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         Born in Cologne in 1921, Heinz Konsalik started writing at the age of 10 and at 16 was writing short stories for a Cologne daily newspaper. He went to Munich to study medicine, but eventually gave up. Thereafter, he was drawn towards the theatre and literature. He started writing seriously during the war and in 1956 made his breakthrough with The Doctor of Stalingrad which became an overnight success. Now a bestselling novelist, his books have been translated into 17 languages.

      
   


   
      
         
            Main Characters
      

         

         Peter Radek, aged 25 Lieutenant

         (Pyotr Mironovich Sepkin)

         Berno von Ranovski, aged 24 Lieutenant

         (Ivan Petrovich Bunurian)

         Elmar Solbriet, aged 22 Second Lieutenant

         (Luka Ivanovich Petrovsky)

         Baron Venno von Baldenov, aged 28 Captain

         (Leonid Germanovich Duskov)

         Johann Poltmann, aged 21 Second Lieutenant

         (Fyodor Panteleyevich Ivanov)

         Detlev Adler, aged 25 Lieutenant

         (Alexander Nikolayevich Kraskin)

         Asgard Kuehenberg, aged 28 Captain

         (Kyrill Semyonovich Boranov)

         Dietrich Semper, aged 22 Second Lieutenant

         (Sergei Andreyevich Tarski)

         Bodo von Labitz, aged 31 Major

         (Pavel Fedorovich Sassonov)

         Alexander Dallburg, aged 20 Officer Cadet

         (Nikolai Antonovich Pleyin)

         Larissa Alexandrovna Khrulankova, aged 22 Tractor driver

         Lyra Pavlovna Sharenkova, aged 20 Tram driver

         Anya Ivanovna Pleskina, aged 27 Doctor

         Lyudmila Dragonovna Tcherskassya, aged 29 Police lieutenant

         Wanda Semyonovna Haller, aged 23 Building forewoman

         Yelena Lukanovna Pushkina, aged 19 Secretary in the Kremlin

         Igor Vladimirovich Smolka, aged 40 Colonel, Soviet Intelligence

         Yefim Grigoryevich Radovsky, aged 52 General, Kremlin staff officer

         Vladimir Leontinovich Plesikovsky

         Nikolai Ilyich Tabun

         Anton Vassilyevich Nurashvili

         and Stalin

      
   


   
      
         
            One
      

         

         Since
          no one was expecting them, no one came to meet them.

         After crossing the border and passing the East German police checkpoints they stood at the windows of the last carriage in the interzonal train looking out at the fields, the neat villages with their well-kept streets, and the brightly coloured cars which drove for some of the way parallel with the train, as if racing it.

         An elderly man came stumbling along the corridor. Suddenly he flung up his arms, then began opening compartment doors, shouting ecstatically, ‘We’ve made it! We’re in Germany!’ He hugged the other passengers, kissing them on both cheeks. Then, exhausted, he leaned against one of the corridor windows, pressed his face to the smeared glass, and wept quietly.

         They had left Moscow four days before, fearing endless formalities. They were at an assembly-centre, having come from all points of the compass with their wives and children, carrying suitcases, bags and cardboard cartons; half a lifetime — in some cases three-quarters — shrunk to the amount ‘that one person can carry’. Now they were standing side by side outside the huts: twentyseven men with their wives, fifty-three children, seven old men and nine old women, looking at the Comrade Commissar, listening to him in silence.

         ‘Well, so you’re the ones,’ said the man who had introduced himself as Kyrill Abramovich Konopyov. He was fat and heavy, with cheek-pouches like a hamster’s and small eyes almost buried in rolls of fat. He wore good, well-polished boots and a full, darkblue linen jacket over brown trousers. His hair was short, grey and curly, and he scratched his head when he had something important to say. ‘And just how many years has Russia fed you, eh? How long has Russia been your father and your mother? Haven’t you had all you could wish for? Don’t you have the most powerful nation in the world behind you? Isn’t the Soviet Union the safest place on this planet to be? Oh, no, that’s not good enough for you; you must be off to the capitalist West. Suddenly you remember you’re Germans. Germans indeed!’ He spat. He marched along the line of silent men, stopping briefly in front of each and looking at him with his small, piggy eyes. ‘And just what do you expect of the West?’ he asked. ‘What’s so great about it, eh? We Russians were the first in space; we lead the world in technology, medicine, cybernetics, mathematics, agrarian reform. Who has the best chess players in the world? The best gymnasts? Who has the most powerful army? But what’s the use of talking to you, standing there with your bits and pieces, thinking: Never mind him, never mind Comrade Kyrill Abramovich; we’re Germans, we are.’ He kicked a suitcase and laughed rather breathlessly. ‘Is that all you’ve kept of Russia? I call it a bloody shame.’

         Nobody wavered. They filed through his office to pick up their papers: train tickets; the final rubber stamp on the permit for a person of German origin to emigrate; their signatures on a document in which they gave assurances that they no longer had any claims whatever on the Soviet Union; and, last of all, their passes for crossing the border and the export permits for their much-inspected luggage.

         Not one of the emigrants was in a position to pay an air fare to Germany. Nor could they afford rail tickets for the international express trains. They were quite prepared to leave Russia together in a special carriage. They would have to change from the Soviet broad-gauge track to the standard European gauge in Poland, and they must then change again in East Germany, where they would be connected to the train travelling through Thuringia and over the border into the free West.

         Free West?

         Konopyov did not see it that way. He sat in his office, behind a mountain of documents, producing a personal file on each man who passed his desk.

         ‘Ah, it’s you, is it?’ he said, as a grey-haired man of medium height came up to the desk and presented his passport. Konopyov looked up, and the two men’s eyes met. Then Konopyov glanced at the woman standing beside the man, with a younger woman who, according to the records, must be the couple’s daughter. ‘Now, Kyrill Semyonovich Boranov, you’re an intelligent man. You and I even share the same first name — that makes a link, doesn’t it? Can you tell me why, after thirty-four years, you suddenly decided you’re German?’

         ‘I’ve always been German, Kyrill Abramovich.’ The man tapped his passport. ‘It says so here: my name is Asgard Kuehenberg. Birthplace, the estate of Thernauen in Livonia. I held the rank of captain in the German Army.’

         ‘I know, I know.’ Konopyov’s face twisted. ‘The whole thing came out at the time of that ridiculous application of yours. Very successful, wasn’t it? Sentenced to ten years in Siberia! Pardoned after three years because of intervention by the West German Government. Still, you’ve lived here as a Russian citizen for thirty-four years. Lived pretty well, too — you were high up in the Moscow tramline service. So why, I wonder, did you get the crazy notion, after such a long time, of admitting you were a German, a spy and saboteur?’

         ‘Homesickness, Comrade Konopyov.’

         ‘Homesickness?’

         ‘Surely a Russian can understand that.’

         ‘Your wife Lyra Pavlovna is Russian.’ Konopyov stared at the woman by the man’s side. She wore a simple cotton dress and summer sandals, but no stockings. She looked younger than her fifty-four years: a slender woman with brown hair still unstreaked with grey. Her face was oval, with slightly raised cheek-bones. ‘And your daughter Tamara Kyrillovna — she’s Russian, too,’ said Konopyov. He looked at the girl. She was taller than her parents, very slim and pretty. A waist a man could span with his hands; breasts like the first autumn apples; long, shapely legs. ‘I call it disgraceful,’ said Konopyov. ‘And just how did the West German Government find out you were still alive?’

         ‘It’s a long story, comrade.’

         ‘Oh, I can read it all in here.’ Konopyov tapped the file. ‘Kyrill Semyonovich Boranov, I am now asking you in my official capacity: will you give up this idea of emigrating?’

         ‘No.’

         ‘Very well, then; I’m asking these ladies, who are Russian: do you really want to leave your native country for good? All right, it may sound old-fashioned, but don’t you ever want to see Mother Russia again?’

