


Chapter 1

They found the train parked on an open spur not far from the station at Werfen. When they pulled up to the siding in their jeeps, Captain Rigsdale jumped out with a show of alacrity, but Jack hung back, eyeing the train. More than forty wagons, both passenger and freight. The nature of the cargo was as yet undetermined, but in this green and mountainous corner of the American Zone, a string of boxcars was never something Jack felt eager to explore.

Fencing the train were enemy troops uniformed in ragged khaki. They carried fég 35m rifles, but they had flagged their right sleeves with strips torn from white bedsheets, and they displayed no apparent satisfaction with their prize. By the side of the rails, a woman crouched over a wooden bucket filled with soapy water, wringing out a length of white cotton shirting. Two small boys took turns leaping from the door of one of the passenger cars, marking the lengths of their jumps with pebbles and bickering over who had leapt further. They spoke a language unknown to Jack, but he assumed, based on what Rigsdale had told him, that it was Hungarian.

‘Come on, Wiseman,’ Rigsdale called over his shoulder. ‘You’re supposed to be fluent in gibberish.’

‘Yes, sir.’

Jack climbed down from the jeep and followed Rigsdale towards the train. He had never worked for this particular captain before, but by now he was used to receiving sudden assignments to the command of senior officers tasked with undertaking excursions into obscure and doubtful backwaters of the Occupied Zone. Jack had a gift for topography and a photographic memory for maps. He had a feel for landscape and a true inner compass, and in his imagination the most cursory and vague of descriptions, a two-dimensional scrawl on a scrap of paper, took on depth and accuracy. This aptitude, which in civilian life had meant little more than always knowing whether he was facing uptown or downtown when he came up out of the subway, had found its perfect application in the war. Even during the confusion of battle, command had always been able to rely on Wiseman’s company to be where it was supposed to be and, even more important, to be moving in the right direction, something not always true of the rest of the division. This spatial acuity, along with his fluency in German, French, Italian, and (less usefully) Latin and ancient Greek, kept him in demand with the brass, who contended among themselves to have him attached to their commands.

‘What’re they saying?’ Rigsdale said.

‘I don’t know, sir.’

‘Well, figure it out, goddamn it.’

‘Yes, sir.’

One of the enemy soldiers ducked back into the passenger car from which the boys were leaping. Jack lifted his rifle. A moment later, a portly little man in a grey suit, complete with vest and watch fob, emerged from the same carriage and stepped down, wiping his mouth with a handkerchief, still chewing a mouthful of something. Like the guards, he had tied a scrap of white fabric around his upper arm.

The man hurried over to the half-dozen American soldiers standing by their two jeeps, his expression at once servile and calculating, as if they were potential customers of undetermined means. He extended his hand to shake Captain Rigsdale’s, seemed to think the better of it, and instead gave him a crisp, theatrical salute.

Rigsdale kept his own hands tucked by the thumbs into the webbed belt at his hips.

‘Captain John F. Rigsdale, US Army, Forty-Second Division. You the conductor of this choo-choo?’

The man shook his head, frowning. ‘No English. Deutsch? Français?’

‘Go ahead, Lieutenant,’ Rigsdale said, motioning Jack forward.

‘Deutsch,’ Jack said.

The man’s German was fluent, although the Hungarian accent made the language sound softer, mellifluous, the r’s rolled on the tongue rather than the back of the throat, the emphasis placed on the beginning of the words. Jack’s accent had its own peculiar­ities. Beneath the elegant High German cultivated by the Berliner refugee who had taught his German classes at Columbia University, Jack spoke with a touch of the Galicianer Yiddish of his maternal grandparents. His father’s parents, of authentic German Jewish stock, had never to his knowledge uttered a word in that language.

‘His name is Avar László,’ Jack told Rigsdale. ‘He’s in charge of the train.’

‘Ask him if he’s a military officer, and if so why he’s not in uniform.’

He was, Avar said, a civil servant, the former mayor of the town of Zenta, currently working for something he called the Property Office.

‘Ask Mr László why the hell his men haven’t turned their arms over to the US government,’ Rigsdale said.

‘Avar,’ the Hungarian said in German. ‘My surname is Avar. Dr Avar. László is my first name.’

Jack asked Dr Avar if he was aware that the terms of surrender required that enemy soldiers turn over their weapons.

Avar said that he was aware of the order, but regrettably the guns were necessary to protect the train’s cargo. He said his men had been fighting off looters since the train’s departure from Hungary. In May they’d been in a shoot-out with a group of German soldiers, and recently they’d been dealing with increasing problems from the local population, whose greed was inflamed by rumours of what was held in the wagons.

‘Tell him I’m deeply sorry to hear how hard his life has been lately and that the US Army is here to unburden him of all his sorrows,’ Captain Rigsdale said. ‘And his guns, too.’

By now a small group of civilians had descended from the passenger carriages. One of them stepped forward and conferred with Avar, who nodded vigorously.

Jack translated. ‘They want us to know that nobody’s given them any provisions. Avar says they’ve been starving.’ Jack looked doubtfully at the vigorous guards, the men in their neat suits, the plump-cheeked children. ‘Starving’, he supposed, was a relative term.

The captain said, ‘Tell him they’ll all be fed once they get to the DP camps. Now I want to have a look inside the cars. See what all the fuss is about.’

Avar led them to the first of the cargo wagons, its doors officially sealed with bureaucratic wallpaper bearing an elaborate pattern of stamps and insignia. Jack looked down the row of boxcars. Some of the seals along the train remained intact. Others looked tattered, torn away. What that proved or didn’t prove, he wasn’t sure. There was no way of knowing whether the seals had been put there six months or six hours before.

At the door of the first cargo wagon, Avar hesitated. He conferred in Hungarian with one of his colleagues, a lanky, elderly gentleman with an extravagant moustache waxed to points, before making his wishes known to Jack.

‘What now?’ Rigsdale said.

‘He’s asking for a receipt.’

‘The fuck he is.’

‘To show that we assume protection of this property on behalf of the Hungarian government.’

Avar didn’t need Jack to translate the look on the captain’s face. Puffing up his chest, the little man asked Jack to remind his commanding officer that the cargo of the train was Hungarian state property, and therefore he, Avar, with all due respect, could only turn over the custody of said cargo if assurances were made that it would, in due time, be returned to the government of Hungary.

‘Lieutenant, please remind Mr Avar that the government of Hungary just got its ass handed to it, and suggest to him, if you would be so kind, that he, his men, and his whole damn country are now under the authority of the Allied forces. I am not going to give him a goddamn receipt, and he should please open this mother-fucking door now, before I use his fat head as a battering ram.’

In as formal a German as he could muster, Jack said, ‘Captain Rigsdale reminds you that he speaks with the full authority of the United States Army, and requests that you delay opening the boxcar no longer.’

