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			‘This is, without doubt, the most important novel of Croatian literature in the last few years’

			Jutarnji list

			 

			‘A masterpiece of European literature . . . this novel can compete with the great works of world literature such as Grossman’s Life and Fate and Tolstoy’s War and Peace’

			NRC

			 

			‘Like Olga Tokarczuk, Šnajder has written a novel about a Europe that has lost its diversity and has been destroyed by fascism, communism and, in recent times, nationalism . . . a modern epic’

			Le Monde

			 

			‘As frightening and as mysterious as the Danube. Brilliant!’

			Le Figaro

			 

			‘A masterpiece’

			La Repubblica
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			And the Lord sent fiery serpents among the people . . . and much people of Israel died. Therefore the people came to Moses and said: We have sinned, for we have spoken against the Lord and against thee; pray unto the Lord that he take away the serpents from us. And Moses prayed for the people. And the Lord said unto Moses, Make thee a fiery serpent, and set it upon a pole . . . And Moses made a serpent of brass and put it on a pole, and it came to pass, that if a serpent had bitten any man, when he beheld the serpent of brass, he lived.

			Numbers, Chapter 21, 6–9

			 

			 

			I have plucked nothing out of the air.

			Władysław Stanisław Reymont

			 

			 

			A civilisation brought up on punishment and obedience gave us the First World War, and in the Second the blind following of those obsessed with belief in the rat-catcher leader.

			Czesław Miłosz
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			Transylvania

		

	
		
			The Pied Piper of Hamelin

			A hungry year in Germany.

			Heavy rains, everything rotted. The potato had not yet been recognised as a friend of the poor, some grew it for its attractive flowers. The wheat had been battered by storms. And wars had played their part. A soldier doesn’t sow, he eats. The barns gaped empty, there was no livestock to be heard, but the houses whimpered with hunger. The poor have no friends.

			In the autumn evenings, the men sat by an oil-lamp, silent, smoking pipes, the women cut up cabbage. Cabbage was all there was and everyone was heartily sick of it.

			On one of those evenings, into the circle of feeble light stepped a stranger. No-one could remember afterwards who had let him into the house, or even heard any knocking. He was of medium height or rather less than that. When he removed his hat and bowed deeply, his forehead gleamed. His face was muzzle-like: he had a snout rather than a nose, and whiskers too. It could have been a human face, of rather long profile. But everyone vouched for the snout. People will always vilify a stranger. In that village, since the end of the war, they had not seen anyone who had not been born there. Whether it was a muzzle or a human face with a protruding nose remained undecided; but there was complete agreement that something about the stranger’s appearance made them recoil, not knowing why. But there was also a kind of thrill because he was not ordinary.

			Starvation was tedious. The stranger brought something disturbing into this house. Boding well?

			One of the more prominent figures in the village, certainly one of the burlier villagers, seized an axe from behind the stove, another grabbed his hand.

			“Can’t you see this gentleman wants to tell us something?”

			The stranger bowed deeply to his defender, drew himself up (to the end of their days some of those present persisted in their assertion that he folded his tail and pushed it into his trousers) and then began to speak:

			“Good people! Allow me to address you in the name of my master, whose faithful servant I am. I would do anything for him, so were my master to say: ‘Go to the stream and submerge yourself,’ I’d do it at once. My master is well acquainted with your distress, I have come on his instruction to offer you salvation.”

			The women clambered over the mountains of uncut cabbage to get closer and sat on the floor.

			The stranger bowed again.

			“Look around you: nothing but misery and suffering. No grain in the stores, the barns are empty, what livestock there was has been slaughtered, plague has come to the village from over the hills. The potatoes are black, the gruel poisonous.

			“I know that others have come here before me on the same business. I know there are those who journey through the German lands stealing children and the Gypsies are blamed. Everyone throughout the German lands knows about the pied piper who slyly deceived the townsfolk of Hamelin in Lower Saxony and stole all their children, who vanished, quite simply vanished, in the mountains . . . Ah, what a weighty slander is that!”

			. . . here the stranger waved his hand in one of his ceremonial gestures . . .

			“Good people! Whoever heard of a mountain gaping open like a wolf’s jaws?” 

			“Whoever heard of a rat talking!” interrupted the oldest peasant who on his deathbed still affirmed that the stranger was a rat, albeit very large, something like a super-rat.

			“Someone has to speak up. You’re all just suffering silently. If there was a real man among you, he would understand what I am trying to tell you. You need a Leader!”

			“We know that, in Hamelin, near Hanover, a travelling charlatan promised to rid them of rats, and then he lured their children away with his playing and they were never heard of again. He should have been cut down with an axe.”

			“It’s a sad story,” the stranger said. “Every story has two endings: one is told at the end of a hardworking day ploughing and digging. The other is told on God’s day.”

			“Tell us the first ending.”

			“Death, of course, but you can die anywhere.” 

			“And the Sunday ending?”

			“Transylvania.”

			None of those present had ever heard of that land.

			There was a silence in the room, which spread under the other roofs as well. The whole village was listening. 

			“I ask you to listen, good people, not to interrupt, for I will lose my thread, and if I lose my thread, you too will be lost.”

			The one who had at first wanted to leap at him seized the axe again.

			“Good people,” the stranger bowed, “listen to what I have to say, and then attack me if you are intent upon killing a stranger. That’s always easy. But why, when I’m bringing you good news, a new gospel?”

			“There are legions of such folk. At market you can buy good news for a trifle from a hare or a bearded lady.”

			“But you know nothing, so you don’t know where fortune awaits you. Beyond the seven hills, of which you have some knowledge, there are many more you don’t know. Between them flows a great river along which, with a little luck, it is possible to sail at no great cost. When it leaves the mountains behind, the river flows through a valley: the soil is black and so potent that a week after casting seed, you can harvest it. It’s on the other side of the great forests that belong to no-one and where no-one will have you birched for an armful of firewood. There, far away, lies Transylvania. There is the life for you. Here there is no life, you will all perish, as will all the rats with you, you don’t need a pied piper of Hamelin to steal your youth; you’ll perish from hunger or be battered to death by drunks in uniform.”

			There was silence. All that could be heard was the rain, which, yet again that hungry year, was sheeting down.

			“If this land is so good, why does no-one cultivate it?” 

			“You hardly need a plough there.”

			It was quiet under the roof, as though the rain too was stilled. 

			“If the land is so good, it can’t be that it belongs to no-one.”

			The stranger nodded. “Of course. All good things in this world have an owner.”

			“If you ask me,” someone said, “this fellow is raising an army. It would be best,” he whispered, “to take him out and give him a good hiding.”

			Although this was whispered, the stranger heard the whispering.

			“At least let me tell you everything to the end. My master has many estates in Transylvania. There’s no hunger there, no cold.”

			“But if the earth is so productive, why doesn’t your master himself work those fields?”

			At that point some of the villagers decided there might be something in what this man was saying.

			Two parties formed under this roof. Some were in favour of beating up the stranger behind the house, others of giving him a chance. The more prominent men withdrew into the next room to decide what to do.

			When they returned from behind the wall of cabbages, the stranger said: “Good people! I can see that you are at odds. That is why such great misfortune has come upon you, why your stomachs are protesting. You need a leader. Even one you would kill on the spot would be better than none. I can’t serve you for that purpose, for I am myself led. But you will find no-one better than my master, I guarantee, for I have not found one myself. May I now take my leave?”

			That was approved because the voting had been inconclusive.

			“Get ready. When the time comes, you will know more. Then, not before, I will be back!”

			The stranger vanished, but, they all swore, not through the door. It seemed he had disappeared through a hole in the wall no-one had ever spotted before. One might have thought that he was like an idea from the past. It did not occur to anyone that this stranger could have come from the future. Ideas, even the most terrible ones, know no impediments. They usually do not show their true colours, they pass through walls, they travel fast. “I will be back!” – the words with which the stranger had departed went on ringing in the villagers’ ears. They could not decide whether that was a threat or a promise of good fortune. Transylvania? A land beyond seven mountains? On the other side of the forests?

			In the judgment of the sharpest minds present, that must be a long way away, somewhere at the very edge of the Earth. From that edge it would not be difficult to leap into nothingness, but then where was good fortune? That would be like – drowning.

			The way all the rats of Hamelin drowned. Admittedly, only for the unwelcome visitors to appear the next day in a different town, so the whole sham could begin again. That piper of Hamelin was a villain, smeared with all possible greases, painted all possible colours. But the young are gullible and no-one can ever be taught.

			The saga of the stranger, perhaps a rat that spoke with a human voice, spread at once through the German lands at the speed thoughts travel. But it vanished as soon as the young sap in the fruit trees began to rise, as soon as the new corn began to sprout.

		

	
		
			The Imperial Envoy

			A new hungry year – 1769 – since the birth of the Saviour. The Kempf family too were hungry, including the young Georg Kempf, born into its bosom. He was agile and handsome, with skilful hands. He had worked for a while as an apprentice to a wheelwright, but then returned to his father’s house because hands were needed on the land. This meant he had half-learned his craft. It was time for him to be married, but that autumn there had been no wedding feasts: what could be put on the table for the guests?

			Nevertheless, the Kempfs decided to send marriage brokers to one of the village girls. She was not among the ugliest and had a dowry of sorts. But something was drawing young Kempf into the larger world. He got it into his head that he was born for something better.

			It was raining heavily when a stranger knocked at the door. Had it not been raining, they would not have let him in at this hour, though their dogs were quiet. Besides, he was very polite; and he had the additional recommendation of the uniform of an imperial official.

			The stranger bowed and introduced himself:

			“I have been sent from Vienna! I come by order of her Imperial Majesty, bearing papers from the Vienna Chancellery.”

			They brought out what they had to offer, which was almost nothing. They were not afraid because many houses in the neighbour­hood had recently had similar visits.

