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A village carpentry in Western Pomerania. Early evening. The reddish glow 

across work benches, saws and milling machines, dust floating over the lathes. 

Beside the door, freshly planed larch planks are drying; their scent is making the 

boy dizzy as he rummages through a pile of discarded wood. His father silently 

attaches pivot hinges to a dresser, and the boy sits down on a footstool, and cuts 

and sands the sides of a block until they feel smooth against his cheek. To his 

parents, the blocks are only playthings, but to the boy, they are houses that he 

can insert wherever they are needed. Not far from the workshop, a path leads up 

a hill. From here, there is a sweeping view of the village with its scattered 

farmsteads, fields and woodlands. The boy is standing there now, gazing across 

the lowlands. The stables, barns and farmers’ cottages look like elements from 

an ancient landscape. He squints one eye and stretches out his arm, moving it 

around a little until one of the blocks clicks into place between the alders on the 

meadow, or along the bank of a pond, or at the edge of a farmstead. When a 

chunk snaps into place, a shiver runs down his spine, and a yearning carries him 

away, across the valley. Up on the hill, he wants to watch the light vanish from 

where he is standing in the shade of the birches, but at the same time, he wishes 

he were down in the lowland and could place his hands on the wall of the 

imagined house. He can already feel the raw brick against his fingertips. The 

yearning, the unreachability of his wish exhausts him, and he sinks to the ground 

and falls asleep. Until his father finds him. 

 “Keep sleeping, Max,” he says as he carries his boy back home. 
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2001 

 

 

 

The torches, which his mother lit at the approach of twilight, were still burning on 

the loggia pillars. In their flickering glow, the last of the guests were leaning 

against the parapet. The wind carried over to them laughter and music in tattered, 

strangely echoing bits and pieces. Luis saw glinting spots in front of the wavering 

silhouettes. 

 “Come on,” he said. 

 Ana stepped closer to the fence and gazed upward. She was wearing her 

sleeveless dress but did not seem to be freezing, although a prickly chill was 

gusting down from the trees. He could imagine what she saw - the hillside with its 

serpentine path, the pillars on top of the wall, and above them, the monumental 

gable-fronted facade of the house as a broad, sharply sloping point stretching up 

into the cloudless night sky. Gloria Gaynor’s voice suddenly came from 

everywhere. From above them, out of the deserted, adjacent garden, and as a 

fluttering echo from the depths of the woods. 

 He had come back to look for his keys. And as he lay stretched out on the 

bench in the dark underneath the window, running his fingers across the ground 

in search of them, he heard his father’s voice and the bright, obtrusive laughter of 

the singer float over from the stairs. They moved closer to him, and then for a 

moment, everything fell silent. Luis hardly dared to breathe. He had heard 

nothing until that last rustling of clothing, but after two or three endless minutes, 

the two of them quietly vanished back up the stairs again. 

 “Your mother said on the other side of the fence, but I don’t see anything.” 

 Ana was walking back and forth as she searched for the right spot. 

 “Look at the pines first, and then straight up at the edge of the wall along 

the loggia,” he said. 

 She just stood there, her head thrown back as if she were following a 

lunar eclipse. 

 “I don’t believe it!” she exclaimed. “The house is floating. It’s actually 

floating!” 

 At that moment, the light in the round gable window was switched on. The 

circle glowed in a warm yellow, and Luis caught a fleeting glimpse of his father 

behind the pane in the Taubert Room and recognized the singer’s silhouette next 

to him. He said: “Let’s get out of here.”  Ana turned toward him. Her narrow 

nose with its bony indentation, her high cheekbones, and her smooth forehead. 

Her curly hair was thick, shot through with paler hidden strands that looked as if 

they had been bleached by the sun. She walked toward him with calm, noble 

scorn in her gaze. 
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1908 

 

 

 

Sitting at his drafting table in an atelier in Berlin-Schöneberg, Max Taubert was 

using a razor blade to scrape off bench sketches on a floor plan for a train station 

waiting room. At that moment, Wagner, hands folded behind his back, walked 

over to his table.  

 “There is a couple here who would like to meet you.” He bounced jauntily 

on the balls of his feet. “Professor Adam Rosen,” he added after a pause. Max 

brushed off the wisps of drawing paper, and with little scraping swipes, he erased 

the last traces of the benches until the spot was hardly distinguishable from the 

paper surrounding it. He then glanced up. “They have purchased a property in 

Dahlem,” Wagner said. “They would like to build a country house and are looking 

for an architect.” 

 “Why are you not taking the commission?” Max asked. 

 Wagner did not reply. He had the forehead of a poet and a large mouth 

with lips that became mealy-white whenever he smiled. 

 Max buttoned his jacket and followed him into the reception room, which 

also functioned as exhibition space for Wagner’s designs. This was where 

Wagner presented his mahogany chairs with pipe braiding grouped around a 

table of shining cherrywood. This was also the location of the massive buffet 

adorned with inlaid ivory that had recently distinguished itself in a competition. 

