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They were standing outside the iron factory gate, waiting. They stood there every Friday, always stationing themselves just to the left of the porter’s lodge, where they had a good view of the factory’s main thoroughfare, and the crowds who came pushing their way out of the gate when the shift changed.

They were holding hands, as if for mutual support and encouragement. Every Friday, as the electric clock over the porter’s lodge moved round to five, their hearts stood still and their young faces hardened, looking much older than their slight bodies.

The porter blew his nose, glancing at the time-check clock by his keyboard. One of the factory guards was sitting in the lodge with him, smoking a pipe. “Couple of nice kids,” commented the guard. “Come to meet their Dad off shift—you don’t see that so often nowadays, Karl.”

Clearing his throat, the porter looked through the big window of his lodge at the factory buildings. Any moment now the hooter would go, gates and doors would open, people would come thronging out. And one of them would be Peter Kaul, electrician, from Building Four. A quiet, inconspicuous man, the average man in the street, everything about him ordinary: his face, his clothes, the way he walked, the way he spoke and thought and worked. A tiny cog in the big wheel of the world.

“You don’t know ’em?” asked the porter, putting his handkerchief away.

The guard shook his head. “Know who?”

“Those kids.”

“No … been on Gate Five till yesterday. What about them, then?”

“They’re Peter Kaul’s kids. So maybe you don’t know him—you soon will! Then you’ll see why I give those two a fifty-pfennig piece now and then. Know what they do? They chase straight off to the butcher’s, buy themselves a bit of black pudding. Pathetic, mate, that’s what it is.”

The guard looked out of the large window at the two children standing to one side of the big iron gate. They were watching the electric clock. The hand jerked forward … five more minutes and the hooter would go, Daddy would come out, it would all be the same as every other Friday. They squeezed hands, smiling at each other. Cheer up, Petra, thought Heinz, I’m here too! Cheer up, Heinz, thought Petra, we’re helping Mummy.

“You mean they’re hungry?” said the guard. “How come? Electricians earn good money, Karl!”

“You just watch!”

The hooter went, above the main building. Seventeen hours: the shifts were changing. Workers came crowding out of Building One, nearest the gate, a turbulent, rushing river of heads and bodies. Petra and Heinz stood aside from the stream of people and drew closer together. They were thin and pale, with large eyes in faces older than their years.

“Will he be … like that again?” Petra wondered.

Heinz nodded. “Sure to be.”

The porter nudged the guard. “That’s him, coming now. In the grey suit. Got a red tie on, and a briefcase under his arm. See him?”

The guard leaned forward. Among the hurrying crowd he saw a man, head held high, gaze rather fixed, making for the gate. The porter sighed and pushed his cap to the back of his head. “Blind drunk again!” he said, disgusted.

The guard turned in surprise. “He’s walking straight enough!”

“That means he’s had a skinful. Look at his eyes, will you? Friday being pay-day, he really goes to town.”

“You mean those kids …”

“His missus sends ’em.” The porter shrugged his shoulders. “Hopes they can put a brake on her old man. Never works, though … he drinks over half his pay every Friday, regular as clockwork. Mind you, he won’t get the sack, first on account of the wife and kids, second, he’s still a good electrician. Drinks like a fish, but he’s a good worker. Now, watch this!”

Peter Kaul had passed through the gate and seen his two children. His face twisted into an unpleasant smile.

“My bodyguard, eh?” he said. “The escort party! Frau Kaul’s police force! What’s the idea?”

Heinz and Petra held hands even tighter. Heinz, younger by two years than his twelve-year-old sister, tried to smile back at his father.

“Hullo, Daddy,” he said.

“Bugger off.” Peter Kaul pushed his briefcase under his arm, reached into his back trouser pocket for a flat bottle the size and shape of a hip flask, put it to his mouth and drank its contents; it had been a quarter full. The children watched, wide-eyed, as the clear liquor disappeared down their father’s throat. His Adam’s apple jerked as he swallowed. When the bottle was empty, he tossed it away on a heap of scrap.

“Daddy, please come home,” said Petra softly. “Mummy’s waiting.”

“I’ll go home when I damn well like!” shouted Peter Kaul. “For God’s sake, do we have to go through all this every Friday? I’m not some old crock of a car, I don’t need a breakdown service to get me home!”

“Daddy, Gundi isn’t well …”

“She’s got a bit of a cough, that’s all.”

“The doctor said it might turn to pneumonia.”

