sweet biscuits 
for the bit of energy they might give her, and she was trying a 
second time, using both hands on the left shoe, wrenching the 
heel, aided by the fact that the foot gave her no pain. Twice she 
paused to pant and gather her meagre strength, and then, finally, 
the icy heel pulled loose from the iced flesh, and she tugged and 
tugged with both hands at the front – and the foot came free.

She stared with shock at the swollen, alien toes, at the puffed, 
bloodless, grey-white flesh. Anguish burst in her heart. She knew at 
once that there was no purpose in a few minutes, or half an hour, 
of massage. She knew what frozen feet looked like, and how long 
anyone could walk on them. There would be no point in trying to 
leave the barn when the guards shouted “Los aufgehen!”* – as well 
be shot here as an hour later when she toppled over on the road.

Claire had seen too much death in her twenty-three months in 
Auschwitz to feel surprise that it might be her turn now. Fear and 
anguish were inevitable, but not surprise, and not even despair. It 
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and terror churned within her. Would the shoes keep moving? Only 
faintly was she aware of dust in her nose and open mouth, of the 
feel of the hay closing over her bare legs, of the blood beginning to 
pound in her head. As she pushed and slid down, down into greater 
obscurity and still found air to breathe, she began to quiver with 
excitement. How deep were they? She couldn’t tell. Abruptly her 
forehead touched a shoe. Why had Lini stopped? The shoe moved 
slowly, and she followed, holding on to it to maintain contact, 
able to see it only faintly in the dim light. She became aware that 
it was no longer a downward, but an upward movement. Why? 
The upward movement continued slowly… there was a pause… 
it continued again… and then stopped. Claire understood: Lini 
had moved so they would be lying flat. But why had she not gone 
deeper still? She reached out and squeezed her friend’s ankle. As 
though in reply, Lini’s shoes began to move sideways. Claire started 
to follow, but then waited, realizing that Lini was turning. She 
lay with both arms extended as feelers. A few moments passed, 
and then Lini’s hand, brushing past hers, returned to squeeze 
it. The shadow of Lini’s face approached. Claire felt her warm, 
panting breath. Lini searched for Claire’s ear, whispered into it. 
“Couldn’t… go deeper… couldn’t get… enough air.”

“We’re deep enough,” Claire whispered back excitedly. “It’s so 
dark I can hardly see you.”

“Oh my God,” Lini muttered, “have we really done it?”
They were silent for a few moments, trembling. Suddenly Lini 

whispered, “How do you know about the dogs?”
“Know what?”
“That they can’t smell through hay?”
“My grandfather told me. He used to hunt with dogs.” 
“Maybe these police dogs have a better sense of smell?” 
“They couldn’t have. My grandfather’s dogs could follow rabbit 

tracks that were days old. But they couldn’t smell a rat in a hay-
stack, he told me.”

“That better be right,” Lini muttered. “God, I’m scared, I’m 
shaking.” She coughed a little. “The dust has dried my throat out.”

“They’re not fools. They’ll look for us.”
“They didn’t make a count when we came in. How will they 

know anyone’s missing? There must be two hundred in here.”
“They’ll poke in the hay with bayonets.”
“But if we’re deep enough…”
“Then the dogs’ll find us.”
“Dogs can’t smell anything through hay.”
“How do you know?”
“I’ll tell you later, you know I wouldn’t lie. You decide for 

yourself, but it’s the only chance I have… Well?”
For a moment of terrible distress Lini stared at Claire. She was 

chewing her lips; her round, thin face was frozen with uncertainty. 
Then she glanced quickly across the twilight* cavern to the guards 
at the door. In a low, charged voice she said, “We’ve been together 
so long, I can’t leave you.” It was not a reasoned decision, and 
both knew it, but it was a command of heart’s blood. Tossing her 
blanket aside, Lini said quickly, “They’ll find us unless we can go 
really deep – but if we do, how can we breathe?”

