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Chapter I 
  One Wakes Up in Berlin and Elsewhere
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A girl and a man were sleeping on a narrow iron bed. 

The girl’s head rested in the crook of her right elbow; her mouth, breathing gently, was half open; her face wore a pouting and worried expression—like that of a child who cannot figure out what is weighing on her heart. 

The girl lay with her back turned to the man, who was sleeping on his back, his arms limp, in a state of utter exhaustion. Small beads of sweat stood out on his forehead, trickling into his curly, blond hair. His handsome and defiant face looked a little vacant. 

It was—despite the open window—very hot in the room. The two were sleeping without a blanket or nightgown. 

The setting is Berlin, Georgenkirchstraße, third courtyard, four flights of stairs, July 1923; the dollar is currently—at 6 a.m.—still provisionally at 414,000 marks. 

*** 

From the dark shaft of the backyard, the faint odors from a hundred apartments drifted into the couple’s sleep. A hundred sounds, still faint, drifted in through the open window, in front of which a yellowish-gray curtain hung motionless. Suddenly, on the other side of the courtyard, no more than eight meters away, a refugee child from the Ruhr let out a frightened cry. 

The sleeping girl’s eyelids twitched. Her head lifted slightly. Her limbs tensed. Now the child was crying more softly; a woman’s voice scolded shrilly, a man grumbled—and her head sank back, her limbs relaxed once more, and the girl continued sleeping. 

There was a commotion in the house. Doors slammed; footsteps shuffled across the courtyard. There was a clatter on the stairs; enamel pitchers clanged against iron railings. In the kitchen next door, the water was running. On the ground floor, in the sheet-metal workshop, a bell rang shrilly; wheels whirred; belts screeched... 

The two of them slept... 

*** 

A gloomy haze hung over the city—despite the early hour and clear sky. The stench of an impoverished people did not rise to the heavens; it clung listlessly to the houses, crept through every street, seeped through the windows, into every breathing mouth. The trees in the neglected parks hung their pale leaves limply. 

An early long-distance train, coming from the east of the empire, approached the Silesian Station—with rattling windows, broken panes, and torn upholstery—the ruin of a train. Clattering, clanging, and jolted, the cars rumbled over the switches and crossings of Stralau-Rummelsburg. 

A gentleman, a retired cavalry captain and tenant of a manor, Joachim von Prackwitz-Neulohe—white-haired and slender, yet with dark, glowing eyes—leaned out to see where they were. He pulled back—a glowing speck of soot had flown into his eye. He wiped his eye with his handkerchief and cursed angrily: “Miserable, filthy city!” 

*** 

A fire had been lit in the stove with tattered yellow paper and matches that stank or had their heads blown off. Damp, spongy wood or low-quality coal smoldered. The adulterated gas burned with a puffing sound, giving off no heat. Slowly, watery blue milk grew warm; the bread was soggy or too dry. The margarine, softened by the heat of the apartment, smelled rancid. 

People hurriedly ate the unappetizing meal, just as they had hurriedly slipped into their clothes—stained, washed, and wrung out far too often. Their eyes hurriedly scanned the newspapers. There had been price-hike riots, unrest, and looting in Gleiwitz and Breslau, in Frankfurt am Main and Neuruppin, in Eisleben and Dramburg—six dead and 1,000 arrested. As a result, the government banned open-air gatherings. The State Court of Justice has sentenced a princess to six months in prison for aiding and abetting high treason and perjury—but the dollar stands at 414,000 marks, up from 350,000 on the 23rd. Payday is at the end of the month, in a week—what will the dollar be worth then? Will we be able to buy food? For fourteen days? For ten days? For three days? Will we be able to buy shoe soles, pay the gas bill, the fare—? Quick, ma’am, here are another 10,000 marks; buy something with them. It doesn’t matter what—a pound of carrots, cufflinks, the record *“She Demands Bananas from Me”*—or a rope to hang ourselves with... Just hurry, run, quickly—! 

*** 

The early sun also shone down on the Neulohe manor. In the fields, the rye stood in rows, the wheat was ripe, and so was the oats. A few machines clattered lonely across the vast expanse of the fields, over which the larks tirelessly performed their pirouettes and trills. 

Forester Kniebusch, with a reddish-brown, wrinkled, aged face, a bald head, but a white-yellowish, round full beard, steps out of the heat of the open field into the forest. He walks slowly, adjusting the shotgun strap on his shoulder with one hand and wiping the sweat from his forehead with the other. He walks neither cheerfully, nor hurriedly, nor vigorously; he walks through his own forest—or at least the one under his care—with light steps, bent knees, and caution. His eye spots every branch along the way; he avoids stepping on them; he wants to walk quietly. 

And yet, despite all his caution, at a bend in the path—emerging from behind a thicket—he comes upon a small procession of handcarts. Men and women. Freshly cut wood lies on the carts—only straight trunks; the branches are of too poor quality for them. A flush of anger rises to Forester Kniebusch’s cheeks; his lips move, and a deeper gleam—a little fire from his youth—flashes in his eyes, now faded by age. 

The man at the front cart—the woodcutter, of course—has stopped. Now he’s already moving on. Close by, barely a meter away, the little carts clattering with the stolen wood rattle past the forester. The people stare into the air or to the side, as if he weren’t there, the man standing there, breathing heavily... Then they disappear around the corner of the bushes. 

“You’re getting old, Kniebusch,” the forester hears Captain von Prackwitz’s voice say. 

“Yes,” he thinks gloomily. “I’ve grown so old that I’d like to die in my own bed.” 

He thinks this and keeps walking. 

He won’t die in his bed. 

*** 

At the Meienburg prison, the alarm bells are ringing; the guards are running from cell to cell; the warden is on the phone with the Reichswehr asking for reinforcements; the administrative officials are strapping belts with pistols around their waists and grabbing rubber truncheons. Ten minutes ago, Prisoner 367 threw his bread at the guard’s feet: “I demand bread—the prescribed weight—and not this damn plaster mush!” he shouted. 

At that very moment, the tumult, the riot, broke out. From twelve hundred cells came screaming, bellowing, wailing, singing, and howling: “Starving! Hunger! Starving! Hunger!” 

Beneath the gleaming white walls of the high-rising prison lay the little town of Meienburg, cowering—the roar penetrated every house, every window: “Starving! Hungry!” Now there was a crash; a thousand prisoners had rammed their stools against the iron doors. 

Sergeants and wardens ran through the hallways, whispering imploringly at the doors of the rioters. The cells of the well-behaved prisoners were unlocked: “Be reasonable—no one in Germany gets any other food… the dollar… the Ruhr region… Harvest crews will be assembled immediately and sent to the large estates.” A packet of tobacco every week, meat every day… for those with good behavior… 

Gradually, the noise subsides. Harvest crews… meat… tobacco… good behavior… It seeps through the walls, soothing the growling stomachs—a prospect, a hope of satiety, open skies, perhaps escape… The last troublemakers—those raged by their own fury—are dragged by the sergeants into the detention cells: “There, see how it feels to live without that plaster slurry!” 

The iron doors slam shut with a crash. 

