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Erich and Michael,

The father of the righteous will greatly rejoice,

And he who begets a wise son will be glad in him.

Let your father and your mother be glad,

And let her rejoice who gave birth to you.

(Proverbs 23:24-25 NASB)

I rejoice!

Mom
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Bärbeli (bair’-bi-lee) a nickname for Barbara

Barbarazweige (Bar’bara-tsvige-a) branches, usually 

forsythia, cut on December 4th, St. Barbara’s Day. 


Brought into a warm room, they generally bloom at Christmas.


Danke schön (dan’-ki shern) “thank you very much”

Dummkopf (doom’kopf) dummy; stupid person

Felsenburg ((fel’-zen-burg) cliff fortress; “city on a 

cliff”

Föhn (fern) an unseasonably warm wind

Frau (frow) married woman

Fräulein (froy’-line) unmarried young woman

gnädige Frau (gnay’-dige frow) dear lady

Graf (grahf) a count, the ruler of a county

Gräfin (gray’-fin) the count’s wife

grüss (groos) to greet, as in “grüss Gott –greet God


or “grüss dich—a greeting for friends or children


gute Nacht (gooti nakt) good night

Herr(in) (hair; hair’-in) lord and lady; master and 

mistress

Hof (hofe) courtyard; court; yard

Ich liebe dich (ish lee’-bi dish or ick lee’-bi dick) “I 

love you”

Immergrün (im’-mer’groon) “evergreen”

Ja (yah) yes

Kindlein (kint’-line) small or dear child

Lärchenplatz (lair’-ken-plahtz) literally, “larch place”

Liebling (leeb’-ling) “darling”; loved one

Mädchen (maid’-ken) girl; unmarried woman

nein (nine) no

Oma/Opa grandma/grandpa

Rosen Jungfrau (ro’-zen yoong’-frow) Rose Virgin; 

“Virgin of the Roses”

Tschüss (tschoos) bye-bye

Zollsammler (tsole’-sam-mler) toll collector

Zur Felder (tsoor fel’-der) literally, “to the fields”; a tavern, named in the customary manner of labeling buildings and streets according to their physical location
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The golden forsythia glowed like sunshine in the shadows. Two bushes flanked the Madonna’s black shrine.  Above it hung her small picture–-the Rosen Jungfrau–-framed in gold filigree. Her lips, executed in deep red brushstrokes upon the canvas, seem to smile at the gaudy flowers, while her painted eyes were focused upon the cloudy sky beyond the opening in the buildings. Her ears were hidden beneath her deep blue veil, but the dozen candles flickering around her alter attested to her worshipers’ hopes that she would hear their prayers.

Fifteen-year-old Raimund feared she might not hear his. He hesitated at the entrance to the shrine, surprised by the golden branches surrounding her dark alter with a heavenly glow. In his right hand, he clutched a bouquet of field flowers, soggy from the rain that had drenched him as he had climbed the hill to the city. In his other hand was his father’s hammer, the tool of his sin.

She was looking at him. He dropped his gaze for a moment to study his bare, muddy toes and then peaked up again. If she had looked at him last week, none of this would have happened. He took a deep breath and descended into the shrine, where thousands of feet before his had worn a groove into the earth.

“I brought these for you,” he murmured, standing before her. He pushed the meadow flowers into a pottery cup, thoughtfully provided for such offerings.

When he knelt on the stone step, his tunic just brushed clean-swept granite. He made a sign of the cross and then clutched the mallet in his folded hands. He raised his head and spoke to the altar, which was bathed in the candles glow. “Dear Jungfrau Maria, I’m so sorry that we took coins from your offering box last week.” He dared to look up at her, but she was once more staring out above his head. Had she even missed the coins?

The offering box have been mended, and the only evidence of the violence done it by three mischievous boys was the hammer scratches across the rusty tin.

Pushing the hammer through the protective gate, he laid it upon the altar, confessing, “We used this to break the lock. It’s Papa’s, and he’ll be angry when he can’t find it. Father Augustin said that I’d made it a . . . I think he said a . . .an instrument of evil, so I had to bring it to you. Do you understand?”

The boys sighed. Somehow this was not going as he had planned. He knew, of course, that paintings in gold filigree picture frames do not talk. He had really hoped, however, that she would hear him from heaven and would have mercy on him. He wanted her to take away the hollow unhappiness which had followed him ever since he and his friends had spent her coins on honey at the church market.

Less certain of her interest now, he tried again: “The honey wasn’t very good, and I don’t know why Micki and Hannes don’t feel like I feel.” A tear slipped down his cheek. “Can you forgive sin? Will you forgive mine?”

The candle flames waiver through his tears, and he stood slowly, sketching another cross against his body. “Dear God, can’t you hear me?” he begged. There had to be more he could do, but this was all Father Augustin had told him. It must be enough.

He turned and left the shrine. He did not look back. The rain has ceased. Turning eastward toward home, he inhaled the fresh, earthy air. As he reached the crest of the hill, he paused in wonder. Behind him to the west, the sun spread it’s rays beneath the dark clouds, and the whole countryside glowed in the late afternoon light. Before him across the valley, a double rainbow climbed into the sky. It was a sign, but it was not enough.
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“You will follow me, Herren?” The servant-woman’s question was more of an order than a request. She did not approve of them. She held her mouth in a tight, no-nonsense grimace, and her brown eyes examined them from cap to boots. Their clothing must somehow seem foreign to her, but she seemed too wise for her age.

Raimund, now the count of Immergrün, removed his cap and wiped his boots. The steward had admitted him and Conrad Winter into the stately manor with a strange combination of graciousness and suspicion. His explanation of who he was had been met with nods and blank expressions. After twenty years, how, indeed, could he convince them of his identity? He was no longer the fifteen-year-old boy who had run away to escape the suffocation of his elders’ convictions. His life had changed him, his adventures had matured him, and his sufferings had aged him. His sins had scratched irreparable damage onto his face and soul. Perhaps, there would be nothing left for them to recognize.

