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FOREWORD

Just over two years ago, an antique clockwork man was reported stolen from the window of Linnhoffer’s Department Store in downtown Milwaukee. To this day it has never been recovered. Yet, ever since the early morning of July 14, 2005, strange occurrences have been reported throughout the Milwaukee area. These stories are almost always secondhand, but all follow the same pattern: an apartment complex catches fire; a school bus stalls on the railroad tracks; a pedestrian out for a late-night stroll is accosted by thieves. Then, a towering figure emerges from nowhere to help the unfortunate victim. Some, in the dizzied moments afterward, have reported hearing a faint mechanical whine, a sound like the ticking of a clock; a few even claim to have seen a pair of shimmering blue eyes reflecting the moonlight, and a face that is not quite human. Sketchy sightings have placed a wild man in his company, with bright, wide eyes like an animal’s and a voice like the crunching of bones. But there can be no corroboration of these stories, as the shadowy figures disappear into the night, leaving witnesses to wonder if what they saw was but a strange hallucination.

You will never hear of this in the newspaper, of course. Journalistic integrity demands that these outlandish rumors be dismissed as the fabrications of the lonely or the mentally ill. But everyone who lives here has heard some variation of this story. The young people refer to such tales as urban legends, and the term is magnificently appropriate in this case. I am sure some believe the stories; others, particularly those living outside the city, think of this legend as just another local quirk, a mass delusion brought on by alcohol—so prevalent in this region. But many more, I think, desperately want to believe. Milwaukee, for those unfamiliar, is dwarfed by its image in the public mind: a city of beer, cheese, cream puffs, and little else. It is not a place where people go to live their dreams, except perhaps for the beer tasters at the Miller Brewery. The ships that dock in the harbor no longer arouse interest. People pass by the old buildings and historic landmarks nearly without notice, without wonder; even her own people believe there is no magic here anymore.

But perhaps there still is.

The pages you now hold in your hands are the recorded thoughts of a man made of clockwork, built over a century ago by a man named Karl Gruber, perhaps the greatest clockmaker who has ever lived. It was said that this automated man, named Ernst after Gruber’s paternal grandfather, was not a simple piece of machinery but a man—one made of cogs and wheels and nickel, instead of flesh and blood. I suspect even Gruber was unaware of what he had created, until later in his life. In his time, Ernst was called a miracle, a masterpiece of automation, an abomination, a fraud, even a murderer by a few overly imaginative souls. And then, for reasons no one truly knewuntil now, he disappeared, resurfacing in a museum some sixty years later, and then, in the hands of a Milwaukee businessman.

Of course you cannot believe this. No one in his right mind could.

But I have seen him.

When this diary first came into my hands, I did not think to release it; I was simply its caretaker, which was honor enough. Then came the sightings in and around the city and the myths and the questions, and I felt the time was right for the public to see it. I believe it was what he intended, though you may read his comments and judge for yourself. For good or ill, I have released these pages uncensored—the reader will encounter sensitive passages from time to time, and while I wish no one’s reputation to be sullied (particularly those of the deceased, who can no longer defend themselves), I feel this can only further the understanding of the author’s true nature.

Doubtless, certain readers will take this as a fabrication, the product of senility, or a desire for attention. Until and unless this man of clockwork decides to reveal himself to the world, I can only offer my most solemn word that the record in your hands is legitimate and true, and that I have not inflated it for personal gain. But on that day, even the most cynical eyes will stare in wonder.

Felix R. Lentz                               
Kenosha, Wisconsin, August 2007


I
AN IMITATION OF LIFE


11 October 1893
1:38 a.m.



Dear Professor Wellesley,

I greatly enjoyed your recent visit from Oxford, and thank you immensely for the fine leather-bound tome in which I now write these lines. I am still uncertain as to why the academic community might be interested in the diary of one such as I, but as both you and the Master believe the exercise to be of value, I will honor your request. For your convenience, I am transcribing these notes in English, however inartfully.

Upon your suggestion, I offer a brief introduction to those in the academic community who might one day read this volume.

My name is Ernst, and I am the product of over twenty years of painstaking research and construction—the creation and property of Karl Gruber, easily the greatest clockmaker in all of Germany, if not the world, a man credited with designing magnificent automated clocks in Frankfurt, London, Prague, and Vienna, among many other cities. My “birth”—the moment at which I was first wound and became aware of the world—occurred on 11 July 1887. I remember the moment with clarity and fondness: the Master’s face hovering above my own, a single tear running from his left eye. Smiling broadly, he said, “Happy birthday, Ernst.” (To answer your question from our recent correspondence, at the time I did not know his face, nor understand his words, but as I acquired language and began to observe and learn from human behavior, my unique faculties of recall have allowed me to understand the moment for what it was.) Since that day I have resided in Herr Gruber’s home in the Sachsenhausen District of Frankfurt, where I remain a faithful servant to him and his two children.

To my amazement, the European scientific community has deemed me something of a marvel. I certainly appreciate the full measure of Herr Gruber’s genius, owing my life to it as I do, but at times I find it difficult to understand why I am the object of such curiosity. Foreign dignitaries, scientists, and even heads of state have come to the Master’s home to study me, or simply to see for themselves this “clockwork man” the Master has created, who walks and talks on his own. With some pride I can announce that, on this date last year, I even shook the hand of the Kaiser himself on a trip to Berlin. Yet such special attention often confounds me as, beyond the peculiarities of my being, I do not consider myself worthy of it.

Some who have come to study me are under the mistaken impression that I am simply a mindless automaton cleverly designed to exhibit certain pleasing behaviors like the Master’s other creations. A reporter from Prague once addressed me as “Herr Robot,” a name the Master later explained translates into slave. I rather resent the term, for it casts a dim light upon Herr Gruber; I am neither exploited nor abused. Several scholars have also applied the term automaton to me, but this, too, seems inaccurate; despite my construction, I am quite capable of rational thought and, if I might be so bold, stimulating conversation. Others, particularly those of deep religious conviction, have called me an abomination—Frankenstein’s monster made real. This wounds me; I have read Frau Shelley’s book, and strongly recoil at that creature’s destructive impulses. The Master says wanton violence is the currency of thugs and miscreants, and I will not be convinced otherwise. It is my hope that these notes, once made available to the academy, will help to dispel those grave misjudgments of my character.

You will doubtless note that I have yet to offer an explanation of my physical makeup and the mechanisms behind my inner workings—a frequent question from the Master’s guests, though I was most grateful that, during your last visit, it was one you did not ask. Unfortunately, I can offer little in that vein: this is partly due to caution (the Master wishes me to remain unique, and should too much of my design be revealed, he says that special quality would be spoiled), and partly to my own ignorance. While I have done extensive study of his work, my design is infinitely more sophisticated than his municipal clocks, and it will take time for me to learn its intricacies. The Master says there is no shame in this; those who minister to the human body require many years of education, and there are still areas of human anatomy, such as the brain, that confound even the most advanced researchers. However, he has begun to give me a basic understanding of my composition in preparation for the day he will no longer be here to maintain me. As my understanding progresses, I will share as much as his desires and my need for privacy will allow.

