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ABOUT THE TRANSLATOR
John E. Woods is the distinguished translator of many  books—most notably Arno Schmidt’s Evening Edged in  Gold, for which he won the American Book Award for  translation and the PEN Translation Prize in 1981;  Patrick Süskind’s Perfume, for which he again won the  PEN Translation Prize in 1987; and Thomas Mann’s  Buddenbrooks, The Magic Mountain,  and Doctor Faustus.  For his translations of The Magic Mountain  and Arno  Schmidt’s Nobodaddy’s Children, he was presented with  the first Helen and Kurt Wolff Prize for Translation  from the German in 1996.
[image: image]

Let me explain it to you: A year ago I made  good on a long-cherished wish and took a  train to Petersburg. I shared the compartment  with a Russian fresh from the hairdresser, her husband and a German named Hofmann. The Russians took us for a couple, and as the translator of  their questions and my answers, Hofmann presumably let them believe that was the case. I don’t  know what all he told them. They never stopped  laughing, and the woman kept patting my cheek.
It stayed sultry all that night, too; the  conductors’ shirts were splotched with sweat,  the compartment windows were dirty, steamed  over and unopenable—ostensibly there was air-conditioning—and when the stench wasn’t of  disinfectants, it was of the toilet and cigarettes.  Lowered like drawbridges between the cars were  steel plates that banged together tarrara-tarrara-ping, tarrara-tarrara-ping, modulating to tarrara-ping-bong, tarrara-ping-bong when the train  braked, until the bumpers finally started banging  in unpredictable, unrelenting collisions, so that I  could not sleep and was still lying awake the next day, even after the heat let up. When Hofmann  wasn’t talking with the Russians, he would lean his  head back into his pillow and gaze out the window, where amid swampy fallow fields and bleak  forests, little houses emerged here and there,  blue and green and pressed askew into the earth,  with stacks of firewood shining pale behind  burned-off meadows and whitewashed fences.  Often all that was left of a gatekeeper’s little yellow flag was the wooden pole held out in salute.
The second evening, in Lithuania already,  Hofmann suddenly invited me to the dining car.  Sitting across from me—with his dark blond hair,  nearly gray eyes and a scar under his chin—he  seemed quite sure of himself. He ordered without a menu and wiped his silverware on the red  curtains. But when asked how a German businessman, which he claimed he was, came to be  traveling by train, he lost all his jauntiness for a  moment. He gave a strained smile and fixed his  eyes on me. Instead of answering, he began to  ramble on about his work at a newspaper. But  above all, he said, along with having a passion for  karaoke, he was a lover of literature.
The further we moved away from my question,  the more freely and easily he spoke—and, it  seemed to me, the more fantastic and incredible  his stories. He showered me with wide-ranging  and elucidative suggestions of things I simply  had to read, all the while heaving great sighs and  congratulating me on my ignorance. “What all  you still have before you!” he kept saying. We ate and drank a lot, it was dirt-cheap, and whatever  was meant to happen happened—tarrara-tarrara-ping. . . .
I awoke with a hellacious headache. The sun  was glaring; the train had stopped, a station  named Pskov. Hofmann’s bed had been stripped,  the mattress rolled up. No one would or could  say where he had got to. Easy come, easy go. I  felt awful. And was still feeling awful even after  I discovered, tucked behind my handbag, the  folder lying before you now. I knew neither how  it got there nor what I should do with it. At first I  was going to give it to the conductor, because  who knows what trouble not-knowing can get  you into. But then I began to read.
Among the things we had talked about, Hofmann also spoke of some sketches he wrote every  day and sent back to Germany from Petersburg.  In writing them—he did not say for whom—he  had yielded more and more to his inclination to  invent rather than to research. Because for him,  Hofmann said, something fabricated was no less  real than an accident out on the street. He likewise  must have encouraged business acquaintances  and friends to describe for him certain episodes—  which is not hard to get a Westerner to do in  Russia.
Perhaps Hofmann succumbed to his weakness  with me as well, and preferred invention to giving truth its due. I don’t know and can say little  more than that for the past year I have tried in  vain to forget him. “And what,” you will ask, “does this have to do with me?” When you spoke  so candidly of your own plans, the idea came to  me that someone like you should see to it that  this folder gets published. Edited, it would surely  provide diverting entertainment. And if Hofmann is still alive, he will come forward. I see no  other possibility of my ever finding him again.
I beg you, please lend these fantasies your  name! Because publishers will not accept a book  without an author. They need photographs, interviews, they’re hungry for faces and real stories.  What would be a welcome outcome for you would  be burdensome to me. For one thing, I don’t feel  I’m up to it all, for another, I would not like to put  my own job in jeopardy. Whereas you are a person of literary ambition, are skilled at dealing  with texts and have friends who would be happy  to be of help to you. Perhaps you may even earn  some money from it.
