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    CHAPTER 1
  

  
    A FIRE IN THE OCEAN
  

  

  
    TWO BODIES LAY BLACKENED IN THE Brazilian January. A fire that for days now had leapt through an island’s wilderness, leaving charred corridors behind, had freed the corpses from a tangle of blossoming lianas and also burned the clothes from their wounds—two men in the shade of an overhanging rock. They lay a few yards apart wrenched to inhuman poses among stumps of ferns. A red rope that bound them together guttered in the embers.
  

  
    The blaze swept across the dead men, erased eyes and facial features, moved on crackling, returned once more in the draft of its own heat and danced on the decaying shapes—until a cloudburst drove the flames into the iron-gray ashes of toppled quaresma trees, finally forcing all the heat into the moist heart of their trunks. There the fire burned out.
  

  
    And so a third corpse was spared incineration. A good distance from the remains of the men, a woman lay under dangling roots and swaying fronds. Her small body had been minced by hacking beaks, the fare of beautiful birds; had been gnawed until it was a labyrinth for beetles, larvae, and flies that crept and buzzed about this grand repast, battled over it—a panoply of silky, lustrous wings and armor, a festival.
  

  
    At the same time, an airplane was tracing rumbling loops above the Bahia de São Marcos, although gathering storm clouds repeatedly forced it to turn back toward Cabo do Bom Jesus. Scarcely ten nautical miles from the Atlantic coast, the pilot, a surveyor, spotted that rocky, surfbound island across which the brushfire’s ribbons strayed now here, now there—a crazy, smoky path through the wilderness. The surveyor flew over the devastation twice and concluded his radio message, amid hisses of atmospheric interference, with the same word written beneath the island’s name on his map: Deserto. Uninhabited.
  


  
    CHAPTER 2
  

  
    THE CRIER FROM MOOR
  

  

  
    BERING WAS A CHILD OF WAR AND KNEW only peace. Whenever talk turned to the hour of his birth, he was told to remember that he had cried his first cry during Moor’s only night of bombs. It was a rainy night in April, shortly before the signing of the armistice that in postwar schoolrooms was still just called the Peace of Oranienburg.
  

  
    A bomber squadron heading toward the Adriatic coast that night had dropped the rest of its fiery burden into the darkness above Moor’s lake. Bering’s mother, her legs swollen from pregnancy, was carrying a sack of horsemeat home from the black-market slaughterhouse. The soft meat, barely drained of its blood, lay heavy in her arms, which made her think of her husband’s belly—when she saw a huge fist of fire rise into the sky above the plane trees along the lakeshore, then another... and left her sack behind in the lane and began to run madly toward the burning town.
  

  
    The heat from the biggest fire she had ever seen had already singed her eyebrows and hair, when suddenly from out of a black house two arms grabbed hold and dragged her into the depths of a cellar. There she wept until a contraction took her breath away.
  

  
    Among mildewed barrels, then, and several weeks too soon, she brought her second son into a world that seemed to have reverted to the age of volcanoes—nights when the earth flickered beneath a red sky. By day, clouds of phosphorus obscured the sun, and in wastelands of rubble the inhabitants of caves hunted pigeons, lizards, and rats. Rains of ash fell. And Bering’s father, the blacksmith of Moor, was far away.
  

  
    Years later that same father, deaf to the terrors of the night his son was born, would frighten his family by describing what he, he had suffered during the war. Bering’s throat would go dry and his eyes burned each time, each of the many times, he heard how as a soldier his father had been so thirsty that on the twelfth day of battle he had drunk his own blood. It was in the Libyan desert. It was at Halfayah Pass. The shock wave from a tank grenade had hurled his father to the hot gravel. And there in the blazing desert, a red, strangely cool trickle had suddenly run down his father’s face, and jutting his chin like a monkey and puckering his lips, he had begun to slurp, distraught and disgusted at first, but then with growing greed—this spring would save him. He returned from the desert with a wide scar on his forehead.
  

  
    Bering’s mother prayed a lot. Even when the war and its dead sank deeper into the earth with each passing year and finally vanished under fields of beets and lupines, she still heard the booming of artillery in summer thunderstorms. And on many nights the Virgin appeared to her, just as She had back then, whispering prophecies to her and news of Paradise. When Mary had faded and Bering’s mother stepped to the window to ease the fever of the visitation, she saw the lake’s unlighted shores and fallow hills that rolled in black waves toward even blacker mountain ranges.
  

  
    Bering lost both his brothers: the younger one dead, drowned in a bay of Moor’s lake, where he had been diving in the icy water for “teeth,” for a disbanded army’s scuttled ammunition overgrown with red algae and freshwater mussels, for copper projectiles that he would pound with stones to remove the casings and, after drilling a hole into each, would wear like a string of fangs around his neck. The oldest brother was lost as well, had emigrated to somewhere in the forests of upstate New York. The last news they had of him, years ago, was a picture postcard of the Hudson River, whose gray flood always reawakened sorrow for the drowned boy, too.
  

  
    On the anniversary of her son’s drowning, when Bering’s mother would set a garland of blue anemones and wooden bowls filled with wax adrift on the lake, there was always one such floating candle for Celina as well, the Polish woman who had stood beside her during that night of bombs.
  

  
    Celina, who had been deported from Podolia and conscripted for forced labor, had fled that night into the dirt cellar of a burning vineyard and dragged Bering’s mother with her to safety. When the blacksmith’s wife screamed at the sudden onset of labor, Celina had prepared her a bed of gunnysacks and damp cardboard between oaken barrels, then had cut the newborn’s umbilical cord with an apron string and her teeth, had washed him in wine.
  

  
    While from the world above only the crash and tremor of impact found its way into depths barely lit by suet candles, the Polish woman held mother and child in her arms, prayed loudly to the Black Madonna of Czȩstochowa, and drank more and more of the half-fermented wine, until along with her fervent prayers and litanies she began to pass judgment on the past few years:
  

  
    This night’s firestorm was the Madonna’s punishment for Moor having flung its men into war, for letting them march in terrible armies to Szonowice, and even to the Black Sea and to Egypt. It was retribution for the order that sent Jerzy, her fiancé in the cavalry, to storm tanks beside the river Bug—and then had come the barrage... his beautiful hands... his beautiful face... ,
  

  
    Queen of Heaven!
  

  
    Punishment for the charred ruins of Warsaw and for stonemason Bugaj, who together with his family and neighbors had been herded into the woodyard where Szonowice’s charcoal was burned, then made to shovel their own graves,
  

  
    Madonna, Comforter of the Afflicted!
  

  
    Revenge for her ravished sister-in-law Krystyna,
  

  
    Refuge of Sinners!
  

  
    And for Silberschatz, the sexton from Ozenna... The poor man had hidden in a lime pit for two years, until someone betrayed him and he was found and thrown into the lime pit at Treblinka for all eternity,
  

  
    Queen of Mercy!
  

  
    Atonement! for the ashes on Polish soil and for the meadows of Podolia trodden to mud...
  

  
    And Celina the Pole was still weeping and lamenting long after the world above had turned as silent as death and Bering’s mother had fallen asleep exhausted.
  

