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“What is that? What is that…?”

“Je, den Düwel ook, c’est la question, ma très chère demoiselle!”

Consul Buddenbrook, sitting next to her mother-in-law on the straight, white lacquered sofa decorated with a golden lion’s head and covered with light yellow upholstery, glanced at her husband, who was sitting next to her in an armchair, and came to the aid of her little daughter, whom her grandfather was holding on his knees by the window.

“Tony!” she said, “I believe that God –”

And little Antonie, eight years old and delicately built, in a dress made of very light iridescent silk, her pretty blonde head turned slightly away from her grandfather’s face, looked intently into the room with her grey-blue eyes, deep in thought and without seeing anything, and repeated once more: “What is that?” she said slowly. “I believe that God,” she added quickly, her face brightening, “– created me along with all creatures,” she had suddenly found her way and now, beaming with happiness and unstoppable, she recited the entire article, faithfully following the catechism as it had just been revised and republished in 1835 with the approval of a high and wise senate. When she was on a roll, she thought, it was like riding down the “Jerusalem Hill” with her brothers on a small hand sled in winter: her thoughts just flew away, and she couldn’t stop even if she wanted to.

“Add to that clothes and shoes,” she said, “food and drink, house and yard, wife and children, fields and livestock…” At these words, however, old Mr Johann Buddenbrook simply burst out laughing, with his bright, stifled chuckle that he had secretly kept in reserve. He laughed with pleasure at being able to mock the catechism, and had probably only conducted the little examination for this purpose. He inquired about Tony’s fields and cattle, asked how much she would take for a sack of wheat, and offered to do business with her. His round, rosy-cheeked, good-natured face, which he could not, with the best will in the world, make look malicious, was framed by snow-white powdered hair, and something like a very faint hint of a pigtail fell onto the wide collar of his mouse-grey coat. At seventy years of age, he had remained faithful to the fashion of his youth; he had only dispensed with the braid trim between the buttons and the large pockets, but he had never in his life worn long trousers. His broad, double chin rested on the white lace jabot with an expression of contentment.

Everyone had joined in his laughter, mainly out of deference to the head of the family. Mme Antoinette Buddenbrook, née Duchamps, giggled in exactly the same way as her husband. She was a corpulent lady with thick white curls above her ears, wearing a black and light grey striped dress without jewellery, which betrayed simplicity and modesty, and with still beautiful white hands in which she held a small velvet pompadour on her lap. Over the years, her facial features had become strangely similar to those of her husband. Only the shape and lively darkness of her eyes spoke a little of her semi-Roman origins; she was descended on her grandfather’s side from a French-Swiss family and was a native of Hamburg.

Her daughter-in-law, Consul Elisabeth Buddenbrook, née Kröger, laughed the Kröger laugh, which began with a pursing of the lips and caused her to press her chin to her chest. Like all Krögers, she was extremely elegant in appearance, and although she could not be called a beauty, her bright and thoughtful voice and her calm, confident and gentle movements gave everyone a feeling of clarity and trust. Her reddish hair, which was wound into a small crown at the top of her head and styled in wide artificial curls over her ears, was matched by an extraordinarily delicate white complexion with scattered small freckles. The characteristic feature of her face, with its slightly too long nose and small mouth, was that there was no indentation between her lower lip and chin. Her short bodice with puffed sleeves, which was joined to a tight skirt made of light, brightly flowered silk, revealed a neck of perfect beauty, adorned with an satin ribbon on which a composition of large diamonds sparkled.

The consul leaned forward in his chair with a somewhat nervous movement. He wore a cinnamon-coloured coat with wide lapels and club-shaped sleeves that closed tightly around his hands just below the joints. His trousers were made of a white, washable fabric and had black stripes on the outside. A thick, wide silk cravat was tied around the stiff jabots that nestled against his chin, filling the entire neckline of his colourful waistcoat… He had his father’s slightly deep-set, blue and attentive eyes, although their expression was perhaps more dreamy; but his features were more serious and sharper, his nose protruded strongly and was curved, and his cheeks, down to the middle of which ran blonde, curly beard streaks, were much less full than those of the old man.

Madame Buddenbrook turned to her daughter-in-law, squeezed her arm with one hand, looked at her lap with a giggle and said:

“Always the same, mon vieux, Bethsy …?” “Always,” she pronounced it like “Ümmer”.

The consul’s wife merely threatened her with her delicate hand, so that her gold bracelet clinked softly, and then she made a peculiar gesture with her hand from the corner of her mouth up to her hairstyle, as if she were brushing back a stray hair that had strayed there.

But the consul said with a mixture of accommodating smile and reproach in his voice:

“But Father, you are once again making fun of the most sacred things!”

They were sitting in the “landscape room” on the first floor of the spacious old house on Mengstraße, which the Johann Buddenbrook company had purchased some time ago and which the family had not yet lived in for long. The strong and elastic wallpaper, separated from the walls by an empty space, depicted extensive landscapes, delicately coloured like the thin carpet that covered the floor, an idyll in the style of the 18th century, with cheerful winegrowers, busy farmers, pretty shepherdesses with ribbons in their hair, holding clean lambs in their laps at the edge of a mirror-like pond or kissing tender shepherds … A yellowish sunset usually dominated these pictures, matching the yellow covering of the white lacquered furniture and the yellow silk curtains in front of the two windows.

In relation to the size of the room, there was not much furniture. The round table with thin, straight legs lightly ornamented with gold did not stand in front of the sofa, but against the opposite wall, opposite the small harmonium, on whose lid lay a flute case. Apart from the stiff armchairs distributed regularly along the walls, there was only a small sewing table by the window and, opposite the sofa, a fragile luxury secretary desk covered with knick-knacks.

Through a glass door opposite the windows, one could see into the semi-darkness of a portico, while to the left of the entrance was the tall, white double door to the dining room. On the other wall, however, in a semicircular niche and behind an ornate openwork door made of polished wrought iron, the stove crackled.

For it had turned cold early. Outside, across the street, the leaves of the small lime trees surrounding St. Mary’s Church had already turned yellow in mid-October, the wind whistled around the mighty Gothic corners and nooks of the church, and a fine, cold rain was falling. For the sake of Madame Buddenbrook, the elder, double windows had already been installed.

It was Thursday, the day on which the family regularly gathered every other week; but today, in addition to the family members who lived in the city, a few good friends of the family had also been invited for a very simple lunch, and now, at around four o’clock in the afternoon, they were sitting in the gathering twilight, waiting for the guests to arrive…

Little Antonie had not let her grandfather disturb her sled ride, but had only pouted, pushing her slightly protruding upper lip even further over her lower lip. Now she had reached the foot of the “Jerusalem Mountain”; but unable to suddenly stop the smooth ride, she shot a little past her destination …

“Amen,” she said, “I know something, Grandfather!”

“Tiens! She knows something!” cried the old gentleman, pretending to be consumed with curiosity. “Did you hear that, Mama? She knows something! Can’t anyone tell me…”

“If it’s a warm strike,” said Tony, nodding her head with every word, “then lightning strikes. But if it’s a cold strike, then thunder strikes!”

Then she crossed her arms and looked at the laughing faces like someone who is sure of their success. Mr Buddenbrook, however, was angry at this wisdom. He demanded to know who had taught the child this stupidity, and when it turned out to be Ida Jungmann, the nanny from Marienwerder who had recently been hired to look after the little ones, the consul had to defend Ida.

“You are too strict, Papa. Why shouldn’t one be allowed to have one’s own whimsical ideas about such things at this age …”

“Excuse me, my dear! … But this is madness! You know that such darkening of children’s minds is distasteful to me! What, the thunder is rolling in? Then let the thunder strike! Go away with your Prussian …”

The fact was that the old gentleman was not on the best of terms with Ida Jungmann. He was not a narrow-minded man. He had seen a bit of the world, had travelled to southern Germany in 1813 in a four-horse carriage to buy grain as a military supplier for Prussia, had been to Amsterdam and Paris, and, being an enlightened man, did not consider everything outside the gates of his gabled hometown to be reprehensible. Apart from business dealings, however, in social relations he was more inclined than his son, the consul, to draw strict boundaries and treat strangers with hostility. So when one day his children brought this young girl – she was only twenty years old – home with them from a trip to West Prussia, an orphan, the daughter of an innkeeper who had died shortly before the Buddenbrooks arrived in Marienwerder, the consul had to face his father for this pious prank, during which the old gentleman spoke almost exclusively French and Low German … Incidentally, Ida Jungmann had proven herself to be efficient in the household and in her dealings with the children, and with her loyalty and Prussian notions of rank, she was basically the best person for her position in this house. She was a person of aristocratic principles who made a fine distinction between the upper and lower classes, between the middle class and the lower middle class. She was proud to belong to the upper class as a devoted servant and did not like it when Tony befriended a schoolmate who, in Miss Jungmann’s estimation, could only be classified as belonging to the lower middle class …

At that moment, the Prussian woman herself appeared in the portico and entered through the glass door: a rather tall, bony girl in a black dress, with straight hair and an honest face. She was leading little Klothilde by the hand, an extremely thin child in a flowered calico dress, with dull, ashen hair and the quiet expression of an old maid. She came from a completely penniless collateral line, was the daughter of a nephew of old Mr Buddenbrook who lived near Rostock as an estate inspector, and was brought up here in the house because she was the same age as Antonie and a willing creature.

“Everything is ready,” said Mamsell Jungmann, rolling her r, for she had originally been unable to pronounce it at all. “Klothildchen has been a great help in the kitchen, Trina has hardly had anything to do…”

Mr Buddenbrook smiled mockingly into his jabot at Ida’s strange pronunciation, but the consul stroked his little niece’s cheek and said:

“That’s right, Thilda. Pray and work, that’s the motto. Our Tony should take a leaf out of your book. She is all too often inclined to idleness and exuberance…”

Tony hung her head and looked up at her grandfather from below, for she knew that he would defend her, as usual.

“No, no,” he said, “chin up, Tony, courage! One thing does not suit everyone. To each his own. Thilda is well-behaved, but we are not to be despised either. Am I speaking reasonably, Bethsy?”

He turned to his daughter-in-law, who tended to agree with his taste, while Mme Antoinette, more out of prudence than conviction, usually took the consul’s side. So the two generations shook hands, as it were, in a chassez croisez.

“You are very kind, Papa,” said the Consul’s wife. “Tony will endeavour to become a clever and capable woman… Have the boys come home from school?” she asked Ida.

But Tony, who was looking through the window at the “spy” from her grandfather’s knee, called out almost simultaneously:

“Tom and Christian are coming up Johannisstraße… and Mr Hoffstede… and Uncle Doctor…”

The carillon of St. Mary’s began to play a chorale: pang! ping, ping – pung! rather out of tune, so that it was difficult to recognise what it was supposed to be, but nevertheless full of solemnity, and while the small and large bells cheerfully and dignifiedly announced that it was four o’clock, the bell of the vestibule door also rang shrill across the large hall, whereupon it was indeed Tom and Christian who arrived, together with the first guests, Jean Jacques Hoffstede, the poet, and Doctor Grabow, the family doctor.
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Mr Jean Jacques Hoffstede, the town poet, who surely had a few rhymes up his sleeve for today, was not much younger than Johann Buddenbrook, the elder, and apart from the green colour of his frock coat, dressed in the same style. But he was thinner and more agile than his old friend and had small, quick, greenish eyes and a long, pointed nose.

“Thank you very much,” he said, after shaking hands with the gentlemen and paying the ladies – especially the consul’s wife, whom he greatly admired – a few of his most exquisite compliments, compliments that the younger generation simply could no longer muster, accompanied by a pleasantly quiet and engaging smile. “Thank you very much for the kind invitation, my dear friends. These two young men,” and he pointed to Tom and Christian, who were standing next to him in blue smocks with leather belts, “were met by the doctor and me in Königstraße as they were coming back from their studies. A splendid lad – Mrs. Consul? Thomas is a solid and serious young man; he must become a merchant, there is no doubt about that. Christian, on the other hand, seems to me to be a bit of a jack-of-all-trades, a little incroyable … But I make no secret of my enthusiasm. He will study, I think; he is witty and brilliant …”

Mr Buddenbrook helped himself to his golden tobacco box.

“He’s a monkey! Shouldn’t he become a poet right away, Hoffstede?”

Miss Jungmann drew the curtains, and soon the room was bathed in the somewhat restless but discreet and pleasant light of the candles in the crystal chandelier and the candlesticks on the secretary.

“Well, Christian,” said the consul’s wife, her hair glowing golden, “what did you learn this afternoon?” And it turned out that Christian had had writing, arithmetic and singing lessons.

He was a seven-year-old boy who already resembled his father in an almost ridiculous way. He had the same fairly small, round, deep-set eyes, the same strongly protruding, curved nose was already recognisable, and a few lines below his cheekbones already indicated that the shape of his face would not always retain its current childlike fullness.

“We laughed terribly,” he began to babble, his eyes darting from one person to another in the room. “Listen to what Mr Stengel said to Siegmund Köstermann.” He leaned forward, shook his head and spoke emphatically into the air: “Outwardly, my dear child, outwardly you are smooth and polished, yes, but inwardly, my dear child, you are black…” And he said this omitting the “r” and pronouncing “black” as “swärz” – with a face that expressed such convincing comedy in its displeasure at this “outward” smoothness and sleekness that everyone burst out laughing.

“‘n Aap is hei!” repeated old Buddenbrook, chuckling. But Mr Hoffstede was beside himself with delight.

“Charming!” he exclaimed. “Unsurpassable! One must know Marcellus Stengel! Exactly like that! No, it’s too delicious!”

Thomas, who lacked such talent, stood next to his younger brother and laughed heartily and without envy. His teeth were not particularly beautiful, but small and yellowish. But his nose was strikingly finely chiselled, and his eyes and face strongly resembled his grandfather’s.

