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Introduction


The Case of David Stacton





Might David Stacton (1923–68) be the most unjustly neglected American novelist of the post-World War II era? There is a case to be made – beginning, perhaps, with a simple inductive process.


In its issue dated 1 February 1963 Time magazine offered an article that placed Stacton amid ten writers whom the magazine rated as the best to have emerged in American fiction during the previous decade: the others being Richard Condon, Ralph Ellison, Joseph Heller, H. L. Humes, John Knowles, Bernard Malamud, Walker Percy, Philip Roth, and John Updike. It would be fair to say that, over the intervening fifty years, seven of those ten authors have remained solidly in print and in high-level critical regard. As for the other three: the case of H. L. Humes is complex, since after 1963 he never added to the pair of novels he had already published; while John Knowles, though he continued to publish steadily, was always best known for A Separate Peace (1959), which was twice adapted for the screen.


By this accounting, then, I believe we can survey the Time list today and conclude that the stand-out figure is David Stacton – a hugely productive, prodigiously gifted, still regrettably little-known talent and, yes, arguably more deserving of revived attention than any US novelist since 1945.


Across a published career of fifteen years or so Stacton put out fourteen novels (under his name, that is – plus a further raft of pseudonymous genre fiction); many short stories; several collections of poetry; and three compendious works of non-fiction. He was first ‘discovered’ in England, and had to wait several years before making it into print in his homeland. Assessing Stacton’s career at the time of what proved to be his last published novel People of the Book (1965), Dennis Powers of the Oakland Tribune ruefully concluded that Stacton’s was very much ‘the old story of literary virtue unrewarded’. Three years later Stacton was dead.


The rest has been a prolonged silence punctuated by occasional tributes and testaments in learned journals, by fellow writers, and around the literary blogosphere. But in 2011 New York Review Books reissued Stacton’s The Judges of the Secret Court, his eleventh novel and the second in what he saw as a trilogy on American themes. (History, and sequences of titles, were Stacton’s abiding passions.) Now in 2012 Faber Finds is reissuing a selection of seven of Stacton’s novels.


Readers new to the Stacton oeuvre will encounter a novelist of quite phenomenal ambition. The landscapes and epochs into which he transplanted his creative imagination spanned vast distances, and yet the finely wrought Stacton prose style remained fairly distinctive throughout. His deft and delicate gifts of physical description were those of a rare aesthete, but the cumulative effect is both vivid and foursquare. He was, perhaps, less committed to strong narrative through-lines than to erecting a sense of a spiritual universe around his characters; yet he undoubtedly had the power to carry the reader with him from page to page. His protagonists are quite often haunted – if not fixated – figures, temperamentally estranged from their societies. But whether or not we may find elements of Stacton himself within said protagonists, for sure his own presence is in the books – not least by dint of his incorrigible fondness for apercus, epigrams, pontifications of all kinds.


*


He was born Lionel Kingsley Evans on 27 May 1923, in San Francisco. (His parents had met and married in Dublin then emigrated after the war.) Undoubtedly Northern California shaped his aesthetic sense, though in later years he would disdain the place as an ‘overbuilt sump’, lamenting what he felt had been lost in tones of wistful conservatism. (‘We had founding families, and a few traditions and habits of our own … Above all we had our sensuous and then unspoilt landscape, whose loss has made my generation and sort of westerner a race of restless wanderers.’) Stacton was certainly an exile, but arguably he made himself so, even before California, in his estimation, went to the dogs. In any case his fiction would range far away from his place of birth, for all that his early novels were much informed by it.


Precociously bright, the young Lionel Evans was composing poetry and short stories by his mid-teens, and entered Stanford University in 1941, his studies interrupted by the war (during which he was a conscientious objector). Tall and good-looking, elegant in person as in prose, Evans had by 1942 begun to call himself David Stacton. Stanford was also the place where, as far as we know, he acknowledged his homosexuality – to himself and, to the degree possible in that time, to his peers. He would complete his tertiary education at UC Berkeley, where he met and moved in with a man who became his long-time companion, John Mann Rucker. By 1950 his stories had begun to appear in print, and he toured Europe (what he called ‘the standard year’s travel after college’).


London (which Stacton considered ‘such a touching city’) was one of the favoured stops on his itinerary and there he made the acquaintance of Basil ‘Sholto’ Mackenzie, the second Baron Amulree, a Liberal peer and distinguished physician. In 1953 Amulree introduced Stacton to Charles Monteith, the brilliant Northern Irish-born editor and director at Faber and Faber. The impression made was clearly favourable, for in 1954 Faber published Dolores, Stacton’s first novel, which Time and Tide would describe as ‘a charming idyll, set in Hollywood, Paris and Rome’.


A Fox Inside followed in 1955, The Self-Enchanted in 1956: noir-inflected Californian tales about money, power and influence; and neurotic men and women locked into marriages made for many complex reasons other than love. In retrospect either novel could conceivably have been a Hollywood film in its day, directed by Nicholas Ray, say, or Douglas Sirk. Though neither book sold spectacularly, together they proved Stacton had a voice worth hearing. In their correspondence Charles Monteith urged Stacton to consider himself ‘a novelist of contemporary society’, and suggested he turn his hand to outright ‘thriller writing’. But Stacton had set upon a different course. ‘These are the last contemporary books I intend to write for several years’, he wrote to Monteith. ‘After them I shall dive into the historical …’


In 1956 Stacton made good on his intimation by delivering to Monteith a long-promised novel about Ludwig II of Bavaria, entitled Remember Me. Monteith had been excited by the prospect of the work, and he admired the ambition of the first draft, but considered it unpublishable at its initial extent. With considerable application Stacton winnowed Remember Me down to a polished form that Faber could work with. Monteith duly renewed his campaign to persuade Stacton toward present-day subject matter. There would be much talk of re-jigging and substituting one proposed book for another already-delivered manuscript, of strategies for ‘building a career’. Stacton was amenable (to a degree) at first, but in the end he made his position clear to Monteith:




I just flatly don’t intend to write any more contemporary books, for several reasons … [M]y talents are melodramatic and a mite grandiose, and this goes down better with historical sauce … I just can’t write about the present any more, that’s all. I haven’t the heart … [F]or those of conservative stamp, this age is the end of everything we have loved … There is nothing to do but hang up more lights. And for me the lights are all in the past.





Monteith, for all his efforts to direct Stacton’s oeuvre, could see he was dealing with an intractable talent; and in April 1957 he wrote to Stacton affirming Faber’s ‘deep and unshaken confidence in your own gift and in your future as a novelist’.


The two novels that followed hard upon Remember Me were highly impressive proofs of Stacton’s intent and accomplishment, which enhanced his reputation both inside Faber and in wider literary-critical circles. On a Balcony told of Akhenaten and Nefertiti in the Egypt of the Eighteenth Dynasty, and Segaki concerned a monk in fourteenth-century Japan. Stacton took the view that these two and the Ludwig novel were in fact a trilogy (‘concerned with various aspects of the religious experience’) which by 1958 he was calling ‘The Invincible Questions’.


And this was but the dawning of a theme: in the following years, as his body of work expanded, Stacton came to characterise it as ‘a series of novels in which history is used to explain the way we live now’ – a series with an ‘order’ and ‘pattern’, for all that each entry was ‘designed to stand independent of the others if need be’. (In 1964 he went so far as to tell Charles Monteith that his entire oeuvre was ‘really one book’.)


Readers discovering this work today might be less persuaded that the interrelation of the novels is as obviously coherent as Stacton contended. There’s an argument that Stacton’s claims say more for the way in which his brilliant mind was just temperamentally inclined toward bold patterns and designs. (A small but telling example of same: in 1954 at the very outset of his relationship with Faber Stacton sent the firm a logotype he had drawn, an artful entwining of his initials, and asked that it be included as standard in the prelims of his novels (‘Can I be humoured about my colophon as a regular practice?’). Faber did indeed oblige him.)


But perhaps Stacton’s most convincing explanation for a connective tissue in his work – given in respect of those first three historical novels but, I think, more broadly applicable – was his admission that the three lives fascinated him on account of his identification with ‘their plight’:




Fellow-feeling would be the proper phrase. Such people are comforting, simply because they have gone before us down the same endless road … [T]hough these people have an answer for us, it is an answer we can discover only by leading parallel lives. Anyone with a taste for history has found himself doing this from time to time …





Perhaps we might say that – just as the celebrated and contemporaneous American acting teacher Lee Strasberg taught students a ‘Method’ to immerse themselves in the imagined emotional and physical lives of scripted characters – Stacton was engaged in a kind of ‘Method writing’ that immersed him by turn in the lives of some of recorded history’s rarest figures.


*


Stacton was nurtured as a writer by Faber and Faber, and he was glad of the firm’s and Charles Monteith’s efforts on his behalf, though his concerns were many, perhaps even more so than the usual novelist. Stacton understood he was a special case: not the model of a ‘smart popular writer’ for as long as he lacked prominent critical support and/or decent sales. He posed Faber other challenges, too – being such a peripatetic but extraordinarily productive writer, the business of submission, acquisition and scheduling of his work was a complicated, near-perpetual issue for Monteith. Stacton had the very common writer’s self-delusion that his next project would be relatively ‘short’ and delivered to schedule, but his ambitions simply didn’t tend that way. In January 1956 Monteith mentioned to Stacton’s agent Michael Horniman about his author’s ‘tendency to over-produce’. Faber did not declare an interest in the Western novels Stacton wrote as ‘Carse Boyd’ or in the somewhat lurid stories of aggressive youth (The Power Gods, DFor Delinquent, Muscle Boy) for which his nom de plume was ‘Bud Clifton’. But amazingly, even in the midst of these purely commercial undertakings, Stacton always kept one or more grand and enthralling projects on his horizon simultaneously. (In 1963 he mentioned almost off-handedly to Monteith, ‘I thought recently it would be fun to take the Popes on whole, and do a big book about their personal eccentricities …’)


In 1960 Stacton was awarded a Guggenheim fellowship, which he used to travel to Europe before resettling in the US. In 1963 the Time magazine article mentioned above much improved the attention paid to him in his homeland. The books kept coming, each dazzlingly different to what came before, whatever inter-connection Stacton claimed: A Signal Victory, A Dancer in Darkness, The Judges of the Secret Court, Tom Fool, Old Acquaintance, The World on the Last Day, Kali-Yuga, People of the Book.


