
        
            
                
            
        

    
THE DOWNFALL OF A HEART 

 

At times, Fate can shatter a heart without mighty blows, without the crude use of force.

In her uncontrollable desire to play with human material, she is often pleased to effect her destructive purposes by trivial and transient happenings. That is why we are apt to be astonished by the disproportion between the effect and its ostensible cause. Just as little as an illness begins only when its presence is detected, just so little does a human destiny begin only at the moment when it is made manifest. Destiny is at work upon the inner life, moulding flesh and spirit, long before its workings are outwardly visible. Self-knowledge in these matters is already an attempt at self-defence – but usually comes too late.

 

At Easter, Salomonsohn had taken his family to Gardone. One night, the old man awoke in severe pain; he felt as if his body were girdled with an iron band, and he found it difficult to draw his breath.

His doctor had ordered him to Carlsbad, for he suffered from gallstones. For the sake of his family,

however, he had scouted medical advice, and had come to Gardone. Fearing that this was one of the usual attacks, he anxiously fingered his corpulent body, but was soon relieved in mind though the pain continued. It was, he decided, nothing more than a fit of indigestion, brought on by the Italian diet, to which he was unaccustomed; or perhaps he had been poisoned by tainted food. Either alternative seemed less alarming than gallstone colic. The pain and the sense of pressure persisted. He could lie still no longer. Heavily, and with a groan, he got out of bed, and paced up and down the room. The upright position and the movement soon eased him considerably. But the narrow room felt like a prison.

Moreover, his wife was sleeping in the other bed; he was afraid of waking her, and of making her

needlessly anxious. Putting on dressing gown and slippers, he stole into the corridor, convinced that he would feel better still if he could stretch his legsfreely.

 

As he opened the bedroom door, the neighbouring church clock struck, and was plainly audible through the widely opened window; it was four o'clock in the morning. The long passage was in darkness. But the old man knew his surroundings perfectly well, thanks to his daylight memories. The corridor was wide and straight. Drawing deep breaths, he strode freely from one end to the other, feeling better at every turn. The sense of oppression was rapidly passing off. So much good had the exercise done him, that he was on the point of going back to his room when a noise startled him. He heard the sound of whispering in the dark; faint but unmistakable. The boards creaked; more whispers; something moved; then the darkness was pierced by a light that flashed through the chink of an opening door. Involuntarily, the old man shrank back into a corner. Not that he was inquisitive! He felt a little ashamed of his position, and was loath to be caught in his nocturnal

wanderings. Even as he drew back, when the light streamed for a moment across the passage, he

caught sight of a woman's figure clothed in white. She slipped out of the room and moved towards the other end of the passage. He heard the sound of a closing door. Then all was quiet.

 

The old man staggered, as if wounded to the heart. At that end of the passage, whence the sound of the closing door had come, the only rooms were those of the little suite occupied by his own family.

The figure was certainly not that of his wife, whom he had left sound asleep a few minutes earlier. There was no escape from the inference that it had been his daughter, Erna, a girl of nineteen.

He shuddered at the thought. How could it have been Erna? True, she was a high-spirited lass, but she was little more than a child! Surely he must have made a mistake. What could she have been doing in a strange room, unless? . . . He tried to thrust away the thought as if it were a beast of prey, but he could not rid himself of it. He must have certainty at any cost. Gasping for breath, he groped

his way along the passage to the door of her room, which was next his own. Alas, under the door and through the keyhole, a tell-tale light shone. Then he heard the click of the switch within, and all was dark again. No use trying to persuade himself that he had made a mistake. It was Erna, his daughter Erna, who at four o'clock in the morning had slipped out of a strange bed and made her way back to her own.

 

Old Salomonsohn trembled with horror; he broke out into a cold sweat. His first thought was to burst open the door, to give the shameless young woman a sound pommelling with his bare fists. But his legs. were giving way beneath him. He had hardly the strength to reach his room; and, once there, he dropped heavily into his bed, as heavily as a pole-axed steer.

 

Inert he lay, staring into the darkness. From the other bed came the sound of his wife's breathing,

regular and unconcerned. He had an impulse to awaken her, to tell her of his horrible discovery, to

give vent to his rage. Yet how could he utter the words? Impossible! What was he to do?

 

He tried to reflect, but his thoughts were in a turmoil; they flew about blindly like bats. It seemed

utterly incredible. Erna, his gentle girl, so well behaved, with her caressive eyes. . . . Not so very

long ago, he had found her sitting over her reading book, her little rosy finger moving along the lines as she laboriously deciphered the printed words. When was it that, bringing her home from school in her pale-blue frock, he had taken her into a sweet shop and she had kissed him afterwards with sticky lips?

 

Surely it was but yesterday? No! Years and years had gone by since then. Yet it had really been yesterday that she had pleaded with him, just like a child, cajoling him into buying her a blue-and-gold pullover she had taken a fancy to in a shop window. "Please, please!" putting her hands together beseechingly, with that confident smile he was never able to resist.

 

Now, a few inches from his own door, she had crept out of her room to seek a strange man's bed!

"Good God! Good God!" groaned Salomonsohn. "Oh the shame of it, the disgrace! My little girl, so

carefully brought up! Who can the fellow be? We have only been here three days. She had never met any of these young coxcombs before; neither that lantern-jawed Conte Ubaldi, nor the Italian officer, nor the gentleman jockey from Mecklenburg. She only made their acquaintance at the dance the day after our arrival, and I am to suppose that already. . . This cannot possibly have been the outcome of a first meeting. It must be an old story; must have begun at home; and I, fool that I am, had no inkling of it. After all, what do I know about them? I spend the whole day working for them,

fourteen hours at my desk, just as, long ago, I used to travel with my box of samples – only to earn

money for them, money, money in abundance, so that they can buy fine clothes, play at being rich. In the evenings, when I come home tired to death, off they go to the theatre, to an evening party, to a dance. What do I know about how they spent their days. The only thing I know is that this very night, my girl has given her young body to a man, just as if she were a street-walker. The shame of it! The disgrace!"

 

He groaned once more. Each new thought deepened the wound. He felt as if his brain had been

torn open, and as if red maggots were wriggling in the tear.

