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Chapter 1: The Last Day

The app cut my pay while I was riding through an intersection with forty pounds of sushi on my back.

A red window on the display mounted to my handlebars. New compensation structure effective immediately. A little box to tap. No tap, no order. No order, no money.

One euro eighty per delivery. It had been two euro forty.

I tapped.

You always tap.

The rain came slanting in from the north and found the spot on my collar it found every evening. My calves burned. Nineteen runs since two in the afternoon, and the twentieth was waiting in an office building on Maximilianstrasse, behind a glass door that opened only with a card I did not have.

I stood in the rain for eight minutes and waited for someone to come out.

Upstairs, a man in socks opened the door. He looked at me, at my dripping jacket, at the puddle spreading from me across his floor, and then told me to just put the stuff down.

I put the stuff down.

He did not tip.

That is not an accusation. It is bookkeeping.

On the way back, the chain snapped. I crouched under a balcony, turned the bike upside down, pressed the master link open with my thumbnail, and had it fixed in four minutes because I had done it thirty times before, on other people’s bikes, on the bikes of coworkers who paid nothing for it and bought me beer I did not drink because beer was money.

Four minutes.

I was good at things nobody paid for.



At half past eleven, I pushed the bike into the entry hall on Zenettistrasse and stepped over the pile of mail that had been lying under the mailboxes for weeks because it belonged to nobody who wanted it.

On the first floor, Frau Haslinger stood in her doorway, eighty years old, in a bathrobe, and said the machine was making that noise again.

I set down the delivery pack and went in with her.

The lint filter was clogged.

It is always the lint filter.

I crouched, opened it, let the sludge run into a bowl, fished out three coins and a scrap of laundry tag, and screwed it shut again. She wanted to give me five euros.

“Leave it,” I said. “Took no time.”

Instead, she gave me a slice of Guglhupf wrapped in aluminum foil, and I ate it standing in the stairwell, and it was the best thing I had eaten all day.

Two letters were in my box.

The first was gray and official and had already been lying unopened on my kitchen table for seventeen days, in copy. Eviction suit. Two months’ rent in arrears, plus utilities, plus interest, plus the fee for informing me that I owed fees.

The second letter was new.

I stood in the kitchen without turning on the light because light cost money and because I could read it well enough by the glow of my phone, which still had nine percent.

Your birth cohort has been selected by lottery. You are summoned for medical examination.

A date. An address. A fourteen-digit file number, so it was clear it was not personal.

I read it twice. Then I laid it beside the eviction suit because they belonged together like two men carrying a coffin.

The state wanted my body. The landlord wanted my room. The app wanted my hours and paid what it paid.

Only me, nobody wanted.

That was the whole calculation, and it balanced. I was twenty-six. Healthy. I worked seven days a week. I could take apart an engine, tile a roof, run a kitchen for forty people, bake bread, smell meat before frying it, learn in four hours what other people needed a semester for. No piece of paper proved any of it. Without paper, you are a number in a line, and the line does not get shorter. It only gets younger.

The fridge held rice, two eggs, half an onion. I made something good from it because I could. I ate it standing, straight from the pan.

Nina had left in February. She had not screamed, I had to give her that. She had packed her things in two bags, tucked her hair behind her ear, and stopped in the doorway with the face of someone saying a sentence she had prepared on the way.

“You’re sweet, Max. But sweet doesn’t pay rent.”

She was right.

That was the worst part.

I did not know a single man my age who had a woman. Not one. Fifty-nine percent, some article had said, and I was not the example. I was the line underneath. We were half of something. We stood in statistics other people wrote articles about, and in the evenings we carried food through the rain and tapped little boxes.

I drank tap water because there was no beer and slept on a mattress without a bed frame.

At six, the phone rang for the train.

Because the next day, they were burying my grandmother.



Lindgraben lies two hours to the south if the regional train feels like it, and the train did not feel like it.

I sat by the window and watched the foothills rise out of the mist, green and wet and ancient, beyond fields where the corn had already been cut. Then came the station that was no longer a station: a platform, a ticket machine, a timetable behind cracked glass.

The road into the village led past the bakery I knew from Oma’s stories. Newspaper had been taped over the windows. Beside it stood a house with a sign: For Sale. And another. And another. In front of the church, a home-care van was parked, and I thought: this is the last industry here. Bringing people home so they can die there.

Eleven people stood at the grave.

I counted them because you have to count something when you do not want to cry. The youngest after me was sixty-two. The priest spoke quickly because he had another funeral at half past eleven in the next village, and because it was raining, and the rain drummed on the coffin lid like impatient fingers.

Kreszenz Berger, born 1938, died 2026.

Eighty-eight years. She had raised me halfway, in the years when my parents worked and then separated and then kept working. She had taught me how to cut onions without cutting into my thumb. How to smell meat before frying it. How to preserve jars so they lasted ten years and not nine. That you recognized a person by how he treated a dog he did not know.

And she had told me about the valley, again and again, the same stories in the same order, until I knew them by heart like a prayer you do not believe in and still like to hear.

About the Gasthof zur Linde, where she had waited tables as a Madl, at sixteen, in the fifties. Her people had never owned the house. They were not related to the innkeepers by blood or marriage. They were small farmers from the other side of the valley, and Zenzi had worked there for board, lodging, and a little money. For two years. She spoke of it as if she had lived there and only lodged everywhere else.

“The warmest house in the whole valley,” she said. “When you came in during winter, the stove looked at you like a dog.”

She told me about the summer of ’54, about the radio in the Stube, about the men standing on the tables when the goal came, and how an old farmer cried who had never cried in his life, and how she poured sixty-eight Mass that evening and did not miscount once.

She told me about the money.

That was her favorite story, and I had heard it a hundred times and never listened, the way you listen to the weather report for a city you do not live in. How, sometime after the war, everybody had stood in line, and each person got a few new bills in the hand, new money, and soon after the shopwindows were full. Overnight. As if someone had snapped his fingers.

“Where was all the stuff before?” I asked at fourteen, my mouth full of Guglhupf.

“Ja mei,” she said. “In the cellars. Whoever had goods was rich. Whoever had money was lighting the stove pipe with it by Tuesday.”

She laughed when she told it.

She always laughed when she told it.

After the grave, there was coffee in the side room of a tavern that had changed its name. An old woman pressed my hand and asked if I was Zenzi’s Bub. I said yes. She nodded as if she had closed an account and left.

Nobody asked me whether I would stay.

Why would they? There was nothing here to stay for. The village was sinking into itself like a cake taken too soon from the oven, and I had a train at 17:12, a room I was being sued out of, and a letter with a date on it.

I went there one more time anyway.



The linden still stood.

It stood in front of the house as it had for three hundred years, huge and rough-barked, with a trunk three men would have had to join arms around, and its branches were already half bare in October. Leaves lay ankle-deep across the yard and smelled of wet tea.

The house behind it was dead.

A construction fence ran around the property. A sign with a red bar: No Entry. Demolition. Beneath it, smaller, a date.

Tomorrow.

The plaster had fallen in slabs, revealing the half-timbering beneath, dark, honest wood that was still straight. Two shutters hung crooked. Above the door, you could read what had once stood there in sweeping letters, now only a shadow in the paint, lighter than the wall because eighty years of sun had bleached everything around the letters.

Gasthof zur Linde.

I did not know what I wanted there.

I still do not know exactly.

Maybe it was the thought that tomorrow it would be gone, and then nobody in the world could stand in that hall who had still known Oma. That a memory without a house becomes a rumor.

At the garden end, the fence had a gap where the roots of the linden had lifted it, year after year, patiently, the way roots do.

I climbed through.

The back door was not locked. It had only swollen shut, and when I put my shoulder to it, it gave way with a long sigh.

The smell hit me: cold dust. Old wood. Mice. And beneath it, deep in the beams, the remainder of smoke that had been sitting there for decades and did not know the stove was dead.

I let the phone light shine.

Seven percent.

The hall was narrow and had a stone floor, worn down in the middle, a shallow hollow made by a hundred thousand steps. To the left, the kitchen, stripped bare except for a masonry stove base whose tiles someone had scratched with a nail, groups of five strokes, an accounting whose meaning had died with the accountant. To the right, the door to the Stube stood half open, with a brass handle blackened and greasy from the hand-sweat of generations.

I went in.

The room was bigger than I had expected, with a low beamed ceiling you could almost touch with your hand. Tarps over a few chairs. A pale patch on the wall where a clock had hung. The floor was made of boards as wide as nobody saws them today, and near the counter they had been trodden hollow where the innkeepers had walked back and forth between tap and kitchen for a hundred years.

And in the corner beneath the window stood the table.

It stood there because nobody could get it out. Oak, a handspan thick, legs like an ox. The Stammtisch. Four generations had hollowed the top with their elbows. There were dips in it, black burn marks from pipes, the notch where a hundred years ago someone had laid down a knife he would have been better off not bringing. Above it, in the corner, an empty nail in the Herrgottswinkel, and a rectangle of darker wood where a crucifix must have hung.

I ran my hand over the tabletop. It was cold and smooth as a river stone.

Above the kitchen door, high in the corner of the lintel, a swallow’s nest clung to the wall. Empty, of course. But whole. The clay was gray and dry and perfect, and some bird had carried it up there stalk by stalk and clump by clump, into a house a digger would take tomorrow.

I sat down on the stove bench.

The tiled stove had been cleaned out, its green tiles dull and dusty, but the bench still ran around it, broad and polished by sitting, with a warmth that was only the memory of warmth. I pulled the bottle from my pack.

Plum schnapps. From the back of Oma’s kitchen cupboard, behind the preserving jars, saved for guests who no longer came. The label had a year on it older than I was.

I unscrewed it and drank from the neck, and it burned like a good reproach.

“To you, Oma,” I said into the dark.

My voice sounded smaller in the empty room than it was. I lifted the bottle again, toward the door lintel, toward the gray lump of clay.

“And to you.”

The swallow did not answer. Swallows long gone rarely do.

I sat there and drank and calculated because I always calculate. The rent against the pay. The pay against the letter. The letter against the 17:12 train, which I had missed without noticing. The next one left at six in the morning.

So I stayed.

It was not even a decision. It was the only line left after all the others had been crossed out.

I pulled my jacket tighter, shoved the pack under my head, and stretched out on the stove bench, in a house that would not be a house tomorrow. Outside, wind moved through the linden, and I heard the leaves run across the yard in small hurried pushes, like animals.

My last clear thought was not a thought but an image.

Oma, sixteen, with a tray full of Mass mugs. A room full of smoke and laughter and men standing on tables. A summer when everything still lay ahead of her.

I fell asleep like a stone drops into a well.



I dreamed nothing.

That is important, I think, so I will say it plainly. No tunnel. No light. No voice explaining anything. Only sleep, deep and black and bottomless, and at some point the sleep was over, the way sleep is over, and I woke as I always woke: from below, sluggish, with a mouth like sandpaper.

First came the smoke.

Not the cold, dead smoke of last night. Fresh woodsmoke. Resinous spruce, with the sharp, bright smell of something that had only just caught and did not yet know whether it was allowed to burn. It lay over me like a blanket.

Then the bread.

I knew the smell from Oma’s kitchen, and my belly understood it sooner than my head did: sourdough, dark, strong, just out of the oven. And beneath it, farther away, onions in hot lard.

A bell struck.

I lay with my eyes closed and counted along. Six strokes. And somewhere in my head an objection stood up and sat down again because it was too monstrous: the bell of Lindgraben sounded different. I had heard it yesterday at the grave. It was hoarse. This one was full and round and high, like a bell that had never cracked.

A rooster crowed, angry and close, directly below the window.

And then a woman’s voice, below me, muffled by wood and stone. She told someone that the cat had no business in the pantry. The cat did not answer. A door moved, and a bucket was set down, tin on stone, and the woman began to hum in the middle of a melody, the way you hum when you believe you are alone.

It was warm.

That was it. That was the place where something in me sat up while the rest of me still lay there. It was warm. I was lying on a bench, and the bench was not cold. Behind my back was a stove, and the stove was breathing. I heard the wood working inside it, a soft cracking and shifting, and I felt the heat through my jacket like a hand between my shoulder blades.

My hand groped beside me.

The old reflex. Trained for twenty-six years, a thousand times a day, before thought, before waking: the hand searches for the phone.

It found no phone.

It found iron.

And the iron was hot.


Chapter 2: The Landlady

I jerked my hand away from the stove and sat up, and there she stood with the fire iron.

She stood three steps away, feet planted wide, the iron in her right hand, held low, the way a person holds it when she knows she is going to swing and is not only threatening. No trembling. No shrieking. Her eyes moved over me the way they would move over a delivery that had not been ordered.

I looked at her, and for a moment my head stopped doing anything else.

Wooden shoes, set broad on the floorboards. Above them, darned stockings and strong pale calves under a skirt that still swayed from her stop. Her hips were wide and soft, and the bow of her apron sat high on them like a ledge. The apron strings pulled her waist in tight, and above that waist there was more, and that was where my eyes wanted to stay: the bodice of her working dirndl was too small for her, or she was too much for the bodice, and the lacing stood under tension like a bowstring. Her throat above it was white, and above the throat was a chin that did not like me.

Then the eyes. Warm hazel brown, alert, absolutely calm, in a face with a streak of flour across one cheekbone. Golden hair, heavy, braided into a crown, with strands loosening at her temples because she had been working since first light.

She was the most beautiful woman I had ever seen in a kitchen doorway, and she would have split my skull without any trouble.

“If you are a thief,” she said, “then you are the best-rested one I have ever caught.”

Her voice was low and dry. She did not lower the fire iron.

I raised both hands. My tongue stuck to the roof of my mouth. Behind her, through the open kitchen door, I saw steam above a kettle and a stove with fire in it, and onion braids hanging from a beam, and the whole room smelled of bread.

“I slept here,” I said. “The door was open. I’m sorry.”

“The door is always open. There is nothing to steal.” She lifted her chin toward the bottle on the floor beside the bench. “Except that. Is it yours?”

The plum schnapps. The label with the year. Half empty.

“Yes.”

She looked at the bottle, and for the first time something other than calculation crossed her face. It was brief, and it was hunger, not for the schnapps but for what a bottle like that meant: that somewhere, houses still stood where such things sat in cupboards.

“Ja mei,” she said. “Then get up.”



I went past her, through the kitchen, keeping my distance from the fire iron, and she let me without turning around.

I saw everything and understood nothing.

The kitchen had a masonry stove, and it was burning, and a black kettle stood on it. On the wall was a shelf with stoneware bowls. A pantry door stood ajar, shelves behind it too empty for shelves that size. A paper calendar hung by the window, and there was a number on it, and I looked away before I read it because I was not ready to read it yet.

I went out into the yard.

It was cold, and the air smelled of snow that would not last much longer. Brown water stood in the wagon ruts. Along the shadowed edges of the wall lay gray remains of snow, hard as sugar. In the meadow beyond stood the linden, bare, enormous, and younger. It was clearly, without any question, the same linden, and younger.

No construction fence.

I slowly turned in a circle.

No power lines. Nowhere. No poles on the slope, no cables over the road, no metal sign, no road markings. The road was not paved. It was gravel, furrowed by cart wheels. A farmer led a draft horse past by the rein, and the horse snorted steam, and the man was seventy if he was a day. On the wall of the house opposite, rain had eaten at a poster. Ration cards. Issuing office: town hall. Beside it hung an official notice in a wet wooden frame, the upper corner lifted by the wind, and at the top, black on gray, it said: March 1946. Above the village sat the church tower, and in the roof beside it gaped a hole, makeshift-covered with boards.

A lorry stood down by the road, and behind the cab it had a boiler, a real stove with a pipe, and a man was throwing split logs into it.

I stood there, and the world did not tip.

It stood completely still.

I tipped.

It came all at once, in one cold slide, and there was nothing like thought in it. It was physical. It was as if someone had pulled the ground from under my feet and the sky along with it, and my heart beat in my throat and in my ears and in my fingertips, and I heard myself breathing, far too fast, and somewhere beneath all the noise a small calm voice said, the bell, you idiot, the bell had not cracked, the bell cracks later.

I took three steps to the woodpile, braced myself with one hand, and threw up.

Plum schnapps and bile. It took a long time. Afterward I crouched there with my back against the cold wood, wiped my mouth on my sleeve, and breathed until the breathing belonged to me again.

Then I reached into my jacket pocket.

That was the moment that hurt. Not the sky. Not the linden. Not the road. My hand in an empty pocket and the reflex that did not know it was dead: check, read, write someone, take a picture, hear some voice from the place I came from.

There was no voice. There was no voice anywhere.

Everything I was, every number, every account, every message, every face I might have seen one more time, lay in a rectangle of glass that no longer existed because it did not exist yet.

I sat by the woodpile and allowed that for two minutes.

Then I stood.

Because here is the truth, and I have tested it many times in the years since and always found it sound: I had lost nothing. I had lost an eviction suit. A draft summons. A job that made me a little cheaper every day. A woman who had left because I was sweet. An apartment where I ate from the pan.

I ran the numbers there at the woodpile, in March, and the calculation balanced, and I almost laughed.

The world had thrown me away.

Then it had dropped me.



“You look like a towel,” she said when I came back into the kitchen.

“I was sick.”

“I can smell that.” She set a tin cup on the table and poured something brown and grain-smelling that had nothing to do with coffee. “Drink. Then tell me who you are, and I will decide whether it is any of my business.”

I sat because my legs were of the opinion that sitting was a good idea.

I drank. It tasted like burned earth and was the best thing I had ever drunk because it was hot.

Then I lied, and it was the easiest lie of my life because it was ninety percent true.

“Berger,” I said. “Max Berger. From Munich.”

Her eyebrows lifted, barely. “And what is a man from Munich doing in my Stube?”

“Munich is broken.” I said it without knowing how broken, and her face showed me it was enough. “My people are dead. The papers burned with the flat. I had a grandmother from here in the valley, from the other side, a farmer’s daughter. She always talked about Lindgraben. I didn’t know any other place to go.”

I waited for the questions. Which street. Which parish. Who can swear to that.

Frieda Obermaier stirred her kettle and shrugged one shoulder.

“Papers,” she said. “Ja mei. Half the world is walking around without papers. Last week twelve came through the village from Silesia, with a handcart and seven children. Who is supposed to check it? And with what?”

That was how it worked. No interrogation. A shrug.

Twelve million people were in motion, the card indexes burned or scattered or sitting in crates in cellars somewhere, and a young man without identification was the most ordinary thing you could meet on a road in 1946. It should have made me suspicious how easy it was. It only made me awake.

“I have no money,” I said.

“That shows.”

“I can work.”

She stopped stirring. She turned and looked at me properly for the first time, and her gaze went from my shoes to my face and stayed one heartbeat too long on my hands, which lay on the table, white and soft and without a single callus.

“That,” she said, “I have to see first.”



She had me split wood.

It was a test, and we both knew it. Behind the stable was a stack of meter-long billets, and beside it leaned an axe with a handle that had been repaired twice.

I set the first billet on the chopping block, and I had spent a few winters in my life making wood for innkeepers because innkeepers need wood and students need money, and I drove the wedge in where the crack already was, instead of into the middle, the way people do when they think it is about strength.

After an hour, the kitchen door opened, and Frieda stood there drying her hands on her apron and said nothing. Half the stack was gone.

After two hours, I had blisters on both palms, two of them open, and the stack was split and piled with the bark sides out so the rain would run off.

She came outside, looked at the stack, then at my hands.

“You were no farmer,” she said.

“No.”

“What were you?”

I thought of the app and the little box. “I delivered.”

She left it there.

That was the first thing I loved about her, long before I knew I loved her: she left things lying when a person left them lying.

Then she showed me the pump in the yard, which had not given a drop since the frost, and said it was done for anyway, nobody could fix it anymore, and the locksmith had fallen in the war.

I took off the handle, pulled out the rod, and looked at the leather cup on the piston, whose job was to seal. It was hard as a communion wafer and torn in two places.

“Do you have an old boot?” I asked. “A really old one. I need the shaft, not the sole.”

She brought me one, and she watched while I cut a round disk from the shaft leather with her bread knife, while I soaked it in warm water, punched it with a nail, pulled it over the piston, and rubbed the leather with a bit of lard so it would stay soft and fit itself tight.

I put the rod back in and pumped. Nothing happened for seven strokes, and I sweated because otherwise it would have become embarrassing.

On the eighth stroke, the water came.

It came with a belch and a rush, splashing into the tin bucket, and Frieda Obermaier stood in her yard and watched her pump spit water, and her mouth opened.

“It hasn’t gone since Christmas,” she said.

“Now it goes.”

“The locksmith said it needed spare parts from Rosenheim.”

“It needed a boot.”

She looked at me. Steam rose from the bucket between us, and somewhere behind us a drop fell from the gutter. Then she turned and went into the kitchen and said over her shoulder that there would be soup at noon, and her ears were red.



In the afternoon, I rehung the door to the Stube.

It had screamed like a piglet every time it moved, for years, and the people in the village said the Linde had a door that cried out. I lifted it from its hinges, laid it across two trestles, planed the warped edge, turned the lower hinge a quarter turn, and greased both hinges with wagon grease.

When I hung it again, it opened and closed like a thought.

And while I stood out in the yard wiping my hands, I noticed I was being watched.

On the lane beyond the low wall, a woman went past with a basket, and she slowed. Then she stopped. A second woman joined her, younger, with a gray headscarf. They simply stood there, baskets against their hips, and watched me hang a door.

They did not pretend to be doing anything else.

They looked at me calmly, thoroughly, from the boots upward, the way you look in a stable at an animal that has just been led in. One said something to the other without taking her eyes off me. The other answered without taking her eyes off me.

I lifted a hand in greeting.

They greeted back.

They did not move on.

In my entire life, I had never been allowed to be looked at like that. In Munich, nobody had looked at me except to check whether I was the courier. Here, two women stood at a wall in March and calculated something, and I was the number.

I went inside because I had grown hot.



At noon there was soup with potatoes, caraway, and a spoonful of lard. Frieda sliced bread and put the largest piece in front of me without thinking about it, and she talked while we ate because I asked.

Toni Obermaier had fallen in 1943. In the East. She said it the way you say the roof leaks: a circumstance you have lived with for years.

She was thirty-one. Married five years, four of them without him. No children. She said that without emphasis too, and still her hand paused for one second while cutting, and I stored it away.

The Gasthof was her parents’ house. She had inherited it, along with the debts that had lain on it in 1938 because her father had wanted to expand the hall and had run a tab for it with Pichler Brewery.

The hall had never been finished. I looked at it later: the whole west wing, good masonry, walls straight as candles, and above them the sky and a few charred rafters.

The Stube was open two evenings a week, for three old men and a jug of beer the brewery might deliver if it wanted to, and it wanted to less and less often.

“Then why do you do it?” I asked.

Frieda looked at me as if I had asked why she breathed.

“Because it’s an inn,” she said. “If there is no inn anymore, there is no village anymore. Then it’s only houses standing next to one another.”



In the evening, they came.

At seven, the door that no longer screamed opened, and three old men stepped into the Stube, and the first stopped and looked at the door so long that the second walked into his back.

They sat at the table in the corner beneath the window. At that same table. I stood with a beer mug in my hand and had to hold on to the counter because the top was hollowed in the middle and because in the corner, in the Herrgottswinkel, a crucifix hung that would not be hanging there the next time I saw it.

The thinnest of them was the sexton. Alois Rambold, sixty-seven, in a black coat that had gone green at the seams, with knuckles like walnut roots. He sat, folded his hands, and measured me from head to toe, slowly, the way a man measures out a grave.

“So that’s him,” he said.

“That’s him,” Frieda said.

“The one with the pump.” He lifted his glass, drank a sip, and set it down. “And the door.”

The broad one beside him, Girgl, grumbled something. The small one, Naz, grinned through gaps in his teeth and said I should do the church roof next.

Alois did not take his eyes off me.

“Tell me one thing, young man. You come from nowhere, you have no papers, you sleep in other people’s houses, and you repair things that have been broken since the men went away.” He drank another sip. “Either heaven sent you, or prison did.”

The Stube went quiet. Frieda stopped polishing a glass.

“And if I don’t know myself?” I said.

Alois looked at me for three more seconds. Then his left eye began to twitch, and I needed a moment to understand that this was laughter.

“That,” he said, “is the first honest answer I have heard since the war.”

Later, Girgl won a bet against him about the name of a cow that had died in 1931. Alois paid without blinking.

He laid two cigarettes on the table.

American ones, with a red dot on white paper. Girgl took them, tested them between two fingers like a jeweler, smelled them, and tucked them into his breast pocket, and neither of them lit one.

And when Frieda put the bread coupons into a little box, small colored slips with printed numbers that she cut from a sheet with scissors, I leaned against the counter and saw what money looked like in this country, and what it looked like when money was worth nothing, and how both lay in the same room at the same time, and in my head something made a very soft click.

Three old men sat in that Stube. And a Bub of maybe fourteen, who came to fetch beer for his mother and threw me a look like a dog looking at a bigger dog.

That was the men’s side of Lindgraben.

I counted while I washed glasses. I counted the women who came to the door over the evening to drop off or pick up something, and I counted the widows you recognized because they wore their husbands’ men’s coats with the sleeves turned back.

I reached nine. Nine women. Three old men and a boy.

Nobody said the word.

Nobody had to.



I slept in the chamber under the roof, on a straw sack, beneath a blanket that smelled of lavender, and I woke before dawn because I wanted to fetch water before anyone had to ask me.

She was there before me.

Frieda stood at the pump in her shift, with a shawl loose around her shoulders, and pumped, and steam rose from the water into the cold air around her. Her hair was open. It fell down her back, heavy and golden in the dark blue before dawn.

The linen of the shift was thin and old and clung where the steam had touched it, and the cold had done what cold does. I saw it, and I looked away, and then I looked back because I was twenty-six and not dead.

She heard me on the gravel.

She straightened slowly and turned her head. She did not pull the shawl closed.

We looked at each other across the yard, across the bucket and the steam, and the second was already over while it still had not ended. Two seconds. Three.

Her chin lifted half a centimeter.

“The bucket is heavy,” she said.

I went over and took it from her, and our fingers lay over each other for a moment on the handle, hers wet and cold, mine cracked and hot, and neither of us pulled away first.

Then she went into the house, and I stood in the yard with the bucket, beneath a linden that did not know it would one day get a construction fence.

I had planned to stay one week.

That was the plan. One week, then look further, then find a destination, then something.

The plan lasted until breakfast.


Chapter 3: Feather Beds

I was on the roof before the sun came over the ridge.

The wind moved cold over the tiles, and I sat astride the roof beam of the stable annex, taking out the broken slabs one after another. A third were cracked. Another third lay wrong because somebody had thrown them up there in a hurry, in a year when nobody had time for roofs.

Below, Alois held the ladder, though I had not asked him to, and smoked a pipe that held more herb than tobacco.

“Far left, third row,” he called up. “That one whistles when the rain comes from the west.”

“How do you know that?”

“Because I’ve been sitting in the church looking into your roofs for forty-three years.”

I pulled the slab out.

It was cracked.

Around ten, the lane below me grew busy.

First two women with baskets, who stopped. Then a third, coming from the other side, who also stopped, and then a young widow with a child by the hand, who made a detour, a real, recognizable detour, to pass the wall of the Linde and look up.

They did not call anything. They did not giggle.

That was what confused me.

They stood with their baskets at their hips and watched a man working on a roof, and they watched him the way you watch a fire you would like to warm yourself by and are not yet sure you are allowed to.

I drove a nail in crooked and started over.

“Alois.”

“Mhm.”

“Why are they standing there?”

Alois took the pipe from his mouth and looked down the lane without hurry, then looked up at me, and his eyes were old and dry and did not laugh.

“Bub,” he said. “In the village there are fifty-two women between twenty and forty. And men that age? There are two. Hansi Ostermeier, who left half his leg in France and has been drinking ever since. And you.”

I held the hammer still.

“Every one down there is calculating now,” he said. “And you are the only number for miles.”

Then he put the pipe back in his mouth and held the ladder, and I finished laying the roof, and my hands trembled, and it was not from the cold.



Thursday was market day.

It was not a market the way I knew markets. It was eleven women and two old men with cloths spread on the cobblestones, and there was not much on the cloths: cabbage, turnips, a few eggs, onions, twine, once a pair of children’s shoes, carefully cleaned, with soles worn through.

I went with Alois because Frieda needed salt and because I wanted to see how this worked.

This was how it worked.

A thick farm woman had a dozen eggs in a basket, straw tucked between them. A woman from the city, which I could tell from the coat that had once been good, held something out to her, and the farm woman looked at it and shook her head, and the city woman added something, and then the farm woman nodded.

I stepped closer.

Four cigarettes. American, with the red dot.

Four cigarettes for twelve eggs.

The city woman took the basket, and her hands trembled a little, and she went away quickly, like someone carrying something valuable and not wanting anyone to see.

The farm woman put the four cigarettes away, and she did not smoke, and she would not smoke them. She would pass them on for shoe soles or limewash or a neighbor’s help roofing, and the cigarettes would travel through the valley like blood cells until eventually someone actually lit them and burned money.

Beside the market stall, on a wall, a notice said how many Reichsmark a kilo of bread was allowed to cost.

Nobody looked at the notice.

Everyone looked at the cigarettes.

I stood there, in the middle of a village in March 1946, and in my head my grandmother spoke with her mouth full about cellars full of goods and stove pipes lit with worthless paper.

I had heard that story a hundred times and never understood it once.

I understood it that Thursday, between cabbage and turnips, and my heart went faster than it should have.

“Alois,” I said, “if you had money. Real money. Reichsmark. A bundle of it. What would you do with it?”

Alois snorted.

“The privy is in the yard, Bub, and in winter it’s cold. Paper is paper.”



On the way back, the wagon came.

I heard it before I saw it: hooves in step, two horses, and the roll of wheels that had been greased. In a valley where most carts squealed like doors.

It came up the Rosenheim road, and the people in the market square stopped speaking in a slightly different way than they would when only a wagon came.

Painted green. Fresh. With a gold line on the box.

In front, two bays, the same height, equally groomed, with polished harness, in a spring when the farmers let their last horses die in the traces.

On the driver’s bench sat a man they called Schorsch. I learned the name only later, but I learned everything essential about him in that minute: he was as broad as two Aloises, had a neck like a calf, and did not sit on the bench so much as sprawl on it, one elbow on his knee, looking into the faces of the people who looked away.

The wagon passed through.

It did not stop.

And the whole market, eleven women and two old men, waited until the rolling had vanished around the bend before anyone said anything again.

“Who owns that?” I asked.

Alois spat in the road, which he otherwise did not do because he was the sexton.

“Krammer,” he said. “Ludwig Krammer, from Rosenheim. Trades in everything people need and can’t get.” He walked on, and I had to take two quick steps to keep up with him. “And in December he bought a paper from Pichler Brewery.”

“What kind of paper?”

Alois stopped. He looked at me, and for the first time the dry mockery was gone from his face.

“The debts on the Gasthof zur Linde,” he said. “Frieda’s.”



I did not tell her that day because I did not know how.

Instead, I went into the cellar because she had mentioned at dinner that the snowmelt had run down again and she would likely have to give up the beer cellar this year.

I lit a lantern and went down the stairs, and the water stood above my ankles.

It was a good cellar. I saw that at once. A barrel vault of quarry stone, cool and dry in the walls. A cellar like that would hold beer at four degrees through an entire August. In the rear half, the casks lay on heavy oak trestles, and over all of it hung the smell of old malt and damp stone and a little yeast, like memory.

The water did not come from above. It came from a corner where the floor had sunk.

I went upstairs for two buckets, and then she came after me without being called, with the second bucket and a ladle, and pushed her sleeves past her elbows.

We bailed for two hours.

It was dull, wet, cold work, and eventually we began to talk the way people talk beside each other while doing something stupid that must be done. She told me how her father had hidden wine in the cellar, behind a false wall, and how her mother had known and never said anything for thirty years.

She laughed while telling it.

It was not a polite laugh. It came out of her before she could stop it, and she heard it herself and paused with the bucket in her hand as if she had heard a strange noise in the house.

The lantern stood on a cask. Her blouse was soaked to the skin, and the linen clung, and in the yellow light the heavy curve of her breasts under the wet cloth was so clear that I had to look into the bucket.

“What is it?” she said.

“Nothing.”

“You look like a man who saw something.”

“No,” I said. “I look like a man trying not to see something.”

She stood very still. Then she turned without a word and stepped onto the plank we had laid over the deepest place to reach the far corner.

The plank slipped.

I had her before I knew I had moved. One arm around her back, one hand at her elbow, and all her weight came against me, wet and warm, her hip against mine, her hand on my chest, and the bucket clattered somewhere into the water.

We stood like that.

I felt her breath against my neck. I felt her chest rise. A drop ran from her chin down her throat, into the hollow above her collarbone, and farther, under the wet linen, and I followed it with my eyes and looked up again, and she had seen me follow it.

Her cheeks were red. The flush ran down over her throat, under her collar, and she did nothing about it.

“Mrs. Obermaier,” I said hoarsely.

She lifted one hand and laid two wet fingers against my mouth.

“Frieda,” she said. “A man who fishes me out of the beer cellar calls me Frieda.”

Then she stepped away from me, lifted the bucket from the water, and went on working, and I stood there like an ox with a heart hammering against my ribs.



That evening, she heated the tub.

I came in from the wood, chilled to the bones, and the big wooden tub stood in front of the stove in the kitchen, steam rising from it, and she was just pouring in the last kettle.

“In,” she said. “You stink of cellar.”

“I can wash at the well.”

“You can catch your death at the well.” She put a piece of hard soap on the stool and a linen cloth beside it. “In.”

I undressed because not doing it would have been ridiculous, and because she busied herself at the stove and showed me her back, and because I was twenty-six and for four days had thought of nothing but her wet blouse.

The water was so hot I hissed.

I sank in until the water stood at my chin, and the pain in my shoulders let go, and I closed my eyes and heard a chair scrape behind me.

She did not leave.

