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Introduction

Good night, good night. Parting is such sweet sorrow
That I shall say ‘Good night’ till it be morrow.

—William Shakespeare, Romeo and Juliet

‘Der Sonnabend war ein unseliger Tag.’ ‘Saturday was a grim old day.’ Some things are so fresh, one practically hears the hiss of air into the vacuum-packed contents of ninety years. Raimund Pretzel – as he appears in the novel, since Sebastian Haffner is a nom de plume – wrote Abschied (Parting) in just five weeks in October and November 1932. He was twenty-four years old. The events and circumstances he was writing about were a year in the past. The manuscript then lay in a desk drawer as Haffner went into exile and embarked on a distinguished career as commentator on legal and political and diplomatic affairs, taking British nationality and writing for the Observer. When it was first published in German in 2025, long after Haffner’s death, it was the literary sensation of the year.

‘Der Sonnabend war ein unseliger Tag.’ ‘Saturday was a grim old day.’ One might be forgiven for thinking that no work as blithe and youthful and effervescent as Parting could possibly be by a German. Aren’t they always deeper and darker? (Yes, they are.) Actually, it is, but it is in highly select company (I am thinking of Meine Freundin Lo by René Schickele, Schloss Gripsholm by Kurt Tucholsky, or Das kunstseidene Mädchen by Irmgard Keun). This makes it all the more vulnerable and valuable. At the very end of 1932, here is a paean to Paris, to Bohemianism and cosmopolitanism, almost to the very fact of being young, with the Nazi curtain about to fall on all that and more. Imagine if some Roman bard had composed something to celebrate the fabulous Herculanean spring of, oh, 79 AD.

All the big, structuring things of life are alluded to in Parting, but they have been subtly pushed offstage. So, yes, there is work, home, family, etc., etc., but the clump of young people whose frantic meetings and re-meetings comprise most of the action are on holiday from their lives. Time ticks on, but for all but one of them nothing much changes. They are students, but we never see them studying; clerical workers and film extras who do no clerking or acting; in Paris for a good time, except they have no money; remittance men whose disapproving families are safely stashed away in other countries, unable to help, but more importantly perhaps, to hinder. The French of this galère is no better than it ought to be, except with the Brits, who proudly have none, to go with their crusher handshakes and their Charakterköpfe, their jumbled physiognomies. (The sort of role played by the towel-dropping, beach-lounger-claiming Germans in some British perspectives is, in this German novel, taken by Brits.)

In fact, Parting’s characters might as well be a bunch of astronauts, lounging around a space station; their hotel rooms and café tables are just about as confined, their inter-personal distances no more commodious. And the role of weightlessness might be taken in each case by love, because surely, from Andrews to Horrwitz, and Briand to ‘the Latin Americans’, there is no one here who is not in love with the luscious and fearless Teddy. She exerts the gravitational pull that holds them down, she is the femme they cherche, the woman in the piece, whose remembered – nay, unforgettable – attractions have brought Raimund, an unhappy and high-minded tyro lawyer, to Paris from Berlin, and now just about keep her little court together: a Zuleika Dobson, a Cleopatra, a Helen. A heavenly body whom we see flitting in and out of exhaustion (even her hands at one point are described as looking tired), through the on and off of lipstick, facing them all in her different aspects.

Remorselessly ticking time and a seemingly unending supply of ferocious (French) cigarettes keep things going. Negligible sums of money, an unreliable watch (French as well, wouldn’t you know it), a pair of trousers, a suitcase, cheap meals and some leftover fruit make for a soft succession of incident. But chiefly, the characters make their own action with their meetings and exchanges, their shots at barely noticeable one-upmanship, their seething humiliations, their unobtrusive braggadocio. Raimund stands out because he is the one who is time-limited. All the others get to stay; he has come to the end of his fortnight.

