
Translation © Rob Myatt 2022 

The Air-Raid Siren 
 

by Gisela Elsner 
 

Translated from the German by Rob Myatt 
 
 
I 

 
My mother didn’t need to wake us. The wailing of the sirens had already jolted us from our 

sleep. As she stormed into our childhood bedroom in high-heeled, golden stilettoes and hideous 

blackish hair curlers, her grey Persian lamb coat thrown over her wrinkled and ragged light-

blue nightgown, we were already sat bolt upright in our little beds, HARD AS KRUPP STEEL, 

TOUGH AS LEATHER, ever ready to die for our Führer, Adolf Hitler. 

 Air raid, said my brother Kicki with an excitement that even his own tiredness could 

not conceal, as my mother, whose dogged refusal to knit simple socks for the WINTER 

RELIEF was a source of embarrassment for us kids, rolled the brownish woollen knee-

high/knee socks she had knitted over his fidgety feet. 

 Keep still, would you? she scolded him. 

 I don’t want to wear those socks, they’re itchy, protested Kicki who would place his 

blood-red tin, adorned with a jet black swastika and containing lifelike miniatures of our 

German Wehrmacht, including a lifelike miniature of our Führer, under his pillow every 

evening before going to bed, just to make sure nothing happened to it as he slept. 

 It’s cold in the air raid shelter, replied my mother, not allowing the protests of my 

brother, who now fetched the blood-red tin, adorned with the jet black swastika, from under 

his pillow, to get under her skin. 

 The sirens continued their wailing. 

 Unsettling as this wailing may have sounded, in me, HARD AS KRUPP STEEL, 

TOUGH AS LEATHER and ever ready as I was to die for our Führer, having observed that at 

five-and-a-half years old I had lived plenty long enough to give my life for my Fatherland, in 

me it elicited no fear. What the wailing of the sirens did evoke in me was unbridled thrill-

seeking desire. 

 Air raids, where each bomb that detonated promised to bestow upon us kids what we 

considered to be gifts from the heavens, were among the most memorable episodes of my life. 

While the presents from Father Christmas, whom we had stopped believing in some time ago 

thanks to my friend, Gaby Glotterthal, who had pulled the wool from our eyes, grew more 

pitiful with every passing year and were in any case completely unusable for us, spread out 
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under the tree in such a way that they were more noticeable by their absence, the bomb craters 

which, in spite of all the threats from our parents who forbade us from doing so, we would 

scrabble about in tirelessly, on the lookout for that shimmering metal shrapnel, and also the 

ruins which we would occupy once their former owners were dead and buried, thankfully so in 

our eyes, not to mention the heaps of rubble which, to our delight, the whinging, weeping 

residents of the GAGFA estate, on which my parents’ semi was located, would heap into piles 

after each bombing, these proved to be real treasure troves for us kids. 

 For us, there was nothing better than this World War which struck fear and terror into 

our parents but made owners of ruins out of us kids, which brought heaps of rubble that lavished 

us kids with treasures our whinging, weeping parents could not give us, and which above all 

bestowed upon us kids those legendary craters which we would comb through, rooting around 

in the ash and detritus, digging about in the muck and dirt for the shrapnel that served as the 

only legal tender among us kids of the GAGFA estate, a crisis-proof currency for paying the 

entrance fees to the ruins, a crisis-proof currency for paying the prices demanded for things we 

could never have owned without shrapnel, a crisis-proof currency for attaining privileges that 

made us the masters of the GAGFA estate. 

 I was downright obsessed with collecting this shimmering metal shrapnel which could 

get you so much more than the money in our parents’ wallets. Because I had been TOUGH AS 

LEATHER in collecting this shrapnel, I had now come into the possession of almost as much 

shrapnel as the son of the grocer, Wätz, whose shop door our mothers, fortunately for us, were 

forced to stand in front of for hours at a time, lined up six abreast – giving us kids plenty of 

time to do all the things we had been strictly forbidden from doing. 

