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Chapter 1. At the End of the World
Charlotte stood on the black sand. The surf swirled around the toes of her boots. Columns of hardened lava rose from the water like wading trolls. Fulmars quarreled in the cliffs above. Her desire to speak the forbidden names was overwhelming. She raised her head and directed her voice to the leaden line where ocean and sky met.
Max. Lena.
She shouted again. When her throat grew sore, she pulled the hood of her jacket over her head and turned away from the ocean. Beyond the sea grass on the dunes, a dirt road passed alongside cliffs stained white by generations of birds. A black Ford pick-up approached. Ragnar was already back from the village to fetch her. Why did he always rush her?
She’d asked him to see if her oil paints had arrived from Berlin. Her mother wrote that the lids had been screwed on tight. Twelve years and the paints were still good. He walked toward her now, swinging his plowman hands. He didn’t like her near the ocean. He’d made her promise two years ago never to go into the water again.
That seaweed in your hair. So horrible.
Why not, she’d asked, wanting more than the obvious answer. He’d described the horrors of drowning. You feel like you’re suffocating. When he was a boy, a friend from the neighboring farm had thought he could swim in the North Atlantic. He hadn’t returned.
Ragnar had breathed that story into her neck the first time they’d made love after she went into the sea. It wasn’t until early morning that he gave her the right answer.
Because I love you.
After ten years of marriage, he’d finally said it.
Now his disapproval made her throat tighten. Easing her voice around that feeling, she addressed him in his native language—farm talk.
“Did they have the grain?”
He started to speak, but hesitated, and she grew impatient, hating herself for it. The other farmers didn’t wait for him to finish, just gabbled on about wool and prices. But she was his wife. She had to listen.
“Two bags,” he said at last.
She took his hand. He pulled away, but then gave in to her. People didn’t hold hands, not after they were married, he’d said. People would think they—They what? Inside the truck, the silence thickened between them. The rumble of the motor came as a relief. He ran his hands over his thighs before grasping the steering wheel. His overalls were threadbare from the frequent gesture.
“Any mail?”
He shook his head. She felt sharp disappointment. All these years on the island, she’d used colored pencils or watercolors. Suddenly she’d wanted the paints from her old life. She leaned her head against the dusty leather and sighed. Eventually the paints would emerge from the hold of the ship in Reykjavik, and the bus would bring them to the village, but would she still need them then? A headache crouched at her temples. Dust swirled up through the floor of the car. Bulging sheep eyes watched from both sides of the road. The wooly-barreled bodies bore tiny heads with delicate nostrils and a thin mouth curved into a tentative smile. Charlotte often gagged on farm life. Humans weren’t meant to live among moss and heather, climb rocks, and freeze in summer snowstorms. That was for sheep. And men like Ragnar.
Halfway up the hillside, Max would have worn her out with talking. Odd how Ragnar’s stolid silence still made her think of Max’s restlessness. In the rear view mirror, the gray sky blurred into the black sea as the tires gripped the rutted road for the last part of the ascent.
Suddenly she remembered why he’d gone to the village today.
“Did you get the new blade?” she asked.
“No deliveries this week,” he said, his voice furred with disappointment.
Of course not. The blade was in the hold of the same ship that contained the paints from her mother.
“We’re at the end of the world,” she whispered to the sheep.
His shoulder shifted defensively. “But it’s better than Germany—right?”
He was right. The hillside was better, better than the Germany she’d left that summer—no work, nothing to eat, the best people dead or gone. But she didn’t like hearing it from him. Sometimes they didn’t talk for days. He lived at the center of a world warmed by cows and sheep while she clung to its periphery. She fed the chickens in a daydream of her favorite German painter, David Casper Friedrich. How did he gnarl his trees? How did Rembrandt pock his noses?
Farm chores kept her focused on eggs and milk. Penciled reminders on the calendar dictated their lives—May, manure grinders at the cooperative store. June, grain shipment. July, barbed wire.
But memories often eclipsed the calendar. Last winter, treading the snow rut between house and shed to milk the cows, she’d seen her old life. Max stood beside her in the cold classroom at the academy, pointing at the model, then at her painting.
Her breasts aren’t pink. They’re really green and yellow. Thighs are purple.
Thanks to Max, today she still measured everything, even the distance from then to now. But she didn’t want to be like Lot’s wife, looking back over her shoulder. She hated how memory ate the edges off her real life, how images of then were brighter than scooping out the gutters in the cow shed. She’d be listening to Henrik, her island child, when Lena’s voice from years ago would break in. Mamma. It was Henrik pulling her ear. But she heard only Lena talking to her bear under the kitchen table. Sometimes she’d stop work and fight it. She’d chant the days of the week in Icelandic—sunnudagur, manudagur—until the memories broke into little pieces.
In the ray of light that streaked through the dirty shed window, she would hold up thumb and forefinger and, once again, measure the fateful distance from point to point, until she would decide to give her child away. This mental geometry often caused her to drop her rake, to cut the sheep she was shearing, to miss the last drop in a cow’s teat.
The child might not be dead.
Just last week she’d perched on the greasy stool, stroked Skjalda’s warm udder, and told the cow about Lena, the story that Ragnar didn’t want to hear. The cow had turned to look at her with round brown eyes, extending her rough purple tongue toward Charlotte’s cheek.
Mornings when Ragnar heard the chickens cackle, he placed his feet on the cold floor. No other world existed. A courageous man, he would walk into a blinding storm to find his sheep or climb the mountain path while the gravel rolled downhill under his horse’s feet. He often rode along the glacier rim, where a misstep meant certain death on jagged rocks in a crevice.
But he feared Charlotte’s past.
Talking was also not his strength. When she first arrived at the farm, he’d scattered words at her, and she’d pecked at them. Later, she’d learned to enjoy his stroking at night, his murmuring about new milk filters and fence posts.
Back then she hardly understood him. Picking her way among the tussocks behind a cow’s swinging udder, she’d moved her lips searching for phrases. Ragnar had named things and made her repeat the words. But once he’d established her basic farm vocabulary, he’d gone quiet. Back then, it hadn’t mattered so much. She’d been moving forwards into a new life. That was before she realized how time looped back on you and knocked you down with things you’d rather forget.
Charlotte had been without a man for a long time that summer when she met Ragnar. Their solemn promises in the shadow of the minister’s ruff gave them rights to one another. And during that fall and winter their bodies slid together hungrily at night. The nighttime heat left a residual warmth that drew them to one another during the day. Furtively, she stroked his arm, his thigh when the old woman, his mother, wasn’t nearby.
But soon the touching wasn’t enough. The novelty of his quick couplings wore off. The less they talked, the more uncomfortable she felt as her memories backed up inside her. One night, the silence between them felt heavier than his long leg lying across hers.
“I want to tell you—“ she started.
He pulled back his leg.
“About Berlin—.”
“Don’t like big cities.”
“During the war, a lot of people—“
He placed his finger on her lips, shushing a noisy child. Afraid to upset him, she kept quiet, focused on breathing in a calm, even manner.
At last he spoke.
“We need a new outhouse.”
“Of course, but—“
She placed her hand on his chest, felt it rumble under her palm, knew he was preparing to speak again. He rose up on his elbow.
“A husband needs his wife in the fields, not just at night,” he said, then rolled onto his back, apparently exhausted by his own rhetoric.
She welcomed the pledge of friendship. Its restrictions dawned on her later.
The night Ragnar imposed the talking ban, her memories formed a knot inside her. What she’d lived long ago felt like a creature—perhaps a dragon—that slumbered uneasily within her. A light sleeper, the dragon sometimes woke up suddenly. On those nights, Ragnar found her shivering outdoors, talking through blue lips. Why? he asked. She didn’t know why.
She and Max had been so sensual together. Her fingertips, the sides of her feet, the backs of her knees—every part of her—had desired him. They’d lingered over one another, languidly naming things—colors, painters, landscapes, sunsets. She had relished the slow build-up of desire, the sudden explosion of pleasure.
Ragnar never wasted time. In the village, he bought his grain quickly. In bed, he was efficient. Slower, she’d pleaded with him those first nights in bed, placing her hand on his, guiding his stroking of her. His face in the midsummer light had been contorted with embarrassment. Later, he’d spoken.
“She—”
He rarely mentioned his other wife, a woman who had grown up on the hillside. His mother had given her consumptive daughter-in-law lichen milk three times a day to clear her lungs, and still she’d died. He’d made a bad choice.
During the day, Ragnar helped Charlotte with such words as dog—hundur. Sheep—kind. Phrases like pass the fat—réttu mér flotið. He never labeled what you couldn’t see and knew little of what she saw. He especially disliked the Berlin ghost who crept under her blanket while he slept.
Sometimes when the cold air from the outside wall touched every vertebra in her back, he appeared and warmed her. But after he was gone, questions arose. How many flour bag aprons, strung together through the years like paper dolls holding hands, would she wear out in this place?
Her union with Ragnar had grown from need, not love. Too many women had left the hillside, he’d explained—gone to work as maids in Reykjavik. For money. For running water. Germany had women. He’d advertised. And she’d been a woman without a man. Funny. She’d always thought of herself as an artist, one who could live without a man.