*** 

Despite the early hour, in the Bavarian Quarter of Berlin, in Countess Mutzbauer’s apartment, the maid Sophie is already awake. Her room, which she shares with the cook—who is still fast asleep—is so narrow that, aside from the two iron beds, there is only room for two chairs—and so she writes her letter on the sill of the open window. 

Sophie Kowalewski has beautifully manicured hands, yet they handle the pencil only clumsily. A dash, a hairline stroke, a check mark, a comma, a hairline stroke, a dash... Oh, there is so much she wants to say...: how much she misses him, how time seems to stand still—almost three years, and barely half a year has passed... But it’s no use; Sophie Kowalewski, daughter of the bailiff Kowalewski in Neulohe, has never learned to put her feelings into words. Yes, if only he were here, if only it were a matter of speaking, of a touch—! She could express everything; she could drive him wild with a kiss, make him happy with a gentle touch... But like this! 

She stares blankly ahead. Oh, how she wishes she could make him feel it in this letter! Through the windowpane, she sees a second Sophie gazing back at her in dull colors. Instinctively, she flashes her a quick smile. A few curls have come loose, hanging darkly over her forehead. The shadows under her eyes are dark, too. She really ought to take the time again to sleep soundly—but is there even such a thing as “sleep time” in this era, where everything slips away so noticeably, barely having come into focus—? Everything is falling apart; seize the moment—today you’re still alive, Sophie! 

No matter how tired she may be in the morning—her feet burning, her mouth tasting stale from all the liqueurs, the wine, the kisses—by evening she’s drawn back to one of the bars. Dancing, drinking, and letting loose! Plenty of suitors, as loose as her money—hundreds of thousands, fifty times a maid’s wage, jingling in a jacket pocket. She went off with one of the suitors last night, too—what does it matter? Time trickles, flows, races. Perhaps she is also searching for Hans, the Hans she lost three and a quarter years ago (impostor), in all those repeated embraces, in all those faces leaning over hers, as greedy and restless as her own… But there is no second coming of Hans—radiant, swift, superior to all! 

Sophie Kowalewski, having escaped the hard labor on the manor, is searching in the city—she doesn’t know what, just something that will push her even harder. This life is unique, fleeting; when we’re dead, we’re dead for good; and when we’re old—even when we’re over twenty-five—no one looks at us anymore. Hans, oh Hans… She’s wearing the lady of the house’s evening gown; it doesn’t matter if the cook sees it. Whatever she’s up to with the suppliers, she’s stealing silk stockings and silk lingerie. Neither has anything to reproach the other for. It’s almost seven—quick, just the ending… And I remain, with passionate kisses, your eternally loving bride, Sophie… 

She doesn’t attach any importance to the word “bride”—she doesn’t even know if she wants to marry him—but she has to write it so they’ll actually deliver the letter to him in prison. 

And the prison inmate Hans Liebschner will receive the letter from his bride; he was not among those who had been placed in a detention cell for shouting too wildly. No, even though he’d only been at Meienburg Prison for barely half a year, he’d already risen to the rank of kitchen helper—in complete defiance of all prison rules—and had learned to speak with particular conviction about harvest crews. He could do that because he knew: Neulohe wasn’t far from Meienburg, and Neulohe was home to a sweet girl named Sophie… 

“I’ll handle that girl,” he thought. 

The girl had woken up. 

Resting her head in her hand, she lay there looking over at the window. The yellowish-gray curtain didn’t move. The girl thought she could feel the stifling heat wafting in from the courtyard. She shuddered slightly. 

As she did so, she looked down at herself. It wasn’t that she had shuddered from the cold—she had shuddered because of the oppressive heat, because of the foul smell. She looked at her body; it was white and flawless; one had to wonder how, in air that was so putrid, so foul, something could remain so flawless! 

The girl had no exact idea what time it was; judging by the sounds, it could be nine or ten or even eleven—the morning sounds remained pretty much the same after eight. It was possible that the landlady, Mrs. Thumann, would come in with the morning coffee any minute now. According to Wolfgang’s wishes, she should have gotten up and dressed properly, and tucked him in as well. Well, she would do it right away. Wolfgang had such surprising bouts of propriety… 

“It doesn’t matter,” she might have said to him. “Mrs. Thumann is used to it this way—and to all sorts of other things, too. As long as she gets her money, nothing bothers her at all...” 

“Bother—?” Wolfgang had laughed tenderly. “Bother her if she sees you like that—?!!” 

He had looked at her. Those looks of his always made her feel weak and tender. She would have liked to pull him close, but then he said more seriously: “It’s for our sake, Peter, for our sake! Even if we’re sitting in the dirt right now, we’ll only really be in the dirt when we stop taking care of ourselves...” 

“A dress doesn’t make you decent, and no dress makes you indecent,” she began. 

“And even if it’s just a dress! That’s not what matters!” he had said, almost fiercely. “As long as it’s anything that reminds us. We’re not trash—not me, and not you either. And once I’ve made it, everything will be so much easier for us, since we never felt at home here in this dump. We just can’t go along with these people here!” 

He was just muttering now; his words faded into incomprehensibility. He thought again about how he would “make it”—he was far away from her. (He was often far away from her, his Peter.) 

“Once you’ve made it, I won’t be with you anymore,” she had once said. 

There had been a moment of silence, then what she’d said had finally sunk in amid his brooding. 

“You’ll be with me, Peter!” he’d replied fiercely. “Always and forever. Do you really think I’ll forget how you wait for me night after night?! Do you think I’ll forget how you sit here—in this hole—with nothing?! Do you think I’ll forget that you never ask me or press me about how I’m doing?!” “Oh, Peter!!” he had cried out, and his eyes shone with that gleam she didn’t like, for it was a gleam she hadn’t kindled. “Last night I was almost there! There was a moment when the money lay before me like a mountain… I felt it was almost time, just one or two more times… No, I’m not fooling you. I wasn’t thinking of anything in particular—no house, no garden, no car, not even you… It was like a sudden brightness before me—no, a radiant brightness within me; life was as vast and clear as the sky when the sun rises; everything was pure… 

Then… he furrowed his brow… a prostitute spoke to me, and from that moment on, everything went awry… 

He had been standing at the window with his brow furrowed. As she took his trembling hand between hers, she felt how young he was, how youthful his enthusiasm, how youthful his despair, how young and free of all obligation the words he spoke to her were... 

“You’ll make it!” she said softly. “But once you’ve made it, I won’t be with you anymore.” 

He pulled his hand out from between hers. 

“You’ll stay with me,” he said coldly. “I don’t forget anything.” 

She knew he had just been thinking of his mother, who had once slapped her in the face. She didn’t want to stay with him just because his mother had once hit her. 

And now, starting today, she would stay with him after all, forever. He hadn’t succeeded yet, and she had known for a long time that things would never work out the way they had been going. But what did that matter? Still in this dingy room, still not knowing how she’d make a living tomorrow, how she’d clothe herself, still with everything uncertain—but bound to him starting at one o’clock this afternoon! 

