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            The waves raise us up,

            The waves drag us down,

            And we founder.

            
                

            

            Our lives are enclosed

            By a narrow circle.

            And many generations

            Succeed one another

            In the endless chain

            Of being.

            —Goethe 4

         

      

   


   
      
         
5
            1. A Letter

         

         In the year 1878, Paul Effinger, a young man of seventeen, wrote a letter:

         
            My dear parents,

            Your letter from the 25th of this month was duly received, and I hasten to answer it.

            We are also feeling the effects of the great economic upturn sweeping the country. I’m working in an iron foundry now, and, believe me, it’s hard work. We start at five in the morning and finish at six in the evening—eleven hours of work. Often we don’t finish until seven. It’s dreadful for the workers. Their homes are so far away that going back would leave them only five hours to rest. Instead, they make up beds in the foundry and sleep there, men and women together, in the most unspeakable disarray. A worker’s lot is only slightly better than a beggar’s here. I have been considering these matters at length. I spend my evenings trying to further my knowledge of engineering. Twice a week, I attend lectures on trade and commerce. I’m also brushing up on my French.

            Now to convey the news, which, my dear parents, I believe you will find most heartening. My esteemed chief asked me to lunch this Sunday. He had invited all the apprentices who had completed their training. It was lovely. There was wine, and I was seated next to the mistress of the house, which seemed almost too great an honor. There is a daughter, though she seems to take little interest in young men, and conversed only with a lieutenant. 6Here, lieutenants are worshipped almost like gods. Herr Rawerk sends you his greetings, by the way.

            It might interest you to learn that the Kaiser and Bismarck passed through our town on the occasion of the imperial maneuver. Herr Rawerk, along with the rest of us, wanted to prepare a grand reception for our honored Kaiser and the great Bismarck. But how? Our foreman had a brilliant idea, which we enthusiastically carried out. As the imperial train passed by, a large contingent of workers stood on the brick columns of the factory walls, each holding a handful of coals or briquettes, and assumed statuesque, almost painterly poses. The scene was strikingly original and, I believe, characteristic of the industrial spirit of the Rhineland. Kaiser Wilhelm acknowledged us several times from the train.

            As you can see, I find myself at the heart of the bustling world. However, on Sunday, I took the steamboat down the Rhine to Saint Goar. It was very crowded and people were in high spirits. Lest you worry that I have become unduly frivolous, I can assure you it was my first journey down the Rhine in three years, and I am setting aside every penny of my salary.

            Farewell, do give my love to all my siblings, and please accept the warmest wishes from your devoted son,

            Paul

         

         The young man, a slight, unremarkable person with light-brown hair, took up the box of blotting sand and, with quick, practiced gestures, set his letter to dry. Then, in the ornate script of a salesman, he wrote “The Hon. Herr Mathias Effinger, Watchmaker, Kragsheim,” found a stamp, and brought his letter to the post.
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            2. Kragsheim

         

         Kragsheim was composed of three distinct realms. At the foot of the hill was the old city: houses nestled closely together; quiet southern streets; blooming lindens, lilacs, and laburnums; narrow alleys; half-timbered houses with lanterns. Here were the shops and the market, with an arcade to shelter from the rain and the heat of the sun. Here were the craftsmen: the blacksmith at the gates, the cobbler and tailor in their workshops, and here was Mathias Effinger, the watchmaker. The buildings had old names: Blue Key, Golden Crown, White Lilac. Over them rose the spires of Saint Jacob’s, a sign of protection, warning, and eternity for the small cluster of gabled houses. The church was white inside. The city was Protestant. It had proudly defended the freedom of Christianity against the Catholic League and had provided quarters for Gustavus Adolphus. At the start of the Thirty Years’ War, the city boasted thirty thousand inhabitants. When it ended, three thousand crept unkempt, starved, and petrified from their homes, while pigs ran through the streets.

         In the year 1878, the old city walls still kept their guilds and citizens in strict order.

         Beyond the gate, decorated with volutes and orbs, began the second realm. One left behind the sixteenth century and entered the eighteenth, exchanging the alderman for the paid official, the Landsknecht for the officer. A grand avenue lined with chestnut trees and flanked by simple white houses culminated in a large sun-beaten square before a vast palace. Princesses had once been received here; from here, the lord of the manor had set out on hunts, accompanied by lady friends in a carriage drawn by eight horses, with pages on the footboard, and footmen wearing their hair in white queues, in light-blue silk jackets and 8knee-length pink vests, perched on horses. The prince’s subjects bowed and scraped, tolerated tributes and billeting, and admired the splendor of the palace, which had never been fully paid off. The Napoleonic Wars had expunged the craftsmen’s bills. Now, the palace park, fountains, open air theater, artificial ruins, and fan-shaped teahouse, red with light-blue trim, stood open to visitors. In the palace lived the prince. He had taken simple rooms for himself, yet on those notable occasions when the Kaiser made his journey from Berlin, the crystal chandeliers would blaze with the fire of hundreds of candles in the hall of mirrors, the porcelain room, and the blue and yellow studies, casting their glow upon the fairy-tale splendor of a lost world of amaranth-red damask and faded silver frames and plaster that surged on the ceiling like sea foam.

         Beyond this began the third realm. There were rivers, meadows, country roads and villages, mountains, and forests fragrant with the scent of trickling streams. From the mountains, one could look down upon the red-roofed town behind the rococo gate. The wheat stalks grew tall in the fertile southern German soil. By the little bridge stood Saint Christopher; by the undulating field was Christ on a cross. In the next village, the bells tolled Ave Maria. In the next village, the old faith, Catholicism, had endured.

         The Hussars trotted through the gate with the volutes and orbs. They wore white ribbons in their blue overcoats and sported little flags on their lances. The people rushed to their windows. Behind them followed the post chaise, its postilion playing, “Oh, must I, must I, leave my village dear.” The postman, wearing a yellow rococo dress coat, rang the bell of the Eye of God, a house with three stories at the front, crowned with a half-timbered gable. The top story opened onto a lawn and an orchard; below was the watch workshop.

         A bright peal from the doorbell rang through the house. Effinger removed his magnifying glass from his eye. He wore a black velvet cap embroidered with red thread and had light-brown mutton chops, like Wilhelm the First and Kaiser Franz Joseph of Austria, who were his contemporaries.

         “Good day,” said the postman. “Lots of mail for you, Herr Effinger!”

         “All love letters, I’m sure.” 9

         “Oh, I’ll believe it.”

         “What do I owe you?”

         “Nothing.”

         “You let us off easy.”

         “But not everyone. Good day.”

         “Good day.”

         He settled himself down to read. A confirmation had come in from Effinger Bros., the banking firm of his brothers in Mannheim, concerning two hundred guilders in savings that Effinger had sent them: “We inform you that we have credited your account with the sum of two hundred guilders.”

         There was a letter from the palace, asking him to come and look at the clocks. The rooster who announced the hours from the watchtower had fallen silent.

         The room ticked in a great cacophony, like a regiment of woodpeckers. Clocks lined the walls and the floor: white porcelain clocks with inset faces, elegantly decorated with gold and flowers, the Cologne Cathedral rendered in alabaster beneath a glass dome, a Parisian clock with a golden-bronze shepherdess who chimed the hour with her staff, a vast array of pocket watches, sturdy ones for the farmers and slim ones for court cavaliers, officers, and government officials, and delicate ladies’ watches dangling from chains.

         It was eight o’clock in the morning. The clocks chimed brightly, interspersed with the deep, muffled bell of the clock tower. The clocks never chimed in unison. It simply wasn’t possible.

         Effinger listened for a moment, then opened the next envelope. It contained an advertisement from a clock wholesaler: “In view of the current popularity of interiors in the old German style, we are pleased to introduce pendulum clocks modeled after houses from the German Renaissance. These clocks can be hung next to any piece of furniture in a modern interior with an authentically old German aesthetic.” Annoyed by the offer, Effinger growled, “A pretty swindle, that.” He took his personal correspondence and went through the spacious white hall, which harbored an enormous brown wardrobe, into the living room on the first floor, where Frau Effinger sat in the nook of the oriel window, mixing a yeasted dough. 10

         “A letter from Paul.”

         Minna Effinger, a large, bony woman, wiped her hands on her apron and read the letter.

         “Well, what do you think?”

         Mathias’s only reply was, “And here’s a letter from Heidelberg.”

         “Must be from Amalie.”

         
            My dears,

            I must apologize for coming straight to the point. Helene, I believe, is now old enough to marry, and considering your many children, I’m sure you’re eager to see her well settled. I have a splendid match to suggest. The young man, Julius Mainzer, is twenty-seven years old, in perfect health, and from a good family. He runs a store in Neckargründen and he’s a hardworking salesman. He would require a dowry of several thousand marks. I have told him that Helene is a sound girl, a hard worker, and a good housewife. He’s quite eager, provided they take a liking to each other—after all, that’s important. I suggest that you come for a visit next Saturday. It’s only a stone’s throw away for him. If you find him suitable, we can arrange a house stay for Helene soon.

         

         “What do you think?” asked Frau Effinger. “I’d have liked to keep the girl at home a bit longer. One can never know…”

         “Wedded soon is a boon,” said Effinger. “We’ll go down to the Neckar this Saturday.”

         “May God bless us,” said Frau Effinger.

         “Amen,” said Effinger. He closed the door behind him, went downstairs, wedged the magnifying glass into his eye and continued to study the cogs. As soon as the door had shut, Frau Effinger knew that, in half a year’s time, Helene would be standing behind the shop counter in Neckargründen. Her father did not approve of women in higher education.

         “Tradesmen’s children should stick to their trade,” he was fond of saying.

         Benno, their eldest, was in England, working in a knitwear factory 11in Manchester. Karl was an apprentice at a bank in Berlin. Paul was in the Rhineland. Willy was learning the watchmaker’s trade from his father. Four hardworking sons. She wiped away her tears. Helene would marry and leave for Neckargründen. Only little Bertha would be left. Frau Effinger sat in the oriel and beat the yeast dough, her keychain jingling now and then.

      

   


   
      
         
12
            3. London

         

         Paul effinger was standing on London Bridge next to his brother Benno. It was 1883.

         “I’m convinced that one day, Germany will rival England in exports and prosperity,” he said. “If only I had more capital!”

         Benno was dressed like an Englishman in a broad-cut suit of coarse tweed. He now went by “Ben” and spoke with a slight English accent. The transformation had been swift.

         “Come on,” he said, “tear yourself away from the merchant navy. We’re going to lunch. I’ll tell you once again: Stay in London! England is England! Germany is far too confining. England is the wide world. Here you can do well for yourself.”

         “Easy for you to say,” Paul retorted. “After all, we always called you ‘Herr Lord.’”

         Ben laughed. “And you always said: ‘I want a smokestack.’”

         “Did I really?”

         The brothers ate their pasties and helped themselves to tangy sauces.

         “What do you think?” asked Ben.

         “To me, England will always be a foreign country.”

         Benno looked up, uncomprehending. “Do you think so?”

         Paul said, “I’m convinced the future belongs to gas engines, but one would need a small fortune to venture into such uncharted territory. I’ll begin with screws.”

         “How much have you got?”

         “Five thousand marks.”

         “Five thousand pounds should be more than enough. Can you operate at such low cost?” 13

         “What’s that—five thousand pounds? Where did you get that from? No, I mean marks, not pounds.”

         “That’s nothing.”

         “It’s quite a lot given my salary of a hundred and twenty shillings. Perhaps Effinger Bros. in Mannheim can help me.”

         “With a loan, you mean?”

         “Yes.”

         “Fat chance,” Ben laughed.

         “You’re right, I’m sure. Why should they give me a loan?”

         “What about America?” said Benno.

         “Only frauds and swindlers go to America. I don’t need to disappear.”

         “America,” said Benno, “is the land of boundless opportunity, not just a scoundrel’s paradise. I simply want to convince you to remain in the wider world. What ties you to Germany?”

         “I don’t understand. Germany is our home.”

         Benno leaned back and said bitterly, “A country where merchants are despised as profiteers, suitable only for paying taxes, and where the lowliest lieutenant feels he can spit on the most distinguished professor, not to mention those of us in commerce or industry! Here, you can be free.” He made a grand gesture with his right arm.

         “You sound as though you were proclaiming habeas corpus,” Paul smiled.

         “Don’t be so flippant,” said Ben. “This country is too large for small-mindedness. I don’t understand why you want to go back to Germany.”

         “I don’t want to lose my roots and become a foreigner. First, I’ll return to Kragsheim, and then we shall see.”

         “Kragsheim!” Ben said drily. “You certainly have odd ideas. There’s the prince at the top, then nothing at all, then come the district president and the first lieutenant and the lieutenant, and then the world ends. Only when there’s nothing left come the misera plebs, the shop owners and craftsmen. You want German Romanticism, lilacs and half-timbered houses and strolls outside the city gates, and yet you want gas engines too. If I didn’t know how bright you were, I’d say your head was in the clouds; but you’ve always been a dreamer, and that will always get in your way.” 14

         “If mankind hadn’t dreamed of seven-league boots, we wouldn’t have locomotives today. And anyway, what does this have to do with my reluctance to leave Germany? Who would choose to emigrate willingly? Don’t take it the wrong way, Benno—you have great ambitions, and you may think that England will provide a smoother path for your plans, but it’s not the normal way of things.”

         “So you hold it against me?”

         “Yes.”

         “You think I’m making it easy for myself?”

         “Yes, you’re running away from our home, from our parents, from us. You’re in danger of becoming what Bismarck called Ludwig Bamberger in the Reichstag, a sujet mixte.”1

         “I want to shed the cocoon of Kragsheim. I’m not sentimental. England is so large and powerful that it needs to oppress no one. One can make a life in Paris or London, but not in Germany or, God forbid, Prussia! But each man must choose his own path.”

         “We come from humble stock,” said Paul. “One shouldn’t strive to advance above one’s station.”

         Benno mocked him: “Dwell in the land and ye shall be fed!”

         Paul said nothing, and poked at his pasty.

         “But I’m fond of the watch shop,” said Benno, “especially when the whole house begins to chime. And when it smells of baked goods, like now.”

         “Remember how we used to play cops and robbers in the summer? And the wild strawberries, blueberries, and blackberries?”

         “Of course I do,” said Benno, and called for the waiter.

         
             

         

         They were standing across from the Bank of England. They stood at the center of the world. Here was the Bank of England, with its white Grecian pillars. It was a temple. The goddess residing within this dark cella was the global standard of value: here were stores of gold, stores of British pounds. Whatever might happen in the world, the pound would remain as steadfast as this temple in London, as unshakable as the Bank of England itself. Two young men from the south of Germany were gripped by the vastness of the wide world. Goods came and went, 15prices rose and fell. All growth, all work on earth was transformed into goods valued by the pound. Then they, the merchants, moved them across the world on ships, trains, and trucks piled high; stockpiled them in warehouses in Hamburg, Antwerp, Nizhny Novgorod, Rotterdam, Marseille, and London; distributed them to tiny stores in farming towns across the United States, small shops in smoke-filled Lancashire, small shops in Colmar, Vilna, and Sens.

         Men in top hats emerged from the Bank of England. Ben felt as though he was looking into the future.

         Paul said, “Men of the world.”

         Ben mused, “We could join their ranks.”

         “And be subject to ridicule,” said Paul.

         “You need to leave the watch shop behind,” Ben snapped.

         “Why? It’s important to remember where you come from.”

         “I’m going to stop by the club. Let me know when you’re leaving.”

         Ben went away, tall and dignified, every inch the young Englishman in coarse tweed with many fobs dangling from his watch chain.

