
4.  
  
Jora  
(Leipzig – May, 1920)  
  
Four days later.  
A short woman turned away. Benedict remained standing outside in the shadow of number 47 
Gottschedenstraße. The woman turned her cheek to him; it had a blueish shadow.  
Benedict‘s upper body shivered, a fine web of sweat broke out between his skin and undershirt.  
The woman made a subtle motion of her hand towards the entrance hall. Though he couldn‘t see her 
eyes, their mottled-green look threaded itself into his brain.  
Still he hesitated. He adjusted himself; the inseam of his pants was too tight and constricted his 
member. He cursed Jankel’s tailor to himself.  
And now, the woman had the back of her head to him.  
Her hair had a boyish cut.  
Her shoulders were narrow.  
Benedict relented. Let the mystique of her coldly-polite attitude drag him along those eye-spun 
threads into the slight wind of the entrance hall, into a haphazard connection of chance and 
consequences.  
Just as he crossed the threshold, he cast another sidelong glance down along the street, at the vans 
and soldiers positioned beneath the gate, motionless behind their machine guns, even though the 
photographer with his camera and tripod was no-where to be seen.  
Somehow, it didn‘t seem like they were supposed to stand like that.  
And he could see it all –   
He wouldn’t emerge from this house on Gottschedenstraße the same man.  
No chance of that.  
And there he was, standing in the entrance hall, hat in his hand. His sweat cooled between his skin 
and undershirt.  
The crotch of his pants was too tight.  
The woman locked the street door behind him.  
Locked it.  
The space inside had an atmosphere of a spacious summer night with blueing hills, myopic bridges 
and cliffs, and unruffled beaches. Hard to tell where the light came from, whether it streamed up 
from below, or breathed down from above. The layout was of a simple design, sparsely lit, sparsely 
decorated. On every surface, and from floor to ceiling, an observer could perceive imminent 
nuances of blue, excepting the doors. The floor had tiles and the cobalt tiles along the baseboard 
which became lighter near the center and there was a border, one foot wide, on each side of other 
dark-blue tiles laid aslant, a little bigger than the other ones. Between the borders, there was a wide 
stretch of blueish-white, just like the back of a glacier seen from a distance.  
On the left hand there was a niche. From there, a flight of one-quarter-winding stairs with a green 
stretch of floorboards went up to a balcony that protruded in a half-circle from the outer wall on the 
right side, with iron railings and door posts that tilted inward.  
Right against the niche there were wing-doors made of light wood with protruding mirrors, but on 
both sides of the wall, at eye-level, there hung two pairs of parallel rows of photographs in glass 
frames with borders of paper binding so close together that they practically touched.  
In the middle of the gable, a plinth stood against the wall covered with a white cloth. On it sat a 
painting with a gold-colored frame which showed a light blue suit hanging in a branchless tree, its 
sleeves extended in a handless blessing.  



