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Chapter 1: The First Snow

The snow came on a Tuesday, toward evening, and it came quietly.

I was standing in the Linde’s yard chopping wood when the first flakes drifted through the branches, large and slow and windless, and I stopped the axe mid-swing and looked up. The sky above the ridge had been grey as a tin roof for two days. Now it meant it.

Eight days of hard frost lay behind us already. The ground in the yard was solid as a church floor, the pump stubborn in the mornings and then obedient, and the linden had dropped its leaves weeks ago and stood like an enormous black scaffold against November.

Now the scaffold was filling with white.

I sank the axe into the block, knocked the chips from my hands, and thought the same thing that everyone in the valley over twenty was thinking at that moment.

Too early.

Not much too early. Late November, no scandal. But after the October we’d had, with frost on the fourteenth already, with ice flowers on the inside of the windows, this was the second announcement of a winter that was getting personal.

Inside the house, the radio’s voice strained thinly against its own static.

I carried the last load of split wood into the shed, stacked it on the third row, and went into the taproom.



The mayor’s brown radio was on the Stammtisch again.

Same set as in October, the big cabinet with the cloth grille, and Gschwendtner had brought it back with the same mixture of pride and nerves, because the Linde always had people now and a mayor likes to be where the radio is. He sat beside it, his collar a half-size too tight again, and turned the knob.

Alois sat in his corner. Girgl and Naz flanked him. Michl leaned against the doorframe because the benches were full.

And it was quiet.

I knew the taproom loud. I knew it singing, laughing, quarrelsome, drunk at the harvest festival, hoarse after Michaelmas. I knew the old men at cards, where every hand was worth a speech. What I didn’t know was this silence: six men around a radio cabinet, listening without looking at one another.

The voice from the cabinet was talking about the food situation in the Bizone.

It spoke calmly, in the civil-servant cadence used to announce calamities so that nobody stands up. It spoke of grain imports that hadn’t arrived, of potatoes the frost had caught in the ground, of the necessary adjustment of ration levels for the winter.

It named the figure for the standard consumer.

Naz stopped counting on his fingers. Just stopped, mid-count, and let his hand lie there.

“For how many weeks, did he say?” Michl asked into the silence.

“He didn’t,” said Alois.

“Fifteen hundred calories,” said Gschwendtner, beaming at the radio as though it might return the favor. “That’s an average figure, gentlemen. A statistical value.”

“Statistical,” said Girgl.

It was the first word in ten minutes, and it lay in the taproom like a dropped jug.

“The winter of seventeen nearly finished us off,” said Girgl. He looked at his beer, which he hadn’t ordered, because there was nobody left whose job it would have been to bring it, and which Frieda had set in front of him anyway. “And the one coming is worse.”

Nobody argued.

Not because it was true. But because everyone at the table still carried the winter of 1917 in their bones, and because everyone knew that Girgl had said it then, at the same table, in the same November, and that he’d been right.

“Seventeen,” Naz said, quieter, to his beer. “We ate the dogs that April. The last ones. My brother wouldn’t give his up. Split his bread in half with the dog. Dog died. Brother too.”

It went quiet again. It was the kind of story that sat under the soup at every table that winter.

“This year’s different,” Michl said, defiant. He was eighteen and only knew the winter from hearsay, which was why he stood up to it.

“This year’s worse,” said Girgl.

“This year we’ve got the Linde,” said Michl.

The old men looked up, and they looked at me, and they looked toward the kitchen door where you could see Frieda at the stove, and there was no gratitude in their faces, no praise. Something more sober: an assessment. An equation that balanced.

“Well then,” said Girgl, and drank. “This year we’ve got the Linde.”

And then he said what had been said at the harvest festival, what had echoed through every conversation for weeks:

“Ninety-one people ate at the table. Ninety-one. And since then nobody eats alone who doesn’t have to. That counts. In a year like this, that counts more than money.”

I went out to the kitchen to report the wood to Frieda, and stopped in the doorway.

She stood at the stove, her back to me, stirring. And from behind, in the movement, you could see it now: the apron she’d been tying differently for a week, a finger’s width wider, the bow an inch higher above the curve that was gently pushing forward under her skirt.

Thirteen weeks. Fourteen, if you believed the old midwife.

You couldn’t see it yet when she faced you. You saw it when she moved and forgot someone was watching.

I watched until she turned around.

“You’re staring,” she said.

“Yes.”

“Good.” She turned back to the pot, and I saw the flush run down her throat mid-sentence. “Grab a plate and go tend to the people. More coming tonight.”



More came.

It wasn’t a Thursday. It was a perfectly ordinary Tuesday, and at half past five twenty-seven people stood in our taproom and the hallway, with bowls, with pots, with cups held in both hands as though they were made of glass.

Vroni was there, with her two children, who had cheeks by now. Old Frau Kirmair was there. Three widows from the upper hamlet who had never come in summer and were doing it now, without anyone having invited them.

And at the edge, collar turned up, so close to the door she was nearly outside: old Frau Ostermeier.

She’d been coming since the soup went daily. Never to the Stammtisch, never to the table. She took her bowl, ate standing, thanked twice, and left. Her son sat across at the bar, drinking his sour beer, not watching her go.

I saw Frieda fill the Ostermeier woman’s bowl, to the brim, and add an extra spoonful, without a word, without fuss, with the matter-of-factness you’d use to pull out a chair.

That was the law of the house, and it had never been renegotiated, not since I’d said it once, out loud, in August.

This table costs nothing.

Konstanze sat at the window table, keeping tally.

That had been her idea, early November, when the soup had switched from Thursdays to daily. A board hung on the wall beside the kitchen door now, and every evening Konstanze chalked in how many bowls had gone over the stove. No names. No faces. Just a number.

“That’s nonsense,” Frieda had said. “They know they’re eating.”

“They know they’re eating,” Konstanze had answered, the chalk still between her fingers. “They don’t know it counts.”

I hadn’t understood, that evening.

Now, late November, I understood. The board stood there in the lamplight, and the number for the current month read like a field report: 612.

Six hundred and twelve bowls in November, and the month still had three days left.

People walked past the board and read it. I saw it every evening. They read a number that kept growing, and they walked out straighter than they’d walked in.

Konstanze made the last mark of the day, wiped the chalk from her fingers, and went back to the window table with her ledger.

Her gloves lay beside the inkwell. She only wore them for writing anymore, and I tried to remember when I’d first noticed that, and found I no longer knew.



That evening we made the rounds, Konstanze and I, with the lamp, through the stores.

It had become our weekly ritual since the frost: the inventory, once a week, counted and walked. She kept the book. I carried the lamp. We said little, because there was little to say, and the little was numbers.

The cellar first. The jars stood in rows, regiment upon regiment, dark and full: meat, vegetables, compotes, the stars and crosses and lines of their batch marks glinting in the lamplight. Four hundred and ninety-four by count, put up through summer and autumn, in the weeks when the stove never went out.

“The margin holds through April,” Konstanze said. “At thirty bowls a day from the house, on top of us. April will be tight. May is dead, but in May the first greens come, and the nettles arrive before the hunger does.”

“April will be tight,” I repeated. “Then the smithy runs at full capacity in February. Goods for labor. The valley has labor.”

“Noted,” she said, and noted it.

The root cellar after that: the sand beds I’d built in summer, and in them the potatoes, hundredweight upon hundredweight, dark and still and cool. I ran my hand through the sand, checked the moisture, pulled out a potato and weighed it, out of habit. Firm. Sound.

“The Angermeier potatoes come Sunday,” I said. “Two hundredweight, against pork in January.”

“Booked.” She turned the page. “Smokehouse: four hams, two bacon sides, the trout are gone. Smithy annex: the reserve. And the wine isn’t wine, but the plum brandy is six bottles, and those don’t get touched.”

“Why not?”

“Because a house that drinks everything has nothing left when there’s something to celebrate,” Konstanze said, and closed the book.

In the yard, on the way back in, she held my sleeve, briefly.

“It’s good, Max,” she said, quietly, into the snow. “It’s more than good. I managed two winters at Rautenberg, against the war. I know what dying looks like, in numbers. This isn’t one. This is the opposite.”

She went inside, and I stood in the snow a moment longer and looked at the warm windows, and then I followed her.



Across the valley, from the Angermeier farm, the light came.

I saw it from the yard, on my last trip for wood: Traudl’s lamp, in the farmhouse window, a quarter-hour’s walk away. She covered it with her hand. Once. Twice. Three times.

Our code, since summer: Good night. All well. I’m thinking of you.

I covered the lamp in the yard, three times, back.

The light stayed a moment longer, then went out, and the farm across was dark, and I knew she was going to bed with the rag-tape strip in her pocket, and that tomorrow she’d come with the sled, with potatoes and commentary.

The household ran. That was what I kept thinking in those weeks, with a kind of wonder that didn’t fade: it ran. Frieda at the stove, with the curve and the ladle. Konstanze at the window table, with the book and the pen. Traudl across the valley, with the lamp and the farm. And me between them, with the wood and the kettles and the plans.

A year earlier I’d been standing in a kitchen in Munich, in the dark, drinking tap water.

I thought it once. Then I carried the wood inside.



At the Stammtisch after the soup, the talk was about wood.

It was always about wood since the frost. Wood was the currency that still meant something, now that the cigarettes froze like everything else and the Reichsmark was only good for lighting fires. Whoever had wood had warmth. Whoever didn’t bartered for it, laboriously, against whatever was left.

We had wood.

I’d been splitting since September, whenever a day gave up an hour, and the Angermeier people had given over their windfall timber, and the shed behind the smithy stood full now, row upon row, beech and spruce, like an army on parade.

“Max has been chopping like a convict,” Naz said appreciatively.

“Max has been calculating like a convict’s overseer,” said Alois.

That was true. One October evening I’d sat on the bench by the stove and done the arithmetic: ninety people at a table at the harvest festival, and the table had been the smallest part of the equation. Three hundred souls in the valley, and most houses with a stove that ate more than it gave, and a winter that Alois had been saying since the rowan berries would come early and stay long.

Our stores were good. Our stores were, honestly reckoned, the margin by which the whole valley was ahead of the district.

I didn’t say it aloud. I said it to Konstanze, evenings, at the window table, and she nodded and wrote a line in her book, and I didn’t ask what it said.



The bell rang when the taproom was already half empty.

Not the church bell. The little bell on the iron gate outside, the one nobody used, and then voices, many of them, and children crying, and Gschwendtner, who leapt from the radio as though stung by a needle.

I went out.

On the road in front of the Linde stood two lorries, dark, with the low silhouettes of their wood-gas generators, and the front one sat crooked, the right front wheel deep in the frozen wheel rut, and around the trucks people stood in the snow, talking over each other.

The driver of the first lorry, a small, frozen man with a face like leather, stood by the axle and swore, quietly, continuously, like a prayer.

“Been cracking since Aibling,” he said to me when I came up. “I knew. I heard it. But the sisters were pushing, on account of the children, because of the cold. And there, in the bend, she went.”

“Brenner Pass?”

“Brenner. Day after tomorrow they’d have been over the Brenner. Now they’re stuck.” He kicked the wheel, halfheartedly. “The axle’s done. That’s not an hour. That’s a day, with luck, and a smith who can manage it.”

“We’ve got the smithy,” I said. “First thing tomorrow I’ll have a look.”

He looked at me, properly for the first time, and sized me up, and nodded.

“You’re the new one. From the house. They talk about the house all the way to the Brenner.” He spat into the snow, furtively, as though it were a secret. “They say nobody pays with themselves there, but everybody gets fed. Well. We’ll see.”

Nuns. A dozen grey figures, in wimples and coats, and between them children, ten, twelve, in dark woolen dresses, pressed together like chicks.

“Axle,” Alois said beside me, chewing on his toothpick. “The front axle. Wedged in the rut and snapped.”

Gschwendtner was already in the middle of the commotion, drawn up, scenting, with a task in front of his nose.

“A transport,” he said to me when I reached him, breathless, as though he’d carried the lorry himself. “From the valley up above, the sisters and the children, headed down to the Brenner, and right into the bend there.” He pointed at the frozen rut where the wheel was stuck. “The priest has no beds left, Herr Berger. The rectory is full. We have the refugees, and we have the family from Augsburg, and there simply isn’t a bed left.”

He held my gaze. Then he looked at the Linde behind me, warm and yellow in its windows.

“How many?” I said.

“Three sisters. And the children, they have to go somewhere, there are six, and the other six can stay in the second lorry, there’s room, but the second one won’t drive without the first, and the first…”

“We’ll take them,” I said.

It wasn’t a question. It hadn’t been a question since August.

“God bless you, Herr Berger.” Gschwendtner wrung his hands, half relief, half fresh worry. “And the fever, the old sister, she’s lying in the back of the lorry, she’s had the fever since noon, and she can’t go further, and she can’t go anywhere cold. I don’t know what… the schoolhouse could take the children if need be, but the sick woman, that won’t do, I can’t be responsible, and the priest says…”

“We’ll take her too. All of them. The house is big enough. Go to the priest, Herr Bürgermeister, and tell him: the Linde has them. All of them. And the children go in the ballroom wing, it’s warm there.”

Gschwendtner looked at me as though someone had just lifted the whole winter off his shoulders, and he nodded, three times, fast, and then he set off through the snow toward the rectory, and his collar stuck up in the back, and nobody told him, and it didn’t matter.

I went to the lorry.

In the back, under three blankets, on a makeshift bed of benches, lay a small old nun, and she was burning. You could see it without touching her: face red and shining, lips dry, breath short and fast and audible like torn cloth.

Beside her knelt a young sister, in the novice’s grey, with a wet cloth that had long gone warm, and she held the old woman’s hand and spoke quiet Italian to her.

She looked up when I pulled back the tarpaulin.

I see faces since I’ve been here with the eyes of a man who reads people for their use and their hardness. This was different. This hit me like an open door.

Olive skin, dark against the grey cloth. Large, dark eyes, tired, with circles beneath them. A strand of chestnut hair that had escaped the wimple and clung to her temple. She was young, twenty-one, twenty-two perhaps, and she had small, quick working hands, with calluses on the fingertips.

Her gaze found mine.

And I noticed that she registered it: a young man, healthy, standing, in a valley that had no young men left.

She looked away first.

She looked down at the old nun’s hand, and her fingers closed more tightly around it, and I saw her lips move, quietly, in a language that was no longer a prayer and not yet anything else.

“We’ll carry her inside,” I said. “It’s warm.”



We carried the old sister into the small guest room next to the pantry, the warmest room in the house, and Frieda sent me straight back out again, for hot water, for cloths, for the kettle that was never allowed to go empty.

The children went into the ballroom wing.

It was the first time the ballroom wing had housed people since spring. Its roof had been whole since August, the walls plastered since October, and we had hay in there, and blankets, and the small stove that Michl and I had brought over from the smithy. Six children in woolen dresses, exhausted, hungry, wide-eyed, lay down on the straw like birds on a perch, and Frieda brought soup, and then soup again, and then the crying stopped and the slurping started.

The two other sisters settled in with the children, with a discipline you could see on them, like military.

I helped set things up in the ballroom wing, for an hour, and it was the best hour of the day.

The children were between five and twelve, from the convent boarding school, and they were tired in the way children quickly forget once it’s warm and there’s something to eat. They ate, and then one got brave, and then they all got brave.

The oldest, a boy of eleven, studied me while I made up the beds, with the openness of his years.

“Are you the innkeeper?”

“I’m Max.”

“Are you the innkeeper’s husband?”

“Yes.”

“All three of them?” he asked, pointing through the wall toward the kitchen where Frieda and Konstanze and Traudl were clearing the dishes together, and I heard that he meant it exactly, and I thought that children always knew everything, because they listened when adults talked.

“That’s none of your business,” I said, friendly.

“The sister says we should pray for you,” the boy said. “All three. She says the house is a good house. She says it in church, but she says it at meals too, and at meals she means it.”

“Then pray,” I said. “Prayer never hurt anyone.”

The smallest, a girl of five with two braids, had fallen asleep before the soup was gone, face-down on the table. I carried her to the others, and she was heavy and warm and smelled of snow and soup, and she murmured something in her sleep, in Italian, and I set her down and covered her, and one of the sisters nodded at me, grateful, tired.

The little stove ticked. The snow pressed against the windows. Six children slept, full, warm, in a house they didn’t know, and they didn’t care, because warm was warm, everywhere in the world.

And the young novice stayed with the old woman.

“Suor Adele,” she said to Frieda, in a voice that spoke German and sounded Italian, melodic, soft, with the vowels forward. “Her name is Suor Adele. She’s had the fever since noon. I have… we have nothing. No fever medicine. Nothing.”

“The doctor comes first thing tomorrow,” Frieda said. “Until then, we watch.”

The novice looked at her. Then she looked at the soup Frieda had pressed into her hand without being asked, and she held the bowl with both hands, and for a moment I thought she was going to cry.

She didn’t. She ate, standing, fast. Days in a cold lorry stood in her face while she did.

“I am Suor Caterina,” she said. “I’ll stay with her.”

“Frieda,” said Frieda. “And now sit down, Suor Caterina, or I’ll put you down myself.”



Late, when the house had finally settled, I sat at the Stammtisch and wrote my own little accounting, in my handwriting that nobody here could read.

Six more children. Three nuns. One sick. Tomorrow the doctor, whom I’d never spoken to, because in Lindgraben you only went to the doctor when something was serious, and nothing had been serious since March.

From the bar, where three glasses still stood, came Hansi Ostermeier’s voice.

He’d finished his beer and not paid, as always, and Frieda hadn’t asked for it this time either, and he leaned against the bar, the crutch under his arm, the leg that was no longer there swinging free beneath his trousers.

He wasn’t speaking to me. He spoke past me, into the room, in the tone he’d been practicing for weeks.

“Nice for those who have it,” said Hansi Ostermeier. “Nice for those who never served.”

Nobody answered.

That was the bad thing about it. No objection, no laughter, no raised voice. Just a silence in which the sentence lay like something nobody wants to pick up.

I didn’t look up. I finished my line, character by character, and listened to the crutch crossing the floorboards and the door falling shut.

Alois got up, took his cane, and followed, slowly, and he came back ten minutes later with the face he wore when he’d seen something he didn’t like.

“He’s been talking like that for weeks,” he said to me, quietly, at the bar. “Always when it’s full. Always past you, into the room. He practices it, Max. Stands at home and practices the sentences.”

“I know.”

“And you let him?”

“I let him. A man who practices sentences needs an audience. When nobody answers, he has to get louder. And the louder he gets, the sooner everyone hears him.”

Alois looked at me, out of dry, old eyes, and he nodded, slowly.

“You’re a cold fish,” he said. “I say that as a compliment. My father used to say: the cold fish survive the winter. The warm ones get eaten.”

“Your father said a lot of things.”

“My father never said a thing that wasn’t true,” Alois said. “That’s why I hated him. Until I was older.”

He sat back down at the Stammtisch, and Girgl pushed his beer over, and he drank, and the evening went on, and Hansi’s sentence still hung in the air, but nobody picked it up, and that was the first battle of the winter, and we won it by doing nothing.

Outside the snow was falling, thicker now, filling the linden’s arms.

I crept upstairs through the dark house that smelled of smoke and soup and damp wool, and lay down beside Frieda, who in her sleep had laid her arm across her belly, where it was already rounding.

She woke, halfway, when I came in, the way she always did.

“Cold,” she murmured, and pulled me close, and her hands found mine, and she laid them on the curve, and she pressed herself back against me, warm, heavy, drowsy.

“Sleep,” I said.

“Mm.” She held my hand, and then, into the pillow, half asleep: “Hansi’s talking. I heard. Let him talk, love. The kettle talks louder.”

“Yes.”

“And tomorrow we feed the whole valley again.” She yawned, deep, and her body grew heavier, and her breathing slowed. “And the day after. And on and on. That’s the answer. On and on.”

Her hand, holding mine, grew heavy and still didn’t let go, not even in sleep, and I lay awake a while longer and listened to the snow against the shutters.

I knocked once on the bedframe, the way I knocked once on the linden’s trunk when I passed it.

Then I slept.


Chapter 2: The Transport

The old nun’s fever climbed through the night and didn’t stop climbing.

I know this because I heard it. Through the pantry wall, behind which the small guest room lay, came the breathing, all night, short and fast and rattling, and twice I heard Caterina’s voice, quiet, in Italian, and once a sound like weeping that stopped immediately.

At four I gave up on lying there any longer.

I got up, dressed in the dark room, woke Michl, who was sleeping in the ballroom wing with the children, and hitched the horse to the sled.

The snow had fallen half a meter overnight. It lay on the fences, on the well rim, on the long table we’d carried inside long ago, and the world was still as a church before the service.

“To the doctor,” I said to Michl. “Do you know where she lives?”

Michl nodded. At four in the morning an eighteen-year-old knows everything and asks nothing.



Dr. Reindl’s practice sat at the upper end of the village, on the road to the church, in a house that was narrower than the others and better kept.

I noticed it from the road already. The shutters were straight. The fence had been painted, before the war, but hadn’t fallen apart yet. On the door hung a brass plate, polished bright, in a winter when nobody polished brass anymore.

I knocked. It was just before five.

The door opened without my having heard footsteps.

The woman behind it was tall. That was the first thing I registered: she was nearly as tall as I was, and she stood ramrod straight, in a dark dressing gown over her nightdress, with a lamp in her hand, and she was awake like a sentry.

“What is it?” she said.

No greeting. No question about who I was. Just: What is it.

“A woman with a fever,” I said. “Since yesterday noon. A nun, from the transport that lost its axle yesterday. She’s old, and she’s breathing hard.”

The woman looked me in the face.

She wore glasses, even at five in the morning, and behind them lay grey eyes that took you top to bottom like a tape measure. Ash-brown hair, silvering at the temples, pinned back severely, with a precision that didn’t relax at night either. Forty, perhaps a year or two past it. A face that had once been beautiful and had decided that was secondary now.

“Fever how high?” she said.

“I don’t know. Hot. And the breathing sounds like torn cloth.”

She paused, half a second, and I saw her file the phrase: torn cloth.

“Wait,” she said, and closed the door.

She was back in four minutes. Dressed, coat, bag, boots, hat. She climbed onto the sled without taking my hand, sat on the blanket next to Michl, and said:

“Drive.”

I drove.

The snow ate the runners, and the horse worked hard, and the road was a track, not a road. I drove slowly, along the edge, where the snow was firm, and I kept the reins short, and I saw that she saw it.

“You drive well,” she said, after the second bend. “Where did you learn?”

“Practice. Since summer.”

“You’re not from the country.”

“Munich.”

“Nobody comes from Munich knowing how to drive a sled.” She held the side as the track went bad. “What did you do in Munich?”

“Everything going. Warehouses. Kitchens. Repairs. Whatever came up.”

“Four answers in one sentence. And none of them tells me who you were before.”

“It’s the only one I have.”

She was quiet a while, and the sled sang, and then she said:

“You’re the new one, from the Linde. The one the valley talks about. I’ve never been inside, since I… in years. You hear everything anyway. The soup. The preserves. Krammer, in the autumn. You beat Krammer.”

“We beat him. The house.”

“The house.” She said it as if weighing it. “One hears it’s going well, the house. One hears the innkeeper is pregnant. One hears the countess is doing the accounts. One hears the stranger works like three men.”

“One hears a lot.”

“One hears everything,” said Dr. Reindl. “That’s the only thing a valley can do: hear. What it can’t do is forget. You should know that, if you’re planning to stay.”

“I’m planning to stay.”

“Then remember it,” she said, and went quiet again, and we drove through the snow, and I remembered it.

She looked at the sled on the way, at the blankets, at the horse’s struggling in the deep snow, and I felt her gaze on my back like a scale.

“You brought tools,” she said, without raising her voice, as though she’d read it from the sled’s lurching and only wanted it confirmed.

“In the sled. In case the shaft breaks.”

“You’re driving slowly so the sick woman won’t freeze if we have to bring her back.”

“She’s not going anywhere if she’s too ill. But yes.”

A pause.

“Where did you learn that?” she said.

“My grandmother,” I said.

From behind came a short sound I couldn’t place. It could have been a laugh. It could also have been a snort.

“Everyone says that,” said Dr. Helene Reindl.



She worked the moment she was through the door.

I’ve seen a lot of people work in my life, good and bad, and I can tell the difference in the first thirty seconds. The doctor hung her coat on a hook, washed her hands without anyone telling her to, and went to the old nun’s bed the way a carpenter goes to a wall: without hurry, without hesitation, entirely in the thing.

She listened to the lungs. She palpated the throat. She lifted the eyelids and looked.

“Pneumonia,” she said, to nobody in particular. “Bilateral onset. Worse on the right.”

She turned around.

“Water, hot, constantly. Clean cloths, boiled, not just washed. A room where only she and the sister lie, and nobody else who doesn’t have to be there. If you have a window that can stay open a crack without a draught: open.”

“We have one,” I said.

“And you,” she said to Caterina, who stood in the corner, hands clasped behind her back, “eat. You’re no use to me if you collapse.”

Caterina started to say something. The doctor was already back with the patient.

I went to the kitchen and put the kettle on.



All morning the house ran around a single room.

Frieda kept the kitchen going, for the children in the ballroom wing, for the nuns, for the people who came for soup and told wide-eyed stories about the lorries. Konstanze kept the books and distribution lists and brought cloths twice. Traudl came from the farm with potatoes and stayed, because Frieda told her to stay.

And I assisted a physician without ever having been trained to.

I boiled the cloths before she said to. I kept the kettle full. I rotated the compresses in the rhythm she wanted, and put the used ones in a separate bucket, not with the others. I set up a second kettle for hands and washed mine every time I touched something.

The old nun fought, under her hands, audibly. Her breathing went rattling, once, twice, then shallower again, and Dr. Reindl said, without looking up:

“She has strength. Most women her age don’t, anymore. She does. Where from?”

“She’s Tyrolean,” Caterina said from the doorway, quietly. “From the mountains. They have strength. They live long, there.”

“From the mountains,” Dr. Reindl repeated. “Good. Then we both fight. Hold the lamp higher.”

Caterina held the lamp, all morning, and her hand never shook, and once, when the old woman groaned, she spoke to her softly, in Italian, and the old woman calmed, and Dr. Reindl looked up and looked at Caterina, for a long time, and said:

“You’ve done this before. Sick people.”

“In the convent. Six years. The infirmary.”

“It shows. You have the hands for it. Don’t waste them.” She turned back to the patient, and that was her praise, and it was more than most ever got from her.

The third time I handed her a fresh compress before she’d removed the old one, she paused.

She looked at my hands. Then at my face.

“Where did you learn?” she said. For the second time.

“My grandmother,” I said. For the second time.

This time she snorted audibly.

“Your grandmother knew not to mix the cloths. Interesting woman.”

“She was a clever woman.”

“Hm,” said Dr. Reindl, and turned back to the patient, and I could see from the back of her neck that she’d filed the word under unsolved.



At noon the news came about the axle.

Weber’s old smithy had been glowing all morning. I’d been there two hours myself, between the cloths, and with Michl and the new journeyman had pulled the broken axle, trued the shaft, and recast the bearings, and by midday the lorry stood on four wheels again.

It was the first money the smithy had earned that winter, and it wasn’t money: the transport driver paid in two sacks of flour, a piece of soap, and a promise.

“The promise,” Konstanze said, when I reported it to her, “can’t be booked.”

“The flour can,” I said.

“The flour can be booked,” she said, and wrote it in, and for a second something lay on her face that did not befit a Rautenberg and that I was glad to see anyway.



The transport moved on in the afternoon.

I stood in the yard and watched the children board, one by one, with their small bundles, and the two younger nuns counting them, again and again, with their lips. The six who had slept with us. Ten nuns drove on, without Adele and without Caterina. The lorries full.

Suor Adele could not go. That wasn’t a discussion. The doctor had said it, short and without room: she dies if she travels today.

So she stayed.

And Caterina stayed.

That had been settled without any of us saying a word, by a letter the driver produced from his jacket, sealed, bearing the stamp of the convent’s mother superior. Caterina read it in the hallway, by the lamp, and I saw her shoulders drop as a decision was taken from her.

The mother superior wrote: Caterina was released from the duty to accompany the transport and directed to remain with Suor Adele until the old woman was fit to travel, or no longer. Her obedience was thereby fulfilled. The convent thanked the house that sheltered her.

She read the letter twice. Then she folded it, with the care you spend on things you mean to keep.

“I’ll stay,” she said to Frieda. “It’s been ordered.”

“Then you’ll stay,” Frieda said. “And now eat something again.”

I stood there and thought that there was no finer sentence in the world than it’s been ordered, when it brought a young woman with olive skin into your house.

I allowed myself the thought, once. Then I put it where it belonged, and helped load the lorry.



That evening the transport was the only subject at the Stammtisch.

“Twelve nuns,” said Naz, shaking his head in awe. “Twelve. In one lorry. The Lord sent an armada.”

“Ten drove on,” Girgl corrected. “And the children.”

“Still. Ten nuns.” Naz thought about it. “If they were all praying the whole time they were here, the district’s covered for three years. Against everything.”

“Praying doesn’t help against hunger,” said Alois. “The kettle helps.”

“The young sister,” said Girgl, “works at the kettle. I saw her today. She ladles like she’s never done anything else.”

“The old one’s a sharp one,” said Alois. “Looks at you and you feel seen through. Like your mother, in the old days. Only kinder.”

“And the young one?” asked Naz, grinning into his beard.

Alois finished his beer before answering.

“The young one’s a nun, Naz. Shut your mouth and drink your beer.”

“I didn’t say anything.”

“You said it, and with your whole face.” Alois set his mug down. “That girl is a guest in this house. Full stop. Anyone who talks about guests in this house the way you’re thinking gets a clip round the ear from me, and I’m seventy, for God’s sake, and I still hit hard.”

The Stammtisch laughed, and Naz laughed with them, and the subject was buried, and that was Alois’s way of defending the house: not with a lecture, with a slap that never landed.

The Sunday of the transport children passed the way Sundays pass with children: loud, ungovernable, and over too fast.

They woke in the ballroom wing and discovered the snow as though they’d invented it. The nuns tried to keep order, and the order held until after breakfast, and then it gave up.

I built them a toboggan run.

Not out of charity alone. I built it because children who toboggan are children who don’t cry, and because the yard needed leveling anyway, and because six children with a toboggan run are occupied for a morning, and a morning is gold when a house is full.

Michl helped, and the two farm lads, and we laid the track from the garden gate to the well, with a curve the big ones dared and the small ones didn’t. The eleven-year-old boy who’d sized me up the night before turned out to be the most fearless rider in the valley, and the five-year-old girl with the braids went down three times, cheered three times, and cried the fourth because she wasn’t allowed to go again.

Caterina comforted her, in Italian, with a story nobody understood, and the girl stopped crying because she liked Caterina’s voice, not because she understood the story.

Frieda stood at the window looking out, hands in the flour, and when I came in she said, without turning around:

“In May we’ll toboggan with ours. Not yet. But soon.”

“Ours won’t be tobogganing. She’ll be lying there.”

“Then I’ll put her in a basket and pull her.” Frieda turned around, and her face was bright, brighter than the snow. “You know what I thought this morning, love? I thought: the house is full. For the first time in ten years the house is full, and it’s not full of guests, it’s full of life. And that stays. Now it stays.”

“Now it stays,” I said.

And the children screamed outside, and the nuns called out, and the house was full.



In those first days the house got to know Caterina the way you get to know water: by it running into everything.

She was up before the bell. She stood in the kitchen before Frieda came, barefoot on the cold stone, her wimple crooked and her hands in the flour. She made the fire without being asked. She fed the children in the ballroom wing before she ate herself. She sang when she thought nobody was listening, Italian songs, softly, while she washed the dishes.

And she ate. That was what Frieda tracked with quiet, stubborn joy: that the novice who had gulped down a soup standing up on the first evening now sat at the table and ate whatever was put in front of her, and that nobody asked her anything and nobody wanted anything for it.

I saw how it worked on her.

I saw how it worked on her, on a Tuesday morning, at five.

I came into the kitchen to start the fire, and she was already at the stove, barefoot, kneading bread dough, and she was singing, softly, without knowing it. And on the table stood four bowls, ready, for the children in the ballroom wing, and beside them a fifth, smaller, and on it lay a cloth, neatly folded.

“That’s for you,” she said, without stopping her kneading, without looking up. “You never eat before you work. That’s unhealthy.”

“How do you know that?”

“I observe,” said Caterina, and paused, because she’d heard what she’d said, and the heat crept dark up her throat. “In the convent one observes. It’s a virtue.”

“What else do you observe?”

She kneaded on, faster, and her hair, showing below the wimple, swayed with the motion.

“That you always fill the kettle before you drink yourself. That you ladle the old Ostermeier woman’s soup thicker than the others’. That you take the stairs quietly at night so the children don’t wake.” She paused, hands in the dough. “Those are things you see. If you look.”

“And you look.”

“I look,” she said, and now she did look up, and her dark eyes held mine, one second, two, and then she lowered them again, and her hands went back to work. “That’s not a sin. Looking is not a sin. I know that. I tell myself that. Every day I tell myself that.”

I ate the soup she’d set out for me, and it was good, and I told her so, and she went red again, and she kneaded on, and she sang again, more quietly.

She watched us. The house. Frieda, who poured my coffee in the morning before she had one herself. Traudl, who came in, sat down beside me, and stole food from my plate as though it were a standing right. Konstanze, who once, just once, laid her hand on my forearm across the table, briefly, like a seal.

I saw Caterina see it. I saw her lower her eyes when she saw it, and how she looked anyway, again and again, the way you look into a fire.

Her German was good, melodic, with the soft vowels of the South. When startled, she slipped into Italian. When she prayed, she slipped into Latin. And when she thought nobody was listening, she counted things in her own language, quietly, while working.

Uno. Due. Tre.

The house had long been counting her back.



On Friday I drove the doctor on her rounds.

She’d suggested it herself, at the door, on her way out: she had two patients in the upper hamlet, the road was impassable by vehicle, my sled was not. Whether I had time.

It wasn’t a favor. It was an order in the form of a question.

We drove the whole afternoon. I held the reins, she held her bag, and we said almost nothing.

But we saw the same things.

The valley, house by house, from the inside: kitchens where nothing smelled, because nothing was cooking. Soups so thin you could see the light through them. Old women with blue hands, sitting in front of a stove that got two logs a day. A room where three children lay in one bed under every blanket in the house, and in the corner stood a bucket of coals that weren’t enough.

The last house was the poorest: a hovel at the roadside, a widow with four children, a stove with a single log in it.

The doctor examined the four children, one by one, with cold, precise hands, while the mother stood beside her wringing her own.

“The little one has a cough,” the doctor said. “No fever. No throat. He doesn’t need medicine. He needs food and warmth.”

“We have…” the widow began, and stopped, because there was nothing to have.

I went to the sled and fetched the parcel Frieda packed every morning, without being asked: bread, a jar, a piece of bacon, a bag of peas. I set it on the table, and the widow looked at it, and she looked at me, and her knees gave way, and she sat down, very slowly, on the only chair.

“That’s…” she said.

“From the Linde,” I said. “It’ll come again. Every Friday. Don’t let the sled come for nothing: give us wood if you have any, and wool if you spin, and nothing at all if you have nothing.”

The doctor looked at me, over the children’s heads, and she said nothing, and she wrote something in her notebook, and I saw later that it wasn’t a diagnosis. It was an address.

On the way back she said two things that weren’t diagnoses.

“The parcel isn’t medical.”

“No.”

“It’s better than medical,” she said. “Don’t write that down, Herr Berger. I’ll only say it once.”

Dr. Reindl said not a word more than necessary in any of those houses.

Only in the snow light, just before the Linde, she said the second thing.

“Two years ago,” she said, “the valley was thin. Now it’s hungry. Ask me in a year what comes after.”

I said nothing. I drove.

That evening we switched the Linde’s soup to permanent. Not just evenings anymore. From midday, for everyone who came, no appointment, no questions, no end.

Vroni helped with the ladling daily from then on. She was the first to arrive, and her children stood at the front of the line as always, with their bowls and their cheeks that were growing.



Hansi Ostermeier reported for wood-chopping on Saturday.

He came into the yard, the crutch under his arm, and said he’d heard we paid people, in food and a bit of money.

That was true. We’d been paying since autumn, for wood, for hauling, for whatever work came up. Frieda paid, from the cashbox, with the same matter-of-factness she used to ladle soup.

I hired him.

I saw it clearly while I did: how his eyes traveled the yard, slowly, from the shed to the smithy, from the smithy to the cellar door, how they lingered on the smokehouse, on the order of the hams hanging inside, on the padlock on the smithy and the second, new one on the annex door.

He saw everything. He noted everything.

I hired him anyway, and I told myself what was true: a man with one leg and a grudge still has to eat.

He chopped for four hours. He chopped well, for a man with a crutch, stubbornly, full of hate, as though he had something to prove. Frieda brought him a plate and a mug at noon, like everyone, and he ate without saying thank you, and his gaze traveled the yard again as he did.

At four I paid him out.

He took the food parcel and the money, pocketed both, and stood there a moment longer.

“You think you can feed everyone,” said Hansi Ostermeier.

He wasn’t asking; he was opening something, and we both knew it.

“I think I can feed you,” I said. “Come back when you want to chop.”

He looked at me, with the ruined pride of a man who’d once been the youngest in the village and was now one too many.

Then he left, and the crutch wrote its track in the snow.



Konstanze showed me her jar system that evening.

She led me into the cellar, with the lamp, and pointed at the shelves, row upon row, and I saw that on every other jar, small, in ink, there was a mark on the lid’s rim.

“Batch marks,” she said. “Since November. A different mark each week, recorded in the book. Meat with a star, vegetables with a cross, week twelve with a line.”

“Why?”

“Because I’m used to it,” she said. “At Rautenberg that’s how one managed the cellar. If a jar goes bad, you know which week it was. And who put it up.”

She lifted a jar, turned it against the light, set it back.

“And if one goes missing,” she said, “you know that too.”

I looked at her. She looked at the shelves, calm, gloveless. Bookkeeping was a form of order for her, and order a form of dignity.

I thought nothing of it. I thought: that’s Konstanze.

A woman who counted every jar, and for whom the counting itself was a kind of peace.



On Sunday, Burgl came with the sled.

She brought potatoes, two hundredweight, from the Angermeier stores, against a promise of pork in January, and she unloaded herself, without help, sack by sack, steady and even, the way she’d loaded her whole life.

Traudl rode along. She didn’t help. She stood beside her mother and commented.

“Max chops wood like an ox,” she told her mother. “You should see him. He gets things done.”

“Hush,” said Burgl, without heat, with a farmer’s tenderness.

I took the last sack from her. She allowed it, which from Burgl Angermeier amounted to a decoration.

Then she stood in the yard, wiped her hands on the sides of her skirt, and looked around. At the shed, full. At the smithy, with its smoke. At the smokehouse, from which the smell drifted that hung over the whole valley.

She looked for a long time. Then she looked at me.

