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Some of Wolfheim’s inhabitants maintain to this day that they heard the crying of the three babies in the back seat first, even before they heard the taxi’s engine as it drove into the village. When the taxi halted in front of the old doctor’s house at number 1 Napoleonstrasse, the women of the village promptly stopped sweeping their front porches, the men came out of the Café Terminus still clutching their beers, the girls halted their game of hopscotch, and in the town square Lanky Meekers fumbled and lost the ball to Gunther Weber, deaf from birth, who drove it home right past the baker’s boy Seppe, who was looking the other way. That was on 13 October 1984. A Saturday afternoon. The clock in the bell tower struck three.

The passenger got out of the taxi and what everyone immediately noticed was the fiery hue of his hair and beard.

The deeply devout Bernadette Liebknecht hurriedly crossed herself, and a few houses down the street old Juliette Blérot clapped her hand to her mouth and muttered, ‘My God, the spitting image of his father.’

Three months earlier, the inhabitants of the Belgian hamlet that was adjacent to the place where three borders met, which for its entire history had lain pinned between the sturdy thighs of Vaals in the Netherlands on one side and the German town of Aachen on the other, had been advised of Victor Hoppe’s impending return. The skinny clerk from Notary Renard’s office in Eupen had come to remove the yellowing ‘FOR RENT’ sign from the front gate of the deserted house and had told Irma Nüssbaum, who lived across the street, that Herr Doktor was planning to return to Wolfheim. The clerk didn’t have any further details; he couldn’t even give her a date.

It was a mystery to the villagers why Victor Hoppe should be returning to Wolfheim after an absence of nearly twenty years. The last anyone had heard was that he had been practising medicine in Bonn, but that information dated from quite a few years back, so people came up with all sorts of hypotheses for his homecoming. This one thought he was out of work, that one blamed his return on heavy debts; Florent Keuning from Albertstrasse thought he was only coming back in order to do up his house and sell it, while Irma Nüssbaum suggested that the doctor might now have a family and want to escape the hustle and bustle of the city. It turned out that Irma was closest to the truth, even though she would have been the first to admit that it had come as just as much of a shock to her as to everyone else to find out that Dr Hoppe was now the father of a set of disfigured triplets who were just a few weeks old.

It was Lanky Meekers who made the disconcerting discovery that very afternoon. As the driver of the taxi stepped away from his car to help Victor Hoppe open the rusty gate, Lanky Meekers, drawn by the incessant screeching, crept over to peek in at the side window. What he saw on the back seat gave the skinny lad such a fright that he fainted clean away, thereby becoming the doctor’s first patient. The doctor brought him round with a few smart slaps to the cheek, upon which Lanky Meekers opened his eyes, blinked, glanced from the doctor to the car, scrambled to his feet and scurried back to his friends without a backward glance. Still a bit unsteady on his feet, he threw one arm over the burly shoulders of his classmate Robert Chevalier - they were both in the fourth form - and draped the other over the left shoulder of Julius Rosenboom, who was three years younger and two heads shorter.

‘What did you see, Lanky?’ asked Seppe the baker’s boy, who was standing across from his friends, the leather football tucked under his arm, his face turned towards deaf Gunther Weber so that the latter could follow what was being said.

‘They . . .’ Lanky Meekers began, but he paled once more and didn’t go on.

‘Oh, stop being such a wuss!’ Robert Chevalier prodded Meekers with his shoulder. ‘And what do you mean by they, anyhow? Is there more than one in there, then?’

‘Three. There’s three of them,’ Lanky Meekers answered, holding up the same number of spindly fingers.

‘Thwee giwls?’ asked Gunther, grinning broadly.

‘I couldn’t tell,’ said Lanky Meekers. ‘But what I did see . . .’ He crouched down, glanced over to where Dr Hoppe and the taxi driver were in the process of opening both sections of the gate, and motioned his four pals to come closer.

‘Their heads,’ he said slowly . . . ‘their heads are split apart.’ And extending his right hand, he made a swift slicing gesture down his forehead, over his nose and right down to the underside of his chin. ‘Whack!’ he said.

Startled, Gunther and Seppe took a step backward, whereas Robert and Julius couldn’t stop staring at Lanky Meekers’ disproportionately small head, as if that too was likely to be split asunder at any moment.

‘I swear. You could see all the way back, right to their throats. And that’s not all, honest to God - you could even see their brains.’

‘Their whaa?’ demanded Gunther.

‘Brai-hains!’ Lanky Meekers repeated, tapping his index finger against the deaf boy’s forehead.

‘Gross!’ Gunther exclaimed.

‘What did their brains look like?’ asked Robert.

‘Like a walnut. Only much bigger. Slimier.’

‘Jesus,’ said Julius, shuddering.

‘If the window had been open,’ bragged Lanky Meekers, ‘I could have just snatched them - like this.’

Open-mouthed, the other boys followed the movement of his hand, cupped like a claw. But then suddenly the hand shot forward again, pointing, thereby directing everyone’s eyes back to the taxi, some thirty metres from where they were standing. Victor Hoppe opened the rear door, ducked into the car and re-emerged a few seconds later with a large navy-blue carrycot, from which there arose a terrible wailing. Lifting the cot by its two handles, he carried it along the path into the house, with the taxi driver, who was lugging two large suitcases, following close behind. The village square was all abuzz; two or three minutes later the driver came out again, pulled the front door shut, hurried back to his car, and drove off with visible relief.

At the Café Terminus that afternoon, Jacques Meekers had the  floor. He gave a detailed account of what his son had seen, not refraining from hyperbole when called for. The older villagers especially were all ears, and were able to tell the others that Victor Hoppe had been born with a facial disfigurement himself.

‘A harelip,’ Otto Lelieux explained.

‘Just like his father,’ Ernst Liebknecht remembered. ‘His spitting image, too.’

‘Spit from a rusty tap,’ laughed Wilfred Nüssbaum. ‘Did you see his hair? And that beard? As red as . . . as . . .’

‘As the hair of the devil!’ cried one-eyed Josef Zimmermann suddenly, whereupon the café suddenly fell silent. All eyes were on the slightly inebriated old man, who was pointing an admonitory finger in the air. ‘And he has brought with him his avenging angels! Keep your eyes peeled, because they will strike as soon as they get the chance.’

It was as if his words had opened the floodgates, because all of a sudden others also found themselves recalling stories that showed the doctor in rather a poor light. They all knew something or other about him or his parents, and the later the hour, the more yarns were exchanged. Most of the tales were only hearsay, but no one seemed to question their veracity.

‘He grew up in an asylum.’

‘He got that from his mother. She died of insanity.’

‘He was christened by Father Kaisergruber. The child screamed bloody murder.’

‘They say that his father . . . you know . . . from the tree next to his house.’

‘The son didn’t even come to the funeral.’

‘He was never seen again after that.’

‘The house was only rented once. The tenants left after just three weeks.’

‘Poltergeists. That’s what they said. There was this constant knocking.’

 
Over the next few weeks Dr Hoppe would make forays into the village as regular as clockwork. Every Monday, Wednesday and Friday morning, at half past ten on the dot, he would follow the  exact same trajectory, from the bank on Galmeistrasse, on to the post office on Aachenerstrasse and then Martha Bollen’s grocery shop across from the village square. He rushed from one stop to the next at a brisk pace, head bowed, as if he knew he was being observed and was intent on getting home again as quickly as possible. However, his hurry only served to draw even more attention to him. The villagers would cross the street and watch him from the opposite pavement until he disappeared from view.

