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  The Haferbräutigam


  by Steve Berman


  Plüschow’s libido diminished as he traveled into Switzerland and finally stepped foot onto German soil. He did not linger on the visage of any of the young men aboard the train cars or waste his imagination on a fleeting glimpse through the window working the fields or travelling the roads. They all wore far too many clothes covering pale skin and he thought of them like snails, a supposed-delicacy only the French could conceive of, poor things that needed the Mediterranean sun, which would divest them of wool and bronze them into something worthy of the palate. By the time he saw the Baltic Sea he suspected he’d have the arousal of an old wether.


  His last tryst had been before he had been jailed—had been the reason he had been jailed in Rome. It had not even been a particularly satisfying refreshment, yet, his statement to the judge that had he known that the boy lacked promise he would never have taken him to bed did little to mitigate his sentence.


  Now he stood at the Konstanz rail station, almost three decades since he had expatriated. His memories of crossing borders so long ago were dim and fragmentary but the station had prospered since then. Italy wanted to retain its rural aesthetic for tourism while Germany had little interest in its past. A nation that stubbornly looked forward. Plüschow would benefit from this by purchasing the latest Voigtländer camera. He brought along his oldCentury no. 10, small enough for the limited space allowed in a single steamer trunk and not valuable if lost.


  He tipped the porter loading his trunk into the cars of the train heading north. One Pfennig since the man was almost Plüschow’s age. He reached for his pocket watch to check the time, felt nothing in his vest pocket and remembered—yet again—he had pawned it to help pay for the trip. He decided against purchasing a beer; it would only be a waste of money as years in Italy had stolen any appreciation he once possessed. As the station clock showed he still had a while before departure, Plüschow wandered and browsed, two acts that did not require expense, not even on an October morning that had some bite in the wind.


  When he happened upon a disheveled young man fixated on the resting metal behemoth engine, Plüschow began staring at the youth. He saw nothing socially unacceptable about staring—it was a most efficient and potent means for conveying a host of emotions, especially Plüschow’s two favorite: desire and envy, both sides of a single coin, beaten from a golden sliver of Eris’s apple.


  His assessment of the uncapped young man was that he must be poor, because his clothing looked patched, had what looked like a grain stalk poking out of a worn sleeve and collar, traveling alone, because for brief time Plüschow stared none had approached him or even acknowledged his existence with a nod or greeting, and he was very handsome, despite the blond hair that needed trimming, withcheeks and chinwithout a wisp of hair, as Plüschow preferred.


  Plüschow casually strode around the young man and noted the fearful expression on the boy’s features. He must never have seen a locomotive before and was utterly intimidated by its presence at rest. Once it screeched steam, the young man would likely run back to whatever fields he had just harvested.


  Plüschow felt so moved by the sight of such rustic innocence that he was inclined to approach the young man and allay his fears—and Plüschow became aware that this kindness was, in fact, motivated not out of philanthropy but rather a renewed stirring of his cock. He decided then that he owed this boy a debt, one he intended to pay, for returning desire to its proper housing.


  So he walked up next to him and said, “I agree they’re ghastly, belching terrible smoke, reeking of coal. And the sounds they make. Squeals and roars. Like the engineers are shoving an entire menagerie ofanimals into the fire. But I wouldn’t be too afraid. It is far better than traveling on one’s two feet.”


  No response, not even a glance in his direction. The poor boy must be deaf! Plüschow became more tumescent—a crippled lad was likely never shown affection—and brazen. He repeated a fair amount of what he thought was clever while tugging the boy’s sleeve. That elicited a reaction, one of genuine shock at being touched. A smell of fresh cut grain came on the breeze.


  “You see me?”


  “Of course.” Plüschowdidn’t think the question odd, not until much later, on the way to Wismar. “You happen to be standing next to one of the foremost photographers in the world. My eye notices the finer features of young men.” He huffed. “Oh, and women. Now tell me, has anyone ever taken a portrait of you?”


  The young man blinked and seemed not so much lost in thought but abandoned to it; perhaps Plüschow had happened upon the idiot of Konstanz. But then a smirk transformed the youth’s features from merely pleasing to remarkable. “You can see me.” He followed this with a chuckle. “And no, I’ve never met a photographer.” His naïve tongue mangled the word.


  Plüschowgestured towards the train’s passenger cars. “Are you traveling north?”


  “I’ve not made up my mind.”


  “But you must. If at least to visit Berlin. You’ll need a ticket. Forgive me for saying this, but you look rather down on your luck.”


  The young man leaned in and sniffed by Plüschow’s ear. The sudden intimacy made Plüschowcoo like a pet dove. He would have gladly handed over his last mark to undress the boy.


  “You don’t smell like the other men here.”


  “Be assured that there are no other men like me here. But the scent is from my pomade, purchased in Rome. Olive oil is a marvelous base.”


  “What’s an olive?’


  Plüschowslid his arm around the boy and oriented them toward the passenger cars. They began walking together. “A miraculous fruit found in the Mediterranean. The localspress it for oil and the oil is used in everything from cooking to remedies to . . . well, lubrication when dry skin would be a terrible bother.” Plüschowgrinned. “I could purchase a ticket for you . . . ”


  “I am curious . . . ”


  “Never stifle curiosity. Be open to every experience is my belief. No, my religion. You aren’t religious?”


  The cornsilk-haired youth laughed. “My beliefs are older than you.”


  “Then I feel young again in your company.” Plüschowgestured that they walk up the few stairs to the first class car where he was berthed—an indulgence bought to calm his anxiety caused by the return home but not most opportune to entertaining company. “Shall we?” He smoothed out his mustache. “You may call me Plüschow.” He sat down and patted the space beside him but the youth took the cushioned bench across from him.