As per your request, however, I shall attempt in this first entry to articulate not only what, but who I am. It is a difficult question to answer, one worthy of as distinguished a professor of philosophy as you. After much thought, I have come to realize I am many things, beyond being the Master’s magnum opus and a representative of his sublime art: I am his trusted assistant and traveling companion, having accompanied him on many an expedition to plan and build his great clocks; I am steward, protector, occasional chaperone, and friend to his two children, Giselle and Jakob, as well as his housekeeper and nanny, Fräulein Gruenwald.

While the Master has spent a good deal of time on my education, he has also recently cleared out a private alcove in his library for me, where, after he and the children have retired for the evening, I may further my own knowledge on any subject that piques my interest. I am, when time permits, a student of ancient history, mathematics, and languages. I am fluent in Latin and Greek (the indispensable languages of science), as well as Italian and English. I have found these useful in our travels, though when speaking the latter I retain an irritatingly thick Prussian accent. The source of this imperfection is still unclear, as I possess no real mouth to bend to a particular way of speaking. Though many experts have examined me to remedy the problem, Giselle believes I should simply take joy in the mystery of it. The only language I am forbidden is French; Herr Gruber is a great patriot, and as such, is quite fond of pointing out flaws in the French national character. As a young man he served in the military and was wounded during the siege of Paris in our nation’s last, victorious campaign, and he will not have their tongue spoken in his home, nor will he entertain guests of that persuasion. Nonetheless, Giselle, who is very adept at language despite her youth, has taught me a handful of conversational phrases in French should an occasion demand it, with the understanding that I am not to repeat them in front of her father.

In your most recent correspondence you inquired as to whether I could be truly “happy,” which, up to that point, no one had ever asked me. I found your concern most moving, if unwarranted. An Italian engineer once compared me to the fabled Pinocchio, the puppet come to life, who embarked on a quest to become a flesh-and-blood child. I cannot imagine a more fruitless pursuit. I accept my state without reservation: an approximation of life, the creation of a brilliant man, meant to live out my days in a shell of tin and bleached suede. Whatever satisfaction I derive from my existence must be had within that framework. But I have no complaints; mine is a full life, replete with admirers, conversation, and travel.

And there are always new and often unexpected experiences to be had: for instance, I have recently begun to study the art of ballroom dancing. Giselle’s first ball is to take place in six days—a formal affair between her girls’ school and the military academy just across the Main River—and she has conscripted me to be her practice partner so she might make a good impression on the cadets. As we waltz across the Master’s dining hall, shoes sliding gently on the hardwood floor, her soft hand in mine, I often study the serenity on her face, the simple joy in her movement, and I begin to understand what it means to be alive.

But these are trivial things of little interest to a community of learned men. Henceforth, I will do my best to record more meaningfulthoughts, which I hope will be more worthy of you and your colleagues. I do not know what insights you might glean from them, but I hope they will prove worthy of your attention.


19 October 1893
2:37 a.m.



I am pleased to report that Giselle’s ball was a splendid success, and she the hit of the evening. According to her own account, several of the young men complimented her on her dancing, and she herself took the lead with some of the less-experienced cadets. Since then, she has been twirling about the house, playing various waltzes on the phonograph to accompany herself. She is so pleased with her success that she insists we continue to practice at least once a week when I am not assisting her father with his work.

She is a highly intelligent girl, and despite her age—she is but three months from her seventeenth birthday—she has demonstrated an intellectual curiosity that matches her father’s. She has been the Master’s closest companion since the death of Frau Gruber two years before I was first wound, and he has on many occasions benefited from her assistance in his workshop. Just last night, in fact, she stayed up well past her usual bedtime of eleven o’clock (despite it being a school night) helping him perfect the rotation on a multi-ringed carousel clock meant as a gift for Jakob’s middle school. She has, with the Master’s help, built herself an impressive attic observatory, where she often retreats after dinner to peer at the stars through the homemade telescope she and her father built together. It is her place of refuge, where she records whatever new phenomenon shemight observe in the hope of discovering something heretofore unknown. In fact, she believes she has charted a new comet that has thus far gone unnoticed, and is in the process of taking notes to submit to the Astronomical Society. Her only qualm is that she will undoubtedly have to submit her findings through her father, as her recent posts to the Society have gone without response. The Master has remarked several times that she may well become the next Copernicus, and that he ought to send her to Oxford or Wittenberg to foster her magnificent intellect, but as soon as the words leave his lips, his face falls and he goes quiet. I have observed his behavior long enough to know her absence would fill him with great sadness. I myself can scarcely imagine life in this house without her.

At times, while accompanying the Master and his family in the city, I have heard the gossip of people who believe they are out of earshot. They say she walks too confidently and is too aggressive in conversation, and fills her mind with ideas no young woman should bother herself with. Mostly they blame it on Herr Gruber for failing to teach Giselle her place in his wife’s absence. Some of the older women seem to believe their sons could make a proper young lady of her. Their words do not escape my ears—few things do—and I find myself unsettled by them. Giselle has always treated me with great kindness and dignity, and I have never known her behavior to be untoward in any way. I do not know whether Herr Gruber has heard the same rumblings, but for his sake I think it unwise to report them.

Her special relationship with me seems to be an irritation to Jakob, the Master’s ten-year-old son, who at yesterday morning’s breakfast remarked that Giselle should forget about the young men at the academy and marry me instead.

“Maybe I will,” she said, throwing a white napkin over her head like a veil and linking her arm with mine. “I do.”

“You can’t marry him,” Jakob said. “He isn’t real.”

Giselle laughed. “Of course he’s real.”

“You know what I mean. He isn’t really alive.”

The Master grumbled, a sign that the children should cease their banter, but they persisted.

“How silly,” Giselle said, flicking her honey-soaked roll at him. “I suppose next you’ll tell me he doesn’t have a soul?”

The Master knocked his teacup against the table. “Enough.”

“Why, Father?” Giselle pulled the napkin off of her head and tossed it at Jakob. “Don’t you think he has one?” She turned to me. “Do you think you have one, Ernst?”

“I said that’s enough,” the Master interjected, before I could answer. “Finish your breakfast, both of you. And no more of this nonsense.”

Because my treatment has been of such great concern to you, I should indicate that I was not offended. Herr Gruber is a religious man, his views grounded in strict principle, and he has never filled my head with the illusion that I am somehow the equal of living beings. I do not believe the matter is worth further consideration, and thus offered not a word in protest.

Later that afternoon the Master instructed me to accompany the children into the park along the Main, near the Iron Bridge. The autumn leaves are quite breathtaking in this part of Germany, with reds and oranges as vibrant as any painting, though this fall has been my first opportunity to truly experience their color. I am something of a work-in-progress, owing my newfound vision to a pair of blue marble-housed eyes the Master designed for me as a gift last Christmas; previously, I possessed two different sets of eyes, the first allowing me to see in gray scale, the second in sepia tones. These new models, he says, allow me to see color as precisely as any person—perhaps even better—and bear reflective coatings to allow me to see in the dark. They are, Giselle tells me, also quite striking in color themselves, though I have never stared into a mirror long enough to admire their hue—there are too many other things to see.