“Whoever takes on debts in winter,” said Burgl Angermeier, “pays in spring with land.”

She said it to me. She said it into the yard. And then she looked at Traudl, her daughter, who went red, and said nothing more.

She climbed onto the sled and drove, without turning around.

Everyone in the yard had heard it. Traudl knew everyone had heard it. She stood there, ears burning, and then said, very quietly, to nobody:

“The old woman’s quoting scripture again.”

But she was grinning when she said it.



In the night the old nun’s fever broke.

I know because I was awake, in the kitchen, by the kettle, in case the doctor came again.

The night watch had been an invention of Caterina and Frieda together: one watched until midnight, the other from midnight on, and I was the reserve who was never asked and always there.

At one, Frieda came downstairs, in her dressing gown, with the belly and the tired eyes, and sat down with me and said:

“The old woman’s a fighter. You can hear it in the breathing. She’s not giving up.”

“How do you know?”

“My father died of pneumonia, 1919. I heard it three nights through the wall. I was four. You don’t forget the breathing. You hear it your whole life, when it’s quiet.” She laid her hand on mine. “The old woman’s breathing is different. It’s fighting. My father stopped fighting at the end. That was the worst part: how it got quieter. This one fights.”

“Then we fight with her.”

“That’s why I’m sitting here, love, at one in the morning, instead of in bed.” She yawned. “And that’s why you look that stupidly besotted when the girl walks across the yard. Are we going to talk about it, or are we going to pretend I don’t know?”

“Let’s pretend.”

“Fine. We’ll pretend.” Frieda grinned, tired, wonderful. “But when the time comes, you tell me first. Not Traudl. Me. That’s my right as the first.”

“You get everything first. You know that.”

“I know. But I like hearing it.” She squeezed my hand and stood up. “Call me if it gets worse. And drink something. You look like a kettle that hasn’t eaten in three days.”

It was just before three when the rattling in the pantry room stopped and gave way to long, even breathing, deep, like sleep.

I heard Caterina exhale. I heard her say something, in Italian, quietly, a word that sounded like thanks.

Then I heard nothing more.

I stood up, took the blanket that hung over the bench by the stove, and went quietly into the hallway.

Caterina sat in the chair beside the old nun’s bed, asleep, head leaning against the wall, her wimple half-loosened, the chestnut hair fallen along one temple. One hand still lay on the old woman’s hand.

I laid the blanket over her shoulders, without waking her.

She woke anyway.

Her eyes opened, dark, instantly awake, without the sleep between, and she looked at me from eight inches away, and I looked at her.

It was not a look that can be explained. It was decent, perfectly decent, and it lasted a breath too long.

Then she looked at the blanket on her shoulders. Then back at me.

“Grazie,” she said.

“Sleep,” I said. “She’s through the worst.”

Caterina nodded. She drew the blanket tighter, and I saw her lips move, quietly, before she closed her eyes again.

I still don’t know what she prayed.

I know what it was about.


Chapter 3: Advent

On the first Sunday of Advent, Frieda tied the wreath.

She did it at the Stammtisch, in the early hours, her hands full of fir and wire, and I stood beside her holding the candles. Four of them, dark red, from the stock of good candles she’d been hoarding since spring without saying what for.

“What are you saving those for?” I’d asked her in September.

“You’ll see,” she’d said.

Now I saw. She tied the wreath the way you tie something you’ve tied a hundred times in your head, and stuck the four candles in, and set it at the end of the Stammtisch, where it would stand all year, until Easter.

“My mother used to do this,” she said, without looking up. “And her mother before her. The wreath belongs on the Stammtisch, not on the door.”

“Why?”

“Because it’s there for the people, not for those passing by.”

She brushed a needle off the table, lit the first candle, and the taproom was a quarter warmer without the temperature having changed.

Around us the first Advent got underway, the way everything in this house got underway: without announcement, with soup.



The church was fuller than last winter.

The priest said so, on the steps, after mass, and you could see it pleased him, in the quiet, tired tone with which he said everything that pleased him.

The men’s side was still the men’s side: eight pews, and in five of them sat women in their husbands’ coats. That hadn’t changed. That would never change now.

But between the coats sat children who were fatter than in spring. And on the women’s laps lay hands that had color again. And when the priest blessed, he blessed a church that looked like a church and not like a waiting room.

I stood with Michl in the third pew, and I counted, because I always count.

Fourteen women in men’s coats. Five fewer than at the harvest festival.

Not because five husbands had come back. Because five widows now felt brave enough to go to the women’s side, among the others, because the winter was pressing them together.

That was the only progress you could count in this valley, and I counted it.

After mass the village stood in front of the church, in the snow, and didn’t go home, because it was Sunday and because standing in the snow was better than sitting in cold kitchens.

The women stood in groups and talked, and their glances crossed the square, and they always took the same path: to our sled, and to me.

I’d been used to it since spring. It was the price of being the only young man: you got counted, weighed, discussed, always, everywhere, at the well, at the market, in the church. Frieda found it funny. Konstanze found it statistically interesting. Traudl found it proof that they were all too late.

“They’re looking again,” Frieda said, beside me, her arm in mine, in the linden-green coat that no longer closed on her, which everyone noticed, which suited her fine.

“They always look.”

“They’re looking at you. They look at me too.” She laid her hand on her belly, openly, in front of the whole square. “That’s my answer. The best one there is.”

And the village saw it, and the village nodded, and some of the older women smiled, and some of the younger ones sighed, and Frieda Obermaier walked her man and her child and her house across the church square like a procession, and it was the best advertisement the Linde ever had.

The priest saw it too, from the portal, and his eyebrows twitched, and that was the blessing he didn’t speak aloud.



The afternoon soup was an institution, and on the first Advent you could see it fully for the first time.

It started at noon, when mass let out. They came over from the church, through the snow, with their bowls and pots, in a line that ordered itself and in which nobody pushed, because everyone knew the kettle was enough.

The big copper kettle stood on the stove, steaming, and Frieda ladled, and beside her stood Vroni with the second ladle, proud as an officer, and behind them stood Konstanze, tallying.

The board on the wall showed: 769.

Seven hundred and sixty-nine bowls since the start of November.

The line had an order nobody had ever ordered. Children first. Then the old. Then everyone else. Nobody tried it differently. Nobody wanted to.

Vroni’s children stood at the very front, with their bowls, and the little one wore the cap Frieda had knitted him, out of wool nobody had anymore.

Old Frau Ostermeier stood at the edge, collar up, waiting patiently until everyone had been served.

And Caterina ladled alongside.

She’d grown into the soup work without anyone noticing, day by day, and on the first Advent she worked the line like someone born to it. She knelt down to the children when she gave them their bowls. She called the old people by name, all of whom she’d known for a week. She spoke German with the adults and Italian with the children when the children cried, and the children stopped crying.

I carried the kettles.

That had been my job since November: the heavy kettles from the stove to the serving counter, the empty ones back, the wood fed, the water refilled. Sleeves up, sweat despite the cold, and I felt the gazes in the room as always, the women’s gazes, counting what was working there.

At the second kettle the Bachmüllerin caught my sleeve.

“That Max,” she said to her neighbor, loud enough for the whole line, “has arms like a wagon shaft.”

“And he sweats,” said the neighbor, “like a whole team of horses.”

“Ladies,” I said, “I’m standing right here.”

“That’s the best part,” said the Bachmüllerin, and the line laughed, and some of the old women joined in, and it was the laughter of people who were full and knew they’d be full tomorrow too.

That was what Hansi never understood: you can’t whisper against a man the whole village jokes about while eating his soup.

Traudl came in the late afternoon, with the sled, and she didn’t just bring goods, she brought weather.

“Nettles in April,” she said, unloading. “Burgl says she’ll pick them herself this year. For the soup. She says if the whole valley’s eating from the Linde, then the Linde should at least eat from our fence.”

“Is that an offer?”

“That’s an order. Burgl doesn’t offer. Burgl decrees.” She lifted a sack without my help and set it down and wiped her hands. “And I decree that you come to the farm on Tuesday. The ox needs the smith. Yours.”

“My smith?”

“Yours. You stand in there and act like it’s yours, and Burgl pays, and nobody says a word.” She grinned. “Business, boy. Learn it.”

I watched her drive away, and her copper hair flew from under the headscarf, and she sang, loud, against the wind, a song without words, and two farm wives at the well watched her go and shook their heads and laughed while they did.

And once, passing by, I caught Caterina’s gaze.

She held it.

One second. Two.

Then she turned to the next bowl, but a dark warmth crept slowly above her collar, and I saw her free hand touch the cross at her chest, without knowing it.

After the soup she sat down with the children, on the bench by the stove, and the children climbed onto her like onto a tree.

She told them a story, in Italian, with hands, and the children didn’t understand a word and hung on her lips. Vroni’s boy sat on her lap, with the carved whistle, and didn’t blow it because he was listening. The little one fell asleep on her shoulder, mouth open, and she carried him to his mother without breaking the story, and set him down, and came back, and went on telling.

Old Frau Kirmair watched her from her seat and said to her neighbor, loud enough for half the taproom:

“That’s a good soul. God made something there you thank Him for.”

“She’s a nun, Kirmair,” said the neighbor. “She belongs to the Lord.”

“She’s a girl,” said old Frau Kirmair. “You notice that too.”

I heard it at the kettle, and I thought: the valley sees everything. It always saw everything, and it judged later, and it judged right.



Hansi didn’t come to the soup.

Hansi never came to the soup. He came in the evening, when the taproom was full, and he drank, and he spoke past me into the room, and on the first Advent his whispering had content for the first time.

I stood at the bar rinsing mugs, and I heard it.

“Where the hired stranger gets all of it, nobody’s asking,” said Hansi Ostermeier, loud enough for half the room, quiet enough not to be speaking to me.

He let the sentence lie. He was good at that. You could hear he’d practiced it.

“The jars in the cellar. The flour. The wood. There’s a house full, and the valley’s empty.” He turned his mug. “They pay better for hoarding in Rosenheim, I hear. Who knows what he’s selling.”

Naz looked up from his cards.

“He’s not selling anything,” said Naz. “He’s giving.”

“Giving,” said Hansi, and made the word into what he wanted it to be. “Well then. Giving.”

He finished his drink, took his crutch, and left, and the crutch wrote its track across the floorboards, and the taproom stayed a breath too quiet.

Then Girgl picked up his cards again and said: “He talks because he wishes he had it himself.”

And it was loud again.

But it had been said, loud enough, and it would be carried through the valley, house by house, as Hansi knew, because he knew the valley.

I rinsed the next mug and thought: he’s learning. He’ll be dangerous.



On Monday, Afra Soyer brought the sentence back.

She came into the kitchen, with her basket and her scarf and her face, which looked as though it had swallowed a piece of news and had to get rid of it before it choked her.

“That Ostermeier Hansi,” she said, without greeting, “is going around the market saying Max is hoarding and selling in Rosenheim.”

Frieda stopped kneading.

“What’s he saying?” she said.

“That the soup is a cover. That Max sells the stuff at a premium where nobody sees. That nobody’s asking where he gets it.” Afra looked around, furtively, and was visibly enjoying it: she was carrying fire and warming her hands on it. “And he says: in Rosenheim they pay. The innkeeper at the Post takes everything, asks nothing. That’s what he says.”

“The innkeeper at the Post,” I repeated.

“Takes everything, he says. Asks nothing, pays cash.” She shrugged. “I’m just telling you. Because it annoys me. Not because I care.”

“Of course,” I said. “Thank you all the same.”

Frieda wiped her hands, very slowly, and I saw something building in her face that was better left untriggered.

I laid my hand on her arm.

“Thank you, Frau Soyer,” I said to Afra. “Good to know.”

Afra looked at me. She’d expected laughter, or anger, or dismay, something that could be carried further.

I gave her none of it.

“Really,” I said. “That’s useful. If you hear more, tell me. I collect these.”

She blinked.

“You… collect them?”

“Like stamps,” I said.

Afra Soyer stood in my kitchen and didn’t know whether she’d just been had, and that was exactly what I wanted. She nodded, uncertain, took her soup, which Frieda set in front of her with a look that said this conversation wasn’t over yet, and left.

Frieda watched her go. Then she looked at me.

“Stamps,” she said.

“You have to give people what they didn’t expect.”

“And what do you give Hansi?”

“Time,” I said. “He’ll do himself in if you let him. Whispers don’t need believers, Frieda. They need repeaters. And repeaters starve when the kettle proves the opposite every day.”

She looked at me a long time, hands in the flour.

“Sometimes you talk,” she said, “like someone who’s done this before.”

“You pick up a lot, over the years,” I said.

She nodded. She never asked twice.



That evening the house sorted out the forms of address, the way every growing house does: by use.

Caterina was “Suor Caterina,” to everyone, without exception, including Frieda, who otherwise used first names with anyone who came twice. The nun was a nun, and the house respected it, the way it respected the wimple Caterina never took off, not even when sleeping in the chair.

The doctor was “Frau Doktor.” She had been in the valley for twenty years, and she remained so in the house, even though she now came three times a week, on account of the old nun, on account of the children in the hamlet, on account of the soup, which she said was medically sensible.

I was “der Max” to the village, and “Max” to the house, and to Konstanze I was “Herr Berger,” except when we were alone, in her room, at the window table, after hours.

Then she said “Max,” and the word sounded in her mouth like something you issue to another country, with a stamp.

That was the order of things, and it was good, and I knew it would change, woman by woman, rung by rung, at its own pace.

But the pace was hers to set, not mine.

That evening Konstanze sat at the window table, and I brought her the day’s numbers, as I did every evening: the bowls, the wood, the jars, the smithy’s earnings.

She wrote them in, and then she turned pages, and she said, without looking up:

“Fifteen weeks.”

“What?”

“Frau Obermaier. Fifteen weeks, if the hailstorm date holds, and it holds, because I have it in the book.” She didn’t turn the book around. She knew it by heart. “She’s been tying her apron wider for a week. She takes the stairs more slowly. Her appetite has doubled. All normal, the midwife says, and the midwife is right, but I count anyway.”

“You’re counting her weeks.”

“I count everything in this house, Herr Berger. That’s my office.” Now she looked up, and her face was calm, and something in it was not. “I managed two winters at Rautenberg, against a war, and I lost. Every line was a loss, and I wrote them anyway, because writing was the only thing that still obeyed. Here I write lines that win. Every day. Every bowl is a line won.”

She looked down at the book, and her hand lay flat on it, and she said, more quietly:

“This child’s weeks are the first lines in my life I’m glad to write. I tell you because you should know, and I’ll never say it again.”

“Konstanze.”

“And now go to bed, Herr Berger. Frau Obermaier is waiting, and I have four more pages.”

She dipped the pen, and wrote, and I went, and I thought about the lines she wrote, and the ones she didn’t write, and I knew the second kind were the ones that mattered more.



On the Advent night, Frieda came to me.

Not to my room. She fetched me. She stood in the kitchen doorway, with the candle, and said: “Coming?” and led the way through the dark house, into her room, where the feather bed was turned down and the stove was ticking.

Through the gap beneath the door from the hallway fell the light of the Advent candle she’d left burning downstairs, a single one, red, and it laid a warm stripe across the floor.

She closed the door. She turned the key, with the small, familiar sound that meant more in this house than any word.

Then she stood before me, in the candlelight, and began to open herself.

Slowly, and she knew exactly what she was doing, and enjoyed that I was watching.

The apron first. Then the bodice laces, one by one, with the fingers that had been shaping bread all day. The blouse. The shift beneath it.

“Look,” she said. “Look closely. You made this.”

I looked.

I’d seen her body a hundred times in the nine months I’d known her, in every light, and I’d never seen it like this.

The belly.

It curved now, unmistakable, a soft, full roundness below the navel, the one the apron had been betraying for weeks and that naked spoke a different language. It was warm in the light, golden, and above it lay the breasts, heavier than I’d ever seen them, fuller, the nipples darker and larger, and the veins beneath them stood out finely like rivers on a map.

Fifteen weeks. Sixteen, if you believed the midwife.

Frieda stood there, naked, hands at her sides, and let me look, and the flush ran over her cheeks and down her throat and across her breasts, and she looked at me while it did, with the heavy lids the candlelight gave her.

“Fifteen weeks,” she said. “And I’m hungry as a wolf. For everything.”

“Everything?”

“Lord, love.” She smiled, and the smile was half shame, half pride. “I ate half a loaf today, cold, standing up. And I’ve been lying awake for an hour thinking of you.”

I went to her.

I laid both hands on her belly, flat, and it was warm and firm and alive under my palms, and I felt Frieda’s breath catch.

“You made this,” she said again, quieter.

“We did,” I said.

“I helped,” she said. “A little.”

I kissed her, and she opened her mouth, and her hands went to my shirt and undid it, without hurry, with the ease of nine months.

I laid her in the bed, on her back, into the pillows, and I looked at her the way you look at something you can’t believe.

The curve of her belly rose from the long line of her body, and her hips opened below it, wide and soft, and her breasts lay heavy to the sides, and the candlelight ran across all of it like water.

I began at her belly.

I put my mouth on the curve and kissed it, and Frieda inhaled sharply, and her hand came into my hair. I kissed my way around the curve, slowly, with tongue, with lips, and I felt her skin, warmer than before, taut and soft at once.

“It’s new here,” she murmured. “The skin. It’s different. Tighter. More sensitive. Like it’s fresh.”

“It’s beautiful.”

“It’s getting lines. Soon. The midwife says lines will come, like rivers.” Her voice went small, for a breath. “You won’t find me pretty then.”

I lifted my head and looked at her, and she looked back, and I said, as calmly as I could manage:

“Frieda Obermaier. Every line this child draws on you is a line in our book. I will know them all. I will kiss them all. Ask the midwife if she’ll prescribe that too.”

She laughed, and one tear ran as she did, just one, and she wiped it away and said:

“You talk too much, love. That’s your only flaw. Keep kissing.”

I kept kissing, over the curve, over the places where the rivers would come, and she held my head, and her breathing deepened, and her legs opened without my touching them.

“The breasts,” Frieda said hoarsely. “They’re… careful. They’re sensitive.”

“How sensitive?”

“Try.”

I tried.

I took a breast in my hand, and it filled it differently than before, heavier, and I put my mouth on the nipple, which was dark and hard, and sucked, carefully, and Frieda made a sound I didn’t know, deep, surprised, and her back arched.

“Ow,” she said. “Lord. Again.”

I did it again, harder, and she arched under me, and her legs opened, and I smelled her, warm and wet and ready, before my hand touched her.

“Don’t go slow tonight,” Frieda said. “I can’t stand it. Come here.”

“I take what you give me,” I said.

“Then I give you everything,” she said. “Same as always.”

I pushed into her, careful because of the curve, until we were all the way together, and she closed around me with a deep, urgent sound, as though something had come home. Her heels hooked behind my thighs and pulled me tighter.

We moved, and it was different from before, because her body was different. Her belly lay between us, warm and round, and I braced higher so as not to press it, and Frieda laughed into my throat.

“You’re not going to break anything, love,” she said. “This isn’t a jar. This is an innkeeper.”

“I know.”

“Then stop treating me like…”

She stopped, because I thrust deeper, and what came from her mouth was no longer a word.

I found the rhythm she needed, steady and deep and unwavering, and I watched her face as the flush climbed, as it ran down her throat and across her breasts, in its old rose cascade, over the new geography of her body.

And then, in the middle of it, she pushed me back.

“Turn over,” she said, hoarse. “On your back. I’m riding tonight.”

I turned, and she climbed over me, and she lowered herself, slowly, both hands on my chest, and she paused when I was all the way in, and she looked down at herself, at the new arc of her body.

It was a different picture from before. Her belly curved between us, round, full, and her breasts hung heavier, and her hips spanned wider over me, and she looked like a goddess someone had accidentally cast with too much life.

“New balance,” she said, and laughed, and it sounded throaty. “I have to learn everything over. Like a beginner.”

“You’re no beginner.”

“I’m an expert with new equipment,” said Frieda Obermaier, and began to move.

She set her own pace, her own depth, braced with her hands on my chest, and she experimented the way you try something new: one way, then another, until she found the angle that was right, and then she stayed there, and her head fell back, and her golden hair fell over her shoulders, and her flush ran all the way down to her belly.

I held her hips, and I let her, and I watched as she took what she needed, and her curve moved with her, with every downstroke, and it was the most beautiful thing I’d ever seen in a bed.

“Look at me,” she said. “Look at what I’m becoming.”

“You’re the most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen,” I said, and it was the truth, and she heard it.

“You filled me up,” she panted. “Look what’s coming of it. Look.”

“I’m looking.”

“Again,” she said. “The little one can tell her mother’s happy.”

“The little one?”

“It’s a girl,” said Frieda. She’d decided, and so it was settled. “I know it.”

She moved faster now, harder, and her sentences shortened, and I knew the signs: the fingers digging into my chest, the breath coming apart, the curve beginning to tremble.

I laughed, and she laughed, and then she stopped laughing because her orgasm came, as always startlingly loud, a raw, unrehearsed breaking open of her voice, and her hand flew to her belly and held it, as though she wanted to hold the whole future still for this moment.

Her pussy clenched around me in long waves, and she fell forward onto my chest, and shook, and I held her, arms around her back, and she came and came, and her nails dug into my shoulders.

And when the waves subsided, she lifted her head, and her eyes were glassy and clear at once, and she said:

“That’s where it belongs. Now more than ever. Fill me, love.”

I rolled her beneath me, carefully, with the curve between us, and I thrust deep, twice, three times, and then I came inside her, with everything I had, thrust by thrust, and she held me, with her legs, with her hands on my hips, and held me down until nothing more came, and longer still.

We lay still, joined, in the warm bed, with the Advent candle burning below through the gap under the door.



Afterward my hand lay on her belly, and we didn’t move.

And then, under my palm, there was something.

A flutter. Very small. Very faint. Like a fish bumping once against the surface.

Or not.

“Wait,” Frieda whispered. “Wait.”

We held our breath, both of us, and listened to a belly that stubbornly kept quiet.

Nothing. For a minute. Two.

“Was that something?” I said.

“I don’t know.” Frieda stared at the ceiling. “I think… maybe. It was so small.”

“Maybe it was your appetite.”

“My appetite makes different sounds.” She turned her head and grinned at me, sweat-damp hair at her temple. “It growls. That was… different.”

We waited longer. The belly kept its silence, with the dignity of a belly that keeps its secrets.

“Coward,” Frieda said to her belly.

She laughed into my shoulder, and the laughter shook through both of us, and the belly didn’t answer.



At midnight she ate bread.

She went barefoot to the kitchen, as she did every night, and came back with two thick slices, spread thickly, and ate one in bed, sitting up, legs under the shirt, and offered me the other, and I took it.

“I eat for two,” she said. “Without shame.”

“You should eat for two.”

“Krammer wanted my house.” She chewed, thoughtful. “Now he has to get past my appetite first.”

I laughed. She grinned and took the next bite.

“Hansi’s talking,” I said then.

Frieda’s jaw paused. Then she went on chewing.

“I know,” she said. “Afra told half the kitchen today.”

“It’ll get worse before it gets better.”

“Of course.” She laid her hand on mine. “But we’ve got the kettle. And Hansi’s got a beer nobody’s refilling.”

She was quiet a moment. Then she said, more softly:

“His mother comes every day. She eats, and she thanks, and she looks at the floor. What do we do with her, if the thing with Hansi goes bad?”

“We feed her,” I said. “The law of the house doesn’t know sons.”

Frieda nodded. She leaned back, bread in hand and belly under my arm, and looked at the Advent candle burning through the gap under the door.

“Nice Advent,” she said.

“Nice Advent,” I said.

We slept, her back to my chest, my arm under the curve, and the embers sank crackling into themselves, and outside the snow lay still on the valley.



The Monday after started with Frieda standing in the pantry at six, looking at a jar.

“The sauerkraut,” she said, when I came in. “I dreamed about it all night. Nearly wept, I wanted it so badly. Is that normal?”

“The midwife says: everything the mother wants is normal.”

“The midwife’s a clever woman.” Frieda lifted the jar, opened it, and ate, standing, with her fingers, eyes closed, and she groaned, once, deep, and then laughed at herself. “Lord. If anyone could see me. The innkeeper of the Linde, in the pantry, fingers in the kraut.”

“I can see you. And I think it’s lovely.”

“You think everything’s lovely since I got fat. That’s a disease, with you.” She handed me the jar, and I ate too, and it was good, and she watched me, satisfied, the way you watch a cow feeding. “But keep it up. I like the disease.”

We ate the kraut, the two of us, from the jar, at dawn, and the child wasn’t kicking yet, but it was there, and the house smelled of fire and dough, and it was a good morning, and I thought about how many more such mornings would come, and I stopped counting because there were too many to hold.

On Tuesday, Afra Soyer came again, and this time she was breathless.

She came into the kitchen without knocking, scarf askew and eyes wide, and this time she wasn’t carrying gossip, she was carrying news.

“At the market in Aibling,” she said. “Yesterday. There was a stranger. A man, young, with a walking stick, well dressed, but worn if you looked closely.”

Frieda stopped stirring.

“And he was asking,” said Afra, and now her voice went lower, more important, “whether he was in the right area, in the district. Whether a Countess von Rautenberg was billeted here.”

The kitchen was still.

“He said,” said Afra, “he had family business in Lindgraben. And he wore a signet ring, says the smith’s wife, and he told them he’d come from far away, from the East, and he…”

She trailed off, because she noticed.

She noticed that Frieda had stopped stirring. She noticed that I was standing at the kitchen table and not moving.

And through the doorway into the taproom I saw Konstanze, at the window table, with her ledger.

She didn’t look up.

The pen in her hand stopped mid-stroke, for exactly one second, and then she went on writing, character by character, as though nothing had happened.

But in the kitchen, at the other end of the table, stood Traudl, with a bowl of beans in her hand, and she wasn’t looking at Afra and she wasn’t looking at me.

She was looking at Konstanze.

And Traudl Angermeier, who was twenty years old and never short of a word, went very still and very white around the nose, and she set the beans down without a sound.

Afra noticed that too. Her eyes went back and forth, hungry, gathering.

“What is it?” she said. “Did I say something…”

“Thank you, Frau Soyer,” said Frieda. Her voice was the innkeeper’s again, warm and complete and impenetrable. “That’s interesting. Would you like something to eat?”

Afra had something to eat.

And when she was gone, the three of us stood in the kitchen, Frieda and Traudl and I, and through the doorway we watched Konstanze write, with a hand that no longer trembled, because she’d forbidden it to.

“What now?” Traudl said quietly.

“Now we wait,” I said.

“For what?”

“For him to come.”

And in the taproom the Countess von Rautenberg wrote her numbers, one after another, correct to the last stroke, and only someone who knew her saw that she wrote the whole page twice.


Chapter 4: The Returnee

He came on Thursday, with the Rosenheim cart, and he came so that everyone saw.

That was the first thing I noticed about him, before I noticed anything else: he didn’t step off, he stepped out. He took his time. He stood on the market square, in the snow, with his walking stick and his coat, which had once been good and no longer was, and he looked around, slowly, like a man recognizing a landscape.

I was in the yard and heard it through the open door.

“Forgive me,” he said, to the women at the well, and his voice carried, on purpose, with exactly the right mixture of courtesy and fatigue. “I’m looking for the Countess von Rautenberg. Konstanze von Rautenberg. I was told she’s billeted here.”

The women at the well stopped drawing water.

I set the wood down and went to the gate.

He stood there, medium height, thirty perhaps, with a face you liked at once and later didn’t. He was gaunt, in a way that meant nothing this winter, and he limped, slightly, with the stick, and he wore a signet ring on his right hand, large, silver, with a crest.

And he had a scar at his temple, small, white, which he touched when he felt himself observed.

He observed who was watching. I saw it. He registered every woman at the well, every head in every window, and he played to all of them.

“Konrad von Lutzow,” he said to the women, with a small bow. “I am… I was the countess’s fiance. I’ve come from captivity.”

It went through the market square like a gust through a cornfield.

I watched it work. I saw the women’s faces change, how curiosity became pity and pity became jubilation: a man returned. A fiance. One of those the valley had been waiting for, house by house, for two years.

Doors opened for him before he knocked.

I saw it run from yard to yard. The weaver’s wife ran inside and came back with a cup. The smith’s wife offered to re-shoe his stick, for free. A child was dragged by the hair to look at the returnee, the way you look at a relic.

The village had stood at church doors for two years reading lists. It had learned to read the bad news, and it had never stopped waiting for the good. And now one came, on foot, with a scar and a ring, and the village laid at his feet everything it had.

Alois came beside me, with his cane, and looked across too.

“Nice coat,” he said.

“Worn.”

“Worn and still nice. That costs more than my house.” Alois spat, deliberate. “A man who comes from the camps doesn’t have a coat that costs more than my house. A man who comes from the camps has nothing at all, except what people give him.”

“Maybe someone outfitted him.”

“Maybe,” said Alois. “Or he outfitted himself. Out of what he pocketed.” He turned and walked off, and over his shoulder he said: “I’ll check the lists, at the priest’s. Not for your sake. For mine.”

I stood at the Linde’s gate and watched, and something went cold in me, in a way that had nothing to do with the snow.

Because I saw what the others didn’t see, because I’d learned to read people who are selling something: he was selling. Every pause, every touch of the scar, every tired, brave look was placed. The village saw a returnee. I saw a man at work.



By noon everyone in the village knew.

By one he was standing in our taproom.

Konstanze had arranged it that way.

I understood this later, that evening, when she told me. She’d known since Afra’s report on Tuesday, and she’d used the three days to prepare what she could prepare, and the most important thing she prepared was: not a single private encounter with this man. Not one. Not a minute.

“When he comes,” she’d said on Tuesday evening, at the window table, with a general’s calm, “I receive him before witnesses. Always. He will try to get me alone. He won’t succeed.”

So she received him in the taproom, at one, in daylight, with Frieda at the stove, with Traudl at the table, with Alois and Girgl at the Stammtisch and me at the bar.

He came in, with the mayor, who delivered him, proud as a man presenting a prize.

“The Countess,” said Gschwendtner, “is here, as she should be, in the best of hands, and I may introduce: Herr von Lutzow. Konrad von Lutzow. Returned from captivity, ladies and gentlemen. From the East.”

The man bowed.

He did it well. He did it very well. He limped toward Konstanze, slowly, his face drawn taut, and stopped a step before her.

“Countess Konstanze,” he said. “You don’t know me. We never met. But I carried your letters for three years, close to my heart.”

And from his coat he drew a packet.

Letters. In oilskin, dog-eared, tied with twine.

And a ring, on a chain, which he took from his neck.

“Your engagement ring,” he said. “The one you sent me through your mother. 1943. I never took it off.”

Konstanze von Rautenberg stood in her own taproom, in the severe dress with the sixteen buttons, and looked at the man, and her face was made of glass.

Then she did something that frightened me.

She went soft.

Her mouth trembled briefly, controlled. Her hand went to her chest. She looked at the ring, and her eyes went wet, and she said, letting her voice break on exactly the right syllable:

“Konrad.”

She played it so well that for one second I believed her.

The taproom played along without knowing it.

Girgl wiped his eyes and said it was the smoke, and there was no smoke. The mayor’s wife sobbed, once, loud. And Afra Soyer, who’d seated herself in the front row with her basket, soaked up every word like a sponge and passed it on to half the district by evening, sweetened, lengthened, with ornaments.

The man drank the beer Frieda brought him, and he thanked her with a seated bow, and he said:

“The first good beer in three years, Frau Obermaier. In the camp we dreamed of beer. Do you know what we told each other at night, in the barracks? Recipes. Men who had nothing left told each other recipes. I can still recite twelve roasts by heart. I never cooked them. I heard them.”

It was a good story. It might even have been a true story. That was the insidious part: he mixed the true with the false, one to one, like Krammer’s flour, and you couldn’t taste the difference.

“And the countess wrote to you?” asked the mayor’s wife, hands folded.

“Twice a month. Three years.” He looked at Konstanze with the warm, tired eyes he practiced. “Her letters were the only thing nobody could take from me. I knew them by heart. I still know them by heart.”

And he recited a sentence from one of her letters, and I saw Konstanze’s face, and I saw that the sentence was real, and I saw what it cost her to hear it from his mouth.

“The letter of October forty-three,” said Konstanze. “You have a good memory, Herr von Lutzow.”

“For your letters,” he said, “I have a perfect one.”

Traudl didn’t buy it. Traudl wasn’t looking at the man, not at the ring, not at the letters. Traudl was looking at Konstanze, and Traudl went white and still and set down the knife she’d been cutting beans with.

“You are…” said Konstanze, and broke off, and swallowed, and straightened, and the straightening was the worst because it looked so genuine. “Forgive me. It’s… you were dead. For two years. They wrote to me that you had fallen. At…”

“At Sewsk,” the man said. “Almost. I spent three months in the field hospital. Then the camps.”

He touched the scar.

“May I sit, Countess? It’s still… the exhaustion.”

“Please sit, Herr von Lutzow,” Konstanze said. “Frieda, a beer for the gentleman.”

Frieda brought the beer. She brought it with the face of a woman bringing a wolf a beer.



He told his story that afternoon, in the taproom, and it was good.

I only heard it in fragments, because I was working, in the yard, in the smithy. But that evening, at the Stammtisch, Girgl retold it, who’d had it from Naz, who’d had it from the mayor’s wife, who’d sat through the whole afternoon.

Konrad von Lutzow, son of a neighboring estate to the Rautenbergs, betrothed to Konstanze by letter, 1943, arranged through the families. Never met: he was already in the East when the engagement was settled. Rings exchanged by proxy. Letters, twice a month, for two and a half years. Then Sewsk, the field hospital, the camps, the long road west.

“And the Rautenberg boy,” said Girgl, and lowered his voice, “he knew him. He says. Friedrich, the countess’s brother. Didn’t know him directly. But he knew people who knew him. He heard something, in the camp.”

I stopped wiping the mug.

“What did he hear?”

“He won’t say,” said Girgl. “Not at the Stammtisch. That he’ll say only to the countess, he says. Personally.”

And then I knew.

Not that he was lying. I didn’t know that yet. But I knew what he was doing: he was holding something back that was more valuable than any ring. He was holding back a brother, and he was holding him in a way that would make a woman ask, again and again, and every question would bring him closer.

This wasn’t a returnee. This was an angler.

But I said nothing at the Stammtisch, because I was the outsider and because the Stammtisch loved a returnee and because I’d learned when to keep quiet.

I listened. I noted the dates. And somewhere, in a corner of my head that calculated without asking, something about the dates didn’t add up, and I put it aside the way you put aside a tool you’ll need later.

It was the wave.

He’d said, through Girgl, that he’d been released with the November wave, from the camp near Sewsk. And he’d said he’d been three months in the field hospital, after Sewsk, and Sewsk had been in late summer. And then he’d spoken of the long road west, and of a winter on the road, and the numbers added up, in my head, to a man who would have had to be in the camp two months before his own story allowed.

Two months. You notice things like that when you’ve read accounts your whole life. You notice it like a false note in a song.

I told Konstanze, that same evening, just before the pantry council session, at the window table, quietly.

“His dates don’t hold. By two months.”

She paused the pen, and she looked at me, and I saw that she knew, that she’d known for a while, and that it still meant something to her that I’d seen it too.

“I know,” she said. “The camps keep lists. The priest has copies. We’ll check.”

“And until then?”

“Until then we smile,” said Konstanze, and smiled, and it was the most beautiful and the coldest smile I’d ever seen.



That evening she tested him.

He sat at table, not in the mayor’s house, in our taproom, at Konstanze’s invitation. That too was her arrangement: the second meeting, the same day, once again before witnesses, once again on her ground.

She hosted him. She was the perfect fiancee: moved but composed, interested but ladylike, grateful but not available. She asked him questions, and he answered, and it was like a duel in which one of the two doesn’t know he’s already been hit.

“You’ll remember the chestnut avenue, Herr von Lutzow,” Konstanze said. “I wrote to you about it. In the second letter, I believe.”

“Of course,” he said. “The avenue to the gate. Beautiful. I walked it often as a child, on visits.”

“The sixteen windows of the house,” she said. “Did I describe those to you?”

“Sixteen,” he said, without hesitating. “I counted them as a boy. A proud house.”

“And the fields,” said Konstanze. “The Lord’s Field. The Anger. The Long Piece that isn’t long at all, but wide.”

“Wide,” he said, and smiled. “You wrote that to me, and I was glad you let me know it.”

He was good. He was remarkably good. The letters he carried had taught him the surface, and he recited it like a student who’d done his homework.

“And the servants, Herr von Lutzow,” said Konstanze, and refilled his glass. “I wrote to you about them, didn’t I? Old Josef. The stableman.”

“Old Josef,” he repeated, certain, warm. “With hands like shovels. You wrote that he taught you to ride.”

“He did. And the cook?”

“The cook.” A pause, shorter than a heartbeat. “You wrote little about him. But you once wrote that he gambled dice in the kitchen, and you’d been forbidden from watching.”

“I wrote that,” said Konstanze, and smiled, and refilled, and I stood at the bar and admired her: he was good, but he was reciting. She was asking the questions whose answers she already knew, and he found them, in his memory, and she noted the stumbling points, every one.

Alois sat in his corner and watched without saying a word, and I knew his look: he was listening to a man who could recite by heart what he’d never seen.

And then Konstanze asked the question.

She did it casually. She refilled his glass, and she smiled, and she said:

“You’ll remember the bell pond, Herr von Lutzow. As a child, on your visits.”

I saw it.

I saw him hesitate. Half a second. A spark in his eyes that calculated: pond. Bells. Children. Carp.

“Of course,” said Konrad von Lutzow. “The carp.”

And Konstanze smiled at him like spring weather.

“Yes,” she said. “The carp.”

She refilled his glass. She asked him about the road, about the journey, about his plans. For twenty minutes she was the most charming woman I’d ever seen.

And I knew: there is no bell pond.

There never was one.



At eleven, three of us sat in the pantry: Konstanze, Traudl, and I.

Traudl was there because Konstanze wanted her there.

That was the second shock of the day, bigger than the man with the ring: that the Countess von Rautenberg called the farm girl from the Angermeier place into the pantry, shut the door, and said: “You’ve known since October. Now you know entirely.”

Traudl nodded. She was still white around the nose.

“It isn’t him,” said Konstanze, calmly, without searching in her voice, like someone who’s rechecked an account and found the error.

“The letters are mine,” she said. “Genuine. I recognize my hand. The ring is the Lutzow ring, or very good work. But the man is neither Konrad von Lutzow nor anyone who was ever at Rautenberg.”

“The bell pond,” I said.

“There is no bell pond.” She folded her hands on the table, calm, with the calm she had when things were worst. “I invented it, three days ago, when Soyer brought the name. I knew he would come, and I knew he must have the letters, and I set a trap made of a single sentence.”

“And he walked into it,” said Traudl.

“He walked into it and invented a boathouse to go with it.” The corner of Konstanze’s mouth lifted, barely perceptible. “The carp.”

She grew serious again.

