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      Praise for Bernhard Schlink

      ‘Bernhard Schlink has found the time to write a witty, sophisticated series of detective novels featuring supremely likable
         private investigator Gerhard Self’ Observer

      ‘A crime story with an edge, Schlink’s quietly reflective, good-humoured and compelling novel delves deep’

      Scotsman

      ‘Achieves enormous moral force in the strength of its uncertainty … haunting and unforgettable’

      Literary Review

      ‘Another quietly engrossing and ambitious tale … I know of no other writer who engages with the struggle between the individual
         and the political world as deftly – and poetically – as Bernhard Schlink’ Herald

      ‘The author of The Reader puts his background as judge and law professor to gently satisfying use … Schlink delivers a wry, sympathetic portrait of
         old codgers West and East blown off balance by the winds of change’
      

      Independent

      ‘A journey of self-enlightenment’ Wales on Sunday

   
      
      

      Bernhard Schlink was born in Germany in 1944. A professor of law at Humboldt University, Berlin and Cardozo Law School, New
         York, he is the author of the major international bestselling novel and movie The Reader, short-story collection Flights of Love and several prize-winning crime novels. He lives in Berlin and New York.
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      In the end

      
      In the end I did head back there.
      

      
      I didn’t have Nurse Beatrix sign me out. She wouldn’t even let me tackle the short, easy paths leading from the Speyerer Hof
         Clinic to the big Ehrenfriedhof Cemetery and the Bierhelder Hof, let alone the long steep path that leads up to the Kohlhof.
         In vain I told her how years ago my wife and I used to go skiing on the Kohlhof: in the morning we’d head up the slope, the
         bus filled with people, skis, ski poles, and toboggans. Until sundown hundreds would swarm over the rutted slope, more brown
         than white, with its dilapidated ski jump. At lunchtime pea soup was served at the Kohlhof Restaurant. Klara had better skis
         than I, was a better skier, and laughed whenever I fell. I would tug at the leather straps of the bindings and grit my teeth; Amundsen had conquered the South Pole with skis that were even more
         antiquated. In the evening we were tired and happy.
      

      
      “Let me head over to the Kohlhof, Nurse Beatrix. I’ll take it easy. I want to see it again and remember old times.”

      
      “You’re doing a good enough job remembering right here, Herr Self. Would you be telling me about it otherwise?”

      
      The only thing Nurse Beatrix will allow me to do after a two-week stay at the Speyerer Hof Clinic is to walk a few steps to
         the elevator, ride down to the lobby, walk a few steps to the terrace, cross it, and go down some stairs to the lawn around
         the fountain. Nurse Beatrix is generous only when it comes to the view.
      

      
      “Look at that! What a beautiful view!”

      
      She’s right. I’m sharing a room with a tax inspector who’s suffering from a stomach ailment, and the view from the window
         is indeed panoramic and beautiful: over the trees and valleys to the Haardt Mountains. I look through the window and think
         how this region, where I landed by accident during the war, had grown on me and become my home. But was I to think about that
         all day?
      

      
      So I waited until the tax inspector fell asleep after lunch, then swiftly and silently took my suit out of the closet, slipped
         into it, and managed to make my way to the gate without bumping into a single nurse or doctor I knew. The guard didn’t care
         whether I was an escaping patient or a departing visitor, so I had him call me a cab.
      

      
      We drove down into the valley, first between meadows and fruit trees, then through tall woods, the sun casting bright spots
         through the treetops onto the road and the underbrush. We drove past a wooden shack. In the old days the town had been quite
         a distance away, and hikers would make a last rest stop at this shack before returning home. Nowadays the first houses lie off to the right after just two bends in the road, and a little
         farther, on the left, is the Bergfriedhof Cemetery. At the foot of the mountain we waited for the light to change, near an
         old kiosk that I always liked: a Greek temple, its forecourt built on a small terrace and its canopy supported by two Doric
         columns.
      

      
      The road to Schwetzingen was open and straight, and we made quick progress. The driver told me all about his bees. From this
         I concluded that he must be a smoker, and asked him for a cigarette. I didn’t like the taste. Then we arrived and the driver
         dropped me off with a promise to pick me up again in an hour to take me back.
      