			The man declined the plate offered him, saying he was not hungry, but they clearly were, terribly hungry, he said, that was obvious.

			“There is misery and pain under this roof. How much land do you have?”

			“Little,” replied old Kempf. “And whatever we sow is trampled by the masters of the village when they go hunting hares.”

			“Don’t you be hares. Be foxes and wolves. Do something with your lives. It’s high time.”

			“Why? Has the plague come over the mountains again? Are they preparing for war at court? We will survive.”

			“Perhaps you will survive, but why should you not live? Why rot away here, suffering shortages and the wilfulness of your masters . . . Do they molest your women?”

			“No,” old Kempf frowned, “not now.” 

			“The count can’t be up to it anymore.”

			“He’s on his last legs. But then his sons will come from Paris and it will all start again.”

			The villagers were silent.

			“And a new war is on its way, that’s true.” 

			“Anything but that!” cried old Kempf.

			“But here’s good news for you, a new gospel: Her Majesty Empress Maria Theresa wishes to settle her frontier lands. She knows of your troubles.”

			“That she knows the peasants’ troubles is not something we would dare believe. How is the Empress?”

			“The Empress is sorrowful.”

			“Whoever heard of an empress being sorrowful?”

			“How would you feel if you had to look at fields filled with weeds, empty barns, burnt ruins where houses once stood . . .”

			“That would be sad to see.”

			“Well, that’s why she’s sorrowful.”

			“You say that the earth there is good, that it is easily ploughed and fertile. So why is no-one cultivating it?”

			“At last one of you shows some sense. It was cultivated until yesterday by the Turks.”

			“And they no longer wish to?”

			“They would, but they have been driven out. And now no-one is there. It is a while since the great commander Eugen of Saxony celebrated his victories there. The fields are overgrown, the roofs collapsed. Even the graveyards are disappearing. Those lands are now the possessions of the Empress. Be her colonisers!”

			“How could I, a sack of old bones?” said old Kempf.

			“Let the youngsters go. Once things go well for them, when they have feathered their nest, they will summon you.”

			“If the count’s servants could hear what’s being said under this roof, they would beat the life out of us.”

			“The Empress will watch over you. She is the wisest ruler the world has ever seen. You will journey down the great river called the Danube, and that can be done at little cost. We will pay for your transport.”

			“Where is that land?” the young Kempf finally asked, already half-decided to let himself be led by the envoy.

			“Beyond seven mountains, on the other side of the great forests: Transylvania.” 

			“Do milk and honey flow there, is that the land of Canaan? The Promised Land?”

			“I do not promise you milk and honey, and countries are called by whatever names they have. But I vow to you, as I stand here in the trappings of the Empress’ loyal servant, that where I am taking you anyone who works honestly in the sweat of his brow, and who lives a decent life, will live well and in relative plenty. Vienna is giving every coloniser land for a house, an individual household plot, a field, a plough and a cow . . . as I’ve said, she will settle the cost of the raft . . . A priest will be appointed to every village.”

			“She’ll give us land, a plough and a cow?” exclaimed the young Kempf. They had eaten their own cow a month before. “And a priest?” A cow was far more important than a priest, he thought.

			“And what land! You spit into it, and in a week, you’ll be scything and harvesting. The court will turn a blind eye to tithes for the first five years, until the colonisers have found their feet. In other words, you will not pay tax.”

			“Who could believe such miracles!” old Kempf protested. “One needs strength for belief, my good sir.”

			The imperial envoy stood up.

			“Where are you going, sir, in this rain?”

			“To your neighbours. There is nothing better than a neighbour settling next to his old neighbour.”

			“We’ve said nothing as yet,” said old Kempf.

			“Look around you. Consider what awaits you here. And how things could be over there. When the time comes, you will know more.”

			“Things could not be worse,” said young Kempf, and the imperial servant looked at him as his acquisition. His earnings were counted in souls.

			 

			Two weeks after the imperial envoy’s visit, the Kempfs were sitting round their oak table after the evening meal, if what they had eaten could be called that. The men were smoking pipes, the women cleaning cabbage, the children, those tousle-haired little monkeys, hunting lice under the table.

			Young Kempf was the most lost in thought.

			The evening was passing in almost complete silence. Mice could be heard scratching in the wall, and also the rat running wild in the larder, where there was virtually nothing stored. It was in fact beginning to lose faith in humans, a fatal condition for any rat. It had been raining relentlessly for five days, a black cloud had settled on the gable of the house like a saddle, and every time the cloud shifted new ramrods of torrential rain would beat down on the house.

			The young Kempf had spent the previous day at the cemetery beside the church, where the Kempfs had been buried for hundreds of years, talking with the priest but saying nothing about the imperial envoy. The conversation had turned to the soul, and whether it was a terrible sin to leave the home of one’s birth and set off into uncertainty. To his surprise, the old priest had replied: “God will be with you everywhere.”

			Apart from the old priest, Kempf had no-one to talk to. The gravestones washed by time had nothing to say to him, neither “yes” nor “no”. Kempf tried to remember whether there had ever been a conversation around the table about where the Kempfs had come from. No, that had never come up. He concluded that they had sprung up here, around the house, like maize or peas. But that had been in the golden age, when God had walked the earth, and there were not only people multiplying as though sprouting over the fields, but for all who sprang up there was abundant maize and peas. There was no excess of mouths to feed. But the golden age passed, for some time people lived reasonably well in the silver age, then wars started up over the length and breadth of the earth, with people slaughtering one another on every threshold, sowing the furrows with hatred instead of seed. Iron ploughs were better than wooden ones, and the swords cut more precisely than bronze ones, while in the contest between ploughs and swords, man was the loser. For man is, of all creation, the creature always on the losing side, and progress is, it seems, nothing other than his steady loss. That is what was going through Kempf-the-younger’s mind, as he splashed through the puddles: a new Hesiod had appeared in Germany, but left no trace. This book is the first and only mention of him.

			It was still pouring, but there was a hint in the air that the shackles of winter were being loosened. True enough it was still not the weather for a stroll, but he had wanted to take advantage of his last opportunity to visit the graves of his forebears. New thoughts kept overtaking one another in his head, each new one stumbling on the one before. Kempf returned home, and everything on him was soaked. He spent the rest of the day brooding on the stove. Who would there be to walk behind the plough when his place on the stove was empty?

			Everyone in the household understood that something was happening to him, no-one dared disturb him in his half-sleep.

			Shortly before midnight, Kempf-the-younger got down from the stove, thumped his hand hard on the table and shouted: “I’m off to Transylvania!”

			Old Kempf, unexpectedly, did not oppose him. He even said that it had been clear to him for days that Georg would leave. He gave him his blessing and his old pistol, from the days when these parts rumbled with the sound of that great war of evil memory, during which Catholics and Lutherans pursued one another, inflicting on each other cruelties unimaginable until then.

			“Wherever you go, know that God is one,” said his father, and Georg kissed his hand. “Be true, beware of wicked people and crazy women. Stay well, honour God, don’t steal, and don’t forget us.”

			His mother withdrew to get her son ready for his journey, it was already past midnight, the hours were now breathlessly chasing each other. She didn’t rightly know what to prepare for her son for such a lengthy journey. What should he take to Transylvania? The catapult his father had carved for him when he was a child? The pipe he had made for himself? A rod and hook?

			 

			They were fleeing in the night while the count’s servants were sleeping because an encounter with them and the count’s dogs could have been fatal.

			The rain had stopped, the sky was bright, and the Milky Way more luxuriant than ever. Crickets could be heard, for the first time that year. 

			In the small hours a column of young men set out, some of them still children, with sacks on their backs, trunks and bags of bread. They were led by the imperial herald, and now for the first time it was obvious that he was a little lame. After three miles of marching towards the east as the sun was rising, they were met by a cart the imperial envoy had hired for them. The shared aim of the procession, in which Kempf felt lonely because he knew no-one, was Ulm, where a raft belonging to the good Empress was waiting for them. For the next two to three weeks the raft was to be Kempf’s home on the water.

			As soon as he had slipped out of the house, Kempf realised that he was the only one from his village who had made the decision. Whether it was for good or ill remained to be seen.

		

	
		
			Kempf-the-Ancestor Floats to Transylvania

			Kempf’s home on the water was as colourful as a tent at a church fête; in that tent were displayed various exemplars of the human race as well as other elements that populate the Earth in the name of wonder. Admittedly there were no bearded ladies or two-headed calves and no-one was loudly promoting his miracu­lous lotion. But there was a Turk, a merchant travelling from afar, from Hamburg indeed, where he had a carpet warehouse; a Hasidic Jew from Poland; there were Lutherans, whose anxiety was rising as they drew near the border . . . behind a wooden barricade pigs were squealing. What a varied world, thought Kempf.

			The Turk had wide trousers of bright red homespun cloth, a long kaftan with a broad belt shot through with gold threads, and a turban, white with a violet top. The captain of the raft, experienced as he was, knew that the Turk was a Sunni and a merchant. If in no other way, then because of his turban. Green was the colour reserved for the Holy Porte. The Turks set great store by colour and form.

			The Turk’s servants were travelling with him. They ministered to him constantly, particularly when he didn’t need anything, they were forever on their feet, following his every move. Sometimes he dispersed them as if they were flies. The Turk was travelling on this terrible raft to a place called Wolkowar, where he intended to join a caravan. His ultimate destination was Sarajevo. He was surprised that Kempf had not heard of Sarajevan moccasins, which he thrust right into his face. The man used a language the well-disposed might have acknowledged was a kind of German dialect. Finally, he had a warehouse in Hamburg, he was prosperous and well travelled. As soon as they left Ulm, the Turk got busy having the pigs moved to the other end of the raft, as their stench and grunting would not let him rest.

