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For Jette

Acclaim for Ingo Schulze’s
simple stories
“The originality of this wonderful novel derives in good part from Ingo Schulze’s gift for gleeful pastiche. . . . He appropriates the famously deadpan diction and flat affect of Raymond Carver’s hard-luck stories to describe stodgy small-town East Germans forced to reinvent themselves when their world collapses. It’s a brilliant narrative strategy for capturing a time of giddy terror and—much more rarely—exhilaration. . . . Schulze himself is no minimalist; instead, he’s a baroquely expansive comic.”
— The New York Times Book Review
“It is impossible to do justice to the complexity of this novel. . . . The fact that it vibrates so oddly and beautifully demands that we see it as a startling achievement.”
—Review of Contemporary Fiction
“Ingenious. . . . Brilliantly composed and astringently written. . . . This sovereignly crafted novel deserves to be read by those seriously interested in the art of fiction.”
—The Boston Globe
“Parts of Simple Stories are the funniest, saddest and most deadly fiction I have read since that Wall came tumbling down.”
—The Commercial Appeal (Memphis)
“Remarkable. . . . Slowly, page by page, the fragments become whole and it begins to dawn on readers that these stories are anything but simple, told by a brilliant storyteller with a voice very much his own.”
— Santa Fe New Mexican
“A dizzying tapestry of interconnected former East Germans. . . . Schulze masterfully handles the interweaving story lines of a small town of “New Germans” trying their best to get right with capitalism, the new European order, and each other. . . . An entertaining soap opera full of social commentary.”
—St. Petersburg Times
“A novel about ordinary people living in extraordinary times, told with persuasive honesty and gentle poignancy.”
—Elle

CHAPTER 1
zeus
Renate Meurer tells about a bus trip in February’90—when the wall was already gone, but the two Germanys were not. In celebration of their twentieth wedding anniversary, the Meurers are in the West for the first time, in Italy for the first time. A bus breakdown outside Assisi drives a fellow passenger, Dieter Schubert, to an act of desperation. Shared memories and provisions.
It just came at the wrong time. Five days on a bus: Venice, Florence, Assisi. It all sounded like Honolulu to me. I asked Martin and Pit how they even came up with the idea and where exactly the money was coming from and how did they picture us taking an illegal trip for our twentieth anniversary?
I was depending on Ernst not to go along with it. The last few months had been hell for him. We had anything but Italy on our minds. But he didn’t say a word. And in the middle of January, he asked if we shouldn’t be making some preparations—we were supposed to leave on February 16, a Friday during school break—and how were we supposed to get over the Italian border, the Austrian border, with our GDR papers? I figured that at the latest, once I’d told him what the kids had told me—how we’d be getting West German IDs from a travel agency in Munich, counterfeit most likely—that’d be that, you could count Ernst Meurer out. But he just asked whether that had been why we’d had the two passport photos taken. “Yes,” I said, “the two passport photos, our birth dates, height, and color of eyes—that’s all they need.”
It was just like always. We packed clothes in our dark green suitcase, put dishes, cutlery, and food in the black-and-red-checked bag: canned sausages and fish, bread, eggs, butter, cheese, salt, pepper, zwieback, apples, oranges, and two thermoses, one for coffee, one for tea. Pit drove us to Bayreuth. At the border they asked where we were going, and Pit said, “Shopping.”
The train stopped in every jerkwater town. Except for snow, streetlights, cars, and stations, I didn’t see much. We were sitting with men on their way to work. I didn’t really think about Italy until Ernst peeled an orange.
At the station in Munich he and Ernst must have recognized each other. I didn’t pick up on it. How was I supposed to know what he looked like? I couldn’t even have told you his real name.
I remember him from about Venice on. An average-sized man with quick movements and a badly fitting glass eye that never blinked. He was dragging some huge book around with him, one finger stuck in between pages, so that whenever Gabriela, our Italian tour guide, explained something, he could put his two cents in. Your typical know-it-all. He kept pushing back his salt-and-pepper hair, which would promptly fall down over his forehead and eyebrows again.
I recognized the Doges’ Palace and the column with the lion from TV. The Venetian women—even those my age—wore short skirts and beautiful, old-fashioned caps. We had all dressed too warmly.
During the day, so that we could be on our own, we took along our bag of supplies with a couple of cans, bread, and apples. We ate in the room in the evening. Ernst and I didn’t talk much, but at least more than we had over the last months. “Una gondola per favore,” he shouted one morning while washing up. On the whole, I had the impression that Ernst liked Italy. Once he even took my hand and held it tight.