 In my mother’s absence, I had formally tied the knot with the son of the grocery shop 

owner, Wätz: Wolfgang Wätz, to be precise, who had appointed himself SS Oberscharführer 

and whose orders were carried out by no fewer than five junior yet tremendously militant SS 

lads whose duties included searching for shrapnel on his behalf. 

 Since then, the son of the grocery shop owner, Wätz, Wolfgang Wätz, to be precise, 

whose intention it was to become our Führer following the death of our Führer, was regarded 

among the kids of the GAGFA estate as my HUSBAND. I, in turn, was regarded as the WIFE 

of SS Oberscharführer Wolfgang Wätz who, even in my five and a half year-old’s opinion, had 

made much greater strides forward than my father who was merely the scientific director of a 

lightning works at a DIEMENS plant manufacturing transformers which, as my brother Kicki 

observed, were entirely redundant since they were not being used by the German Wehrmacht. 
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 As the WIFE of an SS Oberscharführer, I was not only the envy of all the girls who 

were merely the WIVES of SA men, sergeant majors or at best sergeants first class. As WIFE 

to a HUSBAND who made no bones about the fact that once he was Führer, following the 

death of our Führer, he intended to declare war on all those countries which our Führer Adolf 

Hitler, for reasons we could not fathom, had not yet declared war on, I enjoyed a prestige with 

which I had long since come to outrank my mother who was merely the wife of a man my 

brother and I referred to as that gutless civvy and who, much to our chagrin, we were forced to 

call father. 

 My brother Kicki, who like me had green eyes, not Aryan blues, and whose dark-brown, 

not Aryan blonde, hair was growing darker and darker, he and I had mused plenty on the 

INHERITANCE we had been encumbered with by our mother, who thankfully would at least 

say HEIL HITLER even if she did refuse to knit socks for the WINTER RELIEF, and by our 

father, this gutless civvy and traitor to the Fatherland; not only would he sit in front of the 

wireless, reclining in his wingback chair in the cosy living room instead of sitting in the 

trenches on the Eastern Front fighting for our Führer and his ULTIMATE VICTORY, but 

every time there were reports of heavy losses among the German Wehrmacht on the Eastern 

Front he would cry out: I KNEW ALL ALONG THAT THIS WAS AN UNWINNABLE 

WAR, oblivious to the fact that this made him our sworn enemy. This questionable 

INHERITANCE – from parents who would send us out of the living room on more than one 

occasion so that we could not hear what our father picked up as he twiddled the knobs on the 

wireless – was in my opinion also precisely the reason why Kicki and I had to be that much 

more gutsy, that much more defiant in the face of death and that much more Aryan than those 

kids who, unlike Kicki and me, were not striving tirelessly to purge their INHERITANCE from 

their insides. 

 HARD AS KRUPP STEEL, TOUGH AS LEATHER, SWIFT AS GREYHOUNDS 

and ever ready to die for our Führer, we walked the floors of our ruins, over cracked, paper-

thin spots we could so easily crash through and into the pitch-back cellar below. Unperturbed 

by the jagged chunks of rubble dangling off the edges of the roughly dining table-sized hole in 

the ceiling of the living room so lackadaisically that they could come loose at a moment’s 

notice and whoosh down onto our heads, we sat in the living room of those ruins which, unlike 

our parents’ semi, we called home. My brother Kicki had already suffered one of those jagged 

chunks of rubble whooshing down onto the back of his head, leaving behind a bump roughly 

half the size of an apple which was quite conveniently covered by his hair; but Kicki was 

HARD AS KRUPP STEEL and had concealed his bump from our mother by forever wearing 
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a sailor’s hat and pretending to be playing Ships ‘n’ Sailors so as to spare us one of those 

interrogations from which, despite all the trick questions she might ask us, she never did find 

out what we got up to during those hours, which for her felt like an eternity but to us seemed 

dreadfully short, spent standing in front of Mr Wätz’ grocery shop, lined up six abreast, leaving 

her unable to keep an eye on me and my brother Kicki. Kicki, who would not remove his 

sailor’s hat until he went to bed, was TOUGH AS LEATHER and had endured the pain he felt 

from the half-apple-sized bump every time he lay his head on his pillow. The fortitude he 

demonstrated had proven to me that even as a four year-old he was vastly superior to our father, 

that gutless civvy and reprehensible traitor to the Fatherland whom we had both sentenced to 

death long ago. 

