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Tauscher’s Brides

 

The dark haired woman, her left arm stretched out, squinted and
waited until there was just one finger’s width between the setting
sun and the tip of the high peak. She missed her mother who lived
on the other side of that mountain. She loved her almost as much as
her first child. Anna placed the naked infant on a fox pelt and
stood nearby. The child shivered and whimpered. Her son would feel
the cold again in the evening to follow. She would perform a
different ritual when the first snowdrop flowers announced
spring.

When the sun disappeared behind the mountain, she wrapped the
distressed baby in the pelt. Inside the hut it was warm. She knelt
by the hearth and put her son on the earth floor. The mother untied
her coarse winter garment and cuddled the infant to her naked body.
The child’s shivering ceased when he found the breast. Anna hummed
gently as the child gained nourishment and warmth. She stroked his
thick brown hair.

 

The ground was wet in the morning. There was snow only on the
high meadows now and on the tall peaks and in the shade behind the
hut. She picked a fistful of snowdrop flowers and scooped up a
handful of snow. It would numb the child’s skin, just above his
tiny ankle bone. She used a flint slither to cut a circle no wider
than the nail of his little finger. She didn't like hurting her
child. But it had to be. She reached inside the stone chimney where
there was soot. The child’s blood mixed with it made a black circle
tattoo. She would add another every spring until the boy was old
enough to do it himself.

She exposed the child to the cold for two finger widths the
following evening and added another finger width every day until
her hand fitted in between sun and mountain. That was how she
calculated the time needed to harden off her child. The boy, who
was important for the community’s future, did not yet have a name.
He would have to make one for himself. She had decided the destiny
of her brown haired boy; it was all about survival.

 

Anna had become Koppermann’s wife in a curious way. Koppermann
was a copper miner, smelter and caster. His father was a farmer who
selectively bred new strains of cereals that had doubled the yield
of Einkorn and Zweikorn wheat and assumed the name Kornmann. They
lived in a valley that opened onto a wide river plain and
flatlands. It was a prosperous valley where grew wheat, barley,
poppies, peas and root vegetables for domestic stock. Goats, pigs,
cattle and sheep provided meat and clothing. The hunters killed
ibex, chamois and deer. And smaller creatures: marmots, hares,
foxes and rabbits. The men netted grayling, tench and pike in the
river and boys tickled trout in the creek.

 

Kornmann was a worried man. The community despite its riches was
no longer blessed. For ten seasons now, the fair haired women had
borne feeble children. Babies with big heads. Deformed boys,
useless as farm workers. Girls with withered arms who would never
milk a cow. They were a drain on the community and had very short
lives. Kornmann understood the effects of inbreeding. A community,
without fresh blood, was doomed. Not only his community but also
other villages in other valleys. One community had raided a
neighbouring village and abducted children. Revenge abductions and
payback killings ensued. The communities were worse off: five men
dead and two maimed for life. The abducted children had run
home.

When Ox, Kornmann’s oldest son wanted to marry, there were no
suitable females. He was a burly man who grew his father’s wheat,
bred cattle and kept sheep and goats. He was patient and understood
the seasons as a good farmer must. But Ox was slow of speech and
could not count beyond four. The farmer found a peaceful solution:
bartering copper knives for a bride from the other side of the
mountain. He would have to negotiate on his son’s behalf.

Koppermann, Ox’s younger brother, made five highly prized copper
knives. Ox paid for them with a heifer, four sacks of flour, milk
and cheese for a year and other things that Ox could not be
expected to remember. Ox knew that a bride was worth much of what
he had.

 

The villagers on the other side of the mountain had never seen
such knives. All the men wanted one. It was not until Kornmann
handed one to a villager and put out his hands, palm up, that they
understood: there was to be an exchange. But of what? People
laughed at the confusion but soon realized what the stranger had
come to trade. The next day, Kornmann had in front of him a young
girl no older than five, a girl with budding breasts, a girl of
marrying age, a mature woman and a woman with a stick. He pointed
to the young woman in the middle. He held up five fingers and all
understood. Later that day, he had a choice of five brides. He
chose the one with the clearest skin, bright eyes and good hips. He
offered two knives. Her father wanted five. The fathers haggled and
settled on four. The young woman, Kornmann could tell from her
expression, defied her father.