Giselle wished to collect a few of the fallen leaves to preserve for an art project for school, and so I followed, carrying a small burlap potato sack in which to store them. Jakob followed at some distance, flying a kite she had made him out of skewers and wax paper from the kitchen.

Giselle knelt beneath the elm trees, her skirt and red-gold hair billowing behind her in the gentle breeze, carefully selecting specimens for her endeavor. Every so often she found leaves with particularly complex vein patterns, and held them up for me to see. “Maybe I’ll do a collage of you all in leaves to decorate that cubby of yours. Would you like that?”

“Very much,” I said.

As we selected leaves for her project, the wind blew Jakob’s makeshift kite into the high shedding branches. He stood beneath the tree, grinning curiously out of one corner of his mouth.

“You did that on purpose,” Giselle said.

“Did not.” He turned to me. “Climb up and get it.”

“Get it yourself,” Giselle said. “I won’t make you another one.”

Jakob laughed. “It’s too high. I want Ernst to get it for me.” He turned to me. “You’re not afraid, are you?”

“Not at all.” I had never climbed a tree before, and was not certain I had the faculties to do so, but the Master clearly stated I was to obey the children’s wishes so long as they were not unreasonable. (I am to exercise my own discretion as to what this means.) So I took hold of a low, sturdy branch and hoisted myself up.

“Come down, Ernst,” Giselle said. “He’s playing with you.”

I called down that I was fine, and after finding my footing was making slow but steady progress up the tree, the limbs bending under my weight. I was an arm’s length away from the kite when a branch cracked and gave way; I lost my balance and fell like a stone to the ground.

Giselle ran to me immediately, asking me to speak, to bend my elbows and fingers. I rose to my feet—still something of a struggle, despite my constant practice—and brushed the yellowed grass off my jacket. My houndstooth suit was covered with pale dust, and I noticed a large dent in my lower back. I had fallen on an exposed root, and felt an unpleasant, nagging pressure on that spot (while I feel no “pain,” as you might describe it, the vast network of thin wires beneath my skin does give me some sensation). I was otherwise undamaged. I am built sturdily, with an outer shell of thick tin and an interior skeleton of nickel and steel, which is fortunate, as I have yet to attain what one might call “grace.”

Laughing, Jakob tugged at the kite, pulling it free. It fluttered down from the branches and landed at my feet. Giselle was furious. She ordered him to follow us home and promised to tell her father what he had done. He ran ahead of us toward the Master’s house, the kite under his arm, giggling the whole way.

Giselle stroked my arm with her soft hands, rested her head against my shoulder. She seemed ready to cry. “Are you all right?”

“Yes,” I said. “But the Master will be very upset with me.”

“I’ll clean you up. Father won’t be angry once I tell him what Jakob did.”

“Thank you.”

She took my hand and led me back to the Master’s workshop. “I’m so sorry, Ernst. No one should treat you like that.”

As I feared, the Master’s anger was considerable. I had taken a great risk, and could have been severely damaged. He warned me, rather sternly, that I ought to exercise my judgment more carefully—what use was giving me the capacity to think if I refused to use it? Thankfully, my design is durable, the dent only superficial. As of this writing Jakob is still in his room awaiting punishment. Despite the Master’s patience and kindness, he does not tolerate insufferability in his children, and Jakob will no doubt incur a heavy penalty. I take no satisfaction in this.

Herr Gruber immediately sent me to his workshop, a teeming labyrinth in the cellar whose walls are covered in diagrams and blueprints of his automated clocks, the many workbenches littered with half-finished scale models. Giselle cleared off one of the benches and gently removed my jacket so her father could repair the dent in my outer shell with a thick, heavy suction cup. I lay facedown on his workbench, forbidden to move lest I cause him to slip and damage me. As he worked Giselle gently intertwined her fingers with mine, and I was not afraid.


22 October 1893
10:44 p.m.



This morning I accompanied Giselle and Fräulein Gruenwald on a number of errands in town, strolling back and forth along Elisabeth Street to patronize the densely packed shops that line this part of the city. I am told the ancient buildings and cobblestone streets, some of which are several hundred years old, are part of the charm of this city, though I must admit, having known them for the entirety of my existence, I cannot fully appreciate their beauty. Jakob did not accompany us on this particular excursion, as he remains somewhat angry at me for his whipping four days ago, the result of his misbehavior.

The elder Frau Gruber, the Master’s mother, is coming to visit her grandchildren, and will arrive tomorrow, thus the need for provisions. She is extremely particular about what foods Fräulein Gruenwald serves (roasted meat and fresh vegetables, no poultry of any kind, no eggs, nor potatoes or carrots, which she considers “peasant food”), what sorts of flowers may be arranged around the Master’s house, and what attire Giselle is to wear. (She is not so strict about Jakob’s, but insists her granddaughter should dress like a lady.) As I will be confined to the workshop for the duration of her stay, Giselle suggested I accompany them, to, as she put it, enjoy my last hours of freedom.

As will become apparent as this journal progresses, Frau Gruber is not comfortable in my presence. She is a deeply conservative woman, her religious leanings far more strident than her son’s, and she has frequently accused him of impinging on territory that is God’s alone. The first time I met her, two weeks after I was first wound and brought to consciousness, the Master introduced me andbade me shake her hand. As I approached, she screamed and began to strike me with her handbag, telling the Master to destroy me before I did harm to the children. Our relationship has improved since then; she no longer refers to me as “that loathsome monstrosity,” nor does she believe I represent an immediate threat to her grandchildren. So long as I remain out of her field of vision, she will be comfortable enough to enjoy her stay.

But there, on those familiar streets, we walked past pedestrians and cyclists without incident. One of the Master’s early modifications was to sheathe me in a skin of bleached Italian suede, and to give me hair and a mustache woven from black horsehair—all to allow me to look more fully human, that my presence in public places might cause less unease. (The monocle was Giselle’s idea, and is a concession to style, not need.) Many Frankfurters have told me that, from a great distance, I am almost indistinguishable from other pedestrians on the sidewalks. Only my great height (I am six feet, six inches tall) and the stiffness of my movements give me away.

But my singular appearance is rarely a concern. The Master is well liked in Frankfurt, for the most part, and I am familiar enough of a sight near his home that, even when recognized, I cause no panic. Instead, people glance at me, smile, perhaps even wave and say “Guten Tag, Ernst,” then pleasantly go on their way—due, I suspect, not out of any admiration for me, but in deference to the Master’s genius. Several of his works adorn this city’s parks and squares, including an automated clock depicting Herr Bismarck, which stands in the center of town, and at the noon hour hoists the flag of the new Germany high into the air as our national anthem plays. By comparison, I imagine, I must appear a vastly inferior spectacle. The clockwas completed before I was wound, and in his den the Master has a photograph of himself and the Chancellor together at its unveiling, one of his proudest moments.