 

"Why have I put up with all this? Why am I lying here tormenting myself while she, the little harlot,

snuggles down comfortably to sleep? Why do I not go straight to her room and tell her that I know all about her disgrace? Why do I not go and give her a sound thrashing? Because I am a weakling! Because I am a coward! I have always been weak in my relations with the pair of them, have always given way to them. I delight in making life easy for them, to any cost to myself. I made my hands sore with piling up money for them, penny by penny; working my fingers to the bone, so that they might be well satisfied. No sooner had I made them rich, than they grew ashamed of me. I was no longer elegant enough for their taste. To them I seemed uncultured.

 

How could I be anything else? I had to leave school when I was twelve, and to start earning a livelihood right away; carrying my box of samples from village to village, and then becoming a town traveller, until I could set up in business for myself. When we had risen in the world, and could live in a house of our own, my good old name was not good enough for them. I had to buy myself a beggarly title, so that she need no longer be addressed as plain Mrs.

Salomonsohn. They wanted to become genteel. They laughed me to scorn when I protested against all this gentility; when I complained of their fondness for 'good' society; when I told them how my mother (peace to her soul!) had kept house unpretentiously, thinking only of her husband and her children. They called me old-fashioned. 'You're old-fashioned, Father,' they said, mockingly. Yes, I was old-fashioned! And now my daughter, my only daughter, spends the night in bed with strangers! The shame of it! The shame of it!"

 

Amid the torments of his reflections, he sighed so often and so loudly that he roused his wife from

her slumbers.

"What's the matter?" she asked, drowsily.

The old man made no answer; he held his breath till she had dozed off again. Then, until dawn came, and it was time to get up, he lay motionless, in mental anguish, gnawed by horrible thoughts.

 

He was the first to appear at the breakfast table, where he seated himself with a dismal groan. The

food almost choked him.

 

"Alone," he thought. "Always alone! When I go to the office in the morning, they're still asleep, lazing abed, tired out by their dances and theatre-goings. Then, when I come home in the evening, it

is to be alone once more, for they have started on their round of amusements, where they certainly

don't want my company. . . . Money, this cursed money, has spoiled them, has estranged them from

me. Fool that I am, I have piled it up for them, thus robbing myself, impoverishing myself, and corrupting them. I have toiled and moiled for fifty years, grudging myself even a day's holiday – to be alone in the world at last!"

 

He grew more and more impatient.

 

"Why on earth doesn't she come? I must thrash matters out with her. We must get away from here instantly. Why doesn't she come? I suppose she's not fully rested yet, and is sleeping soundly with an easy conscience, while I, fool that I am, sit here eating my heart out. As for Mother, she spends hours at the toilet table, manicuring, hair curling … Never puts in an appearance before eleven. I suppose it's natural enough that her daughter should go astray! Money, this wretched money!"

·

A light footfall, and Erna is standing at his back.

 

"Good morning, Dad! Had a good night?".

 

The girl bends over him, gives him a butterfly kiss on the forehead. Involuntarily he draws away

his head; not only because he loathes her favourite scent, but also …

 

"What's the matter, Father? Wrong side of your bed again? Coffee, waiter, ham and eggs! Slept

badly? Or had bad news?"

 

The old man makes no answer. He bows his head, for he cannot bear to meet her eyes. He can see

nothing but her hands as she takes her place at the table. Those hands he is so fond of. . . . Like his

wife's hands. . . carefully manicured. Now, lithe as greyhounds, these little hands are sporting on the

field of white cloth. He trembles. Timidly his gaze travels up the virginal arms. Often, in the old days (was it so long ago?), they had clasped him when she said good-night. He sees the gentle swell of her breasts, which move beneath the new pullover as she breathes.

 

"A stranger was toying with them last night," he thinks bitterly. "The brute has caressed, has handled, has enjoyed all her sweetness. My own flesh and blood! My own daughter!"

 

Unconsciously, he gives vent to another deep sigh.

 

"What's the matter, Dad?" she asks affectionately.

 

"What's the matter?" The words form themselves in his mind, but he does not utter them. "My

daughter is a whore – and I have not the courage to tell her that I know it."

 

He can only mutter, "Nothing, nothing!"

 

Seizing the newspaper, he sets it up as a barricade against her questioning gaze, for he finds it ever

more impossible to meet her eyes. His hands shake. "Now is the time to speak, now, when we are alone together."

 

This thought hammers at his brain, but his voice refuses to utter it. Suddenly he jumps to his feet, thrusts back his chair, and strides ponderously through the French window into the garden. He knows that, in another moment, tears will be streaming down his cheeks, and he does not wish Erna to see them.

 

Now, a pathetic figure, an elderly man with legs too short for his body, he wandered about the garden and stared for a long time at the lake. Though his eyes were swimming with tears, he could not fail to see the beauty of the landscape. The silvery waters were set in a framework of sombre, green foot-hills, hatched with yet darker lines by plantations of cypresses. Farther back were the steeper slopes of the mountains, looking down seriously but without arrogance upon the beauties of the lake, as grave men will watch the innocent games of well-beloved children. This timeless and blessed smile of God in the warm south – how frank, flower-bedecked, and hospitable it is; how it invites to cheerfulness and serenity!

 

"Cheerfulness? Serenity?" The old man shook his head sadly. "Yes, a man could be happy here. I had thought to be happy here; had fancied I could feel how bright the world is for the carefree. Just once, after fifty years of writing and ciphering, chaffering and trading, to enjoy a few untroubled days. Once only, just once, before falling asleep. When a man is sixty-five, death has already tapped him on the shoulder; money can no longer help him, nor can the doctors. I wanted to draw a few happy breaths before the end; wanted to get some of my own back at last.

