
   [image: cover]


   
      
         
            FRIEDO LAMPE

            At the Edge of the Night

            Translated from the German by Simon Beattie

         

         
            
               
[image: ]
               

            

         

      

   


   
      

         
            For Jackie Brooker and

the late Andrew Ormanroyd,

who set me on the path.

            
                

            

            SB

         


      

   


   
      
         

            TRANSLATOR’S INTRODUCTION

         

         ‘I never have any luck with my books,’ commented Friedo Lampe in 1944, after an air raid destroyed almost the entire edition of his latest book, a collection of short stories. Just over ten years before, his first, the novel Am Rande der Nacht (‘At the Edge of the Night’), had been banned by the Nazis. Lampe had spent a life in books—as reader, collector, librarian, editor and writer—but it was a life of struggles and setbacks that ultimately ended in tragedy.

         Lampe was born on 4 December 1899, in the north German city of Bremen, a place which would exert a particular influence on his writing and serve as the setting for his first book. At the age of five he was diagnosed with bone tuberculosis in his left ankle and sent to a children’s clinic over 100 miles away, on the East Frisian island of Nordeney; he spent a total of three years there, away from his family, before being pronounced cured, but it left him disabled for the rest of his life. As a teenager Lampe was a voracious reader—he devoured Hoffmann, Kleist, Büchner, Rilke, Mann and Kafka, but also Boccaccio, Cervantes, Dostoevsky, Shakespeare, Dickens and Poe—and an insatiable book buyer: ‘It really is an illness with me. I just have to buy every book, even if I don’t have the money.’ After the First World War, during which he was given a desk job with the mess sergeant at a local barracks, Lampe studied literature, art history and philosophy at Heidelberg (with Friedrich Gundolf and Karl Jaspers), Munich, and Freiburg (with Edmund Husserl), before returning to Bremen and work, first as a trainee at, but soon sub- then associate editor of the family magazine Schünemanns Monatshefte. In 1931 the magazine ceased publication (a victim of the Great Depression), and Lampe retrained as a librarian; he soon found work with the public libraries in Hamburg, where he was responsible for acquisitions.

         It was in Hamburg that he became acquainted with young writers such as Wilhelm Emanuel Süskind (father of Patrick) and Joachim Maass, who wrote for the avant-garde monthly arts magazine Der Kreis. The Nazis’ seizure of power in January 1933 soon put paid to the magazine, which was shut down months later. Many of Lampe’s writer friends went into exile.

         But Lampe himself was writing, and Am Rande der Nacht was published by Rowohlt in Berlin at the end of October 1933. The title page of the first edition is actually dated 1934, but by then the book was already unavailable: in December 1933 it was seized by the Nazis, withdrawn from sale, and later included on their official ‘list of damaging and undesirable writings’ due to its homoerotic content and depiction of an interracial liaison between a black man and a German woman. Lampe wrote at the time that the book was born into a regime where it was unable to breathe, but hoped that one day it might rise again.

         Am Rande der Nacht is not simply a rare example of a novel by a gay German writer in the Thirties. It is also an early work of magic realism—‘The way spaces, periods of time, slide into each other, something which is sometimes called surrealism, is an artistic method Lampe liked to employ,’ wrote the author Kurt Kusenberg. ‘People live their lives as if a dream’—and exhibits a new narrative form which, in Germany at least, was largely without precedent. It has no one main character, but rather weaves together the actions of various people on one September evening. Rowohlt’s chief editor at the time, Paul Meyer, wrote: ‘The novel is good, stylistically. It is not always easy to read because, like the novels of Dos Passos, it doesn’t have a continuous plot, but a sequence of quick-changing, parallel scenes.’ The book’s dust jacket, when Rowohlt published it, drew attention to this. In large letters across the front cover it stated: ‘A remarkable novel. Novel? A stream of images and scenes, with many characters: children, old people and young people, men and women, townsfolk, performers, students and seamen. Things happen as they happen, horrible things, touching things, exciting, gentle, all against the backdrop and in the atmosphere of a sultry summer night on the waterfront of a north German city. A melancholy, beautiful book, akin to the timeless writing of Hofmannsthal, Eduard Keyserling and Herman Bang’. (The dust jacket advertised other Rowohlt publications which were also subsequently banned by the Nazis: Musil’s Der Mann ohne Eigenschaften and In einem andern Land, the 1930 translation of Hemingway’s A Farewell to Arms.)