The father and the defiant girl argued. She stormed out and
returned with an older girl who Kornmann thought to be her sister.
The younger one hooked her arm under his. Her sister did likewise
on his right. Their father nodded and held up five fingers.
Kornmann could not believe his luck. He would have handed over five
knives for one bride. Now he had two for the price of one. The
father was relieved. His wife was young enough to have more
children. Now he was rid of the feisty Carla, the difficult to
marry-off younger daughter and Anna whom a wandering singer and
story teller with long brown hair had bedded. Her prospects of a
good marriage were diminishing week by week.  

Kornmann led the sisters uphill through pine forests, across the
glacier, through the pass and into a valley where the grass was
high in the meadows with flowers red, yellow and blue. There was
joy and a double wedding after the brothers stopped arguing. Ox had
contended that he had paid too much for Carla and Koppermann
nothing for Anna. They couldn’t agree on what Koppermann should
repay. Their father negotiated a compromise. Koppermann returned
the heifer and two sacks of flour and was entitled to the heifer’s
first calf.

 

Koppermann’s wife gave birth to a brown haired boy. Ox’s wife
gave birth to a redhead boy two months later. Ox was confused. His
father explained: did every heifer become pregnant the first time
with the bull? No. Sometimes the bull had to cover her twice or
three times. Ox understood. Kornmann had realized, when he saw
Anna’s fully formed child, that he had bought three for the price
of one. A suspicious Koppermann demanded to know why Ox’s son had
red hair and his son brown hair.  Ox was confused again. The
father offered a plausible explanation: The stud ram had white
wool. Had they forgotten about the brown lamb? And the black lamb
last season? It was nature’s doing. What did it matter?  The
children were healthy. The sons were satisfied and a relieved Anna
embraced her father-in-law.

 

Of the seven children born in the village that year, only Anna’s
and Carla’s newborn survived their first winter. Ox’s wife then had
twin girls and Koppermann’s wife had another son, a redhead. There
were more redheads born year after year, all cousins who would
intermarry. Their offspring would be healthy. The next generation,
if the children married within the family again, would be
undesirables.

 

The boy with ten circle tattoos had strong arms and hands from
crushing and grinding the green ore that magically turned into
metal. He learned his father’s trade, copper smelting and casting.
He would soon be man of high standing like his father, higher even
for his mother had an audacious plan. None of Anna’s children would
marry cousins.

Anna put her plan into effect when her son had 15 tattoos. He
had ceased smelting and casting and had become a barterer of copper
goods. And he had a name now: Tauscher in his language, a barterer.
His destiny lay in profitable bartering and trickery. From
Koppermann, the man who had raised him, he had learnt planning and
from his mother astuteness and audacity. Tauscher’s mother confided
a secret: he was not Kopperman’s son. Tauscher’s father was a
storyteller, a man with natural charm, ingenuity and boldness.
Tauscher’s younger brother was Koppermann’s son. He was as good as
a grown man in hand to hand combat and once had smacked a man to
the ground with the flat of his hand. Hand became his name.
Tauscher would always have to lead Hand and do the thinking. They
were a formidable team.

 

Tauscher departed when the first snowdrops appeared. His trading
journey took him through the pass where spring blizzards might slow
him but he was well equipped for the high mountains and would
easily survive. The brothers had tested themselves against the
elements many times. They had climbed with heavy packs to build up
strength and endurance. Tauscher was a marksman archer. Hand was a
poor shot but redoubtable in close fights.  Tauscher had a new
tattoo: a small Ù to record his first crossing of the mountain.

Tauscher entered a village where people spoke his mother’s
language. He was not a stranger for long. They looked at his heavy
pack and knew his intention. The men needed his axes and knives.
Women liked his rings and bangles. He traded for new seeds,
lentils, beans and cuttings for grafting new varieties of fruit. He
ordered bolts of the finest cloth. He had too many traded goods to
carry in one load. First, he took home fresh goat and sheep cheeses
made with cultures unknown at home and the cuttings.

Tauscher was well received at home. He took Hand on the second
journey. It was the real mission. People welcomed Tauscher back and
called him by name. It was Tauscher come stay with us. Tauscher
come have a meal. People trusted him. Tauscher needed their trust.
Hand was hiding in the forest above the village.