Avar glanced at his guards, and Jack silently cursed the military command that had sent six men to disarm sixty. Though he never made vocal his disapproval, he had learned by hard experience that a soldier rarely lost money betting against the wisdom of the brass. The institutionalised idiocy was one of the many reasons that for nearly all of the past year and a half since his enlistment Jack had hated the war, hated the army, hated even the civilians who all too often seemed to despise their American liberators far more than they had their German conquerors. The only people he didn’t hate were the men with whom he served in the 222nd Battalion of the 42nd Infantry, the Rainbow Division, none of whom he’d known for longer than a year and all of whom he loved with a devotion he had never felt before for anyone, not even the girlfriend who had predictably broken his heart in a letter a mere three weeks after he received his commission. He was especially fond of the men of H Company, whose dwindling ranks he had led on a relentless slog through the torn-up landscape, through France and across the Siegfried line until they reached Fürth, where the battalion commanding officer, after a gruelling exchange with a recalcitrant local farmer, had decided that he needed the assistance of an aide conversant in German and transferred Jack away from the men who were all that he cared about in this miserable war. His many attempts to return to his company defeated, Jack was left stewing in his loathing and waiting to earn enough points for a discharge. Even considering the battle decorations he’d received at a recent cluster muster, he was three points shy of the eighty-five he needed to be sent home. Best possible outcome, eighty-two points put him in Salzburg for three more months. Worst possible, he was heading to the Pacific.

The Hungarian having failed to respond to his order, Jack repeated, ‘Please open the boxcars.’

Across Avar’s face seemed to pass the entire history of his benighted people in this interminable war: pride, belligerence, bravado, defensiveness, anxiety, despair. And, finally, resignation. He removed a large iron key from the inside breast pocket of his suit jacket, inserted it into the heavy padlock, and, with a grunt, sprung the lock. When he pushed the door back, the seals tore with a pop like the bursting of an inflated paper bag. The door rumbled open on its runners.

The boxcar was heaped with wooden cases and crates. Some of the cases had iron hinges and clasps; others were nailed shut. Towards the back of the car they stood in orderly stacks, but many of those nearest the door had been pried open and were piled haphazardly one upon the other.

‘Pull a couple of those over here, Lieutenant,’ Rigsdale said. ‘Let’s see what we’re dealing with.’

Jack climbed up into the car and dragged over an open crate. He dug through the straw and pulled out a teacup decorated with a pink rose and a scattering of green leaves. The gilt-edged handle came off in his hand.

‘Vorsicht!’ Avar said.

Jack gave a meaningful glance at the jumble of open boxes. No one else had bothered to take the care that Avar seemed to expect of him.

‘Try another crate,’ the captain said.

The next crate contained a pile of expensive-looking camera equipment, none of it padded with straw or excelsior. Some of the lenses were cracked. What, Jack wondered, were these Hungarians doing riding around the Austrian countryside with a trainload of household goods?

Captain Rigsdale ordered Avar to open another boxcar. This one contained mainly rolls of carpets. Most were stacked neatly, but someone had been pilfering those nearest to the door; smaller carpets had been unrolled and draped over the piles, and there were muddy boot tracks everywhere.

‘Looters,’ Avar said.

‘After the treasure,’ Captain Rigsdale said after Jack had translated. ‘All this must have been on its way to the Alpenfestung.’

Among the strange ideas held in common both by the Allies and the defeated German troops was the chimera that, hidden in the mountains of southern Bavaria, defended by one hundred thousand SS officers, the Nazis had erected a final stronghold. Although there was no more evidence for the existence of this national redoubt than there was for that of the city of Atlantis or the valley of Shangri-La, everyone on both sides seemed to be sure that it was there, hovering high above them, a Valhalla for the desperate Germans and an anxiety dream for the Allies, many of whom had a hard time accepting that their mythic Teutonic-warrior opponents had not fought to the end predicted by their death’s-head insignia.

‘Strange kind of treasure,’ Jack said, holding up a crystal liqueur glass. ‘Sir, this doesn’t look like bank assets. It just seems to be a lot of, well, stuff.’

‘Let’s keep looking,’ Rigsdale said.

Avar led them through the train, a car at a time. He showed them crude pine crates of bed linens and fur coats, cases of men’s pocket and wrist watches, of women’s jewellery. Jack opened up a box full of evening purses, most of them beaded or decorated with silver chains. Another of silver sugar basins, silver teapots engraved with monograms, bronze statuettes of men on horseback. In some cars they found heaps of leather wallets alongside silver cigarette cases, heavy musty-smelling furs piled on top of brightly coloured Oriental carpets, tangles of costume jewellery, paintings of all sizes stacked one upon the other. The contents of other cars had been painstakingly sorted, the radios neatly loaded into wooden crates, the silver candlesticks separated from the vases, the sets of china plates and porcelain platters carefully packed.

In the fifth car, Avar opened an unlocked small wooden casket with brass hinges. It was full to the brim with small misshapen loaves of gold and gold coins stamped with mysterious insignia. This indeed was treasure, like a child’s imaginary pirate’s trove, lustrous in the sunlight.

‘You see?’ Avar said in German. ‘Untouched since we left Brennbergbánya.’

‘Where is Brennbergbánya?’ Jack asked. ‘Is that where you came from?’

‘This train was loaded in Brennbergbánya. Before that we did the sorting and organising in the Óbánya Castle in Zirc. Before that most items were stored in the warehouses of the Postal Savings Bank.’

‘But who does it belong to?’

One of Avar’s companions said something in Hungarian.

Avar said, ‘All property belongs to the people of Hungary. It must be returned to the people of Hungary.’

When Jack translated this, Rigsdale said, ‘Tell him the American government is not in the business of stealing anybody’s property.’ Rigsdale pointed at the small casket. ‘Is this all the gold?’ he asked.

There was more gold, Avar told them, but they had distributed it throughout the train to make it more difficult for looters to find. There were also a small number of precious gems. Avar had done his best to protect the most valuable property, but there had, as he’d said, been looters. And also government officials had removed much of it.

‘US government?’ Rigsdale asked.

‘No,’ Avar replied. ‘Hungarian government.’

‘Wait a minute,’ the captain said when Jack translated Avar’s response. ‘Hungarian government officials have been here?’

No, not here in Werfen, Avar said. But before the end of the war, there had been individual government officials who had taken items from the train. He had tried to keep an inventory. He would show them.

‘Anything else of value in this car?’ Captain Rigsdale barked.

Avar opened another case. ‘Watches,’ he said. ‘Gold. Gold plate. Very valuable. And you see? Also untouched.’

In another car, Avar pulled out an old steel box, unlocked, that appeared to contain mostly envelopes.

Jack crouched down next to the box and pulled out an envelope. It was torn open and empty. ‘What does this say?’ Jack asked, showing it to Avar.