As the truck ascended the hillside, she stared straight ahead, determined to match his silence.
Chapter 2. A Gift
The boys stood on the steps waving, reclaiming their parents at last. Eleven-year old Tryggvi, named for Ragnar’s father, strode towards the car on long, lean legs. His unwashed brown hair stood up stiff as a crow’s feather. Henrik, five years old, ran down the steps towards her. Trails of earlier tears marked his cheeks. Pale-skinned and small-boned, he looked as if the cool summer breeze would break him in two.
When the midwife—a heavy-hipped woman from the foot of the hillside—had laid the squalling infant on Charlotte’s chest, her father’s name, Heinrich, had come into her head. But even as she rolled her shoulders in pain under the baby’s hard gums on her nipple, she’d changed his name to Henrik. It would sound better on the hillside. Being the son of the foreign woman would be hard enough for the child.
Henrik’s eyes held an accusation.
“Why didn’t you tell me you were going?”
She stepped out of the car and caressed his fragile shoulders. Every time she went on an errand, he behaved as if she’d left him forever. Secretly she liked his fear of losing her. It tied her to the farm in a way that Ragnar never could. It matched her own fear for the safety of these pups born to her in middle age. Tryggvi bristled under her caution, but Henrik absorbed her fears, made them his own.
Now he hung on her leg.
“Silly,” she said, tweaking his nose.
She must discourage this nervous hugging, help him grow up. Three years old the day they found her on the shore, he’d seen the waves washing over her. After that, she’d promised them. No more climbing on the rocks. Just a little whispering into the waves.
“We’ll make pancakes,” she said.
Henrik released her and ran into the house.
Tryggvi’s features curled into indifference. She wanted to kiss him, but he wouldn’t
allow that, not since he’d begun to swing a scythe with his father. He rolled up his sleeves, reached into the back seat, and pulled out the bag of grain. Watching him struggle with it across the driveway, she felt a rush of pride.
Before entering the house, she glanced towards the sea. It was her favorite time, that moment of indecision in the ocean when the tide turned.
The old woman sat in the living room, knitting. Above her hung the three oil paintings Charlotte had brought with her. An old man looked tenderly into the eyes of his young son. The boy returned the gaze. The old man held a metallic glint in his hand, indistinguishable as a knife unless you knew how Abraham had hesitated to kill Isaac.
Before their first Christmas together, Charlotte had hung up the painting of Lena as a baby, her face merging with vinca and violets. In a certain light, her eyes sparkled with laughter. But when you stood in the door and looked at the painting sideways, you glimpsed a sadness. Charlotte always faced the painting straight on.
The third painting had stayed longer in Charlotte’s suitcase. She was already pregnant with Tryggvi when she hung it in the corner, away from the sun’s rays. It depicted a market place crowded with carts and peddlers. A figure ran towards the viewer. On its white cloak was a red dot. Each painting was signed. Max.
The old woman plucked a loop of wool from her needle. She gestured with
her chin to a small table covered with an embroidered doily. On it was a glass of water that contained two scarlet, white-spotted mushrooms. The stalks of the umbrella-like heads were snow white.
“Beserk mushroom—found it this morning,” she said.
Charlotte saw the gleam in her eye and wondered if she’d sliced a bit of it into her chamomile tea. Hadn’t the mushrooms’ muskarin and atropin inspired a hallucinatory courage in the Vikings, helped them rip out the hearts of their enemies? Trying occasionally to dose down her own dreams with the mushroom, Charlotte had created bloody nightmares instead. In the kitchen she reached for her apron and tied it so that the threadbare section was on her side, not over her belly.
Clicking her needles, the old woman sang.
Covered with old and gray moss
Grass and green heather grow into our wound.
Chapter 3. The Deepest Landscape Painting
That summer Charlotte had wanted to get back on the boat and return to the ruins of Berlin. But she’d smiled tightly at the other women, then boarded the dusty little bus.
The bus ascended hills, crossed heaths, then ground its gears descending back down onto the sands. Charlotte saw how the rain transformed the moss from gray to green. All around her the women chattered in German.
Farmers in Iceland seek strong women who can cook and do farm work.
Like meat needs salt, she’d told her mother. It had to be better than Berlin.
As the bus rattled along the gravel road, she looked for faces in the moss and in the wildflower clusters. The tundra painter had taught her to look for human beings in the grazing land that fingered its way up the side of the mountain, to imagine the shape of bodies in the brown and gold lichens, to see profiles carved in the rock. In her suitcase, she had his book, picked up at a bookstall on the Potsdamer Platz. His wildflowers, lichens, rocks, moss-covered lava made her hungry for this place.
She touched the card in her pocket. It bore the name of her farm, Dark Castle.
The driver stopped.
Sheep’s Hollow.
Silence. Each woman checked her card. The dust billowed through the half-open windows, and Charlotte felt the grit in her teeth. Finally, a short, broad-shouldered woman waved her card.
“It’s me.”
Applause as if the woman had set a new record on the pole vault. From her window, Charlotte watched the lone figure pick her way along the path.
Gisela sat next to her. She was a brunette from Berlin with curls parted and pinned back. Her face dimpled when she laughed in a way that men probably liked. She was from the Wedding district of Berlin, the place where Max had looked for trouble and found it.
“Mine’s called Stony Hill,” Gisela confided.
On the ship, crossing the Atlantic, the two women had walked the deck together, holding their coat collars high at the neck against the North Atlantic wind. Each day as the ship drew closer to the island, Gisela added details to the hair color of her future five children.
As the bus bounced over the ruts in the road, Gisela leaned against her.
“Remember what I said about a husband?”
Charlotte registered mock surprise.
“I want one,” Gisela said. Chirpy as a shopper, she recited her list.
“And three boys and two girls, just like my mother had.”
Would it work for her too? Could new humans replace old ones? Charlotte was still pondering these things when the driver stopped and called out the label for her fate.
Dark Castle.
Gisela followed her out.
“You’ll write me?” she asked, lips trembling.
Charlotte nodded, watched her only friend on the island disappear inside the bus.
Mountains, meadows, and ocean rolled towards the horizon. The same wind that flattened the grass tingled on Charlotte’s cheekbones. Rocks with jagged features, like those of big-boned people, studded the foot of the hillside.
She ran her hands over her hips and looked up at this new sky. She was 39 years old and still alive, a solitary figure in the deepest landscape painting she’d ever seen.
Up ahead, high on the hillside against a gloomy purple mountain, stood a liver-colored farmhouse. She picked up her suitcase, bulging with sweaters knitted by her mother, and walked up the gravel road. Stones stung her feet through the thin shoe soles. As she drew closer to the farmhouse, a small dog with a curled tail burst out of the bright green grass.
At the window, a pale figure lifted a curtain. The door opened, and a man with thick brown hair appeared on the steps. He extended a calloused hand and rolled out the r’s of his name.
“Ragnar.”
She said her own name slowly, wishing she could explain how her mother had named her after Sophie Charlotte, the elector of Berlin’s beloved wife who had died young. Usually, the explanation helped her get to know people. But her dictionary was at the bottom of her suitcase.
The dark hallway smelled of sheep’s wool and rain gear. She slipped off her gritty shoes and left them next to the pile of rubber footwear. Above the door to the kitchen hung a driftwood painting of a three-gabled farmhouse. Ragnar padded across the floorboards in his socks. Looking too big to be indoors, he said things she barely understood.
Wife’s dead. No children.
In the awkward silence, she heard the rub of cloth against the wooden wall. A third person was breathing in the dark hall.
“My mother,” Ragnar said.
An old woman with narrow shoulders offered, and quickly withdrew, a slender parched hand, then moved along the wall into the kitchen, her sealskin shoes swishing over the linoleum floor. Ragnar picked up Charlotte’s suitcase. She followed him into a small bedroom, dark but for the light from the small window. A chest of drawers stood against the window. A child-sized chair separated the two beds. On it stood a candle next to a book. Egilssaga. She and the old woman would take turns undressing in the narrow space.
When he set the suitcase down on the bed, the comforter made a sound like a person exhaling. At the foot of the bed was a wooden box full of uncarded wool. A carved plank bore words about God’s eternal embrace. It hung on the paneled wall above the bed. Making rocking gestures with his arms, Ragnar explained.
From my father’s boat. Dead.
Everyone but the three of them seemed to be dead.
The floorboards were splintered and the window casement warped. Above the old woman’s bed hung a small oil painting of a farm with a chlorophyll-green homefield, next to it a photograph of an ancestor with a stiff priest’s ruff.
“Coffee?” he asked.
When she nodded, he looked relieved. Through the thin walls, she heard him talking in the kitchen. A wave of loneliness washed over her. Until this moment she had been moving constantly, caught between then and the future, but now she felt the finality of having arrived. She felt alone like on the day her mother had left her at the new school.
Beyond the open window, earth and sky met at the horizon. She was sealed in. She’d wanted to leave Berlin, not slip off the edge of the earth. But it was not so much a matter of geography as of time. The years of her old life had run out. She swallowed hard.
