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Chapter 1. Village News
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A small fishing longboat was slowly approaching the island of Fair, which is part of the Friedland northern islands of the German Sea. It was an autumn evening. A strong north wind sprayed the fishermen with ice-cold water. The fishing was unsuccessful, and the faces of the fishermen, blue from the cold, frowned.

“Winter will be early this year,” said the old fisherman, puffing on his short nose warmer.

“Yes, it looks like it,” the young man replied, and after a pause, he added:

“They stole Karl’s net again, a new one this time!”

Everyone became agitated. The fishermen began to discuss who could be stealing from them.

“I think this is the work of Hans,” announced the young fisherman decisively.

“Hans? You’re kidding, right?” Surprised voices were heard. Hans was a half-sick, skeleton-thin, tall old man who lived alone in an old, abandoned lighthouse building.

“Hans? He can barely move his legs! What proof do you have that it’s him?”

“My proof is,” replied the young fisherman, “that Hans is getting fat.” It was true. During the last weeks, Hans’s face had grown considerably rounder, and this enigmatic plumpness was already the subject of village talk.

“They say Hans found a treasure on the shore, washed up by the sea. It is not surprising to gain weight when you got such a gift,” the old fisherman said thoughtfully.

“Hans is a smuggler.”

“And I say,” the young fisherman did not let up, “that Hans steals our nets and fish, sells them, and grows fat. You noticed, late in the evening he often goes somewhere. What kind of business is he involved in? All this is very suspicious.”

They argued with the young fisherman, but it was clear that his story made an impression on many. And when the boat approached the shore near the old lighthouse, one of the fishermen suggested:

“What if we go to Hans, see how he lives? We can warm up, and while doing so, get some insight into his business.”

“Sounds like a great idea!” the young fisherman perked up and began to quickly unload the fish and tidy up the gear.

A light shone in the small window of the lighthouse. Old Hans ’t yet gone to bed. He cordially greeted the guests and offered them to warm themselves by the dilapidated fireplace.

“Well, how is the fishing?” he asked, rubbing together his sinewy hands with hook-like fingers.

“Bad,” replied the young fisherman. He was angry at bad fishing and bad weather, and he wanted to take out his anger on someone. “And you’re getting fatter, Hans, why is that?”

The old man smiled pitifully and spread his arms.

“You are gaining weight too, Ludwig,” he replied.

“We’re not talking about me. When a person catches and sells fish with his nets, it’s not surprising that you get fat. And you tell us the secret of how to gain weight without working, then we, too, could warm ourselves by the fireplace, instead of accumulating rheumatism in the sea.”

Hans was clearly embarrassed. He shivered, rubbed his hands, shrugged his shoulders. Everyone noticed the old man’s embarrassment, and this made even those who doubted believe in his guilt.

“We ought to search his place,” the red-haired Fritz said softly, bending over to the ear of another fisherman, “I’ll get it done quietly.” And turning to Hans, he said:

“Are you not afraid to live in a ruin? If a good northeast blows, you’ll get crushed into a pancake.”

“The walls are thick, I’ll be alright,” Hans replied.

“And if it crushes you?” Fritz didn’t hesitate. “It may not matter to you, old man, but they will ask us, why didn’t we take security measures? Don’t want to get dragged to court. We need to inspect your home.”

“Why inspect it now?” Hans was confused. He no longer doubted that the visitors suspected him of something and had come for a reason. “If you like, you can come tomorrow when it’s light.”

“Why tomorrow? We can still look at it today.”

“Why it’s dark, the stairs are destroyed, you can hurt yourselves. Why the rush, really? Lived for fifty years, and then suddenly couldn’t wait one night.” Ludwig had already understood Fritz’s military cunning and began to fuss.

“And you can light the lantern.”

“A lantern! I don’t even have oil for it.”

But Fritz was already fumbling around the round room.

“Don’t have oil? Here is the lantern. And here is the oil. Are you lying, old man?” Fritz quickly poured oil and lit the lantern.

“Let’s go.”

Everyone got up and followed Fritz. Hans, sighing heavily and shuffling his feet, followed them, climbing the damp, worn steps of the spiral staircase in the semi-darkness.

In the room on the second floor lay all sorts of rubbish, covered with dust and debris from crumbling plaster. The wind blew through the broken glass windows. The light spooked a few bats, and they scuttled against the walls, blowing away dust and cobwebs. Fritz carefully inspected every corner, stirred up the debris with heavy fishing boots, then illuminated the walls and said:

“Look at those cracks!”

But he didn’t find anything suspicious.

“Let’s go to the third floor.”

“There’s nothing there,” said Hans. But Fritz, not listening to him, was already climbing into the upper room.

Here the wind pierced through, penetrating not only through the open hollows of the windows but also through the huge cracks.

“You seem to be mistaken, Ludwig,” said Fritz quietly.

“We’ll see,” Ludwig answered loudly and, getting angry, pushed Fritz. “Bring the lantern here. What is it?”

