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Аннотация
The Weight of Things is the first book, and the first translated book, and possibly the only translatable book by Austrian writer Marianne Fritz (1948–2007). For after winning acclaim with this novel — awarded the Robert Walser Prize in 1978—she embarked on a 10,000-page literary project called “The Fortress,” creating over her lifetime elaborate colorful diagrams and typescripts so complicated that her publisher had to print them straight from her original documents. A project as brilliant as it is ambitious and as bizarre as it is brilliant, it earned her cult status, comparisons to James Joyce no less than Henry Darger, and admirers including Elfriede Jelinek and W. G. Sebald.
Yet in this, her first novel, we discover not an eccentric fluke of literary nature but rather a brilliant and masterful satirist, philosophically minded yet raging with anger and wit, who under the guise of a domestic horror story manages to expose the hypocrisy and deep abiding cruelties running parallel, over time, through the society and the individual minds of a century.


Marianne Fritz
The Weight of Things


A NOTE ON THE TRANSLATION

Many of the names in The Weight of Things have secondary meanings: Faust, Berta’s maiden name, means fist, as well as recollecting Goethe’s famous play; Schrei, Wilhelm’s surname, means scream or cry; Reichmann is analogous to Richman in English, and so on. The place-names are particularly significant: the town of Donaublau or Danube-blue invokes the waltz by Johann Strauss, and Allerseelengasse, where Berta was born, is named for All Souls’ Day, when the dead are mourned. We have elected to leave these proper names in the original to avoid giving the text a parodic tone that would stray from the sense of the original, where they are less obtrusive than they would be in English. There are also scattered allusions to literature and politics from the time of the book’s writing: when Berta and her children sing “I know not what it means,” this is the first line of Heinrich Heine’s Lorelei, and the Isle of the Blessed, a notion Wilhelm hits upon in describing his home country, was a favorite term of Chancellor Bruno Kreisky in his praises of Austria’s alleged social harmony.

WILHELMINE IS NOT BERTA

Of all the events of 1945, there was one Wilhelmine recalled with particularly painful clarity. Wilhelm had hung the necklace with the tiny Madonna around Berta’s neck, not hers. This although Berta’s belly clearly demonstrated that she, unlike Wilhelmine, was no longer a chaste young woman. For her own sake — and for Berta’s! — she ought to have spoken her mind. Maybe Berta had been good enough for Rudolf, but she certainly was never right for Wilhelm!
“Rudolf is so gentle and indulgent. A born brooder. He needs a firm hand, someone with both feet on the ground. He’s a dreamer! His head’s in the clouds! He needs a woman who knows what she wants! Berta, he’s just not right for you.”
If, when Berta had come to her, Wilhelmine had spoken words to this effect, would Berta have ever fallen for Rudolf?
“Berta, you poor little fool! Couldn’t you have found a better time for making babies? Rudolf might not even make it back from the front! And he couldn’t slaughter a chicken, let alone raise a child! Too sensitive, too timid, never stuck his neck out for anything. Now he’s gone off who-knows-where and the only thing you can think to do is have a kid! Berta! This is crazy!”
If, when Berta had come to her, Wilhelmine had spoken words to this effect, would Rudolf’s last furlough have produced such a tragedy?
If so, then Wilhelmine’s restraint was her own undoing — for Rudolf had indeed failed to return, and in his place came a stranger, Wilhelm Schrei, who handed Berta a daisy and a letter. She accepted both like precious jewels. “So. So,” Berta said. Not even a “Thank you, sir.” This stranger had trudged to Donaublau from Frankfurt on the Oder, in such treacherous times, no less, and all Berta had to say was: “So. So.”
Heaven knows, that was going too far! Wilhelm, the poor sap, just stood there without a clue what to say. And what did Berta Faust do? She just forgot him; sat down at the table, ran her hand over the tablecloth, trying to smooth it out; said again, “So. So,” and didn’t even look up.
That’s how Berta Faust was. Never in the present moment; always with her mind somewhere else.
In her misfortune Berta was at least lucky enough to have her — Wilhelmine — around. It was she — Wilhelmine, and not Berta (!) — who offered Wilhelm schnapps, ham, bread; luxuries that sometimes Berta’s father and sometimes she — Wilhelmine and not Berta (!) — used to buy on the black market or from farmers. Wilhelmine let the plainly quite hungry young man eat in peace and asked questions — questions that really Berta herself should have been asking — only once Wilhelm had stopped his frantic pawing at the ham and bread.
“All right. Rudolf’s left us. That must have happened to a lot of people. At least tell us: how did he go? Was it over quick, or did it drag on?”
The poor fool was naturally so daunted and perplexed by Berta’s thoroughly inhospitable silence that he hemmed and hawed, refusing to speak of such things, though this was the perfect time to sort them out once and for all.
No, Berta showed not the least consideration for that weary soldier. In the end, Wilhelmine even had to do Berta’s grieving for her.
“The poor, poor dears! They were made for each other! And that’s not all: a baby on the way, no husband in the house. Such a mess! What hope is there for a pregnant woman stuck living with her father — an old gravedigger to boot! The women in your family have always been blessed with useless men, Berta, but this Rudolf of yours has topped them all! It’s enough to make you jump out of your skin. Berta, say something!”
Berta giggled and said: “So. So.”
“What’s so funny?” Wilhelmine hissed at Berta. Then she turned back to Wilhelm: “Karl was undoubtedly the most respectable of the three Faust boys. But there’s been no word from him since this May. We did at least find out he’d been laid up in the military hospital in Castelfranco, which is somewhere near Modena. Richard, his twin brother, wasn’t much of a letter writer either. After March of 1944, not a single word. Upper Silesia isn’t even that far. You’d think he could at least have gotten away for a few days’ leave! And then Wastl, Wastl clean forgot he even had a mother and sister back in Donaublau waiting for word from him. Wastl in Grajewo, Karl somewhere near Modena, Richard in Upper Silesia — that’s all we ever knew. You call that staying in touch? They could at least have sent a letter home with someone, don’t you think? In case they didn’t make it? Shouldn’t they have thought of that? Berta, say something!”
Berta kept silent.
“No. This can’t go on. Someone needs to do something. What’s your story, sir? Are you planning on staying in Donaublau, then? Nowadays all the cities look more or less the same. A heap of rubble is a heap of rubble no matter where you go. Nowadays everyone has to start from scratch. The Faust boys used to sleep in the next room. That means we’ve got three empty beds, two dressers, a table, and three chairs — will that do for you?” And Wilhelmine stared at Wilhelm expectantly.
Wilhelm stayed. Yet it was not until the 13th of January, 1960 that the ring — the obligatory wedding ring Wilhelm had properly owed to Wilhelmine from that very first day forward — that Wilhelm at last placed this ring on her finger. Still, she at least got it in the end.
But the necklace with the tiny Madonna — that remained with Berta.
The degree to which the necklace with the tiny Madonna had become an object of Wilhelmine’s ambitions was something Wilhelm had never understood. Over time, he even forgot there ever was a necklace with a tiny Madonna.
For Wilhelmine, doubting and brooding were like alcoholism or drug or nicotine addiction, problems of the sort Wilhelm tended to evade with an “if” and a “but,” an “on-the-one-hand” and “on-the-other.” Wilhelmine assumed that it would always be her judgment — accompanied by some of Wilhelm’s “on-the-one-hands” and “on-the-others,” his “ifs,” his “ands,” and his “buts”—that would guide them through their various marital disputes. Yet even understanding full well how things were between them, there remained in Wilhelmine a vague anxiety that she had never been able to shake and that she could express only by occasionally exclaiming: “Wilhelm, something has to be done!”
Their household was consummately organized. Her position as cleaning woman for Dr. Ulrich Reichmann’s clinic and the Donaublau branch offices of the Mueller-Rickenbergs fulfilled both her financial and her creative needs. And what remained of Wilhelmine’s energy was burned up in her and Wilhelm’s ceaseless marital combat.
In the long run, however, Wilhelmine couldn’t ignore it any longer: her ambition craved a new object, and she resolved at last to take the matter of Berta in hand. Intuition called to her as she was preparing breakfast with quick and nimble gestures: “Today the matter shall be settled for good and all.”
Wilhelm had always hoped to dodge this particular turn of fate, indeed had steadfastly fought — successfully for the three years they’d been married — to prevent its ever coming to the fore. But Wilhelm was getting older, and the older he got, the more inevitable it became that, like it or not, he would one day be forced to face up to a certain fact, which he had known in his heart all along: Wilhelmine was no Berta!
“Let’s leave things be — what’s done is done! I can’t undo it!” Quite often during the past three years, this phrase would serve as the second-to-last word in each new installment of their perennial discord. His wife, the resolute Wilhelmine, saved the last word for herself, having always at hand an irrefutable riposte to whatever objection Wilhelm might offer. Convinced that every marital dispute inevitably required a winner and a loser, Wilhelm stuck to the latter role, in which he felt perfectly comfortable. Far more upsetting to him was the realization, clearer and clearer as time went on, that Wilhelmine was not satisfied simply to cling to her various judgments, but was also inclined, under certain circumstances, to actually act upon them.
“On the 13th of January, 1960, we were married.” These were the words with which Wilhelmine, determined to realize her new objective regardless of the cost, opened their breakfast conversation on the 13th of January, 1963. And with a sinister single-mindedness, she smacked the dome of her egg until it was pulp.
“And the 13th of January was Berta’s birthday,” Wilhelm countered, taking pains to give an impression of composure, of even temper, and in particular to radiate docile humility, though gloomy thoughts were now wandering like ghosts through the cells of his brain. Yet his efforts were in vain, and his gloom could not be hidden from Wilhelmine, for it had a marked effect on Wilhelm’s smile.


WILHELM, THE SMILER
Wilhelm’s smile won him extraordinary benefits. In particular, it brought in generous tips, a most welcome supplement to his salary as chauffeur and Come-hither-boy to Johannes Mueller-Rickenberg, which the Schrei household had come to rely upon as a regular addition to its income. These tips, in turn, became further incentive to Wilhelm’s talent for smiling; the smiler Wilhelm knew how to work up the proper smile-combination much as a chef, when cooking, strives for the right mix of spices. All that was needed, according to Wilhem, the chauffeur and Come-hither-boy, was a proper assessment of his rider.
Wilhelm’s smile told Johannes Mueller-Rickenberg that Wilhelm was meek and a little dumb, but also discreet, and that in his work as a chauffeur and Come-hither-boy he was quick, agile, and dependable. It reminded Johannes Mueller-Rickenberg that he could be sure of his Wilhelm seeing both everything and nothing, hearing both everything and nothing, understanding everything and grasping nothing. In a nutshell: Wilhelm was a storybook chauffeur and ideal Come-hither-boy. It was to reinforce this image of himself, in the eyes of Johannes, that Wilhelm’s smile was cultivated. He knew just when to sneak a pinch of acquiescence into the recipe and when to leaven his stupidity with a dose of wit, knew when and in what place and under which circumstances his smile should suggest presence of mind, how his smile should corroborate for this or that passenger what the passenger already knew. He had a skeptical smile, a brooding smile, a sly smile, a moronic smile and a shrewd smile, a clear-eyed and a purblind, a dutiful smile, the smile of a deferential and devoted spirit, as well as the smile of an obstreperous spirit prone to criticizing everything, and then yet another that was never indelicate or frank, always “on-the-one-hand … on-the-other,” always ready to let one or another nuance recede, dwindle, or simply vanish. Nor was the pursuit of his bonus the sole motive for Wilhelm’s really quite cunning talent for smiling. His thoughts were already inclined by nature to “ifs” and “buts,” to “it merits consideration” and “in view of the circumstances,” to “on the one hand, when you consider” and “on the other hand, you have to bear in mind,” and this reticence enriched the vast range of his smiles. He believed all and nothing, doubted all and nothing, was a born dreamer who never dreamed. In a nutshell: he was a worthy representative of his nation.


THE SMILER WILHELM AND WILHELMINE’S AMBITION
The smiler Wilhelm could clearly sense, even while exercising his smile, that somehow he had already made a wrong move. There was something too deliberate, too intricate in the way Wilhelmine spooned out the remainder of her egg. After long consideration, he couldn’t decide which was more worrisome: the sudden failure of his smile to have its accustomed effect, or the ultimatum issued by his Wilhelmine, which, though given three years ago, now came back to him violently and unexpectedly.
“If you want to marry me,” she’d said, “then it must be on January 13th.”
Reliving again the terrible anxiety of that day, Wilhelm suspected his third anniversary might begin with yet another ultimatum. Even with his “if” and “but,” his “on-the-one-hand” and his “on-the-other,” he would have to tread carefully, very carefully, given the circumstances. Of course, when you considered Wilhelmine’s irritable disposition, caution itself might here be in some sense misguided, since Wilhelmine was as likely to interpret it as weakness. Yet as he thought back further, to the days leading up to the 13th of January, 1960, he decided on caution after all. A bit more caution back then and things might have gone better than they did.
“Wilhelmine! What’s gotten into you! January 13th is Berta’s birthday! No. We’d best avoid that day.”
“So what? Berta’s birthday? Are we supposed to walk around her on tiptoes for the rest of our lives? It’s January 13th or it’s never!”
“Wilma, dear, you’re acting like a child! And it’s not only Berta’s birthday, you know, it’s also an unlucky number.”
Wilhelmine shook her head and broke out laughing, uproariously, maybe also a little perversely. “So now you’re superstitious? Just like our poor Berta — she’s superstitious, too! No, Wilhelm, no: if you’re too big a coward to take me to the registrar’s office on January 13th, then don’t bother. What I need is a man, one who’s there for me in spring, summer, fall, and winter — who’s there every single day! I’m not interested in half-measures.”
Undoubtedly he had been right not to make Berta’s birthday a point of contention before, but that did not necessarily mean — did it? — that hinting at his old objections now, three years later, was a good idea. In the end, Wilhelm forced a decision: he would wait. He would see what precisely his Wilhelmine was going to propose. It could be she was somehow in the right and he somehow in the wrong. The only compelling certainty here was that Wilhelmine was on the attack: everything else was open to doubt.
But now it came to him how last night in bed he had, in fact, gotten carried away and let slip a certain vow: “My golden girl. My little spitfire,” he’d started, sliding up beside Wilhelmine. “Tomorrow is our third anniversary. You didn’t forget that, did you? Shall I make an oath to you, my turtledove? You have my word of honor as a chauffeur — but what am I saying? You have my word as an upstanding man, who always lives up to what he says — that from this day on, even more than before, I’ll beckon to every wish that falls from your lips,” and here he planted, with great relish, a gentle kiss on the face of his golden girl. “I will fulfill your every desire, even before you’ve come out with it. Dear little Wilmerl, you busy bee, my exalted, my one and only beloved! Mark my words! Mark them well! This is what our third anniversary means to me! By God, let there be no doubt! This is what it means to me!”
There was one positive thing to be said for this vow, at least from a certain perspective: it provoked an uncommon stirring in Wilhelmine’s body, in a manner that was much to his benefit.
But now he worried: what if she took his vow too seriously? In view of Wilhelmine’s inclination to demand fulfillment of every last verbal concession she’d wrung out of him, usually without warning, he might have done better to vow henceforth never to make his vows so hastily, and to leave himself more ways out.
“It just so happens that the 13th of January, 1963, is not only our third wedding anniversary, but is also Berta’s fortieth birthday,” said Wilhelmine. “This is what I’ve meant all this time I’ve been saying to you: something has to be done! I’ve meant, of course, that we should pay Berta a visit and cheer her up. We’ll have to do it sooner or later anyhow, if only for decency’s sake. And if not now, then when?”
“I knew it,” groaned Wilhelm, and then a breadcrumb slipped down his throat and he absolutely could not cough it out, and tears welled up in his eyes, and his extravagantly robust circulation colored his face red, right up to his thinning hair.
“What’s that, Wilhelm? You knew what? You mean that you yourself had already taken Berta into consideration? Well, I’m not at all surprised! When Wilhelm promises something, he comes through. It’s no coincidence that you and I have the same name — no coincidence! We are simply one heart and one soul, right to the very end.”
And Wilhelmine, who so relished stripping every hint of subtlety, every ambiguity from a conversation, felt her pulse race, and her eyes, her mouth, and the wings of her nose quiver, so that her well-nourished face suddenly flushed with an autumnal beauty. And it was only after she’d given Wilhelm a full dose of this Indian-summer glow that she decided at last to take note of his struggle with the breadcrumb.
“Wilhelm! Were you choking on something?” she exclaimed thoughtfully, once he had coughed it out.
“No. No,” Wilhelm said, then hacked again, dried his eyes with a napkin, ran his right hand over his prematurely gray hair, hacked once more into this same hand, which he was now holding out in front of him, trying to bring his perturbation to an end as gracefully as possible and to thereby recover the self-restraint proper to a self-possessed man of the sort who faces life’s many ups and downs without fear.
“It was nothing,” he said, and with a gracious, singularly discreet nod of the head, he acknowledged the last-but-one interjection of his Wilhelmine, whose morning mood, cheery though it already seemed to be, no doubt held plenty of room for improvement: “I agree with you entirely!”
After a long pause in the conversation, he proceeded: “You know, Wilhelmine, at first I did have the impression I was choking on something. Now, however, it appears I must have been mistaken.”
And Wilhelm went out and picked the most beautiful rose from the rosebush to underscore the solemnity of this 13th of January, 1963, and he passed it with a smile to his bride, who could do nothing but giggle virginally, coquettishly, blushing: this was how touching it was to her.
“You shouldn’t have, Wilhelm,” Wilhelmine gasped. “Oh, you shouldn’t have!” She interpreted Wilhelm’s smile, and the gesture that accompanied it, as absolute submission to her plan, albeit with an “if” and “but,” an “on-the-one-hand” and an “on-the-other.” Her sordid ulterior motive, the slightly indecent exhilaration she felt in connection with the idea of at last paying Berta a visit, all this she kept prudently to herself.
And so Wilhelm’s failure to speak up had at least been successful in staving off Wilhelmine’s ill humor. Over the course of that afternoon, and even right there at the table eating lunch, he concocted many new ideas, some remarkably good ones, for managing the coming visit as painlessly as possible. Yet somehow none of these ideas made the prospect seem better or the pain less inevitable: there was no getting around the menace in Wilhelmine’s words.
“You’re perfectly right, Wilhelm. Your suggestion is an excellent addition to our plans for our third anniversary. Really, a lovely thought. A remarkable thought. After all, something has to be done! It has to! It has to! We can’t just think of ourselves, Wilhelm. We can’t act as though Berta’s already dead and buried!”