I heard her breathe. I heard her roll up her sleeves. Then a hand went into my hair without warning, pushed my head forward, and a rush of warm water ran over my neck.

She washed my back.

She did it thoroughly and without hurry, with soap and bare hands, and she did it longer than a back requires. Her thumbs found the knot under my right shoulder blade and stayed there. Her palm lay flat between my shoulder blades, and she did not move it.

Then the hands went lower. Over the ribs, into my sides, down beneath the waterline.

I had been hard since she poured the first rush over my neck. Hard in the hot water like a boy, and the water was clear, and the candle stood on the table, and there was nothing to hide it behind.

She said nothing about it.

She did not stop either.

Her breath moved by my ear, a little too fast for a woman washing a back. When she leaned forward to reach my other shoulder, her breast brushed my arm, heavy and warm through the damp linen, and stayed there one heartbeat longer than an accident lasts.

I sat in the water and did not breathe.

Then she went to the door, and I thought, now she leaves, and I was so disappointed that I was embarrassed.

She slid the bolt shut.

The sound was small and iron and filled the whole kitchen. She stood with her hand on the bolt, her back to me, and I saw her shoulders rise and fall.

“I will say it once,” she said. “Then you can go, and we will never speak of it again.”

She turned.

“Toni has been dead three years. For three years I have touched nothing but the rosary and the animals and this damned stove.” Her chin rose. The flush spread across the top of her breasts. “I am thirty-one. I am not old, and I am not done, and I am sick of pretending I am both. I have watched you work in my yard for four days, and every night I have lain awake like a young thing.”

She came one step closer.

“I want nothing from you. You get your food and your bed either way. You work for them. That is the trade, and it stays the trade no matter what happens now. I do not pay anyone with myself, and I do not buy myself a man either.” Her voice grew softer and firmer at once. “I just want. For the first time in three years, I simply want, and I am done waiting.”

Water dripped from my fingers onto the floorboards.

“If you say no,” she said, “say it now.”

I stood.

I stood up in the tub, wet and steaming, hard in front of her, and made no move to cover myself, and I saw her gaze fall.

It fell, and it stayed there. Her mouth opened a fraction. Candlelight caught the water running down me, and her tongue touched her upper lip once and left again, and she did not notice it herself, and the red ran over her throat deep into the neckline where the linen pulled tight.

Three years.

You could see how long three years were on her.

“I am certainly not saying no,” I said.

She came to me, and she lifted her hands to her head, and she pulled the pins from the crown of her hair, one after another, and laid them on the kitchen table, very neatly, side by side.

The hair fell.

It fell heavily, in one golden motion, over her shoulders, down below her shoulder blades, and the stove stood behind her and shone through it, and for one breath the whole kitchen was only that gold and her gaze beneath it.

“Then come out,” she said.



I climbed out of the tub, and she did not wait for me to dry.

She laid both palms on my chest, and I heard her lose breath at what she found under her hands, and then her hands came lower, over my ribs, over my belly, and stayed, and her thumb brushed once over the line that led down.

“Lord God,” she said softly, against my throat. “Lord God, Bub.”

Her hand closed around my cock without hesitation, with the calm certainty of a woman who had been married and knew what she held, and she stopped and drew in air.

Then her fist tightened and moved once slowly down to the root and back up, and her thumb found the wet tip and rubbed what stood there.

“Ja mei,” she said. “So that’s what it looks like.”

She said it up toward the ceiling. Her forehead rested on my breastbone, her hand did not stop, and beneath her skirts her thighs pushed against each other, very slowly, without her steering it.

“Holy Mother,” she said into my skin, and it was no devotion, and she made no effort to pretend it was. “And that has been standing in my kitchen for an hour, washing its back like a good boy.”

I laughed, and she laughed with me, and the laughter became something else because I took her by the waist and lifted her onto the edge of the kitchen table, between the hairpins and the bread board.

I gave first.

I had always kept to that, and that evening I understood for the first time why it was more than courtesy. I pushed her skirts up, over the strong knees, over the white thighs, until she had to lean back on her elbows, and then I knelt before her on the floorboards of her own kitchen.

“What,” she said. “What are you doing?”

“Hold still.”

She did not hold still. She tried to close her knees out of pure habit, and I put one hand on each and pushed them apart, slowly, without argument, until she lay open before me. In the candlelight. On the table where she kneaded her bread every morning.

She was wet down to her thighs. So wet it shone, and she saw that I saw, and she laid her forearm over her eyes.

“Don’t look there.”

“Yes.”

“So slowly… God…” She broke off, and then her head fell back.

I took my time. The stove cracked behind us, and the room smelled of soap and bread and her, and I licked her slowly, from bottom to top, broad and flat, with my whole tongue, and her taste hit the back of my neck like schnapps. Salty, warm, a little bitter, entirely alive.

I did it again. I did it ten times and did not touch her clit once, and I heard her heel strike the table leg.

“Please,” she said.

Then again, quieter, appalled at herself: “Please.”

Only then did I take her clit between my lips, short and sharp, and let it go, and took it again, and Frieda jerked up on the table as if someone had laid a wire along her spine.

Her hand went into my hair and made a fist.

She held me there. She pulled me to her, and her hips began to work against my mouth, unchecked and without rhythm, like a woman who had forgotten her body knew what it wanted on its own. Her thighs shook against my temples. The table shifted a finger’s width across the floorboards.

“Don’t stop,” she said. “Don’t stop. Don’t. I.”

Her pussy was hot and wet against my mouth, and I slid two fingers into her, and she was so tight that for a moment I held still and simply let my fingers lie inside her while my tongue kept working. Then I curled them forward, to the place where it grew soft and hot, and pressed.

She stopped speaking in the middle of a word.

I felt her come before she knew it herself. Her belly went hard under my free hand. Her pussy clamped around my fingers like a fist. Then she tipped.

She came with a sound she did not know.

It was loud. It was raw and deep and scraped in her throat, and it did not stop, and her thighs closed around my head, her heel drummed against the table leg, and her fist in my hair hurt, and I held her and let her come as long as she wanted. She came against my mouth in waves, three times, four, and on the last one her juices ran over my chin. I stayed where I was and drank her until she pulled me away by the hair because she could not bear any more.

When she was done, she slapped a hand over her mouth.

I stood. Her eyes were wet and huge and stared at me over her own hand, horrified, as if she had screamed in her sleep.

I took her hand away from her mouth.

“Don’t do that,” I said. “Nobody hears. And if someone hears, let them hear.”

Her face opened. She wrapped both arms around my neck and pulled me to her mouth, and she tasted herself on me and made no drama of it, and then she said into my mouth, “Upstairs. Not on the table. I want it in my bed.”



The bed was a box bed with a feather bed that came up to my hips.

She pulled me into it, and then she lay beneath me, and I watched her unlace the bodice with impatient fingers, and when she had freed herself I stayed over her on my arms for a moment and simply looked.

Her breasts were heavy and white and fell a little to the side because they were too much to fall anywhere else. The areolas were large and dark pink, broad as saucers, and the nipples stood hard and thick in the cold chamber air. The flush of arousal ran from her throat down over her breastbone like a map.

For four days, I had guessed at her through wet linen.

This was no guessing.

“Don’t look like that,” she said, putting an arm over herself.

I took the arm away, laid it beside her head, and held it there.

“I look as long as you let me,” I said.

She let me. She lay there, her arm over her head, breath high in her throat, and let herself be seen, and the red climbed over her chest up under her chin while I watched.

Then I lowered my head.

I took her nipple into my mouth, and she made that sound again, that unpracticed, far too loud sound, and I stayed there. I stayed a long time. I sucked and drew and circled with my tongue until the nipple was hard as a cherry stone, then took the other and did it again, slower, and between them I set my teeth once, very carefully, and her hips drove up beneath me.

I took her tits in both hands. They did not fit. They spilled between my fingers, warm and heavy, and I lifted them and let them fall and watched them settle into motion, and Frieda stopped breathing because a man was looking at her while he did it.

I pressed them together and laid my face between them, and she held my head with both hands and laughed and sobbed at once.

Then I shifted higher over her, and my cock lay between her breasts, and Frieda looked down at it, and her hands came on their own and settled right and left and pressed them closed around me.

I held still. Two strokes, no more. Her mouth stood open.

“Not tonight,” I said.

“No,” she said, hoarse, and still did not let go. “Not tonight.”

When I entered her, she stopped breathing.

I set myself to her, and she was hot and slick and still too tight, and the first handspan went hard. I pushed forward slowly. Centimeter by centimeter, because she was so tight and because I felt her body remember and startle at the same time. She opened around me like something that had been nailed shut for years. Halfway in, she gripped my hips and held me back.

“Wait,” she whispered. “Wait.”

I waited.

I held still, deep inside her, braced above her, and I watched her eyes fill and watched her blink it away and watched her mouth twist and smooth out again.

“I forgot how full that feels,” she said.

“Frieda.”

“God. God, I was so empty.” Her heel slid up over my calf. “Go on. Go on, I won’t break.”

I went on until I was all the way in, and she threw her head back into the pillows and pressed up to meet me, and then I moved, slowly and deeply and without hurry, because I had time, because I had all the time in the world, because I came from a world where I had nothing but time and not one person who wanted to share it with me.

The box bed worked under us. The feather bed slid to the floor and lay there.

“Like that,” she said. “Exactly like that. Not faster. You know exactly.”

“Good?”

“Yes. Yes. Yes.” Her hands moved over my back, to my lower spine, gripped my ass, and pulled me in. “Harder. I am not glass.”

I became harder, and her breath broke into pieces, and suddenly she pushed me up with one hand on my chest, and I understood and let myself roll, and then she was sitting on me.

Frieda Obermaier sat on me in her box bed, in the light of a single candle, hair fallen over her breasts, and laid both hands flat on my chest and took what she wanted.

She lowered herself until she was fully seated, until I struck somewhere deep inside her, and her eyes went wide and stayed that way.

She found her rhythm, lost it, and found it again. Her breasts swung with each stroke, heavy, magnificent, softly clapping against each other and against her own chest, and I lifted my hands and took them and held them and tugged at the nipples, and her head sank back.

I looked down along myself. I saw my cock vanish wet into her and come out again, shining in the candlelight, and I saw the swell of her hips and the flesh of her thighs trembling with every fall, and I could have come on the spot from that alone.

“I haven’t had this in years,” she panted. “I haven’t had this. Not like this. Not for years.”

“Take it.”

“Say it again.”

“Take it, Frieda. All of it.”

She bent forward, braced herself on my chest, and rode me with small, hard, desperate movements, and I slid one hand between us and found her clit with my thumb, and she snapped her eyes open and looked at me, directly, from eight inches away, and then she came a second time.

She came loudly. She came with a deep, dirty, unpracticed sound that began somewhere in her belly and ate upward through her, and her pussy clenched around me in long striking waves that squeezed me from root to tip. Her back arched, so deep her lower spine hollowed and her ass pressed into my hands. She shook above me and clawed at my chest and let it happen, open-mouthed, without one thought for how she looked or sounded.

That was the most beautiful part.

I gripped her hips and held her because I could not last any longer.

“Frieda,” I got out. “Frieda, I have to.”

Her eyes found mine. What stood in them was not hesitation.

She fell onto me, full and heavy, breast to breast, and wrapped her legs around my hips and her arms around my head and pressed her mouth to my ear.

“Stay,” she said. “Exactly there.”

I thrust up, twice, three times, and then I came inside her.

It tore through me. I drove into her as deep as I could reach and stayed there, and then I shot into her, pulse after pulse, hot and long. I felt every one because her pussy milked me with each beat, as if her body had waited three years for nothing but exactly that.

She held me with her heels in my lower back and would not let me go. She lifted her ass to meet me every time, deeper, and all the while she said my name in my ear, very softly, like a prayer she did not believe herself.

When there was nothing left, I stayed where I was. She wanted it that way. Her hands lay flat on my lower back and pressed, and she did not let me go until I softened inside her, and even then only reluctantly.

Afterward we lay locked together, and neither of us moved.



Later, she stood naked, and I watched her cross the chamber in the single strip of candlelight, and she knew I was watching, and she walked more slowly than she had to.

She opened the top drawer of the dresser.

She pulled the ring from her finger, turned it twice between thumb and forefinger, laid it in the drawer on a cloth, and pushed the drawer shut.

She did it while I watched.

She did it exactly because I watched.

Then she came back to bed and laid her head on my chest and looked at the ceiling.

“The roof is still broken,” she said.

“The stable roof is done.”

“I mean the hall roof.”

“I need tiles for that.”

“Ja mei.” She yawned into my armpit. “Then stay longer than the week.”

At midnight, she went barefoot downstairs and came back with bread and butter and a jug of milk, and we sat in her bed and ate with our fingers, and she laughed at a crumb in my hair and then fell asleep in the middle of a sentence, heavy and deep, as if her body had finally understood it was allowed to rest.

I lay awake.

From her window you could see the yard, and in the yard stood the linden, black against a sky holding more stars than I had seen in my life because where I came from, there was always a lamp burning somewhere.

Under that tree, three days ago, I had toasted an empty swallow’s nest.

I heard Frieda breathe. I felt her leg over mine.

I had been counting since I came here. Four days. Five. One more week.

I stopped counting.


Chapter 4: In the Black

In the morning, she sat opposite me at the kitchen table cutting bread as if nothing had happened, except for the fact that she had not braided her hair into its crown.

Her hair lay in a loose braid over one shoulder. Her sleeves were rolled up. Across the back of the hand holding the bread ran a pale strip where a ring had sat for three years.

“Mrs. Obermaier,” I began, “I wanted to ask whether you…”

The knife stopped in the loaf.

She lifted her head. She looked at me, and her ears went red while the rest of her stayed perfectly calm, and that was the moment I began to properly like her.

“Pass me the bread,” she said. “And say Frieda, Lord God. I did bathe you, after all.”

I passed her the bread.

“Frieda,” I said, and it felt like jumping from a roof into a haystack.

“Freilich.” She kept cutting. “In front of people, call me what you like. In my kitchen, speak like a human being.”

She put the thickest slice in front of me without thinking about it.



I spent the morning inventorying a house that, according to the whole village, was worth nothing anymore.

I went around with a piece of charcoal and a board and wrote things down, and what I wrote was a list of assets nobody recognized as assets anymore because they all belonged to a time nobody believed in.

The root cellar: dry, cool, masonry-built, with sand beds. It could have held the potato stores of four farms, and it held forty kilos and a little straw.

The smokehouse behind the stable: the roof gone, the door rotten, but the masonry core stood, and in the chimney hung the iron hooks where someone had hung hams before 1939. Half a day’s work, a few tiles, clay. I stood inside it and smelled, eyes closed, the soot in the stones, and it still smelled of juniper.

The orchard: twenty-three trees. Unpruned for years, but bearing. Apples, plums, two pears, a quince tree by the wall that belonged to nobody because nobody liked quinces.

And in the cellar under the hall wing, under a tarp, under five years of dust: two copper brewing kettles.

I pulled the tarp down, and the lantern threw red-gold light over the metal, and the kettle was so large I could have sat in it.

“Nineteen thirty-nine,” Frieda said behind me. She had come down the stairs without a sound. “Father still brewed himself. Then the brewmaster was called up, then Father died, and then Pichler delivered. On credit.”

I knocked against the copper. It sounded like a bell.

“And the hall?”

She led me upstairs.

The west wing had no roof. You stood in a large, bright room with quarry-stone walls half a meter thick, straight as candles, and above you was the sky and a few charred rafters like ribs. The floor was full of rubble and nettles. A blackbird had nested in one corner.

“Father wanted a hall,” Frieda said. “For weddings. He ran a tab with the brewery for it, and then the war came, and for a long time nobody married anymore.”

I looked at the walls.

The walls were good. That was the only thing I knew then, and the only thing that mattered: if the walls are good, everything else is work, and work I had.

“This is not a debt hole,” I said. “This is storage.”

She laughed.

I did not.



The green wagon came on a Tuesday at eleven.

It stopped in front of the Linde, directly beneath the tree, and the horses stood snorting, and Schorsch climbed down from the bench and did not come inside. He planted himself beside the door, folded his arms, and filled the frame like a badly hung door.

Ludwig Krammer came in alone.

He was a heavy man, and that was the first thing that struck you about him. Not height. Weight. He wore a good wool coat, dark gray, and beneath it a waistcoat with a watch chain, and his cheeks were rosy and freshly shaved, and in the spring of 1946 a well-fed man was a statement, and he knew that, and he had dressed himself carefully in it.

He took off his hat.

“Grüß Gott, Frau Obermaier,” he said. “What a smell. Are you baking?”

“I always bake.”

“Freilich. Freilich you do.” He walked slowly through the Stube and let his hand glide over the backs of the chairs. He was not looking at the chairs. He looked at the beams, the windows, the stove, the door to the kitchen, and he looked at everything with a gaze I knew because I had it myself when I opened an engine.

He saw what a thing was worth.

His eyes found me where I stood beside the stove with a hatchet and a bundle of laths, and stayed on me exactly as long as one stays on a shovel someone has left standing there.

Then he came to the Stammtisch, drew an envelope from his coat, and laid a paper on the tabletop.

He laid it down like a man playing a card he knew nobody at the table could beat. Perfectly straight, with two fingers, in the middle of the table, and turned it so Frieda could read it.

“I bought it from Pichler,” he said pleasantly. “In December. The brewery needs money, you know. The brewery is a firm, and firms cannot wait. I can wait.” He smiled. The smile always came one second after the words. That was his habit. “I waited until the snow was gone. Out of decency.”

Frieda stood behind the counter, a glass in one hand, the cloth in the other.

She put both down. She came to the table and read the paper, and her face did not change.

“Six thousand two hundred,” she said.

“Six thousand two hundred Reichsmark,” Krammer confirmed. “Nominal. From the ’38 credit, plus interest. I have not added interest since the end of the war. You may believe me, I have the books here.”

He laid one finger on the paper and pushed it one centimeter toward her.

“Michaelmas,” he said. “The twenty-ninth of September. Until then, cash in Reichsmark, at face value. Or goods of equal value, assessed at the market price on the day of payment. I am no monster. I know how the country stands.” The smile. “And if not, the house goes to me, with land and cellar and the tree in front.”

The Stube stayed still.

Outside, I heard one of the horses scrape a hoof.

“Six thousand two hundred marks,” Frieda said calmly, “is more than anyone in this house has ever seen at once. And in the whole village there are not a thousand.”

“That,” Krammer said, “is exactly the situation.”

He turned and let his eyes move through the room once more, and this time they caught on Frieda, and he took his time with it, from her wooden shoes upward, over the apron, over the waist, then without any hurry over the lacing of her bodice, and his face did not move while he did it.

“A landlady without an inn,” he said thoughtfully, “is a woman without a position. That would be a shame, for you. I have a house in Rosenheim where a person with your abilities…”

“It is eleven o’clock,” I said.

He turned his head to me. Apparently he had forgotten I could speak.

“At eleven, there is Brotzeit,” I said. “You are invited. Or surely you have a long way to go today.”

For two seconds there was nothing in his small pale eyes. Nothing at all. No anger, no injury, only a calculation running through like a slide rule, and I saw him file me into a column, into a line, somewhere under expenses.

Then came the smile.

“The gentleman is new.”

“The gentleman repairs the roof.”

“Repairing a roof.” Krammer put on his hat and straightened the brim. “You see, young man, that is the difference between us. You patch. I calculate.” He went to the door. In the doorway he stopped and turned around once more, with a comfort worse than any threat, and spoke into the room, not to either of us. “Decent people are customers nobody has priced yet. Michaelmas, Frau Obermaier. I do not come twice.”

The door closed behind him without screaming.



Frieda went into the pantry and shut the door.

I stayed where I was and counted to thirty, and then I heard it: one single dull blow. A fist against a shelf board.

Nothing else. No sobbing. Nothing.

When she came out, she had wiped her hands on her apron and set her mouth straight, and she said the cabbage needed water.

I took the bucket from her.

“Frieda.”

“Don’t start.”

“We will pay it.”

“With what?” It came out sharp. She heard it herself, breathed once through her nose, and went quiet again. “Max. I have nine hens. I have twenty-three fruit trees and an inn where four old men come. I could not raise six thousand two hundred marks if I ate nothing for ten years.”

“Not in marks,” I said. “In goods.”

She looked at me.

“He offered it himself. He offered it because he is certain we have nothing. But he said it, before witnesses, and he said the goods count at the price the market shows that day.” I set the bucket down. “Frieda, do you know what goods are worth in September? When the city is hungry and cold and winter is coming?”

“And where do we get goods?”

“We make them.”

I heard myself speak and knew it came too fast, but it had been growing in me for a week, since the market, since the four cigarettes, since I had stood in the empty root cellar.

“The valley has what the city needs. Meat, fat, eggs, fruit, wood, fish. And the city has what the valley needs: tools, nails, cloth, leather, glass. Between them lies the road to Rosenheim, and between them stands Krammer, and he takes his cut from everything that moves back and forth because nobody else can move it.” I counted on my fingers. “We smoke. We preserve. We brew our own beer, in our own kettles, and we do not owe Pichler a pfennig anymore. And what we do not eat, we put in the cellar. Not sell. Store.”

“And then?”

“And then,” I said, “it is September, and we carry his six thousand two hundred marks to his table in hams and jars and barrels, by the value the market proves on Michaelmas, before the whole village, exactly as he wrote it.”

Frieda stood in her yard and looked at me for a long time.

“And how do you know goods in September will be worth more than today?”

There was the question.

I could have said: because I know your money dies. Because I know it dies soon, not tomorrow and not in ten years, and afterward the shopwindows are full because everything was there the whole time, in cellars like yours, in hands like Krammer’s, and because anyone holding paper then is left staring into the pipe, and anyone holding goods buys the country.

I could also have said: and I do not know whether it is ’48 or later. I do not know exactly how it comes. I know it from an old woman who lived through it as a child and told it to me a hundred times while I ate cake and did not listen.

I was betting my life on a direction.

I was betting her house along with it.

“My grandmother always said,” I said slowly, “you have to listen to long clocks. She said paper money is a promise, and promises last as long as the one making them is strong. A ham is a ham, in war, in peace, under any master.”

Frieda was silent.

“I cannot prove it,” I said. “I only have a feeling in my gut, and I have two hands.”

“Ja mei,” she said at last, and took the bucket back from me because she wanted to carry it herself. “A feeling in the gut and two hands. People have set off on worse roads with that.”



In the evening, in the blue hour, children stood by the well.

They were Vroni Kirmair’s two, a Bub and a Madl, five and three, and they had a tin cup, and they kept dropping it into the trough because the sound was pretty, and they shrieked the way children shriek when they believe nobody will call them in.

I came across the yard with an armload of laths and stopped because Frieda stood in the kitchen doorway.

She had the dish towel in her hand and had forgotten she was holding it. She watched the children. And her face had no covering at all, wide open, open as a wound, and she stood there and watched and watched, and the children shrieked, and she swallowed.

Then she saw me.

She did not start. I never forgot that about her. She could have taken the towel and become the landlady again in one second. She did not.

She walked across the yard to me, straight through the wagon ruts, in sight of the whole lane, took the laths from my arms and laid them in the dirt, and then took my hand.

And led me into the house and up the stairs.

I heard the children laughing below. I heard a shutter move somewhere because someone had looked, and we both knew it.



She shut the chamber door and turned around and began to undress me.

She took her time. She unbuttoned my shirt, one button after another, drew it from my shoulders, and laid her palms flat on my chest as she had in the kitchen, but this time without trembling. She opened my belt. She knelt to pull off my boots, and I wanted to draw her up, and she slapped my hand away.

“Let me,” she said. “I haven’t taken anyone’s boots off in three years.”

She pulled my trousers down while she was below, and she stayed below longer than necessary, hands on my thighs, and looked at what stood directly in front of her face. She looked at it like a woman recalculating something.

Then she put her mouth to the root once, very briefly, and ran her tongue up to the tip, and stood.

“Later,” she said, more to herself than to me.

When I was naked, she stood before me and looked, and then she undressed herself, without performance, in the completely practical order of a woman who has undressed every evening of her life, and it was the most arousing thing I had ever seen.

The apron. The bodice, loop by loop, with her thumbs, while the cloth tightened under the pull and her breasts lifted and then, when the last fastening opened, fell heavy and free forward. The skirt over her hips, too wide for it, so she had to push it twice. The stockings, darned at the knees, rolled down and laid into her shoes.

She stood in her chamber, naked, thirty-one years old, white and heavy and strong, and did not wait for me to say anything.

The candle burned on the dresser.

I reached for it.

“Leave it,” she said.

“It is brighter than yesterday.”

“I know.” She sat on the edge of the bed, with the candlelight on the whole white length of her, and her chin rose, and the flush already stood at her throat. “I want to see you. And you should see me. Tonight nobody in this house decides anything except us.”

I went to her.

I laid her back into the pillows and took my time with her whole body, slowly, like a man learning a map. I kissed her under the ear and at the throat and in the hollow above the collarbone where yesterday the drop had run. I took her tits in my hands, lifted them, weighed them, let them fall, and laid my face between them, and she held my head and breathed into my hair.

Her nipples hardened under my tongue. I sucked until she made a sound, then changed sides and sucked harder, and her hips were already lifting from the bed, searching for something that was not there.

“Come,” she said. “Not so long. I can’t bear it.”

“You can.”

“Max.”

“You can bear it.”

I held her by the hip with one hand, with the full weight of my arm, and did not let go of her nipple.

My other hand went lower. I found her dripping wet, so wet it clung to the insides of her thighs, and I stroked through her with two fingers, from back to front, again and again, leaving her clit out every time.

She cursed into her own pillow. She cursed like a teamster, then apologized to the pillow, then cursed on.

Only when she drove her hip into my hand three times, four, blind, did I give her my thumb on her clit and two fingers inside and curl them, and she stretched long beneath me, from neck to toes, and her pussy twitched around my knuckles like something separate from her.

“Now,” she said. “Now, now, now.”

When I finally came between her legs, she lifted her hips toward me like a drowning person.

I slid in very slowly, and this time her body did not wait.

She took me in one long pull, to the hilt, with a deep sigh that came from her belly and broke somewhere in her throat. I felt her close around me inside, hot and tight and pulsing, and I had to clench my teeth and think of the ruined hall roof.

Then we lay still, joined, forehead to forehead.

“Look at me,” she said.

I looked at her, and I began to move.

It was slow. So slow it nearly hurt, and her legs climbed my hips and locked at my lower back, and her hands lay on my shoulder blades.

“Like that,” she whispered. “Like that, Max. Yes. All the way deep.”

“You are so tight.”

“I was empty so long.” She bit her lip, then let it go. “Harder. Harder. I want to feel it tomorrow when I climb the stairs.”

I became harder. The bed began to speak, an old honest creak, the same with every thrust, and her tits swung beneath me and struck each other at every impact, and I watched the flush eat down from her throat over her breastbone and darken and run into her breasts.

I braced myself higher to see it. To see all of it. How my cock came out of her, wet and shining, and vanished again. How her pussy drew around me each time as if it wanted to keep me. How her belly tightened.

“Don’t look like that,” she panted.

“I am looking.”

“Lord God.” Her heels slid over my calves. “Lord God, look.”

I could tell from the sound of her breath that she was close.

And then something happened I have never forgotten in my life.

It was a reflex. It sat so deep in me it was not a thought: the reflex of a man from a world where a child is a disaster to avoid, where a man stops in time, where a man is careful.

I braced myself and began to pull out of her.

Her heels struck into my lower back like two bolts.

She dragged me back with her legs, with her hands on my ass, with her whole body, and held me deep inside her and lifted her head from the pillow, and her eyes were open and black and entirely awake.

“Don’t you dare,” she said.

“Frieda.”

“Stay.” Her voice broke and still carried. “Stay in me. Do you hear me? I want it.”

I held still, deep inside her, and my heart beat up into my throat.

She laid one hand on my face.

“I am thirty-one,” she said. “I had a husband for five years and did not see him for four of them, and then he was dead, and I have no child. I pretended that was fine with me. I told Afra and the priest and myself, every Sunday, for years.” Her thumb moved over my cheek. “It is not fine with me. It was never fine with me.”

Then she said it, very quietly, with a voice trembling from her own boldness:

“Fill me, Max. Give me a child.”

Something tore in me.

I thrust into her, deep, and she cried out and struck her head back into the pillows, and I gripped her hips and lifted her to me and took her exactly as she had asked. No longer slow. No longer polite. I drove into her until the box bed hit the wall, and she threw her pelvis up at me with every stroke.

“Say it again,” I growled at her throat.

“Give me a child.” She said it louder. “Give me a child, give me a child, Max.”

“You get every drop.” My hand found her neck. “Do you hear me, Frieda? Every drop. I will get you pregnant, and you will carry my child, and you will be round and beautiful and loud in this house.”

“Yes. Yes. Deep.” She dug her nails into my lower back. “Cum in me. Deep inside, where it belongs.”

“That is where it belongs.”

“Your seed belongs in me.” She heard herself say it, and she startled, and she said it again, louder, with defiance three years old. “In me, Max. Not on my belly, not on the blanket. In me.”

She came on the words.

Not on a thrust, not on a touch. On the words. Her back arched from the bed, a deep, complete bow that hollowed her lower spine and threw her breasts up, her heels hooked fast in my back, and she clung to me and screamed into my shoulder, loud and raw and without any practice, and her pussy drew tight around me in waves, so hard my vision went black.

I lasted two strokes. No longer.

I thrust to the hilt in her and stayed, and then I came, and it tore from my tailbone to my neck.

I shot into her, surge after surge, deeper than I had ever been in a woman. It did not stop. It came out of me like something that did not belong to me, in long, hard pulses, and with every one she clenched around me and milked me and took it and carried it farther inward. Her heels stayed bolts. Her hands lay flat on my hips and pressed me down, held me, allowed no space.

“Yes,” she said in my ear, again and again, completely calm now while I still jerked. “Yes. Like that. All of it. Stay there.”

I stayed. I stayed until I went soft and slipped out of her, and even then she pushed a pillow under her lower back and drew her knees up without a word, without looking at me, with the calm practicality of a farm woman who knows what she is doing.



We lay still for a long time.

The candle had burned low. Outside, someone crossed the lane, and somewhere a dog barked and stopped again.

Frieda freed one hand from my hair, slid it between us, and laid it flat on her own belly.

I laid mine over it.

She said nothing for a long time. Her heart moved beneath my ear.

“Maybe already,” she said then, so softly I almost did not hear it.

I pulled her closer, and she let herself be pulled, and then I felt her diaphragm jump, and I lifted my head because I thought she was crying.

She was laughing.

“And if it’s a Madl,” she said to the dark ceiling, “she learns to calculate before she learns to walk. Because calculation is something nobody in this house can do, I saw that today.”

I fell asleep with my hand on her belly.



The knock came at ten.

Not the knock of a guest. The long, embarrassed knock of someone bringing something he does not want to bring.

Frieda was already half dressed, and I pulled my shirt on as I went. She took the lamp. We went down, and she opened the door, and in the yellow rectangle of doorlight stood Mayor Gschwendtner, round and pink, with a collar too tight for him and a paper in his hand that he held like a dead mouse.

“Frau Obermaier,” he said. “Grüß Gott. It is about the billeting.”

“I have three chambers, Mayor, and rain comes into two of them.”

“Yes. Yes, freilich.” He shifted from one foot to the other. “They are still coming. From the East. We have to house them, and you are the largest house on the square, and…”

He stepped aside.

Behind him, beyond the cone of light, stood a woman.

She stood on the wet gravel, straight as a candle, head lifted, as if she had been waiting in the rain for twenty minutes and as if that were a thing she had chosen. Beside her on the ground stood a single leather travel trunk, old and good, with brass corners and a stamped crest beneath the handle.

Her coat was dark and heavy and long. From the night behind her came two gray eyes that looked directly into the light and did not blink.

“This is,” Gschwendtner said, and looked at his paper though he knew it by heart, “the Countess von Rautenberg. From Silesia.”

He swallowed.

“The lady is assigned to you, Frau Obermaier.”


Chapter 5: The Countess and the Madl

She stepped into the cone of light, and I saw her whole for the first time.

First the boots. Riding boots, old, resoled twice, the heels set together in the wet gravel as if she were waiting for a command nobody could give her anymore. The coat fell long and dark and heavy with rain, and it betrayed everything because a coat that fell like that had once cost money nobody in this valley had ever possessed. As she crossed the threshold, the wet skirt clung for one breath to the deep curve of hip and ass before her posture corrected the eye again.

Her hands lay folded before her waist, in gloves. On the left index finger, the leather had split at the seam and been drawn together again with tiny, angrily exact stitches.

The collar stood high to her chin. Above it, a face that offered me nothing: straight nose, long mouth, two gray eyes looking into the yellow doorlight without blinking.

Her hair lay in black braids around her head, wetly shining, not one strand out. She was taller than Frieda, almost as tall as I was, and her back was so straight it hurt to look at.

“The Countess von Rautenberg,” Gschwendtner repeated unhappily. “From Silesia.”

“Von Rautenberg is sufficient,” she said.

Her voice came from another landscape. No Bavaria in it, no eastern lilt, nothing but High German so clean and cold you could have cut glass on it.

Frieda stood in the doorway with the lamp in her hand, and I saw her calculate: three chambers, rain coming into two, a stove without a pipe, and now a woman who looked as if she slept under a canopy.

Then she stepped aside.

“Come in,” Frieda said. “It’s wet outside.”

“It has been raining for three days,” the countess said. “I am used to it.”

“I’m not,” Frieda said. “You’re dripping on my floor. In.”

Something moved over the other woman’s face. Not anger. More the acknowledgment of a move she had not expected.

She bent for the trunk.

I was faster. I had it by the side handles before she did, and her hand stopped half an inch above mine in the air. It was a good travel trunk. Cowhide, brass corners, beneath the handle a stamped crest, half rubbed away. It was heavy with wood and leather and still too hollow in the hand, as if someone had unpacked a house and left only the name inside. I set it down again carefully.

She saw that anyway.

“Yes,” she said calmly. “There is little in it.”



The guest room lay above the Stube, and for seven years it had not been one.

