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         IT HAD BEEN RAINING WITHOUT END. The rain had rotted the crops in the fields; it had caused mildew on the wooden walls of the houses, and made the ships’ decks as wet as seaweed. Laurentius had been eating rotten bread for several months now, and living in mildewed houses; during the last week he had been slipping on the wet decks too. Black bile had accumulated in him like the sludge which collects on a stick thrust into the river. Finally, he stepped from the rocking boat onto the harbour quay, onto the slippery boards knocked onto poles rammed deep into the silt, and he looked unsurely at his surroundings. As gusts of wind from the low sky blew drops of water into his face, he tried to comprehend what kind of country this could be, where he had come of his own free will. The bare strip of shore, with its white sand and lone bulrushes, and the uniform grey clouds closely resembled the harbour which he had set out from. Set against the backdrop of grey sky the postal ship’s masts looked just as before, and the sailcloth stretched across them was as grey and impassive as when he had started his journey. Alongside the wharf, which stretched far out into the sea, a breakwater could be seen, half-submerged under the muddy water, and at the end of it an old watch house was stooping low into the water. Clearly no one had used it for some time. 

         Ruined buildings of this kind could be found at any harbour, and despite the wretchedness of the scene it had a reassuring effect on him. Here too the harbours had been rebuilt; here too they had been extended to accommodate new ships, and the old watch houses had been left neglected.

         He sighed and fiddled uneasily with the cover of his cage, which was dripping wet.

         He had managed to bring all his trappings with him without too much trouble. One chest knocked together from oak boards had fully accommodated all the things which he had thought necessary to take on his studies. Now it was at the tollhouse together with the other goods transported in the ship’s hold, and he probably wouldn’t be able to get hold of it until evening. The ship’s cargo and the passengers’ personal baggage had been carefully checked and anything which could be liable for tax had been noted down. He had not had any bother on that front, since he had nothing of any value with him. His few personal books were all officially authorized, and he had only brought the bare minimum of medicaments. The difficulties were caused by his rose-ringed parakeet in its cage. He had already been warned back home that transporting the bird wasn’t likely to be the easiest of undertakings, and that the conditions on his journey could prove too much for it. But he had no wish to leave his companion behind, and so he had decided to take the risk. Now that he had arrived, his main concern was to get the bird out of the cold rain and into the warmth as soon as possible.

         Despite his wide-brimmed hat the rainwater was trickling down Laurentius’ face, and he had to wipe it out of his eyes. He glanced under his coat flap at his pocket watch and began to look for someone who could direct him to a tavern, and perhaps later bring his chest from the tollhouse. He didn’t dare entrust his cage to anyone. He had to act quickly now since the roads were already in a poor state, and he could not delay the onward journey any longer. The autumn rainfalls were becoming more violent and had already started to erode the soft roads, so it was getting more difficult to traverse them with every day. The air was also starting to turn icy cold, and he feared his parakeet might fall ill. He had to find a carriage or cart and start travelling towards Dorpat as soon as possible.

         “Hey!” Laurentius called out.

         The harbour quay was glistening-wet from rain, and only a few curious onlookers had braved the vile weather to come and wait for the boats to arrive. They had probably already decided that there was little chance of finding work, so they didn’t at first think to react to Laurentius’ call. The seamen had unloaded the ship’s cargo near the tollhouse, and the haulers who worked for the merchants were thronging over there. Some of them had started heaving the slippery boxes and damp bags onto the carts with looks of bored indifference on their faces, while the harbour officials marked up the goods.

         Laurentius called out again.

         “Hey, you there!”

         A bystander in a flimsy, worn-out coat looked up blankly and Laurentius gestured to beckon him over, just in case he had not understood. The man looked like a character from one of the paintings by the gloomy artists of the Middle Ages which he had seen back in Holland. Tangles of hair of an indeterminate colour protruded from under a lopsided felt hat; his nose was red and swollen, and a pockmarked chin could be made out underneath his sparse stubble. It occurred to Laurentius that a sign hanging under the man’s neck reading “Villainy” would have suited him very well. Those sorts could be found loitering about every harbour, and one’s gut feeling about them based on their appearance was usually right. But they were always the most in the know about the town’s inns and hostels, so some use could be had from them. They would be sure to swindle you, of course; the only question was by how much.

         “Please direct me to a decent inn,” Laurentius instructed curtly, and then watched as the man turned round and set off without uttering a word. Hopefully he had understood what Laurentius said, although it was possible that he had just guessed at the meaning.

         Laurentius lifted up his parakeet cage, and, cradling it in his arms, followed the man in the direction of town. The bird started squawking agitatedly.

         “Shh, Clodia, be quiet.”