A MAN, A WORD, AND THEN YOU’RE LOST
Ward 66 was equipped with a cage. This cage divided the left-hand row of beds visible from the door into two sections.
Before Berta Schrei lost her voice, she often used to say, “A man, a word, and then you’re lost. But still, Little Mother, if I may be allowed to speak,” and she would reach out with her twitching crone-hands toward the cage bordering her bed, looking at the old woman with bulging eyes — eyes in which fear, indeed raw dread, was flickering — and would speak further only when the old woman granted her permission with a nod.
“Don’t I have pretty wallpaper? Little Mother, I know. I know. A man, a word, and then you’re lost. I know I shouldn’t speak. But, I mean. If I might be permitted to make such a remark, does the Little Mother agree?”
Each time, the old woman would nod graciously.
“Yes. Yes. Pretty wallpaper,” Berta would say, staring enraptured at the bars of the cage around her. At that, the old woman would praise Berta’s observance, and express her pleasure that Berta was beginning to gain control of the dreadful specter of her morbid imagination. And this was yet one more reason for the Little Mother to give Berta her blessing, and so she did give her blessing to her dear Berta.
Basking in the glow of this blessing, Berta would murmur to herself at short intervals the lesson she had drawn from life: “A man, a word, and then you’re lost.”


WILHELMINE, THE MODEL BOOKKEEPER
It was in one such moment, as a-man-a-word-and-then-you’re-lost Berta was striving to conjure up some more beautiful truth for her cage, that Wilhelm and Wilhelmine, entering the courtyard of the fortress where she was held, crossed paths with a distinguished man of around fifty with a half-bald head, hamster cheeks, and little pig’s eyes.
Wilhelm, the chauffeur, removed his hat with the utmost reverence, and blood rose into his cheeks.
Confounded, Wilhelmine cried, “What are you …?” She couldn’t resist gawking a bit at the little half-bald orb approaching.
“This is the Distinguished Dr. Primarius Gottfried Trimm,” Wilhelm whispered, looking imploringly, if not quite with outright horror, at his wife, who in general had little understanding of social hierarchies.
“Aha,” Wilhelmine said, adding: “He’s a bit of a porker.”
“Wilhelmine!”
“Or does he have a glandular condition?”
Wilhelm squeezed his eyes shut, opened them, and stared at Wilhelmine, feeling a prisoner to his destiny.
“Wilhelmine,” he said, and then, as if not even he believed that his words would have any effect: “He is a highly distinguished man.”
“And what’s that to me?” Wilhelmine hissed.
They stood perplexed in the courtyard of the fortress, with Wilhelmine pointing first to its northern wing and then to its eastern one.
“Berta is either there or there. She has to be around here somewhere. Wait! I’ll ask the good Dr. Primarius.” And Wilhelmine turned in the direction of the parking lot. Suddenly, Wilhelm became a man; his doubting and brooding compulsion vanished entirely; he grasped Wilhelmine by the arm and said, “That is out of the question. That I will not accept.”
So much resolve puzzled Wilhelmine and gave her pause.
“Don’t drag me around like that.”
“Leave him in peace. He doesn’t like to be spoken to while he’s thinking. And he’s almost always thinking.”
“So he’s a busy sort, then?”
“He visits the countess even more than her own daughter does. And listen up, Queen Penny-Pincher … Even when he’s busy all month long making his rounds among the rich and famous, he still meets one-on-one with his brother-in-law, and his brother-in-law is my estimable employer, whose tips are as bountiful as my salary is meager. And that’s one plus you’re in danger of minusing, dear Queen Penny-Pincher!”
“Fine. Fine,” Wilhelmine said morosely, and: “Don’t make a speech about it! How am I supposed to know what goes on in some bigshot’s head!”
Wilhelmine had a guilty conscience.
And, having just had her distinction as Queen Penny-Pincher called into question, she changed the subject: “We need a plan, Wilhelm! We can’t just both barge in there. You have to break the news about us to Berta as considerately as possible. Berta could be capable of anything, we don’t know what state she’s in. Give me a sign as soon as you’ve cleared everything up.”
But then: Wilhelmine was filled with anxiety. What if Wilhelm couldn’t find the right words and his ineptitude made Berta more distraught? What if Berta was already so far gone that she would no longer even understand what Wilhelm said to her? Indeed, it was a thoroughly heroic decision, her letting Wilhelm go in there alone, and hopefully Wilhelm would know how to appreciate the gravity of the responsibility she had conferred on him. Hopefully! Staying here, chained like Prometheus, waiting and hoping that Wilhelm would act reasonably despite the absence of her prudent guidance was a burden that could hardly be borne. Still, better that than having to hear another word about this Trimm and his tips! This “distinguished” personage who wandered about so deeply involved in his “important” problems that Your Lowliness, Trimm’s brother-in-law’s chauffeur and Come-hither-boy, dare not so much as utter a word to him, even here on the public grounds of Berta’s fortress!
In summary: Distinguished Dr. Primarius Gottfried Trimm headed for the parking lot; Wilhelmine headed for the courtyard, yanked first one way and then another by all sorts of misgivings; and Wilhelm headed into the fortress, still full of the hope that something unforeseen might occur and save him from having to drain this cup of sorrow.


I WAS COMPELLED TO COME UP HERE
And thus Wilhelm Schrei came skulking in, decked out in his Sunday best, with a bouquet of light pink roses, following on the heels of Head Nurse Gotaharda, who felt bound by duty to commemorate this highly unusual event: Ward 66 had a visitor. “Berta, my dearest child, do you know what the Head Nurse has for you today? You don’t? But it’s visiting hours, isn’t in Berta? And still you don’t know?” These were the words of this angel of angels, her baroque face beaming with those glorious feelings of triumph that sometimes fill people in the know when they have a chance to lord their secrets over their faintly hopeful, warily ignorant victims.
As Wilhelm Schrei sought out that forgotten face, he smiled soft and meek, and thought to add a pinch of embarrassment to his smile: “Forgive my coming here!” he was attempting to say, but without weighing down his declaration with words. “I just couldn’t do otherwise. I was compelled to come up here!” The smile he actually produced, however, when he finally found Berta Schrei, was a trifle softer, a trifle more embarrassed, as if to beg her pardon for being there at all.
Sitting on her bed, twirling her thumbs, Berta dared to look up briefly, only to drop her head in shame and twirl her thumbs more frantically while a very faint pink colored her cheeks.
And Wilhelm had a feeling he had often felt before: as if a hot and hazy pall of smog had gathered above the city of Donaublau, then sunk slowly down into the ravine between the houses of Allerseelengasse, as if wanting to settle in there for good.


WILHELM AND THE PALL OF SMOG OVER THE CITY OF DONAUBLAU
Wilhelm had long compared this pall of smog with a hippopotamus: “A spiteful beast that just has to come to rest right where I’m standing, lying, sitting, or walking! It’s trying to crush me with its tonnage!” he would yammer, and his imagination deluded him into believing this hulking hippopotamus really was stampeding toward him. Sleepless, he would toss and turn, sit up in bed, shout in terror to his Wilhelmine, who would be snoring away rhythmically. It usually took a number of formidable shoves to wake her, and then she would dismiss Wilhelm’s fears as more or less unmitigated gibberish.
“Wilmerl! Call the doctor! My little bride! I need help! Do you hear me! I need help! Wake up now!”
He’d gasp for breath, feel the heavy beat of his heart, which struck him as strangely irregular. It galloped like a startled racehorse, and he thought for a moment it would leap from his ribcage unless he kept his hand firmly pressed over the obstinate beast; if not, he would lose his best racehorse — his only racehorse, as it happened, so that its loss would be existentially catastrophic.
And yet no sooner had he managed to calm himself through this downward pressure of his hand than his heart would begin decelerating, beating slower and slower until it was barely detectable, and then, it seemed, vanishing completely.
At this stage of Wilhelm’s valiant struggles to stave off death, his wife would generally rouse herself and express her opinion on the matter, a bit impatiently, though not without a certain kindness: “Look, it’s not complicated. It’s the humidity, that’s all. Wait for the rain to come, then you’ll feel all better. You’re not going to die every time.”
Die: that was the operative word.
Wilhelm’s teeth began to chatter, his body to tremble; even the springs in their marriage bed started to quiver, and hefty Wilhelmine was rocked back and forth, just like a boat over choppy waves — as she noted to herself, with less bewilderment than irritation. She snatched at the small lamp on her nightstand, determined once and for all to snuff the life out of Wilhelm’s ridiculous fears. And indeed, as soon as the room was filled with the lamp’s soft half-light, Wilhelm left off with his chattering and trembling.
Once, Wilhelmine had dared to take a boat trip with Wilhelm on the lake, and on that occasion she’d become ill, as she soon alerted him, shouting, “Wilhelm dear! I’m seasick! I can’t take this constant rocking back and forth! The boat, Wilhelm dear! The boat is tipping over! I can’t swim! This is just horrible! Are you trying to do me in? This rocking has got to stop! Right now! Turn back right now!” It seemed she had a strong aversion to back-and-forth rocking of any sort — and thus she felt great relief in these moments as well when the rocking of her bed came to an end.
And yet no sooner had he gotten used to their bedroom, and grown calm again in the veil of half-light, than Wilhelm began to worry about the shadows cast by the dresser, the mirrored vanity, and the rubber plant, which filled the room with their ghostly apparitions.
Then Wilhelm’s chattering and trembling started up even more insistently than before.


WILHELM, THE SMILER, DISCOVERS TO HIS RELIEF THAT HE IS AN AVERAGE CITIZEN
But he knew what was and was not proper behavior in public, and so the brave Wilhelm who struggled valiantly against death in the nighttime remained a secret known only to his Wilmerl, while in Ward 66 there now stood a shell of a man wiping dollops of sweat from his forehead with a large white handkerchief before pushing it laboriously back into his pocket, then taking it back out immediately to extravagantly blow his nose. Once this nose-blowing procedure had been brought to an end, he turned his attention to his head of gray hairs, which he used his newly freed hand to smooth over, at which point there arose the possibility of tugging at his ear, at his nose, and then at his ear once more.
He had the feeling there was something about this place that restricted his musculoskeletal options. And so he gave up on his fidgeting and settled on a single, unassailable declaration: “I’m here, Berta. Yes. I’m here.”
He laid his hand on his heart, though he didn’t dare press down firmly in public. Berta giggled, embarrassed, and glanced over at him, and he thought that if it weren’t this particular place — and on January 13, 1963—he might be justified in supposing that a heavy, hazy pall of smog really was bent on choking the life out of him. In view of the place and time in which he’d found himself, however, it seemed unlikely some sudden rain would blow in to save him, to clear the air and fill him with renewed cheer and well-being. On the other hand, who knows? There was surely much more between heaven and earth than an average citizen like Wilhelm could ever imagine.
Ever since stepping into Ward 66, Wilhelm’s brain cells seemed veiled in a thick waft of fog, so that he could make out his thoughts only vaguely, and he had to proceed slowly and carefully, feeling them out, to be able to tell one from another at all. He resolved to restrict his thoughts to a level appropriate to the circumstances, to concentrate his energies, like a chauffeur driving in the fog who has to focus his attention on the oncoming cars: on seeing them for what they are, on not drifting too near them, on recognizing trees in the roadside shadows, concrete dividers in the spectral darkness, on knowing the median isn’t just a harmless fringe, to grasping, above all, that what surrounds him is real space, not some sort of vacuum, as the fog would prefer him to think — to the extent that a fog prefers anything — and to understanding that this material world is more resilient than he, so that failing to respect it, approaching it with arrogant recklessness, incautious stubbornness, or dogmatic inflexibility, would be extremely dangerous.
Wilhelm, the smiler, discovered to his relief that he had been, was, and would remain an average citizen. He looked at Berta and thought to himself, “Am I a murderer? Am I a suicide? Both, even? No, I’m a chauffeur, a chauffeur above all else. My task is clear. I steer the car from one place to the other without putting myself, my passenger, or anyone else in unnecessary danger.”


WILHELM, THE CHAUFFEUR
Wilhelm, who had always compensated easily for the errors of other drivers and the behavioral abnormalities of pedestrians, animals, and suchlike, to the benefit of all parties concerned, was praised at times by one or the other of the gentlemen he steered through the city’s maze of streets — or even hundreds of kilometers into the countryside — and this praise would plunge him into deep uncertainty.
The question being, ought he to heartily accept or somehow disparage this praise of his automotive prowess? “Yes, it’s true, I’ve still never once had so much as a fender bender, nor have I caused anyone else to have a fender bender, or anything of the sort. You see? I am neither a suicide nor a murderer. I am a chauffeur. My duty is to preserve and protect the lives of distinguished gentlemen by means of my humble talents.” Then would come an unassumingly bashful smile, and thus would he parry the praise of the powerful business attorney Dr. Ulrich Reichmann, whose importance Wilhelm would often emphasize with the words: “For every five pages he writes, he’s earned 100,000 schillings!”
There had been a time when Wilhelm labored under the erroneous assumption that a good attorney must go to court as often as possible if he wants to make any money. Under his current employer, the great landowner and industrialist Mueller-Rickenberg, Wilhelm had also come to concern himself for the spiritual condition of his passengers — but back when he worked for Dr. Reichmann, he had once tried to express his admiration for that man’s professional accomplishment, only to be curtly interrupted with the observation: “A good attorney never stands before the court.” Wilhelm had not failed to notice the soft reprimand in Dr. Reichmann’s voice.
It wasn’t until later, sometime after Dr. Reichmann had come to rely upon Wilhelm and his pleasant, dependable smile, that Wilhelm understood the favor the attorney had done him in highlighting a decisive gap in his education. He discovered that Dr. Ulrich Reichmann belonged to a particular group of people, well-versed in the law, whose profession consists of merging business enterprises, or organizing corporations into their ideal legal form — the ideal legal form being, it goes without saying, the one in which the least taxes are paid and the company is least vulnerable to any official prying. In brief: Wilhelm came to understand it was pure nonsense to think a good attorney must go to court as often as possible if he wanted to make any money.
And so Wilhelm the chauffeur could now confidently sum up Dr. Reichmann’s character with the same words that had formerly caused him such confusion: “A good attorney never stands before the court.” Whenever he uttered these words, he would nod knowingly and not without satisfaction. Indeed, he took great pleasure in springing this sentence on the uninitiated.
Regarding his own profession, however: one passenger, the poet Fonderstrassn, had once waxed so lyrical in his praises of Wilhelm that the chauffeur felt duty-bound to put a damper on his enthusiasm.
“Maestro! Maestro! Don’t offend a chauffeur! I’ll admit that there may indeed be some artistic skill to driving through the fog, to recognizing a stag for a stag and not some trick of the mind, some phantom seen through windshield wipers that a driver might ignore or not, as he likes, without suffering any damage … That much I’ll give you wholeheartedly! But sir, don’t scatter your genius at the feet of such triviality. Your eloquence is, if I may venture a most deferential criticism, too lofty for a chauffeur’s quite inconsequential duties. Only great men, men of significance, men struggling with complicated, contradictory, nay, tragic intrigues—that is what should inspire you, that is what makes you a maestro. Not a little, undistinguished man, a nobody, a faceless, colorless Come-hither-boy … a simple chauffeur.”