Mrs. Rosen, a slender woman around the age of forty with large curious, though 

unsettled, eyes, immediately held out her hand to Max, while the professor 

continued to examine the caricatures of bank directors and large-headed church-

goers hanging along the wall, the ones that Wagner had published during his 

cocky university years. Mr. Rosen was tall and thin, and his combed-back white 

hair and tall shirt collar conveyed something formidable to his figure. 

 “Mr. Rosen, may I introduce Max Taubert? My colleague who I ….” 

 “The young man!” The professor’s voice sounded amused, but when he 

turned around, his narrowed eyes and raised chin made it look as if he were 

reluctant to get too close to Max. His face then assumed a friendly lenience. 

“Wagner says that you come from the country.” 

 “From Blumenhagen, near Pasewalk, yes. I learned in my father’s 

carpentry shop.” Max paused briefly. “Since moving to Berlin, I have been taking 

courses at the School of Arts and Crafts.” 

 “Pasewalk? Then you must know the stone church in Lübbersdorf. It is 

glorious when the sun falls through the windows into the nave! We enjoy taking 

excursions into that area during springtime, don’t we?” He momentarily turned 

toward his wife before looking back at Max. “Why are you not taking over your 

family business?” 
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 “After my father died, we were unable to keep it.” 

 “Why not?” 

 “We lacked the money to buy a steam engine.” 

 “A steam engine,” the professor repeated, arching his eyebrows in 

surprise. “And - what are you? An architect? A carpenter? Or a little of both?” 

 “An architect.” 

 Rosen smiled pleasantly as his wife studied Max like some fascinating 

painting. Wagner rocked happily in his shoes, causing the boards to creak, before 

he invited the couple into the drafting room and led them over to Max’s work 

desk. Max had hung a piece of fabric up in the window to block the blinding 

sunlight. His little realm, a shadowy cave in which he leaned low over his papers 

and forgot time. Mrs. Rosen examined the charcoal pencils, the t-squares and 

rulers. She touched one of the flat pebbles with which he anchored the corners of 

his transparent paper before turning her attention to the drawing itself. However, 

one moment later, Wagner whipped out from a drawer underneath the drawing 

board a folder that held Max’s private designs and sketches, and spread them out 

across the surface. It gave Max a jolt to see his fantasies - the bridges, houses 

and towers - exposed and unprotected, but he neither protested nor said 

anything in explanation as the professor picked up one drawing after the other. 

Nobody uttered a word as the professor’s eyes seemed to practically pull the 

forms off the pages.  

 “You were right,” he said after a while. His widely spread fingers rested on 

the design for a warehouse that Max had sketched while still in school in 

Pasewalk. “My wife and I would like to build a country house.” A vague smile 

appeared on his face. “Would you like to help us with that?” Before Max could 

reply, Mr. Rosen turned to leave. On their way back to the reception room, his 

wife sent Max an encouraging look. When the professor invited Max to visit them 

in their Charlottenburg apartment the following week, all she did was smile and 

silently shake his hand in farewell. 

 “I think you made an impression.” Wagner was standing at his desk, once 

again flipping through his papers. “By the way, there is a good reason why I am 

not doing the design - besides the fact that Rosen does not care for my work. The 

Rosens are adamant about hiring a young architect. Several years ago, they lost 

their son. I believe that he would be about your age at this point, if you 

understand what I mean.” When Max remained silent, he looked up. “Do not be 

so sensitive. You meant for me to discover the folder. You wanted something just 

like this to happen.” 

 

It was not until Max left the atelier early that evening that he felt the tension drop 

away from him. He was amazed that no one rushed up to congratulate him on his 

first commission. It was a cool autumn day, and people were hurrying, either to 

home or to the bus, or disappearing as quickly as possible into one of the lighted 

restaurants. On the way to the bus stop, he envisioned the haggard face of the 

professor with the goatee and Mrs. Rosen’s smile. She was considerably younger 
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than her husband, as well as a head shorter. She had an open face, and her 

thick dark hair was barely contained by a clip at the back of her head. Her face 

was in constant motion, and her eyes had darted between her husband, Wagner 

and himself. Her cheeks had twitched as if every turn of the conversation were 

reflected in her countenance. 

 I’m building a house, he thought. Wedged between the other passengers, 

he swayed down the road in the bus. He did not notice his surroundings until he 

was thrust out onto the road at Nollendorfplatz - the hurrying footsteps, the sound 

of traffic, the screeching brakes of the buses. The main station for the elevated 

railway sat on the square like a gigantic insect, a stone animal whose trunk 

greedily sucked up the passengers rushing toward it, drawing them up into its 

transparent head. From where he was standing, Max watched them through the 

rounded windows, milling around inside the head, miniscule, waiting on the next 

train. His face burned as his entire body began to tingle. 

