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One


Stretching out from the chestnut and lime trees, shadows invaded his office overlooking Schwarzenberg Platz that late afternoon. 

‘I’m just on my way out,’ he called.

As he turned toward the window, the street lamps came on as though sparked into life by his glance. He gazed at the monument, finding Karl Philipp’s triumphalism and his hat a little silly in these days, although perhaps they had always been silly. Motorists in a hurry sounded their horns, sirens blared. A nightjar took flight. He started as he recognized the man’s voice telling the secretary in the lobby: ‘I’m here to see Lichtblau.’

He got up from his desk and walked over to the pegs on the wall to pick up his coat and hat. He had his back to the door and, as it opened, he paid no attention. 

He felt a hand on his arm.

‘Not so fast, Lichtblau. Inspiration hurrying you?’

‘Hellroth, I’ve already told you. The bank can’t let you have any more. This is people’s money we’re talking about. Everybody’s money. Not just Jewish money.’ Felix Lichtblau glanced with revulsion at the swastika on the German’s armband. 

‘I don’t care whose money it is. My life’s on the line if I don’t come up with the goods.’

‘Your problem, not mine. Anyway, you haven’t balked at putting my own life on the line and the lives of hundreds of our employees,’ replied Lichtblau, slipping into his coat.

‘Cigarette?’ said Hellroth.

‘How much?’ asked Lichtblau, refusing the offer with a wave of his hand.

Hellroth named his figure. He had known Lichtblau for some time and had always liked his fearlessness combined with a kind of innocence, if not naivety. This made Lichtblau reckless at times, so little store did he seem to set by his own life and person.

‘I can get two-thirds of that for you. But this is the last time. The other third you will have to find elsewhere.’

Lichtblau drew a key from his coat pocket and unlocked a cabinet door. He took out a checkbook and put it on his desk. He sat down on the chair behind his desk and looked as though he was about to write the check when the German snatched the checkbook away from him and then spat on the floor.

‘I should have spat in your face. Maybe I will, one day.’

‘Maybe you will,’ said Lichtblau, ‘for all the good it’ll do you.’

‘I don’t believe in good or bad,’ said Hellroth, writing the figure he had just told Lichtblau on a check and flinging the checkbook back at him. ‘Sign.’

‘I’ve told you. Two-thirds of that is all I can let you have.’

‘Sign,’ repeated Hellroth, taking out a pistol stuck in his belt, previously hidden from Lichtblau behind his jacket. ‘Whether you do or not, I’m sure we’ll be seeing each other again soon enough at Morzinplatz.’

‘Shoot me dead right now if you like, race fanatic. Take me to Morzinplatz. You may think you’re living in one of those Flaktürme of yours. History and your enemies will prove you wrong.’ He stared the Nazi down. ‘That’s all the bank can give you. That’s all you’ll get from anyone in Vienna at this time. Take it or leave it.’

Hellroth flipped the pistol round in his hand so that he was holding it by the barrel. He made as if to strike Lichtblau over the head with it. Lichtblau caught the German’s arm.

‘What point is there in harming me? It won’t bring you an inch closer to the money you want. And I’m sure your superiors would be interested to know about the two Jewesses. Perhaps they are not as discreet as you would like them to be.’

‘Leave them out of it, Lichtblau.’ Hellroth hardly blinked now at how much Lichtblau knew. ‘If I find out they’ve given away anything about me, I’ll kill them or have them killed. Sooner or later, they’ll be done for anyway.’

‘I wouldn’t be so sure about that if I were you. Maybe some other SS officer is interrogating them right at this minute. And learning lots of juicy facts about you.’

‘Where are they?’ said Hellroth. ‘Where have they disappeared to?’

‘You’ll have to find that out for yourself. I’m not your informant.’

‘You mentioned them first.’ Hellroth tried to keep calm.

‘You haven’t seen them for a few weeks, have you?’ Lichtblau said. ‘You must have been wondering where they’d got to.’

‘That’s enough, Lichtblau’, replied Hellroth, ‘you may have the money —’

‘I do have the money,’ said Lichtblau. 

Hellroth studied Lichtblau’s face. He felt outwitted. ‘Two thirds, then.’

‘You have the power, and you can kill us at will, Hellroth,’ Lichtblau said, picking up the checkbook, ripping out and tearing up the page on which Hellroth had written his desired amount, wrote out a tenth of that sum on the next page, signed the check and tore it off down the perforated line. He tendered it to Hellroth, but when Hellroth took it between his fingers, Lichtblau did not let go of it.

‘You can kill us all, I say, but you won’t have the last word.’

‘I’ll be the judge of that, Lichtblau’, replied Hellroth, pulling the check out from Lichtblau’s hand and turning on his heel, ‘You’ll be hearing from me. I always knew there was something weird about those two Jewesses. When I see them again —’

‘If you see them again,’ said Lichtblau.

‘One of them’s got a kid,’ said Hellroth, ‘and we’re holding him.’

‘What did you intend to do with the boy?’ asked Lichtblau.

‘Use him. Extort information from him. Torture him. Kill him. He was already being most —’

‘Cooperative? I’m sure he was, the way you were treating him.’ 

But Lichtblau kept his ear to the ground and knew more than even Hellroth did. While the young man had been held at the Metropole, some kind of squabble had broken out, with some of the guards fighting over loose women who had entered the building and brought drink with them. Then, they had started propositioning the men, including the officers and the guards at the door. The boy managed to slip out during the commotion. The front door was left unlocked. The guards were too busy to bother with him and just let him go.

‘I’ll treat you a thousand times worse,’ Hellroth felt that.

‘You’ve got as much money as I can give you. Even that amount is more than we can spare here at the bank. As for the boy, he’s out of here.’

It was a strength of Hellroth’s — his only one — to have realized he was possessed of, at best, average intelligence and a weakness to be unduly impressed by the intelligence of others.  But Lichtblau really did always seem to be one step ahead of him. Hellroth lit his cigarette and pondered a while. 