			The Jew wore a black coat and black boots. But the most striking thing about him was on his head: his hat – shtreimel was what his people in Galicia called it – the Hasidic Jew never took it off. It must be expensive, thought Kempf. Of course it was: it was made of seven sable tails. Kempf had learned this in his native village because it was not unusual to meet travelling merchants who were Jews. However, in the case of this Jew, it was impossible to count the number of sable tails, and Kempf did not feel it appropriate to ask. The Jew sat scowling on his barrel, entirely lost in his own world.

			Counting his tails – that would be like counting his fleas. No, it wouldn’t have been right.

			The captain’s forehead was furrowed with deep lines, he had a prominent nose. That could have made one think of a leper. But since a leper was prohibited from approaching a healthy person by less than a lance’s length, no-one would have entrusted the raft to him. Kempf plucked up the courage to ask one of the crew members about those furrows and mentioned the captain’s large nose as well. The answer was that the captain had been born crumpled, as though his forehead was a handkerchief, and his nose was the result of boozing. The captain treated the staff roughly, and all but assaulted the passengers. The vessel moved as though of its own accord along the great river which played with it from time to time as with a toy. Oars, one of which was used to steer the raft from a raised board in its centre, were the only way of avoiding a fatal whirlpool or some other disaster, such as crashing into a rock. The raft, enormous logs bound together with thick rope, floated at the mercy of the river towards its distant mouth. From time to time one saw nags hauling a raft upriver and that was a painful sight. Most of them pitied the suffering of those innocent animals. The captain said that every creature lived its own destiny. “They too are God’s creatures,” muttered some. “It’s not good to mistreat beasts of burden.”

			At one point, judging by the actions of the crew and the captain’s suddenly serious expression, Kempf realised they were heading towards danger.

			The nightmare for all those sailing downstream from Ulm on the Danube in the eighteenth century was called the Dipstein Crags, in those days a two-day journey from the small town of Engelhartzelle; the name was spoken in a half-whisper among rafters on the Danube. But people still travelled because they had to.

			A source states: “The oars were berthed and the crew asked the travellers to start saying the Lord’s Prayer or something similar, each in his own language.”

			Notably, in this place a terrible whirlpool summons travellers into an underwater castle where the Emperor of the Danube reigns, while the dark-grey reefs threaten the raft in their own way. On the river bottom gleams a glass palace, in the middle of which is an enormous table at which sit the emperor, in the guise of a huge catfish, and his subjects, while great glistening fish cast the brilliance of their scales over the feast; on the table are glass jars, like those in which preserved fruit is stored; these jars contain the souls of the drowned. 

			The Turk immediately spread out his prayer mat and started praying; the Jew sent an urgent message to his God; the Christians said the Paternoster out loud.

			Jahve Gott Allah

			were called on and each of those zealous prayers on the raft knew that he was 

			ONE.

			Only the Christian God was divisible by three.

			With the arrival of the whirlpool, all trace of courage vanished, they had no strength even for a whisper . . .

			Allahu ekber . . . Almighty . . . Only Father . . . Allahu ekber . . . Supreme . . . All-powerful . . . Our Father who art . . .

			Like sterling silver – a weave of gold or silver thread – on the cloth of water that was here dark, almost black, the floating Babel inscribed its messages in a mixture of Arabic, South-German, Hebrew, Polish . . . The raft had suddenly shrunk, seemingly a helpless splinter controlled by a terrible force . . . However small, this raft was now turning in the whirlpool like a devotee under the sign of a cross, like a synagogue, like a mosque.

			It seemed that this Babel jumble would not trouble the One and Only. These people would not be building a tower of Babel in order to scratch the Almighty’s feet, but at the end of the journey, wherever that might be, they would scatter like dandelion seeds. What is more, the travellers did not converse with one another but addressed their God on high directly. Why muddle their languages?

			God would grant their prayers, and those of the captain and crew, who were no longer praying but holding firmly to the pieces of wood, barrels, chests in which they put their trust, rather than in God the Father, if the whirlpool were to take hold of the raft or the current hurled them against the crags. They knew full well that their prospects were in the balance. On the other hand, the travellers on the raft were all People of the Book, there were three such peoples, and three books, although there was just one Book. For them it was the first time.

			Everyone on the raft was thinking contritely about the ultimate, about the first and last things. Even the better dressed among them now behaved like penitents in hair shirts. The travellers, not to mention the crew, were aware of the risks. The agents in Ulm had of course reassured them, but they all knew that every second raft was wrecked, and nothing more was ever heard of many who had sailed this way. Their raft too, the raft of Kempf-the-ancestor, was now in God’s hands. Their fate was in the balance.

			The travellers grasped the railing firmly, if a few stakes hammered into the logs could be called a railing, and endeavoured to calculate how many seconds remained before the main impact: until the moment when the raft would again spin in the maw of the largest whirlpool and then perhaps break up against the cliff. Each prayed to his Father the way he had been taught, the Jew with the long beard chanted a psalm, the Muslim kept falling prostrate on his prayer mat . . .

			The raft got through.

			 

			The raft got through, for had it broken up I would not have been born and this book would not exist, which might not have been such a great shame.

			It’s not clear which prayer did the trick. It’s possible that God appreciated the fact that there were so many. Or the water level of the Danube was sufficiently high after the spring snow melt? Or else it was low enough that the whirlpool was calmed? That is to say, I don’t believe that God on High had a particular interest in my birth: he was father to so many.

			The Dipstein Crags had drowned many a hope. At one moment or another God cannot have found in the assortment of languages one that he could understand without a dictionary. It’s possible that it was not God’s day. Although God is a polyglot, he had in his time lamented greatly over Babel: no-one likes thick dictionaries. The captain had also taken the risk that a sinner had crept onto his raft, one who could not, in the eyes of God, be saved. He excluded himself, a murderer and pickpocket. Besides, he, the captain, was also an entrepreneur, that is the patron of several rafts, and now he was carrying a colourful collection of mostly poor people, imperial colonisers, who had sold everything they owned in order to embark on the raft, in order to take the risk at all. They were carrying all they still possessed that could be carried. So, for example, Kempf, a youngster who had several years of apprenticeship behind him, was now looking for people to whom he could sell his skill, however incomplete. There were soldiers, mercenaries, drunks who were also seeking someone to palm off their skill onto, or who were returning from distant battlegrounds, often with wounds attacked by swarms of flies. Men who had fought each other mercilessly in war frequently found themselves travelling together. One could also presume a number of women would not add significantly to the weight of the raft. Such were the captain’s clients, with the addition of a priest who accompanied his small flock. On Kempf-the-ancestor’s raft there were no women, which later turned out to be a problem. And the priests, too, came later.

			The officials of the Monarchy, not yet a Dual Monarchy at that stage, travelled in a different, less risky way. The year under consideration – 1770 – as we are following the dramatic and, it turned out, successful passage of rafts on the Danube at the Dipstein Crags was the year James Watt had presented his steam engine: this marks the beginning of the Industrial Revolution, which elected to start in England rather than Germany. Trains were nevertheless nowhere in sight, people travelled through Europe by horsepower. Civil servants, the upper classes, the nobility, regardless of the language in which they recited the Lord’s Prayer, did not travel by raft on the Danube. The Lutheran nobility did not travel in the territories under the rule of the powerful Empress. The Habsburg and Catholic nobility had no need to travel, except in wartime. And no traveller of means in the eighteenth century would be inclined to risk an encounter with the Dipstein Crags.

			So, the captain had before him people escaping from one kind of privation into another, but nevertheless with the hope of salvation. Those escaping were on the whole from the southern German regions or Schwabenland. It seems that these last were in the majority, which was why the local inhabitants referred to all the colonisers as Švabe.

			As noted, the year 1769 had been a “hungry year” in Germany. Perhaps there were no widespread deaths, as there had been that year in Bengal: ten million souls. The greatest natural catastrophe of all time. But, so as not to die, it was advisable to leave Germany.

			The direction of this hunger was the exact opposite of the direction of the nineteenth century when hundreds of thousands fled for their lives towards Germany, often from the regions colonised in the eighteenth century by German peasants and craftsmen under Maria Theresa’s reforms.

			Once the danger was behind them, everything reverted to the way it had been. It was important for the captain to spread out the whole net of languages in which God’s mercy could be included. That the clientele of the raft was so varied was considered to be advantageous. Had a Chinese merchant happened to embark, he would have thought it a good sign, whether he was a Buddhist or a follower of what he himself called Tao. The captain did not mind that the Hasidic Jew had embarked in his own year: the Jews counted 1770 as the year that came between 5530 and 5531. So they all calculated and reasoned in their own way, all their rosaries ascended in a flock to the Heavens, while the reefs came ever closer, the green vortex ever more wild and powerful. Fish awaited, as did the Danubian nymphs, and the tsar-catfish in his glass palace, in the depths. Above the Empress reigned; down below, at the entrances to the underwater empire, there were other, different customs officers. As for the Danubian nymphs, seductive and irresistible, it was dangerous even to mention them.

			But, all of that would now be vorbei, already becoming a vanishing past. The captain was again scowling and unapproachable. At one point Kempf asked him: “Where exactly is Transylvania?” He brushed him aside so rudely that Kempf thought he was mocking him, on top of everything. What reasonable person travels such a long way, not knowing where he is going?

		

	
		
			Wolkowar, Transylvania

			When they embarked at Ulm, the imperial envoy said goodbye to the young men he had recruited, wished them good fortune and once again indicated that their destination was Transylvania, adding they would receive further instructions when the time came, but that would not be before they reached Vienna. In the city where Her Majesty the Empress had her court, they would be met by other imperial officials and informed of details which had to remain withheld for the time being. The cost of transport was covered, the captain had a contract with the Vienna Chancellery, and it was in his interest that everything should go smoothly.

			As the winter had finally given up, the nights were warmer, but even so Kempf slept badly on the raft. He would wrap himself in a blanket and examine the vault of the sky as he had enjoyed doing in his native village, where he used to stretch out on the meadow and watch the stars.

