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Chapel is my favorite hotbed for sin. Thanks to Stefan, I’d risk expulsion. Then again, I go there just to watch him sing in the choir, and my prayers turn to him. I like this new religion of mine, really.

—from the journal of Heinrich Schiffer

* * * *
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THE SHOP DOOR’S BELL rang loudly throughout the morning hours, and it was expected to ring some more until the end of the day. Visitors, momentarily escaping Zirndorf’s winter cold, marveled at the current offerings that filled a much-respected craftsman’s shelves to capacity. Cheeks reddened by the chill air, eyes brightened by the prospect of a wonderful celebration, thickly bundled men, women, and children lost themselves in a world of intricately-shaped and exquisitely-painted glass as they inspected the merchandise.

It was one of the annual draws for the locals of the small town known for its toy making industry—Abelard Bauer’s shop offering glass ornaments alongside the toys and clocks that filled the shelves throughout the year. Bauer was well-known for his skill in remarkably detailed woodcraft as well as his skill in acquiring magnificent clocks and larger toys from artisans up and down the Bavarian Alps region, but for Christmas, he was legendary for his little glass creations. He’d admitted to making a relatively small number all year long, for it was a tedious process for him with his eye for precision and perfection, and he needed all of the twelve months he could have. That he also worked on his regular offerings of equally beautiful toys made his schedule more demanding. In the end, however, it was all worth the sweat and tears.

“Incredible!” some visitors cried as they held up an ornament or two.

“Absolutely darling!” others said as they turned the little figurines carefully, watching the way the details captured and reflected the golden glow of candlelight.

“Exquisite! Perfect!” was the consensus, and princesses, nightingales, soldiers, and countless others were whisked quickly to the young assistant. At the counter they were assessed, priced, and carefully wrapped up in delicate paper before vanishing out the door and into the snow that peppered the air beyond with so much seasonal cheer.

“You’ve outdone yourself this time, Bauer,” exclaimed a tall, broad gentleman with a most impressive set of curly red whiskers, which were also dusted with snow. He squinted through his spectacles at an exquisite saint, his thick fingers gentle in their handling. “By God, what remarkable skill!”

The little shop’s proprietor smiled and bowed. Standing next to the impressive-looking fellow, Abelard Bauer appeared to be no less like his own glass creations—small, thin, delicate, as though he were to shatter into a thousand fragments at the slightest touch. He clasped his hands behind him as he sought to answer his customer’s questions and entice him further with this year’s crop of designs.

“You’re most kind, Herr Professor,” he said, his voice its usual calming hum. He wrung his hands as they rested against his back till they felt a little raw.

“My daughters will love these,” the gentleman said as he moved from one shelf to another and from one container to another, pulling figurines from where they rested as he went, peering through his spectacles and inspecting each piece with the care and fastidiousness of a supreme connoisseur.

Bauer shadowed him at a discreet distance, taking the chosen pieces, hurrying to the counter where he set them down, and then hurrying back to the gentleman’s side. He gave other customers a welcoming smile and directed them to his assistant, who looked after their needs while he paid all his attention to the red-whiskered Dr. Naumann, his oldest, most loyal, and most generous customer.

They presently stopped at the farthest wall of the shop. The professor paused in his endless praise as he regarded a basket that sat on a corner table. Bauer watched him, his fingers knotting around each other at his back. They ached now, the rawness and heat from his nervous wringing taking their toll. A slight, sinking feeling overcame him until it seemed as though his stomach had completely fallen. It was a familiar sensation, in truth, and he hoped that it would vanish soon, for he’d grown quite sick of it.

Dr. Naumann reached into the basket and gently moved some glass figurines aside. An air of gravity descended on him as he paused, his head bent as though he were shocked speechless.

“Bauer,” he said, his voice dropping, and he pulled out a glass ornament. “Why did you do this?”

“I have my reasons,” Bauer replied, surprising himself with the steadiness of his voice. “Forgive me, Herr Professor, if I don’t satisfy you with a defense.”

