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	“Sometimes, beach watchmen and guards in search of treasure notice lovely huge pieces of amber floating in the water close to the shore. However, when they row their boats closer so they can lower their nets, it all turns out to be nothing but an illusion, vanishing in the froth of the sea.” 

	 

	Excerpt from a collection of German legends (Ludwig Bechstein: Deutsches Sagenbuch. Ed. Karl Martin Schiller, Leipzig: Georg Wigand, 1853.)
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Chapter 1:
Cranes in Flight
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	People were hanged for less. 

	Peter Glienke stomped along the field path toward the shore, flicking a willow switch back and forth with jerky movements, swiping at the tops of thistles and nettles on the edges of the path. Whack. Hanged for less. Whack. Just for looking at someone the wrong way. Whack. For failing to take off one’s hat in respect. Whack. With angry fascination, Peter began to recite to himself all the horrible things done to people for the most insignificant of offenses. Hanged on the gallows. Whack. Head cut off. Whack. Drawn and quartered. Whack. Tossed into a rat-infested jail. Spread-eagled. Run through with a sword. Whack, whack, whack. 

	Stealing. Murder. Pillage. Destruction. Peter could understand punishment for those crimes. But walking on the beach? Picking up a piece of amber, something nature spit onto the sand after a storm? 

	A hoarse rattling sound made him look up. A flock of cranes was taking off into the sky. They were free, he thought. If only they did not screech so much. Usually, he liked cranes. At least they did not fly in regimented formation like silly geese without a mind of their own, but rather in a raggedy shifting V spilling across the sky like droplets of ink. One still sat in a clump of grass, apparently undecided whether to take off after his mates. That young crane was like him, stuck, unable to move. 

	Stupid birds. They were ungainly, with a tail and beak too short for its elongated shape. Yet, when Peter gazed at the glowing evening sky, he could not help but be bewitched by their wildness, silhouetted against the light, flying with high-pitched whistling and loud rattling calls, without any discernible pattern. 

	In the distance, on an elevated stretch along the shoreline, he could make out the gallows, dark and threatening in the dusk, a rough-hewn pole with a crossbar. In his lifetime, no one had been executed there, but still the sight made Peter uncomfortable. He averted his eyes and focused on the silvery tips of the churning sea below. 

	Something urged him on. He wanted to get closer to the water. After a moment’s hesitation, he scrambled down, leaving the path behind. Once on the beach, he continued along the shoreline, relishing the bracing smell of the sea and the spray of the incoming waves. But his sense of pleasure did not last long. He could not keep from thinking about all the things that had been going wrong lately.

	Until last year, he had been content and satisfied with his life.

	Of course, war continued to rage across his homeland—as it had done since long before his birth fifteen years ago. But now, in 1644, the twenty-seventh year of the war, Peter could not imagine life in any other way. He cared little whether the Swedes or the Imperialists were in control. It made no difference to the horrors and arbitrary punishments they inflicted on the populace. They simply took turns pushing and shoving their way into town and devastating fields and villages all around. In their wake, sad throngs of people shuffled along dusty roads in search of food and shelter. 

	People bit their lips and shook their heads when yet another one of the sons of Stolpmünde died on a distant battlefield. They turned away when refugees with grey, weary faces traveled through the town, walking silently, their feet wrapped in rags. They shrugged when fields lay fallow because there were not enough people left alive to plant them. That was life, the citizens said. There is nothing we can do. Maybe the war will end one day, but we have to take care of our own, they said, sighing and going on with the business of the day.

	Peter did the same, shrugging and turning away from what he could not change.  Together with his friends, he skipped stones at bends of the Stolpe and stole pasties from stalls on market days. He dared others to run along the forbidden beach and made jokes about girls, pretending not to be interested. He paid little attention to his sister, tugging on her braids and cuffing her affectionately before forgetting about her. He rarely gave any thought to the fact that Effie was frail and inexplicably locked in silence and jerky movements as if her body was a cage. His parents would take care of her.  

	Peter was content in his apprenticeship. He loved amber. He loved the translucence of polished pieces, soft to the touch, yet solid and firm, and the colors, ranging from tawny gold to dark reds and rusty browns. He loved the feel of the tools in his hand and the scent of resin permeating the workshop. 