Herr Maier, the butcher, seemed especially pleased to see us, wishing Fräulein Gruenwald and me good morning and kissing Giselle’s hand, which he does quite frequently, and has since just after her fifteenth birthday. He is an unusual-looking man, perhaps in his mid-forties, with a long narrow face and large round eyes so dark he appears to have no pupils. His gaze lingered on her for some time before he gave us a toothy grin and stepped away to fill our order.

“You seem to have an admirer,” Fräulein Gruenwald said. “A little old for you, I think.”

“I’d say he’s more a match for you,” Giselle said as Herr Maier chopped meat in the back of the store. “You should let him know you’re not spoken for.”

Fräulein Gruenwald blushed deeply. “Oh, nonsense,” she said. “I’m not a young woman anymore; I can’t imagine what he might see in me.”

Giselle shook her head. “You ought to think more of yourself. You’re a pretty woman, and ought to have gentlemen callers. Don’t you think so, Ernst?”

“Yes,” I said. We have been through this exchange often enough for me to know the appropriate response.

“There, you see?” Giselle said. “Even Ernst thinks so. I’d bet if you let your hair down right now Herr Maier would whisk you away and marry you tomorrow.”

I could see that Fräulein Gruenwald had turned nearly purple, and as Herr Maier returned with several paper-wrapped meat parcels, she attempted to hide her face. One by one he handed me the bundledroasts and pork loins; I am most useful for such errands, as I can carry a heavy load without effort.

“Don’t you think Eva’s new hairstyle looks lovely?” Giselle asked the butcher as we were leaving. I found this a strange question, as Fräulein Gruenwald has not changed her hairstyle as long as I have known her.

“It’s absolutely splendid,” he replied, and smiled wide.

Once we were out the door, Giselle turned to her. “See?” she said.

When our business with the butcher was finished, we walked four blocks to the dressmaker’s shop to buy Giselle a few skirts Frau Gruber would find acceptable. “This is pointless,” she said on the way. “I can’t imagine why she cares so much how I dress.” More often than not, while at home, Giselle is clad in old cotton skirts and a smock for use in the Master’s workshop, and rarely wears expensive dresses, though she possesses a few for important social occasions.

“Your grandmother just wants what’s best for you,” Fräulein Gruenwald replied. “If she’s difficult with you, it’s only because she cares.”

“I think she only cares whether I’ll embarrass her,” Giselle said. “If it were up to me, I’d wear coveralls around the house like Father does. Why doesn’t Jakob have to dress up when she comes?”

“He’s a boy. He’s supposed to be scruffy.”

“You’d think he could at least wash once in a while.”

Fräulein Gruenwald asked the dressmaker to bring out several outfits in Giselle’s size; over the course of an hour and twelve minutes, she tried on each one, stepping briefly outside the changing room to model them for Fräulein Gruenwald’s approval. She quickly settled on the first—a blue plaid skirt with a high-necked, frilly blouse; thesecond was a dark maroon dress with long white sleeves, which billowed like butterfly wings when she turned in front of the standing mirror.

“I don’t know,” she said. “It’s so … feminine. Something a Hausfrau would wear.”

“It’s fine,” Fräulein Gruenwald said. “Your grandmother will be pleased.”

Giselle sighed, squinted at herself in the mirror for over three minutes. “What do you think, Ernst?” she finally asked.

I have never developed a particularly strong aesthetic, but there was an indefinable quality to the dress I found pleasing, for lack of a better word. “It is beautiful,” I said.

“You’re sweet,” she said. “Father’s made you into quite the gentleman. I suppose I’ll take it, then.”

At 11:45, we stopped at a small café a few blocks from the Master’s home so the ladies could eat lunch, and so Giselle might have a few more moments free of her grandmother, who was due to arrive later in the afternoon. The two shared a carafe of black coffee and an assortment of small pastries—petit fours, Giselle called them, though I was unfamiliar with the term—while I watched over their parcels. They invited me to sit with them, and even the café’s owner urged me to sit down—because of the Master I am something of a local celebrity, and often draw onlookers—but the Master insists I conduct myself like a gentleman at all times, and it is my habit to do so.

Twelve minutes after we arrived, a young man of about twenty, judging from his sparse beard, came up to me. “You, sir, are a work of genius.” He handed me a small clothbound notebook. “May I trouble you for your autograph? I’m thinking of becoming aclockmaker myself, and it would mean a lot to me.”

I thanked him, and looked to Giselle for approval; the Master encourages me to be courteous, but I did not wish to disrupt the ladies’ meal.

“Go ahead, Ernst,” Giselle said, through a mouthful of greenish pastry. “You’re famous, after all. Enjoy it.”

I took the young man’s notebook and scribbled my name onto the page he presented me, which seemed to give him great joy. “Thank you, sir,” he said. “You’re every bit the gentleman the newspapers say you are.” He tipped his hat and ran off like a young child.

Once Giselle and Fräulein Gruenwald had finished their lunch, we walked the seven blocks back to the Master’s house. When we arrived, Frau Gruber was already there with the Master and Jakob, and she rose to greet her granddaughter with a loose, quick embrace, tapping her shoulder to signal when the display of affection was to end. The smile left her face when her eyes fell upon me. “What is that doing here?” she said. “I thought I had made my wishes clear.”

The Master sighed and rose from his corner chair. “Oh, Mother,” he said. “Ernst, the cellar awaits.”

“Of course,” I said, and followed him downstairs to his workshop. He asked if I wished any books, but I said I was content to remain there among all his grand designs.

“I envy you,” he said as he led me down. “If it were up to me you’d be up there with her, and I’d be at work down here.”

“Frau Gruber is a good and gracious woman,” I said.

“And a lot of other things as well,” he said, and trudged slowly back upstairs. I could hear Jakob laughing, but through the locked door the sound was too muffled to determine the cause.


23 October 1893
3:39 a.m.



Upon further thought, I feel it necessary to explain that exile into the Master’s workshop is not an unpleasant fate. It is not simply some bare-walled cellar devoid of stimulation—quite the opposite. In fact, I find myself fascinated by the many sketches and designs for his great clocks, those already constructed and others he is currently planning. The blueprints are so intricate, it would take me many hours to fully comprehend the design and function of each component, much less the whole mechanism. A few of these magnificent spectacles have taken years to construct, particularly the steeple design commissioned by a hotel owner in London, which features hundreds of tiny swallows perched all over the clock’s face, who flap their wings at seven o’clock each morning. The Master fashioned them one at a time, testing each individually before mounting them to the clock. While he was completing the project, the tiny, feathery, flapping things covered his worktables so that there was not a free inch of space. They were quite realistic, with real feathers he and Giselle had glued on, and beady, glinting onyx eyes, though I have come to expect nothing less from his craftsmanship. When Jakob, then only five, saw them flapping their wings on the tabletops, he screamed, and the Master laughed with pride before rushing up to comfort him. (Giselle has since informed me that, during a foray in the park before I was wound, he wandered too close to a flock nesting in several trees, and was attacked.) On occasion he still has nightmares in which he is swarmed by dense flocks of tiny birds, pecking and scratching at his limbs and face. (The problem was once so severethe Master feared Jakob would require the services of a mental health specialist, but it has since leveled off to rare bouts.)