Freiburg im Breisgau, 25 June ’94
I have provided this letter, in slightly abbreviated form,  as a preface, because it relieves me of all explanations. I  would nevertheless like to note that material considerations were secondary in my having assumed an editorial role. I would gladly have refrained from this task  had I not been convinced that the sketches collected  here go beyond their mere entertainment value and  bear within them the possibility of inspiring an ongoing discussion concerning the value of happiness.
I.S.
Berlin, 10 June ’95
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You run across women like Maria only in magazines  and commercials. Each evening in the lobby of  the Hotel St. Petersburg, where I stayed early on, she  would shift from one arrangement of white armchairs  to another as if she were moving about in a furniture  store. Sometimes she would disappear for five minutes, but she always came back, and she was always  alone.
On my way to the hotel bar I spoke to her, and so  we entered as a couple. Maria grew livelier and even  more beautiful. She had in fact been waiting for me.  The bartender ignored other guests to serve me, and  within Maria’s line of sight, I returned to our table full  of success and without sloshing a drop from the  glasses. Her fingers got absentmindedly tangled in the  silver chain above her décolletage, and her long nails  drew streaks across that incredible skin, which re-emerged no less pure from under her red dress just  above the knee. I lit her cigarette for her with her  lighter so that she would not be distracted from what  she was saying about Margarita and Lolita, about the  difference between Zoshchenko’s and Platonov’s use  of language, and my palms lay flat on the table while she recited Pushkin and Brodsky as if she were planning a menu according to the vintage of the wines.  She had time for me, as if there were no soccer heroes  or singers, no members of parliament or captains waiting for her, and I knew: Petersburg, that is her dark  eyes. They would stand like stars for me above the  city, no matter what else might yet await me.
“Tell me about yourself,” Maria said, pressing her  hand against my arm and cautiously kissing my fingers. I had appeared in order to rescue Maria. She did  not know who her father was. “An Italian perhaps,” she  said, pushing her black hair up at me with the back of  her hand.
Maria would look for an apartment for us, we could  live together and awaken every morning in each  other’s arms. I would fulfill her greatest wish and buy  her a car. Together we would drive through the city  and to the sea, go dancing, shop for shoes, visit her  mother and travel, first to Amsterdam to celebrate our  wedding with her girlfriend and then on to Italy.
We sat together for two hours, the bartender gave  us his blessing, and I would have loved to ask him for  two golden rings. Why had Maria picked me of all  people? She let her hand rest on my knee, then took  my forefinger and let it trace up and down her collar-bone, and I kissed the little hollows on the side of her  neck, so that she lifted her shoulders and closed her  eyes.
I felt embarrassed to offer her money, but she simply nodded the way people nod.
After five minutes had passed, Maria followed me up  to my room; after twenty, she was out of the bed again.
“Miliziya,” she explained despondently. She was  beautiful down to the hollows of her knees, and in  searching for her dress she moved about the room  with no more concern than if her things were hanging  in the wardrobe.
While I played with the taps, Maria sat on the toilet  and promised to arrange for a taxi early the next  morning. We would meet again and drive to Pavlovsk.
No sooner had she left me than someone banged  on the door of my room. The woman who monitored  my floor was holding Maria firmly by the wrist. I  explained that everything was all right, that nothing  was missing. Then the door banged shut.
Every morning and evening for two weeks, I sat in  the white armchairs waiting for Maria. But she did not  come. I asked the bartender about her, asked the taxi  driver who had exchanged whispers with her, the floor  monitor. Maybe someone had abducted her, maybe  she was no longer even alive or an old lover had  returned from Siberia. For a long time I drove from my  apartment to the hotel every evening. None of the  other women or girls could match Maria. No one  knew anything about her.
Nine months later, we met again at the entrance to  the Hotel Europe. Maria had moved up two stars and  was hungry. We sat in the courtyard, drank coffee and  ate bockwurst. Within an hour there was scarcely a  seat left. Like students, we each paid our own bill,  exchanged three good-bye kisses like Russians, and  Maria resumed her work like a woman in love.
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Seryosha, come home! Seryosha, do you hear  me, come home!” Valentina Sergeyevna squinted.  Another hour and she wouldn’t be able to see her hand  in front of her face. “Seryosha!” Valentina clapped her  hands. Two hens ogled her in profile and then went  back to pecking.