 

During his first weeks in Berlin, Max had lived with one of the former journeymen 

from his father’s workshop. The room was located near Westhafen, where the 

stench of filth and brackish water mixed with a whiff of fresh sea air. The ground-

level room was damp and so small that when Max stretched out on his straw mat 

next to the bed, his head was under the table. From sunrise until late evening, 

the echoing strokes of a coppersmith rang out through the courtyard. After that, 

the cries of children could be heard, and when the scolding of the women 

eventually faded too, the never-changing stories of the drunken journeyman 

began. He worked in a factory on the banks of the Panke River that made 

furniture for the Borsig Train Car Company. After spending his evenings in 

various social dives, he staggered back to his room around midnight every night, 

reeking of sweat, alcohol and a repugnant adhesive. 

 “Avoid the Schlesisches Tor. It’ll cost you fifty cents, but the scabies are 

free,” was his greeting before he even yanked off his shoes and toppled into bed 

with a groan. “Have you been to the Friedrichstraẞe yet? Feather boas and lots 

of snuggles, but no panties. Listen to the advice of an experienced man: You 

know what you’re getting with the registered girls from Western Pomerania.” 

 Max loathed the gossip, but he had to put up with it if he did not wish to 

sleep under a bridge. There was nowhere else he could lodge until the city’s next 

official relocation date. The journeyman enjoyed his power. This was his revenge 

for the fact that even in this clammy hole Max did not discard his condescension. 

Instead of working, he was living on his mother’s savings, and as soon as he 

returned to the room after his classes at the School of Arts and Crafts, he 

resumed his reading in books about Italian architecture or about building design 

around 1800 by the dim light of a petroleum lamp. 

 The journeyman belched and smacked his lips above Max, and started to 

wheeze as if he had fallen asleep. Then suddenly, his shining oily face appeared 

between the edge of the bed and the tabletop. 
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 “Hey, artist! You can brush your coat and part your hair as much as you 

like, but you still won’t be a dandy.” His toxic breath wafted down onto Max. “I 

know a girl who hangs around the Kaiserpassage. Spend some time with her, 

and you won’t be able to see or hear!” His laugh became a cough that never 

seemed to end. 

 By the following October, Max was renting his own room from the widow 

of a glazier living on Invalidenstraẞe, but he could not forget the sneering 

laughter. Berlin was not as loud and bustling as they had claimed in his village. 

As long as he avoided the train stations and broad avenues, there was silence, 

much more silence than he had expected. However, the girls and women 

sauntering among the hurrying pedestrians in every city square and down every 

side street offered their services with special looks in their eyes. Every day anew, 

he was disturbed by their whistles and hisses out of the shadowy building 

entrances. 

 “Hey, little boy, want a sniff?” 

 “Real old German Gugelhupf. Try a sample!” 

 “No need to pretend - I can read your mind.” 

 He would stare stiffly ahead and walk on like a wound-up robot. But in the 

evenings, in the darkness of his room, the voices came back to him, fluttering 

around him as their pitches grew higher. As if they wanted to mock his despair, 

as if they were laughing at the obstinancy with which he believed he could resist 

the rules of the city. 

 Max now reached Motzstraẞe, and he lingered for a few minutes next to 

the Zum gemütlichen Westpreuẞen restaurant before entering the smoky space 

filled with men. A long bar, round tables on which cards were being played. 

Nobody took notice of him. He sat next to a glass of beer on the bar and studied 

each man who staggered to the toilettes. The cries, the shouts of the card players 

ebbed and flowed. For some reason, Max recalled Wagner’s wide-lipped smile. 

Max had completed only three classes with Wagner when the older man, with just 

this amused smile, had offered him work as a draftsman; since that time, Max 

had felt a growing need to protect himself from Wagner’s patronizing 

expectations. To Wagner, everything was a game. He built structures for 

bankers, Guards officers and factory owners, despite the fact he held them all in 

disdain. Humming gleefully, he would make his rounds through the drafting hall, 

and Max would instinctively straighten his shoulders whenever Wagner walked 

over to his table and leaned over Max’s sketches to open the window. Wagner’s 

derision was toxic. It turned everything it came into contact with despicable and 

worthless. Max ordered another beer and glanced around. Next to him sat a man 

with a bald pate and a simple, though friendly, face. His movements were the 

calm ones of a handworker, and he mutely drank one beer after the other with the 

self-satisfaction that came from a good day’s work. After Max had drained his 

third beer, he leaned over and asked his question. Turning his fleshy face toward 

him, the man gazed at him for a moment out of dull eyes, before he gave a 

resounding laugh and told him an address that was only a stone’s throw away. 
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The following week, Max visited the Rosens in Charlottenburg. Their apartment 

was a never-ending row of rooms, one enormous library that was extended 

behind every double door. They sat in armchairs under a large waving palm tree, 

and a serving girl around his age brought in tea and pastries. The professor 

spoke in clear, carefully weighed sentences: no details reminiscent of Art 

Nouveau architecture. All expressions of hedonism and self-serving 

ornamentation should be banned from art, which also included architectural 

works. Like all great things, art did not exist to simply serve our pleasure. 

