
Ravens

(Birgenhe im in  winter )

He  s tumbled  has t i l y  over  the  meadow’s  f rozen  c lumps  of  grass .  He  could

bare ly  fee l  h is  fee t  which  were  only  wrapped  in  c lo ths .  By  th is  t ime,  the

boy  was  so  much  out  of  brea th  he  had  to  suck  the  cold  a i r  deep  in to  h is

lungs .  The cold  was  s t ing ing.

He  wiped  h is  dr ipp ing  b lue  nose  on  h is  s leeve  and  peered  up  the  h i l l .  The

woolen  beanie  was  i tch ing  ter r ib ly  on  h is  sweaty  forehead.  I t  wasn’t  far

anymore  unt i l  he  would  reach  ‘ the  Half ’ .  I t  seemed  to  be  only  f ive  s tone

throws  away  but  cons ider ing  the  cold  and  h is  heavy  bag  i t  s t i l l  wasn’t

c lose  enough.  The  car rying  s t raps  cut  in to  h is  shoulders  and  kept  the

blood f rom f lowing  in to  h is  arms ,  leaving  them numb and weak.

I t  was  cold .  Very  cold .  For  weeks  a l ready.  That  was  merely  unusual

around th is  t ime  of  the  year.  The  only th ing  unusual  was  the  miss ing  snow.

No s ingle  snowflake  had  fa l len  s ince  the  beginn ing  of  the  winter  unl ike  in

the  las t  years ,  when  the  f i r s t  snowfal l  had  been  r ight  af ter  the  harves t

fes t iva l .  I t  was  d i fferent  th is  year  though.  The  peop le  were  t a lk ing  a  lo t

about  the  weather.

‘Doesn’t  seem l ike  i t ’ l l  snow th is  year. ’

‘Yeah,  you’re  r ight .  Rea l ly  doesn’t  seem l ike  i t  … Are  a l l  your  an imals  in

the  barn ,  ye t? ’

‘Yes ,  of  course  … No snow must  be  a  bad  s ign . ’

‘Y’th ink?  My great  aunt  on  my mother ’s  s ide ,  the  o ld  Rutwin ,  jus t  to ld  me

yes terday tha t  in  the  las t  winter  wi thout  snow,  she  had  been  l i t t le  then ,  a l l

the  animals  had  d ied  in  the  barn  …’

‘Nah!  …’

‘Yeah,  ser ious ly … I’m te l l ing  you…’



For  now,  they  d idn’t  have  much  e lse  to  do  anyhow  when  they  met .  The

harves t  and  the  wood  had  been  gathered  and  the  ca t t l e  had  been  put  in to

the  s tables .  Other  than  a  s ick  cow  here  and  a  leak ing  roof  there ,  there

wasn’t  much  for  the  people  to  ta lk  about  dur ing  work .  About  h im though  –

they a lmost  ta lked as  much  about  h im of  course  as  about  the  weather.

‘Helmin’s  boy,  Moakin  … Have  you  heard  about  i t?  … He’d  been  s tandin’

by  the  v i l lage’s  wel l ,  having  a  bucke t  in  h is  hand  and  s inging  l ike  an

elven  bel l  … when  Halpren  asked  h im i f  he  knew  another  song,  too  … and

then  … ha,  ha ,  … then  he  broke  off  in  the  middle  and  s tar ted  s tu t ter ing  so

hard  he  dropped  the  bucket  wi th  the  rope  r ight  in to  the  water  … ha,  ha ,  …

but  the  bes t  th ing  was  tha t  he  hadn’t  even  t ied  i t  up .  Ever  s ince  we’ve  had

one bucket  in  the  wel l . ’

‘Wel l ,  I  guess  he’ l l  never  turn  in to  anything.  He’s  jus t  a  l i t t le  crazy  and

confused.  With  th is  fa ther. ’

I t  used  to  hur t  h im  but  now  he  d idn’t  care  anymore  what  they  thought  of

h im.  He  ta lked  to  them i f  necessary,  though  tha t  d idn’t  happen  very  of ten ,

and a l though  he  s tu t t ered  they a lways  unders tood what  he  wanted  af ter  a l l .

Most  of  the  t ime  they  a l ready  knew  i t  because  he  a lways  asked  for  the

same th ings .

For  years  a l ready  had  he  been  running  er rands  in  the  v i l lage  for  the  Half .

Actual ly  h is  mother  was  beh ind a l l  of  i t .

