Lichtenberg Station  (by Wladimir Kaminer)
My old acquaintance Andrei, proprietor of what is probably the only Russian chain of grocery stores in Berlin, Kasatschok, is planning to give up his business, which is going well, and emigrate to America with his family.

He is keeping the reasons for this decision to himself. Perhaps he has fallen foul of German tax law, or maybe Europe isn't the place for his imperialist ambitions. The fact is that, in recent times, Andrei had evolved into an unscrupulous businessman.

And yet just nine years ago we laid the foundation stone of his career, together and quite innocuously, when we moved from Moscow to Berlin.

Our first place of business was outside the door of the entrance hall at Lichtenberg railway station. At the time, Andrei, Mischa and I were living in a one-room apartment in the aliens' home at Marzahn. Mischa and I did not yet have any definite aims in life and liked to hang around in the kitchen of an evening, playing the guitar. Andrei was a pretty good guitar player too, but he already had a target he was aiming for: come hell or high water, he wanted to be a millionaire. After all, he was quite a bit older than we were. He was already thirty-one.

His first idea of how to get rich fired us with enthusiasm. In those days we were given 180 marks pocket money each month by the German government, and Andrei promised us three times as much. We pooled our money and went in to Wedding at seven in the morning. There we bought three rucksack loads of canned Hansabier and Coke at the local Aldi store, and schlepped the stuff off to Lichtenberg station. At that time, capitalism had not quite reached those parts; we were pretty much the pioneers. We sold the cans for DM 1.20. Other pioneers were there alongside us: an East German family selling ham and egg rolls. They were very proud of the fact that they prepared what they sold by hand, and they couldn't stand us because in their eyes we were just money-grabbers out to make a fast mark. The family knew a can of Hansabier cost just 43 pfennigs at Aldi and we were asking for nearly three times as much, Andrei even four times as much, while they had toiled to fix their rolls. Oddly enough, it was these honest folk with their lovingly prepared fare who were sent packing by health department inspectors. The family's hands were too dirty for preparing rolls, their licence had expired, and the rolls were not suitably wrapped All the while, we were pretending to be the usual railway station boozers, so the inspectors didn't even register us. It never even occurred to them that we were street hawkers too.

Business went well: we had a lot of regular customers, such as the everlastingly thirsty Jehovah's Witnesses and the neatly pressed Scientologists, who went to meet every train from eastern Europe in order to catch the disoriented foreigners off their guard and convert them to their faith on the spot. A lot of arrivals who were making landfall on the

shores of capitalism for the first time supposed that the Lord's pamphlet peddlers were part of the package. The bewildered foreigners were our best customers too, as were a pack of gypsies and Africans who were also pursuing their own line of business at the station. And last but not least, the Japanese tourists.

But Mischa and I were too impatient: we did not want to sacrifice more than an hour to business, so we often made special offers, or drank what remained of the merchandise ourselves. Then we would head back to Marzahn, relieved Often all we had instead of money was a stomach ache, and a light hangover instead of a profit

With Andrei, things were completely different. He never drank a thing himself, and could hang on at the station half the night to get rid of two unsold cans. If business was not going well he even upped his prices from DM 1.80 to DM 2.50. Andrei had his own sales strategy. He was continually experimenting with the selection he offered. One time he'd buy a kilogram of chewing gum at Aldi as well, and another time two dozen Duplo chocolate bars, which he laid out unassumingly on the ground beside the beer and sold at 50 pfennigs each. He saved his money, lived almost exclusively on muesli, and kept meticulous accounts of his takings and expenses. Before long he had made enough to buy his first TV set, which he himself took personally to Poland by train, to sell at market. He returned with a 100-marks' profit. On his next trip he took a stereo too.

A year later, Mischa and I were still playing the guitar in the kitchen, while Andrei was already opening his first shop in Dimitrowstrasse and owned a Volkswagen. He approached the enterprise in a truly scientific spirit and conducted a survey of the neighbourhood to determine what articles were the main items to have in stock. In accordance with the results, he mainly stocked three things: Jägermeister lager, Berliner Pilsner, and Bild am Sonntag newspaper. He was aiming higher, however, and in the end the shop was full of every kind of item, from light bulbs to sewing kits. He also added Russian foods to his range. A short while later he married a woman from St Petersburg, who bore him a son whom he named Mark. Andrei told us that his dream was of a big family, he wanted lots of children. Mischa remarked that he would probably call his second son Pfennig; but, the way things are looking now, I suppose Andrei's next boy is more likely to be called Dollar.
