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About the Book

Meet Burt Hecker, aka Eckbert Attquiet, a 63-year-old medieval re-enactor with a momentous nose, who dresses in tunics and drinks too much homemade mead. His treasured wife Kitty has recently died and their strange and beautiful relationship is now the stuff of history; he has sold all of his possessions and bought a one-way ticket to Europe, bent on rescuing his beloved son Tristan from the ‘evil’ city of Prague. If only he knew that his son doesn’t want to be rescued, or found. This is the story of Burt’s painful, hilarious and doomed attempts to come to terms with his own past.


About the Author

Tod Wodicka was born in Glens Falls, New York, in 1976. He was educated at Manchester University. He lives in Berlin.


This novel is dedicated to my son,

Louis


All Shall Be Well; And All Shall Be Well; And All Manner of Things Shall Be Well

Tod Wodicka
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YOU ARE, AND have been from the moment of your birth, perilously close to the abyss. You are fourteen years old, a girl. The year is AD 1105.

You are quiet and you are willful. You are prone to seeing things that are not there. Your mother’s name is Mechthilde and your father’s name is Hildebert, or perhaps it is the other way around. It matters not, for they do not love you. You were not a choice. You are a hole for food and a frame for clothing, another set of eyes to turn towards the everlasting – a thing of mystery and necessity. They call you Hildegard.

Hell is the daily darkening of the sun. Hell is a mouse frozen in a block of ice. Nine siblings, nine other faces and moving limbs and dirty needs to prepare for eternity, and it is decided that you are to be the sacrifice. You, at least, will be saved.

They bury you alive so that you will never have a chance to sin. The ceremony is frightening but you cannot cry because Christ is there. The Bishop explains this; the priest, your father, everyone explains to you that He is there as you are enclosed in the stone cell, the anchorage. There is no light, no door. It is little more than a consecrated dungeon attached to the Benedictine monastery at Disibodenberg. You hold your breath.

Funeral rites are administered. You are bathed in holy water, scrubbed – and you will not cry. The village has come to watch the monks bury you. They stare. The stones are arranged. Lighted torches, autumn breeze, woodsmoke, braying beasts, whispers and owls and tumbling bats; and suddenly you feel not abandoned but exalted. There are burial hymns. You are a gift this day, and you pray that you are worthy.

Summers, minutes, winters, years. In this darkness, time is different. One day light trickles in, whistling from a crack in the ceiling. It splashes your palms, forming a puddle in the dirt. You dig a small hole, no bigger than your fist, but enough to collect more, you hope, deep enough to prevent the light from evaporating so quickly at the end of the day. Probably this is not a sin.

Others join you – girls, young women. But you are not permitted to speak with them. They are different places of the dark; rustles, prayers, breathing. Sometimes men and children taunt you, sometimes they laugh, striking the anchorage walls with rocks. You pray for them, you ask their forgiveness. Women come, too, often during the night. The older ones frighten you, demanding miracles.

Because the anchorage is attached to the monastery, you hear the monks perform their eight daily offices. The Opus Dei, the Work of God. The bells that announce its coming. Their chant becomes the sound of your existence, a true and smarting joy. Into the cell, into your slumber and the endless dark, the chanting inflates your dreams. You pray that they will never let you leave.

‘Girls.’ A voice, my voice.

Your eyes fix on the nylon ceiling, which, for three days, has been your anchorage. The other six shift in their sleeping bags. They still sleep. You light a candle, you pull yourself to your knees. Humming, you lift a glass of wine to your lips and you drink.


I

DAWN, OR ITS German equivalent, cannot be far off. But here, at the top of the hill, night still clogs the forest. Being sixty-three years old and sleepy, I find it nearly impossible to differentiate now between the stray grapevines, the trees, and the waist-high shrubs that I know surround me. They could all be wild animals.

‘Is everyone awake?’

Three days ago I imprisoned six middle-aged women and one pre-pubescent girl in a tent on this hilltop. The time has come to set them free.

‘Pray undo the lock,’ an anchorite whispers. Then, sensing my hesitation, ‘Did thou forget the key?’