Moak in  rea l ized  how  s t range  of  a  name  i t  was  –  the  Half .  Ever  s ince  he

could  remember,  the  Half  had  been  there ,  though  there’d  never  been

anything  ‘hal f ’  about  h im  for  he  was  a  ra ther  ta l l  man  wi th  broad

shoulders .  Moakin  wanted  to  have  jus t  as  many  muscles  as  the  Half  once

he  would  be  grown up.  But  the  Half  had  been  s ick  for  a  long  t ime  now and

eventua l ly  l ived  up to  h is  name.



He was  ac tual ly  only  ca l led  ‘ the  Half ’ because  no  one  knew  his  rea l  name

and  because  he  s imply  l ived  hal f  way  between  the  v i l lage  and  the  herb

woman,  h is  mother.

Moakin’s  shoulders  were  hur t ing .  In  fac t ,  he  d idn’t  care  a t  a l l  about  the

s t ranger  or  the  o thers ,  only  abou t  h is  mother.  She  had  ins is ted  on  help ing

the  Half  and  once  h is  mother  was  determined  to  do  something,  there  was

nei ther  l e f t  nor  r igh t .  She  used  to  go  wi th  h im  to  the  v i l lage  but  he  was

old  enough  now.  Sure ly,  he’d  grown  to  a  man  in  these  th i r teen  winters .

His  mother  was  ra ther  happy  about  i t  because  she  wasn’t  exact ly  l igh t  on

her  fee t .  I t  was  enough  for  her  to  rush  to  emergenc ies  in  the  v i l l age .  She

was  the  herb  woman a t  las t .

Of  course ,  everyone  goss iped  about  her  he lp ing  the  Half ,  though  not  qui te

as  loud,  and somet imes  in  quie t .

‘What  does  Helmin see  in  th is  o ld  weirdo?  He isn’t  even  one  of  us . ’

‘She’s  the  herb  woman  and  she  knows  who  to  he lp .  The  o ther  day  though,

Ingl in’s  ox  a lmost  k icked  the  bucket  because  she  was  la te .  I ’m  coming,

she  sa id ,  tha t  ox  won’t  d ie  wi th in  seconds .  I ’m s t i l l  busy here ,  she  sa id . ’

‘Wel l ,  hopeful ly  I  won’t  ge t  s ick  whi le  she’s  a t  h is  house  out  there . ’

‘Tel l  me  about  i t .  Garban’s  wife  Iwe,  y’know,  she’s  pregnan t .  Let ’s  hope

Helmin  wi l l  be  there  in  t ime .  A s t i l lb i r th  spoi ls  the  harves t . ’

He  had  a l l  seen  them  goss ip .  Somet imes  he  could  f igure  out  what  they

were  ta lk ing  about  jus t  by l i s t ening to  scraps  of  conversa t ions .

F inal ly,  he  s tood  in  f ront  of  the  smal l ,  warped  gate ,  which  was  par t  of  a

r ickety  fence  sur rounding  a  pa the t ic ,  f rozen  over  garden.  Lat ter,  however,

su i ted  the  looks  of  the  hut  loca ted  behind  i t .

The  roof  sagged  l ike  the  back  of  an  o ld  horse ,  the  chimney  looked  l ike  i t

would  fa l l  on  exac t ly  th is  back  any  second  and  no  window  shut ter

funct ioned  proper ly  anymore .  He  had  helped  h is  mother  tack  them



together  before  the  f i r s t  grea t  co ld ,  a lso  s tuff ing  s t raw  in to  the  huge

remain ing  gaps .  He  s t i l l  remembered  h is  hur t ing  back  and  sore  neck

because  he  had hauled  the  p lanks ,  na i ls  and the  s t raw a l l  by h imself .

The  wooden  s teps  in  f ront  of  the  door  creaked  under  h is  weight .  He

throbbed a t  the  door.

“M … M … Mother,  i t ’s  m … m … me!”  Af ter  a  shor t  but  cold  moment ,  he

heard  s teps  coming  f rom  ins ide  the  hut .  When  concentra t ing  on  the  noise ,

he  could  hear  where  the  s teps  came  f rom  because  the  hut  wasn’t  exact ly

sol id  mater ia l .  His  mother  had  been  in  the  rear  room and  was  now  moving

towards  the  f ront  door.