And there are smaller scale models as well as the blueprints, tiny replicas of his works, the real versions of which are often the size of a small house—a magnificent gryphon whose larger alter ego stands in Trafalgar Square in London, whose wings unfold like a great eagle’s; a small replica of the American President George Washington standing at the stern of a rowboat moving across a river of gray clay (its larger counterpart having been built for an American Senator who came to visit last summer); and the Master’s latest project, a daisy-shaped clock whose hour hands are turned by a mechanized hummingbird which emerges from the base on a wire arm. The wings have posed a bit of a problem for him; he says if I can follow their movement, they are still too slow. It is to be a gift for the Master’s nephew Kurt; Herr Gruber would like the boy to become his apprentice one day, as he already has a gift for taking things apart and putting them back together again. (Once, while I was distracted by Giselle’s dancing, he somehow removed my left hand in a matter of seconds without my noticing.) Sadly, skilled as she is, Giselle seems unlikely to take up her father’s craft, and Jakob has yet to show interest in such things.

I have come to enjoy studying these designs, as it gives me insight into the time and effort required for my own construction—many times it has occurred to me that his tireless work was an act of love. Indeed, I was in the process of examining some of the Master’s notes when I heard footfalls on the stairs. By their lightness, I immediately knew they were Giselle’s. She was wearing the maroon dress she had bought earlier in the day, and had dark circles under her eyes.

“I just came to say hello,” she said. “Jakob is in bed, and Father and Grandmother are both asleep in the den. Those two do love their Apfelwein. Were you lonely down here?”

“No,” I said.

“I’m sorry about all this. Grandmother can be such a gorgon sometimes. I wish Father would stand up to her, just once.”

I did not know how to respond, but the Master has taught me that a pleasantry will always do in such situations. “She cares for you very much.”

She sighed loudly. “Sometimes, I wish she’d care a little less. She says Father’s spoiling me for all the young men.”

“I have never known you to be anything but a lady.”

“You give me too much credit. Come, sit down with me.” She pulled two wooden chairs from under the workbench. With some effort, I sat down, the chair creaking under my weight.

“I don’t think you know how special you are, Ernst.” She leaned over to rest her head on my shoulder. “You don’t judge or criticize, and you always seem to see the good in people.”

“I try. The Master says that …”

Giselle yawned. “I know. Father says this, Father says that. But some of that has to come from you. I meant what I said before; you’re a gentle soul.”

“Thank you.”

It took me fourteen seconds to realize she had fallen asleep leaning up against me—a long time, perhaps, but in my defense I was examining the curious, intense hue of her hair, listening to the perfect rhythm of her breathing, exactly three-and-a-half seconds per breath. I said her name twice, as quietly as possible, and after the second time her onlyresponse was, “Mm-hmm.” She did not wake as I lifted her out of her chair and carried her up the stairs to her bed, her left arm draped loosely around my neck. The floorboards creaked under my feet as I passed the Master and Frau Gruber sleeping in the den, their heads resting against the backs of their armchairs, nearly identical snores emanating from their open mouths. They did not stir as I carried her to her room; I proceeded as quietly as possible, lest Frau Gruber panic at the sight of her eldest granddaughter in my arms. Giselle smiled sleepily as I laid her on the mattress, and touched my face as I released her. Gently, I drew the covers over her, and crept out just as quietly, back down to the dim light of the Master’s workshop, making no sound but for my ticking and the faint whine of my gears.

The reader may recoil at the intimacy of my actions. But I assure you I merely carried out my duty as this family’s faithful servant, and would have performed such a task for Jakob, or the Master himself, if called upon to do so. I consider it an excellent and fitting end to the day.


24 October 1893
5:58 p.m.



A curious thing has happened today, which I as yet fail to comprehend.

I should first provide some context to the event, which happened outside the market on Elisabeth Street at 12:28 this afternoon. The Master and Frau Gruber had gone shopping with the children—despite her exacting standards, Frau Gruber is quite fond of the clothing stores in the vicinity—and at the Master’s suggestion, I accompanied Fräulein Gruenwald on an errand. Frau Gruber, while sifting through the Master’s pantry, had discovered the kosher salt Fräulein Gruenwald had purchased to encrust her pork shoulder roast, and had found it unacceptable. I am still uncertain as to why, but I have no knowledge of the culinary arts and so must assume she had good reason. Fräulein Gruenwald volunteered to replace it with a coarse sea salt, and before leaving the Master instructed me to accompany her, if only to free me from his workshop for a while, and to provide Fräulein Gruenwald with a suitable escort.

Fräulein Gruenwald quickly obtained a substitute from the market, and we had begun the short walk home when we heard the loud, panicked whinny of a horse behind us, then the sound of wood crashing against stone, and muffled cries for help. I turned my head to look; three blocks behind us, a carriage had collided with a newsstand, tipping it over, with a man (perhaps some unlucky customer) pinned beneath it. The carriage driver and another man rushed to his aid, but they were unable to pull him free. Fräulein Gruenwald tugged at my sleeve as they began to call for assistance.

“Ernst,” she said, “I think you’d better help him.”

I strode toward them with as much speed as my mechanical legs would allow, their low whine audible over the shouting. Several onlookers saw my approach and opened up a path for me when I walked past. The trapped man screamed as I knelt next to him and took hold of the stand. “Get away from me, you monster!” he said, pain evident in his voice.

“Please, sir,” I said. “I only wish to help you.” I reached underneath and lifted the stand with a single heave.

I should explain that I intended only to pull the heavy wooden stand off the man so he could be rescued; however, due to my sturdy frame and the power behind the mechanism that drives me, I possessexceptional strength, the limits of which have not been tested. In this particular instance I overestimated the amount of force necessary to remove the stand, and it went airborne, flying several feet across the walkway and crashing into the front of a taxidermist’s shop, shattering a large picture window on impact.

The gathered crowd stared at me in silence, even the taxidermist himself, who had run outside to discover the source of the calamity; the only sound was my ticking, which had greatly increased in speed and volume, as it does after great exertion.

“This man needs medical assistance,” I said.

Two men nodded and began to lift the injured man into the carriage, keeping their distance from me as they carried him.

“I’m terribly sorry for the damage,” I said to the taxidermist, though he did not respond. As Fräulein Gruenwald approached, I took a few steps toward her, and several people hurriedly backed away. I confess I do not understand their reaction; I injured no one, and assisted where others could not. I shall, at some point, seek the Master’s clarification.

My ticking, which had been quite rapid, began to slow, and I knew I was in some danger of winding down. My continued awareness depends on a winding mechanism, a key located in a groove near my right hip (hence the soft ticking sound I emit). Should I fail to wind myself every twenty-four hours (more frequently if I am exerted), my inner workings will stop, and I will know only oblivion, as I am denied the refuge of dreams. In such a state I have lost hours, even days, and under the circumstances it seemed imprudent to lose consciousness before an already-panicked crowd.

“We should go,” Fräulein Gruenwald said.

“Yes,” I said. “I need to wind myself.” The Master has only informed Giselle and Fräulein Gruenwald about the mechanism, and it seemed unwise to demonstrate it in front of strangers, so we attempted to put some distance between ourselves and the onlookers. (I should also explain that I consider the process a private matter, and prefer not to perform it in view of others.)

