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            [image: ]

            Philip Boehm

         

         Berlin in the late 1920s was home not only to the flourishing nightlife we know from Cabaret—it was also a leading center of science, architecture, technology, and the fine arts. While Brecht and Weill’s Threepenny Opera was breaking box office records, Albert Einstein was presenting his paper on unified field theory to the Prussian Academy of Sciences. The most industrialized city on the continent boasted a new airport at Tempelhof, subsidized housing projects, and the impressive Berliner Funkturm tower, which would soon broadcast the world’s first television program.

         But the Golden Twenties turned out to be not so gilded for the hundreds of thousands who lost their jobs in the wake of the world economic crisis of 1929, sending the unemployment rate to over 30 percent by 1932. Evictions soared, and prostitution, which was already widespread, surged—as did organized crime. Beggars and vagrants were a common sight.

         It is these destitute and down-and-out Berliners who are shuffling through the streets of Ulrich Alexander Boschwitz’s early novel, slowly making their way to the Jolly Huntsman pub, where some come to drink, some to listen to the music, some to dance. There’s the world-weary Fundholz hoping his begging will earn him enough for a little schnapps, and Tönnchen, viiiforever fixated on food. Frau Fliebusch has come convinced she’ll find her husband who never returned from the Great War, while Handsome Wilhelm is attending a meeting of criminal Ringverein. Fritz Grissmann has plans to snag a woman: He starts waltzing with the wife of the embittered blind veteran Sonnenberg … and disaster ensues.

         But the disaster on the mind of the twenty-two-year-old author is larger than a barroom brawl. His scenes of conflict between characters “caught under the wheels of life” invite the narrator’s tragically prescient reflection:

         “To date, the World War and the Inquisition have achieved the greatest success when it comes to large-scale eradication of humanity. It is to be expected that in the coming years we will experience entirely new episodes of annihilation.”

         
             

         

         This authorial debut displays the same sharply drawn portraits that characterize Boschwitz’s later novel The Passenger. The rediscovery of that work, as well as this one, is in large part due to the efforts of the German editor and publisher Peter Graf, who learned of the book from Boschwitz’s niece. Graf located the original manuscript of The Passenger, revised it in accordance with the author’s written wishes, and published it to international acclaim. The rediscovered novel is now available in more than twenty languages, roughly eighty years after the author’s death.

         Following that success, Graf turned to this book—the author’s first novel, which had appeared in Swedish translation in 1937 under the title Människor utanför (“People outside”), earning the author comparisons to Hemingway. In 2019, Graf published the first original German edition, keeping Boschwitz’s German title Menschen neben dem Leben (“People alongside life”). This translation follows that publication, with some slight additional editing.

         Here, as in The Passenger, the author’s cinematic structure ixdisplays carefully calibrated shifts of perspective, as close-ups revealing the inner thoughts of the protagonists give way to long shots that vividly evoke the vibrant and often violent city that was Berlin. We hear the din of the city: the rumble of buses and honking of cars whose drivers surge impatiently ahead, heedless of pedestrians. To escape the hubbub, or to snag a little shut-eye, people turn to the parks. But even there we encounter characters full of aggression and resentment—the festering disaffection that would feed the Nazi storm. “It’s all the fault of the Freemasons and the Jews,” rants one out-of-work locksmith.

         
             

         

         Ulrich Alexander Boschwitz was born in 1915 to a Jewish father and a Protestant mother. His father, who had converted to Christianity, was drafted at the beginning of World War I and died of a brain tumor just weeks after the birth of his son. In 1935, in the wake of the Nuremberg Laws, Ulrich’s sister moved to Palestine, while he and his mother escaped to Scandinavia. Other moves followed: France, Luxembourg, Belgium, and finally England. When the war broke out, he and thousands of other German and Austrian refugees were deemed “enemy aliens” by England and were interned on the Isle of Man. Later he was deported to Australia aboard the Dunera alongside hundreds of other refugees—including a grandson of Sigmund Freud, who had been similarly classified. The men were subjected to various abuses by their captors, such as theft and beatings, and many personal effects were tossed overboard. Boschwitz himself lost a manuscript he had been working on. In Australia, the deportees were placed in an internment camp in New South Wales. Finally, in 1942, the British authorities reclassified the refugees as “friendly aliens,” and Boschwitz was freed. He decided to return to England aboard the MV Abosso, but on October 29, 1942, that ship was sunk by a German submarine, and Boschwitz perished, at the age of twenty-seven, along with 361 other passengers. With him sank the manuscript of a new xnovel he had written during his internment, which he had titled Traumtage (“Dream days”).