         They walked on into the thickening dusk, and Laurentius tried to rock the cage as little as possible. Against the backdrop of the evening sky he could see the threatening silhouettes of the sheer city walls, formed from stacks of sturdy boulders, rotund medieval fortress towers and four tall church spires. The lower town buildings were swallowed up in the sodden mist which was seeping from the heavy clouds. The man walking ahead of him was unexpectedly fleet of foot, and looked like he knew very well where he wanted to end up. But by now Laurentius could feel his old illness flaring up with increasing severity. The constant damp permeated everywhere, making everything waterlogged, and he now felt more vulnerable to it than in earlier years. The surfeit of black bile which was seething inside him would not normally have caused such listlessness until late autumn, but this year the rains had started on Midsummer Day, and the endless spatter had swathed his internal organs, his heart and his brain in a sticky mist. Even when he had stepped off the ship onto dry land, and walked on the flat paving stones, rubbed to a smooth shine, the memory of the swaying sea made him feel as if he were forcing his way through a bog. Every step was a strain.

         “Uh,” he muttered under his breath. “Just a bit further.”

         He looked at the hunched back of the ragamuffin walking ahead of him, and decided that he should definitely send someone else to go and fetch his chest. There was often trouble to be had from this kind of chance character picked up at the harbour. The innkeeper should be able to help him. He tried to remember the currency which was used in Reval; several passengers on the ship had offered their views, from which he concluded that he couldn’t hope for full clarity on the matter. Ars apodemica, the books about the art of travelling, made almost no reference to the situation in Estonia and Livonia—there was just some general guidance on what was worth seeing, and the best way of taking in the surroundings. These lands and their cities were completely uncharted from an apodemic perspective—after all, anyone who travelled for personal pleasure would go elsewhere, to the south. To the places of culture and history. Laurentius’ head had started throbbing, and he could remember nothing relevant at all.

         “Very well,” he eventually decided. “One sixth of an öre should be sufficient.”

         It was nearly pitch black by the time they came to a stop under a yellow lantern which illuminated an unexpectedly decent-looking inn, situated just a short way from the city gates. The ragamuffin turned towards Laurentius with his hand outstretched. Laurentius had already fished out a small coin from his pocket in advance, and now he dropped it into the man’s palm, making sure to look towards the ground as he did so. The man quickly checked the money and then smiled broadly.

         “Damn,” thought Laurentius. “I gave him too much after all.”

         He turned and started to enter the inn, pushing his cage through the door ahead of him.

         “Would he desire anything else?” enquired the ragamuffin in unexpectedly good German.

         Laurentius faltered. He knew that the ones who latch on to you were usually the worst kind of scoundrel, and he would normally have been happy to see the man make a swift departure.

         “I need to start moving in the direction of Dorpat,” he found himself saying. “And as quickly as possible.”

         He could send someone else for his chest, but there was probably no harm in asking the way. The stagecoaches were supposed to pass through at some point; on the ship they had told him that a group of travellers departed for Dorpat almost every week. He had been shown two possible routes on the map—both of them took several days, longer depending on the road conditions.

         The man cast another glance at the parakeet cage, bowed somehow insincerely and left.

         Laurentius shrugged his shoulders and entered the inn. He placed his cage on the table closest to the fireplace, lifted the damp, dark cloth from it, and stood watching his parakeet preen itself on the perch.

         “So, Clodia, ready for another journey?” Laurentius asked. 

         The heat radiating from the hearth had a restorative effect, warming the parakeet’s freezing body and lifting Laurentius’ mood. He took a folded piece of paper from his pocket and scattered some seeds from it onto the bottom of the cage. He had not been sure if he would find sunflower seeds anywhere in these parts, so he had brought some with him. As usual, the other guests who had been idly standing around quickly thronged round the cage, hoping to get a closer look at the strange, coloured bird.

         “So where does one of them kind hail from?”

         “What does it eat?”

         “Can it sing?”

         Laurentius started explaining. On the one hand, dragging his parakeet around with him was troublesome and inconvenient—and not just for Laurentius: clearly the bird suffered even more—but it was also a wonderful way of getting to know people. Clodia had already been a great help to him in this respect on the ship.

         “So you’re a university student, are you?” someone asked, getting up from behind one of the tables.

         “Yes,” Laurentius replied. It seemed that the man had already had an eye on him for some time—he could always sense that acutely, and he had learnt to keep his own gaze fixed on the ground, so as not to look straight into some curious bystander’s eyes accidentally. He had realized as a young man that this always led to trouble. At first people grew suspicious of him; then they would hold their fingers crossed behind their backs as they talked to him, or even turn street corners to avoid him. The safest thing was to keep his gaze fixed on the ground.

         “I wouldn’t advise you to go to Dorpat at this time,” said the man.

         Notwithstanding his outward politeness, there was a sarcastic ring to the man’s words, and his use of the polite form of address seemed somehow mocking.

