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            FOREWORD

            by Anthony Quinn

         

         Emeric Pressburger’s name will forever be entwined with that of Michael Powell. Together they formed one of this country’s most vital creative partnerships, to rank alongside Gilbert and Sullivan, Morecambe and Wise or Fortnum and Mason as a byword for a certain British distinction. Under the aegis of their production company, The Archers, Powell, the director, and Pressburger, the writer, hit a streak from the late 1930s to the late 1940s that was unsurpassed in our native cinema: The Life and Death of Colonel Blimp (1943), A Matter of Life and Death (1946), Black Narcissus (1947) and The Red Shoes (1948) are notable milestones of that or any other era.

         Powell, acknowledging the telepathic bond between them, likened their partnership to a marriage. But to read his two-volume memoir, A Life in Movies, one might have assumed it was not a marriage of equals; as the more introspective, less flamboyant of the two, Pressburger was sometimes mistaken as the ancillary to Powell’s overweening talent and personality. That misapprehension was corrected in a 1994 biography of Pressburger by Kevin Macdonald, who had a personal mission to set the record straight: he was Pressburger’s grandson. When the ‘marriage’ broke up towards the end of the 1950s both men struck out on their own, with mixed fortunes. In 1960, Powell’s extraordinary Peeping Tom was released to almost universal obloquy; it would take years for critics and audiences to recognise it for the sick masterpiece it was. Pressburger took the ill-advised step of directing a film himself, Twice Upon a Time (1953), about which little is remembered aside from producer Alexander Korda’s snap verdict on seeing the rough cut: ‘Boys, I could eat a tin of trims and shit a better picture.’

         In fact, it was in another art form that Pressburger found his métier. His first novel, Killing a Mouse on Sunday, was published in 1961 and won instant acclaim. Set during the aftermath of the Spanish Civil War, it tells the story of a Loyalist living in exile in France who resolves to cross the border back into Spain, despite the peril to himself, to visit his dying mother. Glowingly reviewed and translated into several languages, it was also adapted as the 1964 movie Behold a Pale Horse, directed by Fred Zinnemann and starring Gregory Peck. Not bad for a debutant, and all appeared set fair for the publication of his second novel The Glass Pearls in 1966. Yet its fate would be almost an inversion of the success of his first. Having barely sold its initial print run of four thousand copies it disappeared very soon after, its only review a stinker in the TLS.

         That may surprise us today, though perhaps at the time the story of a Nazi on the run would not have held such great appeal. While the Second World War as a subject of ‘heroic’ conflict was gripping British and American cinema, Holocaust literature lacked a commercial profile in the mid-1960s. The Glass Pearls now looks like an outlier in this regard, and its remarkable daring still reverberates. Set in the summer of 1965 it attends to the character of Karl Braun, a slightly built, unobtrusive piano tuner who sets up home at a seedy bedsit in Pimlico Road, London. Neighbours speculate on the new arrival, though his apparent ordinariness hardly rouses curiosity. Braun is just another loner in the vast impersonal city: ‘He enjoyed a good book, a good play, a good concert, a good talk. What else does a man want from life?’ One answer to that might be peace of mind, for this man is not in fact ‘Karl Braun’ but Dr Otto Reitmüller, a brain surgeon who conducted unspeakable experiments on concentration camp inmates and is now hunted across Europe for war crimes.

         That Braun’s terror of discovery is handled with such empathy and tenderness betokens his creator’s moral imagination. Pressburger, a Hungarian émigré, spent hungry years as a freelance film writer in Berlin during the thirties and came to love both the place and the people that gave him a home. When the Nazis rose to power he was forced to flee, first to Paris, then to London, yet he never forgot his affection for the ‘ordinary’ Germans he lived alongside. He took an early opportunity to express it in a propaganda film, 49th Parallel (1941), that he co-wrote with Rodney Ackland about a six-strong band of Nazis on the lam in Canada after their U-boat is sunk. His nuanced portrayal of one fugitive, a baker in peacetime Germany, underscores the tragedy of decent men coerced into Hitler’s war machine – as the gentle elder of the village where they hide out asks him, ‘How can you get mixed up with such a lot of gangsters?’ More memorable still was the scene in Blimp when German officer Theo Kretschmar-Schuldorff, played by the brilliant Anton Walbrook, poignantly describes the loss of his two sons to the Nazi Party – as broken by that as he is by the death of his wife.

         In The Glass Pearls, however, Pressburger essayed his most troubling study in spiritual corruption. Karl Braun is a civilised man, an accomplished violinist who enjoys concerts at the Festival Hall, romances a young woman named Helen and mourns the loss of his wife and child twenty years before in an Allied air raid on Hamburg. Back then he was a doctor and ‘a fanatic’ who researched the brain’s capacity for storing memory: ‘He put a person under hypnosis, bid him tell his personal story in great detail and then he operated. As soon as the patient recovered, he heard his story once again, noted the discrepancies and operated again, cutting out another minute colony of cells. Ad infinitum. Or rather: ad finitum. The end came soon enough.’ A monstrous crime, and yet Braun doesn’t consider himself a monster. Nor, mysteriously, do we. When later he reads a newspaper report describing him as ‘vain, ruthless, ambitious, self-centred’, he is genuinely offended and baffled by the charge, regarding himself as one who ‘loved his work’, adored his wife and child and prayed to God. How can this mild-mannered fellow be a sadistic killer too?