         Lampe loved ancient Greek literature; his later heroes were Kleist, Otto Ludwig and Cervantes. But it was his keen interest in the cinema which influenced his first book most. Lampe conceived the novel as filmartig (‘film-like’, ‘cinematic’) when he was writing it, intending ‘everything [to be] light and fluid, only loosely connected, graphic, lyrical, full of atmosphere’. Writing in 1959, Heinz Piontek called Lampe ‘one of the first German writers to transfer the technology of film onto prose. His eye has something of a camera about it, dissecting the action into “sequences”’; the editors of Rowohlt’s 1986 collected edition drew attention to Lampe’s ‘soft cross-fades, clean cuts or deftly executed pan shots.’ As Lampe wrote in ‘Laterna magica’, a short story published only after his death: ‘The most important thing is the cut.’

         Nazi censorship policies also made things difficult for Lampe as a book-buying librarian, and in 1937 he moved to Berlin, where he accepted a job as an editor with Rowohlt. Lampe’s second novel, Septembergewitter (‘September Storm’), came out in December that year but sales were poor, in part due to bad timing: it was too close to Christmas, and by January 1938 the new book was old news.

         Lampe carried on at Rowohlt until the end of September 1939—the press was shut down by the Nazis, and Ernst Rowohlt himself left Germany—when he worked as an editor first for Goverts, at the time one of the leading literary publishers in the country, then, from July 1940 onwards, for the recently founded Karl Heinz Henssel Verlag. In 1943–4 he edited a series of works by eighteenth- and nineteenth-century German authors for Diederichs in Jena. During the war Lampe produced very little of his own work, only a dozen short stories. He was gripped by fear: fear that friends, or he himself (though his disability apparently saved him from this), would be called up for military service, fear of not having enough to eat, fear of losing his friends, job and home, fear of being arrested for his homosexuality, fear that a long-desired volume of his own collected works would never appear. And his fears proved true: nearly all his friends were called up; then, in the night of 22–3 November 1943, his flat was completely destroyed in an air raid on Berlin. Lampe was beside himself, and reports in letters that only a couple of pieces of furniture could be saved. His greatest loss was his books: ‘That’s the worst thing. I’ve spent my whole life building up that library. It was unique, in its way: a comprehensive collection of German literature from its beginnings to the present. And the best translations of foreign literature, all systematically collected and arranged, some in valuable editions’.

         A new edition of Septembergewitter (printed in a collection of short stories entitled Von Tür zu Tür, ‘From Door to Door’, in which any English names in the novel were replaced with Danish ones) was planned for 1944, but it was beset with problems: the threat of closure for Goverts Verlag, a lack of paper for printing. Finally, paper was secured and the type set, only for most of the edition to go up in flames during an air raid on Leipzig.

         After the destruction of his flat Lampe had moved to Kleinmachnow, between Berlin and Potsdam, where he was given refuge by the writer Ilse Molzahn, whom he had got to know when working at Rowohlt. She had left the city for the relative safety of Silesia, and was only too pleased to know someone would be living in her house. Lampe found living there an ‘idyll’ after the horrors of Berlin.

         By the end of 1944, Lampe had been drafted into working for a branch of the Nazi Foreign Office, editing reports from intercepted enemy news broadcasts. As the months went by he understood all too clearly the course the war was taking, the regime’s impending defeat and the nature of its crimes. Lampe called the work ‘gruelling, a real grind. Six hours a day of stressful, eye-straining proof work, lots of night shifts, constant tiredness… But I am lucky with how things are. I was examined again recently and marked down as “out of commission”.’

