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Praise for Wolfgang Koeppen

“Germany’s greatest living writer.” —Günter Grass

    “There are rare writers who inform and enthrall, even terrify. The gifted German enigma Wolfgang Koeppen (1906–1990) is one such witness: candid and strange, allusive, unsettling. Time and again Koeppen stage-manages an unforgettable scene.” —Irish Times

“Scathingly beautiful — lyrically inescapable.” —Nadine Gordimer

    “It is hard to think of a German writer of his generation who has written more sensitively or more profoundly about the Holocaust and its effects than Wolfgang Koeppen.” —Ruth Franklin, The New Republic

“A forgotten masterpiece: Michael Hofmann has illuminated a dark corner of recent European history.” —The Evening Standard

    “In a many-toned language Koeppen not only depicts a cacophonous world but peoples it with individuals whose lives barely overlap. The result documents a uniquely German situation; it also, with its echoes of James Joyce and John Dos Passos, reconnects the German novel at a surprisingly early date to modernist fiction.” —The Independent

    ★ “Almost eerily contemporary in its concerns, and remarkable as a sidelong, searing appraisal of the legacy of the Nazi years, it is a recovered masterpiece.” —Publishers Weekly

    “The whorl of Koeppen’s fragments is always steeled by his precision and capacity for revelation, and each word in Hofmann’s translation feels fixed in place as though it were a mortared brick.” —TLS

“Those who haven’t read this novel cannot claim to know German litera­ture after 1945.” —Marcel Reich-Ranicki
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God knows politics is a complicated business, and the hearts and minds of men often flutter helplessly around in it, like birds in a net. But if we are unable to feel indignant at a great injustice, we will never be able to act righteously.

Harold Nicolson

The process of history is combustion.

Novalis
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Introduction


Among the fresh perplexities of our age is the recrudescence of what Thomas Mann defined as the “German problem”: a pact between “the German spirit” and “the demonic.” It is manifested variously: in the genocidal philosemitism of many in Germany’s political and intellectual classes, including the philosopher Jürgen Habermas, the brutal crushing of protesters against the limitless German license to Israeli fanatics, and the electoral resurgence of a neo-Nazi far right boosted by American white supremacists while Germany embarks on its most ambitious rearmament program since 1945.

Suddenly, the myth that postwar German society pioneered an admirable memory culture, allowing it to absorb the right lessons from its criminal past, has been discarded by the mythmakers themselves — Susan Neiman, who wrote admiringly of Vergangenheitsbewältigung now claims that “German historical reckoning has gone haywire.” Germany once again appears an extreme case of political derangement, as Wolfgang Streeck noted in early 2026, shocked by the country’s “stony equanimity in the face of uninhibited cruelty, its studied absence of moral emotion, the icy silence of its political as well as its intellectual class, from journalists to professors, from movie directors and artists to writers.”

Of the many German writers born in the first three decades of the twentieth century (Günter Grass, Christa Wolf, Siegfried Lenz, Martin Walser, Heinrich Böll, Uwe Johnson), Wolfgang Koeppen would have been the least surprised by the tenacity of the German problem. “Hitler will remain with us” is the title of an essay he published in 1966, a year before the German press started to project a taboo nationalism on the state of Israel (Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung greeted Israel’s victory in the Six Day War in 1967 with an editorial titled “Der Blitzkrieg Israels.” The CEO of the Axel Springer media conglomerate Mathias Döpfner today proudly proclaims “Zionismus über alles” (Zionism above all) as his motto, brazenly alluding to the deleted first line of the German national anthem, “Deutschland Über Alles.” Many others warned against the insidious persistence of the ancien régime in Europe. Speaking in 1946 of the “perversions” of “white, Western civilization,” Albert Camus claimed “that we are all united with Hitlerism,” and that its “poison” was carried in “our very hearts.” But the work of no postwar European writer is informed so completely and insistently by this furious conviction.

The suspicion that Hitlerism has survived Germany’s zero hour in 1945 is what sours the political idealism of the protagonist of The Hothouse who has returned from exile to Bonn, the provisional capital of West Germany: “He wanted to realize his youthful dreams, at the time he had been a believer in change, but he soon saw what a foolish belief that was, people had naturally remained the same, it didn’t even occur to them to change, merely because the form of government had changed, because the uniforms thronging the streets and making babies were now olive-green instead of brown, black, and field gray.”