         When he is contacted by a fellow Nazi who urges him to flee to South America and join ‘the Brotherhood’, Braun’s old fear that the net is tightening revives. But does the fear have any grounding in reality? Pressburger’s trick is to keep the reader guessing. Braun/Reitmüller has to bear in mind a recent and notorious example of a criminal run to earth: ‘The pursuers of Eichmann knew the date of his wife’s birthday, they observed him taking a bunch of flowers home and that was the final proof of his identity.’ His suspicions, already heightened, become febrile. He believes he is being followed by two men. He wonders if Helen, the object of his desire, is collaborating with the police in their hunt for him. This uncertainty lends the latter stages of the book the morbid tension of a thriller. When Braun takes Helen for a weekend to Paris, he recounts to her his first experiences of exile – of his escape from Germany, his arrival in Paris and his struggle to secure a residence permit, his favourite café the Brasserie Lorraine, the apartment on the Rue Quentin-Bochart where they used to throw parties, and the little green oysters they used to feed to their guests.

         The particularity of these reminiscences is key to Braun’s invented backstory, and yet they carry a more disturbing resonance – for they are Pressburger’s own. As Kevin Macdonald has pointed out, it is quite extraordinary that a Jewish writer, having lost his own mother and other close relatives at Auschwitz, should choose to graft his own identity onto that of his murderous protagonist. Pressburger could not forgive himself for what happened to his mother, for not having taken her to England when he still could. Confronted by such traumatic memories most writers would probably have cast their narrative from the victim’s point of view. But Pressburger wasn’t ‘most writers’. Instead, he focused upon the guilty man hiding in plain sight, which lends the novel its strange, wrong-footing power. At some level we hope that Braun will escape his pursuers, and simultaneously we long for him to be caught and punished. Perhaps he represented to Pressburger a chance of expiation, twisted into an unexpected shape. It is a portrait conjured from pity, certainly, but also from a cold-eyed acknowledgement that the perpetrators of the Holocaust were not some inhuman aberration. On the contrary, as Hannah Arendt wrote of its principal architect: ‘The trouble with Eichmann was precisely that so many were like him, and that the many were neither perverted nor sadistic, that they were, and still are, terribly and terrifyingly normal.’ The Glass Pearls bears out that observation with artful and chilling exactitude.
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            CHAPTER ONE

         

         1

         on the first Saturday morning in June, a large van pulled up in Pimlico Road. Mr Mulholland who kept a stationery shop and also sold and delivered newspapers, came to the door to see the cause of this unpredicted eclipse of the sun.

         ‘A piano!’ he announced to his wife. ‘Who’s getting a piano?’

         She went on counting newspapers in the back of the shop, acknowledging but not answering his question. But when she reached the next round number, she joined him to stare at the van. Usually well-informed on matters concerning the neighbourhood, this time she had to admit defeat. With sullen faces they watched the intruders.

         First the vanman, a veritable giant, stepped down from the driver’s seat. He smoothed his green baize apron which, like his peaked cap and both sides of the van, displayed in bold letters the ownership of apron, vehicle and man. ‘London Pianos’ said the writing on apron and cap. The sides of the van gave further information: ‘Tuners of West London. Tuning, Polishing and Removals of Piano-fortes.’

         Presently a second man descended from the front seat, hatless, with a bow-tie, greying hair, slight in build, not at all the type who could carry half a piano. He smiled at the Mulhollands and nodded a friendly greeting towards them. This made the couple turn on their heels and retreat into the depths of their domain which was richly draped with rolls of toilet-paper, sheets of greaseproof, pads of notepaper and greetings cards for every occasion except the one at hand.

         When a moment later Ken, the delivery boy, came in and Mrs Mulholland asked him if he knew whose piano it was, Ken replied:

         ‘It’s not a piano. It’s Mrs Felton’s new tenant.’

         The boy was right. Instead of a piano, several suitcases and a large rolled-up bundle emerged from the back of the van. The slightly built gentleman shook hands with his giant friend, watched him depart and caught another glimpse of Mr Mulholland, who had reappeared in the door with the object of securing the custom of the new resident, and this time managed a rusty smile not unlike the flat chord of a long-forgotten piano.

         ‘Ken!’ Mr Mulholland called, loud enough for the stranger to hear. ‘Give the gentleman a hand!’

         The boy, polite and eager to please, went running and when ten minutes later he came back, he reported that Mrs Felton’s new tenant was a foreign gentleman who worked in a piano factory, and the bundle in his luggage was one of those continental bedspreads which he called an eiderdown. He needed no stationery at present but he read a fair amount, wished to take a morning paper and two Sunday papers, and his name happened to be Mr K. Braun, spelt the continental way. Mr Mulholland nodded several times, once especially to his wife who entered Mr Braun’s name in the delivery book.