         He paused, scratching his grey curls. The women did not react with the emotion he had expected. Their faces were unmoved.

         ‘He is my husband,’ said Lyra Pavlovna at last, in a clear voice, ‘and I go where he goes.’

         ‘And he is my father,’ said Tamara Kyrillovna, equally gravely. ‘Anything he does is right.’

         ‘Well, you’ve certainly trained your family well,’ said Konopyov. He rummaged among the papers and produced those to be signed. ‘What work will you do in Germany?’

         ‘I don’t know.’

         ‘You think the German tramline services can’t wait to get you?’

         ‘No.’

         ‘Or are you going to take up your army commission again?’

         ‘I’m too old for that.’

         ‘You certainly are — too old for any of it. Too old to go emigrating, I can tell you. Here, in the Soviet Union, you could have ended your days peacefully. In the West, you’ll be an outsider. “What’s he after here?” they’ll say. “Why didn’t he stay in Russia? He remembers he’s German after thirty-four years, and now we have to support him out of our taxes.” Kyrill Semyonovich, you’re going back to a country you don’t know any more. Everything’s changed there. Those who are no use to the economy of the West go to the wall. Free West? It’s the authorities who decide what freedom means there! Oh, yes, I can see in your eyes what you’re thinking. “Same as here.” Right?’

         ‘Your words, Comrade Konopyov, not mine,’ replied Kuehenberg cautiously.

         ‘We’re speaking in private. I ask you: what’s so much better about the West? You think they’ll pay you an officer’s pension?’

         ‘We shall see.’

         ‘There’s a good deal you’ll see. Did you never feel at home here?’

         Kuehenberg nodded. He put one arm round his wife and the other round his daughter, and drew them close. No doubt he had often stood like that in his little garden in one of Moscow’s new housing estates, where they were bulldozing great areas of forest flat to build simple, neat little houses to be let to good officials, reliable comrades. He must have stood in the sun, looking at the garden with its cherry-trees and vegetables, and been happy.

         ‘I love Russia,’ said Kuehenberg. ‘It hurts to leave.’

         ‘But you’re leaving all the same?’ snorted Konopyov. ‘You’re sick, comrade. Mentally sick.’

         ‘There comes a time in any man’s life when he wants to be himself. His real self. It’s just a dream to most people; they go on living the lives that fate has declared for them. But I have the chance to be a German again. Do you honestly think I could let it pass?’

         ‘You’re a fool, Boranov.’ Konopyov slammed down a rubber stamp on a piece of paper which had already been stamped many times over and was thus obviously an important document. ‘You know what that was?’

         ‘A rubber stamp.’

         ‘Your death as a Russian citizen. Now you’re nothing — until the Germans acknowledge you. That action stamped you out. Kyrill Semyonovich Boranov no longer exists, and your new name of Asgard Kuehenberg is only conditionally recognized. It’s the name you gave, but you can’t prove it; your government will give you no more than vague assurances. From now on, you and your family are nothing.’ Konopyov pushed the papers over the desk to Boranov. ‘How do you feel now?’

         ‘Not too good, I must admit.’ Kuehenberg gathered up the papers and put them in his coat pocket. ‘Are those all the formalities?’

         ‘That’s all.’

         ‘When can we leave?’

         ‘Tomorrow morning, from the Leningrad Station. Platform 3. The last carriage is reserved for those of you who’ve just discovered you’re German.’ Konopyov coughed and leaned back.

         ‘And there’s no way you can ever return.’

         ‘I realize that.’

         ‘Then get out,’ snapped Konopyov. ‘Kick Russia in the arse, that’s right. I like to think they’ll be doing the same to you in the West.’

          
      

         That had been four days ago.

         Now they were travelling through Germany, the land they had longed to see, towards Bebra where their carriage would be coupled to a train bound for Göttingen. They would reach their journey’s end in Friedland. The old man at the window, a farmer called Herbert Zimmerman who had battled with the authorities for his repatriation for seven years, was still weeping, unable to grasp the fact that he was finally back in the country the Zimmerman family had left scarcely a hundred years before to settle by the Volga. Kuehenberg himself, with his wife Lyra and his daughter Tamara, stood by the window of their compartment, watching the landscape flit past.

         ‘Your country is very beautiful,’ said Lyra Pavlovna; her husband’s silence made her uneasy. She winked at Tamara. The girl nodded and pointed to a vehicle which drove along beside the train until the road went downhill and it disappeared.

         ‘A yellow van. Do look — bright yellow!’

         It was a postal van. Kuehenberg passed a hand over his eyes. ‘Well, that’s something that’s changed. The postal vans used to be red.’

          
      

         There were coaches waiting for them at Friedland railway station.

         Two Red Cross nurses, an ambulance man, a policeman, and a civilian who introduced himself as representing the receptioncentre organizers, took the little band to the coaches, with their bags and cases, and drove with them to the barrack-like centre. The coaches drew up in the forecourt of the administration building. The ambulance man, a cheerful young fellow who had been sitting with the Kuehenbergs, said, ‘Well, here you are, then. Welcome to Germany.’

         And then they were standing out in the sun, which was as hot as it had been in the suburbs of Moscow, although the air was not so fragrant with the scent of flowers and vegetables, fruit and herbs as in their own sunlit garden, where Kyrill Semyonovich used to go around with a hose, watering his plants.

         ‘Barracks,’ said Lyra Pavlovna. Now that they were in Germany she spoke German, with a harsh Russian accent. ‘I thought this was freedom. Barracks, like the ones at Kolposheva.’

         Kolposheva, on the River Ob, the Siberian penal labour-camp of the notorious Narym district, a town of the living dead. Those who ended up in Kolposheva were forgotten.

         Kuehenberg took the luggage out of the coach: suitcases, three cartons, a jute bag. He piled it up in front of the women, and then took Lyra’s face in his hands. ‘It’s just for a few days, Lyranya,’ he said. Overcome by tenderness, he kissed her eyelids and caressed her cheeks. ‘As Konopyov said, we have no identities here yet; they’ll be giving us numbers! We know what the administrative process is like, don’t we? This is only a transitional phase, Lyranya.’

         A senior organizer of the reception-centre made them a short speech of welcome. They had come a long, hard way, he said, and a hard way still lay before them as, although they were Germans, they were in an unknown country now, very different from Russia. But they must not be discouraged; they would be given all the help they needed in settling in.

         Then they were allotted their rooms. The Kuehenbergs had two rooms and a shower. The big centre, which had once been a reception-camp for returning prisoners of war, was almost empty, most of its buildings closed. Only a trickle of German immigrants was coming back now.

         They fetched supper from the communal kitchen: goulash and noodles, then vanilla cream with raspberry sauce. Afterwards they strolled through the deserted barrack-town, saw the bell-tower with the famous Friedland Bell, sat in the evening light on a white-painted bench by flower-beds in the main square of the camp. When the sky became darker, and lights came on here and there in the buildings, they went back to their rooms and unpacked their cases. Tamara showered first, and put on her nightdress, then Kuehenberg got under the shower, soaped himself, and waited for Lyra to join him. She still has a beautiful body, he thought. Smooth, taut skin, firm breasts, not an ounce of superfluous fat anywhere. We’ve been married thirty-four years and I love her as much as on the day I met her. But has she always been happy with me? She’s gone through so much with me: falling in love and getting married; then learning the truth, that I was a German; her difficult labour with Tamara, when she nearly bled to death; our years of contentment, but always with the fear of discovery; her struggle against my wish to go home to Germany; and then my application to emigrate — the interrogations, arrest, beatings, my conviction, our time in Siberia, my pardon, another application, more threats, more interrogations, until at long last they allowed me to leave. Now we are in Friedland, to start a new life in a strange world. Lyranya, I have asked so much of you over the years!