“He has a dead man’s packet. Konrad von Lutzow is dead, that’s beyond question: no man takes off an engagement ring he’s worn for two years. This man found the packet, stole it, or inherited it, and he heard the rumors that went through the camps in autumn: a Rautenberg on a returnee list. He’s well prepared. He’s charming. And he holds a token more valuable than gold.”

“The brother,” I said.

“My brother.” For the first time since she’d stood in the pantry, something moved in her face, and it wasn’t the mask, it was what lay beneath. “He says he knows something. He’ll feed it to me in pieces, in exchange for… closeness. Trust. What he really wants.”

“And what does he really want?” said Traudl.

“This.” Konstanze made a small gesture that meant the house, the yard, the jars, the kettle. “He thinks. A countess with a full cellar and a prosperous house. He has the wrong addressee and the right target.”

She looked at me.

“Why don’t we say so?” I said. “Tonight. To the priest, the mayor. The village.”

“Because we have nothing,” said Konstanze. “We have a pond that doesn’t exist and my word against his. He has documents, wounds, letters in my hand. I’m an outsider, a Prussian, a refugee living with the innkeeper. And the village…” She paused. “The village is starving for its sons, Max. It’s been waiting at the church doors for two years. If I call a returnee a liar before the village, with a pond as evidence, he walks free and I’m finished, and the house with me.”

She was right. I knew it as she said it.

“So we let him,” she said. “We let him play. We gather what convicts him: the lists. The priest has the copies of the Red Cross search lists, every release wave, name by name. If Konrad von Lutzow had been released, he’d be on them. And we let him convict himself, before witnesses, with his own words.”

“The bell pond,” I said.

“The bell pond is loaded.” She looked at her hands. “But a trap you show once is no longer a trap. He has to walk into it before the village, with pride, with embellishment, so far in that there’s no way back. That takes time. And patience.”

“How much time?”

“Until spring,” she said. “Until the ice breaks.”

Traudl shifted on her stool.

“And until then,” she said, slowly, “he’s staying at the mayor’s and telling the whole village he’s yours?”

“Yes.”

“And he’s telling you about your brother, and you have to say thank you?”

“Yes.”

“I won’t last a week,” said Traudl.

“Then last two,” said Konstanze, and her voice went sharp for the first time that evening, not at Traudl, at the situation. “I lost an estate, Fraulein Angermeier. A province. A name. I don’t intend to give away the last remainder to the first man who comes knocking with a dead man’s name.”

Traudl looked at her. Then she nodded, once, short.

“Fine,” she said. “Then I’ll help watch that he’s never alone with you. Starting tomorrow I’ll be here more.”

Konstanze looked at her, a long time, and in her face stood something you rarely saw there and that was costly.

“Thank you,” she said.

Traudl went red, which with her was rarer than snow in June.

“Not because of that,” she said, and cleared her throat, and went farmhand again. “But because he annoys me, the fraud, and because I want to know how he does it. A liar who’s good at it is instructive. Like a fox. You learn for the chickens.”

“Fraulein Angermeier.”

“Countess.”

“You are the only person in this house,” said Konstanze, “who has ever seen me cry in a pantry. You know something about me that nobody else does. That makes you a matter of strategic significance.”

Traudl blinked.

“What’s that in farm talk?”

“It means,” said Konstanze, and the corner of her mouth twitched, “that I’m glad you’re here.”

Traudl looked at her, and then she grinned, broad, cheeky, warm.

“Fair enough,” she said. “I’m glad too. But don’t you dare tell anyone.”

“If I tell anyone,” said Konstanze, “I’ll deny it.”

“I said that first,” said Traudl. “In October. You’re copying me, Countess.”

“I’m improving on you,” said Konstanze. “There’s a difference.”

And Traudl laughed, loud, in the small pantry, and for the first time since Tuesday it sounded like herself again.



I lay in my room and didn’t sleep.

Below, the house was still. The children in the ballroom wing slept. The nuns slept. Frieda slept, beside the empty place where I’d been lying.

I thought about the man in the mayor’s house, with his stick and his ring and his letters, and I thought about the dates that had come up at the Stammtisch, and I ran them through again, and they didn’t add up, by two months they didn’t add up, and I set it aside, for Konstanze, for the lists.

At midnight the latch on my door lifted.

I knew the sound. I’d heard it once, in October, in this room, at dawn.

She came in without light and closed the door behind her and stood in the dark of my room, and I heard her breathing before I saw her.

“Konstanze.”

“Shh.”

She went to the window, into the snow light, and began to let down her hair.

She did it herself, as always. The crown of braids, the pins, slowly loosened, and the black hair fell over her shoulders and down her back, to her waist, and in the snow light it was blue-black and endless.

She came to my bed and stood there.

“Tonight,” said Konstanze, and her formal phrasing crumbled before anything else did, “I don’t belong to myself. I’m lending myself to you. Give me back when I leave.”

“Konstanze…”

“This isn’t a request for comfort.” Her voice was quiet and very clear. “I won’t be comforted. I’m asking for something else. I’m asking for certainty. That only exists here. Tonight, nowhere else.”

I pulled back the covers.

She undressed in the dark, without haste, and climbed in with me, and her body was cool from the walk through the house and grew warm against mine.

She laid herself on me, astride, the way she always began, and started to move, and it was her rhythm, her pace, her direction, and I let her have it and gave her the hands she needed, on her hips, on her breasts, on her face.

In the snow light she looked like something not of this world: tall, white, the black hair around her like a cloak, the heavy hips moving on me, the deep arch of her back when she leaned back and braced her hands on my thighs.

She was beautiful as a verdict, and she was mine, this night, and she had decreed it so, and that was what made it complete.

But tonight it crumbled faster.

I felt it. Her movements lost their rhythm sooner. Her breathing came apart sooner. Her hands, which usually held my chest like reins, dug in, and her head dropped, and the black hair fell around both of us like a curtain.

She tried to hold it. I felt that too: how she straightened again, how she searched for the beat, how her jaw set. The direction was her armor, and she was trying to wear it, and it was becoming too heavy.

And then she stopped.

Mid-motion, deep on me, she stopped and looked down at me, and her grey eyes were bright in the dark, and she said the truest thing she’d said in two books:

“I’m afraid, Max.”

“Of him?”

“Not of him.” She shook her head, once, slowly. “That they’ll take this from me too.”

I didn’t answer with words.

I sat up, beneath her, and held her, one second, tight, and I felt her shaking, everywhere, and how she forbade it.

“You’re with me,” I said. “Nobody’s taking that. Not him. Nobody. Never again.”

“You can’t promise that.”

“I can, and I do. You’re with me, Konstanze. In here and out there and before the whole world. That’s my word.”

Something contracted in her face, hard, and she forced it back, furious at herself, and she said, hoarsely:

“Then prove it. Now. Your way.”

I turned her beneath me, slowly, with a care that was itself a vow, and she let it happen, and her thighs opened, and I lowered myself into her, all the way, without hurry, and stayed there, chest to chest, her gaze open beneath me.

I moved in long, steady strokes, without break, and she held me, and her eyes stayed open the whole time, as she’d ordered, in October, in her room: now too. Even when it cost her.

It cost her. I saw it. Something rose in her, again and again, and again and again she held it down, with an effort that ran through her whole body, and she held the gaze, and her jaw was set, and her throat worked, and her hands dug into my shoulders, and she didn’t give in, at any price.

“You don’t have to look,” I said, once, quietly. “Not for me. You don’t have to do anything for me.”

“Yes I do.” Her voice was hoarse and firm. “I have to. For me. I want to see who’s holding me. My whole life I didn’t look when it mattered. Starting tonight I look. Always. Even when it hurts. Especially then.”

“Does it hurt?”

“It feels good,” she said, and her voice broke in the middle. “That’s worse. That’s much worse. Move. Please. Move, Max.”

I moved, and she moved with me, and her tall, cool body grew hot beneath me, and her thighs closed higher around me, and her sentences fell, one after another, until only my name was left, and hers, and the intimate form she didn’t take back tonight.

“I see you,” I said. “Nobody’s taking you from yourself.”

“Say it again.”

“Nobody’s taking you, Konstanze.”

She came quietly, by her standards, with a deep, drawn sound, and her pussy clenched around me, and her eyes stayed open, wide and unguarded, and she didn’t close them, not even now, not even as it rolled through her.

“Stay,” she said hoarsely. “Come. Inside me. Now.”

I came inside her, deep, and she kept her eyes open while I did, and kept them open, as though that too were a field she wouldn’t give up. She didn’t pull me to her. She simply held me there, motionless, until no thrust was left, and longer still.

We lay still a long time.

“You said du,” I said eventually, into her hair.

She didn’t answer right away.

“Yes,” she said then.

“You didn’t take it back.”

“No,” said Konstanze. “Not tonight.”



She got up again, after a while, and dressed in the dark, in stages, as always: the linen first, then the dress, then the braids, which she plaited with her hands, without a mirror, from habit.

I watched from the bed and said nothing.

At the door she paused, hand on the latch.

“The Quarrel,” she said, without turning around.

“What?”

“A field, at Rautenberg. The last one, toward the east, on the border with the neighboring estate.” Her voice was quiet and level. “It’s called that because two lords fought over it. For thirty years. In court, with maps, with surveys. My grandfather held it.”

She turned, halfway, in the doorframe.

“I don’t give up my border fields anymore,” said Konstanze. “To anyone. That’s what I wanted to tell you tonight.”

“I know,” I said.

She nodded. Then she opened the door.

“When it’s over, Max,” she said, “ask me before the village.”

“Ask you what?”

“Whether I belong to you.”

She closed the door, quietly, and I lay in my room and heard my heart, and outside the snow had stopped falling, and it was very still.

In the morning I learned what the village thought, and I learned it while chopping wood.

The weaver’s wife came past with her basket and stopped and said:

“Nice, isn’t it? That one’s come home after all. Such a fine gentleman. And the countess: three years she waited, and now he comes. It’s like something from a book.”

“Like something from a book,” I said, and kept chopping.

“People say there’ll be a wedding in the spring. The mayor said so, over bread. He said Lindgraben needs a wedding. Tell the countess: the village is happy for her.”

“I’ll tell her.”

I didn’t tell her. I never told her. But I heard it all day, from three directions: the village had its story, and the story was beautiful, and the truth was ugly, and the beautiful one always won as long as the ugly one kept quiet.

Our job was to make sure the ugly one spoke up someday, before everyone, with evidence. Until then: chop, kettle, silence.

At noon I saw him helping the smith’s wife carry her wood, his stick under one arm and the wood on the other side, and how she thanked him, and how three women stopped to watch.

He was working the village like a field, furrow by furrow, and the village let itself be plowed.

But I also saw what he didn’t see: the eyes that measured him, from the Linde’s window, grey, calm, patient.

Konstanze’s eyes. She’d been watching him this way for days, with the attention you use to calibrate a scale, and she was noting things in her book, and she never smiled while she did.



The next morning I saw them together, through the window, while carrying wood.

The man with the stick stood at the end of the lane, by the well, and beside him stood Hansi Ostermeier, and Hansi was offering him a flask, and the man took it and drank and handed it back, and they stood there and talked, two men who’d found each other.

It wasn’t a conspiracy. It was something simpler and worse: two men with reasons, drinking at the same trough.

Hansi would sell him what he knew. The man would let him drink what he needed.

I carried the wood into the kitchen and told Konstanze, who sat at the window table, the stranger’s letters before her, going through them for the third time.

She heard it without looking up.

“Two snakes,” she said. “One trough. That resolves itself once the first is caught.”

“Which is the first?”

“The stupider one,” said Konstanze, and went on writing.


Chapter 5: The Doctor

The smithy ran every day now.

That was my winter’s work, alongside the wood and the kettles: Weber’s old forge, back in operation, lit every morning at six, banked every evening at six, and ten hours of work between, coming from all over the valley.

Plowshares that needed regrinding. Sled runners that had bent. Kettle bails, door hinges, fittings, hooks. A village in winter eats iron like bread, and a village in winter pays for iron with everything it has.

It paid in potatoes and cabbage, in wood and wool, in labor and in promises. The Reichsmark slept. Nobody wanted it anymore. I took it anyway, when it came, and put it in a separate drawer, and Konstanze recorded it as though weighing refuse on an apothecary’s scale.

“You never know,” I said.

“You know perfectly well,” she said. “But I’ll book it. Under scrap metal, grey.”

The annex behind the smithy, the old vaulted room with its own door to the lane, was our deep-winter store. The jars that no longer fit in the Linde’s cellar stood there, the hams that came from the smokehouse, the sacks of dried fruit and jerky. It was the most valuable room in the valley, and it had a new padlock, heavy, from my own workshop.

Michl worked with me, and two lads from the upper hamlet, and the work kept us warm in a winter that froze everyone else.

Michl became a smith that winter, and it was a fine thing to watch.

In summer he’d still been standing and holding, with the big ears and his father’s jacket. Now he stood at the forge, with the hammer, and he struck, and his blows landed, and his shoulders began to remember how it was done, and he stopped apologizing when he asked a question.

“Max. The runner’s crooked. Straighten or new?”

“Straighten. Hot, slow, twice. I’ll show you.”

“Show me once. Then I’ll know.”

And he did. On the second try. He had his father’s hands, Alois said, and Alois had taught the father, twenty years ago, in the same smithy, and he said it once, and then never again, and Michl carried it with him like a stone in his pocket that you don’t show.

At the end of the week I paid him out, from the smithy’s cashbox, in goods and a few Reichsmark, and he took it and didn’t count it and said:

“My mother cried. With joy. It’s the first wages in our house since Father.”

“Then earn more. In spring I’ll need you full time.”

“In spring I’ll be here.” He pocketed the money, and then he stood there, and his ears went red, and he said: “Max. Is it true what the village says? That you… that at yours… all three?”

“Michl.”

“I’m just asking. Because everyone asks. And I don’t know what to say when they ask me.”

“Then say: it’s none of your business. That’s true, and it’ll do.”

“None of my business,” he repeated, satisfied, as though I’d straightened a runner for him. “Fine. I’ll say that. That’s an answer I can remember.”

I got to know the smithy anew in winter. In summer it had been a place you left to go drink. In winter it was a place people came to so as not to freeze, and they stayed longer than they needed, hands toward the forge, and they talked, and I listened to the valley while I worked.

You hear a village when you’re forging it. You hear whose plow is dragging, whose sled is breaking, who’s taking on debts and who’s paying them off. You hear the worries before the Stammtisch hears them, because a man who brings a scythe that’s past saving tells you why he can’t replace it.

I saved scythes that were past saving, and I charged less than they were worth, and I told people to pay in spring, in labor or potatoes.

Konstanze booked it under receivables, doubtful.

“Those aren’t receivables,” she said. “That’s charity with bookkeeping.”

“They’re receivables,” I said. “The valley pays. It always pays. It just pays slowly.”

“You’re a bad merchant, Herr Berger.”

“I’m a good one. I’m buying the valley. Installment plan.”

She looked at me, over the book, and she said nothing, and she rebooked it under receivables, good, and that was the only booking correction I ever saw her make.



The doctor came twice a week, for the old nun, and every time she came earlier and left later.

She examined Suor Adele with cold, precise hands, listened to the lungs, palpated the throat, and asked questions that sounded like orders. Suor Adele answered them like orders, with a small smile, and once, when Dr. Reindl left, the old nun said to me:

“The doctor is a good physician.”

“Yes.”

“And a lonely woman,” said Suor Adele. “You can see it in the hands. Lonely hands work too much.”

On the third visit Dr. Reindl stayed for a meal, because Frieda had ordered it, with the ladle.

“I haven’t got time,” the doctor said.

“You have time,” Frieda said. “You’re standing right there. Sit.”

The doctor sat. She ate, stiff at first, then hungry, and I watched her shoulders drop, centimeter by centimeter, as the soup worked, and I watched her observe the house: Frieda at the stove, Caterina with the children, Konstanze at the window table, me at the kettle.

“The house runs,” she said, half to herself.

“It runs,” I said.

“Who runs it?”

“Frieda.”

“No.” She looked at me with the grey eyes that weighed everything. “Frieda runs the stove. The countess runs the books. Who runs the house?”

“Nobody. It runs itself.”

“Houses don’t run themselves,” said Dr. Reindl. “Houses are run. Like patients. You only notice when the running stops.”

She stood, took her bag, and left, and at the door she said, without turning around:

“Friday, the rounds. Seven o’clock. Be ready.”

The supply lines ran by sled.

There were hardly any wagons anymore. The snow lay too deep, the roads were tracks, and the valley traveled on runners. Twice a week I drove to the Angermeier farm, with Michl, and we collected what Burgl Angermeier gave over: potatoes, cabbage in barrels, once an entire slaughtered pig she’d butchered in the cold, with half the lane’s women there.

I was there for the slaughter.

It was a day unto itself, a farmyard day, and it was one of the days I liked best: a day when thirty people did the same thing, in cold and steam, toward a goal you could see hanging in the cellar by evening.

The boar was the farm’s best, three hundred pounds, and Burgl had been fattening it since spring, on the feed she’d spared herself, and now it was here, and the farmyard steamed.

The women stood in the lane, aprons tied high, and the kettles steamed, and the snow was brown and red around the slaughter site, and the children held their ears and watched anyway, because children always did.

I helped with the gutting, alongside the men, and my hands knew what to do, from another time, from Grandma’s kitchen, from twenty slaughter days of her telling, and Burgl looked over once, as I washed the casings, and nodded, and said nothing, and that was her approval.

Traudl directed. She stood in the stable, sleeves rolled to the elbows, up to her arms in steam, and commanded men twice her twenty years, and the men obeyed, because she was right, every time.

“The liver sausage first,” she said. “The blood goes to cool, not out in the cold, in the cool, over there by the door. Anyone washing casings washes them three times. Burgl’s watching.”

Burgl watched. She said not a word. She nodded once, at the end, and that was the highest honor the farm awarded.

By evening the farm hung in smoke, and the Angermeier women packed the shares, and the Linde’s share was large, larger than fair, and when I said so, Burgl said:

“The sled runs. Every week. The share is fair. Drive, before it gets cold.”

It was her longest sentence of the year, and it was a letter, and I read it right.

The Linde’s smokehouse ran day and night.

The smell hung over the whole village, sweet and heavy, and it was a statement: here things are being put up, here things are being stored, here winter is being taken as it comes.



On Wednesday, Traudl brought me forge supper.

She came at six, when the lads were gone and the forge was burning low, with a cloth basket, and she set it on the anvil and opened it: bread, sausage from slaughter day, a jug.

“Food,” she said. “From the farm. Burgl says you look like a skeleton.”

“Burgl doesn’t say that.”

“Burgl says it with her eyes.” Traudl sat on the anvil and looked at me, with the look she used to appraise cattle. “Eat. I’ll watch.”

I ate. The forge glowed, red, and threw its light on the walls, and outside the lane was still and dark and a stone’s throw away.

Traudl watched me eat, and her feet dangled, and then she said, without stopping the dangling:

“Cattle mate in winter in the barn.”

I looked up.

“Am I worse than a cow?”

I set the bread down.

“The bolt sticks,” Traudl said, and slid off the anvil, and went to the door, and didn’t touch the bolt. “Shame.”

She came back, in the red light, and began unbuttoning her shirt.

The forge did what fire does to skin. Her freckles glowed. The two pale bands where the sun never reached shone in the red like snow. She was small and hard and wiry, and she stood in a smithy, in December, and wasn’t cold.

“Don’t look so daft,” she said. “Help.”

I helped.

I kissed her, and she tasted of smoke and frost and bread, and her hands went to my belt, and her teeth nipped at my lower lip, and she made the small sound in her throat she made when she got what she wanted.

“Where?” I said.

“There.” She pointed at the workbench, at the end of which lay the old leather pad, where you laid the delicate pieces you didn’t want on bare iron. “It’s soft there. I scouted it last week.”

“You scouted it last week.”

“I scout everything.” She pulled off the skirt and stood in her shirt, in the firelight, and grinned. “The hayloft was summer. This is mine now. Smithy: mine. Granary: yours. Krammer’s old stall at the market: we’ll see about that one.”

“You’re planning our…”

“Yes.” She turned around, put her hands on the leather pad, and looked over her shoulder. “I plan. You mount. Division of labor.”

I stepped behind her.

I pushed her shirt up, over the small, firm ass that was golden in the firelight, and I ran my hands over her cheeks and her hard thighs, and she was already wet, hot and wet, and she pushed back against me.

Outside, in the lane, snow crunched. Footsteps, even, unhesitating, past the smithy and on into the night. Traudl didn’t even lift her head.

“Going home,” she said. “They’re not stopping. Keep going.”

“Not so slow,” she said. “The wind’s howling. Cover me.”

I took her, deep, in one stroke, and she made her small sound and then a louder one, and she braced against the workbench, and the forge crackled.

“That’s how the bull covers the cow, when he…” she started, half over her shoulder, with the last of her farmer’s wit, and then I took her harder, and the sentence broke clean through her, and the last word became a sound that had nothing to do with cattle anymore.

Outside the snow broke a second time.

We froze.

This time the footsteps didn’t pass. They ground closer, heavy through the deep snow, a stone’s throw away, and slowed. They stopped, in front of the door, a yard from us, separated only by a wall.

Traudl’s hand flew to her mouth.

I held her, from behind, deep inside her, and neither of us breathed, and the footsteps stood, and stood, and moved on.

We exhaled together, quietly.

Traudl shook. Not from cold. Her whole body shook in small surges, and I thought she was frightened, and then I realized: she was laughing. She was laughing soundlessly, hand on her mouth, with me inside her, and the laughter shook through both of us.

I laid my hand over hers, on her mouth.

She paused. Her eyes met mine, over her shoulder, wide and dark in the firelight, and something in her face released that I couldn’t name, and she nodded, once, small.

Then she moved again, backward, hard, demanding, and I took her, and the lane was empty again, and the forge glowed.

She came silently, as always, her whole small body in waves, both hands on her mouth, mine and hers, and she pulled me over the edge with her, and I came inside her, deep, and she pushed back and held me until I was finished.

Afterward we stood a while, joined, in the firelight, and neither of us said anything.

“Warmer than the hayloft,” Traudl said finally, hoarse, to the wall. “And drier. I’m keeping the smithy.”

“Keep it.”

“I’ll tell Burgl. She’ll wallop me.” She straightened up, pulled up her skirt, sorted her shirt. Her legs still shook a little. “Tomorrow I’ll be back. With food.”

“Tomorrow,” I said.

She ate another sausage, sitting on the anvil with her dangling legs, and then she laid out the winter plan like a foreman planning a season.

“Smithy: mine. Granary: yours. Krammer’s old stall at the market: we’ll see about that, it’s been empty since September, and empty is an invitation. The hayloft’s too cold until April. The river is suicide. The stable’s good, but the stable is summer work, in winter all you smell there is steam.”

“You’ve thought this all through.”

“I think everything through. That’s my flaw, Burgl says. I think while I’m thinking.” She bit off a piece, chewed, swallowed. “At Fasching. That’s when the whole village is in one place at once. That’s when you make your move. That’s when it gets interesting.”

“At Fasching we’ll be feeding the whole village. There won’t be time.”

“Time is found,” said Traudl Angermeier. “Time is like space in the barn: whoever needs it, makes it.”

She slid off the anvil, straightened her skirt, and stood there in the last red of the forge, with the tousled copper hair and the red cheeks, and then she went quiet, in her rare way, and she looked into the forge, and she said, without her wit:

“You know what’s beautiful about this winter? Not that we’re warm. That we’re warm while everyone else is cold, and that we share it. Back on our farm, in the old days, it was the same. Father used to say: a man with a roof has a duty. Then he fell, and Burgl carried on, without saying it. Half the lane ate at ours, in the winter of seventeen, and nobody knew.”

“I didn’t know.”

“Burgl doesn’t talk about that sort of thing. Burgl does it.” Traudl shrugged, half against the cold, half against the thought. “And now you’re doing it, bigger, and Burgl watches, and she says nothing, but she sends the potatoes. That’s her way of saying thank you. She says it with potatoes.”

“Best way.”

“Second best.” She grinned, lopsided, and stood on her toes and kissed me, once, short. “You know the best. I’m the one doing it.”

“And Max,” she said, at the door, hand on the sticking bolt that she hadn’t fixed and wouldn’t fix.

“Yes.”

“That thing with laying your hand over mine. We’re doing that from now on. That’s been decided.” She said it dry, like a weather forecast, and her ears were red, and she was outside before I could answer.

I banked the forge, and the red went out of the walls, and I stood in the dark smithy a while longer, smelling smoke and iron and her, and then I walked home through the quiet lane, where my steps were the only ones.



On Friday they brought the child.

It was a schoolchild from the far end of the valley, eight years old, and it came on a sled, in the snow, grey in the face, and fighting for air.

The mother ran alongside. She’d carried and dragged it for three hours.

Dr. Reindl was with the old nun, in the guest room, when the sled pulled up. She came out, saw the child, and became something I’d never seen before: complete.

“Inside,” she said. “To the practice. Not the house. Max: water, steam, immediately.”

We took the child to her practice, at the upper end, and there she worked.

I assisted again, as with the nun, but this time it was harder. The child had a membrane in its throat, grey-white, and it was breathing through a straw that kept narrowing, and Dr. Reindl worked with forceps and mirror and lamplight, and her hands never shook.

“Diphtheria,” she said, without looking up. “Hold the child.”

I held the child.

It lasted into the night. Steam, from the kettle, under a tent of bedsheet. Cool compresses. The mother in the corner, hands clenched together. And the doctor, who didn’t stop, calm, precise, relentless, hour after hour.

I learned that night what being a physician meant, in a winter without anything. It meant: you had almost nothing, and you did everything anyway. She had no serum. She had steam, and hands, and a will that didn’t let up, and she fought with those three things against a membrane that was choking a child, and she won.

Between rounds, at two, when the child was sleeping and the mother was praying, we stood in her dispensary, and she washed her hands, and she said, without looking up:

“You held the child properly. Most men hold children like sacks.”

“I’ve held a lot of things in my life.”

“It shows.” She dried her hands. “You’re not afraid of illness. Most people are. It’s written on their faces, and the sick read it. It’s not written on yours. Why not?”

“Because fear doesn’t heal anything,” I said. “My grandmother used to say: you may have respect for illness, not fear. Fear makes your hands stupid.”

“Your grandmother,” said Dr. Reindl, “should have studied medicine.”

“She studied cooking. She said it was the same thing, just with more food.”

For the first time I saw something like a smile on her face, small, tired, quickly gone.

At midnight the child’s breathing eased.

At two it slept.

At four the mother sat by the bed and wept quietly, and the child breathed, deep and even, and the grey was gone from its face.

Dr. Reindl washed her hands at the basin, a long time.

“It lives,” she said. “There’ll be more. This is the winter when it comes.”

“Then we’ll be ready,” I said.

She turned and fixed tired eyes on me, behind fogged glasses.

“We,” she said.



The next day we began the system.

It wasn’t a system, officially. It was a handful of things I had in my head without being able to say where from, and I passed them along, and Dr. Reindl took them up like prescriptions.

Boiled cloths. Everywhere. Always.

Handwashing, after every contact, with soap, no exceptions. Including Vroni, who helped and grumbled. Including Frieda. Including me.

The sick room separated. Anyone who went in didn’t go to the kitchen. Anyone in the kitchen didn’t go in.

Honey and onion, from our jars, against the cough, for everyone who came.

And the ballroom wing: the transport children had long since traveled on, and the hall stood empty, warm, with the small stove. We turned it into the convalescent corner: six beds, straw and featherbeds mixed, for those who were over the worst and couldn’t go home yet.

Dr. Reindl stood in the doorway of the hall and looked at the beds, a long time.

“You planned this,” she said.

“I prepared. Grandmother used to say: in winter, a warm bed is worth more than three doctors.”

“Your grandmother,” said Dr. Reindl, “was an outrage of a woman.”

“Yes,” I said. “Thank you.”

She looked up at me. Then back at the beds.

“Washing. Isolation. Fever charts. A system.” She said it quietly, to herself, and then, louder, to me: “That’s not a grandmother, Herr Berger. That’s a system. Whose?”

“Mine,” I said.

We stood in the doorway of the hall, in the half-light, and she looked at me out of her grey eyes, and I looked back, and it was a duel, and we both knew it.

“Fine,” she said at last. “Then we work. And I won’t ask, as long as the hands are right.”

“The hands are right.”

“That,” said Dr. Helene Reindl, “I will verify.”

The child’s mother came on Sunday, to the soup, with the child.

The child was pale and thin and alive, and it ate two bowls, and its mother stood beside it and didn’t know what to do with her hands.

She went to Dr. Reindl, who was there that day for the old nun and had stayed for the soup, and she stood before her and said nothing, and then she fell to her knees, in the middle of the taproom, and reached for Dr. Reindl’s hand.

The doctor pulled her up, immediately, with a strength you wouldn’t have guessed in her, and said, sharp:

“Don’t. Never. Stand up.”

“You saved him. You saved my boy. I have nothing, I have nothing at all, I…”

“You have a son who’s alive,” said Dr. Reindl. “That’s enough. And now you eat, and he eats, and you come every day until he has color again. That is the treatment. Follow the treatment.”

The woman came every day. The child got color. The mother got a place at the kettle, helping out, and she became the fastest ladler we’d ever had, faster than Vroni, and Vroni grumbled, and the two became friends in a week, over a kettle.

That was the system that was written nowhere: whoever was saved, helped save. Whoever was fed, helped feed. The house didn’t grow, it multiplied.



The practice and the Linde became a single winter organism.

I drove her on her rounds, every other day, with the sled. We drove to the sick across the valley, and there were more, as she’d said. Two more diphtheria cases, a pneumonia, an old man simply freezing.

I carried, boiled, held, drove. She diagnosed, cut, prescribed, watched.

On the rides we talked more, week by week.

It began with medicine. She asked, I answered. How I knew not to cool wounds with snow. How I knew not to bundle up fever patients. How I knew the air in the sickroom had to move without drafting.

“I just knew,” I said every time, and every time she snorted, and every time she asked again the next time.

Then it got more personal, slowly, the way ice thaws.

“My husband,” she said one day, on the way back from the mountain, without preamble, “was a good doctor. A better one than me. He liked the people. I like the medicine. He liked, I knew. That’s how it worked.”

“And then?”

“Then his heart stopped, on a Tuesday, between two patients, and he collapsed, and I picked him up, and he was already cold.” She said it without break, clinically. “Forty years old. His heart was older. He’d spent it, for the valley. The valley hadn’t known. Valleys never do.”

“They know now,” I said. “With you, they know.”

She threw me a sideways glance, then back at the road.

“That’s not an answer to a question I asked, Herr Berger.”

“No. It’s an answer to one you didn’t ask.”

She was quiet for half the ride back.

“You do that often?” she asked then. “Answer questions nobody asks?”

“Only with people who ask the same questions with their hands.”

She said nothing more that day. But when she climbed down she climbed down a second later than usual, and her hand lay on my shoulder during the descent, and it stayed there a second too long, and we both noticed, and neither said anything.

And at night, past midnight, we sometimes sat in the Linde’s kitchen, too tired to talk, and Frieda set soup down without a word, and we ate.

On Saturday, after midnight, she sat like that, soup before her, and she’d taken off her glasses and was rubbing the bridge of her nose, and without glasses she looked like a different woman: tired, forty, bare-faced.

Frieda set the soup in front of her, with the gesture she used for everyone’s soup, unconditional.

Dr. Reindl looked at the soup.

She looked at it like a woman who’d forgotten that soup could be free.

“Seven years,” she said, to nobody. “It’s been seven years since I’ve had this.”

“The soup?”

“A full table.” She put the glasses back on, slowly, and her voice was very calm. “Since the war ate the valley hollow. Before that the practice was the house, and the house was the practice, and there was a table, and people around it. Then the lean years came, and the table emptied, year by year, and last of all my husband died, and there was nobody left to set it for. You get used to it.”

Nobody said anything. Frieda set out more bread.

“You get used to everything,” said Dr. Reindl. “That’s the worst thing I’ve learned as a physician. The body gets used to fever. A person gets used to emptiness.”

She ate the soup, slowly, to the end.

“Thank you,” she said to Frieda. “That was… thank you.”

“Come again,” Frieda said. “Every evening, if you like. The table’s there.”

Dr. Reindl nodded. She stood, took her bag, and left, and I watched her pause in the doorframe for a moment, her back to us, and lift her shoulders and let them drop again.

Then she was gone.



At the Stammtisch, that same evening, Hansi had a new line.

“First the stranger brings the fever to the village,” he said, into the room, “now he’s playing doctor.”

I heard it. Alois heard it. Girgl heard it.

Naz laughed, short, a single sound.

“The fever,” he said, “was here before Max was. The fever is older than you, Hansi.”

“I’m just saying,” said Hansi.

“You’re saying nothing,” said Alois. “You’re whispering. That’s more cowardly.”

Alois turned to me and said, more quietly:

“The boy’s running a campaign. Who’s leading it?”

“Nobody,” I said. “That’s the thing about it. He leads himself, with schnapps, and the returnee helps him look.”

“The Lutzow man,” said Alois, and made the name into a question mark.

“That’s what he calls himself.”

Alois nodded, slowly. He knew. He’d known on the first evening, at the Stammtisch, when the man described the chestnut avenue he’d never seen.

“And we let him?”

“We let him,” I said. “Until he does himself in. And for Hansi, we give him December.”

“December?”

“Hansi’s run out of repeaters,” I said. “The kettle filled them up, and a full man doesn’t repeat a hungry man’s talk. December will do the rest, and December talks louder than Hansi could ever whisper. The kettle runs, the children are getting fat, the practice keeps the valley alive. Anyone still whispering is whispering against his own plate.”

Alois looked at me out of his dry eyes and nodded.

“You never lose your cool,” he said approvingly. “Not when it’s burning, not when it stinks.”

“Cool is cheap,” I said. “I’m not cool, I’m calculating. From the outside it looks the same.”



On Sunday, the second Advent, Frieda lit the second candle.

The church was full. Caterina sang along in the women’s choir, and her voice rose once above the others, Italian, bright, and the priest smiled into his hands.

The man with the stick sat in the mayor’s pew, as honored guest, and sang the German hymns with the voice of a man who knew the melodies and was learning the words.

I stood in the back, with the men, and looked at him, and I thought of Konstanze’s words: Until the ice breaks.


Chapter 6: Christmas Eve

On Christmas Eve the Linde ran like a field headquarters.

Alois said so, and he was right, and he said it with respect; he’d seen enough field headquarters from the inside during the war.

The ballroom wing was set: the tables we’d borrowed around the village, pushed together in a long U, with benches and chairs from three houses. The small stove had been running since noon. The walls smelled of fresh plaster and fir, because Traudl had dragged in half a tree the day before and set it up in the corner, with candles we weren’t allowed to light until dark.

In the kitchen stood three kettles.

Frieda was in command. She stood between stove and table, wreath on her head and apron freshly tied, and she commanded Vroni, Caterina, the two women from the upper hamlet who helped, and me, and Michl, and occasionally, when she came within range, the Countess von Rautenberg.

“The countess,” said Frieda, “can’t cook. But she can count. Konstanze: the number.”

“Eighty-six,” said Konstanze from the window table. “Adults and children together. With the six from the rectory: ninety-two.”

“Ninety-two,” said Frieda. “Then we need another kettle.”

“We have another kettle,” I said.

“Then fetch it,” said Frieda, and I fetched it.

The meat was from the slaughter day: pork, roasted and boiled, with sauerkraut from our barrels and dumplings, so many that Vroni counted them into three bowls and miscounted twice. There was white bread, real white bread, from uncut flour, the first the valley had smelled in a year. And there were the last apples from the cellar, baked with honey, which Frieda had been saving since October for today.

At four I carried the wood for the bonfire into the yard. At five I helped the priest carry his harmonium into the taproom. At six the bell rang, and the village came.



They came through the snow, with lanterns, from all the hamlets.

The children first, running, cheeks red. Then the old, guided, on sleds and on foot. Then the women, in their Sunday coats, the good ones, the dark ones, their husbands’ coats. Then the few men there were: Alois, Girgl, Naz, Michl, the priest, the mayor.

And the man with the stick.

Konrad von Lutzow came with the mayor, and he helped, and he helped visibly.

He helped old Frau Kirmair over the icy steps, one hand under her arm and the stick in the other. He carried the Bachmüllerin’s basket. He straightened the children’s benches and bent down to them and smiled.

He did it well. He did it the way he did everything: for the audience.

I stood at the hall door and watched, and I thought that I had to admire him, in a cold way: he understood his audience. He knew that a village in a hunger winter needed a returnee who helped, and he gave them one.

And the village gave him what it had.

The Bachmüllerin pressed a piece of cake into his hand, from her own, which she’d saved for the occasion. The mayor introduced him, again and again, with the words “our returnee, our Herr von Lutzow,” and beamed as though the man were his own achievement. The young women giggled when he passed, and he noticed, and he let them giggle, with the right smile, the tired one, the brave one.

Only twice did the mask slip, for a second, and both times I saw it because I was watching.

The first time, when the children lined up with their socks: he looked at the socks, and at the children, and his face did something cold, something calculating, and I knew he was appraising the wool, not the children.

The second time, when the tally board was turned to face the room, with the number: he read it, one thousand two hundred and three, and his mouth went thin, and his eyes traveled the hall, over the kettles, over the shelves you could see through the kitchen door, and they counted.

He was counting our stores, at Christmas, at the feast.

I noted it, and I told Konstanze that evening, while clearing up, and she nodded as though she’d expected it.

“Of course he counts. That’s his trade, Herr Berger. He assesses the value of things that belong to others. You can see it in the eyes. They never go over the people. They always go over the things.”

“And the people don’t matter to him.”

“The people are goods he hasn’t tallied yet.” She set the book down. “Let him count. Our jars count back. He just doesn’t know it yet.”

Konstanze saw it too. She stood at the window table, with the board, and her face was glass.

Only Traudl showed it. Traudl stood by the dumplings and watched the man with narrowed eyes, and her hand went into her skirt pocket, where she carried the strip of rag tape she never explained.



Before mass, in the hour before it, the house held its own small Christmas, in the kitchen, by the tiled stove.

Frieda had decreed it: before the big celebration the small one, for us, with the wreath and the four candles, all four burning, because it was the fourth Advent.

There were no parcels. Parcels were for times when there were parcels. There were small things, and they were better.

Traudl got a knife from Frieda, a real one, with a stag-horn handle, which Frieda had found somewhere, and Traudl turned it in her fingers and went red and said:

“That’s too fine for me.”

“That’s exactly right for you,” said Frieda. “You’re a fine girl. You get a fine knife.”

Caterina got a scarf from Traudl, woven, from the wool of the widow at the last farm, and Traudl said:

“From the one you brought the parcel to. She weaves for the Linde now. This is the first. I picked it because it’s blue. Blue suits you.”

Caterina held the scarf, and her fingers ran over the wool, and she said nothing, and her eyes said everything.