‘It is a name,’ Avar said. ‘Korvin György. This is an address in Kolozsvár, a city in Transylvania.’ He pointed to another line. ‘And this says, ‘‘Gold ring set with diamonds. One carat.’’ ’

‘Where’s the ring?’

Avar shook his head. ‘When we did the sorting, we removed the items from the envelopes. And also, we usually removed the precious stones from the jewellery.’

‘Why?’ Jack asked.

‘So we could protect what was most valuable.’

Or, Jack thought, to make it easier to sell.

The rest of the steel casket was filled with pages of paper covered in ornate and spidery handwriting, liberally decorated with accents and umlauts.

‘Inventory,’ the Hungarian said. ‘With names.’

It was while going through a boxcar that contained household silver – cutlery, tea services, platters and bowls, candlesticks – that Jack caught on to the origin of the treasure on the train. Up to his elbows in a crate his superior officer had instructed him to open, he grabbed hold of a heavy silver candelabra. For a moment he wasn’t sure. But there were four arms on either side, and one in the middle. He disentangled the menorah from the other silver pieces in the crate and then dug out a silver cup decorated with Hebrew writing. A kiddush cup like the one his grandmother had on her mantel. Without seeking Rigsdale’s permission, he grabbed another crate and split it open with a crowbar. In this one he found a silver breastplate and crowns that looked very much like the ones that had decorated the Torah from which he had chanted on his bar mitzvah at Temple Emanu-El on the Upper East Side of Manhattan, nine years before.

‘Everything in this wagon is silver?’ Rigsdale asked Avar.

Avar gazed at him blankly.

‘You know, silver? Wiseman, ask him if this car’s all silver.’

‘Captain,’ Jack said, the only evidence of his distress the beads of sweat collecting on his lip. ‘All this stuff is Jewish, sir.’

‘What do you mean?’

He held up the Torah breastplate, pointing to the Hebrew words. He picked up the caps for the Torah handles. They were hung with silver bells that tinkled in his trembling hands. ‘This is from a synagogue.’

He turned on Avar. ‘Where did you get this?’ he said. ‘And this?’

Avar looked blank but not quite blank enough.

‘This is stolen from Jews!’ Jack said. He pawed through the pile of silver, yanking out candlesticks and kiddush cups, waving them, piece after piece, at the man.

Avar let loose with a string of German, but Jack was far too upset to understand more than a few phrases, ‘civil servant’, ‘official government business’. Avar shrank into himself, like a turtle hiding beneath its bureaucratic shell.

‘What’s this “Property Office” that you work for? What property?’ Jack shouted.

Avar raised his chin defensively and informed Jack that he was an employee of the Jewish Property Office, a division of the Hungarian Ministry of Finance, and that it was in his role as an employee of that department that he had protected this property on behalf of the Hungarian government.

‘Wiseman!’ Captain Rigsdale said. ‘Get down here. Now.’

Jack willed his body to still, his breath to even out.

‘Yes, sir,’ he said and leapt lightly to the ground.

‘Your orders are to translate, Lieutenant. That is all.’

‘Yes, sir.’

‘Do your job.’

‘Yes, sir.’

‘Now, what the hell is going on?’

It was important that the Americans understood, Avar said, that he and the other officials on the train were civil servants, tasked with carrying out the law and protecting the assets under their control. These assets had come from the banks.

And before that? Captain Rigsdale pressed him.

Avar admitted that the valuables had been collected from the Jews of Hungary by the commissioner for Jewish Affairs.

‘Why?’ Jack asked.

‘Why?’ Avar repeated. ‘To help in the war effort.’ He himself was responsible only for the transport of the property, not for its collection. The Jews had turned in their property to the banks; the banks had turned it in to the Jewish Property Office; officials from the office had sorted it and loaded it into the boxcars, at which point it had been turned over to him. He had protected the property, he told them, at great risk to his life.

As Jack translated this last for Captain Rigsdale, he wondered at Avar’s confidence that the danger to his life had passed.

Rigsdale said, ‘Ask him if there’s anything else he needs to show me.’

‘Moment,’ Avar said, and spun on his heel. Jack thought how easy it would be to lift his weapon, fire off a single bullet, and send the man crumpling to the ground.

Avar returned a moment later with a small suitcase, which he balanced in the opening of the boxcar and unsnapped. In the suitcase were bundles of currency in a rainbow of colours. Hungarian pengő, US dollars, British pounds sterling, Swiss francs, Reichsmarks. Even a small banded-together stack of green-and-yellow bills: Palestinian pounds. Jack had never seen those before. Avar opened a small sachet and poured a handful of coloured gemstones and pearls into his palm.

‘That’s what we’ve been looking for,’ Rigsdale said. Avar put the gems back in the sachet, tied it closed, and tucked it into the suitcase. Then he buckled the suitcase and, with great solemnity, handed it to the American officer.

On Captain Rigsdale’s orders, Avar’s men turned over their ammunition. Rigsdale sent a GI to the station to bring back the stationmaster and a few railroad workers to uncouple the passenger cars. Arrangements were made to escort Avar and the rest of the Hungarian civilians to a DP camp. Rigsdale ordered the now-unarmed guards to accompany the train to Salzburg, under the guard of a few GIs. Then he turned to Jack.

‘You. With me.’

Jack followed Rigsdale to the jeep. Rigsdale, though he’d ridden beside the driver on the way to Werfen, swung himself into the backseat. Jack began to climb into the front when the captain barked, ‘With me.’

Rigsdale didn’t speak for the first part of the journey back to Salzburg, and Jack remained silent beside him, waiting for the inevitable reprimand and busying himself with trying to clean a smear of dirt from the knee of his trouser. Though he loathed all things military, Jack was punctilious about his uniform. Whenever possible, he kept it clean and tidy, his collar and cuffs crisp, his shirt tails tucked tightly into his webbed belt. Unlike many of the other US Army officers and certainly the men, he refused to slip into slovenliness, even when covered with battle filth. He tried to shave every day, had done so even during the long weeks of battle, when the possibility of bathing was as remote as the idea of going home. The more furious he became at the perverse machinery of the military, the more his belt buckle gleamed, as if to prove that it wasn’t he who was unfit for the service but the service that was unfit for him.

When they reached the outskirts of Salzburg, Rigsdale said, ‘That was quite a performance, Lieutenant.’

No reply seemed called for, so Jack provided none.

‘You need to remember something, soldier. This is a war, not a crusade, and you’re an American soldier, not a rabbi.’

‘Yes, sir,’ he said, the only evidence of his furious embarrassment the flutter of muscle in his clenched jaw.





Chapter 10

Jack set about getting drunk the way he did most things, with method and a sense of purpose. He began immediately after taking Ilona home, before he’d even left the Hotel Europa. When he pulled up in front of the hotel, she said, ‘I don’t want to see you any more.’