         He reached for her under the shower, pulled her towards him, her smooth, naked body wet against his; the water sprayed over them.

         ‘Kyrillushka, what are you doing?’ she cried, clinging to him as if she were afraid of falling. ‘You’re out of your mind. Suppose Tamara came in? Oh, you old bear! I tell you, don’t. We’ll get water all over the place and you’ll have to pay for repairs. Kyrill, we aren’t twenty any more.’

         She was laughing, enjoying his lovemaking; she sighed like a girl when he stroked her breasts and gently took her erect nipples in his teeth, then clutched him as he pushed her against the wall of the shower, and put her legs firmly together. ‘You’re crazy,’ she gasped. ‘What are you doing? Lie down decently, can’t you?’ She pushed him away, laughing, a velvety undertone to her voice, covered his erection with a towel and ran to the door, dripping with water, to lock it. Only when she had rubbed herself dry did she lie down on the bed, looking expectantly at her husband.

         ‘It’s just as good as it was all those years ago,’ she said softly, a catch in her voice as he bent over her.

         ‘I love you, Lyrashka. I love you more and more every year. I….’

         He buried his face in her throat and fell silent; the sensation of entering her was as intense as thirty-four years ago, when they had first made love behind a grassy mound in the Lenin Hills, on the outskirts of Moscow, the vast blue sky above seeming to sing as he felt her warm skin against his own.

         I would have stayed in Russia if she had been set against leaving, he thought, feeling her lips on his own shoulder and neck. But she went along with everything I did; she never complained, never reproached me, never opposed me.

         They showered again, unlocked the door, and went to bed. All was quiet around them. It was far quieter than their little house in Moscow, where there were always neighbours with something to celebrate. And far quieter, too, than Kolposheva labour-camp where you heard men weeping in the huts at night, and the sound of stammered prayers, hoarse gasping, snoring, growled curses. This silence, such a vacuum of sound, oppressed them. They wanted to sleep, they were bone tired, but the silence prevented it.

         ‘Our first night in Germany,’ said Lyra Pavlovna. She was lying on her own — they were single beds. ‘It’s uncanny, Kyrill.’

         ‘You’ll find it’s different once we’re out of this centre. The world outside is noisy.’

         ‘Noisier than in Russia?’

         ‘Much noisier. Russia will seem quiet as an empty church by comparison.’

         ‘How do you know?’

         ‘I can tell, simply from the traffic in the streets.’

         ‘Are we going to live in a big city, darling?’

         ‘I don’t know.’

         ‘In your application forms, you said you were going to Cologne. Is Cologne a large place?’

         ‘Very large.’

         ‘Larger than Moscow?’

         ‘No, much smaller.’

         ‘Then how can you say it’s large?’

         ‘Well, Cologne is large by German standards.’

         ‘Then everything is smaller in Germany than in Russia?’

         Her logic was unassailable. He smiled in the dark. ‘Yes,’ he admitted. ‘Many things are smaller here.’

         ‘In that case, why should Germany be such a great place compared with Russia?’

         ‘Who says so?’

         ‘Oh, everyone here. They say America and Germany and France are all better than Russia.’

         ‘It’s not the actual size of the countries.’ He stretched and yawned. ‘Go to sleep now, Lyranya.’

         ‘Good night, Kyrill.’ Her voice sounded childishly thin. ‘I hope I dream of your Germany.’

         During the night the door opened softly, and Tamara tiptoed into the room. She slipped into Lyra’s bed, just as she used to do when she was a child, and nestled close to her mother.

         ‘I’m scared, Mamushka,’ she whispered. ‘I’m scared of these strange people and this strange country.’

         ‘So am I, dochaska,’ whispered Lyra Pavlovna back, ‘but don’t say so. Put a brave face on it. This is your father’s native land, and we must respect it.’

          
      

         The first day began with much official questioning, the filling in of long forms, the taking of photographs for identification papers, and preparations for transport on from the centre. Most of the immigrants were luckier than the Kuehenbergs in having relatives with whom they could stay, or they were being sent to jobs on the land where they could get acclimatized to their new life. The artisans were going to factories where they would learn to adapt their skills and be integrated into the work-force.

         Asgard Kuehenberg received different treatment.

         He was the last to be summoned to the administration building, and did not pass through the various individual departments. Instead, he was taken to a room where a man was waiting for him. This man, who wore a good, light-grey suit, was middleaged, with keen eyes under a high forehead. His brown hair was rather long, in the modern fashion. He rose to his feet at once as Kuehenberg came in, and bowed slightly.

         ‘I’m Heinz Wildeshagen,’ he introduced himself, ‘and I’m glad to meet you. Well, how are you feeling?’

         ‘All right,’ replied Kuehenberg cautiously. He took in the situation at a glance. They were alone in the room; there was a document on the table, and a black briefcase beside it. Despite the heat, the window was closed. The curtains were drawn, too, and the pleasantly dim light softened the bleakness of the furnishings. Heinz Wildeshagen indicated an upholstered chair in front of the desk.

         ‘Shall we sit down?’

         ‘If you like.’

         Kuehenberg sat. As he did so, his glance fell on the cover of the document. He could read the words there quite clearly: Wild Geese — 1944. And a stripe right across the cover indicated that the document was top secret.

         ‘Oh, God,’ said Kuehenberg, ‘must we go into that? Where did you get it?’

         Heinz Wildeshagen put his hand over the document.

         ‘Didn’t you know that all Canaris’s files survived the war? After the Admiral’s execution the new Intelligence chiefs, Kaltenbrunner and Schellenberg, seized all written records. When the SS took over the whole of Military Intelligence, a new wind began to blow, but not a better one. Of course, you weren’t around then.’

         ‘We heard about it, though.’ Kuehenberg leaned back. Wildeshagen offered him a cigarette, and he accepted it, inhaling several times as he tried to get used to its sweetish aroma, so different from the acrid fumes of Russian machorka cigarettes, or the long papyrossi. ‘What’s the idea of this? It was thirty-four years ago.’

         ‘This file on Operation Wild Geese was, found in the records that fell into American hands. When the Gehlen administration began getting to work in the Federal Republic, the files were returned to us first photocopies, then the originals. Did you know General Gehlen?’

         ‘Only very slightly. We had very little to do with the Foreign Armies East department. We were a special commando unit.’

         ‘We know that. What we don’t know is who planned it, or how. The Federal Information Service has been making inquiries for years without success. Apart from this thin file — it has only three pages in it — we haven’t found any material.’

         ‘There isn’t any to be found.’ Kuehenberg ground out his cigarette in a glass ashtray. ‘Exactly what is in that file?’

         ‘A list of ten names. Another list, of the names of Russian towns or country areas. And a memo from the Führer’s Rastenburg headquarters, signed by Field-Marshal Keitel. That consists of just one sentence: “The Führer approves this operation.” That’s all.’

         ‘Quite enough,’ said Kuehenberg, satisfied. ‘Well, what do you want now, after thirty-four years?’

         ‘I hold the rank of captain — your own rank at the time, Herr Kuehenberg.’ Wildeshagen pushed the file over to him, but Kuehenberg did not touch it. ‘I’m with the Federal Information Service. The events of the Second World War and all the background material relating to it have been most thoroughly studied; we’ve used documentary matter, the evidence of eyewitnesses, historical research. There are hardly any mysteries or unanswered questions left. But there is this solitary and no doubt highly interesting shadowy area, waiting for you to illuminate it.’

         ‘You put it very nicely, Herr Wildeshagen.’ Kuehenberg smiled faintly. ‘You’re almost lyrical. Personally, I’m glad that no one knows about it. Let us leave the shadows alone, shall we?’ He rose, but Wildeshagen remained seated, and drew the thin file back towards him.

         ‘Captain Kuehenberg—’

         ‘Please, I’ve been Kyrill Semyonovich Boranov for many years, I have only been answering to the name of Asgard Kuehenberg again these last five days, and it’s still only conditionally mine. I have no German papers yet, no official recognition that I’m a German citizen.’