         Back at his boardinghouse, Paul wrote down his expenses, pored over the railway timetable, and packed his things. He came across an old notebook. Its first pages held a sketch of the oldest inn in Germany, the Giant in Kragsheim, and a long list of numbers. These were the numbers of the locomotives that traveled through Kragsheim. And he wondered whether he would ever again be as happy as when he was a small boy, his stomach pressed to the ground, watching the express trains from the forest and writing down the numbers of the locomotives.
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            4. An Attempt in Kragsheim

         

         It was Friday afternoon. Paul was sitting with his mother in the nook of the oriel. She wore a wide blue apron with a bib and two straps buttoned at the back, and was beating her yeast dough.

         “Benno’s doing very well,” said Paul.

         “Is he staying?”

         “He’s staying.”

         “He’s making his way. You’re too modest, Paul.”

         The bell at the door pealed brightly.

         “That must be Willy,” said his mother.

         Willy came sauntering in.

         “Hello there! Oh, it’s our little Englishman! What’s new with the pound? Have you brought me back a sackful?”

         “Oh, Willy, how you talk.”

         “Business is booming,” said Willy, and pulled out a cigarette. “Mother, may I have a cup of coffee?”

         “Yes, and there’s fresh cake.”

         “I’m sure you think we country bumpkins can’t manage anything out here in the sticks. But I’ll show you what we’re capable of. Here, what d’you think this is?”

         “A suitcase.”

         “But what a suitcase! Have a look.” And he opened up the suitcase, in which watches were laid out on red velvet, just like on a shop table. “Well? What do you say to that? My own invention!”

         “It’s marvelous!” said Paul.

         “I’ve been selling three times as much since I got the sample case. It’s merely a matter of making an entrance, laying out the wares, and asking, ‘May I interest you in a watch?’” 17

         “Singing the praises of your suitcase again?” said old Effinger. “I don’t want to hear any more about it.”

         Then came a full-bellied pot of hot coffee and a plate of small cakes generously dusted with vanilla sugar.

         Old Effinger said, “Cake at this hour, on a weekday—what’s this newfangled business?”

         “But we have guests.”

         “Willy, I don’t like that suitcase one bit. People used to look at what was inside, and now, all that matters is dressing up the outside.”

         “It’s the way of the times,” said Paul. “We must follow it!”

         “I’m too old for that. People know what’s in my watches; I don’t need red velvet to sell them. But if people do start buying watches from any Tom, Dick, or Harry, there’s no stopping the swindlers.”

         “Now, now, Father,” said Willy.

         “Factory goods, I expect.”

         The mother passed around the cakes.

         “You won’t find their like at any bakery.”

         
             

         

         On Saturday morning, Paul went around and made his calls. His cousins asked him how he was doing.

         “Could be better,” he said, partly because he didn’t want to stir up any jealousy, and partly because he believed it. He had come from London; they were in Kragsheim. “You’re not missing out on the wide world,” he said. They felt reassured. They sat around a round table, the women in heavy black satin gowns. Before each of them stood a glass of sweet wine.

         Lunch was served at twelve. A white cloth covered the loaf of bread.

         “Enjoy your meal,” old Effinger announced, washed his hands using the brass pitcher, dried them on the embroidered towel that hung on the wall, removed the cloth from the bread, and recited the blessing.

         “Amen,” they said.

         It was an abundant meal of beef and vegetables. The father nudged Paul.

         “You’ve not touched that bit of meat.”

         “But I just ate it.” 18

         “No, that one there!”

         His jokes ran thus. “It’s best to end your meal when it tastes best,” he would say.

         The maid cleared the table. To finish, there were doughnuts, fatty and baked in plenty of schmalz. When all the food had been eaten, old Effinger readjusted his little cap and led the grace after meals.

         “Amen,” they said.

         
             

         

         It was Monday. Willy left to sell watches. He would return only on Friday evening.

         Paul went into town. He stopped by the shop owned by Weckerle, his former schoolmate, and rang the bell.

         “Hello, Franz.”

         “Oh, hello, Paul! How are you? Nice of you to stop by. You’ve been traveling far and wide, so I hear.”

         “Oh, not at all. And yourself?”

         “Here as always, with the shop.”

         “How’s business?”

         “Not good, these days. It seems everyone’s leaving Kragsheim.”

         “It might be time to introduce some industry here.”

         “That’s what the mayor says too. But the prince won’t have it. The factories could only be built next to the palace, and the prince is against it.”

         “I see. And business is bad all around?—By the way, have you gotten married?”

         “No, but I’m engaged to Lise Schnack.”

         “The court baker’s daughter?”

         “Yes, the baker’s daughter.”

         “Well, congratulations, she’s a very pretty girl.”

         “Yes, very pretty.”

         And then the conversation was over. A woman came in, asking for some cloth.

         “I’d best be going,” said Paul.

         “It’s been a pleasure,” said Franz, and shook his hand.

         Paul went into the forest. It was early afternoon now and very hot. 19The moss had dried up. Little frogs hopped about everywhere while the crickets chirped quietly. Paul spread out a handkerchief and sat down on a tree stump. Below him lay the town, gabled red roofs with many chimneys, the white, square palace, the park behind it, and the sunbaked square in front, bare of trees.

         Paul longed to remain in Kragsheim, and, just like his father, enjoy his Schoppen of wine2 in this simple, carefree world. He loved the countryside, the oaks, and the fields, almost with the sentimental love of a city child. Of all the rococo palaces he knew, he felt that Kragsheim’s boasted the most beautiful porcelain, the most beautiful fountains, and the most beautiful Gothic ruin in its park. He envied Franz in his fabric shop. This was the life he wanted too: pious, devout, simple.

         With a heavy sigh, he picked up the book he had brought, and immersed himself in The Great Stock Market and Founding-Era Swindle in Berlin and Germany, a book whose every page stirred his anger.3 However, he felt that one should familiarize oneself with the opinions of one’s opponents.

         It began to grow cool, and he went home.

         Bertha was overseeing the delivery of wood. They still used large round baskets to haul the wood up from the street to the attic beneath the gable. The door chimed. His mother looked down and called: “What do you want?”

         “Hello,” said Paul, “I’ll be off again shortly.”

         He changed his collar, went to the town hall, and was announced to the mayor.

         The mayor, who was a large, portly man with a belly and a long gray beard, received him. Stroking his beard, he said, “Ah, it’s Herr Effinger! Returned home, have you?”

         “I’d like to stay here, in fact.”

         “Well, now! And what will you do, if I may ask?”

         “I’d like to set up a factory for screws, sir. Well, perhaps a factory is saying too much—it might be more of a workshop. I came to inquire about the availability of land, property, and the tax situation.”

         “I’m afraid I must disappoint you, Herr Effinger. We’re interested in industry, of course; we’re modern, after all, and want to keep up with progress, but a matter of that sort must be considered very carefully. 20You’re quite right that everyone is leaving, and not just for lack of work. The move to large cities is a great danger for our people. The flight from the country! The lust for distraction and pride. Yes, sir!”

         “Certainly, sir, but there’s only one solution to that: We must bring industry into the small towns and forge a connection between farming and industry.”

         “Of course, but we must meticulously assess the tax benefits and the employment it could bring to our youth, in short, the advantages and disadvantages. It would likely mean expanding the school, and possibly the hospital …”

         “But the town is underpopulated,” said Paul. “Count Wittrich’s old palace, which is enormous, is for sale for just three thousand marks. You couldn’t build it again at ten times the cost.”

         “Of course not. But there will be associated costs, you see. Setting up a factory on the Rödern meadows would require building a street. The town’s finances are already tight. And His Majesty is set against it. His Majesty only spends half the year in Nice, after all, and resides here in the summer, and our merchants, as your father knows well, depend on the court’s patronage. Factories in the Rödern meadows might attract undesirable elements, even anarchists, and the westerly winds will blow smoke over to the palace …”

         “Thank you, sir. I would have liked to settle down here.”

         “Where will you go instead?”

         “To Berlin!”

         “Ah well, everyone leaves us for the Prussians, it seems. No one’s keen on staying.”

         Paul wanted to respond. But he simply said, “Thank you, sir.”

         “Goodbye!” said the mayor. “Give my regards to your father.”

         Paul went down the shallow, broad stairs, and stopped by the ornate wrought-iron rose trellis.

         Mother and Bertha were sitting on the lawn, mending laundry. The lilac blooms had faded. The air smelled of hay. The Main flowed beneath them.

         They had a large basket before them, and the mother said, “These towels are wearing thin. We should get rid of them.” But she didn’t do it. Instead, she continued to mend one towel after the other, using the 21same darning needle she had brought with her on her wedding day thirty years ago. Bertha cut small squares out of one towel, pinned them to the others, and carefully sewed them in.

         “Have you heard? Therese’s gotten engaged to the judge’s son. Always was a bit of a flirt, wasn’t she? Girls like her always get their way,” said the mother, and glanced bitterly at Bertha.

         “She’s always been forward with men,” said Bertha, continuing to cut squares out of cloth. She thought, Therese always gets all dressed up. Only lower-class girls do that. The mother was just as severe; the idea of dressing up for one’s husband, even removing an apron for his arrival, seemed deeply improper to her. Bertha couldn’t help but feel ashamed when she dressed nicely.

         “Therese has a silk dress that rustles when she walks down the street,” she said to the mother.

         “Is that so?”

         “Indeed.” She continued to sew in the squares.

         “Dreadful! Well, what else can you expect when a girl loses her mother? I’m sure her mother is turning in her grave. She was such a modest woman.”

         “But now she has the judge’s son,” said Bertha.

         Slowly, it grew dark and cool. Paul sat at the old writing desk, writing letters. The mother lit a petroleum lamp and set the table.

         “Helene doesn’t have an easy time of it,” she said. “Three little ones already, and another on the way. Julius works very hard, but I don’t think they manage to put anything aside. And we hear so little from Ben. His letters already have mistakes in them, as if he were forgetting his German. One of his letters mentioned a Miss Mary. Who’s that? Do you know her people?”

         “No, but the family is very well respected and wealthy, I hear. They invited me to play croquet with them one Sunday, but I didn’t go.”

         “Why not?” asked his mother.

         “What good would I have been? They all play croquet so well, and there I’d be, just another young man to make up the numbers. Besides, who am I? A boy from the country, a lowly clerk.”

         “But Benno goes there often?”

         “Well, yes, but that’s Benno.” 22

         “A golden nail may fall off the golden cart,” said the mother. “Karl is more worldly than you. He feels quite at home in Berlin.”

         The maid came in. She wore wooden clogs, short skirts, and a large blue apron. “Beer money, madam.”

         Frau Effinger delved into her skirt pocket and pulled out some pennies.

         “For the young man as well?”

         “How much?”

         “A quarter.”

         “A half and a quarter pint. I’ll need a bit more.”

         Frau Effinger delved again into her skirt pocket and pulled out more pennies, which everyone still referred to as “Hellers.”

         “Remember the French prisoner of war we had here in 1870–71?” asked the mother.

         “Of course, I always took him out for rides in the carriage.”

         “Yes—remember, his parents came and visited him. And now they’ve written, asking Father to send them a small pocket watch. A flat gold watch, with a large monogram.”

         
             

         

         The sun set over the Rhine.

         Effinger closed up his shop and said his evening prayers. Thus the day unfolded, from morning prayers to evening prayers. He washed his hands using the brass pitcher, dried them on the embroidered towel, lifted the cloth from the bread, and recited the blessing. “Amen,” they said.

         The maid brought in the beer in open glasses. She came in without knocking, said, “To your health,” and vanished. Bertha followed behind her; she brought in a large roast beef with lots of gravy, potato dumplings, and a bowl of green salad.

         “I let Hinterederer win at the Black Sheep today,” said Effinger, “and he hasn’t said a word about his watch since. Just goes to show.”

         “What was wrong with it?”

         “Didn’t like it anymore.—Schöppenbeck told me you went to see the mayor today. Seems I need to get my news from others.” 23

         “Oh, there’s nothing to tell. I thought I might be able to settle down here.”

         “Why?” asked the father.

         “Well, I was thinking that, here, I know everyone.”

         “You’d be better off in a big city. You won’t make anything of yourself at home.”

         “I’ve decided to leave for Berlin next week.”

         “So soon?” said the mother.

         “He’s quite right,” said the father. “We’ve had our time together, we know we’re all in good health. What’s the point of staying on? He needs to get on and make something of himself.”

         “But all the way up there!” said the mother, as if Berlin were in Siberia. “Have you got everything you need? Don’t you need more shirts?”

         “No, I’ve brought back more than enough from London!”

         “Oh, London,” said the mother, in awe.

         Every evening, Effinger went to a different inn—the Glass Heaven, the Black Sheep, the Golden Wheel, the Giant, or the Silver Mule—for his Schoppen of wine, a game of tarock, and a Virginia cigar. This was the custom for all the men in Kragsheim; the women remained at home. On Sundays, everyone went on outings to the palace gardens, where they drank coffee in the white pillared hall. Some families greeted each other, while others kept to themselves.

         When Bertha had cleared the table, the mother looked after her. “It’s hard to find a husband for a girl of her kind when we only have twenty thousand guilders for a dowry.”

         Then she took up her cash book and wrote, “Beer, twelve pfennigs; two pounds beef, one hundred pfennigs.”

         Turning to Paul, who was sitting with her and reading a book, she said, “Did you know beef is fifty pfennigs a pound now? Last summer—I suppose one shouldn’t wish for it again, even though we did benefit from it—it was only thirty-eight pfennigs, because the farmers had to slaughter their livestock since it was so hot.”

         She continued to write: “White cloth for mending, fourteen pfennigs.”

         Later, she cleaned up the shop with Bertha.
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            5. Journey to Berlin

         

         Paul traveled to Berlin. It took twenty hours. He left with a heavy heart. Things weren’t the same as ten years ago. Yes, he thought, 1872—those were the days. The economy was booming. Wages were high, salaries were high, profits were high. One could make a fortune overnight and become a rich man.

         Opposite him sat a well-dressed man with a light-brown beard. “See that?” he said. “Even the lime works have shut down.”

         “Times are hard,” said Paul.

         “Nothing like ten years ago,” said the man with the beard.

         “Boom times,” said Paul, and nodded his head.

         “Exactly. Wages were high, salaries were high, profits were high. Now it’s a race to the bottom. They’re devouring each other alive. People thought the boom would last forever and expanded their factories at enormous cost, but it’s all over since the Vienna crash.4 No one can turn a profit with these prices. Wages have hit rock bottom. But factories shouldn’t come to a standstill. It’s better to operate at a loss than burn through your starting capital. Mark my words, young man, I say this to everyone in the younger generation: Saving will become an important habit again. Saving must become important again.”

         “Yes,” said Paul. “The Germans have grown so extravagant. When I think back to the offices in London! The Brits are conservative, and know that one can do business just as well from a wooden chair. But in Germany, everything is cushioned.”

         “How refreshing to hear such views!” said the older man. “Sometimes I despair of the younger generation. The so-called modern entrepreneurial 25 spirit is to blame. All we wanted, as the old guard of Berlin machine manufacturers, was to build decent machines and take proper care of our clients. We didn’t think about profit. Now, entrepreneurs talk about ‘making returns.’”

         “How’s that?” said Paul.

         “We never dwelt on the numbers. We simply built our machines and delivered them and took pride in our service to society. And now I hear that in America they no longer work on commission, but sell steam engines from price lists, as if a steam engine were an ell of cotton, when in fact every steam engine is a particular, unique creation, the pride of its firm.”

         “Why?” asked Paul.

         The older man leaned back. And he asks me why?

         “Why? Because each steam engine is a particular creation. Tell me, are you an engineer?”

         “No,” said Paul.

         “That’s just as well. The latest thing is that engineers think that they can substitute theory for practice. But practice is everything! You need experience in a workshop. All theory is gray, but the golden tree of life springs ever green. You see, we old machine manufacturers are both craftsmen and scientists, but not businessmen. I suppose you want to become an entrepreneur?”

         “I’m in sales,” said Paul.

         “I assumed as much when I saw how surprised you were to hear that we never bother with the numbers.”

         “And how do you determine the price of your machines?”