	However, last year, Peter’s brother Lorenz, a soldier in the Swedish army, lost his life, and everything changed. Peter’s mother died shortly after that, and his father spent most of his waking hours in his study. Effie spent most of her time in her room. The only sounds relieving the silence hanging over the house came from the kitchen where Clare banged pots and sometimes hummed as she worked. Peter began to avoid going home. Master Nowak’s house had become a place of refuge, warm and welcoming. And yet, there as well Peter felt stifled and restless, chafing under the rules and regulations imposed by the guild, and impatient to be done with his apprenticeship.

	With a frustrated sigh, Peter tugged on his jerkin. It was too tight around his neck. He would have to ask his father for money to buy a new one. Gloomily he kept an eye on the foamy surf close to his feet as he continued along the shore and thought about the humiliating afternoon in the workshop. 

	“Well, you will have to rework that on Monday,” Master Nowak had said. “See the crack?” His face stern, he twisted the small piece of amber in his hand. It was supposed to become the mouthpiece of a pipe. “You forgot to place it in water before heating it. You have been an apprentice for almost three years now. I should not have to tell you something that basic.”

	Peter opened his mouth to protest that he had too many other tasks that day to concentrate, but he stopped himself. Master Nowak was right after all. Scowling, Peter gathered his tools and cleaned up his workstation before setting out for his father’s house.

	Master Nowak’s house was at the southern edge of the harbor town Stolpmünde, while Peter’s family lived northeast of the harbor. Peter did not mind the long walk. It gave him time to think.

	Absorbed in his thoughts, Peter had walked with his head bent, picking his way past refuse and ruts in the street. He was oblivious to the familiar sight of timber-frame buildings with sagging windows and walls blackened by fire. After all his mistakes, Master Nowak would never let him take the exam. He did not even allow Peter to accompany him to the amber market in Königsberg in the summer. Peter had pleaded with him, but the answer remained the same. “It is not a good time,” Master Nowak had said. There never would be a good time; the war would go on forever. 

	When he crossed the central square, he glanced at the row of stately patrician houses. Marthe Neuhof, the mayor’s daughter, lived in the one with the grey-green façade. This portion of the town had escaped the ravages of the war. Both Swedish and Imperial Army officers liked to be quartered there and made sure those houses were protected. Hunching his shoulders, Peter continued on his way. Marthe would never even notice him anyway. He walked past the familiar red brick church and storage buildings along the harbor, and crossed the river to the northeastern side of the town. 

	At the turnoff toward his parents’ home at the edge of the town, Peter looked back to see whether anyone was watching. Then, with an angry toss of his head, he headed toward the shore. He did not have a beach permit, but he was tired of all the rules and regulations. What did he care about a distant duke’s claim to all the amber along the Baltic Sea? This was his town, his home, his beach.

	When Peter was younger, he and his friends had sometimes dared each other to sneak into the dunes, pretending to search for amber and being chased by the beach watchman, thrilled by the danger of being caught.

	“Do not ever pick up amber and think you can keep it,” Master Nowak told him when Peter started his apprenticeship. “All amber must be surrendered to the guild. They have not hung anybody for stealing amber for some time, but still, the punishment is severe. You could be thrown into the town jail or expelled from the city. Besides, whatever you do reflects on my position in the guild.”

	“Why do we have to put up with the guild?” 

	“The restrictions are imposed by the Duke of Prussia, and the guild administers them,” Master Nowak responded, his grey eyes without a hint of impatience. “More importantly, the guild protects us. It regulates the market and supports us when we purchase amber. It helps apprentices find work. We need the guild.”

	“But why can we not just do our work and sell it without the guild?” 

	“That is the way it is.” Master Nowak sighed. “We cannot operate outside the guild. Nobody would buy from us.”

	“It is not fair. The guild sets the prices. The guild controls what we sell and to whom. The guild tells us what methods of working with amber we should use. And we are not even allowed to walk on the beach—our beach, in our land. It is like being in jail.”