 “Ah! Just no temples or monasteries, right?” Mrs. Rosen said. “My 

husband would like to write his books out there, but our social life must also be 

considered.” She was perched nonchalantly on her husband’s armrest. 

 “Of course.” The professor patted her arm. “Those who do not dance do 

not understand the world at large. I tell my students that. Before there were 

words, there was rhythm.” 

 The property in question was part of the former municipal preserve, which 

the city had divided into individual parcels for a residential community. Two 

thousand square meters. They had three years to complete the house, otherwise 

they ran the risk of incurring a contractual penalty. A country house, not too large, 

in which they wanted to live permanently year round, not just on the weekends. 

That was all that Max was told. His eyes wandered across to the heavy chests of 

drawers with turned legs, to the sprawling sofa and the dark oil portraits on the 

wall. He was having a hard time imagining himself designing a house for such 

opulent furnishings. What did they want? Did the Rosens even know? Max 

waited, attentively studying the professor as if he could read the older man’s 

preferences from his face. 

 “Of course, you first need to see the property. The lovely site on the 

hillside,” was all he said. 

 When Mrs. Rosen later guided Max down the hallway to the door, she 

linked her arm in his. 

 “I am so glad that we have found you. My husband was quite impressed 

by your sketches.” She squeezed his arm. “And I was too. Are you doing well?” 

 “Indeed.” 

 “You look a little tense. No worries. He is only like this at the beginning.” 

 They strolled leisurely across the runner, as if they were promenading 

outdoors. Her words soothed Max. Something inside of him gave way, and the 

tightness between his shoulder blades vanished. 

 “What do you do when you are not working, Mr. Taubert? Berlin is big, is it 

not? Do you go to the theater? Or out dancing?” 

 “I study a lot and look around at buildings.” 

 “Schinkel’s?” she asked in an ironic undertone. 

 “Not only.” 

 “So diligent.” They were silent until they reached the expansive entryway. 
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 “The furniture.” He cleared his throat. “Do you know yet what you would 

like to move from here into the new house?” 

 “Furniture?” She cast an amused glance at the massive mirror and 

sideboard. “I have not given any thought to the furniture. We will have to part with 

a few things,” she said indifferently. 

 It did not exist yet, the house inside her head. He really did have a free 

hand. Outside on the landing, he unfolded the piece of paper with the address: 

“Am Forststeig. Parcel 3. I am looking forward to it very much.” She had 

underlined the word “very,” pressing the pen into the paper so hard that it had 

made an impression on the back of the sheet. 

 One afternoon, only a few days later, he took the Wannsee line and exited 

the train at the Beerenstraẞe Station. He walked north down Grunewaldallee. 

Along its east side stood a row of ornate homes with turrets and Corinthian 

columns, memorials to the textile industrialists and the bank directors who had 

built them. However, on the west side, all the way to the lakes, a dense mixed 

forest covered the rolling topography. Clouds drifted past low over his head, but 

he did not need the sun to know which way the light fell and how the shadows 

would shift over the course of a day, how they shrank and then lengthened again. 

With each step he took, the ground gave slightly, and Max absorbed its 

irregularities like musical pitches whose fine vibrations reverberated within him. 

The farther he walked, the more sparse the buildings grew, and although he was 

heading toward the town center, it felt like he was leaving the city behind. Soon 

enough, the woods opened up into a strangely undefined area composed of dried 

fallows and meadows across which lonely sheep were grazing. After half an hour 

of walking, he eventually caught sight of the figure of the professor, waiting for 

him at the foot of a slope. Max’s confidence evaporated - Rosen was alone. 

 “Unfortunately my wife could not join us. She told me to greet you warmly 

on her behalf.” 

 Without his companion, he looked awkward, as if he were still not quite 

sure if he should treat Max as a student or rather as a tradesman. They walked 

silently up a sand path, as wide as a street, that ran up the face of a slope. After 

about two hundred meters, the first house materialized unexpectedly on the right-

hand side: a two-storied Italianate villa that must have been completed only a 

short while ago, since the tender fruit trees in the garden hardly reached chest 

height. On the adjacent parcel, lovely old trees half-concealed a small Gothic 

Revival castle, replete with bays and pointed gables. It was a bizarre sight, unreal 

like a mirage: two palatial homes in the middle of No Man’s Land. The professor 

did not say anything, but his expression had changed, and right before they 

reached the end of the path, he spread out his arms. 

 “What do you think? Is it not a glorious hideaway?” 

