
        
            
                
            
        

    






  



PAUL LEPPIN






Severin’s Journey into the Dark

 
a prague ghost story

 
 
Translated from the German by Kevin Blahut 
 
 
Twisted Spoon Press
Prague



English translation copyright (c) 1993 by Kevin Blahut
 Copyright (c) 1993 by Twisted Spoon Press
 Cover photograph copyright (c) 2001 by Ervina Bokova-Drtikolova

All rights reserved. This book, or parts thereof, may not be used or reproduced in any form, except in the context of reviews, without written permission from the Publisher.

 Originally published in German in 1914 by Delphin-Vergal in Munich Germany as Severins Gang in die Finsternis. Ein Prager Gespensterroman. 

 Cover photograph by Frantisek Drtikol reprinted by permission of the Museum of Decorative Arts in Prague First published in English in 1993 by Twisted Spoon Press
 P.O. Box 21—Preslova 12, 150 21 Prague 5, Czech Republic

 www.twistedspoon.com

 ISBN 978-80-901257-2-8 (paperback)
 ISBN 978-80-86264-66-0 (e-book) 










Book 1 

 One Year of Severin’s Life








I


It was the autumn of Severin’s twenty-fourth year. In the afternoons he came home exhausted by tormenting office work, threw himself on the black leather sofa in his room, and slept until nightfall. As soon as the lanterns were lit, he went out onto the street. The sun only shone on his paths through the city during the long and burning days of summer, or on Sundays, when the entire day belonged to him and, during his wanderings, he thought of the short time he had spent as a student.

 After two or three semesters Severin had given up his studies and found a job. In the mornings he sat in the miserable office and held his sickly, beardless young face bent over the rows of figures. A nervous and unhealthy discontent crept through his body with the room’s chill, and unrest awoke within him. The relentless monotony made his hands tremble. A disturbing weariness bored into his temples and, with his fingers, he pushed his eyeballs into his head until they started to hurt.

For an entire rainy October week he had not seen Zdenka. Every day her letters begged him to come to her, but he pushed them aside with irritation and did not answer them. Zdenka could not fulfill the wishes that had begun to stir in the half-articulated rhythm of his blood. A tense expectation, a singular and unruly curiosity, always came over him when, numbed by sleep, he stepped onto the street in the evening. With his eyes wide open he looked into the city, where people were moving like phantoms. The noise of the carriages and the rattling of the trams blended with the voices of the people to make a harmonious clamor in which a distinct cry or shout occasionally sounded. He listened with careful attention, as though something important were eluding him. His favorite streets were the ones that lay apart from the great commotion. When he squinted and looked through his half-closed eyelids the houses took on a fantastic appearance. He walked past the walls of the large gardens that enclosed the hospitals and institutes. He was struck by the smell of decaying leaves and damp earth. He knew of a church somewhere nearby. In the early evening it was usually deserted here, although someone would pass by from time to time. Severin stood in the shadows of the balconies and wondered why his heart was pounding.

Was it because of this city, with its dark facades, the silence over its large squares, its decayed passion? He always felt as though invisible hands were brushing against him. He remembered days when he had gone into neighborhoods he had long known and been comfortable in and found them completely unfamiliar. On Sunday mornings he had sometimes passed the hospital for incurables and the Karlshof Kirche as he descended the Sluper Grunde. He was astonished to think that he had lived here since childhood. When the sun shone and glittered on the crumbling steps, it made him think of the winter evenings when the snow floated into the streets and the lamps shimmered in the puddles of slush. It seemed to him that he was marked by a curse. Within him grew an angry longing to free himself of the curse and transform it.

He often believed he had to despair in the face of his own wretchedness. There was a bitterness in him that clung to feeble imprecations, and a lethargy that longed for accursed hours. Zdenka knew nothing about any of this. Unhappily, with his lips pressed together and the collar of his coat upturned, he walked through the city along streets that led indirectly to the Moldau, where she was waiting for him.

For years he had made his way to school along the long bustling street where he was now walking. Here, on his way home, he had smoked his first cigarette and discussed the great battles that were fought against the Czech boys in the old fortifications of Weinberge. He had never distinguished himself as a great hero or leader in these conflicts, but neither had he betrayed his cowardice. For him, offering his brow to the stones hurled by the enemy had a voluptuous and puzzling allure. Here the stories of knights and adventures of sailors that he read at home became a small but genuine reality that brought heat to his face and hands and stifled his breath in mute agitation. Since that time his youth had contained no experience of equal worth. But the blind compulsion that had driven him to the skirmishes in the abandoned fortifications had grown beyond all proportion over the years and began to press at his throat. Sometimes he was overcome by a senseless fear and a horror that his life would amount to nothing. Since he had become an adult and started earning his own bread, bleak and vapid walls had risen around him and blocked his view. All around, everywhere he looked, he saw dull and mundane convention. He went to the office early in the morning and went home at noon; the rest of the day he spent sleeping. He felt like someone standing in a pit with a shovel. He digs and digs, but the fine, pliable sand keeps running back and filling the hole.

As a child he had owned a book that had never completely left his thoughts. It was the first volume of a novel about the Hussite wars. The second volume was missing, but Severin did not bother to look for it. The way the book ended, in the middle of the course of great events, seemed perfect to him. There were gypsies who had a robbers’ den in the crevices of the Devil’s Wall near Hohenfurt, savage warriors who threw dice for their girls in taverns, moonlit nights when people dug in forests for the mandrake root. There was a magic garden where malformed dwarves mocked those who had lost their way, where marvelous grottoes opened and clanging metal lions sank into the depths when someone approached. And the comet shone blood red in the sky and there was war in Bohemia. Severin thought of this book as he went to meet Zdenka.

On Karlsplatz it was silent except for a few pairs of lovers whispering behind the bushes. Severin pushed his foot through the dead leaves on the path. The electric lamps were already burning and hung over the trees like moons. Severin looked for the first stars between the lights. An unpleasant restlessness held him captive and drove him back to the park, although Zdenka was already waiting for him. He took his hat in his hand and the wind dampened his hair. The clock on the tower of the Ministry of Justice struck, and the chimes echoed slowly through the boughs. Severin listened to them with a bitter heart. A soft and feeble desire for a radiant and intense life like the one described in the chapters of the book leapt within his soul. A colossal and violent existence rose before him in fiery light. Beyond the edge of Karlsplatz he felt the city.

Severin stepped out of the dim light of the park and into the next street. Again he listened carefully to the sounds and tried to make out people’s voices. He began to feel an awareness that people are what give life meaning, that they were connected to everything that he fancied to be splendor and meaning and awe. Nights of comets and tremors and the mysteries of the heart. With exquisite fright he thought of the evening when he and a friend had gone to see a performance by a suburban Czech theatre. He had never been very particular about such entertainments. The cloying sentimentality that the audience of lowbrows and philistines had cooed over was the right stimulus for his senses as well. In the gestures of the pathetic comedians and the laughter and tears of the badly made-up women he detected more of the hot and neglected desires of his soul than he did anywhere else. A girl who had moved the crowd with her disappointed love had attracted his attention. In the way she turned her slender body, in the lines of her shoulders and throat, there was much that reminded him of Zdenka. He had gone home in a state of peculiar and unacknowledged confusion. It was the feeling that always plagued him during the pauses in the music in cafes, when he listened into the self-conscious silence, or when, reluctant and tense, he loitered on streetcorners in the evening. The feeling that something was close to him, something so strong and corporeal that it made the air begin to tremble softly, and yet was impossible to grasp.

Ferdinandstrasse shone before him, and the glare from the shopwindows blinded him. It was already late and he began to hurry. He saw Zdenka standing by the National Theatre, and her sweet face greeted him from the crowd, smiling.






II

 
That was also the autumn when Severin made the acquaintance of Lazarus Kain. He had his shop in the upper part of Stephansgasse, not far from the large botanical garden. The rust-flecked covers of yellowed brochures and the worn cloth bindings behind the glass panes of the display case told passersby that there was a bookstore here. Over the door, on a sign christened by snow and rain, the word “Antiquariat” stood in faded letters under the name of the owner.

The store was low and narrow and was lit by a gas-flame even by day. But it could be very comfortable here during the winter, when the iron oven in the corner glowed almost red from heat, and behind the reading desk Lazarus leafed through bulging catalogues or taught tricks to his raven Anton. During the holiday months and early autumn he did nothing with the business. He would leave his daughter behind in the shop and make excursions into the surrounding area. He walked up and down the street with small steps and looked at the upper stories of the houses. The gaslight in the shop had weakened his eyes, and he was a little shortsighted. He looked at the servant girls and watched how they leaned their robust breasts against the windowsills and shook the dust from the tablecloths down into the street. The blood rose in his yellow face and he blinked. Sometimes he also stopped by the column of St. Adelbert and followed the nurses from the nearby maternity ward with his glances. Right next door stood the shabby rooms of The Poison Shanty. Lazarus remembered the evenings when the medical students used to gather here and dance with the midwives. Occasionally he had also stopped to visit, and had watched the festivities from a corner. Now the tavern had changed owners and the pub was completely abandoned except for a few Czech youths who played ninepins in the neglected garden, and a sullen waitress who served the guests cheerless beer in cracked glasses.

He often sat in the small Pilsner bar across from Stephanskirche. It was not very lively here either on the summer mornings when he visited. The priests from the nearby deanery waited until later to come and have their lunches. Lazarus sat by the window, behind the green draperies, and admired the fine ankles of the girls who hurried past. He already had nearly half a century behind him, but women were still his greatest passion. At home, on the high shelves of his bookshop, he kept many costly volumes for connoisseurs and his best customers. Dangerous and shameless novels, French and German private editions, copperplate engravings, rare translations from the time of Restif de la Bretonne. He clung to these treasures with an infatuated tenderness, often taking them out to amuse himself and stroking their pages with his fingers. He sold them only unhappily and for high prices, and felt genuine sorrow when he saw them in the hands of buyers; it was as though they took part of a beloved estate with them when they left the building. He loved only two things more than these books: the raven Anton, an old and disheveled beast that had kept him company in the bookshop for years, and his daughter Susanna.

It was in the small pub across from the church that Severin first met Lazarus Kain. Outside the bells in the tower began striking for Sunday mass, and both of them watched the thoughtful young women who walked past the tavern window, prayer books in hand. Then Lazarus moved his glass closer to Severin’s and began to speak. His withered face became animated when he talked, and his cheeks burned beneath his short side-whiskers. He talked about the cold and unimaginative temperament of the modern age, in which the pursuit of money had killed the joy of desire. And with twinkling eyes, in which a secret delight glittered, he spoke about his favorite world, on which he had hung his aging heart, the France of the eighteenth century. His stories of the Hunting Park period of Louis XV had color and charm, and an envious longing made his voice tremble when he told Severin — who was listening closely — about Madame Janus, the brilliant procuress who had astounded even the Paris of that time with new and inventive pleasures.

That will never come again — he said, and his words contained a sincere lament. For a while they both sat quietly in the half-dark of the pub and brooded over the amorous marvels of past ages, while across the street the church-bells fell silent and only a golden humming remained in the air, constantly becoming softer and more delicate, and finally inaudible. Lazarus had turned his face back to the window, and Severin looked furtively at his bald skull and Jewish profile, which was torn by countless wrinkles. He was overcome by the suspicion that this man experienced a similar malady to his own, that he suffered from an unappeased passion which had fled from a narrow and senseless life into old books. He was seized by compassion for the old man, who had wasted years of his life looking at dead pictures. They conversed for a while longer, and Lazarus told him about his daughter and the raven. As he was leaving, he invited Severin to visit him in his shop.

Severin responded to the invitation within the next few days. Susanna was sitting on a low upholstered chair next to the oven. The days were still fine and the book dealer had no fire burning. Nevertheless a drizzling chill entered the houses on that street after sunset. Susanna had thrown a black shawl over her shoulders, and the gaslight danced on the pages of the open book in her lap. Lazarus stood behind the counter and greeted Severin without surprise. His naked head shone in the light as he bent over a few valuable curios and examined them with a magnifying glass. Severin listened to his explanations patiently, and looked distractedly over at Susanna, who was silently reading her book. Her brown hair was parted smoothly and the shadows of her long lashes played over her cheeks. Once she raised her face and their glances met.

From that time on Severin went to see Lazarus Kain often. The thought of the young Jewess would not let him sleep. Actually, Susanna was not beautiful. But an intriguing flame flickered in her eyes, in sharp contrast to her quiet mouth. In their velvet depths smoldered a treacherous devotion that disconcerted and excited him. Sometimes he had seen stars flicker like that when, worn out by an incomprehensible compulsion, he looked up into the sky as he made his way home late at night. Severin sought her eyes behind the smoke of his cigarette, behind her father’s bald avian head, behind the quick flutters of the raven, which jumped from one corner of the room to another as if in a cage. Susanna presented her eyes to him with an inexplicable seriousness, without ever taking part in the conversation or speaking a word to him. When he addressed her, her answers were curt and indifferent. This bothered him and made him stop trying. He continued speaking with Lazarus, and let him show him lithographs and photogravures.

