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          As Freud argues in Totem and Taboo, the practice of cannibalism can be a kind of intense identification, a type of primary love where attachment is guaranteed by literally incorporating a piece of the other. He suggests there is a cannibalistic component in the fierce love children bear their parents, wanting to consume and replace them utterly.




          – Lyndal Roper, Witch Craze


        


      


    




    

      

        

          Between the dark and the daylight,




          When the night is beginning to lower,




          Comes a pause in the day’s occupations, That is known as the Children’s Hour.




          – Henry Wadsworth Longfellow


          ‘The Children’s Hour’


        


      


    


    




    

       

    




    PROLOGUE




    Late summer, 1665




    To say the children of Flusstal had run amok in the year 1665 was a grave understatement. To think the children were only wayward and disobedient and in need of some basic discipline and religion, that to spend their daylight hours on Bible study would have turned them right again, was also too slight an assertion. How did such a malign affliction, it was the only word Anna could think of for the omniscient influence the children had fallen under, pass through the city walls so unnoticeably, so soundlessly, as if it had simply been carried on the wind like dandelion snow to fall into the children’s mouths and germinate within them.




    At which point in time could one say, ‘Yes, this was the beginning, this was where and when things began to go terribly wrong.’ Anna’s outings around the city were always accompanied by a sense of incredulity: how had this happened here? Could it all have been prevented? Useless questions, except to provide her with a feeling of absolution regarding her own lack of action in those early days when prevention had been possible. But how could she have known then what she knew now?




    She shifted the basket she was carrying. It held nothing but gave her the appearance that she was out to place orders and make purchases; it gave her something to look busy with.




    Above her loomed a black cloud of smoke billowing up against the cobalt sky. It furled and unfurled on itself, and at times had the shape of a large decrepit and gnarled human body rising into the atmosphere which appeared to pace back and forth, as if unsure what to do next. The smoke carried with it a gut-retching odour that was never to entirely dissipate, but remain faintly detectable in the city for years to come. This stench could never be justly described but only given oblique comparisons – a cloying mixture of metal, grease, sulphur, musk and leather. There were moments when Anna caught a scent that smelled specifically like someone: the metallic mushroom aroma was reminiscent of the blacksmith, traces of damp leather reminded her of the shoemaker, and, reluctantly, of the tanner’s daughter. These odorous hints were brief but persistent, and made it impossible to ignore the fact that the source of this pervasive pong, this relentless vertical trail of smoke, came from the smouldering flesh and bone of forty-eight bodies.




    The smoke itself, it’s been said, can still be seen on windless afternoons.




    Anna veered from the main road to circle round the market square. Scent had once been a map unto itself. Brewer’s Lane turned to Baker’s Lane and the citrus smell of drying hops had slowly folded under the soft aroma of rising bread, but this was no longer the case. There was no transition in aroma, only the all-enveloping smell of the black smoke.




    She wished to merge with the business on the street, to be as unnoticeable as possible. She kept her head tucked downwards, watching her feet poke out, rhythmically lurching and retreating, from under her skirt. She occasionally lifted the basket to inspect its imaginary contents. Her loose curls shook with each stride, cylindrical springs that monopolized her peripheral vision.




    Anna could hear the three daughters of Erhard, a harness-maker, and his wife, Rebekka, long before she could see them. They were, as they always were, singing hymns near the church, fresh roses in their hands, tipping their small rounded noses towards the scent they pretended to sell to passers-by:




    

      

        

          To thee before the close of day,


          Creator of the world, we pray


          That, with thy wonted favour, thou


          Wouldst be our guard and keeper now.


          


          From all ill dreams defend our sight,


          From fears and terrors of the night;


          Withhold from us our ghostly foe,


          That spot of sin we may not know.


          


          Holy art thou, our God!


          Holy art thou, our God!


          Holy art thou, our God.