 While our simpering parents, who were forever whinging and weeping over how 

harrowing our wonderful childhood was, jumped at every bomb that detonated, fearing for their 

lives and above all for their little abode, which we hoped we would come to own one day just 

as soon as a bomb blew its top off, we were delighted by every detonation and looked forward 

to the gifts from the heavens that each air raid would bestow upon us. Left to our own devices 

by our mother, who was forced to spend hours in the long queue that all the mothers of all the 

kids on the GAGFA estate lined up six abreast in front of Mr Wätz’ grocery shop, we kids were 

forever making these ruins more homely, ruins that in our view were also a gift from the 

heavens. My HUSBAND, the SS Oberscharführer Wolfgang Wätz, since he was the one who 

called the shots on the GAGFA estate when it came to which kids could live in which ruins, 

had granted me a right of ownership to these ruins, a right which all the kids respected and 

ruins which made my brother Kicki, who I shared them with since as a four year-old Kicki 

could not yet stake a claim to his own ruins, and myself the envy of all the kids on the GAGFA 

estate. 

 That was because our ruins, which Kicki and I charged an entrance fee of three 

shrapnels to visit, housed something of an attraction: namely a completely undamaged toilet 

bowl with a slightly bent white toilet seat and a regrettably cracked toilet lid which we charged, 

and were paid, ten shrapnels to lift up, the same price we demanded for viewing the toilet bowl. 

This shrapnel, like all the rest, we kept in the CAMELIA boxes which our mother purchased 

for some mystifying reason, and the contents of which she used for equally mystifying 

purposes. 

 Even my friend, Gaby Glotterthal, who was after all the daughter of a Senior Medical 

Officer who managed a military hospital with a large RED CROSS in the middle of its roof 

which we could see from the window of our bedroom, could not tell us much, despite having 



Translation © Rob Myatt 2022 

a big brother, about these cotton-fibre contraptions, encased in white netting and rounded at 

the ends, saying only of their purpose that women used them when it was THEIR TIME of the 

month. What that TIME was, however, she did not know despite the invaluable knowledge she 

had acquired from eavesdropping on her parents’ conversations. 

 As my best friend, Gaby Glotterthal was allowed to visit me in my ruins without having 

to pay any entrance fee. During her visits, she would inspect the furnishings which Kicki and 

I had dredged up from the rubble heaps and hauled into the living room of our ruins, making 

ourselves so dirty in the process that our mother would give us a thrashing that we would take 

on the chin HARD AS KRUPP STEEL; she scrutinised them with her small, acutely close-set 

eyes that always had a spiteful look about them. Stood on a genuine, albeit lightly charred, 

Persian rug was an upholstered armchair with no seat, on the slightly scuffed edge of which we 

invited guests like Gaby Glotterthal, without whom we would never have learnt that there was 

no such thing as Father Christmas, the Easter Bunny, St Nick or the Stork, to perch themselves. 

Next to the upholstered armchair with no seat, with a backrest that was clad in a wonderful, 

blue-grey velvet, sat the stand from a floor lamp. We had searched high and low among the 

heaps of rubble for a lampshade, though with nothing to show for our efforts thus far, so for 

the time being we had to make do with a bag from Mr Wätz’ grocery shop slipped over the top 

of the floor lamp. 

 The fact that our floor lamp was just as bad at lighting our living room as the cactus-

green tiled fireplace, the top half of which had been blown clean off, was at heating it was of 

no immediate concern to us. Of far greater concern was the housing from an old radio set which 

was stood next to the bottom part of the tiled fireplace; the plug that was still hanging from it 

increased its value so much that, despite the inordinate sums of shrapnels many kids had offered 

us for it, Kicki and I had designated it not for sale. 