  
    The men of Moor, Celina whispered into the baby’s tiny fists, pressing them again and again to her mouth to kiss them, the men of Moor had risen up against the whole world—and in its fury the world with all its living and dead would come storming across the fields in a Last Judgment: angels with flaming swords, Kalmyks from the steppes of Russia, hordes of troubled souls deprived of their mortal remains without consolation of the Church, ghosts!... And fierce Polish uhlans on charging steeds, and Jews from the Holy Land, their munition belts and bayonets jangling, and all those who had nothing more to lose and no other faith to embrace than faith in revenge,
  

  
    Amen.
  

  
    In the end, Celina Kobro from Szonowice in Podolia, shipped to Moor to do forced labor, became its first casualty, when four days later she died beneath the bullets of a victorious battalion sweeping down over the town. It was a misunderstanding. A frightened infantryman mistook the bundled-up figure of the Polish woman, who was leading a horse through the darkness, for a sniper, for an escaping foe, shouted “Stop!” and “Don’t move!” twice to no avail in an unintelligible language—and shot.
  

  
    The very first burst of fire hit Celina in the chest and neck and wounded the horse. Celina had wrapped the old nag’s muzzle and hooves in rags and was quietly leading the unclaimed animal out of the occupied town in order to hide it in a stand of firs, thus saving it from requisition or slaughter—the horse was her booty. Lamed, it hobbled off into the night, while Celina lay there on mossy stones and heard the approaching infantryman’s rapid strides only as the distant, strangely solemn sound of her death: the rustling of leaves, breaking twigs, a deep, profoundly deep breath—and finally that suppressed cry, the private’s curse, after which every sound died away and fell back forever into silence.
  

  
    Celina was buried the next morning near the train station, beneath charred acacias and next to a miner from Moor Quarry, a Georgian prisoner of war who had starved to death a few hours after the victors marched into town.
  

  
    In Moor, citizens were driven from their homes. The farmsteads of defeated partisans of the war burned. In Moor, once-feared quarry overseets had to endure every humiliation in silence: seven days after liberation—it was a cold Friday—two of them were dangling from wire rope.
  

  
    In Moor, chickens and scrawny pigs were chased across sooty fields and Heroes’ Square as moving targets for rifle practice, and their carcasses were left for the dogs—in starving Moor.... And all the suddenly outmoded medals, decorations, and heroic busts, wrapped now in flags and discarded uniforms, went up in flames or were sunk to the bottom of cesspits, vanished into attics, cellar hideaways, and hastily dug holes. In Moor, the victors ruled. And whatever complaints about their rule might be lodged at their headquarters, the answers and decisions of the occupying forces were generally just an ugly reminder of the cruelty of the army in which Moor’s men had served and obeyed.
  

  
    True, these were not the riders of the Last Judgment who moved through the town on mud-caked packhorses and stared down out of tank hatches and from open-roofed troop transporters, not the avenging angels and ghosts of Celina’s prophecies—all the same, the first in a series of foreign commandants who moved into the community hall, converted now to headquarters, was a colonel from the district of Krasnoyarsk, a flaxen-haired Siberian with watery eyes, who could not forget the dead in his own family, moaned in his troubled dreams, and gave orders to shoot on sight anything that moved in Moor’s alleys and yards during what seemed like randomly imposed curfews.
  

  
    The war was over. But during just that first year of peace, Moor, so remote from battlefields, would see more soldiers than in all the drab centuries of its previous history. So that at times it seemed as if Moor’s hilly landscape encircled by mountains was not simply the site for a strategic deployment of forces, but as if the world’s concentrated power had chosen, of all places, this remote spot for some equally monstrous and chaotic maneuver. During that first year, the occupation zones of six different armies overlapped and criss-crossed in Moor’s battered fields and vineyards, in its deserted farmyard lanes and boggy meadows that swallowed a man’s every step.
  

  
    On the wall map at headquarters, Moor’s hilly region resembled nothing so much as a sample page of capitulation. Negotiations among competing victors were forever defining and distorting lines of demarcation, transferring valleys and streets from the mercy of one general to the despotism of another, dividing up cratered landscapes, moving mountains.... And next month’s conference would then come to entirely new and different decisions. For two weeks at one point, Moor suddenly ended up a gaping no-man’s-land between armies, was evacuated—and reoccupied. Bering’s farmstead likewise remained tied in a knot of transient borders—and yet was never anything more than a wretched bit of booty: a sooty forge, an empty stall, a sheep meadow, fallow fields.
  

  
    And if for the first two weeks of the armistice it had been only the Siberians of the colonel from Krasnoyarsk who held Moor under their control, after they departed a Moroccan battery under French command marched into the town. May arrived, but the year remained cold. The Moroccans butchered two milch cows hidden in the ruins of Moor’s sawmill, unrolled their prayer rugs on the pavement outside headquarters, and to the incredulous horror of Bering’s mother no bolt struck from out of the blue when an African shot the cemetery chapel’s Madonna off her gilded wooden cloud.
  

  
    The battery stayed on into summer. It was followed by a regiment of Scottish Highlanders, Gaelic sharpshooters, who at least once a week celebrated the anniversary of yet another unforgotten battle with a trooping of the colors, bagpipe music, and black beer. Finally, when the few cultivated fields had already been harvested and again lay as dark and barren in the frost as the rest of the land, an American company relieved the Highlanders—and the regime of a major from Oklahoma began.
  

  
    Major Elliot was a willful man. He ordered a full-length mirror screwed to the front door at headquarters, and he would ask everyone from the occupied zone who arrived with a petition or a complaint what or who he had seen in the mirror before entering. If he was in a rage or bad mood, he kept asking the same sequence of questions, bored away until the petitioner finally described what the commandant wanted to hear: a pig’s head, a sow’s bristles and hooves.
  

  
    With Major Elliot, however, Moor would not only be subjected to strange punishments—humiliations that the defeated population finally came to accept as incomprehensible lunacies—but it would also see a noticeable improvement. In place of the savage and random revenge of passing troops or prisoners freed from the labor camp, there was now the martial law of a victorious army. During the first winter of peace, hardly a day passed without at least one new decree issued to deal with the threatening chaos—laws against plundering, sabotage, or pilfering coal. A skinny sergeant, a fan of baseball and nineteenth-century German poets, translated paragraph after paragraph of the new penal code into a strange bureaucratese and then posted his work on the bulletin board at headquarters.
  

  
    While the town of his birth grew poorer each day, Bering, swaddled in shredded flags, lay in a swaying clothes basket suspended from a beam, lay there and cried—a gaunt baby plagued by scabies, lay helpless, reeking of milk and spittle—and grew. And even if Moor should perish, the son of the blacksmith lost somewhere in the desert grew tougher with each new day. He cried and was nursed, cried and was carried, cried and was kissed and cradled in the arms of the blacksmith’s wife, who passed many nights keeping his basket in motion and imploring the Madonna to let her husband return. As if contact with the earth terrified him, the baby could not bear any fixed spot and raged wide-eyed if his exhausted mother took him from the basket and brought him with her to bed. Try as she might to soothe and reassure him, he cried.
  

  
    It was dark during Bering’s first year. Well into the Peace of Oranienburg, both windows of his chamber stayed boarded shut—at least this room, the only one in the blacksmith’s house whose walls bore no cracks or traces of fire from Moor’s night of bombs, was going to remain safe from plunderers and whizzing shrapnel. There were still mines out in the fields. And so Bering rocked, floated, sailed away through his darkness and listened sometimes to the cracked voices of three hens rising from the depths below him—they had been rescued from the forge’s burning stall on the night of bombs and finally locked up along with all other valuables inside this one undamaged room.
  