 They were standing on top of the only hill for far and wide. Max had 

assumed that they had left the Grunewald Forest quite a while ago, but they had 

remained fairly close to it the entire time. The property was bordered to the west 

by a thick pine forest that was part of the thinning Grunewald, and to the 
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northeast, a broad view swept across the fields and meadows all the way to the 

first houses in Schmargendorf. Nonetheless the property was not optimally 

shaped for a building. A plateau stretched from the road for about twelve or 

fifteen steps before plunging steeply down to a pond in a small dip in the 

landscape. A trail similar to the one up on the plateau ran down at the bottom. 

Max trudged through the grass feeling perplexed. The plateau was much too 

narrow for a house of the desired size, and he searched around for the right 

space, for a spot from which he could begin. But if there was an area like that, it 

was somewhere down the hill close to the small pool. His eyes came to rest on 

an unremarkable bench in the shadows of an elm tree about forty meters away. 

He stopped still in relief. Yes. Everything was converging toward that point. Like a 

powerful theater stage, the piece of land opened itself up to this bench. He 

imagined sitting down there and gazing up to where they were standing, two men 

in sombre suits under a deep, gray sky. And then he saw it - the retaining wall, 

the gabled facade, the round window rising above. His heart began to pound 

rapidly as his legs momentarily grew heavy, seemingly rooting themselves into 

the ground. 

 “You do not like it.” The professor sounded disappointed. 

 “Two levels,” Max said. He started to pace back and forth excitedly. “The 

terrace is too narrow - but I will turn that weakness into a strength. I will divide the 

property across its entire length. Up here, I will bring in fill dirt, and we will use a 

wall to support the plateau.” 

 “A wall?” the professor inquired in astonishment. 

 Max grew impatient. “Imagine a squarish space that ends at an edge.” He 

stood where the main entrance would be and gestured at the neighbor’s property. 

“The facade of the house will be pointed this way. The upper garden will reach 

from here to the old trees. But as soon as you enter the house, your eyes will go 

down the slope to the pond and the meadows in the lowland. No middle ground. 

Just foreground and distance.” Only when he registered the amazement in the 

professor’s gaze did it occur to him that he had said “I” and not “we.” 

 “The facade will not face the street?” 

 The doubt in Rosen’s voice was evident. 

 Max’s imagination had moved on. He could already see the loggia 

supports, the elegant sweep of the staircase. However, his euphoria was mixed 

with a nagging desperation that he would not be able to adequately communicate 

his ideas, that the professor would not see what he meant. “The central rooms 

will be oriented northward, facing the slope - which you will not realize until you 

are inside the home,” he reiterated. Max held his second and third fingers up in 

the air. “Two houses in one - turned ninety degrees.” He formed two wide U’s 

with his thumbs and second fingers which he pushed together. 

 Rosen gazed at him with a mixture of amazement and amusement before 

he spread his arms wide, as if to say, “The property is yours.” 

 As they rattled back into the city on the train, Max scribbled a sketch on a 

piece of paper of the wall that would divide the property, shading in the door and 
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windows of the basement level. He shaded in the support columns on the loggia 

and the monumental gable above them, but the professor only glanced briefly at 

the drawing and nodded contentedly. He asked no questions, as if he were only 

interested in the final result and not the separate pieces that would compose the 

house. He stared silently out of the compartment window into the Grunewald. 

Max lowered his pencil and paper before also gazing out the window. The sky 

had cleared; the sun was casting shadow patterns through the trees rolling by. 

Brightly illuminated leaves and pools of light in the undergrowth swept by, 

combining themselves in Max’s mind with the flashes of details from the future 

house. As Max caught sight of a horse and rider down a ravine, he thought about 

the riders in the sparse hills around his village. His throat constricted with 

melancholy. About the fact that his father could not see him. That nothing from 

his childhood still existed. His family home and the workshop had been sold. It 

had been ages since his mother had moved in with one of her aunts on the Darẞ 

peninsula. Then suddenly, images of the young woman in the chamber rose 

within him, and he once again smelled her heavy perfume. In the wavy glass of 

the wall mirror, their horizontal bodies had moved like lethargic water snakes. He 

had gone back again the following day and the day after that, until she forbade 

him from returning because his lust struck her as creepy. 

 The professor was still staring out of the window, one leg crossed casually 

over the other. The starched collar of his shirt had rounded corners, and in 

contrast to the width of the black silk, his tie knot looked tiny. “An admirer of 

Kant’s, like so many of his generation,” Wagner had said when Max had asked 

about Rosen’s writings. He had started to read one of his books, but had set it 

aside after only a few incomprehensible pages. Nonetheless, the clarity that 

shone out of the sentences, the natural order of them, and their calm flow had 

touched him in an odd manner. In his village, silence had been the normal state 

of things, but in Berlin, it was seen as silly, as an expression of intellectual 

sluggishness. And yet the professor seemed to feel no need to speak, as if he 

and his thoughts comprised an independent and secluded entity, separate from 

the world that surrounded them. Max surreptitiously examined the long, narrow 

face with its pale beard, and attempted to find an explanation for the impression 

of aloofness that he had noticed back at their first meeting in Wagner’s atelier. 