Peter Kaul smiled the same unpleasant smile again. He bent down to the children, the alcohol on his breath wafting round them. “That’s your mother, up to her tricks again!” he told them earnestly. “Trying to get me to come straight home! Put my pay packet down on the table and start budgeting. Oh dear, so Peter Kaul actually dared buy himself a drink with his hard-earned money! Oh, how can we ever forgive him? Lord have mercy on a miserable sinner! Hard at work for fifty-two hours this week, with overtime—surely the poor soul deserves a drop of schnapps! That’s how your mother wants it, eh? It’s a dog’s life, I can tell you. You’ll understand when you’re grown up. Your Daddy’s had a hard time … everyone out to kick him when he’s down … even your Mummy …” There were tears in Kaul’s eyes. He put his arms round his children, more for support than by way of an embrace. “It makes your poor Daddy cry … everyone’s bad to your Daddy … come along, let’s go home …”

They crossed the street to the tram stop.

“Drunken idiot!” said the factory guard, watching Peter Kaul and the children get into a Number 17 and ride away.

“He’ll be OK again on Monday,” said the porter, filling himself a pipe. “Don’t ask me what makes him that way—but I reckon there’s something behind it. He wasn’t always like that, or so I’ve heard; he’s only been drinking two years, but it’s getting worse. You mark my words, there has to be some kind of reason!”

 

Peter Kaul and his children got home at seven. They had taken the tram to the railway station, where Peter Kaul went into the Post Office. “You wait outside,” he told the children. “I’ll be right back. What’s this place, then?”

“The Post Office, Daddy,” said Heinz.

“And you just remember that! They don’t sell liquor in the Post Office, do they? Mummy’s little spies have to remember everything, right?”

It was nearly ten minutes before Peter Kaul came out of the Post Office again. His face was pale, he stared at his children, and his hands were shaking as they hovered above the two young heads in the ghost of a caress.

“Poor kids,” he said slowly. His tongue felt heavy and swollen. “You deserve a better father. Life’s hell, that’s what … sheer hell!”

They went the rest of the way home on foot: a mistake, and a dangerous one, as it turned out on the next corner, where there was a pub. Peter Kaul made straight for the brewery sign, tugging his children along by the hand. “You don’t understand!” he growled, when Petra hung back and started crying. “Your Daddy needs a drink!”

“Mummy says … ” Heinz was resisting, too. But Kaul could smell the beery aroma of the pub, he could already taste schnapps on his tongue, feel the mists that made everything so much easier to bear swirling through his brain. And then he would get that wonderful sense of release, he would be free, content, marvellously happy. He could dream then: childlike dreams of bliss—a little house in a meadow, silvery mountains in the sun, an eagle hovering overhead as he lay in the grass among the wild flowers, kissing a girl as young and pretty as Susanne had been thirteen years before. He would feel strong, full of energy! The world was beautiful, sunny, happy … until the mists came down again, veiling it all, taking everything away, and he would wake up and find himself back in his rumpled bed, or on the old sofa in the kitchen. The place would smell of cabbage, not flowers, and instead of Susanne at twenty there would be a careworn woman of thirty-two standing by the stove, in a clean overall, her hair combed back, her make-up the best she could manage with her limited means; she tried so desperately not to appear embittered to him, the children, the neighbours and indeed to herself. But her skin was dull, and unhappiness had etched lines on her face. The soft, melting lips he had kissed in his dream would twist wryly and say, “Have you slept it off? Can we talk seriously? You know, you’ve drunk away forty marks—and that was just today!”

Then he would long for another drink, for the dream, for oblivion and freedom and love, sun and warmth. The schnapps could give him all that!

“You want your Daddy to cry again?” he asked the children. “Just one little glass! You can tell Mummy. You can tell her everything—little spies! ”

It was a long, tiring way home. They had visited nine pubs before Petra and Heinz finally saw the housing estate ahead. Block after block of five-storey buildings, all just the same, like a barracks, painted a dingy white. There were children playing on the pavements, and a group of five women gossiping outside the grocer’s shop, four of them pregnant and one of those pregnant for the ninth time. There was nothing to be done about it: life had taken on an inevitable rhythm of work, meals, a bottle of beer or so, television, bed. A repetitive cycle, culminating for these women once a year in the labour ward, and then starting all over again.

The Kaul family lived in the third building of the fourth block, on the first floor. They had a three-roomed apartment: a bedroom for the parents, one for the children, and a living room which was also the kitchen. Susanne was in the kitchen waiting for her family to get home. Her youngest child, one-year-old Gundula, who had such a dreamy look in her eyes, and whose legs were so curiously limp, was already asleep in an old pram. Peter Kaul had drunk away the money for a new pram six months ago, on his way to buy it.

Susanne spent half her life erecting a façade in front of her misery. She made her own clothes, and the children’s, she kept the apartment scrupulously clean, and when she went out she held her head high, like a happy woman with a good husband. She never spoke a word against Peter; she taught the children to say their Daddy was the best Daddy in the world. Keeping up appearances like this was hard work. Everyone on the housing estate knew Peter Kaul, they could hear him singing or shouting every Friday when he was drunk. They were sorry for Susanne and sympathized with her, though they did not show it, knowing she would mind pity worse than anything.