Or perhaps, they were merely protecting the deceased count’s grieving widow, who had agreed to receive him. Raimund left Conrad standing in the entryway (they had agreed upon this before they arrived) and followed the servant into the hall where he breathed in the familiar scent of stone and damp. The thought crept into his mind that this servant-woman must have still been a child when he left so long ago. Somehow, he had thought that home would remain the same, regardless of how much he changed.

The floor was worn but clean-swept, and a new door swung on iron hinges. Well, it was new to him. He balanced on the threshold of the anteroom. Familiar pine smoke stung his eyes—or was it tears? 

“Herr?” She turned to see why the well-dressed stranger was not following. “You will wait here.”

Raimund stepped into the room, which he had always remembered as being larger, the hearth wider, the windows higher. What enchantment had transformed the entire manor into a miniature of his memories?

She left by another door, and he paced around the room, peering out of windows onto gardens that seemed to have overwhelmed the gigantic manor. The trees, clothed in their soft green, spring leaves, spread branches twenty years wider. Several gardeners labored over the brown flower beds and vegetable gardens; their arrangement was different than he remembered. But how accurate was his memory?

The door creaked open, and he turned to face the servant and an elderly woman, bent and tiny and dressed in black. He was surprised that she did not wear the headdress of an elderly widow, for he knew she must be his Tante Hilda. Before he could speak, the woman gasped, and one gnarled hand flew up to cover her mouth. With the other hand, she reached for the servant to steady herself. “Heinrich!” she cried and then rebuked the servant, “Susanna, you told me—”

“His name is Raimund, Herrin,” the servant reminded her softly. Relief loosened the tension at the back of Raimund’s neck. 

“Dear Lady,” he announced, trying to control his gladness. “I am Heinrich’s son, Raimund von Immergrün.”

The lady nodded and nodded and waved her hand as if asking him to wait. “I know. I know,” she whispered. Leaning upon the arm of the servant, she shuffled to a chair near one of the windows. “Sit down, Bursch,” she said.

It had been a long time since anyone had called him Bursch— young man, boy. A sob caught in his throat, but he swallowed it and sat in the indicated chair near hers.

“Susanna, something to drink, please.” The woman heaved a shaky sigh and then reached out to capture Raimund’s hand. “You are really Raimund, come back after all these years?” It was not really a question; merely a statement of wonder.

Raimund held the small, bony hand, the skin soft like silk. “I am. And you are my Tante Hilda.”

She smiled and nodded. “I prayed many times that you would come back; that the things that happened to you would lead you back to us.” One solitary tear trickled down her wrinkled cheek. “You almost came too late,” she whispered, “but God is never late.”

God, the thought thundered through his mind, is why I left in the first place. Raimund held his tongue, however, and smiled.

Her smile had faded. “I thought I had lost you all. They’re all gone, you know. Surely you expected it?”

He had, but the present reality struck harder than twenty years of possibility. “Mama, Papa, Onkel Robert,” he murmured. And never a chance to say he was sorry. Would he have done it, if they had been here?

“And Berti and Rainer.”

How could one absorb the deaths of so many at once? “I’m the only one left?” he whispered. He pulled from her grasp and leaned back in the chair as Susanna brought in refreshments. “What happened to my brothers?”

“While a child, Berti died of an illness. Rainer was killed four years ago when he fell from his horse.”

“Yes,” he said, after a while. “I expected it, but I never believed it. I refused to admit, so far from home, that I could not keep you as you were.”

“You didn’t like us as we were,” she said, sharply, as she waved Susanna to set the table, “else you wouldn’t have run away.”

The casual manner in which she delivered such a rebuke drove home the necessity of convincing her – them – that his self–inflicted exile had made home dearer. “You were in the middle of a religious conflict. Still,” he insisted, folding his hands across his lap, “my one comfort in perilous times was to believe that at least in the Obersill Valley things remained constant.”

Susannah poured a red currant wine into pewter cups and placed a small tray of pastries on the table between them. “Do you need anything else? Shall I stay, Herrin?”

Tante Hilda gave Susanna a sweet smile of reassurance. “He really is my nephew, Susanna. You may go about your duties.”

Susanna curtseyed and left. but not before casting one worried glance in Raymond's direction.

He commended the servant. “She—and everyone else—cares for you very much. They're afraid I'm an imposter.”

“They are. Your appearance upon our doorstep is very . . .timely, uncanny.”

He agreed. “I can understand. They told me at the inn that Onkel Robert died only last month.”

She nodded.

“You have my deepest sympathy. Tante Hilda. Is there anything I can do?”

She opened her mouth and then closed it; opened it again to say, “I am well cared for. Peter and Susanna are most devoted. And I have grandchildren, of course.”

“Of course,” he said calmly, as if the idea were not entirely new.

“Rainer’s wife, Helen, still lives here, with her three children. Matti—Matthias—is ten. Until an hour ago, he was the heir to Immergrün. He’s a fine boy. His two sisters, Anna and Irmi, are eleven and five.”

They drank wine and nibbled on pastries, and then she said, “So, what perilous times kept you from us?”

“Tanta Hilda, I think this is not the time. May I be so bold as to ask for shelter for myself and my servant, Conrad Winter?”

“You are very bold, Raimund. You must speak with Peter; he is our steward. Whatever decision he makes, I will abide by it.”

Raimund did not like the sound of it. Judging from how suspicious the servants were acting, he had no chance of being welcomed back into his childhood home. “They think I’m an opportunist,” he protested, “preying upon a helpless widow, which,” he added with a charming smile, “you are not. Are you?”

Her eyebrows shot up, and she chuckled. “I wouldn’t want to deprive them of the joy they have in serving me.”