‘I’ll have all the kid’s classmates brought in for questioning. I’ll have them — and you — tortured until you beg to tell us everything you know.’

‘Go ahead,’ replied Lichtblau, ‘I can guarantee it won’t get you anywhere. Anyway, I’m sure your father would be interested to learn exactly what you get up to here in Vienna. Still hero-worshipping his little boy, is he? Still has all those photos of you in uniform all over his living room, has he?’

Hellroth gaped at him, so amazed that the cigarette between his lips fell to the floor.  

Lichtblau had gathered from previous conversations with Hellroth that his father was something of a sensitive spot with Hellroth. At the mere mention of his father, his behavior would become unstable: he’d either get violent or break into tears. Lichtblau glanced at Hellroth as he puffed on his cigarette and tried to assess the impact of his words on his enemy. Hellroth’s mouth was twitching, seemingly uncontrollably. Finally, Lichtblau tried pushing his luck a little further:

‘So how are things then... at 9, Friedrichstrasse in Munich?’

Hellroth had come to suspect Lichtblau of leading a double life. He had had him followed once or twice but had never been able to pin anything specific on the man.  Lichtblau did not ask him what he wanted or needed, the money for, and Hellroth had come to accept Lichtblau — and this was his main problem with him — as someone you could always threaten with torturing or killing, but whom you could not manipulate. He did not answer Lichtblau’s question, which, in this conversation at least, was the latter’s victory. He simply smiled at him haughtily in an attempt to save face. He, the German invader, needing to save face in front of a slimy Jewish Austrian banker, the irony of it! He walked out of Lichtblau’s office, still holding the check in his hand.

When Hellroth had gone, Lichtblau waited a few moments to let the officer lose himself in the streets among the rare strollers and the night shadows assaulting the city. He wrote a note telling his colleagues in the check payment department to put a block on the check he had just written for Hellroth (he always told them to block such checks, and they did), then delivered the note to their office himself. He would have to get to the two Jewish women before Hellroth found out he had been lying and made them all pay for his lie with their lives. He then finally put his hat and coat on and walked out of his office building. As he wended his way home through the streets, he occasionally nodded either to passers-by or to soldiers patrolling. Two or three he had managed to bribe into informing him of Nazi plans and movements or helping him in other ways (what was money for, after all?). As he crossed Heldenplatz, he spat on the ground and urinated on the plinth of the statue of the Archduke — a futile but, to his mind, symbolic gesture of resistance to annexation and the whole nightmare that followed. The corona shining around a street lamp dazzled him for a second and then faltered. He wondered if he, and if they all, would get out on the other side of this war, this nightmare, which they had neither caused nor deserved. He became lost in musing as he thought of his wife and children.

A few blocks away from his apartment building in the Favoriten, someone hissed to him — ‘Pssst!’— from inside the darkness of a doorway. When he approached, he saw the face of a boy of perhaps about seventeen, looking out at him.

‘Sir, we’ve never met, but I know all about you, and you know all about me, too.’ 

Lichtblau realized at once who it was. ‘You must be Thedel. Where’s your mother at present, and why aren’t you with her?’ 

‘She said we had to split up if we wanted to survive. She said I had a good chance of surviving as I have never been circumcised, and with my light brown hair and fair skin, I’m told I don’t look Jewish. The soldiers took me away to the Metropole for questioning. They said they wanted to know everything about me and where my mother and her girlfriend were. But I got away from them quite rapidly. I knew you lived near here. And my mother has since disappeared, along with her friend. Maybe my mother’s dead.’ 

‘What do you want me to do for you?’

‘Mother said you would take me in. She said if I asked you to help me, you would feel I were trying to help you.’ 

Lichtblau knew that was true: all his life, he had felt that every request he had ever received came from people who were really trying to help him. He had felt it was so, even as a member of the executive board of his bank, when he had to deal with the problems of the war, with people, good people, sometimes poor people, who needed loans fast and had no immediate prospect of paying them back.

‘Hellroth and his men will probably be looking for you.’

‘Hellroth won’t think to look for me at your place. He needs you, or thinks he does, so I don’t think he’ll bother you at your home. I won’t stay long. In two or three days, I’ll be going. My mother said to keep moving on.’

In this world grown so threatening, where reason and hope had all but vanished, Lichtblau felt there was something determined about the young man that forced his respect and, in the circumstances, aroused his sympathy. 

‘I’ll tell the children you’ve come to give them a little tuition.’

 




Two


 ‘A couple of days will be fine,’ Thedel said. ‘And don’t worry, I’m not expecting you to turn your home into a hostel for refugees on the run from the police and the Wehrmacht; in fact, I think we may be able to help each other.’

Lichtblau felt that with each new day the Nazis were tightening their stranglehold on the city and the country. Many of his friends had left for England, the United States or, like his novelist friend Stefan, Brazil. A few had bought safe conduct out of the country, either with money or information. Kristina Lichtblau’s brother had managed to get to New York and was able to keep them informed about the Allies’ progress. But it might only be a matter of time before he and his family were deported or killed where they were. He could hear it with his inner ear: the noise of time. The Nazis — wrongly — considered him useful to them because of his connections to money in Austria and abroad, and for some reason unknown to himself, he seemed to have managed to stave off Hellroth, but that could only be short-lived. Both money and safety were in ever-shorter supply in Vienna. He felt he would not be surprised if the knock at the door did come. 

And come it did. He and Kristina were asleep when they heard footsteps and voices — drunken voices — on the wooden staircase leading to their flat. A cat squealed, and a man’s voice laughed. ‘Kick it to the bottom of the stairs!’ Then there were two thumps: one on the staircase and another against the front door of the Lichtblaus’ flat. 

‘Open up this second, or we’ll shoot the lock, and then it’ll be your turn! Open up!’ 