  
    In Bering’s darkness, the clucking and scrabbling of these hens in their wire cage was always louder than the din of the locked-out world. Even the rumble of tanks maneuvering in the meadow—once the sound found its way through the nailed-down planks—seemed muffled and very remote. Bering, a flier among caged birds, seemed to love these chickens—and sometimes he would even cease his desperate cries when, with a sudden jerk and blink, one of the birds would raise its voice.
  

  
    Whenever his mother set out to go from farm to farm—and sometimes to other villages, for days on end—to trade screws, horseshoe nails, and even the blacksmith’s welding tools hidden in the cellar, for bread, meat, or a glass of moldy jam, Bering was watched over by his brother, a jealous, foul-tempered teenager, who hated this screeching bundle. His brother frightened moths and cockroaches out from behind the wallboards and in helpless rage tore the insects to pieces; he plucked threadlike legs, one after the other, from the plates of beetles and tossed their maimed bodies to the chickens beneath the baby’s basket—and having fed the birds, would then set them in panic with a candle flame. Never stirring, Bering listened to these voices of fear.
  

  
    Even years later, it took only a single cry of a cock to awaken in him the most puzzling feelings. Often it was a melancholy, helpless anger directed at nothing in particular, and yet it bound him to his hometown better than any other human or animal sound could.
  

  
    When, one snowy February morning, after a quiet hour of spellbound listening, her baby began to cry again, Bering’s mother took it as a sign from heaven and, horrified, she bore the hens’ cage from the room—for the voice was like a chicken’s squawk. The crier was clucking like a laying hen! The crier rowed with his arms, and from his basket were stretched little white fingers cramped into claws. And hadn’t he raised his head with a jerk, too?
  

  
    The crier wanted to be a bird.
  


  
    CHAPTER 3
  

  
    A TRAIN STATION BY THE LAKE
  

  

  
    WHEN MOOR’S BLACKSMITH, NO LONGER a prisoner of war, returned home from Africa that stark autumn, Bering could say about three dozen words, but with greater enthusiasm he could cry recognizable imitations of several birdcalls—he was a chicken, was a collared dove, was a screech-owl. This was in the second year of peace.
  

  
    The news, scribbled on an army postcard, that his father would soon be arriving had brought changes to the forge: in return for a loaf of bread, a Moravian refugee plastered cracks and whitewashed walls, and the windows of Bering’s room were open again at last, the nails removed. The noise of the world now found its way to him undiminished. He cried in pain. It was his hearing, the Moravian said as he covered traces of the fire, his broom dripping lime—the boy’s ears were too sensitive. His hearing was too delicate.
  

  
    As always, Bering cried inconsolably—and indeed it was as if he were fleeing into his own voice, as if his voice were his defense... yes, as if his own cries were more bearable and less shrill and piercing than the clamor of the world outside those open windows. But long before he had taken his first step into that world, the crier seemed to have sensed that for someone with delicate hearing the voice of a bird offered a much better refuge than the crude bellowing of a human being. Between the lows and highs of animal song lay all the peace and security you could yearn for in a ramshackle house.
  

  
    The whitewashed rooms were scarcely dry when the Moravian refugee departed, leaving behind an odor of foul water—and a quieted child. Bering’s mother had taken the Moravian’s advice, had paid him two glasses of schnapps for wax plugs that he claimed were formed from tears shed by candles at Meteora—the healing candles of the rockbound monasteries of Meteora! And now whenever her son cried, she stopped his ears.
  

  
    Moor’s blacksmith arrived on the day of harvest home, on a transport train infected with dysentery. In the ruins of the train station by the lake, a great press of people waited for the released prisoners. A sullen uneasiness spread along the platforms. Rumors from the countryside around the lake claimed this transport would be the last train to arrive in Moor before the railroad line was shut down.
  

  
    It was a day hung with clouds, the first frost was on the fields, and the chill stank of burnt stubble. In the stillness of October, the thud of the approaching steam engine was audible long before the pennant of smoke they longed to see appeared above the poplars lining the carp pond—now it crept toward the lake.
  

  
    Deep in the crowd was Bering, a scrawny child barely eighteen months old, holding his mother’s hand, invisible among legs, coats, and shoulders merging and parting again above him, but he heard the gasps of the engine long before all the others and listened spellbound. Coming ever nearer was a puzzling breathing he had never heard before.
  

  
    The train that finally pulled into the bombed-out shell of the station at a crawl consisted of four closed cattle cars and at first glance looked like those trains of misery that had rolled into Moor Quarry during the war years—usually at dawn and crammed with captured enemies and conscripts for forced labor. The same groans came from inside this train’s cars when it was shunted onto the sidetrack by the shore and came to a screeching metallic stop at the bumping-post. The stench was the same, too, when the sliding doors stood open at last. Except this time there were no heavily armed, uniformed overseers and no bellowing military police positioned along the embankments, but only a few bored infantrymen from Major Elliot’s company, who were watching the spectacle of arrival, but with no orders to interfere.
  

  
    As the train stopped, the crowd suddenly came, burst to life. Hundreds of people, released now from years of waiting, pressed around the train as if it were a monstrous animal they had hunted down. A murmur grew to a loud jumble of voices, an uproar. Most of these people were no less emaciated and ragged than the freed prisoners, stumbling now with no baggage from the cars, holding up their hands to shield their eyes from the light. A thicket of arms rolled toward them—a uniform blur of faces barely recognizable in the blinding light. Tattered flowers and photographs, pictures of missing men were held out like trumps in a card game with death. Names were called out, pleas and entreaties:
  

  
    Have you seen this man, my husband!
  

  
    Seen my brother, do you know him
  

  
    Is he with you
  

  
    He has to be with you
  

  
    But you ‘vejust come from Africa
  

  
    ... they shove and push, until those who have now found each other share caresses as they stammer or embrace without speaking and at last take their first steps together away from war—and are suddenly scuffling again to be the first to the waiting room, which has no roof. It is said there is bread there.
  

  
    Under the waiting room’s open sky stands Major Elliot, arms dangling, the town secretary at his side, behind them a brass band without uniforms, which, when the secretary gives the sign, first plays an old, slow tune, and only then a march. It is obvious the band is missing a lot of instruments. Just one clarinet. And no bugle.
  

  
    Then it grows still. No one out on the platform can recognize whoever that is giving a speech there under those two flags. A pair of loudspeakers on wooden poles carry the words over tracks and heads and far out on the lake.
  

  
    Welcome... homeland in ruins... future... and take courage!
  

  
    Who still has ears for words now! Bering feels only the pain of layered shrill tones coming from the loudspeakers, which he takes to be the sound of a single ugly voice.
  

  
    Once the speaker falls silent, more music, the thin song of a zither, backed by an accordion, the sort of thing heard in taverns before the war; then a woman sings, but has to break off twice, because she’s sobbing or sneezing, it isn’t clear which.
  