         ‘Did he give you anything?’ Mr Mulholland asked the blushing boy.

         ‘Half a crown.’

         ‘Very generous,’ nodded Mr Mulholland once more, exchanging a glance with his wife who knew its meaning by telepathy. If ever the boy wanted a rise, the topic of generous tips was to be brought up immediately.

         2

         Two floors above the stationery shop, the new tenant stood dumbfounded in the open door of his room. He had completed the first stage of his moving in by carrying his belongings as far as the lobby and was now ready to proceed with the second: moving his luggage into the room proper. But was this his room?

         Geographically, it appeared to be: first door right, next to the telephone, the lamp-post in front of the window. But where was the polished mahogany table which had taken his fancy when Mrs Felton showed him round? And what had become of the green velvet settee? The effrontery by which it had been replaced was covered with a faded flowery chintz with spots on its lower parts, while its upper regions were clouded over darkly – a legacy from countless tenants, gone for ever, who left behind coffee-stains and hair-grease as pockmarks of their private worlds by which to be remembered.

         A friendly voice, coloured by a strong German accent, called from behind:

         ‘Welcome, Mr Braun! Let me share and endorse your bewilderment. I am Leslie Strohmayer.’

         The new tenant turned to behold a big man standing in the bathroom door, belabouring his long mane with strong, ruthless fingers, a conspiratorial grin on his thickset lips. He wore a quilted dressing-gown, much too short for him and once of blueish hue. The toes of his right foot had broken out of their prison – a grimy sheepskin slipper. He went on cheerfully: ‘I’m sort of Proconsul here. Representing Mrs Samuel Felton in her absence. It’s my job to be here when the meter is read; I collect the rent and the pennies for the telephone calls, and I’m responsible for the furniture.’ He sighed happily. ‘But I am corrupt to a large extent. I conspire against Supreme Authority.’ He slouched across the hall, wiping his hair-oily hands on his dressing-gown, pleased that he had succeeded in mellowing the new-comer’s black mood. ‘Pardon me,’ he said. Braun had to step aside to let him pass into the room, and watched him proceed to the oval table which had gone through such a disastrous metamorphosis since he last saw it. There, with a spectacular snatch, the Proconsul pulled off the lino cover held in place by strong elastic bindings. He seized the shabby chintz at one swoop, he stripped the settee in similar manner and hurled the whole tatty lot up on to the top of the wardrobe. He was panting from the effort as he pointed through the window. ‘She lives there – on the fourth floor above Bains the chemist. She keeps watch on us through her ex-husband’s binoculars. He used to be purser on a big liner, and left her a tidy sum and the binoculars.’ He went to the window, pulled down the blind and adjusted it expertly about half-way down. ‘In this position she can’t see a thing and I pledge my word that she never will. Mind you, it’ll cost you something.’ He screwed up his left eyebrow as a sign of conspiracy. ‘Are you getting a morning paper?’ He waited for a nod, enjoying the puzzled look on his fellow-conspirator’s face. ‘When do you read it?’

         ‘At breakfast.’

         ‘Splendid. You leave your newspaper for me every morning. In exchange I undertake to look after your window, blind and all. And I give a good report on your behaviour. What do you say?’

         ‘Agreed!’

         ‘Shall I help you with your cases?’

         ‘No, thanks.’

         ‘I won’t charge you for that.’

         ‘Really, I can manage.’

         ‘I hope you don’t get me wrong,’ he grinned. ‘We all have to live. When do you want the bathroom?’

         ‘Seven-thirty, if possible.’

         ‘That’ll be fine. Kolm will follow you. Will you be using the kitchen?’

         ‘Not much. Why?’

         ‘I’m a first-class cook. Whenever you want dinner, just say the word. On the basis that I get the left-overs.’

         ‘How do you know there will be left-overs?’

         ‘Trust the chef.’ He laughed roguishly. ‘Live and let live.’

         The new tenant, having now completed taking possession of his room, wished to terminate the conversation and be left alone. Strohmayer’s last offer had touched his heart.

         ‘Why not prepare my breakfast, Mr Strohmayer, on the same basis?’

         The first-class chef’s face clouded over.

         ‘At what time do you have breakfast?’

         ‘Eight o’clock.’

         Strohmayer shook his head sadly.

         ‘I never get up before nine-thirty.’

         He managed another sly but rueful smile and left the room.

         3

         By noon, Braun had finished unpacking. When all three suitcases were empty and his four suits, his dark brown overcoat, the fawn dressing-gown and his six neckties were neatly arranged in the wardrobe, he unrolled the voluminous eiderdown, stuffed it into the largest suitcase and shoved it under the bed. Each spring when time came to store the eiderdown for the summer, he said goodbye to it as to a trusted friend, a benevolent monster who withdrew into its cavern to hibernate. On each occasion, it occurred to him that one does not hibernate in summer, but he couldn’t remember the proper word for it, nor could he find it in the dictionary, and he forgot about it till autumn was round once more and he had to wake up his chum – the friendly brute. Every so often he had to disturb its sleep prematurely when, like now, he decided to change his address out of season. On such occasions, he never forgot to apologize in his thoughts and, consequently, to smile at his own folly which he attributed in turn to senility, or to childishness, abhorring the first and taking pleasure in the second.