The Hothouse was the second in Koeppen’s trilogy of novels which, met contemptuously on publication, are now considered masterpieces of German literature: Pigeons on the Grass (1951), The Hothouse (1953), and Death in Rome (1954). Born in 1906, in Greifswald, Pomerania, and shaped by the intellectual excitements of Berlin during the Weimar Republic, Koeppen went into exile in the Netherlands after Hitler came to power in January of 1933. Forced to return in 1938 by penury, he turned into a scriptwriter for films; he was saved from the worst of the war by a series of lucky breaks.

His biography records that the same financial exigencies that forced his repatriation to Nazi Germany made him a hectic producer of literary texts after 1945. But a mind and sensibility as acute as his, and further sharpened by adversity, must have found irresistible the novelistic material of postwar Germany. Reflecting on “the first half of the twentieth century with its political catastrophes, its moral disasters,” in Men in Dark Times, Hannah Arendt speaks of “a world in which everybody who is publicly recognized belongs among the salauds, and everything that is exists in an opaque, meaningless thereness which spreads obfuscation and causes disgust.” Koeppen worked boldly with the assumption that most men growing prominent in the public sphere were scoundrels. It is easy to see why.

The revelation of Nazi crimes had provoked fresh legal and intellectual interrogations of what Karl Jaspers called “German guilt.” Yet even as Jaspers lectured on the need for self-reflection and Western journalists flocked to the Nuremberg trials, West Germany was given honorary membership of a new Western community called the “free world.” Denazification, grandiosely decreed by the country’s American occupiers, was immediately defanged by cold warriors rushing to find reliable anti-Communists among German Nazis. “Notes were exchanged,” Koeppen writes in The Hothouse, “Treaties signed. The game was on once more. The same old game? The same. The Federal Republic was a player again.” In a mind-spinning ideological reconfiguration, a Germany where stalwarts of the Third Reich occupied senior positions in the civil service, judiciary, and academia, was now mobilized against the Soviet Union, the West’s indispensable ally against Nazism. Oppressed by virulent anti-Communism in the US, but unwilling to settle back in Germany, Thomas Mann noted in 1949 how “everything that after 1945 had for a moment to bend down and hide itself is now shamelessly raising its head, encouraged by the madness and shortsightedness from abroad.”

Confrontation with Germany’s criminal past began to be deferred also because most Germans were consumed by their postwar misery, the extensive destruction of their cities, the influx of many millions of refugees ethnically cleansed from Eastern Europe, and the lack of food. Few war criminals had been punished when the Marshall Plan was announced and Konrad Adenauer, elected as the first West German chancellor, started an ambitious project of economic reconstruction. As the Korean War erupted, Adenauer shrewdly manipulated American need for reliable partners against Soviet Communism. He also recognized that the road to the West went through Jerusalem, and moved fast to secure Israel’s friendship with cash reparations, military hardware and technical know-how. (He explained after his retirement that “the power of the Jews even today, especially in America, should not be underestimated.”)

None of this amoral realpolitik was conducive to what Thomas Mann hoped postwar Germans would do: abjure the slavish deference to power and authority that had made possible Nazi atrocities, and attend to “the development of the free spirit.” As an “economic miracle” began to manifest itself instead, there were few further questions about what had consolidated Hitler’s power and brought on the war, or how deep was the complicity of ordinary German citizens in Nazism. Early postwar literature, defined as “literature of the rubble” spoke less of Nazi barbarities and more about the wartime and postwar travails of the German population. Introducing a selection of texts from Group 47, an informal literary community that originated in the prisoner of war camps, the critic Fritz Raddatz noted, “In the entire volume, the words Hitler, concentration camp, nuclear bomb, SS, Nazi, Siberia do not appear.”

    Shrewdly, if also riskily, Koeppen made this national denial and self-deception his resonant subject. Pigeons on the Grass first shows his expressionist style, influenced by Faulkner and Dos Passos as well as Döblin’s Berlin Alexanderplatz, and his characteristic technique of juxtaposing scenes and multiple characters with interior monologues. Set in Munich in 1948, it describes a city where, as in Malaparte’s Naples, American occupiers are trying to usher the desperate and ruthlessly self-seeking natives on to the path to democracy and human rights. In Death in Rome, Koeppen describes a cast of German characters wholly untouched by feelings of guilt, and determined to regain their former status in Germany. Among them is a former SS officer hiding under a false identity who “did not regret having killed, but rather not having killed enough”; he is eventually reinstated in Germany by his brother-in-law, the respectable mayor of a small German town.