  
    Musicians, singers, speakers, even Major Elliot himself are finally swallowed up in the crowd. The welcoming ceremony is over. Now bread and powdered milk are doled out to these wretches, a week’s ration. The secretary keeps the lists and signs forms. Some of the recipients can no longer stay on their feet; they buckle, sink to their knees. At last each of them may go wherever he pleases, for the first time in years, wherever he pleases. But where?
  

  
    As if lost in the tumult, the blacksmith’s wife stands with Bering on one hand, and his brother on the other—who is angry as always, but keeps quiet for fear of his mother’s threats. There is no sound from Bering either. The engine’s breathing still roars in his ears.
  

  
    The blacksmith’s wife has not held up a photo. She and her sons were pushed and shoved by the crowd, here and there—any direction would do for her. She knew, wanted to believe more than anything in the world, that this time she would not wait in vain among the blackened walls of Moor’s station. She has brought flowers; Bering’s brother holds them clenched in his fist. They are cyclamens from the overgrown banks of the millpool.
  

  
    With her sons on both hands, the blacksmith’s wife cannot fight her way through the crowd as the others do. She and he have never raced toward each other, but have always approached each other hesitantly, often in shame and embarrassment. Then the war blew the sand dunes of North Africa—and even dammed up a whole sea—between them. They hardly know each other.
  

  
    But as in the past, the blacksmith’s wife must wait for him this time, too. Deep in the crowd, she has to wait and stand on tiptoe and keep looking until her eyes sting from the cold wind off the lake and tears run down her face.
  

  
    She is not aware that she is weeping, doesn’t hear herself speaking the blacksmith’s name, over and over, a charm, a magic formula. Bering is at her side, dazed by this first crowd of his life and by the racing pulse he feels in the hand holding his.
  

  
    Once the bread is doled out, the skirmish for returnees grows easier, almost festive; little groups separate from the throng, hugging and even laughing now; horse-drawn wagons pull up—a truck, too. Elliot’s soldiers wrest a forbidden flag from a grumbling driver, rip it up, shove the man into their jeep. Hardly anyone seems to notice. Only the arrested man’s mud-caked, scraggly dog circles the vehicle, barking and jumping and snapping at his master’s foes, and stops only after one of the soldiers whacks its skull with his rifle butt.
  

  
    Immeasurable,
  

  
    immeasurable the time that must pass until the shoulders and heads in the sky above Bering fly away and the crowd thins out. As if that gasped breathing, which has ceased now, has cleared them a path, Bering suddenly feels his mother’s hand tug him away, and his brother with him.
  

  
    At last the blacksmith’s wife can move forward to where several figures are still standing, gray against gray, not mingling with the waiting crowd. Twice she thinks she has discovered that lost face, that familiar face, which is then twice transformed into the face of a stranger, until after an eternity, not ten feet away, there the blacksmith stands before her. Only now does her heartbeat rob her of all her strength, and she realizes that she was already prepared for failure.
  

  
    The blacksmith is a thin man, who has stopped in his tracks so suddenly that the man behind him bumps into him hard. He holds against the blow and looks at her. He has a beard. His face has black spots. She has remembered him just like this and yet so different. She knows about the scar on his forehead from a letter sent from the field. But it terrifies her now. What kind of war was it that he had been lost inside it for so long and has come back to her now like this? She no longer knows. Half the world has perished with Moor, that she knows, and also that, along with Celina the Pole and the four cows from their stall, half of humanity has vanished into the earth or gone up in flames—Holy Mary! But he is the only one of all those who vanished who has ever held her in his arms. And he has returned.
  

  
    His sons are afraid. The brother claims no longer to remember that man there, and Bering has never seen him before now. His sons clutch tightly to their mother’s hands, who has no free arms like the others, those happy women in the ruins of the station.
  

  
    So they stare at one another, the sons at the terrible stranger, the stranger at the mother, at the brother, at Bering. Each is silent. And then the stranger does something that makes Bering gape his mouth wide for a cry of terror. The thin man points at him, is beside him in two long strides, reaches for him with both hands, lifts him away from his mother, lifts him up to himself.
  

  
    Bering senses that the breathing he heard in the distance must come from this man. And before him now he sees the scar on the blacksmith’s forehead, the wound that has surely made that man there so thin and makes him gasp for breath; and at eye level now with his father he cries for help, cries words that are meant to tell his mother there behind him what is terrible about this man, he cries,
  

  
    Bleeds!
  

  
    he cries,
  

  
    Stinks!
  

  
    and squirms in the arms of the thin man and knows that no words can help him. His mother is a mere shadow far behind him. He floats there like that, catches three breaths, four, and suddenly feels a tug that rips his cry in two, feels a hammering that hurls the tatters of his voice high up into his head, and from his own mouth he hears again at last that other, protective voice that bore him through the darkness of his first year. And in his father’s arms he begins to cackle! to cackle like a crazed, panicked chicken, waving its arms, its wings, a bird that is frightened to death, so that the thin man finally can hold on to it no longer. He drops fluttering toward the earth.
  


  
    CHAPTER 4
  

  
    THE STONY SEA
  

  

  
    THREE WEEKS AFTER THE BLACKSMITH returned home, the Freedom Train was still standing at the bumping-post. The stench of urine and shit drifted from the open sliding doors of the cattle cars, and pigeons cooed in the fetid straw; refugees lying in wait along the embankment hunted them with slingshots and nets. These were days when the first ice sparkled in the deep ruts of the road to the lake, when peddlers banged on shutters and doors, yet behind the rolled-down grille of Moor’s grocery only withered bunches of lavender swayed in the draft—and when Major Elliot approved the blacksmith’s petition and, until further notice, assigned the freed prisoner welding apparatus from army stocks.
  

  
    The first glimmers and sparks from the reopened forge were followed by ear-splitting hammer blows on axles, stall gratings, and weathervanes; and an iron oak branch, the first item ordered by a newly founded veterans’ organization, glowed red as it writhed on the anvil. The blacksmith talked to himself, yammered in his sleep, but sometimes amid the din of work he would abruptly begin to sing, stanzas of army songs and lalala, whereas Bering still bore injuries from being dropped from his father’s arms. A turban of hospital bandages now made his face look tiny and truly like a bird’s.
  

  
    For the blacksmith, however, this stained dressing on his son’s head was merely a reminder of his days in the desert, and he told stories about wandering dunes that buried demolished convoys beneath them, sat at the kitchen table and conjured up drifting fields of sand spouts that rose up and fell away again within a single second, heralding a storm, and sounded like needles dropping on an earth made of glass.... And he described oases where a caravan might find refuge before the murky sun was put out by clouds of sand.
  

  
    But try as he would to explain the desert to his family, even attempting to imitate a dromedary’s grimace or the laugh of hyenas, the thin man in Bering’s mother’s bed remained so terrifying to the boy that for weeks Bering spoke not a word, could not even manage the sound of a bird.
  

  
    The train on which the thin man had arrived, nine cars and a tank locomotive, stood week after week in the ruins of Moor’s train station like some crazy misrouted stray forgotten by all offices and headquarters—and in the end, it was never again to leave its last stop.
  

  
    It was a cloudless frosty day, when a column of American sappers who had moved up from the lowlands began dismantling the tracks. As if to signal some special punishment, the first hammer blows fell on a switch-tower infamous among quarry laborers as The Cross of Moor. From this tower—its switch hidden among nettles, peppermint, and brambleberries—all trains rolling along the shores of Moor’s lake during the war had been divided into white and blind.
  