Heinz came into the kitchen first; he wanted to show he was a man, he was brave, he could look after his sister. Peter Kaul was in the lavatory; Susanne could hear the splashing sound from the kitchen. A muscle twitched in her face. There were certain outward signs of the state of his intoxication. When he sang he was harmless, when he was silent she could at least talk to him, when he became lachrymose he had to go to bed, if he was raving and blustering Susanne knew she had to keep quiet herself until his own noise tired him out. The final stage was when he lost all his inhibitions and did not even bother to shut the lavatory door.

“I couldn’t stop him, Mummy,” Heinz explained. “We went to the Post Office first, and then … Mummy, what can we do about it?”

Susanne Kaul patted Heinz’s cheek. Petra followed him into the kitchen, crying. She stood close to the wall.

“Sit down, children,” Susanne said, huskily. “Petra, you get the fried potatoes out of the oven. I’ll be back in a minute.” She left the room, closing the door behind her. Heinz and Petra exchanged understanding glances.

“Do you think he’ll start shouting again?” asked Petra in a low voice.

“No, he’s too tired today.”

“Want to bet?”

“Bet what?”

“Ten marbles.”

“OK.” Heinz went to the kitchen door. “I bet he won’t shout. He’s going into the bedroom …”

Peter Kaul saw his wife standing in the narrow hall as he came out of the lavatory, doing up his trousers. He leered at Susanne and went past her into the bedroom, where he took off his jacket, throwing it on the bed.

“Pay packet’s in there. It’s all yours …”

“How much have you drunk this time?”

“Just enough to make me happy!” He sat on the edge of the bed, took off his shoes, flung them at the wardrobe door and bawled, “Hands, knees and boompsa-daisy!”

In the kitchen, Heinz held out his hand to his sister. “Ten marbles, please! He isn’t shouting, he’s singing.”

“He’s throwing his shoes about, though. Five marbles!”

“All right.”

The children went back to the table. Petra took the pan of fried potatoes out of the oven, served herself and Heinz, and put it back again.

“Anything else?” asked Heinz.

“There’s some beetroot.”

“Good!”

They ate in silence, listening, and glancing at the door now and then. They could hear voices from the bedroom, but no quarrelling. In fact Peter Kaul was lying on his bed wanting nothing but sleep and dreams. His brain was blessedly dulled by alcohol, his limbs felt almost weightless, he could hear Susanne’s voice, but he hardly took in her words.

“I can’t go on like this!” she was saying. “Peter, I just can’t—I’m at the end of my tether! How can I keep up with the rent, and the instalments on the television and the radio, the fridge and the washing machine? Every week, when they come for the money, I have to ask them to come back next Friday. Soon they’ll be repossessing everything.” She stopped, staring at her husband, who was lying on his back, eyes closed, mouth half open. “Are you even listening to me?” she cried.

Kaul gave a slight start. “Yes.”

“Peter, I can’t go on! One of these days I—I shall do myself in!”

He opened his eyes, his glassy alcoholic gaze searching for her.

“Better leave that to me, Susi,” he said, his tongue heavy.

“Why do you do it, Peter?” She sat down beside him and suddenly burst into tears. He put out a hand and laid it on her thigh. “You’re ruining all our lives! Even if you don’t care about me any more, think of the children!”

“The children!” His eyes flashed. “Spies! Their mother’s little spies! How could you?”

“I—I thought if you saw the children you might leave the drink alone.”

“Thought! She thought! I drink when I want to!” Peter Kaul stretched. Peace, he thought. Where are you? Where are my dreams of flowery meadows, snow-covered mountains …

“Don’t we mean anything to you any more?” Susanne’s voice was low and tearful. She leaned over the pale face, rather puffy at the moment, overcoming the nausea she felt at the alcohol on his breath, and buried her face in his chest. “We used to be so happy, Peter … till two years ago … will it never get any better?”

“Quiet …” Kaul stretched comfortably, and a pleasant warmth ran through him. The sun’s shining, he thought happily. Soon I’ll feel the wind blowing through the grass and the flowers, I’ll hear the cowbells … Susanne, you’ll never understand how wonderful it is to be drunk, as gloriously drunk as I am!

Susanne rose from the bed. He was asleep, breathing noisily, his chest heaving up and down, but he was smiling. In repose his mouth was like a child’s, like Petra’s when she was asleep.

The children were still sitting at the kitchen table, drinking their milk. “Where are you going, Mummy?” they asked, when Susanne came into the room wearing her outdoor coat. “What’s Daddy doing?”