			At night the raft was still. The crew members took it in turns to snore, they were all armed and all kept watch. But they did so casually. Kempf was often the only person awake on the raft. He would then clasp the pistol his father had given him, alert to every rustle among the water lilies. Everything appeared hostile. It was different during the day. The inhabitants of the villages and small towns along the Danube would wave cordially from the bank, offering to sell them supplies, some thumbed their noses at them, but that was a joke compared to the nameless dread of the silent nights. He once had a bad fright, thinking that they were going to be attacked by a pack of wolves, but it was a roebuck that had come to drink its fill of the Danube water and the animal was not aware of the raft, lying there silent as though dead.

			Kempf now had many hours to be tormented by increasing numbers of questions, which oppressed him at night even more than in daylight.

			Transylvania?

			In the imperial Chamber in Vienna, the officials had a map on the wall, a coloured copperplate by Alexis Jaillot from 1696. There was a fairly ordinary greenish “rag” attached to the map, looking as though it had been hung on a line to dry in the wind: on it was written Transylvanie. It was surrounded by Valaqui que d’autres nomment Moldavie, that is to say, “Wallachia, otherwise known as Moldavia”, then Russian Land; to the west was Hongrie, a little lower down . . . Sclavonie, still further down Bosnie e Tourquie . . .

			Within the bounds of “Sclavonie”, Wolkowar and Illok were also written.

			He had heard the Turk mention Wolkowar as his final destination. And that was all. Kempf had no conception even of Vienna, let alone Transylvania. Until now he had not moved out of his village. He turned over in his mind everything the imperial envoy had said. He had no notion that Transylvania was a land in which demented noblemen craved young women’s blood, that wolves as big as oxen howled constantly, and at full moon that howl became unbearable to the human ear.

			For him, Transylvania was something far worse: like those nights on the Danube, a nameless threat, worse than the vampires that so willingly leave their graves, while the others, the dead, are tranquil. Kempf now had many wakeful hours for uninterrupted observation of the sky. He knew, from home, the names of many stars. He easily found the Pleiades, which would soon be reminding his people that it was time for ploughing and which he would discover were called Vlašići in the regions south of Transylvania. He had no idea that the previous year, 1769, so fateful for the Kempf family and many others now travelling in search of a better life, the Pleiades, the luxuriant Seven Sisters cluster in the belly of Taurus, had been included in Messier’s prestigious catalogue of the stars. Kempf watched them for hours, sitting on a barrel wrapped in his blanket, unaware that their promotion had occurred only recently.

			The Turk, the carpet merchant, would have been surprised as well . . . He carried with him catalogues with samples of silver and sketches of his carpets. The idea that someone would cram stars into catalogues seemed nonsensical to him, worthy of an idle Gallic astronomer. Meanwhile the Hasidic Jew, following the ancient Cabala, believed that stars were the divine sparks of beings as yet unborn. Hence the fantastic success of the Seven Sisters from the sky went unnoticed on this raft.

			The Dipstein Crags were forgotten. A new excitement on the raft: they were approaching the frontier of the empire of the ruler in Vienna.

			At the entrance to the empire, imperial customs officers took away the Lutheran Bible. A German colonist could bring in his cat, dog or cow, and no-one asked him for money. The imperial officials supplied him with the necessary papers, provisions and a small amount of money, precisely calculated as expenses for the journey. The customs officers knew that a poor German colonist would not be carrying so much foreign currency that it could threaten the imperial coinage. The officials knew that the colonists were bringing into the Empire only themselves, their bare physical and reproductive strength. But what they could carry in their heads did have to be assessed, and, if possible, aired and cleansed. The Lutheran translation of the Bible, the origin of the modern German idiom, was not tolerated in the colonists’ luggage. The travellers handed it over voluntarily, even if they were Lutherans, even if they had been settled in the imperial lands as a punishment. Who knows how many Bibles, fertilised by the godless seed of Lutheranism, ended up at the bottom of the Danube.

			Differences, welcome on a raft sweeping towards ordeals it may or may not overcome, now became suspect. Having been united in the face of deadly danger, now mistrust and suspicion dominated as the travellers began to emerge as individuals. They discovered that their aims were different, even if the names of those settlements meant nothing to them.

			Transylvania was the name for everything beyond the German forests. They discovered that they were each travelling with a different “why?”

			The Jew disappeared in Vienna and some others abandoned the raft. The company was suddenly reduced, though the end of the journey was still a long way off.

			They were told it was wise to look after the raft. At the landing stage in Vienna scavengers of all kinds sniffed around, testing the logs, measuring it, you could see their mouths watering. They wanted to buy it, and, if that didn’t work, to steal it. The imperial customs officers reminded them once again of such regrettable circumstances. The captain nodded, he knew where he had tied his raft and he knew everything that a major city like Vienna concealed in it. For example, large numbers of inns with Gypsies, which were as a rule also brothels. The captain and crew went off in pursuit of their various pleasures, maintaining they were entitled after such a long journey. Essentially, they would have liked to have a rest in Vienna, a proper sleep, to eat their fill and satisfy other needs. They didn’t feel like going further. It would be good if middlemen bought the raft, either to travel upriver, when it would become an instrument of torture for the poor nags that pulled it, or for firewood. Journeying downriver meant sailing into ever greater misery and poverty, along with ever greater risks of attack by bandits. Plenty of them even in Vienna.

			Knowing who they were dealing with, the imperial customs officers sent two soldiers to the raft. They stayed on the raft overnight as well, taking it in turns to sleep. The remaining passengers decided they would also keep watch, afraid one pair of eyes was too few. And so Kempf, who in any case could not sleep, spent his first Vienna nights sitting on a barrel, wrapped in his blanket, clutching his pistol. The Turk’s servants also kept watch, following an established timetable, while their master snored in his enclosure.

			The little pig that he had once driven into a corner near the prow of the raft no longer bothered him; the crew had long since roasted it on a spit. The people stank because the water was still too cold for anyone to dare to bathe. But in the eighteenth century, that was more easily borne. For the greater part of his history, Man has largely reeked.

			Sitting on the prow, Kempf listened to the night life of the Empress’ capital; he watched the city of Vienna glistening as though illuminated by the scales of fish in imperial service at the bottom of the river; he listened to girls shrieking, stringed instruments lamenting, men yelling, shots from pistols; here and there a fire would flare. Vienna nightlife was full of dangers.

			What is Wolkowar, Kempf wondered. For the imperial officers here in Vienna had finally disclosed to him the ultimate destination of his odyssey. The Turk was not displeased that they were to stay together until the end of the journey on the Danube.

		

	
		
			Kempf-the-Ancestor Sets Foot on the Soil of Slavonia

			Are these regions safe from Turks? Did Prince Eugene of Saxony defeat them conclusively? Does the local population speak German? What is their religion? What do they eat? Do they produce children? Did the Mohammedans rape far and wide? Even old women, mares too? Above all: what is the soil like? Is it really as black and fertile as in the tales woven by those who lured us onto this raft with the sounds of their flutes, intended essentially for rats and children?

			Even while Kempf was weighing up whether to ask the grouch in the guise of the captain about Transylvania – just that one time – the captain had pointed to a passenger secreted in a woollen blanket who everyone on the raft thought was ill since he was forever dozing or muttering in his half-sleep. “Let him tell you. He’s been there, he went back to Ulm, no-one knew, because no-one ever goes back. He informed me that he’s carrying a message, but what kind or to whom, he didn’t say.”

			But nothing could be prised out of the fellow. He did understand German, you could tell by the movement of his eyes, yet he would turn aside in mid-conversation and sink into silence again.

			They all thought the passenger touched by the sun had justifiably withdrawn into the exalted peace of a veteran, who would not in any case have been able to explain what awaited them. And when no cunning ploy, no bottles of wine, no bacon, succeeded in extracting even the least information from him, the colonists gave up. No-one looked at the silent figure anymore or asked any questions.

			He made use of that. At night, when everyone had fallen asleep, when the moon turned the whole expanse of the Danube to silver, the stranger would retrieve his message from where he kept it close to his chest. The captain who watched him surreptitiously had discovered his secret but was indifferent to it.

			Reverently, the way a nation honours its false gods, the silent traveller held up to the moon’s face three potato tubers as if making an offering.

			Kempf too had caught him in the act. He himself had no rest on the raft.

			The man was carrying those tubers to Transylvania and hiding them like the greatest treasure. The Kempfs had once tried to grow potatoes, which they were told had attractive flowers. They had not been thrilled with the result. The enlightened ruler in Vienna knew better, she expected a lot from the potato, just as the Prussian king did. So her colonists carried potatoes with them.

			Kempf had been on the raft for less than two weeks, but he had seen all kinds of wonders. What a world it was!

			Wolkowar, for instance, where was that?

			Kempf whispered this question to himself, as the raft slid calmly along the Danube, in the spring of 1770, on its way to Sclavonia. It was generally held to be a land of wolves. Had Baedeker guides existed in those days, they would have mentioned them. But another one hundred and fifty years would have to pass before the first guides were published.

			The silent stranger told them nothing, which may have been all to the good, because the thing with the wolves could have turned out to be a lie. Like the tales of malaria.

			One day, and according to Kempf’s calculations the end of the journey must have been approaching, the captain opened a bottle of wine and they all toasted the arrival of the raft in – Sclavonia. Later, in honour of that significant event, they all urinated together from the raft into the river.

			Kempf was exhausted when the raft finally tied up in Wolkowar. There was almost nothing and no-one at the landing stage, let alone fireworks. So Kempf-the-ancestor did not feel any need to roll out a flag and stick it in the ground. Besides, that ground had already been conquered. The enlightened Empress had laid her hand on it.