We had gone no more than two blocks when the ticks slowed and grew fainter, and the last image I beheld was the cobblestone street rushing up to meet me.

When I regained consciousness, the Master’s face filled my vision. He was kneeling over me, his hand in the flap on my side, vigorously turning the winding key. I could not interpret the look upon his face—something between anger and concern. I heard Frau Gruber’s disembodied voice in the background, rough and raspy: “I told you to destroy that thing. It’s been nothing but trouble.”

“Not now, Mother,” the Master said. “Are you all right, Ernst?”

“Yes,” I replied. “Thank you.”

“That was quite a stunt. It’s going to cost me a few marks.”

“I apologize. I only wished to help.”

“I know. But you must be more careful.” He gently patted my arm and smiled, almost imperceptibly. “On your feet now.”

Fräulein Gruenwald and the Master each took hold of an arm and hoisted me back into a standing position. Frau Gruber stood several feet from us, holding Jakob and Giselle back. “Don’t go near it, children,” she said. “It’s dangerous. I always said so.”

“Go home, Ernst,” the Master said. “We’ll talk about this later, after I’ve had a look at you.”

“Yes, sir,” I said.

The Master instructed Fräulein Gruenwald to shepherd me back to the house, where I was to go to the workshop immediately and remain there until he arrived. As we turned to leave, however, Giselle pushed her grandmother’s arm aside and ran to me.

“Don’t let him lecture you,” she said, smiling. “You did a good thing today. You’re a hero.” She raised herself on tiptoes and kissed my cheek.

“Thank you,” I said.

When we arrived at the Master’s home I complied with his orders immediately, taking my place on a long, narrow bench. He has not yet come down to examine me, so I assume his anger must be great indeed. But earlier this evening I did hear an extended episode of raised voices—first Frau Gruber’s, then the Master’s, then Giselle’s, then the Master’s again. Due to the thickness of these walls I cannot tell what they are saying, nor have I any intention of eavesdropping, but I am certain I am the cause of it.

Regardless, the Master has instructed me to wait for him here, where I will face whatever judgment he has planned for me.


25 October 1893
12:32 a.m.



I am somewhat relieved to report that Herr Gruber’s anger with me was not significant. However, nine hours, twenty-seven minutes after sending me down to his workshop, he finally came for me. He ordered me up onto my bench and began probing me in several places with a thin screwdriver. By his estimation, that newsstand weighednearly a thousand pounds, and I had hoisted it high into the air and into a wall ten feet away. A single human being, even a very strong one, would have torn several muscles by simply lifting it, and while my construction differs greatly, he wished to inspect me for injury.

“Anything loose or rattling?” he inquired, peeling back the suede skin over my wrists to examine the joints.

“No,” I replied.

“Good. Ernst, I want you to know I am not angry with you. But what you did was very unwise.”

“I am sorry. Should I not have helped that man?”

The Master paused, staring down at the floor before proceeding. “No, you did the right thing. No one else could have helped him in time. I only take issue with how you did it.”

Again I apologized. “It was a miscalculation.”

“That’s an understatement. But that’s not what I mean. Setting aside for a moment that someone could have been hurt, I don’t think people were quite ready for what they saw today.”

“Yes. Some of them seemed frightened afterward. I wondered why.”

The Master sighed, as if he were lecturing Jakob. “Ernst, you must understand that the people of this city have only recently gotten used to you. Do you remember how they reacted when I first built you and brought you into town?”

“Yes. They were frightened.” In fact, I recall a large number of people running away screaming after a simple “hello,” and mothers clasping young children to their breasts.

He nodded. “They thought you were a monster. You showed them that you aren’t, of course, but it took a long time. Throwing that stand as you did, and showing them just how strong you are, reminded them of how afraid they were back then. They remembered that you’re different … as in, not human.”

“I understand. I will try to be more careful from now on.”

“I know you will.”

Over the next thirty-two minutes, he opened up my chest to examine my motor, in case the exertion might have damaged me. If so, I will require a new one, and if, for whatever reason, the Master does not construct a replacement in time, I could be unconscious for weeks, if not longer. (It was through exertion that I exhausted my first motor—my “heart,” if you will—four months to the day after my first winding, while learning to climb the workshop staircase. I lost forty-three days as he built me a new, improved version—an appalling state for one such as I.)

“Hmmm,” he said, staring at the mechanism through his jeweler’s loupe. “No sign of strain, no damage at all. You’re well built indeed, my friend.”

“I have you to thank for it,” I said.

He looked up at me and smiled. “Tell me this, Ernst. When you saved that poor man, did it feel … good?”

“I do not understand. He needed help, and I gave it.”

The Master shook his head. “Pity. I wish you could have felt … something. I couldn’t say this in front of Mother, of course, but Giselle was right. You really are a hero. I just wish those people could see it.”

“You are too generous.”

“Not at all. I’m very proud of you, Ernst.” He began to close up my chest cavity, but paused for a moment. I could see the intricate gears and cogs move in the reflection in his eyepiece. “Just be a little more careful in the future.”

Then, when he was finished, I was again left alone in the cellar to contemplate the depth of my mistake.


26 October 1893
11:15 p.m.



Frau Gruber departed at 3:35 this afternoon, and I was finally allowed out of the workshop. Outside I heard the sound of horses’ hooves, drawing a carriage away, and the children bidding their grandmother good-bye. Thirty-three seconds later, the door burst open; Giselle stood in the doorway, her arms spread wide. “I release you!” she said. “Come, feel the sun on your face again.”

I glanced out the window. “But it is raining,” I said.

She rolled her eyes. “Then come out and feel the … oh, just come out. The old witch is gone now.” She took me by the hand and led me outside, and the rain (which is frequent and quite heavy in this part of the country) fell in heavy droplets upon my clothes and hat, making a clapping sound as they hit. Her hair had already become wet from her first excursion outdoors, and hung in loose, dripping strands down her shoulders; when she removed her shawl it clung to the exposed skin of her upper chest. When soaked, Giselle’s hair seems to turn from a light reddish-gold to a dark red, or perhaps even maroon; I do not know why I notice this change, except that with my newfound color vision I find it quite engaging. As I watched, she raised her arms up to the sky and let the rain fall over her face, opening her mouth and extending her tongue to catch the drops.

The rain cleared in the early evening, and after I finished helping Fräulein Gruenwald tidy up from Frau Gruber’s visit, Giselle led me upstairs to her attic observatory. “There’s something I want to show you,” she said, and when we reached the top of the stairs, she covered my eyes. “Don’t peek.” From the window I heard a very faint whine, not unlike the sound my own joints make upon extension, and a very soft ticking.

“You can look now,” she said.

With some shame I admit that, at first, I did not know what I beheld. Giselle’s telescope was mounted by the window as usual, but beneath it was a large metallic dome, rotating almost imperceptibly, the base of the telescope’s tripod having been fused to its center. Scattered round this new device were several of Giselle’s charts of the night sky, with circled reference points and hastily scribbled pencil notes.