BERTA SCHREI HAD THOUGHT ABOUT WILHELM A GREAT DEAL
Since 1958 Berta’s doubting and brooding compulsion had centered solely on Wilhelm. The administration at the fortress found nothing objectionable in this; in fact they encouraged Berta’s reflections on Wilhelm with utterly unbounded broadmindedness. As it happens, everything Wilhelm had ever disclosed to her bore some relation or other to his métier of chauffeur and Come-hither-boy. Even his child-rearing maxims would eventually wend their way back to his experiences as a chauffeur and Come-hither-boy.
“Berta. You need to teach your children to be more flexible. The world is one obstacle after another — and it’s in man’s nature to put himself in harm’s way. You have to pay close attention, like a good chauffeur, and take care to avoid collisions. What do you think would happen if I said to myself sometime, Hey, look at that fellow driving right down the middle of the street, does he think he owns the road? Well, I’ll show him! What would be the outcome then, Berta? No, for better or for worse, I have to swerve out of his way. And if the other children continue to beat our little Berta black and blue, well, then our little Berta simply has to learn. If I go out looking for a collision, I too will end up black and blue; if, however, I know how to avoid a collision, then I will not end up black and blue. It’s a question of wits, Berta. And we’re all responsible for having that kind of wit.”
Wilhelm dispensed generic philosophical advice of this character in hopes of raising their children, Little Rudolf and Little Berta, as competent citizens with both feet on the ground. Berta, his then-wife, might complain as often and in as many ways as she pleased: Wilhelm would just smile and philosophize away all her questions about upbringing, and Berta would twirl off back into her mind, where she would wrestle with the endless “ifs” and “buts,” the “on-the-one-hands” and “on-the-others,” today forbidding what tomorrow she would naturally allow (constraining this naturally with an “if” and a “but,” an “on-the-one-hand” and “on-the-other”), and the next day permitting what she would saddle with a stern prohibition one day later.
Wilhelmine, her friend, was repulsed by Berta’s incapacity to keep her doubting and brooding compulsion from getting in the way of her children’s upbringing.
“Berta! My little catastrophe! Your children have no use for your doubts and brooding! They need a steady hand, Berta! Don’t fuss for so long. Just say yes or say no and then stick to it! One time this way, one time that way, it makes people lose perspective, if not their minds to boot! You’ve got no backbone!”
And yet if Berta would go on insisting her children be cautious and flexible, before later switching gears with Little Rudolf or Little Berta, or both at the same time, this was because, irrespective of Wilhemine’s resolute example, Berta — so fickle, so soft and acquiescent — did indeed lack a backbone.
Berta Schrei was thankful for every hour allowed to her for raising her children. She brought them up with heartfelt devotion, and considered it a lost opportunity, something to be mourned, if at any hour she failed to share an important life lesson with her two little sprouts; she would bewail herself, bemoan herself, bethink herself a bad mother, swear to improve until the next unpardonable oversight, which she would aspire to correct at the first available opportunity. That is how she brought her children up — with great ardor — until the year 1958.


BERTA GREETS WILHELM; DOES BERTA SCHREI HAVE A VISITOR?
Berta said: “So. So,” and a drawn-out, seemingly endless sigh rose from her ribcage. Whenever Berta used to sigh that way, Wilhelm always smothered her fears, misgivings, doubts, and broodings about her children with his smile and his bits of chauffeur-philosophy.
By now Head Nurse Gotaharda had left Ward 66 to the visitor and his secrets, and the Wise Little Mother watched Wilhelm and Berta closely from the corner of her eye. Scarcely ten minutes had gone by since the Wound of Life had made its treacherous entrance into the Wise Little Mother’s realm. It was that whore of a Head Nurse, who threw herself into the arms of anyone who came her way, who had befouled their corner of eternity, and it weighed upon the Wise Little Mother now, a heavy burden. The old woman resolved to alert Berta to the evil forces around her.
“You must reflect on what is happening here, Berta dear. Reflect and be careful. Life is a wound, and this wound … this wound is slow to heal.”
Thrice she made the sign of the cross with her right hand, staring straight at the grating over the window, thrice more made the sign of the cross staring straight into the bars of the cage, and then turned back to Berta: “Life, so say the wise, appears incurable.” From her bed the old woman peered up at Wilhelm. “Bring word of life, and you bring pain. Bring word of death, and you bring deliverance. So it is. Indeed. Are you bringing deliverance then?” she purred at him.
Berta giggled, and the Wise Little Mother laid her hand on Berta’s shoulder, whispering serenely, “Yes indeed, our Berta has a visitor. Berta Schrei, is it? Berta Schrei has a visitor? Is that right? Does Berta Schrei have a visitor?” A murmur coursed through the rest of the ward. Berta Schrei has a visitor. Does Berta Schrei have a visitor?
Tears streamed over the face of Eulalia Mondschein, and she proclaimed, with mounting intensity: “All my fault! My own irreparable fault!”
Viktoria Löffelholz shouted “Oh!” clapped a hand over her impertinent mouth, and then looked over at Wilhelm, begging his pardon, before vanishing beneath her bed, where she cowered, ashamed, until the visitor took his leave.
“Without a doubt. Life is visiting Berta. Berta Schrei. And life … We know this, don’t we, my dear Berta? We know this. Life is hope and hope is a wound. Yes indeed. It’s come full circle. Isn’t that so?”
And turning to Wilhelm, she brought her observations to a close: “Did you not know? Did you not know that hope is a wound? What do you know then?”
She scuttled back to her bed, twiddled her thumbs, and prayed her “Hail Mary, full of grace …”


BERTA SCHREI HAS A VISTOR
In Ward 66, on the 13th of January 1963, it was apparent that the Little Mother must once have sung in the church choir, for only a trained singer could sing as well as the Wise Little Mother did.
“Hail, O star of the ocean, God’s own mother blessed!” The newness of the sound remained new, and it raised gooseflesh up and down Viktoria’s spine. Eulalia’s body began to rock back and forth, faster and faster, and her guilty conscience overwhelmed her: to temper her tears, she kept glancing at the cage, beseechingly, and this helped her to banish her sickness back inside her body. Eulalia felt the old need, so long in abeyance, but now vital, even urgent, for self-recrimination, to still the gods’ wrath and arrive at some insight capable of striking a decisive blow against her illness:
“Eulalia, Eulalia, behave yourself. Eulalia. Eulalia. Don’t take more blame on your shoulders. Eulalia. Eulalia. It’s just your disease. You can’t give in. Eulalia. Eulalia. Speak the words that will banish your sickness. Speak them yourself, or else let the gods speak them. Eulalia. Eulalia. Everything is fine. What’s trying to come out of you isn’t you, Eulalia. No. It’s the sickness. Eulalia. Eulalia.”
It seemed the Wise Little Mother had successfully initiated a general rebellion against life — which just today had wormed its way with such shameful presumption into Ward 66. She took note of her victory with equanimity, and with equanimity she struck up her song one more time, from the beginning.
“Hail, O star of the ocean, God’s own mother blessed!”
Berta giggled. She said: “So. So.”
Wilhelm looked down at his right hand and concluded he had five fingers on it, and the same for the other one too: not three, seven, or twelve. This somehow impressed and emboldened him a great deal; he almost felt himself the sort of man who could face life’s ups and downs without fear.
“Berta, my dear. I’ve brought you something,” he said, and laid the bouquet of roses gently on her lap. Berta looked up, lowered her eyes again, then her hands twitched slowly upward in the direction of her neck, feeling for the necklace with the tiny Madonna inside her institution uniform.


THE NECKLACE WITH THE TINY MADONNA
Berta Schrei always spent a long time observing her Madonna trinket carefully in the washroom mirror; in the mornings, before the fortress day began, and in the evenings, before the fortress night, and during the morning and evening ablutions, she was always the second-to-last — and the Wise Little Mother the last — in the line of miserable souls into and out of the washroom … and for good reason.
For Berta Schrei was the only one in the entire fortress with a necklace with a tiny Madonna.
For years, the struggle to win back this prize had been waged by the shy and brooding and not at all shrewd Berta with surprising ingenuity and tremendous shrewdness, day in and day out. Yet in the end she had only to win the support of the Wise Little Mother, who entered into tireless negotiations with Nurse Franziska Querbalkner — remarkably, as the old woman’s general preference was to have nothing to do with Querbalkner whatsoever.
To have recruited the old woman, this tireless servant of the fortress regime, as her own sworn advocate in a battle against that very same institution — this was a great triumph for Berta, and had made all the difference in her struggle. From then on, her hope of getting the necklace back from the fortress’s administration soared, onward and upward. Until finally, on the very day when Wilhelmine had married Wilhelm, Berta got her Madonna back at last.
It was on that day — Berta’s birthday — that Nurse Franziska smuggled the necklace out of the fortress depository and passed it to Berta, adding emphatically that she should hide this diadem of hers — that was the nurse’s word — as safely as possible inside her institution uniform. “If you don’t keep an eye on that diadem of yours, it’ll get lost again—forever, Berta. Understand? So be careful. Don’t forget. Keeping it safe will be an almost impossible task! To accomplish it will require constant attention and watchfulness and great cleverness too — for the man who makes light of what he’s won is never able to defend it, and the man who doesn’t know how to defend what he’s won will lose far more than just his treasure!”
Berta nodded, and as the nurse laid the chain hastily around her neck, Berta let it vanish inside her institution uniform and stared at nurse Franzi with a look that seemed desperate for approval. Querbalkner nodded her head several times, impressed, and then squeezed Berta’s hand approvingly before stepping away from Ward 66. For the rest of that day Nurse Franziska felt like a person who’s accomplished the impossible, while Berta Schrei rushed to have herself blessed by the Wise Little Mother, not just once, but several times.
Wilhelm smiled when Berta held out the tiny Madonna trinket to him; her face looked almost shrewd. It struck him then that sometimes a certain unfamiliar pressure in the stomach region could be more dangerous than the most excruciating cramps. Stomach cancer, for example, did not necessarily announce its treachery in the body with great fanfare; in fact it was inclined to do quite the opposite. He had read that or else heard it somewhere, sometime.
“I’ll visit you more often from now on. You know that it’s your birthday today, right? I have a feeling this could be a new beginning.”
Wilhelm believed what he was saying, and Berta stopped twirling the Madonna back and forth between her fingers. She strained to hear his voice, which reached her ears like the song of the Lorelei calling out to the fishermen. Berta thought she could smell the beguiling odor of the roses creeping up into her nostrils, and Wilhelm’s voice and Wilhelm’s proximity turned time backward.


THE BOAT TRIP
Berta was walking to the lake behind Wilhelm; the children were up ahead; there were summer blossoms for the eyes and rich aromas for the nose. Overcome by the opulence of the vegetation, Berta’s doubting and brooding compulsion seemed to be swept away, and she thought to herself:
“I am a blank slate.”
All around, the vibrant green was like a broad canvas upon which an exuberant painter had daubed generous swaths of color, as though his feelings and his passion for these many shades of green were not the least bit limited by the price of paint. To the children’s delight, when they’d made it to the shore, Wilhelm coughed up the fare for the boat trip without any “ifs” or “buts,” any “on-the-one-hands” or “on-the-others”! To Berta’s delight, he even launched the boat without any “ifs” or “buts,” “on-the-one-hands” or “on-the-others.” The children were happy! Berta was happy! Wilhelm looked at Berta again with the eyes of Private First Class Rudolf, with the eyes of Wilhelm the returnee.
But soon they began to cry, Little Rudolf first and then Little Berta, and the children tendered their own “ifs” and “buts,” their own “on-the-one-hands” and “on-the-others.” They began by calling the boat trip into question, and ended by declaring it a torment. Rudolf, the little scamp, let it be tearfully known that he wished only to lie flat on the bottom of the boat, then stood up from his seat to get ready to do so, and stumbled. Nor was there time to consider the cause of his stumbling, for he instantly plunged into the water — a dire situation indeed, since, like his mother, Rudolph could not swim. He would likely have drowned had Berta not dove into the water to snatch the scamp by a tuft of hair, thus startling — at last — the clueless Wilhelm into a demonstration of his swimming prowess.
With characteristically laggard urgency, Wilhelm saw what was happening and dove to rescue the two of them, neither of whom would have been there to rescue even a moment later. Eventually the Schrei family made it back into the boat, hurt, coughing, disconcerted, and one lesson the wiser. All Berta’s anxieties about herself, which had been growing over the course of the year, were confirmed once again. Their lovely outings inevitably ended with her and the children embroiled in some catastrophe that Wilhelm somehow always knew how to fix.
They had christened their new car with this excursion to the lake. Whereas on the drive there Berta had been proud to sit beside Wilhelm, on the way home she cowered in the back, her right arm around Little Berta, her left arm around Little Rudolf, both of them cuddled up to their maker, as if they wanted to crawl back inside her and resume their places there.
Berta contemplated the boy’s profile. Rudolf drowsed, the corner of his mouth tending softly downward. She didn’t need to lean over to know that the other corner of his mouth was likewise tending downward and that two steep wrinkles of displeasure were etched between his brows, and this knowledge triggered the same sensation that always beset her in late autumn, when she would lose herself staring at the barren branches of the trees that writhed so strangely toward the heavens, giving an impression of such extraordinary muteness that even the din of the city seemed to die away, and she would strain her ears, then, listening only for a scream. A scream always bored into Berta like a bark beetle through wood before finally, freed from the clutches of decay and death, it would echo off into the sky. Berta was afraid of late autumn, which she used to call the leafless season, and felt relieved, in a certain way heartened, when the first snowfall came, bringing with it the perennial hope that the bare branches, writhing strangely heavenward, would soon be covered by a blanket of ice.
Little Rudolf slept more fitfully than Little Berta. Eight-year-old Berta slid into sleep like the Madonna herself — who occupied her proper place over the marital bed in the Schrei bedroom, in a painting with a ponderous gilded frame: the Madonna with the Christ child. The Madonna’s face had long troubled Berta. In all the time she’d looked at it, not a single wrinkle had ever crossed the Madonna’s face. Why should it be free from even the slightest trace of life’s hands, their pounding and molding? The Madonna seemed untouched by those thick fingers, their rolling, pressing, flattening — untouched, that is, by daily life, by the weight of the earth itself, or by the weight of those circumstances that Berta referred to, simply, as life as such.
“Inwardness. Inwardness is what eludes me. I’m too caught up in the world, too concerned with surfaces …” Thus Berta often rebuked herself, and frequently and sincerely tormented herself, trying to get at something, the thing she could never quite reach, the truly inward gaze.


PRIVATE FIRST CLASS RUDOLF
In February of 1945, Berta experienced a moment of freedom from the weight of things, in particular from that weighty circumstance historians call the Second World War. The thirty-one-year-old Private First Class Rudolf was standing at the window, staring out, his elbows propped on the window frame, his head buried in his hands, which were frozen from the cold, and saying to her, “You’d be better off out in the countryside.”
Berta, standing at a prim distance from Rudolf, shrugged her shoulders and replied, “I can’t leave Mama alone, and Mama won’t budge from this street. ‘I’ve grown old here, I’m staying here,’ she says.”
“And Wastl? What about Wastl?”
“His last deployment was supposed to be in mid-January, in Grajewo.”
“And the twins?”
“Nothing. Not from Richard, anyway.”
Private First Class Rudolf stood up straight, tore his eyes from the wreckage of the houses on the opposite side of the street, and turned to face Berta. “So. Nothing new.”
Berta shook her head in confirmation.
“But Karl?”
“In the field hospital in Castelfranco, somewhere near Modena. And you?”
“Back to Denmark. For the time being.”
“So. So.”
“And the old gravedigger?”
Berta shrugged. Rudolf laid his hands on her shoulders. She turned away and her body grew stiff. Rudolf let his hands fall, stood slouching for a moment in front of her, then turned and walked toward the dresser, in the top drawer of which lay his fiddle, which he’d left in Berta’s hands before he set off for duty with the words: “Until the war is over!”
Now the former teacher turned back to Berta, smiled like a child, rolled up his secret marching orders, and tried to leaven the glum moment with a harmless cliché, emphatically delivered: “All this will be over before long!”
Berta clapped her hands, spun in a circle several times, snapped to attention, and marched back and forth across the small room, a female soldier who didn’t take her soldiering especially seriously, whose manner was rather carefree and amused. She hummed the “Radetzky March” and let herself fall laughing on the bed, sat up, breathing heavily, giggled again at Rudolf, full of mirth, and then, abruptly, fell to thinking.
“Any last requests?” asked Rudolf, courage and discouragement struggling in his eyes. Berta laid an index finger on her lips, thought for a moment, and then called out in a victor’s pose: “I do! I want to hear the ‘Aquarelles’ by Strauss! Yes. Yes. That’s what I want.”
Rudolf’s brow furrowed, then he smiled and said a bit curtly, “If you wish.”
Berta forgot about the weight of things, the cold in the unheated room; forgot her nineteen-year-old brother, from whom they’d had not one word since March of 1944. All she knew was he’d been stationed to post number 34421-A and had departed from Upper Silesia. At least she could still write to Karl: Wastl was off at a training camp, some fourteen kilometers from Grajewo; Rudolf unexpectedly here on leave, Mother doing well, she herself doing well too; but how would she fill in the blank space that corresponded to Richard?
The giddy thaw of youth was still on Berta’s face, the belief that the present is always the best time to spread your arms wide and embrace the whole world, all at once, as best you can.
There was a trembling around Rudolf’s mouth; the tacked-on second skin of the Private First Class was flaking away, the man inside was coming to life, was urging him toward the woman, and in proximity to her sensuousness and warmth, the waltz with all its frivolity — which he had always dismissed, thinking it sordid and juvenile — took on a new appeal. And when Berta then requested that Rudolf the fiddler play “The Blue Danube,” even he began to feel that the Danube was truly so blue and eternal, and that despite everything, a person had a right to be happy, that there was no time for sorrow and gloom, that it was possible to abandon oneself to the soft butterfly’s flight of a melody. “And when the people start to complain / Shove a few more in the oven’s flame …”
With his eternal weakness for muses, this music teacher at a girl’s secondary school in the city of Donaublau now discovered, with almost ferocious voluptuousness, the Johann Strauss inside him, and defended this silly Johann Strauss heroically against his own rather nettlesome character, ordinarily so inclined to stubbornness: “So I’m a Johann Strauss. Fine then. Who cares about those Beethovens or Alban Bergs? They find a hair in every soup. Live and let live, that’s what I say. Live and let live!”
In Berta’s presence, Rudolf had felt strengthened in his struggle against his own irascible character. With a look of solemn inwardness, Berta defended her “Blue Danube”; her mouth flapped open and closed, diligently and eagerly, like a duckling waddling in that perfectly blue river. At the same time, her eyes turned naughtily to Rudolf, as if inviting him over, and her singing faltered before she slipped back with renewed intensity into that inwardness betrayed by her child-like voice, and she managed to convince Rudolf that he had never really been a soldier in the German army, that it was only a nightmare he shouldn’t take too seriously. He was the music teacher at the girl’s secondary school in the city of Donaublau. And he was more than that. In him Johann Strauss had found the most ardent admirer and ally!
When Rudolf laid the fiddle back in the dresser and walked over to Berta, who was now sitting on her bed, she no longer turned her head away, and her body had slackened; it felt soft and pliant.
The next morning, the thirty-three-year-old bachelor with an irascible character, who had so passionately deflowered the twenty-two-year-old neighbor girl Berta Faust, promised himself he would make sure that — as soon as this nightmarish war was over — the broodingly shy Berta with the vast astonishment in her eyes would get a man with Alban Bergian faithfulness and Beethovenesque rigor.
“Why should I take Strauss from her? To ignore the ‘Aquarelles’ and the ‘Blue Danube’ would mean to ignore what brought us together. And what, after all, does the ‘Blue Danube’ have to do with ‘Deutschland Über Alles’? They’re water and fire — and I prefer to stick with water.”
These were his thoughts while he sullenly observed the sleeping creature beside him.


