
  [image: Cover Page of Gushing Fountain]


  [image: Half Title of Gushing Fountain]


  [image: Title Page of Gushing Fountain]


  Copyright © 1998 by Suhrkamp Verlag

  English-language translation copyright © 2015 by Skyhorse Publishing, Inc.

  All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced in any manner without the express written consent of the publisher, except in the case of brief excerpts in critical reviews or articles. All inquiries should be addressed to Arcade Publishing, 307 West 36th Street, 11th Floor, New York, NY 10018.

  First English-language Edition

  Originally published in German under the title Ein springender Brunnen by Suhrkamp Verlag

  This is a work of fiction. Names, places, characters, and incidents are either the products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously.

  Arcade Publishing books may be purchased in bulk at special discounts for sales promotion, corporate gifts, fund-raising, or educational purposes. Special editions can also be created to specifications. For details, contact the Special Sales Department, Arcade Publishing, 307 West 36th Street, 11th Floor, New York, NY 10018 or arcade@skyhorsepublishing.com.

  Arcade Publishing ® is a registered trademark of Skyhorse Publishing, Inc. ®, a Delaware corporation.

  Visit our website at www.arcadepub.com.

  10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

  Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

  Walser, Martin, 1927–

  [Springender Brunnen. English]

  A gushing fountain : a novel / Martin Walser ; translated by David Dollenmayer.

  pages cm

  ISBN 978-1-62872-424-0 (hardback); ISBN 978-1-62872-544-5 (ebook)

  1. Schoolboys—Fiction. 2. Villages—Fiction. 3. National socialism—Fiction. 4. Germany—History—1933–1945—Fiction. 5. Coming of age—Fiction. I. Dollenmayer, David B. II. Title.

  PT2685.A48S6513 2015

  833’.914—dc23   2014045336

  Cover design by Brian Peterson

  Cover photo of Martin Walser as a boy, courtesy of the author

  Printed in the United States of America


  PART ONE

  Mother Joins the Party


  CHAPTER ONE

  The Past as Present

  AS LONG AS SOMETHING IS, it isn’t what it will have been. When something is past, you are no longer the person it happened to, but you’re closer to him than to others. Although the past did not exist when it was present, it now obtrudes as if it had been as it now presents itself. But as long as something is, it isn’t what it will have been. When something is past, you are no longer the person it happened to. When things were that we now say used to be, we didn’t know they were. Now we say it used to be thus and so, although back when it was, we knew nothing about what we say now.

  We can stroll around in the past we all have in common, as in a museum. One’s own past is not walkable. All we have of it is what it surrenders of its own accord, even if that be no clearer than a dream. The more we could leave the past alone, the more it would become present in its own way. We destroy dreams, too, by asking them what they mean. A dream dragged into the light of another language reveals only what we ask of it. Like the victim of torture, it says anything we want to hear, but nothing of itself. As does the past.

  The moment the last train of the day stops in W., you start grabbing for your bags. You have more than you can pick up all at once. All right then—concentrate—one after another. But hurry, because the train doesn’t stop in Wasserburg forever. Each time you get your fingers on one bag, another you thought you had a good hold on slips from your grasp. Should you leave two or three or even four bags in the train? Impossible. So one more time, with both hands, grab as many bags as you can. But then the train starts rolling again. It’s too late.

  Where do dreams come from? Telling what things were like means building a house of dreams. You’ve dreamed long enough, now build. When you build a house of dreams, it’s not an act of will that leads to something wished for. You accept. Be prepared.

  The two men who carried Father out the front door on a stretcher wore uniforms and Red Cross armbands. Big Elsa the waitress and little Mina the cook held open the swinging doors, whose upper half was of rippled glass. The front door was already open. Johann was watching it all from the kitchen door. Since the front door opened east, he was staring into a fiery streak as the men carried Father across the terrace and turned toward the ambulance. The sun was about to rise above Mount Pfänder. Ice-cold air streamed in through the open door. Early March. Father must have survived that time. The word that Johann, who hadn’t started school yet, then had to spell for him was pleurisy. One of Father’s favorite pastimes was having Johann sound out long words that at first glance seemed illegible, even though at three, four, and five years he had already learned all the letters from his older brother: Popocatépetl, Bhagavad Gita, Rabindranath Tagore, Swedenborg, Bharatanatyam. Words you couldn’t automatically complete after hearing just the first three or four letters, like Hindenburg, flagpole, or marriage. When Johann asked what one of the hard words meant, Father would say: Let’s put it in our word tree and take a look.

  When a guest on the second floor pressed a button, his room number fell into the corresponding glass-fronted square in the bell box that hung in the central hallway, next to the kitchen door. Warm water then had to be taken up to that room at once so the guest could shave. Next to the bell box and also behind glass: tennis players on the deck of the SS Bremen from North German Lloyd. Mixed doubles, the men in long white pants, the women in pleated skirts with caps on their heads so that all you could see of their bobbed hair were the bangs. Bruggers’ Adolf always called them pangs. Adolf was his best friend, and Johann was too embarrassed to tell him that the word was bangs.

  As soon as Herr Schlegel spied Helmer Gierer’s Hermine approaching, he would call out: My respects, dear Lady! then step aside and nod his huge head. It wasn’t just anybody he favored with My respects. He could bear right down on you in all his height and bulk, take hold of you by the shoulders—although his right hand still held a cane (which, however, compared to Herr Schlegel’s body mass, was a mere swagger stick)—and demand: Where is Manila? If you didn’t answer: In the Philippines! at once, Herr Schlegel would either scold or laugh at you, whichever he felt like at the moment. When he was in a good mood, he would grasp the elegantly curved handle of his cane and draw out a sword, slash it this way and that, and cry: A personal gift from Frederick the Great after the Battle of Leuthen. Then he sheathed it back in the cane. Sometimes, however, Herr Schlegel could hardly lift that ponderous head, heavy as a Chinese lion’s. If his reddened gaze happened to fall on you then, he would grate out harshly: Up against the red wall and shoot him! Since Herr Schlegel sat at the regulars’ table every day drinking his lake wine, Johann had blundered into that sentence more than once: Up against the red wall and . . . (a slight pause, and then in the same growl) . . . shoot him. Johann liked it better when Herr Schlegel, upon catching sight of him, cried: Pernambuco! If you answered: Seventy-seven hours and thirty minutes! he’d let you pass. If Herr Schlegel demanded: Lakehurst to Friedrichshafen? and you answered: Fifty-five hours, he’d take you by the shoulders and shake you until . . . and twenty-three minutes! popped out. Why did the gigantic builder never let Gierer’s Hermine go by without a My respects, dear Lady? Perhaps because Helmer, Hermine’s aged father, who had passed away long ago, had bequeathed him a sentence for lack of which not a week would have gone by without his being unable to say—at least once—what needed saying. And that sentence was: Die Bescht ischt nuaz. He could not utter that sentence in the kitchen of the Station Restaurant without being furiously corrected by the Princess who stood at the sink washing dishes and detested dialect of any kind: Die Beste ist nichts—Even the best woman is nothing. It annoyed the hulking builder to be corrected like that. Faster than you’d think possible, he would whirl around to face the Princess at her sink and ask in a High German every bit as good as hers: Where is Manila? and the Princess would sing out: In the Philippines!! My respects, dear Lady, said Herr Schlegel, drew his sword, declined it toward the Princess, and like a ship leaving port, departed the kitchen for the men’s room, which is where he was headed in the first place when he rose from the regulars’ table. On the other hand, the builder was also capable of giving in. When he encountered Helmer Gierer’s Hermine in the street and asked her the Pernambuco question, she answered in her most haughty High German: Beneath my notice! and he, quite impressed, said: My respects, dear Lady. And once, just to be mischievous, she gave him the brush-off in dialect: Wenn i it ma, isch as grad as wenn i it ka. And he, more or less adopting her idiom in return, remarked: Aha, wenn du nicht magst, ist es gerade, wie wenn du nicht kannst. If you don’t want to, it’s the same as if you can’t.

