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Praise for Fires in the Dark:




‘An epic novel … absorbing, shocking, hopeful.’ Mail on Sunday


‘Compulsively readable … Have we had too many fictions about the Holocaust? Perhaps, but we have never read anything like this … its triumph is the quiet authority of its telling, an unblinking serenity of gaze that charts without countenancing the absurdity of the world into which the Roma are incredulously drawn … [and] the magnanimity and power of Doughty’s achievement.’ Guardian


‘Memorable and gripping.’ New Statesman


‘Compelling. Assumptions and inhibitions bind each of us all too tightly into our own world, but fiction can release us into another. Fires in the Dark does just this.’ The Times


‘The compelling story sweeps you along from beginning to end. Doughty writes with a deep knowledge of her subject.’ Daily Mail


‘A novel such as this has the emotive power to restore dignity to those who were so appallingly robbed of it … It delivers inner truth in a knock-out blow, as only art can.’ Independent


‘Undoubtedly both a topical and important book. Combining a compelling human story with a necessary historical lesson, Doughty’s fourth novel is her best by far and nothing less than an essential read.’ Big Issue


‘A book overflowing with newfound confidence and commitment.’ Time Out


‘One would be hard-pressed to find a book in any genre so expansive and capacious detailing the Roma experience during the Second World War as Fires in the Dark. The book, a blend of historical detail and finely tuned fiction adds to the knowledge about this precarious but rich culture and people.’ Jerusalem Post
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Solidarity is not discovered by reflection but created. It is created by increasing our sensitivity to the particular details of pain and humiliation of other, unfamiliar sorts of people.




 





RICHARD RORTY


Contingency, irony, and solidarity


 




 





Today, at this very moment as I sit writing at a table, I myself am not convinced that these things really happened.




 





PRIMO LEVI


If This Is a Man























NOTE ON LANGUAGE





This novel is about a group of Roma or Romany people, more commonly known as Gypsies. The word gypsy is pejorative in many European languages and is often a racial slur. In English it is inaccurate but not generally considered offensive as long as it is spelt with a capital G.


‘Roma’ means The People. Roma people use the word gadje, or gadže, for anyone who is not-Roma or Sinti (another Romany group). Gadje may be imagined as whitefolks said with a great deal of scorn. Roma and Sinti societies are highly complex, with many different groups speaking different forms of the Romani language. The characters in this book are Kalderash (Coppersmith) Roma, who are travelling in the Czech lands but are originally from Wallachia, in present-day Romania, so I have used the Vlach Romani forms of most words.


There are some deliberate inconsistencies in this book. When using the plural, I have added an English ‘s’, and I have occasionally used the Anglo-Romani term O Del, meaning God. When referring to street names in Prague, I have used the English equivalent of the most famous landmarks, such as Wenceslas Square and Charles Bridge, but in the interests of flavour, retained the Czech versions for others.


I am greatly indebted to Thomas Acton, Donald Kenrick and Ian Hancock for attempting to explain to me the complexities of Romani along with a great deal else besides. Any remaining errors or simplifications are entirely my own responsibility.


Rromale, phrálale, pheyale, me sim rromani feri ekh tserra, numa o mai lačo kotor si. Te yertin varesave doša me kerdem ande kadi paramiči, thai pačan ke čačo si o ilo murro.

















PART 1


1927























CHAPTER 1





Summer in Bohemia: high summer. The sun is furious, the sky a vast dome of bright and solid blue broken only by a few wisps of high, motionless cloud. It is 1927, July – the middle of the day.


The heat has deadened everything. No trace of breeze stirs in the grass, the trees are still. The cows can hardly lift their heads, so accustomed are they to indolence. Flies hang lazily over patches of dung already baked unyielding black. Daisies droop. Only the skylarks are in motion, ascending and plummeting with pointless enthusiasm.


At first glance, this small corner of the world seems uninhabited. The buildings at the edge of the field are disused. There is a tiny stone cottage which looks sound enough but the barn next to it is in ruins, sagging beneath the weight of its own dereliction. It is the sort of old barn which you would pass by and not even register.


Perfect for Gypsies.


Six women are inside – five of them crouching around the sixth who lies supine on the hard earth floor. A birthing sheet has been laid beneath her and two women sit either side of it waving inefficient fans made from twigs and straw. The woman wears only a loose chemise – the others have undressed her, folded her three-layered skirts and hastily unplaited her braids to allow the gold coins trapped in her stiff, oiled hair to drop loose. The coins have been gathered and, along with her elaborate jewellery and money belt, placed outside the barn. They must not become marimé – Unclean. Divested of her finery, how vulnerable the woman seems. Two of the women are supporting her at her shoulders, raising her when she flaps a hand upwards to indicate her position is uncomfortable. For the moment, she is pausing between contractions to close her eyes and pant gently. She has not yet reached the wild time, when she will move into a crouching position and lose all awareness of the processes of breathing.


The remaining woman squats between the labouring woman’s legs, observing the blossoming of her vagina. She thinks it will be some time yet.




*





The boy will be called Emil. His mother is Anna Maximoff, a tall woman famed for her good looks, breeding and pride. She is also considered insightful but as she is currently giving birth to her first child she is temporarily deprived of the ability to see further than the next contraction.


Her cousin Tekla – the woman examining her – predicts that Anna is not nearly open enough for the pushing to begin and that a lengthy battle lies ahead.


Little Emil has other ideas.




*





The men of the kumpánia have been sent to find the nearest village or, if they cannot locate it, otherwise occupy themselves. The group was on its way to Kladno when Anna’s time came early. They were hoping to reach the sour-cherry orchards on the westerly outskirts, Ctibor Michálek’s orchards.


No man will be allowed near Anna for two weeks after the birth, while she is still marimé. She will not be permitted to wash or cook or perform any duties which might contaminate them. Instead, she will be tended by Tekla while she lies in the barn, feeds the child, sleeps and dreams of his future. When they are alone together, she will whisper his real name into his ear.




*





Tekla allows herself a small smile at her memory of the look on Josef’s face as she ushered him away with the other men. Josef is her cousin and Anna’s husband, famous for bursting into tears when his wife was stung by a bee at their wedding feast, while the assembled guests flung their arms up and burst out laughing, declaring that a bee-sting was good luck, the next best thing to bird shit.


For a moment, Tekla remains lost in this memory and has time to note that it – still – causes her pain. Then Anna lets out a strange, meandering howl, arching her back, as if the curve of noise is raising her body from the floor.


Tekla looks up in surprise. She sits up and commands the other women to lift Anna and turn her, the sharpness in her voice obscuring her alarm.


Tekla has dealt with sixteen births and never yet had to cut a baby loose of its mother. The thought makes the back of her neck prickle. She has a knife ready, as she does each time, cleansed in the fire that morning before they left the forest camp and wrapped tightly in clean cloth to keep it uncontaminated. It is hidden in the pocket of her apron. When she bends over, she can feel it resting across the top of her thighs. The cloth might be difficult to unwind in a hurry.


The women supporting Anna look to Tekla for instruction. Božena and Dunicha have borne five children between them. They know enough to sense that something is amiss. Božena is fond of contradicting Tekla but even she looks at her appealingly now.


Tekla does not trust herself to speak again, fearing the tone of her voice might convey alarm to Anna. She gestures with both hands, palms upwards. Božena and Dunicha lift Anna from her crouching position with one arm each over the nearest shoulder. They brace themselves to take her weight – she will push down towards the ground so that the powers of the Earth will help to pull the baby out. The women with the fans, Ludmila and Eva, instinctively increase the intensity of their flapping, as if the air they generate might wash away Anna’s pain. All four have their gazes concentrated, breathing in time. Anna’s face, normally clear and calm, is bathed in sweat. Her eyes stare wildly around, from one woman to the next, as if she is accusing each of them in turn of being her torturer. The veins on the back of her neck stand out in great twisted ropes as she strains. Tekla remembers that Eva and Ludmila have never attended a birth. It must be frightening for them to see Anna, their beautiful Anna, made ugly by this extremity.


Only Tekla herself is managing to maintain a distance, a coolness in her thoughts – if quick decisions must be made, they will be her responsibility. She feels as though her mind has gone numb, as if the insignificant has become hugely important and vice versa. She finds herself noticing that a supporting beam in the centre of the barn is full of woodworm. In a far corner, there is a rusted iron mangle which was once painted green. The bowl and rollers are missing. She hears a husky snuffling and glances round to see that the old dog Biri has worked his way loose from where he was tied outside and is scrabbling beneath the barn door, desperate for admittance.


They should have left the door ajar, Tekla thinks. It is completely airless in the barn. She can feel the sweat running down her back and chest, small rivulets between her paps and a stickiness which will be darkening the back of her blouse.


Anna throws her head back and lets out another howl, bearing down between Božena and Dunicha, her full-throated yell dying into a pitiful cry that sounds as if it is trapped at the back of her throat and whimpering for release. Tekla lies down on her side, turns her head and peers between her cousin’s legs – and what she sees makes her realise there is no time to be lost.




*





The story about Anna’s husband Josef and the bee was absolutely true. He did cry easily; but he only cried for others.


As a child, Josef had been trampled by one of his father’s mares. His left leg was mashed, the bone splintered twice below the knee. There was no doctor in the village, so his father and uncle held him down while his mother strapped two wooden splints either side of the bone.


They were in Upper Hungary then, in a settled tabor by the River Dunaj, close to a village called Sap. His father bought and sold horses, across the river mostly, dealing with a group of Lowari Gypsies and a few gadje – he spoke fluent Magyar, Slovak and German along with Romani. His mother sewed and spoke only Romani and Czech. She hated being settled and begged his father nightly to take to the road, if only in summertime.


The tabor was squeezed between marshland at the southerly edge of the village and the river. The wagons were enormous square things with flat roofs and wheels sunk deep into the mud – they had been there for two generations. They would never move again.


In the summer the camp was plagued with huge swarms of bluebottles, plump and iridescent, buzzing and dancing in their anxiety to mate. It was particularly bad around the pea harvest, when the rotting matter left by the thresher gangs sent the flies wild. Each family would string washing lines around their wagon and hang up sheets of flypaper in rows – to get from wagon to wagon you had to duck beneath the sheets. When the flypaper became so dense with insects you couldn’t see what it was any more, it would be taken down and burnt on the fire. Charred flakes would shoot upwards in a hot column – the area around the fire would become engulfed in a cloud, the puffing ash of little legs and wings.