        


      


    




    To an outsider, these three girls appeared to be God’s devoted disciples, brimming with devotion. They sung not one word wrong, nor wavered in harmony. Their small faces shone with colour from singing so long under the warm sun. The little one, Ursula, named after Rebekka’s own aunt, stood in between of her taller sisters, their matching blonde heads glinting under the sun like a church organ’s golden flue pipes, freshly polished, ablaze with heavenly auras. They always arranged themselves this way, asymmetrically, like the bottom half of a severed star, as if perched upon a little stage, a choir spreading good cheer.




    To someone who had just arrived in town, these were godly children, but the locals who stooped down and dropped a coin in their cup did not rejoice in God’s praise, did not linger for a moment to bask in the sweet song of these girls, but rushed past, refusing to take a rose. Not that the girls offered one; they’d given up going so far in their pretence. They no longer bothered to reach up only to yank the stem back as if it were a cherished rag doll. They kept their pert noses firmly stuck to the pink bouquets, the small petals rustling under their singing breath. A look of calm came over their faces with each sniff as if, in that one splendid moment, the euphoric sweetness of the roses concealed all the displeasure they’d ever known up to then.




    As Herr Mertzler exited his butcher’s shop with slabs of meat to rinse under the fountain, he tried to ignore the rose girls, for this was what they were called now – they were no longer the daughters of Erhard and Rebekka, because neither was alive any more.




    Herr Mertzler skirted behind them, feigning to take no notice of anything but the dripping meat in his hands. But the rose girls noticed him; they always noticed, regardless of their apparent inebriation from the saccharine scent of roses. They sung louder, the hymns now a goading chant. Herr Mertzler grudgingly reached for his purse and, without wiping his hands across his red-streaked apron, dropped a bloodied coin in their cup. The girls took another whiff, journeyed to wherever the scent carried them, perhaps to where the line between play and reality could not be blurred so easily, where evil imaginings did not ever spring to life.




    It was not too strong a claim to say the children of Flusstal were godless.




  



    

       

    




    PART I




    

       

    




    CHAPTER 1




    The summer before




    Hans went into the forest to collect kindling. His mood was one of contempt. He begrudged his father’s new apprentice, Georg, his spindly and nimble fingers at the weaver’s wheel; he was jealous of the way his father hovered nearby praising his work. Hans himself was a clumsy weaver, his fingers were short and wide, fingers he grieved being burdened with each day. So unlike his father’s apt hands, so inferior to Georg’s gifted hands, his were bungling stubs of bone and tissue. So unfair that these hands should belong to him, so unfair he could not simply cast them off and replace them, or whittle them down with a knife into slender, supple appendages.




    After dinner, his father had raised his cup to Georg and told him he had no doubts he would one day be a master weaver, something he had never said to Hans. Though Georg was a year younger than Hans’ seventeen, his work was already far beyond anything Hans could accomplish. On this day, the promise Hans always suspected he lacked had been confirmed. He would be nothing more than a fledgling weaver, and Georg would be well-known and sought after for his flawless fabrics.




    Hans was sure his father would hire Georg too, the moment he gained journeyman status. Hans’ life suddenly stretched before him, a life without distinction; he’d always be eclipsed by Georg. Maybe one day he would not be able to get any work at all, and he would have to go to Georg and ask for employment, who would by then have his own thriving shop, and Georg would hire him out of pity, because of an obligation he still felt towards Hans’ father, and Hans would have to work with a pretence of gratefulness. Of servitude.




    Georg with his soft curly hair, with his shining front teeth with a space wider than slight between them, who grinned up at Hans when his father sent him to gather kindling, preferring the company of his apprentice to that of his own son. His own son! If a son is ruled by his father, his father only by Jesus and Jesus only by God, then where would such alienation from his father leave Hans but estranged from God?




    Later Hans would claim it was exactly this state of mind, one filled with envy, of alienation, especially on the Lord’s Day, that left him so vulnerable to the devil’s workings.