“The hay’s so loose I think we’ll be able to – let’s test it.”
“Let me go first. If it’s deep, I’ll keep going down as long as 

there’s air.”
She got to her hands and knees, a wide-hipped woman with 

the strong frame of a peasant, twenty pounds underweight now, 
but in a much better physical state than Claire. She crawled to the 
opening and began to work rapidly, thrusting the hay aside and 
burrowing into it like a mole pushing downward into loose earth. 
In a few seconds her head and shoulders were out of sight. Claire 
cast a quick glance back at the guards – and then at a woman 
nearby, who had sat up and was watching. Now only Lini’s legs 
were visible. “Psst!” Claire said to the watching woman, and 
raised a warning finger to her lips. The woman glanced at her 
apathetically without any answering sign. “Merde!”* Claire said 
to herself, and crawled head first into the hole.

The burrow went down at a steep angle. Claire followed Lini’s 
shoes closely, her face only a few inches behind them, while hope 
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like honey in their dry mouths. After a while, the sound of march-
ing began to recede.

“We could have been in another column,” Claire murmured, 
“one that rested along the road. Why did we have the luck to be 
sent in here?”

“Why – why?” Lini whispered with affectionate mockery. “You 
never change – always looking for philosophy where there is none. 
Why didn’t you die from your typhus? Why weren’t we both shot 
in Toulouse?” And then, after a moment, “I’ll give you something 
real to think about: what do we do now?”

“I don’t know,” Claire muttered. “I can’t think any more. I have 
to sleep. I’m so tired.”

“I forgot my bread,” Lini announced after a moment. “That’s 
a terrible mistake. It’ll be gone now.”

Claire didn’t answer. She was already in a comatose sleep. Lini 
coughed. The last thing she heard was a rifle shot in the distance.

4
In a wild dream, Lini was hiding in a suffocating box while police 
dogs ran furiously back and forth searching for her. Waking, she 
heard a new column of prisoners entering the barn. Claire was 
snoring. Lini shook her gently, whispering into her ear. “Quiet, 
quiet, quiet!”

With a thick tongue Claire murmured, “Huh? What?”
“Another column! Wake up!”
“I’m awake.”
They listened, hearing men’s tired voices, curses in a medley of 

languages, the sound of exhausted bodies sprawling down upon 
the hay. This time, different from their own entrance, there were 
warnings in advance about hiding. “We’ll shoot every bastard who 
tries it,” a guard shouted, “and shove a bayonet up his ass first. 
Don’t think we won’t find you.”

Nauseating fear, like some dirty chemical, spurted again 
through the veins of both women. They had escaped one search 

“Don’t talk,” Claire said. She reached out… they clasped hands. 
They lay face to face, staring at each other, every force in their 
beings concentrated upon the act of listening. Time passed. They 
couldn’t measure it – fifteen minutes, half an hour, more? The 
gruelling, frightful moment came with shrill whistles and the 
shouting of the guards: “All out! Quick! Let’s go!” Both women 
went rigid, and, instantly, Lini began to cough. Claire jerked her 
hand free and clapped the palm over her friend’s mouth. The 
harsh shouts came closer, and with them the barking of dogs, and 
they could hear the movement of many feet on the rustling hay. 
“Out! Quick!” And then a voice directly above them: “If  any of  
you bitches have hidden in the hay, nothing will happen to you if  
you come out right now. If  we find you hiding, we’ll shoot you!”

Shuddering with terror, they waited for the bayonet thrust from 
above, for sudden light and a rifle barrel pointing down at them. 
They heard the harsh voice repeat the threat in another part of 
the barn. The rustling and snapping of the hay continued… and 
then, abruptly, it ceased, and there was only the sound of a few 
guards tramping back and forth, and of their dogs. Whistles began 
to sound shrilly from outside, which meant that lines were being 
formed. And then the barking of the dogs also moved outside, 
and they were alone in a sudden hush.

Lini stopped coughing, and Claire freed her mouth. They lay 
still, panting with excitement, the sweat of tension clammy on 
their bodies. They heard the marching commands, and then the 
crunching of the frosty snow under hundreds of tramping feet.

