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  Strelitz, 6. 9. 44




  I haven’t always been a drinker; in fact I only took it up not very long ago. Alcohol used to disgust me—at most I’d have a glass of beer; wine tasted sour, and the smell of spirits made me ill. Then came a time when things started to go downhill. My business wasn’t running as it should, and I had various mishaps with people as well. I’ve always been a soft-hearted man; I need the sympathy and approval of those around me, even if I hid that behind a show of confidence. Worse yet, I sensed that even my wife was turning away from me. At first the signs were almost imperceptible, little things anyone else would have missed. She once forgot to offer me cake at a birthday party in our home; I never eat cake, but she had always offered anyway. And once, for three days, a cobweb hung above the stove in my room. I inspected every room—there was no cobweb anywhere else, only in mine. I actually wanted to see how long she’d leave it there to annoy me, but on the fourth day I couldn’t stand it and told her. The cobweb disappeared. I told her off rather sharply, of course; I wouldn’t for the world let her see how deeply these slights and my loneliness hurt me.




  But it didn’t stop there. Soon came the affair of the doormat. That day I’d had difficulties at my bank: for the first time they refused a withdrawal; word must have spread that I’d suffered losses. The manager, a Mr. Alf, was all charm, talked about temporary problems and even offered to phone head office for a special loan. I turned him down, smiling and self-assured as always. But I noticed all too well that this time he didn’t offer me one of his cigars—clearly I was no longer worth it. Deeply depressed, I walked home through a pelting autumn rain. I wasn’t yet in real trouble; my business had merely stagnated, something a bit of drive could still have overcome then. But that very drive deserted me, beaten down as I was by all the silent disapproval I kept meeting.




  When I reached home—we live just outside town in our own villa, and the road out there hasn’t been paved yet—I wanted to wipe my muddy shoes at the door, but today of all days the doormat was missing. Irritated, I unlocked the door and called for my wife. It was already getting dark, no lights were on, and Magda didn’t appear. I called again and again, but nothing. I found myself in a ridiculous situation: standing in the rain at the door of my own villa, unable to go inside without dirtying the porch and hallway—all because my wife had forgotten the mat and wasn’t around at the very time she knew I came home. At last I gave in and tiptoed inside. I sat on a chair in the hall, switched on the light and began to take off my shoes, only to see that all my caution had been useless: the delicate pale-green hallway rug was blotched with ugly stains. I’d always told Magda that such a sensitive shade of green was wrong for a hall, but she’d said we were old enough to be careful, and besides, Else, our maid, used the back door and wore slippers in the house. Furious, I yanked off my shoes, and just as I pulled off the second one Magda came through the door that conceals the cellar stairs. The shoe slipped from my hand, thudded onto the rug and left a dreadful mark.




  "For heaven’s sake, Erwin, be careful!" Magda snapped. "Just look at that lovely rug. Can’t you manage to wipe your feet properly?"




  The blatant unfairness of that accusation infuriated me, but I still kept hold of myself.




  "Where on earth have you been?" I demanded, still staring at her. "I must have called you ten times!"




  "I was down by the central heating in the cellar," Magda replied coolly. "And what does that have to do with my rug?"




  "It’s as much my rug as yours," I shot back, upset. "I certainly didn’t want to dirty it. But when there’s no mat outside—!"




  "No mat outside? Of course there is!"




  "There isn’t!" I insisted. "Go and see for yourself!"




  But she had no intention of going to the door.




  "If Else forgot to put it out, you could have taken your shoes off on the porch. In any case you didn’t have to drop that shoe on the rug with such a crash!"




  Speechless with anger, I could only glare at her.




  "Yes," she said, "now you’re silent. When someone criticises you, you clam up, but you’re forever criticising me..."




  Her words made little sense to me, yet I asked, "When have I criticised you?"




  "Just now," she retorted. "First because I didn’t come when you called—I had to check the boiler; Else has the afternoon off. And then because the mat wasn’t outside. With all the work I have, I can’t possibly supervise every little thing that’s Else’s job."




  I pulled myself together. Inwardly I felt Magda was wrong on every count, but aloud I said, "Let’s not quarrel, Magda. Please believe me, I didn’t make those stains on purpose."




  "And you believe me," she answered, still fairly sharply, "that I neither ignored your calls on purpose nor kept you waiting intentionally."