He felt like he’d been punched in the stomach. No. Not punched. Shot. Her words were like bullets tearing through skin and muscle. She leapt down and he tore after her, begging her, pleading with her to wait, to stop, to talk to him.

In the courtyard he grabbed her arm, and she shook him loose.

‘If you touch me again I will call out for help.’

‘No. No. Please,’ he said. If he had been a different kind of man, he would have dropped to his knees, flung his arms around her ankles, kissed her ruined feet, begged her to stop, to be who she’d been yesterday, last week, last month.

‘I’m sorry,’ she said gently.

‘Is it because I let them take the property?’ he asked, though he knew it wasn’t. Or not merely. ‘I can get it back. I’ll just go and take it.’

‘It is nothing you did, Jack. I don’t want you, that’s all.’

He watched her walk away, her hip swaying with her faint limp, the light from the bare courtyard bulbs catching her red curls, making them glow. And then she was gone. He turned and saw two men haggling over the price of a glass bottle of murky brew.

‘How much?’ Jack said, stepping between them.

The seller smiled and flicked his fingers at the buyer, who threw up his hands and stomped away, muttering under his breath. The seller held up four fingers, then put two to his lips, miming smoking a cigarette.

Though he didn’t smoke, Jack always carried cigarettes to trade. He fished a crumpled pack out of his breast pocket, but the dealer shook his head, drew a square in the air, and again held up four fingers.

‘Four packs?’ Jack said, not bothering to speak German.

‘Ja.’

‘Bullshit,’ he said. He searched his pockets until he found an unopened pack. He held it out to the man.

‘Nein, nein,’ the man said, insistently waving his four fingers.

‘Ah, go to hell,’ Jack said, turning away.

‘Okay,’ the man said, scurrying after him. ‘Okay, okay.’

Jack lobbed him the pack of cigarettes and snatched the bottle. He climbed into the truck, and before turning the key in the ignition, pulled out the cork with his teeth. He spat the cork out of the window; he had no intention of needing it again. He took a long slug and gagged. The only thing what was in the bottle had in common with actual schnapps was the fire it lit at the back of his throat. It was fit only for a machine shop, for the stripping of furniture. By the time he reached the street where he lived, he had managed to choke down enough to cause him to stumble and fall as he was getting out of the cab of the truck. The bottle slipped from his grasp and shattered on the ground. The resultant blast of fumes burned his eyes and left him coughing.

‘Shit,’ he said, halfway to laughing. Without getting up, he wiped dirt from his hands and checked the knees of his trousers for tears.

An elderly Austrian couple walking by on the sidewalk passed him where he sat in the street. The woman clucked, shaking a finger. Her husband seemed about to offer Jack a hand, his expression more tolerant, but the wife took his arm and hustled him away.

‘Welcome,’ Ball said as Jack staggered into the apartment. He was sitting at the dining room table with a bottle of authentic Sporer schnapps and a water glass. Ball filled the glass more than halfway and lifted it in a mock salute.

‘Prost!’ he said, and knocked it back. He smacked the glass down on the table, wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. ‘Grab a glass and join me, Lieutenant Wiseman. That’s a direct order.’

‘Sir, yes, sir,’ Jack said, holding on to the back of a chair to steady himself.

‘Already in your cups, are you, laddie?’ Ball had spent part of the war attached to a British intelligence unit with a Scottish cryptanalyst, and when he was drunk the ghost of that sodden Glaswegian returned to haunt his companions.

‘When did you get home?’ Jack asked.

Ball pushed back his sleeve and made a great show of looking at his wrist where his watch should have been.

‘That information appears to be classified,’ he said. He picked up the bottle and held it up to the light. ‘Strictly need to know.’

Jack found another glass and joined Ball at the table.

‘There’s a wee canny bairn,’ Ball said, and filled his glass. ‘And what’re you drinking to, tonight, Hamish me lad?’

‘Nothing,’ Jack said. He took a long sip of schnapps, light and mellow, with just a hint of fruit. Smooth going down. ‘Tonight Hamish the wee bairn is just drinking.’

‘Fair enough,’ Ball said, and drained his glass. ‘As for me, tonight I am drinking to the good people of Munich,’ Ball said. ‘May their black Nazi hearts burst in their motherfucking chests.’

‘To the people of Munich,’ Jack agreed, and drank.

With an unsteady hand, Ball spilled more booze into their glasses. ‘And to our fellow pricks and SOBs in the good old US Army.’

‘To all of us pricks and SOBs. What did we do now?’

Ball had been sent to Munich to investigate a rumour that had made its way to the OSS via an informant who regularly reported on the moods and activities of his fellow camp survivors.

‘Are you sure I should be hearing this?’ Jack said.

‘Oh, who cares?’ Ball said. ‘I ask you, Jack, at this point, who the fuck cares?’

The Munich Housing Office had assigned a number of apartments in what had once been a retirement village for members of the Nazi Party to a group of Jewish survivors of the camps. When the Jews attempted to move in, they found the apartments still occupied by their original tenants. Not only did the retired Nazis refuse to leave, they responded to the eviction order with lusty cries of ‘Heil Hitler’ and threats of violence. When the bewildered Jews sought the assistance of a passing group of American soldiers, the GIs instructed the Jews to shut up before somebody put them back in Dachau where they belonged. Or so, at least, went the rumour.

‘Couldn’t be true, right?’ Ball said. He rolled his glass between his palms. ‘Baseless slander.’ He took another long gulp of the schnapps. He put on the voice, a patrician South Carolina baritone, he used when impersonating his commanding officer. ‘“A hysterical canard concocted by a paranoid people so accustomed to persecution that they see anti-Semitism under every rock, Captain Ball.”’

‘It was true,’ Jack said, gulping down his drink, refilling it from the bottle. He was stinking drunk and found that he quite liked it.

‘Of course it was true,’ Ball said. ‘But that is nae the point of my tale, laddie. The point is that when I went to interview the director of the Munich Housing Office, to find out what happened, I couldn’t conduct said interview, because said dir­ector, Lieutenant, was busy enjoying the hospitality of our fine military police, who had arrested the director of the Munich Housing Office, you see, because they said he issued the eviction order against the retired Nazis without the right stamp.’

Each took a long pull from his glass.

‘Now,’ Ball said. ‘Your turn.’

Jack managed a garbled recitation of Ilona’s rejection.

‘Oh, Hamish,’ Ball said. ‘You sad, sorrowful thing.’

Ball stood up. He grabbed the table to keep from swaying. ‘We need to go out.’

‘Out?’

‘Yes, sir. Out we go.’