“Joy?” he exclaimed.

She waved her hand and said, “Let’s leave that for another time as well. I don’t know whether you are an opportunist or not; that’s up to Peter to decide. I do know that you are not an imposter.”

“Do I really look so much like my father?”

“She pressed her lips together into a grim line and rebuked him. “Exactly like he looked before his oldest son ran away and never came back!”

Raimund knew he deserved such a reprimand, although it was twenty years too late. It was also milder than any chastisement he had given himself. How foolish youth is to think that life will improve with distance from family! An image rose in his mind of him falling on his knees before this wizened old woman and begging her forgiveness. How would that end? What would she say? What would they think of him? He remained firmly seated upon his chair and tried to look contrite, while rebellion stormed through his heart—rebellion he had thought was vanquished years ago.

He suddenly became aware of Tante Hilda’s silence, and that she had been studying him. He met her gaze and shook his head. “I want to come home,” he said.

She turned both hands palms up and informed him, “This is your home; it always was. I’m sure that Peter and Susanna will see things my way, but we must have an understanding, and I’m not the one to make it.” She paused and then said very carefully, “I only hope that what you’ve become will enrich our lives here. And I hope that you will allow us to enrich yours.”

Convincing Peter was more difficult. He was not a young man, but he was younger than Raimund. His Norseman-like red beard and handsome features were only enhanced by blue, guileless eyes. It was obvious the steward had already talked with his wife, Susanna, and with the gatekeeper; the conversation with his mistress had been short. Raimund had the feeling, however, that Peter held more power than was suitable for a man in his position.

Obviously, Peter disagreed. “Gräfin Hildegund has assured me that you are, truly, her nephew, the son of Heinrich, and not coincidentally, the heir of Immergrün.”

Raimund bowed his head in assent. He still sat beside the window, and the afternoon sun slanted onto his breeches.

Peter made things very clear. “My Herr, the late Graf Robert, made me promise at his deathbed that I’d care for the countess as if she were my own mother. The task’s not difficult, for I love her as such, but I acknowledge that she has her own ideas and can, at any time, choose to follow her own whims. Therefore, I must ask you first, as my master would have wished, if you don’t have business elsewhere that will remove you once more from our lives?”

“You’re . . . you’re asking me to go away?” Raimund stammered in surprise.

“I am. There are other heirs—”

Raimund nodded. “Matti. The Gräfin told me.”

“Yes, he’s not yet of age, but shall be soon. Graf Robert never considered that you would ever return. The duke is prepared to pass Immergrün on to your nephew.”

Raimund’s determination tricked him into insisting too forcefully, “We’ll just have to tell the duke things have changed. I tried to come back sooner! I wanted to, but I couldn’t!”

Behind Peter’s eyes were both compassion for Raimund’s unhappiness and duty to serve the countess. Raimund knew that duty would win.

“So, you will not leave,” Peter stated the obvious. When Raimund, calm again, slowly shook his head, Peter continued, “Then I must ask you my second question: In what role do you wish to return to Immergrün?”

Raimund sighed, “I wish, simply, to come home.

“Are you returning home to collect your inheritance, then?”

Raimund crushed the indignation that rose in him and said honestly, “I returned home to make a pilgrimage, to fulfill a promise I made not too long ago. I didn’t learn of my uncle’s death until I inquired at the inn outside of Felsenburg. I . . . I only wanted to come home. I have been on my way for many years.”

Peter cocked his head to the side as if a new thought had struck him. “Were you, perhaps, returning as the Prodigal Son in the Holy Scriptures?”

Raimund did not remember the story.

The steward enlightened him. “Sorry for the grief he had caused his family, and weary of the wicked life he had lived, the Prodigal Son begged for forgiveness from his father and renounced any claim to further inheritance.”

Knowing that his future rested in this clever man’s hands, Raimund chose his words carefully. “I . . . I must admit that I have not always lived a life that I am proud of. But if my sins were many, so were my sufferings. Surely, by now, my sufferings have atoned for my sins.” He paused for Peter to agree with him.

“If that is what you believe,” was all the steward said.

Raimund gathered his thoughts and pressed on. “I never had an inheritance, and just because I have not finally turned up dead should not mean that my inheritance should go to another.”

Peter shrugged and said, “Then you are not casting yourself upon the mercy and goodness of your aunt?”

“You make me sound rather hard.”

“I think you are. You broke many hearts when you left. I was very young, but I had grown to be a man before they were finally resigned to the fact that you would never return. No one ever worried so intensely about those who stayed.”

“I was a child,” Raimund explained, forgiving the selfishness of that child.

Abruptly, Peter stood and closed the lead and glass window. “The countess would like for you to stay. Except for three grandchildren, you are her only relation. I assume that you have some wealth acquired elsewhere, or you would not have come so far? Or be dressed so well?”

It was true, although Raimund could not comprehend the significance of the question.

“The countess would like you to stay. That is all she has said. We will please her and let you and your servant stay. However,” he continued, holding up his hand to stop any outburst of gratitude, “to obey my master, I must insist that you live here as our guest, but that you have no access to the inheritance for one year. At that time perhaps the duke will decide to give you the land, if you have . . . have . . .,” here he stopped, groping for words that did not sting.

Raimund was suddenly touched by the kindness of the man and gallantly finished the awful sentence. “. . . proven myself worthy of being taken back into the family.”

Peter nodded.

“Or until I have proven myself to be a scoundrel, at which time you can throw me out.”

“I will personally throw you out.” With a careful smile, Peter reached out and gripped Raimund’s hand.

Relief surged through Raimund’s heart, for at this moment, he knew that he was a good person, and that he would never harm these dear people. If any doubts lurked there, too, it was only because his sordid life was so recently behind him.
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Slamming the door did not make her feel better. Monika Kupfer turned back and slammed it again. Dirt fell from the lintel onto her face, and she rubbed at her cheeks to brush it off, adding a brown smudge to the angry flush that colored her face.