He never said one word about him. Not till the very end. Although in Florence, while we were waiting for everybody to come down from the bell tower, Ernst asked, “Where’s our mountaineer?” I didn’t pay it much attention or maybe I thought the two of them had talked at some point—Ernst always went down to breakfast before me. Then he mentioned something about doing pull-ups in a doorway. Before that, in Padua, the mountaineer had insisted we stop and visit some chapel or arena that wasn’t even on the tour. I turned around—he was sitting way at the back. His glance said that nothing was going to bother him and was directed straight at the windshield, as if we all were there to finally get this gentleman where he was going. Maybe I’m being unfair, maybe I wouldn’t even remember if it hadn’t been for the brouhaha later on, maybe I’ve got the sequence of events mixed up, too, but I’m not inventing any of it.
You have to try to imagine it. Suddenly you’re in Italy and have a West German passport. My name was Ursula and Ernst was Bodo, we lived in Straubing, Bavaria. I’ve forgotten our last names. You wake up on the other side of the world and are amazed to find yourself eating and drinking just like at home, putting one foot in front of the other as if this were all perfectly natural. Brushing my teeth and looking into the mirror, I found it even harder to believe that I was in Italy.
Before we left Florence for Assisi on our last day, the bus stopped in a parking lot so we could look back at the city. The sky was overcast. Ernst bought a plate with a picture of Dante and gave it to me—an anniversary present.
Then we drove through rain, and slowly it turned so foggy that I couldn’t see anything but guardrails and fell asleep.
When Ernst woke me up, the others were already getting off. We had stopped at a gas station. There was something wrong with the motor or the muffler. Snow was falling on the umbrellas, and cars had their headlights on—great weather for a breakdown. Our driver went looking for a phone. I can still remember his gestures exactly, the way he kept crossing and uncrossing his forearms. Gabriela announced that we’d have to wait for repairs. She suggested we take in the sights of Perugia.
We got our coats out and marched up to the old city in single file, with Gabriela and the mountaineer in the lead. He was upset and insisted he be driven to Assisi, which he claimed could be seen from here in good weather. “So close you can touch it,” he kept saying. When we were damn lucky not to be milling around by the autobahn or on some country road.
The snow was sticking to the sidewalks by now. The art museum and the churches were closed—lunch break. Gabriela led us to the Maggiore Fountain, said a few things about the town hall and the cathedral, which loomed up immense, its walls vanishing into the fog. The façade had remained unfinished now for over five hundred years, she said, to which a woman from Plauen remarked that compared to that the GDR didn’t come off so bad. She was constantly making cracks. Ernst never reacted. He simply ignored her.
The group scattered into various restaurants on the piazza. Ours was the Victoria.
Up till now we’d spent money only on the Dante plate and a few cups of coffee. Which is why we decided to order something. The waiter in his long white apron snaked his way among the few tables, all suddenly full. Sometimes he would freeze in mid-motion and lean his upper body in the direction of a summons. The only place he suddenly went deaf was in front of the TV, waiting for a skier to cross the finish line. At our table were two men from Dresden, a pediatrician and a stage designer, who both could manage a little Italian and explained the menu for us. Ernst tried to signal the waiter while I made sure his finger didn’t slip off the line pizza con funghi.
Suddenly the pediatrician stood up. And since he was staring out the window, I turned around. People were storming toward us from the other side of the square, like kids in a snowball fight— Gabriela wearing mittens, the others right behind her, in a screaming, wedge-shaped swarm.
There was a scraping of chairs all around us, and then a surge of tramping feet as everyone tried to get past the waiter and to the door. We followed them to the cathedral, where a little cluster had gathered on the steps outside the side entrance.
The mountaineer was standing twelve, fifteen feet up, on one of the little ledges, arms outstretched, shoulders pressed to the wall. It was strangely silent, as if the fellow up there were a sleepwalker who might wake up at the slightest sound and fall off. Gabriela kept blinking up through the snowflakes. Others shielded their eyes with their hands. His hiking shoes lay on the ground directly below him.
He thrust his head forward and gazed down at us like a one-eyed bird. Both socks drooped slightly out over his toes. The climb looked as if it would be no problem for someone with a little practice. He had probably worked his way up the hewn stones to the little pulpit beside the portal, got up on its railing, and then used jutting stones and rusted-out crannies for handholds.
“Don’t look down,” a man shouted. With that, the mountaineer let go with his left arm, spun around with one stiff step, and instantly pressed up against the wall again. His fingers were clutching the next ledge up. His feet groped along the wall. He scaled higher, his legs moving like a frog’s. Then he was able to brace himself on the little roof above the window.
Ernst tugged my elbow. “Let’s get out of here!” he whispered. Herr Sonneberger, a redheaded giant of a man, was the first to start taking pictures. Gabriela was cursing, “If he dares to jump!” She wandered about among us, clutching at the turned-up collar of her coat, and then hurried down the steps toward a policewoman, whose white helmet reminded me of someone in a carnival parade. The only part of Gabriela’s head visible from behind was the tall coiled tower of her braid. The policewoman said something into her hand radio.
The woman from Plauen thought that this was getting serious. “Hey, Herbert,” she called, “climb down, Herbert! Come on, get down!” Herr Sonneberger interrupted her. We couldn’t call him Herbert, he said. Herbert was just the name on his fake passport. With that, everyone fell silent, or just whispered.
