
		
			[image: 9780857055163.jpg]
		

	
		
			

			A BOOK OF FALSEHOODS

		

	
		
			

			By Jaan Kross in English translation

			The Czar’s Madman (1992)

			Professor Martens’ Departure (1994)

			The Conspiracy and Other Stories (1995)

			Treading Air (2003)

			Sailing against the Wind (2012)

			between three plagues

			Volume 1. The Ropewalker (2016)

			Volume 2. A People without a Past (2017)

			Volume 3. A Book of Falsehoods (2022)

		

	
		
			

			jaan kross is Estonia’s best-known and most widely translated author. He was born in Tallinn in 1920 and lived much of his life under either Soviet or German occupation. He won countless awards for his writing, including The National Cultural Award, The Amnesty International Golden Flame and France’s Prix du Meilleur Livre Étranger, and played a key role in developing Estonia’s constitution. He died in 2007.

		

	
		
			

			[image: ]

		

	
		
			

			First published in the Estonian language as Kolme katku vahel by

			Eesti Raamat, Tallinn, Estonia in 1970–80

			This ebook published in 2022 by

			 

			MacLehose Press

			An imprint of Quercus Editions Ltd

			Carmelite House

			50 Victoria Embankment

			London EC4Y 0DZ

			 

			An Hachette UK company

			 

			Copyright © Heirs of Jaan Kross

			English translation copyright © 2022 by Merike Lepasaar Beecher

			Copyedited by Rukun Advani • Map by Emily Faccini

			 

			The translator wishes to acknowledge the generous support received from the

			Cultural Endowment of Estonia and its Traducta translation grant programme.

			 

			This book has been supported by the Estonian Cultural Endowment, Traducta programme

			 

			[image: ]

			 

			The moral right of Jaan Kross to be

			identified as the author of this work has been

			asserted in accordance with the Copyright,

			Designs and Patents Act, 1988.

			 

			Merike Lepasaar Beecher asserts her moral right to be identified as

			the translator of the work.

			 

			All rights reserved. No part of this publication

			may be reproduced or transmitted in any form

			or by any means, electronic or mechanical,

			including photocopy, recording, or any

			information storage and retrieval system,

			without permission in writing from the publisher.

			 

			A CIP catalogue record for this book is available

			from the British Library.

			 

			ISBN (TPB) 978 0 85705 514 9

			ISBN (Ebook) 978 0 85705 516 3

			 

			This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters,

			businesses, organisations, places and events are

			either the product of the author’s imagination

			or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to

			actual persons, living or dead, events or

			locales is entirely coincidental.

			 

			Ebook by CC Book Production

			 

			www.maclehosepress.com

		

	
		
			Contents

			A Book of Falsehoods

			Also By

			About the Author

			Title

			Copyright

			Map

			TRANSLATOR’S PREFACE

			PART ONE

			CHAPTER ONE,

			CHAPTER TWO,

			CHAPTER THREE,

			CHAPTER FOUR,

			CHAPTER FIVE,

			CHAPTER SIX,

			CHAPTER SEVEN,

			PART TWO

			CHAPTER EIGHT,

			CHAPTER NINE, 

			CHAPTER TEN,

			CHAPTER ELEVEN,

			CHAPTER TWELVE, 

			CHAPTER THIRTEEN,

			CHAPTER FOURTEEN,

			APPENDIX ONE

			APPENDIX TWO

			APPENDIX THREE

			APPENDIX FOUR

		

	
		
			

			[image: ]

		

	
		
			TRANSLATOR’S PREFACE

			This final volume of Between Three Plagues tells the story of a man and a book. We have come to know the man, Balthasar Russow, in the first two volumes; and the genesis of the book, the Chronicle of Livonia, is described in the second volume, A People without a Past. “In this land where nothing is remembered,” Balthasar observes, “I should start writing down the things that have happened here, so that people will start to remember”.

			This third volume begins with an account of the reception of the Chronicle. It is a great success in Tallinn, as it is in Rostock and Bremen and many other German cities. Even Balthasar’s testy father-in-law brags about it to friends. But not everyone is pleased. On Toompea, Elert Kruse and Heinrich von Tisenhusen, descendants of lords and knights, write angry letters to the Town Council, condemning the Chronicle as “a book of the most heinous falsehoods” and describing it as “spiteful, malicious, full of lies and gross errors, the work of an ignorant man”. The title of this volume comes from one of their letters.

			Why does the Chronicle provoke such hostility? In addition to his criticism of the greed and immorality of the Livonian gentry, Balthasar speaks “too mildly” of “the Muscovite”, Ivan the Terrible, and he extols “his blood-brothers, the peasants”, failing to denounce their participation in “all manner of uprisings and riots and roguish deeds across the land”. Worse still, as a young man, Balthasar had actually participated in the peasant uprising at Kurgla. Ironically, all of this – especially the criticism of the gentry and the sympathetic portrayal of the rebellious peasants – helps account for the Soviet authorities’ approval of Between Three Plagues in the 1970s.

			That said, it is also worth noting that, like other internal critics of the Soviet system, Jaan Kross, who spent eight years in Soviet prisons and labour camps, was an adept practitioner of what came to be known as “Aesopian writing”. As Doris Lessing once wrote, “His books were written to outwit censorship”. He knew that readers of his accounts of the dithering deliberations of the Town Council would not fail to recognise the parallels with Soviet party meetings, especially those of the Soviet Writers’ Union.

			The story of Balthasar’s private life – of his loves and three marriages – is woven into the tapestry of events in the world around him and the story of his Chronicle. Balthasar’s first wife, Elsbet, is felled by the plague along with their two small daughters; Epp, the love of his youth, reenters his life when she comes to town to help care for his son, left motherless. Their romance is rekindled, but Balthasar’s ambitions and jealousy intervene, and he repeatedly creates problems for himself. 

			All the supporting characters except Epp are based on real historical figures, and Jaan Kross took great pains to document his renderings of each of them, just as he took pains to describe the material world they lived in down to the windowpanes made out of pigs’ bladders. The one point that most historians question is his portrayal of Balthasar’s origins as Estonian rather than German. This historical issue remains unresolved. But what must strike all readers of Between Three Plagues is the rich and nuanced psychological portrait of the fictional Balthasar that the novel offers.

			Balthasar Russow is presented as self-absorbed but generous, opportunistic but principled, caught up in his own ambitions, fantasies, and inner conflicts, but a sharp-eyed observer of the world around him. He is also conscientious, unstinting in serving his flock, selflessly entering the homes of plague-ridden parishioners to comfort the sick and dying. He does much soul-searching towards the end of his life as he contemplates the nature of good and evil, the meaning of sin and purity. At the same time, he grows in the course of the novel, demonstrating a capacity for remorse and empathy and a new clarity of purpose. 

				The city of Tallinn has itself been described as a character in this novel. Throughout the book there are occasional passages in which an omniscient narrator maps and pictures the city and relates its history. But Tallinn comes to life largely through the mind and memory of Balthasar, whom we accompany one night as he strides down Pikk Street towards home “with the certainty of a sleepwalker – a certainty born of having stored up in himself, unconsciously, a memory of every stone in town, every contour of the cobbled streets”.

			 

			merike lepasaar beecher

			May, 2022

		

	
		
			PART ONE

		

	
		
			CHAPTER ONE,

			in which that headstrong man, who for years has thought about little else than the delight of scraping up grains of truth lying scattered on the stony soil (even as he worried about mixing the chaff with the grain and about the brevity of the sowing season), is suddenly aware of the crunch of ripened grains under his teeth and their distinctive taste on the roof of his mouth – and beneath it, a hint of their inevitable bitterness. 

			From the open windows of the customs house the Barbara could be seen lying at anchor between the bulwark and the pier, three hundred cubits distant. It had arrived from Rostock in the evening, and now three heavily laden cargo barges were making their way from the ship towards shore under the August rain, a gusting north-east wind sloshing water over their sides. 

			The gentlemen Luhr and Lanting and Staal and Holthusen were among the ten merchants whom the customs official had summoned that morning, for according to the captain’s papers, they had cargo in the hold, and despite the wet weather, they had arrived early. The prudent among them were wearing linen rain cloaks to shield their account books, true enough; those more prominent – Holthusen and Luhr, for example – were accompanied by warehouse clerks who carried their books. 

			Balthasar stopped on the threshold to shake the raindrops off his overcoat, and stepping into the airy customs room with its timbered walls and low, log ceiling, walked to the windows where the merchants were gathered. He heard Herr Staal say, “And who can say that the worst is over? Eh?!” And Herr Lanting sigh, “God Almighty, just think, in the last twenty years the value of the mark has dropped by a third!” And Herr Luhr observe, “The price of a measure of Rhine wine is eight per cent higher than it was last year . . .” 

			Balthasar inhaled the mingled scents of musk and pine-resin soap, and that increasingly expensive Rhine wine wafting from the gentlemen-merchants – it was almost comical how unmistakable the scents were in the damp air, on this rainy morning – and he thought: they’re truer than true, these stories about our wretched times. Good Lord, the bakeries in town are closed now for the second month, for want of flour. In church you can hear poor folks’ stomachs growl like the wind blowing through organ bellows; and yet these gentlemen seem to be flourishing – viewed like this at close range, well rested and in the fresh air . . . 

			As though the gentlemen had read his mocking thoughts, their conversation fell off abruptly, and for a moment one could hear the sound – like a plucked guitar – of the wind against the pig’s-bladder panes of the open windows. Herr Holthusen asked: 

			“Well, well, Herr Balthasar, what cargo is it that you have ordered for yourself – or perhaps for us?” 

			The man’s square face under his beret looked friendly enough, and he was in fact a reasonable person, an alderman of the Great Guild and a burgomaster to boot . . . But Balthasar recalled the famine of the spring which had claimed the lives of over a hundred of the poorest and weakest among both refugees and townspeople . . . even in his own house, for that matter, the bushel-bin was empty of flour and the household hungry. He looked at the smooth, self-satisfied faces of the merchants – they seemed on the verge of snickering as they awaited his reply to Holthusen – and he answered:

			“For myself, I’ve ordered a crate of patience. And for the town fathers – three hogshead of justice.”

			“Oho! Is that such a profitable commodity?”

			“But of course,” said Balthasar, “it’s good business. There’s always a greater shortage of justice than of flour, and its price increases even more rapidly than that of Rhine wine.”

			The gentlemen laughed jovially and returned to their talk of herring and iron and wool and brocade, excluding Balthasar from their circle – which was normal, of course. But before he had fully registered this, the carters and carriers came tramping out from under the sheltering roof at the back of the building and hurried past the windows to the wharf with wheelbarrows and handbarrows and sawhorses, for the cargo barges had arrived. 