DUTY IS DUTY, SCHNAPPS IS SCHNAPPS
Berta Schrei, with her immense affection for Johann Strauss, could only wonder why it was that this man Wilhelm was so difficult to fit into her life. Looking up at the rearview mirror, she saw Wilhelm’s eyes: fixed rigidly, or so it seemed, to the road. She shut her mouth, and when for a moment Wilhelm’s eyes met hers, more by chance than design, it wasn’t the stare of Wilhelm the returnee she saw — the Wilhelm who looked at her with Rudolf’s eyes — but instead of Wilhelm the chauffeur, humming some vague tune as he adjusted the rearview mirror. What Berta refused to say aloud began to teem in her mind with dreadful intensity.
“When our little girl sleeps, she looks like the Madonna,” Berta had wanted to say, but did not.
Wilhelm’s mouth was as tightly sealed as Berta’s throughout the drive home. This left time for Berta to indulge her thoughts about Little Berta’s resemblance to the Madonna. During dinner, when Berta was finally on the verge of revealing this discovery, which to her felt quite essential, the telephone rang, and Wilhelm, chauffeur and Come-hither-boy, said, “Very well.” And, “Yes, naturally.” And, “In a quarter-hour it’ll be taken care of.” And, “But that goes without saying. It’s what I am paid for!”
In truth, Wilhelm Schrei had, like Berta, felt something needed to be said about the events of earlier that day; yet the Come-hither-boy and chauffeur to Mueller-Rickenberg — a vocation by which he assured the Schrei family’s continued existence, and not too shabbily at that — knew he must set aside his private life as soon as duty called. Berta understood this, too; she no longer hemmed and hawed about it, as she’d done in the old days. She stood up without a word, left for the bedroom, and took Wilhelm’s uniform down from its hanger. She was standing with her back to the Madonna. But then she happened to look at it. Forgetting the chauffeur’s uniform draped over her arm, she stood rooted to the spot and stared, as though the real reason she had entered the bedroom was to make an especially attentive, conscientious study of the Madonna’s face. The likeness really was astounding. When Little Berta slept, she was the perfect image of the Madonna.
“When she’s asleep, you know, she’s not so caught up in the world, so concerned with the surface of things. The stamping and molding hands of life, the rolling, pressing, and flattening fingers — the weight of things, life as such, it can’t hurt her so long as she’s asleep. It’s that simple. Sleep startles everything away. Everything and everyone.”
“Berta! What’s keeping you so long?”
Wilhelm’s shout from the bathroom only confirmed what Berta was feeling. And after his bellowing, Little Berta came in to her mother with a wrinkled nose, the corners of her mouth turned contemptuously downward, to ask, harsh and a bit imperious, “You’re not right in the head, are you Mama? Papa needs his suit!”
“So. So,” Berta said, and after a long pause: “Papa needs his suit? Yes. That may well be.” She let the suit be dragged off her arm and didn’t even wince when Little Berta stuck out her tongue, in all its splendor, as far as possible, before running off to Papa with the suit.
Wilhelm, now in his work uniform, tapped Berta on the shoulder, all the while smiling his Wilhelm-smile, ever at the ready for whatever occasion may arise, and the affectionate knowingness that lay behind it brought back to Berta her worries about the weight of things; she nodded in affirmation, saying, “Well then. You have to hurry if you want to arrive on time. Go now, Wilhelm. Go now. I have a lot to do here.”
“When I’ve returned,” he said, “perhaps we’ll have the chance to talk …?”
Berta nodded, cast a thoughtful glance at Wilhelm’s chauffeur cap: “It really is a handsome uniform. It suits you so well,” she said, and turned toward the dresser. “Let’s not hold each other up,” she added, and before he left apartment 12 in building 13 on Allerseelengasse, he went into the kitchen to say good-bye to Rudolf and Little Berta with a kiss on the head for each. Berta looked back thoughtfully at the painting of the Madonna, sighed, and turned to the kitchen, where Rudolf and Little Berta were jabbing listlessly at their plates and observed her entrance with sour looks on their faces.
“The nightgown really suits you,” said Berta to Little Berta, and thought of the Madonna’s blue, undulating cloak in the painting. Little Berta said nothing. Rudolf said nothing. The dinner dragged on; Berta’s attempts to brighten Rudolf and Little Berta’s faces only clouded them over further.
“All in all, it was still quite a nice trip, in some ways?”
Nothing.
“Isn’t there anything nice we can say about it? About the new car, for instance? Or the pretty roses? Did you see the pretty roses?”
Nothing.
Berta leaned her head toward Rudolf as though she was hard of hearing. “What did you say?” She strained to listen for a moment, then turned to Little Berta and asked her, “Or was it you who said something?”
Nothing.
After turning over in her mind what else there might be for her to say, Berta shrugged and stood up: “Well then. It’s getting late.”
Rudolf nodded in agreement, tilted his head to one side, and appraised his mother with a critical-contemplative gaze.


I KNOW WHAT’S WHAT
After a while, the boy asserted firmly: “Anyhow, I’m thirteen.”
“Thirteen years old, Rudolf. We say: I’m thirteen years old.”
“And the 13th is when you tumbled into the world.”
“I don’t believe it can be said that I tumbled into the world. I arrived in the world. That is proper. That much certainly can be said. And not just on the 13th, but on the 13th of January, 1923.”
“You can’t swim.”
“That can also be said.”
“It can’t not be said,” Rudolf replied sardonically and scratched the back of his head. “And I can’t swim! And that one over there — she can’t swim either!” The boy pointed at Little Berta, who was wriggling back and forth in her chair.
“We don’t raise our voices, Rudolf. One doesn’t raise one’s voice. People who raise their voices often have something to hide. People who raise their voices are often in the wrong and that’s why they yell so loudly. And that one there, that one there has a name. Her name is Berta. Do you not know that?”
“The chauffeur can swim though.”
“You mean your papa?”
“No. The chauffeur.”
“The chauffeur didn’t come into the world on the 13th!” Little Berta shouted triumphantly, scratched her chin, went on thinking for a moment, and then reached a conclusion that catapulted her from her seat: “And you neither! And me neither! Only that one there! She’s the only ‘thirteen’ person!”
Berta shrugged and said: “So. So.”
With contempt, Rudolf eyed his sister, some five years younger, and said, “Anyway, I’m a Friday child, I tumbled into the world two months early, and my father is the music teacher without a head and yours is the chauffeur who still has his.”
“Rudolf! Where did you get all that from?”
“I know what’s what, and anyway Aunt Wilhelmine says it too: he’s Rudolf through and through, that’s what she says about me — maybe not as handsome or as clever, but still: Rudolf through and through.” And Rudolf stared straight ahead. “Can that be said?” he asked trenchantly.
“Well now. That’s all very much a matter of perspective.”
“But I won’t become any music teacher at a girl’s secondary school. At best, if I’m lucky, I’ll be a street sweeper or a coal shoveler.”
“Rudolf!” Berta sat down again and stared at her thirteen-year-old son as if he were indeed a bad omen. “There are many reasons you shouldn’t say things like that,” Berta countered. “And bear in mind you have weak arms …”
“And two left hands.”
“I wouldn’t say that,” Berta objected.
“But it’s true. And also I have lousy luck — so I won’t even be a street sweeper or a coal shoveler.”
“Maybe … I mean, it’s conceivable … maybe you’ll become a chauffeur?” Berta asked, looking at her son full of expectation. Rudolf waved her off and said, “You’re not right in the head.”
“All right then. Your objection stands. Driving school is still school, I suppose. And school doesn’t quite suit you …”
“Right! And I can’t play any instrument the way a music teacher could, and I also can’t sing, and I can’t catch a ball.”
“Well then.”
“As soon as I fall down, my nose starts bleeding.”
“Perhaps.”
“And I fall down all the time.”
“That may well be.”
“My nose bleeds a lot, and then I cry.”
“That much is evident!”
“And I go to a special school.”
“Well, yes.”
“I’m dumb.”
“No! That’s not true! I mean, there are nicer ways of putting it. No, no, dumb you are not.”
“I’m to be taken out of special school after the fifth year. Now, am I dumb or am I not?”
“Well, if you want to take such a superficial perspective. I mean … One shouldn’t do that — you have to look at the situation more deeply, more carefully. After that, you may well see things in a more reasonable light. Don’t you think?”
“I was born too early.”
“Yes, that’s true. Yes.”
“I’m ugly.”
“Rudolf!”
“No one likes me. I’m annoying.”
“No. No. It’s not like that. No. No. That is completely, completely wrong. I, for example, like you, and Papa likes you too.”
“Papa is dead. He can’t like me. I have no papa. I don’t want another one.”
Little Berta patted her brother’s hand and said, “I’m not dead. I like you too.”
Rudolf looked scornfully from Little Berta to their mother and back: “And who likes you? What do you think, Mama? Who likes her!” And Rudolf pointed at Little Berta, then at his mother, who slapped his index finger away and declared, “We do not point at people. That’s something we do not do — no, that is something we absolutely do not do.”
“Who then, Mama? Tell me. And who likes you? Aunt Wilhelmine? The chauffeur? I think they’re happy when they can get a little peace from your constant blabbering.”
Rudolf stood and paced moodily back and forth several times in the kitchen, then turned finally toward the door and marched off sulking to bed.
Little Berta looked at her mother, full of reproach, threw back her head, stomped one foot, and said, “You’re not right in the head!” And she added, her features twisting into a grimace: “Everyone knows it. Aunt Wilhelmine knows it, and Papa knows it, and me, I know it too!” Little Berta stuck her tongue out at her mother, and the hate from her eyes collided with Berta’s despair. Little Berta threw the kitchen door open and slammed it closed over and over. And Berta winced each time, as though someone were lashing her with a whip. This loud, portentous exit served its purpose: Berta did not dare follow her children into the bedroom.


THEY WAIT FOR WILHELM
That evening Berta decided, without a single “on-the-one-hand” or “on-the-other,” no longer to dole out further lessons to her children about the weight of things. Instead, she would try to introduce them to life as such through stories she would invent more or less from scratch and tell them night after night, and Berta Schrei was a good storyteller, at least at these moments. She would tell these stories of her own invention — they hardly ever had happy endings — and then she would wait an hour, two hours, three. After the third she felt secure in her hope that the weight of things had given up its pursuit of her children, and that Rudolf and Little Berta, ferried over now to the realm of dreams, were safe and sound, far from the grasp of the wrenching and molding hands of life.
“That’s all it is. The three of us are just too caught up in the world, too superficial, somehow. What we lack is inwardness, a belief in ourselves.”
Berta could hear the wrathful voice of Wilhelmine: “Berta! What’s to become of your children? They’ll end up losing their heads just like your doomed Rudolf!”
Berta looked thoughtfully at the clothesline that was stretched from the window frame to a hook that Wilhelm had nailed in over the stove, where their wet clothes were now hanging.
“Wilhelmine. Yes. Yes,” Berta said, and wiped her eyes with the back of her hand. For Berta, Wilhelmine was the embodiment of life as such, the way it spoke to her, the way it prophesied a dismal end for her, for her and her children.
“Somehow we just do everything wrong. Somehow we just don’t fit,” Berta had thought, crouched down with one arm around Little Berta, the other around Rudolf, sitting between the children in the new car, while Wilhelm, the chauffeur, said nothing, his eyes fixed rigidly on the road.
“He knows it. Yes. Of course. Everyone knows it.”
Later, Berta felt the need to verify the intuitions that had struck her on the drive home.
She’d crept into the bedroom, knelt down by Little Berta’s bed, and in the soft half-light of the lamp compared Little Berta to the Madonna from the painting. She hadn’t been wrong; even scrutinizing the girl so closely, even with such careful consideration, the resemblance was still there.
“When Berta sleeps, she looks just like our Madonna. Not just outwardly, not just superficially. It is the inward gaze of sleep. It’s what silence does for her,” she murmured to herself.
Around midnight Berta was sitting on her bed; upright; a rigid pillar; with a strange gaze fixed rigidly on her daughter’s face.
“If only Little Berta could always sleep this way, she would look like our Madonna forever. If only she could always sleep this way — if.” In her mind, Berta worked and reworked this thought, which sprang from the basic resemblance she had noticed in her child, but she neither spoke of it aloud nor even murmured it to herself. It was just a thought; nothing more and nothing less.
She waited up for the chauffeur Wilhelm until four in the morning; sitting upright in bed; rigid and with that same strange gaze fixed on her daughter’s face.
At around four-thirty in the morning, Berta finally fell asleep, only to be jolted awake by Wilhelm: “Stop that screaming! You’ll wake the children! Berta! Stop that screaming!”
It was too late. Rudolf and Little Berta sat straight up in their beds, terrified, then shot sinister glances at their mother, who said to them, finally shaken out of her sleep, “It’s nothing. Everything’s fine. I was just dreaming.”
Wilhelm shook his head, more dumbfounded than annoyed, lay back down, said, “What were you dreaming about, then?” and immediately turned away from her onto his side: “I’m tired. Wake me around eleven. We’re driving to Felsenstein.”
“To Felsenstein?”
Wilhelm mumbled something not even he could understand, and soon afterward the regular course of his breathing made clear that he had fallen asleep once more.
“So. So,” Berta Schrei said, “to Felsenstein,” then looked perplexed from Wilhelm to Little Berta, from Little Berta to Rudolf, and from Rudolf to Little Berta once more.
“The resemblance really is astonishing. I need to think about it more,” Berta said to herself, then bent over Wilhelm, and with a push of the button on the lamp on the night table, draped the room in darkness.
“This is no coincidence. And the dream I had is also no coincidence.”


A CHARMINGLY UNASSUMING CREATURE INDEED
Berta Schrei, who saw in her dreams allusions to life as such, and therefore found them worth taking to heart, lay on her back in bed, her eyes turned toward the window, and decided it would be better to stay awake. She looked at the blinds, remembered how Wilhelm had carved the wooden slats himself in the workshop of his colleague Ferdinand Wolf, and how Wilhelmine had sewn the fabric holding them together.
When the work was over, Berta had offered a shot of schnapps to her laborers, and they all stood in the bedroom to marvel at this masterpiece: Ferdinand Wolf, Wilhelmine and Wilhelm, Rudolf and Little Berta.
“Really. It’s beyond belief. How did you ever do it?” Berta asked, and stared at Wilhelmine, astonished. Wilhelmine responded to her astonishment with pity, saying, “Well, it’s nothing. You take some old fabric out of your dresser, you reuse it, andsoonandsoforth. Anyone can do it.”
At that Wilhelm nodded, stroked Berta’s cheek, and said, “Don’t rack your brains over it. The important thing is we have our blinds now. What do you say, Ferdinand?”
Ferdinand held out his shot glass to Berta a fourth time, let it be filled with good schnapps, drained it in one go, and declared with admiration, “I never knew a chauffeur to understand anything other than motors, speedometers, and the joy of steering passengers around the countryside — but I can’t say I’m surprised. Yes, I have long suspected there was more to you than that! And now I know for certain.”
After delivering this little speech, Ferdinand felt a most urgent need for a fifth shot, and Berta was amazed how quickly Wilhelmine noticed this. With a jerk, the schnapps bottle was wrenched from Berta’s hands, then passed back, and the glass was emptied straightaway once more.
“Berta. Keep your eyes open,” said Wilhelmine in a slightly reproachful tone, shaking her head. “You’re always off somewhere lost in your thoughts.”
Berta clapped her hand over her mouth; she cried out, “Oh, forgive me, Mr. Wolf! I was just stunned at the sight of so much made from so little.”
Ferdinand Wolf nodded knowingly and said, “So it is, Mrs. Schrei my dear, so it is. If you keep your eyes open and have a bit of common sense, the improbable becomes probable.” Rudolf yanked at his mother’s skirt, she bent down to him, and he whispered in her ear, “Help me, Mama, help me!” He pointed to the floor where a small puddle was forming. Berta took the boy by the hand, excused herself, and tried to cover up Rudolf’s shameful mishap insofar as was possible. She said, “Our able craftsmen will have to excuse us for a moment. I imagine they may enjoy a bit of time to themselves anyhow, and now they don’t have to worry about our meddling.”
The able craftsmen Ferdinand and Wilhelm broke out into hearty laughter. Wilhelm clapped his Berta good-naturedly on the shoulder and Ferdinand Wolf said, “What a charmingly unassuming creature.”
But Wilhelmine threw her hands up in horror, pointed toward the puddle, and cried out, “Berta! What an absolute mess! When will you finally teach your boy how to use the toilet?”
Little Berta wrinkled her nose and said, “It wasn’t me, Uncle Wolf, that doesn’t happen to me anymore!” Uncle Wolf cleared his throat, stroked Little Berta’s cheek, and Wilhelmine said, “Rudolf! Take your little sister as an example!”
Berta fled to the bedroom with Rudolf, and Wilhelmine waddled into the kitchen, returning with a rag to wipe up the calamity. “It’s repulsive! Repulsive! He really is a bit old for this sort of thing!”
Ferdinand Wolf nodded knowingly and declared, “Yes. Yes. Raising children. Hard work. It’s not so easy. I know. You have to be resourceful. You really do. It’s hard work indeed.”
Wilhelm looked at his colleague Ferdinand Wolf, bursting with gratitude, and Wilhelmine said irately, “That doesn’t change the fact that it is something she has to deal with!” And with a stern, sideways glance at Ferdinand Wolf: “The hard work, that is.”