One day when Susanna was not there, Lazarus promised Severin to introduce him at Doctor Konrad’s. He brought out the proposal cautiously, like the last part of a guarded confession. And in response to Severin’s amazed questions, he told him about the large atelier in one of the new buildings that were being constructed on the former site of the hovels of the Jewish Quarter. Here, with the last remains of a fortune that had been significant years before, Doctor Konrad had rented a painter’s workshop, which in reality served for entirely different purposes. Tapestries and potted palms gave the room an exotic appearance, and a few picture frames in the corner, an easel, and some studies of heads that were turned to the wall indicated the occupant’s metier. In reality it had been a long time since Doctor Konrad had touched a palette. He lay for hours on the comfortable Turkish sofa, rolled perfumed cigarettes in his hand, and let his servant bring him French cognac with seltzer. Sometimes he also listened to his mistress as she wearily strummed the mandolin. She was a blonde and spoiled creature named Ruschena. A swarm of guests came in the afternoons: Young gentlemen in dinner-jackets, with mouse-gray spats and patent leather shoes; old and experienced playboys in elegant street clothes, the ivory knobs of their riding crops at their mouths; artists with slouch hats and dirty linen; models in silk blouses and tight skirts who spent their free time here, drinking Doctor Konrad’s sweet liqueurs; and now and then a girl or a woman from better society, one shy and uncertain, the other with more impudence than was really necessary, brought here by the polymorphous attraction a dissolute life has to outsiders. That was what Lazarus talked about, and Severin guessed everything else from the old man’s suppressed excitement and fidgeting hands.

When he went back outside he met Susanna in the fog of the evening street. She looked at him with a smile, and his body began to shake, as though in terror. He took her warm hand mechanically, without flinching.

Come — she said to him, the smile still on her lips. He went with her into the house, where the stairs lay in darkness. Then he kissed her throat, which her dress left open to the nape of her neck.

Your father is downstairs in the shop — he said. Susanna only nodded and led him over the narrow steps and through the corridor into her room.




III

 
Last winter, on a clear and frosty evening, Zdenka had fallen in love with Severin. They had both been walking aimlessly among the bustling people, and the street had brought them together. The small locomotives of the chestnut vendors stood with red eyes on the edge of the roadway. A few reeling snowflakes fell slowly and distinctly in the lamplight. Zdenka looked at them and thought of the clear wings of the midges that floated around the shining spheres during the summer. She was still completely lost in thought when Severin spoke to her. But then she laughed cheerfully. And when she looked into his handsome young face, made more attractive by the chill, her mood became light and joyous. They walked through the city together. They looked at the comical wares in the display windows of a toyshop, where a small train ran on real tracks, and admired the stuffed tiger that a carpet dealer had put in his window as an advertisement. They stopped in front of the icy windows of delicatessens, where golden sprats shone in white boxes. Then Severin bought dinner for both of them and she went with him to his bachelor lodgings.

Zdenka worked in an office until six o’clock. Both her parents were dead and she lived alone in a room on Old Town Square. A few times during the period of her unhappy youth when she had been forced to care for herself, she had given herself to strange men, and, crying while Severin kissed her, she apologized that he was not the first to whom she had offered her love. He accepted her trembling tenderness without petty jealousy, and later, when he saw that a passion was growing in her from the playful mood of that evening, it gave him no cause for concern. She was a comfort in the emptiness of his weary heart, which did not become entangled by the luster and devotion of her love. He listened to her when, with a singing contralto, she spoke of her happiness, and was gladdened by the inexperienced words she chose. But basically she left him cold. She had nothing of the consuming flame, the flash of lightning that his soul needed. She was a pretty and fanciful accident that occurred without force or consequence, something of no interest to him.

For Zdenka, however, her meeting with Severin had become a wonderful event. It had seized her with irresistible force when he took her to his apartment after a short time together on the street. And once she was his, she loved him with an awed and boundless devotion. The Slavic blood that expressed itself in hatred and insurrection among the men of her people brought forth a flood of enthusiasm in her, and now all the gates were opened to it. She was frightened that she could do nothing against it, and in her deepest heart she felt it with terror and bliss.

It was the beginning of beautiful days for her. She walked through the city with Severin in the way that he had been accustomed to for years. He taught her the sensitivity to noises and distant cries that was part of his nature. When she closed her eyes and let him lead her, she recognized the streets she was walking on by the smells of the stones and the pavement. He revealed the monotonous beauty of the suburban landscape, the wonder of Wyschehrad with its large stone gates and the memorial of St. Wenceslaus. She learned to love the Moldau when the lights from the riverbanks rocked on the water in the darkness and the smell of tar came from the suspension bridges. She sat with him in the pubs of the Kleinseite, and was enchanted by the exaggerated leisureliness of the old men as they drank their glasses of beer. In the thick cigar smoke the arches of the low roof and the pictures of Napoleon on the wall lost their borders in achromatic grayness. Together they went to the Vikarka on Hradschin, where, a few armlengths from the door, the cathedral rose into the heights with wonderful wall ornaments and stone figures in its niches. Gradually the Czech girl came to understand the city’s silent language, in which Severin was more fluent than she. She understood that, amid the city’s darkened walls, its towers and palaces, its strange decay, a suppressed unreality had become great within him, and that he always walked the streets with the feeling that today he would meet his destiny.

When spring and summer came, she stood with him by the ponds of the Baumgarten and fed the swans. She rode the ferry with him to Troja. They walked through the gates of the walled embankments and fortifications toward Pankraz, and sat together at the stone tables of a tavern in a garden where one-eyed Zizka had rested during the Bohemian wars. Not far off, the prison rose like a small city in the field, and the inmates worked on the lawn with spades. Beyond the one-story houses the street led into a nearby village and into the woods. The melody of the barrel organs blended with the sound from the poplars and the telegraph lines. Day-trippers came and the cabs threw up clouds of dust as they approached. Sometimes she and Severin also stopped at the street-tavern The Green Foxes. Years before, when Severin was still a child, they had had excellent beer and good food; many Germans used to come to the cabman’s bar. Now there was dancing here every Sunday and red and white flags fluttered over the door. A few steps further on there was the noise from a merry-go-round. Sometimes Zdenka and Severin sat on one of the golden swings and went for a ride. A man with high boots beat the drum and the children cheered. The band played the barcarole from The Tales of Hoffmann.

They were delightful hours for Zdenka. She hardly noticed when Severin became surly and reticent, and comforted herself with the next smile he gave her. But when autumn arrived and he became increasingly distant, she was more frightened than ever before. Sometimes she did not see him for days at a time. Silent, with sorrowful steps, she went home and sat in her little room. It was lively on the large square beneath her window, except for a few bellboys who were loitering on the corners. Zdenka waited until it had become completely dark. It was late in the evening when she lit her lamp.

With senseless and incomprehensible cruelty Severin had told her about Susanna. With cold eyes he searched her features for the tiny flame of jealousy while, in exhaustive detail, he described his adventure. It disappointed him that her love remained so resolute and unshaken and that no reproach stirred her lips. He thought of the girl in the theatre who had Zdenka’s mannerisms, and of the play in which she had appeared. How she had stood on the stage, thin and fragile, shaken by destiny! But none of this happened now. There was only a pain that flew over Zdenka’s face like a passing shadow, and he was not even sure he really saw it.

On Sundays they met less and less often. When they did, they usually went walking through the city’s parks, where the cold autumn flowers were already burning. The iron chairs in the municipal park stood in the damp sand, unused, and the kiosks that sold soda water were empty. Now and then they rode the funicular up the Hasenburg. Zdenka stopped in front of the Stations of the Cross, where people prayed every year on the night of Good Friday. The chapel of St. Laurenzius was also here. From up above it was possible to see the city in the late afternoon mist. A sluggish wind pushed the withered leaves into the stone gutters on the sides of the path. Zdenka stepped on the white berries that rolled onto the earth from the bushes. As a child the small pop they made when they burst had always made her happy. A soldier came toward them. He bent toward his girl and kissed her. Zdenka walked next to Severin with a soul full of tears.




IV

 
The guests had already gathered in Doctor Konrad’s atelier when Lazarus and Severin arrived. A blur of voices struck them from the cigarette smoke: the unfamiliar mix of German and Czech conversations, the affected laughter of the women. In the corner a few provocatively dressed young models were milling around a table and entertaining themselves with an Italian dice game. Next to blonde Ruschena, casually leaning against the doorpost and looking on, stood the wonderfully slender figure of a lady in a black velvet dress. Severin recognized her immediately. An image he had not thought of in a long time rose in his memory, as sharp and full of life as something that had just happened. As a schoolboy, in the year before his finishing examination, he had crossed Ferdinandstrasse one holiday morning while the beautiful world was making its promenade. She had attracted his attention with the large, blood-red ostrich feather in her hat, with her unusual, exquisite slenderness, with the charming and dangerous smile he saw only once after that, in a painting of the penitent Magdalene. A beautiful young man approached with a greeting and kissed her gloved fingers. This image had remained clinging to his senses and now clarified again: the festive liveliness of the street, the smooth sound of the rubber tires as the carriages drove over the pavement, and, in the middle of the bustle of people and made-up faces, the motion full of indescribable grace with which the strange woman gave her hand to the young dandy to kiss. After that he had come across her on a few occasions, fleeting and distant. Then for a long time he had not seen her. She was a singer from the National Theatre, who at that time had stood at the height of public favor. Now Kain, who had noticed Severin’s unwavering glance, told him her story. She had lost her voice as a result of an illness she had contracted from her lover. She had tried her luck on the stages in the country until it was no longer possible. Now she was back in Prague, and Kain had already seen her a few times at Doctor Konrad’s atelier.

In this circle it was not customary for the guests to be introduced to one another. Everyone came and went as he pleased. Nevertheless, when the master of the house greeted the newcomers, Severin asked him to take him to the lady in black. He stood in front of her and bowed when Doctor Konrad said his name. He searched her face for the charm of that moment. Then, when she offered him her hand, he took it and kissed it. She looked into his eyes with amazement and smiled. But it was no longer the smile he remembered. Her mouth was white and unrouged and was a little twisted by a forced apathy.

And where is the hat with the red ostrich feather? — Severin asked.

Oh — she exclaimed, astonished. She raised her head and turned it in circles, as though she were remembering a dream. Then she spoke slowly, and her words had a harsh sound, veiled by a light hoarseness:

The hat with the red feather — it’s been gone for a long time —

 
Severin spent the entire evening by Karla’s side. The noise of the conversations was constantly increasing, and blonde Ruschena, adorned and groomed like a doll, took out her mandolin. The young models had stopped playing the dice game. They sat at the table chattering, eating little sandwiches, and sipping the champagne the servant brought to them. Lazarus Kain had taken a seat near them and was telling anecdotes. A few of the men had come with their girls, who sat in the comfortable chairs of the atelier, chewing and showing their legs beneath their short skirts. An unbelievably gaunt man was sitting next to Doctor Konrad. He was wearing a fashionable frock coat and had a noble air about him. A succession of guests approached, and he told their fortunes from the lines of their palms. Severin went up to him and asked him to do the same. The gaunt man looked at him searchingly from behind his round glasses, and held Severin’s hand in front of his face longer than he had any of the others.

You have experienced a destiny — he said when he looked up again — a great destiny, what was it?

I haven’t experienced anything — Severin said, and pulled his arm away.

Then it will come — You have a hand to be feared.

Severin went back to his place and sat down next to Karla. He was angry that he had followed the book dealer and come up here with him. Lazarus sat with the laughing wenches and amused himself. His angular shoulders bounced and his small Jewish skull trembled. Severin listened to the uproar with a feeling of sadness and loathing. The thick tobacco smoke rose into the air in wide bands and wrapped itself around the light from lamps that hung from the ceiling by decoratively worked chains. Now and then Doctor Konrad went from one group to another and, with the exaggerated politeness of a Slav, played the host. He was a large man with a full beard and must have been about thirty years old. Under his dinner jacket he wore a bright, fantastic vest with blue buttons. His clever face had something of a Tartar beauty about it. Severin looked at him and tried to figure out why this man, whose title of doctor took on a strange sound in these surroundings, spent his days in extravagant and meaningless debaucheries. To him the erotic allure was missing from situations where a few models lifted their skirts above their knees with insolent grace, where pretty Ruschena played sentimental verses and indecent songs, where the champagne made the women drunk and old Lazarus exhausted his repertoire of stale jokes. More than ever he thirsted for a genuine life, one that bestowed flowers and terror and blew the daily round to pieces with its stormy jaws. Until now he had had to satisfy himself with surrogates. His relationship with Zdenka, which lacked any great form, the game with Susanna, and now the vulgar last dance in Konrad’s atelier, where, in an evil mood, he sat next to Karla. He looked at her from the side and studied the traces that a turbulent existence had engraved in her face. He knew that after a short time she would belong to him too, because a power emanated from him that attracted women and made them want to kiss his closed and silent mouth. Here too he noticed how they all smiled at him with languid eyes, how even blonde Ruschena looked at him with passionate glances. And next to him, on the chair’s upholstered arm, lay Karla’s narrow hand, which the handsome cavalier had kissed that time. She knew life and the theatre. He wanted to ask her if it was possible to create an artificial life that was deceptively similar to the real one and could be mastered. If it was possible to transform the days into tragedies, operettas with resonant and profound conclusions? What was the stage anyway? There it was also nothing but a game, and people cried and cheered and crimes occurred and dread beat its wings against paper walls. To make a destiny from the whims and individual desires of the heart, for one’s self and others, just as in the theatre one made landscapes and cities from wood and cardboard — was that so difficult?

But Karla only shook her head softly.

Why? Why? — Everything comes from within —

No! No! — Severin shouted — that’s not true!