         ‘Then you may consider me the bearer of the news that, in Germany’s eyes, you have always been. Captain Asgard Kuehenberg. Even when you were reported missing in action, you lived on in this file. You — and the other nine officers. You’re the only person who knows their fate.’

         ‘Yes, that’s so.’

         ‘Tell me about the Wild Geese.’

         ‘Ah, well, geese, Latin zoological name Anserinae, are members of the anseriform order. Large aquatic birds, feeding on plants which they grub up with the ends of their bills, masticating them with the notches in the sides of their beaks. The sub-genus Anser includes the northern brown Bean Goose, the White-Fronted Goose, so called because of its white forehead, the Chinese Goose, and the Greylag or Wild Goose, native to the larger waters of Europe and northern Asia. The Wild Goose nests on the ground and emigrates to north Africa and India in winter.’ Kuehenberg smiled reminiscently. ‘Fancy remembering all that. Yes, they made good ornithologists of us. I know all there is to be known about geese.’

         Wildeshagen smiled wryly. ‘Well done,’ he said. ‘But we can hardly suppose that ten German officers were sent into Russia, with Hitler’s approval, to give instruction in the breeding of geese.’

         ‘Where do those documents say anything about German officers being sent into Russia?’

         ‘Herr Kuehenberg, this file has been through the hands of our top experts. The list of Soviet place-names — that second sheet of paper — shows them encircling Moscow like a ring. It was perfectly clear, even with no other clues, that Operation Wild Geese was closely connected with Moscow. However, no Soviet military historians of the war say a word about a German commando unit operating in the Moscow area. And even General Gehlen, a close friend of Canaris, knew nothing about it.’

         ‘I’m delighted to hear it.’ Kuehenberg looked down at Wildeshagen. ‘Am I going to be denied repatriation in Germany now, and sent back to Russia? I came back because I was homesick, not to dig up a piece of folly again. Can I go now?’

         ‘My dear Captain, of course, any time. You’re a free agent here. You’re not in Russia any more.’

         ‘After this conversation, I begin to doubt whether that’s such a good thing.’

         Wildeshagen now rose himself and put the file away in his black briefcase, which had a combination lock. ‘What are your plans, Herr Kuehenberg?’

         ‘I have no plans yet.’

         ‘You named Cologne as your destination.’

         ‘I had to say I was going somewhere. I picked Cologne because I once had a good friend who came from that city. The only man in our year at military academy who couldn’t say “general” the standard German way, with a hard g. He always pronounced it “yeneral”.’

         ‘Lieutenant Willy Hecht.’

         ‘My turn to congratulate you. You’re very well informed.’ Kuehenberg went to the door. ‘Yes, it was Willy Hecht. Do you happen to know if he survived the war?’

         ‘Sorry, I can’t help you.’ Heinz Wildeshagen shrugged his shoulders. ‘Where are you going to stay in Cologne?’

         ‘I thought I was a free agent?’

         ‘I meant well, Captain—’

         ‘For God’s sake, I’m plain Asgard Kuehenberg. Captain Kuehenberg was buried somewhere in Russia in 1944.’

         ‘In Moscow.’

         ‘You do stick to your guns, don’t you, Herr Wildeshagen? But don’t get too hopeful. You may not know it, but we Baltic Germans were always fervent patriots. Up there on our estates in the East, in the wide fields of Latvia, Livonia and Estonia, we never set eyes on the Rhine, but we worshipped it. Don’t ask me why, because I don’t know. Now that I’m back, I’d like to be left in peace. Can you understand that?’

         ‘Listening to you, yes, I can.’ Wildeshagen took an envelope out of his breast pocket and handed it to Kuehenberg, who hesitated before taking it. ‘This is for you.’

         ‘What is it?’

         ‘A welcome home from the Retired Officers’ Association.’

         ‘H’m?

         ‘Four weeks’ free accommodation for you and your family in the Blum Hotel in Cologne, and a cheque-book: you have a bank account to draw on, containing five thousand Deutschmarks, for a start.’

         ‘For a start …,’ said Kuehenberg thoughtfully. ‘You expect a lot of me, don’t you?’

         ‘Come, now — do you have any fluid assets?’

         ‘Well, yes,’ Kuehenberg grinned. ‘A bottle of vodka.’

         ‘Glad to see you haven’t lost your sense of humour!’

         ‘Why should I? The Russians are a happy people, naturally inclined to sing and dance and make merry.’ Kuehenberg opened the door. ‘Very well, then, I’ll leave for Cologne tomorrow. Where is the Blum Hotel?’

         ‘Right opposite the Cathedral.’

         ‘Wonderful.’ Kuehenberg laughed wholeheartedly. ‘They’ll certainly stare at us in those marble halls when we turn up with our shabby luggage.’

         ‘You’re expected.’ Wildeshagen came round from behind the desk. ‘Your return is being most discreetly handled.’ He himself opened the door for Kuehenberg. ‘I’d like to come with you, if you don’t mind.’

         ‘I don’t mind.’ Suddenly he looked at Wildeshagen with a plea in his eyes. ‘In fact, you’d be a help. My wife and daughter — their first encounter with the West is bound to be a shock for them. A world of such plenty!’

         ‘How about yourself?’

         ‘It will be difficult for me, too.’ Kuehenberg placed his hand on Wildeshagen’s shoulder. ‘So perhaps you’ll teach us how to swim when we plunge into the warm waters of Germany tomorrow.’

          
      

         Kyrill Semyonovich, or Asgard Kuehenberg as he now was, told his family, ‘Well, my dears, we’re being driven to Cologne’

         ‘By whom?’ asked Lyra Pavlovna dubiously.

         ‘An army officer, little pigeon.’

         ‘So we’re not to be left in peace?’ Her dark eyes looked sad. ‘What did they ask you?’

         ‘They’re interested in wild geese.’

         ‘What did you tell them, Papushka?’

         ‘I gave the officer a lecture on ornithology, with the result that we’re to be put up at the best hotel in Cologne. We’ve been invited there by a Retired Officers’ Association; we shall spend our first few weeks in Germany as guests of the State. They’re trying to make out it’s a kindness. In fact they want to know about Operation Wild Geese.’

         ‘Are you going to tell them?’

         ‘No.’

         ‘They won’t be pleased.’

         ‘We shall see.’

         ‘We can’t go back to Russia now, Kyrill Semyonovich.’

         ‘We’ll find a place somewhere to live in peace.’ He drew Lyra towards him and stroked her slightly wavy hair. ‘Are you afraid?’ he asked.

         Lyra Pavlovna nodded. Officers again, she was thinking. Twenty-eight years of fear that Kyrill Semyonovich’s real identity might be discovered, and then he told them of his own free will. That was when their troubles began. Interrogation, threats, questions, questions all the time: officers and yet more officers besieging the Boranov family. Once or twice a general came from the Kremlin, drove around with them in a Volga limousine, and asked Kyrill, ‘Now, can you tell me how you organized it? All the details? All we want is a complete record, for the sake of history. It will remain under lock and key in the Kremlin archives. You have nothing to fear. It was wartime, and we all did our best for our countries.’ But then they were sent to Siberia, after all. However, Kyrill Semyonovich’s spirit was not broken.

         ‘What can they do to you, Papushka?’ asked Lyra. She was repacking the suitcase. Tamara had already taken out their other items of luggage, among them the jute bag, full of top-quality goose-down plucked from their own birds. They had kept geese in their little garden, too. Four birds, always four, for the last seventeen years. Could one keep geese in Germany?