A straw sack, a rolled feather bed, a washstand with a cracked basin. Above the bed, a dark rectangle where a picture had once hung. In the corner, an iron stove, the pipe beside it on the floor.

The countess stopped in the doorway and looked inside, and her face did not move.

“It is dry,” she said. “I thank you. I want no special treatment of any kind. I will pay with what is due to me, and I will burden no one.”

“I’ll put the stove pipe in tomorrow,” I said.

“Do not trouble yourself.”

“The room cannot be heated without a pipe.”

“I have slept in wagons, young man, in which there was no stove, not even the idea of a stove.” She pulled off the gloves finger by finger and laid them over the chair back, precisely, the same length on both sides. “I need nothing at all.”

“Good,” I said.

“I rise at five.”

“Good.”

“I drink tea, not coffee, and certainly not that malt broth, which naturally is no one’s concern.”

“Freilich.”

“I sleep with the window open. Always. Even in January.” She drew breath. “And I would be grateful if nobody entered my room when I am not in it. For no particular reason.”

I stood with the lamp in my hand and looked at her.

“No special treatment of any kind,” I said.

For two seconds it was very still.

Two small red spots appeared on her cheekbones. Only there. The rest of her stayed white as a sheet of paper.

“Good night,” she said.

I went out and pulled the door shut, and on the stairs I noticed I was grinning.

The next morning, I put the stove pipe in. She said nothing about it. But that evening a fire burned inside it, and during the week after, every morning the wood for the kitchen stove lay stacked beside the stove, bark sides out, exactly as I had not shown her.



The first three days were a silent struggle neither woman explained.

It began at the stove. Frieda laid the fire with the brushwood crosswise, like her mother. The countess laid it the way they had at Gut Rautenberg, with a chamber underneath, and it burned faster, and Frieda watched for three days and kept laying it crosswise.

It continued with the potatoes.

Konstanze von Rautenberg sat at the kitchen table, straight as a candle, sleeves folded exactly twice, and peeled potatoes as if sitting for a photographer. She peeled catastrophically. The peels fell in thick ribbons, with half a centimeter of potato attached, and in a spring when forty kilos lay in the root cellar, that was not a mishap but a crime.

Frieda said nothing. She waited until the countess had gone upstairs, fetched the bucket with the peels, sat down, and peeled the peels.

I stood in the doorway and watched a landlady peel potato peels, and I understood that I had landed in a house where two queens lived and both were willing to starve before they spoke of it.

On the fifth day, the peels were thinner.

On the eighth day, they were so thin you could see through them, and Frieda lifted one to the light, held it up like a jeweler, laid it down again, and said, “There, then.”

And the countess, without looking up, said, “I watched you.”

That was the entire peace treaty.

There was never more.



On Wednesday, the Madl came.

I heard her before I saw her. Someone came across the yard, barefoot, in April, over wet gravel, whistling through her teeth.

I straightened from the chopping block.

She was small. That was the first thing. She barely reached my shoulder, and she walked as if she were in a hurry, though she was no faster than anyone else. It came from how she set her feet, on the balls, ready to spring. Her calves were brown and hard and bare above the knees because she had hitched her skirt up and tucked it into her belt. Over her hips, a man’s shirt, far too large, knotted at the belly, and the knot had worked upward and exposed a strip of skin, freckled all the way to the ribs.

Under the linen, two small high breasts showed their shape, and the April air had done what April air does, and she made not the slightest attempt to fold her arms.

Above that, hair like freshly beaten copper, short, wild, and a face full of freckles with two green eyes in it that looked at me the way a farmer at the cattle market looks at a cow being offered to him.

In her left hand, a basket of eggs. Over her right shoulder, a scythe.

“So that’s him,” she said.

“Everybody says that around here.”

“Because you’re the only one.” She set the basket on the wall, came closer, and walked around me once. Very slowly. Without the slightest embarrassment. “Tall enough. Stands straight. Teeth?”

“What?”

“Teeth.” She pointed to her own mouth. “Show.”

I stood with a hatchet in my hand in a yard in the year 1946, and a twenty-year-old farm girl was inspecting my teeth, and somewhere behind the kitchen window I heard Frieda drop something and laugh.

I showed my teeth.

“All there.” She nodded appreciatively. “And does he eat properly, or is he one who only looks?”

“He eats,” Frieda said from the doorway, “for three.”

“Ja mei.” The redhead looked up at me again. She was so close I could count the freckles on her eyelids. “Traudl Angermeier. From the farm over there. Twenty years old, in case you were going to ask, since you’re already looking anyway.”

“Max Berger.”

“I know.” She braced the scythe in front of me, blade up, and tapped it with her fingernail, and it sang softly. “This won’t cut anymore. Anderl peened it, and Anderl has been in the East since ’44 and doesn’t write. Mother says somebody in the village might be able to.”

“I’ve never peened a scythe.”

“I know that too.” She grinned. It was a quick, crooked, utterly carefree grin. “But you fixed Frieda’s pump, and Alois says you have sense in your hands. So you learn it. Tomorrow. At our place, at four.”

“At four.”

“In the morning, Bub.” She took the basket and went, and at the wall turned once more. “The eggs are for Frieda. Not for you. You’ll get something else.”

She left that standing in the yard and was gone, over the wall, not through the gate.

Frieda dried her hands on her apron and looked down the lane, where there was nothing anymore.

“Traudl Angermeier,” she said. “The father fell in ’42. The brother is missing. She and Burgl run the farm between them, with two old horses and a mind nobody believes they have.”

“And?”

“And nothing.” She went in. In the doorway, she stopped. “She wasn’t looking at you, Max. She was pricing you. That is different, and it is more honest, and if you’re clever you won’t forget it.”



At four it was dark, and at five I stood in a meadow with dew past my ankles, holding a scythe too long for me.

Before that, she had sat me on a stone for two hours. The peening anvil stood in front of the barn, and you draw the edge out, tap beside tap, whisper-thin, and if you strike too hard the blade waves.

I struck too hard.

Twice.

“Don’t hit,” Traudl said. She sat beside me on an overturned bucket, chin on her fists, watching my hands, not my face. “Let it fall. The hammer knows how heavy it is. You only have to leave it alone.”

The hammer fell. A dull tock became a bright, clean tick that came back from the stable wall.

Traudl said nothing.

But she stopped watching my hands.

Then we mowed.

She went ahead of me with a swing from the hip that had nothing to do with the arms, and behind her the grass fell in a row, clean as a line. I hacked and tore and sweated and stood after twenty minutes in my own steam.

After two hours, the blisters burst. I kept mowing because she was mowing in front of me and because I would rather have died.

She turned around without warning, the way she did everything without warning.

“Show.”

“It’s fine.”

“Show, Bub, or you’ll bleed on my fodder.”

She took my hands. She turned them palm up and held them in the first sunlight of the day, and for a moment she said nothing at all.

Both pads open. On the right thumb, a flap of skin still hanging.

“Lord God,” she said softly. “Such white hands.”

“Used to be.”

She looked up. Her face was two handspans from mine, and the mockery was gone, and in the green eyes stood something I had no name for then, and that I later saw often and knew.

Then she let go, spat into the grass, and went into the barn.

She came back with an old shirt, tore it into strips, pressed my hands flat on her knee, and worked: water from the well bucket, the scraps away, something brown and sticky that smelled of pitch and beeswax, then the strips, tight, cross over cross, knotted on the back of the hand.

She bandaged me the way one bandages a horse. Fast, firm, without one movement too many.

“There,” she said. “Now you go on mowing.”

I went on mowing. And for the whole second hour, whenever I looked up, she was looking over at me, and whenever I looked back, she looked into the grass.



For breakfast there was bread with lard and milk still warm, and Burgl Angermeier set it on the table without looking at me.

She was around forty-five and built like a doorframe, and her braid was rust-red and gray and had once been exactly the color that spilled from her daughter’s headscarf.

She said four words to me in the whole hour, and three of them were, “There. And more.”

But when I was done, she laid a second slice in front of me, and on it was butter, real butter, finger-thick, and that spring, that was not a meal. It was a verdict.

Traudl grinned into her milk.

Beside the door hung a photograph in a black frame. A young fellow with protruding ears, chin high because the photographer had told him. Beneath it, on a nail, a letter, folded and unfolded so often its edges had gone transparent.

I looked at it.

“Anderl,” Burgl said.

Nothing more. She took the milk jug and went out, and Traudl looked after the photograph for two seconds, stood, and said the hens did not wait.

I never asked about it.

It belonged on the nail and not on the table.



That evening in the Stube, they calculated my misery out loud.

It was Thursday, so they were there: Alois at the head, Girgl broad and slow by the wall, Naz small and fidgety in the corner seat, three mugs, and a fourth for the man who no longer came and whose place still stayed free.

I laid the board on the table, the one I had written on with charcoal.

“Six thousand two hundred,” I said.

Girgl looked at the number the way a man looks at a mountain. Then he drank.

“Bub,” he said. “Do you know what a farmhand got in a year before the war? Six hundred. If he was good. Ten years a farmhand, without eating, without drinking, without shoes.” He set down the mug. “Beer would have to come out of the tap as gold for you.”

Naz giggled. Alois said nothing and looked at me.

“You’re calculating in Reichsmark,” I said.

“It says Reichsmark on it.”

“It also says something else.” I pulled the paper over and put my finger on the line Krammer himself had dictated because he wanted to look generous before a woman whose house he meant to take. “Or in goods, according to the value on the payment date.”

“Naz. What does a smoked ham cost in Munich today? A whole one.”

Naz shrugged. “What do I know. Eight hundred.”

“A kilo of lard?”

“Two hundred fifty,” Girgl said at once, then went red because he had betrayed himself, and Alois grinned into his mug.

“An American cigarette?”

“Six,” Naz said. “Seven if it’s raining.”

I let that stand for two breaths.

“Twelve hams,” I said. “Twelve hams, a few barrels of beer, a hundred jars of preserved meat, a bolt of cloth, six pairs of shoes, and the debt of the Gasthof zur Linde is paid. By his own date-of-payment clause. Exactly as he wrote it, with his own hand, before witnesses.”

It grew still at the Stammtisch.

“And where,” Girgl said slowly, “are the twelve hams?”

“In the forest,” I said. “Still walking.”

Naz barked a laugh. Alois did not laugh. Alois took the pipe from his mouth and looked at me, and something moved back and forth in his old dry eyes.

“And the money,” I said, “that he has in his chest, Girgl, leave it to him. Paper is patient. Paper is so patient that someday it falls asleep. I don’t know when. I think soon. And when it falls asleep, the man with goods is rich.”

Behind me, I heard a step stop.

Konstanze von Rautenberg stood in the middle of the Stube, a lamp in her hand, on her way from the kitchen to the stairs. She had stopped mid-step, and the lamp stood still in her hand, and her gray eyes rested on me without expression, entirely awake.

“Market value on the payment date,” she said.

I said nothing.

“That is not a turn of phrase,” she said. “That is a clause.”

Then she went on, up the stairs, without a greeting, and above us her door moved.

Alois knocked out his pipe.

“There,” he said to Girgl, “is your gold from the tap.”



It was after eleven when Frieda opened the cellar door and pointed down with her chin.

“The casks,” she said.

“What about the casks?”

“Someone has to check them.” She took the lantern from its hook. “One might be leaking. A person should go down and look very thoroughly.”

I went down.

The air stood cold and still, the way it only stands underground. At the back, the casks lay on their oak trestles, and generations of innkeepers had calculated in chalk on the cask heads: strokes, groups of five, numbers nobody read anymore.

The cellar door closed above.

I heard the bolt. I heard her wooden shoes, slowly, step by step, and I stood by the largest cask with the lantern in my hand and did not move.

She came into the circle of light, and she had already left her apron upstairs.

The bodice was open. Not entirely. Two eyelets, three, far enough that the linen beneath stood apart, and in the cold air of this cellar everything that had worked at the lacing all evening showed under her shift.

“Frieda.”

“Be quiet.” She took the lantern from my hand and set it on a cask where the light came from below and ran up her throat. “I listened to you talk all evening. About hams. About market prices.” She came against me, breast to breast, and pushed me backward against the post. “And I sat there polishing glasses and could think of nothing except how you looked when you said we would pay it.”

Her hands were already at my belt.

“Alois went out the door,” she said. “The countess is asleep. The yard is empty.”

“And if not?”

“Then someone sleeps badly tomorrow.” She kissed me the way she laid fire, with no detours, and laughed into my mouth when she found what she was looking for.

“That lasted all evening?” she said against my chin.

“All evening.”

“And I polished glasses.”

She crouched.

I reached for her shoulder because the floor was cold, and she slapped my hand away.

“Let me,” she said.

Then she took me into her mouth.

The back of my head hit the post.

She took her time. She did not do it skillfully. She did it hungrily, and that was infinitely better. She took me as deep as she could, then a little deeper, until she gagged and did not let go, and when she came up again a thread hung between her lower lip and me, and she looked at it, then looked at me, and did not wipe it away.

Her hand lay around the shaft and twisted on every rise and fall. Her other hand held on to my thigh with all five fingers as if she needed the support. Her tongue ran flat along the underside, from root to beneath the tip, and stayed there and circled, and all the while she looked up at me from those warm brown eyes, in which something shone that had nothing to do with gentleness.

The lantern light lay on her hair. Her breasts stood half out of the open bodice, and they swung when she moved, and at some point she took my hand and set it on the back of her neck herself so I would hold her.

I held. I held her and pushed forward, only a little, and Frieda made a sound around me that did not sound like protest, and her free hand vanished under her skirts.

“Frieda,” I got out. “If you keep doing that…”

She let me slip from her mouth and wiped her lips with the back of her hand. Her chin shone in the lantern light.

“If I keep doing that, what?”

“Then it’s over.”

“That would be a shame.” She stood, and she did it slowly, and her body traveled up along mine, every single warm centimeter of it. The fingers that had just been under her skirts she calmly wiped on my shirt. “Because I need it somewhere else.”

Then she turned, went two steps to the great cask, laid both palms flat on the oak, and looked back over her shoulder at me.

She pulled up her skirts herself. Over the calves. Over the backs of the knees. Over the white strong thighs that looked in the lantern light like something a sculptor would not have managed, then over the hips, and she gathered all the cloth at her lower back and held it there in one fist.

Her ass was broad and heavy and white and lay in the half-dark between two stripes of lantern light.

“It is cold down here,” she said. “So don’t take forever.”

I needed three steps.

I laid both hands on her hips and let them move down over the curve, and she got gooseflesh everywhere, instantly, and I saw the little hairs rise in the light and saw the red still creep upward beneath them, cold and heat on the same skin, and I left my hands there and looked at her until she grew impatient.

I took a full handful of her and squeezed, and the flesh spilled between my fingers, and she moaned against the cask.

“Max.”

“I’m looking.”

“You are always looking.”

“I look as long as I want,” I said. “Someone taught me that.”

She laughed and pressed back against me.

I went to my knees behind her.

She understood only when it was too late. I spread her cheeks, put my mouth to her, and licked her from bottom to top with my whole tongue, and Frieda Obermaier made a sound in her own beer cellar like a struck animal and slapped her hand flat against the oak.

“That,” she panted, “you can’t do that.”

I did not stop. I tasted her, and I tasted the cold on her skin and the heat beneath, and I worked until her thighs trembled and her back dipped toward me like a cat’s and her ass rose higher all on its own.

When I stood, her face was on the wood and her mouth was open.

I slid two fingers between her thighs, and she was hot and wet and open and moaned at once, far too loudly for a house with a countess in it, and bit the back of her hand.

“I thought of nothing else,” she whispered against her own fist. “I am a thirty-one-year-old woman, and I stood there getting wet because a man talked about hams.”

“Frieda.”

“In,” she said. “Now.”

I laid the tip against her and left it there for only a moment, and she thrust her lower back toward me and cursed, and then in that cellar corner I slid into her in one long pull, until my hips struck her ass and the flesh closed and rippled around me.

She made a sound that stayed hanging in the cellar vault as if it belonged to the casks from then on.

It was tight, and she was bent over, and the angle was different, and I felt her contract around me in small greedy waves before I even moved.

“God,” she panted. “Like this I feel you all the way forward.”

I held her by the hips and began.

The cask did not budge. Her palms squeaked on the old wood, and she pushed back to meet me with every thrust, and her tits swung beneath her in the half-dark, heavy and white, softly striking each other in rhythm, and the lantern threw our shadows huge and joined against the barrel vault.

Cold lay on my back. Everything in front was hot.

I reached forward beneath her and took one breast in my full hand, so heavy I had to lift it, and rolled the hard nipple between my fingers, and Frieda pressed her back toward me and moaned into the oak.

I looked down along her, to where I entered her. I saw my cock come out of her, wet and shining in the lantern light, and saw the white flesh of her ass ripple with every impact and settle again, and I heard the slap come back from the vaulted walls.

“Harder,” she said. “Harder, Bub, I am not glass, I told you that.”

I gripped harder. I laid one hand on the back of her neck and pressed her shoulder down to the cask, and her back arched, deep, lower spine hollow, ass high, and she began to curse in the broad, deep dialect of her mother, words she would never have put in her mouth while peeling potatoes.

I moved one hand around her hip and found her clit.

She reared like a horse.

“Don’t,” she hissed. “Yes. Yes. There. Right there, Max, right, right…”

“Calendar,” I said into her ear.

She heard it. I have no idea how she still heard anything in that state.

“The calendar,” she panted, “counts for us today. Not for Krammer.” She threw her head around, hair sticking to her mouth, eyes finding mine over her shoulder. “Today is a good day. Do you hear? Today is a damned good day. Make it fertile.”

Something slipped in my spine.

“Say it again.”

“Give me a child.” She drove it out between thrusts, chopped, every word on a stroke. “Down here. In my cellar. Between my father’s casks. Fill me, Max.”

“You get every drop.”

“Every one. All of it. Cum in me.” She found my hand on her hip and dug her fingers between mine. “I am fertile, do you hear? I am fertile today, and you are here, and tomorrow the world can end.”

“Hold still.”

“I hold nothing still.”

She came first because I wanted it that way, because I left my thumb where it belonged, and because she could not bear any more. She came with her face on the oak, with both fists around the cask staves, and she tried to be quiet, and did not succeed in the slightest. It came deep out of her, raw and unchecked and in pulses, a sound from a cellar beneath the cellar, and her pussy closed around me and pulled and let go and pulled again, and her whole soft body pressed around me as if it wanted to hold me in that cold vault. Her knees gave. I held her upright with one arm around her waist and kept thrusting into the middle of her spasms.

“Stay,” she got out. “Don’t you dare. Stay in there.”

I pressed her tight to the cask and gave way.

I came so hard I had to brace one hand on the cask. I thrust to the hilt and stayed, then shot into her, deep, hot against the cellar cold, pulse after pulse, and with every one she drew tight around me and took it. She pushed her lower back toward me and held it there. My head lay between her shoulder blades, and I tasted salt on her skin, and she reached back and put her hand on the back of my neck and pressed back against me so there was no space left between us.

I stayed inside her until I softened.

She would not allow it otherwise.

When I slipped out of her, she made a dissatisfied sound, slowly straightened, and stayed bent over the cask for another moment, eyes closed, skirts in one fist at her lower back, letting nothing of me go.

We stood like that, panting, in a cold vault, and above us a beam creaked because in an old house some beam is always creaking somewhere.

“There,” Frieda said eventually, leaning on the cask. “Now check whether one is leaking.”



She pulled down her skirts, took the chalk from the wall shelf, and made a mark on the cask board. Not on the old accounts. Beside them, in an empty corner at the very bottom.

One single stroke.

“What is that?” I asked.

“My bookkeeping.”

Later, we sat on the cellar steps, she in my coat, and drank beer from a mug.

Above us, someone walked along the hall. Very softly. Very exactly. Seven steps one way, a pause, seven steps back.

“She isn’t sleeping,” I said.

“She never sleeps.” Frieda drank and wiped her mouth. “She gets up at night and walks back and forth and counts something.”

“What is she counting?”

“Ja mei.” Frieda gave me the mug and leaned her head on my shoulder, and in her voice there was not a drop of jealousy, only a landlady who knows her house. “Us.”



The next evening, in the blue hour, Schorsch stood by the lane wall.

He did not lean. He stood. Arms folded, hat at the back of his head, and he looked into the yard of the Linde, where the new things stood: the repaired cart, the stacked wood, the frame at the smokehouse, the two copper kettles burning in the evening light like a statement.

He counted. You could watch him count the way you watch an ox chew.

I stood with the bucket at the well and raised my hand and waved.

Not mockingly. Friendly. Broad and slow, the way you wave to a neighbor you expect for Sunday dinner.

Schorsch pushed away from the wall and left.

Frieda came from the stable with the milk can, followed my gaze, and stopped beside me.

“You shouldn’t have done that,” she said.

“No,” I said. “Probably not.”


Chapter 6: Hay Flowers

The smokehouse was finished in one morning, and it cost me two roof tiles, a bucket of clay, and all my dignity.

Alois came at six with a mason’s trowel under his arm that was older than the republic, and inspected the frame I had set the evening before.

“Who showed you that?” he asked.

“Nobody.”

“That shows.” He pointed with the stem of his pipe at the crossbrace. “That one is wrong. If you climb up there, it breaks, and then I get to dig you a hole, and in summer the ground is hard.”

I rebuilt the brace.

In the three hours after that, he said roughly sixty words, and fifty of them were criticism, and he handed me every single tile without my asking, with a hand that knew exactly which one I needed next.

The masonry core had stood since 1911. I set a new roof with the leftover tiles from the stable and hung a door made from two boards of the hall wing, and in the smoke chamber the iron hooks still hung, and the soot in the stones smelled of juniper though no fire had burned there in seven years.

“Cold smoke,” Alois said, showing me the draft flap. “Warm is for people in a hurry. Warm cooks. Cold keeps.”

“I know.”

“From where?”

“My grandmother.”

“Ja mei,” Alois said. “Your grandmothers.”

At ten, I went down to the mill, where water had been running down the miller’s widow’s north wall for two years and eating into the base. I said it was half a day and a piece of sheet metal. She said she had no sheet metal. I said I had sheet metal but no trout.

She looked at the stream, where no one had fished since the war because the men who had fished were no longer there and the women had more important things to do, and where the fish therefore stood like livestock in a forgotten pasture.

“Twelve,” she said.

“Twenty.”

“Fifteen, and you fix my shutter too.”

We shook hands. It was the first trade of my life where no money lay on the table, and I walked up the stream with fifteen trout in a wet sack and was richer than I had ever been in Munich.

At two, the fire burned: beech shavings, juniper berries from the slope behind the orchard, the flap closed far enough that it smoldered more than burned. At four, the smoke stood over the yard, and the wind carried it down the lane.

It is a smell you scent with the throat, not the nose. It says: someone here has meat. It says: someone here has provided for winter. It is the oldest advertisement in the world.

Before the evening bells, three women passed our wall who had no business there. One brought back a honey jar she claimed to have borrowed last year. The second asked whether the landlady was putting up cabbage again this year. The third only stood there with a child on her arm and breathed, then went on.

Frieda stood in the kitchen doorway and watched them go.

“Smell that,” she said. “Smell it, Max. This is how it smelled here when I was little.”



The next Monday was potato setting at the Angermeiers’.

I came along the field path at half past five, and the sun stood as a red stripe behind the ridge, and they were already waiting on the field.

Seven women. Michl the shoemaker’s son, eighteen, with his father’s ears. And two horses that together might have been forty years old and had to be pushed when they turned.

Burgl with her square back. Traudl. Vroni Kirmair, thin as a stick, with her two children in a crate at the field edge. Two sisters from the lower village, whose husbands had both fallen in the same month. An old farm woman who had been setting beets since Kaiser Wilhelm ruled. And Afra Soyer, who had really only wanted to watch and then stayed anyway because in that year nobody sent hands away.

They had hitched their skirts up and tucked them into their belts, all of them, because the field was wet. Their sleeves were up. And they worked fast and wordlessly and well, and I walked behind the plow and tore the furrows, and behind me seven women bent and laid the potatoes, eye up, three feet apart, and pressed the earth closed with the balls of their feet.

At nine, the sun was over the ridge, and by ten it burned.

The water bucket stood at the field edge beneath a cherry tree, with a tin ladle on it.

Michl drank first because he was a Bub. Then the old farm woman because she was old. Then Vroni drank and wiped the ladle on her skirt, and then one of the sisters from the lower village came and dipped and drank and held the ladle out to me without wiping it.

She looked at me while she did.

She was maybe thirty and sunburned at the throat where the collar stood open, and she held the ladle out and looked into my face, calmly, without coquetry, with a straight, patient question in it that no one could misunderstand and that no man in history could have learned how to answer.

I took the ladle and drank.

“Vergelt’s Gott,” I said.

She nodded and went back to her row.

And Traudl, three rows over, had lifted her head and seen it all, and made no face about it. She bent again and laid potatoes.

But she laid them faster.



In the afternoon, Burgl sent the two of us into the barn because last year’s hay had to be shifted before the warmth came.

The hayloft lay above the stable, and you reached it by a ladder, and above, the air stood golden-brown and hot and full of dust.

It was old hay. It rustled dry, smelled of summer and dust and a little of warmth that had fallen into it in summer and never come out all winter. Above the beam, a pair of swallows cried because we were working too close to their nest.

At the gable, the loading door stood open. It had been pulled up to let air in, hanging from its chain, and beneath it was a rectangle of light and in it the empty yard: the manure heap, the pump, the two old horses at the fence, and beyond that the valley to the forest.

We worked for an hour. We threw the old hay from the north wall into the middle, where it was drier, and the dust stood and drifted in the light rectangle, and her hair filled with it.

Then Traudl set the fork aside.

She did not set it down. She drove it into the floor so the handle swayed, and turned, and I knew before she opened her mouth that the last hour had been an appointment and I had been the only one who had not known.

She sat on a hay bale with her back to the open door, so she sat in backlight.

“Sit here,” she said.

I sat.

“I’m going to say something,” she said, “and you don’t interrupt me because I’ve been arranging it for four days and because I can say it exactly once.”

“Good.”

“I’m twenty.” She looked straight ahead, into the hay, not at me. “The Bub I went to school with, Wastl, lies near Kiev. Ludwig, who was confirmed with me, lies in Italy. Anderl, my brother, is a number on a list, if he’s on one at all. Of the lads from my year, from this valley, one is here. Hansi Ostermeier. He left a leg in France and drinks and beats his mother.”

She drew breath.

“And I waited. That’s the stupid thing. I waited three years because I was told one waits. Then in winter I sat down and wondered what for, exactly.”

She turned her head and looked at me.

The sun came from behind into her hair, and it burned, truly, like glowing metal in a forge, and her face was in shadow, and in it two very green, very calm eyes.

“I haven’t lain with anyone,” she said. “Not one. Not because I’m pious. Because there was nobody there I wanted.”

I said nothing. I was clever enough to say nothing.

“And I know exactly what I want,” she said. “And I choose it myself. In my life I have chosen calves, chosen piglets, chosen seed potatoes, and nobody has talked me into it, and I have never picked wrong.”

She stood.

She placed herself before me, between my knees, small and upright, hay dust in her lashes.

“I choose you.”

The yard beneath the loading door lay empty. Somewhere at the back, a horse flicked its tail. The swallows argued under the ridge beam.

“Traudl,” I said.

“Don’t say anything noble now.”

“I’m saying something unpleasant.” I stood, and she had to lift her head, and she lifted it without retreating one centimeter. “I am with Frieda.”

“Freilich you’re with Frieda.” She looked at me as if I had informed her that cows give milk. “The whole village is with Frieda. You think I have eyes for turning hay?”

“And still you are standing here.”

“And still I am standing here.” Her chin rose. “I waited three years for a husband who was never coming. I won’t wait three more for a widow who got hers. I will talk to her. I will talk to her because I am honest, but I will not ask her permission because I am twenty and not a calf.”

And then, because she was Traudl, her face suddenly became uncertain for half a second, a crack in something holding itself very firmly.

“Unless you don’t want to,” she said.

I lifted my hands to her face.

The strips of her bandage still hung around my palms, dirty, scraped up, because they had been there for four days. My thumbs lay on her cheekbones, and she closed her eyes, very briefly, and breathed through her nose, and I felt how fast her pulse moved under the heel of my hand.

“I want to,” I said.

“Ja mei,” she said softly. “Then talk less.”

I kissed her.

She kissed back the way she mowed: everything from the hips, nothing from the arms, no detour and no fear, and she rose onto her toes and clawed one hand into my shirt, and a sound came out of her that she immediately found outrageous because she laughed in the middle of the kiss.

Then she freed herself and began unbuttoning her shirt.

I reached for her hand. She slapped mine away.

“Don’t unbutton so reverently,” she said. “It’s a shirt. Not an altar.”

“The door is open.”

Traudl looked over her shoulder into the glaring rectangle where the yard lay, the pump, the path, half the valley.

She looked there a long time.

Then she said, without looking at me, “Yes. I know.”

And left it open.

She pulled me by the shirt into the hay, into the stripe of light, and lay down in it, and her hair fell into the old grass, copper on gold.

“And talk,” she said. “The whole time. Explain everything as it comes, the way you’d explain it with livestock. Then I’ll laugh. And when I laugh, I’m not afraid.”

“Of what?”

“Of nothing,” she said. “But just in case.”



I knelt before her in the hay.

“This is the part,” I said, “where you tell me if I should stop.”

“I’ll also tell you if you should go on.” She drew her knees apart, not shyly, but with a concentration that made her older and younger at once. “Mei, Max. I said explain, not preach.”

“Then I explain.”

I pushed her skirt higher, over the brown thighs, over the sharp pale border where the sun never came, and I saw her hold her breath, not from fear, but because she had finally reached the place she had been in her head for four days.

She was narrow and hard and soft where she had to be soft, and her pussy was wet before I touched her.

“That,” I said, laying two fingers against her, “means you want me.”

“I could have told you that.”

“You did.”

“Then do something with it.”

I lowered my head.

She sucked in air when my tongue touched her, and then a sound came out of her, half laugh, half curse, and her heels dug into the hay. I held her hips because she flinched away and pressed back in the same breath, as if her body knew more than she did and was impatient with her.

“Lord God,” she said. “That’s… that’s like stepping into the stream in June, only hot. No. Not hot. Yes. Different. Go on.”

I went on.

Slowly at first, broad and flat, then with the tip of my tongue around her clit, and I slid one finger into her only a little way and stopped.

“There,” I said. “That far.”

She lifted her head. Her hair was full of hay dust, and her green eyes were dark and awake.

“Does it hurt?”

“No.”

“Good.”

“It’s tight.”

“I know.”

“Don’t brag.”

I laughed against her, and the laughter made her twitch. She struck my shoulder with her heel.

“Don’t laugh when you’re down there. It tickles.”

“Then hold still.”

“Tell a cow to hold still when the milker has cold hands.”

I took my time. I gave her the finger fully, then the second only a little, and I told her what I was doing before I did it, and she listened with clenched teeth and a face like she was learning a task she wanted to be better at tomorrow.

Then that face stopped.

It simply went away from her.

Her sentences became shorter, as I would come to know so well later, but then it was new. She began a comparison, something about a calf that cannot find its knees, and then she could not find the words anymore.

“Max,” she said.

“Yes.”

“It’s coming now.”

“Yes.”

“That’s not…”

I put my mouth back to her, exactly there, and she came toward me, hard, suddenly, with a startled laugh that broke in the middle of the sound. Her whole small body tightened, her thighs closed around my head, and she slapped her hand over her mouth though the yard was empty and only the swallows watched.

She came quietly and hard, in pulses, with her heels in the hay and her fingers in my hair, and when it eased she lay there staring into the ridge beam as if someone up there had written a new rule of weather.

“Well,” she said after a while. “That wasn’t bad.”

“Not bad.”

“For a start.”

“For a start.”

Her ears went red.

Then she sat up, grabbed my shirt, and pulled me down to her.

“Now you.”

“Traudl.”

“I said: now you.” She reached for my belt, did not get it open at once, and cursed at it as if it were a stubborn calf. “And I want to be on top.”

“Because?”

“Because then I decide how deep.” She looked at me, and under the mockery lay something serious, clean and firm. “And if it pinches, it pinches me and not your pride.”

I lay down in the hay.

She opened my trousers, straddled my thighs, and took me in her hand. Her gaze went down, and for one moment she was entirely still.

“Ja mei,” she said softly. “Frieda was right, then.”

“About what?”

“Nothing. Hold still.”

She set me against herself, and I held her hips, not to pull her but to be there. She lowered herself.

A little.

She stopped.

Her forehead folded, and her mouth went narrow.

“That’s the edge,” I said.

“I notice.”

“You can wait.”

“I can do many things.” She breathed once, twice. “And you do not move.”

“No.”

She went deeper.

The sting came. I saw it before she admitted it: a short jerk through her shoulders, a twitch at her mouth, and then her face went hard, not against me, but against the pain.

“Go on?” I asked.

“Go on.” She swallowed. “A good one doesn’t scream at the first calving either.”

“You are not a cow.”

“Today a little.”

She laughed, and the laugh helped. She let herself sink another little bit, slowly, both hands on my chest, and then I was fully inside her.

She sat still.

I lay still.

The open loading door stood behind her, a bright rectangle, and outside was the empty yard, the manure heap, the pump, the world. If anyone had crossed the yard, they would only have had to see movement in the hay, and everything would have been said.

Traudl looked over her shoulder toward the door.

I felt her tighten around me.

“That makes you wild,” I said.

“Freilich it makes me wild.” She looked down at me again, and now she grinned. “I left it open, didn’t I?”

Then she moved.

Not well. Not yet. Too fast, then too slow, then not at all because she laughed and cursed and scolded me not to look as if I were seeing a miracle, and I told her I was seeing exactly one, and that knocked her out of rhythm for three strokes.

“So,” she panted, “you have to use the back. Not the knees. The knees are…”

She did not find the rest.

I took her hips and helped her, not leading, only holding the rhythm, and she found it. Her body was cleverer than her mouth. She lifted and sank again, each time a little deeper, each time with less caution, until the pain had vanished from her face and something else stood there.