In this scream there was an accusation without equal, an overheated desire many here recognized. It pounded like an echo against the atelier’s smoky walls. The room became quiet and the conversations stopped. Everyone looked at Severin. Ruschena put aside the mandolin and clung to his impassioned face with her eyes. Karla smoothed her black velvet dress with nervous fingers and leaned toward him. The fiery beauty of earlier days slowly awakened in her raw, lacerated voice, where it sounded like the tone from a cracked glass. She spoke about the radiance her life had had when she still wore the hat with the red ostrich feather. About the young man Severin had seen on the street that time, who had loved her. She spoke of the abysses and plains of fortune. She whispered and faltered, and suddenly the charming Magdalene smile he had been waiting for all evening was on her lips again.

Then a feverish joy came over him. He took his glass, touched it to hers, and drank. Again and again he poured the cool sparkling wine down his throat, until the atelier dissolved into a chaos of forms and faces, until on the carpet in the center, Ruschena, with false curls and flying skirts, started to dance a cancan.




V

 
A kind of friendship developed between Severin and Nikolaus, the man who had entertained the guests with his palmistry at Doctor Konrad’s atelier. There was something murky and enigmatic in the young student’s character that drew Severin to him and made him cultivate his acquaintance. No one had anything definite to report about Nikolaus, who had come to Prague a few years before and was studying philosophical subjects at the university. On the playing fields by Belvedere one saw him at soccer games or tennis matches, and one met him in the boathouses of the rowing clubs on the Moldau. In the evenings he sat in cafes, playing chess for hours with all sorts of people and drinking countless glasses of Swedish punch through a thin straw. It was known that he was rich, owned a large and valuable library, associated with artists, and pursued interests in the occult. In his elegantly and tastefully furnished apartment there was a large collection of unusual and noteworthy objects: cross-legged bronze Buddhas, spiritual drawings in metal frames, scarabs and magic mirrors, a portrait of Blavatsky, and an authentic confessional. It was said that a man had once lost his life here under mysterious circumstances. No one had witnessed the event, and the legal investigation revealed that the revolver, a beautiful and valuable piece, had accidentally fired as Nikolaus was showing it to his guest. The charges against Nikolaus were dropped. However, for a long time a stubborn rumor connected a woman of society with the accident, and people whispered about homicide and an American duel. Nikolaus never did anything to put these apocryphal tales to rest.

The story of the young man’s mysterious death made an enormous impression on Severin. On evenings at Nikolaus’s apartment he regarded the face of his new acquaintance with undisguised awe while sipping the strong spirits his host brought to him in frosted glasses. Again and again his glances went to the elegant ladies’ desk, where sharply whetted daggers lay among books and papers, where behind the yellow brass locks he imagined the presence of the gun that had conjured death into this room. Death. Something in the rasping sound of the word seemed more exciting, richer in associations than all the sleepy utterances of a sheltered life. A small and perverse envy crept along the surface of his soul and left cloudy, lingering blisters. An envy for Nikolaus, who played with the opal ring on his finger with serene hands and discussed books and journals while it was possible that the carpet beneath his feet still retained the dried blood of the man who had died on it. He felt the supremacy of a personality that, irreproachable and blase, remained closed to the world, and that, in spite of Nikolaus’s youth, had none of the formlessness that characterized his own.

Sometimes Karla also came with him to Nikolaus’s. Since meeting Severin she followed his every step. She knew how to arrange things so that she saw him almost every day. For her sentimental soul, tried by frosts and fires, he was a new fever, not yet savored, under whose power she had fallen, and to which she succumbed. She courted him with a tenacious amorousness, with the genuine, unrefined yearning of her sorrowful existence, with the practiced arts of a reckless coquetry. Severin could not resist the influence of her personality, but his experience with her was no different than any of the others he had had up to this point. There were moments when his heart believed it was on the threshold of something nameless, of which he had only a blind, groping knowledge. Then his hands trembled; then everything that happened to him had a significant, golden radiance; then he sat quiet and motionless and the world around him took on an enchanting beauty. Then the hours returned when grace was completely lost to him. With grief and resentment he realized that his mood had deceived him. He saw the lights in Karla’s eyes, her tall slender body, her languid arms and legs. He saw the pandering shadows of twilight, which clung palely and uncertainly to a world that no longer contained anything of wonder. And he kissed Karla’s mouth and took her as he had taken Susanna and would take Ruschena when she asked him to.

He spoke to Nikolaus about his heart. He told him everything he thought to himself as he wrote the figures on the gray paper at the office in the morning while the naked light of the electric bulb shimmered on the damp ink. He talked about the book he had read as a boy, and about the fear that sometimes seized him when he stood in front of the closed door of his apartment and, for minutes at a time, did not dare to open it, as though the action might decide something terrible. He confided in him about his love affairs, insofar as he could remember everything that had happened in the nights of drunken revelry, in the bars and cheap suburban dance-halls. He had always believed that his innermost being would be able to detect the great and unintentional event that overwhelmed everyone else, that drove women into the Moldau and forced pistols to the brows of men. He had once been present on the riverbank at Podskal when the raftmen pulled a woman’s body out of the water. She was a young person from the lower classes, a servant or a laborer, and the wet clothes that clung to her rigid body lay tightly around her powerful thighs and round breasts. Severin arrived when the people were gathering around the corpse and the policeman was filling out his report. He looked at her death-stiffened face and bluish mouth and asked himself what state must this person’s life have been in, what brutalities and privations had brought her to this end. Every day he read something in the newspaper about a suicide. Recently two people had shot themselves in a hotel room, recently a girl had taken poison and died in agony. Schoolboys and fifteen-year-olds — half-children — killed themselves because they could no longer bear living. Severin did not understand it. Solitary and defiant, he looked at the long row of unfortunates who had gone under because of hatred or love. In the legal pages of the dailies he read about troubled people who reeled between destinies, unnerved. The tally of victims and conquerors in this struggle rose before his eyes, and he knew that when he was on the street he was walking next to people with burning souls, gamblers who set their happiness on a card, bankrupts who could not go on.

Nikolaus listened to him thoughtfully and pushed the skin beneath his fingernails with a small ivory blade. And when Severin talked about Zdenka and Susanna, about the women he knew, about how he had waited in vain for the ecstasy of his blood in the arms of the waitresses, in the bed of the Jewess, in Karla’s embraces, Nikolaus said:

Stories about women are nothing to you. I think something greater awaits you.

Severin was startled. He remembered the strange prophecy Nikolaus had read from the lines of his palm at their first meeting in Doctor Konrad’s atelier. He felt the beating of his pulse and, with opposition and horror, the proximity of an undefined fate that he strove toward with all his senses and knew nothing about.




VI

 
Winter had come suddenly, without any warning. One day, when the remains of dawn were still spread out over the city, Severin left the house to find snow whirling in the air and covering the footpaths and rooftops. It was eight o’clock. Slowly and noisily, the merchants were opening their shops. The wind blew a light chill into the snow-covered streets, and Severin felt a little cold in his thin overcoat. He had been caught unprepared, and walked slowly down a narrow lane that led indirectly to his office. For the first time in years the knowledge returned that snow had a distinct smell, like apples that have lain between the windowpanes for a long time. Even as a child he had possessed a sentimental awareness of the aromas that characterized particular objects and particular times. He thought of the days at the beginning of school, when he entered the classroom for the first time since vacation and was met by the damp smell of chalk. He remembered the pleasure he had felt when, in the morning, after long and severe frosts, he smelled the thaw through the cracks in the door. He went outside and sipped the ice water that ran from the trees and ledges in glittering strands, which tasted milder and completely different in the sun than they did in the shadows. His youth was filled with the joy of many different smells which pleased or oppressed him, which accompanied the seasons and signified continuation and return. He was happy that the autumn was over and that winter was here. To him it was as though something new would be decided by it, something he had long felt the absence of.

He sat quietly in the office, his head bent behind the high top of the desk, and looked through the dirty panes at the white stars that fell in the courtyard. On the way here he had passed people selling things for St. Nikolaus’s Day. The carved devils stuck out their red flannel tongues at him, and on the streetcorners whole bushes of golden branches had been piled up, covered with bright paper flowers. Saints with starched robes and cotton beards stood on lacquered green boards.

In the evening he was walking on Old Town Square, where the annual market was being held. People crowded around the gingerbread horsemen, yellow trumpets, and colorful children’s drums, and girls pushed through the throng in pairs. The torches reeled over the sweets that were on display and shone flickeringly on the red turbans of the men who were selling Turkish delight. Zdenka was leaning in front of the low tent of a waxworks and staring at the Moor who was sitting at the cashbox and collecting money from the people who went in. It had been a long time since Severin had seen her. Now, when he touched her arm, she cried out in terror.

You — you — she stammered, and her beautiful voice, marred by weeping, trembled. Then she took his hand and led him off to the side, out of the commotion and into a quiet street. By the light of a lantern he looked into her face, and noticed how meager and pitiful it had become. Her nose was pointed and narrow, as though she were ill, and her mouth was thin. But the sweetness remained in the tormented shadows and wrinkles of her eyes, which she turned to him with an unfamiliar gaze. She wanted to speak, but could not. She stood before him, helpless and bewildered, stupefied by love, and, next to his sympathy for her, there stirred a self-satisfied joy at her pain. He compared her in memory to the girl from the play, whom he always had to think of when he was with her. He thought to himself that now the play was over and the curtain must fall. And some of the tenderness of the past summer was in the motion with which he caressed her cheek and stroked the hair that fell over her brow. Then she fell at his feet with a pained cry and clasped his knees with her hands.

Severin —

A few people on their way home from the annual market stopped in the distance and looked at the girl who cowered on the earth crying. Severin removed her hands from his knees and walked away without looking back.

 
A small cabinet, inlaid with jewels and marquetry, was embedded in the wall of Nikolaus’s room. One day Severin asked what it contained, and Nikolaus took a slender key from his pocket and opened it. Inside, carefully packaged and stacked, were spherical red opium pills, poison powders in small glass tubes, and Indian temple hashish in flat apothecaries’ boxes.

An enthusiast’s collection — said Nikolaus.

Severin stood in front of the open cabinet for a long time, held by a sudden fascination. His eyes felt searchingly into the elegant compartments, where the secrets of foreign cultures were collected; substances that brought dreams and visions and let sultry ecstasies trickle into the blood; poisons that could kill. A tender perfume rose toward him. Nikolaus regarded the tension in his face with a smile, and pulled a small blue flask with a glass stopper from the corner.

It never fails — he said — But you must be careful —

Through the engraved neck Severin saw dried pieces of a clay-like substance.

What is it? — he asked.

Chinese poison.

And you want to give it to me?

Slowly Nikolaus pushed the cabinet door into the lock.

I have more of it — And he turned the key.

 
Severin collided with Karla as he walked down the stairs. She had been waiting for him all day, and was going to Nikolaus’s, where she thought she might find him. Her black velvet dress dragged over the steps. For a few moments she stood before him. Then, as though confronted with a decision, she turned her rigid white face to his.

Where were you? —

Severin lifted his eyes to hers, which were dark and vacant as they passed over him. In them he read her fear of losing him. He scrutinized her tall regal form, which had risen from the stone steps like a strange yearning flower, and realized that in this instant she was beautiful. On her lips he thought he saw traces of the kisses he had drunk from a short time before. But it seemed like an experience from a long time ago, which he had discarded and was no longer worthy of his soul. Slowly, like someone who searches for words in his sleep and cannot find them, he said:

Go home, Karla — I don’t love you anymore.

Her hand detached itself from the banister. A gust of wind came through the open door downstairs, making both of them shudder.

Go home — he said once more, and walked past her the same way he had left Zdenka, without turning his head.

In his room Severin remained in the darkness for a while. He felt into his pocket for the flask, which drew the warmth from his body, and noticed how cold his hands were. Then he lit the candle.

A letter lay on the table, and on the envelope his name had been written in the slanting and lascivious hand of a woman. A courier must have brought it while he was at Nikolaus’s. He opened it and looked at the signature. And then he held blonde Ruschena’s letter over the flame, unread.




VII

 
An indomitable restlessness won control over Severin after he took the powder from his friend’s cabinet of poisons. Now he was completely alone again and had no contact with anyone. He did not go to Nikolaus’s, and it had been weeks since he had visited old Lazarus. The last time he had seen him was on the day when they met on the street and went to Doctor Konrad’s atelier. He heard nothing more of Susanna. There had been no news of her since the autumn evening when she had ignited him with a sudden flame and led him to her room. He intentionally stayed away from her father’s shop, in accordance with his preference for half-complete, unresolved experiences. He was afraid that a normal continuation would dull his memory of the Jewess and take away her attraction. The murky wishes of an epicure who is able to regard his own life at a distance forced themselves into his mind. It was convenient that she had made no attempt to reach him; he had ended things with Karla and Zdenka. A trembling longing bored constantly into his confused heart. As before, when he came home from the office in the afternoon he lay down to an insensible sleep that lasted for hours. At night he lay in bed with his eyes open and looked into the darkness. He counted the chimes of the clock in the neighbor’s apartment and struggled against the fear that assailed him. In the morning he went to the office with circles under his eyes.