         “Why is that?” Laurentius remonstrated. He knew, of course, what kind of arguments might be made against going to Dorpat.

         “They’re going through bad times down there. Even the professors have become most slack in performing their duties. And summer was wet, so famine is inevitable, and all the prices will go up,” the man said.

         “But it’s like that everywhere now,” Laurentius responded.

         Laurentius let his gaze slide momentarily across the man’s proud, scornful countenance, and concluded from the short sword hanging from his belt that he must be a nobleman. Laurentius had already heard that they had a particular antipathy towards Dorpat.

         “But my stipend is for Dorpat,” Laurentius explained.

         “Ha!” said the man with a dismissive shake of his hand.

         Laurentius carefully opened the door of his cage, and lifted his parakeet out on one finger. The bird knew him well and could sense his moods, and Laurentius found its familiar presence reassuring, just like a good friend whom he could rely on for support and advice.

         The bird rocked comically as it tried to steady itself on the parchment-like skin of his hand, which was covered in stains from the tinctures and medicaments which he took. It gave him an affectionate peck on the fingernail. The curious onlookers stepped back to a safe distance, as if they were afraid the bird could attack them at any moment, as if Laurentius had produced a little demon from his cage. He gave the bird a tender pat, and he felt the warmth of its body, the blood concealed under the feathers and skin, the life flowing within. His parakeet had been with him for as long as he could remember. He had suffered from a surfeit of black bile ever since he was born, and that was why his godfather Pastor Theodus had originally given him Clodia as a present. Theodus had got the idea from Plutarch, who had referred to birds in his Table Talks as an effective treatment for the kind of ailments which afflicted Laurentius. His parakeet’s sanguine tweeting and jolly behaviour had indeed kept Laurentius’ temperament balanced and helped him cope better with his illness. It was thanks to his parakeet that he had managed to deal with the summer rains so well.

         “That bird of yours won’t survive the journey to Dorpat, you can be sure of that,” said the nobleman, clearly not wanting to let Laurentius off the hook.

         “It certainly looks as if I will need to find a closed carriage, and then depart for Dorpat as soon as possible. I wasn’t anyway planning to go by foot,” Laurentius explained.

         He knew very well that the majority of university students walked the journey, and that only a small number of them could allow themselves the luxury of paying for a carriage, but in his current situation it seemed like the only option.

         The nobleman looked straight at him and grinned.

         Laurentius turned his head quickly aside, smiled, and gave Clodia a tender pat. “I have had her for nearly ten years now, I know what she can cope with. She stands the cold very well.”

         “Don’t you go with just anyone. These are troubled times; you might well be robbed,” the nobleman said.

         “I know. But there is not a great deal one could take from me,” Laurentius replied.

         He thought it best not to mention the ornate pocket watch hidden under his clothes. This exquisite and valuable timepiece was the work of an English master craftsman, and was another gift from his godfather Theodus.

         “I would take your coat for starters. And that hat of yours looks pretty decent. Your life could always be taken from you too,” said the nobleman.

         Laurentius could not detect any threat in the man’s voice; it sounded more like he was making a matter-of-fact statement. Maybe he had once had his own hat stolen, and been left slumped by the roadside, half-dead. Human life is fragile, after all. It endures within the body’s confines like a thing of wonder, like birds held aloft in the sky, like the stars suspended in the superlunary ethereal sphere.

         Laurentius tried to impart a learned tone to his voice. “If it was never mine from the beginning, then no one can take it from me.”

         “Have you previously studied anywhere?”

         Laurentius nodded.

         “You’re getting yourself tangled up with dodgy company down there in Dorpat—they are the worst bunch of boozers and carousers in the whole of the Swedish state. And the Swedes are known for their drunkenness,” said the man disdainfully.

         Laurentius frowned and looked around the room uneasily. The conversation had already started to irk him. He needed to find the tavern keeper, so that he could rent a room and enquire about getting to Dorpat. He had no wish to begin discussing the finer details of his life with complete strangers.

         But he couldn’t resist responding to the man’s critical comments with a dig of his own. “Do you speak from personal experience?” he asked.

         The man smiled broadly and sat down next to Laurentius. “In one sense you’re right, of course. What business is it of mine what your plans are? But it is plain to see that you are not a Swede yourself. What parts do you hail from anyway?”

         Laurentius was a bit taken aback at the question, and he pulled away instinctively. Of course he had been right. Now he felt embarrassed for having mocked the man like that. This was exactly the kind of situation that the travel guides advised one to avoid. “I beg your pardon. I didn’t for one moment intend to be rude,” he said.

         “Your apology is accepted,” said the nobleman.

         “In any case, I do want to get to Dorpat as soon as possible. The road conditions are getting worse with every day, and I’m aware that it takes almost a week to get there.” Laurentius reached into the small cage and the bird amenably hopped off his hand back onto its perch.