         On July 13, 2019, a Stolperstein, or “stumbling stone,” was laid in Berlin at Hohenzollerndamm 81 to memorialize Boschwitz, his mother Martha, and his sister Clarissa, whose daughter Reuella Shachaf was present. In her speech she noted, “It hurts to think how many books were lost by his death.”

         The two books we do have only amplify that sense of loss. Like The Passenger, Berlin Shuffle is a testament both to a remarkable talent and to a turbulent time—a message in a bottle finally retrieved, and startlingly relevant.
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            ONE
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         Walter Schreiber was a good-natured man. His entire being radiated affability and understanding. He was living his life, and he didn’t claim that he alone had the right to do so. He conceded that others, too, were entitled to exist—as long as they didn’t deal in vegetables.

         His shop in the basement was doing well despite being located in a decidedly poor part of town. The nearby tenements were crammed with people who earned very little, because times were tough. Many were on the dole, forced to live off the state, while others received no support and couldn’t find work. Nevertheless they managed to scrounge up enough to buy potatoes and cheap vegetables from Walter Schreiber. Even in the toughest times, people couldn’t break their habit of eating.

         Walter Schreiber didn’t rack his brains figuring out how they did it. He stood downstairs in his shop, selling produce with a friendly smile across his broad, benevolent face. His prices weren’t higher than anyone else’s, and he categorically refused to grant credit—for him, this was a question of fairness.

         “What’s good for the goose is good for the gander,” he liked to say. “Since I can’t possibly let two hundred people buy on credit, I don’t let anyone. After all, what I give to one person I can’t deny to the next, and these days everybody’s strapped, including me.” 2

         But now and then he did give things away. Mostly when they could no longer be sold. The concept of quality had reached even his neighborhood, and although his clients weren’t particularly choosy, in autumn they still refused to buy potatoes that had been harvested the previous year and had since sprouted quite profusely. And so, when even rock-bottom prices no longer tempted any buyers, he was able to part from the goods in question and simply gave them away.

         A set of stairs led down from the street into Schreiber’s shop, which was quite spacious—almost too big for his purposes. He had outfitted the main room to look as professional as possible. It was well lit and nicely lined with wallpaper. The vegetables, fruit, and baskets of potatoes were attractively arranged.

         The previous tenant—a coal merchant—had also utilized the small side room, which was connected to the main room by a door and a few steps. But since it was a whole meter lower and so damp that it was completely unsuited for keeping produce, Schreiber only used it to store baskets for vegetables and crates for dried fruit.

         Every time he had to enter that room, it struck him as nothing but a nuisance. A single window opened onto the street, and the cracked, murky glass let in an ugly light. The air was so stuffy and unhealthy, he always had to cough when he went in to fetch something. He would have preferred to take the room, which his landlord had thrown in practically for free, and wall it off from his shop. Every morning he had to spend time airing out the mustiness that had seeped into the main room.

         Schreiber stood tallying figures at his small desk, of which he was very proud, since it lent the whole shop the air of a serious commercial enterprise. It was two in the afternoon, and for a brief period there was nothing to do; the shop was quiet. Then he heard someone climbing down the stairs. He left his desk and went to meet the presumed customer, busily rubbing his hands together.

         An old man stepped inside, and Schreiber eyed him with 3amazement. His clients weren’t exactly the most elegant—he was used to that—but this man was not so much dressed as draped. A jacket that was far too big hung loosely from his shoulders. A pair of trousers, which once upon a time had been tailored in the American fashion, was now a colorless oversize mass of cloth that covered his legs like sacks. Their former owner must have been a tall, corpulent man; otherwise there was no explaining the difference between the wearer and the worn. This man was short, and when he walked, he gave the appearance of wearing a skirt instead of trousers. The crotch came down to his knees, and the pant legs, which once were clearly too long, had been cut off, leaving a fringe of loose threads. On top of this, he wore a hat that fit him quite well and only accentuated his ridiculous, scarecrow-like appearance. His face was yellow and bony. He looked around the room with lusterless eyes.

         Schreiber wondered what the man would ask for—at most a couple pounds of potatoes or carrots, he thought.

         The old man walked up to him. “Guten Tag,” he greeted. His voice sounded unclear and exceptionally indifferent. “I heard you have a basement room available. I might want to take it.”

         For a moment Schreiber didn’t answer, just went on observing the man closely. An odd duck to be sure. And a stranger to the neighborhood as well. Schreiber knew the locals, and he’d never seen this man before.

         “Who told you that?” he asked, eager to find out.