         The war had taken its toll. Lampe, who was a big man and known for his healthy appetite, had by 1942 already lost a lot of weight. Three years later and he was, by all accounts, a shadow of his former physical self. In the spring of 1945, Molzahn returned with her family to Kleinmachnow. With Soviet forces moving into neighbouring Wannsee, she wanted to press on to Nauen which, it was rumoured, had been taken by American troops. She urged Lampe to go with them but he instead returned to Kleinmachnow, where he was later stopped by two Red Army soldiers who demanded his papers. Lampe, dressed in a dark-blue coat, hat, and with a rucksack on his back, did as he was asked. But something was not quite right. The Russians began to question him, as they did not believe that the man standing before them and the man in the photograph were one and the same. Due to the privations of war, and gnawed by constant fear, Lampe had lost so much weight that he no longer resembled the photograph on his identity card. After five minutes of trying to make himself intelligible to the soldiers, Lampe was ordered onto a nearby patch of grass. He raised his arm across his face when two shots were fired, and he fell to the ground. The date was 2 May 1945, just six days before the end of the war.

         Lampe’s body was taken to a local Catholic priest and interred in a nearby cemetery. His grave is marked by a simple wooden cross, carved with the words ‘Du bist nicht einsam’: ‘You are not alone’.

         Hermann Hesse later wrote: ‘His novel Am Rande der Nacht appeared in 1933. I read it at the time with great interest, as German prose writers of such quality were rare even then… And what struck us at the time… as so beautiful and powerful has not paled, it has withstood; it proves itself with the best, and captivates and delights just as then.’

      

   


   
      
         

             A Note on the Text

         

         Am Rande der Nacht was first published in 1933, when it was banned by the Nazis. Rowohlt published a new version of the novel, with the ‘offensive’ passages removed, in 1949 under the title Ratten und Schwäne (‘Rats and Swans’). This expurgated text was reprinted in subsequent German editions (i.e. the two collected editions of Lampe’s works, 1955 and 1986) and served as the source text for both the French (1970) and Dutch (1974) translations of the novel. A new edition, complete and unexpurgated, following the text of the first edition, was published in 1999 to mark the centenary of Lampe’s birth. This is the text I have followed here.

         In his haunting book Dora Bruder (also known as The Search Warrant in English), Patrick Modiano devotes a two-page digression to Lampe and his novel. He cannot fathom exactly what the Nazis objected to, but the translation he had read was based on an expurgated version of the text.

         Lampe’s original manuscript of Am Rande der Nacht is held at the Deutsches Literaturarchiv in Marbach (call number 88.43.3). Interestingly, it is not the final version of the novel, as printed in 1933. He must have subsequently altered certain passages, and made further cuts, before publication.

         
             

         

         Simon Beattie

Buckinghamshire, June 2018
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            Destinies many weave with mine,

All intermingled by life.

            Hugo von Hofmannsthal

         

         

      

   


   
      

         
             

         

         Hans was getting tired of waiting. ‘This is ridiculous,’ he said. ‘If they don’t come soon, I’m off. My legs ache, my eyes ache… We’ve been crouched here, looking, for ages.’

         ‘They’ll come in a minute. You’ll see,’ said Erich, but he sounded less optimistic. ‘It’s just got to get a bit darker.’

         ‘Yes, so dark that you can’t see anything, and then you’ll say: there they are, and it’ll be a root. We know you. Daft. Just showing off,’ snorted Hans, as he watched two swans, their necks proud, swim silently across the middle of the moat. They were heading for their little house. Hans clicked his tongue, but their heads did not turn, not even slightly.

         ‘They came yesterday. Honest,’ said Erich. Finally he had something he could impress Hans with, but it had not worked yet.

         ‘Huh,’ Hans grunted, and carried on watching the swans. They had reached the floating house, gliding round it in a beautiful arc.

         The two girls were more patient and quiet. They were actually a bit scared: they did not really like rats. Horrible creatures. Pretty much the most repulsive animals in the world. Especially those smooth, hairless tails. Ugh. And didn’t they go for people? Who had said recently that they got into bedrooms and—brr—don’t think about it. We should go, really—but… it’s quite interesting, actually. And the boys would laugh and rag them, too. Scaredy cats. No…

         Fifi whispered into Luise’s ear: ‘I’m going to count to thirty, real slow, and if they haven’t come, we’ll just go. They can say what they like. OK?’

