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Klara and the Forest King

By Robert McDermott
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For my family, the original Von Klinkerhoffens
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It’s been ten years in the making, but Klara Von Klinkerhoffens curmudgeonly uncle Leopold is dead. It’s quite a name, isn’t it? Von Klinkerhoffen, striking, distinct, dare I say Teutonic. You could argue there are too many syllables, that it’s a bit of a mouthful, but you must accept there’s a hint of nobility about it. The Von does some heavy lifting, doesn’t it? Now, lest we get sidetracked speculating about names and greatness and other such mysteries, let’s get to the story, for it is a story in which you’ll discover how the Von Klinkerhoffens are far from noble and even further from great, well, most of them. Anyway, enough of that for now, back to the story and the facts about Leopold’s death. Do try to keep up because things will get a little weird. 

In the late summer of 2013, Leopold predicted, in his typically assured way, he would die on June 23rd, 2023.  He was quite precise about the details, that is to say, precise like a Swiss watch. He said it would be in the early afternoon, no earlier than 12:30 and no later than 14:00 and it would be peaceful. He left strict instructions about his funeral, stating it be conducted in secret and stipulated the only person to attend, other than a priest, be his ex-wife, Bella. In 2019 an addendum was written asking Bella to bring Walter the cat to the ceremony. 

More about Walter later.  

Despite the accuracy of Leopold’s prediction, when the event happened exactly as foretold, every member of the Von Klinkerhoffen family was somewhat surprised. Until his death, it was widely held Leopold, an old grouch who thought everything, especially whimsy, was an affront to the civilised world, would outlive everyone through sheer stubbornness. 

‘It’ll never happen,’ said Klara’s father, Max, not long after Leopold had first made his claim public, ‘he’s full of rubbish. It’s like the time he said he was going to bury treasure in the Arizona desert. Remember, he bought some gold bars and said he was going to bury them in the Superstition Mountains. Remember how he said he was going to hire mules and draw up a map and play finders keepers and all that. He was gone less than a week before coming back in a funk complaining about the heat and how the Americans insisted on calling him Leo and Lee. Do you remember how annoyed he was about it?’

‘He might die out of spite, you know how fond he is of telling people I told you so,’ said Connie, Max and Leopold’s sister.

‘We’ll see,’ Max said, ‘maybe you’re right, but I wouldn’t bet on it.’

‘Sounds like you’re inviting me to wager,’ said Connie.

Now, let it be known, Von Klinkerhoffens usually take their fiscal responsibilities very seriously, but occasionally they enjoy the whimsy of a small bet. Connie’s fondness of a flutter extends to the horses and once in a while, greyhounds, though she keeps it secret and attends meets in disguise. Max is haunted by the perpetual fear of losing money, and has little enthusiasm for gambling, but, when the wind blows right, he is game for a little financial recklessness, though it can take a little arm-twisting to convince him.

‘How much?’ 

‘The usual.’

‘Let me think about it.’

‘What’s there to think about?’ said Connie, staring her brother down over her glasses.

‘Done,’ said Max, finally.

*
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And so it came to pass Leopold Von Klinkerhoffen departed the corporeal world exactly as predicted.

*
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The day of the (in)auspicious event is like any other. There’s an excited murmur of messages thrilling through the ether in a continuous cascade, each striving to reach their intended devices. Klara, Leopold's unenthusiastic and usually undramatic niece, is informed of her uncle's demise by a WhatsApp message from Bella who is, you’ll recall, Leopold’s ex-wife and potentially sole attendee of his funeral, Walter notwithstanding. 

The message reads: Hi Klara, you won't believe it, but the thing Leo said would happen has happened. He left instructions that only I go to his funeral and that I’m to bring Walter. Also, sorry for your loss etc...

Klara thinks for a moment then replies first with a sad emoji before using the more neutral and non-committal thumbs up. You might consider this callous, or at the very least, insensitive, however, Bella replies with an emphatic 'YOLO.’  This may give you some indication as to her feelings on the matter. Klara thinks about Walter momentarily. Is he still alive, she wonders, and how old is he anyway, he must be ... God knows, anyway, he’s old. Bella and Leopold divorced a decade or so before Leo’s death, so Bella’s YOLO response isn’t unusual. It’s not that she doesn’t care, it’s just one of those you’d have to know her and Leopold kind of things to understand. It’s worth noting at this point that the family was astounded by the durability of Leopold and Bella’s marriage. 

