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The Aurelian

I

Luring aside one of the trolley-car numbers, the street
started at the corner of a crowded avenue. For a long time
it crept on in obscurity, with no shop windows or any
such joys. Then came a small square (four benches, a bed
of pansies) round which the trolley steered with rasping
disapproval. Here the street changed its name, and a new
life began. Along the right side, shops appeared: a fruit-
erer’s, with vivid pyramids of oranges; a tobacconist’s,
with the picture of a voluptuous Turk; a delicatessen,
with fat brown and grey coils of sausages; and then, all
of a sudden, a butterfly store. At night, and especially
when it was damp, with the asphalt shining like the back
of a seal, passers-by would stop for a second before that
symbol of fair weather. The insects on exhibit were huge
and gorgeous. People would say to themselves, “‘What
colours — amazing!’ and plod on through the drizzle.
Eyed wings wide-open in wonder, shimmering blue satin,
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black magic — these lingered for a while floating in one’s
vision, until one boarded the trolley or bought a newspa-
per. And, just because they were together with the
butterflies, a few other objects would remain in one’s
~memory: a globe, pencils, and a monkey’s skull on a pile
of copybooks.

As the street blinked and ran on, there followed again
a succession of ordinary shops — soap, coal, bread — with
another pause at the corner where there was a small bar.
The bartender, a dashing fellow in a starched collar and
green sweater, was deft at shaving off with one stroke
the foam topping the glass under the beer tap; he also
had a well-earned reputation as a wit. Every night, at a
round table by the window, the fruiterer, the baker, an
unemployed man, and the bartender’s first cousin played
cards with great gusto. As the winner of the current
stake immediately ordered four drinks, none of the play-
ers could ever get rich.

On Saturdays, at an adjacent table, there would sit a
flabby elderly man with a florid face, lank hair, and a
greyish moustache, carelessly clipped. When he
~appeared, the players greeted him noisily without look-
ing up from their cards. He invariably ordered rum, filled
. his pipe, and gazed at the game with pink-rimmed
watery eyes. The left eyelid drooped slightly.

Occasionally someone turned to him, and asked how
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his shop was doing; he would be slow to answer, and
often did not answer at all. If the bartender’s daughter,
a pretty freckled girl in a polka-dotted frock, happened
to pass close enough, he had a go at her elusive hip, and,
whether the slap succeeded or not, his gloomy expres-
sion never changed, although the veins on his templeb
grew purple. Mine host very humorously called him
‘Herr Professor’. “Well, how is the Herr Professor
tonight?” he would ask, coming over to him, and the man
would ponder for some time in silence and then, with a
wet underlip pushing out from under the pipe like that
of a feeding elephant, he would answer something nei-
ther funny nor polite. The bartender would counter
briskly, which made the players at the next table, though
seemingly absorbed in their cards, rock with glee.

The man wore a roomy grey suit with great exaggera-
tion of the vest motif, and when the cuckoo popped out
of the clock he ponderously extracted a thick silver
watch and gazed at it askance, holding it in the palm of
his hand and squinting because of the smoke. Punctually
at eleven he knocked out his pipe, paid for his rum, and,
after extending a flaccid hand to anyone who might
choose to shake it, silently left. '

He walked awkwardly, with a slight limp. His legs
seemed too thin for his body. Just before the window of
his shop he turned into a passage, where there was a
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door on the right with a brass plate: PAuL PiLGRrRAM,
This door led into his tiny dingy apartment, which could
also be reached by an inner corridor at the back of the
shop. Eleanor was usually asleep when he came home
on those festive nights. Half a dozen faded photographs
of the same clumsy ship, taken from different angles, and
of a palm tree that looked as bleak as if it were growing
on Heligoland hung in black frames above the double
bed. Muttering to himself, Pilgram limped away into
bulbless darkness with a lighted candle, came back with
his braces dangling, and kept muttering while sitting on
the edge of the bed and slowly, painfully, taking off his
shoes. His wife, half-waking, moaned into her pillow and
offered to help him; and then with a threatening rumble
in his voice, he would tell her to keep quiet, and repeated
that guttural ‘Ruhe!” several times, more and more
fiercely. -

After the stroke which had almost killed him some
time ago (like a mountain falling upon him from behind
just as he had bent towards his shoestrings), he now
undressed reluctantly, growling until he got safely into
bed, and then growling again if the tap happened to drip
in the adjoining kitchen. Eleanor would roll out of bed

‘and totter into the kitchen and totter back with a dazed
sigh, her small face wax-pale and shiny, and the plastered
corns on her feet showing from under her dismally long
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nightgown. They had married in 1905, almost a quarter
of a century before, and were childless because Pilgram
had always thought that children would be merely a hin-
drance to the realization of what had been in his youth
a delightfully exciting plan but had now gradually
become a dark, passionate obsession. :

He slept on his back with an old-fashioned nightcap
coming down on his forehead; it was to all appearances
the solid and sonorous sleep that might be expected in
an elderly German shopkeeper, and one could readily
suppose that his quilted torpor was entirely devoid of
visions; but actually this churlish, heavy man, who fed
mainly on Erbswurst and boiled potatoes, placidly believ-
ing in his newspaper and quite ignorant of the world (in
so far as his secret passion was not involved), dreamed
of things that would have seemed utterly unintelligible
to his wife or his neighbours; for Pilgram belonged, or
rather was meant to belong (something — the place, the
time, the man — had been ill-chosen), to a special breed
of dreamers, such dreamers as used to be called in the
old days ‘Aurelians” — perhaps on account of those
chrysalids, those ‘jewels of nature’, which they loved
to find hanging on fences above the dusty nettles of
country lanes. _

On Sundays he drank his morning coffee in several
sloppy sessions, and then went out for a walk with his
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