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The Traffic Lights Change 

 

 

 

 

The whole of Europe passed through if you waited long enough. 
The traffic sped by. There was a constant need for the drivers to make 
fifty or more lifesaving decisions every minute behind the wheel, and this 
eliminated all poetic and philosophical thoughts from their minds. New 
devices kept having to be put in place to help them do this safely. These 
devices were as radical and new as anything seen in the art galleries 
except such developments were perfectly acceptable to everyone 
because everyone wanted to take part in going as fast as possible. 

Karl didn’t know if he would ever go back to Berlin. He had been 
forbidden to return for at least a year by his uncle, until things changed, 
‘blew over’ as his uncle called it, until there was a chance of a fresh start, 
until things could be forgotten about and left to the archives, or else used 
partially with the names changed in some work of fiction by a writer in 
exile. 

Karl’s uncle was called Ingo, although he never answered to it 
even if it was shouted across a playing field at him. With periodic help 
from the fire brigade, Ingo had brought Karl up in the puzzled and distant 
way someone who had always known he didn’t want any children did. 
Both Karl’s parents had died of Spanish Influenza in 1919, causing 
something of a kerfuffle, and a very young Karl had ended up at his 
uncle’s clutching a quickly scribbled note saying ‘Look after this child.’ At 
first Ingo had looked at the child as if it was a surprise Christmas present 
he didn’t like and wouldn’t use, before he relented and agreed to have as 
little to do with him as possible. Karl’s uncle was someone who could 



remember in some detail the lives of indecent behaviour based on sound 
principles many had led before the Great War. There was his season 
ticket to the brothels of Paris, and the planning of meetings to celebrate 
the joint jubilees of the Emperor Franz Joseph and Kaiser Wilhelm in 
1918. He enjoyed going to concerts by thirteen-year old wunderkinds 
and drank good wine to keep up his stamina. It should never have ended 
in Austria’s ultimatum to Serbia – Russia’s mobilisation in support of 
Belgrade - The blank cheque issued to Austria by Germany – The need 
to knock France quickly out of the war – The violation of Belgian 
neutrality and the committing of British troops to the continent of Europe. 
No, uncle Ingo would not personally take the blame for all that. 

Ingo had looked carefully at the European situation in July 1914 
taking into account the size of the Kaiser’s champagne bill, as well as a 
feeling the German armies would not be able to execute the plan, and 
had his Dutch agents transfer most of the family fortune, meaning both 
his and his brother’s, now Karl’s, out of Germany to a place where all of 
its useless qualities would remain safe from interference.  

After 1918 he decided to have little to do with all of the changes as 
he wasn’t someone who came up with a new style easily. He stuck with 
what he already had and drew some lines his nephew shouldn’t cross. 
One line Ingo drew was communism and the other line was the stage. 
So when Karl ended up on a communist stage, uncle Ingo decided it was 
time for the youngster to take a break from the exciting collapse of the 
Weimar Republic and its social and artistic experiments, improve his 
modern languages, and get some idea about how things were actually 
paid for. Ingo was determined after all the efforts of being a reluctant 
guardian not to end up with an artist on his hands, and so made plans to 
send Karl to Britain for a year where he could dry out from the 
dangerous ideas he was having. 

Karl was not against abroad – A summer in the Austrian Lakes 
then down to Genoa and voyage to Sardinia, or Crete or perhaps even 
further to Egypt, which would be good for the congestion he tended to 
suffer from in the winter months, but when the offer turned into the 
Industrial North of England he didn’t want to go. The traffic lights 
changed and he went. 

Karl switched off the reading lamp, and without being interrupted, 
made his way out of the office into the consulate’s hallway while there 
was still some colour in the sky. He brushed against the Christmas tree 



causing a fresh fall of pine needles. As far as the reds and greens of the 
season went it seemed no expense had been spared. Christmas 
billowed out in the foyer like a Wagnerian production. Cosima Wagner 
could have woken up to the Siegfried Idyll in this villa and felt perfectly at 
home. Karl had already spent six months in a place where he had been 
completely camouflaged from his previous experience. He hadn’t known 
such a place existed until he’d arrived in it. But every morning it 
managed to be there ready and waiting for him. It was his uncle’s idea 
for him to lie low here. 