Martha Bollen, as well as Louis Denis the bank teller and Arthur Boulanger the postmaster, all reported that Dr Hoppe was a man of few words. It seemed that he was rather bashful, yet amicable in his own way. He always had a ‘Guten Tag’, ‘Danke schön’ and ‘Auf Wiedersehen’ for them - pleasantries that betrayed his speech impediment.

‘He tends to swallow some of the sounds,’ said Louis Denis.

‘His voice is very nasal,’ said Martha, ‘always droning on in the same tone of voice. And he never looks at me when he’s speaking.’

To the frequent question as to what the doctor had purchased, she always gave the same answer: ‘Oh, the usual. Nappies, formula, milk, cereal, detergent, toothpaste - stuff like that.’

But then she would lean over the counter, shield her mouth with the back of her hand and continue in a whisper, ‘He also buys two packs of Polaroid film every time he comes in. Why would anyone want to take that many pictures of children who look the way they do?’

Her customers would profess surprise, encouraging Martha to beckon them even closer. In a tone implying some criminal wrongdoing, she’d end with, ‘. . . And he always pays with thousand-mark notes!’

Louis Denis was able to explain the derivation of those banknotes: he reported that the doctor sometimes came in to exchange German marks for Belgian currency. He had not yet opened an account, however, so he must be keeping all that cash somewhere in the house.

Since Dr Hoppe was not making any effort to attract patients and had not hung a sign on his gate listing surgery hours, some burghers decided that he must be living off past earnings of some sort or  another. Still, it did look as though he was intending to practise his calling in the village eventually, because in those first few weeks a lorry from Germany had stopped in front of his house at least three times to deliver medical equipment. From behind the curtain of her kitchen window, Irma Nüssbaum would jot down the registration number and time of delivery, and what the delivery consisted of. Some of the goods she had been able to recognise straight away, such as the examination table, a large set of scales and some IV-drip stands, but most of the wooden crates kept their contents hidden, so she had to use her imagination to flesh out the rest - monitors, microscopes, mirrors, flasks, flagons, test tubes. After each delivery she would give the other women of the village a full report, and when, one bitterly cold morning some time at the beginning of January, she saw her neighbour emptying his postbox in a white lab coat with a stethoscope around his neck, she announced to all and sundry that Dr Hoppe’s surgery was officially open for business.

A few brave villagers had admitted they were planning to have themselves looked at by the doctor - if only because they wanted to catch a glimpse of the children, for the latter had been kept out of sight all these weeks, so that little by little their existence had grown into a mystery greater than the Holy Trinity itself. But at the next Sunday Mass a sermon given by Father Kaisergruber, who had been ministering to the parish for almost forty years, had alarmed even the most confirmed sceptics.

‘Believers, beware!’ he had cried from the pulpit, his index finger in the air. ‘Beware, for the great dragon is at hand, the old serpent, whose name is Devil and Satan, and who leadeth the whole world astray! I tell you, he is cast down here upon the earth, and his angels are cast down with him!’

After that the village shepherd had paused briefly, letting his eyes roam over his two hundred or so parishioners. Then, pointing his finger at the front row, where the village boys sat side by side in their Sunday best, their hair neatly slicked down, he had warned in a thundering voice: ‘Take care, and be vigilant! The devil, thine enemy, prowls about like a roaring lion, seeking those he means to devour!’

And all the parishioners had seen how, as he spoke those last  words, his trembling finger had pointed straight at Lanky Meekers, who had turned white as a sheet and did not dare show his face in the village square for the next few days.
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The catastrophe that had been predicted for Wolfheim did not come to pass. In the months following Dr Hoppe’s arrival, the villagers were spared death, accident, neighbourly strife, thievery and other such troubles. Not only that, the winter was mild for the first time in years and the spring, too, was warmer than usual, so that by the last week of April the lilacs next to the Maria Chapel were already in full bloom; many citizens took this as a good omen.

During all this time Dr Hoppe had stuck to his routine, making his rounds three times a week. He never had the babies with him. No one had seen or heard them, neither at the window, nor in the garden - this despite the fact that several villagers made a point of peering through the hawthorn hedge on a regular basis. There were some, therefore, who began to ask themselves if Lanky Meekers could have made the whole thing up, and in more and more living rooms the cautious consensus was reached that perhaps the doctor ought to be given a chance. Still, nobody had the nerve to take the first step, and it wasn’t until one Sunday in May 1985, seven months after the doctor’s return, that the first villager turned to him for help, albeit not really by choice.

That Sunday, around noon, George Bayer, an asthmatic toddler residing at 16 Galmeistrasse, took an orange-flame marble out of his pocket, which he had found some days earlier in the playground. The little fellow first licked it, and then, as his father, on the sofa, was turning the page of the Sunday paper and his mother, in the kitchen, was putting on the potatoes, he stuck it into his mouth. George let the marble roll around his tongue like a gobstopper, from left to right and from front to . . . The marble rolled into his throat, got stuck in his  windpipe and no matter how hard little George coughed, he couldn’t manage to dislodge it. His father also tried to get the marble out - first he slapped the kid on the back a few times and then stuck two fingers down his throat to fish the marble out - but it was no use. Suddenly he hit upon the notion of calling on Dr Hoppe, even if it meant having to sell him his soul.

Not even two minutes later, Werner and Rosette Bayer’s car came squealing to a halt in front of the doctor’s house. Werner snatched his son out of his wife’s arms and rushed to the gate, yelling at the top of his lungs, ‘Doctor! Help! Doctor! Please help!’

On all sides curtains promptly began twitching and the first neighbours came rushing outside. Only in Dr Hoppe’s house was there no sign of life, so that Werner began to holler even louder, lifting his son’s semi-limp body high up in the air, as if he were bringing an offering. That was when Dr Hoppe finally appeared in the doorway, immediately took in the gravity of the situation and ran to the gate with a bunch of keys in his hand.

‘There’s something stuck in his throat,’ said Werner; ‘he’s swallowed something.’

With four or five bystanders watching, Dr Hoppe took little George from his father’s arms. The neighbours’ curious eyes were more intent on the red-haired pate bent over the child than on the child’s face itself, which was beginning to turn blue. Without saying a word, the doctor tucked his arms around the torso of the unconscious boy from behind, locked his hands together and, with a vigorous thrust to the skinny little chest, expelled the obstruction from the victim’s throat. The marble bounced onto the pavement and then rolled to a stop at the feet of Lanky Meekers, who had come to join the group of bystanders.

Next Dr Hoppe laid the toddler down on his back, knelt beside him and pressed his mouth against the child’s. You could hear a loud gulp or two from the spectators. George’s mother was sobbing, while Irma Nüssbaum made the sign of the cross and began to pray out loud. Some of the other bystanders couldn’t bear to look, and only heard the doctor over and over again taking in a mouthful of air and then blowing it into the boy’s lungs. Irma had just called out to Saint Rita  when suddenly a shudder went through George’s body and he began to gasp for air.

