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Translator’s Introduction


Between Three Plagues was written and first published in Soviet Estonia in four volumes, appearing one volume at a time in the decade from 1970 to 1980. It was the first of Jaan Kross’ many historical novels and the most expansive and ambitious of them. Unlike anything previously written in Estonia, it is both a vivid tapestry of historical personages and events and a searching, engaging portrayal of an individual life – a novel in the grand tradition of nineteenth-century European and Russian novels, combined with a Bildungsroman. Its subtitle is The Story of Balthasar Russow. Russow (c.1536–1600) lived in Old Livonia (the territory of present-day Estonia and Latvia). He is the author of a remarkable work: the Chronicle of the Province of Livonia, in which he recounts the history of Old Livonia from 1156 to 1583. Russow wrote the Chronicle during the Livonian Wars, which spanned the years from 1558 to 1583, and this twenty-five year period is its focus. Old Livonia was a battleground for warring powers, with Russia, Sweden, Denmark and Poland–Lithuania scheming and battling for dominion of this small corner of northern Europe. It was a terrible, turbulent time. As armies besieged and bombarded towns and ravaged the countryside, repeated outbreaks of plague and periods of famine devastated the populace. Russow was witness to it all, taking notes on everything he observed and everything he heard as he gathered information for his Chronicle. Central to Kross’ narrative is the story of how Russow’s Chronicle of the Province of Livonia came to be written. Jaan Kross has described it as “the first classic of Estonian literature”.


Kross considered Between Three Plagues his major work, with the greatest degree of identification between the main character and himself. In the memoirs that he wrote near the end of his life, he quips that he has asked himself: “Would I have undertaken that work if I had not come from the same part of town as my main character?” Kross did in fact see Russow as a kindred spirit, due in part to a serendipitous overlap of geographical and biographical details: they both spent a quiet, idyllic childhood “on the same spot of earth”, in the fishing village of Kalamaja, outside Old Tallinn; both saw their worlds shattered by war in their twenties; both had peasant relatives in the countryside and experienced the rift between townspeople and countryfolk. And both were writers in a society where there were dangers for writers. Kross saw Russow as a man with a mission: to record the truth of the historical events in Livonia at a time when the people of that land knew very little about their history, when it was dangerous to talk about historical truth, as it was for Jaan Kross when Estonia was part of the Soviet Union. Kross spoke about his interest in Balthasar Russow thus:




I was moved by what he attempted to do: he sought to become an educated person, in the sense of that word in his time, a time when the sum total of educated Estonians could be counted on ten fingers. And another thing: he wanted to preserve the truth, as he saw it, of course. And this is something that no-one with his background had ever attempted in this land . . . Furthermore, I saw an obligation and an irresistible opportunity to learn more about our sixteenth century – which was not very familiar territory for us. And this, like all fictional works based on historical topics, promised another opportunity for me to test my skills, to experience the kind of thrill an athlete feels before a sporting event. Take, for example, that old Roman dance, which was executed among swords set upright, their hilts fastened to the floor. The imagination of a novelist writing historical fiction has to dance a similar dance among the swords of the facts set into the floor of history. And the author must perform his dance – be he Clio’s half-sister or half-brother – without getting bloodied by the swords . . .





Between Three Plagues was written at a dark time in Estonian – and Russian – history. In Russia, Khrushchev’s Thaw was beginning to congeal, but the loosening of censorship that had occurred during the Thaw seemed to be holding and, as Jaan Kross put it, was “asking to be tested”. The opening up of Soviet cultural life that was to be brought about by Mikhail Gorbachev in the 1980s was not yet conceivable. Estonia was ruled by functionaries loyal to the Soviet system. Independent Estonia as a nation with a history of its own was only a memory. Its blue–black– white flag was banned from public places and prohibited in private homes. This was the context in which Between Three Plagues was first read. The novel was was enthusiastically received. There were print runs of 32,000 for each volume, followed in the mid-eighties by two more editions.


A review in 1980 by the Estonian literary scholar Mall Jõgi, entitled Jaan Kross, Chronicler of the World, provides a sense of the importance of Kross’ writings to his compatriots, and of what he had achieved in the 1970s with his historical fiction. In addition to this monumental novel, he had written short stories and novellas about other figures from Estonian history. Mall Jõgi writes:




In the span of ten years, Jaan Kross has added to our bookshelves an entire little library of Estonia’s past. He has significantly influenced the understanding of the history of his country and changed it in many ways: he has replaced the picture before him, of the greyness and dreariness of a long, dark night of serfdom, with a colourful carousel – replaced dry facts with intriguing events, dull sophistry with spirited thought, shadowy figures with living beings. And he has done it in a way that everyone reads him with pleasure: pupils and teachers, casual readers and the literati, engineers and historians. They read and begin to see history as a something living, fascinating, progressing.





Jaan Kross had opened a window onto Estonian history and introduced his readers to memorable characters from their collective past. Although the events recounted in Between Three Plagues would not have been familiar to all Estonian readers, they were played out on a stage known to virtually the entire populace. The streets and towers and walls of Tallinn, as well as the surrounding countryside, the locations of battles, castles and other towns – were all familiar territory. The story of Balthasar Russow’s life is a vividly told, compelling story about a boy of peasant background who becomes Estonia’s first historian. Moreover, he is depicted as one of them. Russow’s Chronicle was what first piqued Kross’ interest in him, but documentary information about its author was sparse, and “everyone at the time, in 1963–64, thought Russow was German, historians too, even though he was born in Tallinn and was considered somewhat strange by fellow Germans because of his gruff criticism of men in power and his strangely benign attitudes toward the town’s Greys”. It was the evidence of Russow’s Estonian roots unearthed by historian Paul Johansen that confirmed Kross’ decision to write Between Three Plagues. Readers delighted too in finding parallels with their own time and its tribulations in some of the events depicted in the novel, events “sufficiently disguised in 400-year-old costume”, as Kross put it, to elude detection by censors.