The flies reached their peak in August, when the mosquito season started. The summer swarms drove Josef’s father crazy but he did not want to take to the road while the horse business was so good. He was forever threatening to buy a little house in the village amongst the gadje – a threat which would send Josef’s mother running to the other women for comfort, sobbing and flapping her apron.


It was a gadjo doctor who persuaded Josef’s parents to break the leg again. He was a town doctor, a Hungarian from Nitra who had been passing through Sap one day on his way to Győr. He had stopped to visit a relative and had seen young Josef hobbling back towards the camp with an egg in each hand – the eggs lending tremors to Josef’s limp as his stick was tucked under one arm. Assuming him to be palsied, a speciality of his, the doctor had followed Josef on foot to the Gypsy tabor, where he strode through the wagons oblivious to the hostile stares of the residents. He introduced himself to Josef’s father and asked to examine the boy.


He was a little disappointed to discover that the limp was due to a badly set bone, but he offered to do the family a favour: rebreak the leg and set it properly with a set of iron callipers which he had in the back of his carriage, parked outside his aunt’s house in Sap. He would do it without payment as long as he was permitted to visit them every six months for the next two years and check on Josef’s progress. Josef’s father must give his word of honour that he would relinquish the callipers when the two years were up, or leave them on the aunt’s doorstep if the family took to the road before then.


At this point, most men would have escorted the doctor to the banks of the Dunaj, and booted him in: but Josef’s father was used to dealing with gadje, and he was a pragmatist. He wanted his son to follow him into the horse business. You needed two good legs to ride.


Josef’s mother had to be carried bodily from their wagon.


They held Josef’s nose and poured slivovice into his mouth until he coughed and swallowed. Then they broke his leg with a wooden mallet. At the first blow, Josef fainted. When he came round he vomited. Then he fainted again. The fainting and vomiting continued intermittently for a week, accompanied by a fever. By then the gadjo doctor had left with a cheery wave and a promise to visit them in six months’ time. Josef’s mother burned blackberry leaves in a dish and prayed to the Saints and cursed the day she and his father had ever met. Without consulting her husband – an unheard-of rebellion – she arranged for her uncle to summon a drabarni all the way from the Eastern Mountains, to be paid on arrival by one of the gold coins from her braids. When Josef’s father found out he smashed all their wedding crockery and they didn’t speak to each other for ten months.


The drabarni came, took the coin, and told them there was nothing she could do for a child whose leg was still clasped by a gadjo’s implement.


It was a month before Josef left his bed and another two before he regained his strength and could walk without pain. Throughout all this, he never cried. He screamed sometimes – fainted and vomited on occasion. But there were no tears.


Then one day, when he still had to drag his leg behind him like a dead dog on a stick, he was walking past his mother as she kneeled before the fire frying potato cakes. She was in the process of wrapping her apron around the handle of the blackened pan. As she lifted the pan, the edge of her apron caught on the trivet and it tipped from her grasp, emptying its contents on to the embers and burning her hand as she tried to prevent it.


A child was not to realise it, but his mother’s cry was more at the loss of the food than at her burnt hand. At the sight of her twisted face, Josef began to wail – and once he had begun, he could not stop.


After that, he would cry at the slightest excuse – but only when the pain or distress occured to someone other than himself. Bad news in the tabor was kept from him. If another child scraped a knee or brushed a thistle, Josef’s mother would turn his head away from the sight. His father would not even whip a horse in front of him.


When the gadjo doctor returned two years later to prise off the callipers, Josef gripped his father’s arm so tightly he drew blood with his fingernails – but shed not a tear.




*





When his wife Anna was stung by a bee on their wedding day, Josef Maximoff wept for the remainder of the feast. He was so in love with Anna he wanted to die. He wanted to weep every time he looked at her; her beauty, her strength and stubbornness. It was that very strength that made her seem so vulnerable at times. She would never admit to anything, so he felt it all, continually, on her behalf.


They were in Moravia by then. Josef’s mother had finally won out and they had taken to the road, using Sap as their winter quarters. Josef’s father’s spirit had been broken long before. When the gadje had their Great War, a colonel had come recruiting for the Imperial Army and left with half the men and all the horses. Josef’s father had pleaded to be conscripted so that he could stay with the animals but the colonel said the horses were not being allocated to the gypsy regiment. They wouldn’t even admit Josef’s father into the infantry. They said he was bow-legged and too old.


None of the horses or men ever returned from the gadje’s Great War. The horses were shot to pieces from underneath their Magyar lieutenants. The Roma regiments were the first to be sent into action to be mown down by the French.


Josef’s parents were to die not long after he was married. Neither of them lived to see how inexplicably long it would be, seven years, before Anna became pregnant with Josef’s first child. When she told him she was carrying a baby, he fell down on his knees in front of the entire kumpánia, stretched his arms and burst out sobbing – Josef Maximoff, crying for himself at last. All the women around had smiled and shaken their heads. Anna had laughed a huge red laugh.


No man was allowed near his wife when she was in labour, but everyone in Josef’s kumpánia agreed – the minute Anna’s pains began, he was to be hurried from the scene as quickly as possible.




*





As he walked along the edge of the field with the other men, Josef chewed at an ear of wheat and tried not to think about the look in Anna’s eyes as she had stirred the fire that morning. It was a concentrated look. Her mind was elsewhere. At the time, he had wondered if her belly was so large it was no longer comfortable to squat. Now he realised that her pains must have started.


Normally Anna would walk alongside the wagon while they travelled – she liked to walk, even as her girth expanded and her stride turned into a slow waddle. That morning, she had been uncharacteristically quiet while brewing his tea. They had loaded up the wagon together in silence. Josef had glanced at her surreptitiously from time to time, then harnessed the horse and climbed up on to the wagon. When he was settled with the reins in his hands, he turned to look at her.


For a moment, Anna stood beside the wagon, frowning to herself. The other families had loaded up and harnessed and were waiting for Josef and Anna to move off before following. Only Tekla was not quite ready, messing around by the fire.


Anna pursed her lips, bit at the lower one, unpursed them and said in a small voice. ‘Husband, move over there.’


He had gazed down at her. Anna had never used a small voice in her life. As she climbed up carefully on the seat beside him, he had thought, ah well, the sour cherries will wait.


For the rest of their journey he drove as if the wagon was piled high with eggs. Anna sat bolt upright next to him, her hands on her knees and her arms locked, as though she lacked a spine. She said nothing. Only her breathing betrayed her: periodically, it would deepen, then she would exhale with stealthy force, as if she was trying to whistle without making any noise.


Tekla, Ludmila and Eva were in the back of the wagon, and every hour or so Tekla would climb up and rest her forearms on the seat, peering between them. She tried to persuade Anna to come inside with the other women – which would have been a great deal more seemly than her riding up with Josef for all the world to see – but Anna was not given to being seemly at the best of times. She was breathing in the morning air and gazing around the fields. Josef guessed that she was searching out the best place to stop. He respected her need to feel that the place was right. There was no telling how long they would have to be pulled up, after all. Perhaps she would ask him to change course and head for the woods at Kralupy, where they would be able to pull into a clearing and be out of sight.


The sun was high by the time she lifted her hand and Josef pulled sharply on the reins. He looked around to see what she had spotted. They were still in open countryside.


The field to the left had no gate and was fallow. Cows grazed the neighbouring land but there were no dwellings in sight. Then he saw what she had seen. At the far end of the fallow field, almost obscured by trees and bushes and snuggling insecurely next to an old cottage, lay a derelict barn.


Anna’s expression was glazed as Tekla helped her down from the wagon and issued orders to everybody else. The men were ignored while the women gathered around Anna, taking her from Josef and swallowing her in their women’s care. His last glimpse of her as they led her to the barn – panting openly now – was of the back of her tall head, clearly visible above the others, her headscarf neatly knotted at the nape of her neck.


The men pulled the wagons round the high hedge that bordered the field, unharnessed and tied the horses in the shade, ensuring their tethers were long enough for them to grass. Josef was brisk in his actions, feeling the need for physical activity. He unloaded a bale of hay and pulled a fistful loose, then used it to wipe the sweat from the geldings, rough in his desire to do something useful, to think of anything but his wife.


His proximity to the horses calmed him a little. They were the finest in the kumpánia, four-year-olds. He was the only man who had a pair – they had cost him sixteen thousand crowns each. Wiping them down was the first thing he did each time they pulled up, no matter how thirsty or dirty he might be himself.


When he had finished, he assembled the others. They would find the nearest village on foot – the local gadje might not be accustomed to People and it would frighten them if they turned up in a caravan. They needed salt, and Josef needed new bellows. He had patched his old ones with pig skin so many times that air puffed from everywhere but the nozzle.


The wagons were still visible from the road, so they left old Ludvík Franz and his wife to look after them and the horses. Eva Winterová and her sisters were instructed to remain with them and gather firewood. As the men set off, Josef heard a twisted howl from inside the barn.




*





When the men had traversed the edge of the wheatfield, they climbed a sty and tramped alongside younger, greener wheat, infected here and there with bracken. Josef guessed that a generation ago, the whole area had been wooded. The ground began to slope gently upwards, towards a tended copse. When they had passed the trees, they could look down across more fields to see the smoky smudge of a village in the middle distance. Josef paused and removed his hat to wipe his brow with his handkerchief. He always felt the heat, particularly on his face. Walking when it was warm made his leg ache which exacerbated his limp.


It took them less than half an hour to reach the village, which seemed to comprise little more than a small crossroads and a mud-track main street with rows of cottages on either side. There was no one around. At the end of the street, they found a tiny chapel and schoolhouse, and close by a small shop which had sweets in the window – jars of fruit-flavoured toffees wrapped in coloured papers and burnt-brown sugar sticks.


They entered cautiously. No one was behind the counter but there were rows of shelves upon which household goods were piled; blankets and tin buckets and oil lanterns with foggy glass.


A man emerged from the back room as they entered. He glanced them over, then nodded, reserved but courteous. There was nowhere where they would get bellows, he said, they would have to wait until Kladno, but he would sell them a block of salt and a beer apiece. He had his own barrels. He was about to close for the afternoon, but he would give them clay mugs and they could leave them by the door afterwards.


Josef enquired about who owned the land with the old barn and the shopkeeper gave them the farmer’s name, Myclík.