Konstanze got a prayer from Caterina, written out in her own hand, on a page she’d loosed from her breviary: the order’s prayer for the houses that took them in.

“It’s old,” Caterina said. “It’s for houses that shelter strangers. It belongs to the house. I’m allowed to give it away. I wrote to the mother superior, and she wrote back: yes.”

Konstanze read it, twice, and then she laid it in her ledger, between the first pages, and she said:

“That is the most valuable thing this book has ever contained. Thank you, Sister.”

And Frieda got the spoon from me.

The silver spoon with the monogram, the first treasure of the cashbox, from the summer. I’d polished it for three evenings, in secret, and I’d wrapped it in a cloth, and I laid it in her hand.

“The first treasure,” I said. “It belongs at the family table. Starting today you eat with it. Always. And someday the little one eats with it, and then she’ll know that her house started with a spoon nobody wanted anymore.”

Frieda held the spoon, and her eyes overflowed, and she cried, openly, unabashed, and Traudl wiped her face with the scarf she’d just been given herself, and said:

“This is a good house. Everyone says so now. Even the fools at church.”

We ate biscuits Frieda had baked, from the last white flour, and drank the good coffee, and the four candles burned, and outside the bell was ringing, and we walked to midnight mass through the snow, as a house.



The Christmas Eve mass was at midnight, and the church was full to the gallery.

Full as at the harvest festival, fuller. People stood on the choir steps. People stood in the vestibule. The priest had had the school benches brought in again, and they weren’t enough.

The men’s side: eight pews. In the first, the mayor, with the man with the stick. In the second, Girgl and Naz. In the third, Michl and I. In the fourth, Alois, ramrod straight.

And in the remaining pews: women in men’s coats, and between them children who were no longer hunger-pale.

I counted again, because I always counted. Thirteen women in men’s coats. One fewer than on the first Advent. The fourteenth was old Frau Ostermeier, and she sat today with Frieda, on the women’s side, in the first row, because Frieda had decided so, and she wept, quietly, through half the mass, from warmth.

The priest spoke the intercessions, and he spoke the names of the year’s dead, as every year, and the church was still. And then he spoke, unlike the years before, a second list, which he’d composed himself: the names of the children born in this valley this year.

There were four.

“Four children,” said Father Hofstetter, “in a year when the district is counting its dead. Four. That is this village’s answer. I’m proud of you, and the good Lord is too, and I say that in this order because I’m a priest first and a democrat second.”

The church laughed, quietly, warmly, and wept at the same time, and that was Christmas in Lindgraben, in the year of hunger.

And in the back, at the exit, stood Hansi Ostermeier.

He wasn’t in a pew. He stood, with his crutch, in the dark beneath the gallery, and he wasn’t praying. He was watching. I saw him, going out, coming in: he was looking at the pews, at the children, at the light, with the face of a man watching something he once had.

The priest spoke about the manger. He spoke about a child born in a stable because there was no room at the inn, and he spoke about how in this village, this year, nobody had to sleep in a stable, and his eyebrows went, once, very briefly, toward the pew where Frieda sat.

And then Caterina sang.

It wasn’t planned. The women’s choir had sung, in German, and the church had answered, and then, in the silence after, Caterina stood.

She stood in her grey, in the first pew on the women’s side, hands folded, and she sang.

Tu scendi dalle stelle, o Re del cielo…

One verse. Unaccompanied. Her voice filled the church the way water fills a glass, bright, Italian, with a warmth that needed no language.

Three hundred Germans listened to an Italian novice sing them her Christmas, and nobody breathed.

I heard it break. Once. In the middle of the second line, very small: her voice trembled, for one note, because the warmth of the room hit her, because three hundred people were looking at her and listening and not driving her away.

She caught herself. She sang to the end.

The silence after lasted three heartbeats. Then the organ began, and the church sang Silent Night, and Caterina sat down, head lowered, and beside her old Frau Ostermeier, whom she’d chosen for the celebration, laid a hand on hers.



The feast came after, at the Linde, in the ballroom wing, and it was the first proper Christmas dinner the valley had had in seven years.

Ninety-two people at the tables.

The children at the head, all of them, with Vroni’s boys at the top. The old people beside them, with old Frau Ostermeier in the middle, whom Frieda had personally led in, on her arm, before the whole hall, and placed in the seat reserved for honored guests: back to the stove, face to the room.

“Frau Ostermeier sits with us today, at the place of honor,” Frieda said, loud enough for the first half of the table. “Because it’s Christmas.”

Nobody said anything. Some nodded.

Suor Adele presided from her chair by the stove, small, grey, a blanket on her knees, and let herself be served like an empress. She was back to strength, thin, but with eyes that in their gaunt face missed no plate and counted along who was taking too little, and she blessed the meal with a gesture that was half church and half kitchen.

The food ran. Kettle after kettle. Pork and sauerkraut and dumplings and white bread, and then the baked apples, and the hall made the sound halls make when people get full: a deeper, slower, contented sound.

Vroni’s boy ate four dumplings, and then he wanted a fifth, and his mother said no, and Frieda said yes, and Frieda won, because Frieda always won when it came to food.

“At Christmas a mother’s no doesn’t count,” she said. “That’s law. Older than the church.”

“He’ll burst,” said Vroni.

“Then he’ll burst full. That’s a good death. Better than ours, back then.” Frieda filled the plate, and Vroni laughed, and her eyes were wet, and she let the boy eat the fifth dumpling, and he ate it, and then he fell asleep on her shoulder, face full of dumpling, and she didn’t carry him away, she left him there, in the warmth, in the noise, in the middle of the feast, and that was the best thing a child could have.

Old Frau Ostermeier ate, slowly, with dignity, and twice I saw her pocket something, in her cloth, for later, the old habit of the hungry, and twice Frieda pretended not to see, and the third time she laid a hand on her arm and said:

“Eat it here, Frau Ostermeier. There’ll be more tomorrow. And the day after. You don’t need to wrap it up. Not anymore. That’s over.”

The old woman nodded, and her hand trembled, and she left the bread in the cloth, because you don’t unlearn forty years of hunger in forty days.

And on the wall, turned to face the room, hung the board.

Konstanze had turned it, before the meal, with her own hands. The number on it read from the middle of the room like a field report:

1,203

One thousand two hundred and three bowls since the start of November.

People read it between courses. I saw them stop, singly, in pairs. One thousand two hundred and three. Some counted it on their fingers. Some said it half aloud. An old woman I didn’t know stood before the board and wept, quietly, without her face changing.

Konstanze sat at the table and ate and didn’t look at the board.

“Why did you do that?” I asked her later, clearing up.

“Because it’s true,” she said. “And because truth, when you write it large enough, can no longer be contested.”



The gifts came after the meal, small, as everything was small this year.

Wool socks for the children, knitted by Frieda and three women, one pair per child, sixteen pairs. Alois had carved a whistle for Vroni’s boy, from linden wood, with a small bird on top, and the boy blew it, once, shrill, and the hall cheered.

Old Frau Schweiger brought the Linde a jug of beer, her own, from her cellar, and said it was the last of old Xaver’s, and Frieda set it on the Stammtisch, unopened, like a relic.

And Traudl stood up.

She stood up, in her Sunday dirndl, which she wore three times a year, and she went out, and she came back with a parcel, large, in linen, and she set it on the table before Frieda.

“From the farm,” she said. “From Burgl and me. For the house.”

Frieda opened it.

A ham. Whole, cold-smoked, dark, magnificent, and on the rind, branded, clearly visible: a horseshoe.

“The Angermeier farm horseshoe,” said Traudl. “The ham’s from the October boar. The best, Burgl says. The best we’ve ever had, I say.”

Frieda stood there, hands on the ham, and her eyes went wet.

“It goes into the winter stores,” she said. “Under lock and key, until Easter. And at Easter we eat it, all of us.”

“All of us,” said Traudl, and sat down, and stole a potato from my plate, because she was Traudl.

And Konstanze stood up.

She stood up, and the hall went quiet, because the Countess von Rautenberg didn’t stand up often.

She went to Frieda, and she gave her a book. Small, bound, self-made, the pages cut from school paper, the cover from the cloth of a skirt nobody wore anymore.

“For the house,” said Konstanze. “The new book. The old one is full.”

Frieda opened it.

On the first page, in the most beautiful Kurrent script I’d ever seen, was written:

Haus Linde. Manger Year 1946.

Beneath it, smaller: Accounts kept by K. v. R.

And beneath that, very small, so small you could only read it if you held up the book: With thanks.

Frieda looked up. Konstanze looked back. Two women, a head’s difference between them, one golden and one black, and neither said a word, and the whole hall watched and understood nothing and understood everything.

Then Frieda hugged her, simply, in the middle of the hall, and the Countess von Rautenberg froze for a second and then let it happen, hands at her sides, like a woman who’d forgotten how to be embraced and was learning again.

The hall applauded. Naz wept openly. Girgl said it was the smoke. There was no smoke.

And then the priest stepped forward, from the corner where he’d been talking with Suor Adele, and he raised his hand, and the hall went quiet, because a priest who raises his hand still counted for something in this village.

“I’m old,” said Father Hofstetter. “I’ve seen two wars from the pulpit, and I’ve learned that a village doesn’t hang on its houses and doesn’t hang on its money. It hangs on its table. On the one table where everyone eats.”

He looked around, over the tables, over the children, over old Frau Ostermeier in the place of honor.

“This house brought this valley to its table, in a year when the table should have been empty. I bless it. Not because it needs my blessing. But because I can’t help it.”

He made the sign of the cross, large, slow, over the hall, and he blessed the Gasthof zur Linde and everyone who ate in it, and ninety-two people said Amen, and the fiddlers struck up, and the feast was a feast.



At two the feast was over, and the village went home through the snow, with lanterns and full bellies, and I stood at the gate and watched them go.

At the end of the lane stood Hansi.

He was drunk. He was as drunk as he could rarely afford, and he stood at the corner, and he called, loud enough for the last guests:

“Merry Christmas at the hoarder’s!”

The guests walked on. Nobody stopped.

“Nice to feast,” Hansi called, “while the village watches!”

A few heads turned. Nobody answered. Old Frau Ostermeier, who was among the last, pulled her scarf tighter and walked on alone, toward her house, where her son was.

Frieda intercepted her.

I saw it from the gate: Frieda, the cloak over her dirndl, went after the old woman, put an arm around her shoulders, said something, and turned her around, gently, steadily, and led her back to the Linde, into the kitchen.

Old Frau Ostermeier didn’t resist. She came along the way a woman comes who’s too tired.

Hansi stood at the corner and saw it, and I saw his face in the lantern light, and it wasn’t angry. It was something else: a face watching his own mother choose another man’s house.

He turned and limped away, and the crutch wrote its track in the fresh snow.

Alois stood beside me, at the gate, and watched him go, and he said, without looking at me:

“I’ve known the boy since he learned to walk. He was a fast runner. Faster than anyone. At the church fair he always won the race, every year.”

“And now he limps.”

“Now he limps, and he hates everyone who runs.” Alois took his cane and turned around. “What he’s doing isn’t excusable. But it’s an explanation. Remember that, Max: the explanation is for us, so we understand him. There is no excuse. Not for whispering. That poisons more than flour.”

“I know.”

“I know you know. I say it anyway. That’s what I’m old for.” He went inside, and the snow crunched under his cane, and Fasching was still two months away, and the road there went through the deepest winter the valley had ever seen.



At three they brought me to the kitchen.

Frieda and Traudl, together, like a delegation. Traudl carried the lamp. Frieda had the key.

“The calendar,” said Frieda, “is holding a session tonight.”

“It’s off duty tonight,” said Traudl.

“It’s never off duty,” said Frieda. “But tonight it meets differently. Come.”

The tiled stove in the kitchen radiated, dark red, heated since the evening, and the bench that ran around it was warm as a bed. One candle burned. Outside it was twenty below, and in here it was summer.

Frieda stood before me in the candlelight, and Traudl stood beside her, and they looked at me, both, with a solemnity that was half serious and half comic.

“New women in the house,” said Frieda, “means a new calendar. We both know it. You know it too.”

“The novice,” said Traudl, “looks at you the way a calf looks at a salt lick. And the doctor is counting your calluses. It won’t be much longer.”

“Traudl.”

“What. It’s true.”

Frieda looked at me, and her eyes were warm and dry and perfectly clear.

“Sunday stays mine,” she said. “That’s not negotiable. That’s holy ground. Everything else gets redrawn, when the time comes, and drawn up fairly, and no one lies.”

“Say it again, innkeeper,” said Traudl.

“Sunday stays mine. The rest is calendar business.”

“And if two new ones come?”

“Then they get weekdays like everyone.”

Traudl nodded, satisfied, as after a good horse trade. “Fine. That’s ratified.”

“Ratified,” said Frieda.

And then, without taking her eyes off me, she began untying her apron.

“But first,” she said, “we celebrate.”



They undressed, both, in the warmth of the tiled stove, and I stood there and watched the way you watch a procession.

Frieda first. The apron, the laces, the blouse. She stood there, golden, pregnant, with the curve that was seventeen weeks now, and her breasts lay heavy and full, and the flush was already climbing before I touched her.

Traudl beside her. Small, hard, copper, with the pale bands and the freckles, and she was naked in three seconds, because she was Traudl.

And then something happened I hadn’t expected.

Traudl stepped to Frieda and laid her small, hard hand on Frieda’s belly.

Flat. With her whole palm. With a reverence that fell out of Traudl Angermeier like a nun out of a tavern.

“Look at that,” she said, quietly. “You’re turning into a whole little person.”

Frieda laid her hand on Traudl’s.

“Yes.”

“And he,” said Traudl, and her commentary failed, for the first time that year, before the scene had even begun, “looks so stupidly happy doing it.”

They stood there, the tall golden woman and the small copper one, hand on hand on the belly, and then Traudl managed to grin and cry at the same time, one tear, just one, which she knocked away with the back of her hand.

“Damn,” she said. “Hormones.”

“You don’t have hormones,” said Frieda. “You have a heart. Come here.”

And she pulled Traudl to her, and they stood there, entwined, naked, in the stove light, and I stood beside them and was no use to anyone, once again.

“Herr Berger,” said Frieda finally, over Traudl’s copper hair, in the innkeeper’s voice. “You’re needed.”



Frieda first, on the stove bench.

The tiles were warm, and she lay down on them, on her back, with a pillow under her head that Traudl had fetched from the room, and her belly rose into the candlelight, and all three pairs of hands went onto it, hers, Traudl’s, mine.

I kissed her, the belly, the breasts, which were so heavy now they lay to the sides, and which were sensitive, so sensitive that she flinched and laughed at every mouth and said: “Careful. No. Not careful. More.”

The milk wasn’t here yet. It would come, sometime in spring, when the time was right, and sometimes, when I had her breasts in my mouth, I thought about it, and she thought about it, and we said nothing, because it was a promise the future was keeping, not us.

I slid into her, careful because of the curve, until she’d taken all of me, and she sighed deep and long into the stove’s warmth, open and soft and already trembling. Traudl knelt beside us and held Frieda’s hand and watched, and her other hand lay between her own legs, and she didn’t comment, because tonight her commentary had already failed.

Frieda came, with her loud, startled breaking open, and her hand squeezed Traudl’s hand, and her other hand lay on her belly, and she cried out something that wasn’t a word, and the stove ticked.

“The calendar,” she panted then, while I was still inside her, “says: Christmas. Mine.”

“Yours,” Traudl confirmed.

I came inside her, deep, and the warm, living curve lay between us like a third person listening, and Frieda put one hand on the back of my neck and one on her belly and let me neither down nor away but held me exactly where the calendar wanted me, until the last of me was in her.

We lay awhile on the warm bench, and Traudl stroked Frieda’s belly, with a tenderness that fell out of her and that she immediately recaptured by saying:

“He’s empty. We need to fill him up again.”

“I’m not a kettle,” I said.

“You are too,” said Frieda, at my throat, the laughter still in her voice. “You’re the house’s kettle. Everyone waits for you to boil.”

“That’s the most flattering insult of the year.”

“Thank you,” both said, simultaneously, and laughed, and the laughter shook through all three of us, and the tiled stove radiated quietly into our backs.



Then Traudl.

She sat on the bench’s edge, and Frieda sat behind her and pulled her between her legs, back to chest, and held her, arms around her, like a shell.

“There,” said Frieda. “Now she belongs to both of us.”

I stood before Traudl, and Traudl lifted her legs and wrapped them around me, and I rose into her, standing, her heels in the small of my back, and she was already slick and open from her own hand and closed tight as a fist around me.

“This is,” Traudl panted, “this is like… when you hitch two horses… to one cart…”

“Traudl,” said Frieda, at her ear, “stop talking.”

“I’m talking… I can’t…”

“Exactly.”

I moved, deep, steady, and Frieda’s hands lay on Traudl’s small breasts, and Traudl’s head fell back onto Frieda’s shoulder, and her sentences disintegrated until only sounds remained.

“Frieda,” she panted, once, between.

“Yes, girl.”

“This is… with you there it’s… different. Better. Don’t tell anyone.”

“I’ll tell everyone,” said Frieda, at her ear, and her voice was warm and rough. “I’ll tell the whole world: Traudl likes being held. Strong, cheeky Traudl. She likes being held.”

“Treason,” Traudl panted. “High treason. I’ll deny it. I deny everything.”

“Deny it. We’ve seen it. Both of us.”

“I’m not paying you. Either of you. You… you…”

I thrust deeper, and the sentence was gone, and Traudl’s hand found the back of my head, and her other found Frieda’s hand on her breast, and she held both, and she shook, and Frieda held her, and I held her, and the tiles at her back gave their stored heat back.

She came first, with her hand on her mouth, my hand over hers, and her whole small body in waves, and Frieda held her, and I held her, and the stove held us all.

“Good,” Frieda said, into her hair. “That’s good, girl.”

Afterward we lay on the stove bench, the three of us, under a blanket Frieda had laid ready, and the stove radiated, and outside it was snowing again.

Traudl lay flat on her back, flushed, arm over her eyes, and then she lifted her hand and laid it on Frieda’s belly one more time.

“If it’s a boy,” she said, hoarse, “I’ll teach him to ride. If it’s a girl, I’ll teach her how to size up men.”

“It’s a girl,” said Frieda.

“Then she’ll size them up,” said Traudl. “And you’ll laugh.”

Frieda laughed, and the laughter shook through all three of us.



At four we ate bread and butter, in the kitchen, by the candle, because Frieda couldn’t help it.

“The calendar,” she said, mouth full, “gets rewritten in January. When the doctor…”

“When the doctor,” Traudl confirmed.

“And the novice…”

“The novice prays,” said Traudl. “But she looks. I look too, when I pray.”

“You don’t pray.”

“Exactly.”

Frieda shook her head, and brushed a strand from Traudl’s face, and then they stood up, both, and walked me to the stairs, like a delegation that had concluded its business, content with its treaty.

“Good night, love,” said Frieda.

“Good night, stud,” said Traudl.

I went upstairs, and I could hear them below still laughing, softly, in the warm kitchen, two women who shared a man like a kingdom and were more content with it than any queen.



I didn’t get to sleep upstairs.

Through the window of my room I saw that the light was still on in Konstanze’s room. A candle. Small, yellow, against the white of the night.

I knew what she was doing. I knew it without knowing.

She sat at her window table, and she was reading her own letters. The letters from the man’s packet. She read them, one after another, and she checked what he could know and what he couldn’t, and she wrote it down, in her book, with the pen that didn’t shake.

I knocked on her door.

“Come in,” she said, and she didn’t cover the letters, because she knew who it was.

She sat in her shift at the table, braids undone, and the letters lay before her, ordered, and beside them a sheet with two columns. The left column was long. The right was short.

“What he knows,” she said, pointing at the long one. “And what he doesn’t know.” The short one. “The fields. The windows. The servants’ names. Everything in my letters. He learned them by heart, like a student.”

“And the short column?”

“The short column is my ammunition.” She set the pen down. “My mother had a sister, Aunt Clothilde, who came every summer and whom he’s never mentioned, because she isn’t in any letter. The painter who did the miniature was named Sandtner and worked for a glass of wine. And the bell pond doesn’t exist, and that will cost him.”

“You spent Christmas reading the letters.”

“I spent Christmas winning a war,” said Konstanze. “Merry Christmas, Max.”

I stepped behind her and laid my hands on her shoulders, and she held still, and then she laid her cheek against my hand, briefly, three seconds, no more.

“Merry Christmas, Konstanze.”

“Go now,” she said, quietly. “Or I won’t read anything more tonight, and I must. Three more letters. Then I’m done. Then he won’t know me any better than I know him.”

I went. At the door she said, without looking up:

“The ham was good. Traudl chose well. I told her so, and she went red. That was my Christmas present to myself.”

I stood at the window until her candle went out. Then I lay down, with Caterina’s broken, recaptured voice still in my ear, and slept.


Chapter 7: January

January came with twenty below and stayed.

The morning now began with a ritual everyone knew and nobody discussed: thawing the pump.

At six I carried the first kettle of hot water across the yard, through air so cold it burned in the lungs, and I poured the water over the pump head, and it steamed and froze, steamed and froze, and after the third kettle the pump gave, with a crack like a bone, and the water came, black, ice-cold, alive.

The children waited with their buckets, in a line, with red hands and wool caps, and everyone got theirs, and nobody pushed, because water was holy in January, holier than everything except bread.

One morning the young Sister Caterina stood in the line, with two buckets, barefoot in wooden clogs, and her toes were red, and I said:

“Shoes.”

“They’re wet. They’re drying by the stove.”

“Then wear mine.”

“Your shoes are four sizes too big.”

“Then stay inside and I’ll fetch the water.”

She looked at me, with the dark eyes above the wool scarf, and she nodded, and she gave me the buckets, and she said, quietly:

“You care. About everyone. Always. That’s… I’ve never seen anything like it. Not like this. Not as something taken for granted.”

“It is taken for granted.”

“Exactly,” said Caterina, and her eyes smiled above the scarf. “That’s the thing. Thank you.”

She went inside, and I fetched the water, and my hands froze to the iron handles, and it was worth it.

It was a cold you no longer measured in degrees but in things that stopped working. The pump froze, every morning, and we poured hot water over it to thaw it, and the water froze to ice on the pump stone before it drained. Breath froze on the cloths people tied over their faces. The Linde’s windows wore ice flowers on the inside, new ones every morning, and the children drew in them with their fingers, and the drawings froze over again.

The valley creaked.

You heard it at night: the beams of the houses, working in the frost, deep and slow, like old ships. You heard the snow settling, with a soft crunch. You heard the forest, far away, where the trees burst, one by one, with a crack like gunshots.

And the valley went quiet. Quieter than I’d ever heard it. A cold like this ate every sound: no bird, no dog, no cart. Just the wind, sometimes, and the creaking.

The sled runs became lifelines.

Every day, at eleven, the soup sled set out: Michl and I, with the big kettle, covered, wrapped, and we drove the route to the farms that lay too far out to come to the Linde. The Angermeier farm. The miller’s farm. The two remote cottages on the mountain. We filled the pots they set out for us, and we took what they gave us: wood, wool, once a basket of eggs, once nothing.

We took the nothing the same as the something: with a nod, without a word.

Burgl Angermeier stood in the yard every time we came, and every time she set a mug of hot milk in front of us, and every time we drank, and every time she said not a word, and one day she said one word, and it was:

“Onward.”

We drove on.



The sickness wave rose, as Dr. Reindl had said.

Three diphtheria cases. Two pneumonias. An old man on the mountain who simply froze, in a house where the wood had run out, and whom we found too late, and who got warm one more time in our convalescent corner and then died anyway, quietly, in his sleep, with a hot soup in his hand.

Dr. Reindl closed the old man’s eyes and said not a word.

We buried him on Thursday, in frozen earth, and Alois dug the grave, and the priest spoke, and four people stood by, and the earth was so hard it had to be hacked like stone.

After that we worked on. You worked on. That was January: you worked on, because working kept you warm and stopping didn’t.

The convalescent corner in the ballroom wing was full. Six beds, all occupied, for two weeks. Vroni helped with the washing, the feeding, the emptying, and she stopped grumbling about the handwashing once she’d seen what it did.

The steam tent was my contraption.

It consisted of a kettle, a bedsheet, and four chairs, and it looked like an insult, and it worked. We put the children with the heavy breathing under it, one at a time, head over the steam, and Helene had looked at it the first time like a bad joke, and the second time she’d set it up herself, and the third time she said “my steam tent” and didn’t even notice.

“That’s not in any textbook,” she said, the third time.

“No. It’s in the kitchen. Grandmother used to say: what a cold can’t stand is hot steam with spit.”

“With what?”

“With spit. You spit in the kettle. It’s disgusting. It helps.”

Helene studied me, a long time, and then she said what she always said when she ran out of medicine:

“Your grandmother was an outrage of a woman. Spit.”

Vroni spat too, and she grumbled while doing it, and the child under the tent breathed easier by evening, and Vroni stopped grumbling, forever, and told everyone at the Stammtisch who wanted to hear it and everyone who didn’t that she was part of the steam tent crew.

Caterina was everywhere.

She worked the convalescent corner like someone trained for it: measuring fevers, changing cloths, making beds, holding hands. She spoke to the patients, German, Italian, softly, and the patients calmed when she came. The children loved her. The old people called her the little sister, and she smiled, and her smile grew warmer with each week, and her wimple sat crooked, and she no longer noticed.

And she watched Max. I noticed because I noticed: her eyes followed me through the hall when I carried kettles, when I shifted beds, when I fetched water with my sleeves rolled up.

She didn’t look away immediately anymore.

She looked, and then she looked away, and the interval between looking and looking away grew longer, day by day, by seconds.



The old midwife on the mountain was snowed in.

Dr. Reindl learned this on Monday, through a boy who’d walked two hours through the snow to say it: the old woman had been stuck for three weeks, the path to her house was a wall, and her rounds in the upper valley had gone unattended.

“Then I’ll do her rounds,” said Dr. Reindl.

“That’s six more farms,” I said.

“Then it’s six more farms.”

I drove her. We drove nearly daily now, she and I, with the sled, through the frozen valley, and we said little, and we worked much, and between the little and the much something grew that neither of us named.



It broke open one night, at three.

We’d had the worst night of the winter behind us: two children with diphtheria, a woman with pneumonia, and an old man with a pneumonia that was going to the heart, and we’d brought them all through to morning, and at three in the morning we sat in her practice, too tired to drive home.

She sat at the table, with a cold coffee, and I sat opposite, and the lamp burned, and we said nothing.

Then she said:

“You wash your hands more often than any surgeon in Munich.”

I looked up.

“You isolate the sick like a medical officer. You know fever curves. You know what a membrane is before I say it. You applied a bandage on Tuesday that I’ve seen twice in twenty years of practice.”

She took off her glasses and cleaned them, with the cloth she always carried.

“So,” said Dr. Helene Reindl, “what were you, before you became a hired hand?”

It was the direct question. It had come, at three in the morning, between two tired people, and it hung in the air like breath.

I gave her the truth, wrapped, tired and honest at the edges.

“Nobody you’d know,” I said. “I learned early to listen for long clocks, Frau Doktor. That’s more than I can give.”

She held my gaze, a long time, without glasses, with tired grey eyes in which the lamplight stood.

“That’s not an answer.”

“No.”

“But the hands are right.” She put the glasses back on. “I’ll ask the hands. Hands don’t lie.”

“No.”

“Then we’ll leave it,” she said. “For now.”

She sat there still, with the cold coffee, and her hands lay around the cup, and she said, after a while, more quietly:

“Do you know what the hardest part of my profession is?”

“The dying.”

“The dying is the profession. The hardest part is the waiting. Between patients. You wait to see if it turns, the illness, or if it goes. There’s nothing more you can do, and you can’t leave, and you wait. My husband played during the waiting hours. Cards. With himself. I never could. I read. Books I already knew, because new ones don’t hold during the waiting hours.”

“And now?”

“Now I wait with you,” she said. “It’s better. I say that as a statement of fact, not a compliment. You don’t talk too much, and you don’t do the wrong thing, and you stay. Those are three virtues that are rarely found together.”

“Whoever waits should have full hands and an empty mouth,” I said.

“You,” said Dr. Reindl, “are the best physician who never was one. I say that for the last time. Starting tomorrow I ask the hands. They say enough.”

And she stood up and cleared the cups, and we drove home through the last snow of the night, and neither of us said anything more, and the runners sang softly beneath us.



The second pneumonia hit old Bachmüller, and it hit him hard.

We drove at night, at eleven, through a blizzard that turned the steering to blind driving. Helene sat beside me, bag on her knees, and she said not a word the whole ride, and her hands lay still, and that worried me more than any trembling.

The old man lay in a cold room, and he breathed like a broken bellows, and his wife stood beside him wringing her hands, and his grandson held the lamp and was white.

Helene worked until five in the morning.

I kept the kettle running, I kept the room warm, I kept the compresses in rotation, and I kept the Bachmüllerin, who wanted to collapse, upright with a hand on her arm and a mug of hot water she didn’t drink.

“He won’t die,” I said to her, at three, in the hallway, quietly.

“How do you know?”

“Because she won’t allow it.” I nodded toward the door, behind which Helene worked. “She won’t allow it. I’ve seen it this week, twice. If she stays, he stays.”

The Bachmüllerin looked at me with wet, old eyes, and she drank the water, finally, and she nodded, and she said:

“Then I’ll stay too.”

At five the old man was breathing on his own again, shallow, whimpering, but on his own. Helene came out with the face of a woman who’d aged twenty years since evening, and she said to the wife:

“He’ll make it. Keep him warm. Steam. I’ll come tomorrow.”

On the drive back she fell asleep on the sled, head against my shoulder, and she didn’t wake when I pulled her forward, and I drove slower so she could sleep, and the snow stopped, and the sky turned grey, and the valley lay still and white and alive, and it was her doing, and she would never admit it.

The turning point came a week later, after the second bad night.

We’d brought them all through again. Every child, every woman, every old person who’d fallen ill that week was still alive in the morning. It was a miracle, and it wasn’t: it was work, and it was Dr. Reindl, and it was the system we’d built.

Morning was breaking, and we stood in her practice, and she took off her glasses and cleaned them, and her hands trembled, once, briefly.

She paused, glasses in hand, and looked at her hands as though they belonged to someone else.

“Seven years,” she said, quietly, precisely, “I’ve stood alone, Herr Berger.”

A pause. The lamp burned. Outside the rooster began.

“Helene,” she said.

I said nothing. I stood there, in her practice, at seven in the morning, and I understood what she was giving me: not her name. The permission to use it. She gave it like a diagnosis: reasoned, irrevocable, with the full authority of her person.

“Helene,” I said.

She nodded. She put the glasses on, and she was the doctor again, and she said:

“And now drive me home, Herr Berger. I have a patient at eight.”

But she smiled, on the way out, and it was the first full smile I’d seen from her, and it was beautiful.

That same morning she carried it into the Linde, without saying so.

She came for the visit, to the old nun, and Frieda set soup in front of her, as always, and Helene sat down, and then Frieda said, casually, at the kettle:

“Helene. Tastes good?”

Helene paused, spoon in hand.

It was the first name Frieda had ever offered her without being asked, and she understood it as it was meant: as what it was. A door, pressed on the handle, open.

“It tastes good, Frieda,” she said, and she said the name as carefully as you pick up a new instrument for the first time.

“Good. Then eat. You look like an index card.” Frieda turned back to the kettle, and Helene ate, and her hand shook at the spoon, and she laid it flat on the table, and nobody said anything, and that was the right thing.

Later, at the door, she said to me, quietly:

“The house does this on purpose. The names. It collects people by name.”

“Yes.”

“It’s a good medicine. Better than mine. I say that as a physician, and it annoys me.”

“Your medicine keeps the valley alive, Frau Doktor.”

“And your names hold it together, Herr Berger. You can be alive and fall apart. That’s worse. I see it every day.” She pulled on her gloves, precisely, each finger separately. “Until tomorrow. Seven o’clock. Be ready.”



Hansi made it personal that same week.

Old Frau Ostermeier came to the soup, on Wednesday, and she came with a bruise at her temple, fresh, dark, above her left eye.

She said she’d fallen.

Frieda led her to the table without a question, and seated her, and filled her bowl twice, and laid a hand on her shoulder, once, briefly, and said:

“Eat, Frau Ostermeier.”

The old woman ate. She ate with her head down, and her hand trembled, and once a tear ran into her soup, and she wiped it away, fast, as though it were a mistake.

Nobody said anything. Nobody looked. The valley knew, and the valley kept quiet, because the valley had been doing so for years.

I stood at the bar washing mugs, and something in me went cold and flat and very calm, like a meadow under frost.

I knew this feeling. I’d had it once, in August, when Alois had lain in the ditch. It was the cold that didn’t freeze: the cold that calculated.

I calculated. I washed mugs and calculated.

And that evening, at the Stammtisch, Hansi said the sentence.

He was drunk, and he stood at the bar, and he didn’t say it to me, and not to Frieda, he said it into the room, into the corner where the young women sat who came for the card game.

“The innkeeper’s carrying it out front now,” said Hansi Ostermeier. “Nobody knows who to thank. The way people come and go in that house.”

The taproom went quiet.

Not the good quiet. The other one.

Frieda stood at the stove, ladle in hand, and she didn’t move, and her face went very calm, and I set the mug down, and I felt the cold in me stand up, like an animal.

But Girgl got there first.

Girgl, the broad, slow, seventy-year-old Girgl, who showed no reaction at the Stammtisch except when Naz cheated, stood up from his bench, both hands on the table, and said, in a voice that hadn’t been raised in the taproom all year:

“Shut your mouth, Hansi.”

Hansi turned around.

“Shut your mouth,” said Girgl, “before someone shuts it for you. You’re a dog snarling at the plate it eats from. Go home.”

Hansi looked at him. He looked around the room. He searched for a face that would back him, and he found none. The women looked away. The men looked at him.

He took his crutch and left, and the door fell shut, and the silence stayed a while longer.

Then Naz raised his mug.

“To Girgl,” he said.

They drank to Girgl. Girgl sat back down and picked up his cards, and his hands shook, and nobody mentioned it.

Frieda ladled the next soup, and her ladle didn’t shake.

Later, when the taproom was empty, I found her in the pantry, back to the wall, and her hands were shaking now, where nobody could see.

“The sentence,” she said. “About the child. That was the first one to say it. He won’t be the last.”

“No.”

“I know who it belongs to,” said Frieda Obermaier, and her voice went hard, the way I rarely heard it. “I’ve known since that hailstorm in August. And the village knows too, and the village is glad to know. But there’ll always be one who wants to make it dirty, because dirty is the only thing he has left.”

“He has nothing left,” I said. “That’s why he does it.”

“And us?”

“We have everything. That’s why we let him.” I took her shaking hands and held them still. “Girgl stood up. Did you see that? Girgl. The village is standing up, Frieda. On its own. That’s worth more than a hundred kettles.”

She looked at me, and her eyes went dry, and she nodded, and she said:

“Then I’ll be at the stove again tomorrow. And the day after. And if Hansi talks like that again, the whole village will stand up, and he’ll be standing alone.”

“Exactly.”

“Good.” She wiped her hands on her apron, though they were clean, and became the innkeeper again. “And now go to bed, you look like death. A handsome death, but death.”



I drove Helene home that night, at one.

She’d seen one more patient at the practice, and I’d waited, and we drove through the still, frozen village, and at her house the sled stopped.

She didn’t get out.

“Come inside,” she said. “It’s cold.”

I went inside.

Her practice was dark except for the one lamp she lit, and it smelled of boiled linen and dried herbs, and it was warm, because the stove had been running all day.

Helene went to the dispensary cabinet and turned the key.

That was it. That was the moment I knew: she was locking up. Not the door. The cabinet. She was locking the world out, with a small, precise turn, and then she turned around.

“Your hand,” she said.

I gave her my hand.

She took it, and turned it, and looked at the calluses that had grown since March, at the scars I’d collected, in the smithy, at the wood, at the kettles.

“A hired hand your age doesn’t have these,” she said. “A hired hand your age has soft hands or none at all. Your hands have been working as long as you can think, and they’ve learned faster than any curriculum allows.”

Her fingers lay on my pulse.

“Your pulse is too fast,” she said.

“So is yours,” I said.

She paused.

I took her wrist, gently, and turned it, and placed two fingers on it, and her pulse hammered, fast and hard, beneath the skin.

“Too fast, Frau Doktor,” I said. “What do you prescribe?”

She looked at me, out of her grey eyes, behind the lenses, and her chest moved faster, and the flush rose from her collar, the flush she couldn’t diagnose away.

“This,” said Helene Reindl, and her voice was precise and trembling, “is now a medical order. Stay.”

She went to the practice door and turned the key herself, with the hand that trembled.

Then she came back and stood before me, tall, straight, in the dark, high-collared dress, and she said:

“I am forty years old, Herr Berger.”

“I know.”

“I’m not… I’m not what…”

“You’re Helene,” I said. “And you’re the most beautiful woman I’ve seen in this valley, and I’ve seen many.”

Her breath caught.

“That’s unscientific.”

“Yes,” I said. “Examine me.”



She began clinically. It was the only door she had.

“Shirt open,” she said, and I opened my shirt, and she stepped closer, and her hands went over my shoulders, my arms, my ribs, half examination, half something else, and her hands were sure and no longer trembled, and her eyes were the physician’s and the woman’s, both, at once.

“The scar,” she said, at my forearm. “Smithy?”

“Smithy.”

“This one?”

“Wood.”

“And this one.” She touched a small, old one at my ribcage. “That’s older. That’s from before.”

“That’s from another world,” I said. It was true, and she sensed it was true, and she didn’t ask.

Her fingers traveled on, over my ribs, my stomach, and she spoke as she did, quietly, half to herself, in the tone she used in the sickroom:

“No fat reserves. Musculature unevenly distributed: right side stronger, from the smithy. Scarred hands, calluses in the places only work produces. Pulse fast but strong. Breathing clear.” She paused, hands on my ribs. “A healthy man. A strong man. A man who’s been working as long as he can think. Where does he come from, Herr Berger? There are no such men anymore. They’re all… gone. And you’re standing here. As if from another year.”

“Perhaps I am from another year,” I said, and it was the truth, and she heard it, and she filed it under unsolved, where it belonged.

Her hands stayed on my chest.

“Your heart is beating too fast,” she said, quietly.

“So is yours,” I said, again.

And then I kissed her.

She froze, for a second, and then something gave in her that had been locked for a long time, and she kissed back, with a hunger that frightened even her, and her hands dug into my shoulders, and she made a sound, deep in her throat, that was no diagnosis.

I undressed her, slowly, with the patience I had, and she let it happen, and she helped, with trembling hands, at the buttons she couldn’t find herself.

The hairpins first. She loosened her hair, and it fell, ash-brown and silver, over her shoulders, and it was long, longer than I’d imagined; on this severe, upright woman I’d never seen anything so unbound.

“Oh,” she said, quietly, when I touched it.

The dark dress. The linen beneath. The high collars that were her life fell away, until she stood in the lamplight, naked, tall, full, magnificent.