There is no key because there is no lock. My hand waits on the zipper. I stand there in my dagged-edged taffeta tunic, my sandaled feet wet from dew. My bald little head. My nose. Somewhere behind me sleeps the great stone Benedictine Abbey St Hildegard, its vineyards cascading down the hill over Eibingen, over Rudesheim, and into the river Rhine.

Zipper down, the tent gives us Tivona Henry. Forty years old and not unlovely, Tivona is skinny in a way that suggests intense concentration; more simian, maybe, than outright undernourished. Her head feeds a nest of gray-streaked frizz. It’s Tivona’s medieval chant workshop that I’ve accompanied on this German vacation. She smiles.

I have only myself to blame. Weeks prior to the journey I’d sowed the idea of re-enacting Hildegard von Bingen’s first days in the anchorage, more or less on a lark, knowing full well these women’s anchorite longings and their propensity for outlandish re-enactment schemes. I expected nothing to come of it. Then, a day before departure, it was announced that several of the women would be enduring three days in the tent; three entire days and nights atop the hill overlooking the Abbey, reliving Hildegard’s girlhood. One meal a day, only wine to drink, no idle chatter, absolutely no grumbling; just chanting and the occasional prayer. I have never had a problem with the concept of medieval re-enactment. In fact, many believe that I actually invented it. The world is riddled with far worse activities and I altogether refuse to even feign embarrassment, especially at my age. Dressing up in period-specific costume? The recreation of history through practical workshops and group scholarship? For some, in this day and age, there’s simply no place left to retreat.

Tivona steps free from the tent. Others follow, one by one. Blinking, grinning heads, then arms, then bodies. Tivona leading her cortège of part-time anchorites back into the twentieth century. Each holds a candle made by the nuns here at the Abbey St Hildegard, most ennobled with now-grotesque melting effigies of their patron saint. White tunics glow in what is left of the moon.

Some stumble, others laugh; they are very obviously inebriated. They sing. Soon I am surrounded, my flame-flickered face a mask of potent infirmities, adhering, so I’ve been told, to the long tradition of Christian mysticism insisting that those impaired in body are somehow healthier in spirit. Which is another way of saying that because I am ugly I am going to get a reward. Specifically, I have a misshapen nose.

There is a deep silence despite the amateur medieval plainchant which clouds behind me. It’s nearing lauds, first light. Single file, we begin our descent back towards the Abbey and the event of our first public performance.

‘Burt?’ Tivona asks.

In three days the women will return home to Queens Falls, New York. They do not yet know that I have no intention of accompanying them.

‘Are you well, m’lord?’ Tivona continues.

‘No,’ I say. ‘I am not.’

Two years ago I joined Tivona Henry’s medieval chant workshop as a way to better manage the anger that New York State’s Board of Parole believed they had good reason to be wary of. Following a late-night Confraternity of Times Lost Regained revel, I’d been apprehended while attempting to transport myself home in a borrowed Saab. I didn’t have a license to operate such a vehicle, or any vehicle, or the requisite skills; and, worse, I’d consumed much homemade mead. I really don’t remember the specifics. It’s a matter of public record, however, that I altogether refused to walk in a straight line or touch my nose with my finger. They’d never detained anybody dressed in period-specific, historically accurate costume before, and once installed in the Queens Falls police depot I was treated genially, like a time traveler who couldn’t comprehend the vigorous modernity which had enveloped him. Because I was old they supposed I was demented.

For one thing, they refused to immediately imprison me. This I found offensive. I was made to sit on something aluminum, and handed beverages I could not possibly drink. (Coffee, I did my best to explain, was OOP. Out of Period. Such beans did not exist in medieval Europe, so I assiduously avoided them.) My portrait was snapped, the air from my lungs scientifically tested. To the best of my memory, I was wearing a simple woolen tunic, nothing extravagant or untoward.

‘Let’s do this one more time. Just for the record, what year is this again?’

I liked the police officer charged with interrogating me. In him I noted the same pious dreaminess that often overtakes a medieval re-enactor after a long, involving Confraternity of Times Lost Regained weekend.

‘AD 1256,’ I answered. I was inebriated enough to imagine that he would see in me what I saw in him, and that he would not only recognize but applaud our similar life choices. Our costumes.

‘Your name?’

‘Eckbert Attquiet.’

‘Right. This your wallet, Eckbert?’

‘It is my pouch.’