Hands on hips, she mimicked her mother: “‘Just go and pull us some turnips for our supper’!” Monika surveyed the vegetable patch, pathetic under the hot summer sun. What a difference three months made! Her family shared the land with three neighbors, and all of them had struggled to keep the plants alive in the dry weather. Their four houses formed a courtyard and sheltered the garden from some of the sunshine in the morning and evening. One lonely tree grew up in the center. The cool shadow it cast was probably the reason why Monika still had vegetables to harvest.

She tucked her skirt into her sash and squatted down at the edge of the tiny vegetable garden. Selecting a fat turnip, which already peeked from the soil, she grasped the bushy greens and tugged. When some of the fibers snapped, she stopped pulling. The hard, gray earth held the turnip captive. Mama would not be happy if she bruised the greens. With a pointed stick, she jabbed at the rock-hard soil in an attempt to dislodge the purple vegetable. If only she could pour some water on it to soften the earth!

“If only it would rain!” she hissed, glaring up at the bright sky.

The sun beat down, while she poked and chipped at the stubborn root. Finally, she was able to wiggle it and lift it out with the dusty greens still waving on top. One finished; four still to be dug. 

Drops of perspiration trembled at the ends of the tiny brown tendrils which curled about her face. She shook her head, and the drops flew, spattering her with their coolness.

“I’d like to see her ‘just pull’ us some turnips!” Monika sighed and began to poke around the next bunch of greens.

By the time she had pried two more vegetables free, most of her anger had been vented in the effort. She was not, after all, angry at Mama nor the sky. She was angry at herself, at Leonhard, at the whole situation. Guilt and shame, fear and disappointment, anger and helplessness filled her heart until it ached. It felt good to give in to the anger, so she stabbed at another turnip and wrenched it out of the ground so violently that she toppled over onto her back.

The laughter of a young man echoed in the courtyard.

She pushed herself back to her feet and shaded her eyes to look up into Leonhard’s melancholy, blue eyes.

“A lovely wedding bouquet, Liebling.” He squatted beside her and took the dirty turnip from her dusty hands.

She jumped to her feet and gave him a shove, which rolled him onto the row of leeks.

“D’ya know what you’ve done?” she cried.

“What I’ve done?” he stammered, propping himself up amidst the rows of wilted vegetables.

She wrenched a broken leek from the ground. “Twice a day I carry water clear from the well for our garden, and now they tell us that we may only water once, and then you fall on the garden and destroy our precious vegetables. What’s Mama going to say?” Tears suddenly popped from her eyes and made two dark spots on her tunic. The ones that followed traced two dusty trails down her cheeks. 

Although bewildered, he was still amused and said with a soft smile, “Your mama will wonder why you pushed me down onto your precious vegetables.”

“Oh!” she shrieked, the wrath taking control. She fell to her knees and pounded him on the chest between words. “How—can—you—laugh?” she cried.

She aimed for his head, but he finally succeeded in capturing her hands. She struggled, but five years of work at the forge had tempered his muscles until they were as hard as the iron he shaped each day.

His mirth fled with her anger, and she surrendered to his power over her. He turned her and pushed her down beside him.

“You’re hurting me,” she whimpered.

She saw fright flit across his face, and he released her arms. She dropped her face into her grimy hands and sobbed.

“Monika,  I’m  sorry,”  he pleaded.  “Please  tell  me,  what’s  wrong?”

Now was the time to tell him. He would feel so badly and would have to apologize. “Oh, Leonhard, you’ve made such a mess of things,” she moaned.

He spread his arms toward the garden, palms up, baffled by her words.

She continued, “We can’t get married next spring.” She sniffed and wiped her eyes.

He gulped, and his face turned white.

“Why...why not?”

“Because,” she announced, suddenly in control again, more like his Monika, “we have to get married now.”

He had been holding his breath, and now he exhaled in a great burst. “Wha—at?”

“I’m going to have a baby.”

The surprise completed his confusion, and he stared at her, mouth gaping.

“Oh, what will Mama say?” she lamented. “And Father Valerian? We shall have to do penance, Leonhard, and,” she turned and her eyes bore into his, “. . . I hate doing penance.”

“You hate. . . you . . .,” he stammered.

“Leonhard,” she scolded, “it’s your fault. I don’t know why I should have to do penance, but I’m sure that I’ll have to.” 

“My fault?”

She loved him and he was a dear, but how was he ever going to lead a family, when he could not even take responsibility for bringing that family into the world? “Of course it’s your fault, Dummkopf. How else d’ya think I got this way?”

“Moni, we’re both at fault.” Leonhard dropped his head into his hands and scrubbed at his shaggy, brown hair. “My father is going to be furious.”

“Oh!” she cried indignantly. “All you think about is yourself!” She would have struck him again, but he quickly intercepted her hand and twisted it back into her lap. 

“Stop hurting me,” she begged.

“Stop attacking me, then,” he retorted in a rare show of spirit.

She was not sure how to answer. Finally, she grasped both of his hands and said in a low, mournful voice, “How can I ever face my friends again? Everyone’ll know that you got me into this . . . this condition; they’ll think badly of me—and of you, Leonhard. I don’t want them to think badly of you.”

He sighed. “Most already do, Monika. They say that you could marry better.”

“They’re wrong, though. You’re a talented blacksmith, and I’ll show them someday that they were wrong.” She paused and a jab of guilt force her to add, “I mean, we’ll show them—together.”

He nodded and scrambled to his feet, pulling her after him. She felt him rest his chin on her head, and she wrapped her arms around him. “So, what shall I do about Mama?” she whined.

“Do?” He kissed the top of her head.