History and Fiction: Facts and Imagination


What intrigued and gratified Jaan Kross when writing historical fiction was the opportunity “to conjure the reality of the past – in a real sense, an imperishable reality – back to life”. He formulated rules about the relationship between facts and invention in an historical novel. 1. The details of the novel’s setting must be specific and accurate (including the details of daily life). 2. The coordinates of the great sweep of historical and political events must also be true to historical facts. 3. The writer is free to imagine plausible scenarios for his characters. In the case of Balthasar Russow’s life and times, Kross observed that there was “the right amount of concrete information and the right amount of space for the imagination to spread its wings”.


Much is unknown about the historical Balthasar Russow, but there is some documentation, and Kross used all available records. Balthasar Russow was probably born in 1536 and died in 1600. He graduated from Tallinn’s town school in 1558, studied in Stettin (1558–62) and Wittenberg (1562–63), paid a brief visit to Bremen in 1563, returning then to Tallinn, where he became the pastor of Holy Ghost Church and where he lived until his death in 1600. There are records of his three marriages, of an argument with his father–in-law, and of the houses he lived in. On record, too, are the denunciations of his Chronicle by German gentry objecting to what they called Russow’s “heinous lies and slanders” against the nobles and his “unacceptable” expressions of sympathy for the peasants and the Greys (town-dwellers of peasant extraction). Russow’s Chronicle was for Kross an invaluable source, compensating for the sparseness of other documentation, for “it had to be – as every work is – a hidden picture puzzle of its author”.


Almost all the characters in Between Three Plagues are historical figures – whether cited in the Chronicle, in history books, or in archives. For some there is ample documentation, others are no more than a name in a registry. The only significant figure in the novel who is entirely fictional is Epp, Balthasar’s first and enduring love, a peasant girl who works on his aunt and uncle’s farm. Kross created her, he said, “to embody the nostalgic pull of the ancestral past – something so strong in Bal’s consciousness and subconscious, that it had to be represented by a concrete figure”. A recurrent theme in Jaan Kross’ fiction is that of divided loyalties and the struggle to define one’s identity – to determine where one belongs. Balthasar is torn between loyalty to his country relatives – whom he sees as part of himself, yet whose way of life he cannot embrace – and his desire to take advantage of the opportunities afforded in town: an education, a chance to achieve something, to become someone – opportunities not open to his relatives. It distresses him to realise, when still a scholar at the town school, that he has begun to look upon his country kin and their lives with a sense of pity and to view the life of the prominent, wealthy doctor in whose town house he lives with a kind of envy. In his heart he remains conflicted. But what he is ultimately able to give to his people, whom he has had to leave behind, is their history.


As for the setting of the novel, “the sixteenth-century context of Tallinn was right there and sufficiently colorful”. And Kross made the most of it. Tallinn is a commanding presence and so vividly delineated that critics have identified it as a “main character”. A longtime resident of Tallinn told me of seeing Jaan Kross’ tall, lanky figure roaming the streets in the 1960s and 1970s, head thrown back, stopping here and there to peer at the buildings of his hometown, seeming to fix in his mind the details of its roof-lines and doorways, its steeples and towers rising above its medieval walls, perhaps peopling the streets with figures of that earlier time in order to conjure onto the pages of his book the scenes that he saw in his mind’s eye. A traveller to Tallinn today could walk into the town of the novel. The buildings and streets of Balthasar Russow’s time are largely still there. The house Russow lived in – the Bishop’s House, identifiable by the fresco of the bishop high on its peaked façade – still stands at the edge of the Old Market. The Town Hall, where the councilmen debate the fate of Russow’s Chronicle, commands the marketplace as it has since the beginning of the fifteenth century. Looking across Town Hall Square, one can see the steeple of Holy Ghost Church, where Russow was pastor. And not far away, still standing, is St Olaf’s Church, believed to have been built in the twelfth century. From its steeple stretched the long rope on which the visiting Italian acrobats performed the heart-stopping, spellbinding feats described in the opening pages of the novel.


Narrative Devices and Prose Style


In both subject matter and prose style Between Three Plagues was a revelation and a new literary experience for its first readers. Kross’ prose is idiosyncratic – inventive, ruminative, highly descriptive – varied and vivid in both narration and representation. It is in some respects a realist novel, yet Kross employs several modernist literary devices – interior monologues, dream sequences and hallucinations, and alternating narrative voices and perspectives – which serve to reveal and dramatise the inner lives, the observations and judgements of his characters. Kross subscribed to the concept of “emotional memory” that informs Konstantin Stanislavski’s method of training actors to summon in themselves the emotional responses and behaviours of the characters they portray. “My main effort,” he said, “has been to get as close as possible to my characters, to inhabit their skin, and to act as they would have acted. As I imagine it, of course . . .” Kross’ descriptions of the scenes his characters inhabit are realistic and striking in their concrete detail. His powers of visualisation are extraordinary, and his goal is to enable the reader to “see” what he sees, to enter the setting that his words create. His careful attention to detail stems from a sense of what for him was an “obligation” to the reader: “If an historical novel is to summon a reader into the world of the past, it should be credible – as concretely imaginable and immediate as possible.”


Jaan Kross’ prose is not spare. Critics have remarked on his long – sometimes very long – sentences, written in a kind of ornate, baroque style, with their many subordinate clauses, elaborate descriptions and historical and literary allusions. Kross explains: “The historical subject matter of my novels demands longer sentences in order for my language to be more in tune with the modes of speech from the past . . . Some examples of the style of the Chronicle are reflected in the novel.” Furthermore, the interior monologues are in effect a “flow of thoughts, and best represented by a flow of words” that do not necessarily form complete sentences, but wander, with the pauses and breaks and changes of direction characteristic of the process of thinking.


A narrative device that Kross adapted from old chronicles and some eighteenth- and nineteenth-century fiction is the synoptic heading that introduces each chapter. Most of them are written as a single long sentence, approximately like this: In somewhat archaic, quaint, metaphorical language, the all-knowing, sometimes coy, narrator gives a cryptic account of events to come, as he muses on politics and history, eternity and fate, and moralises, philosophises, makes judgements on characters, pronounces verdicts on outcomes, and comments upon the process of narration and the rules of drama (even remarking, at times, on what he had intended, but was unable, to describe in the chapter).