The police officer removed some cards from my leather pouch. The first was a wallet-sized, laminated reproduction of a painting of my son, Tristan, and me. Domenico Ghirlandaio’s Portrait of an Elderly Man with His Son.

I raised my voice and rose to my feet. I did something which required another police officer to restrain my hands in metal cuffs.

‘Take it easy, old man. Nobody is going to steal your library card.’ The officer looked at me carefully. Slowly, he placed my Ghirlandaio back inside the pouch. He held another card. ‘Burt Hecker,’ he read. ‘Well, and here’s another, also says Burt Hecker. Confraternity of Times Lost Regained. That your thing, Mr Hecker? Medieval re-enactment?’

History, when you devote your life to it, can be either a weight into a premature old age or a release from the troublesome, promiscuous present: eternal immaturity as an occupational boon. Since I was thirty, most have considered me retired, unemployed, or fundamentally unemployable. I have devoted my adult life to amateur scholarship and the Confraternity of Times Lost Regained, the re-enactment society I founded. I’ve since been left a considerable fortune.

‘Mr Hecker?’

The fluorescence made me sneeze. ‘I’m just an old man,’ I said. ‘Do with me what you will.’ Telephones trilled and voices barked from small boxes full of static. Flags, bowls of peanuts, guns, computer screens imitating aquariums – lunacy, plain and simple. Me in my tunic and homemade sandals.

‘You do not have a New York State driver’s license.’

‘Correct.’

The CTLR revel had not yet ended when I had absconded, stealing the automobile. It was the first time in my life that I had ever been behind the wheel of such a vehicle. I had had much mead. The last image I recall was of dozens of men, women and children dressed in all manner of medieval garb – princesses, squires, knights, blacksmiths, peasants and monks – my twentieth-century secessionists arm in arm around a bonfire, dancing, leaping, singing, with all that desperate blackness surrounding them, pulling at them, devouring the edges of their perfect, historically accurate illusion. Way too much night, I thought. They don’t stand a chance. In any event, the idea with the Saab had not been to transport myself to any physical realm.

‘Who is Lonna Katsav?’

‘What?’ Lonna Katsav was my best friend and my lawyer. ‘She has nothing to do with this,’ I added, finally shocked back into AD 1996. It was Lonna’s Saab that I had stolen. On the wall was a framed photograph of the Governor of New York State, and one of the President of the United States. Since when, I wondered, did those wielding great authority begin smiling like nineteenth-century barkers? How could anyone take these men seriously? If everyone loses their mind at the same time does anyone really notice? I looked around me at the game being played, the idea of order and duty and society and justice being re-enacted, that stern idiotic bustle, and I knew, suddenly, that it was all over. I had crashed my best friend’s car into a point of no return.

‘Well, Lonna Katsav is coming to pick you up.’ The police officer offered me a stick of chewing gum. ‘She’s not going to press charges, you’ll be happy to know. Though she thought about it.’

I held up my shackles. I sighed. ‘Make sure that she sees me in these at least, would you?’

It should be said that throughout the whole ordeal my officer did an admirable job of not once gawping at my nose. The first fellow I encountered at the station had demanded that I actually remove it, thinking it was part of my medieval garb.

The punishment for drunk driving without a license in a stolen car consisted of a fine and the recommendation that I serve my parole in thrice-weekly Anger Management & Self-Betterment Workshops. However, because my late wife knew some people who knew some people who knew the judge, I was allowed a unique alternative. Thus, I became the first male member of Tivona’s medieval music therapy workshop. Truth is, nobody was particularly worried that I’d anger. I rarely did. They simply knew that I would, on principle, risk six months in the threatened cage rather than submit myself to the group hugs with mountain people I was certain such Self-Bettermenting entailed. Better, finally, to chant. Better eighteen months of intuitive healing with Tivona Henry.

Because no previous musical skills were needed to join Tivona’s chant workshop, none had any. Only Tivona Henry and, to everyone’s surprise, my best friend, Lonna, who only joined, she’d said, in order to protect me from the dawning of the Age of Aquarius. But more on Lonna Katsav later.