“I WAS JUST DREAMING …”
Rudolf hung on the cross. Around him stood scattered groups of people, all of whom pinned him in their withering gaze. “Where’s my mother?” Rudolf cried from the cross.
“Your mother is in her grave,” a faceless voice answered him from the multitude, and Berta became conscious of herself lying under the earth, a few meters from the cross. She tried to shift her coffin lid and to cry out with all the force of her love:
“Rudolf! I’m still alive! I’m coming! Wait for me! Be patient! I’ll get you down from there! Rudolf!” The dreaming Berta observed this other Berta, as powerless and voiceless as a corpse in her fruitless struggle.
“Where’s my mother?” Rudolf cried a second time and looked down onto the nearby hillock where there was no cross and no flowers, only shoveled up dirt, as on a molehill. A figure without a face, a torso on two legs, pulled away from the group and said, “There she lies. Let her rest. It’ll be over soon. You’ll understand when the sun has reached its zenith.”
After the headless figure had spoken, the scattered groups merged into a single human mass. All of them had their heads at their sides, holding them in their hands and resting them on their hips. Each head was the same as the others. And all the heads resembled helmets.
“What did I ever do to you?” Rudolf cried. And since no one answered him: “Why am I hanging here on this cross? Why?”
One headless creature after another stepped forward out of the mass of people. The voices of women, girls, men, and boys drowned out one another in turn:
“You can’t catch a ball.”
“You can’t play an instrument.”
“You can’t even sing.”
“You always fall down.”
“Your nose bleeds.”
“You have two left hands.”
“You can’t do your sums.”
“You can’t even remember the Ten Commandments.”
“You can’t write on your own.”
“You can’t even copy things down.”
“All you can draw are animals, and houses, just barely — you can’t draw people with two hands, ten fingers, two feet, and a head. Your people have five eyes and monstrous mouths. Your people have seven heads or no head, twenty-three fingers or none at all.”
“You can’t catch frogs.”
“You can’t even make it to the bathroom when you need to go.”
“You’re a bed-wetter.”
“You can’t throw a punch.”
“You don’t know how to fight.”
“You’re a weakling.”
“You always have diarrhea.”
“You bite your nails.”
“You stutter when the teacher asks where you’re from.”
“You’re an idiot.”
“You can’t swim.”
“You’re a crybaby.”
“You grind your teeth at night.”
Rudolf yelled down from the cross, “But I’m not a bad person!”
And the headless ones answered him in a chorus, “You are good for nothing.”
The people put on their helmets, now they had heads again, only one still stood there headless, then stepped forward and pointed at the sun, saying, “It is done. The sun is at its zenith,” and then it threw its helmet on Berta’s grave, and a tremor bore through Rudolf’s body like a bark beetle through wood. But the scream that Berta always waited for in the leafless season, that one definitive scream, never came.
And Berta Schrei shouted for her son, and a ghastly thousandfold echo rang out of the earth, and the mass of people, already dissolving, scattered in all directions, with each person running for dear life. Voiceless Berta shouted down the hurricane-like storm that seemed to have driven, in a matter of seconds, grayish black banks of clouds from all four corners of the earth to gather above the cross where Rudolf was hanging.
When the clouds burst and the rain began to lash down, everyone had already fled into their homes and hovels, and Berta’s cry told them that Rudolf’s life had slipped away. His head hung down, and the hard rain battered shut the lid of Berta’s coffin, which had finally, momentarily, come open. Berta knew she had died before she’d been able to shelter Rudolf from the terrible weight of things.


HUNTING SEASON IS HUNTING SEASON
The chauffeur and Come-hither-boy Wilhelm Schrei telephoned to Donaublau from Felsenstein. In one of the apartments behind the filth-gray façades, which gave the narrow alley the aspect of a ravine, Berta Schrei, mother of two children, housewife, and helpmeet, grabbed the receiver.
“So. So. As you say. Hunting season is hunting season. I understand. Of course, Wilhelm. I’ve always understood that. Wilhelm, are you unhappy with me?”
And.
“Yes. As you say. Everything’s in order here. That’s right.”
And.
“If four weeks have already passed, then two weeks will certainly pass too.”
And.
“So. So. But there’s no need for that. Everything here is exactly the same. Why should you worry? All that’s changed is Berta and Rudolf are back in school. As you say. That’s right.”
And.
“No. Nothing new, it’s just that I’ve gotten a letter asking me to go to the school. On account of our little girl.”
And.
“Why shouldn’t the letter mean something good? Isn’t Berta a quick learner?”
And.
“But of course I’m going. Why should I get worked up about it?”
And.
“I wanted to tell you something else. The resemblance, Wilhelm, the resemblance. What’s that? You have to go? So. So. No. It’s nothing special. Of course. You shouldn’t keep him waiting. If they have orders for you, then they have orders for you. Of course. As you say.”
And.
“I know. Yes. Yes.”
And Berta laid the receiver back down in the cradle as tears ran down her face.
Wilhelm’s three days in Felsenstein had turned into five days, five days into seven, and one week into two, then three, then four, and now six.
Five hundred kilometers away, the chauffeur and Come-hither-boy Wilhelm Schrei was being kept exceedingly busy. Naturally, hunting season began much earlier for his employer than it did for all the other dignitaries summoned to the Mueller-Rickenberg hunting lodge, many of whom Wilhelm transported there himself. Moreover, hunting season imposed a number of supplementary duties. And, of course, Wilhelm Schrei was thoroughly devoted to his profession.


THE DRAGGING OF THE SCHOOLBAGS
Berta, who slept badly whenever Wilhelm was off being a chauffeur and Come-hither-boy, had grown used to Rudolf shuffling off glumly each day on his walk to school, and then returning home disheartened. She saw no point in sharing this information with Wilhelm, in treating it like news, since the truth was that every year, as soon as the summer holidays were over, Rudolf started back up with his skulking.
What did seem worthy of attention, at least at first, was Little Berta’s dragging her schoolbag behind her by its strap. She seemed more and more like Rudolf every day. The children’s mother always knew exactly when they were headed home from school: she could hear their bags being dragged along the street, a peculiar noise that bore into her ears like some sort of grim portent. Whenever she heard it, she would have to clutch the table tight and hold her breath to keep from losing her composure. Little Berta would then open the apartment door, skulk past her mother into the bedroom, and sit down in a corner to stare off into space.
Berta Schrei would wipe away the trail the schoolbag had left behind on the floor.
Once it had been only Rudolf who dragged his schoolbag, now it was Little Berta too, and so inevitably the floor would be soiled anew each day, the rug pushed out of place. No sooner had Berta wiped away her daughter’s mess than Rudolf would drag himself in, skulk past, just as glum and silent, and sit in a corner of the bedroom staring into space, unruffled by his sister’s presence there.
But now even Little Berta’s retreat into the bedroom was no longer news.
Once Berta had wiped away the traces left behind by Rudolf’s schoolbag, she went into the bedroom herself.
“So. So,” she said. “That rain just won’t let up.”
Nothing.
“Papa called.”
Nothing.
“He’s doing well.”
Nothing.
“He’s very busy.”
Nothing.
“Would you like to come to the table for lunch?”
Nothing.
“Surely you’re hungry?”
Nothing.
“Well now. I just mean. It’s time to eat.”
Little Berta raised her head, glared past her mother toward Rudolf, and said, “She just means. She always just means. I mean, I mean. She really isn’t right in the head.”
Rudolf shrugged and kept quiet.
“But a person has to eat, no? I mean, isn’t that so?”
Rudolf glared past his mother to Little Berta and said, “You’re right.”
Little Berta shrugged and kept quiet.
Berta said, “So. So.” And after a long pause for thought: “Even if I’m not right in the head,” and she tapped her left temple, “am I not still your mother? Am I not always your mother?”
Little Berta replied drily, without changing her expression, “Unfortunately.”
Rudolf shrugged.
“I got a letter,” Berta said.
Rudolf looked up at his mother for a moment and then went back to staring blankly ahead; he droned, “You can save yourself the trip. The teacher’ll just tell you she’s dumb,” and he pointed at Little Berta. “That’s the whole story.”
“What?” asked Berta. “Who’s supposed to be dumb?”
“That one there! Who else?” And Rudolf pointed at Little Berta, who, like him, was glowering straight ahead.
“Rudolf, what are you talking about? Our Berta is a quick learner. Isn’t that right, Berta? Aren’t you a quick learner?”
Little Berta pursed her lips and said, “What can you expect, with a mother like that.”
“Where did you learn to speak this way?”
“From me,” Rudolf answered and scratched the back of his head. “And I heard it from Aunt Wilhelmine.”
“So. So,” Berta said, and considered. “But I was always a quick learner. Straight As. Yes. Yes. Look now! All As on my transcript. You don’t believe me? Ask Aunt Wilhelmine then. You’re being unfair. I was never dumb. Never!”
“So. So,” said Little Berta, and grinned maliciously; but then she hunched over and shivered with an overwhelming sense of defeat. Rudolf rose up from his corner, walked stiffly over to Little Berta, patted her shoulders, awkwardly caressed her hair, looked down at his sister with the expert eye of a specialist — for he was a specialist in the matter of defeat — and said, “Don’t take it like that. You get used to it.” A moment later, the little boy, the specialist in matters of defeat, crashed past his mother and out of the bedroom. He ran through the living room and off down the hallway.
He was truly frantic. At that time of year, diarrhea permeated his day-to-day life as breathing permeates prayer.


THE CONVERSATION WITH THE TEACHER
The conversation with the teacher ended the same as the one with the principal. But Berta still couldn’t understand. She stood gawking at the teacher as if she’d been clubbed over the head, staring at her in the hope that in the next moment, or the moment after the next, at least, the teacher would offer some consolatory words about her and the little girl she had brought into the world.
“My dear Mrs. Schrei. Maybe Berta really is a quick learner. However, in view of the circumstances. I have forty children in my class. I can’t just concentrate on one individually until, sooner or later, most likely later, she’s ready to show me she has at least some notion of what one plus one might equal …”
“But Little Berta knows that!” her mother countered, and the teacher shrugged ruefully.
“But she doesn’t know it when I ask her. And I can’t know what’s going on in her head. She doesn’t even know the name of the city where she was born, the city where she lives. I can’t worry myself constantly over what’s going on in her mind. Just try and imagine, worrying constantly over forty little minds. It’s impossible! Utterly impossible! Now, I know this isn’t exactly an ideal solution. But how can I get through my material if I have to worry what’s going on in each of forty little minds? It simply can’t be done.”
“Give her another year. I know Rudolf was a bit of a bad student from the beginning. But Berta. Isn’t Berta a quick learner? Hasn’t it always been that way? Why should things be different now?”
“My dear Mrs. Schrei. You’re giving this little transfer too much significance. What’s really happened, after all? Berta’s changing classes. That’s it. Try to look at the whole thing as a kind of organizational matter. It really is nothing. It says nothing about Berta’s future development. She may yet grow up to be a Madame Curie!”
“No. I just can’t accept it. You can’t turn my daughter into a special student. That’s something you just cannot do! I always got straight As, Miss, and my daughter will also get nothing but straight As. That I promise you! On my life: I will make sure of it. Just one more year. A year!”
“Calm down, Mrs. Schrei. Please, don’t get so worked up …”
“My Berta is going to be placed in a special school! My Berta is supposed to be an idiot! And I should calm down?”
The teacher tried to console Berta Schrei with sympathetic words as Berta walked out of the classroom, waving her hands.
In a trance, she walked in the direction of Allerseelengasse 13, bravely choking back her tears. But hardly had she taken the first step onto the sidewalk of her street than the shame of it all shook her and the defeat streamed from her eyes, and it was more blind than seeing that she stumbled along Allerseelengasse, till she made it to building 13.


THE USUAL, WILHELM, THE USUAL
After her conversations with the principal and the teacher, Berta stopped upbraiding her daughter. She no longer bothered to remind Little Berta to cinch her schoolbag tight or to carry it up on her back.
Whenever Wilhelm called from Felsenstein to find out what was new, Berta told him that everything was the same.
She didn’t mention how Little Berta was skulking around the house like Rudolf, dragging her schoolbag like some heavy, nearly immovable burden, and she likewise neglected to mention their daughter’s transfer to a special school.
When Wilhelm asked whether she had gone to see the teacher and, if so, what the latter had wished to tell her, Berta replied, “The usual, Wilhelm, the usual.” She also failed to mention Little Berta’s transformation from conscientious and motivated to slovenly and utterly indifferent.
There was a time when, if Little Berta’s fountain pen had slipped from her hand, or if she’d dripped a small blot of ink in her notebook, she would rush to rewrite its entire contents in a fresh one, and very neatly at that. Her once precise, rounded, and actually quite beautifully formed letters seemed now to jut up and down every which way across the page. One would lean to the left, another to the right; there wasn’t a single example of a letter keeping within its prescribed lines. Little Berta’s writing trailed upward, downward, ran aground on ink blot after ink blot, and she would say laconically, without fail, about each assignment she worked on: “I can’t do it.”
Not once did she manage to write out a text correctly, let alone form a complete sentence on her own. Little Berta and Rudolf vied for the title of most forgetful, recollected neither the Ten Commandments nor the name of their hometown; they even swore they didn’t know the name of the street where they played. If Berta lost patience, refused to believe her children’s confusion, and shouted out in desperation, “All right, out with it! How much is one plus one? You must at least still know that!” still she would get no more of an answer than the teacher had. Shrugged shoulders. Silence. Perhaps a meager “I don’t know.”
The result was that Berta herself came to doubt her children’s comprehension, and in spite of Wilhelm’s constant questions, was reduced to simply repeating: “Everything’s the same as always. What do you want me to say, Wilhelm? Everything’s as it was. That’s right. Yes. As you say.”