“Like that,” she said. “That’s it. Lord God. That.”

Below, a horse struck a hoof against wood.

She froze.

I held her fast, all the way down on me, and we listened.

Another hoofbeat. Then a snort. Nothing else.

Traudl looked to the loading door. Then to me. Then she began laughing soundlessly, hand before her mouth, and that laughter ran through her and around me, tight and hot and impossible.

“If that was the gelding,” she whispered, “then he’s got more decency than the cattle trader.”

I sat up with her on me and kissed her, and this time she was not quick. She was hot and open and completely there, and when I drew her to me she sighed into my mouth as if she had been saving the sound for an hour.

“Lie down,” I said.

“I was on top.”

“Now you lie down.”

She did.

Not submissively. Curiously. She let herself be drawn to the side, into the hay, with one leg over my hip and her face toward the open door, the way she wanted it, and I entered her from the side, slowly and deeply.

“Oh,” she said.

“Better?”

“Different.”

“Good different?”

“Don’t talk all the time if you want to know whether I still have words.”

I moved, and soon she had none left.

The light lay on her belly, on the freckles, on the small hard breasts that trembled with every thrust, and on the white stripe at her hip, and she looked toward the door the entire time, as if the empty yard could see her and as if that were exactly the point.

“There,” she said suddenly. “There. Stay there.”

I stayed at that angle, and she arched her back, short and hard, and her hand flew to her mouth, but this time I caught it.

“Leave it,” I said.

“Max.”

“Leave it.”

She looked at me, startled and greedy, and then she came.

She came with a hoarse, broken sound, not loud but not hidden, and her whole body struck against mine, thighs, belly, pussy around me, in hard little waves. Her eyes went wide, as if she had not believed a body could do such a thing with her, and then she laughed in the middle of it, helplessly, once, and lost even that.

“Traudl,” I said.

She understood immediately.

She wrapped her leg tighter over me, grabbed my ass, and pulled me in deeper, with a strength made of fieldwork and stubbornness.

“Inside,” she said. “I want to know what it’s like.”

I thrust twice more, and then I came.

I came deep inside her, drawn hard against her, and she held me there and went completely still, only her fingers moving on my back. I felt every pulse, every load as it went into her, and I heard her let out air beside my ear.

“So that’s what it feels like,” she said softly.

“Yes.”

“Warm.”

“Yes.”

“And now you stay inside until I say.”

I stayed.

The swallows flew out and in and out again.

Below, a horse whinnied, and the wind moved through the loading door, and at some point the sun stood so low that the rectangle of light had traveled from the middle of the floor to the wall and lay slanting across the beams.



We lay beside each other in the hay and looked up into the ridge.

Her hand searched for mine, very casually, the way one reaches for a tool, and then stayed there. Her chest still moved quickly. Hay dust lay on her skin like gold sanding, and across her belly, where her skirt had sat all those summers, ran a border sharp as a chalk line: brown, then milk-white, then brown again on the thighs where the sun came in June when she hitched the skirt up.

I put my thumb on the white line.

“Don’t look like that,” she said to the ceiling.

“I look as long as I want.”

“Zefix. Do you all agree on that?”

She propped herself on one elbow. She pushed a stem from the corner of her mouth, considered it, and threw it away.

Then she put on the face with which she inspected a bull.

“Well,” she said matter-of-factly. “Mating successful, I would say. The mount was proper, the temperament is calm, and the stud didn’t fuss.” She nodded expertly. “Repeat tomorrow. Otherwise I won’t believe it.”

I laughed until my ribs hurt.

And Traudl Angermeier lay beside me with the straightest face in the world, and her ears, both her sticking-out copper-lit ears, were red to the tips.



She brought bread up, and butter, and a knife, and we ate in the hay, in the half-dark, she in her shirt and nothing else, feet in the old grass.

She planned aloud while doing it.

“On Tuesday, Mother is at the milk house, so there’s time. Not Friday, the cattle trader comes. This loft is good, but in July the new hay is in, then it gets tight.” She chewed and looked thoughtfully toward the loading door. “The stream isn’t bad either. By the willows. The towpath runs there, but only in the morning.”

“You talk like a foreman.”

“Because I am one.” She cut herself another piece. “You think a farm runs itself?”

Then she took my hand without asking and unwrapped the strip around my right palm. It was torn and full of hay and worthless.

She looked at the flesh underneath. It had closed, and a thin skin grew over it that would one day become callus.

“It’s healing,” she said.

Then she rolled the old strip together, small and orderly, the way you roll up a cord you might still need, and put it into her skirt pocket.

She said nothing about it.

I said nothing either.



At supper, Burgl put two ladles on my plate.

She did it without asking, set the pot on the table instead of on the stove, sat, ate, and looked at no one.

Traudl looked into her plate.

The Herrgottswinkel was full of palm fronds from last spring. From the stable came the clink of a chain. It was so still in the kitchen that I heard the lard crackle in the pan.

And in that stillness, Burgl Angermeier put a third spoonful of lard on my potatoes without a sound, and in the whole valley there could have been no clearer announcement if she had nailed it to the church door.

A farm needs a future. A daughter of twenty has chosen herself a man. The only healthy young fellow within three hours sits at the table and eats like a thresher.

That is not a scandal.

That is business management.



I came back to the Linde at ten, and Frieda sat in the kitchen with the calculating board and was not waiting for me, which she made very clear by not looking up.

I took off my coat.

She looked for one second.

At the collar, behind, where a man does not look himself, sat hay. Not one stem. A handful, in the seams, in my hair, everywhere.

Frieda laid down the stylus.

She stood, went to the stove, adjusted the rings that were not crooked, and then stood with her back to me, hands on the warm stove plate.

“Traudl,” she said.

It was not a question. I said anyway, “Yes.”

It was still for a long time. I heard the clock ticking in the Stube.

“Sit down,” Frieda said.

I sat.

She poured two glasses, put one in front of me, and sat opposite me, as on that first morning, with the bread loaf between us, and she looked at me, and her eyes were wet, and she allowed me to see it, and she did not cry.

“Four weeks,” she said. “I had you for four weeks.”

“Frieda.”

“Be quiet, I’m talking.” She drank a sip. “I saw it coming the day she stood there with the scythe. And I lay awake all night thinking what I would do when it came to it. And do you know what came of that?”

“No.”

“Nothing pretty.” She laughed briefly. “I thought about how to get her off the farm. I thought about what I could say to Burgl. I thought about whether I could force you. For three hours, in the night, in the bed where you…”

She set the glass down.

“And then it got light, and I went to church and sat where I always sit, and in the pew before me sat Vroni, and she has two children and no man. Beside her the sisters from the lower village. And old Kirmairin. And in the whole church, Max, on the men’s side, four men were sitting, and three of them were over seventy.”

She looked at me.

“The war taught us to share,” she said. “Bread. Coal. Beds. In this house, for three winters, I shared with strangers what I did not have myself.” Her voice firmed. “I would rather share you than have one of us go empty. That is the truth, and it is bitter to me, and I say it anyway because it is true.”

I wanted to say something.

“But,” Frieda said, lifting a finger, “in this house, there will be no lying.”

She counted on her hand, the way I had counted at the Stammtisch, and I recognized myself in her and grew warm in the belly from it.

“First. You tell me everything. Not the details, Lord God, spare me the details. But you do not come home and lie to me about hay. Second. No one says who comes first in front of me. Ever. By any of you. Who stands where, each woman knows herself, and I do not want to hear it from a mouth.” She drew breath. “Third. Sunday belongs to me. All of it. From early Mass to locking up. You are in this house, at this table, in this bed, even if the church roof burns.”

She drank the glass empty.

“Nothing else?” I asked hoarsely.

“Nothing else.” She pushed the bread toward me. “Eat something. You look like a man who has been setting potatoes all day.”

I sat in the kitchen of an inn in the year 1946 and ate bread, and opposite me sat a woman who had just taken my heart out and put it back in, and then she said, without looking up:

“And she should come here. If she has my man, she can eat my soup too.”



Two days later, Traudl came with eggs.

The two women stood in the yard by the wall, and I watched from the window of the hall wing without hearing a word, and I have rarely prayed so much in my life.

Frieda spoke. Traudl looked at her feet. Then Traudl spoke, for quite a while, and once she pointed with her thumb over her shoulder toward the Angermeier farm. Frieda folded her arms. Traudl folded hers too, which meant something different at her size.

Then Frieda said something, and Traudl laughed, short and snorting.

And then they reached out their hands, and they struck once, hard, like two horse people at the market who have agreed on a gelding.

Frieda went into the kitchen.

Traudl stayed where she was, looked up at my window, where I ducked away far too slowly, and called across the yard, loud enough for half the lane to hear:

“The haylofts are mine!”



On the Sunday after High Mass, a table from the Linde stood on the market square.

It was the first in eight years.

We had carried it out at five, a board on two trestles, and Frieda had laid a white cloth over it, a real one, starched, from her mother’s cupboard, and that was her idea, and it was the best of the day.

On it lay this:

Fifteen smoked trout, golden brown, in two rows, heads all facing the same direction. Forty-nine jars: beans, cabbage, rhubarb, wild garlic paste in oil, which nobody knew and everyone tasted. A basket of eggs. Four bundles of wild garlic. Two jugs of sour milk. And in the middle, because Frieda insisted on it, a single bouquet in a jam jar.

The jars stood in clean rows by size, with the date on the lid.

Konstanze had demanded the date.

“One must know what was preserved when,” she had said while writing numbers on paper circles with a pencil, in a hand so beautiful you would have liked to frame the paper. “Otherwise, in the end, one does not know what one possesses.”

“What one possesses,” I said.

She lifted her head. We looked at each other across forty-nine preserving jars.

“Yes,” she said. “Exactly that.”

The table was empty in forty minutes.

Not in an hour. In forty minutes, and we could have sold double.

They paid in eggs. In cigarettes, American ones, from supplies that had lain in dressers since Christmas. One woman paid with half a sack of rye. Another with a bundle of wool. Michl brought a hare and wanted three jars for it and got four.

And old Kirmairin, Vroni’s mother-in-law, who had spent the whole war behind closed shutters, laid a silver spoon on the white cloth for two trout.

It had a monogram. It was heavy. It was obviously the last thing in the house still worth anything.

Frieda looked at the spoon, and I saw her draw breath to say no.

The old woman pushed it across the cloth with one finger.

“I haven’t eaten fish since ’37,” she said. “Take it, landlady. I don’t want a gift. I want to buy. Once more.”

Frieda took the spoon.

She laid it in the tin box with the cigarettes, at the very bottom, beneath the first rough wealth of that Sunday, and I saw her mouth tremble for a moment before she went on serving.

It was the first piece of silver the Gasthof zur Linde owned again after the war.



Krammer stood the whole time beneath the chestnut by the well.

He was already there when we set up the table. He was still there when Frieda folded the cloth.

He wore the good wool coat though it was warm. He bought nothing. He spoke with nobody except once, briefly, with the mayor, who afterward went in a different direction than before.

He watched our table for an hour, and he counted.

I saw how he counted because he did it exactly as I did: he looked at the goods, then at the people, then at the hands holding the money that was no money.

And when the table was empty and the people had drifted away and Alois began folding the trestles, Ludwig Krammer lifted a hand to the brim of his hat, very politely, across the market square.

And smiled.

The smile came one second after the greeting, as always.

Then he went to his green wagon and climbed up, and Schorsch drove him down the Rosenheim road, and Frieda stood beside me with the folded cloth against her breast and watched them go.

“He bought nothing,” she said.

“No,” I said. “He counted.”


Chapter 7: The Maypole

She began testing me, and she was so polite about it that I noticed only after a week.

It began with the word.

I stood on the ladder at the hall wing, measuring the rafter holes, and Konstanze handed the folding rule up from below, and without thinking I said what I had said my whole life when something fit.

“Okay.”

The ladder went still. I looked down.

She still held the rule up, and her head was tilted a little, and the two red spots stood on her cheekbones.

“Pardon?” she said.

“It fits,” I said. “I said it fits.”

“You said something else.” She lowered her arm. “You say it often. Mostly when you are satisfied.”

“That’s how the Americans say it.”

“I speak English, Herr Berger.” Her voice did not change by one degree. “I learned it from a governess from Yorkshire who considered me a monster. I know how the word is used. I wonder where a bombed-out man from Munich claims to have picked it up, in a valley where the nearest American is drinking beer forty kilometers away.”

I looked at my tape measure.

“In Munich,” I said. “In the rubble. There were some.”

“Ah,” she said.

That was all she said. She went into the kitchen and left me on the ladder, and sweat ran down my back, and it was late April and cool.

Two days later, I hummed at the smokehouse.

It was some song. I did not even know which one. It was simply a melody that lived in my head because in the decade I came from, it dripped from every ceiling in every supermarket.

Konstanze suddenly stood beside me with the laundry basket.

“What is that?”

“What is what?”

“What you are humming.” She set down the basket. “I played piano until they burned the piano. I know everything sung between Berlin and Vienna since I can remember. I know the American radio.” Her gray eyes rested on me, absolutely calm, absolutely attentive. “I do not know that.”

And there I made the mistake.

I could have said I had heard it in the train, in a camp, from a soldier. She would have swallowed it, the way the village swallowed everything.

I said, “My grandmother sang it.”

Konstanze von Rautenberg looked at me, and nothing moved in her face, and still I saw her note something down, cleanly, with a date, in a book only she kept.

“Your grandmother,” she said, “must have been a remarkable woman.”

She took the basket and left.



On the eve of the first of May, she laid the Linde’s account book on the Stammtisch.

Not Frieda.

She.

She had taken it, some night when her floorboards had crossed above the Stube again, and she had worked on it for three weeks without a word, and what lay before me now was no longer a landlady’s cashbook.

It was a double account.

On the left, what the house owed. On the right, what the house possessed and what it was owed. Her Kurrent script ran in rows like a company on parade.

“I took the liberty,” she said.

Frieda came over with the dish towel and looked in, and first went red and then went still.

“Two entries,” Konstanze said, placing one finger on a line. “The municipality of Lindgraben owes this house four hundred twenty marks from 1939 for the billeting of road workers. It stands in your own book, Frau Obermaier, in your father’s hand. Nobody ever demanded it.”

Frieda opened her mouth and closed it again.

“And Pichler Brewery,” Konstanze said, “left twenty-two loan casks here in August of ’44 and never collected them. They are your casks until the brewery collects or pays for them, and the brewery sold your debt without reconciling the loan goods.” She shut the book. “That is sloppy. If an estate manager had laid such a thing before me, he would have been gone the same evening.”

It was very still in the Stube.

“Countess,” I said.

“Von Rautenberg.”

“Frau von Rautenberg.” I tapped the book with my knuckle. “What do you want for it?”

She straightened. She had not bent, but she straightened anyway, to be another piece straighter.

“I want nothing. I live here by order of the mayor. I was billeted in this house like a crate. I pay with what is due to me, and I…”

“That was not the question,” I said. “I need a manager.”

She looked at me.

“I need someone to keep the books and count the goods and know the prices and calculate. I can calculate, but I do not have the time because I work with my hands. I pay fifty marks a month, which is worth nothing, and room and board, which is worth everything, and you get a tenth of whatever we have at Michaelmas beyond what we owe.”

“That is not alms,” she said slowly.

“No,” I said. “It is an entry. On the right.”

She stood there, in a dress she had turned herself, in an inn in a Bavarian village, seven hundred kilometers away from a house with too many windows.

“I would,” she said at last, “like seventy.”

“Sixty.”

“Sixty-five, and the tenth remains.”

“Agreed.”

She did not offer me her hand. She inclined her head by exactly as much as corresponded to a handshake and went toward the stairs.

“Frau von Rautenberg.”

She stopped.

“From next month on,” I said, “the house pays for your gloves.”

Her back went rigid.

Konstanze stood on the lowest stair, face turned away.

“Why,” she said.

“Because a manager needs gloves,” I said. “It says so in my book. Left side.”

She said nothing.

I said nothing either. Not about Aibling. Not about shop windows. Not about goatskin with a monogram in the lining that did not belong in strange hands. Sometimes an entry is settled because it was never spoken aloud.

She went upstairs without answering me.

That evening, I did not hear her pacing back and forth. For the first time since she had been in the house, I heard nothing at all.



On the first of May, they brought the tree from the forest.

It had lain peeled in the snow since February, eighteen meters of spruce, smooth as a woman’s arm, and they hauled it out of the ditch with six cows and forty women because the village might no longer have men, but it still had a maypole.

We raised it the way the old ones had, with Schwaibeln and forked poles, in stages. Girgl said they had done it that way in 1928 too, and the tree had fallen over anyway.

Forty women at the ropes.

I stood in the pit at the foot of the trunk, my back against the wood, holding the pegs in position, and above me the thing rose, meter by meter, and Alois roared the beat.

“Pull!”

The ropes sang. I saw nothing but peeled wood and sky.

“Pull!”

Then it tipped past the dead point, all at once, light as anything heavy when it finally wants to move, and the foot slid into the pit and stood.

The square screamed.

I climbed out of the pit, dirty up to my shirt collar, and half the women of Lindgraben stood there clapping, and the sound struck my chest like a second heart.

Then came the brass music.

Then they danced.

Naz, small, gap-toothed, happy, placed himself beside me with a mug and made the calculation of the day.

“Forty women,” he said. “Three cripples. And Max.”

He drank, very satisfied.

“The Lord God must have had something in mind with that.”



She came across the square.

Traudl was not wearing a man’s shirt that day. She wore a blue dirndl that had grown too tight over the years, with a red apron and a red ribbon in her hair, and that red against the copper did something to my pulse I cannot explain and never had to.

She was barefoot. On the market square. Among women in their good shoes.

I saw her steering straight for me, through the dancing couples, with a decision on her face.

She said nothing at all.

She grabbed my shirt with both hands, pulled me down because otherwise she could not reach, and kissed me in the middle of a Ländler.

She kissed me long.

The clarinet lost two bars. Somewhere at the back, a girl whooped, then another, and then half the square clapped.

Traudl let me go.

She turned, made a flawless, small, mocking curtsy toward the three widows standing nearest, and went to the beer stand as if nothing had happened.

Her ears were red to the tips.

“Ja mei,” Frieda said beside me. She had a basket of pretzels on her arm and was looking straight ahead at the dancers, and her voice was perfectly calm. “She told the village. Now she has said it and I don’t have to.”

“Frieda.”

“Shut your mouth and dance with me,” she said. “In front of people. Right now.”

I danced with her.

Half the square watched us, and she held her head high, and she was the most beautiful woman in Lindgraben, and that afternoon, in two minutes, the whole village understood what it had been piecing together since April.



And then Konstanze von Rautenberg stepped onto the dance floor.

She had stood at the edge all day, her back to the church wall, in her turned dress, and spoken to no one.

The old flugelhorn player recognized something the rest of us did not. He blew the introduction to a Ländler, slow and serious, and Konstanze detached herself from the wall and stopped before me.

She did not take off the gloves.

“You will lead me,” she said. “I assume you cannot.”

“No.”

“I thought so.”

She laid her hand in mine, and the other on my shoulder, and she stood in a frame that had been taught to her at eight and burned into her at twenty. The distance between us was a handspan and not an inch less.

She was tall. I barely had to lower my head. Her gray eyes were level with my mouth and looked steadily straight ahead.

“Left,” she said softly. “And turn. No. From the heel.”

We danced.

I stepped on her foot.

“One,” she said.

I missed the turn, and she caught it without anyone seeing and guided me discreetly back.

“Two.”

Then, after half a round, it worked. It suddenly worked, clicked in like a lock, and I felt her weight follow my hand and her skirts swing out on every turn and fall back to her again, and the fabric was heavy, and beneath it was a hip that the fabric had carefully kept silent for eight weeks, and I felt it for one second under my hand as I led her through the turn, and I forgot the beat.

“You learn quickly,” Konstanze said. Her face was completely expressionless. “Annoying.”

Two red spots stood on her cheekbones.

The Ländler ended. She stepped back, exactly one step, made the hint of a bow, and went back to the church wall, and the square applauded politely and understood nothing.



Krammer came in the late afternoon.

He came without a wagon, on foot, hat in hand, like a man going to a festival to which he has not been invited and which nobody will prevent him from attending. People made room for him without noticing, the way water makes room for a stone.

I stood twenty steps away with a mug in my hand, and I heard every word because around Konstanze the noise stopped like a weather hole.

“Countess,” Krammer said. “Ludwig Krammer. I have a house in Rosenheim.”

“You have already informed Frau Obermaier of that, I heard.”

The smile came one second later.

“I have rooms there,” he said, “where the rain does not come in. I have servants, I have coal, and in winter I have coffee. Real coffee.” He turned the hat in his hands. “A lady of your station stands here in an inn yard and carries laundry baskets. That is not fitting. It wounds me.”

“How unpleasant for you.”

“I need a person to preside over a house. Someone who can make conversation when people come. Someone who knows which glass to use when.” He lifted the small pale eyes. “I pay decently. You would have your peace. And you would no longer have to…”

He made a small motion with the hat, across the market square, over the village, over the Linde, over me.

“…live among farmers.”

Konstanze von Rautenberg stood by a church wall in a turned dress and mended gloves, and I saw her grow completely still.

Not stiff.

Still.

“Herr Krammer,” she said, and her voice carried across half the square without being raised. “I have had servants. At Rautenberg there were thirty-two. I therefore know very precisely how one recruits them.”

She paused.

“And how one does not.”

For one heartbeat it was so still you could hear the flag cords on the maypole.

Then somewhere a woman laughed. Then three laughed. Then the beer stand laughed, and Naz shrieked, and Girgl slapped his thigh, and the square laughed at Ludwig Krammer from Rosenheim, and it was the first time in living memory anyone in this valley had laughed at him.

Krammer put on his hat.

His face did not move. He looked at Konstanze, then looked across the square at me, and in those two seconds he carried the entry from one column to the other.

Until then, it had been business.

From then on, it was personal.



The answer came on Thursday, and it did not come with fists.

The driver from Pichler Brewery did not even stop in front of the Linde. He drove through and delivered to the Ox Inn in Aibling, and on Friday he brought a letter saying the brewery regretted that, given the known liabilities, it could not deliver until further notice.

On Saturday evening, the last cask was empty.

Three old men sat at the table where men had sat for a hundred years, and before them stood three glasses of cider, and Girgl drank and looked into his glass as if someone had spat in it.

“An inn without beer,” he said.

Nobody answered.

A village does not lose its inn when you take away the paper. It loses it on the evening when the first man goes home and says, no, not tonight.

I sat on the stove bench where I had woken two months earlier and thought of two copper kettles beneath a tarp.

“Alois,” I said.

“Mhm.”

“The Linde brewmaster. The one who was called up.”

“Schweiger Ludwig.” Alois took the pipe from his mouth. “Didn’t come home.”

“Did he have a book?”

Alois looked at me. His left eye began to twitch.

“Schweiger,” he said slowly, “had a book he showed to nobody, not the priest and not his mother. And Schweiger’s widow still lives up on the slope with her goats, and if you go up there and tell her you want the book, she’ll throw you out with the milking stool.”

He put the pipe back in his mouth.

“But,” he said, “if I go up with you and tell her there will be brewing again in the Linde, then she’ll make us coffee first.”



Monday was washday.

The washhouse stood at the back of the yard, a low masonry box, and when the kettle ran, the steam inside stood so thick that from the door you could not see the rear trough.

Outside, linen sheets hung on three lines across half the yard, white and heavy and damp, and the wind moved through them and made lanes out of them and closed them again.

I came with the wood.

“Back there,” Frieda called from the steam.

I went through the sheets and through the door, and the heat struck my face.

She stood at the trough.

I saw her from the bottom upward, the way a man looks at a woman when he believes he has one moment for it. The wooden shoes broad on the wet stones, firmly anchored because a washboard demands strength. The calves above them pale and hard. The skirt wet past the knee and dark against her thighs, tracing every line beneath it.

The apron bow sat on the broad soft shelf of her hips and jerked with every pull.

She had pushed her sleeves above the elbows, and her arms were red to there, and over the trough she bent forward and rubbed a shirt on the washboard, and her whole body worked with it.

The blouse was wet. Wet to the skin everywhere the steam had touched it, and that was everywhere, and the lye had made the fabric transparent, and beneath it there was nothing but Frieda Obermaier.

Her breasts hung heavy over the washboard.

They swung forward with every pull and rocked back and came again, white and full beneath the linen, which hid nothing anymore. The nipples stood dark and hard beneath it and dragged over the wet cloth with every motion. I saw it run through her back each time. She did not notice. She washed.

Her hair had loosened from the crown and stuck in strands to her throat and temple, and her whole face was rosy and shining, and the flush ran down over her throat to where the blouse no longer closed, and there it lost itself in a sheen of sweat and kettle water.

My trousers grew too tight before I took one step into the room.

She lifted her head.

She looked at me. She saw what I was looking at. She slowly straightened, the wet shirt in her fist, wiped her forehead with her forearm, and in doing so pushed her chest forward, quite casually, like a woman who knows what she has.

“The wood,” she said.

I put down the wood. To this day I do not know whether I laid it down or dropped it.

“Have you got a reason to grin like an idiot?”

“Yes.”

She swung and slapped the wet shirt around my ears.

I had her by the waist before she had drawn the arm back. She squealed and kicked my shin, and I lifted her and set her on the rim of the trough, and she wrapped her legs around me and struck my back with the shirt once more, and then the shirt was in the water and her hands were in my hair.

She kissed me, and she tasted of salt and lye and steam.

She kissed me like a woman with a very old account open. Her thighs lay wet and hot around my hips, and she drew me to herself with her heels, closer, and through two wet layers of cloth I felt exactly where she wanted me.

Then she held me by the ears, a handspan away from her, and looked at me, and she was serious.

“Today,” she said, “would be such a day.”

“What kind of day?”

“The calendar.” Her cheeks burned, and not from the steam. “I count. Since the beer cellar I count, every morning, with a mark, and I am not one bit ashamed of it. Today is the day.” She let my ears go and laid her hands on my chest. “And you stand around carrying wood.”

I pushed the bolt on the door.

It was a tiny bolt. A shoulder would have broken the door in. She watched me slide it shut, and her tongue moved once slowly over her lower lip, and she said nothing.

“Take off the blouse,” I said.

She did.

She did it slowly, in the steam, and looked into my face while she did. She opened the wet ties, one after another, with her own fingers. The cloth was full of water and did not want to move, and she had to tug at every loop, and at the third the bodice sprang open and gave up what it had held all morning.

Then she stripped the linen from her shoulders and let it fall.

She stood before me in the hot mist, naked to the waist, red from the steam, shining, with gooseflesh on her arms because cold drew through the door crack.

I had seen this woman in clothes for two months and believed I roughly knew what lay beneath.

I knew nothing.

They were heavy. That was the first thing the mind understood, before anything else. They hung with their own full weight, and where they met, the flesh pushed softly together and made a deep wet channel where the steam stood. White up to the tan at her throat, and over that white her flush ran down and disappeared somewhere beneath the nipples.

The nipples were dark and thick and stood hard forward, and steam had gathered on them in drops and ran off in thin threads.

I stood there and looked and said nothing.

“Say something.”

“I’m looking.”

“You always look.”

“I’m looking,” I said, “because for two months I thought I knew what you looked like, and now I realize I hadn’t seen anything yet.”

Her flush ran down beneath her breasts.

She took the hard soap from the rim, dipped it into the trough, and rubbed it between her hands until they foamed. Then she knelt.

On the wet stones of her own washhouse, in the puddle, in the steam, and she looked up at me while opening my belt.

“I thought of something,” she said.

“Frieda…”

“Be quiet, Bub.”

She opened my trousers, and my cock sprang toward her, and she made a sound deep in her throat that had nothing left to do with politeness.

“Ja mei,” she said softly.

She took me in her hand, soapy, slick, with a warmth that went through the whole palm, and rubbed the foam down over me, from top to root and back up again, and I braced one hand against the wall because my knees wanted to tell me something.

She took her time with it. She did not look at her hand. She looked into my face to see what she was doing to me, and she saw it, and her mouth opened.

Then she laid both hands on her own tits, lifted them, and pushed them around me.

“There,” she said, satisfied.

She pressed them together.

They were heavy and soft and hot and slippery with lye, and they closed around me, and there was nothing in the whole world that felt like that. She began to move, slowly, upward, downward, with her whole upper body, and the foam swelled between her fingers and ran over her ribs.

All the while she looked up into my face, with burning cheeks and an expression of such completely undisguised pride that I nearly tipped two inches away from the wall.

“Lord God,” I said.

“I’ve had them all my life,” she panted, working on. “They get in my way chopping cabbage, they get in my way sleeping, they hurt when I run, and after all the silent years I almost forgot a man could take pleasure in them.”

Foam stood on her throat.

The tip of me emerged above between her breasts with every stroke, dark and shining, and the third time she bent her head and licked over it, flat and slow, one single time, and I cursed and thrust into her hands.

“And you,” she said, “have been looking at them since you came into this house.”

On the next stroke, she lowered her head again and took me into her mouth, only as much as showed above, and sucked once, and looked up into my face while doing it.

“Frieda.”

“Say they’re beautiful.”

“They’re beautiful.”

“Say it properly.”

I took hold of her wet hair, not hard, and bent forward, and she held still with her mouth open.

“I have never seen anything more beautiful in my life,” I said. “And when I have them in my hands, I think of nothing else, and you know that exactly, and you wear that bodice because of it.”

Frieda Obermaier laughed, happy, loud, deep in her throat, and her head sank to my belly, and she held on to my hips and laughed, and steam stood around us.

Then she stood.

She turned around, laid both palms on the rim of the washtub, and pushed the wet skirt up until it lay at her lower back.

The trough was the right height. She had known that before she went in.

I stood behind her and looked, and she let me look.

Her ass was broad and white and round, the skirt a gathered curtain at the top of her lower back, and she set her wooden shoes farther apart and arched her back until it made a deep hollow and everything tipped back toward me. Between her thighs, it shone down to the skin, and it was not lye.

She did not do it shyly. She did it the way she puts a pot on the stove.

“Not long,” she said over her shoulder, and her voice was hoarse. “I can’t bear it if you start with all your looking again.”

I ran my hand between her legs.

She was wet and hot and wide open, and when I drove two fingers into her, she yielded and swallowed them as if she had been waiting for it all morning. I found her clit with my thumb and pressed, and she moaned loudly and let her head hang between her shoulders, and her tits swung beneath her over the lye.

“Max.”

“I know.”

“Not the fingers.”

I gripped her hips and was inside her with one thrust.

She cried out. Outside in the yard, a hen cackled and flapped away.

She was tight. Hot and tight and running over my hands where I held her, and her whole body drew around me and let go and drew again, as if it could not decide whether to keep me or drive me out.

“Lord God,” Frieda panted. “Lord God, yes. Exactly like that. Not gentle.”

I held her by the hips and took her over the washtub in the steam, and the trough sloshed and water ran over the rim and over her hands, and behind the clouded pane the wet linens blew past white.

Every thrust slapped wetly where we met. Every thrust drove her tits forward and brought them back. The washboard slid into the trough and went under, and neither of us pulled it out.

Her back arched. Her ass came to meet me. Her heels lifted from the floor.

“Say it,” I forced out.

“What?”

“What you said in the cellar.”

She lifted her head. Wet hair stuck in her face.

“Today is my day,” she said, driving it out word by word, in rhythm. “Today the calendar counts. Make it fertile, Max. Fill me.”

“Louder.”

“Fill me.” She slapped her flat hand on the rim of the trough. “Get me pregnant. Give me a child. I’m fertile, today, now, and your seed belongs in me and nowhere else.”

I laid myself over her back and reached one hand forward to her tit and the other between her legs.

“I will get you pregnant,” I said at her ear.

“Yes.”

“You get every drop.”

“Yes.”

“And you will walk through this village with my child, and everyone will see it.”

“Yes. Yes. Yes, Kruzifix, yes.”

She came first.

She came over a washtub full of lye, fists around the rim, and her whole lower body gripped me in hard, long beats that came from deep inside and did not want to stop, and she gave that deep, raw, unpracticed sound she had forbidden herself at the start, and this time she did not cover her mouth.

She listened to herself while doing it. I saw it on her face, half turned over her shoulder, appalled and proud at once, and it only made her louder.

I held out for three thrusts.

Then I drove all the way into her and stayed, fingers in her hips, and came as deep inside her as a man can come. It tore through my lower back. I shot in pulses I did not count, and I felt her hold me inside and draw the load from my body, beat by beat, and she pushed back against me so nothing would be lost.

“Stay,” she said into the water. “Stay in. Don’t move. Stay.”

I stayed.

She laid her head on her wet forearms and breathed, and I lay over her back and felt her heart through her ribs, and deep inside her it still twitched, small late beats that wanted to keep everything there was.

The kettle simmered. Outside, the church clock struck, and neither of us counted.



She did not let me go at once.

She held me by the back of the neck with one hand and herself by the trough with the other, and she did not let go until I was completely soft and slipped out of her.

Then she straightened, slowly, and let the wet skirt fall without washing herself, without wiping herself, and laid her flat hand under her belly and pressed, once, the way one presses a lid onto a pot.

“There,” she said to herself.

Then she turned, soaped her right hand, and slapped her flat palm into the middle of my chest. She left it there a moment.

When she took it away, a white print stood there. Five fingers, the heel of her hand.

“There,” she said. “That stays on until supper. If I don’t see it at supper, you get nothing.”

Outside, we hung laundry between the white lanes of wet linen and handed each other clothespins.

“Max.”

“Mhm.”

“Traudl.” She fastened a pin. “Does she eat enough?”

I looked at her.

“Don’t look like that. She’s twenty and works like a horse, and Burgl has used up last year’s potatoes.” She took the next pin into her mouth and spoke around it. “Tell her to come eat on Tuesday. And if you’re clever, you won’t say I said it.”

“And Sunday,” she said, “you stay here.”

“Sunday I stay here.”