“You will tell her, won’t you? After all, you’re going to be my husband.”

She felt him stiffen in her embrace.

“Leonhard, you’re not afraid of my mother, are you?” 

“Well, you are.”

“It’s your place to tell her.”

He pushed her away and said gruffly, “Very well. I’ll tell her—and your father—when I’m ready.” He put his hand on the door latch and paused.

“When you’re ready?” she demanded. 

“Oh, I almost forgot,” he said absentmindedly, “your mama said to pull a turnip for me as well. I’m staying for supper.”

The summer nights were short and the days were long and hot. The Obersill Valley was suffering through the worst drought anyone could remember. By July, everyone knew that there would be no harvest that year. The grains had struggled up through the sunbaked soil and withered before they could ripen. The fruit trees did little better, for although their roots reached deep into the ground, as the water table lowered, they prematurely cast off their fruit. To salvage part of the crop, the townspeople invented new ways of preparing and storing green, shriveled fruit.

Many of the farmers made long trips into the foothills to bring back barrels of spring water for their vegetable gardens. Failure of their gardens meant no food for the winter. In feats of primitive engineering, they learned to dam up portions of streams adjacent to their land to water their livestock. Landowners further downstream suddenly found their water supply reduced, and tempers flared as hot as the sun.

In the city of Felsenburg, perched on a cliff, the water level in the town well fell daily. Alarmed, Father Valerian and several of the prominent merchants had worked out a plan to ration well water, but they had been forced to post guards to enforce their plan. Some of the people could not or would not understand the severity of the shortage, and their lack of cooperation became a threat to every citizen. Others, refusing to be beaten by nature, hauled water from the river, although that required a steep climb back up to their homes.

“But that’s what we’re gonna do,” Monika’s mother decreed after supper. She thrust a bucket apiece into the hands of Papa and Monika’s three younger brothers. Because Leonhard would soon be a part of the family, he was also pressed into labor, and the family marched from the house and down the stuffy, smelly streets. At the inn Zur Felder they left the city through the western gate.

The only advantage of the drought was that the evenings were cool, and the path down to the Obersill River was pleasant, if dusty. Monika walked beside Leonhard, her arm tucked snugly around his. He still had not spoken to her parents. Supper had been a quiet meal, with only Mama interjecting her criticism between admonitions to eat more. Monika hoped Leonhard would wait until Mama was in a better mood.

The Obersill River splashed and gushed noisily over the rocks that usually hid beneath the water. The sand still warm against their bare feet, the family descended into the riverbed to join many others who had had the same idea. They filled their buckets, and then sat on the rocks, bathing their feet in the cold water. The boys splashed and shouted with their friends, tromping across slippery stones, and falling into unexpected deep holes.

Monika laid her cheek on Leonhard’s shoulder and stared off at the mountains, glowing in the evening sunshine but bare of snow. She wondered where the water was coming from and if there would ever come a time when the supply would run out. She shivered and pulled her aching feet from the water to tuck them under her coarse, brown skirt. Leonhard held her tightly and suddenly spoke too loudly: “Herr Kupfer, Frau Kupfer, we’ve decided that we don’t want to wait until next spring to marry.”

Monika sat up and hugged her knees to her chest, suddenly chilly and scared.

As expected, Mama answered first, “We’ve decided?”

Leonhard looked down at his promised bride and nodded. “It’s what we want,” he said, his voice not quite as confident. “Monika and me.”

“Why?” her mother demanded.

Monika clicked her tongue in frustration. “We love one another,” she said with an edge to her voice intended to disguise her fright.

“Ach, I knew it would happen,” Mama accused. “You have to get married?”

Neither of the young people answered. Monika did not know what to say, and she felt a deep empathy with Leonhard.

“You got her pregnant?” Mama cried, her customary distrust stumbling upon the truth this time. She added a few vulgarities, at which Papa raised his hand and then let it drop again. “Don’t you go takin’ her part, Father!” Mama scolded. “The girl knew what was right and wrong, and the devil has had his way with her.”

Monika stood and pulled Leonhard to his feet. Her hands were cold, and her voice shook as she uttered a weak protest. “You’re talking about the man I’m goin’ to marry.”

Mama shouted for the boys to come; it was time to go home. “Did he get ya pregnant or not?”

“Yes, but—”

“There’s nothing you can say to make it all right! What you did is a wicked sin, and that child will be a curse to us all!”

Monika felt sick to her stomach, but she was her mother’s daughter, and she drew herself up and said stoutly, “Mama, I’m expecting a baby. And if you’re not nice to us, I’ll go live with Leonhard and his family now, and you’ll never see me or your grandchild again.”

“Ach, what’ll the neighbors think?” Mama asked.

Monika was suddenly ashamed that she had ever used that argument on Leonhard. At that moment, she decided that whatever might happen in the future, she did not ever want to be like her mother. Silence was the best weapon. She picked up her future bridegroom’s bucket, took his hand, and together they scrambled up the sandy riverbank, slopping water on the way.

At the top, she looked down to see Mama gathering the boys and Papa. “I wonder what Papa was going to say. He never says anything,” Monika remarked. “Did you notice that?”

“I . . . think he’s scared,” Leonhard said uncertainly. He took the half-empty bucket from her.

“We’re all scared of Mama,” Monika said firmly and then added, with a quiver in her voice, “Ach, Leonhard, I don’t ever want to be like her. Will you help me not to be like her?”

He sighed. “I’ll try, Moni, but sometimes I’m scared of you, too.”

“But you’re not like my Papa. He never says anything. If he’d smack Mama, maybe she’d listen to him.”

He linked her arm with his. “Moni, I could never smack you.”

She laughed nervously. “You won’t ever need to.” But she remembered how many of her friends had husbands who beat them. She regretted having brought it up.