“What is this?” I finally asked.

“I mounted it on a rotating base,” she said. “I attached one of Father’s old clock motors to it so it will follow anything it’s focused on.”

“I see,” I said, though I did not. I did not wish her to think her excitement was lost on me.

She was not fooled. “Liar. Here, look.” She gently took my hand and placed it on the dome. I could just barely feel it moving beneath my hand. “You see? This will let me track things in the sky. I told you, I think I found a new comet, but I have to follow its movement to be sure.”

“Now I understand. You are nearing a discovery, then?”

She smiled. “I think so. Do you want to see it? The comet, I mean?”

“Yes.”

“Come here, then.” She shut off the faint gaslight in the room and peered into the eyepiece, mumbling “mm-hmm” to herselfseveral times, until she had zeroed in on what she sought. “There it is. Have a look.”

I leaned close, pressing my marble eye up against the lens. I saw only the faint white dots of stars, one perhaps slightly brighter than the others, which I assumed was the one to which she referred.

“Beautiful, isn’t it?”

“Magnificent.” (Her enthusiasm was so great I felt it wrong to tell her I could make no distinctions between all the faint, flickering dots in the sky.)

We spent the next hour trading glances into the telescope, silent but for the occasional scratching of pencil on paper. My primary interest was watching her gazing intently through the lens; it is my belief that, in these moments, Giselle is happiest, and I derive much satisfaction from her joy. We remained there until the Master called up and reminded Giselle it was time to go to bed.

I will miss moments such as this, should Giselle marry and start a family of her own. Herr Gruber has often speculated about the day she leaves his home, and has said he would like nothing better than to keep her here as his assistant forever. But this, he says, is a fool’s fantasy, and much as he might like to keep it from happening, it is inevitable. Giselle is a beautiful, intelligent girl, and will no doubt be much sought after by young men of quality.

I find this thought vaguely disturbing, even if Giselle will, doubtless, still visit frequently. Herr Gruber has willed me to her upon his death, and when that day comes I will happily place myself in her service, and that of her children.

But, as the Master often says, she is only sixteen, and there is still a little time left.

I apologize for meandering in personal matters, for there is much else to report. In two days the Master will host a pair of distinguished American visitors who wrote several months ago asking to view me, a visit about which he has been most excited for some time—so much so, that he fabricated a business appointment in Berlin so Frau Gruber might leave earlier. (The Master dearly loves his mother; however, around guests she has a tendency to be somewhat abrasive, and he admires these visitors too much to risk embarrassment.) Then, soon after, I will accompany him on a long train trip to survey sites for new commissions, and to service some of his existing models. He has determined that in light of my miscalculated rescue in front of the taxidermist’s shop, it might be a sound idea for me to spend some time away from this place, so that the population might forget their nervousness around me. (I also accompany him for practical reasons; some of his clocks contain large components far too heavy for him to manipulate alone.) While I have traveled with him before, he has promised that on this trip, I will see things I have only read about in his library. So while I shall, no doubt, bemoan my separation from Giselle, as well as Jakob and Fräulein Gruenwald, I nonetheless look forward to the opportunities that await me.


28 October 1893
11:56 p.m.



This afternoon Herr Gruber entertained his two gentlemen from America, who represent a large research and manufacturing concern based in Detroit. He deeply admires the work of the elder, a greatmind credited with hundreds of inventions, most notably harnessing electric light in a small glass bulb, which the Master predicts will soon replace all the gaslights on our city streets. I have seen this creation, and despite its ingenuity, I will be sad to see the warmth of our gaslights vanish in favor of the harsh glare of that little bulb. The great inventor was a stately, courteous man of middle age, balding, immaculately dressed, with a slight hearing impairment—the Master and I often had to repeat ourselves for his sake. His junior counterpart was a small, wiry man with a deep brow, sunken eyes, and a wide, well-lined forehead who overenunciated when he spoke, perhaps as a concession to his companion’s disability.

As per our custom, while waiting for Fräulein Gruenwald to serve dinner, Giselle poured coffee while the Master conversed with the two men and allowed them to examine me.

“Absolutely remarkable,” Herr Edison, the elder, said as he looked over every joint, my winding key, the detail in my face. “I wouldn’t even have imagined it could be done.”

I thanked him, rather loudly so he might hear; he was startled at first, as if he was unsure where the voice had come from, then turned to me and smiled. “I’m terribly sorry, dear boy. How rude of me to talk about you as if you’re not here.”

“Not at all, Mein Herr,” I said. I am accustomed (if not always pleased) to being a silent party at such gatherings and took no offense.

Herr Edison was courteous in every respect, asking me about my interests, my duties around the household, my travels with the Master. However, his associate, a man named Ford, looked me over in painstaking detail, making little attempt at conversation. In hindsight, I believe his behavior was inappropriate for aguest. Upon entering the Master’s home he had kissed Giselle’s cheek, and afterward persisted in calling her “sweetie.” He pressed the Master on how many individual parts I contained, the time involved in my construction, whether he had considered alternate methods of locomotion, such as steam or internal combustion. (In fact, for the reader’s own gratification, he had: my design is a small nod to sentiment.) The Master replied patiently, careful not to offer too much information, but the irritation began to creep across his features—an alarming sight, the crinkles in his brow deepening, his sentences grumbled and short. I have witnessed this expression once or twice after muddying my garments or dropping fine crystal, and attempt to avoid it whenever possible.

After Fräulein Gruenwald rang the dinner bell, the Master and Herr Edison carried their conversation to the dining hall, while Herr Ford continued to tap at my chest cavity, remove my bowler hat to look underneath, lift my trouser legs to tap at my ankles. Far be it from me to excoriate such a distinguished visitor, Herr Wellesley, but as you asked for some measure of candor, I must confess I found his meticulous examination tiresome. The Master’s tutelage has included not only history and mathematics, but also bearing and protocol—he has insisted I become a perfect German gentleman, as, since I so often meet with foreign dignitaries, I represent both his work and my country. I am sad to say, such training was wasted on Herr Ford, who seemed only to see the machine before him.

“May I help you?” I finally asked, but he said no, he was simply testing my sturdiness. “Very solid,” he said. “Fine workmanship.” He was about to undo the buttons on my waistcoat when Herr Edison called from the dining hall. (In this I feel fortunate, for nothing in my experience suggested what I ought to do had he persisted.)

I believe the Master would have been content to continue his lively chat with Herr Edison in the absence of his companion; the two got on rather well, and were sharing their philosophies on the inventive process when Herr Ford entered, at which point the Master’s deep, boisterous voice grew quieter.

It was my honor to personally serve the men their dinner of stuffed beef rolls, roasted potatoes, and spiced cabbage, seeing to their needs while they ate and talked. Throughout the dinner it became clear that the Master was unimpressed by Herr Ford, who talked, cumulatively, for one hour and twenty minutes about his horseless carriage—or “quadricycle,” as he called it—which he hoped to one day produce in large enough numbers to be commercially profitable. The idea amused the Master, who delighted in informing Herr Ford that several German inventors had already developed similar creations. Herr Ford conceded this point; however, he insisted his means of production, using assembly lines and interchangeable parts, would be the key to his success. The Master scoffed at this. “Where’s the art in it, my friend?” he asked.