			 

			He spent his first night in his new homeland in a shack, not much bigger than the raft, after he had ceremoniously parted from the Turk and his retinue. They had sworn to meet again one day. Three more days passed before an imperial official showed him a piece of land where he could build a dwelling. What is more – wonder of wonders – that dwelling was sketched on a piece of paper. Later some people whose language he did not understand, and who were not friendly, brought some boards and other building materials, evidently because they had been paid to. But there were also people who understood his language and were prepared to offer him every assistance without recompense.

			So, some cast spiteful glances in his direction, others approached him as though they were acquaintances, asking for news from the German lands. Some were also subjects of the wise Empress.

			“Do not require any undue level of culture and enlightenment from people whose destiny it is to remain in the lower classes. Do not strain their intellects for that will encourage in them awareness of their station, and then they will carry out with bitterness tasks that by necessity and according to their station have to be undertaken.”

			Also sprach die Kaiserin – thus spoke the Empress.

		

	
		
			Kempf-the-Ancestress on the Horizon

			So, the lads set about constructing dwellings according to the sketches from Vienna. They even succeeded in planting kitchen gardens, following the instructions of the Pleiades, that is the Vlašići. The ploughs had not yet arrived, nor the oxen. Under various pretexts, the established settlers did not want to lend them their ploughs. In their first year the colonists would harvest virtually nothing. They had to buy from the local population at sky-high prices.

			What was the basic problem with the people already there, who knows since when but in their view forever? Had they all sprung out of the neighbouring fields like wheat, like beans?

			The main problem was that the Vienna Chancellery envisaged ever more cleared land. The fields intended for the German colonists were still forested: and what forests they were! In winter wolves surely reigned there.

			In fact, what was being reincarnated here was the age-old conflict recorded as far back as the Bible, between herders living a nomadic life, wanting free pasture and freedom of movement, and farmers, who want fields untrodden by the hooves of anyone’s herds. The former wanted meadows, which they were ready to defend with weapons, like ancient nomadic tribes. The latter built houses, they wanted arable fields, kitchen gardens, vineyards, where they were permanently settled. In the end, Cain slew Abel, and then founded a town.

			Just one week after Kempf disembarked in Wolkowar, the first murder took place. Abel took his revenge on Cain. The colonists sought and obtained weapons from the Vienna Chancellery. Since his first night in “Transylvania”, Kempf slept with his pistol under his pillow.

			Things did not settle down until a regiment arrived in Wolkowar, armed to the teeth.

			Kempf had not yet seen any wolves, he would probably have to wait till winter. All in all, the first winter would likely be as hungry as those in Germany. True enough, there were no longer any Turks; in their wake were drinking fountains and burnt mosques. And indeed many villages were completely abandoned.

			Kempf-the-ancestor had told the imperial envoy the day before the flight to Ulm that he did not on any account wish to move into a house someone else had lived in. He was looking forward to a fresh start and it was because of that fresh start that he had responded to the all-powerful Empress’ invitation. The imperial official promised that the Vienna Chancellery would take note of his wish, although it was most unusual. In this part of the world it was the custom for abandoned villages to be settled by those who tagged along in the wake of conquering armies.

			“Your request is based on pure superstition!” the envoy said. But he did pass on the request to Vienna, not wishing for any reason, let alone a superstition, to lose a single soul.

			To be on the safe side, the colonists’ dwellings were built like fortresses. A person gets used to that. Even so, it is better to make an accommodation with the devil himself, if one intends to live here forever, rather than constantly fear for one’s life and property. People can’t constantly wage wars. Farmers are fundamentally peaceable folk. There was so much fallow land here, it was not worth artificially enflaming conflicts, even with those locals, Vlahs, who had in their time associated with the Turks; even with those who had served the Turks as soldiers, martolos.

			Kempf took long walks through his surroundings, although he was advised not to. Indeed he took pleasure in these lowlands, and he saw many good roads raised on the embankments of old Roman highways. But there were also swamps generating fumes Kempf believed could be deadly.

			He watched a stork raise its beak high in the air so the frog it had caught could more easily slip into its stomach. He had not seen drinking fountains or mosques in Germany, but innumerable storks. And it looked as though the bird that was now stepping along the edge of the marsh was an egret. There were no wolves, no lions, no vampires.

			But there were herons. What a show-off!1

			Apart from the traces of Turkish occupation, everything here was like Bavaria, except that the plain was flatter and probably more fertile. But he began to be aware of a lack that was worse than hunger.

			There were virtually no free women here. It is possible to deal with hunger, something will always be found in a village. But where to find a woman? You can pick a leftover apple to stave off the pangs of hunger. But there are usually no forgotten women on the branches! 

			Send women! That was the message the colonists, including Kempf, sent to the German lands via the Vienna Chancellery. The office expressed understanding of the men’s needs. They couldn’t manage without women, any more than they could manage without livestock.

			Horses would come, some time, but women? We don’t know how the Greek colonisers solved the same shortage, whether they coupled with the local women, was that not perhaps the materialistic key to explaining the phenomenon of the centaur?

			Where there are settlements and taverns, there are harlots. The tail end of the regiment brought several because they always hang around an army. But harlots are not counted in the equation of scarcity, which therefore includes a major unknown: wives and mothers. The erotic imagination of her Majesty the Empress – Maria Theresa Walburga Amalia Christina of the house of Habsburg – and the reality of life in Slavonia had nothing in common, they were two entirely different kinds of deprivation, the former could be called playful, while the latter must be considered existential. The former would be lived out in the Empress’ boudoir jockeying with someone answering to the name of Trenck, while the latter scarcity was a matter of the survival of the future colonies, and indeed the colonists themselves.

			Hence the need to solve the unknown quantity of the said equation at any cost. And it had to be solved in the same way as the equation of hunger – by holding up three potato tubers to the divinity of the moon. But Luna is a female deity, and she would look more gladly on a cheerfully singing crowd of girls from the South German regions whose brightly coloured skirts would cover the whole “deck” of logs that made up the raft.

			Grammar was not the strongest aspect of Kempf-the-ancestor’s letter to Germany. He did not beat about the bush in that letter, he expressed himself clearly, and because of its brevity it did not contain many mistakes. Essentially, it amounted to a cry: send Frauen! And because nothing else occurred to him – and since it seemed stupid to inform his relatives so far away about the weather in these parts – Kempf-the-ancestor sketched the figure of a woman according to his own imagining.

			And so there we are: Germany did indeed send a contingent of marriageable girls, who in Slavonia, where they were hurrying to, would be called snaše, and which by the second generation would be their only name. That was to be a more cheerful journey and a far more cheerful raft than the one on which Kempf-the-ancestor arrived. On this raft there was accordion music, along with girls’ laughter, which cheered the crew and even the captain, all men smeared with every possible grease. But this captain was far more talkative than the one who had brought Kempf; he was a man of his word and the Chancellery knew whom to put in charge of this treasure for it to remain untouched.

			The Dipstein Crags once again required respect and silence, the songs were interrupted, the accordion closed; the oars were drawn in, as well as something that swelled under the sailors’ and the captain’s heavy, sodden clothing. The girls too prayed, as prayers are addressed to the Virgin Mary in Catholic houses of God; psalms were sung, as they are sung in cathedrals. There were no harlots on this journey, because the person who had organised it had taken enormous pains over the morals of his cargo: potentially infectious exemplars had to be excluded. Naturally, there were no Jewish or Turkish women. The rafts’ agent had guaranteed that the girls would be delivered in the state in which they were at the beginning of the journey, and, under no circumstances whatever, in any other. The Dipstein Crags were a relatively minor danger compared to those that threatened the women’s honour on such a long journey, in the middle of the eighteenth century. Hence the rafts’ agent, at the expense of the colonists who had already taken refuge in Slavonia, would pay also for supervision, in the form of three sturdy young men who had sworn that, for a specific price, they would guard that honour from any possible attack, even from the crew themselves; the last was the most difficult, given the sanitary and other conditions on the raft. In a word, the singing girls had three bodyguards, who protected the honour of their flower, while in return they protected them from the charms of the Danubian sirens as from the nymphs who had lured many a Faun to the bottom of the river. Man dreams, God decides, or rather the child who shoots his arrow blindfolded does: all three lads found the woman of their life on the raft, and without knowing it all three of them were travelling downstream on the Danube for the first and last time. Their task was to guarantee them protection from seducers, but not from love, about which nothing had been said in their contract with the agent. Let us take that as a triumph of force majeure.

			After various tribulations and hazards, the raft with the marriageable girls was on the point of reaching Wolkowar.

			“They’re coming, they’re coming!” shouted children when they saw the boat at a previous bend in the river, and now they were running along parallel with it, exclaiming: “They’re coming, the Švabice are coming!”

			This time the regimental band was playing at the landing stage, and the lads, farmhands and tradesmen had brought all the best things they had. The priest supervised the scene from a rise. The wise Empress had decreed that there should be a priest and a doctor for every three villages. As far as the last is concerned, these were better conditions than nowadays.

			The raft tied up, a narrow bridge was lowered onto the river­bank, the band played a fanfare. An excited individual fired a pistol, the band played the fanfare again, followed by frenzied drumming. The girls crossed the little bridge, they were coming . . .

			The lads watched from the bank, some had fieldglasses, now at a great premium, but they were not for loan.

			Among them was my ancestor, called Kempf, and now for the first time, through the eyepiece of his binoculars, he saw my ancestress, sighing with relief that she was not the girl from his village for whom marriage brokers had been sent long ago.

			Fräulein Theresia, with a slight blush, and a wide skirt that could have easily borne her upwards like a balloon, stepped uncertainly along the narrow bridge between yesterday and tomorrow. She had to lift her skirt a little, with a multitude of petticoats beneath it – and my ancestor Kempf spotted through his eyepiece a white garter on her red stocking. That was too much: he surrendered.

			Charmingly, like a water beetle from lily pad to lily pad, my ancestress hopped onto the bank. The wedding was arranged that same evening.