Here, not there.
Under the neatly folded underwear in her suitcase, she found her old address book and brought it to the window. The names of her classmates were written in a childish script. Her eyes blurred over those who had not survived the war.
Folded up between the pages, she found the advertisement and read it again.
Farmers in Iceland seek strong women who can cook and do farm work.
No mention of companionship, certainly not with this ungainly farmer. Still, his hesitating manner and his stained gray sweater suggested a pleasant humility. Perhaps he’d be more at ease outdoors. She placed her clothes in the chest of drawers. At last there was nothing left in her suitcase but her paintings. No place to hang them in this bedroom.
A shuffle of slippers, and he was back. Smiling awkwardly, he beckoned her to follow him into the kitchen. He seemed to have forgotten about the coffee. Fish sizzled in a pan, and potatoes rattled in a pot. He gestured towards the two place settings. The rest of the table was covered with stacks of bills and receipts. He placed these on the floor, opened the cupboard, and brought out a cracked plate. She sensed this would be her own special plate until it broke or she left.
The old woman gestured towards the steaming fish and potatoes. Then she drizzled a wooly smelling fat over her food. With their eyes on her, Charlotte did the same. Mother and son chewed the saltfish in silence while Charlotte had the feeling she’d interrupted a conversation begun long before she arrived.
There’s a hole in the fence out by the main road. That chicken isn’t laying.
The old woman dropped her gaze, and Charlotte studied the thick gray braids, looped against her sun-dried neck. The shiny hair appeared to have sucked the juice out of her face.
That night, Charlotte waited in the hall outside the bedroom until the swish of skirts stopped. When she heard the bed boards creak, she tiptoed into the room, slipped off her clothes, laid them at the end of the bed, and crept under the stiff sheets.
A sliver of moonlight revealed the old woman’s stony profile, still but for the lips, vibrating with each breath. A cow lowed in the homefield. On the moor, a horse neighed.
But sometime in the night, her two worlds collided. She hadn’t expected the ghost of Max—full of blame and love—to cross the Atlantic, to follow her up the hillside. His lean body pressed against hers in the narrow bed. He whispered about Monet’s blues and greens. And she felt safe. But he wouldn’t stay the night. When he slipped away into the mist, tears slid down her cheeks and into her ears.
Chapter 4. A Creature Going Ashore
The sunlight drifted through the panes of the little window. Facing the old woman’s empty bed, Charlotte dressed slowly. A burlap apron hung on a hook. She tied it around her waist and went to the kitchen. A rust-colored cat sat hunched over a saucer, picking at fish bones. Somewhere outside, milk pails rattled.
Between the kitchen and the cowshed, she made her plan for hitchhiking back to Reykjavik. Getting off the boat, she’d seen smoking chimneys in the town. They’d need maids—maybe German tutors—in those big houses.
A lamb grazed on the shed roof. Charlotte ducked her head under the wooden frame of the door and entered a shed that was dark but for one small window. Unlit oil lamps hung on the walls of piled stone. Under her feet, she felt the grit of a dirt floor. Her lip curled at the stench of ammonia, and she nearly tripped over a tub of soaking overalls.
Ragnar stepped out from behind the wooden framework that separated the cow stalls from the wash room. In this setting he looked almost graceful, walking towards her, trailing his fingers along the cow’s spine. Nourished perhaps by the warmth of the animals, his voice had a resonance.
“Good morning.”
She imitated the greeting as best she could. A follow-up phrase came to mind, but the words knotted her tongue. She watched him pour milk from a bucket into a waist-high canister that stood in the center of the room.
The angular haunches of cows rose above the wooden framework that separated one stall from the other. The cows’ tails were looped up with string attached to the splintered beams over their heads. The old woman wore a smock of burlap bags and a brown bandanna over her forehead. She sat on a stool tugging the teats, sending streams of milk crashing into the bucket.
“Skjalda,” she said, introducing the cow.
Shifting her bound hooves, Skjalda sent a canary yellow cascade into the dirt gutter.
The old woman cheered like a Berlin soccer fan, picked up her bucket and spun it away from the downpour of pee. Nimbly, she lifted a jar from the shelf and held it with both hands under the flow. When the cow had squeezed out the last drop, the old woman carried the jar back to the shelf, placed a lid on it, and reached for the milk bucket again. Other jars lined the shelf, each one full of yellow liquid.
Ragnar led Charlotte to the next cow. He tied the cow’s hooves together and greased her teats. Then, holding one in each hand, he milked a bluish beam into the bucket. When it was her turn, the rubbery flesh swelled in her hands, but no matter how hard she squeezed only a tiny dribble hit the bottom of the bucket. To relieve the pain, she spread her fingers.
The next day, the milking went better. But later, when Charlotte was pulling up weeds around the yarrow in the garden, her hands hurt. Alone in the kitchen, she held up her right hand, counted the fingers. How many ways could you use a hand? She’d brought her little box of colored pencils. Drawing moss wrapping itself around lava rocks could keep her here.
That and a man’s voice—if only he’d use it more.
The old woman entered the kitchen. She handed Charlotte a dirty smock and a pair of work gloves. Back in Berlin, she’d avoided the Imperial School for Secretaries, dreading the short skirt and nubby sweater uniform that typists wore. Now she slipped her arms into a uniform stiff with filth.
A wheelbarrow stood against the wall of the shed. The old woman grasped the handles, and rolled it to the shed door. Charlotte stepped over the high wooden threshold into the winter residence of Dark Castle’s sheep. The fresh manure squished under the toes of her boots. Ragnar held the handle of a square shovel with both hands, leaned his weight into it, pushed down with a grunt, and sliced through the layers of manure that had accumulated during the winter. He dumped the dark wedge onto a pile in the front of the shed.
Humming again, the old woman bent over, arms extended, embraced a brown load, staggered towards the door, cleared the threshold and dumped the manure into the wheelbarrow.
The sharp, blue eyes carried a challenge.
Your turn.
Charlotte pulled her sweater sleeve down to the cuffs of her gloves, lifted the waste in her arms, and inhaled the intestinal pungency. In the sunlight, the layers of manure looked like an archaeological lesson on Germania under the Romans, the layered history of sheep cloistered in the dank shed from October to May, months devoted solely to chewing and defecating.
Pushing the full wheelbarrow to the smoke shed, sweat pearling on her upper lip, Charlotte felt a sympathy for the churlish Bavarian farmers her bureaucrat father had laughed at.
Sometime that week, the clouds pulled away from the sun.
“Drying Day,” the old woman said, raising her hands towards the crack in the ceiling in a gesture of gratitude.
Charlotte heard the praise in her voice. They hadn’t discussed religion yet.
Outside, Ragnar wrapped part of the scythe blade in a towel, grasped it, and cut the manure wedge in half.
But the old woman whacked her wedge with a whale bone paddle. “That’s how my mother did it.”
Charlotte knew she couldn’t measure up to that. With her scythe blade she gingerly halved a wedge. Gradually she built up momentum until she sweated and the breeze chilled her armpits. Finally, the old woman demonstrated how to prop the wedges up against one another to dry. Soon the entire home field was brown, a tent city of manure.
At the end of the day, the old woman was bent double. She gestured for Charlotte to follow her to the cowshed. Together, they wrung out the overalls that soaked in the tub and dumped the granite-colored water into the trough next to the shed. Ragnar brought a pot of hot water from the stove, then more. They added cold water, and the bath was ready.
Several vials lay on the shelf next to the urine jars. The old woman took one. In the weak light from the steamed window, Charlotte saw the long stalk and tiny purple bloom of lavender sketched on the label. The plant grew in the garden behind the yarrow.
“Lavandula—makes you happy,” the old woman said and sprinkled drops of oil over the water. Its fragrance edged into the animal odor.
The old woman lit a candle and undressed. A tiny splash signaled her immersion in the tub. Her eyes glistened above the water, like a pond frog’s during mating season.
“Get in.”
Charlotte stepped out of her clothes, held the side of the tub for balance, and climbed over the edge at the other end. Easing in, she felt the old woman’s skin against hers. Her bathing companion made small sighing sounds as she soaped her shoulders and neck, then lay back, eyes closed.
For a moment, Charlotte dozed in the warm, sweet smell. Then she heard the splash of a creature going ashore. The old woman, bones jutting, stood on the floor next to the tub, rubbing herself with a towel. Ragnar appeared at the door, then turned abruptly and disappeared among the cow stalls. Charlotte heard his shovel scraping up dung. She climbed out of the tub, dressed hurriedly, and hung their wet towels on the indoor clothesline. The old woman held the door for her. Turning, she glimpsed his large pale leg scaling the side of the tub.
Chapter 5. A Weather-ruled Man
The script on the envelope was German, but the letter wasn’t from her mother. The stamp featured the volcano Hekla erupting. Stony Hill was scrawled on the back.