Sometimes he rose in the middle of the night and had to get dressed. He could no longer bear being in the tousled bed, in the long low room which the darkness found difficult to leave, which remained black even when the strands of morning were moving across the sky. It was often past two or three when he closed the door of his apartment and groped his way down the dark steps to the street. He knew every part of the city, but now it gained a timid, unfamiliar power over him. It pulled him from frightful dreams and pressed him to its bosom. Freezing, with a charred cigarette between his lips, he walked past the sleeping houses, looked in at the lights burning late in solitary windows, and listened to the songs of revelers on their way home and the heavy tread of constables. There was a time when he too had been in the habit of returning home late at night, worn out by the noise in bars, his eyes hot from wine. Now he noticed the difference for the first time. His senses were clear and alert; he saw how the night transformed everything, how everything lived a separate, different life than it did by day. He saw how it made melancholy landscapes from the bleak, empty squares, and dark subterranean dungeons from the narrow lanes. His unrest drove him to the outermost borders of the suburbs, where the tenements stood in endless rows, and into the fifth district, where it was possible to get lost in the tedious modern streets even by the light of day. Now and then a few ruins from the old Jewish Quarter crept from the darkness. The cloister of the monk hospitallers pushed its colossal bulk against the rising new buildings, which were still covered in scaffolding. A few isolated lamps were burning on the Ufer des Frantischek, and the water beat heavily and evenly against the bridge.

In the late night bars the musicians played on raucous violins. Severin stopped in front of the dim windowpanes and peered inside through the draperies. He heard billiard balls colliding on the green tables and dishes rattling in the buffet. When the door opened the insipid smell of morning soup emerged. It was a cold winter, and Severin pushed the aching joints of his hands into his pockets. Sometimes he went in to hear the music. He ordered a burning punch and held his fingers over the blue flame. The torpid cigarette smoke stung his eyes, but the warmth did him good.

He usually went to the same bars when he was trying to escape the cold: The White Garland by the Obstmarkt, where the guests rested their heads on folded arms and slept at the tables; The Fold in the Kleine Karlsgasse, where he was often the only customer for hours at a time; the Russian cafe on the border of Prague and Weinberge, where the Southern Slavic students met. He knew all of these places from earlier times, when he had gone out at night in search of adventures. Now, alienated and bereft of expectations, he sat in this world, which seemed automated and unreal, in small dives where the shabby remains of happiness expired in the face of their own dullness, in cafes where the benches were upholstered with red velvet and the customers looked like journeyman waiters and the waiters looked like playboys. He had to laugh at himself for having once thought that he could appease the hunger of his soul in these places. Years had passed since then and within him nothing had changed. In the meantime he had only become more bitter, more stubborn, and more callous. His fatigued agitation had nothing in common with the slack delirium that surrounded him, and the numbness that paralyzed him was different from the numbness on the faces of the coquettes who lounged around the marble tables or approached him and started asking for glasses of tea. He did not know how long he had been wandering around at night and loitering in the bars that stayed open until morning. But he felt he had been moving in circles around a point, like a tethered animal on a chain. With helpless dread he ran his hand over his coat, where he kept the flask of poison. Once, after he had stayed awake all night and the winter morning was beginning to shine into the streets, he went to see Nikolaus.

It was still quite early in the morning when the doorbell rang harshly through the corridor. Nikolaus was still lying in bed, and greeted his visitor with unconcealed astonishment. But when he saw Severin’s wasted and furrowed face, he held out his hand to him.

Nikolaus slept in a boudoir. His sophisticated taste had assembled a hundred objects of artistic refinement in this room, which was more like the sumptuous nest of a courtesan than the sleeping chamber of a bachelor. From the ceiling hung a silver lamp in which light glowed behind honey-colored panes. The heavy colors of silk and brocade shone from the chairs and low tables. Dark bronze statuettes, sandalwood boxes and Japanese lacquer paintings stood next to elegant glasses and jewel cases, next to chalices, Asiatic figurines and a large candelabra, blackened by age, with seven thick ceremonial candles in its arms. The first bleak shimmer of the winter day came through the Gothic pattern of the curtains. Severin’s eyes passed through the room, over the lusterless lines of the tapestries and to the place where Nikolaus sat half-raised in his golden bed. There was an expression in Severin’s eyes that suggested they could not find their way in these surroundings, in the sultry, carefully wrought beauty that set them off. He seized the hand Nikolaus offered to him with a cry. All the torment and suffering revealed itself in his voice. He lay before the young man’s bed and buried his face in the pillows.

Nikolaus — he cried — what was it like, — — the time you killed your friend — — — — — — —

Nikolaus looked down at him and saw his body stretched out in unspeakable agony. Terror rose with the blood in his face. He lifted up his arm and spread his fingers. With great compassion he called the other’s name again and again:

Severin! Severin!




VIII

 
Doctor Konrad was dead. After a night of loud revelry, on which his guests gathered together for the last time, he put a bullet in his brain. Death had come to him with the same casual absurdity that had characterized his life. He lay on the floor next to the Turkish sofa, amid broken glasses and cigar ash that was still damp from spilled wine. Blood ran from the small wound in his temple onto the parquet floor. On this night he had spent the last of his inheritance. After the guests left, he shot himself dead.

It was a bright and motley group of mourners that paid him his last respects. Young academics in threadbare greatcoats, their frost-reddened hands buried in their pockets. They looked at the coffin before them with sincere compassion. The one they now accompanied to his grave had always held his hand open to them. Idlers with artists’ hats and unshaven faces. Little ladies in tightly fitting skirts that let their legs show when they walked. Elegant women with furs and enormous hand-muffs and men with carefully smoothed top hats, who swayed coquettishly in the fashionable waistlines of their winter coats. Blonde Ruschena was walking behind the hearse. Severin went up to her and silently offered her his hand. She answered with a spiteful, flickering glance, but said nothing. Her smooth face, on which she wore a little too much powder, had nothing in it to suggest that she had been more to the dead man than any of the others. Severin searched her eyes, but she turned her head away.

Karla was walking beside a large, thin-lipped man. Her tall figure was slightly stooped forward, and she had become, if possible, even more slender. Her broad coat hung loosely from her shoulders and she walked with tentative and shuffling steps, with none of the proud grace Severin remembered. Her face had become old and stern in the few weeks since he had last seen her. And he could not tell if the color of her cheeks came from the cold or from rouge. The procession stopped in front of the museum at the top of Wenceslaus Square. The priests began to say a blessing and the group of participants thinned out. Only Doctor Konrad’s closest acquaintances took cabs and followed the hearse to the cemetery.

Severin went with them. Ice was starting to form around the edges of the windows, and he wiped it away with his handkerchief. Outside he saw the bleak and monotonous panorama of Wolschaner Strasse. He had not been to a burial since childhood. He remembered how the carriage he had been sitting in with his parents had come upon a group of Czech demonstrators who had buried one of their martyrs in the churchyard and were now returning home. A revolutionary song, sung by a thousand voices, advanced with them threateningly, and made the horses rear and stop, trembling. Severin thought of the fantastically beautiful terror, mixed with fear and devotion, that had clutched him then. He listened closely to the sound of the wheels.

It was almost dark when he got out in front of the cemetery gate. He stood next to Karla as the frozen earth rolled into the grave and thudded hollowly against the coffin. Now that he was close to her he noticed for the first time how yellow and worn her face looked. The rouge lay in circles on her face and her beautiful brow was sad and furrowed. And here in the cemetery, next to the open grave, he recognized her destiny: how she went from one pain to the next, from one love to another. She started when he turned his eyes to the large man she had come here with. Softly and gently, as one speaks to a child, he asked her:

Is he the one?

Yes — she said simply, and nodded.

 
Severin returned to the city on foot. He had paid the driver and was the last person to leave the cemetery, after everyone had gone. The pale violet of late afternoon lay over the fields. From the distance came the muffled roar of a railroad train. Here and there a tree stood by the side of the street and stretched its naked boughs against the bleak sky. The rising evening spread lengthening shadows, and mist rose from the turnip fields. Sparrows flew over the road and fluttered like great black birds in the twilight. The electric tram drove past with yellow eyes. Lights were going on in the city. Severin thought about Konrad’s death. A lame, ridiculous idea was hunched in his brain. It would not let him alone, and he was forced to reflect on it. He imagined the face of the man who had just been buried as it lay in the ground, beneath the coffin lid. A horror brushed over his skin, chilling like the clouds on the horizon. He felt his wrist for his pulse; he was not afraid. White forms rolled together in the distance, but he knew it was only winter mist. The first houses of Weinberge emerged from the gray. He looked back in the direction from which he had come. The air hung from the sky, still and sluggish, and the cold had become more intense. The lamplight from the shopwindows was already falling on the sidewalks of the suburban streets.

Severin stopped in front of a horse-butcher’s door. He was struck by the warm smell of blood, and shuddered with loathing. Two men with rolled-up coatsleeves carried past a basin from which a damp steam rose and mixed sickeningly with the cold. Severin carefully buttoned up his gloves before putting his fingers on the filthy doorknob. A red-haired man with broad shoulders looked at him suspiciously when he requested a piece of meat for a few kreuzers. He left the shop with a tender, sticky bundle wrapped in newspaper. By the light of a street lantern he loosened the twine and opened it. He took the flask of poison from his coat pocket and sprinkled the contents on the meat; attentively he watched how the fine, dry powder glittered on the bloody fibers.

 
Susanna was sitting by the oven and listening to the fire when Severin came in. She held her hand in front of her eyes as though sleeping, and looked at the door from between her fingers. Old Lazarus had gone out, and the seat behind the reading desk was empty.

Good evening, Susanna — said Severin.

Susanna raised her head in protracted and amazed terror. Her shoulders trembled, and the furrow between her eyebrows became darker and deeper as she returned the greeting. Then, in a strange tone of voice, she asked:

Where are you coming from, Severin?

Severin did not answer. He stood there irresolutely, and was suddenly filled with a feeling he recognized, but that had faded a long time before. It had sometimes come over him as a student, when he sat at home and read old English novels while the lamp hummed. Then he felt that the room where he lived was part of the story in which he was engrossed. The silhouettes of the characters whose fates occupied him flickered over the wall. And in the dim light of the room he recognized their gestures.

Doctor Konrad is dead — he said finally, and sat down in the leather armchair that stood next to the reading desk. He looked past Susanna, at the picture that hung in the corner next to her. He had never noticed it before. It was a landscape with a strange tree, like one in a dream. Beneath it two people walked in semi-darkness. A gust of air brushed his cheek; the raven flew up from behind him and sat on his knee. Severin bent over the beast. Slowly he pulled the poisoned meat from his pocket.

This is death — he said, and held it in front of the raven’s beak. The bird snapped it up and flew back to its hiding place.

Severin looked over at Susanna. Her heavy tresses had come free and fallen into her lap. Her face was strange and inscrutable, and her mouth was tightly closed. It was completely quiet and they heard the steps of people passing the shop on the pavement outside. On the picture next to the glowing oven the reflections and painted figures moved convulsively over the canvas.

Severin searched his memory. The tree in the painting looked familiar to him. He had seen it somewhere before. But he could not remember where.

I want to go — he thought, and rose.

Good evening, Susanna! — he greeted her again, and took his hat. Then for a while he listened into the corner, where the raven had snuck off with its food and now no longer stirred.




IX

 
The storm came during the night and went up and down the street howling. It brought heavy, misty warmth from the plain beyond the mountains, and slapped melting snow from the rooftops. Severin lay awake in the dark. Fever drove the sweat from his body and inflamed his blood. The window rattled, and occasionally the dull sound of the front door moaning on its hinges rose from below. For an instant the yellow lightning of the winter storm illuminated the room, and in its light Severin thought he saw the picture that hung over Susanna’s head in the book dealer’s shop. Now he knew where he had seen the tree before. It had been at Konrad’s burial: by the cemetery wall, on the square that was reserved for new graves. Severin had been looking at it while the people lowered the coffin into the earth. In the day’s cold light it had seemed bizarre and grotesque.

He felt a chill and pulled the covers up to his neck. He was oppressed by a great shame, and could give no account of himself in response. He thought of the stupid and cruel visit of the previous day and of how he had killed the raven. Outside the storm shattered the clattering glass of the lanterns and gurgled as it entered the chimney.

He was faint and weary when he went to the office the next morning. The water stood on the street in broad puddles and the wind was still quite powerful. The hat flew from his head and landed in the muck. Severin bent down and put it back on. Cold filth ran from the brim and onto his forehead, but he took no notice of it. In the morning hours, while he did calculations and wrote, a sporadic rain pattered against the windows. Severin rose and looked at the wet stones in the courtyard below. A dull nausea rose in his throat like a smooth ball. He went home earlier than usual and threw himself onto his couch. But sleep eluded him. When he closed his eyes he had the sensation that he was falling constantly and irrevocably into the depths. A blunt thought burned continually behind his temples and made him bury his face in the pillows with horror.

 
The wind had died down and the air had become almost sultry. Evening was breaking in the city, where it drew blue-black borders around the clouds above the houses. Severin walked among the people with his head low. A colossal fear hung from his heart like a weight, making him stagger. A heavy object in his pocket pressed against his body, and he wrapped his fingers around it. It was a large rock he had once found in the fields and taken home.

In Lazarus Kain’s shop the gas-flame was burning above the reading desk. Severin saw the book dealer’s bald, pointed head through the glass door. In the middle, a groove ran to his brow, as though the skin were stretched over cloven bone. Severin was overwhelmed by it. He searched the background for the picture and, with a rigid and tormented smile, recognized the tree he had dreamt of the night before.

Someone laid a hand on his shoulder, and when he turned around Susanna stood before him.

What are you doing here? — she asked, threatening him with her lightless eyes. Her form grew large and imperious in the twilight, and Severin noticed with horror that she was expecting a child.

Susanna! — he whispered.