         ‘Nothing, Lyranya,’ said Kuehenberg. He had just seen Captain Wildeshagen arrive. ‘We shall have a great many visitors, that’s all — very polite people. They’ll all have something to offer: a good job, money, the guarantee of a carefree old age. Then things will leak out. There’ll be reporters, people from publishing firms, film, television and radio people, offering us even more money and pretending it’s my moral duty to let the world know about Operation Wild Geese.’

         ‘And will you tell them?’

         ‘No.’

         ‘Not for all that money?’

         ‘Do you think I can be bought, Lyranya?’

         ‘Were we ever as poor as we are now, Kyrill?’

         ‘Believe me, we shall be all right.’

         ‘Yes, darling.’

         ‘You’re a wife in a million.’ He kissed her again. Tamara rushed into the room.

         ‘There’s a car here,’ she cried. ‘Oh, my goodness, what a car! Do look, Papushka!’

         Kuehenberg went to the window. As he might have expected, it was a Mercedes. Its black bodywork gleamed in the sun. It had thick, dark-grey, ribbed fabric upholstery. There were neckrests for both front and back seats, and a long aerial. Not just for a radio, thought Kuehenberg. No doubt there’s a radio telephone or something of that nature, too. Wildeshagen himself was opening the boot and loading it up with the Kuehenbergs’ luggage: vinyl suitcases, the two cardboard cartons, the jute bag. He closed the boot, mopped his sweating brow with the back of his hand, and slightly loosened his tie. It was early summer, and very warm. The vine growers of the Rhine and Mosel needed more rain; heat and humidity would produce a good vintage.

         Kuehenberg stepped back from the window. Despite her twentyeight years, Tamara’s cheeks were glowing like those of an excited child.

         ‘That’s right, Tamarenka,’ he said, putting his jacket on. ‘We’re going to Cologne. A few hours on the motorway.’

         ‘To the little city of Cologne….’

         ‘Perhaps we could buy new dresses,’ said Lyra Pavlovna.

         He thought of the bank account. I’ll pay it back, he resolved. I haven’t come home to accept charity. I shall regard what I use as a loan. I’m a healthy man; I can still work. As soon as my papers come through, I shall look for a job. And Tamara is a trained hairdresser; it will be easy for her to find work, too.

         Heinz Wildeshagen kissed the hands of Lyra Pavlovna and Tamara, to their secret amazement: they had never seen a man kiss a woman’s hand except in films about the decadent times of the Tsars. They got into the Mercedes, hardly daring to sit on the beautiful upholstery. Kuehenberg sat in front, with Wildeshagen, and fastened his seat-belt. Almost soundlessly, the engine started.

         ‘Good God,’ said Kuehenberg, as Wildeshagen moved off. ‘You mean we can leave just like that — no formalities?’

         ‘They’ve all been dealt with, Herr Kuehenberg.’

         ‘I’d have liked to say goodbye to the centre organizer.’

         ‘No need. He’s busy, and he doesn’t know you personally; you were just passing through.’

         ‘I see.’ Kuehenberg leaned back and, following Wildeshagen’s example, loosened his own tie. ‘So now I can do as I like?’

         ‘You could put it that way.’

         ‘Then there’s something I’ll ask you to do: drive quite slowly along the motorway, and stop somewhere where there are plenty of people around.’

         Puzzled, Wildeshagen looked at him, then nodded and drove on. After a few minutes, they joined the motorway to Kassel. As requested, Wildeshagen drove the big car slowly along the righthand lane. Columns of other cars, tankers and trucks overtook it, and once or twice, when a small car purred past, its occupants looked back at them in surprise. A Mercedes 350 crawling along in the slow lane — what was wrong?

         ‘Stop,’ said Kuehenberg. In the distance, they saw a rectangular blue sign with a large white P. ‘Can we get out there?’

         ‘Yes, of course.’

         Wildeshagen drove into the parking-place. It had a picnic-area surrounded by woods; birds were twittering, and there was a scent of newly mown grass. Several holidaymakers sat around the stone tables, eating their packed lunches: families with laughing children. A dog was barking. Nearer the exit, four long-distance trucks were parked, their drivers sitting on the footboards drinking coffee from Thermos flasks.

         ‘Just the place,’ said Kuehenberg, getting out. Baffled, Wildeshagen followed him. ‘Plenty of people of all sorts.’ He loosened his tie yet further, and undid the two top buttons of his shirt. ‘Now, I’ve read that the most popular politicians in the Federal Republic are Schmidt, Kohl, Strauss and Scheel. And your Finance Minister is Apel, is that right?’

         ‘He’s Minister of Defence now.’

         ‘Even better.’

         He walked towards the tables, hands in his trouser pockets, looking for all the world like a boy bent on mischief. The confused Wildeshagen followed, wondering what on earth Kuehenberg was about to do.

         It was like nothing Wildeshagen could have expected.

         Kuehenberg gave the picnicking drivers, a friendly nod. ‘Having a good lunch?’ he asked, loud enough to be heard all over the parking-place.

         The picnickers nodded, looking curiously at him. The old boy’s had one too many, they thought. Amiably, one of them raised a plastic coffee-cup and toasted him.

         Suddenly Kuehenberg said, very loud, ‘Chancellor Schmidt is a bastard!’

         Silence. He waited, staring at the faces, which were all turned to him now. Behind him, Wildeshagen plucked at his jacket, but he wrenched himself free, and walked into the very middle of the picnic-area. A couple of men smiled at him; the women began to giggle. The children stared. What did the funny man want?

         ‘And Kohl is solid bone between the ears,’ said Kuehenberg, even louder.

         No reply. By now, the women were laughing out loud, and the men grinning. He mopped his sweating face. ‘And Strauss is just a loudmouth,’ he shouted at the smiling faces. ‘And as for Apel — he’s been busy dipping into your pockets. The whole Government’s a load of shit.’

         A man right in front of him raised a cup, roaring with laughter. ‘Cheers!’ he said. ‘Hey, there’s a whole lot of names you forgot to mention.’

         The crowd laughed, heartily amused. Kuehenberg walked away from Wildeshagen, who was trying to restrain him again, and went over to the long-distance truck drivers.

         ‘You heard me?’ he shouted. ‘Here you all sit, stuffing your faces, while your government is tricking you, lying to you, making use of you. Criminals, all of them.’

         One of the truck drivers reached inside the cab of his vehicle, produced a bottle of beer, opened it, and offered it to Kuehenberg.

         ‘Here, have another on me, mate,’ he said amiably. ‘Don’t get so worked up. Better cover your head; sun’s a bit hot today.’

         Kuehenberg did take the bottle. He put it to his mouth and drank half of it. Then he handed it back to the truck driver, saying, quite soberly, ‘Thank you. The best drink I’ve had in thirty-four years.’ Slowly he went back to the car. Wildeshagen was standing beside it, looking rather pale, and Lyra and Tamara stared at him as if he had just walked out of a lunatic asylum.

         Kuehenberg straightened his tie again.

         ‘That’, he said, ‘was something I had to do. Can you see why, Wildeshagen?’

         ‘Frankly, no.’

         ‘No, how could you? It wouldn’t have been possible here in 1944: I’d have been put up against a wall and shot for treason. And it’s not a thing I could have done in the Soviet Union. But you saw what happened just now. No one hit me. They just sat there laughing. No police car came to take me away. Even if it wasn’t true — well, no one minded.’ He leaned against the car. ‘I really am in another world, a new world. I wanted to be sure of that, see it and feel it. Now do you understand, Wildeshagen? I felt the air of freedom blowing. I am a free man.’

         He did not wait for Wildeshagen to reply, but got back into the car, fastened his seat-belt again and closed the door. ‘You can drive faster now,’ he said, as they rejoined the motorway. The people in the picnic-area waved cheerfully to him. Odd old bloke, they thought. Pissed as a newt! Really seemed to have it in for the Government. ‘As fast as you like. I feel like a bird escaping from its cage.’

         Wildeshagen put his foot down and the speedometer rose to 180 k.p.h.