  I let it go. By supper we had both calmed down, even managed a sensible conversation, and suddenly I had the notion to bring up a bottle of red wine someone had once given me that had been lying in the cellar for years. I really don’t know why the idea occurred to me; perhaps our reconciliation set off a desire for something celebratory, like a wedding or a christening. Magda was surprised but smiled approvingly. I drank only a glass and a half, although the wine didn’t taste sour to me that night. I even grew cheerful and managed to tell Magda all sorts of things about the business that worried me. Naturally I mentioned none of the worries; on the contrary I turned my failures into successes. Magda listened with an interest she hadn’t shown in ages. I felt the estrangement between us had vanished completely, and in my delight I gave Magda a hundred marks so she could buy herself something really nice—a dress, a ring, whatever her heart desired.
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  I often wondered afterwards whether I might actually have been completely drunk that night. Of course I wasn’t; both Magda and I would have noticed. Still, that evening I felt the first real buzz of my life. I didn’t stagger and I didn’t slur—one and a half glasses of musty red wine couldn’t do that to someone as sober as I usually am—yet the alcohol transformed the world around me. It made me believe there had never been any estrangement or quarrel between Magda and me; it turned my business worries into triumphs, such triumphs that I even had a hundred marks to give away. Hardly a fortune, but in my circumstances no sum was insignificant. When I woke next morning and replayed everything—from the forgotten doormat to the banknote I had pressed on her—I realised how shamefully I had behaved toward Magda. I had not only hidden my financial situation from her, I had reinforced the lie with a cash gift to make it more convincing—something the law would probably call fraud. But the legal side was irrelevant; only the human side mattered, and that was horrific. For the first time in our marriage I had knowingly deceived Magda—and why? Good heavens, why?! For nothing at all; I could have stayed silent as I had done before. No one forced me to speak. No one—except the alcohol. Once I understood that, once I grasped what a liar alcohol is and how it turns honest people into liars, I swore I would never drink another drop, not even the occasional beer I used to enjoy.




  But what are resolutions, what are plans? That very morning, sobered up, I had also sworn to use last night’s warmer mood between Magda and me and not let it slip back into estrangement or even a quarrel. Yet only a few days passed and we were arguing again. It was utterly incomprehensible: fourteen years of marriage had gone by practically without a fight, and now, in the fifteenth, we seemed unable to live without one. Sometimes it struck me as downright ridiculous what trivialities could set us off. It felt as though we had to fight at fixed intervals, no matter what. Quarrelling, too, seems like a drug—you get used to it quickly and soon can’t live without it. At first, of course, we still anxiously kept up appearances, tried to stick to the matter at hand and avoid anything personally hurtful.




  7. 9. 44




  The presence of our young maid Else also held us back. We knew she was curious and repeated everything she heard. At that time it would have seemed unspeakably dreadful to me if anyone in town had learned about my worries and our quarrels. Not much later, though, I no longer cared in the least what people thought or said about me—and, worse still, I had lost all sense of shame before myself as well.




  I’ve already said that Magda and I grew used to squabbling almost daily. In truth they were only peevish little jabs about nothing—relief valves for the tension that kept resurfacing between us. That, too, was a kind of miracle, though not a pleasant one: for many years Magda and I had enjoyed a genuinely good marriage. We married for love; back then we were both low-paid clerks, each with nothing but a small suitcase when we ran off together. Oh, those wonderful, lean early years of our marriage—how vivid they still are! Magda was a wizard at running a household; some weeks we managed on ten marks and felt as though we were living like royalty. Then came the bold years, full of constant effort, when I struck out on my own and, with Magda’s help, built up my business. Everything succeeded—good heavens, how everything succeeded back then! We only had to put our hands to something, pour our diligence and energy into it, and it blossomed like a well-tended flower and bore fruit for us… Children were denied us, much as we longed for them. Magda miscarried once, and after that all hope for children was gone. Yet we did not love each other any less. For many years we kept falling in love with each other anew. I never desired any woman but Magda. She made me completely happy, and I believe it was the same for her.




  Once the business was humming and had reached the limits set by the size of our town and county—limits we could have exceeded only by uprooting ourselves and leaving our home town—the burning excitement began to fade. In its place came the purchase of a plot outside the city, the building of our villa, the laying out of our garden, the furnishings that were to accompany us for the rest of our lives—projects that again bound us closely together and kept us from noticing the cooling that had crept into our marriage. If we no longer loved each other as much as before, if we no longer desired each other so often or so ardently, we didn’t see it as a loss but as something natural: we had gradually become an old married couple; what was happening to us happened to everyone. And, as I said, the camaraderie of planning, building and decorating fully compensated for what was gone; the lovers had turned into partners, and we felt no lack.