The whole incident took place in the most utter confusion. Kristina shrieked, pulling at the soldiers’ lapels, begging them to leave her family alone. But the soldiers, whose breath smelt of drink, had clearly heard similar pleas countless times before: they just wanted to expedite their routine duty and return to their bacchanalia. However, Kristina’s shrieking did have one positive impact on the situation: in the heat of the moment, the soldiers took only the couple and seemed to have been unaware of, or forgotten, the existence of the two Lichtblau children. The two boys had been so happy at Thedel’s presence that they had taken to sleeping in the spare room under the eaves, which was currently Thedel’s room. Thedel motioned to them not to make a sound. They bit on their pillows as their tears flowed. Once their parents had left with the soldiers, Thedel again signaled to them to keep quiet. They fell asleep after a while. But Thedel lay awake in his bed until dawn, thinking. Then he fell into a fitful sleep.

In the morning light, over a silent breakfast with the boys, he wondered whether the Nazis would come back for them. It fell, then, to Thedel, who was barely an adult himself, to take charge of the Lichtblau boys in war-torn Vienna. He felt himself now at even greater risk than before but could not abandon the family who had so uncomplainingly taken him in. From being protected, he had turned protector, as circumstances demanded. He considered it impossible for the two boys, Heinrich and Johannes, to go back to school. He decided their best course of action, if not their only one, was to try and get to the friends of his mother with whom he intended to stay after leaving the Lichtblaus. He did not know how to move around the city without being recognized, if only by the guards and soldiers to whom he had given the slip while at the Metropole. But he would learn quickly — he had no choice, and, besides, he was tall for his age. Heinrich, the more imaginative of the two Lichtblau boys, suggested that Thedel get hold of a pair of horn-rimmed spectacles. He would be able to wear some of Lichtblau’s clothes, and along with the spectacles, plus the fact that he would be accompanying two smaller boys, he would look quite unlike the boy he had seemed to be at the Metropole.

Either by coincidence or sensing that he might not be with them long, Lichtblau had happened to give each of his sons a considerable amount of cash on the evening he and his wife were taken away. When they told Thedel they had money, he began to work out a scheme for them to get to his mother’s friends by taxi, and after that, use the money to escape from the country. First, though, they had to negotiate with the taxi driver. Thedel took the precaution of giving him a vague address some minutes’ walk from his mother’s friends’. But after a couple of minutes, the driver suddenly grew bemused or curious. 

‘So, where are you running away to?’ 

The boys were silent for a second. Then Heinrich found the courage to speak. ‘We’re not running away. We’re just going to see some friends.’ 

‘I recognize your complexions. I can smell your smell. You’re Jew-boys, aren’t you?’ The taxi driver seemed to be getting more unpleasant by the second. ‘I could turn you straight in to the authorities now. And doubtless get handsomely rewarded for doing so.’

‘You could do, but you won’t,’ said Thedel.

‘I will,’ smiled the taxi driver.

‘Not for now, you won’t.’ Thedel pressed the barrel of a pistol against the side of the man’s neck and pulled the trigger back with a click. ‘Pull over here.’ 

The taxi driver did as bidden. Thedel told the boys to get out of the taxi. 

Thedel said to Heinrich, ‘Write down the taxi's registration number and number plate.’ 

Then he turned to the taxi driver. ‘I’m not in the business of killing, but if you carry on trying to hand over your passengers to the Nazis, you won’t live much longer.’ 

‘Shoot me or let me go,’ said the taxi driver, glancing at his watch and shrugging as though this sort of thing were nothing new to him and his very life worthless. 

‘Great free ride,’ said Thedel getting out of the car, ‘or rather not so great.’ He was tempted to shoot the glass out of one of the car windows, just for the pleasure of riling the man, but thought better of it. The spirit of vengeance and hatred plagued the air they breathed quite enough as it was. He grabbed Heinrich and Johannes by their jacket sleeves, and together they ran into an alleyway out of sight of the taxi driver. Within a few minutes, they reached the friends’ address his mother had given him. He had never met those friends. They opened the door to him and looked surprised when not one but three boys walked into their flat. 

The surprise proved mutual. Three people greeted the boys: two men and a woman. Thedel’s mother had led him to expect only a man named Markus Jäger and his wife, Ursula. Jäger introduced the other man as his brother. He said he and his wife had been friends of his mother for some time and were delighted to meet her son, about whom they had heard so much. Markus Jäger, his wife, and his brother Josef at once recognized the two Lichtblau boys. Thedel wondered whether he could trust any of the three, especially the brother.

Thedel, in fact, recognized Markus Jäger’s brother, though he — the brother — did not seem to recognize Thedel. Thedel had seen him on several occasions when he had gone to the Café Central or coffee-houses on the Kärntner Ring with his mother for hot chocolate. He had even been introduced to him once or twice. Every time Thedel had seen him, he had been in the company of a different woman. One of those women, he now realized, had been Kristina Lichtblau, not yet married at the time.

Jäger and his wife decided the three boys would sleep in the same room. The Jägers did not question Thedel in any detail about his presence or about the Lichtblau boys, seeming to take it as part of the unsettled nature of life in wartime Vienna, where every day brought some new event, and people would appear, disappear and reappear — or not — almost as a matter of routine. Thedel told them he had taken the boys under his wing while his own mother and the boys’ parents had urgent business to attend to. He kept the fact that he had once seen the brother with Kristina Lichtblau to himself. But he wondered whether Josef Jäger, the brother, remembered him at all. He did not seem to. It was true that Thedel would look unrecognizable now to anyone who had known him as a child but had not seen him for a few years. He remembered Josef Jäger had a shadow of a scar beneath his right ear and, at the breakfast table the next morning, Thedel inspected the side of the man’s face to see whether he still had his scar. He had.

‘What are you looking at?’ Josef Jäger asked him.

‘I was just thinking…’ replied Thedel.

Josef Jäger yelled in irritation. ‘You were looking at my scar but won’t admit it!’ His brother, their host, told him to calm down.

‘We’ve met before,’ Thedel went on. ‘When I was a child, I sometimes used to go to the Café Central with my mother. I think I saw you there. That’s all.’