      
      I stood on the Schlossplatz. The building had been renovated. It was still covered in scaffolding, but the windows had been
         replaced and the sandstone frames of the door and window casings cleaned up. The only thing missing was a final coat of paint
         to make it just as spruced-up as the other buildings around the square, all three-storied and neat, with flowerboxes in the
         windows. There was no indication what the building would be—a restaurant, a café, a law firm, a doctor’s office, a software
         company—and, peeking through a window, I saw only floor tarps and painters’ ladders, paint cans, and rollers.
      

      
      The Schlossplatz was empty except for the chestnut trees and the statue of the anonymous market wife selling asparagus. I
         remembered the streetcar whose rails used to end in a loop on the square. I looked over at the castle.
      

      
      What did I expect? That the building’s gate would open and they would all come out, stand in a row, bow, and laugh as they
         scattered in all directions?
      

      
      A cloud covered the sun and a cold wind blew over the square. I felt a chill. Autumn hung in the air.
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      In a ditch

      
      It all began one Sunday in February. I was heading back home to Mannheim from Beerfelden with my girlfriend, Brigitte, and
         her son, Manuel. Brigitte had a friend who had moved to Beerfelden from Viernheim and had invited us for a coffee-and-cake
         housewarming. Their children got on well together and the women talked and talked. By the time we got into the car it was
         already dark.
      

      
      We had barely set out when it began to snow—large, heavy, wet flakes. The narrow road uphill through the woods was desolate.
         There was no car in front or behind, nor any coming in our direction. The snowflakes got thicker. The car swerved in the curves,
         the wheels skidded where the road was steep, and visibility was just enough for me to keep the car on the road. Manu, who had been chattering away, fell silent,
         and Brigitte kept her hands folded in her lap. Only her dog, Nonni, was asleep as if nothing was going on. The heater hadn’t
         really kicked in, but my forehead was covered in pearls of sweat.
      

      
      “Shouldn’t we stop and wait for the—”

      
      “It could snow for hours, Brigitte. And once we get snowed in, we’ll be stuck.”

      
      I saw the car in the ditch only because the driver had left his headlights on, and they shone across the road like a barrier.
         I stopped.
      

      
      “Do you want me to come with you?” Brigitte asked.

      
      “I’ll deal with it.”

      
      I got out, pulled up the collar of my jacket, and trudged through the snow. A Mercedes had strayed onto a side road and in
         attempting to get back onto the main road had gotten stuck in a ditch. I heard music—piano and orchestra—and through the
         fogged-over windows saw two men in the lighted interior, one in the driver’s seat, the other diagonally behind him in the
         backseat. Like a steamship run aground, I thought, or an airplane after an emergency landing: the music plays on as if nothing
         has happened, but the journey has come to an end. I tapped on the driver’s window and he lowered it a chink.
      

      
      “Need help?”

      
      Before the driver could answer the other man leaned over and opened the back door. “Thank God! Get in,” he said, leaning back
         and motioning with his hand. Heat streamed from the interior, along with the aroma of leather and smoke.
      

      
      The music was so loud that the man had to raise his voice. He turned to the driver: “Turn it down, please!”

      
      I got in. The driver took his time. He slowly reached over to the radio, fumbled for the knob, and turned it, and the music
         grew softer. His boss waited with a frown until it fell silent.
      

      
      “We can’t get out of here, and the phone isn’t working. I have a feeling this is the back of beyond.” He laughed bitterly,
         as if getting stuck were not only a mishap but some personal slight.
      

      
      “Can we give you a lift?”

      
      “Could you help push the car? If we can manage to get out of this ditch we’ll be all right. There’s nothing wrong with the
         car.”
      

      
      I looked at the driver, expecting him to say something. After all, he was responsible for this mess. But he didn’t say anything.
         In the rearview mirror I could see his eyes fixed on me.
      

      
      The boss saw my questioning look. “Why don’t I get in the driver’s seat, and you and Gregor push? What we need …”

      
      “No.” The driver turned around. A mature face and a low, hoarse voice. “I’ll stay here, and you do the pushing.” I heard an
         accent, but I couldn’t quite place it.
      