         “I can’t remember. Somebody in the shelter, I think. Were they wrong?” The man looked at Schreiber expectantly.

         Schreiber nodded. “No, they weren’t wrong. There is a room. But you won’t be able to move in. It’s fine for a basement business, but not as a place to live.”

         “I see.” The man took a step closer. Schreiber caught a strong whiff of cheap schnapps. “Well, I’d like to have a look. I don’t want to live there. Just sleep. But it has to be real cheap.”

         Schreiber thought a moment. God, if I could make a couple extra pennies … why not? Hopefully the man was honest and 4wouldn’t break into his stock. But there were ways to make sure that didn’t happen.

         He nodded energetically at these last thoughts. Then he said, “Follow me. I’ll show it to you.” He headed to the side room, and the old man—Schreiber guessed he was between sixty-five and seventy—trudged behind him.

         Schreiber stopped in front of the large, dirty door that was held together with metal strips, fished in his pockets for a key, and turned it twice in the lock. As he did so he said, by way of warning, “The air in there’s a little bad.”

         The old man did not react. At this hour—around midday—a sallow daylight filled the room. As the two men climbed down the steps, they were struck by the dank, musty air. Baskets and wicker panniers lay piled up in a corner.

         The man inspected the space. He walked alongside the walls, touching them here and there, squeezed past the baskets, and studied everything very thoroughly. Schreiber grew impatient. He went halfway back up the stairs to peek into his shop, but there were no customers.

         “Well, how do you like it?” Schreiber asked.

         Instead of answering, the man held out his hands, which were moist from the walls.

         “Yes, I know,” Schreiber said regretfully. “It’s a bit clammy.”

         “How much are you asking?”

         Schreiber wrinkled his forehead as though pondering. Finally he said, with a generous smile and a condescending tone, “I’ll let you have the place for one mark fifty a week—any cheaper I’d be giving it away.”

         The old man agreed to the price. He rummaged in his pants for a handful of coins—each smaller than the next—and counted them out.

         While Schreiber scrupulously checked the amount, he asked the old man, “When are you coming?” The latter took off his hat, lowered his shiny bald head as though in greeting, and answered, “My name is Fundholz. Emil Fundholz. I’ll come 5this evening, together with Tönnchen and possibly with Grissmann.”

         When he heard that the man was planning to bring two others, Schreiber was taken aback.

         “If three of you are planning to live here, it will cost more than one mark fifty.”

         Schreiber had never rented out a living space. But somehow he divined what landlords said in such cases.

         The old man shook his head vigorously. “Only Tönnchen and I will stay here. Grissmann is just a visitor,” he explained.

         Schreiber took that in and noted the names. “Ah, so Grissmann is just a visitor. But for Tönnchen or whatever his name is, it will cost one mark extra.”

         The old man held out his open hand. “In that case give me back my money,” he said calmly.

         Schreiber heard a customer entering his shop. “I don’t have any more time,” he said, now very busy. “But I’ll give you a break. So let’s just leave things as they are. But no more than two people can sleep here, otherwise it will cost more. Let’s say that you come every evening at seven, and I’ll lock you in the basement. In the morning I’ll come from the market hall at half past five and let you out.”

         This solution had just occurred to him, and he thought it was excellent. This way he could rent out the room without being afraid that his shop might get robbed empty in the night.

         Fundholz followed him up, protesting vaguely, but Walter Schreiber was already very cheerfully attending to a working-class wife who was asking for potatoes, carrots, and bouillon cubes. Fundholz stood waiting off to the side.

         The woman stared at the old man in amazement. “Nice weather today,” she said.

         Fundholz said nothing and just gazed blankly past her.

         Walter Schreiber jumped in with a confirmation. “Very nice indeed!” he said, with a friendly laugh, as he gave the lady a sly wink. 6

         Fundholz didn’t seem to notice. Then he proceeded to take an enormous blue-and-green-striped cotton handkerchief from his pocket and blow his nose with a mighty snort. The woman laughed as she paid and left, while Walter Schreiber scowled angrily at Fundholz. Why was he sticking around? This roving ragbag was going to wind up scaring off the clientele.

         “So, this business about locking us up at seven o’clock, that’s not going to work!” Fundholz was speaking more firmly and resolutely than before. “You can shut us in at eleven, but not at seven!”

         Schreiber realized that grown men couldn’t be put to bed at seven in the evening, so he agreed. “Fine. I’ll come here every evening at ten and let you in. But if you’re not on time, you’ll have to sleep in the Tiergarten. I’ve got to get going early in the morning and can’t play doorman for a bunch of late-night carousers.”