  The two of them never passed each other without at least a bit of banter.

  “Helmer Gierer’s Hermine cleans the villas of the summer people,” said Father, “without demeaning herself in the least.” Without Helmer Gierer’s Hermine, one never would have known what went on in those villas dozing by the lakeshore. From Easter to All Saints the motorboat of a manufacturer from Reutlingen lay at anchor between the path along the lake and the steamship landing. The name SUROTMA was on its lofty prow for all to read, but no one knew what it meant. When Johann first saw the word, he was immediately compelled to sound it out. But Adolf, whom he intended to impress with this skill, already knew from his father, who’d heard it from Helmer Gierer’s Hermine, that SUROTMA was derived from the first syllables of the names of the Reutlingen manufacturer’s children: Susanne, Ursula, Otto, and Martin. Now he knew that and repeated it to himself down by the lake, watching the SUROTMA with its thundering motor almost lift itself out of the water and leave in its wake two foaming white walls worthy of the thunder. Helmer Gierer’s Hermine: a source of news. Frau Fürst: her diametrical opposite. Herr Schlegel also stepped aside for Frau Fürst. That heaviest of all bodies in the village—and thus in the world—bowed before her and uttered his My respects, dear Lady. And Frau Fürst said nothing. And Herr Schlegel knew she wouldn’t. He would never have thought of asking her the Manila question, the Pernambuco question, or the Lakehurst question. From Frau Fürst you learned nothing, or as Helmer’s Hermine put it, everything was beneath her notice. Her lips looked like they were stitched shut. And yet, since she delivered the paper, she entered more houses than Helmer Gierer’s Hermine. No one expected even a hello from her. No one—not even the priest (but she was probably a Lutheran anyway), nor the mayor—could claim that she had ever taken any notice of them at all, much less said hello. She always carried her head as if to let the sun shine in under her chin. Frau Häckelsmiller, on the other hand, went around as if to let the sun shine on the back of her neck. How could the village have been a world if it didn’t contain not just everything, but everything and its opposite! The only path Frau Häckelsmiller trod, bent over as she was, was from her little cottage to the church and from the church back to her cottage, but she was perpetually on that path through the meadows known as the Moos. When the grass was tall, all you saw of her was the little hump of her back. Not even Helmer Gierer’s Hermine could have told you anything about Frau Häckelsmiller’s—presumably tiny—face. On the other hand, Hermine would tell anyone who was new to the village and wondering about the expression on Frau Fürst’s face, that it had been like that ever since they had brought the news to Frau Fürst that in Memmingen, just as he was about to climb into Herr Mehltreter’s automobile, which was being driven by Hans Schmied, her husband had collapsed and died, at the age of thirty-four, on his way to sell the floor wax Herr Mehltreter manufactured according to his own top-secret recipe in the former stable of the restaurant. But before that, Herr Fürst had vulcanized tires in the basement of Herr Schlegel’s house. But before that, he had tried his hand at selling radios in a gloomy town called Dortmund. Hermine had it from him, and the village heard it from her, that whenever it hadn’t rained for a spell in Dortmund, you couldn’t open your mouth without its filling up with the taste of soot that crunched between your teeth. But before that, he’d been in the war—an officer, in fact, and an excellent one, too. Helmer Gierer’s Hermine always wound up her story of the Fürsts by remarking that Frau Fürst and her two children now lived in the same subterranean rooms where tires used to be vulcanized and had never once failed to pay Herr Schlegel the rent on time. Then Helmer Gierer’s Hermine would say: My respects, while her right index finger—which always ticked back and forth to accompany what she was saying—suddenly stood bolt upright and still. Subterranean was one of many words Helmer Gierer’s Hermine imported into the village from the villas she cleaned without demeaning herself in the least: subterranean, kleptomania, migraine, tabula rasa, psychology, gentleman, etc.

  The village blossoms beneath the ground. Or should one say that autumn lays its many-colored hand on our borrowed green? Then the snow assumes the role of conservator. An edging of snow on all the branches. The snow provides silence, isolates certain sounds, and so passes them on. The lake glitters like armor on the body of winter.

  We live on, not as those we once were, but as those we have become after we were. After it is past. It still exists, although it is past. Is there more past or more present, now, in being past?


  CHAPTER TWO

  Johann Makes a Mistake He Doesn’t Regret

  WHEN THE BARBER WAS FINISHED, he squeezed the red rubber bulb while waving the nozzle around, spraying a generous dose of perfume onto the head he had just been applying himself to, and announced that now Johann was at least presentable again. Then he whisked away the blue sheet like a magician, but of course it was only Johann who emerged and had to try standing on his own two feet again and nod his head vigorously enough that the barber and everyone waiting on the bench could measure the extent of Johann’s gratitude and how mindful he was that it was only thanks to the tonsorial skills of Herr Häfele that he was presentable at all. Johann’s gratitude had to be so vigorously demonstrated mainly because he had to conceal what a bad feeling this haircut was giving him. Basically, his whole head shaved bald, only a few hairs from the middle of his head to the front permitted to be left standing. Too short to part. “My best to your family,” Herr Häfele called after him, “and tell your grandfather I’ll be there on Saturday as usual.” Johann was always on hand in the office—where his grandfather almost never appeared during the week—when the old man sat on Johann’s father’s desk chair and had Herr Häfele tie on the blue sheet, lather him up, and give him a shave. Then he permitted Herr Häfele to trim his thick mustache and apply his shears to the dense growth on his head. At such times his grandfather always seemed to him like a king. Grandfather liked it when Johann sat and watched. Johann could sense it.

  Every time Johann walked out of the barbershop and into the corridor, he felt miserable. Right across the hall from the barber was Göser Marie’s shop, where he was headed next. Without even thinking about it he pushed down the door handle. The bell made a hellish racket—although you hadn’t intended to steal anything, you jumped at the noise like a thief caught in the act—and Göser Marie was out of her parlor and behind the counter before he even got that far. He bought ten pfennigs’ worth of raspberry drops. He’d spent fifty pfennigs of the mark he had with him on the haircut. By the time he got home, his mother would probably forget to ask where the other fifty pfennigs were. And even if she didn’t, she would OK ten pfennigs for raspberry drops. He hoped she would. He wasn’t sure. Sometimes his mother groaned while sitting at his father’s desk in the office, adding and subtracting something in her head. When she finished, she wrote down the result. Her lips moved a little whenever she added and subtracted like that. Anyone who didn’t know what she was doing might have thought she was praying. But then, the soft but still audible groaning wouldn’t have fit with praying. What it meant was, Oh dear, oh dear. Which in Mother’s dialect was Aahne, aahne.

  “Now you look like something again, Johann,” said Göser Marie. Johann nodded vigorously so that here too, it wouldn’t come out how dissatisfied he was with his haircut. If Göser Marie had guessed that Johann didn’t like the haircut, after he was gone she would have scurried across the hall to the barber and announced that Herr Häfele’s haircut was obviously not good enough for Johann from the Station Restaurant. And the next time Herr Häfele came to the restaurant and took his place at the regulars’ table, he would have called over to Johann’s mother behind the bar: Augusta, I don’t seem to be able to cut your son’s hair to his liking anymore. And there was nothing worse than customers, especially regular customers, complaining to their mother about Josef or Johann. That was the cardinal rule of deportment: always behave so as not to give anyone in the village cause to complain to Mother, who would immediately fetch the one against whom a complaint had been lodged and give him a proper dressing-down right there in front of the injured party. The express purpose of every reprimand was to show that you were incorrigible. That’s what the injured party expected. But if his mother scolded, she was also desperate. She worked, struggled day and night, to keep the family from ruin, despite the fact that his father—half from illness, half from other incapacities—kept repeatedly steering both family and business toward a predictable calamity with his catastrophically bad ideas. Every time so far, she’d preserved the family and the business from disaster through sheer hard work and determination, but then her own children go and insult the very people on whose good will they all depended. These outbursts always ended with a sigh from deep down inside her: Aahne, aahne, where will it all end. In her dialect, it was a sequence of sounds that expressed—even intoned—the inmost depths of her utter tribulation, a sequence in which individual words were no longer distinguishable. His mother never uttered a word of High German. His father, although he’d been born in Hengnau not even two miles as the crow flies from Mother’s birthplace in Kümmertsweiler, used dialect words only as a joke. He had learned a different way of speaking at the Royal Bavarian Middle School in Lindau, and yet another during his commercial apprenticeship in Lausanne. And another still, quite different, during the war.