         Luise just nodded, but did not look at her, fixing her large, sombre eyes on the bank, where the water stopped, the mud began, then the short, steep slope with its brown earth and free-hanging tree roots. So that was where those horrible creatures lived. Soft, warm mud. Toads. Pink worms. A little further on small fish glided through the gold-brown water. Luise scratched her bare knee in excitement, even though it did not itch. She was squatting, her arms wrapped round her legs. Her shoes were dirty yet again, and her socks, and what about the back of her skirt? She had sat down at one point…

         ‘There,’ said Erich, his finger shooting out towards the bottom of the bank. ‘There. Look…’

         ‘You were lucky,’ said Fifi. ‘I was about to count to thirty, real slow, and…’

         ‘Shut up, you idiot. You’ll scare them away.’

         It was beginning to get dark. You couldn’t quite make everything out. But something was moving. Grey. Small. Under the tree roots. And again. There were two. And another. Three. They were coming nearer. The children froze, and stared.

         ‘They come every evening,’ whispered Erich all of a sudden in triumph, looking at Hans, as if he had made the rats himself.

         Hans nodded gravely. ‘Just look at those tails,’ he said. They looked at the tails. The length of a finger, grey, hairless, twitching back and forth. ‘Lie on your front,’ hissed Hans. Without making a sound they did as they were told, poking their heads over the bank.

         Then Luise suddenly screamed, shrill and piercing, as if bitten by a snake, in great distress. The rats leaped into the water and disappeared.

         ‘You idiot!’ shouted Hans. ‘Now they’ve gone.’

         ‘That was a stupid thing to do, screaming like that,’ said Erich.

         Luise was beside herself with tears. ‘It looked at me, with its little eyes, real nasty, and then it started to open its mouth, like this, and there were its teeth. It was going to bite me, I’m sure of it.’

         ‘Damn it, you can’t do anything with girls. Come on, Erich, we’re going to the harbour. The Adelaide’s still there. You haven’t seen it yet. Let’s leave this pair of cry-babies. Rotten pair. I’ve had enough of you.’ Erich stuck out his lower lip in scorn and went after Hans, his hands in his trouser pockets.

         Luise had almost stopped crying. ‘It gave me such a nasty look with its little eyes,’ she said to herself.

         ‘Never mind,’ said Fifi. ‘We’ve got to go home anyway.’

         They looked around. The sun had gone and the water lay black in the town moat, you couldn’t see very deep now, and it had shone such a golden brown. Mist, rising gently from the water, lay thickly over it. The trees in the park were starting to form heavy, dark clumps, the windmill on the hill raised its brown sails, soft and reproachful, in the warm, blue, smoky sky. From the harbour road glimmered the little flames in the lanterns. They would soon flare up.

         Up on the path sat an old man on a bench, calmly looking straight ahead, his hands on his stick. Fifi skipped up to him, carelessly. 

         ‘Sir, what time is it?’

         ‘Half past seven,’ said the man, pressing the little button which flicked open the lid of his gold watch. Papa’s watch isn’t as big as that, and not made of gold either, or silver for that matter, thought Fifi. ‘Thank you,’ she said quietly.

         ‘Wait a minute,’ said the old man, fixing his blank grey eyes on her. ‘What were you doing by the moat? What were you looking for?’

         Fifi was silent, and looked at the ground, smiling.

         ‘You wanted to see the rats, didn’t you? Out with it.’

         Fifi said nothing.

         ‘I know: you wanted to see the rats,’ said the old man. ‘Do you like them then?’

         ‘No,’ said Fifi without looking up.

         ‘Thought as much,’ said the old man. He chuckled suddenly. ‘You always want to see disgusting things, you children. Haven’t you got anything better to look at besides rats?’

         ‘No, we have,’ said Fifi and quickly ran away, without once glancing at the old man. Luise was still standing in the same place, but she looked happy again now.