         The old man bleated out a laugh. “Late-night carousers—that’s a good one. Really good.” Still laughing, he climbed up the stairs. Once he reached the street, he turned back around. “So, I’ll see you at ten this evening.”

         Then he put his hat back on and vanished from sight.
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         Walter Schreiber lived in a two-room apartment just a few houses away from his vegetable shop. If it wasn’t very cold or raining, he would stand on the street in front of his door and smoke. He was quick to feel confined. He had three children, the oldest of whom was seven, and they made a terrible racket in the small apartment.

         But because he was a good-natured person and also proud to have such lively children, it didn’t cross his mind to stop them from running wild. Only when he wanted to sleep did he require absolute peace and quiet.

         His wife had been sick for a long time. Tuberculous nodules, according to the doctors. Walter Schreiber didn’t believe in doctors, and he didn’t believe in homeopaths. Rather he trusted his own good common sense and remedies of his own devising. According to his diagnosis, the reason his wife was wasting away to the point of coughing up blood was that she didn’t eat enough. And so every day he forced her to devour a large serving of meat: After all, meat gives strength!

         But it was strange. Instead of growing stronger, she grew weaker and weaker, and she always ran a fever as soon as she had eaten. Over time she developed a genuine loathing for meat and fat, to the point where every beefsteak sparked a row so severe, it was as though she wanted to murder him. Nevertheless 8Walter Schreiber consistently prevailed upon his wife to consume what he considered to be the best cure.

         Still, he couldn’t understand how his wife could be so foolish as to not want to eat meat, considering how expensive it was, especially given his insistence on buying the very best cuts for her. After all, meat was a luxury he seldom afforded himself. He subsisted mostly on vegetables, which he could set aside for his private use at cost, in other words very cheaply. No, his wife didn’t know what was good for her. She kept on demanding to see a doctor. And yet for what it would cost to see a doctor, he could buy ten beefsteaks, Schreiber calculated as he stood outside the door, deep in thought.

         Somehow his pipe didn’t taste right today. His draws were too irregular—no doubt in part because of the constant annoyance he was subjected to. People just don’t have any idea what’s good for them, he thought indignantly.

         A pair of lovers was standing in the corridor, pressed tightly together. Schreiber disapproved. When he was young, people were better behaved. Besides, he knew the girl. It was Hilde Schultze from the fifth floor. He used to like her, but she’d been sassy to him once when he tried to give her an encouraging pinch on the cheek. Now there she was with some fellow. You could tell where that was going to lead. His kind gesture of affection had been rejected, and now some scoundrel out of nowhere who …

         But it was already ten. He had to open up for the two vagrants. What kind of fellows were they anyway? He would definitely have to find out. One mark fifty was practically a giveaway. If someone really could sleep there, then the basement room was worth more than that.

         He strolled over to his shop. Even from a distance he could see three figures standing in front. One was enormously fat. He looked like a big barrel of beer. So he must be the one the old man had called Tönnchen, or Little Barrel. Schreiber approached the group, and the fat man laughed as he came close. He wasn’t just stout—he was swollen, distended, downright bloated. His 9jacket fabric was stretched so tight over his tubby arms, they looked like two sausages. His hands were small and flabby.

         In the light of the streetlamp, the man’s laugh struck Schreiber as utterly sinister. He was a sensible person and didn’t believe in ghosts or apparitions, but now he felt a cold shiver run down his spine. The steady laughter seemed to have notched the fat man’s face; his lifeless eyes were sunken behind pads of fat, and the man’s entire head had a greasy gleam, which made his features appear even more vague and indistinct.

         Tönnchen held out his hand. Walter Schreiber shook it, but the moist, fleshy hand automatically slid out of his grip. Schreiber wiped his hand on his pants while Tönnchen went on smiling. Finally it dawned on Schreiber: The man was feeble-minded. And now that he’d found an explanation for what he hadn’t been able to comprehend, his mood improved.

         Old Fundholz leaned against the wall and disinterestedly observed the goings-on. He hadn’t introduced Tönnchen, or given any other sign of life, but Schreiber was reassured. An idiot and a harmless one at that—well that was all okay. Now he wanted to have a closer look at this fellow Grissmann, who was standing a few meters away and gave no indication of coming any closer.

         Walter Schreiber opened the basement. I’m curious, he thought, if that third man will want to live here as well. He switched on the light. “After you.” He invited the men inside, and Tönnchen went ahead, grinning, while Fundholz turned to Grissmann: “You coming?”

         “I don’t want to,” Grissmann answered, and without saying another word he walked away.

