

The Last Man in the Village 3

A Time Travel MILF Harem with Pregnancy and Riches in Post-War Germany

Cole Cross


Copyright © 2026 Cole Cross. All rights reserved.

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and events are products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to real people, living or dead, is purely coincidental.

Brand and product names remain the property of their respective owners, used here for descriptive purposes without intent to infringe.

No part of this book may be copied, stored, or shared in any format without prior written permission, except for brief quotes in reviews.



Content Warning & Compliance Statement

This book contains explicit sexual content for mature readers only. All characters are over 18, not blood-related, and engage in fully consensual acts. Reader discretion is advised.


Chapter 1: Two Cradles

The radio talked about money. The valley listened, but no one understood what it said.

The mayor’s brown set stood on the Stammtisch again, its cloth grille facing a row of silent faces. Gschwendtner sat beside it in a collar half a size too tight and turned the knob as if he could make the truth louder. A warm May evening settled over the house. The open door admitted the fresh, cool scent of green linden leaves, mixed with smoke from the smokehouse that ran day and night.

Outside, it was still light. Inside, everything was quiet.

A voice from Frankfurt spoke slowly and carefully, in the tone one used to assure a sick man that everything would be all right. It spoke of restoring the currency. It spoke of measures, committees, and a necessary readjustment. It used many words, but not one of them was a date, not one was a number, and that was what made it so bad.

“Restoring,” Girgl said, and the word lay in the Stube like a stone in dough.

“It means,” Naz said, “they’re going to do something. Something with the money.”

“It means nothing at all.” Girgl pushed his mug away. “Money is money. Always has been. The groschen my father had was a groschen, and the groschen I have is a groschen, and the groschen my grandson gets will be a groschen. Money can’t die. Money isn’t alive. That’s the whole point of money.”

“Your father’s groschen,” Alois said from his corner without looking up, “bought a loaf. Yours buys an eighth of one. Whether your grandson’s groschen buys anything at all isn’t written in any book.”

“Because the paper is nothing,” Girgl said. “The paper was always nothing. But a mark is a mark.”

“A piece of paper,” Konstanze said from the table by the window, without lifting her head, “with a number printed on it. And a promise no one keeps anymore. That is a mark, Girgl. It has been for three years.”

“The Countess talks like a book,” Girgl said, but without rancor. No one contradicted the Countess where numbers were concerned. The valley had learned that much in two years. “All the same. A mark is a mark. My father used to say…”

“Your father,” Naz said, “also said the comet of seventeen would bring the end of the world. The end of the world never came. Only hunger did.”

“Hunger is a kind of end of the world,” Girgl said with dignity, and drank.

“An end of the world,” Naz said, “where the landlord is still pouring. Can’t be that bad.” He raised his mug. “As long as Berger still has beer, the world isn’t ending. That’s my weather rule: don’t look at the sky, look at the barrel. As long as the barrel is full, all is well. When it’s empty, pray.”

“Then I’d better start praying now,” Girgl said. He peered into his half-empty mug. Frieda passed, filled it without a word, and Girgl watched the beer rise. Mollified, he said, “Or perhaps I’ll wait a little longer. As long as that keeps happening, the world is still in order.”

Michl was leaning against the doorframe because every bench was full. Young and carefree as ever, he spoke up. “And if we get new money? Does everyone get the same amount? Or does the rich man get more and the poor man less, as usual?”

The room fell silent. It was the question no one wanted to ask aloud, and no one knew the answer. The mayor turned the knob, but the box gave him nothing.

“That,” Alois finally said, “no one knows. Not even those people on the radio. They talk for ages and say little, and what little they do say means this: something is coming, it will hurt, and we won’t tell you when or how, because then you’ll all panic at once.” He looked into his beer. “I’ve seen a currency die in my lifetime. It killed the people who loved their money. The next one will do the same. Afterward, the rich man will be the one who got out of paper in time and into something solid.”

Without looking my way, Alois voiced a thought meant for me all the same.

The Stube began to murmur, divided, half amused and half uneasy, the way people did when someone voiced things they would rather not know.

I stood behind the bar and said nothing.

I listened to the man from Frankfurt. Beneath his cautious words, something had been ticking for more than two years, something only I could hear. It was coming soon. Sometime this summer, I thought. I didn’t know. I knew only the direction, and I had staked everything we had built twice over on that direction. I had slept poorly since winter.

When I looked up, Konstanze was watching me.

Not the radio. Me.

Konstanze was twenty-nine and sat at the window table with her ledger and pen. Her grey eyes had left the page and settled on my face, knowing, with no question in them. The pact held. It had endured for almost two years now, and every evening with the radio pulled it a fraction tighter.

I held her gaze. Then I went to the stove.



Fritzl slept beside Konstanze’s chair at the window table.

He lay in the Bachmüller cradle, dark and forty years old, which had lived with us since the previous spring. He slept on his back with his fists beside his head, serious even in sleep, with his mother’s dark hair and heavy eyelids. Konstanze’s son. Friedrich, named for the brother the East had never returned to her; Fritzl to the entire household, from the day Frau Bachmüller called him that and no one objected.

Five months old. Born in the middle of December, in snowlight, into Helene’s hands while the evening bell rang outside.

Across the Stube, Marei pulled herself upright against the Stammtisch bench.

She was almost a year old, with the determination of someone who had just discovered that the world could be conquered vertically. She grabbed the bench, drew up her knees, pushed, stood, swayed, caught herself, and beamed at the room as though she had climbed a mountain. The entire Stammtisch beamed back because no one could help it. Golden like her mother, round, sturdy, and loud, Frieda’s child down to her little toes.

“Boss,” Traudl said, crouching beside her and offering a crust of bread. “Want it? Here. You’ve earned it with all that climbing.”

Marei took the crust, dropped onto her backside with a harmless thump, and began to gnaw.

“Don’t call the child Boss,” Frieda said from the kitchen door.

“Why not? She rules like one. Gets up when she wants, shouts when she needs something, and everyone jumps. If that isn’t a boss, I don’t know what is.” Traudl wiped her hands on her apron. “I’ve learned from her. More than I have from the Countess.”

“That,” Konstanze said without looking up, “I believe at once.”

Frieda, thirty-two now, entered with a plate in her hand and sat on the bench. I looked at her the way I always looked at her: the crown of golden hair, her cheeks warm from the stove, her blouse tied more loosely than before Marei, wider and softer now, and all the lush, living fullness of a woman who had received what she wanted and knew it.

She lifted Marei onto her lap. The child reached for her neckline without asking, with all the confidence of habit, and Frieda laughed and gently pushed her hand away.

“Not now. This evening. You’ll get yours this evening, same as always.” She looked at me over the golden head, and her gaze held everything a gaze could carry. “She’s placing her order in the afternoon. Like her father. Arrives late and wants to eat at once.”

“Her father,” I said, “is never late.”

“Her father is late for supper right now, and he knows it.”

Her hand found mine beneath the table, warm and dusted with flour. She squeezed hard and did not let go.

At the window table, inside the circle cast by the lamp, Konstanze sat with her ledger. Fritzl slept beside her in the Bachmüller cradle. Every so often, without glancing down, she rocked the cradle with her foot in time with her pen and kept calculating. I saw that picture every evening, and it never became ordinary: one woman at the hearth with a child at her breast, the other at the ledger with a child in the cradle, and our warm, noisy house between them. The ladle and the ledger were the two regiments of this household, each in the hands of the woman best suited to command it. Frieda and Konstanze had never needed to put their joint rule into writing. It had grown from respect and endured because each knew where the other was stronger.

The Stube was full that evening, as it was most evenings now. The old men occupied the Stammtisch. Farmers filled the benches, stopping for a beer because it was possible to drink one again without spending their last money.

Vroni cleared the tables while her two children played. They were no longer the hollow-cheeked boys of the hungry winter, but plump, noisy rascals pushing an overturned stool across the floorboards like a cart. Twenty-four-year-old Caterina sang softly in Italian while she made the morning’s dough in the kitchen. Somewhere among them, twenty-two-year-old Traudl prowled from plate to plate and stole one bite from each, exercising a right no one had ever granted her and no one had ever disputed.

Two cradles, I thought, and the wonder of it had not faded. Two years earlier, there had not been a single cradle in the house. The benches had stood empty, the pantry nearly so, and rain had fallen through the open ballroom wing while Frieda guarded what remained with the fire iron at the door. Now two cradles stood here, each belonging to a child, and that was the reckoning that mattered, the one no currency reform could ever touch.

Before going upstairs, I crossed the Stube and did what I did every evening. I checked the windows we had reglazed two years ago, laid the fire for the night, and counted the mugs and barrels and hams in my head. I counted not because I had forgotten, but because numbers calmed me the way prayer calmed other men. Frieda watched me, as she had watched for two years, and said what she often said.

“You count like a man who’s afraid it’ll all disappear again overnight.”

I gave my usual answer. “I am.”

“But it hasn’t. Look. Every morning it’s still here.”

That was our prayer, hers and mine, the same every evening. It helped more than the other kind.



Later, after the Stube emptied and the children slept, Konstanze worked in her ledger, and that part of the evening kept me awake.

She did not read its entries aloud. She reserved that for feast days. But she showed them to me at the window table, line by line in the lamplight, and what she showed me was not money.

“The inventory,” she said, guiding her pen down the columns. “Hams: forty-one. Jars of meat and vegetables: more than a thousand. I no longer count them individually; I count the shelves. Cloth: thirty-six bolts. Tools, nails, scythe blades, locks. Two hundredweight of salt. Soap. And this.”

She turned the ledger toward me and placed her hand flat on a page that listed names rather than provisions.

“Frau Bachmüller’s share in the mill. One quarter. Purchased in March for goods. The two fields by the marsh, from Widow Stadler, who is moving to Munich and needs money she can spend while she still can. And the option on Herr Prantl’s shop near the Viktualienmarkt in Munich, waiting for one word from us.”

Prantl’s letter lay open beside it, written in his tight, miserly hand.

“This is no longer merely a Gasthof, Max,” Konstanze said. “It is a house with land, rights, and shelves full of things one can touch. And almost no money. This year, I have turned every mark that passed through this house into something solid as quickly as possible. On your word. Against every mercantile instinct I possess, and I possess many.”

“And?” I asked.

“And it troubles me that it no longer troubles me. I have stopped calculating whether it is wise. Now I calculate only how much more can be done.” She closed the ledger. “That is not my way. It is yours. You have given it to me like a disease.”

I said nothing. There was nothing I could say that would not say too much.

On nights like this, with the lamp and a ledger full of things instead of numbers, I felt the responsibility in my bones. Everyone tied to this house, two children, five women, and half a village depended on a direction I only half remembered and could prove to no one. Konstanze shared the reckoning, but I would have to decide when the day came.

“The smithy,” she said, turning the page because she knew my silences and disliked them, “has been making a profit since spring. Michl does the smithing, half the valley brings him work, and they pay in kind. I record the payment at the value of the goods, not the value of the paper, because otherwise I might as well throw it away. The smokehouse runs day and night. On Sundays, the beer garden takes more than the entire inn did in its first year.” She set down her pen. “We are rich, Max. In things. We are the richest house for miles, if wealth is counted in things. If someone came tomorrow and asked me to write the value of our holdings in marks, I would have to write a meaningless figure, because the mark itself means nothing.”

“Then don’t write it in marks.”

“I do not write it in marks,” she said. “I write it in hams and land and cloth. I learned that from you, and it contradicts everything I learned from my grandfather. He counted in marks his entire life, because in his day the mark still held.”

She looked at me. “You calculate like a man who has no faith at all that the mark will hold its value. You are twenty-six, with everyone beneath this roof at your back. How do you endure this wager, night after night?”

She set the question down between us and waited to see whether I could carry it.

“My grandmother told me what her parents endured during the great inflation,” I said. “She taught me what happens when money dies. I never forgot. That doesn’t make me certain.”

“Certainty is for people who risk nothing,” Konstanze said. “We are taking a risk. Therefore, we calculate.”

She lowered the lamp and opened the ledger again.

I believed it. I did not know it. That was the whole difference, and it weighed tons.

I went to bed late that night, as I had every night since winter, and lay awake beside Frieda calculating what would happen if I was wrong. The house, the hams, the land, the children, all of it wagered on a patchy, unprovable memory of the coming currency reform. Then I calculated what would happen if I was right, and that kept me awake even longer because it was too enormous to believe.



A farmer from the upper hamlet arrived with a wheelbarrow the next morning.

The wheelbarrow was full of money.

He pushed it into the yard at almost a run, sweating, a small man in a large hat. He nearly tipped the load at my feet: Reichsmark notes, bundled and loose, a grey heap of paper that had once been a fortune.

“Herr Berger,” he said breathlessly. “One ham. One of yours. I’ll pay whatever you want. There.” He pointed at the barrow. “Two thousand. Three thousand, if that’s what it takes. I’ve got it lying at home under the bed, and every day it buys less. I want something for it before it buys nothing at all.”

I looked into the barrow, then at the man. He was wiser than the voice from Frankfurt. He already carried the fear in his belly, even if he lacked the words for it.

“You’ll get the ham,” I said. “But not for that.”

“For what, then? I’ve nothing but that.”

“You have a buck. The young one you won’t feed through next winter. And you have the upper meadow you haven’t cut since your boy left. Bring me the buck and the right to the meadow’s first cutting. You’ll get two hams and a jar of lard besides.”

The man stared as if I had insulted him. Then he looked at his barrow full of paper and began to calculate. His eyes moved from the buck’s stall to the upper meadow and back to the barrow. At last, he gathered the notes together with both hands. A buck would remain a buck. The right to cut that meadow would still be worth something next year. The paper might be nothing tomorrow.

“You’re a peculiar man, Herr Berger,” he said. “Everyone wants money. You want a buck.”

“I want what can be eaten when times get hard,” I said. “You can’t eat money.”

“No.” He took hold of the wheelbarrow. “Then I’ll bring you the buck. Let people say what they like.” He paused at the gate. “Krammer takes the money. All the money he can get. Did you know that?”

“I’ve heard.”

“He’s either a fool,” the farmer said, “or he knows something we don’t. I’m not sure which I’d prefer.”

He left with a wheelbarrow full of wealth that could not buy a ham.

I went from the yard to the smokehouse because it was both my pride and my worry, and because a man who kept a fortune in hams guarded every one of them like a mother guarded her child. Michl had added beechwood during the night as I had taught him, beech with a little juniper, never softwood, because softwood made bacon bitter and sooty. I had explained it using my grandmother’s words, words she had never spoken, though by now I could no longer remember the words she truly had used: smoke it cool, don’t hurry, use the right wood, and the ham will last the winter and another one after that.

As always, I tested the warmth with my hand. I held my palm in the smoke and counted until it became too hot. It did not. The heat was right. Forty-one hams hung in orderly rows inside the dense, warm smoke, dripping fat and turning into money that was not money, money a person could eat after the other kind died. Half the district had not smelled properly smoked ham in years. When the wind blew from the Linde toward the village, people stopped to breathe it in, suddenly sad and hungry at once. Soon enough, they came to trade what they had for a piece of that scent. That was life at the Linde in the summer of 1948: a house that smelled of smoke and bread in a country that, for years, had smelled of little but hunger and cold stone.



Afra Soyer arrived that afternoon carrying news from the market, as always breathless at the kitchen door, her face alight with it.

“You won’t believe it,” she said without a greeting. “Krammer. He’s getting worse.”

“What’s he doing now?” Frieda asked, handing her a cup because Afra talked better with a cup in her hand.

“He’s still buying paper. But now he isn’t only buying banknotes. He’s buying debts.” Afra let that sentence hang for her own enjoyment. “Mortgage bonds. Bills. Claims. By the sackful, I’m telling you. He drives his grey motorcar around the entire district, buying people’s debts for goods and paying more than they’re worth. Half the district is laughing at him. The fool, they say. He buys paper with flour, and no one can eat paper.”

The people in the Stube laughed.

I did not.

I stood behind the bar and kept my face still. He doesn’t know, I thought. He believes. He is wagering everything he owns that the paper will remain and the goods will go. He does not know that he is betting against the calendar, and the calendar has no mercy. It is already counting down.

“Madness,” I said. “Who buys debts?”

“Exactly,” Afra said, satisfied, and carried the news onward through the village.

Konstanze stood beside me after Afra left.

“He is buying debts,” she said, barely audible, “as though they must retain their value. It is the same wager as the banknotes, only larger. He is borrowing his way to wealth, Max. He takes loans against the paper he buys. If his wager succeeds, he will own half the district. If he is wrong…”

She left it unfinished. She did not need to continue.

“If he’s wrong,” I said, “he won’t merely be poor. He’ll be buried.”

“Yes.” She regarded me calmly from the side. “And for more than two years, you have wagered on the opposite direction, and I have kept the ledger beside you. I said this last spring, and I say it again. It holds better when two people believe it is right.”

She returned to her ledger. I remained where I was and pictured a thickset man somewhere in Rosenheim packing debts into sacks as other men packed potatoes. We were betting on opposite sides of the same coin, and only one of us could be right.



Before supper, when the house briefly settled, Frieda had Marei to herself. I joined them for that quarter hour whenever I could, because it was the warmth in a year that otherwise felt like a wager.

Frieda sat on the bench by the kitchen window in the last of the daylight and unlaced her blouse. Marei knew what was coming before the laces were loose. She crawled over and pulled herself up, fists open and demanding. Frieda took her into her arms. The child latched, drank, and fell quiet, and Frieda’s face grew quiet with her. Three steps away at the window table, Konstanze calculated with her pen in hand while Fritzl lay in the Bachmüller cradle at her feet.

“Don’t look at me like that,” Frieda said without looking up, though the old flush still flowed down her neck from her cheeks toward her breasts.

“I always look at you like this.”

“I know.” She stroked Marei’s golden down. “That’s the trouble. A year, and you still look as if it were the first day. A man ought to get used to a thing like this. All men do.”

“Not me.”

“No.” She lifted the child to her shoulder when Marei had finished, patted her back, and carried the sleepy girl upstairs. I heard the cradle creak above, then Frieda’s muted footsteps on the stairs.

She returned alone. She paused in the doorway, smoothed the apron over her broad hips, and looked at me. Her eyes now held the dark, heated promise she had saved for later.

“Tonight she’ll sleep through, the midwife says. If she sleeps through, the room belongs to us.”

“Then I’ll pray she sleeps through.”

“Don’t pray,” Frieda Obermaier said. “Plan. Leave praying to the nuns. This is a planning household.”

She turned toward the kitchen, and the sway of her hips beneath her skirt was the slowest, surest movement I knew. I watched until the doorway took her from sight.

A planning household. That was true. It was all we had against the clock: plans, a direction, and a house full of people who trusted the one man who could not sleep.



At nightfall, I fetched the last armload of firewood. Halfway back to the house, I stopped.

A fine grey motorcar waited at the entrance to Lindgraben’s lane, the only one for miles. Its engine ran, but its headlights were dark. In the final daylight, the paint looked dull. Exhaust made the warm air tremble behind it.

I laid the logs on the chopping block and restacked them one at a time. From there, I could watch the road without standing at the gate like a man expecting a caller. The motorcar did not move.

Alois crossed the yard as I placed the sixth log. His cane tapped the stones twice. Then he, too, fell silent and stood beside the woodpile.

“That was Krammer,” he said. “In his new motorcar. The motorcar is new. The vermin inside is old.”

I picked up the seventh log, inspected the dry cut end, and placed it under the eaves. Two years earlier, Krammer would have threatened me with paper or sent Schorsch to my door. Now he bought sacks of debt, left his engine running, and remained outside. None of his old tactics fit this patient courtesy.

“He isn’t coming to say Grüß Gott,” Alois said. “He’s left us alone for two years, and now he’s counting our windows again. I don’t like it.”

At last, the motorcar began to move. It rolled to the first farm entrance, turned without lights, and drove uphill. A narrow ribbon of dust hung over the road.

I weighed the last log in my hand. Well-seasoned beech, heavy enough to hold a long glow. As I carried it inside, I considered Krammer’s options: buy, squeeze, threaten. None explained the polite patience of a man who usually took what he wanted.

“You’re right,” I told Alois. “He’s coming for the Linde. This time, he’s only coming differently.”

Alois drove the point of his cane into the gravel. “Different is rarely better with him.”

I placed the wood beside the stove, checked the bolt, and stepped outside once more. Warm linden leaves stirred above the empty road to Rosenheim. The sound of the engine died beyond the hill.


Chapter 2: The Motorcar from Rosenheim

In summer, we traveled by wagon instead of sled, and that alone was a reckoning that came out in our favor.

Almost two years earlier, we had carried baskets over the mountain at night, hiding the real goods beneath roofing tiles. Now Traudl drove the wagons in daylight, on the road, with the Angermeier mare in front and Michl perched on the sacks behind her. No one concealed the cargo anymore, because we had nothing left to hide except the fact that we owned more than anyone else.

“Two bolts of cloth going out,” Traudl called from the wagon seat while I loaded. “What’s coming back?”

“Half a pig and Moosrainer’s promise of his oat harvest.”

“A promise.” She clicked her tongue. “You’re trading cloth you can touch for a promise of oats that don’t exist yet.”

“The oats will come. I know Moosrainer. He keeps his word.”

“And if he doesn’t?”

“Then I’ve lost a promise and he’s gained some cloth,” I said. “In the year we’re living through, a promise of oats is worth more than a sack of money. Put that in Konstanze’s ledger.”

“Put it in yourself,” Traudl said, but she grinned because she understood the principle better than most. She had the farmer’s sense for it, older than any bank. A person who wagered on grass in summer harvested in autumn. A person who wagered on paper harvested paper in winter.

We made the circuit we traveled every week. In summer we ranged farther than in winter because the roads were dry and the mare was fresh. We climbed to Moosrainer’s farm, crossed to Frau Bachmüller’s mill, then visited three farms that supplied milk, eggs, and wool in exchange for salt, nails, and work from the smithy. Traudl knew every farm, every farmer, and every cow by name. She bargained while I loaded, and she bargained better than I did. She had grown up among these people. She knew who lied, who pinched every penny, and who secretly had more than he admitted.

“Moosrainer,” she said as the mare climbed the hill, “has more oats this year than he claims. I can tell by the barn. It’s full to the roof, and he moans as if he’s got nothing. So we’ll bargain harder. A man who complains while his barn is full wants to sell but hasn’t the courage to name his price.”

“How do you know it’s full?”

“The roof.” She pointed with her chin. “An empty barn doesn’t sweat. A full one does in summer, because the hay works and gets warm. The roof is damp in the morning, and you can see it in the moss growing there. Moosrainer’s roof is as green as a meadow. He’s got more oats than he knows what to do with.” She grinned. “My father used to say, don’t look a farmer in the face, look at his roof. His face lies. His roof doesn’t.”

At Moosrainer’s farm, we climbed down and Traudl bargained while I watched, because watching her negotiate was an education. As she had predicted, Moosrainer complained about the poor harvest, prices, and the times. Traudl listened with the sympathetic expression of someone who shared his pain.

Then she said pleasantly, “Well, Moosrainer, if things are so bad here, we needn’t take those oats you haven’t got. We’ll drive on to Sedlmeier. He’s got some this year.”

She made to climb aboard. Moosrainer, watching the buyer for his nonexistent oats prepare to leave, hurried to correct her. Oats appeared after all, just a little, for a good friend, at a good price. Traudl bargained him down by an eighth, let him preserve the honor of offering the concession freely, and shook his hand.

“Remember that, Berger,” she said when we drove on. “A man who complains has something to sell and is afraid to name his price. You only have to threaten to leave. Then he finds whatever he supposedly hasn’t got.” She clicked her tongue at the mare. “I didn’t learn that from the Countess. I learned it from cows. A cow that won’t eat reaches for the feed fast enough when you put the trough in front of another one.”

That was Traudl. It was why I took her on the circuit instead of Michl. She read the valley the way I read the future, and her knowledge was more reliable because it came from the earth instead of a head full of incomplete memories.

On the way, I stopped at Frau Bachmüller’s mill to repair the weir the spring floods had shifted. I did it because I could, and because a man who repaired a weir received a better price in the next bargain than a man who merely bought things. I spent half an hour standing in the cold stream, forcing the plank back into place and wedging it tight. Frau Bachmüller watched without a word. Afterward, without being asked, she gave me two jugs of sour milk and another eighth-share in the mill.

That was how things worked. It had always been hands first, then trade.

The smithy kept working while we loaded.

It had become the household’s second heart, down by the stream. Michl was no longer a boy at the bellows, but a smith with callused, scarred hands of his own and a forge that glowed from morning until night. The valley brought him plowshares, wheel rims, and kettle handles and paid with what it had. It had more to pay with now. The smithy annex behind the forge, once our deep-winter store, now stood full of goods, shelf after shelf. Every evening, I counted them by touch as I passed, like a miser who could never have enough.

I paused beside Michl because I liked seeing what had become of the boy. Two years ago, he had worked the bellows, burned his fingers, and wept when no one was watching. Now he stood wide-legged before the fire, hammer firm in his hand, shaping a wheel rim while sparks flew, whistling badly but contentedly. He had finished a plowshare for Moosrainer, two kettle handles, and a new hinge for the church door. The priest had promised to pay for that in altar wine, which Konstanze entered at the value of the goods rather than the value of paper.

“Look,” Michl said, holding up the rim with pride. “Round as the moon. Not a flat spot in it. The old smith would’ve said the boy couldn’t do it, but the boy can.” He set it aside. “I’ve got an apprentice now, you know. Xaverl, Widow Aigner’s lad. He works the bellows for me the way I worked them for the old man. In two years he’ll know the trade too, and then there’ll be two smiths, and then…”

He stopped, embarrassed by his own ambition. “Well. We’ll see what comes next.”

“We’ll see,” I said, and I liked that the boy had begun to think as the house did: of apprentices, of where they would be in two years, of a next step no one considered impossible anymore.

None of it was money. That was how the plan worked.

Hold nothing in paper.

Hold everything in goods and rights to goods. I had told Konstanze that a hundred times in a hundred different ways, and she had stopped arguing. Her determined agreement frightened me, because every new acquisition now became her wager too.



At noon, Konstanze read Herr Prantl’s letter aloud. She read everything a man from Munich wrote as though she had to translate it from merchant’s prose into truth.

“He writes politely,” she said, flattening the sheet. “I explained this in spring. When Herr Prantl writes politely, he wants something very badly. He writes about a shop near the Viktualienmarkt. Empty. The previous tenants were bombed out and never returned. The owner has a building he cannot fill because no one in Munich possesses money that is any use.”

“What does Prantl want?”

“For us to take it. Now. While it costs nothing.” She tapped a figure with her pen. “He does not say so directly. He writes that, purely as a courtesy, he has a friend who knows of a shop that might, perhaps, under certain circumstances, be available on favorable terms. That means he knows the city is filling again. He wants us there when it does, and he needs our goods because he has none of his own.”

I bent over the letter and its tight, miserly script. I saw Munich before me, not merely the city of 1948 with its rubble heaps and empty windows. Behind it, I could already see the rebuilt city, crowded and loud and hungry. The pull in my chest that had kept me awake for months grew stronger.

“We keep the option open and inspect the shop,” I said. “We exercise it only when money is worth something again. Not a day earlier. While the option costs nothing, it can lie and wait. When the paper dies and the new money comes, we can be the first people with a Munich shop and goods to put in it.”

Konstanze studied me for a long moment, her pen still.

“At that precise moment,” she repeated. “You speak as though you know when it will happen.”

“I know the direction,” I said. “Nothing more.”

“You always say that.” She dipped the pen and drew a clean line. “Your great wagers on direction have held so far. I shall enter the option. Open, to be exercised on your word.” She blew the ink dry. “I do not require certainty from you. I require clean work once we act.”

“I know.”

“But tell me one thing.” She set down the pen, which she rarely did in the middle of a calculation. “Why Munich? Why not Rosenheim, which is closer, or Aibling? A shop is a shop.”

“Because Rosenheim and Aibling are villages that think they’re cities,” I said. “Munich is a city lying in ruins that doesn’t yet know how large it will become again. In a village, you sell to people already there. In a growing city, you sell to those who are still coming, and they’ll come in crowds as soon as money means something again. Whoever arrives first in a growing city owns the street before everyone else realizes there is a street.”

Konstanze regarded me for a long time, then picked up her pen. “Sometimes you describe a city that does not yet exist as though you had walked it. I shall write down the reckoning and expect you to prove it through work.”

She did.

“Good.” She closed the ledger. “You will travel to Munich once everything has greened up and inspect the shop. A man buys nothing he has not seen with his own eyes. My grandfather taught me that, and he owned an estate for as long as there remained an estate to own.”



Every evening after supper, I inspected our stores alone with a lamp. I knew it looked like a miser’s compulsion, and I knew that was exactly what it was.

First the cellar storage room: jars standing in rows, regiment after regiment, dark and full, the summer labor of Frieda and Caterina and of women from every hamlet. Meat, vegetables, compotes, with the Countess’s batch marks on every lid. Then the root cellar and its sand beds, which had held potatoes in spring and would hold the coming year’s turnips. Then the smokehouse, where forty-one hams hung in warm smoke so thick it closed my eyes. The smell made my mouth water, a smell half the district had not known in years.

I laid a hand on the hams one after another and counted them in the dark with my fingers, the way a blind man read a face.

Not money. Better than money. A ham remained a ham whether paper lived or died.

Three eighths of a mill remained three eighths of a mill. A field by the marsh remained earth, and earth was the one thing no currency reform had ever recalculated. I stood among the hams in the dark and made the same reckoning I made every night. If I was right, we would be the wealthiest people in the district by summer.

If I was wrong, we had gambled everything we had built twice over on an intuition, and I was the fool who ruined an entire household because his grandmother had told him stories that were not stories.

My memory gave me only the direction and withheld the figures. No matter how often I started the calculation again, I could never remove that uncertainty.

Each night, I lowered the last wick, went upstairs, and slept poorly. I had done so since winter.



Gisela Moosbauer passed through Lindgraben that afternoon, and the market stopped.

I stood at the well with two buckets when the grey motorcar turned into the lane at walking pace. A driver in a grey jacket sat behind the wheel. He stopped at the edge of the market square. Everyone looked, but no one met her eyes.

There was a difference, and I noticed it because I had spent two years learning to read people.

The door opened. She stepped out, and the square fell silent in a way a market square never did. I studied her from the ground up, openly and thoroughly, because everything about her appearance demanded exactly that.

First came the shoes, fine high heels made of genuine leather. Above them were pale, smooth nylon stockings of a kind hardly anyone in the valley had seen in years. Then her long legs, shaped like an advertisement. As she slid out of the low car and rose, the heavy, high, rounded swell of her hips followed beneath tight silk. For one moment, that was all the square saw, and all I saw too: the deep, full curve under smooth cloth, her ass pressing round against the silk and swaying with every step.

Her waist was laced tightly above it, tiny against the flare of her hips, an hourglass drawn by someone with no interest in restraint. Her breasts stood full beneath the silk, lifted for display, but the eye traveled down again because every seam and every line of the dress led it there.

A fur stole lay across her shoulder. Fur in May, on a warm day when everyone else had shed their coats.

Then her hair: platinum-blonde, almost white, shining cold and hard in sculpted waves that looked poured into place. Nothing like Frieda’s warm gold.

Red lips. True red lipstick, red enough to shout across the square.

Only when my gaze rose past the curves, the silk, and the red to her face did I see the one thing no one else noticed.

Her eyes. Ice blue, painted, beautiful.

And counting.

She crossed the square and counted it the way a person counted after learning always to know where the exits were: the well, the church door, the lane, me. She measured the distances. She checked where everyone stood. It was the gaze of a woman who entered every room by first determining how she might leave it. I knew the look because I had worn it myself through years when every strange door had first been a possible way out.

No one in the square held her gaze. Everyone looked at her, but no one saw her. The women stared at the silk, the fur, and the red, then whispered.

The men watched the sway, swallowed, and turned away. But no one saw the woman inside it. She was an ornament being carried across the square. She knew it and bore it as a person bore a burden long enough to become accustomed to it.

She bought nothing. She spoke to no one except for two words to her driver. She stood at the edge of the square for one minute, finished counting it, and returned to the car. The grey motorcar glided away. The square exhaled and became a market again.

“That,” Afra Soyer said beside me, appearing from nowhere as usual, “is Frau Krammer.”

“Krammer’s wife?”

“Gisela Moosbauer.” Afra pronounced the name as though savoring a piece of news. “A poor creature from the next valley, bombed out and her whole family gone. The prettiest girl for miles, everyone always said. Ten years ago, Krammer took her like a horse from market. Marriage. The most beautiful wife for the richest man. That’s how it goes.” She shrugged. “Ten years and no child. Not one. And people say,” she lowered her voice with relish, “it’s him. Not her. He can’t. But he displays her as though he made her himself: the beautiful wife, the silk, the fur. Like his fat belly. All of it advertising. Advertising himself.”

“Advertising,” I said.

“Mm.” Afra watched the dust settle. “A lovely life, you’ll say. Fur in May, lipstick, a motorcar. I tell you, I wouldn’t trade places with her for an hour. Look into her eyes and you’ll know why. I did. Once. I don’t care to do it again.”

She left. I remained at the well with my two buckets, thinking of those counting eyes and how a person who searched for an exit in every room would someday find one.



While loading the wagon, I saw one of Krammer’s men and recognized him only when I looked again.

He stood at the rear of the grey motorcar when it stopped at the warehouse on its return journey. He loaded crates badly because he had only one whole leg, with a wooden prosthesis beneath the other trouser leg. He threw each crate with the violence of a man who hated his own body.

Hansi Ostermeier.

Hansi, who had left the valley for Rosenheim the previous winter after the stolen jars, the Fasching, and the laughter. Hansi, whose mother Resi now sat at our table every evening. He stood there in Krammer’s service, loading Krammer’s crates. When he saw me, he looked away at once, lifted another crate, and threw it too hard.

I said nothing. I remembered.

Krammer collected broken men. Alois had said it in winter, and it was true. Now he had one more.



Krammer’s letter arrived that evening.

Krammer’s grey-clad driver delivered it. He did not give it to me, but to Frieda at the Linde’s door, with a small bow he had learned and did not mean.

“From Herr Krammer. For Herr Berger and the house.”

He was gone before Frieda had properly taken the envelope.

She brought it into the Stube. She did not read it because it was addressed to me, but she held it like an animal that might bite.

I unfolded it.

Good paper, a fine hand, polite words. That was what felt wrong. Herr Ludwig Krammer took the liberty, he wrote, of requesting the honor of a private supper with Herr Berger at the Gasthof zur Linde, at Herr Berger’s convenience, in a spirit of friendship and for discussion of a matter promising mutual benefit.