      
      The boss was the younger of the two, but looking at his delicate hands and slender build, I couldn’t make rhyme or reason
         of the driver’s suggestion. However, the boss did not contradict him. We got out. The driver stepped on the gas and we pushed
         against the car, the spinning wheels whirring and flinging out snow, pine needles, leaves, and mud. We went on pushing, it
         went on snowing, and our hair got wet, our hands and ears numb. Brigitte and Manu came over. I had them sit on the car’s trunk,
         and when I got on it, too, the wheels made contact and the car lurched out of the ditch with a jolt.
      

      
      “Get home safely!” I called out after them, and we headed back to our car.
      

      
      “Wait a minute!” The boss came running after us. “Who should I thank for rescuing us?”

      
      I found a card in my jacket pocket and handed it to him. “‘Gerhard Self.’”

      
      He blew the flakes off the card and read aloud: “‘Private investigator.’ You are … You are a detective? Then I have a job
         for you. Can you drop by my office?” He rummaged around in his pockets for a card but didn’t find one. “My name is Welker,
         and it’s the bank at the Schlossplatz in Schwetzingen. Will you remember that?”
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      A job’s a job

      
      I didn’t go to Schwetzingen the following day, nor the day after. In fact, I had no intention of going. Our encounter that
         stormy night on the Hirschhorner Höhe, and his invitation, reminded me of the promises one makes with holiday acquaintances.
         They never work out.
      

      
      But a job’s a job, and a case is a case. I had spent last fall investigating the sick-leave claims of salesladies at the Tengel-mann
         department store chain, and had managed to catch one or two who were feigning illness. That was about as rewarding as being
         a train conductor on the lookout for fare dodgers. In the winter no cases came my way. It’s just the way of the world: one
         doesn’t hire a private detective who is over seventy as a bodyguard, or send him around the world to chase down stolen jewels. Even a department store chain that wants
         to spy on its sales staff will be more impressed by a younger fellow with a cell phone and a BMW who’s a former cop turned
         private investigator than by an old guy driving an old Opel.
      

      
      Not that I didn’t manage to keep myself busy all winter without cases. I cleaned my office at the Augustaanlage, waxed and
         polished the wooden floors, and washed the window. It is a big window; the office used to be a tobacconist’s store, and the
         window was for display. I cleaned my apartment, around the corner in the Richard-Wagner-Strasse, and put my cat, Turbo, who’s
         getting too fat, on a diet. I showed Manu The Execution of Emperor Maximilian of Mexico in the Kunst-halle museum, and the Suebenheim burial mounds at the Reiss Museum. In the Landesmuseum für Technik und Arbeit
         I showed him the electrified chairs and beds that were used in the nineteenth century in attempts to drive tapeworms out of
         people’s intestines. I took Manu to the Sultan Selim mosque and to the synagogue. On TV we watched Bill Clinton being sworn
         into office. In the Luisenpark we went to see the storks, which had not flown to Africa this winter, and walked all the way
         down the bank of the Rhine to the Strandbad—its closed restaurant white, unapproachable, and dignified, like an English seaside
         casino in winter. I tried to convince myself that I was relishing the opportunity to do everything I’d always wanted to but
         couldn’t find time for.
      

      
      Until Brigitte asked me: “Why are you always going shopping? And why don’t you go during the day, when the stores are empty,
         instead of in the evening, when they’re packed?
      

      
      That’s the kind of thing old people do.” Her questions went on. “And is that why you eat lunch at the Nordsee and the Kaufhof? When you had time on your hands, you always used to do
         your own cooking.”
      

      
      A few days before Christmas I couldn’t make it up the stairs to my apartment. I felt as if my chest were clamped in iron,
         my left arm hurt, and my head was, in a strange way, both clear and befuddled. I sat down on the first landing until Herr
         and Frau Weiland came and helped me up to the top floor, where our apartments are across from each other. I lay down on my
         bed and fell asleep, slept through the whole of the following day, the day after that, and Christmas Eve. When Brigitte came
         looking for me on Christmas Day, first irritated and then worried, I did get up, and had some of her roast beef along with
         a glass of red wine. But for weeks afterward I was tired and could not exert myself without breaking out in a sweat and getting
         out of breath.
      