         “Well, we have a rough idea, and we always make a tidy profit. What do you want to start with, young man?”

         “Screws, though the current economic downturn is very disheartening. There’s overproduction everywhere.”

         “And you want to work with machines? As a salesman?”

         “Yes. At mass scale. I saw a screw-cutting machine in London that can produce three thousand screws per hour. I wish I could import it!”

         “What curious notions you have, young man! What on earth will you do with all those screws? What exactly will you assemble with 26them? Far better to stick to a simple lathe and manual labor. It’s cheaper than using those expensive machines. Why use expensive machines when they can’t compete with cheap labor?”

         “Do you think so?” said Paul. He had planned to mass-produce accurate screws; perhaps he was mistaken after all.

         “Shall we have lunch in Gera? They’re switching engines there. I wish I owned the restaurant in the station; it’s a gold mine. By the way, the name’s Schlemmer. Schlemmer, from Berlin.”

         “Effinger.”

         “Effinger?” said Schlemmer. “From the bank in Mannheim?”

         “Relations,” said Paul.

         They disembarked in Gera. Schlemmer ordered roast goose.

         “A good roast goose is God’s great gift—that’s a saying in Berlin, you know. We have goose with cucumber salad and wheat beer with a shot of syrup, and on Sundays, we go out to Treptow. Berlin is big, Berlin is beautiful. I’m the owner of C. L. Schlemmer, machine factory. Happy to help in word and deed. It isn’t easy to get started. It takes a lot to survive the growing pains! Come visit me sometime and take a look at my factory.”

         Paul looked out. At first, the countryside didn’t seem particularly different from that of Kragsheim. But after Jena, it dwindled to emptiness. Then came uninhabited land, sand, more sand, a sprinkling of grass, pine trees. More sand, more pines, tall trunks topped with sparse branches.

         “This may sound silly,” said Paul, “but is there really a big city out there?”

         “Yes,” Schlemmer roared with laughter. “Prussian Berlin—you’ll be amazed by the city. Wide streets and tall buildings—splendid stuff—theater and cabarets, and nightlife for a young man like yourself. Splendid, I tell you.”

         “Is that so?” said Paul.

         Here, too, the wheat grew, but how sparse and pitiful it looked, with large gaps between the green stalks! In the south, life always teemed with activity. Maypoles were put up. There was the parish fair, or Corpus Christi, or perhaps a cattle market. Flags were hoisted, and townsfolk paraded through the streets with banners. There was movement, 27life. The evening bells rang out over the lush fields, and the world sank into silence.

         Paul gazed at the landscape, and his heavy heart grew even heavier. He remembered the dream from his last night in London: he was entering Kragsheim along the broad avenue that led to the palace, which was lined with chestnut trees in bloom, in a carriage drawn by two majestic horses with lush manes and silver collars nodding their heads. He decided then and there that he would work in this flat land and retire as soon and as early as possible, so he could drink his Schoppen at the Glass Heaven in Kragsheim.
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            6. Arrival

         

         All of a sudden, the city began. Gray on gray. Rear buildings, cramped courtyards. Lots of train tracks. Paul looked out the window and saw Karl standing in the station hall. Karl looked dashing with his thick blond mustache; his kind eyes were framed by a pair of pince-nez with thick black rims and a broad black ribbon around his neck. His black coat was high-necked, in the fashion of the day; he wore a wide tie with a large gold horseshoe pin, pale-gray trousers, and a carnation in his buttonhole. Karl looked like an unsophisticated dandy. Ben is elegant, thought Paul. Ben is aware of the world and its ways, but Karl is still a child.

         Paul had a full brown beard, and his hair fell in soft waves over his forehead. He was a small, shabbily dressed man, with a crooked tie and an old-fashioned collar. Onlookers might have assumed an elegant gentleman was collecting his employee.

         “Oh, there you are! Hello, Paul.”

         Paul put down his suitcase next to him. They shook hands.

         “I’ve found a room for you,” said Karl eagerly.

         “That’s kind of you. How much does it cost?”

         “Forty marks a month, coffee included.”

         “Is everything this pricey here?”

         “Yes, I’m afraid so.”

         “Well, I’ll try to find something cheaper soon, since I don’t have a job like you, and I have to save every penny to make my start.”

         “Mother wrote and said you wanted to start a business. Why’s that, anyway?”

         “Are you satisfied with your position at Zink & Brettschneider?” 29

         “I’m very proud to be part of such a respectable firm. Just imagine, they pay everything in cash.”

         “Is that unusual around here?”

         “Lots of firms delay payment now, what with the depression.”

         “Very unsound.”

         “Don’t you want a porter?”

         “No thanks, I’d rather carry my things myself.”

         “Hand over your ticket, we’ll take a carriage,” said Karl.

         “Must we take a carriage? Can’t we take the horsecar?”

         “No,” said Karl. “That won’t do.”

         They journeyed westward through the city. Paul had come from London. He had seen large omnibuses, many hackneys that were steered from behind. To him, Berlin seemed almost deserted; only a few hackneys, two-horse carriages with coachmen and footmen, small doctors’ carriages, and trucks passed by. But as they ventured farther down Friedrichstrasse, Paul thought, Ah, the city begins here. The pale-gray two-story buildings were being torn down. Beside them, scaffolding after scaffolding climbed skyward.

         “These will all be businesses,” said Karl.

         One stood there already: It had four tall stories, four gables, a corner tower, and various Renaissance motifs, like those of an old town hall. These were the headquarters of a pencil manufacturer. The name-plate was done in black glass and gold lettering. Shop windows stretched from floor to ceiling. Next door, construction was underway on a life insurance building topped with a three-meter-tall winged Victory.

         One of the smaller houses had lost its roof and was already half-demolished; one could still see the moldings, delicate rococo garlands. The masons stood on the ladder—God, what men!—suspended between heaven and earth, working furiously to level the structure. One could glimpse a room with elegant white wallpaper patterned with green ivy. The mason’s hammer struck, sending clouds of dust into the air.

         “What a shame,” said Paul.

         “What do you mean?”

         “It’s a shame about the house.”

         “You can’t be serious! Just look at these splendid new Renaissance 30buildings, they’re a testament to progress and abundance, and reveal a real understanding of art. Berlin is becoming a true metropolis. And here we are on the famous Unter den Linden,” said Karl. “So you want to start your own business? In what branch?”

         “Screws,” Paul sighed, “and, later, I was thinking of machines, perhaps gas engines.”

         “Gas engines?” said Karl. “That would make me nervous.”

         “I need to wait and see,” said Paul. “Being an employee does give you a quieter life.”

         “So why do you want to start your own business?”

         “As an employee, you always live with uncertainty. You could lose your job overnight.”

         “Well, our chief accountant celebrated his fiftieth anniversary at our firm yesterday. But our firm is something special. It’s a true honor to be addressed by Herr Zink, and you can’t imagine the Christmas bonuses—they’re enormous!”

         “I’m glad your bosses are decent, but you never know what may happen in a business that isn’t your own. You’re not intimately involved.”

         “How can you say that?” cried Karl, offended. “Zink & Brettschneider …”

         They fell silent.

         “Over there is Wilhelmstrasse, where the chancellor’s palace and the foreign ministry are. That’s where the people’s fate is decided. Driver, stop for a moment.”

         They sat still, overcome by a feeling of awe. This was the residence of Bismarck, the great chancellor.

         The cabbie turned around. “The members of parliament’re having their beer evening tonight. They’re all there, have a look—there’s wee Windhorst from the Center Party, and those’re the conservatives—that’s Kleist-Retzow, I ferry him around all day when he’s in town—and there’s Eugen Richter. And that there’s Herr von Vollmar, a gentleman from the south. You’d think he’d have fifty mares in his stables and a driver with a cockade. Doesn’t, though. Social Democrat. Yessir. He’s for the working people. And if you gentlemen are out-of-towners, here’s the Brandenburg Gate, where the troops marched in, in 1870–71, with 31the chariot on top. They put it up wrong. Looks nice with all the horses, though. And over there’s the Redern Palace.”

         “A lovely palace,” said Paul.

         Drumbeats resounded. Through the gate came a court carriage, the personal guard wearing a white plume, both he and the driver in black and silver. Then came the old Kaiser in general’s uniform.

         “Hip! Hip! Hoorah! Hoorah!”

         “His Majesty’s returned from Babelsberg. Something’s afoot,” said the cabbie.

         “Never mind.” Karl waved his hand.

         “I would have liked to know what he meant,” said Paul.

         “Probably to do with the Bulgarian conflict.”

         “Well, we have Bismarck.”

         “Yes, our Bismarck.”

         Just beyond the Brandenburg Gate began the sandy terrain of the Mark Brandenburg. They halted.

         A guard came along, swinging a bell. A train followed behind him. Karl apologized for Berlin: “This will soon be a thing of the past. The city council knows it has duties to the imperial capital. These outdated customs don’t suit our time.”

         “Oh, it doesn’t bother me. But I feel as though the city has no character. The lindens are nice enough. But everything else is such a mess. And what else is even left to see?”

         “I took a room for you in the west. The west is up-and-coming, you know.”

         The cabbie stopped with a jolt. The carriages all stood still. And now Paul saw horses approaching, large, broad-chested brown horses; first two, then a row of four, five rows in total: eighteen horses. Drivers in blue shirts walked beside them, whips poised. And then it appeared: a freight carriage with wheels groaning as they turned, and upon it she stood, varnished green with shining brass and copper, glistening and resplendent, the great Babel, Lilith, creator and destroyer in one—the steam engine, the locomotive. Two railway officials and a guard followed behind.

         Paul stood up. A new Germany greeted him. Berlin was not the 32Brandenburg Gate, not the Lindens—Berlin was eighteen horses towing a steam engine to the train. No poets had yet arisen to sing the song of this new era, but Paul could feel it: “All across Europe, from west to east, the steam engine clatters and rattles its song!”5 It was not the houses that defined the city but the goods that moved between them. There were carriages loaded with towers of boxes stamped “New York,” and carriages loaded with enormous parcels stamped “London.” Paul saw handcarts with new sewing machines and handcarts with window frames and handcarts with prams and women carrying large black bundles. He didn’t know that this was Berlin’s garment industry: women who brought clothes to the contractors. But he realized that this was Berlin. It would provide work for him, too: opportunities, machines, coal, steam, and engines.

         “Here we are,” said Karl. “Let me pay for the cab.”

         “What’s this nonsense?” said Paul.

         “No, I insist,” said Karl.

         “And the suitcase?” asked Paul and looked at the cabbie.

         “Can’t leave the ’orse alone.”

         “You’ll get a tip,” Karl said grandly.

         Karl paid the cabbie, who stood in the room in his white top hat, blue cabman’s collar, and red vest with silver buttons. “Settle in well, now,” he said.

         Paul didn’t unpack. Tomorrow, he would go out and find a cheaper room at once, since he planned to stay in Berlin for a while. He picked up his writing case, on which his sister had embroidered a large monogram, and wrote to his parents: “Berlin is undeniably ugly, not a city one will visit for pleasure anytime soon. But it is well equipped for industrial endeavors, and, unlike Kragsheim, presents no impediments to progress.”
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            7. A Letter of Recommendation

         

         Paul left the house early to collect a letter from the Effinger Bank in Mannheim at the post office.

         His request for a loan had been turned down. As he related the news over lunch at a restaurant, Karl was indignant. “Unbelievable.”

         Paul said, “Maybe we would do the same if we were older. After all, we haven’t yet proven ourselves.”

         “But we’re their cousins.”

         “You know them; they consider family just as risky as strangers. I’ll give them exact details, describe the market, and outline the rest of my capital …”

         The second rejection followed swiftly: “We see no potential for profit in screws. Effinger Bros. is not an industrial bank, and besides, Berlin is rife with fraud, what with all the new ventures …We’ve been through enough with the Vienna crash. Only reliable clients are permitted to have overdrawn accounts. Respectfully yours …”

         “How dare they!” said Karl. Paul swallowed his anger and felt humiliated.

         He leafed through directories and familiarized himself with every sector of industry requiring screws. His father had offered him five thousand marks, and then came his own savings, which were another five thousand.

         “I’d need another ten thousand to get started.”

         He wrote to Ben.

         Ben replied immediately:

         
            My dear Paul,

            I received your 1st letter of the 24th inst. Would like to take 34the opportunity to inform you of my latest news. I’ve become engaged to a girl from a distinguished family. My bride-to-be is exceptionally beautiful, and, God willing, I expect to embark upon a happy life.

            I will use the dowry to set up a factory in London for tools manufactured according to the latest standards. The conditions in London are extremely favorable. There seems to be little concern about the establishment of new factories and police regulations are virtually nonexistent, as far as I can tell. Although there are no formal protections for workers, they don’t seem to feel that they are worse off than in Germany. Here’s the proof: We have no socialist movement. It seems to me as though a kind of socialism has been introduced with regard to indolence. The gentlemen—the workers, after all, are also gentlemen—work just as much, as long, and as quickly as they see fit. Moreover, they all have their own little houses, which has eradicated the moral degeneration caused by the tenements. Personally, I much prefer a lazy worker with no revolutionary leanings to an industrious one who considers me his adversary. Freedom here is a curious thing; the populace erupts in cheers at the sight of the queen, yet Parliament refuses to grant dowries for her children.

            Regarding your loan, I am prepared to give you a letter of recommendation for the banking firm of Oppner & Goldschmidt, addressed to Emmanuel Oppner himself. He’s an old revolutionary who fought in the Palatinate and fled to Paris, where he promptly hung up his revolutionary hat, disillusioned, I think, by the ineffective scheming of the emigrants. There, he joined the firm of Leroyfils. In 1886, he returned to Germany as an enthusiastic—somewhat too enthusiastic, in my opinion—German nationalist, and was consulted by Bismarck during the introduction of the gold standard. In Berlin, he married into the Goldschmidt family and joined the old firm at once.

            Goldschmidt and Oppner have remained Jewish. Goldschmidt is even quite observant. He’s married to a woman from Petersburg and is known for his philanthropy. He founded a homeless shelter, and it’s said that no one knocks on his door in vain. His 35brother is a well-known law professor. They are therefore a highly educated and highly respectable family. A banking connection with their firm would be immensely beneficial for you. Your idea of striking out without sufficient capital seems to me somewhat peculiar.

            But before you make any definite decisions, I would like to revisit our last conversation in London and ask you again whether you might not prefer to carry out your plans here instead. I know you consider me a traitor to all ideals, to the throne, the fatherland, and all that is sacred, but I would like to draw your attention to a small pamphlet. It is called The Golden Internationale and is the nastiest pamphlet against the Jews you could imagine, and, what’s more, it was written by a high-ranking judge! Such a thing would be inconceivable here! These sentiments partially stem from the German disdain for merchants and the money they earn. The merchant is considered scarcely more than a swindler, and if he is a Jew, then he is nothing but a swindler. There is no respect for the integrity and honor of commerce, only for military might. In addition, in most countries, one cannot build a career on humanist ideals, but antisemitism can easily propel a man into the position of court chaplain or politician, or even into the Reichstag. It’s the easiest way to the top. Look at Stöcker. I submit this for your consideration. Great personages with pure motives are increasingly rare among the German people. Think it over once more.

            Farewell for now. Warm greetings from your loving brother,

            Ben
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            8. A Visit to the Bank

         

         Ludwig Goldschmidt, a small, plump man in a long overcoat with a round black beard, said to his brother-in-law, Emmanuel Oppner: “I’m off to the board meeting for the poor relief fund. Eugenie and I have decided to establish a nursing home for the elderly and frail. Brinner has already shown me a very suitable plot of land. Soloveitchik & Co. has paid out fifteen percent in dividends. The profit potential of Russian industry is simply remarkable, and it practically runs itself; my brother-in-law is in Paris again.”

         “Speaking of Brinner, he’s trying to sell me Mayer’s house,” said Emmanuel Oppner.

         “A sad story! Did anything else come in the afternoon post?”