“It can’t go on like this!” Valentina exploded, and sat  down at the kitchen table. “For weeks I’ve heard not  one word out of him, not a good morning, not a good  night, he won’t look at me, just drinks the water tap  dry and goes to bed, the meat is falling right off that  boy!”
“Better than eating the cellar bare every night,”  Pavel replied, spreading the butter thick on the bread  and pushing it onto her plate with his thumb.
“Let’s eat!’’
Valentina reached for the teapot and filled both  cups. The frizzy hair in her armpits pushed its way out  from under the short sleeves of her apron.
“If he was your grandson, you’d do something,”  Valentina said.
They began to eat.
“Oh go on, every mouth is one too many.”
“Fascist,” Valentina whispered.
Pavel hauled back and struck her on the chin. A bite  of pickle flew into Valentina’s lap. Before she could  even start crying, Pavel had stood up. He pushed  her forehead back with his open palm and spat on  her half-open mouth. He hesitated another moment.  Valentina’s face was cramping into a pucker . . . some  butter was stuck to her upper lip. Then he left.
Pavel sat on the chopping block beside the shed  for a long time. His cigarettes were still in the kitchen,  his slippers still under the table. The clouds were turning blue in the evening sun. Pavel had to think this  through.
“In an hour it’ll be as dark as Lenin’s asshole,” he said  to his big toes.
The distant noise from the Petersburg–Novgorod  highway was part of the quiet by now. Only if someone honked was the road there again. Without slipping off the chopping block, Pavel scraped up some  pebbles in his left hand and sat back up. Two hens  were pecking between the fence pickets, their rumps  raised high.
“Fire!” Pavel shouted, and threw the first pebble.
“Whooee!” It banged against the fence, whose pastel blue pickets he had tipped with white.
“Two marks lower, three to the right, fire!” The  pebble whistled between pickets and disappeared  soundlessly into the field beyond.
“Fire!’’ Pavel ordered.
“Too low, fire! Sustained fire!” He wasn’t even aiming now.
“Whooee, whooee, whooee, whooee, ooreeeeee.” The hens ran clucking, flapping along the fence, but  finding no openings, they plumped themselves up as if  in a storm—and in the next instant drew up small and  tight, pivoted in the corner and waddled back.
“Shut up!” Two more shots, and Pavel’s left hand was  empty. The hens scattered.
“Little shits! Enemy destroyed!”
Pavel was hungry and felt like killing something.  But even five hens didn’t lay enough, and winter was  coming on. In Valentina Sergeyevna’s vegetable garden he pulled up a kohlrabi, broke off the leaves,  rinsed the rest in the rain barrel and split it open with  the spade. He gnawed at the two halves by turns.
“Yuck!” Pavel spat and sat back down on the block.  He chewed each bite till all the juice was extracted,  then stuck out his tongue with the woody remains and  wiped the back of his hand across his lips.
“A fat ass, a juicy ass, a white ass,” he said, arousing  himself and pressing his thighs together. Without any  haste, he raised his right forearm above his left and  squashed a gnat. “What are you wriggling around for!”  Pavel scolded. He was gradually feeling better. He  rubbed between his legs. The kohlrabi was sticky. He  pressed the backs of his hands against his groin and  spread his legs wide.
“Commando retreat!” He rubbed again, waited and  pushed his knees apart with his hands—his organ was  pressed against the taut fabric of his pants. Pavel was  pleased with himself. He put his legs back together,  hurled what was left of the kohlrabi at the fence, managing to hit the old chicken feeder, and placed both hands on his erection. Pavel grunted as if dozing off.  Another bright streak appeared in the clouds above  the woods. A buzzard circled in the gray sky. “Bang,  bang, bang, bang!” Pavel took aim and kept a firm grip  on his barrel. With each “bang” his hips twitched.  “Keep it loaded, Pasha, keep it loaded. And stay dry,  Pasha, bang, bang, bang, bang!”
Pavel was amazed to find himself standing beside  the chopping block. He sat back down again now, but  without letting up. “Rat-ta-ta-ta-ta-ta-tat.”
Here came Seryosha out of the woods. He was running. Pavel saw the pointy knees rise and fall below  the tall grass like a tedding machine. In the six weeks  since his arrival, Seryosha had indeed become very  skinny. He had taken off his shirt and was holding it in  his hand like a sack. Even from a distance Pavel could  see the boy’s ribs. Only Seryosha’s head had grown  larger.
“Moving target,” Pavel muttered, squinting an eye  and crossing his right leg over his left. That way he  could still feel himself warm and firm against his thigh.
“Uncle Pasha!” Seryosha crowed, waving at him  with his free skinny arm and then brushing the hair  from his brow. He pushed open the lattice door to the  chicken yard as he ran.