I was annoyed with Ernst, at the way he kept tugging at me. I was about to step back away from him when he grabbed me by the arm. “Nothing’s going to happen to him,” he hissed. “That’s Zeus. Come on!”
“Can’t be!” It burst out of me. It had been ten, fifteen years since I had last heard that name. “The Zeus?”
Gabriela turned around. “Is that his name, Zeus?”
Suddenly everyone was looking at us.
“Is his name Zeus?”
“He’s not going to fall,” Ernst said.
“Zeus?” someone asked in a loud voice. And now they were all shouting “Zeus, Zeus,” as if they had finally found the password that they all had been fervently hoping would break the silence. Cries of apparent liberation: “Zeus, Zeus!”
And they didn’t stop until he vanished into swaths of fog. Several people stretched out their arms to point to where they had last seen Zeus. Cameras with telephoto lenses were now turned into binoculars and passed around. One sock fell from the fog into the semicircle we had formed around his shoes. The second followed shortly thereafter. It scared me both times.
Suddenly, like some spook, Zeus appeared again. He bent forward, so far that some people screamed and pushed back. Panic could easily have erupted. It was incredible how he could keep his balance up there. Spit seeped from between his lips, dangled like a spider on its thread, separated, and hit the snow soundlessly. Body in contortions and mouth askew—he reminded me of the gargoyles in Naumburg or Prague—he began to orate.
Of course no one knew who he meant when he talked about “Red Meurer.” The Italians didn’t understand him in any case. He called Ernst “the big shot in the green anorak” and stretched out one arm to point at us. No one could figure out what he wanted. What amazed me most was how he found the strength to shout, to shout with such rage. It had all happened long ago. And Ernst didn’t like doing it at the time, I’m sure of that. At home he’d always just called him by his nickname, “Zeus.” His real name was Schubert, Dieter Schubert.
If you didn’t look right at him, you just heard stupid shouting. I thought how Zeus could fall at any moment and come crashing down right at our feet. I pictured everyone trying to push forward to get a look at him. And how no one would have the courage to touch him. His body would look unscathed, the way dead animals sometimes look by the side of the road, with only the blood oozing out of them to hint at what has happened. Head lowered, Gabriela was now talking to herself.
It took a long time for Zeus to shut up at last, as if the snow had finally suffocated him. Then he started inching his way toward the gutter on his left. His movements had become much more cautious and hesitant, as if the sleepwalker had in fact awakened.
“It’s over now,” I said to Ernst, and linked my arm in his. I meant the shouting, of course. Ernst kept his hands in his pockets and stared at Gabriela’s towering coiled braid.
Zeus eased his way down the lightning rod. Carabinieri were there to receive him and surround him while he put on his socks and snow-covered shoes. A fire engine pulled up, its blue light flashing. Gabriela crossed herself. She announced the time when we should all be back at the bus, then left with Zeus and the carabinieri. Our group split up again. The waiter in his long apron hurried ahead to the Victoria.
Ernst and I stood there for a while. Only his fingertips were visible from the long sleeves of his new anorak. I felt chilled, and we started walking to the bus.
Suddenly Ernst asked, “Do you smell something?”
“Yes,” I said, and thought he meant the exhaust. Everything smelled different here.
“Strawberries!” he cried. “It smells like strawberries.” About the only thing we grew in our garden was strawberries, and we kept track of the years according to how many tortes I could make from them. Coffee hour was a very solemn occasion when I announced: This is the last torte. Our last strawberries of the year. I could see our garden before me and the little beer garden, “The Fox Den.” And then I said, “The empty beer glasses. Can you smell them, all the empty beer glasses on the side table out in the sun?”
“Yes,” Ernst said, “a whole tray full.”
I’m certain that we both pictured the same thing for a while, the old scratched tray and the glasses with a red dot at the bottom. And our strawberries.
The driver opened the door. I invited him to eat with us. He had rolled up his sleeves. He wiped his greasy hands on a rag and dug in. Even though all our meals, except for the skimpy hotel breakfasts, had come from our provisions, we still had plenty of everything left, including apples. We were pretty hungry ourselves. We were still eating when the driver eased into his seat to take a little nap before the drive back. The snow had already melted again.
Why am I telling this? Because a person forgets so quickly. Although it’s not all that long ago that Ernst and I were still thinking the same thoughts and dragging around canned food in a black-and-red-checked bag.

CHAPTER 2
new money
Connie Schubert tells an old story: A man comes to town on business, gets himself a girl, and disappears. Starry-eyed naïveté and prudence.
Harry Nelson arrived in Altenburg from Frankfurt in May of ’90, a week after my nineteenth birthday. He was looking for real estate, and especially for construction sites along the town’s access roads. It was all about gas stations. Harry was of average height, had brown hair, and didn’t smoke. He stayed on the second floor of the Wenzel, the only hotel in town. Wherever you spotted him, even at breakfast or supper, he had a leather briefcase with him, one with two combination locks.