	“Better this ‘jail’ as you call it than being out there, all alone, without the protection of the guild. Think of all the guild does. The guild helps when there is a fire or a flood. It builds hospitals, schools, and orphanages. The guild even pays for funerals and masses. Without the guild, you might as well become a Bönhase.”

	Peter shook his head in frustration as he thought about what Master Nowak had said. Bönhase came from a word meaning “a hare hiding in an attic”. A Bönhase was a worker who crafted and sold amber in secret. Operating outside the law, without guild certification as a journeyman or master, a Bönhase was always at risk of being found out—a hunted hare, with hounds right behind it. Then again, it had to be wonderful to be independent.

	Peter pulled his coat tighter around himself against the wind. Occasionally he stepped into a depression filled with water, but it did not bother him. The sound of the waves soothed him; he felt as if he could breathe more easily. He dreaded the weight of his father’s unhappiness, the lingering sadness over his brother’s death, and the weaving and rocking from side to side his sister engaged in when she was upset. There was no room for Peter in any of this. 

	To get out of the wind for a while, Peter crawled into a little hollow beneath exposed roots of a stand of scraggly pine trees. Riding along a path on top of the dunes, the beach watchman would patrol the area, on the lookout for people gathering amber. The tide was going out but the sea was churned up by the storm, and gusts of wind continued to whip across the water. Occasionally the spray from breakers hitting the beach tickled his face and his lips tasted salty. The smell of the sea and the incessant slap of the waves onto the shore gave him the feeling of being worlds away from Master Nowak’s disapproving frown or his father’s gloomy dissatisfaction. 

	Absorbed in watching the shimmer of the water in the glow of the setting sun, he felt his thoughts calm down. Perhaps he could find a way to escape from all this. He began to dream of journeying far away, perhaps to the city of Königsberg, the heart of the amber trade. It would be marvelous to come upon a hidden cache of amber somewhere along the fabled amber beaches outside of Königsberg. Of course, he knew there was nothing more unlikely. He thought of the tales told by amber fishers who claimed to have seen large chunks of amber floating in the waves. Whenever they got closer, reaching out with their nets, it all vanished. 

	Peter ran his hand back and forth over the sand and the exposed gnarly pine roots near his legs, then stopped, wincing. He had cut the sensitive area between thumb and index finger. 

	Thumping sounds made him raise his head. The silhouette of a horse and rider loomed against the darkening sky—the beach watchman, cantering along the path on top of the dunes. 

	Peter squeezed farther back into his shelter, his foot digging into the sand. The ground reverberated as the rider thundered past his hiding place. Sliding down as if a sinkhole had opened up beneath him, Peter grabbed onto an exposed pine tree root to keep from making noise and attracting the watchman’s attention. The horse started and snorted as if sensing Peter’s presence. The rider cursed, kicking the horse, and within moments, passed by. The sounds of the hooves in the sand faded away. 

	Peter was still clutching the root with one hand when he felt a lump underneath the other. Slowly he sat up and tried to pull his find out of the sand, tugging until it was free. He shook it to dislodge some of the sand. The clump smelled bad; it was nothing but rotted netting, with barnacles and small shells caught in its coils. Disappointed, he raised his hand to toss it away. 

	Then Peter hesitated. The dark stringy strands reminded him of the nets used by the amber catchers. He could feel something firm inside the tightly twisted mess of rope and knots, and worked his fingers into the tangle, pushing and pulling until he was able to pry it apart. A salt-crusted stone with a rough, cracked surface fell onto the sand in front of his feet. He picked it up to take a closer look. There actually were two pieces, a longer one, about the length of his palm, curved around a smaller one, like a mother cradling a baby in her lap. When he prodded the clump with a little twig, the pieces came apart. These were not stones. They were too light. 

	Amber.

	Instinctively Peter closed his hands over his find and glanced around to see whether the watchman was coming back. The tops of the distant pine trees waved in the wind. The beach was deserted, and the only sound other than the surf was the raucous screeching of the cranes. 

	After a moment, Peter relaxed, opening his hands to study the lumps. Dull, crusted with salt, unpolished, they did not look at all appealing. But he had worked with Master Nowak long enough to know at least one of them to be a unique and unusually large piece of amber. On the amber market, it would fetch a high price. 