They barely made it down the hall stairs. Had they not run into Hoyle on the first-floor landing, they might well have admitted their incapacity, given up, and fallen asleep there in the hall. But in a rare moment of camaraderie, Hoyle threw an arm around each room-mate and, one on either side, helped them down the stairs, up the road, and across the bridge over the river. Their goal was a bar where Hoyle claimed it was possible to get laid for the price of a beer and a pack of cigarettes.

‘Have you ever been laid, Wiseman?’ Hoyle said.

‘Let me see. Yes, Lieutenant Hoyle, I believe I have. I believe that I got laid earlier this afternoon, in fact.’ And for a moment Jack enjoyed pissing on the memory.

‘ “Earlier this afternoon”!’ Hoyle bellowed, clapping Jack on the back. ‘You know, for a stuck-up Jew prick, you’re not so bad.’

‘For a stuck-up West Point prick, Hoyle, you’re . . . well, you’re a stuck-up West Point prick,’ Jack said, and Hoyle roared even louder.

By now they had reached the bar of the legendarily low-priced women, a dismal, underground room furnished with little more than a beer tap, a row of stools, and a fat bartender who stared at them with a sullen expression and a filthy towel draped over his shoulder. There were no women in the place at all, at any price. There were only a few men, each sitting alone and nursing a beer.

Jack was furiously disappointed. He’d been intent on erasing the afternoon with an encounter the uglier and more meaningless the better.

‘Whisky!’ Hoyle said, slamming his fist on the counter.

‘No whisky,’ the bartender said. He pronounced it vis-key, with a pause between the syllables.

‘Yes, whisky!’ Hoyle said.

‘Beer,’ the bartender insisted, taking three earthenware steins from beneath the counter. He filled the glasses with a thick, dark brew and scraped off the foam with a knife. Jack watched the foam subside. Once the level of the beer had dropped below the lips of the steins, the bartender filled and scraped them again. Jack reached for one of the steins, but the barman shook his head, filled them a third time, scraped the foam, and only then slid one across the counter to him.

There was not enough food in the city to feed even half the population, people scrambled for bread and milk, and Ilona greeted the cans of Spam he brought her as though they were filet mignon, but the bars had reopened, and the beer was good, even though they sold it at prices only the Americans could really afford. He licked the foam moustache from his upper lip.

‘S’good,’ he muttered to Hoyle.

‘Damn right, it’s good,’ Hoyle said, taking a long swallow, then holding one hand over his belly and belching loudly.

Jack snorted into his glass, sending foam all over the counter.

‘Laddies,’ Ball said, reviving his brogue. ‘Laddies, to us! Long may we rule.’

Jack and Hoyle hoisted their glasses in the air. ‘To us!’ they shouted.

Jack clicked his stein against Ball’s, but by now he was far too drunk to have any sense of distance or strength. He knocked Ball’s stein hard enough to send beer sloshing over the sides, drenching both his arm and his friend’s.

Nearly hysterical with laughter, Ball smashed his stein against Jack’s with enough force to shatter the earthenware. Ball stared at his palm. Blood beaded up along a long gash.

‘Fuck,’ he said, loudly. ‘Fuck my fucking hand.’

‘Schwein.’

Jack swung around on his stool. At the far end of the bar, a man sat hunched over a glass.

‘What did you say?’ Jack said, politely, in his impeccable German.

The man raised his head to look at Jack. He had dark hair, thick eyebrows, and fleshy lips. His shirt was unbuttoned, and his undershirt was stained. His sleeves were rolled up over his meaty biceps. He scratched his throat, tugging down the collar of his undershirt. Whether or not he had meant to reveal the twin lightning bolts tattooed on his neck, Jack didn’t know or care. Jack sprang off his stool and down the length of the bar. Before the man had time to react, Jack had him around the throat. He pulled the man off his stool and punched him in the face. The Nazi’s nose splintered and smeared under his fist. Jack danced back, lifting his fists to protect his face. The man staggered around, blood pouring down his shirt. Jack kicked the Nazi’s legs out from under him. The Nazi fell so hard he made the glasses on the bar jump.

‘Who’s a pig?’ Jack shouted, aiming a kick at his stomach. ‘Goddamn Nazi! Who’s a pig?’ The man curled up, protecting his belly. Jack kicked him in the ass.

‘Let me in,’ said Hoyle, pushing Jack aside. The man spread his hands on the floor and tried to get up. Hoyle stomped on his fingers, laughing as he went down with a groan.

‘Get up, you Nazi pig,’ Jack said, grabbing the man by the shirt collar and heaving him to his feet. ‘Stand up and fight.’

The man swayed. He grabbed the bar to steady himself and then cried out at the pain of his swelling fingers, broken beneath Hoyle’s heavy boot.

‘Say you’re a pig,’ Jack said.

The man moaned and searched blindly for his stool.

‘Say you’re an SS pig!’ Jack repeated. He balled up his fist and readied it. ‘Say you’re a goddamn Nazi pig!’

Jack realised that he was speaking English.

He switched to German. ‘Say you are a Nazi swine.’

‘I am a Nazi swine,’ the man said immediately.

‘Say you’re an SS swine.’

‘I’m an SS swine.’

Jack tried to think of something else to make the man say. He looked over at Ball, who shrugged.

‘Hit him again, Wiseman,’ Hoyle said. ‘Hit him and then tell him he got the shit beaten out of him by a Jew.’

The man’s legs buckled. He fumbled for the stool and sat down, leaning his good hand on the bar. Jack watched him for a moment and then felt the cocktail of moonshine, schnapps and dark beer bubble in his belly. He clasped his hand over his mouth and ran for the door, bursting out onto the sidewalk. He aimed for the gutter but instead spewed vomit all over a dun-coloured Volkswagen parked at the curb.





Chapter 11

The compound humiliations of Ilona’s rejection and his own horrible behaviour in the bar served to shut Jack down. He did his best to become a mindless functionary, a soldier with a job about which he felt nothing, without a personal life or care. When he woke in the morning with an erection from a half-remembered dream, he tried to replace thoughts of Ilona with those of other women, like his old girlfriend or some of the prettier WACs who had lately shown up in Salzburg. But he still put most of his allotment of cigarettes aside for Ilona. He frequented the PX on the Getreidegasse, purchasing things he knew that she liked or items he thought would be useful to her in trade. For himself he bought nothing other than the most basic necessities. His parsimony made him feel good, and occasionally he allowed himself to imagine her face when he presented her with this hoard, proof that he hadn’t shirked the responsibility he’d assumed for her care.

As the weeks passed, he often thought of Rudolph Zweig’s little nephews and felt guilty. He sent packages with his most trustworthy soldier, but the last one came back unopened. Zweig and the boys were gone; they’d moved on. Jack fretted terribly about them, despite Ball’s assurances that things had improved substantially for the Jewish DPs recently. Though his friend promised that the Jewish DPs’ daily calorie ration had been increased, Jack was plagued by the thought that without his help all those for whom he’d assumed responsibility would go to bed hungry.