      
      “You had a heart attack, Gerhard, and not a small one at that—I’d say a medium one. You should’ve been in intensive care,”
         said my friend Philipp, a surgeon at the Mannheim municipal hospital, shaking his head when I told him later about it. “There’s
         no messing with the old ticker. If you aggravate it you’ll end up biting the dust.”
      

      
      He sent me to his internist colleague, who wanted to push a tube from my groin into my heart. A tube from my groin into my
         heart! I told him thanks, but no thanks.
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      Silent partner

      
      The lady I do all my banking with at the Badische Beamten-bank knew the name Welker, and the bank on the Schlossplatz in Schwetzingen.
         “Weller and Welker. It’s the oldest private bank in the whole Palatinate area. Back in the seventies and eighties it was struggling
         to survive, but it’s pulled through. I hope you aren’t thinking of leaving us.”
      

      
      I called and was put through to Welker’s office. “Ah, Herr Self. I’m so glad you called. Today or tomorrow’s fine, though
         I’d much rather …” His words became muffled for a few seconds as he covered the mouthpiece. Then: “Could you come over today
         at two?”
      

      
      The road was dry. The snow at the sides had turned grimy. It had dripped from the trees and dried in the furrows of the fields. Beneath a gray, low-hanging sky the traffic signs, guardrails,
         houses, and fences were waiting for spring, and a spring cleaning.
      

      
      The bank Weller & Welker was marked only by a small tarnished brass plate. I rang the bell and a door within a large gate
         swung open. The entry was vaulted and paved. Three steps on the left led to another door, which opened as the first one closed.
         I climbed the stairs and felt as if I had stepped into another era. The bank counters were carved of dark wood and had wooden
         bars. The panels next to them were inlaid with blond wood: a cogwheel, two crossed hammers, a wheel with wings, a mortar and
         pestle, and the barrel of a cannon. The bench at the far end of the room was of the same dark wood and had dark green velvet
         cushions. The walls were covered in shimmering dark green fabric, and the ornate ceiling was also of dark wood.
      

      
      The room was silent. There was no rustle of bills, no clinking of coins, no hushed voices. I didn’t see behind the lattice
         any men with mustaches, hair plastered on scalps, pencils behind ears, leather sleeve patches, or rubber-banded upper arms,
         which would have been appropriate here, nor did I see their modern counterparts. I stepped closer to the counter, saw the
         dust on the bars of the lattice, and was about to peer through when suddenly the door across from the entrance opened.
      

      
      The driver was standing in the doorway. “Herr Self, I—”

      
      He didn’t manage to finish the sentence. Welker came rushing past him toward me. “I’m so glad you were able to come. My last
         client’s just left. Let’s go upstairs.”
      

      
      Behind the door there was a steep narrow staircase. I followed Welker up and the driver followed me. The stairs opened into a large office with partitions, desks, computers, phones, a number of young men sporting dark suits and serious faces,
         and an occasional young woman or two. Welker and the driver swiftly escorted me through to the executive office, which had
         a view of the Schlossplatz. I was ushered to a leather sofa while Welker settled into one chair and the driver the other.
      

      
      Welker waved his hand with a broad welcoming gesture. “Gregor Samarin is one of the family. You see, he likes to drive, and
         he’s better at it than I am…” Welker saw my surprise. “No, he does like driving and is good at it, which is why he was at
         the wheel the other day when we met. But that’s not his job. His job is to see to all practical matters.” Welker looked over
         at Samarin as if to check whether he agreed.
      

      
      Samarin nodded slowly. He must have been in his early fifties. He had a large head, a receding hairline, and protruding light
         blue eyes. His colorless hair was cut short. He sat confidently, with his legs apart.
      