“It’s unnatural. I see no reason why a man of your genius would stoop to—this.” The professor’s voice grew hard, but he didn’t spare Bauer a glance. All his attention was firmly fixed on the figurine he was inspecting, and he didn’t see the way Bauer’s face twisted in a bitter grimace. It lasted a mere half-second, no more, but the pain that spawned it was deep.

“I beg your pardon? Unnatural?”

“Very well. I chose the wrong words,” Dr. Naumann sighed, his voice softening. “Forgive me. I didn’t mean to offend you. It’s your health I’m thinking of. God knows, sir—you’ve suffered enough.” He paused, hesitating. “You forgot about your illness already? When people talked about you, how you—you failed—as a father? How your son—”

“Thank you for your concern, but I’m not some fragile little thing that will break at the smallest criticism or judgment thrown at me by those who know nothing. And no—no one, not even you, Herr Professor, knows anything about me or my family.”

That impatient return earned Bauer a derisive little snort, but Dr. Naumann continued to avoid looking at him. “There are certain things that are best kept secret, my friend. Even if you created this—this thing—out of love and respect for your son, you’re better served destroying it, if you don’t mind my saying. As it stands, you’re merely breaking old wounds open and subjecting yourself to humiliation all over again, even if only in memory.” Dr. Naumann met Bauer’s gaze, finally. “You can’t bring the boy back with this.”

“It’s well that I choose to sell it, then,” Bauer retorted.

“Oh? Why? So the taint of a scandal would remain alive in a stranger’s tree?”

Bauer, losing even more patience, sighed and stepped forward, snatching the ornament from Dr. Naumann’s hand. “I thank you again for your interest and your concern, Herr Professor, but as I’ve said, I’ve my own reasons, which I choose to keep to myself. It’s not my intention to disgrace anyone’s tree with my past.” His breathing had grown a little ragged. “And I’m not openly soliciting sermons about my son’s nature. Yes, nature, Herr Professor, for that was what made the boy behave the way he did. Nature.” Bauer paused to draw a hand across his brows, wiping the thin cover of sweat that had dampened his forehead. “He was neither taught nor corrupted—”

Dr. Naumann, whose complexion had turned as red as his whiskers, raised a hand, his eyes sweeping the surrounding area as he let out an awkward little chuckle. “Now, now, friend,” he said, “there’s no need to be so excited. I was merely wondering—”

“You, sir, were casting judgments on a situation you know nothing about.” Bauer swallowed. “Casting judgments on the character of my son, whom you don’t understand. I won’t have you blacken his memory. This is a shop, Herr Professor, and I’m here to help you find what you need for your children. That’s all.”

Dr. Naumann turned around at last and leveled Bauer with a look of concern, irritation, and sympathy. “As you say, my good man. I won’t press you any longer, but know that I give you my opinions out of respect for you and your good name.”

“Thank you, but I’d prefer it if you didn’t give your opinions at my son’s expense.”

The professor’s complexion turned even redder, but he refrained from arguing and merely inclined his head. “Of course. Forgive me,” he said, his voice brittle. “As I said, I simply speak as your friend.”

Without encouraging the conversation further, he turned around and continued to inspect the rest of Bauer’s inventory, his mood subdued. For that Bauer was grateful, for he was tired. Simply exhausted. The very moment he opened his eyes to a new day, all he had were the immense grief of the recent past, the empty tedium of the present, and the cold uncertainty of the future. The last things he needed were judgments based on ignorance.

He looked down at the figurine in his hand, that familiar, empty feeling once again surging through him. “Carry on, you old fool,” he told himself. “Carry on.” With that, he placed the figurine back in the basket and quickly looked away. Throughout Dr. Naumann’s shopping, Bauer refused to look back in the corner basket’s direction.

“A splendid collection this year, my friend,” the professor said with a broad, satisfied grin. Their earlier tense exchange seemed to have been forgotten completely. “We’re going to have a remarkable tree.”

Bauer bowed and thanked him as he and his assistant busied themselves with wrapping each ornament and carefully setting them all in a box for transportation.

“Eight feet high, Bauer,” Dr. Naumann continued as accounts were settled, and the two men shook hands. “Eight feet of splendor this Christmas. I’ll have the heavens filling it from top to bottom, on every branch. My family deserves no less, as you know.”