The woman approached Benedict.  
“As I said, I‘m Jora,” she intoned. She seemed to be going to great lengths to appear neutral to his 
eyes. “I suppose you know what city you‘ve arrived in.”  
She paused and looked straight at him. Her cheeks broad. Her skin pallid as an envelope. Her lips 
garishly painted.  
Sealing-wax-red.  
Benedict nodded, didn‘t know what else to do. Nothing Jankel had told him about Mrs. Thal and 
her house had given him any inkling of what she was now referring to.  
“I‘m just stating facts,” Jora continued, “I‘m not fond of having you here, but Jankel called me and, 
to oblige him, I’m taking you in.”  
She paused again and Benedict nodded again. Then she looked away, to the balcony. From 
somewhere upstairs, he could hear the wail of a gramophone.  
For a while, both of them stood listening.  
She then said, “There‘s no room for you except here in my apartment.”  
She gave her head a little jerk in the direction of the wing-doors.  
“But maybe it‘s just as well. The sisters shouldn‘t notice you more than absolutely necessary, and 
their guests, not at all.”  
Without being aware of it, Benedict nodded again.  
He was unsteady on his feet. Something that might be the precursor of anxiety was tugging at the 
edge of his nerves.  
Outside, the noise of vans and soldiers clattered along the street.  
They stood opposite each other, listening. With a grimace around her nose and corners of her 
mouth, she turned her head towards the street door.  
The clattering subsided.  
By and by.  
She glanced at him and her face softened.  
“We get a few of them, too,” she said, “the times are like that.”  
“I’d guess so,” Benedict answered and stepped away, feigning interest in the photographs and now 
he could see that they were of children, little children in expensive clothes. They were brown-hued 
but unusually delicate and clearly staged, with changing backdrops, probably taken in a studio, they 
were at least the work of a trained photographer from before the war, or at latest during the first 
years of the war. Most of the children sat upright. Some of them had their hands in their lap. Others 
arms were extended like pole supports. All of them had the same immovable facial expressions, 
their lips dark-hued like rings traced by a marking pen. Their eyes strained open, the skin around 
them white, almost like onionskin paper, transluced by a ray of light.  
“How do you like them?” the woman asked, suddenly standing so close behind him that Benedict 
could smell her scent radiate over him. He could feel the heat on his back.  
“I‘m not very keen on photography,” he said.  
“No,” she said. “but I think it‘s often the subject that scares people away.”  
He glanced at her over his shoulder.  
The shadow of a smile flickered in her motley-green eyes, and tiny crow’s feet formed at their 
corners like wind-furrows in sand.  
Now he saw how gaunt she was. Her cheeks were somewhat hollow, but she must be young, not 
much older than Ragna.  
“The subject of the photos,” he said with an almost curious tone.  
“They‘re dead,” she answered.  
There was everything and nothing to say about this statement.  
“Dead,” he said with a start.  



“These children,” she said.  
“All of them!”  
He made a sweeping gesture with his hand that betrayed his astonishment more than he had 
intended.  
“Yes,” she said.  
He averted his eyes, and directed them back to the two photos in front of him. Not so much to 
scrutinize them, but because he had to temper the nascent excitement brought on by the woman‘s 
melancholically cold loveliness, her moderated impatience.  
In the uppermost photograph, the three children were sitting on a bed, leaning towards a panel on 
the wall. The middle one, a girl, three or four years old judging from her attire, had her hands folded 
in her lap. Two doll-like creatures rested against the girl on either side. It was difficult to tell if they 
were boys or girls.  
The truth of the woman‘s words was beyond dispute.  
The empty expression in the girl‘s eyes, the somber color of her fingernails, swept away all doubt, 
but still, the brown-hued color, the light from within the photo made a sort of life shine through 
those frightening empty faces and made the viewers heart feel cold.  
He was about to ask where the pictures had come from.  
She cut him off.  
“I took a few of them myself,” she said.  
And Benedict could smell her scent and feel the ache of it all over, and he looked over his shoulder, 
but she was looking down at her shoes. They were red, and she rocked on her heel for a moment, 
before she started on an explanation of such sentence and tone that the memory of it still now, 
nineteen years later, on a Friday afternoon late in August, 1939, still had the power to lay Benedict 
in the dust of agony, because she had laid herself so bare, with such distant grace, this woman of all 
the ones he could have loved, unrequited now forever.  
That something was shaping her inner being, her mode of thinking, and the nature of her passion; 
her sentient observation of this world, was visible in her every expression and every gesture: a 
tactful depravity.  
But in this tactfulness she remade herself, though material poverty and the circumstances of the 
photos, had separated her old connections and severed the mythic wool of her eyes, so that the wet 
glare of will and suffering made the rational mind ache.  
Blind like a creature hanging with a noose round its neck, opened mouth like a sea devil drawn up 
on dry land, grasping with its hands, kicking, she had found enough grit in herself to break the back 
of her pride. She’d found the stubbornness and the will to make her way whole through her 
philistine upbringing in Vin and the exhausting showdown with her incongruously married parents 
(her father a half-jew and an lower ranking officer in an insurance agency, her mother an oppressed 
dimwit from a line of untalented aristocrats).  
She had, with tears and much anxiety and tenderness of heart, though not always with pity, 
surrendered herself in obeisance to this confluent tactfulness. It was in everything she did and said, 
and it made it fanatical, even more so due to its contrast to popular notions of rules and morals.  
That‘s how.  
And Jora explained the photos.  
Her words came in torrents, coalesced into a story or at fragmental story that Benedict by and by 
became familiar with during his sojourn at her apartment that May, 1920, isolated from everything 
and everybody.  
It was a tale of daring photographs taken from Advent 1914 and to Holy Week the next year.  
Zealous and surprisingly fearless, Jora explained these photography sessions and what led up to 
them, speaking in the same way her daughter would a quarter of a century later, during postwar 