“Freilich you stay.” She pulled a sheet tight, and behind it her face appeared, and she laughed at me with wet lashes. “It is in the contract.”



The letter came that evening with the postman.

It was gray and thin and had a sender from Hesse, and the name on it was a Rautenberg.

I stood in the kitchen doorway and watched her turn the envelope over. I saw her face not move and saw her hand, which was not her face, hold the letter a little too tightly.

She sat before the stove, upright, knees together. She read it twice.

Then she opened the stove door, tore the sheet once through the middle, then once again, and pushed the pieces one by one into the embers and waited each time until the paper was gone completely.

She saw me standing in the doorway. She held my gaze, and she said nothing, and I asked nothing.

Then she closed the stove door and stood.

“There is a draft,” she said. “Close the window.”


Chapter 8: The Ambush

Summer came over the valley like a delivery nobody had dared hope for anymore.

In June we cut the first hay, and I learned that you mow in the heat and turn in the dew. In July the beans began. Then the plums on the south wall. Then everything at once, the way it always comes in a farming year: nothing, nothing, nothing, and then more than you can carry.

We preserved.

I showed Frieda how to sterilize jars in the kettle, with bubbling water and the lids separate, and how to wipe the rim before the rubber seal went on because one crumb of fat on the glass rim ruins a whole day’s work. And how to preserve meat twice, with twenty-four hours between, so it also kills what survives the first kettle.

“How do you know that?” she asked.

“From my grandmother.”

“Your grandmother,” Frieda said, “had a doctorate in whatever this is.”

The root cellar filled. The boards in the masonry niches carried jars row after row, by size, by contents, by date, and when you went in with the lantern, the light threw itself back from eighty lids at once.

Konstanze counted them.

She did it every Sunday evening, with a pencil behind her ear, and read the result aloud at the Stammtisch whether anyone listened or not.

“Twenty-first of July. One hundred eleven jars. The smokehouse is full. I need more hooks.”

“Fourth of August. Two hundred thirty jars. Six casks of cabbage. One cask of salted meat. Herr Berger, we have no boards left.”

And at some point in mid-August, on an evening when Girgl and Naz listened with open mouths, she laid down the pencil and said:

“Three hundred six jars. And I find that this house is richer than the mayor, and nobody knows it because none of it is money.”

“Exactly,” I said.

“I did not mean that as a compliment.”

“I took it as one.”



The loop worked like this.

The cart drove to Rosenheim once a week, and what we handed over there we did not hand over for Reichsmark, but for cigarettes, because a cigarette was worth the same in every village between here and Munich, and a banknote was something different from place to place.

With the cigarettes, we bought in the city what the countryside no longer had: nails, scythe blades, window glass, leather, thread.

And with the leather and thread we bought from the farmers what the city needed: eggs, fat, bacon, fruit.

Three corners. At every corner, something stuck.

For a long time, Krammer had been the only one at every one of those corners who had a wagon, horses, connections, and the calm to wait until people were desperate enough.

Now a second cart drove.



She came one evening in August, when it was already growing dark.

She stood in the kitchen doorway where the light fell on her, and behind her skirt the two children stood looking at the soup bowl on the table without a sound.

Vroni Kirmair was twenty-four years old. She was thin as a fence post, and in her face you saw that she had once been a pretty girl, and you saw where it had gone.

She had done her hair.

That was it. That was the first thing I noticed, and I understood it one heartbeat too late: before crossing the yard, the woman had pinned up her hair and smoothed her dress.

“Herr Berger,” she said.

“Vroni.”

“I wanted to ask.” Her voice was completely normal. That was the worst of it, that she held it completely normal. “Whether you had a jar of fat. A small one.”

Frieda came from the pantry. She stopped.

“I have nothing to pay with,” Vroni said. “The ring is gone, I gave it in winter. My husband’s watch too.”

She looked at me.

She stood in a kitchen doorway with two children behind her skirt, and she lifted her chin the way Konstanze lifted hers, the way Frieda lifted hers, and I saw her mouth form around the question she had prepared all the way across the yard, and which she meant to pay with the last thing she owned.

I beat her by half a second.

“Sit down,” I said.

She blinked.

“Sit down, Vroni. And the children too.”

Frieda already had two plates in her hands. She had them before I finished speaking. She set them down, then a third, then the bread loaf in the middle, then the salt, and she pushed the boy onto the bench and pressed the little Madl onto a chair with a cushion on it, and she did all of it in about eight seconds, without one word.

Vroni still stood in the doorway.

“I said,” she whispered, “I have nothing to pay with.”

I stood and pushed her the good chair, the one with the back.

“This table costs nothing,” I said.

Then I said the sentence calmly enough that it stayed standing in the whole house.

“Nobody pays with herself. Not in this house.”

It stayed still all the way into the stove ash.

Vroni Kirmair sat on the chair with the back, and then, quite suddenly, she began to cry, silently, back straight, while her children ate, and Frieda stood behind her and laid both hands on her shoulders and looked over her head out the window until it was over.

She ate two plates. The children ate three.

She left with a jar of fat, half a loaf of bread, and the instruction to come back on Thursday because, as Frieda said, there was always too much soup on Thursday and she was tired of giving it to the hens.

On Thursday, four women came.

The week after that, nine.

That was how the soup evenings at the Linde began, and it was no plan and no charity and no calculation. It was a chair with a back that you push toward someone.



On the twenty-fourth of August, the cart went to Rosenheim, and Alois drove it.

He wanted to drive. I had work at the smokehouse, and he said he was sixty-seven and not dead yet and had known the road for sixty years.

He had loaded two hams, eighty jars, six kilos of dried fruit, and a sack of plums.

At half past five in the evening, the horse came back alone.

It came trotting up the lane with torn harness, the cart behind it, and the cart had two hacked spokes and ran crooked and bounced, and it was empty.

Completely empty.

The whole village stood in the lane before the horse reached the well.

I found him after forty minutes. Two kilometers before the road fork, in the ditch, on his side, face down in the wet grass.

He was alive.

I turned him over, and he made a sound that did not belong in that ditch and still stayed lying there. His left eye was shut. His lip was split up to the gum. When I slid my hand under his back, he screamed.

Ribs.

Four.

You could hear them.

He gripped my shirt and pulled me down to him, and I told him to shut his mouth and breathe.

He did not shut his mouth.

“The gelding,” he said.

“He’s home.”

His head sank into the grass, and then he said, in a voice like broken glass, “And the eggs?”

That evening in the ditch on the Rosenheim road, I came close.

In the road dust where they had caught him were the prints. Nailed soles. Two men. One pair large enough to exist nowhere else in the valley, and it stood there as clearly as a signature.

It proved nothing.

I lifted Alois onto the cart, put my jacket under his head, and drove at a walk into the village.

The shutters closed while I drove through the lane.

Not all of them.

Enough.



They laid him on the bed in his chamber beside the sacristy, and Frieda bound his ribs with a linen cloth, and old Kirmairin brought a comfrey poultice and said it was good.

He lay there, white as his pillow, and his left eye had swollen into a blue pouch.

The mayor came at nine. Gschwendtner stopped in the doorway with his hat in both hands and talked for three minutes, and the result of those three minutes was that it was better not to stir up dust, that the roads were unsafe, that there were strangers passing through too, that nothing could be proved, and that in such times one needed above all one thing, namely calm.

I listened until he was finished.

“Thank you, Mayor,” I said. “You can find your own way out.”

When the door was shut, I looked down at my hands, and they were not trembling, and that was the troubling thing.

In my whole old life, I had never wanted to do anything to anyone. Not to the man in socks on Maximilianstrasse. Not to the landlord. Not to the app.

I stood in a sexton’s chamber in August 1946 and calculated how long I would need on foot to Rosenheim and what I would take with me, and I calculated it quite calmly, the way you calculate a load of wood.

“Bub,” Alois said.

I looked. His good eye was open.

“I can watch you,” he whispered. “Thinking.”

“Sleep.”

“If you go to Rosenheim tonight,” Alois Rambold said, “then you come home a murderer or not at all, and Krammer has his house, and Frieda has nothing.” He breathed shallowly because deep did not work. “And people say, ja mei, the stranger. We knew it.”

I looked at my hands.

“There are no gendarmes who will fetch Krammer,” he said. “There is no court that will listen to you. There is no office that will help you, and if there were one, it would cost you a winter and at the end you would have a paper.”

He closed the eye.

“There is only the market and the Stube.”

I stood still for a long time.

“Then he gets it there,” I said.

“Yes,” Alois said. “And I want to be there for it. So see that I can walk again by Michaelmas.”



I went to the river because otherwise I would have gone somewhere else, and that would have ended worse.

The sun stood low. Between the willows on the bank, the light was bronze-colored, and the gnats stood in columns over the water, and across on the other bank ran the towpath where the rafters walk, a pale stripe in the grass, twenty meters across the water.

I crouched on the slope and held my hands in the water until they were numb.

I did not hear her come. You never hear Traudl Angermeier come.

She suddenly stood behind me with two fishing rods in her hand, which she had fetched from some shed, and looked at me for three seconds with the gaze she used for livestock.

“You’re wild,” she said.

“I am calm.”

“You’re wild.” She laid the rods in the grass. “With livestock, when one goes wild, you don’t lock it in. It gets stupid and starts kicking at everything. You lead it.”

She opened the knot of her shirt.

She did it quite practically, the way she drove a scythe into the floor, and I stood, and the river ran beside us, and across it lay the path.

“Someone walks there,” I said.

“Freilich someone walks there.” She pulled the shirt open. “At this hour, the rafters go home and the miller checks the weir.” Her gaze went across the water and came back, and in her green eyes was a spark that had nothing to do with fear. “So don’t talk so loud.”

She stripped the shirt from her shoulders.

Evening lay on her. Small, high breasts, pale and firm, with hard nipples in the cool air coming off the water, and above and below them the freckles running over her shoulders and up her throat beneath her ears, and the sharp white stripe across her chest where no light reached in June.

Her belly was flat and hard. Her ribs showed when she breathed in.

“Come here,” she said. “I’ll lead you.”

I came.

I had her by the hips, and she was so light I lifted her without meaning to, and her legs came around my waist, and her mouth was on mine, and she bit.

She bit my lower lip properly, and I tasted copper.

“There,” she panted against my chin. “There you are.”

I carried her three steps and set her in the grass and wanted to be gentle, and she did not allow it.

She turned under my hands, came onto her knees, crawled to the old willow at the bank, and laid herself over the slanted trunk, chest on the bark, and threw her skirt over her back.

She looked back over her shoulder.

Her ass was small and firm and pale as milk where the sun never reached, and above and below it she was brown and speckled, and the two borders ran across her as if drawn with a ruler, and I stood there, and my sight went black.

“Not polite,” she said. “Not today. I have no use for a polite man.”

I went to one knee, gripped her hips, and pulled her to me.

“Traudl.”

“What?”

“Say it properly.”

She laughed into the bark, breathless.

“Take me,” she said. “Like livestock. Like a dumb beast. And if someone goes by over there, then someone goes by.”

I pulled her to me on the old trunk and was in her.

She was already wet, had been since she saw me crouching on the slope, and she was tight and hot, and she made a small high sound and pressed her forehead to the bark.

Then I began, and I was not polite.

Everything that had sat in my chest all day went into my hips. The ditch. The black eye. The mayor with his hat. The shutters.

I held her by the hips and thrust into her, hard, again and again, and the old willow trunk swayed, and the leaves above us rustled, and she pushed back to meet me and took everything and wanted more.

“Yes,” she forced out. “Yes. Like that. Don’t let up. Don’t let up, Lord God, you’re so…”

Her sentences grew shorter.

That was her collapse. I knew it already, knew it since the hayloft: she commented on everything, explained everything, had a comparison from the stable for every process between heaven and earth, and the closer she came, the shorter the words became, until at the end she had none.

“At calving,” she panted, “you say…”

She broke off.

I slid one hand under her and found her with my fingers, and she jerked her head up.

“…you say…”

Nothing more.

Then from below, from the river around the bend, came a sound.

A raft horn. Long, deep, double, the way they blow it when they enter the curve, and then voices. Men’s voices, three or four, carried over water, so near you could hear the laughter individually.

We froze.

I stood over her, deep inside her, hands at her hips, and she lay over the willow trunk with her skirt over her back, and neither of us moved one muscle.

The raft came.

You could hear the poles. You could hear one man say something about the weir and another answer. They were twenty meters away, thirty, behind the willow curtain, and if one of them had turned his head, he would have seen something through the leaves that would have kept him busy in every tavern as far as Rosenheim all winter.

Traudl turned her head.

She looked at me over her shoulder, with her face on the bark, and her eyes were huge, and her pupils were black and wide, and around me, around my cock, deep inside her, she clenched.

Once.

Twice.

I felt her body answer the danger all by itself, the way a muscle answers a blow.

Then she began to laugh.

Soundlessly. Completely soundlessly, with her own hand over her own mouth, her whole face twisted, her whole body shaking, and that shaking ran through her into me, and I had to clench my teeth and hold on to the willow trunk, and then I began too, and both of us shook, silent, locked together, while four rafters twenty meters away argued about the price of cigarettes.

The horn came again, farther down.

The voices grew softer.

Traudl took her hand from her mouth.

“Go on,” she whispered hoarsely. “Right now.”

I held her by the hip and shoulder and took her to the end, and she tried to be quiet, and she almost managed it. She came with her face in the crook of her arm, with a single stifled sound, and her whole small hard body jerked and trembled and clenched, and her toes clawed into the grass, and she shook silently, the way she had laughed.

I came immediately after her.

I rammed myself deep into her and held there while the load went into her, hot and in pulses, and I laid my forehead between her shoulder blades and tasted river and salt and freckles.

We stayed like that, panting, against a willow trunk.

The water ran. Somewhere downstream, the rafter whistled for his dog.



Later, we sat in the river.

Up to the belly in the ice-cold water, and Traudl scratched willow bark from her chest and inspected the marks with the deep interest of someone who knows injuries only as agricultural events.

“That’ll make a bruise,” she said, satisfied.

I washed the blood from my lip.

“Angry men,” Traudl said, “sow badly.”

“What?”

“It’s true.” She scooped water and let it run over the back of her neck. “A bull that’s wild misses the mount. If you make an animal wild, you have to let it run first, otherwise the breeding is no good.”

She looked at me from the side, examining.

“Now you’re useful again,” she said.

And I realized she had finished in forty minutes something I would have needed two weeks and a crime for, and that she had known it when she stepped from the grass with the fishing rods.

“Traudl.”

“Mhm.”

“Thank you.”

She shrugged one shoulder and looked downstream.

“Alois taught Anderl how to set a gravestone,” she said into the river. “When he was twelve. Anderl talked of nothing else for three weeks.”

She stood, dripping, and the sun was down and the air was gray.

“Krammer,” she said, “should pay for this.”

She said it without anger. She said it the way she said it would rain tomorrow.

Then she dressed and pressed one of the two fishing rods into my hand.

We walked up the lane, past the church, dripping wet, with two rods and not one fish, and old Kirmairin watched us from the window.

“With the water like this,” Traudl called up to her, “nothing’s biting today.”



The council was the next evening, in a sexton’s chamber, around a bed.

Alois sat half upright, propped on three pillows, with a linen sheet wrapped around his chest, and drank schnapps through a straw, which made him angrier than the ribs.

Frieda sat on the edge of the bed. Traudl crouched on the chest. Konstanze stood, because in a sexton’s chamber there was nowhere she could sit without damaging her dress, and she had her book with her.

I stood at the window.

“Five weeks to Michaelmas,” I said. “We have goods. He knows we have goods since he stood on the market square. And from now on, every cart that leaves the Linde is his cart, if he wants it.”

“Then none leave anymore,” Frieda said.

“Yes, they do,” I said. “One leaves every week. Loudly. In broad daylight. Over the Rosenheim road.” I looked around. “And it is empty.”

Traudl was the first to grin.

“We load sacking. We load crates we have carried importantly through the yard beforehand. We pant while doing it. And Schorsch sits on his wall and counts, as he always counts, and reports it to his master, and eventually he grabs.”

“And then?” Frieda said. “Then he stands there on Michaelmas and wants six thousand two hundred.”

“Six thousand one hundred ninety,” Konstanze said without looking up. “He miscalculated in his own favor. Ten marks. I recalculated it because a man who cheats by ten marks cheats by everything.”

She smoothed the line. I looked at her one breath too long, and she noticed and did not look back.

“And we pay him every one,” I said. “Before the whole village. In goods.”

“And the goods?” Konstanze said.

“They go at night. On foot. In back baskets, over the mountain path, in small amounts, again and again.” I rubbed my face. “And they do not lie in our cellar. If he comes for us, he takes the cellar.”

“Where, then?”

It was Frieda who said it, and she said it to the wall where a crucifix hung.

“Not with us,” she said. “Not where Schorsch looks first. We need a place that is cold, dry, and does not smell of the Linde.”

Alois lifted his head from the pillow.

And Alois Rambold, sixty-seven, with four broken ribs, began to laugh, and then stopped laughing and cursed because laughing hurt, and then laughed again.

“And the beer,” he said when he had air.

“What beer?” I said.

“Schweiger’s widow.” He pointed with his chin toward the window, toward the slope. “She goes to early Mass on Friday, she passes here, and I lie here looking pitiful.” He took the straw from the glass. “I have never asked you for anything, Berger. On Friday, wheel me out in that chair before the door.”

On Friday, the chair stood before the sacristy door.

What the old Schweiger widow and the half-dead sexton said to each other that morning was nobody’s business. At eleven, I came by with a jug of milk, and the two sat beside each other in silence, and she held a book against her apron, a thick greasy notebook with an oilcloth cover.

She saw me.

She stood, came to me, and held out the notebook, and she held it by one corner and did not let go at once.

“Ludwig,” she said, “said if something happened to him, nobody should get it.”

“Frau Schweiger.”

“And then he said, except if somebody needs it who knows what he’s doing.” She looked at me with the eyes of a woman whose husband had not come home for four years. “Can you?”

“No,” I said. “But I can learn, and I have two kettles, and I do not have time to do it wrong five times. Come down and watch me and yell at me when I do it wrong.”

The old woman looked at me three more seconds.

Then she let go of the notebook.



We brewed on the first of September.

It was a catastrophe. The mash was too hot, I scalded half my forearm, the lauter plate clogged, and Schweiger’s widow stood beside us and scolded in such a continuous, contemptuous tone that Traudl had to sit down on the pantry floor.

It took eighteen hours. The batch was nine hectoliters, cloudy, and tasted of smoke because the malt had been kilned on the stove.

On the eighteenth of September, I tapped the first glass.

I carried it into the Stube and set it in front of Girgl because Girgl was the slowest and the most honest.

Girgl lifted the glass. He held it against the lamp. He made a face.

He drank.

He set the glass down, very carefully, wiped his mouth with the back of his hand, and looked around the whole table, one after another.

“That is beer,” he said, as if a bishop had appeared to him.

Naz shrieked and slapped the tabletop, and Alois lifted his glass with his left hand because his right shoulder was not working yet, and the door opened and three women came in who had never in their lives been in a taproom, and Frieda poured, and I poured, and at midnight they sang.

That evening, for the first time in seven years, the Gasthof zur Linde served its own beer.



Afra Soyer brought the news on Sunday, breathless, the way she brought everything.

She had it from her cousin in Aibling, who had it from the driver who loaded at the Ox Inn, where Krammer’s people had been sitting when someone told it.

“They told him,” she panted, holding on to the doorframe. “At dinner. That the Linde has its own beer.”

“And?” Frieda said.

Afra looked around though nobody was there and lowered her voice.

“And he went motionless,” she said. “He laid down the knife and did not move for a minute. Then he went on eating.”

Frieda set down the mug she was polishing.

I stood at the counter and looked at the Stammtisch, at the hollowed tabletop, at the burn mark, at the notch where a hundred years ago someone had laid down a knife.

“Good,” I said.


Chapter 9: Konstanze

She had taken a corner of the Stube without anyone giving it to her.

The small table by the window, where the card players sat in winter. On it lay the account book, an inkwell, three pencils, and a stack of paper she had cut from school notebooks because paper was more expensive than bacon.

When Frieda put out the light, her lamp kept burning. When I came down at five to light the stove, the pen lay across the sheet at exactly the place where she had laid it down.

On one of the last August evenings, while the brewing notebook still lay open in the kitchen and the first beer was only a promise in those greasy pages, she summoned me to her.

Not with her hand. She lifted her head and looked at me and waited, and I went because one did.

“Sit down,” she said. “I have written down Herr Krammer.”

I sat.

“I do not know what lies in his strongbox. I have seen him twice, and I have no intention of seeing him a third time. But a man who does business leaves a trail, just as game leaves a trail, and one need not see the animal to know its size.”

She turned the first sheet toward me.

“Frau Soyer tells everyone carrying a basket that Krammer bought the carting rights for three municipalities this spring. The mayor let slip over beer that Krammer gave the Aibling dairy cooperative a loan. The innkeeper at the Ox owes him. And Pichler Brewery sold him a claim rather than collecting it, which means the brewery needed cash and he had cash.”

She laid the pencil crosswise.

“I have twelve such stories. They produce one statement: Ludwig Krammer collects paper. He buys debts. He gives credit. He holds Reichsmark, very many. Goods he has only as long as they are on the road.”

Her gray eyes lifted.

“He is rich in paper and poor in things. And he believes that is the same because it has been the same his whole life.”

I sat there and heard in her glass-clear voice a clock ticking that she could not hear.

Around ’48. New money, old notes worthless, and the rest wastepaper.

I left the sentence lying. I sat there and looked across at the notch in the Stammtisch and for a moment had the feeling that I was sitting in two times at once, and in one of them everything had already happened.

“You are silent,” Konstanze said.

“I’m thinking.”

“No.” She said it without sharpness, the way one corrects a number. “You were not thinking just now. You knew.”

I lifted my head.

She had folded her hands on the book, and her gloves lay beside it, orderly, the same length on both sides.



“Herr Berger,” she said. “I am going to ask you a question, and I will ask it only once, and if you lie I will know, and I will do nothing further except know it.”

“Ask.”

“Where do you get your certainty?”

She looked at me.

“You are not a dreamer. I have seen dreamers. My cousin was one; he speculated away our wood. You calculate. But in one place you do not calculate, and that is the decisive place. You say: paper money dies. You say it the way other people say November will be cold.” Her voice became very quiet and very precise. “You behave as if you know the result of a calculation nobody has set up yet. And you do not do it to boast. You do it casually, which is far worse.”

It was so still I could hear the beer working in the cask below.

I could lie to her. I could tell her the truth and become known in a Bavarian village in the year 1946 as the man who claimed to come from the twenty-first century. Or I could give her something she could enter in her book.

I laid my hands flat on the table.

“I don’t know it,” I said. “I believe it.”

“That is a difference.”

“That is the whole difference.” I looked at my hands. They were brown and split, and over the right palm lay callus where blisters had been in April. “My grandmother taught me to listen to long clocks. She said paper is a promise, and nobody keeps a promise longer than it is useful to him. She said when the paper dies, shortly afterward the shops stand full.”

“When?”

“Around the year ’48, I think.”

“You think.”

“I think it.” I heard myself speaking and did not like the sound. “I don’t know whether it’s ’48 or the year after. I don’t know how much one gets. I don’t know whether my head is playing me a trick. And I am betting this woman’s house on a belief, Frau von Rautenberg, and every other night I lie awake because of it and stare into the beams.”

I stopped speaking.

Konstanze von Rautenberg sat in an inn’s Stube, straight as a candle, and looked at me for a very long time.

I saw her lay out the possibilities the way one lays out cards: deserter. Swindler. Impostor with good hands. A man who had heard something he should not have heard, from people he did not name.

I saw none of them fit. Then I saw her push the deck aside.

“No,” she said.

“No what?”

“I will not ask further.” She took up the pen, dipped it, and wiped it on the rim of the inkwell. “I have asked too much in my life and known too little. And I have found there are things that cease to be true as soon as one says them aloud.”

She wrote a sentence. I did not see which.

“You are right,” she said to the paper. “I do not know why. I have decided it is none of my business.”

And I sat there and slowly understood that I had just been given the greatest proof of trust of my life, in the form of a renunciation, from a woman who had never yet offered me her hand.



We worked until two in the morning.

Krammer would flood the market before Michaelmas. That was certain, she said, because a man like him cannot watch a rival gain standing; he would sell cheaply, far under value, to show who fed the valley. For that he would have to buy goods and pay with paper.

“He will trade his paper for our role,” Konstanze said. “He will make himself poor in the only thing that will still be worth something in autumn, and while doing it he will feel powerful.”

“And we?”

“We do not sell cheaply. We do not sell at all. We show.” She drew a sheet closer. “On Michaelmas our stall carries not one sack of flour. It carries ham. Smoked fish. This house’s beer. Winter cloth. Tools. Everything a person wants in his hands in January, at a fair price, and it will not be cheap.”

“And then?”

“And then we pay him. On the same day. In the evening. In the Stube. Before the whole village, which has just bought its bacon from us and knows what a ham costs because it paid for one two hours earlier.”

She laid the pencil on the line.

“According to his own contract, what counts is what the market witnesses that day. And there is no better witnessed price than the one four hundred people paid on the same square on the same day.”

She had put the entire process into a single sentence Krammer himself had written to look generous.

“And if he refuses?”

“Then he must explain before the community why his own contract is not enough for him,” Konstanze said. “And in that moment every person in this valley knows he never wanted the money.”

I leaned back.

“Witnesses,” I said. “Girgl and Naz.”

“They talk.”

“They talk,” I said, “louder than a newspaper. The priest. The mayor, because then he can pretend he always wanted it.”

“And a trader from the city,” she said. “A neutral one. Someone who is in debt to nobody and knows how to test flour.”

“Do you know one?”

Konstanze von Rautenberg drew a sheet from the stack. On it stood an address in Munich and beneath it three sentences in a language I did not read.

“I wrote to him already, and nearly six weeks will have passed by Michaelmas,” she said. “Before the war, he traded with my father’s estate. He is rude, greedy, and completely incorruptible because he has no need to be otherwise.”

I looked at her.

“You wrote to him already.”

“Yes.”

“Before we talked about this.”

“Herr Berger.” She wiped the nib on the rim of the inkwell and laid the pen down, perfectly straight, parallel to the edge. “I ran an estate for three years while people, horses, and grain were taken from me. One writes the letters beforehand. Otherwise they arrive too late.”

Then she did something I had not expected.

She closed the book.

“You work like a steward,” she said, “and calculate like a notary, and you carry water buckets for a woman who owes you nothing. At Rautenberg they would have poached you from me, and they would have offered too much for it, and my father would not have noticed.”

She stood and took the lamp.

“Call me Konstanze.”

She went two steps toward the stairs and stopped.

“The formal address remains,” she said, and went up.



The next morning, Traudl sat in the kitchen swinging her legs and eating Frieda’s bread from the board.

Konstanze came down in dress and gloves and poured herself water.

“Countess,” Traudl said with her mouth full.

“Fräulein Angermeier.”

“Why do you do that, really?” Traudl pointed with the knife at the gloves. “You don’t wash dishes with them anyway.”

Konstanze set down the glass.

“Because my hands,” she said coolly, “are the only thing about me that would betray how I am doing.”

Traudl chewed over that.

“Ja mei,” she said then. “At our place, the stable does that.”

It came very casually, without a spark of mockery, the way she said a calf was lying crosswise.

And Konstanze von Rautenberg, who had lived in this house for five months and had never lost command of herself in anyone’s presence, snorted into her malt coffee.

It was not laughter. It was a sound through the nose, one tenth of a second long, and it was so terribly undignified that she froze stiff.

Traudl looked into her bread and grinned into it and said not one word.

That was the beginning of something.



The second mowing lay on the meadow behind the Angermeier farm on the twenty-eighth of August.

It was almost dry in windrows, and in the afternoon Alois pointed at the sky in the west and said we should hurry.

At four, the sky was green.

I had never seen a green sky. It stood over the forest like a wall, black below, yellow-green above, and the air went still and smelled of wet slate and hot dust, and the swallows flew so low they dodged the windrows.

“Everyone out!” Burgl shouted across the yard.

Everyone came. Frieda in apron and wooden shoes, Konstanze in her dress and gloves, Vroni, the sisters from the lower village, old Kirmairin with a tarp, and we threw the hay onto the wagon, with forks, with arms, with everything.

The first thunder came from behind, and you felt it in the soles of your feet.

“The ricks!” Traudl yelled. “Cover the ricks!”

The wind came all at once, like a hand. It tore the tarp from my fingers, and it flew, and Konstanze jumped and caught one corner and was dragged two meters with both fists in the wet thing, then stood again and held.

Then the hail came.

It came like poured gravel, sideways, white, striking our faces, and the women shrieked and laughed and shouted, and we pulled the tarps tight and drove the stakes, and in six minutes it was over and we stood ankle-deep in ice pellets, in August.

I straightened.

Konstanze stood three steps away.

Her hair was half out of its braids. It hung black and wet over one shoulder, her dress clung, she had a hail-stripe across her cheek, her gloves were torn, and her shoes stood in a puddle.

She still held the corner of the tarp in both fists.

She looked at the three covered ricks, then at her hands, then at me.

And Konstanze von Rautenberg threw back her head and laughed.

It was no smile, no snort, no polite tone. It was laughter, loud and dark and completely unguarded. It came from her belly, rang over a hail-beaten meadow, and the rain ran into her open mouth while she did it.

Nobody else saw it.

Frieda was already by the wagon. Traudl was shouting for the horse. The others ran to the farm.

Only I saw it, and the weather.



We waited out the downpour in the barn door.

Water ran from the roof in strands, and behind it the meadow steamed, and we stood beside each other in the half-dark, and she pulled off her torn gloves finger by finger and looked at her hands.

They were not the hands of a countess. They had not been the hands of a countess for five months. Two nails torn, one pad scraped, on the inside of the thumb the hard yellow beginning of callus.

“Ah,” she said.

Nothing more.

I took her hand.

I simply took it, without asking, turned it into the light, and laid my thumb on the scrape. Her fingers were cold. She did not pull them away.

I heard her breath change.

Her hair dripped. On her cheekbones the two spots burned, and this time they ran farther, down her throat, under the open collar, and her chin lifted because her chin always lifted, and we stood so close I could see her pupils grow larger in her gray eyes.

I did not lean forward.

I wanted to. And I knew in the same instant that I would not have reached her.

Konstanze stepped back.

One step. Very precisely measured.

“I possess nothing anymore,” she said, “except what I do not give away.”

She said it quite calmly. She said it like a balance sheet.

“Do not press it.”

And I stepped back too. I did it at once, without hesitation, without a word, and I went to the wagon and picked up the forks.

When I turned around, she still stood in the door and watched me.

I saw something in her face I could not read then.

She looked at me like a woman who had posted an entry.

Right side.



That night, rain fell on a roof I had laid in March.

Frieda pulled me into bed by my collar, the way she always did, with a hand that allowed no argument, and laughed into my shirt.

“Do you know what I saw?” she said. “I saw the countess lying on the ground holding a tarp like a farm woman. With her ass in the hail.”

“She saved the rick.”

“Freilich she did.” Frieda pushed the shirt over my shoulders. “And tomorrow she’ll pretend she was merely supervising the hay.”

It rained.

It was the first warm room of my life in which I feared nothing.

We had no hurry.

We undressed slowly, in the rain and the last light of the candle. She opened the ties herself, as always, and pushed the shift over her hips and let it lie where it fell, and stood there one breath so I could look because by now she knew I did, and because by now she liked it.

The candle stood behind her. It made the outline of her tits into something that dried my mouth, and the broad soft line of her hips into a landscape.

Then she lay on her back and reached her arms out to me, and I came over her, skin to skin, from shoulders to toes.

“Not fast,” she said.

“No.”

“Tonight I want it long.”

I kissed her throat and the hollow above her collarbone and took my time with her breasts, a lot of time, because I knew what it did to her: she softened in the shoulders, slowed, stopped thinking about the inn.

I took them in both hands. They were so heavy they flowed over my fingers, warm from the blanket, and when I pushed them together, they made that deep channel where I laid my face until she laughed and would not let me go.

Her nipples hardened in my mouth.

I drew on one, sucked, let it go again with a wet sound and blew over it, and her whole chest lifted from the bed. She held my head with both hands and would not let me away, pressed me more firmly in, and her breath went deep and heavy, and the flush ran over her breasts like warm water.

“Yes,” she said to the ceiling. “Exactly that. Stay there.”

I stayed there until she grew restless, until her hips began to search without her help.

Then I went lower. Over the belly, over the soft swell below it, into the fold at her thigh, and she lifted her hips to me and laughed briefly, embarrassed and greedy at once.

“You always do that.”

“Always.”

“You take so much time.”

“I do.”

I licked her, very slowly.

She was already wet before I touched her, and she tasted of herself and the warm bed, and I laid my tongue flat and moved upward from below, one long time, and she let her knees fall apart and moaned into her pillow.

I took her clit and did not let it go. Circles, slow, steady, with my whole tongue, the way she liked and had never said, and I laid one hand flat on her belly and held her down when she rose.

She grew louder. Then she broke off and held her breath, and I heard in the sound that she did not want to come yet, that she was holding it off, that tonight she wanted something else.

She pulled me up by the hair.

“Come up,” she said. “Inside me. I want you in me when it happens.”

I slid into her slowly, inch by inch.

She was hot and tight and gave way reluctantly, then willingly, and I felt every single place where she closed around me. She shut her eyes and let her head fall back and lay motionless, mouth open, until I was all the way in and my belly lay against hers.

Then she opened her eyes.

“There,” she said. “There you are.”

We barely moved. It was so slow it was almost no movement at all. It was breathing with the whole body, her legs around mine, her heels at my calves, her hands on my back, and I braced myself on my elbows and looked into her face.

Rain moved over the tiles.

“Do you hear that?” she whispered. “That is your roof.”

“Our roof.”

Her fingers clawed into my shoulders.

“Say that again.”

“Our roof.”

She drew me deeper with her heels, with her hands, and her mouth went to my ear.

“The nights will be cold soon,” she said. “It would be good if someone were already living with me then.”