         “Where is the host?” Laurentius enquired.

         “I own this inn,” the nobleman informed him. “The innkeeper is in town dealing with some matters.”

         “This is your inn?” Laurentius asked.

         “Listen, why are you in such a desperate hurry to get to Dorpat anyway?” the nobleman asked, ignoring his question. It looked like he was already handsomely drunk, and there was a revelrous haughtiness in his voice which didn’t bode well. “Have you been in some sort of bother? People normally go to Dorpat if they have not been accepted anywhere else, or if they are short of means. You don’t look like you belong to either category.”

         “Dorpat is the city most devoted to the Muses,” Laurentius explained.

         “So you’re going there to enlighten yourself, are you? Very well, I won’t poke around in your secrets any more,” the nobleman said.

         “What is that supposed to mean?” Laurentius asked.

         “I predict you won’t catch much of a glimpse of intellectual life this autumn and winter. But there will definitely be plenty of other sights for you to witness,” the nobleman said.

         Laurentius got up and started pacing anxiously around the room. He took his watch from his pocket and glanced at it. He immediately regretted taking it out in public, but it was too late now. Flustered, he dropped the watch back into his breast pocket.

         “Very well,” he mumbled to himself.

         He still had some time for a walk around town before the city gates were shut. He wondered if the nobleman really did not realize that if he had already reached Estonia then he wasn’t likely to change his plans on the basis of some idle inn talk. That kind of wet, chicken-hearted behaviour was only fit for those who had no respect for intellectual discipline. But he did have respect; he had to.

         “I’m sorry, but I have to leave now,” Laurentius told the nobleman.

         “Well, go then. But I warn you, you will live to regret your decision,” the nobleman replied.

         “Can I leave my cage here?” Laurentius asked.

      

   


   
      
         
            MONDAY

         

         “MMM, AAHH.”

         He breathed the air in and out. In the cool of the autumn evening the warm, damp breath condensed into a mist which was momentarily suspended in front of his face. This was his expiration, from within his body, and it showed that his spirit was present, that he was alive. Instead of taking someone’s pulse it was possible to put a mirror in front of his mouth and establish from the mist which formed there whether that person was alive. Whether he was still able to produce moisture, to demonstrate that his soul was present.

         “Alive,” he whispered with a nod, before stepping into the carriage together with the other passengers.

         He chose a seat under a window which consisted of little more than holes hacked into the lead plating, and he watched as the other passengers got into that soulless box constructed from metal and wood, and sat down in their places, breathing heavily. They were all alive, all of them moving; they all knew their purpose, and where they were headed. They had already been sitting and waiting to depart for two days and all the subjects of conversation had been exhausted. The excitement which Laurentius had initially felt about embarking on the journey had turned into a bored torpor, tinged with distress about Clodia. 

         The carriage driver flicked the reins, and the casket began moving forward on its wooden wheels. It had been sitting there like a hollow monument, like a shell, but once the people had entered it had taken on life, and now it departed as if to some plan, swaying and shaking as it got under way. An object which had no will of its own had gained a soul, and from that soul a life. But did the people inside the casket give their souls away to an external body, or did they somehow keep them as their own, for their own use?

         “When I climb into the carriage,” Laurentius pondered, “am I still myself, or have I taken on a new body, a body which no longer takes steps but rolls along on wheels, a body which can only move on roads covered with dirt and rough gravel?”

         “What?” Laurentius’ neighbour asked.

         “Nothing...” Laurentius replied.

         “Didn’t you just say something?” the neighbour asked again.

         “I was just mumbling to myself, it’s not important. Forgive me,” Laurentius explained.

         Laurentius rested his head against the side of the carriage, pretending that he was trying to get to sleep. But the passengers’ new, collective body was seeking its way; the large spoked wheels were engaging with the sharp-edged ruts, which in places had already collapsed into large potholes, and his head knocked painfully against the lead plating to the jarring rhythm.

         “Ouch!” Laurentius exclaimed.

         He was thinking about his parakeet. It looked like the characters in the inn had fed her something as soon as he had left for town—although they had all denied it vehemently. By the time he got back, Clodia had already begun to shake. The trembling and listlessness had lasted all night; his bird had not eaten or drunk anything at all, and by the following evening she had already given up the ghost. Laurentius had watched the onset of death in distress. First the feeble shivering, then the loss of balance, then her gaze became dull and hazy. Clodia had not survived two days on Estonian soil. It was not his fault that she died, but that was no consolation. Whether he was to blame or not, his pet bird was dead. Now the little spadger lay stiff and lifeless in her cage, on the baggage deck at the back of the carriage.