“Uncle Pasha!” Seryosha gasped, running up to the  man who had moved in with his grandmother two  years before. Pavel stood up, his torso bent forward,  and shoved Seryosha away. They had never hugged.
“Uncle Pasha, I’ve got it, look here!”
And directly before Pavel’s bony feet Seryosha spread out his shirt, in which lay a handful of coarse powder,  dark, mixed with some larger lumps. Seryosha coughed.
“I’ll explain it all to you, Uncle Pasha, everything,  the whole truth!” Seryosha gushed, never once taking  his eyes off his treasure.
Pavel looked down at the boy’s cowlick, at his  skinny neck, his shoulders, his sweaty back and the bit  of butt-crack above his belt.
“Sit down, Uncle Pasha, please sit down, and I’ll  explain it all to you, the whole truth, ten minutes,  Uncle Pasha, five, please!”
Pavel nodded, blinking the way he always did when  he didn’t understand something, and sat back down.
“Try it, Uncle Pasha, it tastes so good, it tastes wonderful!” Seryosha held a little crumb directly up to  Pavel’s lips. He took it between his fingers, shoved it  into his mouth and chewed.
“Crunchy,” he said.
“It is, isn’t it!” Seryosha looked up, happy. “And  sweet, sweet as sugar.”
Pavel chewed for a long time and swallowed hard.
“I’ll tell you the whole truth, Uncle Pasha, you first  of all. Everything.” Seryosha sat down beside his shirt.  Two tiny creases appeared at his belly.
“Have some more, Uncle Pasha, please, help yourself.”
Pavel picked out two little clumps with his left hand  and nibbled at them.
“Like sunflower seeds,” he muttered, and wiped his  wet lips.
“It’s so nice here with you both, Uncle Pasha, but  when I think about leaving, when I think about Petersburg, I have to run to the can. It just wipes me out,  Uncle Pasha, you know what I mean?”
Pavel stared at the crumbs between them. This  morning, holding fast to the washbasin, Valentina had  presented her rear to him. She had almost missed the  bus for Novgorod.
“There I sit and I can’t move I’m so worried and  scared,” Seryosha continued, “and then my poop turns  hard and after a while it’s cold and like something that  doesn’t belong to me but that still has to do with me,  Uncle Pasha, it’s horrible!” Seryosha studied Pavel’s  face. “I didn’t want that anymore, Uncle Pasha,”  Seryosha began again. “I didn’t want to have to poop  anymore! Everybody knows that feeling, don’t they,  everybody, but nobody ever says anything about it, no  one wants to say it because it’s so horrible, right? But  why, I asked myself, am I, why is everybody so scared  of it? It comes out of my own body, it’s a piece of me,  and so it can’t be any worse than I am!”
Pavel nodded.
“I’ve known that for a long time,” Seryosha said,  beaming, “but today I tried an old pile, it was my own,  and it tastes good, Uncle Pasha, doesn’t it? It tastes  sweet! Do you know what that means, that it tastes  sweet? It means I don’t have to be scared anymore, no  one has to be scared anymore, isn’t that wonderful,  Uncle Pasha?”
“I know about that,” Pavel said, and stood up.  “Come on!” he washed his hands in the rain barrel and  rubbed them dry on his pants.
Seryosha carefully folded up his shirt. He tried to  hug Pavel again. Then they both went into the house.
Valentina Sergeyevna was already in bed. Pavel  stood at the door to the room, waiting for his eyes to  grow accustomed to the darkness.
“Something wrong?” Valentina Sergeyevna asked.
“I’ve spoken with the boy, he’s all right.” Pavel loosened his belt and let his pants drop. “We’ll all have  breakfast together in the morning.” He stepped out of  his underpants and walked over to the bed. With one  jerk he flung the blanket back. Crouching there on the  sheet, Valentina Sergeyevna raised her white rear into  the air.
“Come, my Hitler, come,” she whispered, and  buried her face in the pillow.
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How often we had gazed up at the round-arched  windows, their red velvet curtains wrapping the  rooms like a precious gift. How often we had tried to  imagine the triumphant view from the second-floor  balcony across to the Anichkov Bridge, or, depending  on the turn of one’s head, down or up Nevsky  Prospekt or to the quay under the poplars below. Our  eyes might have followed the flatboats as far as the  Sheremetyev Palace or, in the opposite direction, to  the Fontanka curve. Stepping from these rooms to stand at the balcony’s wrought-iron railing was like  reviewing a parade and would inevitably evoke ovations from the throng lingering at our feet, waiting for  the lights to change. There was no denying it: Whoever might appear on this spot in the city, high above  the heads of the people, would possess a charisma that  otherwise only birth endows. And it was from here  that the sign adorned with the name of our newspaper  was to shine.