  By then Magda had already withdrawn completely from active involvement in the business—a step we both considered natural at the time. She now had a larger household to run; the garden and a few chickens needed care as well, and the firm could easily afford another assistant. Later we would learn how fatal Magda’s departure would prove. Not only did we lose another large share of our common interests; her help turned out to be irreplaceable. She was far more energetic than I was, more adventurous, and she had a knack for handling people with a light, joking touch that steered them exactly where she wanted them. I had always been the cautious element in our partnership, the brake that kept any dare-devil driving in check. In business dealings I tended to stay in the background, never push myself, never ask for anything. It was therefore inevitable that after Magda left, the business simply ran along its old tracks, little new came in, and then, little by little, year by year, its volume shrank. Of course I understood all this much later—too late, when nothing could be saved. At the time, when Magda stepped back, I actually felt a bit relieved: a man who runs his company alone enjoys more respect than one whose wife sticks her nose into everything.
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  It was only when our quarrels began that I realized how foreign Magda and I had grown to one another over the years—she running the household, I running the business. At first I still felt a faint shame at the way we were letting ourselves go, and whenever I saw that I had wounded Magda—that she went about with tear-stained eyes—it hurt me almost as much as it hurt her and I vowed to do better. Yet people grow accustomed to anything, and I fear they grow fastest accustomed to living in humiliation. The day came when, seeing Magda’s swollen eyes, I no longer resolved to improve but, with a startled sense of satisfaction, told myself: “This time I really gave it to you! Your quick tongue doesn’t always win out over me!” I found it dreadful to feel this way and yet somehow right; it pleased me, paradoxical as that sounds. From then on it was only a small step to the point where I consciously tried to hurt her.




  At that extremely critical moment in our relationship, the prison-administration food contract—renewed every three years—was being tendered again. Our town, to the residents’ dismay, houses the provincial central prison, which always holds about fifteen hundred inmates. We had supplied it for nine years; Magda had worked hard back then to secure the deal. At the two later renewals she merely paid the senior inspector a brief courtesy visit and the contract was awarded to us without fuss. I considered it such a fixture of my business that I made no special effort this time either: I simply had the old bid, with the prices that had served for nine years, copied and submitted. I did think about visiting the inspector, but everything was running its usual course; I didn’t want to seem pushy, I knew the man was overworked—in short, I had at least ten good reasons to stay away.




  So it hit me like lightning out of a clear sky when a curt letter from the prison administration informed me that my offer had been rejected and the contract awarded elsewhere. My first thought was: Magda mustn’t find out! Then I grabbed my hat and hurried to the inspector—making the call that would have mattered three weeks earlier. I was greeted politely but coolly. He regretted the break, he said, but had no choice: parts of my price list were long outdated, sometimes too high, sometimes too low. Overall it balanced out, but my bid—he begged my pardon for his frankness—had simply struck the decision-makers as if my firm didn’t care whether it won or not. I learned that a very young, aggressively expanding company that had bothered me before had again come out on top. Finally, the inspector politely expressed the hope of resuming our old relationship in three years, and I was dismissed—!




  I knew I had shown no sign of my shock—my despair—in that prison office; I had disguised my inquiry as half politeness, half curiosity about the winner’s name. But once I stood outside the heavy iron gates again, once the last bolt clanged shut behind me, I looked into the bright sunshine of this marvellous spring day like someone newly woken from a heavy dream, not yet sure whether he is really awake or still groaning under the nightmare. I was still groaning; the iron gate had released me in vain, for I remained imprisoned by my worries and failures.




  I simply couldn’t go back to town and into my office now; above all I had to collect myself before facing Magda—so I headed away from town and people, out into the fields and meadows, farther and farther as though I could outrun myself and my troubles. But that day I saw none of the fresh emerald green of the young crops, heard neither the brooks’ urgent gurgle nor the larks’ drum-rolls in the blue-gold air: I was utterly alone with myself and my misfortune. My heart was so full of it that nothing else could enter.




  I was perfectly aware that this was no small setback I could accept with a shrug: supplying food for fifteen hundred people, even at modest profit, formed such a vital part of my turnover that losing it meant drastic changes for the whole business. There was no replacing it; our modest provincial town offered no opportunities of similar size. With extreme effort I might increase my retail accounts by a few dozen, but aside from that still falling far short, I felt quite incapable of such effort just then. For nearly a year I had been listless for reasons unknown. More and more I let things take their course; I craved rest—perhaps I was getting old early. I knew I would have to let at least two employees go, yet even that didn’t trouble me greatly, though I knew the gossip it would cause. What weighed on me was Magda. Over and over my chief worry was: Magda mustn’t find out! I admitted to myself I couldn’t hide the layoffs and the loss forever, but I lied that the timing mattered—that in a few weeks I might find some substitute. Then I had a clear moment. I stopped, kicked a stone in the road dust and told myself: ‘Since Magda will find out anyway, better she hears it from me than from others, and better today than someday. Every day’s delay makes the confession harder. I haven’t committed a crime, only been careless.’ I kicked the stone again. ‘I’ll simply ask Magda to help in the business again. That will reconcile her to my failure and do the firm good. I really am not at my best and could use help…’ But those bright moments passed quickly. I had always prized people’s respect, above all Magda’s. I had always insisted on being seen as the boss. Even now—especially now—I couldn’t humble myself before her. No, I was determined to master the matter alone, come what may. Nor did I want help from a woman I quarreled with almost daily. The quarrels would just follow us into the office—she’d insist, I’d object, she’d fling my failures at me—oh no, impossible!