When the village went quiet, Tauscher crept into the barn where
his chosen victim slept. He overwhelmed the young woman and with
his hand over her mouth, whispered to her. She came willingly to
the edge of the forest where Hand bound her wrists and took her
away. Tauscher returned to the barn where he rubbed pungent benary
herb into his rope soled shoes. He trampled the hay and made a
trail to the river. He washed the smell from his shoes and washed
his hands thoroughly in the river, now a torrent of melt water from
the glacier. Hand had a whole night’s head start should the dogs
find the girl’s scent. It was unlikely as the herb overpowered dog
noses. He had fooled the best hounds at home that way. Tauscher
returned to his hay stack and slept. At dawn he went for a walk in
the heather, away from the river, where rosemary grew. The village
was in turmoil. A most eligible woman had disappeared, feared
drowned in the river, he heard. A dog followed him and sneezed when
Tauscher tossed rosemary at him. He seasoned his breakfast bread
and cold lamb with the herb and threw the dog the fat gristle.

Two days later, Tauscher left the village to take home more of
the bartered goods. Hand accompanied him when he returned to pick
up the cloth he had ordered. Hand hid in the forest. Tauscher
abducted another woman and handed her over to Hand who took her
away. No one suspected Tauscher who remained for a few more days
and struck again. His third victim listened and complied because
she did not want her parents and siblings murdered. Tauscher had a
whole night’s head start from his pursuers whose dogs would follow
a false trail into the heather. He planned to return for another
abduction after he had ten new circles.

 

Months later at the village harvest festival, Tauscher saw the
first woman they had abducted and bartered for land. She had a
swollen belly. She cussed and spat at him. Tauscher thought her
ungrateful. Had he not brought her sister to the village so that
she would not feel so lonely?

 

The brothers, with their bartering and trickery, abducted women
and children from villages within five days’ walking distance. The
journeys became tattoos. North, east and west, further as far as
ten days’ travel. They had abducted 47 girls by the time Tauscher
had 25 circle tattoos. They had stolen children for their own
village and for those who had land, forests, rivers, cattle and all
manner of things to trade.

Tauscher returned to his mother’s village as planned. He was
taller and stronger now with a new deception. The villagers turned
him away. They did not want a shaman, or a copper trader, barterer,
or healer. Others had tried such tricks to steal their children.
Tauscher went home empty handed. It was time to end their
abductions. He didn’t need to be an abductor any more. He was by
far the wealthiest man in the whole valley. The brothers settled
down, time went by and they became respected village elders. They
were grandfathers both.

Years ago, when Tauscher was 19, he had walked northwards many
days in search of a wife. He married a flaxen haired woman from the
mountains beyond the river plain. She had given him six healthy
children. Tauscher became a widower in his 44th year and after two
years alone, went in search of a bride.

He charmed his way into his mother’s village and no one
recognized him. The village needed new blood. He contracted with a
farmer that for an ingot of silver, he would return with two young
women and a boy in twelve days. In the two days Tauscher spent in
the village, he found two attractive young women to abduct. The
younger one would bear him children and comfort him in his old age.
In time she would grow to like him. He had much to make her life
comfortable. But then Tauscher changed his mind. He did not have to
abduct her. It was far simpler to ask for her hand and he made a
handsome offer. Her father refused for she was already promised to
another. Tauscher bettered his offer but to no avail and left
disappointed and angry.

Tauscher returned four days later with Hand and waited in the
forest for night to fall. Tauscher entered the village and
overpowered the young woman who had refused him. He threatened to
kill her parents unless she came willingly. Hand bound her wrists
and struggled up the mountain. He had grown lazy and fat. The woman
resisted strongly and slowed him down. At daybreak, Hand heard the
hounds. Tauscher’s false trail had failed them. Hand was near the
tree line and decided to make a stand. He gagged the woman and tied
her to a tree. He fended off an attacking dog and smashed its skull
with his copper axe. The second dog barked at him all the while.
Hand had not gagged the woman securely enough and she screamed.

Three men attacked, one from below, one from the left and one
from Hand’s right flank. Seven arrows found their target and the
men finished Hand off with wooden clubs. They pulled his body by
the legs back to the village. Tauscher had heard the dogs and he
feared the worst for his brother when the barking stopped suddenly.
He moved deeper into the forest to be safe.