I started working as a waitress at the Wenzel in September of ’89. There wasn’t anything better to be had in the area. I would have had to commute to Leipzig or Gera or Karl-Marx-Stadt. My boss, Erika Pannert, I got to know her during training, once said she had been just like me, just as thin and pretty. Of course I know my mouth is a little too small. And when I walk fast my cheeks jiggle a tiny bit with each step.
I liked Harry, especially the way he would come in, nod, sit down, cross his legs, and tug his trousers up at the knee, the way he tasted wine and unfolded his napkin. I liked his cologne and his five o’clock shadow, how he kept confusing the bills of our currency and how he knew our names without having to stare at the name tags we all wore. Most of all, I loved his Adam’s apple. I watched it whenever Harry took a drink. I did it automatically despite myself. On the way home I’d try to recall him in as much detail as possible.
The Wenzel was booked full, and anyone who left to spend the weekend at home preferred to pay for the whole week rather than give up his room. Each evening there was a table for six reserved for Harry, because he always had guests. Erika would whisper their names to me, and at the mention of some of them she shook her fingers and blew on them as if she had burned herself. “They never forgot what used to be theirs,” she said.
Harry just asked questions. And if he got people to tell their stories, it could run late. Working late didn’t bother me. And besides, to this day I still think it’s easier to wait tables than leave the house every morning with a briefcase full of contracts to get signed.
There weren’t many besides Harry who stayed the weekend. I remember a fat guy named Czisla from Cologne, who owned several stands that sold cassettes and records and moved from town to town on market days, and the Wenzel was where he hired his vendors, young guys from the area who knew something about music. They often stayed to eat and drink here, because Czisla made them wait until the books balanced. Erika took care of Peter Schmuck from Commerzbank, a skinny young guy with big hands and a soundless laugh, who would hang around until she had time to listen to him. There was another guy from Allianz Insurance, we called him Mr. Wella, and a man we nicknamed Shoeshine. They didn’t say much to each other during the week. But on Sundays, when you could sit in the breakfast room and watch the line waiting to buy a Bild outside the train station across the way—and people bought several copies of the Western tabloid at a time—they would gather at one table and crack jokes about it.
In the middle of June there were photographs in both the Volkszeitung and the local weekly showing Harry and the new mayor shaking hands. A gas station was supposed to be built before 1990 was out, a BP station, I think.
Suddenly word was Herr Nelson was leaving. Then I heard he had found an apartment and was moving out. Then they said Harry Nelson would be gone for a week but was coming back. I wanted to put together a package of snacks for him, but I was afraid the others might notice or he might think I was being too forward.
I took a week’s vacation and caught up on my sleep. At home my parents talked a lot about the new money that was supposed to be issued that coming Monday. My father, who had joined the German Social Union after his disastrous trip to Assisi, said I was doing exactly the right thing—after all, the Japanese made do with five days of vacation, too. We’d have to put our noses to the grindstone now. Even my mother said this would separate the wheat from the chaff, that we were already in it up to our ears. Sitting in the bathtub one day, I got caught up in the fantasy that I was kissing Harry’s Adam’s apple.
On Monday, July 2, my shift began at noon. There was nobody in the restaurant. It would be at least three, four weeks, or so Erika thought, before our customers would be prepared to give out Western money for a schnitzel.
Around one o’clock a dark-skinned couple who sold carpets came in—Pakistanis, Erika called them. When they paid I felt like I was starting training all over again, when we used to practice waiting on each other and then paid with play money.
Harry showed up that evening. As he entered with his briefcase he said, “Hel-loo!” and then sat down by the window, at the table that had always been reserved for him. At last I could gaze at it all again: his little ears, his wide fingernails, his Adam’s apple. Harry was wearing a short-sleeved shirt, linen trousers, and sandals with no socks. Erika said Harry had quit his job but was staying on here. “A man like him,” she whispered, “always needs something new, always keeps on the move.”
After the Pakistanis had unloaded all their carpets from a VW bus and carried them up to their room on the third floor, they ordered some soup. Harry thumbed through last week’s newspapers while he ate, and I brought him one glass of wine after the other.
Czisla, who had moved out and came by just to pick up a few last things, joined him later. “Well, here’s looking at you,” he said. “Here’s to black ink,” Harry said. And Czisla replied, “Here’s to us!” I remember that, even though it was totally irrelevant. Since our hotel bar was closed on Monday, the two of them left around ten. I watched them walk past the window and head for the center of town. Czisla had laid one arm around Harry’s shoulders, gesturing with the other and looking at the ground. I was left alone with the Pakistanis. The woman was speaking in a low voice to the man, who entered something on his pocket calculator and then turned it for her to see. I said I needed to close the register. They paid and left.
I did breakfast setups at the back of the dining room. That done, I sat down at the table beside the door and folded napkins. The kitchen staff closed up shop. Except for the radio at the front desk, everything was quiet.