By the mid-1960s Stacton had begun what he may well have considered his potential magnum opus: Restless Sleep, a manuscript that grew to a million words, concerned in part with Samuel Pepys but above all with the life of Charles II from restoration to death. On paper the ‘Merrie Monarch’ did seem an even better subject for Stacton than the celebrated diarist: as a shrewd and lonely man of complicated emotions holding a seat of contested authority. But this work was never to be truly completed.


In 1966 Stacton’s life was beset by crisis. He was in Copenhagen, Denmark, when he discovered that he had colon cancer, and was hospitalised for several months, undergoing a number of gruelling procedures. (He wrote feelingly to Charles Monteith, ‘[A]fter 48 hours of it (and six weeks of it) I am tired of watching my own intestines on closed circuit TV.’) Recuperating, he returned to the US and moved in once more with John Mann Rucker, their relations having broken down in previous years. But he and Rucker were to break again, and in 1968 Stacton returned to Denmark – to Fredensborg, a town beloved of the Danish royal family – there renting a cottage from Helle Bruhn, a magistrate’s wife whom he had befriended in 1966. It was Mrs Bruhn who, on 20 January 1968, called at Stacton’s cottage after she could get no answer from him by telephone, and there found him dead in his bed. The local medical examiner signed off the opinion that Stacton died of a heart attack – unquestionably young, at forty-four, though he had been a heavy smoker, was on medication to assist sleeping, and had been much debilitated by the treatment for his cancer. His body was cremated in Denmark, and the ashes sent to his mother in California, who had them interred in Woodlawn Cemetery, Colma.


From our vantage in 2012, just as many years have passed since Stacton’s untimely death as he enjoyed of life. It is a moment, surely, for a reappraisal that is worthy of the size, scope and attainment of his work. I asked the American novelist, poet and translator David Slavitt – an avowed admirer of Stacton’s – how he would evaluate the legacy, and he wrote to me with the following:




David Stacton is a prime candidate for prominent space in the Tomb of the Unknown Writers. His witty and accomplished novels failed to find an audience even in England, where readers are not put off by dazzle. Had he been British and had he been part of the London literary scene, he might have won some attention for himself and his work in an environment that is more centralised and more coherent than that of the US where it is even easier to fall through the cracks and where success is much more haphazard. I am delighted by these flickers of attention to the wonderful flora of his hothouse talents.





*


It is to say a great deal of Stacton to assert that the Thirty Years’ War (1618–1648) made a ‘natural’ subject for him: a great and terrible historical canvas before which he stood very much at ease. None but the very greatest novelists or dramatists could hope to offer a truly panoptic vision of a conflict that embroiled most of the countries of Europe and wrought devastation upon many of them. But Stacton found his own sharp, precise, inspired means to refract a story through the twinned fortunes of Swedish King Gustavus Adolphus and two orphaned and homeless children undertaking a perilous journey across Germany. As ever Stacton evokes place and atmosphere with the deftest strokes: ravaged landscapes, populated by bizarre and menacing figures, sites of grim and ghastly tableaux that would offer rich pickings for a Bergman or a Fellini. But from behind the blackly beguiling imagery emerges a novelist’s grand theme, a powerful moral sense of ‘the unreal rationalism of the legal mind and the real irrational cruelty of human nature’.


Upon its original publication in 1965 People of the Book seemed to offer rueful confirmation that Stacton would remain a prophet unhonoured in his own time and home country. And yet, it has proved to be the work of his that has enjoyed the most meaningful afterlife – thanks mainly to Professor Charles Hill, the now-retired American diplomat who was Secretary of State George Shultz’s right-hand man in the 1980s, subsequently the valued Middle East expert to UN Secretary-General Boutros-Ghali.


After moving into academia at Stanford University Hill discovered Stacton’s fictions and admired them greatly, none more so than People of the Book with its majestic depiction of Louis XIII’s chief minister, l’Éminence rouge, Cardinal Richelieu (whom Stacton brilliantly credits with ‘a tendency to produce himself, like a rabbit, out of a hat’). When Hill later became ‘diplomat-in-residence’ at Yale he began to fear (on the basis of solid anecdotal evidence from Henry Kissinger) that the US State Department was a place increasingly ignorant of the history of great statecraft in which Richelieu is such a monumental figure. Hill duly resolved to teach a seminar exploring how the study of literature – history, philosophy, drama and fiction, from the Ancients to Montaigne, Cervantes, Shakespeare and Thomas Mann – can enlighten the business of statecraft and diplomacy. From this seminar emerged Hill’s book Grand Strategies: Literature, Statecraft, and World Order (2010), in which he devotes several admiring pages to People of the Book, a work he now routinely assigns to his students. ‘Stacton’s incomparable prose’, Hill has written, ‘reveals how the treatises of scholars and the tactics of commanders so rarely comprehend the vagaries of the human condition.’ Hill considers the novel ‘a book to put on the shelf with Thucydides’ Peloponnesian War and Tolstoy’s War and Peace’.


Radiant praise from a leading scholar at one of America’s great seats of learning: on this encouraging evidence, might David Stacton yet take his place at the high table of twentieth-century American letters? His admirers old and new will watch with interest.




 





Richard T. Kelly


Editor, Faber Finds


April 2012
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for John Mann Rucker


“Ein Phantasiestück im Callotsmanier”






















Die Gerechten werden Weggeraft, vor dem Unglück;


Und die richtig vor sich gewandelt haben kommen zum Frieden


Und ruhen in ihren Kammern.


— J. P. KRIEGER’S setting of Isaiah 57:1–2




 





In order to see clearly, one must walk in the dark with both eyes shut.


— ST. JOHN OF THE CROSS
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WHATEVER HE DID or wherever he was, the Great Chancellor had the art of sleeping well, but sometimes, and again wherever he was or whatever he did, for in private life he always did as he would, he took walks late at night, preferably in the garden if he was in a city, or in the countryside if he was on campaign, with no company but a horn lantern, and often not that, for he was not afraid of the dark. The Great Chancellor had never been afraid of anything and never would be. As for possible violence, his hearing was acute, he was a burly man, and nobody would dare. Like his late Master, he could, when necessary, stare whole peoples down. It often had been necessary, and he had never failed.


He was indifferent to places. Except for the blue firs of the family estates at Föno, at Uppland, in Södermanland, all places were the same to him. And yet he did not like it here. It was too southerly.


He was at Mainz, there were many refugees, and this being the first Sunday of February, 1635, the people had gone to church all day, to keep warm. Himself, he stamped and blew frost on the air like a pit pony, but needed no more than a fur cloak against even this cold. He was used to it.


Though this was a holy war, or once had been, it was the policy of the Swedes to observe a religious tolerance, at least here. Therefore the Chancellor had not only made a state visit to his own church, but for political reasons, had had a report of what was said in the others.


The report did not please him. The turmmusik did. It was the one thing in the Germanies he had grown fond of. When you entered a town, at dusk, at dawn, for weddings, feasts, funerals and holy days, or merely because some princeling liked it, trumpet volleys were let off from the towers, some so ancient no one any longer knew what they meant, some extempore. That sad, sweet, prideful blaring, firm, assured, but lost, now loud, now far away, deliberate, assertive, oddly diffident, made your scalp prickle; it was the ultimate unanswered question, as the quick green and rose sunsets heavily darkened down. These entries had in them the proud dignity of man in hell, they announced appearances and paced your walk. They suggested the staghorns, the magic bullet, and St. Hubertus devout in armour in the grove. They were wild in the right way. They were reminiscent of the blessing of the magic animals who speak on St. Martin’s Eve, having that night the gift of tongues. They were brass.


So though he could not love these people—they were too quick, too slow, too roguish, too inconsequent, their rulers were homines otiosi, their Christ was a foreign god, they were not Swedish, or even Wendish, as the Baltic peoples, our first cousins, were—yet he would treat them with equity. He treated all men with equity; but perhaps a little more so because of the turmmusik.


It was a matter of faith. The crucifix of the north is pain and writhing and what life means. It is not, as southerly, a rosy call to bed. In the south, death is an animal accident and pain a pleasure. In the north, it is a wrestling match with God, and pain a proof. Between Christ the town beauty and all of it play-acting, and Christ the Athlete, who must be caught and die, there is no understanding possible. We remain what we were before the Irish sent us colonizing saints. Our meaning is in what we are, not in what the thing is called. Just as the out-islanders, the Icelanders, those of Faeroe, of Groenland, of Main Land, who were our best stock, accepted Christianity only by legislation and agreement, as something of practical value, so do we, who stayed at home, have ethnic reservations about that faith we have found it expedient to accept. So it is with the turmmusik, for there were ancient gods in these woods, too. They are still there. We follow the old gods with new names. You will never understand men until you understand that, nor will you be able to do them any but a harmful good. It is essential to the well-being of the world that every nation’s turmmusik should survive, that no pride be humbled, and that no people be induced to give their old gods up, either voluntarily or involuntarily, for they cannot do it. If they do it, they die.