Tauscher made his move when all was quiet. He saw his brother’s
body, lit up by torches, hanging by the legs from an old linden
tree at the village gate. Tauscher took a torch, stole into the
village and set fire to six houses. He hid near the house of his
second victim and waited for the fires to take hold. He overwhelmed
the woman, gagged her and tied her wrists. When she resisted, he
pulled her along the ground and made an unobserved getaway as
people fought the fires. The victim was a hunter’s daughter who
deliberately gashed her bare feet on sharp rocks to leave a bloody
trail for the dogs. They soon had the missing woman’s scent and the
hunters started the pursuit well before daybreak.

 Tauscher had hidden his weapons and protective clothing
under rocks and dry pine branches near the tree line. He had
expected to be clear of the forest, through the glacier pass by
midday and disappear out of sight. But his victim’s struggling had
slowed him down considerably. He untied her wrists and let her go.
He rushed further up the mountainside, staggered over rubble and
paused to regain his strength at the foot of the glacier. Then he
heard the dogs. He scrambled up the slippery ice and paused half
way to regain his breath. Four men and a boy. They would see his
frame clearly silhouetted against the glacier wall. They would
outpace him. He scampered higher for a defensive position and
rushed towards a rock ledge that would thwart an attack from above
and one side. The sun was low over the peaks. He could escape into
the night if he held his attackers at bay. Four men closed for the
attack. The boy with the leashed dogs kept his distance.

 

The first assault came from below. An arrow, wide of the mark. A
second also missed. Tauscher’s arrow pierced the archer’s right
eye, he fell and lay still. Two men waited on his right flank out
of range and crept closer. Tauscher let loose an arrow that fell
short. They moved closer still. He fired three more arrows and as a
ruse, slipped off the quiver and put his bow aside. The spear
wielding attacker fell for Tauscher’s deception and ran towards
him. Tauscher picked up his bow and at close range fired an arrow
that pierced the attacker’s chest.

Tauscher felt a sudden sharp pain in his left shoulder. The
fourth man had fired an arrow from below. Tauscher had forgotten
about him! The attacker on his right picked up the dead man’s spear
and rushed in for the kill. Tauscher had cornered and killed wild
boar and bear by slashing and stabbing with such a spear. He
crouched to present a smaller target and drew his dagger.
Tauscher’s left arm hung limp.

The archer held off afraid of hitting his comrade. The attacker
lunged at Tauscher but the spear point failed to penetrate the
leather overcoat. He should have slashed. Tauscher grabbed the
shaft with his good hand. The spearman pulled the spear back and it
badly gashed Tauscher’s hand. The spearman stabbed at him again.
Tauscher ignored the pain, grasped the spear shaft as firmly as he
could and pulled his attacker forward hard. The man stumbled.
Tauscher took the dagger from between his teeth and drove it deep
into the man’s throat. He heard the gurgle of blood. He saw a
movement and felt a blow but his thick fur bearskin cap had
lessened the club’s impact. The archer had arrived and struck
Tauscher a second crushing blow. Tauscher was on his knees. He
didn't feel the third blow. Tauscher was dead.

 

The villagers retrieved their three dead the following day. The
stranger could rot where he lay.

 

In 1991, forensic scientists examined a body found in an Ötztal
Alps glacier. It was the corpse of a mummified Neolithic man dead
5,300 years. He was about 45, a shepherd perhaps who had frozen to
death. Bone and teeth analysis revealed that had lived in Austria’s
Ötztal and the Vinschgau valley in Italy. He became Ötzi, the
Iceman and a sensation when scans revealed massive blood loss from
an arrow that had pierced his left shoulder. Ötzi had fought back
hard, revealed by a deep defensive cut in his right palm and blood
from three men on his weapons. The actual cause of death was a
fractured skull.

He was superbly equipped for high altitude conditions. He wore
new fur and leather clothing of exceptional quality. He had many
tattoos. He had a flint dagger and a copper axe. Ötzi was not a
simple man but a high status individual from the copper age.

Ötzi’s body is now in refrigerated storage at a museum in
Bolzano, Italy.