         Hidden among the soft folds of the eiderdown he kept a small cardboard box. Whenever things had looked really hopeless, he opened the large suitcase and dug his hand into the eiderdown to feel for this box. He didn’t have to withdraw it, the mere touch satisfied him. Just knowing that it was there gave him confidence. Still, on rare occasions, he did take out the box and open it. It contained, wrapped in cotton wool, a spare set of four false teeth, mounted on a slender bridge, similar to one he always wore. On such occasions he might slip it on to see if the clamps still worked. But he never wore it for any length of time.

         Under the half-drawn blind he could see the busy street. Conspicuous, their red coats glittering in the sun, two Chelsea Pensioners were moving stiffly among the shoppers, never exchanging a word, just marching to a soundless beat.

         Suddenly, without the slightest logical explanation, Mrs Taylor came into his mind. He tried in vain to discover the link responsible for the association. There she was, haunting his mind, thin-chested, her legs a shade heavy for the rest of her body. She couldn’t be more than twenty-eight, her face arranged into cool studied indifference, her dark eyes glancing towards the clock on the wall belying her calculated apathy – as he first saw her at Thos Harrower & Co., Estate Agents about four months ago. As he came through the door, hurrying from work to get there before closing time, she turned away and began rummaging in the filing cabinet, hoping that her blonde colleague would take on the new client. But the blonde was absorbed in scratching her newly filled ballpoint pen on a piece of cardboard to induce the flow of ink, and Mrs Taylor had to leave the filing cabinet. She returned to her desk with a sigh.

         ‘Yes, please?’

         It sounded half a question, half a reprimand for disturbing the peace. With it she enrolled him among her very own branded customers. She asked for his name, present address, the amount he could afford to pay for a room while her thin inky fingers crawled to and fro on the printed form. She handed him two addresses, but he didn’t call at either of them. That was the night Hein turned up out of the blue, making his blood run cold, forcing him to delay moving, not knowing which was less conspicuous: to stay put or to move, since he had already given notice to his landlady. It was not the unexpected encounter with Hein that scared him but the ease with which Hein managed to find him.

         ‘Stop worrying!’ Hein pleaded with him. They were travelling in an otherwise empty carriage on the London Underground. It was not yet six o’clock in the morning. ‘Stop worrying, remember it used to be my job to ferret out people. I had been trained for it. Finding people is second nature to me.’

         ‘What do you want from me?’ Karl Braun asked.

         ‘Two things. I’m returning to Argentina in a month’s time. Come back with me. We have the same old discipline, all of us old comrades. We don’t have to watch every step we take, we often talk of old times, read our kind of books – you’ll be happy there among us. We had a German doctor but he died. We need another. A man can learn to drive a tractor, mend a fence, milk a cow, but he can’t learn medicine. Not at our age and not on a lonely farm. You come with me to Zürich, we’ll draw our money – money always comes in handy. It’s still there? You haven’t drawn it? Why should that money rot in that Swiss Bank in Zürich? We need it on the farm. We’ve had several bad years and we’ve decided to take the small risk and get the money we had tucked away. I’ve put up your name and they have voted – unanimously – to accept you. You pay in your share of the money and you’ll be happy in our Brotherhood till the end of your days. What do you say?’

         ‘I’m happy here.’

         ‘How could you be happy here? They are after you. You are on the list. On top of the list. “Tuning pianos”, indeed! A famous doctor like you!’

         Braun shook his head.

         ‘I’m not going. What else?’

         Hein studied his friend’s face for some time before he answered.

         ‘I, personally, need you.’

         ‘Need me for what?’

         ‘You cured me in ’44. You said yourself it might come back. It has.’

         Karl shook his head again.

         ‘You must go to somebody else. When you are in Zürich – there are excellent doctors there.’

         This made Hein wild with indignation.

         ‘How can you expect me to go to a stranger? You treated me with hypnosis. Imagine a stranger poking about in my mind! God knows what I would blurt out!’

         ‘I’m not going to do it,’ Braun repeated and hoped that it sounded firmer than the previous time. ‘I won’t risk it. I forced myself to forget about that money in Zürich and I don’t wish to be reminded of it. I have lived for twenty years according to self-imposed rules; it wasn’t easy and I’m not going to change my ways now. I denied myself everything I used to enjoy most. You said yourself before we parted: “The more you like to do certain things, the more difficult it will be to give them up, but the more useful you’ll find doing so to hide your identity. You are a heavy smoker,” you said, “don’t ever smoke again. You like playing the violin, from now on never touch it. Medicine’s your very life – don’t even read about it!” I never did. And I’m not going to take any risks now with only a few more weeks to go.’

         ‘What do you mean?’ Hein asked as if he wouldn’t know.

         ‘The twenty years are up in May. On the 8th May to be exact. The war ended on 8th May, 1945. Twenty years added makes 8th May, 1965. That’s exactly twelve weeks and two days from now.’