circumstances.   
Her daughter’s name was Irma Ida Ilse Grese. Grese – blood-grass, saw-grass, and the result of this 
haphazard (or maybe arranged, who knows) union on 47 Gottschedenstraße, a man and a woman, 
both strangers to each other, both with a skewed understanding of the other.  
Yes, she explained, Jora was just like her daughter who, as I said, who would make headlines in 
newspapers all around the world during 1945’s autumn of peace (in Althydubladid on November 20 
for example). For many years she would be a hackneyed expression, a symbol of the decline of 
conscience. Yes, Jora was just like her daughter, die Grese, the euphrasia. Just like her. When Eric 
Brown, a ranking officer of the British Navy, a pilot fluent in German, interrogated Ilse in front of 
an open window of an anonymous office in the prison of Celle close to Lüneburg, the aroma of lilac 
bushes in bloom hung in the air. In the same neutral tone Jora had used in the foyer of the house at 
47 Gottschedenstraße on an exceedingly warm afternoon of May 1920, and with the same not-
conscious-of-guilt meticulousness with which she depicted these atypical photography sessions in 
the Winter of 1914-15, the events leading up to them, as I said, and their postlude, yes with the 
same coolly intelligent turn of phrase as her daughter, that is this Grese, the scrubgrass, on the 
forenoon of June 14, 1945, told the aforementioned officer of the British Navy all about the 
conditions in her workplace, so youthfully eager to please, and with so jarringly out of place use of 
rational language, that the officer really had to steel himself, and to call to mind passages from 
Bach’s Jesu Meine Freude, the motet (that the officer had heard on the radio on the previous 
evening) and to keep the Law of the Spirit as insulation between himself and her. Die Grese – the 
smell of mouldering grass, the interstices between doubt and belief, the fragile trust in the notion 
that the Law of Spirit in this life is salvation from the Law of Sin and Death, had to conjure this up 
in himself in order to be able to stand up against the green not-conscious-of-itself devilishness that 
radiated from Ilse Grese, the God-death-grass, her breathing, its distorted innocence, its 
conspicuous in-itself-ness and immovable logic, breathing all of this into the fragrance of lilacs 
which drifted like a soft breeze in a gentle caress, fluttering the curtains in front of the open 
window, he had to keep them like a layer between himself and Ilse, these pieces of music, these 
words and his faith, to toughen himself against this daughter of Jora, this scrupulous hayseed, while 
she explained how she, planning to become a nurse, instead got a job as Aufseherin, first in 
Birkenau then later in Belsen, with superintendence over the female prisoners who acted like 
animals, nothing but thieving lowlifes she said, prowling around in the kitchen, in the depots; it was 
obvious she had to temper them, and so what? She struck some of them with her hand, she has to 
admit, others maybe with a whip, but only a soft whip, soft as grass, but she never stepped on them, 
not one of them, not ever, at least not when they were lying down, and it was rare that she shot one 
of them, and women weren’t supposed to carry pistols, she said, not during those impending war 
years, and in a similar way, like her daughter a quarter of a century later, with a similar thesaurus 
and in the same tone of voice, Jora explained the photography sessions, their prelude and their 
postlude, so extremely well, so youthfully zealously, with such a casual mindset concerning her 
prostitutional outlook on life and death, isolated the spirit and its law from the realms of men.  
Yes, this was the way in which she explained it while the shadow of a smile played between her 
motley-green eyes and fine wrinkles leaked out of the outer corners of her eyes like wind-furrows in 
sand.  
Wind-furrows.  
But the story about the photography sessions, the story that Jora, on that anonymous afternoon in 
May 1920, commenced was the story of Benedict, and that story goes like this:  

  
  
  



5.  
  
