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The Vaccination

If, dear friends, I tell you this story, by
no means do I do so to give you another example of the slyness of
women or the stupidity of men; rather, I’m telling it to you
because it illustrates certain psychological quirks that will be of
interest you and to everyone and that the man, if he is made aware
of them, is in a position to profit greatly from in life. But above
all I would like to object at the outset to an accusation: it is
not my intention to boast about my past misdeeds or that
carelessness, which I now regret with all my heart and the pursuit
of which—since my hair has gone gray and my knee shaky—I no longer
have either the desire or the aptitude for.

“You have nothing to fear, darling,” Fanny
said to me one lovely evening, when her husband had just come home,
“since husbands, by and large, are jealous only so long as they
have no reason to be. As soon as there is really a reason for them
to be jealous, it’s as if they were stricken with terminal
blindness.”

“I don’t trust the expression on his face,” I
replied meekly. “It seems to me he must have noticed
something.”

“You misunderstand this expression, darling,”
she said. “His facial expression is just the result of that method
I devised, which I used on him, of inoculating him once and for all
against any jealousy and preserving him for good from ever coming
down with any upsetting suspicion of you.”

“What is this method?” I asked,
astonished.

“It’s a kind of vaccination. The very day I
decided to take you as my lover, I also told him to his face I
loved you. Ever since, I’ve been telling him the same thing every
day, on getting up and on going to bed. You have every reason, I
say, to be jealous of the dear young fellow; I am really taken with
him, and if I don’t break my vows it’s neither to your credit nor
to mine—it is in fact because of him alone that I have been so
unshakably faithful to you.”

It became clear to me just then why her
husband, with all of his kindness, when he thought I wasn’t
observing him, often looked at me with such a peculiarly pitying,
contemptuous smirk.

“And do you really think this method will be
effective for the duration?” I asked, abashed.

“It’s infallible,” she replied with the
confidence of an astronomer.

All the same, I had grave doubts about the
reliability of her psychological calculations until the events of a
later day disabused me in surprising fashion.

At the time I was living in a small,
furnished room on the fifth floor of an apartment building on a
narrow alley in the center of the city, and I was in the habit of
sleeping in until broad daylight. One sunny morning around nine
o’clock the door opened and she walked in. I would never recount
what then happened if it did not provide evidence of one of the
most astonishing and nonetheless most comprehensible instances of
blindness possible in the intellectual lives of men. She shed her
final wraps and joined me. Expect nothing else awkward, salacious,
about my story, dear friends. I must stress again and again that it
is not my intention to entertain you with improprieties. No sooner
did the blanket cover the allure of her body than footfalls resound
in front of the door; there’s a knock, and I barely have time to
cover her head with a quick tug of the blanket before her husband
walks in, dripping sweat and out of breath from the strain of
taking the one hundred and twenty steps up to my place, but with a
radiant, joyfully fevered expression on his face.

“I wanted to ask you if you wanted to go for
a jaunt with Röbel, Schletter, and me. We’re going by train to
Ebenhausen and then from there by bicycle to Ammerland. Actually, I
wanted to work at home today; but my wife left early for the
Brüchmanns’ to see what their youngest is up to, and then, what
with the glorious weather, I couldn’t concentrate anymore at home.
I met Röbel and Schletter at Café Luitpold, and we agreed on the
trip there. Our train leaves at 10:57.”

In the meantime I had had a bit of time to
collect myself.

“You see,” I said smiling, “that I’m not
alone.”

“Yes, I see that,” he replied with the
selfsame smile of mutual understanding.

At that point his eyes started to twinkle,
and his chops waggled up and down. He took a tentative step forward
and was now standing right by the chair I was wont to drape my
clothes over. Uppermost on this chair was a fine batiste waist,
lacy and sleeveless, with a signature stitched in red and above it
two black silk stockings with golden-yellow gussets. Since nothing
more of a female presence was visible, he fastened his gaze on
these articles of clothing with unmistakable goatishness.

This moment was crucial. Just another second
and he would have to remember having once seen these garments
somewhere in life. Come what may, I had to draw his attention away
from the fateful sight and so keep it from slipping out of my
control. But it was possible only through something unprecedented.
This train of thought, which flashed through my brain like
lightning, prompted me to commit an act of crudeness of such
enormity that even now, twenty years later, I haven’t forgiven
myself for it, though it saved the day then.

“I’m not alone,” I said. “But if you had an
idea of the loveliness of this creature, you would envy me.”

At that, my arm, which had pulled the cover
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