In The Hothouse, Koeppen chose a more intractable novelistic subject: parliamentary politics, which in Germany then was making an attempt to regenerate itself. Keetenheuve is a literary-minded member of the Bundestag, a reader of Baudelaire, E. E. Cummings and Walt Whitman, and a former exile whose rebellious private misgivings make him an outsider within his own left-leaning political group:

Keetenheuve wanted to be reelected because he thought of himself as one of the few who used their mandate against established power. But what could he say? Should he paint a ray of sunshine on the horizon, produce the old silver lining that gets pulled out of the bag every time like tinsel at Christmas (which was how the party wanted it), the hope that things would get better, that fata morgana for simple minds that goes up in smoke after every election, as if the votes had been cast in Hephaistos’s furnace?”

Embarrassed by the trite promises of reformism, Keetenheuve cannot bring himself to embrace violent revolution either: “the lesson he persisted in drawing from history was that the abjuring of force and self-defense had never brought such evil in its train as their use.” The recent convulsions of nationalism have made him permanently hostile to any revised notion of Heimat: he despises “the cage he’d been born into, the cage called Fatherland, which dangled along with a bunch of other cages called Fatherland, all on a rod, which a great collector of cages and peoples was carrying deeper into history.” Moreover (and here he confirms that the Great Replacement Theory never disappeared from Europe): “In all the cages, they were worried about declining population numbers, but the only additions that were welcome came from the wombs of the female denizens of the cage, and that was a terrible image of the lack of freedom all over the world.”

The same loathing of ethnonational zealots in their self-made prisons makes him oppose the reestablishment of a military force — what was being debated in West Germany while Koeppen was working on his trilogy. But his belief that German rearmament poses a grave moral peril is not shared by even his own colleagues who chase the fantasy that the new patriots in uniform will be socialist and democratic:

It only made him sadder, and he was sad already; but it isn’t shocking to hear a confirmation of what one has already known and been afraid of for a long time, in this case the national restoration, the restorative nationalism, that everything was pointing toward. The borders weren’t falling. They were going up again.

In Europe’s prestigious intellectual ancestry, he sees a vast and grisly spectacle of philosophically justified bloodletting: “so many philanthropists had helped dig channels for the blood, so many well-intentioned people, the Encyclopedists, the Romantics, the Hegelians, the Marxists, and the Nationalists of various stripe.” But he senses delusion, too, in the Americanized future then being proposed for postwar Europe: “The time for the tender faith in liberty, equality, fraternity, it was over the morning of America the poems of Whitman strength and genius it was all onanism.” Aided by modern science, the United States had demonstrated a more efficient form of mass murder in Hiroshima: one of the fresh “atrocities that were breaking out all over the world like bleeding and purulent sores.”

Despite his strong intuitions and opinions, Keetenheuve is a curiously vulnerable and self-reflective character:

Older now, he had the feeling of having barely begun, and yet of already nearing the end of his life’s road. So much had happened that he had the impression he had just been standing still and hadn’t made any progress; the catastrophes he had witnessed, the momentous events, historical decline, the dawning of new epochs whose parting gleam or bloody rise (who could tell?) had tinted and tanned his own features too, all that left him feeling, at forty-five, like a boy who had just come out of a thriller and was now rubbing his eyes, foolishly exhilarated, foolishly disappointed, and foolishly dissipated.

Koeppen’s rhythmically precise prose, deftly translated by Michael Hofmann, is only one of the many satisfactions of The Hothouse. Only very rarely in fiction do we encounter such a subtle portrait of the ambivalent literary intellectual as politician. The most fitting comparisons are to Doris Lessing’s The Temptation of Jack Orkney and V. S. Naipaul’s The Mimic Men.