         ‘Aren’t you reading the papers, man? Haven’t you heard that they’re postponing the date?’

         ‘Don’t talk rubbish.’

         That was when Heinrich von Stampel went berserk. His face became flushed. He seemed deprived of all power of voluntary motion. He sank into a coma. No doctor could help him any more. Braun did what little he could and got off the train at the next station. Amazing how the brain works in an emergency. Without the slightest recognizable logical process, it absorbs the facts, selects a favourable chance and makes you act accordingly. It made him do what little he could do for Hein. It drove him to leave the train and board another. A few minutes later he changed once more. He sat glued to the window as the train passed station after station. At Liverpool Street he saw the crowd and guessed what had happened. He got out, took yet another train, travelled to Edgware Road and from there walked to the factory. Two days later an inquest was held – he found a tiny paragraph in the paper about it – the cause of death was diagnosed as natural. They buried him in the Argentinean corner of the Brompton Road cemetery and, with the corpse, they buried Karl Braun’s predicament, too. Ten feet of earth covered Hein’s body and time shovelled one day after another over his memory.

         No newspaper mentioned his name again.

         
             

         

         If Hein was wrong in assuming that his friend could be talked into abandoning a clandestine life for the safety and cosy companionship of the Brotherhood, he was right about the intention of the West German Parliament. Early in March the English papers reported that the majority of members in the Bundestag voted in favour of extending the deadline for the prosecution of alleged Nazi crimes.

         The news hit Braun with cruel ferocity. Most people can bear anything as long as their ordeal is limited. As long as they can count the days, the years; as long as they know they are progressing towards an end of their tribulations. Only if the suffering imposed upon them appears to be limitless do they go to pieces.

         As in the first weeks after his escape, Braun began to have nightmares. But while twenty years ago his nightmares were confused and came in jumbled shreds (like experiencing being handcuffed, or sitting in a room and suddenly hearing the key turning in the lock, or being chased into a cul-de-sac), now his nightmares came in towering proportions, well-developed and orderly, as if they had grown to this size throughout the years, in the dark cavities of his mind. Now, they always started in a law court, where he was to be tried. Each time in his nightmares, he had to go through the whole rigmarole. They kept him below in a windowless cell, while above the High Court assembled. At last the prisoner was led up the concrete steps and stood in the dock waiting. It seemed they were waiting for the Lord Chief Justice to appear, the most important single person in the proceedings. But the prisoner pretended to himself that he, the prisoner, happened to be the most indispensable person here, for even His Lordship waited in his robing room to be told: ‘The prisoner is in the dock, My Lord.’ Then His Lordship adjusted his wig, his two dressers smoothed down his ermine robe, and he swept through the door.

         ‘Everybody will rise!’ the court crier cried. The people in the galleries rose, the photographers stood up, the pressmen, the jurors, the counsels, the warders got to their feet – everybody did, except the accused who had never sat down in the first place.

         The preliminaries took some time. Nothing was hurried so as to give the court an air of importance. The jurors were sworn in. The wings of the heavy carved doors were heaved open, so that the people from the surrounding streets could enter. They began to file across the court, lowering their heads as they passed the prisoner’s catafalque-like dais. They made their way up to the judge’s platform and out again through the four small doors into the corridors and down the stairs into the back streets, beyond.

         In his opening speech the Lord Chief Justice would explain that, according to the wish of the People, the court would sit open to everybody. The ritual allowing the German people to file through this court-room symbolized the people’s wish: to be judged by its own conscience and thus purify itself of the deeds of the past.

         Now it was the State Prosecutor’s turn. As he read the indictment he drew the High Court’s attention to the world beyond Germany waiting to see how the German nation would deal with the problem of war crimes and the criminals who perpetrated them.

         ‘We have a national responsibility to discharge,’ he began. ‘A number of our fellow-citizens have committed dreadful crimes. Some of them have been caught and punished. Others have not been found as yet and have escaped punishment. Why should such resourceful criminals profit from their craftiness? Criminals who say to themselves: Keep under cover just a little longer. A couple of months and no one will be able to touch you.’

         Counsel for the Defence jumped to his feet.

         ‘I protest, My Lord. This is a German court and as such it should not concern itself with how foreigners judge a defendant in our courts. Twenty years have gone by since the end of the war. According to the Statute of Limitation, twenty years is the deadline for the prosecution of crimes.’ He paused like an experienced actor who knew the value of timing, and scratched his head. ‘Which presents me with another basic problem, My Lord. Hasn’t the time come to find a new definition of the word “crime”? What is “crime”? Who is a “criminal”? What is “duty”? If the majority of the people elect a government and a leader, this elected government, this elected leader, are the proper authorities to define where the citizens’ duty lies. You have got to obey, or you are an enemy of the state with the obvious consequences. Now assume: a few years later the government is defeated – they all are, sooner or later – you’re told you shouldn’t have obeyed them. What you did was not “doing your duty” but you have committed a crime for which you’ll be hounded and, if caught, tried like a criminal. More than that! Although there is a legal limitation to prosecuting a crime, there is no such limitation for your crime! My Lord! If the accused here is a criminal, so are we all. We should close the exits and keep all these people entering here. The clerk should read out the names of all of us. A hundred million names! And then we shall have to extend the deadline, if for no other reason, to enable the prosecutor to name all of us hundred million war criminals.’