 

My father used to say: 'Pleasure is not for our sort. We must carry our packs to the edge of the grave.' Yesterday, it seemed to me that he was wrong, that I was going to have a taste of pleasure

after all. Yesterday, I think I was happy, delighting in my beautiful daughter, rejoicing in her joy. But to-day, God has snatched this pleasure from me, has punished me. . . . It is all over. I can no longer speak to my own child, am ashamed to look her in the face. I shall always be thinking about it, at home, in the office, and in bed at night; shall be wondering where she is, where she has been, what she has been doing. Never again shall I enjoy meeting her when I come home; when she jumps up to greet me; when I looked at her, so young and so beautiful. When she kisses me, I shall always be asking myself who was the last to kiss those lips. I shall be racked with anxiety when she is away from me, shall feel ashamed when I look into her eyes. Life on those terms is impossible. Life on those terms is impossible."

 

The old man muttered to himself as he walked to and fro, swaying like a drunken man. Again and

again he stared across the lake, while tears fell into his beard. He had to take off his eyeglasses, and as he stood there awkwardly in the narrow path, his eyes streaming, he made such a queer figure that a gardener's lad who passed by gaped at him in amazement, guffawed, and made some rude remarks in Italian. This brought Salomonsohn to his senses.

 

Of course he was making himself too conspicuous. He would seek a bench in a more retired spot, where he could be alone with his sorrows for a while. Hardly had he found the place he wanted, when he was startled by the sound of laughter – familiar tones, which now racked his heart. For nineteen years this merry laughter had been music to him. It was for the sake of this laughter that he had so often made wearisome journeys into Posen and Hungary, travelling third class and by night, to win more of the golden earth in which the girl's untroubled gaiety could blossom. It was for the sake of this laughter that he had ruined his health – -only that he might be sure of hearing the ripple of mirth from those beloved lips. Now the sound of it had become horrible to him, and stabbed him to the heart.

 

Yet, in spite of himself, it lured him to look at her as she laughed. She was standing on the tennis

court, spinning her racket between her fingers, and amusing herself by throwing it high in the air and catching it as it fell. While she did this, she laughed gleefully. Three men were admiringly watching her antics: Count Ubaldi in flannels; the officer in his well-fitting uniform; and the gentleman jockey in smart riding-breeches. The old man, too, stared entranced as she sported like a butterfly. God! How pretty she was in her short skirt, the sunlight glinting in her fair hair! How lovely her youthful limbs in their light and easy movements, both intoxicated and intoxicating!

 

Now, in quick succession, she threw three tennis balls into the air, and it was wonderful to watch the willowy poise of her body as she moved swiftly to catch them in their fall. Her father had never seen her like this before. She was, as it were, a living flame, a virgin goddess, that had taken shape amid the ivy of this southern garden, or risen out of the blue waters of the lake. Never, during her days at home, had she displayed such wild exuberance of spirits. At home, she had been attuned to the dullness of her surroundings, had never been thus filled with ecstasy, had never looked so superlatively beautiful. Such were her father's thoughts as he watched her. For a moment he forgot the terrible experience of the early morning, and could see nothing but the leaping flame. Then, when she caught the last of the three balls, and, laughingly but breathlessly, hugged it to her bosom, the three young men who were looking on clapped their hands and shouted, "Brava, brava!" Their voices roused him from his trance. He looked at them furiously.

 

"There they are, the wretches," he thought. "There they are. Which of them is it? Which of the three? How they are dressed up to the nines, these idlers! Clean-shaven, scented . . . People of my sort have to slave in offices, to sit at their desks in patched clothes, or wear their shoes out hunting up customers. Maybe, these fellows' fathers are slaving like that too. Young men nowadays take their ease, go wherever fancy takes them, idle away their days, have smooth faces and bold eyes. It is not difficult for such as they to make a fine show in the world, and to look so alluring that they need only beckon to a frivolous girl. Which of them can it be? One of them, I know, must be licking his lips as he looks at her, as he remembers last night, and thinks of the night which is to come. If only I could flog him to death like a dog!"

 

Meanwhile, the four on the lawn had caught sight of him. The girl waved her racket to him with a

laugh, and the young men bade him good morning. He made no acknowledgment, but silently glowered at his daughter.

 

"Yes, you can still laugh, you shameless huzzy! No doubt one of those three men is laughing to himself, as he looks at me; chuckles, and says to himself: 'That silly old Jew there, who snores so

peacefully at night; if the old fool only knew!' But I do know! You laugh; you look on me as dirt be-

neath your feet. My daughter, that's another story. She is a pretty girl, fashionably dressed; you need

only lift your finger, and she runs to you. The mother, too; she's no chicken now; of course she makes up a little; but she's comely still, not too old to amuse herself, and no doubt with a little courting .. Who can blame you, you curs? Who can blame you, when they are only too ready to give themselves to you? What does it matter to you that you should break an old man's heart? What does it matter to the women either, those shameless women? All that any of you want is to enjoy yourselves. Shooting is too good for men like you. You should be whipped to death. Still, who can blame you? So long as no one takes vengeance on you, so long as men like me feed on their own anger as a dog returns to its vomit. . . I have no right to blame you, so long as I play the coward, the pitiful coward; so long as I do not drag the girl away from you; so long as I stand looking on and saying never a word coward, coward, coward!"

 

Shaken by his wrath, he leaned against the bench for support. Then, suddenly, he turned, and fled

from the garden, stumbling as he went. Salomonsohn made his way into the little town. There he stopped to look in at a shop window, where all kind of tourist articles were exposed for sale: shirts and nets, blouses and fishing tackle, neckties and books, miscellaneous confectionery. His eyes

rested upon one object in the medley; a gnarled stick, with a spiked ferule for mountain climbing,

heavy, a formidable weapon.

 

"Strike the dog down!" The thought whirled through his mind, almost pleasurably. It drove him into the shop, where he bought the stick. Directly his fingers closed on it, he felt stronger, as weaklings always feel when they have a weapon in hand. His muscles grew tense as he gripped it.

 

"Strike the dog down!" Again he murmured the words. Unconsciously his gait became firmer, and

he walked more quickly. Now he was well-nigh running as he returned by the lakeside road, panting

more from anger than from speed. Clenching this weapon, he came into the cool and

dimly lighted entrance hall, to look round eagerly for his opponent. There they were, in the corner,

seated in wicker chairs, drinking whiskies and sodas through straws, idling away their time in lively conversation: his wife, his daughter, and the ubiquitous three.

 

"Which is it? Which is it?" He fingered the heavy stick. "One of them must have his brains

dashed out! But which, which?"