         Laurentius had not wanted to leave her behind, so he decided to take her to Dorpat with him. He had managed to arrange a place in a carriage, and so had decided against going on foot. Maybe it really was as dangerous on the roads as people said.

         “A new body,” began the woman sitting next to him again. “A new body, you said, or something like that... but how does that new body get here?”

         “We take it on ourselves.”

         “How’s that? I thought that you were talking about your parakeet again. Now I don’t understand anything at all.”

         Laurentius clenched his hands into fists and opened them again. These were his hands, his body. Were they part of him in the same way that he was now part of the carriage? This was his carriage, his journey. Was it also his cage?

         The woman made a deliberate gesture of placing her hands on top of her travel bag.

         “Forgive me,” said Laurentius.

         There was really nothing much to explain anyway; it was quite a mundane story, but for some reason he didn’t want to repeat it all again. When the passengers had first introduced themselves in Reval he had told them about his parakeet, but none of them had understood why he was so upset. For them a parakeet was just an expensive, exotic bird. They sympathized with him just as they would sympathize with a merchant whose cargo had sunk in a storm. These things happen, can’t be helped, life goes on... Laurentius sighed and fell silent, resting his head against the lead panelling and letting the cool metal soothe the sore spot, like a spoon soothes a bump. Life goes on.

         “What does it mean then, this new body?” the woman asked, refusing to let go of the subject.

         The woman’s husband had been cautiously holding his peace, but now he grimaced and shook his head, clearly irritated. “Now, don’t start all that again,” he told his wife.

         Laurentius tensely looked down at the floor, wondering how he could change the subject—the woman’s voice had already started to sound shrill and agitated. Those carriage conversations could often become strange and awkward. Laurentius didn’t have a gift for getting on with other people, much as he would have liked to.

         “I was just thinking that to start with, the soul is inside the body. But souls are of course immortal,” he said eventually. “So, in short, my question is: when the body dies, where do the souls go to before their resurrection?”

         “What do you mean? Surely they’re with God?” the woman said.

         “But where is God?” asked Laurentius.

         “In the sky, everywhere,” the woman answered.

         “Exactly, but then there must be souls everywhere. Here as well,” Laurentius suggested.

         “You mean to say that there are spirits here in this carriage?” the woman surmised snappily.

         “No, not like that... more like memories,” Laurentius said.

         “So then,” concluded the woman victoriously. “If there are memories in this carriage, and the memories are souls, then this carriage should be alive. But it’s not, is it? It can’t have children!”

         Laurentius thought of Aristotle and the beds. “Not all living people have children,” he said.

         The woman turned away from Laurentius and sat glowering angrily in the direction of the central gangway.

         “It’s not about having children, of course,” Laurentius added.

         But the woman was silent, almost obstinately, resolutely so. It occurred to Laurentius that he could tell his story once again, to explain the reason for his glum mood. But he had done so several times already, and it seemed pointless to do so again. It probably wasn’t worth bothering his fellow passengers with it. Clodia had always helped him to get on with people, livening things up with her cheerful tweeting. Her company was exactly what he needed at that moment. But now his childhood companion was lying wrapped in a sheet in her cage, wedged between sodden cases. Dead.

         “Awful,” he mumbled quietly to himself.

         “What did you say?” the woman asked.

         “Nothing,” Laurentius replied.

         “I’m sure I heard something,” said the woman gruffly, but then she fell silent again. The other four passengers were looking at them incredulously—Laurentius and the woman had been trying the whole journey to start a polite conversation, but their attempts had come to nothing.

         Laurentius sighed in exasperation, closed his eyes, and started making a serious effort to get to sleep. The carriage shook monotonously, the wheels engaging the furrows in the weathered road surface with a regular measured rhythm, like the swinging of a clock’s pendulum. He imagined that the carriage was a large golem made by Rabbi Eliyah, with people stuffed into its stomach like strips of paper, each one with the name of the Lord written on it. But how does that strip of paper feel inside the machine’s stomach? Does it have its own place there, or is it just passing through, whiling away the time in boredom? What is it like inside a human? Where does the soul come from, and where does it go? What about inside his parakeet?

         Laurentius shook his head and looked around uneasily. He didn’t want to get bogged down in those kinds of thoughts—he had to make sure he stayed rational. But he couldn’t help himself. Fragments of thoughts, individual sentences and memories permeated the edge of his consciousness like blood soaking into a bandage. This was the wound of his consciousness, which he dressed and treated, but to no avail. Laurentius had tried to immerse himself in learning, literature, theatre, other people’s company, anything to soothe the wound and help it heal. But it festered; the same thoughts kept returning, and the bad blood kept rising to the surface.

         He heard a clattering sound. The carriage had driven straight into one of the larger potholes, jolting the passengers, whose faces contorted in alarm. A travel bag fell off the knees of the man sitting opposite onto the floor.