         ‘It’s already half seven. Come on, quick.’

         They followed the moat and came to the street. The lamps were burning now, and even the tram—a Number 1 had just gone past and stopped under the railway bridge—had its lights on.

         Frau Jacobi got out. She was carrying several packages. Fifi and Luise curtseyed politely, in an affected way. ‘Good evening, children. Still out and about? Come on, off to bed with you,’ she threatened in a friendly voice. Mama will strike a different tone. Only other ladies had this nice way of talking. But I still prefer Mama. I wouldn’t like to have Frau Jacobi. Luise yawned. At the street corner they parted. They briefly shook hands.

         
             

         

         The Number 1 tram which Frau Jacobi had been on went along the harbour road. It stopped. A drunken man came out of Bellmann’s restaurant. The moment the door opened the sound of an orchestrion and laughter poured out. The conductor held the drunken man back, forcing him physically off the running board.

         ‘I’m not having you on.’

         ‘I… I… What do you mean… I’ve got the money… You bastard…’

         ‘Off. Do you hear?’ A bell. The tram moved on. The man was left behind, hurling abuse. ‘Don’t want the lot of them filling the carriage with puke,’ said the conductor to Oskar and Anton. The two students nodded earnestly, in sage agreement. The conductor looked at their large suitcases.

         ‘Going on the Adelaide?’ he asked.

         ‘That’s right,’ said Anton. ‘Rotterdam.’

         ‘I envy you, on the sea like this in September,’ said the conductor. ‘If only.’

         ‘Yes, we’re really looking forward to it,’ said Anton, and looked somewhat guiltily through the window. They were just passing the Astoria. The woman in the box office pulled back the curtain and pushed the window up halfway.

         ‘There’s a fantastic fight today between Dieckmann and Alvaroz, the champion wrestlers. You know…’

         Anton raised his eyes as if trying to remember. ‘No, I don’t think so.’

         ‘On the Adelaide, eh,’ said the conductor. ‘Then you’ll be getting acquainted with Captain Martens.’ He laughed to himself. ‘The man with the fancy stewards.’

         ‘What do you mean?’ asked Oskar.

         ‘You’ll see. And that fat little Nelly, too. That’ll be fun. She always gets to sit on the red plush in the saloon.’

         ‘Who’s Nelly?’ asked Anton.

         ‘You’ll soon see for yourselves, gentlemen. One thing’s for certain: never a dull moment on the Adelaide.’ And with grin on his face, the conductor went along the car.

         ‘Bit disconcerting,’ said Anton. ‘What was all that about the ship?’

         ‘Leave him,’ said Oskar. ‘He’s only trying to spoil it. He’s envious.’

         ‘Shame we leave in the dark—down the river, the estuary, out to sea—we’ll hardly see a thing.’

         ‘Yes. Stupid.’

         ‘But then… the dark has its attractions. I shan’t sleep much tonight.’

         ‘Let’s just wait and see, shall we?’ said Oskar. ‘Don’t go over the top.’

         
             

         

         The old man was still sitting on the bench, his hands on his stick, his hat next to him. He cast a calm, vacant gaze around. He just sat there. That was his life now. He sat there on that bench and looked around, taking in whatever happened and watching the evening draw on. He sat in the park, behind him the windmill on the hill, before him the grassy bank and the moat, and over there the railway embankment, behind which you could just see the first floor of the houses in Olbersstrasse, their white walls now dull in the dusk. He had watched the sun disappear behind the houses, the nursemaids with prams and children playing games had long since left the park, the water in the moat had turned black and the air soft and smoky and the sky a greyish blue. Some time before a little girl had asked him the time, and then promptly ran away again, really fled. Yes, they all went off, just left him sitting there. Even Karl and Berta didn’t care for him very much, they visited him less and less in the evenings. Well, it’s true, he couldn’t offer them much, they’d rather go to the pictures.