The owners of the apartment had mounted delays,  had mounted the most incredible delays for six  months, and it looked as if what I had always feared  would prove true: People like us entered such chambers only in our dreams or as guests. But then the forty  thousand dollars had arrived, and at the end of April  we pulled the curtains back from the windows.
I could see it all before me. I planned the middle room, with its view of Nevsky Prospekt, as the  reception area for advertisers, writers and readers. I  intended the corner room, where my desk would have  its spot beside the door to the balcony, for layout.  The journalists would have to make do with the  smallest room. The bath and toilet were cramped. But  the kitchen offered sufficient space for meetings  and discussions.
What I had not expected, however, was that the  foul odor in the stairwell would end at the door to the  apartment, as if there flowed from our new quarters  the fresh, unobtrusive scent of light, of warmth, of the  sea and a seemingly unidentifiable floral extract, a  scent that either had persisted in these walls over so  many decades, and thus told of the fragrance of young noblewomen, or arose out of our own enchantment  with the apartment. Perhaps, however, this scent also  came drifting in through the windows, beyond which  the cooing of doves blended with the first rustling of  leaves and the slapping of waves against the quay.
And thus there existed the finest conditions for  creating something every entrepreneur—if he is not  a scoundrel and a cutpurse—desires, that is, for his  employees to regard the firm as their second home.  Contrary to my own wish that we hire painters, all the  others spoke in favor of taking on the task of redecoration themselves, on the weekends or holidays, of  course. I bit my tongue, for from the viewpoint of  modern management, to throttle initiative from below  would have been unforgivably foolish, particularly  since it meant saving money.
Despite our usual Thursday night shift, we gathered  on Friday afternoon at three. Even the writers had  come. That was all the more remarkable since over  time it had become the established practice for them  to report in and briefly discuss their columns by telephone, and they were increasingly less willing to enter  their texts into the computer themselves. They quoted  my motto that the purpose of any article was to fill  space between ads. Which is why they never knew if  their articles would in fact appear. By June, or July at  the latest, they were to be contracting on a fee-for-service basis. That would allow for the hiring of an  additional secretary. I had been given a free hand in  regard to employees, since fifty dollars a month more  or less made no difference.
There were so many of us that there were too few washable rollers, buckets, putty knives and brushes. It  was Saturday before we could go to work in every  room. On the following Friday we moved into the  kitchen. I gave Tanya and Lyudmila money to buy  dishes, silverware, glasses and a coffee machine—an  investment, I thought, that would pay off. No sooner  had they returned than, as if by prearrangement,  everyone unpacked something to eat—and in no time  the table was filled, and we drank and talked on into  the night.
I attempted to keep a clear head amid all the turmoil, and was determined to maintain this mood for as  long as possible. Never before had there been so many  suggestions for optimizing workflow and for improving the paper. We set as our goal to publish the next  issue from these rooms and used Wednesday, which  was an important day for production, for moving in  and washing windows. No one was amazed that  despite an abnormally high number of ads and a lost  day of work, we were finished earlier than usual.  Indeed, we could have left for home before midnight  on Thursday had there not been problems with our  laser printer.
We had finally caught fire! A new life was to begin  now at last. I arrived at work around ten and discovered, as always, not only Tanya, our secretary, at  work—she had just turned seventeen—but all three  other places at the computer occupied. Where before  no one had felt responsible for the telephone if Tanya  happened to be out of the room, it was often the case  now, even more than I liked, that the journalists or the  girls from layout, Lyudmila and Irina, would pick up the receiver. The joy and the commitment of each  individual employee could be felt even on the other  end of the line. Tanya, meanwhile, was spending half  the day roving shops and markets, looking for good  deals on meat, vegetables, honey, cheese, eggs, butter  and the ingredients for borscht, solyanka, pelmeni,  pizza, roulades and turnovers. As a secretary, she had  practically become superfluous.
