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  Praise for The Reader

  ‘The Reader is a fine novel, as far above a Holocaust genre as Crime and Punishment is above the average thriller. A sensitive, daring, deeply moving book about the tragic results of fear and the redemptive
   power of understanding’ Ruth Rendell
  

  ‘Crammed with incident and analysis, and yet Schlink finds room for virtuoso passages of evocation … compelling’

  London Review of Books

  ‘Until I read this novel I was not convinced that there was room for many more books about the Holocaust … the universal appeal
   of his sparely told story will remain’
  

  Sunday Telegraph

  ‘He has thought so long and hard about German guilt that The Reader distils its questions, its answers, and its pure pain more simply and disturbingly than anything I’ve ever read’
  

  The Spectator

  ‘Book reviewing can be a somewhat bleak trade … The infrequent bonus is the arrival, almost unheralded, of a masterly work.
   Then, the reviewer’s sole and privileged function is to say as loudly as he is able “Read this” and “read it again’“
  

  George Steiner, Observer

  ‘Achieves enormous moral force in the strength of its uncertainty … haunting and unforgettable’ Literary Review

  ‘Bernhard Schlink’s extraordinary novel The Reader is a compelling meditation on the connections between Germany’s past and present, dramatized with extreme emotional intelligence
   as the story of a relationship between the narrator and an older woman. It has won deserved praise across Europe for the tact
   and power with which it handles its material, both erotic and philosophical’ Independent Saturday Magazine
  

  ‘[Schlink] confronts the difficulty of evading (or wholly recovering) his own and his country’s past. He explores the conflict
   between generations, wrestling with collective guilt and individual motivation. He examines the nature of understanding and
   tests the limits of forgiveness. He does these things with honesty, restraint and a moral precision both unsettling and rare.
   The result is as compelling as any thriller’
  

  The Times
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  Bernhard Schlink was born in Germany in 1944. A professor of law at the University of Berlin and former judge, he is the author
   of the major international bestseller Flights of Love, and several prize-winning crime novels. His latest novel, Homecoming, is also available from Orion. He lives in Berlin.
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  Part One

  

 
  
  
  CHAPTER ONE

  
  

  
  WHEN I WAS FIFTEEN, I GOT HEPATITIS. It started in the autumn and lasted until spring. As the old year darkened and turned colder, I got weaker and weaker.
   Things didn’t start to improve until the new year. January was warm, and my mother moved my bed out onto the balcony. I saw
   sky, sun, clouds, and heard the voices of children playing in the courtyard. As dusk came one evening in February, there was
   the sound of a blackbird singing.
  

  
  The first time I ventured outside, it was to go from Blumenstrasse, where we lived on the second floor of a massive turn-of-the-century
   building, to Bahnhofstrasse. That’s where I’d thrown up on the way home from school one day the previous October. I’d been feeling weak for days, in a
   way that was completely new to me. Every step was an effort. When I was faced with stairs either at home or at school, my
   legs would hardly carry me. I had no appetite. Even if I sat down at the table hungry, I soon felt queasy. I woke up every
   morning with a dry mouth and the sensation that my insides were in the wrong place and pressing too hard against my bones.
   I was ashamed of being so weak. I was even more ashamed when I threw up. That was another thing that had never happened to
   me before. My mouth was suddenly full, I tried to swallow everything down again, and clenched my teeth with my hand in front
   of my mouth, but it all burst out of my mouth anyway straight through my fingers. I leaned against the wall of the building,
   looked down at the vomit around my feet, and retched something clear and sticky.
  

  
  When rescue came, it was almost an assault. The woman seized my arm and pulled me through the dark entrance into the courtyard.
   Up above there were lines strung from window to window, loaded with laundry. Wood was stacked in the courtyard; in an open
   workshop a saw screamed and shavings flew. The woman turned on the tap, washed my hand first, and then cupped both of hers
   and threw water in my face. I dried myself with a handkerchief.
  

  
  ‘Get that one!’ There were two pails standing by the tap: she grabbed one and filled it. I took the other one, filled it, and followed her through the entrance. She swung her arm, the water sluiced down across the walk and washed the
   vomit into the gutter. Then she took my pail and sent a second wave of water across the walk.
  

  
  When she straightened up, she saw I was crying. ‘Hey, kid,’ she said, startled, ‘hey, kid’ — and took me in her arms. I wasn’t
   much taller than she was, I could feel her breasts against my chest. I smelled the sourness of my own breath and felt a sudden
   sweat as she held me, and didn’t know where to look. I stopped crying.
  

  
  She asked me where I lived, put the pails down in the entrance, and took me home, walking beside me holding my satchel in
   one hand and my arm in the other. It’s no great distance from Bahnhofstrasse to the Blumenstrasse. She walked quickly, and
   her decisiveness helped me to keep pace with her. She said goodbye in front of our building.
  

  
  That same day my mother called in the doctor, who diagnosed hepatitis. At some point I told my mother about the woman. If
   it hadn’t been for that, I don’t think I would have gone to see her. But my mother simply assumed that as soon as I was better,
   I would use my pocket money to buy some flowers, go introduce myself, and say thank you, which was why at the end of February
   I found myself heading for Bahnhofstrasse.
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