“Daddy’s gone to sleep.” Susanne was breathing fast. “You get undressed and go to bed. I’m just going out for a little, I’ll soon be back. Sleep well!”

She kissed Petra and Heinz and hurried out of the apartment.

It’s our last hope, she thought. It’s all I can think of.

She hurried through the streets in the quiet of the evening, until she saw the slender spire of St. Christopher’s church ahead. She slowed down, but walked on, her steps firmer and more determined now. She stopped outside the presbytery, turned up her coat collar as if it were raining, and rang the bell.

She had to ring three times before she heard footsteps approaching the door.

 

Father Hans Merckel, priest of St. Christopher’s, was not too pleased when his housekeeper announced a visitor so late in the day. He was in the middle of composing his Sunday sermon, and it was an unwritten law that no one was to disturb his train of thought while he was busy with this task. He would shut himself up in his study to devote himself to the sermon, not emerging again for some time, and when he did come out he would seem strangely remote, as if quite absorbed in the text upon which he had been meditating.

This Friday evening, Father Merckel had chosen a particularly beautiful text: “Behold, I am with you always, even unto the end of the world.” It would make a good sermon, touching on many different aspects of life.

“Yes?” the priest called through the study door, when his housekeeper’s knocking persisted. “What is it?”

She told him he had a visitor, a woman who would not go away, who was crying and saying there was a whole family’s life at stake.

“One moment,” said Father Merckel. He could be heard moving things around, clearing his throat, closing a door. Then he opened the door of his study and looked out into the hall.

The priest was an impressive, sturdy figure of a man, in his early sixties, with snow-white hair and a ruddy complexion; in conjunction with his deep voice, these gave him the air of a patriarch. Standing in his pulpit or at the altar, or carrying the sacraments through the streets in procession on Corpus Christi Day, wearing his golden cope, he impressed everyone with his charismatic personality.

“Come in,” said Father Merckel, standing aside to let Susanne Kaul into his study. The first thing she noticed was the familiar smell of alcohol in the room, slight but unmistakable. She turned to Father Merckel in surprise, and found herself looking into a pair of kindly, calm, bright old eyes.

“I’m sorry to visit you so late,” she began, but Father Merckel shook his head, took her arm and guided her to an armchair.

“No time is too late for God,” he said, “and I am God’s servant.”

Timidly, Susanne sat down and stole a glance around her. She saw walls of bookshelves, dark old furniture, a large, solid desk, a wooden crucifix on the wall behind it, an old statue of the Madonna and Child on a shelf in one corner, two occasional tables, a worn but genuine Oriental rug, a carved oak prie-dieu of the kind that can still be found in old monasteries.

“It’s about Peter—my husband, Father. Peter Kaul, he’s an electrician at the Marsellus works here in Essen.”

“I see.” Father Merckel folded his hands. Has the husband died or had an accident, he wondered, and she’s just heard the news? He waited to hear more.

“My husband is a drunk, Father,” said Susanne quietly. Father Merckel unclasped his hands.

“What?”

“He drinks. Every Friday he drinks over half his pay, we’re head over ears in debt, the children have no proper clothes and we have to starve to pay the rent. Sometimes he raves, sometimes he’s just like a child, he’ll be throwing the furniture about one minute, and the next he’s whimpering like a puppy. He … he’s not in his right mind, Father! The drink has driven him crazy!” She raised both hands as if in prayer. “Help me, Father, please help me! You’re our priest—he must listen to a priest! You’re my last hope—please help me!”

She was crying again, her hands in front of her face. Father Merckel, who had been pacing up and down, stopped in front of her, took her hands and gently lowered them.

“Tell me the whole story,” he said, in his deep and kindly voice. “If I can do anything to help, I certainly will.”

Susanne stared at him, her mouth distorted as if in a silent scream. He smells of drink, she thought, an icy shudder running through her. Wine: I can tell the difference between the smell of wine and spirits. Wine is more acid.

“Y … yes, Father,” she stammered. “I’ll tell you all about it—but can you help him?”

“God can help everyone.” Father Merckel let go of Susanne’s hands and sat down opposite her. “Now, get it all off your chest, Frau Kaul. That’s what you need to do most at the moment.”

 

On Saturday morning Peter Kaul lay in bed, his throat dry and burning, suffering from unbearable nausea and trying to vomit every ten minutes or so, though he could only manage a painful retching, bringing up a mere trickle of bile and gastric acid.

Susanne was sitting in the kitchen, trying to budget with what was left in the pay packet. The two older children were at school, little Gundula was lying in her pram playing with her brightly coloured blocks of wood. Peter Kaul dragged himself out of bed to get a glass of water. “The hell with your stupid sums!” he told Susanne, hitching his pyjama trousers up round his waist. “They won’t make it any better! Right, so we’re forty-seven marks short again … look, I’ll make it up next week. I’ll do two night shifts—how about that, Susi?”