They strolled along the riverbank until they came to the city gate. With still another hour of light, they decided to walk through the vineyards that clung to the steep embankment between the old city wall and the river. The leaves were brown, and the grapes had shriveled before they had a chance to ripen. Monika tried one, but it tasted sour and felt dry in her mouth. She spit it out. “How long do you think this drought is going to last?”

He looked up at the darkening sky. “Smarter men than me have no answers to that one.”

“It’s so frustrating. There ought to be something we could do to make it rain.” Below them to the east, the shadows lengthened across the valley until everything turned gray. One by one stars winked from the cloudless sky.

They entered Felsenburg from the east just before the gate was closed for the night. The great timber gate swung shut behind them as they ascended the narrow twisting road to the city. The way was dark, made treacherous by the carelessness of workmen, who had not straightened their piles of bricks and wood before going home. At the top, they entered the huge town square, Lärchenplatz, from the southeastern corner. Leonhard paused to let Monika catch her breath.

The square collected to its center  the main streets of the city. On the south side, the masons’ workshop and meeting place blocked the direct route to the western gate. Strategically placed at the junction to that gate, the inn Zur Felder provided refreshment to anyone entering or leaving the city. In the northwestern corner stood the city well, invisible now in the twilight, but a focal point in the lives of the people, especially since the rains had stopped. To the north, the residence of the bishop marked the boundaries of the more affluent citizens. His residence, however, no longer dominated Lärchenplatz, as it had long ago; the uncompleted cathedral commandeered the entire eastern third of Lärchenplatz. Its massive stone walls, broken only by tall, glassless windows, rose above every other structure in the city like an enormous gray mountain. Just when Monika thought she would tip over as her eyes followed the walls higher and higher into the sky, the walls ended, and stars peeked through the jagged, unfinished courses.

Leonhard turned her abruptly toward him, to disappoint her gently. “I can’t take you home with me, you know.”

Monika blinked and turned her eyes to her betrothed. “I know, Dummkopf. I only said that to . . . to give Mama a scare.”

“I don’t think it worked.”

“You are going to tell your father, aren’t you?”

Leonhard shrugged slightly and murmured, “Our children will never have to be afraid of us, Moni, right?”

She pulled on his arm and said, “Let’s go tell him now. He likes me, Leonhard. He won’t be upset.”

“I don’t want to yet.” 

“When, then?”

He swallowed and shook his head.

“Are you ashamed of me?” she pouted. The silence was long between them before he finally said, “I can’t, Monika, not tonight.”

Resigned, Monika allowed him to take her hand and lead her through the narrow streets and alleys. At her house, he set the bucket on her doorstep and bumped his bare toes up against hers. “I hate to bring this up, but when shall we go to Father Valerian?”

“Why don’t you go first?” she wheedled.

“Monika, it takes two people to make a baby. You have to come.”

The anger washed over her again, and she picked up the bucket so abruptly that water splashed onto her feet. “Tomorrow morning!” she snapped and banged into the house.

Mama had been waiting for her. As soon as the door closed, Mama rushed at her daughter, fists flying. “Whore! Godless, sinful slut!” she screamed.

Caught by surprise, Monika dropped the bucket, the water spilling across the earthen floor. She cowered and protected her head with her arms.

“You must do penance, wicked child, or your soul will burn. Burn!”

“Mama, please stop,” she whimpered.

The door behind her opened, and she felt Leonhard’s strong arms pull her from her mother’s reach. The blows fell on him, but they were ineffectual.

How safe she felt within his protection! He shoved away the mother, who stumbled backward and landed in an undignified heap in the muddy puddle on the floor.

Monika pulled herself from Leonhard’s grasp to gape in horror at her mother. “Oh, Leonhard,” she breathed, unsure if what he had done was good or not.

“It’s enough!” he commanded softly. “Enough!”

With a scream of rage, the woman scrambled to her feet. Red-faced and trembling, she stepped up to her future son-in-law, who stood a head taller than she. Before he could intercept her hand, she swung her fist and hit him soundly on the side of the neck. He retreated until his back bumped into the wall, one arm still around Monika.

Mama’s voice rasped with emotion. “Wicked—both of you! May your penance be severe so that your souls may be saved.”

“Mama,” Monika protested, trying to control her shaky voice, “we have already made plans to go to Father Valerian tomorrow morning.”

“If you don’t die in your sleep!” Mama snapped. “Oh, what will Father Valerian think? I’ve tried so hard to raise you to be a good girl, chaste and pure. And then this,” her lips curled in disgust, “. . . this sorry excuse for a man comes into our lives and takes it all from us.”

Monika looked up into Leonhard’s face to see what he would say in his defense, but his face was swept clean of its former anger and protectiveness. The corners of his mouth sagged, and his eyes were fixed upon the opposite wall. She pressed into him to awaken the strength she had just seen.

Mama continued her tirade. “I should have given you to a convent. What’s to become of us? What will my friends say?”

Annoyed, Monika retorted, “They’ll think that we were carried away by our love. How many of our friends have babies that seemed to have been only seven or eight months in the womb? Mama, this happens to everyone. Let us take care of things.”

“‘Take care of things’!” Mama sputtered. “You’ve really taken care of things!” she cried, waving her fist under Leonhard’s chin. He flinched and turned his head away. “Ruined all of our lives. Get out of our house,” she ordered, suddenly quieter. She blinked away a tear and opened the door to the street.

Leonhard slowly removed Monika’s arms from around his waist.

“Leonhard, you don’t have to go,” Monika told him. 

“He’ll do as he’s told!” Mama huffed. “That’s the kind of man he is. If you don’t tell him what to do, he’ll never amount to anything.”

The cruel words stung Monika deeply, and she looked into Leonhard’s face, hoping to see a return of the ire that had cooled her mother’s  wrath. Nothing.  Monika   took a   deep  breath.  “You’ve  judged Leonhard wrongly, Mama. Someday you will see that you did not understand him. He’s a great, talented man, and I love him.”