Tivona mostly taught us the music of Hildegard von Bingen (1098–1179), that medieval anchoress, theologian, visionary, naturalist, and composer so adored by today’s more esoterically disposed females. And though Hildegard affirmed the lowliness of womankind and the subjugation of female sexuality, Tivona and the girls saw her as a proto-feminist New Age icon, not the Catholic scold she undoubtedly was. No matter. History is ever ours for the reliving. They were Hildegard’s devotional songs we crooned, her visions we dissected and manipulated over tea. To the girls, the medieval woman was a person capable of great self-assertion, so they studied what they believed to be instances of this, ferreting out kernels of sassiness from the most minor of references, building a fairy-tale history and peopling it with sisters-in-arms. The medieval woman was them, only more real. Them, with a less cluttered connection to the eternal. Tivona utilized a tedious if ultimately effective call-and-response technique in teaching us to chant; no attempt was ever made to expose us to musical notation or Latin. She sang something, we sang it right back. And I would be lying if I said that the results were anything less than extraordinary.

Chanting was performed in a circle, at night, facing inwards. The circle’s center held a pumpkin-sized ball of twined electrical Christmas lights. Bed sheets hung from the ceiling like clouds and I always closed my eyes. It was quite enough hearing the startling music, I didn’t wish upon myself the mind-wracking task of reconciling what I heard and felt to be true with what I would see: a dumpy circle of primarily middle-aged women in the costume of modern practicality and routine. That pampered circle of burghers’ wives, den mothers, Confraternity of Times Lost Regained romantics, spinster insurance representatives, and doughy, dreamy elementary school teachers. Nor could I help thinking that all of these women, most in the process of passing their prime, were now starting to resemble men in drag. I saw the petty gnawed fingers that did bills, worried pennies, and thrust sandwiches into paper bags. I would sniff a sudden flush of chemical or animal odor. Deodorants, perfumes, perspiration, hand creams. Tivona insisted we remove our shoes. Shoes hamper chant. If I opened my eyes everything collapsed and there I was, out of period, wearing uncomfortable twentieth-century slacks, wearing socks, standing in a circle in a small room above Tivona’s Second Hand, Third Eye shop, the sound of trucks passing on the slushy street below.

I recognized many of the women from the CTLR – though, in keeping with policy, I refused to acknowledge their mundane, modern selves. I insisted on introductions. They humored me. From the very beginning I was welcomed with a bright muddle of pity, curiosity and genuine warmth. The events of my recent past had aged me, and my age had neutered me; I was in mourning, I was in need of maternal condescension, I lived alone in a big house and only wore medieval garb and rarely answered the telephone. But mostly I was an opportunity to put into practice all that healing stuff they seemed so convinced was an integral part of performing medieval plainchant. My presence thoroughly invigorated them: I was a project that became something of a friend, something of a mascot. But, besides my endearing personal tragedies, I do think that I had a lot to offer those seeking a more than cursory knowledge of medieval times. That I took my lawyer with me was, for them, perhaps my only snag – Lonna Katsav had something of a reputation. But things, for the most part, went smoothly. Early on, Lonna and I made a pact to not begin drinking until after the chant workshops had ended, an agreement we only broke when absolutely necessary.

So it was that two weeks ago we arrived in Germany to celebrate Hildegard von Bingen’s nine-hundredth birthday. Early Music performers, nuns, medievalists, and all manner of mystical individuals from all over the world made this pilgrimage to Germany and the Abbey St Hildegard. The Hildegard 900 Symposium was to be something of a spiritual culmination for the girls and, for many of them, myself included, their first taste of Europe. It was also part of my plan to elude the United States of America and, more importantly, my own history. Specifically my middle ages. I’d arranged everything, even helped finance it. None suspected that my ticket was one-way, not even Lonna, who’d recently helped organize the sale of the Mansion Inn. The Mansion Inn was my late wife’s Victorian bed and breakfast. It is where I had lived for the last thirty years, where my children were born and raised. Let me be as clear as possible. I had sold the only home that I’d ever known, flown to Germany, and I didn’t even pretend to know what I was doing. I pretended that this was somehow a virtue.