“The man will be coming for the instalment on the washing machine any moment now. We’re already two weeks behind, and if I don’t pay this time they’ll take it away. But if I do pay we can’t have meat at all this week, only potatoes and vegetables.” Susanne put her pencil down on the pay packet. “Peter, I have to get the money you drank somehow!”

Peter Kaul did not reply. She’s right, he thought, getting back into bed. Yes, she’s right! I’ll look for work moonlighting. There’s the rest of today, and Sunday; I know there’s work going for an electrician on the new building site. I could go there every Saturday and Sunday. I’ll show them all I can look after my family! Hell … Susanne’s right!

But they don’t any of them know why I drink, he thought, misery sweeping over him again. And I can’t tell them … all I can do is drink when I think of it! I want to forget. Peace, that’s what I want, peace! And Susanne mustn’t know either. She does love me, in spite of everything; if she knew it would kill her love!

He was crying now, twisting the bedspread in his hands and sobbing quietly. The doorbell rang. Eleven o’clock. The man for the instalment on the washing machine. Peter Kaul pulled the quilt over his head, escaping from reality.

 

At about the same time Father Hans Merckel was facing Dr. Konrad Lingen, the well-known psychiatrist and brain surgeon, in the latter’s consulting rooms.

In choosing to consult Dr. Lingen, the priest had picked a leading authority. Lingen had his own clinic outside Essen, in the lightly wooded countryside of the Ruhr valley, where he performed operations which made international headlines. His particular field was complicated brain tumours, but neuroraphies and risky operations such as leucotomies and frontal lobotomies were also carried out at his clinic, and Dr. Lingen had a high reputation in professional circles. The Ruhr district courts frequently called on him for an expert opinion, and his evidence was always relevant, confident and correct. At the age of forty-six, Konrad Lingen was at the height of his career; all he was waiting for now was the chair of psychiatric medicine at the planned new University of the Ruhr.

“Yes, Father; it’s not an uncommon story, you know,” Dr. Lingen said, a touch of impatience in his tone. He had been listening to the story of the Kaul family for over an hour, and was asking himself where it was leading.

Father Merckel looked at Lingen: tall, lean, elegant, a man whose greatest asset was the sensitivity of his fingertips. During operations he seemed to have a receiver in them, registering the finest of reactions and automatically working to counter them.

“I’d like to help this family, doctor,” said Father Merckel. “I intend to have a word with Peter Kaul myself, but I want you to help the wife … and that child, little Gundula. I’m afraid there may be something badly wrong there. ”

Dr. Lingen glanced at the notes he had been making.

“You say the child was conceived when Kaul was completely drunk?”

“Yes. He literally raped his wife. She didn’t want it, but he was so drunk he acted like an animal.” Father Merckel passed a hand over his silvery hair. “So the child came along. She’s a year old now, can’t sit up yet, let alone walk, and all she does is babble and play with her blocks. She hardly reacts at all to external stimuli, except to crow when she smells food coming. I should like you to examine the child, doctor. I’ll pay.”

“My dear Merckel, I ought to take that last remark as an insult! I imagine that a priest has a good reason for what he asks! Can the child come out to the clinic?”

“Yes, I’ll bring her myself.” Merckel rose. “I hardly know how to thank you.”

“Then don’t!” Lingen waved aside the priest’s protest. “Let me be selfish enough to think that I may need to call on you for help some day. We can settle up then!”

“Well, such things can happen—and sooner than one expects!”

“Let’s not tempt Providence!” Dr. Lingen laughed, and closed his appointments book. “Shall we say Monday, at ten? I see I have to operate on a tumour at eleven, which will take some four hours, and I can’t manage an earlier day because I have to give medical evidence in court. Monday at ten, then?”

“Excellent. And … and if my suspicions are correct?”

Dr. Lingen shrugged his shoulders. “As I told you, this kind of thing is quite common. I could show you any number of other such cases. ”

Father Merckel left Lingen’s consulting rooms with mixed feelings. I may have made matters worse for the poor woman, he thought. But how can we help without knowing the truth?

 

Peter Kaul worked on the new building site that Sunday, earning thirty marks. The site foreman begged him to come for an hour or so every day, after work, offering more than Kaul would actually have asked; he agreed, collected his thirty marks, and resisted the temptation to have a few drinks on the way home. I’d have earned them, too, he thought. A couple of hours a day, after work … Susanne couldn’t really grudge me a drink!

Monday came, and the week pursued its usual course. Kaul went into Essen at six-fifteen in the morning, and got home at seven, tired, hungry and thirsty. He had a beer, Susanne cooked supper, they talked, they watched television—and they waited for Friday, the day that wound up the week’s work and opened the gates of hell.