      
      Welker didn’t continue right away. At first I thought he might be weighing what he wanted to say, but then I wondered if there
         wasn’t a message in his silence. But what message? Or did he want to give me an opportunity to take everything in: the atmosphere,
         Gregor Samarin, himself? He had been particularly attentive and polite when he greeted me and walked me to his office. I could
         see him as a suave host, or at a diplomatic or academic affair. Was his silence a question of style, old-school good breeding?
         He struck me as a man of breeding: clear, sensitive, intelligent features; good posture; measured movements. At the same time
         he struck me as sad, and though a certain cheerfulness flitted over his face when he greeted me or smiled, a shadow would
         quickly darken it once more. It was not just a shadow of sadness. I noticed something sullen and sulking about his mouth, a disappointment, as if fate had cheated him out of some promised indulgence.
      

      
      “We’re about to celebrate our two-hundredth anniversary, a major event for which my father wants a history of our establishment.
         I’ve been working on it for some time, whenever I can get away from business, and as grandfather had done some research and
         left some notes, my task isn’t difficult, except in one matter.”
      

      
      He hesitated, brushed a few strands of hair from his forehead, leaned back, and glanced at Samarin, who was sitting motionless.
         “In 1873, the stock exchanges in both Vienna and Berlin collapsed. The depression lasted until 1880—long enough for the days of the private banker to become numbered. The era of the big stock banks and savings banks had
         begun, and some private bankers who survived the depression turned their enterprises into joint stock corporations. Others
         merged; others simply gave up. Our bank prevailed.”
      

      
      Again he hesitated. I no longer get irritated; in earlier days I would have. I hate it when people beat about the bush.

      
      “Our bank prevailed not only because my great-grandfather and great-great-grandfather were good businessmen, and the old Wellers,
         were, too. Since the 1870s, we had had a silent partner, who by the time of the First World War had brought in around half a million. That might not
         sound like a lot to you, but let me tell you, it was a significant amount. The long and short of it is that I can’t write
         a history of our bank without also focusing on this silent partner. However”—this time he paused for dramatic effect—“I
         don’t know who this partner was. My father doesn’t know the partner’s name, my grandfather doesn’t mention him in his notes,
         and I haven’t found it in any of the documents.”
      

      
      “A very silent partner indeed.”
      

      
      He laughed, and for a moment had a youthful, rascally look about him. “I’d be grateful if you could make him speak.”

      
      “You want me to—”

      
      “I’d like you to find out who this silent partner was. His name, his birth and death dates, what he did for a living, who
         his family was. Did he have children? Is one of his great-grandsons going to come knocking at my door, asking for his share?”
      

      
      “Wasn’t this silent partnership terminated?”

      
      He shook his head. “After 1918, my grandfather’s notes don’t mention anything about it anymore. No mention of the partnership, nor of any more money being
         brought in, nor anything about settling accounts or buying anyone out. Somehow the partnership came to an end. Now I can’t
         really imagine any great-grandsons suddenly turning up. Anyone who had a large pile of money stashed away with us would have
         had ample reason in all these years to come claim it.”
      

      
      “Why don’t you hire a historian? I bet there are hundreds of them who get degrees every year and can’t find a job—they’d
         jump at the chance to go looking for lost partners.”
      

      
      “I’ve tried my luck with history students and retired professors. It was a disaster. I ended up knowing less than when I started.
         No”—he shook his head—“I’ve chosen you for a reason. One could argue that your job and theirs is the same: historians and
         detectives both go after truths that are buried and forgotten, and yet the methods are quite different. Maybe your approach
         will get better results than those history fellows.’ Take a few days, cast about a bit, follow different leads. If nothing
         comes up, then nothing comes up—I’ll get over it.” He picked up a checkbook and a fountain pen from the table and placed them on his knees. “How much should I give you as an advance?”
      

      
      I’d do some casting about for a few days—if he wanted to pay me for that, then why not?

      
      “Two thousand. My fee’s a hundred an hour, plus expenses. I’ll provide you with a detailed breakdown once I’m done.”

      
      He wrote out the check, handed it to me, and got up. “I hope you’ll get back to me soon. I’ll be here at the office, so if
         you prefer dropping by to calling, I’d be delighted.”
      