“Someday you’ll beg me to take you in, for you’ll learn that I was right,” retorted her mother.

Monika pressed her lips together. It was not good that Leonhard hear all of this and say nothing. She took him by the hand and led him from the house, closing the door behind them.

“Why does she hate you so?” Monika whispered, through tears that flowed once more.

The clear night air was chilly, and Leonhard gathered Monika into his arms. “Perhaps she is right. I just do as I’m told,” he murmured into her hair.

Mama had to be wrong. Monika had seen his strength, his loyalty. She must fan it and encourage it until it blazed, and even Mama would have to admit that Leonhard was worthy of her daughter. She leaned against the man she loved and listened to his heartbeat. In the silence she could hear Mama in the house, complaining about Leonhard’s unsuitability for their family. With pleasure, the stinging words were delivered to Papa, who could only keep the peace by listening.

Leonhard sighed. “Moni, I can’t leave you here; what’ll she do to you when I go?”

Monika shook her head. “She’s over it. You’re very brave, you know—coming to rescue me, but,” she paused only a moment, hardly time enough to weigh her words. “I don’t know if you should have pushed her into the water.” The moment the thought was expressed, she regretted it.

“You don’t—what?” he whispered.

“Oh, never mind, Liebling,” she said soothingly. “You really stood up to her, and that makes me feel so safe with you.”

“Have I ruined your life, Moni?”

“Of course not, Dummkopf.”

“I don’t want to ruin your life.”

“You won’t,” she said with a positive lilt to her voice. “You just have to try to do your very best. You’ve made a very good start.”

“Even though we must confess and do penance?”

Her heart sank, but she lifted her head and said, “Some people cannot have any children at all. We have God’s blessing before we are even married.”

He chuckled softly. “I don’t think Father Valerian will see things quite that way, but I do like how you can manipulate things to make them seem good.”

She hugged him. “Our life will be good, you’ll see.” 

He bent and kissed her. “Good night, Liebling.”

“Good night.” She watched him walk away into the shadows. Then straightening her shoulders, she slipped into the house and, without a word, went right to her pallet. Silence would pay back her mother for all the hurtful things she said to Leonhard.
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With increasing dismay, Graf Raimund had spent the three  months   his  arrival in  the  Obersill Valley surveying his possible inheritance. Drought had seized the land, and he gradually realized he had stepped into the middle of a crisis begun the year before. A few showers had fallen, but they had done nothing to replenish the water from a practically snowless winter. As Peter Radl showed him over the vast estate, Raimund was shaken by the awesome responsibility of caring for the tenants and by the impossibility of accomplishing that without water.

The steward must have sensed the count’s agitation, for at one point in their survey of the mill, Peter said, “These are good people, Herr. They are frugal, hardworking. And our storehouses are still adequately filled.”

Raimund merely nodded, wondering at the insights this man had. He turned his attention to the stationary waterwheel, gray and weathered. A trickle of water rippled silently beneath it.

“At the moment, we have no grain to grind, so the water has been diverted for the livestock,” Peter explained. “If we need the wheel, there is still enough water.”

Graf Raimund leaned over and with his fingernail flicked a large piece of dried algae off the wheel. “There has to be a way to make it rain,” he murmured.

Peter smiled. “If you discover a way, the valley would be grateful.”

Raimund knew there was nothing he could do, but perhaps God, properly honored, would do something. He was lost in his thoughts as Peter led the way back to their horses, so he was surprised when Peter suggested, “Some say the drought’s God’s judgment for sin and complacency.”

Unnerved by how close Peter had come to his own thoughts, Raimund blurted out, “I was thinking along the same line. How did you know?”

Peter handed the count the reins of his horse. “It’s an obvious conclusion. The solution is not so obvious.”

“Perhaps there are many solutions,” Graf Raimund told him, glad to be able to communicate his confidence.

Peter assisted Raimund to mount and then swung onto his own horse. “I guess it all depends upon what God wants, doesn’t it?”

Raimund hoped he could figure that out. 

With that purpose in mind, he sent a message to the bishop of Felsenburg, asking for an audience. His craving to bring his own personal struggles to an end, however, seemed coupled with the curse of the drought. Perhaps the solutions were spiritual; perhaps the bishop would understand.

At first Raimund had opposed Conrad Winter’s coming with him. His mission to the bishop was personal and diplomatic, and the older man’s presence might cause confusion. Conrad, however, had been aiding Raimund for eight years and could see no reason to cease now. He got up early, oversaw the saddling of his own horse and of Raimund’s Arabian, and met the count as he emerged from the massive door of the manor. 

Of course, Conrad had not gotten used to Raimund’s being a count, for until they had arrived in the Obersill Valley, Raimund had been almost ashamed to be a count with no county. Conrad, however, was used to serving Raimund well and today was no exception.

What Raimund saw, as he closed the massive door behind him, was an elderly man with pure white hair hanging to his shoulders. He stood straight, although his legs were bowed—probably because he had spent his life astride a horse. Conrad handed him the reins and knelt on one knee so that Raimund might step onto the other to mount.

“You really don’t need to come, you know,” Raimund told him again.

“I’ve never seen Felsenburg,” Conrad said with a knowing smile.

They rode at a brisk pace through the early morning countryside. By this time, Graf Raimund was known by many of the tenants, and they greeted him almost reverentially as they ambled to work. The tenants were required to practice their trade three days a week at Immergrün. The other three days belonged to them. They could then tend their gardens and trade goods and labor with the other tenants. Sunday, of course, belonged to God, and no one worked on His day.

On horseback, Raimund and Conrad reached the Schwarz River by midmorning. Raimund’s heart tightened with hope as he drew his horse to a halt to join those waiting to cross the toll bridge just outside the eastern gate of the city. Time had indeed carved permanent changes onto the profile of the city, but this time the changes did not upset Raimund.