Some of the guests had taken seats on the chairs and sofa, chatting with the children, talking about the early cold weather, the house … Mr Hoffstede admired a magnificent inkwell made of Sevres porcelain in the shape of a black-spotted hunting dog on the secretary’s desk. Dr Grabow, a man of the consul’s age, with a long, kind and gentle face smiling from between his sparse sideburns, looked at the cakes, currant breads and various filled salt cellars displayed on the table. It was the “salt and bread” that had been sent to the family by relatives and friends on the occasion of their change of residence. But since it was important to show that the gift did not come from humble quarters, the bread consisted of sweet, spiced and heavy pastries, and the salt was enclosed in solid gold.

“I’ll have my work cut out for me,” said the doctor, pointing to the sweets and threatening the children. Then he lifted a solid container for salt, pepper and mustard, nodding his head.

“From Lebrecht Kröger,” said Mr Buddenbrook with a smile. “Always generous, my dear relative. I did not give him anything like this when he built his garden house in front of the castle gate. But that’s how he always was… noble! Generous! An à la mode gentleman…”

The bell had rung several times throughout the house. Pastor Wunderlich arrived, a stocky old gentleman in a long black coat, with powdered hair and a white, comfortably cheerful face, in which a pair of grey, lively eyes twinkled. He had been a widower for many years and considered himself one of the bachelors of the old school, like the tall estate agent, Mr Grätjens, who accompanied him and constantly held one of his gaunt hands rolled up like a telescope in front of his eye, as if examining a painting; he was a widely recognised art connoisseur.

Senator Doctor Langhals and his wife also arrived, long-standing friends of the family, not to mention the wine merchant Köppen with his large, dark red face sitting between his highly padded sleeves, and his equally corpulent wife …

It was already half past four when the Krögers finally arrived, both the elderly couple and their children, Consul Kröger and her sons Jakob and Jürgen, who were the same age as Tom and Christian. Almost at the same time, the parents of Consul Kröger’s wife arrived: the timber merchant Oeverdieck and his wife, an elderly, affectionate couple who were in the habit of addressing each other with the most romantic terms of endearment in front of everyone.

“Fine people arrive late,” said Consul Buddenbrook, kissing his mother-in-law’s hand.

“Öwer denn ook gliek düchtig!” And Johann Buddenbrook made a sweeping gesture with his arm over the Kröger relatives as he shook the old man’s hand …

Lebrecht Kröger, the à la mode gentleman, a tall, distinguished figure, still had lightly powdered hair, but was dressed fashionably. Two rows of gemstone buttons sparkled on his velvet waistcoat. Justus, his son, with his small sideburns and pointed moustache, closely resembled his father in figure and manner; he also had the same round and elegant hand movements.

They did not sit down, but stood together in a preliminary and casual conversation, awaiting the main event. And Johann Buddenbrook, the elder, offered Madame Köppen his arm, saying in an audible voice:

“Well, if we all have an appetite, mesdames et messieurs …”

Miss Jungmann and the maid had opened the white double doors to the dining room, and slowly, with confident leisure, the company moved across; one could expect a hearty meal at the Buddenbrooks’ …
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When everyone began to leave, the younger master of the house reached for his left breast pocket, where a piece of paper was rustling. The social smile suddenly disappeared from his face, giving way to a tense and worried expression, and a few muscles played at his temples as if he were clenching his teeth. He took a few steps towards the dining room, but then held back and looked for his mother, who was one of the last to cross the threshold, standing next to Pastor Wunderlich.

“Excuse me, dear Pastor… Just a word, Mama!” And while the pastor nodded cheerfully, Consul Buddenbrook urged the old lady back into the landscape room and to the window.

“To be brief, a letter has arrived from Gotthold,” he said quickly and quietly, looking into her questioning dark eyes and pulling the folded and sealed paper out of his pocket. “That’s his handwriting… It’s the third letter, and only the first one has been answered by Papa… What should we do? It arrived at two o’clock, and I should have given it to Father long ago, but should I spoil his mood today? What do you say? There’s still time to ask him to come out…”

“No, you’re right, Jean, wait!” said Madame Buddenbrook, grabbing her son’s arm with a quick movement, as was her habit. “What could it say?” she added anxiously. “The boy won’t give in. He’s fixated on this compensation for his share of the house… No, no, Jean, not yet… Tonight perhaps, before bedtime…”

“What to do?” repeated the consul, shaking his bowed head. “I myself have often wanted to ask Papa to give in… It mustn’t look as if I, the stepbrother, had settled in with my parents and was plotting against Gotthold… I must avoid giving that impression to my father as well. But if I’m honest… I am, after all, an associate. And for the time being, Bethsy and I are paying a normal rent for the second floor… As for my sister in Frankfurt, well, that’s been arranged. Her husband is already receiving, while Papa is still alive, a lump sum, only a quarter of the purchase price of the house… It’s a favourable deal that Papa has handled very smoothly and well, and which is most gratifying for the company. And if Papa is so dismissive towards Gotthold, it’s because…

“No, nonsense, Jean, your position on the matter is quite clear. But Gotthold believes that I, his stepmother, only care for my own children and deliberately alienate him from his father. That’s the sad thing…”

“But it’s his fault!” exclaimed the consul, almost loudly, then moderating his voice with a glance towards the dining room. “It’s his fault, this sad situation! Judge for yourself! Why couldn’t he be reasonable! Why did he have to marry that Miss Stüwing and the… shop…” The consul laughed angrily and embarrassedly at this word. “It’s a weakness, Father’s aversion to the shop; but Gotthold should have respected this little vanity…”

“Oh, Jean, it would be best if Papa gave in!”

“But can I advise that?” whispered the consul, gesturing excitedly to his forehead. “I am personally interested, and therefore I would have to say: Father, pay. But I am also an associate, I have to represent the interests of the company, and if Papa does not believe he has an obligation to an unobedient and rebellious son to withdraw the sum from the operating capital … It’s more than eleven thousand Kuranttaler. That’s good money… No, no, I can’t advise it… but I can’t advise against it either. I don’t want to know anything about it. Only the scene with Papa is désagréable to me…”

“It’s late, Jean. Come now, they’re waiting…”

The consul tucked the paper into his breast pocket, offered his arm to his mother, and side by side they crossed the threshold into the brightly lit dining room, where the guests had just finished seating themselves around the long table.

Against the sky-blue background of the wallpaper, white statues of gods stood out almost plastically between slender columns. The heavy red window curtains were closed, and in every corner of the room eight candles burned on a tall, gilded candelabra, apart from those that stood in silver candlesticks on the table. Above the massive sideboard, opposite the landscape room, hung a large painting, an Italian gulf, whose blue hazy tones were extremely effective in this lighting. Mighty, stiff-backed sofas in red damask stood against the walls.

Every trace of concern and anxiety had disappeared from Madame Buddenbrook’s face as she sat down between old Kröger, who presided at the window side, and Pastor Wunderlich.

“Bon appétit!” she said with her short, quick, cordial nod, letting her gaze glide quickly over the entire table down to the children…
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“As I said, hats off to Buddenbrook!” Mr Köppen’s powerful voice drowned out the general conversation as the maid with bare red arms, a thick striped skirt, a small white cap on the back of her head, served the hot herb soup and toasted bread with the help of Miss Jungmann and the consul’s maid from upstairs, and everyone began to spoon it up carefully.

“Well done! Such spaciousness, such nobility … I must say, this is a place to live, I must say …” Mr Köppen had not been on bad terms with the previous owners of the house; he had not been rich for long, did not come from a patrician family and, unfortunately, had not yet been able to wean himself off certain dialect weaknesses, such as the repetition of “I must say”. He also said “Achung” instead of “Achtung”.

“It didn’t cost any money,” remarked Mr Grätjens dryly, who should know, as he gazed intently at the gulf through his cupped hand.

As far as possible, a colourful row had been formed, with the chain of relatives interrupted by family friends. However, this had not been strictly enforced, and the old Oeverdiecks sat almost on each other’s laps as usual, nodding intimately to each other. Old Kröger, however, sat enthroned high and straight between Senator Langhals and Madame Antoinette, distributing his hand gestures and reserved jokes to the two ladies.

“When was the house built?” asked Mr Hoffstede across the table to old Buddenbrook, who was chatting with Madame Köppen in a jovial and somewhat mocking tone.

“In the year… wait a minute… Around 1680, if I’m not mistaken. My son knows more about such dates, by the way…”

“Eighty-two,” confirmed the consul, leaning forward, who was seated further down the table next to Senator Langhals, without a lady companion. “It was completed in the winter of 1682. That’s when Ratenkamp & Komp. began its spectacular rise to prominence… It’s sad to see the company decline over the last twenty years…”

There was a general pause in the conversation that lasted half a minute. Everyone looked at their plates and thought of this once so illustrious family who had built and lived in the house and who had become impoverished, run down and moved away …

“Well, it’s sad,” said the broker Grätjens, “when you consider the madness that led to the ruin… If only Dietrich Ratenkamp hadn’t taken Geelmaack on as a partner back then! God knows, I threw my hands up in horror when he started managing the business. I know from the best of sources, ladies and gentlemen, how horribly he speculated behind Ratenkamp’s back and issued bills of exchange here and acceptances there in the company’s name… In the end, it was all over… The banks were suspicious, there was no cover… You have no idea… Who even checked the warehouse? Geelmaack, perhaps? They lived there like rats, year in, year out! But Ratenkamp didn’t care about anything…”

“He was paralysed,” said the consul. His face had taken on a sombre and closed expression. Leaning forward, he stirred the spoon in his soup and now and then let a brief glance from his small, round, deep-set eyes wander up to the upper end of the table.

“He walked as if under pressure, and I think one can understand that pressure. What prompted him to join forces with Geelmaack, who contributed very little capital and who no one spoke highly of? He must have felt the need to shift some of the terrible responsibility onto someone else because he sensed that the end was inevitable… This company had run itself into the ground, this old family was passé. Wilhelm Geelmaack certainly only gave the final push towards ruin…”

“So you believe, dear Consul,” said Pastor Wunderlich with a thoughtful smile, pouring red wine into his wife’s glass and his own, “that even without the arrival of Geelmaack and his wild behaviour, everything would have turned out the way it did?”

“Probably not,” said the consul thoughtfully, without addressing anyone in particular. “But I believe that Dietrich Ratenkamp had to join forces with Geelmaack, necessarily and inevitably, in order for fate to be fulfilled … He must have acted under the pressure of an inexorable necessity … Ah, I am convinced that he was half aware of his associate’s activities, that he was not completely ignorant of the conditions in his camp. But he was paralysed …”

“Well, assez, Jean,” said old Buddenbrook, putting down his spoon. “That’s one of your idées…”

The consul raised his glass to his father with a distracted smile. But Lebrecht Kröger said:

“No, let’s stick to the happy present!”

He carefully and elegantly grasped the neck of his white wine bottle, on whose cork stood a small silver stag, tilted it slightly to one side and examined the label attentively. “C. F. Köppen,” he read and nodded to the wine merchant; “oh yes, what would we be without you!”

The Meissen plates with gold rims were changed, with Madame Antoinette closely observing the girls’ movements, and Mamsell Jungmann calling out instructions into the megaphone that connected the dining room with the kitchen. The fish was passed around, and while Pastor Wunderlich served himself with caution, he said:

“This joyful occasion is not entirely self-evident. The young people who are now rejoicing here with us old folks probably don’t think that it could ever have been any different … I must say that I have often taken a personal interest in the fortunes of our Buddenbrooks … Whenever I see these things before my eyes” – and he turned to Madame Antoinette, taking one of the heavy silver spoons from the table – “I wonder whether they are among the pieces that our friend, the philosopher Lenoir, sergeant of His Majesty the Emperor Napoleon, had in his hands in the year six … and I remember our encounter in Alfstraße, Madame …”

Madame Buddenbrook looked down with a smile that was half embarrassed, half reminiscent. Tom and Tony, down below, who did not like fish and had been listening attentively to the grown-ups’ conversation, called up almost in unison: “Oh yes, tell us, Grandma!” But the pastor, who knew that she did not like to recount this incident herself, which was a little embarrassing for her, began once again with the old little story, which the children would have gladly listened to for the hundredth time, and which perhaps one or two of them had not yet heard …

“In short, imagine this: it is a November afternoon, cold and rainy, God have mercy, I am coming up Alfstraße from an official business and thinking about the bad times. Prince Blücher was gone, the French were in the city, but there was little sign of the prevailing excitement. The streets were quiet, people sat in their houses and kept to themselves. Master butcher Prahl, who had stood in front of his door with his hands in his trouser pockets and said in his booming voice: ‘That’s too bad, that’s too bad!’ had simply been slapped in the face … Well, I think you should go and see the Buddenbrooks, a word of encouragement might be welcome; the man is lying there with a boil on his head, and Madame will have to deal with the billeting.”

“Then, at that very moment, who do I see coming towards me? Our esteemed Madame Buddenbrook. But in what a state! She is rushing through the rain without a hat, she has barely thrown a shawl around her shoulders, she is stumbling more than walking, and her hairstyle is a complete mess… No, it’s true, Madame! It was hardly a hairstyle anymore.”

“What a pleasant surprise!” I say and take the liberty of holding her by the sleeve, as she doesn’t see me at all, because I have a bad feeling about this… “Where are you going in such a hurry, my dear?” She notices me, looks at me and blurts out: “Is it you… Farewell! It’s all over! I’m going down to the Trave!”

“Take care!” I say, feeling myself turn pale. “This is no place for you, my dear! But what has happened?” And I hold her as firmly as respect allows. “What has happened?” she cries, trembling. ‘You’re standing on the silverware, Wunderlich! That’s what happened! And Jean is lying there with his head wound and can’t help me! And he couldn’t help me even if he were on his feet! You’re stealing my spoons, my silver spoons, that’s what happened, Wunderlich, and I’m going into the Trave!’