If you visit him, do so in spring and please bring some snowdrop
flowers.
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	The Masked
Transformer (2011)
“The Masked Transformer”. Be scared, be very scared: this is the
“classic universal tale” of good and evil, power and corruption.*
This unabridged version of the “Highly commended” short story in
the Stringybark 2010 Short Story Award concerns a man who believes
that if “clothes maketh the man”, then perhaps wearing a mask will
transform him? With a skilled mask maker’s help, he transforms
himself but pays a high price.



	


The
23rd June (2011)
The Queensland sun does things to people. Everybody is tanned,
relaxed and wants to talk. That’s alright with me. I am a waiter in
a busy tourist restaurant and it’s my job to listen. People want me
to know the most amazing, the weirdest and sometimes very private
things when they are on holidays. Monday nights are the quietest
nights and listening helps pass the time. If my diners look like
cheapskates, I look at my watch a few times. They get the hint. I
can knock off early and go to the pub. This is last Monday’s love
story. It was all about love and the water. It’s a bit private, so
please keep it to yourself.



	


The
Judas Kiss (2011)
London tourists: beware.



	


Wherefore
Love's Shadow (2011)
A dramatic thriller novel propelled forward by mystery, suspense
and violence interspersed, necessarily so, with romance and
erotica. He was looking for love in all the wrong places.

He wasn’t asking for the great love, the grande affair, the
unforgettable one or the lightning bolt of love at first sight. He
yearned for the real thing and if it didn't come his way, then at
least someone to walk joyfully and contentedly beside him on a
sunlit path to happiness. Surely that wasn’t asking the universe
for too much?

He finds the one and an immense dilemma. She has to become an
accomplice in his dangerous mission and by deceiving her, he risks
losing what he has searched for. Together they embark on a
terrifying journey, all the while guided by a poem’s prediction.
All is well, or nearly so as the lovers share the reward. All the
threads come together in a dramatic ending.



	


Master of all
Time (2011)
An Australian public servant had the audacity to tell world
leaders to disarm. While he was around, there would be no nuclear
war. He held all the trump cards and so would his son. Penberthy
was a happy man when the wall fell, the U.S.S.R. imploded and the
Iron Curtain rusted away. The world was safe and he had a son in
high school. His son really mattered.



	


Safe
at a Distance (2011)
There was only one way her daughter would ever be safe from me.
Will love conquer all?



	


Muriel and
Udolpho (2011)
The young actress Muriel Casterton celebrated her stage debut
with cast and crew back stage after opening night. The audience’s
thunderous applause was still ringing in her ears when the well
meaning party host introduced Muriel to another first for the day:
Udolpho Wolfe. This became an instant, all consuming, intoxicating
and lifelong infatuation.



	


The
Stolen Childhood (2011)
Despite a difficult upbringing and hardships, Kitty made good.
She had two secrets, one of which was her own doing and the other a
lifelong challenge.



	


The
Foreshadowed Land (2011)
Australia: the island continent. Strange animals, unfamiliar
plants, beautiful beaches and scenery plus: a trap for young
players. Beware, all is not as it seems.



	


Rabbiting
with Jack (2011)
Be careful when you want to net rabbits in Australia. Sometimes
you catch more than you bargain for.



	


Tourist
Traps (2011)
If you’re good for a laugh, wear a name badge in Tasmania.
Otherwise-don’t. If your name is Smith or Jones or Williams, the
tour guide will leave you alone. He picks on people named
Gilberthorpe, Worthington, Gillespie, Markgrunder or
Thistlethwaite. Harrington would be ideal. He needs unusual names
and there is always at least one in every group. Trevor Cash needs
only one. The trick only works once.



	


Big
John's Long War (2011)
He made good on a promise to come home from the war to take care
of his family. The war never ended for this poor soul.



	


Looking for
Miss Allen (2011)
English is not my first language so finding Miss Allen proved to
be... well... difficult!

Not my fault!



	


Pavel
the Walker (2011)
After another fight with his father, the 16 year old walked out.
He severed connection with what he thought were his parents. He
wandered the world and only stopped to work and save. He walked
till the money ran out. He had walked North and South America and
arrived in Australia when he was 30. And met a girl. He stopped
wandering for a time. He had an appointment to keep. He wanted to
stay. He had to leave. Heartbreaking moments. There has to be a
happy ending. They deserve a future together. Can any man leave his
past behind? Ever?