Uncle Ingo had expected it might come to this, as far back as 20 
years earlier, just after the Titanic went down, he was of a mind, and the 
way things were going in 1932 hadn’t altered his opinion. In a Berlin 
interior crammed with just him and his nephew, uncle Ingo had outlined 
his thinking. He explained how the degeneration of the German mind 
began with the Prussian victory over Austria at Konigratz, or Sadowa as 
it was known. This marked the beginning of the delusion of a National 
aim. For uncle Ingo, thought had never been more abandoned than in 
1866. And by degrees through a series of historical catastrophes Ingo 
reached the contemporary and spoke in the present tense. ‘The latest 
incarnation of this mindlessness may well be the politics of National 
Socialism’ he said steadily but with purpose, as if trying to play himself 
out of a very deep bunker. ‘But now is not the time to assault a brown 
shirt with a bicycle chain!’ Karl shrugged, at ease with what was a fair 
representation of the truth. ‘To compound the error when the scum 
recovered consciousness by forcing him to drink your urine from a silver 
flask, a flask I remember giving you as an eighteenth birthday present 
makes it impossible for me to continue your monthly allowance on the 
present terms.’  

‘What do you suggest?’ 

‘A cooling off period, a trip abroad.’ 

‘What if I won’t go?’ 

‘Some photographs have come my way.’ 

‘I’m not standing next to Hitler am I?’ 

His uncle put down some prints of him in all positions. 

‘How did you get these? Are you a collector?’ 



Ingo ignored his nephew and continued, ‘The time has come Karl to put 
some distance between you and it.’ 

‘Sounds like I’m being given half an hour to make my escape in.’ 

‘Two days, your berth is booked.’ 

‘You think the brown shirts have me in their sights?’ 

‘If they have a list I’d say you are just behind the man who jailed 
Goering’s dad in 1927.’ 

‘O.K. If I must I’ll go.’ 

‘It would be best.’ 

Karl’s opinion was that the main lesson of the 20th century was that 
nothing could be hidden and nothing was worth hiding, and a few 
pornographic photographs shouldn’t make any difference, breaking 
brown shirt noses apart. But then he always did underestimate social 
convention. 

His uncle had no need to use the threats he had prepared earlier. 
There was no set to, as there often was with them, both wanting to raze 
the other to the ground. There was no need for a ferocious high- pitched 
scene full of breathless shouting, which left uncle Ingo somewhere 
between breaking his nephew’s fingers and blubbing all over him. 

‘It’s good that we are both perverse enough to come to some kind 
of agreement. Next year your inheritance is released to you and you can 
do what you want, and I’m sure you will. Until then…’ Ingo looked at Karl 
and hoped he would try not to care too much. It seemed like the only 
way to survive these days. As far as Karl could remember this was how 
it happened or words to that effect. 

Karl felt he was thousands of miles to the north of six months ago 
at the pivot of a winter day. Brief clarity was about to be crushed by a 
long night. Twenty minutes earlier he might have noticed how the city 
was briefly dipped in gold on one of those sunset days at the end of the 
year when industrial effort paused for the rebirth of light, and a coal 
dusted version of El Dorado could be tried out. Ten minutes saturated in 
the unconquered sun. But Karl wasn’t interested in any of that. Since he 
was small he had always had trouble knowing exactly what to do with a 
view. If there was a spiritual side to money making, then these buildings 
were the cathedrals and temples of their day and the dirt on their floors 



should have been swept up and sold to believers in free trade around 
the world. 

He missed the sound of the red megaphone on the streets. 
The waves of comment and agitation, the satirical and sentimental ways 
used to escape reality, the deep lack of conviction, whereas here was 
just a refugee camp for history where he had soon been reduced to a 
kind of daily integrity and he was looking for a way out of it. 

But once he was away from the frankincense, gold and myrrh of 
the consulate, Karl, if he did not feel more natural, and more like the 
shepherds among their flocks, at least felt more like himself. He hadn’t 
much time for the way his colleagues spent all of their time calculating by 
hand what might happen next. The consulate had the most up to date 
out of date information available and could not be certain which way 
events would go. There was a feeling that water had been pouring into 
the vessel for some time but that this volume had yet to be translated 
into a definite seven degrees to starboard list. There was a feeling 14 
years of constant and ineffectual voting were being abandoned and the 
Republic was settling down to its fate, and Karl didn’t care to kick his 
heels in the stricken ship any more than he needed to. 

Karl carried on walking away from the consulate as if it were about 
to blow. He was off over to the American consulate in Britannia House, 
six or seven minutes away downhill and across town. He went past three 
or four theatres and cinemas. It was pantomime season and there was 
no hope of any fighting in the streets over the latest Krenek Opera. He 
often went over to see Ray, his more than opposite number found under 
the thirteen stripes and forty eight stars. Ray was the kind of relaxed 
American who gave the impression he might decide to shoot you if 
things didn’t quite work out. 