She reached for the chair next to her bed, grabbed her stockings, and began to pull them on. – 

Suddenly, a terrible fear came over her that nothing would come of it, that everything had gone wrong yesterday—completely wrong, right down to the last thousand-mark bill. She didn’t dare get up to check for herself; she stared with burning eyes at Wolfgang’s clothes, which hung over the chair next to the door. She tried to gauge the thickness of the right jacket pocket, where he kept his money. 

“Fees have to be paid,” she thought anxiously. “If the fees can’t be paid, nothing will come of it.” 

It was a futile effort. Sometimes he also kept his handkerchief in that pocket. What new bills could there be now—? Five-hundred-thousand-mark bills—? Million-mark bills? What did she know—? How much would a wedding ceremony cost—a million? Two million? Five million—what did she know—?! Even if she’d had the courage to reach into the pocket and count the money, she still wouldn’t know anything! She never knew anything. 

The wallet wasn’t thick enough. 

Slowly, so the bedsprings wouldn’t creak, slowly, carefully, fearfully, she turned toward him. 

“Good morning, Peter,” he said in a cheerful voice. His arm pulled her against his chest. She pressed her lips to his. She didn’t want to hear it—not now—what he was saying: 

“I’m completely broke, Peter. We don’t have a single mark left!” And the flame rose and rose, silently. Its pure, bluish-white heat purified the stale air of the room. Still, merciful arms lifted the lovers from every bed of love—out of haze and turmoil, out of struggle, hunger, and despair, out of sin and shamelessness—high into the pure, cool heaven of fulfillment. 


Chapter II 
 : Berlin Is Losing Its Edge

Table of Contents

Many streets around the Schlesischer Bahnhof are in terrible condition; back then, in 1923, the desolation, the foul odors, and the misery of the barren, arid stone wasteland were compounded by a wild, desperate shamelessness—a willingness to sell oneself born of misery or indifference. Lust born of the greed to feel like oneself for once, to be something in a world that, in a whirling, mad rush, swept everyone along toward unknown darkness. 

Captain von Prackwitz, dressed far too elegantly in a light gray suit tailored for him by a London tailor according to measurements he had sent, looking far too striking with his slender figure, his snow-white hair framing his sun-tanned face, his dark, bushy eyebrows, and his dark, glowing eyes —Captain von Prackwitz walks carefully, standing very straight, along the sidewalk, careful not to brush against anyone. He stares straight ahead at an imaginary spot at eye level far down the street, so as not to have to see anyone or anything. He would also like to be able to tune out with his ears—perhaps into the heavy rustling of his still barely mowed, harvest-ready Neulohe cornfields—and he strives to tune out the taunts, envy, and greed hurled at him. 

Suddenly, it feels to him just like those ill-fated November days of 1918, when he and twenty comrades—the remnants of his squadron—were also marching down a Berlin street near the Reichstag—and suddenly a frenzied barrage of gunfire rained down on the small column from windows, rooftops, and dark gateways, a chaotic, wild, cowardly barrage of gunfire. Back then, too, they had marched on like that, chins thrust forward, mouths tightly shut, eyes fixed on an imaginary point at the end of the street that they would likely never reach. And to the cavalry captain, it seemed as though he had actually been marching on like that throughout the five mad years since then, his gaze fixed on an imaginary point, half-awake, half-asleep—for in those years there was no sleep without dreams. Always down a desolate road full of enemies, hatred, meanness, and indignity, and when, against all expectations, the corner was finally reached, only a new, exactly identical road opened up, with the same hatred and the same meanness. But there it was again, the point toward which one had to march—that point which didn’t even exist, a mere figment of the imagination—. 

Or was that point something that did not lie out there, outside of him, but within him, in his own breast—shall I say it: in my heart? Did he march because a man must march, without heeding hatred and meanness, even if ten thousand evil eyes stare at him from a thousand windows, even if he is all alone—for where are his comrades?! Was he marching because that is the only way to come closer to oneself, to become what one is meant to be on this earth—namely, not what others expect of you, but yourself—? Yourself! 

And suddenly, here on Lange Straße near the Silesian Station in Berlin—a cursed city—Cavalry Captain von Prackwitz, the cavalry captain and tenant of a manor, faced with ten screaming coffeehouse signs advertising nothing but brothels —it strikes Captain von Prackwitz, the tenant of a manor estate, and Joachim von Prackwitz-Neulohe, who came here—came here very much against his will—to round up at least sixty people for the harvest; it strikes him as if the end of his marching were now truly very near. As if he could now, at long last, lower his chin, cast his eyes down, rest his feet, and say, like the Lord God: “Behold, it was all very good!” 

Indeed, a bountiful, almost record-breaking harvest stood in the fields—a harvest that the starving people in the city could very well have used—and he had to leave it all behind, hand it over to a young, somewhat scruffy inspector’s assistant, and drive into the city to beg for people. For it was strange and utterly incomprehensible: the greater the misery in the city became, the scarcer the bread there grew, and the more the countryside alone offered at least sufficient food—the more people flocked to the city. It was truly like moths drawn to a deadly flame! 

The cavalry captain laughed. Yes, indeed, it really did look as if the heavenly peace of God from the sixth day of creation were beckoning to him right nearby! A mirage, an illusion of an oasis when thirst becomes unbearable! 

The woman, at whose face he had laughed thoughtfully, pours out behind him an entire bucket, a slop bucket—oh, what the heck—an entire cesspool of filthy insults. But the cavalry captain steps into a shop, above which hangs a grimy, crooked sign reading “Berlin Reaper Agency.” 

*** 

The flame rises and falls; the fire that was burning just a moment ago has gone out—blessed is the hearth that keeps the embers alive for a long time! Sparks dance across the ashes; the flame has collapsed, the embers have died down, but there is still warmth there. 

Wolfgang Pagel sits at the table in his field-gray, already badly worn tunic. He has placed his hands on the empty oilcloth tabletop. Now he nods toward the door. His one eye winks; he whispers: “Pottmadamm has already caught on.” 

“What?” Petra asks, and adds, “You’re not supposed to call Mrs. Thumann ‘Pottmadamm’! She’ll kick us out.” 

“Definitely!” he says. “There’s no more breakfast today. She’s already caught on.” 

“Should I ask, Wolf—?” 

No way. If you ask too many questions, you won’t get any coffee. Let’s wait. 

He tips his chair back, rocks back and forth, and starts whistling: “Arise from the earth, all you sleepers...” 

He’s completely carefree, without a care in the world. Through the window—the curtain is now drawn back—a little sun enters the gray, dreary cave, what they call “sun” in Berlin, what the layer of haze has allowed to pass through… As he sways back and forth, now the broad, slightly wavy strands of hair glisten, now his face with the bright, now merrily sparkling eyes, gray-green. 

Petra, who has simply thrown on his worn-out summer coat—one that dates back to before the war—looks at him; she never tires of looking at him; she admires him. She wonders how he manages to wash himself in a small bowl with half a liter of water and yet look as if he’d spent an hour scrubbing himself in a bathtub. She feels old and worn out next to him, even though she’s a year younger than he is. 

Suddenly he stops whistling; he listens at the door: The enemy is approaching. Is there any coffee? I’m starving—and then some. 