  Johann nodded to Göser Marie as if he considered himself fortunate to have Herr Häfele do such a lovely job on such a head as his. But really, he was thinking enviously of his brother, Josef. Josef had persuaded them to leave some hair standing at the back, beyond the top of his skull. It was still short, but long enough to part. Josef was already going to school. Johann’s mother said that when he started school he could have a part too. He should be glad he could comb his hair so nicely toward the front. “Take a look at your friends,” she said, “Ludwig, Adolf, Paul, Guido, Helmut, and the other Helmut. Do any of them have a part? No. But more than one has his head completely shaved.” She was right. Johann couldn’t complain. It was just that he knew that Irmgard, Gretel, Trudl, and Leni liked longer hair. In the barn he’d given Irmgard the cologne that had been a present from Mina (“That’s for you, Johannle, to make you smell nice,” Mina had said), and two days later Irmgard had Trudl tell him to come to the barn on Saturday at four thirty. He did, and in front of the same witnesses who’d seen him give her the cologne, she gave him a little comb in its own slipcase. That could only mean that he should let his hair grow longer, because for what grew on his head now, his fingers sufficed.

  Johann popped a raspberry drop in his mouth and quickly descended the sandstone steps to the girl’s bicycle he had ridden here. They had two bikes, one with a crossbar that only his father rode, and the girl’s bike that Mina used to go grocery shopping for the restaurant, and Josef and Johann were allowed to use it too. It was unimaginable that his mother would ever ride a bicycle. She was too great or too powerful or too exalted or too fearful. One couldn’t imagine her using something she might fall off of.

  Johann liked the pressure of the serrated pedals against the soles of his feet. By the end of September his soles were so tough from going barefoot all summer that the pressure of the pedals, which still hurt in April, just felt pleasant. He rode up the main street, savoring the sharp sweetness of the raspberry drop and greeting every man and woman so loudly he was afraid he might frighten them and would be called on to stop before he had gotten past the high red sandstone wall that screened the Villa Primbs and its gardens from the street. This wall was so high that even now, at midday, it cast a shadow. In that shadow, there was a man coming toward Johann and gesturing in a way that made him brake. The man had already been looking at him from a long way off. Then he made a brief, unmistakable gesture with a small baton-sized thing that looked like a folding umbrella, the kind that pops open. The man was a stranger. He didn’t take the cigarette out of his mouth, not even when he started speaking to Johann. His cigarette bobbed up and down when he talked, just like Jutz the organist’s, who also gave Josef piano lessons. The man remarked that Johann must have just been at the barber’s. Johann nodded. He was pleased that the stranger noticed right away. The stranger said he was a photographer and had just found a wonderful subject, but needed a living person in the picture, too. “Come on, and I’ll show you,” and he walked up the main street beside Johann to where the red wall took a sharp turn uphill to the right. The stranger also turned right and Johann followed. When they were almost at the top, where the path continued on to the garden gate of the Hoppe-Seylers’ villa, the stranger stopped and said, “Here.” He wanted Johann to stand in the middle of the path with both hands on the handlebar of his bicycle. A great big mat of ivy hung over the high red wall, and behind Johann two huge redwoods—he knew they were there and saw them later in the photo—rose skyward from Hoppe-Seylers’ garden. They were the tallest trees in the world. People said Professor Hoppe-Seyler had brought them home from California and planted them there. From California or Sumatra. Johann had never seen the professor. The professor’s daughter—Johann guessed she must be a hundred years old—lived alone in the old house on the lake. Fräulein Hoppe-Seyler was one of their coal customers. From time to time Niklaus, Josef, Father, and Johann would cart ten or twelve hundredweights of briquettes up from the street below, past the gigantic trees, to the cellar window. Then Father and Niklaus heaved one sack after another off the handcart and together emptied them through the window into the coal cellar. The professor’s ancient daughter stood inside and urged them plaintively to “Slow down, slow down. Not so fast.” The faster they emptied the sacks, the faster the briquettes tumbled out, the more easily they crumbled, and the more coal dust there was in the cellar. Since Johann and Josef weren’t big enough to carry anything yet, they came along only to help push the handcart when they made these small deliveries. The slope of the entire village from the lake up to the Lausbichel was very uneven. When they went back down the hill, all four of them sat together in the handcart, padded with the empty sacks, and of course it was Josef who got to hold the cart shaft between his feet and steer.

  Like a magician, the stranger produced a tripod out of his baton, screwed his camera onto it, and started giving Johann orders in a voice that reminded him of the tiger tamer from the Sarrasani Circus. He kept shifting Johann just a few inches. He’d barely move a fraction to the right before he’d have to move back again, but not too far. OK, let’s try again. The photographer kept looking up at the tops of the redwoods. Of course they had to be in the picture. Johann would have liked to explain to the photographer that Professor Hoppe-Seyler had brought them back from California or Sumatra, probably from Sumatra—no, definitely from Sumatra. He had it from the only person in town who would know: Helmer’s Hermine. Queen Hermine, that’s what his father called her when he talked about Helmer’s Hermine. Helmer Gierer’s Hermine. There were so many Gierers in town that if you wanted to refer to a particular Gierer, you had to add the name of their house or their job. Same with the Zürns and the Schnells and Hagens and Stadlers. “Without demeaning herself in the least,” said his father, “she cleans the villas of the summer people.” The only reason he didn’t mention that she spoke excellent High German was probably that he spoke High German himself. One time Fräulein Hoppe-Seyler wasn’t at home when they delivered briquettes. Instead of the black triangle that reached to the floor, topped by a tremulous white head, it was Helmer’s Hermine who opened the door. Thin, with pinched cheeks and a prominent, longish wart next to her nose. She unlatched the cellar window and cautioned them to empty the sacks carefully, just like the professor’s daughter. But instead of saying sachte, sachte like Fräulein Hoppe-Seyler, she said hofele, hofele, which also means careful but doesn’t sound so High German. As she escorted the coalmen back out the gate, she said that Fräulein Hoppe-Seyler claimed she didn’t give a hoot where the professor had brought the redwoods back from—yes, that’s just how she put it: she didn’t give a hoot where they were from. But Hermine informed them that the professor had brought them from Sumatra. Just consider the bamboo hedge the professor had grown by the lakeshore wall. “In my world view,” said Hermine, “bamboo goes better with Sumatra than California. You’re the only person I’ve told, no one else, just so you know.” And she tapped Father’s forehead with her finger. As they rattled back down the main street, Father shouted, “In my world view, bamboo goes better with Sumatra than California,” and he ticked his index finger back and forth like Helmer’s Hermine. Actually a gesture of negation, for Helmer’s Hermine it excluded the slightest possibility of contradiction. And in this town, being right was important.

  Helmer’s Hermine wouldn’t talk to just any old person on her way home from the villas to the upper village, where she lived with her brother beneath a roof that sloped down almost to the top of their manure pile. In contrast to the höfe—the more imposing farmsteads—such small premises that hardly dared peek out from under their overhanging roofs were referred to with the diminutive höfle. Hermine’s brother Franz, who worked Helmer’s höfle, went barefoot almost all year round. And if he did put on shoes on the coldest day of the year, he never ever wore socks or wrapped his feet.

  When Father pronounced Helmer’s Hermine a queen, Johann immediately sensed that her queenliness was expressed by the prominent, longish wart to the left of her nose.