         “Ouch!” someone exclaimed.

         The bag had fallen sideways onto the neighbouring passenger’s feet.

         “Sorry, I nodded off for a moment and hit my head,” explained the man, rubbing his ear with a vexed expression. “The state of the roads here is worse than anywhere I have travelled... Now, over in Sweden they’ve got proper roads. The ground is firmer there, of course—there aren’t so many marshes. But here...”

         The woman just mumbled something angrily to herself.

         The man prattled on, as if he had been holding himself back for some time and the jolt had caused him to start unburdening himself of everything which had been on his mind.

         “The local landowners are supposed to keep the roads here in good order, but do they hell. They’ll do anything to avoid it. And the state of the roadside inns does not even bear mentioning. In some of them you’re lucky if you get anything besides beer and spirit. You have to sleep on mouldy straw on the mud floor. And yet everything is so damned expensive. The inns in Sweden are decent: you get warm food in every one, and there are beds with fresh straw everywhere. I tell you, it’s a different thing altogether.”

         Laurentius sat up in his chair and smiled ruefully. From his experience the situation in Sweden was not in fact much better. He folded his coat flap so that he had a thick bit of material to put between his forehead and the side of the carriage. It cushioned him from the jolting a bit, but it did nothing at all to shield him from the man’s persistent chatter. The patter of raindrops against the outside of the carriage got stronger and stronger, drumming against his temple. The woven yarn of his coat turned fuzzy from the damp, and a barely noticeable mustiness started wafting out from between the fibres. He had in fact been lucky to get a place in a closed carriage. The majority of carriages travelling between Reval and Dorpat were little more than open hay carts, and the passengers got drenched in the cold rain just as the coachman and the footman were now.

         “Hmm, vile,” puffed the man sitting opposite him as he concluded his angry tirade against the roads and inns of Estonia and Livonia. He stretched out his legs, which were clad in muddy boots, far in front of him.

         Meanwhile, Laurentius was still thinking about his parakeet lying there limply in her cage, wondering whether he should put her into a smaller box. It seemed odd to carry a dead bird around in a cage like that. But he had got so used to dragging around that wire box, so used to hearing the cheeping coming from inside it, to talking with Clodia and taking care of her. She had always been quite happy sitting on his hand and pecking at his fingers. Her small feathered body had felt unexpectedly warm, almost as if she had a fever, and so full of life. But it seemed wrong to bring a cage with a dead bird into the carriage. The other passengers might think even worse of him than they already did.

         “Indeed,” said Laurentius without addressing anyone in particular. Silence ensued, and he coughed hesitantly. He closed his eyes and tried to think about what he would do once he arrived in Dorpat. First, he should get himself settled into lodgings; then he could go to pay his first visit to the university. In place of any clear thoughts, however, he heard the monotonous rumble of the carriage’s wooden wheels, the surging murmur of the wind, the rattling of the passengers’ cases tied together under the cloth cover, and the ceaseless spatter of rain. His head shook to the carriage’s jarring rhythm, and his temple knocked painfully against the pillow he had made from his folded coat. Not a single clear and comprehensible thought, just complete disarray.

         “Mm,” Laurentius mumbled.

         He opened his eyes, sat upright, and looked at the other people in the carriage. They all had downcast gazes; they were all sitting there quietly minding their own business. Now he could observe them properly. The woman next to him was sitting in a cramped position, as if she had been pushed up sideways against the carriage’s wooden seat. Her head was turned in the other direction, looking away. Her body was right there next to him, to be sure, but it looked like its owner was somewhere else. A body without eyes, unseeing, lifeless. Just an empty bag. Laurentius felt the need to speak, to talk to someone, but he couldn’t think what to say. He was afraid he might start an argument out of nothing again.

         He took his watch from his pocket and inspected the dial with its single hand. Soon it would be completely dark outside. He bent forwards towards the window, so that he could see out through the small holes. A view of the outside world opened up before his eyes. A mottled river, flowing unwittingly towards its goal. Leaves of many hues, sprinkled with glittering beads of rainwater. Lone forest clearings, sliding slowly past. But nothing that could hold his eye for long, nothing that could help his thoughts cohere. He was in need of Clodia’s supportive twittering right now, but all he had for company were the other passengers, half-asleep, half-conscious. He tried to banish the thoughts which were racing backwards and forwards in his head, scattering here and there, but the battle with the demons of his memory only made the images more distinct, gave them a form. Monsters born of reason.

         Laurentius coughed, and he felt a grating in his throat. He was finding it hard to breathe.

         He slowly became aware of an acrid stench which was seeping into the carriage. At first it had been barely perceptible, but now it was gradually becoming all-engulfing, dominating his senses completely, overpowering him like sleep overpowers a weary body.