The Story about Jora  
Leipzig – October, 1914  
  
As a matter of fact, it was Thursday a little more than a week after the German army entered 
Antwerp in the northern part of Flanders.   
It was late in the morning.  
Jora woke up in the rooms Jankel had provided surrounded by various unimportant papers.   
His ways were circuitous, but she didn‘t know anyone else in the town.  
In Leipzig.   
The quarters were on the fourth floor of a dilapidated building, in the old part of town, in an alley 
that bore the name Wienergasse.  
The apartment was partitioned off from the neighbors’ by means of a nailed-shut double door; the 
paint was peeling off mirrors and edges. Considering the circumstances, the quarters were spacious, 
but peculiarly oblique-angled as if the years had stretched them unequally. In the corner between 
the door to the corridor and the window facing the backyard, there was a poor excuse for a kitchen, 
with no faucet. There was a bed inside right against a niche in the wall, draped over with strips of 
shiny greenish black cloth. Two windows faced the road and were covered by sun-bleached floor-
length curtains heavy with dust. A cheerless roll-top desk stood, stacked against the nailed-to door 
and covered with vases and photographs. Lying on its brown-grey surface of its shutter was a 
pocket-watch with a gold chain. Several of the bottom drawers had been pulled out. An enameled 
stove squatted on its feet at the opposite side of the room with a knock-kneed pipe going into the 
wall. There was no fire and the room was cold and damp. An odor of rank and acrid smoke was 
discernable through the chill and the beads of condensation ran down the grey-and-brown-hued 
floral wallpapers. The dark shiny-surfaced floor boards, warped and of unequal breadth, stretched 
between the baseboards at the farthest end toward the back of the house, otherwise they ran 
crosswise with visible rows of nails. A small threadbare carpet, its colors barely paling in daylight, 
lay between the desk and stove. A houseplant stood rocking under the window on a three-footed 
excuse for a table on the edge of the carpet. On the carpet stood a rocking-chair with its better days 
behind it, and in this chair Jora sat engaged in the act of waking up.  
Or maybe waking up was saying too much, the fact was rather that sleep, this interior intelligence 
partitioned off from the senses, wanted to unravel itself and she imagined that she could hear bells 
chiming, yes shrill glass-clear ringing, even though the concept of time was out of order in her 
head, only fragments like planktonic diaphanous wings, irrational, disorganized.  
Jora had been back home in Vin for a while (she‘d fled from there only a few months earlier) and 
the bells chimed to evensong in the Immaculate Heart of Mary. They had a distinctive sound, the 
bells in the Immaculate Heart of Mary and were easy to recognize from other bells in other districts, 
a peal with a slim-legged undertone that left a buzz in the air like from a crane fly. The peals 
stretched themselves into Jora‘s listening mind which had been unraveled by sleep. Time insinuated 
itself into her mind like wind through a leaky wall. Time without intelligence, without continuance, 
as I said, and whatever was, carried out or thought, was too late in proportion; nothing had any 
length, everything was a series of hops from one thing to another, from the width of one idea to 
another. But the bells chimed on, pealing and buzzing, difficult to understand in origin. Were they 
within or without, because it was both at the same time? They isolated Jora’s senses and, at the 
same time, laid her open and tore into her body, masculine and ravishing.  
She shuddered.  
And it was all mixed, and now bliss crept over her as if she was a doll, steeped in lukewarm water 