To make up for that, he gets to be the narrator. Cannily, Haffner allows him no introspection. None at all. No motivation, no hope, no despair, no feeling. He might as well be the silent era comedian Harold Lloyd, hanging from the minute hand. It has almost all his attention. With the rest, strickenly, he reports on events. He takes in Paris. Obsessed with Teddy, he spends most of his time with other young men, his rivals – or those he takes to be his rivals. He is an intelligent and curious individual. He experiences – worse luck – culture. He takes in Manet and El Greco at the Louvre; reads the new Aldous Huxley; listens to Romanian folk music; recites Li Po and Brecht (ironically, the wonderfully sleazy ‘Zuhälterballade ’, the Ballad of Immoral Earnings from The Threepenny Opera) and thinks about lines from Rilke (the very sad quotation near the end, from the ‘Eighth Duino Elegy’). All this fills and colours the novel. And then Raimund is getting his bearings: Paris is just about slotting into place. He scolds the small-town Paris of the trams and celebrates the modern metropolis of the Metro; he hails the French for their mastery of pastry and deprecates their cakes. All of that is and is not Teddy, who, one is left to think, has kept herself back and pushed the city forward.

By the end of the novel, the easy, if anxious, convergence of nationalities seems to be over. There are winners and losers again, and there is nothing for Raimund but the train which has been waiting for him throughout the whole of this short book. (In this, it is like Gabriel García Márquez’s Chronicle of a Death Foretold.) It is, as it were, the same train that will carry millions to their deaths, and Haffner into exile. The locomotive that, in a piece Joseph Roth wrote in France just a little earlier, ‘wails like the dead.’ It is hard not to think that a reader’s final sense of Parting will not have been shaped by the bloodthirsty joking, repeated like many things here, of Franz: ‘I can’t wait for the next war. With flamethrowers and all, yah?’ But there I go again, deepening and darkening in my German way. Books know more than their authors.

—Michael Hofmann, 2026


Saturday was a grim old day. I was upset with Teddy, and as if that wasn’t enough, Teddy was upset with me. I think everyone else was upset with me as well: Mlle Gault, Horrwitz, of course the Bavarian, even Franz, and I hadn’t done anything to upset Franz. Between four and five, Franz came round to see me in my room, as I was sitting there with no lights on, feeling wretched and done in and almost going to sleep. There was a knock on the door, and I said, ‘Come in,’ and I thought: Teddy. And: Everything’s going to be all right – and then it was Franz.

‘Oh, it’s you,’ I said. ‘Afternoon. How are you?’

‘Well,’ he said, ‘I bunked off sick, but I’m all right. What are you doing, what are you doing with yourself?’

‘Not so much,’ I said. ‘You know I’m going tomorrow – cigarette?’

He helped himself, I helped myself, and we smoked. They were Gitanes rouges, six francs the carton, untipped, abrasive little things; my whole room smelt of them, and no sooner had we taken our first puffs than the acrid peppery smell seemed to emerge from everywhere.

‘I thought you might have paid me a visit, you know,’ said Franz with a little cough; perhaps it was the smoke getting to him, or his illness or my cold-heartedness. ‘But that’s just the way it is; insufficient apathy, or something.’

‘Terribly sorry,’ I said.

‘Don’t be, don’t be,’ he said.

I suppose I should say a few words about Franz Frischauer at this point. Franz Frischauer was tall, fair-haired and good-looking; he looked not unlike the Archangel Michael. He and Teddy were friends, and I was madly jealous of him. But then he had oodles of charm, and that disarming South German accent; he came from somewhere near Heidelberg. He was by profession a prodigal son. He was educated, proud, on his uppers, incredibly vain, dreamily ambitious, penniless, and had a funny sort of life.

‘You’re not quite over it yet, are you?’ I said.

‘I guess you’re right,’ he said. ‘I was running 38.2 this morning. But you know, a man feels lonesome, lying in bed, with no one else around.’

‘My dear fellow,’ I said. ‘I’m so sorry. I didn’t know you were really under the weather, and then – you know – I have worries of my own. You deserve a good whipping for going around with a temperature of thirty-eight.’

‘Probably,’ he said.

It was twilight, and I looked at Mlle Gault’s watch which I wore on my wrist and saw that I had a rendezvous with Teddy in five minutes.

‘You ought to take to your bed again,’ I said. ‘I promise to pop by and see you in the evening.’

‘Nah,’ he drawled. ‘Lying down now would be a mistake. I’ll only feel sorry for myself. Have you had your coffee yet? I’m going to the Capoulade – why don’t you come?’