 While the wireless in our parents’ living room reported one heavy loss after another for 

that German Wehrmacht we thought were invincible, the radio housing in the living room of 

our ruins, though it did not make a sound, proclaimed clear as day one victory after another for 

the German Wehrmacht fighting on the Eastern Front, victories at which we, unlike our father, 

that gutless civvy and traitor to the Fatherland who would erupt in derisive laughter the moment 

the phrase ULTIMATE VICTORY came over the airwaves, would cry out: WE KNEW 

RIGHT FROM THE START THAT THIS WAR CAN ONLY END IN VICTORY. 

 For decoration, we had perched on top of our radio housing a golden picture frame we 

had unearthed from a rubble heap and to which there still clung a scrap of some portrait of 

ADOLF HITLER, painted in oils no doubt. Stretched high into what one could only assume 
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was a HITLER salute and curiously speckled with what looked like blood, his hand (and a 

thumbless one at that) was sadly all that remained of our Führer whose speeches that came 

bellowing over the radio our father would dare to bellow over with bellowings of his own, 

while Kicki and I hunkered down next to our parents’ wireless, enraptured as we were by this 

bellowing which thundered its way up into the lofts and down into the air raid shelters of all 

the houses on the estate, across the entire GAGFA estate in fact. Not content to stop at this, 

however, our father, that gutless civvy and traitor to the Fatherland, whose days we felt were 

numbered, would always bellow over our Führer’s bellows by bellowing the opposite of 

whatever it was our Führer was bellowing. 

YOU MEGALOMANIACAL HOUSE PAINTER, our father would bellow at our 

Führer, as if the Führer’s head were inside our wireless, spraying the equipment with spittle 

and so devoid of shame that Kicki and I had resolved long ago, in the living room of our ruins, 

to report this Führer-slanderer to the GESTAPO. The fortuitous fact that he still had not been 

picked up by the GESTAPO and shipped off to a concentration camp boiled down to nothing 

more than the elusiveness of the ever-present, though in our opinion invisible, GESTAPO who 

my HUSBAND, the SS Oberscharführer, Wolfgang Wätz, intending to file a report with the 

GESTAPO concerning his own father, whose crime was in our opinion selling groceries instead 

of fighting to the bloody end for the ULTIMATE VICTORY in one of the trenches on the 

Eastern Front, had been attempting to track down with his five, as I said, junior but still 

tremendously militant SS lads, albeit in vain thus far. 

 In spite of my mother threatening to ship us off to a concentration camp for kids, which 

she called the WALDESRAIN CHILDREN’S CONCENTRATION CAMP, the second she 

caught us in one of those ruins, the person we most frequently entertained without charging an 

entrance fee, apart from my friend Gaby Glotterthal, without whom we would never have learnt 

that in order to FUCK it was imperative that you had a toothbrush and a tin of shoe polish, was 

my HUSBAND, the SS Oberscharführer and successor-in-waiting to our Führer, Wolfgang 

Wätz who, on the globe belonging to his father, from whom he had learnt where the continents, 

nations and metropolises of the world are located, had already marked with a swastika all those 

countries which our Führer, for reasons that utterly confounded us, had not declared war on. 

 My HUSBAND, our Führer-in-waiting, who had promised me and also Kicki, whom 

as his BROTHER-IN-LAW and the UNCLE to his children he had already appointed General, 

a World War which would eclipse the Great World War our Führer was waging, would always 

visit our ruins, in which my brother bellowed out orders in preparation for his role as General, 

in the company of his five SS lads; this lent his visits an air of officialdom which I perceived 
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as a show of respect, one that filled me with pride. I was also filled with pride by the obedience, 

with which the five SS lads carried out the orders my HUSBAND bellowed at them. And I was 

quite simply fit to burst with pride at being the WIFE of such a HUSBAND who had chosen 

me, despite my questionable INHERITANCE, to be the future mother of Aryans who would 

inevitably be not just members of the master race, at whose feet the Untermenschen, the lowest 

of whom according to Gaby Glotterthal were the Jews and the highest the Russians, would 

tremble with their rotten bones. No, the Aryans I was to give birth to would be even harder 

than Krupp steel, even tougher than leather, and even swifter than greyhounds to boot. 