         Odd customers to be sure, thought Walter Schreiber. All three were clearly a little screwy. That “I don’t want to” sounded practically whiny, like a pigheaded child refusing to eat, and yet this Grissmann was a fully grown, decent-looking man.

         Fundholz followed Tönnchen, and after a moment Schreiber heard a giggle coming from the basement, followed by a 10smacking sound. He hurried in after the others. Tönnchen had taken an apple out of a basket and bitten into it. Now Fundholz was holding it up to Schreiber. “He’s crazy, but crazy in a harmless way,” he said in a serious voice.

         Schreiber looked at the apple. “That’s a Gravenstein, forty-five pfennig a pound. That apple costs fifteen pfennig!”

         Fundholz rummaged through his bag. “Here.” He handed Schreiber the money and restrained Tönnchen’s arm with his free hand.

         Schreiber thanked him. He made a habit of keeping track even of small amounts. And for the future he intended to take note of what had just happened and learn from it. From now on he would always enter the basement before the vagrants, as he still called them in his mind. He sized them up mistrustfully. But they didn’t seem to have pocketed anything. At least Schreiber had the impression that their pockets didn’t look fuller than before. In a gesture of generosity, he reached into the basket of dried fruit and gave Tönnchen a handful of prunes. Then he unlocked the door. “Careful,” he warned.

         Fundholz climbed down first. Tönnchen trotted behind, grinning despite having evidently just been slapped.

         “Give me back the apple,” he said in a high voice well suited to his overall appearance, before he shoved the prunes into his mouth.

         Without a word, the old man handed him the Gravenstein.

         “Good night,” Schreiber said politely as he took his leave. Then he carefully set about the cumbersome task of locking the side room.

         
             

         

         The two men could still hear him going back and forth in the shop, moving baskets around and finally bolting the upstairs door.

         Fundholz lit a match and looked around. A shimmer of light fell on Tönnchen’s grinning face, but Fundholz wasn’t annoyed by the man’s permanent grin. He was long over feelings such as 11annoyance and well on his way to complete indifference. His past lay behind him like a dream, and his future was foggy, uncertain, and rather uninteresting.

         There had been a time—it was so far back he sometimes thought he was imagining it—when he had given money to beggars. He had earned money then, had had a home and a wife. Thousands of days had passed since then, days in which he had begged for money himself, and thousands of nights when he had had to sleep in shelters, on benches, or in basements. His life—his genuine, civilized human life—lay more than ten years behind him, and he would have to keep begging for the rest of his days.

         Tönnchen took a few baskets from the pile and tried sitting down on them. They cracked and broke under his weight. Startled, he jumped up.

         Fundholz didn’t pay him any attention. He took off his jacket, spread out the newspaper he had brought, and constructed a bed by carefully laying the pages next to and on top of one another in one of the basement’s driest spots, but the dampness immediately soaked through the paper. He left it where it lay, then took down some baskets and began placing one inside the other, turning them upside down so the bottom was on top.

         Having determined that three or four nested together would hold quite well, he took a dozen panniers and secured them between the basement wall on one side and a row of crates on the other. Then he lay down and carefully distributed his weight. Because he was a calm sleeper, he had no need to fear that the structure beneath him might collapse.

         Tönnchen looked at him uncomprehendingly, and when Fundholz had blown out the last match, he spoke.

         “Tönnchen wants to sleep, too,” he explained.

         Fundholz cursed and lit another match. “I’ll get hold of some blankets tomorrow,” he said. “Now just lie down somehow. I want my peace and quiet.”

         Tönnchen obeyed. He lay down on the floor, then jumped right back up. “Cold and wet!” he announced. 12

         Fundholz climbed down from his crates. “Don’t make such a racket!” He lit another match and grumbled as he constructed a similar, albeit more stable, bedstead.

         Without a word of thanks, Tönnchen lay down, and soon both fell asleep.

         Tönnchen started whimpering in his sleep, probably tormented by some fearful vision, and his wheezing and snoring woke Fundholz up.

         He had run into Tönnchen one day in a courtyard and befriended him. Dirty, stinking, and wrapped in tattered scraps of clothing that made Fundholz’s rags look sumptuous, the colossus of fat had stood there smiling as he poked around in a garbage bin. Fundholz had never seen anything as squalid in his life. Then the man had said to him, “I’m Tönnchen! Do you have something to eat?” and for some reason this seemed to remind Fundholz of home, so he gave the man a few bits of bread, which he had just obtained somewhere.