“Well, I hold our friend, I say what one says in such cases, ‘Courage,’ I say, ‘my dearest!’ and ‘Everything will be all right!’ and ‘Let’s talk to the people, pull yourself together, I implore you, and let’s go!’ And I lead her up the street to her house. In the dining room upstairs, we find the militia, as Madame left them, about twenty men, busying themselves with the large chest where the silverware is kept.”

“Which one of you can I speak to?” I ask politely, “gentlemen?” Well, they start laughing and shout, “All of us, Papa!” But then one steps forward and introduces himself, a man as tall as a tree, with a black waxed moustache and large red hands peeking out from his cuffed sleeves. ‘Lenoir,’ he says, saluting with his left hand, for in his right he is holding a bundle of five or six silver spoons, ‘Lenoir, sergeant. What does the gentleman want?’”

“Officer!” I say, aiming for the point d’honneur. “Is it really fitting for someone in your illustrious position to be dealing with such matters? … The city has not closed its doors to the Emperor …” “What do you want?” he replies. “This is war! People need such utensils …”

“You should show consideration,” I interrupted him, because a thought occurred to me. “This lady,” I said, because what else can one say in such a situation, “the mistress of the house, she is not German, she is almost your compatriot, she is French…” “What, French?” he repeated. And what do you think this old warhorse added? ‘An emigrant, then?’ he said. ‘But then she is an enemy of philosophy!’

“I am stunned, but I swallow my laughter. ‘You are,’ I say, ‘a man of intellect, as I can see. I repeat that it seems to me unworthy of you to concern yourself with such matters! He is silent for a moment; but then, suddenly, he blushes, throws his six spoons into the chest and exclaims: ‘But who told you that I intended anything else with these things than to look at them a little?! Pretty things, those! If one or the other of the people should take a piece with them as a souvenir …’

“Well, they took enough souvenirs with them anyway, no appeal to human or divine justice could help … They probably knew no other god than this terrible little man …”








  
  
  Chapter Five

  
  




“Did you see him, Reverend?”

The plates were changed again. A colossal, brick-red, breaded ham appeared, smoked, cooked, accompanied by a brown, sour shallot sauce and such quantities of vegetables that everyone could have been satisfied from a single bowl. Lebrecht Kröger took over the carving. With his elbows casually raised and his long index fingers stretched straight across the backs of his knife and fork, he carefully cut down the juicy pieces. Consul Buddenbrook’s masterpiece, the “Russian pot,” a sparkling and spirited mixture of preserved fruits, was also served. –

No, Pastor Wunderlich regretted never having met Bonaparte. But old Buddenbrook and Jean Jacques Hoffstede had seen him face to face; the former in Paris, immediately before the Russian campaign, during a parade in the courtyard of the Tuileries Palace, the latter in Danzig …

“Goodness, no, he didn’t look comfortable,” he said, raising his eyebrows as he put a bite of ham, Brussels sprouts and potato, which he had arranged on his fork, into his mouth. “Incidentally, he is said to have behaved quite cheerfully in Danzig. People used to tell a joke back then … He gambled all day with the Germans, and not just innocently, but in the evening he played with his generals. ‘N’est-ce pas, Rapp,’ he said, grabbing a handful of gold from the table, ‘les Allemands aiment beaucoup ces petits Napoléons?’ ‘Oui, Sire, plus que le Grand!’ replied Rapp…”

Amidst the general merriment that ensued – for Hoffstede had told the anecdote nicely and even imitated the emperor’s facial expressions a little – old Buddenbrook said:

“Well, joking aside, with all due respect to his personal greatness … What a character!”

The consul shook his head seriously.

“No, no, we younger people no longer understand the veneration of the man who murdered the Duke of Enghien, who slaughtered eight hundred prisoners in Egypt…”

“All that may be exaggerated and falsified,” said Pastor Wunderlich. “The Duke may have been a reckless and rebellious gentleman, and as for the prisoners, their execution was probably the well-considered and necessary decision of a proper council of war…” And he told of a book that had been published a few years ago, which he had read, the work of a secretary to the Emperor, which deserved full attention…

“All the same,” insisted the consul, trimming a candle that flickered in the candlestick before him. “I don’t understand it, I don’t understand the admiration for this inhuman being! As a Christian man, as a man of religious sentiment, I find no room in my heart for such a feeling.”

His face had taken on a quiet and enthusiastic expression, he had even tilted his head slightly to one side – while it truly looked as if his father and Pastor Wunderlich were smiling quietly at each other.

“Yes, yes,” smiled Johann Buddenbrook, “but the little Napoleons weren’t bad, were they? My son is more enthusiastic about Louis Philippe,” he added.

“Enthusiastic?” Jean Jacques Hoffstede repeated a little mockingly … “A curious combination! Philippe Égalité and enthusiasm …”

“Well, it seems to me that we have a lot to learn from the July Monarchy, by God…” The consul spoke earnestly and eagerly. “The friendly and helpful relationship between French constitutionalism and the new practical ideals and interests of the time… is something so extremely gratifying…”

“Practical ideals … well, yes …” During a pause, which he allowed his jaw to rest, old Buddenbrook played with his golden box. “Practical ideals … no, I’m not in favour of them at all!” He lapsed into dialect out of annoyance. “Now commercial institutions and technical institutions and business schools are springing up everywhere, and grammar schools and classical education are suddenly nonsense, and everyone thinks of nothing but mines … and industry … and making money … Good, all that, very good! But a little stupid, on the other hand, in the long run – isn’t it? I don’t know why it’s an affront to me … I didn’t say anything, Jean … the July Monarchy is a good thing …”

Senator Langhals, however, as well as Grätjens and Köppen, sided with the consul … Yes, truly, one must have the utmost respect for the French government and similar endeavours in Germany … Mr Köppen said “Attention” again. He had become even redder during the meal and was sniffing audibly; Pastor Wunderlich’s face, however, remained white, refined and alert, even though he was drinking one glass after another in complete comfort.

The candles burned slowly, slowly down, and now and then, when their flames flickered to the side in the draught, a fine wax scent wafted across the table.

They sat on heavy chairs with high backs, dined on heavy, good food with heavy silver cutlery, drank heavy, good wines with it, and expressed their opinions. They soon got down to business and, without realising it, fell more and more into dialect, into this comfortably ponderous way of expressing themselves, which seemed to combine commercial brevity with affluent carelessness and was occasionally exaggerated with good-natured self-irony. They did not say “on the stock exchange”, they simply said “on the exchange” … pronouncing the r like a short ä and making a pleased face to go with it.

The ladies had not followed the dispute for long. Madame Kröger led the conversation by explaining in the most appetising manner the best way to cook carp in red wine … “When they are cut into neat pieces, my dear, put them in the casserole with onions, cloves and rusks, and then add a little sugar and a spoonful of butter to the fire … But don’t wash it, dearest, leave all the blood in, for God’s sake…”

Old Kröger interjected the most pleasant jokes. Consul Justus, his son, however, who was sitting next to Doctor Grabow further down near the children, had struck up a teasing conversation with Mamsell Jungmann; she narrowed her brown eyes and, as was her habit, held her knife and fork straight up, moving them slightly back and forth. Even the Oeverdiecks had become quite loud and lively. The old consul’s wife had invented a new term of endearment for her husband: “You good little darling!” she said, shaking her bonnet with warmth.

The conversation flowed into one topic when Jean Jacques Hoffstede brought up his favourite subject, the trip to Italy he had taken fifteen years ago with a wealthy relative from Hamburg. He talked about Venice, Rome and Vesuvius, he spoke of the Villa Borghese, where the late Goethe had written part of his Faust, he raved about Renaissance fountains that provided cooling, about well-trimmed avenues where it was so pleasant to stroll, and someone mentioned the large, overgrown garden that the Buddenbrooks owned just behind the castle gate …

“Yes, indeed!” said the old man. “I’m still annoyed that I couldn’t bring myself to have it tidied up a bit back then! I walked through it again recently – it’s a disgrace, this jungle! What a lovely property it would be if the grass were mowed and the trees were neatly trimmed into cones and cubes…”

But the consul protested vehemently.

“For God’s sake, Papa! I enjoy wandering through the undergrowth there in summer, but it would spoil everything for me if the beautiful, free nature were cut down so miserably…”

“But if the great outdoors belongs to me, don’t I have the right to arrange it as I please …”

“Oh, Father, when I lie there in the tall grass under the overgrown bushes, I feel as if I belong to nature and have no right over it whatsoever…”

“Krischan, don’t tease me too much,” cried old Buddenbrook suddenly, “Thilda, it doesn’t hurt… pack like seven threshers, the girl…”

And truly, it was astonishing what abilities this quiet, thin child with the long, elderly face developed when eating. When asked if she would like a second helping of soup, she replied slowly and humbly: “Y-e-s, p-l-e-a-s-e!” She had chosen two of the largest pieces of fish and ham, along with a large pile of side dishes, leaning carefully and short-sightedly over her plate, and she ate everything without haste, quietly and in large bites. She responded to the old master of the house’s words only with a drawn-out, friendly, surprised and simple: “God – On–k–el–?” She did not allow herself to be intimidated; she ate, even though it did not go down well and even though she was being mocked, with the instinctively exploitative appetite of a poor relative at a rich dinner table, smiling insensitively and covering her plate with good things, patient, tenacious, hungry and thin.
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Now came the “Plettenpudding” in two large crystal bowls, a layered mixture of macaroons, raspberries, biscuits and egg cream; but at the lower end of the table, things began to flare up, for the children had been given their favourite dessert, the burning plum pudding.

“Thomas, my son, be so kind,” said Johann Buddenbrook, pulling his large bunch of keys from his trouser pocket. “In the second cellar on the right, the second compartment, behind the red Bordeaux, two bottles, you understand?” And Thomas, who was well versed in such tasks, ran off and returned with the dusty, cobweb-covered bottles. But no sooner had the golden yellow, grape-sweet old Malvasier flowed from its inconspicuous casing into the small dessert wine glasses than the moment came when Pastor Wunderlich rose and, as the conversation fell silent, began to toast in pleasant turns of phrase, glass in hand. He spoke with his head tilted slightly to one side, a subtle and playful smile on his white face, moving his free hand in delicate little gestures, in the relaxed and comfortable tone he also loved to use in the pulpit … “And now, my good friends, let us empty a glass of this fine wine together to the welfare of our honoured hosts in their new, magnificent home, to the welfare of the Buddenbrook family, both those present and those absent… vivant hoch!”

“The absent members?” thought the consul as he bowed before the glasses raised to him. “Does that mean only those in Frankfurt and perhaps the Duchamps in Hamburg, or does old Wunderlich have ulterior motives …?” He stood up to clink his glass with his father’s, looking him warmly in the eyes.

But now the broker Grätjens rose from his chair, which took some time; but when he had finished, he dedicated a glass in his somewhat shrill voice to the Johann Buddenbrook company and its continued growth, prosperity and success, to the honour of the city.

And Johann Buddenbrook thanked him for all the kind words, first as head of the family and second as senior head of the trading house – and sent Thomas for a third bottle of Malvasia, because the calculation that two would suffice had proved to be wrong.

Lebrecht Kröger also spoke. He took the liberty of remaining seated, because this made a more accommodating impression, and only gestured graciously with his head and hands as he offered his toast to the two ladies of the house, Mme Antoinette and the Consul’s wife.

But when he had finished, when the plum pudding had almost been eaten and the Malvasier was running low, Mr Jean Jacques Hoffstede slowly rose, cleared his throat and, amid a general “Ah!”, the children downstairs applauded with joy.

“Yes, excusez! I couldn’t help myself…” he said, lightly touching his pointed nose and pulling a piece of paper from his coat pocket… A deep silence spread through the room.

The sheet he held in his hands was delightfully colourful, and from an oval formed on the outside by red flowers and many golden flourishes, he read the words:

“On the occasion of the friendly participation in the joyful inauguration celebration of the newly acquired house with the Buddenbrook family. October 1835.”

And then he turned and began in his already somewhat trembling voice:

Esteemed guests! – Do not miss

my humble song

to approach you in these rooms,

Which heaven has granted you.

It is for you, my silver-haired friend,

And your honourable wife,

And your beloved children,

Be joyfully dedicated!

Competence and modest beauty

United before our eyes, –

Venus Anadyomene

And Vulcan’s industrious hand.

May no gloomy future disturb

The joy of your life,

May each new day grant

May each new day grant you ever new bliss.

Rejoice, yes, rejoice infinitely

Will be your future happiness.

Whether I often renew the wish

My gaze now tells you.

Farewell in your magnificent home

And cherish and love

The one who wrote these lines today

wrote these lines today! –

He bowed, and unanimous, enthusiastic applause broke out.

“Charming, Hoffstede!” exclaimed old Buddenbrook. “Cheers! No, that was delightful!”

But when the consul’s wife drank with the poet, a very delicate blush coloured her fair complexion, for she had noticed the polite reverence he had shown her in “Venus Anadyomene” …
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The general merriment had now reached its peak, and Mr Köppen felt a distinct need to unbutton a few buttons on his waistcoat; but unfortunately that was not possible, for not even the old gentlemen allowed themselves such liberties. Lebrecht Kröger sat just as upright in his seat as he had at the beginning of the meal, Pastor Wunderlich remained pale and dignified, old Buddenbrook had leaned back a little, but maintained the finest decorum, and only Justus Kröger was visibly a little drunk.

Where was Doctor Grabow? The consul’s wife rose very discreetly and left, for downstairs the seats of Miss Jungmann, Doctor Grabow and Christian had become vacant, and from the portico came what sounded almost like suppressed wailing. She quickly left the hall behind the waitress who had served butter, cheese and fruit – and sure enough, there in the semi-darkness, on the round upholstered bench that ran around the central column, little Christian was sitting, lying or crouching, moaning softly and heartbreakingly.