by a child, or that she was overtaken with misery and hopelessness and suddenly Death stood 
glowing in front of her, like light through a crevice, conjuring up that neither/nor where there‘s no 
grief anymore and no joy forever and ever. Amen.  
A window (one of those facing the street) jerked at the window hook hard and rhythmically. The 
sun-bleached curtain billowed out from the sill, floated and stretched for a while before it slackened 
and puffed out a waft of cold air as it settled again.  
Jora straightened and looked around.  
The houseplant on the little table tipped over and rolled over the edge and broke against the floor 
and scattered bone-dry earth all over the carpet.  
Jora shivered.  
She was dizzy. Her every joint cracked. Arms. Fingers.  
Outside the whisping wind became a low howl. The window banged. It tugged at the window 
hook.  
It had to be closed.  Jora put her palms on the chair arms. Pulled. Her forearms quivered and 
became tired. She fell back in her chair.  
The window banged. Jerked. Rhythmically banging.  
Jora stretched, sweat-wet and not feeling well, still between, still outside of her senses.   
She stretched one leg forward, she‘d been sitting with it bent underneath her, and put her foot down 
on the floor, but it was like stepping out into a void, her foot was asleep. She bent forward, 
stretched her skirt over her knee and rubbed from the shin on down. The flowerpot was lying on the 
carpet in shards before front of her eyes, the long fronds with narrow ends and the earth scattered 
around it reminded her about a peacock‘s long feathers, with its eye-like pattern.  
Eyes.  
She straightened her back and wiggled her foot. She looked at the window facing the backyard, 
dimly lit, because the house-wall threw a shadow.  
Her dream‘s contours, growing long and faint in her mind, crossed over her mental grasp of the 
backyard, the grey-plastered walls and the windows with green casings, two stories, and above them 
rafters and tie-beams with small knotholes reared into a two-layered sky.  
The bells were still ringing with a humming undertone.  
The tingling sensation eased its grip on her calf and foot. The dry potted earth tickled the sole of her 
feet.  
Jora felt hot and cold all at once. She laid her head on the edge of the chair back and looked up at 
the ceiling. An ornamental plaster wreath ringed the light socket. The sinews in her neck felt tight. 
She was heart-spent.  
She let her eyes dart in circles around the wreath. The layers of leaves were like transparent walls. 
She felt her stomach rise. Her gullet itched and a sour-bitter taste rose in her throat. It was a taste of 
fried veal kidneys.  
Jora closed her eyes, but the wreath by the light fixture still swam beneath her eyelids, not more 
indistinct than the taste of calf kidneys in her mouth, which she didn‘t remember eating; she only 
recalled that Jankel had brought them in a steel saucer. He wore a white lab-coat; the room had 
white tiles with that same plaster wreath and the same empty fixture, and she’d been lying tied 
down naked, thick straps round her wrists and ankles, on a long table with shiny surface, a prop put 
under the back of her head, so her chin touched the notch between her sternum. Jankel had bent 
over her with a thin-sliced piece of kidney in a tweezers. Squeezing his thumb and ring finger 
around her cheeks, he pried her mouth open with his middle and index finger, making her retch, and 
let the piece of meat fall down on the tip of her tongue, through his fingers. The sourish taste spread 
like a film around her taste buds, and she swallowed. God, she had to admit that God was nothing 
but a word, a word without manifestation, and she swallowed and swallowed, and the leathery, 



sinewy meat went stinging to her gullet, kindling a turning of her stomach, a thousand-fold smarting 
pain, and it was tearing itself out towards her bowels, singing up into her thoracic cavity. It gushed 
out through her ribs. Out of her groin. A transparent multitude that entangled together and apart in 
the air, waving, bobbing up and down, arranging itself in a long tail that darted out towards the 
backyard opening up into the two-layered sky that that became bristle and hurled itself at the 
window, black, mute.  
And now, Jora found herself on an uninhabited expanse somewhere still under the same fixture, the 
same wreath, and it was a dark and sunny day all at once, and she was dressed just as she had been 
that night when she first entered the quarters in Wienergasse: a white blouse with wide sleeves and 
low-necked flounced neck, a leg-length blue skirt and yellow high heels. In the back, as far as the 
eye could see, houses with green-cased windows reared their heads from a dirty-red mist, and the 
mist was squeezing itself along the ground, and through it. The tones from the distant bells came in 
waves. They alternatively sounded like children crying and her own internal screams. She looked 
down, and around her yellow shoes a web of glassily burnished something that could have been 
sleep on a giant eye. She sensed that the expanse was a tarn and that under the web, in the direction 
that her shadow ought to fall, deep down into the burnishment, was a mirror image of someone that 
wasn’t her but a man near middle age, She seemed to know him, so distinctly visible was he in the 
glittering surface; she seemed to know his slight but not unmanly figure, his swarthy face and his 
ironically absent-minded expression. And now she had a branch in her hand, long and knotty; her 
knuckles became white and she struck out, flinging the branch into the glittering surface, and blood 
gushed out, flowing over her yellow shoes, and she sank and hit and the mirror image which 
dispersed like some disturbed flock, hurling and buzzing around her, and she sank, and suddenly 
she was scared, scared and ashamed, and she held the branch tight, and the branch was dripping 
with blood; the glittering surface once again became the mirror image and she heard the sounds 
more distinctly, those that were either child’s cry or screams from within herself, and she took the 
branch and hit and flung it into the glittering tarn with all her might, but the result was the same: the 
glistening surface was smashed and she sank and was afraid or ashamed and snatched the branch 
and held it close and the mirror image was still as if it hadn‘t been touched, and the sound which 
was either a child’s cry or screams from within herself tore at her heart, and she was thrown in a 
black fury of loneliness and struck again with her branch just like a bird beating itself.  
Hitting. Hitting.  
Jora opened her eyes and lifted her head from the chair back. Still, the bells were chiming, or at 
least she randomly glanced over to the desk and the watch lying on the grey-brown pad on the lid. 
This was an unornamented watch and wasn’t much to look at, the kind high school boys used to 
wear, inexpensive, but still it played a part in the fact that she was sitting in this chair in these 
quarters.  
She had stolen that watch.  
She had stolen it from the swarthy man and she could hear it ticking and the ticks echoing in the 
woodwork of the worn and ugly rolltop.  
She leaned her head back. Tilted her head different ways. Alternated between closing her eyes and 
opening them, but the result was the same: the man was equally tangible to her senses beneath the 
garland by the empty fixture; he stood naked and lanky there in the light of day. Now it fell aslant 
through the opening between the drapery hung in front of a French door and the doors opened out 
into a rose garden behind a largish house in Mödling on the Rue Vin, partitioned from the street and 
the public by an iron fence, and built in rococo style. Originally intended for a hunting lodge, it was 
now had an eye-candy quality, but for all that the overall sight had a tone of indistinctness, like a 
double exposure photograph. There he stood, the man, as if a photo was about to be taken of him, 
with his watch in his hand and an ironically absent-minded expression. His black hair, combed 