A sigh of relief went through the crowd and Rosette Bayer, rushing to her son’s side, gathered him up in her arms. ‘My boy, oh my little boy,’ she wept, dabbing at the saliva that was dribbling down his chin. She picked the toddler up, tucked his head against her shoulder and gazed with tears in her eyes at Dr Hoppe, who had taken a few steps back, as if eager to return inside.

‘Thank you, Doctor, you saved his life.’

‘You are welcome,’ said the doctor, and even though he had only spoken three words, the effect of his voice on the onlookers was like being stabbed with a knife. No one knew where to look, or how to react.

‘Doctor, please tell me what I owe you.’ George’s father broke the awkward silence.

‘Nothing, Herr . . .’

‘Bayer. Werner Bayer.’ He stuck out his hand, then let it fall again, but extended it once more upon receiving a discreet poke in the back from his wife.

‘Nothing, Herr Bayer, you owe me nothing,’ said Dr Hoppe. He gave the extended hand a quick shake, looking the other way, embarrassed.

‘But I do want to thank you - some way or other. At least let me buy you a drink at the Terminus.’

Werner, glancing over his shoulder, indicated the café opposite the church. Dr Hoppe shook his head and nervously stroked his beard, which was a jumble of stringy tufts of red hair.

‘Oh, come on, Doctor, just one little drink,’ Werner insisted. ‘It’s on me. I’ll buy everyone a round. Tournée générale!’

Voices were raised in approbation and now the other villagers also did their best to convince the doctor. Lanky Meekers made use of the commotion to bend down surreptitiously, pick up the marble, and furtively slip it into his jacket pocket.

‘Yes, Doctor, let’s drink to it!’ he cried. ‘To the miracle! Long live Dr Hoppe!’

There was a moment of hesitation from the bystanders, but then little George lifted his head from his mother’s shoulder and gazed  around, teary-eyed. Irma Nüssbaum was ecstatic. ‘Yes, it’s wonderful! It’s a miracle! Long live Dr Hoppe!’ Her cheer dispelled any remaining tension, and there was a sudden din of shouting and laughter.

‘I can’t, I’m afraid,’ said the doctor, shaking his head. His voice carried easily over the brouhaha. ‘My children, they . . .’

‘But then bring your children with you!’ cried Werner. ‘A sip of gin will make them grow big and strong! Besides, we’d love to have a look at them, finally.’

Some of the bystanders nodded their agreement; others held their breath, waiting for the doctor’s reaction.

‘I . . . just give me five minutes, Herr Bayer. I have to take care of some things first. You go on ahead and I’ll be along shortly.’

Then the doctor turned on his heels and strode down the garden path. Some of the villagers returned to their homes, but most headed straight for the Terminus, so that the little café was bursting at the seams in no time at all and Maria, the daughter of café owner René Moresnet, had to come over to give him a hand.

Josef Zimmermann had watched the entire incident from his usual table by the window, and when Werner Bayer arrived and began to sing the doctor’s praises, the old man shook his head, drained his glass of gin in one gulp, then exclaimed, ‘Only God can perform miracles!’

Werner waved his pronouncement away, and a glass of gin, compliments of Werner, did much to soften old Zimmermann’s objections, so that after a little muttering he finally fell silent. Every time the door of the café swung open, everyone would stop talking and look up. But it always turned out to be yet another villager who had just heard the news.

‘René, pour the man a drink,’ Werner would call each time from his bar stool.

The tension grew by the minute, and when Jacob Weinstein, the village sexton, arrived and shouted that he had seen the doctor leave his house with a carrycot, wagers were hurriedly made: bets on the babies’ sex and hair colour, but especially on the dimensions of their facial cleft.

‘Here, write it down: eighteen centimetres,’ Lanky Meekers said to his father, whose pen was poised over a beer coaster. ‘I’m sure of it, Pa! I’d bet at least twenty francs on it if I were you!’

‘If I lose, it’s coming off your allowance,’ said his father before scribbling down the bet and handing the coaster, with a twenty-franc coin, to the bartender.

Dr Hoppe, who had swapped his lab coat for a long grey overcoat, came into the Café Terminus backwards, so that the first thing the villagers saw was his hunched back and only afterwards did they catch a glimpse of the navy-blue carrycot he was toting. Even though everyone saw the difficulty he was having manoeuvring the cot through the doorway, nobody jumped up to give him a hand. It wasn’t until he was finally inside and uncomfortably looking around for a place to put down his heavy load that Werner Bayer stepped forward, swiftly cleared some glasses off one of the tables and pointed magnanimously at the empty table top. Florent Keuning, who had been sitting there, hastily moved over to another table.

‘Here, put it down here,’ said Werner.

‘Thank you,’ said the doctor.

Again his voice startled the onlookers. Lanky Meekers’ dad brought his mouth up to the ear of Jacob Weinstein and whispered, ‘It’s on account of the harelip. Makes him take in too much air.’

The sexton nodded, even though, being hard of hearing, he had hardly understood a word. Open-mouthed, he followed the doctor’s every movement as he leaned over the cot and began to remove the plastic rain shield.

‘What would you like to drink, Herr Doktor?’ asked Werner.

‘Water.’

‘Really? Water?’

The doctor nodded.

‘René, a glass of water for the doctor. And for, uh . . .’ He waved his hand at the cot doubtfully.

‘They don’t need anything,’ said the doctor, and as if he felt the need to justify himself, he added, ‘I take good care of them.’

‘Oh, I have no worries about that,’ said Werner, though everyone heard how forced his answer sounded. Everyone, that is, except for the doctor, because he showed no reaction. Bending over the cot, he pushed the hood down, unhooked the cover and pulled it off. The onlookers standing closest took a few steps back. Only the villagers  standing at the back weren’t afraid to stare directly at the cot, even craning on tiptoe; but still no one could see what was inside.

The doctor, swaying a little on his feet, stood silently beside the cot. Except for the hum of the old ceiling fan, there was an awkward pause, and Werner felt all eyes on him.

‘Hey, Werner, give the doctor his drink,’ cried René Moresnet. The bartender held out a glass of water. Everyone watched as Werner handed the glass over to the doctor, who accepted it with a polite nod.

‘Thank you very much,’ he said, stepping aside to free up a space right next to the cot. ‘Please, be my guest, Herr Bayer.’

Werner took a hesitant step forward. ‘They’re so quiet,’ he remarked. ‘Are they asleep?’

‘Oh, no, they’re awake,’ replied the doctor with a cursory glance into the cot.

‘Ohhh.’ Cautiously Werner leaned forward; he thought he could make out the tops of the babies’ heads. ‘Girls?’ he asked.

‘No, three boys.’

‘Three boys,’ Werner echoed, swallowing audibly. He inched past the doctor to the side of the cot. ‘What are their names?’

‘Michael, Gabriel and Raphael.’

A buzz went round the café and Freddy Machon exclaimed in alarm, much louder than he’d intended, ‘The angels of vengeance!’

It was clear that Dr Hoppe didn’t know where to look. In order to cover his embarrassment, he took a sip of water.

Jacob Weinstein, who had not caught Machon’s exclamation, chimed in: ‘Just like the archangels, right, Doctor? God’s messengers,’ stated the sexton emphatically, as if to show off his biblical knowledge.

The doctor nodded, but remained mute.

Werner was still dithering next to the cot. ‘How old are they now, Doctor?’