Susanne had not told Peter about her visit to the clinic yet. Dr. Lingen and the priest had advised her not to, for the time being. Gundula had been given a very thorough examination. Dr. Lingen and one of his senior consultants wheeled her away down a long corridor in her scuffed old pram, and a door closed silently behind them. Susanne clutched the arms of her chair.

“What will they do to her?” she asked Father Merckel, in a low voice. “Why can’t I stay with her? They’re not going to hurt her, are they?”

“Don’t worry.” Merckel patted her trembling hand. “Dr. Lingen has an international reputation—Gundula couldn’t be in better hands. You and I can wait here.”

They were sitting in a bay off the main corridor, facing a large window with a view down to the river Ruhr. There were wicker chairs and small tables, and flowers on the window sill. A pleasant place to wait.

In the examination room, the two doctors placed Gundula on a leather couch with a rubber sheet under her. Lingen looked at her, noting her reactions to her new and unfamiliar surroundings. She showed no fear or alarm, just played with a handkerchief the consultant had put into her little hands, and when they tried to stand her on her bandy legs, which kept crumpling under her, she uttered no sound. Her big blue eyes looked around her, placidly but without expression, her little mouth smiled for no apparent reason when they sat her up and she merely fell backwards like a doll.

“We hardly need to go any further,” said Dr. Lingen, “but we’ll take her through the whole range of tests, to satisfy Father Merckel.”

Barely an hour later, a nurse pushed the pram back along the corridor to the waiting area. Susanne jumped up and ran to meet it. “Gundi!” she cried. “Oh, did it hurt, darling?” She bent over the child. Gundula was playing with her coloured blocks again; she seemed perfectly happy. “What did the doctor say?” asked Susanne, clutching the plastic-covered handle of the pram.

“I don’t know.” The nurse smiled. “I was only told to bring her back to you.”

“Thank you, nurse!” said Susanne Kaul happily.

My baby’s laughing, she thought, they haven’t hurt her! Gundi is such a happy, contented little thing, I don’t suppose she cried at all.

All Lingen told Susanne that day was that she should not mention the examination at home for the time being. He was more forthcoming to Father Merckel. As usual, his diagnosis was brief and to the point.

“Not unusual in an alcoholic’s child,” he said. “Brain damage and physical handicaps: the result of hormonal imbalance. She will never be an adult, her mental age will always remain that of an infant.”

“You mean she’s an idiot?” said Father Merckel, quietly.

“If you want to put it so bluntly, yes. She’ll learn to walk eventually, she’ll acquire a limited knowledge of her surroundings, but she’ll never be educable.” Lingen shrugged his shoulders. “As I said, not a unique case, Father.”

Father Merckel nodded. “Thank you, doctor,” he said with difficulty. “Well, now we know … but how am I to tell the poor mother?”

“I shouldn’t tell her yet.” Dr. Lingen glanced at his watch. He was late for his tumour operation. “Stick to your original plan: talk to the father first, and don’t spare his feelings! Make sure he understands the situation. I wish you the best of luck.”

 

Father Merckel had chosen Friday evening for his interview with Peter Kaul on purpose: that was the day his personality problem showed itself with the regularity of clockwork.

Peter Kaul had been reluctant to go when he first received the invitation. “What’s all this about?” he had shouted. “What do I want with a priest? Yes, that’s right—go setting people against me behind my back! What sort of a wife do you think you are? Everyone’s against me!”

But at the end of his shift on Friday Petra and Heinz were not standing at the porter’s lodge, waiting for their father and his pay packet. It was the first time in weeks, and Kaul could not make it out. Susanne wouldn’t have done anything silly, he thought, would she? She wouldn’t have taken the children and …?

He threw away the cigarette he was smoking. He wanted to shout: I haven’t had a drop! Look, for the first time in two years I haven’t touched a drop this Friday! Well—two beers and couple of nips of korn, not enough to count! I’m sober, perfectly sober, even though my throat’s crying out for a drink and my mind for peace and oblivion! And today, of all days, they haven’t come! I’d have bought them sweets, ice cream, chocolate—I’d have shown them my full pay packet and told them: look, it’s all there! All the money, you tell Mummy that!

He took his usual Friday route home, taking the tram to the station, going into the post office, walking the rest of the way. But this time he went past the pubs, forcing himself to look away. He walked three times round the presbytery of St. Christopher’s, then circled the church itself, giving himself advice. Just go in, tell the priest there’s no point discussing it, he’d never understand, be polite and keep your temper, then go home and put that pay packet on the table in front of Susanne, breathe right in her face and smile, and say, “Smell that? I haven’t had a drop!” And wait for her praise and approval!