slickly back, glittered like the back of a fly. His ribs threw an indistinct shadow on his skin down 
his chest, but his skin seemed white, almost like in full light of day. Around him, the room was lit in 
half-obscurity, and all colors downtoned into their most insipid versions. The man began winding 
his watch. The chain swung slowly and almost touched his cock which, half-stiff, reached forward 
from his bristly-haired crotch, dim and glistening with wetness, the tip of its head standing out of 
his foreskin. Jora stretched out upon a couch. She was thinking about the rose garden which she had 
only an imprecise mental image of, because he never wanted to show it to her, had never allowed 
her into the garden. The man. Somewhere between a diminishing friendliness and a new 
dissatisfaction, she propped her right elbow underneath her head and bent her legs up under her 
body, put her left wrist under the back of her upper leg‘s knee and tried not to look at the man, who 
was standing winding his watch, naked and absent-minded. The strap of her petticoat slid off her 
one shoulder and one of her breasts slipped from under its band. Her nipple were like a leaf in bud. 
Jora became a little shy, even though he probably didn‘t see into the darkness, standing in the light 
of day, how hard and aroused her nipple was. But now she couldn‘t peel her eyes from his hands, 
his long, delicate hands. She couldn‘t forget how they had ripped the clothes off her and traced the 
inside of her thighs, up along her body, one of them touching her cheek and the other one on the top 
of her head, pressing down on her head, until she could feel the venous skin on his hard cock, 
oblong with an upward lilt. She felt it touch her lips and tasted it on her tongue, of the transparent 
drop that was seeping out of the opening of the swelled organ and, cutting through her brain like a 
sorrowfully shrill birdsong. She could feel his fingers exploring her vulva, his hard grasp on her 
thigh, the almost stinging warmth when he pushed himself inside of her, and then his panting, the 
muscles hardening on his back and the sudden whole body convulsions when he suddenly lifted his 
upper body, tilted his head back and opened his mouth like a frightened animal with moans that 
recalled weeping.  
Crying.  
But it was she who was almost crying, she thought testily, forced to see him standing like that in the 
sunlight in the rose garden, winding his watch, as if there was no problem at all, sometimes putting 
it against his ear as if he wondering if it was still ticking. The chain’s  glittering and swinging, was 
beginning to irritate her as was his half-erect member, but it was especially the smell, the smell of 
man still hanging dense and compact in the air. She was not working. She felt angry at him again, 
but at the same time she thought he looked so fragile, so naked in the light of day, and for all that he 
could have been another lieutenant, could have been Bleichenroden, the poor guy, in The Soul‘s 
Anguish by Strindberg. And then there was the fact, and it wasn‘t untrue either… She imagined 
herself realizing now – that she had for too long made excuses for her lust and for this man. She had 
imagined that if he hadn‘t had the nerve to be disobedient when he had to be, if the necessary will 
had taken its toll on his rational intelligence and his innate sense of justice, then he knew at least his 
duty and would make sure that all the necessary things were taken care of. It was just like 
Bleichenroden does when, in the story, he receives orders to kill men for unimportant matters and 
invents some creative reason to let a sergeant do the dirty work instead, but ends getting beaten 
down and nailed to a tree at the edge of the wood by his bad conscience, half a mile from the place 
of execution, listening, with his watch in hand reaching into a growing dusk, to see if he can hear 
drum beating and noises of gun shots, so his skull feels like burning, and the veins in his temples 
thump. Yes, just like that it was her intention to love this man who was all at once fragile and stout-
hearted. He had a respect for his conscience that tormented him in his weakness; she lusted after 
him for his bravery that made him domineering in his confidence about his duty. Jora could feel an 
indistinct relief in this guess-work, and for a while she had no thoughts, just stared in front of her. 
But then a thought reared its head suddenly, a thought that sent ripples around her mind, and maybe 
it wasn‘t the first time either, that it happened, lying on the couch afterwards, while he was standing 