‘Nearly nine months.’

Werner tried to recall what his own son had looked like at that age - how big had the boy been; and had he had any teeth?

His hands behind his back, his eyes squeezed shut, Werner leaned in slowly, screwing up his face as if he were biting into something sour. René Moresnet watched from behind the bar as Werner opened  first one eye, then the other. Twice his eyes scanned the cot, from side to side and back again.

Then his face lit up. ‘It’s incredible! They look so much alike, all three of them!’ he exclaimed, with a sigh of relief.

Dr Hoppe nodded. ‘Quite. And nobody thought I could do it.’

Some of the patrons laughed, but the doctor’s face remained serious, so that several people began to wonder whether it really was meant as a joke.

Werner took no notice; he was waving the bystanders over. ‘Come on, you’ve got to see this!’

René Moresnet emerged from behind his bar, pushing Wilfred Nüssbaum ahead of him. It wasn’t until the two men had leaned over the cot and reacted with an enthusiasm equal to Werner’s that the other villagers felt it safe to approach. There was some pushing and jostling, and as the cries of Oooh! and Aaaah! proliferated, everyone tried to catch a glimpse of the three infants.

The first thing that everyone noticed was the way in which the doctor had had to arrange the babies in the cot, because they no longer quite fitted. Two of them were lying head-up: one had his left ear pressed against the side of the cot, the other his right. The third boy lay with his head at the foot of the cot, his feet sandwiched between his brothers’ heads.

‘Like sardines in a tin,’ whispered Freddy Machon.

There was no blanket, but to ward off the cold their father had dressed the babies in mouse-grey woollen jumpsuits that covered them from neck to toe. All three jumpsuits had a sailboat on the left breast pocket, but most of the villagers did not notice this until they had closely examined the three little faces, none of which betrayed any sign of the wide-open gash Lanky Meekers had described. As it turned out, each infant did have a stitched upper lip, leaving a diagonal scar that extended, as in the doctor’s own case, halfway up the wide, flattened nose. Their bulging heads - ‘I thought for a moment they were wearing helmets,’ René Moresnet remarked later - sprouted stringy ginger hair that was still too sparse to mask the entire skull. They had also inherited their father’s grey-blue eyes, and his pale complexion. The skin on their high foreheads and cheeks was flaky, as it was on the backs of their hands.

‘Their skin is too dry. He ought to use Zwitsal soap on them,’ whispered Maria Moresnet, mother of a pair of illegitimate eighteen-month-old twins.

In any case, everyone agreed that the three brothers looked uncannily alike, and were nothing like the monsters most people had been imagining. The boys certainly weren’t cute, and if you had said that they were ugly, nobody would have been likely to contradict you. However, for most people, especially the young mothers, the sight of the boys didn’t evoke disgust, only pity - although no one was actually tempted to touch them, pat their ginger hair or say their names out loud, as if the people were all afraid that doing so would summon the children’s celestial namesakes. The villagers shuffled round and round the cot, their heads bobbing above the three little boys like so many balloons. Anyone expecting the babies to react with alarm, now that they suddenly found themselves the centre of attention after so many months of confinement, would have been sadly mistaken. They simply didn’t react at all. The spectators decided the babies must be overwhelmed by all the new things to see, because even pulling a funny face at them, or crooning ga-ga-ga or boolle-boolle-boolle did not make them as much as blink.

‘They seem drugged,’ whispered René Moresnet.

When just about everyone had had their turn at the cot, Lanky Meekers and his father came to have a gander.

Meekers promptly gave Lanky a poke in the ribs. ‘Eighteen centimetres? Idiot!’ his father hissed at Lanky, causing quite a bit of hilarity among the bystanders. Quickly, to change the subject, he turned to the doctor. ‘Can they talk yet?’

From behind the bar Maria Moresnet said scornfully, ‘At nine months? Surely not!’

But Dr Hoppe nodded and said dryly, ‘Indeed they can, ever since they were six months old.’

Meekers looked up triumphantly. ‘See? I was right!’

‘Really? That soon, Doctor?’ asked Maria incredulously.

The doctor nodded again. ‘In French and German,’ he added.

Now Maria began to laugh, ‘Oh, you’re joking.’

But the doctor wasn’t joking. He even seemed to be slightly  offended. ‘I have to go,’ he said abruptly, walking over to the cot and yanking up the hood.

‘Wouldn’t you like another drink, Doctor?’ René Moresnet suggested. The doctor shook his head, stretching the cover over the cot.

‘Doctor?’ The question came from somewhere at the front of the bar - a voice that had not been heard from before. Whoever it was cleared his throat and cried again, louder this time, ‘Doctor, would you mind if I had a look at your sons too?’

The doctor was startled. He turned his head to see where the voice was coming from. A man with a wrinkled face, squinting out of one eye, stuck his gnarled hand up from his seat at a table by the window.

‘My name is Josef Zimmermann, Doctor.’

There was some tittering. With his good eye Zimmerman glared around the café. ‘Could you bring them over here for a minute?’ he said, turning to the doctor. ‘I’m not too steady on my feet, you see.’ With a nod of the head he indicated the walking stick that was hooked over the arm of his chair.

‘If you like, Herr Zimmermann,’ said the doctor.

The café had gone quiet again, and the patrons held their breath as they watched Dr Hoppe pick up the cot and swing it down off the table. He crossed over to where Zimmermann was sitting and, crouching down, placed the cot on the floor right next to the old codger’s scrawny legs.

‘Thank you,’ said Zimmermann, staring at the bowed back in front of him.

The doctor let the cot’s hood down once more, then stood up. The old man was scrutinising him intently with his one functioning eye, the inky pupil of which filled almost the entire cornea. The other eye was just a horizontal split ringed with yellowish crusts.

‘I knew your father and mother,’ said Zimmermann.

The doctor cringed as if he’d been stung, but rose to his full height, trying to look nonchalant.

‘Your father, now there was a good doctor,’ the old man went on. ‘They don’t make them like that any more.’

It was a mean thing to say, but Dr Hoppe did not react. He simply stared at the cot and didn’t say another word. Josef Zimmermann gave an audible sigh and slowly bent forward over the head of the cot.

‘Well, well, so there they are. They look just like you.’ He paused for a second, then said, ‘Where is their mother, if I may ask?’

Behind him, some of the villagers exchanged looks of surprise. Everyone had been wondering the same thing for months, but nobody had had the guts to come right out with it and ask the doctor.

Dr Hoppe did not seem fazed, as if he had been expecting the question. He took a deep breath and then replied, ‘They don’t have a mother. Never had one.’

Josef Zimmermann looked baffled, but then he shook himself and said, ‘I’m sorry, Doctor, I didn’t know . . .’

All of a sudden the babies made their presence known. All three simultaneously opened their mouths and began to cry, and their voices were so exactly alike that it almost seemed as if the wailing were emerging from a single throat. Their shrieks set the bystanders’ eardrums ringing. Even hard-of-hearing Weinstein covered his ears. The doctor reacted nervously to the screams, but did not make any attempt to hush his offspring. He pulled the hood of the cot back up and snapped the plastic rain shield into place. Then he picked up the cot and manoeuvred it between the tables and chairs towards the door, which he struggled in vain to open. Werner Bayer rushed forward and flung the door open wide, nodding his head nervously. He stared after the doctor as he crossed the street, then shut the door, turned round and glared angrily at Josef Zimmerman.