 

With the onset of spring, the construction work started. Rosen handed the 

process over to a general contractor from Silesia, whose workers turned the 

meadow into a wasteland within the span of a few days. Iron beams were driven 

into the ground, and planks were put in place to support the soil. By this point, 

Max had found a new job and was now working in a large office in Tempelhof, 

where he was drafting military barracks for the railway engineers department. He 

came to the building site as often as he could - evenings, weekends, sometimes 

even before sunrise. He did not want to miss anything, wanted to accompany 

every step of the process. He was amazed at how quickly progress was made, 

the speed at which a wild meadow was transformed according to his imagination. 
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On the morning that the dry stone foundation was to be laid, he trudged through 

the excavation pit and ran his hand along the loamy soil upon which the first walls 

would soon be erected. From the depths where he was standing, he gazed up in 

wonder into the crowns of the pines far above him, and he could not get this sight 

out of his mind even later that afternoon when he was sitting with the Rosens in a 

biergarten at the train station. Sipping champagne, Mrs. Rosen talked about the 

walks she would take once they had moved in. She then turned her eyes on him, 

expectantly. 

 “Adam and I will soon be traveling to Frankfurt. For the opening of the 

aeronautical exhibition. We would like to invite you to accompany us. A weekend 

at the Frankfurter Hof Hotel. Just imagine it! Flying into the sky in a tethered 

balloon.” Mrs. Rosen continued to talk, about the balloon races and the 

enormous exhibition hall with its Zeppelins, about the opening speech and the 

prize that had been praised by the Kaiser. 

 “That is very generous of you,” Max finally stammered. “I appreciate your 

offer, but ….” Over the course of the past year, she had taken him with her 

several times to the theater. He had also never had a problem when she had, as 

she called it, “entrusted” him with books, in order to have something to discuss 

with him. But now he was offended that on this important day she wasted hardly 

a word on the progress being made at the building site. Instead she could not 

stop raving about the Frankfurt Festival of Technology. “Thank you for the offer,” 

he said as cordially as he could. “I would prefer to not miss anything here. I 

should be here when the walls are constructed.” 

 “You do not wish to see the new festival hall? Or fly and see the world 

from the air?” 

 “The house,” he said. “I would prefer to stay here.” 

 Her eyes, initially astonished at Max’s decisiveness, grew irritated. Then, 

with the smile of a princess on her lips, she turned her attention to the people at 

the neighboring table. 

 Later that evening, as the Rosens returned to the city, Max hurried back 

to the building site. The area sat there, abandoned. Wildflowers swayed all 

around him in the towering grass. He strode across the tamped soil and sat down 

on the edge of the excavation pit. As twilight approached, bats shot through the 

shimmering blue air, and the sounds of the forest emerged with crystalline clarity 

as the light vanished: the unfathomable scrabbling, rustling and crackling from 

the underbrush. In a distance, he thought he even heard the pawing and grunting 

of wild boars, sensed their cravings as if they were burrowing around in his chest. 

 By the middle of August, the grass in the surrounding meadows was 

withered, though the ground was softened by the arrival of a long-anticipated 

rain. One afternoon, he drew closer to the house frame over the muddy site. The 

walls rose impressively out of the ground, but without a roof, the house still 

looked like an unredeemed promise. It was early afternoon though there were no 

workers in sight. As he stepped through a niche into the hall, the professor and 

his wife were standing beside the foreman next to a mountain of busted sacks of 
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cement. They were gazing up silently at a huge hole that was gaping in the floor 

slab. The sight was alarming: the ruptured opening in the slab between two 

wooden beams, the clay chunks with the shredded bits of straw protruding into 

the air, the pale blue patch above all this. It looked like a boulder had plummeted 

out of the sky. The workers, explained the contrite foreman, were supposed to 

have covered the cement the day before. During the storm last night, the sacks 

had absorbed the rainwater and increased in weight so much that they had 

broken through the floor slab. 

 “Better now than later, right?” The professor sounded astonishingly calm. 

“Things like this simply happen, my love.” Mrs. Rosen was deathly pale. She 

stared upwards, then left the injured building without saying a word. Max could 

not shake the feeling that she held him responsible for this mishap. More than 

that: she perceived this incident as a bad omen for the entire endeavor. Even 

long after the damage had been repaired, she very seldom came to the building 

site, and whenever she did, she walked through the open rooms reluctantly or 

distrustfully, her arms folded across her chest. For the topping-out ceremony in 

the fall, she appeared all spruced up, like for an opera performance, but except 

for the workers, the Rosens did not invite anyone. No friends or work colleagues. 

It was as if they wanted to keep their future home hidden because the shadow of 

the accident still rested on the enterprise, or - as Max feared all the more - 

because the now clearly visible results did not meet their expectations. 

 The fear of having disappointed them darkened his own perspective. 