About eleven-thirty I heard the protective screen over the front door rattle, and I knew Harry was back. I didn’t even have to look up. He stood behind my chair and bent down slowly over my shoulder. I turned my head, brushing his cheek. “Connie,” he said, and at the same moment I felt his hands. He touched my name tag and started groping for my breast.
“Don’t,” I said. Harry pressed me into the chair. He kissed my neck, my cheeks, and, when I pulled my head back, my mouth. Then he stretched out his arm and tried to grab my knees. Turning to one side, I quickly wriggled out from under him and stood up.
He was quite a bit taller than me, his face dark red, his hair all mussed. His eyes wandered down to my white waitress sneakers. I could see his cowlick. There was something reckless about Harry now, something I hadn’t noticed before.
“Come on,” he said, “let’s get some fresh air.”
I was afraid I’d do something wrong. I got my sweater, locked up the restaurant, and turned in the key at the front desk. Outside, Harry wrapped an arm around my hips. I would have preferred to be out of sight first, but we stopped and kissed every few steps. We’ve found each other, I thought, just like that, without a lot of talk.
At the intersection where the main road starts uphill and off to the right is the train car repair shop, he pulled me over to the little patch of lawn.
“Harry,” I said, hoping that would suffice. His hands slid from my hips to my butt, moved down my legs, and came back up under my skirt. “Harry,” I said. I kissed his forehead, he slipped both hands into my panties and pulled them down. Harry held me tight now and thrust a hand between my legs, then I felt his fingers, first one and then several.
Harry seemed happy. He laughed. “Why not,” he said. “Why the hell not?” I looked at his hair, at the nape of his neck. He went on talking. I didn’t understand it all, because he was laughing so hard. He and his hand didn’t listen to me. Then came a pain that ran from my shoulders all the way down my back. “Raise your arms,” someone shouted, “raise your arms!” For a moment I didn’t know where I was or what had pushed itself onto me. My blouse was yanked up. And the same syllables again and again: “Raise your arms!”
Harry didn’t sound happy now. He braced himself briefly on my wrists, then I didn’t see anything. I only heard him and felt him licking and biting. I tried to breathe slow and even. Then I concentrated just on myself. No matter what happened—the important thing was that I keep breathing. That I remember.
Harry was lying on top of me. First I pulled one arm out of my blouse. I tried to turn over and push him off me. The sky was black and the streetlight a big fuzzy dandelion. Harry rolled over on his back, mouth wide open. His shirt was pushed up. His white belly was a triangle, belly button at the top. His penis was dangling to one side, just over the band of his underpants.
“Harry,” I said, “you can’t just go on lying here.” He swallowed hard. I wanted to talk. I kept talking the whole time I looked for my panties. I was acting just like people in the movies do after an accident. I tried to tug my sweater out from under him, but couldn’t manage it and just took off.
I kept thinking—just like I’d been doing on my way home from work lately—that I only had to go to sleep, and then I’d see him tomorrow, my future husband, the father of my children, lots of children, who wasn’t like anyone else, who would show me the world and understand everything, who would protect me—and avenge me.
What happened after that I only know from letters and phone calls. They didn’t hire anybody to replace me, and the Wenzel was closed later in the fall. Erika got a job with an Italian who tried his luck with a pizzeria on Fabrik Strasse. He had to close in April of ’91. Erika found other restaurants. But once they had opened and a few months went by, they closed again. That happened to her four times. Before long she had the reputation of bringing bad luck. But not for long, because by then people realized how things were going in general. By that time, Harry Nelson had left town again, taking his briefcase with him. People say he still owns several buildings, but nobody has ever spotted him again.
I found work first in Lübeck, and then, two years later, on an English cruise ship. My parents love to tell people about it. I call them fairly often, or send postcards.
They claim that although I was so starry-eyed and naïve, at least I knew early on—when other people were still caught up in their illusions—clear back then I already knew just how things would turn out here. And in some ways they’re right about that, too.

CHAPTER 3
a really good story for once
Danny tells about crocodile eyes. She is writing too little for advertisers and too much about street fights. Her boss, Christian Beyer, is dissatisfied. Peter Bertram’s story. At the end, Danny has to come up with something.
February ’91. I work for a weekly. People everywhere are waiting for the boom. Supermarkets and gas stations have been built, restaurants opened, and the first buildings renovated. But otherwise it’s just people losing their jobs and street fights between Fasci’s and Punks, Skins and Redskins, Punks and Skins. Reinforcements are called in on the weekends, from Gera, Halle, or Leipzig-Connewitz, and whoever rallies the most supporters sends the others packing. It’s always about revenge. The town aldermen and the district council demand that the police and courts take energetic action.
Early in January, I wrote a whole page about what goes on every Friday at the train station. Patrick took the photographs. A week later, another one of my articles caused a stir. Basing it on eyewitness accounts, I reported how one night unidentified persons broke down the door to an apartment in Altenburg North and almost beat to death Mike P., a fifteen-year-old Punk. He didn’t come out of the coma for two days. His younger brother was in the same ward with a concussion. They had stunned the father with pepper spray, the mother had been out taking evening classes.