 

Misled by his questing gaze, Erna jumped up to meet him.

"Here you are at last; Dad. We've been looking for you everywhere. Just fancy! Herr von Medwitz

is going to take us for a drive in his Fiat, right along the lake to Desenzano."

 

She motioned him gently towards the table, expecting him to say a word of appreciation. The three rose to shake hands with him. Old Salomonsohn trembled. The girl had taken his left arm, and the light pressure of her fingers exercised a soothing influence. As if in a dream, he shook hands with the three young men, sat down glumly, took a cigar from his case, and viciously bit off the end. The conversation, interrupted for a moment by his arrival, resumed its lively flow in the French

tongue. The old man sat in dumb misery, crumpled up, chewing the end of his cigar until the brown tobacco juice trickled down over his teeth.

 

"Who can blame them? Who can blame them," he mused. "It is I who am beneath contempt. I have

just shaken hands with all three of them, though I am certain that one of them is the villain. I am

seated at the same table with him; yet I do not strike him down; I give him my hand politely! Who can blame them for laughing at me? Why should they not go on talking as if I were not here, as if I were dead and buried – though Erna and her mother know that I don't understand French? They both know it perfectly well, and yet neither say a word to me to keep up appearances at least, were it only that I need not look such a fool, such an absolute fool. I'm a mere nothing to them; or a tiresome appendage, a nuisance; something of which they are ashamed, and of which they would rid themselves but for the fact that it earns money for them. Money, money, this foul and miserable money with which I have corrupted them; this money upon which God's curse lies! Neither my wife nor my child has a word to fling to me; they have eyes only for these drones, for these smooth-tongued, dandified coxcombs. See how they are giggling as if the men were actually tickling them! Meanwhile, I sit here putting up with it all; listening to their laughter without understanding a word. I sit here, instead of using my fists to the men, instead of driving them away with my stick before they begin to take liberties under my very eyes. I bear it all, sit here in silence, doing nothing – because I am a coward, a coward, a coward!"

 

"Allow me!" The Italian officer broke in upon Salomonsohn's thoughts, offering him a light, in

carefully phrased German. The old man started violently, and stared fiercely at the unsuspecting speaker. Anger flamed up within him, and for a moment he gripped his stick. Then his hand relaxed, and his mouth was distorted in a malevolent grin as he replied: "Oh yes, I allow you." The words came in a cutting tone. "I allow you; allow you to do anything you like," he sniggered. "Everything I have is at your disposal. You can allow yourself any liberties you please with me and mine."

 

The Italian officer was taken aback. His knowledge of German was scanty, and he had not understood the words. But the expression on the old man's face conveyed a plain message. Medwitz, startled, jumped to his feet; the two women turned pale; there was a tense pause like that between a flash of lightning and the clap of thunder. Then the tension passed. The stick fell from Salomonsohn's nerveless fingers. He shrank into himself like a whipped cur, hemmed and hawed in his embarrassment, was alarmed at his own boldness. Erna hastened to resume the conversation as if nothing had happened; Baron Medwitz played up to her with an assumption of cheerful unconcern; within a few minutes it seemed as if the incident had been forgotten. The old man sat aloof, eyelids lowered; he might have been dozing. No one took any further notice of him. The waves of light conversation rolled over his silence. From time to time there were outbursts of joyous laughter, while he sat there in hopeless misery and shame.

 

The three men stood up; so did Erna, briskly, and her mother more sedately. One of them had proposed an adjournment to the music room, and the idea had been accepted with acclamation. It did not enter their heads to extend a special invitation to the old man, who was apparently asleep in his chair. He was recalled to himself by the sudden stillness, just as at night a sleeper is awakened by a feeling of cold when the bed-clothes have slipped off. His eyes fell on the empty chairs; and even as he looked, there came from the neighbouring room the rattling strains of jazz music, intermingled with laughter and lively exclamations. So they were dancing there!

 

Dancing, dancing, always dancing! Inflaming their blood again and again, rubbing up against one another wantonly. Dancing at eventide, in the middle of the night, and now in broad day! These loafers. Dancing was the bait with which they lured women.

 

Rancorously, he picked up his heavy stick, and shuffled along after them. At the door, he stopped

to look at them. Medwitz, the gentleman jockey, was seated at the piano, playing noisily, half turned on the stool, so that he could look at the dancers while he strummed. Erna was dancing with the officer. Her mother, heavy of foot, was being laboriously put through her paces by Count Ubaldi – that lamppost of a man! Salomonsohn had eyes only for Erna and her partner. The sleek hound was pawing her shoulder, as if she belonged to him. And Erna, Erna was pressing up against him, with barely restrained passion. Yes, that must be the man! The intimacy was plainly disclosed by the movement of their bodies, by the ardour that betrayed the secret of their previous embraces. That must be the man. The father could read it in their eyes which, half closed but exultant, were radiant with the memories of recent delights. The thief who now clasped her in the dance, had clasped her over night in a yet more ardent embrace! Involuntarily Salomonsohn drew nearer, feeling almost bold enough to drag the girl away from her lover. They paid no heed to him. In her every movement she was swayed by the rhythm of the music, and by the guidance of her partner, her seducer. Her head was bent backwards; her lips were parted; she was intoxicated, swept away by the current of the music, forgetting space and time, regardless of the old man who stood there trembling and panting, as, with bloodshot eyes, he glared at her in a frenzy of rage. She was aware only of herself, of the entrancing motion of her own young limbs as they responded to the stimulus of the whirling music.

 

She was aware of nothing but herself, and that a man whose breath fanned her cheek was coveting her, that his strong arm clasped her, and that she must stand guard over her impulses lest she should yield to her own burning desire for self-surrender. This was all revealed to Salomonsohn by the tumult in his own veins. Always when the dance bore her away from him, he felt as if she were being parted from him for ever.

 

The music suddenly ceased, and the German baron sprang to his feet. "Assez joué pour vous," he exclaimed with a laugh. "Maintenant je veux danser moi-même." Consent was general and uproarious. The animated pairing of the dance was replaced by an indiscriminate clustering.

