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      To my roots, the Pejacsevich family as a whole, and each square meter from Croatia, my homeland.

    

  


  
    
      “When I´m being told a story, I like to know who’s telling it.


      That’s why I like narratives in the first person, that’s why I write in the first person and would even be incapable of writing anything differently. As soon as someone reads ‘I’ to me (but ‘we’, strictly speaking, fulfils the requirement), I feel like following them and finding out who is behind that ‘I’.”


      - Emmanuel Carrére, The Kingdom, 2014.

    

  


  
    PART ONE 


     


     1940-1976

  


  
    CHAPTER 1


     


    THE GHOST


    August 1976.


     


    If you want to run, run; if you want to scream, scream; if you want to remain dumb, you will remain dumb; I cannot stop you; if you can´t help it, you can cry, or look for a place to hide. It is not up to me to judge how anyone reacts to a ghost. Luckily, the lawyer´s secretary didn´t say anything when she saw me. She didn´t run, scream or cry. But she turned pale when I told her who I was, as pale as if she had seen a ghost.


    Her boss, the lawyer, appeared almost at the same time and he gaped at me over his glasses as if he had to decide whether I, standing in the middle of his office, was a real person, an optical illusion or a resurrected person.


    “Who are you?” he asked, and without waiting for an answer, he lashed out, “What do you want?”


    “I´m Marcos Pejacsevich.”


    When he heard my name, one of the folders he was holding fell to the floor. He didn´t even try to pick it up. The secretary looked at him, not knowing what to do, whether to pick up the folder, call the police, or wait for orders from her boss. It was the last hour of the day.


    “Do you know that the police put a price on your head?”, the lawyer asked. “Are you the famous man with the European surname that even the Navy wants to capture? Don´t you know that there is a police station right here, across the street? How did you get here? They are looking for you everywhere! You are the man who disrespected our National Anthem! What are you doing here? How dare you show up out of the blue?”


    Mr. Marcelo Valotta gave instructions to his secretary:


    “Tell my family I´m going to be late today. Contact the pub around the corner, ask them to bring us something to eat, sandwiches, sodas. Take the key and leave us alone.”


    He held out his right arm, inviting me into the office. I obeyed. He closed the door, sat on the other side of the desk, replicating the posture of a chess player. He leaned forward, and in the same gesture of someone revealing his master move, he whispered:


    “You are in mortal danger. But I guess you know that already. Your father-in-law was here less than an hour ago. He wants me to take your case, but it´s very complicated. Things are not at all OK and I know there are people who want to see you dead. But I need to know, to understand what happened. If you want me to help you resolve this matter, you will have to tell me everything.”


    “Everything?”, I asked.


    His voice suddenly became authoritative:


    “Absolutely everything. If I´m going to defend you, I need to know who you are. Your whole life. Right now.”

  


  
    CHAPTER 2 


     


    
SEVEN NAMES  FOR A SUCCESSOR



    My name is Marcos Pedro Pablo Tiburcio Geza Teodoro Maria Pejacsevich. I was born into the world with seven names, in a hospital in Osijek, Croatia, in 1940, and eight years later, when I arrived at the port of Buenos Aires, Argentina, I lost six of them as soon as I set foot on land.


    My parents, Count Petar Pejacsevich de Veroecze and Countess Klara, formerly known as Baroness Inkey de Pallin, Hungary, decided that I should be born because Nora, my eldest sister, had been diagnosed with a rare form of leukaemia.


    Just as you hear it.


    At the time, the family consisted of three children: Nora, the eldest, aged six; Paulette, her nickname was Letti, aged five; and Iván, aged three.


    Nora had a year left to live, the doctors arriving from Zagreb said. ‘A year?’, my parents asked, begging science for compassion. Who would ask science for compassion? Science is never compassionate! It´s just science. Like your laws, Mr. Valotta. All these codes and articles you have here, they´re unbreakable, aren´t they? Science didn´t care about my parents having a castle, or that they belonged to the most important families in Croatian history.


    No more than a year. It was how much Nora had left to live. That´s what science said.


    My father suggested having another child. ‘We have Iván and Letti,’ my mother replied, ‘they are both healthy.’ My father insisted. ‘It´s not enough,’ he said. ‘Don´t you realise, Klara? We´re going to need a lot of life to get through this death. We can´t do it alone. We need someone else.’


    That´s how my parents decided to conceive a new child and a way out of the pain at the same time. That´s why I came into the world, Mr. Valotta. You understand that I was born to be the child of hope. I had been given a mission even before my first breath. The umbilical cord had not yet been cut, and I already had a role to play: to do away with pain.


    A new human, an antidote to the most inhuman grief; to be born to bear witness to the life that goes on; to be born as a replacement, as a remedy. To be the distraction. The new existence that overcomes the shattered existence. From the very first moment in my life, I was the one who succeeds, the one who continues, the one who comes.