 As soon as my HUSBAND’s five SS lads had saluted me and my brother Kicki, as they 

would do upon paying us a visit, their hands thrust skywards and bellowing a HEIL HITLER 

which Kicki and I, bellowing HEIL HITLER with all our might, our hands thrust skywards, 

strove in vain to out-bellow, I would invite my HUSBAND to take a seat on the upholstered 

armchair with no seat. His five SS lads, on the other hand, whose age was the only thing 

keeping them from marching to the trenches on the Eastern Front in double time with my 

HUSBAND at their head, had to remain on their feet, impressively motionless and upright. 

They were not allowed to look left or right, let alone upwards at the dining table-sized hole in 

our living room ceiling, those jagged chunks of rubble dangling dangerously yet breathtakingly 

lackadaisically off its edges, nor down at our living room floor, with its cracked, paper-thin 

spots which the whole lot of us could crash through into the pitch black cellar of our ruins, like 

breaking through the ice during a thaw. 

 While the five SS lads, whom my HUSBAND had trained into military men out in the 

sugar beet fields opposite my parents’ semi, drilling them, in the bellowing tone which was 

simply the way in which all upstanding National Socialists communicated, to look straight 

ahead with the seemingly blind, unseeing eyes of a soldier, while they looked straight ahead, 

their stares directed towards our golden picture frame with the thumbless hand of our Führer, 

curiously speckled with what we supposed was blood, standing to attention, ever ready to 

spring into action and all ears, waiting for one of those bellowing commands from my 

HUSBAND, who on account of this constant bellowing could on some days muster up nothing 

more than a raspingly whispered HEIL HITLER, I demonstrated to my HUSBAND that despite 

my questionable INHERITANCE, which, as I said, I was striving tirelessly to purge from my 

insides, I was still the best WIFE he could find among the girls of the GAGFA estate. 

On a dented tray which Kicki had dug out from a rubble heap, I served my HUSBAND, 

our Führer-in-waiting, who had already raised to me the prospect of a troupe of domestics, to 

be recruited from widows, eternal soldier’s brides, sisters and sisters-in-law of those enemies 
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whose battalions had been torn to shreds, a selection of carefully arranged chunks of rubble 

which loosely resembled slices of cake before pouring for him, from a coffee pot that did not 

have handles but did have ornamental rose garlands – another of our finds from among the 

heaps of rubble – through a sieve I had dug out from a rubble heap and into a banged-up pewter 

goblet which, of course, was another of my discoveries from among the rubble heaps, the 

rainwater that collected in this coffee pot during mine and Kicki’s absence; rainwater that only 

collected thanks to the fact that every time we were forced to leave our ruins in order to beat 

our mother back to our parents’ semi, where we would ooze with good manners as we drew 

suns, moons, stars or angels on sheets of paper with our colouring pencils, I would not leave 

without first undertaking a precipitous ascent to place this coffee pot in the loft of our ruins 

which no longer had a roof to shield against the rain, hail or snow. 

 My HUSBAND, who, in order to gird me for the task of bringing forth those Aryans 

whose great stature was to dwarf even the grown-ups whom we all disregarded as nothing but 

troublemakers, would bring me chocolate, liquorice, sherbet and marzipan potatoes with every 

visit, never failing to mention in no uncertain terms how he had stolen these presents, half of 

which I dared give to my brother Kicki only after my HUSBAND’s visit was over, from the 

store-room of the grocery shop owned by his father, the grocery shop owner Wätz, not only 

did he guzzle down the rainwater which I had poured him from the coffee pot with no handles, 

through the warped sieve and into the dented pewter vessel in great big gulps. To my delight, 

he also described this rainwater as delectable. 

 There’s no-one else could serve up such a delectable drink, he said. 

 It must take skill, he added. 