There is a story by Sercambi about an aged furrier from Lucca. One day this clever and respected man visits a Tuscan bathhouse. There he becomes convinced, suddenly, that simply by undressing and entering the public bath he will forfeit his identity. One more step, he fears, and all that he is, and has worked for his entire life, will cease to exist. He will be lost or, even worse, he will be just like everyone else. To prevent this, the furrier attaches a straw cross to his shoulder. In this manner he at least will know who he is: for won’t his be the only naked body with a cross stuck to its shoulder? Some minutes after entering the bath the cross slips from his shoulder and floats away. The furrier tries to retrieve it but is too late. ‘See here!’ crows another bather, snatching the cross up from the water and sticking it onto his own shoulder. ‘Now I am you! Begone, you are dead!’

Similarly, I worried that the authorities at the Frankfurt International Airport’s Passport Control would somehow be able to prove that I was not the man my documentation purported I was. But questions asked, answers given, my identity was approved and, moreover, stamped. How easy it was to undress, I thought. How simple to emigrate. The tenuousness of it all both troubled and delighted me: what would it be like when I tossed my straw cross away? Would I drown in a panic like Sercambi’s old furrier, or could I not be reborn? Couldn’t I step out of this pool and into someone else’s clothing?

From our departing, Rudesheim-bound bus, the Frankfurt skyline looked like New York City with eighty percent of its teeth punched out. The girls talked away, excited, as I rested my head against the window. The country was sterile, prim, suburban, green and industrial. The factories we passed seemed rubbed raw, as if their sole purpose was keeping themselves clean. They were precocious teenagers compared to the chain-smoking, no-nonsense factories of the New World.

Finally, after what seemed like hours, the machine stopped, the doors opened and our landing party stormed the suburban Rudesheim asphalt, cameras at the ready, as if something medieval might suddenly leap from behind a semi-detached house once the bus was safely out of sight. Before her ascent to the heavenly bridegroom, Hildegard von Bingen had lived her Middle Ages here. But where?

Very peculiar, those first few moments in Rhineland. For instance, where exactly was the Rhine? Where was the Abbey, the nuns, the cobbled roads, toothy cemeteries, moss-eaten towers – the history? Even the hills of perfectly cross-hatched vineyards we’d seen but minutes before from the windows of the bus: gone. By God, I thought, where is the wine?

The Germans – who had something of the sad, silent delicacy of gorillas – planted their homes inside manias of flowers. I’d no idea that Europe would be like this. This stillness. Beneath a laden sky, we marched past desperate, immaculate homes, looking for Hildegard’s abbey. Somehow it was all so much more modern than America, more sterile, stunned, like they’d long since washed themselves of history and were hiding, hoping nobody would notice. There were no people anywhere. Where were they, what were they up to? Did they take the summer off, I wondered; did they get to stop being Germans for a few months, time off for good behavior? If so, who pruned the shrubs? The yards we passed were inhabited solely by a worrying array of gnomes, elves, penguins, water falls, wind mills, and plastic pools on which the occasional beach ball floated liked a doomed aria. Intermittently, you could hear a television or the disruptive hint of a far-off train. The girls had never seen such meticulous and extraordinarily abundant gardens. Many of the homes had metal porches aflame with flowers, frozen explosions of them, vines pouring up and down the walls like vegetable smoke. There were birds but they didn’t sing.

The homes gave way to the rising vineyards, which shaved the road of its suburban barnacles and drew it nakedly onwards and upwards towards the lofty, stone Benedictine Abbey. There it was. Even Lonna, still quite drunk on Lufthansa’s complimentary vodka, mumbled an approval.

The remainder of our pilgrimage was soon banked on either side by stone walls, behind which the sea of ancient vineyards spread grasping to meet the horizon. Single file, we tramped up the hill. Beneath us, the suburban encampment from which we had recently escaped was now but a huddle of gray and brown roofs on which birds, great companies of them, settled like debris. Further below, the thuggish, thick-waisted Rhine.

It was difficult to imagine that a full day hadn’t yet passed since we boarded the airliner in New York. I paused. Medieval man believed that one was placed beyond the touch of time, and therefore aging, while attending Mass. What, I wondered, would he have made of those hours we left up in the sky? I would not change my watch until I gave the matter more thought.

The gray sky began to soften, sun spilling out here and then there, splashing the hills on the other side of the Rhine like, I imagined, the light from the cracks in the ceiling of little Hildegard’s anchorage. I thought again of the journey. The juxtaposition of the slow tilt of the earth – so sad, so unaccountably patient – with the complimentary movie silently playing, the smiles of our stewardesses, the plastic walls. I’d never been in an airplane before and I’d not be setting foot in one again.