Hence tolerance, for if one of them dies, we die a little, too, whether it be in the Indies or in my wife’s bed, by whom I had weak sons, it could not be helped, I was a strong man. They must fend for themselves. I can give them position and preferment. I cannot give them a character they do not have.


And here is the report. Though devout to his own gods, Oxenstierna was not an orgiastic Christian. At home there were still enough things visible to enrich the Lutheran temperament with beliefs so deeply driven as to be the piles which held the Church above the waterline. In those white limed buildings which sat on the shore, backed by spruce and glittering with gypsum, clean, barren, and hard with character, another God was worshiped than was worshiped here. Peoples commune with what they are. That is what churches are for. There is a darkness in the soul has nothing to do with evil. There is a light on the sea which has the harsh, magnesium backlash of self-respect. The softer forms of salvation are not for us.


If you have seen the landfall of Iceland in choppy weathers, or ridden home with your hair frozen and your face crusted with salt spray, you do not need the Virgin Mary. The Christmas lady with candles on her head and the solemn joys of the midsummer bonfires say more.


In Oxenstierna’s own chapel, the pastor had taken as his text Revelations 6:2: “And I saw, and behold, a white horse, and he that sat thereon had a bow; and there was given unto him a crown: and he came forth conquering and to conquer.”


This was a reference to the Snow King, melted away at Lützen this two and a half years ago, and was meant to encourage the troops, who had been losing ever since the battle of Nördlingen the previous September. If the Lion of the North had not been killed, he would now be a hearty, pink, and eager forty-one. He was missed.


At the Catholic church, the text had been Psalm 37:38: “Mark the perfect man, and behold the upright; For the latter end of that man is Peace: As for the transgressors, they shall be destroyed together: The latter end of the wicked shall be cut off.” A reference to the Hapsburg cause, no doubt, and to a Swedish defeat. A further moral had been drawn from the nose of Isaiah 13:9: “Behold, the day of the Lord cometh, cruel, with wrath, and a fierce anger; to make the land a desolation and to destroy the sinners thereof out of it.” They were winning, so they exulted. The Chancellor did not distress himself about that. The war had long since lost whatever religious sheen it had had. It was now political. These cooings in the conventicle meant nothing.


What bothered him was the Calvinists, a clamorous minority so eager to destroy anyone who did not agree with it, as not to be reasoned with. The Calvinists were always plotting. Their holy purpose was to pull the world down, on their own heads if need be. Their god was Loki.


In his stark hate, the Calvinist preacher had belched hoarfrost over his shabby followers, in a freezing room, warmed them with a little hell-fire, and shouted out a few variations on Genesis 4:14: “And Cain said unto the Lord, my punishment is greater than I can bear. Behold, thou hast driven me out this day from the face of the ground; and from thy face shall I be hid; and I shall be a fugitive and a wanderer in the earth; and it shall come to pass that whosoever findeth me shall slay me.” Beware the rigors of the halbstarken. They alone are weak enough to murder Abel. They never forgive you for what they have done to you, and in their remorse they trample down whole towns.


So a sermon of this sort was a serious matter. It did not do to feed discontent, which had little but itself these days to feed on. The armies had mutinied. “I must deplore the fact that every officer does as he pleases,” wrote General Banér. There was famine. Money was short. Allies could not be depended upon. Since the previous September the roads had been impassible for the citizens fleeing south. They had been locked up in refugee camps around Frankfort, but Frankfort was no refuge. Besides, there was no food. Of his own commanders, Bernard of Saxe-Weimar had been suborned by the French, so the news had it, and perhaps others as well. It is not one thing that happens at a time, but everything.


To discuss these emergencies had taken up the afternoon and evening. There were others. The heiress to the throne was a minor; the Queen Regent a devout maniac who put black velvet over every window; the nobles in Stockholm were baying for autonomy. The Great Chancellor had discretionary powers and complete direction of the war, but to control the war, with nobody strong enough to hold tight rein on the government at home, except to drive him from it, was not easy. So he had much on his mind.




I.i.4: RIGHT is a moral quality annexed to the person, justly entitling him to possess some particular privilege, or to perform some particular act…. This moral quality, when perfect, is called a  FACULTY, when imperfect, an APTITUDE,





thought Oxenstierna. It is from the Book. We are people of the Book. And he made a face. He had had to deal with the author of the Book recently.


*


There are various peoples of the book, for the book itself varies. We are proffered the Koran, the Bible, the Tao te Ching, the Analects, the Hidden under the Leaves. But the Snow King, he who took two and a half years to melt, took with him everywhere, so we are told, and certainly a copy was found in his tent after his death, The Rights of Peace and War by the Dutch legalist Huig de Groot, called Grotius. It is a work which endeavors to establish international behavior not by conscience, but by precedent, by means of ample quotations from the self-inflicted woes of Palestine and the pomps of Greece and Rome.


It had led the Snow King to recommend Grotius to his successors. So Oxenstierna had been saddled with him. Indeed, he had only just managed to get rid of him. The Snow King was a master of the arts of war in practice, Grotius of contention in the abstract; no doubt the fascination had arisen from that. De Jure Belli Ac Pacis is a work of the carpenter’s plane: all definitions are smoothed down to the pith, and here are the shavings. It is a work of theory, fascinating to practical men in their leisure moments, of which they have not many, since they have no time to give the thing a name till it be done.


And what was to be done?




I.i.2: Cicero styles war a contention by force, but the practice has prevailed to indicate by that name, not an immediate action, but a state of affairs; so that war is the state of contending parties, considered as such.





No doubt. No doubt. How well the man does put things. But can he deal with them? I fear not.


*


In Mainz the Great Chancellor occupied a schloss outside the city gates. It was an ungainly building whose stones bled damp of an evening. There was green mold on the back of most of the tapestries. Its rooms stank of too many calls upon his time. He had that kind of intelligence which overdrives and never becomes locked in the particular. He was better at strategy than tactics. He lost the move but won the game, eight moves over. His shortest reach was the knight’s gambit, but the knight is a tethered piece. It has to swivel. So rather than to bed, he went for a walk in the dark.


He was a processional man, but hated pomp in private. A sentry was challenged a sleepy distance away. Apart from that he had the world for his own. He was unobserved. He felt himself. He snorted. He liked always to go from the smaller to the bigger room, from the world of houses to the world of nature. The night was cold enough to sear his nostrils, and he liked that, too. It revived him. The hairs in his nose became brittle. The night was so deep the trees looked blue.


It was now some years since he had seen Föno, or Södermanland, or any of the farms and fields of home. He turned and looked north, over the knot garden and the ornamental statuary, a parterre that depressed him. The sky was a black velvet sieve, with light behind it and every hole moist and glittering as those of a colander when you hold it up. He took small faith from astrologers: so much for stars. But that lighter band along the northern horizon was the direction of Sweden. Yes, all places are the same to me, but only because they are not home.


Far to the north, a week’s ride from Stockholm, lay the Kopparberg, at Falun, its harbor at this dirty time of year blocked with mounds of ice. In April, when the ice began to break up, the barges would come south to Lübeck and Hamburg, laden with copper ore, which in those towns would be exchanged for letters of credit. To the northeast lay the white and small still harbors of Estonia, of Livonia, strung as far down the coast as Riga and the Duchy of Kurland. The customs tolls of these, and the profits from the Kopparberg, paid for that part of the war the French would not. France could not be depended upon, as usual. French policy “is first to stir up the waters, the better to purloin a large portion of the fish.”


Between the Duchy of Kurland and Denmark stretched Pomerania, what there was of Poland, North Germany, and the Hansa towns. Though Denmark controlled the entrance to it, the Baltic was now once more a Swedish sea. To keep it so, Sweden had entered this war, to protect the Protestant religion, to drive the Catholic troops of the Holy Roman Emperor out from the Wendish coast, and to have a town or two in Pomerania. It was now necessary to compel the French to continue subsidies, if the troops were to be paid back into trim. It was as simple as that. But that was not so simple.


Oxenstierna went on staring north, and since there was a wind in the pine crowns, like the riders of the Apocalypse passing over, heard horses galloping on the shingle, and saw bleached driftwood heaved to against the rocks, licked his finger, held it up to the night breeze, sucked it, could have sworn he found it salt, and felt a freak hunger for dried salmon, which was hard come by here.


There was a candle flickering in his bedroom. With an angry shrug, he trundled himself off to the woods, a large, but not a tall man of fifty-two, in sturdy health, wearing a fur-lined robe and soft yellow boots that sucked and flopped around his calves, but he did not notice, for he brooked no interference of any living thing, let alone the shrubbery. He had about him the smell of leather and the stench of horse. And since he liked steam baths, he glowed pink and rosy.


There was starlight enough on the snow to light his way, and the moon was rising. It was not good snow. It had a thin spider web of crust, through which his feet sank into a white ichor below. The more he went on, the worse his temper, and the worse his temper, the more he went on. Somewhere off to his left a sentry shouted again, lonely as a dog barking. He bruised his right foot on a concealed rock, cursed, and stumbled.


“Goddam the Cardinal of France,” he said, who was probably at that moment turning in his sleep to curse him. In front of him was what looked like an eagle’s nest fallen complete from the tree, a wretched huddle of torn sticks and branches. Straightening up, he caught within it the glitter of white eyes.