“Oh dear, Madam!” said Ida, who was standing with the doctor, “Christian, the little boy, is so ill…”

“I feel sick, Mama, I feel terribly sick!” whimpered Christian, his round, deep-set eyes darting restlessly back and forth above his overly large nose. He had uttered the word “terribly” only out of sheer desperation, but the consul’s wife said:

“When we use such words, God punishes us with even greater nausea!”

Doctor Grabow felt his pulse; his kind face seemed to have become even longer and milder.

“A slight indigestion… nothing serious, Mrs Consul!” he reassured her. And then he continued in his slow, pedantic official tone: “It would be best to put him to bed… a little children’s powder, perhaps a cup of chamomile tea to induce perspiration… And a strict diet, Mrs Consul? As I said, a strict diet. A little pigeon, a little French bread…”

“I don’t want any pigeon!” Christian cried, beside himself. “I never want to eat anything again! I feel sick, I feel damn sick!” The strong words seemed to bring him relief, such was the fervour with which he uttered them.

Doctor Grabow smiled to himself, an indulgent and almost melancholic smile. Oh, the young man would eat again! He would live like everyone else. Like his fathers, relatives and acquaintances, he would spend his days sitting down and consuming four times as many carefully selected, heavy and delicious foods… Well, God bless him! He, Friedrich Grabow, was not the one who would overturn the lifestyles of all these good, wealthy and comfortable merchant families. He would come when he was called and recommend a strict diet for a day or two – a little pigeon, a slice of French bread… yes, yes – and assure them with a clear conscience that it was nothing to worry about this time. Young as he was, he had held the hand of many a brave citizen who had eaten his last leg of smoked meat, his last stuffed turkey, and, whether suddenly and unexpectedly in his office chair or after some suffering in his sturdy old bed, had passed away. A stroke, they said, paralysis, a sudden and unexpected death… yes, yes, and he, Friedrich Grabow, could have counted them all, the many times when it had been “nothing serious”, when he might not even have been called, when perhaps after dinner, when they had returned to the office, a slight, strange dizziness had made itself felt… Well, God rest their souls! He, Friedrich Grabow, was not the one who spurned the stuffed turkeys. That breaded ham with shallot sauce today had been delicious, damn it, and then, when everyone was already breathing heavily, the plum pudding – macaroons, raspberries and egg foam, yes, yes… “Strict diet, as I said, Mrs. Consul? A little pigeon, a little French bread…”
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Inside the dining room, everyone was getting ready to leave.

“Bon appétit, mesdames et messieurs, blessed meal! Over there, a cigar awaits for those who enjoy them, and a sip of coffee for all of us, and, if Madame is feeling generous, a liqueur… The billiards in the back are at everyone’s disposal, as you know; Jean, you will take the lead to the back house… Madame Köppen, – the honour…”

Chatting, satisfied and in high spirits, exchanging wishes for a blessed meal, they made their way back through the large double doors into the landscape room. But the consul did not go over there first, instead immediately gathering the billiard-loving gentlemen around him.

“Don’t you want to risk a game, Father?”

No, Lebrecht Kröger stayed with the ladies, but Justus could go to the back… Senator Langhals, Köppen, Grätjens and Doctor Grabow also stayed with the consul, while Jean Jacques Hoffstede wanted to follow: “Later, later! Johann Buddenbrook wants to play the flute, I have to wait for that… Au revoir, messieurs…”

As they walked through the portico, the six gentlemen could still hear the first notes of the flute ringing out in the landscape room, accompanied by the consul’s wife on the harmonium, a small, bright, graceful melody that floated meaningfully through the spacious rooms. The consul listened as long as he could hear anything. He would have loved to stay in the landscape room, sitting in an armchair, lost in his dreams and feelings as he listened to the music, but his duties as host …

“Bring a few cups of coffee and cigars to the billiard room,” he said to the maid who was crossing the forecourt.

“Yes, Line, coffee, you? Coffee!” repeated Mr Köppen in a voice that came from a full stomach, and tried to pinch the girl’s red arm. He pronounced the K at the back of his throat, as if he were already swallowing and tasting it.

“I’m sure Madame Köppen saw us through the glass panes,” remarked Consul Kröger.

Senator Langhals asked, “So that’s where you live, Buddenbrook?”

On the right, the staircase led up to the second floor, where the consul’s and his family’s bedrooms were located; but there was also a row of rooms on the left side of the landing. The gentlemen walked down the wide staircase with its white-lacquered, openwork wooden banister, smoking. The consul stopped on the landing.

“This mezzanine floor has three rooms,” he explained; “the breakfast room, my parents’ bedroom and a little-used room facing the garden; a narrow passageway runs alongside it as a corridor … But come on! – Yes, you see, the hall is used by the transport carts, which then drive through the entire property to the bakery pit.”

The wide, echoing hallway below was paved with large, square stone tiles. Office rooms were located at the vestibule door and at the other end, while the kitchen, from which the sour smell of shallot sauce still emanated, was located to the left of the staircase, along the way to the cellars. Opposite it, at a considerable height, strange, clumsy but neatly painted wooden boxes protruded from the wall: the girls’ chambers, which could only be reached from the hallway by a kind of exposed, straight staircase. A pair of enormous old cupboards and a carved chest stood next to them.

Through a tall glass door, one stepped over a few very shallow, passable steps into the courtyard, where the small washhouse was located on the left. From here, one could look into the beautifully landscaped garden, now autumnal grey and damp, whose beds were protected from the frost with straw mats, and which was enclosed at the back by the “portal”, the Rococo façade of the garden house. The gentlemen, however, turned left from the courtyard onto a path that led between two walls through a second courtyard to the rear building.

There, slippery steps led down to a cellar-like vault with a clay floor, which was used as a storeroom, and from the highest floor of which a rope hung down for hauling up the sacks of grain. But they climbed the cleanly kept staircase on the right to the first floor, where the consul opened the white door to the billiard room for his guests.

Mr Köppen threw himself exhausted onto one of the stiff chairs that stood against the walls of the large, bare and austere-looking room.

“I’ll watch for now!” he cried, brushing the fine raindrops from his coat. “The devil take me, what kind of journey through your house is this, Buddenbrook!”

Similar to the landscape room, the stove burned behind a brass grille. Through the three tall, narrow windows, one could see damp red roofs, grey courtyards and gables …

“A game of billiards, Senator?” asked the consul as he took the cues from the racks. Then he went around and closed the pockets of the two billiard tables. “Who wants to join us? Grätjens? The doctor? All right. Grätjens and Justus, then take the other one… Köppen, you have to play.”

The wine merchant stood up and listened, his mouth full of cigar smoke, to a strong gust of wind whistling between the houses, driving the rain against the windows and howling in the stovepipe.

“Damn!” he said, blowing the smoke away. “Do you think the Wullenwewer can make it to port, Buddenbrook? What awful weather…”

Yes, the news from Travemünde was not the best; this was also confirmed by Consul Kröger, who was chalking the leather of his cane. Storms on all coasts. In the year 24, God knows, it was not much worse than when the great flood hit St. Petersburg … Well, here came the coffee.

They helped themselves, took a sip and began to play. But then they started talking about the Customs Union… oh, Consul Buddenbrook was enthusiastic about the Customs Union!

“What a creation, gentlemen!” he exclaimed, turning animatedly after a guided shot to the other billiard table, where the first word had been spoken. “We should join at the earliest opportunity…”

But Mr Köppen did not share this opinion; no, he was downright snobbish in his opposition.

“What about our autonomy? What about our independence?” he asked indignantly, leaning belligerently on his cue. “What about that? Would Hamburg agree to participate in this Prussian invention? Don’t we want to be incorporated right away, Buddenbrook? God forbid, no, what do we need the Customs Union for, I’d like to know! Isn’t everything going well?…”

“Yes, you with your Rotspohn, Köppen! And then perhaps with the Russian products, I won’t say anything about that. But nothing else is imported! And as far as exports are concerned, well, we send a little grain to Holland and England, certainly!… Oh no, unfortunately not everything is going well. By God, other deals were made here in the past … But in the Customs Union, Mecklenburg and Schleswig-Holstein would be opened up to us … And it’s impossible to calculate how the propere business would take off …”

“But please, Buddenbrook,” Grätjens began, leaning over the billiard table and carefully moving the cue back and forth on his bony hand, “this customs union… I don’t understand it. Our system is so simple and practical, isn’t it? Customs clearance on the citizen’s oath…”

“A fine old institution.” The consul had to admit this.

“No, truly, Mr Consul, if you find something ‘beautiful’!” Senator Langhals was a little indignant: “I’m no merchant… but if I’m to be honest – no, this oath of citizenship is nonsense, gradually, I have to say! It has become a formality that is largely ignored… and the state is left behind. People are saying things that are quite serious. I am convinced that the Senate’s entry into the Customs Union…”

“Then there is a conflict –!” Mr Köppen slammed his cue on the floor in anger. He said “Kongflick” and now put all caution aside with regard to his pronunciation. “A conflict, I understand that. No, with all due respect, Senator, but you are beyond help, God forbid!” And he spoke heatedly of decision-making committees and the welfare of the state and the oath of citizenship and free states …

Thank God Jean Jacques Hoffstede arrived! He entered arm in arm with Pastor Wunderlich, two uninhibited and lively old gentlemen from more carefree times.

“Well, my good friends,” he began, “I have something for you; a joke, something funny, a little verse in French… listen up!”

He sat down leisurely on a chair opposite the players, who were leaning against the billiard tables, propped up on their cues. He took a piece of paper out of his pocket, placed his long index finger with the signet ring on his pointed nose and read aloud with a cheerful and naively epic intonation:

“When Saxony’s marshal once drove the proud Pompadour

In the golden phaeton – happily drove along,

Frelon saw this couple –

Oh, he cried, look at them both!

The king’s sword – and its sheath!”

Mr Köppen paused for a moment, then let Kongflick and Staatswohl drive on and joined in the laughter of the others, which echoed through the hall. Pastor Wunderlich, however, had stepped up to a window and, judging by the movement of his shoulders, was chuckling quietly to himself.

They stayed together for a good while longer, here in the billiard room, because Hoffstede had more jokes of a similar nature up his sleeve. Mr Köppen had opened his waistcoat and was in high spirits, because he felt more at home here than at the dinner table. He made funny Low German sayings with every stroke and recited happily to himself from time to time:

“When Saxony’s marshal once …”

The little verse sounded rather strange in his rough bass voice …
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It was quite late, around eleven o’clock, when the company, which had gathered once more in the landscape room, began to leave almost simultaneously. Immediately after receiving everyone’s hand kisses, the consul’s wife went up to her rooms to check on the ailing Christian, leaving Mamsell Jungmann in charge of supervising the maids as they cleared away the dishes, and Mme. Antoinette retired to the mezzanine. The consul, however, accompanied the guests down the stairs, across the hall and out the front door onto the street.

A sharp wind drove the rain sideways, and the old innkeepers, wrapped in thick fur coats, hurriedly crawled into their majestic carriage, which had been waiting for a long time. The yellow light of the oil lamps burning on poles in front of the house and hanging further down on thick chains stretched across the street flickered restlessly. Here and there, the houses jutted out into the street, which sloped down to the Trave, and some were equipped with porches or benches. Wet grass sprouted between the poor paving. St. Mary’s Church over there lay completely shrouded in shadow, darkness and rain.

“Merci,” said Lebrecht Kröger, shaking hands with the consul, who was standing by the carriage. “Merci, Jean, it was lovely!” Then the door slammed and the carriage rumbled away. Pastor Wunderlich and the estate agent Grätjens also went on their way with thanks. Mr Köppen, wearing a coat with a five-fold cape, a wide-brimmed grey top hat on his head and his corpulent wife on his arm, said in his bitterest bass voice:

“Good evening, Buddenbrook! Well, go inside, don’t catch cold. Thank you very much – you? I haven’t eaten like this in a long time … and my red wine at four Kurantmark suits you, then? Good night again …”

The couple walked down towards the river with Consul Kröger and his family, while Senator Langhals, Doctor Grabow and Jean Jacques Hoffstede headed in the opposite direction…

Consul Buddenbrook stood a few steps in front of the front door, his hands buried in the pockets of his light-coloured trousers, shivering a little in his cloth coat, listening to the footsteps echoing in the deserted, wet and dimly lit streets. Then he turned and looked up at the grey gabled façade of the house. His eyes lingered on the inscription carved in ancient letters above the entrance: “Dominus providebit.” Lowering his head slightly, he entered and carefully locked the heavy, creaking front door. Then he snapped the vestibule door shut and walked slowly across the echoing hallway. He asked the cook, who was clattering down the stairs with a tea tray full of glasses, “Where is the master, Trina?”

“In the dining room, Mr Consul…” Her face turned as red as her arms, for she was from the country and easily confused.

He went upstairs, and even in the dark columned hall, his hand moved towards his breast pocket, where the paper rustled. Then he entered the hall, where in one corner the remains of candles were still burning on one of the candelabra, illuminating the cleared table. The sour smell of shallot sauce lingered in the air.

Back there by the windows, Johann Buddenbrook was walking leisurely up and down with his hands behind his back.
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“Well, my son Johann! Where are you going?” He stopped and stretched out his hand to his son, the white, slightly too short but finely jointed hand of the Buddenbrooks. His sprightly figure, illuminated only by the powdered wig and lace jabot, stood out faintly and uneasily against the dark red of the window curtains.

“Not tired yet? I’m standing here listening to the wind… damn weather! Captain Kloht is on his way from Riga…”

“Oh, Father, with God’s help, everything will be fine!”

“Can I count on that? Granted, you’re on familiar terms with the Lord…”

The consul felt better in view of this good humour.