“I leave the art to artists such as yourself,” Herr Ford replied. “The working man would rather have something practical.”

The Master took a long sip of his wine. “But if you make thousands of them, how can they be special?”

The question seemed to stall Herr Ford, as he paused his chewing for a moment to consider. “Well, every man on his block will want to be the first to have one. I’d say that’s pretty special.”

The Master merely grumbled and resumed eating.

Over the course of the evening the Master’s irritation grew, particularly when Herr Ford expressed his dislike of Jews, and postulated his theories about a vast international political and economic Jewish conspiracy. (I once asked the Master to explain that particular distaste, which seems to be prevalent in our land. He merely sighed and replied, “I don’t understand it either.”)

After dinner the Master and his two guests retired to the sitting room to smoke cigars and drink Apfelwein, and the mood seemed to relax. Herr Edison asked his coachmen to retrieve a large canvas-swaddled parcel from the carriage, directing them to set it next to the coffee table. He unveiled the package himself: a large cabinet of rough pine, angled on top like a cottage roof, with a small chrome eyepiece near its apex. Beaming, Herr Edison invited the Master to have a look. As Herr Edison instructed, the Master peered through the eyepiece for forty-five seconds, then straightened himself, a broad smile washing across his face. “Stunning,” he said.

“We’re calling it a Kinetoscope,” Herr Edison said proudly. “We’ve been working on them for a while. Should be on the market in a year or two.”

I was somewhat curious as the three men took turns gazing into the silvery eyepiece, at what the Master later described as the flickering image of a pony galloping across a pasture, ultimately leaping over a wooden fence. It must have been a fascinating sight, as the Master laughed with delight each time he peered into the lens.

“It’s yours,” Herr Edison finally said to the Master, “in return for the privilege of meeting Ernst here, and for listening to a little proposition. You’d be the first person outside the company to have one. We brought several more reels—all sorts of different moving pictures.”

The Master was deeply moved that Herr Edison had shared hismagnificent invention, but declined. “Very generous. But this is too precious to accept.”

Herr Edison tried to change his mind, but the Master would not relent. “Suit yourself,” Edison said with a smile. “In a year or two we’ll be charging three hundred dollars apiece for these.”

The Master shook his head. “Some things you cannot put a price on.”

“Interesting philosophy,” Herr Edison replied, smiling.

The three men drank more wine, discussing the commercial potential of the motion-picture cabinet, when Herr Edison changed the subject. “Mr. Gruber, have you ever considered taking out a patent on Ernst here? You could pull in quite a profit putting him on the market. Machines like him would be in great demand for factory work or household labor. You’d only need the facilities to make them, and of course, someone to sell them. And Henry here is an expert at marketing all sorts of gadgets.”

At first the Master appeared startled, as if the suggestion offended him, but his smile soon returned. “Never. I would sooner chop him up with an ax than make cheap copies of him to be someone’s windup butler.” I took the compliment for what it was.

“Pity,” Herr Ford said. “I’d love to tackle a project like that.”

Herr Edison laughed. “Leave him be, Henry. The man has his principles.” He tipped his glass to finish off the thick, clear wine. “You’re a dying breed, Gruber. A true artist. But you know that, don’t you?”

The Master nodded reluctantly and laughed.

The Americans stayed another hour and then took their leave politely, the coachmen carrying the motion-picture cabinet behindthem. In parting, Herr Edison invited the Master to write him should he change his mind.

“I could do without that Ford fellow,” Herr Gruber said as we watched the carriage recede down the cobblestone street. “But Herr Edison is a brilliant man and a great gentleman.” He turned to me and smiled. “You did well today. They were impressed with you.”

I thanked him and began clearing the coffee table.


30 October 1893
8:43 a.m.



The Master and I are on a train bound for Dresden, the first of many stops on this particular journey. He awoke at 5:37 this morning and attempted to rouse himself with a pot of very strong black coffee Fräulein Gruenwald brewed for him, though he was not entirely successful. Thus, he is currently asleep on the bench in our passenger cabin, his head resting on my shoulder (a rarity, as he generally cannot sleep on trains). Due to the nature of his profession, the Master is not an early riser; rather, he prefers to work well into the night and sleep until at least eleven o’clock, even on weekdays. It is one of the reasons he ultimately hired Fräulein Gruenwald, lest he be unavailable to prepare the children for school in the morning. While Giselle is reasonably self-sufficient, Jakob has proven extremely difficult to pry from his bed in the morning. I have tried on numerous occasions, only to be met with a pillow to the head, and Jakob wrapping himself in a nearly impenetrable cocoon of blankets.

But this morning both the Master’s children woke early to wish him good-bye, Giselle in her nightgown and slippers, and wideawake (having drunk two cups of the coffee herself), Jakob in his nightshirt and dressing gown drowsing at the dining room table. We will be gone for several weeks, and while the Master regrets having to be away from them for so long, he insists they must not be pulled from their studies. In any case, he is confident they will be well in Fräulein Gruenwald’s care.

As the Master gathered his notes and blueprints into an ancient briefcase of cracked, brown leather, Jakob shuffled up to me, smiling curiously though his eyes were half-closed, and tugged on my sleeve.

“Ernst,” he said, “I have something for you to take on your trip.”

“How very thoughtful of you.”

He began to giggle and pulled from his pocket a moist handkerchief. “For you. I blew my nose on it when I got up.”

As I did not know how else to respond, I simply said, “Thank you,” and placed it in my hip pocket. His answer—a drawn-out, sleepy, “Eeeeeewwwwwww,” suggested this was not the proper thing to do.

Giselle, who had witnessed our exchange, shook her head and sighed loudly. “Animal,” she said, drawing the used handkerchief from my pocket with two fingers and throwing it back at him. “Go back to bed.”

“I will, when Father leaves,” he said.

She looked back at me, rolling her eyes. “I’m sorry Jakob is such a beast. Catch me.” She abruptly leaped into my arms, grasping my neck in a tight embrace. “I hope you enjoy your trip. I’ll miss you.”

“And I you.”

Jakob laughed. “Giselle’s in love with Ernst,” he said teasingly.

“Oh, stop it,” she said. Turning back to me, she smiled broadly. “I’ll have something for you when you come back home.”

“Thank you.” I suspect she means the collage of me, and if so I look forward to seeing it.

Once the Master had gathered up all his essential documents, Fräulein Gruenwald wrapped his coat around his shoulders. “Do enjoy your trip, Mein Herr,” she said. “And do write this time. The children so look forward to your letters.”

“I won’t forget,” the Master said. He called Giselle and Jakob to him, embracing each in turn, telling them he would miss them. Then, when he was ready, I picked up his luggage and carried it to the carriage outside. As we boarded the carriage a light rain began to fall, despite the patches of early morning sunlight, and the color of the world seemed muted but for my final memory of the Master’s home: Giselle in the doorway waving good-bye, the sunlight falling upon her in such a way that her skin, her hair, and the white fabric of her nightgown filled my vision with brilliant color.
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