    As Hans scooped up leaves and stray twigs a light rain began to fall. The kindling would be damp by the time he returned home and he would again look less than Georg. He could not even gather kindling with his unwieldy hands before rain soaked it. In a fit of ire Hans dropped the box and kicked it so that all the kindling went flying out. He kicked it several times.




    He was further incensed that he had been so stupid as to kick the box so that the dry kindling at the bottom was now wet and muddy and completely useless.




    He turned the box over and sat upon it. The rain was becoming heavier and fell against the murky canopy of the forest with an uneven sound like the frenetic fingers drumming against a table. He watched a dark puddle gather near his feet, then looked closely at his fingers, at the cracked skin on his red bulging knuckles, his wide flat fingernails and the heavy padding down each of his thumbs. Squat, he thought, squat fingers. Hans was in no hurry to return to his father’s cottage. It was warm despite the rain. He cracked his knuckles, a habit he had begun in hopes of achieving better flexibility through his joints.




    ‘Hans!’




    Hans looked round, but couldn’t see anyone. The woods seemed to have grown in the waning light, the trees no longer extending upwards but down like dangling ropes hanging from the sky, swaying in the growing wind. It was darker than it should be because of the murky storm clouds and everything seemed to take on the shade of a fresh bruise.




    ‘Hans!’




    He stood up, but still could not see who was calling him or if anyone was calling him at all. It happened sometimes at the spinning wheel: he would think someone had said his name but it was only a phantom sound that seemed to erupt from the monotonous sighing and wheezing of the wheel, like an echo of indistinct origin. A sound real enough to make him look up, and yet impossible to have been heard. The puddle at his feet was now a heavy sludge, he tried to lift one of his legs but it seemed too heavy to move. He laughed nervously then, and this surprised him. One never suspects oneself to laugh so oddly when frightened.




    ‘It’s me. Georg.’ Georg laughed lightly and grabbed Hans’ shoulder. Hans startled, his hand jerked upwards and covered Georg’s smooth long fingers. ‘Your father sent me to look for you.’




    ‘Oh,’ said Hans, turning at the waist, for he could not seem to move his feet. They seemed to be pulled into the earth. Georg smiled. His upper lip sprouted a thin line of hair that covered up sparse speckles of white-headed bumps just at one corner of his mouth, or maybe caused them – ingrown hair looping back in and out like stitches.




    Georg’s hand squeezed Hans’ shoulder and pushed him back down onto the box.




    ‘Oh,’ Hans said again, laughing, an odd giddy laughter.




    Georg knelt in front of him and began to move his hands up his arms, as if trying to warm him. Hans knew what would happen next. It had happened before when he had gone to get kindling. Georg always seemed to follow and the unthinkable ensued there in woods. Afterwards Hans would be unsure what had happened, just as he sometimes believed he heard his name being called as he worked at the spinning wheel, unsure of what he truly heard, the sound possibly only a manifestation of his imagination.




    Georg turned him over. Hans’ ankles twisted in the mud, his feet never seeming to lift. Georg pulled down Hans’ breeches. The rain against his buttocks was a cool crisp sensation that made his exposure even more exhilarating. The air and rain puckered his skin and caused this heightened awareness of his body and all its hidden facets. He felt his body was more than just an impediment to wash and feed; it could also provide something on its own – pleasure – and not only his but someone else’s too.




    He knew Georg had a part in his body’s achievement of such pleasure, but it was ultimately his body’s decision to reach such a peak.