    The successor.


    My sister Eleonora Pejacsevich died on June 28th , 1940, after more than a year in bed. She was seven years old.


    If you ask Letti, my youngest sister, who lived through it, what she remembers about that time, she will tell you that even the oak trees around the castle seemed to weep.


    I´ve always wondered what life was like for my mother then, burying a daughter while carrying a baby in her womb at the same time.


    It was also unclear to me what was going on in my father´s mind. He had already lost a sister, also named Eleonora, many years before. He had experienced that same profound pain for which there are no words, because there must be no greater pain, no darker abyss than to bury one´s own child.


    My father had experienced many things, in fact.


    I was born on July 27th, 1940, in a clinic fifty kilometres from the castle of Nasice. Europe was at war.


    That´s how my life began, Mr. Valotta. A death in my family, a continent at war and a goal: to outwit death. That´s what I did, every step of the way. Let me tell you how.

  


  
    CHAPTER 3 


     


    
NASICE, ROOTS AND OAKS



    As I told you, I come from a castle located in Nasice, a town in eastern Croatia, first mentioned in 1229 under the name of Nekche; the Templars founded a church there. The town was later conquered by the Ottoman Empire in 1541, and the Habsburgs took it back in 1688.


    The castle where I lived until I was two years old was built in 1811 and is surrounded by trees, oaks and walnut trees. You should see them, they are imposing, but the most important thing about these trees are their roots, the roots of my family, which goes back to the 14th century: we are direct descendants of Dabissa, King of Bosnia from 1319 to 1396. The first members of my family lived under the name ‘Parchevic’ in the region between south-eastern Croatia and the medieval lands of Bosnia and Herzegovina. The surname evolved into ‘Pejacsevich’, as it is known today. It was originally written with the Croatian letters ‘č’ and ‘ć’, but these letters were later changed for ‘c’, making it a name phonetically linked to Hungary. The female side of the family — my mother, my aunt, my grandmother, my great-grandmother and so on — comes from Hungary, which borders Croatia.


    The first to use the name was Dimitar Pejacsevich, in connection with the castle of Pejacevo, where he lived. His great-grandson, Marko, was the first ‘Marcos’ of the dynasty; and his successor, Marko II, who survived an insurrection in Bulgaria against the Ottoman Empire, occupied territories first in Pejacevo and then in Slavonia.


    Anyway, I do not intend to give you a history lesson: I simply want to tell you that the third ‘Marcos’, who went down in history as Marko III Aleksandar Pejacevich, extended the family domain and is remembered as one of the most important historical figures in Croatia. On July 22nd 1772 he was granted the title of count for himself and his descendants by Empress Maria Theresa, Archduchess and Ruler of Austria, Hungary, Bohemia and Croatia, the only woman to rule over the Habsburg dominions and the last head of the dynasty.


    I see you are taking notes. I like people who take notes, it shows their interest, their respect for what the other person is saying, and besides, I have a lot of information that will allow you to understand who I am and why I am here.


    I understand that in your area of expertise, that is to say, law, information and data play an essential role. Please note this fact then: Theodore Pejacsevich, my great-grandfather, who lived between 1824 and 1901, and Ladislaus Pejacsevich, his father, were both ‘bans’ (viceroys) of Croatia, a title of power granted by the kings of Hungary and Croatia, which demanded great responsibility over the destinies of the people. They never accepted a single kuna — the currency of Croatia — for services rendered to the development of their country; such was the vocation and commitment with which they served. Both resigned for the same reason: they did not accept Hungarian as the official language in Croatia.


    I come from such family.


    Dora Pejacsevich was Theodore´s daughter. Who was Dora, you wonder? Please note: Dora is one of the most important musical figures in Croatian history; she composed her first symphony at the age of twelve and left a legacy of over a hundred compositions, including chamber music, piano concertos and works for orchestra. Dora set poems by poet Rainer Maria Rilke to music. She died when she gave birth to her son in 1923.


    Being a descendant of a person like Dora, who honoured music so much with her talent, I find it hard to accept that I should be involved in a music-related case: isn´t the national anthem a nations´ most elementary song? How could I make fun of it? Anyway, I don´t want to get distracted. Let´s get down to the facts.


    My grandfather on my father´s side, born in Budapest in 1882, was also called Marko. He married Minka, Baroness of Beniczky, with whom he had ten children: Nicholas, Petar, Maria, Stephanie, Ladislaus, Eliza, Gabriela, Geza, Eleonora and Markus.


    Petar, or Peter, the second of the ten children, was my father. He was born on January 3rd , 1908, in Abazzia, today Opatija, in western Croatia, on the Istrian peninsula. The family had rented a property in this part of Croatia while they were completing the construction of a new castle in Nasice.