We must pay him a visit on the way back, Josef thought. It would be a good idea to get to him before somebody else went and told him there were gypsies on his land.


They emerged from the gloom of the shop to blink at the hot sun. Václav had unbuttoned his shirt to the waist. He flapped it so that it billowed outwards. ‘Josef,’ he said, ‘those trees over there?’


Opposite the shop there was a small rise topped by cluster of oak trees which provided a canopy over the village well. Josef glanced around. The village still seemed empty but he didn’t like the idea of sitting down and drinking somewhere so visible. ‘Behind the well,’ he replied.


They sat in a semi-circle and rested their backs against the rough stone; Josef in the middle, Václav on one side and Yakali and his two sons on the other. Each man tipped a little of his drink on the ground. There was silence.


There was a coolness between Václav and Yakali. In the quiet moment, Josef acknowledged that it had deepened recently. Yakali had Justin and Miroslav, two strapping lads, fifteen and fourteen respectively, both desperate to marry at this year’s harvest. Václav had three young daughters; Zdenka, Pavla and Eva. A man with three daughters would always feel at a disadvantage next to a man who had produced sons. Yakali never lorded it over Václav but it stood between them like a stagnant pond.


Zdenka would be twelve in the autumn. She and fourteen-year-old Miroslav had begun to eye each other, but Josef knew Yakali had plans for his sons to marry elsewhere. The Zelinka vitsa would gather at the harvest and Yakali had a long-held understanding with a South Bohemian family who had two daughters the same age as his sons. Yakali’s wife Dunicha was keen on the match. With three men to look after she couldn’t wait to have a couple of bori to take over the chores. If Miroslav married Zdenka then Dunicha would have Zdenka’s mother Božena in the next wagon, keeping far too close an eye on her daughter’s well-being.


In the meantime, Václav was naturally becoming anxious about where he was going to place his girls. He wouldn’t get much of a price for them, in Josef’s opinion: they were short like their father and dark like their mother. Zdenka had receding gums and bad skin.


It was a pity, all the same. Josef would have been happy to see a tie between the Winters and Zelinkas. It would strengthen the kumpánia. Zdenka was a good girl, hard-working and modest. She would be disappointed when she realised Miroslav’s parents were negotiating with another family. He hoped it would not cause bitterness.


The first sip of beer was so refreshing it gave Josef the illusion that his thirst was quenched. By the third sip, he was uncomfortable again. The other men had leaned their heads back and closed their eyes, grateful to be out of the sun. Yakali had pulled his hat down over his face and was resting his wrists on his knees with his hands hanging limply, his mug already emptied and discarded by his side. Josef tried not to resent how easy it was for Yakali to relax.


For once, they had plenty of time. Josef closed his eyes and tried to quell his unease. To stop himself thinking about Anna in pain, he thought about Anna on their wedding night. She had stood over him in the tent and he had waited for her to fling her long skirt and petticoats upwards in one swift movement – it was what a woman like Anna would do. Instead, she had gazed down at him, then grasped two great, full handfuls, raising her garments centimetre by centimetre, with exquisite slowness, gazing at him all the while, her smile growing broader and broader as the skirt rose higher and higher … He would never forget that moment, her delight in confounding his expectations of her.


He opened his eyes to lift his clay mug to his mouth. Halfway through the action he paused, knowing all at once that he would not be able to swallow. He lowered the mug again, sighing gently. O, that a man could relive his wedding night a thousand times, instead of all that followed; the worry, the responsibility – the thought that as he drank beer in the shade Anna was lost in the agony and mystery of whatever it was that women went through. It made him feel inadequate, his worry, less of a man.


‘Josef …’ Václav said without turning, his voice softly reproachful, ‘… drink your beer. Enjoy these moments. Today of all days you should drink. Your son is being born.’


A first-born was always referred to as a son until it was proved to be otherwise. Josef sighed again, more heavily. He didn’t care if the child was a boy or a girl or a piglet with a blue tail, just as long as Anna survived.


Ahead of him were the fields on the edge of the village, a wide expanse covered by a mass of dark green corn, leaves glistening and the air above shifting and shimmering in the heat. A light breeze was blowing. A pair of buzzards were riding the warm air, lazy and inseparable. He had met a man in Mĕlnik once, an Elder who had lost three wives in childbirth, one after the other. Even though he had been left with five children to raise, he had declared he could not bear to marry again.


Josef closed his eyes once more, as if preventing vision might prevent speculation. It didn’t work, but he allowed the breeze to play on his face.


Beside him, Yakali began to snore.




*





His eyes had been closed for only a moment when he was woken from his thoughts by a deep, bubbling voice which declared, ‘So, gypsies, nothing to do but drink beer and doze, eh? You lucky people. God’s favourites I’d say.’


Josef sat up. The man in front of than was a municipal policeman, his moustache bristling and unkempt, his eyes alight with a cold twinkle. He was on duty, his uniform jacket tightly buttoned. The only concession he had made to the heat was to push his cap up from his forehead so it sat at an unsteady angle on the back of his head, atop a mass of thick, mid-brown hair. On one shoulder he wore a small drum. Two short wooden drumsticks were clasped in the other hand. He had one foot up on the grass slope, right in front of them, and was leaning forward, resting on his knee.


‘Good afternoon, Officer,’ said Josef stiffly, embarrassed that the man should have been able approach with none of them hearing.


The Officer looked at him but did not return his greeting. ‘Where might you be going, gypsies?’ he asked casually.


Václav jumped to his feet. ‘Officer, you must congratulate this man. As we speak, his son is being born.’


Never tell a gadjo where you are going or where you have been. If they know where you come from, they will close the road behind you. If they find out where you’re heading, they will have a gallows waiting.


Václav was beaming with joy. ‘We are smiths, heading up to Teplice. We have three months’ work awaiting us. This man’s wife was taken ill this morning. It is his first child, you can imagine how he is feeling. Do you have sons yet, Officer? Of course you do, a man such as yourself …’


The Officer stood upright and grinned to show he wasn’t fooled. ‘The whole village will be out shortly, gypsies. I suggest you make yourselves scarce.’


Josef rose. ‘My name is Josef Růžička,’ he said solemnly. ‘And my family will be stopping in this area for a while. We were on our way to find a farmer named Myclík. Will he also be out shortly? We have business with him.’


‘Myclík will be working his farm,’ said the Officer. ‘It’s what farmers do, I’m told, but if you’re determined to hang around then his son will be here. He’s married to a villager but he works for his father in the evenings. He’ll have just finished sleeping off his lunch.’ His tone of voice suggested that he put Myclík’s son in more or less the same bracket as gypsies.


He turned away from them and re-adjusted his cap. Then he lifted the drum from his shoulder and pulled the leather strap over his head, which involved re-adjusting the cap again. He descended the shallow slope, paused to cough, then lifted his drumsticks smartly. He began to beat as he walked.


‘Stay here, brothers,’ said Josef, then followed the Officer down the slope.


Three small children ran out of a cottage to greet the Officer as he strode smartly down the main street, beating his drum. Two were little girls who fell in beside him, clinging to each other and staring. The third child was a boy who stepped smartly behind the Officer, lifting his feet high to march in time with the drum. As the small parade progressed, villagers emerged from their houses, the women wiping their hands on their aprons, the men fixing caps on their heads.


Only a woman from the nearest cottage glanced behind and saw Josef, following at a respectful distance. Her eyes widened and she ran up to the two women in front of her to whisper at them. They turned and stared as they walked.


At the end of the main street was a crossroads with a wooden Calvary erected on a stone plinth. The Officer turned and stood facing the villagers, legs firmly planted. He continued to drum until he was sure they were assembled. They had all seen Josef now, who stood apart and watched the Officer with calm interest. The Officer gave a final roll of his drum and then lifted the sticks sharply, freezing in position for a second. The boy who had followed him stood to attention beside him, frowning self-importantly.


After a ceremonious pause, the Officer tucked the drumsticks into his top pocket, sat on the edge of the plinth and pulled a folded piece of paper from inside his jacket.


‘In Prague today,’ he began in a tired voice, ‘it was announced that further to last year’s coalition agreements between the government, the German Agrarian Party and the Christian Social Party, additional measures are to be introduced to wands a general inclusivity of all national minorities. Immediate opposition to this proposal was announced by the Slovak Clerical Party …’ One of the villagers began sneezing ostentatiously. ‘Whose secretary today emphasised that their continued co-operation in Cabinet was dependent upon governmental support for the discouragement of Magyar Irredentism upon Slovak territory. President Masaryk has provided full assurances …’


Josef allowed himself a conspicuous yawn. White people. Gadje. National this; national that – the Empire had been dead for eight years and still they were scrapping over its corpse. How may one own the earth? Plant on it, travel it, dig it – but own it? Gadje. They would plant a flag on the moon if they could. Gadje, gadje dile. Truly, there was nothing wrong with the world that was not the fault of the gadje.


He glanced around the villagers – a small group, not wealthy by the looks of them. The women were stout and tired-looking, sallow-skinned. Odd how these Czech gadje could seem both dark and unhealthily pale at the same time. Josef preferred Eastern and Balkan gadje. They were swarthy and vicious, the lot of them, but you knew where you stood. These Bohemians thought of themselves as progressive and that often made them worse.


The Officer was talking about a new law to enable the commencement of the building of integrated town complexes in the spirit of constructivism and functionalism.


Josef wondered if Myclík’s son was the slender youth to his left who was standing with his head hanging down, drawing circles in the dirt with the toe of one shoe. He had both hands tucked underneath his armpits and was bareheaded, as though he had just been dragged out of bed and could scarcely be bothered to dress. He felt a rush of sympathy for the unknown Myclík, followed by an inner glow as he realised he had been thinking, children, what can you do with them? A drop of sweat ran down his forehead. He blinked. Anna, Anna, Anna …


The Officer had paused to gain everybody’s attention. He glanced at Josef.


‘The implementation of Law 117 is today announced, being a Law to curb the nuisance caused by so-called Gypsies and other Travelling Persons and Vagabonds.’


Josef stared fiercely at the Officer, immediately aware that the stare of every other inhabitant of the village was now rested upon himself.