  Again I stamped my foot—this time into the dusty road. I looked up. I had no idea where my feet had taken me, so deeply had I been wrapped in worry. I was in a village not far from my home town, a place popular for spring outings because of its birch woods and a lake. But on this weekday morning there were no holiday-makers—folks at home are too industrious for that. I found myself right in front of the inn and felt thirsty. I stepped into the low, wide, yet dark taproom. I had only ever seen it filled with people from town; the women’s light spring dresses had brightened the room and, despite its low ceiling, given it a buoyant feel. When the townsfolk were here the windows were thrown open, gay cloths lay on the tables, and tall vases of birch branches stood everywhere. Now the room was dark; yellow-brown oilcloth covered the tables and the air was stuffy because the windows were tight shut. Behind the bar stood a young girl, her hair poorly arranged, her apron dirty; she was whispering eagerly to a young man who, judging by the lime-spattered whites he wore, was a mason. My first impulse was to turn back. But thirst—and even more the thought that outside I would at once be handed back to my worries—made me step to the bar instead.




  “Give me something to drink—anything that’ll quench my thirst,” I said.




  Without looking up, the girl drew a beer and I watched the foam overflow the rim. She shut the tap, waited a moment for the head to settle, then topped it up. Still wordless, she slid the glass across the dull zinc to me and returned to whispering with the mason; she had not yet given me a single glance.




  I raised the glass to my lips and emptied it slowly, swallow after swallow without setting it down. It tasted fresh, sparkling, lightly bitter, and as it passed my mouth it seemed to leave there a brightness and lightness that had not been there before.




  “Give me another of that,” I was about to say, then thought better of it. I had noticed in front of the young man a short, squat, clear glass—what we call a stange—usually used for schnapps.




  “I’d like one of those stangen as well,” I suddenly said. How I, who had never in my life drunk spirits and had always felt a deep aversion to their smell, came to this I cannot say. In those days every habit of my life was changing; mysterious forces had me in their grip, and the strength to resist was gone.




  For the first time the girl looked at me. Slowly she lifted her somewhat grainy lids and regarded me with bright, knowing eyes.




  “With schnapps?” she asked.




  “With schnapps,” I answered. The girl reached for a bottle, and I wondered whether any woman had ever looked at me so shamelessly knowing. That gaze seemed to probe to the bottom of my manhood, as though to weigh my worth; I felt it almost physically, something painfully sweet and insulting, as though I had been stripped naked before those eyes.




  The glass was filled and pushed across the zinc to me; the lids had lowered again, the girl turned to the lad—my sentence pronounced. I picked up the glass, hesitated—then in a sudden decision poured the contents into my mouth. It burned, robbed me of breath; I choked, yet forced the liquid down. I felt it sear and sting all the way, and in my stomach a sudden warmth arose, comforting, cheerful. Then my whole body shuddered. The mason muttered half-aloud, “The ones who shudder like that are the worst,” and the girl gave a short laugh. I laid a mark on the counter and left the inn without another word.




  The spring day met me with sunshine and a light, silky breeze, but I stepped back into it a changed man. From the warmth in my stomach a brightness had climbed into my head; my heart beat free and strong. Now I saw the emerald green of the young crops, now I heard the larks twittering in the blue. My worries had fallen away. “It’ll all sort itself out,” I told myself cheerfully, and set off for home. “Why fret about it now?” Before reaching town I stopped at two more inns and in each had another little glass, trying to renew and deepen the quickly fading effect. With a light, not unpleasant dizziness I arrived home just in time for lunch.
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  I was keenly aware that I now had to hide not only the failed grocery deliveries from my wife but also my drinking. Yet I felt so superior to the whole world at that moment that I was convinced it would give me no trouble at all. I lingered in the bathroom longer than usual, washing with particular care and brushing my teeth thoroughly to banish every trace of alcohol from my breath. I still didn’t know what stance to take with Magda, but a vague instinct warned me not to be too talkative—though I was strongly inclined to be—so I decided a quiet pose of restrained seriousness might be best. The soup was already served, and Magda was waiting when I entered. I shook her hand briefly and made a few remarks about the glorious spring weather. She agreed and spoke of the urgent planting jobs in the garden, then asked me to bring home a packet of vegetable seeds she’d just realized was missing. I promised to take care of it at once, and thus we got through the soup without incident. I did notice Magda casting the occasional probing, almost wordless glance at me, but, convinced nothing could betray me and that everything was going splendidly, I ignored her looks. In fact, I remember eating the soup that noon with particular relish.