	The smaller piece was just large enough for a lady’s pendant. Peter could see it with his mind’s eye as clearly as if he had spent hours working on it—a perfect little heart with a warm dark-golden glow. He put it down and picked up the other one.

	It was almost as long as his hand and half as wide in the middle. In the workshop, he rarely handled or worked on pieces larger than those used to make rosary beads. He poked at the crusty surface with his fingernail. He turned it this way and that. It made him think of a tall bird, perhaps a crane. Its oblong shape seemed curiously alive, as if a bird was waiting underneath the crust, dreaming inside its dark golden nest. 

	It rested on the palm of his hand, its secret hidden. He should throw it back. Someone might have seen him walking toward the beach. It would be awful if he were caught. He would have to count himself lucky if he only got flogged. He should throw everything back into the sea immediately. The watchman might come circling back any moment. He closed his hand firmly on his find and lifted his arm. Then, as if pulled down by a tremendous weight, his arm dropped. Just for a night. He would keep it just for a night. Tomorrow he would take it back. 

	 


Chapter 2:
Shadows
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	Rat-a-tat, rat-a-tat. Sharp rapid bangs in the distance. Peter raises his head. He must have fallen asleep. 

	Another rat-a-tat, closer this time. Cannons? Not like any cannons he has ever heard. Have the imperialists returned to take over Stolp? 

	Peter blinks in disbelief. The beach is gone. The ocean is gone. He sits in a ditch, water seeping into his shoes. Next to him, the stinking bloated carcass of a horse. He flinches and tries to shift away. It is as if he is stuck. Unable to move, he peers over the top of the ditch at a hayfield.      

	This field and the gently rolling hills in the distance covered with dense stands of trees do not look anything like the land around Stolpmünde.

	Where is he? What’s happening to him? His mouth is dry. The hayfield appears unkempt. Someone apparently began with the harvest and then abandoned the work, having finished just a small area and leaving behind piles of hay and a mess of stubble and dust. At least that’s familiar. All the villages around Stolpmünde suffered over the last years. Swedish and Imperialist troops took turns pillaging, burning, and looting over and over again. Many fields have the same look of neglect as this one.

	Peter rubs his eyes. Everything is flat, as if taken out of the pages of a book—a world leached of all color, leaving behind just shades of black and grey.

	Another rat-a-tat. A humming sound far above in the sky makes him glance up, squinting to avoid the last rays of the setting sun. Light-headed and dizzy, Peter stares at something monstrous and utterly impossible—huge, bird-like shapes, with snub noses and blades whirring in front that streak across the horizon and disappear behind a bank of clouds. 

	Shaken, Peter turns and gazes over the top of the embankment on the other side. People walk in a steady stream along a road. Old people, women, children grabbing on to their mother’s skirts. Heads bowed. Silent. They pass a large metal box with wheels, with doors left open. Nobody glances at it. Horse-drawn wagons with tent-like covers. Horses coated with mud, heads bent, hooves dragging. Bundles, bags, boxes held together with rope, a few handheld carts. 

	A young man with a dark cap, long baggy breeches, a jacket too big on his slender frame, and a bag slung over his shoulder walks next to a horse-drawn cart. With one hand, he keeps pushing a bulging sack in place as the vehicle wobbles precariously in the rutted street. A woman sits on top, the reins in one hand, the other gripping a small child on her lap, two children next to her, their faces blank. When the young man passes, he briefly turns his head in Peter’s direction, glancing at him with large light-colored eyes. Then he walks on. 

	Another rapid rat-a-tat in the distance. Peter feels himself slide into the ditch. 

	 


Chapter 3:
Effie
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	A breaker crashed onto the beach. 

	Peter jerked upright. He shook his head. What a strange dream. 

	It was late. He must have slept longer than he realized. His hand was stiff and cramped from holding on to the amber. He glanced around to see whether the beach watchman had come back, but all he could see was the gleam of the sea in the moonlight and the dark expanse of the shoreline. Quickly he stuffed both pieces into his pocket and stood up, brushing the sand off his clothes. Just for a night, he repeated to himself. He would toss them back into the sea the next day. Nobody would see him. 