 This was the sort of praise that my husband, the Führer-in-waiting, the BROTHER-IN-

LAW of my brother Kicki, whom he had now appointed General and who in turn was the future 

UNCLE of the Aryans I was still yet to bear, did not lavish on any other kid on the GAGFA 

estate which he was the master of, and whose decisions the children here would bend to, even 

the ones who were in school already and a head taller than him to boot. 

 Although my mother would smear my HUSBAND as a blowhard who owed his power 

solely to the groceries that were delivered to his father who knew how to turn the selling of 

groceries into acts of clemency, benevolence or punishment, this wife of a gutless civvy and 

reprehensible traitor to the Fatherland whom I was forced to call mother could convince neither 

me nor my brother Kicki that there was any connection whatsoever between the power my 

HUSBAND held and the groceries sold by his father, a man from whom it was possible to 

acquire palatable groceries not just using food stamps and money, but in particular by 



Translation © Rob Myatt 2022 

simultaneously relieving him en masse of rotten, mouldy, decaying, foul-reeking, unpalatable 

groceries. 

 As the WIFE to my HUSBAND, to whom I had sworn eternal loyalty, I had no doubts 

that he, no matter what title he might have appointed to himself, no matter what decisions he 

might have made regarding which kid was to become the owner of which ruins, no matter what 

fees he might have charged for the renting of any ruins in the form of shrapnel, that even 

without his father’s groceries he would have made it to become the master of the kids on the 

GAGFA estate, the commander of five SS lads, the Oberscharführer, and the landlord or ruin-

trepreneur of all those ruins, over which he claimed an uncontested right after each bombing 

to own, sell, manage and rent. My HUSBAND set the prices for the ruins which many kids on 

the GAGFA estate wished to own. My HUSBAND set the rent for those ruins which many kids 

on the GAGFA estate wished to rent. In order to afford the prices being charged to buy or rent 

these ruins, more than a few kids, after going to bed and saying their nightly prayers: NOW I 

LAY ME DOWN TO SLEEP, I PRAY THE LORD MY SOUL TO KEEP, would climb out 

the windows of their childhood rooms armed with torches or bunker lamps and dressed in 

pyjamas, their parents all the while believing them to be sound asleep, dreaming sweet dreams, 

heading out to comb the entire GAGFA estate and its surroundings until daybreak, looking for 

shrapnel. 

 My brother Kicki and I had been spared that sort of grunt work because my HUSBAND 

had bequeathed to me one of the most beautiful ruins as a wedding present. The fact that he 

would also visit me in my ruins, albeit on very much official business, was, as I mentioned, a 

show of respect as far as my brother Kicki and I were concerned, and was a gesture we 

endeavoured to reciprocate by allowing my HUSBAND to take in the attractions in our ruins 

completely free of charge: namely our entirely intact toilet bowl which he would always view 

as soon as he had drained the last drop of rainwater. 

 Having contemplated our toilet bowl with a quietude which told us that even for him 

the sight of our toilet bowl was one to behold, he lifted the regrettably cracked toilet lid, without 

having to fork over the inordinate fees we only received from other kids after lengthy 

deliberation, and sat down on the slightly bent toilet seat, without having to pay the even more 

inordinate fees which not very many kids were able to pay us. 

 Knowing full well that he was unable to answer the call of nature on our toilet, what 

with it being entirely unserviceable because of the smashed flush lying on the floor next to our 

toilet bowl, my HUSBAND did not pull down his trousers or undo his fly. Because for my 

HUSBAND, too, our toilet bowl was not a toilet bowl; it was one of those gifts from the 
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heavens that only came to us thanks to this Great World War that brought those wondrous 

bombings that would send my father flying into a panic, that gutless civvy, that reprehensible 

traitor to the Fatherland whose dogged refusal to say HEIL HITLER was a source of 

embarrassment not just for my brother Kicki and me but even for our mother; bombings that 

could cause my mother to burst into tears, something neither I nor Kicki could understand in 

the slightest. The wailing of the sirens heralding its arrival, I hoped that this bombing would 

also bring new craters, and with them the promise of multiplying the already considerable 

wealth of shrapnel that my brother and I had amassed. This bombing, too, I hoped would bring 

more heaps of rubble where I might finally find a lampshade, a smoker’s table and a plant 

stand, the finishing touches I simply had to have for the living room of my ruins. This bombing, 

too, I hoped would bring me more ruins and more dead-and-buried owners whose deaths left 

me chuffed to bits inasmuch as they were what allowed us kids to enter those ruins in the first 

place, my HUSBAND taking possession of them in the company of his five SS lads, me, his 