  
    In war and in peace, white trains had brought the same passengers to the lake: spa guests whose breathing whistled, fat sufferers from the gout, fish vendors every Tuesday, and commuters from the lowlands. As the faraway battles went on, there arrived more and more soldiers on leave from the front and severely wounded officers, who spent the final days of their lives on striped lounge chairs under the sunshades of the Grand Hotel. For white trains, the switch was always pulled to the right—anything white rolled down a gentle grade to Moor Station, the last stop.
  

  
    Blind trains never reached the station. Blind, that meant no windows, meant a train with no markings, no hint of origin or goal. Blind—those were trains of closed freight and cattle cars with prisoners. Only on boarding platforms, in the cabooses, and sometimes on the sooty roofs were people ever visible—overseers, soldiers. For those trains, the switch always clanked to the left. They then rolled downhill, too, toward a dusty shore in the hazy distance—to the quarry’s shore.
  

  
    There was a lovely view of the lake from the railings of the bullet-riddled watchtower beside the switch. Even decades later, as a prisoner of Brazil, Bering would recall that view as the image of his origins: a green fjord seemed to lie there far below, an arm of the sea spraying reflected light. Or was it a river that over the course of eons had burrowed into the rock beneath it and, tamed now, crept through ravines of its own persistence? Between wooded slopes and bare bluffs, this lake wound deep into the mountains, until it battered against the sheer cliffs of an inaccessible wasteland.
  

  
    Viewed by clear weather from across the expanse of water, the quarry’s terraces looked simply like bright, monstrous steps leading from the clouds down to the shore. And up there, somewhere high above the top of this giant granite stairway, high above dust clouds from the blasting, sagging roofs of the barracks by the gravel works, and any traces of all the agonies that had been suffered on the Blind Shore of the lake—high above it all, the wilderness began.
  

  
    Rising above the quarry, mightier than all else that could be seen of the world from Moor, were the mountains. Every rockslide that poured down out of those icy regions to be lost in its own dust, every gorge, every opening on a ravine with its swarm of jackdaws, led deeper into a labyrinth of stone where all light transformed itself into ash-gray shadows and blue shadows and polychrome shadows of inorganic nature. On the wall map at headquarters the name of these mountains, written across its peaks and meandering contour lines, was edged in red: The Stony Sea. Forbidden, inaccessible, all its passes mined, this sea lay between zones of occupation, a bleak no-man’s-land buried under glaciers.
  

  
    When rain showers moved in off the Atlantic, obscuring the view across the lake, the mountains and their snow fields that lasted well into summer could sometimes hardly be distinguished from the advancing bad weather. On days like that, the Stony Sea fused into a two-dimensional barrier of rocks, clouds, and ice—and on that barrier were words indelibly written in Bering’s memory:
  

  
    
      HERE
    

    
      ELEVEN THOUSAND NINE HUNDRED
    

    
      SEVENTY-THREE PEOPLE LIE DEAD
    

    
      SLAIN BY THE INHABITANTS OF THIS LAND
    

    
      WELCOME TO MOOR
    

  

  
    Major Elliot had conscripted stonemasons and bricklayers to write, to erect, this inscription in five monstrous, irregular lines across five terraces no longer worked for their granite—each letter as tall as a man, each letter a freestanding masonry sculpture made from the rubble of the barracks by the gravel works, from the foundations of the watchtowers, from the reinforced concrete fragments of a demolished bunker.... Thus, Elliot had transformed not just an abandoned hillside of the quarry, but indeed the whole mountain range into a monument.
  

  
    Naturally the residents of Moor, Leys, and Haag—of the whole shoreline—tried to obstruct this inscription at the quarry: with letters of protest, declarations of innocence, and a sparsely attended protest march along the lake promenade, even with sabotage. The scaffolding around the letters collapsed twice—the supports had been sawed through, and one night that unbearable number of dead, stretching over 120 feet, was bludgeoned to illegibility.
  

  
    But Elliot was the commandant. And Elliot was angry and strong enough to carry out his threat that for every additional act of sabotage, new and even worse indictments would be inscribed on cliffs and hillsides, across a line of buildings. And so in the end, there the masonry letters at the quarry stood: huge, rough, whitewashed, and visible from a great distance; stood in closed ranks like Moor’s vanished soldiers, stood like columns of slave laborers at roll call, like the victors beneath the hoisted banners of their triumph. And whatever horrible number the inscription recorded, there was no doubt that beneath it, in rubble and in soil matted with the roots of firs and pines, lay the dead from those barracks by the gravel works.
  

  
    Eleven thousand nine hundred seventy-three—Elliot kept the camp’s confiscated death registers, those endless lists of names written in a hand that looked like ornamented knife blades, locked in his safe at headquarters; during his regime, he had them brought out only once a year, on the anniversary of the signing of the Peace of Oranienburg—the first occasion, however, was when the letters at the quarry were being erected. Guarded by military police, the death registers were displayed inside a glass showcase set out on the steamer dock for a whole week, and black flags on the crookneck lamps lining the shore promenade snapped in the wind.
  

  
    When on the last day they were displayed and the column of sappers moved in to dismantle the Cross of Moor and began transforming the railroad embankment back into a vacant, useless mound, Bering’s mother stopped her son’s delicate ears with wax—the sound of chains and tracks being ripped from their spikes resounded across the backwater town and far beyond its shores.
  

  
    Alarmed by this jangling and the sounds of hammer blows, hundreds of people had gathered on the embankment within an hour. And they kept coming. As far away as in the remote villages of Leys and Haag, people could see columns of smoke from the bonfires of burning creosoted ties torn from Moor’s most important link to the lowlands and to the world.
  

  
    The enraged crowd threatened the soldiers with fists, shouted questions and curses at them. Now, with winter so close, the worst rumors about the railroad being shut down were coming true. Shut down! Moor reduced to a mud road. Moor cut off from the world.
  

  
    Unmoved, the sappers ripped one piece of track after the other from the embankment and heaved the old iron up onto railroad cars, which were then pulled back one more short distance from the lake. And so a freight train crept back to the lowlands, taking its tracks with it.
  

  
    Moor’s outrage and helplessness appeared only to amuse the detachment. Despite the cold some soldiers cast aside their uniform jackets and shirts as if this were heavy summer work—and revealed tattoos: inky-blue eagle’s heads and wings on their biceps and shoulders, blue mermaids, blue skulls, and crossed flaming swords.
  

  
    One of the tattooed men responded to the crowd’s shouts and curses by crossing two crowbars like scissors and then, inside the steadily shrinking space between his detachment and the locals, began to dance. He stamped in a circle, set up a wailing chant, and in a grotesque pantomime pretended the scissors were cutting his throat. With his gaze fixed on his audience, he heightened his wail to a rhythmic scream, in which the people of Moor recognized a broken phrase in their own language: Off-with-his-head-Off-with-his-head!
  

  
    Ith-is-ed! Ith-is-ed! three or four of the dancer’s comrades chanted along, banging out the rhythm with pickaxes, shovels, and hammers.
  

  
    Suddenly a stone flew through the air. And another. In the next few seconds their rage at these tattooed, half-naked men became a hail of whirring embankment gravel that pelted the soldiers. But at the very moment the first stones struck, a sergeant standing guard fired warning shots from his machine gun over the heads of the crowd.
  