Josef Jäger looked perturbed at the mention of his past, especially at the name of the Central. ‘Halcyon days...’ he murmured. No-one spoke for fear of interrupting his reverie, but Thedel again sensed that Josef Jäger was not to be trusted (though who could be trusted in Vienna in 1940 with the city overrun with Nazi soldiers and spies, and so many trying to profit from the war any way they could?). Thedel tried to convey with his eyes his feeling about the man to Heinrich and Johannes. 

Heinrich broke the silence:

‘And just how did you get your scar?’

 Josef Jäger exchanged looks with his brother and sister-in-law. He got up and walked over to the window. He looked out, lit a cigarette and drew on it. Then he went back to the table and sat down again. There was a carving knife in front of him. He picked it up and fiddled with it as he spoke, sometimes running his thumb along the blade. He looked at Heinrich. 

‘Thedel is right. I often used to go the Central. And I still do. I’m a freelance journalist. When I had nothing else to do, I used to go and sit in the Central and watch the customers. I often used to see the same faces. They also came to know my face, and sometimes we would get into a conversation. My various employers used to give me money to buy people drinks. I would talk with spies, foreign correspondents, psychoanalysts, all people who were privy to secrets they would sometimes allude to under the influence of drink and like-minded company. 

‘There was one man I never did to talk to, at least not until later. But I couldn’t help noticing him. He dressed smartly but soberly, not flashily. He was elegant but without looking as though he wanted to impress. Besides, he didn’t seem to care what anyone might think of him. I noticed that people would often go and speak to him when he was sitting alone. He himself would sometimes pass from table to table exchanging a few words here and there. He inspired trust. That was the impression I got of him. People confided in him and seemed to sense that he would not betray their secrets. There seemed to be something discreet, priest-like even, about him. He did not appear to notice me, and I had no reason to speak to him. But one day, things changed. He started coming to the Central accompanied by a woman. I was already intrigued by this man but grew even more so now because of seeing him with this woman. She at once struck me as quite different from most of the other women I was used to seeing at the Central. She differed, in fact, from almost all other women I had ever seen. She looked as though she were, in a way, the female counterpart to the man, so that, despite my having grown used to seeing the man on his own, I was not at all surprised to see him with this particular woman. She had long blonde hair, wide-open blue eyes I wanted to drown in, and fine, delicate features. Her eyes were not only wide-open; they rarely left his. She sought out his gaze constantly and held it. 

‘After seeing them together a few times, I began to grow envious of him, of his so effortlessly having won the heart of this woman who seemed as near to perfection as it is possible to be. I already begrudged him his popularity, but this was too much for me. I asked one or two people I knew a little and whom I had seen talking to the man, ‘Who is the lady?’ They did not answer by telling me her identity: they merely confirmed what was already all too obvious. She was his fiancée, and they were shortly to be married.

‘Once, the lady came to the Central on her own. She looked happy. She arrived with a light song on her lips. I heard it. She scoured the café for her fiancé, I presumed. Then, not finding him, went and sat at a table. I went over to her and asked her whether I could have a word with her. She agreed. I invited her to my table, but she declined. I then asked her if I could sit at hers. She refused, too, politely but firmly. She showed no interest as to why I should want to speak to her. She remained silent, waiting for me to have my say. I simply told her I loved and adored her. She looked at me for a second, narrowing her blue eyes, and asked me to leave her alone. But I couldn’t. I just couldn’t. There I was, rooted to the spot. A man at the next table overheard the lady telling me to leave her alone. He stood up. ‘You heard what the lady said. Now go back to your own table, and there won’t be any trouble.’ 

‘Who’s causing any trouble?’ I said, ‘This is none of your business.’ A waiter came over to the man and whispered a few words in his ear. Then the man said to me, ‘They want us both to leave. We’ll settle this outside.’ 

‘Yes, we will,’ I replied.

‘When we got outside, the man said to me, ‘I hate men who bother women.’ 

‘I wasn’t bothering her,’ I replied. 

‘Then why did she tell you to leave her alone?’ 

‘Not your business,’ I replied, at which he lunged forward and punched me in the stomach. I reeled backwards, and he held me down with his knee across my chest and one hand on my throat. 

‘She’s spoken for,’ he said, ‘leave her alone. Understand?’ 

At this, I spat in his eye. He drew a knife and, still holding me down, made as if to slit my throat but at the last second nicked me beneath the ear. 

‘Stop,’ I heard a woman’s voice say. 

The man and I were equally astonished. The beautiful woman from the café was standing over us. There was a glint in her eye, and she looked half-amused. ‘Get up, both of you. Hand me the knife.’ We got up, and my adversary gave her his knife. Then addressing me, she said: ‘Now let me see to this wound.’  But if her air had been one of amusement, it soon departed. ‘How dare you use violence of this kind?’ She took a vial of antiseptic lotion from her handbag, poured a little on her handkerchief, and dabbed the cut behind my ear. I had lost some blood.

‘That’s how I got my scar,’ Josef Jäger concluded, looking at Heinrich. He and Johannes did not realize, as Thedel did, that Jäger had been talking about the boys’ mother.

Josef Jäger turned to Thedel. ‘The Central is still there. But to me, it seems to belong to another lifetime, another era. I can’t say I remember meeting you there.’ 

‘I was smaller then.’ 

‘Who is your mother?’ 

Josef Jäger studied the adolescent’s face. Thedel again sensed he could not trust Josef Jäger and did not know whether or not to trust Markus Jäger, despite his mother’s friendship with him and his wife. Markus Jäger knew his mother and might well find it strange if he lied. Nevertheless, he decided to lie. If Markus Jäger considered his reply unsatisfactory or provocative, he would surely let him know. Thedel decided to make up a name at random and uttered it.

Neither Markus Jäger nor Josef Jäger showed any response. Josef Jäger just looked at him closely again, then glanced at his brother before looking away. His brother said: 

‘I think it’s time for you boys to go and do some work. Thedel will help the boys do their schoolwork.’ 

Thedel and the brothers returned to their bedroom, where Thedel once again spent hours awake, troubled by Josef Jäger and his story and feeling unsafe with him and his brother and sister-in-law.