“Of course. Thank you, sir.”

Dr. Naumann seemed to be so overcome with Christmas cheer that he turned, fumbled through his pockets, and threw a few silver florins down on the counter and in the shop assistant’s direction. He nodded at the lad, who stared wide-eyed at the glittering offerings, before saluting Bauer and sweeping out the shop in his usual grand way, humming to himself, his precious box carefully held against his side. Bauer couldn’t help but breathe a loud sigh of relief.

With the professor finally gone, the shop fell back to its warm, glowing calm. A few folks remained, lingering and admiring, and every so often, the shop bell would ring as new arrivals stepped inside—bright-eyed, rosy-cheeked, and eager to sample Bauer’s yearly offerings. Conversations were now at a comfortable hum, with occasional light laughter breaking through.

“What should I do with the money, Herr Bauer?” the shop assistant asked, casting a slightly anxious look at his employer.

“Why, it’s yours to spend, Eugen,” Bauer replied. He smiled and slapped the boy’s shoulder lightly. “You’ve always worked hard. You earned it.”

“Thank you!” Eugen said as he snatched up the coins, examining them with wide-eyed pleasure before dropping them in his smock pocket.

“Mind that you don’t lose them,” Bauer called out to him, walking around the counter to meet his other customers. “You know that I can’t match Herr Professor’s generosity.”

“I won’t, sir,” Eugen said with a hundred times more energy than before. He immediately set to help an elderly woman who wished to purchase an angel. So infectious was his mood that he managed to persuade her to buy three.

The smiles Bauer offered were friendly but faded, and his gait was much slower as he walked back and forth, talking and directing women and men to different shelves and containers. He knew a few of them, for they’d been in his shop before, and like Dr. Naumann, they adored his Christmas designs and were always eager to take a few home, along with different toys.

Every so often, he couldn’t resist watching with a wistful smile a lad who appeared to be somewhere in his mid-teens. There’d been several such boys who walked through his shop door in the company of their parents or families, and the old man found himself moving toward them, solicitous and friendly and toying with a desperate wish to speak with his son again deep, deep in his heart. The visiting boys didn’t always return his cheerful conversation, for a number of them were born into wealth and were only too happy impressing such a fact into Bauer and Eugen.

“I’ve seen better,” a couple of them had sniffed, wrinkling their noses at exquisite pieces that otherwise delighted their companions. Bauer chuckled softly at reminders of another boy’s tendencies toward pretension—those of his son, Stefan, who belonged strictly to the past.

“Why can’t you create more soldiers?” a number of young customers had demanded at varying points in the day. Again, Bauer laughed indulgently, his mind blending past and present into a hazy, dream-like scene, and he was laughing at another boy, one whose petulant voice was no longer heard.

Now that the end of the day was nigh, Bauer barely had strength left to engage people in cheerful conversation. Little by little, customers filed out of the shop, most of whom left the premises at least one lovely glass ornament richer. Before long, only a pale and plainly-dressed woman and her two children remained, lost in a lively debate over the merits of different figurines, for they could only afford to purchase two, and they simply had a difficult time deciding which ones to take home.

“Which do you think will be best for a modest tree, Herr Bauer?” the mother asked as she raised an angel and a shepherd, offering Bauer a rueful little smile. “We’ve decided on a prince, and we don’t quite know which of these two will make a perfect match for it.”

Bauer barely gave the choices a glance. The answer seemed quite obvious to him, with Stefan lingering in his thoughts. “The shepherd, of course.”

“But the angel’s very pretty,” the daughter, a girl who was perhaps little more than ten years of age, said. “She’s just as grand as the prince.”

“One might say about the shepherd as well,” Bauer said, unable to stop himself, though he continued to smile and incline his head in deference to his customers. “He might be modest in appearance, but who knows what might be inside?”

The little girl hesitated as she frowned at the shepherd. “I’d like a shepherdess instead.”

“I think a shepherd makes a good match for the prince,” the son, who looked to be a few years older than his sister, though perhaps no more than fifteen, countered.