In this period Jack also received an overdue promotion to captain, though it had little effect on his day-to-day life beyond a marginal increase in pay. If anything, his job became more tedious. Now it consisted primarily of protecting the contents of the warehouse, not from looters or thieves, or even from the requisitions of the brass, but from his own men, who were finding it harder and harder to keep from slipping things into their pockets. He supervised his apathetic GIs on their half-hearted patrols and warned them again and again, but he couldn’t be everywhere at once, and he knew things were disappearing from the warehouse.

He felt a mounting sense of impotence, like a man trying to carry sand in a sieve. He had tried to hold on to the property in the warehouse, but between the senior command’s requisitions and the men’s pilfering, it was dribbling away. He had tried to care for the Zweigs, and they were gone. And Ilona, though he tried not to think about her, she had slipped through his fingers, too.

One afternoon, Corporal Streeter, finishing his very last week as a soldier in the US Army, called Jack over. ‘I found something you’re going to want to see.’

They had long ago gone through the boxes and crates looking for ones of particular value, but somehow they’d missed a small leather case, a lady’s jewellery box, full of gold watches.

‘Look at the lining, sir. Of the box.’

The lid of the case was lined with pink silk on which the name of a store and an address were stamped in gold lettering.

‘I remember you said to tell you if we found anything from Nagyvárad.’

For the whole long period of their relationship, Jack had searched desperately and fruitlessly for anything at all from the town of Ilona’s birth. He had known that at least some of the paintings and furs, silver menorahs and tureens, must have come from this former city of twenty-five thousand Jews, but he could find no discernible trace. And now, when he’d stopped looking, here it was, a case of gold watches. He couldn’t know, of course, if the watches themselves came from Nagyvárad or only the jewellery case. Perhaps the watches had been placed in the case by the Jewish Property Office when it had sorted the property at the Óbánya Castle, before they loaded the train.

‘Where was this?’ Jack said.

‘I found it at the bottom of a crate full of cameras. I was having a heck of a time finding one with an intact lens to fill General Lorde’s order.’

Jack lifted out the watches one at a time and studied them, trying to decide if any of them might once have adorned the wrist of a prosperous grain merchant. One of them looked expensively plain, a simple case and a heavy gold band, in a way that he thought might do for the purposes of self-flagellation, remembering Ilona and the way she used to talk about her father. He lifted it out, and saw lying beneath it a pouch of black velvet. He opened the little velvet bundle, and found a piece of women’s jewellery, a large pendant decorated with an enamel painting of a peacock in vivid purple and green, with white accents. The metal was intricately filigreed, the work of an accomplished metal­smith, and the tip of each peacock feather was inset with a gem.

He knit the braided gold chain through his fingers. He im­agined the woman who had worn it, against the pulsing hollow of whose throat it had once grown warm. Had it been a gift from her husband, her father, her lover? Had she known Ilona? Was she dead? He eased the pendant back into its velvet pouch, tucked it back in among the watches, and closed the case. He wrote gold watches on a paper label, dabbed the back of the label with gum, and pasted it to the front of the case. Then he carried it to the corner of the warehouse that he had reserved for the more valuable property and set it on top of a stack of other boxes containing watches.

And then, as if thinking of her had conjured her presence, Ilona walked in the door. She had changed in the weeks of their separation. Her hair was longer, and she wore it pinned back from her face. She had on the wool coat his mother had sent, belted tightly at the waist, and when she removed it she revealed a new white blouse and a pale blue cardigan embroidered with rows of tiny flowers around the neck. Her trousers were black wool and looked like they’d originally been a military uniform but had been altered to fit her small waist and round hips. Her lips were shell pink and moist from her lipstick, and he thought she might have powdered her nose; the freckles were smoothed over. He liked the lipstick, it reminded him of the first time they kissed, but he wanted to take out his handkerchief and rub the powder away.

Though he was happy to see her, at once realising how much he had longed for her all these past weeks, he was conscious of a darker emotion, a complicated brew of guilt and shame, anger and hurt.

‘Ilona,’ was all he could say.

She leaned across the improvised desk and kissed his cheek. He resisted for a moment and then gave in to his impulse and in two steps had rounded the desk and pulled her into his arms. He kissed her on the mouth, tasting the wax of her lipstick.

‘You missed me, Jack,’ she said. She leaned her face on his chest, and he linked his hands around her waist. He rocked back and forth on his heels.

‘Yes,’ he murmured into her hair.

‘I, too,’ she said, pulling away. ‘I missed you, too.’

‘How are you, Ilona?’ he asked. ‘You look good.’

‘I am well. Many things are different for me. I moved. And I have a job.’

‘You moved?’

‘They moved all the Jews out of the Hotel Europa, so I am now in the Muelln Camp. It’s good there. Not so comfortable, but we are all Jewish there. No more Marias from the Ukraine.’

‘And you’re working?’

‘I am a kindergarten teacher.’

He smiled.

She pulled away, but returned his grin. ‘Perhaps you don’t think I am suited to this job?’

‘Not at all.’ He couldn’t bear not to be touching her, so he took her hand. He saw that her broken thumbnail had almost grown out. ‘I’m sure you’re a great teacher.’

‘I am only an assistant. I take them for long walks in the mountains to strengthen their legs. And I am learning with the children. We have a teacher from Palestine who has come to teach us Hebrew. Do you know Hebrew?’

‘A little.’

‘I am finding it surprisingly easy to learn. You should come study with us. Perhaps it will be even easier for you. You will recognise words from synagogue.’

‘I learned Hebrew in college. My family isn’t much for synagogue.’

‘Of course. You told me this. My family was the same. In Nagyvárad we were Yom Kippur Jews, you know what that is?’

‘I guess I do.’

‘But now I study Hebrew,’ Ilona said. ‘It took Hitler to make me a good Jew.’

He laughed, but it was out of politeness. Even in its bitterness the joke was spoiled for him by the knowledge of the kind of Jew the war had made out of Jack Wiseman. Could a religious identity be crafted from anger and disgust?

‘Can I take you to dinner?’ he asked. ‘To that restaurant you like near the Mozarteum?’

‘Today I can’t stay, but Saturday is Erev Purim, and there will be a big celebration in the evening. Will you come?’

‘To Muelln?’

‘Yes.’

‘Okay, sure.’

She kissed him goodbye on the cheek, but he turned his head and pressed his lips to hers. For a moment it seemed like she might wriggle away, but then she relaxed in his arms. He ran the fingers of his right hand through her hair and gripped her skull in his hand, kneading it gently with his fingertips. His left arm circled around her. He fingered the strap of her brassiere, wishing he could push it aside and hold her breast in his hand.