    Georg pressed one of his nimble fingers inside him. Hans felt an odd pressure that grew into a kind of relenting, an opening up that was not unpleasant, though not pleasant either. It was more the succumbing that Hans felt himself rise to, a giving in. He felt Georg’s warm thighs against his, his warm hands on his hips as he positioned himself. Hans lay there waiting, for Georg’s thrusting that did not hurt. Keeling over the empty box he rocked back and forth. He watched his hands, his ugly hands, grabbing at tufts of grass and mud, trying to steady himself. He closed his eyes and remembered he had offered to get the kindling – he always offered to collect it – and Georg always followed him out here. They met in the woods, though Hans, in that very moment could not recall when these meetings with Georg had begun. It seemed not to matter. Only that it was happening. Hans could feel Georg, would submit to Georg and his elegant hands. His eyes fluttered open briefly, the ground jiggled, pitched forwards, back; he yielded to the ascending sensation that flowed through him, mounting surrender, he could feel the wet mud squish between his fingers. He would have to pick his fingernails clean with his knife. Remember, he told himself, or his father would be angry that he handled material with dirty hands. Hans looked down as if to impose on his mind an imprint of his muddy hands to better serve his memory later, for this would be the only thing he would allow himself to remember.




    He skidded forwards, the kindling box tipped slightly and something stuck into his stomach, a sliver of wood. Georg held on to him harder, his arm wrapped round Hans’ neck as if he were a sheep to be sheared.




    He could stand it then, in that moment, that he would never be a master weaver. When Georg was inside him, so was a part of his father’s approval; it didn’t just belong to Georg then, but spilled off into him.




    Hans would only think this later when he tried to rationalize his enchantment. The truth was he thought none of these things with Georg; not of his father, not of his hands, he thought only of Georg’s soft dark curls and round eyes, his baritone voice that pulsed up and through his wide hard chest, and that he needed, needed to push himself just as Georg pulled him. A release was felt, a release that now it had become known was crucial to their lives.




    Georg bit his back, close to his neck as he poured into him with one last shudder. It never took long, maybe that was why he was unsure it happened it all. Georg withdrew from inside him.




    They collected the kindling together, picking up leaves and twigs closest to the trunks of trees and between bushes in an effort to seek out the driest, saying nothing. The act they had just committed was now a slow dispersing mist that left no evidence. It was an unspoken agreement that what had happened had not happened, so it could happen again. Denial of this act also meant denial of any feelings of guilt or sense of indecency.




    Hans would sometimes experience an obscure disquiet the morning after these interludes with Georg. He would feel cramped being in the same room as his father and Georg, as if there wasn’t enough air for each of them. Their movements would occupy his peripheral vision and distract him from his spool. He would feel greatly irritated as if they were in his way, closing in on him, and a kind of disgust would creep over him. He would have to excuse himself to the outhouse, where he would lean his forehead against the wall, the knots in the wood scouring into his brow. He would softly knock his head against the wall and pray, ‘Bring me peace, if possible, Lord,’ and wait until his breathing slowed and the rage he felt so deeply slowly extracted itself as if it were its own entity that came and went as it pleased, leaving behind little but the hollow where it could again burrow. Once this spell of anger left him, he could not conjure any reason for its presence, any sense of what it felt like, though he had just experienced it moments ago.




    When they returned to the cottage Georg remarked to Hans’ father that Hans had been sheltering under a tree to wait out the rain, implying that Hans was feeble, even effeminate, for wanting to avoid getting wet. They then began a conversation about weaving and money.




    Tomorrow was Monday and Hans was going into Flusstal with his father to contract more work, something he always enjoyed because Georg stayed behind.




    Tomorrow Hans would wake in the night when the hail came but draw no connection to the act he committed with Georg to the sudden turn in weather.




    

       

    




    CHAPTER 2




    Sitting upright in her bed, her chin resting on her knees, Anna listened to hail fall against the roof in a cacophony of rattling. It had rained yesterday, most of today, and now it was hailing, a great precursor to grief for a tavern-keeper and his wife. It was mid-August; the grapes had just begun to change colour and the vines had been pruned to give the grapes more exposure to the sun, leaving them vulnerable to harsh weather. The storm bells rang out from the tower in the square, a distant ominous throbbing.




    She turned and looked down at her husband, but couldn’t see his face in the dark. She decided, however, that he wouldn’t wake or, better, couldn’t. His body twitched slightly as if the hail was penetrating his dreams, and his throat emitted a kind of whimpering moan as he exhaled his snores.