Bauer met his gaze, and the young man shrugged, turning away and looking a bit flustered. Was he embarrassed? Ashamed? Mortified at speaking too much, revealing too much, perhaps? Wasn’t he too young for such things? Bauer could barely hazard a guess, but he thought that he sensed the lad’s sudden panic at something.

He wanted to say, “My dear boy, I understand your embarrassment.” He caught himself, however, when he realized that he’d just allowed himself to be guided by Stefan’s memory, his son’s nature influencing his own quick response in matching the prince with the shepherd as well as the way he read his young customer’s reactions. A stab of panic and mortification silenced him for a moment. Did the little family notice anything odd in his behavior? Was he in danger of losing a sale if they did? No, no—he was being irrational, he told himself.

Calming himself with a deep breath, Bauer spread out both his hands toward the children’s mother in a gesture of generosity. “I’d be honored if you took all three,” he said. “The angel is yours if you wish, but the shepherd and the prince must follow you home at a price.”

The woman’s eyes widened in surprise at first, and before she could argue against the offer, Bauer insisted on it, and she gratefully accepted. The little girl was delighted, her brother quietly pleased. Within moments all three figurines were carefully wrapped and stored in a little box, and the small family left the shop in a flurry of Christmas wishes and thanks.
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I gathered a few leaves and tried to paint our initials on them. I think I didn’t have the right kind of paint to use because my attempts didn’t turn out well, and I spoiled every leaf I had. Stefan asked me why I wasted my time on something so childish. I told him that I wanted to watch the leaf dry up. I guessed that our initials would have survived decay. He just rolled his eyes at me. Next time I’ll use dried leaves.

—from the journal of Heinrich Schiffer

* * * *
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“BE CAREFUL WITH THOSE, Brigitte! No, no! Slower! You’ll break the shepherd’s arm!” Jakob said as he watched his sister struggle to unwrap their new treasures. The child was too excited—had been excessively excited since she woke up that morning, in fact—and she appeared to be on the verge of destroying anything she held.

“I am being careful!” she retorted. As though to prove her point, she paused in her frenzied unwrapping and took a deep breath before resuming. This time she tore into the box, literally, with greater energy than before.

Jakob turned in the direction of the kitchen. “Mama! It’s Brigitte again! She’ll break something, and she won’t listen to me!” He felt helpless, and he hated feeling helpless. He could do nothing to stop his sister, as he’d been given the task of cleaning up the parlor in preparation for the tree, which included ordering his sister to gather her old, stray toys and return them in the toy chest upstairs. Brigitte was too haphazard and careless in her cleaning up, however, for she had other concerns, which only added to Jakob’s grief. Jakob was on his hands and knees, one of his hands caught under a little sideboard where a small ball had rolled, when he saw Brigitte sit down on the cold, bare floor with the box of ornaments from Bauer’s shop.

“Brigitte!” their mother called from the kitchen. “Go and clean up! You can look at those after dinner!”

“Did you hear that? Go and clean up!” Jakob said. He tugged at his hand and cursed under his breath. If he could slip his hand through the gap between the decorative, curved base and the floor, why couldn’t he get it out again? He caught himself and calmed down, and his hand, now relaxed, was free—but without the ball. It had rolled beyond his reach under the sideboard.

He sat up just as he heard the dreaded crash.

“Mama!” Brigitte cried.

“What are you doing? Give me that! I told you to stop, didn’t I?”

Jakob stumbled to his feet and ran to his sister’s side, taking the box from her and looking down, aghast, at the broken shepherd that lay on the floor. No, the shepherd’s arm wasn’t damaged, but the figure lay in two sad pieces, with smaller bits of glass scattered around them.

“You didn’t listen! You never listen!” he hissed, and Brigitte crawled away, placing a good distance between the two of them, before she got on her feet.

“There were too many of them in the box,” she snapped, her voice quavering. “It was your fault for asking for the shepherd!”

Their mother appeared at the doorway, disheveled and sweaty, wiping her hands against her soiled skirts. “Be quiet, both of you!” she said. “Brigitte, I told you to go and clean up. Dinner’s almost ready. Jakob, take that box from your sister and throw the broken piece away. It’s useless now.”