In his own estimation he was a lamb. But he wasn’t going to make way for the wolves. Not this time. The trouble was that he was lazy; lazy even when he worked for sixteen hours a day, and not badly at that. He was lazy because he was uncertain, questioning, despairing, skeptical, and his own eager and honest advocacy of human rights was nothing but the last foppish remnant of the spirit of opposition and resistance to the state. His back had been broken, and the wolves would have little trouble taking everything away from him again. What else could Keetenheuve turn his hand to? He could cook. He could keep a room clean. He had housewifely virtues. Should he tend his conscience, write articles, address commentaries to the ether, become a public Cassandra? Who would print the articles, broadcast the commentaries, or give ear to Cassandra? Should he go on the barricades? If he thought about it, he would prefer to cook.

In the end, he prefers not to cook. Committing the ultimate act of despair, he appears an extreme alter ego of the author, himself then alternating between rage, despondency and exhaustion over his unreformed and unreformable compatriots, but compelled to write. “We all live with politics, we are its objects, perhaps already its victims,” Koeppen said in a 1961 interview. “How, in such a situation,” he asked, “can the writer act like the ostrich, and who but the writer should play the role of Cassandra in our society?”

    Certainly, his Cassandra-ish trilogy anticipated much social, political, and psychological criticism of German society in the years to come; from Nazis discovered to be regnant in public life to the memory loss induced by the economic miracle and the parental denial and cover-up that a younger generation recoiled from. It is unmistakably a precursor of such novels as Heinrich Böll’s Billiard at Half Past Nine and Günter Grass’s The Tin Drum. However, Koeppen’s premature success in diagnosing national psychosis could not go unpunished; the trilogy was a critical and commercial flop on its first publication. Koeppen wrote no more novels, and was saved from indigence by an influential sponsor: the critic Marcel Reich-Ranicki, who was struck by his narrative power and moral courage from the moment he read him in the 1950s. Ranicki later hailed Koeppen as the “poet of our failures,” and together with Max Frisch, Heinrich Böll, Günter Grass, and Siegfried Lenz organized a common fund to support his writing.

Reich-Ranicki, a survivor of the Warsaw ghetto, could see why “the West German public had at first little and later no understanding at all of Koeppen’s epic formulations of unsavory truths.” Today, however, that understanding seems less difficult as political evil in the form of monstrous demagogues and acquiescent masses suddenly has, for the first time since the 1940s, an unmediated presence across Europe and the United States. Certainly, there aren’t many signs of “communicative rationality” in the “public sphere” (two notions patented by Jürgen Habermas during his long moral rehabilitation of Germany in the Western community).

Koeppen’s insights become more incandescently valuable as the free world’s most conspicuous novelists, rendered languid by decades of affluence and stability, seem completely unprepared for a new dark time. His disgust at the salauds seems bracing; his harshest early judgments — of, for instance, Europe’s onanistic infatuation with America — no longer seem to lack balance; and his vision of a broad retardation of social intelligence can be verified in real time. Refusing to identify progress with any class, nation or redemptive ideology, this poet of failure held fast to his unsavory truths about a world the many varieties of Hitlerism had made; and we are finally catching up with his visionary bleakness.

PANKAJ MISHRA





Author’s note


The novel The Hothouse draws on current events, in particular recent political events, but only as a catalyst for the imagination of the author. Personalities, places, and events that occur in the story are nowhere identical with their equivalents in reality. References to living persons are neither made nor intended in what is a purely fictional narrative. The scope of the book lies beyond any connections with individuals, organizations, and events of the present time; which is to say, the novel has its own poetic truthfulness.

1953





The Hothouse





1


He was traveling under parliamentary immunity, seeing as they hadn’t managed to catch him in flagrante. Although, of course, if it transpired that he was guilty, they would drop him just like that, hand him over with alacrity, the ones who called themselves the Noble House, and what a coup that would be for them, what satisfaction to have him depart under such an enormous and unforeseen cloud, off into the cells, safely to molder away behind the walls of some secure prison, and even in his own party, while they would witter agitatedly about the humiliation they would have been put through on his account (all of them, hypocrites to a man), secretly they would be rubbing their hands and be pleased that he had expelled himself, that he had had to go, because he had been a grain of salt, the germ of unrest in their bland and sluggish porridge of a party, a man of conscience and thereby an irritant.