    Anna stretched forwards, felt around for the candle on the table at the end of their bed. It illuminated their small room: the wooden chair beside the table with its worn seat, the pitcher of wine that was never empty or full for long, the small chest against the wall filled with their Sunday clothes and two spare shawls. She was momentarily distracted by the long, strange shadow cast by the crooked column of their four-poster bed; it looked somewhat like a leg that was slightly bent at the knee.




    When she turned round again, she was startled to see that Wilhelm’s eyes were open and he was looking at her, but his expression was one of confusion, as if he didn’t recognize her or know where he was. Did he think he had walked into a guest’s room again, and passed out on their floor, or tried to get into a guest’s bed, thinking it was his own, that the warm body was Anna’s? He blinked repeatedly, trying to locate himself in time and place.




    She wasn’t sure who she was about to meet: Wilhelm the merry, Wilhelm the fool or Wilhelm the melancholic. Anna had three husbands, really, and they arrived at different but predictable parts of the day and night, starting with the melancholic and ending with the fool. Wilhelm in each and every stage under the drink’s influence believed everything he said, believed every side of himself and always spoke with the same earnestness as if he had no idea he would feel different only hours later. The merry man, who people were most familiar with and who did indeed appear for the most hours of a day, was the disposition Anna least liked because being merry was always his objective, the desired end result of his excess, and so she felt most resentful towards this version of her husband.




    ‘What is it?’ his words were slurred.




    ‘It’s raining.’




    He closed his eyes again, and she thought he would simply go back to sleep, but they fluttered open, and he pushed himself up, looking round for the pitcher and childishly pointed at it. Anna reluctantly poured him some wine; there was little point in trying to divert him when he was still so drunk, and perhaps it would send him back to sleep.




    ‘It’s hailing,’ he said, as if correcting her and she knew he was already in his downhearted state and would soon abandon himself to worry.




    The candlelight softened his features, but rather than flattering his appearance, this softening made his eyes and nose seem smaller and, as a result, his face seemed larger, more bloated. Anna could still be startled by how much his intemperance had altered him physically. His cheeks were constantly mottled, a thin sheen of sweat covered his forehead and there was an overall sponginess to him, as if each muscle in his bulky body had shrunk to make room for more wine.




    ‘It hasn’t been going on too long,’ Anna said, hopeful that the hail would soon stop and make her statement true.




    ‘But it doesn’t take long does it? A minute of hail can ruin a vineyard.’ He attempted to emphasize ‘ruin’, but his voice was too husky to achieve outrage and he broke down into a short coughing fit. He wanted to lure her in, he wanted to be reassured and then say why her assurances were flawed. It was an endless loop that at this moment Anna hadn’t the energy to follow, because really, there wasn’t anything more she could say that sounded hopeful.




    Thrice during their thirteen-year marriage Wilhelm had refrained from excessive drink. The first was when they had just married and perhaps the excitement of a new wife, his new position as husband, had been more alluring than wine, for a short time at least. The second was just after Konrad was born. Wilhelm had stayed relatively sober in the first few months, so pleased was he to have a son. When it seemed that Konrad would indeed live and when Konrad’s infancy was in reality less interesting than Wilhelm first assumed, and he realized it would be a long time before his son would be someone he could really make his own, he resumed his old ways. Again he sobered up when Manfred was born, eight years later and after four miscarriages, but this sense of sheepish gratefulness didn’t last long either.




    In some ways, his drunkenness benefited Anna; she believed it was the reason she did not conceive again, and this for her, was at the time, a small mercy.




    She went to the window so she could hear the hail hitting the shutters and attempt to assess its size. She caught a faint reflection of her own face, and it was for a moment unnerving, this combination of hail and seeing a wasted outline of herself.




    The hail had suddenly intensified, coming down with greater weight, the sheer volume of the stones hitting the roof was deafening. They both listened in silence with pained alertness, feeling cornered and helpless. Finally Wilhelm began covering his ears intermittently.




    ‘I just can’t listen to this, I can’t.’