Her  wr ink ly  face  appeared  in  the  ajar  door.  The  many  years  of  l iv ing  in

the  harsh  c l imate ,  v is i t ing  the  s ick  count less  t imes  in  a l l  weathers  and

watching  over  them  at  the  beds ide  for  n ights  had  made  her  age  ahead  of

t ime .  Nei ther  Moakin  nor  she  knew  how  old  she  rea l l y  was  but  she’d

al ready  been  the  herb  woman  of  th is  v i l lage  for  a t  leas t  th i r ty  winters .

Back then ,  she  had taken  over  the  task  f rom her  aunt .

Once  she  recognized  h im  she  opened  the  door  a  l i t t l e  fur ther :  “Moakin!

Come in ,  quick ,  or  e lse  we’ l l  have  to  hea t  th is  hut  a l l  over  again .”

Moakin  s tomped  ins ide ,  fee l ing  hal f  f rozen.  The  cozy  warmth  tha t  gree ted

him  ins tant ly  turned  in to  a  s t icky  heat  mixed  wi th  the  smel l  of  smoke,

herbs ,  sweat  and  d isease .  He  put  the  heavy  bag  down  and  quickly  took  off

h is  i t ch ing  woolen  beanie .  His  mother  he lped  h im  ge t  the  wood  bundles

off  h is  back.  In  the  meant ime,  Moakin  peeked  s tea l th i l y  through  the  ajar

door  in to  the  rear  room.  He  only  saw  a  par t  of  the  bed  cons is t ing  of  s t raw

sacks  and  pel ts .  The  Half ’s  r ight  hand  was  showing.  I t  was  a  th in ,  boney,

pale  hand  emerging  f rom  a  loose-kni t ,  o ld  l inen  sh i r t  and  c l inging  to  the

blanket .



“Drink  something,  my  boy.  Tea’s  above  the  f i re .”  His  shoulders  s tar t ed  to

t ingle  f rom  the  b lood  f lowing  through  h is  arms  aga in .  His  toes  were

i tch ing ter r ib ly,  too ,  as  h is  warm l i feb lood spread through  h im.

Helmin  bus ied  herse l f  wi th  the  bag.  Par t ia l ly  d isappointed  and  par t ia l l y

shocked,  she  asked:  “Where’s  the  wi l low bark?  Was  Beol  not  home?”

“Yes ,  h  …  he  w  …  was  but  he  s  …  s  …  s  …  said  he  d  …  d  …  didn’t  h  …

have t  … t ime  t  … to  dry i  … i t ,  ye t .”

“Pshaw,  nonsense!  This  lazy  good-for-noth ing  Beol  i sn’t  any  d i fferent

than  the  o thers .  Nobody  even  l i f t s  a  f inger  for  h im.”  Her  anger  ins tan t ly

made  her  face  look  a  whole  lo t  younger  and  far  less  k ind ,  though  her

mood quickly changed  in to  despai r.  Helmin  seemed to  ta lk  to  herse l f :  “But

I  do  need  th is  bark  …  to  numb  the  pain .”  Af ter  a  shor t  moment  of  s i lence

she  shook  her  head  as  i f  she  t r i ed  to  shake  off  her  exaspera t ion:  “Why

don’t  you  s i t  down,  boy,  and  hang  your  c lo ths  next  to  the  f i re .  I ’ l l  make

you  some soup.  How was  the  walk?”

Moakin  sa t  down  on  a  s tool  c lose  to  the  f i r e  and  s tar ted  taking  the  c lo ths

of  h is  fee t .  In  the  meant ime,  h is  mother  had  a l ready f in ished spreading  out

the  bag’s  content  on  the  t able  and  was  now  prepar ing  soup.  She  sa t  r ight

next  to  h im  in  squat t ing  pos i t ion ,  cu t t ing  shr ive led  vege tables  in to  smal l

p ieces  and  toss ing  them  in to  the  s teaming  broth .  His  head  was  a  l i t t le

above  hers .  The  g low  of  the  f i re  i l lumina ted  her  face  and  gave  her  an

almost  unear th ly aura .

“I  saw i t  aga in .”  He d idn’t  s tu t ter  th is  t ime.

“What?”  She  was  d is t rac ted  and  looking  for  a  cer ta in  herb  amongs t  the

mul t ip le  bundles  hanging  bes ide  the  f i replace .

“The  g  … giant  horse .  I  saw i t  ag  … g … gain  … by the  pond.”

Moakin  rubbed  h is  naked  fee t  which  could  now  fee l  pa in  again  but  were

s t i l l  ice-cold .