I read it aloud, and the Stube fell silent.

The same silence as during the radio broadcast filled the room, only colder. Everyone at the Stammtisch knew Krammer. Everyone remembered what he had wanted two years ago: the Linde, the debt, the house, Frieda pinned to the wall with paper. Now that same Krammer requested the honor of being a guest, in friendship, in the very house he had tried to swallow.

Wrong. So profoundly wrong that no one could interpret it.

“Read it again,” Girgl said.

I repeated every word about honor, friendly intent, and mutual benefit. The Stube listened, and the more I read, the quieter it grew.

“Krammer,” Naz said slowly, “who tried to take the Linde from us two years ago. With the debt. Who pinned Frieda to the wall with his paper until we thought the Linde was finished. That man requests the honor?”

“He requests the honor,” I said.

“Either he’s ill,” Girgl said, “or he wants something he can’t take and has to ask for. I don’t like either one. A Krammer who has to ask is a Krammer who doesn’t know what to do next. A wolf who doesn’t know what to do is more dangerous than one with a full belly.”

Michl, young and lacking the old men’s caution, said, “Perhaps he wants to make peace. He’s old. Perhaps he wants peace with the valley before he dies.”

The three old men looked at Michl with the expression they reserved for youth, half indulgence and half pity.

“Boy,” Alois said, “a Krammer doesn’t make peace. A Krammer calculates. If he wants peace with the valley, it is because peace will earn him something, not because he intends to die. Remember this: when a rich man suddenly becomes friendly, count your silver.”

Then Alois spoke into the silence. “He wants something. He always wants something. But this,” he pointed his cane at the letter, “I don’t recognize. Krammer doesn’t request the honor. Krammer takes. When Krammer turns polite, Max, mind your fingers. And your watch. And everything that isn’t nailed down.”

“What will you answer?” Frieda asked.

“I’ll invite him,” I said. “The night after tomorrow. Supper. Here.”

“You’re inviting the wolf to your table?”

“I’m inviting him to my table because I want to know what he wants before he takes it. A wolf requesting the honor will tell me more across a table than he will in Rosenheim, opening his jaws where I can’t hear him.”

Alois examined me for a long moment before nodding.

“A cold fish,” he said. “As always. Good. Set a place for the wolf.”



That night in the feather bed, Frieda rested her head on my chest and asked the question she had kept to herself all evening.

“What does Krammer want?”

“I don’t know,” I said, and it was the truth. “I only know it isn’t what it looks like. A man who has spent two years buying debts and hoarding paper, then suddenly becomes polite, doesn’t want supper. He wants something from me he can’t buy, so he’s coming with pleasant words instead of debt.”

“And that frightens you.”

“It keeps me awake.”

Her hand traveled over my belly and settled where she wanted it, warm and heavy, her fingers closing with deliberate pressure.

“Awake,” she said. “Good. Then I get some benefit from you not sleeping.”

She cupped me beneath the blanket. I was already hard, because it was difficult to lie soft in a warm bed beside Frieda.

“Well, look at that,” she murmured, satisfied. She weighed my cock in her hand the way I weighed logs, with the same testing grip, and laughed quietly when the comparison occurred to her. “The one part of Berger that doesn’t calculate, doesn’t lie awake, and doesn’t care about Krammer. The only part that’s always of the same opinion as me.”

Her hand moved in long strokes, and I let out my breath.

“Two years ago,” she said, “I didn’t believe I’d ever hold one of these again and laugh while doing it. Three years a widow, and I thought laughter in bed had gone into the grave with Toni. Now I lie here laughing, and Krammer can keep his damned letter. Look. His head is thinking about Krammer, and the rest of him is thinking about something else. Typical man. Two thoughts, and the lower one wins.”

“The lower one usually wins.”

“The lower one has sense,” Frieda said, setting an even rhythm with her hand, sure in this as she was in everything. “It knows worries will still be worries tomorrow, but a warm night won’t wait.”

She kissed my chest, then higher, toward my throat. In the middle of it, her hand slowed. She laid her head on my chest again, and I felt that she wanted to talk more than she wanted to make love that night, with the wolf coming to supper.

“Later,” she murmured. “Just hold me now. Sometimes holding is the best part. I’d never have believed I’d say that two years ago. No one held me for three years, and I thought I needed only the other thing. But being held is the wealth. The rest is the interest.”

“Then I’ll hold you.”

“Hold me,” Frieda said. “The night after tomorrow, Krammer gets his supper. We’ll learn what he wants. Then he’ll get his no when the time comes. Tonight, you get the interest and I get the holding. That’s how we’ll divide it.”

She lay still for a while, her hand moving thoughtfully over my chest. At last, she spoke into the darkness.

“You know what’s strange? My heart races when I think of that supper. Not from fear.” She lifted her head, and I saw the white of her grin. “Two years ago, a letter from Krammer would’ve killed me with fright. Now I think, let the fat man come. Let him sit at my table, drink my beer, and look at what we made of the ruin he wanted to take from us. Let him burst with envy.” She settled against me again. “That isn’t fear, boy. It’s a damned fine sort of pride, and I’m enjoying it.”

My laughter stirred her hair. I drew her closer, and we left it there because the child slept in the next room and some nights were for planning and closeness rather than more. That, too, was a kind of wealth we had not known two years earlier: we could afford merely to be close.

“Sleep,” I said.

“You first,” Frieda said. “You’re the one lying awake. I can hear you thinking. It sounds like the saw.”



When I went to tend the fire for the night, Konstanze was already in the kitchen with Krammer’s letter tucked beneath her arm. She was helping Frieda clear away, which for Konstanze meant stacking plates by size and placing every spoon into the drawer with the precision of soldiers forming for morning parade.

“He hoards paper, then two days later asks for a seat at your table,” she said while drying a mug. “His purchases proclaim certainty. His visit betrays fear.”

Frieda took the mug from her. “Then he can be afraid over supper. Suits me.”

Konstanze drew out Krammer’s letter and placed it on the kitchen table beside the page of currency rumors. Her finger tapped first one paper, then the other, while Frieda put the plates away.

“He believes Max can tell him whether his wager is sound. He will not receive that certainty as a gift.”

“He won’t.” I lifted the water bucket and headed for the pantry door. “Come. If we’re going to feed a wolf, we should know what we’re willing to let him smell.”

The three of us inspected the stores. Frieda counted the meat for roasting. I checked the bolt on the yard door. Konstanze stopped at the shelf holding our last bundles of Reichsmark notes. She pulled the covering cloth forward until no grey edge remained visible.

“Whatever he offers,” she said, “he does it from fear. Men like Krammer become courteous when they are afraid. That makes them more dangerous, but also easier to read.”

“And you’re not afraid?” Frieda asked.

Konstanze smoothed the cloth over the money. One corner of her mouth lifted. “I spent months living on the road with one trunk and four pairs of gloves. I can endure a fat man with a motorcar for the duration of a pork roast.”

From the doorway came the tap of Alois’s cane against stone. He had apparently heard half of the conversation and carried two empty beer crates inside.

“If you’re inviting the wolf,” he said, “I’ll sit in the next room the day after tomorrow. An old man hears poorly, but excellently through thin walls.”

Frieda pointed to the space beside the stove. “There. Schorsch stays outside. I’ll put a mug in front of him to keep him occupied.”

Konstanze took the good linen from the cupboard and pressed it into my arms. “The day after tomorrow, Krammer sits here. Tomorrow, we arrange the chairs.”

Frieda dragged a chair from the table and set it beneath the window with a hard scrape.


Chapter 3: Milk and Honey

The church was full on Sunday. Anyone who wanted to know how the village fared needed only to look at the eight pews on the men’s side.

Two years ago, nineteen women had sat there in their dead men’s good coats. Some still wore them, even in May, because useful cloth was never discarded. But this time, old Frau Riepl shifted toward the wall on the third pew and spread the hem of her husband’s coat across her knees to make room for two little boys.

One wore polished Sunday boots. His feet did not reach the floor. He knocked his heels against the pew until his mother held one knee still with two fingers. Three breaths later, his legs began swinging again.

The other tried to make every sign of the cross half a second before the priest. Naz watched from the pew ahead, missed his own cue, and crossed himself so hastily that Girgl elbowed him.

“Devoutly,” Girgl murmured.

“I am,” Naz murmured. “I’m only observing the youth.”

Behind them, a widow pushed up the sleeve of an oversized man’s coat to free her hand. She caught the smaller boy by the collar before he disappeared beneath the pew, sat him upright, and handed him a folded handkerchief. He immediately turned it into a boat.

The picture needed no explanation. A pew that had once held absence now had to endure children’s legs, paper boats, and impatient boots.

Pfarrer Hofstetter preached briefly, as always. During the long blessing, Marei stood on my lap, seized a button on my Sunday jacket, and pulled with both hands. I freed her fingers one at a time. She grabbed it again at once. Frieda sat beside me, suppressing laughter that shook her shoulders.

Behind us, Konstanze held Fritzl, perfectly straight despite his weight in her arms. When he grew restless, she laid one finger against his hand. His fist closed around it, and his face became as grave as if he were inspecting the order of service.

Passing the baptismal font, the priest paused. He lifted the silver lid, tested the water with two fingers, and beckoned to the sexton. Alois carried out a second jug from the sacristy.

“Empty again?” he whispered.

“Nearly,” said the priest. “Two are coming Wednesday.”

Alois nodded as though confirming a welcome delivery and poured. The water splashed loudly enough to turn three heads.

On the church steps after Mass, the congregation’s orderly lines dissolved. The boy with the polished boots jumped the last two steps and landed in the dust. His mother scolded him. Old Frau Riepl silently brushed his knees and returned his paper boat.

Four young mothers soon gathered around Frieda. One asked about a rash, another about bread when milk was scarce, while a third held up her child so Frieda could see how round his cheeks had grown. Frieda answered with the seriousness she usually reserved for dough or a sick barrel of beer. Konstanze stood beside her and accepted a borrowed diaper that had to be returned after the next washday. Within a minute, she had turned the matter into a small list.

The old men lingered in the sunlight. There were no grand speeches, no declarations about the future. They counted with their eyes who ran down the steps and who was carried.

Pfarrer Hofstetter shook hands and stopped beside me. His tired gaze briefly moved to the font, where Alois was setting down the second jug.

“Two years ago, I buried more than I baptized, Berger,” he said quietly. “This year, I need more water than earth. I don’t know how much of that is the good Lord’s work and how much is your smokehouse and your soup.”

He raised his eyebrows.

“But he doesn’t get all the thanks this time.”

Then he reached for the next farmer’s hand.



After church, half the village sat in our beer garden, which had become the summer’s finest invention.

In spring, I had placed long benches beneath the linden, made from boards left over from the ballroom wing, with tables on trestles and a roof formed by the leaves of the ancient tree that shaded the entire house. Now, on a warm Sunday in May, the village sat beneath it drinking our dark, smoky beer brewed from old Frau Schweiger’s recipe. Noise filled every space. Not a seat remained free. One word hovered over it all, a word I would never have spoken because it sounded too large: happiness.

The air smelled of beer, grilled sausage, and fresh, dense linden leaves. Children raced between the benches, led by Vroni’s two, who now had round cheeks, sturdy calves, and the voices to match. Girgl, Naz, and Alois occupied their usual corner, arguing over cards, the government, Krammer, and the weather. It sounded like winter, only warm.

Marei turned one that Sunday. Frieda had baked her a little cake with scant sugar and plenty of grated apple. The child tore it apart with both hands while the Stammtisch cheered her. Traudl gave her a new wooden spoon because the old one bore more tooth marks than wood. Marei hammered the table until everyone laughed. A year. At the end of the previous May, Helene had brought her into the world in this house. Now she stood among the benches clutching Frieda’s skirt and ruled her first birthday like a landlady.

Alois held court in the middle, cane across his knees, as he always did whether there was an occasion or not. With Alois, celebration was an attitude, not an event.

“Look at it,” he told Girgl, gesturing across the crowded garden. “Three years ago, no one would’ve sat here because no one had anything to sit on or drink. Now half the valley sits beneath the tree drinking beer, and no one asks if winter will kill them. I call that progress.”

“You call it beer,” Girgl said.

“That too,” Alois said, and drank.

Vroni carried the mugs while her boys, once silent, hollow-cheeked ghosts in the hungry winter, chased a ball between the benches and shouted so loudly and healthily that several old men covered their ears while smiling. A child who could shout was not hungry. The noise of well-fed children was the loveliest music a village could hear after a war.

Alois caught one boy by the collar as he ran past, held him like a wriggling fish, pressed a piece of pretzel into his hand, and released him.

“The Kirmair boy,” he said, watching him go. “Two years ago, I’d have wagered he wouldn’t see spring. Now look. Runs hard enough to raise dust and eats my pretzel.” He drank. “I’ve buried too many in my life, Max. I’m the gravedigger. That’s my trade. The finest thing to happen in my old age is having less to dig and more to watch running and shouting and living. That alone made it worthwhile that you didn’t move on.”

Alois visibly suffered from such openness. He compensated at once by starting a loud, relieved argument with Girgl over the cards.

I had built the beer garden in one long spring day with Michl and two Angermeier farmhands, and packed gravel against the rain mud. Now the center brace on the third bench was already loose. Michl followed my gaze, picked up the toolbox without a word, and crawled beneath it between two skirts.

The bustle around me showed more clearly than any grand word what this place had become. Frieda sent Vroni to the beer cellar for the second time because three mugs returned empty together. Caterina collected eight cake plates scraped clean. Frau Riepl ordered another Brotzeit, divided it into four portions, and set down a coin for the following Sunday.

Vroni had to chase her boys from beneath the servers’ feet. The elder ducked behind Girgl with a pretzel, and Girgl sheltered him with a conspicuously broad back. His brother raced around the linden, lost one wooden shoe, and kept running in his stocking until Alois hooked the shoe out of the way with his cane.

The air stayed cool and green beneath the thick leaves. Bees worked the clover below. Above them, mugs scraped, benches shifted, and Frieda called orders toward the kitchen. Whoever found a place made room for the next person. Whoever did not fetched a stool from the Stube.

Frieda moved among them with two full mugs, golden, broad, and laughing. At Frau Riepl’s table, she set down one mug, caught a barefoot boy by the shirt with her free hand, and steered him from her path. His mother raised her shoulders apologetically. Frieda gave the child a crust and kept working.

In my head, I added the empty plates, journeys to the barrel, and pieces of cake. The next Sunday required twelve more Brotzeiten, a second small barrel beneath the tree, and two more plank benches.

That was a reckoning I liked.



Afra Soyer found me between two mugs, as she always did, carrying more news of Frau Krammer.

“I told you about Gisela Moosbauer,” she said, seating herself beside me without invitation. “But I didn’t tell you everything.” Her voice dropped to the level reserved for her finest news. “The house where she lives in Rosenheim is a palace. Carpets, crystal, a bathroom with hot water straight from the tap. Gisela inside it like a bird in one of those gilded cages rich people used to keep for canaries.”

“And?”

“And no one envies her.” Afra shrugged. “That’s the strange part. A woman with silk and fur and hot water, and no one in the district envies her because everyone has seen how Krammer treats her. He displays her like a cow at auction, then corrects her in front of people. ‘Don’t speak so loudly, Gisela.’ ‘Sit straight, Gisela.’ ‘Hold your fork properly, Gisela.’ Before everyone. Like a child. Like a dog.” Afra shook her head. “A beautiful woman treated like furniture. No one envies furniture.”

I remembered the counting eyes in the market, the woman searching every room for its exit. It all fit. I stored the knowledge without yet knowing why.

Frieda had joined us with an empty mug and heard enough to reduce the entire afternoon’s gossip to one sentence.

“It looks like a lovely life,” she said, gazing toward Rosenheim. “But it’s a cage. Worst thing there is. Better poor and free than rich and furniture.” She set down the mug. “The poor creature. Fur in May, and no one to say good morning without wanting something in return.”

She pushed the empty mug aside and looked at Afra. “You know the worst part? Not the cage. There are plenty of cages, some made by necessity and some by stupidity. The worst is the whole world looking on and saying, ‘But she has it so good. Silk and fur and hot water. What has she got to complain about?’ The woman inside can’t even be sad without being called ungrateful. That’s the worst cage, one everyone mistakes for a reward.” Frieda gathered the mugs. “I spent three years a widow in half a ruin, and I was freer than she is in her palace. Freedom has nothing to do with hot water.”

She went on carrying her mugs. Her verdict matched the trapped gaze I had seen in Gisela’s eyes: a cage, and a woman inside who knew every exit.



That evening, the radio spoke about money again, and this time it used the word.

Reform. No more restoration, no more readjustment. The man from Frankfurt said it carefully, hedged with possibilities, but he said it: currency reform. The Stammtisch had joked about it all winter. Now the jokes came less easily.

“Is it coming or not?” Naz asked.

“It’s coming,” Alois said. “Once they start saying the word on the radio, the thing is already decided. They don’t say it before then. They’re only deciding how to tell people.”

“What happens next?” Michl asked. “What does reform mean? Do we get new money?”

“Then,” Girgl said darkly, “the old money is nothing, no one has the new money, and between them is a hole. The people with nothing but old money fall into it.”

“Who doesn’t fall?” Michl asked.

“The man with something solid,” Alois said. “Land. Goods. A trade. Something he can touch that isn’t written on paper. He doesn’t fall. He stands.” He studied his beer. One sip later, still without looking up, he said what no one else dared think. “And do you know who has the most solid wealth and the least paper in this valley? Berger. He’s put all his money into goods for a year, and we laughed at him. Perhaps,” Alois said, and drank, “we ought to stop laughing.”

The company went quiet. Several people looked toward me. I said nothing because anything I said would reveal too much.

I listened and calculated as I had for months. Sometime around summer, I thought. Perhaps June. Perhaps later. I did not know the month or the terms. Ten to one, a hundred to one, or something else. I had staked everything we owned on an intuition that gave me the direction and withheld every other detail.

Across the table, Konstanze watched me instead of the radio.

She gave me one brief nod and drew a line in her ledger. The wager had been placed long ago. Now the radio brought the stakes closer.



That night, Frieda came to me with her hair loosely braided and her blouse half-laced after putting Marei to bed. She slid the bolt, leaned against the door, and studied me with the dark promise she renewed every evening.

“The house is asleep,” she said. “The night belongs to us, and I’m hungry for something that isn’t waiting on the stove.”

The line had assumed a hundred forms in two years and still struck the same place. I approached her, but Frieda raised one finger.

“You aren’t putting me straight onto the bed tonight.”

She opened her blouse and let it fall onto the chest. The golden fullness of her body emerged: broad, soft hips, a soft belly marked with pale lines, and above it breasts heavier than before. Milk pearled at the dark nipples.

“Sit on the edge of the bed. I’ve carried children and mugs all day. Now I’m carrying only myself.”

I sat. She stepped between my knees and placed my hands on her waist. Her cheeks colored, and the rose flush flowed down her neck to her breastbone.

“There’s still milk since the birth,” she said. “Morning and evening. Before you ask, yes. I want your mouth there. I want to see how much you like me this way.”

“Very much.”

“Too proper.” She opened my trousers and stroked my hard cock. “Say it like a man who’s known me for two years.”

“I want your breasts in my face and your milk in my mouth.”

Frieda’s rough laughter filled the little room. “Better, boy.”

She sat sideways on my lap, one hip across my thighs, and offered me her breast. I drew the dark nipple into my mouth. Warm sweetness touched my tongue. Frieda inhaled sharply and pulled me closer until my face sank into her soft fullness.

“Lord. Yes. Like that.” Her breath moved hot through my hair. “First it pulls, then the ache eases. Drink, boy. There’s enough for you.”

I held her hips and tended to each breast in turn. There was no haste, no treating this as a road to the next act. This was the center. Milk shone on my lips and traced a pale line down her skin. I caught it with my tongue, lifted the heavy flesh from beneath, and sucked harder.

Frieda grew restless on my lap. Her hips rubbed against my thigh. The flush had darkened between her breasts, her breathing was open, and each pull of my mouth drew a rough sound from her.

“You know exactly what you’re doing.” She wrapped her hand around my cock. “Holding me there, making me soft, while you stand stiff as a fence post.”

“You wanted me there.”

“Of course. Now I want something else.”

She pushed me backward onto the bed, knelt over my chest, and gathered her breasts in both hands. Slowly, she closed their warm, milk-damp fullness around my cock. The first stroke forced a hard breath from me. Frieda saw it and smiled with the hearty satisfaction she usually reserved for the evening’s first crowded table.

“Look at that,” she murmured. “Herr Berger can stop calculating after all.”

She moved her breasts along my length in long, testing strokes. Their warmth surrounded me. Milk glimmered on my skin with every movement, and her tongue caught it from the head of my cock. My body tightened beneath her.

“Good?”

“Very.”

“Still too proper.” She pressed her breasts tighter. “Tell me what you want.”

“Your tits. Your mouth. You.”

“Then take them.”

I covered her hands with mine and set the pace. Frieda let me lead. Her lips opened over my tip at each upward stroke, took me briefly, then released me between her breasts. The feather bed creaked beneath us. Crickets sounded through the open window. In the room, there was only her warm mouth, the soft pressure, and her heavy, shameless gaze.

“Don’t come yet,” she said hoarsely. “I want you inside me tonight. But I want to see how close I can bring you with my breasts.”

She quickened until my control hung by a thread. Then I stopped her hands.

“Enough.”

“For whom?”

“For me.” I drew her up, rolled us onto our sides, and pressed my knee between her thighs. “Now it’s your turn.”

Frieda’s breathless laugh became a moan when my hand found her wet pussy. We faced each other, one breast still at my mouth while my thumb stroked her clit. She could hold me, kiss me, and guide my hand without either of us looking away.

“There,” she said. “Keep your mouth there and your hand down below. Damn it, you can drive a woman out of her senses in two places at once.”

“Only two?”

“Don’t get conceited.”

Two fingers slid inside her. My tongue pulled at her nipple and my thumb circled harder. Frieda’s dry reply ended in a cry. Her leg curled around my hip, her heel pressing into my back, her old language for closer.

“Boy. Now. I want to feel you.”

I guided my cock between her thighs and entered her slick pussy from the side. Frieda looked into my face, forehead against mine, while she took me. Then I hooked her upper calf over my arm and set a short, forceful rhythm that drove her pubic bone against my thumb with each thrust.

“Like that,” she gasped. “Don’t keep your distance. Stay with me.”

“Always.”

Milk lay warm between our chests. Linden-scented air flowed through the open window. Frieda’s breath roughened and her words shortened, but her eyes stayed on mine.

“The first child was only the beginning,” she said. “I want another. Soon. Another one. Make me another one, boy. I like the house full.”

“You’ll have another. Mine.”

“Then fill me. Stay inside when you come.”

I lifted her leg higher and rubbed her clit harder. The flush burned to her breastbone. Frieda pressed her forehead to mine, opened her mouth, and came with a high, rough cry. The sound still startled her a little, although she knew what this house could draw from her. Her pussy clenched hot and rhythmic around me. The cry broke her cadence, and her body shook against mine, breast and belly and hips held close.

Her heel locked me in place. “Now you. Inside me. Every drop.”

I gave her three hard thrusts, drove the last one deep, and held. My control broke. Cum pulsed hot into her contracting pussy, again and again. Frieda took all of it with tight clenches, pressing her hips against me and refusing to let me retreat until the final throb faded.

“That’s where it belongs,” she whispered. “Soon we’ll do it by the calendar, not only from hunger.”

We remained joined on our sides, her face against mine, milk warm between us, her hand on my back. This time, she did not rest her free hand on her belly. She took mine and studied its calluses by candlelight.

“Tomorrow Krammer sits at our table,” she said. “He should see you don’t bargain with empty hands.”

“What are you planning?”

“Roast pork. The good mugs. Bread cut thick enough to choke him.” Her smile grew sleepy and wicked. “You sit with the light behind you. Then he can’t see you properly.”

“Konstanze wants the light in his face.”

“The Countess wins.” Frieda kissed my palm. “Then sit straight and let him talk. I’ll watch how much he eats. A frightened man praises the food and tastes nothing.”

We fetched bread and butter barefoot. Instead of a cradle, we planned Krammer’s supper: Schorsch’s place outside, Alois within earshot, Traudl in her corner. When the bread was gone, Frieda drew my head against her breast and closed her eyes.

“Another one,” she murmured. “This year. But first, the wolf tomorrow.”

The old timbers cracked. We listened for one breath, and the house settled again.



Konstanze laid the good linen after the household slept. I found her in the Stube with the lamp on the large table.

She smoothed the cloth with both hands and positioned the chairs with the calm of a commander marking out a battlefield.

“He sits here,” she said, touching the chair with its back to the window. “With the light in his face, not behind him. I want to see what he thinks, and he must not see what we think. You sit opposite. I shall sit at the head with the ledger, in case he brings figures. Frieda pours. A man speaks differently with the landlady beside him when she fed an entire valley through winter and owed none of them a thing.”

“You’ve thought this through.”

“I think everything through,” Konstanze said. “It is the only thing no one took from me.” She set the final place, straight and exact. “Tomorrow evening, Krammer sits at this table, Max. I do not know what he is bringing. But I have learned that one wins a room before the guest enters it by deciding where he will sit.”

She inspected the smooth linen once more.

“We do not know what he wants. Therefore, we lay the table as if we did.”

Traudl leaned in the doorway, barefoot, having appeared from nowhere as usual. She had heard half the conversation and was grinning.

“I’ll tell you what I’m doing,” she said. “I’ll sit in the corner with a mug and won’t say a word. I’ll watch the fox walk into the henhouse and say Grüß Gott.” She bit into an apple she had acquired somewhere. “I want to see Krammer being polite. That’s better than Kirchweih.”


Chapter 4: The Handshake

Krammer came in good wool and false warmth, and he brought his wife like a jewel on a tray.

He left the motorcar outside the gate, along with Schorsch, big, slow Schorsch, who waited in the dark like a dog that was not allowed inside. Krammer himself entered broad and rosy and freshly shaved, his hat in one hand and Gisela’s arm in the other. He led her into the Stube as if escorting her through a ballroom, and for one moment, the Linde froze.

Because this woman looked wrong in this room. Silk and platinum and red lips in a peasant Stube, between the soot-dark tiled stove and the Stammtisch with its beer rings. Magnificent and wrong, like a peacock in a chicken coop. Krammer knew it, and he enjoyed how wrong she looked because that wrongness advertised him: Look what I have and you do not.

He seated her, and the moment she sat, he stopped seeing her.

My gaze only brushed her this time because a man did not appraise a married woman like merchandise. Her posture told me enough anyway: the practiced stillness of a woman who had learned to be furniture, her hands in her lap, her back straight, her face smooth. And those eyes, counting the room as they had counted the marketplace, finding exits, measuring distances. Then, as her gaze traveled through the Stube, came the one moment Krammer missed because Krammer only ever saw himself. Her eyes caught briefly on the children’s things in the corner.

On the Bachmüller cradle in the hearth alcove. On the flour dusting Frieda’s apron, on Marei pulling herself upright against the bench, on the loud, warm disorder of a house where children lived.

Her lips parted a fraction and closed again. I read it and filed it away: hunger. Not for food. For this.

Frieda poured the drinks, Konstanze sat at the head of the table with the ledger, and Traudl crouched in her corner with a mug and said nothing. I sat opposite Krammer, with the light falling on his face exactly where Konstanze wanted it.

Frieda brought out the meal as if she meant to show a prince what a farmhouse could do: steaming soup with liver dumplings, roast pork with crackling, more dumplings, dark beer in the good mugs, and bread cut in thick slices because thin slices spoke of poverty, and we were not poor. Krammer’s gaze lingered on the bread, the roast, and the full mugs. Our prosperity left a bad taste in his mouth, even though he closed his eyes and praised every bite.

Gisela sat beside him, ate little, and did not speak. Nobody spoke to her because Krammer set the tone, and Krammer did not address her. So she sat in her silk among the soup steam and the children’s things in the corner, and her ice-blue eyes went once, only once, to Marei falling asleep in Frieda’s arms. Her attention lingered until Frieda noticed. Frieda saw it from the stove. Without saying a word, she set the largest bowl of soup before Gisela, the way she fed anyone she believed was hungry. Gisela looked at the bowl as though someone had placed a forbidden gift before her, then ate at a calm, steady pace. Krammer never even noticed his wife eating because Krammer never noticed what his wife did as long as she looked beautiful doing it.



Krammer ate little and praised much, and the praise was the first course.

He praised the house. He praised the beer. He praised the hams, taking two slices and closing his eyes over each as if in prayer. He praised the order, the stores, the intelligence behind the way we ran things, and most of all, he praised me. Herr Berger, the cleverest young man in the district, and he did not say that lightly. He said it as a man who judged people the way other men judged cattle.

“You made a fortune out of a ruin, Herr Berger,” he said, rubbing his thumb over his watch chain. “In two years. No one does that. Only a man who sees what others cannot.”

“I worked,” I said. “Nothing more.”

“Modesty.” He smiled, and as always, the smile arrived a beat after the words. “Admirable. But we are among friends, and among friends, we may be honest. You see something, Herr Berger. You see where the wind is blowing. That is why I am here.”

He pushed his plate away and placed both hands on the good linen. Then he served his second course.



“I am going to make you an offer,” Krammer said, “that will make you rich. Tonight. At this table.”

The Stube fell silent. Frieda stopped with the pitcher in her hand.

“Your stock,” Krammer said. “All of it. Every ham, every jar, every bolt of cloth, every nail in the smithy annex. At today’s prices, your inventory is worth four hundred and twenty thousand Reichsmark. I will pay you one million, two hundred and sixty thousand Reichsmark. Exactly three times as much. Cash, immediately, into your hand.”

Four hundred and twenty thousand was precisely the market value Konstanze had calculated from the latest prices the night before. Krammer’s offer tripled her figure down to the last zero.

He let the number lie on the linen as a man might lay down a winning hand.

“And that is only the beginning.” He leaned forward. “I want more than your merchandise, Herr Berger. I want you. A partnership. My capital, your mind. My money, your hands. The two of us together, and in one year we own half the district, and in five, all of Upper Bavaria. I am not young. I have no son. I possess so much money that I can no longer count it, and no one to whom I might leave it. And here you sit, the cleverest young man for miles, wasting yourself on hams and beer in a village inn.” He leaned back. “I will make you the richest man in the region, Herr Berger. Tonight. All you have to do is say yes.”

Before me lay the mirror image of the paper he had placed on this very table two years earlier, the promissory notes with which he had tried to swallow the Linde. The same table. The same theater.

The opposite side. Back then, he had threatened. Now he offered a gift.

And the same hand extended it.

Frieda held her breath. Two red patches stood high on Konstanze’s cheekbones.

A real, life-changing fortune lay on the table. My expression stayed calm, but the muscles beneath my breastbone drew tight, and I had to hold the schnapps pitcher more firmly so no one saw the temptation in my fingers.

I wanted it. The wanting rose in me with the aching hunger of a man offered a hot bath after years in the cold. With that sum, the Linde would no longer be an inn that had clawed its way back. It would be a house that never needed to count again.

Frieda in silk, if she wanted it. The children attending any school that existed. Konstanze with an estate again, a real one, with land and a name.

No more winters spent counting jars. No more lying awake. Everything a man wanted for his own lay there on a table, contained in one number, offered in exchange for a single word.

That was the artistry of Krammer’s offer, his masterpiece: it was real. Not a trick one could expose and laugh about later. A genuine fortune. The trap lay in the currency, and nobody at the table saw that except me.

Frieda saw a life without worry. Alois, standing nearby, saw a young fellow with a fortune finally dropping into his lap. Even Konstanze spent one moment calculating only the amount instead of the currency, and the betraying color stood high on her cheekbones.

I alone understood that the number consisted of paper and that, if I was right, the paper might be dead within weeks. If I said yes, I would be the richest man in the region until then and the poorest afterward, left with a house full of Reichsmark notes nobody would honor and a name stuck to Krammer’s downfall like tar.

Then, cold and immediate, the merchant’s sense that lived where other men kept their fear began its calculations.

Krammer was offering paper. Sacks of Reichsmark notes, the dying paper he had hoarded for two years, in exchange for my goods, my hams, my jars, my cloth, and my nails. The one man in the district who suspected money was about to die was trying to unload his dying paper on the one man he feared could read the wind.

Dressed as a gift. Take it, and be the richest man in the region as long as the Reichsmark still held value, while nobody at the table knew whether that meant weeks or months.

The partnership was the noose underneath: my name tied to his debts, my judgment backing his paper. He did not want to make me rich. He wanted to make me a party to his wager, so that I would sink or win beside him. Either way, he could no longer be wrong because the cleverest man in the district would be sitting in the same boat.

I kept my face calm and refilled his schnapps.



“That,” I said slowly, “is a serious offer.”

“I am entirely serious.”

“And a serious offer,” I said, “deserves to be considered by a serious man. Not tossed around at the table between two slices of ham as if it were a trifle.”

I could not refuse. Not here. Not now. Saying no at the table would have shown him my hand and exposed what I knew along with it. Why would a man reject a fortune unless he knew that fortune consisted of dead paper? A no would have told Krammer that I knew what he feared, and a Krammer who knew that would become dangerous.

“Give me time,” I said. “Until the Kirchweih. Then I’ll have done the sums, and I’ll give you the answer one man gives another. Not before. A man doesn’t seal a fortune with a handshake overnight.”

Krammer beamed.

He beamed because he was certain greed would do his work for him. He thought I would calculate, and anyone who calculated would see the figure, and anyone who saw that figure would say yes. He was right about the calculation and wrong about the number. The whole evening fit inside that single sentence.

“Of course,” he said, expansive and generous, the man who could afford generosity. “Until the Kirchweih. Think, Herr Berger. Calculate. A man like you will calculate his way to the correct conclusion. I am entirely certain of it.”

He rose, and Gisela rose with him automatically, like a shadow. He took his hat, and at the door, he made the final move he had planned.

He placed Gisela’s gloved hand in mine.

“My wife,” he said, “finds your house charming. Do you not, Gisela?” He left her hand in mine until the pause became conspicuous, a display of everything a partnership might include, a man showing off his wife like his ham and his money. “Perhaps we will see more of one another. With the friendliest of intentions.”

Gisela raised her eyes.

For the first time that evening, she raised them and looked at me properly, directly, without flirtation and without games. Her eyes did what they had done in the marketplace: they assessed. Without a word, she asked the only question she still bothered asking. Was this man merely another Krammer, only younger? Or was she looking at a kind of man she had never known?

I gave her nothing but courtesy. And I released her hand first.