ANOTHER DREAM, WHICH GAVE HER MUCH TO THINK ABOUT
The night after the conversation with the teacher, Berta Schrei had another dream, which gave her much to think about. Little Berta was sitting at home with Rudolf; they were doing their homework. When the doorbell rang, Little Berta ran to the door, opened it, and a corpse was flung in at her feet, “The corpse! The corpse!” Little Berta screamed, “Rudolf, the corpse is here!” She walked in a circle around the corpse, and pointed at it as Rudolf ran over. The two children stared at each other, slapping their thighs with laughter, then dragged the corpse by its legs into the living room with their combined strength. They knelt down by it, stared at it, winked at one another, stood up, danced a “Ring Around the Rosie,” then knelt back down beside the corpse again. Hours passed, days, until hunger drove them out of the apartment; they walked from one house door to the other. Beggar children, imbeciles, with mindless hunger shining from their eyes.
In the dream Berta saw herself lying there, the corpse in the living room, saw her children on their journey, saw an edict tacked up to the notice board of the building: “Beggars, imbeciles, and maniacs are to be turned away from the door.” She saw her children at the trashcans, how they struggled with stray dogs over a bone. Once they’d rifled through the trashcans and waste heaps of Donaublau and crammed themselves full of whatever they found there, sometimes confusing an old scrap of fabric with a bit of food, they turned back to Allerseelengasse, saw a new edict tacked up on the notice board of building 13, collided with one another, giggled, danced a “Ring Around the Rosie,” and assured each other that they couldn’t read the edict’s words: “The corpse in question is not to be buried.”
Again and again, they danced their “Ring Around the Rosie” in front of the notice board, then with great hooting and giggling, madness in their eyes, the trashcan and waste-heap odors and scraps clinging to their bodies, they stormed up the stairs, once more to wait for hours, for days beside the corpse, until hunger drove them back out. They wandered like ghosts through the city of Donaublau, decrepit, dingy, feral creatures that everyone ignored, and in the face of whom everyone fled.
Hand in hand they skulked, stumbled, ran from door to door, from trashcan to trashcan, from waste heap to waste heap, later returning to their mother’s corpse, to slap their thighs with laughter, to yowl out dirges, to cry, to dance in a strangely disjointed manner, pausing once in a while to kneel down by the corpse, then staring off into space. And the dreaming Berta found it odd that no one came to bury her, to pull the children away from their deathwatch, or at least to beat them to death.
“Life as such. Life as such. Did you deny it?”
“Life as such. Life as such. Did you steal it?”
“The weight of things. The weight of things. Did you forget it?”
“The weight of things. The weight of things. Did you dream it?”
The dreaming Berta wanted to come to her corpse’s aid, to close Rudolf’s and Little Berta’s mouths, but scream as her body might, it was voiceless. The strain only made something crack in her head. The children could see clearly how the corpse had begun bleeding from its eyes, nose, and ears. They pointed at it with their spindly fingers, giggled, and chanted their song more ghoulishly and boisterously than ever.
“Life as such. Life as such. Did you deny it?”
“Life as such. Life as such. Did you steal it?”
“The weight of things. The weight of things. Did you forget it?”
“The weight of things. The weight of things. Did you dream it?”
And at that they returned to dancing in their strangely disjointed manner.
“Soon they’ll come to lock away the corpse! Soon they’ll come and seal up the apartment! Rudolf! Berta! This living room will become a coffin! Rudolf! Berta! This apartment will become a grave!”
Wilhelm came, along with the work crew who’d been employed to seal off apartment 12 in building 13 on Allerseelengasse, to keep the stench of rot inside.
Wilhelm signaled for Berta’s brood to go with him; they shook their heads no; Wilhelm thought a while and decided: “When I return from Felsenstein, I’ll pick you up. In the meantime, Berta will look after you.”
The voiceless Berta screamed, “I’m not Berta! Wilhelm! I’m only the corpse! The corpse in question is me! Take the children with you!”
The children were nailed inside the apartment with the corpse in question. As their tomb was quite generously proportioned, with numerous burial chambers, it didn’t occur to the children at first that they’d been buried alive. With time, though, the madness of hunger began to ravage the children’s brains; they began to circle the corpse; the madness of hunger tore their jaws open wide. For long days their hunger encouraged them, before they finally wedged their spindly fingers into their mother’s rotting flesh and gnawed down to her bones.
The children’s skin slowly dried out until they looked more like prunes than people, walked crablike on all fours, howled indecipherable sounds and pounced on one another. When Wilhelm finally knocked at the door, they could no longer speak or stand upright. That noise, the uproar from inside the tomb, the scraping and the scratching, couldn’t possibly come from his children. Dumbfounded, Wilhelm asked himself whether a corpse could become restless in its grave, but he was probably just exhausted, he thought, and so it was best to assume he hadn’t actually heard anything.
“Odd. I could have sworn they were in there,” he mused, shaking his head, consoled by the thought that there was, after all, far more to the world than an average citizen like himself could ever imagine.
He walked downstairs, exited the building, more bemused than unsettled, more soothed than perturbed, more concerned with his duties as chauffeur and Come-hither-boy than with the strange goings-on in the thirteenth building on a small street in the city of Donaublau.


WILHELM MAY SOON COME BACK
Nightmares of this sort hacked away at Berta Schrei’s evenings, poisoning her sleep and weakening her defenses against the weight of things, making it harder and harder to make peace somehow with life as such and survive for the time that remained until Wilhelm’s return from Felsenstein. She chose not to tell Wilhelm about her nightmares over the phone; in view of their regularity, they were hardly news. And what Wilhelm wanted to know was news, not her day-to-day.
And though she had been yearning for weeks now for Wilhelm’s return, with ever-mounting intensity, yet she had also thought it better not to mention her yearning.
Instead, she set down the receiver each time hoping quietly that Wilhelm might come home soon, and that he would be able to explain to Little Berta how her transfer at school was of hardly any significance in her life to come, and to explain to her — to Berta — how to help her children put up with their benighted existence, and how she herself might maneuver through the leafless season that was ineluctably approaching.
If only the leafless season were already past, and the children, especially Rudolf, were cheerful, looking forward to the Christmas festivities, and the boy could take the winter break to get used to the diarrhea that tormented him each autumn when school started up, to get used to his stuttering, to his invariable I don’t know when standing in front of the teacher, and to his bedwetting, and especially to his headaches.
Then, perhaps, Rudolf’s restless nights would grow gradually more serene, his tooth gnashing would abate, and he wouldn’t cry so often in his sleep.


THERE ONCE WERE A PRINCE AND A PRINCESS
An hour came when Berta gave in, when she stopped sharing important life-lessons with her offspring, when she seized on an opportunity she’d long ignored. One morning, noticing the children were loath to get out of bed and put on their clothes, she said nothing, but called the teacher, said the children were sick, and sat down by them on the bed. After three days of this, Berta’s new life with her children was settled.
The children would stay in bed in the mornings, Berta would bring them breakfast, and once their appetite had been sated, all three would begin to sing. If a false note rang out, Berta didn’t reproach them, not even once; and, anyway, because they were her children, and she herself had a knack for music, they had a special flair for microtones, semitones, and other obscure intervals. They sang with all their might, and Rudolf and Little Berta managed to read their song lyrics from the songbook without difficulty. They began their singing hour with “Danube so blue, so blue …” continued with “There once were a prince and a princess …” and finished with “I know not, what does it mean …” then started over with “Danube so blue, so blue.”
After the singing hour they joked and played around. There was no homework, no Fs, no letters home, no black-and-blue marks on their bodies from fighting or gymnastics, no jabs and no jeers, no “ifs” and “buts,” no “on-the-one-hands” or “on-the-others,” and no warnings about behaving better and minding their manners.
Berta told her stories to a rapt audience while she cooked, ironed, and put things in order. Rudolf and Little Berta never left their mother’s side; they circled around her, every single day, caressed her, comforted her when cleaning up seemed to drag on, when she broke a glass while washing up, if she burned the potatoes till they were black rock-hard clumps, if there were scorch marks on the hand towels or nightshirts after she ironed. She might interrupt the Sisyphean task of putting things in order to look for the Faust family photo album or her collection of letters from the front: from her father, her brothers, or Big Rudolf. At last she would come to the solemn decision to put everything in order once and for all.
Despite, or perhaps precisely because of her conscientiousness, she never made much progress in this final task. The children told her it was just too hard to pick out one fixed place for every single object in their apartment, but they also tried to help their mother and not shirk their own responsibility. Dreadful to think how many possible places there were for each and every object in the apartment! Berta could order things this way or that, or some other way altogether. In the end, nothing came of it but pointless discussion, a kind of defeated meditation on the weight of things, useless both to her and her offspring.


JIBBER-JABBER! WAR!
“Yes. Yes,” Berta recounted to her offspring for the umpteenth time. “That’s what it was like then. My mother always used to say, ‘Not for the life of me, Berta. If there’s a direct hit on building 13, then that is the way God wants it. I’m too old to start over again somewhere else anyhow. And suppose building 13 isn’t hit, suppose I was to move away to exactly the place where I would get hit? It’s not logical. That can’t be what God wants. What am I getting at? I’m saying you shouldn’t uproot an old tree and plant it somewhere else. That’s no good for it. No. I’m staying here.’ Me, I said to my mother, Mama, maybe you’re right. But this is war.”
Berta smiled. “And do you know what my mother answered then?”
Rudolf waved her off and said, impatiently, “Jibber-jabber! War! If I hear that one more time … True as the Lord God hung up there on the cross. I’m here and I’m staying here!”
Berta nodded and stared straight ahead, reflecting.
Little Berta asked, breathless, “And did building number 7 get hit?”
Berta nodded, and Rudolf said, “Of course it did. What else?”
“And Grandma was right there in building number 7? ‘I’m just going over for a little chat.’ Didn’t she say that?” asked Little Berta, who always savored the same questions whenever this story was told. Her mother shrugged and kept silent, as she did every time after this question was asked.
“Christ Almighty! Christ Almighty!” Little Berta shouted and scratched her chin.
“She was very strict but very proper. My mother. A wise woman.”
“I like you better,” Rudolf purred, and laid his head in Berta’s lap. Little Berta growled, “Make a little room for me too! You always have to have everything just for yourself,” and Rudolf scooted reluctantly to the side, so Little Berta too could have the chance to put her head on her mother’s lap.
Berta laid her left arm around her daughter and her right arm around her son. She was kneeling in the bedroom on the marriage bed; Berta counted the chimes from the wall clock: it was eight in the evening, two days, or so she thought, before Wilhelm’s return from Felsenstein.


HURRY HOME TO YOUR WIFE
Berta Schrei did not know that the chauffeur and Come-hither-boy had lied to his employer for reasons that even he himself did not understand: “My wife is bedridden at home right now with a fever of 104. I hoped it would subside with the passing of time. But now I’ve just been informed that the fever refuses to go down.”
“But Wilhelm, why didn’t you say so earlier? I was already thinking to myself,” Johannes Mueller-Rickenberg said, “something’s not right with Wilhelm. So: how many days do you think your Dulcinea’s recovery will take?” Wilhelm declared it would be three days at most, then stressed his regret that they had fallen into this predicament. Two thin creases of displeasure emerged between the eyebrows of Johannes Mueller-Rickenberg’s forehead. The down-turned corners of his mouth, with the lower lip drawn over the upper, signaled to Wilhelm his employer’s inclination to put the chauffeur to a test.
“If you must rush off to your Dulcinea, you’ll also have to come up with some excuse to give the countess, because I’m staying put — don’t forget to report to her that my own health is in an extremely precarious state right now. That’ll make her stop fretting so much about my absence. And let’s not forget the most important thing of all: the crime novels. Tell the countess I’ve brought them over with me personally from France. Just pick up a few French and English ones on the way home. She needs about two or three more weeks’ worth of crime-fodder. Keep that in mind when you do your shopping! And once your Dulcinea recovers, don’t neglect to tell her we’ll be busy for a little while longer in Felsenstein this year. That’s all.”
Johannes Mueller-Rickenberg nodded, turned around, and crossed the yard, with its shading of fall colors, his hands clasped behind his back and his shoulders bowed slightly forward. Wilhelm knew his master would be heading back to the house; he was in a hurry. His new conquest, Francesca, a fresh import from Brittany, needed attending to.


GRAVEDIGGER, THEN INFANTRYMAN, FOR A TIME
Berta answered Rudolf’s question for the umpteenth time.
“What was Grandpa again?”
“A gravedigger. An infantryman. A gravedigger. When he was an infantryman, he deserted,” Berta chuckled. “He hid out in the hayloft of a farmer named Zweifel in Gnom. Until the war was over. Zweifel’s daughter smuggled him bread and speck. The farmer could never know about it. And he never did find out.” Berta chuckled again. “Yes, yes. Old farmer Zweifel was a distinguished gentleman in those days.”
“That’s not what I mean! In October! What happened with Grandpa in October?” Rudolf asked. It was only this one story, the story about October, that managed to hold his attention and calm him down somewhat.
“Of course. It was in the newspaper. Someone found a body. In the Mueller-Rickenberg forest, in the vicinity of Gnom near St. Neiz am Grünbach. Under a mound of earth, neatly covered with spruce branches. A grave. Shot in the head. Buried three to four weeks before. The corpse was gagged and its hands were bound behind its back.”
“And the corpse was the gravedigger?”
Berta shrugged. “He went into the forest, and he never came back out.”
“But how do you know that that was Grandpa’s body?” Rudolf insisted.
“Well, you know, they notified me.”
“Why didn’t you go looking for Grandpa? Maybe that unidentified corpse wasn’t actually him?”
Berta said: “That’s just how it happened.”
“Did Grandma see the corpse? What did Uncle Wastl think, and Uncle Karl and Uncle Richard? Did they really all think the same thing, that the corpse was definitely the gravedigger’s?”
“It happened in October!” Little Berta said, shoving her brother with her elbow. “Are you stupid? They were all dead by then.”
“Aha,” said Rudolf at length, and then once again, “Aha.”
“Why was my grandpa a gravedigger?” Little Berta asked, and Berta shrugged:
“He just was. He got his job back without any difficulty as soon as the war was done. He had no reason to disappear. The war was already well over.”
Rudolf patted his sister several times on the back and said, “Nothing can kill the gravedigger — he always keeps his word. When he says he’s coming home from the war, then he’ll come. And you know why?”
His sister, bored, answered, “Of course!”
“Then say it! Say it, if you know why!”
Little Berta, insulted, remained silent. Berta answered in her stead: “‘Because I’m a gravedigger. And we must have gravediggers if order is to be kept. That means I have no choice but to survive. It may be I’m the last one who still knows this craft! What happens to a craft when none of its masters return from the front?’”
Berta chuckled and said, “He was just a devoted gravedigger. He just knew what his work meant to people. He loved what he did.”
Berta’s gaze fell on Rudolf’s profile, and her thoughts turned vaguely to her father, the gravedigger, who had been an infantryman for a time, and she said, “Yes. Yes. You really were a good gravedigger.”
Rudolf’s eyes closed, but he went on speaking: “Maybe a gravedigger is something I can be, too,” and Berta thought how very close she and her children had become over those past three days. She didn’t know exactly why, but somehow it seemed right to stay up through the rest of the night. Either to avoid the nightmares, or to sift through her own life and the lives of her children.
Maybe it was all of those things, maybe none of them.


PRECISE, CLEAR, WELL-ROUNDED LETTERS
Berta Schrei had given birth to a boy in the year 1945 and to a girl in the year 1950 and in the year 1958, before the beginning of the leafless season, she saw fit to impart a certain piece of information to Wilhelm, a thing it seemed essential to impart, precisely and without distortions, in very legible letters: precise, clear, and well-rounded. She had always gotten As in handwriting. Her last report card attested to the fact: a certain Berta Faust, resident of building 13, apartment 12 in Allerseelengasse, Donaublau, had graduated with a cumulative grade of A.
Solely for reasons of thrift, Berta conveyed her disclosure in the same blue envelope that had come from the school, an envelope that served to hide — with extraordinary tact — the substance of the letter inside it, just as when the teacher, from pure sympathy and the warmest sense of compassion, had taken pains — again, with great tact — to soften the substance of the school’s decision with regards to Little Bertha, a decision that now loomed all the more ominously before Berta’s eyes, implying that her daughter, who had always learned everything so easily, might be an even worse student than Rudolf. “So much compassion,” as Berta knew already on her way home, “means that her case is hopeless.”
And on that long night, Berta Schrei came to a decision: “Two hopeless cases are a doubly heavy burden.”


AS SHADOWY AND GHOSTLY AS THE WAR YEARS
Wilhelm, still in his chauffeur’s uniform, had imagined that on returning from Felsenstein, at around eleven in the morning, he would be able to march in triumphantly, right before Berta’s eyes, and announce, “What do you say, Berta? Two days earlier than expected! Can you believe it?”
He crept in like a thief, laid his ear against the kitchen door’s keyhole, giggled to himself, rubbed his hands together cheerfully, then threw the door wide open: “Berta, it’s me!” he shouted, his arms stretched outward.
Then he dropped into the chair disappointed, took off his chauffeur’s cap, thought to himself that his Berta must be out shopping, and cheered up once more as he imagined the look on her face when she came back home and found him sitting there in the kitchen, a sight as perfectly natural as it would be utterly unexpected. He laughed, pleased with both himself and the circumstances, and just then, his eyes fell on the blue envelope on the table.
“I have brought my cursed creations to an end. Your Berta, who loves you.”
He read and smiled, read again and smiled again. At first he didn’t understand, nor would he manage to understand later, when every trace of Berta Schrei had been struck from his life, and his children were lying in the ground.
It wasn’t until the second year following these events that the notion gradually dawned on him that the Earth’s shadow wasn’t simply passing him by, like a dream; that the Earth was a place he could make his home. He arrived somehow at the sense that he was a fully fledged resident of the Earth, and beyond that, the son of a nation, and not just of any nation, but the Isle of the Blessed.
It was with the aid of this feeling, as vague as it was pervasive, that he managed eventually to accept that, at a given moment in his life, a person existed who was capable of anesthetizing her children with sleeping pills and strangling them with her bare hands, only to fall on a butcher knife afterward with all her weight. It came to light that what she’d supposed to lie behind her left breast was instead concealed behind her right: a medical rarity. This circumstance assisted the doctors, who did still want to do their best to save this person’s life.
And in fact Wilhelm could just manage to accept it, so long as he allowed the events before the leafless season in 1958 to remain for him as shadowy and ghostly as the war years.
Much later, when he heard Wilhelmine’s decisive proviso to the proposal he’d never actually made—“If you want to marry me, then it must be on January 13th”—he understood, then, it was time to ask for Wilhelmine’s hand.
Somehow, it was Wilhelmine’s insistence on that date that restored to him the reality of that person, aforementioned, and she recovered her proper name, Berta.