			The scene was one of hectic activity: the cargo gates of the customs house wide open; carters and carriers running back and forth with hogs­heads, barrels, boxes, bags, and packages; merchants and account keepers shouting; the wind gusting; customs officer Stamm clutching a fistful of cargo receipts; two inspectors, one carrying a box of sealing wax, and at their heels Captain Rank of the Barbara, a man with an iron-grey beard and a voice like a rusty horn, holding his own receipts. Only after the hurly-burly had subsided did Balthasar finally get his three barrels, which were loaded immediately onto Herring-Siimon’s barrow. They set off together – Herring-Siimon hunched against the rain – over cobblestones, through mud puddles and between the horse wagons of the gentlemen-merchants, in the direction of the Great Coast Gate. It was then that Balthasar suddenly recalled, with some astonishment and almost defiantly, that it was quite a snappy retort he had delivered to Holthusen – and to all of them! Even so, he had received his barrels thanks only to Herr Holthusen, who, on behalf of Balthasar, had commanded the customs official to release them. Balthasar had had to give his word that he would deliver them immediately to the warehouse, to Herr Dellinkhusen.

			He asked Herring-Siimon to take the barrels to the warehouse around the corner of the Town Hall and went into the building to fetch Dellinkhusen. He was unsure whether what had been demanded of him should be attributed to the superior wisdom of the Council – and so could not be questioned, no matter how perplexing – or whether it should be viewed as offensive and foolish, given that gentlemen-merchants were permitted to import all the iron and wine and bolts of woollen fabric they pleased, without registering anything whatsoever at the Town Hall.

			Town Syndic Dellinkhusen – now nearly fifty, a stout man with a broad, pale face – at times appeared rather lethargic, but was inexplicably also quite quick-witted. Because of that, and even more because of his bushy reddish whiskers, Balthasar took to thinking of him as “Hairy Pumpkin”. (Perhaps also because Seneca was said to have written a satire on the pumpkinification of the Emperor Claudius, and maybe because Balthasar had heard that Dellinkhusen’s bleary-eyed wife was actually named Messalina, not Magdalena . . .) Balthasar had to tell his story to Hairy Pumpkin twice, after which Pumpkin suddenly came to life. 

			“What are you saying? . . . A chronicle? . . . You’ve finished it? Printed in Rostock? And we have it now in our warehouse? The Chronicle of Livonia?! In three barrels – a hundred and fifty copies in each?!”

			He pursed his lips and whistled soundlessly. “Well now, Herr Balthasar, you know, you really are a man of surprises . . .” Herr Dellinkhusen threw a rain cloak over his doublet and went out with Balthasar. Herring-Siimon showed them where, among the big vats of Rostock ale, he had been asked to roll the small barrels. Herr Dellinkhusen beckoned the overseer of the warehouse, who pried one open with a crowbar. The syndic pulled a volume out of the straw, a book bound in beautiful pale-grey leather. Balthasar reached into the straw as well. (It seemed to him that in return for the four hundred and fifty copies that the printing house in Rostock kept for itself, they could have found something softer than this scratchy straw . . . But perhaps straw was in fact the most suitable swaddling for this straw-child of his mind?) And then he was holding his book. 

			Yes . . . the volume was somewhat smaller than he had expected. But still, it was a book of respectable size. And now, finally, it was – quite undeniably – a reality. He opened it and took in the title page. He raised it to his face and inhaled. The large red letters gave off a sweet scent, but when he riffled the pages of the book near his nose, he caught a whiff of the acrid odour of printer’s ink. Opening the book at random he read:

			 

			The reasons why the Russians are so strong when defending their fortifications are the following: First, they are an industrious people and ready when necessary to undertake all manner of dangerous and difficult tasks day or night, praying to God that He grant them a blessed death in the service of their Grand Duke. Second, they are from childhood accustomed to fasting, having had to get by with little food and few comforts. As long as they have water, flour, salt, and vodka they can endure a long time, which the Germans cannot. Third, if the Russians surrender a fortification, no matter how small, they can no longer return to their homeland, for there they would be treated with scorn and killed; yet they do not wish or dare to stay abroad either. So they will fight to the last man and let themselves be killed rather than be banished to a foreign land. But as for the Germans, it is all the same to them where they live, so long as they get enough to gobble and guzzle . . . 

			 

			For an instant Balthasar felt he could not breathe. Good Lord, this was unheard of – in black and white – praise for an age-old enemy, and such scorn for Germans.

			“Exceedingly interesting,” he heard Dellinkhusen say next to him as he turned the pages. “And you are planning to sell this in Tallinn?” 

			“That I am,” said Balthasar, not adding what he was thinking at the moment: this plan could bring him before a criminal court.

			“And what price do you intend to set for each volume?” Herr Dellinkhusen asked.

			“Well,” Balthasar drawled, “it does have a very attractive leather binding . . . so I was thinking, half a thaler.”

			The syndic tucked the book under his arm, stuck his hand into the chest pocket of his doublet, pulled out a leather purse, and pressed a silver half-thaler into Balthasar’s hand:

			“I’ll take a copy with me, we’ll look it over and the Council will make a decision. That is, whether to permit it or not. You do understand, of course – since the discord that erupted forty years ago over Koell’s catechism, we have to take special care with a chronicle, and especially in these times. Consequently . . .”

			Balthasar did not at first grasp the meaning of the syndic’s outstretched hand, until he said: “Yes indeed! Give it here!” And he took the book from Balthasar. “We’ll just seal this up with all the others. Until we get the Council’s decision, you understand.”

			Syndic Dellinkhusen put Balthasar’s copy back into the barrel. The overseer wedged the board he had prised off the top more or less back into place. He brought a piece of wax for the syndic, who broke it in two, pressing the little blobs onto the opposite edges of the lid, leaving the imprint of his signet ring – the three lions of Tallinn – in each blob. Three suspicious mongrels, three Cerberuses, thought Balthasar. 

			“So . . . we’ll be contacting you soon. But it’ll take a few weeks, in any event.”

			He waved to Balthasar with a kind of practised condescension and strode off imperiously.

			Balthasar looked down at the muddy floor of the warehouse. 

			So that was it – that was the extent to which he was master of his own work in this town. Well, he should have foreseen it. He should not have harboured the childish fantasy of walking home with his book and reading it that evening in his study. He had already been imagining how he would wince at his own errors – damnably many errors! – and yet marvel at the concrete reality of his work . . . And how he would set it on the night table for Elsbet . . . How he would walk the next morning to Elbling’s bookshop in Seppade Street to bargain over the sales arrangements . . . He should have foreseen that the Council . . . But isn’t it better this way? He would not have to – he could not – suffer the three dozen shocks of finding his errors in print . . . And when the councilmen have read his work and he has their permit in hand – the deuce knows whether they’ll grant it, especially if they should start rooting around in it – but when he finally has their permit, he’ll be able to invoke the support of the Council in the face of the grousing that’s bound to follow! He eyed the slimy floor, thinking, almost with a sneer, as he reviewed his thoughts in the grey air of the warehouse: Well, so that’s how I’ll resign myself to their swinish stunt . . .

			He turned around abruptly and stalked out of the warehouse. Had anyone asked him later whether the rain had stopped by then or was still pouring down, he could not have answered. He went diagonally across Market Square and turned at random towards Karja Gate,1 so overcome with indignation, he did not even shudder, as he usually did, at the dull murmur that reached his ears. In the covered passageway he saw a heap of burlap and a hand stretch out towards him, its fingers reduced to stumps . . . It would not do to walk by a begging leper without giving alms. But to stop and rummage in his pocket for a shilling would have required him to surmount his unseemly, self-centred indignation. He felt the half-thaler, damp with sweat, still in his hand . . . he would not have known what to do with it anyway. Tossing the heavy silver coin into the leper’s lap, he murmured: “May God grant you forgiveness for your sins . . . ,” and to purify himself with humility he added, “and me, for mine . . .” Then, thinking of Dellinkhusen and the councilmen, and unable to allay the smug satisfaction he felt, he concluded: “. . . and them especially, for theirs . . .” 

			There was nothing more for him to do but go home and wait. He would try to be cheerful and kind to his household, pretend he had no special worry, and take care to serve his congregation. He would base the coming Sunday’s sermon upon the Lamentations of Jeremiah 3:26: “It is good that a man should both hope and quietly wait for the salvation of the Lord . . .” And in the evening he would read Marcus Aurelius’ expression of gratitude to Maximus for his example of constant self-control and dedication to a goal, and his kindheartedness, especially at a time of illness . . . For was not this kind of waiting like an illness, as it were, planted in the body of a man forced by other men to wait?

			A few weeks, Dellinkhusen had said. But the autumn, little better than the miserable summer, was drawing to a close. It was almost the end of September. On the evening before last, the first big autumn storm had struck, and for half the night weathervanes creaked in its grip and roof tiles flew down onto paving stones. Balthasar had slept restlessly and then plodded through the next day – even as the storm abated – beset by growing unease and impatience, stemming from both anticipation and worry. The evening before the storm, the Vineta, the ship of his old schoolmate, Buschmann, had arrived from Rostock with a letter from the printer Ferber.

			Ferber informed him – as he had done when he shipped the three barrels – that he had kept a third of the volumes for himself, as agreed, and dispatched two-thirds to towns in northern Germany, mainly to the harbour towns of Danzig and Bremen. But he also added news that he could not have imparted in the earlier letter: the hundred and fifty copies that he had retained in Rostock had sold out in five weeks. Requests had come in for additional copies from printers and booksellers in other towns to which he had sent the Chronicle . . . Word for word, this is what Ferber said:

			 

			There have been more sales of the Chronicle of Livonia in the last two months in Danzig and Lübeck and even in Bremen than of Bodin’s On the Republic last year, and more than the famous Fischart’s Philosophical Treatise on Marital Discipline, which has just been published.2 Consequently, and taking your agreement for granted, I have decided to print another thousand copies of the Chronicle of Livonia this October. If this letter should reach you in time sufficient for you to send me a few additional tales to append to your Chronicle, they would be most welcome. For it would benefit sales if we could justifiably announce on the title page that this is a new and expanded edition . . .  

			 

			To Balthasar all this was sweeter than honey, as they say – even though there was no time any longer for him to send Ferber additional material. But this was not what worried him – what worried him was something else . . . If the Council did in fact decide to deny him the right to sell the Chronicle in Tallinn, it would be lamentable, but it would still only be a matter between him and the Town Council. And he would, of course, have to undertake the battle to overturn the prohibition. First of all, he would have to win over the Council of Clergy. And the Council of Clergy would, in corpore3, have to assure the Town Council that Balthasar Russow’s Chronicle was a thoroughly serious work, in accord with the purest spirit of the Augsburg Confession. After which he would have to start bargaining, arguing, explaining – one councilman at a time – that although there might indeed be any number of errors in his work, none warranted the councilmen denying permission for its sale in Tallinn – none at all . . . Or at least not in sufficient number to justify a denial. And what might the errors be, in the opinion of the councilmen, that could justify their decision? Lord, at times it seemed to him that there were endless possibilities: his several mistakes in the chronology of events, his overly free handling of sources, his unacceptably casual assertions of causality, such as “this happened because of this, and that because of that” – how could he know how events were linked?! . . . But be that as it may. Given time, and with God’s help, he might be able to prise permission out of the councilmen. For, in his own opinion, he had not crossed the line of justifiable assertion. The entire dispute and argument would be between him and the honourable councilmen. And yet, if the honourable councilmen were to learn at the same time that he, civis Revaliensis,4 had allowed a book they considered suspect – and the distribution of which they had forbidden – to be sold in several thousand copies in ten towns of northern Germany without breathing a word of it to them – what an unimaginable ruckus that would raise . . . 