“My God, we did it,” Lini whispered. “We escaped.” 
“Yes, yes, yes, we did it!” Claire said, sobbing.
“Escaped,” Lini repeated with wonder. “We escaped.”
They listened exultantly to the sounds from outside. From not 

far off a rifle cracked, and they both shivered, but then Claire said 
“That’s me, I’m dead”, and they suddenly were stifling delicious 
laughter, the bitter-crusted laughter that people learn who have 
lived insupportably close to death and horror. Their laughter 
exhausted them, and they lay still, tasting the quiet of the barn 
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“I’m so thirsty.”
“Me too. And hungry.”
“It was stupid to forget my bread.”
“We’re alive. Even with your bread, how long could you have 

kept walking?”
“I don’t know.”
For a moment Claire drifted into fantasy, seeing herself tottering 

along in that army of the half dead through that frozen landscape. 
How many times the rifles had cracked in the last two hours! She 
couldn’t say what had enabled her to march this far… the sheer 
momentum of the column, perhaps… and the fact that she still 
cared about living. Yet she hadn’t cared enough to hold on to her 
kilo of bread. She had dropped it in the snow despite Lini’s fierce 
protest. “You mustn’t!” Lini had insisted. “Bread is life.”

“I can’t hold it any more,” she had replied. “My hands are too 
frozen.”

“Then eat it!”
“I’m too tired to eat.”
“You must hold it. Try!”
She had tried, but a little while later the bread had slipped 

from her hands. So had others dropped their bread, their only 
sustenance for that day and perhaps the next also, and in that 
act had already begun to depart from the living… as had she. 
In the last half-hour of the march she had known that she was 
entering a stage of final exhaustion, of a drugged numbness of 
body and mind that craves surcease more than life. She had seen 
it in countless women in Auschwitz as they stumbled back from 
a day of field labour, and she had even thought vaguely that her 
eyes must be getting the vacant, glazed look that theirs always 
had. Yet now the flame of caring was bright again, and it had 
begun to flicker into life the moment she entered the barn. What 
had done it? An end to marching, yes… the warmth of the hay 
and the sleep… but most of all renewed hope. On the road she 
had lost hope: it had slipped from her heart after the first hour 
because she had known that it was only a matter of time before 

– this time it might be more thorough. A hacking began in 
Lini’s throat, and she covered her mouth with both hands. 
Time passed – time that squeezed their bodies and hearts in 
a vice. Abruptly both heard sharp rustling in the hay above 
them. The sound came closer, and they lay paralysed, like two 
small sea creatures that have for defence only their aperture in 
a rock. A man’s head suddenly pushed through the hay into 
their hole, moving so quickly that it struck Lini in the side. A 
muffled cry from Lini… a grunt of fear from the man… and 
then recognition on both sides. In the faint light the women 
could see that the man’s head, so close to them, was shaven, 
and he could see their prisoner kerchiefs.

“What are you doing here?” he whispered in German. 
“Hiding,” Lini whispered back.
“That’s what I want to do.”
“All right, but please, go somewhere else.”
“Sure! See you later.” He started away, but then popped his head 

back into their hole. “Don’t worry, girls. We’re the last transport.” 
He started to vanish in the hay, and once again popped out at 
them. “I organized a bottle of cognac!” This time he tunnelled 
off into obscurity.

“My God!” Lini whispered. “My heart stopped.”
“It’s wonderful! A man’ll know better what to do.”
Both women relaxed a bit. That a man should consider the hay 

a safe place to hide somehow made if safer for them. And that 
he had come away from Auschwitz with a bottle of cognac con-
veyed instantly that he was an old-line prisoner with an instinct 
for survival.

“How long have they been here?” Claire whispered. 
“Twenty minutes?”
“Thought it was longer.”
“How do you feel?”
“So tired! I could sleep for ever.”
“I wonder how long we slept?”
“Few hours I think.”
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5

The sound of marching had been twenty minutes gone, but they 
waited for a signal from the man. It came in a somewhat bravura 
speech: “All right, girls, a bayonet just missed me, but here I am – 
ha-ha! Coast is clear – come out and have some cognac. Norbert, 
old man, you fall asleep? Pop your handsome head out.”

“Did you hear that?” Lini exclaimed excitedly. “Another man 
still!”

They pushed up on hands and knees and thrust the hay apart 
until they could stand. At once there was more light and air. 
Moving at an angle, they climbed until their heads were free. 
“Have to rest,” Claire murmured, panting.