For the first time in weeks a light fell into his barren soul. The darkness in him scattered, and he was terrified.

Why did I come here? — he thought to himself. It was quiet and lonely in the faded street, and the face of the Jewess frightened him. The hand that was clenched around the rock began to tremble, and his blood froze.

I am not a murderer — he said aloud, and in the same instant he saw himself in an invisible mirror, deformed by suffocating vices, covered with sores in which curses grew rankly.

Jesus! — he cried, and his voice revealed to him that he had come here to kill the old man.

Jesus!

The scream was so fearsome that Susanna turned pale. A swoon darkened her thoughts and she saw only unclearly, with a faltering heart, how Severin ran down the street into the darkness.

 
It was already late and the white moon hung silently over the towers. The clouds had dispersed and it was clear and cool. Severin walked beneath the trees at Belvedere and breathed the damp air, in which he could already detect the smell of the coming spring. Below him the city lay in the valley. A few scattered lights were still burning in the distance, like the eyes of a sleepy animal. He was seized with horror. He thought of the thousands down below who, exactly like him, were helplessly entombed in joyless lives. He was overwhelmed by the memory of the people he had met and who, one after another, had gone astray. Karla, who desperately threw herself away for insidious pains; Konrad, over whose grave the earth was still settling; and Susanna, who would bear his child out of hatred for her father. A sorrow without equal tormented him. He looked into the shadows of the houses down below and saw his own form, wrapped in the riddles of death and love, restless in streets where thoughts of murder rose from the stony pavement and blinded his heart. He cried and his tears were pungent and corrosive like vinegar. He rammed his head against a tree-trunk and bit into the bark. The horrors of loneliness came to him and he longed for a face against which he could rest his own.

Suddenly it was as though two long-forgotten eyes looked at him in the darkness. A voice, fantastically beautiful and good, awoke in his memory and comforted him. He turned around and walked down the street that led to the bridge.

 
The light was still burning in the window of the small room on Old Town Square. It was always the last one in the house, and went out long after the others. While sleep cowered at the threshold and bats flew past the town hall clock, Zdenka was still awake. She went to bed only when she had become tired of thinking and the lamp began to flicker. 

Severin had climbed the stairs and was waiting in front of the door. He knocked, and wanted to call out, but his voice would not obey him.

Severin!

She had pulled back the latch and now stood before him in the light, radiant and bewildered. Her blond hair fell over her dress and she pressed her hands against her bosom. Her small face was lovely as she offered him her mouth to kiss.

I knew you would come back, and I waited for you —

He knelt before her and caressed her hands. He felt like a child that had run away and was now finally at home again.

I love you — he said, and knew that now it was finally the truth. And then he called her name, more tenderly and joyously than ever before:

Zdenka! Zdenka!

Hand in hand they walked to the window and looked outside. The shouting of drunkards rang through the streets and the moonlight glittered on the windowpanes. The moon hung over the city like a flame and shrouded it in white smoke. Severin felt as though something miraculous had happened, something sweet and powerful, like the adventures in the book from the Bohemian wars. He bent to Zdenka and searched for her mouth. As he kissed her, a deafening noise sounded from the moonlit night, a rumbling clap, as though the earth had split.

On the Moldau the ice had started to break up.





Book 2 

 The Spider








I


The summer had slowly returned. One cloud after another passed imperceptibly over Severin’s life without shaking his heart from the lethargy into which it had strayed at the end of the previous winter. On the evening when he stopped at Zdenka’s apartment in desperation and tears, he had no longer believed in peace. But now he possessed a marvelous tranquility that sharpened his senses and made him walk around smiling, like someone who had just recovered from a serious illness. A tender concern awoke in him, and he considered the world in its thousand minor details with constant amazement, like a stranger to whom everything is new. Every morning he woke from a sound sleep and the hot and radiant sun rose in his window. He would open his eyes and shut them again, blinded. The warm rain he loved so much pattered against the wall, and the air from outside filled his room with sweet vapors.

He now spent all his time with Zdenka. Now and then he was assailed by the memory of winter, and at these times his love sought help from her. He enjoyed her company with childish devotion, and on Sundays, as before, they went to parks in the city and in the suburbs. They sat together in beer-gardens and listened to the concerts of the military bands that played, one after another, selections from Verdi and Wagner, popular songs from Viennese operettas, and “The Reservist’s Dream.” The chestnut leaves spread a green skylight up above and threw dancing flecks of sun on the tablecloths, which were still damp and smelled of clothespins. Severin looked into Zdenka’s beautiful face and, with the languor of a convalescent, brought the cigarette to his mouth. The voices of people talking at nearby tables did him good. In the fragments of conversation that reached him he heard the orderly, comfortably stifled tempo of a life in which he was happy to have lost himself.

It seemed to him that the summer this year had completely transformed the city. He still felt the circulation of its blood in his own body, but was no longer frightened by it. In the afternoon, before he went to fetch Zdenka from the office, he walked through the sunny streets. He watched the men who watered the pavement and was pleased when little fountains leapt from the leaky hoses, or when a colorful rainbow lit up behind the atomized drops. On Franzenskai the acacias were in bloom. Severin sat on a bench at the edge of the riverbank. The Moldau flowed beneath him, and a sailboat drifted slowly toward the mills. A swarm of fantastic clouds moved over the sky, occasionally blocking out the sun.

Severin knew this image from his boyhood. Under the acacias that lined the embankment he and his father had sometimes waited for his Aunt Regina. A musty recollection dawned sleepily in his brain, and the dark room on the ground floor where his aunt had lived with the old maid appeared before him. He had always enjoyed visiting here. Behind the white tulle curtains hung a weather house with a little man holding a red tin umbrella in front of the door. The old maid was ill; cancer was devouring her fragile body. She had rented a small tobacco shop on Bethlehemsplatz, a wooden stand in the corner of the houses, where she spent the day selling cigars. In the living room she shared with Aunt Regina there was always a peculiar mix of the smells of cellar air, withered wreaths of Corpus Christi, incense, and the dry odor of the tobacco supplies. For Severin all of it had a special allure, trembling with childish ideas. His aunt’s room was filled with consecrated candles and pictures of saints, with well-thumbed hymnals and coral crosses. From this room his soul had taken its first fervor, and his childhood had been haunted by it.

A little of this fervor stirred in him again. He saw the Kleinseite on the other side of the river, and saw Karls-brucke, where priests were walking in long robes, paired up like schoolboys. Something of the tone of St. Nepomuk’s Days had remained in the air, which brushed quietly over the water and stirred the withered acacia blossoms at his feet. The wooden platform and its glass lanterns were still standing on the bridge, in front of the martyr’s statue, where farmers from the villages gathered every year to honor their patron. Severin thought of the feverish anticipation that the Bohemian saint’s feast had always brought to his childhood. On the eve of St. Nepomuk’s Day he and his father made a pilgrimage to the riverbank, where people had already been gathering for hours. When darkness fell, someone set off a firework display, and the slender rockets rose into the sky with a soft crackling. Below, the light-strung boats floated on the river, and on the bridge peasants prayed at St. Nepomuk’s altar.

Severin had not been to a church in years. The ardor of his youth had spent itself in blind and unrestrained fanaticism. From the lassitude that held him, which he bore with resignation from one day to the next, there now arose an old and long-forgotten yearning in his boyish soul. The afternoon sun had boiled a warm mist from the fragrance of the acacias and the breath of the river, and its light decay roused him. Identically clad girls from a school for orphans walked along the pavement on the riverbank, conversing in whispers. A nun accompanied them, wrapped up in her garments. For an instant the young eyes under her cowl regarded Severin. They were gray and pious and had stars in their centers, like Aunt Regina’s had had.

He rose hesitantly and searched the pocket of his coat for a cigarette. Across from him the plaque of the Biblical Society shone in the light. Many years before, during school vacation, he had bought a Bible here for very little money. He did not have it for long; it got lost, like most of the books he owned. He only thought of it now because today he felt again the wish for the heavy stories of the testaments, darkened by age, and the clear wisdom of the evangelists.

The children were playing in the sand in front of the statue of Emperor Franz. An old man with a white beard and a green eyeshade over his crooked glasses was selling sticky sugarcanes and hard rolls with salt and poppy-seeds. Severin bought the rest of his wares and handed them out to the children. The old man carried his basket home happily; the servant girls on the benches drew closer together and giggled.

A gentle and blissful enthusiasm, interwoven with the faded events of his schooldays, took hold of him. His thoughts felt cautiously back into this world, to the naive enchantment of the school chapel, to the timid feeling that came when he touched the cool communion cloth with his fingertips. Within him he began to hear the music of the May devotions; the organ joined the choruses of the songs to Mary, and outside, in the linden tree that grew in front of the open church window, a bird began to twitter loudly, with a trembling throat.

He crossed the bridge and saluted the golden cruci-
fix with his hat. Suddenly he stood before the portal of Niklaskirche. Its green dome shone above the rooftops, and piercing and burning light lay on the steps before the door. Severin went in. The stone faces of the bishops looked at him from the colorful darkness and his steps echoed from the columns. The church was empty except for a woman in black who was kneeling near the door. She turned around when he entered, and he recognized the nun from the riverbank. Her face was white and her eyes burned beneath her cowl. Severin knelt next to her and, in a loud voice, prayed: Hail Regina, full of grace — — And he thought he saw a frightened smile pass over her mouth, behind her folded hands.






II

 
Karla and her new lover had opened a wine bar in the center of the city. The streetcorner began next to the German University, where students in bright caps stood before the enormous wooden gate. A cool breath of air came from the low passage entrances, and the smell of moldering leather and damp felt emerged from the shopkeepers’ cellars. Travelling merchants sometimes spent the night here, under the arcades of the Grunmarkt. They came to the city with baskets full of mushrooms and fresh berries and waited for the morning to come. It was lively here during the day. People crowded the narrow footpaths, secondhand dealers called out their wares in singsong voices, and carriages rattled over the uneven cobbles. At night the clamor retreated behind the dim panes of the dance halls, and it was quiet here except for an occasional group of inebriates or a watchman who, surrounded by people, stopped a drunken brawl.

A fiery arc lamp hung in front of the wine bar in the black lane. When one walked around the badly lit houses on the corner, the light stung one’s eyes, and the muffled sound of the piano came from the door. Karla had consulted young Nikolaus’s elegant and fertile taste for the furnishings of the rooms, and he was there every night among her guests. Through unrestrained dissonances, she had endowed the place with a strange and provocative beauty that suited her nature and that she did not want to live without. It was true that Nikolaus shook his head pensively the first time he entered the room. The dark tone of the tapestries was drowned in the scarlet blaze of the door curtains, and Karla had decided to have a bizarre, unsettling blood-red heart pattern embroidered on the adored blue-black velvet of the table runners and divans. But the unschooled temperament that expressed itself here thrilled and conquered. And when Karla, her unruly hair fastened with a chain, stood in the light of the electric lamp wearing a wild gypsy gown that displayed her beautiful bosom and arms, the wine flowed more sweetly from the engraved goblets, and there was a wonderful and beguiling sound in the music.

But the most delightful thing, what drew people and enticed them, was Mylada. Somewhere Karla had discovered this girl, whose origins no one knew and who had never been seen in Prague before. Now she sat in the wine bar every night, her gaunt face becoming no redder from drinking. She wore a simple green dress that sheathed her body like a thin shirt and showed her small pointed breasts. After a few weeks all the men had fallen in love with her. She had a manner no one could resist, which seduced the most silent into talking and conquered the most reserved. Her clear eyes, which sometimes became covered with cloud when she spoke, could fascinate the ponderous, intoxicate the capricious, and subjugate the depraved. She was a new and exciting trick in the dull nightlife of the city. Karla had engaged her as a singer, and now and then, to the accompaniment of the piano, she sang for the guests in her clear voice. German chansons that had just appeared in the music halls, Czech folk melodies that youths played on harmonicas in front of suburban doorways in the evening. But the allure of her character had nothing to do with these songs.

An unexpected crowd of people had brought Karla’s wine bar into fashion. A shrill gaiety raged here from night until early morning, screaming and stomping and laughing with a full throat. Outside on the street, where the arc light burned, passersby stopped and crowded enviously in the shadows. The mawkish charm of Viennese music called them back after they had gone past, and put the doorknob in their hands. The joy in living that romped in waltz time within caught the lonely in its clutches and pulled them into the circle of light. Some of Karla’s earlier acquaintances also showed up, many of whom had not met since Doctor Konrad’s death. Blonde Ruschena came with a stout, pock-faced painter. She sat in the corner, sipped the sour Austrian wine he lavished on her, and gazed into the air with a vacuous smile. Nikolaus rarely appeared before midnight. He would come from an evening visit, wearing a silk vest and tails, and Karla would set the white-capped champagne before him in a bucket.

It was after a hot day that Severin and Zdenka made their first visit to the black lane. A storm was gathering angrily over the city and both of them were tired. Zdenka was hungry and thirsty, and Severin suggested going to Karla’s. He had read her advertisement in the newspaper and had also heard talk of Mylada in the office. It was still early in the evening and the wine bar was empty except for old Lazarus, who was hunched in the corner, cowering and drunk. He recognized Severin and greeted him with a nod. Mylada was sitting next to him and patiently listening to what he said. Her clear eyes regarded Zdenka with quiet interest, and also brushed her companion with a quick glance. Severin looked into her small gaunt face, spellbound. A frightened opposition had seized him when he came in and saw the book dealer. Now he sat in his chair, motionless and transformed, and incredulously felt the force that heavily and anxiously drove his blood to his heart while he looked at Mylada. An odd, strangely intimate expression in her eyes made him reflect. Zdenka self-consciously stopped talking when she noticed the furrow in his brow, and did not dare to disturb him. Only when Karla entered the room and happily shook his hand did he wake up and collect himself. She sat next to him on the divan and, in whispers, began to speak about Lazarus. Every evening after closing his business, he came here and got drunk. But he did not stay for long. When the theatre had let out and the first guests began to arrive, he went home.