			What the deuce! He could go immediately, that very day, to any one of the fourteen councilmen who were protecting the honour and welfare of the citizens of Tallinn. He knew every one of them well enough to do that, starting with Burgomaster Holthusen himself, all the way to old Beelholt, for example, who must quite clearly recall Balthasar’s one-time acquaintance with Duke Johan, the present King of Sweden. Beelholt had become much more congenial lately, ever since June, when his son Aadam was captured by the Muscovites after a skirmish at Põltsamaa. There were, of course, a few councilmen who might have been the first to come to his aid, but to whom Balthasar could not turn. Heinrich Boissmann the Elder, for example, who had been with his maker for a year now. He had fallen ill during the first siege of Tallinn and had asked leave to step down from the Council – more because of his lamentable health, to be sure, than on account of the lamentable defection of his son, Heinrich the Younger, to Magnus. And just a few weeks after the unnatural, shocking death of this son, the old man himself had died. In fact, at about the same time that the people in Tallinn learned, with horror, what had occurred in Võnnu in September of ’77.

			Grand Duke Ivan had encircled the town of Võnnu, and with it King Magnus (whom he himself had proclaimed King of Livonia), and had then ordered Magnus to appear before him at his camp. When Magnus appeared, he was thrown into a ramshackle shed to await his fate on a pile of rotting straw. At the same time, Võnnu had opened its gates to the Grand Duke, but its castle decided to resist, and the Grand Duke ordered an assault upon it. 

			On the fourth or fifth day, the defenders of the castle had decided to blow themselves up along with a large number of women and children, rather than surrender. And it was Heinrich Boissmann the Younger, who had gathered them all into the powder magazine and with them prayed to God for forgiveness and lit the gunpowder under their feet. The tower, with three hundred people in it, had been blown skyward. Enraged by their defiance, the Grand Duke had then ordered that all the dead remain unburied – as fodder for dogs and carrion birds . . . Ergo, Balthasar could not go to old Boissmann anymore . . . But he could go to Hairy Pumpkin and ask how things stood with his Chronicle and request that something be done to hasten the process. Or he might walk to the Town Hall and see Herr Topff. Heavens, over the years he had flown up those stairs countless times to see the scribe of the lower court. Or he could ask Märten to bring the new summoner to him – Gregor Kuuse the Younger, a polite and intelligent young man, born in Kalamaja, a member of Holy Ghost Church, son of the master-tailor who had died the year before. It was said the son had wanted to go to Sweden to study at the university there. He had been regularly doffing his hat to Balthasar at a distance of twenty paces and had come to confession to unburden himself the previous week. He had confessed that Herr Reinhold Tisenhusen had invited him to his place on Toompea on two Fridays and had let him know – in such a refined manner that nothing direct was ever uttered, though everything was transparently clear – that if he, Gregor, were to inform him, Tisenhusen, about the Council’s doings during the coming two years, he would have, at the end, the funds he needed for studies at the university. Gregor had asked Balthasar how he should answer. Balthasar had paced up and down his sacristy for some time, eyeing through the window the honeycomb pattern of the church’s roof tiles and the rain clouds above them. It struck him then that he could say, My dear young man, there are some things that you might hear at the Town Hall that the nobles of the knighthood could – or perhaps even should – be informed about, but there are other things they ought not hear. Thus, there can be no broadly certain answer to your question. Consequently, you would do best to tell Herr Tisenhusen you will try. And if he agrees, come to me each time and tell me what you are planning to inform him of. I will tell you what you may say, in keeping with God’s will and the interests of the town, and what you must not say . . . 

			But beyond this possible answer, Balthasar had also wondered: Perhaps I will want to continue working on my Chronicle, if it is really selling as well as I have heard, and in that case this youth would be . . . But at that moment he had stopped to look at the profile of this comely master-tailor’s son sitting there, on the edge of the bench in his sacristy, and recalled the burial of old Gregor Kuuse the previous year: the narrow grey coffin and small, wrinkled face in which one could still recognise a face that, forty years earlier, must have resembled that of this young man sitting here by the grey, rainy daylight of the window . . . He had recalled even more clearly Gregor’s hands crossed on his thin chest . . . In fact, only his grey nails and yellowish fingers . . . And, to be precise, the many, many bluish needle-pricks on the fingers of his aged right hand . . . And then Balthasar had stopped in front of young Gregor and, placing his hand on his shoulder, had said: “My dear young fellow. This town is our own mother. The nobility is aggressively striving to become our step­father. It would be an inadequate stepfather. Don’t sell your own mother to this deficient would-be stepfather. Don’t give Tisenhusen any answer whatsoever. If he doesn’t leave you in peace, tell him you’ve sworn an oath to the town. And with regard to the money for your studies—” Here Balthasar, to his own surprise, had begun to move his lips in a manner both unusual yet familiar to him . . . and had said: “Hmm . . . well . . . aah – come to me in about two years’ time. Let’s discuss it then, God willing . . .” Only later did he recall that the odd way he had moved his mouth as he spoke mirrored old Kimmelpenning chewing on his frog’s leg, and his words, in particular, echoed that exchange long ago about his own studies . . .

			In any event, Balthasar could have asked young Gregor, right then, if he had ever heard the councilmen refer to the Chronicle. And yet, each time he realised he might actually learn what he wanted to know, something stopped him – whether pride or stubbornness or awkwardness, or perhaps something one would hardly think of ascribing to Balthasar that might be best described as diffidence.

			 

			He waited nearly two months. The waiting created a taut veil between him and the world, and he let a number of events go by that he would otherwise certainly have recorded in his grey pages. But, overcome by an anxiety that he could control only with great effort, he merely noted them in passing, vowing silently that if all went well in the matter of his Chronicle he would eventually record everything. Such things, for example, as this: that in mid September the Swedish soldiers and German horsemen and citizens of the town, all together a force of three squadrons and four companies of horsemen under Herr Jürgen Boije, went from Tallinn towards Pärnu in search of the Muscovite – in itself, an everyday occurrence. Somewhere in the vicinity of Pärnu they learned of the presence of the Polish army under their voevoda,5 Andreas Zapieha, and of the Swedes sending envoys to the Poles, inviting them to join their forces against the Muscovite – an unprecedented proposal. At the same time it was rumoured that the Muscovite was moving from Tartu to Võnnu – the reports were not more precise than that . . .

			On the morning of October 7, Balthasar received the Council’s decision regarding his Chronicle. At about half-past nine that morning, Herr Topff, his coat flapping open, came to the sacristy. An hour later, just after Herr Topff took his leave, Märten nudged the summoner, Gregor, in through the same door: “Tell your story to the Pastor yourself! Why should I be a middleman?” 

			Once Balthasar had listened, first to Topff’s whispered words and then to Gregor’s intricate, astonishing tale, and had thoroughly wrung out answers to his pointed questions from the one and then the other and returned to his study where he swallowed a hearty draught of klarett – and then, with his hands resting on his ink-spotted lectern, looked out over the yellow peaks of rooftops and the triangles of blue sky like dragons’ teeth between them, he finally had a clear picture of what had transpired that morning at the Council meeting. 

			They had assembled in the Council Hall by candlelight, at seven that morning, as they usually did for their regular sessions. Twelve of the fourteen councilmen had been present, and three of the four burgo­masters. They had spent a long time thoroughly discussing a number of – how to put it – entirely ordinary and vitally important issues: the levying of an import tariff on ale for the protection of the municipal brewery, and the digging of a wastewater channel from the Renteln Tower to the town trench which emptied into the sea. They had decided, after consideration, not to levy a tariff on ale from Germany and Pomerania and other foreign countries because the local breweries might be tempted to start producing a more watery brew. In the matter of the wastewater channel, they had decided to ascertain, first of all, whether enough liquid waste was accumulating behind the settlement outside the Nunnavärav Gate6 to necessitate the digging of such a trench. When these decisions had been taken and presiding Burgomaster Korbmacher had so designated them by a gavel strike, he put the gavel aside and said – one can imagine he spoke a bit more hesitantly than usual, for the issue he was about to raise was the first such in the century for the Council of this honourable town.

			“And now there’s – ummm – one more thing: the matter of whether to permit sale of the Chronicle of Livonia by Russow of Holy Ghost.”

			Some of the councilmen asked, in surprise, what this thing was, and Burgomaster Korbmacher turned to Syndic Dellinkhusen, who explained what he knew about the matter. Whereupon the councilmen’s faces – one could imagine them – assumed a variety of expressions. Dellinkhusen concluded:

			“Esteemed Gentlemen, as I am sure you’ll understand, I have not found time, with all my responsibilities regarding the affairs of the town, to read this book through.” (It is possible that that was in fact true.) “But I asked our Herr Topff to undertake this task for us all, and Herr Topff—” 

			Here pock-marked Councilman Schröder interjected: “But you read some of it yourself, too, didn’t you?”

			The syndic replied: “Yes, yes,” and pursed his lips, as was his wont, blowing out little puffs of air, as though to cool a bowl of soup, “I did. But not from cover to cover.”

			Schröder continued with the stubbornness of an old horse: “And what did you think of it?”

			Dellinkhusen’s expression was impossible to decipher (as was to be expected of a pumpkin). He said, blowing on his soup again: “Who among us does not know that our Herr Balthasar has a way with words?”

			“Alright,” remarked one of the three burgomasters, “let us hear what Herr Topff has to say.”

			At that, little grey Herr Topff rose from his oak stool next to the door of the hall and, turning his grey-cat face to them, looked mildly at the councilmen . . . 

			It would have been interesting to know, as a matter of human interest, how Topff felt at that moment. But we have to say that when Balthasar tried to imagine it, his somewhat slow, though quite expansive, powers of imagination failed him. He knew that, despite his humble position, Herr Topff was a respected servant of the town, and that the councilmen had requested, on account of his great experience, that he not yet retire but remain at his post. He knew Herr Topff dreamed only of buying the Markvard house with its rose garden courtyard. He knew too that Herr Topff had made significant, if not decisive, contributions to the compil­ation of the Chronicle . . . And he had also heard from his sister’s husband that Herr Topff had been a visitor at Herr Maidel’s house on Toompea. Still, the more Balthasar knew about him, the harder it was for him to imagine what the man might have been feeling at that moment. The thought occurred to him (bringing a wry smile to his lips): It may also be true that the less a writer knows about the affairs of a country, the easier it is to write about them. And perhaps the writing of the Chronicle was so very difficult for me because I had learned a fair amount about events in Livonia over the years . . .