‘Was that really necessary?’ he cried. ‘Was it? He saved my son’s life, for God’s sake!’
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Any villagers who had still been hesitant about going to Dr Hoppe’s surgery in the days following the incident with George Bayer changed their minds after Father Kaisergruber went to see him about his gastritis. In fact, the pastor’s chronic complaint wasn’t the real reason for his visit; it was curiosity. His conscience, too, played a part in his decision. Certain things had happened in the past, and he wondered what, if anything, the doctor still remembered.

‘You look very much like your father.’

That was how he began the conversation, upon being received by the doctor in a rather cool and businesslike manner in the former consultation room. It was still stacked with boxes, and otherwise furnished with an old desk and two chairs.

Victor Hoppe responded to his remark with a curt nod, then asked him to describe his symptoms precisely.

The priest tried again a little later: ‘Your mother was a good and devout Christian.’ She was, at any rate, he would have liked to add.

Again, just a nod of the head. But this time the priest noticed a slight hesitancy. At least that was something.

The doctor asked him to take off his cassock. He complied, although it felt as if he were taking off a piece of armour that protected him from evil. As he was being examined, therefore, he kept conspicuously fingering the little silver cross that hung from a chain around his neck, in the hope that that would make the doctor think twice.

Then he mentioned casually, ‘The holiday of St Rita is coming up next week. The entire village always goes on pilgrimage, to Calvary Hill at La Chapelle. The convent of the Clare Sisters.’

The doctor palpated his stomach, prodding hard where it hurt the most. The priest cried out in pain and only just managed to swallow an oath.

‘That’s the spot,’ Dr Hoppe said, nodding, ‘right where the oesophagus joins the stomach.’ The doctor had managed to dodge the subject, but Father Kaisergruber knew that his own remark had touched a sore spot as tender as the one the doctor’s probing thumb had just found.

The doctor gave him a home-made elixir for his ailment, and when the priest asked what he owed him, Victor Hoppe just shook his head and said, ‘It is my duty to do good. It would not be right to take money for it.’

The priest was astonished. He wondered if the doctor was being ironic. He responded perfunctorily that that was very noble of him, and departed somewhat befuddled, the acid burning in his stomach.

At home he took a spoonful of the elixir, though less than the prescribed amount - what if it was poison? he asked himself fearfully - and very soon the burning sensation in his stomach began to abate. Two days later it was almost entirely gone and after another two days he felt great, as if his stomach upset had never existed. That in itself was such a relief that at the next Mass he read from chapter 6 of the Gospel according to St Luke, even though a different text was specified by the liturgical calendar. ‘Judge not,’ he preached that Sunday, ‘and ye shall not be judged. Condemn not, and ye shall not be condemned. Forgive, and ye shall be forgiven.’ And the entire congregation had witnessed how, for the first time in many weeks, the priest did not grimace in pain on swallowing the cheap sacramental wine.

A bunion, a dry cough, chilblains, a boil, a grazed knee: ever since Father Kaisergruber’s recovery, even the most negligible complaint was excuse enough for the burghers of Wolfheim to ring the surgery bell. But villagers with incurable ailments - a chronic hernia or, in the case of Gunther Weber, congenital deafness - also went to Dr Hoppe, hoping, of course, that he would bring about another miracle.

Although Irma Nüssbaum had claimed the contrary, it turned out that the doctor was not quite ready for so many patients to come knocking at his door. As the priest had already discovered, he did not  yet have a proper examination room, and the former waiting room had not been refurbished either, so that patients occasionally had to wait in the little hallway by the draughty front door.

The doctor begged his patients to excuse the inconvenience and said he had not had the opportunity to unpack everything, so that he was frequently obliged to leave the room during the consultation to fetch something he needed, such as the blood-pressure gauge or some disinfectant.

Dr Hoppe was invariably attentive and amiable, and never asked for payment, which made him - inadvertently perhaps - even more popular with the villagers. They certainly flocked to the surgery at all hours of the day, from as early as half past six in the morning until late in the evening. Sometimes they even rang in the middle of the night, like the time when Eduard Mantels of 20 Napoleonstrasse just couldn’t get to sleep, even after two cups of linden tea laced with rum, and had roused the doctor from his bed for a sleeping pill.
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One fine Saturday in July, some weeks after George Bayer’s resuscitation, a sign went up on the gate of the doctor’s house posting surgery hours: from 9 to 11 a.m. and 6.30 to 8 p.m., weekdays only. And if anyone needed to see the doctor outside those times, an appointment would have to be made by telephone. This caused a fair amount of indignation, for some of the villagers thought a doctor ought to be always at his patients’ beck and call, but on the whole most condoned the doctor’s decision, especially since he was having the waiting and consultation rooms refurbished. The doctor delegated this job to Florent Keuning, who often moonlighted as a handyman. Florent gave the walls a fresh coat of paint, the doors and windows too, and sanded and varnished the wooden floors. The rest of the house was also in need of all sorts of repairs. Hinges and latches had to be oiled, windows and doors that were sticking needed adjustment, there were damp spots on walls and ceilings to be patched, and plumbing leaks to be soldered, so that altogether Florent had at least four weeks of work ahead of him.

During the month he worked at the house, he’d catch a glimpse of the triplets from time to time. Ever since the doctor had shown his children to the patrons of the Café Terminus, they had not been seen again. Nor did anyone hear them crying, even though the villagers who attended the surgery were particularly alert to that possibility.

‘Are the children always so quiet?’ they asked the doctor on several occasions.

‘They’re very calm babies,’ was his usual reply. ‘They’re hardly any trouble.’

Florent was asked the same question when he told the patrons of the Café Terminus that he had seen the little boys.

‘It’s true, they were ever so quiet,’ he confirmed. ‘They were sitting in those little rocking chairs - you know the kind - just staring off into space, as if they were trying to work out some complicated problem. They didn’t even look up when I hammered a nail into the wall right next to them. I don’t think they even noticed me.’

‘Valium, I expect,’ said René Moresnet.

‘Oh, come off it,’ his daughter broke in; ‘maybe they were just a bit under the weather, or exhausted or something. You always assume the worst.’

Maria wanted to know if the boys still looked so weird. What she really meant was ugly, but she didn’t say so out loud.

‘Their hair is an even brassier colour than the first time we saw them,’ the handyman replied. ‘Not the doctor’s kind of garish red - it’s more of a rusty colour, as if they’d had their heads dunked into a jar of red lead.’

‘And what about their . . .’ said Jacques Meekers, pointing to his upper lip.

‘The work of a clumsy joiner. You know, the kind that tries to fill a crack in the wood with some putty and sawdust. A half-arsed job, if you ask me.’

‘And do they really know how to talk?’ Maria wanted to know.

Florent shrugged. ‘Not that I’ve heard, anyway.’

‘Just as I thought,’ said Maria.

Over the next few days Florent Keuning was often stopped on the street. Some of the ladies were curious to know if the doctor could manage the housework all by himself.

‘I think so. It’s always neat as a pin. And he’s always asking me to keep the dust down.’

‘But does he change the babies’ nappies often enough?’ asked Irma Nüssbaum, the mother of two adult sons.