“We must have been two metres…” Lini started to say, and then, 
astonished, stopped talking. The man who had called to them was 
standing nearby, bottle in hand – and three others were emerging 
from the hay. Heads swivelled, surprised glances were exchanged.

“Ha-ha – quite a company!” the man with the bottle observed 
euphorically, but keeping his voice down. “Welcome to freedom, 
comrades.” And then: “Otto Mayr, at your service, girls! Haven’t 
seen a girl in a million years. How is it that with such dirty faces 
you still look beautiful to me? Have some cognac. Sorry I haven’t 
got a roast duck. What else can I do for you?”

“Help her out, please,” Lini said. “She’s very tired.”
Otto dropped the bottle, thrust his hands into the hay to grasp 

Claire under the arms, and pulled her to the surface.
“You don’t weigh very much, sister – almost a Mussulman.”
“Don’t call me that!” Claire snapped, and in the next moment 

felt apologetic. “Mussulman” was Auschwitz slang for prisoners 
close to death. She knew how emaciated she was – there was no 
reason to take offense. “I’m sorry, thank you for helping me.”

Obviously contrite, Otto murmured, “I only meant a joke.”
“I know that.”
Brushing the hay from their clothes, the six of them gathered 

in a circle, each of the men automatically pulling his round, 
striped prisoner cap from a pocket in order to cover his shaven 

she toppled over like those whose bodies were already beginning 
to dot the road. What was it about the human heart that made it 
need hope as the body needed water? In Auschwitz so many had 
lost hope the first days after their arrival and died of one thing 
or another in the first week or two…

A piercing whistle followed by a yell: “On your feet! Get your 
asses moving! Form ranks outside!”

Dogs barking, the commotion of many men moving, a steady 
rustling and crunching of the hay above them! Their throats con-
stricted. They lay with hands clasped, bodies rigid, faces twisted 
by fear. Whistles began to shrill outside the barn.

Suddenly, a violent shout: “Here’s one hiding! Out, you Jew 
bastard!”

A wailing, desperate appeal in mangled German: “I was asleep… 
I didn’t hear… I only covered myself to keep warm.”

“Turn around, you filth, QUICK!”
They had heard many women scream like that, but never 

before a man. Claire clapped her hands over her ears. A rifle 
shot ended it.

“Search back there! Roust them out with your bayonets!”
For an eternity they listened to the jackboots crunching the hay, 

the throaty snarl of running dogs, the grunting of the guards as 
they thrust down into the hay.

“All right! Let’s go! Throw that corpse outside. Good hay 
shouldn’t have Jew shit on it!”

Presently there came the sound of thousands of feet tramping 
on the frosty snow.

“He was French,” Claire sobbed. “Why didn’t he hide deeper?”
“Maybe it was like he said… I’m glad it wasn’t our man.”
They listened to the marching feet, to the raucous barking of 

the dogs along the lines.
“How will the world ever know?” Claire asked. “How will those 

who never saw Auschwitz believe it happened?”
Their sweaty hands still were clasped.
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features. “We got away from the transport, but what lies ahead we 
don’t know. How do we want to manage – separate or together?”

Otto pulled the cork from the bottle of cognac, which was 
already half empty. “I say together. Look at these girls – they 
can’t go it alone.”

“Together,” the Pole agreed.
Andrey nodded. “Together is correct.”
Lini and Claire exchanged glances. “Oh, yes!” Lini said for 

both of them.
Suddenly all were smiling at one another. “One for all and all 

for one,” Otto proclaimed enthusiastically. “Let’s drink to it.” He 
offered the bottle to Lini. “Warm you up. Kept Norbert and me 
feeling fine all day. What’s your name?”

“Lini.”
“Cognac in our condition?” Claire asked dubiously. “How will 

that be?”
“Only one way to find out,” Lini replied gaily. She took a small 

drink, exhaled noisily, grinned, took another. “Thank you, now I 
know I’m out of the camp.” Her brown eyes were glowing – her 
round, thin face, in spite of the dirt smudges on it, was shining 
with joy.