‘Don’t go yet,’ he said. ‘I have something to show you.’

‘What is it?’

‘Most of the stuff here isn’t labelled, but some is, and all along I’ve kept my eye out for property from your town, from Nagyvárad. You won’t believe it, but just today we found a case. The name of a jeweller was printed on the inside lid. Csillag and Dux.’

A sad smile. ‘My family used to shop there sometimes. I remember my uncle bought my Aunt Firenze’s wedding ring there. I helped him choose it.’

‘Do you want to see it?’

‘What’s in it?’

‘Watches and some jewellery. Although I don’t know if what was in the box actually came from Nagyvárad at all. The Jewish Property Office did a lot of sorting and reorganising before they loaded everything on the train.’

She stood still for a minute, biting her lip.

‘Okay, yes. Show me.’

Jack took her back into the warehouse, to the corner where he’d placed the case. He took it down, balanced it on a wooden crate, and opened it. For a moment she just looked at the case, at the printed name and address on the silk, at the heap of gold watches. Then she picked up the velvet pouch and dumped the contents out into the palm of her hand. She stared at the peacock pendant.

For a moment, Jack allowed himself to imagine that everything they had together and lost was there again, to hope that the pendant, and by extension the one who had shown it to her, had laid a claim on Ilona. A claim she was willing to honour.

‘Do you recognise it?’ he asked eagerly.

‘No,’ she said.

‘You don’t?’

‘Nagyvárad is a large town. And people from the countryside come to shop there. This necklace could have belonged to anyone from the district, or like you said, from anywhere in Hungary.’ She dropped it back into the little velvet bag and the bag into the case. She turned away. ‘Anyway, peacock feathers bring bad luck. Who would wear such a thing?’

‘Do you want to look through the rest of the case?’

‘What’s the point?’ She walked quickly away, up through the aisle of crates and boxes, past the stacks of paintings, until she reached the front of the warehouse, where she waited for him.

When he caught up with her, she said in a voice of brittle, false cheer, ‘So I will see you on Purim?’

‘I shouldn’t have showed you that. I’m so sorry.’

‘You don’t need to be sorry. I’m okay. I’m fine. It’s only . . . for a moment I hoped that by some miracle you found something of mine. Or something of my parents’. I was just disappointed. But even if you had found something that belonged to me back then, I don’t know if I would want it. All that is the past. And I am done with the past. I don’t want anything from the old world.’

‘I understand. Of course.’

She seemed to gather her energy and gave him another kiss on the cheek. ‘I’ll see you Saturday.’

‘See you Saturday,’ he said, and watched her go.





Chapter 12

The road leading into the camp at Muelln was lined with oversized tombstones. Cut with crude artfulness from cardboard and plywood, they were inscribed, in gay lettering, with the dates of the birth and death of Adolf Hitler. The walls of the barracks were hung with painted banners depicting the late Führer in various tortured poses, some of the caricatures verging on the obscene. Stuffed effigies recognisable by their bristle-brush moustaches hung by their ankles or their necks from every lamp post. A boy of about ten years stood in front of a makeshift fire pit in which blazed a small but merry flame. The boy was holding a book and offering passers-by the opportunity to tear out a page and fling it into the fire. Jack watched one man shove a page down the back of his trousers before crumpling it up and lobbing it into the flames. The boy laughed so hard he doubled over and wiped tears from his eyes. When he stood up he noticed Jack and waved to him.

‘Look!’ he said in English, turning the volume so that Jack could see its cover, with the black-lettered title: Mein Kampf. ‘You want wipe your ass with Haman’s book?’

‘Hitler is Haman?’ Jack asked.

‘Hitler is the biggest Haman of all!’

Jack remembered a proverb his grandfather used to mutter when reading the newspaper: So many Hamans, and only one Purim.

The closest Jack had come in his life to celebrating the holiday of Purim was to eat the three-cornered hamentaschen his bubbe used to make. But if the wild revelry going on right now in the DP camp was what Purim was like, he had had no idea what he was missing. The roadways and paths of the Muelln camp, a former army barracks, were teeming with people in costumes and masks. It was like Halloween, except here the adults dressed up, too. There were jesters and queens, leopards, witches and Cossacks. One young man had scavenged most of an SS uniform, complete with cap and death’s-head insignia. He had padded out the seat of his grey jodhpurs with a pillow, and he carried a wooden paddle that he offered to passers-by, inviting them to land a hefty wallop on his behind. With every blow he would fling himself down into the dirt, feigning agony, howling for his ‘Mama Adolf’ to save him.

Jack passed a booth featuring a huge plywood tombstone that read here lies hitler, may his name be blotted out. People took turns climbing up a painter’s ladder, dipping brushes into a bucket of black paint, and slapping paint over their tormentor’s name.

As Jack watched the crowd stream through the pathways, in their motley and ghoulish giddiness, he felt his own spirits lift. Somebody handed him a tin cup filled with some unholy brew of K ration lemon-drink powder and grain alcohol. He drank it all and searched the painted faces for Ilona’s. He doubted he would find her in her room, even if he could bully his way through the crowd to get there. He mooched a refill of his cup from a passing girl with a pitcher and climbed up onto the roof of a porch of one of the barracks, where he could see the parade that was about to begin.

The camp orchestra led the way, a battered hodgepodge of clarinettists and violinists, bassoonists and saxophonists, many of the finest lights of European classical music, playing a raucous version, half polka, half circus, of John Philip Sousa’s ‘The Liberty Bell’. They flung their legs about in a parody of the goose step as the spectators clapped their hands along with the music. Next came the Muelln Football Club in homemade uniforms, their muscular legs extending from their shorts, followed closely behind by a team of teenage gymnasts, boys and girls, turning cartwheels down the parade route. Jack peered at the next group to be sure that his eyes were not clouded by alcohol. There was no mistaking the small group of tiny people, waist-high adults bedecked in matching leder­hosen, the women with their hair hidden beneath cloth caps. The Seven Dwarfs, but without their Snow White. Every group in the parade carried a gaudy hand-lettered banner: the needleworkers’ union, the trade school students, the hospital staff. A group of young people wearing shorts and sandals inadequate to the March cold bore a banner proclaiming themselves members of the youth group Betar; another group was members of Kibbutz HaShomer HaTzair. A group of scouts attempted a valiant if hopeless simulacrum of a colour guard, each scout desperately waving his or her own homemade version of the flag of the Zionist movement, a blue Star of David on a white background between two horizontal blue stripes. Then came the kindergarten, the children hopping delightedly from foot to foot, running this way and that, barely able even to keep to the parade route, let alone march. In their midst, laughing joyously, was Ilona. A gaily patterned kerchief covered her head, and she wore a matching apron. She’d braided her hair in two pigtails that stood out crookedly from beneath the kerchief. She’d drawn large freckles across her nose and painted a bright red cupid’s bow over her pale lips. She wore two different striped stockings, one red, one black.