			The Kempfs had the custom, as did other families, of passing a name from grandfather to son. So Theresia’s name was also passed from generation to generation. But still it took a hundred years for Theresia to become Tereza, and another fifty for it to become Reza, Rezika . . . It took even longer for the name Georg to become Đuro, then Đuka, as my father was called: Đuka Kempf.

			The Kempfs survived and remained in their new homeland. In the 1930s they became Volksdeutsche, ethnic Germans outside the Reich. That was no guarantee of good fortune.

			In the graveyard at Pećuh, not far from Vukovar, which was at the time of the Kempfs’ arrival in Slavonia part of the same world, there is a German inscription to this day:

			 

			To the first death, To the second need, To the third bread.

			 

			That’s how life was rhymed: Tod (death), Not (need), Brot (bread). Kempf-the-ancestor did have a bit of luck.

			

			
				
					1 “Ardea: Capite laevi, fronte & collo supra, infraque sordide albo, testaceo, nigroque longitudinaliter litturato, e pennis ex sordide albo in dilute testaceum vergentibus, nigro marginates.” (Heron: Smooth head, brow and neck a dirty white, reddish and black alternating along its length, out of feathers moving from dirty white to a diluted brick red, black on the edges.) From the account of a journey through Slavonia in 1782.

					In truth, Kempf was not at all interested in ornithology. I am including this description only because of the beauty of a dead language describing life. As such, it is quite superfluous. The letter he would soon send to his native village does not mention herons.

					But even our ancestor Noah was not interested in details. He was only concerned that embarkation should happen in pairs.

				


			

		

	
		
			II

			Volksdeutscher Kempf

		

	
		
		

	
		
			Louse

			A son was born to the Kempfs, an only child, in July 1919. It was the greatest joy.

			In truth, the Great War was not yet forgotten, the “Green Corps” of military deserters were still rife in the forests, the imperial and royal currency was exchanged for the Serbian king’s dinar at a rate that provoked anger, but in the end you had to have money acknowledged by your own state in the house. Besides, Austria had collapsed, like no state in history up to then, and many had collapsed.

			Their little son was greeted by the Kempfs as a sign of more stable conditions, above all in trade. But a peasant could also be more confident that he would be able to reap what he had sown, that no-one would requisition his stock, at least until his house and fields came under the hammer.

			Few of the descendants of the German colonists in the little town of Nuštar took any interest in the situation in Germany. They were barely aware of Hitler’s putsch. That there was hunger in Germany was, they felt, only to be expected. It wasn’t a bed of roses here either. They cared nothing for Versailles.

			Now and again there was news of a returnee from Russia. And a certain Haberle also came back. He was the son of a civil servant, who had come from Graz at the beginning of the century and worked as a surveyor. His father had been a good and honest surveyor, a rare thing in that line of work. Land registries, roads, canals and schools – in this region all of these had been bequeathed by Austro-Hungary. Not for philanthropic reasons, but as evidence of tax investment. It had built schools because the Austrian civil service was unable to cover all needs; and that was where people learned about hygiene and measures to suppress epidemics. Finally, a modern industry needed a work force that was better educated than country bumpkins. People also learned how to protect tubers from the potato beetle – the potato having become fully established.

			At the Jew’s Tavern Haberle talked about what was going on in Russia: that the peasants and workers had taken things into their own hands. He spoke increasingly zealously, and the peasants bought him drinks, one after another, nodding and puffing on their pipes. At the Tavern he drank on trust, with just a wave of the hand. Was it here, in this tavern, that some heads came up with the notion that the Jews had a connection with the Soviets?

			Police came for Haberle and took him into custody. He was not heard of again.

			Life, quiet as it was when it had to be, continued in the rhythm – winter tranquillity, sowing, harvesting. In those years the plums cropped abundantly.

			When Hitler clambered into power, one of the Germans, a distant relative of Đuka’s father, came out in front of his porch, but still behind his own gate, and fired his rifle.

			A few Germans gathered there. Those who hadn’t known were then informed that Adolf Hitler had become the German Chancellor. They smoked their pipes and went home to their wives.

			And then, for a long time, nothing.

			The newspapers began to carry items stating that Germany had betrayed the Treaty of Versailles. None of the Germans in the little town of Nuštar would have been able to say exactly what was in that treaty, but they all now knew that it was a disgrace for Germany.

			Then news trickled in that there was no unemployment in Germany and that hard roads were being built the length and breadth of the entire country. Also that bad Germans were being “protected” from good Germans, by being separated from them and surrounded by barbed wire. Only that was unclear.

			But who could be against hard roads being built and everyone being able to make a living? That was what that man Haberle had said as well, some recalled.

			Latest news had it that the largest countries were arming themselves, Germany most of all. Was a new war on the way? On land, on sea, in the air?

			On the contrary, everyone everywhere was talking about peace. Hitler called on all nations to cooperate and claimed that he would defend peace at all costs. Stalin said that the U.S.S.R. did not want war. But France was building its Maginot Line, separ­ating itself with a belt of concrete bunkers, where it concealed heavy guns aimed towards Italy, Belgium, Switzerland . . . In Italy Il Duce proclaimed socialism, which was the least clear of all. National Socialism sounded far better: something like that ill-fated communism about which Haberle had spoken, and which was finally acquiring a basis and meaning.

			But few people cared about a basis or meaning. Kempf-the-father’s business was going well, he was able at last to put a bit of money aside. A lot of brandy was brewed.

			At that time emissaries from the former homeland began to arrive in the little town of Nuštar. Unlike Haberle, who seemed to have vanished into thin air, they didn’t want to campaign among the Jews. The local Germans were a bit surprised at that: many of them, including Kempf’s father, dealt with Jews in their work. But many peasants were in debt to Jews, as were the innkeeper and the moneylender. Some had taken out credit from them that was hard to repay. Hence the emissaries from Germany, campaigning in an inn belonging to a Hungarian, had a better reception among the peasants, the old settlers.

			“There’s a lot of butter in Germany!” observed one.

			“So what,” muttered one of the local German employers, “we make tons of butter here too.”

			“There’s full employment in Germany . . .” 

			“No-one’s lazing around here either.”

			“Germany has to lead the nations in the battle against Bolshevism . . .”

			“Alright. But we don’t have any Bolsheviks here and none of us has ever seen one.”

			“You’re all pulling in different directions here. There are as many flags as there are houses! What you need is a leader. Someone needs to take you back to where you belong.”

			But the Reich’s envoys’ invitations to return, with their families and all they had acquired here, to their one and only homeland, fell on deaf ears.

			“How do I carry my soil with me?” Johannes Kempf, Đuka’s father’s brother, was heard grumbling. “I’m not a Jew to carry it in a little bag round my neck.”

			The emissaries kept coming for two years, then stopped. German affairs here, among the Danubian Swabians, should be taken in hand by the local Germans.

			 

			In 1938, people everywhere were talking about war. As never before, the politicians talked about peace. But the people ­weren’t convinced. Each just looked to his own, not wanting to see further than the end of his nose.

			In the little town of Nuštar almost everyone thought the threats of war were so much hot air. And even if it did come to conflict between the great powers, the Kingdom of Yugoslavia would remain neutral. It seemed that the King favoured the English, not a bad move; if you had to have a master, it was best that he was as far as possible from your borders. This may have been an age-old reflex in remembering hard times, passed down from generation to generation: Kempf-the-ancestor had fled Germany to escape the greed and cravings of his masters.

			The local Germans mocked the Croatian–Serbian quarrel, endeavouring not to take sides.

			“Trade doesn’t like borders,” Kempf-the-father maintained, “it doesn’t acknowledge nations or bow down to their false gods. Trade recognises only the power of money and the laws of the market.”

			Until the moment the war flared up, old Kempf was a man of very modern views.

			But no-one really believed that it would come to war. Until the following occurred:

			On the land of a friend, in fact a partner of Kempf’s father, lived Juliška, a Hungarian woman, whose age could only be guessed at, but almost everyone believed that she had passed her first hundred. Juliška was half-blind, but clear-headed even if her body was frail. She served the German family, she was the mother of a Hungarian who had disappeared in the Galician mud, but had never married. Her son Đula had been despatched into that war, already an old man, called up three times by then, so people could only imagine how old she was. She had seen it all, experienced it all. Processions of girls and women went to the house where the old woman lived. Juliška was forever dozing by the stove, or in summer she sat outside in the shade of a walnut tree. They asked her about women’s things, children’s ailments, they asked her to cast a spell on one young man or another, or on one rival or another . . . they asked her questions about God they did not dare ask their priest. They asked her about the beginning of the world, about the soul, whether it was immortal and what happened after death; where was Heaven, where was Hell, was what people said about hot pitch true . . . was it a sin if a boy touched a girl’s breast in passing . . . and if that did happen, should marriage brokers be sent immediately; was it true that old Grga had become a vampire . . . and if not, why had the soil on his grave risen up as it did?

			And so one day they came to her with the news that almost all the children in the school were infected with lice . . . that they were having their heads shaved and rubbed with paraffin at school. One of the anxious mothers had brought a squashed louse in a handkerchief as proof.

			Everyone was surprised to see just how agitated Juliška was at the sight of the louse. There had always been lice in the country, just as there were constant battles with fleas, wasps, hornets . . . rats so large and fierce they chased cats . . . Mice on the other hand were considered domestic animals that nourished cats, so they didn’t need to be fed, unlike the eternally hungry dogs.

			But this time the lice were an epidemic, a plague on a large scale. For kilometres around the little town of Nuštar, there was not a single child that did not drag itself to school shaved like a soldier or convict . . . The lice had made nests on the small heads equally of those who never bathed and of those who washed every Saturday. They were all shaved to the roots of the hair: little Croats, Serbs, Germans, Hungarians, Jews . . . Each of these groups was outraged by this injustice because they kept themselves clean, while all the others were mucky scruffs with a feline aversion to water. The most vocal were the Germans who had always considered themselves the avant-garde of hygiene.