    When my father was born, and the work on the castle was completed, the family moved to Nasice, where the older brothers Nicolas and Petar completed their studies. They first went to the Railway School, named after the fact that its facilities were always located next to railway stations, and many of its pupils ended up working in railway-related fields. They studied Croatian in the morning and Hungarian in the afternoon; then, in 1917, they were both enrolled at the private school of the Cistercian Order.


    The following year the German revolution broke out. The ‘Zeleni Kadar’, an underground movement of World War I deserters, began to hunt down aristocratic families. They were said to be around fifty thousand former soldiers, extremely violent and furious with the nobility. My family was one of their main targets. My grandfather realised that the best decision he could make for the future of his family and the continuity of the dynasty was to flee the place.


    “Let´s go right now!”, he said that afternoon. My father remembers it well, it was October 29th , 1918.


    “Go where?”, asked Minka.


    “To the train station. Let´s go. Get the children ready. The luggage. The documents. Everything. We are leaving Nasice.”


    My father, who was peeking at the scene, remembers the final whisper of that sentence, which Minka didn´t hear:


    “Let´s go before they kill us.”


    Outside, the rain was pouring down, perhaps mirroring the same storm inside my grandfather´s soul. They could barely make out the silhouettes of the servants helping in the castle, all of them hurrying to make their escape in time. At the age of ten, my father was experiencing the horror of war.


    One of the servants announced that the railway station could not be reached. How could that be? asked Minka. The roads were blocked. The only way was to follow an alternative route in better condition.


    “Will we be able to reach the checkpoint on the road to Osijek?”, my grandfather asked.


    “Yes, Sir,” replied the servant, a thin, fragile-looking man, but faithful. “Excuse me, Sir, but it will be impossible to stop the train.”


    “We´ll have to stop it somehow,” he warned.


    The escaping group consisted of Marko and Minka, nine children, a teacher named Grego Vukovic, who had been hired to help with the children´s education, along with the French governess, Melle Parmentier, the English governess, Miss Davidson, and the children´s governess, Emilia Jrzik. All together, they had fifty suitcases.


    At sixty-three years old, my great-grandfather, Count Theodore Pejacsevich, completed the delegation. He was one of the most important figures in the family and in the history of Croatia: he was zupan of the county of Veroecze, a noble title dating back to the Middle Ages among the Slavic peoples, which allowed him to exercise the political administration of the territory. He held, as I said earlier, the banate of Croatia and Slavonia, and was a strong defender of Croatian traditions: when the Hungarians tried to impose the language on his land, he resigned from his position as ban. Later, between 1913 and 1916, he served as Croatian Affairs Minister to the Hungarian government. He was a Knight of Honour and Devotion of the Sovereign Order of Malta.


    There is a portrait, painted by the renowned Croatian artist Vlaho Bukovac — born, like Count Theodore, in 1855 — which shows him solemnly seated in the formal attire of a count, his hands resting on the curved sabre of his military uniform. He is wearing the Cross of the Order of Malta.


    The portrait reveals the main features of the men of the family: a prominent forehead, with some slight signs of baldness towards the sides, delicate eyebrows, a well-built nose, ears aligned with the face, without protruding, and the most distinctive feature of all: the powerful, well-rounded blue eyes.


    Those same blue eyes spotted, with the rest of the group, a small checkpoint, amidst the incessant falling of water and the rush to escape. Someone reported that the train had already left Nasice. They looked at each other anxiously. Suddenly, in the distance, the rattling of the engine could be heard.


    “The luggage!”, shouted Marko. “Put the luggage on the rails! You, Grego, get as far ahead as you can and wave to the train! We will try to stop it.”


    The men in the group, including my father, and some of the women, carried out the order. They placed the fifty pieces of luggage on the rails to form an unexpected wall of luggage and other items. The track was blocked.


    The train drivers first spotted the figure of Grego, repeating his desperate mimicry, and then they saw the obstacle behind him in the distance. They slowed the train to a halt a few metres before the luggage. Hurriedly, my grandfather introduced himself, indicated who they were, naming the members of the group one by one. The train crew helped the family get on board. Everything was done in desperation. The rebel forces were closing in on the fleeing family.


    The train left Nasice station heading for Hungary, passing first through Slatina and Dravograd, near the Austrian border. The journey, which usually took an hour and a half, took eleven hours due to the relentless attack by insurgent militias. Marko and Grego, the children´s teacher, put everyone in a freight car and defended themselves against the attacks with whatever weapons they had at hand. The rebels wanted to board the train, but they prevented them from doing so.


    I´ve always wondered what would have become of me, my family and my father without these two brave men who resisted so much. For one thing, I would not be here today if it had not been for the courage of my grandfather and his faithful companion.