Her breasts were heavy, ripe, full, with large, dark nipples, and her belly was soft, and her hips were wide, and her skin was white and cool and began to flush, everywhere the light touched it.

She raised her hand, halfway, to cover herself.

“I’m forty,” she said, again, and this time it sounded like a plea.

“I see every one of those years,” I said. “I want every one.”

And I proved it to her.

I laid her on the examination table, on the clean linen that smelled of herbs, and I began at her mouth and worked my way down, slowly, steadily, and I named what I saw as I kissed it.

“The breasts,” I said, and took them in my hands, heavy, warm, “heavier and warmer than I’ve held in a long time. The most beautiful.”

“Max.”

“The belly. Soft. Warm.”

“Max, that’s…”

“The silver streaks.” I kissed her temple. “Like jewelry.”

She cried. Silently, without sound, eyes open, while I kissed her, and she didn’t wipe the tears away, and she didn’t say stop.

I took my time with her breasts, more time than she’d expected, and I felt her grow restless beneath me, with the old impatience of women who were used to men wanting to be elsewhere quickly.

“You don’t have to…”

“Quiet.”

“It’s not necessary to…”

“Helene.” I lifted my head and looked at her, and she fell silent. “I’ve been waiting all winter to get my hands on a woman like you, without knowing it. I’m not wasting a minute of it.”

“All winter?”

“Since the first patient we had together. You leaned over him, and your hair escaped, one strand, and you pinned it back without looking up, and I thought: her. And then I thought: forget it. And then I didn’t forget it.”

She looked at me out of wet eyes, and her hand came up and laid itself against my cheek, hesitant, like a stranger.

“That’s the most beautiful thing anyone has ever said to me,” she said. “And I had a husband who loved me. I don’t say that lightly.”

“Then never say it again. Just say: Max.”

“Max,” she said, and her hand lay on my cheek, and she pulled me down and kissed me, herself, for the first time, and it was different from my kisses: searching, cautious, rusted through years and unforgotten.

I went down, over the soft belly, and lower, and she opened her legs, and I kissed her there, slowly, thoroughly, with the patience that undid controlled women, and Helene Reindl held the table’s edge and went quiet.

She went quiet in her way: no more sounds, just breath, faster and faster, and her hands released the table’s edge and came into my hair, and her hips began to move without her permission.

She came at my mouth, three seconds of absolute silence, eyes wide open behind the lenses, which fogged, and then the sound came, deep, drawn, from a throat that had been silent far too long, and her whole body arched, and she held my head with both hands and didn’t let go.

“Oh God,” she said, when she could speak again. “Oh God. That’s…”

“Physiologically speaking?”

“Shut up,” said Helene Reindl, “and come here.”

I came up, and she pulled me onto her, and her legs opened, and I lowered myself into her, without hurry, all the way, and she closed around me, soft and urgent and long-locked, forty years old and seven years empty, and she held me with both arms and never let go again.

We moved, steady and thorough, on the examination table, in the lamplight, and her glasses slid crooked, and I straightened them with my thumb without breaking rhythm, and that undid her more than anything else.

“You,” she said.

“Me.”

“That’s… physiologically…”

“Physiologically?”

“Shut up and move.”

I moved. I found her rhythm, deep and steady, and her sentences fell apart, one after another, the way I wanted: complete diagnostic clauses, then fragments, then a Latin term abandoned halfway, then my name.

“Max. Max. There. Right…”

She came again, and this time she was not silent, and this time she held me with her legs and pulled me down, and she said, hoarse, precise, the only complete sentence of the whole night:

“Doctor’s orders. Stay exactly there.”

I stayed exactly there. I came inside her, deep, thrust by thrust, and she held me, and her heels pressed me down, and she took everything, and she held me afterward, a long time, inside her, eyes closed and lenses fogged.



Afterward she lay on the examination table, glasses crooked, staring at the ceiling.

Her hair lay open, ash and silver, on the white linen. Her chest rose and fell. A tear still sat in the corner of her eye.

“Forty years,” she said, to the ceiling, in the tone she normally used for stating findings. “You get used to the verdict.”

A breath.

“You overturned the verdict.”

“I didn’t overturn anything. I just took a closer look.”

She turned her head and looked at me, and her eyes were dry and very clear.

“That amounts to the same thing,” she said. “When it’s done properly.”

She stood, naked, tall, magnificent, and began to arrange her hair with hands that failed twice because they were shaking, and she let me see the failure, and that was her real surrender.

“Thursday,” she said, to the mirror, “I’m free in the evening. And Saturdays.”

“Helene.”

“That’s not an invitation. That’s a duty roster.”

“Understood, Frau Doktor.”

She smiled, for the second time, and it was beautiful again.

We drank ersatz coffee at the dispensary counter, like colleagues, and she told me about her husband, briefly, without pain, with the precision with which she told everything, and I told her about my grandmother, at length, with pain, and she listened, and she didn’t ask the one thing she could have asked.

Then I drove home through the last snow of the night, and it was nearly morning.



Frieda lay awake, in the feather bed, belly under the covers, and she smelled me when I came in, and she said nothing.

She said only: “Come here, it’s cold.”

I lay down beside her, and she laid my hand on her belly, and we lay still, and then, under my palm, it happened.

A kick.

Small, distinct, unmistakable. A fish bumping against the surface, and this time it was no maybe.

Frieda held her breath.

“Now,” she whispered. “Feel it?”

“Yes,” I said.

It came again. Once. Twice. A small, stubborn knocking, from the inside, against my hand, against the world, against January, against twenty below.

Frieda laughed, softly, into the pillow, and her hand lay on mine, and the child kicked, and the house was warm, and the embers settled with a quiet slide.

“She’s saying hello,” Frieda whispered.

“She’s saying hello,” I said.

We lay awake until it grew light, and listened to a belly that had started talking back.


Chapter 8: Twenty Below

The night it happened was the coldest of the winter.

Twenty below, and falling. The alcohol in Alois’s thermometer, a thing from the last century that he’d wheedled from the church, crept into a corner of the glass where no number stood anymore. We’d battened the house early: shutters closed, rags against the doors, the stove filled to the brim, the beds piled with everything the house had in feathers and wool.

Outside, the world froze into a single, still body.

I lay beside Frieda, my arm around the curve, and listened to the house work: the beams, deep, slow; the wind, finding nothing it could take; somewhere, far away, a tree bursting.

“Do you hear that?” Frieda whispered.

“Yes.”

“That’s the cold that eats people,” she said. “That’s what I mean when I say: we’re lucky.”

“We’ve been working.”

“For me that’s the same thing,” said Frieda, and pulled my hand tighter onto her belly, and slept.

I slept too, eventually.



Michl found it at dawn.

He came into the kitchen without knocking, with a face I’d never seen on him, and said only:

“Max. Come.”

I pulled on my boots and went.

The lane lay still and white, untouched except for Michl’s tracks and the sled’s. The smithy stood grey in the early light, with the smoke that hadn’t started yet, and beside it, in the vaulted annex, the door hung open, crooked, at an angle that was wrong.

The padlock lay in the snow.

It lay there, heavy, my own lock, from my own workshop, and it hadn’t been forced. It had been cut. The shackle ends gleamed, bright, new, where the bolt cutter had gone through.

A bolt cutter.

I crouched down and picked up the lock and weighed it in my hand, out of habit, and it was heavy and dead.

Not a hungry man. Not a desperate man. A hungry man forces a lock, with a stone, with an axe, with his hands. A bolt cutter is a tool. A bolt cutter has to be bought, borrowed, carried. A bolt cutter is a decision.

I stood up and went inside.

The vault had been my pride for six weeks: the shelves I’d built myself, full, row upon row, the deep-winter stores of the house, the reserve of reserves.

Now it was a wound.

Two hams were missing, of the six that had hung here. A side of bacon. A sack of dried fruit, the whole thing. And the jars: I counted the gaps in the rows, by eye, and I counted twice, because I didn’t believe it.

Sixty-six jars.

Sixty-six jars of meat and vegetables and compotes, from the shelves, with system: not the front ones, not randomly. He’d taken from every row, evenly, so the gaps wouldn’t show if you only looked in.

And the ham with the horseshoe was gone.

The Christmas ham. The best boar from the Angermeier farm, which Traudl had presented before the whole hall, which was to hang until Easter.

Gone.

Traudl came at nine, with the sled, and she knew already, because the valley already knew, and she went into the annex and stood in the doorway and looked at the gap where the ham had hung.

She said nothing for a full minute.

Then she said, very quietly, in a way I didn’t know from her, without a single joke:

“That was from Burgl. That was for the house. At Easter we’d have eaten it, all of us, and Burgl would have been there, and she’d have seen her boar feeding the house.”

“Traudl.”

“I want it back, Max. Not the meat. The meat doesn’t matter. The ham. With the horseshoe. I want Burgl to see the horseshoe again. In our smokehouse. Not in his.”

“You’ll get it back. Before the whole village. With everything he took.”

She turned, and her eyes were dry and cold and green as ice, and she nodded, once.

“Good. Then I’ll wait. And until then I’ll work. If I don’t work, I think, and if I think, I’ll go after him, and then it’s done. So I work. Give me a job.”

I gave her a job. We moved the jars all morning, from the annex to the Linde’s cellar, under the house, where three doors and a house full of people held them. It was pointless, and we both knew it: what had been broken into once could be broken into twice. But work was what she needed, and I gave it to her, and she worked without a word, and that was the worst part: Traudl without words.

At noon she said, while carrying, without looking at me:

“If it was Hansi, I won’t hit him. Promise. But I’ll watch when it happens. That’s what I want. I’ve earned that.”

“You’ll get it.”

“Good,” she said, and carried on, and her voice was almost the old one again, and that was the best the day had to offer.

Michl stood in the doorway and said nothing. He was eighteen, and he understood what he saw, and his face aged while I watched.

“Fetch Alois,” I said. “And then close the door again. Nobody goes in here. Nobody.”



We spoiled the tracks ourselves, in the first hour.

There was no avoiding it, and I knew it as it happened: Michl had run to the smithy and back, through the yard. I’d gone in and out twice. Alois came, with his cane, and stepped everywhere he stepped. The lads came, for work, and stood around.

The snow in the yard was a mush of boot prints by noon, and in it lay what the thief had left behind, and it could no longer be read.

Except in one place.

At the edge of the lane, where the fence’s shadow fell, the snow had thawed the day before, in the single hour of sun, and refrozen overnight. And in that crust, alone, half drifted over, lay a print.

A right boot. Deep, clear, with the tread of a good boot.

And beside it, exactly beside it, at the distance where a left foot should have stood: a round mark. Small. Like a coin, pressed deep.

A boot and a wooden leg.

I crouched beside the print a long time and looked at it.

Alois crouched beside me and looked at it too, with his old hunter’s eyes, and he said what we were both thinking:

“Snow doesn’t forget. It just waits.”

“Until when?”

“Until you need it,” said Alois, and covered the print with a board and set a bucket on top.

That afternoon we went through the tools in the smithy, over the forge, quietly.

“A bolt cutter,” said Alois. “That’s a thing not everyone has. That’s a thing you buy, for money, for a purpose. Who has one, in the valley?”

“Me,” I said. “The wainwright. The mason, in Aibling. Maybe the locksmith.”

“And Hansi?”

“Hansi has no money for tools. Hansi doesn’t even have money for lamp oil.” I held the lock in my hand, with the bright cut surfaces. “But Hansi has friends. He has the returnee. And he has anyone who’ll lend him a tool when he says he needs to fix something.”

“So we ask around.”

“No.” I set the lock down. “Asking around makes accusations. We don’t make accusations. The bolt cutter is proof of what we know. We know already. We need proof of what the village knows. That’s the jars, and the ham, and the shed. The cutter is for us. The rest is for everyone.”

Alois nodded, slowly, and spat into the forge, and the spark flew up.

“You think like a hunter,” he said. “Not like a dog. A dog runs. A hunter waits. My father was a hunter. He said: the dog has the pleasure, the hunter has the meat.”

“Your father and my grandmother would have gotten along.”

“Your grandmother and my father would have married and divorced after three weeks,” said Alois. “Both too clever for each other.”



By noon the village knew.

By two the district knew, through Afra Soyer, who this time carried it without malice, serious and alarmed, as though reporting a disaster.

And by three, Hansi’s whispering had turned it around.

I heard it at the Stammtisch, through Girgl, who’d heard it at the bakery where he got his bread:

“He’s selling it himself and crying thief.”

Girgl told it with disgust, as though spitting out something unpleasant.

“They say Max drove it to Rosenheim in the night, and now he’s crying thief so nobody notices. That’s what Hansi says. And Soyer heard it, and the women at the well.”

“And who believes it?” I asked.

“Not a soul,” said Girgl. “But it talks nice.”

That was it. That was the mechanism, and I knew it: nobody believed it. Everyone repeated it. And the repeating was the believing, on installment.

The soup ran that same evening, as always. The kettle stood there, steaming, and Frieda ladled, and Konstanze made the tally marks.

But two old women didn’t come.

And one brought her bowl back, unwashed, and set it at the door without knocking.

Frieda found the bowl that evening, and carried it inside, and set it down, and said nothing.

But her hand lay on the bowl a moment, flat, as on a wound.

The erosion showed in small things, in the days after, and I learned to read it like a fever chart.

The weaver’s wife stopped greeting me on the lane. A child was pulled away as I passed, by a mother who had always smiled. At the well a conversation went quiet when I drew water, and started again when I left, softer.

Small things. Pinpricks. But pinpricks bleed when there are many, and I knew where it led if left to run: to Hansi’s harvest, in spring, when the stores ran low and the memory of a full belly faded and only the whispering remained.

That was why patience wasn’t a virtue. It was a weapon, and it was the only one I had.

On Thursday the weaver’s wife came back, to the soup, and she greeted me again, sheepish, and Frieda acted as though nothing had happened, and filled her bowl to the brim, and the weaver’s wife ate, and wept a little into her soup, and left.

You won them back, one by one, with the kettle. But you lost them faster than you won them, and Hansi knew it, and that was why he went on whispering.

On Friday the soup sled drove the route, and I felt it at the farms, clearly for the first time.

The first farm was as always: pot ready, wool along, a word. The second too. At the third farm, the upper remote cottage, the old farmhand stood at the fence, and he took the pot, and he said, without looking at me:

“People are talking.”

“What are they saying?”

“Nothing. They’re talking.” He held the pot with both hands. “That your cellar’s empty. That you sold it yourselves. That you’re playing the thief now so nobody notices.”

“And? Do you believe it?”

The old farmhand looked at me, for the first time, with the watery eyes of a man who’d worked for sixty years and wasn’t afraid anymore.

“I lost three children, in the winter of seventeen,” he said. “To hunger. Since then I don’t believe anything people say. I believe what I eat.” He raised the pot an inch. “This is hot. This is real. The rest is wind.”

“Thank you.”

“Don’t mention it.” He turned, and then he paused. “But I’ll tell you anyway: the one who’s talking has a crutch and a mother who eats at your place. And if you know that, then you know the rest too.”

He went inside, and I drove on, and Michl, who had heard, said, after a while:

“Does everyone know?”

“Nearly everyone.”

“And nobody says it?”

“Not yet. The village says it when it’s ready. Not before.”

“And if it’s not ready?”

“Then we make it ready,” I said. “At Fasching. With evidence. Until then we drive the sled, and we feed the farms, and we say not a word. The kettle’s hot, Michl. The rest is wind.”

Michl nodded, and he grew an inch older that day, and he drove the sled a little straighter afterward.



That evening the three of us sat at the window table: Konstanze, Alois, and I.

Frieda was upstairs, with the children. Traudl was at the farm, with her mother, because I’d sent her away before she did what Traudl did when someone robbed her house.

I laid the cards on the table. Not literally. We had no cards. We had something better.

“We say nothing,” I said. “No accusation. No name. Nothing.”

“He has one boot and one wooden leg,” said Alois. “In the whole valley there’s one of those.”

“One,” I said. “And that’s exactly why we say nothing. If I call Hansi Ostermeier a thief now, with a print in the snow, then I’m the outsider accusing the cripple. The village hears me, and the village maybe even believes me. But it doesn’t forgive me.”

“So?”

“So we let him hang himself,” I said. “He stole sixty-six jars. He stole two hams. He can’t eat them, not all of them, not in a house where his mother goes for soup. He has to hoard them. And where he hoards them, there they are.”

I looked at Konstanze.

“Your jars,” I said. “The batch marks.”

Konstanze’s face didn’t change. But her hand, lying on the table, closed, once, slowly, into a fist, and opened again.

“Every jar,” she said, “has a mark, ordered by week, in the book. If a single jar from our cellar turns up anywhere, I know which week it was and which row it stood in.”

“And when it turns up,” I said, “we need it before witnesses. Not us. The village. On a day when the whole village is together and full and watching.”

“Fasching,” said Alois.

“Fasching,” I said. “Three weeks. Until then: the stove stays hot. The sleds run. We change nothing. We don’t whisper back. We feed the valley, and we wait, and the snow waits with us.”

Alois nodded, slowly. He’d seen two wars and recognized an order that was right.

“And the mother?” he said.

“The mother goes on eating with us,” I said. “Every day. In plain sight. That’s the part no whispering in the world can break: we feed the mother of the man who robbed us, and we say not a word.”

Konstanze looked at me, a long time, and something stood in her gaze that was costly.

“That’s cold,” she said.

“That’s patient.”

“For Hansi it amounts to the same thing,” she said, “and it’s right.”



She wrote the letter that same night.

I saw her at the window table, by the candle, in the most beautiful Kurrent script, and she wrote to the priest’s contact at the Red Cross in Munich: the search lists, every release wave of the relevant camps, name by name, since autumn.

“The camps he claims to be from,” she said, without looking up. “I know which ones he’s named. He said them at the Stammtisch, through Girgl. I remembered.”

“You remembered.”

“I remember everything,” said Konstanze, and the scratch of her pen took up the thread again, steady, undeterred.

She wrote three pages. She folded them. She sealed them with wax she’d been saving for whatever purpose.

“The priest sends it tomorrow,” she said. “In a week we’ll have the lists. And then we’ll see whether Konrad von Lutzow was ever released from a camp he claims to have been in.”

“And if he’s not on them?”

“Then he’s not on them,” she said. “And then he has a problem bigger than a pond.”



Caterina brought me soup the next day, at the woodpile.

I was chopping. I’d been chopping since noon, at fifteen below, without gloves, with the anger I couldn’t bring to the Stammtisch in my arms.

It wasn’t rage at Hansi. It was something deeper, and I knew it: the house had been violated. The Linde, my Linde, the warm house I’d built from a ruin into a fortress, had been broken into, on the coldest night, by a man we’d fed.

I chopped, and the anger didn’t leave, it just went deeper.

Caterina came across the yard, with a bowl, steaming, carried in both hands, and she stopped beside me and held it out.

“Eat,” she said.

I paused the axe.

She stood there, in the snow, in her grey, wimple crooked and the bowl in her hands, and her hands were shaking, and it wasn’t only the cold.

“You didn’t ask,” she said. “Whether you want it. I… I’m just bringing it.”

It was the first time she’d brought me something that wasn’t her work.

I took the bowl. Our hands touched, at the edges, and she left her hand a second too long before drawing it back.

“Thank you,” I said.

She nodded. She looked at the wood, at the axe, at my hands, and then she said, quietly, half in Italian:

“Lei porta tutto. Everything. On your shoulders. I see it.”

“Caterina.”

“It hurts, when you see someone carrying everything,” she said. “And you’re not allowed to help. Because you… because you don’t know if you may.”

She looked at me, with the large dark eyes, and held the gaze, one second, two, three.

Then she went red, from the collar up, dark, and she turned and walked away, fast, across the yard, and her grey disappeared into the kitchen door.

I stood with the warm bowl in the snow and ate the soup, and the anger didn’t get smaller, but it got warmer, and that was worse.

Traudl found me an hour later, still at the woodpile, still with the axe.

She came without a basket, without a purpose, and she leaned against the woodpile and watched me awhile, without a word, frozen hands in her pockets.

“You’re chopping the tree a second time,” she said finally.

“What?”

“It’s small already. You’re chopping it smaller. If it gets any smaller it’s sawdust, and sawdust doesn’t heat.” She nodded at the axe. “Hand it over.”

“What do you want with the axe?”

“Nothing. I just want you to put it down. A man with an axe in his hand keeps chopping. A man who hands it over can talk.”

I gave her the axe. She stood it by the block, leaned it, and then she stepped before me and looked at me, from below, with the green eyes that appraised a person the way a dealer appraises a piece of stock, from the teeth to the fetlocks.

“With cattle,” she said, “when one goes wild, you lead it. You remember that. From the river. In August.”

“I remember.”

“Good. Then you know I notice when you go wild. You’ve been wild for two days. Because of Hansi. Because of the jars. Because of the ham that was mine.” Her voice dropped a degree colder. “Mine, Max. The horseshoe was ours. If someone finds it before you do, it’ll be me, and then there’ll be no witnesses and no Fasching, there’ll be a body in the snow and a girl who isn’t laughing.”

“Traudl.”

“That’s why I’m glad you’re calculating and not screaming.” She took one more step closer, and her hand flew up and laid itself against my cheek, cold, small, firm. “You’re calculating. I see it. That cold face you make when you calculate. That’s good. Calculating wins. Screaming loses. Burgl says: whoever plows in anger plows crooked, and the field doesn’t forget.”

“Burgl says everything.”

“Burgl is always right, that’s her vice.” Traudl let her hand stay another breath, and her voice softened, to the degree she allowed. “I’ll be with you when the time comes. At Fasching. I’ll stand there, and I’ll hold the ham up if I have to, and I’ll laugh along. But until then: chop the wood for the Linde, not for Hansi. Hansi hasn’t earned any wood, not even yours.”

She stood on her toes and kissed me, once, short, cold and warm at once, and then she left, and called without turning around:

“And Caterina brought you soup, I saw. Tell Frieda before Afra tells her. Frieda only likes surprises when she knows about them.”

I stood at the woodpile and laughed, once, short, into the cold, and the anger wasn’t gone, but it was tamed, and that was what Traudl could do like no other: she led the stock without its knowing it was being led.

I took the axe and chopped on, and this time I chopped the wood for the Linde.



She confessed it to the old nun.

I don’t know that because I heard it. I know because Suor Adele told me, a week later, in her way: without mentioning a word about confession, but so that I understood.

The old nun sat by the stove, in her chair, blanket on her knees, and she let me bring her tea, and she looked at me with the small, sharp eyes that sat in her gaunt face like two pebbles and had placed me before I’d set the cup down.

“Caterina,” she said, “is a good novice.”

“Yes.”

“She was a good novice because she was afraid. Now she’ll become a better one, because she wants something.” The old woman drank her tea. “That’s what I’ve learned in sixty years, Herr Berger. In the convent and everywhere else.”

“Suor Adele.”

“Child,” said Suor Adele, and she spoke to me as to a child, though I was twenty-six and she only forty older, “it took me sixty years to learn that the good Lord isn’t afraid of warm kitchens.”

She drained her tea and held the cup out to me.

“Give her time,” she said. “Not too much. As much as necessary. She’s a good person, and good people suffer longer before they allow themselves to be happy.”

I took the cup.

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” I said.

“Yes you do,” said Suor Adele, and smiled. Sixty years in convents, and still she knew everything. “But I haven’t said it either.”



Frieda read my anger that evening, in bed.

She read it the way she read everything: with her hands. She laid her hand on my chest when I came in, and felt what was underneath, and said:

“You’re still chopping wood in your head.”

“Yes.”

“Stop.” She sat up, in the candlelight, and her hair fell over her shoulders, and her belly lifted the covers, and she looked at me with the warm brown eyes that forgave everything and forgot nothing. “Tonight no worry belongs to you. I’m saving that for tomorrow.”

“Frieda.”

“Quiet.”

She took the scissors from my hand.

I’d been trimming the candle wick, standing, just to have something for my hands, and she took the scissors away and set them on the table, and then she began undressing me.

Not I her. She me.

She unbuttoned my shirt with the calm, work-hardened hands of the innkeeper, and pulled it off, and then the trousers, and she did it slowly, with a solemnity that was no game.

“The house still stands,” she said, while she did. “The kettle still runs. The child still kicks. The rest is glass.”

“Frieda.”

“Sixty-six jars,” she said. “I know the number. I calculated it twenty times today, and each time I got angrier. And now listen to me: glass is glass. The house is us.”

She stood naked before me in the candlelight, with the curve that was six months, and her heavy breasts and her golden warmth, and she took my hand and laid it on her belly.

“Feel that?”

The child kicked. Once. Twice.

“They can’t steal that,” Frieda said. “They don’t get that. And now come to bed, love, and show me what stays.”

I came to bed.

She lay on her side, her back to me, and pulled me behind her, and I lay behind her, spoon to spoon, and her curve lay in my arm, and her backside lay warm against me, and she reached back and guided me into her, slowly, deep, without a word.

We barely moved.

It was the slowest thing we’d ever done: deep, steady, the full length of our bodies against each other, my hand flat on her curve, her hand on mine, and outside the world froze, and here it was warm.

Her flush climbed, in the cold room, over her throat and chest, and her breathing quickened, and she pressed back, again and again, and her voice went rough.

“Talk to me,” she said. “Tonight I like hearing you. Tell me something. Anything.”

“What should I tell you?”

“Something that stays. Tell me what stays.”

I moved, slowly, deeply, and I told her, quietly, at her ear, while my hand lay on her curve.

“Spring stays. The little one stays. In May she’ll lie in the cradle from the Bachmüllerin, and you’ll be at the stove, and the kettle will be running, and the valley will eat.”

“Go on.”

“The smithy stays. The jars stay, two hundred, despite everything. Summer comes, and the hay comes, and the table gets longer.”

“Go on.”

“You stay. I stay. This.” I thrust deeper, and she made her deep sound. “Stays. Every night you want, for the rest of my life.”

“Lord, love,” Frieda panted. “When you talk like that I won’t last long.”

“Then don’t last.”

“Let them talk,” she said. “They don’t get this.”

“No.”

“Fill me. Show me what stays.”

“You know what stays.”

“Say it anyway.”

“You,” I said. “The child. The house. That stays.”

She came, slowly, rolling, loud, in the frozen, silent house, with her whole warm body closing around me, and her curve shook under my hand.

And the child kicked.

In the middle of her orgasm, in the middle of the waves running through her, the child kicked, hard, clear, against my hand, and Frieda paused, for a second, and then she began to laugh.

She laughed, with me inside her, with her orgasm still in her body, loud, free, wild, and the laughter shook through both of us, and I laughed with her, and we lay there, joined, laughing, panting, with the child kicking in between, and it was the craziest and most beautiful thing we’d ever shared.

“She’s got humor,” Frieda panted. “Like her father.”

“Like her mother.”

“The mother is serious. The mother is an innkeeper.” She turned her head and kissed me over her shoulder, and her eyes were wet from laughing. “She’s kicking again. Feel it? The little one’s celebrating with us. Already celebrating before she’s here. She’ll be a Fasching child, for certain. Dancing before she walks.”

“She’ll be a May child.”

“A May child with Fasching in her blood.” Frieda pressed back, harder, more demanding, and her voice went rough again, mid-laughter, and that was her way: joy and hunger in the same throat. “Come. Your turn now. I want to feel it. Everything. Now.”

I came inside her, deep, and she pressed back and held me, with her legs, in the old grammar of her heels, and she took everything, and the child kicked, and Frieda laughed, and we lay still afterward, joined, in the warm bed, while twenty below lay over the valley outside.



Afterward we planned, in whispers, in the dark.

I told her the trap: the marked jars, the print, the lists, Fasching. She listened, head on my arm, and nodded, and said not a word until I finished.

“And if it was Hansi,” she said then, without lifting her head from my arm, “his mother still gets her food. She’s the least to blame.”

“I told Alois the same.”

“Then I’ve told you too now,” said Frieda. “The law of the house doesn’t know sons. Frau Ostermeier eats with us until she doesn’t want to anymore, and then one more time.”

She yawned, and pulled the covers up, and put my hand back on her belly.

“And now sleep,” she said. “Tomorrow you’ll chop wood again, like a fool, and I’ll pretend I’m not enjoying it.”

“Are you enjoying it?”

“Lord, love,” said Frieda Obermaier, into her pillow, “I’m enjoying it no end. Sleep.”

I slept.



I woke once more in the night, and went to the window.

The valley lay still and white and frozen dead. No light, anywhere, except one.

In the Ostermeier house, at the end of the lane, a lamp was burning.

It burned at three in the morning, in a house that was poor, in a house that had nothing for oil, in a winter when people went to bed with the dark.

It burned a long time. I stood at the window and watched it, and after half an hour it went out.

I lay back down in bed, beside Frieda, who in her sleep searched for my hand and laid it on her belly.

The trap could see its shape now.


Chapter 9: The Novice

Caterina stopped eating at the family table.

It began the week after the theft, quietly, without announcement. She came for the meal, as always, and then she took her bowl and went with it into the kitchen, to the maids, to Vroni, and ate there, at the counter, standing.

The second day she did it again. The third too.

She prayed longer. I heard it through the wall at night: the murmuring, in Latin, that had used to last ten minutes and now lasted an hour.

She became kinder to everyone and further from each.

She brought soup to the patients in the ballroom wing, and she smiled, and the smile was genuine, and it no longer reached her eyes. She played with the children, and the children laughed, and she laughed with them, and afterward she stood alone at the window and looked into the snow.

She worked more than ever. She was the first in the morning and the last at night, and her hands never stopped, and her face grew still and thin and very beautiful, in a way that hurt.

On Thursday it broke through briefly, in the pantry, among the jars.

I came in to fetch jars, and she stood there, with a jar in her hand, and she didn’t move, and she looked at the jar as though it were a verdict.

“Caterina.”

She startled, and the jar would have fallen, and I caught it, and our hands met on the jar, and she pulled hers back as though the glass were hot.

“Forgive me,” she said. “I was… I was away.”

“Where?”

She raised her eyes, and they were red, and she said, with the terrible honesty that defined her:

“Home. I was home, in my head. In the mountains. With my mother, who no longer exists. I asked her what I should do. And she didn’t answer, because she’s dead, and I waited anyway. That’s the mad thing about the dead: you wait anyway.”

“And? Did she answer?”

“No. But while I waited, I understood what she would say.” Caterina took the jar from my hand and set it on the shelf, with the quick, sure hands that trembled. “She would say: Caterina, you’re asking again instead of living. She always said that. She said I interrogated life instead of eating it.”

“Clever woman.”

“The cleverest.” She smiled, once, wet. “And then she died, and I went to the convent, and there nobody asks. There you wait. And now I’m here, and here you eat life, I see it in all of you, every day, and I don’t know how anymore. I’ve forgotten. Or I never could.”

“You learn,” I said. “You learn fast, when you’re hungry.”

“I’m hungry,” said Caterina, and her voice broke, and she turned and left, and I let her go, because a woman who says something like that must be let go, so she can come back.

Frieda read it in two days.

Frieda read it the way she read everything, and she did the only right thing: nothing. She left the novice in peace and kept the soup ready, and every evening she set a plate in the kitchen, without a word, and every morning the plate was empty.

“She’s not starving herself,” she said to me, “she’s starving through. That’s something different. You let her.”

“What’s she starving for?”

Frieda looked at me with the innkeeper’s gaze that read every guest at the door for whether they had hunger or a quarrel.

“For you,” she said. “And for herself. That’s the worst hunger there is.”



I kept my distance.

It was the only thing I could do, and I did it conscientiously: I was polite, I was friendly, I was there when she needed something, and I was never too much.

It was a courtship, and we both knew it. The distance was the courtship. Every courtesy, every thank you, every step back when she entered a room: it said what I wasn’t allowed to say, and she heard it, and she grew quieter by the day.

She knew that I knew. That was the terrible thing for her, and the good: there was nothing left to hide, and still nothing had been said.

I saw her at night sometimes, through the crack of her door, when I passed: she knelt by the bed, with the rosary, and her back was straight, and her shoulders shook, and she prayed, and I knew what about.

And I walked on, every time, because the prayer belonged to her and not to me.



She went to the priest on a Tuesday, in February.

I know because Alois told me, casually, while sweeping the church: the little sister had been in the confessional, a full hour, and the priest had gone to the sacristy afterward and looked out the window a long time.

What’s spoken in the confessional isn’t told. But what the priest told me three days later, at the well, in the snow, that didn’t belong in the confessional, because he brought it out himself. He spoke it like a foreign message, delivered without owning it.

“Herr Berger,” said Father Hofstetter. “Walk with me a moment.”

We walked. He walked slowly, hands behind his back, the heavy, tired, warm man who tended the souls of this valley like a shepherd growing too old.

“Sister Caterina,” he said, “came to see me. You know that, or you suspect it.”

“Yes.”

“She entered the convent at sixteen,” said the priest. “Do you know why?”

“The war.”

“The war took her family. The convent was a roof.” He nodded, slowly. “A good roof. An honest roof. She served there, and she served gladly, and she was good at it. But she didn’t choose. She ran in, from the fire, and she shut the door behind her, and for six years she pretended she’d built the door herself.”

I said nothing.

“Now she’s twenty-two,” said the priest. “And she’s learned, in a warm kitchen, that her vow was made by a frightened orphan and not by the woman she’s become. And she loves. And the love feels like truth, and the convent suddenly feels like the lie, and she asks me whether that’s blasphemy.”

We stood at the well, in the snow, and our breath rose.

“And what did you answer?” I asked.

The priest looked at me out of his tired, warm eyes, and he smiled, a little, crooked.

“I told her: the good Lord doesn’t count novices, child. He counts hearts.”

He let the sentence stand in the frost, and then he went on, calm, in the voice with which he blessed the harvest crown.

“I told her: go in peace. Decide like a grown person, and then stand by it. Both are worship.”

“Both.”

“The going and the staying. The choosing and the standing by.” He turned toward the church, with its roof that we’d laid in summer. “A vow made from fear is no vow. A life that’s chosen is one. If she chooses, then she chooses. And if she chooses you, Herr Berger, then that’s no sin. That’s a woman growing up.”

He laid his hand on my arm, briefly, with the weight of a blessing.

“Give her time,” he said. “But not too much. As much as necessary.”

They were the same words Suor Adele had said. The same words, from two sides of the same church, and I stood at the well and understood that Caterina’s door was open, from the inside, from her own side, and that nobody would pull her through.

She would walk through herself, or she would stay.

But she would choose.



Suor Adele laid the second plank, that same evening.

She did it by the stove, over tea, with Caterina beside her, and Frieda and I happened to be in the kitchen, and we heard it, because the old nun said it so that we could hear.

“Child,” said Suor Adele. “I’m going to tell you something now, and then we’ll never speak of it again.”

Caterina looked up.

“I didn’t take my final vows until I was forty,” said Suor Adele. “Not at sixteen. At forty. I lived first. I worked, I loved, I had a husband who died, and I wept, and then I chose. The convent. At forty, with open eyes, with a whole life in my luggage.”

She drank her tea.

“You promised at sixteen what I chose at forty,” said Suor Adele. “Do you hear how far apart those are, child? A promise without choice is a cage. A promise with choice is a home. You don’t know which of the two is yours, because you never chose.”

Caterina sat there, with her tea, and said nothing.

“I’m not telling you what to do,” said Suor Adele. “I’m telling you what’s true. The life in the order is beautiful. It’s the most beautiful I know, and I know nothing else anymore. But it has a price, and the price is: you may not choose it out of fear. Never. The good Lord doesn’t want captive children. He has enough free ones.”

She set the cup down.

“And I’ll tell you one more thing, child, and I say it as your superior, not your friend: if you choose, choose fully. No half life, no half vow, no half heart. The convent hates halves. The world hates halves. And the good Lord bears them, because He’s patient, but He doesn’t like them either.”

“Fully,” Caterina repeated, quietly.

“Fully. In both directions.” Suor Adele reached for her hand and pressed it, once, firmly. “And now go to work, child. The soup’s getting cold.”

Caterina stood and went to work, and her face was still, and her eyes were wet, and she didn’t pray while she worked.

She sang.

Softly, in Italian, a song without words that I didn’t know, and it sounded like something opening.

Traudl took her aside three days later, in the pantry, over two baskets of eggs.

I heard it because I was standing in the hallway, and I stayed because with Traudl you stayed.

“You’re looking at him,” said Traudl, without preamble. “For weeks. I’m telling you now, because nobody else will, and because everyone sees it.”

Silence. Then Caterina’s voice, thin:

“I pray.”

“I believe you. I pray too. But I look anyway.” A basket was set down. “Listen, Sister. Let me explain the house to you, because you live in it and because you need to. There are rules. They’re good ones.”

“I don’t want the rules…”

“Rule one: nobody lies. Ever. About anything. Rule two: nobody talks afterward. Rule three: everyone decides for herself. Herself, Sister. Not him, not Frieda, not the good Lord. Herself. And rule four: the calendar belongs to Frieda, and Frieda is fair as a scale, and if you want in, you get a page, and if you don’t, you don’t, and nobody asks why.”

Long silence.

“That’s…” said Caterina, and paused. “That’s a harem.”

“That’s a house,” said Traudl, and there was no defiance in it, it was a statement. “A harem is when someone takes. With us, everyone gives. That’s the difference, and the difference is everything. I chose it. Frieda chose it. The countess chose it, and she thought about it three times, because she always thinks three times. And you, Sister, choose it or you don’t, and both answers are right.”

“And if I choose it?” asked Caterina, quietly. “Then I’m a bad nun.”

“Are you a nun?”

Silence again, longer.

“I don’t know anymore,” said Caterina. “That’s the thing. I don’t know anymore.”

“Then wait until you know,” said Traudl, and her voice went as gentle as Traudl ever got. “That’s the only mistake you can make: choosing before you know. Everything else the house forgives. It’s forgiven worse. It forgave me.”

“What did you…”

“I told him on the hayloft to mount me before we’d seen each other twenty times.” You could hear the grin. “And the house forgave it. Frieda laughed. The countess said I was brazen, and we’ve been friends since, though she denies it.”

And Caterina laughed.

It was the first time I’d heard her laugh, really, freely, and it sounded like water over stones, and Traudl laughed with her, and the two baskets of eggs stood forgotten in the pantry, and I walked quietly on, with a face I wasn’t allowed to show, because I’d heard it and because it wasn’t meant for me.



The trap for Hansi closed its physical leg that same week.

Alois climbed the tower twice, on two consecutive mornings, in the grey, with his cane and his field glasses from the war, the first one, and he watched.

Not the road. The Ostermeier shed.

I knew what he was looking for. We hadn’t discussed it because we didn’t need to: sixty-six jars and two hams don’t fit in a house with one room. They go in a shed, a barn, a cellar.

On the second morning he came down, slowly, satisfied as a hunter who’s found the trail, and he drank his beer before he spoke.

“The Ostermeier woman,” he said then, “was at the midden heap this morning.”

“Yes.”