         “Shares in Effinger Bros. from Mannheim for two hundred thousand. They sent the announcement on a scrap of paper and without postage, of course, that’s on us. They haven’t abandoned the old tradition.”

         “A solid firm,” said Goldschmidt.

         “And speaking of solid, we received an announcement from a new bank, I must show you their letterhead. Have you ever seen a letterhead like this?”

         “Well,” said Goldschmidt, “they’re from Vienna! What do you expect; they’re Viennese charlatans. Everyone in Vienna is a megalomaniac. I far prefer our frugal Effingers who refuse to pay for postage.”

         Hartert, the apprentice, brought in a brass lamp.

         “Run along and fetch Stöpel.” Stöpel was the cabbie who drove Ludwig Goldschmidt around day in, day out. When Goldschmidt was asked why he didn’t own a horse and carriage, he would reply, “Why should I? I have Stöpel.”

         “Adieu,” said Ludwig. “Please give my love to everyone.” 37

         “Likewise,” said Oppner.

         There was a knock. A card was brought in which read “Paul Effinger. Kragsheim,” with “Kragsheim” crossed out. Beside the card lay a letter.

         “Please, take a seat,” said Oppner, and motioned to the other side of his desk, where the green shade of the kerosene lamp cast a comfortable glow. Resting his hands on the desk, he rocked backward in his chair. “So, you want to start your own business and found a factory. Why?”

         Paul was caught off guard. “Excuse me, Herr Oppner, I’m not sure how to answer this question.”

         “That’s what your brother Ben wrote to me. Your brother is an ambitious young man, agreeable, worldly, with distinct objectives. If he has any imagination—which is unlikely—he will have his eye on a house in Mayfair and a seat in Parliament. But you—judging by your suit and card, you don’t strike me as ambitious. So why do you want to start a factory?”

         “I don’t quite understand your question, Herr Oppner. Surely a young man should aspire to something. I don’t intend to spend my life working for others.”

         “I understand, but I once worked out whether manufacturing was profitable, you see. It isn’t. Ninety percent of all manufacturers burn through their funds. In the long term, more is lost than gained on stocks. A man can grow wealthy from leasing land, renting out houses, accruing property, or banking. But manufacturing? I’m sure you must be sitting there and thinking, What an odd banker. Don’t forget that in my young days, I was a journalist. But in all seriousness, Herr Effinger, you must be aware, despite your youth, that manufacturing will saddle you with significant challenges. You must find a partner with substantial resources. You won’t get anywhere with a small loan from us.”

         Paul thanked him and said goodbye. He seemed so crushed that Oppner said, “Herr Effinger, please don’t be discouraged by my refusal. You’re welcome to call again if you require any advice.”

         Paul received a second letter of recommendation, for the Birken bank. Birken was a feudal man. “An unknown young man from some backwater—no, thank you,” he said to the messenger. Paul sat in the 38receiving room and was informed of the negative response by the messenger.

         Another banker wrinkled his nose: “And why won’t Effinger Bros. in Mannheim give you a loan?”

         Paul sat down in a café and looked through the job listings. Perhaps it really was foolish. Perhaps he should find a post, aim for promotions, and work his way up. In the paper there was one listing he found appealing. He went back to his dreary room, sat down, and replied in his exquisitely neat, ornate salesman’s hand, including a resumé, photograph, and letters of recommendation. He always felt touched when he looked at the letter Rawerk had given him. Such an esteemed man and … “to our most tremendous satisfaction …”

         Done, he thought, once he had put the letter in the box. He remained standing for a moment in front of the blue mailbox in which he had buried his dreams. I meant to call on Schlemmer, but what’s the point of looking at a factory?

         Paul whiled away his time in the cavernous rear room with the view of a gray wall. The room grew sparser with each passing day, as his landlady removed another item: the rug at the foot of the bed, the white crocheted doily on the dresser, the red bedspread with velvet appliqué. Each day, he sat on the red velvet blanket and drank the coffee brought in by his landlady on a chipped black tray with a napkin. The chipped tray, the red blanket, the dreadful room gave him a feeling of virtue, of saving, setting aside, and going hungry for the sake of success.

         When he wasn’t waiting for the post, he wandered through the city. A shortsighted administration had permitted factories to be built in residential areas. The only place they couldn’t be built was in the west, since the prevailing west winds would have contaminated the city with smoke. Facing the street were overcrowded apartments full of children, bed lodgers,6 and maids, behind them the noise and stench of the factories. The courtyards were only as large as was necessary for fire engines to turn around, as required by law. They were equipped with garbage cans and poles for beating carpets. Paul went through these bleak streets, full of tradesmen, used suits that hung from basement windows and could be paid off in monthly installments, slums devoid 39of trees and shrubs. In the doorways stood women who no longer resembled women; they wore dirty blue aprons over their swollen or skeletal frames, and were all old. They aired their grievances: The children had just dirtied their doorstep; Frau Müller had dropped coals by their door; Frau Schneider wouldn’t stop pouring her disgusting slop into the shared water line; Frau Schulz had spitefully refused to allow them to dry their laundry in the attic. In their rooms, dreadful enough with the smell of washed baby clothes, reheated cabbage, and ancient garments, crowded with four beds and a stove, where could the laundry go?

         Yet he admired the city nonetheless: its never-ending expanse, the wide streets, and the newly built houses with little turrets, oriel windows, and decorative moldings.

         Near the Spree River, he came across old gabled houses and streets as quiet as in Kragsheim. Flower boxes hung in the windows. Children played hopscotch, and every narrow street led to the river. A sign saying “Furnished room to let” hung on a bright house. An old woman wearing a white cap opened the door. The room was large and low-ceilinged, a hand-embroidered carpet with roses lay on the floor, and cherrywood furniture stood by the walls.

         “It’s a bit old-fashioned,” said the old woman apologetically. “I married in 1840, you know. However, the rent is thirty marks, including breakfast, and I do make a nice breakfast.”

         Paul took the room and gave her a golden ten-mark coin as a deposit.

         His dossier was soon sent back by return post. Rejected! He made a few calculations. He had been living off his savings for almost six weeks, without earning a penny. The return of the dossier was a heavy blow. He found a new listing:

         “Seeking experienced manager thoroughly familiar with all branches of manufacturing for machine tool factory in Moscow. Attractive salary. Address all applications to: S.M., classifieds dept., L. & E. Metzl & Co., Moscow.”

         Maybe I’ll go see Schlemmer after all, thought Paul.

      

   


   
      
         
40
            9. A Factory, 1884

         

         He boarded the old omnibus (“We kindly ask you to respect the horses”) and rode along Friedrichstrasse. Peroxide blonds with high-heeled shoes and feather boas and curves and hats high on their heads; the curtained windows of the Café National, that mysterious den of vice. A crippled veteran of the Franco-Prussian War was peddling matches. The street was lined with a mix of bookshops, clinics, and research institutes, punctuated by extremely narrow shop windows covered with lace curtains, advertising themselves as “wine parlors.”

         Everywhere one looked, things were being built and torn down, the ground excavated, pipes laid for water and gas. Paul looked down into the earth. A new era was being born. This was what people needed. The British were building the first gasworks in Berlin. One pull of the lever, and apartments would receive light and heat.

         “Well,” said a man, “it’s all for the rich, as usual.”

         “No,” said Paul. “It’s for the good of everyone.”

         “You’re kidding yourself, mister. We’ll keep going to the outhouse for our own business and cramming five souls into a shoebox. And as for the gas, I’ll believe it when I see it. First the shareholders’ll want their dividends.”

         “You’re talking yourself into a corner,” said a man standing next to them, hat pulled down over his face. “One more word and you’ll find yourself behind bars!”

         “You must not’ve heard, young man; we’ve got anti-socialist laws now. But it shouldn’t matter to you.”

         A watchman who had noticed their gathering came across the street, silver buttons flashing, and said: “Break it up!”

         Paul wanted to reply: “Surely, you must allow…” But he said nothing. 41Perhaps they were right and these socialists were a dangerous lot who wanted to destroy and disown everything: family, God, and country.

         
             

         

         Then began the outskirts of the city: barracks, five-story tenements in the open countryside, dumps, a dilapidated wooden fence, and a grand wall. A high iron fence proclaimed the words “Bella Vista.” Beyond it lay a pretty garden with old trees and a neoclassical villa whose roof sported a sign that said “Schlemmer’s Machine Factory.”

         A watchman came out. Paul gave him his name. Schlemmer’s office was inside the residence.

         “Ah, hello, my young travel companion!” said Schlemmer. “What brings you here? Have a seat, tell me all.”

         “You kindly offered me a tour of your factory during our shared journey. I’m here to take up your invitation.”

         “Very well,” said Schlemmer, jovial and enthusiastic, “then let’s not waste time on words but get on with the show.”

         They entered a vast room which one could only describe as a hall. The white figure of a god, painted on a light-blue background, looked out from a corner over an iron frame and a leather strap.

         “I see you’re surprised, my young friend! This place is an old dance hall; they used to dance up a storm here back in the revolution.”

         “Where exactly is your smokestack?” Paul inquired.

         “Smokestack?” He pointed at the villa’s chimney. “This does just fine. And in case you’re curious, we get our steam from a boiler in the basement.”

         This is one of the most highly respected machine factories in Berlin, C. L. Schlemmer, founded in 1852, thought Paul. And they keep the boiler in the basement.

         “Where did you get your machines from?”

         “From? We make them ourselves. Here, for example, we’re building a ship!”

         “What, a ship?”

         “Yessir, for the Royal Opera, for Meyerbeer’s L’Africaine. And those contraptions over there will be movable frames on which the Rhine 42daughters can lie on their stomachs and sing. The theaters always give us good jobs. Besides, we also make steam engines.”

         “What type?”

         Schlemmer looked at Paul scornfully. “Type? By price list, like the Americans? No, Herr Effinger, we haven’t succumbed to such crass materialism yet. We’re craftsmen, even scientists at times, but not profiteers. The steam engine may have already been invented, but we’re not mechanical copycats. Our clients are given individual treatment. I’ve never built two steam engines that were exactly alike, and despite their differences, they’ve always worked like a charm.”

         “We just finished one, Herr Schlemmer,” said the foreman.

         A large number of the forty to fifty men employed here had assembled. There it stood; the pistons were shaped like Ionic columns.

         “Here you go,” said Schlemmer. “It’s got to be easy on the eyes, after all.”

         A deep silence descended. Every machine was a gamble. They did not know how to carry out precise work. If everything worked, it was all fine and good; if not, the machine would have to be disassembled, and the individual parts filed down by hand to fit.

         They stood and waited. Would it work?

         There stood Schlemmer, wearing the slouch hat of the liberal citizen on his bald head; there stood the young clerks; there stood His Majesty the foreman, who would tolerate no engineers; and there stood the workers, most of them locksmiths by trade, the best workers in the world, clever and hardworking and decent, men from Berlin’s Wedding district, socialists, but loyal to the crown, Marxists, but intensely vigilant, all for the expropriation of the expropriators, but also for their work, the new steam engine, the factory, and their boss.

         Now, at any moment, the machine would either start, or give a bang or sputter, or … Oh, pistons, will you go up and down—holy pistons, you who brought the world together, who brought us warmth and light and the many things still unknown to our forebears?

         Another moment—and another—and then it came to life. The pistons moved up and down.

         “Wonderful,” cried Schlemmer. “It’s up and running. Another fine piece.” 43

         General contentment reigned. There had been no explosions, no malfunctions; the machine was running, and soon it would be at work.

         “You’ve come on a good day,” said Schlemmer. A thaler was pressed into the foreman’s hand. The clerks, buoyed by success, hastened back to their lecterns. The apprentice ran to the copy press.

         Schlemmer continued to show Paul the workrooms. The workers stood at tables and filed by hand or hammered at individual pieces of cast iron with their chisels. Paul wanted to ask: “How much does a kilo of steam cost you?” Or: “How much does this part cost?” Or: “Exactly how deep do you bore the holes?” But he sensed that questions of this kind, such pragmatic, businesslike, economically minded questions, were taboo. They were American questions, but this was Germany.

         To ask about money would have been a sign of pettiness. He could just as little ask Schlemmer how much he paid for a kilo of steam as he could ask a lieutenant in the Blue Hussars in Kragsheim how much money he earned in a month. Schlemmer, though he undoubtedly made quite a good living, would never have admitted to doing something for the sake of profit. “One wants to give work to the people,” he would say, or “Everyone contributes to progress in his own way.” Was a locomotive or a telegraph a means of making money? One provided humanity with faster transportation, or the possibility of faster communication. This related only tangentially to money or business. A locomotive, a telegraph, and a steam engine were marvels of science. Nobody would ever think to ask, “And how much did the experiments for the measles vaccination cost?” Similarly, no one could ask, “And how much did it cost you to build this locomotive?” Should he challenge the complacency of this self-satisfied man? Tell him that this method of making machines was not only costly but inefficient? Paul wanted precise work because it was necessary for mass production, the sole means of reducing the cost of goods. Then he could produce cheap goods, since the goal of every business should be to supply the largest number of people with the greatest quantity of goods. But how could he possibly say this to Schlemmer, who was so proud merely because his steam engine with Ionic pistons worked, and yet was one of Berlin’s best-known machine manufacturers? 44

         “Now then,” said Schlemmer. “You want to give people work and contribute to progress? How are your plans advancing?”

         “I’m honored by your interest,” said Paul. “I thought that my capital would be sufficient to set up a small wire-drawing and screw factory, and I’d thought of getting a wonderful English screw-cutting machine.”

         “What do you want with a wonderful screw-cutting machine? It’ll cost a whole pack of money.”

         “But I’ll be able to produce so many screws that, soon, it will have paid for itself.”

         “I’ll say it again: It simply isn’t worth it. You’ll manage just as well with simple, inexpensive machines and manual labor.”

         “But I can’t begin without the screw machine either. If I spend all my capital on installation, I won’t have a penny left for operations. The smallest setback might spell disaster. I don’t want to set out on such a risky enterprise. What if, Herr Schlemmer, you helped me set up a workshop?”

         Schlemmer was momentarily taken aback. But he was always game when it came to business.

         “I’m not quite sure what you’re proposing,” he said.

         “You could make your machines and raw materials available to me, and in return, you would receive a share of the profits.”

         The machines were currently not in full use. The raw materials, which had been bought at high prices, were simply lying about, and Schlemmer was losing money on them daily. In short, Schlemmer could see only advantages in the proposal.

         “Let’s sleep on it,” he said.

      

   


   
      
         
45
            10. The Beginning

         

         Schlemmer agreed to Paul’s proposal, and Paul set out to find a suitable location for the factory.

         There were yards filled from top to bottom with the sounds of hammering and soldering. Sign after sign for businesses that sold coats, barley coffee, sewing machines, and feeding troughs, umbrella factories and reupholstering workshops. He wanted to move into such a building, set up machines, and start making screws. But there was nothing available.

         Far outside the city, however, was a vacant old forge and stable. In front was a low gabled house with six windows, adjoined by a wide gateway adorned with a large golden horse’s head. The farrier had lived in the house, while the forge and stables for carriages and horses were in the courtyard. Here, horses had been shoed for the wagons from Pomerania and Mecklenburg; wagoners had halted here before entering the city gates. But now the railroad had put the farriers out of business, and Balthasar the farrier was looking to rent out his smithy.

         Paul reflected that he hadn’t come to Berlin to draw wire in an abandoned smithy and make screws in a Biedermeier house with a large linden tree in the yard. He wanted to be in the thick of things, in a big building with wings leading off in all directions, with more courtyards behind them, each with their own wings—in short, a real industrial lot. But he admitted that he would save on transportation at the forge because it was all at ground level, and that there was no more beautiful sight than an old forge with a linden tree. Yesterday a forge, today an ironworks; one would always be reminded of impermanence.