    It was already dark when they reached the town of Sellye, on the Hungarian side of the border, where they were welcomed by Count Iván Draskovich, who provided accommodation for the family in his castle.


    After two nights of shelter, they reached the city of Budapest on the first day of November 1918. The city was in the midst of a political uprising. The family remained there until March of the following year, when they had to resume their escape due to the communist regime under Bela Kun, a member of the Bolshevik party and founder of the Hungarian Communist Party. On board a new train, the party of Markus Pejacsevich and his family arrived first in Zagreb, the capital of Croatia, and then finally in Nasice, in a happy return, all safe and sound.


    But not for long.

  


  
    CHAPTER 4 


     


    
 THREE COFFINS  FOR THE PEJACSEVICH FAMILY



    My father´s father died in Nasice on June 22nd 1923 as a result of an epidemic of scarlet fever that ravaged the region. The next day, for the same reasons, his daughter Eleonora died too.


    Estefania, another of his daughters, was also dying, and my father received orders from his mother to travel immediately from Dresden, where he was studying, to Osijek. He was told to bring with him three empty coffins: one for his father, one for his sister Eleonora, and a third for Estefania, who later survived the illness.


    Do you realise, Mr. Valotta, the ironies life throws in our faces, sometimes with absolute impunity? My father suffered the death of his sister Eleonora in that winter of 1923. He witnessed his mother´s grief at the death, first, of her husband and, then, of her daughter; and after marrying the Baroness and welcoming his daughter, his first child, my father decided to christen her ‘Eleonora’, a name of Celtic origin meaning ‘what grows’, in memory of, almost as a tribute to, his deceased sister. Then, only seven years later, he would have to bury her as a result of a rare form of leukaemia.


    Not only that, Mr. Valotta. Take notes, if you wish, because you will not believe what I am going to tell you now: my grandmother, the widow and mother of the Eleonora who died in the winter of 1923, and my own mother, who saw her eldest daughter die in 1940, were pregnant at the time of the burials of their daughters. They gave birth to boys and called them Marcos.


    Do you want to know more?


    A few days later, in August 1923, my father was at Trakostjan Castle, which also belonged to Count Draskovich, the same Iván Draskovich who had received them when they escaped from Nasice, and who was a friend of the family. The castle stood on a hill crowned by tall, dark woods. Nicolas, my father´s eldest brother, began to feel that his fingers, palms, feet and ankles were going numb. They immediately sent for a doctor, who came from the village of Pettau, some thirty kilometres from the fortress; at the same time, my grandmother, Minka, left for Zagreb to ask for help from one of the most important doctors in Croatia.


    As my aunt Marie Pejacsevich wrote in her memoirs, Trakostjan Castle was under a terrible curse.


    One morning, while waiting for the car that was to bring the doctor from Pettau, Nicolas and Marie were looking out on the balcony to enjoy the view. They could see the road winding its way through the trees: the car would disappear and reappear in and out of the leafy canopy until suddenly, just before its arrival, the trees shook unexpectedly and a column of grey smoke rose up in front of them. The car mysteriously overturned beside the road, and although the doctor was not injured in any way, he decided to return, without setting foot in the castle or giving any explanation.


    Nicolas died that same day, a few hours after the accident, and a few hours before his mother Minka was due to return. The diagnosis decreed that it was a rare case of polio. As soon as she entered the castle and saw the expressions of her children Petar and Marie, Minka knew she had arrived late.


    Trakostjan´s butler said it was the curse, and I´m not talking about fantasies for a horror novel, Mr. Valotta, I´m talking about the truth.


    “Any eldest son who comes into this castle shall die,” the butler confessed to my aunt, taking her aside and speaking to her gravely. “Centuries ago, two brothers quarrelled in this castle: the eldest brother and the youngest brother. The former killed the latter, and it is said that the youngest brother left his spell in the castle: every time an eldest brother visits the castle he must die.”


    It may sound crazy to you, but Count Iván Draskovich´s own brother, the lord of the castle, died there. He died of a strange ailment when he was only twenty years old. And everyone knows that he entered the castle in perfect health.


    In addition to Nicolas, my father lost another brother in 1927: Ladislao. Can you imagine the pain? Can you picture what my father´s life was like at this stage? With less than twenty years of age, he had had to leave his homeland, escape from rebels who wanted to murder his family, mourn the death of his father Marko, his sister Eleonora and his brothers Nicolas and Ladislao, all in a span of ten years.


    If I am to talk about myself, Mr. Valotta, if you really want to know me, you have to understand who my father was, how he behaved, what kind of life he led, because I watched him all the time, I watched him closely, and at one point, I am very much a reflection of who he was. He meant much more than the person responsible for my life; he was my guide, my tutor through the ups and downs of life, my true teacher.