         In the commotion that followed, Karl Braun heard the distant voice:

         ‘Release the prisoner!’

         
             

         

         Each time he woke up, trembling and perspiring – a free man. Only to be rearrested the next day by his imaginary pursuers in another nightmare, and only to be acquitted again. Every night he tried himself and every night he acquitted himself.

         As often before when he got desperate, he brooded upon suicide. He had the means and – he thought – he had the strength to do it. But as days and weeks passed and nothing out of the ordinary occurred, he convinced himself that he was safe. In late March, he read that the Bundestag in Bonn had adopted extending the time limit for the prosecution of Nazi crimes until the end of 1969, just another four and a half years. He could count the months, the years, as before.

         Above all, sheer exhaustion had claimed him, snatched him from the claws of his nightly pursuers and hurled him into bottomless, dreamless, healthy sleep. All through April and May he had been lying low. Then – it was the last day in May – he went back to Thos Harrower & Co., Estate Agents.

         The girl with inky fingers greeted him as an old customer and gave him Mrs Felton’s address in Pimlico Road. That was the occasion when he learnt her name. Her boss had called through the half-open door:

         ‘Mrs Taylor?’

         ‘Yes, Mr Valentine?’

         ‘Aren’t you supposed to be in Ebury Street by five o’clock?’

         ‘Yes, Mr Valentine.’

         ‘If my watch is correct, it is 4.58 now.’

         ‘I’m on my way, Mr Valentine.’

         She rose at once, giving Braun an apologetic smile, watched by the mousy little man through the gap in the door. She pressed Mrs Felton’s particulars into his hand and was gone.

         He wondered who Mister Taylor could be?

         
             

         

         On the street below, a car hooted, another took it up and a moment later pandemonium broke loose. Vehicles stood bumper to bumper as far as Chelsea Bridge Road. Just one of the things one would never think of when taking a room. He loved cars. Not under these circumstances, though, waiting frustrated in the narrow street, advancing a few inches every now and then. He used to adore driving along the Autobahn back home. My God, there they knew how to build roads! Here, in England, people were proud of every paltry little by-pass and the Hammersmith fly-over passed for a miracle of engineering. If Hitler had invaded England in the forties, the English would now have proper trunk roads, too. Failing to invade England, the Führer should have stopped the war when he had the whole of Europe at his feet. His name would have gone down in history as the greatest road-builder of all time. Greater even than the Romans.

         Now, here was an example of logical thinking. It evolved, step by step, from the hooting of cars to the traffic jam, the narrow street, the wide Autobahn and the man who built it. You could always trace a logical progression in thinking, when one thought rationally. And when there was none, you could bet your life against a farthing that you were involved in something irrational, like getting infatuated with a woman. Happily some people had developed a built-in thermostat against such overheating of the blood.

         4

         At first he intended to ask Strohmayer about the shops, but dreading another commercial proposition, he decided against it. He found a dairy, placed a standing order for a pint of milk, bought a dozen eggs and a pound of sliced bacon. Everything was slightly cheaper than in Bayswater. He calculated that with his room costing fifteen shillings less, plus about 5 per cent saving on food, he could cut down his weekly expenses by almost a pound. When he returned to the flat, he bumped into Strohmayer.

         ‘How much?’ Strohmayer asked, pointing an accusing finger at the bacon. When told, he shook his head in disgust. ‘I get it ninepence cheaper. Allow me!’ He unwrapped the greaseproof paper and shook his head again. ‘Mine is better quality. I make a deal with you. I get it 20 per cent cheaper, you pay me 10 per cent in kind.’ He saw the bewilderment on his victim’s face. ‘If there are twenty rashers, you give me two. And what are your hobbies? Sport? Boxing? Rugby? Soccer? Tennis?’ When Braun said, ‘Sorry,’ he went on: ‘First Nights? Concerts?’

         ‘Both.’

         ‘Splendid. Do you mind going with Kolm? He’s crazy about concerts.’

         ‘I don’t know him.’

         ‘You’ll like Kolm. Works at Bains the chemists. Come, I will show you your territory in our ice-box.’

         He took a great deal of trouble to allocate the available space with scrupulous fairness. Each of the three tenants had his own little plot in each section: a small-holding on the top shelf – the coldest part, Strohmayer called it ‘the Arctic circle’ – another tiny allotment in the ‘Temperate Zone’ and a spot in the least cold territory, the narrow strip carved into the door itself.

         ‘I can get you the best seats for any concert. You pay less than a quarter of box-office price. Twenty-five-shilling seats for six. How’s that?’

         ‘Ten-shilling seats are good enough for me.’

         ‘Nonsense. Nothing’s too good if you can have it.’

         ‘Really, I assure you.’