WIFE, Kicki, his BROTHER-IN-LAW, and my friend, Gaby Glotterthal, once the bodies of 

their former owners, whom we regarded less as deceased owners and more as bothersome 

obstacles that we had now negotiated, had been cleared out. 

 I was also hoping this bombing would bring more duds which we would balance on, in 

spite of all the threats from our parents who had declared them strictly off-limits, with 

outstretched arms and a complete disregard for our own mortality, HARD AS KRUPP STEEL, 

TOUGH AS LEATHER, SWIFT AS GREYHOUNDS and ever ready to die for our Führer – 

as we all were since these duds could explode at a moment’s notice. Though it was an activity 

we engaged in plenty, no-one balanced on those duds quite as much as my brother Kicki whose 

small yet powerful hands were now clutched tightly around the blood-red tin with the jet-black 

swastika which, as I said, contained lifelike miniatures of our German Wehrmacht, including 

a lifelike miniature of our Führer, so that he could bring this tin with him into our air raid 

shelter; this tin which he had practically forced my mother to buy for him with his insufferably 

dogged determination, his nagging pig-headedness and his exhausting list of reasons why he 

absolutely had to have it. 

 Leave that bloody tin in your room, would you! barked my mother, who not unlike my 

father was fundamentally opposed to the idea that this marvellous World War, which they 

prayed would end, was being furthered day in, day out in our little bedroom upstairs; the quiver 

in her voice betrayed to me the fact that my mother was just as gutless as my father. 

 If I can’t take my tin to the shelter then I’m not going, replied Kicki, still firmly 

clutching the blood-red tin with the jet-back swastika on it. 
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 You’ll die if you stay up here in your room, threatened my mother in her quivering 

voice, her whole body shaking, unaware that Kicki was HARD AS KRUPP STEEL, TOUGH 

AS LEATHER and ever ready to die for our Führer. 

 Not to be cowed by my mother’s threat, my brother, clutching the blood-red tin with 

the jet-black swastika on it so tightly that my mother did not even attempt to wrest it from him, 

perched himself on the edge of his little bed and turned his pig-head to stare at my mother who, 

with her blackish hair curlers and wrinkled, ragged light-blue nightgown which did not match 

either her grey Persian lamb coat or her high-heeled, golden stilettoes, looked so frumpy that I 

felt she must have caught the eyes of the GESTAPO by now; as I said, my brother Kicki and I 

had been banking on them showing up at the front door of our parents’ semi for some time 

now. I sized up my mother with a penetrating gaze as she quivered all over. 

 Why are you so afraid, I asked her as the wailing of the siren shut off without warning. 

 Because a bomb could fall on our home at any moment, reduce it to ruins, bury us under 

the rubble, my mother blurted out. 

 But that’s no reason to be quite so afraid, I enlightened her. 

 You’re lucky you’re still too young to understand that we’re all in mortal danger, 

insinuated my mother who was not going to reduce me to some little girl with those doll’s 

clothes she gave me for my doll, Adolfine, which had been long since banished to my parents’ 

storage room; not me: the WIFE of an SS Oberscharführer, not me: the WIFE of our Führer-

in-waiting, not me: the future MOTHER of those Aryans, not me: the future lady of the house 

whose troupe of domestics was to be recruited from widows, eternal soldier’s brides, sisters 

and sisters-in-law of those enemies who had been torn to shreds by the battalion in my 

HUSBAND’s World War. 

 I know we are in mortal danger, I retorted, HARD AS KRUPP STEEL, facing my 

quivering mother. 

 If you really did, you’d be afraid too, she insisted. 