“Yes, to get to the point,” he began, “I didn’t just want to say good night, Papa, but… you mustn’t be angry, eh? I didn’t want to bother you with this letter – it arrived this afternoon – until now… on this cheerful evening…”

“Monsieur Gotthold – voilà!” The old man pretended to remain calm as he accepted the blue, sealed paper. “Mr Johann Buddenbrook Sr. Personally… A man of conduct, your stepbrother, Jean! Did I even reply to his second letter the other day? Yet he writes a third…” As his rosy face grew increasingly sombre, he tore the seal with his finger, quickly unfolded the thin paper, turned it at an angle so that the writing was illuminated by the candelabra, and struck it energetically with the back of his hand. Even this handwriting seemed to express apostasy and rebellion, for while the Buddenbrooks’ lines were usually tiny, light and slanted across the paper, these letters were tall, steep and written with sudden pressure; many words were underlined with a quick, curved stroke of the pen.

The consul had withdrawn a little to the side, to the wall where the chairs stood; but he did not sit down, as his father was standing, but only grasped one of the high backrests with a nervous movement while he watched the old man, who, with his head tilted to one side, was reading with dark brows and rapidly moving lips …

“My father!

I probably hope in vain that your sense of justice will be great enough to appreciate the indignation I felt when my second, urgent letter concerning the well-known matter remained unanswered, after only the first had received a reply (of what kind, I will not say!). I must tell you that the way in which you are deepening the rift that, alas, exists between us through your stubbornness is a sin for which you will one day have to answer most severely before God’s judgment seat. It is sad enough that a year ago, when I married my now wife against your will, following the dictates of my heart, and offended your boundless pride by taking over a shop, you turned away from me so cruelly and completely; but the way in which you now treat me cries out to heaven, and if you think that I will be content and remain silent in the face of your silence, you are grossly mistaken. The purchase price of your newly acquired house in Mengstraße was 100,000 Kurantmark, and I am also aware that your son from your second marriage and business partner, Johann, lives with you as a tenant and will take over the business and the house as sole owner after your death. You have made agreements with my stepsister in Frankfurt and her husband in which I am not to interfere. But as far as I, your eldest son, am concerned, you are taking your unchristian anger so far as to refuse to give me any compensation for my share of the house! I kept quiet when you paid me 100,000 currency marks when I got married and set up home, and when you bequeathed me a one-off inheritance of only 100,000 in your will. At the time, I wasn’t even fully aware of your financial situation. Now, however, I see more clearly, and since I do not need to consider myself disinherited in principle, I claim in this particular case a compensation sum of 33,335 Kurantmark, that is to say, one third of the purchase price. I do not want to speculate about the damnable influences to which I owe the treatment I have been forced to endure so far; but I protest against it with all the sense of justice of a Christian and a businessman, and I assure you for the last time that if you cannot bring yourself to respect my just claims, I will no longer be able to respect you as a Christian, a father or a businessman.

Gotthold Buddenbrook.”

“Forgive me if I take no pleasure in reciting this litany to you once again. – Voilà!” And with a fierce movement, Joh. Buddenbrook threw the letter at his son.

The consul caught the paper as it fluttered at knee height and followed his father’s footsteps with confused and sad eyes. The old gentleman grabbed the long candle snuffer leaning against the window and walked briskly and angrily along the table to the opposite corner, to the candelabra.

“Assez! I say. N’en parlons plus, point final! To bed! En avant!” One flame after another disappeared without rising beneath the small metal funnel attached to the top of the pole. Only two candles were still burning when the old man turned back to his son, whom he could barely recognise there in the back.

“Eh bien, why are you standing there, what are you saying? You must say something!”

“What should I say, Father? I’m at a loss.”

“It’s easy for you to be at a loss!” Johann Buddenbrook said with angry emphasis, although he himself knew that there was not much truth in this remark and that his son and partner had often been superior to him in his determination to seize advantage.

“Bad and damned influences…” continued the consul. “That’s the first line I can decipher! Don’t you understand how this torments me, Father? And he accuses us of being unchristian!”

“You’re going to let this miserable scribbling intimidate you, are you?!” Johann Buddenbrook came over angrily, dragging the candle snuffer behind him. “Unchristian! Ha! Tasteful, I must say – this pious greed for money! What kind of company are you young people, anyway? Your heads full of Christian and fantastical nonsense… and… idealism! And we old people are the heartless mockers… and besides, the July Monarchy and practical ideals… and you’d rather send the old father the crudest nonsense than forego a few thousand talers! … And as a businessman, he deigns to despise me! Well! As a businessman, I know what faux-frais are – faux-frais!” he repeated with a grim Parisian guttural r. “I will not make myself subservient to this exalted rascal of a son if I have to humiliate myself and give in …”

“Dear father, what can I say! I don’t want him to be right about what he says about ‘influences’! I am interested as a partner, and for that very reason I should not advise you to insist on your point of view, but … And I am as good a Christian as Gotthold, but …”

“However! Yes, you are right to say ‘however’, Jean! How do things actually stand? Back then, when he was infatuated with his maid Stüwing, when he made scene after scene with me and in the end, despite my strict prohibition, entered into this misalliance, I wrote to him: Mon très cher fils, you are marrying your shop, period. I am not disinheriting you, I am not making a spectacle, but our friendship is over. Here you have 100,000 as a dowry, I am bequeathing you another 100,000 in my will, but that’s it, you’re done, there’s not a penny more. He remained silent. What business is it of his if we did business? If you and your sister are going to get a good deal more? If a house was bought with the inheritance that is yours …”

“If only you understood, Father, the dilemma I find myself in! For the sake of family harmony, I would have to advise … but …” The consul sighed softly, leaning back in his chair. Johann Buddenbrook, leaning on the fire extinguisher, peered intently into the restless semi-darkness to study his son’s expression. The penultimate candle had burned down and gone out by itself; only one was still flickering, back there. Every now and then, a tall, white figure emerged from the wallpaper, smiling calmly, and disappeared again.

“Father, this relationship with Gotthold is weighing on me!” said the consul quietly.

“Nonsense, Jean, no sentimentality! What is troubling you?”

“Father, … we sat here together so cheerfully today, we celebrated a wonderful day, we were proud and happy in the knowledge that we had achieved something, accomplished something … brought our company, our family to a level where it enjoys the highest degree of recognition and prestige … But, Father, this bitter enmity with my brother, your eldest son … There should be no secret rift running through the edifice we have built with God’s gracious help … A family must be united, must stick together, Father, otherwise evil will knock at the door …”

“Nonsense, Jean! Foolishness! An obstinate boy…”

There was a pause; the last flame sank lower and lower.

“What are you doing, Jean?” asked Johann Buddenbrook. “I can’t see you anymore.”

“I’m calculating,” said the consul dryly. The candle flared up, and one could see him sitting upright, his eyes cold and alert as they had not been all afternoon, staring intently at the dancing flame. “On the one hand, you give 33,335 to Gotthold and 15,000 to the people in Frankfurt, which makes a total of 48,335. On the other hand, you only give 25,000 to the people in Frankfurt, which means a profit of 23,335 for the company. But that’s not all. Suppose you pay Gotthold compensation for his share in the company, the principle is broken, he was not finally compensated at the time, and after your death he can claim an inheritance equal to that of my sister and me, and then the company will suffer a loss of hundreds of thousands that it cannot afford, that I as the future sole owner cannot afford … No, Papa!” he concluded with an energetic wave of his hand and sat up even straighter. “I must advise you not to give in!”

“There you have it! That’s final! N’en parlons plus! En avant! Off to bed!”

The last flame went out under the metal cap. In thick darkness, the two walked through the portico, and outside, at the staircase to the second floor, they shook hands.

“Good night, Jean … Courage, du? These are just annoyances … See you tomorrow at breakfast!”

The consul climbed the stairs to his apartment, and the old man felt his way down the banister to the mezzanine. Then the vast, old house lay securely locked in darkness and silence. Pride, hopes and fears rested, while outside in the quiet streets the rain trickled and the autumn wind whistled around gables and corners.
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Two and a half years later, in mid-April, spring had come earlier than ever, and at the same time an event had occurred that made old Johann Buddenbrook sing with joy and moved his son to great happiness.

At 9 o’clock on a Sunday morning, the consul sat in the breakfast room in front of the large brown secretary desk that stood by the window, its curved lid pushed back by a clever mechanism. A thick leather folder filled with papers lay before him, but he had taken out a notebook with a pressed cover and gold edging and was writing, bent over it eagerly, in his thin, tiny, hasty handwriting – diligently and without pause, except when he dipped his goose quill into the heavy metal inkwell …

The two windows were open, and from the garden, where a mild sun shone on the first buds and where a few small birds chirped cheeky replies to each other, the spring air blew in, full of fresh and delicate fragrance, gently and silently lifting the curtains a little from time to time. Over on the breakfast table, the sun rested dazzlingly on the white linen, speckled here and there with crumbs, and played in small, sparkling twists and jumps on the gilding of the mortar-shaped cups…

Both wings of the bedroom door were open, and from there came the voice of Johann Buddenbrook, humming quietly to himself an old, funny tune:

“A good man, a brave man,

A man of complaisance;

He cooks the soup and rocks the child

And smells of bitter oranges.”

He sat beside the little cradle with green silk curtains, which stood next to the consul’s high four-poster bed, and rocked it evenly with one hand. The Consul and her husband had settled down here for a while for ease of service, while her father and Madame Antoinette, who, wearing an apron over her striped dress and a lace cap over her thick white curls, was busy with flannel and linen at the table in the back, used the third room on the mezzanine for sleeping.

Consul Buddenbrook hardly glanced into the next room, so absorbed was he in his work. His face wore a serious and almost pained expression of devotion. His mouth was slightly open, his chin drooped a little, and his eyes clouded over from time to time. He wrote:

“Today, 14 April 1838, at 6 o’clock in the morning, my dear wife Elisabeth, née Kröger, with God’s gracious help, happily gave birth to a little daughter, who is to be given the name Klara in holy baptism. Yes, the Lord helped her so graciously, even though, according to Dr Grabow, the birth came a little too early and not everything had gone well beforehand, and Bethsy had suffered great pain. Oh, where is there a God like you, Lord of Hosts, who helps in all needs and dangers and teaches us to recognise your will rightly, so that we may fear you and be found faithful in your will and commandments! Oh Lord, guide and lead us all as long as we live on earth …” – The pen rushed on, smoothly, nimbly, and here and there executing a commercial flourish, speaking line by line to God. Two pages further on it said:

“I have written out a policy for my youngest daughter for 150 Kuranttalers. Guide her, O Lord, in your ways, and grant her a pure heart, that she may one day enter the dwellings of eternal peace. For we know well how difficult it is to believe with all our soul that the whole dear sweet Jesus is mine, because our earthly little weak heart …” After three pages, the consul wrote “Amen,” but the pen continued to glide, gliding with a delicate sound over many more pages, writing of the delicious spring that refreshes the weary traveller, of the blessed one’s holy, blood-soaked wounds, of the narrow and the broad paths, and of God’s great glory. It cannot be denied that after this or that sentence, the consul felt the inclination to leave it at that, to put down his pen, to go in to his wife or to go to his office. But how! Did he tire so quickly of conversing with his Creator and Sustainer? What a robbery of Him, the Lord, to stop writing now… No, no, as punishment for his impious desire, he quoted even longer passages from the Holy Scriptures, prayed for his parents, his wife, his children and himself, prayed also for his brother Gotthold, and finally, after a last Bible verse and a last, threefold Amen, he sprinkled gold sand on the writing and leaned back with a sigh of relief.

Crossing one leg over the other, he slowly leafed back through the notebook to read here and there a passage of the dates and reflections he had written there, and once again rejoiced gratefully in the knowledge of how, as always and in all danger, God’s hand had visibly blessed him. He had had smallpox so badly that everyone thought he would die, but he had been saved. Once, when he was still a boy, he had been helping with the preparations for a wedding, during which a lot of beer was brewed (for it was the old custom to brew beer at home), and for this purpose a large brewing vat had been set up in front of the door. Now, the vat fell over and the bottom landed on the boy with such a bang and such force that the neighbours came to the door and the six of them had their hands full trying to set it upright again. His head was crushed, and blood flowed profusely over all his limbs. He was carried into a shop, and as there was still a little life left in him, he was sent to the doctor and the surgeon. But his father was told to resign himself to God’s will, for it was impossible for the boy to survive… And now listen: Almighty God blessed the remedies and helped him to a full recovery! When the consul had relived this misfortune in his mind, he took up his pen once more and wrote after his last amen: “Yes, Lord, I will praise you forever!”

Another time, when he was still very young and had come to Bergen, God had saved him from a great watery peril. “As we had to work very hard during the flood season, when the northbound travellers arrived, to get through the rapids and reach our bridge, I found myself standing on the edge of the barge, my feet braced against the oarlocks and my back against the rapids, in order to bring the barge closer and closer; Unfortunately, the oak oarlocks against which I had placed my feet broke, and I fell headfirst into the water. I came up for the first time, but no one was close enough to grab me; I came up a second time, but the barge passed over my head. There were enough people there who wanted to rescue me, but they first had to push so that the boat and barge would not run over me, and all their pushing would have been in vain if, at that moment, a rope on a northbound boat had not broken of its own accord, causing the boat to drift away, and so, by God’s providence, I gained space, and although for the third time I did not rise any higher than my hair was visible, it succeeded because all the heads, one here, the other there, were out of the barge above the water, that one who was lying forward out of the barge grabbed me by the hair, and I grabbed him by the arm. But since he could not hold himself, he screamed and yelled so loudly that the others heard him and quickly grabbed him by the hips and held him with such force that he was able to hold on. I also held on tight, even though he bit my arm, and so it came about that he was able to help me too …” And then followed a very long prayer of thanksgiving, which the consul read with tears in his eyes.