Censorship and Compromise


“The conflict between literature and power is a reality of life in a repressive society,” according to Kross, and “was the inescapable atmosphere in which people lived during the Soviet period . . . writers of course were more aware of it than most others . . . The very existence of it presupposes an unequal power relationship: there are those who control and those who are controlled . . . In such societies there have always been people who resist in order to define, at least for themselves, an identity, and to assert some measure of autonomy.”


The central theme in Kross’ historical novels was identified early by the Estonian poet Jaan Kaplinski: “Kross brought the new theme of moral compromise to Estonia’s historical novel. Under six centuries of foreign domination, benign or otherwise, we simply sought strategies of survival and tried to remain decent, to maintain our identity. Compromise is the great Krossian theme and this is true to our historical reality.” To those who viewed compromise as lack of principle and criticised it as capitulation, Kross responded: “Dear comrades, it is also a compromise that we write any books at all, given that we know censorship exists . . . I have never written in order to show how to make compromises, but always about how, despite the circumstances, to survive with one’s integrity and identity intact.” Later he added: “Actually, I would very much like to see someone examine my texts for the theme of compromise-as-weapon.”


Kross found ways to speak the truth without incurring repercussions, and ways to compromise without damaging his integrity. He has described how he and his wife, Ellen Niit, a prolific and beloved poet, attempted to define for themselves the parameters of the possible:




Ellen and I represented the possibilities of what we could write in the 1960s by drawing two circles. One circle contained things that should be written. The other, those things that could be (were permitted to be) written. Examining these circles, it became clear that they weren’t entirely opposed, and with some effort, they could be brought closer until they touched – at first at one point, and as they began to overlap slightly, the area of overlap became larger . . . so that there was room to place quite a few things in it. This, at a time when conditions of censorship were such that one final consequence could have been to give up writing entirely.





The censor’s shadow loomed over every creative mind and original work in Soviet Estonia. Jaan Kross has voiced his ideas in essays and interviews on the subject. The question was not whether to make compromises but how to determine the limits of compromise and how to avoid compromising oneself. Although Kross spoke with admiration for those fellow writers who, in order to avoid having to shape their writing to appease the censors, abandoned original work entirely during the Soviet period, he chose a different path. Censorship played a role in determining his career as a writer. He was a celebrated poet before becoming a novelist. Having been arrested in 1946 for “bourgeoise recidivism”, he wrote poetry and translated Russian and German poets in Gulag camps and Siberian exile while serving his sentence. After his release and return to Estonia in 1954, he inspired many young poets with his innovative, highly original themes and free verse. By 1969 five collections of his poetry had been published to great acclaim. But when Moscow censors pressured a local cultural periodical in Estonia to denounce Kross’ poetry as “decadent” and “insufficiently Bolshevik”, he made a decision. Faced with the prospect of having to comply with the prescriptions and proscriptions of censorship, he abandoned poetry and turned his attention to the historical novel. “History would allow me to write obliquely of the present and play with paradox and ambiguity.” He described his relationship with the censors as a game of hide-and-seek. “I have, like every other writer who wrote during the time of Soviet rule, done half the work for the censors myself.” Kross later remarked that he had done some of his best writing under the constraints of censorship. In writing about the sixteenth century, he admitted, he tried “to write about its intellectual atmosphere and conditions in a way that that some kind of parallels with the present would shine through . . . though nothing too stark or obvious”.


In a scene from the third volume of Between Three Plagues, which, Kross later noted, was “merely a scene from the present cloaked in four-hundred-year-old costume”, the Town Council debates the question of approving the ideological stance of Russow’s Chronicle – and thus, whether to permit its distribution in Tallinn. Kross describes the scene:




The attempt was made – perhaps devolving into caricature – to concentrate in one scene a fundamentally ignorant group of men lacking any interest in the matter at hand, but charged with the responsibility of passing judgement on something about which they know nothing. I also attempted to indicate, as clearly as possible, that today [in the 1970s], everything was just as it was in Russow’s day. It was required, at that time, that the Chronicle represent the doctrine of the Augsburg Confession, and, in our day, that works conform to the tenets of Marxism–Leninism. There is basically no difference: each is a confession of beliefs. In other words, the parallel between the council members and the comrades of the Central Committee was presented as comedy – at least that is what I attempted. By the way, the tragedy of the ignorant deciders is not represented in the novel. For that, the author was not yet mature enough at the time. And those with power still had too much power.





When Kross was asked by Soviet journalists why he wrote only about historical subjects instead of the current topics that readers would be most interested in, he would equivocate, invoking his love of history, his interest in the past, his regret that he had not studied history at university. And he dismissed suggestions that perhaps history was a “refuge” for him. After Estonia had become an independent republic again, he explained:




In spite of my love of history, a parallel reason, and sometimes my main reason, was the attempt to withdraw from the present to the extent of becoming invisible – to elude the present and those who represented it. The more current the subject matter, the larger the cadre of advisers who would typically surround those writers . . . to ensure that the text corresponded in content and form and spirit to the standards and goals of the Party. The ranks of these advisers thinned considerably when one’s topic was an historical one . . . it was liberating somehow.





* * * * *


Kross assumed the responsibility of reviving and preserving his country’s historical and cultural memory. His description of Balthasar Russow’s mission as a writer also defines his own: “to preserve the truth of the things that have happened here”, to give his compatriots knowledge of their history and thus a sense of national identity. He “felt called to fill the gaps in Estonian literature in the historical-personage genre of fiction . . . to give life in literature to personages in the historical and cultural history of Estonia”. His whole oeuvre, he said, is about how a people arrive at self-awareness. Jaan Kross wrote ten historical novels, as well as many novellas and stories, centring on figures from different historical periods, from the six-teenth century through the twentieth, who have managed by dint of effort and determination to overcome the constraints imposed by their background and accomplish remarkable things. “My gallery of characters consists primarily of those who have contributed to our cultural history.” His hope was that his works would inspire and encourage other Estonian authors to undertake the writing of biographical–historical fiction.