‘And are their clothes clean?’ asked Helga Barnard, who had raised three daughters.

‘Does he test the milk first, to check if it isn’t too hot?’ asked Odette Surmont, grandmother of six.

‘Oh, I couldn’t tell you,’ said Florent; ‘that isn’t a man’s business, is it?’

‘See what we mean? It can’t be easy for him without having a woman around. The doctor really needs someone to help him,’ they decided.

One after another, the ladies swiftly made good on their words. Feigned spells of the migraine led to inquiries about whether the doctor needed a housekeeper or a babysitter; he thanked each and every one of them for their kind offer, maintaining that he could manage by himself. He did, however, accept any tips they offered with evident interest - what to do about teething pains, for example.

‘Have them chew on a crust of frozen bread, Doctor,’ Odette Surmont advised him, while Helga Barnard swore that in the case of her two daughters raw onion rings had done the trick.

So it was with some consternation that Irma Nüssbaum, Helga Barnard and Odette Surmont found out from Florent Keuning a few days later that Charlotte Maenhout was going to be looking after the doctor’s brood. The three women, on porch-sweeping patrol late that afternoon, had gathered at the corner of Napoleonstrasse and Kirchstrasse, and there they ambushed the handyman, who had just finished his last day of work at the doctor’s and was on his way to spend his nice big tip at the Café Terminus. The news was dire enough to stop their brooms in mid-air, whereas the ladies themselves exploded in indignation. It was true that, as a former schoolteacher, Frau Maenhout had some experience educating children - she had taught the reception class at the Gemmerich schoolhouse for many years - but she had never had any children of her own, to say nothing of a husband. So how could she be expected to know how to look after a bunch of little tykes?

Helga asked the handyman if he was absolutely sure, whereupon he told the ladies how that morning, as he had been giving one of the doors a final coat of paint, he had peeked through the crack and seen Dr Hoppe showing Frau Maenhout into the kitchen, where the little boys were seated as usual like rag dolls in their rocking chairs.

‘Was it really Charlotte Maenhout?’ Irma promptly broke in. ‘From Aachenerstrasse?’

Florent nodded confidently, and said he’d recognise Charlotte  Maenhout from a kilometre away, which nobody could refute, since there was no other woman in the village with as hefty a build as the sixty-eight-year-old retired schoolteacher who had come to live in Wolfheim three years ago. She was tall - one metre eighty-four - and her broad back was hunched from years of hovering over her young pupils, guiding their inexperienced hands in the art of writing. Her bowed back caused her neck to sink down between her knobbly shoulders, and in order to lengthen it, she always wore her long silver hair in a bun at the nape, or twisted it up with a wooden hairpin. Another conspicuous thing about her was her generous bosom, or, as Florent described it, her ‘stack of wood at the front door’.

‘What did she say? What did the doctor say?’ Helga wanted to know.

‘First the doctor introduced his children to her,’ the handyman answered, pinching his nose to mimic Dr Hoppe’s voice: ‘This is Raphael. He has the green bracelet. That is Gabriel, with the yellow bracelet. And the one with the blue bracelet is Michael.’

Florent went on in a normal voice: ‘They have these little plastic bracelets around their wrists. Like newborns in hospital, you know? And then the doctor turned to his sons and told them that Frau Maenhout would be coming to look after them.’

The three ladies shook their heads and Irma Nüssbaum said aloud what the other two were thinking: ‘Why her, in God’s name? She isn’t even from around here.’

‘Wait,’ the handyman broke in, ‘because that wasn’t all. The doctor had just finished telling the children that she’d be looking after them when all three boys raised their heads at the same time - and they  winked at her.’

The ladies looked at him open-mouthed.

‘That’s what it seemed like to me anyway,’ he added, watering down his testimony somewhat.

‘And then? What did Frau Maenhout do then?’ asked Odette.

‘Nothing. She asked the doctor what time he wanted her to be there and the doctor said 8.30. Then she left. And now I must be going myself, ladies. I have urgent business spending a nice big tip!’

He forged his way out of the circle of muttering women and started  walking off, but turned back one last time. ‘The doctor pays well. I don’t think Frau Maenhout will regret her decision.’

Then he turned on his heels and made straight for the Terminus. Behind him there was a brief silence, and then the tongues started wagging again.

 
Half past eight the next morning found Charlotte Maenhout striding resolutely along Napoleonstrasse. Passing the churchyard, she nodded at Jacob Weinstein, who was weeding the paths; he stuck his chin in the air by way of greeting. From across the street, Irma Nüssbaum, who had been at her post behind the kitchen curtain for a good half-hour, watched her approach. The former schoolteacher had flung a white crocheted shawl around her broad shoulders and every now and then the thick lenses of her horn-rimmed glasses would catch the rising sun. She was wearing her hair pinned up, and Irma guessed that the red fabric sticking out of the wicker basket on her left arm must be an apron. When Frau Maenhout rang the bell at the doctor’s gate, she glanced over her shoulder, showing her face, its roundness in marked contrast to the angular build of her heavy-set body. Her gleaming eyes wore their usual amiable expression, which had always put the little children she taught at ease from their very first day at school.

When she heard the doctor’s front door being unlocked, Frau Maenhout turned forward again. Irma saw Dr Hoppe in the doorway, awkwardly raising his hand in greeting. He was already wearing his lab coat, but had not buttoned it. With long strides he walked to the gate and opened it, inviting Frau Maenhout to come inside and leaving the gate unlatched for the patients who would be streaming in over the course of the next two hours.

Following the doctor inside, Charlotte Maenhout couldn’t help recalling the conversation of the day before. She had gone to see the doctor about her raised blood pressure, and Dr Hoppe had made use of the occasion to give her a thorough check-up and ask all sorts of questions for the medical file that he began for every new patient. He’d asked about previous complaints, about any surgery or illnesses or abnormalities in the family. He had also wanted to know about her lifestyle, her eating habits and whether she drank or smoked. Her answers had met with his approval, but she had not admitted to him  that she had a sweet tooth. Then he had asked if she was married or had any children - ‘The doctor is looking for a new wife,’ Odette Surmont told her friends after he had asked her the same question on her first visit - whereupon she had said, smiling, that forty years ago, a teacher at a convent school was expected to remain single and live in, and that now she was too old and too wise to take a husband. The doctor hadn’t seemed to get the joke. But at least he now knew not to try anything with her, she had thought at the time. She didn’t find him at all attractive; on the contrary, she was even slightly repelled by him. Never having seen him before, the moment she laid eyes on him she had decided that Martha Bollen was not exaggerating when she’d said that the doctor had been last in line on the day that God was doling out good looks. The hair on his head, on his arms and on the back of his hands was the colour of baby carrots. His beard was darker, sprouting from his chin and jaw like a rusty tangle of barbed wire, with sparser tufts of hair growing on his cheeks and the region just below his mouth. Since the scar of his cleft lip was hairless, it looked as if someone had taken a razor and roughly carved a strip out of his moustache. And then there was his nasal, monotone voice; the consonants normally produced by touching the tongue to the roof of the mouth, such as the ‘t’ and ‘l’, almost vanishing into the mouth cavity, so that they were barely audible. Only his sober clothes - brown corduroy trousers and a beige shirt - were unremarkable.