there in the daylight coming from the rose garden, she had had a cold realization that it wasn‘t her 
weakness or his confidence about his duty that made her lust for him, but rather the fact that he was 
neither weak nor knew anything about duty. She was won over to his melancholy, his innate 
absence of all qualities.  
But audibly, she said, “Why?”  
“Why!” he mimicked and took his watch from his ear.  
She fell silent.  
“Sooner or later this had to end,” he said.  
“But this way…?” she asked.  
“Yes, why not?”  
Once again she fell silent. For a while, he stopped winding his watch, and stood hesitating, as if he 
wanted to come over to her.  
“I‘m going to Brünn,” he said at last, “this is over.”  
And he said it without putting stress on the words, without becoming strict, or sounding as if it her 
state was too much to for him to handle. And it could have really ended like that, this conversation 
between them, which she replayed in her head every week, and she always used equally few words. 
Every time he stood naked in the sunlight and she was lying on the couch with her elbow in front of 
her and her legs curled up under her, and her wrist under the back of her upper leg. Every time, the 
words they spoke to each other left the same distortion in their wake, and affected her worse than 
him, he who again started winding his watch with that expression of his of absent-minded irony, 
until she finally stood up, gathered her clothes off of the floor near the couch, and dressed herself. 
Every time, the exit was that he, still naked, took his hand under her chin with the tips of his 
fingers, stood on his toes, because she was a little taller than him, and kissed her on the mouth with 
the tips of his lips, and thought that all was as it ought to be, because that‘s what this man was like, 
he had a charm that no situation could spoil. He was revealed to be the city and the city life 
incarnated, still, he had no discernable quality that linked him together with the city, or the genius 
loci resting above it like a glacier of unruhe and internal changes, of stagnation and landslide, of 
excitement between the premeditation and the occurrence, between the rhythmic harmony created 
by all strata of society and the chaos of the counter-rhythms winding themselves around it. Nothing 
was final to him. There was no middle. Even his power was only show and made from nothing. 
Qualities, a trifle. Qualities, a theatrical gimmick played out in time and society, and it was all about 
jumping from one role to another and being able to land on all fours, it was all about appearance, it 
must be even and coherent, every thought, every word, but even so, the man was far from being 
cold-hearted, he had an impeccable flair for what touched other people‘s minds, but at heart, where 
sensation and rationality ought to join together to rise into the regions of the superego, he was 
completely untouched by empathy for anyone, especially with women who loved him.  
But this time, everything wasn‘t as it should be.  
Jora was still lying on the couch in the same position, with her wrist under the back of her knee, and 
it was so obvious to the man that she would not stand up anytime soon, that he took his eyes off her 
and turned away, started to look out into the rose garden, his watch still in his hand, and not at all 
shy about his nakedness that, until now, had always summoned Jora’s lust but now didn‘t make a 
difference to her. Anyway, bitterness put out the short onset of rekindled desire. She sat up straight, 
swung her legs to the floor, stood up, and picked up her clothes from the floor hurriedly and put 
them on the bench and sat back down and put on her clothes. She worked her bleak yellow 
stockings up her legs, wound her garters tight around her thighs and tied a bow knot, but it was only 
when she stood back up and had her one foot in her skirt that her eyes caught the letter knife, and 
she made a decision. But still she took her time to put on her blouse first, buttoned it button by 
button, even put on her jacket and tidied her hair, then put her knee down on the edge of the couch, 