         The fat man greedily wolfed them down. And ever since he’d been traipsing after Fundholz like a dog behind his master and was good for absolutely nothing. He couldn’t even beg properly. People would open the door, but as soon as they caught sight of his imbecilic grin, they would slam it right away in horror. It took Fundholz a few punches to get Tönnchen to wait for him in some other place. And since Fundholz couldn’t shake him off—not that he’d seriously tried—Fundholz had kept him fed and cadged a few articles of clothing for him.

         When it came to begging—or fencing, as it was known in the profession—Fundholz was far more successful. He wasn’t exactly a joy to look at either, but that was offset by his age and the hangdog look he took on when asking for a small handout. Fundholz was aware that Tönnchen belonged in an asylum, and from his companion’s confused chattering, he gathered that the man had earlier been in Herzberge—Berlin’s largest asylum for the insane. But he couldn’t bring himself to abandon Tönnchen or even to hand him over to the police. 13

         Fundholz himself was in a perpetual small-scale war with the authorities. Not without reason, he suspected it was their intent to lock him up in the workhouse or otherwise detain him. He had already been jailed several times for vagrancy and other transgressions of the law. But Fundholz was a man who despite everything preferred his freedom to being detained. Of course at times that meant going for days eating nothing but dry bread, but he still preferred this meager fare to the food served in jail, although the latter had been quite delicious. In jail he could never resist giving in to a feeling of melancholy. He missed his freedom of movement, since over the past ten years his roaming across town had become a way of life. He’d passed through every district of the city. There was nowhere he hadn’t begged, nowhere he hadn’t slept. And he clung to this independence, this freedom of movement, with a dogged tenacity.

         Just as he couldn’t live without his freedom, he understood that the last thing in the world Tönnchen wanted was to return to Herzberge. While he didn’t value Tönnchen’s company, Fundholz realized that it wouldn’t be right to break away from him, even if Tönnchen was a freeloader, and one with an enormous appetite. Despite the fact that Fundholz gave him the lion’s share of what he collected, he kept catching the fat man rummaging through garbage bins. Fundholz never did that. He still had the remnants of certain inhibitions from his better days. He didn’t steal, and he didn’t eat garbage. Those were the last vestiges of his former worldview. And since he had met Grissmann, his situation had actually improved.

         Recently the man had come up to him and asked if he wanted to earn three marks. Fundholz had stared at him in amazement, because for him three marks was a fortune.

         Grissmann, too, was poorly dressed. He appeared to be about thirty years old, wore a flat cap, and had a gray, haggard face, but compared to Fundholz he looked positively splendid. Fundholz had had the impression that Grissmann was exceptionally jittery and fearful. At their first encounter his eyes had 14darted restlessly this way and that, then he had stared briefly at Fundholz, and right afterward he had begun anxiously scanning the street. Nonetheless Fundholz had immediately declared his willingness to earn the three marks, whereupon Grissmann had handed him a sizable package.

         “Inside there’s a suit. Take it over there to the secondhand clothes dealer and sell it. I’ll wait here. Then bring the money to me, and I’ll give you the three marks as promised.”

         Without any further questions, Fundholz had taken the suit to the shop.

         After the proprietor of the establishment had examined the article of clothing, while holding forth on the worthlessness of used clothes in general and this suit in particular, he asked Fundholz gently, “So how much are you asking?” Fundholz, who had never dealt with used clothing and had no idea what the suit might be worth, simply shrugged his shoulders awkwardly, whereupon the dealer patronizingly handed him five marks.

         That had seemed a lot to Fundholz. Five marks was still five marks. Grissmann, however, didn’t share that view and gave him two marks instead of three, which would have been too much, as Fundholz had also realized.

         Finally, after completing their business, they had shared a glass of beer. Naturally Tönnchen drank two, but since Grissmann paid for them, Fundholz didn’t care. After they had introduced themselves and warmed up to one another a little, Fundholz learned that Grissmann was unemployed, that he had a place to sleep somewhere, and that he, just like Tönnchen and himself, spent all day roaming about the city.

         Unlike most men of his age, Grissmann didn’t seem to have any acquaintances, and Fundholz sensed that Grissmann wanted to team up with him. The old man was opposed to the idea. It pained him to have to speak. Speaking meant thinking, and he didn’t want to think. He had given up thinking and ruminating over his problems. He lived very primitively. Food, money for schnapps, a place to sleep. That was all he cared about. 15

         He spoke only when he was asking for alms, and even then very little. His attire was eloquent enough.

         To be sure there were those who suspected that every beggar was really a rich man in disguise, and as a matter of policy refused to give anything or else came up with this theory as an excuse not to give. In general, however, poor people were more understanding, and the old man had never had to starve.