When the work concluded at the end of the year - the final step was painting the 

shutters mint green - the structure looked almost miniscule against the tall wall of 

trees. And the gabled facade that towered over the retaining wall did not seem to 

match the cozy Biedermeier-style facade. On top of that, the heating system 

could not be convinced to function until one week before the move-in date in mid-

December. The same was true for the dumb waiter, which kept getting itself 

wedged in the shaft between the kitchen and the sideboard with the most horrible 

scraping sounds. 

 “Let us try it one more time,” Mrs. Rosen called, as if the matter were just 

a game. However, from the floor below, Max heard her complain right after this: 

“Good heavens, what have we gotten ourselves into?” 

 She did not come for the final approval meeting. Feeling rather ashamed, 

Max walked beside the professor through the rooms with the countless built-ins. It 

felt to Max as if he had spent the greatest amount of time on planning these 

custom features. Mr. Rosen ceremoniously praised the successful finishes as 

they stood in the empty hallway, but he did not make any move to step out on the 

loggia. He gestured appreciatively at one of the niches as if it were a clever, yet 

completely insignificant detail. He noted the spaciousness of the gallery on the 

upper floor, the unexpected brightness of the rooms on the woodland side, but 

his praise sounded like derision in Max’s ears. The windows were filthy and 

crusted with mud, and the entire house felt damp and drafty. And it smelled like 

cold sweat, as if tramps had used the rooms as their nightly accommodations. 
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The view was equally bleak. The thaw of the past few days had turned the snowy 

garden into a brown muddy landscape, into a lifeless wasteland distantly 

removed from all hospitality. With a distracted look, the professor bid Max 

farewell in the vestibule, looking as if his thoughts had long been elsewhere. He 

did not extend an invitation to join him at a restaurant, nor did he not suggest, as 

he had in the past, that they travel together on the train. 

 “It is a shame your wife could not be here,” Max said. He could not just let 

himself be expelled from the house. “The rubble and the unplastered walls … 

Three weeks ago, everything still looked quite unfinished.” On their last tour, Mrs. 

Rosen’s impatience had unsettled him, but now he thought back with almost 

tender melancholy on their last walk together. “I hope it is not something serious,” 

he said, although he was acquainted with her occasional ailments. 

 “Clouds that pass by,” Mr. Rosen said cheerfully. He then raised his chin 

and studied Max aloofly, just as he had at their first meeting in Wagner’s atelier. 

They had known each other for almost two years, but Max felt like he was 

standing in front of a stranger. 

 “I wish you all the best and hope that you will feel well here.” 

 He would not, could not go just yet. 

 “Thank you,” Mr. Rosen said. “We are very satisfied with your work. You 

know that.” 

 Max felt ashamed that he had put pressure on the professor to praise him 

one last time. And then the door closed. Max left the property without looking 

back. Crestfallen he walked down the street. Mrs. Rosen’s enthusiasm when he 

had unfurled his first designs on their table on Niebuhrstraẞe, her suggestions for 

the built-ins and the division of the rooms. The planning of the garden. “You still 

owe us a visit to Foerster’s Nursery, Mr. Taubert.” He saw her lively face in his 

mind, her attentive, uneasy eyes. “We should not dismiss the idea of a sunken 

garden!” And now she refused to bid him farewell in person. He could not 

understand this. 

 At Christmas - the Rosens had been living in the house for two weeks by 

then - he received a card with best wishes for the coming year. “You should feel 

proud,” Mrs. Rosen wrote. “We are enjoying the house!” No invitation. He heard 

nothing more than that. Nonetheless, as time passed, his doubts dissipated, and 

he was again convinced that he had achieved something admirable with the 

house. Over the years, it had floated before him in a cloud of imagined 

possibilities, and like a scale model, he could turn and rotate it, moving it closer 

or sending it into the distance. Now the images began to fade, driven out of his 

internal range of vision until all he felt was the house behind him, at his back, as 

something nourishing that made him believe that he was an architect. The 

architect of one house at least. Because just like his nearsighted neighbor at the 

large Tempelhof office, he had come to believe that he would spend his entire life 

drawing nothing except barracks, encampments and casinos. Wherever Max sent 

his portfolio, it came back to him by return of post. None of the offices he called 

on had use for a young architect, despite the fact he had a completed house 
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under his belt. The building  department in Rixdorf was looking for someone with 

more experience. For the final phase of the turbine factory, Peter Behrens had 

recently hired a bevy of young draftsmen. Now that the Hebbel Theater was 

open, the stage designer Oscar Kaufmann was in demand all over the country, 

but he would not even deign to meet with Max. 