			At that time no-one yet made clothing for submariners from human hair. No-one could grasp the sense of this misfortune. It contributed nothing to settling political issues: lice are indifferent to racial matters and fairly apolitical.

			So, a group of mothers had gathered around Juliška, each with the same tale. Several more exemplars were brought to the light of a flickering lamp for inspection.

			“There will be war!” Juliška said.

			And, as soon as the news of what Juliška had said spread through Nuštar, everyone, both men and women, knew there would be war.

			What she had said stuck in the women’s memory so forcefully that they didn’t hear what came next from her lips.

			What she said was: “God in Heaven grant that my eyes will no longer see it.”

			The following day, Juliška passed away in her sleep. Those who were the first to see her in the morning thought that she was smiling, and that smile lay frozen on her face until they tucked her chin in. The hundred-year-old woman laughed like a child who had played a trick on someone and got away with it by vanishing.

			 

			On the eve of the German attack on Poland, a stranger appeared in Nuštar, a chance traveller who stayed at the inn belonging to the Hungarian. He was dressed in a dark suit, which was strange because it was already hot, June. Odder still was that he had come from a long way off but had no luggage. Up to then emissaries had always come with suitcases of leaflets and books.

			“He’ll be some sort of gangster,” was people’s first reaction. Some noted he had unusually long arms in relation to his height, and so likely long fingers as well.

			He used only new banknotes to pay his bills, he didn’t drink alcohol, and he often went for long walks outside the town. Word went around that he might be a surveyor sent from Belgrade to take new measurements, and that was never good. Others maintained that he was a spy, but no-one could say on whose behalf or why he had come by horse-drawn carriage all the way from Vinkovci to their little town. Others again swore that he was an agent of the Comintern who had come to Nuštar to light the flame of world revolution, but the police dismissed the idea: Hitler and Stalin were now thick as thieves. In this new constellation, Haberle would have been released from royal prison, had he not been buried long ago.

			End of story.

			But a child chanced to see the stranger while walking some distance from her home. The child was picking cherries, she had filled her whole apron, and was now hiding in the bushes, eating them and spitting out the pips.

			The stranger climbed onto a rise which had a fine view and stayed there for a long time.

			When he came down, he stood beside a puddle left over from the downpour of the previous night and leaned over it.

			“It’s time. I’m beginning to look like myself. I need to work.”

			That’s what the stranger said, seeing in the water a snout and shining eyes.

			Had the child amusing herself with cherries been able to hear that, she would not have understood it, and the image from the puddle vanished along with the stranger.

			Before she fell asleep, the child told her father and mother what she had seen: a stranger dressed in city clothes talking out loud to himself, using incomprehensible words, as though casting a spell. The child said the man frightened her although she couldn’t say why.

			Her mother thought that only Juliška would be able to provide an explanation, but her husband reminded her that Juliška was now far away, like Haberle.

			The very next day processions of young men, some still children, began to move around the little town of Nuštar, with drums providing a steady rhythm. They headed in this direction, or that, back or forth, to the east, to the west – the drums always beat loudly, as though the direction was entirely clear and unambigu­ous. These young men came from German families, Germans living outside the Reich, Volksdeutsche. Some stayed in their houses, some were shut up in the storeroom by their mothers, but as time went on more and more of them followed the drumming. The drummers, it turned out, had an unusual love of fire, and bonfires were lit on the edges of plantations, in outdoor camps new comradeship was cemented. Suddenly they were all Kameraden, even those who had previously laid into each other in true Slavonian fashion at village fairs. The rhythm of drums is so intoxicating, sitting round a fire so enticing.

			The drummers taught them various songs. Some had been sung to them by their parents, others were new.

			And so, together and from the heart, they sang about the village king Florian Geyer and the black troops that thronged after him.2

			

			
				
					2 Florian Geyer (1490–1525), leader of the failed German peasant war of 1524. A song about him became one of the hymns of the S.S. It sings of a red cockerel crowing from a church roof, which matched the anti-Christian sentiments of the S.S., for whom God, particularly the Christian God, was a rival.

				


			

		

	
		
			Corso, 1941

			In the house of the widow Marija, it had always been hard to make ends meet. She received only half of her husband’s pension, he had worked on the railways. He had returned from the war that was not then known as the first, as a second was not antici­pated, with a trophy rifle and syphilis. He died, leaving Marija with two small children. The savings she had after the war were devoured by the conversion into royal dinars. Politically, her husband had allied himself to Stjepan Radić and the Croatian Peasant Party. Hence Marija too favoured political “peasants”.

			The managers of the railways disputed the widow’s right to a pension. She appealed, but since she had no money to pay the lawyer, she agreed that if he won the case he would take half the pension owed her for life. The lawyer won the case, the pension arrived at the house halved, and in any case modest.

			Marija got by as best she could. She sewed dresses for the town ladies, and had a real gift for it.

			Whenever she had not collapsed from fatigue, Marija read. Mostly the great Russian writers. For her times, she was educated. By nuns of course.

			There were always student lodgers in the house. Some came from the countryside, some were the sons of civil servants, they came from all over. Some were arrogant, some reasonable. Many were almost as poor as their landlady and her children. They could have good conversations with them. There was no need to avoid any topic. And they dared to show them their banned books.

			Marija’s children were inclined to the left.

			What else could they do? Their chances in future life were non-existent if nothing in their country or in the world changed. Indeed, if everything did not change.

			As the conflicts in the country became more acute with intim­ations of war, Marija’s children grew radicalised. Marija admired the Russians, but not the Soviets. Her children put all their hope in the Soviet star that was rising. They saw almost nothing else in the sky, while Marija saw a great deal, including the Lord God as a just king, who moreover spoke Tolstoy’s Russian. The children thought that this God was called Josif Visarionovich and that he would liberate all the captives on Earth, and especially those who had to share their meagre plate with students from the ever more remote provinces.

			Marija avoided political discussions with them. She thought they would see sense one day and prayed to God this would happen in time. And that is what her children thought about her: that she would finally realise where justice lay and how to reach it. It wasn’t possible to pray for it in a church, thought the children. Were that to be at all possible, it would have already happened.

			When, towards the end of their final years in high school, the children began increasingly to leave home at night, Marija was not concerned for their morals but their lives. Only once did she say: “Take care who might hear what you’re saying.” That told them she knew where they had signed up. In those days Tolstoy’s Christianity would not have landed anyone in prison, but connections with the banned Party were dangerous.

			The children, too young for the Party, were greatly drawn to the communists. They met them at secret meetings, where they would be overwhelmed by the almost voluptuous thrill of conspiracy. They considered themselves superior to their contemporaries, who kicked balls around or smooched at fairs. Her children, Marija observed one day, were too serious for their age.

			Whether that was good or bad, she could not judge.

			Then showdowns with political opponents began. More than once her son came home in the small hours, bruised and bloody. When a policeman arrived the next day to take a statement, she explained that her son would sometimes come home well-oiled and crash onto the doorstep. The policeman downed a glass of plum brandy and left. She had known him for years. He had been a friend of her late husband’s and that was a bit of luck.

			These conflicts became increasingly frequent as the war approached.

			The Molotov–Ribbentrop Pact brought a moment of confusion into young heads filled with the schematic version of Marxism that circulated, condensed in small leaflets, among the enlightened. Stalin and Hitler had come to an agreement at the expense of the Anglo-Saxons and their imperialism, their older comrades told them. But both Vera and her brother guessed that this could not be quite the case. There were all kinds of agreements.

			The directive was that preparations for war should be halted.

			But certain signs led the children to conclude that the Party was having none of it.

			Everyone was preparing for war, and when it broke out, the weapons that had been stolen from the royal army’s depot were few and inadequate. They were preparing for war in their heads, thought the children. In truth they believed in the power of the idea that would unite all the poor of the world, then bring about revolution; ideas dwelled in the head and not in a dark pit, where the king’s stolen field gun was rotting.

			As soon as war knocked on the door, the comrades disappeared, either plunged into the illegal movement or imprisoned. Police actions were increasingly comprehensive, increasingly brutal. Some thought that the pact between Stalin and Hitler would enable them to enjoy the light of day, to go out into the street and say what they thought and felt. Quite the opposite happened: more and more people took refuge in the Underground. In the end, it seemed that no-one believed in the validity of the agreement signed by Molotov and Ribbentrop; apart perhaps from Stalin, whose pictures started smirking from walls in the small towns in the annexed parts of Poland. They say that, on the day the armoured divisions of the Wehrmacht began to crush the agreement, Josif Visarionovich was enraged by Hitler’s betrayal. They say, too, that throughout the Fatherland war he had kept Hitler’s photograph on his desk. Whenever he was in the room alone, he would gaze at that picture, trying to understand who that man really was. They sat like that, Hitler on the desk, Stalin at the desk, moustache to moustache, so to speak. It is likely that Hitler’s burnt jawbone, which the Red Army soldiers dug out of the ash, ended up on that same desk of Stalin’s, with the aim of completing the picture and resolving a Sphinxian riddle. Stalin had not discerned the Sphinx, probably because of too great a similarity. He was left with no alternative but to smash it to pieces, like a mirror that held the truth.

			At the end of March 1941, almost everyone could see that the war was on the verge of reaching them. The young people, it is true, still trod the corso in Vinkovci in front of the old grammar school: back and forth, back and forth, because, as always, it was important to see and be seen. One of those on the corso was Đuka Kempf who had done his time on the school benches in Vinkovci and was now there as a medical student, on his semester break. Of course, Marija’s children were also there, when they were not conspiring. Glances to the side, jokes, little passing flirtations, the young Jewish girls’ pony-tails, the brazen self-confidence of the sons of landowners and merchants, the furious expressions of the subjugated, the superior expressions of the aspiring intellectuals – young people filled with expectations, yearning for the spring in which everything awakens, but also afraid . . . this was the corso in 1941. 