Father Merckel was expecting Peter Kaul. His housekeeper let Kaul in; she was wearing her hat and coat, since the priest had told her to take the evening off and go to the cinema.

“Evening, Father,” said Peter Kaul, standing at the study door. His nostrils suddenly flared, his upper lip twitched. The room smelt of alcohol. Of whisky. Kaul did not like whisky, he preferred schnapps and korn, those clear spirits which looked like water and had such a magical effect.

“Come in, Herr Kaul,” said Father Merckel. “Close the door, will you?”

“Father, I only came to say …”

“Yes, I know.” The priest overbore his protest. Kaul came in, and saw a table with armchairs grouped around it. It held glasses, and three bottles. Whisky, korn, gin. His mouth seemed to burn, his stomach cramped convulsively, the longing for liquor dried his mouth. He swallowed, and sat down, his knees trembling.

They stared at each other like two boxers in the ring, measuring one another up, the imposing figure of the pastor standing there like Moses on Mount Sinai, Kaul in his chair with his hands between his knees, inwardly trembling, but ready to spring like a beast of prey.

He’s not a priest, thought Peter Kaul, he’s a devil! He knows I drink, and he puts liquor and glasses right here on the table in front of me. On a Friday too!

“Well, so here we are, my dear Kaul,” said Father Merckel. “It’s quite a rare occurrence. I don’t often see you in church, do I?”

“You never see me in church!” Peter Kaul grunted, turning his head away. The bottle of korn shone, the gin beside it seemed to be singing to him. He knew that was an hallucination, but it felt real enough.

“No, I don’t.” Father Merckel smiled broadly. “We might as well be honest! And why not?”

“Why not what?”

“Why don’t you ever come to church?”

“Because I work myself to the bone Monday to Friday, Father, I go moonlighting too—all to keep up to standards of living in this wonderful society of the economic miracle—and I like to sleep in on a Sunday! I’ve a right to that, haven’t I? So far as I remember, God said something like: on the Sabbath shalt thou cease from labour …”

“That’s roughly it. Is it a long time since you last read the Bible?”

“Yes.”

“Full of fine things, the Bible. Live according to its precepts, my dear fellow, and life on earth becomes Paradise. Unfortunately, it also becomes boring.”

Peter Kaul stared at the priest, thinking; is that any way for a man of God to talk? He took a deep breath and tried to rise, but the priest’s hand pressed him back into the chair. He had a strong grip. Kaul looked at the singing bottle of gin. Hell, he thought, I ought to pick that up and take a drink, then I’d be strong too!

Merckel seemed to have read his visitor’s mind. He walked round the table again once or twice, lost in thought, then stopped and coughed. His own throat was dry, no denying it. And if he weakened now, God Himself must realize it was only a sacrifice, a means of laying bare his guest’s troubled spirit. An unbeliever had said the end justifies the means, but there was some point in it. A fallible human being must be approached by means of fallible humanity.

Having reached this point in his internal debate, Father Merckel sighed softly, asked God’s forgiveness again, told himself sternly he was only making excuses for his backsliding, and leaned down to Kaul.

“A drink, my dear fellow?” he asked, picking up the bottle of korn.

“No, thanks. I don’t drink.” Kaul’s voice was hoarse.

“You’re lying, Peter.” Father Merckel filled a slender glass to the brim, and poured another for himself. “Good health!”

Peter Kaul took the glass, his hands shaking so much that the spirit slopped over. He tossed the drink straight back, and then licked the spilt liquor off the backs of his hands.

“Better now, eh?” Father Merckel sat down opposite Kaul. “Would you like another?”

“No, thank you, Father.”

“That’s a lie too. I can see your Adam’s apple twitching. My dear man, I recognize the symptoms. Come on—after all, it’s Friday!”

Peter Kaul’s jaw dropped. His face went so pale it was almost translucent. He took the glass Father Merckel was offering him and drank the contents.

“What … what do you want, Father?” he said hoarsely.

“I want to hear your confession, Peter Kaul. We’re quite alone here, except for God—and God keeps secrets.”

“I don’t have any confession to make to you.”

“What is it that is so wrong about Fridays?”

Peter Kaul stared at the priest, and reached for the bottle. Without asking permission, he poured himself another glass and greedily drank it down. As Father Merckel sat watching, he repeated the process three times.

“There’s nothing wrong with Fridays!” said Kaul, too loudly. The mists were already swirling in his brain. “I get paid, that’s all.”

“Why do you drink?”

“I like the taste.”

Merckel refilled both their glasses. Peter Kaul sat staring as the truth sank in. He drinks too, he thought in astonishment. For God’s sake, he’s another one! The priest drinks!