Dear Charlotte,
“My” farm is a little primitive. We have only well water. But I like the farmer. He’s nice looking—for a man of 50. I like him better than his brother who chases me and grabs me!!! Of course, I smack the devil. That’s the price of being beautiful. Ha. Ha. Ha. I’ll marry one of them. You’ll come to the wedding!
Gisela
Hungry for words, she re-read the letter. Ragnar hoarded words, saving them like the cans of peas and beets she and her mother had stored at the back of the shelf at the beginning of the war.
Sometimes Charlotte pored over the yellowed newspapers—some dating back to 1945—that the old woman tucked behind the kitchen bench, but getting through the long, hairy words wasn’t easy.
One evening, the old woman handed Charlotte a leather-bound book and a bread knife. The pages were still uncut. She chopped her way into the story and spent evenings in the big chair in the living room flipping through her dictionary, puzzling together the novel’s parts.
A young woman sews homespun on sheriff’s farm until her fingers grow blue. Her only source of warmth is the sheriff’s son’s body rubbing against her at night. When his mother learns that her son has spilled his seed into a hired girl, she sends the girl away. She gives birth in a cave where a vagabond cuts the cord.
Charlotte tried to repeat the plot. Misunderstanding, the old woman gave her some feverfew leaves for headache.
“Chew it, but if your mouth hurts, spit it out.”
Finally the old woman had to give her an ointment for the insides of her cheeks.
Even when Charlotte knew the words, talking to Ragnar wasn’t easy. His topics were sheep, cows, rake. Charlotte muttered them after him—kindur, kýr, hrífa.
In the cowshed, he grasped the cow’s teat—speni, he said.
“Don’t squeeze it right away. Wait until the milk comes in.”
But his favorite topic was rain—rigning.
“He’ll hang dry,” he said on good days. Or, “It’s wet as a dog’s nose,” when it rained. On sunny days, he raised his arms towards the sun. Sól. Sól. One evening, he scratched his head and sighed. At last, he took a crumpled paper bag from the chest under the bench, smoothed it with his hands, and wrote a poem on it. With the help of a dictionary, she discovered a poet named Jonas referred to a weather-ruled man like Ragnar, who begged the goddess of drizzle to send him some sun.
And I’ll sacrifice
My cow—my wife—my Christianity!
But on the few Sundays when the village church offered a sermon, the old woman did not attend. She did other things, like talking to the earth, rocking back on her haunches, waiting for an answer. On days when the wind died down to a breeze, the old woman stood on the farmhouse steps, pushed her shoulders back, raised her face to the sky, and sang.
During that first summer Charlotte heard a high-pitched warble. She looked up at the gable of the shed and saw a thrush moving its yellow, black-tipped beak. Below it stood the old woman singing back to the bird, begging it to deliver a message to a sweetheart.
O greet most fondly, if you chance to see
An angel whom our native costume graces.
In Berlin, with Lena wriggling in her arms, she’d recited the names of all the birds they saw. When she saw a winter wren scurrying across the ground at Dark Castle, she shrieked mouse. But the bird’s upright tail became suddenly evident. She heard its high tinkling warble just before it flew off and recalled the tiny rodent-like bird from her picture book.
During breaks on dry days, Charlotte walked the meadow until she found a hollow. Lying on her belly and breathing in the moss in the sun-warmed thyme, she dreamed of escape. Part of her vision involved her mother holding out her arms, the same mother with whom she’d argued bitterly until the day she waved goodbye to her from a train window in the station.
Mamma.
Now she took the scrap of paper and a pencil from her pocket and began a letter.
Dear Mamma,
I love the hillside. The fog hangs over the meadows until midday. Sometimes the sun gets so hot you have to wear a straw hat. The farmer doesn’t talk much, but I don’t mind. The old woman brews leaves and twigs on the stove, makes teas for aches in the back and legs.
In the margins, she drew pictures of horses carrying hay bundles to the barn until her hand, the lower one on the rake handle, ached. She dropped her pencil and closed her eyes. When she opened them, she sensed that Lena’s curls had brushed her nose.
Chapter 6. The Second Time in Her Life
Each lady slipper that grew on the edge of the field contained a drop of water at its center that sparkled in the early morning dew. Sometimes Charlotte bent to touch the liquid with her tongue as she had seen Ragnar do. But today she walked, stiff as a robot, turning the hay with a methodical twist, counting eins, zwei, drei. By noon, her nose itched from the hay dust. She stopped and placed her hand on the small of her back.
Ragnar put his rake down and came to her. Working the last row, the old woman tilted her face towards the sun.
“Hold it like this,” he said, gently rearranging her grip.
His warm voice soothed her. But the narrowest part of her back—the spot where the day’s work settled—still hurt. Later, she struggled to pack the hay into bundles against the side of her foot. But she couldn’t rake it tightly enough. He had a functional way of touching her. Kneeling, he caressed her ankle.
“Like this.”
At night, she imagined his rough warm hands on her skin, his strong arms around her shoulders—strong enough to pick up a sick ewe. She’d seen him carry a sheep and croon into its ear.
One day towards the end of that first summer, Charlotte bent over the washtub in the cowshed. The sunlight from the open door played over her hands as she soaped Ragnar’s long underwear and rubbed it over the grooves of the board. Her eyes measured the contrasts on her hands, the shadows and their opposites, adjusted the angry red of her skin to a delicate pink, placed her hands demurely in the burgundy silk-swathed lap of a 16th century Dutch dowager, all without releasing Ragnar’s underwear.
The door should have led to a courtyard in Delft. But it opened onto the lush green hillside, brighter than any color from a tube. It went dark as Ragnar’s large body filled the door frame. He lingered there, gazing at her. She stopped moving her hands. He walked towards the tub, rolling up his sleeves.
“Can I help?”
Together, they twisted the underwear in opposite directions until the water poured out, thick and gray. Carrying the basket of wash with her to the clothesline, he said a few words, and she said nothing. But they both laughed at the underwear dancing in the wind between his pajamas and the old woman’s socks.
He smiled shyly. “I was cutting hay—I want to show you—”
She tilted her head, closed her eyes. A concert—front row seats, with Max years ago. She nodded acceptance.
They walked in the bristly growth of the moorland without speaking. Ragnar bent to pick a small cluster of little white flowers, grass of Parnassus, that grew at their feet and held them out to her.
“Good for the liver—mother says.”
Charlotte examined the five petals, marked with delicate green lines, and smelled the sorrel on his breath. He stepped back, as if retreating from a line he hadn’t meant to cross.
She touched her tongue to the roof of her mouth, pronouncing her thanks just right. Takk. Every time Max had brought her red and white roses, she’d scrambled to find a pitcher to hold them. Up ahead, the farmhouse seemed very small.
“Here, on the hillside…”
She waited.
He pointed to a post.
“…we call that a staur.”
Words tumbled from him—steinar, girðing—rocks, fence. He opened his arms—sol, himinn—sun, sky. Repeating the words, she laughed at her own pronunciation. His ears reddened as if he’d said the words wrong in the first place.
Years later, after their conversation had calcified into monosyllabic exchanges or hand signals across the fields, she realized that their early verbal giddiness had resembled the bucking of the cows in the early spring—the tumult that preceded the dull grazing pattern of the rest of the summer—the rest of their lives.
They climbed higher, and the grass gave way to small pebbles. Charlotte was breathing quickly now. He lowered himself to the ground and pulled her down next to him.
“Smell the lamb’s grass,” he said, pointing to a tussock covered with tiny pink blossoms.
She buried her nose in the flowers. The earthy sweetness stirred a sadness in her. Just beyond the next knoll, the fog rolled like surf all the way out to the mountain. At last they found the place where he’d left his scythe that morning. He gripped the handle, so that the blade extended over his shoulder. They walked in silence to the farmhouse.
The next day, he taught her how to walk sideways into sheets of rain.
Rigning. Vindur.
Rain. Wind.
She moved her lips around the words, imitating the way he spoke, probing the speech pattern of the hillside. At night in bed, she strung together nouns and verbs. One morning, after weeks of this, she decided to say a whole sentence. She came up behind him in the cowshed, stood in the stall gutter, and spoke carefully.
“Will we turn the hay before the rain?”
He turned around and smiled. His pride warmed her. The old woman’s eyes were on her, wanting something too. Charlotte hadn’t had a real conversation since she’d traveled with Gisela. Things unsaid knocked about in her head. She thought for a moment, then pursed her lips.
“Skjalda’s milk is blue today.”
The old woman’s face cracked into laughter.
That night Charlotte reached across the distance between the beds to nudge the old woman out of a snore. But she wasn’t sleeping. In a voice of stifled laughter, she repeated Charlotte’s words, “Skjalda’s milk is blue today.”
After that, Ragnar often walked with Charlotte, teaching her new words, sometimes touching her. She wrote to Gisela:
I’ve learned to milk a cow and rake hay. This is an interesting agricultural experience for me. But I’m still thinking of moving to the city even though it’s very beautiful here, and I think the farmer’s mother likes me. How’s the farmer’s brother? Hah. Hah. Please write. I can’t speak properly yet, and I’ve never been so quiet in my life. Any word from home? Charlotte.