			The policeman sat in the bar, twisting his moustache and observing the situation over a flask of brandy. Fights could break out at any moment. There had been trouble again the night before at the Sokol building and a prosperous member of the Croatian True Rights Party had been badly beaten up on his way home.

			That was why a lot of informers had infiltrated the young people, listening to what was being talked about in case a seed of rebellion could be detected in their youthful exuberance.

			The young men and women signed up to the far left were serious and always a bit outside the mainstream. But they too joined in the corso because one had to.

			The far left, that is, because at that time the extremes were growing increasingly far apart so they could attack one another to extinction. From the point of view of the Rights Party, as from that of the enlightened, it was clear that this time they intended to go all the way.

			There were no Jews among the Rights Party members of course, although their leader was a Jew, and some could be found among the communists as well. As with everyone, some Jews were rich and had a lot to lose; others were poor as church mice with only their lives to lose. Now both groups were afraid. The rich calculated that they would be able to buy themselves out somehow; the young suspected that they would be left completely isolated and exposed.

			The Serbian peasants and merchants took themselves to one side and chatted with their priest. They kept offering him brandy, he stroked his beard, evidently calming them down. That some of them were intending to move to their relatives, nearer Belgrade, or even further south, the priest did not like because it would diminish his flock. His church was, admittedly, somewhat fuller than a year before, but his colleague, the Catholic priest, said the same thing. He had also said that it would be best for all of them to convert to the Catholic faith and for the priest to shave off his beard. This was said half in jest, but with such people you never knew what was concealed in the other half, whether that other half would devour the first, joking half which would make it serious, in fact bad.

			The Volksdeutsche were a group apart; indeed, they seemed to have formed several groups, but, again, the outside world experi­enced them as a unit. All believed, and some feared, that their time had come. Some swaggered, throwing their weight around, glaring at Jews, hurling insults at them, even at girls. Others were more measured, distancing themselves from the rabble-rousers, standing to one side, sensing a kind of duplicity in those who did approach them, and the only people who really respected them were adherents of the Rights Party. The cleverer Germans began to feel like foreigners. It was only recently that they had discovered their German identity, they were unsure whom to join, how to align themselves. People today would all like to grow into some kind of loyalty, and so possibly conceal themselves, or maybe win.

			Win, for sure, thought one group of young Germans who qualified for military service.

			They were just waiting to be called up. In spring 1941 the German prospects were bright. France was crushed, the English had been driven back to their island, Poland had been dismembered and returned to Germans like themselves, Volksdeutsche.

			Đuka Kempf stood in one of those groups, calmly smoking and enjoying the spring sunshine, watching the people walking back and forth on the corso. The Jewish girls are the prettiest, he thought.

			Why war? Kempf-the-son could not come to terms with it, he quarrelled with his father, who became a passionate German and a Hitler supporter. Things were going well for the Kempfs, couldn’t be better. Today every merchant wanted to become a wholesaler at all costs. You feign a new allegiance and horizons open up, long live trade. The Kempfs were not exactly poor in any case. Đuka Kempf had been bilingual all his life, but that was roughly where his Germanness stopped. His uncle Johannes mocked these “new Germans”, who had suddenly discovered the call of the homeland, where they would have perished of hunger had they not heeded Maria Theresa and left. Johannes Kempf would not exchange his garden for any kind of “Reich” in the world. He did a wonderful imitation of the Führer at family gatherings; everyone laughed, even those who didn’t approve of such clowning. It was just that the Führer lent himself to such parody. But when once at the table Johannes said that Hitler had been a squad leader in the Great War, that at one time he had been blinded by gas and still couldn’t see, there was a terrible quarrel and an end to all jokes.

			After that Uncle Johannes had only conversed with pumpkins and string beans in his garden. The children would overhear him. Johannes did not address the vegetables in German. The children knew it because they could understand his muttering: Uncle Johannes gabbled to his beans like a Slavonian peasant.

			But, for heaven’s sake, why get rich, Kempf-the-son thought. In the end, you could eat all you could eat and not a crumb more! It was nice to travel, to enjoy the wide world, but that was already accessible to him, Kempf. He was studying to be a doctor, that was a good life, people were getting sicker by the day, whole nations were dying. But that business with the Jews . . . Why, all his Belgrade professors, all the authorities in medicine, to a man, were Jews. Sometimes “nation” is an incurable illness, thought Kempf. It seemed to him that the German people had succumbed to a serious illness. And no nation could be cured, only an individual could be, even when he was opposed to everyone else.

			War itself was insane killing. Why, in Slavonia people don’t slaughter for no reason! His father sells pig fat, that will always be needed, which means it will always be possible to sell it for more than one paid for it. Why go to war?

			Franja too, his best friend, also a Volksdeutscher, was of much the same opinion. The two of them were interested in girls, whom they dreamed of taking for a tumble in the fields and vineyards. Both were avid readers. Đuka had already started scribbling . . . His most severe critic was in fact his friend Franja who thought his poems feeble, though he considered Đuka a devotee of the Muses with a future, and perhaps one day he’d prove himself a poet.

			Some Volksdeutsche had joined up with the German army with the first summons; Kempf knew them, slightly, but was impervious to all their coaxing to join them.

			Those young men went off with the Gauleiter and his drums and now they were preparing in Germany to attack the Bolsheviks. It seemed that the unfortunate Transylvania, where the pied piper and recruiting agent had brought his rat-children, could spring up anywhere on the globe. Until now it had always been somewhere south, but now it had settled in the west, tomorrow who knows?

			A number of other Volksdeutsche, including some from his own street, were rejected by the S.S. doctor because they were not tall enough or else poor-sighted, which made Kempf say mockingly: “Of course, whoever heard of a Superman with glasses?” He laughed at them, but deep down, it was beginning to feel dangerous to spread jokes, because even among the Volksdeutsche there were people who’d inform for a glass of brandy. In a cinema news bulletin he saw Heinrich Himmler fuming against repulsive Jews who were trying to suck our German blood. “For sure, a not particularly clever Superman! He would certainly have had all the mirrors in his castle smashed!” thought Kempf, munching sweets he had bought on his way to the cinema – from the Jewish corner shop. Needless to say, the owner of the cinema was also a Jew, who sold his goods, even Himmler on the screen. It was stupid to kill Jews, Kempf went on thinking. His father traded with them, and they with him. Many of them were very able. They would bargain over every small coin, but were accurate in payments, as a rule they did not cheat. There had to be trade, people would always trade. It was stupid to kill the Israelites. They took care of the flow of money, they were like the veins of humanity.

			Kempf-the-son had overheard innumerable conversations his father had held, sitting behind his counter, with Jewish traders, and had frequently heard something along the lines of “Let’s go for trust! A man is tied by his word, an ox by its horns!”

			Nevertheless, a few days earlier his father had confessed that since the beginning of the year he had stopped trading with the Jews. Because they were all Bolsheviks.

			But at least he hadn’t mentioned German blood.

			 

			The Party considered that the majority of “our” Germans were for Hitler. While it was common knowledge that among them there were different trends and strands, the Party still considered most of them written off, enemies therefore. What is more, to Vera and her brother Đuka Kempf was a toff. Maybe they had brushed in passing on the corso, but they didn’t know each other. They lived in separate worlds.

			The corso went on for hours, every day, especially on Sundays.

			Vera stopped for a moment with a group of young Jewish girls, some of whom were beauties. It was impossible to overlook their lovely plaits. It was impossible not to hear their slightly forced laughter.

			“What’s going to happen to us?” they asked. 

			“Come to the meeting.”

			“But you’re already being arrested, crushed, so what will it be like when the Germans get here? You can’t help us. Everyone’s out to protect his own life. What’s going to happen to us, Vera?”

			That question ran through the group of young Jewish women, bouncing from one to the other like a ball in a cruel game, a ball no-one wanted to have land on their chest. “What’s going to happen to us?”

			A friend from grammar school, Jewish, told Vera that she had gone to the station the day before and laid her head on the rails, listening to the distant rumble of trains on their way.

			Horrified, Vera pictured that lovely head with its heavy black plait lying on the railway track. The young Jewish girl had firmly resolved to escape forever from her fear by throwing herself under a train. But then she had not done it, she had just listened to the rumble, convinced that it made no difference as a train would very soon take them all away on a journey of no return.

			“Trains can be blown up at will!” Vera said, after she had ensured that the informer she knew slightly had moved away to spy on another group of Jews. “What a career choice, damn him,” ran through Vera’s mind. 

			An outsider observing the swaying of the corso might have registered a multitude of tiny gestures, but most of them, although wrapped in frivolity, geniality and youthful mischief, intimated a final reckoning.

			“Will you come to say goodbye to me when they get us all together at the station?” asked Vera’s friend.

			She promised she would. Of course, no matter what. “But you’re not going anywhere.”

			“If it was in your hands . . . But nothing will be in your hands.” 

			“Everything will be or the whole world will be gone.”

			“The whole world won’t be gone. Only we Jews will be.”

			“Come and see me, we’ll talk. I have some books that might interest you.”

			“My father would thump me. We adhere to the old faith, and you don’t believe in God.” 

			“God’s not the problem. It’s the priests!” Vera said defiantly.

			A year and a half after this conversation on the corso, the local Jews, all those who could be found, but most of them had signed up of their own accord, were shoved into cattle trucks which then stood for half a day in the extreme heat.

			Vera was not able to say goodbye. She too faced arrest, avoiding it at the time only by sleeping in a different house every night. To go to the station and say goodbye to a Jewish friend was a risk that her contacts would not have forgiven. She lived in a kind of grey zone of the semi-Underground, feeling that she would soon be swallowed up by total darkness.
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