The Officer continued amiably. ‘All persons who have no fixed abode or who are of a nomadic inclination must present themselves immediately to the nearest authority of the state for the issuing of detailed identification. Each member of the family over the age of fifteen must attend, although all family members may be registered upon the identification papers of the head of the family. Prints of all five fingers on each hand will be required along with a physical description of each individual. This paper will then supersede the previous identification papers upon which only the thumb-print of the right hand was required. In addition, each individual must provide evidence of means of income, along with a full account of the route their nomadising habits require them to take. Failure to comply with these regulations will result in an immediate fine of one hundred crowns, to be increased with each subsequent breach of regulations by a further one hundred. Prison sentences will be levied upon defaulters. This law is applicable immediately and all nomads must herewith present themselves to the relevant authorities without further hesitation or delay.’


At the end of this announcement, the Officer allowed a dramatic pause before rising, adjusting his cap and retrieving his drum and drumsticks. He gave a final, staccato roll on the drum to indicate to the assembled company that Law 117 was the final piece of news he had to impart that day.


The crowd broke into loud, spontaneous applause. One of the women gave a forced laugh. Two of the men whistled. The small boy rushed up to Josef and jumped up and down in front of him making derisive noises with his tongue between his teeth, eyes bulging, until his mother rushed over, grabbed him by his arm and dragged him away. The villagers broke into loud chatter as they turned to their homes. Several glanced back at Josef, to observe his reaction.


The Officer removed his cap, lifted the drum strap over his head and put the drum down beside him. He wrinkled his nose at the sun and wiped his forehead with his sleeve, then twisted his arm to frown at the row of silver buttons at the cuff. He shrugged without looking at Josef. ‘Don’t say I didn’t warn you,’ he said.


He rummaged in a trouser pocket and retrieved a voluminous cotton handkerchief with which he proceeded to wipe his buttons. ‘I come here on Monday afternoons to do the news,’ he said, ‘but I don’t stop. They expect me to cover eight villages in one day and my superintendent doesn’t believe in bicycles. Imagine. My counterpart in the next district has a brand new Orion motorcycle and I’m not allowed so much as a pair of pedals. I’m here on Thursday mornings for other business. Old Jirout sets up a desk in his shop.’ Satisfied with the state of his buttons, he rose and replaced his cap. It was only then he met Josef’s gaze.


‘You’ll all have to turn up, men, women, everyone over the age of fifteen. Bring your papers with you, or any other proof of identity. Receipts for any purchases you’ve made in the last year would be useful, if you keep such things, although you probably don’t, anything that will prove your route. I needn’t explain that you’ll all be liable for arrest if you don’t show up. You look like a sensible man.’ He nodded. ‘My name is Slavíček. Good day to you.’ He turned, smartly.


As Josef walked back along the main street, the villagers came to their doorways and windows to observe him silently. As he approached the well, he remembered that he had neglected to enquire after the farmer Myclík’s son.


The others were standing, gathered round the well, watching his approach.


Josef stopped in front of them. He felt old. ‘We must go back at once,’ he said, and the others nodded, acknowledging the seriousness of his tone. Young Miroslav gathered up the clay mugs to deposit them in front of the shop. Václav shouldered the block of salt. They turned to walk back down the road.


The sun was more yellow now. As he descended the slope, Josef felt a rush of longing for the honest noon-day heat, the white noon when he had known nothing of the gadje’s latest Law. It is a bad omen, he thought, and he found himself hastening his step. It is a bad omen for my child. It became imperative that he return to the barn as quickly as possible.


In his anxiety, he forgot the stares of the villagers and almost ran back down the street. The others hurried behind him. The small boy leaned out of his window as they passed and called after them in a victorious treble, ‘Run, gypsies, run!’

















CHAPTER 2





The old dog Biri was a clever dog who acted stupidly, which was either stupid or clever, depending on your point of view. When the wagons were pulled up, he had been tied to the spoke of a wheel but with characteristic ingenuity had worked his way loose. Having failed to gain entry to the barn, he had then occupied himself by jumping around the field looking for mice or rabbits, a task he performed by bounding about almost vertically, as if on a spring.


At the sound of Josef and the other men returning, Biri abandoned his hunt and began to run excitedly towards them, across the field. The grasses were higher than he – all that betrayed his swift presence was an invisible finger drawing a waving line through the wheat, a line which snaked from left to right in a haphazard but inexorable route towards the men.


As they neared the barn, Josef watched Biri’s hidden approach. What news would the old dog bring? He felt he would know what had happened as soon as he bent to scratch his ear.


Biri gave a single bark of pleasure as he ran up to them. He described a figure of eight around Josef and Václav, then returned to Josef for a scratch, panting happily. Stupid dog, thought Josef as he bent down. What would he know?


He stood upright and looked across the field. He saw Tekla emerge from round the side of the barn. She stopped and leant against the wall, then bent double, as if she was weeping, or being sick. He started to run, crashing through the wheat, Biri jumping excitedly alongside. He was twenty metres from Tekla when she straightened and saw him. He stopped and stared at her.


She gazed back at him for a moment, an admonitory gaze, then her look softened a little. He blinked and realised that his eyes were full of tears. He had run a few metres but his heart was thumping as if he had sprinted from Bratislava.


‘It was bad‚’ Tekla called out to him. ‘But they will live.’


Biri was jumping in the air, again and again, letting out mock snarls to entice his master to play.


Josef looked back. The other men were striding across the field towards him, following the path he had cut through the wheat.


‘Josef,’ called Tekla, and he turned to her. It was only then that he saw she was clutching a bloodied knife. ‘Return to the others. Go to the wagons and build a fire, open the flasks. Give praise to O Del. You have a son. Tell the others their women will not lie with them tonight. We all had to help. It was bad. It was a bloodbath. You have a son.’
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It seemed extraordinary to Anna that Tekla insisted she lie still. She felt as if she could lift her son into her arms and whirl about the barn, but she felt it in her mind, her body somehow aware that such activity was impossible. This is what it means, she thought, to be a mother at last – to have a body that knows it cannot do things but a mind which tells you to fly to the skies if you wish, sit in the trees like a sparrow and sing to the world. There has never been a better baby. There has never been a baby at all, before now. I have the first, the only one. I have invented the baby. All the babies that come after this one will be as shadows, ghosts. Hang banners, dance and sing, line the highways with cheering hordes of peasants – here is my child.


He was suckling now, her boy, his tiny mouth fixed around her huge brown nipple, his head smaller than her tight, marbled breast. Cradled in her arm, his body was warm and still covered with fine white fluid, his face wrinkled tight with the effort of existing. You will learn how to do it, she thought amusedly. It will come naturally soon.


The other women had left, weeping and exhausted, but Tekla was still with her. She had propped Anna’s legs in the air and had jammed clean cloth between her thighs. Every now and then, she lifted the outer layer of cloth to examine the blood-soaked bundles underneath.


Anna knew that Tekla was worried about the bleeding but she could not bring herself to be concerned. She had not even felt the cut, for by then her whole body had become one muscle, every cell of her being channelled into the vast effort of pushing down. In the midst of it, she had heard a distant voice, Tekla’s voice, shouting, ‘Don’t push, don’t push …’ but by then the barn was full of the wild yelling that came from deep inside her and Eva and Ludmila sobbing in unison and the laboured breathing of Božena, a breath which became bellow as Anna bore down, a guttural cry on her behalf.


Then, suddenly, everybody was crying. A small red wet thing was flopped on to her chest and Tekla was calling out in hoarse desperation. Anna was only vaguely aware of the crying and busyness of the others, for every part of her was flooded with joy.


It was good the others had been there, Anna thought. The boy would belong to the whole kumpánia now. It would bind them. It was unusual for all the women to stay for the delivery but at no stage had Tekla given the others permission to leave. Anna had seen their faces as Tekla had shoved them towards the door afterwards; their shared joy in their achievement, the radiance.


Ludmila had returned briefly with lime blossom tea and unleavened bread, peering joyously at the baby before being shooed away by Tekla. Now, Anna and Tekla and the baby were alone, and this was the best of times. Now all was quiet and warm and the white sunlight burst jealously through the cracks in the barn’s ceiling.


‘Are the men back yet?’ Anna asked Tekla, speaking without raising her head, unable to tear her gaze from where it was examining the deep crease of skin at the top of her baby’s nose. ‘Has Josef been told?’


Tekla looked round. ‘I told him,’ she said. ‘They were just coming back when I took the cloths outside. I told him to build the fires. We will hear them singing tonight, no doubt.’


‘He knows to choose a boy’s name?’ The father chose the daily name for each child, but the mother had the privilege of whispering the baby’s real name into its ear. The mother did not even have to tell the father what it was. The fewer people who knew a child’s real name the better. A real name was power.


Tekla nodded, and gave a small, twisted smile.
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As Tekla turned away, busying herself by clearing more of the soiled garments into a bundle for burning, she realised she was feeling a raw pang of envy, like stomach-ache. She would never name a child. How strange, she thought, that I should be the one in pain, while she over there lies beaming and glowing. She was feeling the old, gnawing sensation, the dull unhappiness that she thought she had put behind her eight years ago on a night when she had foresworn any emotion at all. In all those years, she had not allowed herself the luxury of misery, not once.


It was bad to feel this way, a bad omen for the boy. Did she want to put the Evil Eye on him? What was she thinking of? She tried to direct the feeling away from Anna and her baby, to channel it into a generalised resentment against all the women who had taken her services for granted over the years. Mothers have it easy, she thought. They never see what goes on between their legs. It’s me who has to do the work. It was me who dealt with this baby emerging shoulder first, the cord wrapped twice around its neck and the placenta bouncing out behind like a raft on a river of blood. All she did was push.


‘How will the men eat?’ Anna asked without lifting her gaze from her child. ‘Zdenka will have to make soup, I suppose. There’s barley. Božena can direct her. Will that be acceptable?’


‘It is up to you,’ Tekla replied, still busying herself.


Anna looked at her at last. They had always shared the management of the food for the kumpánia but Tekla was ten years Anna’s senior and in the absence of Josef’s parents had always assumed a certain seniority.


‘You have a child,’ Tekla said quietly. ‘You are a proper Romni now. The decision is yours.’


‘Tekla …’ Anna said softly, her voice gentle and amused. ‘You will always be half of any decision I make. Child or no child. I have no title that I do not owe to you.’


Anna’s kindness irritated Tekla, with its implied graciousness, but she tried to quell her bitterness. She did not trust her own emotions on this matter. She should be grateful, after all. Few unmarried women were ever accorded the status she had within Josef’s family.


‘We are not through this yet,’ she said roughly, to hide her feelings.