It was a sunny day, and she was in the tool shed, searching for a rake that had all its teeth. Through the sunlit crack in the corrugated iron, she recognized his overalls and boots as he approached the shed. He stumbled a little in the dark. Then suddenly his arms circled her waist. She caught her breath, and even before he spoke, his deep voice sang inside her.
“Let me help you,” he said.
She placed her hands on his and leaned back against his chest. Somewhere between her shoulder blades, his blood made a thudding sound. Aside from pressing up against strangers in bread lines in Berlin, she hadn’t been close to a man since—
Stepping out of the shed, she trembled in the warm sun.
All morning, they turned the drying grass, the old woman bringing up the rear. Each time they came to the end of a row, Charlotte tilted her face towards him, so that his gaze could brush her cheek.
During the dry spell, they worked furiously to get all the hay into the barn. Then, as black clouds scudded across the sky, they baled and bound the hay to the horses’ backs. Holding the bridle of the lead horse, Ragnar looked ready for a long and difficult journey. The barn was 10 minutes away. Charlotte saw the change in his face, like the trembling of the track before the train arrives. She waited.
“Is it alright then?” His look said he meant her—and him.
“Yes,” she said for the second time in her life.
The buttocks of the last horse quivered as the hay bundles swayed on its flanks.
Next day, she sat on the milk stool, and he stood above her.
“Did you learn to rake hay in Berlin?” he asked.
The question made her laugh until she had to wipe away tears. When she opened her eyes again, he was gone and Skjalda was studying her. The swirl of hair on her flank blurred into a vision of the years of raking, digging, and milking that lay ahead.
Chapter 7. Take it off, Petronella.
When Charlotte entered the kitchen, Ragnar and his mother went silent. The old woman stepped into the pantry. Charlotte glimpsed her through the crack in the door, climbing up on the chair, stretching to the top shelf. She brought down the canister of bearberry leaves and berries. Charlotte knew the old woman used them to ease her straining over the hole in the outhouse. Several times a week, after dosing herself with bearberry tea, she’d disappear into the outhouse for an hour or two, old newspapers under her arm.
Ragnar’s brown homespun suit lay in a rumpled heap on the table. The old woman emptied the canister into the big pot on the stove, added water, and fed the suit into the mixture.
Soon the simmering liquid resembled thin brown tar.
The old woman fished up a sleeve of the suit on a wooden spoon and shook her head. She took the coal bucket and a small shovel from behind the stove. In a few minutes, she came back, straining under the weight of the bucket.
“Ragnar—your suit,” she called.
He emerged from the bedroom, his eyes puffy. Had he lain too long silently in the dark? Some people were like that. He picked up the bucket and emptied the black clay into the pot.
The old woman peered into the pot. Occasionally she stirred the suit with a wooden spoon. When the bubbles in the thick black soup began to pop, she sat down, crossing one leg tightly over the other, wrapping a gray-socked foot around an ankle.
Charlotte placed her hands on her chest as if to protect herself from the old woman’s scrutiny. A foreigner, was she good enough for her son? Later, the black suit froliced on the clothesline like an imp out of hell. The bits of fleece on the barbed wire blew horizontally in the wind. Nothing was ever still here. Between shifts in the wind, she’d said yes. Now her dread deepened.
The old woman looked sideways at Charlotte. “And what will you wear?”
Not the black dress she’d worn the first time, so many years ago. Later, in the bedroom, Charlotte held up a wrinkled black skirt and a handknitted red sweater. The old woman batted the air and disappeared upstairs.
Minutes later, she returned, unfurling a yellowed bed sheet.
“This is what you need.”
The old cloth smelled musty.
But the old woman hopped around the kitchen, chattering about sleeves and waists. Even on the hillside, mothers went funny about weddings. Holding the sheet against Charlotte’s chest, she pinned the fabric and cut it with sheep’s shears. Then, wedging herself between the stove and the kitchen table, she began to sew. Under her breath she sang about a blunt sword named Dragvendill:
My teeth solved my troubles
And tore out his throat.
***
Next day the sheet resembled a garment. “Try it on,” the old woman said through the pins between her lips. Charlotte shivered in the dusty fabric. Her armpits hurt. The old woman stepped back. “Sleeves too tight?”
Then Charlotte saw the stains across the front of the dress. How old was the sheet? Had the old woman and Ragnar’s father come together on it in the ancient ritual of love? It was a fertility gown, the earth goddess’s cast-off skin. The old woman dropped the gown into the big pot, took a handful of lichens from her jar, and strewed them over the liquid.
She looked up. “Yellow or red?”
Charlotte recalled Petronella, the top can-can dancer in Berlin, how the audience had sung Take it off, Petronella as her red dress whirled. In the same show, a young woman, perspiring under the watchful eye of a stormtrooper, had struggled to keep her crotch cover from slipping off.
“Red”
The old woman went to the cowshed and brought back a jar of urine. She placed it next to the bowl of lichens. Later that evening, she poured off the lichen brew, added the urine, and set the pot on the floor to soak. For two nights in a row Charlotte woke up to the sound of the old woman pouring off the urine, adding more, and setting it to soak again.
Three days before the wedding, the old woman left the farmhouse early in the morning. When Charlotte got up, Petronella’s earth mother gown hung like a scarlet flag on the clothesline. By the time the fog had burned off the hillside, the old woman returned with her apron full of leaves, roots, and berries. A pink spot colored each of her thin gray cheeks.
“Makes good babies,” the old woman said, pushing a bowl of grass milk at her. Her eyes crinkled in laughter.
Charlotte was warm with desire for Ragnar. But a baby? She’d done that already and misplaced it.
Singing to herself, “headache, rheumatism, bladder, and liver,” the old woman minced motherwort, raspberry leaves, and seaweed then scooped the plant scraps up from the cutting board in her small, dry hand and dumped them into a pot of water simmering on the stove. A smell like sweet fish oil filled the room. Leaning over the pot, she washed her small, sunken cheeks in the steam. At last she poured the light brown liquid over a cloth filter into a jar.
At dinner, three envelopes lay on Charlotte’s dish. Picking up the first one, she met the old woman’s shy smile. On the back of the envelope was a drawing of a hand covered with warts. Inside were dried daisies, tree bark, and dandelions. The second one featured a freckled woman and contained a rosette of reddish basal leaves. The last one bore a sketch of a wrinkled old woman with scraggly hair. Inside she found a stalk of dried yarrow.
The old woman’s eyes twinkled. “Everything you need for married life.”
Free of warts, freckles, wrinkles, and thanks to this fragile knower of mysterious things, she’d be happy on the farm. Charlotte almost fell over her chair as she reached for the old woman. Embracing her thin shoulders, she caught a smell of moist earth.
It was the day before the wedding. When Charlotte went to the cowshed for more milk, she saw the flicker of an oil lamp in the window. Inside, she discovered the old woman stripped to the waist and leaning over the washtub, her hair loose, her shoulders bare. She was pouring urine on her head and rubbing it into her hair. A row of empty jars stood on the shelf. Remembering how the old woman had reached for a jar each time a cow peed, Charlotte filled her pitcher from the milk canister and hurried out.
Later the old woman sat at the kitchen table. Her long, gray hair shone under the lamp.
Chapter 8. The Sound of a Horse Neighing
The church stood halfway up the hill above the village. Cream-colored with a red roof, it stood out against the moss-streaked rock. Inside, six carved wooden pews bore traces of green and blue paint. Christ in a red robe prayed in Gethsemane on the gold-rimmed pulpit. A miniature cathedral, Charlotte thought, recalling how she and Max had sat on folding chairs and eyed a potted plant in the lobby of the bank on Pariserplatz on their wedding day. Her mother hadn’t wanted to attend. Bank lobby? Should she bring a deposit slip?
The hillside religion always confused her—Ragnar raising his head to the sky and the old woman singing to birds or conjuring powers up from the earth. And here was the familiar Lamb of God preparing to sacrifice his life for the old woman. Charlotte felt she’d known Christ from the start—all those paintings of the annunciation featuring the holy spirit riding a golden ray, directed between the Virgin’s breasts. But that mystery no longer enticed her the way the secrets of the old woman did.
She ran her hand over her hip, as if the old sheet were something she’d just bought at Bernstein’s, Max’s department store. The hillside people sat in the pews—rubber-shoed farmers and their strong, pale wives, silver brooches rising and falling on their bosoms. The minister had a christening on a farm deep in the end of the valley. The wedding would have to wait.
A farmer in the back row was explaining bovine fibroid tumors to his neighbor in a loud voice. Nonni from Butterdale’s wife placed a hand on each of her thighs and turned towards the back of the church. Charlotte withdrew into the shadows. It wasn’t too late. She could still flee. The daily bus to town would leave in half an hour. She’d scramble to the back, keep her head down so they wouldn’t find her—just another runaway bride.
Rubbing the goose pimples on her arms, Charlotte headed for the steps and the indoor bathroom. Ten minutes ago she’d seen a line winding up the stairs, heard that people were flushing more than once. But now she entered the empty bathroom, breathing in and out slowly. Holding everything back, she grinned into the mirror until her mouth hurt.