“She was carrying a jar. Empty. From the house, in a cloth, and she pushed it into the snow at the midden, deep, and while she did…” He paused, and his old face grew older still. “She was crying, Max. The old woman was crying while she did it.”

I said nothing.

“She knew what she was getting rid of,” said Alois. “She found it, somewhere, in her own house, and she was getting rid of it because she’s protecting her son, and she was crying because she knows what it is.”

“The mark,” I said. “Did you see it?”

Alois nodded.

“A star. On the lid’s edge. I saw it through the glass, clearly.”

Meat with a star. Week twelve. Konstanze’s book, page forty.

“Retrieve it,” I said. “Tonight. Quietly. And after that nobody touches anything else. Fasching is in ten days. The village is assembled and full. We bring everything, on one day, before everyone.”

Alois nodded. He stood, took his cane, and paused at the door.

“Max,” he said. “The old woman.”

“The old woman will be out of the house beforehand,” I said. “I promise you that. She won’t be there when her son falls. Frieda decided that long ago.”

Alois looked at me, and around his old eyes something worked that served him in place of tears.

“You’re a good lad,” he said. “Don’t say that often. Saying it now.”

He left.



The lists came on Friday.

The priest brought them, in person, in the blizzard, wrapped in oilskin, tucked into his breviary, and he placed them in Konstanze’s hand without a word, and his eyebrows said everything.

We sat at the window table, the three of us: Konstanze, the priest, and I. Frieda brought coffee and left.

Konstanze read.

She read slowly, page by page, finger under the lines, and her face didn’t change, and I saw her finger pause once, for two seconds, and then move on.

“Konrad von Lutzow,” she said at last, “appears on no release wave. Not on the one he claims, and not on the two before or after. Konrad von Lutzow was never released from any camp he claims to come from.”

The priest nodded, slowly.

“And?” I said.

“And here.” Konstanze turned the page and placed her finger on a line. “Josef Stangler. Private, quartermaster’s office. Released in November, from exactly the camp, in exactly the wave, our guest claims.”

Josef Stangler. A quartermaster’s clerk. A man who managed papers, in the camps. A man who managed the dead men’s packets.

“And one more thing,” said Konstanze, and her voice went dry as paper. “His dates don’t hold. He spoke at the Stammtisch about Sewsk, about the field hospital, about three months. The wave Stangler comes from places him in the camp two months before his story requires. Two months, Herr Berger. I heard it at the Stammtisch and didn’t believe it, and now it’s on paper.”

She folded the lists, once, exactly in the middle.

“The bell pond will finish him,” she said. “But this finishes him first, for anyone who reads numbers.”

The priest stood.

“I know nothing,” he said. “I brought you your post, Countess. That’s all a priest does.”

He laid his hand on her shoulder, briefly; that was the whole blessing he didn’t put into words. Then he left.

Konstanze placed the lists in her book, between the pages where the batch marks stood.

“Now we have both,” she said. “The thief and the liar. The thief first. The liar needs the spring.”

“Why the spring?”

“Because in winter he’s a returnee,” said Konstanze. “In spring he’s just a man who’s still here without a reason. And because…” She paused, and something passed over her face, fast, dark. “Because I have to draw something more out of him. About my brother. He’s baiting me with Friedrich. It’s a lie, but lies have cores. Before he falls, I want to know whether he really knows something.”

“Konstanze.”

“I know what I’m doing,” she said, and her voice was glass, and beneath it ran something that was hot.



She came to me that night.

Not to my room. I was still in the kitchen, banking the stove, when her door opened, and she stood in the hallway, in her nightdress, with her hair loose, and she looked as though she hadn’t slept.

“Max,” she said, and her voice was thin. “Not tonight. But soon. Just hold me now.”

I held her.

She stood in my arms, in the dark hallway, tall, cool, trembling, and she didn’t cry, because Konstanze von Rautenberg didn’t cry: not here, not where it could be heard, not where it could be seen, not even in a dark hallway where nobody was but me.

She held it back, face pressed into my shirt, with her whole body, without sound, once, twice, like something running against a levee and not over it, and then she had it again, and she said, into my shoulder:

“He’s baiting me with my brother. That’s the cruelest thing anyone can do to me. And I let him, because I need him in order to catch him. I’m using my own brother as bait for a liar.”

“You’re not using anything.”

“I am.” She lifted her head. “But I won’t forgive myself for it. That’s the price. I’ll pay it.”

“You lost a fiance you never loved,” I said. “You have a brother you love, who might be alive. And you have a liar who’s using both. You’re allowed to be angry, Konstanze. You’re allowed.”

“I’m not angry,” she said. “I’m…” She searched for the word. “I’m hungry.”

“Then go to the kitchen.”

“Not for food.”

I looked at her in the dark, and she looked back, with the grey eyes that were wet and open, and I understood.

“Not tonight,” I said. “Tonight I hold you. Nothing more.”

“Why?”

“Because tonight you’re not choosing,” I said. “Tonight you’re fleeing. That’s not the same, and you know it.”

She weighed me with her eyes, a long time, and then she nodded, once, slowly, and laid her head back on my shoulder.

“You’re the only man,” she said, “who has ever stopped me from something I wanted.”

“I’m not stopping you. I’m holding you.”

“That’s the same thing,” said Konstanze, “and there’s a word for it. I’m saving it.”

She didn’t name the word. She never named anything that was hers.

She left it standing, in a dark hallway, against my shirt, without looking at me, and then she let go, and went back to her room, and closed the door, and I stood in the hallway and heard my heart, and outside the snow was falling.



Caterina came on Sunday, after the Sunday mass, and she didn’t come to me.

She stood at my door, at ten, in the dark, and I saw her through the crack, and she raised her hand to knock and let it drop, three times.

I opened the door.

She stood there, in her nightdress, barefoot, rosary in hand, and her hair was loose. It was the first time I’d seen it loose: chestnut brown, long, wavy from the braid, falling over her shoulders, and it changed her face, made her older and younger at once.

“I can’t,” she said. “I can’t knock on your door. I tried three times.”

She paused, and her hand closed around the rosary, and she drew breath.

“But I can’t not, either,” she said. “That’s worse. For weeks that’s been worse.”

I said nothing. I stood in my doorway and waited, and the waiting was the only thing that was right.

“The priest said I should choose like an adult,” said Caterina. “Suor Adele said I shouldn’t choose from fear. I prayed for six nights. And today, in church, I stopped praying and simply sat there and knew.”

She looked at me, with the large dark eyes, and held the gaze, and it cost her, and she held it anyway.

“I’m twenty-two,” she said. “I know what I want. For six years I didn’t know, because I wasn’t allowed to know. Now I know. It’s you. And I’m not ashamed anymore. I was ashamed until today, and today I’m done with that.”

Her voice didn’t break. It grew firmer with each sentence, and that was the astonishing thing: she didn’t fall apart. She built herself up.

“But not here,” she said. “Not your door. I can’t cross your threshold. That’s too much, for today. Come to me. Please. To my room. I can, there.”

I followed her.



Her room was small and cold and tidy as a cell, and it wasn’t one anymore.

The rosary lay on the table. The crucifix hung on the wall, above the bed, and it faced the room, and Caterina hadn’t turned it around, and she didn’t turn it now.

She saw that I saw.

“It stays,” she said. “I’m not hiding from anything anymore. Not from that either. He’s watched me my whole life. Let him see that I’m honest.”

She lit the candle, a single one, and set it on the table, and then she stood before me, in her nightdress, with the loose hair, and she trembled, and she smiled.

“My whole life I’ve put everything off until later,” she said. “Everything. Eating. Sleeping. Joy. Always later. In the convent, later is a virtue word. You wait, and the waiting is the sacrifice, and the sacrifice is the goal.”

She took one step closer.

“I don’t want later anymore,” said Caterina. “I want now. And I want it fully. But…”

She paused, and the blood rose dark into her face, and she spoke on, faster, before it caught up.

“I don’t know my way around. I don’t know how this works. I only know how to wait. I can do that. It’s the only thing I’m really good at. Waiting. Stopping. Going on. Stopping again.”

Her gaze found mine, and her eyes were perfectly clear, and she said the thing it was about:

“That’s why I ask you: decide for me. When I’m allowed to come. I give you that. It’s the only thing I’ve ever owned: my waiting. I’m giving it to you. Hold it for me, and give it to me when you say. I promise I’ll ask. Io giuro. I promise.”

I stood there, in her small cold room, and I grew hot and still and very solemn, the way you are when someone gives you something they’ve guarded their whole life.

“You’re giving me your release,” I said.

“Yes.”

“And I give it to you when I say.”

“Yes.”

“Then promise me you’ll ask,” I said. “Every time. Out loud.”

“I promise,” said Caterina, and her voice broke now, and it was the good kind of breaking. “Every time. Out loud.”

I kissed her.

She tasted of candle and frost and something that had been waiting for six years, and her mouth was soft and unsure and learning in real time, and her hands didn’t know where to go, and I took them and laid them on my shoulders, and they settled there like birds.

I undressed her, slowly, and she let it happen, and she helped, with the quick, sure hands that were sure in everything except this.

She stood naked in the candlelight, and I looked at her the way you look at something you’ll never forget.

Olive skin, warm, dark, everywhere. Slender, soft, with the quiet curves the grey had hidden: the medium breasts, high, with small dark nipples. The narrow waist. And the backside, soft, round, high, the curve that novice habits were invented for.

The flush rose from her collarbone, dark, slow, over her throat, over her cheeks, and she held my gaze, and it cost her everything, and she held it.

“You’re beautiful,” I said.

“I don’t know,” she said honestly. “Nobody ever told me.”

“Then I’ll tell you every day from now on.”

“That’s…” She laughed, once, short, wet. “That’s a threat I accept.”

I laid her on the bed, the narrow, hard bed, and I began to love her, with my mouth, as I did with every woman first, because it was the law of the house and because it was mine.

She was wet before I touched her.

She was so wet it shone on her thighs, and she was hot, and she tasted of salt and soap and Caterina, and she held the bed frame and began to beg immediately.

“Please,” she whispered. “Please, now.”

“Not yet,” I said.

She moaned, deep, drawn, and her hips lifted, and she begged again, in Italian, fast, and I heard ti prego and adesso, and I worked on, slowly, steadily, with my tongue, with my fingers, and I learned her the way you learn a map.

I brought her to the edge, and I held her there, and I heard her litany break.

She was easy to read, like an open book, and hard to read, like a psalter in a language you’re still learning. Her body said everything: the thighs that trembled, the hips that searched, the hands that roamed and gripped and roamed again. Her mouth said the rest, in two languages, in neither.

The second time I held her longer.

Not from cruelty. I held her because she’d given it to me, and because a gift you squander is no longer one. I held her at the edge, with my mouth, with two fingers that knew exactly where she was, and I heard her beg, and I heard her swear, once, an Italian word that startled even her, and then I heard her laugh, wet, disbelieving, at herself.

“I swore,” she said, panting. “Six years I didn’t. And now. Because of you.”

“Good.”

“It’s not good. It’s…” She lifted her head and looked at me, with the dark, glassy eyes. “It’s the most honest thing I’ve ever done. Again. Please. Hold me there again. I want to feel it. I want to know how far it goes.”

“Sure?”

“I’ve been waiting as long as I can think, without knowing what for,” said Caterina. “Now I know what for. Show me.”

I showed her.

“Domine,” she whispered. “Domine, no. Max. Max, please. Please, now.”

“Not yet.”

“I can’t… I’m dying…”

“You’re not dying. You’re waiting. You can do that. You gave it to me.”

She cried. She laughed. She did both at once, and her hands let go of the bed frame and came into my hair, and she held me where she needed me, and she begged, and I denied, once, twice, with the tenderness she deserved, and the denial here was no cruelty, it was a devotion: twenty years of waiting, transformed into the sweetest torment.

Then I rose over her, and she opened, her heels high on my calves, and I entered her, without haste, all the way, until no waiting remained between us, and she held her breath and then released it in a long, drawn sound that was Italian and not a word.

“May I?” she whispered. “Please. May I?”

“Not yet,” I said. “Wait once more. For me.”

“Max.”

“Once more.”

I moved, steady and deep, and I built her up again, the third time, and she begged, and her voice fell apart, German and Italian, the liturgy in pieces, and her nails dug into my shoulders, and her whole body was a single please.

“Please,” she panted. “Please, I can’t anymore, I really can’t, Max, ti prego, now, NOW.”

“Now,” I said. “For me.”

She came.

It was the longest thing I’d ever seen in a woman. It began deep inside her and rose and rose and didn’t stop rising, and her back arched, and her mouth opened, and her sound was not a cry and not a moan, it was a long, broken, magnificent note that had been dammed for twenty years, and her pussy clenched around me in waves that didn’t end, and tears ran over her temples into the chestnut hair, and she laughed while she wept, both, indistinguishable.

“Grazie,” she whispered, in the middle of it. “Grazie.”

“Not to me,” I said. “To you.”

“Non a te,” she whispered, and laughed again, wet, “to God. For you.”

It was her whole arc’s theology in a single breath, and it landed warm, not blasphemous, and I kissed her, and she held me, and I came inside her, deep, and she said it before I could:

“Riempimi. Fill me. Everything.”

I filled her, and she took it with a small, astonished sound, as though she still couldn’t believe you could be given something like this, and her soft, warm body closed around me and didn’t let go, and we stayed joined, motionless, in the deep silence of the house, where only the snow fell against the small panes.



Afterward she lay against my chest, loose hair over both of us, and she was quiet, a long time.

“Caterina,” I said.

“Hm.”

“You’re still crying.”

“I know.” She wiped her face, unembarrassed. “It’s a lot. Twenty years’ worth. It has to come out.”

She lay a while longer, and then she grew practical, like the novice she was and remained.

“What does the house say?” she asked.

“The house?”

“Frieda. The others. The calendar.” She said the word carefully, like a new instrument. “Traudl explained it to me. She says there are rules, and they’re good.”

“The calendar belongs to Frieda,” I said. “The law belongs to the house. Nobody lies, everyone shares, and everyone decides for herself.”

“And me?”

“You decide for yourself. That’s what you did tonight.”

She nodded, against my chest, and her hand ran over my ribs, curious, learning.

“Suor Caterina,” she said then, trying it on, like a shoe that no longer fits.

She was quiet a moment.

“Caterina,” she said. “The rest comes with the spring.”

“The rest?”

“The wimple. The grey. The name.” She lifted her head and looked at me, and her eyes were dry and clear and completely adult. “I know what I’ve chosen. But I won’t give it up before Suor Adele travels. She brought me here. I’ll see her off as her novice. I owe her that. And myself.”

“That’s grown-up.”

“That’s chosen,” said Caterina. “That’s better.”

She kissed me, once more, slowly, and then she stood, naked, in the candlelight, and fetched water, and washed herself, and washed me, with the quick, sure hands, and she sang while she did, softly, in Italian, without noticing.

I left when the candle had burned down, and she was already half asleep, with a face I’d never seen on her: open, soft, full, free.

“Max,” she said, from half-sleep.

“Yes.”

“Domani. Tomorrow. Too?”

“Tomorrow too.”

“Good,” said Caterina, and the word was already half sleep, and the breath that followed was whole.



I went downstairs, to the kitchen, for water, because I couldn’t sleep, and on the stairs I stopped.

On the landing, on the third board from the top, a candle stub was burning.

She’d placed it there for me, so I’d find my way in the dark, from her room back.

And beside it lay her rosary.

She’d set it down with the care you use to set down a sword after a duel that’s over: the beads ordered, the cross on top, on the board, in the light of the candle stub she’d left burning for me. Nothing about it spoke of throwing away or forgetting, everything of a decision.

I stood on the stairs and looked at the rosary, and I didn’t touch it, because it belonged to her and because she would pick it up again tomorrow, or not.

That was her affair. It had always been her affair.

I fetched my water, and I passed the candle on the way up, and the house was still, and outside the snow fell, and somewhere in the house a woman breathed who had stopped waiting tonight.



In the morning she stood in the kitchen, before everyone, and she sang.

She sang while baking bread, softly, in Italian, with the loose hair under the wimple she still wore, and Frieda heard it, and Traudl heard it, and they looked at each other, across the table, and they said nothing.

But Frieda filled Caterina’s bowl fuller than usual, and Traudl stole nothing from her plate, and Caterina noticed both, and she went red, and she went on singing.

And when I came in, she looked up, and she held my gaze, before everyone, a full second, and then lowered her eyes, but the smile remained, and it was the smile of a woman who had chosen.

Vroni noticed it last, because Vroni always noticed last whatever didn’t concern her.

“She’s singing,” she said, while clearing up, eyes wide. “She’s singing again. Three weeks she didn’t sing. Now she’s singing. What happened?”

“She chose,” said Frieda, and ladled.

“What did she choose?”

“Life, Vroni. She chose life. Don’t ask silly questions. Give her the bowl.”

Vroni gave her the bowl, and Caterina took it, and their hands touched, and Caterina said, quietly:

“Thank you, Vroni. For everything. You showed me how a house works. I won’t forget that.”

“I didn’t show you anything,” said Vroni, confused. “I just ladle.”

“Exactly,” said Caterina, and smiled, and Vroni understood nothing and was happy anyway, and that was the best kind of happiness in the house.

In the afternoon she stood at the window, hands in the dish towel, and looked into the snow, and she wasn’t praying, and she wasn’t singing, she was simply standing, and her face was calm, and that was new, and it was good.


Chapter 10: The Trap

On Tuesday, Konstanze laid out the table.

Not the dining table. Her table, the window table, and she cleared it completely, and she laid out what we had, piece by piece, ordered as though equipping an army.

The ledger, open at the batch marks.

The jar Alois had retrieved from the Ostermeier midden, washed, dried, the star on the lid’s edge clear as a signature.

The Red Cross lists, folded, with the two names that said everything: the one who wasn’t on them, and the one who was.

Alois’s notes from the tower, two mornings, with timestamps.

And a slip of paper, small, in Konstanze’s hand: the inventory list of the man’s letters. What the packet had taught him. What it never could.

“The bell pond is in no letter,” she said. “I checked three times. He knows the fields, the windows, the avenue. He knows nothing that wasn’t written in my hand.”

“And the mother?” I asked.

“The mother is out.” Konstanze laid the last slip down, with a small, final movement. “Frieda brought her to us yesterday. She’s living in the ballroom wing now, with the patients, helping with the soup. She won’t be in that house when her son falls.”

“And Hansi?”

“Hansi will notice the mother’s gone. He’ll read it the way he reads everything: as an insult. He’ll get louder. The louder he gets, the better.”

Alois sat at the Stammtisch and listened, with the beer he wasn’t drinking, and he said the one thing that needed saying:

“Fasching Sunday is in four days. The whole valley’s coming. The fire’s ready. The music’s ready. The kettle’s ready.”

“And the witness?” asked Konstanze.

“The old hunter from the mountain,” said Alois. “He reads tracks the way the priest reads the Bible. He’ll testify to the print, before everyone, and he doesn’t lie. He’s never lied, not even at cards.”

Konstanze nodded. She looked at the table, at the order she’d laid, and she smiled, once, cold and thin, and it was the smile of a countess preparing a trial that no longer existed.

“Then Fasching is loaded,” she said.



The list was posted at the church door on Wednesday.

New returnee names, from the East, pinned up by the priest, as every week, and the village read them, as every week, in groups, with lowered voices.

I was standing there when Traudl came.

She came from the lane, with her basket, and she saw the people at the church door, and she stopped, and I saw her face change: not softer. More watchful.

She set the basket down and went over.

I followed her, slowly, and stood beside her, and I didn’t read. I read her.

Traudl read the list, line by line, and her lips moved, quietly, on the first letters, and her hand lay in her skirt pocket, and I knew what lay inside: the strip of rag tape she never explained.

No Angermeier.

On the whole list, on all four pages, no Angermeier.

She read it twice. Then she stepped back, and her face was the old one again, the dry one, the farmer’s, and only I, standing beside her, saw what it cost.

“Next list,” she said.

It wasn’t a whisper. It wasn’t loud. It was the voice she used for weather forecasts.

“Next week there’ll be a new one,” I said.

“Of course,” said Traudl. “There’s always a new one. Someday he’ll be on it. Or he’ll never be on it. Then you know that too.”

She took her basket and went, and her steps were exactly as fast as always, and that was the worst part.

I didn’t comfort her. You didn’t comfort Traudl Angermeier, I’d learned that. You stood beside her, and you kept quiet, and that was all she allowed.

But I laid my hand on her back, a moment, while walking, and she didn’t walk faster, and she didn’t walk slower, and she didn’t lean in, and she didn’t pull away.

She let the hand stay, the whole way to the basket.

Burgl saw it, an hour later, during the unloading.

She saw it in her daughter, the way she saw everything: without a word. Traudl unloaded the potatoes, tireless, and she was as fast as any other day, and Burgl stood in the yard and watched, and she knew.

“The list,” she said, at parting, to me, not to Traudl.

“Yes.”

“Nothing on it?”

“Nothing on it.”

Burgl nodded curtly. She looked at her daughter, who was turning the sled, and her face did what it rarely did: it went soft, for a second, like ground in April.

“The boy was a good boy,” she said. “Not as clever as Traudl. But good. He brought me flowers every Sunday. Same ones every time, from the meadow. I laughed and changed the water.”

They were the most words Burgl Angermeier had ever said to me.

“Don’t drive her too hard in winter,” she said then, and climbed onto the sled. “She chops her worries small. When there’s nothing to chop, she chops herself.”

She drove, without turning around, and Traudl called after her, and she didn’t call back, and that was her way of saying everything.



Helene gave me the intimate form of address on Thursday, in her kitchen, over coffee.

We had the night rounds behind us: two fevers, a broken wrist, a birth that had presented wrong and that she’d turned, with her hands, in the dark, in a farmhouse on the mountain, while I held the lamp and calmed the mother.

The child lived. The mother lived. We drove home at dawn, and Helene said not a word the whole ride, and at her house she got out and said:

“Come in. There’s coffee.”

Her kitchen was small and tidy and smelled of herbs, and the coffee was the real kind, from her stock that she hoarded for patients and was now using up for me.

We sat at the table, tired, in the grey light, and she looked at me over the cup, and then she said, precise, like a prescription:

“In here: du.”

I paused the cup.

“In the practice, Herr Berger remains what he is,” said Helene Reindl. “I have a reputation, and the reputation keeps the valley healthy. If the valley hears its doctor using first names with the hired hand, she loses weight, and weight is my only capital.”

“Understood.”

“And at night?” I asked.

She looked at me, and the warmth rose into her face, against which she had no prescription.

“At night is off duty,” she said.

“Good morning then, Helene.”

“Good morning, Max,” she said, and her mouth twitched, and she hid it behind the cup.



She prescribed me breakfast.

It began seriously. She stood up, took a pad, and wrote, in the handwriting every pharmacist read:

Bread. Butter. Egg. Milk. Daily. Mornings.

She pushed the slip toward me.

“You’re underweight,” she said. “For your workload. That’s not an opinion. That’s a finding.”

“I eat at Frieda’s.”

“Frieda cooks well. But you work more than you eat. Starting today you have breakfast here. That’s prescribed.”

I looked at the slip. Then I looked at her.

“And what else do you prescribe?”

Her hand, holding the pencil, trembled briefly.

“Sit down,” she said. “On the chair. Not at the table. That’s… that’s also prescribed.”

I sat on the chair.

She stood before me, in the dark morning dress, with the apron she’d tied on for the coffee, and she untied the apron, slowly, and let it drop.

“The duty roster,” she said, and her voice now trembled clearly, “is being amended.”

She climbed over me, onto the chair, astride, hands on my shoulders, and her hair, which she hadn’t pinned up yet, fell around both of us.

“Daily,” she said. “Mornings. And…”

“And?”

“Be quiet,” said Helene Reindl, “and take effect.”

I took effect.

I undid her dress, the buttons I now knew, and I pushed it from her shoulders, and I took her breasts in my hands, heavy, warm, in the grey morning light that fell through her small window and forgave nothing.

She chose the light. That was the point: she could have closed the curtain. She didn’t. She let the morning light in, onto her forty-year-old body, and she held my gaze, behind the lenses, and she hid nothing anymore.

“You’re magnificent,” I said.

“That’s… unscientific.”

“That’s a finding.”

She laughed, once, short, and then she stopped laughing because my mouth found her breast, and her head fell back, and her hands dug into my shoulders.

I freed myself beneath her, and she lifted, and lowered herself onto me, slowly, with a deep, drawn breath, soft and open and long since ready, and she began to move, at her pace, on her chair, in her kitchen, by her own prescription.

“That’s,” she panted, “that’s vasomotor…”

“Vasomotor?”

“Don’t ask. Do.”

I kept quiet. I held her hips, and I let her lead, and her sentences fell apart, faster than the first time, because she knew it now, because her body knew it, because the long wait was over.

Her glasses fogged. She ignored it. Her hair fell further into her face, and she ignored it. Her movements grew harder, more demanding, and her mouth came to my ear, and she prescribed nothing more that made sense.

I lifted her.

She made a startled sound, and her legs closed around me, and I carried her the two steps to the table and set her down on it, on the tablecloth, between her prescription pad and her coffee, and I stood between her knees and filled her again, standing, all the way, and she held my shoulders and let her head fall back.

“That’s,” she panted, “that’s my dining table.”

“Yes.”

“That’s where I eat.”

“From today you’ll think of something nice while eating.”

She laughed, and the laugh became a moan, and the moan became a deep, drawn yielding, her composure breaking, seam by seam, and she clenched around me in waves, and her sentences were gone, completely, except for one that kept returning like a pulse:

“There. Right there. Stay. Max. Stay.”

She came, with her mouth at my ear, with a long, deep sound she pressed into my shoulder, and her whole tall, warm body contracted and released, and her pussy milked me, and I couldn’t hold on anymore.

“Doctor’s orders,” she panted. “Right there. Stay.”

I stayed. I came inside her, deep, on her own dining table, in the merciless morning light she’d chosen herself, and she pressed her forehead to my shoulder and breathed, counted, the way she counted everything, and didn’t move until the last tremor was gone from her hands.



Afterward she stood at the mirror, pinning up her hair.

Her hands still trembled. She failed twice at the pins, and she let me see it, and she smiled as she did, crooked.

“Saturday and Thursday,” she said, to the mirror, “were the duty roster.”

A pause. The pins stopped.

“The duty roster has been amended. Daily. That is medically indicated.”

“Indicated for what?”

“For seven years,” said Helene Reindl, and turned around, and she was the doctor again, except for the flush that wasn’t quite gone, and the glasses that sat crooked.

She straightened the glasses.

At the door, as I left, she laid her gloved hand on my chest, two seconds, where anyone passing could see.

For Helene, that was a parade.

The house noticed that same evening, because the house noticed everything.

Frieda noticed it in Helene’s face when she came for soup, and she said nothing, and she filled Helene’s bowl fuller, and that was her signature.

Traudl noticed it in my face, and she said something, because she was Traudl.

“The doctor,” she said, while washing up, casually, “looks today like she’s had a shot. Against winter.”

“Traudl.”

“Just saying.” She went on rinsing, and her grin reached her ears. “The calendar’s getting a new page. I’ll write Frieda. Frieda likes it when a new page comes. She says: it’s about time.”

“And what do you say?”

“I say: Thursday and Saturday weren’t enough, she said so herself, and she’s right.” Traudl set the plate down and went, for a second, serious. “She’s good for you, Max. She’s been frozen a long time, like the valley. You can see her thawing. That’s beautiful. Even if she counts my pulse every time I bend down.”

“She counts everyone’s pulse.”

“Mine she counts more often.” Traudl grinned again. “I think I’m an interesting case.”

Frieda heard it from the stove and said, without turning around:

“Thursday and Saturday.”

“What?” I asked.

“Her free evenings. Thursday and Saturday. She told you, and you didn’t pass it on, because you think I don’t know.” Frieda turned around, ladle in hand, and her eyes were dry and warm and all-knowing. “Love. I know everything in this house. Thursday and Saturday are hers now. The calendar gets a new page, and I’m writing that page tonight, and it stands, and we don’t discuss it, because we don’t discuss.”

“Frieda.”

“And tell her: the family table has a new leg. She should come eat whenever she likes. Not just Thursdays. If she’s eaten alone for seven years, she’ll eat with us just as long. That’s the reckoning, and it adds up.”

Traudl looked at her, and then she looked at me, and she said, quietly, without any joke:

“That’s why she’s the innkeeper, you know. Not because of the kettle. Because of things like that. The kettle is just the tool.”

“The kettle is a good tool,” said Frieda, and turned back to the stove, and her flush ran down her throat, and she hid it in the steam.



Stangler overreached that same evening.

He could feel it. He had to feel it: that Konstanze’s courtesy stayed arctic, that the weeks were passing, that Fasching was coming and spring after it, and that a fiancee who wouldn’t thaw was a fiancee who wasn’t buying.

So he made his move.

He made it in our taproom, before witnesses, in the evening, with the mayor there, with Girgl and Naz at the Stammtisch, with Frieda at the stove.

He stood, with his stick, and went to Konstanze, who sat at the window table, and he pulled a box from his coat.

“Countess Konstanze,” he said, loud enough for the taproom. “I’ve waited too long. I lost it once, my happiness, and I’ve learned that you must hold it when it comes back.”

He opened the box.

A ring. Gold, with a stone, small, pretty.

“My grandmother’s ring,” he said. “For my fiancee. For you. Before witnesses, if you’ll allow.”

The taproom went quiet.

Konstanze looked at the ring.

She looked at it with the gaze she used for checking accounts, and I saw what she saw, because I knew what she was looking for: the setting. The stone sat in a setting that was thirty years too new for a grandmother belonging to a thirty-year-old.

She didn’t blink once.

“How touching,” said Konstanze von Rautenberg. “Keep the ring, Herr von Lutzow. For an occasion that deserves it.”

She said it kindly. She said it smiling. She said it so that nobody in the taproom read it as a rejection, and so that he read it as one.

His face changed, for a second. Something surfaced that wasn’t charming.

Then he smiled again, and he sat, and he played the other card.

“I’ve also learned something, by the way,” he said, casually, into the taproom, “about Friedrich. About your brother, Countess. A man from the camps, in Rosenheim, last week. He knew things.”

I saw Konstanze go still.

Not her mask. The mask was always still. I saw what lay beneath the mask stand up and listen.

“He knew where Friedrich was last seen,” said Stangler. “He knew with whom. It’s… it’s not bad, Countess. It’s not the worst news.”

He left it there. He was good. He was truly good: he gave her hope without substance, and he hung her on the hope the way you hang a fish on a hook, and he waited.

Konstanze sat there, with the ledger, and her hand lay flat on the page, and she said:

“That’s kind of you, Herr von Lutzow. Tell me about it. Soon. When we have time.”

“Gladly, Countess. Gladly.”

And I stood at the bar and knew: she had just set the date. Not him. Her.

The evening went on, and Gschwendtner told the Stammtisch, moved, what a fine family the Herr von Lutzow had, such devotion, and what an honor it was to have him in the house. At some point Konstanze closed her ledger, wished everyone a good night, and went upstairs, and a while later Stangler left too, into the cold, collar up.

Alois drank his beer and said, when Stangler was gone, quietly, to me:

“The ring’s new.”

“The setting. Thirty years too new.”

“You saw it too.” Alois nodded, satisfied. “Good. Then two of us see. He’s selling a grandmother’s jewelry, from a grandmother who doesn’t exist, to a countess who isn’t buying. The fellow’s getting nervous.”

“He still has one card. The brother.”

“That card is rotten.” Alois drank. “You know why he won’t play it properly? Because he doesn’t have it. If he had anything, about the Rautenberg boy, he’d have said it long ago, with his whole face. A man like him says what he has, immediately. This one says: soon. You just heard it. Soon means: nothing.”

“I know. She knows too. But she has to make sure.”

“She makes sure.” Alois looked toward the door Konstanze had gone through. “She makes so sure it’s frightening. She’s planning something. Will you tell me?”

“No.”

“Good,” said Alois, and finished his beer. “Then it’s something big. With her, silence is always something big. I’ll wait. Waiting is my profession. I’m a sexton.”



Hansi made the mistake that breaks a trap: he became absurd.

The whispering that a week earlier had still been dangerous turned ridiculous now, and he didn’t notice, because drunks never do.

“The Linde staged the break-in itself,” he said, at the edge of the Stammtisch, to the young women. “For sympathy. So nobody asks where the stuff comes from.”

And Naz laughed in his face.

Naz, the small, quick, seventy-year-old Naz, laughed, loud, with his whole face, and said:

“Sure. And the snow trampled itself.”

The taproom laughed along. Not everyone. But enough.

Hansi stood there with his beer, and his face went dark, and he looked around the room, and he found no face that backed him, not even the young women who had listened before.

The ranks were closing before the trap had even sprung.

He limped out, and this time nobody laughed after him, and that was worse for him, and he knew it.



On the eve of Fasching the yard was full.

The preparations had lasted three days, and they were a celebration in themselves.

Michl and I stacked the wood for the fire in the middle of the yard, tall as a hayloft, and Girgl came by once a day and measured it with his eyes and said:

“Too small.”

“It’s three meters.”

“At Fasching of fourteen it was five,” said Girgl. “Five meters. You could see it from the mountain.”

“At Fasching of fourteen there was a valley with nothing better to do,” said Alois. “Three meters will do. Five is showing off.”

“Showing off is what Fasching’s for,” said Girgl, and stacked one more log, and left, satisfied.

We borrowed the tables from seven houses, and the borrowing was itself a message: every house that gave a table was part of the celebration, and every house gave a table, and some gave two, and the Bachmüllerin gave her bench and her top hat, the latter not for use.

Frieda had been cooking for two days in advance, and the kitchen was a steamship, and Caterina and Vroni and old Frau Ostermeier peeled and cut in a chain that never broke, and the children ran between them stealing dough, and Frieda yelled, and gave them dough, and yelled again.

Old Frau Ostermeier helped in the kitchen.

She’d been living in the ballroom wing for a week now, and she grew a little more alive each day: she peeled potatoes, she washed cloths, she fed the children, and she no longer thanked twice, because Frieda had forbidden it.

“One thank you is enough, Frau Ostermeier,” Frieda had said. “You’re not a guest. You’re staff.”

“Staff,” the old woman had repeated, with a face as though she’d been given an office.

Her son hadn’t come to fetch her. He knew where she was. He didn’t come. The valley noticed, and the valley drew conclusions, and the conclusions were not in his favor.

The day before Fasching, Traudl came with the sled, and she unloaded the meat the farm was contributing, and she looked at the woodpile and said:

“Too small.”

“Girgl says so too.”

“Girgl’s right. At Fasching you have to be seen.” She looked at me, and her eyes glinted, and she said, more quietly: “And tomorrow. We’ll see about that.”

“Tomorrow is the reckoning.”

“Tomorrow is the reckoning,” she confirmed. “And after that it’s Fasching. Both. I’m looking forward to both, and I don’t know which more.”

She drove off, and her laughter hung in the cold air, and the yard stood ready, and the village waited, and nobody but us knew what it was really waiting for.

The tables we’d set out. The benches. The wood for the fire, stacked high in the middle of the yard. The big kettle, cleaned, ready. The priest stopped by with the harmonium and said he’d bring it tomorrow, and his eyebrows said something else, and I didn’t know what he knew, and I didn’t ask.



Late, I walked through the taproom once more before bed, and Konstanze sat at the window table.

She was writing.

One page, in the most beautiful Kurrent, and she wrote slowly, with pauses, the way you write something you’ll be reading aloud.

I stopped. She heard, and she didn’t cover the page, because she knew it was me.

I read the beginning, over her shoulder:

Haus Linde. Winter Accounts 1946/47.

Beneath, in columns, numbers. I recognized the structure: bowls. Sled runs. Jars. Wood.

And beneath, set apart, a second sheet, folded, with a heading I wasn’t supposed to read and read anyway:

The Bell Pond.

“Is that the speech?” I asked.

“That’s the memory,” said Konstanze. “The one he’ll have. As soon as I give it to him. He’ll embellish, Max. He’ll invent a boathouse, and a bell, and summers he never saw. He’ll do it before the whole village, with pride, with details. And then I’ll say one sentence.”

“One.”

“One is enough.” She blew on the ink to dry it. “There is no bell pond. There never was one. Everyone who was ever at our house knows that. And it’s in no letter.”

She folded the sheet and placed it in her book, alongside the lists.

“Two more days,” she said.

“Two more days,” I said.

She put out the lamp, and in the dark she sat a moment longer, and I saw her silhouette at the window, tall, straight, still, and she said, more to herself than to me:

“My grandfather fought for the Quarrel for thirty years in court. He held it. And he always said: you don’t win by shouting. You win by waiting until the other man lies in court.”

“And then?”

“Then you let him,” said Konstanze, and stood, and went upstairs.

I stayed a while longer in the dark taproom, by the cooled lamp, and listened to the house.

It breathed, everywhere. In the ballroom wing the patients and old Frau Ostermeier. Upstairs Frieda, with the belly and the child. In her room Konstanze, with the folded sheet. In her room Caterina, who tonight at supper had sat at the family table for the first time again, between Traudl and Vroni, and who had laughed, once, short, at something Traudl said, and who had been startled by her own laughter and then laughed again.

And outside, at the end of the lane, no lamp was burning in the Ostermeier house anymore.

It hadn’t burned for three nights. I didn’t know what that meant, and I did: he was hoarding in the dark now. He’d learned that lights count.

I put out the lamp and went upstairs, and the house held me, as it had held me since March. Tomorrow was Fasching. I fell asleep, with the smell of smoke and bread and the distant, cold creaking of winter.


Chapter 11: Fasching

The district had no Fasching that winter.

Everyone knew it. In Aibling the parade had been canceled, for the second time since the war, because there wasn’t enough money and not enough courage either. In Rosenheim there was a ball, they said, for those who had. The valley had nothing, and the valley expected nothing.

But Lindgraben had the Linde.

So Lindgraben had Fasching.

That morning I spoke with Girgl and Naz, in the smithy, by the forge, quietly.

“At two,” I said. “Before the feast. You go with Hintermayer and Steffl, to the Ostermeier shed, and you look. Don’t touch. Just look. If it’s in there, you come back and tell me, and nobody else. When I give you the sign, you fetch it. Before everyone.”

“And if it’s not in there?” asked Naz.

“Then it’s not in there, and I was wrong, and there’s no Fasching of reckoning, and we still have the kettle.”

“It’s in there,” said Girgl. “I believe that. I’ve believed it since the jar.”

“Believing isn’t enough. Looking counts.”

They nodded, both, and in that moment they were no longer two old jokers, they were what they’d once been: two men who understood an assignment.

At three they came back to the smithy, and Girgl nodded, once, and Naz said, quietly, the humor gone from him:

“Full. The whole shed. Jars, the hams, everything. And the ham with the horseshoe is hanging on the hook, like a flag.”

“Good. Then you eat now, and you wait, and when I give you the sign, you fetch it.”

“Horseshoe first?” asked Naz.

“Horseshoe first,” I said.