	Quickly, he retraced his steps across the dune toward the path back to town. 

	Rustling in a clump of trees just ahead of him. A blur of movement. A fox? No, this was too large.

	Peter’s steps faltered. Then he softly moved to the side, away from the moonlight that made the sandy path look like a band of silver. He could not let anybody see him here, so close to the beach. He tried to quiet his breathing. There was a swishing sound, evoking the soft folds of a woman’s skirt, followed by a chuckle, loud in the darkness. A whiff of scent reached him, spicy, with a hint of roses. It stirred a thought, but then he forgot about it. Two shapes melted apart and made their way down the hill. Peter could hear low murmuring as they walked in the direction of the town. He shivered. Had they seen him? It seemed unlikely. The moon had disappeared behind a bank of clouds and he could barely see the path ahead of him. 

	Peter started jogging toward the road that led to his father’s house at the edge of town. 

	He slowed down as he got closer. The next day was All Hallows’ Eve, and he dreaded the tramp to the cemetery to pray over his mother’s grave. His brother was not buried there. He had died far away from home. 

	Lorenz had always been the favorite son. Taller than Peter by half a foot, with broad shoulders and a head of golden reddish curls, vivid and full of laughter, he had charmed everyone. His parents’ eyes had lit up whenever Lorenz had come home. Peter might as well have been invisible. Next to Lorenz, Peter had felt puny, with his mousy brown hair and slender frame, and his habit of running into things and stumbling as he walked along the road, lost in thought. 

	Sometimes when Peter thought about his brother, he was close to tears. He would give anything to again hear his brother’s baritone, which stood out among other voices during the Sunday church service, and to see his wide-open smile, changing to exuberant laughter at the slightest provocation. He missed the warmth that stole over him when Lorenz would sling an arm around his shoulders and cuff his head. Since the news of Lorenz’s death, it was as if storm clouds had blotted out the sun. 

	Lorenz had served in a regiment of Queen Christina of Sweden. In the room they had shared, he had often talked to Peter about great armies of the past and shining heroes who died for their cause. He had revered King Gustav Adolph, the father of Christina, who had been killed in the battle of Lützen in 1632. 

	Over and over, he told Peter the story of the king’s final battle and death on the field after he rode astray behind the enemy lines in the mix of fog and gun smoke from the burning town of Lützen. 

	Lorenz apparently considered this the pinnacle of glory. It made no sense to Peter, but he did not say that, bewitched by his brother’s passion and even slightly envious. He had never himself felt such zeal and enthusiasm. 

	“I wish I could have been his flag bearer,” Lorenz exclaimed, his eyes burning. “I would not have gotten separated from the king on the field of battle.”

	However, Lorenz had not died in battle as he had envisioned. Bitterest of ironies, he died in an accident. His regiment had been crossing a stream when the rickety bridge collapsed. He and other foot soldiers fell into the stream below. Knocked unconscious, Lorenz drowned in the shallow water of the stream before his comrades realized what had happened. 

	His parents only knew he was dead because one of his friends in the regiment had come back to tell them. Peter’s mother had listened to the young soldier without showing any reaction. When he stopped speaking, she said, “Thank you,” and slowly climbed the stairs to her room. She never came down after that. 

	She died within a few months after news of Lorenz’s death had reached them, overcome by fever and coughing. 

	“She died of grief,” the neighbors said, nodding sagely as if that would make it better. 

	Peter cringed when he heard them. It was such a pointless thing to say. Perhaps grief played a role, but the food shortages, rampant diseases that seemed to strike so many people, and sheer exhaustion from years of war certainly had a lot to do with her death. She was hardly the only one who died recently. 

	Peter’s father was a shipping merchant. Several years ago, he had suffered several losses—two ships had sunk and all merchandise they had carried in their holds was lost. 

	Even so, Peter could not understand why his father dismissed one of their two servants last year. Jenrich Glienke was one of the most successful merchants in the town. Surely, he could afford another servant. He was too stingy and careful.