THE BEST MOTHER OF ALL
Berta’s creations, Rudolf and Little Berta, were buried. Only that other creation, Berta Schrei, remained alive. And when the elder Berta saw that Little Berta, as she lay there still, bore no resemblance whatsoever to the Madonna from the painting, even though she’d finally been salvaged from the molding hands of life, she understood then that her delusion, founded on the casual resemblance of an image and a face, had been dispelled the moment it was carried out, and that reality was now spiraling into absurdity. Rudolf looked nothing like the Christ child either.
Berta Schrei roared at the Madonna and the Christ child. Her yearning for an ideal, her wish to shelter Little Berta and Rudolf from the weight of things, had ended in a madwoman’s double murder and her own failed suicide.
“How does it feel to be forty?” Wilhelm asked, and stroked Berta’s stringy mane, running the index finger of his right hand over the arrow-straight part in her hair.
Berta giggled and said, “I really need to go back to the hairdresser,” and tried with a jittery movement of her hand to make her girlish haircut look more womanly.
“Curls always look good on you. On the other hand, a hairstyle without curls also has a certain appeal. Curls all the time, perhaps that’s a bit much? What do you think?”
Berta felt the time had come to smile bashfully like a girl and turn her eyes away from Wilhelm’s gaze. Meanwhile, the Wise Little Mother had been waving her hands protectively, each gesture a bit more emphatic than the one before. But no one in Ward 66 paid much attention to these efforts to alert them to what was happening, and this indifference was yet another sign, to the old woman, that it was time to teach Life, the intruder, a definitive lesson. She stood up from her bed, shuffled over to Wilhelm, and stood there for a while in silence, folding her hands slowly and deliberately and staring down at Berta’s head; with the meekest look in her repertoire of meek looks, she purred at Wilhelm, “No doubt, no doubt,” but with a gently threatening undertone. Wilhelm at last deigned to look at her, disconcerted.
“Our Mother Fortress, the best of all mothers, has brushed Berta’s hair straight. Her hair no longer knows the winding, wending, crimping, curving folds or furrows of the wound, Life. It has achieved a state of peace, it has come to rest. Isn’t that right, dear Berta? Your hair has come to rest. Is that not so? Has it not achieved peace? Has it not come to rest?” Berta looked at the Wise Little Mother, and her body swelled with guilt. Wilhelm waited in vain for the long sigh that he knew so well. But it died away before it could escape her.
Wilhelm grasped Berta’s upper arm, gave her a soft but determined shake, and looked at her through the eyes of Wilhelm the returnee, a man who had tried, at the behest of his comrade, Private First Class Rudolf, his first and only friend, to explain the war to a certain Berta Faust. But when he stood there before her then, on that first day of June, in 1945, he got the feeling somehow that there was nothing to explain, and Wilhelmine’s prying inquiries had burdened more than just his eardrums.


THEN I WILL LOOK AFTER YOUR BERTA
“Wilhelm!” Several times on the journey from Denmark to Frankfurt on the Oder, Private First Class Rudolf shouted his friend’s name, with unexpected vehemence, taking him firmly by the upper arm.
“Wilhelm! Do you remember Berta’s address? Do you?”
Wilhelm nodded placidly; Rudolf shook him and demanded he recite it.
“Where does she live? Tell me right now! Where does Berta live?”
Only when Wilhelm had laid his calming hand on Rudolf’s thigh and answered his question in a tranquil voice did Rudolf begin to breathe easily again.
“Berta Faust. Allerseelengasse, building 13, fourth floor, apartment 12, Donaublau.”
“Exactly. You’ve got it. That’s very good. You have to pay close attention to everything I tell you. You have to look at Berta with my eyes, otherwise you won’t understand her. It’s important. Whoever sees Berta with my eyes will know that he has to protect her from all the filthy people who want to abuse her and disgrace her. She’s a child, Wilhelm. Even if her body is soft and warm, not awkward and bony like it used to be. She had no idea what men and women did together, I had to teach her that, the only men she knew were her father and brothers. The morning after, when she woke up, she looked at me like a baby. Curious. Trusting. Like a newborn suckling, imagining things would stay this peaceful forever. So curious, so trusting — she was an easy mark! Not even a child is so naïve. And yet I did it — you see? I did it with a baby!” And Rudolf’s face clouded over, and he had to force away his thoughts. He reached for Wilhelm’s upper arm again, then, and exclaimed, like a man doubting his own sanity: “And just because I played her the ‘Aquarelles’ and the ‘Blue Danube’!” He shook his head and laughed with rage.
“Do you get it? ‘The Blue Danube’: Strauss, of all things. Do you understand me?”
Wilhelm laid his calming hand again on the Private First Class’s leg and said, “It can’t go on much longer.”
And again Rudolf turned, again he took his friend’s arm, again he shook him and made his plea, as desperate as it was unnecessary: “If they get me, Wilhelm! I mean if they get me! You’re sure you’re listening to me?”
Wilhelm nodded and said, “There’s no need to worry.”
“Wilhelm. Swear to me. Cross your heart. Look me in the eyes. If they get me, do you know what you have to do then?” Wilhelm acceded for the umpteenth time. He knew that Rudolf would never rest until he’d taken his hand and sworn and promised something that to Wilhelm went without saying.
“Fine. I swear it. If they get you, then I’ll take care of your Berta,” and he smiled at his friend good-naturedly. “But honestly, Rudolf, it’s an unnecessary and ridiculous thing to swear. I think it’s more likely they’ll get me. That would make more sense. If I’m gone, no one will notice.”
Rudolf brushed off his objection. The gesture was curt, but brimming with contempt. “Go tell Goebbels that. Maybe he’ll see the contradiction between making babies and waging war … You’ll never be a proper soldier, you know. You can’t use logic to win a game of chance. Not your kind of logic, in any case!” Private First Class Rudolf began to pontificate as if he were once again Music Teacher Rudolf, in the days when he’d pronounced upon the arcana of harmony before his students’ baffled eyes: “The front has its own logic, and it’s as simple as can be. Them or us. Period. If a single one of them is left, that’s one too many. Whoever grasps that has grasped the essence of the matter. Do you see, Wilhelm? This is the secret of politics by other means.” And Rudolf chucked his friend on the chin, snickered, and concluded, with something that nearly resembled mirth: “No, you’ll never grasp that. You could never understand a thing like that.”
Wilhelm answered gently, “If I understood it, I would stop it.”
At this new instance of Wilhelmish logic, Rudolf cackled and threw back his head.
“That is what I would do. If it had a logic, I mean. Because in that case, a person could stop it by being logical. That seems reasonable,” Wilhelm continued.
Now it was Rudolf who patted Wilhelm’s thigh: “You clearly think madness has no logic. But that’s a decisive misapprehension! Everything has its logic. Everything, understand? But let’s leave that aside for now …”
Wilhelm was well aware of his friend’s disdain for his inferior intelligence, and knew Rudolf considered any attempt to think about the war to be far too difficult a task for Wilhelm’s brain. Because he was so proud of his friendship with this clever man — a music teacher in a secondary school, not just a common trade school, but one where Latin and Greek, French and English were taught — he was able to forget the insults Rudolf was wont to lob at him each time Wilhelm made the least attempt at independent thought.
“Maybe we’ll both make it out alive. Then you can come with me to Donaublau. I’ll get you a job at the secondary school. As a janitor or something. Let me take care of it. I get along well with the principal. Let me take care of it.”
Wilhelm revered Rudolf, and he liked the idea of going to Donaublau with him, it sounded nice, peaceful. He was familiar with Rudolf’s tendency to swing from irate rebellion at the interminable madness of those years to soft, tranquil daydreams — and then to the naked fear he felt for Berta, the alpha and omega of his sentimental daydreams.
“Don’t forget the ‘Aquarelles’! Or the ‘Blue Danube’ either! You have to learn to play the fiddle. Swear to me. Cross your heart. I can feel it — I’m not going to make it back. There’s no use saying otherwise. I know.” As he said this, the Private First Class pointed at his temple. So firm was his belief that the assembly lines of war had already manufactured the decisive bomb or bullet that would bring his life to a close, that at times even Wilhelm came to think his friend’s survival unlikely.
Wilhelm never promised Rudolf he’d learn to play the fiddle; he was too old for that, he felt. But he did repeatedly swear, whenever Rudolf demanded it, that he would look at Berta through Rudolf’s eyes. It wasn’t hard to do: Rudolf could paint an aquarelle of Berta with words, so convincingly that Wilhelm could never see her except as Rudolf did, even if he tried.
And he knew he was thinking with Rudolf’s mind when he concealed from Berta the particulars of his friend’s death. But Wilhelmine insisted on wheedling it out of him.
It hadn’t been easy, but he’d managed to make his way to Allerseelengasse. Building 13 was the only one remaining that was halfway habitable. On the fourth floor, he’d knocked at door 12 and seen Berta with Rudolf’s eyes, a thing that wasn’t hard for him to do.
And Wilhelm kept the oath he had sworn to his friend. He stayed.
He even tried to learn the fiddle, but gave it up after a time. Berta started crying, utterly bewildered, when she heard the violent moans and groans he coaxed from the instrument; at last she took the fiddle away from him, saying, “Leave it, Wilhelm. Put it in the dresser. Leave it alone. It’s out of tune. I can’t tune it and you don’t know a music teacher who can. Just forget about it.”
“Be patient with me. I’m learning. Believe me, I really am,” he objected, and Berta simply smiled.
This smile he attributed to whimsy rather than contempt. And with time, Berta managed to convince him that she wouldn’t trade him for any man in the world. Not even for the best fiddle player.


BERTA’S ANSWER
Wilhelm shook Berta more and more violently, and his breath came faster and his face twisted.
“Why? Berta? Why?”
Berta giggled. “So. So,” she said, and her eyelids began to flutter open and closed, open and closed.


WILHELMINE ON HER WAY
Wilhelmine was restless, pacing back and forth in the courtyard. Her eyes scanned the north and west sides of the fortress. There was no sign of Wilhelm anywhere.
Wilhelmine was indignant, highly indignant. So great was her indignation that she waddled past the porter to see for herself whether everything in the fortress was in order.
She wheezed up and down the staircases, one hand balled into a fist, the other clutching her handbag.
Her indignation propelled her forward, and it was not until she became aware of the conflict between her movements and her indignation that sensible thoughts were able to once more work their way into her head. All the doors were closed, she saw; she was merely marching upstairs and down. So she waddled back to the porter, though it was difficult to track him down in this labyrinth. From him she learned that in order to get to Berta she had to take one specific staircase. She found this one staircase, wheezed her way up, sucked in several deep breaths while standing outside the door to the ward, then pressed the button, and the door opened.
She zipped past Sister Franziska Querbalkener, who called after her, “Hello! You! Madame! Where are you trying to go! That is against the rules! Hello!”
Once more, Wilhelmine stopped for a moment to catch her breath, and she used this moment to give Sister Franziska Querbalkener an annihilating stare: “I must be admitted to Ward 66, to see a certain Berta Schrei,” she said, in a tone that said quite clearly: “Don’t hold me up with your needling. I’m in a hurry!”
Sister Franzi shook her head. “Ma’am! You’re going the wrong way! Over here! Over here!” Wilhelmine again welled up with indignation. Yet after an arduous struggle with herself, she thought it best to let it pass, even if letting things pass was far from her strong suit. She nodded solemnly and said, “Of course. I know that. I’m not an idiot, you know.” And she marched past Sister Franziska Querbalkener with her head held high.
She stopped one more time, to gather herself in front of the door to Ward 66. She caught her breath before opening the door. Now she was in her element. She would create order, set matters aright, and save that catastrophe called Berta from Wilhelm’s doubting and brooding once and for all.
“So!” she said, and, “Here I am!” pinning Wilhelm in a devastating stare that clearly indicated what awaited him as soon as they had left the fortress behind. “Wait and see! Just you wait!”


INSEPARABLE FRIENDS
When Wilhelmine caught sight of Berta, she went up to her with arms wide: “Berta! You poor thing! How are you though? Just look at you! This hair! Who gave you this outrageous haircut?” She accosted Berta’s left cheek with a kiss, her right with another, examined her from all sides, took a look around the room, and declared with satisfaction, “The bed linens are clean and everything seems to be in its place.”
She ran a finger lightly over Berta’s nightstand and announced, thoroughly contented, “Indeed. No dust. That’s what I call order. See, Berta. Things have actually turned out quite well for you. They take care of you here. Here everything is in order, everything has its place.”
She pawed Berta’s cheek and then offered good-naturedly, “Isn’t that right, you poor little thing? It’s not so bad as all that. What do you say, my little dear?”
Berta giggled and dropped her head, ashamed. Hardly had the door opened when Wilhelm jumped up, jerking back his hand and sending the roses flying from Berta’s lap onto the floor. Desperately, he racked his brains for a clever turn of phrase, something to make light of the situation. He soon found it, or so he thought, for as soon as he spoke it aloud, he immediately regretted opening his mouth:
“You know our Wilhelmine, Berta! She sweeps in, tosses everything into disarray, and then, miracle of miracles (!), God looks down and all is squeaky clean.”
Wilhelmine’s eyes were on the Madonna. She sat down by Berta on the bed, ran her hand over Berta’s hair, reached nonchalantly for Berta’s necklace, and in a tone so gentle it made the sweat bead up on Wilhelm’s forehead, she cooed, “Berta! My child! My little disaster! You’re still holding onto that Madonna trinket!” She smiled, stared into Berta’s eyes, and Berta giggled, more ashamed than ever, before lowering her eyes to the floor.
Wilhelmine rested her right hand on Berta’s lap and left it there a long while, till Berta’s fluttering eyelids showed she had seen what there was to see on Wilhelmine’s ring finger. Berta reached up, let her arm drop, said, “So. So,” and set to twiddling her thumbs. Her own ring was locked up in the fortress depository.
Wilhelmine rolled the Madonna trinket back and forth between her fingers. When Wilhelm nudged her, she responded with an obstinate shrug. He wiped his forehead with the large white kerchief Wilhelmine had embroidered with a W and an S, then tugged at his necktie, opened the top button of his white shirt, and pushed the cloth down into his collar, mopping up the sweat on his neck.
“Wilhelmine. We have to go.”
Berta looked up, her eyes met Wilhelm’s, and in that moment he longed for the floor to open up and swallow him and Wilhelmine whole.
“So. So,” Berta said, and turned toward Wilhelmine: “He’s a good chauffeur. Does he take good care of you?”
Wilhelmine tried to look solemn, but was incapable of hiding the triumphant gleam in her eyes. Berta had understood!
“Yes. What can I say. There’s the occasional ‘if’ and ‘but,’ the occasional ‘on-the-one-hand’ and ‘on-the-other.’ But I don’t suppose he’s a bad man. He’s managed to make a little something of himself. No, he’s not bad. If you keep your ears open, if you look around the neighborhood, you can see he’s better than most.” Wilhelmine sighed. “If only I could break this habit of his, this doubting and brooding. That would be progress. But he just can’t seem to give it up.”
“Well then,” Berta said and twiddled her thumbs busily.
Wilhelmine felt the clock ticking and reached for Berta’s treasure one more time. “Believe me, my dear, believe me — life on the outside is no cakewalk. I would be happy to change places with you. You have everything here, there’s nothing for you to worry about, you’re always taken care of. No noise from the city, no bills, no rushing here and there. Just quiet, blessed quiet. No one curses at you, no one tells you off, no one makes you toe the line. You always were a bit of a disaster, weren’t you? Even as a child, no? But now all that’s finally over. You deserve a rest. You shouldn’t feel the least pang of conscience. I understand you, you know. Once someone’s been through what you have, they deserve a bit of peace and quiet. If they hadn’t sent you here, you’d be made out to be a black widow, a vulture, killing her children out of pure selfishness, to satisfy her own wanton urges, who knows, to have more time for her lover. Oh! People! Sometimes they’re so horrible, and from pure ignorance, too! People! I … I have to tell you that! But that’s no reproach, my little catastrophe. How could I reproach you? It was your disease that dragged you into this story, wasn’t it? Isn’t that the case?”
Berta giggled while Wilhelmine pawed her hand: “It’s true, it’s true. That damned illness. And anyhow, things are better for your children now, up there with the Lord God. They really were such miserable things, such sad little waifs. Most likely they’d never have come to any good. You shouldn’t reproach yourself. Everything does turn out for the best. And I mean everything. The Lord God makes sure of that. He knows there was nothing you could do about it. He knows what he’s doing. You poor, poor little thing, poor Berta. How can one person be so unlucky!”
And Wilhelmine pulled Berta’s head into her bosom, and as she looked down, pity and sympathy filled her shifty eyes; it was a commendable display of fellow feeling for the fate of Berta Schrei. The mercy she bestowed on this poor disaster made her eyes grow damp, and tears rolled down her fat cheeks as she turned Berta’s face to hers and gazed deep into her eyes. Moved by Wilhelmine’s compassion and understanding, Berta felt for the necklace with the Madonna trinket.
Placid and comprehending, Wilhelmine smiled, caressed Berta once more on the cheek, and said, “We’re the closest of friends, isn’t that so? We women understand one another. If only I could show you, in spite of everything, just how close I feel to you. But there’s nothing so dear to me that it would make a fitting gift for you. Really, I have nothing!” And Wilhelmine was aggrieved.