‘Unfortunately,’ I said, ‘unfortunately, that’s completely out of the question. You see – I’m meeting Teddy at five. We’re going shopping.’

Inevitably, he was miffed. ‘But of course, of course,’ he said, and I had to cajole him into letting me visit him later. He agreed to take a couple of cigarettes which I guiltily pressed on him.

I picked up Teddy in a taxi and we spent two or three ghoulish hours together. We were both out of sorts. First, we headed up the long arrow-straight Rue Saint-Jacques, which I loved, to some institute or other, where we had the taxi wait for us. I remember what it was now: it was the American Institute for Female Students, and we were there for a membership card. Members had club privileges and access to a reading room, but also some medical insurance, emergency treatment and so forth, and it wasn’t even expensive, fifty francs, which is eight marks, give or take. A long time ago, by a combination of blackmail and cajolery and threats and loco parental strictness, I’d managed to extract from Teddy a promise to let me buy her a membership card (I was always worried for Teddy), but nothing had been done about it, and today was my last day, and we were out of sorts. I insisted and Teddy was dead against it, but she was too out of sorts to argue with me about it, and she just sort of shrugged and turned away, and so we headed up the Rue Saint-Jacques, with her silently in the left corner of the cab and me silently in the right. Then we arrived there, and we clambered out of the taxi, and I said, ‘You’ll have to do this,’ (because neither my French nor my English was up to it), and she didn’t reply and we walked in, and it turned out the place was closed; the porter or whatever he was said: ‘Come back on Monday’ – I understood: lundi. Lundi would see me hundreds of miles away.

So I had my fifty-franc note in my hand – French money is remarkably crisp and somehow resistant – and I said: ‘Oh well, nothing to be done now. So will you be good enough to sign up for it yourself on Monday?’

But she said ‘no’ and ‘absolutely not’ so adamantly, and looked away, and turned her hands and her shoulders away as well; in fact, her whole body made such a juddering refusal that even while I was speaking to her I felt it was useless and messed up. ‘But why,’ I said, ‘don’t spoil this for me, be a good girl, be sensible, and here, take it, you can see there’s no other way of doing it,’ before returning the money to my pocket.

We got back in the taxi and headed off in a different direction, crossing the Seine and past the Opéra, along the grands boulevards and then through perfectly unfamiliar streets, with Teddy sitting silently in the left corner of the cab and me silently in the right. At one point on the journey, she got out and bought something in a shop, and then she got back in, and we drove on in silence. From either side, great sheaves of light fell through the windows and the Saturday bustle was intense, the driver kept hooting the whole time, at times we were completely stuck, and at other times we went along down dark side streets at a great lick. But everything felt broken, and we sat silently in our respective corners, and tomorrow I was leaving, and then it would all be over.

We drove to the Galeries Lafayette and we told the taxi to wait, and there was a fearful racket inside and a heated atmosphere that seemed to wrap itself around your head like cheap drink. Teddy bought a veil for Mlle Gault, and I don’t know what else, and just as we were leaving she bought one of those odd French sugar shakers that she wanted me to take back to her mother in Berlin. And all the time it was actually past closing, they were trying to close, the sales assistants were running around packing up, we had a job finding anyone to serve us and we turned to some supervisor or department head or what do I know, and he made a gesture of benediction and obedience over us (it was a terribly French gesture) and he kept shouting something. ‘What’s he shouting?’ I asked. ‘Vendeur,’ said Teddy. And then I understood it, too. We reverted to our silent mode. After a while a sales assistant turned up, and Teddy bought the sugar shaker, and we walked downstairs and got in our taxi and headed off again.

Again Teddy was sitting silently in the left corner and I was sitting silently in the right corner. I felt utterly miserable, and I thought Teddy looked terrible as well. Sometimes I would take a peek at her, and I could see she looked tired and her eyes were sad and the colour of cod liver oil, and her mouth was slack and sad, and the bright lipstick she had unfortunately applied looked entirely out of place. I was terribly in love with her and terribly out of sorts, and I felt stubborn and broken, and close to tears, but I also felt as though nothing mattered, and tomorrow everything would be over anyway. And we drove on and on and we were back in the magnificent bustle of the boulevards again, and we turned round a corner and I suddenly saw in unexpected proximity and majesty the Vendôme column looming in front of us. Then we drove through more unfamiliar streets, things flew by us on either side very quickly and fantastically, everything was so endlessly excessive and futile, and the taxi fare was swelling enormously, and I didn’t even have that much money left. But this was still the pleasanter part of the day, because later on Teddy would have to go out somewhere – she had an invitation – and I would be on my own again.