(She wants to say that she’s starving too, and has been for days, because that meager breakfast of two rolls has been her only food for many days—no, she doesn’t want to say it!) The shuffling footsteps in the hallway have faded away; the apartment door has slammed shut. See, Peter! Pottmadamm just went to the bathroom with her pot again. Another sign of the times: all business is taken care of indirectly. Pottmadamm walks around with her pot. 

He’s tipped the chair back again; he’s starting to whistle again, carefree, cheerful. 

He’s not fooling her. She doesn’t understand everything he says—not by a long shot—and she isn’t even listening that closely. It’s the sound of his voice, the faintest vibration, barely noticeable even to him, yet she hears it: he isn’t as cheerful as he pretends to be, not as carefree as he’d like to be. If only he’d open up—who else should he confide in, if not her?! He has no reason to be ashamed in front of her, he has no need to lie to her; she understands everything about him—no, not at all! But she accepts everything, from the start and blindly! She forgives it. Forgives? Nonsense! It’s all right, and if the urge were to overcome him now to rage, to strike her—it would have been necessary. 

Petra Ledig (there are names like that which seem to be a fate in themselves) had been an illegitimate child, without a father. Later, she became a young salesgirl, barely tolerated by her now-married mother as long as she handed over her monthly salary, down to the last pfennig, as board. But the day came when her mother said, “Feed yourself with that filth!” and called after her, “And you’ll figure out where to sleep!” 

Petra Ledig (it’s safe to assume that the sophisticated name “Petra” was her unknown father’s only contribution to her start in life)—Petra Ledig was no longer a blank slate at twenty-two. Her coming of age had not fallen on peaceful times—war, the postwar period, inflation. She already knew what it meant when the gentlemen in the shoe store would press a shoe meaningfully against the saleswoman’s lap. Sometimes she nodded, ran into this or that person in the evening after closing time; and she steered her little ship quite courageously through an entire year without sinking completely. She even managed to make a certain selection—one determined not so much by her taste as by her fear of illness. If the dollar rose sharply one day, and everything she’d set aside for rent was devalued to nothing, she’d sometimes wander through the streets, always fearful of “public decency.” It was on one such stroll that she’d met Wolfgang Pagel. 

Wolfgang had had a good evening. He had a little money; he’d had a few drinks. Then he was always in a good mood, up for all sorts of things. “Come on, little dark-haired girl, come on!” he’d called across the street, and there’d been something of a race between a mustachioed vice cop and her. But the taxi—a dreadful old clunker—had carried her off to an evening that was nice, but really just another evening like all such evenings. 

Then morning had come—that gray, desolate morning in the room of a cheap hotel, which always made one feel so despondent. The kind of morning when it actually occurs to you to ask: What’s the point of it all? What are you living for? 

As was proper, she had pretended to be asleep while the gentleman hurriedly got dressed, he too quite quietly, so as not to wake her. For morning conversations afterward were unpopular, unrefreshing, because one discovered that suddenly one had not the slightest thing left to say to each other—indeed, most often, that one found the other unbearable. She just had to peek through her eyelids to see if he’d put the money on her nightstand. Well, he had put the money there. Everything proceeded as usual; not a word of farewell had been spoken; he was already at the door. 

She doesn’t know how it happened, what came over her; she sat up in bed and asked softly, her voice faltering: “Would you—would you—oh, can’t I come with you?” 

At first he didn’t understand; completely taken aback, he turned around. “Excuse me—?!” 

Then he thought that, being new to such a situation, she might be embarrassed to walk past the landlady and the doorman. He had agreed to wait if she hurried. But while she was hurriedly getting dressed, it turned out that it wasn’t as simple as just stepping out onto the street unhindered. She was used to that. (She had been completely honest with him from the very first minute.) No, she wanted to go with him all the way, period. Wasn’t that possible? Oh, please, please! Who knows what he was thinking. Suddenly, he was in no hurry anymore. He stood in the gray room—it was just that dreadful hour just before five in the morning, the one gentlemen always choose to leave because that’s when the first streetcar arrives at their apartment. They can then freshen up before heading to the office, and many even pretend they’ve been lying in bed, quickly rolling over one last time. 

He tapped his fingers thoughtfully on a table. With his light, greenish eyes, he looked at her thoughtfully from beneath his furrowed brow. Surely she didn’t expect him to have any money? 

No. She hadn’t thought about that. It didn’t matter to her either way. 

He was a retired cadet, so he had no pay. No position. No steady income. Yes, actually, no income at all. 

Yes, that was fine; that wasn’t what she’d asked about. 

He didn’t ask why she’d asked. He didn’t ask anything else at all. It wasn’t until later that it occurred to her that he could have asked a great many questions—very unpleasant ones. For example, whether she’d asked other men that way before, whether she was expecting a child—a thousand disgusting things. But he just stood there and looked at her. Even then, she was convinced that he would say yes. He would have to. There was something too mysterious about the fact that she had had to ask him. She had never thought of it before. She wasn’t—back then—the least bit in love with him either. It had been a perfectly ordinary night. 

“Do you think Konstanze is behaving properly?” he had quoted the title of a play that was often performed back then. For the first time, she saw him wink with one eye when he joked, and the little wrinkles at the corner of his eye. 

“Yes!” she said. 

“All right,” he said slowly, “if one person isn’t full, two can hardly starve. So come on! Are you ready?” 

It had been a strange feeling walking down the stairs beside him, in a dingy apartment building, next to a man to whom she now belonged. Once, when she tripped over a poorly laid runner, he’d said, “Oops!” but quite absentmindedly; he probably wasn’t even fully aware of her presence. 

Then he suddenly stopped. She remembered it exactly. They had reached the bottom; they were surrounded by the garish marble splendor and plaster stucco of the entrance hall. “By the way, my name is Wolfgang Pagel,” he said with a faintly suggested bow. 

“Very nice to meet you,” she replied, just as one should. “Petra Ledig.” 

“We’ll see if it’s a pleasure,” he had laughed. “Come on, sweetheart. I’m going to call you Peter. Petra is, on the one hand, too biblical for me, and on the other, too stony. But Ledig is fine and can stay that way.” 

*** 

When Wolfgang Pagel had spoken to her like that, Petra had still been far too overwhelmed by what had happened to pay much attention to his words. Later, she learned from him that the name Petra meant “rock” and that it had first been borne by the disciple Peter, upon whom Christ wanted to build his church as upon a rock. 

She learned a great deal from Wolfgang during that one year they lived together. Not that he was in any way didactic. But it was inevitable that, during the long hours they spent together—since he had no real occupation—he would talk to her a lot, simply because they couldn’t always just sit together in silence in their cave. And once Petra had gained confidence, she often asked him questions, simply to keep him from brooding, or because she enjoyed hearing him talk. Things like: “Wolf, how is cheese actually made?” Or: “Wolf, is it really true that a man lives on the moon?” 