‘Burt, c’mon!’ They had ascended the hill, reached the Abbey.

‘Shush, leave him. He’s in the Zone.’

‘Adorable.’

‘Wait, quick, who’s got the cancer?’ someone blurted.

‘Camera,’ another corrected.

I didn’t even flinch. Sometimes I thought that my wife’s illness and death didn’t cling to me so much as it had actually replaced me.

‘Hey, Burt, turn around! Say cheese!’

I watched then as a cloud of debris rose from a roof, swarmed, arched insanely in the still air and settled on another roof, or the same roof. It was becoming impossible to tell.


II

TWO WEEKS LATER, on the night before I was to release my anchorites, Lonna Katsav was sober. The two of us sat in the Pension’s room hoping the other would soon venture forth to procure more wine. We watched TV. Historically, pilgrimages had been occasions for all manner of depravity, not unlike the North American tradition of ‘spring break’; public wantonness, rampant promiscuity and gluttony had been the scene around even the most hallowed of Christendom’s medieval shrines. Lonna, noting the precedent, had once again started to smoke.

Cigarette dispensers could be found on even the quietest residential street; mailbox-like rectangles on stilts, lurking behind low-hanging branches. ‘Nelson would love it here,’ Lonna said. She dangled then dropped a burning butt into an empty bottle of noble rot. It frizzled.

‘Have you called him yet?’ Ten-year-old Nelson lived with Lonna’s ex-husband, safe from his mother’s idiosyncrasies. I said, ‘You ought to give Nelson a call.’

Instead, she gave me a withering look and violently ripped through television channels. ‘Oh, way to go. Look who’s talking.’

‘The least you could do is pretend.’

‘Father of the Year here.’

Profundity uttered, she leaned back and blew smoke, her new form of punctuation, a way of stepping back and observing her greatness impartially. Briefly, however, in the recoil of her eyes, I saw that I’d hurt her. She loved her boy even more than she hated herself.

I had known Lonna Katsav ever since my late wife had hired her to clean up some legal difficulties we had concerning a former Mansion Inn guest who had shattered her left wrist in a tumble from the top of our showpiece Victorian staircase. Basically, it had been Lonna’s job to prove that the woman was, in fact, right handed, and that two and a half million dollars was slightly excessive compensation for a retired New Jersey homemaker, even if the fall – executed in a bright yellow evening gown – was embarrassing and quite obviously the fault of our historic house not being equipped with an elevator. Lonna was young then, as were we all. (Though, at twenty years my junior, I suppose that she is still rather young.) Anyway, Lonna won the case, we paid her, had a party, and she was soon an unexpected and intractable member of our family.

We both tended not to mix well, or at all, and both for different reasons. My excuse should be apparent by now. Lonna’s was equally complex. I believe that many of her problems stemmed from the fact that she was fiercely, cripplingly intelligent, and she was trapped. Just out of Yale, she had relocated to our small upstate New York town with her then-husband, a moneyed urban-expatriate, who had decided to realize his dreams of becoming a gentleman farmer. Lonna had loved her husband. She believed agriculture was only a phase, and a cute one at that. They’d be back in their Manhattan nook before the end of their first upstate winter, and oh the stories they would tell. But she was wrong. Her husband quickly began to live for his Colonial re-enactment – grubby jeans, feeding animals, reading books about soil, about seeds, sweating without antiperspirant, waking up before light, he even refused to go to the cinema or dine in restaurants (‘not,’ Lonna qualified, ‘that Queens Falls had any restaurants worth dining in’). His stated goal became to only consume what he could grow or kill himself, which was difficult at first because he really had no idea what he was doing. Lonna fought back as best she could. She bought expensive, enticing groceries. She ordered minimalist furniture. She clothed her impossibly tall, sometimes elegant, sometimes skinny frame in designer clothing: Ms Katsav would not wear anything that could possibly enable her to walk out onto her husband’s fields or visit the old barn he’d repaired and stuffed full of animals she could see perfectly well from the bay window, thank you very much. They divorced soon after Nelson’s birth and Lonna’s realization that they would never get out of Queens Falls alive.