We built the fire on Sunday morning, high, in the middle of the yard, from the wood I’d been stacking since November. We set the tables out in a ring around the fire and laid them with every tablecloth the house had. The kettle had been on the fire since noon, steaming, and the fiddlers from the upper hamlet came at three, two violins, and the priest carried his harmonium into the taproom, with Michl’s help.

The masks were the masks of a poor year, and they were beautiful.

Soot mustaches, with the cork from a bottle. Hoods from flour sacks, with painted flowers. A boy had made himself a nose from dough. The old Bachmüllerin wore her husband’s top hat, three sizes too big, and looked in it like a small, dignified owl.

People laughed. They laughed a lot that day, and I noticed how much the valley had forgotten how to laugh and how quickly it came back.

They came at four, from all the hamlets, by sled and on foot, and the Linde’s yard filled, and the fire was lit, and the light fell on faces like gold.

Konstanze stood at the window, inside, and looked out.

“Everyone here?” I asked.

“Everyone,” she said. “Even the mayor. Even the hunter from the mountain.” She turned. “And him.”

Hansi stood at the edge of the yard, with the crutch, with the beer someone had given him. He wasn’t in costume. He was never in costume. He stood there and watched the fire, and his face was dark in the light.

“It’s time,” said Konstanze.

She carried the ledger under her arm.



We let them eat first.

That was Frieda’s condition, and it was the right one: you don’t tell a hungry village the truth on an empty stomach. So the village ate, first, and ate its fill, soup and bread and bacon, and the fiddlers played, and the children danced, and old Frau Ostermeier sat at the family table, between Frieda and Suor Adele, and was fed like a queen.

At seven, when the plates were empty and the beer was flowing and the fiddles took a break, I stood up and tapped my mug.

The yard went quiet, gradually, fire-crackle between.

“Good people,” I said. “Before the music goes on: we have something to tell you. It won’t take long. It’s important. It concerns us all.”

They went quieter. Faces turned, in the firelight, hundreds.

“In January,” I said, “on the coldest night, the Linde was robbed. You know this. Two hams, a side of bacon, a sack of dried fruit, sixty-six jars. From the vault by the smithy. With a bolt cutter.”

They knew. They nodded, individually.

“We said nothing,” I said. “Four weeks of nothing. You wondered. Some of you talked.” I let the sentence lie a moment, without looking at Hansi. “We said nothing because we didn’t want accusations. We wanted the truth. And the truth takes its time, like everything good.”

I stepped back.

“The Countess von Rautenberg keeps the house’s books. She’ll tell you the rest.”

Konstanze stepped forward.

She stepped forward, in her dark dress, with the ledger, and she stood in the firelight, and she held a court before a yard.

“The house of the Linde,” she said, and her voice carried without rising, “has kept records of every jar since November. Every week has its mark. Every jar that leaves this cellar is recorded.”

She opened the book.

“On the night of the twenty-fourth of January, the following are missing: twenty-two jars of meat, mark star. Nineteen jars of vegetables, mark cross. Twenty-five jars of compotes and miscellaneous, marks line and dot. Two hams, including the Christmas ham from the Angermeier farm, with the horseshoe on the rind.”

Traudl stood by the fire, and her face was stone.

The crowd stirred, the way crowds stir before they know what they feel: a murmur that ran back and forth, faces turning toward each other.

“Sixty-six jars,” said a voice at the back, half-loud. “That’s a winter. That’s a whole winter for a family.”

“Quiet,” said another.

“I’m just saying. Sixty-six. Who eats sixty-six jars?”

“Nobody eats sixty-six jars,” said Konstanze, into the crowd, and her voice cut the murmur like a blade. “Nobody sells them, not in this winter, not without it showing. You hoard them. You wait for spring, when prices rise and memory fades. The thief is not a hungry man. The thief is a merchant.”

She let the sentence stand, and the village thought it through, and I watched the faces change: from pity to calculation. A hungry thief was one of them. A calculating thief was something else: one who put their hunger to work for his profit.

That was Konstanze’s second volley, and it was aimed, and it hit.

“One jar has turned up,” said Konstanze.

She nodded to Alois.

Alois stood, slowly, with his cane, and he held the jar up, washed, bright, and he turned it so the fire caught it, and he said, in the calm, old voice of a man nobody interrupted:

“I found it. At the midden heap of the Ostermeier farm. Pushed into the snow, for destruction. The star is on it, there, where anyone can see.”

He walked along the first row of tables and let them look. They looked. They passed the jar, hand to hand.

“The print in the snow,” said Alois, “is still there, under a board, where nobody steps. A right boot, a good one, and beside it a round mark, deep, where the left foot should have been.”

He let the sentence lie.

The old hunter from the mountain stood in the second row, a gnarled man, older than Alois, and he said, without being asked:

“I saw the print. Alois brought me. One boot and a wooden leg. I’ve read tracks for sixty years. The print doesn’t lie.”

The yard was now so quiet you could hear the fire.

And then, at exactly the right moment, Girgl and Naz came back.

They’d been sent an hour ago, with two farmers, quietly, through the back yard. Now they came through the gate, and they were carrying.

Jars. Armfuls. And behind them the two farmers, with a ham, and another, and a side of bacon, and a sack.

And Girgl held the ham high, over his head, into the firelight, and the horseshoe on the rind gleamed, and he roared, in the voice he’d used for forty years across the fields:

“THE HAM FROM THE ANGERMEIER FARM! FROM HANSI OSTERMEIER’S SHED!”

The yard stood up.

Not slowly. All at once. Four hundred people stood, with a noise that was not jubilation and not rage, it was the sound of a village that understood.



Hansi stood in the middle, and he had nowhere left.

I saw him, through the fire: his face worked, and his mouth opened and closed, and he looked at the jars, at the ham, at his mother, who sat at the family table and did not look at him.

“Lies,” he said. “That’s… they put that…”

Nobody heard him.

“THE OUTSIDER DID IT HIM…”

And then he raised his crutch and swung it at me, across the table; he had nothing left, and he struck as though he knew it.

I caught it.

I did it without thinking: one step forward, hand up, the crutch caught, an inch from my face, and I held it, one second, in the air, and Hansi pulled, and I didn’t give.

Then I took it from him and put him on the ground.

I did it with one grip, learned in the smithy, with one foot I swept from under him, and he lay in the snow, on his back, and I stood over him, with his crutch in my hand, and I wasn’t angry.

That was what hit the yard, and I felt it: I wasn’t angry. I stood there, calm, with the crutch, and I looked down at him, and I said, quietly enough that only the first rows heard:

“Not here, Hansi. Not tonight. Get up.”

He didn’t get up.

He lay in the snow, and his face contorted, and he screamed.

“YOU’VE GOT IT EASY! YOU! WHO ASKED YOU!”

It came out of him like water from a broken dam, and it was ugly and it was human and it was the only thing he had left.

“I LEFT A LEG IN FRANCE! HALF A LEG! And you sit there and eat, and the stranger feeds you, and nobody asks what happens to US, the ones who…”

He broke off. He cried. A young man, in the snow, before the whole village, and he cried, and it was terrible, and it was over.

And then Naz laughed.

A single, short, dry sound.

“A leg,” said Naz. “Well then. Alois left four ribs. Girgl left a son. Half the church left their husbands. And none of them steals the neighbor’s ham.”

And the yard laughed.

It started at the back, and it came forward, and it wasn’t cruel, it was something else: it was the release of a village that had whispered for four weeks and now saw what the whispering had been.

Hansi lay in the snow, and the village laughed, not at his leg, not at his tears, at the lie he’d been living, and he heard it, and he stood, and he limped, without the crutch I held out to him, out into the dark lane.

Nobody followed.



Frieda stood up.

She stood up, in the middle of the noise, and she took old Frau Ostermeier by the hand, and she said, in the innkeeper’s voice that carried everything:

“Frau Ostermeier eats with us. That stays.”

She said it loud, before everyone, and she led the old woman, who was weeping, back to the family table, and she seated her, and she put her arm around her shoulders, and she poured her beer with her own hand.

Old Frau Ostermeier wept, quietly, without sound, and her hands lay on the table, and she said, once, softly, to Frieda, but I heard it because I was standing beside them:

“I knew. For three days. I found the jars, in the shed, and I knew, and I said nothing. I was protecting my son. That makes me guilty too.”

“Not in my house,” said Frieda. “In my house, a mother protecting a child is never guilty. Eat.”

“He became a bad person. My boy. He was a good boy, before France. He was a good boy.” The old woman looked at her beer. “The war took him. Not the leg. The other thing. The inside. That one stayed behind somewhere, and it’s not coming home.”

“Then we’ll drink to the boy he was,” said Frieda, and refilled. “Not to the man he is. To the boy. To the good one.”

And old Frau Ostermeier drank, and wept, and the village saw it, and the village learned from it, and I learned too: that was the Linde’s way of winning, not through striking but through comforting, where the striking had stopped.

The grace receipt, before the whole valley: the son’s shame would not be the mother’s hunger.

The fiddlers struck up again, hesitant, then firmer, and Fasching went on, because Fasching had to go on, and the village danced the son it had lost away, and celebrated the house that had held it.

Alois and I tallied the haul, at the side, by lamplight, while the village danced.

Almost all of it was there. Sixty-one of the sixty-six jars, unopened, with the marks. The two hams. The side of bacon, cut into, a narrow piece missing. The sack of dried fruit, half empty.

“He didn’t even eat properly from it,” said Alois, shaking his head. “He hoarded. Like a rat. He stole, and then he didn’t dare eat it.”

“He was waiting for spring. For better prices.”

“For better prices.” Alois spat into the snow. “He didn’t give his own mother a thing. She went to the soup every day, and the shed was full. Say that to someone. He had it full, and his mother went begging at ours.”

“That’s why she eats with us now.”

“Well then.” Alois leaned against the stack of jars and watched the fire. “You handle this well, lad. I should say that. You let them all fall on their own, and you catch the ones who can’t help it. That’s… that’s well done. I won’t say more, or you’ll get cocky.”

“Thank you, Alois.”

“Said I won’t say more.” He took his beer. “But if Krammer gets Hansi, in Rosenheim, then he’s got another knife. Just saying. For later.”

I nodded. I knew. Hansi was now a weapon in another hand, and the hand belonged to the man who’d said at Michaelmas: MONEY stays.

But that was later. Tonight was Fasching, and the fire burned, and the village danced.



Hansi left the next morning, on the first sled, Rosenheim direction.

Michl told me, who’d driven the sled. He hadn’t had much luggage: a bundle, a crate, the crutch. He hadn’t looked back.

Old Frau Ostermeier stayed. She stayed in the ballroom wing, and she worked, and she became, week by week, a new face at the edge of the family table, quiet, dignified, grateful without words.

The village talked about nothing else for a week, and it talked about it right.

That was what made Fasching different from Michaelmas: at Michaelmas we’d beaten an enemy from outside. At Fasching we’d lost one of our own, and the village mourned it, in its way: it spoke of Hansi the way you speak of someone who’s died, not the way you speak of a thief. The women shook their heads. The men said “shame.” And then they all said the same thing, in every variant:

“But his mother eats at the Linde. That’s right.”

His mother ate at the Linde. Every day. And when she came for soup now, without her collar turned up, the other women sat with her, and they talked with her, about nothing, about soup and children and wool, and old Frau Ostermeier began, after ten years, to have a name again that wasn’t “Hansi’s mother.”

Her name was Resi. I learned that this week, for the first time, and I was ashamed I hadn’t learned it sooner.

I thought about Rosenheim. I thought about Krammer, who collected broken men like stamps.

I put the thought away for later.



Traudl pulled me from the middle of the dance.

I stood by the fire, with a beer, and the fiddlers were playing a folk dance, and suddenly her hand was around my wrist, small, hard, relentless.

“Come,” she said.

“Where?”

“Don’t look so daft. Come.”

She pulled me through the darkness, between the fire and the lane, across the market square, and I knew where before we got there: Krammer’s old market stall, abandoned since September, with the empty counter and the hooks where his goods had once hung.

“Krammer,” said Traudl, in the dark, “made money on this stall.”

“Yes.”

“We’re doing something better on it.”

She kissed me, and she tasted of beer and frost and Fasching, and her hands undid my belt, and she didn’t stop grinning.

“Do you know how long I’ve been scouting this stall?”

“Since September.”

“Since September. Every market day. Krammer stood there and thought he was king of the district, and I stood there and thought: I’ll need that spot someday. For something better.” Her hand found me, under the belt, and she held me, firm, and her grin softened. “And now he’s gone, the king, and the spot is ours, and the whole village is singing over there, and nobody knows that Traudl just beat Krammer, his own way. The best way.”

“You’re beating him with me.”

“I’m beating him with us. Revenge I’d do alone. But winning I only do with all of you at my back.” She turned around, set her back against the counter, and pulled me to her. “The whole market is watching. Or it could be. Fifty yards. Over there they’re singing.”

They were singing. Girgl’s voice carried across, with the hoarder’s song he was just inventing, and the crowd roared the chorus.

I lifted Traudl onto the counter, and she wrapped her legs around me, and I pushed her skirts up, warm wool, beneath it hot, bare skin, and I took her in one stroke, all the way, standing against the counter, and she held my shoulders and pressed her hand to her mouth.

“Lord,” she breathed at my ear, quietly, breathless, “you’re warm inside. Like August. And outside your breath freezes.” She laughed silently into her own palm, and her heels hooked into the small of my back, and she pulled me deeper, with every thrust, as though she wanted to keep me. “Harder,” she said, and then again, smaller, “harder, boy,” and her voice was already tipping, mid-word, the way it always tipped when it got serious.

The counter was cold and rough beneath her, and through the stall’s slats the fire fell in stripes, light and dark, over her throat and the open blouse. Her freckles glowed in the light stripes and vanished in the dark. Her breath steamed, mine too, and between us it was hot, while everywhere else the February night cut.

My hand laid itself over hers.

She nodded, wild, wide-eyed, and we moved, hard, fast, in the shadow of the stall, and the music carried us, and the noise covered us.

I held my hand on her mouth, and with the other I reached under her thigh and lifted it higher, and the new angle hit her so that for a moment the words left her. Her head fell forward to my shoulder, her teeth found the fabric of my collar and bit in, to eat the sound that wasn’t allowed out, not yet, not here, fifty yards from the fire and four hundred throats.

A child ran past, with a sparkler, six yards away, whooping, and we froze, joined, and the child ran on, and Traudl shook with silent laughter.

We held still, deep inside each other, while the spark-light darted across the snow and the slats threw white stripes. Six yards, no more. I felt her tighten around me, from the danger alone, as though the risk made her closer, and her silent laughter became silent panting, and her eyes said only: go on.

“Mating,” she panted, “in February. Against season. Tell them at the Stammtisch.”

“You tell them.”

“I’ll tell Burgl.”

I moved again, slower, deeper, and she let her head fall against the counter, and the two pale bands on her throat, where in summer the sun didn’t reach, glowed in the fire-red like that evening in the smithy. I laid my thumb where she needed it, and her whole hard, small body tensed like a wire about to snap.

In the middle of it the fire burst.

A log, in the center, with a crack and a column of sparks, and the whole square roared, four hundred throats, and Traudl ripped her hand from her mouth and let it out.

A single, loud, free cry, into the noise, covered by four hundred people, and it was the only loud sound she ever made in public, and it was beautiful.

She came while the square still roared, shaking, face against my neck, and I came inside her, deep, and she held me with her legs until the noise subsided.

We stood another minute, forehead to forehead, steaming, in the cold.

“The stall,” Traudl said finally, hoarse, “is ours now. Tell Krammer, if you see him.”

“I won’t tell him.”

“Then I will. Next time. In Rosenheim. With the finger.”

We went back separately, and Frieda stood at the kettle and handed us each a bowl, with a face of such monumental neutrality that Traudl giggled, and Frieda said:

“Soup. Against the cold. You never know where a person’s been.”



The letter came that evening, with the southern post.

A heavy letter, with the convent’s seal, and Suor Adele read it first, because it was addressed to her, and then she gave it to Caterina, with a face you couldn’t read.

Caterina read it in the kitchen, by the lamp, and her hands held the paper tight, and she read it twice.

“The transport leaves in three weeks,” she said. “Heading south. Suor Adele is… she’s been recalled. She may travel, if she’s fit.”

“And you?” asked Frieda.

Caterina set the letter down.

“I’m released,” she said. “I may follow. Or I may apply for formal release from the novitiate. The mother superior writes: the door stands open. In both directions.”

She said it calmly. She said it like a timetable announcement. But her hand lay on the letter, flat, fingers spread, as on something alive.

Suor Adele nodded, slowly, and she said the sentence that stayed in this book:

“That’s not a recall, child. That’s a door. Doors go in two directions.”

“I know,” said Caterina.

“No,” said Suor Adele. “Before, you suspected. Now you know. That’s how a novice becomes a woman.”

Caterina looked at her. Then she looked at me, across the kitchen, before everyone, and she didn’t lower her eyes.

“I already know,” she said, quietly. “I’m just not saying it yet.”

That evening the house sat together, and it didn’t talk about it, and it talked about nothing else.

That was the house’s way: the most important things weren’t discussed, they were hosted. Frieda cooked the best that February had to give. Traudl brought a jug from the farm, the good one, and set it before Caterina. Konstanze poured, precisely, as though booking a celebration. And Helene, who came for the evening visit, sat down with them and said, over the second glass, to Caterina:

“In twenty years of practice I’ve learned: the hardest decisions are the ones where both directions hurt. The only wrong one is the one you don’t make.”

“I’ve learned that,” said Caterina. “This week.”

“Then you’ve learned more than most medical students in four semesters,” said Helene, and drank.

Caterina laughed, and her eyes were wet, and she looked around the table, face to face, and she said, half Italian, half German:

“You’re my home. I say that now because I’m not yet allowed to say it. Do you understand? I say it so that I don’t have to say it yet.”

“We understand,” said Frieda, and refilled her bowl, and that was the house’s answer, as always: food before words.

Traudl raised the jug.

“To the girl who won’t say yet what she’s known for a long time.”

They drank, and Caterina drank with them, and her face was open as a window in spring.



That night she came to me, to her room, and she was different.

I saw it at once: no trembling, no held breath, no rosary in hand. She stood in her room, with the candle, with the loose hair, and she smiled, and her smile was new.

“You’ve held my release,” she said, “the way I wanted. For weeks. Every time. You let me ask, and you gave when you said, and it was…” She searched for the word. “It was mine. Because I’d given it.”

“Yes.”

“Tonight,” said Caterina, “you give it to me. Everything. As often as you can. No more waiting. Not tonight.”

“Why not tonight?”

“Because the door stands open,” she said. “In both directions. And before I walk through one, I want to know what it’s like when you don’t wait. Once. Fully. It’s… like a season of fasting that ends.”

“You’ve been fasting?”

“Twenty years,” she said. “Tonight is Easter.”

I kissed her, and she was new in my arms: greedy, open, impatient, with her quick hands everywhere, and she undressed me as fast as she could, and she laughed when the belt stuck, and I laughed, and we fell onto the narrow bed.

I gave her what she wanted.

I gave it with my mouth, first, and she came, fast, loud, without asking, and she held my head and cried something Italian, and she laughed afterward, panting, eyes wide.

“One,” she said.

“You’re counting?”

“I’m counting. Twenty years, Max. I have catching up to do. Two.”

I gave her two, with fingers, with my mouth, and she came, again, and again, and her sentences dissolved into Italian endearments I didn’t know and that were beautiful, and her body knew no tiredness anymore, because it had slept for twenty years.

After the second she held me tight, with both arms, and she laughed, panting, at my ear.

“It goes like this every time?” she asked. “That often? One after another?”

“As often as you want.”

“I want always.” She said it simply, like an order, and then she laughed at herself. “That’s greed. In the convent they warn against greed. Nobody told me it feels like this. Like thirst. Like twenty years of thirst.”

“Then drink.”

“I’m drinking,” she said, and pulled me onto her, and wrapped her legs around me, and she guided me into her, herself, with her hand, and she held her breath, and then she moved, beneath me, greedy, impatient, new.

The third time was with me inside her, and she came fast, and she came hard, and her nails dragged down my back, and she cried something that was half prayer and half call, and when she was finished she held me tight and said:

“Don’t stop. Not yet. Please. One more. I can. I know it now. I can do everything.”

“You can do everything.”

“Then give me everything,” said Caterina, and her eyes were dark and wide and perfectly clear.

And in the middle of it she paused.

She lay beneath me, panting, with tears of laughter at her temples, and she went red to the collarbone, and she said, half laughing, half dying:

“I want my penance.”

“Your what?”

“My penance.” She turned over, beneath me, and laid herself across my lap, and her soft, round backside lay in the candlelight, olive, perfect. “Strike me. Not hard. Not to hurt. To count. I’ve done penance for six years, and it was never…” She laughed, into the pillow. “It was never meant like this. Once, Max. Properly. Then I’m done with it. Forever.”

“Are you sure?”

“Uno,” said Caterina, and waited.

I struck.

Not hard. Firmly. With the flat of my hand, on the round cheek, and the sound was warm, and she counted, aloud, in Italian:

“Due.”

I struck again. She counted. Her voice grew softer with each blow, and her body grew warmer, and at five she began to tremble, and at six she began to laugh, and at seven she forgot that numbers existed.

“Sette,” she said. “No. Sei. No. From the top.”

“No,” I said.

“No?”

“The penance is abolished as of today.”

She turned her head, over her shoulder, with the wet, laughing face, and something in her face opened, between protest and relief, and it became relief, clear and complete.

“Abolished?”

“By decree,” I said. “You’ve done penance. Six years. That’s enough. From today, you only take what brings joy. That’s the law of the house. Sign here.”

“Where?”

“Here.” I kissed the spot I’d struck, warm, red, wonderful, and Caterina made a sound that was neither Italian nor German, and she pressed back, and she said:

“Take me. From behind. Now. And you count, I can’t anymore.”

I took her, from behind, over the bed’s edge, and her soft, round backside lay in my hands, and she was wet and hot and open, and she came, again, and again, and she stopped counting and started praying, and the praying was a different sound than ever before: grateful, filthy, free.

“Now,” I said. “Always now.”

“Always now,” she panted. “Riempimi. Fill me. Everything. ALWAYS NOW…”

I came inside her, deep, and she held me with her whole body, and she came with me, the last time that night, and afterward we lay, joined, on the narrow bed, and she counted on her fingers, eyes full of wonder.

“Six,” she whispered.

“Six?”

“Six times.” She looked at her fingers as though at a bank balance. “Six times, Max. In one night. In the convent I believed there was a quota. Per life. I thought I’d used mine up already, in dreams.”

“And now?”

“Now I’m rich,” said Caterina, and fell asleep mid-sentence, with the face of a woman who had had Easter.



Late, I sat by the dying fire in the taproom, alone, with a beer, when Konstanze came in.

She carried two glasses.

She sat beside me without asking, and she set a glass before me, and she poured, from the small bottle she’d brought: plum brandy, from the cellar, from the stock of good things.

“To Fasching,” she said.

“To Fasching.”

We drank. The spirit burned, warm, and outside there was dripping.

“Something died in the village today,” she said, after a while, calmly, looking into her glass. “Did you notice?”

“Hansi.”

“Not Hansi. The whispering.” She turned the glass, slowly. “Since today, nobody here can whisper against this house without four hundred people thinking of the jars that were held up by the fire. That’s worth more than the ham, Herr Berger. The ham was goods. The trust was the prize.”

“You planned it. The whole Fasching.”

“I helped plan it. With you. As always.” Now she looked at me, and her face was calm and full and a little tired. “I learned something about myself tonight. I enjoyed it. The reckoning. The reading aloud. The village’s face turning. I enjoyed it like a celebration. I always thought I was a woman who suffers when she fights. It turns out: I suffer when I’m not allowed to fight.”

“Then fight. Always. With me.”

“I know that,” said Konstanze. “I’ve known since the autumn. That’s why I’m still here.”

I heard it before I understood it: a drop from the eave, then two, then many. The first meltwater. The warm wind was on its way, over the mountains, and winter could hear it coming.

Konstanze heard it too. She raised her glass toward the window, toward the mayor’s house, where the fraud was sleeping his last easy sleep.

“The bell pond,” she said, “has very fine carp.”

We drank, and the dripping became a trickle, and spring began, quietly, at the eave.


Chapter 12: The Warm Wind

The warm wind came in the night, and the world began to drip.

I heard it in my sleep: the trickle at the eaves, the splash from the gutters, the soft crack of roof-slides slipping from the ridges. And I heard the wind, warm, impetuous, unlike anything the winter had brought.

In the morning the valley was a different place.

The snow sank into itself, grey, tired, and on the south-facing roofs it was already gone. The lanes were streams. The ice on the pump stone cracked, and beneath it came the water, clear, alive, the first flowing water in months that hadn’t come from a kettle.

And the mountains stood close.

That was the warm wind: it pulled the mountains near, blue, sharp, as though someone had polished them with a cloth, and you could see every ridge, every forest, every house on the slope, and it was so beautiful that people stopped in the road and looked, in the middle of the mess.

Alois stood at the well and looked at the mountains and said:

“Winter’s done. Not today. Not tomorrow. But it knows it now too.”

“How can you tell?”

“By the weather,” said Alois, and walked off, and that was all the meteorology this valley needed.

The week between the warm wind and Sunday was a week of waiting, and the whole village waited without knowing what for.

Afra Soyer had been sowing it with the precision of a seeding machine: Herr von Lutzow would be making an announcement on Sunday. Something beautiful. Something concerning the countess. She said it at the well, at the market, at the bakery, and she said it with the face of a woman carrying a sack from which something poked out and which she hadn’t tied shut.

The village responded the way villages do: it hoped.

“A wedding,” said the Bachmüllerin, over bread, to Frieda. “Tell the countess: if there’s a wedding, I’ll bake the wreath. I’ve done it twice, before the war. I still know how.”

“I’ll tell her,” said Frieda, and didn’t.

“A wedding in spring,” said the weaver’s wife, in the soup line. “That would be something. After the winter. That would be a sign.”

And the terrible thing was: they meant well. They hoped for a wedding because the valley needed a wedding after a year of dying, and they placed their hope on the wrong man, and only we knew, and we couldn’t say.

Konstanze heard it, everywhere, and she smiled, and she thanked them, and she was the most charming fiancee the valley had ever seen.

Only once, on Friday, at the window table, she said to me, quietly:

“It’s cruel, you know. They hope for him. In three days I’ll take their hope away. That’s cruel, and it’s necessary, and I’ll enjoy it anyway, and that makes me a bad person.”

“That makes you an honest one.”

“Honest, bad.” Konstanze shrugged, barely perceptibly. “With me, those have always been close neighbors.”



Sunday was the first Sunday of the thaw, and the church was full.

Fuller than a Sunday in March required, and I knew why: he was there.

Konrad von Lutzow sat in the mayor’s pew, in his good, worn coat, and he sang along, and he helped the mayor’s wife stand, and he was the returnee the village loved.

Afra Soyer had been carrying what he’d whispered to her with the reliability of a post office: Herr von Lutzow would announce something on Sunday. Something beautiful. Something concerning the countess.

The whole village knew. Everyone had come.

Konstanze had known since Tuesday.

She’d known since the evening he’d produced the ring, and she’d used the week to arrange everything: the lists with the priest, who’d tucked them into his breviary. The old hunter’s testimony. Alois’s notes. Her own sheet, folded, in her book.

“He’ll do it on Sunday,” she’d said. “At the church. After mass. He needs the biggest audience, and that’s the church steps. He’ll pull the ring again, and he’ll speak, and he’ll believe a village that loves him will choose him.”

“And then?”

“Then I let him finish,” Konstanze had said. “To the last word. You don’t interrupt a man who’s hanging himself. You hand him the rope and hold the ladder.”



The mass was short, and the blessing given, and the church emptied into the March Sunday, onto the steps, into the warm light.

The people didn’t go home.

They stayed on the steps, on the square below, in groups, with the faces of people expecting something. Forty, fifty, sixty. The priest stayed at the portal, breviary under his arm, and his eyebrows were neutral as an office.

And Konrad von Lutzow stepped onto the top step.

He’d rehearsed. You could see it: the posture, the pause, the sweep of the eyes. He moved the stick to his left hand, and with his right he drew the box from his coat, and he raised his voice.

“Dear people of Lindgraben,” he said. “You took me in, in winter, when I came like a madman from another world. You fed me, you heard me, you gave me what I hadn’t had for three years: a home.”

They nodded. They liked him. They wanted to hear it.

“In the camps I learned,” he said, “that a man is nothing without what he lives for. I lived for a name. For letters. For a woman I’d never seen and whom I loved, line by line.”

He opened the box.

“Countess Konstanze,” he said, and turned to her, and his voice went soft and still carried to the bottom step. “Before God and this village: I ask you to renew our engagement. Here. Today. Before the people who are our home.”

He held the ring out to her.

The village fell silent.

And Konstanze smiled.

She stepped forward, onto the same step, and she looked at the ring, and then she looked at him, and she said, pleasant as May, loud enough for the steps:

“A beautiful ring, Herr von Lutzow.”

He smiled back.

“Tell me,” she continued, casually, the way you ask about the weather, “let’s speak of old times, on such a fine day. The bell pond. You remember, surely. The carp.”

And Konrad von Lutzow took the bait with both hands.

“The bell pond,” he said, and his face warmed with a memory he was inventing on the spot. “Of course. How could I forget. The carp, yes. Big as forearms, Countess. We fed them as children, with bread, and the old bell that lay in the water, at the bottom, by the bank, you could see it on clear days…”

He embellished.

He built a boathouse, with a jetty. He built summers, with dragonflies. He built a servant who fattened the carp. He built for a full minute, richly detailed, charming, and his smile held the audience, and the village listened, rapt, enchanted.

And the village fell in love once more, before my eyes, with the fraud.

I saw it in the faces: the women smiled. The old people nodded. The mayor’s wife wiped her eyes. They were hearing a man who had come back from nothing and was telling them about a pond where he’d stood as a child, and they believed every word because they wanted to, because it was the most beautiful story of the winter.

The smith’s wife said, half-aloud, to her neighbor:

“Look how he tells it. Like a picture book.”

“He lived it,” said the neighbor. “You can tell. Nobody could make that up.”

That was exactly what they thought. That was exactly what he was counting on. And that was exactly why Konstanze’s trap worked: the better he told it, the surer they were of him, and the harder the ground he would fall on.

Konstanze let him run.

She let him run a full minute, and she nodded, once, twice, friendly, and I stood on the steps and admired her with a cold, sacred shiver: she gave him exactly the length he needed.

Then she raised her hand, a small, polite movement, and he fell silent.

“There is no bell pond,” said Konstanze.

It was very quiet.

“There never was one,” she said, and her voice was calm and carried to the bottom step. “At Rautenberg there were six ponds. None bore that name. I invented it, in Advent, when I heard that a stranger was asking for me. It’s in no letter. It was in no letter I ever wrote.”

She turned to the steps.

“Rautenberg has sixteen windows,” she said. “The painter who made the miniature forgot two, the gable windows. Behind exactly those two, my brother and I slept. Everyone who was ever at our house knows that. Every servant, every maid, every neighbor. It’s in no letter.”

She turned back to him.

“You are not Konrad von Lutzow,” said Konstanze. “Konrad von Lutzow is dead. He died in a camp in the East, and you are carrying his post.”

The man stood there, with the ring, and his face worked.

“That’s… Countess, that’s absurd, the camps lost the lists, half the…”

“The lists,” said Konstanze, “have lost nothing.”

She nodded to the priest.

Father Hofstetter stepped forward, from the portal, and he opened his breviary, and he drew out the folded pages, and he held them up, into the sunlight, so that everyone could see.

“These,” said the priest, and his tired, warm voice carried further than you’d think, “are the Red Cross search lists. Every release wave of the camps the gentleman named. Name by name.”

He handed them to Konstanze.

“Konrad von Lutzow,” Konstanze read, “appears on no wave. Not one. There is no release of a Konrad von Lutzow from any camp this man has ever named.”

She turned the page.

“But here is a name he did not mention,” she said. “Josef Stangler. Private, quartermaster’s office. Released in November, from exactly the camp, in exactly the wave, the gentleman described as his own. A quartermaster’s clerk, Herr Stangler. A man who managed the papers. The dead men’s packets.”

The man who called himself Konrad von Lutzow stood on the top step, and the mask fell.

It didn’t fall slowly. It fell like a pane: one crack, and then the pieces lay. His mouth worked, and his hand with the ring trembled, and his face went thin and ugly and true.

“I knew him,” said Josef Stangler.

It slipped out. You could hear it: it slipped out, involuntary, and it was the first true thing he’d said in this village.

“I knew him! Better than any of you! Lutzow lay next to me for three months, and he talked, every night, about his estate, about his fiancee, and he died, and nobody wanted the letters, nobody, do you understand, and I…”

He stopped.

He heard himself. The village heard him too.

Forty people stood on a church stairway and listened to a man convict himself, word by word, from his own mouth. And nobody laughed.

That was what I felt in the back of my neck, cold as the meltwater in the lanes. At Fasching the village had roared, four hundred throats, a laugh like a roof-slide coming down. Here no sound fell. No call, no scraping on the wet stones, no audible breath. Forty people were silencing a man into the ground, and the silence had a temperature, and it was colder than any winter this warm wind was carrying off. Nobody said anything. Nobody had to. The silence was the court.

“And you,” said Konstanze von Rautenberg, calmly, finally, “told me about my brother for three months. That you knew him. That you knew where he was. That, Herr Stangler, was your only mistake I don’t forgive. The rest I could have forgiven. Not that.”

She took one step toward him, and he stepped back, down the stair.

“You will keep this ring,” she said. “And these letters you will give to the priest. They belong to a dead family, and you’re alive enough to return them. And then you will leave this village. Not tomorrow. Today.”

Stangler looked around.

He searched for a face that would hold him. He found what Hansi had found: nothing. The village that had loved him looked at him with the cold, unanimous contempt of a village that had been betrayed where it was most vulnerable: at its returnees.

He went down the steps, through the people, who parted without a word, without a shout, and the only sound was his own footsteps on the wet stones, loud in all that silence. Nobody touched him. Nobody helped him. And he no longer limped.

He no longer limped. That was the last thing the village saw: that the lame man walked like anyone else.

He was gone from Lindgraben by evening, Rosenheim direction, and nobody asked how, and nobody asked where, and I thought again of Krammer, who collected broken men, and I put it away.



And then, on the same steps, in the same minute, Konstanze did it.

She turned, to me, before the whole village, and she breathed once, deep, and her hand went to her chest, once, and then she straightened, and she was the Countess von Rautenberg, and she spoke.

“Max Berger,” she said.

I stood two steps below her, and the village stood around us, and it was quiet.

“I once said I never ask twice for the same thing,” said Konstanze. “That was a lie. I’m asking for the second time.”

She came down one step, to me, and she stood before me, tall, straight, grey eyes on mine, and she said, loud, clear, for the steps, for the square, for the village:

“Stay at my side. Before everyone.”

The village exhaled.

“Yes,” I said.

Not loud. It didn’t need to be loud. It was the one word, and it carried.

And Konstanze von Rautenberg, who in her life had never shown emotion before people, laid her arm in mine, in front of the church, in front of the village, and her hand lay on my forearm, and she trembled, once, and then held still.

The steps erupted.

It started with Traudl.

Traudl, who stood at the edge of the steps, basket still in hand, let out a cry that wasn’t a word, a whoop, as at a fair, and she struck the basket on the wall and shouted:

“FINALLY!”

And the square roared.

The women screamed. The men shouted. Naz wept and Girgl wept, and Girgl said angrily it was the wind, and there was no wind, and the priest stood in the portal and watched and nodded, slowly, and his eyebrows spoke the complete verdict of the Catholic Church, and it read: Good.

And Frieda came up the steps.

She came as fast as she could, with the curve that was seven months, and she laid her arm in Konstanze’s free one, before everyone, and she said, loud enough for the front row:

“Now you’re one of us completely, Countess. It’s about time.”

Konstanze looked at her. And Konstanze, who before forty people had just executed a fraud, got wet eyes because a Bavarian innkeeper took her arm.

“Thank you,” she said. “Frau Obermaier.”

“Frieda,” said Frieda. “Before everyone. From today.”

The village brought them home, all three, like a wedding.

It formed on its own: the women went ahead, the children ran between, and Konstanze walked on my arm down the lane, from the church to the Linde, past the windows, all open, and people called out, and the Bachmüllerin wept, and old Frau Kirmair shouted:

“To a long marriage, Countess!”

“She’s not married yet, Kirmair!” another called.

“Soon!” Frau Kirmair called. “I’m saying it early, because I might not be around!”

And Konstanze laughed, loud, on the open lane, before the whole village, and it was the first time the village had heard her laugh, and the village went quiet a moment, from surprise, and then laughed with her.

“You’re laughing,” I said, at her side.

“Be quiet,” said Konstanze, laughing, eyes wet. “Be quiet and keep walking. If I stop now I’ll cry, and a Rautenberg doesn’t cry in the open lane.”

“Never?”

“Only in pantries,” she said, “and I deny it.”



Suor Adele left that same day.

The sled stood at the Linde in the afternoon, with the driver who was heading south, and the old nun sat in it, in blankets, small, grey, with her bundle, and she distributed her blessing like small change.

To the priest: a nod and a “your church stands well, Hofstetter. The roof holds. I knew it would.”

Frieda: a hand on the curve, briefly, and a “the child comes in May, innkeeper. Don’t pray too much. Eat more.”

Traudl: without changing expression, “You, girl. Stop seducing the novices. Start with the farmers.”

“I’m done with farmers,” said Traudl. “They’re no good.”

“I know,” said Suor Adele. “That’s why I say it.”

And last, Caterina.

Caterina stood before the sled, in her grey, with her wimple, and Suor Adele took her face in both hands, and they stood forehead to forehead, and the old woman said, softly, but so we heard:

“Tu scendi dalle stelle, child. Come down to the people. It’s the same path.”

Caterina wept. She nodded. She said nothing, because she couldn’t.

“I’ll write to the mother superior,” said Suor Adele, “that you’ve chosen. Not what. That. That’s all she needs to know.”

And then, as the driver reached for the reins, the old nun raised her hand once more, and the whole yard went still.

“One more thing,” said Suor Adele, and her small, dry voice carried further than you’d think. “I’ve lived sixty years in convents. I’ve seen a hundred houses that called themselves good. I lived in one, this winter, and I’ll tell you what it is: it’s the best house I’ve ever seen. Not the richest. Not the most pious. The best. You tell the difference like this: where the children get fat and the old people laugh and nobody asks what it costs, there it is.”

She looked around, over Frieda, over Traudl, over Konstanze, over me.

“Stay that way,” she said. “That’s an order. From an old nun. It counts double, because I can’t come back to check.”

“We’ll stay that way,” said Frieda, and her voice was wet.

“I know,” said Suor Adele. “Otherwise I wouldn’t have said it.”

The sled drove off, and Caterina stood in the meltwater road and waved until the bend took it.