“To hear a woman’s voice – that tells us men we’re out of the 
camp, eh?” remarked Otto. He extended the bottle to Claire. 
“Your name?”

“Claire.” She took a tiny sip, returned the bottle.
“That didn’t even wet your mouth.”
“I’m afraid to take more.”
“Is correct,” Andrey put in.
Otto chuckled and passed the bottle to the Pole. “Who are you?”
“Jurek… Thank you.” He swallowed a mouthful with deep 

pleasure.
“I’m Norbert,” said the second German. He spoke with controlled 

tension. “Let’s take stock. What food have we got?” He pulled a small 
piece of dark bread from one pocket of his short jacket. “That’s 
all I have.” He accepted the bottle from Jurek and drank quickly.

head. Silently, with nervous smiles, feeling dazed and uncertain 
and exalted at being on their own without electrified wire or 
guards or commands, they began to identify one another by the 
coloured triangles sewn on their garments. With the exception 
of Lini, all were non-Jewish political prisoners. Two of the men 
were German, one was Polish, one a Russian. Claire, in addition 
to the insignia of a French political, wore an armband marked 
“Interpreter”. It was apparent at once to the women that the 
Pole and the two Germans had had modestly favourable jobs in 
the camp. They were underweight, but not cadaverously so, and 
they were wearing warm civilian clothes rather than the striped 
ersatz of most prisoners. Both facts meant that they had been 
in a position to organize some food and clothes in the camp 
black market.

“So here we are – free!” Otto exclaimed after a few moments. 
His small grey-green eyes were snapping with happiness. He 
was a nondescript-looking man, a little under medium height, 
sallow-skinned, sharp-featured. “Can everybody talk German? 
My comrade and I don’t know anything else.”

“I’m from this province, Silesia,” the Pole volunteered, “so 
German I manage.” He flashed a smile, showing beautiful teeth – a 
young, very handsome man. “But it is helpful to talk slow, yes?”

“Not good I,” the Russian said, “but understand. Name is 
Andrey,” he added irrelevantly, “soldier Soviet Army.” He was 
tall, extremely gaunt, looking very tried, wearing prison stripes 
like the two women. He listened to the others with a hand cupped 
behind his right ear.

“Both of us speak it,” Lini announced, “and my friend knows 
Polish and Russian.”

A look of delight came over Andrey’s face. Excitedly he enquired 
if Claire were Russian.

“French,” she replied, and giggled a little at his disappointment.
“Comrades, let’s decide something right off,” said the second 

German. He was the oldest of the group, appearing to be in his 
middle forties – a powerfully built man with strong, composed 
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“Sure,” Norbert agreed, “but we’ve got to keep our wits about 
us, or we won’t be. Now listen, everyone: nothing to eat, and 
we’ve got to stay in hiding till the Russians come. How do we 
manage that?”

“By myself earlier,” Jurek spoke up, “I was thinking like so: I 
am Pole. I go to the farmer belongs this barn. He is a Pole, too. 
I ask him for food, to hide me. So now I go speak for all, yes?”

“Net!”* Andrey burst out emphatically, a hand behind his ear. 
“Farmer is collaborator, suppose. What happen? He tell Germans. 
We shot.”

A discussion began in which Andrey found no support, because 
he had no alternative plan. He was voted down. He accepted the 
decision with a look of foreboding.

“Wszystko będzie dobrze,” Jurek said with his flashing smile 
to Andrey. “That mean in Polish everything will go all right.” He 
went to the door, pushed it open a few inches and peered out. He 
opened it wider and surveyed all around. From inside they could 
see a strip of yard with a corner of a two-storey house beyond. 
Jurek slipped out, closing the door behind him.

“It’s stopped snowing,” Claire murmured.
“Stopped?” asked Norbert. He looked at her queerly. “Was there 

snow when you were marching?”
“All day.”
Norbert exchanged glances with the others. “After your trans-

port left here, what did you do?”
“Slept.”
“Until we came?”
Claire nodded.
“You didn’t wake up in between?”
“No. Why?”
The look in Norbert’s pale-blue eyes was one of pure pity. “You 

girls slept two days.”
Lini raised her head from Claire’s shoulder. “What’s that?”
“It was snowing hard when the first transports left on the eight-

eenth. It hasn’t snowed since. Today’s the twentieth.”