She filed that away too: the man who let go of her hand first. Krammer had placed her in my hand. I returned her untouched and untaken.

Nothing more happened. But her eyes told me that she had not met such respect in a very long time. A man had declined the gift placed in his hand.

Then Krammer was outside, Gisela with him, and the grey motorcar glided away, taking Schorsch’s shadow with it.



“The wolf said Grüß Gott,” Traudl said into the silence from her corner. “Now he’s offering three times the price for the hen. I’m feeling sick, and I don’t know which part did it first.”

We sat down together once the house had gone quiet. Konstanze drew the ledger closer, Frieda set four cups on the table, and Traudl left her corner to place a half-eaten apple among the figures.

“We refuse. We hold the goods. And we wait for the day,” I said.

Konstanze nodded once. “Beginning tomorrow, nobody has access to the keys to the smithy annex alone. Two names for every removal, even if it is only a pound of nails.” She opened the ledger to a fresh page. “We are closing the Reichsmark account. Outstanding debts will be collected in goods. I will approve any new sale for paper individually. Cash remains only for wages and expenses that cannot be settled any other way.”

“And Krammer?” Frieda asked.

“First, he will pressure the suppliers he already controls.” Konstanze wrote three names from the latest freight papers in a column. “Krammer has already exhausted his leverage over Pichler. The miller in the next valley owes Denk, the carter, money; Denk deals with Krammer. The bacon merchant from Aibling settled his accounts through Rosenheim with suspicious frequency last winter. We inspect both chains tomorrow. If one is likely to break, we buy elsewhere before it does.”

Traudl pushed her apple away from the first name. “The miller’s boy talks if you feed him bread and don’t ask questions. He passes the Angermeier farm every Thursday. I’ll take him.”

“No interrogation,” Frieda said.

“I said I’d give him bread.”

Konstanze drew a line beneath the suppliers. “The answer comes at the Kirchweih. Publicly, politely, and finally. Krammer will have his audience there, and we will not deprive him of it. Frieda stands beside Max. I will have the inventory figures ready in case he distorts them. Traudl listens for anyone he has worked on before the festival.”

“And if he sends men to collect goods beforehand?” I asked.

“Then Denk finds the smithy annex locked and an innkeeper who knows nothing about his delivery note.” Frieda lifted her cup. “I can do that.”

Konstanze set the pen beside the ledger. She did not ask where my certainty about the coming day came from. Instead, she slid the list of names toward me. “You will visit the bacon merchant tomorrow. Take Michl and check the hinges on the smithy annex on your return. A man who cannot buy access will sometimes attempt to make his own.”

Traudl bit into the apple again. “Krammer talked like a seller tonight. A buyer says the goods are no good. That one praised our hams up to heaven because he wants rid of his money.” She chewed. “And he was sweating. Friendship doesn’t sweat like that.”

“Then we watch his driver too,” Konstanze said, adding another line. “A nervous master talks with his mouth. His men talk with their wheels.”

Frieda had only listened until then. Now she folded her arms. “I’m not asking if it’s clever. I’m asking whether you can sleep if you’re wrong. With Marei next door and another cradle that I want.”

“Badly,” I said. “But I can live with it. I couldn’t live with his paper.”

She studied me for a long moment, took Krammer’s plate, and scraped the cold remains of his roast into a bowl.

“Good. Then get some sleep. Tomorrow we lock out the money first and the wolf second.”



Konstanze came to my attic room later with the ledger. She placed the candle on the small table, laid the ledger beside it, and remained standing.

“We have an error,” she said.

Coming from her, that was more urgent than any knock. I sat down. She opened the page containing Krammer’s offer and pushed her calculation toward me: inventory value, current obligations, the three threatened supply chains. On the final line, the Reichsmark reserve appeared twice, once as an asset and once as available funds.

“You entered it twice.”

“I can see that.”

Her voice stayed smooth. The pen in her hand did not. A black drop fell beside the mistaken figure and soaked into the paper. Konstanze stared at it as if the ledger had betrayed her.

“Since when do you make errors like this?”

“Since a man placed a million on our table and you declared it worth less than our hams.” She struck out the repeated sum. On the second stroke, the paper tore. “I can calculate Krammer’s suppliers. I can bar access. I can even write down what we stand to lose. But I cannot force the day into a column.”

I took the pen from her. Ink stained her fingertip.

“Come here.”

“Not yet.” She pulled a fresh sheet toward her. “Calculate with me. If the mark survives for six months, how much cloth can we sell without touching the winter stock?”

We calculated. She was right about the cloth. On the hams, she set the kitchen’s needs too low. I pushed Frieda’s weekly sheet toward her. Konstanze struck out her figure, put the correct one beneath it, and added the loss from smoking. On the flour, she wrote the same sum twice and stopped halfway through the second zero.

“You’ve already entered that line.”

“I know.” She reset the pen. The nib scraped dryly across the paper because she had forgotten to dip it. “If the day comes in July, the stock will last. If it comes in autumn, we will be short two bolts, six hams, and half the flour store. I can quantify the shortage. I cannot quantify the waiting.”

A motorcar door slammed somewhere outside. Konstanze’s head snapped toward the window. Only when no headlamps swept across the road did she look down at the empty scratch from the nib again.

“Enough,” I said.

“No.”

“Konstanze.”

She placed the pen very carefully across the page. Then she removed the first pins from her hair with her own hands. The heavy black mass fell over her shoulders and brushed the figures until she tossed it back with an impatient movement.

“Then give me peace,” she said. A short request, almost rough in her voice. “Only for tonight. Tomorrow, I will calculate again.”

“Yes.”

I pulled her up from the table and kissed the ink stain on her fingertip. The high collar opened one button at a time beneath my hands. After every hand’s breadth of skin I exposed, I paused until a look or a breath gave me permission to continue. The two red spots on her cheekbones already burned bright.

“Slowly,” she said.

“All night.”

“One hour,” she corrected, but her hand remained at my neck.

I kissed the ink mark on her cheek, then the pulse beneath her ear. It beat far too quickly for her calm expression. When I opened the next button, she caught my fingers for a moment.

“The fortune frightened me,” she said. “Not Krammer. The possibility that saying yes could look reasonable.”

“It frightened me too.”

The admission did not take away her fear. It only took away the loneliness inside it. Her hand relaxed. I kissed her neck, then the full breast her severe tailoring flattened for the village. When my hand slid between her thighs, she gripped my shoulder. Her gaze stayed fixed on mine even as her breath escaped audibly.

She straddled me on the narrow bed. She opened my trousers, took my cock in her hand, and guided it to her wet pussy. Her back remained straight, her movements measured. I grasped her heavy hips but let her take the first inches herself.

“You’re waiting,” she said.

“Until you want more.”

She lowered herself farther. Her warm body closed tightly around me, breath by breath, until her hips rested against mine. The candle stood by the open ledger instead of the bed. Its light caught the torn page and Konstanze’s loose hair spilling down her back.

She rose and fell in a slow rhythm. I felt each tiny break in her posture and steadied her rhythm with my hands. Her grey eyes never left mine.

“Tonight, I am not your administrator,” she said. “For one hour.”

“Tonight, you’re Konstanze.”

“That is more dangerous.”

I sat up, took one breast in my mouth, and drew the dark nipple between my lips. Her movement faltered. The hands that had tried to force certainty from a calculation moments before closed in my hair.

“Again,” she demanded.

My tongue stroked harder. At the same time, I lifted her by the hips and brought her down deeper on me. A sharp breath escaped her. Her forehead touched mine.

“You have ink on your cheek,” I said.

“Then kiss it away.”

I did. Then I turned her beneath me. This time, no lengthy negotiation followed. Konstanze opened her legs, looked at me, and raised her hips.

“Lead,” she said.

I knelt between her thighs but did not yet take what she offered. My hands traveled over the broad fullness of her hips and beneath her back. I lifted her until that deep curve tightened, kissed the dimples above it, and worshiped every swell her skirts concealed from the valley.

“You see too much,” she said.

“Just enough.”

My lips traveled lower over the high, heavy curves of her ass, then returned between her thighs. I took her clit into my mouth. Konstanze forced out a breath. One hand gripped the bedpost while the other stayed in my hair. Every slow pull deepened the color on her cheekbones.

“This is not peace,” she said.

“It is. You just haven’t accounted for it yet.”

“Impertinent.”

The word broke as two fingers slid into her wet pussy. I kept the pressure of my tongue steady until the tremor reached her thighs and she pulled my head tight against her.

“Now,” she said. “Inside me. And look at me.”

I moved over her. The head of my cock slid through her wetness. Halfway in, I stopped. Her eyes narrowed.

“More.”

Only when her hips rose to meet me did I take her fully. Her pussy held me hot and tight. Konstanze opened her mouth at the fullness, closed it again, and held my gaze.

I began slowly. Long strokes, each one to the root. Between thrusts, I let her take the breath she demanded. With the next, I took the lead again. The bed creaked beneath the sloping roof. Candlelight moved across the open ledger on the table.

“Tonight, I ask for nothing but…” she said.

The sentence failed. I lifted her hips higher, rubbed her clit with my thumb, and drove the next thrust deeper.

“Only what?”

“You.” Her fingers closed around my neck. “Keep going, Max.”

I held the pace. Konstanze began to say “slower,” but only my name emerged, rough on her lips. She did not look away for a single heartbeat. When her back bowed, I took her weight in both hands and rubbed her exactly where each new movement made her pussy twitch around me.

“There,” she managed. “You. There.”

The first contraction struck my cock hard. Then Konstanze came with a deep sound, louder than she had intended. Her hips rose in my grasp. Her grey eyes stayed open, wide and blazing, while her body worked around me in pulses.

“Stay,” she said hoarsely. “All the way inside me.”

I gave her three full thrusts. On the last, I held deep. My control broke beneath her gaze. Hot cum spurted into her clenching pussy, pulse after pulse. She locked her heels behind me and took each surge with a tight contraction. My breathing lost its rhythm. So did hers.

We lay still until the candle on the table crackled. Konstanze traced one ink-stained finger over my chest and left a dark crescent.

“The error stays in the ledger,” she said.

“So you can see it tomorrow?”

“So I can see that I corrected it.”

She kissed the mark on my chest, stood, and pulled on only her shirt. She left the high collar open, and her hair remained loose. Then she took the candle and carried it to the table.

I followed, half dressed. Konstanze sat, pushed the damaged page aside, and placed the ruler on a fresh sheet. My knee touched hers beneath the narrow table. She did not move away.

Her hand no longer trembled. Her collar remained open, and with every breath, the pale swell of her breast shifted beneath the shirt. I wanted to pull her back into bed. Konstanze noticed my gaze and pushed the inkpot toward me.

“The hour is over,” she said. “Now I need numbers again.”

“You had forty-eight minutes.”

One corner of her mouth lifted. “Then your balance sheet owes me twelve.”

“Two possibilities,” she said. “That is all we need tonight.”

Her left hand held the paper. With her right, she drew a black line from top to bottom.

On the left, she wrote PAPER.

On the right, she wrote GOODS.

I read out the holdings. She entered them: forty-one hams, the jars, the cloth, three eighths of the mill, the two field parcels by the marsh, the Munich option. When her hand slowed briefly at the flour, I placed two fingers on her wrist. She exhaled and continued writing.

Under PAPER, she entered Krammer’s offer, our small cash reserve, and our outstanding claims. Under GOODS, I added the key arrangements we had agreed upon downstairs. We argued over every figure: she cautious, I more austere, both of us tired enough to be honest. Twice, she corrected me. On the winter flour, I was right.

“The next purchase is made only through barter,” she said. “You speak to the miller. I will write to Prantl. Traudl checks Denk.”

“Frieda locks out anyone without a delivery note.”

“Frieda also locks out people with delivery notes if she dislikes their faces. That provides additional security.”

A dull noise rose from the floor below, like a chair being moved. We both stopped. Then Frieda called sleepily that we should either calculate more quietly or finally get some proper sleep.

“I will not wish you luck,” Konstanze said softly. “Luck belongs in no balance sheet.”

“What, then?”

She pushed the pen toward me. “Write the next entry yourself.”

Under GOODS, I wrote: THE HOUSE HOLDS.

Konstanze read it, struck out THE HOUSE, and wrote WE above it.

Then she laid the pen across both columns.

“Now all we lack is the day.”


Chapter 5: The Price of Waiting

Within two days, every farm in the valley knew that Krammer had offered me a fortune. By the third day, everyone knew I had not yet taken it. The verdict was unanimous.

Afra carried it from door to door, naturally, and with delight. Krammer, rich Krammer, had offered Berger three times the value of his stores and a partnership besides, and Berger, the fool, had said he wanted to think about it. A fortune, and he wanted to think. As if a man had to consider whether he should jump into the water on a hot day.

“Max,” Girgl said in the beer garden, loudly enough for me to hear, “is turning down Krammer’s gold. And thinking about it. That’s like the Lord giving you a full pantry and you saying you need to check whether you’ve got room.” He shook his head. “Something’s gone wrong in there. Finally got him. Everything went well for two years, and now all that good luck has gone to his head.”

“Maybe,” Naz said, “he knows something.”

“What’s he supposed to know?” Girgl drank. “A fortune is a fortune. There’s nothing to know. You just take it.”

I said nothing. My doctrine had been fixed since the night of the supper: do not argue. I could not explain why the paper was a trap without sounding even madder.

So I explained nothing. I let them talk. I waited for June, and June would speak more loudly than I could.

Alois found me alone by the benches that evening and sat down with a groan, his cane across his knees.

“They think you’re mad,” he said.

“I know.”

“Half of me does too.” He looked at me sideways through his dry old eyes. “I can’t make sense of a man turning down a fortune. But here’s what I tell myself. On the big wagers, the boy’s often been right when everyone else was wrong. And if a man smells the right wind that many times and then does something that looks insane, it’s either his greatest mistake, or it’s the cleverest move yet and I just haven’t seen the hand he’s holding.” He spat discreetly into the dust. “Either you’re the biggest fool in the valley, Max, or you’re the only one who heard the clock no one else can hear. My money’s on the second.” He raised his cane. “But I’m not telling a soul. Otherwise they’ll think I’m mad too, and one madman in the house is enough.”

I laughed, and after the heavy evening around the table, it felt good to laugh honestly again.

But the others did not laugh, and that was the burden of those weeks. I stood alone laughing while everyone shook their heads. In the beer garden on Sunday, they came one after another and tried to talk sense into me, kindly and anxiously, as if I were ill. Moosrainer said, “Take the money, Berger. You don’t turn down a fortune. The Lord sends one of those once in a lifetime.” Old Frau Kirmair said, “Take it and buy Frieda some peace. She’s earned it.” Even Michl said quietly in the smithy, “I’m with you, whatever happens. But I don’t understand it, and it frightens me when I don’t understand something and you do it anyway.”

Girgl was the loudest. He did it in public, in the middle of the beer garden, with every Sunday drinker as his audience.

“Berger,” he called across two tables, “I didn’t sleep all night because I was thinking about your money. The money you won’t take. Know what that’s like? It’s like a starving man holding a loaf of bread and saying he doesn’t fancy it just now.” He raised his mug to the company. “The boy has a loaf of bread in his hand and doesn’t fancy it. Look at him.”

“Maybe,” Naz said, loyal as an old dog, “the bread’s moldy, and only the boy can see it.”

“Moldy.” Girgl snorted. “A fortune doesn’t go moldy, Naz. Gold doesn’t go moldy. That’s the point of gold. That’s why everybody wants it.”

“Paper goes moldy,” Alois said, turning the mug between both hands. “Paper goes moldy faster than bread when the wrong wind blows. And the boy smells wind while the rest of you can’t smell a thing yet.”

The group fell silent for a moment. Then they talked over it because nobody wanted to hear what Alois had said, and Girgl ordered another beer to recover from the shock of my fortune, the one I would not take.

I told every one of them the same thing: I had my reasons and could not discuss them. Each walked away shaking his head, leaving the whispers behind me. Poor Berger. Two good years, and now his head had turned.

A man admired yesterday slips quickly into the role of fool simply because he does what nobody understands. Only Frieda did not waver an inch. Whenever someone grew too loud, she looked at him and said, “Max got us through the winter. If he says he’s not taking the money, he’s got a reason, and it’s none of your business.” Then there was peace for a while.

At home, it was different. Outside, I was the fool. Beneath our roof, I was the man they followed even when they did not understand me. That difference kept me awake at night and carried me through the day. Traudl heard everything said about me in the fields and brought it home each evening without dressing it up. “Girgl says you’ve got a bird nesting in your skull. Old Frau Kirmair says you don’t want what’s best for Frieda. And Moosrainer says anyone who turns down a fortune needs a guardian.” She stole a strip of bacon from my plate. “And I tell them Berger saw the winter coming while the rest of you were still laughing, and he was right, and if he says the money’s dying, then the money’s dying. But you don’t make it easy on us, Berger. A little evidence would be nice for those of us who have to defend you against half the valley.”

“You will have your evidence soon,” Konstanze said without looking up. “Until then, we hold our tongues and our nerve. Both.”

“Holding my tongue,” Traudl said, “is harder than holding my nerve. For me, anyway.”



While the valley thought me mad, I worked with a severity and haste that made even Michl nervous.

I bought whatever could be bought, and I bought it with Krammer’s own weapon: dying paper people wanted to be rid of, at a fraction of their value. We already owned three eighths of the mill. I bought another eighth from an heir who wanted to move to Munich and needed cash he could spend before it became nothing. The two field parcels by the marsh were ours. I secured a third parcel of good, well-watered land at the Bruch. And the Munich option lay open and signed, ready to be exercised with a word.

I also bought what nobody else wanted because it was useless at that moment and would be useful beyond measure a year later. I bought the right to the first water from the upper brook from a farmer who considered it worthless because his field lay on the slope anyway. I bought half a derelict stone quarry that nobody needed while nobody was building and that would be worth gold the moment the valley began to build again. I bought rights and earth and stone with dying paper, and everyone who watched shook his head because I was spending money that still had value on things that currently had none.

The quarry belonged to old Wieser, up on the slope. It had stood derelict since the war, overgrown, with a collapsed quarry shed and a road no one used anymore. I walked up one morning, found Wieser mending a fence, and told him I wanted to buy his quarry.

He let the wire drop and stared at me as though I had asked for his bad tooth.

“The quarry,” he said. “Nobody wants that. Nothing grows there, nothing grazes there. It’s just stone. And you can’t eat stone, Berger. You of all people should know that, seeing as you usually only buy what can be eaten.”

“You can’t eat stone,” I said. “But you can build with it. Someday, the valley will build again. Houses, barns, walls. Then everybody will ask where they can get stone, and the only one who has any will be me.”

“Someday,” Wieser said with a snort. “Someday. Until then, you’re paying me money for a pile of rock my grandfather couldn’t get rid of.”

“I’m paying you paper,” I said, laying the notes neatly on the flat stone beside the fence post. “And you’d better spend that paper today rather than tomorrow. You know why.”

He looked at the money, then at me. Slowly, Wieser understood what the farmer with the wheelbarrow had understood. A pile of rock left where it was would still be a pile of rock tomorrow, while the paper in his hand might be nothing.

“You’re mad,” he said. He took the money and counted it twice because a farmer remained a farmer when money had to be counted. “But you’re a madman who pays. Take the quarry. If the valley ever builds again, I’ll say mad Berger knew it all along. If it doesn’t, I’ll laugh over your grave.”

“Agreed,” I said, and we shook hands. I had bought a quarry nobody wanted with money nobody would want much longer. Wieser carried his banknotes down to the village that same day and spent them as fast as he could. He thought me a fool, and I let him.

Konstanze entered every signature in the ledger, and I sweated over every one.

Because the paper money I spent still had real value. For now. Until the reform came, every Reichsmark I put into land and rights was one fewer Reichsmark in hand if I was wrong. I was not wagering worthless money. I was wagering money that still held value today and might hold none tomorrow. The difference between today and tomorrow was the entire abyss across which I led the house, blind, trusting a feeling.

Nobody saw that when they called me a fool. I had no proof. I was buying land and rights and goods on the strength of the one inkling that had shaped my life. My signature stayed clean. My belly had another opinion.

“I have no proof,” I told Konstanze one evening over the ledger. “I have a feeling and a whole house hanging from it. Some nights, I think a feeling is a very thin rope for an entire house to dangle from.”

“A feeling that has carried several large wagers may be entered in a balance sheet,” Konstanze said without looking up. “But we will continue to test it every day.” She dipped the pen. “Sign. I will enter it.”



Burgl Angermeier spoke the sentence that made the first breach, and she said it casually over a wagon full of farm produce while half the valley still thought me mad.

She had come with Traudl, bringing potatoes and bacon and the first rhubarb. She stood in the yard, broad, square, and browned by the sun, watching me place the signed field papers into the receipt box, proof of the land I had bought with paper.

“Krammer’s offering you money,” she said. It was not a question.

“A fortune,” I said.

“And you’re buying land.” She looked at the receipt box. “With his money.”

“That’s right.”

Burgl Angermeier gave me a slow, thoughtful nod. Then she spoke, and the words landed like scripture.

“Money can die, boy,” she said. “Land can’t. A man who holds paper instead of earth in summer will eat paper in winter. And paper doesn’t fill the belly.” She looked at the field deeds, at the land inside the receipt box, and appeared as satisfied as she did after a good harvest. “You’re not mad. You’re just the only one who still knows what my grandfather knew. The others have forgotten because every mark held steady for twenty years. But my grandfather saw the great inflation, and he always said that in the end, you count potatoes, not banknotes.”

She said nothing more. She climbed onto the wagon and drove home.

But her words had ears. Half the Stammtisch had heard Angermeier’s Burgl, the cleverest farmer in the valley, take the fool’s side. And a fool whom Burgl declared right might not be a fool. The first breach opened in the valley’s certainty, made by the one woman whose word carried as much authority as a church blessing.



Gisela began coming to the Linde.

She came with excuses, flimsy ones: a message from Krammer that was no message at all, a bowl she returned that nobody had missed, an order for beer for a celebration that never took place. She came, stayed longer than the excuse required, and watched.

The warmth of the house did what it had done to Caterina in winter, but in Gisela’s own key.

Because nobody here treated her like furniture.

Frieda fed her as she fed everyone who came through the door. She put down a bowl without asking and said, “Sit down, Frau Krammer. You look like you haven’t eaten properly in days.” Gisela, who wore silk and fur and lived in a palace, looked at the bowl of peasant soup as if Frieda had set crystal before her.

One afternoon, Marei walked over to the platinum-haired lady and offered her the wooden cooking spoon she never let anyone else touch. Gisela accepted it in both hands as though the worn wood were delicate porcelain.

“For me?” she asked.

Marei slapped the handle and immediately demanded it back. Gisela returned it just as carefully and remained seated with her hands open. For one breath, her face lost every trace of its practiced smoothness.

Frieda came out of the kitchen, put a slice of apple cake before her, and continued on her way. Gisela reached for the cake fork, stopped in mid-motion, then ate with her fingers. A red print from her lips remained on the rim of the cup. She rubbed it away with her thumb, looked at the red mark on her skin, and laughed softly at the futile effort.

“When you’re finished,” Frieda called from the kitchen, “I need hands. Those plums won’t put themselves in the jars.”

Gisela stood at once. She set the rubber seal crooked on the first jar. At the second, she asked which side faced upward, though Frieda had already shown her. On the third, the seal sat properly. She wiped the rim with a cloth and put the jar in line.

“There?” she asked.

“Meat on the left, fruit on the right,” Frieda said.

Gisela carried it to the right. Five minutes later, she picked up Konstanze’s tally sheet, compared it to the jars, and tapped the final line.

“One is missing here.”

Konstanze counted again. “You are correct.”

Gisela apologized immediately, as if she had done something improper. Konstanze struck through the wrong figure and handed her the pencil. “The person who is right does not apologize in my ledger. They correct the entry.”

Gisela wrote in the number. Her handwriting was small and neat.

The driver appeared at the door and announced that the car was ready. Gisela looked outside, then at the jars that remained open.

“One moment,” she said.

She set the funnel in the next jar, filled it with plums to the mark, and wiped the rim twice. Only once the lid sat firmly did she pull on her gloves. At the gate, the grey motorcar waited with its engine running.

I remained behind the bar and kept the distance her marriage demanded. She met my gaze, measured the two yards between us, and gave a short nod. Then she went outside.

Halfway to the motorcar, she turned around, came back, and placed the pencil precisely beside Konstanze’s sheet.

“Tomorrow,” she said to Frieda, “if you have more plums, I could help again.”

“We’ve enough plums.” Frieda pressed the finished jar into her hand. “Take that with you. Your first one doesn’t stay on the shelf.”

Gisela held it against the silk, heavy and dark red. The driver called again. She made him wait while she settled the jar safely in both hands. Only then did she climb in. When the motorcar pulled away, the plum jar sat beside her on the seat where no one else was permitted to sit.



Traudl sought me out in the field that afternoon, among the first hay of a fat year.

The cut grass lay in tall windrows and steamed its sweet green scent into the sun. The entire valley worked around us. Scythes flashed on the hillside, a rake scraped over dry ground, and two fields away, a loaded wagon swayed along the track. Within sight. Within shouting distance. Exactly to Traudl’s taste.

She caught my wrist and pulled me behind the tallest wall of hay.

“Noon,” she said with her auctioneer’s gaze. “Most of them are eating their Brotzeit. We’ve got a quarter hour.” Her chin pointed toward the church tower, standing over the field like a curious neighbor. “Daylight. Outside. Because it’s summer and I want it. You lead, and I’ll tell you if you do anything wrong.”

“You do that anyway.”

“Of course. Otherwise you’d never learn.” She began untying her shirt. “The smithy belonged to winter. Today, it’s my season again.”

Before the second button was open, the hay wagon creaked suddenly just beyond the windrow.

Traudl’s eyes widened. I dragged her down with me. We landed flat in the hay, shoulder to shoulder, her hand over my mouth and mine over hers. Through the stalks, I watched a wheel pass so near that its iron rim pushed dirt into my face. Moosrainer sat on the box and called for his farmhand to start on the lower field. The farmhand answered from somewhere to our right.

The wagon rolled on, but it stopped at the end of our windrow. The horse snorted. Leather creaked. A pitchfork stabbed into the next wall and lifted a golden load onto the wagon.

Traudl lay pressed against me, her breast moving rapidly against my arm. For one breath, I expected her to send me back to work.

Instead, she took her hand from my mouth and grinned without a sound.

“Now we have to,” she whispered. “If you lose your nerve, I’ll tell the whole valley that Berger is afraid of a hay wagon.”

“You’re lying on my shirt.”

“Then take it off before it wrinkles.”

The danger had caught us before we began. That changed everything. This was no rehearsed hiding game, no brief fright in the middle of our rhythm. We knew precisely who worked at the field’s edge and how often the pitchfork bit into the hay. Every load they lifted made our wall lower.

I pulled Traudl deeper into the hollow between two windrows. She lay on her side facing me, her open shirt slipped off one arm, her small, high breasts in the sunlight, freckles scattered across her neck and shoulders. Beneath her raised skirt, two pale bands shone between the tanned skin. I stroked from her hard knee along her thigh to the pale place only I was allowed to see.

“Thirteen minutes left,” she said.

“You’re counting wrong.”

“I’m excited. Usually, I’m better at sums.”

I kissed her until her next sentence ended in my mouth. Then I guided her upper calf over my hip and touched her with my hand. Her pussy was already wet. I stroked her clit with my thumb while two fingers filled her, keeping the calm rhythm I chose. Her gaze stayed fixed on the people beyond our thinning wall.

“Riepl’s over there,” she whispered. “Blue headscarf. If she looks this way, she’ll see… dear God. Just like that.”

“She’s watching her rake.”

“For now.”

I bent and took her small breast into my mouth. My tongue moved over the hard nipple as my fingers worked deeper. Traudl bit down on her knuckles to contain the sound. Even now, explaining remained part of her.

“Like calving, when it finally…” Her hips jerked against my hand. “Damn it. Forgot the comparison.”

“Then it wasn’t worth making.”

“It was a good one, I’m sure.” She grabbed my neck. “I’ll remember later. Your cock now. I want to see your face.”

This time, she wanted to see me. Not on her hands and knees with her gaze over one shoulder. She pulled me against her beneath the windrows, breast to chest, her brazen face a hand’s breadth from mine. I opened my trousers, guided myself between us, and let the head slide through her wetness.

“Say yes,” I demanded.

“Yes. Inside me. Deep. And if Riepl looks over, you keep moving. Let her think the windrow is breathing.”

I entered her. Inch by inch, her tight pussy took me while her green eyes held mine. When I was all the way inside, she tightened her leg around my hip. The hay scratched my back. Cool earth lay beneath us, while above us, the sun burned through every gap.

I set the pace, short and forceful on our sides. Traudl could watch my face, answer every thrust with her hips, and look over my shoulder at the field at the same time. The wagon at the end of the windrow continued filling. With every forkful, our cover sank lower.

“Riepl’s tying her headscarf,” Traudl said, still managing complete sentences. “Moosrainer’s drinking. His farmhand is looking at the church tower. And you’re doing… doing…”

I lifted her leg higher and changed the angle.

“You were giving a report.”

“Shut your mouth.”

“That wasn’t a report.”

Her answer broke into a strangled sound. She dug both hands into my shoulders instead of covering her mouth with one. I kissed her, caught her gasps between our lips, and kept the rhythm. This time, the danger was not a single footstep outside a door. It remained visible: Riepl three windrows away, the farmhand with the fork, Moosrainer on the wagon. Traudl saw them all and chose to continue with every thrust.

“More,” she managed. “I want to come while I watch them work over there. None of them knows what I’m taking for myself.”

My hand slid between us. Two firm circles over her clit took the rest of her language. Her mouth opened, but I kept mine over it as her small, hard body began to tremble. Her thighs locked around my hip. The breath she had started never emerged. Then she shook silently from her belly to her toes, and her pussy clamped hard around my cock. She came into my kiss, eyes open and fixed on the bright field behind me.

When she found air again, she pressed her forehead to mine.

“Now,” she whispered. “Fill me. Summer doesn’t wait.”

At the edge of the field, the pitchfork struck the hay again. I pulled Traudl tightly against my side with one hand under her thigh and drove into her with a final series of hard thrusts close above the cool earth. My belly tightened. At Moosrainer’s next shout, I shot deep into her pussy. Traudl held her breath, squeezed my cock in short, strong pulses, and took the entire load while still looking over my shoulder at the working neighbors.

“Mating on our sides in broad daylight,” she murmured hoarsely. “Neighbor visible, Berger invisible. Sound work.”

Moosrainer shouted that the Brotzeit was over.

We had to erase our hiding place. Traudl pulled down her skirt, I closed my trousers, and together, we pushed the crushed hay back into the wall. She worked quickly and conscientiously with both hands until the hollow disappeared. Then she plucked a stalk from my hair and took three steps back to inspect our work.

“Alibi holds,” she said. “If anyone asks, we straightened the windrow. Had to be done. It was lying terribly.”

“And our quarter hour?”

“Twelve minutes.” Her belated grin broke through. “Despite the wagon. Good performance.”

Only when the wall stood neatly again did we sit on its shaded side and eat bread and hard sausage. Between bites, Traudl planned the threshing floor for autumn. All around us, the people kept working, and nobody guessed why this one windrow had been stacked more carefully than all the others.



That evening, while Gisela sat once again in the Linde and I once again refused a farmer who implored me to accept Krammer’s bargain and become rich, she told me the one thing she gave me without realizing it was a gift.

The farmer left shaking his head, and Gisela rose to leave as well. At the door, half to herself and half to the air, she said, “My husband no longer sleeps.”

I stopped.

“Not for weeks,” she said, looking at the door instead of me. “Every night, he goes down into the cellar. To the sacks. He counts them. I hear him through the floor. He counts his paper every night, and by morning, his face is grey.” She straightened one glove out of habit. “A man does not buy the way he buys when he feels certain. He buys that way when he is more frightened than he allows anyone to see. I have lived with him for ten years. I know the difference.”

Perhaps she thought it was merely a bitter remark about her husband, cast aside at a door. To me, it was a map: Krammer’s cellar, the sacks, the nightly counting. Above all, she showed me his fear. I watched Gisela leave and remembered every word the woman with the wakeful eyes had spoken so casually.

“Good night, Frau Krammer,” I said politely, and nothing more.

“Good night, Herr Berger.” She stepped into the summer night and walked to the grey motorcar waiting at the gate.



Later, I found two fresh tire tracks in the gravel beside the benches.

The motorcar must have rolled all the way to the gate while we ate inside. A dark drop gleamed in one tire track. I touched it with my finger. Engine oil, still warm. Someone had stood there long enough for the engine to leave its mark. The white stone I used to mark the drive lay two feet out of place in the grass. The toe of a shoe had pushed it from the line.

Konstanze came with the ledger under her arm. She studied the tracks, then the oil on my finger. This had not been a distant motorcar glimpsed on the road. Krammer’s motorcar had come all the way to our gate and slipped away before we noticed it.

“Someone was measuring the approach,” she said. “Or Krammer wants us to know he can have it measured.”

“He’s waiting for a yes that isn’t coming.”

She set the ledger on the bench and turned Gisela’s words into an account: SACKS IN CELLAR. BORROWED PAPER. COUNTED AT NIGHT. Beneath the lines, she drew the entrance to the courtyard and marked the displaced stone.

“The warm oil proves he wasn’t merely waiting,” she said. “He was watching. Here, he is counting routes.”

“Then we’ll make sure his calculation fails.”

Konstanze underlined BORROWED. “The nightly walk to his cellar leads to his creditors. Tomorrow, I will check the freight papers for Rosenheim middlemen. You ask the miller who financed his last three deliveries. Until we know the chain, we buy from no name on this list. When Krammer pulls, he will find empty hooks.”

I returned the marker stone to its place. Konstanze wrote two more words and blew the ink dry.

NO YES.


Chapter 6: Frau Doktor and the Whole House

At forty-one, Helene had delivered both of the household’s children. She spoke about it dryly over the cradle, with a warmth she usually concealed behind medical findings.

She stood beside Frieda in the hearth alcove, looking down at the sleeping Fritzl in the Bachmüller cradle. Marei clung to Helene’s skirt and pulled herself upright against it, and Helene, Frau Doktor, statuesque and silver at the temples, allowed it with the patience of a woman who had learned that small hands did not ask permission.

“I delivered Marei in late May,” she said, her fingers moving almost of their own accord over the child’s golden down. “An easy birth for a first. Frieda is built for it; I told her at once. And Fritzl in the middle of December, by snowlight, while the evening bell was ringing. Also easy, for a countess who never admits that anything is difficult for her.”