“I could mention many things,” it said elsewhere, “if I were willing to reveal my passions, but …” Well, the consul skipped over this and began to read a few lines here and there from the time of his marriage and his first fatherhood. To be honest, this union had not exactly been what one would call a love match. His father had patted him on the shoulder and drawn his attention to the daughter of the wealthy Kröger, who brought a handsome dowry to the company. He had agreed wholeheartedly and from then on had revered his wife as the companion entrusted to him by God…

It had been no different with his father’s second marriage.

“A good man, a decent man,

a man of complaisance” …

he hummed softly in the bedroom. It was a pity how little interest he had in all these old records and papers. He had both feet firmly planted in the present and did not concern himself much with the family’s past, although he had once added a few notes in his somewhat ornate handwriting to the thick gold-edged notebook, mainly concerning his first marriage.

The consul opened the pages, which were thicker and rougher than the paper he himself had stapled in, and which were already beginning to yellow … Yes, Johann Buddenbrook must have loved this first wife, the daughter of a Bremen merchant, in a touching way, and the one short year he had been allowed to spend at her side seemed to have been the happiest of his life. “L’année la plus heureuse de ma vie” (The happiest year of my life) was written there, underlined with a wavy line, at the risk of Madame Antoinette reading it…

But then Gotthold had come, and the child had ruined Josephine… Strange remarks about this were written on the rough paper. Johann Buddenbrook seemed to have hated this new being honestly and bitterly from the moment his first bold movements had caused his mother terrible pain, – hated him until he was born healthy and lively, while Josephine, her bloodless head buried in the pillows, passed away – and never forgave this unscrupulous intruder, who grew up strong and carefree, for the murder of his mother … The consul did not understand this. She died, he thought, fulfilling the high duty of a woman, and I would have tenderly transferred my love for her to the being she gave life to and left behind for me when she passed away … But he, the father, never saw anything in his eldest son but the ruthless destroyer of his happiness. Then, later, he had married Antoinette Duchamps, the child of a rich and highly respected Hamburg family, and the two had lived side by side respectfully and attentively…

The consul leafed through the notebook. At the very back, he read the little stories about his own children, when Tom had had measles and Antonie had had jaundice and Christian had survived chickenpox; he read about the various trips to Paris, Switzerland and Marienbad that he had taken with his wife, and turned back to the parchment-like, torn, yellow-speckled pages that old Johann Buddenbrook, his father’s father, had written on in pale grey ink in elaborate flourishes. These records began with an extensive genealogy tracing the main line of the family. How, at the end of the 16th century, a Buddenbrook, the oldest known, had lived in Parchim, and his son had become a councillor in Grabau. How a more distant Buddenbrook, a tailor by trade, had married in Rostock, “fared very well” – which was underlined – and had fathered an extraordinary number of children, dead and alive, as it happened … How another, already named Johan, remained in Rostock as a merchant, and how finally, at the end and after many years, the consul’s grandfather came here and founded the grain company. All the details about this ancestor were already known: when he had had measles and when he had had smallpox were faithfully recorded; when he had fallen from the third floor onto the drying floor and survived, even though there had been a lot of beams in the way, and when he had fallen into a feverish delirium, was clearly noted. And he had added many good admonitions to his descendants in his notes, of which the sentence, carefully painted and framed in high Gothic script, stood out: “My son, take pleasure in your business affairs during the day, but only do such things that we may sleep peacefully at night.” And then it was laboriously proven that the old Bible printed in Wittenberg belonged to him and that it should pass on to his firstborn and then to his eldest son…

Consul Buddenbrook pulled the leather folder toward him to pick out and skim through this or that of the remaining papers. There were ancient, yellowed, torn letters that concerned mothers had written to their sons working abroad, and which the recipients had annotated with the remark: “Well received and taken to heart.” There were letters from citizens bearing the coat of arms and seal of the free Hanseatic city, policies, congratulatory poems and letters of sponsorship. There were touching business letters written by sons to their fathers and partners in Stockholm or Amsterdam, combining reassurances about the fairly secure wheat harvest with urgent requests to send greetings to their wives and children … There was a special diary kept by the consul about his journey through England and Brabant, a notebook with a copperplate engraving of Edinburgh Castle and the Grass Market on the cover. There were the sad documents, Gotthold’s angry letters to his father, and finally, as a cheerful conclusion, Jean Jacques Hoffstede’s last festive poem …

A delicate, hurried ringing could be heard. The church tower above, in the dull-coloured painting that hung above the secretary’s desk and depicted an ancient market square, had a real clock, which now struck ten in its own way. The consul closed the family folder and carefully stored it in a back compartment of the secretary. Then he went into the bedroom.

Here, the walls were covered with dark, large-flowered fabric, the same material used for the high curtains of the maternity bed. An atmosphere of rest and peace after overcoming fears and pain hung in the air, which, still quietly warmed by the stove, was interspersed with a mixture of the smells of eau de cologne and medicine. The closed curtains allowed only dim light to enter.

The two elderly people stood side by side, leaning over the cradle and looking at the sleeping child. The consul’s wife, wearing an elegant lace jacket and her reddish hair styled to perfection, still a little pale but with a happy smile, stretched out her beautiful hand to her husband, on whose wrist a golden bracelet now clinked softly. As was her habit, she turned her palm as far as possible, which seemed to increase the warmth of the gesture …

“Well, Bethsy, how are you?”

“Excellent, excellent, my dear Jean!”

With her hand in his, he approached his parents and brought his face close to the child, who was breathing quickly and noisily, and for a minute he breathed in the warm, good-natured and touching scent that emanated from him. “God bless you,” he said softly, kissing the forehead of the little creature, whose yellow, wrinkled fingers bore a desperate resemblance to chicken claws.

“She drank splendidly,” remarked Madame Antoinette. “Look, she’s gained a tremendous amount of weight…”

“Would you believe me if I said she looks like Netten?” Johann Buddenbrook’s face was beaming with happiness and pride today. “She has jet-black eyes, I’ll be damned…”

The old lady modestly dismissed the idea. “Oh, how can one speak of a resemblance already… Are you going to church, Jean?”

“Yes, it’s ten o’clock, so it’s high time. I’m waiting for the children…”

And the children were already making themselves heard. They were making an unreasonable amount of noise on the stairs, while Klothilden’s soothing hissing could be heard; but then they entered quietly and cautiously in their fur coats – because it was still winter in St. Mary’s Church, of course – firstly because of their little sister and secondly because it was necessary to gather their thoughts before the service. Their faces were red and excited. What a festive day today! The stork, a stork with strong muscles, had decided to bring all sorts of wonderful things with him in addition to their little sister: a new school bag with sealskin for Thomas, a large doll with real hair – this was the extraordinary thing – for Antonie, a colourful picture book for the well-behaved Klothilde, who, however, quietly and gratefully occupied herself almost exclusively with the sugar cones that had also arrived, and for Christian a complete Punch and Judy show with the Sultan, Death and the Devil …

They kissed their mother and were allowed to take one last careful peek behind the green silk curtain, whereupon they walked silently and calmly to church with their father, who had thrown on his cape and picked up the hymn book, followed by the piercing cries of the new family member, who had suddenly awakened …
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In the summer, perhaps as early as May or June, Tony Buddenbrook always moved out to his grandparents’ house outside the castle gate, and he did so with great joy.

Life was good out there in the open air, in the luxuriously furnished villa with its extensive outbuildings, servants’ quarters and coach houses, and the enormous fruit, vegetable and flower garden that sloped down to the Trave. The Krögers lived in grand style, and although there was a difference between this sparkling wealth and the solid, if somewhat ponderous, prosperity of Tony’s parents’ home, it was obvious that everything at his grandparents’ house was still two degrees more magnificent than at home, and that made an impression on the young Demoiselle Buddenbrook.

Working in the house or even in the kitchen was unthinkable here, whereas in Mengstraße, although her grandfather and mother did not attach much importance to it either, her father and grandmother often reminded her to dust and held up her devoted, pious and industrious cousin Thilda as an example. The feudal tendencies of her mother’s family stirred in the young lady when she gave orders to the maid or the servant from her rocking chair … Two girls and a coachman belonged to the old couple’s staff.

Whatever one may say, it is a pleasant thing to wake up in the morning in the large bedroom, wallpapered with light-coloured fabric, and have your hand’s first movement encounter a heavy satin quilt; and it is noteworthy when, at the first breakfast in the front terrace room, while the morning air streams in through the open glass door from the garden, a cup of chocolate is served instead of coffee or tea, indeed, birthday chocolate every day with a thick slice of moist sponge cake.

Of course, Tony had to eat this breakfast alone, except on Sundays, as her grandparents tended to come down long after she had started school. When she had finished her cake with chocolate, she would grab her book bag, tiptoe down the terrace and walk through the well-tended front garden.

Little Tony Buddenbrook was extremely cute. Her thick hair, which had become darker over the years, spilled out from under her straw hat in natural curls, and her slightly protruding upper lip gave her fresh little face with its grey-blue, lively eyes an expression of boldness that was also reflected in her graceful little figure; she set her slender legs in snow-white stockings with a swaying and elastic confidence. Many people knew and greeted the consul Buddenbrook’s little daughter when she stepped through the garden gate into Kastanienallee. A greengrocer, perhaps, who, with her large straw hat with light green ribbons on her head, drove into town from the village in her little cart, called out a friendly “Good morning, Mamselling!” And the tall grain carrier Matthiesen, passing by in his black habit with bloomers, white stockings and buckled shoes, even took off his rough top hat in deference…

Tony paused for a moment to wait for her neighbour Julchen Hagenström, with whom she usually walked to school. Julchen was a child with slightly high shoulders and large, bright black eyes who lived next door in the villa completely covered in vine leaves. Her father, Mr Hagenström, whose family had not been living in the area for long, had married a young woman from Frankfurt, a lady with exceptionally thick black hair and the largest diamonds in the city on her ears, whose name, incidentally, was Semlinger. Mr Hagenström, who was a partner in an export company – Strunck & Hagenström – developed a great deal of zeal and ambition in municipal affairs, but had caused some consternation among people with stricter traditions, the Möllendorpfs, Langhals and Buddenbrooks, and, apart from that, despite his activity as a member of committees, councils, boards of directors and the like, he was not particularly popular. He seemed intent on opposing the members of the long-established families at every opportunity, cleverly refuting their opinions, imposing his own, and proving himself far more capable and indispensable than they were. Consul Buddenbrook said of him: “Hinrich Hagenström is intrusive with his difficulties … He must have it in for me personally; wherever he can, he hinders me … Today there was a scene at the meeting of the Central Poor Relief Deputation, a few days ago in the Finance Department …” And Johann Buddenbrook added: “A bloody troublemaker!” Another time, father and son came to the table angry and depressed … What had happened? Oh, nothing … They had lost a large shipment of rye to Holland; Strunck & Hagenström had snatched it from under their noses; Hinrich Hagenström was a fox …

Tony had heard such remarks often enough to be less than well disposed towards Julchen Hagenström. They went out together because they used to be neighbours, but mostly they annoyed each other.

“My father has a thousand talers!” said Julchen, feeling as if she were telling a terrible lie. “Yours, perhaps?”

Tony was silent with envy and humiliation. Then she said calmly and casually:

“My chocolate tasted really good just now… What do you drink for breakfast, Julchen?”

“Yes, before I forget,” replied Julchen, “would you like one of my apples? – Yeah, right! I’m not giving you one!” And with that, she pursed her lips and her black eyes glistened with delight.

Sometimes Julchen’s brother Hermann, a few years older than her, went to school at the same time. She had a second brother named Moritz, but he was sickly and was taught at home. Hermann was blond, but his nose was a little flat on his upper lip. He also smacked his lips constantly because he only breathed through his mouth.

“Nonsense!” he said, “Papa has much more than a thousand thalers.” But the interesting thing about him was that he didn’t take bread to school for his second breakfast, but lemon rolls: soft, oval milk pastries containing currants, which he generously topped with tongue sausage or goose breast… That was his taste.

For Tony Buddenbrook, this was something new. Lemon rolls with goose breast – it must taste good, by the way! And when he let her look into his tin box, she revealed her desire to try a piece. One morning Hermann said:

“I can’t spare anything, Tony, but tomorrow I’ll bring an extra piece, and that will be for you, if you want to give me something in return.”

Well, the next morning Tony stepped out into the avenue and waited five minutes without Julchen coming. She waited another minute, and then Hermann came alone; he swung his breakfast tin back and forth on its strap and smacked his lips quietly.

“Well,” he said, “here’s a lemon roll with goose breast; there’s not even any fat on it – just pure meat… What will you give me for it?”

“Yes, a shilling perhaps?” asked Tony. They stood in the middle of the avenue.

“A shilling…” Hermann repeated; then he swallowed and said,

“No, I want something else.”

“What?” asked Tony; she was ready to give anything for the delicacy…

“A kiss!” cried Hermann Hagenström, wrapping both arms around Tony and kissing her blindly, without touching her face, because she held her head back with tremendous agility, pressed her left hand with the book folder against his chest and slapped him three or four times with all her might with her right hand … He staggered back; but at that very moment, Sister Julchen darted out from behind a tree like a black imp, threw herself at Tony, hissing with rage, tore the hat from her head and scratched her cheeks in the most pitiful manner… Since that incident, the camaraderie had almost come to an end.

Incidentally, Tony certainly did not refuse to kiss young Hagenström out of shyness. She was a rather cheeky creature whose exuberance caused her parents, especially the consul, a great deal of concern, and although she had an intelligent mind that quickly learned what was required at school, her behaviour was so poor that even the headmistress, Miss Agathe Vermehren, appeared in Mengstraße, sweating a little with embarrassment, and politely suggested to the consul’s wife that she give her young daughter a serious warning – for despite many loving admonitions, she had once again been guilty of obvious mischief on the street.