“We have nothing,” Claire stated.
Jurek extended empty palms.
Andrey, taking the bottle, opened his jacket and pulled out 

a small chunk of bread. He drank eagerly and, quite evidently, 
restrained himself from drinking more than his share. “Ah, spa-
sibo,”* he exclaimed hoarsely, returning the bottle to Otto.

“Well, Otto,” Norbert enquired, “you organize anything good 
from the kitchen?”

Otto hesitated. The pause was so brief that it was almost unno-
ticeable, but each of the others, honed to sharpness by camp life, 
marked it. He took a second too long to drink, to examine the 
bottle as he corked it. “Not enough to take us far.” He pulled half 
a pound of horse-meat sausage from one pocket of his leather 
jacket, a bit of bread and a paper bag from the other. “Lump 
sugar,” he announced with pride.

“Lump sugar,” Lini repeated rather thickly. “Impossible, doesn’t 
exist.” She swayed, sat down heavily and burst into merry laughter. 
“I’m drunk. It feels good.”

In the instant all were laughing, shaking with laughter, as though 
they never before had seen anything so comic. Within seconds, 
however, Norbert’s laughter stopped as though someone had 
struck him in the face, and both of his arms shot out in a violent 
gesture. “Sh! Quiet!” All but Lini responded, and Norbert shook 
her. “Stop it, girl. Quiet!”

“Excuse me.” She controlled her mirth, but continued to 
giggle softly and happily. Claire sat down and put an arm 
around her.

“What’s the matter with us?” Norbert asked. “We’re not on 
the moon. There could be an SS troop right outside. We’ve got 
to keep our wits about us.”

“Da, da!”* Andrey whispered, very perturbed. “Was crazy 
laugh like that.”

Otto, still grinning, observed with relish, “To escape the march, 
to be alive, that’s crazy! Inside me I want to yell, dance, sing, get 
drunk, kiss everybody. Jesus Christ, we’re free!”
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“Licked? What is?”
“Defeated.”
“Oh, yes! This year, I think, is finish.”
“I’m quite sure the Allies are in Germany already,” Claire vol-

unteered. “I heard some Gestapo officers talking about it.”
Otto pulled out the cognac bottle. “Not too much left, but news 

like this calls for a drink. You first, Lini, eh?”
Lini laughed and waved him away.
“Net,” said Andrey. “More I am not able. Thank you.” 
Extending the bottle to Norbert, Otto nudged him, and they 

moved away from the others.
“If we don’t get grub from the farmer, what do we do?”
Norbert shrugged. “We’ll decide then.”
Otto’s long, sharp features set hard. “I didn’t live through seven 

years of hell to starve to death now.” He reached into his trouser 
pocket and pulled out a long-bladed German army knife wrapped 
in a rag. With a thin grin he said, “Our kitchen capo bought this 
from an SS man last week. I stole it from him yesterday.”

“So what?”
“That Polack better give us something to eat, eh?”
“Put it away.”
“You haven’t answered me.”
“Yes, I have. I said ‘put it away’. We’re not fascists, are we?”
“Oh, horseshit!” With a grimace Otto walked off. Norbert 

began pacing up and down.

6
In Russian Andrey asked Claire deferentially, “May I sit by you?”

“Of course.”
“I’m curious to know…” He stopped and leant forward. “Your 

feet are frozen!”
Claire nodded.
“But you should be working on them. It’s very dangerous for 

you.”

Claire and Lini gazed at each other. Claire smiled wanly. “I 
could sleep for two years.”

“Say, girls,” Otto asked, “what made you hide? Nobody else in 
your transport did.”

“I couldn’t march any more,” Claire answered. “It was my 
only chance. Lini decided to stay with me because” – she smiled 
– “because she’s Lini.”

“Come to think of it,” Otto continued, “why didn’t more men 
try it? Why only us four?”

“I don’t know about the men,” Lini said, “but most of the 
women were so exhausted they dropped on the hay and went to 
sleep. That’s what I did. If not for Claire, I would’ve slept until 
the guards got us up.”