Brigitte ran out of the room, and Jakob gathered the remains of the shepherd. His shepherd. He carefully wrapped the little figurine in his handkerchief and searched for a safe place in the parlor—not much of a challenge, to be sure, for the room was practically bare, with the small sideboard and hutch, two wooden chairs, and Jakob’s cot and blankets being the only signs that the room was used. The sideboard contained Jakob’s clothes, and the hutch housed nothing more than a few odd bric-a-brac—misshapen pottery or “accidents” from their father’s kiln, as their mother was fond of calling those oddly shaped pieces of crockery—so there was room. Jakob lingered in the growing shadows, taking half of the broken figurine out and inspecting it regretfully, his mind hard at work in determining the best way of preserving the damaged thing.

“I’ll come back for you,” he sighed, rewrapping the shepherd and carefully tucking it away in one of the sideboard’s drawers, nestling it among his folded shirts.

Jakob then set the box of ornaments on the topmost shelf of the hutch, where Brigitte surely wouldn’t be able to cause any trouble unless she were to devise a clever way of climbing up such a rickety piece of furniture without falling off and breaking her skull open.

He went to the kitchen to see if his mother needed his help and found her sunken-eyed, tired, and sweaty before the sooty hearth, bent over a discolored and slightly battered pot of what could only be soup.

It’s always soup, Jakob thought with a little resentment. How long had it been since the family enjoyed something more solid and satisfying than soup and bread? Three years ago, when his father was alive?

“It’s a little bland, I’m afraid,” his mother said, offering Jakob a ladle of the broth. “I—wasn’t able to buy more salt.” She paused and laughed—a thin, lifeless outburst that had long become a familiar sound in their household. “At thirty-five, I’m getting too old and forgetful.”

Jakob sampled the soup and shook his head, gently pushing the ladle away. “It’s fine, Mama. I don’t care too much for salt, and I know that Brigitte doesn’t, either.”

His mother merely smiled, an expression that was just as thin and lifeless as her laughter, and turned away to stir the soup one last time. “Bring the bowls here, Jakob, so we can fill them.”

Jakob obeyed without a moment’s hesitation, though his mind was distracted, as it had been for some time now. Going about his chores at home and his work at Herr Trommler’s inn was an easy thing for him, being so used to doing them day in and day out, and it didn’t require much clever mental maneuvering for him to complete his tasks while his mind wandered down foreign and slightly frightening roads.

“Did you throw away the shepherd?”

“No. I think I can fix it.”

“It’s quite useless now, Jakob. I’m sorry you lost your little glass shepherd, but at least you still have the prince.”

Jakob smiled despite himself as he measured out a portion of the bread loaf for that evening’s meal and proceeded to cut it up with an old knife. “Mama, I’m fifteen. I don’t need toys. Besides, those aren’t things to play with—though Brigitte insists otherwise.” Shaking his head at the difficulty caused by the knife’s dull blade, Jakob proceeded to tear the bread into smaller pieces with his hands instead.

“Then why save it?”

He hesitated for a fraction of a second. His face warming a little, he continued, hoping that his mother didn’t notice. “I’m just being practical,” he said with a careless little shrug. “I’d like to make things last for as long as possible. Glass baubles for the tree are expensive, and I don’t want you to pay for something we can only enjoy once every year.”

“Glass baubles,” his mother echoed with a chuckle. “You sound like your father.”

Jakob transferred the pieces of bread from the bread board to a cracked china platter. “And just as practical, I hope,” he said, equaling her amusement. “We’re not made of money, you know.”

She only laughed more loudly. It was an odd sound, Jakob thought, something like an old, faded memory that had stirred a little but not enough to shake off the cobwebs and dust.

As he took the first soup-filled bowl from her, his mother stopped him with a hand on his arm. Still laughing, she kissed his temple and released him before taking up another bowl and ladling soup into it.

“Mama, why can’t we go back to putting up a tree on Holy Eve?” Jakob asked, pausing before a large sideboard on which was piled clean dishes and cups. Unlike its smaller counterpart in the parlor, this one didn’t have a hutch, and the shelves inside both of the lower cabinets had long vanished. Undeterred, Jakob’s mother had taken care to organize all the crockery on its top while using the cabinets for the smaller cooking pots, spices, flour, and miscellaneous food items. “Papa was very strict about it, and I can see how it can keep us from losing too many ornaments because of Brigitte’s carelessness. You know how excited she gets over decorating the tree. She won’t stop playing with the ornaments until we have one, and if we’re to wait, we don’t have to buy those glass things till the very last moment—less risk, less accidents.” And certainly less strain on Jakob’s nerves.