And Karla talked about how he sometimes spoke senselessly in his drunkenness and wept:

He often flapped his arms like a bird that was trying to fly, and cawed like a raven. And then he cried again for his daughter — — —

Severin became pale. The evening when the Jewess had confronted him in the dark street and driven him away appeared before him like a vision. He no longer remembered her words, but he saw her body, distorted by motherhood, and trembled. He rose and approached the intoxicated man.

Good evening Lazarus! — he said — How is Susanna?

His voice sounded brittle from fear and in the same instant he wondered how he had had the courage to ask.

The old man stared vacantly into his wine and did not turn his head.

She came back from the foundling hospital today — —

And after a long pause, in which the three women looked at each other and held their breath:

But the child is dead, Severin, — — stone dead — — 

And Lazarus laughed until the tears ran down his bony cheeks.




III

 
The closer the summer came to its end, the more tender and beautiful it became. Every day the sky spread out its flawless covering and the sun shone mildly. Severin spent his vacation in the city. He savored the idleness of the mornings like a pleasure he had long been denied. Now and then, with wonderful clarity, the mood of his school vacations welled up behind the silent years that had been nullified by dull office work. The events of the previous winter and the thoughts of his meager life, wasted on the treadmill, scattered like insubstantial webs. Early in the morning, when sleep fell away from him, he stretched out his limbs and lay for another hour in bed. Leisurely he watched the circles the light painted on the door after it fell through the curtain mesh. He felt he had been relieved of a burden. Then he washed and went out onto the street. He climbed the hill of the Weinberge fortifications and looked down at the Nusl Valley. New, chalk-white buildings glared in the sunlight and the smoke from distant railroad trains filled the air. In his youth there had been a small overgrown garden somewhere nearby, where he had looked for pebbles and snail-shells. Ox-eye daisies grew there in the untended grass during the springtime. Next to the children’s hospital the dome of the Karlshof Kirche peered at him like an enormous brown onion, and on the other side of the valley, in the fields of Pankraz, stood the new water-tower, which always looked to him as if it had been cut it out of the picture book he had once owned. The morning was clear and shone above the rooftops. In a factory a siren began to whine, and its melancholy voice remained in his ears for a long time, like a novel and monotonous song.

It was during these morning hours that he first discovered the city’s polymorphous life. Its thousand streets stretched out all around him. When he climbed the edge of the valley he saw the Moldau flowing past the fortifications of Wyschehrad. Bright reflections floated on the water like glowing firebrands. Grass was growing in the crumbling arrow-slits of the fortress wall. Severin thought back to the evenings when he had stood in the labyrinth of houses, dully and nervously oppressed, awash in dread and foreboding. The city that lay before him and plunged its towers into the morning seemed more beautiful now, and had retained its wonder.

On his way home he usually entered a church. Ever since that afternoon on the Kleinseite there was something that compelled him to linger in the darkness of the side-altars, where, with grave countenances, the statues leaned in the niches and the eternal light burned in a red glass. He sat on a pew and rested for a quarter of an hour. At this time of day there were rarely any visitors, except for an old woman who sometimes shuffled over the flagstones with small steps. Severin drew the silence into him anxiously, like someone long accustomed to noise. In the murky light of the remote corner that concealed him, his thoughts wove together inextricably and entangled his heart in a world of childish confusion. The images of the morning returned dreamily; he saw the waves on the river and the low gables of Hradschin in the dim air, and heard the steam-whistle singing in the valley. Once a noise disturbed him and he realized that a woman was kneeling behind him, praying. She had entered quietly, before he turned around. Then he gave a start and examined her face carefully from over his shoulder.

Gradually he realized that he was looking for the nun with stars in her eyes. For no real reason he had christened her Regina, and he found that he now believed in this name. Their meeting under the acacias on the riverbank returned to his mind. And by a sudden and unaccountable connection he immediately began to think of Mylada. —

In these hours he reviewed the days in which Zdenka’s love had protected him. He experienced for a second time everything that had come before. Lazarus’s words returned to him, and cruel and useless tears reminded him of his child. Little by little he began to understand that the idyll of this summer was only a delusion. The sleepy lethargy of his heart had made him believe that solace and genuine happiness had come to reside within it. But the evil force continued to dwell there, growing rankly and eating at his soul like corrosive acid while he kissed his girl. Something had roused the flickering shadows he had fled from in the winter, and he recognized them again in the darkness of the empty church. He was not sure if it had been Regina or Mylada, and his memories of them became strangely interwoven in a single form. For him Susanna’s fate was a sign that his foot was treading a wretched and accursed path. Wherever it led, grief and ruin rose up behind him, and joy withered in his tracks. Concern for Zdenka clutched him, and he struggled futilely in its claws. Shuddering, he discovered a grim desire in his frightened love for her; he held her life in his hands and could destroy it.

When Severin stepped out of the church and back into the open air, he shook his head over these dreams. The midday sun flowed through the street like warm honey. A blind man stood by the wall blinking, his hat in his hand. Over the rooftops hung the exquisite shimmer of late summer, which rose from the fields of stubble beyond the city. Severin rubbed his fingers over his brow. He walked on uncertainly, and the pleasant numbness of the previous weeks relieved the tension within him. Now and then the warbling of a canary came from the open window of a ground-floor apartment, and a violin screeched from the third floor of a house. A humming came through the air from far off, a metallic ringing that grew stronger and stronger. In the towers the midday bells began to chime.




IV

 
Nathan Meyer loved to conceal his life from other people. Since opening the wine bar in the black lane with Karla, he had never been among his guests. He kept his room locked up, and lived there alone among the books and pamphlets that were strewn carelessly over the floor. He only went out at night, when the other people who lived in the building had gone to sleep and there was no chance of meeting anyone on the stairs. He must have been about forty years old, but his closely cropped hair and smoothly shaven face made him look younger. Little was known about his past. His father had owned a large brewery in Russia, and had left him a substantial inheritance when he died. For years he had lived off the interest from the capital without ever feeling the compulsion to pursue any vocation. His rough personality, in no way softened by good nature, had not hindered his inclination to solitude. An unknown accident had brought him together with Karla, but his outer being had been little affected by it. In the apartment they shared his door was usually closed even to her. For that reason the few people he was in casual contact with were surprised when Nathan suddenly, with enthusiasm and dedication, pursued his idea of opening a tavern. Perhaps Karla had provided the initial impetus because her restless spirit sought a diversion from the unbearable monotony of their life together. But he greeted her suggestions with a fanaticism that remained inexplicable even to her, who knew better than others the energies he wasted in pointless brooding. He had also discovered Mylada and, rubbing his hands together, had guaranteed her success. But when everything was in motion and the enterprise got off to a very promising start, he resumed his old habits and no longer gave the business any thought.

At least it appeared that way. Because no one saw the contented smile that appeared on his lips when the sound of the music from the wine bar penetrated into his room. The window was open and Nathan Meyer sat at his desk with his head raised, listening closely. The quiet lane caught all the sounds between its high walls and brought them to his room. He heard how the glasses clinked together and how Mylada’s coy laughter impassioned the men. He heard the shrill and ecstatic voices of people who became intoxicated with wine and conversation. An expression of satisfaction crossed his smooth face, and he nodded. On many evenings there rose a frenzied roar that lasted for several minutes, the hissing and gurgling of an unbridled and overflowing lust that lost sight of itself and could not be contained. The fiery chords of the piano sounded in the midst of it, reeling. Heavy hands dug jubilant melodies and waltzes and marches from the keys. Then Nathan Meyer took his coat and hat from the wardrobe and descended the stairs. Unseen and unrecognized he stood next to the wine bar and counted the guests who disappeared inside. The arc lamp drew a bright circle in the darkness of the lane and lit the faces of those who went in with a harsh white beam. For an instant Nathan could see into the souls of the people who stopped before the door and lingered for a while, blinded. The lamplight drew all the faces more deeply than they appeared by day, leaving less concealed. The cavities in which fear was buried, the furrows and wrinkles around staring eyes that blazed with nighttime fantasies. Nathan wore his hat low on his forehead and the collar of his coat upturned. Motionless, he stood in the shadows and kept watch over the building.

 
Severin still remembered Nathan Meyer from the day of Doctor Konrad’s burial. His mind retained the image of the man’s tall, large-boned frame and cruel mouth as he had seen him walking next to Karla among the mourners in the cold twilight of the winter afternoon. A sympathetic anxiety for the woman who had been his mistress only a short time before stirred within him. Her slender frame wilted in diffidence and tiredness beside the man’s robust shoulders. Since then he had not come across him a single time, not even later, when Karla went over to him completely and the wine bar in the black lane opened for business. It was in a small cafe by the Moldau that he saw him again. Sometimes, when he had spent the evening with Zdenka and the night’s cowardly and treacherous thoughts hindered him on his way home, he stopped here before going to sleep. Lately it had become necessary for him to spend at least an hour by himself after he had said goodbye to her and her gentle caresses were no longer there to appease the unrest that now — as before — surrounded him in ever-tightening arcs. His vacation was nearing its end. The lightless and suffocating autumn awaited him. The silent existence in his office began anew, and the days rose up like walls, tearing his life to pieces in the narrow spaces they left free. When Zdenka was with him and he could feel the warmth of her hand on his arm, he walked beside her with a countenance that was actually that of a healthy man. Her beautiful voice told him of the great happiness of her love. But disquiet came with the unseasonable fog that descended on the streets and prophesied the end of summer. He regarded the top of her blond head with a twisted smile when she pressed close to him, and bit into the flesh beneath his fingernails when she went to bed and her window became dark. He walked through the streets, and the lights traced his meager shadow on the cobblestones. In the cafe he sat by the window and pushed aside the curtain. The enormous bulk of the Rudolfinum loomed in the sky, where late-summer stars smoldered like red Chinese lanterns.

It was on such a night that Severin came to converse with Nathan Meyer. Nathan had been looking at him for a long time from behind the newspaper he was reading, and a thoughtful expression pulled his lips into the corner of his mouth while he brushed his cigarette against the brass ashtray. At first Severin answered with taciturnity and sullenness. He felt uncomfortable, and Nathan’s unwavering glance made him angry. But after a short time the feeling passed, and he sat in his chair spellbound, listening to the unexpected and unbidden words that revealed the man’s beliefs. They were alone in the low room of the cafe, except for the waiter who was sleeping in the corner, breathing audibly, except for the sound of cards slapping together that came from the game room next door. They discussed peculiar subjects. The blind and malignant rage of solitude flared in Nathan’s voice, poison seethed in it that laid waste to the hearts of the crippled and deranged, hatred for the world. He preached wrathful disbelief in the good and splendor of the earth, the merciless scorn of an insolent blasphemer. A shuddering from his innermost soul fled over his lips, which became moist as he spoke. With a dry, hoarse whisper he bent toward Severin:

All of us who come from Russia have a little bit of the chemist in us. At home I have blasting charges and other devices that could demolish a street, if I wanted to. But only dilettantes do things like that. There are better, subtler ways, which the police condone and the law permits. — Have you ever been to my wine bar? — —

Severin was overwhelmed. He looked into Nathan’s cunning gray eyes and understood him immediately, without further explanation. He was seized with horror for the man who, without anyone noticing it, went out to capture souls.

— A week ago a young man shot himself — the Russian continued. — He stole the till from his bank so he could drink champagne at my bar and sleep with Mylada. I saw his body in the pathological institute. — A boy, hardly over twenty. His mother was devastated when she heard the news: And that is only the beginning. I know everyone who goes into the building. I look at them when they think they’re not being watched, in the darkness, next to the door. — —

And after a pause, during which Severin waited silently:

I’ve found a name for the place, a good name, one that will draw people in: The Spider. 

Severin stood up. Saliva rose bitterly in his throat and made him feel dizzy. Nathan’s closely shorn head was submerged in cigarette smoke, and for a few seconds Severin was oppressed by another image that appeared before him. There was the city, enormous, with deep streets and thousands of windows. And in the center the wine bar in the black lane. The lamp over the entrance gaped like an eye and people crowded in front of the door. They came one after another, like moths to a flame — — Mylada sat inside in her green dress — — Out of sight, hunched beneath the curved legs of the piano, skulked a shapeless being that the people of the night called joy —

Severin shook himself and the image disappeared.

Would you like to have a look at my laboratory sometime? — he heard Nathan Meyer ask.

I don’t know — he said, and had to cling to the back of the chair to keep himself from falling.




V

 
The days of rain came and washed away the last traces of summer. The water stood in large pools on the paths in the parks, and the leaves the wind tore from the trees clung to the benches. The cabs drove through the city with wet leather roofs, and boys splashed through the puddles barefoot and built small dams on the edges of the pavement with trash from the street. Behind the damp sky the evening descended more rapidly than was usual for that time of year.