         People have become terribly pleased with their own cleverness ever since they stopped believing in God, he mused. They’re drunk on their 46belief in progress and an ever brighter future. I’ll take the forge if it’s large enough, everything is in working order, and the rent isn’t too high.

         The golden horse head remained above the gate. He put a sign on the roof: “Schlemmer & Effinger.” Paul obtained a magnificent screw-cutting lathe from England, as well as a mechanic whom Ben had selected.

         On October 1, 1884, the employees arrived. Steffen the accountant was a pedantic, clever man whose own father had himself been a small-time manufacturer, though he had gone bankrupt; red-haired, freckle-faced Meyer oversaw the correspondence; and Eberhard was the errand boy. Mr. Smith, the mechanic, also came. Here was a gentleman who viewed everything with deep disdain, never took his pipe from his mouth, and indulged in lengthy breaks for breakfast.

         On October 1, 1884, Steffen opened the ledgers for the first time, which were inscribed with “God with us!” in large Gothic letters.

         On October 1, 1884, Karl paid a visit to his brother and wondered whether being a factory owner might, in fact, be even more respectable than being a senior employee at a company as well respected as Zink & Brettschneider.

         “Where’s your office?” he asked, and was shown a chair at a wooden desk.

         On October 1, 1884, a letter from Kragsheim arrived.

         
            Dear son,

            May God bless your new endeavors on this day. May he grant you power, strength, and peace. Amen.

            We are glad to hear that you are making such good progress toward your goals. If you continue to be diligent, work hard, and save every penny, nothing can go wrong. I hope your starting capital is sufficient. There may be setbacks, and you cannot be assured of C. L. Schlemmer’s continued support. Once again, may God bless you, and greetings from your loving father.

         

         On October 1, 1884, a beautiful work of print arrived, a veritable poem: the notice of the engagement of Mary F. Potter to Ben K. Effinger 47(Where had the K come from? Paul wondered), announced by William V. Potter and his wife, Winifred, née Beverly, London W.

         On October 1, 1884, the firm of Schlemmer & Effinger sent out leaflets.

         
            Schlemmer & Effinger is proud to announce the opening of our factory at 144, Schönhauser Allee, dedicated to producing screws of all varieties.

            Equipped with the best and latest machines, we promise to meet the most exacting standards at the most favorable prices. We will gladly provide further details upon request, including samples and a price list, and we earnestly solicit your valued orders, which we will always complete to your satisfaction.

            We respectfully offer the enclosed designs for your inspection, and remain

            Yours faithfully,

            Schlemmer & Effinger

Paul Effinger

         

         On October 1, 1884, Schlemmer arrived, a tall figure with a full brown beard, and glanced casually about the factory. Then he slapped Paul on the shoulder and said, “Well, young man, let’s toast to this,” and set off with him to drink a bottle of wine.
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            11. Oppner Buys a House

         

         It was March 22, a beautiful Sunday in early spring, when Oppner said to his wife, Selma, “You’re sitting and stitching away, just like Penelope. We meant to look at that house on Bendlerstrasse. It’s the Kaiser’s birthday, so it’s a lucky day for His Majesty’s subjects. The house is a bit outside town, but it’s close to the Tiergarten, and I can easily take the horsecar to work. It used to belong to Mayer, you know.”

         “Oh, didn’t he go bankrupt?” said Selma. “I recall he lived quite luxuriously—you know that I always prefer simple things.”

         “I don’t think that’s why he lost his money, though I’ll grant you that everyone has been living beyond their means since 1870.”

         “And you want to buy a house now, of all things!”

         “But Selma dear, this area is becoming a commercial district. The children are growing up, and they’ll need their own rooms. Where do you intend to find rooms for all four of them? Let me show you how much it costs …”

         Selma listened to him, continuing to stitch red cross-stitches into a canvas cloth. “I’m sorry,” she said, “All of this means nothing to me, and I have to count my stitches.”

         She counted, and pulled a red thread through the cloth for her next row. “Honestly, I’d rather leave everything as it is. A move costs so much effort. The chandeliers won’t work, and we’ll need new curtains. We’ve lived on Klosterstrasse for twenty years; I don’t see why we can’t just stay.”

         “But you’re not an old woman yet—you’re only thirty-eight and beautiful. It would be different if I were saying that—I’m fifty-four! 49We have daughters, and we must consider our standing. You’ve always been satisfied with a modest life, but you’re mistaken.”

         “Just the opposite,” she said proudly. “We don’t need it. Everyone knows who we are.” She rose and, with a heavy, sorrowful sigh, folded the large canvas cloth, put on a small black bonnet with feathers and flowers and a black velvet coat with a large bustle, and said, with an expression as though she and her husband were setting out for a funeral, “Very well, let’s go and have a look at your house.”

         They walked through the Tiergarten on a sandy path, lined only by a few country homes in pale plaster with green shutters. Herr Brinner awaited them at the gate with an elderly, distinguished-looking man.

         “Ah, Herr Mayer,” said Frau Oppner, displaying the appropriate reserve toward a man who had declared bankruptcy.

         “Allow me to show you my house myself,” said Mayer.

         “Yes,” said Brinner, “even the most diligent broker cannot know a property as well as its owner does.”

         They crossed to the other side to get a proper view of the house. It was a beautiful, light-gray neoclassical building, with an oriel window adorned with Corinthian columns and a Grecian gable. The plaster was crumbling.

         “It’s a bit neglected, I’m afraid,” said Mayer. “The house was very beautiful when my father had it built. It was designed by Persius. I assume you have the blueprints, Herr Oppner. We haven’t changed anything since 1840.”

         “It certainly looks that way,” Selma said uncharitably.

         Herr Mayer maintained his composure. He was an elegant financier of the old sort. He had frequently traveled to Paris, attended horse races in England, and gambled in Baden-Baden and Monte Carlo. Now it was over. He had to make good on seventy-five percent of his debts, which was hard enough.

         “Isn’t it a bit bright and cold and austere?” Selma asked.

         “Yes, it’s old-fashioned,” said Mayer. “My father was conservative in his tastes.”

         “It could be modernized,” Oppner added soothingly.

         “Well, let’s give it a look,” Brinner said in his Berliner cadence. “Step 50inside, ladies and gentlemen, step into the parlor. We can discuss business later, when madam has departed.”

         “Of course,” said Oppner. “Fortunately, my wife doesn’t have a head for business.”

         Just inside the front door was a narrow staircase graced by a large bronze statue of Flora holding a lantern. They moved through the foyer, past a white cloakroom, and into a large salon. The walls were painted with a pergola mural: green trellises with climbing roses and doves. The room was outfitted with white Empire furniture, and seemed both tremendously grandiose and outdated. Next came the dining room, which opened onto a terrace with a few steps leading down into the overgrown garden. The dining room had been done in a graceful Gothic style, with a blue ceiling dotted with golden stars and mahogany furniture upholstered in ribbed blue cloth. Then came two further rooms. One had a semicircular extension with floor-to-ceiling glass doors. There were five more rooms upstairs. It was an attractive, spacious bourgeois house with a simple, straightforward layout.

         Frau Oppner said, “It’s too austere for me. You might like it as it is, but for us, the house would have to be significantly redone. We have four children, and I’m not much for parties—I much prefer simple things.”

         “My dear Selma,” said Oppner, “naturally we’ll cover the ridiculous pastoral mural with red silk, and redo the dining room in gold-embossed leather wallpaper.”

         Mayer attempted to salvage the situation. “But the murals are quite fine.”

         “But rather outdated,” said Oppner. “No offense meant, but the style these days is comfortable, warm—bourgeois, in other words, even slightly opulent. But pastoral green trellises with roses—no, Herr Mayer, the proprietor of Oppner & Goldschmidt can’t have that in his home. We’d look as though we wanted to travel back into the eighteenth century and dance a minuet. ‘Là ci darem la mano’ every day won’t do for an old Berliner.”

         “Of course, that can be easily arranged,” said Brinner. “And as to the area, Herr Oppner, let me tell you, this district is on the rise. 51Grunewald may be very popular at the moment, and it may be nice to live where the owls hoot good night to each other, but it’s no investment. And an investment is always a good idea.”

         “Yes, yes, of course,” said Oppner, somewhat embarrassed that Brinner was saying all of this in front of Mayer.

         “And where are the servants’ quarters?” Selma asked.

         “In the souterrain.”

         They went downstairs.

         “Down here,” Oppner said, “we could install an old-fashioned German taproom, a green-tiled stove and a large cask, with full wood paneling. A home is only properly cozy when you can tap your own beer. Imagine, a real taproom down here, and a little staircase leading up to the dining room—we could host lovely gatherings. And we could make the whole house quite comfortable, Selma, believe me. Large stoves, a nice dark interior, and coffered ceilings. I like it a great deal.”

         Selma went to look at the kitchen and cellar.

         “By the way, Herr Mayer,” said Oppner, “forgive me for speaking so plainly, but you’re in financial difficulties. Doesn’t the house belong to the estate?”

         “Of course, Herr Oppner,” said the old financier. “It will go to auction. I’ve never been one to owe anything to anyone, but I was unlucky. The Gotthard Tunnel is a magnificent triumph of the human spirit.7 But a banker shouldn’t be swept up by enthusiasm.”

         “Please don’t take offense, but I think it’s a grave mistake for bankers to indulge in flights of fancy.”

         “I got carried away, I’m afraid. That magnificent transformation of the Alps! Once, the mule sought its way in the fog; it does so no more. Now, one can travel comfortably in the bed of a brand-new sleeper car on a route our forebears toiled along in fear of robbers. The Gotthard Tunnel wasn’t simply a share or a piece of paper, it was a human undertaking worth supporting. I didn’t put my money into a lead mine, in which the locals have inhumane lives under terrible conditions, or into the dividends of a rag-sorting shop, but into a great endeavor of the human spirit. But no eternal bond can be forged with the powers of destiny, and misfortune strides swiftly. The site 52was flooded, the project suffered a terrible blow, and the shares plummeted.”

         “I know,” said Oppner, “I was at the stock exchange when the news broke. It was a Black Friday. Fortunes were lost in an hour.”

         “My first thought was: Hold the shares. After all, the tunnel will eventually be completed, and they will rise in value again. But you know how it is—I was advised to sell them as quickly as possible, before they became worthless. I did. Sadly, I did. Since then, my fate has been sealed. The business couldn’t withstand the loss of a quarter million, and we owed another fifty thousand to a young manufacturer. I was cautious in my business dealings. But times are uncertain. Everyone is starting businesses, promoting them, and, without warning, they go bankrupt. The terrible crash of ’73 still haunts us all. I fought and fought, and now I’ve lost. Your star is rising; my sun has set. I can only hope no one will lose so much as a penny because of me.”

         “I hope so too,” said Oppner sternly. “A single bankruptcy can damage the reputation of the entire sector. Now, about the house; Herr Brinner said three hundred thousand.”

         “And not a penny less. The house is worth it. I’m trying my best not to sell it below cost. Every penny less is a penny taken from my creditors and from my honor.” The two men rose from their chairs. Oppner extended his hand to Mayer.

         “Allow me to say one more thing: I do not condemn you for your actions.”

         “Thank you,” Mayer replied, genuinely moved, and led the three of them out of the house, not without graciously kissing Frau Oppner’s hand.

         Herr Brinner said, “Nice house, isn’t it? I’ll offer it to you for three fifty.”

         “It would have to be renovated, quite a bit, in fact. But it’s a beautiful house. Do you like it, Selma? You’re very quiet again. You’d have to live here too, after all.”

         “Oh, it’s fine. But we won’t have any peace and quiet with all the workers.”

         “The workers won’t be too bad, my dear. I’ll stop by your office later, Herr Brinner. I’ll take my wife home first. Driver!” 53

         Oppner and Brinner quickly came to an agreement. An hour later, Oppner took three hundred brown thousand-mark bills from his briefcase and laid them on Brinner’s desk.

      

   


   
      
         
54
            12. Biedermeier Makes Way for the Eighties

         

         The house on Bendlerstrasse was painted in a shade bordering on dark brown. In the hallway, the pale-blue striped wallpaper was removed and replaced by a dark-red one. A hat rack was installed that resembled a tree trunk, with small wooden bears climbing or sitting beneath it. Beside it was a table with a silver bowl for calling cards. The cloakroom on the right remained untouched. Oppner considered its white paint and golden stripes charming, but the children were strongly in favor of doing away with this sign of outmoded classicism.

         “If you’re going to buy such an old-fashioned house,” said Annette, the pretty eighteen-year-old, “instead of building a modern villa with a turret and a cupola and a separate oriel, then at least paint everything dark and make it cozy instead of keeping it so cold, harsh, and bright.”

         Theodor, the aesthete, barely seventeen years old and currently an apprentice at Oppner & Goldschmidt, rarely agreed with his sister Annette, because he thought she was a silly goose. In this case, however, he was also in favor of dark colors.

         The pastoral mural in the large salon was covered with red silk damask, and only the ceiling, which Annette considered silly enough with its clouds and cherubs, remained. The dining room, which had housed the somewhat Gothic furniture and had been graced by the blue sky with golden stars, was now covered in expensive golden-brown leather wallpaper with red coats of arms. From the ceiling hung a chandelier made of antlers hung with artificial grapes, and high-backed carved chairs encircled a heavy oak table. By the wall stood a credenza with turrets and gables and nooks filled with carved figurines of fish, birds, and other game. The ceiling was artificially blackened and large beams were added. 55

         The large salon was furnished with dark ebony furniture covered in red damask. In the middle, surrounding a palm tree, was a circular sofa upon which one could sit back-to-back, since the sofa was not intended for conversing but for waiting for a dance partner. The small salon was decorated with silver velvet furniture and Gobelin tapestries. The alcove of the oriel was raised by one step. The floor-to-ceiling windows were replaced by high-set ones. The old furniture from Klosterstrasse was now only suitable for the children’s rooms. The curved mahogany sofas from the sixties were put there, along with the small nutwood commodes and the tall mirrors.

         The bathrooms needed the most work. Oppner had decided to install a water closet. The white bowls had an English coat of arms painted in blue on the inside: “Dieu et mon droit!” Oppner thought it a bit funny to have “Dieu et mon droit!” on the toilet bowl. But if it was good enough for the English, it was good enough for the Germans. The English sales representative had shown him various other essential accessories for a first-class WC, such as a bronze plate which could be affixed to the wall and which held a roll from which one could tear off perforated strips of paper. On the bronze plate was a relief with a lion and a unicorn, the heraldic beasts of Great Britain, while underneath it said “The Crown Fixture.” It was very expensive.

         An English foreman oversaw the installation.

         “Look at all this newfangled stuff,” said old Hoff, the master painter. “In the old days we went outside in the courtyard and that was well and good; now they’ve got all this new stuff, flushing toilets and faience bowls and whatnot.”

         “What’s that?” he asked, when they brought in “The Crown Fixture.”

         “You put on it rolls of paper,” the Englishman said in his broken German.

         The master painter shook his head. “We had to cover up the beautiful murals in the old salon, and now they’re having the Englishman install all kinds of things we managed perfectly well without for years. God’s gone, but we’ve got flushing toilets instead. That’s the modern way, I suppose.”

         “That’s not the modern way,” said Kärnichen, the woodworker’s apprentice, who was a young upstart. “D’you know what is? We’re 56making window frames as piecework, two a week with moldings, from drawings.”

         “No good can come of that,” the master painter said. “That’s shoddy business.”

         “That’s what I say too. And when the windows don’t fit, they have to be taken out again and sent back to the workshop. And who pays for it? The company. But do they ever learn? And we get peanuts for it!”

         “Well, you won’t be an apprentice forever. How old are you?”

         “Eighteen.”

         “You’re just a spring chick, a greenhorn, finished your schooling last year, didn’t you? Give it some time, you’ll have your own business one day.”