         Another conspiratorial grin lit up Strohmayer’s face.

         ‘The truth is I can only get the most expensive seats.’

         ‘Fine,’ Braun said. ‘Let me know which concerts.’

         ‘Any concert. You name them, I get them.’

         He helped Braun to stow away his stores.

         ‘I can get you cheaper soap, too. Razor-blades, toothpaste. Same arrangement. I get them 20 per cent cheaper, you pay me ten, in kind. One razor blade from ten.’

         ‘You don’t expect me to buy ten tubes of tooth-paste?’

         ‘Of course not. You pay when you have reached ten. And don’t worry, I do the book-keeping. You can pay me in advance if you like, I don’t mind.’

         ‘I’ll think about it.’

         Strohmayer laughed.

         
             

         

         Shortly after one o’clock, Kolm came home. When he heard that the new tenant had moved in, he knocked at his door.

         ‘I’m Jaroslav Kolm,’ he introduced himself. ‘I work at the chemist’s the other side of the road. If you need any toilet articles – soap, razor-blades, mouth-wash, tooth-paste – I can get them 20 per cent cheaper.’ He saw Braun smiling and understood. ‘You’ve already met Strohmayer, I see. He gets part of his merchandise from me.’ The old man sighed. ‘If only he would consider working. With all his flair for business and using only part of his inventiveness to dodge work, he could make an honest living for himself.’

         ‘How does he get concert tickets so cheaply?’

         ‘Cheaply? He gets them free. Concert Agencies, Sports’ Promoters, Stage Producers are sending him tickets gratis. He and a man called Anthony – I forget his other name – have founded a thing called “International Press and TV Information Service”. They have no offices and no Service, but they do have very impressive notepaper. Strohmayer reads about coming events in the papers – not his papers, mind you – and writes in for tickets.’

         ‘Don’t promoters expect to get results? A cutting from a newspaper?’

         ‘From a weekly in Palermo, Sicily? From a Norwegian provincial daily?’ Kolm chuckled. He took off his glasses, wiped them with a spotless handkerchief which he kept in his breast pocket and, though he reported on Strohmayer’s shady exploits with critical undertone, he could not hide a certain admiration for him. His lips quivered slightly as he balanced censure with true affection. He sniffed and snorted in short bursts, a sign of his qualified adoration. He replaced his pince-nez in the shallow groove that the connecting link had worn into his nose and released another short burst of snorts. ‘Anthony, the second founder member, a barman in a Chelsea dive called the Temple Bar is, of course a great help. Every so often, Strohmayer invites Public Relations people for a drink, and he is met with great reverence by Anthony. You know how it is with barmen, Mr Braun? The barman of a saloon, where you happen to be a “regular”, knows more about your background than your own mother. If a barman greets you with “Hallo, Mr Strohmayer, sir!” and pours you your “Usual” without asking, you’re a man of substance. For good measure, Anthony throws in a few asides like “I hear, sir, the First Lord wasn’t too pleased with your ‘naval review’ in the Cape Town Times.” Strohmayer then stares darkly into his glass and mutters: “First Lords shouldn’t be pleased all the time, Anthony. It’s not good for them.” Anthony winks at the P.R.O. You must go there one evening, Mr Braun. It equals any performance at the Old Vic.’

         It was past two o’clock when the old man rose to go. By then, they had established that they liked the same kind of concerts, both played chess and both liked to walk. When you crossed Chelsea Bridge, you were a stone’s-throw from Battersea Park. Strolling there on summer evenings, with the din of the Pleasure Gardens in your ears, the glitter of the river beyond the trees, could be magical.

         Left alone, Braun sat on the green velvet settee, contemplating the months lying ahead. Life was not too bad. He did not mind tuning and repairing pianos. Visiting other people’s homes, watching their relationships, could be quite amusing. He made enough money for his needs, he even had a little in the bank. He enjoyed a good book, a good play, a good concert, a good talk. What else does a man want from life?

         Across the street, almost opposite his own window, a dark girl came into the bathroom and began brushing her hair in front of a wall-mirror. Soon she got so absorbed in her task that she relaxed controlling her pretty face. It now seemed years older, surprisingly harder and curiously ugly. If he had moved the blind, if she had become aware of somebody watching her, she would have instantly resumed her vigilance, her face would have changed in a flash to the well-tried, carefully studied expression she knew suited her best. The whole complicated procedure perceiving the warning in the brain, deciding to act, flashing orders to those tiny controlling muscles of her face – all this would happen in the fraction of a second. And there was more to it: the action of every single hair-thin muscle had been pre-set, like the tabulators of a typewriter. Dozens of such tabulators were working at the same instant and working with the greatest precision. The nervous system and the brain! What magnificent creations they were! How much work had to be done to understand them. And how little one knew about them. He couldn’t resist the temptation. He switched on the bedside lamp and saw her face react immediately, even before she glanced up.

         Suddenly he felt hungry. According to Strohmayer, there was a fish-and-chip shop just round the corner; the chef was supposed to be an Austrian friend of Strohmayer’s. ‘You get a double portion if you mention my name,’ he said. It was more likely that he collected a bonus after every customer he sent there.