  
    In the abrupt silence that followed the echoes of this burst of fire could be heard the footsteps of the commandant—Major Elliot had sprung down from the boarding platform of a railroad car and pushed the sergeant aside; now he strode out between the hushed crowd and the tattooed men poised for counterattack and began to bellow. Screamed—screamed something about a beginning, about a first step... and repeated one strange-sounding word over and over. It was a name never heard before: Stellamour.
  


  
    CHAPTER 5
  

  
    STELLAMOUR, OR,
  

  
    THE PEACE OF ORANIENBURG
  

  

  
    BERING WAS SEVEN WHEN HE LOST HIS bird voices. It happened during a dusty spectacle that Major Elliot called Stellamour’s Party and ordered held at the quarry four times a year. Among blocks of granite and in the ruins of the barracks by the gravel works, Moor was supposed to learn what the heat of a late summer day or the icy cold of a January morning means for a prisoner who has to endure the seasons in the open air.
  

  
    In the course of such a party, on an August day much like one of those in the desert, Bering’s father collapsed under a massive load and lay there on his back, trying in vain to get to his feet.
  

  
    The sight of his father’s struggles made the seven-year-old laugh so hard that it ended in a kind of hysterical game, and he wriggled alongside this big beetle at the edge of a pond, flung his arms about, and shrieked until a soldier on guard stopped his mouth with an apple.
  

  
    And after this laughing fit, whenever the blacksmith’s son sought refuge in chicken coops or in the shadow of a flock of ascending birds, he could only whistle, coo, and squawk like a person merely attempting to imitate a chicken, a thrush, or a dove—and was never again the bird voice itself. What he did retain after this loss, however, was the ability to recognize the rarest birds, even accidental visitors to the lake country, by a single call: alpine swift, kingfisher, ivory gull, and hen harrier; little egret, whistling swan, pied wagtail, Leach’s petrel, little bunting... During his school days, Bering filled empty columns in one of the forge’s old order-books with their names.
  

  
    In those days Stellamour’s image, a portrait of a smiling bald man, was available in all sizes; it adorned posters, was hung on gates, sometimes took the form of a huge mural covering the entire firewall of some burned-out factory or barracks.
  

  
    The judge and scholar Lyndon Porter Stellamour, in an easy chair before a wall of gaily colored books...
  

  
    Stellamour in a white tux, between two columns of the Capitol in Washington...
  

  
    and Stellamour in a sport shirt, waving with both arms from the rayed crown of the Statue of Liberty...
  

  
    
      Stella-
    

    
      Stella-
    

    
      Stellamour
    

    
      High-court Justice Stellamour
    

    
      From Poughkeepsie in the thriving Empire State
    

    
      Empire State New York...
    

  

  
    was the refrain back then of a strange hymn—half pop tune, half nursery rhyme—sung by mixed choruses at the trooping of the colors and at festive assemblies. Stellamour’s name—carefully spelled out in unheated, drafty schoolrooms, to be scratched then on slates with chalk, and finally more engraved than written on wood-pulp paper with fountain pens—had long since become indelibly preserved in the memories of a new generation. Even above the entrance gates to rebuilt water mills and newly founded sugar-beet factories were banners on which the judge’s words had been sewn:
  

  
    Our fields grow the future
  

  
    But also:
  

  
    Thou shalt not kill
  

  
    Since the days when Major Elliot’s sappers had torn up the rail line to the lowlands and Moor had vanished from train schedules, the inhabitants of the occupied zones had gradually come to realize, had been forced to realize, during a long process of demolition and devastation that Lyndon Porter Stellamour was not simply some new name in the army and regime of the victors, but the sole and true name of retribution.
  

  
    Moor still remembered quite well, and even after all these years with some outrage, the day on which Elliot had first ordered the villages along the shore to appear at the quarry in closed ranks, for not only was that damned inscription (whose exact wording had long since gone full circle round the lake) to be unveiled that day, but above all—at least that was how the flyers and posters for this first party read—so, too, was Stellamour’s peace plan. (It was also said that attendance would be kept and anyone staying away from this festival without a valid excuse was subject to punishment under martial law.)
  

  
    And so at the prescribed hour a great procession of people, all as filled with hate as they were intimidated, crept toward the quarry. Led by secretaries installed by the army to replace the old mayors and council members who had disappeared into re-education camps, people from around the lake arrived—some walking the abandoned embankment, some bumping in horse-drawn wagons or oxcarts along the narrow gravel road at the foot of the embankment, some rowing skiffs or leaky boats across the lake. It was a muttering, humiliated company, in which even the bravest barely dared to whisper behind his hand that the commandant had gone crazy for good and all.
  

  
    No doubt about it—only a crazy man governed like this. The blackened walls of the barracks by the gravel works, the ragged spirals of barbed wire, and the rusty antitank barriers were all decorated as if for a garden party. Lanterns dangled from conveyor belts and elbow pipes, mossy blocks of granite wore bouquets of metal flowers and oak-leaf wreaths that the blacksmith had been ordered days before to cut from a roll of tin, and a crane towering up out of the pond was hung with garlands.
  

  
    “Let him croak,” the blacksmith said, tying his boat to the quarry pier, and spat in the water.
  

  
    “Protect us from him,” Bering’s mother whispered, and kissed a medallion of the Black Madonna.
  

  
    Wherever Elliot appeared that day, in his jeep or at the bow of a patrol boat, vulgar gestures were made behind his back. But as twilight set the lanterns aglow and the five inscribed terraces of the quarry were lit with torches as tall as men, the villagers did indeed stand in long, silent rows and stared at the veiled message, stared at the panels of fabric in the garish colors of war. Sewn together from hundreds of cloths and rags, uniform shirts, grimy camouflage canvas, and Moor’s old flags, these banners billowed in the wind like waves leaping and plunging across the masonry letters.
  

  
    Here eleven thousand nine hundred seventy-three people lie dead. For Bering, who stood among the people of Moor that night and was thrilled by each element of the unveiling ceremony but knew nothing about the meaning of the inscription, it looked as if crazy people were running about under these tossing cloth banners with arms held high, trying to find some open path, some way back into the world.
  

  
    But then it was only just the commandant who stepped out into the bright cone of a spotlight in front of the veiled monument and mutely gave the sign. Now the panels dropped into damp sand and puddles and fluttered awhile until they were sopping wet and finally lay still.
  

  
    The columns were silent. More than three thousand people were assembled, but the only sounds came from the lake, gusts of wind, crackling torches. Monstrous, whitewashed, and visible at a great distance, the inscription floated above their heads and cast a tangle of lurching shadows in the quarry basin.
  

  
    The commandant strolled up and down in front of the masonry letters of WELCOME from the L to the C to the O and M and back again, and the cone of light followed him. Suddenly he turned toward the columns, waved a funnel-shaped roll of papers in his fist, as if he were trying to shoo flies, and shouted: “Back! Back, all of you! Back to the Stone Age!”
  

  
    Uncomprehending, weary from the long journey and from standing so long, the columns of people gazed up at the gesticulating figure and did not grasp that what Elliot’s voice was bawling at them from a dozen loudspeakers tied to branches and poles, was Stellamour’s message.
  