 




Three


The SS had been interrogating the Lichtblau couple in separate cells for hours on end. They kept up the pressure on them, trying to spot discrepancies between their respective stories. They suspected Lichtblau of working against them. At the same time, they thought that he was supplying Hellroth with large sums of money that they assumed Hellroth used to serve the Führer’s cause. They went easy on Lichtblau for this reason, telling him that the kind of interrogation they were putting him through was routine, and they welcomed his helpful attitude towards Hellroth. However, they also insinuated that if he did not confess to taking part in resistance activities against the Führer and the Reich, and tell them who else was involved, they might have no alternative but to put pressure on his wife. What surprised them was that when they put this to Lichtblau, he did not even wince. Even when they brought him a note from his wife, in her handwriting and purportedly in her own words, begging him to tell them what they wanted to know, he still showed no reaction. 

The chief interrogator in charge of the Lichtblaus was Hermann Georg. Several of his underlings came to him and told him they would be delighted to go to work on Kristina Lichtblau and then take her to Lichtblau to show him the results of their work. They were prepared to torture her in front of her husband if Georg gave the word. Georg told them to go and tell Lichtblau that if he did not reveal everything he knew about anti-Reich activities in Vienna, his men would torture his wife in front of him. Again, Lichtblau kept perfectly calm. He said that he was unable to help them with their inquiries and that they could torture and kill his wife or anyone else, but that that would not enable him in the slightest to further their investigations. He told them to their faces that they were stupid and wasting their time, and that if the Führer or even Hellroth were to find out that they had mistreated him or his wife — especially his wife — they would be risking their own lives for nothing. Georg’s men suggested they torture Frau Lichtblau anyway since there was every likelihood that Lichtblau was bluffing. Georg told them that the Reich needed the Lichtblaus and that she, in particular, was not to be harmed. 

Georg went to see Lichtblau a few days into his captivity. ‘I have received a telegram ordering us to harm Kristina.’ 

‘I don’t know why that is,’ Lichtblau replied. ‘And I don’t need to know why. Your telegram is your own affair. Just tell me whether or not we are free to go.’ It was true that all Georg’s attempts at interrogating and unsettling Lichtblau had proved fruitless. Georg let them go the following day.

As Lichtblau and his wife were walking away from the Metropole, once they were out of earshot and eyeshot, Lichtblau turned to his wife and said: 

‘I knew you had contacts, but I did not know they ran quite that high.’ 

‘Will we ever know everything about each other?’ 

‘We must get to the boys,’ he said, ‘and decide on our next move. Perhaps we and the boys will not be so lucky next time if these barbarians send men less stupid next time, or soberer.’ 

‘The boys could join up with Thedel for a while. I know a man — or, rather, I used to know a man — who may be able to help us.’ 

‘You and your men,’ replied Lichtblau. ‘Who’s the man?’ 

‘His name is Alfred Nubik. He’s someone I used to see at the Central. Perhaps he even still goes there. If he’s still alive, of course. I think he will agree to help us if only I can find him.’ 

‘Shall we go to the Central now?’ asked her husband. 

‘I’ll go,’ she replied, ‘you must get back to your office. The bank will be falling apart without you.’

‘I’m leaving the bank.’ His wife stopped dead in her tracks. Lichtblau carried on walking for a split second, and then he halted too and turned to her. ‘I’ve handed in my notice. I’ve had another offer. I’ll have a good salary and won’t be handling other people’s money anymore.’ 

‘So, what will you be doing? Why didn’t you tell me about this?’   

She stopped accusing, and they fell silent. They carried on walking till they were quite near the city center. They passed a man who looked like a businessman. He wore a dark suit and tie, had a short-cropped beard and mustache, and carried a briefcase. The man had black hair. The Lichtblaus both knew him by sight and nodded to him as they passed him. Suddenly Lichtblau felt a hand on his shoulder. He turned round. It was the businessman-type fellow. Kristina turned round, too. 

‘Who are you?’ Lichtblau said to him. 

‘I know your wife,’ replied the man, ‘and she knows me.’ 

‘What’s your name?’ said Lichtblau. 

‘I used to speak with your wife sometimes at the Central,’ he replied, looking at Kristina again. 

‘Nubik!’ she said, ‘I’ve often felt there was something familiar about you.’ 

The man spat on the ground. ‘The life I had, the life we all had, is long over. Now we may be tortured or killed from one day to the next.’ 

‘You look perfect, Alfred!’ laughed Kristina. ‘Haven’t the Nazis tried to find where or who the real Alfred Nubik is?’

‘They probably have, but I’m not too bothered about the real one at the moment. I’m too busy playing Wilhelm the businessman. As soon as the Nazis arrived, I went undercover for a few weeks. When I surfaced again, it was like this. I once ran into a group of Nazi soldiers on the street who didn’t know me. They asked me where I lived in Vienna. I took so long telling them that they grew fed up with listening. Finally, one of them rammed his machine-gun butt into my stomach, and I started screaming and moaning. One of them wanted to shoot me dead right on the spot because he found the noise I was making too abhorrent. But one of the others mentioned the name of a tavern quite nearby, and they all lost interest in me and walked off. 

‘A few days later, I happened to spot the same group of five soldiers out on patrol. I went into an empty disused building I could see they would be walking past. I fired a pistol with a silencer on it at them through an open window and killed three of the five of them instantly. The other two ran off. They didn’t know where the shots had come from. I left the building I was in by a back door. I then took a circuitous way round, putting my pistol in a safe place where I knew I would find it again, and went back to where the three soldiers had fallen to see if the bodies were still there. They weren’t. Some of the soldiers and policemen who were there noticed my interest in the scene and asked if I had seen a gunman running away. I said I hadn’t, and they did not detain me.’

‘Well, well,’ said Kristina, ‘I never thought I’d live to see Alfred Nubik turn killer.’ 

‘This is war, and we’re all fighting for our lives.’

‘And each other’s. And our freedom,’ said Kristina.