  Else cleared the plates and whispered some kitchen question to my wife, prompting Magda to stand up and follow her to the kitchen—probably to taste something or carve the meat. I was left alone in the dining room, waiting for the main course. My mind was on nothing in particular; a cheerful contentment filled me, life pleased me. I had no idea what I was about to do. Suddenly—taking even myself by surprise—I rose, tip-toed to the sideboard, opened the lower door and, sure enough, there stood the bottle of red wine we’d opened on that fateful November night when our quarrels began! I held it to the light: just as I expected, it was still half full. There was no time to lose—Magda could return any second. I dug my nails into the cork wedged deep in the neck, pulled it out, put the bottle to my lips and drank, drank straight from it like an old soak! (What else could I do? There was no time for a glass, and a used glass would have been incriminating.) I took three, four hefty swallows, raised the bottle to the light again and saw only a shabby remnant. I finished that too, recorked the bottle, locked the cupboard and slipped back to my seat. The liquor surged through me; my stomach, irritated by the sudden intake, cramped, a fiery haze swam before my eyes, and my forehead and hands were slick with sweat. I had a hard job pulling myself together before Magda returned. Then I sat at the table, pleasantly surrendered to my buzz, and only the need to eat—at least for appearance’s sake—troubled me. My stomach felt fragile, forever ready to rebel; every bite had to be coaxed in with extreme caution, and I regretted disturbing the quiet work of the wine with this socially required food. It never even crossed my mind that I ought to exchange a few words with Magda. Instead, another problem began to worry me. The bottle was corked again in the sideboard, but with the meticulous way Magda ran the household she would soon notice it was empty. I couldn’t allow that; I had to make provisions in time. But how incredibly difficult! The best solution would be to buy another bottle of red this afternoon, pour out about half and put it in the place of the one I’d emptied. But when could I do that? How would I reach the buffet, since I had to be at the office all afternoon and Magda and I always spent the evening together—she with her needlework, I with my newspapers—when? And what would I do with the empty bottle? Could I even find a wine of the same brand? Would Magda remember the label? Ideally, around midnight I’d sneak up, peel the label off the old bottle and stick it onto the full one! But what if Magda caught me? And did we even have glue in the house? I’d have to smuggle some home from the office in my briefcase! The longer I thought about it, the more complicated it became—practically insoluble. Emptying the bottle had been easy; I should have thought beforehand how hard it would be to restore things to the way they were. What if I simply smashed the bottle and claimed I’d knocked it over while searching for something? But there was no wine left in it that could have spilled! Or dare I half-fill it with water and postpone the proper refill for another day?




  My head grew more and more muddled; I had forgotten not only the food but Magda herself in my thoughts. I jumped when she asked, genuine concern in her voice, “What’s the matter, Erwin? Are you sick? Do you have a fever—you’re so flushed!”




  I grabbed at this lifeline and answered calmly, “Yes, I really don’t feel well. I think I’d better lie down for a moment. I’ve—I’ve got such a rush of blood to the head…”




  “Yes, Erwin, do that. Go straight to bed. Shall I call Dr. Mansfeld?”




  “Nonsense!” I snapped. “I just want to stretch out on the sofa for fifteen minutes; I’ll be fine. I have to get to the office right after that.”




  She guided me to the sofa as though I were seriously ill, helped me lie down, and tucked a blanket over me. “Did something go wrong at work?” she asked anxiously. “Tell me what’s weighing on you, Erwin. You’re like a different person!”




  “Nothing, nothing,” I said, suddenly irritable. “I don’t know what you want. A little dizziness, a touch of congestion—and at once it has to be trouble at the office! Business is going great, just great!”




  She sighed softly.




  “All right then, sleep well, Erwin,” she said. “Shall I wake you?”




  “No, no, that’s not necessary. I’ll wake up on my own—in fifteen minutes or so…”




  At last I was alone; I leaned my head back, and the alcohol coursed through me in an unrestrained, free tide, its velvety wing covering all my worries and cares, even washing away the small, fresh annoyance that I had needlessly lied to Magda about business being “great.” I slept… I slept!—No, I was extinguished. I no longer existed…
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  Dusk is already settling in when I wake up. Startled, I glance at the clock—it’s somewhere between seven and eight in the evening. I strain to catch any sound in the house, but nothing stirs. I call out, first softly, then louder: "Magda!" Yet she doesn’t come. I force myself upright. My whole body feels battered, my head is dull, and my mouth is dry and furry. I peek into the dining room next door: no supper table is set, and this is the hour when we normally eat. What’s going on? What happened while I slept? Where is Magda?