And she took my hand from her hip and laid it flat on her belly, below her navel, and pressed it firmly there.

I stopped.

I stopped deep inside her and looked at her, and she held my gaze fast, and her eyes were damp and very calm, and she was ashamed of not one word in her head anymore.

“I want it, Max,” she said. “Not someday. Tonight.”

I began again, and I began differently.

I thrust deeper and slower, to the root, and drew almost all the way out and went in again, and each time she made a sound that began lower than the one before. She lifted her hips to me and laid her ankles in my lower back, and she began to speak in a tone she had not known in March.

“All the way deep,” she said. “There. That’s where it belongs.”

“Frieda.”

“Fill me.” Her nails went into my back. “Fill me, do you hear? I’m fertile, I feel it, I’ve felt it for three days. I looked at you in the kitchen and went hot like a cow.”

I laughed at her throat and thrust harder, and she gasped.

“Say it again.”

“Fill me.” She said it louder, up into the dark, and her voice broke in the middle. “Fill me, Max. Your seed belongs in me. Not on my belly, not on the sheet, inside me, all the way back, where it counts.”

“Give me a child,” she said. “This time. This time it catches.”

“You get every drop.”

“Every one.”

“Everything I have.” I rose onto my hands and looked down at her, at the heavy swinging breasts, at the flush standing from her throat to her belly, at the face of the woman who had saved my life with a fire iron without knowing it. “You will grow round in this house, Frieda. You will walk across the market square and everyone will see it, and you will be as loud as you want.”

“Get me pregnant,” she said. “Say you will.”

“I will get you pregnant.”

“Again.”

“I will get you pregnant tonight.” I went deeper, and she jerked her head aside. “And you will keep every drop of it.”

She came to meet me and wrapped her legs all the way around me.

Then she came.

It began deep inside her. I felt it before she knew it, a drawing and tightening, and then her back arched away from the bed in that deep complete bow Frieda Obermaier made when she forgot herself, and she screamed into my ear, raw and unpracticed and without any restraint.

Her pussy pulled tight around me and let go and gripped again, in long warm beats that drew me inward, and her heels hooked in my lower back and would not let me move an inch.

“Now,” she panted. “Now, Max, now, in me.”

I drove all the way in, until she could take me no deeper, and I stayed.

I came as deep inside her as I had ever been.

It tore from my tailbone to my neck and shook me, and I shot into her, pulse after pulse after pulse, long and heavy, until there was nothing left. She held me down and pressed both hands on my lower back and did not move, and I felt her milk me with every beat and take what came and draw it deeper.

Her belly trembled beneath me. All the while, she said very softly yes, yes, yes, like that, yes.

Then we lay still.

She did not let me out.

She held me inside her with her legs around me, and when I wanted to take my weight from her, her heels made a small motion in my lower back that meant no.

“Don’t,” she said into my hair. “It’ll run out.”

So I stayed where I was, and we lay inside each other while the room grew cooler and the rain ran over the tiles and the candle burned low and went out.



“That corner over there,” she said into the dark.

“Which corner?”

“By the window.” She lifted her head a little and pointed, and I could not see it and still knew where she pointed. “In summer the linden’s shadow falls there all afternoon. It’s cool there. We’ll put it there.”

I lay completely still.

“I’ll get the cradle from Vroni,” Frieda said thoughtfully. “Hers is in the attic. Cherrywood, old Kirmair made it. I have to have the runners fixed.” She yawned. “You can do that.”

“Frieda.”

“And in winter we’ll clean out the chamber next to it. The child can sleep there when it’s bigger.”

I lay in the bed where I had slept for five months, and a thirty-one-year-old landlady planned a nursery in the dark with the calm of making the week’s menu, and my hand lay on her belly, and hers lay on top of it.

“It isn’t shameful,” she said suddenly, very softly. “Is it?”

“What?”

“That I want it. That I want it like this.”

I turned my head and kissed her temple.

“It is the most honest thing I have ever heard,” I said.

She was still a long time.

Then she said it into the dark without emphasis, without question, the way she said the cabbage needed water:

“This time it caught.”

I could not get a word out.

I lay in the dark with my hand on her belly, and inside me a yes stood up so large I could not fit it into my mouth, and I let it stand there.



The next Friday, Afra Soyer came running across the yard without a basket, which with her meant catastrophe.

“He bought the cooperative paper,” she panted. “The old one. From ’39, where innkeeper Obermaier guaranteed for the dairy. Nobody knew that anymore!”

Frieda went white.

“How much?”

“Four hundred marks, the mayor says.”

Konstanze stood in the Stube doorway with the account book under her arm, and she said nothing, and wrote nothing down, and I saw the corner of her mouth barely move.

“What did he pay with?” she asked.

Afra looked at her, confused.

“Ja mei, with what else? Goods. Two hundredweight of flour and a cask of oil, they say. The cooperative didn’t want money.”

Konstanze opened the book, dipped the pen, and entered it.

“He has every claim against this house in one hand,” she said calmly. “Everything at one table, on one day. And he gave flour for it.”

She lifted her head, and her gray eyes found mine across the whole room.

“He is already dancing,” she said.


Chapter 10: Two Women

September made the valley golden and all of us thieves of our own nights.

We dug potatoes, work that rebuilds a person: eight days bent over, hand in cold earth. Eighteen hundredweight. Konstanze wrote them down. Vroni Kirmair’s children gleaned after us and got a crust of bread for it.

On Thursday, sixteen women came for soup.

They sat at the long table that had really been meant for weddings, and it grew loud, and Frieda stood with the ladle at the kettle and looked into the room, and her face was the face of a person seeing a calculation finally come out right.

Then she sat on the stove bench and fell asleep sitting up.

In the middle of the noise. With the ladle in her hand.

Traudl jabbed me in the ribs and pointed over with her chin, and we let the thing stand between us in the room for a moment like a bird until it flew away again.

On Friday, Frieda ate three portions of potato soup and half a loaf of bread and then another slice of bacon.

“Lord God,” Naz said admiringly. “Landlady, are you feeding a whole threshing crew?”

“Shut your mouth and eat,” Frieda said.

But she went red up beneath the crown of her hair, and she went into the pantry, and through the open door I saw her stop with her back to me and lay both hands flat on her apron, very briefly.

I began stacking the firewood closer to the kitchen door so she would no longer have to carry it across half the yard, and she noticed on the third day and also said nothing.

That was how we were.



On market day, Afra Soyer spoke too loudly.

She stood with three women at the well, and we came around the corner with the cart, Konstanze beside me on the bench, very straight, with the account book on her knees, and we heard the entire sentence.

“…and the Prussian countess eats the landlady’s charity bread,” Afra said. “But freilich, one like that naturally cannot work. One like that has gloves.”

It went still at the well.

Silesia lies six hundred kilometers from anything a Lindgrabener would call Prussia. That morning, nobody cared.

Konstanze looked straight ahead.

Her face was completely smooth. Only the two red spots stood on her cheekbones, and I knew she had an answer in her head that would have made Afra Soyer a quieter woman for the rest of her life.

She did not say it. She never said anything twice.

I halted the gelding, climbed down, and said, in the voice one uses to call across a yard:

“Frau von Rautenberg. Kirmair wants four jars of meat for one hundredweight of rye. What do you say?”

Half the market square turned.

Konstanze opened the book without hurry, ran her finger down a column, and looked up.

“Rye stands at twenty-eight this week,” she said. “Four jars are forty-six. Tell him we take the hundredweight and a bundle of straw with it, then it is honest, and he does not lose face.”

“Frau Soyer,” I said pleasantly and lifted my hat, “you are dealing with the miller’s widow about the plums, aren’t you? Ask our manager what they are worth. She calculates better than the mayor.”

Then I turned and unloaded cabbage.

Afra Soyer stood with her mouth open. Then, because at her core she was not an evil person but a person with a tongue and no occupation, she actually went to the cart and asked, in a voice like a schoolgirl, what the plums were worth this year.

By evening, Afra was telling the whole village that the countess from the Linde was the only person in the valley who knew a decent price.

Konstanze passed me in the Stube and stopped one step.

“You used me,” she said.

“Yes.”

“Before everyone.”

“Yes.”

She went on. At the stairs she turned.

“Thank you,” she said, very coolly, and went up.



That same night, two women sat at my kitchen table at midnight and divided me up.

They had cleared the table. Frieda had a piece of chalk, and she had drawn a line on the wood, vertical, with a seven on the left, a seven on the right, and the week divided between them.

Traudl sat cross-legged on the chair, barefoot, chin on her knees.

“Sunday is mine,” Frieda was saying. “All of it.”

“Freilich.”

“And Saturday evening, because then the Stube is full and he stands at my tap.”

“Saturday evening is not a night,” Traudl said. “Saturday evening is work.”

Frieda thought. “Saturday counts as half.”

“A quarter.”

“Half, Madl, or I recalculate your haylofts.”

“Agreed.” Traudl reached out her hand. They struck. Chalk fell on the table.

I stood in the doorway.

“I would like to mention at this point,” I said, “that I am here.”

The two women looked up.

“That is convenient,” Frieda said. “Otherwise we would have fetched you.”

“You are talking about my week.”

“We have divided it,” Traudl said. “Everything is fair. Sit down.”

I sat because one does.

“Tuesday is at my farm,” Traudl went on, tapping the chalk. “Friday morning works too if Frieda doesn’t need him.”

“Friday morning,” Frieda said, “is washday.”

“Friday morning,” I said, “is neither, because then I talk to Alois about the cache.”

They both looked at me the way one looks at a piece of furniture that begins to speak.

“Did we ask him something?” Traudl said to Frieda.

“I don’t think so.”

Frieda wiped Friday away with her sleeve and wrote it again.

And I sat in a kitchen in the year 1946, between a landlady and a farmer’s daughter, who were dividing up my week with a piece of chalk the way two farmers divide a field, and for twenty-six years I had not known that anybody wanted me, and now two sat there arguing over the division, and I had to lower my head because my eyes burned.

Frieda saw it. Frieda saw everything.

She put down the chalk.

“It is late,” she said to Traudl, without looking at me. “Ride home or stay here.”

Traudl looked at Frieda. Frieda looked at Traudl.

Something passed between them in a language I never learned.

“I’ll stay here,” Traudl said.



They came as a delegation.

I was already in the big bed because I had been ordered to go upstairs and wait, and the door opened, and Traudl came in with the lamp. Behind her came Frieda, who closed the door and turned the key in the lock.

Her key. In her house.

Traudl set the lamp on the dresser and folded her arms, small, upright, in the open shirt.

“So,” she said. “First we talk.”

Frieda sat on the edge of the bed.

“First: nobody is here to watch and not get a turn. That is not done.”

“Second,” Traudl said, “nobody talks about it afterward. Not even with Alois.”

“Third,” Frieda said, and she looked at me, “if one of the three of us does not like it, that person says so, and then it stops, and nobody is offended.”

“And fourth,” Traudl said, “the thing with the calendar counts tonight too.”

Frieda turned her head. “That goes without saying.”

“I’m saying it anyway because otherwise you’ll claim I didn’t. I’m a farm child. With us everything gets agreed beforehand, otherwise there’s a lawsuit.”

Frieda laughed into her hand.

I lay in the bed and looked at the two of them, and I noticed that they were both trembling a little, very finely, and that they were both covering it with talking.

I sat up.

“Come here,” I said.

That was all.

The speeches stopped. Frieda came first because she was closer, and I took her by the nape and pulled her down to me and kissed her, slowly and thoroughly, until she made a sound. Then I reached out my other hand without looking and waited.

It took three seconds.

Then the small, hard, warm hand of Traudl Angermeier came into mine, and I pulled her over Frieda’s back to me into the bed.



They undressed each other, and it was the least erotic and most arousing thing I had ever seen.

Frieda opened Traudl’s shirt knot because it was sweaty and tight and Traudl cursed. Traudl pulled at Frieda’s bodice laces and could not find the bow and said, who knots like that, and Frieda said, women who let nobody open it.

Then they lay naked, left and right of me.

On the left, Frieda: broad and white and heavy, with the large falling breasts and the soft hips and the flush already running from her throat down between her breasts.

On the right, Traudl: small, brown, hard, with freckles across her whole chest and the two white stripes and the small high tits that immediately stood stiff in the lamp air.

They looked at each other across me.

“Ja mei,” Traudl said. “You have got something.”

“And you are a deer,” Frieda said.

Then they both began laughing at the same time, loudly, and the rest became easier.



I gave first. I always give first.

I took Frieda first because I wanted Traudl to watch, and I kissed my way down her very slowly, over the breasts and belly, and Frieda let her knees fall apart and gripped the pillow with one hand.

Traudl propped up her head and watched.

“So that’s what it looks like,” she said expertly, “when it isn’t you.”

“Shut your mouth,” Frieda panted.

“I’m only noting that he works thoroughly. That is praise, landlady.”

I licked her, and she grew loud the way she always grew loud, surprised and raw, and beside me I heard Traudl stop breathing and then begin again, faster, and her hand went up to her own throat and back down.

Then I lifted my head.

“You,” I said. “Sit on me. Now.”

Her eyes grew dark and narrow, as always when she decided.

She was over me before I had finished thinking the sentence. No hesitation, no permission fetched. She took me in her hand, set me against herself, and dropped, in one greedy, completely impolite movement, until she sat all the way down.

She sucked air through her teeth and laughed while doing it.

“Lord God,” I said.

“Freilich.” She braced both hands on my chest and rolled her hips once, testing, the way one hitches a cart. “I work all day with my back and thighs. You notice that in front and you notice it behind.”

“She is right,” Frieda said hoarsely. “I watched her turn hay in June.”

Traudl turned her head and looked at Frieda over her shoulder, with the grin she used to make prices at market.

Then she reached out, took Frieda’s wrist, and set the landlady’s hand on her own hip.

“Hold me,” she said. “I like having something to push against.”

Frieda held her.

She laid both hands around Traudl’s narrow hips from behind, and Traudl braced against her and began to ride me in short, hard, greedy strokes from the lower back, in her own rhythm that no person had given her.

Frieda looked at me over her shoulder.

There was no jealousy in her face, but something warmer and harder to name than jealousy.



She talked the whole time, as she always talked, and that evening I finally understood that talking was her way not to lose herself.

“That’s,” she panted, “that’s like peening. You have to let the hammer fall. You mustn’t…”

She faltered.

“…mustn’t hit, but…”

I gripped her hips and thrust up from below, hard, three times.

“…but…”

Then Traudl Angermeier lost the sentence.

It broke in half through the middle of her, and what came from her mouth was no word anymore, but a high, thin, completely unguarded sound, and she slapped her hand over it at once. Hayloft habit. Riverbank habit. The habit of a woman who always expected someone to be behind the wall.

Frieda took the hand from her mouth.

She drew Traudl’s wrist down and held it fast, and with the other hand stroked the sweat-wet copper hair from the girl’s forehead, back, twice, with the casual gravity with which women take hair from each other’s faces when there is work.

“Nobody hears you here,” Frieda said at her ear. “I had to be quiet in this house for nine years because guests slept in the hall. Tonight nobody sleeps in the hall.”

Traudl turned her head to her.

“Scream,” Frieda said. “I do too.”

And Traudl Angermeier threw her head back against the landlady’s shoulder and did it.

I slid my hand between us and set my thumb where she needed it, and she went to meet it, hard, took it for herself, and she came after eleven seconds. I counted them. I counted everything I could count that evening so I would not come myself.

She came loud.

Without a hand over her mouth, without cover, without fear, with her open mouth against Frieda’s throat, and her whole hard, sinewy body struck and jerked over me, and she rode the wave with thighs clamped and mouth open, and she let the walls hear it.

Afterward she pitched forward onto my chest and laughed into my collarbone, breathless, helpless, for minutes.

“Lord God,” she got out. “That is…”

She found no word for it.

She found no word for it all night, and that was the greatest honor I received that year.



Then Frieda gently rolled her down from me, the way one nudges a sleeping dog from the stove.

“There,” she said. “Now me.”

She sat on me without haste until she was all the way down, and while doing it she closed her eyes and let her head hang and moaned, deep and long, the way she would never have done in her kitchen.

Traudl crawled to my side and laid her head on my arm.

“She’s beautiful,” she said softly, half to me, half to nobody.

Frieda opened her eyes.

“Say that again, Madl,” she said hoarsely, “and you get cake on Sunday.”

Then she began to ride, and what came after was no conversation anymore.

She rode me the way she kneaded bread: with the whole body, from the thighs, tireless. Her breasts struck with every movement, and I lifted my hands and took them and squeezed and pulled, and her head sank back.

Beside me, at my shoulder, Traudl breathed faster. I turned my head. She had drawn her legs up, and her hand lay between them, and she watched Frieda, and she had not noticed she was doing it.

When she noticed that I saw, she first went rigid.

Then, because she was Traudl, she held my gaze and left the hand where it was, and her chin rose.

“Look if you want,” she said softly. “I’m fine with that.”

I let the two of them believe for one more breath that they were in command. Then I took Frieda by the hips, drew her down, held her fast, and thrust up from below, hard, first in her rhythm and then in mine.

She threw her arms up and gripped the headboard.

“Yes,” she panted. “Like that. Like that, you scoundrel. Harder.”

“Frieda.”

“I’m close.”

“So am I.”

She bent down, hair like a curtain around our faces, and put her mouth to my ear, and what she said, she said softly so it would stay between us and loudly enough for the whole room to hear.

“The calendar says: mine.”

I gripped her hips.

“Yours.”

“All of it.”

“All.”

“Then fill me,” Frieda Obermaier said, “in front of her.”

I came with a thrust that lifted her from the bed.

I held her down with both hands on her hips and drove myself fully into her while I came deep, in long heavy pulses, and she came to meet me and jerked over me and pressed herself down, and her pussy clamped around me, and she screamed into my hair and said my name and then nothing anymore.

She fell forward onto me, full weight, and I stayed inside her because she wanted it that way and never wanted it any other, and she held me fast with her thighs.

Beside us, Traudl lay on her side and looked at us with wide eyes and breathed shallowly.

Frieda turned her face toward her without lifting her head.

“Come here, you brat,” she said.

And Traudl slid closer and laid her head on Frieda’s back like on a pillow, and we lay like that, all three, breathing, in a bed built for two.



It was a rural building problem without a usable plan.

Three grown people do not fit in a Bavarian box bed. We argued about elbows for twenty minutes. Traudl slept crosswise, like a dog, and kicked in her sleep. Frieda took two thirds, had cold feet, and put them in the backs of my knees.

Frieda fell asleep first, in the middle of a sentence, as always.

I lay awake.

Then a whisper came over Frieda’s sleeping back.

“Max.”

“Mhm.”

Traudl was silent a while. I heard her thinking the way other people hear breathing.

“The countess is still missing,” she said.

I stroked my thumb over her knuckles.

“I’m only saying it.” She yawned. “She comes on her own, or she doesn’t come at all. But you can’t fetch her.”

She turned over and was asleep within ten seconds.

I lay in the dark and looked at the beams.

Above us, in the room over the Stube, one floorboard worked softly, then another, then it was silent again.



The stairs were the place.

Two evenings later, I came down with the lamp, and she came up with the lamp, and we met on the landing where the stairs turn.

Two lamps between two people are too much light.

Konstanze had a stack of paper under her arm. Her collar was open because it was warm, and her hair was still braided, but the braids sat lower than in the morning.

She did not go on.

“I am finished,” she said. “With the declaration.”

“Show me.”

“Not here. It is too dark, and you would praise my handwriting instead of reading it.” She lifted her chin. “Herr Berger. I have a question, and I ask it reluctantly.”

I set the lamp on the windowsill.

“In this house,” Konstanze said, “one does not live especially quietly at night.”

I imagined what my face looked like and was glad only one lamp burned.

“I am not reproaching you.” Her voice was completely even. “Frau Obermaier is mistress of this house and spent three years in an empty bed, and the Angermeier daughter has run a farm for four years and has a head like a battering ram. It is none of my business.”

“But.”

“But I would like you not to consider me stupid.” Two red spots. “I see what everyone sees. I see more. I have lived in your house for five months and counted who sleeps where.”

“Konstanze,” I said.

It was the first time I said it aloud.

She froze.

Her hand with the papers sank a little. The lamp’s reflection stood in her gray eyes, and I saw her breathe twice, and I saw her make a decision she had been moving back and forth in her book for weeks.

“In the house,” she said. “In private. When it is just the two of us. You may call me by my name.”

The words came one by one, as if they cost one by one.

“Before people, it remains formal. Always. Even when we are old. Even if you believe it silly.”

“It is not silly.”

“No,” she said. “It is everything I still possess.”

She stood on the landing, straight as a lance, the declaration under her arm.

“One does not give everything away at once, Max,” she said.

Then she passed me down the stairs, and her skirt brushed my knee.

I stood on the landing for quite a while.



In the three weeks before Michaelmas, we lied to the village twice and stole from the church once.

The priest called it a loan.

I came to the sacristy on a Friday evening and laid the matter before him without detour: a dry, cold room nobody enters, for five weeks, for goods that had to be on a table on the twenty-ninth of September or a widow loses her house.

Father Hofstetter sat on a stool, heavy and tired.

“The crypt beneath the choir has been empty for one hundred ten years. The family lying in it is extinct, and the last one was a drunkard.” He rubbed his face. “It is consecrated ground.”

“I know.”

“And you want to put hams in it.”

“Yes.”

The priest was silent a long time.

“On Sunday,” he said then, “my church was full for the first time since ’44. At the back stood twelve women who had not been there for years. Do you know why?”

“No.”

“Because on Thursday they sat in your Stube and ate soup and laughed.” He stood. “I am an old man, and I do not care why a person prays. He should only come in.”

He took a key from the board.

“Two winters of roof repair,” he said. “The tower draws water. And one more thing.” He held the key tight. “That on Michaelmas there is singing in the Stube. Properly. Not the howling. Alois should start.”

“Father, Alois has four broken ribs.”

“Alois,” Father Hofstetter said, “sings with his throat, not with his ribs.”



And so we did it.

By day the cart drove. It drove loudly. It drove every Tuesday, and we loaded it full in the bright yard before the eyes of the whole lane: crates, sacks, casks, everything clearly visible, and Frieda stood there calling that I should be careful with the jars.

The crates were full of sacking. The casks were full of river sand.

And Schorsch sat on his wall.

By night we walked, over the mountain path, three hours there and back, with back baskets in which the bacon lay under a layer of roof tiles, the jars, the dried meat, the smoked fish, the winter linen, the nails. Frieda went twice until I forbade it, over which we argued for an hour and I lost and still won because afterward she stayed in the yard.

Konstanze went every night.

She went in her mended riding boots, three hours over a mountain path, and did not complain once, and when we rested up there she sat on a stone, straight as a candle, and ate her bread in small bites.

We stacked the goods between two stone coffins, on boards, and the room was nine degrees cold, summer and winter, and smelled of stone.

On the eighteenth of September, the crypt was full, and the root cellar in the Linde was half empty and looked sad, which was exactly the intention.

Girgl and Naz received their role three days beforehand: stand there, listen, and afterward tell everything twice, the second time louder. Girgl accepted the task like a calling.

Alois went onto the church tower every noon because he was the sexton and because nobody ever noticed that, and from up there he could see the Rosenheim road for four kilometers.

If he rang the noon bell on time, the road was clear. If he began it one single stroke late, someone was tailing the cart.

He rang it late on the twenty-third of September. And again on the twenty-sixth.

I stood in the yard, head back, and heard the bell stumble, and Frieda came out with the milk can and stopped beside me and looked up too.

“He is biting,” she said.

“He is biting.”



Konstanze wrote the declaration on a sheet of real paper, which she paid for with four cigarettes.

It was the most beautiful document I had ever held.

At the top, the debt amount in numbers and in words. Beneath it, the date-of-payment clause from Krammer’s own paper, underlined with a ruler. Then, in columns, the list: each item with weight, number, origin, and an empty column for the price that would be paid on the market that day.

“He will not sign,” I said.

“He will,” Konstanze said, dipping the pen and placing the final period. “If he does not, he must explain before four hundred people that his own contract does not suit him. A man like him lives from people believing he is inevitable.”

She scattered sand on the ink and blew it away.

“Take that belief from them,” she said, “and he is a fat man with a wagon.”



On the night before Michaelmas, I went out into the yard once more.

It had grown cold. Above the ridge stood a moon like a sickle, and silver dew lay in the grass.

Three windows burned.

Below, Frieda sat on the bed with a candle, sewing something small. It was white and fit in her two hands, and when she heard my steps she pushed it under the blanket and reached for a stocking.

Above, the room over the Stube burned, and a shadow crossed the window, turned back, and stopped, and through the open window a soft, clear voice read a text aloud that she herself had written, sentence by sentence, like a countess rehearsing an abdication, only the other way around.

And far back on the black slope, the window of the Angermeier farm blinked.

One. Two. Three.

Traudl held her hand before the lamp and took it away, three times, the way we had agreed, and that meant: I am here. Good night. Sleep.

I stood beneath the linden, laid my hand on the trunk, and knocked once.


Chapter 11: Michaelmas

On Michaelmas, one pays.

That stands in no book, but in this valley it was older than any book: on the twenty-ninth of September, the servants’ year ends, and whoever borrowed in spring lays it on the table in autumn. After that comes winter, and winter has no memory, only a stomach.

I stood in the yard at half past five and looked into a sky that was still black and already smelled of frost.

Frieda came out with two cups.

“Drink.”

“I’m not hungry.”

“I didn’t say you should eat. I said you should drink.” She pressed the cup into my hand, hot malt coffee, and stood beside me under the linden, and we both looked across the yard where crates had been standing since four.

Her shoulder lay against my arm.

“Six years,” she said. “Six years I had that paper in my head. While peeling potatoes. While falling asleep. Like a stone in my shoe.”

“Tonight it’s gone.”

“Don’t say it until it’s gone.” She drank. “But say it to me twice tonight.”



The market square of Lindgraben is a rectangle of cobbles with a well in the middle, and when three hundred people stand on it, it is full. That morning, four hundred stood there, from the whole valley, with back baskets and handcarts and children by the hand, because Michaelmas is the day one buys what gets one through winter.

And Ludwig Krammer had stood in the best place since seven.

He had set two heavy wagons board to board like a wall, and sacks were piled on them to shoulder height, and over the sacks hung a cloth someone had painted with wagon grease.

FLOUR. SUGAR. FOR EVERYONE.

His crier was a Bub from Rosenheim with a voice like a tin funnel.

“Krammer feeds you! Krammer feeds you when the fine inn cannot! Twelve marks the hundredweight, women, twelve! At the cooperative you pay twenty!”

It was too cheap.

Twelve marks for a hundredweight of flour was not a price. It was a slap in the face. It was a man burning money to show he could afford it, and the women of Lindgraben stood in a line that went twice around the chestnut.

They bought. Freilich they bought. They had children.

Our table stood on the north side, in the shade, and was half as long.

“He’s eating us,” Girgl said.

He did not say it quietly. Girgl never said anything quietly because he was deaf in his left ear and therefore believed everyone else was too.

“Twelve marks! And Max sets out jam.”

“Those are pickled beans,” Naz said.

“Jam, beans, both are something that doesn’t fill you.”

“Beans give you wind.”

“Ja mei, then whistle.”

I listened to the two of them and said nothing, and in my stomach lay a cold stone the size of a fist.

For weeks I had built toward this morning. I had calculated it on paper with Konstanze, carried it over a mountain path at night, bargained for it with the priest, and cost Alois four ribs for it.

And now I watched the man I meant to beat feed half the village.

“He has been selling for three hours,” I said.

“He has been selling below cost for three hours.” Konstanze turned a page. She had the pencil behind her ear, which was the least aristocratic thing I had ever seen on her, and she had done it without noticing, and I never told her. “Thirty-four hundredweight. He has given away thirty-four hundredweight below purchase price and taken paper for it that is stored in his strongbox.” She lifted her head. “Hold still, Herr Berger. You are fidgeting inwardly, and it shows in your jaw.”

I held still.

Our table carried not one sack of flour.

It carried two dozen smoked trout, heads all facing the same direction. Four hams from the crypt, still smelling of juniper. One hundred twelve jars in clean rows, each with the date on the lid in Konstanze’s hand. Dried meat in linen, winter cloth, nails, scythe blades, whetstones, seven pairs of wool socks.

And, in a small cask under a wet cloth, the first beer the Gasthof zur Linde had brewed itself in seven years.

We sold nothing cheaply. We sold slowly, at a fair price, to people who came over from Krammer’s line with their hundredweight of flour in the cart and then stopped and looked at the ham and calculated.

Because a hundredweight of flour is flour.

And a ham is January.



The man came with the eleven o’clock train, and I recognized him at once because he was the only person on the square who looked as if he had spent the last six years in a heated room.

He was small, broad, had a coat too good and a hat too bad, and he carried a leather bag in which something rattled.

He did not come to us.

He went straight to Krammer’s wagon, pushed through the line, and reached into a woman’s basket.

“Your goods?” he said to Krammer.

Krammer, who sat on the bench with the watch chain over his belly, looked down at him and smiled one second after the glance, as always.

“My goods. Do you want some too, sir? Twelve the hundredweight.”

“Prantl,” the man said. “Munich. Grain and pulses, since ’28.”

Then Herr Prantl from Munich did something that made the market square quieter than the church.

He set his bag on the well rim, took out a thick tavern glass, filled it at the well, and let a handful of flour from the woman’s basket trickle into it.

And he did not stir.

“Watch,” he said loudly, with the bad temper of a man who too rarely has an audience. “Good flour makes a cloud. It hangs. It takes a quarter hour before it settles.”

The flour fell like sand.

It fell straight down, dense and heavy, and settled on the bottom in a white, solid layer, and above it the water stood almost clear.

“Chalk,” Prantl said.

He drew a bottle of vinegar from the bag, ordinary vinegar such as every woman on the square had at home, and poured it into the glass.

The glass hissed.

It foamed over the rim and ran over Prantl’s fingers, and four hundred people watched a hundredweight of flour reveal itself as stone.

“Cut,” Prantl said into the silence. “One third, I’d say. That is ground lime, ladies. It will not fill you, but it will constipate you well enough.”

Then he took a sieve from the bag, opened a sugar sack with his knife without asking, and shook two handfuls over a white cloth.

The sugar trickled through.

What did not trickle through stayed on the cloth, and it moved.

A woman in the first row drew in air. A child asked what that was, and the mother did not answer, and that was louder.

On the eleventh of September, I had bought a pound of that flour, for two cigarettes, quietly, from a cart in Aibling. It had felt wrong between the fingers: too smooth, too heavy, too still. In the pan it had not browned but gone gray.

I had known.

And I had not said it myself.

Because from my mouth it would have been the claim of a rival, and the market would have shrugged and kept standing in line. But a rude, greedy, completely incorruptible man from Munich with a sieve in his bag is no rival.

That is a witness.

Konstanze had written to him six weeks ago.

I looked at her across the market square, and she did not look at me. Her chin stood half a centimeter too high.



On the bench sat Ludwig Krammer, slowly turning gray.

He made the only mistake his whole life had never taught him to avoid: he stayed polite.

“The gentleman is mistaken,” he said, with that soft, warm voice with which he had taken Frieda’s house from her in her own Stube. “If a sack is spoiled, Krammer exchanges it. Krammer is no cutthroat.”

And from somewhere in the crowd, at the back where the women from the lower village stood, a voice nobody could ever assign said:

“And Vroni’s sack? Does that exchange itself too? She’s been baking from it two weeks already.”

After that, it went quickly.

A village does not have anger like a person. It has anger like weather. It gathers. It stands. Then it stands everywhere at once.

Nobody threw anything. Nobody screamed.

They set the sacks down.

One woman after another lifted the hundredweight from the cart, set it by Krammer’s wagon wheel, and walked away, and after ten minutes a wall of sacks stood around the two wagons, and around that wall stood nobody anymore.

Then Schorsch came.

He came stomping up from the Rosenheim road, dusty to the belt, with a face like a beaten ox, and said something up to his master, softly.

Alois stood beside me, leaning on his stick.

“Now,” he said, satisfied.

At four that Michaelmas morning, the cart had driven out, with Michl on the bench, and Schorsch and two men had stopped it half an hour later by the woods, set the boy in the ditch, and ripped down the tarp.

In the crates was sacking.

In the casks was river sand.

And on top, in clean school Kurrent, lay a note:

For your trouble: sand. At least it isn’t cut.

Naz heard it third and told it first.

He told it once at the well, with hand motions. Then he told it a second time, louder, under the chestnut, and the second time Michl had fought back and bitten Schorsch in the thumb, which was not true, and by the third time, before the church door, the sand had included a note to Krammer that could not be repeated in company.

They laughed.

Across the wall of sacks, over the watch chain and the good wool coat, a village that had not laughed in seven years laughed at a man who had built his entire wealth on being feared.

I stood thirty steps away and watched Ludwig Krammer understand what had been taken from him, and it was not the flour and not the wagon.

For the first time since I had known the man, the smile did not come one second after the words.

It did not come at all.



At seven that evening, the Stube was so full Girgl sat on the table.

They stood along the walls. They stood on the stairs. The priest sat on the stove bench beside Alois, the mayor stood in the middle of the room and did not know what to do with his hands, and outside in the yard another fifty people stood looking in through the windows.

On the cleared Stammtisch lay one single sheet of paper.

Krammer came at ten past seven, alone, without Schorsch, and he went through the lane that opened for him, and he went upright, one had to grant him that, and sat in the place I had set for him.

“Frau Obermaier,” he said. “I am here to collect my right.”

“You are here,” Frieda said, “to be paid.”

Konstanze stood.

She stood at the narrow end of the Stammtisch, straight as a candle, in the dark dress with the high collar, and she had taken off the gloves and laid them beside the account book, orderly, the same length on both sides.

And she read.

She read in a voice one understood in the last row without her raising it. She read the debt amount, in numbers and in words. She read the document from Pichler Brewery from 1938 and the cooperative claim from 1939. She read the clause Ludwig Krammer himself had had printed so he would look generous, and she read it twice.