Britannia House was a transatlantic liner of a building. A stone- 
faced girder-constructed copper domed slab at the corner of the 
criss-cross roads. It could have been built for the Union castle shipping 
line, looking like a building that wanted to slash travel time in half. Its 
murals evoked the Suez and Panama Canals, ambitious to save 
forty-two per cent travel time between Liverpool and San Francisco and 
thirty-two percent between Glasgow and Bombay. And here it stayed 
put, as useful to the maritime world as the North-West passage. A 
building full of the overseas but run aground on the windswept atoll of a 
corner. Sometimes ropes were slung around the building to help the 



public navigate through the sudden Bay of Biscay conditions at the base 
of Britannia House when it was blowing a gale. But today Karl had no 
need to flatten himself against the sides of the icebreaker. Tree 
branches didn’t move. The smoke rose vertically. 

Britannia House was filled by a mixture of businesses including the 
American consulate. On the ground floor there were waiting rooms and 
knots of people with half formed hopes. The nature of their business 
could be guessed at as legal, insurance claims, or registering births or 
deaths, the kind of tasks which all had the same pallor to them, but the 
significance of any and all of their writs was lost on Karl as he breezed 
by. 

The lift with its double concertina doors and imprisoned lift-boy 
looked like a short cut to the treatment room, but no one on the ground 
floor seemed to make it so far and they were left to only imagine the 
meaningful discussions which might happen on floors three, four and 
even five of the building. 

‘American consulate – Fourth floor.’ Karl said to the uniform. 

‘Are you emigrating?’ 

‘Only just got here.’ 

There was two seconds silence before Karl asked ‘How do you 
spend all day in a lift? You don’t even have a book or a magazine.’ 

‘Distraction doesn’t help in this job. It only leads to dissatisfaction 
and the urge to take up watercolour painting. Fourth floor,’ announced 
the lift attendant as if it were a department store where radiograms and 
bags were a possibility.’ Catch you on the way down.’ 

Let out of the cage Karl felt like tiptoeing on points from one tree to 
the next. The corridor was so ordinary it suggested there might be some 
Xanadu behind the doors to compensate. Karl walked by a Musical 
Agency and the Rolls Royce sales office for the area, before he got to 
the consulate at the end of this corridor. With a quick rap on the frosted 
glass Karl stepped through into something which always seemed a little 
less than serious. 

‘What’s up?’ Ray, who had his feet up on the desk asked Karl. 

‘The usual things.’ 

‘Any developments?’ 



‘I might need to stay here.’ 

Ray looked up from the Rugby League scores in the paper, a sport 
he had acquired a taste for in this hardship posting. 

‘Why?’ 

‘In Germany everyone is choosing one side or another, and I can’t 
see the charm of either.’ 

‘True, I can’t see you as a National Socialist, or a Communist for 
that matter. Your hair cut is more suited to being in a book by Evelyn 
Waugh.’ 

Karl let this pass, not knowing who Evelyn Waugh was and 
continued, ‘The unemployed on the streets are communist one week, 
fascist the next. Whoever is paying the most money.’ 

‘But you’re neither?’ 

‘Yes, though I went out with a great looking communist once. She 
threw the Javelin. Her bed cover had the words “All red sportswomen for 
Thälmann” on it.’ 

‘Kinky.’ 

Karl didn’t mention the time he was the preferred model for a 
sculptor’s socialist realist phase. It would have been a twice life size 
version of him holding hammer and sickle but the monument had never 
got beyond the concept stage. 

Ray liked listening, something most people never managed, but he 
didn’t like to get to know too much. He got paid in a small way to keep up 
to date with European politics. He was interested in it but not obsessed 
and knew how not to talk too much about the Rapallo Treaties in mixed 
company. Citizenship questions were more Ray’s field. He was someone 
who could change a Rumanian into a Dane given enough time. 

‘You don’t have to stay German all your life, ever thought of 
becoming British.’ 

‘Could I?’ 

‘Sure,’ Ray said in a way which suggested he could become 
Argentinian if he wanted for all he cared. 



Karl liked the first ripple of the idea. It would be good people not 
knowing who he was, though he would have to get a few people 
interested in him in the first place to make the transformation worthwhile. 

‘I would have thought if anyone is temperamentally ill suited to 
National Socialism then it’s you.’ Ray didn’t know too much about Karl 
but it sounded about right for someone of his weight, height and attitude. 

‘Superficially I fit all their requirements, but my heart isn’t in it.’ 