  Johann had lost all feeling in his feet from having to shuffle back and forth so much when the stranger finally called out, “OK! Now how about a smile?” Johann gave the best grin he could muster, and the stranger pressed the shutter release. He took down Johann’s name and address, and then Johann was allowed to go—or rather, ride—home.

  When he got home, he carried the bicycle up the back stairs into the house and left it leaning against the wall of the narrow hallway that led in from the back door. It was shortly before twelve, and what with the season and the nice weather, there were already guests—they called them tourists—sitting on the front terrace perusing the menu. That’s why he had to use the back stairs.

  He went into the kitchen and said, “I had my picture taken.”

  “Don’t tell me,” said his mother, who was just lifting a spoonful of red cabbage to her lips to see if it needed more juniper or bay leaves or a little vinegar. Johann told what had happened. His mother said, “For God’s sake, Johann, an itinerant photographer!” When she said that, and by the way she said it, Johann knew he should have refused. Spat on the ground and taken to his heels, that’s what he should have done. “An itinerant photographer!” His mother repeated the words.

  But Mina, who cooked with Mother and actually was more in charge of the cooking than Mother—Mina said, “But you should be glad someone took his picture, ma’am.”

  “What’s it going to set me back?” asked his mother.

  “I’d like a picture of Johann no matter what it costs,” said Mina, whereupon his mother glared silently her. “You don’t have to look at me that way, ma’am,” said Mina.

  Mother nodded and said, “There you go again, Mina.”

  “But it’s true,” said Mina. The Princess said nothing but did glance over her shoulder. Then she returned to her dirty dishes. Johann said everything extra loud in her presence because, since her accident, the Princess didn’t hear so well. It was important to him that she understand everything he said.

  On his way home, Johann had already thought this business of getting his picture taken might have unpleasant consequences. He felt a little queasy about it. Mother had put it into words at once: itinerant photographer and what’s it going to set me back. Johann had never been photographed by himself before. No one in the whole family had ever been photographed alone except for Father, twice, during the war. Up to now there had been five photographs: two pictures of Father as a soldier; then the oldest of all, Grandfather and Grandmother and beside them Johann’s father, maybe nine years old (Josef and Johann could see that the picture had been taken long ago, since the nine-year-old had on pants that went down below his knees); in the fourth picture, his father and mother on their wedding day, Mother all encased in a white veil and Father like a young statesman. While Father looked at you cheerfully, Mother looked like she was peering into a light that was too bright. She was squinting a little and her mouth was puckered, too, and her hands clutched a little white purse as if someone was coming to snatch it away from her. Mother stood there in white, rather on the defensive. In the fifth picture: Father and Mother between Johann’s grandfather and his great-uncle from the Allgäu—whom they called Cousin—and Josef and Johann in front of the adults. Josef and Johann in white. Josef was holding Johann’s hand as if he’d had to pull his little brother into the picture. Josef’s feet were side by side. The toes of Johann’s shoes touched and the heels were far apart. The photographer had posed the family on the steep, stony ramp behind the restaurant, where the beer wagons drove down and came to a stop just in time in front of the cellar door. This ramp, which was always full of ruts from the rainstorms, was also where the coal wagon came rattling down, pulled by two horses and filled with coal freshly unloaded from a railroad car, and Johann was always amazed at how Herr Weibel walked backwards, holding the bridles of his two massive dray horses to get them to transfer their weight and strength to their hind legs and brace themselves against the load of coal bearing down behind them. The overfilled wagon had to be brought to a full stop by the time it reached the two stalls the coal would be shoveled into.

  Cousin Anselm, the great uncle from the Allgäu, had brought the photographer with him and obviously insisted that everyone put on their best for the picture: Mother in a black velvet dress that Johann never saw her wear again. Sometimes he paid a visit to this dress in the wardrobe where it hung and stroked it. He felt a desire to take it out, slip it on, and look at himself in the oval mirror on the wardrobe door. A V-neck, almost no sleeves, but not sleeveless. Why didn’t she wear the dress anymore? Father had put on one of his long suit coats. All Father’s suit coats hung almost to his knees. A tie emerged from under his white collar. Cousin Anselm wore a tie that was almost a bow; his grandfather, no tie at all. He hadn’t even put on a collar. And his collarless shirt was open. And the jacket and pants he had on showed that he had not heeded the sartorial directives of the great-uncle they called Cousin. His grandfather, who almost always walked and stood with a stoop, gazed out from the picture as if from under his eyebrows. You could see he wasn’t happy about being photographed. There’d been an argument. The following day Frau Biermann, who’d come to live with them in the middle of the war shortly after Grandmother’s death, had moved out forever, back to Munich. She had expected to be included in the photo. It was said that she’d hoped to marry the widower. She was a cook, they said, who had cooked in an entirely different class of restaurant. When she didn’t get Grandfather, they said, she set her cap for his son. And then he went and married the peasant girl from Kümmertsweiler. And then Frau Biermann didn’t even get to be in the photograph. She slammed her door, packed her things, and left. Back to the big city. So Frau Biermann was missing in this picture. Johann didn’t miss her. He liked looking at himself most of all, then at the others. The great-uncle they called Cousin was worth looking at. His open suit coat revealed a vest sporting a fine watch chain. This cousin was always a welcome visitor, for his Ford car if for nothing else. The wheels of the car had spokes like a thicket. And you didn’t have to start it with a crank, like Father’s truck. Cousin pushed a button, the car emitted a gentle gurgle, and the motor started running. It was typical of this great-uncle they called Cousin, who had founded a dairy in the Allgäu by the name of Alpine Bee, that he arrived with a photographer in tow and had everyone get dressed up for the photo, the only picture that showed the entire family. And now Johann comes along and lets some itinerant photographer take his picture! A picture in which he would be the only person! The two pictures from France with his father by himself—on both pictures, a big, dense, black beard and mustache surrounded his mouth—were necessary because Father had been decorated, first with the Bavarian Order of Merit and then with the Iron Cross. But just like that, for no reason! And by an itinerant photographer, yet! And now he could charge them whatever he liked! Johann had guessed it would be like this—guessed it, feared it, known it. And yet he’d let himself be photographed anyway! He wanted to tell his mother that at least once a month, his friend Adolf dragged him over to look at the Bruggers’ photo album. He would open it and with his index finger led Johann to every photo that had been added since the last time. Herr Brugger had a camera of his own. Herr Brugger went to Friedrichshafen once with Adolf and took a picture of him in front of a Zeppelin that was about to take off. Adolf was prouder of that photo than of any other. Herr Brugger had already taken two pictures of Johann and Adolf together. And both photos would now be on display in Bruggers’ photo album for all time to come. When his index finger arrived at these photos, Adolf had said, “Whadd’ya think of ’em?” Johann had felt Adolf looking at him and that he should return Adolf’s gaze, that it was the kind of moment when in the old days two friends would open their veins and let their blood mix together. He and Adolf together in the same picture. Twice, in fact: once on the landing where a steamer was just docking and once with the church in the background. Johann hadn’t been able to look at Adolf. But he’d reached over with his hand and touched Adolf. “It’s all right,” Adolf had said.

  When Mother looked and looked at Mina without a word just to make her realize how ridiculous what she said was, Mina (who was from the Allgäu) said, “Dös kenna br. Der sell hot g’seit, as ging schu, abr as gaoht it.” And the Princess, irritated by the dialect, called over from her dishpan in a loud voice, “Das kennen wir. Derselbige hat gesagt, es ginge schon, aber es geht nicht.”—We know what that’s like. The man said it was all right, but it isn’t all right. She overlooked dialect only when Mother spoke it.

  His mother asked, “Did you get a look when you passed Schnitzlers’ and the Linden Tree?”