I did nothing to stop it, since our midday meal was  the indisputable high point of every day. It not only  tasted fantastic, but it was cheaper as well, and regular  nourishment did everyone good. If there were leftovers, they gave them to me, and that way I managed  a second warm meal. Last but not least, v konze konzov,  as the Russians say, the collective, the team, was  forged into a unit by our shared meals. Although, God  knows, work was not the only thing we talked about,  editorial sessions took care of themselves in this way,  there was excellent integration between the ad department and layout, and every suggestion, no matter  whether it came from within our operation or from  readers, writers or accounts—every suggestion was  picked up, developed and seemed to be put into practice all on its own. Even our fee-for-service writers  quickly grasped the change in climate and were now  only too glad to appear between three and four in the  afternoon. As was only fitting, most of them had taken  to embellishing our meals with expensive produce that  could be had only at exorbitant prices or by waiting in  long lines. Which meant that they were not simply  tolerated but expectantly awaited, because they might  bring an eggplant or some meat or fish one time, and pelmeni the next. An agreement was even reached  between smokers and nonsmokers, and was faithfully  observed, with no disruption of either work or the  cozy atmosphere or, better, shall we say, the homey-ness. The one was based on the other, with the accent  merely shifting with the time of day. Our circulation  increased noticeably. The firm’s management in Germany congratulated us on the jolt that had charged  the entire team, spoke of the expected upswing and  gave me a free hand in awarding bonuses—within  appropriate limits, naturally. Rarely had a job given  me such satisfaction. Each evening, as the sun stood  like an emblem above our building and the Beloselsky-Belozersky Palace opposite took on a red glow, I  would smoke a cigarette out on the balcony and gaze  proudly down on Nevsky Prospekt at my feet.
This golden age lasted barely three months. In early  August I was seized with an uneasiness that at the time  I attributed to a combination of causes. Above all,  however, I was probably somewhat overworked. For  even when the vacation season had reached its peak,  the expected summer hiatus never happened and our  circulation sank hardly at all, making night shifts necessary again—the first in our new quarters—and I  postponed my vacation once more. To be sure, it was  unwise for me to consider myself indispensable—as I  had for a good year—even though the mood of our  now smaller team remained relaxed and good.
Sonya’s husband, a colonel in the tank corps, had  died two years before, whereupon her daughter Polina  had moved into the apartment along with her moody,  unemployed fiancé—and Sonya was now spending nights in the office now and then, since her last subway train had left long before in any case, thus sparing  herself a three-hour commute back and forth. When I  arrived of a morning then, she had made tea, dusted  the rooms and washed the dishes.
At the end of September, with vacations now past, I  postponed my own yet again. My uneasiness had not  vanished, on the contrary, it had grown. Although we  were once again at full force and had no greater number of pages to put out than in the months before, the  night shifts continued. After any vacation period there  is an especially great need for talk, and it takes time  for everyone to get accustomed to work again. It is no  different in Germany, either. But when the night shift  began to spill over into Wednesday, it was clear to me  that I must act, particularly since evidently no one  other than myself was upset by this development. I  laid out a schedule that I kept elastic enough but that  nevertheless ended at seven o’clock on Thursday evening. Everyone was to bear some responsibility for  that now.
In the middle of October, when I went to put a new  cartridge in the printer and opened the supply cupboard, I could not believe my eyes. There lay neatly  arranged tablecloths, napkins, bed linens, hand towels, handkerchiefs, dust cloths, cosmetic bags, ladies’  stockings and underwear. Behind vases, place mats, a  mocha service and dessert forks, I found our paper  supply and finally the cartridge.
I took the four ladies aside and demanded an explanation. But they did not understand what there was to  explain. That they had often spent the night here, indeed were required to do so, I surely knew as much.  My new schedule would not change any of that,  either, and a little coziness was so nice. All the rest was  self-explanatory. They did offer, however, to lay the  underwear and whatever else women need for personal hygiene behind the bed linens. I did not even  mention the state of the bathroom, which they kept  very clean but which somehow reminded me of a  beauty salon. Of course, I had nothing against the fact  that street shoes were kept in the toilet and that the  women ran around in our editorial offices in sandals or  house shoes. But whereas at the beginning it had only  been four pairs, that number had rapidly doubled.
After this discussion I could not rid myself of the  impression that they were whispering about me, and  giggling.
However often I summoned up for them the image  of earlier days or adroitly promised bonuses set at the  very limits of possibility, the extension of working  hours grew worse from day to day. Mealtimes, however, had stretched to the point where just about  nothing got done between three and six. After that,  tea was made and pastries passed around. To be sure,  they fulfilled their daily quotas, but that had nothing  to do with the number of hours worked. And if I did  not want to drive the women home in my own car—  which would have taken at least three hours of my  time—I could not object to their spending the night  in the office. It was too great a risk simply to shove  them out the door. Besides, my hands were tied all  the more, since all of them, from the secretary to the  editor, were paid not by the hour but for punctual delivery of the paper and in proportion to our circulation. Punctual meant Friday morning at seven. That  now brought them anywhere from seventy to ninety  dollars a month. But you truly could no longer call it  working.