The old man came to himself once more. Now was the time to speak, to intervene! No longer

would he remain inactive; no longer would he be the superfluous onlooker! His wife passed close by, panting a little from her exertions but brimming over with satisfaction. Anger gave wings to his determination. He placed himself deliberately in her path.

"Come with me," he snapped. "I want to speak to you."

 

She gazed at him questioningly. There were beads of sweat on his pale forehead, and he looked at her askance. What did he want? Why on earth should he bother her just now? A refusal was already shaping itself on her lips, when she became aware that his demeanour was threatening, and she recalled his formidable outbreak in the lounge a short while ago. Reluctantly, she gave way.

"Excusez, Messieurs, un instant," she said, turning towards the young man.

 

"She asks them to excuse her," thought Salomonsohn in a fury. "She did not ask me to excuse her

when she left me alone in the lounge. They treat me as if I were a dog, a doormat on which they wipe their feet! Who can blame them? Who can blame them so long as I put up with it?"

 

As soon as husband and wife were alone, she waited with raised eyebrows. He stood before her

like a schoolboy before the master, his lips atremble.

"Well," she said at last; "what is it?"

"I won't have it. I . . . I . . . won't have it," he stammered. "I forbid you . . . forbid you to

associate with these people."

"What people?" she asked indignantly, pretending she did not understand.

"That crowd in there," he fumed, nodding his head towards the music room. "I won't have it."

"Why not, if you please?"

"Always this inquisitorial tone," he thought bitterly; "just as if I were her servant." Aloud, he

went on: "I have my own reasons, very definite reasons. I won't have it. You must not allow Erna to

speak to those men. I can't tell you all I know."

"I shall do as I think best," she answered imperiously. "To my thinking, the three gentlemen are

well-bred, very much so, far better society than we are accustomed to at home."

 

 

"Better society! These loafers; these ..." anger choked his utterance. He stamped on the floor, say-

ing once more: "I won't have it! I forbid you! Do you understand?"

"No," she coldly responded, "I don't understand.

I cannot see why I should deprive Erna of her pleasures."

 

"Her pleasures! Her pleasures!" He staggered as if he had been struck; his face grew red; his hand

convulsively gripped his stick. Then he mastered his feelings, stepped up closer to her, and spoke imploringly: "You misunderstand me. I want nothing for myself. I ask you only (and it is the first time for years that I have asked anything of you) that we should leave this place instantly. I don't care where we go. Florence, perhaps, or Rome; one place is as good as another. You can choose – so long as we get away from here this very day. I can't bear it any longer."

 

"Today?" She puckered her brows, and her tone was utterly unsympathetic. "Leave to-day? What on

earth are you talking about? Simply because you find these gentlemen uncongenial. You don't need to associate with them."

 

He stood there holding up his hands in supplication.

"I can't bear it, I tell you. I can't bear it. Don't ask me why, but believe me when I tell you that I can't bear it. Just this once, do something to please me. Just this once!"

 

From the music room came the sound of the piano once more. In spite of herself, she was moved by his appeal. How ridiculous he looked as he stood there, the short, thick-set man, his face flushed as if from an apoplectic fit, his eyes distraught, his tremulous hands uplifted. He was a pitiful object, yet so grotesque that her momentary surge of kindliness was checked.

"Quite out of the question," she said with decision. "We have pledged ourselves to this excursion

for the afternoon. Nor can we leave tomorrow, seeing that we have taken our rooms here for three

weeks. We can't make ourselves ridiculous. I see no reason for leaving, so I shall stay here with

Erna..”

 

"You don't mind my going? Of course I should only interfere with your pleasures if I stayed!"

He cut her short with this sarcasm. He squared his shoulders, his bulky frame was erect for once;

his fists were clenched; his temples throbbed. He seemed ready to strike. Suddenly he turned on his heel, strode to the staircase, and hastened upstairs as though the devil himself were behind

him.

 

Salomonsohn raced up the stairs. His one object was to get quickly to his own room, where he would be able to master his anger, and would be safe from doing anything foolish. Just as he reached the upper story he was seized with a violent pain, and, deadly pale, had to lean against the wall for support. How agonizing it was! He set his teeth, lest he should

scream. He knew well enough what it was; gallstone colic, one of those terrible paroxysms he had often had of late – though never before such a martyrdom as this.

 

"No excitement," the doctor had said. The words recurred to him now, amid the pain.

"No excitement!" he repeated grimly. "An easy thing to say! But how can I avoid excitement when … Oh!…  Oh!"

He winced, and could scarcely forebear from screaming at the intensity of the pain. He dragged himself along to his private sitting-room, and collapsed on to the couch, burying his teeth in one of the cushions. As soon as he lay down, the pain began to abate.

"I ought to have a poultice," he reminded himself; "and take my drops, then I'd soon be all right

again."

But the medicine was in his bedroom, and there was no one at hand to fetch it for him. He had not the strength to go for it himself, or even to get across the sitting-room and ring the bell.

"No one to help me! I shall die alone in one of these attacks. There must be something more amiss

than gallstones. These are the pains of imminent 'death. My days are over. No specialists, no health

resorts, are of any use to me, now. Death is gnawing at my vitals. Even if a few years of life remain,

they will not really be life, but only a living death. After all, when have I had any real life? Life lived for myself . . . What has life been for me? Money grubbing, nothing else. Getting money for others; and what use is the money to me now? I took to myself a wife. She came to me as a maiden, and she bore me a daughter. Year after year we breathed the same air, lying beside one another in bed. What has happened to her now? I can hardly recognize her face. I do not know her voice. She talks to me as if I were a stranger, and never gives a thought to all that I feel and suffer and think. Year by year she has become more estranged from me. I have a daughter, too, flesh of my flesh. When she was born, I thought: 'Here begins a new life for me; brighter and happier than the life of my own body has been. Now I shall not wholly die.' My daughter! At night she throws herself into a stranger's arms. . . . I shall die alone, as I have lived alone. For the others, I am as good as dead already! God! God! Never have I been so hopelessly alone."