  After a moment’s thought, I grope my way toward the kitchen; each step is a struggle, as though every joint were stiff and bent out of shape.




  I half expect the kitchen to be empty and half-dark too, but the light is on and Else is standing at the table, busy ironing. She looks up in fright when I enter, and her expression doesn’t grow any warmer when she realizes it’s me. I can guess I must look a wreck. All at once I feel greasy all over. I should have gone to the bathroom first; in earlier days I’d never have let myself go like this.




  "Where is my wife, Else?" I ask.




  "The lady went into town," Else replies, giving me a quick, almost timid glance.




  "But it’s supper time, Else!" I say reproachfully, even though I’ve no desire to eat just now.




  Else shrugs, then adds, with another swift look upward, "The office called; I think your wife went down to the office…"




  I swallow with difficulty; my mouth has turned bone-dry.




  "To the office?" I mutter. "Good heavens—what would my wife want there, Else?"




  She lifts her shoulders again. "I really don’t know, Mr. Sommer," she says. "The lady didn’t tell me anything." She thinks a moment, then adds, "They phoned a little after three, and your wife left right away…" So Magda has been at the office for more than four hours—I’m finished. I don’t know why I’m doomed, only that I am. My knees buckle; I stumble forward a few steps and drop heavily onto a kitchen chair. I let my head fall on the table. "It’s all over, Else," I groan. "I’m lost. Oh, Else…" I hear her set the iron down with a frightened clank, then she comes over and lays a hand on my shoulder. "What’s wrong, Mr. Sommer? Are you unwell?" I don’t look up; I keep my face hidden in the crook of my arm, ashamed to let this young girl see my spilling tears. Everything is finished—business, marriage, Magda. If only I hadn’t polished off the red wine at lunch; that’s when it all went so terribly wrong. Without that, Magda would never have gone to the office (passing thought: I still have to deal with that empty bottle!). Else gives my shoulder a gentle shake. "Mr. Sommer," she says, "please don’t let yourself go like this! Lie down for a moment and I’ll fix supper right away."




  I shake my head. "I don’t want any supper, Else! My wife should be here by now—it’s time…" "Or," Else coaxes, "would you like to eat a little something here in the kitchen with me, Mr. Sommer?" She sounds almost hesitant herself: "Since your wife is out…"




  The sheer audacity of the offer makes it strangely alluring. Eating here in the kitchen with Else—what would Magda say? I lift my head and really look at Else for the first time. She has always been merely a shadow of my wife in the back corridors of the house. Now I see she’s a rather pretty, dark-haired girl of about seventeen, sturdy in her beauty. Beneath a light blouse her young breasts are full, and the thought of their youth sends a wave of heat through me.




  But then I come to my senses. All of this is impossible; even breaking down in front of Else was already out of the question.




  "No, Else," I say, getting up, "it’s kind of you to try to comfort me, but I’d better go to the office too. If I miss my wife, please tell her I’ve gone there as well." I turn to leave. Suddenly it feels hard to walk out of the kitchen and away from this friendly girl. I linger a moment in the doorway and look at her. I notice how pale her face is, and how well the dark, arched eyebrows suit it.




  "I have many worries, Else," I say abruptly, "and I have no one, Else, to stand by me." I repeat, more forcefully: "No one at all, Else—do you understand me?!—"




  "Yes, Mr. Sommer," she answers softly.