They stopped talking; they drank. Soon the bottle of korn was empty, and they went on to the gin. By the time that bottle, too, was half empty, they were clinking glasses and laughing uproariously at one another’s inane remarks. As the level sank in the gin bottle, Merckel put a record on his stereo system. “A polka!” he cried. “Ah, those were the days, when we used to dance the polka!” And he danced, hopping and stamping like a clumsy bear, while Peter Kaul, bawling the tune, beat time on the table top. What a wonderful day, thought Kaul. I’m so happy, so light-hearted!

Suddenly, as if felled by an axe, he collapsed forward, his brow hitting the table top. He was whimpering and clutching the table leg. “The swine!” he muttered. “The filthy swine! He’s taken everything away from me … ”

Merckel immediately switched off the stereo, and went unsteadily over to Kaul. He fell into his chair, stroked back his wild silver hair and dabbed his red, sweating face. Kaul raised his head and looked at the priest, his eyes empty.

“It’s been the same every week these last two years—I have to hand over twenty per cent of my pay, every Friday. Twenty per cent! If I don’t he’ll go and tell the management … and that’ll be the end of me! You see, I’ve always kept it quiet … nobody knows. Except him … him …”

Merckel nodded. “Sounds a charming fellow!” He pressed Kaul back into his chair again. “Why didn’t you ever tell anyone?” he asked.

Kaul swallowed. His red-rimmed, watery eyes showed fear and terror as he looked at the priest. “I … I killed a man,” he said quietly.

Father Merckel had been ready for almost anything, but not this. “You did what?” he said. “Killed a man? It doesn’t sound likely!”

Peter Kaul shook his head frantically. “I never meant to! I was careless, that’s all!” He mopped his eyes as the scene came billowing up out of the alcoholic mists in his mind.

The Amalia mine, three years ago. They had opened up a new gallery, and Kaul was wiring it. He had spent ten days underground, laying cables, fitting distribution boxes, making a good job of the wiring. Then he connected the installation to the mains, the power was coming through, and he realized it was twelve o’clock. He went off to lunch, leaving the ends of two cables still uninsulated. He was only taking half an hour for lunch, and then he’d finish the job. He hung a notice on the fuse box saying: Caution—Live.

The short-circuit came ten minutes later. The fuses blew, and there lay Johann Milbach, miner, beside the fuse box and the two live wires. He had died instantly. No one would ever know why he had touched the wires, whether it was pure accident or not. Someone said the notice had fallen off and Milbach was putting it back. At all events, he was dead. He had had five children. Initially Peter Kaul was accused of negligence, but that was soon dropped. He had hung up a warning notice, and could not have been expected to do more.

But so far as Kaul himself was concerned, the case of Johann Milbach was far from closed. He went to the funeral, keeping apart from the other mourners, in mental agony as he saw Frida Milbach, Johann’s widow, standing by the graveside with her five children—a family that he had torn apart! Everyone said he was not to blame, but he developed a strong guilt complex. He kept reproaching himself: you’re a murderer, you killed Milbach, you left those wires live, you killed a man who had five children, you’re a murderer!

Peter Kaul really began drinking hard on the day of Johann Milbach’s funeral. Afterwards he told himself it wasn’t really his fault—why had Milbach touched the wires? It went on like this for a year. When his conscience told him he was a murderer he drank, and sometimes he sent money, anonymously, to Frida Milbach. And then Hubert Bollanz came on the scene.

Bollanz had been working on the same level of the mine at the time. He had seen Milbach die, he had noticed the uninsulated cable ends. And he found out where Kaul went to work after leaving the Amalia mine.

The first letter was quite short. It ran: “Dear Peter, suppose a bloke’s killed someone and no one knows, his wife and kids and his new boss don’t know, that must be worth something, I guess. Milbach would be alive now and his kids would still have their Dad if you’d bothered to insulate those wires. Suppose the Marsellus personnel manager got to hear of it? No harm meant, Peter, but everything’s got its price, and you won’t want any trouble …” And so on.

Peter Kaul was unable to work for two days after this letter came. He spent those two days drinking, shattered to get confirmation of his own secret conviction that he was a murderer.

And he paid up. After hard bargaining, he paid Bollanz twenty per cent of his week’s wages, and Bollanz held his tongue. But it did not stop at that twenty per cent. He drank away another thirty per cent every Friday, because Fridays automatically reminded him he had a man’s life on his conscience, he had made five children fatherless.

He poured out the whole story to the priest. “I go to the Post Office every Friday, to pay the money into Hubert’s account. Twenty per cent. I’ve paid for the last two years. And that’s how the drink really got hold of me—can you understand?—I have to drink, I can’t help it … I’m afraid it might all come out, and then there’s my wife and children, and all the hire purchase instalments to pay off, and our debts, I work and work and I just can’t seem to get on top of it. It gets worse and worse. I have to drink, don’t I?”
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