    Of course, we had our differences, but I never stopped admiring him. Bravely, without anyone telling him to, he stood by his widowed mother and the rest of the family during the pregnancy and subsequent birth of Markus, his brother, his new brother, his father´s posthumous son.


    He was a man of law, like you: he studied in Belgium and Croatia, taking his final exam in 1931. The following year he married my mother, Baroness Klara. After his marriage, and until 1941, my father spent most of his time focused on the administration of the family interests, making Nasice Castle his base of operations.


    Passionate about maps, he organised the travels of the whole family: he knew the routes to perfection, he knew exactly which station connected one town to another; the crossings, roads and routes. In a few seconds, he could figure out how to connect one country to another, or which were the most efficient roads to optimise a journey.


    By 1941, he was a respected lawman who had never been involved in politics. Between April 6th and 17th of that same year, Hitler´s forces raided Yugoslavia, then considered a ‘kingdom’ comprising Bosnia and Herzegovina, Croatia, Slovenia, the Republic of Macedonia, Montenegro and Serbia. With Mussolini´s support, Hitler declared an ‘Independent State of Croatia’ in Zagreb.


    Ante Pavelic led the country in a ruthless manner, based on the Ustasa, an extremist movement of very violent men who considered themselves, like the Germans, members of a superior race. Vladimir Kosak, my father´s schoolmate and friend, told Pavelic about my father, about the fact that it was necessary to have a person of prestige on his side, a person who was respected outside Croatia. According to Kosak, my father had connections in Hungary and other European countries.


    Outraged, Pavelic shouted at him:


    “Are you asking me to summon an aristocrat?”


    Kosak explained that they were not well regarded in the rest of the world, that a figure with an international reputation like Petar Pejacsevich could help them reverse this negative image. Pavelic accepted. Kosak himself first offered my father the Vatican ambassadorship, which my father turned down on the grounds that he did not want to mix politics with religion. Then he was offered the Hungarian embassy; again he declined the offer, refusing to use his family ties to intervene between Hungary and Croatia, let alone link up with a side that was known for its cruelty and racism.


    Vladimir Kosak insisted, and finally my father accepted the Spanish ambassadorship. He liked the idea of being close to England because he saw that things were not going to turn out well for Croatia, which had been declared an independent state by Hitler, with the backing of Mussolini and the leadership of Pavelic.


    History would prove him right.

  


  
    CHAPTER 5 


     


    LEAVING CROATIA


    The following was recounted by my sister, my mother, my father and my eldest brother, so I must take it as true: from the moment I left Croatia, when I was only two years old, I did nothing but cry.


    I cried when I left Nasice, I cried in Budapest, in Geneva and in Barcelona, and when I arrived in Madrid I continued to cry. I didn´t stop crying even after we had settled in the embassy, before going to school, I cried all the time. I couldn´t even attend a full day of school because I cried so much. My father used to ask me, at the end of the day, “How many times did you cry today?”


    During a conversation with him when I was a grown up many years later, he told me about my tears on the train, on that trip from Croatia to Spain:


    “I felt like throwing you out of the window. If it hadn´t been for Kuka, I swear I would have thrown you out of that train.”


    Kuka was a Croatian woman who looked after me. She was like my mother, I´m telling you the truth. In 1942, the relationship between a child and their parents was very different. It´s not like today. My mother, for example, addressed me in German, and my father in Spanish; they spoke to each other in Hungarian, so that their children wouldn´t know what they were saying, and in the middle of all this there was Kuka, who knew my parents´ personalities, and took us away from their presence whenever it was necessary.


    Kuka was everything to me, Mr. Valotta. Let me give you an idea of what this woman was like: shortly after arriving in Madrid, my siblings and I were enrolled in a school of German origin. We were required to repeat the ‘Heil Hitler’ salute. I remember making that gesture with Kuka at my side when entering the school. The woman immediately made me lower my arm, and one of the men greeting the pupils at the entrance saw her. Kuka responded with a fierce glare. That same day, we left the school and were enrolled in another one.


    At that time, in his role as ambassador, my father attended meetings in Zagreb that brought together various Croatian government officials and ministers. At one such meeting, attended by the ambassadors of thirty-two countries that had recognised the Independent State of Croatia, Pavelic asked each of them what they thought of the war situation. When it was my father´s turn, his answer was categorical:


    “The war is lost,” and after noticing the impact his comment had had on those present, he concluded, “there is still time to change our destiny.”


    Pavelic looked at him with some contempt and then announced:


    “We are going to win the war, Pejacsevich.”


    “I beg your pardon?”, asked my father, astonished first at the dictator´s comment and then at the passivity of the people present.


    “Have no doubt about it, Mr. Pejacsevich”, he insisted, sardonically, “those of us who are here, at the forefront of events, see things much clearer than those who are abroad, watching everything from the outside.”