			But in the Council Hall, Herr Topff no doubt said, in his soft, murmuring voice, something like this:

			“Esteemed Gentlemen, I have read, as I was asked to, and with great care, this unexpected work of our Herr Balthasar, who is known to us all. With all the care – ah – necessitated by my average powers of comprehension, in order to gain a full understanding of such a wide-ranging work as this. And I venture to state before you, Honoured Gentlemen, and before God, that this – ahem – work of Herr Balthasar’s is – how should I put it – in many respects – one could say, more or less, quite nicely turned out. Although, in truth, the task he has set himself is – in my humble opinion – enormous and beyond any one man’s scope. He begins with the very earliest times in the history of Livonia and arrives at our most recent events. Whereby, and because of which – ahem – it can be noted that he has presented the most distant happenings in a most – how to say – in a most instructive and poetic manner, though they are, of course, sparse as well – but the most recent and current events are described so concretely that they’re visible and touchable, but again – how to put it – they’re at times somewhat . . . tiresome, and perhaps not so very – ah – necessary – in every case, or perhaps even questionable, with respect to the truth, even though, seen from another perspective, of course . . .” 

			At about this point Herr Korbmacher raised his hand, the two gold rings on his fingers gleaming, and said:

			“Brothers, it seems to me, we are not making progress. Let us look at it this way: every book – with the exception of Holy Writ – contains many human errors. And among its flaws there is usually one main flaw. Herr Topff, what in your opinion, is the main flaw of Russow’s Chronicle?” 

			“Ah yes,” said Herr Topff happily, as though only now had he been guided to the source of the correct response. “I have given serious thought to the main flaws of this book, and have found, Esteemed Gentle­men, that it has, in fact, three main flaws. In the first place, he speaks too mildly, much too mildly, in my opinion, of our greatest enemy, the Muscovite. If we recall how we are accustomed to seeing him described in all the German newspapers – as ‘Anti-Christ’ and ‘cannibal’ and ‘sodomite’, and so forth – but Russow usually refers to him simply as ‘Grand Duke’ . . .”

			Someone, probably Herr Schröder, remarked here: “That is, of course, a bad thing indeed. If it is done intentionally . . .” 

			But immediately Herr Luhr said: “Well, I hope he uses more fitting names for the Muscovite as well . . .?”

			And Herr Topff, who had been nodding morosely and thoughtfully as Herr Schröder spoke, now said cheerfully: “Oh, he does, he does – of course he does. But still – it depends.”

			Here, it was probably again Herr Luhr – it seems he was even more of a wag and jester than one might have thought – who said: “But still – not often enough, yes?”

			And Herr Topff echoed him hastily: “Still – in a way – how to put it – not often enough . . . even though . . .” 

			Then someone asked what the second main flaw of the book was, and Herr Topff replied with renewed energy: “Honoured Sirs, as far as I can see, in my humble opinion, it seems to me that Herr Balthasar speaks needlessly much and – depending on how you see it – but in any case, also with needless praise and sympathy for those Estonian countrymen of his, whether in the countryside or in town . . .”

			“Well, that is Herr Balthasar’s private affair. We have to forgive him for that. We all know what his roots are. And furthermore, the Estonians are no longer a problem for us. As they were in our youth. So . . . if he expresses sufficient respect for our honourable Council, then, I think . . .? Does he dedicate his work to the Town Council of Tallinn?”

			At this Herr Topff raised both hands towards the vaulted ceiling, its arches seemingly swaying above the flickering candles, and murmured: “Unfortunately not, unfortunately, not. And this is, in fact, the third major flaw of the work . . .”

			Here all the councilmen presumably grew agitated: “What?” – “Not dedicated to us?” – “And he has the nerve to want to sell his book in this town?!” – “Outrageous!” – “So that’s it . . . but to whom then did he dedicate it?” – “To the King perhaps – such vanity!” – “Or to Herr Pontus?” – “What? Herr Pontus?! What a toady!”

			Herr Topff shook his head patiently. “No-no-no-no. Esteemed Gentlemen, he has dedicated it to the ‘Most Honourable Town Council of Bremen’.”

			It is a confounded pity that Balthasar was not there to see the councilmen’s expressions. They were no doubt various. He could picture them. Men like Müller, Reyer, Wilber, and others, inflexible, long-established Tallinners – all would have been furious: “And we’re supposed to grant him permission to sell it here? Listen, this is more than merely a yokel’s stunt!” Some of them, probably most of them, were not greatly bothered by the dedication. (For example, old Beelholt and others who had more distant or more immediate problems of their own to occupy them: “Dedicated to us or not – what does it matter? The town can gain nothing from such a dedication, not a single shiny shilling! And if he should at some time need to be defended on account of his book – which is not out of the question if his pen is as coarse as, judging by rumours, his tongue in the pulpit – well then, it’ll be up to the men of Bremen to provide him with a defence. They say Bremen is, in any event, our Mother Town.”) . . . Balthasar could imagine that the third group, the smallest – probably Herr Luhr and a few others – began to cough or blow their noses or pull their beards up over their mouths in order to conceal, at this serious Council meeting, their amusement at Balthasar’s stunt – a bumpkin’s stunt – of political cunning. And that then Burgomaster Korbmacher summed up the matter exactly as had been hoped:

			“Well then, brothers, the Bremen Council is, in any event, the addressee, whom we will not challenge. Especially since – if this book should give rise to any rumblings – the dedication largely absolves us of responsibility.” 

			And then little red-faced Bartholomeus Rotert, rolling his brown eyes, posed the fateful question:

			“Herr Topff, I have heard that Russow is at times very free in his pulpit, with shameless remarks about our nobles. Now, what he says to his yokel congregation in country-tongue is of no account compared to what he sets down in print in German. What is your impression – does he observe the necessary limits in these things?”

			Herr Topff responded with steadfast satisfaction, relishing the chance to be of service: “Esteemed Gentlemen, I held this very question consistently before me as I read his book. And I must say, if I am asked to imagine what kind of reactions might be provoked among our esteemed councilmen by remarks made about the gentry, my humble opinion would be: a great many varying reactions – in any case . . .”

			It seemed that Herr Rotert had taken it upon himself to derail the granting of permission for the sale of Balthasar’s book. For he then asked:

			“Are you saying, Herr Topff, that many of us would deem this book” – here he turned towards the councilmen – “in view merely of the need to maintain our civic pride” – here he turned to Herr Topff again – “too shameless with respect to the Toompea gentry for us to praise it in the name of the Town Council and approve its sale? Is that how it is?”

			Herr Topff pulled his head down between his shoulders, squeezed his eyes and lips into three lines turning down at the corners, and nodded his head in many tiny, repeated nods, which were perhaps but a nervous tremor of his grey head or perhaps an effortful nodding. He opened his mouth and said in time with his head: “Right-right-right-right . . .”

			Herr Rotert continued: “If that’s the case – and we have just heard that it is the case – then, in my opinion, we should read this book through for ourselves. Or, at the least, we should pick men from amongst us who will read it. Until then, we ought not, in my opinion, decide a thing.”

			Herr Topff continued nodding. From the more or less indifferent majority, a few assenting murmurs began to sound. Didn’t even Burgomaster Pepersack say something like: “So be it – proceed in too great a rush, you’ll risk soiling your trousers, proceed with caution, and you won’t . . .” And Herr Topff continued to nod.

			At this nearly fateful moment, Herr Luhr spoke, sounding as though he were imitating Herr Topff a bit:

			“Although, on the other hand, Herr Topff, isn’t it true – that as far as the honour and pride, et cetera, of our town are concerned, everything that Herr Balthasar says about the gentry and about the arrogance of our Toompea worthies is – well, to speak plainly – as appropriate as can be?”

			At that Herr Topff opened his eyes. He looked at Herr Luhr and maybe at some of the other councilmen, his eyes all of a sudden round and childlike, and, inclining his head slightly, said: 

			“Although – on the other hand – in all honesty – by God—”

			At this, Burgomaster Korbmacher, chairman of the meeting, probably smirking slightly under his beard, summed things up:

			“Brothers, we enquired about the major flaws of this book. Herr Topff – with whose thoroughness we are all familiar – spoke to us of its four or five flaws. Which enables us to conclude that a great failing, a fateful flaw, a major flaw apparently does not exist in this book. For since four or five were mentioned, each can be merely a more or less minor flaw. So, Herr Topff, does the Town Council have to fear, with the distribution of this book, any kind of more serious unpleasantness – let us say, from the Council of Clergy? No? Right. From the government of Sweden? From the vicegerents, Karl Henrikson or Herr Boije or Herr Pontus? Or from the King himself? No?”

			Herr Topff assured him, “No-no-no-no . . . It’s just that—”

			“What?”

			“It’s just that we are used to – how should I put it – hearing the King referred to, for the most part – right? – as Our Most Gracious Majesty, the King of Sweden . . . But Herr Balthasar simply writes the King.”

			“But he does, of course, write it respectfully, is it not so?” asked Herr Korbmacher, feeding him the answer, as it were.

			“Certainly, certainly,” echoed Herr Topff promptly, and one of the other councilmen, possibly old Wilber, burst out: 

			“And there’s no need for us to bow down any lower!” 

			“So, is anyone of the esteemed councilmen opposed to issuing a permit for the sale of this book?” And since all he heard was the sound of breathing, he announced: “No-one.” 

			Herr Rotert murmured: “Well I’m not planning to be the only one to make a row about it.”

			And Herr Topff – who did not have the right to vote during Council sessions – summed it all up cheerfully: “Not one of the venerable members opposes it! See now . . . how nice . . . I will convey this happy news, in the name of the venerable Council, to our Herr Balthasar right away . . .”

			This message Balthasar has received twice, he has had it in hand for two weeks. For three weeks. And not only the news, but the book itself. On this very morning of October 7, he broke Dellinkhusen’s seal in the warehouse, pulled out a copy, and took it to the bookseller Elbling, where he reached an agreement with that stubborn, goat-faced old man. Elbling would sell the Chronicle for half a thaler and receive a commission of three per cent. True, three per cent was awfully high, but since Balthasar sensed that the old man would not accept two, and since persuading him to take two and a half (which he felt was a possibility) would require a great expenditure of energy and effort, the almost superstitious thought came to him: bargaining further would somehow demonstrate a lack of gratitude towards God. And so they agreed on three.

			Päärn, son of Traani-Andres, wheeled the barrels from the warehouse to Elbling’s bookshop. There, amid stacks of paper and shelves holding volumes of Melanchthon, Waldis, Amman, and Nostradamus, Balthasar took another twelve copies out of the barrel. These he carried home and locked away behind the iron door of the wall-cupboard in his study. 

			That evening, after his sauna with Märten and Päärn, while Elsbet and the children and Epp were taking their turn, Balthasar took out a copy. He tried, by candlelight, to select the one best bound to hide under the corner of Elsbet’s pillow. He put a candle into the holder he had affixed to the head of the bed for reading, undressed, and got into bed. He groped around on the floor for the most recent Amsterdam edition of selections from the Ta eis heauton,7 which he thumbed through as he waited. Listening to the hail and heavy rain battering the windowpanes, he thought about Elsbet and Epp and the children running across the courtyard in the downpour . . . He imagined the cold drops falling on their hot faces as he read:

			 

			How much of endless eternity is apportioned for each of us? How much of the totality of matter? How much of the universal soul? . . . Asia and Europe are but little corners of the universe. All the oceans – a drop in the universe. Mount Athos – a particle of dirt in the universe. The present – a pinpoint in eternity. Everything that exists – tiny, changeable, transient . . . Time – a river of everything that comes to pass . . . A turbulent flow, for at the very instant that something occurs, it is already over, and something else appears, and something after that.  