  In the excitement of being photographed he’d forgotten to. Mother had especially reminded him to do it on his way home. He’d done it often enough already, pedaling slowly past and counting how many guests were in the Linden Tree’s garden. In view of the anticipated costs of being photographed, it would have been especially important today to see if there were more guests in the garden of the competition than on their own terrace. When Josef came home from school later, he would report how many people had been sitting in the Lakeshore Café and how many in the garden of the Crown. They couldn’t compete with the Lakeshore or the Crown, but they ought to be able to compete with the Linden Tree and Café Schnitzler. Johann carried the bicycle back downstairs and out the back door, pedaled down into the village, counted seven people in the Linden Tree garden and five at Schnitzlers’, returned, and reported the results. “Elsa,” Mother asked the waitress, “how many do we have?” Elsa added them up in her head and said, “Six on the terrace.” Mother nodded as if that confirmed her worst fears. “And inside?” Elsa screwed up her face again, pictured all the tables to herself, totaled them up sotto voce, said “Nine,” and added, “but it’s only twelve thirty.”

  Mother turned to Johann and told him his father had called from Oberstaufen to say he wouldn’t be coming home until seven thirty, on the workers’ train. But his trip to Oberstaufen had probably been a waste of time. “What has that Schulz got to his name?” she said to Mina. “A health food store nobody wants.”

  “Health food isn’t bad,” said Mina. And after Mother gave her a look, “. . . for people who can afford it.”

  “In Oberstaufen!” said his mother. “Health food in Oberstaufen, Mina! He guaranteed a loan of 7,500 marks when we’re in debt ourselves for . . .” She didn’t finish the sentence.

  “Two beef roulades with red cabbage and purée,” said Elsa and stuck the order on the nail behind the door.

  A man with a briefcase entered the kitchen right behind her and expressed his thanks for the excellent brisket. As long as the Station Restaurant in Wasserburg could serve a brisket like that, he wasn’t worried about its future. “Chin up, dear lady,” he said. He shook Mother’s hand and said, “And best regards to your husband. Just don’t lose your nerve! If you could see the sort of places I’ve been in these days and the furniture I had to repossess, dear lady—it’s the elite. The elite are having a tough time of it these days. But you’ll pull through, I can feel it. I’ve been a bailiff of the court since 1911. I learned the trade under the authority of his majesty the king, dear lady, and I can tell the wheat from the chaff. You don’t belong to the chaff, no ma’am! Just plug up the little holes for now and you can negotiate the big ones later. Who’s better at that than you!”

  The whole time he was speaking, the gentleman held Mother’s hand. He’d clamped his briefcase between his knees in order to take her hand in both of his. All at once he had to sneeze. He let go of her hand, turned away, and immediately produced a gigantic yellow handkerchief with white flowers and applied it to his equally gigantic and very misshapen nose. Mother and Mina sang out simultaneously, “Gesundheit, Herr Bailiff!” He thanked them, took the briefcase he’d still held clamped between his knees while he sneezed, and departed. It was as if there was nothing left to say after that explosive sneeze.

  When he was gone, Mother said, “The worst thing is the electricity. Everybody can see we have to put in a mark for every little bit of current.” Mina said she should feed the meter when no one was in the hallway. Hardly anyone noticed the meter because it was right next to the bell box. She was right. Before, when everything was still in good working order, the room number would fall into the corresponding slot when a guest pushed the bell in his room upstairs. His father told him that that’s how you knew it was time to bring the member of the Imperial Railway Board the warm water for his shave.

  Mina said she thought it would be much worse if they repossessed the gramophone. Mother shook her head as though she’d given up on Mina once and for all. If she’d had anything to say about it, she said, the gramophone would never have gotten into the house in the first place. “No gramophone, no restaurant,” said the Princess from her place at the sink, thereby proving once again that her hearing wasn’t so bad after all. Johann was glad that the Princess didn’t turn around every time she contributed to the conversation. He just couldn’t get used to her glass eye. It was never in the place you expected it to be. At least it wasn’t in the place you expected a left eye to be, symmetrical with the right one. It was noticeably lower, sitting at the lower edge of her eye socket, right on top of her cheek bone. When she had first introduced herself, she said she was thirty-one, a princess, and had two children, the second one by a seventeen-year-old, the first one by a swindler who turned over a borrowed car with her in it, which is how she came by her injuries.

  When Josef threw his school bag onto the bench in the kitchen and reported eleven guests in the Crown and four in the Lakeside Café, Mina said that meant they were keeping abreast of the places on the lake. Mother took a long look at Mina again and said, “What it means, Mina, is that it’s not just us who aren’t making any money, it’s the places on the lake, too.” His mother had directed the last part of her sentence toward Johann. Johann knew she meant to remind him who their competition was: the Crown and the Lakeshore Café were run by outsiders, Lutherans. And Herr Michaelsen, the owner of the Lakeshore Café, had not just been a major but was also married to an Englishwoman. Go see if you can compete with powerful people like that.

  “Oh, ma’am,” said Mina, “dr sell hot g’seit, wenn d’Henn guat huckt, scherrat se so lang, bis se schleaht huckt.”

  The Princess called out furiously, “Wenn die Henne gut hockt, scharrt sie so lange, bis sie schlecht hockt.”—When the hen’s nicely settled, she’ll scratch till she’s badly settled.

  Johann had sensed right away that he shouldn’t have allowed himself to be photographed. He began to wonder why he had no regrets at all about making this mistake that he could never make up for. He had been photographed. There would be no one to be seen in the picture but him. No one else. It was clear that no one but him knew what that meant. None of them would be in this picture. How would they know what it means to be in a picture all by yourself? Just him in front of the giant redwoods the professor had brought back from—yes, definitely—from Sumatra, as confirmed by Helmer’s Hermine’s index finger ticking back and forth. Johann could feel it: he wasn’t the same person anymore that he had been before the photographer took his picture. And it made almost no difference to him at all now that it was an itinerant photographer. That’s how shameless he’d become. Now he was the boy who had been photographed. And he would be that boy from now on.

  “What’s wrong with him?” said Josef. “Is he running a fever?”


  CHAPTER THREE

  Suspended Payments

  WHEN JOHANN GOT HOME from playing dodge ball, he heard Josef practicing the piano. Josef was playing scales. Next year when Johann started school, he would begin piano lessons too, if only to please his father, who often said it would have been terrible to be born before there were pianos.

  As soon as dinnertime approached, Mother sent Johann into the extra room where his father was playing or Josef was practicing scales to tell them that patrons were already being seated. Only a flimsy folding partition separated the dining room from the extra room. Johann went to stand beside his father, whose hands immediately froze in mid-phrase. He nodded, let them drop, closed the piano, then patted his knee and said, “Sit up here.” Then Johann sat on his knee while Father finished what he had just been playing by singing it quietly into Johann’s ear. His father was a singer, too, second tenor in the choral society. Josef and Johann’s room was directly above the extra room, where the choral society rehearsed on Thursday evenings, and Johann always listened to see if he could pick out his father’s voice from the others. There were two voices he could clearly make out: the limpid, silvery voice of Herr Grübel, rising effortlessly to any height, and Herr Späth’s voice, which made a strained impression while striving for the same notes. When Johann encountered Herr Grübel or Herr Späth in town, he greeted Herr Grübel with respect and Herr Späth with sympathy. Herr Späth was a mason who worked amid sand, cement, and dust. Herr Grübel lived in the center of town in a little old wooden house that huddled beneath its roof, and he was always occupied with his silken-backed cows, with round red and yellow apples, smooth cherries, freshly mown grass, and fragrant hay. Johann imagined that must be good for Herr Grübel’s voice. As often as he could, Herr Späth came to the restaurant straight from his dusty work, drank beer or lake wine at the regulars’ table, and always smoked a stogie. Herr Grübel almost never came to the regulars’ table. It was unimaginable that he had ever smoked. Herr Grübel walked beside his team of oxen as they pulled a cartful of grass or hay into town, moving so slowly it seemed they would never get there. The only sound was the clop of the oxen’s resilient hooves on the freshly tarred street. And whenever Johann greeted Herr Grübel, he would reply, “Good day to you, Johann!” It sounded like something from the Benedictus, in which he soared above the choir and made everything in the church seem to float, so that Johann no longer felt the uneven hardness of the kneeler.