You have such a pretty smile.
Her mother used to say it. The door opened. Gisela’s taut face appeared in the mirror. Her friend giggled, and Charlotte pictured Gisela’s long winter of thigh squeezes under the silent gaze of sheep. They stared at one another. Then Gisela opened her arms. Charlotte buried her hot eyes in her friend’s shoulder, moving her trembling lips against the stiff fabric of her dress.
“It’ll be over soon,” Gisela said, patting her back.
Arm in arm, they reached the top of the stairs too quickly. Charlotte could see the old woman sitting in the front row, a silk scarf with a rose pattern over her shoulders. A circular cap of black silk lay on her braids. A silver serpent climbed her tassel holder, warding off the evil spirits that threatened marriages.
The minister had arrived. He stood at the altar, in a white robe topped by a ruffed collar big as the moon. Nonni from Butterdale’s wife sat at the organ now, her hands held high above the keys. The minister pointed towards heaven, and the organist’s fingers pounded out the hymn, I am a lonely flower in God’s sight. The old woman often sang the words when she crushed yarrow between two stones. As if he’d suddenly found Charlotte, the minister gestured towards her, and the fibroid tumor farmer jumped to his feet and grasped her arm.
Walking towards the altar on the farmer’s arm, Charlotte sensed something leaving her, floating out through the window, and gliding over the dark green grass out to sea. When she married Ragnar, she would be taking the entire hillside into her arms, the wind in the tussocks, the rain that stalked you, the sun that burned your face at noon, then ignored you for a week, and the sea that insinuated its bitter seaweed stench into your dreams. And she’d lose something precious. She shuddered.
Eyebrows bristling, the minister began to chant words that everyone but she understood. Obey or burn in Hell, she thought he said. Ragnar mumbled something. Here and now, she told herself and thought about her red dress and Petronella preparing for the mating dance.
The minister raised his voice. Focusing on Christ’s suffering, Charlotte nodded assent. She extended her hand for the ring and wondered what she’d promised.
Afterwards, at the farm, she and the old woman served coffee and rhubarb cake with whipped cream. The farmers sat in silence, examining their fingers for cuts. They nodded their heads for refills whenever Charlotte brought the coffee pot. At last, they argued about the poor yield from the winter fishing season.
“Akurey brought in nothing this year, just enough for Butterdale,” Nonni said, sitting next to Gisela on the sofa.
Gisela did not respond.
“We lost our catch several times. Didn’t survive the surf landing. Once the keel comes up in the surf, you lose fish.”
She eyed him with interest. “And do you lose men?”
Nodding, he brought his head closer to hers, his shoulders level with his ears.
Her lips were forming another fishing question when he placed his hand between his thigh and hers. Gently, she slapped his hand. Several of the farmers raised their chins from their cups. Charlotte made a diving motion, indicating the strip of sofa between Gisela and Nonni. Reluctantly, Nonni moved.
Gisela leaned against her. “I was afraid you’d run away,” she said.
“I tried to, but the big farmer held my arm,” Charlotte said.
Soon they were laughing and hugging each other. Nonni rose to his feet and stared. The old woman followed him to the window and filled his cup.
When the guests were gone, and Gisela had climbed into the loft, the old woman nudged Charlotte and handed her a cup of raspberry-seaweed tea. Ragnar’s empty cup was on the table.
“Honeymoon tea,” the old woman said.
Charlotte blushed. The drink was the color of her dress. She held her nose against the fishy taste, and—her heart hammering from the coffee—drank it quickly while the old woman watched.
In the bedroom, the curtains were open. Outside, the daylight blurred into the summer night. Ragnar lay on his back in the center of the bed. He looked as if he were sleeping. She whispered his name. Like a big dog, he rolled over and opened his eyes.
She started to unbutton the dress. The old woman had spent hours on the buttons. A zipper would have been better, but the cooperative store hadn’t gotten its shipment. When the dress finally sank to the floor, she remembered Petronella and kicked out her foot and raised the fabric with her toe, dropping it on the chair.
His gaze burned her skin. Travelers in the desert, they suffered from the same thirst. How long had it been for both of them? With a deliberate slowness, she pulled her slip over her head, enjoyed his eyes on the swell of her breasts above her brassiere. Max had loved this ritual. Languidly, she rolled down her stockings. She regretted she had nothing prettier than the big square cotton underpants that everyone wore during the war in Berlin. At last, she unhooked the brassiere and let her breasts fall forward. His eyes drew an arc under each breast, and her nipples hardened.
He lifted the sheet.
“Come.”
She slipped under the sheet and rolled towards him. His hardness brushed against her thigh. When her breasts touched his chest, she felt his whole body quiver. Through the rush of her own blood came the sound of a horse neighing somewhere in the homefield.
Ragnar’s voice was a ragged whisper.
“He’s happy for us.”
His large hands stroked her shoulders, her breasts, her thighs, the backs of her knees. She raised her body to his. He slid his hands under the small of her back, ran them over her buttocks, squeezed gently. She vowed to make love to him all night long. But suddenly he opened her legs and thrust himself inside her. It was over too quickly. She and Max had always dawdled, prolonging the stroking and caressing.
Ragnar lay on his side, touching her hair the way he did the lead horse’s forelock before bringing it to the barn. Beyond his shoulder, through the window, she glimpsed the outline of the hillside in the gray summer night. For ever and ever. What had she done?
In the morning, Charlotte was startled when her arm brushed against his. Remembering the weight of his body on hers, she stretched her arms above her head and arched her back, wanted his hands on her breasts again.
The sound of chickens fussing in the henhouse broke through her desire. Another reality passed over her happiness. Had she rubbed the life out of the memory of Max? Forgotten Lena? She’d wanted to flee her ghosts. But now she mourned them and wished Ragnar would go away.
He reached for her. Pretending a daytime shyness, she pulled back and watched his fingers on her arm, how they clasped her like a rake. She had a vision of cleaning sheep pens and turning hay until she too slipped over that leaden horizon. How many aprons would she wear out with no reward but this man’s hands on her at night? After he was gone, she swung her legs onto the floor, pulled on her work clothes, tied the old apron around her waist, and went to feed the chickens.
Chapter 9. Jewish Jokes
In the fall of 1928 Charlotte was 20 years old, and Berlin felt tight as a rubber band. The Communists fought the Nazis on the streets. Nude women danced with midgets on the stage while couples in tuxedoes and furs laughed. Poor people rented out their own beds when they weren’t sleeping in them.
Certain Germans, according to the Nazis, had less value than the rest of the population. Jews with thick lips or bulbous noses felt the knuckles of the brownshirts. But, like the center cyclist of three, blond, pug-nosed Jews went unnoticed. Max Bernstein was not one of these. In fact, his hawklike nose looked as if it had been broken and reset wrong.
At the Berlin art academy that afternoon students were painting quickly, taking advantage of the faint winter light that still lingered over their canvases. A model sat on a stool, her nipples dark and puckered against blue-white skin. Charlotte chewed the handle of her brush. She’d painted the model’s arms thick as thighs. Her neighbor stood behind her and stared at her drawing. He made her nervous.
“Add some curve to the hips,” he said, picking up a piece of charcoal and measuring the space between the crook of an arm and the waist. He rubbed out the original line and drew a new hip.
A stool leg squeaked. The model rose stiffly and wrapped herself in her robe.
“Maybe a bit of yellowish-green,” he said, folding his arms and studying her canvas.
The instructor was in the front of the room, arranging bruised apples, brown bananas, and a wilted cabbage on the table. Charlotte didn’t want to paint decaying food, and she needed to get away from this blue-eyed critic. Outside, scanning the dark, gritty street for her bus, she heard a voice in her ear. “Hardest thing is seeing the bones under the flesh.” She turned to face her hawknosed classmate. He smiled and extended his arm. “Join me for a beer?”
When her bus arrived, she didn’t get on. Her mother would be holding a bowl of steaming potatoes, waiting to discuss typing lessons. And she wouldn’t be there.
“Max Bernstein,” he said.
The name brought to mind elegantly dressed mannekins in the window of a luxurious department store. She’d stood under her mother’s elbow, her nose on the cold window pane, studying Bernstein’s dolls, the finest in Berlin. Her mother’s voice had sounded metallic.
Too expensive for us.
“Sophie Charlotte.”
“Goddess of wisdom?” he asked.
“Wife of the elector in Berlin. My mother admired her.”
She wouldn’t tell him about her waitress job.
The pub was packed with men in blue overalls. Sitting on a rickety wooden chair, she watched the waitress drop two coasters on the table, mark them with a pencil she kept behind her ear, lower the tray, and place two sweating glasses of beer on the coasters. Charlotte couldn’t have done that. She’d have sloshed the foam on the customer’s shoulder. Feeling like a little girl in the front row at school, she watched Max take a small square book from his backpack and open it to the photos of Rembrandt.
“See the red on the tip of his nose? How the painter matched it with the red in his eyebrow?”
He was a real painter. Why was he spending time with her?