Anna gave a small laugh. ‘Don’t fear for me, Tekla. I have a boy to care for now. No ill will befall him or me. I will see to it.’


Tekla shook her head. She had seen this many times. For the first couple of days, the new mothers always thought themselves immortal. Then the weeping and the tiredness would come. Anna would find out soon enough.
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When Tekla had left, Anna realised that there was one thing better than being alone with Tekla and her baby – it was being alone with the baby, just the two of them, her arm around him creating the perfect circumference.


He was sleeping now. Tekla had warned her to rest, she would need every minute, she said, but Anna could not bear to close her eyes: not when her son was there to gaze upon.


She gazed as it grew dark outside and she heard the crackle and leap of the fires. They would need two, dug into holes on separate sides of the field; one for Tekla to burn the bloodied things and another for Zdenka to warm soup for the men. They would be gathering in a circle at the far end of the field. In the stillness, their voices would carry, floating and mingling with the demented swooping of the bats and the exhausted chuckles from the women’s circle. The women would be re-living the birth, swapping stories. Tekla would get to talk about how she had felt at each stage and at last receive her reward; the unqualified praise and admiration of the other women. The young Winterová girls would fall asleep gradually, grumpily, having been refused permission to come and see the baby. A boy for them all to spoil – what a perfect thing. What a little prince he would turn out to be.


A son, Anna thought, with all her new and sudden wisdom: a son is a blessing and a curse, a treasure and an agony. A girl would be a part of me, like a limb. But a boy, how long will he be mine? Before I know it, he will join the men. He will run from me without so much as a backward glance.


Little Stranger, she thought, exhaling softly over his head, to encourage him. Tiny thing, of me, but far from me.


He will have to have a name to give the gadje, Anna sighed: probably František. She and Josef had discussed it. Perhaps the kumpánia could call him Emil. She liked Emil. It was a name to linger over. Emeel …


His breathing was so slight she could scarcely detect it, even when she lowered her face to his. The smell of him, like new bread, or was it her smell? She could not tell. He and I smell identical, she thought, smiling in the darkness. The barn was softly warm, and the warmth and softness wrapped around mother and child as they curled together in the gloom, breathed together, smelled the same.


‘Yenko,’ Anna whispered in her son’s ear. ‘Your real name is Yenko.’
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In the morning, Josef awoke with his mouth stuck solid. He had been snoring all night and the heat and closeness inside the wagon had baked his exposed tongue. He had drunk too much last night – it would have been impolite not to raise his glass with the others, even though they all knew he never normally took more than a single beer. Then he had reached a point when he had no longer noticed how much he was drinking. He had stood and sang a song about his love for his son. They had all become maudlin. He had gone to the wagon to sleep instead of lying in the grass with the others, sobbing all the way because the beauty of the stars was more than he could bear.


He rolled over and was suddenly aware of an urgent need to urinate – so urgent that he lay still with his eyes closed, knowing that further movement would be uncomfortable. After a while, he turned slowly, lifting an arm in expectation of Anna, before remembering that none of the women were in the wagon with him. He opened his eyes. The dawn had drawn grey squares in the wagon’s interior. A glimmer of light through the shutters was striking the tin frame of a picture of the Virgin and her Holy Child on the opposite wall, lighting a single spark. He had never woken alone in a wagon before.


His blanket felt clammy. He flung it back and let the soft air play on his skin, pull him from sleep.


In this state of nearly dreaming, with all motionless outside but for the gentle chatter of the dawn birds, he heard a sound – tiny but definite, weak but demanding.


In the barn, a few yards away, Josef’s baby son had also woken. He was beginning to cry.


Josef lay still and listened, a smile of such warmth spreading through him that it seemed absurd that a smile should occupy no more than the limits of his mouth. His son’s cry: what a minute, unimpressive sound against the roars of the world, how small and animal-like it came – there, again – more of a cough than a cry, how helpless and reedy – how perfect. I am the happiest man alive.
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Josef’s smile lasted until Thursday. In that time, he and Václav had been to visit the farmer Myclík, a small mean man who had required two hundred crowns and the promise of complete anonymity to allow them to stay in his fallow field. If they spoke to anyone in the village, they were not to say they had received permission from him. They were to dig pits for the ashes of the fires. They were to spade over the furrows left by the wagons.


‘I am surprised,’ Václav remarked as they left, ‘that he did not insist we replace the grass the horses eat, blade by blade.’


Even the mean Myclík did not dispel Josef’s good humour – but on Thursday morning he woke and groaned before he had even opened his eyes.


Anna and the baby must be left alone in the barn today, with nobody but the old dog Biri for protection. The rest of them had to pay a visit to the village. Officer Slavíček would be waiting.




*





As they approached the top of the main street, they saw that it was a different village. The deathly hamlet of three days ago had been transformed into a place of life and purpose. There were people.


The first they saw was a small group of men gathered around the Calvary at the crossroads, talking to each other and nodding. They looked up as the Gypsies approached and stared. Josef inclined his head slowly as they passed.


At the top of the street, there were more. Two old men were sitting on the step of the first cottage wearing identical felt hats and plaited string braces, chewing on pipes and muttering to each other out of the corners of their mouths. As Josef and the others passed, they spat on the ground. Justin Zelinka, nearest to them, turned and bowed, smiling, while murmuring under his breath in Romani, may you wake up one morning to find your chickens stiff in the yard with their legs in the air.


Further on, four women stood in a row, arms folded, eyes screwed up against the glare of the sun. Others were walking from cottage to cottage, laughing and chatting. The men were mostly stationary, trying to look more serious. The entire village had come out to watch the Gypsies being fingerprinted.


‘Don’t they have work to do?’ Václav muttered to Josef as they walked down the street.


‘They’ve declared a holiday,’ Josef replied.


Children ran alongside them as they walked, getting as close as their bravado would allow, Little Eva Winterová had dropped behind and was chatting to the two shy girls in Czech – she was a noisy child and always made friends easily. Too dumbfounded to respond, the shy girls were holding hands and grinning from ear to ear. Eva’s mother Božena turned when they were halfway down the street and shouted loudly, ‘Eva! Eva! Come away from those little girls, they’re filthy!’ She spoke Romani but her meaning was unmistakable. The village women glared at Božena and Božena glared back.


As they approached the shop in procession, the villagers fell in behind. Realising that an audience would be in attendance, Officer Slavíček had thoughtfully brought his table out on to the porch, neatly piling his official papers and inkwell in front of him, with the large, rectangular inkpad for fingerprinting on the side. He was perspiring heavily in his uniform. His thick brown hair was matted on to his forehead and his cheeks were shiny. He glanced at Josef as he approached – Josef had dressed properly for the occasion in his high boots, green trousers and leather waistcoat with huge silver buttons. He had even waxed his moustache.


The women were wearing all their skirts and their best red blouses. The gold coins in their braids had been polished so hard they outshone the sun. The tails of their patterned headscarves hung down their backs. Even the children had been forced into shoes for the event.


Josef mounted the wooden step and stood before the desk. Officer Slavíček greeted him with a broad grin, as if they were old friends.


‘Good day to you, Josef,’ he said, inclining his head. ‘It is good of you all to turn out on such a warm day. I am sure relaxing in the shade would be a great deal more congenial.’ He glanced around the villagers to see if his little joke had been appreciated. ‘Now, to business. You are the Chief, I presume. The Sheró Rom.’


‘The Gypsies you have dealt with before have been Polish,’ Josef stated flatly. ‘We are Kalderash.’ Sheró Rom was a term used by the Polska Roma. Josef was the Rom Baró, the Big Man. He had met gadje like Slavíček before. One word of Romani and they considered themselves experts.


Officer Slavíček raised his eyebrows coolly. ‘Kalderash. From the East?’


‘Originally, yes. I was born in Wallachia but we settled in Slovakia for some time. My father was a wealthy horse dealer. Until our horses were stolen, that is, by Kaiserlich und Königlich. He had hoped I would follow him into the business but I trained as a smith like my uncles so that we could …’


‘Yes, well, I get the point …’ Officer Slavíček said. ‘You are Coppersmith Gypsies, good, good. We don’t get many Coppersmith Gypsies in these parts.’ He was fidgeting with his papers.


He withdrew a form from the pile, clattered the pen from side-to-side in the inkwell, shook it once, and then held it poised above the paper.


‘Name?’


‘Josef Růžička.’


‘A Czech name?’


‘Yes,’ Josef only just restrained a sigh. They had all used their Czech names for years. Only Anna’s unmarried sisters still used their Vlach surname sometimes. Why was it necessary to explain these things all the time? Why did the gadje always have to write everything down?


Fortunately, Slavíček seemed happy not to press the point.


‘Date of birth?’


‘I haven’t a clue.’


‘Let’s try your age, shall we?’


Josef shrugged.


Slavíček flicked him a derisive glance. The villagers tittered.


‘Occupation.’


‘I have already told you.’


Officer Slavíček frowned and shook his head.


‘Distinguishing features …’


Josef remained silent.


Slavíček pulled a sympathetic face, downturning the corners of his mouth. ‘I noticed as you came down the street, you have a limp. Is that permanent?’


Josef nodded.


Slavíček spoke out loud as he wrote. ‘Medium height and build, limp to left leg. I think that will do.’


He opened the inkpad and pushed it forward. ‘Place your fingers and then the thumb here, please, right hand first, then left. Firmly.’


At this, the villagers who had gathered on the step and on the grass below craned their necks forward.


Josef winced with distaste as Slavíček took his fingers from the pad and pressed them down on to the form he had just completed. He lifted his hands and glanced at them. The ink had left blackish-purple stains on his fingertips, ripe like bruises. As Slavíček folded the form into quarters, Josef asked, ‘Is there a pump nearby where I may wash my hands?’


‘Oh come, man, a bit of ink doesn’t hurt.’ Slavíček paused as he folded the paper. ‘Your wife. Is she here?’


‘My son is but three days old.’


Slavíček sighed heavily. ‘I’m supposed to see all the adults in person, but I suppose we can put her on your form anyway.’ He unfolded the form laboriously.


‘Name …’


The process was repeated for Anna. When it came to distinguishing features, Josef drew himself up and said, ‘My wife is of such indescribable beauty that she is impossible to imagine unless you have had the pleasure of setting eyes on her. A pleasure which I sincerely hope you will never enjoy.’