      
      Samarin walked me down the stairs and past the tellers. When we reached the door he took me by the arm. “Herr Welker’s wife
         died last year, and he’s been working day and night ever since. He shouldn’t have taken on the history of the bank on top
         of everything else. I’d be grateful if you would call me should you come up with something or if you need anything. I want
         to lighten his load any way I can.” Samarin peered at me expectantly.
      

      
      “How do the names Welker, Weller, and Samarin go together?”

      
      “What you mean is, how does Samarin fit in with Weller and Welker. It doesn’t. My mother was Russian and worked as an interpreter
         during the war. She died when she gave birth to me. The Welkers were my foster parents.”
      

      
      He was still peering at me expectantly. Was he waiting for confirmation that I’d come to him and not to Welker?

      
      I said good-bye. The door didn’t have a handle, but next to it was a button. I pressed it and the door opened, then fell shut
         behind me with a loud snap. I gazed over the empty square and was pleased with the job and the check in my pocket.
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      The Gotthard Tunnel and the Andes Railway

      
      At the University of Mannheim library I located a history of German banking: three fat volumes filled with text, numbers,
         and graphs. I managed to check them out and take them with me. Back at my office I sat down and began to read. The traffic
         hummed outside, then came twilight and darkness. The Turk from next door, who sells newspapers, cigarettes, and bric-abrac
         of every kind, closed his shop, and when he saw me by the lamp at my desk he knocked at the door and wished me a pleasant
         evening. I didn’t go home until my eyes began to hurt, and was once again poring over the books when the Turk opened his shop
         in the morning and the children who were always his first customers were buying their chewing gum and Gummi Bears. By afternoon I had finished.
      

      
      I’ve never had much interest in banking—and why should I? Whatever I earn ends up in my checking account, and what I need
         on a daily basis gets drawn from there, as do payments for health insurance, social security, and life insurance. There are
         times when more money accumulates in my account than gets withdrawn, and what I do then is buy a few shares of Rhineland Chemical
         Works stock and put the certificates in my safe. They lie there untouched as the market rises and falls.
      

      
      And yet banking and its history is anything but dull. In those three volumes I found quite a few references to the Weller
         & Welker Bank. It was founded toward the end of the eighteenth century when Herr Weller, a Swabian who was a sales and freight
         expeditor in Stuttgart, and Herr Welker from Baden, who had been banker to one of the prince elector’s cousins, formed a partnership.
         They began with currency transactions and bills of exchange but soon moved on to government loans and securities. Their bank
         was too small to assume a leading role in any important ventures, but it was such a reliable and reputable establishment that
         larger banks were happy to involve them in projects, such as the founding of the Rhineland Chemical Works, the launching of
         the Mannheim Municipal Loan in 1868 that funded the construction of the Mannheim-Karlsruhe railroad, and the financing of the Gotthard Tunnel. Weller & Welker
         had a particularly lucky hand in Latin American ventures, ranging from Brazilian and Colombian government loans to involvement
         in the Vera Cruz and Mexico railroad and the Andes line.
      

      
      Theirs is a history that can hold its own alongside that of other private banks that not only have a history but have made history: the Bethmanns, Oppenheims, and Rothschilds. The author
         regretted that he was not able to write more about private banks; they kept their archives under lock and key, and if they
         did open them it was only to scholars they commissioned to do research for jubilees and commemorative tributes. Private banks
         gave their archival records to public archives only in cases of liquidation, or of foundations being established.
      

      
      I took out a pack of Sweet Aftons from the filing cabinet where I lock up my cigarettes so that when I want a smoke I don’t
         just open a pack but have to get up, go over to the filing cabinet, and unlock it. Brigitte hopes this will make me smoke
         less. I lit a cigarette. Welker had mentioned only his own documents, not the bank’s archives. Had the bank Weller & Welker
         dissolved its archives and disposed of their contents? I put a call through to the state archives in Karlsruhe, and the official
         responsible for industry and banking was still in the office. No, the archives of Weller & Welker were not on deposit with
         them. No, they were not on deposit at any other public archive, either. No, he could not say with certainty if the bank had
         an archive. Private archives are only randomly collected and preserved. But hell would freeze over before a private bank would—
      

      
      “And we’re not talking about any old bank,” I cut in. “Weller and Welker was founded almost two centuries ago. The bank cofinanced
         the Gotthard Tunnel and the Andes Railroad.” I was boasting a little with my newly acquired knowledge. And they say boasting
         gets you nowhere.
      