BERTA HANDS WILHELMINE THE CHAIN WITH THE MADONNA TRINKET
A few tears rolled down Berta’s cheek, a tremor rose up inside her and tugged at the corners of her mouth. Berta fidgeted with the clasp of the necklace for what seemed to Wilhelmine an eternity before she finally figured out how to open it. She cupped her left hand, laid the necklace inside it with her right, and stared at it, contemplative, almost brooding.
Wilhelmine was worried Berta might have second thoughts. Wilhelm held his breath. Just then he swore to himself that if Wilhelmine tried to snatch it, he would disregard her virtues and end their marriage right then and forever.
But she didn’t try to snatch it. Berta raised her cupped hand to Wilhelmine and said, “I have this,” looking at her as if she wished to say, “This is everything.”
Wilhelmine gave an extravagant sob, then moaned, “Berta! My poor dear! You can’t give that away! Berta! I simply can’t accept it! You have no idea what you’re doing!” She turned away, indignant.
Wilhelm sighed with relief. His fears had been needlessly bleak.
Berta came down from her bed, stood like a sparrow before Wilhelmine the dove, got up on her tiptoes, teetered, then, clumsily, but with unswerving resoluteness, placed the necklace with the Madonna trinket around Wilhelmine’s neck. When she saw what she’d done, she sat back on the bed, said, “So. So,” and began twiddling her thumbs frantically.
“Wilhelmine!” Wilhelm shouted. He had forgotten he was in a public place. “Wilhelmine!”
Wilhelmine looked over at him, helpless and contrite: “What should I do then, Wilhelm? What should I do? Wilhelm? You give it back to her. I can’t bring myself to spoil her happiness. You do it,” she whispered to him, and shrugged feebly.
Wilhelm knelt down in front of Berta, gathered up the fallen roses, and laid them back on her lap. “You have given Wilhelmine great joy. That was very generous of you,” he said, and cursed himself ten, twenty, a hundred times for every word he spoke.
Berta looked down at the roses’ slightly blemished buds, plucked off the petals and the leaves, giggled, and fell silent.
The inwardness she had struggled for, tirelessly and to no purpose, now suffused her face, and it would never leave her thereafter.
The Wise Little Mother saw this, and was pleased.


WILHELM CRIED AND LEFT
And Wilhelm cried.
The last time Wilhelm cried, he had been crawling after Rudolf’s head. Finally he grabbed hold of a shock of hair and pulled up on that trunkless head, thinking to seal away in his memory the features of his only friend, until he realized the thing he held was no longer Rudolf at all, it was little more than a scalp, that there was nothing left of Rudolf to hold onto; so he gave up and kissed what remained of Rudolf’s head, blown off by the machinery of war; he kissed the eyes, nose, mouth, cheeks, and forehead over and over, he daubed himself with Rudolf’s blood, longing to reattach the severed head to its torso, to breathe life back into his friend amid the torrent of bullets and grenades. His comrades in the trenches looked on with disgust as this bizarre spectacle unfolded, and went on dealing death from their various emplacements.
This time, Wilhelm didn’t wail or bellow as he had then, and his features weren’t quite so contorted. Instead, his sobs were soft, silent in fact; he cried without making a sound.
Berta’s hands edged warily toward his face, and she wiped away his tears, helpless and a little awkward. She looked past him as she did so. There was nothing left to say.
Wilhelm stood, turned around, and walked out. Wilhelmine watched him, perplexed, lingered a while longer in Ward 66, and finally said, “Well, Berta, until next time! Of course we’ll come visit you again!” Berta got up and pressed the roses into Wilhelmine’s hands, so forcefully that to refuse her would be uncalled-for. Berta turned, looked over at the Wise Little Mother, said, “So. So,” shrugged, and giggled.
Wilhelmine left.


WAS THE LONGING STILL THERE, AND THE BURNING SILENCE?
Having turned all the “on-the-one-hands” and “on-the-others,” all the “ifs” and “buts” over and over in her mind without arriving at any conclusion, the a-man-a-word-and-then-you’re-lost Berta turned to the Wise Little Mother for advice. “My Berta was looking inward, and so was my Rudolf. They really were, weren’t they? So why is it, Wise Little Mother, if I may ask you a question, why is it my Berta looked so little like the Madonna from the painting, and my Rudolf so little like the Christ Child?”
The Wise Little Mother twiddled her thumbs and said nothing.
“If I may ask the Wise Little Mother’s opinion. Could it be that the molding hands of life disfigured them once it was over? I’m only wondering. Could it be that the molding hands of life outwitted me? Is that something we should consider?”
The Wise Little Mother folded her hands and ardently prayed her “Hail Mary, full of grace …”
The a-man-a-word-and-then-you’re-lost Berta had really believed that the only thing she needed was to get the Madonna necklace back from the fortress depository, after which she’d be able to figure out whether or not the molding hands of life had played a filthy trick on her. Or perhaps she simply needed the Madonna trinket as a barrier to shield her from what she’d seen as she carried out her deed.
But even once she had it, a-man-a-word-and-then-you’re-lost Berta had still never mastered the inwardly turned gaze she had believed was her only means of finally triumphing over the molding hands of life. Only when she hung her Madonna around Wilhelmine’s neck did her doubting and brooding compulsion fall away from her like withered autumn leaves, and then she understood that she had lost, and that life, with its molding hands, the weight of things, had won. Was the longing still there, and the burning silence? Giggling Berta’s inward gaze gave no indication one way or the other. Only on occasion did the thing the old woman called the wound of life still flare up in Berta’s eyes.


A NEW RESPONSIBILITY FOR THE WISE LITTLE MOTHER
The old woman, well schooled in all that pertained to the wound of life, had seen straight through the events of 13 January, 1963.
“There’s no doubt about it. The wound of life is challenging me, trying to step in and hinder Berta’s recovery.”
Putting a stop to this was her most sacred duty, and to that end, she philosophized away that particular day and its lamentable events, until finally they seemed like a mere trifle. But trifles of this kind still damaged the fortress, creating the impression it was nothing more than the inevitable result of an upbringing that had failed out there in that Sodom and Gomorrah world, where the wound of life holds court and Babylon founders. And this was a terrible affront to the fortress’s edifying work, its mission of scrupulously cultivating sainthood, which it carried out in the most exemplary manner.
In other words: the old woman would not stand for a challenge to her merit with respect to Berta, for whom she felt great responsibility, as if she herself had borne her. No, she would not be defied by the wound of life, which had crept its way so shamelessly into Ward 66.
On January 14, 1963, the Wise Little Mother stood witness to Berta’s final deliverance, a responsibility the old woman accepted with great solemnity.
On January 14, 1963, Berta washed the man, the word, and all her lostness out of her life. This is according to the words of the old woman who watched her do it.
Berta stood at the sink and washed herself slowly and deliberately. Then a-man-a-word-and-then-you’re-lost Berta swam down the drain with the sweat from yesterday’s nightmare and into the fortress’s sewers.
“This is your awakening, Berta dear, a blessing from our fortress. Here is where you sweat out life, that awful dream. Isn’t that true, Berta dear? That life is no more than an awful dream?”
Berta giggled.
“Yes. Indeed. Guilt cries out from this dream. Indeed. The dream never leaves you in peace, it forces visitations on us, it never frees us from guilt. Everywhere we turn it confronts us with Sodom and Gomorrah. Say it now, Berta dear: the visitation has passed, the terrible dream is washed away, the colossus of life has been toppled. There is no more Sodom and Gomorrah, no more guilt, and no more dream.
“It is true, Berta dear. Yes. Indeed. The fortress has heeded your wishes. It is speaking to you now. It speaks to you before God and the saints. They hold the keys to your redemption. Yes. Indeed. Hear us now, Berta Schrei. You have been chosen for eternal peace. I bless you: Ego te absolvo.”
Berta giggled.
“Dear Berta, you owe this to the fortress. The fortress alone listens to you. It alone loves you. It understands you. It feels what you feel. It speaks for you before God and the saints.”
Berta giggled.

AFTERWORD. On Marianne Fritz

Of all the crooked arrows in the critic’s quiver, the one labeled “genius” seems to fly most erratically. Rather than a substantive gesture of praise, in its normal application it tends to serve as an aggrandizement of the critic himself, who thereby claims the capacity to appreciate this ethereal property. Yet beyond able craftsmen of the Richard Ford stamp or crowd-pleasers whose affability calls their integrity into question, there is a class of artists whose work is so strange and extraordinary that it eschews all gradations of the good and the mediocre: genius and madness are the only descriptors adequate to its scale.
Such is the case of the Austrian novelist Marianne Fritz (1948–2007), whose work is little known outside a small but fervent circle of admirers. Praise, though scant, is neither tepid nor inconsiderable: from 1978, when she received the inaugural Robert Walser Prize for the unpublished manuscript of The Weight of Things, her first novel, to her winning the highly prestigious Franz Kafka Prize in 2001, her writing was repeatedly honored with awards and stipends. Regarding Naturgemäß1, Fritz’s unfinished magnum opus, Elfriede Jelinek commented, “It is a singular work, before which one can do nothing but stand, like a devout Muslim before the Kaaba.” W. G. Sebald also dedicated to her a section of the late poem “In Alfermée.” Here the image of Fritz working through her exhaustion, “one hand on the keys of her machine,” recalls the passage in The Rings of Saturn on the melancholy of scholars and weavers, “harnessed to the machines we have invented.”
A contrasting view was held by Thomas Bernhard, who addressed his esteemed publisher, Siegfried Unseld, with characteristic charm in 1986:
Before my departure I have had another glance at your recent publishing catastrophe: the 3,000 pages you have had printed and allowed to appear are the greatest embarrassment I have been acquainted with to this day. To print and bind over 3,000 pages of mindless proletarian trash with all the bombast of a centenary event belongs, quite frankly, in the record books: as a world record of stupidity. I am not speaking so much of the begetter of this idiocy, but of the fact that the publisher has handicapped himself by releasing this fatuous vulgarity.
The project that inspired these extremes of reverence and ridicule began with The Weight of Things, which was followed two years later by The Child of Violence and the Stars of the Romani. Whereas The Weight of Things covered the years 1945–1963, in her second novel Fritz would approach the period she saw as the key to understanding the disaster of Western civilization: the years surrounding the First World War. The action of the book centers around Kaspar Zweifel, a sensitive young man who dreams of moving away to America. In 1914 he loses his beloved and is sent away to fight for the Austro-Hungarian army in the suicidal battles on the Isonzo front in present-day Slovenia. When he returns to the village of Gnom, he takes over his father’s farm, makes a conventional marriage, and begins to complain of the “mongrelization” of the Austrian countryside. One night, drunk, he rapes a gypsy woman, and she and her community flee the area in fear of further violence. The woman returns in June of 1923 to leave Zweifel’s child in the village parish house.
The novel went nearly unnoticed. While its rancorous subject matter and its convoluted structure were unsuited to a broader readership, its failure to engage with the more self-consciously avant-garde aims of the famous Grazer Gruppe writers left it adrift with respect to Vienna’s literary establishment. Yet it proved a turning point for Fritz, for its stylistic departures and the broadening of the author’s vehemence and scope.
Only five years later, she would publish the provocatively titled Whose Language You Don’t Understand, the 3,392 page prodigy that was the object of Bernhard’s derision. It was natural that critical discussion surrounding a book of such proportions would not be confined to its literary import. Fritz’s neologisms, intentional misspellings, and readiness to violate the rules of grammar in favor of the construction of her own eccentric poetic idiom left the text unfit to be fed through the computer her publisher used to weed out errors, and her proofreader gave up after a thousand pages, saying it was impossible to distinguish mistakes from the distortions characteristic of the author’s style. Critics began to talk of classifying books by their weight, and spoke openly of the point at which they had abandoned their reading.
Whose Language You Don’t Understand is the chronicle of the Nulls, a poor family residing in Nullweg, number 0, in the village of Nirgendwo2, in June and August of 1914. Thomas K. Falk, in World Literature Today, points out that the date is significant not only for its proximity to the Great War, but also as a marker for a period in which the traditional agrarian economy gave way to industrialization, when those who had previously worked the land became a despised and neglected appendage to the modern capitalist state. It is in this book that Fritz’s partiality toward the insulted and injured becomes explicit: the patriarch, Josef Null, is killed in a worker’s demonstration, as is his third son, Josef II; one of his brothers, the Dostoyevskian August, is a farmhand and an anarchist and murders the landowning parents of his girlfriend Wilhelmine; another becomes a deserter and is chased down by the military and shot. Their mother is confined to the fortress first mentioned in The Weight of Things, and their home is destroyed, lest it serve as a remembrance of the possibility of resistance.
Eleven years later, Naturgemäß began to appear: five volumes in 1996, another five in 1998, just shy of 7,000 pages reproduced directly from Marianne Fritz’s typescript. Set largely in Przemyśl, an “eternal death-territory” in southeastern Poland, it examines the lives of many of the characters in her previous books over the war years of 1914–15. Her publisher found setting the book’s first part impossible; the printed version consists of a bound facsimile of the typescript. At first, Fritz limited herself to employing a variety of fonts, spacings, margins, and unusual typographical markers, but when she learned how the book was to be released, she began to incorporate drawings, maps, coded marks meant to establish links between various characters and situations, and copies of the innumerable notecards — her second memory, in the words of her partner Otto Dünser — that she used to keep track of the hundreds of characters and place names and thousands of events that made up her novel. (One critic complained the reader was forced to turn the book back and forth like a steering wheel.) In her refusal of unilinear narrative, Fritz had largely dispensed with the traditional paragraph; text was often inverted or written at an angle, or a central letter would form the axis for three words that would be based on it, their letters curved to fit inside a drawing that appears to represent an oblique phase of the waning moon.
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The comparison with Joyce is both obvious and inapposite, and has been made by critics within and beyond the German-speaking world. Against the clear dissimilarities in tone, subject matter, and working method stands the male genius as the archetype against which the female author is to be compared. If she passes muster, she may be crowned a “female Joyce”; if she falls short, her work is disqualified as an extravagance. A further injustice to a female writer of such staggering ambition is the lack of a feminine analogue to the stereotype of the “mad genius”: women’s madness cannot invoke the dignity of the late Nietzsche or Thomas Chatterton, but is classed with the aberrations of hysterics and cat ladies.
Marianne Fritz may represent a limit-case of the blurring of life into literature. The small apartment she shared with her partner in Vienna’s 7th District, now preserved for visitors, is lined floor-to-ceiling with bookshelves, map cases, and card files; there are no accommodations for guests or relaxation, virtually no concessions to the demands of ordinary existence. When her writing went well, she would not leave her work room for weeks at a time; it was only when she had elected to take a “philosophical pause for thought” that she would discover what season it was. In fact her labor transcended the possibilities of a lone author, and she engaged her partner to toil in the archives, bringing home to her mimeographs of war correspondence, newspaper reports, ministerial records, and battle plans. “Going out was my job,” Dünser recollects. “At first she would research with me in the War Archives in the Stiftgasse. We were to look through 30,000 photos. Then she said to me: Otto, you do this.”
It is possible that a fictional topos as dense and expansive as Fritz’s is inconceivable outside of such isolating circumstances; that like a phantom limb, such imagined worlds may arise only after conventional reality has been hewn away. To say this is not to reduce Fritz’s work to aleatory hallucinations or to question her artistic integrity. On the contrary, just as Rimbaud argued for the systematic derangement of the senses, Fritz’s subjection of herself to the conditions necessary to reconceive the situation of war in all its staggering complexity must be considered a conscious, programmatic gesture.
In Naturgemäβ III, her work begins to revolve around Der Giftpilz, Ernst Heimer’s notorious anti-Semitic children’s book published by Nazi propagandist Julius Streicher. Reversing the text’s original schema, it is Nazism rather than Judaism that becomes the poison mushroom growing in Austria’s soil. For the writer and critic Klaus Kastberger, this episode leads to the essential question for an understanding of Fritz’s oeuvre: in what does the subjective experience of such a disaster as National Socialism consist? Paradoxically, the first person or free indirect approach is inadequate, for inner experience obscures the historical and social conditions by which it is determined. To Fritz, fidelity was to be found instead in the minute recreation of a society down to its very fundaments, and to this end, nothing was irrelevant. The purpose of imagination became less the fashioning of persons and events from whole cloth than the rectification of those gaps in official documentation through which the lives of so many at society’s bottom ranks had filtered:
what moves me are the “blank spaces,” the “not established,” the “crossed out,” the “unmentioned,” the “irrelevant,” the “superfluous,” the “redundant,” the fact that so much “information” is actually lived through […]3
Fritz’s writing has been described as a counter-history or a writing against history, but it is a counter-historiography as well, a supersession of the Great Man Theory (and the notion of free will underlying it) through a vision of historical events overwhelming their radically passive subjects. It is not, for all that, lacking in moral force. Fritz, who was from a humble background and only came to pursue literature after completing vocational studies to prepare her for secretarial work, shows an all-consuming contempt for the structures of class oppression. Indeed, her entire oeuvre works toward a vindication of the lives of the poor, men and especially women, who were expelled from the dignified arenas of Austrian society in the first half of the twentieth century and crushed like roaches under the millstone of history. Freedom is not absent amid the duress of time past, but remains in the artwork as an imaginative horizon: the space of the dreaming mind that cannot but turn away from its own degradation, and the compulsion to defiance that imbues it like a calling.
— Adrian Nathan West
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1 Naturally, or, more precisely, in accordance with nature.
2 That is, the Null family, residing in Number 0, Null Street, in the town of Nowhere.
3 From a letter from Marianne Fritz to her editor included in the volume Was soll man da machen.
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Starts out simply and gently and then wades into resonant darkness.

A tiny, shattering masterpiece”—BRIAN EVENSON
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