
Many people had to give up their telephones the last time the price rose, but so far the 
Corneliuses have been able to keep theirs, just as they have kept their villa, which was built 
before the war, by dint of the salary Cornelius draws as professor of history—a million marks, 
and more or less adequate to the chances and changes of postwar life. The house is comfortable, 
even elegant, though sadly in need of repairs that cannot be made for lack of materials, and at 
present disfigured by iron stoves with long pipes. Even so, it is still the proper setting of the 
upper middle class, though they themselves look odd enough in it, with their worn and turned 
clothing and altered way of life. The children, of course, know nothing else; to them it is normal 
and regular, they belong by birth to the “villa proletariat.” The problem of clothing troubles them 
not at all. They and their like have evolved a costume to fit the time, by poverty out of taste for 
innovation: in summer it consists of scarcely more than a belited linen smock and sandals. The 
middle-class parents find things rather more difficult.  

The big folk’s table-napkins hang over their chair-backs, they talk with their friends over 
the telephone. These friends are the invited guests who have rung up to accept or decline or 
arrange; and the conversation is carried on in the jargon of the clan, full of slang and high spirits, 
of which the old folk understand hardly a word. These consult together meantime about the 
hospitality to be offered to the impending guests. The Professor displays a middle-class 
ambitiousness: he wants to serve a sweet—or something that looks like a sweet—after the Italian 
salad and brown-bread sandwiches. But Frau Cornelius says that would be going too far. The 
guests would not expect it, she is sure—and the big folk, returning once more to their trifle, agree 
with her. 

The mother of the family is of the same general type as Ingrid, though not so tall. She is 
languid; the fantastic difficulties of the housekeeping have broken and worn her.  She really 
ought to go and take a cure, but feels incapable; the floor is always swaying under her feet, and 
everything seems upside down. She speaks of what is uppermost in her mind: the eggs, they 
simply must be bought today. Six thousand marks apiece they are, and just so many are to be had 
on this one day of the week at one single shop fifteen minutes’ journey away. Whatever else they 
do, the big folk must go and fetch them immediately after luncheon, with Danny, their 
neighbour's son, who will soon be calling for them; and Xaver Kleinsgutl will don civilian garb 
and attend his young master and mistress. For no single household is allowed more than five 
eggs a week; therefore the young people will enter the shop singly, one after another, under 
assumed names, and thus wring twenty eggs from the shopkeeping for the Cornelius family. This 
enterprise is the sporting event of the week for all participants, not excepting the moujik 
Klensgutl, and most of all for Ingrid and Bert, who delight in misleading and mystifying their 
fellowmen and would revel in the performance even if it did not achieve a single egg. 