	Fortunately, Clare Betke, who had worked for the family for years, stayed. She cooked and cleaned tirelessly, and she kept an eye on Effie. 

	The roadway was badly rutted, and Peter cursed as he stumbled into a mud puddle. Most of the houses appeared drab and unkempt. After years of war, people had given up trying to take care of them. It seemed a waste of time and energy since, at the next moment, either the Imperials or the Swedes could come pouring into the town, destroying everything all over again. 

	His father’s house, imposing with its sturdy walls of red brick held together with timber beams typical for buildings in the area, looked out onto a large front yard with a storage house where, in better times, merchants would come with their wagons to discuss shipping charges with his father. Several times soldiers had broken into the storage house, taking whatever they found useful and callously destroying the rest. At least his father’s house had not been burned down. When the Swedish troops had forced the Imperial soldiers out of Stolp, they had gone on a rampage, destroying, looting, and burning down houses to drive home they were now in control.

	Today, it was quiet. Peter opened the gate and headed for the main door. Before he could walk through, he heard Clare call to him from the servants’ entrance. 

	“Where have you been?” Her headscarf had loosened, releasing strands of greying hair. She rubbed her hands on her apron. 

	“I walked around.” For a moment, Peter’s hand touched the amber in his pocket. “Anyway, I’m here now. What’s the rush?” 

	Clare came toward him, leaving the door to the kitchen open behind her. Peter could smell barley soup and cabbage. 

	“You’re covered with sand.” Clare reached out and brushed her hands over his coat. “You went to sit on the beach again. One day, the beach watchman will find you and teach you a lesson.” She talked as if her mind was on something else. “I have to go back so your supper will not be burned. Just go inside. Your father will be glad to see you safe and sound.”

	“I doubt that,” Peter muttered. 

	Reluctantly, he opened the front door and walked into his father’s study. His father did not look up from his desk, sitting slumped over with his head resting on his hand and his eyes closed. 

	For a moment, Peter gazed at him. 

	Throughout Peter’s childhood, Jenrich Glienke had been an imposing figure, solidly built, with broad shoulders that belied his short stature, the bearing of a tough captain from his seafaring days. Relentless and unforgiving of weakness in others, he frequently admonished Peter about his posture. “You slouch too much, son. People will not respect you when you slouch.” Holding himself with rigid discipline, he had never shown any tiredness, despite the unending struggle to keep the business going throughout the war years.

	His father seemed to have shrunk into himself. With a pang, Peter realized he had gone grey. His formerly thick, glossy brown hair had thinned and faded to the color of cold ashes in the hearth. 

	“Father?” Peter asked hesitantly.

	“Peter.” His father raised his head and rubbed his hands over his face. 

	One word only, and yet there was something in his voice Peter had never heard before. His father sounded glad he was home. 

	“What is it?” Peter was shocked by his father’s lined face.

	“Something happened to your sister. She came back from a walk this afternoon, completely disheveled and dirty, and now she just sits in her room, staring at the wall.”

	“Shall I check on her?”

	“Yes, please do.” 

	Peter put his hand on the doorknob. 

	“Peter, wait.” 

	He turned back. 

	“I know the last year hasn’t been easy.” His father’s voice faltered. “Since your mother died, it all has been a bit of a struggle.” 

	“I know,” Peter muttered, embarrassed and uncomfortable. He waited to see if his father would say anything else, but there was nothing.

	The floorboards creaked as he walked upstairs. He told himself that he was trying to tread lightly so as not to make too much noise, but he knew it was reluctance more than anything else. 

	Effie was one year younger than Peter. When she was a little girl, she had had a series of seizures. That’s what Mother had told him. Those seizures hurt her somehow, even though one could not see it from looking at her—large for her age, with thick brown tresses of shiny hair, curling generously when not pinned back under a scarf, and dark eyes with thick lashes. She never talked, moving about the house and the yard like a ghost. When she got frightened, she rocked, weaving back and forth for hours on end. 

	Lorenz used to read to her. Humming contentedly in response, she stabbed her fingers at images in the books. Sometimes her eyes wandered, seeming to disappear into her own world. Lorenz would nudge her gently and wave the book in front of her eyes until she resurfaced. 