Slavíček looked up at him, narrowing his eyes to indicate that his patience was exhausted. ‘You have other women there. Send them up. Don’t go anywhere yourself. I’m going to need you to go through your route. I hope you’ve brought some papers with you.’


Josef nodded smartly and turned. Before he reached the step, Slavíček called him back.


‘Josef, Josef! Your son. How can a man forget his own son?’


Josef had not forgotten his son. He was hoping that Slavíček had. He turned wearily. ‘His name is František. He has no trade as yet and his distinguishing features are two arms, two legs and a body with a head on top.’


He turned back and descended the step.


Tekla and Anna’s sisters came slowly forward. Josef watched as they answered Slavíček, each in turn, in quiet monosyllables.


When it came to the fingerprinting, Tekla snatched her hand away when Slavíček reached for it and indicated with a sharp, jutting motion of her chin that he should not touch her fingers. Slavíček lifted both his palms upwards and gave a grimace, a half-sarcastic apology. Tekla did not smile.


As the women descended, Václav mounted the step.


The villagers began to wander off, losing interest in the spectacle. A couple of the men made noises about having work to do. Many of the women were sitting now, perched on the edge of the porch, fanning themselves with their hands. Josef’s people were still standing under the sun, all but naughty little Eva who was sitting cross-legged underneath the porch and had coaxed a small dog with a dirty white coat to join her. She was asking the dog questions. Where did it come from? What did it do for a living? Why did it talk so strangely? Was it stupid?


When each of the families had given their details in turn and received their folded identification papers, Officer Slavíček rose and tossed his pen on to the table. He seemed weary. He packed up his papers and tucked them under one arm, beckoning Josef to return.


As Josef mounted the step, Slavíček turned to Jirout the shopkeeper and asked him to lift the table inside.


The villagers dispersed slowly, sighing.


‘Tell your people to go and sit down by the well,’ Slavíček said to Josef. ‘This will take a bit of time.’
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Inside the shop, Slavíček led Josef past the counter and the shelves of goods and through to a small back room where Jirout had placed the table and added two large mugs of beer with huge, light-brown heads of foam. Slavíček gestured Josef to sit opposite him. Jirout re-entered from the back door with a tin plate on which were balanced several large chunks of bread and a small glass bowl of salt. He put the plate down and left without looking at either of them.


‘Help yourself,’ Slavíček gestured towards the plate and mug. ‘Jirout has a licence to brew his own, much to the irritation of the brewery at Smečno who seem to think that nobody west of Prague should drink anything but theirs. Drink. It’s good.’


They raised their mugs and met each other’s gazes as they wished each other na zdraví. Josef apologised silently to the Ancestors for not offering them a libation, pointing out that it was filthy gadje beer and probably tasted like the water left over after Anna had washed turnips.


The beer was delicious. It was only then that Josef remembered he had drunk it when they had first arrived in the village three days ago. He felt he could hardly remember anything of that time. He had become a father since then.


Slavíček had removed his cap and was unbuttoning his collar with some difficulty. When he had extricated himself, he slung the jacket over the back of his chair, took another swig of beer, then wiped the foam from his overgrown moustache with the back of his hand. His shirt was dark with sweat and sticking to his chest. His braces dug into his shoulders. What an uncomfortable way to earn a living, thought Josef.


Slavíček saw Josef observing him and gave a small ironic nod. ‘Lucky is the man who never wears a uniform.’


Josef was tiring of Slavíček’s insistence on his good fortune. ‘Jirout is a man of many abilities,’ he said, gesturing behind Slavíček, where a dozen iron lasts were heaped against the wall.


Slavíček turned, saw the lasts and chuckled. ‘Old Jirout hasn’t cobbled for years. I suppose he can’t bear to throw them away. Maybe they make him feel nostalgic. We could use a decent cobbler round here. None of your group I suppose?’


Josef shook his head. They all knew how to make clogs for their families but he didn’t know of any Rom that cobbled. It had never struck him as a particularly dignified profession, caressing strangers’ feet.


Slavíček had reminded himself of the business in hand. ‘So are you the only smith then?’


‘The others assist me sometimes,’ said Josef, ‘Sometimes I work alone.’ So far, he thought. One day my son will help. At the thought of Emil, he gave an involuntary smile. Emil. He was still getting used to using the word. It gave him such pleasure to fantasise about the boy. What would he look like now? He felt he would burst if he didn’t see his son soon. Tonight would be Emil’s third night on earth. Anna would lay him on the ground and place three pieces of bread and three cups of wine in a circle around him, for the Three Spirits. In four more days, Anna and the boy would be able to join him in the wagon, although she wouldn’t be allowed to handle food or dishes for another week. ‘There isn’t much copper any more,’ he said mechanically to Slavíček. ‘We work the orchards in the summer. I shoe horses sometimes – in the winter I make barrel hoops for the pickle factory. All the others help then. There is more work than we can handle. Our winter quarters are in Moravia.’


Slavíček picked up a piece of bread, dipped it in the salt and took a bite, leaning back in his chair. ‘So what was all this about work in Teplice? Jirout tells me you’re on your way to Kladno.’


Josef paused. He had forgotten what Václav had said on Monday.


Slavíček spared him the strain of further invention. ‘Look, Josef, I’m sorry but you’re going to have to be more detailed. I need the full route, including dates, and details of what you do at each stopping place. It all has to be listed here, than a copy of the list has to be attached to each individual’s form …’


Josef remained silent.


Slavíček opened his hands to appeal to him. ‘It has to be right, Josef. Once it’s on this form, it’s set in stone. You’ll have to apply if you want to deviate from the route, register with the local police if you turn up anywhere that isn’t on the list. If you are found deviating from it without permission you’ll be liable for a pretty hefty fine, and this time they’re really serious up there in Prague. Look, I’m not one of those who think that you’re out to steal the hens from my backyard but you have to understand that there are plenty of people out there with very nimble fingers. They’re not all real nomads like you. Alcoholics, people who’ve lost their farms gambling. They’re all on the road these days. Something has to be done. If you don’t co-operate then you’ll just be put in the same bracket as all the others. Not every municipal officer is going to be as tolerant as I am, I can tell you that.’


Josef sighed heavily. The pile of lasts against the wall was bothering him. It was like a heap of human feet. The Ancestors had survived a thousand laws like this new one. Once upon a time they cut the left ear off Roma in Moravia and the right in Bohemia – or was it the other way round? At least Slavíček was not requiring body parts. Not yet.


‘We spend August and September in Kladno …’ Josef began.




*





As he emerged from the shop, the Winterová girls ran excitedly across the street towards him.


‘Look, look!’ Pavla was calling, waving something in the air.


They all ran up the step and jumped around Josef. ‘A gadji went into the shop while you were in there,’ shrieked Pavla excitedly, ‘and we were all staring in the window at the sweets and our mouths were watering and she brought toffees for Eva and me and an apple-flavoured whistle for Zdenka because she is the oldest. It made a real whistling sound.’


Zdenka nodded in confirmation. ‘I let the other two have a go,’ she added hastily.


‘Really?’ said Josef. ‘It really whistled? Can I try it?’


The girls looked at each other. ‘We ate it,’ Eva admitted sadly.


‘But look, look …’ said Pavla, perking up as she remembered what was in her hand. ‘The gadji asked if there were any other children back at the camp and we said no but there was a new baby and she said was it a boy or a girl and we said a boy, and she gave us a crown.’


Pavla held the crown up on the palm of her hand, where it lay flat, displayed it like a precious jewel.


Josef was furious. Did these gadje think he needed their loose change to provide for his son? Add together his horses and his wife’s jewellery and he was worth five of these peasants.


‘Take it!’ he snapped at the girls. ‘Go on, go in the shop.’ He pushed roughly at Pavla’s shoulder. She gave him a brief, round-mouthed stare before turning.


‘But it’s for Emil,’ squeaked Eva, although her sisters were already running into the shop, not about to query their unexpected fortune.


‘He’s too little to have sweets,’ Josef said, more kindly. ‘He’d like you to spend it. Go.’




*





Nobody spoke as they all processed back down the street, ignored by the villagers. Nobody said anything as they traversed the fields back up towards the copse, the girls still dancing excitedly at the rear. It was only as they strode down through the wheatfields that Josef spoke. Václav was immediately behind him.


‘Tell me, Václav,’ Josef said. ‘I’m a man of medium height and build, notable only for the limp in his left leg. How about you?’


‘Me?’ said Václav. ‘I am short and portly. I have a large nose, full beard and whiskers.’


‘And you, Yakali?’ Josef called over his shoulder.


‘Average height, muscular build, red scar across the back of my right hand.’


‘You’ve done better than us, Father,’ Justin called from the back of the line. ‘Neither of your sons have any distinguishing features at all.’


‘God be praised …’ muttered Yakali as they walked. ‘Praise be to God.’




*





The farmer Myclík sent his son to move them on. It was twelve days after Emil had been born. Josef had only known his son for five days but had already forgotten the time when he did not exist. When the boy slept, he fitted snugly into the curve where Josef’s neck joined his shoulder – he would undo his neckerchief and open his shirt to place him there. Even when Emil awoke and cried, Josef was unwilling to relinquish him. Anna had to demand the return of her baby for feeds.


The others laughed at him. Their enforced stay near the barn was losing them income by delaying their arrival at the harvest, but it allowed the wagons to be cleaned, horse tackle to be mended – and a little joviality at the expense of the Rom Baró, who seemed under the delusion that none of them had ever met a baby before and needed to be introduced to his repeatedly.


They were given no notice to quit the field. The farmer’s son arrived one morning and stayed to watch them load up their belongings. Anna was still marimé. She had been keeping away from the men, taking Emil to the shade of the trees on the far side of the field to nurse him. The other women would gather around them and flap them with fans – smiling, talking, neglecting their other duties. She waited under the trees until Josef signalled to her that it was time to pull off. As she carried Emil towards their wagon, the other men paid her the courtesy of turning their backs, to save her the effort of having to skirt behind them.


They would stop twice on the way, even though it was a short journey. That way, by the time they arrived at the orchards, Anna would be able to step down from the wagon and greet the other families. Then the real celebrations could begin.