  The moment Johann appeared at the kitchen door, he knew that his mother would say, “Go tell them there are already guests on the terrace and in the dining room.” Johann took off running, but not before he heard the Princess say, “That’s his favorite thing, chasing Josef from the piano.” It was true that Johann couldn’t understand how you could practice scales for hours on end. When he learned the piano, it would be by playing melodies.

  In the extra room he stood beside Josef and lowered the fallboard none too slowly. “Not yet!” cried Josef. “People are starting to complain,” said Johann. Josef stopped at once. And since he looked so alarmed, Johann conceded, “Not yet, but they will soon.” Josef jumped up and began a small wrestling match, which Johann—being two years younger, two years smaller, and two years weaker—lost. But he didn’t give up until he was lying on the oiled parquet with Josef kneeling on his biceps. That’s how all their fights ended. It didn’t hurt to lose to Josef. It was enough that Josef was sweating. As he lay on his back looking up into Josef’s face, he saw no intent to humiliate him. Adolf’s face beamed with joy when they played dodgeball and Johann was standing where he was guaranteed to be hit. Adolf cocked his arm, made as if to throw, Johann dodged to the right, but Adolf didn’t throw. He waited half a second until Johann straightened back up but wasn’t ready to dodge again (you weren’t allow to move from your spot), and then he threw much harder than necessary from so short a distance and hit Johann right on the neck. It hurt. It hurt Adolf too when he hit Johann so hard, but only after he’d hit him. You could tell. Johann knew for sure that Josef would always protect him. Against anybody. At home, of course, Johann had to do what Josef said. But in the world outside, Josef was his protector.

  Johann beat a retreat. He had heard the scratch of his grandfather’s rake outside on the gravel. Grandfather was raking up the first fallen chestnut leaves. Grandfather was forever straightening, sweeping, and raking. He moved slowly and breathed heavily. Whenever he passed the boxes of geraniums that crowned the waist-high terrace wall with flowers, he would discover a withered leaf, a faded blossom, or something else that absolutely had to be removed. Nor was he able to pass between the planters of ivy flanking the exit to the train station without plucking off something that had turned yellow in those walls of green. Although he couldn’t bend over very well anymore, he still stooped down for anything lying on the ground. He was incapable of passing the least scrap of paper or cigarette butt without bending down to pick it up. Johann always rushed over when Grandfather bent down because it always looked like he wouldn’t be able to straighten back up but would fall forward and never get up again. Grandfather sat in the restaurant every evening, but never at the regulars’ table. He sat next to the door at the table beneath the clock. He drank nothing, ate nothing, just read the paper. Since he practically never turned the page, you couldn’t be sure he was reading at all. In the morning and at night, Johann helped Grandfather put on and take off his shoes. Grandfather couldn’t reach the laces by himself anymore.

  When Johann emerged from the house, the graveled yard beneath the two chestnuts on the station side of the restaurant had already been raked clean of anything that didn’t belong there. His grandfather had even swept the worn wooden planks of the truck scale. It was important to Grandfather that the scale be kept ready for action at any moment. They had a truck scale at the Linden Tree, too, a roofed-over one, in fact. That’s why some farmers preferred to drive their wagons full of windfalls or straw onto the Linden Tree’s scale. At the Station Restaurant they tared the scale before every weighing so the customer could see that the pointer stopped next to the zero. But some people just didn’t get that and chose the covered scale at the Linden Tree instead, especially when it was raining or snowing. That amazing catch of bream last year in April, for instance, when three carts full of fish got weighed on the Linden’s scale and it was in the newspaper: The Miraculous Catch—the three carts and the Linden Tree scale. Johann wished he could do the weighing, but he couldn’t yet manage to turn the big crank that raised the scale bed. When the crank handle was at the top of its travel, it was out of reach over his head.

  Whenever he lost a fight with Josef, Johann sought out his grandfather. Grandfather put his rake and shovel into the wheelbarrow, and Johann wheeled it behind the house and down to the compost pile in the courtyard. Grandfather had followed and now stood under the apple trees, checking to see if the branches sagging under their heavy burden of fruit were properly supported. He called over Niklaus, who had positioned the props. When he wasn’t otherwise occupied, Niklaus filled hundredweight sacks with coal and lined them up under the overhanging roof of the carriage house so that if a customer wanted a hundredweight of hard coal or briquettes, it was all ready to go. Grandfather told Niklaus to bring him more props. The Welschisner tree had a particularly heavy harvest this year and needed more support all around so the branches wouldn’t break. Johann picked up a fallen Gravenstein from the ground and bit into it. Grandfather said Johann could get a basket and gather the drops for tomorrow’s applesauce. Johann fetched a basket from the second floor of the carriage house, where everything they didn’t need but might eventually need lay around, and he picked up the fallen fruit under all eight apple trees. There was no one’s bidding Johann did more readily than his grandfather’s. He especially didn’t like Josef giving him orders. They were mostly chores Josef should have done himself but passed on to Johann when he didn’t feel like doing them. And if Johann refused, a wrestling match would ensue that Johann lost and then he had to do what Josef told him. When Grandfather gave you a job, you had the feeling he would rather have done it himself but couldn’t anymore. Grandfather was a giant, but a stooped one.

  Johann had carried the basket up the back stairs and set it down by the door to the porch when Mina came running through the courtyard and up the stairs. She dashed past Johann into the house, loudly wailing and crying “Noooo!” and “It can’t be!” Johann ran after her. In the kitchen she collapsed on the bench next to the door, which was actually Johann’s place. But whereas he always slid down the long bench into the corner under the boiler, Mina stayed right at the end of the bench, set her elbows on the rutted tabletop, and wailed and yelled and wailed. Mother, Grandfather, and Elsa clustered around her at once, and the Princess didn’t just look over her shoulder from her place at the sink but turned her whole body. Mother and Elsa implored, “Come on, Mina, what’s the matter? Come on, tell us what happened!” Mina had planned to withdraw twenty marks from the branch of the Bank of Commerce and Agriculture in Glatthars’ house because the Lindau harvest fair was coming up soon, but she’d come back empty-handed. The door had been closed. A posted notice announced that the bank was forced to suspend payments temporarily. A meeting of creditors was being convened. Judicial proceedings had been initiated to avoid bankruptcy. The directors of the bank asked their honored clientele for their continued trust. Only trust could now prevent the worst, namely, bankruptcy. Mina recited all these sentences through her tears in the best High German they had ever heard her speak. She’d deposited years of earnings in the bank—everything she’d earned in that very bank. She hadn’t kept a thing for herself, and Alfred had put his savings in the bank too, the same bank. They were going to get married next year or the year after that. And now it was all gone, gone, gone.

  Grandfather said it still wasn’t clear that everything was gone for good. Big, heavy Elsa was also gazing down at skinny little Mina crying her eyes out and obviously couldn’t stand it that Mina was getting all the attention. So she just started in about how when she was in Baienfurt, where she worked before coming here, she picked up the food from a counter window right between the kitchen and the dining room, but here she had to run to the kitchen, pick up the food, run back down the corridor fifteen or twenty feet at least, then turn left and push open the door with her elbow, and only then was she in the dining room. It was even farther to the guests on the terrace: a good twenty feet from the kitchen door to the swinging door, from there another seven feet to the front door, “down two steps and you’re on the terrace, but it’s still quite a ways to the tables. I’m tellin ya, my first week here, I thought I was gonna eat my own feet.” Big, heavy Elsa from Einöd near Homburg depicted her weary trips as though every step was torture. She must not have known that Grandfather had designed and built the building. She probably meant to say that she had it even harder than Mina. Elsa looked forever run ragged. Her considerable lower lip always hung down and showed a good amount of gum and in her glassy stare you could see what a torture it was to wait on tables. To wait on tables in this restaurant. From her place at the sink the Princess said, “If everybody’s going to say what they don’t like, I’ve got a few things to say myself.” Mina looked only at Mother, Mother only at Mina. Mina stood up. Compared to Elsa and Mother she was really tiny. She said, “Here,” and handed Johann her small, dark red passbook. When she came back from the bank, Mina had always handed Johann her passbook and said, “Put it away for me.” She knew how much Johann liked to open and close the heavy door of the safe in the front office.