There is no known animal with white eyes. In the pine smell the Great Chancellor stood motionless and blinked.


The glitter disappeared.


Oxenstierna sucked in his breath and felt pleased. He had been put through so much of the other kind, that a mere physical danger appealed to him. It was some years since he had had the pleasure of striking anyone. Since he was standing in the middle of a large patch of snow, he could not throw himself to cover. He would have to bluff it out instead. He prepared to enjoy himself.


“Come out of there.”


Nothing stirred, but you can tell when people know they have been detected. The emotion ripples back. He had no weapons with him and in a giddy silence felt the need of none.


“I said, come out of there.”


It could be anyone. An assassin either shoots or he does not, and if he does, he generally misses. It is amazing how few men can kill for hire. Something swerves their aim. They need encouragement. He did not repeat himself. It should be sufficient to wait.


Nor was he wrong. After two minutes’ pause, the front of the eagle’s nest came away like a root-cellar door and something emerged, carrying a musket by the muzzle, but only as someone would use a stick to hobble.


“Drop it.”


It was dropped. The Chancellor was reassured, but to his astonishment, when the soldier straightened up, it was not a soldier, it was a scrawny boy of fifteen, well built but filthy in a worn leather hunting suit. His eyes had a gray glitter. His skin was purple and goose-pimpled with cold. It looked more like the shuck of a boiled tongue than human flesh. He had a mop of tow-colored hair.


“What’s your name, boy?”


“Lars Larsen.”


“You’re not Swedish.”


“I don’t know.”


He did not look like a peasant. He looked like a good man’s ghost. The Chancellor was curious.


“Do you know where you are?”


The boy shook his head.


“What are you doing here?”


“Hiding.”


“Who from?”


No answer. The boy slapped with his arms to keep warm. But though he looked scared, he did not seem frightened. There is a difference. He was concealing something.


“There’s someone else in there. Bring them out.”


The boy looked stubborn.


“I am Oxenstierna. Bring them out.” They stared at each other. The Chancellor smiled. Apparently the name meant nothing. But his presence did. The boy smiled, too, as though it was something he had once done easily, put his fingers in his mouth, and whistled.


The nest stirred, and out of it came this time a little girl too thin, but well taken care of. She had enormous eyes, gray too, but with glittering whites, so that was explained. On her head she had a fur toque several sizes too large for her and much too rich. Now where had that come from?


“From a soldier,” said Lars. “He was dead. She needed a cap. She was cold.”


“Where do you come from?”


“Wollin.”


“But that’s on the Baltic,” said Oxenstierna. It was one of the first places the Swedish armies had taken, five years ago.


“There were some leopards in a cage,” said the girl. Her brother stared her silent.


“Humph,” said Oxenstierna, who was always curious and sometimes kind, given he had time, and led them up to the house, leaving behind them nothing but footsteps in the snow. He was certain the boy had killed the soldier to get the cap. The girl’s name (he carried her; the boy was weak) was Hannale.


At the house he took them to the kitchens, had them fed, and then got the boy’s story out of him. That is, he got as much of it as Lars was willing to tell.
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II.xvii.18: Where a voluntary act gives rise to INVOLUNTARY consequences, those consequences, considered in a moral light, are to be deemed the fruits growing out of the exercise of a free will.





On July 4, 1630, the Great King landed at Usedom both to take his future allies by surprise, who had not expected him to land there, and to drive the Imperial troops out of a territory he felt should be under his own control, for Sweden’s protection. He arrived across the shallow Pomeranian gulf, with twenty-eight warships, as many transports and thirteen thousand men. He was the Lion of the North, as well as the Snow King, a big man with a face like a blanched almond and tawny hair. This armada sailed up out of nowhere, at dusk, toward a coast in flames, for the Imperialists had fired it before retiring. The landing was made at Peenemünde. There was a wind blowing.


The ruler of Pomerania was Bogislaw XIV, an elderly and childless man, the last surviving male member of his house. Resistance was useless. The ladies of the court waved to Gustavus from the balconies of Stettin. “Cousin,” said the Great King, “your fair defendants would not hold out three minutes against one company of my Dalecarnian infantry. And in any case, arma nostra are in urbe vestra: jure belli you are my property.”


And this was true, for never had the Germanies seen such an army. The people did not know what to make of the Swedes, and as for the all but transparent Finns, and the short dark Laplanders with their furry ponies, fantastic hats, and oriental looks, it was a goblin war, it was no less. Also Swedes sometimes go berserk. There were never any berserkers in the Germanies. In the Germanies such acts were not considered part of heroic military conduct. So when they occurred they went by another name.


The Imperial general had killed what cattle he could catch and fired the towns. To encourage his men, Gustavus gave them license to plunder Usedom. These places had until recently lived undisturbed. The Imperialists robbed everyone but fought few. Gustavus was more thorough.


A few feet away from Usedom lay the island of Wollin, between the Stettiner Haff and the Baltic. Wollin the island is twenty miles long and two to twelve miles wide, an alluvial deposit of the Oder, superimposed upon a sandbar, flat and rich. Wollin the town, on an estuary, is any small Baltic fishing village, with rambling cottages whitewashed against sea damp, a sad little dock, a shingled shore, wet sand, and geraniums at the windows stout and sturdy against an offshore breeze.


Here, in a series of long, low, black-beamed rooms, lived the widow Larsen with her two children, Hannale, then five, and Lars, who was nine. Captain Larsen had never had his likeness taken, so nobody could remember how he had looked. He was said to have been taciturn, tall, and blond-bearded. Frau Larsen was dark. Captain Larsen had disappeared overboard during a storm, five weeks after Hannale was born. Lars could remember him only as a presence and as an emotion, not as a man.


The widow Larsen was a solidly built and handsome woman in her forties. But she was an outlander, and the town did not love her. Whether she was awkward, shy, or disdainful, the effect was the same. She seldom smiled, but could be gotten round if you took things up with her when she was baking. Baking put her in a good humor. Therefore the children came to associate generosity and favors with the tang and savor of yeast. So far did she allow herself to show emotion, no farther.


It was agreed she took spotless care of the children, but … About Frau Larsen it was always agreed, but … She was an enigma. People who are puzzled by everything they cannot spell, and the less they can spell the more they are puzzled, found her frightening. So did the children. She was a woman who could not bear to touch anyone.


She was prosperous from two pastures, a warehouse, and a half interest in a fishing smack. From time to time she underwrote small trade, from which she made good profits, though not so large as people liked to think.


Captain Larsen, who had lived in the town for thirty years, was an outlander, too. He had come there at the age of eighteen, with half the price of a fishing boat and enough for a house besides. So the family had no kin in Wollin. There was supposed to be an uncle somewhere, inside the Germanies, a minister named Stöss. Very early on, nine years ago when she had first come here, Frau Larsen had inadvertently mentioned him.


“Then he would be your brother?”


No answer. There never was.


*


Coastal people do not thrive away from the smell and smack of the sea. They hear it always and they do not feel at ease without it. They lose their bearings overland. Hannale and Lars had no wish to go to the mainland. Lars wanted to skipper a boat, like his father. For Hannale the matter was simpler: she heard the waves in the shell of her ear at night, and that soothed her to sleep and made her feel in a familiar place when she awoke. Both children loved the familiar Kyrie eleison of the sea gulls, and the wild dry summer grasses, the pound of the sea at night on the far side of the island, the tarred pebbles that were never on the beach in the same place two tides running, the tide wrack and the tidal pools, the little dunes that shifted like dirty snow, the salt ice you could skate on in winter until you came to the cairn of a pressure ridge, and the fish in spring, darting in layers just below the pier.


In the summer Lars swam out to the sandbanks, and Hannale gathered what few there were of shells from the suck of the sea. There were the immaculate white sails that grew dimmer, smaller, and the creaking hulks that stood out from shore, carrying Nosferatu to Hamburg, or Lübeck, or wherever the undead go. There was the stench of sea boots, with white rime in the cracks across the toes, and of fish fins and fish heads, their dead eyes face up on the shingle like agates turning dull. And from out beyond the banks came the crack and boom of the real sea, the sound you get when you pop a sea onion, but longer and louder—at dusk, when there is not much light between sea and sky, at dawn, when there will be more; at least you can be sure of that. The skates slopped their dangerous tails over the edge of the fish cart, and for one whole hour Hannale watched a silver-sided smelt flopping and bounding its way down a wet gutter, with the athletic bound a twig makes when you snap it out between your thumb and forefinger. It was so alive to live, she never realized it died. It had such strength to go where it was going, like pewter, like silver, like lead, as it flipped in the deadly air. It was out of its element, but how is a child to know that? Nobody pities fish.


Though she begged him to row her out to the real sea, so she could watch the sight of the boom, “No,” he said, it was dangerous, it was also a mile or more, they must wait until she was older.


For the sea is a sort of dangerous, formless snake. It slithers and swells its hood and hisses and has a powerful muscular contraction in its tail. It can bolt you down. The world ocean and the world snake, they are the same. The sea can whip you like a blue jellyfish. It can kill. And yet in motionless green pools with sandy bottoms, among rocks rusty with seaweeds, how clear and still and slack and infinite it is. There is a world there. And one is not afraid of death when one comes across it at dawn, huddled against the wooden dividers which run down into the water, in the shape of a human vertebra polished and rubbed smooth, a cast feather, the white skeleton of a small bird. These things are then great treasures, as precious as chips of heavy green bottle glass. She picked them up and put them in her pinafore, and blinked out toward the source of light. She had never been on it, and besides, the sea was too big to be afraid of. And it was not here, it was out there.