         From over on the harbour road came the dull sound of cars rumbling by. People were leaving work. The sausage-stand which stood underneath the railway bridge was surrounded by workmen. They bought the fat, red, peppery sausages, and he could hear the echo of their laughter. A dog, without its owner, padded past him on the dusky path, its head up in the air, following a scent. It knew where it was going. Everyone was going home. But what am I supposed to do at home? Sit in a dark room and look down at the street until it’s time to go to bed? And then not be able to go to sleep? I’ll sit here a while longer, sit and wait, but nobody comes. It’s dreadful, nobody comes. But perhaps somebody will, perhaps that young man will come and I can have a few words with him. Isn’t that him over there? No, it’s not him. Look at that! The swans brushing against each other, snuggling, rubbing their necks together: someone’s nocturnal pleasures already under way, then. Oh, they’ve stopped now, split up, swimming in gentle circles round their house. Was that it? That was quick. They head for their house, climb up the little wooden plank, lie down, gaze once more across the thick, tarlike surface of the water and tuck their heads under their wings. Sleep now. They stay outside the whole night. I should really be going. I’ll just wait for the eight o’clock train. I wonder if that young man will come?

         
             

         

         It will be a little while yet. He is still anxiously pounding the streets, his hands in his coat pockets. There is a strange, restless feeling in his legs. And his eyes glisten. He always takes the same route. Every day. Along the streets, across the embankment to the river. And then he stands on the bridge, watches the water rush underneath, red in the evening glow, black at night, it surges round the piers, whispering incomprehensibly to him. And he walks into the park, shares a few words with the old man who always sits there, always on the same bench, an old man who is unspeakably bored and doesn’t want to let him go. Is he the only person he can talk to all day? And the old man can hardly conceal his joy when he comes. But today Peter doesn’t want to listen to his desperate, empty chatter; he doesn’t want to speak to him at all. Even I only talk to him because I don’t have anyone else. No, today for once I shall walk past him. Say hello and walk past.

         He turned off the street, heaving with traffic, into the ‘Seefahrt’. He enjoyed walking through the large courtyard of this institution, where the widows of seamen lived. It was so wonderfully quiet and dead. You instantly felt the deep peace of their deadness. In some of the rooms the old dears had already lit their lamps and were having supper; the windows were open, but there was not a sound to be heard. The occasional chink of a plate, a spoon and knife knocking together; the shrill voice of a parrot from a dark corner, vain and insolent: ‘Little Lora, little Lora…’ Some of the women had still not lit their lamps and were sitting at the window, staring out motionless, in a stupor; two hunched, round, black figures slowly walked along the wall of the building, another two stood before a little front garden, whispering and tittering, their bonnets waggling like cockscombs, and there was the sound of a little fountain which stood, foliage up to the rim, in the middle of a tiny patch of dark grass. Here it is quiet; here it is dead. They’re simply no longer alive. Their children have left, their husbands lie at the bottom of the sea perhaps, but they are still in the harbour. They have the parrot they used to take with them when they still travelled with their husbands. They have little shells and pieces of coral on their dressing tables, and they doze away.

         Then he was outside again, and he finally reached the park. After the park it was the harbour road, the river, then who knows where. And that’s where he wanted to go: anywhere. But then he saw the old man in the distance. He was sitting on the bench as usual. Motionless, his hands on his stick, his hat on the bench beside him, he looked over at Peter, and as Peter tried walking quickly past with a ‘hello’ he called: ‘You must have a moment to spare. Come on. I’ve been waiting for you for a long time.’

         And when Peter had sat down: ‘You should have seen. Children looking in the water over the bank. What were they looking for? Rats! Children, I ask you. Amazing what attracts them.’

         ‘Rats? How funny!’ said Peter, absent-mindedly.

         He looked at the moat. There, round the bend, something black had appeared. A boat and a man rowing it with gentle strokes, splashing quietly. A broad boat, tarred and black. The rowlocks creaked. The man was wearing a large tapered straw hat.

         ‘Who’s that?’

         ‘Don’t you know the park keeper? You surprise me. Once a week he goes along the moat, making sure everything’s all right. Checks the duck and the swan houses. He lives up there.’ He pointed over his shoulder with his thumb.

         ‘In the windmill? What about the miller?’