He was sitting in the Nibelungen Express. There was a whiff of fresh paint, of reconditioning and renovation; these days, you traveled in comfort on the Bundesbahn; while on the outside all the carriages were daubed blood red. Basel, Dortmund, dwarf Alberich, and the factory chimneys of the Ruhrgebiet; through-coaches to Vienna and Passau, Vehmic murderer Hagen had put his feet up; carriages to Rome and Munich, and there was a flash of ecclesiastical purple through a chink in the drawn curtains; carriages to Hoek van Holland and London, the exporters’ twilight of the gods, their dread of peacetime.

Wagalaweia, went the wheels. He hadn’t done it. He hadn’t killed anyone. It probably wasn’t in him to commit murder; but he might have done, and the mere imagining that he had done it, that he had picked up the ax and brought it down, that vision was so clear and irrefutable to him, that he drew strength from it. Fantasies of murder galvanized his mind and body, lending him wings, lighting him up, and for a brief moment he had the feeling that everything would turn out well now, he would make a better fist of everything, he would assert himself and get his way, he would break through to the world of action and make something of his life — but unfortunately his crime had been purely imaginary, he was still the old Keetenheuve, sicklied o’er by the pallid cast of thought.

He had buried his wife. And, not feeling at ease in bourgeois life, the act of interment alarmed him just as baptisms and weddings horrified him, and every other transaction between two individuals that became public and official. Her death grieved him, he felt deep sadness, choking loss when the coffin was lowered into the ground, he had lost the thing dearest to him in all the world, and, while the phrase had perhaps been devalued by appearing on millions of black-bordered death announcements sent by happy heirs, his dearest had been taken from him, his beloved was put in the ground, and the feeling lost lost forever I’ll not see her again neither here nor in the hereafter I’ll look for her and never find her might have made him cry, but he felt unable to cry here, even though only Frau Wilms was watching him in the cemetery. Frau Wilms was his cleaning woman. She brought Keetenheuve a bunch of limp asters from her brother-in-law’s allotment. For their wedding, Frau Wilms had brought a similar bunch of limp asters. On that occasion, she had said: “What a lovely-looking couple!” Now she didn’t say anything. He wasn’t a lovely-looking widower. Droll thoughts kept occurring to him. At school, instead of paying attention to the teacher, he had thought of ridiculous things, in the committee rooms and in the chamber, he saw his dignified colleagues as clowns in the ring, and even in situations when his life had been in danger, the grotesque side of it had not escaped him. “Widower” was a funny word, a grimly funny word, a somewhat dusty notion from a staider era. Keetenheuve remembered having known a widower when he was a boy, one Herr Possehl. Herr Possehl, widower, still lived in harmony with an ordered world; he was respected in the little town. He had assembled a widower’s — one couldn’t say weeds — garb, the stiff black hat, the morning coat, the striped banker’s trousers, and later on an always slightly grubby white waistcoat, across which ran a gold watch chain that had a ram’s tooth dangling from it, to symbolize that the animal in him had been set aside. And so, when Herr Possehl went to the baker Labahn to buy his bread, he was a living allegory of fidelity beyond the grave, a touching and estimable embodiment of loss. Keetenheuve was not estimable, and nor did he touch anyone. He owned neither a top hat nor any other kind of hat, and he had gone to the burial in his modish flapping trench coat. The word “widower,” which Frau Wilms had not pronounced, but which had started up in him at the sight of her limp asters, pursued and embittered him. He was a knight of the sorrowful countenance, or a knight of the comical countenance. He walked out of the graveyard, and his thoughts raced toward his crime.

This time he did not remain coolly intellectual in his thinking, he acted on impulse, furiously, and Elke, who had always held it against him that he lived with his head between the pages of a book, Elke would have rejoiced now to witness the prompt and unswerving way he went about his business, while yet, like a film hero, remaining mindful of his safety. He saw himself striding through the street of secondhand stalls, saw himself purchasing his widower’s raiment in various nooks and basements. He bought the striped trousers, the morning coat, the white waistcoat (grubby, just like Herr Possehl’s), the stiff black hat, the gold watch chain, only the ram’s tooth pendant proved impossible to find, and so he was unable to celebrate a triumph over the animal in him. In a large department store, an escalator carried him up to the floor where work clothes were sold, and there he bought a white overall of the sort that cattle drovers wear. The ax he stole from a timber yard. It was very simple; the carpenters were having their evening meal, and he saw an ax lying on a pile of shavings, bent down to pick it up, and slowly walked off with it.