When I was back in my room, first I smoked a Gitane, and then I went off to buy some fruit and pastries, because I was expecting Franz Frischauer, and Teddy was going to drop by to say goodbye before she went out for the evening. We kept on making arrangements, even though we were out of sorts. And Teddy did come, too, but she came with Mlle Gault, and then Franz showed up, and suddenly there was Horrwitz, who had tried knocking on Teddy’s door, and all of a sudden there were a lot of people and noise in my little room, and I had my hands full offering fruit and seeing that people had what they wanted. Mlle Gault was in hat and coat, but she already had on the veil that Teddy had bought her in the Galeries Lafayette, and I told her I thought it was ‘très gentil’; she thanked me politely and earnestly. Mlle Gault was an earnest girl with dark hair who came from somewhere in the north of France; she had lost both her parents, gave language lessons and played the cello; by appearance, she was of the type that ages into caricatures of Marianne. She lived upstairs from me, in Number 15, and she knew Teddy. Our acquaintance, exactly a fortnight old, had begun with her lending me her watch; I had left mine in Berlin in the kerfuffle of my going, and no sooner had she heard of this than she offered to loan me hers (she owned another one as well) for a fortnight. This second watch didn’t look excessively feminine – it was round and medium-sized; you might say it was sexless – its only fault was that it sometimes stopped: ‘il faut la secouer parfois,’ said Mlle Gault, ‘elle est capricieuse – comme sa maîtresse.’ This even though Marguerite Gault was the very opposite of capricieuse; she was never other than quiet, gently sad and friendly; she would listen to my barbaric French with polite seriousness, and only once, when I came up with ‘plus bien’, did she correct me: ‘mieux’ (with lowered voice, as it were entre nous). With Teddy she showed a kind of quiet, almost whimsical soulmate-tenderness, as sometimes exists between women; she called her ‘mon bébé’ or ‘mon petit enfant’; she scolded her for not eating enough, and plied her with biscuits and bananas. She was hospitality personified, anyway; I remember – as though in a dream – her improvised tea parties, at which, as if responding to the summons of a magic flute, whole companies assembled uninvited: Teddy, Andrews, Buschreuter, Franz and me – and we sat or loafed around on her wide French bed, and sipped blackish fragrant tea from Mlle Gault’s thin cups and nibbled pastries and smoked and conversed in various languages, while Mlle Gault slunk around silently and hospitably, keeping the samovar filled …

Mlle Gault was speaking French with Teddy, who was dressed to go out. All I could make out of what they were saying was that it was about the Germans, and that Mlle Gault, always quiet and melancholy-subdued, said she abhorred generalisations, she thought generalisations were stupid, and she knew some charming Germans, and of course some of the other sort as well – ‘ceux qui n’étaient même pas polis’ – but of course it was ridiculous to generalise. I felt a little ill at ease; I wasn’t sure that wasn’t referring to me – ceux qui n’étaient même pas polis – I thought of the awful dance last night, and my spirits sank. By now Horrwitz had joined in the conversation about the Germans, and was discreetly steering it towards more general subjects; he talked about Europe and cooperation and what the nations needed for their survival, and Franz turned to me, smiled a little superior smile about the odd conversation of the others and suggested he and I go out for a drink. But I didn’t feel like drinking, at least not going for a drink; I didn’t have that much money left, either; I suggested that Franz stay here – he could always bring someone back if he wanted to, and we could pick up a couple of bottles of Bordeaux. But that didn’t suit Franz either. ‘You know,’ he said, ‘when I sit in one of your chairs, I come over all melancholy; I need to get out a bit.’ He smiled, and I smiled, because we could both see there was no agreement between us.