  It was time for Johann to fetch the milk. On his way, he saw people standing and reading the notice from which Mina had learned what happened to her money. When he had filled his six-liter milk can in the cellar of the dairy, he hung it onto the railing where other, smaller cans were already hanging and joined the game of hide-and-seek that took place around the dairy each evening. The main thing for Johann was being in the same hiding place as Gretel, Trudl, or Irmgard and until he was found, staying so close to Gretel, Trudl, or Irmgard that he could touch them in a way that seemed more accidental than intentional. And if those touches elicited a response that also seemed more accidental than intentional, Johann felt like he was in a storm. Naturally, then, you didn’t want to be it in the next round and have to lean against the wall hiding your face in your arm and counting to ten and then have to look for the others who had hidden themselves in the meantime. When he was it, he was tormented by the idea that Adolf, Ludwig, Paul, Guido, Helmut One, or Helmut Two were touching Irmgard just as unintentionally or intentionally as he had. What darkness you plunged into when running between the dairy and Glatthars’ house! Out in front was street, sunlit square, everything bright and clear. In the back: another time of day, another world, a dark confusion of more than one shed, and all under the cover of dense foliage that shut out the light, and beneath the trees, tall grasses that reached to the lowest branches and just beyond that, the shrubbery on the banks of the Oeschbach. Nowhere else in the village was it so easy to disappear. And nowhere else was the early evening twilight as dark as in Bichelmaier’s hay barn. In this darkness the sought-after contact seemed both more accidental and more intentional and radiated much more power than the touches one managed to steal when every movement was visible.

  Today Johann was the first to have to go home. But behind the dairy in Glatthars’ shed he’d managed to get closer to Irmgard than ever before. In the shed, which was tiny to begin with, Irmgard and he had hidden in a bin. Because the bin was really small, they had to press against each other. Johann had the feeling that both of them, he and Irmgard, had ceased to breathe as long as they were so jammed together, he behind her and she in front of him. They would probably never have had to breathe again. They were quickly found—by Adolf, of course—but then Johann, in a positively frantic burst of speed unleashed by the storm of contact, had caught up with Adolf and beaten him to the base. He tagged it and yelled, “In free—and Irmgard, too!” Although that was against the rules, he said it so forcefully that Adolf couldn’t object and immediately ran off behind the house to look for the others.

  Johann took the lidless six-liter can and swung it so fast in big circles that the milk remained in its container. He relished the weight of the wheeling can, which almost pulled him over every time it reached the bottom of its arc. The fragrance of Irmgard’s hair was still in his nose. He was taller than Irmgard, and in their cramped hiding place, he’d had his nose practically in her hair. But when they squatted down and then kneeled to make themselves even more invisible, he was able to do something he’d never managed to do before—to touch Irmgard near the spot where it was strictly forbidden to touch her. He wasn’t quite sure how close he’d come. Involuntarily he started to sniff his index finger; maybe it still smelled of the spot. But before he got the finger to his nose, he snatched it away again. There were still people standing in a half circle in front of Glatthars’ house, and now Helmer’s Hermine stood beside the notice and people were listening to her. Johann didn’t understand what she was saying, but he saw her index finger ticking back and forth. And Hermine would have seen him sniffing at his index finger. And she would know at once what had led him to sniff his finger. She must be telling her listeners what they should do in the face of this announcement from the Bank of Commerce and Agriculture, but that wouldn’t keep her from catching Johann at his sniffing if he sniffed his index finger. Luckily, Hermine’s own index finger ticking back and forth had made him instantly aware of the danger.

  Back home, as soon as he had put the milk in the icebox in the hallway he dashed straight up to his room where at last he could sniff his index finger for traces of Irmgard’s spot. They called boys who ran after girls skirt-chasers. Johann knew he was a skirt-chaser, but if anyone called him that he would hotly deny it. Not to mention that when he hid in a tight place with Adolf, he would have liked to touch him just as much as Irmgard.

  He had to get to the station to meet his father returning from Oberstaufen by the workers’ train. They hadn’t planned it ahead, but Johann knew his father counted on being met by him. Although Father often tarried for whole minutes at a time behind Josef as he played his scales, Johann thought he was closer to his father. For instance, Johann had never seen his father giving Josef an Eskimo kiss. But he greeted Johann every day by rubbing the tip of his nose against the tip of Johann’s. He told him that was how Eskimos greeted each other.

  In the hallway he encountered Mina again. She ran her hand over his head as he passed, something she’d never done before. It must have to do with the money the bank had taken from her. Mother came out of the kitchen and said Father had called. He wouldn’t be on the workers’ train. He would catch the late train.

  Back to the dairy again? No, he couldn’t, he just couldn’t. Irmgard must have gone home by now. He hoped so. And Irmgard would be the only reason to go back. Often, he would pass Irmgard’s house without so much as turning his head to see if anyone happened to be looking out or just standing in the doorway. Whenever he did, he had the feeling Irmgard was watching him walk past. And that walking past, observed by Irmgard, filled every step he took with enormous significance.

  Johann went into the dining room and sat down next to his grandfather. He was sitting with a guest who never sat at the regulars’ table either but always with Grandfather under the clock: Herr Loser from Unterbechtersweiler, the only person who rode a bicycle with only one pedal. The other pedal was uncoupled and served as a footrest for the clunky wooden foot he’d had since the war. He had no trouble making forward progress on the bike, even though there wasn’t an inch of level ground between Unterbechtersweiler and Wasserburg; it was up and down all the way.

  “Well, Gebhard,” Grandfather was just saying as Johann sat down, and he laid one of his hands on the hands of Loser’s Gebhard. Usually it was a guest who would put a hand on Grandfather’s blue hands. Elsa set a fresh glass of beer in front of Loser’s Gebhard and a shot of fruit schnapps to go with it. Herr Deuerling, who always let them know by the way he said Get goin’, get along with ya! that he’d been born on the Bavarian side of the Lech River, had taught them that little shot glasses were called stamperl. But Johann noticed that the word didn’t sound right in the mouth of anyone from around here. Herr Seehahn, however (who never let on where he was from but said that after the revolution he’d fetched up in Munich as a “revulooshunery seaman, ret.”)—Herr Seehahn could say stamperl so it didn’t sound funny. But then, Herr Seehahn was one of those people at home in many languages.

  Johann knew Loser’s Gebhard even though he didn’t come to the restaurant every week. Once, when Loser’s Gebhard was sitting at the table, Grandfather told about how when he was twenty-five he, Grandfather, had sold the family house in Hengnau to their neighbor, Dorn. Dorn tore it down, and the lumber and bricks were carted off to Unterbechtersweiler because Loser’s house in Unterbrechtersweiler had just burned down. Loser’s Gebhard’s father had rebuilt his house and barn with that material.

  Loser’s Gebhard downed the fruit schnapps in one swallow and said, “There you go, Elsa.”