A large and bustling hotel with several exits was the killer’s chosen base. He took a room there, Keetenheuve Member of the Bundestag/Possehl Widower from Kleinwesenfeld. He got in disguise. In front of the mirror he slipped into his widower’s outfit. Now he resembled Possehl. He was Possehl. Finally he had achieved respectability. In the evening he went out, with the drover’s coat over his arm with the ax. In the gloomy street, a green scorpion glowed from the black glass of a pub window. That was the only light around, a marshy light in a grim story. The bakery and the little dairies and greengrocers all slumbered behind their rusty drawn shutters. There was a musty, moldy, sour smell, a smell of dirt, of rats, of potatoes germinating in basements and of rising bread dough. Phonograph music could be heard coming out of the “Scorpion.” It was Rosemary Clooney singing “Botch-A-Me.” Keetenheuve moved into a gateway. He pulled on his drover’s coat, he picked up his ax — he was a butcher waiting for the bull.

And there was the bull dyke, la Wanowski appeared, a coarse frizz of hair on her bull’s skull, a woman who struck fear as a pub brawler, and had gained sway over the tribades; they felt a pang of sweetness when she appeared, they called her the mother of the nation. She wore a man’s suit, a suit to fit a fat man, the seat bulged tautly around her buttocks, the square padded shoulders were a metaphor for penis envy, laughable and terrifying at the same time, and between the puffy lips under the burnt cork fluff, she was chewing on the sodden stump of a bitter cigar. No pity! No pity for the ogre! And no laughter to dispel the tension! Keetenheuve raised the ax, and smote. He smote the frizzy mat of hair that he supposed covered her all over, he split the skull of the bull. The bull sank to its knees. It rolled over. The drover’s coat was stained by the blood of the bull.

He tossed the ax and coat into the river, did the widower Possehl, he leaned down over the railing of the bridge, ax and coat sank to the bottom, they were gone, the waters closed over them, water from the Alps snowmelt glacier debris smooth flavorful trout.

No one had seen him, no one could have seen him, because unfortunately he hadn’t committed the act, once again he’d only dreamed it, it had been a daydream and a fantasy, and he had thought it instead of doing it, his old failing, it was always that way with him. He had failed. Failed at every one of life’s crossroads. He had failed in 1933 and failed again in 1945. He had failed in politics. He had failed in his profession. He couldn’t cope with existence, besides, who could, only idiots, it was like a curse, but this part of it concerned him alone, that he had failed in his marriage as well, and now that he was thinking sadly of Elke, with the widower’s genuine and not at all ridiculous pain, Elke lying in the cemetery earth, already given over to the unknowable, to an appalling transformation if there was a void, and something just as appalling if it was more than that, it showed him he was capable of neither love nor hate, everything was just a lecherous fumbling, a groping of surfaces. He hadn’t brained the Wanowski woman. She was alive. She was holding court in the “Scorpion.” She was ruling, drinking, procuring for the dykes. She was listening to the Rosemary Clooney record, “botch-a-me, botch-a-me” — and then he felt his heart turn over, because he had murdered after all!

Wagalaweia, wailed the locomotive. Elke had come to him when she’d been hungry, and at a time when he’d had cans of food, a warm room, drinks, a small black cat, and, after a long fast, an appetite once again for human flesh, to use Novalis’s phrase for love.

He had never ceased to feel German; but in the first summer after the war, it wasn’t easy for someone who’d been out of the country for eleven years to orient himself. He was a busy man. After leaving him idle for a long time, Time reached for him, and took him in her toils once again, and he believed that, given time, something would become of him.

One evening found him looking out the window. He was tired. Darkness was falling early. There were ominous-looking clouds in the sky. The wind picked up puffs of dust. At that point he saw Elke. He saw her slipping into the ruins opposite. She slipped through a crack in the wall into the caverns of rubble and scree. She was like an animal taking refuge.