 

The bodily pain was worse and better by turns. The mental pain knew no remission. His thoughts

were more pitiless than any gall-stones could be. If only he could stop thinking! He had torn open coat and waistcoat, and, as he lay there, his distended belly quivered under the shirt. Cautiously, he

pressed the painful spot. "Nothing is left of me but this place which hurts. I own nothing in the world but my illness, my death. Wife and child and home and business – these are nothing to me now. The only real thing is this thing beneath my fingers where it hurts. All the rest is folly, is vanity, is unmeaning. What hurts, hurts no one but me. My cares trouble no one but me. Erna and her mother no longer understand me, and I no longer understand them. Lonely, how lonely is a

man's life! Never before has this been brought home to me so fully. Now, when I am lying alone here, and when death is waiting for me, when I am sixty-five years old and the end is close at hand, and when these womenfolk of mine are dancing or wantoning, I realize at length that I have lived only for them, who give me no thanks for it; realize that never, even for an hour, have I lived for myself. Why should I give them a thought, seeing that they do do not give me a thought? Better to die than to ask them for sympathy! What have I to do with them, now?"

 

By degrees the pain grew easier. The hand that had seemed to be twisting his vitals was relaxing

its grip. A dull discomfort persisted, though no longer acute enough to be called pain. Something still gnawed within, though sensation was blunted. He lay with his eyes closed, taking note of this unceasing discomfort. What had been a weapon piercing him was no longer so sharp; yet it was still at work. Slowly, very slowly, it was making an end of him. The whole current of his life, everything that he had loved, was being absorbed into this consuming fire, was smouldering, and would soon be nothing more than a charred remnant of indifference. What was happening to him, as he lay so still, passionately reminiscent of his life? An end? Something was about to end. What was it? His thoughts turned inward questioningly.

 

Gradually, by slow degrees, began the failure of his heart. His eyes closed, the old man lay in the twilight room. He was half awake, but was sinking into the realm of dreams. In the confusion of his senses betwixt sleep and waking, it seemed to him as if somewhere within (from a wound which no longer hurt and which he had received without knowing it) something warm and moist were trickling – as if he were bleeding to death inwardly. This invisible flow was not painful; the current was gentle and almost imperceptible. Slowly, drop by drop, like warm tears, came the stream; and each drop fell into his heart.

 

Tonelessly, silently, this hidden heart was sucking up the strange current. This heart sucked it up like a sponge, grew heavier and heavier, swelling up within the narrow chamber of his chest. Filled, and overfilled, the heart, so he fancied, was slowly dragging downwards, straining the ligaments, tearing the muscles, heavily labouring, huge now in size, dragging downwards by its own weight.

 

At length (ah, how it hurt!) it dragged itself away from its attachments, and began to sink. Slowly, slowly, without violence, it loosed itself from the fibres of the flesh; very slowly, not like a stone, not like a falling fruit; no! like a sponge, saturated with moisture, it sank deeper, ever deeper, down into a warm vacancy, down somewhere into a realm of non-existence, outside himself, a broad and endless night. Of a sudden it became terribly still in the place where this warm and throbbing heart had been; emptiness yawned there, sinister and chill. No more beating, no more dripping; all was motionless and dead within.

Black and empty like a coffin, his shuddering breast arched itself around this incomprehensible nonentity.

 

So convincing was the vision betwixt sleep and waking, that Salomonsohn, when he came to himself once more, involuntarily began to finger the left side of his chest, to feel if his heart were still beating there. Yes, God be thanked for it, the dull and rhythmical pulses were still perceptible-and yet he could not chase away the conviction that they were pulses in the void, and that his heart had vanished. For (how strange!) all the connexions between himself and his body had been, as it were, loosened. No pain, now, to trouble him; no reminiscent twitching of tortured nerves. All within was without sensation, as if he had been turned to stone.

 

"What has happened? Just now I was in agony. Just now I was racked in every fibre. What has

happened to me?" He explored his inner man once more, in quest of the sensations of his vision. They had vanished!

Nothing was left of them! Nothing hurt; nothing flowed. This bodily inner man of his must be as

empty as a shell of a tree whose inward substance has been destroyed by fire. Surely he must be dead already, or dead in part? This body must be the body of a corpse. He feared to touch it with his

warm and living hand.

 

With his attention thus concentrated on the lack of inward sensations, the old man paid no heed to

the passing of the hours, did not hear the recurrent striking of the church clock as the tones resounded across the lake and made their way in through the window. Night had fallen, and the square of the window had been merged in the general blackness.

He did not see the coming of the darkness, having eyes only for the darkness within, and ears only for the inward silence which was like the silence of the tomb.

 

At length he was recalled to the outer world. He heard merry laughter in the next room, from

which a ray of light streamed in, for the door was ajar.

"My wife! Erna!" Salomonsohn started. "In a moment they will find me on this sofa, and will ask

me tiresome questions."

 

Hastily, he buttoned up his waistcoat and coat. He need not mention his attack to them. What concern was it of theirs? But neither his wife nor Erna came into the room. They were in a hurry. The dinner gong was booming for the third time. They were changing with all possible speed; through the half-open door he could measure their progress. He heard them opening drawers; heard their rings clinking as they laid them on the wash-stand; heard their shoes drop on the floor. Meanwhile they were talking to one another; he could hear every word. At first they spoke merrily about their excursion, and about their companions on the outing; trivial

chatter in the interstices of the toilet. Then came a reference to himself.

 

"What on earth's become of Dad?" asked Erna wonderingly, thinking of him rather late in the day.

"I'm sure I don't know," answered the mother snappishly, irritated by the mere mention of him.

"I expect he's down in the hall reading for the hundredth time the money-market news in the

Frankfurter Zeitung. That's the only thing that interests him. I don't believe he's ever looked at

the lake! He doesn't like the place; told me so before lunch. He wanted us all to go away to-day."

"Go away to-day? Why?"

"How can I tell? I never understand what he wants, or why. He does not like the company here.

The gentlemen are obviously not to his taste; and I dare say he feels that he is not to theirs. It's

really disgraceful the way he goes about with his clothes all rumpled and his collar unfastened. I

wish you'd speak to him; ask him to tidy himself up a little, in the evenings at least. He pays heed

to what you say. Wasn't it awful this morning? I thought I should sink into the ground with shame when he flared out at the lieutenant just because the poor man offered him a light!"