His mother regarded him from the hearth with a look of vague surprise. She drew a hand across a damp brow, where strands of hair had clumped together. “Because I can see that it pleases you and your sister. Really, Jakob, I know what you’re thinking—and what you want. But we can’t stay in the past forever.”

Jakob colored. “I know, I know. I’m sorry.” He turned back to the sideboard and gathered silverware and cups. “I just thought it would be more practical that way.”

“Call your sister,” his mother said. “I’m sure she’s sulking upstairs.”

Brigitte and their mother slept in the attic, and there Jakob found his sister, sitting on the floor and moping. After a few moments of a firm lecture, he nearly dragged her to the kitchen, where the tiny family enjoyed a relatively calm meal. Brigitte’s mood improved when she was allowed the honor of hanging the angel and the prince on their tree once they had it. Before long, the dishes and cooking implements had been washed, dried, and stored away, the kitchen swept clean. Brigitte and their mother retired upstairs, while Jakob took to the parlor, where he prepared his wooden cot and blankets and changed his clothes, his teeth chattering. There was no fire in there, and winter months were simply miserable; however, Jakob welcomed the solitude that the dark, bare, and cheerless parlor offered him. Lying on a cot that his father had made for him, covered in layers of blankets and watching his breaths form small clouds had long become Jakob’s reality, the last sensations and images of his day before sleep finally claimed him. The silence allowed him to think a good deal, especially the past, without the awful specter of his mother and sister hovering above him and making him feel the too-familiar sting of guilt and shame.

That night, Jakob didn’t fall asleep right away. He sat on the cot, tucking his feet under him, his figure cocooned in his blankets, and resurrected the broken shepherd, inspecting it in the dim light of the candle he’d brought with him. He shook his head, sighing in annoyance. The little figurine had lost too many small pieces when it fell on the floor, and setting the two halves together would be pointless.

“Thank you, Brigitte,” he muttered. “Thank you very much.”

Looking around to ensure that he was alone, Jakob went to the sideboard, where he’d folded and piled the clothes he wore earlier that day, and thrust a hand inside the pocket of his jacket. When he walked back to his cot, he held another glass figurine in his hand, and he set it down next to the broken shepherd.

His irritation now gone, Jakob blushed as his conscience struggled against itself. “I’m sorry, Papa,” he whispered, picking up the prince, one with brown hair this time, not gold like the one they’d purchased that afternoon. “I—couldn’t help myself.”

Jakob had seen it in one of the baskets. It was one of several princes that, he’d convinced himself, would never be missed. With Bauer’s shop busy with customers, Jakob had taken advantage of Bauer’s distraction and pocketed the prince with ease. He left the shop with his mother and sister, trembling and horrified at himself, and he nearly ran all the way home in a panic.

His guilt eating away at him, he held the prince up, vaguely noting his shaking hands, and inspected the little ornament. The colors, the incredible painted details, the exquisite delicacy of something small and made of glass entranced Jakob. Those were the more obvious reasons for his sudden desire to steal the ornament from the shop, but there was also something else.

Jakob’s gaze wandered slowly over the prince, and he turned the figurine over and over. He wished he could put to words that subtle yet insistent feeling that grew the longer he studied the glass ornament. In the end, however, no matter how much he racked his brain, he was nowhere close to an answer.

A little sound startled him out of his thoughts. Jakob blinked and looked up. His cot was set against the wall perpendicular to one with a small window, beside which one of the two wooden chairs stood. Jakob had spent several hours there earlier, for it was the best way for him to read, using natural light and saving as much expense as possible with regard to candles. He’d given himself headaches, in fact, for he’d insist on reading till the light waned, when he ought to have stopped an hour before. Then there was also the view from that window. During the day, he enjoyed a picturesque scene with his neighbors’ cottages lining the road, looking very warm and inviting to stray adventurers or whimsical and familiar to those about to leave for distant places. At night, it was all darkness and snow.