It started to rain. He went out onto the street. The rain and the storm shook him. Dust whirled into his mouth and eyes. He fetched Elke out of the rubble. She was soaked and filthy. Her soiled dress clung to her bare skin. She had no underclothes. She was naked against the dust, the rain and the bare stones. Elke had come out of the war, and she was sixteen years old. He didn’t like her name. It made him suspicious. Elke to him was a name out of Nordic mythology, it reminded him of Wagner and his hysterical heroes, a wily, unscrupulous, and violent set of gods, and in fact Elke turned out to be the daughter of a Gauleiter and a governor of the lord.

The Gauleiter and his wife were both dead. They had swallowed the little death capsules they had been given for all eventualities, and Elke had heard news of their deaths when she was in the forest. She heard the news (and it was no more than news, because Time seemed to have chloroformed that particular day, and Elke felt all the knocks as though she’d been bedded in cotton wool and was being thrown around by rough hands while inside a box lined with cotton wool) from a sniffing and snorting radio transmitter, overexcited by cipher messages and appeals for support, among a group of German soldiers who had surrendered and were waiting to be taken away to a prisoner-of-war camp.

Two Negroes were guarding them, and Elke could not forget them. The Negroes were lanky, loose-limbed types, who hunkered down in a strange and oddly vigilant kind of squat. It was a jungle posture. The rifles of civilization lay across their knees. Tucked in their ammunition belts, they had long, knotted leather whips. The whips looked altogether more imposing than the rifles.

From time to time, the Negroes stood up to relieve themselves. They relieved themselves with great seriousness and without taking their round white eyeballs (they looked somehow guileless) off the prisoners. The Negroes pissed in two great high streams into the grass under the trees. While they pissed, their whips dangled against their beautiful long thighs, and Elke thought of Owens, the Negro who had been victorious in the Olympic Games in Berlin. The German soldiers stank of rain, earth, sweat, and wounds, they stank of many miles of road, of sleeping in their clothes, of victories and defeats, of fear, exhaustion, weariness, and death, they stank of the word “injustice” and the word “futile.”

And on forest paths behind the guarded enclosure, peeking shyly out of the bushes, still terrified of the soldiers, still suspicious of the Negroes, there emerged ghosts, famished bodies, broken skeletons, starved eyes, and anguished brows, they came crawling out of the caves where they had been hiding, they broke out of the death camps, they roamed as far as their bony, beaten feet could carry them, the cage was open, they were the persecuted, the harried, the prisoners of the government, who had given Elke her privileged upbringing, games on Papa’s gubernatorial estate, butterflies flittering over the flowers on the terrace, a female prisoner sets the table for breakfast, prisoners rake the gravel, the stallion is led up for the morning gallop, Papa’s top boots cleaned to a mirroring shine, a prisoner brushed them, the saddle leather creaks, the beautifully turned out, well-fed stallion whinnies and paws the ground — Elke couldn’t remember how she had gone on from there; now with one refugee column, now another.

It was Keetenheuve’s little kitty cat that won Elke’s trust. They were both young, the girl and the cat, and so they played together. Their favorite game was balling up Keetenheuve’s loose manuscript pages and batting them to and fro. Each time Keetenheuve returned from one of his many avocations, which took up more and more of his time, and left him more and more disillusioned, Elke would call out: “Master’s home!” Keetenheuve probably was master, to both of them. But soon the cat’s companionship began to pall on Elke, she grew bad-tempered when Keetenheuve sat over his papers of an evening, still obsessed with the notion of helping, reconstructing, healing wounds, providing bread, and since their friendship had run aground, they decided to get married.

Marriage complicated everything. In all the questionnaires — a thing devised by the National Socialists, and now perfected by the occupying powers — Keetenheuve now appeared as the son-in-law of the dead Gauleiter. That alienated a lot of people, but he was unconcerned, he was opposed to clannishness in all its forms, and that included his wife’s clan. What was worse was that marriage was deeply alien to his own nature. He was a bachelor, a loner, maybe a voluptuary, or then again maybe an anchorite, he wasn’t sure, he swung between the two types of existence, but one thing was certain, that in getting married he had let himself in for an experience for which he had not been intended, and which was a further burden to him. He had, moreover (and happily), married a child, someone young enough to be his daughter, and, in the face of her youth, was forced to recognize that he was not grown-up himself. They were a match for love, but not for life. He could desire, but not educate. He had no great opinion of education, but he could see that Elke was unhappy in her excessive freedom.
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