She had no other friends. She just had Lars.




I.ii.l: Galen, in describing the use of different parts of the body, says, “that man is a creature formed for peace and war. His armour forms not an immediate part of his body; but he has hands fit for preparing and handling arms, and we see infants using them spontaneously without being taught to do so.”





Whenever he thought of Wollin, and that was often, Lars remembered the sight of Pastor Mysendonck’s son breaking a horse that last spring. Young Mysendonck was fourteen, almost grown up, and to his father’s sorrow, not a gifted scholar but a throwback to the family’s peasant stock. He was big-muscled and had an eager, abashed face, but there was no Latinity in him. Herr Doktor Mysendonck, that well-known pedant, was only his own generation away from being a stableboy, but kept two horses. This was to be, if the boy could tame it, the third. He had paid for it by turning stableboy himself, an employment his father had opposed.


Lars watched from a stile. Being nine, he was vastly too young to intrude, and besides, there was a crush between them, they both knew that. So they seldom spoke. Lars saw Mysendonck (so did Mysendonck) as an heraldic figure, like Earl Haakon:








In Norway’s land was never known


A braver earl than the brave Haakon.


At sea, beneath the clear moon’s light


No braver man e’er sought the fight.


Nine kings to Odinn’s wide domain


Were sent, by Haakon’s right hand slain.


So well the raven-flocks were fed.


So well the wolves were filled with dead.











These were old ballads, but the second-best reason to break a white horse, the first-best being the doing of it. Physical things Mysendonck understood. He had ambitions.


The field was spring damp, with the dew spat off the grass every time you moved. The long blades eddied around each other in the breeze, dappled with buttercups, Queen Anne’s lace, and ladybugs. There were butterflies and moths, pale yellow, dusty white.


The pastor’s boy had grown up to pimples, but he knew horses. The horse itself was lithe, with a mane and tail that urine color old men’s hair gets who were once blond. It was a gay, silly mare, the best on the island, but willful. It was full of the soft powdered scent of springtime, what it means, to watch what the two of them were doing. It was something Lars would have liked to do.


The horse reared over the boy, but was careful not to smash him. The boy reeled the horse in, as though working a kite to make it soar again, and hit her on the nose with a stick, but never too hard. Just hard enough. The mare would then draw out to the length of the cord and trot in a wide circle with her head down and her mane ruffled, absurd and coquettish. She frowned with her sides, as the muscles rippled under the hide. The effect was of layers and layers of molten white Murano glass. The form was there but it shifted, slower and slower, as the relationship between the two of them took form.


This mutual ceremony continued until the moths hovered over the long grasses at dusk. The horse did not want to crush the boy, but neither did she want to give in. The boy did not want to crush the horse, but refused to be defeated. Each was enjoying the rite. Both were a little sad that the thing had to be done. Hence the gaiety, a physical gaiety that has nothing to do with the mind or the emotions. Lars could see that. It was the way he felt himself, when he was out of the house, when there was no Hannale to take care of, when he was free to act as he would.


It is possible to dislike someone we admire, particularly if the admiration be involuntary. This evening charade made Lars dislike the Pastor’s boy the less. The Mysendoncks were Wendish. There was something wild about them, despite the Pastor’s cheese-rind piety. Young Mysendonck was not just a boy, he was also an animal. It was this which made Lars think the more of him.


Nonetheless, we go through this world picking out the people who must die.




I.i.12: As Porphyry well observes, some nations are so strange that no fair judgment of human nature can be formed from them, for it would be erroneous.





Hannale’s memories of Wollin were of a different order. As yet her rage had no identity. She was too young, too taken up with living, to ask if she might live and hear the same old sea boom answer, a mile out, invisible, but “No.”


Children are like vines. If they are to prosper, they must find a pole. Lars was the pole. Before we have thoughts, we have memories. She could not remember a time when he had not been there.


Lars wanted to stand at high noon in the meadow, like the Pastor’s boy, or sail due north. He listened respectfully whenever anyone mentioned Novya Zemblya, and knew more by hearsay of the Lofoten Islands than did most men by having been there. He wanted to see the glacier calf across black water, watch the ship’s lamp sway from the roof of the cabin. He had made a cult of a dead father, who may or may not have loved him, and wished to put to sea to prove the truth of it.


Hannale’s thoughts were of the morning and the evening, those hours proper to neglected children, because there are fewer people about then. In the shadows one can let’s pretend with invisible friends.


In the mornings there was the ferment of baking from the kitchen, yesterday’s dough put in to encourage today’s to rise, and the warmth of the kitchen itself, with big female presences barging about in the gray light, and the heavier, darker, sneezing smell of cinnamon, mace, and cloves, honey for sweetness, chopped hazelnuts, and rarest of all, minced almonds for the paternoster cakes.


In the evenings, Hannale liked to sit on the dock, while the shadows swept eastward and over her out to sea, in drowsy anticipation of the blond-bearded stranger who would step off the next boat that came abreast of the landing stage, to pick her up in his arms and carry her to the house. That would be her father, dead almost as soon as she was born, but she knew how it would feel.


She had her own explanation of the horizon. It was where people sailed in the night, who were gone the next day and you didn’t see them any more. If Lars would take her out to the sandbars, if they went through the surf with a dangerous wallop, they would find an island out there, from which strange boats came, and where they would all be sitting down to noonday dinner in an orchard, all the people who had left the town, with her father at the head of the table.


She liked it best in the orchard behind their house, where the pink and white petals came down on your face, sticky with dew. She was young enough to believe in faerie. You could catch a glimpse of her sometimes, alone there, solemnly playing with the imaginary diamond people of the place; each leaf was jeweled.


“Selina wouldn’t like it,” she would say. God knows where she got the name, but Selina was real enough. Lars approved. A sister can be a nuisance. He was glad she had someone to play with. Selina was the perfect immortal friend.


Frau Larsen had not been told of her.


Though disappointed when no one came, and therefore a little sad, Hannale went to the end of the dock almost every evening. For there is no end to the days of childhood: if it is not today, it will be tomorrow. The days are like a pack of cards, all the same size and shape, a few with pictures, but most with things one can’t read yet. They are never dealt in the same sequence twice. There are fifty-two in the pack, and a joker for leap year. If the patience does not come out at five, it will at six. She had no doubts that Captain Larsen would come. She was a child who did not talk so very much. She watched. He would come by sea.


She was not encouraged to talk. Frau Larsen’s ability to spread silence as another woman would spread out laundry on a grassy bank to dry was remarkable. She moved in the center of a still world. When she spoke, it was fluent, you could tell she knew the ways of the world, though not recently. But she seldom chose to do so.


*


For some time now the town had been full of soldiers. They were an Imperial rabble, directed there by Wallenstein, the warlord, who fancied himself Admiral of the Baltic Sea. Hannale was told to stay indoors and to avoid these men.


The widow Larsen’s house, from the front or seawall side, was a stoop, a door, three windows on the ground floor, red geraniums, and a loft above, but at the rear the building was much larger, with a warehouse on the left, the kitchens and a small stable on the right, and a barnyard in between, facing the slight emerald rise of an open field.


Hannale and Lars slept together in a big flock bed in the loft, which had a window overlooking the yard. The soldiers had license to forage by night, because they would have done so anyway.


Waking up and hearing something outside the window, Hannale went to look, and saw a tall black stranger gathering chickens. The roost was a series of poles under an overhang. He was quiet about it and wrung their necks while they were sleeping. He then went off into darkness, holding three in each chapped hand by the neck, so they dangled down like bunches of sea kale.


The Imperial troops were in self-explanatory tatters. This man had big hard naked calves with the sort of dry, shiny, taut skin that looks like cracks on porcelain; there was a piece downstairs, from China, from far away.


She went back to bed and told no one. Children are not afraid of the things we think will frighten them; they are afraid of the things they will be afraid of when they grow up. They sense that they will see them later.


Some children know this. So they want to grow up fast, take over what they are going to be like as though it were a new set of rooms, and face the beast down. The others dig their heels in, and determine to be five forever. It takes someone who will never stop growing, to face the future with a sane refulgent phoenix curiosity.


She still went down to the dock every evening. She fretted unless she was allowed to go. She was upset about something these days, not even Lars could get out of her what. She was a contrary child.


The stranger she had seen in the barnyard was also on the dock. Because she stared at him once too often he smiled at her, and she did not like this because he was not her father, he had a black beard. He tried to reassure her, but she got up immediately and toddled along the pier back to the house. Later he caught her peering out at him through a rippled pane of glass, for the windows had small blank squares which time had turned amethyst. She looked so far away, she made it plain that no one liked the Spaniards here. That is what he was, a young Spaniard, with the panache of that race, but also with its look of loss.


Next afternoon, when he came clomping awkwardly down (it was one of his duties to unload supply boats), she came up and tugged at what was left—and that greasy—of his wide striped hose. He smiled down at her out of a blue beard. He was a decent man in that army, though harsh in his own way, to relieve his feelings. She had already cast him off once. What did she want to cast him off for this time?


“You stole our chickens,” she said. It wasn’t an accusation. It was a statement of fact. She wished it explained.


He was only a boy himself, otherwise he would not have been a volunteer. He saw the matter was serious to her, and therefore knew better than to smile.


“Yes.”


Her face unclouded at once. That’s all she’d wanted to know. To a child, once a thing is named, that’s the end of it. It doesn’t have to be bothered about any more, one can go on to something else.


He was delighted she didn’t hate him any more. He stuck out his big hand.