and reached for the knife. It was lying on an open book on the cigarette table and had the form of a 
sword. The handle was shiny with grips from the hilt to an end knob with an inset blue stone. The 
man didn‘t notice anything. Still he stood there, gawking into the rose garden, holding his watch to 
his ear. The knife was heavier than it looked. Jora held it in her left hand so that the blade was lying 
along the sleeve of her blouse, bent down and fished her shoes from under the couch with her other 
hand. She slipped into them, hunched over, her back still turned to the man, and tightened the laces 
around the surface of her foot. She stood up, ran her hands through her hair, and walked over to him 
into the daylight from the rose garden, and all the time they‘d had together for the last months 
tightened into an iron-hard knot in her breast. She touched his arm, and the man looked absent-
mindedly at her, not exactly ironically, but with a tint of dejection in his brown eyes. For a while, 
they stood like that, close together in the sloping ray of light, then he again turned his eyes out in 
the garden. The watch chain was swinging and gleaming. For a breath‘s length, Jora had a good 
mind to snuggle close to him, bite his ear lobe, caress his waist, but instead she grabbed the watch-
chain, wound it slowly around her fingers and gently tugged at it. He looked at her, kept holding the 
watch, and smiled. Again she tugged the chain, harder, and he held it, and his mouth was smiling, 
but his eyes took on a ferocious expression, and then she jerked the chain for the third time, and at 
the same instant yanked the knife upward, plunging it  into the hollow beneath the man‘s clavicle. 
Surprised, his hand let go of the watch. She let go of the knife handle. He staggered a few steps 
back, groping at one of the drapes. He got hold of it and kept himself on his feet, his mouth opened, 
panting for air. The stone gleamed in the knob of the handle. Their eyes met. His, full of derisive 
surprise. She had to turn away her face, and burst into inner silence, a silence that conjured up that 
undignified will in everything and its extremely petty sufferings, to her eyes. She closed her fist 
around the watch and clenched her hand around it. She then set off in a run across the floor, tore 
open the door to the hallway, looking over her shoulder as she ran for her life. At the bottom of the 
stairs, she could hear him shouting, shouting after her.  
A man without qualities.  
In this state, still galloping through the rose garden of her mind, she opened her eyes and was once 
again under the empty light fixture with its garish plaster wreath.  
The window was banging behind the curtain in the cold and damp quarters on Wienergasse, 
yanking at the window-hook. She felt hot and cold all at once. Sweat beaded at each of her pores. 
She unbuttoned her blouse to below her breasts, and opened the front of her waistcoat outwards. 
Her skin had red dots in some places, otherwise it was all bleak and bumpy, and drops of sweat fell 
into the hollow between her breasts. She had that same bitter taste in her mouth, and her teeth hurt 
as if strings were stuck between them.  
The quarters were dim.  
Jora was staring in front of her.  
The photos were gleaming on the walls, as did the dial on the lid of the rolltop. The clockwork was 
ticking, and the ticks resounded in the woodwork. She listened to them, and was starting to get an 
amenable rhythm to this sound, when she suddenly became aware of someone speaking.  
She listened.  
Sounds were easily heard in the house, but it was also full of swishings and rustlings that could 
easily be mistaken for voices, but was certainly not human speech.  
She straightened in her chair.  
Suddenly, it seemed to her that the voices came from the desk. Voices were distinguishable, but 
there were no words.  
She sat stiff and stared.  
She jumped up all at once and started with a hurry to shut the drawers, little ones and big ones, and 
was just about to slam the top down when the silliness of it all struck her.  



But the voices became more and more distinct.  
Jora shook with impatience, and propped herself upright with her hands down on the lid.  
Still listening.  
The speech became louder every second. The voices distinguishable, and then she stopped short and 
thought.  
Of course.  
It was only the mother and daughter in the neighboring apartment.  
How obvious.  
The Dudel-mother-and-daughter, at their bickering again.  
What was she thinking?  
A door slammed shut. Probably Dudel, the old photographer, escaping from them.  
Jora sat listening. 	  