Horrwitz turned politely in my direction and praised my pears; he said they were delicious pears. As soon as Horrwitz joined in, Franz put on his superior expression and made unfair use of his height to look down on Horrwitz. Something occurred to me, and I told Horrwitz I had something I needed to discuss with him tomorrow, if possible. In the meantime, Franz had turned in the direction of Teddy, and was criticising her appearance. This was not done without a certain pizzazz, like everything else he did; a smug, spoilt, proprietorial air. Teddy laughed and said, ‘You can talk!’ and then, abruptly all heart, with a look in her eye and a tone in her voice that made me madly envious of Franz: ‘Seriously, though, Franz, you need to lie down, be a good boy and go to bed.’ He shook his head, and reached into his coat pocket for a flask. I just managed to catch Horrwitz telling me he could manage some time between nine and ten in the morning, maybe even lunchtime.

There was a knock on the door and in walked Mr Andrews, greeted everyone, crushed all our hands in his, tapped Mlle Gault on the shoulder with a crooked index finger, as one might knock on a door, and remarked: ‘Half past eight. Time to go.’ Immediately, there was an atmosphere of panic departure. Teddy and Horrwitz had to go. ‘When will you be back?’ I asked. ‘Not late,’ said Teddy, ‘I’m tired already.’ ‘Will you pop in,’ I asked, ‘say goodnight?’ Teddy lived two floors above me. ‘I’m not sure,’ she said, and her eyes seemed to come to life. ‘Do you want me to?’ ‘Yes,’ I said. ‘All right,’ she said. ‘But just for five minutes, I feel really tired.’ ‘All right. All right,’ I said. ‘See you later. Have a good time.’ ‘You too,’ she said. ‘Bye.’

Andrews went off with Mlle Gault, and Horrwitz went off with Teddy. ‘Well,’ said Franz, ‘so you don’t want to come?’ and then he left as well. I heard them all talking outside, and I picked out Teddy’s voice, and then I put out my cigarette, stretched, looked in the mirror, pushed my armchair under the light, kicked up my legs onto the bed, and set about finishing Aldous Huxley’s Point Counter Point.

I read about Everard Webley’s murder; I didn’t much care for Webley’s politics, but what a man! I read about him getting in his car and driving to his girlfriend – presumably, she was his girlfriend – but the reader knew he was going to his death, only he didn’t know that, he thought he was on his way to his girlfriend, and just today, he will have thought, she would become his lover, she had to, there was no other way. He loved driving dangerously, he put his foot on the pedal and he squeaked around the corners, and he took delight in the wind and the speed, and he took delight in the weather and he pulled off his hat and dropped it on the seat next to him, and he drove even faster. And then he leapt excitedly out of the car, and he rang the bell, and it came to him that his girlfriend was always afraid of burglars and housebreakers when the doorbell rang and she was alone, so he called out happily: ‘It’s a friend!’ And just then, crack, he copped one on the head and was gone – and later, the killers sat alone with the corpse and had hangovers and felt nauseated, because they had to bundle up the cold package of flesh and stow it away in the car and get rid of it.

And then I read about how Philip Quarles’s little boy died, whom I had come to love because he was such a clever and distinctive individual who asked such canny questions and was so good at drawing. I read about how he fell ill, and how unendurable the pain was in his ears, and how he screamed and wailed and begged for help, and how later he just lay there for days on end, turned yellow and cried, and how the doctors shrugged, and his parents sat there and watched him suffer, and listened to him say, ‘Help me, please,’ but there was nothing they could do to help him. And then the day he suddenly felt better and there was some animation and trust in his expression, and when his mother asked him, ‘Are you feeling better now, my boy?’ he nodded, and said: ‘Much better.’ And then Mrs Quarles ran out to tell her husband and bring him along, and by the time they were back, their son was dead.

And then I read some more, and briefly stopped to walk around the room and smoke a Gitane rouge. And then I finished the book and read about Spandrell’s death: how Spandrell had bought a gramophone and some records, and how he had played his friends the Beethoven A minor quartet performed by the Léner Quartet, with the hymn of thanks given to the godhead by a cured man, in the Lydian mode – only to prove to them (and himself) that such a thing still existed as the soul, and goodness and gratitude and everlasting bliss; none of them truly believed in it, and maybe they didn’t now completely either, but for a few minutes they did think it might be a possibility – now, as the black mirrored disc revolved in silence and gave voice to the charmed hymn
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