The  herb  woman  look  a t  h im  grave ly:  “Are  you  sure?  I t  was  a  horse?”  She

turned her  a t ten t ion  back  to  the  soup.  “Was  i t  an  e lk ,  maybe?”

“M … Mom!  I  d  … do  know what  an  e lk  l  … l  … looks  l ike!  I t  d idn’t  h  …

have ant lers  and w … was  way b ig  … g … ger  than  an  e lk .”

“At  th is  t ime  of  the  year  the  e lks  shed the i r  an t lers .  Are  you  rea l l y  sure?”

“B … Beol  s  … saw i t ,  t  … t  … too.  He sa id ,  i t  w … was  a  war  horse .”

“Beol?”  She  paused  and  f rowned.  “He  fooled  you .”  She  tossed  some  cut

car ro ts  in to  the  soup.

“Did  you  f i r s t  te l l  h im about  i t?”

Moakin  pouted:  “Y …  Yes ,  b  . . .  but  I  know  h  …  him.  He  w  …  w  …  was

hones t  th is  t  . . .  t ime.  M  …  Mom,  p lease  b  …  b  …  bel ieve  me”,  the  boy’s

voice  got  louder.  “ I t  was  a t  leas t  s  …  s  …  seven  e l l s  h igh!  Mom,  y  …you

should’ve  s  … s  … seen  i t .”

“Calm  down,  boy,  or  e lse  you’ l l  choke  on  your  own  tongue.  The  ta l les t

horse  I  know  belongs  to  Mat tern .  He  l ives  about  two  days  away  f rom  here

in  Bergenbach.  Maybe  i t  bol ted .”  She  peeled  a  couple  of  onions .  “But

seven  e l l s ,  boy,  tha t  would  be  as  heavy  as  f i f t y  sacks  of  f lour  …  not  to

ment ion  what  i t ’d  ea t .  Nah …”

“I  s  … saw i t .  A g  … g … giant  horse  and  i t  w … w … was  b lack .”  Moakin

s tood  up  and  waved  h is  hands  around,  h is  voice  growing  even  louder.  “C

…  Complete ly  b lack  and  i t  had  a  mark ing  on  h is  forehead  in  the  shape  of

a  crescen t!  And i t  looked me  di rec t ly  in  the  eyes!”

A  moan  coming  f rom  the  rear  room  in ter rupted  the  boy.  Helmin  put  the

knife  as ide ,  s tood  up  and  wiped  her  hands  on  her  apron.  “Cut  a  l i l ’  b i t

more  of  tha t  ham,  but  not  too  much.  The  soup’s  a lmost  ready.  I  need  to

check  on h im.”



He  didn’t  know  i f  he  should  be  angry,  because  the i r  conversa t ion  was

in ter rup ted  so  suddenly,  or  ra ther  thankful  because  the  soup  was  a lmost

done.  Moakin  fe l t  the  empt iness  in  h is  s tomach  and chose  the  la t te r.

***

Helmin  entered  the  room  has t i l y.  Actual ly,  there  was  no  reason  to  rush .  I t

was  only  a  mat ter  of  t ime  unt i l  the  Half  would  pass  away.  His  condi t ion

had  got ten  worse  throughout  the  pas t  days  and  the  weather  in  combinat ion

with  the  draf ty  hut  made  i t  imposs ib le  for  h im  to  get  be t ter.  His

tempera ture  was  h igh  and  he  had  the  sh ivers .  He  cons tan t ly  s tar ted

fantas iz ing .  In  the  twenty  years  tha t  she  had  known  him  he  had  never

spoken  more  than  three  words  a t  a  t ime.  And  now  he  could  enter ta in  cour t

soc ie t i es  for  n ights  wi th  h is  fever ish  rambl ings ,  though  she  d idn’t  even

know  i f  the  s tor ies  were  in ter re la ted  because  she  couldn’t  unders tand  a

s ingle  word .

I t  was  odd.  She  had  of ten  nursed  peop le  i l l  wi th  fever  and  a  lo t  of  them

had  fantas ized .  The  dreams  had  most ly  been  about  an  exper ience  or

problem  dis tor ted  by  n ightmares .  But  th is  t ime,  a l though  she  d idn’t

unders tand  a  s ingle  word ,  she  had  the  infa l l ib le  fee l ing  tha t  the  rambl ings

were  ac tual ly  ent i re  memor ies  which  the  Half  to ld  in  a  qui te  normal  voice ,

h is  eye l ids  f l icker ing  as  he  spoke.  However,  they  mus t  be  n igh tmares  for

his  voice  cracked  once  in  a  whi le  as  i f  panick ing  and  he  sa id  one  word .