  
    Now Elliot smoothed out the pages, which kept rolling back up again the moment he let go, held them up close to his eyes, and began to read aloud the paragraphs of a peace plan at such great speed that the rows of people could make out only scraps of sentences, foreign words—but above all the curses and commentary with which Elliot constantly interrupted the formal tone:
  

  
    Riffraff!... work the fields... haystacks, not bunkers—it crackled and hissed from the loudspeakers—no more factories, no turbines, no railroads, no steelworks... armies of shepherds and farmers... re-education and conversion: of warmongers into swineherds and asparagus diggers! And of generals into carters of manure... back to the fields!... with oats and barley among the ruins of industry... cabbage heads, dunghills... and steaming cow-pies in the lanes of your autobahn, where potatoes will grow next spring!...
  

  
    With a harangue that followed paragraph 22, Elliot broke off his speech as suddenly and angrily as he had begun it, crumpled the pages of the peace plan into a ball, and threw it at the feet of the man next to him—it was his adjutant.
  

  
    That evening the assembly concluded with neither band music nor hymns. The columns were made to stand and stand there in the silence, until the last torch had burnt out and the whitewashed letters loomed pale in the darkness. Only then did the commandant send the villagers out into the night.
  

  
    The following week the power station on the river was shut down; the turbines, even transformers at the relay stations, were carted off on Russian army trucks—as per paragraph 9 of the peace plan. But the heavily armed soldiers guarding the demolition had an easy job this time: there was no protest from Moor.
  

  
    Whoever did not run a diesel generator in his shed or cellar once again lit kerosene lamps and candles of an evening. The roads and streets were pitch-dark at night. Only the parade grounds and the bulletin board at headquarters were lit by erratically flickering circles of bulbs.
  

  
    One morning two soldiers plodded through the snow up the hill to the forge and in the name of Stellamour demanded their welding apparatus back. Not even Bering’s mother could learn how the blacksmith had bribed them so that in the end they retreated with just a piece of scrap metal, leaving the apparatus behind hidden in the cellar.
  

  
    In those days the blacksmith would often sit across from his speechless son, who was so crazy about birds, and teach him the names of tools. But the blacksmith grew increasingly monosyllabic with his wife, who prayed one rosary after the other, and he finally had no friends left, either, in the tavern down by the dock.
  

  
    Moor slid inexorably back through the years. The display windows of the grocery and drugstore were shuttered. It grew quiet around the lake; motors that had not been confiscated and shipped off grew dusty. Fuel was as expensive as cinnamon and oranges.
  

  
    Only in warm proximity to the army, in the vicinity of the barracks and officers’ private quarters, was there always enough light, with bands playing on Saturday nights and jukeboxes all the time—was there no lack of anything. And yet in the course of a single year, time’s backward slide left its noticeable mark even on these reservations of a vanishing present. The number of troops was reduced. Bit by bit they were ordered back to the lowlands. Left behind were cold buildings and soldiers who had lost their vigilance: they tolerated the petty smuggling that supplied a meager black market; they sometimes overlooked faked stamps on passes and safe-conduct papers and watched impassively as the first emigrants left these backwater villages. But whatever happened, Stellamour’s countenance was always smiling down from office walls, from posters and advertising pillars—the image of a bald and just man.
  

  
    Major Elliot, however, remained implacable. The letters of the Grand Inscription had to be freshly whitewashed with each thaw, and four times a year—every October, January, April, and August—the villages on the lake were ordered to the quarry for Stellamour’s Party and stood in long rows between the ponds and towering walls of green granite. Instead of letting things take their course, letting the horrors of the war years gradually grow pale and indistinct, Elliot constantly invented new rituals of remembrance for these parties. Moreover, the commandant himself seemed to be addicted to the very past that he ordered be stirred up again and again.
  

  
    During office hours, Elliot sat like an assessor of fire damage among stacks of singed or lightly charred files and logbooks, and not only everyone who came to petition or complain, but by now all of Moor as well, knew that these were the confiscated records of forced labor salvaged from the flames: lists of names, columns of numbers, cubic measurements, records of punishment—blackened paper that contained just one thing: the history of the barracks by the gravel works.
  

  
    In January of the same year in which Bering was to lose his bird voices, Elliot discovered among these records a portfolio of photographs. These were water-stained snapshots of the torture of camp life: prisoners in striped fatigues, prisoners in the quarry, prisoners standing at attention outside their barracks.... And staring at this album, Elliot invented a duty that would make him unforgettable far beyond the borders of the region under his command.
  

  
    He began to use these pictures as the basis for ghostly mass scenes to be reconstructed during the course of each party by the residents from along the lake—then captured by a regimental photographer. The pictures had to look alike. Using the classification of prisoners he found in the salvaged records, Elliot insisted on realistic costumes and ordered the supernumeraries from Moor to dress up as Jews, as POWs, Gypsies, Communists, or race defilers.
  

  
    Costumed as the victims of a defeated power that had dragged the men of Moor to their doom, the locals had to appear at the very next party wearing striped fatigues to which were sewn badges of nationality, identifying triangles, and stars of David; had to stand in line outside imaginary delousing stations; had to pose in front of an immense block of granite as Polish foreign laborers or Hungarian Jews holding hammers, wedges, and crowbars; and had to fall in beside the foundations of the demolished barracks for roll calls exactly like those Elliot had seen pictured in his album.
  

  
    But Elliot was not cruel. He did not insist that his supernumeraries stand half-naked in the snow like the figures in his mildewed snapshots, but provided them blankets and discarded military coats for as long as they had to pose; children and old people were allowed to wait in tents during the set-up. Except, that is, for the hours of roll call, those horrible, icy, unbearable hours that passed amid the bawling of commands, of numbers and names—that eternity was also spared no one standing in line there now. The parties of January and April were spent reconstructing these scenes.
  

  
    For the summer festival, the day on which Bering’s father ended up lying on his back kicking like a beetle, the commandant ordered them to recall a picture that along its jagged white lower border bore the penciled-in title, The Stairway.
  

  
    In this photograph could be seen hundreds upon hundreds of bent backs, a long procession of prisoners, each bearing a wooden barrow on his back, and in each barrow was a large square-hewn stone.
  

  
    The prisoners hauled their loads in formation up a wide set of stairs carved into the rock, which led from the pit of the quarry up four working levels to a rim vanishing into the fog. The stairway, which had survived undamaged through war, the camp’s liberation and demolition, and the first years of freedom, was so steep and irregular that it was very hard to climb even with no burden.
  

  
    Moor knew these stairs well. For although it was one of the facts most fiercely denied during the early interrogations under Elliot’s command, by now everyone around the lake really did know that most of the dead in the mass grave at the foot of the Grand Inscription had died on these stairs—slain by their burden, dying of exhaustion, blows, kicks, and shots fired by overseers. Woe to anyone who stumbled on this stairway and lay there for even a heartbeat.
  

  
    But Elliot was not cruel. Elliot demanded only an external illusion this time as well, and forced none of his supernumeraries to heave onto his barrow one of the genuine ponderous hewn stones still lying scattered at the foot of the stairs like monuments to the agonies of death endured there. Elliot simply wanted the pictures to look alike and did not insist on the unbearable weight of reality.
  