         The girl who had been brushing her hair had appeared now in another window, holding a tablecloth and flicking bread-crumbs into the street. She saw him and, realizing that he had caught her red-handed, offered a smile for a bribe.

         In the lobby, he stopped by the telephone. The sheet of notepaper pinned on the wall already had a blank column headed by his name to record his calls for future accounting; a column which would remain blank since he never made any calls. Nobody ever called him either. He reached for the S–Z volume of the directory. There were nine pages of Taylors in it.

         By the time he stepped onto the pavement, the traffic jam had cleared. Instead of looking for the fish-and-chip shop, he crossed the bridge and strolled into Battersea Park. He found no magic there, only a multitude of screaming children and scores of rollicking dogs, and he returned home.

         
             

         

         Sunday, he wanted to sleep late but, shortly after six, muffled voices in the hall had woken him. His ears were set to perceive faint sounds, like the ears of animals of the wild; they let standard conversation through undetected, but as soon as somebody began to whisper, his senses instantly sounded the alarm. It reminded him of his childhood, when he used to go hunting with his father in the Black Forest. In the small hours they often stumbled on a distant herd of deer grazing in a clearing, his father picked one out with the long-range rifle, the shot reverberated tenfold in the mountains, one of the herd fell, the others went on grazing. The crackle of a twig would have sent them into a stampede.

         He got out of bed, tiptoed to the door and stood there listening for a while. He heard the door-chain slide from its furrow and a woman’s voice whispering:

         ‘You could have offered me a cup of tea, you’re mean.’

         ‘You get one at the coach terminal. And close the door downstairs, there’s a good girl.’ It was Strohmayer. The female voice challenged him:

         ‘You don’t mind me walking about in this get-up, do you?’

         ‘I do very much. Don’t forget the door downstairs.’

         ‘When shall I see you?’

         ‘I’ll ring you tomorrow.’

         ‘You haven’t got my number.’

         ‘I’ll get it from Anthony.’

         ‘He wouldn’t give my number to you, he’s a gentleman. It’s Fremantle …’ The rest was lost in the creaking of the door. Her high heels began descending the stairs. Once they paused and she said quite aloud: ‘You’re a drip.’

         Strohmayer laughed and called after her in a hushed voice:

         ‘Remember to close the door.’

         He slid the chain on, his slouching slippers played a short duet with the clip-clop of her descending feet, followed by a solo performance of her high heels as they reached the pavement. Braun twisted the blind, but she kept too close to the houses for him to see her. It was pouring with rain.

         The bed felt warm and friendly, but he was unable to fall asleep again. He wondered what Mr Taylor looked like? Couldn’t be much of a man if he let his wife work at that Estate Agent’s. The mousy Mr Valentine wouldn’t pay more than twelve pounds, if that.

         He turned on his back, stretched his legs, folded his hands and prayed. It was a short, childhood prayer, the sentences trailed each other, his lips had learned to form the words automatically, like fingers could memorize a piece on a musical instrument. Only once in a while the meaning of the words penetrated his anxious mind. While he prayed, he pondered: where, in the brain, did these robots reside?

         He prayed every single day. He felt insecure if he forgot to do so. When he could not remember whether he had prayed yesterday, he reassured himself by saying the text twice over, once for today and once for yesterday. Each time he finished praying in general terms, he petitioned the Lord for special favours, like finding a suitable room, getting a certain job; he might ask for the successful outcome of an interview, the passing of any kind of peril, in fact, for everything. Though he believed firmly that every action carried its own reward or punishment, he attributed a sort of giant computer to the Almighty into which all relevant facts concerning his person and relating to the subject of his special request were fed, and a single second later out came a ‘yes’, a ‘no’ or a qualified answer. Nobody knew of this praying habit of his. As a child, he had an open mind on the effectiveness of praying. He did it only to be on the safe side. Later he got more and more possessed with the power of praying and got firmly convinced that if he missed it, things could not possibly go right that day. Perhaps there was no more to it than self-hypnosis, but he knew enough of the power of that and took no risks. All through the pagan years in Germany, he went on praying. During the first year of the war, he shared a room with Dr Schumacher, the anaesthetist, and waited night after night till the lights were extinguished to say his prayers in the dark, forming the words in silence with his lips. Once, home on leave, Ilse asked him in the middle of the night: ‘What are you muttering?’ He lied that he couldn’t go to sleep because of the heat and was trying to remember a poem by Schiller. She wanted to hear it but he couldn’t think of one and recited ‘the Lorelei’ by Heine. It was quite safe as she had never heard of it before since Heine was a Jew and had been eliminated from schoolbooks a long time ago. She found the poem lovely, wished to hear it again and again, but the baby started to cry. They listened to it, holding each other tightly, and so he fell asleep. Next day, he had a telegram recalling him to the camp, thus missing one of the most severe air raids of the war. When the news of Ilse’s and the baby’s death reached him, through the haze of dull pain, it shot into his mind: he had forgotten to finish his prayers that night.
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