			 

			He heard Elsbet and the children climbing the outer stairs in their wooden clogs. He continued reading: 

			 

			The pitiful importance of luxury, the tragedies played upon stages, herds of cattle and herds of people, the clash of lances, a bone cast before dogs, a stone thrown into a fishpond, the busyness and efforts of ants, the back and forth scrabbling of frightened mice, dolls moved by wires . . .  

			 

			He put the Marcus Aurelius down on the floor, thinking: Why, when I can rejoice today in a Christian triumph, should I share the gloom of a wise, despondent, pagan emperor? He closed his eyes to suggest he had fallen asleep reading, and peered through his eyelashes at Elsbet and the children coming into the room, at Elsbet shushing them: “Shh! Your father’s sleeping!” He watched her shoo them into their little beds and say their evening prayers with them and carefully tuck them in, pulling the blankets around their hot bodies in the cold, draughty room. He saw her sit down and comb out her damp hair in front of the mirror, keeping her brown wrap around her . . . she was sitting about a cubit’s length from the pillow and the book. Balthasar decided that if she found the book before she blew out the candle at the head of the bed, it would be a good omen for the Chronicle and for them, too . . . And she did find it. When she had finished combing her hair, she removed her wrap and sat on the edge of the bed in her clean, linen nightdress, with her back to Balthasar. Her hand chanced to graze the book under the corner of the pillow. She pulled it out.

			In the first instant, she took it for one of Balthasar’s books. He could tell from her movement that she was about to lay it aside and blow out the candle, and he nearly called out to stop her so as to avoid the bad omen. But then she looked at the binding, slid her hand over the unexpectedly new, nearly white calfskin cover, and picked it up.

			“Oh!”

			She read the title page once more, carefully. She turned towards him, her mouth open in surprise, and looked at him, but not long enough for him to decide to abandon his pretence of sleep. Elsbet got into bed and pulled up the covers. Propped on an elbow, she began to read, her back to Balthasar, her damp hair close to his face, smelling of resin soap.

			She did not read page by page, but for ten, fifteen, twenty minutes she leafed through the volume at random, pausing at certain passages here and there. Balthasar inhaled the sauna smells of her warm body and took pleasure in her interest in his work. The rain was increasing into a loud and gusting hailstorm. Gradually, he began to feel something which could, at that moment, almost be described – though perhaps not by him (and in spite of the rush of delight he felt at Elsbet’s interest) – as nothing other than jealousy – of his own book . . . 

			Placing his hands on her shoulders, he turned her towards himself: 

			“Well?” 

			He regarded her with a silly smile and self-consciously roguish look, and was a little embarrassed.

			Elsbet said, in a half-whisper – either because she was awed by the volume or anxious not to wake the children: 

			“Why, this is now in print . . . But how did it happen, so suddenly?” 

			As Balthasar proceeded to give her a brief description of the meeting that morning, he became aware of the scoffing, immoderately smug tenor of his account. In his attempt to explain it away, he was nonplussed by his eagerness to adopt a more humble mien, and he changed the subject to financial matters.

			“In any case, if it is sold out – and I believe it will be snatched from Elbling’s shelves faster than he thinks – we’ll be getting about two thousand—”

			Elsbet cried out: “Lord, that means we’ll be able to settle all our debts . . .”

			“What debts are you thinking of?”

			“Well, you said you owed twenty marks for flour and herring to Limper-Jakob, and fifty to Andres for Communion wine, and I don’t know how much for the roof tiles . . .” 

			These thoughts he kept to himself: I fear that you also borrowed money from your father over this difficult year. I won’t ask you about it, because I don’t want you to lie to me and deny it. Nor will I ask what other debts you might be thinking of, for I do not wish that your mouth should have to speak the name of that good-for-nothing Mihkel . . .8 

			But he said: “Yes, in about a month, God willing, we’ll be free of our debts.”

			He drew Elsbet to him. He held her close and his whole body felt the arousing softness and suppleness of her. The bristles of his beard raked her hot cheek, he plumbed the depths of her eyes as they opened and closed, and he blew out the candle. As he lay on his wife and kissed her – a proper kiss, causing her head to sink deeper into the pillow (like Jacob kissing Rachel and Leah and Bilhah and Zilpah all at once), his hand brushed against his book and he heard it fall to the stone floor with a thud. And he thought, as he entered Elsbet with a dual kiss, God, I don’t understand, is this something pitiful or grand – what we are doing here – with the 1500-year-old thoughts of a Roman emperor lying on the floor on one side, and on the other this brand new book by a complete non-entity . . .? 

			They lay side by side in the dark, listening to each other’s breathing grow calmer, quieter. Elsbet’s head rested on Balthasar’s left arm. Hearing the icy rain rattling against the window, Balthasar pictured the ground white by morning. And he was just beginning to sense that complete oneness – well, the almost-complete oneness – which followed upon the brighter fires of passion in their marriage, when Elsbet turned her head, as though about to turn towards him, but then stopped. And she asked, almost as if to herself, in the dark:

			“But it seems that you have not actually moderated anything in the book – as you were advised to do . . .?”

			“Moderated . . .?” Afterwards it seemed to Balthasar as though his voice had become strangely leaden when he asked the question: “Who advised that?” 

			“Oh . . . I don’t remember,” said Elsbet in the dark, “but I know someone did . . .”

			But of course she remembered! It wasn’t possible that she did not remember! She did not want to utter Mihkel’s name. That was it. But why did she not? Was it because she, too, considered it the name of a good-for-nothing and felt it would leave a bad taste in her mouth if she spoke it? Or was it because – Balthasar felt something in him freeze at the thought – the name of young Slahter would have tasted sinfully sweet to her? So that it was not the taste of disgust but the taste of desire . . .?!

			Balthasar drew in his breath, about to voice the question outright, and in a manner that would have spared neither of them. But at the same time he realised that speaking that cad’s name, Mihkel’s name, would bring the miserable scoundrel once more into his home . . . With his left hand he felt around for a strand of Elsbet’s hair and wound it about his finger until it squeaked. He spoke in a completely controlled and no-longer-deadened voice: 

			“We don’t have to fear a thing. In so far as we’ve written the truth in accord with God’s will. And in so far as the Council has deigned to support us.” 

			 

			The next morning, the grey cobblestone streets were indeed white, the red-tiled roofs were white, and the earth along the trenches and the moats where a fine film of ice was forming was white. And it stayed white the entire winter. Even though the early winter brightness seemed to Balthasar somewhat bleak and not entirely reliable, these white weeks, after the prolonged period of desolation that preceded them, did bring welcome news of various kinds. Herr Boije had actually succeeded in joining with Zapieha outside Võnnu and defeating the Muscovite so roundly after these many years (Good Heavens – it was said that over six thousand Muscovites had fallen!) that all their warring, at least for the year 1578, was over. And in the last days of this very October, Balthasar received another letter from Rostock in which the printer, Ferber, informed him that the second printing of the Chronicle would be completed somewhat earlier than planned. This time, Balthasar was not weighed down by worry but elated as he read: 

			 

			I hope, Herr Balthasar, that you are amenable to my sending you just 200 copies instead of the 500 we had agreed upon, and to my distributing the remaining 300, along with my own copies, to towns in Germany, to previous customers and also to new ones, of whom there are a great many. Or I will sell them here in Rostock and send you payment at the beginning of the new year . . . 

			 

			During these weeks Balthasar was able to make a number of observations regarding himself and his Chronicle. He tried, in one respect, not to dwell on them, but to dismiss them as laughable. In another respect, however, they were pleasant to contemplate despite their silliness. In any event, it seemed to him – though this impression might merely have been the fruit of vanity on his part – that some of the councilmen had begun to look at him with greater interest when he encountered them on the street or when they exchanged greetings at the Great Guild. He certainly had not merely imagined what Councilman Klüting said to him as they stepped out of the guild house after a meeting of the Church Treasury on Monday last: “You know, I went to Holy Ghost yesterday to listen to your sermon. After reading your Chronicle last week. Well . . . indeed . . . what a piece it is . . .”

			And Herr Klüting did not seem to have any doubt as to what kind of wall Balthasar’s “piece” was mounted on, or at whom it was aimed. But who knows . . . 

			The week before, Balthasar had taken one of his copies out of the wall-cupboard, tucked it under his arm, and headed for Rataskaevu Street. He wanted to put a copy into his father-in-law’s hands – or, God knows, perhaps he wanted to rub the man’s nose in it. He went to the door of the great-room and heard the elder journeyman, Peeter, reading in his high-pitched voice to the younger journeymen listening attentively, in clouds of starch dust: “And as for the fancy clothes and precious items they wore on the occasion of weddings – such things filled them with pride. Those of the upper estates wore coats lined with the hides of lynx, leopard, or ermine. But the coats of the common folk had linings of wolf or weasel or fox fur.”

			Hearing these curiously familiar words, Balthasar stepped inside and took in the scene before anyone noticed him. The young furriers were at their work tables and listening, some holding scrapers, others pounding tools. And Peeter, his eyes bulging and face flushed, was reading to them from the chapter on the good old days of Livonia. Then Peeter took a deep breath, tapped his knuckles on the book, and said: 

			“But where did he get all this information? From us! He came here to ask us questions! I even wrote down prices for him! But he hasn’t included those here . . .”

			“Good evening!” boomed Balthasar. He strode across the room, the journeymen leaping to their feet in somewhat exaggerated alarm. At the door of his father-in-law’s workroom he knocked and entered. 

			But he did not manage to earn any sign of acknowledgement of his book from his father-in-law. Or – since he himself was not certain that he was seeking the furrier’s acknowledgement – let us say he would not have succeeded had that been his goal. For one thing, the old man had known about the book’s publication and its availability for at least two weeks. And so the son-in-law’s tardy gift – and anyway, how much of a gift was a book with the value of half a lynx pelt! – could seem to the father-in-law more a sign of carelessness than regard. But even though Gandersen was not moved when he accepted the volume and opened the title page, and though he did not look at him admiringly nor cry out: My dear son-in-law! All these years I’ve known you were the very man to create such a masterful work of the intellect – and though the only words he spoke were: “Hmm. I’ve been hearing about it,” Balthasar noticed that he did wipe his stained brown fingers on his apron, and there was no trace of resentment or pique on his face. The previous evening he had been at the Kanuts’ Hall, drinking ale with other furriers and tanners and chamois-tanners, when talk turned to Balthasar’s Chronicle – which had to mean that a number of the artisans in Tallinn had read it already. Old Gandersen had said importantly, with some satisfaction – this had reached Balthasar’s ears from various sources – “Yes, well . . . it’s taken a while, but my Elsbet’s dowry is finally starting to earn interest . . .”