Severin stood at the window. The meager life of the suburban district where he lived moved through the afternoon slowly, with lingering pauses. A coal wagon clattered over the stones and the large packhorses sullenly lowered their heads. A man hurried past the houses with quick steps, his black umbrella shining with wetness. Now and then a dirty paper kite rose into the sky. A child was pulling it through the rain on a string. Then it began to flutter heavily and fearfully and fell to the earth. The doorbell rang in the shop on the corner; a young woman with waved bangs emerged and took stock of the weather. Then she lifted up her skirt so her pretty legs were visible up to her knees and walked down the street.

Severin thought of the autumn rains of his childhood. Everything had been as it was today, and boyish wishes unearthed a plaintive homesickness in his heart. Even the merchant’s bell across from his paternal home had had the same sound. He waited impatiently for the door below to open again. As a small boy, long before he had to start going to school, he had once been ill with pneumonia. A queer feeling had sometimes come over him while he lay at home in bed and the slanting light from the street fell on the painted flowers on the ceiling. Outside, his mother was working in the kitchen, and from somewhere came the drawn-out tone of a barrel organ. Then the fever gnawed an odd, circular point in him, which was covered with a thin membrane and seemed to feel soft. A comparison also occurred to him; he remembered the bonbons he used to buy at the market for a kreuzer. When the sugar dissolved in his mouth, he probed the liquid filling beneath the paper-thin coating with his tongue. Long ago this feeling had been lost within him, and had not returned. Now it was there again, and he recognized it. The rainy day brought a multitude of familiar, long-forgotten images back to his memory. They rose up simultaneously, tangled by the course of years. The sooty walkway with the iron railing above the courtyard, where he and his brother dreamt up childish games and shot at the cats in the garden with a rubber slingshot. Old Julinka, who ate the bread of charity in the house and had to scrub the broken wooden stairs. The summer evenings in front of the open door, when the red clouds among the rooftops brought him his first incomprehensible tears, and the servant girls in neighboring courtyards who took up Czech songs, the banal sweetness of which still moved him.

Mylada also knew these songs.

Severin leaned his head against the smooth glass. A beggarly agony twisted his lips into weeping.

 
The night had come and transformed the rain into a drizzling fog that penetrated into the apartments and brought disquiet to the dreams of those who slept. It did not keep Severin from going out. He had not been on the street since midday. A shooting pain drove the blood to his temples. Today he had left Zdenka waiting, and a disturbing remorse was gathering in his thoughts, like the fog that veiled the gas-lanterns outside. He threw his raincape over his shoulders and pulled the hood over his hat.

Near the suburban marketplace he startled two forms that were embracing behind the empty stands of the vege-table sellers. He stopped and watched them until the man noticed him and fled into the darkness with the girl. An overwhelming longing for the simple happiness these people possessed took hold of him. With a dull and pensive straining he tried for the hundredth time to find the source of the trail that led him away from life and into an accursed wilderness. And he was suddenly overcome by a painful, powerless lust, crippled by fear and ripped apart by doubts, for the kisses of the woman who had aroused his passion in the same hour when Lazarus had spoken of the death of his child.

He stopped in front of the steps that led to the museum. Wenceslaus Square lay before him, and the autumn fog hung amid the electric flames in white clouds. Severin stretched out his arms.

Mylada! he cried, and his voice fluttered through the mist like a trembling bird.

 
In The Spider the hour hand of the clock was already pointing to twelve. The bar was full and the intoxicating smell of spilled wine floated over the tables. Laughter rose with the green smoke rings from the cigars and fell back to the floor screeching. The noise of the conversations swelled to a pandemonium that could not be contained and broke off in a roar when the music started or one of the guests began to sing a song. Karla herself sat at the piano wearing a bright, seductive dress, and she threw back her beautiful head while she played.

Severin sat behind her and ordered a bottle. The room’s thick, miasmic air took away his breath, and sweat broke from his pores, making his shirt stick to his skin. Karla played the melodies people requested. The false and deceptive twaddle of operettas cooed beneath her fingers and the aroma of her body effervesced through the customers’ throats and scalded their veins. A senseless and abandoned gaiety raged in their heads and flooded their hearts. Mylada pulled herself away from a group of young men in tailcoats and white bow ties. Her thin mouth laughed in endlessly promising joy as she bent over Severin.

Give me something to drink, she said, and he offered her his glass.

He watched how her tongue slipped between her sharp teeth, and had to make an effort to keep himself from kissing her. He twined his arm around her and pulled her into his lap.

I’ve seen your eyes somewhere before. Do you have a sister, Mylada? —

I had a sister who was very much like me, but she’s dead now. —

Severin brushed the hair from her face, and she clung to him with her legs and let him do as he pleased. Her body was small, like a child’s, and her breasts stretched beneath her thin dress.

Come with me tonight — — he whispered, and in response she said:

Her name was Regina, and she was a nun.




VI

 
Severin stopped keeping track of time after Mylada became his lover. His days vanished in a single bright and burning illusion that inundated everything. Everything that had meant anything to him before, everything that had irritated and provoked him, disappeared from his life as though it had never been a part of it. With the carefree assurance of a sleepwalker he kept up with the duties that had constrained his existence. He did his work in the office without feeling the burden that had always oppressed him during these hours. He no longer felt the wicked and treacherous hatred in the things that used to offend him, and within him he had room only for the boundless revelry of his love. He had never believed that a woman was capable of what he now experienced every day. The chasms of ecstasy opened before him, and he plunged into them with unruly and misguided senses and a crippled soul.

Mylada understood his body. With the talented and clear-sighted depravity of her experienced youth she understood his essence and subjected herself to the caprices she discovered within it. She found the refuge of his desires and traced them to the roots of his nerves. She taught him the bizarre and licentious games of love, and their tenderness enthralled him. Her kisses were inventive and the happiness they prepared him for was a sinful and desperate diversion. Often, when she clung to his neck and a lascivious cloud veiled her eyes, he lost his memory of the present. The room where they tarried seemed unfamiliar and fantastic, and the lamp in front of his bed shone with a strange light. He saw the sparks under her eyelids dance and a golden wave extinguished the thoughts in his brain.

Within her slight and fragile body was an unforeseen vigor for love. It was a passion in her that she gave away without reserve, that clung to Severin and consumed him. Women had always been a disappointment to him. In his affairs with them there had never been the great and compelling force that, irresistible and lethal, could fascinate and control. Now for the first time lightning broke into his life, shattering and illuminating it. Sometimes a memory returned to him involuntarily, and Zdenka’s image appeared before him and pleaded with him. When he awoke during the night and looked into the darkness, it came to him and tried to save him. Once again the luster of her blond hair became entangled with his heart, and from far off her voice resounded like a bell. But the next day brought him back to Mylada and in her mouth he forgot the world.

When afternoon came and the October shadows were scattered over the walls, he sat at home and waited. The noises from the street sounded indistinctly, changing as they ascended. The carriages driving by shook the floorboards. Sometimes the rushing and pounding remained in his head. It horrified him, and was impossible to get rid of. He covered his ears with his hands and realized that the noise came from within him. A fearsome dread bored at his intestines. Then the bell rang and Mylada entered his room and opened her coat.

He loved everything that was hers. Every garment she wore on her fervid body became a fetish to him. He tried to awaken her breath from the mesh of the veil she had once left behind in his apartment. The scent of the gloves he stole from her comforted him in the hours when he did not possess her. When, with cruelly trifling fingers, she undressed in front of him, he threw his destiny at her feet. He could no longer escape it, and it forced him to his knees. Sobbing, tantalized by an unearthly bliss, he touched his lips to her camisole.

He knew that by leaving Zdenka for Mylada he had finally sacrificed her forever. But it was too late to turn back, and the thought that there had ever been a time that was not filled to overflowing with a consuming love was barren and ghostly. Often, when he held her in his arms and she curled up in his lap like an unruly child, the eyes of the nun he had accompanied on her way to church during the summer looked at him from beneath her lashes. He told her about their meeting and about how he had seen her smile when, at her side, he prayed, Hail Regina, full of grace — — Mylada laughed and began to talk about her sister, who had been dead for years. She told him he had been seeing ghosts. But Severin refused to accept it, and held to his story. The young woman’s white face stood before his soul, clear and genuine, and within him the sultry fires of the unholy wishes that had been ignited then continued to smolder.

Mylada allowed him his fantasies. With the acute instinct she used to dominate men, she soon realized that a source of new and complex pleasures was concealed here, and that she must unearth them in order to savor them. One day she came later than usual, when the twilight of the autumn evening was already darkening his room. Feverish, devastated by the wait, he opened the door. Speechless and tranquil, her pious hands folded over her breast, the young nun stood before him as he had seen her under the acacias on the riverbank. The broad and pleated cowl flowed over her arms and legs, and her star-eyes glittered beneath the black bonnet.

Regina! he stammered.

Then she fell on him with a cry and her lips suckled at his mouth. Only when she kissed him did he realize that it was Mylada. He ripped the coarse garment in two, and beneath it her body shone like lusterless and beautiful silk. He put his arms around her corset and carried her to his bed.

Regina! Regina!

An astounding felicity, larger than life, ran into his blood like molten metal and burned a sweet, coral-red scar in his abject, love-conquered heart.

 
Severin spent all the nights following this afternoon in The Spider. Separated from the others, he sat in his place and watched the customers who troubled themselves over Mylada. For every one of them she had a word, a brightening in her voice, a half-spoken promise each of them believed he alone possessed, which colored their cheeks with a furtive redness. But now and then her gaze flew to Severin, and whenever she walked past him she ran her fingers through his hair. She looked at him while she sang the songs he loved, in which the music of his childhood resonated. She too possessed the lulling and fanciful charm of Slavic women that had made Zdenka fascinating to him. But there was a dangerous sentimentality in her that clung to the surface and made her essence no less of a riddle. Severin drank the dark red wine that Karla poured for him and did not stir. He took no part in the gaiety that pushed against him. It did nothing to pull him out of his reverie. In the middle of the exalted frenzy he was alone with Mylada, and he thought secretly of the hour when she would belong to him again.

It was already light when he emptied his glass and went out into the street. A man with a pole over his shoulders walked in front of him and extinguished the last of the lanterns. A group of chattering women came toward him, lugging large baskets on their backs. They were merchants carrying vegetables to early market. When he got home, he lay down to sleep without getting undressed.

Once, at the break of day, he barred the door of the tavern behind him and saw Nathan Meyer standing by his side. His thin mouth twisted scornfully as he greeted Severin. He accompanied him a short way down the street. When they parted, he cleared his throat roughly and shook his head.

She’s a slut! — he said repeatedly through his teeth, and Severin was not sure if what he said contained satisfaction or admonition.

With a strange, almost fatherly mien the Russian looked into his eyes.

She’s a slut, Severin! — — Believe me, — she’s a slut!




VII

 
Severin’s love for Mylada had come into his life like a jet of flame that suddenly shoots into the sky and hideously illuminates the fiery night. A fearsome and lonely horror enclosed him now as she distanced herself from him after a few weeks of an abandoned and capricious mood and left him once again to the icy shadows. He was incapable of accepting that he was alone again. The heat had burned out his soul, leaving a hollow and empty carapace. He did not understand that the agony of inflamed and horribly suppurating wounds was all that remained. With the rashness of the hopeless he bridled against fate.

Every day he waited in his room for her visit. The hands of the grandfather clock clicked over the quarter hours and it became late. Mylada was not coming anymore. He beat his face against the floor and saliva and blood flowed from his twisted mouth and soaked the carpet.

That evening in the wine bar he seized her arm. He dug in his nails to the bone. In a quavering voice she cried out for help, and tore the flesh from his wrist with savage bites. Finally she pulled herself free.

I don’t want anymore! It’s finished!

Shaken by revulsion, he fled into the street. A gust of wind carried off his hat, but he did not notice. Bareheaded, obliterated by suffering, he ran through the night. Terror followed loomingly at his back and he could not escape it. The uniform of a constable flashed next to him and a commanding voice hailed him. Severin answered with a curse and kept running.

In the fields beyond the suburbs he stopped. His breath rattled in his throat and his veins pounded and threatened to burst through his neck. He ripped off his collar and gradually succeeded in collecting himself. The clouds drifting across the sky dispersed and revealed the moon. Severin recognized the area. Nearby rose a dilapidated farmhouse that had been abandoned for years. In the summer vagabonds slept between its crumbling walls, and during the day ragpickers sometimes searched the old rubble for treasure.

A few steps further on, the footpath joined the main road. The new buildings of the large factories rose on either side. Beyond them the cemeteries began. Severin had not been in this neighborhood since Doctor Konrad’s death. His thoughts reviewed the days that had passed since the burial and were mortified and torn to pieces by the reality of what had happened. The moon vanished and darkness solidified over the fields. Severin ran on. He distanced himself further and further from the city, keeping his back to its cheerless lights. The night wind combed through his hair and seized his naked breast through his open shirt. His blood became calm and stopped pounding. Behind the churchyard’s iron gate, next to Konrad’s grave, stood the tree that had once haunted him even in sleep. Severin laughed as he walked by. He took a piece of earth from the ground and threw it over the wall.

A frightened weariness shackled his feet. He thought of the farm by the road. If he hid there until morning, he would not have to walk back to the city. He wanted to sleep. It occurred to him that a short time before there had been something in the newspapers about the farmhouse. There had been a suicide there, and the body of an officer was found amid the old debris. Severin had known him; he was a regular customer at The Spider. He remembered the evening when Karla had brought the news of his death to the wine bar. He had not worried about it then, because love had disrupted his life and sealed his eyes and ears. Now he saw the connection clearly. An unappeasable hatred, heavy with abscesses, broke within him; he raised his hand and shook his fist in the darkness.