         ‘Didn’t you know the mill isn’t in use any more? Been dead for ten years. It’s just decoration now, a theatrical backdrop. And somewhere for the park keeper to live. Strange feller. I could tell you a few things about him…’

         But Peter did not want to hear any more. He knew these interminable stories. ‘Sorry, but I have to go. Things to do.’

         ‘What things? I hope you don’t mind my asking, or is it private, what you…’

         ‘Nothing important, nothing particular.’

         ‘Nothing particular, nothing important? Ha, I know what you mean. I was just the same. You’re busy tonight. Say no more. I was young once, too. But times change.’ The old man chortled. ‘Good luck. All the best.’

         Peter felt sick. ‘You misunderstand. Honestly. I just wanted… I’m going to the cinema. Not what you think.’

         ‘And why not? No need for false modesty. We’re both men. Course, the cinema’s not without its… gets you in the mood. Yes, all the best. You’ll be fine. I’ll keep me fingers crossed.’

         Peter hurried away. Disgusting. That’s the last time I sit next to him. He walked along the moat to the harbour road, and when he reached the railway bridge, just as he went past the sausage-stand, the eight o’clock train trundled over the bridge. It went along the embankment, past the houses in Olbersstrasse, their façades dully lit by the lamplight, and its headlights flew in long streaks through the water in the moat. That was the signal for the old man to get up. Slowly, hesitantly, he would make his way home. For a short time he stood where he was, looking over towards the park keeper. His boat was nearing the swan house, and the swan woke up. Took its head out from under its wing, stretched its neck towards the park keeper and, with great, silent strokes, flapped its wings. The old man watched as the swan laid its head on the park keeper’s hand; the park keeper tickled it gently under its bill… Finally, the old man really had to go. He dreaded his room, with its stiff chairs, silent walls, the pictures of people long dead on the wall. But maybe Karl and Berta would stop by and they could have a chat, maybe they’d already be there when he arrived, maybe they’d already have gone again because he wasn’t there. He suddenly quickened his step…

         
             

         

         But he need not have hurried: they were not sitting in his room waiting for him, and they would not come later either. He would have to see how he got through the evening alone. Karl and Berta were not even in town. It was Karl’s afternoon off, and they had gone off on the steamer, downriver. They were just coming back. Berta was not thinking about her father, or even her husband, who was sitting at the table out the back, on deck, his head heavy from the strawberry punch and the bright afternoon sun. He had closed his eyes and was gently snoring.

         She felt nothing other than the presence of the man she was dancing with. It was the ship’s helmsman. He had been watching her all afternoon and now he was dancing with her. Her head was tipped back, her mouth slightly open, and her close-cropped hair fluttered in the balmy evening breeze. She looked at him in an amorous, seductive way, his strong, weathered face, the bright blue eyes, the firm muscles she kept pressing against, it all appealed to her.

         ‘I’m really quite tipsy,’ she said. ‘I kept eating the strawberries.’

         ‘That’s dangerous,’ he laughed. ‘They soak up the alcohol.’

         ‘I know, I know. But they’re so lovely. I’m such a silly thing.’

         The band was playing a tango, and the couples spun in tight rows under the canopy and in among the tables. The riverbank passed by soft and flat, cows stood in the dark fields, and on the beach there were still bathers, shrieking and waving. Sailing boats slipped smoothly past.

         ‘Come on,’ said the helmsman, taking her firmly by the arm.

         They went downstairs. ‘Watch out. Don’t trip. One step at a time…’

         They walked along the corridor.

         He opened a door. ‘My cabin.’

         ‘No, I’m not going in there.’ Berta was suddenly scared. He pulled her in; she resisted, holding on to the door frame. Then she gave in. She threw herself onto the bed, laughing terribly. ‘What a rotter you are. A real little swine. Taking a poor woman unawares like that.’ Then she threw herself on him, kissed him, ran her hands over his arms, his face, and pulled him down onto the bed. The steamer carried on. On the bank farmhouses, dockyards, factories slipped by. The band played, and the glow of the town lay on the horizon. 