	


Martin Goes
Floundering (2011)
Martin goes floundering in Tasmania's Marion Bay. Pause and
retreat. What could possibly go wrong? Pause and retreat. He has
been there before and made TV news for all the wrong
reasons...

This is a light-hearted short story of what happens when Martin and
water mix. Follow his and his family’s exploits as they struggle
with the elements. Surprise after surprise will have you rolling on
the floor laughing.



	


A
Batch of Scones (2011)
When a friend wants to borrow your oven of a Sunday morning to
bake scones for his tea rooms, something’s up. More than anyone
knew….



	


Joseph's
Lines (2011)
Sister organized a nativity play as she did every year. There
were two plum parts to be had: Mary and Joseph. The three wise men
looked good but made only a brief and silent appearance. Not much
glory there. Much to my disappointment, I landed the role of a
shepherd with a speaking part, at least. We learned our lines by
heart as we couldn’t read yet.



	


Power
Surge (2011)
No one in their right mind would pay that much to rent a house
here. But someone did, not because she was out of her mind, but
because she could not find accommodation anywhere. Then he moved in
with her: a walking chemist shop.

He had a Rottweiler and a little mutt. He needed the big dog for
protection and the mutt for barking.



	


Diamond
Jim (2011)
He couldn't afford the genuine article. So he did the next best
thing.



	


First
Bite (2011)
Station Pier, Port Melbourne on a cold, wet early winter’s
morning in 1962 is not a welcoming place. Meat pie! I must have a
meat pie. And there was the sign: ‘Four ‘n Twenty’, the meat pie I
must have.



	


Breakfast
Surprise (2011)
You’d think that having breakfast and Father’s Day breakfast at
that, would be a gentle affair free of untoward interruptions. Not
so and we had no idea that having breakfast at the Breakfast Club
in London’s Soho would become a talking point for innocent
diners!

Must be careful in the big city. There are bad people about-even on
Father’s Day……..



	


Gillian's
Prison (2011)
A dramatic Australian short story with an explosive mix of
passion, devotion, betrayal, violence and retribution.

How far does a woman go to support her man? And what happens when
love is betrayed? Gillian forgave and forgot but it wasn’t enough.
When her time came to act, she did so with a vengeance but paid a
terrible price….



	


Rainbow
Thief (2011)
A short story about a boy who, when the colour violet in
rainbows vanishes,searches and finds the thief who has stolen also
indigo and blue.



	


Chick
Magnet (2012)
Being a chick magnet is fine as long as it doesn't get you into
trouble.

Albert had some serious explaining to do as things went awry.



	


400
Words (2012)
This is a brief (400 word) guide to writing and assessing short
stories. Especially my own. Some writers object to a structure for
stories. That is fine as long as you realize that no structure is a
structure still. You just write and hope to pull the reader along.
Readers, speaking for myself and one or two others, like to know
where you’re taking them.

Structure is what holds your story together. It’s like an
itinerary. If you don’t have one, you’ll end up somewhere and
you’ll have to happy with where you end up when you’ve run out of
words. Readers may decide, at any time, to let you go on ahead
without them. That’s what’s so democratic about writing. You can’t
make readers stay with you on the bus. They can get off, put your
book down and even more brutally, dismiss you with a mouse click. A
structure will entice the reader to stay with you to the bitter,
sweet, surprising or whatever end you have us awaiting.

Finally, leave readers wondering, not what will happen next in your
story, but what else you have in store. Leave them hungry.



	


Blackface
Sheep (2012)
How Australian sheep got their black faces.



	


GET
OVER IT (2012)
A short story about how you get over it and where you end up
that says a lot about you. Come on a short,bumpy ride.



	


Gary
H., not quite the real thing (2012)
Gary H. had a lovely wife, a good business and everything looked
fine. Then why make calls from a public phone, every weekday at
10.05 AM? He had a perfectly good telephone at home and an iphone
as well.

Gary, it seems, was not quite the real thing. Oh dear!



	


The
Glove Letters (2012)
Letters from the edge as the search for the mysterious glove
touches people’s lives in

simple ways, in sad moments, at turbulent times, under pitiable
circumstances and in ways that will touch your heart and mind.
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