Myclík’s son, the lazy, hatless youth, stood cross-armed while they loaded up, watching them with narrowed eyes as if he was cultivating his own insouciance. As the last wagon bumped and swayed onto the road, he spat on the ground and crossed himself. Josef was waiting nearby with a spade, to turn over the wagon tracks once they were all on the road. As he bent to the crumbled brown earth, he wished the soil bitter and the Myclík family a poor harvest. He had never minded the insults of the gadje all that much before, not the way that Václav or some of the other men minded. Now he felt as if young Myclík’s phlegm was aimed directly at his newborn son. He would like to take the spade to the young man’s shoulder, to teach him a lesson he wouldn’t forget in a hurry.


He ran past the youth without looking at him, handed the spade up to Václav as he passed his wagon, then trotted to the front, where Justin was standing holding his harnessed horses. He jumped up on to the seat and took the reins.


It was sunny again, but cooler than the previous days. A small breeze fluttered the leaves on the trees. Fat, pure clouds raced in battle formation across a hard blue sky. Josef gave a joyous cry, ‘Hey-ooh!’ as he flicked the reins and the horses gave a brief start and stumble before falling into step. There was no better feeling than that first lurch of the wagon. It was summertime; they were heading for the orchards; they were Kings of the World.

















CHAPTER 3





The women waited inside the wagon. Tekla told Ludmila and Eva to check the cupboards and lockers to make sure everything was securely stowed. Anna nursed her baby, sitting on her bed with her knees raised to support him, her skirt a wide canopy, her unbuttoned blouse loose on her shoulders. The interior of the wagon was dark, the shutters closed against the bright sunshine outside, the cracks between them allowing a few thin strips of light. Anna hummed softly to her child.


Ludmila paused in the act of lifting down a tin-framed picture of the Holy Mother to bend over them, close her eyes and inhale deeply. ‘I love that smell …’ she murmured, as she slid the picture flat beneath the bed. ‘Will he always smell like that? It’s so new, and old.’


‘Like fresh bread …’ Anna said without lifting her head.


‘No, more like meadows …’ said Ludmila, sitting next to Anna and peering at Emil’s forehead. ‘Look at his scar.’


‘I can’t believe how well it’s healing,’ Anna said. ‘Tekla, the paste you put on …’


‘All babies heal quickly,’ replied Tekla, as she squatted on the floor pulling string tightly around the stacked copper pans, to prevent them rattling. ‘It’s because they’re doing so much growing all the time, everything heals. Once he has hair no one will even know it is there.’


‘We will always know, though,’ smiled Ludmila, ‘won’t we? My tiny šav?’


Anna lifted him up. ‘Pat him for me, Ludmila. The feeding makes me sleepy.’ She handed Emil to Ludmila, and lay down.


The wagon jolted forward. Eva, still standing, fell against the wagon’s wall.


‘You might as well go and sit up with Josef,’ said Tekla to Eva. ‘Ludmila and I can walk. There’s no reason for all of us to be in here.’


Ludmila and Eva exchanged glances. Normally Anna would sit up with her husband, as was her right, but with a newborn she would stay hidden from the envious eyes of the gadje for the length of the journey. Tekla was next in status and the privilege of sitting up should fall to her.


‘No, I don’t want to,’ said Eva quickly. ‘Ludmila and I will stay here and mind Emil while Anna’s asleep. You go.’


Tekla leaned forward and bit the string, tied the final knot in one swift, fierce gesture, then rewound the loose ball with a windmilling motion of her hands. ‘I don’t know what’s wrong with the pair of you,’ she said without looking at them. ‘She might have an excuse for being soft in the head but not you two.’ She rose and climbed the two wooden steps, opening the small door to the seat of the wagon, knowing that Ludmila and Eva would be pulling faces behind her back.


As she turned to close the door behind her, Tekla saw in the suddenly light-filled wagon that Eva had sat down on the floor next to Ludmila and was stroking Emil’s swaddled back, both of them staring at him joyously. Their exhausted elder sister slept behind them, her eyes closed but her mouth still stretched in a smile: a perfect tableau – the three beautiful Demeter sisters and their beautiful baby boy. Tekla pulled the wagon door shut with a bang.




*





In his whole life, Josef was only to be on first-name terms with one gadjo. That gadjo’s name was Ctibor.


Ctibor Michálek was a fruit farmer. His living was sour cherries and he had a lifelong relationship with them, one of great attachment punctuated by spells of disloyalty, for there were other fruit in Ctibor’s life. Apricots were an important romance for him, although they were never as vital as the cherries – and then there was his passionate affair with the peach. Farming peaches on his land was folly but Ctibor Michálek could not renounce his lust and, contrary to all expectations, succeeded in producing three small crops on a gentle, southerly slope before the bitter winter of 1929 froze the trunks and cracked them to the heart.


That summer of 1927, he was still courting the peach, although he was anxious, as he explained to Josef while they walked round the orchards the day after the kumpánia’s arrival. ‘They blossomed early this year, Josef,’ Ctibor said, shaking his head at the memory. ‘And then we had a chill wind from the Urals. I don’t mind telling you, I was worried. The bees stayed at home. I came out myself and hand-pollinated each tree with a rabbit’s tail.’


He sighed as if remembering a woman from his past. ‘I can’t pretend this year’s peach crop was the best. The apricots though …’ His face became radiant. ‘Oh, Josef, you should have been here for the apricots. The taste of them. It broke my heart to send them off for canning. I could have eaten the whole harvest fresh.’


The two of them paused by a tree of Montmorencies, already ripe. They always made it before the English Morellos but they and the Russian Vladimirs were still planted in mixed groups, to allow them to pollinate. ‘Self-sterile,’ Ctibor had informed Josef once, explaining his farming methods. ‘There’s a lesson for Mankind in that, you know.’


Ctibor lifted a hand to cup a cherry in the tips of his fingers and twist it gently from the stem. It amused Josef to see the man hold up a cherry, for Ctibor Michálek liked his wine and his nose had acquired a deep reddish hue, not unlike that of his fruit. Had a jay alighted on Ctibor’s shoulder at that moment, the bird would have been unsure where to peck.


‘They are wonderful things, these beauties,’ Ctibor was also fond of saying. ‘Other men, they can keep their cows and pigs and – with respect – their horses. Animals. You shovel it in one end and out it comes the other. Me, I am a happy man, filling the world with fruit.’


It was early morning. Josef had paid his customary visit to Ctibor at sunrise and had already drunk real coffee and eaten a fresh meat and onion roll, warm and fragile from the huge new oven in Ctibor’s tiled kitchen. Now Ctibor passed him a cherry from the Montmorency tree, and Josef took it from his hand, sliding it between his lips and tasting the dew from its skin before he applied gentle pressure with his teeth. The fruit became tense, then burst, splitting to the stone and flooding his mouth with sharp and purple flavour. It tasted of dawn.


They were standing at the top of the long, northerly slope, from where Josef could look down across the still-misty, grey-green orchard, where the pickers were already moving in the early light, their baskets hanging at the hip from wide straps across their chests. All his kumpánia were there and over a hundred others; Czech and Moravian Roma mostly, a few Lowari.


No other farmer in the whole of Bohemia employed as many Roma as Ctibor Michálek. His harvests had become famous as a place for the vitsas to meet and exchange news, for marriage agreements and the settling of debts. A series of divanos would be held throughout the harvest to settle disputes, lasting all the long, long evenings when the smell of ripe cherries would wash over the fields in slow waves, all the way to the ice-house near the railway substation where the canneries kept their trucks.


Ctibor’s devotion to the Roma went back a long way. Ctibor had married young, and for love, a Jewish girl called Sarah whom he had met when he went to be measured for his first tailored suit. When he married her, his family had cut him out of their lives, his father declaring he would never see a penny from the shoe-polish factory in Kladno in which he was a partner.


Ctibor had left the factory after only six months of work and as a consequence the bank would lend him no more than the price of twenty acres, scarcely enough for a peasant to feed his family. Ten years later, he was worth his father, brother and cousins put together. Disdainful relatives whispered that a Jewish wife had brought him luck with money but Sarah was a mousy woman who took no interest in business. She had been cast out by her own family in her turn, for marrying a Gentile. Her father had held a funeral service for her.


It was not the Jews who had brought Ctibor luck, so he declared to Josef at least once each season. It was the Gypsies.


Less than a year after he had purchased that first small plot of land a Romni had come begging at the door of their wooden shack, with four small children in tow. Sarah was frightened of them, but Ctibor insisted that the woman and her children be invited in and given stew and bread, all the stew and bread, in fact, which he and Sarah had been saving for their supper.


The woman and her children had eaten swiftly and silently. As she was leaving, the woman paused on the step and turned back to Ctibor, beckoning. She walked him down the path, the children trotting anxiously behind her, to where Ctibor had begun to plant his first one-year-old saplings in neat rows. She told him he must replant them at once, nine trees in a circle for good luck, and always use Gypsy labourers to pick his fruit. Then he would become a fortunate man.


Josef had not the heart to tell Ctibor that the woman was probably more concerned with finding employment for her people than with Ctibor’s future fortune. Ctibor swore that from that moment, his trees were blessed. ‘I am a Rationalist,’ he told Josef once, ‘and a Humanist and a Socialist – but a man must be allowed a little superstition in his life, otherwise his life is grey. I allow myself this, and see, the combination of superstition and a regular spray of self-boiled lime sulphur has given me the best crops in the district.’




*





After Josef left Ctibor on the slope above the orchards, he descended to the far fields, swinging his stick lightly in the morning air. The real business of the day could now commence. He had told Ctibor about Emil, of course, and Ctibor had clapped his back and congratulated him, but the conversation had moved swiftly on. Ctibor’s wife was barren. The two men had subtly lamented their childlessness to each other in the past. Josef would not have expected Ctibor to make a grand fuss of his news. There were limits to any friendship.


But now there were other Roma to tell, and a mulatšago to be organised, to christen the boy. The first who must be informed were his own distant kin, the Tent-Dwelling Kalderash led by Tódor Maximoff. He must get to their tents quickly. Nobody must tell them but himself.
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Tódor Maximoff and his kumpánia had pitched their encampment, as usual, in a far field behind a row of fir trees, symbolically distant from the wagons and tents of other Roma. They did not mix easily. Josef they tolerated, because he was distant kin and Kalderash, although not quite Kalderash enough. Josef knew they looked down on him and his kumpánia because they did wage-work and gave their children Czech names sometimes – because Josef shaved his chin and waxed his moustache instead of keeping a black fluffy beard. He did not like the fact that Tódor Maximoff looked down upon him, and liked even less that he found himself looking up. Tódor was a giant – and his physical size seemed like no more than the literal manifestation of his status amongst other Rom. Most men’s heads only reached Tódor’s huge beard. The silver buttons on his coat were the size of hen’s eggs and his wealth was rumoured to be fabulous. He was pure Kalderash. He made Josef feel assimilated, almost Czech by comparison. Sometimes Josef felt a little ashamed at how Czech they were – at others, he thought, I live in the modern world, that’s all.