“Watch the light. Does it land on the model’s elbow? Does it change the color of her skin? How many colors did Renoir use for each breast?”
He cupped an imaginary breast on his own chest, pointed to where the nipple would be.
“Pink, then yellow in beige, light green where the breast’s connected to the body.”
The door opened, and a cold gust blew across the room. A young man in a brown shirt and brown pants tucked into black leather boots entered. The metal in his heels clicked on the nails in the floor boards.
“Watch—no sense of humor,” Max whispered.
The brownshirt approached the poster on the wall, an advertisement for a cabaret. A topless woman with spots of rouge in her white cheeks raised her leg. The brownshirt’s hand shot out as if to punch the woman’s breast.
“Juden Dreck,” he said, tearing the poster from the wall.
The workmen at the next table froze. The brownshirt clicked his heels and walked out.
Max spoke out of the side of his mouth. “No sense of humor.”
“Why Jewish dirt?” Charlotte asked.
“Whatever’s wrong, it’s the Jews’ fault.”
Her stomach clenched at a memory. She’d asked her father for coins to buy bread.
Go look in my briefcase.
She’d found a Nazi newspaper featuring a fat Jew sitting on a German bank, buttocks hanging like flaps over the eaves of the roof. A hooked nose the size of a squash dominated the face. She’d asked him about it.
Somebody gave it to me. One of those people who stand on the corner.
Max gestured towards the shreds of poster still tacked to the wall. The name of the cabaret, Schall und Rauch, 44 Unter den Linden, was legible at the bottom of the poster.
“Have you been there?” he asked.
Didn’t walking past with her friend Lulu count? Two men in tuxedoes and a woman had been getting into a taxi. A rubber penis lolled from the woman’s cleavage. A clown with black slitted eyes stood in the doorway, a thin line of smoke wafting from his mouth. He waved at the departing taxi. The woman waggled the penis at him.
“The cabaret mocks everyone—especially Jews,” Max said.
She raised her glass, set it down again without drinking.
“You know Don Carlos?” he asked.
Attending Schiller’s play—a class field trip—they’d giggled so hard when the wizened emperor approached his peach-fresh young wife that the teacher had taken them back to school during the intermission.
Max dropped his voice.
“My uncle’s cabaret made Don Carlos into a Hebrew, Markwitz, a big-nosed cartoon figure who talks Jewish, but wears a tiny imperial mustache and gets baptized every ten minutes.”
He laughed, but Charlotte didn’t think it was funny.
“My uncle hired a famous director, the one who matches the scenery to the actor’s mood. Yellow and green forests if the actor’s sick. Blue and purple sky if he’s suicidal. He made Jews laugh their heads off at hook-nosed little men in bathrobes, bowing at the Wailing Wall.”
She indicated the torn poster.
“And the Jewish Dirt man?”
“I was there the night Mr. Blackboots showed up at the cabaret. He and his friends roared at the Jewish jokes. Even the Jews hate the Jews, they probably said. When the Nazis published my uncle’s jokes in their paper, he understood. After that, no more Jewish jokes.”
By the time they left the pub, Charlotte’s neck ached from bracing herself against Max’s truth. Some things she’d rather not know. At the Friedrichstrasse cigar shop, the poster gleamed in the street lamp—a woman with pouty lips, a monocle at her eye, held a midget to her bosom. He waved a white-gloved hand.
Max’s breath warmed her ear.
“Cabaret?”
Excitement rose in her.
“We’ll go as artists,” he said quickly.
She saw the fun in his eyes and herself, a tiny figure mirrored there.
Chapter 10. You’re an Artist.
At Aschinger’s, Charlotte balanced a tray, struggling to keep the curry sausages from rolling off the plate and the beer from sloshing over the rim of the glass. Sometimes she had leftovers. Today it was a half-eaten sausage. When nobody was looking, she raised her tray and bit into the other end. She never went to class on an empty stomach.
Later she stood in the back chewing a leftover fricassée of chicken and sipping a Bock beer without touching her lips to the rim of the glass when she felt a hand on her shoulder. She turned to face the manager.
“I saw you,” he said and pointed to the door. His other hand went to her waist, wiggled a finger under the waistband of her apron. He wanted the uniform back. She went home wearing her coat over her underwear.
The next day she found a job in a bar with beer-sodden floors. Schoolboys with rouged cheeks and perfumed wrists unzipped the pants of middle-aged bankers in the back booths. One day she brought the bill to a fiftyish gentleman, slackjawed with lust, squeezing the butt cheeks of a boy.
When Charlotte took the job at Café Rilke, she feared she’d run into Max. Artists met here to argue about Dada and expressionism. Else Lasker-Schuler read her poems aloud.
One morning, Charlotte was standing at the mirror when her mother’s reflection appeared behind her.
“Your father and I—”
Charlotte tied the starched apron strings at her back.
“You’re a waitress, and—”
“And—? I’m an artist who supports herself by serving coffee.”
Her mother’s eyes bore down on her.
“You’ve turned down an education at the Handelsschule. You said no to a respectable career.”
Charlotte licked her fingers and formed curls next to her ears.
“Your father has struggled so hard to reach his position in the city government.”
“Is filing letters better than cutting a cherry tart into eight slices?”
Her mother’s shoulders sagged under her daughter’s unconventional attitudes, but Charlotte knew that stapling papers and looking for a husband behind the filing cabinet was not for her.
Balancing a tray and smiling for tips, she was still an artist. In her imagination, the part of her being that grew even under pinched circumstances, she collected impressions, arranged shapes, and mixed colors. Walking to the academy, she held her chin high, a habit from the days when she’d still believed her mother.
Sophie Charlotte, think of yourself as royalty. Your father sits at the right hand of the mayor of Berlin.
Ten years ago, he’d written one dictated letter on City of Berlin stationery. Poor Papa.
The early morning coal smoke ranged from light gray to slate gray with blue at the edges. Burning coal blended its fumes with the smell of baking bread.
Bells at the top of the door jangled when Charlotte entered the café. Last night’s smoke hung stale on the plum-colored drapes. Lulu, electric curls framing her head, swabbed the ashes off a round marble table.
“Pigs made a mess of the place again,” she said, waving a gauze cloth at the tobacco-brown wallpaper.
Charlotte nodded towards a man seated at a table by the window. But Lulu kept on chattering about the customers, picking up beer glasses from the floor of the telephone booth. Her father was a trolley conductor, who’d suggested Lulu work as a waitress because of the nice uniform. Her mother sold tickets at the UFA films. On her day off, Lulu liked sitting up front on the trolley, laughing at the passengers.
Now she waved her cloth at a young man with a beard. A serious-looking young woman with spectacles and no make-up sat at his side. They were the kind of people Lulu called degenerates, unlike Lulu’s boyfriends, who overflowed with life juices.
Every afternoon, I ached for him. We did it in the coal cellar, standing up. Fast—with all that homework we had.
Beer glasses in the crook of one arm, Lulu joined her at the back counter.
“Did you hear about the blind ones—bunny and the snake?”
Trying to shush her, Charlotte spilled coffee on her apron.
“Bunny says ‘let’s feel one another and tell what we are.’ Snake feels bunny. ‘Ears and a little tail. Furry. You’re a bunny.’ Bunny feels snake. ‘Long and cold with no balls. You’re an artist.’”
Lulu neighed with laughter. Charlotte eyed the door. Two unshaven young men entered. One held the hand of a woman with helmet-shaped hair.
Lulu rolled her eyes.
“Dead peckers—too many books in the lap,” she said, rubbing a lipstick butterfly off one of the glasses
An arm went up for coffee. He wore a tweed jacket and a soiled shirt. He could have been Max but wasn’t. Charlotte carried out a tray with a coffee pot and three cups. She lingered over filling each cup, slowly wiping the spout of the pot with a hand towel before filling the next cup, then leaned in between them to listen.
El Greco’s bodies are sickly green—like withered leeks.
The woman looked up when Charlotte laughed.
The door opened. The sun backlit the new customer, a man surrounded by dust and loose threads. Max. Pressing the tray flat against her side, Charlotte glided towards the back. She watched him hang up his jacket. Underneath he wore a fine woolen sweater.
He looked around. Smiling, he walked quickly towards her. He took her arm and whispered in her ear.
“The gallery? Remember?”
Charlotte stepped back, perspiration in her armpits, blood hot in her cheeks. He moved closer. The pot slipped in her hands. Coffee drops smarted her skin. She’d say no. He’d only make her feel ignorant. But something stirred in her.
“Four o’clock,” she said.
“Gallery steps.” He led her to his table.
As his friends looked up, she pictured a million waitresses falling on their faces before gentlemen. Her mother had been right. She should have learned to type.
“Sophie Charlotte, a colleague from the academy,” Max announced to his friends.
Nodding like a marionette, she felt their eyes on her, burning her. They introduced themselves, but she couldn’t focus on their names. Before they were done, she began walking backwards to the kitchen.
Lulu looked gloomy as a cobweb. “Slumming with the degenerates?”
Charlotte refilled the coffee pot. She wouldn’t tell Lulu about the art gallery.