Both of us were fond of alcohol. We would spend hours sitting on the Mansion Inn’s renowned porch, me drinking my homemade mead, Lonna her cocktails, talking and laughing into the night. To outsiders we made an unusual pair. On the few occasions that we stepped out together in public, people who didn’t know of me and my medieval garb tended to think that Lonna was taking her hospitalized grandfather out for a walk. ‘They’re looking at your nose,’ she would whisper to me. ‘They think your tunic is a hospital gown. Burt, start barking or something.’ She had no interest in the CTLR or medieval history as I had none in her legal profession or her sexual conquests, but sometimes it felt as if we were siblings, and at other times it felt odder than that: like two survivors living amongst the ruins. Perhaps it was only our ability to find these ruins so funny, so perfectly absurd, that connected us. Neither of us belonged, neither of us wanted to. She was great friends with my wife, too, I should add. They often escaped down to New York City for lost weekends of what Lonna called ‘a breath of fresh air’.

Lonna and I shared a double room at Pension Konigsbergstr, a vigorously unremarkable home in a suburban neighborhood at the top of the hill near the Abbey St Hildegard. Some of the other chant workshop women also lodged there, also two to a room. The rest, primarily Tivona and her anchorite faction, were able to stay with the nuns in the Abbey St Hildegard itself.

Lonna stood. ‘I’ll go see if Hansel and Gretel have any more of that Riesling. Want anything?’

I silenced the television. ‘No.’

The dining room of Pension Konigsbergstr, where a terrifyingly premeditated breakfast was deposited for us each morning and where one could buy bottle after bottle of their superb Riesling, opened directly onto a living room. There, two Pension keepers kept watch. The woman had red ears, and the man, heavy and pink, we generally observed topless. Occasionally, they would enter into our daily breakfast service in search of a fork or a chipped saucer, which they would snap up, examine, and remove to the living room from where one could sometimes hear them contradicting the television. Never, not once, did we witness one speak to the other. It was Lonna’s belief that they had not yet been properly introduced.

Germany was all kind of like that: full of perfectly arranged, uncommunicative objects. I’d spent the past fortnight eschewing the chant workshop girls’ surgical ambushes on historical Rhineland, even avoiding Hildegard-related sites, preferring to do nothing but wander the rolling vineyards. There, I’d found a sort of contentment. Because there were no fences, and sometimes only the slightest of stone walls, the vineyards really did seem to lap at the edges of everything, like green waves, their spray of leaves hanging over every road. One could just walk right in, and, once in, keep walking. Lonna, meanwhile, had been on the other side of this line of production, swallowing magnificent quantities of Rhenish vintages. Once or twice I spotted her figure in the distance, tall and alone, a shark fin piercing through grapevines, pocket book swinging, following trails specifically marked through the countryside, wine cellar to wine cellar. Lonna, to nobody’s surprise, procured as many bottles as she did European admirers, who never ceased calling Frau Katsav on our room’s telephone. She was that most delightful of anomalies: a sarcastic, ironic, fading flapper of a middle-aged American woman who knew when to drink (all the time) and when to smile (never, unless something horrible was occurring).

There were more reconstructed castles between Rudesheim and Koblenz than in any other region of the world. Long ago, they’d all been ruins. Haunted by robber barons, the unwell and the perverse, by all those seeking shelter from the gregariousness of the late-medieval hearth, the castles had been entangled in budding flowers, and they’d been pulled apart by grapes. Now private homes, hotels, museums and theme restaurants. Not even allowed a night’s repose, there the castles stood, one after another, searching in vain for their reflection in the Rhine, permanently lit by spotlights, ceaselessly interrogated by our shallow modernity. Their dungeons and towers glutted with armies of nut crackers, T-shirts, and anthropomorphic miniatures. To tell you the truth, hand-sewing my own tunic for a CTLR revel has contained more true history than I felt standing beneath the wall of such a defiled corpse. To the surprise of everyone – myself especially – I hadn’t yet entered a single one.

Lonna returned with two bottles of Riesling.

‘There,’ she said. Then: ‘Burt, can we talk?’

‘OK.’

‘I just want you to know that it



















































































































Thank You
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And especially Lexy Bloom, Kevin Conroy Scott, and Clare Wigfall
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