“Come,” he said, in bad Plattdeutsch, “I’ll show you something.” She allowed her hand to be taken. If a hand is held out, you have to put something in it.


He led her up the stone jetty, to a small shed to one side of it, near the shore end, in which fishermen used to keep gear, but it had been requisitioned like everything else. He felt gay, for he was an innocent young man. Brutality generally is. He wanted to show her something he often came to see, and which no grown-up would have understood.


The army had been raised, and was paid, by Wallenstein, an ambitious Bohemian, but the one man on the Imperial side massive in ability. He was richer than the Emperor and planned to give him presents. To prove himself Admiral of the Baltic, he wished them to be exotic ones. It was on one of these stored gifts that the soldier had stumbled. The shed was old and dark, it stank of fish oil, and it had a hole in its roof. The door creaked open and he showed her in.


In the center of the shed, under the rip in the roof, stood a dulled iron cage, of the size and sort sometimes used to keep defendants in during a trial. Inside the cage two taut white maculated blurs prowled back and forth. One of them opened its mouth, like a shark’s in miniature, and yowled. So that was where the yowling came from. She had heard it at night and wondered. But what she really wanted to know she never asked.


It was luxury alive, as rapacious as opulence itself. Hannale stood where she was and let her breath out. He told her they were snow leopards, from the other side of Russia, where there were mountains nobody had ever seen, beyond Turkestan, toward Tibet. Their fur was spiky and full, but soft spiky like a chrysanthemum, and dotted here and there with wriggly brownish-black double spots. Hannale was filled with a warm, delighted awe.


Each leopard had a wide leather collar, studded with sharp steel spikes. The shed had a ruttish, feral smell. She was entranced.


“Yes,” said the young man. She did not think of him as a soldier any more. He was the man who kept the magic animals. His name was Ramón. He was Catalan.


She came to the shed every day after that, and did not even tell Lars. Nobody paid her any mind. With soldiers billeted in the village and stealing what they couldn’t pay for with bad coin; with the danger Lars might be kidnapped into the army, despite his age; with horses and sheep to hide and nowhere to hide them (Mysendonck’s white horse had been put down in the undercroft, where it whinnied during the sermon); there was neither time nor wish to worry about what a small silent girl was doing: she was too young to be raped.


There was a feeling in the village that the worst was yet to come. Nobody mentioned it, but you could smell it. You could see it sitting beside the chimney at night, flickering among the company huddled there to keep warm, and drinking its own ale.


It was a bad summer. The night dews were heavy and turned to frost quite young. The geraniums went black in the leaf. These widow Larsen would pluck off in the morning, raveling an old bloom between her fingers as was her habit, for she liked the crushed smell, and made her own infusions.


Indeed she had many domestic arts. They were what she lived for. She had married to have the house, that and for other things, and knew how to make it shine. When she looked at the black and white tiles in the hall, she regretted nothing.


Almost nothing. Every time she saw an apple bough in bloom, her lips got tight. She had not liked her husband. She would not have liked any husband.


What she liked was to go up to the loft, which was always pungent with smoke, to inspect the cured hams, the cheeses, and the meat laid down in vinegar crocks, the salt herring and rollmops neatly folded into their brine with peppercorn and bay leaves, the sausages ripening in their guts, and all the good things of this world made to taste, but which she admired best to hoard by number.


The cellars, the storerooms, the loft, the drying flats, were her jewel box. There she placed pale green speckled pears, tough as wood, which would ripen in the musty darkness until their flesh was softly mottled as an oyster. In late fall and early winter there was the stench of warm apples. She made her own cider, hydromel, and beer. She was famous, among those who had tasted it, for her porter. Smoked eels hung in rings, succulently mummified. She made the best cobblers on the island. There were crocks of conserve, of wild gooseberry, strawberry, lingonberry, plum, and ten or fifteen stone jars of quince, slightly crystallized. She concocted those jams in which the fruit pulp is mixed with nut meats, heavy, dark, and with a crunch. The cheeses ranged from mocha-colored goat, to big bland wheels of forty weight, piled in the dark to age.


She was not greedy. Her own tastes were sparse. But just as a wealthy Dutch merchant’s wife must have her engraved silver tea canister and sugar castor, so must she have these things, because they were what a respectable woman had to have. Or so she believed.


There was no flaw in the widow Larsen. She was annealed. And yet you sensed something.


So did her children.




II.xx.29: Scarce anyone does a wicked action without some motive, or so far strips himself of the nature of a man, as to delight in such acts from pure malignity.





On the night Wollin was fired in order that Gustavus Adolphus should not have it, the town was at church, listening to Pastor Mysendonck expatiate upon the attractions of Hell. On this subject he was considered an authority, but if somebody had crossed him so recently as Saturday morning, the pyrotechnics flew spectacular. “Our virtues and vices spring from much the same sources,” says Longinus in Robortello’s Basel edition of 1554. He read that author for the benefit of his Greek, and because he had come by the volume cheaply. The source, to his mind, was Hell. He thought his son a wastrel, his daughters lilies of the field, his wife a whore, and the world a wicked place. If his noonday milk soup was scorched, he would damn the world for an hour and a half, with gusto and zeal. This Sunday his soup had not only been scorched, but burnt. It had had scruts in it.


He had gotten up to the tortures in store for the fribble and the wanton (his daughter had been seen walking out with Schmidt’s son—“And what’s the harm in it, they are to be married in August,” said his wife, but it was his favorite daughter, the one he had trained to read to him), when the white horse in the undercroft began to scream and kick the walls.


The church stood a hundred yards from the village, on a soft chalky bump, the only eminence thereabouts, the doors toward the town, the apse toward the Baltic. It was a low stone building with small windows, and had the acrid seaweed odor of shore chapels anywhere.


The entrance to the undercroft was by a flight of steps in the middle of the nave, surrounded by a low stone wall. The steps ended at a wooden door which had been set to open outward. There was a fractured crash, the door bounded against the wall, and the mare clattered up the steps and began to gallop around the chapel, knocking away rush-bottomed chairs, scattering the congregation, and giving the pulpit a sound thwack with her hind legs.


Nobody screamed, but there was a scramble for cover. Someone had the sense to open the doors, and the horse streaked out that way into the night, whinnying shrill. It was the last they saw of it.


Heat came in through the door, and the reflection of flames flickered over the whitewash of the porch. Through the doorway could be seen the town, framed, burning. Fire came out of windows shuttered two hours ago, like curtains blown straight up. There was a glitter on the sea. The Pastor swallowed and stared like the rest of them. Over the smoke of the heavy summer evening, they could now hear the crackle and the roar, and that dark mass on the horizon, a castle belonging to the Elector of Saxony’s sister, the one if absentee grand person in these parts, was dark no longer, but had flames for turrets. The water was a clutter of small boats, an impromptu armada of the Imperial armies fleeing.


Frau Larsen was at church with Lars and Hannale. She left the children and went to save what she could. Here and there a brand shot out of a building, as though from a temporary volcano, and since it was a dry summer, fired the grasses. Her skirts, trailing through some of these burning bushes, began to smolder. Lars followed her. Neither of them missed Hannale. She wanted to save what she had most use for.


Since children move through adults the way an Indian tracks through trees, there was no one to stop Hannale. The Imperial troops had left their movables, their baggage wagons, gun carriages, armaments, and even most of their stolen horses behind. These added to the confusion among the villagers.


It did not take Hannale long to reach the house. The geraniums had bloomed vermilion to the loft, whose permanent fixed crane was flaming. The glass had melted from the windows and flowed down over the window boxes in vitreous pools, mixed with lead. The wet cobbles of the quay had a shimmer to them. The fire had made the leap to the fishermen’s shed, and was now gnawing away at one end, which it held in its paws, like a cat. Hannale ran down the wharf, lifted the latch, and stepped inside.


Ramón lay flung on the floor. The cage was open. He, too, must have tried to set the leopards free. Exacerbated by the smoke, they had ripped his throat out as they shot by. His face looked surprised. His blood was already black.


The leopards cowered up in a corner, as far away from the fire as they could get, and confused by the girl’s appearance, the door, the fire, gathered themselves trimly together, with a coiled hesitation in their paws as they footed for the proper balance, and leapt through the hoop flames had made in the far wall, in a blizzard blur, to fall misfortunately into the tidal slops.


Hannale had the time merely to see her first corpse, not to think about it. She would think about it later. She ran out the door to see the leopards haul themselves wet and snarling from the froth, shake themselves on the shingle (it was low tide), and then bound up the jetty wall and streak for the fields. She followed.


They had gone toward the church, but were not there when she clambered up the hill. The church was empty except for a fresh plop of horse dung on the floor, near the font, whose lid had clattered off.


She was not surprised. It is like everything else in this life. Once you have eaten the apple, you no longer have it. If you see anything you like, never speak and never show it. If you do, it will go away.


When she needed help she went to Lars, but Lars was not here. Seeing suddenly the torn neck of the dead soldier in the hut, she plumped down beside a table tomb in the churchyard and began to cry. Something happens to people and then they can’t move any more. Therefore she must be careful to move slowly, otherwise it might happen to her. For it was always sudden. It is not true to say that children cannot reason. They reason every day, only not with the mind, and on insufficient evidence. But that does not mean they are always wrong.


The only tantrum she had ever thrown was when she had come in one day and found the pendulum of their clock standing still. “Will the pendulum stop when I go to sleep?” she’d asked after the locksmith had fixed it. All night she felt for her heart, said nothing next day, but got granted to her the privilege of pulling the counterweights up, which she always did a day before it was necessary. Frau Larsen thought it was a whim. It was not. It was self-defense.