    After listening to him, my father contacted the British, who summoned him for a secret mission that included a kiss in Budapest. Shall I go on?

  


  
    CHAPTER 6 


     


    A KISS IN BUDAPEST


    It went like this: my father got in touch with Peter Bulloc, who had served England while in Yugoslavia. Through Bulloc he met David Muirhead and John Walter, Foreign Office officials in London. He had a series of meetings with them in 1943, until they announced that they had two missions for him: the first, to secretly deliver a transmitter to a contact in Budapest; the second, to fill the sky with kunas, the currency of Croatia.


    The first mission was by train, and my father knew from his contacts, and because he knew the route of the journey, that the railway stations between Paris and Budapest were guarded by Gestapo officers.


    “Do you want me to get killed?”, he reprimanded them.


    The British officials replied that they had confidence in his diplomatic abilities. As ambassador, he could travel to Budapest, and then to Zagreb, to meet Pavelic.


    He didn´t give it much thought and accepted because my father was a resolute man who was determined to secure his country´s independence. When he asked about the second mission, he was told that it was a strategy planned by Winston Churchill. What did the Prime Minister intend to do? Occupy France first, and then northern Italy; with these areas under control, they would send paratroopers to Croatia, to the Istrian area, to throw banknotes of local currency to activate the economy as soon as possible. ‘Throw banknotes from the sky?’ my father asked. Yes, that´s right: my father was acquainted with wealthy, influential families who could collect as many kunas as possible.


    There is hard evidence of all this: according to Foreign Office records, in May 1943, my father travelled to Zagreb for another meeting with Ante Pavelic. His luggage consisted of two suitcases, one of them, the heaviest, containing a transmitter to be delivered to a British spy in Budapest.


    Papato, as we called him, left Madrid. We knew nothing about his secret mission. He had to pass several Gestapo checkpoints. Imagine, Mr. Valotta, what would have become of me if he had been discovered. I think they would have executed the whole family. With someone like Pavelic in power, I have no doubt about it.


    You and I wouldn´t be talking right now. If they had caught my father, they would have killed us all.


    Luckily, he arrived in Budapest and stayed at his sister Marie´s house, whom we knew as Mayuneni, which means “Aunt Maria” in Hungarian. She is the one who wrote in her memoirs about the death of Nicolas and the curse of Trakostjan Castle.


    My father revealed to Mayuneni what his luggage contained.


    “A transmitter?”, she asked. “What for?


    “Don´t worry, they will come for it in a few days.”


    “Who´s going to come for it, Petar? The city is full of Gestapo officers!”


    They put the luggage in the storage room. Muirhead had described the plan: the English spy would come by the following Wednesday to collect the suitcase, but nothing of the sort happened. Petar waited patiently for the man´s arrival all week, until he had to travel to Zagreb. He left the matter with Mayuneni and left Budapest, disgusted at the British contact´s unpunctuality.


    Mayuneni had her own duties to attend to. One day, she went out to take care of some business and do some shopping. A few minutes later, her youngest brother Geza, uncle Geza, who lived in Berlin, arrived at the house for a short visit. Geza made himself comfortable in the house, awaiting his sister´s arrival.


    Suddenly, a man knocked at the door. He introduced himself discreetly, speaking in English, and asked for Petar Pejacsevich. Geza replied that he was not in, could he be of any help to him? The man began to get impatient, looking around anxiously. He asked several questions about a suitcase he had to pick up.


    Geza said to him:


    “I´m sorry. I don´t know anything about a suitcase, but why don´t you come back tomorrow at eleven o´clock, my sister will be back by then, she will surely be able to inform you better. I am just visiting.”


    As soon as the man left, Geza decided to warn the German soldiers. He told them that the strange man was returning the next day and told them the exact time so that they could arrest him. When Mayuneni returned from her duties and learned what Geza had done, she panicked:


    “The Englishman.”


    “Englishman?”


    “The one looking for the transmitter! Petar brought a transmitter for an English agent! This is very dangerous, Geza. If we are caught with it, we´ll get killed at once. We have to get rid of that device!”


    “Quick, to the car!”


    “Where are we going?”, Mayuneni asked.


    “Anywhere. Janoshegy. That´s it. Let´s leave it there.”


    Janoshegy means ‘John´s Hill’ and is a mountain more than five hundred metres tall representing the highest point of Budapest, surrounded by forest. Geza put the suitcase in the car and Mayuneni got in with him, in the passenger seat. They drove through the city and on one of the bridges Geza realised they were being followed by a Gestapo patrol car.


    “Calm down, don´t say anything,” he warned his sister. “Trust me.”


    Right on the bridge, my uncle stopped the car, looked at Mayuneni, pulled her closer to him, hugged her and kissed her on the mouth. Mayuneni, bewildered, did not resist.