         He’s still more of a Russian than a German, though, Wildeshagen was thinking. He was twenty-eight when he was reported missing. Now he is sixty-two. He’s lived most of his life as a Russian, and it shows. He thinks, feels, sees and acts like a Russian. He will believe in nothing but what he can touch and hold.

         They did not talk much on the way to Cologne, but watched the countryside, marvelling at the alarming amount of traffic on the roads, the streamlined cars, the amazing variety of sweets and souvenirs on offer at the filling stations and service-areas, and the menu of the motorway restaurant where they stopped for lunch.

         ‘You mean we can have anything on this menu?’ whispered Tamara, as if even asking were forbidden.

         ‘Anything you like,’ said Kuehenberg.

         ‘Without queuing up for it?’

         ‘They’ll come and serve us.’

         ‘As much meat as I want?’

         ‘You can eat until you burst, my angel.’

         ‘It’s like Paradise, Papushka.’

         ‘I don’t know about that.’ Kuehenberg turned to Wildeshagen. ‘Would you say you were living in Paradise?’

         ‘Definitely not.’

         ‘No. A man can have so much that all he wants is spaciousness and silence.’

         ‘Things you’ve left behind, Kuehenberg.’

         ‘Ah, but in Russia I could never have got up in public and called Brezhnev a bastard and a criminal.’

         ‘Well, if that’s your idea of happiness—’

         ‘Just at the moment it is.’ Kuehenberg had a cold beer and a pork chop, with chips and cauliflower. Tamara tackled an enormous porterhouse steak, while Lyra Pavlovna happily applied herself to a large meat roll stuffed with bacon and gherkins. Like Christmas-time, she thought. Christmas the whole year round.

         ‘But of course’, said Kuehenberg, ‘I may get acclimatized to this sort of life faster than any of us would like.’

          
      

         It was all as Wildeshagen had said it would be.

         They were welcomed to the Blum Hotel discreetly and with the greatest courtesy. No one laughed at their jute bag or vinyl cases, the women’s cheap dresses or Kuehenberg’s crumpled suit. One of the hotel managers took them up to the first floor himself and showed them their rooms. Lyra Pavlovna was reminded of a visit they had once paid to Tsarskoye Selo, the Tsar’s summer palace in Leningrad. Moscow Tramways, First to Third Districts, had taken their staff on an outing to that city — a great occasion. There had been a chartered Aeroflot plane to Leningrad from Moscow, then special coaches to take them into the city and all around it, from the Fortress of Peter and Paul to the fabulous palace. They had seen everything there, all the pomp in which the Tsar lived, draining the lifeblood of his people while he himself slept under sable covers. There were silk wall-coverings, and thick carpets which muffled the sound of your footsteps. Huge cut-glass chandeliers hung from the gilded ceilings. It had been a memorable experience. To think that a man who squeezed the very last rouble out of his people had been able to live like that.

         Lyra Pavlovna waited until they were alone in their rooms, and then, timidly, touched the wall. Kuehenberg looked at her in surprise.

         ‘What is it, Lyranya?’

         ‘This is like silk,’ she said. ‘Just the same as at Tsarskoye Selo. And look at those chandeliers, and the carved furniture. Did a Tsar live here, too?’

         ‘I don’t think so. It’s an ordinary hotel.’

         ‘Ordinary?’

         ‘Yes.’

         ‘And these are our rooms?’

         ‘Yes, you can see they are.’

         ‘Kyrill Semyonovich, they must have mixed us up with somebody else.’

         It took some time to convince Lyra Pavlovna that there was no mistake. She bathed in the pink bathtub, put on her best dress, brushed and combed her hair, and looked into Tamara’s room next door. Her daughter had been quicker to get her bearings. She was sitting by the window in one of the handsome chairs, also wearing her best dress, watching the door expectantly.

         ‘He should be here soon,’ she said.

         ‘Who?’ asked Lyra Pavlovna.

         ‘The waiter. There’s a telephone there. I picked the receiver up, and someone asked if I wanted anything, so I said yes, would they bring me a samovar? I can’t wait to see if it really works, Mamushka!’

         ‘Oh, you silly girl,’ cried Lyra Pavlovna, ‘asking for a samovar here in Cologne.’

         There was a knock at the door. ‘There — now they’ll come and laugh at you,’ whispered Lyra. But she called out, ‘Come in.’

         A waiter opened the door and pushed in a trolley. ‘Your samovar, madam,’ he said, stepping aside. Sure enough, the trolley did hold a samovar, a genuine samovar of brightly polished brass, the boiling water bubbling away over a little spirit flame.

         ‘I took the liberty of bringing some biscuits, too, madam,’ said the waiter politely.

         Sitting stiffly in their chairs, Lyra and Tamara watched as he placed the samovar and teacups on the table, arranged the plate of biscuits beside them, and then laid a large bouquet of flowers on the table. There was a deckle-edged card: With the Management’s compliments. Wishing you a pleasant stay.

         Tamara did not move until the waiter had left the room.

         ‘It’s like being in a film,’ she said. ‘Some sort of fairy-tale film where a magician grants all your wishes.’

         ‘I just don’t understand.’ Lyra Pavlovna rose and approached the samovar cautiously, as if it might explode any minute. ‘Why all this? We’re not Tsars!’

         Next morning, Wildeshagen came to fetch Kuehenberg directly after breakfast. He brought his wife with him, to look after Lyra and Tamara. Their programme was to include a visit to Cologne Cathedral, a shopping expedition, a taxi ride around the Cologne ring road. ‘They’ll be dazed by the end of it,’ Kuehenberg remarked. ‘Well, what are you and I going to do?’

         ‘Drive to Bonn.’

         ‘Without the ladies? Why?’

         ‘I’d like to show you the Hardthöhe.’

         ‘What’s so special about it?’

         ‘The Ministry of Defence is housed there.’

         ‘Ah. I see.’ Kuehenberg looked past Wildeshagen and out at the square, where a multi-coloured flock of pigeons was pecking up the grain and breadcrumbs scattered by passers-by. ‘And suppose I’d rather go shopping with my wife and daughter?’

         ‘You’re expected in Bonn, Herr Kuehenberg.’

         ‘I’m a free agent. Don’t forget that.’

         ‘It was only a request; but a very earnest one.’

         ‘From whom?’

         ‘The operations staff of the Federal Armed Forces.’

         Kuehenberg sighed. ‘Well, this’ll all pass over in time. One thing you do learn in Russia, Wildeshagen, is a certain fatalism. Master that and nothing can shake you any more.’

         While Frau Wildeshagen was preparing Lyra Pavlovna and Tamara for what lay ahead, Wildeshagen and Kuehenberg got into the Mercedes again. They did not go into Bonn itself, but turned off the motorway from Cologne and drove up the Hardtberg to the Ministry of Defence buildings. Wildeshagen had a pass on his windscreen; they went through three checkpoints without being stopped, and finally drew up in a kind of inner courtyard. Kuehenberg looked around.

         ‘Nice place you have here,’ he said. ‘Bright, airy, positively cheerful. The Bendlerstrasse in Berlin was a much gloomier spot; nobody who went in there thought there was much to laugh about.’ He got out and stretched.

         Wildeshagen looked at the time. ‘We’re ten minutes late.’

         ‘Well, there’s an attitude that hasn’t changed,’ Kuehenberg laughed with pleasure. ‘My dear fellow, I have all the time in the world. No use anyone who wants to talk to me clock-watching. You know what the hunters of Siberia say? A bear can run for three days — you must be able to run for four.’

         Some things were the same as ever: long corridors, room succeeding room, functionaries of various degrees of seniority hurrying about, secretaries carrying files, men smoking on the stairs, scraps of conversation…. Then a door with no name on it, only the words Please Apply to Room 1012.

         Wildeshagen did not apply to room 1012. He knocked, opened the door, and nodded to Kuehenberg. ‘You can go in.’