“The same with the men,” Norbert put in. “Too tired even to 
think. Anyway, most had the idea of escape beaten out of them 
long ago. The Nazis are expert at that.”

“What about you two?” Lini asked. “Weren’t you just as tired?”
“Otto and me are long-timers. We ate better than most and 

started out in better shape. We decided to run at the first chance 
because we knew it would be a death march in weather like this.”

“And you?” Claire asked Andrey.
“With me is always idea for escape,” he answered matter-of-

factly. “Is my…” He paused, searching for a word, and then spoke 
to Claire in Russian.

“It’s his psychology,” Claire translated. “After he was captured, 
he escaped from a prisoner-of-war camp.”

“You don’t say!” Otto exclaimed admiringly. And then, with 
sudden excitement, “When were you captured?”

“Is seven months now. Last year July.”
“Do you know if the Americans and British are fighting in France?”
“Is so. Invade there before I am capture.”
“I told you!” Otto burst out gleefully to Norbert. “You’ve been 

in so long you don’t believe anything you hear.”
Norbert shrugged and smiled. “So Hitler’s getting licked in the 

east and the west both, eh?” he asked happily.
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“This way?” Lini asked Andrey.
“Yes, and like so.” He gestured.
Otto moved close and stood watching. “You march barefoot?”
“No, but I took off my shoes when we came in here.”
“Where did you leave them?”
“About there.”
“Please,” Lini added, “when we went into the hay, we left our 

blankets, too, and my kilo of bread. Maybe…”
“I’ll look.”
Andrey said to Claire: “So, now… how is it you know Russian?”
“My grandfather was born in Russia, my grandmother in 

Poland. They taught me, and I studied Russian at the Sorbonne. 
That’s a university.”

“But of course,” Andrey remarked with a smile, “the Sorbonne 
is a university, not the name of a borsch.* You thought I wouldn’t 
know?”

Claire smiled, then murmured, “We’re strangers.”
“And Debussy* is not a cheese,” Andrey went on in gentle 

mockery. He suddenly began to hum a theme. With surprise and 
interest Claire listened.

Otto returned saying, “No shoes, no blankets, no bread.”
“Sh!” Andrey smiled. “Debussy for French comrade.” Beating 

with his finger, he continued to hum. He broke off as the door 
opened noisily. All, instantly tense, watched Jurek come towards 
them. He had a pencil and paper in his hand.

“Well?” asked Norbert.
“He will give us to eat. But to hide here, no. It is too dangerous 

– this is important road. We must go away tonight.”
Silence!
“He’s right,” Norbert said decisively. “Did he tell you where 

we can go?”
“Is little village, Stara Wieś,* on other side of woods.” 
“Far?” Claire enquired with anxiety.
“Three kilometres.”
“Does he know anyone in the village who’ll hide us?” Otto asked.

“I know that, but I forgot about them until you reminded me. 
I’ve been too happy.”

“Permit me!” He pressed the flesh of one foot. “After two days 
indoors you still have no pain?”

“Is that a bad sign?”
He ignored the question. “You must begin massage at once! 

Start where your leg joins the trunk – massage downward. But 
don’t touch the foot.”

“Thank you. I’ll do it, but I don’t know how long I can keep it 
up. I’m quite weak.”

“It would be better anyway if someone else did it for you. If 
your friend isn’t strong enough, then one of us. You mustn’t have 
shame about it. There must be steady massage from now on.”

“Would it be good to rub my feet with snow?”
“No, a wrong treatment. Very bad. Is your friend too dizzy to 

begin now?”
Claire spoke to Lini, who raised her head.
“I’m all right, I can do it. But, God, I’m so thirsty! Couldn’t we 

get some snow to eat?”
In German Andrey said, “Is not correct us go outside. You wait 

Jurek, ask him water.” Then to Claire in Russian: “Tell her how 
to do it.”