An even broader goal for Jaan Kross was to bring Estonia to the awareness of the world as a nation with its own culture and character, “but always in the larger context of Europe and the rest of the world”. And while he focused his writings on the history and literature of his own country, he was emphatic about the importance of all small nations and their cultures: “Literature is not defined only by the literary classics and bestsellers of the largest nations . . . The literature of smaller peoples plays a role, and often a more significant role than is generally recognised. And furthermore, the literatures of even very small nations are vital in the great whole, and indispensable.”


Merike Lepasaar Beecher




Book One




Chapter One,




in which a town witnesses a number of miraculous feats, and a little scamp believes he has discovered the secret behind them, in which conviction he is perhaps less mistaken than people nowadays are prone to think.





“Worthy craftsmen, upstart swells, yokels! Honoured lords and ladies of the nobility! Esteemed and gracious burghers! Hurry, hurry, hurry! You will see wonders you have never seen before, and will never, in your lifetime, see again!”


The crier, a fuzz of down on his chin and sweat on his nose, was a young fellow, no longer a child, not yet a man. Opening his pale eyes wide, he swooped the bright red, gold-banded hat from his head, and in that same motion his frayed sleeve brushed the beads of sweat off his nose, and the red-and-gold hat described a splendid arc across the blue sky.


“Honourable Council! Beautiful women! Modest maidens! Stonecutters and shoemakers! Hurry! Hurry! Hurry!”


By now the crier’s urgent summons and sky-sweeping gestures were no longer needed. For the throngs surging through the Great Coast Gate and streaming towards Köismäe Hill were already squinting up into the cloudless spring sky.


Hurrying through the gate came Councilman Vegesack, face red, dignity abandoned in his haste. Even his wife, exceedingly gaunt and usually pale, had colour in her cheeks on this day. There were other councilmen and their wives in the jostling crowd, along with merchants and shopkeepers, beer-bellied master craftsmen and freckled journeymen, prominent burgher matrons with their giddy daughters, underfed servant girls, militiamen in blue coats and the grey ranks of labourers. And they were all peering up-up-up and craning their necks towards St Olaf’s steeple.


In the distance, to the right, droves of sailors from Lübeck came running, the pier rumbling under their pounding feet. Even they had never seen anything like the spectacle they were about to behold. To the left, groups of villagers from the hamlet of Kalamaja were hurrying up Lontmaaker Rise, raising clouds of dust in their wake.


When the townspeople had gone through the gate and across the drawbridge and were far enough to see the rooftops of the outermost houses above the town walls, they could make out round eyes peering at the sky from the open shutters of every attic storeroom. Three houseboys had climbed out through one merchant’s roof hatch onto the pulley beam. They were sitting in a row, like village lads on horseback, staring up into thin air and swinging their legs over empty space, a sight that would have alarmed passers-by at any other time. Even on the Poxhouse walls surrounded by ditches and wooden barricades there were curious spectators – the inmates had climbed onto the walls and sat there gaping at the sky, their upturned faces disfigured by purple blotches and missing noses.


“Honoured knights and ladies! And villagers who happen to be in town with your ol’ ladies! Hurry! Hurry! Hur—”


The crier felt someone tug at his coat-tail. Clapping his red hat back onto his head, he turned around on his seal-oil barrel and looked down behind him. A boy of about ten or twelve was pulling his coat.


“What is it, Bal?”


“I’m going to go see how they do it!”


“You can watch from right here.”


“I can’t work it out from here.”


“Where’re you going then?”


“Up the steeple.”


“Oh, forget it! They’ll never let you up there!”


But the little scamp had already disappeared into the crowd.


His progress to the gate against the flow of the crowd was slow. He was not particularly deft or nimble in making his way through. He did manage to duck to one side and slip past a few people – Fie, you little devil . . . – and make himself small enough to squeeze between others – What’s the rush? Blasted ruffian! . . . – Even so, he was not slim or slight, nor especially agile; in fact, he was a rather sturdy boy and somewhat ungainly in his movements. His broad shoulders under a nondescript sparrow-grey coat were a little hunched; the ash-blond mop of hair on his round head stood on end in spite of frequent combing, like a clump of carelessly cut stalks of rye. His round eyes were the same grey as the town’s stone walls on a day like this, with the sky lending them a touch of blue; and his gaze, though alert, was somewhat preoccupied.


“I’m going to find out about this thing,” he muttered to himself, and pushed his way under the vaulted gate, where the sound of tramping feet was greatly magnified. “I’m going to find out . . .”


Here there was a bit more room – enough for an angry sentry to take a swipe at his backside with the long shaft of his halberd, directly under the gaze of the Crucified One suspended on the wall.


“Where ya’ goin, Sacrament!”


Bal smiled absently, without resentment. He murmured, “I’m going to find out . . .” and ducked off Lai Street into the blind alley alongside the town walls.


Here he encountered only the occasional straggler. By rights he should have greeted them all, but this rule of etiquette was taken seriously only in the preparatory class of the Trivium School. Being a proper quarta-level pupil, on the street he was obliged to greet only councilmen and clergymen. Recovering his dignity after the sentry’s blow, he hurried cheerfully round the corner and raised his eyes two hundred and fifty cubits to the gilded cockerel atop the steeple of St Olaf’s Church. There, like a silver strand of hair, stretching from the steeple to somewhere far beyond the town walls, sloped the magic rope of the aerialists, the never-before-seen wonder that the whole town was talking about.


Bal hurried on, head thrown back. But when he reached the half-open Hobuveski Gate he stopped to take a good look at the church steeple from a proper distance. He stood there a long moment, surveying its awful height. Then he looked down at the ground, marvelling at the smells that, all at once, flooded his senses. Along the uneven cobblestones from behind the gate of the nearby mill drifted the warm, mellow smell of fresh horse manure, just like the smell from his father’s barn on the Kalamaja shore. And a bit higher in the air hung the scent of freshly milled wheat, strong as the smell of his grandfather’s granary far away, beyond the River Kurgla.