         ‘What about you?’

         ‘I’ll stay out here.’

         ‘Who’s in there?’

         ‘A lieutenant-general.’

         ‘Suppose I don’t go in?’

         ‘No one can make you.’ Wildeshagen’s smile was rather strained. ‘You are a free agent.’

         ‘Then I will.’

         Kuehenberg entered the room, flinching slightly as Wildeshagen closed the door after him. The room itself was large and sunny, with a photograph of President Scheel on one wall. Hanging opposite, very much to Kuehenberg’s surprise, was a picture of Admiral Canaris: a yellowed picture in a frame which was obviously old. There were easy chairs around a circular table, which held coffee-cups, a coffee-pot keeping hot under a cosy, cigars and cigarettes, an enormous onyx ashtray, and a bottle of French cognac with two big balloon glasses.

         A man in civilian clothes rose from a chair and came towards him, arms outstretched.

         ‘Asgard, old fellow,’ he said. ‘So miracles do still happen. Imagine seeing you again. Good Lord, you’ve gone grey. Have you shrunk? I seem to remember you as taller.’

         ‘No, it can’t be.’ Kuehenberg stayed by the doorway. ‘Wait a minute — don’t come any closer! My God, if it’s really you, old chap, you’ve put on weight. You used to have a figure like, a Greek god. Try saying “general”!’

         ‘Yeneral.’

         ‘Willy Hecht! Willy!’

         They embraced, hugged each other, then went over to the group of chairs arm in arm.

         ‘A brandy to celebrate,’ said Willy Hecht. ‘Yes, I’m a “yeneral” myself now, and I still can’t pronounce it properly! Sit down, old fellow. My God, how long has it been?’

         ‘Thirty-seven years, Willy.’ Kuehenberg took the cognac-glass and sniffed the contents. ‘The same brand you always used to drink?’

         ‘In your honour, Asgard. Here’s to you.’ Willy Hecht drank, and dropped into his own chair. ‘The old days — ah, what times those were! I wouldn’t have missed them for anything.’

         ‘I would. When I look back now…. God, we were blind, mindless idiots. We believed all we were told. We were prepared to die for a gigantic deception.’

         ‘It’s easy to philosophize about it half a lifetime later. But, when we were young officers, don’t you remember how we loved the Army — even more than we loved the girls? These, days’ — Willy Hecht waved a hand — ‘career soldiers, they’re just career soldiers, ready to shove aside anyone who stands in their way. Well, I’m due for retirement myself next year. I shall be a good civilian, go for walks, grow roses, sunbathe in Tenerife. By the way, thanks.’

         ‘What for?’

         ‘Giving your destination as Cologne when you emigrated.’

         ‘I was thinking of you. Just coincidence, Willy; all my other friends were from the Baltic, you see.’

         ‘There were ten of you, weren’t there?’

         ‘Now, don’t you start, Willy.’

         ‘I know how you feel. I’ve had a report.’

         ‘From Wildeshagen?’

         ‘He’s a good man. Coffee?’

         ‘Please.’

         ‘So you don’t want to talk about it?’

         ‘No.’

         ‘You’re the only man who can give us the answer to one of the very last riddles of the war. We’ve taken this thing over from the Federal Information Service. The Americans don’t know about you and your return yet. If they find out, I doubt if they’ll handle you with kid gloves. They suspect something of tremendous historical importance behind Operation Wild Geese.’

         ‘Well, I suppose it might be of some historical importance.’

         Kuehenberg drank his coffee and ate a piece of cake; it was the old-fashioned type of seed-cake, and it brought back memories of the Thernauen estate. The terrace looking out on the grounds, its roof supported by columns. The box hedge around the rose garden, clipped into large globes at the four corners. The gravel path leading to the stables and the paddock where the horses were broken in. And Fraulein Selma, in her lace-trimmed apron and starched cap, asking if the young master would like another piece of cake.

         Livonia in 1938, a blessedly peaceful place.

         ‘We know about Operations Eagle, Barbarossa, Siegfried — each had its name, they are all on record,’ said Willy Hecht.

         ‘And they cost thousands of lives. Some of them even millions.’

         ‘Wild Geese was smaller, wasn’t it?’

         ‘There were the ten of us.’

         ‘We know that. But just what did the ten of you do?’ General Hecht reached under the table and produced the familiar thin folder from a shelf below it. He pushed his brandy-glass and coffee-cup aside and placed the file in front of Kuehenberg.

         ‘All it contains is our ten names, Hitler’s approval in writing, and a list of Russian place-names.’

         ‘Ten places around Moscow. Which gives one something to think about.’

         ‘Then think away, Willy.’

         ‘Your own personal records have disappeared without trace — all ten of them.’

         ‘I know.’

         ‘We tried following up that lead. But your personal files had been withdrawn from your divisional headquarters, from all the record offices, and they ended up at Oberkommando der Wehrmacht. And Canaris, there at OKW, took them over. We think they must all have been burned after the attempt on Hitler’s life. After 20 July there was nothing left but this thin file, which came into the hands of Kaltenbrunner at SS staff headquarters. From there it was sent on to Bavaria when the Russians were approaching Berlin, and the Americans got hold of it. They were practically out of their minds about it for years. Here was this Operation Wild Geese, and no one had the faintest idea what it was about. At the Nuremberg trials, the Americans tried discreetly pumping the Russians. Not a word out of them. Contact with Russia on the subject has been attempted again and again. No luck.’

         ‘And now I come back.’

         ‘Yes, the last of the ten.’

         ‘No, you’re wrong. There are still four of us.’

         ‘Asgard!’ Willy Hecht reached for his brandy-glass with a shaking hand. ‘You sit there and say that as casually as if it were the score of some game. There are still four of you alive?’

         ‘Yes?

         ‘In Russia?’

         ‘Only three in Russia now. I’m the fourth?

         ‘Good God in heaven! Why didn’t the others come back, too?’

         ‘They’re quite happy as Russian citizens.’

         ‘Happy? German officers?’

         ‘You forget Germany’s traditional urge to go east — from the knights of the Middle Ages, through the Hanseatic League, the German scholars and officers who entered the service of the Tsars, the farmers who settled on the Volga and the Don at the time of Catherine the Great. In Kazakhstan there are districts bigger than Bavaria whose people speak good German with a Swabian accent, as well as Russian. Leaving politics aside, Russia’s a country where a man can still feel in touch with Nature.’

         General Hecht opened the file. ‘There are still four of you,’ he repeated, breathing deeply. ‘Who are the others?’

         ‘Willy, the Wild Geese are tame, domestic geese now. Don’t ask me any more questions — there’s no point in it. Let’s drink our coffee and our brandy, and you tell me how you are. Yeneral Hecht, by God!’

         The General reached down to the shelf beneath the table again and placed another folder beside the coffee-cups. It had a white cover with a red cross on it. Lips compressed, Kuehenberg leaned back. His face did not move; the deep lines in it were like scars from old sword-cuts.

         ‘Do you know what that is?’ asked Hecht.

         ‘I can guess.’

         ‘It’s compiled from the literature of the German Red Cross’s Missing Persons Service. The first request for help in tracing a man dates from 1946 The applicant is still hoping, still searching, and has been for thirty-two years, Asgard. You know, there are still people — mothers and fathers, brothers and sisters, wives and children — telling themselves that “missing” does not necessarily mean “dead”.’ General Hecht opened the folder. Letters, forms, questionnaires, yet more letters. Old photographs, showing laughing young men with cheerful, boyish faces. Group pictures, pictures of individuals. A lock of curly fair hair in an envelope.

         Kuehenberg looked away when Hecht took out the lock of hair and held it out to him.

         ‘His mother wrote: “Perhaps this lock of hair may help. I cut it off when my son had to go to Russia again. He was twenty-one then. He had been a lieutenant for six months, and he was proud of his fair curls. He was such a cheerful lad. I feel sure his friends must remember his hair, and the way he laughed….”’