  “I’m the Haferbräutigam.”


  “Is that an honorary title or a nickname?”


  The young man stretched and put his bare feet on the very spot Plüschow patted. Plüschow scowled, not really annoyed by the dirt visible on the boy’s soles—he had wiped away all manner of dust, grime, and even ash from skin, in effect polishing lovers—but rather disappointed he had not taken notice the boy lacked shoes. Plüschow claimed to being discerning and missing such an obvious trait hurt his pride.


  “Where are we going?”


  “Northwest to Offenburg. My destination is Wismar. Have you heard of it?”


  The Haferbräutigam shook his head.


  “I was born there,” Plüschow said. “The mattress beneath my mother suffered through seven children. I was the first, hopefully anticipated with great enthusiasm. My siblings, well, stain after stain is how I sometimes regard them.”


  “I was born in a field.”


  “I would imagine a scene of much . . . consternation.” Ahh, rustics. They rut in fields, they toil in fields, give birth and die in the fields, or at least, that was the image that came to mind. “I’ve outlived Bismark, who was born only a few days before me,” Plüschow said. “And yet I am not spoken of as often as him. Not very fair, do you think?”


  The Haferbräutigam did not comment but gazed out the window as the train began moving.


  Plüschow had met a German who had no opinion of Bismark. Remarkable.


  The ticket agent arrived. Plüschow handed over his ticket. He was about to search for the funds to pay for the young man’s passage when the Haferbräutigam smiled at the uniformed man, who tipped his cap and then left without saying another word.


  “I am not the only one to notice your charms.”


  “So, funeral, wedding, or to make amends?”


  “Pardon?”


  “You smell foreign, sound foreign, so you have been away a long time. You are travelling to back to the cradle but spending money to do so. Men return from a long absence for a funeral, a wedding, or—”


  Plüschow held up a hand. “I dislike funerals and weddings. For different reasons, mind you. And I never apologize.”


  “So then?”


  “A family reunion.” Plüschow left unsaid the difficulty in accepting the invitation. He did not recognize the name—apparently a grand nephew; he had no idea how many children his siblings had engendered, and their offspring’s offspring . . . and so forth. He took out his pipe and tobacco while the Haferbräutigam watched him and flinched when Plüschow lit the match.


  “So, my little alienist,” Plüschow encouraged the tobacco to burn, “I shall admit to being a scoundrel.”


  The Haferbräutigam grinned. “Thank you for warning me.”


  With the pipe stem clenched between his teeth, Plüschow turned toward the Haferbräutigam’s bare feet. No stockings and so the skin above the ankles waited to be stroked. Plüschow risked resting a palm over the round bone above one foot.


  “I have been in prison,” he said.


  “Are you dangerous?”


  Plüschow shrugged. “Are you frightened?”


  “No. No man has ever frightened me.”


  Plüschow squeezed the ankle. He expected hard bone but the foot gave a little and he heard a crackling sound. Perhaps the child was ill?


  “So you are a felon?”


  “I am. Dare you guess my crime?”


  “Is this a game?” asked the Haferbräutigam.


  “It can be.”


  “What are the rules?”


  “Are you hungry?”


  “Always. I never get full.”


  “Ahh, the appetites of the young. Older men have more discriminating appetites. Three guesses to my crime. If your deductions are correct, I shall treat you to a sumptuous meal of your choice in the Bistrowagen.”


  “And if I always guess wrong?”


  Plüschow slid his hand an inch higher up the Haferbräutigam’s shin. “I satisfy my tastes here.”


  “Agreed.”


  “Marvelous,” Plüschow said. “Before we begin, to be fair, I will allow you to ask one simple question of me–which I swear to respond with the utmost honesty—before each guess.”


  “You’re being too kind.”


  “Am I? I suppose a face like yours causes me to let down my guard.” Plüschow examined the Haferbräutigam’s toothy smile. He realized that he may have been too kind, indeed. “Oh, but you cannot, of course, ask me why I went to prison . . . that would be rather a cheat. The questions have to do with—”


  “With appetites,” the Haferbräutigam said. “So tell me, do you prefer honey or sugar?”


  “Such an odd question to begin with. The answer is sugar.”


  “You were jailed as a thief.”


  “While I have been accused of taking innocence on occasion, that was not my crime,” Plüschow said.


  “Do you prefer capon or hen?”


  “Ahh, I suppose you know the answer before asking.” He slid his hand further. The skin beneath his fingers was dry, so very dry. “Capon.”


  “You were jailed as an agitator.”


  “I definitely live an unrepentant life at odds with the sanctimonious mores of those in charge around me, but I roused no rabble.”


  “Do you eat the seed of the fruit?”


  When Plüschow said yes, he felt a decade younger and smothered by the layers of clothing he wore.


  “You were caught fucking a boy born in springtime.”


  Plüschow cursed as his thumb tamped down on the bowl of his pipe and singed the pad of skin.


  The Haferbräutigam laughed and, in a most nimble move, took seconds to stand and jump over Plüschow’s knees.


  “Well done.” Plüschow cleared his throat. He felt rather distressed as much as disappointed though he could identify why. “Though before your last query I found myself distracted with the thought of the Bistrowagen’s menu, so really I am rather relieved to guess was lucky.”


  Plüschow lead the way through the train cars and to the crowded Bistrowagen, so crowded there was not a single empty table. The smell of fresh coffee and grilled meat mingled in the air. Plüschow had not dined on any traditional German dish since his youth. Recognizingdishes was akin to paging through photographs, seeing faces and remembering


  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  
    
  

OEBPS/Images/TheDark_Template_Final3aforlightbackgroundssampler11near.jpg
STORIES BY + STEVE BERMAN - KAARON WARREN
KALI WALLACE - ANGELA SLATTER