    Then he rolled onto his stomach, went up on his knees and turned round in the bed so he could reach to refill his cup with wine but, Anna, foreseeing that he would likely knock the table and spill the pitcher, went and took his cup and by the time she had poured more wine, the hail had stopped.




    He leaned back in the bed once she handed him his cup, and as he was about to begin the fretful diatribe that she had predicted, she forestalled him.




    ‘I should see if any of the guests are up.’




    This was only partly true. Occasionally a guest sneaked out of their room and fumbled through the tavern or the cellar for a bottle of wine, but her real concern was whether her youngest son had woken.




    Anna made her way down the hall towards the room where Manfred and Konrad were sleeping, or at least where she hoped Manfred was still sleeping. She was certain the hail would have woken him, and she wanted to make sure he was still in bed. She moved down the hallway in a state of stifled anxiety, straining to see any faint movements, any undulations in the curtain of darkness just beyond the candle’s reach that could be Manfred, jumping up and down to the clamouring hail. That is, if she was lucky enough to find him still inside the tavern.




    She hurried down the hall and was filled with an unwarranted confidence that Manfred would be nestled safely in his bed.




    Anna noticed there were no slivers of light under the doors, so, it seemed to her, she was the only one wakened by the hail. Maybe it was not so bad then, maybe Manfred had slept through it; she was a light sleeper after all. The inn was at half its occupancy, there were two peasants in one room hoping to sell some pigs, a bookseller passing through and two weavers in from the village. She held the candle up, but suddenly could not remember which door her sons were behind. She stood there frozen, unsure what to do. It was not as if she could go jiggling door handles and waking the guests. The boys slept in a different room from night to night, whichever one was empty, and when none were empty, they slept on the benches below, where Konrad had to watch vigilantly over Manfred, and thwart any attempts at escape outdoors. Anna remembered the first time Manfred did this: she had found him outside, damp and cold, inexplicably standing there as if he had just grown bored with being asleep. Now she understood, well, not understood, but knew it was because Manfred wanted to get something he had suddenly recalled in his sleep that he’d seen earlier, a lost button or a glove on the walkway in front of the tavern, a toad he’d seen in the canal behind the tavern, or leaves, always leaves.




    She could hear movement behind one of the doors – a scuffled sleepless pacing – likely the peasants, worried over their livestock and fields. She half expected one of them to crack open the door with an accusatory sneer implying the storm was a surprising fault of the inn like soiled sheets or dirty water, as if the inn was somehow responsible.




    The four other doors, in the soft light of the single candle flame, had recently begun to cause a kind of vertigo in Anna as she stepped past them: a sensation of tumbling down, towards nothing in particular but the dark abyss that had yet to be illuminated by the light of the candle and expose the end of the hallway. She worried, that while in the throes of this whirling sensation to steady herself she would grab onto one of the latches and fall through the door and wake up some enraged peasant, who, still under the influence of sleep or nightmare, would come at her with his long, soiled fingernails. Or worse, grab her and drag her into his room. It would not be the first time such a horror happened to a tavern-keeper’s wife, and Wilhelm would simply sleep through her cries for help.




    So when Anna first heard the scuffled sleepless pacing behind one of the doors, she slowed down, tried to regain her composure, her footing. But her vertigo intensified, from fear she would somehow reach out and lift the latch, an urge that harkened back to those foolish childish impulses to touch that which your mother forbids: fire, a hot pot, a not yet chipped plate, a spider’s web still catching flies. She had once suffered, when she first arrived at the inn, urges to swing open the doors to all these rooms to discover various tableaus – of a husband and wife mid-argument, mid-kiss, a peasant in mid-dress, mid-waking, mid-sleep. She wracked her mind for other, more interesting scenes she could come across, but it was impossible for her to think up anything too obscene on her own.




    She could hear voices inside the room, but not what they were saying exactly, only that they were having a hard whispered argument and someone was crying, an airy kind of wailing, as if his voice had run out.