“Two in one year,” Frieda said. “And both healthy.”

“Two in one year.” Helene removed her glasses and polished them, a habit she resorted to when emotion stirred and she did not want it seen. “For seven years, Frieda, I counted more dead than living in this valley. Children taken by hunger. Old people taken by winter. Men who never came home at all, not even to die. For seven years, my profession was a matter of counting losses.” She put her glasses back on. “In the last two years, I have delivered more living children into this valley than in the seven before them. That isn’t medicine. That’s a full house.” She looked at me briefly over the cradle. “I know whom I have to thank. I merely dislike saying it because it might go to his head.”

Helene’s gratitude came dry, but it struck home. I stroked Marei’s head and let the words stand without trying to make them larger.

“Fritzl’s already trying to crawl,” Frieda said. “Soon I’ll have two of them crawling through the house and not a moment’s peace.”

Helene placed one hand on the boy’s belly. “A month ahead developmentally. Strong. Serious.” Fritzl closed his hand around her finger and pulled until the doctor had to lean closer to the cradle. “He also considers medical personnel to be mobile equipment.”

Frieda laughed, took the practice ledger from the mantel, and placed three folded notes inside. Each week, the Linde paid the bills that otherwise would have gone unpaid in the valley: two house calls, fever powder for young Riepl, bandages for Moosrainer. Helene checked the amounts, struck out the visit to Resi, and pushed the practice ledger back.

“Resi peeled potatoes yesterday,” Frieda said.

“Then enter it as kitchen work in Konstanze’s ledger and mark the charge as paid in mine.”

Six beds with fresh sheets stood in the convalescent corner of the finished ballroom wing. Caterina had boiled the linens. Honey, clean dressings, and two rows of labeled bottles occupied the shelf. Not one bed had been needed since spring. Helene still insisted on inspecting them every Monday, and every Tuesday, Frieda put back the basket she had been storing on the empty bed.

“A sickbed is not a potato shelf,” Helene said.

“An empty bed isn’t earning its bread,” Frieda replied.

That morning, Helene won. The potato basket returned to the pantry just before young Riepl appeared in the doorway with her little boy. The child had been feverish for two days. His mother came to the Linde instead of the practice because Helene drank coffee by the hearth at that hour, while an unpaid bill waited at the practice.

Helene set down her cup without a word, took the child, laid a hand first on his forehead and then his throat, and listened calmly to his small chest while his mother stood wringing her hands against the doorframe.

“A throat infection,” Helene said. “Nothing a compress and three days’ rest won’t cure. No reason for that face, Frau Riepl.” She returned the child. “And no bill. The house pays, as you know.”

“I don’t know how I’ll ever make it up to you,” Riepl said.

“By letting the boy grow up,” Helene said, “and seeing that twenty years from now, he helps some other young mother wringing her hands against a doorframe. That’s how you repay it. Not with money.” As Frieda passed, she pushed a loaf of bread into Riepl’s bag without stopping. Traudl knew the boy and pulled a face at him until he laughed despite the fever. Riepl went home with a favorable diagnosis, a loaf, and a laughing child. That was how the house ran its practice.



Once the grain had sprouted green, Konstanze and I traveled to Munich as she had demanded, because a man did not buy what he had not seen with his own eyes.

Munich was a wound closing.

I had imagined it differently, greyer and deader. But two years after the war, the city was digging itself free. Rubble women formed chains, passing bricks from hand to hand, stone by stone. Plots that had been heaped with debris the year before now stood half cleared. Between the ruins, the first shops opened cautiously, their shelves half empty. People moved with a haste I recognized, the haste of those who sensed that a new beginning was coming but did not yet know its shape.

I knew the size Munich would later reach, loud and full and well fed, its streets made of light. What I saw now turned my stomach for a moment because I saw both at once: the city as it stood and the city it would become. Whole streets lay open, their houses torn apart. Scraps of wallpaper and a stove hung three floors above the ground. People had lived there. Among the broken walls, women in headscarves and men’s trousers sorted debris, brick by brick, knocking away old mortar and stacking the good ones for rebuilding that had not yet begun and was already present in every rescued brick. One of them, an old woman with a face made of dust, paused as we passed and watched us, two strangers from the countryside in decent clothes. Her gaze held no envy, only the tired arithmetic of a woman who knew that people in the country had food and those in the city did not. Then she returned to tapping mortar because the tapping was the only thing rebuilding the city.

Munich showed the other side of the well-fed valley’s reality. In the valley, people were full and waiting. In the city, they were hungry and working. And I understood that the city had it right. Here, not in the valley, the fate of the new money would be decided when it came.

We crossed the Viktualienmarkt, and I saw it at the stalls. They stood half empty, half the spaces abandoned, yet people traded in whispers with cigarettes and barter goods, a market waiting for a beginning it could not name. An old woman sold three wilted cabbages lined up like crown jewels. A man offered nothing but shoelaces, shoelaces all day. Among them moved those who already scented what was coming, men with wakeful eyes inspecting shopfronts and storage rooms, calculating for themselves as I calculated.

Konstanze saw them too. “The city is already filling with people who can smell where the money will be,” she said as we walked. “Look at him.” With her chin, she pointed toward a young man in a coat too fine for the times, standing before an empty shop and taking its measure with his eyes, exactly as we were. “He is buying too. He is waiting too. There is more than one Krammer in the world, Max, and the city variety is smoother than ours.”

I put the man in the too-fine coat on my list for later. That day, he was nothing more.

Herr Prantl received us at his warehouse on the Viktualienmarkt, coarse and suspicious and incorruptible as ever. He was an old man who had traded grain and pulses since 1928 and survived every fashion and every government because he sold only what people needed to eat.

He led us to the shopfront two lanes away. An empty room with a broad window, dust on the floor, and a hook in the ceiling where scales had once hung. Cheap now because nobody in Munich had money fit for trade.

“Take a look,” Prantl said, chewing a cold cigar stub. “A hole, you say. A dusty hole. And you’re right. Today, it’s a hole.” He pointed through the window with his cigar at the lane and its people. “But listen to me, Berger, because I’m telling you once and won’t say it again. When the money’s worth something again, and it will be worth something again, I’d wager my warehouse on it, everyone will want everything at once. People have starved and hoarded for two years. The moment they have proper money in their hands, they’ll buy like mad. Whoever has goods and a shopfront in the right lane will do the business of the century. Not good business. The business.”

Without knowing it, he had named exactly what I was wagering on.

“We’ll take the option,” I said.

“Of course you’ll take it,” Prantl said. “Because you’re not stupid. Most people are. They wait until it’s certain, and once it’s certain, it’s too late and too dear.” He spat out a shred of tobacco. “And be careful who you cross when you come to Munich. There’s one fellow here, young and smooth, I won’t give you his name, who’s already buying shopfronts on the quiet. He doesn’t play clean. Krammer’s a country swindler beside him. But that’s a worry for later. Today, you take the option, then go home and wait for the day you seem to know more about than I do.”

Konstanze’s gaze struck me at those words, but she remained silent, and Prantl noticed nothing. We took the option and traveled home. The door to Munich now stood open. Behind it waited the vague shape of a rival I had not yet met, quicker and colder than Krammer. I put it where I stored everything and went home to the valley.



When we returned, Gisela was no longer merely a guest who received a bowl. She helped.

She had begun without being asked. She handled children with more patience than anyone expected from a woman who had never had one, and she soothed Fritzl when he cried in a way that surprised even Konstanze. Numbers suited her too. One afternoon, I found her and Konstanze bent over the ledger. Gisela pointed one lacquered fingernail at a column and murmured a figure. Konstanze listened, then made the change without a word.

For the first time, the two women worked side by side over a calculation before me. It was a strange picture: the countess in her threadbare elegance and the trophy wife in silk, both bent over Konstanze’s ledger, both sharp, both underestimated. Cool, genuine respect passed between them, the recognition of two women who had been reduced to their surfaces all their lives, one to a name, the other to a face.

“She calculates like a bank,” Konstanze told me later, without warmth but also without the cold she reserved for fools. “She spent ten years watching a man fleece half the district, and she listened while he believed she was not listening. She knows more about Krammer’s business than Krammer realizes she knows. She is not furniture, Max. She is a mind someone wrapped in fur and then forgot.”

Traudl entered with a basket of eggs, stopped, and studied the women over the ledger, the countess and Frau Krammer. Loudly enough for everyone to hear, she said, “Two women who can calculate at one table. I’ll stay out of it. If those two join forces, we’ll own the entire district in a year, and I’ll be milking cows while they divide the world.”

“Milk,” Konstanze said without looking up.

Gisela laughed. A full laugh escaped her before the years of caution could catch it. She put a hand over her mouth as though she had spilled wine. But the laugh was out, and it sounded warm. Konstanze glanced up for one blink, then returned to the ledger. That single blink held a trace of approval.

Caterina entered with the children and looked at Gisela. A quieter recognition passed between them, gentler than the one between Gisela and Konstanze. Two women whose lives had once been decided by others, one beneath a convent roof and the other inside a gilded cage. They said nothing. But Caterina handed Marei to Gisela to hold, and Gisela held her, and that made a kind of conversation.

Later, I listened to the countess and Frau Krammer discuss the Munich figures, and a strange, cool pleasure ran through the exchange. Konstanze presented a calculation. Gisela found an error, not a large one, but one no one else would have seen, and mentioned it almost apologetically, like a woman accustomed to people resenting her intelligence. Konstanze checked, nodded, and corrected it.

“How?” she asked. Nothing more.

“Krammer calculated that way,” Gisela said. “Freight costs twice, one of them hidden. I’ve watched him do it a thousand times. You don’t forget such things when you have to sit beside a man and keep your mouth shut.”

Konstanze studied her for a moment with the gaze she reserved for an equal mind and directed at no one else in the valley except me. “Then from now on, you will sit beside us and not keep your mouth shut,” she said. “In this house, we calculate aloud. You will have to unlearn silence. It takes time. I will help you.”

With that, Konstanze had formed an alliance.



Helene prescribed me a late hour with the gravity of a physician. That was how she summoned me now that severity had become tenderness.

Her practice was empty, the day’s patients gone home, the lamp turned low. She bolted the door with her own hand and removed the pins from her hair one by one, her ritual, until the ash-brown hair threaded with silver fell across her shoulders. She kept her glasses on, as always. Her rule.

“The working day is over,” she said, coming toward me, tall and upright. She set each heel down fully with every step, as though ordering the distance itself to shrink. “Stay. Tonight, that is a wish, Herr Berger. Once, it was an instruction.”

I accepted the prescription the way a man accepted tenderness dressed as an order. I went to meet her and began as I always did, by giving. I opened the high collar one button at a time, speaking as I worked because naming things was half the surrender with Helene.

“The fullness,” I said, cupping her breast once I had bared it, heavy and magnificent. “The warmth. The silver here.” I kissed her temple, kissed the silver in her hair as if it were jewelry. “Everything time has done to you, Helene, is what I want. Not despite it. Because of it.”

“Physiologically speaking,” she began, “mature skin ought to be less responsive to this degree of pressure…” My lips closed around her nipple. Helene lost the diagnosis, pushed her glasses up with one finger, and tried again. “Less sensitive. Evidently the finding is… oh, be quiet.”

I obeyed. On the examination couch, amid the scents of boiled linen and dried herbs, I honored her large, warm body one hand’s breadth at a time. After each touch, I waited for her answer. On her next attempt, “peripheral stimulus” dwindled to a broken “periph…” Her hand tightened in my hair. She spoke my name without any medical distance.

I opened her dress one button at a time, the good dark cloth parting to reveal the splendid body she had hidden beneath collars and authority all her life. In the low lamplight, nothing about her deserved concealment. Heavy, full breasts, broad, soft hips, the warm belly of a woman who had lived, everything statuesque and calm beneath the light she had feared years ago and then stopped fearing because I looked at her as if she were the most beautiful woman in the valley. That night, in that light, she was. Her glasses had already begun to fog from her breath.

I knelt between her legs and first kissed the insides of her strong thighs. Her hand rested against the back of my head, not pushing, merely ready. When my mouth found her pussy, every trace of medical calm vanished from her breathing. My tongue stroked her clit, paused at the first twitch, then began again with firmer pressure. Her hips rose to meet me. Both hands held her open.

“The response,” she began, still struggling for order, “under consistent stimulation is generally…”

I increased the pressure of my tongue.

“…generally faster. Yes. There. Do not change it.”

“An instruction?”

“An urgent one.” Her glasses slipped lower. “And do not speak during treatment.”

I gave her exactly enough to tighten her whole body, but not enough to carry her over the edge. Then I stood, kissed her warm belly and each heavy breast again, and guided her hand to my cock.

“Diagnosis?”

Her fingers closed firmly. “Treatment required. Immediately.”

I positioned myself and entered her, stopping halfway for her breath before pushing on until her warm fullness took all of me. Her wetness ran hot along my cock, her broad hips rose to meet me, and her glasses fogged. I straightened them with my thumb without breaking the rhythm. That, precisely that, broke her composure more than anything else.

“Max,” she said. The second time, my name broke against her breath. “Max… there.”

Years of never having enough time still lived in her bones. I gave her a breath between each change, and those pauses undid her medical order more thoroughly than speed. I named the fullness of the breast beneath my hand, the softness she had once called decay, and the silver at her temples that I kissed like costly jewelry. Helene tried to explain an effect to me. The Latin word caught behind her teeth as my thumb drew the next circle. Her startled gaze through the misted lenses and the rough sound of my name sent heat down my back.

“This is,” she gasped in one last attempt to escape into the language that had been her armor, “this is entirely un…” She came no farther because I lifted her hips and changed the angle. She lost language.

She came with three seconds of silent disbelief, eyes wide behind the fogged glass as if she could not believe what her own body was doing. Then she was not silent at all. Her large body bowed beneath me. She lost the rhythm halfway through an inhale, and her pussy gripped my cock with a force that tore a long, dark sound from her throat. Nothing about it was clinical.

“Max. Now. Stay deep.” She grasped my hips. “This is… medically… no. Cum inside me.”

Her glasses slipped crooked again. Helene began a number, perhaps a pulse, perhaps breaths, but the first syllable already broke apart. Her failed diagnosis took the last of my control. I pressed deep into her warm pussy and came. My load filled her with heat as her fingers lost their rhythm against my hips and her body clenched around me in uneven pulses. Only once I had emptied every pulse inside her did she find her voice.

“Instruction obeyed,” she managed breathlessly. “Patient remains in position.”

I stayed deep inside her. She kept me there.



When her breathing calmed, she lay there with her glasses crooked and counted on her fingers.

Not orgasms. Births.

“The Riepl baby from March,” she said, tapping her thumb. “Frau Bachmüller’s granddaughter. Moosrainer’s boy who came early and lived. Marei. Fritzl.” She reached the fifth fingertip, paused, stared at the ceiling, and said in the doctor’s dry voice what her whole arrival meant.

“For seven years, I watched the valley shrink. Every birth a risk, every winter a loss, and me alone with a bag and boiled linen against death.” She turned her head toward me. “Now I count it growing. Before long, five fingers will no longer be enough, and I will finally need my second hand. That is the most pleasant expansion of my medical bookkeeping.”

We drank ersatz coffee at the counter like colleagues who had made a life together. She amended the standing orders by dry decree, and at the door, she rested her gloved hand against my chest for two seconds, her only almost-public gesture, which for Helene amounted to a parade.



Krammer’s courtesy began to curdle when my yes failed to come. As always, he applied pressure quietly, through other people.

A supplier who had traded with the Linde for a year, a miller from the neighboring valley, suddenly could not deliver. No reason, no explanation, merely abrupt regrets. I knew the direction of the pressure because I had lived through it two years earlier with the flour and Michaeli.

The miller’s boy brought the refusal himself, embarrassed, hat in hand, unable to meet my eye. “My father says it can’t be done anymore, Herr Berger. He’s sorry. It just can’t be done.” When I asked why something that had worked for a year had suddenly become impossible, he flushed and said nothing more. That nothing was the answer. I sent him home with a loaf of bread for his father and no rebuke. A man under pressure was not an enemy but a man in distress, and I did not want to lose the miller before the day Krammer’s grip loosened.

And the day was coming.

I knew that.

A second message came, delivered by Krammer’s driver. It was shorter and colder than the first, with no mention of friendly intentions. Herr Krammer expected Herr Berger’s answer at the Kirchweih as agreed and assumed a reasonable man would reach a reasonable decision.

I read the message aloud in the Stube as I had read the first. This time, nobody laughed, and nobody called Krammer ill. His tone had changed, growing colder, and everyone heard it.

“That’s no request anymore,” Alois said, laying his cane across his knees. “That’s a deadline. He’s giving you until the Kirchweih, and then he wants his yes. If it doesn’t come, something else will. The wolf’s tired of saying Grüß Gott.”

I folded the message and placed it beside the first. Alois was right. Krammer’s courtesy had been merchandise like everything else he owned, and his stock was running out.

Gisela sat in the Linde that afternoon, and once again, she let more slip, unintended and freely given.

“He has borrowed money,” she said quietly while letting Fritzl hold her finger. “To buy the paper. He does not buy only with what he owns. He borrows and buys more paper, then borrows against the paper he buys. He owes everyone, every moneylender in Rosenheim and Munich.” She looked up, and her ice-blue eyes held something close to warning and something close to hope. “If the money dies, Herr Berger, he will not merely be poor. He will be buried. Deeper than anyone imagines. I do not know whether that helps you. But I wanted you to know.”

I heard the shape of the endgame in her words. Not merely a ruined man, but a buried one, and a buried man had nothing left to lose. A man with nothing left to lose was more dangerous than any well-fed wolf.



The Kirchweih was three days away, and the Kirchweih was the day I had promised Krammer his answer.

Frieda banked the fire for the night and spoke into the embers without looking at me.

“In three days, you’ll say no. In front of the whole village.”

“In front of the whole village.”

She placed the final log and turned toward me. Her warm, flour-dusted hand closed around mine and did not yield.

“Then I’ll say it with you,” Frieda Obermaier said. “In front of the whole village. So nobody thinks you’re standing alone when you play the fool. The fool has a house behind him. They’ll see that.”


Chapter 7: Kirchweih

The Kirchweih of 1948 was a rich, exuberant affair again. Every farm in the valley came because, at last, there was a celebration that no longer had to wait until survival was secured.

They had prepared the village green for two days. The maypole still stood from May, high and colorful. Around it, they had arranged benches and tables from the Linde and three farms, built a platform for the fiddlers, and hung garlands of paper and fir greenery that swayed in the warm wind. Couples turned in the center whenever the music played, with stalls arranged around it: the kettle where Burgl and three other women fried Schmalznudeln in hot fat until they were golden brown and sugary; the grill smoking beneath the roast pork; a barrel of the Linde’s dark, smoky beer brewed from old Frau Schweiger’s recipe; and a stall selling gingerbread hearts, where young men bought them for their girls and blushed while doing it.

The green smelled of fat and roasting meat and beer and dust. Above it all hung the thick, sweet scent of the linden in full bloom, the tree shading half the green. Noise filled every corner. No space remained empty.

Four hundred people, Konstanze estimated, more than the green could hold, and they overflowed into the lanes. Children ran shrieking between the adults’ legs. Old people sat in the shade, drinking and arguing. The young danced. Among them lay the new and wonderful thing nobody said aloud: young people had returned to dance.

Not many. Enough, though, for one pair to turn without the whole green treating it as a sensation.

The village remembered how to celebrate after years with nothing to do but survive. For one moment, as I watched from the edge, the whole thing seemed like a miracle I had not made but had still helped along, the way weather helped a harvest.

Our women were scattered across the green, each in her color. For a moment, I saw them like a stranger. Even after two years, their contrasts struck me.

Frieda stood at the beer barrel, golden and broad and laughing, innkeeper to the world, setting a mug before one woman while catching a child who tumbled at her feet in the same breath. Konstanze stood at the edge, raven-haired and straight-backed, with the mayor orbiting her until she disposed of him in two words. Traudl moved among the young people, copper and quick, watching the boys sawing logs and loudly judging which were useless, which deserved a woman, and which managed to be both useless and undeserving.

Helene, tall and silvered, stood with her medical bag as always at her feet, discussing some matter she and the priest both took seriously. Caterina, chestnut-warm against her olive skin, wore her hair loose and uncovered. Two children held her hands and begged for an Italian song. They got one.

At the edge, the very edge where the green became the lane, stood Gisela.

Platinum and apart in silk as wrong here as it had been in the marketplace. She did not celebrate. She watched. She stood at the edge of the festival as she stood at the edge of everything, counting it with ice-blue eyes that measured exits and distances. Nobody drew her inside because nobody knew how to invite furniture to a celebration, and because she was Krammer’s wife. Krammer was not invited. He was endured.

For a while, the festival was simply a festival, and I allowed it to be one. A man did not need to hear the clock no one else heard every hour. Traudl stood among the boys at the log-sawing contest and directed them with her hands on her hips. When young Moosrainer and his brother jammed their saw and began to sweat, she called across the whole green, “Would you look at that. Two men on one saw, and neither knows which end is the front. Hand it over before the tree dies of boredom. I’ll show you.”

She took the saw from one of them and shamed both in front of half the village by cutting through the log with the next boy in half the time. The young men laughed and looked at her the way young men looked at a girl who could saw faster than they could. Traudl liked that and gave no sign of it.

Girgl and Naz sat beneath the linden over their mugs and judged the dancing like two assessors at a cattle show.

“Aigner’s boy dances like an ox in a bog,” Girgl said.

“Aigner’s boy is dancing because he’s got a girl in his arms,” Naz said. “And if I had a girl in my arms, I’d dance like an ox too, and I’d enjoy it. You haven’t held a girl in thirteen years. That’s why you’re such a stern judge.”

“Twelve,” Girgl said with dignity. “Twelve years. And it was my decision.”

Between the tables went the fetching of water and beer and runaway children. More than one woman, young and old, watched me cross the green with a full barrel and weighed me with her eyes as the valley had weighed me for two years: the only young man for miles who kept a house, fathered children, did not drink himself witless, and did not strike women. I pretended not to notice. But a man noticed. A man always noticed, and it did him good. Anyone who claimed otherwise lied.

When the fiddlers began a slow Ländler, Frieda pulled me into the dance with Marei on one arm. The three of us turned slowly and clumsily, the child laughing between us. Hundreds watched and smiled because a man dancing at a Kirchweih with his woman and child was a sight a valley craved after a war as fiercely as it craved bread. From the edge, Traudl shouted something brazen about my two left feet. Konstanze chose not to dance this time, but watched from the edge of the green, wearing the one-corner lift of her mouth that counted as laughter. Caterina sang along with the Ländler, weaving Italian beneath it until the familiar tune sounded more southern, brighter, and lovelier.

Only when I stood in the middle of it did I understand what I worked for. The life I had built moved around me, dancing, singing, and laughing on a warm afternoon, just before the wolf arrived.



Krammer came in the afternoon to collect his yes, and he came to collect it before the whole valley.

That held both his plan and his mistake. He wanted the district to watch clever young Berger take his gold and become his creature. A man enriched in public was bound in public. If I accepted his money and partnership before the entire valley, then from that day onward, I would be Berger who belonged to Krammer. The whole valley would know it, and I would know it. To Krammer, that public bond mattered more than the money it cost.

He came in good wool with Schorsch lingering in the background. He had not brought Gisela this time, something I noticed and remembered. He crossed the festival like a prince walking through his lands, and people stepped aside, half from habit and half from their old respect for the man with money. He enjoyed their movement. I saw it in his stride.

He found me by the beer barrel beside Frieda and made his entrance loudly enough for everyone to hear. The generous man spread his arms.

“Herr Berger! The Kirchweih. The day of your answer. I have not forgotten, and I am sure you have not either.” He raised his voice. The nearest people fell silent, and the quiet spread across the green like oil over water, bench by bench, until the whole square felt it and turned. “I made this man an offer nearly two weeks ago at his own table. Because I conduct business openly, I will repeat it before you all, so nobody whispers that Krammer makes secret deals in the dark.” He smiled at the crowd. “I offered him one million, two hundred and sixty thousand Reichsmark for his stores. Three times their market value. And a partnership besides. Today, I, Ludwig Krammer, will make this young man the richest man in the region before your eyes. All he has to do is say yes.”

Four hundred people held their breath. The fiddlers had stopped. Four hundred faces turned toward me, and they held what I had seen in them for days: Take it.

Take it at last. Who turns down a fortune? Take it, Berger, become rich, and let all of us share the dream of one of our own becoming rich.

I felt the pressure physically, like a hand against my chest. Turning down a fortune in a quiet room was one thing. Turning it down while four hundred people watched and wanted you to accept was another.

Somewhere, Moosrainer called, not quite loudly, “Take it, Berger!” A few others murmured agreement, not cruelly but almost pleading. My wealth would have comforted them, proof that one of their own could rise out of the valley and that the world did not always take. They wanted me to accept the money almost more for themselves than for me. That made the no so difficult. I was not merely refusing a fortune. I was refusing the dream of four hundred people who wanted to watch one of their own become rich.

Frieda stepped beside me. Her warm, flour-dusted hand found mine and closed around it. Konstanze came silently from the edge to stand at my other shoulder. From Frieda’s hearth to Konstanze’s ledger, the whole house stood behind its fool before everyone on the green. That gave me what I needed.

“Herr Krammer,” I said warmly and loudly enough for the green to hear, “I thank you for the offer. It is a great offer, and you are a serious man, so I will give you a serious answer.” I let my gaze pass over the faces. In the linden leaves, the wind rubbed two branches together. “No.”

The green made a sound, one collective inhale. Somewhere, Girgl groaned aloud, a genuine, tortured groan from an old man forced to watch a young one throw a fortune into the stream and unable to forgive him for it.

“No?” Krammer said. The smile froze on his face only after the shock had already shown.

“I don’t sell goods for paper,” I said. “Not this year. I know it sounds mad. I can’t explain it any better, and I won’t try because I know every explanation sounds madder than the no itself. I have only one thing to say: a man must know what he holds in his hand.” I raised my voice for the whole green. “I know what I hold. I hold hams, land, cloth, and the rights to water and grass. I can touch those. I can eat them in winter. I won’t surrender them for paper. Not at any price. Not this year.”

It sounded like madness. Everyone on the green heard it that way except me and the countess who had staked her judgment on mine. She stood beside me, and when the entire green looked at her, the countess gave one slow, unmistakable nod in defiance of the whole village. The countess agreed with the fool.



Krammer’s mask slipped before them all, and the green watched it happen.

He had let himself be refused before the district he wanted to own. His courtesy died on the green, revealing the wolf the valley had not seen in two years. He stepped close, near enough that only Frieda, Konstanze, and I could hear his words, but near enough for half the green to see his face. The face said more than the words.

“You will regret this, boy,” he said quietly, his small eyes cold and flat as coins. “Paper or not. You have just made a mistake you will regret bitterly. You do not know it yet. But you will. I will make certain you do.”

“Is that a threat, Herr Krammer?” I asked calmly and now loudly enough for the nearest people to hear.

He saw the mistake, but too late. He stepped back and put the smile on again. It sat crooked. Those nearby had already seen the other face, naked, greedy, and ugly, the face I had seen over the promissory notes two years earlier. The valley saw the wolf beneath the wool for the first time since Michaeli. That was Krammer’s second mistake that day. He had shown the valley his teeth and been rejected. Once a man fell, the village would remember both, the teeth and the fall, and laugh twice as hard.

Krammer marched stiff-backed through the festival, his broad shoulders squared, Schorsch behind him. People still moved aside, but this time, two mothers drew their children away from his path. They had made room for him when he arrived. As he left, they cleared his way.

Moosrainer stood holding the purchase slip he had tried to press on me for three days. He folded it, made a second sharp crease, and put it into his breast pocket.

Girgl opened his mouth, probably to shout sense at me across the green again. No words came. His gaze remained on Krammer’s back until the grey wool coat vanished between the stalls.

“He showed his teeth,” Naz said. “Not a friend making an offer. A wolf that didn’t get what it wanted.”

“And Berger said no,” Girgl replied. For the first time in days, he sounded angry with his own calculation instead of me. “Even though it looks like madness.”

“Burgl says he’s right. So does the countess.” Naz lifted his mug but did not drink. “Those two aren’t fools.”

Girgl turned toward me. His forefinger rose, sank again, and closed around the handle. “We’ll know soon.”

A debate by the Schmalznudeln kettle about my supposed madness fell silent. Old Frau Kirmair took her pouch of Reichsmark notes off the table and tied it closed again. Aigner’s boy asked aloud why Krammer had become so angry if his offer was so good. Nobody answered him.

Frieda continued pouring beer. Konstanze returned to her place and opened the ledger as if the confrontation had been just another entry. But the people who approached me now spoke of Krammer’s face instead of the million I had missed.

The valley still considered me a possible fool. It was simply no longer certain enough to lecture me.



Gisela had watched it all from the edge of the festival. I saw it in how still she stood while conversation rose again around her.

She had watched her husband offer a fortune to a poor young man. Then she had watched me refuse it, warmly and calmly, as though money were not the most important thing in the world. Her gloved fingers, which had been gripping her silk skirt, opened. Her chin lifted. When Krammer left the green, her gaze did not follow him.

It looked as if she had recognized an escape inside my refusal, one she had not been allowed to see for a very long time. A man could reject money and still keep a full house. Perhaps that was only my interpretation across four hundred heads. Perhaps she thought about something entirely different. But when our gazes met, her usual lacquered emptiness had vanished. No flirtation. Only a wakeful woman looking at me as if she were testing an exit she had always believed was a wall.

She did nothing. She was married, and she kept the distance as scrupulously as I did. But her carefully composed façade had begun to unravel. She turned and walked alone toward Rosenheim, head higher, every step certain. Krammer had gone far ahead. Gisela did not look after him.



Caterina pulled me upstairs on the night of the Kirchweih, twenty-four years old, free, laughing, and flushed deep red, with the fiddles still in her blood.

“Come,” she said, her German singing as it always did, the vowels bright at the front. Her chestnut hair lay loose over her shoulders, free of the veil since the previous spring. “The festival is still inside me. I cannot sleep while the festival is still inside me. I have to let it out, or I will dance alone in my room all night and wake the children.”

She closed the door while the music outside thinned, faint and cheerful through the open window. Candlelight warmed her olive skin. She turned toward me, warm and clear, her consent open and bilingual and free of doubt.

“I want you,” she said. “You know that. But I want to tell you something too, and I need the dark for it. Just a little. The other thing first. Then I will speak. It is easier if I say it while you hold me. Everything is easier while you hold me. I learned that in this house.”

I kissed her and began as I always did, by giving. I laid her on the bed, opened the simple bodice, and let my mouth and hands travel over her olive-warm skin. A dark flush began at her collarbone as I kissed her soft breasts and slowly climbed higher.

“That much festival inside you?” I asked.

“Troppo. Too much.” She laughed breathlessly. “You must help me, or I’ll burst like a bad dumpling.”

I kissed her belly, spread her thighs, and took her with my mouth. Caterina’s pleasure came slowly, then in abundance. I stroked her clit with my tongue, broad and gentle at first, then firm in small circles, while two fingers slid deep into her wet pussy. Her practised convent silence was already more than a year behind her. Abundance had taken its place. Every new response still surprised her. Her fingers tightened around mine, released, then immediately sought their grip again.

“Sì. There. Max, per favore.” Her hands found mine, weaving our fingers together. “More. I am allowed more.”

“Everything you want.”

Her sounds broke from her in two languages, Italian and German with my name between them. The flush traveled dark and slow over her olive skin and up her throat. I guided her over the peak without hesitation. Her pussy twitched again and again around my fingers while she held my head between her thighs and called my name half in Italian, half in German. Only once the final tremor had passed through her did I lift my mouth.

Then I turned her and honored her soft, round ass with my hands and mouth. I kissed each full curve, bit gently into it, and stroked the spot until she laughed and moaned into the pillow.

“Tutto,” she said. “You look at everything.”

“Everything about you deserves to be seen.”

I turned her to face me again so I could watch her expression. The head of my cock slid into her pussy. I paused until she lifted her hips, then took her fully. Her legs climbed my body and locked around my back.

She was tight and hot and eager, and with each slow thrust, another piece of language fell away. First the German, then the Italian words, “sì, così, oh Dio, Max, così,” and then those fell away too. Only her breath, my name, and the wet sound where our bodies joined remained in the quiet room above the empty green. The flush covered her olive skin now, dark all the way to her cheeks. Her hands closed around mine again because she needed the holding, always the holding, more than anything.

In the middle of that warmth, certain of her own fertile day, she spoke what she had needed the dark to say, shy and brave together in her blend of languages.

“Io voglio,” she said breathlessly, placing my hand over her belly. “I want a child. With you. When it comes, let it come. I’ve watched the mothers at the long table every day, and at some point, I stopped wanting only to watch other women’s happiness.”

Her free hand pulled me deeper. The wish lay in her dark eyes, still shy but long since decided.

“For me,” she said. “That is the phrase I had to learn. I waited enough years for other people to tell me what my life would be. Now I say it myself. Fill me, Max. If it makes a child, it will have my songs and your hands.”

My chest tightened. A child with her dark eyes who counted in Italian and ran barefoot through Frieda’s kitchen. The image struck so suddenly that my rhythm faltered mid-thrust.

Caterina felt it and smiled. “You saw it too.”

“Yes.” I kissed her beneath the ear. “And I want it.”

“Then show me.” Her legs tightened around me. “Stay inside me. Deep.”

I filled her with long thrusts and stroked her clit with my thumb. Between each movement, I waited for her hips to rise. She received every stroke with lifted hips and her gaze on mine while the last fiddle outside fell silent. Only our breaths, the creak of the bed, and the wet sound of her pussy around my cock remained in the room.

“Like that,” she whispered. “Un bambino della Linde. A child from the long table. Max, I…”

The German sentence lost its ending first. The Italian endured two breaths longer.

“Sì… così… adesso. Now. Please.”

“Come for me.”

Her back rose from the bed. Her pussy gripped my cock in strong pulses. A joyful, weeping sound broke from her, half laughter, half my name. Her fingers lost mine, found them again, and held fast. Tears ran toward her temples. She held me with arms and legs as though she wanted to carry every tremor through herself to its end.

“Ancora,” she gasped in the middle of it. “More. Fill me now. Leave all of it inside me.”

I thrust to the root and remained there. My cum shot hot into her clenching pussy, pulse after pulse. Caterina took each with a new contraction, drew me deeper, and pressed her forehead against my shoulder.

“Sì. All of it.” Her fingers dug into my back. “Grazie, Max.”

Even after the last pulse, she would not release me. Her hand stayed over mine on her belly, and we listened for the last note outside until even the last fiddle fell quiet.