When Bal raised his eyes again he was jolted back to the present. Striding briskly towards him, flanked on right and left by servants bent under the weight of the books they were carrying, was none other than Superintendent Bock! Bal instructed his neck to prepare itself for a bow and arranged the words of a Latin phrase in his mind: Salve, pater reverendissime.* But when he realised it was not a servant at all on the Superintendent’s right, that it was Schoolmaster Frolink himself, fear froze his tongue. This Master Bartholomeus Frolink, nicknamed Panis Quotidianus,† was the very man who had just an hour earlier announced to all the classes: “Going to see the skywalkers is permitted only to the top levels, secunda and prima. Class monitors will ensure that no-one runs off! Tertia will memorise the Articles of Augsburg XVII to XIX. Quarta will decline panis quotidianus. To work!”


In spite of his shock, Bal was almost calm. A curious force prodded him straight towards the approaching masters. He felt an enormous temptation to test them – perhaps they would not even notice him! At the same time, another, wiser, force drew him to the right, towards the partly open mill gate. He felt glued to the spot, the way he sometimes did in dreams where he was standing on the street in the path of a heavy wagonload of wine barrels, or sitting in church under a crumbling vaulted ceiling. But then the second force overcame the first, and at the last possible moment he ducked behind the gate. He pressed his face hard against the rough pine boards – so hard that his nose got smudged with the grey mill dust lodged in the cracks, and he stood there listening as the three pairs of feet drew closer. They were just about to pass by when they suddenly came to a halt on the other side of the gate. Master Frolink said:


“I, for one, believe it. Athenaeus wrote that the rope dancers in Cyzicus made use of their towers the same way—”


The superintendent interrupted him:


“Our rope dancers are much less skilled than those of antiquity. But our towers are much higher. Do you think they had towers in Cyzicus as high as this one here? Of course not! I don’t believe it for a moment. That would mean people can fly. And without wings, no less! Apparently, twenty years or so ago there was a tailor in Ulm who tried to fly down from a church steeple – he had actually constructed wings for himself – but he fell to his death nonetheless! There’s even a verse about it:




Let the bell toll!


He died by his own lie.


A man is not a bird –


He will never fly.”





Then the three pairs of feet moved on, and Bal came out from behind the gate.


A huge padlock weighing half a pood hung on the main door of St Olaf’s Church. A dozen people stood in the street, heads thrown back, staring at the sky. A rope stretched from the topmost window-slit in the steeple. Taut as a violin string at a dizzying height above the streets, it disappeared beyond the rooftops. Someone tried the gate in the courtyard wall to the left of the church. It was locked. Bal turned into the next street, slipped under grain merchant Hahnemann’s vaulted passage into his courtyard, and then climbed up a pile of birch logs stacked against the wall. Halfway up he felt some of them slip and roll noisily under his weight as the entire heap began to give way. Caught by surprise, Bal flattened himself against the logs, feeling them ram into his ribs. He pulled himself warily up to the top of the woodpile and looked over the stone wall.


On the other side was a covered wagon with a large canvas top. Two horses stood nearby, unharnessed, their heads in their feedbags. Huddled together in the middle of the courtyard were four people, two elderly, moustachioed men, and two girls. They were dark-skinned, like gypsies, and appeared to be arguing. The men’s agitated voices were by turns deep and high-pitched, and they flailed their arms as though their shirts were on fire. The girls responded in a curiously chirping language. They pointed in turn to the wagon and to the open church door. About ten paces away stood two dark-skinned yet remarkably pale boys, about the age of prima or secunda pupils, and so like each other that Bal squeezed his eyes shut and looked again to make sure there really were two of them. The boys were silent, holding hands, looking down at the ground. Then the covered wagon began to rock and a fat gypsy woman dropped down onto the cobblestones, a jumble of extraordinary white–red–gold items of shabby clothing heaped over her arm. She screeched at the others, something that sounded like pork-a-mud-on-a-voy . . .* tossed the clothes to one of the old men, slapped each girl across the face and went over to the boys, where she stood for an oddly silent moment, made the sign of the cross on each boy’s forehead, and then herding them all into the church pulled the door shut behind her.


Bal climbed quickly from the woodpile onto the wall, scraping the skin on his palms as he gripped the top of the wall. He let himself hang on the other side, legs dangling. Little by little he managed to stretch his legs, until his toes touched one of the hoops supporting the canvas top of the wagon. Just then his foot slipped and sank into the fabric. He fell heavily onto the hoop and slid down its entire length, feeling a streak of fire in his buttocks. Though he landed on the cobblestones, feet first, the impact left him dizzy for a moment. There was no reaction to his thudding fall from within the wagon. He instantly straightened himself up beside the large, mud-caked wheels and sprinted to the church door. If the old woman’s locked it from inside, there’s nothing I can do . . . But as he pressed down the latch, the door opened without a sound and he closed it hastily behind him.


He paused in the high, twilit antechamber at the base of the steeple and crossed himself, just in case, vaguely in the direction of the altar far away, beyond the columns where gilded angels touched by shafts of shimmering coloured light stood guard. Looking over his shoulder, he took a few steps to the right, towards the small door leading to the steeple stairs; it was too low even for him to get through without stooping. He had taken just three steps when he suddenly stopped, for instead of the stone floor he felt something soft underfoot. He turned his head and pressed a fist against his mouth so as not to cry out: his right foot was resting on the hem of the fat gypsy woman’s skirt. She was kneeling between him and the door to the stairway, fortunately with her back to him. She was praying. Her neck, under long strands of black hair, moved in time to a half-whispered prayer, and she had turned her back – blasted pope-worshipper – to the altar. Bal held his breath for a long moment. Then he carefully picked his foot up from the woman’s skirt and began to inch sideways towards the steeple entrance. It all went well. He kept one eye on the old woman and the other on the big iron key in the lock as he gripped it carefully and pulled. The door opened easily, but it emitted a frightful screech which reverberated in the empty antechamber like the cry of a seagull struck by a rock. The old woman jumped up with surprising agility and reached out to grab Bal by his shirt-tail. He lunged through the door into the near darkness and, feeling his way forward with his hands, raced up the narrow, circular stairs. For a short distance the woman’s shrill cries followed him, but then they stopped. Bal continued running up a few more turns, pausing at a narrow window-slit to catch his breath. The old crone would scarcely try to follow him up stairs like these.