He listened, a hand behind his ear, and watched with care 
as Lini sat down in front of Claire and took her left leg on her 
lap. As Lini began to lift Claire’s dress and the shoddy ersatz 
slip beneath it, Claire felt a flush of embarrassment go through 
her – and instantly knew why. When she entered Auschwitz, she 
had been shaven, stripped and tattooed by the women inmates 
in charge – and all of it in front of several male guards – yet she 
had not felt shame because she did not regard an SS man as a 
human being. That she felt unease now was the result of being 
in the real world again, with a real man’s eyes upon her, and she 
was embarrassed – not at the exposure of her leg, but at its lack 
of normal femininity. “I’m beginning to feel like a woman again,” 
she thought, and there was a sudden tremor in her heart.
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The door opened.
“So ask him,” said Norbert.
Jurek, carrying a pail of water with a dipper in it, was followed 

by a tall, heavy-set farmer of fifty wearing a dirty sheepskin coat. 
He looked grim and worried as he surveyed his guests. Norbert 
stood up, went over to him and offered his hand, saying “Thank 
you” in Polish. The farmer shook his hand, nodded, remained 
silent. He pointed to Andrey and Claire, and spoke rapidly to Jurek 
in a hoarse voice. Then he went out. Jurek interpreted: “Clothes 
for Andrey he has, for Claire maybe, for Lini no. I go bring them.”

Otto touched his arm and asked about the sausage. Nodding 
assent, Jurek added that the farmer’s woman was starting to 
make a potato soup, and it would be best to save most of the 
sausage for later.

Claire and Lini were still quenching their thirst, alternating with 
the dipper, as the men went up to them.

“Well, girls,” Otto announced heartily, “we men have decided 
you need fattening up. So” – he took the sausage and the knife 
from his pockets – “this is only for you.”

“And a little bread, too,” added Norbert. “You girls haven’t eaten 
for two days.” He gave Lini the piece of bread he had saved from 
the march. Silently Andrey extended his to Claire.

Both women protested that they wanted everything to be shared 
equally.

“Overruled by majority decision. You don’t know how good it 
is to look at a woman.” He cut each of them a thick slice. “No 
more now, because there’s soup being made.”

“So then,” Lini said with a warm smile, “all we can do is thank 
you.”

Claire, staring at the bread and sausage in her hand, began to cry.
“What’s the matter?” asked Otto.
“It’s the first time in two years men have been kind to us.”
“Ach,” Lini exclaimed as she chewed the sausage hungrily, “so 

why doesn’t it make you feel good? Always such a romantic! Only 
somebody like you could cry over it!”

Jurek shrugged. “We will see there… Is one thing he want from 
us. We write in Russian that he save six prisoners escape from 
Auschwitz. We sign names and put numbers.”

Andrey laughed sourly. “You see? Collaborator! He no save us, 
we do it. Maybe not even village where he says is village. I hope 
my comrades hang him.”

Again an argument broke out, with Andrey standing alone. It 
was agreed that they had no choice. Muttering his displeasure, 
Andrey took the pencil and began writing the statement. Otto sud-
denly knelt by Claire and whispered, “You know Russian. See that 
it’s right – no tricks.” When her turn came to sign, Claire paused 
to read it, added her name and number, and nodded to Otto.

As Jurek started out, Norbert said, “Wait. Ask him for some-
thing else.” He gestured to Andrey and the two women. “They 
need different clothes. She needs shoes.”

“And water,” Lini added. “Please, some water.”
Jurek gestured and went out.
Andrey said in Russian to Claire, “If the collaborator has no 

shoes for you, don’t worry. I will make you boots from hay.”
“How?”
“You’ll see. Tell your friend to massage the right leg now. She 

should keep changing every five minutes.”
As Lini shifted her position, Andrey nudged Otto and moved 

his head slightly. Together they walked over to Norbert, who 
was sprawled out, chewing a piece of hay, frowning in thought. 
Andrey spoke in a low voice: “Listen, please: French girl is weak 
like baby. Both girls need extra eat.” To Otto: “You give them 
sausage, yes? Is correct!”

Again there was a split second of hesitation on Otto’s part. “I 
guess so, sure. What do you say, Norbert?”

“It’s a good idea, but” – to Andrey – “what about you?” With 
a little smile: “You’re not so far from a Mussulman yourself.”

Andrey shook his head. “Now I free I get strong quick. No more 
field commando.” He grinned.

“Maybe we better ask Jurek first,” Otto put in.