      
      “Ah, that bank! Didn’t they also finance the Michelstadt-Eberbach Railroad? Could you hold on for a second?”
      

      
      I heard him put down the receiver, push back a chair, and open and shut a drawer. “In Schwetzingen there’s a certain Herr
         Schuler who is involved with the archives of that bank. He’s researching the history of the Baden railways and kept us quite
         busy with his questions.”
      

      
      “Do you happen to have Schuler’s address?”

      
      “Not at hand. It must be in the file with our correspondence. I’m not certain, though, if I can … I mean, it’s personal information,
         isn’t it? And it would be confidential, wouldn’t it? May I ask why you want his address?”
      

      
      But I had already taken out the white pages, opened them to Schwetzingen, and found the teacher Adolf Schuler, retired. I
         thanked the official and hung up.
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      No fool

      
      The retired teacher Adolf Schuler lived behind the palace gardens in a tiny house that wasn’t much bigger than the nearby
         garden sheds. I looked in vain for a bell and knocked on the door, then walked through the slushy snow of the garden to the
         back of the house, where I found the kitchen door open. He was sitting by the stove, eating out of a pot while reading a book.
         Heaped on the table, the floor, the refrigerator, the washing machine, the sideboard, and the cupboards were books, files,
         dirty dishes, empty and full cans and bottles, moldy bread, rotting fruit, and dirty laundry. There was a sour, musty smell
         in the air. Schuler himself stank. His breath reeked and his spattered tracksuit gave off a haze of old sweat. He wore a sweat-rimmed cap the way Americans do, and wire-rimmed spectacles on his nose, and so many age spots covered
         his wrinkled face that his skin had acquired a dark complexion.
      

      
      He did not protest at my suddenly appearing in his kitchen. I introduced myself as a retired official from Mannheim who now
         has all the time in the world to occupy himself with the history of railroads, for which he’s always had a passion. At first
         Schuler was grumpy, but he warmed up when he saw my pleasure at the wealth of knowledge he displayed. He led me through the
         burrows of his house, which was chock-full of books and papers, from one cavern to the next, from one hallway to the next,
         picking up a book here, pulling out a file there to show me. After a while he did not seem to notice or care that I was no
         longer asking questions about the involvement of Weller & Welker in the building of the Baden railways.
      

      
      He told me about Estefania Cardozo, a Brazilian woman who had been a lady-in-waiting at the court of Pedro II, whom old Herr
         Weller had married in 1834 during a journey through Central and South America. They had a son who as a youth had absconded to Brazil and set up a business
         there, and returned to Schwetzingen with his Brazilian wife after the death of old Herr Weller. There he ran the bank with
         young Welker. Schuler told me of the centenary celebration in the palace gardens, which had been attended by the grand duke.
         There a lieutenant from Baden, one of the Welker clan, and a lieutenant from the grand duke’s entourage got into an argument.
         This resulted in a duel the following morning, at which, to Schuler’s great pride as a man from Baden, the Prussian lieutenant
         fell. He also told me of a sixteen-year-old Welker who in the summer of 1914 had fallen in love with Weller’s fifteen-year-old daughter, and because he could not get permission to marry her enlisted
         right at the outbreak of the war, seeking and finding death in the bravura of a foolish cavalry charge.
      

      
      “At sixteen?”

      
      “What is sixteen too young for? For death? For war? For love? The Weller girl had inherited Portuguese and Indian blood from
         her mother and grandmother, so by fifteen she was already a woman who could turn men’s heads and make their senses reel.”
      

      
      He took me to a wall covered with photographs and showed me a young woman with large dark eyes, full lips, a rich cascade
         of curls, and a pained, haughty expression. She was spectacularly beautiful, and had still been so as an old woman, as the
         picture hanging next to the first one testified.
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