“Assessed at the market price on the day of payment.”

Then she read the list. It took eleven minutes.

Four hams, cold smoked, seventeen kilos, paid today on this square at fourteen marks per kilo, witnessed by Herr Prantl, Munich, and by forty buyers. Seventy-two jars of preserved meat. Ninety-eight jars of vegetables. Twenty-six smoked trout. Two hundredweight of dried meat. Twenty-four ells of winter cloth. Tools. Nails. Scythe blades.

Sixteen buckets of the house beer.

Then we carried it in.

Michl carried. Traudl carried. Vroni Kirmair carried one ham in both arms like a child, and people made way, and the smell of juniper smoke laid itself over the beer smell.

It stacked on the Stammtisch until one could no longer see the men behind it, then on the floor before it, and Konstanze checked off every item, and Herr Prantl, who had not been invited and still stood in the first row, nodded at each item and once said, unasked: “Honest.”

At the end, there was a remainder.

Two hundred eleven marks, because goods and debt never meet exactly.

Frieda came from the kitchen with the tin box that held a silver spoon with a monogram, and beneath it the money, and she counted it onto the Stammtisch, bill by bill, and her hands were calm, and the whole Stube listened to the paper.

Then Konstanze pushed the declaration across the table.

And the pen beside it.

Krammer did not look at the paper. He looked along the walls, over the faces, over Girgl on the table and the priest on the stove bench, and I saw him calculate and come to the only result the numbers allowed.

If he did not sign now, he had to explain to four hundred people why his own contract did not suit him.

And then everyone in this valley would know he had never wanted the money.

He took the pen.

He signed with a beautiful, mercantile, completely calm hand, and he even sprinkled sand over it and blew it away.

“There,” he said.

“There,” Frieda said.

She took the old paper that had lain in his strongbox since winter and in her shoe like a stone for six years, and she went with it to the stove, and the Stube rose.

Beside the stove leaned the fire iron.

It was the same fire iron with which she had chased a strange man from her stove bench in March, and she took it and pushed open the flap, and the reflection ran over her face.

She held the paper in.

It caught fire at one corner, curled, turned black with a red edge, and Frieda Obermaier pushed it deeper into the embers with the fire iron and watched six years of her life become gray stuff that rose and vanished in the pipe.

The noise that came afterward, Alois says, woke the swallows under the ridge of the church tower.

And out of the noise, without warning, in a hoarse, cracked, unbelievably loud old voice, sexton Alois Rambold, four broken ribs under his shirt, began the first song.

The priest sang with him. He sang terribly. He sang loudly.



Krammer left at half past eight.

I brought him out because one does that, and we stood a moment in the yard under the linden, and inside they sang the third song.

He drew on his gloves, finger by finger.

“You cost me something today, little lad,” he said.

He said it without anger, like a man entering an item in a book.

“Goods,” I said.

“Goods.” He looked up into the linden. “Goods spoil. The bacon goes rancid, the fish goes gray, the beer goes sour, and in three years none of your hams hangs in smoke anymore.” He smoothed the second glove. “Paper burns. You showed me that today, very prettily, with the fire iron.”

His face was in the dark, and the watch chain caught a strip of light from the window.

“But money remains,” Ludwig Krammer said. “I have money like hay, young man. I have money lying in Rosenheim that no person can burn and no person can eat and no weather can spoil. And I have time.”

He touched the brim of his hat.

The smile did not come.

“We will see each other,” he said and crossed the yard to his wagon, and the green wagon rolled down the Rosenheim road and out of Lindgraben.

In my head ticked a clock he could not hear. It ticked toward some day around ’48, and on that day a man with very much money would wake and discover he owned very much wastepaper.

I did not know it.

I believed it.

I almost said something. It lay on my tongue, warm and sweet and wonderfully stupid.

I left it on my tongue and went back inside to my people.



They sang until midnight.

I stood behind the tap and poured my own beer into other people’s mugs, and Frieda moved between the tables and was caught by the sleeve by every second person, and Konstanze sat in her corner by the window, very straight, and let Herr Prantl talk grain prices with her for an hour, clearly learning more than he taught.

At eleven, a small, hard, warm hand reached from behind around my wrist and pulled.

I let myself be pulled.

Traudl went before me through the kitchen and laid her finger to her lips as she walked, with such an exaggerated theatrical gesture that I almost laughed aloud, and she pushed the yard door open with her foot.

She pulled me across the yard, past the linden, toward the granary, and she had oiled the door already that afternoon.

I knew that because it opened silently.

“You planned this.”

“Freilich I planned this.” She pushed me in and pressed the door shut. “I plan everything. I just didn’t know whether you’d win.”



It smelled of grain and dust, and it was pitch-dark except for the yard lantern’s light falling through the gaps between the boards in narrow, slanting bands. When Traudl turned, it lay across her face and the open throat of her shirt.

Behind the wall, not three meters away, the Stube sang. A drinking song, the fourth. You could hear Girgl’s bass, which always lagged half a syllable behind, and the thump of mugs on wood.

Traudl laid both hands flat against the wall and listened, head tilted, like a bird.

“Hear that?” she whispered. “Forty people. The priest too.”

“Traudl.”

“For weeks I walked a mountain path at night with bacon on my back for this house, and tonight they sang for you, and I stood there clapping like a stranger.”

She began opening the knot of her shirt.

“I get my share. Now. And here.”

“If someone comes.”

“Then someone comes.” She drew the shirt from her shoulders. “Rule: not a sound. Whoever sings, they won’t hear.”

I took control from her.

I stepped forward instead of answering, and she came against the wall because the wall was behind her, and I laid one hand beside her head on the boards and the other under her chin and lifted it.

“Then don’t talk so much,” I said.

Her breath went through her.

She was so much smaller than I was that she had to lay her head all the way back, and she did it, and her eyes were open, and she said nothing at all, and with her that never lasted longer than four seconds.

I kissed her slowly because behind the wall a village sang and because I had time and because she had none, and she immediately gripped my shirt and pulled, and I took her hands away and set them on the wall right and left beside her hips and left them there.

“Max.”

“I’m doing this.”

Her shirt hung open. In the striped light, her freckles looked splashed on, over the collarbones, over the whole small chest, and beneath them lay the two narrow white bands the sun had never seen. Her breasts stood small and high and stiff in the cold granary air.

I put my mouth to them.

She made a sound at once, very high in her throat, and slapped her hand over her mouth.

I pulled it away and held it.

“No,” I whispered against her skin. “You should be quiet. You should not hide.”

“That’s the same thing.”

“No.”

I went to my knees, pushed her skirt up over her hips, and laid her leg over my shoulder, and she said nothing more.

I tasted her, slowly, and heard above me how she fought for breath, and behind the wall how the drinking song fell apart into laughter, and in that hole of silence where the whole Stube drew air, Traudl Angermeier made a sound she immediately denied with a look.

She clawed both hands into my hair. Her belly drew tight and tighter, and she was so close I felt it under my tongue, and then they began singing again on the other side, all of them, loudly, the first beat like a cart starting forward.

And Traudl came.

She came soundlessly, mouth open and without one single tone, and her whole hard body struck from toes to neck, in waves, and she held on to my head like to a rafter.

I stood before she was done.

I lifted her with both hands under her ass, and she was light and hot and wet and wrapped her legs around me, and I set her against the wall, and in the next breath I was inside her, in one pull, all the way in.

“Ah,” she said without sound. “Ah, yes.”

I held her with her lower back against the wall and thrust up into her from below, and the boards worked in their grooves, very softly, tack, tack, tack, in time with the song next door, and we both noticed it in the same moment, and I saw her grin open in the striped light like a door.

“They’re singing your song in there,” she breathed at my ear. “You sing quietly.”

I made it hard and deep and slower than she wanted, and she began to curse, very softly, against my throat, in farm German no priest had ever heard.

Then she began to talk.

“It’s like… when hitching, when the horse goes into the traces and you feel how it…”

I thrust harder.

“…how it pulls, and then…”

I thrust harder.

“…and then…”

The sentence broke in two, as it always broke in two with her, and what remained was a breath and my name.

Then steps came across the yard.

Heavy steps, nailed shoes on cobbles, and they came straight toward the granary, and three meters before the door they stopped.

We froze.

I was fully inside her, her legs around my lower back, and we stood perfectly still and looked into each other’s eyes from ten centimeters away and did not breathe.

Outside the door, someone pissed.

It took as long as it takes with old men. And somewhere in the middle of that eternity, Traudl began laughing silently, with her whole body, without one sound, and she laughed around me, in pulses, clenching around me and letting go and clenching again.

I bit my teeth together so hard my jaw hurt the next day.

Outside, Girgl sighed with satisfaction. Then the nailed shoes went back, and the door fell open, and the noise struck out and was shut in again.

Traudl laid her forehead to mine.

“Go on,” she said without voice.

I went on, and now there was nothing slow left. Now it was short and hard and blind, and she braced herself against me and took everything and wanted more.

“I’m coming again,” she said into my shirt. “Say it.”

“You get everything,” I said at her ear, so softly there was room for it only between our faces. “Every drop. You go home and still feel how the whole market sang next door.”

She made a strangled sound.

“Yes. Deep. In there.” Her heels dug into my lower back. “Tonight the whole village sang. I want to go home and know I had you right beside it.”

That was the point where I lost.

I thrust all the way in and stayed, and I held her down with both hands and pressed her to the wall and came into her, deep, in long heavy pulses, and I felt her looking at me while I did, from ten centimeters away, with open eyes.

And she came with me.

She came soundlessly, for the second time, in perfect, glowing silence, and her whole body clamped shut around me and milked me out, in hard beats, while behind the wall forty people roared the last verse of a song I had never learned.

We breathed forehead to forehead for sixty seconds, and the stripes from the yard lay over us both.



She dressed without hurry and knotted the shirt.

“So,” she said matter-of-factly, and I heard from her tone that she had put herself back together. “I go first. You count to a hundred. You go through the kitchen, and you take a tray because a man with a tray is invisible.”

“How do you know that?”

“Because one never asks a person carrying something where he came from.”

She knocked chaff from my back, thoroughly, with the flat of her hand, the way one rubs down a horse.

At the door she stopped.

“The thing with the paper,” she said into the dark. “How it burned. And Frieda stood there with the fire iron.” She was silent a moment. “I thought my father would have liked to see that.”

Then she was gone before I could answer because she always did it that way.

I counted to a hundred. I took a tray.

Frieda stood at the kettle with a face of such neutrality there should be prizes for it, and pressed two mugs into my hand.

“You have chaff in your hair,” she said.

“I was in the granary.”

“Freilich you were in the granary.” She knocked chaff off my head with the same flat hand another woman had used ten minutes earlier, and I let it happen and was the richest person in Bavaria. “The priest wants another beer.”

“And you?”

She had flour on her cheekbone, and her eyes were red from smoke and laughter, and she was thirty-one years old and the most beautiful woman I had ever seen.

“I got my house back today,” Frieda Obermaier said. “Say it again.”

“It is gone. It burned.”

“Twice, I said.”

“It burned, Frieda.”

She nodded once and turned to the kettle so I would not see her face.



At two, the house was empty.

The benches stood on the tables. The stove had burned down, and in the ash there was nothing left one could have recognized.

I put out the lamp in the Stube and went up the stairs.

On the landing where the stairs turn stood Konstanze.

She stood by the window in a nightgown and a dark shawl, and she had loosed her braids.

I had never seen it.

In five months, I had never seen this woman’s hair any way but braided and pinned up, and now she stood in the dark by the window, and it fell over her back to below her hips, black and heavy and completely straight, and she had one hand in it as if she had surprised herself.

She heard me and did not turn.

“It burned like straw,” she said to the window. “I expected paper to burn longer.”

“It was old paper.”

“Yes.” She stroked her hair forward over her shoulder. “I once burned a paper. It did not burn long either. I sat before it for an entire hour and believed it would be a solemn thing.”

I stood three steps below her and said nothing.

Konstanze von Rautenberg turned her head.

Her face lay in the half-dark, and on her cheekbones stood the two red spots, and she looked at me for a long time with that straight, calm, unmoving look with which she looked at everything, and behind it something worked that I could not read.

“Good night, Herr Berger,” she said.

“Good night.”

She went into her room.

She pulled the door behind her, and the latch did not fall. It stayed open a crack, a finger’s width, and the strip of her candlelight lay across the floorboards to the tips of my boots.

I stood on the stairs and looked at it.

I did not move.

After a while, inside, without a word, a hand laid itself on the wood from within and pressed the door into the lock.


Chapter 12: What a Countess Asks

For three days, the house was drunk on relief. Frieda caught herself twice standing in the pantry simply looking at the shelves, and the third time I caught her and said nothing.

On the fourth evening, I sat in the kitchen writing numbers in my book. The stove had burned low. Above me someone walked seven steps one way and seven steps back, as she had for weeks, and then she stopped.

Then seven steps came down the stairs.

Konstanze stopped in the kitchen doorway.

She wore the dark dress. She wore the gloves. It was half past ten at night, and this woman stood in a Bavarian inn kitchen as if a carriage were waiting outside.

“Herr Berger.”

“Konstanze.”

“I would like to ask you for something.” A tiny pause. “I would like you to come upstairs with me.”

I laid down the pencil.

I had done a number of things wrong in my life, and most of them from haste. I stayed completely still on the kitchen chair and looked at a woman whose face was so composed it hurt, and I understood with brutal clarity that everything that came now depended on my assuming nothing.

Nothing at all.

“Yes,” I said.

I stood and took the lamp.

“Not the lamp,” Konstanze said. “I have a candle.”



Her room was the smallest in the house: one east-facing window, a chair, a bed, and a washstand with the only whole basin in the house, which she had carried there in her first week without asking. It smelled of hard soap and cold stone and the paper lying in ordered stacks on the floor because she had no table.

No picture on the wall. No jug with flowers. Not one object that did not work.

And at the foot of the bed stood the trunk.

I had carried it into this house in April. In five months, I had not seen it open.

Konstanze set the candle on the washstand, pulled off her gloves, laid them neatly side by side, and knelt before the trunk.

She wore the key on a cord around her neck.



“Sit down.”

I sat on the chair.

She opened the lid, and the smell that came out was the smell of old linen and lavender and a house that no longer existed.

She took the things out one after another and laid them on the bedspread, and she spoke while doing it in her glass-clear, perfectly calm voice, as if reading an inventory.

“The seal.” A flat brass stamp with a horn handle. “My father used it to seal lease contracts. Thirty-two farms. Today it is a piece of brass worth approximately one meal if melted down.”

She laid it down.

“This.” A small picture in an oval frame, painted, faded. A house with too many windows, yellow, with a chestnut avenue before it. “It is not especially well painted. My mother felt the house looked friendlier from the south. It did not look friendlier from the south. It looked north across the meadows, and there it was beautiful.”

She lifted out a bundle wrapped in cloth and unwrapped it, and it clinked.

Keys. Large iron keys, seven or eight, on a ring, black, rusted at the bits.

“The front door. The granary. The riding hall. The wine cellar, which had held no wine since 1914. The gate to the orchard.” She turned the ring so she could see each one. “I took them because that night I was not in my right mind. I had two hours. I packed keys and left my mother’s winter coat.”

She laid the bundle on the bed and stood.

“I also possess three books, one dress I wear, one I do not wear, four pairs of gloves, and a riding habit without a horse. That is all, Herr Berger. That is the complete inventory.”

I sat on the chair and held on to my knees with both hands so I would not stand.

I did not say one word. I made none of the sounds a man makes when he has pity and wants to be rid of it: the “ah,” the “that’s terrible,” the “but surely you still…” and I had never done anything harder in my life.

Because pity would have been a trespass.

She had not laid grief before me. She had laid a balance sheet before me, and the only thing owed to a balance sheet is that one reads it.

So I read it.

“How many windows?” I said.

Konstanze von Rautenberg blinked.

It was the first movement in her face in ten minutes.

“What?”

“The house. How many windows are on the front side? I count fourteen in the picture, but the painter did the roof wrong, and I don’t trust him.”

She looked at me.

Then something came into her face, very slowly, that I cannot name, and when she answered, her voice was half a tone deeper.

“Sixteen,” she said. “The painter left out the two in the gable because they spoiled his symmetry. My brother and I slept behind those.”

“And the meadows to the north?”

“Herr Berger.”

“What were they called?”

And Konstanze stood in the middle of a small cold room in Bavaria, and her hands hung at her sides, and her throat moved.

She did not answer.

Instead she bent and laid the seal back in the trunk, and the picture, and the keys, very carefully, every piece in its place, and she closed the lid and turned the key and let it fall on the cord around her neck.

Then she straightened.

She stood before me at her full height, and she was taller than any woman I had ever known, and the candle threw her shadow across the slanted ceiling under the roof.

“I have never asked for anything in my life,” she said.

Her voice was perfectly firm.

“I have commanded. I have endured. I have granted. At fourteen, I was taught how to speak a wish so that it sounds like permission, and I was a very good pupil, and in twenty-eight years I have not asked once.”

She drew breath.

“I ask now.”

The candle cracked.

“Stay.”

I stood.

I stood because one stands, and she lifted her chin and did not take her eyes from me, and her hands did not tremble, and the two red spots on her cheekbones burned like firemarks.

“And look at me while you do,” Konstanze said. “The whole time. I want to be seen. I do not want to be taken.”



She undressed herself.

I had taken one step toward her, and she had lifted one hand, not warding me off but regulating, the way one stops a wagon, and I stayed where I stood, and she began with the top button of her high collar.

It took a long time, and she did it without taking her eyes from me, and in that room I learned there is nothing in the world slower than a woman opening sixteen buttons and meaning every single one.

The collar opened. Her throat came out, and the beginning of the collarbones, and the two red spots had multiplied and now ran in stripes down her throat.

The dress went from her shoulders.

It did not fall. She let nothing fall. She laid it over the chair back, smoothed it, stepped out of the petticoat and folded it, and her fingers were completely calm and her breath was not.

Then came the bodice.

“The candle stays lit,” she said to her own hands.

“Yes.”

“I said: seen.”

“The candle stays lit, Konstanze.”

She opened the laces.

The truth is that for five months I had seen this woman descend the stairs in good cloth, and that her tailor had done two things in his life: he had lied honestly downward and told every lie upward that cloth can be made to tell.

The bodice opened, and what it had held came out.

Heavy and full and white, with the red imprint of the stays beneath like writing on the skin. They fell a little when freed because they were too heavy to stay where the cloth had claimed they were, and the nipples stood large and pale and hard in the cold chamber air.

She saw that I saw. She lifted her chin one line higher and kept her arms down.

Then she pushed the shift over her hips.

I did not move, and I looked as she had ordered.

This woman’s waist was narrow as a jug’s neck, and below it she opened in a curve no skirt in the world could ever entirely hide and that in five months I had only ever guessed in passing, on stairs, and once in wet wool in hail.

She was broad in the hips, heavy and high and deeply curved, and the candlelight ran up over her thigh and held where her lower back hollowed into the full rise of her ass.

It went through me like a blow to the lower back.

For five months, that had been a rumor, a swing beneath heavy cloth, three stairs above me. Now it stood in a cold chamber by candlelight, white and real and heavy enough that a man needs both hands, and my trousers grew so tight it hurt.

She held her arms at her sides by will, and I saw what it cost her not to lift them.

Between her thighs was black hair, and beneath it she already shone.

She stood there and let me see that, and in her face nothing moved except the two spots, which by now were no longer spots but a color running over her throat to her breast.

Then she lifted both hands to the back of her neck and drew the pins.

It came down like a curtain.

It fell over her shoulders and down her back, black, dense, heavy, to below her hips, and one single strand lay over her breast, and her gray eyes looked at me over it, and she said, very dryly, in a voice where for the first time there was a crack:

“Well.”

“Don’t sit,” I said. “Stand there. One minute.”

And Konstanze von Rautenberg, who obeyed nobody, stood still in her own room, naked, hair loose, while a handyman looked at her.

I looked at her the way one looks at land.

From the feet upward. Over the long white thighs of a woman who had learned to sit before she learned to walk. Over the deep curve of the hip, over the belly, over the red stripes of the stays, over the heavy breasts, up to the gray eyes that came the whole way with me and did not dodge once.

She breathed through her open mouth. She noticed it and closed it and opened it again because there was no other way.

“Turn around,” I said.

For one second, everything stood still.

Then she turned, slowly, with the hair swinging over her back, and I saw what this village had known nothing of for five months: the deep bow of her lower back, and beneath it the full, high, heavy rise her tailor had hidden with two meters of cloth per skirt.

“Lord God,” I said.

“That,” she said to the wall, “was not an order I expected.”

“No.”

“No,” she said softly, and her heels did not move one inch.

When I had finished, I went to her and did not put my hands on her, but took her hand and turned it over and looked into the palm, at the callus on the thumb pad that had not been there in April.

I kissed into it.

She made a sound she had not planned.



“I decide how it begins,” she said.

“Freilich.”

“Do not say freilich. The Angermeier says that.”

“Then: yes.”

She pressed me backward onto her bed by the chest, without hurry, and my back came onto the cold blanket, and she opened my belt and trousers, piece by piece, as carefully as she opens an envelope.

When she uncovered me, she paused for one breath.

She said nothing. Her throat moved once. Then she stepped over me and straightened.

She sat on me as if in a saddle.

Back straight, shoulders back, chin level, exactly as at the Ländler on the maypole square where she had counted my missteps, and I lay beneath her and watched that posture, that whole upright, armored, practiced thing, prepare to rule me.

She took me in her hand.

Her fingers were cool and completely sure, and she closed them around my cock and held it fast, and for a moment she did nothing else but hold it and look into my face, like a woman testing a weight before lifting it.

Then she set me to herself.

She was hot and open, and I felt how slick she was before anything even happened, and she looked into my eyes while doing it, and then she lowered herself, with her thighs, slowly, controlled, in one unbroken movement, the way one rides a horse into a volte.

Her mouth opened.

It opened and stayed open, and her eyes grew large and stayed on mine, and I saw her composure tear at a place she had not foreseen, and I saw her hold it fast, with both fists so to speak, above, while everything below yielded.

It went slowly. She took me inch by inch, and her thighs trembled while doing it, and halfway down she stopped and breathed twice through her nose, perfectly disciplined, as before a jump.

Then she let herself drop the rest.

She sat fully on me.

She was hot, and she was much wetter than her face admitted, and around me she worked in small involuntary beats that had not stood in her plan. Her pussy held me so tightly that I clenched my teeth and looked into the roof slope and thought about the price of cement.

“Ah,” Konstanze said.

It was the first thing she said, and it was not German and not French and no language one teaches.

I did not move.

I lay still beneath her and left my hands open on the blanket and waited, and something happened in her face that I remembered: she had counted on resistance. She had counted on me grabbing, thrusting, taking, and she had prepared herself for all of that.

She had not prepared herself for a man lying beneath her and waiting until she was ready.

“Why do you do nothing,” she said.

“You.”

Her nostrils trembled.

“Why,” she said between her teeth, “do you do nothing.”

“Because you said you decide how it begins.”

And Konstanze von Rautenberg closed her eyes for one second, the only time that night, and opened them again, and then she began to move.



She rode me the way she did everything: straight, precise, with economical movement from the lower back, without one unnecessary twitch.

For two minutes, it was almost dignified.

I lay beneath and looked up along her: at the long white belly, at the heavy breasts that swung with every movement and that she tried to ignore, at the black hair falling forward in strands and that she twice tossed back with a brief movement of the head, like a horse.

I saw how she closed around me when she came down and how she shone when she lifted. I heard what she did not want to hear: that it was wet, that it was wet on every descent, and that her breath lost rhythm first.

Then I put my hands on her.

I laid them on her hips, and I reached down, deep, under the curve, and took her fully in both hands, and for the first time that night Konstanze lost the rhythm.

I had imagined her larger than a hand can hold, and I had not been wrong. She was heavy and full and cool at the surface and hot beneath, and I dug my fingers in and drew her more firmly onto me, and she made a sound from the middle of her chest.

“God,” I said.

“Please do not,” she said at once, breathless, “please no commentary.”

“I’m saying something anyway.”

“No.”

“Five months,” I said and squeezed, “I’ve been walking up the stairs behind you, and your tailor belongs hanged.”

She made a sound that wanted to be an indignant laugh and turned over in the middle because at the same moment I drew her down and thrust up into her from below.

Her hands fell forward onto my chest.

Then it came, the thing I existed for that night, and it came in stages, and she gave me every stage explicitly, the way one cedes land, with a deed.

First the back went.

It bent forward four centimeters, and her hair fell around my face, and suddenly she was over me instead of on me. Her breasts hung over my face, and I lifted my head and took one into my mouth, and she said something that had no syllables.

Then the rhythm went.

It stumbled. She tried to find it again, in her counting, in her order, and she did not find it because I came from below and because it was no longer hers, and I watched her negotiate with herself. I saw it in her eyes, I swear it.

I thrust harder upward and held her down with both hands so she missed nothing.

Then she stopped negotiating.

“Go on,” she said.

“Konstanze.”

“I…” Her forehead came to mine. “Go on, Max.”

I turned her.

I took her around the back and rolled her beneath me, and she came with me, she allowed it, allowed herself to be laid on the blanket with the black hair everywhere, and her long legs opened and her heels found my calves, and I slid back into her, fully, slowly, until I could go no farther.

She threw her head back.

Then she did something she had ordered herself at the beginning of the night, and at that point I understood what kind of woman lay beneath me.

She lifted her head again.

She lifted it and sought my eyes and held them fast, and she held them while I worked inside her, deep and slow and then faster. She held them when it twisted her face. She held them when her sentences began to shorten.

“That is,” she said. “I cannot.”

I stopped, in the middle of her.

“Do not stop.” Her nails went into my shoulders. “I did not mean that you should stop. I cannot think.”

“Then don’t think.”

“I always think.”

“Not tonight.”

I reached under her lower back and lifted her, and her back arched in that deep bow, and I went into her as deeply as it is possible to go, and Konstanze von Rautenberg stopped thinking.



Her sentences grew shorter.

It was the most astonishing thing I had ever heard because for five months I had heard this woman speak in complete, built sentences furnished with subordinate clauses, and now she lay beneath me and her language fell from her stone by stone.

“Yes.”

“So.”

“There. Stay there.”

“Not like that.” One breath. “Yes like that.”

“Deeper.”

I went deeper. The bed struck the wall with the headboard, once, twice, and she heard it and did not care who heard.

“Max.”

And then, at my ear, very softly, like a confession not meant for the room:

“Max.”

I stilled. The way she said my name, stripped of all her public armor, hit me harder than her nails in my skin.

She noticed. She noticed everything, even there, even like that, and she opened her eyes and looked at me, and her face was red and wet and open, and she said, with a defiance that had been her final possession all her life:

“Only in here.”

“Only in here.”

“Say it.”

“Only in here, Konstanze.”

And she wrapped her arms around my neck and drew me down to her, and her legs came around my lower back, and the Countess von Rautenberg went under.

It began in her thighs.

I felt it coming, felt the muscles gather, felt her heels dig into my back, and she snapped her eyes open and looked at me, horrified and unbelieving, like a person losing footing on stairs.

“I see you,” I said against her mouth. “Exactly you.”

And Konstanze screamed.

She screamed loudly. She screamed in a small room under the roof slope in an inn where three other people slept, she screamed with a voice that knew no doors, and her whole posture broke in long, hard, furious beats around me, and her back arched away from the bed, and while doing it she held, she truly held, my gaze with wide-open, tearing, horrified gray eyes.

Her pussy gripped me and let go and gripped again, and she listened to herself while doing it, and the horror at how loud she was only made her louder.

She was not finished when she spoke.

“In me,” she panted. “Stay in me. I want to feel it.”

“Konstanze.”

“I want to feel it, do you hear me? I have nothing, I have nothing, give me that.”

And I went fully into her and stayed.

I came so deep inside her that I heard my own pulse in my ear. It broke through my lower back, and I shot into her, pulse after pulse, and I held her by the shoulders and gave her every one.

She lay beneath me with open eyes and her mouth at my jaw and took every one.

I saw how it struck her. I saw it exactly in her face, in the instant she felt it deep inside: her lids did not close, her brows rose, and she made a small helpless sound that had nothing to do with her voice.

Her body clamped around me and did not let go and wanted everything.

Her heels lay in my lower back.

She pressed, very lightly, downward.

Then we lay still, and the candle on the washstand was a puddle, and somewhere below in the Stube ticked the clock that had always been seven minutes slow since Toni Obermaier’s death.



I stayed.

She had said stay, and I took it as exactly as I had ever taken anything in my life. We lay in a bed built for one person. Her hair was everywhere. Her head lay on my arm, and her eyes were open, looking at the slope.

Toward five, the window grew gray.

She began to speak.

“The meadow behind the house is called Der Anger,” she said. “Behind it comes Das Lange Stück, which is an error, it is not long at all, it is broad. Behind that Der Herrenkamp. Then Die Sieben Morgen, there are nine. Then the Bruchwiese, which stands under water in spring and gives the best hay in the district in July.”

Her voice was completely steady.

“By the stream lie Die Kalte Wiese and Die Warme Wiese, and nobody knows why, because it is the same stream. To the north: Der Schwarze Acker, because of the soil. Der Storchenacker. And all the way at the back, at the border with the neighboring estate, a piece that has been called Der Streit for four hundred years.”

She stopped.

I lay completely still and looked at the same slope.

“I walked them in spring,” Konstanze said. “Every one of them. One walks the boundary, it is proper, and my father was too ill, and my brother was gone.” A pause. “They lie in another country now. I will never see them again. And I can recite them like a rosary, and I do it every evening because I am afraid I will forget one.”

Then, very softly:

“I have never forgotten one.”

I lay there with a whole lump in my throat, and I needed twenty seconds before I could speak without my voice breaking.

“Then we build you new ones,” I said.

She did not move.

“Different names,” I said. “Same earth. It is all the same earth, Konstanze. It is only somewhere else.”

It was still a long time.

I did not look over because in such moments one does not look, and I heard her breathe twice, very carefully, like a person swallowing something down.

Then she closed her eyes.

She kept them closed for two seconds. I had only rarely been able to read anything in this woman’s face, but this was one of those times: she posted the sentence. She put it somewhere she would find it again.

Right side.

Then she sat up and threw back the blanket, and the countess was there again.

“If you tell that to the Stammtisch,” she said and reached for her petticoat, “I will sue you before a court that no longer exists.”

There it was again, that private voice.

Konstanze pulled the petticoat over her head.

“It is twenty past five,” she said from beneath it. “It is day.”

She stood and went to the washstand, naked, with black hair to her hips, and I lay in her bed and watched her wash, and she allowed it without turning around.

My shirt hung over the chair back.

When I left, it was no longer there.



At breakfast, the mayor sat in the Stube.

He had come at seven to talk about Erntedank and had been talking for a quarter hour about how he had always known Krammer was not a clean man.

Konstanze came in with the pot.

She wore the dark dress, closed to the chin. Her braids lay around her head, tight, with pins. She had the gloves on, and her face had the temperature of a cellar.

“Countess,” Gschwendtner said and shifted on his bench because he never knew what to call her. “I’d like a coffee.”

“Good morning, Herr Bürgermeister.”

She went around the table.

She went past him, past his outstretched cup, without turning her head, and stopped by me and poured, slowly, until the cup was full.

Then she went back and poured for the mayor.

It was maybe four seconds.

Girgl and Naz on the stove bench stopped talking. Alois lifted his head from his soup. Frieda stood in the kitchen doorway with a bread loaf under her arm and watched, and I saw the corner of her mouth move.

“Thank you, Frau von Rautenberg,” I said.

“Herr Berger.”

She sat at the small table by the window and opened her account book.

Frieda came past me, set down the bread loaf, and wordlessly put the largest ladle of Grießschmarrn on my plate that had ever been given to a human being. Then she went to the small table without a word and set the good chair beside Konstanze, the one with the back, and adjusted it.

Konstanze did not look up.

“Thank you, Frau Obermaier.”

“Frau von Rautenberg.”

And Traudl, who came at eight with the eggs and possessed no tact toward this house and never would, set the basket on the table, looked once at the full coffee cup before me and once at the good chair and once at Konstanze’s perfectly smooth face.

And winked.

Konstanze turned a page.

“Fräulein Angermeier,” she said, “the eggs are from Tuesday, not Wednesday. I noted the date because I always note it.”

“Ja mei,” Traudl said cheerfully. “You can’t have everything.”



Krammer sold that same week.

He sold the carting rights for the Lindgraben market to a cousin of the miller’s widow, under value. He sold the stall rights. He sold the claim against the innkeeper at the Ox to the innkeeper at the Ox, which the Ox innkeeper spent a week telling everyone who would listen.

Schorsch was no longer there. People said he had gone to Traunstein, where nobody knew him.

And the green wagon no longer came up the Rosenheim road.



On Friday, Gschwendtner took me aside in the yard, hat in hand.

“Weber’s smithy,” he said. “It’s stood empty since ’43. The widow is with her sister in Miesbach and won’t come back, and the roof still holds, and the municipality has the house on its hands.”

He turned the hat.

“It would look good, Herr Berger, if a fire burned there again.”

“Lease?” I asked.

Gschwendtner looked at his hat as if the answer stood inside the felt.

“One Reichsmark a year,” he said. “So it stands in the book. And if you keep the roof tight and no windows stand open in winter, the municipality calls it a business.”

That afternoon, I went there with Alois.

The smithy stood at the lower end of the lane, where the path goes down to the stream. It had a forge where I would have to fix two bricks, and an anvil nobody had stolen because a man does not carry an anvil away under his coat. And at the back it had a second room with a vault and a door to the outside.

Alois tapped the wall with his stick.

“Dry,” he said. “Two meters thick. A smokehouse fits in there, and beyond it a workshop, and in winter you put cabbage there so it doesn’t freeze.”

We stood in the cold vault, where it smelled of coal, had smelled of coal for three years though none had burned there for three years.

“What do they pay?” I asked.

“The municipality,” Alois said dryly, “would already be glad if it no longer had to heat it.”