As the doctor had examined Charlotte he had been punctilious about telling her what he was about to do, asking her direct questions all the while. So it had turned out that he was most interested to hear that she could speak French, German and Dutch.

‘Niederlandisch,’ he had said, and then he’d asked if she knew a song in that language called ‘The little flowers nodded off. The lovely smells had worn them out.’ He’d said the words with a strong accent, but she’d known which song he meant.

‘It’s called ‘‘The Sandman’’.’

‘What?’

‘ ‘‘The Sandman’’. Das Sandmännchen,’ she’d clarified.

As long as he doesn’t ask me to sing it, she’d prayed, but he hadn’t. He had asked some more questions, including about her former profession. Again he’d showed great interest when she told him that  she had spent almost her entire career teaching first years at Gemmenich and had initially been in charge of the nursery school. It had not immediately dawned on her what the doctor was getting at, so when he had suddenly asked her point-blank if she would babysit for his three little boys during surgery hours, she had been so bowled over that she hadn’t been able to think of what to say. Nor had he waited for her answer before showing her his children. The doctor had led her into the kitchen, where the three little ones had been sitting in their rocking chairs.

She had been taken aback, despite having heard the many stories circulating about the children. They looked the way a child might have drawn them: the proportions weren’t right. Their heads were too big in relation to their bodies and the eyes were much too big for their heads. That was what she had noticed first.

Then the doctor had told her the boys’ names, showing her the little coloured band each wore around the wrist. Indeed, it was quite impossible to distinguish one from another with the naked eye. At the same time, she had seen how much they resembled their father: hair, skin, eyes and, alas, cleft palate, on the same side, too - the right.

In the short time that she was with them, she had noticed something else: they would not look at her. In that way too they resembled their father. It had struck her during her physical examination that he tried to avoid any and all eye contact. The way he accomplished this was by looking down at the floor a lot, whereas his three sons had been chiefly absorbed by their own hands, which were in constant motion, as if palpating some invisible object.

‘Frau Maenhout is going to look after you, starting tomorrow,’ she’d heard the doctor say, to her considerable surprise.

She had wanted to object, but then all three boys had lifted their heads and looked up at her for an instant with their disproportionately large eyes. She had made her decision right then and there. ‘What time do you want me tomorrow?’ she had asked.

‘Eight thirty,’ he’d answered.

Then she had left, and it wasn’t until she was outside that she’d realised she hadn’t even said goodbye to the boys.

‘Are you ready?’ asked the doctor as he opened the door to the kitchen.

She wasn’t sure, for she had no idea what the doctor expected of her. They had not yet discussed it. They hadn’t talked about the children at all, and even the subject of money had not come up. Rarely had Frau Maenhout been so impulsive.

‘I think so,’ she said, and again she was surprised at her own reply.

The little boys were in their rocking chairs, just as they had been the day before. Again they were concentrating on their hands, which they couldn’t seem to keep still. There was even a kind of rhythm to their movements, which gave them a rather robot-like air.

Maybe they’re bored, Frau Maenhout thought, because she had noticed that there were no toys or stuffed animals around. ‘Hello, boys,’ she said.

There was no reaction.

‘They’re a bit shy,’ said the doctor.

She walked over to them and scrutinised them carefully. They were too thin, she decided, and with such delicate, almost transparent skin, they seemed rather fragile - as if they were made of glass.

‘Please feel free to pick one of them up, if you want.’

She nodded and pussyfooted towards them. She didn’t know which one to choose. None of them seemed eager to be picked up: they didn’t raise their arms in the air or anything like that. Kneeling down in front of the middle chair, she unbuckled the strap. For a moment she held her breath, having to conquer her trepidation. It was the same kind of fear she had felt in class about ten years earlier, the first time she’d had to take Julie Carpentier’s badly charred hand in hers in order to show her how to move it across the page. Just as she had then, she now counted to three under her breath, then swooped down and lifted the boy up from his chair. He weighed very little and showed barely any reaction upon finding himself in her arms.

‘That’s Raphael,’ said the doctor, pointing at the blue bracelet.

‘Raphael,’ she repeated.

She thought it was a lovely name, but in combination with the other two names, it was a rather odd choice, to name the three kids after the three archangels, and Frau Maenhout wondered who had decided on this. The father or the mother? Or someone else?

‘They are so quiet, such good boys,’ she remarked. But as soon as she said it, she was struck with the alarming thought that there might be something wrong with the children. They might be retarded or something.

‘They still have to get used to you,’ said Dr Hoppe. ‘They have a hard time adapting to new situations, I’ve noticed.’

His reply did nothing to ease her fears. As if he had read her mind, the doctor added, ‘But they can talk. Sometimes they’ll suddenly say a word they’ve overheard. Either from me, or from the radio. And it might be in French, or in German. They are extremely intelligent.’

‘That is quite remarkable, yes.’

She didn’t know whether to believe him or not. In her profession she had had occasion to speak to parents who perceived abilities in their children that did not actually exist. Every woman thinks her child is special, she used to remind herself every time it happened.

‘I wish to stimulate their language skills,’ the doctor continued. ‘I’ve been alternating between German and French with them, but if you speak only French to them from now on, and I restrict myself to German, it should help them to distinguish the two languages from each other more quickly, don’t you think?’

She had to agree, nor did she find it an unusual request. In this region, at the crossroads of three cultures and three languages, most of the children were raised multilingual. Nearly everybody spoke German, and usually also knew some French or Dutch. Some children learned all three languages at once, depending on which school they attended or who their playmates were.

It had been the same for her. She had been born in Gemmenich and her parents had raised her to speak German. She had picked up French in the street, and later, in secondary school, she had been taught Dutch. Suddenly she understood the reason for the doctor’s interest in her language abilities the day before, especially when he mentioned the Dutch lullaby again.

‘The one about the flowers,’ he said, ‘could you sing it to them from time to time?’

‘As you wish,’ she said, even though she thought it rather a strange request.

The doctor looked at his watch. ‘Come, I’ll give you a quick tour  of the house. The first patients will be arriving any minute now.’ He turned on his heels and disappeared through the door leading to the corridor, leaving her standing there somewhat befuddled.

Shaking her head, she carefully put Raphael back down in his little chair. ‘I’ll be right back,’ she said to the boys in French, wondering what on earth she had let herself in for.

In the hall the doctor was waiting by a door opposite the examination room. ‘The children and I have been sleeping downstairs for the time being,’ he said, and stepped into the room.

She hesitated, hanging back in the doorway. The room was immaculate. At the far end, centred on the wall, was a single bed, its bedspread stretched taut, without a single crease. There weren’t any books or clothes on the two chairs stationed on either side of the bed, nor were there any children’s toys or paraphernalia on the floor. Three metal cots on wheels were lined up side by side against another wall. These too were neatly made; there wasn’t a crease in the spotless white sheets or pillowcases. At the foot of each bed hung a little nameplate. Michael slept in the bed on the right, to his left was Raphael and next to that, Gabriel. The walls appeared to have been freshly wallpapered, but aside from that they were quite bare. There were none of the pictures one would have expected to see: a portrait of the doctor’s wife, perhaps, a wedding picture of his parents, or at the very least a photo of the children. The entire room radiated anonymity. It was an impersonal space; the spotless white of the bedspread and the sheets made it feel like a hospital ward more than anything else.