Though it never became known outside of the parties involved, Max and Connie made a bet on the day Leopold married Bella. The bet was straightforward. Max claimed the marriage wouldn’t go anywhere near the distance or even get out of the starting blocks for that matter. Connie was more circumspect. Despite this, it was, to everyone’s astonishment, even Connie’s, a lasting marriage. Not only did it get through the first year, but then another and another, until finally running out of steam a lot later than anticipated. Connie had won the bet, but the whole drawn-out experience left her a little exhausted. She spent her winnings on a family dinner, even inviting Leopold and Bella along. Bella had accepted. Leopold had refused, claiming he had a prior arrangement, which he probably did, though as to what it was exactly, no one knew. Leopold, even in a family known for secrecy, was at the far end of the scale of those who engaged in clandestine activities. 

Leopold and Bella had no children and their marriage, contrary to what I’ve said about durability, was perhaps best explained by the curious adage about how some people should never marry and some people should never marry each other. Bella, a true free spirit if ever there was one, spent her youth travelling both near and far, the more exotic and adventurous the better. This continued into her married years. She hiked, climbed mountains and swam in turquoise seas while Leopold, despite having no reason to, complained about everything real and imaginary. When Bella began travelling alone, everyone thought the writing was on the wall, still, it took a while before she finally gave up on her husband. She had tried to enjoy the things he enjoyed, but when he complained he could no longer enjoy them with her, that was it.

‘Would you prefer if I left you alone, you know, to do your own thing?’ Bella asked him.

‘Yes,’ he said matter-of-factly, ‘that would be eminently acceptable.’

There was no more to it. No suggestion of compromise, no opening for a sensible discussion, nothing to see here, folks, move along, these aren’t the couple you’re looking for and all that. When Max got wind of the development he sent Connie a congratulatory text.

You’ve played the long game. Well done. M

Honestly, I’m as surprised as you. C

I’m flabbergasted. M

I’m flabbergasted +1. C 

You’re a dreadful liar. I’ll Revolut your winnings. M

No, really. C

No, you’re a dreadful liar. Money sent. M

Got it thx. See you soon. C

Bella’s momentary disappointment about having to alter her relationship status on her social media did not bother her for long, nor did it daunt her mettle. She resolved to live her best life, in fact she resolved to make it even better than before so that now, in the later portion of her middle years, she lives in a beautiful cottage in the countryside where she paints and goes for long energising walks and shares her cosy space with at least eight cats, though it's suspected there are more.  

Leopold, as you have likely gathered, was in most respects her opposite. He was difficult and curt and insisted on being called Leopold. If you called him Leo he'd make a derogatory remark about your intellect, or lack thereof. Everyone called him Leo behind his back.

'If you cannot master the rudiments of a person's name, then what hope is there for you?’ he would say, or sometimes more pointedly he would suggest you find a saint or other such patron of the deluded and ask them for guidance. Elocution lessons were also among his suggestions. 

Though occasionally a nuisance, that particular foible was not the worst of his peculiarities, for not only did he insist on being addressed by his full name, but he also insisted on using the full names of others, so Max, his brother was Maximilian and Lisa, Klara's twin sister was Annaliese. You get the picture. It was widely accepted Connie, Leopold's sister, got the worst of it.

'Constance,' he would say, 'Constance is a marvellous name, a grand name. An aristocratic name. Constance Von Klinkerhoffen is a name from a bygone era. I suspect you are the only Constance Von Klinkerhoffen in the entire world.'

He certainly got that right. 

These occasional proclamations which would mortify Connie, seemed to be solely for the benefit of Leopold. Then again, everything Leopold did was for the benefit of Leopold. Only Walter, the seemingly immortal cat, escaped Leopold’s derision. Whenever Leo crossed paths with the cat, he would bow to it and call it ‘Mein Lehnsherr, Der Waldkönig Görlitz’. Walter, for some reason best known to itself, appeared to enjoy Leopold’s attention and was less aloof with him than any of the other humans he was forced to share his domicile with.

Though not quite aristocratic, Peter, the late patriarch of the Von Klinkerhoffen dynasty had been a robust, methodical and genial German who had worn a monocle in his later years and sported the most tremendous handlebar moustache almost all his adult life. His moustache was so tremendous he had won several awards and had been on the cover of Fine Cut, a prestigious magazine devoted to the well-groomed gentleman.

Peter’s childhood was spent in an enchanting town about twenty miles southeast of Frankfurt. The town, situated in a hollow carved out by the placid meander of the Main River was like something out of a fairytale. Wedding cake-coloured houses dotted its quiet streets, and a dense and mysterious forest of beech and ancient oak surrounded it. This magical and foreboding world served as the backdrop to the imaginative play of the town’s children, well most of them. Even as a child, Peter didn’t care too much for the imagination or the typical play of children. His childhood was largely devoted to reading the various farming almanacks his father collected.  He enjoyed the logical elegance of them, attracted to the lists which filled their pages with neat precision. He committed many of these lists to memory.