 
The breakdown came to Severin a few days later. The tenacious vitality he possessed, which had withstood all the crises and excesses, broke and shattered beneath the force of an inconsolable sorrow. He reported himself sick and stopped going to the office. It was impossible for him to do or think anything that was not related to the masochistic desire with which he savored his pain and constantly renewed it from its earliest beginnings. A merciless and degenerate rage overcame him after hours of self-absorbed apathy. Then foam came to his lips and he smothered his horrible screams in the pillows on his bed. The mirror showed him a lacerated forehead and eyes red from wakefulness, and he smashed the glass with clenched fists. On the street he stepped out of the way of people who turned to look at him when they recognized his somber face and swollen tear-glands. 

That evening he met Nathan Meyer in front of The Spider. Severin was staring into the circle of light from the lamp over the door and his teeth were chattering when Nathan came up to him and put his hand on his shoulder.

Don’t go in there anymore! he said.

His voice was gentle and contained the firm and caring undertone adults use when speaking to children.

Never go in there again, Severin!

Then he took him by the arm and led him up the stairs to his room. Severin followed him without offering any resistance.

What do you want from me, Nathan? — he asked, and let his weakened body lean against the man’s large frame.

Nathan Meyer turned up the lamp and found a chair for his guest. Before him he put a box of the slender cigarettes he brought from his homeland and smoked constantly, lighting new ones from the ends of others that were already burning.

Smoke!

Then he began to pace the room with long strides. Severin sat and listened to him. It was the same thing he had experienced in the cafe. With short sentences made choppy by agitation, the Russian preached war against the world. But there was also something else that betrayed itself in his words, a friendly sympathy, an undisguised concern which sounded strange to Severin and which he did not know how to explain.

What do you want from me? — he asked again.

Nathan Meyer stopped in front of him.

I like you, Severin!

He bent forward smiling.

You are one of us! You belong to the guild!

To the guild? — What is that?

But his question received no answer. Nathan rattled a bundle of keys and unlocked the desk.

You can look at the things here while I go downstairs and get a bottle of wine. — But be careful with your cigarette!

Severin rose and curiously opened the heavy drawer. Nathan Meyer had left him alone, and a peculiar feeling came over him in this room, where the bookshelves covered the walls up to the ceiling and the lamplight shimmered on the furniture. Resting next to each other in the chest were carefully stored high-explosive bombs made of iron, spherical hand grenades, and square and egg-shaped canisters with white fuses.

Severin bent over the open drawer. A bright red thought crept lasciviously through his brain, and his hands shook violently against his cuffs. He carefully weighed every object with his eyes. A medium-sized, wonderfully formed device lay among the others like a black heart. Severin took it and slipped it into his pocket.

So? — said Meyer as he came back into the room with two glasses and a filled carafe.

A child’s toy! he muttered contemptuously when Severin remained silent and closed the desk.

Come, we’ll drink a glass to the guild!




VIII

 
After weeks of cruelly desolate loneliness Severin could no longer control his desire to see Mylada. The bloodless webs of the deceptive fantasies he followed into the evening shadows led him again and again to the place where the light from the wine bar fell on the street like a large blinding wheel. Nathan’s warning no longer resounded in his soul. Humbled by shame and consumed by longing, one evening he found himself back in The Spider.

He could no longer live without the final and bitterest sting of his sorrow. Mylada looked past him like a strange and unfamiliar guest. But her voice, which swelled with lubricity, and the golden cunning in the pupils of her eyes kindled the memory of her passion and her wicked and pernicious love. He recalled the hour when she had come to him dressed as a nun. Her kisses made him sigh and shudder. Delightedly he held in his arms the bewildering specter he had seen under the acacias during the summer.

Now he sat among the others, his head propped up on his arms. From between his fingers he watched how Mylada joked with the men, and traced the lines of her body under her dress. The book dealer Lazarus jostled her on his knees. His bare head pressed against her breasts, and beneath his taut skin Severin saw the creases of his skullbones. He recalled the evening when he had run through the city armed with a stone, intending to commit murder. Mylada played with the sparse and untidy beard that hung from the old man’s slack jaws, and the cloud Severin remembered rose in her clear eyes. A miserable thought slid through his throat like a slimy fist. He emptied his glass and stepped into the street.

 
Outside the deep and inexhaustible winter sky lay over the city. No stars were visible, and the departing autumn dragged behind it a raw and viscid trail of vapor that dampened the pavement. A tiny lamp burned by the mobile stand of a tea-maker; two prostitutes with feather hats and bright yellow summer coats were having a quick meal and laughing as they conversed. Severin walked up and bought a few cigarettes. One of the girls spoke to him and asked for twenty hellers. He reached into his pocket and gave her a handful of silver coins.

An apathetic and taciturn bitterness had taken possession of him. He did not know where he should go or what he should do. The warm smell of cheap spirits struck him from the carpeted entry hall of a bar, and the porter put his hand to his cap in greeting. Severin thought of the years when he had sealed up his life in such places. A keen desire for that time overcame him. Back then he had had a place of refuge. He was not alone in the poverty and narrowness of his existence; naive wishes kept him company, lachrymose notions of the vastness and sin of the world. Now he knew better. Ruined and besoiled, consumed and enervated, he was perishing in filth because a bargirl had ended things with him.

Now he could also understand the word that had come from Nathan Meyer’s mouth. There were some for whom the radiance of life was only the glitter of a delusion. Sneerers with accursed hands, pariahs hounded through the streets by fear, murderers and people who had been marked out. That was the guild, and Severin belonged to it too.

Actually he had always felt it, even as a boy, when he read in the wild book and hungered for adventures. In the pale flame of his rotten youth there had always been a reddish smoke that came from the wicked hiding-places of his heart. To him the happiness of others was a childish rebus. He had recklessly played with destiny, and had blundered onto its wretched mousetraps without hurting himself.

He looked up and noticed that he had been going around in a circle the whole time, retracing his own path. Before him the tea-cooker’s lamp glowed in the small lantern, and the man’s white apron shone in the darkness. Severin suppressed a sob. The man there had a home, and the stub of candle in the broken glass burned with a tranquil light.

And him? And Severin?

He felt a pain deep within his soul. The image of a woman, sweet, covered with dust and shards, raised its grief-stricken face to him. But he threw back his head and refused to look at it.

Or maybe? Was it possible?

A mild and disconcerting weakness made his limbs slacken. In front of the entry steps of a house he let his knees sink, and cooled his brow against the stones. He folded his hands and closed his eyes, and directly overhead, in the small space the buildings left open to the sky, a diffident star appeared and began to shine.

 
A fine, light gray luminescence was heralding the morning as Severin rose and set out toward Old Town Square. The indistinct borders of the colorful streetsigns were visible on the walls, and the man with the tea machine was preparing for his journey home. A bleary-eyed woman leaned in front of the Ringapotheke and rang the bell.

The custodian of the building sleepily held out his sweaty hand to the late visitor and nodded with satisfaction when he remembered who he was. Severin gave him a coin and climbed the stairs to Zdenka’s apartment. An endless pause stopped the beating of his heart before he knocked on the door.

Inside a noise became audible.

Is someone there? — a voice asked.

It’s me — Severin!

The door opened and a hot hand led him into the room. The petroleum lamp with the green shade burned on the table. Zdenka was in her nightshirt. Her hair fell to her throat in blond ringlets and she shivered from the cold.

Why did you come here? — she asked quietly. Severin removed his hat and held it in his hands. He looked around and embraced the room with a long, parting glance. The early light came through the curtains and made the glow from the lamp small and meager. Next to the bed stood the wardrobe where Zdenka kept her clothes and linen. The violet porcelain vase on the chest was cracked and the color had left the handle. A bunch of dried flowers they had picked in the woods during the summer was stuck inside.

Zdenka looked at him and waited. The nightshirt glided over her naked bosom and the cold made her draw her shoulders together. With a practiced and mechanical mo-tion he extended his arm. But then he let it sink again.

Why did you come? — —

Then he turned around and went out the door.




IX

 
The wind, which in the morning had made the signboards of the shopkeepers clatter, had subsided. A calm evening made the sky clear, and a pale and beautiful sun began to shine. Severin sat up in his tousled bed and looked at the clock. The long rest after his sleepless night had not refreshed him. He washed the hot stupor from his eyes and carefully put on his clothes.

Groups of adolescent boys from the Gymnasium came toward him from the street. They were on their way home from school, conversing animatedly. Severin looked back at them with a vague feeling of envy. The sudden change in the weather had brought people out of their homes, and a mob of pedestrians sauntered along the pavement and crowded around the shopwindows. Girls with fashionable velvet bonnets over their coquettish hairstyles made their way through the crowd. Two lovers stopped at an inter-
section and admired the sunset. Poppy-colored streaks appeared on the rooftops and set fire to the chimneys. A thick cloud entered the glow and floated over Karlsplatz like a bar of gold.

Severin walked along slowly, with a frigid and taciturn curiosity. The half-dark sensation that always afflicted him after a state of exhaustion took him unawares, and he gave himself up to it without resistance. His consciousness split off and lived an independent life, separate from his own. The past and the present went by like pictures in a panorama, and he looked into his own existence with astonishment and irresolution. The faces of people walking next to him and the profiles of houses he was familiar with acquired a new and peculiar clarity that stimulated his perception.

The chestnut-roasters had set up their ovens on the corners of the intersecting streets. A cheerful luminescence lay over the city. A wrinkled old woman with a crooked stick hobbled slowly over the pavement. Longhaired students stood in front of doors, talking to servant girls, and the dark blue dusk drew pleasant shadows from the niches. A lantern set out in anticipation of nightfall sparkled in front of Kreuzherrnkirche and filled the air with glassy color.

Severin stepped onto the bridge. A cold wind blew up from the river and chased away the mood to which he had surrendered himself. Razor-sharp, his memory returned and sliced the fraudulent play of his senses to pieces. Evening shimmered over the river. An automobile with large, milky-white headlamps honked gloomily, and the bell of the small chapel at the foot of the castle steps rang a benediction. Severin strode past the black statues on the parapet. He bit his tongue, and blood flowed into his mouth, tasting of gall. This was not the city he knew. This was a peepshow, where proper male and female burghers ran errands and St. Nepomuk watched over the Moldau with the hands of a hypocrite.

The twilight was giving way to darkness as Severin walked through the tower entrance of the Kleinseite and toward the Radetzky memorial. By the main guardhouse a soldier walked back and forth with a shouldered rifle. The color of yellow copper lay on the square of arcades. Severin clambered through Spornergasse and up to Hradschin. The city he knew was different. — Its streets led into sin, and evil lurked at the thresholds. There the heart beat between dank, treacherous walls, there the night crept past curtained windows and throttled the soul while it slept. Satan had placed his traps everywhere. In churches and in the houses of lecherous women. His breath lived within their murderous kisses, and in the garments of a nun he went out to plunder —

In front of the entrance to the castle courtyard Severin turned his head. It had become dark, and with weeping lights Prague spread itself out at his feet.

Somewhere a dog howled, and its fearful baying sounded as though it came from the depths, from a forgotten pit beneath the crooked lanes of Hradschin —

 
A large group of people had been gathered in The Spider since early evening. Lazarus bought the champagne. Mylada’s birthday was being celebrated with lewd gaiety.

There were many members of the circle that used to meet at Doctor Konrad’s atelier. Lazarus had invited them all; even Nikolaus sat there, serious and bored, as well as the pock-faced painter who now lived with blonde Ruschena. In an enchanting mood Mylada presided over the table. Her lissome shamelessness charmed the men and filled the young people with enthusiasm. One after another, they drank to her, and she moistened her red tongue in every one of their glasses. Desire leapt over their faces like a tiny flame and fastened itself to her green dress. Someone suggested a raffle, the proceeds of which would be drunk up at the earliest opportunity, and, to laughter and jubilation, Mylada said she would give herself to the winner. The price of the lots was high, but nevertheless all but one had been bought up when Severin entered the room and was welcomed with a loud cheer. 

Mylada greeted him.

Do you want the last lot?

She held the white piece of paper between her fingertips.

What can I win? — he asked.

Me!

Then he silently put the last of his money in her hands and took the paper.

The drawing began. The numbers were thrown into an ice-pail, and people crowded around the table shouting. A brutal suspense held all of them in its claws. Wine reddened the reveler’s brows, and a grotesque excitement tautened their features and made their faces leering and beastly.

Blindfolded, Mylada reached into the bucket. The room fell silent as she unfolded the paper.

You were lucky, Severin! — she said, smiling.

An envious pause ensued.

Severin stepped closer. The blood rushed in his ears, and his face was ashen. He raised the object he had recently stolen from Nathan Meyer’s desk. The fuse curled around his arm like a white worm.

A bomb! someone cried with horror, and a scream made all of them shudder.

I came here to kill you —

His voice broke. With red eyes he stared into the lamp.

Nikolaus took the weapon from his hand and stroked his cheeks like a child’s.

Why? he asked tenderly.

Because I hate you! —

And why didn’t you do it? — Mylada whispered, and looked at him open-mouthed. She stretched her body and her breasts rubbed against him.

Because I’ve won the raffle! — —

A deadly shame threw him to the ground. He knelt down and lay his head in her lap. Sobbing overcame him and he began to cry. But the laughter of the drunkards passed over him and transformed his tears into an unclean and burning sludge.
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