  
    Whoever wished to do so, then, had the commandant’s approval to carry a dummy stone, an imitation made of papier-mâché, cardboard, or rags glued together; in fact, Elliot permitted even lighter, featherweight materials—newspapers folded into stones, stone-gray pillows... .
  

  
    The stairway, however, was as steep, as wide and long as in the picture. And the heat was intense.
  

  
    On that summer day, it was Moor’s blacksmith and two other men who were too proud and too stubborn to accept easier conditions and merely sham their burden.
  

  
    When Elliot gave the command to begin, the blacksmith rolled one of the large square-hewn stones onto his barrow, strapped it on tight, eased the weight onto his back, stood up with a stagger, and, joining his column, climbed some thirty or more steps. And then went slower and slower, until the dreadful weight pulled at him from behind, forced him back on his heels, and sent him falling into an empty space already cleared by those who followed him.
  

  
    Rotating and tumbling head over heels in a backward somersault, he plunged down the stairs and landed on his back, but could not get up again, while his column climbed higher and higher without looking back at him—and Bering broke away from the crowd of old people and children who had been excused from any burdens and ran toward his funny father. As he skipped along, he began to shriek with delight at this game he had never seen before.
  


  
    CHAPTER 6
  

  
    TWO SHOTS
  

  

  
    BERING WAS TWELVE WHEN HIS YOUNGER brother drowned in the lake... and nineteen when his older brother also disappeared from his life, first making his way with an army pass to the harbor in Hamburg, then moving on to the forests of North America to find a better life.... In that same year, a swarm of iron filings unleashed by a lathe injured his father’s eyes so badly that from that day on the blacksmith saw the world only as if through a tiny window overgrown with flowery patterns of frost.
  

  
    As a result of that accident and his promotion to only son and sole heir by the disappearance of his brothers, Bering took the workshop out of his father’s fumbling hands, calmed his mother at night—who was being visited by more and more apparitions, which eventually became transfigured heavenly hosts—and along with that responsibility now reluctantly fulfilled his duty as the blacksmith of Moor.
  

  
    For on rundown farmsteads with sour meadows and fields tangled by weeds, what was needed were the services of a blacksmith who could weld cracked plows and sharpen reaper blades—but not some mechanic like Bering, who was passionately interested in flying and gadgetry, knew how the valves of unusual motors worked, and created flapping bird wings out of rods, wire, rubber, and shredded blouses.
  

  
    And so Bering now welded scrap from burned-out jeeps into tools for harvesting sugar beets more easily, constructed efficient windmills out of canvas and tin, and from scraps of iron and other metal that it took months to collect, he also made a generator, which, when the black market had enough fuel to pump into canisters and buckets, bathed the forge in radiant light for one whole evening.
  

  
    Once the work was done at the forge, Bering had cabbage and potatoes to cultivate on a narrow plot, a coop of chickens to tend, a horse and two or three pigs to feed, and a sparse wagonload of hay to bring in come summer.
  

  
    When the storm winds of March and April would sometimes drive red clouds of dust across the boggy fields—a fine sand that people in Moor said came on the south wind from the deserts of North Africa—Bering’s father would start to feel the pain in the scar on his forehead again, notice sand everywhere, and curse both his fate and Bering’s closed and taciturn nature. A woman! The house needed a woman, no doubt about it, even if she came from one of the army’s whorehouses, even if all she did was at last rid the house of this gritty sand on all the windowsills and floors—and with it the pain of remembering.
  

  
    But when he was not complaining, reeling off a list of reproaches, or shouting curses all through the house, Bering’s father apparently wanted to spend his retirement years following his heir’s every move with that relentless, meticulous talent retirees have for observation. And so when making his rounds to check on the neglected orchard, he would strike his cane against poorly pruned trees, hammer for hours on the rods of a clattering windmill, or sit in the dim parlor that was decaying with dry rot and, in the large hand of the visually impaired, keep records in a school notebook of his successor’s mistakes and negligence.
  

  
    Thursday, a dead swift in the well and the dog not chained. Friday, a glove burned up in the forge and sand drifted in the entryway again. At night, a weathervane in need of oil. Wind. Cannot sleep. And so forth.
  

  
    Assailed by figments of Mary and an unquenchable yearning for Paradise, Bering’s mother had long since ceased to care about this world. By order of the Madonna, she had banned her husband and his blasphemous curses from their common bedroom and entered all the other rooms of the house only after he had vacated them. She spoke with Bering only in whispers, ate her meatless meals alone in the kitchen, and considered every spark that leapt from the stove’s ashpan to be a sign from heaven.
  

  
    Almost daily now, she beheld Celina the Pole floating above the forge pond, bleeding from her gunshot wounds, and bearing messages and advice from the Madonna. And Bering’s mother brought her wreaths of flowers, holy cards, and other sacrificial gifts that she cast on the water, hoping to persuade her guardian angel to find a wife for her lonely son.
  

  
    Bering hated his inheritance. Perched above the roofs of Moor, his farmstead seemed to be under siege by rotting jeeps, gun carriages, and cannibalized armored vehicles that had been left behind by departing troops and that he had dragged up Forge Hill all on his own. The windows of his workshop were boarded over or broken, their cracked stars of glass patched with wax paper. Where even the paper covering these stars was ripped or missing, branches from the neglected orchard now grasped into the darkness of the forge. Even in the orchard, among tall pear and walnut trees, vehicles crouched, overgrown with underbrush and wild grape, abandoned, brown with rust, some already sunk deep into the soft earth: here a moss-covered patrol car missing its tires and steering wheel, there a tedder or the cannibalized chassis of two limousines, and, like the heart of a dinosaur heaved up onto heavy wooden trestles, an engine block without cylinders or valves—black, greasy, and so huge that it could not possibly have ever belonged to any of the vehicles under the trees.
  

  
    Although the young blacksmith had long been unable to find any use for the rust-caked, rust-locked screws, drive shafts, and fenders of his iron graveyard, with the help of his horse he kept on dragging one more wreck, one more piece of corroded metal up the hill, as if trying to draw the circle of siege tighter and tighter around the farmstead he loathed. Forge Hill became as dreary and desolate as the rest of the world visible from up there.
  

  
    But Bering, trapped in his duties to parents, forge, and farm, would perhaps never have abandoned and deserted his inheritance if, a few days after his twenty-third birthday, a gang of thugs had not forced him to taint his own house with blood and thus make it uninhabitable. It was a mild, windless April night when Bering, the blacksmith of Moor, shot a stranger.
  

  
    Dead? Had that drunken thug who had leapt out of the darkness at him actually bled to death from the gunshot wounds that ever afterward in so many dreams, by night and by day, the blacksmith saw burst open over and over: two eyes boiling up in a black, leather-encased chest, wounds that transformed a metallic man into a soft, infinitely soft, boneless shape that did not collapse, but instead, in a fraction of a second, rose up! and then with a clumsy turn fell back into the arms of his buddies storming up behind.
  

  
    Dead? Did I kill him? Did I? Was his pursuer, of whom there was no trace within minutes after the shots—or the next morning or all the days that came after—except the blackish trail of blood from his flight, drops and streaks that disappeared somewhere on the gravel path to the forge... was that drunkard, that filthy bastard truly and irrevocably dead?
  

  
    However often Bering asked himself that question
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