It was no shame that Tony knew everyone and chatted with everyone on her walks through the city; the consul in particular was in agreement with this, because it revealed not arrogance, but public spirit and charity. Together with Thomas, she climbed around in the warehouses on the Trave between the piles of oats and wheat spread out on the floors, chatted with the workers and clerks sitting in the small, dark offices on the ground floor, and even helped outside with the winding of the sacks. She knew the butchers who wandered through Breite Straße with their white aprons and troughs; she knew the milkmaids who came in from the countryside with their tin cans and sometimes let them give her a lift; she knew the grey-bearded masters in the small wooden goldsmith’s stalls built into the market arcades, the fish, fruit and vegetable women at the market, and the servants chewing tobacco on the street corners … All well and good!

But a pale, beardless man of indeterminate age who likes to stroll down Breite Street in the morning with a sad smile on his face can’t help it if he is compelled to dance on one leg at every sudden sound you make – for example, “Ha!” or “Ho!” — and yet Tony made him dance as soon as she saw him. Furthermore, it is not nice to constantly upset a tiny little woman with a large head, who has a habit of holding a huge, holey umbrella over her head in all weathers, with shouts such as “Umbrella lady!” or “Mushroom!”; and it is reprehensible to appear with two or three like-minded friends in front of the cottage of old Doll Liese, who sells woollen dolls in a narrow alley near Johannisstraße and does indeed have very strange red eyes, – ring the bell with all your might and, when the old woman comes out, ask with false friendliness whether Mr and Mrs Spucknapf perhaps live here, whereupon you run away with a great scream … But Tony Buddenbrook did all this, and, it seemed, with a completely clear conscience. For if any of her victims threatened her, she would take a step back, throw back her pretty head with its protruding upper lip and utter a half-indignant, half-mocking “Pa!”, as if to say: “Just try to harm me! I am Consul Buddenbrook’s daughter, in case you didn’t know…”

She walked around town like a little queen, reserving the right to be friendly or cruel, depending on her taste and mood.








  
  
  Chapter Three

  
  




Jean Jacques Hoffstede had certainly made an accurate assessment of Consul Buddenbrook’s two sons.

Thomas, who had been destined since birth to be a merchant and future owner of the company and who attended the science department of the old school with its Gothic vaults, was an intelligent, lively and sensible person who, incidentally, enjoyed himself immensely when Christian, who was a grammar school pupil and no less talented, but less serious, imitated the teachers with tremendous skill – in particular the capable Mr Marcellus Stengel, who taught singing, drawing and other such enjoyable subjects.

Mr Stengel, from whose waistcoat pockets half a dozen wonderfully sharpened pencils always protruded, wore a fox-red wig and an open, light brown coat that reached almost to his ankles, had sideburns that even covered his temples, and was a witty man who loved philosophical distinctions, such as: “You should draw a line, my good child, and what do you do? You draw a dash!” – He said “dash” instead of “line”. Or to a lazy student: “You are not sitting in Quarta for years, I tell you, but for years!” – Whereby he said “Quäta” instead of “Quarta” and did not say “years” but almost pronounced “Schahre” … His favourite lesson was to have the class practise the beautiful song “Der grüne Wald” (The Green Forest) in singing class, whereby some pupils had to go out into the corridor so that when the chorus began, they could “We walk so cheerfully through fields and woods…” very quietly and carefully repeating the last word as an echo. However, if Christian Buddenbrook, his cousin Jürgen Kröger or his friend Andreas Giesecke, son of the fire chief, were on duty, instead of performing the delicate echo, they threw the coal box down the stairs and had to stay behind at four o’clock in the afternoon in Mr Stengel’s apartment. It was quite comfortable there. Mr Stengel had forgotten everything and ordered his housekeeper to serve Buddenbrook, Kröger and Giesecke “each” a cup of coffee, whereupon he dismissed the young gentlemen again …

In fact, the distinguished scholars who performed their duties under the friendly rule of a humane, snuff-taking old headmaster in the vaults of the old school – a former monastery school – were harmless and good-natured people, united in the view that science and cheerfulness were not mutually exclusive, and eager to go about their work with goodwill and pleasure. In the middle classes there was a former preacher who taught Latin, a certain Pastor Hirte, a tall gentleman with brown sideburns and lively eyes, whose happiness in life consisted precisely in the correspondence between his name and his title, and who could not get the word pastor translated often enough. His favourite saying was “boundlessly narrow-minded!” and it has never been clarified whether this was a deliberate joke. But when he wanted to completely baffle his students, he would clamp his lips together and then snap them open again in such a way that it sounded like a champagne cork popping. He loved to stride around the classroom and tell individual pupils about their entire future lives with tremendous liveliness, with the express purpose of stimulating their imagination a little. But then he got down to serious work, that is, he recited the verses he had composed with real skill on the rules of enjoyment – he said “rules of pleasure” – and all kinds of difficult constructions, verses that Pastor Hirte recited with an inexpressibly triumphant emphasis on the rhythm and rhymes …

Tom and Christian’s youth … there is nothing significant to report about it. In those days, sunshine reigned in the Buddenbrook household, where business was going so well in the offices. And sometimes there was a storm, a small misfortune like this:

Mr Stuht in Glockengießerstraße, a master tailor whose wife bought old clothes and therefore moved in the highest circles, Mr Stuht, whose belly was clad in a woollen shirt and fell in astonishing curves over his trousers … Mr Stuht had made two suits for the young Mr Buddenbrook, which together cost seventy marks; but at the request of the two, he had agreed to put eighty on the bill and hand them the rest in cash. It was a small transaction… not entirely above board, but by no means unusual. The misfortune, however, was that, through some dark twist of fate, the whole thing came to light, and Mr Stuht, wearing a black coat over his woollen shirt, had to appear in the consul’s private office, where Tom and Christian were subjected to a stern interrogation in his presence. Mr Stuht, standing with his legs apart but his head tilted to one side and in a respectful posture next to the consul’s armchair, made a melodious speech to the effect that “dat nu so’n Saak” and that he would be glad to get the seventy Kurantmark back, “indem de Saak ja nu mal scheep gangen” (since the matter had now been settled). The consul was extremely upset about this prank. However, after serious consideration on his part, the result was that he increased his sons’ pocket money, for it was said: Lead us not into temptation.

Apparently, greater hopes were pinned on Thomas Buddenbrook than on his brother. His behaviour was even-tempered and intelligently cheerful; Christian, on the other hand, seemed moody, tending on the one hand to silly humour and on the other hand able to frighten the entire family in the strangest way …

Everyone is sitting at the table, they have reached the fruit course and are dining amid pleasant conversation. Suddenly, however, Christian puts a half-eaten peach back on his plate, his face pale and his round, deep-set eyes above his overly large nose widened.

“I’ll never eat a peach again,” he says.

“Why not, Christian… What nonsense… What’s the matter with you?”

“Imagine if I accidentally swallowed this large stone and it got stuck in my throat… and I couldn’t breathe… and I jumped up and choked horribly, and you all jumped up too…” And suddenly he adds a short, groaning “Oh!” full of horror, sits up uneasily in his chair and turns sideways as if he wanted to flee.

The consul and Miss Jungmann actually jump up.

“Good heavens, Christian, you didn’t swallow it, did you?” For it seems entirely possible that this is what happened.

“No, no,” says Christian, gradually calming down, “but if I did swallow it!”

The consul, who is also pale with fright, now begins to scold, and the grandfather also pounds indignantly on the table and forbids the foolish antics … But Christian really doesn’t eat any more peaches for a long time. –








  
  
  Chapter Four

  
  




It was not merely old age that finally laid the elderly Madame Antoinette Buddenbrook low on a cold January day, about six years after the family had moved into the house on Mengstraße, confining her to her high four-poster bed in the bedroom on the mezzanine floor. The old lady had been sprightly until the end and had worn her thick white side curls with upright dignity; together with her husband and children, she had attended the most important dinners given in the city, and at the parties hosted by the Buddenbrooks themselves, she had been every bit as elegant a hostess as her daughter-in-law. One day, however, quite suddenly, a semi-indeterminable ailment had set in, at first only a slight intestinal catarrh, for which Dr Grabow had prescribed a little gruel and French bread, a colic accompanied by vomiting, which with incomprehensible rapidity led to exhaustion, a gentle and frail condition that was frightening.

When Dr Grabow had a brief, serious conversation with the consul outside on the stairs, when a second, newly consulted doctor, a stocky, black-bearded man with a sombre look, began to walk up and down beside Grabow, the physiognomy of the house changed, as it were. People walked on tiptoe, whispered seriously, and carriages were not allowed to roll across the hall. Something new, strange, extraordinary seemed to have arrived, a secret that one could read in the eyes of another; the thought of death had gained entry and reigned silently in the vast rooms.

There could be no celebrations, for visitors were coming. The illness lasted fourteen or fifteen days, and after a week the old Senator Duchamps, a brother of the dying woman, arrived from Hamburg with his daughter, while a few days later the consul’s sister arrived with her husband, the banker from Frankfurt. The guests stayed in the house, and Ida Jungmann had her hands full taking care of the various bedrooms and preparing good breakfasts with crab and port wine, while the kitchen was busy frying and baking …

Upstairs, Johann Buddenbrook sat at the sickbed, holding his old Nette’s limp hand in his, his eyebrows raised and his lower lip slightly drooping, staring silently ahead. The wall clock ticked dully and with long pauses, but even more rarely did the sick woman breathe briefly and superficially … A black nurse busied herself at the table with the beef broth that they wanted to try serving her; now and then a family member entered silently and disappeared again.

The old man might have remembered how he had sat at his wife’s deathbed for the first time 46 years ago, and he might have compared the wild despair that had rebelled in him then with the thoughtful melancholy with which he, now so old himself, looked into the changed, expressionless and horribly indifferent face of the old woman who had never given him great happiness, never caused him great pain, but who had endured many long years with wise decorum and was now also slowly passing away.

He did not think much, he only looked back steadily and with a slight shake of his head on his life and life in general, which suddenly seemed so distant and strange to him, this superfluously noisy turmoil in the midst of which he had stood, which had imperceptibly withdrawn from him and now echoed in the distance before his astonished, listening ear … Sometimes he said to himself in a low voice:

“Curious! Curious!”

And when Madame Buddenbrook had breathed her last, very short and peaceful sigh, when in the dining room, where the blessing had taken place, the pallbearers had lifted the flower-covered coffin to carry it away with heavy steps, his mood did not change, he did not even cry; but this quiet, astonished shaking of his head remained with him, and this almost smiling “Curious!” became his favourite word … There was no doubt that Johann Buddenbrook was also coming to the end of his life.

He began to sit silently and absent-mindedly in the family circle, and once he had taken little Klara on his knee to sing her one of his old funny songs, for example:

“The omnibus drives through the city…”

or

“Look, there’s a bumblebee on the wall…”

he would suddenly fall silent, then, as if emerging from a long, semi-conscious train of thought, he would put his granddaughter down with a shake of his head and say, “Curious!” before turning away… One day he said:

“Jean, – assez, du?”

And soon the neatly printed forms bearing two signatures began to circulate in the city, on which Johann Buddenbrook senior announced that his advancing age had prompted him to give up his commercial activities, and that he was therefore transferring the Johann Buddenbrook business, founded by his late father in 1768, with all its assets and liabilities, to his son and former partner Johann Buddenbrook as sole owner, with the request that the trust placed in him in so many ways be maintained in his son … Yours sincerely, Johann Buddenbrook senior, who will cease to sign.

But once this announcement had been made, once the old man refused to set foot in the office again, his thoughtful apathy increased in an alarming manner, and in mid-March, just a few months after the death of his wife, a minor spring cold was enough to confine him to his bed – and then, one night, the hour came when the family gathered around his bed and he said to the consul:

“All the best – you? Jean? And always keep your spirits up!”

And to Thomas:

“Help your father!”

And to Christian:

“Become something respectable!”

– whereupon he fell silent, looked at everyone and turned to the wall with a final “Curious!” …

He had not mentioned Gotthold until the end, and the eldest son had responded with silence to the consul’s written request to appear at his father’s deathbed. Early the next morning, however, before the obituaries had been sent out and the consul stepped out onto the stairs to take care of the most urgent matters in his office, something strange happened: Gotthold Buddenbrook, owner of the linen shop Siegmund Stüwing & Co. on Breite Street, came striding across the hall. Forty-six years old, short and stout, he had thick, ash-blond sideburns streaked with white. He was short-legged and wore baggy trousers made of rough, checked fabric. He strode up the stairs toward the consul, raising his eyebrows high above the brim of his grey hat and yet still frowning.

“Johann,” he said in a high, pleasant voice without offering his brother his hand, “how are things?”

“He passed away last night!” said the consul, moved, and took his brother’s hand, which was holding an umbrella. “He, the best father!”

Gotthold lowered his eyebrows so low that his eyelids closed. After a moment of silence, he said emphatically:

“Nothing has changed, right to the end, Johann?”

And immediately the consul let go of his hand, even taking a step back, and as his round, deep-set eyes cleared, he said:

“Nothing.”

Gotthold’s eyebrows rose again under the brim of his hat, and his eyes focused with effort on his brother.

“And what can I expect from your justice?” he said in a lowered voice.

The consul, for his part, now lowered his gaze; but then, without raising it again, he made that decisive hand movement from top to bottom and replied quietly and firmly:

“In this difficult and solemn moment, I have extended my hand to you as a brother; but as far as business matters are concerned, I can only ever stand before you as the head of this venerable company, of which I have now become the sole owner. You can expect nothing from me that conflicts with the obligations imposed on me by this position; my other feelings must remain silent.”

Gotthold left … However, at the funeral, when the crowd of relatives, acquaintances, business friends, deputies, grain carriers, clerks and warehouse workers filled the rooms, staircases and corridors, and all the hired carriages in the city lined the entire Mengstraße, he returned to the funeral to the sincere delight of the consul; he even brought his wife, née Stüwing, and his three adult daughters: Friederike and Henriette, both of whom were very tall and thin, and Pfiffi, the eighteen-year-old youngest, who seemed too small and plump.