“For me,” she said again. This time, it needed no explanation. She kissed my fingers and pulled the blanket over us.



When her breathing steadied, Caterina folded the blanket with the same careful motion she had learned in her convent years. She slipped into her shift and opened the door to let the warm room breathe. Then she looked toward the narrow wall beside the kitchen as if she were already testing a place there.

“If it came now,” she murmured with half a laugh, “it would arrive in spring. A spring child. Or summer, if it took its time.” She smoothed the folded edge. “I’m planning seasons as if it’s already decided. It’s only a wish. But you know, Max,” she raised her head, and her dark eyes were clear and resolved in the thin candlelight, “I waited for later for a long time. The order gave me a roof, work, knowledge, and Adele. I’m grateful for those things. But the promise I made from fear when I was sixteen kept postponing my own life. At twenty-two, I understood in a warm kitchen that God gives you life and waits to see whether you live it. Nobody receives a second one as a reward for waiting too long.”

“You taught yourself that,” I said. “The house only watched.”

“Not entirely.” Caterina smiled, tired and happy. Her gaze went through the open door to the staircase, where her rosary rested on the third step in the faint light. “I’ll leave that there. It belongs to me even though I don’t want to return. If a child comes, it will sleep first in the little room beside the kitchen. It will hear the pots in the morning and songs at night. Italian from me, Bavarian from all of you, and swearing from Traudl, unfortunately.” She measured the width of the wall to the doorframe with her eyes and pointed toward the empty corner. “A narrow cradle will fit. I’ve learned I’m allowed. Now I’m learning to make room for it.”

We fetched bread and butter and ate in bed. Caterina divided the last slice fairly into two unequal halves and gave me the larger one. Later, she placed the folded cloth experimentally against the free wall, stepped back, and shook her head with a smile. “No schedule.” On the way back, she touched the rosary on the third stair and left it there in peace.



Late, after the green had emptied, the fiddles had been packed away, and the festival was over, Konstanze found me by the benches beneath the linden.

She sat with two mugs and handed me one. For a while, we watched the empty green in silence: the maypole, the last lamps going dark one after another, and all the things a festival left behind for morning to clear away.

“Today, you played the fool before the entire village,” she finally said. “You refused a fortune aloud before four hundred people. And I stood beside you and nodded, staking my own judgment before the same village. The countess who agrees with the fool. If you are wrong, Max, I will not merely be ruined beside you. I will be ridiculous beside you, and that is worse for me than ruin. Ruin may be borne with dignity. Ridicule cannot.”

“I’m sorry I dragged you into it.”

“You are not,” Konstanze said, “and you need not be. I walked into it myself with open eyes weeks ago in your room, and I would do it again. I am only telling you what is at stake because I must say it once before the day comes.” She drank. “The radio said something this morning before you rose. The man from Frankfurt. He spoke of days now, not months. It is close, Max. Soon, June will speak as you said it would. Then we will know who was right today: you, with your no, or the whole valley shaking its head.”

She finished her beer and stood. Before leaving the bench, she placed her hand on my shoulder for a moment, something she never did in public. The empty green was private enough for her to allow it.

“I have the ledger ready,” she said. “For both columns. Soon.”

Her fingers tightened once on my shoulder. Then she went inside.


Chapter 8: A Place at the Table

She came down the Rosenheim road on foot one morning, carrying a bag and wearing no fur. Half the valley watched her arrive without understanding what it saw.

I learned what had happened the way one learned everything in a village: afterward and in pieces, from Gisela’s own mouth, told with dignity and never belabored, and from Afra’s mouth, thoroughly belabored and told with delight. The truth lay somewhere between them, closer to Gisela’s composure.

Krammer had driven home from the Kirchweih with humiliation sitting in his belly. Later, Gisela described the evening in a few sober sentences. He had left her standing in the corridor and explained that my refusal was her fault. She had sat in the wrong place, remained silent too long, looked up at the wrong moment. For ten years, he had laid the blame for every one of his losses on her shoulders. This time, she listened until he had finished.

The next morning, she laid his jewelry on the long hall table. The necklace rested on the silk, with the keys to the wardrobe and bathroom beside it. She removed her wedding ring and placed it on Krammer’s account book, precisely over the sum he had underlined three times during the night.

Into her bag went her mother’s belongings: a prayer book, a faded photograph, and a heavy soup ladle from the old Moosbauer household. She added two plain dresses and a pair of stockings. She carried nothing more.

When she opened the front door, a curtain rose in the neighboring house. Then another. The lane knew Krammer’s motorcar, his suppliers, and the woman in silk on his arm. That morning, it learned the sound of Gisela’s footsteps.

Krammer followed her outside the gate. “Frau Krammer,” he called loudly enough for the windows to hear. That was probably his final hope, that the name would summon her back before the watching neighbors.

Gisela turned. The bag hung from her right hand. Her left was empty.

“I am Gisela Moosbauer,” she said. “No longer Krammer. In truth, I never was.”

One window closed in haste. The curtain across the lane remained open.

Gisela walked down the Rosenheim road in daylight. After the first mile, her right heel rubbed. After the second, blood stained the nylon stocking at her heel. She sat on a marker stone, broke both heels off with a rock, and continued, walking unevenly but faster.

On the final climb, she carried her shoes in one hand. Dust coated her feet, and sweat loosened the rigid platinum waves at her temples. Whenever a wagon came, she stepped aside and continued walking. She stopped no one and asked no one for help.

That was how she reached our courtyard: exhausted and upright, the ruined shoes tucked beneath her arm. Behind her lay a safe, gilded corridor. Ahead, she had no idea what even the next day would bring. She had still made the journey.



She stood in the courtyard with her bag and nowhere to go. That was when the house did what the house always did.

Frieda came outside, wiping her hands on her apron. One short look told her everything: the dusty shoes, the bag, the face that did not want to tremble and almost managed not to.

“Come inside,” Frieda said. “You look as if you’ve walked half the district. There’s soup. And there’s a bed too, the small room upstairs. It’s stood empty since the nuns moved on.”

“I cannot…” Gisela began. Her gaze traveled from the soup to the free room and back to Frieda. She searched for the price because everything in her life had carried one.

“You can,” Frieda said. “And you don’t have to explain. Nobody in this house explains why they need a roof. We did away with explanations two years ago. They take too much time, and the soup gets cold.”

I joined them and spoke the law as I had two years earlier to another woman who had needed it differently, one who was starving and had tried to offer herself for bread, and whom I had never allowed to finish the offer. Since then, I had never needed to say it again because everyone in the house knew it by heart and nobody doubted it.

“You have a roof here, Frau Moosbauer,” I said. Her head rose at the sound of the name she had taken back. “For as long as you need one. A room, a place at the table, work if you want it. It costs nothing, and no one pays with their body. That is how this house runs. It has run that way for as long as I have been here, it runs that way today, and it will run that way tomorrow, whether you stay or leave, whether you like me or not. Nothing is attached. Nothing at all.”

Her ice-blue eyes went from my face to the open front door, then to Frieda’s hand on her bag, and back. She waited. When no condition or question followed, her folded hands tightened.

“Why?” she said softly, almost without sound.

“Because no one here pays with their body,” I said. “That is the reason. There isn’t another. Now go in and eat before Frieda sets you at the table with her own hands. She does that if you stand too long. Ask half the patients from last winter’s convalescent corner. They know what it’s like to be set at the table by Frieda. Nobody argued, and nobody died from it.”

Frieda simply took the bag from her hand without asking. Gisela released it, the bag that held all of her reclaimed life, and stepped into the warmth and noise of the house. The woman who set a bowl before her was precisely the one who would have had every right to throw her out, the innkeeper who might have seen the enemy’s trophy and instead ladled soup and added another spoonful.

The Stube fell silent briefly when Gisela entered. Everyone in the valley knew who she was, and no one had expected to see Krammer’s wife seated at the Linde’s table in dusty shoes and without her fur. The silence lasted one breath. Then Girgl shifted along the bench and moved his mug out of the way.

“Sit here, ma’am. There’s room.”

Marei crawled up Gisela’s dusty skirt and demanded to be lifted. Gisela looked first at Frieda, received a nod, and picked up the child with stiff arms. Marei immediately reached for the loose platinum strands. Girgl moved the soup within Gisela’s reach around the child.



That evening, free now and beyond Krammer’s shadow, Gisela gave me the map, and the map was the endgame.

She sat at the window table where Konstanze usually worked. She had removed her silk shoes and wore a pair of Frieda’s old felt slippers. They made her look smaller and more human. The platinum waves fell more softly around her face because she had not reset her hair. She spoke quietly and matter-of-factly, describing the precise workings inside Krammer’s business.

“The cellar,” she said. “Beneath the house in Rosenheim. The sacks are stored there. I know how many because I hear him counting every night through the floor. Reichsmark notes, mortgage bonds, bills of exchange, sorted by maturity because he is orderly, I will grant him that. Orderly in losing.” She counted on her lacquered fingers with Konstanze’s precision, and I understood even more clearly how alike their minds were. “And it is not merely what he owns. It is financed by what he owes. He borrowed against the sacks. Three moneylenders in Rosenheim, Huber, Sedlmeier, and one whose name he never speaks aloud. Two more in Munich. He wagered everything on one belief: that the Reichsmark would hold its value and goods would become cheap. Then he would use all his money to buy the cheap goods and own the district.”

She looked up. The practiced emptiness had left her eyes, revealing the sharp, wakeful mind that had spent ten years imprisoned in fur.

“His suppliers,” she continued. “He is squeezing the miller in the neighboring valley to stop him supplying you. The man owes Krammer, and Krammer is tightening the noose. Denk, the carter. The bacon merchant in Aibling. All in his hands, all through debts. They will all fall if he falls because they hang from him like railway cars behind an engine.”

“And you know all of that because…”

“Because he thought I was furniture for ten years. People speak in front of furniture. They calculate aloud because furniture cannot do sums.” She folded her hands. “I listened while he thought I was not listening because I learned early that a man like him is frightened by a beautiful woman who is also clever. He can display a beautiful fool. A beautiful, clever woman would have to be feared. So for ten years, I played the fool on the outside and remembered everything on the inside. It was the only thing that belonged to me: what I knew and what he did not know I knew.”

I listened and stored every word. The woman in Frieda’s felt slippers laid the key to the endgame on the window table without a price and without asking for vengeance. When I asked about the nameless Munich lender, Gisela moved closer, drew the tangled supply chain on the back of a spoiled receipt, and rolled up her silk sleeve to keep it from the ink.

“Thank you, Gisela,” I said when she finished. Her first name came before I planned it because the woman at the window table was no longer a distant Frau Moosbauer to me. She looked up in surprise. My gratitude was for her mind and her help, not her looks, and I watched her absorb that distinction. Her name mattered too. In my mouth, it did not sound like Krammer calling for a piece of jewelry. It simply sounded like hers. A little warmth reached her ice-blue eyes before she tucked the reaction away.

“You have just given me more than any proof I could have hoped for,” I said. “You know where he’s weak. Nobody else in the world knows except him, and he doesn’t know that you know.” I saw the thank-you enter her like a hot drink into a cold belly. “None of it goes into the ledger. It stays in my head and yours, and this scrap goes into the stove. But when he comes, and he will come, he’ll discover that this house was already waiting for him. He won’t be able to explain how. Not being able to explain it will finish him more completely than any fist.”

Gisela nodded slowly. Her eyes held a calm, cold, and thoroughly earned satisfaction.



Traudl came in from the field, found Gisela at the table, and inspected her with the auctioneer’s gaze.

“Looks like a doll,” she said while chewing, “and calculates like the countess. She said two figures, and the countess nodded. Nodded. We’ll keep her. A doll that can calculate is worth more than a cow that can’t.” She pointed her spoon at Gisela. “Eat something, or the first wind will blow you out of the yard.”

Gisela studied the small, freckled woman in return. “Do you judge every person by their usefulness?”

“No. Some only need to be entertaining.”

Gisela laughed, short and surprised. This time, she did not put her hand over her mouth.

Before supper, she sat beside Konstanze over the freight lists. Gisela marked a fee that Denk, the carter, had charged twice. Konstanze checked the receipt, paused over it with her pen, and pushed it back.

“Explain.”

Gisela named the route, the load, and the return journey. Konstanze objected over the fodder money. Gisela ran her finger over the delivery calendar and showed that the horses had stood at Pichler’s on the second day. Ten minutes later, the charge was struck out.

“You are correct,” Konstanze said.

Gisela began to apologize, stopped herself, and put her initials beside the correction instead.

Konstanze turned the page. “Then we take the next one.”

“I barely know these books.”

“You knew the error.” Konstanze pushed an invoice for three loads of bacon toward her. “On such deliveries, Krammer usually charged the wagon on the outbound journey and hid the return journey in a side column. Find the entry.”

Gisela read in silence. Her lacquered fingernail traveled down each line, stopped, and returned two entries upward. “Here. The fodder cost is too high if the wagon returned empty the same evening.”

“Prove that it was empty.”

She went to the window, called Michl in from the courtyard, and asked about the axle load on that delivery. Michl remembered the damaged left tire and said a fully loaded return wagon would have broken it. Gisela returned to the table, placed her finger on the figure, and met Konstanze’s gaze openly.

“Empty return,” she said.

Konstanze drew a black line through the charge. “Your second correction. Add your initials again.”

This time, Gisela reached for the pen without first taking a breath.

In the kitchen, her stove fire went out. She had piled too much damp wood on the embers. Smoke billowed from the iron door and sent Frieda cursing toward the entrance. Gisela coughed, threw open the window, and reached for the fire iron.

“Take it out,” Frieda said. “Then start again. Two dry logs first.”

Gisela pulled out the smoking lump. An hour later, the fire went out again. She knelt once more, soot reaching all the way to her red lips, and let Traudl explain how much air the embers needed. On the third attempt, the wood caught cleanly.

“Callus number one,” Traudl said, pointing to the red spot on Gisela’s hand. “Soot layer number two. Slowly turning into a Christian soul.”

Gisela held her hand toward the hearth light. “Your first hundred calluses seem to have begun on your mouth.”

Traudl slapped her thigh. “The doll bites!”

Later, Gisela dried dishes with Caterina. She lowered each plate onto the stack so carefully that it made almost no sound.

“Freedom makes noise,” Caterina said, passing her the next one. “Put it down.”

Gisela let the plate land audibly. Both women winced. When it did not break, they laughed.

Afterward, Caterina took her upstairs to arrange the small room. From the courtyard, I saw them through the open window laying the silk dress across a chair. Caterina inspected the hem of a plain work skirt. Gisela held it to her hips, where it was still a hand’s breadth short of closing.

“Burgl can alter it,” Caterina said. “If you want.”

Gisela stroked the coarse cloth. “It won’t last a week in a kitchen.”

“Then we’ll mend it after a week.”

They put the silk dress in the trunk, not discarded, only moved out of the way. Gisela came downstairs in the old skirt, held closed at the back by an improvised apron. Traudl whistled. Gisela made an exaggerated curtsy and went straight to the stove to check the fire. It still burned.

At the long table, Gisela took her place between Konstanze and Caterina. She ate two bowls of stew and asked Frieda for more bread herself. In the middle of the noise, tears suddenly ran down her cheeks. Gisela wiped them with the sooty back of her hand and left a dark streak. Nobody asked. Frieda pushed the bread basket closer, and Gisela took another slice.



That night, Frieda pulled me into the feather bed by my collar, laughing about trophy wives and mad husbands. She had reached a decision, and Frieda made her most important decisions in bed.

“Krammer,” she said as she slid the bolt, “lost his finest piece of furniture because he treated her like furniture. Afra says he had the woman ten years and never once looked at her. Now a clever woman has found her way to us because he was too stupid to see her.” She let her blouse fall, golden and broad in the candlelight. “And I decided something, boy, while I watched her today. I’ll tell you, but take your clothes off first. I say things better in bed than at the hearth. At the hearth, I say what’s practical. In bed, I say what’s true.”

I undressed, and she lay down. Her hand found mine and placed it over her own soft belly, where one child had already grown. She held it there.

“The calendar says today,” she said, her voice warm and certain, without a trace of the shyness wanting had caused her two years earlier. “I’ve counted for days. Today is the day. And I say today. I want it, Max. Now, deliberately, in a fat year, in the safest house in the valley, where a new cradle can stand in the warmth without hunger at the door. Another child. A cradle against the second wall. I told you in spring, in our feather bed. Remember? Another one. This year. I like a full house. Today, we make it true. And what do you say?”

“I say yes. I’ll make you another child.”

“Then come here and do more than say it.”

I lay against her, skin to skin from shoulder to hip, and kissed her slowly because this was not frenzy. It was building, deliberate, done by two people who knew precisely what they were doing and why. Her hands traveled over my shoulders, my back, and my hips and pulled me closer until her heavy breasts pressed warm against my chest.

I honored her belly first, as always, the soft curve bearing the fine pale marks that remained. Frieda stroked my hair.

“My belly knows this already,” she said quietly. “And it should know it again. Right there.”

My lips moved higher to her heavy breasts. The milk was there, warm and sweet. Frieda gave a rough sigh when I drank, the familiar pull easing inside her. Her hand slid into my hair and held me against her. I drank slowly from one breast, then the other, catching every pale drop that pearled over the dark nipple with my tongue. Color flowed from her cheeks down her throat and breastbone until her golden fullness glowed beneath my mouth.

“More,” she said. “Tonight, I want everything from you before you give me everything.”

We had until morning. I lifted each breast in my hands, kissed the dark nipples, and waited after every pull for her rough inhale. My hands filled with her breasts, kneading and lifting them while my tongue circled the sensitive tips. Frieda’s breathing grew loud. Her hips moved beneath me, searching at first, then demanding.

I kissed down her belly, spread her thighs, and took her pussy with my mouth. She was wet before my tongue found her clit. Her heels planted in the bed, her back rose, and her hand pressed me more firmly against her.

“There. Damn it, boy, right there.”

I held her just beneath the first peak until her legs trembled and her voice turned rough.

“Enough preparation,” she gasped. “Now do what the calendar called us here to do.”

“Look at me,” she said hoarsely, and I looked. Her eyes were dark and shameless in the candlelight. “I want you watching when you make me a child. I want to see it in your face.”

I entered her wet pussy and paused after every hand’s breadth until her heels drew me onward. At the root, I remained still. Frieda closed her eyes and pulled me closer with a deep sound. Then we moved in long, complete strokes at the pace of two people with the whole night before them. The flush spread across her golden breadth, from her cheeks to her breasts, milk shining on her skin. Her heels settled around me, gentle and firm at once. The old law.

“Can you feel how I take you?”

“Every inch.”

“Then give every inch back. One after another. I don’t want to miss a single thrust of the child we’re making tonight.”

I lifted her legs higher. The new angle drew a rough gasp from her. My pelvis rubbed her clit with every thrust. Her pussy tightened, and her breathing shortened. She held my gaze and gave me the rhythm she wanted with her heels.

“Fill the house,” she said hoarsely against my ear, her voice full of pure joy and pure future, with none of the old fear. “Another cradle against the second wall. Give me another one, boy. Stay inside and make it true. I want to feel when it happens. All the way to the root, and then stay there.”

“You’ll have another,” I said, deep inside her, “and every drop of it, and the longer cradle to go with it, and the longer table.”

I filled her with long, full strokes, skin against skin. After each one, I remained inside for a heartbeat until her hips demanded the next. She held my gaze. Color ran dark over her breasts and throat, milk lay warm between us, and her soft belly rose beneath my hand.

“Like that,” she gasped. “Exactly like that, so it reaches. I want to feel it tomorrow. I want to know all week that we did it.”

“Then stay.” Her heels pulled. “Right there. Deep. Stay.”

Her back bowed from the feather bed. A rough, astonished cry broke from her, and her hips lost all rhythm. I continued with the same full stroke until her heels and arms held me with all her golden strength. Then I drove to the end of her and stayed. My control broke. The first heavy pulse sent my load into her, then another, hot and thick, and another after it. Frieda’s pussy contracted around every throb of my cock and kept milking me while her heels pinned me deep. I felt every drop spurt into her and her body receive it with tight, rhythmic contractions.

“All of it,” she gasped. “Leave all of it there. That’s exactly where it belongs.”

Only after the final pulse did her legs loosen slightly. We rested joined, with me still inside her. Her hand found her belly and lay flat across it. We both held our breath as though we might hear life beginning beneath her palm.



Her hand remained beneath mine on her belly. Without prompting, she planned the second alcove.

“Against the other wall,” she said. “Where the linden’s shadow falls in the afternoon. The old alcove stays as it is. Beside it, we’ll build one of our own, wider, with a shelf for the oil and cloths. We’ll use the wood from the pear tree that fell in the last storm. Fine pale wood, and hard enough for grandchildren to sleep in it someday.” She yawned, heavy and content. “We won’t borrow another cradle. This time, we’ll build it ourselves. The child should sleep beneath the linden’s shadow. I imagined that years ago, when I still slept in the dark room behind the kitchen.”

“It took this time too,” she said softly into the darkness, as certain as she had been two years before beneath the third apple tree, when she told me a child was coming.

I said nothing. My yes was enormous and wordless. I kept my hand over her belly, where perhaps the child who would sleep in that longer cradle had already begun that hour.



An engine came late through the open night.

Not far away on the Rosenheim road. The grey motorcar rolled into the Lindgraben lane with its headlamps dark, slowly enough for every rut to betray it. I stepped to the window. A light burned across the courtyard in Gisela’s little room. Her silhouette appeared behind the glass.

The motorcar passed the gate. At the well, it braked, reversed, and turned in the narrow lane. Its right side nearly scraped the stone wall. For three heartbeats, its nose pointed toward our entrance, then toward the low cellar entrance beneath the kitchen window. The driver kept the engine running. Someone in the rear lowered the window a fraction.

“He is looking for a way inside,” Gisela said behind me.

She had come down barefoot and wore Frieda’s old shawl over her shoulders. No fur. No silk. Her voice did not tremble.

The motorcar climbed the lane, but Gisela pulled me away from the window toward the kitchen door. Outside, we walked the curve it had driven. She stopped by the well, measured the width between trough and wall with her eyes, then pointed to our drive.

“With the nose already toward Rosenheim,” she said. “That is how he parks when he wants to leave quickly. He reverses beneath the linden. Schorsch gets out on the right, directly beside the low cellar entrance. Krammer stays on the driver’s side with the road clear.”

She continued, not following an escape route out, but Krammer’s possible route in. From the gate to the low cellar entrance beneath the kitchen window. Beyond it lay the cellar storage room and the strongbox room. Finally she traced a path to the dry wood stacked in the corner, where one spark would have been enough.

“Here,” she said. “If he wants to hurt us, he will come here. The wood can be seen from the road. Schorsch knows the cellar lock from before. Krammer knows the strongbox stands behind the inner door.”

The fresh arc left by the turn remained in the dust beside the well. I knelt and used a wood sliver to draw the courtyard beside it: gate, linden, low cellar entrance, kitchen. Gisela took the sliver from me. Her hand remained steady as she marked the strongbox room beyond the cellar wall.

“He knows where I am,” she said. “Now he also knows how close he can get the car. Move the dry wood. Secure the bolt at the low cellar entrance. Next time, put a man behind the well. Krammer will not see him from there.”

At the top of the hill, the headlamps flared briefly. The motorcar accelerated toward Rosenheim.

Gisela studied our drawing in the road dust. For all those years, she had searched every room for an exit. Tonight, she mapped the entrance for the man who believed nobody could see him coming.

With the toe of her bare foot, she drew a line across his route.

“That is where we stop him,” she said.


Chapter 9: What No One Gave Her

After a few days, the fur lay in a trunk with the nylons beside it. Gisela wore a simple blue Dirndl that Burgl had fitted to her waist and hips. Her platinum hair fell loose instead of in rigid waves. Only the red lips remained.

One morning, she stood before the spotted mirror in her room and carefully renewed the color. She noticed me in the doorway, held the stick a finger’s breadth from her mouth, and waited.

“Too much for the kitchen?” she asked.

“The kitchen will survive it.”

“Good.” She pressed her lips together, slipped the lipstick into her apron pocket, and smiled. “Then I’ll wear it.”

She sat beside Konstanze over Konstanze’s ledger. The two women had already grown accustomed to each other. The household needed longer. Whenever Gisela gave a figure, everyone still glanced at Konstanze until the countess set down her pen one afternoon.

“Frau Moosbauer has spoken,” she said. “My repetition will not make the figure more correct.”

That afternoon, Gisela ruined one of Frieda’s copper pots. She scoured it with sand where only ash belonged and left a dull patch as large as her hand. When Frieda discovered it, Gisela held the pot before her like a shield.

“I will replace it.”

“With what? Your fur?” Frieda took the pot, inspected the mark, and pushed it back into her hands. “Again. Ash this time. If you throw away every pot you spoil, you’ll never learn to scour one.”

Gisela started over. After ten minutes, tears ran down her face. She kept working until one fell onto the copper bottom.

“Now you’re salting my cookware,” Frieda said. “The soup comes later.”

Gisela laughed through her tears. The rag slipped from her hand. She caught it, wiped her cheek with her forearm, and left a grey streak beneath one eye.

“I had a marble bath,” she said. “Now I’m ruining a pot, and I’m happier.”

“Then ruin it properly. I won’t tolerate half a job.”

On the second attempt, the copper shone again except for the dull spot. Gisela did not put the pot away. She filled it with water and carried it to the stove, the mark visible with every step.

“That one goes on the table tonight,” Frieda decided.

“With the damaged side facing the wall?”

“With the damaged side facing the people. A woman who cooks makes marks. Only someone who does nothing keeps everything shining.”

The pot stood in the middle of the table at supper. Gisela sat opposite it and looked at the dull patch every time someone took another helping. At the third bowl, she began to grin. At the fourth, she explained to Traudl without being asked why sand on copper was a poor idea.

“I know,” Traudl said. “I was waiting to see if the doll would learn it herself.”

“You could have warned me.”

“Then it would be my callus instead of yours.”

Gisela placed her reddened hand beside the pot. Without a word, Frieda gave her a second bowl to dry. Gisela took it, inspected the rim, and found a crack no one else had noticed. She put the bowl aside without apologizing.

Traudl had stopped merely testing Gisela and started putting her to work. One morning, she set three sacks of seed before her and named three prices.

“Which one?” she asked.

Gisela knelt, rubbed a few grains from each sack between her fingers, and smelled them. “None. The first is damp, the second has been stretched with old grain, and with the third, you’re paying for the handsome sack.”

Traudl crouched beside her. “How does the doll know that?”

“Krammer liked wrapping bad merchandise attractively.” Gisela let the grains trickle back into the sack. “For ten years, I saw what was inside his bags.”

Traudl grinned. “Good. Then we’ll visit Sedlmeier and wear him down together.”

That afternoon, Gisela baked bread with Caterina. She kneaded too timidly until Caterina silently pressed her hands deeper into the dough. On the next push, flour spilled across the table and dusted Gisela’s red mouth white.

“Now you look like the rest of us,” Caterina said.

Gisela licked the flour from her lip. “Then I still need to learn how to swear.”

“We have Traudl for that.”

That evening, Konstanze pushed the freight ledger and the key to the receipt box toward her. “You will close the next weekly account alone.”

Gisela raised her gaze. “And you will inspect it afterward?”

“I will inspect whether you signed it.”

Two hours later, Gisela placed her initials beneath the total. Konstanze read only the final line, closed the ledger, and did not take back the key.



That same evening, before anything happened between us, Gisela made certain that the truth was clear. She did it with the sharp, wakeful mind she had hidden for ten years.

She found me in the courtyard by the woodpile at dusk. She stood there for a while, then spoke plainly.

“I have a roof here,” she said. “Even if I stay in my room tonight. You made that clear before everyone on my first day.”

She held out both hands. The right already bore a red blister from the milking pail. The left smelled of soap and the pot she had scoured that afternoon.

“These hands earn their place here if I choose to work. Frieda would have fed me even if I never lifted a finger. I spent four days checking the house for hooks. Every bowl. Every kind word. Even Traudl’s mockery.” Her mouth twitched. “I lived ten years with a master of hooks. Nothing here catches.”

The formality suddenly fell away between us. Until then, she had spoken with the polished distance that protected her from men. Now she said my name and addressed me with deliberate intimacy. The change struck me physically, warm beneath my breastbone.

Gisela stepped closer. Her counting eyes rested openly on me.

“That is why I can want something tonight without paying for it.” Her fingertips stroked my calluses as though comparing her new ones with my old. “The fur was paid for. The warm water was paid for. Even my smile at the table belonged in Krammer’s accounts. This belongs in no book.”

She guided my hand to her waist. Cloth still separated us. Her breathing quickened anyway.

“The roof remains even if I do not come tonight. But I am coming. I want the man who considers my hands clever and asks my opinion before he looks at my body. For once, I want to take something no one bought for me, ordered me to accept, or set before me as wages.”

“You owe this house nothing,” I said. “If all you ever do is help with Konstanze’s ledger and scour pots, you can live here until your hair turns grey. The law doesn’t change because of anything that happens in the bathhouse.”

“Good.” Her smile warmed. “Then that is settled.”

She pressed my hand more firmly against her hip. The invitation lay in the movement, but she spoke it aloud anyway.

“Come to the bathhouse tonight, Max. For ten years, I was displayed. Tonight, I want to be looked at. I learned about waiting from Caterina. Or rather, I learned how to stop waiting. Yesterday, while we washed dishes, she said an open door is useful only when you walk through it.” Gisela lifted her chin. “Tonight, I walk through mine.”



In the last light over the courtyard, she named her wound and her wish, two sides of the same lost years.

For ten years, Krammer had placed her beside his motorcar and fur, another proof of his wealth. Touch had belonged to the display, never to closeness. She had wanted a child, but when his body could not fulfill that wish, he laid the shame at her feet in front of his guests.

“He said I was good for nothing except being beautiful,” she told me. Her voice remained steady, but her thumb rubbed the same place on my hand again and again. “Once, his sister’s cradle stood in the corridor. I asked whether we should keep it. He had it taken away that same afternoon. After that, I never asked again.”

She turned toward the courtyard. Marei’s laughter came from the kitchen, followed by Frieda’s dry scolding over a spilled cup. Gisela listened until the child laughed again.

“That is what my beginning should sound like,” she said. “A child banging its spoon at the long table, with too many people ready to catch it. With you.”

Her gaze returned to mine. It held no secret triumph over Krammer. Only hunger for the life she had just heard.

“The child should be my beginning, not his monument. The moment I use it against him, he sits at the table with us again. He does not get that place.” She took my hand from her waist and held it over her belly until Marei laughed in the kitchen. “This is about me. You. What can live.”

Then she released me and stepped back because the rest would wait until evening.

“In the bathhouse,” she said. “And Max?”

“Yes?”

“Bring words. The right ones. I’ve been called beautiful often enough.”



At thirty-six, she entered the bathhouse by her own choice. She shut the door behind her, hung the key visibly on its hook, and looked at me before moving farther into the room. Steam gathered thickly beneath the low roof. One lamp burned. Gisela removed the last pins from her platinum waves and let her hair fall over her shoulders. The lacquered arrangement loosened in the damp warmth. Beneath it appeared a flushed, soft, wakeful woman, her pale skin shining in the steam.

“I told you why I am here,” she said. Her voice already came faster and warmer, the trophy falling away from her with the steam and the loosened pins. “I’ll tell you something else because I need it, and because for ten years, I was not allowed to say what I needed.” She took a breath, shy at first and then firm. “Tell me I’m more than beautiful. While you do it. Tell me over and over. That is what I need more than anything, more than the touch. The words. And stay inside me. Every time. To the end and afterward. He was never able, and never wanted, and I wished for it for ten years so badly that I was ashamed. I want it from you. Both. The words and the staying.”

I gave first. My hands paused at every new place they touched until her body answered. At the word “clever,” her grip closed around my shoulder. When I named her courage, she pressed her forehead to my neck and drew a sharp breath.

“You are clever,” I said. My hands found her in the steam, the full breast, the narrow waist, and then lower, her heavy, high, round ass, the part Krammer had displayed for ten years and never touched with meaning. “Cleverer than the man who took you for a fool. And braver than many men who call themselves brave. A few days ago, you walked out of that house in daylight carrying nothing but a bag. You reclaimed your name before the whole neighborhood. That takes a spine. A dress can display beauty. You did the walking yourself.”

“Oh,” she said, and it was no practiced sound. It came naked from somewhere deep. “So good. Keep saying it. Please. I don’t quite believe it yet. Say it until I do.”

I lifted her ass with both hands and kissed the curve from bottom to top. My tongue followed the outer arc to the dimples at her hips. With every kiss, she pressed more firmly into my hands. Then I gave each side a light, welcome slap. She moaned and laughed at once, surprised by herself.

“Thank you,” she said into the steam, softly at first. At the next kiss, it came warmer and faster.

“So beautiful,” I said. “And that is the least of you.”

“Keep going. Please, keep going.”

“You spent ten years listening when nobody took you seriously. You found every hook he hid. You showed us where he is weak. Your mind protects this house.”

Her knees softened. She braced herself against the bench, her ass high and open in my hands. Her thanks came faster until the words ran together.

I let my teeth sink gently into the full curve and waited for her gasp. Then I kissed the same spot, stroked the warm mark, and gave her another light slap.

“Harder,” she said in surprise. “I like you touching me as though I’m not made of glass.”

“You’re made of backbone.” My hand struck her again. “And a mind that knows Krammer’s books better than he does.”

She pushed back against me. “Yes. Exactly that. More.”

“So good, you’re so good, thank you, oh God, thank you, no one ever…”

I took her from behind, bent over the bench. Steam shone on her pale skin. Her heavy ass filled my hands while she answered every thrust with a deliberate movement. The wood was slick with water. I held her by the tiny waist, pulled her securely back onto my cock, and let her feel that no trembling could take her out of my grasp.

Her stream of gratitude continued breathlessly. “Tell me I’m useful.”

“You recognized the supplier we need to avoid.”

“More.”

“You read a freight bill faster than I do.”

She laughed, and the laugh broke into a moan. I changed the angle. Her red mouth opened in the reflection of the misted window.

“You found the crack in Frieda’s bowl.”

“That was easy.”

“Konstanze missed it.”

That struck home. Gisela thrust back harder as if she could take the sentence physically into herself.

“Tell her that.”

“Tomorrow. Over the ledger.”

“You’re terrible.” Her laughter vanished in my next thrust. “So good. You paid attention. To everything. Thank you.”

I kept giving her the present: the callus from the milking pail, the rescued pot, the double charge she had struck out. Every word of praise belonged to something she had done with her own hands. Her grip on the bench tightened, and her thanks came faster.