Beyer, our boss, forbade me to sign the articles. Patrick’s name couldn’t be used either. That was fine by him, since his girlfriend was planning to move in with him. Beyer seriously considered getting a German shepherd for the editorial offices. “Nobody,” he said, “will insure you against vandalism.”
I’m more afraid of the old man who lives one floor above our editorial offices. It began with little notes stuck under my windshield wiper—ultimatums for me to give him his money back. Then he punctured the front tires on my old Plymouth. No one is going to insure me for those either. He did it twice. In the evening he waits around for hours on the darkened stairs next to the entrance. I never notice him until he bellows, “I want my money!” I’ve tried talking to him and have rung his doorbell. Four weeks ago we were on perfectly normal terms. I even carried a scuttle of coal up for him once.
I am working way too hard, and ever since Edgar broke up with me, I’ve lived as chaste as a nun. I can understand Edgar. I don’t even have time to buy a birthday present for my three-year-old nephew.
Besides, I was called into Beyer’s office again because I didn’t have the article about Nelson Real Estate finished yet. Harry Nelson is one of our advertisers, three columns, four inches, every week, and even with a 20 percent discount, that still comes to DM 336 plus tax, which makes DM 17,472 a year plus tax. “To have and have not,” Beyer says. Scholz comes in with cups of coffee and even pours cream for me, which she normally does only for Beyer.
I say a captioned photograph is better than an article and that I can fit four of these entrepreneur portraits on the page, but don’t know when I’m supposed to write them, and that we finally have to learn to say no, too. But Beyer starts in again with his DM 17,472, and ends by declaring, “Maybe we’re talking about your salary here, Danny.”
I stare at the veneer of his old Stasi desk—the furniture from the local state security office was handed over to Helping Hands, Inc., who sold whatever they couldn’t use—all cheap junk. The grain of the desktop reminds me again of Beyer’s question in my job interview, about whether I was pregnant or “planning a baby.” He claimed he had to go fishing like this, but it sounded to me as if he was trying to justify himself. I stared first at him, then at the desk, and said, “No.”
Every time it happens, I promise myself I’m going to talk to the others about this amoeba-like grain in the veneer. We all have to spend our time staring at these lines and squiggles, which at the far left look like a crocodile’s eye. But nobody ever says anything, and I keep forgetting it, too, like some bad dream.
I tell Beyer—who when the situation gets unpleasant tucks his forefinger under his middle or ring finger—that it’s not good for a newspaper to kowtow to advertisers. Just the opposite. We should be worrying about content, about design and our own organization, and as for the rest, behave as if we allow people to be advertisers. He’s going at it all backwards!
“Slow down, slow down,” he says. “Take it slow, Danny.”
Beyer is hardly any older than I am, and it sounds funny for him to address me with formal pronouns, but for him then to call me Danny is just plain rude. He wants to be a pal, wants to be fair, and always lets us talk for a while. But when did he ever listen to us? He doesn’t even consider our suggestions. He has no notion of the business, and thinks that if he worries about the money, we’ll make a go of it. He says I should supply two photos for the Harry Nelson article—Nelson has had two buildings renovated. Besides which, Beyer asks me to “hold off on the gang wars,” as he calls them, for a few editions, and to go after some other leads. Maybe a follow-up on that cesspool of tar in Rositz or the property on the market square that once belonged to Jews, a critical analysis of the proposition: restitution versus compensation.
We agree that we can’t turn down anyone who phones or calls on us, and that you have to listen to a lot of people to get a good story, because you never know if there’s anything to the information, and if so, just what. He doesn’t want any more complaints, or at least not so many, and certainly doesn’t want to lose a four-inch, three-column fifty-twoer—meaning Nelson. Beyer shakes my hand good-bye. “See you later,” he says, “the auto club meeting is at seven. We can go have a beer together afterward.”
I ask myself when I’ll be seeing those amoebas and that crocodile eye again and if my life will have changed by then.
But as I pass Scholz, she holds out the mileage book to me, on top of which are the keys to the Renault and a slip of paper: 5:00 p.m. Bertram—address, telephone number, and two exclamation marks.
“He knows you’ll be later than that,” she says. “He’ll wait.”
I remember his call. He spoke in a low, rambling sort of way, but it wasn’t one of those ragged voices you hear laying into the garage manager or the family on the other side of the bedroom wall. Our paper is the only one he trusts, he says.
Bertram lives in Altenburg North, Schumann Strasse, across from the Russian housing. I find a parking spot right in front of the door. It’s a climb to the fifth floor.
He opens the door quickly and offers me his hand. I tell him I have only an hour. He says we can at least get started and pours me coffee from a thermos. On my plate, as on his, is a slice of cream pie and a glazed pastry. Bertram sets a second ashtray on the round coffee table and lights a red candle. “Or would you like tea?” he asks, sitting down in the armchair opposite me. Behind him is a plantless aquarium. I don’t see any fish, either.