‘Ah yes, each other’s, and our freedom,’ Nubik assented.

‘We need your help, Alfred.’ Kristina’s face had darkened.

‘Anything!’

‘We’re looking for somewhere to place the boys for a while, out of harm’s way. We gather they’re staying with some friends of ours for the time being, along with an older boy, a lad named Thedel —’

‘I know Thedel. Tall boy, looks older than his years. Quite mature. Quick thinker.’

‘How do you know him?’ asked Lichtblau.

‘Same way as I first met your wife: from the Central. His mother used to take him there. He kept in touch with me till a little before —’

‘Before you became a businessman?’ said Kristina. 

Nubik nodded.

‘That makes things easier for us. We’ll tell him we’ve asked you to help him and the boys.’

‘I don’t want him to know it’s me, or at least not yet. You’re practically the only ones in Vienna who know. My life is in danger, or will be if anyone identifies me as responsible for the three soldiers’ deaths. Some of the Reich boys at the top may already suspect me of being not quite the businessman I seem, although I do what I can to allay their suspicions with my —’

‘With your supplies?’ Lichtblau said. Nubik nodded. 

‘What can you do for Thedel and our sons?’ Lichtblau asked.

‘I can help get them out of the country, to England, say. They would be safe there and might even prove an asset to Churchill in the fight against the Führer.’ 

‘How do you propose to get them out?’

‘I need time to think. I’ll need money — not for myself but to help smooth their way and solve any hitches they may encounter. They’ll need passports. Will one or both of you be going with them?’

‘I will stay here,’ Lichtblau said, ‘I must fight the Reich and fight it from within the country. Kristina will, I hope, go with them. I think I can find someone in England the boys can go to.’ 

‘Your contacts will be useful. I’m sure the boys will be well taken care of in England, as long as they survive the journey and nobody stops or betrays them to the Reich on the way. Meet me here in a week’s time, and I’ll tell you then whether or not I can help you.’

‘A week from today?’ Lichtblau said.

‘That’s right,’ said Nubik, ‘as long as we’re all still alive.’

They agreed to meet at the same time and place a week later. The Lichtblaus went one way and Nubik the other. Kristina looked over to the other side of the road and saw Josef Jäger walking the same way as her and her husband, and looking at them. She realized at once he had seen everything. Lichtblau looked back and forth from one to the other. 

Jäger walked over to them and said, ‘That’s funny. I’ve just come from my brother’s. Your sons and the boy Thedel are with him and his wife. I was just telling them how I got my scar.’ He smirked and looked Kristina in the eye. 

‘Kristina, you haven’t changed. What were you discussing with Alfred?’

After the Anschluss, Lichtblau had distrusted all journalists, this one above all. He answered before his wife could say a word: 

‘If it’s any of your business, we happen to know he’s very much alone. We were asking him how we could help him.’ Lichtblau loathed himself for lying and for justifying himself to this journalist. ‘Herr Jäger, if you have something to say to us, say it. Otherwise, we’ll be on our way.’

‘Hmmm,’ said Jäger. ‘Consorting with Nubik. A smooth talker. But is he quite as trustworthy as he seems?’

‘We’ll decide for ourselves who is trustworthy and who is not,’ Lichtblau said.

‘As you will.’ Jäger nodded to Lichtblau and bowed low to Frau Lichtblau, blushing as he did so. Then he left them.

When they got to Jäger’s brother’s, they found that the three boys had gone out. Jäger’s brother was at home, though, and he looked worried.

‘My brother Josef was here when the three boys arrived. There was no way I could have hidden them from him. He may denounce us all. I cannot kill my own brother or have him killed.’

‘Do you mean he would not kill you or have you killed?’ Lichtblau said.

‘He would,’ replied Markus Jäger. ‘But I am not to be blamed for that. My father was displeased with him at the time he made his will, and wrote Josef out of it. He is a freelance journalist, and his work is intermittent, made even more so by the war. He will do almost anything for money. He will work for the Nazis if necessary, or if the price is right.’

‘Maybe he already is working for them,’ Lichtblau said.

‘We must get the boys away,’ Kristina broke in, ‘Away from here, somewhere your brother and our enemies can’t get to them, out of Vienna, out of Austria.’

‘They’ve gone to see a friend of Thedel’s.’

‘I don’t want Josef to harm Nubik,’ Frau Lichtblau said, ‘or anyone else for that matter.’

‘My brother is unpredictable and self-seeking,’ said Markus Jäger.

A bottle of wine stood on the table in the middle of the room. Markus Jäger asked whether anyone would like wine and, when Lichtblau said he would, Jäger went over to the sideboard to get a corkscrew. He opened a drawer, and Lichtblau saw at once that there was a pistol in the drawer along with some identity papers. Jäger took out the corkscrew and shut the drawer. He had had his back to the Lichtblaus and did not know that they had seen the contents of the drawer nor that they had exchanged glances over them. Jäger was a long-time friend of the Lichtblaus, who hoped he could be counted on. Lichtblau wanted to believe his boys and Thedel were safe in his hands. He felt especially uneasy about Jäger’s brother, who, he was sure, was capable of manipulating the situation for his own ends. His uneasiness about Josef Jäger was compounded by the sight of the pistol and identity papers in the drawer. Lichtblau wondered whether these objects had something to do with Josef Jäger. He also wondered whether Josef Jäger was not trying to involve his brother in his schemes or whether Markus had some schemes of his own. He supposed the identity papers in the drawer were those of someone whom Josef Jäger, or even perhaps Markus Jäger, was trying to prevent from leaving Vienna or Austria. Lichtblau was afraid of being indiscreet or appearing so: it was not his home, after all, and Markus Jäger had taken in his children at his own request, a request that he was, in any case, more and more having second thoughts about.

The boys returned. Their parents kissed their sons and told them one or both of them would be back in a day or two. They asked the boys where Thedel was. They replied that Thedel had run into an acquaintance of his a few yards from the Jägers’ apartment block. They were talking, so the boys had decided to come back to the flat alone and leave Thedel to speak with his acquaintance.