He never laughed at her, nor did he ever brush off her questions. He answered her slowly, thoughtfully, and seriously—for even his knowledge from the cadet academy wasn’t all that impressive. And if he didn’t know the answer, he’d take her with him to one of the big libraries, where he’d look it up and read about it. She’d sit there very quietly, a little book in front of her—though she wasn’t actually reading it—and gaze solemnly and anxiously into the large room where people sat so quietly, gently turning the pages, as still as if they were moving in their sleep. It always seemed like a fairy tale to her that she—a little salesgirl, an illegitimate child who had been on the verge of falling into ruin—was now allowed to enter such places, where educated people sat, people who had surely never heard of all the filth she had been forced to know so intimately. On her own, she would never have dared to come here, even though the figures of misery on the walls—silently tolerated—proved to her that people sought here not only wisdom, but also warmth, light, cleanliness, and precisely what rose up from the books to her as well: a solemn stillness. 

Once Wolfgang had learned enough, they would go back outside, and he would tell her what he had discovered. She listened to him and then forgot it again, or perhaps remembered some of it—but not the right things—yet that didn’t matter at all. What mattered was that he took her so seriously, that to him she was something more than just a body he liked and that did him good. 

Sometimes, when she had blurted something out without thinking, she would exclaim, overwhelmed by her own words: “Oh, Wolf, I’m so terribly stupid! I study and yet I don’t learn a thing! I’ll stay stupid forever!” 

But even then he didn’t laugh at such an outburst; instead, he responded with friendly seriousness and said that, deep down, it really didn’t matter whether one knew how cheese was made. After all, one would never know it as well as the cheesemaker. Stupidity, as he saw it, was something entirely different. Namely, if one didn’t know how to organize one’s life, if one didn’t learn from one’s mistakes, if one kept getting unnecessarily annoyed by every little thing even though one knew full well it would be forgotten in two weeks, if one couldn’t get along with one’s fellow human beings—yes, all of that, to him, seemed like true stupidity. A prime example of this, he said, was his mother, who—no matter how much she had read and experienced, and no matter how clever she was—had now happily driven him out of the house with nothing but love, know-it-all attitudes, and overbearing control, and yet he was truly a patient, easygoing person. (He said.) Her, Petra, stupid—? Well, they hadn’t even argued yet, and even if they’d often been short on money, they hadn’t had any bad days because of it, nor any grim, angry expressions. Stupid—?! What did Peter mean—? 

Of course exactly what Wolf meant! Bad days? Grim expressions? They’d had the most wonderful time in the world together, the best time of their entire lives—it simply couldn’t get any better than that! Deep down, she really didn’t care whether she was stupid or not (smart was out of the question, despite all his explanations), as long as he liked her and took her seriously. 

Bad days—really! She’d learned well enough in her life, and especially over the past year, that days without money didn’t have to be bad days at all. It was precisely during this time, when everyone was feverishly tracking the dollar exchange rate every day, when almost every thought revolved around money, money—around numbers, around printed paper, around paper printed with more and more zeros—it was precisely during this time that this little, foolish girl had discovered that money is nothing at all. That it’s nonsense to worry about money—namely, the lack of it—for even a minute—it didn’t matter at all! 

(Except this morning, because she was so sickeningly hungry, and because the fees had to be paid by 1:30 a.m.) 

How could she, trembling with anxiety over how to make ends meet the next day, have lived even a single peaceful, happy minute at the side of the retired cadet Wolfgang Pagel, who had now managed for a good year to win her entire livelihood—with the smallest amount of working capital in the world—night after night at the gambling table? Night after night, around eleven o’clock—he would give her a kiss and say, “Well then, sweetheart!” and leave, while she merely nodded at him with a smile. For she was not allowed to say a word, because every word could carry a meaning that would bring misfortune. 

At first, after she had learned that these endless nightly journeys did not mean “cheating,” but rather “work” to support them both, she had stayed up until three, four… only to see him arrive: pale, with nervous tics, his temples sunken, his hair still damp, his gaze flickering. She had listened to his feverish accounts, his triumph when things had gone well, his despair when he had lost. Silently she had listened to his ranting about this or that woman who had taken his stake away, or his brooding wonder at why, on this particular evening, black had come up seventeen times in a row, hurling them—who had already stood on the threshold of wealth—back into utter poverty. 

She understood nothing about the game—his game, roulette—no matter how much he told her about it (he had flatly refused to take her “there” even once). But she understood very well that this was the price he paid to her for his life, that he could be so friendly, so carefree, so calm with her precisely because, during those hours at the gaming table, he could pour out all his strength, all his despair over this faded, aimless, and yet so unique life of his. 

Oh, she understood far more than that! She understood that he was deceiving himself—at least deceiving himself then—when he passionately insisted, time and again, that he was no gambler... 

Tell me yourself, what better thing can I do?! Should I, as an accountant, scribble numbers in a ledger just to get a paycheck at month’s end that leaves us starving? Should I sell shoes, write little articles, become a chauffeur? Peter, the secret is this: have few needs, and you’ll have time for your life. Three, four—oh, often just half an hour at the roulette table—and we can live for a week, for a month! Me, a gambler? But it’s backbreaking work; I’d rather carry bricks than stand there waiting and not let myself get carried away when luck beckons. I’m ice-cold and calculating—you know, they call me the Pari Panther. They hate me; they pull sour faces the moment they see me. Because I’m simply not a gambler, because they know there’s nothing to be had from me, because I collect my small winnings every day, and once I have them, I call it a day—I never let myself be tempted to keep playing... 

And with a wonderful inconsistency, completely forgetting what he’d just said: “Just wait—let me make the big score first!” A real sum—one that’s worth it! Then you’ll see what we’ll do! Then you’ll see that I’m no gambler! Never again will I fall for their tricks! Why on earth would I—it’s the meanest, most despicable trick there is—who would willingly go along with something like that if they weren’t a gambler—?! 

Meanwhile, she saw him come home, night after night, with hollow temples, damp hair, and shining eyes. 

“It was almost time, Peter!” he cried. 

But his pockets were empty. Then he pawned everything they had, keeping only the clothes on his back (she was confined to bed on such days), and left, with just enough money in his pocket to buy the bare minimum of chips. He’d come back with a very small profit or, on rare occasions, his pockets stuffed full of money. When everything seemed to be over—she had to admit that—he always brought home money, whether a little or a lot, but he brought home money. 

He had some sort of “system” for how the roulette ball rolled—a system of no system at all, a system based on the fact that the ball often didn’t do what, in all likelihood, it should have done. He had explained this system to her a hundred times, but since she had never seen a roulette table, she couldn’t quite picture what he was describing. She also doubted that he always stuck to his own system. 

But be that as it may, he had always managed. Long ago, trusting in him, she had learned to go to sleep peacefully without waiting for him to come home. Yes, it was even better to pretend to be asleep if she happened to be awake. Because once he came home from the casino, still fired up from the game, and started talking, there would be no sleep that night. 

“How on earth do you put up with that, girl?” Mrs. Thumann, the brothel madam, would sometimes shake her head. “Always out every night and always with all your money in your pocket! And they say the place is just teeming with high-class hookers! I wouldn’t let mine go out like that!” 

But you let yours go to the construction site too, Mrs. Thumann! A ladder can slip, or a board can snap. And there are hookers everywhere. 