The Tent-Dwellers were especially nervous of Anna and the other women. Tódor’s kumpánia were strict adherents to the purity laws – his wife Zága wrapped a cloth around the handle of a mug of tea before she handed it to him, so the contact with her flesh should not contaminate her husband’s beverage. On the rare occasions that Anna accompanied Josef on his visits to the tents, she kept her distance, even from the other women, and the air around would become stiff with mutual disdain.


As Josef neared the circle of tents with their striped awnings, a small voice cried out from the trees that lined the left of the path, ‘Devlesa arakhav tu!’


Josef stopped and looked around.


By the side of the path, leaning up against the trunk of a sloping fir, was a boy aged eight or so dressed in an embroidered blouse and waistcoat but naked from the waist down. His hat was tipped at an unlikely angle and an unlit cigarette butt was hanging from his lower lip.


Josef bowed deeply.


The boy stood up, spat the cigarette butt on the ground, bowed in response and repeated solemnly, ‘Devlesa arakhav tu.’ I find thee with God.


Josef restrained an amused smile and replied seriously, ‘O Del anel tu.’ May God lead thee.


The boy grinned, turned tail and scurried back into the camp to announce Josef’s approach, his bare feet kicking up leaves and twigs behind him.


Tódor Maximoff was seated on a small wooden stool in the centre of the tents, smoking a pipe, but at Josef’s approach he rose and opened his arms.


‘Jóno Maximoff!’ he bellowed, abandoning the formal forms of address, as a compliment. ‘It has been too long! You should have come to England. My wife’s braids are full of five-pound pieces. She makes music when she walks!’


Tódor’s expeditions to England were legendary. He went every three or four years and had, Josef inferred, just returned from one such trip. He was famous there. He had shown Josef a copy of his picture in a newspaper, disembarking at Dover. Earnest young men with spectacles and worn leather briefcases came to his camps, he said, clutching notebooks and begging to study the way he and his kumpánia spoke. (They came in handy, the earnest young men, as Tódor had mastered French, Italian and Spanish along with his native Hungarian and Russian but English defeated him. The young men could usually get by in one or other European language and so acted as translators in return for permission to follow them around like puppies.)


‘My wife will only wear Hungarian gold!’ Josef declared in response, grasping the man in a hug then pushing him forcefully away. ‘It takes two horses to carry her!’


‘My daughters’ knees are crippled by our wealth!’


‘Aa … ah … Phrála, children are indeed a blessing …’ Josef laughed, stepping back so as to fully appreciate Tódor’s expression when he imparted his news.


Tódor looked at him quizzically.


‘You have not heard …?’ Josef feigned astonishment.


Tódor showed him his palms. ‘I am an ignorant man!’


Josef beamed, silently, his lips pressed tightly together, to force Tódor to guess. Tódor narrowed his eyes and shook his head slowly from side to side, trying to work it out.


Suddenly, Tódor’s eyes popped open in surprise. ‘Jóno … Jóno …’ His voice became a growl as he spread his arms wide. ‘This cannot be … truly?’


Josef threw his arms wide and yelled. ‘I have a son!’


Tódor flung himself at Josef, grabbing him round the shoulders with his full weight still in motion, hurling them both to the floor. They rolled over in the dirt together until Josef begged the giant to stop by shouting. ‘My coat! My coat!’


Tódor jumped to his feet and turned back to his tent. ‘Zága!’ He shouted merrily to his wife. ‘Tip the soup into the horse trough! We have a celebration tonight! Kill the goat!’ Zága stuck her head out of the tent, acknowledged the command without expression, then disappeared.


Josef was brushing himself down.


‘My favourite goat! Tonight he will turn on a spit – we won’t eat him he’s as tough as old boots. We will fill ourselves with all manner of meat!’ Tódor raised a finger. ‘But on your son’s wedding day, we will kill one hundred kid-goats. Every Kalderash in Europe will come. My cousins will return from Montevideo. I make you that promise, Jóno my brother.’


Josef regarded the sleeves of his best green coat, now peppered with leaves and dead grass. Anna would be furious. It was interesting how Tódor always became his brother when there was good news in the air. He couldn’t recall Tódor being quite so brotherly four years ago when he had wanted to borrow his shovel and tongs to take on a job over at Krakovec.


Josef saw that the boy who had greeted him was standing nearby. He had donned knee-length trousers and was holding a stool. Tódor saw him too, and beckoned him forward, allowing him to place the stool before waving him away and gesturing for Josef to sit. Other men had begun to gather at a distance, to pay their respects, but they would not approach until Tódor indicated that he and Josef had finished the private part of their conversation.


One of the women came forward with a silver samovar and English china on an elaborated Japanned tray with small gilt legs. Tódor acknowledged her by nodding at Josef. ‘Our new bori. Take a good look. What nationality to do you think?’


Josef observed the girl while she set the tray down upon its legs and poured the tea, a gold cloth wrapped carefully around the samovar’s handle. She was wearing Kalderash dress; the loose red blouse and skirt with petticoats, and had a money belt and apron. Her hair was dark and braided but her face was round and freckled, her nose small and snubbed.


‘English Kalderash!’ said Tódor to Josef’s silence. ‘Did you realise there was such a thing? We met this one’s family in Cambridgeshire. I bought her for my youngest, Andréas, that imp who welcomed you. They made me pay through the nose and my wife had to show her how to butter her hair, but she’s a good girl so we have already honoured her with the tea-making duties for our guests.’ The girl was backing away. Tódor waved at her with circular motions of his large hand. She came and stood close to him and he delved the hand into the small golden purse on side of her money belt.


‘Have you seen one of these?’ He held the coin out to Josef. It was large and thin, and had a small hoop at the edge for threading a ribbon. ‘It’s a British Gold Medal. We bought it in a pawn shop. This one is for something they call Long Jumping. The shopkeeper explained it to me. Grown men run up to a pit of sand and jump in it. Then they give each other medals. Next, they stand very still on boxes, wearing the medals round their necks.’ He shook his head. ‘We’ve started a collection but I can’t permit the women to wear them until we have twelve for all of them, you know what women are like.’ He spat on the coin and shouted at it. ‘Your mother! Your father! Come here!’ Then he slipped it back into the girl’s purse.


As the girl backed away, not turning until she was a respectful distance from them, Josef noticed the approving look that Tódor gave her and guessed that there might be more than one reason why he had been prepared to pay through the nose. A less attractive new bori would not be on public display, however ‘good’ she might be.


‘Where were you camped this time?’ Josef asked, sipping his tea noisily to show his appreciation. The delicate china cup was awkward for him to hold and the liquid scalding hot.


Tódor’s cup looked ridiculous in his large hand. He reached forward with the other and scooped up a handful of sugar cubes from a china bowl, tossing them into his mouth before raising his cup and throwing its steaming contents over the cubes. He crunched once, then swallowed deeply.


‘Liverpool,’ he said, and belched.


Josef raised his eyebrows. ‘Not London?’


Tódor shook his head. ‘We went down there later but we had to go up to Liverpool to escort my cousins on to the boat. Do you know they are going all the way across the Atlantic? Crazy. Do not leave the high road for the lane, I told them. Montevideo. God go with them but it’s madness. They won’t find a living there, I can tell you. In South America, the gadje are black like us, and so poor, you can’t make a penny out of them. I like my gadje fat and white. The English are slugs. All you have to do is squeeze.’


Josef now felt able to ask the question that any Kalderash wanted to ask when they met another.


‘Was there any copper?’


It was the one topic about which Tódor would not boast He rolled down his lower lip, pulled at his beard and shook his head gloomily. ‘Even less than last time. We did the chocolate factories, and the hotels, of course, but even most of them have enamelled iron these days …’


Tódor fell darkly silent, by which Josef judged that the slug-like English were no longer as fat and juicy as Tódor had found them in the past. There was a pause. Behind Tódor and the tents, through the trees, Josef could see a furious-faced Zága dragging a stubborn, complaining goat. It reminded him of the business in hand.


He put down his cup, but Tódor was clearly not inclined to let him go just yet. He leaned forward.


‘Tell me Jóno, this Law 117 that everyone is talking about. Is it true? Is it as serious as it sounds?’


Josef nodded. ‘I think so, yes. We were forced to register on the way here. They can find us whenever they want to now. In Slovakia they called us cannibals and threw mud at the wagons as we passed. If a policeman wants me now, all he has to do is check with the central office in Prague and everything will be there written down, where I am, what I’m doing, the colour of the lining of my waistcoat.’


Tódor stroked his beard and sighed, murmuring to himself. ‘Perhaps we should have gone to Montevideo after all …’ He lifted his chin and fiddled with his red neckerchief. ‘And will you bring business to the kris?’


Josef shook his head. Law 117 would be the main topic of conversation at the kris. Personal matters would have to take their turn.


Tódor rose to indicate that the conversation was closing. ‘I hope we will not have time wasted with trivial matters, this year. Those Lowari from Ruthenia have come all this way, again. Last year they spent three days discussing whether a man could have sausage in his soup before St George’s Day.’


And you would have rather spent three days discussing whether a man apprenticed less than seven years should call himself a metalsmith or a metalworker … thought Josef, without rancour. He loved Tódor, but he could understand why the others became so irritated with him at times.


As the rest of Tódor’s kumpánia approached, Tódor grasped Josef in another hug and whispered to him joyously, ‘A son, phrála, a son …’ then turned to his fellow Kalderash with his arms spread wide.




*





This is what other Roma say about the Kalderash.


The Kalderash. If you’re going to hold a kris with the Kalderash, then make sure you do it in their tent. They’re the only ones who have tents big enough and they have eiderdowns to fall asleep on. You will certainly want to fall asleep, because nobody can talk longer than a Kalderash. When a Kalderash stands up to demand retribution because his brother-in-law told him there was copperwork in one town knowing full well it was in the next, then he begins by saying that his sister married when there was frost on the grass. He will then describe the frost.
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