         
             

         

         To begin with they had watched a drunk for a while. He was trying to board a tram, but the conductor would not let him on. He stood in the middle of the street, swearing and hurling abuse at the tram as it disappeared. Hans positioned himself quite close, so as to hear everything he said. They even followed him as he staggered along the street, expressing his indignation to passers-by. No one would listen to him, but Hans nodded wholeheartedly at his blathering. The drunk was still cursing the tram conductor, and little Hans gazed up, engrossed, at his distraught, red face, his vacant eyes. He pinched Erich’s side in delight. Then Hans wanted to look at the smart car which stood in front of the harbour customs house, gleaming dark blue in the glow of the arc lamp. A distinguished gentleman in a yellow coat had disappeared into the customs house, and the chauffeur, in green livery and sparkling polished gaiters, was walking up and down in front of the red-brick wall. Hans looked in the car, then at the little silver eagle on the bonnet, lifted a flap and squeezed the horn, which honked gently. ‘That’ll do,’ said the chauffeur arrogantly.

         And on they went, where they saw the door of a public house open—smoke, men round little tables, bar, beer glasses, electric piano, hubbub—they looked at the window displays of the cigar shops, the enormous cigars, dark as chocolate, the leaf tobacco, pipes, colourful plaster Indians, the miniature tropical landscapes on the inside lids of the open cigar boxes.

         While Hans dreamily lost himself in the radiant colours of a tobacco harvest, Erich turned round suddenly to see a policeman in the middle of the street, directing traffic with sharp movements of his arm, and the distinguished yellow gentleman coming out of the customs house with a customs official, who looked through his spectacles with stern disapproval and gravely bade goodbye to the distinguished gentleman. Cars trundled past, trams. Sailors and dock workers went by; it was almost dark now, the sky deep blue and oppressive, the white light of the arc lamp flowed down onto the policeman, across the street, over the dull red wall of the customs house and trickled away into grass, bushes and trees, over where the railway embankment rose up. It was late, it was night, and in the distance there was the sound of a steamer. Above them hung a clock: quarter past eight.

         Erich quickly pulled Hans over. ‘Come on, it’s late. We need to go home.’ He pointed at the large, dully lit clock face above them.

         ‘Home? Now? No way. What about the Adelaide?’

         ‘We can see it tomorrow.’

         ‘No, it’s leaving tonight. And anyway, we’re on our way there now.’

         Hans looked at him with a mixture of disdain and encouragement. Erich could not resist. He could never resist that cheeky, arrogant face of Hans’s. They quickened their pace. But in front of the Astoria, the façade of which was now brightly lit, they had to stop. The entire wall was covered with a gigantic poster. Wrestling! Dieckmann versus Alvaroz! They stood opposite each other, their bodies bent and heads threatening like bulls. Their flesh florid pink, with enormous muscles, their trunks bright red and blue. Hans stared at the two figures for a long time. It had nothing to do with enjoyment: he felt a deep respect. Erich was hugely impressed. Here they were, and now they were going to go further and further away, away from home. Strangers crowded round the Astoria box office. Out there lay the harbour with ships that sailed the ocean, the world. He felt so alone. And meanwhile his mother would be having tea with his father; his fried egg and potatoes would be cold, and his mother would cover them with a plate. He could still make it. But he had to wander about here, there was nothing else for it. Did he want to lose Hans, this one, great friendship with someone he envied in everything? Impossible. He gently put his arm round his friend’s slim, bare neck.

         ‘Get off. Stop being such a girl.’ Contempt swept across Hans’s pale face, his grey eyes flashed and a small, sharp crease appeared, just above the bridge of his nose, across his smooth, high forehead.

         ‘Come on, but behave yourself.’ Hans turned off suddenly into a dark, narrow side street. ‘Wait for us.’ He went a short distance and stood in a corner by the wall. The delicate streak shimmered pure and bright in the lamplight. Erich saw a man coming. He whistled a warning. Hans laughed mockingly. The man stopped, waiting to tell Hans off. But then he walked up to that snooty man. He came right up to him, bold as brass, crowing. Then walked off. Just left him standing there.
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