         “My own business? You must’ve been born yesterday. With no backers? You’re kidding. A man without money’s just a chump and won’t ever amount to anything. Solidarity’s the word, strikes for higher pay. My own firm! No way. Capitalism’s on the march. This villa is built on surplus gains. No, I believe in revolution! You call this a life? I’ve got a place to sleep but no bed of my own, and I’ve got nowhere to take my Grete.”

         “If you do a proper job at saving, you’ll have your own capital to get yourself going. How d’you think we did it? Mother and I took every penny to the bank, I bought my tools with my savings, and now I’ve got two assistants.”

         “That was then. But now? Twelve hours of work, and if you get sick, you’re out on the street, and if you don’t have a job, you’re out on the street, and if you start begging, they lock you up, and if you’ve been in the slammer, you’ll get no work, because you were locked up. I’ve got an older brother in the party.”

         “Then you’ll never amount to anything,” said the master painter. “You young people are a bunch of rotten apples. No God, no king, no country.”

         “That’s right, old man. You old folks betrayed the revolution. But youth is on the march!”

         “Well, finish up your windows first and don’t fuss too much, you could be thrown in jail for that kind of talk!”
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            13. The Crisis

         

         Emmanuel Oppner was at the office. “Have you seen the papers?”

         “No,” said Ludwig. “They just arrived.”

         “Copper’s dropped another two percent, and cotton’s down by three. We’ll have to be very cautious in our investments. Stock prices are falling everywhere. I might have saved twenty thousand marks on the house if I’d waited.”

         Emmanuel Oppner went home to lunch.

         “I’d like to buy some linens for the kitchen,” said Selma.

         “Let’s hold off a bit longer,” said Emmanuel. “Prices are bound to drop. And let’s wait with the carpets too.”

         
             

         

         In Neckargründen, Helene Mainzer, née Effinger, wrote to her suppliers: “I would like to cancel this year’s order of plain and figured cotton fabrics. Our customers are hesitant to purchase and demand lower prices.”

         In England, coal piled up on the coal heaps, and iron bars amassed in the ironworks. In America, the harvest was underway. As usual, Black people picked cotton, kerchiefs on their heads. As usual, the farmers in Canada harvested wheat. The cotton was gathered into great bundles and sent off on ships; the wheat was gathered in great silos and sent off on ships. The harvest was huge, the earth bountiful. Prices dropped.

         Red-faced men in top hats stood in the Liverpool stock exchange. What was the going price for cotton? It was falling. All prices were falling. The traders held off. They were waiting for prices to drop even further.

         
             

         

         58On October 1, Schlemmer & Effinger received twenty-one marks for one hundredweight of screws. On April 1, fifteen marks. Schlemmer had paid forty-four marks for the wire. On April 1, the wire was worth thirty-two marks.

         “Things can’t keep going like this,” said Paul. But no one wanted his screws, even at fifteen marks. Had the entire world suddenly stopped building? Did it have all the screws it needed?

         Steffen said, “The ironworks in Halden are selling screws at thirteen marks. They’ve just opened a new factory and want to avoid a shutdown.”

         “What can we do, then? It’s always better for people with capital to operate at a loss than shut down production.”

         “You’ll have to pull out from the contract with Schlemmer,” said Steffen.

         “Yes, but how? I’m the only one at a disadvantage. Have you written to the locksmiths in Witte yet? They need to be told. And Eberhard must hurry over to Kosterlitz and tell them their screws will be ready in four hours. Fetch Mr. Smith.”

         “Will the screws be ready in four hours?”

         “I assume so, sir.”

         “What do you mean, you assume so?”

         “By God, sir, it’s not that simple. We don’t know how many will be defective and how many will be good. I’ll go have a look.” With every word, he made it clear that Paul was at his mercy. If Mr. Smith wasn’t in the mood, the screws wouldn’t be ready in four hours.

         “We never took on such rush jobs in Birmingham. It won’t hurt them if they get their screws in six hours.”

         Paul resolved to take out an advertisement that very afternoon to find a new foreman. Did he really need him, this Mr. Smith, this superior fellow who always made him feel inept? Whatever the case, he needed to speak with Schlemmer at once. He had to hang on. He couldn’t lose those ten thousand marks in savings. He couldn’t bear the thought. Not in front of all Kragsheim, in front of Ben, Helene, Karl, and Willy. Why did everything come so easily to Ben, while he had to struggle? Why did he have such terrible problems? Ben didn’t; Karl didn’t. 59

         He took the ledgers home and pored over them again and again. But the longer he went over the numbers, the more hopeless it seemed. In these six months, he had lost everything. He felt the black walls closing in on him. The lamp smoked, exuding a stench of kerosene. The room was cold. Should I speak to Karl? The thought crossed his mind only for a moment. Perhaps I’ll speak to Steffen. They were twenty thousand marks in debt. And prices were falling. Costly raw materials were lying around. They were losing money on every screw. I’ll have to liquidate, Paul thought. After six months—my own company. No! I must fight for survival. He wouldn’t let his relatives in Mannheim win. “Young people these days insist on striking out on their own, they’re far too impatient!” they’d say. And weren’t they right? A debtor! Yes, that’s what he was. A debtor who squandered people’s money.

         He stood with his forehead pressed against the windowpane, one hand on the latch. Oh God, it wasn’t my fault. I worked from dawn until dusk every day, never granted myself any luxuries, and yet I’m almost bankrupt. I can’t help that the price of a hundredweight of screws has sunk from seven to five thalers and that the iron I own is more expensive than the finished screws. But no one feels sorry for a bankrupt businessman. A businessman with debts he can’t repay is considered a scoundrel. Other unlucky souls are pitied, while a businessman is scorned. No one considers what kind of person you are. My life is ruined at twenty-three. And what do I care for screws anyway, these silly bits of metal in ten different sorts? Did I come to Berlin to make screws? I wanted to make gas engines; you can move everything with a gas engine—across the earth, over the sea, through the air. One day, we will have air carriages, and they will park on people’s roofs. With a small gas engine we can plow and till the land. People will no longer be beasts of burden with bent backs.

         But perhaps it was thoughts like these that had led him to the edge of bankruptcy. By the sweat of your brow you shall eat your bread. Did God intend for man to rise up and surpass him? God? Who believes in God anymore? That’s why life has become so grim. God can comfort the weak. But modern life is only for the strong. Those who can’t survive are thrown to the dogs. That’s what they call survival of the fittest. It matters little how one manages to survive. Humans may think they are clever 60because they’ve learned to control the elements, but no one is prepared for the next deluge. No good will come of this.

         He returned to his ledgers.

         
             

         

         Eberhard, that pale-faced Berlin boy, dashed over to Schlemmer’s the following morning to inquire if Herr Effinger might pay him a visit at half past ten.

         Schlemmer barely deigned to shake Paul’s hand. “It took you long enough to come to me, Herr Effinger. You’re finished, I hear.” Schlemmer’s voice dripped with disdain. He threw the words “mass production, reduced prices” at Paul.

         Paul maintained his composure. “Herr Schlemmer, I’m here to propose that we dissolve the contract.”

         “Well, isn’t that something!” said Schlemmer. “The machines and raw materials with which you failed to make money are mine. And yet, instead of me coming to you and saying, ‘Dear sir, let’s put an end to things, I’ll find someone to take over the business,’ you want to back out of the contract?”

         “I thought you might want to terminate the contract. You can have the machines and raw materials back.”

         “Right, now that they’re worth half of their original price! I’d like a deal like that myself.”

         “Herr Schlemmer, forgive me for saying this to such an experienced businessman as yourself, but you don’t quite seem to grasp the situation. If I were to go bankrupt, the machines and raw materials would have to be liquidated.”

         They negotiated, and Schlemmer conceded the raw materials and machines to Paul. But Paul had to pay very dearly for them.

         “And the indemnity?” Schlemmer asked.

         “Indemnity?”

         “Listen, young man. I shared your burdens and gave you your start, and now I’m generously stepping back and leaving the field to you. It stands to reason I should receive an indemnity.”

         Shared my burdens, thought Paul, he must be joking! He showed up 61once, poked around a bit, drank a bottle of wine with me, and now he’s shared my burdens.

         “I can offer you two thousand marks.”

         “What?” said Schlemmer. “How dare you offer me a mere pittance! That’s outrageous.”

         “I’m sorry, but my means are limited. I can manage two thousand five hundred.”

         Schlemmer paused to consider. He had marked up the raw materials by fifteen percent, added another 2,500, and he’d put a hefty price on the machines.

         “I’m no businessman,” said Schlemmer. “It isn’t that important to me, so let’s agree to it. I just want to say, for the sake of accuracy, that I delivered an extra inkwell and office chair that weren’t accounted for.”

         Paul wanted to reply, And I mistakenly itemized one of my own ink blotters for fifty pfennigs. But he remained silent.

         When Paul returned to the factory, a crowd of men stood before it.

         “If I had any money, I’d offer you work,” Paul said. “But I have none, I’m very sorry.”

         “Herr Karl Effinger is waiting in the office,” said the watchman, holding back the watchdog by its collar.

         “What’s happened?” asked Paul. “Has Zink & Brettschneider collapsed?”

         “Yes.”

         “What, such a venerable old firm?”

         “Yes, we closed a massive deal on wheat, which we’re unable to absorb. The harvest is colossal. The world will be flooded with wheat. It’s dreadful. There are men out of work standing in front of your factory too. There’s talk of riots in the Rhineland. I don’t want to beat around the bush: Will you take me on? I have five thousand marks, and Father will give me another five thousand to start.”

         “But you can’t put your money into a business that might not be able to save itself from bankruptcy.”

         “Of course not, but if I’m being honest, who else will hire me right now? I’ve looked, but there are no jobs.” 62

         “Your money would be a huge help. But you’d be taking on a terrible mess. Think it over carefully. Steffen will show you the books.”

         “There’s not much to think about.”

         “Well, Steffen will show you the books anyway. Sooner or later, you’ll come and blame me.”

         “The only thing I want is an office to myself.”

         “But Karl, we have to count every penny just to get by, and you’re set on having your own office?”

         “Listen, when clients come, you need a little nook where you can open up a bottle, have a cigar …”

         “First, we don’t receive clients, only vendors, and second, the most important deals have been made in the most modest settings. You should see the offices in Britain. They discuss global production on old black leather sofas with white buttons in rooms with soot-stained walls.”

         Karl didn’t get his own office. But he found himself a carved chair with cherubs’ heads and a brass writing set with several inkwells.

         Paul paid off the most pressing debts. Only a few thousand marks remained. If prices remained broadly stable, they would pull through.
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            14. Waldemar Goldschmidt

         

         Waldemar Goldschmidt, Doctor of Jurisprudence, Privatdozent8 at the University of Berlin, stood by the window of his apartment on Unter den Linden, reading a letter.

         
            Esteemed colleague,

            I write to you not out of duty, but from personal feeling. I have tirelessly requested, demanded, and pleaded with the university to offer you a permanent position. I have either received no response to my entreaties, or regretful admissions of the impossibility of fulfilling this demand despite your evident merits, character, and scholarly achievements. I owe this to you, though it pains me deeply to say this: there are no prospects for your employment in Prussia.

            Only two paths are available to you. Allow me to discuss the first candidly.

            I must put to you the same challenge that Lavater put to Mendelssohn: “If you find the essential arguments in support of the facts of Christianity to be correct, I ask and implore you to do what prudence, love of truth, and honesty command you to do—what Socrates would have done if he had read this work and found it irrefutable …”9 I am convinced that you will find the figure and personality of Jesus of Nazareth ever more compelling the more you contemplate his enduring influence on world history, and his importance will inevitably impress itself upon you. Paul’s experience on the road to Damascus occurs again and again.

            Should not you, as a Son of Israel, find even greater blessings 64in this compassionate religion of love than I, a mere Teutonic heathen? I am firmly convinced that once you have drunk from this blessed font, you will never be able to forget it without relinquishing its marvels.

            Only when you have truly experienced God’s love through His son, that is to say, through humanity and its destiny, will you comprehend the joy of possessing a fatherland. And what a land, what a spirit! This is the people of modernity, the people of God, both today and tomorrow.

            It would be unworthy if you converted to Christianity solely for the dazzling prospect of power, esteem, and wealth; however, it would be equally unjust of you not to consider such a transformation from the depths of your soul, simply because Prussia bars your tribe from teaching unless it joins our people—not from fanaticism, but from an apprehension of intellectualism. There is little to say about the second option. If you wish to join us, Prussia will yield exceptional opportunities for you to wield influence. Should you find yourself unable to take this step, you will have to forge your own path in England …

         

         Waldemar broke off his reading. He quickly sat down at the desk by the window and wrote:

         
            Esteemed colleague!

            My pen is too weak to express my thanks for your letter. I will respond to your serious inquiry with equal seriousness.

            The “Jewish question” has always been a Christian question for me. We all must face this world-historical decision one day. I cannot answer, as Mendelssohn did: “If my decision after those many years of study had not come out completely in favor of my religion, then this decision would have necessarily been made known by means of a public act. I do not comprehend what could bind me to a religion that seems so strict and is so universally despised, if I were not convinced of its truth in my heart.” I am not convinced by the truth of this statement. I am an admirer of Jesus, as you have rightly pointed out … I wish the Essenes 65had triumphed, not the Pharisees. But I also wish the Council of Nicaea could have come to a different decision and chosen not to proclaim the divinity of Jesus but his resemblance to the divine. One cannot equate the gospels with the Church. But even if I were to acknowledge my deep belief in the gospels, even if I could overlook the discrepancy between the Church and the Sermon on the Mount—and I cannot—I will never allow myself to be baptized. What does this mean, after all? Is it really a private decision? No, it is not: Even your letter paradigmatically begins by pointing to the lack of administrative support before demanding a confession of faith. This cannot be. Jesus of Nazareth represents love and peace, he represents the highest form of a principle I will always uphold: the right of the weak, the weary, the burdened. To convert now, in my situation, would be to bow before power, to prostrate myself before authority. This is bad enough. But by connecting it to a privilege, that is to say, to the possibility of achieving all attainable honors, it represents the renunciation of all self-respect and dignity.

            I belong to a despised race and am a second-class citizen in Germany. But I have one advantage which will reveal itself one day: Through my existence as a Jew, I am a witness to the power of the spirit and of nonviolence. The small hidden room that houses the synagogue of the pursued Jews is the last remnant of the Roman catacombs, the last remnant and testament to that power of the spirit which defeated Rome.

            If Christianity is one day persecuted again, if a new Nero arises, then the day will come when the Jew can join with the Christian, and the persecuted can band together.

            Until that day, in other words, until the coming of the Messiah, while Gog and Magog tear each other to shreds, I will stand with those who fight for justice: with the Jews.

            Respectfully yours,

            Waldemar Goldschmidt

         

         He put down his pen. What did this letter mean? It meant giving up a professorship at the University of Berlin, giving up all possibilities 66of academic recognition, embarking upon a path of thorns via self-published works, academic yearbooks, without assistants or students, and no possibilities of promoting his own ideas publicly, on a broad scale. If he chose to be baptized, all of these opportunities would be available from one day to the next. Was he wrong to write what he had in the heat of the moment, on an impulse, hurt and indignant? Wasn’t it more important to buttress his influence? He would be able to transform the old land laws and the outdated criminal law system, which proclaimed the death penalty for women seeking abortions, a high penalty for property damage and mild penalties for bodily damage. Wasn’t it nonsense to take himself out of commission? To subdue his will and power to do good, just because one step—one which he had inwardly taken long ago—could be misinterpreted? He went to the bookshelf and took out his worn copy of Heine: “Then came Jesus Christ and tore down the ceremonial law, which had no useful meaning anymore, and even pronounced the death penalty on Jewish nationhood. He called all the peoples of the earth to partake of the kingdom of God that had previously only belonged to a single chosen people of God, he gave all mankind Jewish citizenship.”10

         What was holding him back? His family? Emmanuel was sympathetic to any form of enthusiasm. But what about Ludwig? For Ludwig, his conversion to Christianity would spell a great tragedy. Ludwig would consider him a traitor to the Jewish people and write him off for good. So then what? Would he remain a Privatdozent forever, or should he practice law instead? What was lawyering, anyway? One either had an idiotic, lucrative private practice, specializing in corporate and property law, and many people squabbling over who owned what. Or a criminal practice: one important case every five years, and otherwise all manner of human foolishness, depravity, psychopaths of all stripes. The prisons weren’t full of innocent men, as modern wisdom would have it, but sick, substandard men.