"Yes, Mama, what was the matter with him? I meant to ask you before. I've never seen Dad like

that, and I was really frightened." 

"Oh, nothing but a fit of temper. I suppose the exchange has gone against him! But perhaps it was

because we were speaking French. It always upsets him when others are enjoying themselves. I don't think you noticed how he glowered at us when we were dancing, standing at the door like a murderer behind a tree, waiting to begin. Go away! Leave instantly! Simply because the fancy takes him! Even if he does not like the place, he might at least let us enjoy ourselves in our own way. Anyhow, I don't bother about his fancies, no matter what he says or does."

 

That was the end of the conversation. They had finished dressing. He heard the door into the passage open. The light was switched off. He lay very still. Though he had heard every word, he was unruffled. The machinery of anger seemed to have run down with the rest. Tranquilly he got up, went slowly and cautiously down the stairs, and seated himself at their table as if they

had been strangers.

 

He said not a word to them that evening; though neither of them seemed to notice the silence which

was like a clenched fist. Without a good-night, he left them, went upstairs to bed, switched off the light. It was a long while before his wife came, in cheerful mood after a lively conversation. Believing him to be asleep, she undressed in the dark. Soon, from the rhythmical breathing, he knew she was asleep.

 

Thus left to himself once more, the old man stared open-eyed into the boundless vacancy of the

night. Near him in the darkness lay something, some one, breathing heavily. He found it hard to

persuade himself that this body, sharing his room and breathing the same air as himself, was the body he had known young and ardent, the body which had borne him a daughter, the body with which he had been connected by the deepest mystery of the flesh.

 

From time to time he forced himself to remember that this warm, soft body which he could touch if

he chose to stretch out his hand, had once been a part of his very life. Strangely enough, however, the memory no longer aroused any feeling. He listened to his wife's breathing as indifferently as he listened to the rhythmical sound that came in through the open window, the murmur of the ripples on the shore. The one, like the other, was remote and unessential. His wife no longer had part or lot in his existence.

 

Once, indeed, he started at a gentle and furtive sound, the opening of the door of Erna's bedroom.

"Again to-night!"

The thought came like a stab in the heart he had believed to be dead. The nerves could still feel a

little. They were dying, but their end had not yet come. Soon the pang was over.

"Let her do what she likes! What does it matter to me?"

Relaxing tension, he lay back. The cool, blue darkness enveloped him, invaded all his senses. Soon heslumbered.

 

When his wife awoke in the morning, he was already dressed, in hat and overcoat.

"What are you doing? Going out? It's early!"

She spoke drowsily.

He did not turn towards her, but went on unconcernedly packing his valise.

"Don't you remember? I'm going home. I am taking a few necessaries with me. You can send the

rest after me."

His wife was alarmed. What could be the matter with him? She had never heard him speak in such

a tone before, so coldly, clearly, and decisively. She sat up, and swung her legs out of bed.

"You can't go away alone like this. Wait a little, and we will come with you. I have already spoken

to Erna about it."

He shook his head.

"No, no; don't bother."

Without looking round, he made for the door.

In order to turn the handle, he had to put down the valise for a moment. As he did so, memories rushed back into his mind. How many thousand times had he put down his box of samples in this way when leaving a stranger's room, before departing with a servile bow, and the expression of a hope for further orders? But in this case there was no business to be done, so he left without a greeting. Making no sign, saying not a word, he picked up the valise, passed through the door, and closed it behind him, shutting it upon his past life.

 

Mother and daughter were unable to understand what had happened. The brusqueness and resolution of his departure made them uneasy. They hastened to write to him. The letters they directed to their home in southern Germany were almost affectionate. They asked anxiously whether he had had a comfortable journey, and whether he had got back safely. They declared their readiness to come home whenever he liked. He did not answer. They wrote more urgently; then they wired. Still no answer. When, in one of the letters, they said they needed money, the sum asked for came by return – a post-office order, despatched from the office with a type-written covering letter from the firm. No personal greeting!

 

This enigmatical behaviour hastened their homecoming. Although they had wired to announce the

time of their arrival, there was no one to meet them at the station, and on reaching home they found that no preparations had been made. The servants said that the master had left the telegram on the table without giving any orders. In the evening, when they were at supper, they heard the front door open. They jumped up, and ran out into the hall. Old Salomonsohn stared at them in amazement, having obviously forgotten their wire. With no sign of feeling, he allowed his daughter to embrace him, went with the two women into the dining-room, and let them tell him their adventures. He asked no questions; sat silently pulling at his cigar; answered in monosyllables; and paid little heed to what they were saying. He might have been a sleep-walker. Then he got up heavily and went to his room.

 

Matters went on like this for several days. Vainly did his wife, very much perturbed, try to thrash

matters out with him. The more energetic her onslaughts, the more stubborn was his silence. The

doors were bolted and barred; he was inaccessible; the passages had been walled up. He continued to eat at the same table with them. When there were guests, he would sit there buried in his own thoughts. He took no part in the life of the household. Any visitor who, in the course of conversation, chanced to look him in the eyes had a painful experience, for Salomonsohn gazed through the other as if no one were there.

 

Even the most casual acquaintances could not fail to notice the old man's growing strangeness. The

friends began to nudge one another when they met him in the street. Salomonsohn was one of the

wealthiest men in the town, but he crept along beside the wall as though he were a beggar, his hat

awry and out of shape, his coat soiled with tobacco ash. He tottered as he walked, and muttered to himself. When any one greeted him, he looked askance; and when a passer-by tried to enter into conversation, he stared vacantly at the speaker and forgot to shake hands. At first people thought he

must be deaf, and they repeated their words in a louder tone. The real trouble was that it took time

to arouse him from his self-centred meditations; and even when he engaged in conversation, he would speedily relapse into abstraction. When this happened, the light died out of his eyes; he would turn away, and resume his faltering progress, unaware of his interlocutor's surprise. He was wholly self-absorbed, and other human beings had ceased to exist for him. He never asked after any one's health. At home, he failed to notice his wife's dull despair, and his daughter's hopeless perplexity. He did not read the newspaper, and did not listen to what others were saying. Not for a moment could ideas from outside make their way through the gloomy barrier of indifference. He was estranged even from what had been the very centre of his world. He went to the office for a time, seated himself at his desk, apparently waiting to put his signature to letters. But when his secretary left a pile of unsigned letters ready to his hand, and came back an hour later, he would find Salomonsohn staring into vacancy across the unread documents. In the end, he realized that his coming was superfluous, and he stayed away entirely.