God, just talk to my Willem—he’s laying bricks on the fifth floor right now! I’m already so scared for him! But it’s a different story, girl! Construction has to happen, but playing around doesn’t have to. 

But what if he really needs it, Mrs. Thumann! 

Needs, needs! I’m always hearing “needs”! My husband’s always telling me all about what he needs, too. Skat and a cigar and a strong beer—and maybe even some young girls (but he doesn’t tell me that!). But I tell him: what you really need is a firm command and, on Fridays, your pay envelope handed right to me in front of the construction office! That’s what you need!—You’re just too nice, girl. But being nice comes from being weak, and when I look at you like that in the morning, when I serve you guys coffee, and I see how you roll your eyes at him—only he doesn’t even notice—then I know exactly how this is going to end. Playing as work—just hearing that! Playing isn’t working, and working isn’t playing. And if you really have his best interests at heart, girl, take that money away from him, and he’ll go to the construction site with Willem. He’ll surely still be able to carry bricks. 

Good heavens, Mrs. Thumann, now you’re talking just like his mother! She also thought I was too kind and was encouraging him in his vice, and she even gave me a firecracker because of it. 

A slap isn’t right either! After all, are you his mother-in-law? No, you’re just doing it for your own sake, so to speak, and when it gets too much for you, you’ll just run off. No, a slap wasn’t nice either—you can even file a complaint over a slap! 

But it didn’t hurt at all, Mrs. Thumann. He has little fingers just like his mother’s. My mother was different. And anyway... 

*** 

A wooden partition divides the room at the Berlin Reaper Agency into two halves—two very unequal halves. The front section, where Captain von Prackwitz now stands, is quite small, and the entrance door even swings inward. Prackwitz can barely move. 

The rear, larger half is occupied by a small, fat, swarthy man—the cavalry captain can’t quite tell whether the man looks so swarthy because of his dark facial hair or because he’s unclean? The dark-skinned, stout man in a dark cloth suit is speaking vehemently, gesturing wildly, to three men in Manchester suits, who have gray hats on their heads and cigars in the corners of their mouths. The men respond just as vehemently, and although they aren’t speaking loudly, it still sounds like shouting. 

The cavalry captain doesn’t understand a word; of course, they’re speaking Polish. Even though the Neulohe estate tenant employs fifty Poles every year, he hasn’t learned Polish—apart from a few commands. 

“I’ll admit it,” he might say to Eva, his wife, who was babbling in Polish, “I’ll admit that I’d have to learn it for practical reasons. Still, I refuse—today and forever—to learn this language. I reject it. We’re sitting here too close to the border. Learning Polish—ah, bah!” 

But people are making the most outrageous remarks right to your face, Achim! 

So—what? Am I supposed to learn Polish so I can even understand their insolence—?! I wouldn’t dream of it! The cavalry captain didn’t understand what those four in the corner were arguing about so heatedly, nor did he care. But he wasn’t a very patient man; what had to be done should be done quickly. He wanted to be back in Neulohe by noon with fifty or sixty men; there was a bountiful harvest out in the fields, and the sun was shining so brightly that he thought he could hear the rustling of the wheat in his ears—“Customers! Business!” cried the cavalry captain. 

They kept talking; it looked exactly as if they were arguing to the death, as if they were about to go for each other’s throats. 

“Hey! You there!” the cavalry captain shouted sharply. “I said ‘good day.’” (He hadn’t said “good day.”) Just the right sort of company! Only eight years ago—oh, even five years ago—the man in front of him had been fawning and slavishly trying to kiss his hand—! Damned times, cursed city—just you wait! Once I get you outside! 

“Listen up, you there!” he shouted in his sharpest commanding voice and slammed his fist down on the bar. 

Yes, indeed—and how they listened! They knew that kind of voice! For this generation, such a voice still meant something; the sound stirred up memories. They had stopped talking immediately. The cavalry captain smiled to himself. Yes, the old “snap to it”—it still worked, just as it always had—especially on such scruffy lot. It probably struck their dissolute bones like a prelude to the Last Judgment! They’d always had a guilty conscience. 

“I need harvesters!” he said to the fat, dark-skinned man. “Fifty to sixty. Twenty men, twenty women, the rest girls and boys.” 

“Yes, sir,” the fat man bowed, grinning politely. 

A capable head reaper—must be able to post a bond worth twenty hundredweight of rye. The wife has to cook for the people in exchange for her wages. 

“Yes, sir,” grinned the other. 

I’ll pay for their travel expenses and your commission; if the people stay until after the beet harvest, their travel expenses won’t be deducted. Otherwise… 

Yes, yes, Panje… 

All right—and now let’s get a move on! The train leaves at 12:30. Hurry up! Get going! Understand? The cavalry captain nodded, a weight lifted from his heart—even toward the three figures in the background. Finish up the contracts now. I’ll be back in half an hour. Just want to grab some breakfast. 

Yes, sir, Panje! 

“So everything’s in order, then?” the cavalry captain said in conclusion. Something in the other man’s demeanor made him wary; the submissive smile suddenly didn’t seem so submissive to him, but rather sly. “Everything’s in order—or—?” 

“Everything’s in order!” the fat man reassured him, his eyes flashing briefly toward the others. “Everything according to Panje’s orders. Fifty men—good, they’re here! Train—12:30—good, it’s leaving! Neat, on time, as ordered—but without the men!” He grinned. 

“What?!” the cavalry captain nearly shouted, his face contorting into a thousand wrinkles. “What are you saying?! Speak German, man! Why no people—?!” 

And you, sir, who are so good at giving orders—will you also order me where to get the men? Fifty men—all right, all right, find them, get them, fast, quick, right away, what?! 

Now the cavalry captain took a closer look at the man. His initial bewilderment had passed, as had his initial anger, as he realized he was being provoked. “He speaks German quite well,” he thought, as the other man spoke in an increasingly grotesque, flustered manner. “He just doesn’t want to.” 

“And those back there?” he asked, pointing to the three men in Manchester suits, their cigars still hanging, seemingly extinguished, from the corners of their mouths. “They’re harvesters, aren’t they? Come work for me! New harvesters’ barracks, decent beds, no bedbug traps.” 

For a moment, it struck him as pitiful that he was promoting himself like this. But the harvest was at stake; one day—a very near day—it might rain. Yes, even here in Berlin today, there was already a storm brewing in the air. He couldn’t count on the fat, dark-skinned one anymore; he’d ruined his chances with him, probably because of his commanding tone. “Well, what do you say?” he asked encouragingly. 

The three stood motionless, as if they hadn’t heard a word. They were head reapers; the cavalry captain was certain of it. He recognized those jutting jaws, those determined, somewhat wild yet sullen gazes of professional laborers. 

The dark-skinned man stood there grinning; he looked at the cavalry captain from the side, not glancing at the men at all—so sure of himself was he. (There’s the road and the spot I’m looking at. I have to keep going!) Aloud: “Good work—good pay, good piece rate—good rations! What do you say—?” They heard nothing. “And for the foreman, thirty—I say, thirty good, real paper dollars in hand!” 

“I’ll find the workers!” shouted the dark-skinned man. 

But it was already too late. The foremen were standing at the barrier. 