         Should he spend his life thus? No! He would continue working on the foundations. His bookish path was lonely and solitary.

         The sun set over the Brandenburg Gate and the Tiergarten. Was the world not wide, nature not grand, human life not fascinating? Was he not blessed to grasp, feel, smell, see, taste, and hear the great, infinite 67splendor and beauty of this world? Did he not stand on the unexplored, endless earth, in his beloved city of Berlin, whose growth he had witnessed, whose people he knew, whose language he loved? Was he not independent, was he not free?

         Waldemar, tall and broad, with a long brown beard, stepped back from the window and went over to his desk. With a deep feeling of satisfaction, he addressed the envelope, put the letter inside it, and affixed a stamp. Then he put on his hat and walked beneath the dusky lindens to throw the letter into a postbox and sit in Patisserie Kranzler, a free observer of the life that swelled about him.
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            15. The Screw Debacle

         

         During these difficult times, Paul chanced across an old associate from his apprenticeship at Rawerk. Paul was glad to see him, and asked whether he would like to go to lunch.

         “I eat at the public canteen,” Fischl said haughtily. “Surely you won’t want to come there?”

         “Why not?”

         “You’ve turned capitalist, haven’t you?”

         “Capitalist? I simply started a factory.”

         The other man was silent.

         “What’s the matter?”

         Paul sat down at the canteen table. It didn’t take long for Fischl to expose him.

         “Another traitor,” one man said.

         “You’ve always been a slave to the bourgeoisie,” said Fischl.

         Paul didn’t understand a thing. “It’s as though I’ve just arrived in Lüderitz Bay in Africa.”11

         “Really!” said one.

         “What can one expect of a capitalist?” said another.

         Paul asked to be enlightened.

         Fischl asked if he’d ever heard of Karl Marx.

         “Only in passing,” he said.

         “You must admit that the workers are doing badly?”

         “Yes.”

         “And why’s that?”

         “It’s the crisis; the factories are struggling.”

         He was answered by scornful laughter. 69

         “Because the capitalist doesn’t pay the worker his full wages but pockets the surplus.”

         “To cheat him,” one called out.

         “I haven’t noticed much of a surplus,” Paul said.

         “Perhaps because you have to pass it on as interest on loans,” Fischl tried to come to his aid. “It exists, all right. And the smaller businesses are steadily consumed by the larger ones”—Paul nodded—“until exploitation becomes so extreme that only one man remains, sucking everyone else dry. Then we’ll overthrow him, the exploited will seize the means of production, and then everyone will hold the means of production themselves. Then these mad crises, in which the cheapening of goods seems like a disaster rather than a stroke of luck, will finally end.”

         “You have a point there,” said Paul. “But what about the rest? After all, why should a capitalist want his workers to be poor?”

         “Because otherwise workers wouldn’t accept the low wages that enrich him. Take a look around: People are crammed into tenements, even into attics and cellars, all to maximize rents. The remaining patches of green are sold off. They’re forced to work eighteen, sometimes twenty, hours a day. These people are exhausted, stripped of their humanity. All so the capitalist can lead a comfortable, easy life.”

         “Sounds like a philosophy based on greed,” said Paul, and hastily excused himself.

         He went back to his office. This yellow desk, Steffen and Meyer at their tall desks, lanky Eberhard, fourteen years old yet wearing a man’s suit—this was his world.

         “Herr Effinger,” said Steffen, “I’ve just seen that the Prussian building and finance bureau has announced a competition for bids on a commission for five thousand hundredweights of galvanized steel wire and two thousand hundredweights of screws.”

         “Let me see—indeed.”

         “Shame we can’t take part,” said Steffen.

         “A contract of that size could pull us out of debt, and we could finally use our lathe. But we only have the shed for galvanizing. What would that require? Maybe Smith knows.” 70

         Smith explained that all they needed were a few large vats.

         “That can’t be very expensive,” Paul said.

         He dictated a letter to Meyer, addressed to a factory in the Rhineland, inquiring about the prices of zinc vats. Meyer grumbled; it was yet another evening when he had to stay at the office until ten.

         Within two days, Paul had gathered his estimates. He calculated his bid with a razor-thin margin.

         He soon learned that he had underbid the other firms.

         Galvanizing equipment was installed. The screw lathe was set into motion. Paul paced around it, turning and fiddling with it.

         He was sitting in the office when Smith made a frenzied dash to the fire alarm. Everyone ran toward the factory building; it was ablaze. They threw great quantities of sand, which was always kept at the ready, onto the fire …

         Smith had been unable to handle the machine.

         The screw-cutting lathe was supposed to produce finished screws, hundreds of screws in a few minutes, all with identical threads, but instead it produced flat, misshapen objects. Paul watched as it spat out deformed chunks of metal. But no one shared his pain. The workers were pleased. It would have been quite something if a machine could do what they could, with their divinely gifted human hands.

         Paul remained very calm. He had wanted to do something new. Innovation was always the enemy. Only diplomacy could overcome hostility.

         “Fine, let’s forget the lathe. We’ll go back to the old workbenches and file them down.”

         This would ruin his careful calculations, but at least he’d be able to deliver on the contract. They breathed a sigh of relief. And now for the galvanization! But the zinc vats burned through. Paul looked through all the classifieds, wrote to everyone, placed an ad himself, but it seemed that there was no one who knew how to galvanize wire. No one came. In the meantime, one vat after the other burned through. Paul wrote to Rawerk, and Rawerk recommended someone. The galvanization expert arrived, exuding a somewhat military air, and kept saying, “Leave it to me.” But that afternoon, a dull bang suddenly rang out. Steffen and Paul looked at each other. 71

         Steffen said, “We’ve moved from fires to explosions!”

         “I fail to see the humor in this,” said Paul and ran over.

         It looked bad. There was a hole in the roof of the old barn. Wooden beams had fallen. Mortar, dust, and plaster lay in the hallway, and rain was dripping into the machine room.

         “What happened?” Paul asked.

         “The new fellow must have made up the wrong mixture,” said a worker.

         “How dare you!” cried the new fellow.

         “Well, what happened?” Paul asked. Bits of iron lay scattered about. “Was anyone hurt?”

         “No.”

         It turned out that the new fellow really had used the wrong mixture.

         “I think it’s best you leave,” said Paul.

         Smith recommended a new, competent technician. Now, nothing exploded or burned, but the wire remained unusable. The zinc coating was uneven, and it could not be considered a good product.

         One day, an inspector from the building authority arrived and demanded to see the order. This was the last thing Paul needed. Paul was sitting in his office when Eberhard came in brightly and said, in his young voice, which cracked occasionally, “Herr Frenzel, the inspector, is here.” Paul grew even paler than he already was; his legs gave out, his mouth dried up, and he couldn’t say a word. This must be what it feels like to be brought to the gallows, he thought.

         “Hello, Inspector, what can I do for you?”

         “I’d like to see the order.”

         “To be honest, Herr Frenzel, it’s not very presentable at the moment.”

         “What’s that supposed to mean?”

         “Unfortunately, we lost a lot of material during production; there were many mishaps. I can only deliver a hundredweight right now.”

         “If you are not able to fulfill your obligations, you should never have bid on the contract. This is unacceptable!”

         “Yes, it is, Herr Frenzel,” said Effinger, “but before I give you any further explanations, I’d like to show you a machine.”

         The inspector, a Prussian official with a white goatee and a blue wool suit buttoned to the top, followed Paul into the factory. They 72threaded their way between the lathes, the air thick with the smell of tar, hot metal, leather engine belts, and the soapy water with which the machines were smeared, until they reached a corner in which stood the formidable machine, a complicated confusion of screws, cogs, presses, and drums.

         “This,” said Paul, “is the famous Miller Brothers mechanical screw-cutting lathe. It can make fifty screws a minute. That’s three thousand screws an hour, or thirty thousand a day. With this machine, which is the only one on the continent, I was within my rights to accept this contract, even at a lower price. But I can’t tell you how much trouble I’ve had. The workers fear that every innovation will worsen their living conditions, though mass production is bound to elevate their living standards by reducing costs. To make a long story short, the machine didn’t work and produced defective screws.”

         The inspector pricked up his ears. “I’d like to ask you something—just between us—do you truly believe in the potential of mass production?”

         “Not merely in its potential. I’m convinced it will drastically lower costs and improve living standards, all through the power of machinery.”

         “What remarkable ideas,” said the inspector. “I’m saying this unofficially, of course. Officially, I must issue you a stern reprimand. Now, how much do you have? You said one hundredweight. And the wire?”

         “Two thousand hundredweight.”

         “These missing hundredweight,” said the inspector, “cast a doubtful light on your ideas. I’m very sorry, but this affair will cost you. I may be suaviter in modo, but I must warn you that my colleagues will be far more severe. They’ll likely charge you with defrauding the Prussian authorities.”

         On June 2, 1885, Paul was forced to pay a steep penalty for breach of contract. What else could happen to him? A forfeit of eight thousand marks, that’s what.

         “Well, that money’s gone up in smoke,” Paul said to Steffen.

         Paul sat in his room. On the table stood a half-eaten plate of cold cuts, bread, and butter. He considered how this screw debacle would look in the eyes of the inspectors and the competition. 73

         “Just imagine,” they’d say, “here’s this young fellow who comes to Berlin, hears that they need five thousand hundredweight of galvanized wire and two thousand hundredweight of screws, applies, underbids all the good, old, honest firms, we give him the contract—he’s the cheapest, after all—and receive, can you imagine, not even defective merchandise, but nothing at all, not a single screw. That is to say, one hundredweight. Utterly incompetent.”

         “Tell me, was he mad?”

         “One might be tempted to think so, in his defense.”

         “And what did he hope to gain?”

         “Gain from his little scheme? We purchased the screws from the Incorporated Screw Manufacturers at his expense, he paid a penalty of three thousand marks and a forfeit of eight thousand marks.”

         “Quite right—quite right.”

         This is what Paul imagined they’d say. In their eyes he was a fool, a scoundrel. He stood up and paced about the room. It was unbearable.

         Paul sold the screw-cutting lathe, his pride and joy, for a meager sum. It was on a rainy day that two carriers in blue shirts arrived to collect it.

         “What’s going on?” asked Paul when he heard a commotion in the courtyard.

         Steffen glanced out the window. “They’re taking the machine away.”

         Paul went out, pencil behind his ear.

         “Heave—ho!” the carriers cried. “Heave—ho!” A giant in a blue-striped shirt and a leather apron pulled out the waybill: “You there, young man with the long face, sign here!” Paul pointed to the office. The man went inside. In the meantime, the men continued to pull: “Heave—ho! Heave—ho!” Now the machine was on the cart. The man in the leather apron said to Paul, “What, someone die or make off with your bride?”

         Paul remained standing in the empty courtyard for a moment. The rain came down, and the machine was gone.

         
             

         

         The matter was thoroughly discussed in Kragsheim. Mother wrote to Helene: 74

         “All would be well if only Paul hadn’t ventured into business by himself without sufficient capital and didn’t need another few thousand marks. But without putting the other children at a disadvantage, God forbid, we simply can’t raise more than five thousand in cash.”

         Paul received ten thousand marks from his sister Helene, who had married into the Mainzer family, who owned a general store in Neckargründen. Helene wrote:

         
            We have decided to give you, dear Paul, these ten thousand marks, so that you might lay the groundwork for a flourishing business. We believe in your diligence and trust that one day you will pay us back with interest. Julius asks for four percent. May God bless you and bestow good fortune upon us all. Amen. We are doing very well. Julius is a talented buyer, and I spend all day working in the store. Bertha has come along to help us, since the three little ones can be a real handful. The maids here leave much to be desired; one can only rely on them for the cleaning, really.

            Good tidings from Kragsheim, thank heavens. I think that Father should retire soon, though he maintains that Willy isn’t a true watchmaker and wants to become a representative for a Swiss watch company. I fear—though this is just between us—that Willy thinks himself too good to be a craftsman. He recently mentioned to Julius that such a position would be far more lucrative. We are, after all, the children of craftsmen, and aren’t ones for easy money. Every penny must be earned by the sweat of our brow.

            I’m sure you agree. These ten thousand marks were scrimped and saved; please take good care of them. The virtue of saving has been forgotten today, it seems. Sometimes I feel bitter at the fine lives people expect to lead today.

            Take care, and please accept my fondest greetings,

            Your loving sister,

            Helene

         

         All this was written in the graceful, neat schoolgirl’s hand she had learned in primary school.
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            16. Karl Opens an Account

         

         “I looked through your correspondence,” said Karl. “You have a glowing letter of recommendation addressed to Oppner & Goldschmidt. Didn’t you use it?”

         “I did,” said Paul. “I went there to request a loan, but they turned me down.”

         “Well, we could still open a business account with them. Would you like to?”

         “I suppose so, though it feels a bit embarrassing. After all, they sent me packing.”

         “I don’t mind,” said Karl.

         
             

         

         “Run along and fetch Stöpel,” said Ludwig Goldschmidt, and took his top hat off the rack.

         “Stöpel’s waiting,” said Hartert, the apprentice.

         “Goodbye,” said Ludwig. “Give my best to the family.”

         “Likewise,” said Oppner.

         There was a knock, and Hartert entered, bearing an oversized business card with an oversized inscription: “Karl Effinger, First Berlin Screw Manufacturers.” Oppner bade him come in.

         As Karl Effinger strode into the room, he filled it at once with his presence. He wore a black overcoat buttoned to the top, with a wide, colorful tie just visible at the collar. His blond mustache was twirled at the tips and spread across his face; a black ribbon hung from his monocle.

         “Please, have a seat,” said Oppner and motioned to a chair by the desk. 76

         Karl launched into an explanation at once: They were at the helm of a new business, and were currently limited to screws and wire, but his brother had bigger plans. They had begun with a capital of thirty thousand marks.

         “I recognize that sum doesn’t go far in heavy industry, but machines mean everything these days,” said Karl. “Success hinges on tenacity and faith in progress.”

         “Your brother came to see me once. Where is your family from, if I may ask?” Oppner said. “Are you from Frankfurt?”

         “No, my parents live in Kragsheim.”

         “Are you related to the Effingers who run the bank in Mannheim?”

         “We are, but I’m sure you know what it’s like. No one trusts young men. The older generation frowns upon striking out on one’s own at this age—I’m only twenty-four, and my brother is twenty-three.”

         I wish my Theodor were this entrepreneurial, thought Oppner.

         “Our business is small for now, but once it gathers steam, it will grow. My brother wants to manufacture gas engines one day. I have another brother in London, Ben”—he pronounced it “Bön,” with a slight English accent—“who plans to set up a gas engine factory in England, and then we will work together. The global economy is on the rise.”

         He’s a bit of a talker, thought Oppner, but I prefer that to those society boys from good families with no ambition beyond living on their allowances.

         “If you’re not moving forward, you’re slipping behind,” said Effinger. “We must ensure we produce everything ourselves, from the iron to the finished gas engine. That’s the future.”

         It was some time before Oppner learned that he had really come to open an account.

         “I’ll have a word with Goldschmidt, my brother-in-law, and have the documents sent to you,” Oppner said amiably, twirling the small gold fastening on his long watch chain.

         “Many thanks,” said Effinger, rising from his chair and clicking his heels together in military fashion. “It was an honor to meet you.”

         Later, beneath the porcelain lampshade of the kerosene lamp, Oppner read the business section of the Frankfurter Zeitung while Selma worked 77on her cross-stitch tablecloth. A pleasant warmth emanated from the large white-tiled stove.