Jack swallowed the last of his drink, climbed down from the roof, and ducked through the crowd until he caught up with the parade. He called to her. At the sound of her name she scanned the crowd.

‘Ilona!’ he shouted again. He wormed his way through the crowd until he reached the edge of the parade. She disentangled her hand from that of one of the small children who clung to it and waved him over. He plunged in. He wanted to take her in his arms, but the parade in which they both now marched propelled him forward.

‘Ilona!’

She smiled. ‘Happy holiday, Jack,’ she said in Hebrew.

‘Happy holiday to you, too!’

They had by now reached the end of the parade route. A bearded rabbi stood on a stage erected in the middle of what had been the mustering grounds of the barracks that once occupied this site. The rabbi lifted his hand for silence, and despite their varying levels of intoxication, the large crowd quieted. He took a small leather-bound volume out of the pocket of his suit jacket and began to chant the first chapter of the Book of Esther. Jack wondered how many of the assembled crowd actually spoke Hebrew and how many merely listened for the name of the diabolical enemy of Israel. Each time the rabbi chanted ‘Haman’, the crowd erupted in boos and hoots. Children banged cymbals fashioned of pot lids or beat sticks together. By the end of the rabbi’s reading, the crowd was delirious with a rage-fuelled joy.

The speakers came next, various camp dignitaries and officials, who decried the beast of Germany and recalled the Purims of previous years, when there had been little hope that the prophecy of Ezekiel would come to fruition, that the dry bones of Israel would live again. Some spoke in Yiddish, others in German, still others in a Hebrew sufficiently simplified that Jack had no ­trouble understanding it.

The speeches showed no sign of winding down, and Jack was wondering how he would get Ilona alone when she grabbed his hand.

‘Come with me!’ she said.

She stopped to whisper in the ear of one of the other kindergarten teachers, turning over her charges, Jack figured. She moved quickly, snaking her way through the crowd. At times there were so many people Jack couldn’t see her ahead of him, but she held fast to his hand, and he trusted her to lead him along. They broke free and ran down a path between two barracks to a door by the barbed-wire fence that marked the boundary of the camp. They ducked inside.

The barracks had been organised into rows of cubicles demarcated by piles of furniture and makeshift plywood walls. She led him to a tiny cubicle in the middle of the barracks. Though there were small windows cut into the walls, the light barely penetrated so far inside, and so it was in murky half-light that she stripped off her clothes. He watched her, trembling. When she was naked, she lay back on the small cot. With a groan, he fell on top of her, fumbling at the buttons of his trousers, the grain alcohol swirling in his belly. Her body trembled as he traced his tongue along the scars, pocks, and pleats that ravaged her beautiful, pale skin.

It was over almost as soon as it had begun, but for long moments afterwards, he lay on top of her, his lips pressed into the side of her neck, murmuring her name.

She wrapped her arms around his neck, planted a wet kiss on his mouth, and said, ‘Come, Jack. There’s someone I want you to meet.’





Chapter 13

The man who opened the door to them was short, with bushy black eyebrows from which a few wiry white hairs stuck up like antennae. More tufts of hair poked from the open collar of his shirt. The effort of producing such plenty had exhausted his follicles, however, and his pate was hairless and polished to a high shine, mottled with misshapen freckles. He greeted Ilona with a nod but raised his caterpillar brows in Jack’s direction.

‘Jack Wiseman,’ Ilona said. ‘My friend.’

‘A pleasure to meet you, Captain Wiseman,’ the man said, extending his hand. He had a thick eastern European accent, but his English was good.

Jack, dressed in civilian trousers and shirt, wondered how the man knew his rank.

Ilona said, ‘Jack, this is Aba Yuval. He is a member of the Jewish Brigade.’

When he’d first read about the Jewish Brigade in his grand­father’s Yiddish newspaper, Jack had not known whether to feel pride at their exploits or insulted by their segregation from the main body of British armed forces. Would he have wanted to be part of a specially designated, separate brigade of Jews in the US Army? It was hard even to imagine such a thing coming to be, until he thought of the coloured soldiers.

He followed Ilona into the room and immediately snapped to attention. Rabbi Bohnen, in uniform, sat on a wooden chair at a small table in the centre of the room.

‘Captain Wiseman,’ the major said. ‘Happy Purim to you!’

‘Sir.’

‘ “Sir” is for soldiers. You should call me rabbi.’

‘I’m a soldier, sir.’

‘Yes, of course you are, son. You are a soldier. But you are also a Jew. And also a righteous man, aren’t you?’

It was no easier now to answer the question than it had been the first time the rabbi had posed it, months before, no easier, in fact, even to discern the truth behind the question. Jack felt as though the rabbi was trying to tug on a string in his heart, a string labelled ‘Jew’. But that string was tangled and frayed from disuse. Nothing happened when you pulled it.

The rabbi got to his feet and patted Jack on the arm. ‘These are fine men, Captain Wiseman. I hope you’ll help them in any way you can.’

On his way out the door, the rabbi shook hands first with Yuval and then with the third man in the room. This man sat on the edge of a cot, his legs crossed elegantly one over the other, smoking a cigarette. Unlike Yuval, who was dressed casually, in a well-worn shirt and a pair of army fatigues, this man wore an impeccably tailored suit, the cuff of his pants breaking cleanly over a pair of canary-yellow socks.

He smiled blandly at Jack, who struggled to get a read on him.

Jack looked from one man to the other and then back at Ilona, who was busy pulling at a loose thread on the apron of her Purim costume. Why had she brought him here? 

Yuval said, ‘In the Yishuv we are not so formal. We use first names. May I call you Jack?’

Jack didn’t reply, instead he looked again at Ilona, who still refused to meet his eye.

Yuval continued, ‘We have a situation, Jack. You know the conditions in the DP camps, yes?’

Jack looked around the room. It appeared to be the residence of a single person, and though the cot was narrow and there was a paucity of personal belongings, it was a room, not a cubicle. Yuval’s ‘situation’ seemed better than most.

The man continued, ‘In Germany it is worse even than here. At least here, in Land Salzburg, your command is sympathetic to the plight of the Jews. Your general sends Rabbi Bohnen to help us. But in Germany the military government appoints SS to high positions and lets them abuse the few Jews who survive. Your General Patton, he refused to arrest the SS because he said it would be silly to get rid of the most intelligent people in Germany. Instead, he packed the Bavarian Provincial Administration full of Nazis. Even now, we haven’t managed to weed them out. They have a saying in Germany, ‘Too bad you weren’t a Nazi, then maybe you’d get somewhere.’ You’ve heard this?’

‘No.’ But Jack wasn’t surprised. Ball had recently told him that
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