			The next morning, Balthasar stepped into Elbling’s store as he was passing by, mainly to see whether copies of the second printing had arrived from Rostock. He had given Elbling written authorisation to pick up the shipment at the harbour. He also wanted to find out how many of his books had sold and how much money he could expect – and how soon. For he was being bombarded with ever more frequent requests to repay all kinds of accumulating debts – those that Elsbet had mentioned and others that pricked his conscience. It had been several weeks already since the town’s bakers had reopened their doors (for some kind of chaff had again been scraped together and hauled to town from the burnt-to-ashes and trampled-to-dust fields of Harjumaa), but the price of both dark and white bread was prohibitively high in spite of the Council’s rulings. And, in anticipation of sales of the Chronicle, Balthasar had, in a moment of impulsive exuberance, ordered a vat of Rhine wine from the cellar of Staal or Luhr – it was delivered to the parsonage cellar, all on credit, as usual.

			He stopped in front of Elbling’s shop on the corner of Seppade and Luts streets. This low, stone building, with one end-wall abutting the street, had ten years earlier sheltered the cows and sheep of the blacksmith Dietrich, until Elbling arrived from somewhere near Westphalia, had the manure shovelled out and a door cut into the end-wall, and set up his unprecedented establishment: a bookshop and bindery. This first and only business of its kind in Tallinn had been till now the devil-knows-what. Some claimed it had been a source of endless trouble for Elbling and was wearing him out so thoroughly that he was on his last legs and at death’s door. But others said he was as content in his shop as a goat in a cabbage patch. 

			Balthasar was eyeing the low door and tiny barred window of the establishment when he heard someone out of breath pronounce his name. He recognised the voice, of course, before he turned around to look straight into the friendly, yellowish face of Winkler, his brother-in-law, now a teacher at the Dome School.9

			“Hello Balthasar! I suppose you’re on your way to find out if your book is completely sold out! Or whether there are a few copies left. You know, I bought a copy last week. Annika and I have been reading it every evening, until we finished it a couple of nights ago – and all I can say is, it’s simply splendid!”

			“Well, you think so,” said Balthasar smiling, “but have you chanced to hear what the Toompea worthies think of it? People like my friends the Maidels, and others . . .”

			No, his brother-in-law had heard nothing, even though the former tutor of the Maidel boys, Hofmeister Fabian, was now also a teacher at the Dome School and from time to time visited both the Maidels’ home and Annika’s. When Balthasar and Winkler stepped into the shop it was evident from the grin that rose from old Elbling’s goatee to his protruding eyes that here, at least, Balthasar’s affairs were in especially good order. 

			The bookseller invited his visitors to step to a small table behind shelves laden with books and paper, and laid out the receipts, one by one, in front of Balthasar. The second printing of the Chronicle had not arrived, and there was no certainty that it would before the sea froze over. But of the four hundred and thirty copies of the first printing that Elbling had put on his shelves – and this was unprecedented – a hundred and twenty-one volumes had sold in four weeks! Eight in the first week, nineteen in the second, forty-one in the third, and fifty-three in the fourth. In the fourth week, a good number were sold outside the town – despite the fact that nearly all the landed gentry were still up on Toompea in their stone eyries – their town houses, that is – taking shelter from the war; and the country pastors with their kösters10 were still largely taking refuge within the town walls; and the more or less secure towns in the counties of Harjumaa and Läänemaa – Haapsalu, Kolovere, Vigala, Padise – were still in the hands of the Muscovite for the second year, not to mention towns further east. The countryside between these towns, with its villages and estates – those that by some miracle had not been burned down – was a kind of no-man’s land . . .

			But at some of the estates that had been plundered and then fortified anew and had remained untouched until now, there were actually stewards or bailiffs present. In the outlying villages – Keila, Lihula, Virtsu, and elsewhere – master-craftsmen were still scraping and scratching away at their trades, and their journeymen travelled around, following the movement of troops from one village to another. Every second or third trading partner11 took the risk of riding around to forest villages and manorial estates, paying threefold prices for provisions dug out from under ruins of houses and mounds of earth, and at some manors and country parsonages such a man might offer a heretofore unheard-of book for sale . . . For a few pastors had even dared, in recent months, to return to their congregations. In any event, these scattered and frightened folk living outside the town walls had apparently also bought twenty or thirty copies of Balthasar’s book in the previous week alone . . . So, after Elbling’s three per cent had been deducted, Balthasar had four hundred and sixty-four marks and thirty shillings coming to him. Elbling had set aside this sum, to the last shilling, in a leather purse tied with a silk ribbon. He put the purse into Balthasar’s hand and asked him to count it again, for one could not rule out mistakes when counting out so many coins. Balthasar sat himself on a three-legged stool at a little table to count them. The bookseller went through an inside door into the back of the building. Winkler stood there – next to a bookcase laden with Bibles, catechisms, works by Melanchthon and Terence, and stacks of writing paper – and leafed through Amman’s Book of Trades, 1568. As Balthasar counted out the money, he was thinking: Four hundred and sixty marks – that was still much less than he owed that miscreant Mihkel, but it was nonetheless like a gift from God Himself. For, to tell the truth, though he had calculated the possible income from the Chronicle as a realistic sum as well as a maximum sum, in fact the book had seemed to him, from the monetary perspective, to be simply a game . . . And now, all of a sudden, a sum like this, in pure silver, in little clinking piles on the table. As for the rest of the print run and a half – were that to be sold as easily as this, how much would it be – Good Lord, over three thousand five hundred marks still to come . . . And as for debts, including even Mihkel’s five hundred, they would not owe much over a thousand and a half . . .

			Just then the door flew open and someone burst into the shop. A gust of air from the snowy street reached Balthasar’s forehead where he sat, on the other side of the bookshelf, and he heard a breathlessly high-pitched voice ask: 

			“Is Herr Elbling here?”

			Winkler replied from behind the bookshelf: “He’s somewhere at the back. He’ll be here in a moment.”

			The man seemed to take Winkler’s voice for that of a journeyman or shop assistant. He asked in a rush: “Tell me, have you any more copies of that book about past events by Herr Balthasar of Holy Ghost Church?”

			Winkler and Balthasar looked out simultaneously from behind the catechisms and copies of Aesop. They had both seen the man in town, with his short black doublet and ruddy, chinless face. But neither could remember who he was. Winkler winked at Balthasar and replied: “This book is selling out quickly, but fortunately there are still some copies. And by chance, Herr Balth—” 

			Balthasar put his hand over Winkler’s mouth. Ruddy-face said quickly: “I’ve been sent to buy two copies for my masters. One for the Zoyes, who live behind the Dome Church,12 and the other for the Tuves, on Castle Square. They’re relatives of my master’s.”

			“And what is their interest in this book?”

			“Look,” said the man, “I don’t bother with this printed stuff. That’s the gentry’s thing. But our house is in an uproar – I don’t know who they heard it from, but they’re saying that this chronicle, or whatever it is, is a book of the most heinous falsehoods and slanders in the world—”

			Just then Herr Elbling came back into the shop, and the houseboy of the Zoyes bought two copies of the Chronicle of Livonia for a thaler. He went off to deliver them to his masters and their relatives. Balthasar put the four hundred and sixty-four marks into his pocket; and the Zoyes’ thaler – this last thaler, payment for a book already identified by an enduring epithet – remained in Elbling’s goatskin purse, to await the thalers still to come.

			For a book of the most heinous falsehoods and slanders in the world. 

			
				
					1 Cattle Gate.

				


				
					2 Johann Baptist Fischart (c. 1545–1591), German satirist and publicist.

				


				
					3 All together, as one (as a whole, as a body) (Latin).

				


				
					4 Citizen of Reval, i.e. Tallinn (Latin).

				


				
					5 Military commander or governor (Slavic term; also voivode).

				


				
					6 Nun’s Gate

				


				
					7 Meditations (Medieval Greek), by Marcus Aurelius, Roman emperor, ad 161–189.

				


				
					8 Mihkel Slahter – the Estonian name of Michael Slachter.

				


				
					9 Located on Toompea, primarily for the sons of knights and citizens of Tallinn.

				


				
					10 A köster was an organist and assistant to a Lutheran pastor.

				


				
					11 Travelling merchant with a steady group of customers among the peasants in the countryside. 

				


				
					12 Also known as St Mary’s Cathedral and Toompea Cathedral.

				


			

		

	
		
			CHAPTER TWO,

			in which we watch as one burden after another 
rolls down upon the unbending back of a certain 
man – weighty burdens all, of which he seems to 
take little account (or which he perhaps feigns 
not to notice – for one can never know whether 
someone is dissembling or not); unexpectedly, one burden rolls down that should be of little importance, but turns out to be, for some reason, more consequential than many of the others, and not solely because it abruptly confronts him with the dilemma of who and what he deems himself to be.

			 

			Surely everything in Hell must be evil, for what kind of Hell would it be if there were even a trace of good in it? And in Heaven everything must be good. That much we know. For what could possibly be evil in Heaven? On Earth – between Heaven and Hell – a divine equilibrium must therefore prevail between good and evil. And one has to believe this to be true. Yet a mortal being can comprehend divine matters only imperfectly – even if he is Rector of the University of Wittenberg, let alone if he is merely Pastor of the peasant congregation of Holy Ghost Church.

			The outer edge of Balthasar’s russet-and-grey beard was lathered with resin soap, and the somewhat dull shaving knife crackled quickly over the soapy border as he evened it out. Peering into the little piece of looking glass propped on the stone windowsill, he felt on his face the chill of a candle-month13 storm wind pressing through the cracks around the snowy window . . .

			Oh Lord, apparently in order to understand divine equilibrium it is not advisable to contemplate things and times from close proximity. Apparently, one must view them from a suitable distance, ex longinquo atque generaliter.14 For it is obviously not possible that there be equilibrium at every moment and in every place simultaneously . . . At one moment, God’s rule is ascendant somewhere; at another, the Devil’s. In one case, the divine principle, in another, the diabolical. So, in order to see any equilibrium in our unfortunate Livonia, one must look at it from a godlike distance. For to those living there it appears that – as ordained by God’s implacable will – the Devil’s terror alone rules . . . 

			A distant observer might say that the situation of all Livonia, and Tallinn too, could have been much worse than it was in the year 1579. For although now the huge army of Muscovites and Tatars, led by Ivan himself, had already assembled at Pskov, intent on marching to Livonia and trampling to dust the last resistance in that rebellious land, in that same fateful month of July, the King of Poland – as though directed by God Himself, and despite the fact that he was a friend and patron of the Jesuits – joined with the King of Sweden to launch a great war against the Muscovite . . . so that Ivan forgot all about Livonia, at least for the time being . . . 

			Whereas anyone who turned his gaze from godly heights to look more closely at things, or even ventured to examine matters from the inside, could not fail to see that, in the middle of the same summer, several thousand Tatars had again ruthlessly ravaged Harjumaa. And the hearts of Tallinners who had bonds with the inhabitants of the distant woodland villages were heavy even inside the secure walls of Tallinn. All week long they went to those walls, Balthasar among them, to determine the direction from which the smoke was rising by day, and where the glow of fires was situated by night. In the deepening July dusk, the fires were indeed visible on many a night. Balthasar had to admit that even in the midst of his distress, he was relieved each time he saw the red glow in the south and south-east and south-west, and he anxiously calculated the shrinking distance between the fires and an area just slightly further south, on the eastern horizon, beyond the open fields on the other side of Lasnamäe. The town was still teeming with those who had fled the countryside, and, as the plundering continued, the number of people seeking shelter in town continued to grow. Worried about the villagers of Kurgla, Balthasar visited the almshouses and emergency shelters set up in burghers’ courtyards, to listen to the accounts of those newly arrived about the assaults they had witnessed and where. 