    A Gestapo officer approached the car, knocked on the window, looked into the car, and told them off. He said they shouldn´t be kissing on a bridge, they should go to the forest or to Janoshegy. Geza apologised and proceeded as instructed: they reached the hill, left the transmitter and returned home.


    The next day, the Germans appeared at the house at eleven o´clock in the morning but found nothing. The astute British spy, noticing the movements of the officers, left the place. Some time later, an English officer named Courts who also spoke Hungarian very well, turned up at Mayuneni´s house. This time, the one who answered the door was the youngest brother of the family; the one who, just like me, had been born after the death of his sister Eleonora and was called Markus.


    “Good morning. Excuse me. If I say the name ‘Petar’, if I say ‘Madrid’, does it ring a bell?”


    “My brother´s name is Petar and he´s in Madrid,” he answered.


    “We know that a suitcase containing a transmitter was left here some time ago. Can you help us locate it?”


    Mayuneni showed the officer in and pointed to the exact spot where the transmitter had been abandoned. The British finally found the object. In spite of all the setbacks, the mission had been a success.


    My aunt never married. According to the family, she confessed that it was the most passionate kiss she had ever received in her life.


    So, to tell you the truth, I like to know that ‘Petar’, ‘Geza’ and ‘Marie’ are three of my seven original names, Mr. Valotta. Under those names, I boarded the ship in Madrid, not knowing where I was going, not knowing what ‘Argentina’ meant.

  


  
    CHAPTER 7 


     


    
MY NAME WRITTEN  IN THE OCEAN



    After the transmitter episode, my father got in touch again with his brother Geza, with whom they executed the second mission requested by the Foreign Office in London. Together they focused on raising millions of kunas for the British paratroopers under Churchill´s plans.


    After several interviews and meetings, they raised ten million kunas. I know that part of that money came from my father´s coffers, although he never mentioned the matter or said anything to anyone.


    I come from that family, Mr. Valotta. Please make a note of that.


    Then came the Yalta Conference, the Iron Curtain, Churchill´s utter lack of interest in those countries, which left Eastern Europe at the mercy of the Soviet Union. What did Churchill, Roosevelt and Stalin determine? Can you explain it, Mr. Valotta? Are you interested in history? Because that conference affected the lives of millions of people.


    Churchill´s plan to invade Croatia with paratroopers scattering kunas in a miraculous rather than real act was quickly forgotten; the British did not make use of the money. My father saw to its safekeeping in a double-locked trunk. Geza was outraged: they had taken all sorts of risks to get their hands on the money. Returning the money to Croatia was a risk, so my father concentrated on finding a new destination for himself, his family and that suitcase full of kunas, which he kept until his last days, always ready to account to anyone for every note that had been collected. That money, and that suitcase, travelled with us.


    He considered the United States, but his brother talked him out of it, he told him he had to go to Argentina. To Argentina? Geza told him about Perón. He had met him at the Luna Park stadium, around 1946, the same place where the Argentine colonel, the head of the National Secretariat of Labour, met a 24-year-old actress called Eva María Duarte, who would be his greatest political creation: ‘Evita’, the woman of the people, the woman of the descamisados (the shirtless ones), the name by which she referred to the Argentine workers until her death to cancer in July 1952.


    Perón? My father wondered. The name sounded like a strong exclamation, or an insult.


    “I´ve talked to him in person,” Geza confessed. “He´s asked me to help him take professionals and European families to Argentina. Come with me and see what it´s all about!”


    My father agreed to accompany him to Argentina. It was 1947. In December of that same year, Miguel Miranda, president of the Central Bank of Argentina, offered him a job at the IAPI, the Argentine Institute for the Promotion of Exchange.


    The agency was in charge of foreign trade, and one of the first jobs my father took on was to report on the importation of some Willys jeeps from the United States, used in military operations, which had been stockpiled in Monte Chingolo. As he had a job, he wrote to Madrid, telling Klara that the family could travel to Argentina.


    When my mother announced in our house at 69 Velázquez Street in Madrid that the family was moving to Argentina, Kuka said no. She was determined to return to Croatia. No sailing across the ocean for her. Klara accepted the decision. She didn´t press her, nor did she do anything to persuade her.


    It was shattering news for me. I had left Croatia in tears; now I had to say goodbye to Kuka, the one who had been everything to me: shelter, companionship, comfort. To say goodbye to Kuka was to say goodbye to Croatia again; I know it may sound ridiculous, Mr. Valotta, but that´s how I felt.


    I remember the moment perfectly well: the luggage was ready, we had to board the cab and say goodbye to Kuka. Unlike my siblings, who did come to greet her, I got straight into the car, anxious to get it over with.


    She was standing on the street, watching me. I looked at her and saw her eyes; I saw no tears, only the sparkle in her eyes. I started to cry, although I didn´t surprise anyone by crying. They must have thought it was always the same with me, but it was not the same, I was leaving Kuka behind, I was leaving her forever.