Her hand sought mine at the edge of the bench and missed twice. I drew out of her, turned her toward me, and caught her fingers.

“Yes,” she said, half crying and half laughing. “Like this. I want to look at you. I want to see that you want me. Keep looking at me.”

I took her from the front. Her wet pussy received my cock deeply, her hips rose to meet me, and her eyes held mine. I kept telling her what she was, clever and brave and seen and wanted. Her stream of words accelerated as I increased the pace and rubbed her clit with my thumb.

“So good, Max. You see me. You want me. Thank you, I…”

The words broke and tipped into grateful, wordless crying and laughter. Her pussy seized me hard. Her thanks snapped in the middle of the word. Both hands gripped my face, and she came loudly and wonderingly with her gaze fixed on mine. Every contraction drew me deeper and tore my control away.

“Stay,” she gasped. “Stay inside me. Please. To the end and afterward. Don’t take that from me too.”

Gisela pulled me against her with arms and legs and continued saying thank you, loudly at first, then brokenly, and then only against my mouth. Her active grip, her open face, and that final word drove me over the edge. I came deep in her pussy. Hot cum filled her as she held me with her entire body and received every wave with a tight twitch. At the final spurt, her thanks finally broke into a wordless whimper. Only when my cock lay still inside her did she find language again.

“Yes. There. All of it inside me. Thank you.” She continued holding me. Her forehead rested against mine, her red lips close to my mouth.

“Thank you,” she whispered with me still inside her. “For that. For staying. For leaving it in me. That is… I missed that for ten years, and I didn’t even understand how much until now.”



We remained joined, and she reduced her ten lost years to one sentence.

“For ten years, nobody saw me,” she said into the steaming quiet, her voice calm now, the tears spent. She swallowed. “They only displayed me.” Then, more softly, as though it were the most unbelievable thing in the world, stranger than any fortune, “You see me.”

I did not answer with an explanation. I held her gaze and brushed the damp platinum strands from her face.

We remained joined as she had asked. Her body released its old tension one muscle at a time. Gisela pulled me closer and this time asked for nothing but time.

“Stay a little longer. Just a little.”

“As long as you want.”

She smiled against my mouth. “That is enough of an answer.”

Gisela dipped a cloth in the basin of warm water beside the bench, wrung it out, and washed my back. Her gaze fell on the lipstick she had placed on the bathhouse shelf, red and strange between soap, brush, and a chipped cup. She took it, twisted open the tube, and studied the color.

“Krammer always decided when I wore this,” she said. “Tonight, it stays here. Not as a renunciation. As a supply. If I want it, I’ll fetch it. If not, it can stand there and wait for me.”

She placed it between the brush and the cup. There was no Krammer in the gesture, only her decision occupying the room.

Then she put my hand over her belly. “If it comes, we’ll build a place for it in the hearth alcove. Not in my little room. I want the child waking beside the long table and hearing Frieda scold.”

“Then we’ll build the place.”

“Tomorrow.” She took the towel and wrapped it around herself. “Tonight, I’ll take the first watch at the kitchen window. I know his motorcar, his footstep, and the hour when he turns cowardly. You have the doors. I have him.”

“You don’t have to prove anything.”

“I’m not proving anything.” Her gaze turned bright and alert. “I’m working. I’m allowed to do that for myself now too.”

She fetched bread and butter barefoot and brought the sheet on which she had copied her drawing of Krammer’s route through the courtyard. As we ate, she repositioned the bolt at the low cellar entrance, the inner door to the strongbox room, and the dry wood corner. The red lipstick remained on the shelf behind her. When we left, she did not take it.



When we returned to the house, the radio was speaking, and this time, it gave the day.

The Stammtisch sat silently around it. The voice from Frankfurt was no longer cautious or surrounded by maybes. It said the words clearly, in the official tone used for announcing the unavoidable: the currency reform had been decided. The exchange would begin this Sunday.

Every person would receive the Kopfgeld, a forty-D-Mark per-capita allowance. Further details would be announced by posted notices and radio. The population was requested to remain calm.

I froze.

The moment I had feared and desired for more than two years stood before me at last. It came from a brown radio box on the Stammtisch. I heard the clock only I had heard through all those months strike for everyone, loud and unmistakable, and still, only I understood what hour it struck.

My hand clamped around the bar until my knuckles ached. Believing an intuition was one thing. Hearing it from a radio as a plain announcement was another. Everything we had built twice depended on the next three days. This was no longer an inkling but a date spoken by a man from Frankfurt into a village Stammtisch. The relief and fear were so large and tangled that I could not separate them: the relief of being right and the fear of what being right would mean in three days, for us and for the man in Rosenheim listening to the same radio and refusing to believe it.

“Sunday,” Girgl said into the silence. “The day after tomorrow is Saturday, and then comes Sunday. And then?”

“And then,” Alois said, “the old money is dead, and nobody has any of the new except the forty marks they give us. Between the two is the hole I’ve been talking about. On Monday, we’ll see who fell in.”

Konstanze paid no attention to the announced Sunday. Across the window table, she studied my face instead.

She had just heard the man from Frankfurt name the day none of us had known until that evening. My sense of the direction, and that it would happen this summer, had been right. I knew no more about the exact day or the terms than she did, and she did not ask for more. She rose, crossed the silent Stube slowly, and placed her hand once, firmly, over mine on the table. She did not speak. The whole Stammtisch watched and misunderstood, reading it as affection, which it was, but not only that.

Her hand over mine was neither a question nor an explanation. She had carried the wager beside me. Now that the day finally had a date, she gave me her calm before everyone. The pressure of her fingers said only: we have three days. We will work them together.

The entire valley had three days of paper left.



The house stayed awake after the broadcast. I brought out the paper on which Gisela had copied her drawing in the dust on the night of the motorcar’s turn and spread it across the kitchen table. Gate, linden, low cellar entrance, inner door to the strongbox room, wood corner. We knew the routes. Now we had to assign people and bolts.

Gisela stood beside me. “On Sunday, he will count his sacks first,” she said. “When he understands what they are worth, he will act. You need no other prediction from me.”

“Then we work.”

I woke Michl. Together, we carried the dry firewood from the courtyard wall into the closed shed. Gisela followed with a lantern, inspected the empty place, and shook her head.

“Too clean. He will see at once that you expect him.”

She dragged three wet logs from the chopping block, laid them haphazardly in the old place, and poured a bucket of water over them. Their dark ends shone in the lantern light.

“That looks as though Frieda stacked badly.”

Frieda’s voice came through the kitchen window. “If Krammer believes I stack wood like that, I’ll take it as a personal insult.”

“Then you can scold him afterward,” Gisela said.

At the low cellar entrance, Michl fitted a second crossbar. I tested it from outside with a flat iron. On the first attempt, the old bolt still lifted by one finger’s breadth. On the second, the new bar sat so firmly that the iron slipped and smashed my knuckles against the wall.

“Holds,” Michl said.

“Not yet.” I had him forge two iron straps while I secured the inner door to the strongbox room with a crossbeam. Konstanze was already emptying the strongbox behind it. Bundle by bundle went into two flour sacks, with a layer of real bran between them in case anyone felt the bags.

“Where?” she asked.

Gisela tapped the drawing. “Not the pantry. That’s the second place he’ll look.”

“The old beer barrel,” Frieda said. “The one with the cracked hoop. Nobody reaches into it because it stinks of sour lees.”

We put the money in the barrel and set two empty mugs in front of it. Konstanze struck the new location from her note, tore off the corner, and threw it into the hearth.

Alois crossed the yard in his shirt with his collar crooked and his cane tucked beneath his arm. I explained the line of sight from the well to the drive. He positioned himself behind the trough, crouched, and could see only the lower half of the gate.

“I can see boots from here,” he said. “Not hands. If one of them carries a fuse, I won’t know until it burns.”

Gisela led him three paces to the left, behind the shed wall. From there, the gate, the wood corner, and the driver’s door stood in one line.

“Here,” she said. “When he gets out, he looks toward the house. Never the shed. Work was beneath his dignity.”

Alois raised his cane like a rifle and sighted over the tip. “And if he drives himself this time?”

Gisela went to the gate, turned her back to the road, and acted out Krammer’s arrival. She opened an invisible driver’s door, set one foot in the courtyard, and looked first at the kitchen window, then the low cellar entrance. The shed remained behind her shoulder.

“He rarely drives himself when Schorsch comes. If he does, he makes the same mistake. He checks who can see him. He notices working people only when they stand in his way.”

“Then tonight, I’ll be a working man,” Alois said. “About time.”

We marked his place with an overturned bucket. For Michl, I scratched a cross in the gravel behind the motorcar’s position. As soon as everyone had climbed out, he was to reach the ignition cable. One Angermeier farmhand took the stable; the other waited inside the cellar storage room, behind the barred entrance. Girgl and Naz would wait in the side room, too old to fight and exactly old enough to tell the story afterward.

“No weapons,” I said. “Sticks if someone comes at us. We restrain them. Nobody strikes a man already on the ground.”

Traudl put down the threshing flail she had brought. “Shame. But understood.”

Frieda came outside with coffee for everyone. “Until he comes, people eat. I’m not running a siege with cold soup.”

Gisela took her cup and walked through the positions once more. She stopped by the stable. “This place is wrong. When the motorcar reverses beneath the linden, the open door from the Stube will blind you. Someone must put out the lamp there as soon as you hear the engine.”

Konstanze wrote it on the drawing: STUBE LAMP OUT. HEARTH STAYS LIT. The hearth glow would illuminate anyone entering the kitchen without revealing the courtyard.

Michl brought the hot iron straps from the smithy. I cooled them in the well, screwed them in place, and tested the low cellar entrance again. The iron found no gap.

When the others went to sleep, the drawing remained on the kitchen table, covered with names and times. Konstanze read every entry aloud. Nothing more needed changing. Then I folded the sheet and put it away.

Outside, I checked the wet logs by the courtyard wall once more until no dry wood remained there.


Chapter 10: Sunday the Twentieth

On Sunday, June twentieth, nineteen forty-eight, money died, and the valley stood in line to watch.

The exchange took place in the schoolhouse. They came from all over the village and formed a line around the square, identity papers in hand, wearing their Sunday clothes as though they were going to church because people dressed respectably to meet the unknown. They collected their Kopfgeld in crisp new banknotes no one had ever seen. The notes felt different in the hand, firmer, smoother, more serious, like money that meant what it said after years of money no one took seriously.

The clerk at the table lost his place three times because Girgl counted every new note aloud. Behind us, two children folded the new D-Mark notes from their allowances into roofs until Vroni hurriedly smoothed them flat. The mayor called numbers no one understood. The village still advanced family by family. I stood in line with my household and read the new value on people’s faces.

Girgl stood before me and counted his forty-D-Mark allowance twice, then looked at the notes as if he did not know whether to believe them. “Forty,” he said. “Forty marks. For a whole lifetime of work. My savings book, Berger, my entire savings book that I filled for forty years, gets reduced to a fraction. The rest is gone, just gone, as if it never existed. And for that, I get forty marks from the allowance, the same as the beggar beside me who never had a savings book.” He laughed bitterly. “The beggar and me, equally rich. That’s the new age. Honest work and idleness, worth the same on a Sunday morning.”

“The beggar has it easier,” Naz said behind him. “He lost nothing because he had nothing. The ones who lose are the ones who had something. And the man who loses most…” He stopped and looked toward the Rosenheim road. He did not say the name. He did not need to.

Vroni stood behind us with her two children. Each child received forty D-Mark too. She counted the 120 D-Mark in her red hand and looked at me over the other heads. Her gaze held the question many wore that morning and nobody spoke aloud. What do I do with this? I haven’t had real money for two years, and now I have some, and I no longer remember how to use it. Old Frau Schweiger counted her forty-D-Mark allowance twice and tucked the notes into the stocking where she had once kept the Reichsmark notes that were now worthless.

Along the long line ran conversation, calculation, and muted wonder. Remember this time last year, one man said, when we were still paying in cigarettes, four Luckies for a dozen eggs, and now we have proper notes? Another answered: Proper notes, yes, but only forty, and my savings are gone.

A third said more quietly: Better forty real ones than a thousand worth nothing. So the valley stood in the sun before the schoolhouse, old and young, those with savings books and those without, and nobody knew exactly whether they had won or lost that day. All of them felt that this was a day they would describe to their grandchildren, the day old money died and new money was born on a Sunday morning between church and dinner. The mayor went down the line making himself important and telling everyone to remain calm. Nobody listened because a man who ordered calm achieved the opposite.

When I reached the table, the official counted out notes for every head in the house. I took them and weighed them in my hand out of habit, as I weighed everything. They felt unlike any money I had held in this life, with a crispness the soft, greasy Reichsmark had never possessed. This money would hold its value.

I felt it in my fingers before I thought it. Here was the ground on which a fortune could be built, and I held my first handful, the same as the beggar, the same as the mayor. The next day would prove that equal cash and a house full of goods were profoundly different things. I put the notes away calmly and stepped out of the schoolhouse into a morning that looked like every other morning while the world had silently tilted.

As the day continued, the truth seeped in, and it was brutal. The old money was dead. Not half dead. Not devalued. Dead.

Anyone with savings in an account, under the mattress, or tucked into a stocking watched them melt to a fraction, nominally ten to one and effectively much less for accumulated savings. The black market, the only real market for two years, died in a single day. Nobody traded goods for dead money when real money would exist tomorrow. Rumor said shop windows would fill on Monday with merchandise that had been “unavailable” the day before because those who hoarded it now wanted to sell for new, solid money.

I had been right about the summer. The paper died as I had believed it would. The valley that had called me mad for three weeks after I refused Krammer’s gold first fell silent, then grew loud. Over the course of the morning, the looks directed at me changed from pity to curiosity, then amazement, and even a kind of fear.



Before noon, the reform turned against me for one ugly hour.

The terms differed from my half memory. The cut to savings was more brutal than I had guessed. At the same time, merchants suddenly produced stock that supposedly had not existed on Saturday. Everyone wanted to sell goods for scarce new D-Mark. Almost nobody could buy with only forty D-Mark in a pocket.

The bacon merchant from Aibling offered me two bolts of cloth in the courtyard. On Saturday, I would have demanded half a ham in exchange. Now he wanted eighty D-Mark and lowered his price to sixty D-Mark before I answered.

I wrote beside it what one bolt had to bring according to my first estimate: thirty-four D-Mark. Then I struck it out. Wrote thirty. Struck that out too.

For the first time since my reform wager began, the figures offered no clear direction. Had I hoarded the right thing at the wrong scale? Forty-one hams were a fortune as long as people possessed money to buy them. That morning, almost nobody possessed more than forty D-Mark.

Moosrainer crossed the courtyard with one hand over his breast pocket. It held the eighty D-Mark he and his wife had received.

“Herr Berger, Frau Bachmüller wants to know if she can bring hers too. Her forty and her mother-in-law’s. She says it’s safer with Berger than beneath the pillow.”

“Tell her to wait.”

The word escaped before I could weigh it. Moosrainer stopped.

“For what?”

I had no answer. For better prices. For money to begin flowing. For a man in Munich who truly needed the goods. All guesses, and people wanted to entrust me with the only hard currency they owned because of them.

“Until noon,” I said. “Then I’ll know more.”

He left. I drew the losing column toward me and calculated for the third time. Merchandise prices fell by the hour. My mountain of hams became cheaper. The prospect of becoming poor frightened me less than taking thirty families into the wrong calculation. That would make me a Krammer with a friendlier kitchen.

Vroni came through the gate. Three notes lay in her red hand, her forty-D-Mark allowance and her children’s. She placed the 120 D-Mark on the open ledger. The top note covered my struck-out ham prices precisely.

“You got us through the winter,” she said. “Now make something of it.”

My hand moved toward the money and stopped a finger’s breadth away.

“Vroni, today I don’t know for certain what I can make of it.”

“Then at least you know that you don’t know.” She pushed the notes over my crossed-out figures. “Krammer would already be claiming he knows everything. That’s why you get them and he doesn’t.”

Konstanze came and opened her ledger beside me. She saw the three notes, my hand beside them, and the repeatedly struck figure.

Without a question, she turned to the column we had prepared for losses. She moved Vroni’s money to a fresh page, wrote her name, then beneath it: HELD IN TRUST. REPAYMENT BEFORE PROFIT. Then she laid the ruler across the old calculation.

“The merchant’s cloth,” she said. “What does Prantl need it for in Munich?”

“More than he’s asking, if Prantl is still buying today.”

“Then ask him. A flood of goods lasts days. Munich’s need will last years.” She tapped my crossed-out price. “Do not set another price until someone truly buys. Figures nobody has paid are wishes.”

“Weren’t you afraid when you saw me calculating?”

“Yes.” Konstanze reset her pen. “I calculate anyway. So will you.”

Around us, people streamed back from the schoolhouse. Some wanted to spend their forty-D-Mark allowance immediately. Others wanted to hide them in a stocking. In the marketplace, three merchants offered the same soap and underbid one another with every shout. I had read the wind correctly and did not understand that morning’s weather.

I knew the direction, neither the day nor the terms. I was no prophet, only a man with an open ledger, a mistaken first price, and Vroni’s new money beneath his hand.

I pushed the 120 D-Mark toward Konstanze. “Enter it. But we repay first, whatever happens.”

“It is already written.”

Then I sent Michl to the telegraph office to ask Prantl about real demand.

Until the answer came, I left the cloth in the courtyard. I walked through the pantry with Frieda and set no price. Instead, we put three baskets on the counter: one for a family with forty D-Mark, one for eighty D-Mark, and one for the 120 D-Mark belonging to a mother with two children. Bread, lard, soap, a little ham. Things needed that week.

“Nobody buys this much at once,” Frieda said over the largest basket.

“They aren’t supposed to. I only want to know what 120 D-Mark actually meant inside this house.”

Vroni joined us and exchanged the lard in the middle basket for two pieces of soap. “You can wash children with full bellies,” she said. “But clean hands don’t feed them. Bread first, then soap, then lard.”

She rearranged the three baskets. I wrote down her order. No figure in the ledger could tell me what a Lindgraben mother needed on her first shopping day. Vroni could.

When Michl’s bicycle finally crunched into the courtyard, a real need stood beside every price column. He jumped off, pulled Prantl’s reply from his jacket, and held it up.

“Prantl’s buying,” he said. “Cloth, soap, leather, nails. Anything that can travel. Price by quantity.”

Only then did I accept Vroni’s notes.



The valley supplied the work. The calendar had only supplied the moment.

First came the Kopfgeld. Nobody in the district could assemble startup capital in hard D-Mark on the first day because everyone had only forty D-Mark. Forty D-Mark was not capital. It was a beginning and nothing more. But I could assemble it.

Because I had a vast household. Beneath the Linde’s roof lived Frieda, Konstanze, Caterina, Gisela, both children with allowances of their own, and Resi. Traudl came from the Angermeier farm, Helene from her house and practice. Every one of them belonged with us, every one a head worth a forty-D-Mark allowance. Beyond them stood a valley I had fed for two years, through a winter that should have devoured it, and that trusted me as it trusted no moneylender because a moneylender charged interest and I had given soup.

Vroni’s three notes did not remain alone for long. They came one after another that afternoon: Moosrainer, Frau Bachmüller, Michl with his widowed mother, half the people who had occupied the convalescent corner last winter. I asked no one. Word of the open trust account in Konstanze’s ledger traveled through the valley, and beneath a mattress, the new money did nothing.

Moosrainer laid down his forty and his wife’s. “I don’t trust you blindly,” he said gruffly. “I just don’t know a better place for it.”

“That is enough,” Konstanze said and wrote his name beneath Vroni’s. Frau Bachmüller came, then old Frau Schweiger and representatives from two farms in the upper hamlet. Each placed a few hard notes on the table, no fortune alone, but together, person by person and allowance by allowance, they grew into the only pile of real money for miles on a day when the banks had not yet reopened. Konstanze entered every name and sum with the precision of a woman who knew that trust was a contract and a contract needed a ledger if it was to hold.

“We will repay it,” she said, “with interest and in goods as soon as the shops are full. No one who trusts us today will lose out because of it. I am writing that here, and I will honor it because a house that forgets its debts is not a house. It is a Krammer.”

A heap of D-Mark notes from those forty-D-Mark allowances lay on my table because the valley brought them voluntarily, out of trust I had earned over two years.

The second advantage was speed. On Monday, I stood in the Stube before the first bell and wrote the valley’s first D-Mark prices in chalk on a board: a Maß of house beer, sixty pfennigs; a Brotzeit, 1.20 D-Mark; a pound of smoked ham, 4.80 D-Mark; a jar of lard, 3.20 D-Mark; one ell of good cloth, 5.40 D-Mark.

Konstanze stood behind me with the ledger open.

“Where did these prices come from?” she asked.

“Not a table. The forty marks in every pocket and what a family needs this week. If we start too high, nobody comes. If we start too low, one person buys everything.”

She checked each number and struck out none. At six, we turned the sign toward the door.

Old Frau Kirmair came first. She laid a new five-D-Mark note on the bar and bought a pound of ham. Frieda cut it before her eyes from the open kitchen ham, checked the weight, and wrapped it in paper. I returned twenty pfennigs.

The coin fell into the empty till. Bright. Hard.

Konstanze wrote down the time, goods, and price. “First sale in D-Mark,” she said. “Six twelve.”

Before she left the yard, Denk, the carter, arrived from Aibling with a wagon full of panic. It carried six crates of soap, two rolls of sole leather, and four sacks of nails, goods unavailable on Saturday that he now wanted to sell before every merchant did the same. He demanded four hundred D-Mark in cash. I inspected the soap, flexed the leather, weighed a sack of nails, and offered two hundred and eighty.

“That is robbery,” Denk said.

“That is hard money on the first Monday. Ten wagons like yours are standing in Rosenheim, chasing the same forty marks. Two hundred and eighty now, or you drive on.”

He looked at Konstanze’s table. The valley’s pooled banknotes lay there, separated neatly by name. Then he looked at his goods, which might cost him more by evening than they did that morning.

“Three hundred.”

“Two hundred and eighty.”

We shook hands.

Konstanze counted out the notes, then remained standing as she wrote. “Expenditure: two hundred and eighty. Value of merchandise according to Munich demand: at least four hundred and thirty.”

“If we get it to Munich.”

“We will get it to Munich.”

I sent Michl by bicycle to the telegraph office in Aibling. The message to Prantl contained five words: EXERCISE OPTION. NINE HUNDRED READY. GOODS FOLLOW.

The reply came at noon. Prantl needed exactly what Denk had sold in fear: soap for the shops, sole leather for the cobblers, nails for a city rebuilding. His truck came late that afternoon with a driver, a signed purchase slip, and five hundred and twenty D-Mark in cash. We loaded the six crates, two rolls, and four sacks onto it again. The goods had stood in our courtyard for less than ten hours.

Konstanze accepted the 520 D-Mark, checked every note, and drew two lines in the ledger.

“Purchase, two hundred and eighty. Sale, five hundred and twenty. Profit, two hundred and forty D-Mark before freight.”

“And the option?”

The driver placed Prantl’s second receipt on the table. Nine hundred D-Mark as a down payment, the shopfront on the Viktualienmarkt, the option exercised that day. The promise had become the Linde’s first foothold in Munich.

Konstanze entered that too. “Monday, 5:40 p.m. The ugly hour is over.”

By evening, Frieda had sold thirty Brotzeits, Michl had repaired two plowshares for hard coin, and the Linde had taken in more real money than any shop in the valley knew how to count. With the borrowed Kopfgeld, I had bought one man’s panic goods, resold them the same day into a real need, and opened the door to Munich in the process.

The flood of goods was no longer a wave threatening to bury us. It was merchandise we bought while the others saw only its falling price.

Konstanze laid Prantl’s 520 D-Mark beside Vroni’s 120 D-Mark and struck out my mistaken cloth price for good. Beneath it, she wrote the actual return from Munich. One red line for a loss. One black profit figure. The ledger showed both.

Konstanze closed Vroni’s entry with a clean line and placed the first recovered notes on top of her 120 D-Mark. Frieda dropped the new coin into the till once more. Its hard ring made Michl grin in the doorway. I left my wrong cloth price in the ledger. Beside it, I wrote: FIRST ESTIMATE TOO HIGH. The next trade began with an honest figure.



Krammer woke ruined, and the valley knew by evening.

Afra brought the news first and breathless. Rich Krammer sat on sacks of dead paper. Reichsmark notes were wallpaper, his mortgage bonds good for lighting fires, and men already argued outside his house over who owned what. At the bakery, he had put down a bundle of notes for bread. The baker pushed the bundle back.

Gisela listened to the end. “Five moneylenders,” she said. “The moment one demands hard marks, the others seize the securities. The first piece to fall pulls the rest.” Her calculation needed nothing more.

Denk, the carter, passed through the valley that afternoon. Krammer’s name had been cut from the canvas of his wagon. Four pale stitch holes remained in the grey fabric. Denk stopped only long enough to take water. When I asked about Rosenheim, he pointed back along the road.

“Huber took the two green wagons,” he said. “Sedlmeier took the horses. There hasn’t been a sign on the warehouse since noon. Someone unscrewed it and carried it away for the brass.”

Later, Afra reported a creditor inspecting Krammer’s fine motorcar outside the house. A supplier had carried his crates away. The space on the wall where the business sign had hung stood empty. With every new detail, Naz pushed his hat higher until his whole face emerged beneath it.

Naz laughed first. He sat at the Stammtisch when the news came and gave a short, disbelieving, triumphant laugh. Then he said, “Krammer. Ruined. Ruined by the money he loved so much he hoarded it in sacks. He loved money more than his own wife, and now he has neither.” He struck the table. “And Berger, whom we all called mad for three weeks, is sitting on a mountain of ham and land and is the richest man in the district. Girgl. Did you hear that? The fool is the king, and the king is the fool. All on a Sunday. You don’t see a turn like that every day.”

“I heard,” Girgl said. For one long beat, he had no words. Gradually, he began to laugh too. Then the whole Stammtisch laughed, and with every new voice, Krammer’s old name lost another measure of its power.



On the night of June twenty-first, after the house finally quieted following the first full day of business, Frieda brought Gisela and me together. No frenzy. A covenant.

Frieda stood in the door of the feather-bed room with a candle and spoke in her way, with the authority of the hearth and warmth in her voice.

“Today, he saved the valley,” she said, looking at Gisela instead of me. “Tonight, nobody sleeps alone. Come in, Gisela. You belong to the house now, and this house celebrates when there’s something worth celebrating.”

Frieda, not I, extended her hand. Gisela remained on the threshold. The incomprehensible truth lay naked on her face. The first woman, the innkeeper who had every right to bar her, was inviting her inside.

“You truly want me here?” Gisela’s voice trembled. Then she raised her chin and answered clearly before Frieda could speak for her. “I want this. I want you to bring me into this bed, Frieda. I want Max’s hands on me and your arms around me. Not as a guest. As a woman of this house, if that is how you want me. Yes.”

“We want you.” Frieda pulled her inside by the hand. “We share here. We don’t lock things away. Everyone has more that way, not less. You’ll learn the rest.”

Gisela joined us, opened the buttons of her simple Dirndl herself, and let it fall. Her platinum hair lay loose down her back. The red lips were the only hard shine remaining. Frieda set down the candle and kissed her forehead, an acceptance without display.

“And you?” Gisela asked me.

“I want you here. Exactly as you said.”

“Then both of you look at me.” Her voice warmed. “And do not let me believe for a moment that I’m standing at the edge again.”

I began with Frieda because this was her house and her bed. She lay golden in the center, heavy breasts full and warm, her soft belly beneath my hand. I kissed the curve where our secret might already be growing, then took one dark nipple into my mouth. Milk pearled over my tongue. Frieda’s color flowed from her cheeks down her throat, and her fingers closed in my hair.

Gisela lay close beside her. Frieda took her hand and placed it on the other breast.

“Don’t be timid,” she said. “I won’t break because a beautiful woman touches me.”

Gisela laughed softly, still disbelieving, and lifted the heavy flesh in both hands while I kissed beneath it. Her touch remained careful and assured, a new woman learning where the house kept its warmth.

In the candlelight, they lay like two answers to the same cold. Frieda was gold and soft abundance, her body warm with milk, hearth, and perhaps the new child already growing inside her. Gisela was pale platinum and the hard curve of a woman arranged for other people’s gaze year after year. Without shame, Frieda guided her hand over the heavy breast and let her feel how natural closeness was allowed to be here. No display. No inspection. An innkeeper telling a new woman through every sure touch: you need to earn nothing to be welcome in this bed.

“Like that,” Frieda said. “Not like Krammer’s house, where everything had to be posture. You’re allowed to tremble here. Someone will hold you.”

Gisela swallowed and pressed her forehead to Frieda’s temple. “I don’t know how to believe that yet.”

“Tonight, you only need to stay. You can believe it later.”

I moved to the foot of the bed, spread Frieda’s thighs, and licked over her wet pussy. She moaned, rough and immediately loud. Gisela watched her face and saw how little restraint this room demanded. My tongue found Frieda’s clit, my fingers entered her, and her hips rose to meet me.

“There,” Frieda said. “Right there, boy. Show her how we celebrate.”

I held her just before the peak, rose, and entered her, pausing halfway for her breath before taking her completely. Her heels settled around me. Gisela remained against her shoulder, brushed the golden hair from her face, and held her while I set a full, steady rhythm.

“Look,” Frieda told her, already hoarse. “This is how it is with us. Nobody stands outside.”

My hand rubbed her clit. Frieda’s flush darkened, her heavy breasts swayed, and then she came. Her pussy gripped me in powerful pulses. Her loud cry, still astonished by itself, filled the room. During the final contraction, it broke into laughter because Gisela held her without retreating a single inch.

I withdrew before my own control broke. Frieda caught my gaze and nodded.

“Now you, girl.”

Gisela took one deep breath. “Yes. Me now. Please. I want to belong.”

Frieda sat behind her and drew the platinum head against her shoulder. Golden, soft abundance pressed to Gisela’s cooler, newly flushed skin. Frieda guided Gisela’s hands to my neck and wrapped her own arms warmly and securely around Gisela’s waist. Nothing was for display. Every small movement gave support: a pillow beneath the knees, a kiss in the loose platinum hair, a firm hand on the belly as Gisela’s fingers tightened around Frieda’s arm.

“You aren’t outside anymore,” Frieda said. “Not tonight. Not tomorrow. Look at him. He sees you. I see you too.”

The corners of Gisela’s mouth relaxed. Relief yielded to firm certainty. Her acceptance was not a moment that could be taken away in the morning. She settled fully into Frieda’s arms and stopped asking for her place. She occupied it.

I knelt before Gisela, kissed her breasts and belly, then turned her onto her knees. Her heavy, high, round ass lifted into the candlelight, the full curve displayed for ten years and never loved.

“Beautiful,” I said, kissing both cheeks. “But cleverer than everyone who saw only this. You taught us how to read Krammer. You protected this house.”

“Thank you.” Her breath caught as my tongue traveled lower and found her pussy. “So good. You say exactly… thank you, Max.”

I took her with my mouth for a long time until her gratitude came faster. Frieda held her hips and stroked her back reassuringly.

“Let go,” Frieda said. “Nobody falls here without someone catching her.”

“I want him,” Gisela gasped. “Please, Max. Inside me. And you with me, Frieda.”

I took her from behind. Her wet pussy closed completely around my cock. Gisela pushed back against every thrust, her ass filling my hands while Frieda held her from the front. The bed creaked. The candle cast gold and platinum together against the wall.

“You are brave,” I said. “You are wanted. You belong here.”

“So good. Thank you. I belong… I am…”

Her words broke. Her pussy suddenly clamped around me, her thighs trembled, and grateful crying and laughter tore away her voice. She came in Frieda’s arms. The thanks snapped halfway through the word. Her fingers clung to Frieda’s forearm, and her pussy gripped my cock in pulses.

“The calendar says tonight is hers,” Frieda said in her ladle voice. “Welcome to the house. Give her all of it, boy.”

“Yes,” Gisela gasped. “Inside me. Please. Everything. Stay.”

Frieda pulled Gisela firmly into her arms and urged me into the final rhythm with one hand on her hip. Gisela thrust backward into every stroke, her gratitude becoming one open sound. Between Frieda’s warm welcome and Gisela’s wordless plea, I came. My load spurted deep into Gisela’s pussy while both women held me, Gisela at the hips and Frieda with one sure hand over our movement. On the last hot surge, Frieda brushed the wet platinum hair from her face.

“Nobody buys you here,” she said into Gisela’s hair, as if telling a new woman the rules of the house. “And nobody leaves you alone. That is the difference.”

Gisela’s answer held no words. She wept gratefully, held Frieda’s arm and kept me inside her, and let us both carry her until her breathing steadied.



Afterward, the three of us lay close and warm beneath the feather duvet. Frieda passed bread and butter over our heads. Gisela ate with her eyes closed and her face against Frieda’s shoulder. When the candle had burned down to a finger’s breadth, she set her crust aside.

“He won’t come tonight,” she said.

I waited.

“Tonight, he sits with the sacks and counts because he believes counting can undo the loss. Tomorrow, he sells whatever still has a buyer. On the second night, when that saves nothing either, he comes.”

She explained no more. Ten years with Krammer stood behind that one prediction.

Frieda stroked the loose platinum hair from her forehead. “Then sleep now. Tomorrow, you work. The day after, we’ll show him his visit isn’t wanted.”

Gisela nodded. Soon her breathing became even.

I waited until both women slept, dressed, and took the candle. Downstairs, I left the hearth burning. The embers would cast light the moment anyone opened the kitchen door.

In the courtyard, I tested the bolt at the low cellar entrance with the flat iron. The new crossbar held. Beyond it, the beam across the inner door to the strongbox room held firm; the strongbox stood open and empty. I carried the last dry splinters from the wood corner into the shed and poured another bucket over the decoy stack.

Then I stood behind the well. From there, I saw the drive but not the place beside the shed wall. Gisela had been right. A watchman there would be blind to the driver’s door.

I moved three paces to the left until the gate, wood corner, and space beneath the linden stood in one line. With the toe of my boot, I scratched a cross into the gravel.

Alois lived four houses away. I crossed the dark lane and knocked three times against his shutter with the handle of my knife.

A chair scraped inside at once.


Chapter 11: Darkened Headlamps

He came on the second night after the reform, in darkness, carrying fire and bolt cutters. I waited because Gisela had told me he would come, and she had told me how.

Two days had passed since reform night, and I used them to prepare. In the courtyard, Krammer would meet the people whose house he entered.