Leaning against the carved hulk of Mies Holzschnitter (obiit 1585, aetatis suae 64), she went on crying tearlessly, her eyes as wide and as red as those of a newborn chicken. She did not know that she was motionless.


*


In the village Lars and the widow Larsen had nobody to help them; she would not ask for help, not she; and since they were in the barnyard at the back, no one could see them.


In the center of the barnyard was the well. The warehouse on the left side of the house could be saved. It was built of stone and had no direct entrance to the house. By dousing the roof down with buckets of water, and by hacking away part of the roof timbers and letting the slate fall in to make a gap, it was possible to leave the fire to the house only, though on the other side of the court it had spread to the kitchen offices wing.


This done, Lars remembered Hannale. He came down from the roof and threw his bucket on the ground. The widow Larsen appeared at a window of the kitchen offices, her face smurched with soot, her usually immovable hair out of order, staggering under the weight of a cheese. This she cast out into the yard, and followed it with a volley of smoked eels and Polish sausages.


“Help, boy, help,” she snapped.


“I can’t find Hannale.”


“Let the dratted child find herself. We’ve got to eat. She’ll come home when she’s hungry.” She disappeared and came back with another cheese. She was taking the cartwheels first. Smarting tears streamed down her face, and flakes of ash caught on them, as though into a mustache.


But Lars had gone.


*


Nobody seemed able to answer questions. He did not know about the leopards, so he did not look there. But he looked everywhere else, even along the mud flats, though the tide was on the turn. He went up to the church because it was on high ground, he could see from there. In the bay the small boats had long since gone.


He knew she liked the Holzschnitter tomb, and that’s where he found her. He sat down gently, for he knew her moods though he did not understand them. After a while she went to sleep beside him. Neither one of them wanted to go back.


He sat there for a long time, towheaded, lost, and watched his world burning. Since he had no knowledge of any other, and had not been taught how to inquire for one, cap in hand, it was also his security that burned. From here he had planned to sail, when he was old enough, on the family boat.


And now there were no boats. It seemed far away. The roofs were beginning to cave in. Hannale, who had the art of intertwining, slept heavily and could not be moved, and besides, there was nowhere he wanted to go. Out to sea there appeared a series of small fires, on yardarms and sprits, burning in sand buckets. It was the Swedish fleet, approaching.
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II.i.1: The principle drift of our argument rests upon those justifiable causes, to which the sentiment of Coriolanus in Dionysius of Halicarnassus particularly applies, he says, “in the first place, I beseech you to consider how you may find pious and just pretexts for the war.” II.i.2: St. Augustin, in defining those to be just wars, which are made to avenge injuries, has taken the word avenge in a general sense of removing and preventing, as well as punishing aggressions…. A just cause then of war is an injury, which though not actually committed threatens our persons or property with danger.





Thus that excellent gentleman, Sir Thomas Roe, British Ambassador to Sweden, whom everybody loved as much for his disposition as for his good sense, except his master Charles I who had small love for a plain truth, had not found it difficult to urge Gustavus to invade the Germanies. And thus he fell into disgrace with King and Parliament, for neither Parliament nor Court approves of heroes. Of victory, yes; of heroes, no.


Charles I was a sulky boy with adenoids. With mustaches and a pointed beard he was not greatly different. He was born to be a martyr, he had a martyr’s arrogant stupidity, and like the early Christians before him, was a bad judge of men.


Sir Thomas Roe had been tripped into exceeding his instructions (England wished the Palatinate back, but would not pay to get it) by an admiration for the wrong virtues. Courage, vigor, enterprise, and a soldier’s grace impressed him more than parsimonious pusillanimity at home. Therefore he had to be recalled.


Assured of an aid that England neither would nor could give, Gustav Adolf had embarked to make the Baltic safe for Sweden, to restore the Palatinate, to champion, quite honestly and when he had the time, the Protestant Cause. Colorable pretext it may have been, but pretexts look better in color. Unlike our morals, our motives are not at their best in black and white.


Gustavus and his army stayed at Wollin for two weeks, delighted with the military plunder of the abandoned stores. Swedish discipline was better than Imperialist, but the men, particularly the Lapplanders, frightened the natives.


Lars thus had his first and last chance to see the cause of all this, the Great King, a tall, stocky, pink-faced man plainly but handsomely dressed—“that’s good leather,” said the shoemaker respectfully, for no one knew much about Sweden—riding a white horse, and surrounded not entirely by generals, but most unusually by enlisted men as well. He was intimidating. Those shortsighted blue eyes could not see farther than five feet, but beyond thirty feet, they peered ahead for years. He had a potbelly and an onrushing stoop. He was clumsy in his movements, but did not seem to find immobility essential to dignity. He was quick. He had an enormous thatch of tawny hair.


He was an overholder by birth. Most men who reach that position are parvenu and so lack certitude, for few are born to it; it is rarer than genius. Gustavus did not therefore need the reassurance of sycophants. When people flattered him, he did not prefer them, he looked them square in the eye. He had a liberal flow of contemptuous Latin, and a deadly grunt. He had first followed the armies at six; at ten he sat at the council table; he knew his own mind in ten languages, and in ten languages knew how to say so. He had been on campaign most of his life, and preferred tents to houses. In short, he was unacceptable. Many had spoken (in flight) of his bad manners. A particular complainer was that ardent social climber, Sir Henry Vane, who replaced Roe.


It never occurs to the world of court and fashion, so fascinated are they by the problems of preferment in small places, that they are merely puppets. Absorbed by their audience, they are unaware of the tug of the strings behind. But the great world exists chiefly so that its overholders may go their way undetected, and do their business behind the scenes.


Overholders hold certain things in common. Though often conquerors, they have no interest in conquest. They are wise administrators but bad bureaucrats. Having seen beyond good and evil, they are short-tempered but kind. They never tamper with justice and never appear in court. Victory bores them unless it be a missing piece. They are austere, good-humored, indulgent toward vice, and unimpressed by parades of virtue. They insist upon a state entry and themselves invariably prefer to slip in through a side door. They are fearless. They work hard but think nothing of it, for they work fast. They have two or three close friends, no acquaintances, and remember everybody’s name. If everybody turns out to be a nobody, they are the more apt to remember the name of the office. Their knowledge is extensive, their learning no more than a string of worry beads. They are dedicated men, but never bother to say, or to ask, to what.


Overholders share in common a curious posture of the head, the back of the neck erect but the chin withdrawn. Though apt to be shortsighted and therefore impatient of detail, their peripheral vision is wider than that of most. They stare ahead but can see behind. They are apt to think, not by days but by dynasties. Statistics do not seem to them reliable, but they are masters of supply, they have the bump of location, they can find their way in a strange town, they are absorbed by maps. They travel incessantly.


They are charismatic men. They know how to put bad men to good use. And Gustavus had the advantage, that he had Oxenstierna as colleague, Great Chancellor and supreme overlord, a man with abilities as extensive as his own, but of a complementary order. Also, he had but two capable opponents, Richelieu, who seemed to feel that chess was played on a board only, and Wallenstein, who had a black soul. Gustavus was to be hard to defeat, though easy to kill, for who can resist a man who takes our goods out of sheer good temper?


When it is over, the overholders have made no permanent change. Yet while they are living, what a change there is. Since they are not venal, you wonder why they did it. It is impossible to find out, for they themselves have never thought to ask. There is this change, though: for the while they lasted there was order. Order, then, is what must appeal to them.


Somewhere, at some time in their lives, somebody gave them a box. At first sight, it was an ordinary box, completely plain, with nothing in it, but made of magnificently chosen and long-polished wood. It had only one quality, which was so unobtrusive that at first it went unnoticed: it was a perfect box. Perhaps it was made of burled walnut or bird’s-eye maple or pearwood or satinwood. It is empty and always will be, because the only thing it contains is what it is. This it contains exactly.


Though the overholder can remember the gesture with which it was given, and the gesture with which he received it, the one thing he can never remember is the name and face of the person who gave it. This is because it was not given. It was merely there one day.


He puts it somewhere in the room and forgets it. But though the perfect is defenseless, it has one terrifying all-consuming power: since it is an absolute, it has the ability to reject from itself anything that does not belong to it. The box sits there physically coextensive with what it represents, and so numinous.


There comes a time when passing idly through the room, the over-holder stops, puzzled. There is something wrong. On his third or fourth passage, laughing at himself for being so prissy, he switches about the ornaments. The sixth time through, he moves the box. The overholder’s one involuntary awe is offered to the perfect. If he throws out the box, he is not an overholder. If he keeps it, he is. Therefore, holding it in his hand, he gives orders that the room is to be rebuilt, he does not say why.


People think it is merely a regal whim, he is like us after all, he is corrupt. People who dither about perfection are merely perfectionists, born to scale down trifles or to sharpen pencils all day. The box, however, is infinite, and has a larger aim and no particular dimension.


When the room is finished, the box seems at last in its proper place. But then the room begins to abolish the house. Once the house is abolished, the new house obliterates the grounds. When the grounds have been reordered, the county comes in view. And so it goes.


The gift of a small, polished burled-maple box, given by no one in particular on his third birthday, or perhaps merely found somewhere in a storeroom, had driven Gustavus Adolphus to Finnmark, to West Gothland, to Varna, to Novgorod, to Poland, to Riga, to the Baltic ports, and now here. It had made Oxenstierna Grand Chancellor at twenty-eight. It had overturned the House of Nobles, reorganized Sweden, filled the treasury and emptied it twice over, set the Kopparberg to smelting day and night, raised up armies, diverted rivers, changed boundaries, destroyed towns.