         He spun around in panic. Where was the smell coming from? The other passengers were calmly sitting in their seats, not so much as wrinkling their noses. He reached forwards towards the window and looked out again. That stench must be coming from somewhere! In the distance he could see the dark silhouette of a building, a colossus of massive beams standing in the ominous, nightmarish half-light which came with the onset of dusk. Straining to see past the rainwater which was dripping in through the window holes, he wiped the wet inner surface clean, leaving a greyish, muddy streak in the palm of his hand. There, through the mist, next to a forest glade gleaming wet with rain, he could make out collapsed walls, misshapen rafters knocked together from planks of wood, flapping shingle roofing and bristling poles. Was that a barn? There was not a single light to be seen, not a single sign of life coming from the building’s carcass.

         The stench must be coming from somewhere over there, from those splayed, mildewed rafters, decided Laurentius. Definitely from over there.

         He looked to see whether anyone might have made a bonfire near the barn, although it was clear that in this weather no one could keep a fire burning for long. There was no flickering yellow glow of flame to be seen, just a dull, lifeless scene set against a backdrop of darkening blue sky. But somewhere there must be something, some substance, some liquid, some decay from which the poisonous smell was seeping. Maybe it was rotten hay smouldering inside the barn?

         He pressed his head against the cold metal plating and peered through the window to try to get a better view of the surroundings, but all he could see through the narrow metal slits was the jolting landscape, getting darker and darker, just individual details which didn’t add up to any whole.

         Laurentius tried to align his eye with one of the larger holes, but at that very moment the carriage jolted violently, causing him to knock his brow painfully against the cold iron, and everything started swimming in front of his eyes. He let out a muffled groan. The other passengers anxiously sat up in their seats and pressed their hands against the sides of the carriage for support. He heard a rattling sound, at first barely audible, but slowly getting louder and louder, until suddenly the seats tilted sideways, and there was a loud crash, followed by the sound of the coachman swearing and whoaing the horses. The carriage came to an abrupt halt. For a moment silence reigned, to be broken by the thwack of cases falling from the baggage deck onto the muddy road behind.

         “Aah!” Laurentius cried out.

         He rubbed the sore spot on his head and started trying to lift himself out of the lopsided carriage, although it proved no easy task. When he finally managed to get the door open, he saw that the coachman and the woman’s footman were already bustling about at the back of the carriage. Fortunately, the spoked wheel had not been too seriously damaged: it had just come off its axle and was lying to one side, half-lodged in the mud.

         “I’m going to need help with that,” declared the coachman. “I’m hardly likely to get it back on by myself. Everyone out.” 

         “But it’s raining, isn’t it?” the woman sitting next to Laurentius said in an irked tone.

         “Let the lady stay where she is,” said the coachman in response. “How much can she weigh in any case?”

         Laurentius straightened his back and surveyed the scene. By the roadside there were a few lone trees which the wind had not yet stripped of their autumn leaves, and through their grey trunks he could see a brown forest glade. On higher ground in the middle of it stood a blackened barn, the same one which Laurentius had been trying to make out through the carriage window. Something about the scene sent a cold shiver running down his spine. That acrid stench was in his nostrils again, like some horrific memory which he had been struggling to subdue. The essence of black bile, mixed with acid, maybe sulphur, was pouring down on the passengers and the carriage with the raindrops. The vile breath crept through their damp clothing, under their hats and through their hair, past their skin and into their nostrils, and then onwards to their lungs, flesh and hearts. First on the tongue, then in the nose—acrid, sharp, hostile and unexpected. He could vaguely remember that some time ago, a very long time ago, he had experienced a similar smell, a similar horror. The particles of this stench, the essence of which carried the memories, hooked their barbs into the inner cavities of his nose, into the roof of his mouth, and moved onwards through the long passages to his brain, and then to his soul. The smell overpowered him, bringing with it memories of a horrific scene, with murder, rape and people wailing in distress, a scene which he would never forget. It wore away at the old experiences which had been dulled by the passage of years, leaving them freshly exposed. Blood flowed from the wound. He could still remember—how could he not?

         “Excuse me,” Laurentius said, trying to get the coachman’s attention.

         He anxiously rubbed his nose, and even tried to hold his nostrils shut, but in vain. The smell had permeated everywhere and he feared that there was no hope of being free of it. A feeling of dread started to overcome him. Meanwhile, the other passengers were bustling about at the end of the carriage pole, looking almost cheerful.

         “It’s as if some Satan put a curse on that there wheel,” fumed the coachman. “I looked over everything meself before we set out, and there weren’t nothing wrong. Some devil must’ve put the evil eye on it.”

         “Excuse me!” Laurentius said despairingly. But the coachman didn’t even look in his direction; he just carried on swearing to himself, as if he were chanting a prayer or spell.