On the couch are copies of our paper sorted into several little piles. I read a headline: FROM SOUTH AFRICA TO AUSTRALIA TO CANADA: CLAIMS MADE ON PROPERTY IN ALTENBURG, Thursday, October 25, 1990. Before the Skins and the Punks started brawling, our circulation often fell below twelve thousand.
“I envy you your job,” he starts in. “Writing makes you look at the world more closely. But you need to be more courageous. . . .” Instead of going on, he picks up the pastry. “Help yourself,” he says. As he bites into it his lips contort and somehow his eyes have a shocked look. The crease between his eyebrows deepens. He chews away at the mouthful with exaggerated thoroughness. Across from the sofa, van Gogh’s Night Café hangs against a background of patterned silver wallpaper.
I unpack my tape recorder, flip open my spiral notebook, unscrew the cap of my fountain pen, jot down “Bertram,” and underline it.
“To be honest,” he says, “I haven’t told anyone else so far.” He chews more quickly and swallows. “And first off, let me ask if you want me to tell you about it. It’s pretty gruesome. You’re the first, the very first human being to hear this.” He brushes the crumbs from his hands onto his plate and leans back.
I ask him if I can turn on the tape recorder. “Sure, no problem,” Bertram says. His right arm is dangling over the side of the chair. “It happened two weeks ago, on Thursday. That’s the day my wife always goes to see a woman she used to work with. They do each other’s hair, and pedicures, too. It doesn’t cost a cent and they still have time to talk about all the things women confide only to other women. We men get left out, whether we like it or not. What Daniela wouldn’t give to have your hair!”
There’s a series of knocks. I don’t notice right off that it’s Bertram rapping his chair.
“Just like always, Daniela left our apartment about half past seven,” he says. “I had told our son Eric—Eric’s twelve, but looks older—that he could watch TV or play on the computer till nine. I enjoyed the peace and quiet and was working here in the living room—maybe I can tell you more about that later, but I don’t want to waste your time—so far, so good. At nine o’clock I called in to Eric that he should send his friend home and go to bed. And Eric called back: ‘Okay, Pops, right away.’ I went on working and about ten minutes later heard the front door close. I was glad not to have to remind Eric a second time. I was polishing away at a rather ticklish spot.”
“What were you polishing?”
“I write,” he says. “And the least disruption, the slightest noise, is too much. And in this building, you know how it is, you can hear a woman sobbing three floors down. So anyway, I waited for Eric to come in and say good night. I heard the toilet flush and him fussing around in the bathroom. When everything got quiet, I figured Eric had simply gone to bed. He does crazy stuff like that recently—puberty, you know. I debated with myself whether he’d even want me to look in and say good night to him. But decided I would after all. And so . . . I crack open the door . . .” Bertram falls silent. I raise my head, and my eyes meet his. Although he seems relaxed, that vertical crease on his forehead remains.
“Just picture it—three kids are sitting there.” He gestures with his right hand as if snatching something out of the air. “You have to picture it. Three kids, all about Eric’s age, at most thirteen or fourteen, at most. There they sit whispering, not paying the least attention to me. Of course, I have no idea what they’re whispering about. All I know is that there are three totally strange kids sitting in my apartment at nine-thirty at night. They stand up, and stick out their hands, one after the other, and mutter some first and last names and—sit back down.
“‘Where’s Eric?’ I ask, and when they don’t answer I ask again and then suddenly notice that Eric is lying under the smoothed-out covers, like a corpse—with just a little bit of hair showing. ‘Eric,’ I call out. ‘Eric, what’s all this?’ And as if to warn me, the three kids put their fingers to their lips. ‘Shhh,’ they hiss.”
Bertram mimics this for me, repeating it, “Shhh, shhh.” I start doodling long spirals from left to right across the page. Bertram’s head is red with excitement.
“‘Don’t wake him up,’ the tallest one says, ‘he needs his sleep.’ He pulls down the bedspread until Eric’s head is visible, and holds up a razor. ‘Nice little ears,’ he says, ‘cute little nose,’ and waves the razor back and forth so that I can get a real good look at it, the way magicians do. ‘You don’t stand a chance,’ another one says. ‘So don’t do anything stupid, otherwise little Eric’ll be missing more than an ear.’ ‘Who are you?’ I ask. ‘You’re better off not knowing,’ they reply. They force me to sit down and tie me to Eric’s desk chair. For one brief moment the will to resist rises up in me—you can handle them, you’re stronger than these kids, I tell myself while they’re tying me up. But they’re armed with razors, and by the time I can get to Eric he’s maimed or dead. The way they’re going about it, this isn’t their first job, they’ve had practice, they’re pros.”