Alois used his cane to check his line of sight from the shed. Michl waited by the ignition, hard as forged iron. One Angermeier farmhand covered the stable; the other waited inside the cellar storage room. Traudl’s message had come with them: “You need hands, and we have hands.” Girgl and Naz sat in the side room, too old to fight but exactly right to watch and carry every word through the valley in the morning. The telling was half the weapon.

I had covered every weakness Gisela named: the low cellar entrance beneath the kitchen window, the inner door guarding the strongbox room, and the courtyard corner where the dry firewood stood, the first thing an arsonist would seek. I removed the dry wood and put wet logs in its place as decoy and trap. Michl waited behind the shed wall near the spot where the motorcar would have to stop. Once everyone climbed out, he would pull the ignition lead from the distributor. Krammer was allowed to roll into the courtyard. He would not drive out.

Gisela had told me everything she knew about him, and she knew a great deal. He would come late, after two, because he believed a house slept most deeply then. He would have the motorcar roll beneath the linden with its headlamps dark. He never did the work himself when he could buy another man to do it. And when matters went wrong, he did not fight. He ran because beneath the fat, he was a coward.

“He doesn’t burn because he’s brave,” she had said. “He burns because he’s a coward and can do it from a distance, with a match, without looking into the face of the person he’s hurting. Take away the distance, and he’ll collapse into himself.”

The house was ready in its own manner, without excitement. Frieda had put the children in the innermost room, which had no windows facing the courtyard, and Resi with them. Konstanze had emptied the strongbox and hidden the hard money elsewhere, so the bolt cutters would win them nothing.

Traudl had sent the farmhands and stayed herself with a threshing flail. When I told her to remain with the women, she said, “I’ve killed rats bigger than Schorsch. You stay with the women if you’re frightened.” So I had waited awake and dressed by the darkened window for two nights.

Waiting was the hardest part. He did not come on the first night. The house lay awake and tense while I sat at the dark window listening to every sound, and nothing came except an owl and the wind. The next morning, everyone was weary and irritable. Traudl said what all of us thought. “If he doesn’t come soon, I’ll kill him myself out of sheer waiting. At least then it’ll be over.”

But no one could remain afraid for two nights. Fear wore itself down. What remained was an alert calm, and inside that calm, the house continued living almost normally. Frieda cooked, Konstanze calculated, the children slept in the innermost room, and the men I had gathered sat over beer in the Stube each evening telling stories in quiet voices. Alois told the best, about the two currencies he had watched die and men cleverer and more foolish than Krammer and what became of them. The watch almost became Gemütlichkeit, a house full of people waiting for a wolf while drinking beer and telling stories. The house was too well fed, too full, and too warm to let one broken man rob it of sleep longer than necessary.

On the second night, he came.

He came around two with his headlamps extinguished and let the grey motorcar roll beneath the linden in the courtyard, its nose already turned toward Rosenheim. Three shadows climbed out in the starlight, precisely in the order Gisela had predicted. Schorsch went first, large and unhurried, carrying bolt cutters in both hands. Behind him limped a man holding a can of paraffin, with the peculiar swing a wooden leg gave a man’s stride.

Hansi Ostermeier.

Krammer climbed out last. He remained two steps behind the others, close to the motorcar, his hands free and his escape route open. From the dark window, I watched Schorsch head for the low cellar entrance and Hansi for the wet wood corner. Behind the shed wall, Michl slipped toward the motorcar. Not a sound. Krammer had divided his last business venture like all the others. One man cut, a purchased man burned, and Krammer intended to watch from a safe distance.



In the dark courtyard, Hansi stopped. He could not do it.

The corner of a new banknote protruded from his breast pocket. The can trembled in his hand. In the starlight, I could not tell whether it was the weight or the man. Krammer said something and pointed to the wood corner. Hansi did not move.

His gaze went to the innermost room. Resi slept there, the mother who had eaten at our table every evening since the previous winter. Alois had once told me that as a boy, Hansi was the fastest runner in the valley. I could read nothing certain of that boy in the dark face. I saw only the wooden leg, the banknote Krammer had paid him, and the hand that did not lift the can.

Then Hansi spoke aloud what held him back.

“I can’t,” Hansi said, quiet and broken. “In there… my mother’s sleeping in there, Krammer. Resi’s in there. She’s eaten with them every night since winter. I can’t burn the house where my mother sleeps. I’m many things, but I’m not that.”

“You can do what I paid you to do,” Krammer hissed. “I didn’t buy you so you could grow a conscience. A cripple with a conscience is good for nothing. Schorsch, cut the lock. If Hansi won’t light it, I’ll do it myself.”

“No,” Hansi said. That single word showed the decency he still carried somewhere inside. It cost him dearly. A man could see that. It cost him the last of whatever Krammer paid, and he spoke it anyway. He set the can before Krammer’s clean boots and stepped backward into the darkness, away from the house. He was out. Krammer had one man fewer, the fuel at his feet, and a crack in his plan. I stepped into that crack.



I entered the courtyard. The others came with me from the darkness, the stable, the cellar storage room, and the linden’s shadow. In one instant, Krammer understood that we expected him, that the whole house had remained awake and waiting.

Schorsch dropped the bolt cutters and stepped toward me, fists rising. A moment later, he lay facedown in courtyard mud, a broken tooth darkening the earth beside his mouth and the breath knocked from his body. Michl stood behind me with both farmhands, all three breathing hard, their shirts pulled crooked. My knuckles burned. One knee stung through my trousers. Schorsch’s fingers opened and closed once in the mud, then went still. No one cheered. There was nothing fine in the sight of a man brought down beside the tools he had carried to burn a house full of sleeping women and children. We watched until his breathing steadied. Nobody struck him again. The night needed no more violence.

Krammer stood alone in the courtyard between the paraffin at his boots and the bolt cutters Schorsch had dropped, a fat man of fifty-four whom nobody feared anymore. Nobody touched the cutters or the can. Everyone had heard Krammer’s order. I walked toward him alone, and the others let me.

I did not strike him. I placed my boot beside the can and turned it with the toe until the paraffin gleamed in the starlight.

“This is why you came,” I said. “For this can. Two children are sleeping in the inner room.”

Krammer opened his mouth. The small gate bell began to ring.

Alois pulled the rope once, twice, and kept pulling. Then lamps emerged from the lanes. First came Girgl’s swaying stable lantern, then Naz with a kitchen lamp, Vroni with a shawl over her nightdress, Moosrainer, old Frau Kirmair, the priest. More lights followed. They did not arrange themselves neatly in a semicircle. They stopped at the gate, beside the wood corner, and among the beer benches until Krammer saw faces everywhere.

Old Frau Kirmair swung her lantern over Schorsch in the mud. Its light found the bolt cutters, then the can before Krammer’s clean boots.

“What’s he doing there?” she asked.

“At two in the morning with paraffin?” someone called behind her.

“Was he going to brew beer?”

“With bolt cutters?”

Krammer searched the courtyard for a place that remained dark. Michl stepped from behind the shed wall and held up the removed ignition lead. Now Krammer saw him too.

“This is a misunderstanding,” Krammer said.

“Of course,” Naz said. “The can lost its way.”

A short laugh burst from the gate.

Naz stepped closer and bent toward the bolt cutters without touching them. “So Schorsch brings the cutlery, Hansi the schnapps, and Herr Krammer watches. Just like every other business deal.”

“Except the schnapps stinks,” Girgl said.

“And Schorsch is under the table before anyone’s poured a drop.”

The laughter jumped from one voice to the next. It still sounded uncertain, almost startled by itself. For years, these same people had lowered their voices whenever Krammer’s motorcar passed through a lane. Now that car stood in the courtyard, unable to start, while Schorsch spat blood into the mud and his master declared the can of paraffin a mistake.

“You don’t know what you’re doing,” Krammer said. His hand sought his watch chain and closed on nothing. “I have friends. Financiers.”

“With what money?” Vroni called.

“His sacks,” Naz said. “He’ll throw a sack of paper at each of them.”

“If it’s dry, they can light the stove with it,” Girgl said.

“Not at the Linde!” Vroni shouted. “He’s bringing his own kindling here.”

Now the courtyard laughed loudly. Two voices joined, then ten. Nobody waited for a neighbor. Nobody lowered their gaze. The lamps moved closer without instruction until their light struck Krammer from every side.

He looked over the faces. He paused at Moosrainer, perhaps because the man had once owed him money. Moosrainer merely raised his eyebrows.

“Berger,” he said to me without looking at Krammer, “I called you a fool at the Kirchweih. I was wrong. The next round’s mine.”

“Pay in D-Mark,” Naz called.

“What else?” Moosrainer laughed and raised his lantern. “I hear Krammer takes Reichsmark notes.”

A child at the back laughed because his mother laughed. Krammer spun toward the bright sound. The child did not hide. Apparently, he did not even know who the man before him was.

“You will regret this,” Krammer said. His voice could no longer find its old calculating tone.

“With what?” Girgl asked.

“Schorsch?” Naz pointed to the man in the mud. “He needs a tooth first.”

“The motorcar?” Michl called, dangling the ignition lead between two fingers.

“The paper?” another woman asked.

The questions overlapped. None waited for an answer. Krammer tried to look at one person, then another. Every face vanished beneath the next interruption. Once, his silence had ruled rooms. Tonight, the people filled every pause he needed.

Alois walked through the laughter, stood beside me, and inspected Krammer from his clean boots to his damp collar. He raised his cane and pointed up the road.

“Rosenheim is that way,” he said. “In case you can’t find it without money.”

He said nothing more.

Nobody touched Krammer. That seemed to unbalance him most. He stepped toward the can, drew back again, and wiped the toe of his clean boot in the grass. His hand searched once more for the missing watch chain. Once, that small calculation with his fingers meant some debtor was about to lose a farm. Now his thumb found only cloth and a loose button.

At the gate, old Frau Kirmair lowered her lantern. Its light left his face, traveled over the grey motorcar, and stopped on the empty driver’s side.

“Walking?” Naz asked.

Krammer straightened as though trying to recover his old breadth. Nobody made room. Only when Alois pointed toward the road a second time with his cane did a narrow path open between the people.

Krammer did not take it. He turned toward the motorcar.

He tore open the driver’s door and pressed the starter. It ground, but the engine did not catch. Behind the semicircle, Michl held up the black, unremarkable ignition lead between two fingers. Krammer saw it, saw the people standing between him and the house, and understood that even his escape had been prepared.

He left the can and bolt cutters behind and walked hunched across the meadow into the darkness. Schorsch dragged himself up and limped after him, his tooth broken and his face muddy. They left the grey motorcar in the courtyard, not from poverty, but because it would no longer start, and no one in the laughing semicircle would let them past Michl. The money king left the valley on foot, as his wife had entered it on foot days earlier. She had walked upright. He went hunched. Both disappeared across the dark meadow in the last fading laughter of the village. Krammer never returned.

Hansi had already vanished in the opposite direction, not with Krammer but alone. I did not stop him, because a man who found the last decency not to burn his mother should not walk the same road as the man who paid him. He left the valley again that night, but not as Krammer’s man. I sent no one after him.



The moment Krammer vanished across the meadow, Traudl threw me the motorcar key. I caught it against my chest.

“Krammer sat in the back and calculated how he’d get us,” she said. “Tonight, we’ll calculate something else there.”

She opened the rear door, climbed inside, and pulled it shut. I followed. The motorcar smelled of leather, petrol, and the cold smoke of Krammer’s cigars. The roof hung so low that Traudl struck it with her copper head when she straightened.

“Fine people build small stalls,” she observed. “Makes the livestock look more expensive.”

Outside, the Stube door opened. A lantern crossed the yard directly toward the motorcar.

Traudl reached for my belt. I caught her hand. “Wait.”

“Now? We haven’t even started.”

“Exactly.”

We sat side by side on Krammer’s leather, fully dressed, as the lantern drew nearer. The circle of light traveled over the hood, climbed the window, and cut through the interior. Naz stood three paces away, apparently looking for his hat. He bent toward the window, shielded his eyes, and saw his own reflection.

Traudl held my gaze and bit down on her grin. Naz found the hat on the fender, put it on, and went back. Only when the Stube door shut did I turn the key in the lock.

The click changed her breathing.

Every place she had chosen before offered an open route: the hayloft hatch, the river, the smithy door, the green. Here, she locked herself with me inside Krammer’s dark box. Nobody could enter by surprise. But everyone in the courtyard had only to notice the fogged windows and moving springs.

“Now we know who’s outside,” I said.

“And Naz doesn’t know who’s inside.” She opened her shirt. “Technically advantageous position.”

“State your plan.”

Her green eyes sharpened. “I want you here. You lead. I sit on top because this seat belonged to Krammer and now belongs to me. If the motorcar rocks, it rocks. If the windows fog, we write nothing on them. If someone knocks, we don’t answer.”

“Yes.”

I pulled her across my lap as far as the cramped interior allowed. Her knees struck the door, one elbow the seat back. Instead of the open reach of the field, we had only hands, mouths, and every small response pressed directly against my body.

I opened her shirt completely. Her small, firm breasts filled my palms, nipples hard beneath my thumbs. When I took one into my mouth, she tried to throw back her head. The roof stopped her after a few inches. She could not retreat from me, not even by habit. Her breath struck hot against my face.

“Tight,” she said. “Like a crate for two.”

My hand slid beneath her skirt. “Less talking.”

“I’m only explaining the spatial…”

Two fingers entered her wet pussy. The sentence ended before it found a punch line. I rubbed her clit with my thumb, took my hand away whenever her hips left the seat, and began again until the leather squeaked beneath her.

The windows fogged. First the side window behind her, then the rear. The bright courtyard turned to milk glass. Outside, only swaying shadows and blotches of lamplight remained.

Traudl opened my trousers and weighed my cock in her hand. “Serviceable. Enough for the christening.”

I moved her onto the narrow space before me, lifted her by the hips, and set her over my tip. “Hands on the seat back.”

She obeyed. I let her sink only a hand’s breadth, held her there until her breath struck my cheek, then took her with one full downward pull. Her pussy closed hot around me. The cramped motorcar forced her breasts to my chest and her knees tight against my sides.

“Lead,” she whispered. “I want to feel every jolt of the motorcar.”

My hands controlled her path. I lifted her, lowered her onto me again, and held her at the root for one breath. The springs yielded beneath us. The leather creaked. On the fogged window behind her, every thrust drew a pale crescent where her shoulder wiped away the mist.

Outside, the house celebrated. Inside, the bodywork made every breath intimate and heavy. Traudl tried to count the suspension’s movement.

“One thrust, two rebounds, the chassis is…”

I pulled her down harder.

“…is…”

Her forehead pressed to mine. There was no horizon, no curious door, no stranger’s footstep she could cling to. Only my gaze a hand’s breadth from hers, my hands at her hips, and the cock that filled her to the end with every movement. The confinement devoured her explanation.

“Nothing more to report?” I asked.

She shook her head. That alone was answer enough.

I held her low, moved her in short, hard strokes, and rubbed her clit between us. Her mouth opened. The sound remained trapped in her throat, though neither of us covered her mouth. Traudl suddenly tightened on my lap, her thighs hard at my sides. Her pussy gripped me in pulses, and her small body trembled in the enclosed darkness while her gaze remained on mine.

“Fill me,” she managed. “In his motorcar. Make it ours.”

The seat springs struck their stops beneath us as I grasped Traudl’s ass and pulled her onto me in three tight movements. My belly tightened as my orgasm hit. I shot deep into her pussy. Her weight pressed down the leather, the bodywork absorbed every jolt, and her silent mouth remained a hand’s breadth from mine. She clenched me with thighs and inner muscles until my entire load was inside her and the springs slowly stopped moving.

“Mating in the money king’s motorcar,” she whispered. “He walks, and we get the seat. Clean accounting.”

With two fingers, she wiped a circle in the fogged glass. The courtyard outside stood empty. The motorcar could have betrayed us. Nobody had looked.

While we remained joined, Traudl went still. Her hand settled gently over her own belly. For one long breath, the mockery vanished from her face, replaced by something soft and almost reverent. I took it for the aftershock of her climax. Before I could ask, her dry expression returned and concealed it.

“The motorcar belongs to me now,” she said, climbing from my lap. “Done. I’ll fetch bread and beer. We’ll eat in here, on the throne, with the door locked.”

She returned with a loaf, a knife, and two mugs. We sat on Krammer’s back seat with our knees against the front and cut bread on his smooth leather.

Traudl raised her mug. “To the money king. On foot.”



When we climbed out, the Stube still glowed, and half the village sat inside refusing to be sent home. A fright like that had to be drunk through in company, not alone. Frieda had long since opened the beer and cut bread. Alois sat at the Stammtisch telling the story for the third time, making it a little larger with every telling, as was proper for a tale on its way to becoming legend.

Resi sat motionless in the corner, Hansi’s mother, a cloth in her hands. She had heard what her son had done and what he had refused to do in the dark courtyard. She wept, but not from sorrow.

“He couldn’t do it,” she said softly to Frieda, over and over. “My boy. He came with Krammer, but he couldn’t do it. He thought of the house where I eat. There’s something left inside him, my boy, deep down.”

Frieda sat beside her and put an arm around her shoulders. “Of course there is. He got it from his mother. And his mother stays here at the table as long as she wants, no matter what the boy does or doesn’t do. That never changes, Resi. Never.”

Resi continued weeping, but more softly. Vroni brought her soup. That was how the house acted even on the night after the attack. It fed sorrow instead of leaving it alone.

At daybreak, the courtyard had been cleaned, the can and bolt cutters sunk in the stream, and the house stood safe and whole. The village went home hoarse from laughter to sleep a few hours before work called.

The children woke ignorant and hungry. Marei beat her spoon against the table and demanded porridge while Frieda made breakfast. Behind her back, Michl carried his tools to the smithy, Traudl wiped mud from the doorstep, and Konstanze removed the cloth from the unharmed strongbox. The can was gone before Fritzl came into the hearth alcove.

Nobody told the children about the fire that had not burned. The older Kirmair boy asked why Michl had mud on his knee. Michl claimed he had tripped over a bucket in the dark. Traudl set a bucket demonstratively in the center of the courtyard and said he could practice with it in daylight.

The adults drank coffee with sleepless eyes and exchanged tired looks over the small heads. Beneath the tablecloth lay the motorcar key. Outside, Alois raked the churned earth smooth again. Marei demanded a second spoonful of porridge. Frieda gave it to her.

Gisela stood over the grey motorcar where she had sat a month earlier as a trophy in silk and fur, displayed. I joined her. She studied the fine grey paint, dull in the morning light, the crushed leather and crumbs from Traudl’s bread on the back seat. She did not look back at what she had been inside it.

“Leave it,” she said. Her voice held no regret, only a quiet wonder that an entire old life could fall away as easily as a dress. “I don’t need it. I never did. I sat inside like something in a glass case, and everyone looked at me while nobody saw me. Traudl likes it, I hear. Let her have it. It suits her better than it ever suited me. She takes pleasure in it. I never did.”

From the attic window above, unseen by Gisela, Traudl’s voice came dry, sleepy, and content.

“Already decided. The motorcar’s mine. I christened it last night, and whatever I christen belongs to me. That’s the law. Ask the priest.”

Gisela laughed. Inside, Marei was already beating her spoon against the table, and Konstanze placed the strongbox key beside her ledger. We went in. The grey motorcar remained in the courtyard with fogged windows. Inside the house, hard money waited to be counted for the first time.


Chapter 12: The Reckoning

A few days after the reform, Konstanze read out the reckoning at the long table, and she read it like a victory dispatch.

The house was full. The family, the Stammtisch regulars, and almost everyone from the beer garden had gathered to hear Konstanze’s reckoning. Nobody wanted to miss it. At the exchange table, they had seen the proof with their own eyes. The long table stood across the Stube, too large for the room, as it did at every celebration. Frieda had laid the good linen. In the middle, where the roast usually stood, lay a small pile: the first hard coins and banknotes of the new currency, the first real money the Linde had earned.

The little pile looked strange. Not much, a few notes and a handful of coins, yet everyone studied it the way people looked at a sacred object or a danger because it was both. For two years, money had meant nothing in the valley, mere paper fit for lighting a stove. Now real, hard, shining money lay on the good linen, and no one dared touch it before the countess spoke, as though it needed her blessing to become real. Frieda poured the last mugs and sat with Marei on her lap. Fritzl slept in the Bachmüller cradle. The whole house and half the Stammtisch waited to hear the account that had turned the fool into a king.

Konstanze stood at the head of the table with the ledger, dressed in her finest threadbare elegance. The Stube fell silent.

“The reckoning of the Gasthof zur Linde,” she said, “in the first week of the new currency. I will read it aloud because a house that has been counted must also hear its account spoken. We did so at Erntedank and in winter, and we do so again because this day is greater than both.”

She opened the ledger to the page with the two columns, PAPER and GOODS, which she had drawn with a ruler weeks before on the night Krammer made his offer.

“First column: paper.” She read a large figure, then explained what it meant. “This is what half the district still possesses today: Reichsmark notes, mortgage bonds, savings books filled with labor over many years. Value today: almost nothing. A fraction, as you saw at the exchange table. Those who held it lost through no dishonesty of their own. Their only mistake was trusting the money.” She paused while Girgl shifted uneasily on the bench. “Krammer had only this column. Paper and debts against paper. That is why Krammer is what he is now, a beggar who left the valley on foot.”

She turned the page, and the Stube leaned forward.

“Second column: goods.” Now she read the list carefully, like applause lines, and the Stube made a sound after every one. “Forty-one hams. More than one thousand jars of meat and vegetables. Thirty-six bolts of cloth. One half of Frau Bachmüller’s mill. Two field parcels by the marsh and a third watered parcel at the Bruch. One half of a stone quarry. The rights to the first water from the upper brook. Tools, salt, soap, nails. The Munich shopfront deed, signed after we exercised the option with the Kopfgeld invested by this house and half the neighborhood, in hard D-Mark, the only hard money for miles.”

She turned to the next page. “Now the money, so nobody later makes the figure larger or smaller in the telling. Sixty-one Kopfgeld payments were voluntarily pooled, totaling two thousand, four hundred and forty D-Mark in trust capital, with every name and contribution recorded here. The Linde’s own earnings since Monday total seven hundred and thirty-six D-Mark. Altogether, three thousand, one hundred and seventy-six D-Mark have passed through our hands. Nine hundred went to Munich as a down payment. Today, the strongbox holds two thousand, two hundred and seventy-six hard D-Mark, with the invested capital clearly separated from our earnings.”

She raised her gaze. “Value today: everything. Every piece of merchandise has an honest price again, and the Linde owns both the merchandise and the first money. Not one person who invested their allowance will lose a mark. The repayment terms and each contribution are recorded beside every name.”

She closed the ledger and delivered the final line without it, words she knew by heart because this was the only line that mattered.

“In the first week of the new currency, the Gasthof zur Linde is the richest house in the region,” she said. “One man left the offered gold on the table, said no before everyone, played the fool for three weeks and proved himself right. A man must know what he holds in his hand. That is what he said at the Kirchweih. All of you laughed at him. I stood beside him, nodded, and let you laugh at me with him. Now you understand what he meant. For my part, I am proud that I stood beside the fool while the whole valley laughed, because the fool was right and the valley was wrong.”

The Stube rose and applauded. Nothing polite about it. The noise came from people who had seen two years of small victories and now watched the greatest win counted in the new currency. They knew they had won with us because their pooled Kopfgeld lay in the Linde and grew with it. The first hard coins of the new currency traveled around the table from hand to hand. Each person weighed them, rang them against the wood, then passed them onward, the first real money in years, warm from so many hands.

Vroni held one coin for a long time, the hard, shining coin of the new age, pressing it as though she needed to make certain it was real and would not turn into nothing again overnight. “For two years,” she said softly to no one in particular, “I kept my children alive with cigarettes and barter. Now I’m holding real money, and mine is with Berger, growing. Since the war, money has only meant less to me. Now it means more.”

She passed the coin to Frau Bachmüller, who rang it on the wood and laughed at the sound, bright and simple as a child finding a little bell.



Then I laid the first deed on the table as tangible proof, the thing one would show to grandchildren later.

The Munich shopfront deed, signed after we exercised the option, with Prantl’s miserly handwriting beside it as a witness and the notary’s seal. The Linde’s first foothold outside the valley, its first step into the world now filling with money again. I placed it on the linen beside the hard coins. Alois picked it up, held it to the light, and whistled softly through his teeth.

“A shop,” he said. “In Munich. On the Viktualienmarkt. Belonging to the Linde.” He put it down as carefully as an egg. “The boy buys a shop in Munich while the district is still counting its dead paper and weeping. Ja mei.” He looked at me over the edge of the spectacles he wore only for reading. “Two years ago in March, you got up from the warm stove bench in a nearly empty house and had nothing but two hands. Now you have a shop in Munich and the richest house in the district. If that isn’t a miracle, I don’t know one, and I’m sixty-eight. I’ve seen a few miracles and a few more that weren’t.”

Girgl, who had called me the fool more loudly than anyone for three weeks, who had groaned at the Kirchweih when I refused the gold, rose awkwardly at seventy years old, lifted his mug toward me, and spoke gruffly because an old man disliked apologizing, even when a decent old man knew he must.

“I called you a fool, Berger. In front of the whole village at the Kirchweih. And I take it back in front of the whole village because that’s only right.” He drank. “You weren’t a fool. You were the only one who heard the clock. This old idiot thought the clock was broken because I couldn’t hear it.” He sat again. “But don’t tell a soul I apologized. I’ve got a reputation to lose.”

The Stube laughed warmly. I raised my mug in answer. That settled matters between Girgl and me forever without another word ever needing to be spoken.



After the count, the deed, and Girgl’s apology, the room settled into a satisfied hush. Traudl chose that moment to drop her news with a motionless face and steal the whole room.

She had said nothing all evening, sitting in her corner with a mug and letting the others have the glory. Into the reverent silence after the largest figure, she said without moving a muscle, “And you can enter something in my column too, Countess.”

Konstanze raised her gaze from the ledger.

“Coming in January,” Traudl said. She took a calm drink as if discussing the weather. “An addition. Just not in marks. In children. Enter it if your ledger has space for that sort of thing.”

Silence held just long enough for the Stube to grasp what the small, brazen farm girl had said. Then the whole room burst open. The reckoning vanished, the ledger was forgotten, the wealth forgotten, and the whole table erupted. Frieda sprang up with a cry of joy. Burgl, Traudl’s mother, put her head in her hands and laughed and wept at once because she would be a grandmother. Girgl struck the table hard enough to make the coins jump. In the middle of the storm sat Traudl, dry and unmoving until her grin arrived late, as always, spreading across her entire mischievous face.

Konstanze set down her pen with deliberate calm and looked at Traudl through the uproar. Naked joy showed in the countess’s gaze, rare enough in public.

“You,” she said, her crystal-clear voice cutting through the noise, “have destroyed a solemn reckoning with impossible timing and a wonderful reason. I will enter it. In both columns. Goods and child.”

Then the countess surprised everyone. She rose, walked all the way around the long table past every guest, and placed one hand briefly and publicly on Traudl’s shoulder, a gesture she rarely allowed herself before others.

“Well done, sparrow,” she said, low enough for Traudl alone.

Traudl, who rarely allowed embarrassment to show, flushed beneath her freckles, then immediately covered it with a remark because she could not bear being moved in public.

“January,” Helene said in the doctor’s dry voice above the noise and gave Traudl a professional, approving nod. “Good. That gives me time to prepare the corner. Next time, girl, you tell me first or tell the whole village at once, but do not tell the countess in the middle of her reckoning. An addition belongs in my practice ledger, not merely Konstanze’s. I am the one delivering it in January.”

“Then you write it in your practice ledger,” Traudl said, “Konstanze writes it in her ledger, and the priest puts it in his register. Then it’s official three times over, and nobody can say I invented it.”

Amid the laughter, a shadow briefly crossed Traudl’s face, almost too quickly to catch. Another list had been hung on the church door the day before, and again, no Angermeier appeared. Anderl was not here to hear that he would become an uncle. He had been gone four years, somewhere in the east, missing from every list. She stared past the heads for a moment, then folded the feeling away herself as she always did. She spoke quietly and dryly to me alone while the others laughed.

“The next list. Maybe he’ll be on the next. Anderl would have been pleased. Becoming an uncle. He would have taught the child to ride, the way he taught me.” She drank. “But we aren’t sad tonight. Tonight is an addition, and additions get celebrated. Anderl would celebrate too if he knew.”

A moment later, Traudl reclaimed her mug, tapped one finger against her breast pocket where the folded list notice rested, and called for Girgl to collect the scattered coins. “My addition doesn’t cost you anything yet,” she said. “But you can still buy a round.” The laughter returned. She drank in the middle of it.



That night, Konstanze came to me in her room with two candles and the trunk open at the foot of the bed. She gave me the last thing she had ever held back.

She spoke first, as was her way, vulnerability before the body, always in that order. She stood upright in her shirt, hair still pinned high, and spoke dryly and evenly as if making an entry, though no ledger could contain it.

“All my life, I have held one thing back,” she said. “Always. In every house, with every person, in every circumstance, since I was a child. A reserve. Something I did not give away, so I was never entirely in another person’s hand, never entirely at their mercy. It was my insurance against a world that took everything else from me: my name, the land, my family, my brother. As long as I withheld one thing, no matter what or how small, I still belonged to myself and not to the person taking everything else.”

She let down her hair with her own hands. Raven-black and waist-length, her hair fell over her shoulders. In the candlelight, I saw that her calm was a decision, not coldness. She had considered this as she considered everything, and the decision demanded everything from her down to her fingertips.

“At the Kirchweih,” she said, “I staked my judgment on yours before the village. Today, I read aloud the account that proved the decision correct. You were right about the death of the paper and the value of the goods, even without knowing the date or the terms. So tonight, I want to hold nothing back. From the one man who was right when I staked everything on him, I want to withhold nothing. Not the last thing. Not the reserve. Nothing.” She placed every word with deliberate care. No syllable could be misunderstood. “I am asking, Max. I am asking, do you hear me? I am not merely permitting it. I ask you. Take that too, my last. But look at me while you do. That is my condition, even then, especially then. My eyes stay open. I give it away while watching, not turned aside, not in darkness. Watching. Otherwise, it is taken and not given, and I want to give it.”

The request struck beneath my breastbone. For two years, she had opened the way to every intimacy herself and established every boundary in plain words. Now she stood before me with her hair loose, asking for something I would never have demanded. I took her face in both hands.

“I hear you,” I said. “And I see you.”

A small bottle of oil stood on the bedside table. Konstanze had placed it there beside a clean cloth and a second pillow. I kissed her until the strict line of her mouth softened, laid her carefully on her belly, and first honored her broad hips, the heavy curve of her back, and the deep dimples above it. My lips followed her spine one vertebra at a time. After every kiss, I waited for her breath.

I warmed the oil between my hands. At the touch of the first oiled finger, her shoulders tightened. My flat palm remained steady on her back until she exhaled beneath it.

“Wait,” she said clearly.

I waited.

Then her hips settled back. “Now continue.”

She took the second finger slowly. Her breathing quickened, but over her shoulder, she held my gaze. “Like that, and now…” The instruction vanished in a rough sound. Her hand reached for mine, guided it more firmly to her hip, and left me holding her there.

“More,” she said. “You. More.”

I gave only what her body accepted with the next breath. She watched every movement in my face and did not look away even when her mouth remained open and my name emerged softly.

Before the next step, I waited, although her hips already sought my fingers. She took my free hand and placed it against her hip, not to restrain me but to give me the lead. Her body lowered consciously against my fingers. The last tension gradually left her shoulders.

“Not because you demand it,” she said, measuring every breath. “Because I give it. Once I have given it, you lead.”

“I lead. You stay with me.”

She held my gaze over her shoulder and nodded. Only then did I continue.

I undressed and let her see my hardness. I made no hurried move that could turn her gift into an ordeal. Then I carefully turned her onto her back, placed the pillow beneath her hips, and brought her legs over my shoulders. Now she could see me as she had demanded, and I could see her: her proud length, raven hair spread over the pillow, open grey eyes, parted mouth, and the raised curve of her hips.

I kissed her until her breathing calmed, then stroked her clit with oiled fingers. Her hips answered immediately. She took my cock herself and guided it where she wanted it.

“Here,” she said. “Slowly. When I tell you slower, you wait.”

“Every word.”

“When I tell you more, you lead.” Her grey eyes never left mine. “I do not want to decide once I have let you inside. That is the part I give you.”

“Then I will lead.”

“Look at me,” she said, and I looked at her the whole time without turning away.

“I see you,” I said. “Every part. You’re giving me your last thing, and I’ll accept it as a man accepts something precious freely given: carefully, gratefully, and without letting it fall.”

Oiled, I placed the head of my cock against her opening. She relaxed around me. I stopped, read her gaze, and pushed farther only when her hips rose to meet me. Millimeter by millimeter, she took me, tight, hot, and trembling. Her fingers gripped the sheet. Her eyes remained on mine, as she had insisted. At the limit, I held still. I saw no pain in her gaze, only wonder at the fullness and the trust she had summoned for it.

I began with short, controlled strokes. After each, I let her body demand the next. My hands held her hips firmly against the pillow. Konstanze began to move with me. Her own rhythm emerged from mine and settled into it, the heavy curve of her hips working beneath and against me.

“Continue,” she said. “Like that. You… lead.”

I led. With every stroke, she took more until her body no longer resisted the stretch but sought me. Her hand found her clit. I took over and rubbed in the rhythm I read from her breathing.

“I… yes. There.” Her mouth searched for the next instruction. Only two rough words emerged. “See. Me.”

“I see all of you.”

Her hips rose. The muscles around my cock gripped hard twice as her pussy twitched beneath my fingers. Her next breath broke into my name. Konstanze came with her eyes open, the grey rings of her irises fixed on me while her back bowed deeply from the pillow. The sound torn from her was deep, startled, and uncommonly loud for her carefully governed voice. Another contraction passed through her belly, then a third, and each took another word.

“Max. Now. Inside me. Stay.”

Her open eyes gave me the lead she had placed in my hands. I followed her gaze instead of any familiar rhythm, remained deep in her ass, and watched every piece of control leave her face by conscious choice. Then my orgasm tore away mine. My hot load filled her. Konstanze received it in slow, deep contractions and pulled me closer with her heels without looking away once. The final twitch reflected in her grey eyes before her mouth softened into an exhausted smile.

“Nothing withheld,” she whispered. “Good. Exactly like that.”

I remained inside her until our breathing evened. Her legs and hands held me as though the lingering itself formed part of her gift.

When the candle flames stood still again, she traced two fingers along my cheek and spoke softly.