Another wet thump broke the stillness, and Jakob’s heart thundered at the sight of a snowball exploding against the window. He hesitated, allowing a couple more snowballs to be thrown against the glass.

“He’s not going to leave me alone,” he grumbled as he got to his feet and set the glass ornaments aside. He picked up his candle and hurried to the window, unlatching it and swinging it open. He leaned out, holding up his candle, and beckoned with his free hand to the figure standing a few feet away.

“What are you doing out at this hour?” he called out in a slightly hushed voice. “Do you know what time it is?”

“I’m out looking for my idiot brother,” Carl replied. “What are you doing?”

“Nothing, just getting ready for bed. I’ve had a long day.”

Carl chuckled as he walked toward the window. Little by little, his features revealed themselves with the help of Jakob’s candle. Carl seemed to glow as he grinned at Jakob, his blond hair like a soft halo, his teeth a perfect match for it.

“Come with me and help me look for Felix.”

“Why? It’s freezing out there! Besides, you’ve looked for him before without my help.”

“Well, keep me company, then. It’s dull out here, and I’ve been walking around for half an hour now. I’m cold, and I want to shoot my brother.”

It isn’t my problem, and I don’t want you here, Jakob thought. “Maybe you didn’t look in the right places.”

“Are you saying that you don’t want to come with me because you’re a lazy dog?”

Movement in his vision’s periphery gave Jakob some pause, and his spirits lifted when he looked. “Thank heaven,” he said, unable to contain a triumphant little smile. “Not quite.” Jakob pointed at the road that stretched behind his friend. “I’m being practical. See? Felix is coming.” And what a blessed coincidence it was, too. “I’ll save my strength for something more worthwhile.”

Carl spun around and watched his older brother’s shadowy figure stumble through the snow, clearly drunk. It was a common sight, in fact, and so was Carl wandering the streets alone on some nights, searching for Felix. He threw his hands up with a loud sigh when Felix tripped over something and tumbled forward with a startled curse.

Jakob grimaced. “He’ll need looking after, I think.”

“Yes. That’s because he’s a damned fool.” Carl turned back to Jakob and saluted his friend. “I suppose I’ll see you at Frau Trommler’s tomorrow if I’m allowed to leave early.”

“No, no, there’s no need to visit me. Besides, I’m too busy. You know how it is over there, and you really don’t have an excuse to bother anyone.” Jakob’s heart resumed its wild pounding. God, why won’t you leave me alone?

“Oh, I’ll think of an excuse. There’s Ida, after all.” There was that muted flash of teeth against the winter night again, and Carl was marching off in the direction of his dazed and baffled brother. “Felix, you really are an idiot!” he cried.

Felix gurgled something, but he was too far for Jakob to hear more distinctly. Jakob watched as Carl collected his brother and, slipping an arm around Felix’s waist, turned around and staggered with his burden back home. Their voices—a mixture of sober irritation and drunken confusion—broke the night’s calm for a moment, and Jakob braved the chill as he listened as the sounds faded into the distance.

Once alone, he shut the window against the winter landscape and hurried back to his cot, where he wrapped himself with his blankets and waited for his shivering to abate. He heaved a sigh of relief as he picked up the glass ornaments, setting them on his lap and staring at them, deep in thought.

“How curious,” he murmured as he picked up the prince. “You look like Carl, only with darker hair.” Then he gently took the broken shepherd. “You’re me,” he added, and he stood both up and made them face each other. The shepherd’s jagged-edged torso lent the piece a strange, sad air about it as Jakob held it as though it still had its lower half intact.

“Jakob, we were both drunk. What we did means nothing,” the prince bleated. Jakob turned his gaze from that to the shepherd.

“But it matters to me!”

“Then you’re a bigger idiot than I thought. When you’re drunk, you do the stupidest things that don’t mean a thing when you’re sober. If it makes you feel better, we won’t touch wine anymore, at least when we’re together. Now stop crying like a puny little girl.”

Jakob stopped his improvisational theatre and allowed his mind to drift to that fateful night
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