On the way back, he stopped at the wayside cross where the rowan stood, leaned on his stick, and looked up.

The tree hung full.

It hung so full the branches sagged, thick, heavy, orange-red clusters, and between them sat the fieldfares, eating and scolding.

“Look at that,” Alois said.

“It’s a good harvest.”

“It’s no harvest.” He poked at a cluster with the stick and pulled it down and let it spring back up. “That’s provision. The tree knows something.”

He walked on. He walked slowly because of the ribs.

“Winter,” Alois Rambold said over his shoulder, “comes too early this year and stays too long. You wait.”


Chapter 13: The Long Table

On Erntedank Sunday, I woke before the sun because someone moved in my bed who did not belong there.

My chamber lay under the roof, above the pantry. It was two meters wide, had a window like an arrow slit, and since March it had been the first thing in my life that belonged to me because someone had told me it was mine.

In the gray light stood Konstanze von Rautenberg in my shirt.

It reached past her thighs. The collar hung open because she had not closed it, and her legs were long and white and naked, and her hair hung over one shoulder, unbraided, like a black river.

She closed the door behind her.

“It is cold,” I said.

“Yes.”

She came to the bed and stopped and looked down at me.

By candlelight she had looked like something from another order of creation. In the morning gray of the thirteenth of October, she looked like a twenty-eight-year-old woman who had slept badly, with the imprint of the bed edge on her cheek and a mouth that was a little swollen.

She was roughly a thousand times more beautiful.

“They say,” Konstanze said, “morning makes one honest.”

“Do they say that?”

“My grandmother said it. She said much nonsense and some things that were not.” She put her hands into the sleeves of my own shirt because she was cold. “I want to know whether the night lied.”

I pushed back the blanket.

She stood there one more breath.

Then she pulled my shirt over her head, let it fall to the floor, and stood naked in a gray room where there was no candle and nothing that could help her.

I saw her fully in morning light for the first time.

The heavy white breasts with pale nipples that hardened at once in the cold air. The long belly. The deep curve of her hips, broader than any skirt had ever admitted, and the black hair between her thighs, and above it the gooseflesh running over her arms.

She let me look and looked back, and she trembled, and it was not only the cold.

Then she climbed under the blanket with me, cold feet and all, and I pulled her to me and turned her so her back lay against my chest.

She was completely stiff.

She lay like a board in my arm, and I did nothing at all. I laid my hand flat on her belly and breathed against her neck, and outside a blackbird began, and after a while, very slowly, like a jug emptying, the stiffness ran out of her.

She sank backward into me.

Her ass lay warm and heavy in my lap, and she felt what lay there, and she held for one breath and then pushed herself, very slightly, very deliberately, a little farther back.

“Oh,” she said softly, to nobody.

It was no beginning. It was a morning in a cold room where a man held a woman from behind, and I ran my flat hand over her belly and over her ribs and upward, and I took one breast in my hand, all of it, heavy and warm and heavier still while lying down, and I heard her breath stumble.

I took the nipple between two fingers and twisted it, very lightly, and Konstanze von Rautenberg made a sound that did not fit her composed voice.

I took my time.

I had no candlelight to make anything beautiful for me, and she had none behind which she could arrange herself, and that was the point of the whole matter, and we both knew it.

I stroked the hair from her nape and kissed it, and she bent her head forward to make room for me, and that small, obedient, completely voluntary movement almost killed me.

My hand went down.

Over the belly, over the black hair, between the long thighs that she let move an inch apart without noticing.

She was already wet.

She was hot and slick, and when I stroked over her clit, very slowly, with two fingers, her back arched and her hand came back and clawed into my hip.

“Konstanze.”

“Do not speak,” she said against my arm. “Please. I cannot bear it when you speak and when it is light.”

“Yes, you can.”

She was silent a long time. My fingers stayed where they were and kept working, and her breath became shallower.

Then, very softly, without turning her head:

“Then speak.”

“You have been wet since you stood in the door.”

“Yes.”

“You came down because you wanted it again.”

“Yes,” she said, and it broke in the middle.

I slid into her from behind, very slowly, while holding her around the chest with my arm, and she braced her foot in the mattress and came to meet me and made a long, deep, completely unaristocratic sound into her pillow.

We barely moved.

It was as slow as the light that went gray and then white and then gold in the window, and I lay behind her and was inside her, and we breathed in one rhythm.

I felt every small movement she did not command. How she closed around me when I stopped. How her thighs twitched when I left my fingers at the front and did nothing. How, without a word, she came back a little each time I withdrew.

At some point she turned her head and sought my mouth over her shoulder.

Then she turned all the way around.

She did it herself. She loosened from me, rolled over without a word, lay beneath me, pulled me down to her by the shoulders, and looked into my face in a room that was now bright and where nothing could be hidden anymore.

“Like this,” she said.

I entered her again, and she held my gaze.

I went to the root and stayed there and barely moved, and she took it, eyes open, hands at my shoulders, and her heels found my calves and stayed there.

There was nothing wild in it, nothing breaking. It was two people moving very calmly and very deeply, and I watched her face come apart, how the crease between her brows opened, how her mouth softened, how the red ran over her throat and spread across her chest.

In daylight.

Without her lifting one hand to hide any of it.

Her sentences were already gone. What remained was breathing that gained a sound with every descent, and once, very clearly, my name.

“I’m close,” she said.

“I know.”

“How do you know that, damn you.”

“Because I look.”

And Konstanze von Rautenberg laid her head back in my pillow and came, with open eyes, in morning light, with a deep, broken, far too loud sound the whole house must have heard and about which no word was ever spoken, and she drew me down to her with her heels and held me there.

Her pussy closed around me in long, heavy waves, and she looked at me the whole time and let me see how it took her apart.

I came inside her, deep.

I went to the root and stayed, and I shot into her, pulse after pulse, and she held me fast, with arms and legs, with the full length of that tall cool body, and her heels pressed my lower back down so nothing had to go anywhere but where it belonged.

She did not let me go for a long while.

Afterward we lay.

Her fingers ran up and down my spine without her seeming to notice.

“Well?” I said into her hair. “Did it lie?”

Konstanze was silent.

Then she turned her head and looked at me from ten centimeters away, with gray eyes holding the sun.

“No,” she said. “And you never ask again.”



I went to fetch water, and when I came back she was gone.

On my pillow lay my shirt, folded with a precision one could have photographed in a linen cupboard.

Down in the kitchen, she was cutting bread.

“Good morning, Herr Berger,” Konstanze von Rautenberg said. “Frau Obermaier needs wood.”



The church was full to beneath the gallery.

It had not been full since 1944, and the priest had had two benches brought from the schoolhouse, and people still sat on the choir steps. Over the altar hung the harvest crown, woven from ears of grain, with a loaf of bread in the middle, and around it the whole autumn lay on the steps: cabbages, turnips, apples, a pumpkin, a basket of nuts, and in the middle, because Frieda had put it there and because nobody had stopped her, a ham from the crypt.

I stood on the men’s side.

The men’s side of Lindgraben church has eight benches. In the first sat the mayor. In the second, Girgl and Naz. In the third, Michl, eighteen, in his father’s jacket, which came down past his knees. In the fourth, Alois Rambold, straight as a candle, despite his four broken ribs.

And in the fifth, sixth, seventh, and eighth benches on the men’s side sat women.

They sat there because the women’s side had been too small for years. And they sat there in their husbands’ good winter coats.

I counted them because I always count.

Nineteen women in men’s coats. Sleeves turned back, shoulders too wide, buttons the wrong way. Vroni Kirmair in her husband’s brown loden, with the little one on her lap.

They sang loudly.



The priest blessed the crown, the fields, the livestock, and the bread.

Then he stepped forward to the edge of the choir steps and folded his hands over his belly.

“And I bless,” Father Hofstetter said, “the house of the Linde and all who lead it.”

He said it quite casually.

He said it in the tone in which he blessed rain and turnips, and then he looked over the heads to the bench where Frieda Obermaier sat, in linden-green wool, with the crown of hair around her head. Then he looked half a meter farther right, where I sat. Then he looked back down at his hands.

It lasted no longer than two seconds.

It was the complete position of the Catholic Church on the events at the Gasthof zur Linde, pronounced with eyebrows, and three hundred people heard it and nobody ever said a word about it.

Beside me, Alois snorted contentedly into his collar.

“You wait,” he muttered. “Now he’ll let you roof the tower.”



The long table stood in the yard.

We had carried out everything with four legs: the wedding table from the Stube, the trestles from the market, two doors on barrels. The table ran from the linden to the well and around the corner.

It was the last warm day of the year, golden and still, and in the air hung smoke from the smokehouse and the smell of roast pork and cabbage and fresh bread, real bread, from rye and wheat, without one spoonful of chalk in it.

We were ninety-one people.

The children ate first because Frieda had decided it so, all sixteen, with Vroni’s Bub at the head, and the littlest fell asleep with his face on the table, in a puddle of cider.

Alois sat in the middle and conducted the singing. He did not permit howling. He started them three times, and on the third time they sang in four parts, and the priest sang bass and closed his eyes.

At some point, between the roast and the Kücherl, Konstanze stood.

She had asked for it. She had said it the evening before in the kitchen, completely matter-of-fact: a house that is calculated must also hear its account aloud once.

She placed herself at the head of the long table, with the account book, and the yard went still.

“Inventory of the Gasthof zur Linde,” Konstanze von Rautenberg said, “on the thirteenth of October nineteen hundred forty-six.”

Then she read.

She read it like a dispatch.

“Two hundred nineteen jars of preserved vegetables. One hundred four jars of meat. Sixty-four smoked trout. Six hams. Three hundredweight of dried meat. Two hundredweight of bacon.”

Girgl laid down his fork.

“Eighteen hundredweight of potatoes. Six hundredweight of cabbage, pickled. One hundredweight of onions. Four hundredweight of flour, uncut.”

Someone laughed. It was a raw, short laugh, and then they all laughed, all along the long table, and Konstanze waited without lifting her head until it was done.

“Eleven hectoliters of beer, brewed in this house according to the recipe of Frau Braumeister Schweiger, whose share is contractually fixed and who sits at this table today.”

Old Frau Schweiger lifted her hand without turning around, and half the table knocked.

“Weber’s smithy,” Konstanze read on, “is leased to the Gasthof zur Linde for one year. One Reichsmark rent, roof and windows to be maintained by us, use as workshop, storage, and smokehouse.”

“The debts of this house,” Konstanze said, “amount to zero.”

She closed the book.

“In the strongbox lie three thousand two hundred Reichsmark, eighty American cigarettes, and one silver spoon.”

She sat.

At the table it became completely still, and then Naz struck the board with his flat mug, and then they all struck, and the blackbirds lifted out of the linden.

I sat there with a burning face and looked down at my beer.

And Afra Soyer, sitting three places away and about to inform half the district two hours later, said loudly to her neighbor:

“They have flour. In Aibling they line up at six in the morning and get none.”



Frieda fetched me into the orchard when the coffee was being served.

She took me by the wrist and pulled me through the garden gate without one word, and behind us the long table made noise, and before us lay the twelve old apple trees in the slanting light.

The grass was wet. Windfall apples and wasps lay in it.

She went to the third tree. Then she bent, picked up two apples, turned, and held one out to me.

Her hand trembled.

“Frieda.”

“Eat the apple,” she said.

I took it. I did not eat it.

She stood there in her linden-green dress, with the hair crown that had loosened in the afternoon, with whispering hairs at her temples, and she looked past me at the wall, and her cheeks were red, and then the flush ran down her throat, as always, as on the first day.

“My monthly has stayed away twice,” she said.

“What?”

“Stayed away, Max.” She made an indefinite movement with the apple. “And I’m sick in the mornings, and I fall asleep sitting up, and on Thursday I ate a whole bowl of cabbage, cold, straight from the jar, standing in the pantry, like an animal.”

She looked at me.

“I went to the old midwife up on the mountain. On Tuesday. I said I was fetching herbs.”

She drew breath and held it.

“She examined me and then she laughed and said, for that I need no herbs, landlady. For that you need a cradle in spring.”

The wasps hummed in the windfall apples.

Somewhere behind the wall, a child shrieked and another laughed, and at the long table Alois began a new song, and I stood in an orchard in the year 1946 with an apple in my hand.

“In spring, she says,” Frieda said. “In May. A May child.”

I dropped the apple.

I lifted her.

I grabbed the landlady of the Gasthof zur Linde, who is a head shorter than I am and in no way light, under the arms, lifted her from the ground, and turned her around, once, twice, three full turns under an old apple tree, and she screamed and struck my shoulders with her fists and laughed into my ear.

And when I set her down, she cried.

She cried without twisting her face, with open eyes, and she held my shirt in both fists and simply let it run.

“Three years,” she said. “Five years married and three years widowed, and I believed it was me. I sat in church every Sunday and believed it was me.”

“It was never you.”

“I know that now.” She laughed, all wet. “I know that now.”

I laid my hand on her belly.

Beneath the green wool, it was warm and soft and still completely unchanged, and inside it, in this autumn, in this house, on this day, something had been at work for six weeks that would scream in May.

And I stood there and thought the only thought that fit through me.

This child will grow up in this house.

And in another life, in a life that will no longer exist now, a girl from a family that had never had anything to do with this house comes into this Stube in eight years and sets beer on tables, and grows old, and tells a skinny Bub in Munich it was the warmest house in the valley.

I told her none of that.

I thought it for exactly one minute, in an orchard, with my hand on the belly of a crying woman. Then I put it away, the way one puts away a tool one no longer needs.

“Max,” Frieda said. “Say something.”

“A May child,” I said.

“Yes.”

“Then the cradle has to be finished by April.”

And Frieda Obermaier laid her wet face against my shirt and laughed until the wasps lifted.



She said it herself.

I had asked if I might say it, and she had looked at me the way one looks at a very nice and very stupid person.

She climbed with both feet onto the bench at the head of the long table, in her green dress, with the big soup ladle in her hand, and struck it three times against a copper kettle, and ninety-one people turned.

“So,” Frieda said. “Now listen, because I will say it only once and then never talk about it again.”

It went still.

“The Gasthof zur Linde has no debts anymore this year. You heard that, and you saw that, and Krammer seasoned my cabbage with it every day for six years.”

She lifted the ladle.

“And in May,” Frieda Obermaier said, “someone small will be setting a place with us at the table.”

I had not heard noise like that in Lindgraben before.

It did not come at once. There was a blink in which ninety-one people understood what the landlady had just told them: Frieda Obermaier, who had been alone for three years, would have a child in May in the house Krammer had wanted to devour.

Then the yard lifted.

The women screamed. Michl drummed with both fists. Naz stood on his bench and waved his hat, and the priest slowly stood and crossed himself and sat again, and Vroni Kirmair held both hands before her mouth and cried into her palms.

And Girgl, broad, slow, seventy-year-old Girgl, who showed no movement at the Stammtisch except when Naz cheated at cards, sat there staring into his beer, and tears ran into his white stubble beard, and when Naz nudged him he said furiously that it was the smoke.

There was no smoke.

They drank to Frieda. They drank to the child. They drank to the Linde and the ham and Krammer, who was not there, and at some point they drank to me too.

And Traudl Angermeier stood three meters away with the mug in her hand and looked at Frieda with a face from which I could read two things at once, and they did not disturb each other.

She was glad, honestly, from the ground up.

And she was calculating.

She caught my gaze, lifted the mug a few centimeters, very briefly, and drank.



At midnight, the yard was empty and the long table cleared.

The moon stood over the ridge, and this time frost lay properly in the grass and stayed there.

I stood at the well and washed mugs in ice-cold water because I could not sleep, and behind me the kitchen door moved.

Frieda came out in her shawl and stopped beside me and looked into the night.

“All three are upstairs,” she said.

I set the mug down.

“What do you mean?”

“I mean it as I say it.” Frieda looked straight ahead. “Traudl didn’t ride home. She has been sitting in my chamber for an hour talking, and the countess came in ten minutes ago and sat on my chair and does not talk.”

She turned.

Her face in the moonlight was completely calm, and the red was already running down her throat.

“Tonight will not be divided,” Frieda Obermaier said. “The calendar has tonight off. Tonight we are all here because this was such a day and because no one knows what winter will bring.”

She took the dish towel from my hand.

“But Konstanze decides for herself,” she said. “She said she watches first. And if she watches, she watches, and nobody touches her until she says something. Do you understand me?”

“Yes.”

“Say it.”

“Nobody touches her until she says something.”

“Good.” Frieda hung the towel over the well rim. “Now come upstairs, it is cold.”



In Frieda’s chamber, a candle burned.

They had drawn the curtains. The big bed was turned down. On the dresser stood bread and a jug and three cups because Frieda cannot do otherwise.

Traudl sat on the bed edge, barefoot, shirt already half unknotted, and looked at me when I came in with the gaze she used to make prices at market.

And on the chair by the window, in the half-dark, straight as a candle, legs crossed and both hands in her lap, sat Konstanze von Rautenberg.

The black braids lay strictly around her head again.

She still wore the dress. All sixteen buttons were closed.

Frieda shut the door and turned the key.

“So,” she said into the room. “I will say it once more for everyone, so nobody remembers it differently afterward.”

She counted on her hand.

“There is no lying. Afterward there is no talking about it, with anyone. Whoever does not like something says so, and then it stops, and nobody is offended.” She looked toward the window. “And Frau von Rautenberg sits as long as she wants to sit.”

Konstanze inclined her head by half a centimeter.

“Thank you,” she said.

And Traudl, who had no patience and never had, pulled the shirt over her head and said:

“Then we start without her.”



Frieda first.

That was not agreed and did not need to be agreed. She sat on the edge of the bed, and Traudl knelt behind her and opened her bodice laces with the hard small fingers of a woman who opens sack knots, and Frieda lifted her arms and let it happen.

Then she sat there.

I had seen this woman naked often in seven months, and that evening I saw something that had not been there yet: a heaviness, a drawing, a fullness in the breasts that had grown darker, and a warm glow in her skin no other person would have read that way.

Traudl laid both hands from behind on Frieda’s belly.

She did it quite casually, like a farm woman, and she said, in the voice with which she judges weather:

“Something sits in there.”

“Yes.”

“Ja mei.”

Then Traudl Angermeier laid her chin on Frieda’s shoulder and looked down along her, and the two women looked at the same belly together for a while, and neither said anything, and I stood at the foot of the bed and was of no use at all.

From the window came a voice.

“Herr Berger,” Konstanze said dryly. “You are needed.”



I took her first, and I took my time.

I laid Frieda in the pillows and went over her, and I began with the breasts that were different today, heavier, more sensitive, and the first time I gripped firmly she twitched and said ow and laughed and said do it again.

I stayed there a long time.

I took them in my mouth, one and then the other, and I heard her grow loud above me, the way she always grew loud, surprised, raw, unpracticed, and on my back I felt a second, smaller hand that wanted to be part of it and did not know where.

I took it and laid it on Frieda’s breast.

Traudl made a sound. Frieda made another.

Then I went down, over the warm belly where my hand stayed lying, and deeper, and Frieda Obermaier gripped the pillow with one hand and Traudl’s hair with the other and became so loud in her own house that the windowpanes heard it.

She came on my mouth.

She came in long waves, with her lower back arched, heels in the mattress, and while doing it she struck my shoulder with her hand, again and again, without knowing it.

When I lifted my head, Konstanze still sat on her chair.

Her hands were no longer in her lap. Her fingers had clawed around the seat, left and right of her thighs, and the high collar was open, and her chest moved quickly, and the two red spots had spread across her whole face.

She watched.

She watched the way she reads an account book.



Traudl took what she wanted, as always.

She pushed me backward into the pillows, threw one leg over me, and lowered herself without fuss, and she was hot and tight and had been waiting for it all evening, and she said Lord God aloud and then nothing for a few seconds.

Frieda lay beside us on her side, propped up, watching with an expression of heavy, satisfied fullness, and casually pushed a sweat-wet strand of hair from Traudl’s face.

“Look at her,” Frieda said to me.

I looked.

Traudl sat on me, small and brown and sinewy, with the small high breasts and freckles across the whole chest, and she had her head back and worked from the lower back, and her hard thighs tightened and loosened beside my hips.

Then she turned her head toward the window.

She did it on purpose. She stopped in the middle of the movement, back arched, and looked across the room at the woman on the chair, and I saw her whole body change beneath Konstanze’s gaze.

She became slower. She became deeper. She did it better because someone watched.

“Countess,” Traudl said breathlessly.

“Fräulein Angermeier.”

“I can’t explain it to you,” she panted and rolled her hips, “but you’re sitting on the wrong furniture.”

Konstanze did not answer.

She did not move. But her hand went from the chair to her collar and opened the second button, and the third, and she did it without taking her eyes from Traudl’s back.

Traudl saw it.

And Traudl Angermeier, who always talked because talking was her way not to lose herself, began to talk, loudly, directly into the room, to nobody.

“It’s,” she panted. “It’s like… when you let the wagon run downhill…”

I thrust up from below.

“…downhill and the brake…”

I thrust harder.

“…and the brake…”

Then the sentence was gone.

It broke in the middle of her, and what remained was a high, thin, completely unguarded sound, and she lifted her hand to her mouth out of habit, from pure years of habit.

And three hands caught it.

Mine at her wrist. Frieda’s at her elbow. And, because Traudl fell backward and nobody else was there, a third, cool, very calm hand at her back, catching and holding her.

Konstanze stood beside the bed.

I had not heard her come.

Traudl laid her head back against the countess’s hip, mouth open, and Konstanze looked down at her, and then did something I would never have expected of her: she laid her long, cool hand across Traudl’s forehead, like one lays a stone on paper so it does not fly away.

“Go on,” Konstanze von Rautenberg said. “Nobody who matters will hear you.”

Traudl came.

She came loudly, with her head at the hip of a Silesian countess, with my thumb where she needed it, and her whole hard small body struck and jerked, thighs clamped tight around me, beat after beat, again and again, and she screamed it out in a room full of people she knew.

Afterward she fell forward onto my chest and laughed into my collarbone and did not say one reasonable word more.



Konstanze undressed while the others watched, and she did it exactly as slowly as in her own room, with the same sixteen buttons, and while doing it she did not look at me but at Frieda.

Frieda looked back.

Two women, a head of height between them, one golden and soft and pregnant, the other black and white and high as a church, and they looked at each other while one undressed, and nobody said a word.

Then Frieda reached out her hand.

Not me.

Frieda.

And Konstanze von Rautenberg looked at the landlady’s outstretched hand for two seconds, and then took it and climbed over her into that bed.



I took her last, and she was the quietest and the most undone.

She lay beneath me with the black braids dark on the pillow, and I went slowly into her, and Frieda held her left hand, and Traudl lay at her other side and was, for the first time since I had known her, completely silent.

It was the greatest courtesy this girl had ever shown.

Konstanze looked at me.

The whole time, as the night before, with wide-open gray eyes where the candle stood, and I saw the sentences leave her, one after another, until only syllables remained.

“Yes.”

“There.”

“Max.”

And then, very softly, into a room where two other people were, because right then she did not care, she used the private voice she kept behind closed doors.

She came with a sound that was too loud and that she did not know, and her back arched away from the bed, and Frieda held her hand and Traudl laid her forehead to her shoulder, and the Countess von Rautenberg broke beneath me and was held through it by a Bavarian landlady and a farm girl, and I was the only person in the room who looked, and I looked.



They worked it out among themselves.

I lay on my back between Frieda and Konstanze, with Traudl’s foot somewhere at my calf, and above me three voices went back and forth as if they were dividing a hayfield.

“The calendar,” Traudl said, “is out of force tonight.”

“The calendar is never out of force,” Frieda said.

“She is already pregnant.”

“And?” Frieda lifted her head. “I began it, I get it too.”

Konstanze, in a completely even voice, to the ceiling: “This is the most absurd negotiation I have ever attended, and I have witnessed an inheritance division between three cousins.”

“Do you have anything to say about it, Countess?”

A pause.

“Frau Obermaier,” Konstanze said. “Naturally.”

Then Frieda rolled onto me and took my face in both hands and looked down at me, with the loosened golden hair like a curtain around us both.

“Do you hear,” she said. “It is decided.”

I gripped her hips.

“The calendar says: mine,” Frieda Obermaier whispered, and her voice broke through the middle. “Tonight too. Especially tonight.”

I turned her beneath me.

I went into her, and she wrapped her legs around me and drew me down, and she was so warm it hurt.

Beside us lay two women and watched.

“Deep,” Frieda said in my ear. “All the way deep. Your child is already in there. Fill me anyway.”

And I came inside her, as deep as I could, and I stayed, and her heels lay in my lower back, and I felt her belly tremble beneath me, and somewhere on my arm lay a small hard hand and on my shoulder a long cool one.

We lay still.

Then, very slowly, without either of them looking at the other, Frieda’s hand went across my chest and Konstanze’s hand went across my chest, and they found each other on my breastbone, and the fingers slid together and stayed.

I closed my eyes.

I thought of a kitchen in Munich, in winter, of an eviction suit on a table, and then I did not think of it anymore.



Four people do not fit in a bed built for two.

It was a godless imposition. We argued over elbows and blankets for a quarter hour. Konstanze lay by the wall, straight as a candle, and did not move all night. Frieda fell asleep first, in the middle of a sentence. Traudl slept crosswise and kicked.

The candle went out.

A draft came in under the door, cold, very thin, over the floorboards, and I felt it at my heel and thought I should put a rag in front of it.

I did not.

Into the darkness, from somewhere behind Frieda’s back, a sleepy, completely dry farm voice said:

“For the last man in the village, you are quite well occupied.”

Konstanze made a sound at the wall.

It was a snort. It lasted one tenth of a second, and it was so terribly undignified that she immediately lay motionless and pretended to be asleep.



In the morning, the yard was white.

I came down first, at five, and stopped in the kitchen doorway with the wood in my arms.

Frost lay on everything. It lay on the stones and on the well rim and on the long table we had not carried in, and the linden had dropped a third of its leaves overnight, and they lay in the grass, yellow, with white edges.

At the kitchen window stood ice flowers.

Inside.

I stood there and looked at the ice flowers on the inside of my own window on the fourteenth of October, and the back of my neck began to grow cold with something that had nothing to do with weather.

Too early.

That is too early.

Alois came across the yard at seven with his stick, and stopped by the rowan at the wayside cross and looked up for a long time, and when he came in he said not one word, and that was worse than anything he could have said.



At ten, they sat around the radio at the Stammtisch.

It was the mayor’s radio, a large brown box with a cloth grille, and he had brought it because there were people at the Linde now, and he wanted to be seen doing it.

It hissed. Then a man’s voice came from Munich.

He spoke calmly, in the tone used for reading numbers, about the supply situation in the American and British zones in the coming winter. He spoke of imports and harvest results and a necessary resetting of rations for normal consumers.

He named the number.

Girgl leaned forward and turned the knob louder, and the voice repeated the number, and in the Stube of the Gasthof zur Linde nobody said anything for twenty-one seconds.

Naz calculated on his fingers.

“That’s less than last year,” he said.

“That’s much less,” Alois said.

Frieda stood in the kitchen doorway with a bowl in her arm, and her hand lay flat on her apron without her noticing.

I looked from the radio to the window.

On the inside of the pane stood the ice flowers, and beyond them lay the white yard.

I went hot and cold at once.

Two hundred nineteen jars of vegetables. One hundred four jars of meat. Six hams.

And ninety-one people at one table.

And another three hundred in the valley.



Then the door opened, and Afra Soyer came in without a basket.

She had run. Her scarf had slipped, and she had to hold on to the doorframe, and in the Stube everyone turned because an Afra Soyer without a basket could mean only one thing in the whole district.

“At the market in Aibling,” she panted. “They posted a list.”

“What kind of list?”

“Returnees.” She held her chest. “A list from a camp in the East, they say. Four hundred names, and three from the district are on it.”

The Stube went still.

I saw Traudl Angermeier, who had just unloaded eggs, very slowly set the basket on the table and laid her hands beside it, and I saw her face, and I have never in my life seen anything more naked.

She said nothing. She stood there and waited.

And Afra Soyer, who had a tongue and no heart and meant neither as cruelty, did not look at her.

She looked across the Stube to the small table by the window.

“Countess,” she said. “There is a Rautenberg on it.”

Nothing fell. Nobody screamed.

Konstanze von Rautenberg sat at her table, pen in hand, and looked at Afra Soyer, and her face did not change at all.

It only closed.

I cannot say it any other way: it closed like a house where one shutter after another is pulled in, from top to bottom, window by window, until only a facade stands and from outside one no longer knows whether anyone lives within.

“Your betrothed, Countess,” Afra said, and one heard that she meant it kindly. “They say he lives.”

The pen in Konstanze’s hand touched the paper.

One single dot of ink, very small, ran into the fiber and bloomed.

She set the pen into the inkwell.

“Thank you, Frau Soyer,” she said. “Would you like coffee?”



She made the coffee herself.

That was the first disorder.

Konstanze von Rautenberg did not allow herself to be served when she had been struck. She stood, took Afra Soyer’s coat, hung it on the hook beside the door, went into the kitchen, and put on the pot as if she had just noted a delivery of cabbage and not received a dead man back from another world.

Nobody stopped her.

That was the second disorder.

Frieda stood beside the stove and looked at her, both hands in flour. I stood at the Stube door and pretended I had to add wood. Traudl stood at the table, the egg basket still before her, and looked as if someone had taken the breath from her chest and not given it back.

Konstanze set four cups on a board. Her gloves lay beside them. The left hand trembled once, very small, and she immediately laid it flat on the table.

Traudl saw it.

She took two eggs from the basket, laid them in Frieda’s bowl as if that were the most important task in the world, and then went behind Konstanze into the pantry.

I stayed where I was.

Frieda looked at me.

“Go,” she said softly.

I did not go into the pantry. I stayed in the dark hall where the wall boards had a gap and where one heard voices if nobody remembered to be quiet.

Konstanze always remembered.

Traudl never did.

“Countess,” Traudl said.

“Fräulein Angermeier.”

“Now put down the sugar, or you’ll drop it.”

A small sound. Porcelain on wood.

“Thank you.”

“And now you listen to me because I’ll only say it once and otherwise I’ll say it worse.”

A pause.

“I do not doubt that.”

Traudl snorted. Not funny. Only real.

“A name on a list doesn’t come in here and take from you what you chose yourself.”

It went still in the pantry.

So still that outside I heard the drip at the pump stone, though the pump had not been used for hours.

“You do not know what you are speaking of,” Konstanze said.

“Yes, I do.” Traudl’s voice became flatter. “My brother is also a number on lists. Sometimes dead, sometimes missing, sometimes maybe here, maybe there. If I put my life back into the basket every time someone reads a name somewhere, I’ll be standing there ten years from now waiting for paper.”

Konstanze said nothing.

“You did not choose paper last night,” Traudl said. “And not this morning either. And not at the table either, when you read what we have. You chose here. Us. Him. The Linde. No Rautenberg takes that from you just because he has letters that belong to you.”

“He was my betrothed.”

“Ja mei,” Traudl said. “Then he was.”

It was so rough, so straight, and so exactly Traudl that in the hall I had to lay my hand on the wall.

“And if he stands at the door,” Traudl said, “then you look at him. And if he lies, he lies. And if he does not lie, he is still not the man whose shirt you stood in this morning.”

Konstanze breathed in.

Once.

Too sharply.

Then came a sound I did not know from her.

No sobbing. No crying the way Frieda cried, open and wet. It was a break in the air, small and clean, and then another, and then I heard cloth, as if she had pressed both hands over her mouth.

Traudl said nothing more.

For one long minute, nobody said anything.

Then I heard the little farmer girl, who was never still, stand very quietly in a pantry and breathe while a countess beside her did not break down because she had forbidden herself to and because nevertheless two tears had to go somewhere.

“It is ridiculous,” Konstanze said at last. Her voice was thin.

“Freilich,” Traudl said. “Everything important looks ridiculous at first.”

“That is not comfort.”

“Didn’t claim it was.”

One breath. Then another.

Water ran. A cloth was taken. Konstanze cleaned her face as if settling an account.

When she spoke again, the edge was back in the voice.

“Fräulein Angermeier.”

“Countess.”

“If you tell anyone I cried in a pantry, I deny it.”

“If you tell anyone I comforted you, I’ll hit you with the egg basket.”

A pause.

Then came a sound from Konstanze’s throat. Not laughter. Not yet. But its shadow.

“Agreed,” she said.

I stepped back two paces before they came from the pantry.

Traudl went first, with the sugar in her hand and a face as if she had only fetched goods. Konstanze came behind her, upright, gloves back on, eyes dry except for the red rim nobody at the table dared mention.

She took the board with the cups.

“Frau Soyer,” she said into the Stube, cool and complete. “Your coffee.”



That evening, the four of us sat at the long table I had carried back in because it had no business outside anymore.

It stood crosswise through the Stube. It was too long for the room and too short for what I had in mind.

Vroni brought her children for soup, and old Kirmairin came, and the miller’s widow, and in the end we were twenty-three on a Monday without anyone having invited them.

Konstanze ladled. She did it with gloves and with the expression of someone managing an estate.

Traudl did not eat much.

Frieda sat beside me, back to the stove, and at some point, when the children began to sing, her hand went under the table and found mine and settled into it, warm and heavy and floury, and while doing it she looked straight ahead and smiled at no one in particular.

Outside, the temperature fell.

You could hear it. That is not a figure of speech: when it freezes hard overnight in an old house, the roof frame works, and the beams softly say click.

I stood.

“Where are you going?” Frieda said.

“To the shed.”

I fetched the saw and the board that had leaned against the wall since spring, the good one, cherrywood, actually meant for a bed frame, and I carried both into the Stube and laid it on two trestles and measured the table.

Alois looked up from his soup.

“What are you doing?”

I set the saw.

“We need a longer table,” I said.


Thanks for reading.

Cole Cross here. A couple of ways to get more:

	Visit my website. Character galleries, sample chapters, and bonus content.

	Follow me on Amazon. The simplest way to keep up with new releases.



On Kindle Unlimited, every page you read is what keeps me writing them.

Hope you enjoyed the story.
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