Chapter 11. Your Breasts are Your Best Credentials.
Charlotte’s trouble with her mother began when she was 14. Hormonal and itchy, she’d spent homework time drawing bats wings and birds feet. After that, she and her mother drank cocoa before her father returned from the bureaucracy, joyless and exhausted.
“I’d like to go to art school,” Charlotte said.
Her mother reached across the table and took her hand.
“Nice long fingers, perfect for—”
“Piano? I don’t like music.”
“No. Typewriter.”
Charlotte jumped to her feet. “I hate you.”
“How dare you talk to me like that.”
Hands on hips, Charlotte said it again. And again. The floor side of her mother’s slipper stung her cheek, intensifying her desire to cross her mother and attend art school.
In art class, the other students threw sponges or stabbed their thumbs with protractors and played with the blood that dripped onto the paper while Charlotte strained to catch the teacher’s words.
Don’t just paint what your eyes see but what your imagination contains.
Addicted to Plato’s ideal foot or hand, Charlotte wasn’t ready for that lesson yet. Tongue between her teeth, she examined her palm, turning it over, then sketching the square little fingers. Next she painted her father’s thick red fingers, her mother’s thin, blue- veined ones, the flesh-wrapped twigs that passed for hands on the pianist at Bernstein’s.
Her art teacher held the paintings at arm’s length.
“You want to be a painter?”
She nodded.
“Don’t. You’ll end up as a teacher.”
His nose was red from a cold, and a half moon of dandruff covered the lower part of his glasses’ frame. He was like her parents—part of the opposition that she had to defeat.
Walking home in the November rain, she kicked the wet leaves and planned how to do feet, hands, noses—how to capture what everybody saw. This included folds in a dress and dents in a toothpaste tube.
She painted the hair-thin lines in the sweet violet’s petals, then closed her eyes, imagined the color of its smell and painted that. She depicted her father asleep on the couch as a series of under chins in shades of pink folded on his chest. She stacked the paintings behind the bed and the drawings among her clothes, smudging her white underpants with charcoal.
***
The day Charlotte turned 18, she found tissue-wrapped gifts on her place mat in the morning. Under her fork was a newspaper clipping—Join the next class. Imperial School for Secretaries. Crushing the advertisement in her hand, she smiled at her mother.
“I’ll become an artist.”
Her mother frowned. “Be independent—learn to type.”
“People who type think they’re independent. They just end up with some man.”
“What’s wrong with that?”
“I want to live without a man—just paint.”
Something inside Charlotte’s mind stepped back from the words and stared. Had she really said that?
The next day, she showed Lulu her application and portfolio.
“My father knows the director of admissions at the academy,” Lulu said. “He sits behind the driver’s seat on his tram every morning.”
“So what kind of man is he?” Charlotte asked.
“Very proper, wears a silk scarf at his neck.”
“So?”
“People who wear silk scarves are very sensual. They pretend to be studying your drawings and thinking about paperwork, but mentally they’re stroking your thighs.”
All those tram rides had muddled Lulu’s brain. Still the prospect of meeting the director of admissions made Charlotte nervous. People got into the academy through connections, and she had none. Her drawings were good, but if she had to beat out the daughter of a countess or a bank manager—what would make the difference?
Lulu knew.
“Drawings are important, but your breasts are your best credentials.”
She walked in a semi-circle around Charlotte, eying her breasts until Charlotte’s cheeks burned.
“Or your legs. Wear a short skirt. Keep your knees apart. Think of your body as a package of promises.”
Evenings, Charlotte’s mother read from the telephone book the names of typing schools. But mornings, Charlotte was at the café, waiting for the call. Finally it came. The voice of the admission’s secretary was like chipped ice.
“Your interview will be tomorrow morning at 9.”
She hung up and turned to Lulu.
“They’ll never accept me.”
“Make them.”
On the day of the interview, Charlotte got up early. She took off her nightgown, studied her breasts. One was even smaller than the other. Time to hook up the brassiere she’d bought in a tart shop on the Friedrichstrasse. The saleslady had sucked in her cheeks.
Shows the outlines of your nipples.
Charlotte’s sweater was one size too small. It belonged to Lulu’s teenage sister. She hooked Lulu’s wide mesh stockings to her garter belt. Next came the short skirt, a little tight at the waist. She recalled Lulu’s advice.
Breathe in a slow, relaxed manner. But let him hear it.
Tottering on high heels, she practiced breathing. In and out. If she failed, she’d have no choice but typing at the Berlin Handelsschule.
The secretary took her coat and opened the door to the director’s office. The woman’s sharp look traveled on cats’ claws down her back. The room was drafty. Good. Her nipples would pucker.
The director, a lumpy man in baggy pants, extended a hand. His glistening nose was his most prominent feature. But he wore no silk scarf.
That damn Lulu.
He gestured for her to sit in a large, comfortable chair. Her application lay on the small table between them. He propped her portfolio against his chair. Charlotte sat down, folding her legs, showing a little thigh.
He bowed his head and stared at her application. “So you want to attend the academy?”
She crossed and uncrossed her legs, then remembered to part her knees. But they were concealed under the table. “I’ve always loved art,” she said, leaning forward.
He reached for her portfolio. She rubbed her knees together, but couldn’t make the sound Lulu had mentioned. Soon her drawings of hands and feet were spread across the table.
His brown eyes shone. “You seem focused on particular body parts.”
“Oh, those are just for practice,” she said. “I can also do elbows, shoulders, knees.”
He looked at her. Charlotte panicked. He was preparing to reject her. Crossing her hands
over her chest, she felt her breasts shrivel. In the expanding silence, she heard Lulu’s voice.
If he hesitates, take one of his hands, place it on your breast. Put the other one between your legs. Once his fingers are inside, force him to admit you.
He leaned back in his chair and brought his fingertips together over his chest.
“I’ve read your application carefully.”
NO was climbing up into his throat now. This was her only chance. She turned sideways in her chair and slid forward. He glanced at her thigh and blushed. At least she’d distracted him from rejecting her. She pushed her chair closer, arching her back, and opening her legs slightly.
He raised an eyebrow.
The door opened, and the secretary leaned into the room. Looking past Charlotte, she handed the director some papers. He glanced at Charlotte. “I’m afraid I must turn my attention to some other matters. I want to welcome you to the academy.”
He rose to his feet and cleared his throat. Pearls of sweat studded his forehead now.
“One thing—when you come to class, just wear something comfortable.”
On the way out, she stopped in the bathroom and rubbed the crimson color from her lips. Her nipples stood out hard and clear in the cold air from the bathroom window. She buttoned her coat up to her throat and ran all the way to Lulu’s.
Her friend opened the door before Charlotte rang the bell.
“Well?”
“It was just like you said. He had two fingers inside me before he said yes.”
Lulu narrowed her eyes in disbelief.
Chapter 12. A Taste of Anisette
The honeyed sound of a saxophone spilled out of a doorway. A knee moved languidly to the music. Hallo Sweetie, a voice beckoned. Glimpsing a high-heeled shoe and a fishnet stocking, Charlotte quickened her pace, but Max grasped her arm, made her stop.
“Did you see her?”
“Of course,” she said, flushing under the woman’s hard gaze.
“I mean really see her?”
Charlotte looked again.
“See how the light lands on her hair. Blue and purple. Mix the colors in your head now.”
The woman opened her legs and raised her middle finger towards him.
“Can you paint her essence?” he asked.
“I’d have to run home and start painting without taking my coat off,” Charlotte said.
“That’s just it.”
The woman’s mouth formed an angry lipsticked hole. “Move along if you don’t want a fuck.”
Max nodded politely then turned to Charlotte. “Primary colors are much more convincing for flesh tones than pink.”
“Asshole,” the woman said.
On Museum Island, they mounted the broad staircase towards the statue of Kaiser Friedrich Wilhelm. His horse pawed the air, bursting out of the Corinthian temple above them.
Inside, Max stopped at a painting by Vermeer van Delft, placed his fingers inches from the canvas and traced the light’s journey.
“Follow it from the kitchen tiles to the woman in the courtyard.”
Charlotte noticed the charcoal under his fingernails. How would it feel to run her fingertips down the joints of his hand to the tiny hairs on his wrist? Could she paint this new feeling? They studied a sulky young woman drinking from a glass, a man at her side. How to paint the warmth of his body?
Max pranced forward.
“See how the light illuminates the folds in his cloak here. But his other side has an entirely different color. Let’s say the window isn’t there. Just a flickering candle on the table. What color would the girl’s dress be?”
Charlotte noted how the light played on the soft wool of Max’s sweater.
A woman stroked her pregnant belly while her husband stared into the distance, his hand not so much holding hers as providing it with a place to rest. Lonely together, Charlotte decided.
A pearl necklace caught the light from the window, and Charlotte felt the warmth on her neck. Examining how Cupid’s thick fingers caressed Aphrodite’s ripe breasts, and Baby Jesus’ tongue licked Mary’s full pink nipple, Charlotte felt pinpricks of pleasure. Was that what he meant? Feeling the color, the texture, the light on your own skin?
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