Both Peter's father and grandfather had been town officials and something of that German Ordnung ran through the Von Klinkerhoffens and ran particularly deeply with Leo, who, unsurprisingly, had worked as a tax collector his entire adult life. 

When Peter was eighteen, he was given a simple choice. He could either join the increasingly desperate war effort or be shot on the spot. After a few seconds to ponder the choice, he told the Oberwachtmeister who was staring at him with the keenness of an owl tracking a mouse, he was happy to serve the Fatherland. Less than a month later, after the most basic of basic training, he found himself bewildered and alone behind enemy lines in Belgium. He was, as far as he knew, the only surviving member of his unit. In this state of duress, he was stunned to discover he had an incredible instinct for evasion. He managed, somehow, to blend into the land and, fortunately, he did not encounter any murderous allies baying for German blood. He kept himself alive by staying close to fresh water and, by some strange dint of fate, regularly finding edible mushrooms. He saw plenty of awful things, but they had nothing to do with the mushrooms.

By some further quirk of fate, he managed to weave his way to the French coast, continually evading the various American and English patrols and only when he knew for sure his odds of survival were better than evens, did he surrender. As it turned out he surrendered to a group of rather decent British officers, interrupting their game of cribbage in the most polite way he knew, namely by telling the truth.

‘I am a German, I am sick of war, and I wish to surrender,’ he said in perfect English, as he entered their quarters. He raised his hands and looked at each of the well-dressed men before him. The building, a former cow shed, had been repurposed and purged of the ‘ghastly stink’ which had assaulted the delicate British olfactory senses when they’d first found it. Along the back wall were a series of bunks and in the centre of the room, a table. 

‘My god, man,’ said a barrel-chested officer rising from his chair, ‘you look dreadful, come in and have some soup.’

Peter, unaccustomed to such hospitality—in fact, unaccustomed to any hospitality, stood where he was while the British officers debated what to do with him. In the end, the officer who’d invited him to have some soup, manhandled him to the table and sat him down. He then retrieved a bowl of hot soup and some bread and placed it in front of Peter. Peter looked up at him and immediately fell in love with the officer’s luxuriant moustache. The moustache reminded Peter of the scrubbing brush he’d used to clean the steps of his family home every Sunday morning. 

‘Eat up, there’s a good fellow,’ said the officer, ‘you look like you haven’t had a proper meal in months.’

‘Thank you,’ said Peter, dipping his spoon into the bowl of hot soup.

This was in the early spring of 1945, and it was widely believed the war was coming to an end. Peter ate his soup at a civilised pace despite his stomach urging him to drink the contents of the bowl in a single greedy draught.  He may have lost much during the war, but he had not lost his manners. While eating the soup he thought of his Oma and how proud she’d have been to see him sitting among a group of officers, even if they were British. The officers asked him questions. They were patient and Peter’s responses were considered the way a court might consider the points made by a competent and respectful counsel. Peter surveyed the men in whose company he found himself and noted that each was impeccable, well-spoken, muscular and sporting a moustache any self-respecting German would covet to the depths of his being. Peter’s face, by contrast, was untidy, bristly and thin.

‘Your English is rather good, old boy,’ said one of the officers offering Peter a cigarette, ‘I wouldn’t have thought they teach English in Kraut schools, do they?’

‘My father,’ said Peter, dabbing his mouth with a napkin, ‘was a bureaucrat. He believed it would be beneficial if I learned English. He taught me every day since I was a child.’

‘Really, how fascinating, I tell you what, he did a jolly good job.’

Peter, sensing the officer’s curiosity, elaborated, ‘he hoped that I would perhaps join the British Civil Service.’

There was a moment of primordial silence before a chorus of earth-shattering guffaws rang out among the officers. They found Peter’s words to be proper rib-ticklers, and it took a moment for them to compose themselves. Peter sat bemused by their laughter but enchanted by their moustaches. 

‘I’m sorry, old fellow,’ said one of the officers, ‘we are not laughing at you, but rather at your father’s ambition, it does seem peculiar a Jerry would want to work for His Majesty’s Government.’

‘My father very much admired your bureaucracy; he read a great deal about it. He was especially interested in how you manage your tax revenues.’

‘A tax man,’ laughed one of the officers, ‘imagine being a Bosch taxman working in England, how deliciously absurd.’

Peter couldn’t relate to their sense of humour. He had no idea what a Bosch was. 
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