    It must be the peasants grieving over the weather, but she couldn’t remember for sure who had been put in this room. While she reported their guests to the city bailiff, the servant, Margarethe, usually showed them to their room.




    Each room held only two occupants, and yet what Anna heard almost sounded as if there were three people inside. She leaned in slightly towards the door, listening. The voices stopped, and silence rose into its sibilant drone. Just as she was about to pull back and continue walking, a noise rang out. She knew it was the chamber pot. The door thumped suddenly as if someone had been thrown up against it. Anna lurched backwards, and hurried down the hall to where she had remembered her sons were sleeping.




    She stood a moment, trying to catch her breath and then turned round keeping one hand on the latch. It was quiet again and, as her fear ebbed she became cross, yet again someone had spilled their chamber pot in the dark. Such carelessness was committed often enough by those who thought the tavern was as ephemeral as their stay. It was likely the traveller; it was always those passing through who had little care for the inn they would never see again. They cared nothing for aim, and just as often missed the pot as filled it. Scent was something the innkeeper must always consider. For Anna it was financially impossible to mask the usual pong of an inn with perfumes and rose petals soaking in water, but she felt the need to minimize the odours left behind by so many bodies and so scrubbed the floors once a month, quite well if she did say so herself. She had washed the floors just that morning and felt a familiar swell of frustration of having her labour so quickly ruined. It took quite an effort to subdue the odour of urine. She held the candle up and looked to see if urine was running out under the door and pooling in the hall, but she saw nothing there.




    Manfred was awake but still lying down, his blankets were gathered to the right of him, his teeth were chattering. Why he would not cover himself again with the blankets was a mystery to Anna. Konrad slept soundly next to him, rolled up in nearly all the blanket.




    She pulled the blanket across Manfred’s chest, trying to tuck in his raised arm. He was holding something in his hand, twirling it back and forth. Pulling the blanket out from under Konrad, who burrowed into the bedding as if in a cocoon, roused him awake.




    ‘You shouldn’t take all his covers, he’ll catch his death.’




    ‘He wasn’t using them when I came in from the stable!’ Konrad said rubbing his eyes.




    Anna attributed the reproach she heard in Konrad’s voice lately to having to work in the stables. They had yet to hire another stable boy, the last one having left near a year ago. What could be done? Anna would ask him this in the beginning, ‘Do you have an answer? There isn’t enough money to feed a stable boy just now. What do you suggest, get rid of you for a stable boy?’ Then she would tease him that she and Wilhelm had thought long and hard about trading him in for a stable boy, but decided they were already so used to him it would only be a bother. Or she would say, he could always trade duties with the cellar boy, a much more arduous position, and hoped that Konrad would be grateful they could still afford to keep Caspar.




    But such playful teasing no longer cheered him. Anna felt his growing dissatisfaction with their circumstance was now turning into reproach towards her. This caused much argument between them, which ended with Konrad silently threatening to reveal Manfred’s condition to Wilhelm by spending the day asking how he could help his father, fetching him wine, laughing exaggeratedly at something Wilhelm said, all the while glancing over at Anna with that menacing look he could give. Anna would feel unable to discipline him. Nonetheless, together they were able to sustain the pretence for now, and Anna hoped it would not be much longer before Manfred would become well again.




    The look that passed between her and Konrad was brief, but one that never ceased to make them both feel as if they were about to dissolve under its weight and fragility. In these glances, they never retained eye contact for too long for then the lie could be felt. They colluded in this glance, and colluded to look away at that very moment when the glance seemed to goad them to say it aloud, to say that something was wrong with Manfred.




    Anna set the candle down on the small table, but not before giving a quick glance into the chamber pot to see if it needed emptying and it did.




    ‘Did he go in the pot?’ she asked Konrad.




    ‘It wasn’t me.’




    ‘Oh, that’s good. Very good.’ She nearly clapped her hands with pride at this small feat by her youngest son. ‘Did you see him do it? You didn’t need to help him at all?’