“At the Kirchweih, I staked everything on you before the entire village,” she said quietly against my shoulder, her hair spread over us both. “My reason, my reputation, my judgment, the only thing left to me from Rautenberg. Today, I read out the proof. And you were right.” Her fingers tightened over mine. “So I hold nothing back now. Nothing held back from you. Nothing kept in reserve against you ever again. That was the last field, Max. The last one I kept for myself. Now they are all yours. Different names, the same earth, and none fenced off for me alone.”

Her hand kept mine against her hip when I started to withdraw.

“Not yet,” she said.

We remained that way until her breathing steadied. Then Konstanze reached for a hairpin on the bedside table. She raised both arms, gathered her raven hair, and missed the first twist. The pin fell onto the sheet. On the second attempt, half the coil loosened over her shoulder again.

I said nothing. She looked at the open trunk at the foot of the bed, the Rautenberg miniature turned faceup, the yellow house with two missing windows. Then she placed the pin beside her.

“It stays open tonight,” she said. “My hair too.”

Her fingers found my hand again and guided it back to the same place. “And this entry belongs in no ledger. Even I need not put a figure on everything.”



Instead of arming herself again, she recited the figures from the reckoning: the hams, the jars, the half share in the mill. With every item, the list grew softer. At the Munich down payment, she lost her place and fell asleep, my hand still beneath hers, the trunk within her sight, her hair untamed across the pillow.

I remained awake for another moment. Her sleeping fingers lay across mine. Beside them rested the hairpin she had not returned to her hair. At the foot of the bed, the trunk stood open with the yellow Rautenberg miniature facing the room. I pushed the pin away from the edge of the sheet, pulled the blanket over Konstanze’s shoulder, and extinguished the nearer candle. Her raven hair remained loose across the pillow.



Gisela waited by the open window with Prantl’s purchase slip in her hand. Her thin shirt had slipped from one shoulder. Platinum hair fell loose to her red lips.

“I found an error,” she said before I could speak. “Prantl charges a flat freight rate to Munich. With two wagons, we pay twice for the empty return. If we load salt and coal on the way home, the expense becomes a second trade.”

She placed the slip on the dresser, marked the place in red, and looked at me.

“Now you may praise me. I’ve earned it.”

“Come here.”

“No.” She wasn’t retreating. She pulled the shirt over her head, came to the chair, and straddled my lap. Her knees pressed against my sides, and her heavy, high ass filled my hands. “Tonight, you come here. Then you tell me what I am after I’ve shown you.”

I kissed her red lips. Gisela rubbed her wet pussy over my hard cock with cloth still between us and set a wild rhythm. She did not ask permission to feel desire. She took it under my lead, obeying every brief instruction.

“Shirt off,” I said.

She pulled it over my head.

“Hips higher.”

She rose. I opened my trousers, put one hand into her platinum hair and the other on her ass.

“Now you guide me,” she said breathlessly.

“Sit on my cock.”

Gisela took me in her hand, guided the head to her wet opening, and sank onto me. Her mouth opened. Inch by inch, she took me until she sat on my thighs, full and hot, her red lips a hand’s breadth from mine.

“So good,” she whispered. “Don’t say anything yet. Let me go first.”

I let her, but my hands controlled her path. I lifted her by the full curves, held her above me until her breath caught, and pulled her down again. The chair creaked. Gisela found my rhythm and made it hers, fast and hungry, her breasts against my chest and her platinum hair between our faces.

“You were jewelry long enough,” I said. “Today, you caught a Munich merchant making a mistake in his calculations.”

Her laugh broke into a moan. “More.”

“You saved the house from fire. Today, you’re saving it an empty return journey.”

“Yes.” She rode harder. “That’s me. Say it.”

“You’re the woman who sees an error while everyone else admires the grand total.”

The words struck only after she had acted. That was the difference from the first night. She still needed my praise, but now she brought me the proof first and enjoyed every syllable afterward.

I gripped her ass more firmly, spread my fingers over the heavy curves, and guided her with short commands.

“Stop.”

Gisela froze on me, trembling with the effort.

“Look at me.”

Her ice-blue eyes found mine.

“You are clever. You are brave. You belong to yourself. And now you belong to this house because you chose it.”

“Thank you.” The words came hot, without the old tremor. “Now let me come.”

“Not yet.”

I stood with her still wrapped around me. Her legs closed around my hips, and her ass rested heavy in my hands. I carried her three paces to the wall beside the window and pressed her back against the cool wood. The village slept outside. Inside, I held her weight and set the pace.

Gisela gasped my name. Every thrust lifted her against the wall. Every descent took me fully inside again. She could display nothing, hold no pose, arrange no silk. She had to trust me to carry her.

“Your arms,” she said. “So good. You won’t drop me.”

“Never.”

“Tell me what I am for Munich.”

“My sharpest accountant beside Konstanze.”

She laughed aloud. “Tell the countess that.”

“I intend to.”

“Then you’re braver than I am.”

I kissed her, carried her to the bed, and laid us on our sides with her upper leg over my arm. The new position removed every trace of display from the act. We lay forehead to forehead. My hand slid between us and rubbed her clit while short, forceful strokes kept me deep inside.

“Now,” I ordered. “Come for me.”

Gisela’s thanks poured out hot and breathless. “Yes. Thank you, Max. So good, you’re so good, I’m here, I can…”

The stream broke. Her pussy gripped my cock three times, hard and fast. She came loudly, her face open before mine, not a tear in it, only victory. Her hand closed around my neck and held me in a kiss until the final contraction eased.

“Not finished,” she said against my mouth. “Stay. Make something living with me.”

Gisela gripped my neck, and her flood of gratitude returned, burning and free of tremors this time. For Munich, for her name, for the life she wanted. She pressed herself along me until my orgasm arrived. I spurted hot into her pussy. She received my load with a triumphant sound, held her hips firmly against mine, and kept me there until my body stilled.

“Thank you,” she whispered, followed immediately by a smile this time. “And tomorrow, you truly will tell the countess I’m your sharpest accountant.”

“Beside her.”

“Coward.”

We remained on our sides. Gisela put my hand over her belly for only a moment, then reached for the purchase slip on the dresser. She pulled it into bed and wrote on the back: RETURN LOAD: SALT, COAL, NO EMPTY JOURNEY.

“That is my contribution to the Munich deed,” she said. “When our first wagon arrives there, my mind will be riding on the box.”

“Your name goes into Konstanze’s ledger.”

She stopped. That struck more deeply than any praise of her body.

“Gisela Moosbauer,” she said. “Not Krammer.”

“Gisela Moosbauer.”

Only then did she fetch bread and butter. We ate bent over Prantl’s purchase slip and planned the return load. My hand remained on her belly. Her red line remained on the paper.



Late that night, Konstanze sat again at the window table with the ledger, entering the reckoning in her beautiful Kurrent script. Beneath it lay a smaller sheet no one was meant to read.

I recognized it over her shoulder as I passed to bank the hearth for the night. The Munich plans, figures and sketches, a floor plan of the shop on the Viktualienmarkt, and beneath them, in her hand, a single line written for no one but herself.

“Rautenberg no longer exists,” it said. “The Linde does.”

Konstanze did not look up. She drew Prantl’s letter from beneath the ledger and placed it beside the Munich sketches. With her ruler, she connected warehouse, shop, and Viktualienmarkt, wrote a time beside each route, and crossed out two roads.

I moved the lamp closer. She pushed the purchase slip toward me, tapped the delivery quantity, and waited until I checked it. Then she drew a clean line beneath the Rautenberg sentence and folded the sheet into the rear pocket of the ledger.

“The first wagon must reach Munich before the market carts,” she said. “Prantl opens at seven. We load soap, sole leather, and nails, with twelve hams to catch the eye. Michl will inspect both axles before sunset.”

“When do we leave?”

She closed the ledger over the sentence. The cover struck the wood with a dry click.

“Tomorrow. Five o’clock.”


Chapter 13: The Even Longer Table

By the middle of July, the valley had changed, and the Linde stood at its center like the heart in a body that had blood again.

The market ran on hard money. Shop windows in Rosenheim and Aibling filled overnight with goods that had been “unavailable” the day before because hoarders now surrendered them for real money. People bought cautiously, still feeling their way, but they bought with coins that held their value. One saw it in their stride. They walked like people with a future again, not people who had to survive one more winter. It was high summer. The first hay of a fat year had been gathered, the linden stood in full and heavy leaf, and the air smelled of warm dust, ripening grain, and beer flowing in the garden. Bees worked the tree, their deep, contented hum lasting all day.

I went to market twice that week, once in Aibling and once as far as Rosenheim. Both times, I found the same thing. The Linde had outgrown its identity as an inn hidden in the last valley. People spoke its name with a blend of envy and respect. Berger knew, they said. He turned down Krammer’s gold and waited. Now he has goods when no one has goods and money when no one has money.

Merchants who would barely have greeted me a month earlier came to offer deals. I examined every one and accepted few because a man courted by everyone overnight had to be three times as careful as one nobody wanted. Konstanze had impressed that lesson on me with one of her dry pronouncements.

“The most dangerous day in a merchant’s life is the day everyone wants to be his friend. That is when he sells his soul most easily because it suddenly appears so valuable.”

So I traveled through the markets of the district, courted, polite, and cool. I bought the land and rights I wanted and left the deals that looked too good to be true because I had learned that anything looking too good was usually Krammer in different clothes.

Inside the house, the new order had settled. One saw it around the long table when everyone gathered in the evening: two cradles and three bellies.

Marei truly walked now, unsteady but determined, traveling the entire length of the long table from hand to hand and lap to lap. Everyone caught her. Nobody let her fall. She laughed as though being caught was the finest part of walking, and perhaps it was. Fritzl sat on Konstanze’s lap, dark-eyed and solemn like his mother, watching Marei as if considering whether walking was worth the effort or whether a person might be wiser to remain seated and let the world come to him. Three women carried what would fill the cradles in the coming year: Traudl, loudly since the reckoning, and Frieda and Gisela, whose signs no one yet saw except those who knew, though others would know soon enough.

The morning resembled many recent mornings and none from the years before. Frieda ruled the hearth as always, but Gisela now stood beside her stirring the porridge. They discussed ordinary things: flour, milk, and whether Fritzl could tolerate semolina yet, the small matters from which a household was made. Caterina sang softly in Italian by the window while feeding Marei, who spread more porridge across her face than into her mouth and looked proud of it.

Konstanze sat at the window table with the ledger and Fritzl in the Bachmüller cradle at her feet. She calculated and rocked the cradle with one foot in the same rhythm. Helene returned from her morning visits, accepted coffee, and complained that nobody in the house fell ill anymore, which was bad for business. Nobody believed the complaint.

Traudl entered from the stable with milk and straw in her hair and stole food from Gisela’s plate as she had stolen from every plate for two years, exercising an established right. Gisela pushed the plate toward her.

“Take it, Traudl. You’re eating for two now.”

“Soon you will be too, doll,” Traudl said while chewing. “So eat. I’ll make sure we all get enough, you and me and the two little ones inside.” She pointed her spoon at their bellies.

Gisela pushed the plate into the middle. “Then we share.”

Traudl took the larger half, caught Gisela’s look, and returned a piece of bread with a grumble. At the other end of the table, Frau Riepl asked, “Gisela, will you give me the porridge recipe later?” For the first time, someone from the village addressed her simply as Gisela. Gisela recited the quantities from memory while Traudl continued stealing from her plate.



Helene gave her verdicts warmly one evening at the practice, two at once.

“Both of you sit,” she said. Frieda sat, Gisela sat, and I remained standing. Helene removed her glasses and polished them, her habit when joy moved her and she preferred not to show it.

“Frieda,” she said, putting her glasses on again. “No doubt. The second. Early March by my calculations, allowing for the usual uncertainty my grandmother could not improve upon and that God reserves to himself. A healthy pregnancy, like the first. Frieda is built for it. I said so two years ago, and I was right. I am generally right where bodies are concerned. Congratulations to you both.”

Frieda shone, golden, and her hand found mine. She said nothing because she had known since that night with the certainty of a woman who knew her own body.

“And Gisela,” Helene said, her voice becoming one degree more cautious, as it always did over early findings. “It is early. Barely certain. Early enough that a cautious person would wait, say nothing, and look again in four weeks.” She looked at Gisela over her spectacles, studying the evidence now while reserving judgment for later. “But I am not cautious. I unlearned that in this house, where everything happens faster than elsewhere. It is there. Middle of March, if it holds, and I see no reason it should not. You are healthy and strong, and you want it. Wanting helps more than the books admit. Congratulations, Gisela.”

Gisela put her hand over her red lips. Tears ran over her fingers, the grateful tears she had learned inside the house. She said nothing because she had no words. The one thing deliberately and cruelly denied her for ten years now grew inside her, wanted, chosen, and her own, free of the man who had denied it. A beginning, not revenge.

“Two in March,” Helene said in the doctor’s dry voice and wrote them in the column she reserved for such matters. “And Traudl in January. I should clear the whole spring and half the winter. Three children from one house in a single winter and spring. This house keeps me busy, I will grant it that. Fortunately, I have already prepared the convalescent corner and the steam boiler. Fortunately, I am no longer alone with it, as I was for the seven years when every birth was a battle against loneliness as much as death.”

Three bellies at one table. Two cradles beside them. Helene entered three dates in her practice ledger, closed it, and offered Frieda and Gisela one hand each. Frieda squeezed hers. Gisela lifted Helene’s other hand to her red lips. In the next room, Marei beat her spoon against the wood.



The reckoning had been entered and closed in Konstanze’s ledger, the strongbox balance stated in D-Mark for the first time, and the Munich deed hung on the wall of the Stube, displayed between two nails like the house’s proudest certificate.

Gisela, wearing her simple blue Dirndl, scoured the copper pot with its dull patch, argued with Konstanze over a freight figure, and lifted Fritzl the moment he cried. On Sunday, Pfarrer Hofstetter placed his empty plate before her instead of Frieda.

“You’re managing today’s expenses, Gisela,” he said. He, too, had dropped “Frau Moosbauer.” “Then enter one more dumpling for me and tell me afterward whether the collection for the church roof will buy enough tiles.”

Gisela gave him two dumplings, fetched Konstanze’s sheet, and calculated the roof area with him between the bread basket and a child’s cup. The priest put on his spectacles and made her explain every number.

Meanwhile, old Frau Schweiger received her share from the beer recipe, paid now in hard coin.

Frieda brought it to her before everyone at the long table, a parcel and the new coins counted into the old hand.

“Your share for the beer recipe,” Frieda said. “By contract, as the countess wrote it two years ago in the first autumn. In goods back then because the money meant nothing. Meat and flour in the hunger winter because those were what mattered. Now D-Mark because money is something again. The contract has survived three forms of payment and the death of the Reichsmark, Frau Schweiger. Not many contracts can do that. Not many houses either.”

The old woman studied the hard coins in her wrinkled hand, then spoke with the calm voice of a woman who had survived a husband, a brewery, and an entire lifetime.

“Xaver wouldn’t have believed it. His beer surviving two bad years and the death of the Reichsmark. Carrying one widow through the hard years, his own.” She closed her hand around the coins. “He always said good beer is better than money because you can’t drink money. He was more right than he knew.”

She put away two coins. With the third, she tapped the edge of the table and ordered a Maß of Xaver’s beer from Traudl. Konstanze entered the payment without interrupting her discussion with the priest.

The beer garden filled to the last seat every evening because people had money again with which they could pay for a beer without spending their final bit of wealth. They also came because the Linde was where the victory over Krammer was retold again and again, a little larger each time. Families sat beneath the linden in full leaf, children ran, Alois held court, and Traudl poured beer and praised every mug like a piece of livestock. Gisela carried mugs in her blue Dirndl, and no one on the whole green remembered she had once been Frau Krammer, sitting in silk on the back seat of a grey motorcar. Now, she was Gisela from the Linde, the woman who poured beer and laughed.



That night, all six women joined me in Frieda’s large bed, and the house took its new shape.

Frieda stood in the doorway with the candle. “Six,” she said, laughing from her chest. “Who would have thought it two years ago, when you were lying on the stove bench and I nearly struck you with the fire iron? Tonight, we don’t divide, don’t count, and don’t consult any calendar. Tonight, we only sleep at home. Come in. All of you.”

Five hands reached toward Gisela. Traudl offered her left, Caterina her right. Frieda waited in the middle with open arms. Konstanze held the door, and Helene set the candle safely on the dresser. The journey across the threshold belonged to Gisela.

“Before anyone takes off anything,” Frieda said, “each woman says yes or no and what she needs. I say yes. I want all of you here. At the end, I want Max inside me until he gives me everything.”

“Yes,” Traudl said. “And I want five witnesses. Now that I’m officially pregnant, we can make the rest official too.”

Helene adjusted her glasses. “Yes. The glasses remain on. My medical dignity must remain available to be properly ruined.”

“Sì. Yes.” Caterina wove her fingers through Gisela’s. “I want to be held. By all of you and by him.”

Gisela drew an audible breath and stepped over the threshold without hesitation. Before answering for herself, she caught Helene’s slipping glasses, straightened them, and pushed the support pillow toward Caterina.

“Yes,” she said. “I know why I am here. Tonight, I want to hear what I am worth to Munich while Max leads me. And I want to see all of you while he does.”

Konstanze still stood upright beside the door. “Yes. I will watch first. If I want more, I will ask.”

“Agreed,” I said. “One ‘stop’ from anyone stops everything.”

Frieda lifted her chin. “Then begin, boy. The candle won’t wait.”

I untied her apron and opened the bodice. Her heavy breasts came free, warm and full of milk. Beneath them curved the belly carrying our next child. The other women arranged themselves around her without instruction. Helene sat at Frieda’s side and laid an assessing hand over the new curve. Caterina loosened the golden braid. Traudl lifted one breast in both hands and whistled softly.

Gisela remained one pace away. Frieda caught her wrist and guided her hand to the other breast.

“Touch,” she said. “A house doesn’t fill up through reverence.”

Gisela lifted the heavy flesh. Her fingers trembled less when she saw the first warm drop on the nipple. I took the breast into my mouth. Milk pearled over my tongue. Frieda’s rose flush climbed from her cheeks over her throat and breastbone.

“Good Lord,” she said roughly. “Six women, and the man still knows where to put his hands first.”

“Professional experience,” Helene said.

“Greed,” Traudl said.

“Both,” I said.

Frieda’s laughter broke when I sucked more firmly. Her fingers closed in my hair. I changed breasts, caught the pale drop with my tongue, and put one hand over her belly. Five women held her at the shoulders, hair, and hips, each in her own manner. The touch was no performance. It was an embrace with room for pleasure inside it.

After kissing Frieda’s belly, I moved my mouth lower. I spread her thighs and licked her wet pussy. Traudl began a technical remark. Frieda pressed a pillow over her face before the first farm animal appeared in it.

My tongue rubbed Frieda’s clit. Two fingers filled and curved inside her. Her heels planted against the mattress, her color deepened, and a rough cry came without warning. Frieda’s hips rose from my hands. Her pussy gripped my fingers again and again. Laughter had already returned by the final tremor.

“Proper opening,” Traudl said from behind the pillow.

Frieda caught her ankle and pulled her forward. “Now show us whether you can do better.”

Traudl threw the pillow aside, removed her shirt, and climbed over my hips.

“A pregnant girl has a right to the best side of the bed and five witnesses.”

“Six,” Konstanze said. “You are forgetting yourself.”

“I don’t watch myself. I work.”

She took my cock and lowered herself onto it. I stopped her halfway. Her green gaze jumped over the faces. No granary wall, hedge, or motorcar separated her from the witnesses tonight.

“Everyone here?”

“Everyone,” Caterina said.

I pulled her fully onto me in one stroke. She rode, but my hands controlled the height and pace. Frieda supported her back, and Gisela held her firm thighs. Traudl began a comparison involving mares before an audience. I changed the angle.

“A mare needs an experienced man during mating to… to…”

My fingers found her clit. Traudl froze. This time, she did not cover her mouth. Five women watched her thighs press hard against my sides and her pussy grip me in quick pulses. A bright sound escaped her. Then she collapsed trembling against Frieda.

“Five witnesses,” she murmured. “And no excuse left.”

Helene bent over her. “Finding: speech lost.”

“Your turn, Frau Doktor.” Traudl rolled off me and tapped one lens of Helene’s glasses. “Then we’ll see what you lose.”

Helene sat against the headboard with her glasses straight and silvered hair loose. She placed two fingers against her wrist.

“Pulse elevated. You will treat here and here.” She guided my hands to her heavy breast and between her thighs. “No penetration. I am testing whether your hands will suffice.”

“A demonstration?”

“Precisely.”

I kneaded her breast, took the hard nipple into my mouth, and filled her pussy with two fingers. My thumb pressed her clit. Helene counted aloud.

“Eighty-eight. Ninety-two. The physiological relationship between…”

I curved my fingers and sucked more firmly.

“…between… Max.”

Her thumb lost her pulse. For three seconds, she stared through fogged lenses at my hand. Then her thighs tightened around it. Her pussy clamped my fingers, and a dark sound struck out every diagnosis.

I straightened her glasses.

“His hands suffice,” Konstanze said.

Helene took three breaths. “Preliminary finding.”

Caterina waited in Frieda’s arms. The innkeeper held her around the belly. Gisela took her right hand, Konstanze the left.

“Famiglia,” Caterina said, color already beginning at her collarbone. “Tonight, I want to let go for a long time. Catch me.”

I lay between her thighs and took her with my mouth. My tongue found her clit, and two fingers filled her wet pussy. Caterina drew up her knees while remaining safely held in three women’s arms.

“Sì. Così. Stay there.”

I varied the pressure and direction. Her German broke first. “More. I can… please.” Italian syllables survived another two breaths.

As her climax gathered, I kept my tongue moving and curled my fingers more firmly inside her.

“Per favore,” she pleaded. “Now. I want you all holding me.”

“We’re holding you. Let it come.”

I kept the pressure steady. Caterina’s back bowed against Frieda’s breast. The first sound was my name, the second Italian, the third only joy. Her pussy gripped my fingers unevenly. Tears ran toward her temples, and she laughed through them.

“Tutta la famiglia,” she whispered. “No falling.”

“Never,” Frieda said.

Gisela knelt before me, took Helene’s free hand, and placed it on Traudl’s shoulder where the small redhead still lay breathless.

“Hold her,” Gisela said. “The doll can carry someone tonight too.”

Traudl opened one eye. “Big mouth for a doll.”

“You taught me well.” Gisela laughed, drew me onto my knees, and turned her back to me. “Now I want the place I chose.”

She swept her platinum hair aside herself, bent over Frieda’s thighs, and spread her knees. Her heavy, high ass presented itself without hesitation. Frieda put one hand against her hip, not to hold her but to feel the rhythm.

“Take me this way,” Gisela said. “And tell me what my ideas will earn us on tomorrow’s Munich run.”

I stroked both full curves with my hands, kissed each side, and gave her a light slap. Gisela laughed and pressed back.

“You planned the return freight,” I said. “You save us every empty journey. You recognized Krammer’s hidden charges even in Prantl’s invoice.”

“Exactly the right words.” She took my cock, guided it to her wet pussy, and looked over her shoulder. “Now lead.”

I entered her and pulled her back by the hips until she had taken me fully. Gisela moaned openly. Instead of seeking support in strangers’ arms, she wove her fingers through Frieda’s and braced herself against my next thrust.

“Our accountant,” Konstanze said.

Gisela raised her chin. “Beside you.”

“Beside me.”

The praise drove her faster. Her thanks came hot between laughter and gasps, for the wagon, her name in the ledger, and the coal on the return journey. I rubbed her clit while increasing the pace.

“Thank you, Max. So good. Deeper. Tomorrow, I’ll show Prantl what a Moosbauer…”

The sentence ended in a bright, victorious laugh. Her pussy gripped me in quick pulses. Gisela came loudly with her face turned toward the other women, dry-eyed and radiant. She pressed Frieda’s hand to her lips and playfully bit one knuckle.

“Delivered,” she gasped. “No empty return.”

I pulled her against me until the last tremor passed, then lifted her off before my control failed. Gisela rolled aside and pushed the free pillow toward Konstanze herself.

Konstanze removed every hairpin herself. The raven length fell, and two red points stood high on her cheekbones.

“Now I ask.”

She lifted my chin. “On our sides, facing you. Frieda behind me, her hand in mine. The others may touch me. You lead.”

Konstanze lay down. Frieda nestled behind her and wove their fingers together. Helene placed a pillow beneath her hip. Caterina moved the hair aside.

My fingers filled Konstanze’s pussy.

“Keep the pressure even,” she said. “No haste.” At the next stroke of my fingers, her mouth opened and the instruction lost its end. “Max… inside me. Now. Look at me.”

I brought her upper thigh over my arm and entered her from the side. Halfway in, I stopped. She lifted her hips and took the rest herself.

“More. You lead.”

I gave her short, forceful strokes, forehead to forehead. Helene’s fingers found her clit. Konstanze held my gaze. Her lips formed another instruction, but her breath stole half of it.

“More. There. You…”

Her fingers closed around Frieda’s. Her pussy gripped my cock hard. Successive spasms tightened her belly. A loud, startled cry broke free. At the last twitch, she nodded, exhausted and proud.

I withdrew and remained kneeling for a moment among the warm bodies, my control stretched to its limit. Frieda opened her arms.

“As always, we decide,” she said in her ladle voice. “The calendar says tonight is mine. I am the center, and I’m carrying the house again. Come here, boy. Inside me.”

“Everyone agrees?” I asked.

Six yeses came in six voices.

Frieda lay beneath me. The women closed around us, hands on shoulders, hips, and the three bellies that would soon grow rounder. Her heels locked behind my back.

“All the way to the root,” she demanded. “Give it to the center.”

Six different voices remained close around us. This time, the others’ hands also guided the final path, resting on my back, Frieda’s hips, and our woven fingers. The whole circle tightened around us as my orgasm hit. I shot my load deep into Frieda’s pussy. Her rough moan blended with Traudl’s broken laughter, Caterina’s Italian, half of Helene’s diagnosis, Gisela’s thanks, and Konstanze’s terse “Stay.” Frieda received all of me tightly until the entire circle became still together.

“There,” Frieda said when my cock lay still inside her. “Six. Home.”



When the last sound faded, six women and I lay tangled across a feather bed built for two.

Seven hands found the three bellies in the darkness: Frieda’s, Traudl’s, and Gisela’s. Mine rested between them. Helene, Caterina, and Konstanze laid theirs over it. Traudl endured the reverent arrangement for precisely three breaths.

“Three at once,” she said. “During the third winter, I predicted we’d need our own maternity ward. I only got the year wrong.”

“One in January, two in March,” Helene answered from the dark. “I will prepare the corner. Until then, you will keep away from my medicine cabinet.”

“I only sampled it once.”

“You spat out the cod-liver oil and claimed it had spoiled.”

“It had. Cod-liver oil is spoiled when it’s made.”

The laughter stayed quiet because the hour was late and the rest of the house had long since fallen silent. Frieda passed the final pieces of bread over our heads. Traudl ate hers half asleep and murmured against my shoulder.

“For the last man in the village, you’re just barely manageable. Barely. But if another one comes, I’m going on strike. Six is enough. Seven would be an institution.”

“Sleep,” Frieda said.

“Already am.”

Summer rain began. The hands remained where they lay until we slept.



Before breakfast, the truck for the first scheduled Linde shipment to Munich pulled up at our gate.

The driver brought empty crates, two rolls of packing paper, and a new letter. Within a quarter hour, the courtyard filled with work. Michl checked the axles, Traudl appraised the driver like an ox, and Gisela struck the empty return from her freight list. Frieda distributed coffee and bread while Caterina wrapped the twelve hams for Munich in linen.

Konstanze read Prantl’s letter aloud at the open loading gate.

“He begins with the weather,” she said. “That means he does not want to frighten us.”

“Then frighten us.”

“The man in the too-fine coat has bought two more shopfronts. He is also buying warehouses and binding carters with advances. Prantl gives no name. He writes only: anyone wishing to trade in Munich should come with open eyes and keep hold of his keys.”

The driver lifted a crate onto the truck. “A smooth hound,” he said. “Twice already, he’s bought goods out from under Prantl’s nose.”

“With what money?” Gisela asked.

“Nobody knows.”

Konstanze folded the letter. “Then we will find out before we open there.”

She took a pencil, changed the order of the load, and ordered the nails placed on the bottom so no ham would be crushed by their shifting.

Afra appeared before the second layer had been stowed. She had already pursued the remnants of Krammer across three markets.

“On foot to Aibling,” she reported, breathless and satisfied. “Schorsch behind him with the broken tooth. From there, they got on a truck heading north in exchange for work. Krammer asked whether someone would bring his motorcar. Nobody did.”

“And Stangler?” Konstanze asked without looking up from the loading plan.

“Gone. His dead paper died with Krammer’s. Asked around Rosenheim for work, then moved on.”

“Hansi?” Resi asked from the kitchen door.

Afra’s voice lost its marketplace shine. “Left alone. In the other direction. Not with Krammer.”

Resi nodded and withdrew into the house. She needed nothing more that morning.

Traudl came from the truck, wiped her hands on her skirt, and pressed a sheet against my chest. The latest list of returnees from the church door. No Angermeier. No Rautenberg.

“The next list,” she said. “Maybe Anderl will come for the shop opening. If he comes later, he’ll have to help unload.”

She jumped back onto the truck and kicked a crate straight. Konstanze slowly stroked her thumb over the name on the sheet. In her room, the trunk remained open, the miniature faceup. Here in the courtyard, she folded the list and placed it in the rear pocket of her ledger with the others.

Caterina passed up the next ham. As I took it from her, her free hand rested briefly over her own belly.

“No date,” she said before I could ask. “No ledger. It will come in its own time. Today, this one has to go to Munich.”

She slapped the ham. “And it is heavier than a child. Help.”

We lifted together.

On the bed of the truck, Traudl created an arrangement only she understood, with not a thumb’s breadth of free play. Twelve hams lay beneath linen, soap and leather stood in unloading order, and the nails rested over the rear axle. Gisela climbed up beside her, still in her blue Dirndl, and checked the red freight list.

“The coal comes first on the return journey,” she said. “We need sacks. Empty and clean.”

“Coal makes everything dirty,” Traudl said. “There won’t be any clean afterward.”

“Then a second floor made of boards.”

Traudl examined her with the auctioneer’s gaze. “Doll, you’ve never been on a coal wagon.”

“No. But I listened to invoices for them for years.”

“Then you know theoretically what dirt looks like.” Traudl pushed a crate toward her. “Take hold. You need practice.”

Gisela took hold. Together, they moved the crate, argued over two handbreadths of room, and invented the false floor Michl would build before the next journey. Konstanze listened from the ground and noted materials, labor time, and the cleaning saved. Three women, three kinds of calculation. In the end, everything fit on the same truck.

Frieda brought the driver a second loaf. “No one from the Linde eats dry bread in Munich,” she said. “Not even the man who only drives.”

The man put it into his bag and retied the forward rope with more care this time.

Konstanze waited until he had secured the entire load. Then she called me into the empty cellar storage room, supposedly to count the remaining stock. As soon as the door shut behind us, she gave me Prantl’s letter.

“You’ve read it twice,” I said.

“I do not require a third reading.” She held the folded paper between two fingers. “I want to tell you something before Munich turns us into a new calculation.”

She did not look away.

“I do not know how you knew the money would die. I never will.” Her voice remained clear. “For two years, the question sat in my ledger under later. Since reform day, I have struck out the category. I have stopped wanting to know.”

“Konstanze…”

“No. No answer.” She placed Prantl’s letter on a crate. “You knew the direction, sweated over the terms, and still brought us through. That is enough for me. If one day you want to speak, I will listen. I will not ask.”

She passed me, opened the door, and called into the courtyard, “The two crates on the left must change places. And Herr Prantl will receive no more hams if his driver lays another rope so carelessly.”

The driver flinched and retied the rope.

In the courtyard, a crate struck the sideboard. Konstanze went outside and left the question in the empty cellar storage room.



The first scheduled Linde shipment to Munich left before noon. We spent the afternoon on the remaining inventory, the return freight, and the space the shop would need for its first stock.

At an ordinary supper, Prantl’s warning letter lay between the bread basket and salt jar. No celebration. No reckoning. Marei traveled from lap to lap. Fritzl sat solemnly in Konstanze’s arms. The bees and the clatter of mugs in the beer garden came through the window.

“Coal first,” Gisela said, pointing at her freight list. “Salt can wait. If the Munich man is binding carters with advances, we must secure the return journey before he buys them away from us.”

“Two carters,” Konstanze said. “Never only one. Each is paid upon returning.”

“In D-Mark,” Traudl added around a mouthful. “So he doesn’t end up stranded in Munich with hams. Though a ham finds its way home more easily than some carters.”

Beneath the table, Frieda’s flour-dusted hand found mine and squeezed. She continued watching Gisela argue with Konstanze over coal.

From my right, Konstanze’s cool hand closed around two of my fingers. Her gaze stayed on Prantl’s letter. Her thumb moved slowly over my knuckle.

Gisela sat diagonally opposite me. While giving a figure, her hand felt for mine beneath the table. She found me, trembled briefly, and held on. None of the three interrupted the discussion.

“Coal, then,” I said.

“That’s what I said.” Gisela smiled and entered it.

Old Frau Schweiger tapped her new D-Mark coin against the edge of the table until Traudl brought her another beer. Helene counted the distance between Traudl’s due date and the two in March. Caterina explained to Marei in Italian why one never asked a merchant’s price with a full mouth. The linden rustled outside the open window.

When we rose, the Munich deed remained on the wall. Prantl’s letter went beneath it. Gisela hung her freight list beside them, her own name below the final line: GISELA MOOSBAUER, RETURN FREIGHT.

“So nobody in Munich thinks we have only one accountant,” she said.

Konstanze studied the name. “Two,” she said. “If you check the coal prices tomorrow.”

Gisela beamed. “Tomorrow morning.”



At first light, I went into the shed and brought out the saw and two cherry boards. Alois already sat over his coffee in the Stube because Helene had forbidden him his morning beer.

“What are you doing?” he asked.

I laid the first board across the trestles and measured the long table. Three children were coming. The Munich shop also needed a table before it received its first till.

“This one gets another leaf,” I said. “Munich gets one of its own.”

Alois set down his coffee and held the board. Footsteps sounded above us: six women, Marei’s bright call, Fritzl’s solemn murmur. The first hard coins on the bar caught the morning light.

I sawed. The scent of cherrywood mingled with bread from the kitchen. The first board fell cleanly onto the floorboards.

“Another?” Alois asked.

“Another,” I said. “Two at once.”


Thanks for reading.
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