“This all used to be marsh and bog,” Raimund told Conrad. Once a haven for frogs and turtles, the banks of the river had been reinforced with large stones against floods, although the present weather threatened little danger of that. Atop the embankment, inns, taverns, and other less-than-reputable establishments had been built to accommodate workers and pilgrims moving into the city.

The count raised his eyes to Felsenburg itself. The city was surrounded by two walls. The older, inner wall ringed the top edge of the cliff, forming an effective barrier against invasions. From below, one could see only the nearest gate, topped by a tower. Inside the city, he knew, most of the houses hid behind the wall. He lifted his arm and pointed out the prominent sites.

A small church tower: “The bishop’s chapel,” he said.

A huge, gray building, boasting real windows and a slate roof: “The bishop’s residence.”

A jagged wall, towered above everything except the mountains far to the west. Raimund caught his breath in excitement. What a wonderful change; how magnificent the cathedral walls looked! “Our cathedral!” he exclaimed, sweeping his arm through the air.

Conrad looked and smiled. “We’ve seen larger in Spain.”

While they waited to cross the bridge, he noticed other changes. Across the bridge, a new outer wall enclosed the newer section of the city. The wall followed the river northward and then turned westward to climb the hill behind the bishop’s land. Built against the wall, tiny huts had been added, balancing precariously above the steep west bank.

The two men paid their toll, and their horses, sleek, fine-boned, and the objects of much staring by the townspeople, clopped across the ancient wooden bridge that spanned the meager flow of the Schwarz.

“I’ve never seen the river so low,” Raimund said. Most of the boats hung by their mooring lines down the side of the embankments, and the water moved lazily past them. In the late morning sun, the mud stank where the sewage flowed into the river.

Inside the wall, the woods on the right had been cleared to create a stoneyard for the construction materials used in the cathedral's construction. A few men clustered around the stonecutters’ workshop. Blocks of creamy sandstone had been stacked higher than the roof of their shop. As they chipped and shaped the blocks to the proper dimensions, the chink-chink of their chisels and mallets against the stone filled the air with syncopated music.

Four men loaded the finished blocks into their cart and urged a stocky horse to pull it. The cart inched up the road toward Lärchenplatz, where they would deposit their load and return for another. For just a moment, Raimund wondered how many times, how many weeks, how many years they had made the same circuit. Their tedium sent a momentary chill through his adventure-loving heart, but that was quickly replaced by the wonder of their dedication to God. His desire to serve God with such deeds reminded him of his errand.

He and Conrad turned their horses and joined others as they plodded to the top of the hill. Thatched houses and huts lined the road, and vineyards, wilted from lack of water, marched in terraced ranks to the inner wall. At the top, the road opened onto Lärchenplatz.

Time had altered much in Raimund’s memory, and Lärchenplatz looked busier and smaller than it had twenty years ago. Graf Raimund and his faithful Conrad sat atop their fine horses and surveyed the milling crowds. The local farmers had set up tables and were selling their produce to eager buyers. Their tables were scattered around the square like islands. The drought had inflated prices, and the farmers were taking every advantage. Of course, the taxes to the church for the privilege of using the square were also higher, but that was a price they were willing to pay.

In the northwest corner of the platz, a long line had  formed at the city well. Those who had no other source of water waited patiently with their buckets until it was their turn to collect their daily ration. Two guards, one from the bishop and one from the duke, stood attentively, ready to enforce patience when necessary. The young man drew the water very slowly, but he rarely spilled a drop, a sign of his excellent training as a water drawer.

If Lärchenplatz was indeed busier than twenty years before, it only seemed smaller because of the cathedral. Twenty-five years under construction, the pale, sandstone walls had risen from the foundation and now cast a monumental shadow across the square. Raimund raised his eyes to the tops of the walls and squinted into the light. Wooden scaffolding, tied together with cords, hung from wooden beams affixed to the top of the walls. Silhouetted against the pale blue sky, a few masons scurried along the walls at dizzying heights. Far below them, the flow of stone and mortar had no end, as a few dedicated men carted the materials up the hill, working until exhausted.

Graf Raimund sighed. Leaving Conrad to satisfy his curiosity about the city, Raimund guided his horse to the southern edge of the enormous square and dismounted beside an old black shrine, looping the reins around one of the forsythia bushes. Wind and weather had cleaned some of the soot from the stones, and he ran his hands over them. His mind wandered back through memories of the boy who thought life was difficult and running away was his only recourse. His feet led him to the entrance, and he stepped into the shrine.

She was looking at him. He walked to the alter in two strides. Several candles flickered on the stone steps, and he lit five more–one for each deceased member of his family–before dropping some coins into the offering box. 

His knees did not work as well as they used to, but once on them, the Latin words came swiftly. “Dear Maria, please have mercy on me. Pray for me–,” he broke off from the memorized prayer to apologize, “I know, I know, I promised flowers, but there are none. And I’ve been away so long, I don’t know if you even remember me. I tried to pray to you and other lands, in other languages, but you weren’t there. I knew you couldn’t hear me. Can you hear me now? I need you to forgive me for taking your coins and buying honey. If you won’t, then I can’t to be forgiven at all. Don’t you understand? I’ve got to begin there.”

Silence.

He could think of nothing for her to say.

He began a Paternoster, but his throat constricted when he came to the part about forgiving and being forgiving, and he had to finish in his head. He rubbed his aching throat and pushed himself to his feet. After dropping a few more coins into the box, he left the shrine and did not look back.

He walked his Arabian back across Lärchenplatz and let himself into the bishop’s Garden. The plants drooped just as sadly as in the poorest peasant’s courtyard. A stable boy took the reins and, after receiving two
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