  “Well, Gebhard,” said Grandfather, “you never know. You think it’s the end of the world, and then it turns out all right.” Loser’s Gebhard banged his fist on the table and said, “Seventy-five percent disability, Josef.” Grandfather nodded the way you nod when you know exactly what the other’s going to say. And Loser’s Gebhard talked the way you talk when you’ve told the same story many times before, and to the same person. You’re not telling it to him, you’re reproaching him with it. On October 21 in ’17, three miles north of Ypres, his foot blown off. Seventy-five percent disabled. Ten years later, his hip starts to go. Grandfather nodded. Dr. Moser sends Loser’s Gebhard to the hospital in Hoyren. They treat the hip with high-voltage current. The hip luxates. Grandfather nods as if he knew what that meant. And since Loser’s Gebhard had lost so much mobility, when he falls while getting the hay into the barn, he can’t get up again and gets gored by the ox. A broken rib. Hematoma in his lung. Grandfather nods. “Time to sell, my wife says,” said Loser’s Gebhard. “We got to have a smaller place.” So they sell and buy Krenkels’ Karl’s place, only six acres with a mortgage of seven thousand marks on the appreciated value, but from selling their old place they have twenty-three earning interest at the Bank of Commerce and Agriculture. Grandfather nods. So even if the hops should fail again, nothing can happen to them. Then, after Hindenburg’s third emergency decree, it’s announced that the Dresdner Bank has suspended payments and the stock exchange is closed. Loser’s Gebhard goes right into town and asks if the Bank of Commerce and Agriculture is starting to wobble, too. No, it’s not in the least wobbly. But Loser’s Gebhard insists on hearing it from Herr Kommerzienrat Sting himself, who tells him, “Nothing but rumors, Herr Loser, not a storm cloud in sight.” If there were any threat, the Herr Kommerzienrat promised Herr Loser he would be the first to be notified and get his money. That was day before yesterday. And today the teller’s window is closed. The money’s gone. So he goes to a lawyer, who laughs. A bank director was the last person to ask if his bank was wobbly. Can’t make a case for criminal negligence according to the lawyer. “Gone is gone, Josef.”

  “Oh, Gebhard,” says Grandfather, and nods.

  In the meantime Herr Brugger, wearing a green suit as always, had come over from the regulars’ table and was sitting next to Loser’s Gebhard. He removed the toothpick from the corner of his mouth—Adolf had told Johann the toothpick his father always had in the corner of his mouth was made of ivory—laid a hand on Loser’s Gebhard’s shoulder, and said, “Meeting tomorrow night at Köberle’s in Bodolz. Why not come along and join up? Hitler’s going to get us out of this. Next month Bavaria’s going to lift the ban on uniforms, then you’ll see some marching, my friends. We’ll show these scoundrels and fops we mean business. Enough is enough. No more lies about who started the war! The ones who fired the first shot didn’t start it! Down with the Treaty of Versailles! It’s a disgrace: a hundred and thirty-two billion! In the last fourteen years we’ve paid them twenty billion and now we’re bled dry! Bankrupt like no country’s ever been before! And we’re supposed to keep on like that for seventy or eighty more years? Keep paying out for seventy or eighty years? Paying for a war that everybody started together! We just happened to lose it. Tomorrow night at Köberle’s in Bodolz, Gebhard. Hitler’ll get us out of this. Heil Hitler!” He thrust his right hand straight out and clicked his heels together. Before doing so, he removed the ivory toothpick from the corner of his mouth and stuck it in his breast pocket. From a hook on the wall he took down his hat, shiny in all shades of green and sporting a tuft of goat-hair, said, “Just you wait and see,” and left.

  Adolf said his father’s hat was velour. Adolf claimed it was the only velour hat in Wasserburg. Everyone watched Herr Brugger leave. Grandfather murmured to himself, so only Johann could hear, “Why didn’t I go to America.” Herr Seehahn, who always sat at the second table on the terrace side of the restaurant, had jumped up when Herr Brugger called out “Heil Hitler” and had thrust out his hand, too. But he hadn’t managed to get the cigarette (which he only ever put down when he was eating) out of his mouth in time, so his own “Heil Hitler” was a good deal less impressive. Herr Seehahn rented a small room on the third floor of the restaurant. Because of the slanted eaves along one whole side of the room, Johann would have much preferred to sleep there than in his own high-ceilinged Room 9 with its merely straight walls and four large windows. Herr Seehahn’s room had the most interesting smell in the whole building. Herr Seehahn smoked night and day, drank beer, schnapps, and lake wine every night until closing time and beyond, and carried those smells with him to his room. The result affected the third-floor hallway—almost dominated it, in fact. Again and again, Johann would run upstairs to dip his nose once more into that exciting aroma. People mentioned Herr Seehahn with a shudder of admiration whether he happened to be present or not, simply because, despite the life he led, he had never missed a single minute of work as the bookkeeper of the fruit growers’ cooperative and had never made a single error as the cooperative’s statistician. Herr Seehahn took three meals a day in the restaurant, always at a table where no one else sat, and murmured to himself the whole time. Johann often tried to loiter unobtrusively near Herr Seehahn, setting out fresh beer glass coasters, emptying ashtrays, or even serving a beer or a stamperl or a glass of lake wine, just so he could catch a few words of this never-ending stream. But he had to manage it so that neither Elsa nor Mother noticed. Herr Seehahn’s soliloquy consisted of nothing but the worst profanity and the dirtiest of dirty words. It sounded like Herr Seehahn was constantly full to bursting and needed to get rid of what was raging inside him or it would probably have torn him apart or he would have expired some other way from what was eating at him. Johann was, of course, familiar with the words for the private parts of both men and women that Herr Seehahn recited, and now and then he could overhear curses, too, but no one could say these words and curses as softly or as fast as Herr Seehahn. And since he was compelled to talk without ceasing and at tremendous speed, there were never as many words as he needed and he had to repeat them over and over. And since even then, he sometimes ran out of words and the pressure inside him got too great, he would fall into wordless puckering and spitting. Herr Seehahn had false teeth, uppers and lowers, and he concentrated most on not spitting out either his upper or lower denture during his high-pressure cannonades of curses. To that end, he kept his lips as close together as he could while still swearing and cursing, so that only the tip of his tongue would flick out briefly when he said stupid prick or miserable sonofabitch, and then immediately vanish again. And besides all this talking and spitting, Herr Seehahn had to smoke, too. Sometimes, but very seldom, he would hold the cigarette in his thin, white, translucent fingers, but mostly it bobbed up and down in his mouth, echoing everything he said. That Herr Seehahn had some connection to Bavaria was more obvious from his yellowish Tyrolean jacket with the little green stand-up collar and stag-horn buttons than from his dialect. He spoke the High German of educated Bavarians. The softly cursing and swearing Herr Seehahn would not have had such a strong attraction for Johann if he had not always been so friendly during his barrage of dirty words. His eyes smiled while his mouth cursed, smoked, and smiled. Sometimes, when neither swearing nor puckered spitting was possible, Herr Seehahn chewed rapidly on his own lips with the tiniest of movements. He was friendly even then. Johann had the impression that Herr Seehahn didn’t mind him getting close enough to catch a few words and fragmentary phrases. Herr Seehahn would even look at Johann and smile with his mouth and eyes while the whispered profanities shot from his mouth at terrific speed: “False serpent, stupid prick, good-for-nothing cunt, lights out knives out three men to stir the blood, miserable twat-fucker, ball-buster, little monster, half-wit, cum-bucket, dirty bum, date mate castrate—bingo, limp dick, pussy-chaser, shrew, blowhard, false serpent, the whole house is shaking what’s going on? pants down hands up take it out put it back, if you can do it do it, miserable blockhead, who hasn’t had any yet? who wants some more? there once was a brave musketeer got it up only twice a year, scarecrow, jezebel, nympho, false serpent, frozen account, falsehood and swindle rule the world, wacky place shitface, yesterday upon proud steeds now lying fallen in the weeds tomorrow in the cold cold ground, them that has gets more, kick his ass, pow right in the kisser, you must confess the world’s a mess a shitty shitty mess, God’s bankrupt, sit up and beg, what a laugh, filthy pussy, false serpent, the whole house is shaking what’s going on? tumbly bumbly tralala . . .” Johann collected scraps of Seehahn and recited them, silently, but moving his lips. Only when nobody was around, of course. Best of all, in bed before going to sleep, his favorite way to say his prayers. False serpent was Herr Seehahn’s most frequent expression, and so it was Johann’s, too. He intended to practice until he could recite as softly and amicably and with the same lightning speed as Herr Seehahn.
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