And then, at the grave, at the Buddenbrook family burial plot out there in front of the castle gate, at the edge of the cemetery woods, Pastor Kölling of St. Mary’s, a robust man with a thick head and a coarse manner of speech, had praised the moderate, God-fearing life of the deceased, in contrast to that of the “voluptuous, gluttonous and drunken” – this was his expression, although some people, remembering the discretion of the recently deceased old Wunderlich, shook their heads – when the ceremonies and formalities were over and the 70 or 80 hired carriages began to roll back into town … Gotthold Buddenbrook offered to accompany the consul, because he wished to speak to him in private. And lo and behold: here, next to his stepbrother in the back seat of the tall, wide, clumsy carriage, one of his short legs crossed over the other, he appeared conciliatory and gentle. He said he recognised more and more that the consul had to act as he did, and that his father’s memory should not be a bad one for him. He was renouncing his claims, all the more willingly as he was inclined to withdraw from all business and retire with his inheritance and whatever else he had left, for the linen business gave him little pleasure and was going so moderately that he would not decide to invest any more in it … “His defiance of his father had brought him no blessing!” thought the consul with a pious glance upwards; and Gotthold probably thought the same.

But in Mengstraße, he accompanied his brother up to the breakfast room, where the two gentlemen, shivering in their frock coats after standing in the spring air for so long, drank an old cognac together. And then, after Gotthold had exchanged a few polite and serious words with his sister-in-law and stroked the children’s heads, he left to appear at Kröger’s garden party on the next “Children’s Day” … He had already begun to liquidate.








  
  
  Chapter Five

  
  




One thing pained the consul: that his father had not lived to see his eldest grandson join the business, which had already happened around Easter of that same year.

Thomas was sixteen when he left school. He had grown a lot recently and, since his confirmation, at which Pastor Kölling had strongly advised him to exercise moderation, he had been wearing very gentlemanly clothes that made him look even taller. Around his neck hung the long gold watch chain that his grandfather had given him, from which hung a medallion bearing the family crest, that melancholic coat of arms depicting an irregularly hatched area, a flat moorland with a lonely and bare willow tree on the shore. The even older signet ring with a green stone, which had probably been worn by the very well-to-do tailor in Rostock, had passed on to the consul along with the large Bible.

Thomas’s resemblance to his grandfather had developed as strongly as Christian’s resemblance to his father; especially his round, firm chin and finely chiselled, straight nose were those of the old man. His side-parted hair, which receded in two indentations from his narrow and conspicuously veined temples, was dark blond, and in contrast, his long eyelashes and eyebrows, one of which he liked to raise slightly, appeared unusually light and colourless. His movements, his speech, and his laugh, which revealed his rather poor teeth, were calm and intelligent. He approached his profession with seriousness and zeal …

It was an extremely solemn day when, after breakfast, the consul took him down to the office to introduce him to Mr Marcus, the authorised signatory, Mr Havermann, the cashier, and the rest of the staff, with whom he had actually been good friends for a long time; when he sat in his swivel chair at the desk for the first time, busily stamping, filing and copying, and when his father took him down to the Trave in the afternoon to the warehouses “Linde”, “Eiche”, “Löwe” and “Walfisch”, where Thomas had actually long been at home, but where he was now introduced as an employee …

He was devoted to his work and imitated his father’s quiet and tenacious diligence, who worked with gritted teeth and wrote many prayers for help in his diary; for it was necessary to recoup the considerable funds that had been lost with the death of the old man of the “firm”, that idolised concept … One evening, very late, in the landscape room, he spoke to the consul’s wife in considerable detail about the circumstances.

It was half past eleven, and the children and Miss Jungmann were asleep in their rooms outside in the corridor, for the second floor was now empty and was only used occasionally for guests. The consul’s wife sat on the yellow sofa next to her husband, who, with a cigar in his mouth, was looking over the stock market notes in the city advertisements. She bent over a piece of silk embroidery and moved her lips lightly as she counted a series of stitches with her needle. Next to her, on the dainty sewing table with gold ornaments, six candles burned on a candlestick; the chandelier hung unused.

Johann Buddenbrook, who was gradually approaching his mid-forties, had visibly aged in recent years. His small, round eyes seemed to lie even deeper, his large, curved nose stood out even more sharply, as did his cheekbones, and a powder puff seemed to have touched his ash-blond, carefully parted hair a few times at the temples. The consul, for her part, was in her late thirties, but she preserved her not beautiful but nevertheless radiant appearance to the best of her ability, and her pale white complexion with its scattered freckles had lost none of its delicacy. Her reddish, artfully coiffed hair was illuminated by the glow of the candles. As she looked away slightly with her very light blue eyes, she said:

“There is one thing I would like you to consider, my dear Jean: whether it might not be advisable to hire a servant … I have come to this conclusion. When I think of my parents …”

The consul let the newspaper fall to his knees, and as he took the cigar out of his mouth, his eyes became alert, for it was a matter of spending money.

“Yes, my dear and beloved Bethsy,” he began, drawing out the salutation because he had to organise his objections. “A servant? After the death of our blessed parents, we kept all three girls in the house, apart from Miss Jungmann, and it seems to me…”

“Oh, the house is so big, Jean, that it’s almost fatal. I say, ‘Lina, my dear, the back house hasn’t been dusted in ages!’ but I don’t want to overwork the people, because they already have their hands full keeping everything nice and clean out here in front… A servant would be so helpful for errands and such… You can get a good, undemanding man from the country … But before I forget, Jean: Louise Möllendorpf wants to let her Anton go; I saw him serving with certainty …”

“I must confess,” said the consul, shifting uncomfortably, “that this idea is foreign to me. We neither attend social gatherings nor host them ourselves …”

“No, no; but we still have visitors often enough, and that’s not my fault, dear Jean, although you know that I’m very happy about it. A business friend of yours from out of town comes to visit, you invite him to dinner, he hasn’t booked a room at an inn yet and naturally stays with us. Then a missionary comes and stays with us for perhaps eight days … The week after next we are expecting Pastor Mathias from Kannstatt … Well, to be brief, the salaries are so low …”

“But they add up, Bethsy! We pay four people in the house, and you’re forgetting the many men who work for the company!”

“Can we really not afford a servant?” asked the consul’s wife with a smile, looking at her husband with her head tilted to one side. “When I think of my parents’ staff…”

“Your parents, dear Bethsy! No, now I must ask you whether you are actually aware of our circumstances?”

“No, that’s true, Jean, I don’t have sufficient insight…”

“Well, that’s easy to obtain,” said the consul. He sat down on the sofa, crossed one leg over the other, took a puff on his cigar and, narrowing his eyes slightly, began to reel off figures with extraordinary fluency…

“In short: my late father, before my sister’s marriage, owned a round 900,000 marks in cash, not counting, of course, the real estate and the value of the company. 80,000 went to Frankfurt as a dowry and 100,000 went to Gotthold’s establishment: that makes 720,000. Then came the purchase of this house, which, despite the income from the small one in Alfstraße, cost a full 100,000 with improvements and new acquisitions: that makes 620,000. 25,000 was paid to Frankfurt as compensation: that makes 595,000, and that is how things would have stood at the time of my father’s death, had all these expenses not been offset over the years by around 200,000 in current mark earnings. The total assets therefore amounted to 795,000. Then a further 100,000 was paid to Gotthold and another 267,000 to Frankfurt; which, if I deduct a few thousand Kurantmark in smaller legacies that went to the Holy Spirit Hospital, the merchants’ widows’ fund, etc., according to my father’s will, makes about 420,000, with your dowry adding another 100,000. That is roughly the situation, in round figures and apart from all sorts of minor fluctuations in the estate. We are not so immensely rich, my dear Bethsy, and with all this one must bear in mind that although the business has become smaller, the business expenses have remained the same because the nature of the business does not allow for a reduction in costs … Have you been able to follow me?”

The consul nodded a little hesitantly, the embroidery in her lap. “Very well, my dear Jean,” she said, although she had not understood everything and did not understand at all why all these large sums of money should prevent them from hiring a servant.

The consul lit his cigar, tilted his head back and blew out the smoke, then continued:

“You think that once your dear parents are called to God, we can still expect something considerable, and that is correct. However … we must not be too careless in counting on it. I know that your father has suffered some rather embarrassing losses, namely, as is well known, through Justus. Justus is an extremely amiable person, but he is not exactly a strong businessman and has also had misfortune through no fault of his own. He has suffered highly disruptive losses with several customers, the result of his weakened working capital was expensive money, through transactions with bankers, and your father has had to step in several times with significant sums of money to prevent disaster. This could happen again, and I fear it will, because – forgive me, Bethsy, for speaking frankly – the certain cheerful light-heartedness that is so pleasant in your father, who no longer has anything to do with business, is not a good fit for your brother, who is a businessman … You understand me… he’s not very cautious, is he? A little hasty and careless… Incidentally, I am sincerely pleased that your parents are not missing out on anything; they lead a stately life, as befits their circumstances…

The consul’s wife smiled indulgently; she knew her husband’s prejudice against her family’s elegant inclinations.

“Enough,” he continued, placing the rest of his cigar in the ashtray, “for my part, I am relying mainly on the gentleman to preserve my working capacity so that, with his gracious help, I can restore the company’s fortune to its former level… I hope your understanding is now clearer, dear Bethsy?”

“Perfectly, Jean, perfectly!” the consul’s wife hastened to reply, for she had given up on the servants for the evening. “But let us retire, shall we? It has become too late…”

Incidentally, a few days later, when the consul came home from the office in a good mood, the decision was nevertheless made to hire Möllendorf’s Anton.
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“We’ll send Tony to boarding school, to Miss Weichbrodt’s,” said Consul Buddenbrook, and he said it so decisively that it was settled.

As indicated, they were less satisfied with Tony and Christian than with Thomas, who was settling into the business with talent, Klara, who was growing up cheerfully, and poor Klothilde, whose appetite was a delight to everyone. As far as the latter was concerned, it was the least of his troubles that he was obliged to drink coffee with Mr Stengel almost every afternoon – although the consul’s wife, who found this too much, one day summoned the teacher to her home in Mengstraße for a discussion by means of a dainty handwritten note. Mr Stengel appeared in his Sunday wig, wearing his highest top hats, his waistcoat studded with lance-like sharpened pencils, and sat with the consul in the landscape room, while Christian secretly listened to the conversation in the dining room. The distinguished tutor eloquently, if somewhat awkwardly, expressed his views, spoke of the significant difference between “line” and “stroke,” mentioned the beautiful green forest and the coal box, and, throughout the visit, constantly used the word “consequently,” which seemed to him to best suit this elegant setting. After a quarter of an hour, the consul appeared, sent Christian away and expressed his sincere regret to Mr Stengel that his son had given him cause for dissatisfaction … “Oh, pray, Mr Consul, I beg you! A bright mind, a lively character, the pupil Buddenbrook. And consequently … Just a little cocky, if I may say so, hm … and consequently …” The consul politely showed him around the house, whereupon Mr Stengel took his leave … But none of that was the worst of it.

The worst thing was that the following became known: One evening, the pupil Christian Buddenbrook was allowed to visit the municipal theatre with a good friend, where Schiller’s “Wilhelm Tell” was being performed; however, the role of Tell’s son Walter was played by a young lady, a Demoiselle Meyer-de la Grange, with whom there was a peculiar connection. Whether it was appropriate for her role or not, she used to wear a diamond brooch on stage that was notoriously genuine, for it was common knowledge that it was a gift from the young consul Peter Döhlmann, son of the late timber merchant Döhlmann in Erste Wallstraße in front of the Holstentor. Consul Peter was one of the gentlemen in the city who were called “suitiers” – like Justus Kröger, for example – which meant that his lifestyle was a little loose. He was married and even had a young daughter, but had been at odds with his wife for some time and lived like a bachelor. The fortune his father had left him, whose business he continued, so to speak, had been quite considerable; but it was said that he was nevertheless living off the capital. He usually spent his time at the “club” or in the Ratskeller for breakfast, was seen somewhere in the streets every morning at 4 o’clock, and frequently undertook business trips to Hamburg. Above all, however, he was an avid theatre lover, never missed a performance, and took a personal interest in the performing staff. Demoiselle Meyer-de la Grange was the last of the young artists he had honoured with diamonds in recent years…

To get to the point, the young lady looked absolutely adorable as Walter Tell – she also wore her diamond brooch in this role – and acted so movingly that the schoolboy Buddenbrook was moved to tears by inner enthusiasm, so much so that he was carried away by a course of action that could only have resulted from an overly strong emotion. During an interval, he bought a bouquet for 1 mark 8½ shillings from the flower shop opposite, with which this fourteen-year-old runt with his big nose and small, deep-set eyes marched towards the stage and, as no one stopped him, bumped into Miss Meyer-de la Grange in front of a dressing room door, who was talking to Consul Peter Döhlmann. The consul almost fell against the wall with laughter when he saw Christian coming with the bouquet; but the new Suitier earnestly paid his best compliments to Walter Tell, presented him with the flowers, shook his head slowly and said in a tone that sounded almost sad with sincerity:

“Miss, how beautifully you played!”

“Just look at this Krischan Buddenbrook!” cried Consul Döhlmann in his broad accent. But Miss Meyer-de la Grange raised her pretty eyebrows and asked:

“Son of Consul Buddenbrook?” Then she stroked her new admirer’s cheek with great kindness.

This was the story that Peter Döhlmann recounted that same evening at the “club,” which quickly spread throughout the town and even reached the ears of the school principal, who in turn made it the subject of a conversation with Consul Buddenbrook. How did he take it? He was less angry than overwhelmed and defeated… When he told the consul’s wife, he sat almost broken in the landscape room.
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