Just as the Lichtblaus were walking out of the building, they met Thedel walking in. ‘Thedel, we need you to do something for us.’ 

‘Name it,’ replied the young man. 

‘There is a sideboard in the dining-room,’ Lichtblau continued, ‘and in the top left-hand drawer is —’ 

‘A gun.’ Thedel smiled. ‘Along with some identity papers. The funny thing is Herr Jäger doesn’t seem to make any great secret of these things. You’ve seen them, I’ve seen them; any passing visitor can see them as soon as anyone opens the drawer. It’s almost as though he were defying nosey parkers or as though he wants people to know what he has in his drawer.’ 

‘I don’t know the reasons for his behavior,’ Lichtblau said, ‘and, by the way, we’re not asking you to take these things from the drawer. He’d know at once it was you boys, and anyway, it would be wrong.’ Or in peacetime, it would be wrong, he thought to himself. 

‘So, what do you want me to do?’ Thedel asked. 

‘We’re going to try and get the boys out of the country. You can go with them if you want to. We need to know whose identity papers are in the drawer. We thought maybe — we don’t know how or why yet — the rightful owner of those papers, or the papers themselves, could be useful to us for the boys’ journey. It even occurred to me that maybe they are the papers of someone who has died or been killed and that on that basis they might be useful to us.’

‘You realize all this is risky,’ broke in Kristina. ‘If Markus Jäger senses you’re trying to trick him in any way or using Thedel to find out his secrets or poke about in his belongings, it could spell havoc for us all. It could put the boys’ lives in danger. You’ve never trusted Josef, and I have an uneasy feeling about Markus, too.’

Her husband turned to Thedel: 

‘Thedel, if you can get the name on the ID papers, so much the better.’

 

 




Four


Thedel and the boys said goodnight to Jäger and his wife. The three boys were all sleeping in the same room adjoining the living room where the sideboard stood. They shut the door and waited for the Jägers to retire. Then they began to whisper. It was decided that Johannes, as the smallest and lightest of the three, would creep into the living room when everything had fallen silent. He would be wearing his gloves to muffle the sound of his opening and closing the drawer. He was to open the drawer, read the name on the ID papers, close the drawer and return to the bedroom.

When the time was right, Johannes picked up a torch and got out of bed. He went into the living room. He had the torch on, and Thedel and Heinrich were watching him from their room. He opened the drawer as gently as he could. But when he did so, he had a shock: there were no papers at all in the drawer. He started rummaging in it and made a bit of noise as he did so. But he was unsuccessful in his task. He went back to the bedroom, but just as he was about to tell the others what he had discovered, they heard footsteps approaching their room, and Markus Jäger came in. 

He said: ‘What was that noise? You all seem to be wide awake. This is no time to be messing about. Do you realize that?’

‘We’re sorry, sir,’ said Thedel, ‘It’s true I’ve been having trouble getting to sleep lately. We’re sorry if we disturbed you.’ 

Jäger nodded and smiled. ‘Go to sleep properly. Good night again.’ 

‘Good night,’ said the boys as one. 

Jäger walked away but turned round after a few seconds and stood in the doorframe. ‘I’ve removed the papers from the drawer, as you’ve seen. Too much of a temptation. There was also a pistol in it which I’ve taken, too.’ 

Thedel was worried he would have to disappoint the Lichtblaus.

 

A few days later, Lichtblau came home to his wife and told her he had run into Hellroth in the street. 

‘He said he knew we were trying to get the boys out of the country. I didn’t react to this. He insisted I would be endangering their lives. If they were caught within Austria or even beyond our borders, it would almost certainly mean death for them, and perhaps for us, too. I told him if it was money he wanted, I was afraid I couldn’t help. I told him I wasn’t in that line any more. ‘Kill us all,’ I said to him, ‘but I can’t stump up any more checks.’

‘He wants to see me, doesn’t he?’ asked Kristina.

‘I’m afraid he does,’ replied Lichtblau, who had long ago ceased being surprised at his wife’s intuitions. ‘He’s expecting you tomorrow at ten in the morning at his office.’

‘Don’t worry,’ said his wife.

‘How could I not worry? Your life and the boys’ lives mean far more to me than my own.’

‘But you won’t travel with us if we go.’

‘It’s not that I won’t. I can’t,’ Lichtblau replied.

 

The next morning, Kristina Lichtblau sat face to face with Hellroth. Wolfgang Hellroth’s mother had died in childbirth, leaving him in the care of a father who had little time for a nursling and even less interest. The boy had been left to his own devices as he grew up. His father had had a succession of mistresses, some of whom had temporarily mothered Wolfgang, more out of pity than love. His father moved to Vienna after the First War to try and make a fresh start in life. As an old man, he had moved back to his home town of Munich, to the house in Friedrichstrasse, which he had never sold but never kept up. The old man lived in a house that was falling more and more apart with each passing day. His son joined the Party and the army when the Führer rose to power. The old man suddenly began to take an interest in his son, praising him to anyone who would listen (which was hardly anyone except the son himself, since his father had no social contacts to speak of) and surrounding himself with photos of his son in the uniform of an officer in the Abwehr. His son’s position in the army was the only thing he had ever had to be proud of in his life. 

In the nineteen-thirties, Hellroth had got into the habit of frequenting the Central, and it was there that he had first set eyes on Kristina Lichtblau. He was the man who had defended her from Josef Jäger when Jäger had forcibly tried to get into conversation with her at the Central. It was he who had given Josef Jäger the scar beneath his right ear. Kristina Lichtblau had never been the slightest bit curious about Josef Jäger’s opponent and considered Josef Jäger himself as nothing more than the brother — albeit the wayward brother — of a friend of her husband’s. 

A secretary who did not pay Kristina Lichtblau any attention nodded towards Hellroth’s office and let her knock and enter without announcing her. He smiled on seeing her. He stood up and held out his hand, signifying that he wanted to take her hand in his and kiss it. But she did not hold out her hand.