I likewise met with no understanding from Boris  and Shenya, the editors, and Anton, our photographer. As long as the women were doing their jobs and  could pull off keeping house—the turn of phrase  alone said it all—I should be content. The only reason  they themselves didn’t spend the night was because  they had families and cars. But since there was nothing  that drew them home, the laxity spread to them as  well. They regularly interrupted their work now to go  to the banya. When they returned, they first had to  have a drink or two—and then they usually fell asleep  at their desks. The women pampered them like heroes.
And yet the newspaper they produced was something to be proud of, even if it did occasionally lack  that final careful touch. I simply didn’t know where to  apply the leverage.
What objection could I have to a refrigerator, to a  jury-rigged shower, with a curtain, to carpets in the  offices, to the fold-out sofa they put in the waiting  room, to the bookcases and the reproductions of  views of Petersburg?
One morning early in November, I arrived somewhat earlier than usual and found the women busy  rehanging the red velvet curtains, which I had personally thrown in the garbage when we moved in. The  only sign left of the white blinds were hooks above  the windows. At last the moment for intervention!
The curtains were new, hand-sewn, the material  chosen to match the old ones, at least in terms of  color. Blinds, I learned, made the room’s atmosphere  too cold and impersonal. It had taken them only two  weeks, they proudly declared, only two weeks from  measurement to purchase to the last stitch of the needle. The blinds had been in the way while they were  doing the hanging, but naturally they would be put  back in place. But couldn’t they have told me about it  beforehand? It was meant to be a surprise, really it  was, a surprise. How could they know I wouldn’t be  delighted with the curtains, who could have imagined  that—not being delighted, even scolding? Sonya’s  eyes welled up with tears. They had paid for it all out  of their bonuses. It wouldn’t cost the firm a thing.
Of course, as the boss one always stands alone  somehow, excluded from the lives of the others. It’s  normal, it’s justified, and yet this was a new experience  for me in Russia. Then again, they accused me of distancing myself more and more from their circle. I no  longer accepted invitations, was always the first to get  up from the table, wore a glum face, never laughed at a  joke, was constantly looking at the clock and certainly  no longer praised them for anything, even though the  articles, the design, the ads, the service and sales were  unrivaled anywhere in the city. Or was I having problems at home?
I am a passionate devotee of the banya, love good  food and, it goes without saying, am glad to join in an  interesting conversation. But I am accustomed to  organizing work as efficiently as possible, in order,  then, to enjoy my free time—in the sauna, for all I care, or around a table with others. There is truth in  the old adage “Work hard, then play hard,” even if it  does sound simpleminded.
I was in a dreadful position. Either I went along  with this nerve-racking slow motion and just about  never got out of the office and home to sleep, or I  could just let things slide. And yet a captain should  always be the last to abandon ship.
The women no longer went home even on weekends. They cleaned house, did their laundry, took  afternoon walks and ate ice cream; some evenings  they took in a concert or a movie, sometimes they  went dancing. It was always just a short trip back to  the office.
Puzzled by their husbands’ absence, Boris’s and  Shenya’s wives made a practice of checking on them  unannounced. Relieved and happy, they then proceeded to sit down in the kitchen, chattering brightly  and praising the cozy atmosphere instead of taking  their spouses with them. They, in turn, having finished  their work for the day—or having put it off until  tomorrow—now began simply to wait for their wives’  visits by playing a game of chess.
The other residents of the house took part in the  rollicking life of my staff, and would ring the bell pretending that they had run out of salt or lost their keys  and had to wait for the wife to return. Of course, they  were offered tea, and as long as there were guests, it  was considered impolite to work. And when the wife  finally did appear with the key, they would chat away  for another brief two hours, not without offering their  journalistic services as contributors before leaving. Over time, the honoraria we paid to the neighbors  and their relatives would have covered the cost of renovating the stairwell.
Meanwhile I toiled on, in order to imply by my  example that there was another way of doing things. I  even took over my own typing, which cost me an  immense amount of time, what with the Cyrillic keyboard. But it proved a fiasco, like all my other measures. Even counterproductive. Rolled eyes and shrugs  were the friendliest reactions. Tanya pointed out my  mistakes, and Anton, our photographer, did not think  it appropriate for the boss to get involved in work he  did not understand. He quoted me: Doesn’t matter  when you put a newspaper together, what matters is  it’s good and it’s on time.
Whenever I tried to offer an answer, it was as if  every thought had been blown from my head. So I  found no good argument when they proudly presented a portable television, just to get the latest news,  of course—and we were a weekly! The black tomcat  that at first had a bowl at our door was now sleeping in  the kitchen—it was winter. Or did I want him to  freeze to death? The neighbors even rang the bell if  Blintchik (that was the cat’s name) was sitting outside  our door.