    Konrad said nothing, but shook his head ‘no’ as he cupped his hands in front of his mouth and blew into them. It was cold.




    ‘Could you go down and put more wood on the fire? And toss the pot, will you?’




    Konrad paused, and Anna could feel he was contemplating saying ‘no’ that he would not, that it was Manfred’s piss and so Manfred should do it, but then he quickly flung off the rest of the blanket, picked up the pot and went off downstairs.




    ‘Not too much wood though, it’s gone up in price,’ she whispered after him.




    His small, compact twelve-year-old body slunk off into the darkness. She felt a pull of regret; she put too much on him. Yet this was a fleeting regret, because she always believed she never had to worry about Konrad: he was hard-working and would always do well. His future was neatly plotted before him, and when Anna did feel this sense of guilt for having required his complicity and all that came with it, she would tell herself that Manfred’s convalescence was also in Konrad’s best interest. It would be Konrad who would one day inherit both the tavern and Manfred if his brother did not become well. She only readied him for the worst possible outcome.




    Anna then saw the leaves in Manfred’s bed, in the dark they seemed a trail of shelled beetles perfectly lined up, marching forwards in an order of his design. In his hand was his spoon, he was always with a spoon. If Anna tried to pry it away from him, he would rock back and forth waving his empty hand and tears would follow. He would look so incredibly piteous, as if the old rusted spoon was made of gold and the last spoon on earth, or perhaps he believed that without it he would never eat again. Anna was unsure of the significance the spoon held for Manfred, only that she was quite afraid of him in those moments after she took it away. She let him have it most times, and to counter odd looks from guests or tavern customers she would act quite pleased he had it if someone was nearby. ‘Yes, that is the spoon I wanted. Now hold on to it just for a moment, I don’t need it quite now. Keep it till I do.’ On the days when she could no longer bear the sight of a spoon in her son’s hand, she distracted him in order to take it away without all the fuss. Something else usually made of silver, a candlestick or other items she knew he liked to hoard.




    But what was this now, putting leaves in his own bed?




    Anna was beginning to find his perplexing collecting more and more disconcerting. And with her feeling jittery, she was startled at the sight of them. There were times Anna felt herself convinced that the infant she had borne had been stolen and replaced with the Manfred she now knew. During these periods of darkness, she felt she should treat him as a changeling, send him down the River Neckar, and see if her true son returned. Her true son would be robust and gurgling, he would look directly at her. But this kind of thinking was reserved for those moments of despair, when Anna asked, ‘How could this child be born by me?’ She would fall into self-pity: ‘What did I do to deserve this?’ But these thoughts quickly turned to steam as the business of the day cooked them away.




    ‘Do you not have enough bedbug bites that you have to bring in leaves to your bed? And what about the other guests, Manfred? Do you think the next man who sleeps in that cot will be pleased to have bits of leaves in his bed?’ She whispered this as she brushed the leaves up into her hands and pulled the blankets back up over his slight body. He had not a big appetite, and was small for his four years, not in height, but he seemed to her too slender, too slight in bone. ‘Would you drink some milk, if I were to get it?’ She did this often, when she could not sleep, try to give Manfred milk. She put aside a small cup of fermented milk to keep in the kitchen. She thought if he fattened, his mind too would become nourished.




    He looked up at her and Anna thought that he nodded just ever so slightly in the affirmative. He was slow on his words, and so correspondingly on others’ words as well. His quick reaction to her question pleased Anna. ‘Milk?’ she repeated, though more clearly as if he was a foreigner on the cusp of being able to unfold this alien language, having just spotted a fine tear to writhe through, that single familiar word that could act as that necessary point of reference so the complete question could be understood. From milk, there can be cup, after cup is plate, then fork and spoon all strung together in whole sentences. A complete vocabulary passed through Anna’s mind, a future conversation passed between her and Manfred in which they would easily share information about themselves. He could tell her about his collections and they would make perfect sense and he could do more around the tavern and in the stable.
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