         Fortunately it turned out that Grissmann also didn’t talk much. In fact to some degree he resembled Tönnchen, even if he wasn’t as childish, but rather timid and fearful.

         Fundholz rolled around restlessly on his bedstead. He couldn’t fall back asleep. The air was stuffy and stale, and the fat man whimpered in his sleep as though someone was trying to murder him.

         Fundholz fished in his pocket for something he could smoke. He found a cigar butt, a beautiful cigar butt, almost as long as a finger, and began smoking. After a few minutes he felt his tiredness coming back. He stubbed out the cigar and put it back in his pocket. Soon he fell back asleep.
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         Grissmann would gladly have taken a look at the basement. But in the end he had changed his mind. With a basement like that there really wasn’t much to see, and there was bound to be another opportunity. Besides, at the moment it wasn’t important.

         Instead Grissmann roamed restlessly through the city.

         He had been unemployed for a long time. At one time he had worked as a streetcar conductor, but they’d fired him after a routine check showed that twenty marks were missing. He hadn’t been able to give a satisfactory account as to the money’s whereabouts, and his own defense had been so pathetic and disjointed that no one doubted that he had pocketed it himself.

         For twenty marks you don’t ruin a man’s entire life, which was why the company had declined to report him. But they did let him go, and without notice, after generously paying out what he would have earned had he been dismissed under normal circumstances—though they had not been obligated to do so.

         The fact is that Grissmann had simply lost the twenty marks. He wasn’t a very attentive person. Maybe he gave someone too much change, or perhaps someone had cheated him. He really didn’t know.

         He lost his job at the worst possible time. 17

         New ideas from America had arrived in Europe, ingenious systems designed to reduce human labor to the minimum and replace it with machines wherever possible. This was known as rationalization.

         Machines clearly possess certain advantages. Unlike humans, they have no will of their own, not a spark of individuality. They don’t go on strike, at least not as a collective, the way workers do when they want to put pressure on the factory owner to raise wages or at least not lower them. Machines strike only as single units and then simply because of defects that can be eliminated.

         Humans, on the other hand, expect more from life. When the owner makes money, they want to share in the earnings. They hold political views, which they also champion. And these views are very frequently at odds with those of their employers.

         So the owners purchased machines. Where ten clerks had previously been employed, there were now two accounting machines, which needed just two or three people to operate them. Where hundreds of laborers had once been kept busy, now only some forty were required. Machines made all problems seem splendidly solvable. The only thing missing was a mechanical human, but as soon as that was invented, all future production could proceed entirely without workers.

         Conveyor belts determined the speed of work in the larger factories, which could now discard the nasty system of foremen pushing and prodding the workers. It was enough to speed up the conveyor belt, so that each person had to work a little faster. Whoever couldn’t keep pace was let go.

         Meanwhile, by their sheer existence, the unemployed kept their working colleagues in constant fear of losing their jobs. Who in that position wished to go on strike? Who still wanted to make demands?

         Everyone knew: If I don’t want to put up with it all, someone else will. So in the end everybody was willing to do whatever it took. 18

         A golden moment seemed to have finally arrived. According to the laws of free competition, demand determines supply. The demand for labor was low, but the supply was very high, and therefore wages could be lowered.

         Meanwhile those who did have work were forced to pay for their colleagues who didn’t. The deductions to support the unemployed rose, and paychecks shrank once again. The ability of the workers to strike was quashed, as was their will to do so. So far so good: It all added up.

         But it turned out there’d been a miscalculation. The workers replaced by machines could no longer buy anything—neither suits nor dresses. Their purchasing power shrank to the point where they couldn’t afford the smallest luxury. Though their needs stayed the same, they lacked the means to satisfy them.

         Moreover the machines didn’t have enough needs to replace the human buyers. To be sure they did fall apart. New industries arose to produce machines and to produce machines for the production of machines. And these factories, too, were constructed according to the most modern tenets of rationalization.

         The textile manufacturer, who had grinned as he let go a third of his personnel and—thanks to the new machines—had been able to produce twice as many wares with those he’d kept on, was suddenly shocked to realize how much demand had dwindled. True, the need was still there, but the money was lacking. Everyone was unemployed.

         Grissmann had no idea about all these connections. He blamed his misfortune on the matter of the twenty marks, and the fact that he couldn’t find work was undoubtedly due to his own inadequacy, for he had long been convinced of his own inferiority.