 “Do you know why Zimmerlein is raking in all the military contracts?” the 

draftsman who shared Max’s table at the office had asked recently. “Every day, 

he bows and scrapes his way through the generals’ headquarters, and sends 

theater tickets or flowers to all the building inspectors’ wives.” Max enjoyed his 

fellow pencil pusher’s sarcastic jokes, but it never would have occurred to him to 

go out after work with him and the other draftsmen to spend an hour in a 

biergarten. He did not belong with them. He did not fit with anyone. Not among 

the simple people from his village, not among his boozy co-workers, and 

definitely not in the fine world of the Rosens. After work, Max retreated to the 

inhospitable area around Westhafen, as he had done in the months immediately 

after his move to Berlin. The smells of coal and stagnant water, the pleasant 

dampness to the air. Sitting on the same bench on the embankment every day, 

he watched the unloading of the freighters, and the hustle and bustle on the pier 

on the opposite bank. Maybe I should just leave Berlin, he thought. Perhaps he 

should board the first available train at the Anhalter Train Station and see where 

it carried him. Instead he found himself sitting back at his desk the following 

morning at eight o’clock, sketching latrines for the motor vehicle battalion.  

 One humid evening in April - after sullenly returning to his room - he 

discovered an envelope adorned with delicate letters. He tore it open impatiently 

and pulled out an invitation to a “companionable evening at our modest cottage 

designed by the young architect Max Taubert.” As his knees grew weak, he sank 

onto his bed. 

 At the regional train station, Max purchased an extravagant bouquet of 

yellow tulips. It was a glowing spring day. Since the last time he had been in this 

area, the number of construction sites had increased, properties were being 

planned, pits dug. The meadows were now covered in waist-high dandelions and 

blackthorn. When he caught sight of the house gable, his mouth went dry. The 

garden step, the small wall topped with the fence, and the double gate - all of this 

actually existed. 

 Mrs. Rosen was standing at the door, her dark hair concealed beneath a 

broad-brimmed hat, as he strode toward her across the flagstone path. The 

espaliers along the wall were not climbing yet, but anemones and narcissuses 

were already blooming in the terrace beds. In all its glory, the facade looked like it 

had just been painted. A wooden bench stood under one of the windows, but 

other than that, everything was just as he had imagined it: no curtains, no 

plantings up against the masonry - the impression of clarity was not disturbed or 

weakened by anything. The windows with the shutters on the right side, the deep, 

invitingly intimate door soffit, the somewhat wider windows of the salon on the left 

side, and in the roof above it, the elegant eyebrow dormers. In the vestibule, a 
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light fixture was burning, and when Max saw this small, warmly illuminated room, 

for one euphoric moment, he felt as if the light were burning for him and for him 

alone. 

 “Come in, come in. He is on the loggia.” 

 She pulled him inside impatiently, where a maid took both his coat and his 

flowers. Two young men with sparse sideburns were chatting underneath the 

archway, but Mrs. Rosen simply shoved Max past them. 

 It was a gentle shock to step into the hall. The oak paneling shimmered 

softly, reflecting the empty chairs lined up in front of it. A round table holding a 

large crystal bowl full of primroses sat in the middle of the room, but the greatest 

surprise came from the perception of spaciousness. Light flowed inside here from 

all sides, through the bank of windows and the glass door that opened onto the 

loggia, but also through the windows inside the niches to the right and the left. As 

he had hoped, the niches looked like passageways to other larger rooms. Like on 

the main floor of a town house, you felt like you had stepped into one of several 

interconnected rooms linked by double doors. Only at second glance did you 

notice that they were alcoves - but by that point, you were already captivated by 

the view of the slope and on your way out to the loggia. And this was where the 

professor was standing, surrounded by young men in tight double-breasted suits. 

 “There you are!” he grabbed Max by the shoulders. “Listen, just listen to 

me.” He excitedly pulled a piece of paper out of his coat pocket and read aloud: 

“The house looks almost modest, since the upper floor is incorporated as a 

mansarde level into the roof area. Even the apse on the gable side facing the 

street looks like an organic element in the overall architectural form - and it is not 

as overly ornamented as the garland effects of the older generation. These 

young architects are striving to achieve maturity, calmness and balance. They 

reject all radicalism and are searching for a ‘golden middle road’ between the old 

and the new. And so this remarkable house seems to be an accusation, a 

declaration to those architects who came before them.” He folded up the 

magazine page and slipped it back into his suit pocket, although Max had held 

his hand out to confirm what he had just heard with his own eyes. “Taubert! I am 

so delighted with what you have achieved here.” 

 This was why the invitation had been so late. Mrs. Rosen had waited on 

the blossoms in the upper garden and the professor on the first critical review, as 

if the house were not completed until its influence had been captured in words 

and print. Until its description had doubled its power and carried it out beyond its 

borders. “Do you not see it? Taubert does not blur the transitions, he underscores 

them ….” As if as evidence, Rosen motioned at the sloping natural garden with its 

freshly planted fruit trees, which fell away from them toward the pond. Max felt 

intoxicated by the fact that the professor had called him “Taubert,” as if he were a 

long-recognized expert in his field. 