He looked out of the slit. The wind that blew against his face smelt of pigeon droppings, and he saw himself level with red roofs and white chimneys. Beyond them rose the grey neck and moss-covered stone “hat” – the conical spire – of Epping tower. But the magic rope that crossed the sky at the top corner of the window was no closer than it had been from below.


The spiral staircase came to an end. A series of rough limestone steps rose up steeply in front of him. He could hear no movement above him, but he knew that the others had to be up there, somewhere. He would have to keep a safe distance behind them. Then he reached the spiral staircase once more: it seemed endless. Instinctively, Bal pressed his back against the wall. From somewhere above, there grew a murmuring, clamorous roar – so loud that he involuntarily pulled his head down between his shoulders. It was odd that his body did not sense the slightest tremor in the wall, but the sound, swelling with a frightening intensity, passed over him like a great gust of wind. Ten steps below, flashing through the beam of light shining through the window-slit, a frightened dove continued its downward flight.


Somewhere even higher up, a side passage led into the shadowy recesses above the vaulted ceiling, where doves cooed and ruffled. He could just make out thick wooden beams crisscrossing overhead like a ship’s cargo derrick – this had to be the belfry. Higher yet, the staircase opened out into a room with two somewhat larger windows. A mound of ashes and charred firewood lay in one corner, very likely the remains of some tower watchman’s vigil. The view from here – the harbour and the crescent of town at its edge, the bay with its islands of Paljassaare, Nairisaare, Salmesaare – was no bigger than the palm of his hand. The scattering of tiny houses was now far below, but the magic rope still hung high in the blue sky, its position seemingly unchanged, still beyond reach.


Bal forged ahead up the spiral stairs, arriving at a spacious square room about the size of an assembly room. From all sides, light slanted in between boards nailed across windows that here were several fathoms high. Although the stone walls continued to rise for another two storeys, they now contained a wooden structure anchored to the outside walls, and the staircase too was made of wood. The air, which had been cool until then, became noticeably warmer. The sour smell of the sun-warmed lead spire penetrated the strange jumble of densely crisscrossing beams overhead in the dark, dusty interior. And then he reached the grey lower part of the spire itself. The landings were now a few fathoms apart. Gradually, they narrowed around a mighty, vertical axletree supporting an odd web of logs. It made him think of a tree trunk ten times as big as the giant fir in his grandfather’s dooryard at Kurgla.


Bal began to count the nearly dark landings. On the fifth he came to the first open window-slit in the spire. By order of the Town Council the shutters were to be kept open that day – to allow a little light into the dim interior of the steeple, lest the aerealists start a fire, going up and down the stairs with candles and lanterns.


On the next landing, Bal was blinded all of a sudden by the blue brightness of a window as tall as a man. He let go of the railing and ran towards it. The dizzying sight of the vast emptiness beyond the opening forced him down on all fours. He held his nose close to the floor, shut his eyes, and thought it was a damned good thing Märten was not there to see him; a very good thing he was somewhere far down below, waving his red-and-gold hat for a shilling.


When he opened his eyes and dared look again, he saw a brownish smoke cloud hovering between the bright sky and the shimmering sea. His eyes took in the dark woods of Kopli, and above them the smoke rising from the brickworks (as it had for an entire year already). Then came the bright green marshland beyond the town, and beyond that, rundown village shacks like grey piles of rubble next to the black squares of garden plots. A good distance this side of the houses, the sandy slope of Lontmaaker Rise swarmed with people – like ants on a honeycomb. In the middle of the crowd, more than three hundred fathoms distant, he could see a light sandy circle marked off by a rope. From the circle’s centre, attached to a low stake driven into the ground, the magic rope rose in a straight line, like a captured ray of sunlight stretching over hayfields and the moat and the town wall between the towers of Plate and Epping, where it was already higher than a hundred and fifty cubits. Above the streets next to the wall the rope was higher than Bal could see, and as it neared it seemed to shoot straight up into the blue of the sky. He gripped the edges of the opening with both hands and raised himself carefully up onto the ledge, then eased himself out as far as he dared, threw his head back, and looked up. In the sloping sides of the lead spire he saw six open window-slits. There were twenty-five landings between him and the top opening into which the rope disappeared: he could figure that out at a glance. But the moment he looked down, he felt the awful heavenward thrust of the spire above him and the yawning emptiness below become one dizzying torrent that coursed through his own hollow being – down, down, down – threatening to take him with it.


He collected himself, focused his eyes in front of his nose, directly on the black lead frame of the window-slit, and pulled himself back into the safety of the tower.


The sixth, seventh, eighth, ninth landings. Bal struggled with himself a bit, then continued up to the tenth, fifteenth and twentieth landings without looking out again. On the twenty-fourth he rested and listened. He imagined he heard the distant murmur of talk from above, but perhaps it was just the wind.


On the narrow twenty-fifth landing he clenched his teeth and moved carefully to the very edge of the window-slit. There he lay on his stomach and, firmly gripping the rim of the opening, let his eyes travel over its edge and down. When he turned onto his side he could look both above and below. A blue jet of emptiness threatened to course through him even here, but the rough boards under his stomach and side gave him some sense of security.


The sixth window-slit was now only thirty cubits above. And there, disappearing into it, was the pride of Tallinn’s rope-makers, a yellow-grey hemp rope, thick as a man’s thumb. Under the supervision of Lunt-Laos, three rope-makers of Kalamaja had twisted it so tightly that the moustachioed Sandro, the aerialists’ headman, having run his palm over its entire length, could not find a single uneven spot the size of a baby chick’s back. As Lunt-Laos told it, Sandro had clapped his hands and proclaimed something like “merra vill’ya”,* but no-one knew what he meant.