  "Thank you, Else, for being so kind to me," I add, and leave. Only when I’m tidying myself up in the bathroom does it strike me that I’ve just betrayed Magda. Betrayed and deceived her. Deceived and lied to her. Yet I merely shrug: so be it! Deeper and deeper down, faster and faster in—there’s no stopping now!
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  Carefully I made my way toward the office, careful because I wanted at all costs to avoid running into Magda on the street. Then I stood on the opposite pavement in the shadow of a gateway and looked across at the five ground-floor windows of my firm. Two of them—my own office—were lit, and every now and then I could make out the silhouettes of two figures on the frosted glass: Magda and my accountant Hinzpeter. "They're drawing up the balance sheet," I told myself in sudden dread, though that dread was laced with relief, for I now knew the business lay in Magda's capable hands. It was just like her to force clarity the instant she heard bad news, to take stock at once! With a deep sigh I turned away and walked through the town and out of it—but not toward home. What was the point of the office, what was the point of home? To face the reproaches that were bound to come, to plead my case where nothing could be excused? None of that—and as I wandered into the countryside that was growing steadily darker, it became painfully clear that I was finished. I had definitively lost my position and my purpose in life, and I felt no strength in me to seek a new one, let alone fight for the old. What else was left? Why was I still alive? So I walked on, away from office, wife and hometown, leaving it all behind—but I would have to return one day, wouldn’t I? I would have to face Magda, hear her charges, let her rightly call me liar and cheat, admit I had failed—failed shamefully and cowardly! The thought was unbearable, and I began to flirt with the idea of never returning at all, of striking out into the wide world, disappearing somewhere in darkness, a darkness in which one could simply sink—without word, without final cry. And while I painted all this for myself—in gentle self-pity—I still knew I was lying; I would never have the nerve to live without coaxing, without the safety of my own hearth. I could never give up the familiar soft bed, the order of the household, the punctual nourishing meals! I would go back to Magda, fears or not, this very night I would return to my customary bed—no life out in the dark, no living and dying in the gutter!—"But," I said to myself again, quickening my already hurried stride, "what on earth is wrong with me? I used to be a reasonably energetic, enterprising man. I was always a bit weak, but I hid it so well that even Magda never noticed; where does this limpness come from that for a year now has been gripping me ever more tightly, paralysing limbs and brain, turning me—once a fairly decent fellow—into a cheat to his wife, a man who contemplates the maid’s bosom with satisfied lechery! It can’t be alcohol; I only started drinking schnapps today, and the slackness long predates that. What is it?"—I guessed this and that. I remembered I had just turned forty; I had once heard talk of the "male change of life," but I knew no man who’d altered as I had on crossing forty. Then my loveless existence occurred to me. I had always thirsted for recognition and love—discreetly, of course—and had found them in rich measure, from Magda and from my fellow citizens alike. And now I had gradually lost them. I did not even know how. Had I lost love and esteem because I had turned bad, or had I turned bad because those encouragements were gone? I found no answer: I was not used to thinking about myself. I walked faster and faster; I simply wanted to reach a place where these tormenting questions would fall silent. At last I stood again before my goal, the same village inn I had visited on that fateful morning; through the windows of the tap-room I searched for the girl with the pale eyes who had rated my manhood so cheaply after one shameless glance. I saw her, sitting beneath the dim glow of a single small bulb, busy with some sewing; I watched her for a long time, I hesitated, and I asked myself why I had sought her out—in a feeling of painful, lust-filled self-abasement. And even to that question I found no answer.




  But I was tired of all these questions; I almost ran up the flagstone path to the inn, felt for the handle in the dark hallway, stepped inside quickly and called out with forced cheerfulness:




  "Here I am, my lovely child!" and I threw myself into a wicker chair beside her. Everything I had just done was so unlike my usual behaviour, so at odds with my former composure and measured manners, that I watched myself with open amazement—indeed with something like anxious embarrassment, the way one watches an actor who has taken on a daring role and may not bring it off convincingly.




  The girl looked up from her sewing; for a moment her bright eyes rested on me, the tip of her tongue flashed at the corner of her mouth. "Oh, it’s you," was all she said, and in those four words lay her verdict on me once again.




  "Yes, it’s me, my fair one!" I said hurriedly, with a fluency and presumption utterly alien to me. "And I’d like another one or two—or even five—of your excellent little shots, and if you feel like it you can drink with me."




  "I never touch spirits," the girl replied coolly, but she stood up, went to the bar, fetched a small glass and a bottle and poured for me at the table. She sat down again and put the bottle on the floor beside her.




  "By the way," she said, picking up her sewing once more, "we’re closing in a quarter of an hour."




  "Then I’ll just drink faster," I said, raised the glass and drained it. "But if you don’t drink schnapps," I went on, "I’ll gladly pay for a bottle of wine—or champagne, if you have any. I’m not fussy."




  Meanwhile she had refilled my glass, and again I emptied it in a single gulp. I had already forgotten everything past and future; I lived only for this moment, for this aloof yet knowing girl who treated me with such open contempt. "We do have champagne," she said, "and I like it well enough. But let me warn you: I won’t get drunk, and I won’t go to bed for a bottle of bubbly."




  She looked at me now, her shameless words matched by an equally shameless gaze. I had to keep acting. "Who’s thinking of that, pretty one?" I cried breezily. "Fetch your champagne. You can drink it in peace while I’m here. You are," I said more loudly after another shot, "like an angel from another star to me—an evil angel fate has sent across my path. It is enough for me merely to look at you."




  "Looking costs nothing," she said with a short laugh that sounded nasty. "You’re a strange sort of saint, but I suppose I’ll find out tonight why you’re so worked up."