Then she turned around.

She looked at the Linde, at us, at the house, warm in the March light, and she didn’t go inside, to her wimple.

She went to Traudl, and she said:

“You said the grey can be dyed.”

“Of course,” said Traudl. “Grey makes a good blue. With cress. Burgl knows how.”

“Then we dye it,” said Caterina.

That evening Afra Soyer brought the end of the other story, and she brought it with an expression she rarely wore: dismay.

“The mayor offered him a bed,” she said, in the kitchen, basket still on her arm. “For tonight. The mayor. After everything. Because he thought you don’t leave a man in the snow, not even one like that.”

“And?” asked Frieda.

“He turned it down. He said…” Afra paused, and her voice went flat, because she didn’t understand. “He said: I have no right to beds here anymore. He said it, and then he left. On foot. Into the cold. And the mayor is still standing there watching him go and not understanding.”

“I understand,” said Konstanze, from her table, and laid her pen across the open book. “It’s the first honest sentence the man said in this village.”

Afra looked at her, and nodded, slowly, and left, and I thought: perhaps Stangler had left something real after all, in his last sentence. A warning, for anyone who came after: the village forgave much. It forgot nothing that touched it at its dead.

And the dead, in this valley, were the returnees who never came.

That evening the Stammtisch retold the church steps, three times, and it got better each time.

Girgl played Stangler, with the stick and the voice he gave him, thin and oily. Naz played Konstanze, and he played her wrong because he played her too loud, and Alois corrected him every time:

“The countess doesn’t talk loud. The countess talks quiet. That’s the frightening part.”

“And the ring?” asked Michl, who hadn’t seen it because he’d been with the horse.

“The ring was real,” said Girgl. “You have to give him that. The ring was real, the letters were real, the scar was real. Only the person was false.” He thought a moment, beer in hand. “That’s the worst thing about the times, isn’t it? That the real things don’t tell you anything anymore.”

“The real things always tell you something,” said Alois. “They just don’t always tell you what the person showing them says.”

And then Naz told the bell pond for the third time, this time with the boathouse, and the Stammtisch roared, and the priest, who was still sitting there, laughed into his collar and said:

“She let him talk for a minute. One minute. I looked at the clock. That was the longest minute I’ve ever experienced in my church, and I’ve been giving penitential sermons for forty years.”

“You knew,” said Girgl, accusingly. “Father. You knew.”

“I brought the post,” said Father Hofstetter, and drank, and over the rim of his mug he winked at Girgl, once, and that was all he admitted.



I don’t know who knew first that this night was the night.

Perhaps Frieda, who looked at Konstanze during supper and nodded. Perhaps Konstanze herself, who at the window table consulted her calendar, her own, the private one, and counted and nodded.

She came to me at ten, to my room, and she closed the door, and she lit two candles, and then she went to her own door and locked it, and I understood: we were going to her room.

Her room was warm, and the trunk stood at the foot of the bed, and it was open.

The crest trunk. The trunk with the seal and the miniature and the keys to doors that no longer existed. It stood open, unfolded, and the miniature lay on top, face up, the yellow house with the chestnut avenue.

“It stays open,” said Konstanze. “From today. It’s no longer a coffin. It’s a chest.”

She began to let down her hair, with her own hands, pin by pin, and then she paused, and she turned, and she said:

“Help me.”

She’d never asked me that.

I helped her. I took the last pins, one by one, and the black hair fell, heavy, over her shoulders, her back, to her waist, and she stood still and let it happen, and her eyes watched me in the window glass.

She turned, in her shift, at full height, with the loose hair, and she said:

“You promised me new fields. Other names, same earth.”

“Yes.”

“Then sow them.”

She drew breath, and it cost her, and she let herself pay.

“I want a child from you, Max. I’m asking. Tonight. The calendar is kind. I’ve counted. I always count.”

I stepped to her, and I took her face in my hands, and she held my wrists, and her eyes were open, as always, and this time something stood in them that was new: not fear. A plea.

“You will carry my child,” I said. “I swear it. Tonight, and as many times as it takes.”

“Tonight,” she said. “And as many times as it takes. But tonight counts. I know it. A woman knows.”

I laid her on the bed, and she lay on her back, from the start, and that was the quiet milestone nobody noticed but us: she didn’t begin on top. She received me, eyes open, and it was not diminished surrender. It was completed trust.

I loved her, steadily and fully, and her hands lay on my shoulders, and her thighs opened and took me in, and her body, the tall, cool, magnificent body, grew warm beneath me, degree by degree.

I took my time for her, for everything in her, and she allowed it, eyes open, and her composure fell, bit by bit, like coins into a well.

I kissed the heavy white breasts, and she held my head, and her fingers dug into my hair. I kissed the long belly, and her hand followed my mouth, as though wanting to guide it and not daring to. I kissed the deep hips, which were wide, as every skirt had always lied about, and she made her deep, unaristocratic sound, and her legs opened wider.

“You’re looking at me,” she said, once, hoarse. “The whole time. As though you’re writing.”

“I’m writing you. Into me. So you stay when you go.”

“I’m not going. Not anymore.” Her voice broke, very small, at the edge. “Never again, Max. That’s decided. Today. Before everyone. Decided.”

“Then stay.”

“I’m staying. And you give me the child. Tonight. That’s decided too.”

“Fill me,” she said.

Her formal phrasing crumbled, earlier than ever before.

“Make it true. A child, Max. From you and me. And nobody in the world has any say in it.”

“Nobody.”

“No Stangler. No village. No estate. Just us.”

“Just us.”

“Du,” she said, and it was the unguarded intimate form, and she didn’t take it back, and she would never take it back again.

Her body built beneath mine, in the long, deep strokes she needed, and her sentences collapsed until only syllables remained.

“Stay.”

“There.”

“Yes.”

“Max.”

“Du.”

She came, louder than she allowed herself, eyes open, with a sound the house heard and nobody ever mentioned, and her heels closed in the small of my back, in Frieda’s old grammar, in her own translation, and she pulled me down, deep, and she said, hoarse, as her last complete sentence:

“Stay. Just like that.”

I stayed. I came inside her, deep, long, and she received it with open eyes, without turning away, without holding anything back, heels closed in the small of my back, as though making sure none of it was lost. She didn’t pull me down and she didn’t push me away. She held me exactly in her, in the deep stillness that comes after, and let the child take hold that she’d asked for.

My hand lay on her belly.

“The first field,” said Konstanze, into the stillness, “is not called the Anger. It’s not called the Lord’s Field.”

Her belly rose and fell, under my hand.

“It’s called Linde,” she said.



She recited the fields, in the dark, afterward, from old habit.

But it was different.

“The Anger,” she said, quietly, at my chest. “The Long Piece. The Lord’s Field. The Seven Morgen, which are nine. The Water Meadow. The Cold Meadow. The Warm Meadow. The Black Field. The Stork Field. The Quarrel.”

She paused.

“Before, that was a litany,” she said. “A rosary of loss. I recited them so as not to forget, and every reciting was a burial.”

“And now?”

“Now it’s a list,” said Konstanze. “Of things that can be survived.”

She fell asleep mid-list, unguarded, hair everywhere, on my arm, and I stayed awake one minute more, and held the future with both hands.

At dawn I woke, and she was awake, and she was looking at me from four inches away, with the grey eyes that read everything.

“You didn’t sleep,” she said.

“I did. A little.”

“You were watching over me.”

“I was holding you.”

“That’s the same thing, and you know it.” She didn’t move. Her hair lay across the whole pillow, black, endless. “I dreamed. Of Rautenberg. For the first time in a year without the burning. I saw the house, whole, with the sixteen windows, and it wasn’t burning, and I walked through the door, and nobody was angry with me.”

“That’s a good dream.”

“That’s your dream. You gave it to me, tonight, with the child.” She laid her hand on her belly, flat, over mine. “If it becomes one, and I know it will, then I’ll tell it about Rautenberg. Everything. The fields, the windows, the chestnuts. And then I’ll tell it about the Linde, and that will be the longer story, and the better one. I promise you that, Max. By everything I still have.”

“Then I’ll promise you something: it will be born here, and it will grow up here, and it will never know what hunger is, as long as I breathe.”

“I know,” said Konstanze. “I’ve known since the first kettle.”



Downstairs in the kitchen, Frieda was still sitting with the calendar when I came down for water.

She looked up, and she looked at me, and she nodded.

“She’s been counting since October,” she said. “I’ve known since October. A woman sees.”

“Yes.”

“And tonight?”

“Tonight.”

Frieda nodded again, and she laid her hand flat on her own belly, and she said, dry, warm, wonderful:

“Then the table gets longer again, love. And you’ll be sawing.”

She stood, with effort, hand on her back, and I helped her, and she stood there, tall, golden, heavy, and she laid her hand on my cheek.

“Do you know what the best thing about today was?” she asked.

“The steps?”

“Not the steps.” She looked at me with the warm eyes that went damp that evening and wouldn’t admit it. “That she said it in front of everyone. The countess. She kept quiet for half a year and poured her coffee and thought the village didn’t notice. And today she stands on a church stairway and tells the whole valley. Do you know why?”

“Because she’s free. Now. After him.”

“Because she trusts you,” said Frieda. “Before everyone. That’s the most expensive thing a woman like that has, Max. Her face. And she gave it to you, on a stairway, before forty people. Take care of it.”

“I’ll take care of it.”

“I know.” She kissed me, brief, and her hand lay on my heart, one breath. “And now go up to her. She’s waiting. She won’t say it, but she’s waiting. I know the signs. I’m the innkeeper, after all.”


Chapter 13: The Right Time

April came with mud and the first green, and the valley came alive like something you’d thought was dead.

It wasn’t a beautiful season, not yet. The lanes were brown streams, the fences stood crooked in the soft ground, and everywhere lay what the snow had hidden for six months. But the willows by the brook turned yellow, and the first nettles came, and the children gathered them, for the soup, and the air smelled of earth instead of frost.

It was the smell of survivors.

The valley smelled like it. I smelled it every morning, at the wood, and I thought that you only know this smell when you’ve survived a winter that should have eaten you.

The soup kept running, every day, but on the second Sunday of April Frieda announced the end.

She did it at the kettle, with the ladle, before the full hall, with the matter-of-factness with which she did everything.

“Next Sunday,” she said, “is the last soup, until autumn. From Monday you’re all at your own stoves again, every one of you.”

Laughter. A murmur. No fear in it anymore.

“The Linde goes on cooking for those who need it,” said Frieda. “That stays. But the valley doesn’t need it daily anymore, and that, ladies and gentlemen, is the best news of the year.”

They were right to laugh. They were right to be full.

The last sled run of the winter I drove alone, on Friday, to the mountain, and I drove slowly, because the snow was giving out and the runners squeaked and because I knew: it was the last.

The widow with the four children stood at the road, as always, but this time with a basket, and in it lay eggs, fresh, the year’s first, brown and small and wonderful.

“From the hens,” she said. “They’re laying again. Since the thaw. For the Linde. Tell the innkeeper: the hens are laying again.”

I took the basket, and it was heavier than it looked, and I thought that the valley was laying again, like the hens, and that spring was not a season but a decision that everything alive made at once.

On the way back the sled stopped at the bend from which you could see the whole valley, and I stopped and looked.

Lindgraben lay below, in the mud, in the first green, with the smoke columns above the roofs, and the Linde stood in the middle, tall, whole, with the new roof and the warm windows, and from the smithy came smoke, and from the smokehouse came smoke, and the washing on the line moved, for the first time in months, in the wind.

A year ago I’d fallen asleep on a bench by the stove in a dead house.

I patted the horse’s neck, and we drove on, down, into the valley, into the warm house.

The hunger winter was over in Lindgraben, and Lindgraben was the only village in the district that could say what it could say.

The first week of spring was work, and it was the good kind of work: the kind where you took your jacket off.

We opened the smithy for spring: the plowshares the winter had eaten came in daily now, and I forged, and Michl forged, and the forge ran from five to eight, and the valley paid in what it had, and it had more again since the thaw.

We cleaned out the vaulted annex, which looked different after the theft and the retrieval: fewer jars, more order, a new lock, heavier, and a second door, inside, that I’d built myself.

And we brought the rest home from the crypt.

That was Alois’s suggestion, over spring beer, on the cemetery bench: the crypt had done its service, it had rested since autumn, and an empty vault is better than a full one because nobody searches it. We carried the few things still there home in one night, quietly, as in the autumn, and the priest locked the crypt and said:

“Two winters of roof work, Herr Berger. That was the price. I expect the first starting next week.”

“You’ll get it.”

“I know,” said Father Hofstetter. “That’s why I’m demanding it.”

And Herr Prantl’s letter came, from Munich, by post, and Konstanze read it at the window table, twice, and set it down and said:

“He’s asking if the Linde will deliver in spring. Grain and pulses against city goods. He writes politely. Herr Prantl never writes politely. That means he wants it very much.”

“What do you answer?”

“That we’ll deliver,” she said. “In May. After the sowing. We buy goods, Max, as much as we can, against everything we have. Spring is the time to buy. You’ve been saying that for a year. Now I’m saying it too.”

She said it without looking at me, Herr Prantl’s letter still flat under her hand, and I said nothing, and we both knew why, and we didn’t say it, and that was the pact that held.



That evening Konstanze read the winter accounts aloud.

It was her suggestion, weeks old: a house that’s been reckoned must hear its reckoning spoken once. We’d done it at the harvest festival. Now we did it again, at the long table, indoors, because April wasn’t warm enough yet, with the village that had come because it came.

The long table stood crosswise through the taproom, too long for the room, as at every celebration.

Konstanze stood at the head, with the ledger, and the taproom went still.

“The winter accounts of the Gasthof zur Linde,” she said, “from the first of December nineteen forty-six to the thirteenth of April nineteen forty-seven.”

She opened the book.

“Soup bowls served, counted daily since the start of November, posted publicly,” she read. “Two thousand three hundred and eighty-seven.”

The taproom made a sound. Not jubilation. A deep, collective exhale, like people hearing a number they knew was the number.

“Sled runs with soup to the outlying farms: sixty-four. Jars opened: four hundred and eleven. Jars remaining: two hundred and eighty-three.”

“Still more than the district,” said Naz.

“Still more than the district,” Konstanze confirmed, without looking up. “Wood processed: twenty-one cords. Of which donated and offset: seven. The smithy earned over the winter: in goods, rebooked against the total stock, the value of two thousand four hundred Reichsmark, the Reichsmark being currently worthless and the goods being everything.”

Laughter. Girgl knocked on the table.

“The convalescent corner in the ballroom wing,” Konstanze read, and her voice went one degree more formal, “cared for: eleven patients, over eight weeks. I’ll read the names, because they deserve to be read.”

She read them.

Eleven names. Children, old people, women, a farmhand from the mountain. The taproom listened, and at each name someone nodded, and at some someone wept, and Konstanze read them all, without haste, with the dignity of a woman who knew what she was reading.

“All eleven,” she said, “are alive.”

The taproom stood and applauded, and Helene, who sat at the family table with her bag at her feet, looked at her hands, and Frieda laid her hand on her arm, before everyone, and left it there.

“And the last line,” said Konstanze.

She closed the book, and she looked around, and she spoke it without the book, because she knew it by heart, because it was the only line that counted.

“This winter, in Lindgraben, no one starved. No one. The district buried its dead, in January, in February, in frozen earth. Lindgraben buried none. That is this house’s accounting. It is closed.”

The silence after was the one Konstanze wanted.

She stood there, with the book, and she let the silence be, and then she sat down, and Frieda struck the ladle on the kettle, and the hall made the noise halls make when people have survived something and know it.



Old Frau Schweiger got her share, before everyone.

Frieda brought it: a parcel, in linen, with meat and jars and a bag of flour, and she set it before the old woman, who sat at the edge, small, grey, hands in her lap.

“The share from the recipe,” said Frieda. “Contractual, as the countess wrote it up. For the winter.”

Old Frau Schweiger looked at the parcel.

“Xaver,” she said, “wouldn’t have believed it. That his beer would carry a widow through the winter.”

“His beer carried a whole village through the winter,” said Frieda. “And you gave it to him. So the share belongs to you. That stays, as long as the Linde brews.”

The old woman nodded, and her hands trembled, and she carried the parcel home like a treasure, and the village saw it, and it was good that the village saw it.

And the Bachmüllerin brought the cradle.

She brought it that same afternoon, on the sled, with her grandson, and she set it down in the taproom, before Frieda, and she said:

“Forty years old. Oak. Five of mine lay in it, and twelve grandchildren, and all grew up and none was sickly. The cradle has something.”

The cradle was plain and heavy and dark from use, and Frieda laid her hand on the rim, as on an altar.

“I can’t…”

“Borrow,” said the Bachmüllerin. “Not give. Borrow. It comes back when the child stands, and then it goes to the next. That’s how we’ve done it for forty years. The cradle belongs to the valley. It just lives somewhere for a while.”

Frieda nodded, and her eyes were wet, and the Bachmüllerin pretended not to see, and drank her coffee, and left.

We set the cradle in the niche by the stove, where the warmth was, and Frieda laid in it the small cloth she’d been sewing since Christmas, evenings, when she thought nobody was watching.

I watched. I always watched.

And that evening, while banking the stove, I heard her talking to the cradle, quietly, in the empty kitchen, and I didn’t listen to what she said, because that wasn’t for me.



The public tokens came after, three in a row, disguised as ordinary life, and the village read them the way the village read everything.

The first: Helene sat at the family table.

Not as a guest. She came with her bag, set it at the table leg as though it belonged there, and sat, and Frieda set a plate before her without asking, and Traudl passed her the bread, and the valley’s doctor ate at the family table of the Gasthof zur Linde, before the whole hall, and it was a declaration, and everyone knew it.

The Bachmüllerin leaned to her neighbor and said, in the whisper that could be heard throughout the hall:

“She’s sitting there.”

“She’s properly sitting there,” said the neighbor.

“Seven years she hasn’t had a full house. You know: her husband died on her, far too young, and since then the doctor eats standing, at the counter, like a priest. And now she’s sitting there. With the bag. Like she belongs.”

“The table is long,” said the neighbor, wisely.

“The table is getting longer,” said the Bachmüllerin. “Mark my words. The table gets longer every year.”

The second: Caterina came to the kitchen work with uncovered hair.

She came in, in a dyed dress, blue, from her grey, which Traudl’s mother had dyed with cress, and her chestnut hair lay open, braided, without wimple, for the first time before the village.

The taproom paused, half a second.

Then Frieda did what Frieda did: she handed Caterina the apron, without a word, and Caterina tied it on, and she worked, and the taproom breathed again.

A sour murmur came from somewhere at the back, an old voice, and the priest, who sat at the Stammtisch, raised his eyebrows, once, in the direction, and the murmur died the way it had come.

The third: Traudl said nothing.

Traudl never said anything. She came in, sat beside me, stole a potato from my plate, before everyone, and ate it as though exercising a right, and that was her statement, and it was the loudest of the three.



Frieda set the clock between courses, quietly.

I saw it because I happened to be in the taproom. She went to the wall clock, with the small key she wore on a ribbon around her neck, and she opened the case, and she set the hand forward.

Seven minutes.

Seven minutes the clock had been running slow since Toni Obermaier’s death, since 1943, for four years, and nobody had ever reset it, because you didn’t do that, because it was the clock he’d last wound.

Frieda set it forward, with a steady hand, and closed the case, and said, to nobody, quietly:

“It’s about time.”

She went back to the kitchen.

Nobody commented. Alois looked into his beer, and Girgl looked into his, and a few people wept, quietly, into their mugs, and the clock ticked, right, for the first time in four years.



Frieda was eight months heavy, and her milk had come in.

She’d told me that morning, while dressing, with the innkeeper’s face that reports an inventory:

“Feel. No, not there. THERE. Heavy, isn’t it?”

It was true. Her breasts were full, heavy, hot, and they strained, and they were so sensitive she winced while dressing.

“The little one’s ordering in advance,” she said. “Typical. Like her father: arrives late and wants to eat immediately.”

“She’s not arriving late. She’s coming in May. That’s exactly right.”

“Then tell her that,” said Frieda, “when she keeps you awake in May.”

In the afternoon, when the house was quiet and the spring light came through the window we’d fixed in summer, she lay in the feather bed, half-laced, and I came in, and she caught my wrist.

“Stay,” she said. “They’re all asleep. Traudl’s at the farm, Konstanze’s doing sums, Caterina’s singing with the children. The house is ours, for an hour.”

She opened her shift, and her breasts lay bare, heavy, full, dark at the tips, and on the nipples something pearled, fine, bright, the first I’d ever seen of it.

I looked, and I was quiet.

“Don’t look like that,” said Frieda, and she went red, across her chest, in her old cascade. “It’s… it’s new. I don’t know if you…”

“It’s wonderful,” I said, and it was the truth, and she heard it.

I lay down beside her, and I honored the belly first, as always, large, firm, alive, with the child that kicked, strong now, unmissable. Then her breasts.

I took one in my mouth, carefully, and the milk came, warm, sweet, new, and Frieda drew breath, sharp, and her hand flew into my hair.

“Oh,” she said. “Oh. That’s… Lord, love, that’s…”

“Hurt?”

“No.” Her voice was deep, dark, new. “It’s… it pulls, and then it lets go, and it’s… keep going. Slowly. Keep going.”

I kept going.

I drank from her, slowly, and the milk flowed, warm, sweet, unlike anything, and Frieda’s body relaxed beneath me in a way that was new, and her breathing went deep and rough, and the relief and the arousal braided into each other until they couldn’t be separated.

“All from you,” she murmured. “The belly. The milk. Everything. Taste it. Our preview.”

“Our preview,” I said, at her breast, with her taste in my mouth.

I switched to the other, and she flinched, and laughed, and pulled me closer, and her fingers ran through my hair, and her breathing came apart.

“It’s so strange,” she murmured. “It hurts, a little, the tightness. And then you drink, and it eases, and it’s… Lord. It’s like breathing after you’ve held your breath. For days.”

“And the other thing?”

“The other thing is that I could come, if you keep going. Without you touching me anywhere else.” Her voice was dark, new, half disbelieving. “That’s entirely new for me, love. Only since I’ve been carrying her. You grow a child out of your body, and suddenly everything’s rewired.”

“Then I keep going.”

“You keep going,” said Frieda, and it was a command and a plea, and I kept going, and her hips began to move without touching anything, and her grip in my hair tightened, and her voice rose, and she came, from nothing but my mouth at her breast, small, rolling, disbelieving, with a sound I didn’t know from her, higher than usual, more startled than usual.

“You lied,” she panted afterward. “You said you had to touch me somewhere else.”

“I didn’t say anything.”

“That’s lying by silence,” said Frieda Obermaier, and pulled me onto her. “Come here. Now I want everything.”

The milk ran over her skin, over my lips, over my hand that lay on her belly, and Frieda held my head, and her legs opened, and she pulled me onto her, onto the side, close together, because the belly no longer allowed otherwise.

I slid in from behind, until I was all the way in, and she pressed back, and her hand lay on mine, on her belly, and her other hand held her breast, and the milk ran, and we moved, steady, deep, without haste.

“In May she’ll drink that,” said Frieda, hoarse, at my arm. “Until then it’s your turn.”

“It’s my turn.”

“Every day. That’s not an invitation. That’s an ordinance.”

“Like the duty roster?”

“Better,” said Frieda Obermaier. “The house order. And I keep the house.”

She came, rolling, warm, with the milk on her skin and the child kicking in the same breath, and we laughed, again, into each other, as in January, because the child was watching, and because it was the craziest and most beautiful thing there was.

I came inside her, deep, and she held me, with her heels, gentler now but with the same law, and we lay afterward in the warm bed, in the spring light, and slept at four in the afternoon, like royalty.



Helene gave her verdict that evening, at the practice, by lamplight.

Konstanze had been with her since the afternoon, and I waited in the taproom, and I knew what it was about, and I waited.

They came together, at eight. Helene carried her bag. Konstanze carried nothing. She looked like always, and she looked like never.

“Sit down, Herr Berger,” said Helene, and she sat opposite me, and Konstanze sat beside me, and her hand found mine, under the table, for the first time so casually, before someone else.

“It’s early,” said Helene. “Early enough that a cautious person waits.”

She took off her glasses and cleaned them.

“I’m not cautious,” she said. “Not anymore. Not since January.”

She put the glasses back on.

“Congratulations,” said Dr. Helene Reindl.

Konstanze’s hand closed around mine, under the table, once, tight.

“When?” I asked.

“December,” said Helene. “By calculation. With the usual uncertainty, which my grandmother couldn’t do any better either.”

She smiled, crooked.

“Two children,” she said, “in one house, in one year. I’ll grow old in this house. That’s a diagnosis.”



They all came that night, to Frieda’s room.

Who arranged it that evening, I never found out. Frieda, probably, with the ladle and the law. Or Traudl, with the grin. Or all of them, with the unanimous logic of a house that knew what this day was.

Frieda stood in the doorway, with the key, and said:

“Tonight we don’t divide. Tonight we count.”

Traudl carried the lamp, and her grin carried the rest of her.

Konstanze came, in her shift, with the loose hair, and her face was calm and full, and the others could see it in her, without Helene having said a word: a house knows these things. It simply knows.

Helene came last, with the glasses, with the pins in her hair, and she stopped at the door, and she said:

“I will not be thanked. That’s the condition.”

“You won’t be thanked,” said Frieda. “Come in, Helene.”

And Caterina came, barefoot, with the loose hair, and she took Frieda’s hand, which reached for her, and Traudl’s, which offered the other, and she let herself be drawn between them, into the room, into the bed, into the family.

Frieda closed the door.

“The rules,” she said. “Nobody lies. Nobody talks afterward. Anyone who doesn’t want to says so. And tonight the calendar is with one, and that’s decided, and it’s not discussed.”

“The calendar,” said Konstanze, “is with me. But the finish belongs to the future.”

“The calendar says: hers,” said Frieda, in the voice with which she struck kettles. “And the calendar is right tonight.”



Frieda first, because it was her house.

We honored her, all of us, on the big bed, with hands and mouths, the tall golden woman with the belly that was eight months, and the heavy breasts from which the milk flowed, and she lay in the center like a queen, and Traudl held her hand, and Konstanze stroked her hair, and Helene watched; she saw a healthy pregnancy and wouldn’t admit it.

Caterina knelt beside her and laid her cheek against the curve, and the child kicked, and Caterina drew back, eyes wide, and everyone laughed.

“She kicked me,” said Caterina, awed.

“She’s greeting you,” said Frieda, and stroked her hair. “She does that with everyone she likes. You’ll see, in May: when you sing, she’ll go still. She’ll know your voice before she sees you.”

Caterina’s eyes filled, and she lowered her head, and she kissed the curve, once, solemnly, as an altar, and Traudl said, dry:

“If you keep that up, Sister, she’ll come out and baptize herself.”

“Traudl,” all four others said, simultaneously, and the bed laughed again, and the laughter was the real sacrament of the evening.

“Healthy,” Helene said at last, terse, into the quiet after, and her glasses sat crooked, and she didn’t notice. “Everything. Carry on.”

“That wasn’t a question, Helene,” said Frieda.

“Then it was an order.”

I loved Frieda, on the side, with long steady strokes, and the others held her, and she came, warm, loud, with the milk and the child and the house around her, and she was the center, literally, and she knew it.

Traudl after, loud, despite the discipline.

She rode me, with the hard small thighs, and she commented, for everyone, until her commentary died, mid-sentence about cows, and her face fell on my chest, and Frieda brushed the hair from her face, and Caterina held her other hand, and she came, shaking, mouth at my throat.

“Damn,” she said afterward, hoarse, generally. “Every time someone’s watching.”

“Exactly,” said Frieda.

Helene was the one who broke, before witnesses, and that was her real surrender.

She lay beside me, and I kissed her, and the others were there, and her hands were steady until they weren’t. Her glasses fogged. Her pins loosened. Her sentences, the diagnostic ones, the complete ones, fell apart before four women who knew her.

“That’s,” she panted, “that’s physiologically speaking…”

“Helene,” said Frieda, gently, “we’re all here. Let go.”

And Helene let go.

It was quiet, for three seconds, in the room, quiet as her first times, and then it came from her, deep, drawn, no longer quiet, and her tall, warm body arched, and Konstanze held her hand, and Traudl held the other, and Caterina laid her forehead against her shoulder, and they didn’t cry out, they held, and she came, before witnesses, and it was beautiful.

Afterward she lay there, glasses crooked, and she said, hoarse, precise, to the ceiling:

“The duty roster is being supplemented. Company. Weekly. That is medically indicated.”

“Indicated for what?” asked Traudl.

“For loneliness,” said Helene Reindl, and it was the most personal thing she’d ever said.

Caterina was the one who was held.

She lay in Frieda’s arms, back to chest, like Traudl at Christmas, and I loved her, and the others’ hands were everywhere, on her belly, her breasts, her face, and she came, again, and again, in abundance, with Italian words nobody understood and everyone understood, and her tears laughed, and Frieda held her, and she was home.

Between, when she caught her breath, head on Frieda’s shoulder, she said, hoarse, to nobody in particular:

“In the convent I heard this was sin. This. The many. I believed it without asking.”

“And now?” asked Frieda, at her ear.

“Now I know what sin is,” said Caterina. “Sin is when someone takes what isn’t given. Here everyone gives. That’s the opposite of sin. That’s… I don’t know the word in German. In Italian it’s comunione.”

“Communion,” said Konstanze, quietly, from the other side.

“Yes. That.” Caterina smiled, wet, tired, happy. “I’ve been missing that word for six years. Now I have it. In two languages.”

“Famiglia,” she whispered. “This is my famiglia.”

“Yes,” said Frieda, into her hair. “Exactly that.”

Konstanze last, quiet, as was her way.

She lay beneath me, loose hair on the pillow, and I loved her, close and deep, and her eyes were open, as always, and in them lay the news everyone knew, like a fifth candle in the room.

“The child,” she said, quietly, “will be born at the Linde. In December.”

“Yes.”

“And you will be there.”

“I will be there.”

“And you will come now. In me. To the future.”

I moved deeper, slower, and her eyes held me, and her hands lay on my cheeks, and she said, in the voice she only had in here, without a single complete sentence:

“I lost everything. Estate. Name. Province. And I’ve gained more than I lost, and I know it since today, since the steps, and I tell you now, because you should know it when you fill me: you are the gain. You. The child. This house. Come. Now. For me. For us.”

I came inside her, deep, and the others lay around us, and Frieda’s hand lay on Konstanze’s belly, and Traudl’s beside it, and Helene’s, and Caterina’s, and Konstanze held me, with her heels, with her arms, with the open eyes, and she took everything, and the house held its breath.



Afterward we lay, six, in a bed built for two, and it was a godless imposition, and it was wonderful.

Frieda’s hand lay on Konstanze’s belly. Then mine. Then, one by one, the others’. Six hands, on a belly in which December was waiting.

“Second winter,” said Traudl, into the dark, without a stir in her voice, “second child on the way. Third winter we’ll need our own maternity ward.”

“Third,” said Helene, clinical, from the dark. “The May child is one, December is two. By the third I’ll be running waiting lists. Learn to count, girl.”

“You’re not even counting mine yet.”

“Yours aren’t planned.”

“Not yet,” said Traudl, and it was a threat, and we all heard it.

“And anyway,” she murmured, already half asleep, at my shoulder, “for the last man in the village, you’re pretty well loaded up, people say. Have been saying for two years.”

The bed laughed, softly, because the village was sleeping.



The next day the new list went up at the church door, and again the village stood before it, and again Traudl read it, with her lips.

No Angermeier.

No Rautenberg.

She read twice, and then she stepped back, and she said, dry, thin, faithful:

“Next list.”

I laid my hand on her back. She didn’t walk faster, and she didn’t walk slower.



The radio spoke that evening, and this time I listened, and this time something else was listening too.

It was a voice from Frankfurt, an expert, and he was talking about money. He spoke calmly, cautiously, academically, about the question of currency reform. Whether it would come. When it would come. What it would mean. He spoke of it as theory, far away, with many perhapses.

I sat at the Stammtisch, and I went very still.

I heard the voice, and I heard the ticking beneath it that only I could hear: not whether. Not perhaps. Sometime around 1948, I think. Think. Sometime.

And when I looked up, Konstanze was looking at me.

Not at the radio. At me.

She sat at the window table, with the ledger, and her pen lay still, and she was looking at me with the grey eyes that rose from the ledger and settled immediately on my face, and she saw what she saw: that I was listening to the radio the way a man listens to a clock only he knows.

She didn’t ask.

She nodded, once, small, and she wrote a mark in her book, and I didn’t know what it meant, and I did: she’d filed it. Under unsolved. Under later.

The pact held. It held one millimeter tighter, and it held.

Later, while clearing up, she stood beside me, with the dishes, and she said, while holding a glass to the light, casually, like a ledger entry:

“The man on the radio said: when the reform comes, paper is dead and goods are king.”

“That’s what he said.”

“And you nodded, Herr Berger. Before he said it. You nodded when he began the sentence.”

I said nothing. I dried a glass, very thoroughly.

“I’m not asking,” said Konstanze, and set the glass on the shelf. “That was the agreement. The agreement stands. But I’m booking it, and someday you’ll give me the answer. Not today. Not next year. Someday. When it costs nothing.”

“Someday,” I said. “When it costs nothing.”

“Good.” She hung up the cloth. “And until then we buy goods. As much as possible. Not because you know. Because I also think it’s right. It holds better when two people think it’s right.”

She went, and I stood in the kitchen with the dry glass, and I thought that she was the only woman in the world who accepted your future without knowing it, and that this was either our salvation or our undoing, and that it was probably both.



Afra Soyer brought the winter’s last word on Friday, with the basket and the scarf and the face that was bursting with news.

“Krammer,” she said, without greeting, “from Rosenheim. You won’t believe it.”

“What’s he doing?” asked Frieda.

“He’s buying paper.” Afra let the sentence sit, savoring it. “Paper, I say. Debts. Notes. Reichsmark, in sacks. He’s paying goods for it. Real goods. Flour for money. Half the district is laughing: Krammer’s gone mad. He’s buying paper for flour, and you can’t eat paper.”

The taproom laughed, those who heard it.

I didn’t laugh.

I stood at the bar, and I held my face, and I thought: he doesn’t know. He believes. He’s betting, with everything he has, that the paper stays and the goods go. He’s betting against what comes sometime around ’48, and he doesn’t know it’s coming, and I don’t know exactly when, and I’m betting against him, with everything we have.

My face held. My smile too.

“Mad,” I said. “Who buys paper.”

“Exactly,” said Afra, satisfied, and carried the word on.

Konstanze stood at my shoulder when Afra was gone, and she said, quietly, without looking at me:

“He’s not mad. He’s betting. Everything he has, on paper. He believes money stays money, and goods perish, and whoever has money buys the world when everyone else needs goods.”

“He believes it. Believing isn’t knowing.”

“And you? Do you know?”

I looked at her. She looked at the window, out, at the rain.

“I believe it too,” I said. “In the other direction. That’s all I’ve ever had, Konstanze: a direction I believe in.”

“Then we believe in the same direction,” she said. “And Krammer bets against us, with sacks full of paper. I’d rather bet with you than with him. That’s not sentiment. That’s statistics: you’ve been right for a year, and he’s been wrong for a year, and I book by results.”

She went, to her ledger, and I stood there still, and outside it rained, and somewhere in Rosenheim a fat man was buying paper, and the clock ticked that only I could hear.



That evening we sat at the long table for supper, all of us.

The table stood crosswise through the taproom, too long for the room. Frieda sat at the head, with the belly that would burst in May. Konstanze sat beside me, with December under her heart. Traudl stole my potatoes. Helene ate with the bag at her feet. Caterina sang, while clearing, softly, in Italian.

Outside it rained, spring rain, warm, against the panes we’d fixed in summer.

And under the table a hand found mine.

Frieda’s. Warm, heavy, floury.

And then a second, on the other side. Konstanze’s. Cool, long, still.

Neither looked at the other. Both were sure.

At the table the house’s conversation went, quietly, overlapping, as every evening, and I listened to it with two hands in mine.

“The cradle’s too low,” said Traudl. “The mother has to bend down to the child, with her back. A man doesn’t do that. A man builds a step.”

“I’m not building a step. I’ll lift the child. They’re called arms.”

“Arms wear out. Steps don’t. I’ll build it for you. On Sunday.”

“You’re not building me anything. I’ll build it myself. I’m perfectly…”

“Then build it yourself, and I’ll watch and laugh,” said Traudl, and stole my last potato.

Helene said, without looking up from her soup:

“The cradle is at the right height. The measurement is correct. That’s a medical determination, and it costs nothing extra.”

“Thank you, Helene,” said Frieda.

“And the contractions, when they come, come when they want. In May. Or late April. Or early June. Children aren’t trains, Frieda. They don’t run on timetables.”

“Then it’s a delay,” said Frieda. “We’ll wait. We can wait. We’ve got a talent for it, in this house.”

Caterina sang, while clearing, softly, and Konstanze wrote, at the window table, and Alois slept, at the Stammtisch, mouth open, and Girgl and Naz argued, quietly, over cards, and the children slept, and the house held everything.

I sat there, between them, with two hands in mine, and I thought of a kitchen in Munich, of a letter with fourteen digits, of a bench by the stove in a dead house, and then I stopped thinking about it.

I stood up.

“Where are you going?” said Frieda.

“To the shed.”

I fetched the saw and the board, the good one, that had been leaning against the wall since winter, and I carried both into the taproom, and I measured the table, in the spring rain, with the house around me.

Alois looked up from his beer.

“What are you doing?”

I set the saw.

“We need a longer table,” I said.

Alois looked at me, and then he looked down the table: Frieda at the head, Konstanze at my side, Traudl, Helene, Caterina, old Frau Ostermeier, Vroni with the children, already sleeping, head to head, on a bench like kittens.

“How long?” he asked.

I calculated, in my head, the way I always did: the May child in May. The December child in December. The cradle by the stove. The chairs that would be added, year by year, if everything went well. The children who would come, from this house, from these women, from this valley that was beginning to live again.

“Long,” I said. “Very long.”

Alois nodded, slowly, and stood, and fetched the second trestle without a word, and held the board while I sawed.

The rain ran against the panes, warm, and the stove ticked, and the clock above the Stammtisch kept the right time, for the first time in four years, and behind us at the table Caterina sang, softly, in Italian, a song without words, and Frieda hummed along, in a different language, and the two melodies found each other, without either of them noticing.

The saw sang its own song.

The board fell, clean, and I picked it up and weighed it in my hand, out of habit, and it was heavy and good and smelled of cherry and of future.

“Another one?” asked Alois.

“Another one,” I said. “Make it two. You never know.”


Thanks for reading.

Cole Cross here. A couple of ways to get more:

	Visit my website. Character galleries, sample chapters, and bonus content.

	Follow me on Amazon. The simplest way to keep up with new releases.



On Kindle Unlimited, every page you read is what keeps me writing them.

Hope you enjoyed the story.

Cole Cross
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