I keep on doodling snakes around the name “Bertram.” He doesn’t go on. I take a bite from the pastry and put it back on my plate. Bertram watches me. “A few drops can save your aquarium,” says an ad in the paper on top of one pile, and I automatically figure the price: two columns, two inches, plus 50 percent for the back page.
“A quick ring of the doorbell,” he says, and clears his throat. “Helpless as I am, I scream, scream for help like a madman, until one of them presses his damp grubby hand over my mouth. Two more kids arrive and have nothing better to do than spit on me. All five of them spit on me, each of them at least three times. Then they gag me with Daniela’s washrag and a hand towel. Thank God I almost never get colds. It won’t mean squat to them if I suffocate. And then I, too, hear the key in our front door. Suddenly they’re all quiet as mice. One of them calls from the hallway: ‘Evening, Frau Bertram, your son Eric’s not feeling well, come as quick as you can, in here!’ I almost go crazy thinking what a shock this is going to be for Daniela, how she’ll spend the rest of her life trying to deal with it. But I’m tied up and can’t help her. There’s nothing more I can do. They close the door behind Daniela and the guy sitting on Eric’s bed says, ‘Take off your coat, Frau Bertram, it’s so nice and warm in here,’ and all five of them laugh.”
Bertram’s voice goes flat. His words come in a rush now, as if time is running out. The boys unzipped their pants, and what was bound to happen happened. Bertram doesn’t leave out a thing, although he’s long since forgotten the washrag in his mouth.
“This is getting pretty illogical,” I say, and turn off the tape recorder. I tell him that I’d rather use our last five minutes telling him a story, too, one that I experienced firsthand and that, unlike his, is true, true down to the last detail.
Just last month I was stupid enough, I say, to visit a man’s apartment, the crazy old man who lives above our offices. So there I am standing in his cold apartment because I thought I could talk him out of his wild ideas, and he leads me into his bedroom and starts yelling that I’m a first-class thief, a thief that not even a lock from the West, a brand-new Western dead-bolt lock, could stop. I’ve stolen two months’ rent from him, plus a new pair of pants and his brown sandals. And as if that weren’t enough, I’ve also put candle stubs in with his shaving gear and hidden his ax behind the wardrobe. And to prove it he pulls the ax out from behind the wardrobe and tells me to follow him, says that that’s not the half of it. He shuffles past me, turns out the light—total darkness now. There’s not a light burning anywhere in his apartment, not even in the hall. I’m standing there rooted to the spot, listening to his footsteps. One blow, and I’m . . . Then a light goes on. It finally gets through to me that I’m in the bedroom of a crazy old codger. With his back to me and the ax between his legs, he unlocks a door, mumbling something about a first-class thief. Thank God the key to the front door is in the lock. I turn it, it sticks . . . I yank the door open, the old man grabs my arm, screams, the ax falls to the floor, the door is wide open, and there on the other side stands Scholz, our hefty Scholz, who shoves him back, uses both hands to shove him back.
“Now that’s a really good story for once,” I say, and zip my purse up. “Compared to yours, it’s downright brilliant!”
Bertram stares straight ahead, looking bored. I tell him I’ve had it up to here with the kind of crap he’s just fed me, and run my hand across my neck as if cutting my own throat. “Up to here!” I
shout, and add that it’s beyond me why I still listen to the babblings of total strangers every day. The realization surprises even me, and I have to laugh.
“You won’t get very far thinking like that,” says Bertram, who, still in his chair, begins to clear the dishes. He takes my plate with the cream pie and the nibbled pastry, my half-empty cup, stacks it all on his own plate, and blows out the candle.
I tell him he’s probably right, and stare at the grain of the wood that has replaced the plate and saucer in front of me. There it is again—that crocodile eye under its heavy lid, glowering up at me from the table, from the wallpaper, cupboards, floorboards, from everywhere—the world is full of crocodile eyes.
I suggest to Bertram that with stories like that running through his head, he should buy himself a pistol that fires tear gas or a little pepper sprayer that fits into any purse, or hire a whore or place a personal ad in the paper. While I’m saying all this, I stare at the crease in his forehead, which I’d briefly taken for a scar. I’m making suggestions, but what I’m really thinking about is how many knotholes, amoebas, and crocodiles there are all around me, and it dawns on me that this is just the beginning, the start of a whole chain of things that will follow me until there soon won’t be a single thought left that isn’t tainted, that doesn’t remind me of something crude, that doesn’t disgust me.
Bertram closes the door behind me. I grope for the light switch and hear the click of the relay that turns out the light in Bertram’s hallway.
The Renault’s tires are okay. But someone has parked an Opel so close that I have to get in on the passenger side.
It’s still a good while before seven. The stores are already closed. I don’t know what to do till then. I decide to first put the car in reverse and then make my turn, that way I can slip safely between the cars parked next to garbage bins on both sides. Which makes me think of what joy my disappearance will bring—a parking spot still empty, maybe even right in front of the door! I catch myself in the rearview mirror, laughing. Which makes me think how it’s not a good idea to live alone. Not just
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