  With that she poured me another and got up to fetch the champagne. This time she stayed away longer. She drew the curtains over the windows, then went outside, and I heard her fastening the shutters and finally the front door. Passing back through the tap-room she said in passing, "I’ve locked up—no one else will come. And the landlords are already in bed." She said it in passing, then stopped and added with mocking emphasis, "But don’t get your hopes up because of that!" Before I could answer she was gone again. I used the time to pour myself two or three quick shots from the bottle. Then she returned, a gold-topped bottle in her hand.




  She set a flute before her on the table, deftly loosened the wire with a few twists and eased the cork out without a pop. White foam ran over the rim; she poured quickly, waited a moment, poured again and then raised the glass to her lips.




  "I’m not drinking to your health," she said, "because then you’d want to clink glasses—and you’ve had enough for now."




  I did not contradict her. My whole body was so steeped in drunkenness that it seemed to buzz inside me like a swarm of bees; not a single spot was free of it. She set the glass down, squinted at me and asked mockingly, "So, how many shots did you pour yourself while I was away? Five? Six?"




  "Only three!" I answered and laughed. The thought of being ashamed never even crossed my mind; in front of this girl such feelings simply vanished.




  "By the way, what’s your name?"




  "Planning to come more often?" she countered.




  "Maybe," I replied, a little confused. "Why do you—?"




  "Why else would you want my name? For the half hour we’ve got left, ‘pretty little thing,’ or whatever else you call me, will do just fine..."




  "Then don’t tell me your name," I shouted, suddenly irritated.




  "Makes no difference to me!"




  I grabbed the bottle and poured myself another. Even now I knew I was completely drunk and ought not to drink any more. And yet the urge was stronger. The colourful web inside my head lured me on; the unexplored dark thickets within me tempted my steps; far away a voice called to me softly—I did not know what it was, only that it beckoned...




  "I don’t know if I’ll come back here," I blurted. "I can’t stand you, I hate you, and still tonight I returned. This morning I drank the first schnapps of my life; you poured it, you slipped into my blood with it, you poisoned me! You’re the very spirit of the liquor: floating, intoxicating, for sale..."




  I stared at her, breathless, most surprised myself by the words that hurled themselves out of me from I knew not where... She sat opposite me. She had not taken up her sewing again. Her bare legs, in red shoes, were crossed, and she had pushed her skirt back a little from her knees. The legs were a bit sturdy, but long and finely shaped. On her right calf I saw a brown birth-mark almost the size of a coin—that struck me as beautiful. Holding a cigarette, she blew the smoke wide through almost closed lips, looking at me without blinking.




  "Go on, Daddy," she said, "you’re getting there... keep talking..."




  I tried to think. What had I been talking about a moment ago? The urge to embrace her, to touch her, became almost overpowering. But I pressed myself firmly into the wicker chair, clung to its arms with both hands. Then, suddenly, I heard myself speak again. I spoke very slowly and very clearly, yet I was breathless with excitement. "I’m a businessman," I heard myself say. "I had a fairly good company, but now I’m staring bankruptcy in the face. They’ll laugh at me, all of them—my wife first. I’ve made many mistakes; Magda will throw them all at me. You do know Magda is my wife, don’t you?"




  She looked at me steadily, her very white, almost powdered face slightly puffy; high and arched, the dark brows stood above the almost colourless eyes.




  "But I can still pull some money out of the business, a few thousand marks. I’d do it just to annoy Magda. Magda wants to save the firm. Is she more than I am? I could sell it; I already know who would buy—a very young man. He’d give me ten, maybe twelve thousand marks, and we’d go travelling... Have you ever been to Paris?"




  She looked at me; no yes or no was written on her face. I kept talking, faster, more breathless. "I haven’t been there either," I went on, "but I’ve read about it. The city of tree-lined boulevards, of broad squares, of leafy parks... When I was a boy I learned a little French, but I left school early—my parents had no money. Do you know what this means: 'Donnez-moi un baiser, mademoiselle'?"




  No sign from her—neither yes nor no.




  "It means: 'Give me a kiss, my lady.' But with you one would have to say: Donnez-moi un baiser, ma reine! Reine means queen, and you are the queen of my heart, the queen of the poison that is corked up in bottles; give me your hand, Elsabe—I shall call you Elsabe, my queen—I want to kiss your hand..."




  She filled my glass to the brim.




  "There, drink that as well and then go home. Enough—you have had plenty to drink and I have had plenty of you. You can take the bottle of schnapps with you, but you must pay for the whole thing, bar price. That is not a swindle—do not come back tomorrow saying I cheated you; you poured it yourself, I have no idea how much..."




  "Don't talk, Elsabe," I said, swaggering yet whiny. "I would never do such a thing! What's money, anyway—!"




  "Teach me about men, will you! When you're drunk and randy you shout: 'What's money?' and the next morning you turn up with the constable screaming about being cheated. The schnapps and the champagne and my cigarettes—that comes to..."
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