Take mine, Panje! Guys like oxen, strong, devout... 

No, not Josef’s guys. They’re all good-for-nothing crooks—can’t get out of bed in the morning, strong with Maruschka, but weak when it comes to work... 

What are you talking about, Panje, with Jablonski?! He just got out of jail; he stabbed Inspector Panje with a knife... 

Dog’s blood, thundering—!

One on top of the other, a Polish torrent of words—is there going to be a stabbing here too? The fat one in the middle, talking nonstop, gesturing, shouting, pushing people back, even glaring at the cavalry captain—while the third one sneaks up on the cavalry captain unnoticed. 

Real paper dollars, huh? Thirty? Handed over when we leave? Be at the Silesian at twelve; I’ll be there too, with some people. Don’t say a word! Get out of here fast! Bad people here! 

And already he’s back with the others; voices are shouting, four figures are swaying back and forth, tugging at each other... 

The cavalry captain is glad to find the door close by and unobstructed. He steps back onto the street, relieved. 

*** 

Wolfgang Pagel is still sitting at the oilcloth-covered table in his den, rocking back and forth in his chair, mindlessly whistling his entire repertoire of soldiers’ songs, and waiting for Thumann’s enamel coffee pot. 

Meanwhile, his mother, in the well-furnished apartment on Tannenstraße, sits at a beautiful, dark Renaissance-style table. On a yellowish bobbin-lace tablecloth sits a silver coffee set, fresh butter, honey, genuine English jams—everything is there. Only, no one is seated at the second place setting yet. Mrs. Pagel glances at the seat, then at the clock. Then she reaches for the napkin, pulls it out of the silver ring, and says, “Minna, I’ll start.” Minna—the elderly, sallow, dusty figure by the door who’s been with Mrs. Pagel for over twenty years—nods her head, glances at the clock as well, and says, “Of course. Whoever doesn’t show up on time…” 

He knows when our breakfast time is... 

Of course—the young gentleman couldn’t possibly forget that! 

The old lady, with her energetic face and clear blue eyes—whose age has taken nothing away from her upright bearing or her firm principles—says after a pause: “I actually thought I’d see him at breakfast today.” 

Ever since that argument—which ended with Petra, who was the least involved, getting slapped—Minna has had to set the table for her only son every single day; every single day she has had to clear it away unused, and every single day the lady has voiced this expectation. But Minna has also seen that the old lady’s daily disappointment has not diminished the confidence with which she continues to expect her son’s arrival (without taking a single step toward him). Minna has long known that talking about it won’t help, so she remains silent. 

Mrs. Pagel cracks open her egg. Well, he might still come later today, Minna. What are we having for dinner today? 

Minna reports, and the lady is satisfied: all things he likes. 

In any case, he’ll be here very soon now. He’s bound to fail at this damned game eventually. A terrible end… Well, he won’t hear a word of reproach from me… 

Minna knows better, but she doesn’t have to say that, so she remains silent. Yet Mrs. Pagel isn’t without sense or intuition either. She turns her head sharply toward the old faithful servant standing in the doorway and asks, “You had your afternoon off yesterday, Minna. You were probably there again—weren’t you?” 

“Where’s an old person supposed to go?” Minna retorts grumpily. “He’s just like my boy!” 

The lady taps her spoon against the cup in annoyance. “He’s a very foolish boy, Minna!” she says sharply. 

“Youth has no virtue,” Minna replies, completely unmoved. “When I think, ma’am, of the foolish things I did in my youth—!” 

“What kind of foolish things did you do, Minna?!” the lady exclaims indignantly. “You didn’t do any at all! No, when you talk about foolish things, you’re of course just referring to me—and I won’t have that, Minna!” 

Minna remains silent. But when one is dissatisfied with oneself, even the other person’s silence can be fuel to the fire—silence, of all things. 

Of course I shouldn’t have slapped her, Mrs. Pagel continues even more heatedly. She’s just a little, silly girl, and she loves him. I don’t mean to say she loves him like a dog loves its master, even though that’s exactly what she does—yes, Minna, don’t shake your head—exactly that… (Mrs. Pagel didn’t turn to look at Minna, but Minna really did shake her head.) …she loves him the way women simply shouldn’t love a man! 

Mrs. Pagel stares angrily at her bread with jam. On a whim, she sticks the spoon into the jam jar and spreads a finger-thick layer of it. “Sacrifice oneself!” she says indignantly. “I’ll be damned! Everyone wants to do that! Because it’s convenient, because then there’s no trouble!” But saying unpleasant things: “Wolfgang, my son, that’s it with this nonsense—you won’t get another pfennig from me.” To say something like that to him—that would be true love... “But, ma’am,” says Minna rather petulantly, “the girl doesn’t have any money to give him, and he’s not even her son...” 

There!! Mrs. Pagel shouts, furious. There!! Get out of here, you ungrateful person, you! You’ve ruined my whole breakfast with your constant know-it-all attitude and backtalk! – Minna! Where are you running off to? Clear the table right now! Do you think I can still eat when you’re annoying me like this?! You know very well how sensitive I am with my gallbladder!—“Yes, take the coffee away, too. I’m going to have some coffee now—I’m already upset enough! As far as I’m concerned, this girl may as well be a daughter to you; I’m old-fashioned—I don’t believe one can be spiritually pure if one, before marriage...” 

“You just said,” Minna remarks, completely unfazed by the outburst—for such outbursts are daily fare for her, and her ladyship is just as quick to calm down as she is to get angry... “You just said that when you care about someone, you sometimes tell them things that are unpleasant. So was I allowed to tell you that Wolf isn’t Petra’s son?” 

And with that, Minna strides off, the clinking tray in her hands, and as a sign that she now wants some peace and quiet “in her kitchen,” she slams the door shut. 

Mrs. Pagel understands this too, and she respects this time-honored sign of loyalty. She just calls out quickly after her: “You old fool! Always so easily offended! Always so quick to get angry!” She chuckles to herself; her anger has vanished. “Such an old coot—now she thinks love means telling the other person unpleasant things!” She paces back and forth across the room once; she’s full, since the outburst of anger didn’t come until after she’d already eaten her fill, and she’s in the best of moods, for the little quarrel has refreshed her. Now she stops in front of a small cabinet, carefully selects a long black Brasil cigar, lights it slowly and carefully, and then walks over to her husband’s room. 

*** 

Above the bronze doorbell (a lion’s mouth) on the apartment door hangs a porcelain nameplate that has been knocked slightly out of place: “Edmund Pagel—Legation Attaché.” Mrs. Pagel is already approaching seventy; it doesn’t look as though her husband has gone very far in life. Elderly legation attachés are a rare breed. 

Incidentally, Edmund Pagel had gone as far as even the most capable embassy counselor and minister plenipotentiary could go—namely, to the cemetery. When Mrs. Pagel enters her husband’s room, she is not visiting him, but rather what remains of him in this world—and that has a reputation far beyond the walls of their small home. 