‘I’ve seen you —’

‘At the Central,’ she replied. 

‘Quite. You want to get your boys out of the country and perhaps your husband and yourself, too.’

‘It’s true we want to get the boys out,’ said Kristina, ‘This is not their war.’

‘It’s everybody’s war, Frau Lichtblau,’ said Hellroth.

‘What do you want?’ 

He looked at her intently. ‘I see you haven’t forgotten that afternoon at the Central,’ he said, ‘I know I haven’t.’

‘You haven’t answered me, Hellroth,’ she said, ‘Either tell me what you want, or I’ll leave.’

‘Don’t try telling me what to do, Frau Lichtblau. Beauty doesn’t mean everything is permitted. Anyway,’ he went on, lighting a cigar, ‘I don’t want you to leave.’

‘What then?’

‘Sleep with me.’

She made as though to slap his face, but he forced her hand down.

‘I could have you all shot like dogs right this minute.’

‘Why don’t you, then?’

‘Damn you. It’s been like this ever since that afternoon at the Central. I had noticed you often, before then, of course. I knew I never stood a chance with you any more than Jäger did.’

She felt only revulsion for him. ‘You always were a fake. You only defended me at the Central to try and impress me so I would sleep with you, the mighty officer in the shiny Abwehr uniform. But you’re nothing but a Nazi puppet. They can have you. No one else wants you. They’re your mummy and daddy now.’ It was his turn to try and slap her, but her words stopped him:

‘You realize I’m pointing a gun at you? I wouldn’t have come without one.’

‘Security’s not up to scratch downstairs,’ he murmured.

‘I rather think not,’ she said, ‘What those dullard bully boys downstairs will do for a pretty face. They let me through as though I were Marlene Dietrich.’

‘If you sleep with me, I’ll provide safe passage for your boys to the country of your choice.’

‘No deal.’ She turned towards the door. ‘And anyway, I don’t believe you have sufficient authority for that.’ 

‘So why come?’ he said.

‘I didn’t have any choice, did I? My husband for money, me for...’

‘I’ll see how I can use the boys, too,’ he said.

‘You won’t get them,’ she replied.

‘Think about my offer. Talk it over with your husband. He’s not the jealous type. This is war, Kristina. And you’ve told me yourself I have no standards of decency or honor. Those things don’t win wars. And anyway, they don’t count any more, if they ever did.’

‘Maybe they don’t,’ she said, ‘at least, not to you and your ilk.’

Hellroth shrugged and blew smoke rings from his cigar into the air. 

‘I’ll be in touch.’

Hellroth wished his smoke rings would hang in the air and harden; but they just spiraled up, coiled into each other and dissolved. 

 




Five


Tom Oliver looked out over his college garden and its white rose bushes, chill in the damp autumn air. He saw shrubs shrouded in mist to each side of the lawn bled of all color at this time of year. An owl — a visitor, he thought, from the Botanical Gardens — looked down at him from a beech branch; he noticed a swift nesting in the eaves. His scout brought him a letter on a silver tray and withdrew as soundlessly as he had entered. Hardy was the only person authorized to enter and exit, if not at will, at least as necessary: Hardy and one other person. The letter was from Herr Lichtblau: 

Your name has been passed on to my wife and me as that of someone who might be willing to help us. Would you agree to take in our two teenage boys Heinrich and Johannes, possibly with our friend Thedel, who is a little older but still a teenager? By the way, Thedel’s mother, Dagmar, and her friend Ilse seem to have disappeared. Perhaps you have heard of them. We understand you are in touch with local headmasters and that you would be able to place these boys in appropriate schools. We would like the boys to go to the same school, if possible. All three speak excellent English. They are impeccably well-mannered and more than capable of holding their own in conversation. Here in Vienna, more and more of us Jews, including children, are being taken away. We feel we need to take swift action to protect our boys and Thedel. I have decided to stay in Vienna for the time being since I believe I can be useful to the Resistance here, what little resistance there is, at any rate. My wife may travel with the boys. Viennese society grows worse every day, more and more dangerous and corrupt. Hence the more outward-looking we are, the more ties we can form with the Allies and the outside world, the better. We know you understand our situation and have most likely heard of us from the Pastor. We also have mutual friends in Geneva (Lichtblau gave their names). If you write to me c/o them, they will pass on your reply.

 Oliver slipped the letter into his inside jacket pocket. Later, in the evening, he walked up the High to Carfax, turned right into Cornmarket, and went on to St Giles. He stopped at the Eagle and Child. There he met his friend Reuel, as he did most evenings after dinner. 

‘I’ve been asked to take in some foreign boys, Reuel,’ said Oliver. ‘We’ve got some room at Wadham. They sound bright, too. Maybe a bit young for university, but later we might even be able to get them in a year or two early.’

‘That’s a lot of diplomacy and paperwork for you,’ replied Reuel.

‘That’s beside the point. Do we want to help innocent victims of other people’s wars? Or do we want to curl up in front of our log fire, fondling our brandies and our fellow pleasure-seekers?’

‘Speak for yourself,’ said Reuel. 

‘Well,’ asked Oliver, ‘are you in or out?’

‘You win as ever, Tom. Count me in. I’ll coach them if need be to get them ready for university.’

Tom Oliver’s instinctive hatred of convention made him a natural friend of refugees and a natural enemy of the enemies of freedom, be they Nazis or anyone else. Walking back to his rooms, he wondered how the boys would get out of Vienna, then out of Austria, then to England. But others had done it before them. He got into bed and tried to sleep but could not. He turned on the light and wrote to Herr Lichtblau, telling him he agreed to help the boys in any way he could. He wanted to tell Herr Lichtblau that if his wards were captured or killed, he could in no way take responsibility. But he decided that that was understood. He wished him and his wife well with their plans and looked forward to meeting him after the war. Later that day, he sent the letter to the address in Switzerland given by Lichtblau. Oliver had no doubt it would be smuggled from Geneva to Herr Lichtblau in Vienna. He did know the Pastor’s circle, and they him.     
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