“It doesn’t look like a net,” said Fritz loudly, no longer considering it necessary to hide the purpose of the arrival. The lantern illuminated the shelf and the bowler hat standing on it, covered with a plank.

Fritz lifted the plank and peered into the bowler hat. There was some kind of gelatinous liquid that looked like a frogspawn.

“It's some sour stuff, Ludwig. I told you that you were wrong.”

Ludwig was already angry with himself that he started this whole story and looked like a fool. To delay the moment of his shame, he pulled Hans out of a dark corner and shouted rudely at him:

“What are you keeping in this pot?”

To everyone’s surprise, Ludwig’s question made Hans extremely embarrassed. The old man’s lower jaw trembled from the abundance of emotion. He whispered a few words incoherently and fell silent. This aroused interest in the contents of the pot among the rest of the fishermen.

“Why don’t you answer?” Ludwig didn’t hesitate. “Do you know where you’ll end up for doing something like this?” he fantasized, inspired by Hans’ embarrassment.

“Don’t ask, I beg you,” Hans said in a low voice. “There is no crime here, but I gave my word ...”

These words made a stunning impression on everyone. Suddenly, they were faced with a mystery. The triumphant Ludwig carefully grabbed the pot and, having ordered Fritz to shine a lantern, headed downstairs.

“This seems to be more interesting than the stolen nets,” he said excitedly to Fritz, placing the pot on the table by the fireplace.

“Now,” he said to Hans, “you must tell us everything.”

“But I gave my word ...”

“Then you will go to prison.”

“For what?”

“For this very thing. You've been a suspect for a while. No wonder you began to gain weight.”

“So you know?”

Ludwig didn’t know anything. But on this autumn evening, he unexpectedly discovered the abilities of a detective in himself.

“Yes, we know everything,” he answered confidently. “If you will stop stalling, we might not send you to jail.”

The old fellow was destroyed. He lowered his head, and after a pause he said:

“I didn’t want to break my word and make trouble for the one who took pity on me, the old man, my benefactor. But if you already know... This is the ‘eternal bread’ that I received from Professor Breuer.”

If Ludwig had the ability of a detective, then he lacked professional experience. Forgetting his role, he asked in utter amazement:

“‘Eternal bread?’ What’s that?”

When he heard this question, asked with sincere surprise, and the exclamations of other fishermen, Hans realized that they knew nothing about the “eternal bread” and that, apparently, another suspicion led them here and accidentally revealed the secret he carefully kept. If only he hadn’t already disclosed the professor’s name! But it was too late to retreat. And suddenly hunched over Hans sank heavily onto the bench.

“Listen then. I’ll tell you everything...”
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Chapter 2. Lucky Hans
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“I was in great need, more than that: I was starving,” old Hans began his confession. “One evening, when I didn’t have the strength to leave the house due to starvation, there was a knock on my door. I opened the door and saw in front of me the old Professor Breuer, who, as you know, lives not far from our village in the estate.

“We know, keep talking,” interrupted Fritz impatiently.

“Professor Breuer said to me: ‘I can feed you, Hans, feed you for life if you only give me your word not to tell anyone about it.’ I swore an oath to him,” the old man sighed heavily, “which I have now broken... Then Breuer took out a jar from under his cloak and handed it to me. ‘In this jar,’ he told me, ‘is the ‘eternal bread’ or ‘dough’. If you eat half of this dough, you will be full all day. And in a day the dough will grow by itself, and the jar will be full again. Don’t be afraid, Hans, said the professor, this is not a bad dough. Don’t worry about how ugly it looks. The dough is nutritious and delicious. Try it.’. I didn’t dare. Then the professor took a bite himself and said: ‘You see, I’m still alive and well.’ He left me this jar and asked me to visit him and tell him how I feel. Then he left...”

The fishermen listened to Hans’s story with such intense attention and surprise that many of them even opened their mouths.

“And what happened next?” asked Fritz, fidgeting in his chair with impatience.

“For a long time I hesitated to touch the dough,” continued Hans. “It looks so much like frogspawn. It was disgusting. Several times I approached the jar, but could not overcome my disgust. I couldn’t sleep from hunger. In the morning, when my stomach began to cramp, I decided: if I were to die anyway... So I scooped up some dough with a spoon and swallowed it. It turned out to be quite tasty and resembled a mashed baked apple. It didn’t even take a minute for me to feel completely full. I was quickly recovering. Mentally thanking the professor for his wonderful gift, I fell asleep soundly and woke up cheerful and healthy.

“And the dough? Have you looked at the dough?”

“I ate less than half, and by morning the jar was full to the brim. Since then, I started to eat well and gained weight quickly.”

The audience seemed to be petrified with amazement. But when the old man finished his story, everyone began to move, started talking, waved their hands, jumped up from their seats.

“So what’s the deal here? Is it like a self-serving tablecloth?”

“If one were given such a treasure, then he’d need nothing else in the world. No need to plow the land, no need to hang out in the sea
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