         His father had instilled this in him. A tall, burly man with a puffed-up face, he had started drinking in his early youth, and had first worked as a hauler, then later as a cabman. Disinclined to drink beer and other more innocuous beverages, he only drank brandy, and beyond doubt more than was good for him. 19

         In those days, hauler referred to someone who handled household moves. Then as now these people were extraordinarily strong and had a great attachment to beer. By the time they finished their hard work, their throats were burning. Usually the men received a tip, which they immediately spent on drink, and they seldom stopped with just one.

         But old man Grissmann didn’t drink only to quench his thirst; he drank to make himself thirst for more. And once beer was no longer able to put him in a state of intoxication, he guzzled brandy. And after the brandy undermined his health and strength, he had to change professions and took up driving a hackney cab.

         Nevertheless he still had enough strength to beat his wife and his son, Fritz, whenever he was in a good mood.

         Fritz was short and dwarfish, which was why old Grissmann tried beating the weakness out of the boy, but to no avail: The boy stayed weak and fearful. Then his wife died, and a little later Grissmann senior landed in jail on account of a brawl.

         Fritz wound up in an orphanage. He was tormented by his lack of courage. In the orphanage he initially tried to prove himself through acts of cruelty. He tore the legs off flies one by one and thrashed the smaller boys, but that didn’t make him any braver. And because everyone in the orphanage sided against him and his cruel acts usually ended with a whipping, which he had to accept, he only became more fearful.

         He now suffered from insomnia. He didn’t work during the day, and at night he wasn’t tired and couldn’t fall asleep. He actually had a room with a bed, but he shared it with two other young men. They snored when they slept and mocked him when they were awake.

         They, too, were unemployed. But they had immediately intuited that here was a person who was even worse off than they were. A person hobbled by inner weakness. Grissmann was afraid of them, and they had happily registered his fear.

         Both were younger than Grissmann, but they felt far superior. 20Life had been tough on them, and in return they were tough on everyone else: Their jokes were brutal and seldom funny.

         
             

         

         As he continued his roaming, Grissmann couldn’t make up his mind as to what to do. He didn’t want to go home. But he also didn’t have much desire to go to a pub. He didn’t enjoy being around people. And crowded places in particular always tended to unsettle him.

         When he reached Friedrichstrasse, he slowed his stride and walked down the busy street, sticking close to the buildings. He passed by the S-Bahn arches. Here there was less activity, but then people came streaming out of a cinema. He again picked up his pace. Beyond the cinema were nothing but taverns and smaller places of entertainment, and music spilled through the open doors onto the street. Grissmann kept going. The subway station with the luminous U was already behind him.

         He slowed his gait. What did he want out here anyway? Even he had no idea.

         Two streetwalkers strolled past him with swaying steps. Neither was still young. Their cheeks were caked with makeup and their short skirts revealed their thighs. They wore shoes with very high heels and pale, flesh-toned stockings. Their voices wafted back to him. They were talking about apartment furnishings. “I saw a cheaper bedroom set at Wertheim’s,” he heard one say.

         Both were swinging their purses and intently scanning the surroundings for clientele.

         Grissmann followed them.

         They heard his steps behind them and simultaneously turned their heads. But the sight of a shabby man clothed in an old suit didn’t promise much in the way of business opportunity.

         Out of habit both had smiled obligingly when they looked back, but when they caught sight of Grissmann their smiles disappeared. 21

         He felt his cheeks go red. Even these two, he thought, consider themselves his betters.

         He overtook the women. As he passed them he was suddenly gripped by a completely senseless hatred. Someone ought to put a knife in their backs, he said to himself. With a certain joy, he repeated the thought two or three times. Then his mind turned to something else, and he went on traipsing aimlessly through the city.

         It was almost one in the morning when he arrived at his place. He crept quietly into the room, took off his clothes with hardly a sound, and climbed into bed.

         He jumped up in a fright: He was lying on something soft. He reached out his hand and picked up a dead gray animal. It was a rat.

         With an incoherent cry of rage he flung himself on the person lying next to him. As he yelled he kept swinging the rat at the man’s face.

         The man woke up and defended himself, but he was no match for Grissmann. Seldom had Grissmann felt such strength. In a mad frenzy he slammed his fist in the man’s face. Then he again grabbed the rat and tried pressing its head into the man’s mouth.

         At that point the third man jumped in to help his friend, and together they managed to overpower Grissmann. They beat him until he was unconscious, then dumped him on his bed.

         “It was just a joke!” one of them said scowling.

         They lay back down. But both knew that they would never provoke Grissmann again.

         “That fellow’s perfectly capable of slitting a man’s throat,” said the younger of the two before falling asleep, not without a certain respect.
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