         “Hey, what’s the matter with you?! Come and take hold of this end and we’ll lift it together,” instructed the man who had been cursing the state of the local roads.

         “Have you noticed that smell as well?” asked Laurentius.

         “I beg your pardon?” the man asked.

         “That smell,” Laurentius repeated.

         “I can’t smell a thing. I’ve had a heavy cold the last few days. Maybe the wind is carrying it from somewhere nearby. The locals burn all sorts of rubbish,” the man said.

         Laurentius shook his head, looked around again, and rubbed his nose anxiously. His head was spinning.

         “Now, all together, heave!” the coachmen yelled.

         Laurentius grabbed hold of the carriage with the others. Straining their muscles, pushing their boots deep into the mud, they eventually managed to lift the carriage to the right height, and the driver began to beat the wheel back on, continuing to mutter something to himself in time with the hammer blows. But inside Laurentius, inside his thoughts and in his brain, the barbed stench was spreading with ever-greater strength; the black bile was diffusing ever wider, reaching into all of his limbs: horror, odium, hell. But where were they?

         “Where are we now, anyway?” Laurentius asked.

         The coachman mumbled something incomprehensible, nodded towards the road, and carried on beating the wheel with his hammer. Flustered, Laurentius didn’t dare ask more questions; he just stood there looking uneasily at the surroundings. Where indeed could they be?

         “We’re almost there now, just a little further to go. I reckon Dorpat would have been in sight before nightfall,” explained one of the men when they finally put the carriage back down. “It was bad luck about that wheel, to be sure; now it will be properly dark by the time we arrive. Best gather up the baggage quickly.”

         Laurentius smiled and tried to summon up a friendly expression. “It’s a real bother, to be sure.”

         Thankfully his case was still there on the baggage deck. But the cage containing his dead parakeet was not to be seen, and nor did it appear to be among the things scattered across the muddy road. Laurentius strained to look in the direction of the dark clearing. The other passengers huffed and puffed irately as they lifted their cases up onto the back of the carriage, and the footman tied them fast, while the carriage driver continued to potter about near the wheel. Laurentius looked around as if he were searching for something. But it was barely possible to make out any clear details through the twilight and spattering rain. Taking care to avoid the long puddles he stepped a couple of paces away from the carriage wheel.

         He winced as he felt a hot sensation moving slowly upwards from his stomach to his head. This was the hot, moist humour, the one which caused anger and fear.

         A couple of yards away, stooping in the shadow of a tall thick fir tree, stood a raggedy hunchbacked figure with sunken features. He was holding Laurentius’ parakeet cage. The cage door had been torn open, and Laurentius could see something brightly coloured in the ragamuffin’s spindly, bone-white hand. The strange stench was getting stronger and stronger. The ragged figure croaked a couple of words in an incomprehensible language and seemed to try to smile. From inside the grey tuft of beard a mouth appeared, full of crooked, dark stumps of differing sizes.

         “Give that back to me,” said Laurentius, trying to make his voice sound assured and assertive.

         Still smiling, the figure stood upright and grabbed Laurentius by the shoulders. Light-blue eyes, almost the same colour as the summer sky, goggled at him from sunken sockets. Laurentius wanted to avert his gaze. He never looked other people in the eye if he could avoid it. But this time he couldn’t look away or close his eyes. He stared into the old man’s eyes, and there, amid the bluish-grey, he saw pain and death. A starving old man, driven away from wherever he went, too old and skinny to work, too scruffy and sick for anyone to care for.

         “I can’t...” Laurentius began to explain. He still couldn’t turn his gaze away. But by now it was probably too late.

         “I must not,” Laurentius said.

         The old man turned round and galloped off at a surprisingly sprightly pace in the direction of the rotting barn.

         Laurentius stood and watched him go, unable to do anything. He should have gone after him, grabbed the cage, maybe offered some money, but a torpor caused by the stench and his fear held him fast like a wall. The black bile had engulfed him, pushed him into a dead end; he couldn’t react quickly enough. He was afraid of the little old man.

         “We’re leaving now. Before it gets really dark,” someone hollered from over by the carriage.

         At first Laurentius didn’t answer; he just stood staring blankly at the black barn and rubbing his nose. The stench was washing over him in waves; it seemed to be radiating from the surrounding trees and the rotten rafters of the barn, like light from a candle. Or did it come from Laurentius himself ? Was he the candle?

         “Hey!” someone called again.

         Laurentius shook his head and started walking slowly back towards the carriage. “Didn’t you see?”

         “What? Hurry up now,” said one of the other passengers.

         “There was someone there,” Laurentius said.

         “My good man, it was probably just a patch of mist,” said the passenger.

         “My cage...” he began, but he knew there was no sense in trying to explain. By now the stench was almost suffocating him; he couldn’t stand being there any longer.
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