    The car door closed, and finally we started the journey to Bilbao. I didn´t dare look back at any time.


    The Monte Urbasa ship left Bilbao on its maiden voyage on April 16th 1948. In a way, we were also inaugurating a new stage in our lives, bound for Argentina, and the only passengers were my mother, Letti, Iván and me. For a large part of the journey, ‘Mamato’ made me sign my name over and over again in my study notebook. She didn´t want me to leave my thumbprint in the logbook when we arrived at the port of Buenos Aires because it indicated that the person was illiterate. For my mother, it was a real stain on the identity of her son and her family.


    During my years in Madrid, attending school had been hell for those around me: I would not stop crying, and my despair was such that I was forced to return home every time. That´s why I had to sign my name on paper once, twice, three times, hundreds of times as the ocean surrounded us.


    My mother dreaded having a child registered as ‘illiterate person’. Her youngest son had to be able to sign his name on paper, that´s why she made me practice over and over again: Marcos Pejacsevich, Marcos Pejacsevich, Marcos Pejacsevich, Marcos Pejacsevich.


    I was seven years old when I saw the city of Buenos Aires for the first time, towering above the Rio de la Plata. The city made a positive impression on me, seeming to rise up with its grey blocks contrasting with the brownish hue of the waters. It was May 9th 1948.


    I remember looking out on deck, as the ship entered the port, and seeing my father waiting for us, dressed elegantly as usual and wearing a hat that completed his aristocratic gentleman´s appearance; there was a car waiting for us with its driver. From there we would go to the petit hotel where we would settle on Federico Lacroze Avenue, in the neighbourhood of Belgrano.


    When the moment came to sign the admission book in the immigration area, shortly after getting off the merchant ship, I took the pen that was handed to me and thought of my seven names. From that moment on, I would be Marcos. Just Marcos.


    It was the only thing I knew how to write, my name.

  


  
    
CHAPTER 8 


     


    
TROUBLE  IN ADROGUÉ



    It was 1948, Mr. Valotta. My mother stormed into Miguel Miranda´s office and demanded an explanation from the President of the Central Bank, who was also the highest authority in the IAPI, concerning the reason why he had left her husband without a job. ‘We have only been in Argentina for three months,’ she said in a fragile Spanish but overflowing with conviction. ‘We have just come from Spain, I have a thirteen-year-old daughter, an eleven-year-old son and another son who is only eight years old, and you suddenly decide to leave my husband out of a job?’


    The official looked her up and down surprised first, because he was not used to a woman coming into his office with such a vigorous attitude, and second, because he had not given any instruction to fire Petar Pejacsevich. My father had refused to sign false documents that had been imposed on him by the IAPI, following a report in which he found irregularities in the operation of Willys jeeps. Miranda insisted that he sign, even though the report was not correct, and my father got up and left, never to return. Miranda explained this to my mother, and my mother left the office.


    After living for a few months in the elegant neighbourhood of Belgrano in the city of Buenos Aires, we set off on a new journey, this time to the town of Adrogué. We had left Nasice, we had left Madrid, now we were leaving Belgrano. At my young age, life seemed a constant flow of places left behind.


    My parents rented a house one block from the current border between the towns of Turdera and Adrogué, on the outskirts of the city of Buenos Aires. It was a major change in our lives: from that sober and aristocratic building, with a maid and chauffeur, in a residential area surrounded by palaces and European embassies, we moved to a big house with cracks, creaks and stains of all kinds.


    In my parents´ bathroom, for example, there was an umbrella, because the rain leaks hit the toilet with remarkable precision.


    They decided to hire a painter and someone who could take care of the children. That´s how Marta, Elena and Leopoldo came into our lives. Marta and Elena were mother and daughter, born in Slovenia, and my father found them through the Immigrants´ Hotel in Buenos Aires. As soon as he heard their story — they had escaped from the Bagnoli refugee camp in Italy — he hired them to look after us and take care of things around the house. We learned Italian thanks to Elena, who spoke to us in Italian all the time.


    Leopoldo was a painter who knew how to work on houses as big as ours, and he was referred to us by a neighbour; nothing could have made us suspect what was to follow.


    As for our education, some years earlier, in 1931, my father had donated a chapel to the Jesuit order of priests. As a token of his gratitude, the head of the order had sent him a letter indicating that, should he need it, any of his children could attend a Jesuit school free of charge. A few days after arriving at the port of Buenos Aires, and before moving to Adrogué, my father decided to accept the offer: he wrote to Reverend Father Castillejo, Rector of El Salvador School, who, in turn, entrusted the case to the Vatican. The Jesuit prior replied and my brother Iván and I were immediately enrolled.
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