All at once Bal heard shouts from the crowd far, far below. He saw the ants on the street in front of the church wave their arms and throw their caps up into the air. The cries of the throngs on Lontmaaker Rise, and those behind the city walls, rose and merged gradually into one great distant roar. Suddenly understanding, he looked up.


Standing in the air, ten steps from the sixth window-slit, was one of the boys he had seen in the churchyard. He was wearing a skintight outfit – its right torso and left leg gold; the opposite sides white – making him look like the Jack in a pack of cards Bal had once seen in a Dutch sailor’s hands. A little white beret perched on his black hair. His hands were placed casually on his hips, and now, with calm and measured steps, he simply walked out into thin air. He was, of course, stepping his way along the rope, and Bal could clearly see how, turning his toes slightly outward, he placed his feet on it. Still, it seemed as though he were walking on air. In fact, the indisputable presence of the rope clarified nothing; on the contrary, the whole thing was more baffling than ever. Without the rope, it could all have been as a miracle or as witchcraft. But now there was no way to explain it except as as a feat of sheer skill.


With a glance he measured the distance between the boy and the street below: the two hundred fifty cubits raced up and down his own insides like a wet rope. His fingers clutched the edge of the window-opening, and though he pressed his stomach against the floor, he still felt queasy. At the same moment, the boy’s outlines blurred for an instant – and then all of a sudden he was facing the steeple! Bal had not even managed to notice whether he had swivelled left or right. The boy looked even paler than he had earlier, down below. He smiled, somehow indifferently and stiffly, and for an instant Bal thought the smile was meant for him. Startled, he smiled back, then realised the boy had not noticed him at all. Without warning, the boy had again turned around. And now he spread his arms and broke into a run. With graceful, feather-light steps he bounded into the emptiness of the blue sky and continued downward towards the horizon; for a while he was dimly visible as he descended against the backdrop of the shimmering sea.


Bal pulled back from the edge of the opening, stood up a bit dizzy and listened, but could hear nothing in the tower – there was only the roar rising up from below. He mounted the stairs, creeping up another four flights. The twenty-ninth level was not much bigger around its cubit-wide centre beam than the outdoor kitchen in his grandmother’s garden at Kurgla, where she cooked soup in the summertime. He could clearly hear, coming from up above, the whispering of two low voices in some foreign tongue. Then he heard someone knock hard on the ceiling and one old moustachio’s voice say out loud: “Va bene!” It struck him with some astonishment that the gypsies spoke Latin well enough to be understood. It emboldened him. He swallowed, and, as quietly as he could, started his ascent towards the light visible in the landing above. The stairs opened out onto the next floor at a point where the huge vertical pillar was positioned exactly between them and the open window-slit. Bal’s nose had not yet cleared the edge of the landing when he saw the magic rope. It was wrapped at least ten times around the pillar and tied into several strong knots. Between the pillar and the window, against the patch of bright sky, stood the twin of the golden page, dressed in a red-and-white outfit. The girls were busy buttoning his collar at the back. One of the moustachioed men stood at the boy’s left, holding a willow pole about three cubits long, with a ball the size of an apple at each end. The other moustachio was not visible at first. But when Bal raised himself up a little he saw, to the right of the stairs, quite close to his face, the man’s dark green trousers. At the edge of the landing was a small stool; the moustachio was sitting on it holding a silver beaker. Then the girls stepped back from the red-and-white page and one of them said: “Pronto.”* The moustachio on the left stepped in front of the boy, turned the willow pole horizontal, and raised it to the level of the boy’s chest. The boy stretched out his left index finger and the man removed his own hand from the pole, which now balanced, motionless, on the boy’s finger. Throughout all this, the expression on the boy’s pale face remained unchanged. He was wearing the same slightly stiff, absent smile with which his twin had walked off into space. But then the other moustachio got up from his stool, handed his beaker to the boy and said in that almost comprehensible Latin-like language, in a memorably sonorous voice: “Bevi – che non caschi.”*


The boy raised his long-lashed eyelids, his dull brown eyes beginning to sparkle as they rested on the beaker; taking it carefully into his right hand he drank a measured draught, his face solemn, and handed it back to the old man. And it was then that Bal understood everything: the magic was in the drink! So overcome was he by this discovery that had the man returned to his stool just then he would not have had time to duck out of sight. But the old moustachio, reaching behind him, set the beaker back on the stool without turning, his sleeve passing so close to Bal’s face that he felt the air fan his damp brow. The man went to help the boy step out of the window. And in the time that the girls and both moustachios crossed themselves, and the boy in the red beret turned his back to them, crossed himself, extended the pole out of the window, turned it at right angles to the rope, and stepped into empty space – for this entire time Bal stared at the beaker on the stool just a cubit’s distance from his face. Then, when the old men and the girls went to the window to look out after the boy, blocking the opening and darkening the tower room, a wave of temptation surged and engulfed him. A jumble of vaguely defined impulses – the temptation to gamble, an eagerness to test himself, a craving for the thrill of a risk, the urge to tempt fate, alongside the desire to retain his dignity and, no doubt, a measure of ill-defined trepidation – all these forced him to proceed with caution. At last he moved, gingerly, slowly extending his arm, as though pushing aside a veil of angels and devils – the former stricken, the latter smirking – and lifted the beaker off the stool. He raised it to his lips and took a long swallow. Then he lost his nerve. He did not even put the beaker back on the stool but set it down as if it were red hot, and slipped noiselessly down the stairs.


He had for some reason expected it to taste unlike anything he had ever tasted before – perhaps like peppermint, cold and tingling in his mouth and spreading out to the very tips of his fingers, but a hundred times stronger than the medicine that Apothecary Bastian had once given them to treat his father’s lumbago. He had imagined it so vividly that when swallowing it he had no doubt as to its taste. He ran to his viewing post on the twenty-fifth level, stepped up close to the edge of the window-slit, and thought: If I had a rope like that one here, right now . . . Yet the very idea of a rope extending from under his feet into empty space, one he would have to step out on, made his knees go weak. And just then he realised that the peppermint taste of the magic potion had not been the least bit stronger than his father’s medicine! It was weaker; in fact, much weaker. To tell the truth, it had hardly been detectable. It had actually tasted like cool, clear spring water. But then the airborne twins caught his attention again.