‘It’s best not to get too enthusiastic,’ said Ray. ‘I got enthusiastic 
once and voted for La Follette, an independent presidential candidate 
who ran against big business and their friends the identical parties.’ Exile 
from the United States suited Ray, if not exactly here then say 
somewhere like Sicily or North Africa where someone for health reasons 
could keep in excellent physical shape. He would also like to find 
somewhere which had no use for the American century, because he 
certainly didn’t. 

‘Of course it’s perfectly possible the next six months won’t be very 
much like the last six months,’ said Ray keen not to become involved in 
an unnecessary chain of historical events. 

‘In six months I get my inheritance.’ 

‘Money is always a consolation.’ 

‘My uncle says if Hitler gets in we’ll never get rid of him.’ 

‘You said you don’t listen to anything your uncle says.’ 

‘I don’t. Even so I find it difficult to get the sound of his voice out of 
my head,’ Karl said with a grin,’ and besides the old bastard is usually 
right.’ 

The engine room of Europe was only faintly detectable in 
Yorkshire at the best of times, but lately this muffled sound had turned 
into an eerie silence. The continent was dead in the water, in coffin 
corner, full of a darkness it was difficult to sleep through. 

‘The quaint Weimar Republic ended two years ago, and then with 
people like Von Papen ruling by edict it isn’t easy to distinguish when 
real evil appears.’ It was the kind of thing Ray said. 

‘So when do you think evil will appear?’ Karl asked him. 

‘What time is it now?’ said Ray. 



Whatever the conversation between the two of them was about, 
there was plenty of space between the words they used. 

‘I suppose I could get married here,’ said Karl. 

‘A use for the institution at last.’ 

‘Finally, be myself.’ 

‘I prefer to be the true self of someone else rather than myself,’ 
said Ray looking quickly down at his notes to remind him exactly where 
he was. 

Bruning – June 32. 

Von Papen – June to November 32. 

Schleicher – December 32 to…? 

Hitler? - ? to ? 

‘And Hitler it is,’ said Ray. 

‘Hitler?’ Karl quizzed. 

’43.9% of the population have spoken.’ 

‘But what does it mean?’ 

‘It means we can remove the question marks. Admittedly it’s not a 
majority of the popular vote, but since when has that stopped a 
politician.’ The sound of the street outside, ever present but unnoticed, 
suddenly ebbed like the sound of an ocean retreating over a pebble 
beach. The time had come to be wide awake. The ideas of yesterday 
were now as useful as nails made from porridge. 

`When do you think all the paperwork will be done for a new 
regime?’ 

‘End of March at the latest.’ 

‘My crazy idea about getting married is starting to sound much 
more than sensible,’ said Karl. 

‘Who are you going to get married to?’ 

‘Anybody.’ 

‘Well there’s never been any anthropological proof for the 
institution, but I’ll see who’s available,’ said Ray. 



‘How much will it cost?’ 

‘Now we’re off the gold standard I couldn’t say, but more 
importantly I know someone who has never let me down in the past.’ 
Ray didn’t need to consult a card index for something completely inside 
his head. 

They went through quick calculations and cultures, marks and 
pounds until they arrived at the currency needed in the here and now. 
They both had a few problems with capitalism and could agree the only 
way to get anything done was through ready cash. 

‘I guess you’ve never used him before then?’ said Karl. 

‘Never.’ 

‘That explains the 100% record.’ 

‘Look on it positively, if we don’t know what’s going to happen, 
neither does anyone else.’ Ray said this as if he had just forgotten the 
combination to a safe he needed to open, before clearing his desk of the 
day to day and thinking on a larger scale. Even if Ray had the budget 
and time to audition thousands, he felt Karl would still be perfect as one 
half of the problem. He was a harmonious fit with discordant times. From 
the front his light brown eyes managed charm without being foolish, and 
he had the correct metric measure from the bottom of his nose to the top 
lip. Use of callipers would confirm the right proportions. There was no 
need to make any alterations to him, he could slot right in to whatever 
was necessary. 

‘I don’t think we can get any further today,’ said Ray, confident that 
they had hardly started. Ray was sure he could help, though he wasn’t 
sure exactly how and couldn’t say what they had agreed to do. There 
was little trace to say anything had occurred, the ashtray had been 
half-heartedly filled but nothing had been signed which would guarantee 
anyone’s neutrality. But Karl seemed satisfied they had come to some 
kind of understanding. They might not have looked into each other’s 
souls but they were as prepared as any two Émigrés could be, for what 
they could be sure, was not exactly knowable. 

 

 

 