Gorboir  or  Gordobi r.  Somet imes ,  there  was  a lso  a  second  word.  Someth ing

l ike  Garesch  or  Gebesch.

She had thought  about  ca l l ing  the  pr ies t  las t  n ight .  She  had dozed  off  for  a

couple  of  minutes  and  had  been  woken  by the  screams  of  the  Half .  He  had

cr ied  out  the  word  aga in  as  h is  p inched  body  had  been  twis t ing  eer i ly



between  the  sheets .  His  ent i r e  body had  cramped  so  hard  she’d  been  af ra id

he’d  b i te  h is  tongue.  From one  second  to  another  he  had  sa t  up  s t ra ight  in

bed,  gazing  in to  the  d is tance  wi th  sh iny  eyes  as  i f  he  could  see  through

wal ls ,  and  poin t ing  a t  something.  He  had  seemed  s turdy  and  a lmost

g igant ic  when  opening  h is  mouth  to  speak.  His  voice  had  sent  sh ivers  up

and  down  her  sp ine ;  the  same  incomprehens ib le  language  as  in  h is

fever ish  rambl ings ,  though  i t  had  been  a  demon’s  voice .  She  had  fe l t  i t  in

her  bones .

The  next  th ing  she  remembered  was  waking  up  on  the  f loor  in  the

morning.  Without  be ing  drugged  wi th  s leep  l ike  las t  n ight ,  she  now  was

convinced  to  have  dreamt  i t  a l l .  When  washing  her  hands ,  the  gel id  water

in  the  bowl  and the  thoughts  about  the  dream gave her  the  sh ivers .

Helmin  dr ied  her  hands  and  tucked  the  s ick  man  in  aga in .  For  now,  he  lay

in  bed look ing peaceful  and  re laxed.  He mumbled  something  to  h imse lf .

She  heard  a  noise  and  was  about  to  s tand  up  when  Moakin  ca l led  her :

“Mom,  c  … c  … come,  quick!  You should  s  … s  … see  tha t !”

She  s tood  up  and  lef t  the  smal l  room.  Her  son  s tood  in  the  open  doorway

with  h is  back  turned on her.

“Moakin ,  c lose  the  door.  Af ter  a l l ,  i t ’s  so  b i t t e r ly  co  …”  She  had  s tepped

behind  h im  to  c lose  the  door  when  she  g lanced  outs ide .  Only  now  she

not iced  where  the  noise  she  had heard  ear l i e r  was  coming  f rom.

Ravens  were  s i t t ing  in  f ront  of  the  hut .  Hundreds  of  them,  i f  not

thousands .  I t  mus t  be  a  huge  f lock .  The  ground  was  a lmost  comple te ly

covered  in  sh iny  b lack  p lumage.  I t  was  as  i f  the  ravens  gaped  a t  the  two

people  s tanding in  the  door.

Seconds  passed  and  they  only  heard  the  low  whis t le  of  the  wind  and  the

cawing  of  the  ravens  which  faded  more  and  more .  S i lence .  Helmin

couldn’t  move,  even  i f  she  had  wanted  to .  A groan cut  through the  quie t .  A



groan  tha t  comes  f rom  s tone  wal ls  before  they  col lapse .  A  groan  tha t

comes  f rom a  g iant  t ree  before  i t  fa l l s .  I t  came f rom the  rear  room.

A  t i l e  broke  away  f rom  the  roof  and  loudly  s l id  down  the  s lope ,  f i r s t

s lowly  and  then  fas ter,  unt i l  i t  eventual ly  jumped  of  the  roof .  Time

seemed  to  s tand  s t i l l .  Helmin  sensed  everyth ing  a t  once .  The  ravens ,  the

t i l e  in  the  cold  a i r,  the  dusky  sky  and  the  wooden  hut ,  which  she  now

found even more  decayed  than  before .

Af ter  a  br ief  e tern i ty,  the  t i le  shat t ered  on  the  o ld  gr inds tone  covered  in

ivy.  As  i f  i t  was  a  s ignal ,  a l l  ravens  suddenly  f lew  away.  Moakin  and

Helmin  s tood  r ive ted  to  the  spot  in  the  door  of  the  smal l  hut ,  looking  in to

the  deser ted  landscape .  Helmin  was  the  f i r s t  to  f ind  her  voice  again :

“Come ins ide!”