			And then came news of the plague raging simultaneously in Riga and Stockholm, so an outbreak could be expected at any moment in Tallinn as well, for ships from the Swedish capital were to be permitted into port – even if only for the ammunition they were delivering to the town. The dead in Stockholm alone were said to number nearly ten thousand. At night, when Balthasar made his way to the towers of Hinke or Duvel to watch the fires, or when he went with Märten on his pastoral visits, he would flinch suddenly (even though Märten carried a crumb of the body of Our Lord in his case) and peer into the silent, recessed doorways and dark passageways to see whether “the man in the black hat”,15 who had again made an appearance in town, might suddenly leap out.

			And then began that summer’s torrential rains. Week after week the rain clouds barely moved, hanging low over the town and the whole of Harjumaa and Virumaa counties, seeming to crawl along rooftops and humus and turf. Grain rotted into black mud in the fields; horses on the roadways waded up to their bellies in grey slime; and for a month and a half the rain came down without pause upon the swollen earth pocked with puddles, and into the sea, flooding its shores. And at this very time, when the land was as if under a curse, Herr Horn laid siege to the town of Narva. The boots and jerkins of mercenary soldiers grew heavy with rainwater and the shirts on their backs mildewed. Then, in the camps of the besieging forces, food supplies were exhausted, for detachments of Tatars on horseback prevented them plundering the surrounding countryside, and the ships of Admirals Fleming and Maidel, bringing provisions, were for some reason delayed. Herr Horn’s army lost nearly one thousand five hundred men to starvation, and in September he had to retreat to Tallinn without having gained any ground. As a result, the town was for some time full of combative, weary, famished soldiers quick to turn violent. Because of the failure of the Narva operation, Herr Horn himself once again fell out of favour with the King, and in one fell swoop was stripped of all honours and position as well. And Balthasar considered this almost an injustice to himself . . .

			During that very summer, certain events occurred that led to Ivo Schenkenberg’s unhappy fate. The same young Schenkenberg – the very same boy, Ivo – who continued to perplex Balthasar: Who was he? Was he just Bramarbas, the braggart leader of a robber band (as Mihkel – May he be damned! – had said), or the most able rebel leader of his time, or, in spite of everything, the pride of Tallinn’s Greys?

			During the July downpour of that fateful summer of ’79, Schenkenberg had left Tallinn again with four hundred men and headed towards Rakvere, in pursuit of the Muscovite. There he fell into a trap of his own making, or rather, of his brother Christopher’s foolhardiness. For whereas Ivo wanted to lie low at his well-positioned encampment and lure the Muscovites out from the shelter of Rakvere’s walls, Christopher, apparently befuddled with drink, reviled him as cowardly and set out to attack the Muscovite with a small contingent of men. At that, Ivo was forced (or more or less forced) to join the fray – with the result that all of Hannibal’s army met a tragic end: Christopher died a brave but pointless death; only a few of the men escaped to Tallinn; most of the army were either killed or imprisoned in Rakvere, and Hannibal himself was wounded and taken prisoner along with sixty of his men.16

			The young wives of the Schenkenberg brothers and of many other men shed untold tears, outdone only by the barmaids and sauna maids of Tallinn. Some of the councilmen went to the elder Schenkenberg to offer condolences and express their admiration for his sons, especially for Ivo. But others, like the lords Rotert and Schröder, merely muttered scornfully. That autumn, at the time of Herr Horn’s disaster, word arrived that Ivan had refused to exchange Ivo for three boyars, and that Ivo had been hanged in Pskov, along with his men, on the Grand Duke’s orders. Then the lords Rotert and Schröder, and not they alone but all the nobles squatting up there on Toompea, gloated noisily: “Naturally! Only a fool and a fop and a bonehead could have cobbled together an army of yokels and imagined he could accomplish anything with them in a real war. The foolhardiness of this venture was clear to us from the start!” 

			After hearing such stories, Balthasar had opened the iron door of his wall-cupboard one stormy evening in the autumn of 1579 – he recalled it as the anniversary of the Cleansing of the Faith17 – and taken out, after a year and a half, a few of his grey sheets of paper in order to write down the story of Ivo Schenkenberg – angrily clenching his square jaw as he concluded:

			 

			When they took Ivo Schenkenberg prisoner, there arose among all the Russians, both in Livonia and Russia, a tumult of jubilation and triumph – as though they had captured a reigning prince. Soon afterwards, they delivered him and thirty other prisoners to the Grand Duke in Pskov. There, Ivo offered, in exchange for his own freedom, three prominent boyars or noblemen from among the Muscovites imprisoned in Tallinn’s jail. But it was to no avail. He was executed in piteous fashion along with his followers – which caused the people of Tallinn not a little pain and sorrow . . . 

			 

			The true Tallinners, of course. But Balthasar did not think it neces­sary to add that phrase. He remembered clearly the resentment and rancour with which he had written those lines, especially the sound of his scratchy pen as he underlined the words “reigning prince” (no matter that Ivo had been a belligerent braggart) – underlined them in defiance of the several councilmen and especially of all the nobles cowering up there on Toompea who had scorned and mocked the departed Hannibal . . . And finally, in defiance of that lout Mihkel – Damn him! – who had done likewise and much more . . . Balthasar had again begun laying out little ragged-edged squares of paper on his lectern and making notations on them . . . And even now, on this morning of the last day of candle-month, 1580, the scratching of the goose-quill pen equating the quarrelsome Ivo with a reigning prince came so vividly to mind that he wanted to punch the air, but realised too late that he was holding the shaving knife, and his hand jerked enough for its blade to cut his chin rather badly. 

			He inclined his head to the right, groping for the alum powder in the little bowl on the windowsill, kept there for such mishaps, and holding his head aslant as he sprinkled the powder on the cut, he mused: What hope is there of discovering divine equilibrium in this ferment of misfortune and misery? What kind of balance is evident in the midst of all this, even from the fact that I, with God’s help, have been able to repay my debts? With the exception of the five hundred marks I owe that miscreant Mihkel – which has not been repaid only because the scoundrel has been away from Tallinn for over a year and out of my sight. That is the only reason. Surprisingly, not for lack of money, though want has otherwise dogged me all my days and clung to me like a shadow . . . But now, stashed away behind that newly painted green iron door, I have over a hundred and twenty thalers, or, given the exchange rate, a little over a thousand marks of pure silver, and I can anticipate a similar sum from Rostock in the spring . . . But, My Lord, if I were to throw all the silver onto one tray of a balance scale, and everything that I have directly heard or heard tell about my Chronicle onto the other – all the suspicions, complaints, insults, and curses that have reached my ears – then the silver would just barely, and teetering at that, balance them out. Not to mention all the rest, including the fate of Livonia, which would have to be added to the latter tray – and now the most recent blow to the family as well . . .

			Balthasar rinsed his face in the stone bowl and heard, above the sound of the water, Epp coming upstairs in her street shoes with iron heel-plates, and pausing at his door. 

			Knock-knock-knock. 

			“Come in!”

			“We’re ready and waiting for the Pastor.”

			“I’ll be there right away.”

			Ten minutes later they were on horseback, riding under the archway between the Almshouse and the köster’s house, to Holy Ghost Street, and in fifteen they had trotted through the Small Coast Gate, left the town behind, and found themselves in the midst of a snowstorm in the open fields beyond the city walls. Balthasar, Epp, Märten, and Päärn, on four horses, two from Balthasar’s own stables, Epp riding one from Kurgla, and one borrowed from Balthasar’s new neighbour, Belaváry, a journeyman apothecary. Each man had a short sword under his cloak for self-defence against wolves, and, if need be, against men. Balthasar had also stuck into his breast pocket something he had long forgotten he possessed – the short firearm belonging to Hasse of Raasiku manor.

			They rode along a trail trampled into the snow banks and across the frozen moat and ponds beyond it, past the ruins of the Almshouse sector submerged in snow, and crossed a bridge, its bare black surface a sheet of ice. Whirling snow blotted the town from view. Approaching Lasnamäe, the horses plodded through chest-high drifts. On ice-bound Lake Ülemiste they found tracks of peasant sleighs that, in defiance of the world and the weather, had gone to market that morning. They followed the tracks eastward through bluish blowing powder. Fortunately, the wind was at their backs, and they could keep their eyes open, but Balthasar hunched forward when he felt the west wind on the open lake penetrate the seams of his fur-lined coat.

			So . . . Jürgen is dead . . . And he didn’t simply die – which would somehow be a common thing and comprehensible. He was murdered. Of course, these days, to be murdered is also quite a common thing – Oh God, it’s more common than common . . . And yet Balthasar had felt as though he had been struck by an invisible axe when Epp rode into the courtyard of Holy Ghost Church at dusk last evening with the news of Jürgen’s death. 

			Murdered. Jürgen, the only son of his uncle Jakob. Jürgen, with whom Balthasar had spent the first summers of his childhood as far back as he could remember. (The unforgettable smell of smoky log walls. Sunlight trickling down roofs of straw. The sun caught inside teardrops of sap on the trunks of firs. The sun, above the forest of ferns as high as a man, and above firs as tall as giants. And the call of their birch-bark horn sounding through a dream . . .) Jürgen – whom, in Balthasar’s fifteen years as Pastor of Holy Ghost Church, he had seen only four or five times – it was true. But at every meeting he had been startled anew at how much they resembled one another, and at how different they were. Jürgen had been even more enigmatic than his father, Uncle Jakob. Old Jakob and his Kati had, in the course of all the dangers and chaos of the past fifteen years, probably spent – when all the months and weeks were added up – the equivalent of a year under Balthasar’s roof. But not Jürgen. Though he had come into the town market on several occasions over that period – whether to bring a piglet or to buy a blade for his plough or seed for carrots – and been but a hundred and fifty paces from Holy Ghost, not once had he stepped inside the house of his cousin, the Herr Pastor.

			At times it seemed to Balthasar that the way in which he himself differed from Jürgen consisted in what he had attained by his own considerable effort: his many travels to faraway places, his varied experiences, his learning, his status as a townsman. At the same time, he had a sense that an undeniable unworthiness lurked in all these examples of merit, that his only true and genuine traits were, oddly, the ones he had in common with his cousin: his broad and muscular build, his comical shock of russet hair which seemed to resist turning grey despite the years, and his angular face with its flashing, expressive grey eyes. Jürgen’s face was somewhat more weather-beaten and tanned than his own. It was absurd, of course . . . but there was something else even more absurd, which was probably why the news had so shaken Balthasar and filled him with foreboding.

			While he continued to move about and act and speak as pastor and author and active citizen of the town, at times he cast a look – as if through a window into a room – into the dark inner chamber of his thoughts. And then he oftentimes saw himself as if through a pane of thick, wavy glass, by candlelight, and he vowed – the Devil knows why or to whom – but always thinking of Jürgen: I will make amends . . . I will definitely make amends . . . especially because I have a feeling and a sense and a belief – I don’t know why – that, as long as God protects him, I too will be protected against the worst . . . 