One Sunday in early December, I had forgotten to  send a fax and stopped by the office in the morning.  There was whimpering coming from the waiting room.  All four ladies were standing around the sofa, on  which an old woman was lying. They hissed at me to  be quiet, for heaven’s sake, the doctor had already been  notified. Irina’s grandmother had come for a visit and was not feeling well. She had groaned the whole night,  they had hardly slept a wink. The grandmother died  on Tuesday—not in the office, thank God. But the  women were so distressed that her death came close to  seriously endangering the publication of our next issue.
I did not know what to do. My eyes burned, my  hands were sweaty, my lungs felt pricked with pins.  And when Sonya—whom I had once regarded as my  confidante—suggested to me that I really needn’t do  anything more than sit in the kitchen, drink tea,  smoke or go for a walk, and truly had nothing whatever to worry about, I freed myself from her embrace  and dashed out of the room. Unfortunately, Blintchik  was slinking through the office door just as I slammed  it shut. The cat let out a horrible screech and the  women came running with a wail.
Less angry than at the end of my tether, I finally  reported the situation to the firm’s management in my  weekly fax. I formulated it cautiously, hinting at the  problems. But I had to do it in order to protect myself  against the day when the men from Stuttgart would be  standing at my door. How would I explain our chaos  to them, let alone that I myself was a victim of it?
That same evening—just imagine, it was a Friday—  I received a call. I was then connected with the CEO.
“Quiet!” I bellowed across the room, and prepared  myself for the worst.
Schafer, with his M.B.A., was not a man for small  talk, and after first having to remind himself why he  had called, or so it seemed to me, he said curtly that I  would be receiving the needed moneys by courier. I  should make all the preparations so that the purchase could take place before the year was out—“or do the  Russians backdate, too?”
I asked if there was not some confusion here, since I  had not asked him for money.
“No? What do you mean?” he replied. The paper  wasn’t doing badly—and it was never wrong to buy  real estate. I was to purchase another apartment but  see to it from the start that the work was organized  according to Western standards. Efficiency, the basis  of leadership in the marketplace.
“Why else would we have sent you?” I heard him  say with a laugh.
“And our apartment?” I asked in some agitation.
“Hand it over to the women. Or maybe you want to  throw them out?”
I said I didn’t; he wished me a pleasant weekend, a  merry Christmas and a healthy and prosperous New  Year. I wished him the same.
I hung up, and was greeted by the expectant faces  of the staff. I said not a word, however, opened the  door to the balcony again for the first time in months,  stepped out into the peacefully drifting snowflakes  and lit a cigarette.
How festively the palaces all around us were lit.  How the endless Nevsky shimmered, how it glistened. Gradually the lights blurred. I felt Blintchik rub  against my calves.
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Russia—all you can do is leave it! All week I had  been wondering why I was doing this to myself,  why I was in this city and not in Paris or Italy. It was as  if the people here had only recently come in from the  village and didn’t know how to walk down a street.  They plod along, yelling, shoving, elbowing, spitting.  No one says “Excuse me.” They pay no attention or  just bellow swear words. You have to kick them! And  no sooner have you worked your way free than they  push you onto a bus or into the path of a car. Or you  save yourself by standing flush against a wall like a  beggar and don’t know what to do next. And  everywhere, like some peculiarity of the climate, is  this stench of old farmer cheese, embedded filth and  cigarette smoke. At the airport, on the bus, in the  hotel, on the street—you can’t escape it, only the  blend changes. Sometimes there is a little gasoline in  it, or garlic, or toilet bowls. From courtyard doors drift  odds and ends of meals, stairwells reek of piss. In grocery stores the odors hang so heavy that yesterday’s  heat is still sticking to them. And when it comes to  people, you don’t know if they have taken on the stink  of their surroundings or if it’s coming from them.
Except for the bread and tea, hardly anything is edible. Every

OPS/images/Schu_9780307424242_epub_001_r1.jpg
INTERNATIONAL





OPS/images/Schu_9780307424242_epub_002_r1.jpg
33 Moments of Happiness

ST. PETERSBURG STORIES
Ingo Schulze

TRANSLATED BY JOHN E. WOODS

VINTAGE INTERNATIONAL
Vintage Books
A Division of Random House, e
New York





OPS/images/Schu_9780307424242_epub_cvi_r1.jpg
I N T A G E

eBooks

"

33 MOMENTS OF HAPPINESS

ST. PETERSBURG STORIES

INGO SCHULZE