‘The bathroom is upstairs,’ said the doctor, ‘but since it’s difficult to carry the children up the stairs every time, I’ve been washing them in a tub in the kitchen.’

‘Just as in our own day.’ Frau Maenhout smiled.

The doctor remained impervious. No sense of humour, she thought.

‘Frau Maenhout . . .’ There was a pregnant pause, which made her look up. ‘There is something else. There’s something wrong with their health,’ he stated flatly.

Although she had been wondering about the children’s health, the  news still came as a shock. She wondered why the doctor had waited so long to tell her.

‘It’s nothing too serious,’ he said, ‘and I’m dealing with it, but I thought you ought to know. It means they do have to be kept indoors for the time being.’

‘You might have told me before . . .’ she began, but was interrupted by the sound of the doorbell.

‘Ah, there’s my first patient,’ said the doctor in a rush. ‘I must get started. And so must you.’ He turned and, brushing past her, hurried out of the room. It was almost as if he were running away, and she stood there perplexed. ‘Are you coming, Frau Maenhout?’ she heard him say.

I’m not doing this, she thought, I mustn’t. Flustered, she stepped out of the room. ‘Doctor,’ she said, ‘I—’

‘Hello, Frau Maenhout.’

It was Irma Nüssbaum at the end of the hall, nodding at her. Charlotte Maenhout had seen her watching from the house across the street just a short while ago.

‘Will you be looking after the doctor’s children then, Frau Maenhout? ’ asked Irma.

There was a note of spitefulness in the way she had pronounced her name. The doctor had stopped and posted himself in between the two ladies, like the referee in a duel.

‘Yes, Frau Nüssbaum,’ Charlotte Maenhout replied without moving a muscle. ‘I was asked to, and said I would.’ Turning on her heel, she walked towards the kitchen.

 
In those first few weeks the children did not strike Charlotte Maenhout as being particularly intelligent; on the contrary, they continued to be quite unresponsive and had not spoken a word. She was growing increasingly convinced that all three were mentally disabled and surmised that that was what the doctor had meant when he’d said there was something wrong with them.

Slowly but surely, however, Michael, Gabriel and Raphael began to warm to her. Indeed, it was as if she’d had to earn their trust. She had done nothing special to earn that trust, other than being consistently kind and patient with them, which was the hardest part, really. There  were times when she had felt like shaking them one by one, hoping to wring even a smidgen of emotion from them. Luckily she’d been able to control herself, however, for one fine day, when Napoleonstrasse was, as so often, chock-a-block with cars and coaches on their way to the three-border junction, there was a sudden breakthrough. She had picked up Michael in her arms so that he could look out the window, when suddenly the boy cried, ‘Au-o!’ and a second later one of the other two behind her cried, ‘A-ee!’ Later the doctor said his son had probably meant ‘taxi’, because it was in a taxi that they had travelled from Bonn to Wolfheim all those months ago. Charlotte Maenhout was flabbergasted.

After that, things progressed rapidly. Either their vocabulary was already extensive to start with, or it was growing by leaps and bounds, because over the next few days the three boys kept uttering new words, repeating what one of the others had said or adding to it. Sometimes it almost seemed as if the children were making a game of it. She’d be preparing some fruit for them to eat and the boys would start naming fruits one by one, in French, because they had cottoned on to the fact that this was the language she spoke. All three were quite hard to understand, of course, not only because they were so young but also because, like their father, they had trouble with certain sounds on account of their cleft palates. But she understood what the boys were saying, and that was all that mattered - at first, anyway.

Shortly after this the children gave her another demonstration of their talents. As the doctor had requested, she sang them the Dutch lullaby about the little sandman every night before they went to sleep, and one evening, about fifteen minutes before their usual bedtime, Gabriel suddenly said, in Dutch, ‘Tired.’ She didn’t understand at first what he meant, but when Raphael promptly chimed in with, ‘Sleep,’ in Dutch as well, and then Michael piped up and said, ‘Night-night,’ she knew that the triplets had spontaneously applied the Dutch words they had learned from the lullaby to their bedtime ritual.

When a few days later she told her friend and former colleague Hannah Kuijk about it, Hannah said, ‘That’s because they don’t have a mother. It means they’re not bound to any mother tongue.’

Charlotte Maenhout thought it a rather far-fetched explanation. Next her friend suggested that the boys’ brains might be linked via  some invisible neurological network into a single overarching super-brain. Frau Maenhout had heard of a similar idea before, and also that multiple siblings were sometimes able to read each others’ minds or feel one another’s emotions, even when miles apart. Still, she preferred to stick to the simple explanation that they had inherited their father’s intelligence, as well as his passivity - unfortunately, because notwithstanding their verbal abilities the triplets were still frustratingly taciturn when it came to expressing or showing emotion.

For the four hours that Frau Maenhout watched the children - from half past eight in the morning until half past ten, and from six until eight in the evening - she kept them busy with an energy and enthusiasm that she had not thought herself still capable of. She made silly faces and rolled her eyes, erected precarious towers with building blocks and cardboard boxes, set the boys on her lap one behind the other and bounced them up and down, drove toy cars down imaginary lanes and little wooden trains through dark tunnels, and told them fables and fairy tales, taking on the role of the witch, the fairy or the queen. Yet notwithstanding all her exertions she never managed to get any of the three boys to chortle or laugh, except once; but then they hardly ever cried either.

‘Oh, it will come, Charlotte,’ was Hannah Kuijk’s opinion. ‘Those children are probably dealing with some kind of trauma. They didn’t receive any love for the first months of their lives. They didn’t get it from their mother, since she was dead, nor from their dad, because he’s such a cold man. The very fact that he wants them to call him ‘‘Father’’ and not ‘‘Dad’’ or ‘‘Dada’’ proves that he wants to keep them at arm’s length. I wouldn’t put it past him to insist, later on, that his children address him as ‘‘Sir’’.’

‘But he’s constantly taking pictures of them,’ Frau Maenhout objected. ‘Surely that must mean he’s fond of them?’

‘I’m not saying he isn’t. But if you ask me, it’s a matter of sublimation. He’s just trying to cover up his own inability to express love. He thinks taking pictures of them is a way to bond with them. No, Charlotte, keep on doing what you’re doing; it’s good for those poor kids that you’re there. That way at least someone can teach them about feelings.’

‘Right, Hannah. I’ll bear that in mind.’
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‘A pound of those delicious ginger snaps, please.’

‘Are they for the doctor’s sons?’

Frau Maenhout shook her head, smiling. ‘No, they’re for me, actually.’

Martha Bollen began rummaging in the glass jar of home-baked ginger snaps that sat on the counter. She slipped the biscuits into a paper bag and plumped it down on one of the scales’ copper pans, placing a weight on the other.

‘I’m giving you three extra,’ said the shopkeeper, squinting at the needle on the scales. ‘For the boys. With love from Martha, tell them, from the shop.’

OEBPS/page-template.xpgt
 

 
	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	    		 
	   		 
	    		 
		
	



 
	 






OEBPS/stef_9780297855668_msr_cvi_r1.jpg
THE ANGEL’S
GAME

Zafon, Carlos
Ruiz





OEBPS/stef_9780297855668_oeb_001_r1.jpg
e L

Fund