			Of the murder itself Balthasar did not know any more at first than what Epp had told him.

			After the plundering forays of the Tatars the previous year and the burning of their village, the families of Old- and New-Pärtli farmsteads had taken shelter for a time in the miserable limestone and mud caves of Hongasaare. But the folks of Küti village – along with Jürgen and his wife who hailed from the shore of Ihasalu, and their three children – had built small huts for themselves in the forest next to the fields of Lammassaare. This had happened while Jakob and Kati and Epp were in town under Balthasar’s roof. Now the four families were once again living in their barren village amidst its burnt-out ruins, in huts they had cobbled together from charred pieces of logs and clods of earth – huts that looked like molehills sunk into the snow. Balthasar had to admit that in the middle of the lonely, cold, white wasteland they were even more godforsaken than he had been able to imagine.

			On the previous Monday, a visitor had ridden into the village – if it could still be called a village. He was from Raasiku manor . . . that same pock-marked, misshapen, ne’er-do-well Ruunaboy-Jürg. Balthasar remembered him . . . though he was no longer a boy. He had apparently appeared in the village on the manor’s sleigh, a length of grey beard dangling from his chin and an axe in his belt, with orders to cut some firewood in the Kurgla woods and haul it to the manor. He had long been nursing a grudge against Jürgen – how long had it been? Balthasar recalled that it probably dated from about the time when he and Jakob paid a visit to Brother Antonius in search of justice . . . (Yes, Balthasar would always remember that day and their visit to Kurgla, By God . . .) And on that day his cousin had indeed punched Jürg on the chin for spying on the Kurgla men. It was an act of helpless fury, of course, and only served to enrage Jürg the more; he had in fact muttered, his mouth bloodied: “You’ll regret this!” But, My God, that was – how long ago? – Over twenty years ago . . . 

			Since that time, Jürg had continued to occupy himself at the manor as henchman and informer and lickspittle for Hasse (May he fall into Oblivion! . . .), and for subsequent stewards after Hasse. But he had managed to rise no higher, due perhaps to his utter lack of schooling and, apparently, to his limited intelligence as well. And then on Monday he had come to Kurgla, and in the woods there, a few hundred paces from the dwellings, had cut firewood for half the day, departing just before sunset for Raasiku with two sleigh-loads of good-sized logs. 

			A little later, however – apparently less than half an hour later – old Harmi, the wolf-eared dog of Kurgla farm, had come running home howling and began tugging Jürgen’s oldest boy, fifteen-year-old Peep, by his coattails. The dog had pulled him along into a thicket next to the footpath, where the boy found his father’s body, still warm, in a pool of blood under a layer of snow, with a terrible axe wound at the back of his head. It was God’s will that Jürgen be found so quickly, for the evening twilight was not yet dense, and the newly falling snow of a gathering storm had not yet obscured the trail. The widely spaced, uneven, shuffling footprints were easy to follow even without the dog’s help, from the corpse to the footpath and along the path a hundred paces into the woods, and then over the snow banks to where Ruunaboy-Jürg’s sleighs and oxen had turned around to make their way back to the manor. 

			The women carried the body back to the village. Madis, the young master of Küti-Jaan farm, along with Toomas, a farmhand at New-Pärtli, and Jürgen’s boy Peep, armed with three short swords they had snatched from between the ceiling boards, set out on three horses, plodding through the snow in pursuit of the murderer. They caught up with him before darkness had fallen, on the road through the woods halfway to the manor, took his axe from him and brought him, along with the sleighs and oxen, back to the village. They had apparently beaten him severely, but had left it to the court – or to God – to carry out a death sentence. They had tied his hands and feet with rope and shoved him into an old cellar, covering the opening with a few large limestone slabs, and left old Harmi, with a spiked collar for protection against wolves, to guard him. Who knows, perhaps they had hoped that the cold would do in the no-good wretch overnight . . . But the next morning they found the dog with its throat slit and the cellar empty. 

			They had delivered the firewood-sleighs to the manor and told the steward, or rather his replacement, what had happened. But the old man from Lylpe, with his unkempt hair and tattered winter coat, distinguishable from the peasants only by his down-at-heel soldier’s boots and his astonishing indifference, merely looked past the men from Kurgla and shrugged his shoulders. No, as far as he knew, Ruunaboy-Jürg had not returned to the manor. And as far as this suspicious tale of murder was concerned – for which there were no witnesses (even the dog who had found the tracks was apparently now dead!) – what could a steward do about it? In such times as these, with the manor still in ruins after the fire, with people hiding in the woods in great numbers, with the local properties no longer held by the landed gentry of Padise, but handed over, according to rumours and documents, first to Magnus and the Danish king and from them to the Swedes – what could he do, at such a time, and in a place where there had been no dominant power at all since last summer, except for bands of Tatar horsemen and the red rooster?18 

			The men from town dismounted at the edge of the ruined village. The storm had subsided; the low western sun emerged for a moment from behind massed clouds, elongating the shadows of horses and men across the snowy mounds of huddled huts and all the way to the woods in the east.

			Epp led the men into a makeshift hut at Kurgla farm. It had been built upon foundation logs that had escaped the flames at the southern corner of the former dwelling. Walking between snowdrifts, Balthasar noted with amazement that all the surroundings, and especially the yard, were utterly unrecognisable under the heavy snow, and he had to look around for a long while, carefully scrutinising the fences and foundations, to recognise where he was, even though the old fir tree at the gate was still in its place, its lower branches blackened on the northern side.

			They stooped to enter the low door and put their saddlebags down on the floor. Peep led the horses to a shelter between the hut and a snow bank, leaving them there, flank to flank. In the dim interior, misty with the breaths of its inhabitants, Balthasar saw old Jakob and Kati coming towards him, feebly, in frayed and ragged old sheepskins, their faces yellowed and eyes bloodshot from smoke. They seemed haggard, worn down, compared to last spring, when they had moved from town back to the country. He pressed their rough, bent hands. Then he recognised Jürgen’s wife, Piret, behind them, a light-haired, sturdily built little woman. He placed his hand under her chin and raised her face to him and made the sign of the cross before her reddened eyes. He said: “Piret, God has sorely tried you and all of us. Let us hope and pray that He will once again look favourably upon us . . .” Later he realised he had spoken in a surprisingly low, colourless voice – and for some reason he was glad it had not sounded more resonant and smooth. 

			They stepped outside. At one end of the dwelling, Piret pushed at a door, its juniper-root hinges creaking as it opened into a storeroom of chaff. The coffin, resting on wooden stumps, so filled the cave-like space – its walls made of God-knows what kinds of broken twigs and brushwood – that there was room only for the three of them: Piret, Epp, and Balthasar. Yesterday Jakob had sawn four boards of fir, three cubits long – one for the lid, two for the sides, and one for the bottom – and nailed them to two thick boards at either end to make a coffin for his son. Piret and Epp had washed the body with melted snow, and now Jürgen lay before them in a clean homespun shirt, his head resting on a pile of wood shavings. Only when Balthasar bent his head down close to the body did he see that the hair at the back of Jürgen’s head, only slightly more sparse than his own, was still bloody in spite of Epp’s and Piret’s efforts. Yet Jürgen’s pale face, framed by a grey-streaked beard, was surprisingly serene. At the corner of his tightly compressed lips there appeared for a moment – when the evening light slipped across his face through a crack in the door – an expression at once faintly reproachful and forgiving, as though he were saying: Well, it could all have turned out otherwise, but in fact it does not matter. And this face that Balthasar was staring at – pale now and transparent in death – was, Lord God, the very face he had seen in the piece of looking glass that morning as he was shaving. And he agreed: in fact, it does not matter which of us is lying here, murdered, and which one is standing here before the other, bewildered and stunned . . .

			Balthasar raised his eyes to look at Piret and Epp, to see if they had noticed the startling, almost fateful, likeness. But Piret’s eyes were unseeing, brimming with tears, and Epp looked at Balthasar over the coffin with an oddly distant expression, and then past him into the evening light entering through the half-open door behind his back. The light fell on her face, defining her features, bringing the clear line of her lips, parted with sorrow, and her dark-grey eyes into sharp relief. Balthasar paused to gaze at her face, and an odd thought, a realisation, came to him, one he planned to remember and write down when he returned to town, for he had recently also begun to make notations of a personal nature. And in order not to dwell on this somewhat inappropriate thought just then, he folded his hands and spoke, looking at his cousin’s seemingly reproachful and yet forgiving mouth: 

			“Lord, You have deemed it right to summon this good, honest man in such a sudden and violent manner . . . Grant him now, as his soul stands before You to be judged, Your fatherly forgiveness for his earthly sins. For the earthly sins of a simple man – though they be, before Your divine righteousness, as heavy as the weightiest boulders that he ever dug out of his fields – are as dust before Your divine love . . . And may You grant me the words of comfort for his grieving widow and his helpless children, for I fear that without Your help I am unable to find them within myself . . .” 

			Then, by the light of a flickering splint-flame they gathered at the evening meal prepared by Aunt Kati, sitting within the makeshift structure on blocks of wood around a long bench, under a low ceiling of split logs and sod. Although their homeland had been plundered and laid waste ten times, Aunt Kati had set out freshly baked oat cakes and slices of dark meat from a deer felled by Jürgen’s own arrow three days before, beyond Lammassaare. The fresh meat that he had saved for his neighbours at the Küti and Pärtli farms was served at his own wake. 

			Before they took a bite or drank of the ice-cold, bitter barley brew, Balthasar passed around a little glass flask for everyone to take a sip of spirits, distilled by Apothecary Belaváry. He surveyed the company around the table. There was Jakob, stooped now and bent (with whom he had – had it really happened? – galloped across the resounding limestone landscape of Harjumaa at the time of the disastrous peasant uprising). He eyed Aunt Kati, withered and grey, her head unsteady; Piret, her face numb with grief; the families from the Küti and Pärtli farms who had come to see and hear Herr Pastor from town, whom they had known in his boyhood as one of their own . . . And he looked at Epp, who was taking charge of the porridge bowl and brew keg, assuming the role of mistress of the house in place of Piret and Aunt Kati, the former too distracted by grief, the latter by the forgetfulness of age.

			“Who knows, perhaps the affairs of Livonia will finally come out right,” Balthasar said, and he sensed how these attentive, sod-hut dwellers clung to his words. And how, as he poured out his own hopes onto the table before them, he weighed the genuineness and trustworthiness of those hopes and questioned them, laying them out nonetheless, for his listeners and for himself:

			“I’ve heard that the King of Sweden is now taking an interest in the affairs of our land.”

			“In what way?” asked Jaan of Old-Pärtli, a man with the scraggy face of a bull moose. There was a touch of irony in his tone, but he cupped his failing ear with his broad hand so as not to lose a single word uttered by Siimon’s educated son. 

			“In this way: in place of the feeble stabs and jabs that our Boije and other military leaders have been employing against the Muscovite, there is a serious new game under way.” 

			“But where will the players for this game come from,” asked old Jakob, “when the Swede has so few men that—?”
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