 

What surprised the whole town more than anything was this. Salomonsohn, who had never been

famed for strictness in religious observances, had now turned pious. Though he was indifferent to all other matters, broke his appointments, and was late at meals, he never failed to turn up punctually at the synagogue. Robed in his talith and wearing a black silk cap, he stood always in the same spot, the one where his father had stood before him, swaying rhythmically in time with the chants. In this sparsely frequented place, where the unfamiliar words came droningly to his ears, he was most effectively alone. A sort of peace took possession of his mind, mastering the dull confusion that usually prevailed. When prayers for the dead were being intoned, when the friends and relatives of the departed were performing their sad duty, repeatedly bowing, and imploring God's mercy for the deceased, the old man's eyes would grow dim with tears. He was the last of his line. No one would say a prayer for him when he was gone. That was why he now prayed so devoutly, thinking of himself as a dead man.

 

Late one evening, when he was on his way home from an aimless wandering, it began to rain heavily. As usual, he had forgotten to take his umbrella. For a very small outlay he could have driven home in a cab. There were porches and awnings offering shelter. But he walked on unheeding through the downpour. A pool of water collected in the top of his misshapen hat; streams dripped from his drenched sleeves. He held on his way, the only pedestrian in the deserted street. He was wet to the skin, and looked more like a tramp than the master of a fine villa when he reached the door of his house.

 

At this moment, a motor with glaring lights pulled up, splashing him with liquid mud. The door of the car opened, and from the lighted interior a gentleman stepped out hastily and put up an umbrella to protect a lady, who followed with a second man. It was Salomonsohn's wife. Startled at encountering her husband at this moment and in such guise, she involuntarily turned away her eyes.

The old man was quick to understand; she was ashamed of him in the presence of her guests. Tranquilly, and without any sense of bitterness, wishing to spare her the discomfort of having to introduce him, he walked on a few steps to the servants' entrance, by which he humbly made his way into the house.

 

Thenceforward he continued to use the servants' entrance, where he could be sure of not meeting any of his wife's friends. He gave no trouble there, and no one troubled him. He stayed away from the dining-room. An elderly maidservant brought him his meals in his own room. If his wife or Erna tried to join him there, his embarrassed but invincible antipathy made it impossible for them to persist. At length they decided to leave him to himself, to ignore him, as he ignored everything and everybody.

 

Through the walls he could hear the sound of laughter and music in the rooms he no longer entered, could hear the coming and going of carriages and cars far on into the night. So apathetic was he, that he never looked out of the window. What concern were they of his, these comings and goings?

Only the dog came upstairs from time to time and lay down beside the forgotten man's bed.

 

In the dead heart, there was no longer a capacity for suffering, but in the man's body the black mole

was burrowing, tearing its way through the quivering flesh. From week to week, the attacks became

more frequent; and when his doctors at length proposed an exploratory operation, he made no demur. The specialist, wishing to soften the blow, said that "perhaps" the time had come for operation. Salomonsohn was not alarmed. He only smiled cheerlessly. Thank God, the end was near! Dying would soon be over. Death, the comforter, was at hand. 

 

He forbade the medical men to tell Erna or her mother what was impending, fixed the day for the

operation, and made ready. For the last time, he went to the office, where no one expected him, and

where all looked upon him as a stranger. Once more he seated himself on the leather-covered high stool he had used for thirty years. Having written a cheque, he took it to the presiding elder of the synagogue, who was astonished at the figure. After providing for his funeral and his tombstone, the money was to be spent in works of charity. He left hastily, to escape outpourings of gratitude, dropped his hat as he stumbled away, and did not trouble to pick it up.

 

Bareheaded, with gloomy eyes and jaundiced face, he made his way to the cemetery in order to visit his parents' grave. Some idlers watched him curiously as he talked for a long time to the weather-beaten tombstones, apostrophizing them as though they were human beings. Was he paying his respects to them, or was he asking their blessing? No one could hear the words, but his lips could be seen moving, and his head was bowed in prayer. At the cemetery gate, the beggars thronged round him, for he was well known to every one. He searched his pockets for coins and notes, and had distributed all his ready cash, when an old crone came hobbling up and whined for alms. He turned out his pockets once more, but there was nothing left. Then the pressure of something hard and heavy on one of his fingers riveted his attention. A thought struck him. He drew off his wedding ring and bestowed it upon the beggar woman. Thus stripped of all his personal belongings

and utterly alone did the old man go to place himself under the knife.

 

When he came to from the aesthetic, the doctors, who knew his condition to be desperate, summoned his wife and daughter. He opened his eyes laboriously.

 

"Where am I?" he said, staring at the white walls. Erna bent affectionately over him. The light of

recognition beamed in his eyes. It was his beloved daughter! His lips began to shape themselves into a kindly smile. Greatly moved by this token of joy, which had so long been absent, she stooped lower to kiss her father's cheek.

 

Who can say what recalled the memory of all that had estranged him from her? Perhaps the scent

she used had aroused an association in his benumbed brain. A sudden and dreadful change came over his features. His pale lips were now set in an expression of fierce hostility. His hand beneath the coverlet was working convulsively to free itself, as if to push away something hateful. His wounded body quivered with excitement.

 

"Away! Away!" The syllables were barely articulate, but unmistakable. So fierce was the enmity

shown by the dying man, that the doctor hastily motioned the women from the room.

"Mr. Salomonsohn is delirious," he whispered. "You had better leave him to himself."

 

As soon as they had gone, an expression of drowsy calm replaced that of anger. The dying man breathed quietly for a time, and then the death-rattle began. He no longer had strength to draw the sorrowful breath of life. In a few minutes, the shattered heart had failed.
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