Mrs. Pagel throws the room’s windows wide open: light and air stream in from the gardens. Here on this small street, so close to the traffic that in the evening one can hear the elevated train pulling into Nollendorfplatz Station and the buses rumbling by day and night—here lies a sprawling interweaving of old gardens with tall trees, forgotten gardens that have hardly changed since the 1980s and 1990s. It is good to live here—for aging people. The elevated train may rumble and the dollar may climb—but the widowed Mrs. Pagel gazes serenely into the gardens. The grapevines have climbed up to her windows; down below, everything keeps growing, keeps blooming, keeps spreading—the frantic, hurried, restless people over there, with all their clatter and commotion, simply don’t know it. She can watch and remember; she doesn’t need to rush—the garden is there to remind her. But the fact that she can still live here, that she doesn’t have to rush along with everyone else—that is thanks to him, whose work is here in this room. 

Forty-five years ago, they saw each other for the first time, fell in love, and later married. There was nothing more radiant, more joyful, or more spirited than him. When she thinks back, it always feels to her as if she were running with him through streets lined with blossoms in a brisk breeze. The branches reached down toward them from the walls. They ran faster. Above the crest of the hill lined with houses—between two cypress trees—the sky billowed like a tent... 

If only they kept running, the blue-silk curtain would open before them at any moment. 

Yes, what truly characterized his nature was his speed—a speed that had nothing to do with haste, but sprang from strength and the sense of well-being that comes with perfect health. 

They came to a meadow of autumn crocuses. For a moment they stood still on the festive green carpet studded with lilac stars. Then she bent down to pick some—but she had barely gathered twenty flowers when he came along with the bouquet, light, swift, without haste, carrying the large, cheerful bouquet. 

“How do you do that?” she asked breathlessly. 

“I don’t know,” he said. “It always feels as if I’m very light, drifting with the wind.” 

The curtain rustles. Half a year has passed; they’ve been married for a while now. In her sleep, the young woman hears a plaintive cry. She wakes up. Her young husband is sitting in bed; he looks completely different—she doesn’t recognize this face yet. 

“Is that you—?” she asks so softly, as if she fears her words might turn the dream into reality. 

The strangely familiar man beside her tries to smile—an embarrassed, apologetic smile. “I’m sorry if I disturbed you. It’s so strange; I don’t understand it. I’m really scared.” And after a long pause, as he looks at her doubtfully: “I can’t get up…” 

“You can’t get up?” she asks incredulously. “It’s so unreal—a joke, nonsense on his part, utter nonsense, of course. There’s no such thing as suddenly not being able to get up.” 

“Yes,” he says slowly, not seeming to believe it himself. “It feels like I don’t have legs anymore. At any rate, I can’t feel them anymore.” 

“Nonsense!” she exclaims, jumping to her feet. “You’ve caught a cold, or they’ve just gone numb. Just wait, I’ll help you…” 

But even as she says this, even as she walks around the beds toward him, an icy feeling creeps over her… Even as she speaks, she feels: It’s true, it’s true, it’s true… 

Does she feel—? Even the old woman at the window gives an angry shrug. How can she feel the impossible?! The fastest, the happiest, the most alive—and unable to walk, unable even to stand! Impossible to feel that. 

But the icy cold remains within her; it is as if she were breathing the cold deeper and deeper into herself along with the air of life. Her heart wants to resist, but it, too, is already growing cold; the icy shell is tightening around it. 

“Edmund!” she calls imploringly. “Wake up! Get up!” 

“I can’t,” he mutters. 

He really couldn’t. Just as he had sat up in bed that morning, so he now sat there day in and day out, year after year—in bed, in a wheelchair, in a recliner… sitting there, completely healthy, without any pain at all; only: he couldn’t walk. The life that had begun so brilliantly—that swift, brisk, radiant life, that laughing, happy life, blue silk tents and blossoms—gone! Gone! Once and never again. Why not again—? No answer. Oh, Lord, Lord, why—? But if it had to be, why so suddenly—? Why without any warning, without transition—? He had drifted off to sleep happily—and awoke miserable, immeasurably miserable! 

Oh, she could not come to terms with it; by no means could she come to terms with it! For all twenty years that this lasted, she could not come to terms with it. Even when he had long since given up all hope, she still dragged him from doctor to doctor. Reports of a miraculous healing or a newspaper clipping would reignite her hope. One after another, she believed in baths, radiation therapy, wraps, massages, medications—miraculous saints. She wanted to believe in them, and she did. 

“Just let it go,” he smiled. “Maybe it’s for the best.” 

“That’s what you’d like!” she cried angrily. “To find yourself in that—humble, huh?! That would be convenient! Humility may be good for the overconfident, the fortunate—those who need to be reined in. I side with the ancients, who fought the gods for their happiness.” 

“But I’m happy,” he said kindly. 

But she didn’t want this happiness. She despised it; it filled her with rage. She had married a diplomatic attaché, a man of action, a people person, a future ambassador. But a sign hung on the door reading “Edmund Pagel—Diplomatic Attaché,” and that’s how it stayed! She wouldn’t have a new one made: “Pagel—Painter”? No, she hadn’t married some paint-grinder and daubber. 

Yes, there he sat now, painting. He sat in his wheelchair, smiling, whistling, and painting. An angry impatience filled her. Didn’t he realize that he was wasting his life on these ridiculous paintings that everyone just smiled at—? 

“Just let him be, Mathilde,” said her relatives. “It’s very good for someone who’s sick. At least he has something to occupy him and take his mind off things.” 

No, she wouldn’t let him. When she married him, there had been no mention of painting. She knew nothing about him ever having held a paintbrush. She hated it all—even the smell of oil paints. She was constantly bumping into the stretchers; the easel was always in her way. She never came to terms with it. In the guest rooms of the seaside resorts, on the floors of their rented apartments, she forgot his paintings; the charcoal drawings lay around, falling into disrepair. 

Sometimes, in the midst of her work, amid her worries, from within the very confining prison of her own self, she would look up and gaze at such a painting on the wall as if she were seeing it for the first time. Something inside her would then quietly stir, as if something were stirring in its sleep—toward awakening. Stop! Just stop! It was very bright—a tree, perhaps, in the sun, in the air, against a clear summer sky. Stop, please! But the tree seemed to be rising; a gentle breeze blew, and the tree moved—was it flying? Yes, the whole earth was flying—the sun, the play of light and air, softly, hurriedly, delicately—stop, please, grim, dark earth! 

She stepped closer. The curtain before the mystery fluttered. It was canvas, the scent of oil paint, earthen matter, solid, solid earthen matter. But whirlwinds sounded, the wind blew, the tree moved its branches, life flowed, blew—fly, do not stop, flee and fly, just as we poor earthlings flee and fly. In vain do we hang the leaden weights of worries, hopes, and plans from our soles to anchor us to the moment. We flee away, we trickle into the sea... 

Painted by a paralyzed man, created out of nothing. Admittedly, by a man who knew and loved movement, who is now nothing more than a cumbersome body that is rolled from the bed into a chair—no, do not pause; we flee, we fly. 

Yes, something stirs gently within the woman gazing at it. A premonition threatens to overwhelm her, as if she were seeing her husband more immortal, more radiant, more agile than ever before—yet she shakes it off, she sinks back into sleep. Canvas and paint
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