	Lorenz was fiercely protective of Effie. She was the only person whom he never treated dismissively. With a gift for biting comments, Lorenz was frequently careless and quick to mock people, but his parents did not mind. His laughter charmed them, and it was as if they and everybody else fed on his vivacity. But when he was with Effie, he was quiet and patient.

	Suddenly Peter remembered something, and it filled him with longing for Lorenz. Not long before his brother’s death, during his last visit home, the sound of cannon fire had gone on for several days near the town. Effie had run into her room and sat on the floor, rocking back and forth with her eyes closed as if trying to drown out all other sensations of sight and sound. Peter had watched her from the doorway, fighting an urge to laugh—to no avail—when Lorenz stepped up behind him and cuffed him, pushing him out of the way. 

	Ashamed, Peter watched Lorenz go into the room and sit down on the floor right next to his sister. Without saying anything, he moved his torso alongside Effie, matching his rhythm to hers. He began to hum. It was one of the songs of their childhood. Maybe it was just as well he did not say the lyrics—all about the three riders leaving for war and their girls gazing out of the window, weeping. Meanwhile, the melody was cheerful, almost bouncy.

	 

	Three riders passed through the gate, farewell!

	Their lady loves looked out of the window, farewell!

	If we must be parted,

	Then give me back your golden ring!

	Death drives us apart, farewell!

	Leaving breaks our hearts!

	Farewell! Farewell! Farewell!

	 

	Effie gradually slowed down her rocking motions and then joined her soft light voice to Lorenz’s baritone, humming contentedly.

	Since Lorenz’s death, Effie spent a lot of time sitting on the floor, her face closed and inward as if waiting for something. After their mother died, it got worse. At the cemetery, at first, she stood quietly next to her father as the minister intoned the committal prayer. But when the townspeople filed past, shaking her father’s hand, she began to moan, weaving back and forth until Clare quietly drew her away and brought her back to the house. 

	Peter clenched his hands in his pockets as he watched. His father appeared oblivious to this byplay. He was living as if surrounded by demented people, Peter thought bitterly. He could hardly wait to get back to Master Nowak’s house after the funeral.

	Clare was the only one who managed to coax Effie out of her room. 

	“Come, Effie, you can help me cook,” she would say. “It is warm in the kitchen.” Clare would give her a bowl of peas to shell, beans to trim, or carrots to peel. Sitting at the big wooden table and humming softly, Effie did as she was told. Sometimes, Clare fetched a brush and patiently untangled Effie’s hair. Several months after Mistress Glienke’s death, Effie began to venture outside and occasionally accompanied Clare to the market in town.

	Now it appeared that Effie’s fragile calm state had come undone. 

	Reluctantly, Peter pushed open the door to his sister’s room. 

	Effie sat on the carpet, her arms tightly wrapped around her torso as she rocked back and forth without making a sound. She always wore her shiny brown hair in a neat braid, but today, the thick, glossy plait had come undone and strands hung loose and matted on her shoulders. Bits of dirt, leaves, and twigs clung to the curls. From where he stood, he could see one side of her face. A bruise encircled her left eye and her cheekbone was bloody. Several buttons on her stained jacket were missing and the shoulder seam had split. 

	“Effie?” 

	Nothing indicated his sister had even heard him. She continued rocking back and forth. 

	Peter stepped closer to get a better look at the bruise but stopped when Effie flinched and scooted backward away from him, rocking faster. 

	Helplessly, Peter glanced around the room. There was something different about it. 

	Effie liked to keep her room meticulously organized. Her clothes were always put away in the cabinet, the bed made, the shoes lined up like soldiers in the army, and the washbasin, cloth, and brush neatly arranged on the table. Pewter jugs on the windowsill were filled with purple and blue dried asters and strawflowers, and papers on the desk for what Peter thought of as Effie’s scribbles were laid out on the table next to a pen and ink set and a box of chalks sorted by color and length. His mother had made a point of getting Effie all sorts of pens, charcoal, and colored chalks. She hummed when she sat over her papers, scratching with the chalks. When anyone entered her room, she would quickly push everything out of sight into a large leather folder. 