It has nothing to do with Pandora’s box, it is not to be found in Greek myth. It is, as it happens, a Chinese parable. But then, if you look carefully, you will see that the overholders have a certain oriental cast to their features, a way of squinting at things that has nothing to do with saying yes or no.


The box has no name, and in no myth will you find any information as to where it came from or by whom it was first made. But what it does, no matter what it does, has always been called order. Nor need it always be a box. It might just as well be a polished steel cube, found somewhere in a meadow.


Gustavus, who always listened, and when he spoke, spoke in memoranda, amused his hands during conference by piling into a pyramid some well-cast shot. When he was considering a decision, his clumsy, stubby hands would reach out and rearrange whatever was in front of them into some sort of order, without his noticing what the objects were. He was not a good chess player. That he left to Richelieu. But put any unrelated objects in front of him while he was thinking of something else, and his hands would have them related to each other in no time.


Sometimes, coming back to his tent or wardroom, he would find them there, and if he noticed them, stare down, amused to perceive that that pipe was as far away from that pen as Stettin was from Frankfort in relation to Darmstadt. Or very likely, if there were three shot glasses placed to one side, and six in a clump farther away, this meant that he had not enough horse, but that reinforcements would arrive (across the saltcellar) one half as soon as the space between the bone-handled knife and the pewter spoon was wide. This always made him grin.


Nobody thought this absent-minded habit odd, and nobody drew any information from it. Italians talk with their hands, but North Europeans think with them. Everybody did it. Oxenstierna did it, too. It was not a nervous habit, but an extension of themselves into more dimensions than they could conveniently occupy.


“Very well, then. We will leave for Stettin at dawn.”


*


There was no one to see them go. The barges set out over the flaccid waters of the Stettiner Haff, in orderly fashion, into the dawn mist. The Swedes took most of the horses with them, including young Mysendonck’s half-broken white mare, who had been found pawing the dirt in the field where the boy had first tried to train her. And though they left behind hard money, they had taken most of the food. Only Pastor Mysendonck, a diner-out by economy, had some hidden away, and Frau Larsen some left.


Frau Larsen became eccentric. Whether out of thanksgiving, or to throw what was left into the common maw to save it from being taken from her, she gave what for her was a feast. The Pastor, who had gone sniffing by, for he had a nose for the good things of this world even though he denounced them on Sundays, was the only guest. He had left his wife at home. On such occasions he always did.


The leopards had been recaptured. Hannale saw them being carried down to the wharf and aboard a sloop. They looked smoke-stained, bedraggled, bewildered, and ravenous. Their fur was a scruff now. She watched that particular sloop as it disappeared toward Stettin. They take away beauty and hide it where we cannot find it. And beauty can kill, if you love it enough. So much she had learned.


Rebuilding began at once. People must live somewhere, and it is hard to discourage a peasant, if only because he lives on the far side of hope, expects no miracle, and saves a penny a day for fifty years. In four or five generations, that will be money. He marries his daughters not to men, but to farms, fields, and pasture rights. That will be money, too.


When the fires died down, Frau Larsen had found in the cinders several jars of pickled meat and a cracked crock in which Sauerbraten had been sitting. Most of the marinade had frizzled away. So that was their feast, the maid, herself, Hannale, Lars, and Pastor Mysendonck, with bloated raisins and the last heavy meat gravy Lars was to taste for a long time. As side dishes, there were a salad of hard vegetables doused down and spiced, creamed onions flavored with dill, some now doubly smoked eel, and her last plump duck, which had gabbled away the fire in the well, where she had hidden it against marauders. It was served up with dumplings. There was also a fruitcake drowsy with spirits.


In a private panic of self-destructiveness, she filched food out of everywhere, and even gave Pastor Mysendonck a joined sausage, placing it around his neck like a wreath. The two ladies did not visit, but this was for his wife.


Pastor Mysendonck belched his thanks (it was the chicken soup with gnockerle, it never agreed with him), reeled out into the night from the dandelion brandy, eight years strong, and all the same did not speak well of her. He was a vulgar, sanctimonious man, but he was also a good hater, and loved no one.


*


“What is Mother doing?” asked Hannale, who could not sleep under the strangling eiderdown. They are softer than petals but can kill you by folding over your nose of their own accord, while you are sleeping. She had gotten out of bed and gone to the window.


Because the night was damp, there was still the smell of char and burnt hair. The char had the clean smell of carbonized wood, and so was only sad, but the hair smell was frightening. There was a heavy moist sea fog, so it was dark as the womb outside, much colder, and there was no moon, only a sore place in the mist. The mist irradiated from the light of a candle within it.


The main front of the house was a brick hulk. In there the irradiation moved slowly to and fro, as though searching for someone. Once it cast the long stark shadow of a woman onto the fog. Hannale shivered and heard the floorboards creak behind her. It was Lars to ask “What is it?”


She could not answer, so she pointed.


Sea fog has corridors, passages, rooms, openings, and changes of temperature, like the permanent cold spot in a haunted house. These alter with the air convections. You feel safe, and then unexpectedly your tarnhelm is torn from you, and everyone can see what you have been up to.


A long passage, like the embrasure of a deep-set window in a siege tower, opened down through the fog. At the end of it Frau Larsen was moving through what had once been rooms. She went from place to place where things had once been, just as she had done when they were there. Her manner was shy. It was impossible to tell what she was grubbing out, but whatever it was, it was not there. She was, as always, counting her possessions. She ducked her head under a fallen timber, stepped into what had been the hall, and held the candle up to a twisted frame over the mantelpiece, where once her portrait as a girl had hung. It had been the one gentrified thing she owned. Painted on a wood panel, it had blistered but only partially carbonized. The candle caught the ghost of an eye, one corner of a mouth, the nose hung down in a strip, and the light against the bubbled paint cast spidery shadows.


“Come away,” said Lars, who had learned pity, for he had a good character, though pity will erode us sooner even than hate can do. For hate is a form of insanity and does not concern us, whereas pity eats us away like an acid burn.


Hannale, being an incipient woman, wanted to watch. Women always watch women. To that degree, they are merciless from birth.


They were unwanted children. They had interfered with the making of jam, the polishing of copper pots, the accumulation of sausages, and the sending away of their perhaps father, who ate those things and sometimes scuffed the black and white marble tile floors, cracked and dingy now for good. They had never shone so brilliantly as after her widowhood, though sometimes she thought she saw droplets of salt water on the squares. She had wanted to love him, but it had not been possible. That emotion in her had long before died.


Glancing up the embrasure in the fog, she snuffed the rushlight out. She could not bear to be watched. The fog closed up the embrasure.


She was not a bad woman, but she lied to herself with authority, for she believed everything in this life but the truth. In living itself she had never believed. Yet here it had come crashing in to destroy her. That was more than she could bear. She had never learned that dreams are only dreams, and though she slept well, woke badly. If cornered, she denied everything, in that loud choked voice she always used when called on anything, a mixture of fear and outrage. If you told her what she had done yesterday, she screamed you down for a liar. And yet she had done nothing in particular yesterday. It was the same as any day.


Like many people who have wrecked a dozen lives to save their own illusion, Frau Larsen was unaware of having done so, and thought herself kind. For those who inspire our pity seldom deserve it. A lion in its old age, a leopard in a cage, a wolf with a wounded paw, evoke our pity, and in their maturity slaughtered hundreds, and only long to have their lust again.


Hannale felt no pity. Women don’t, for women are part of animal creation, and pity is a grievance of the mind, ambivalent as man’s desire to be above such things, combined with his certain knowledge that he isn’t.


Pity exists to leech strong men. It is the wrong medicine for any ill, as inefficacious as a dead pigeon laid against the soles of the feet to draw out a fever. Knowing this, all men mistrust it, and avoid the quack.


*


Next morning Frau Larsen told Lars to board up the windows on the street side of the gutted house, and also those at the back. Her manner was evasive. She had been caught out.


“I love my children,” she said, and took care of them, for she did not want the neighbors to see them shabby. But she took equally good care of the 24 linen bedsheets she had taken more than nine months to monogram, and in exactly the same way. They were hers, and hence never to be used. They were Sunday best, and never come Monday. She would not have gotten them down for the Great King himself.


Children, like dogs, listen not to the words but to the tone. You may kick them if you love them, but no amount of good care or kind words will supply the deficiency. They always know.


Gustavus had almost destroyed the dream. She had her portrait blistered to prove it. What could you expect? He was a Lutheran.


“But kind lady,” said Pastor Mysendonck, bewildered, “you are a Lutheran yourself. And your brother is himself a pastor.”


Frau Larsen was taken aback. “Who told you that?”


“Upon my soul, I do not know,” said Mysendonck, who didn’t.


“Yes, yes, yes,” shouted Frau Larsen, who had given rise to this rumor herself, having mentioned Stöss once nine years ago, and in those terms. People were talking about her. It was the one thing she feared. She feared it far more than the truth. She shooed Mysendonck toward the door, while Lars went about his carpentering, which he did well, but the nails were bad. “At Magdeburg.”


The habit of truthtelling did not come easily to her. Nonetheless, there was an Epiphanius Stöss, and he was at Magdeburg. Something inside Frau Larsen raged at the thought of him. She stood there with her mouth open until Pastor Mysendonck was out of sight. Then she shut it.


It seemed to Lars she was drowning. That’s all life is, death by drowning. No matter how stubbornly we tread water, we shall never reach shore, and no one will come to fetch us out.
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