         “A very nice young man paid me a visit today. I’d like to invite him over to the house sometime.”

         “Who is it?” asked Selma. “Do you know his family?”

         “No,” said Oppner. “He’s from southern Germany.”

         “Oh, those people have no breeding. And you don’t know the family?”

         “But dear Selma, our daughters are growing up …”

         Selma continued to stitch away.

         “I know,” she said. “I’m already quite worried.”

         “What’s there to worry about? Annette’s eighteen, and the other two are still young.”

         “Annette might attend balls for two, perhaps three, winters. After that, her time will have passed.”

         “But she’s such a pretty girl.”

         “A young man from a family of no standing whatsoever.”

         The inquiries made by the banking house turned out favorably. Modest but respectable circumstances, Oppner thought. If only I knew an eligible young man from our circles. But they either marry their lovers, or settle down with their father’s fortune, or expect one to be grateful for the dubious honor of having them squander one’s hard-earned money.

         On another evening, Oppner was once again seated by the stove in the gray living room. A felt cover, edged with tassels, was spread over the mantle; above stood two bronze knights bearing standards. One of the standards proclaimed: “To our honorary members on the twenty-fifth anniversary of the stock exchange,” and the other: “The Stock Exchange Association.” Flanking these were two pewter jugs in old German style, with bowls behind them.

         Selma never felt at rest in the large new house. She now had a cook and two maids, but the house could never be clean enough for her. No sooner were the windows washed than it seemed time to begin again.

         “Dearest Selma,” Oppner said, “sit with me for a moment.”

         “I’ll have to fetch my sewing, then,” she said.

         “Yes, yes, my mother always said that a woman with idle hands is good for nothing.”

         Selma picked up the children’s stockings and began to darn them. 78

         “I wanted to tell you I’ve had very favorable reports on young Effinger.”

         “I see. What do you think of him?”

         “He’s a handsome, respectable fellow.”

         “Do you think he’s in good health?”

         “I presume so.”

         “And his family? If you’re considering him as a match for Annette, I must confess I would prefer a young man from our own social sphere.”

         “So would I, but it’s not easy to find a suitable match for a daughter. All the wealthy young men hope to marry for status. I don’t know any decent young folk anymore. Things were different in my time.”

         “You can ask him to pay us a visit.”

         “I shall.”

         And he gave Selma a tender kiss.
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            17. The Visit

         

         Karl was excited. The tailor came and took his measurements for a suit. The cobbler came and outlined his feet on a piece of paper. One day, a top hat arrived.

         “Whose funeral are you planning on attending?” Paul asked.

         “I’m going to call on Oppner at his home on Bendlerstrasse.”

         One morning, Karl, slightly overdressed, entered the small front garden and mounted the red-carpeted staircase, which was separated from the rooms on the first floor by a thick red ruffled curtain with a silk cord. He hung up his coat on the log with the bears.

         He waited in the salon with ebony furniture and red silk covers, his soft glacé gloves in his hands and his top hat on his knee, until Herr and Frau Oppner received him. The visit was brief; it lasted barely five minutes. But the social niceties had been observed.

         “Ah, I’m pleased to see you outside of work for a change,” said Oppner.

         “The pleasure is all mine,” said Karl.

         “May I make the introductions: Herr Effinger, my wife.”

         “Delighted,” said Selma. “Won’t you stay?”

         “Oh, I don’t want to impose.”

         “Not at all.”

         “How long have you lived in Berlin?” asked Selma.

         “Three years now.”

         “And have you been enjoying our city?”

         “Certainly, the beautiful surroundings, the many theaters and entertainments, and the wide streets, everything so clean.”

         “Yes, yes, Berlin is growing.”

         “But I’ll be on my way now. Goodbye, madam.” 80

         Selma shot Oppner a quick glance. “Perhaps we will have the pleasure of receiving you at home again soon.”

         “Oh, gladly.”

         
             

         

         “Well, what do you think of him?” Oppner asked his wife, who was securing a wide hat ribbon under her chin to accompany her husband to an art opening.

         “I like him.”

         “Is that so?” said Oppner happily. “I’m so happy you like him too. I was beginning to fear you didn’t.”

         “Oh no,” said Selma, in that “Oh no”—or “Oh yes”—tone she reserved for life’s most important decisions.

         Oppner put on his top hat and gallantly extended his arm to his wife.

         The exhibition was teeming with people. They went from painting to painting, pausing before several in delight. One depicted a rococo salon in which an ornately dressed wet nurse presented a newborn to a count and countess in lavish rococo toilette. There were girls in Empire dresses dreaming of distant lovers on marble benches, there was the “secret messenger,” the “rendezvous,” and “jealousy,” and there were many pretty girls in Spanish dresses and lovers in escarpins.

         Oppner’s heart soared. He ran into the famous doctor, Councilor von Bittermann, the court physician.

         “Have you seen The Soldier’s Farewell? I can’t help myself; when I come across something so beautiful, I can hardly hold back my tears,” said the councilor.

         Prices were named; high sums were paid. Professor Wendlein came toward them. He had shown his Death of Wallenstein.

         “All’s well, Madame Oppner?” he asked in his chipper manner. “You can still find art here, dear fellow, great testaments to humanity. Have you seen my Wallenstein? The corpse? That’s anatomy; it has to be studied. These young daubers have no patience for it.” He turned swiftly to the next person: “Welcome, welcome!” He was an academy professor, wore a black velvet jacket and had a long blond beard. He had made his reputation with Death of Alexander the Great, Death of Caesar, 81Death of Tiberius, Death of Barbarossa in the Saleph, and Death of Wallenstein, until he judiciously brought this series to a close with the eighteenth century, with Death of Ivan the Terrible. At every opportunity, he would proclaim, “Life is serious, but art is joyful,” though by “joyful” he appeared to mean nothing other than these meticulously painted scenes of tragedy.

         “Will you come along with us to Kranzler’s for a bit?” Bittermann asked Oppner. “We might see Bismarck, he’s in Berlin right now.”

         “I’d like to,” said Oppner, “but tonight we’re dining with Goldschmidt, my brother-in-law.”

         “Oh, with the charming Frau Eugenie. I may be an old man, but my heart still beats faster when I see her. The spirit of Rachel in the guise of the Queen of Sheba.”

         Councilor Billinger was standing next to them. “Ah! Eugenie also makes me want to sing the Song of Songs.”

         Selma was annoyed. How tactless to rhapsodize about Eugenie in front of her! On that balmy Sunday, Oppner gave her his arm, and they began their leisurely stroll toward the Goldschmidts’.

         
             

         

         Karl Effinger, however, had fallen in love with the Oppners’ daughter without ever having set eyes on her. A girl from such a home surely must be charming. A vision rose before him of an elegant woman in a one-horse carriage, wrapped in lace and soft furs, feet crossed in dainty ankle boots, a small lace parasol above her, a “La France” rose pinned to her breast.

         He saw a large, elegant house before him, a soulful woman sitting at the grand piano in the evenings playing Chopin, while a negligee flowed about her and a greyhound sat gracefully at her feet.
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            18. The Boom

         

         Emmanuel Oppner was at the office: “Have you seen the papers?”

         “No,” said Ludwig. “They just arrived.”

         “The markets have shot up all of a sudden. Have we paid everything off? I think this boom is entirely unwarranted, but we’ll need to adjust. I had hoped to buy a few carpets for the house and had held off on them, but I’ll have to buy them at once before prices rise even further.”

         
             

         

         “Have you bought your kitchen linens already?” Emmanuel asked.

         “Yes,” said Selma. “You know quite well that I never buy anything I don’t need, and I needed them badly.”

         “You were quite right to do so.”

         
             

         

         In Neckargründen, Helene Mainzer, née Effinger, wrote to her suppliers: “Please send along a representative as soon as possible. There is suddenly a great demand for fabric, and I fear prices will rise rapidly.”

         
             

         

         Coal was collected from the coal heaps of England. It was shipped across the globe on thousands of black ships to produce iron, cloth, and a thousand other things. In America, the harvest was underway. As usual, Black people picked cotton, kerchiefs on their heads. As usual, the farmers in Canada harvested wheat. The cotton was gathered into great bundles and sent off on ships; the wheat was gathered in large silos and sent off on ships. The harvest was meager. Prices rose. 83

         Red-faced men in top hats stood in the Liverpool stock exchange. What was the going price for cotton? It was rising. All prices were rising. The traders bought furiously. Prices would rise even further.

         On April 1, Effinger & Co. received fifteen marks for one hundred-weight of screws; on September 1, the going price was thirty-six marks.

         “Business has boomed since I’ve come along,” said Karl. “We must have made some smart decisions.”

         “What’s that?” Paul asked. “I must have misheard you.”

         “Well, we must have done something right, since we’re making good money right now. We can even put up a few signs: jobs available.”

         “We must be so hardworking,” said Paul, half smiling, half bitter. “When prices rise, we’re hardworking manufacturers; but when prices drop, I’m no better than a fraud.”

         “You take the fun out of everything!”

         “But we shouldn’t fool ourselves.”
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            19. An Outing

         

         “Dear Käte,” Karl Effinger wrote in his sloping hand, “please meet me at the Jannowitzbrücke station on Monday, September 10. We can take the train to Charlottenburg, stroll through Jungfernheide, and lunch in Saatwinkel. Dear Käte, I have much to discuss with you.”

         Käte received the letter in a rear room wallpapered with enormous poppies, just as she was cutting a piece of black silk plush for a mantle with jet beading.

         This is how it ends, she thought. It’s over.

         “Please excuse me,” she said to Lischen Wolgast, who sat next to her, gathering and stitching together one ruffle after another. “I feel sick.”

         “Me too,” said Lischen Wolgast. “Last week, I must have sewed ruffles as long as Friedrichstrasse.”

         Käte went out. Where can a girl go for a cry? she wondered. The house was filled with the smell of coal irons, and every corner held tables with girls busily sewing away. There were great mountains of tulle, heavy damask, brocades, iridescent taffeta, and lace; on all sides, girls stitched away at embroidery and appliqués. The final touches were being applied to the lavish toilettes draped over the wooden mannequins and cane skirts. Décolletés sported large garlands of violets. Dress trains were adorned with water lilies, and corsages boasted great tufts of poppies.

         Käte went into the courtyard and found the only spot where she would be left alone. She thought: He can’t leave me like this. I loved him so, and he loved me too. She cried and cried.

         Lischen Wolgast came out into the courtyard. “Hey, come out,” she 85said. “Why’ve you locked yourself up? Thinking of offing yourself? Come on out.”

         Käte opened up. She stood, tear stained, in the narrow courtyard, surrounded by tall houses blackened with soot. Only the privy was there, the garbage bins, and a pole on which the carpets were hung and beaten every Friday.

         From upstairs, Koller shouted: “Look sharp, Fräulein Wolgast! Will you ever finish those ruffles? What’s the matter, Fräulein Winkler? Come back upstairs! You’ve left Frau Goldschmidt’s velvet jacket lying around half-finished. Chop-chop!”

         Lischen returned to her ruffles. Käte finished cutting the fabric. The measuring tape hung around her neck as she stood there, young, blond, snub nosed, a girl from east Berlin.

         Lischen started: “Are you—?”

         “Oh no, whatever made you think that?”

         “You act as if that could never happen.”

         “I’d drown myself.”

         “Now listen to me, you can’t go doing that, not when you’re so smart. And just because of a man.”

         “But what if I’m in love?”

         “Listen, you don’t have to tell me, we went to school together. Anyway, you forgot about Kurt, who got hitched to Malchen, even though you did threaten to drown yourself, and you forgot all about that fancy lieutenant who didn’t show for a date one day, and when we asked his landlady, she told us he’d been relocated! Remember, he owed you five marks, you’d given it to him when he didn’t have any money on him. Seems he forgot about that too.”

         “Well, then, why shouldn’t I be happy with Karl? No one’s ever been as good to me as he has. He’s never gone away, and he takes me out everywhere. And what a fine blond mustache he has, almost like an officer’s. And the things he’s given me—just last week, it was a fancy plush coat.”

         “As if that matters. If a man’s got money, he can give you presents and hire carriages and take you out to cafés, but if he has none, he’ll love you just the same.” 86

         “Easy for you to say. I can’t live without him. I spend all week dreaming of Sundays, imagining just how it’ll be, and sometimes I go see him in the evenings on a whim and make tea on the stove. And now everything’s over. I can’t go on.” She sobbed.

         “Don’t cry,” said Lischen Wolgast. “Don’t cry. If you get one drop on old Goldschmidt’s plush jacket, you’ll be done for. They’ll give you your paycheck and the boot, and then you’ll have lost your man and your job.”

         “You’re right.”

         On Sunday, Karl Effinger and Käte Winkel met at the train station. She was carrying a parcel of cake. She insisted on bringing cake along to each outing. They boarded a second-class carriage. For the entire train ride, and as they walked through Jungfernheide, they exchanged only pleasantries. Karl didn’t have the courage to broach the subject, and Käte thought, If he doesn’t bring it up, why should I?

         It was evening. The steamer to Spandau was packed. There were families with lots of children, grandmothers in small black straw hats, and grandfathers with long white beards. There were many courting couples, all silent, each woman’s head resting on the man’s shoulder, one after the other. The moon rose. Music drifted over from the restaurants on the lake, which glowed by the light of the lanterns. It was quiet and warm.

         “Well, how’re you?” Lischen Wolgast asked the following morning. “You look a bit green about the gills.”

         “Me? I’m fine.”

         “Oh, I see how it is: You don’t need me anymore. I’m good enough when you’re unhappy, but when you’re happy, all you’ll say is ‘I’m fine’ in that stuck-up way, and I’m dismissed.”

         “No, it’s not like that. But I really don’t know what to tell you. We had a very nice outing to Jungfernheide and Saatwinkel and all that. And we took the steamer to Spandau.”

         “But?”

         “No buts.”

         “He said nothing?”

         “No. It’s all gravy.” 87

         “D’you really think it’ll last forever, with a fine gentleman like that? Wedding ring and all that?”

         “Oh no, but I’m hoping for a few more years.”

         “Until you’ve fallen completely for him like a fool and gotten yourself with child. That happened to me, and then I got a letter saying, ‘I would like to inform you that this cannot be my child.’ Afterward, they never want to take the blame.”

         “Oh, Lischen, how awful! What did you do?”

         “Went to a midwife, one of those wise women, and had it taken care of.”

         “But that’s illegal.”

         “Course it is. And terrible too. But where could I have gone with a little one? Here, to Koller’s?”

         “You’re right. But how did you find her?”

         “That was dumb luck. A good friend told me about her.”

         And she gathered up the ruffles. Each ruffle had to be ruched together three times.

         That evening, Karl Effinger sat down and began to write a letter to Käte. “Dear Käte, The serious matters of life …”

         He crossed it out. “Dear Käte, My duties as a son, brother, and citizen …”

         He crossed it out. “Dear Käte, I take up my pen to inform you …”

         He crossed it out.

         
            Dear Käte,

            Having returned from my daily travails to my lonely chamber, I take up my pen to address the serious matters of life. The carefree days of my youth are numbered. I am reaching the age in which my duty calls—my duty as a husband, brother, and son, my duty as a citizen to my fellow man—in short, I am reaching the age at which it is time to build one’s own nest and start a family. My dear Käte, I am unable to express how much your warmth, your gaiety, your beauty, and your youth have meant to me. I do not need to tell you, dear Käte, that I did not only hold you dear, but, to be quite frank, that I truly loved you. You 88were like the rising sun to me in your white, billowing dress, and your blue eyes were my sky. But I never made you any false promises. You knew that one day, we would have to part ways. That the brief …

         

         Here he faltered; he wanted to write “the brief springtime of our love,” but had it truly been a springtime of love, when this girl had lost her innocence long ago and had given herself to him freely? He wrote:
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