	Now the blanket from the bed was bunched up, the pewter jugs had fallen over, spilling the dried flowers on the floorboards, the shoes and clothes lay in a heap near the bed, and the box with the chalks was upended, its contents spread out on the table. 

	At least there was something he could do. He moved around the room and put everything back where it belonged, straightening out the blanket on the bed, arranging the shoes, hanging the clothes over the chair, and gathering up the chalks and placing them back in their box. When he bent to pick up the dried flowers, he realized Effie had stopped rocking. She sat still, hunched over and her arms folded around her body as if to hold it in place.

	She seemed to listen to his movements. 

	Moving slowly, he placed the flowers back in their mug. A few of the petals had fallen off. He swept them up, put them in his pocket, and took a step toward his sister. 

	Effie immediately resumed her repetitive weaving back and forth. 

	Shaken, Peter backed out and ran downstairs. 

	“Effie looks awful,” he said to Clare. “I wonder where she went to come home in that state.” 

	“Really, is it not obvious?” Clare’s voice was biting. “She was raped.”

	“What?” Peter shook his head in disbelief. “That is ridiculous. Who would rape a poor dim girl like her?”

	“You think that matters to those who rape? Poor, rich, old, sick, pretty, ugly, sane, dimwitted—it does not matter.” Clare was wiping the table with furious motions. There were red splotches on her cheek. “Of course, she was raped. Figure it out. She came home dirty, bruised, disheveled, and terrified.” Clare put down the rag and stood in front of Peter, her arms crossed. “So, you want to know what happened to her. There is your answer.”

	Effie was raped. Peter clapped his hands over his mouth and rushed to the scullery where he retched over the slop bucket. Nothing came up other than green slime. Perhaps it was just as well he had not eaten all day. He dipped a beaker into the water bucket to rinse the foul taste out of his mouth. Then he went back to the kitchen and sat down on the bench. 

	“Maybe there is some other reason,” he said, a note of pleading in his voice. 

	“Not likely.” Clare shrugged. “Let me know if you have any ideas.”

	Peter ran his fingers through his hair. “What can we do?”

	Clare glanced at the pot on the stove and gave it a stir. Then she turned back to the table, her face slightly flushed from the heat. She no longer seemed angry, just tired and sad. “I do not know if there is really anything anybody can do. Time might help.” 

	“Is she. . .” Peter hesitated. “Is she going to have a baby?”

	“I hope not. But we will not know for another month or so.”

	“And if she is?” 

	“Well, she certainly is not the first. I would not say anything to your father just yet.” 

	“Of course not.” Peter could not imagine telling anyone about this. 

	“I thought she had gone for a walk.” Clare wiped an old rag back and forth on the same spot of the wooden table. “I was so happy she started going outside by herself again. I never thought anything wrong in that. Everybody knows her. I cannot keep my eyes on her all the time.” 

	“I know,” Peter said quickly. “It is not your fault.” 

	But it was someone’s fault. Who would have done this to Effie? Everyone knew her in Stolpmünde; many of the townspeople were protective of her. Strangers must have done this, perhaps refugees traveling through the town. 

	Peter’s thoughts were in a jumble, a mix of revulsion and pity. It was hard to think of Effie. It was as if she no longer was his sweet little sister. But it was not her fault. He blamed himself for never being around and forgetting about her for the most part. But he had his apprenticeship. How could he be home often enough to have prevented something like this?

	“She has a big bruise on her cheek,” Clare said and sighed. “I tried to wash her hands and her face, but she would not let me. I figured I would let her be until she calmed down.”

	“We cannot just let her sit like that. It is horrible.”

	“You try then.” 

	“Me?” Peter took a step back. 

	“Is there anybody else I could be speaking to?” Clare glared at him. “She is your sister.”

	“I do not know what to do. Lorenz would have known. Please, Clare?”

	Clare put down the knife with which she had been peeling carrots. Deftly, she tipped the chopped-up carrots into the pot and gave it a stir. “Fine, let me try again. But you can help.” She filled another bowl
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