         ‘Johann Poltmann,’ said Kuehenberg dully. ‘Or, rather, after 3 June 1944, Fyodor Panteleyevich Ivanov. Married to Wanda Semyonovna Haller. She was forewoman of a construction brigade.’

         General Hecht dangled the lock of fair hair in front of Kuehenberg.

         ‘Won’t you talk, Asgard?’ he asked quietly. ‘His mother is seventy-nine now, living in an old people’s home in Bremen. And hoping — hoping. Every year she applies to the Red Cross again. They all do. You are the only person who knows the real story. Asgard, you must talk — that is, if you have any heart left. Do you want to read the letters?’

         ‘Yes.’ Kuehenberg took the lock of hair between finger and thumb and put it back in the envelope. Johann Poltmann, with his fine head of curly hair. He almost wept when he was threatened with having it shorn for Operation Wild Geese. Here was his mother’s last memento of her only son….

         ‘Is anyone looking for me?’ asked Kuehenberg, closing the folder.

         ‘No. You’re the only one with no family left. You probably know that your family’s estate at Thernauen was overrun when the Russian tanks suddenly broke through. The buildings were burned down; everyone was killed.’

         ‘My poor father.’ Kuehenberg looked up at the strip lighting on the white ceiling. ‘He thought his Russian neighbours were good friends. Many Russians came to visit us, treated the place like home. He thought a white flag of truce would enable him to survive the war. A white flag, and a peace-offering of bread and salt for them. No one could persuade him otherwise. He had a missionary’s faith in human nature.’ Kuehenberg held out his brandyglass. ‘I’ll have another, please, Willy. Will you give me time?’

         ‘You’ll tell us, then?’

         ‘I’ll try. Not for you or your military archives — for these mothers and brothers and sisters. Is Bodo von Labitz’s wife still alive?’

         ‘Yes. Living in Vienna.’

         ‘Did she ever marry again?’

         ‘No. She’s still hoping.’

         ‘He was celebrating the birth of his first child at the time.’

         ‘A boy. William Heiko von Labitz. He’s a lawyer in Vienna now; his mother lives with him.’

         ‘I’ll write it down,’ said Kuehenberg, sipping his cognac. ‘I’ll let the Wild Geese fly once more. But after that, Willy, I never want to hear about it again. I came back out of homesickness, for no other reason. Who’s going to read my account?’

         ‘Only a very few people, I promise you.’

         ‘You must remember that three of us are still living in or near Moscow — good Russian citizens with wives and children.’

         ‘No one will learn their names. I give you my word.’

         ‘You’ll be disappointed, you know. Wild Geese was the craziest, most hopeless operation of the entire war.’

      
   





Two



RADEK, Peter, aged twenty-five, Lieutenant

C Company had dug in north of Pleskau. It was a wretched position: scattered foxholes linked by shallow communicationtrenches. There were only a hundred and nine men strung out along a line which would normally require a whole battalion to hold it. Weary, exhausted, dirty, hungry men, tired to the bone. The deep penetration of the Soviet armies into the German Army Group North sector, extending from Leningrad to Velikiye Luki, might have come to a halt here on the eastern bank of Lake Peipus and Lake Pleskau, but farther south, where the 16th Army was facing General Popov’s 2nd Baltic Front, the activity was like a kettle boiling over.

Night and day the front was under fire from thousands of guns, massed particularly densely in the Russian 22nd Army area. Spearheads of T34 tanks, those steel Soviet monsters against which the Germans had no real defence, were churning up their scattered positions, flattening foxholes or chasing the fleeing men who ran for it. It was a cruel game: the Russians let them run, drove after them, shooting to miss for a while, and then, when they could run no longer and raised their arms in surrender, the heavy machineguns mounted on the tank-turrets were turned on them.

It was much the same in the north, where, in General Meretskov’s Volkhov Front zone, the Russians suddenly stopped as if to get their breath back after their uninterrupted and victorious progress from Leningrad to Lake Peipus. Illusory optimism spread among the German troops, and was nourished by the articles Goebbels wrote in Das Reich, and by the speeches of those Nazi Party staff officers recently introduced into the Army.

The Soviet ‘pinprick policy’ was paying off. All along the front dying had become an anonymous business.

Yes, a quiet front. Now and then the slow, heavily armoured Soviet reconnaissance-plane nicknamed ‘the coffee-percolator’ droned past above the German foxholes, not afraid to fly so low that you could see the pilot. The men had tried shooting at it, but it just droned along its observation-path like a giant insect, stubborn and invulnerable. You got used to it in time. You even missed its tuck-tuck-tuck when it stopped.

The foxholes of C Company were so far apart that Lieutenant Radek had said, ‘If the Ivans attack with their T34s, they won’t even notice we’re here.’ Radek was back in the company bunker after a tour of inspection. ‘Bunker’ was rather a grand name for this pit, roofed with planks and earth, rather larger than the men’s foxholes, but crammed to bursting-point with a folding table, a field-telephone, three crates of hand grenades, two heavy machineguns, and a folding stretcher with the Red Cross conspicuously painted on it.

Radek was tired. Early that morning he had run, ducking low, along the communication-trenches to his men, and had stayed out there with them until evening.

‘We’re in a hell of a spot here,’ said Staff Sergeant Hagemüller. The days when a lieutenant commanded a platoon were long past. ‘You watch this, sir.’

He put a steel helmet on the end of a stick and poked it above the edge of the foxhole. Less than a second later there was a whooshing sound, then a clear, metallic impact, and the helmet flew through the air as if propelled by a ghostly hand and struck the edge of the trench. ‘Straight through the head, that would’ve been,’ said Hagemüller. ‘They’ve got plenty of ammo, and they’re bloody obstinate. They shoot at anything that moves.’

Lieutenant Radek lay flat in the shallow pit in the ground. ‘Surely we can find out just where the hell they are?’ he said.

‘Somewhere in that scrubby terrain over there.’

‘“Somewhere” isn’t good enough as a target-designation.’ Radek pushed his gas-mask cover over the edge of the foxhole. Instantly, a shot tore it out of his hand. ‘Christ!’

‘I was thinking, sir,’ said Hagemuller, ‘that we might get a better idea if Sections 3 and 6, on the right and left, gave us cover with their machine-gun fire, and we had three men crawl up to within throwing distance. Three or four package-charges, and we’d have ’em.’

Radek shook his head. The same old story: he had been hearing it for weeks.

‘I know, sir, I know. Fifteen shots per man per day. Hand grenades for use only in emergency. Machine-guns for use only in defence. Hell, it’s like expecting a toothless old lady to bite her way through iron bars.’

‘Not my damn silly order, Hagemüller. They’ll be shortening the front in two days’ time. Our bridgehead’s being withdrawn.’

‘Two days is a hell of a long time, sir.’

Radek shrugged his shoulders. ‘Sorry, we have to stick it out here. Then we get back to a nice consolidated rear position.’

Lieutenant Radek had spent the day crawling along the trenches, from foxhole to foxhole, visiting his company. The Russian troops facing them had just been relieved; now they had to deal with a crack regiment of Siberian sharpshooters. They even sang at night, their songs echoing through the moonlight to reach the German lines.

‘And, damn their eyes, they’re roasting meat,’ said Corporal Emil Happes. ‘Smell that? They’ve got a pig roasting on a spit, while we’re licking out our canteens.’

Just before Radek crawled back to the company bunker and the men detailed to fetch rations from the field-kitchen came along, there was a clatter of tin cans tied together with string. It came from Section 1.

The alarm signal. Ivan was coming.

It was only an exploratory raid. They were shooting as they ran, throwing hand grenades, and yelling their unnerving Russian cry. Then, equally suddenly, they retired to their own position.
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