The red page had reached a spot above the houses at the edge of the town wall, while the golden one had turned around somewhere on the other side of the moat and was now coming towards his brother. They met at one hundred and fifty cubits above the town wall. The red one stretched out his balancing pole and the other boy grasped it. Holding on to it, they turned, and, keeping the pole parallel to the rope, arched their backs slightly, their legs and bodies forming an image of the cross-section of a boat – its keel defined by their toes, the top edge of the deck by their hands, and the deck railing by the profile of their heads and hats. Carefully shifting their toes, they accomplished four spine-chilling turns. And then, with the swelling roar of admiration rising up from below, the golden twin let go of the balancing pole, placed his hands on the rope, and threw his legs up into the air in a handstand. Six thousand mouths gasped – oohing like the sea rising and falling against the hollowed-out riverbank at Tiskre in a northeaster. As though supported on the crest of the admiring wave of sound, the golden page walked twenty steps on his hands in each direction, his white-gold legs bent slightly apart, like the blades of a pair of scissors.


Bal stared at the scene so fixedly, not looking away even for an instant, that his eyes began to smart. It seemed to him that he was seeing everything through the glass panes with which his father had replaced their pig’s-bladder window the year before. The thick glass, composed of mysterious droplets, had made objects appear to be far away and their contours seem oddly fluid. And no matter how awe-inspiring the feats on the rope, Bal knew the magic was actually elsewhere.


He saw the red page stand calmly over empty space while his golden twin performed unheard of tricks – walking on his hands, making about-face turns so quick that one could barely follow them, and even – but this was probably a mirage brought on by eyestrain – throwing a cartwheel. But still, the magic was elsewhere.


Twenty paces from Bal, the golden page passed the red one, took the balancing pole from him, and walked through the opening, back into the steeple. The red page turned his back to the church. He raised his thin shoulders once, as though about to leap up from the rope, or perhaps it was simply to draw a deep breath. Then he spread his arms wide and broke into a run. But he did not run as his golden twin had, in a graceful, playful, calm rhythm; not at all. He flew with unimaginable speed along the three hundred fathoms of straight rope, down towards Lontmaaker Rise. Within moments the rope started to undulate slightly, and each wave under his feet seemed to lend his steps ever more speed. It looked as if his outspread arms would at any moment waft him upwards like a pair of wings. And there, far away, where the rope became invisible against the grey-green ground, he looked like a low-flying swallow before the rain. (But it was clear that the magic was elsewhere.) The boy reached the end of the rope, leapt over the stake that held it taut, and attempting to come to a stop was propelled to the very edge of the roped-off circle. At this point the surrounding crowds trampled over the rope barrier and with a roar of enthusiasm closed in around the red-and-white dot.


Cries of bravissimo and a burst of foreign-language babble now sounded from above. Bal imagined he heard the smack of kisses. And then there was a rumble of footsteps on the stairs. He sprinted ahead of the descending troupe. Nearly choking on the rising dust, he clambered down the ladder-like stairs, passing alternately through darkness and light. But he noticed nothing of all this. There was but one thought under his stiff mop of hair: What was it that they, and he too, had drunk? His skin felt strange, hot and cold and sweaty all at once with the knowledge that a drop of that drink was now in his body – within each finger and toe, under each nail.


He reached the low door leading to the church’s antechamber. It was still slightly ajar – just as the large old crone had left it in her pursuit of him – so that Bal could cast a quick look into the antechamber without risking its creaking hinges. The old woman was no longer around. The door into the courtyard was open too, and with some effort Bal succeeded in getting across the courtyard and over the wall into Pikk Street.


Just before reaching the Great Coast Gate he encountered the crowds streaming back towards town. It was difficult to make his way against the returning throng of animated spectators busy discussing what they had just seen, waving their arms to demonstrate the red page’s flying descent, or the golden boy’s stunning turns, or just gesticulating in bewilderment, reluctant to believe, yet compelled to believe what they had witnessed.


He pushed his way somehow through the crowd and out of the gate, hurried across the drawbridge with its familar rumble, jumped over the low mud-and-cobblestone wall of the Rose Garden which served only to keep pigs out, ran as straight as he possibly could between bushes of elderberry and sweetbriar, landed with a thud on the other side of a higher wall on the sea side of the town, and in an instant disappeared among fishermen’s boathouses on the shore.


A boat belonging to old Mündrik-Mats was in its usual spot on the beach. Rolls of oakum were lying about, weighted down by rocks to keep the wind from blowing them away. But neither old Mats nor his boy Juhan were anywhere to be seen. Nor did Märten seem to be back yet. The door to the boat shed was ajar and Bal stuck his head in.


“Märten?”


Inside the dusky shed smelling of tar, Bal caught sounds of contented chewing and swallowing. And he could just make out a pile of nets by the wall, and a pair of trousers torn at the knees, and Märten’s sharp chin resting on them.


“Ah. Did you get into the steeple?”


“Yeah.”


“Mmm! How was it?”


“Mm . . .”


“Here . . . It’s good. Try it.”


Bal bit into the sweet, chewy pod.


“What is it?”


“St John’s bread. Bastian’s old man has some too. But he charges a shilling for a dozen. This is holy stuff.”


“Where’d you get it?”


“Off one of the mates from Lübeck . . . his leather hat fell into a cowpat while he was watching the skywalkers. I washed it for him in a ditch – and he gave me the pod.”


“And what makes it holy?”


“John the Baptist chewed on them!”


“When?”


“When he was in the desert, of course. And he washed them down with dew.”


Bal chewed on his carob pod for a while.


“But what do these skywalkers drink? Before they go out on the rope? Couldn’t we find that out?”


“There’s nothing to find out. I know what it is.”


“Don’t blather!”


“But I know . . . They also drink dew.”


“Hogwash.”


“It’s true! I was around them for a whole week, and the girls – they could manage a little German – told me the whole story: On three cloudless nights before the spectacle, they spread out two oiled calfskins in a hidden place, and when the dew collects they gather up the drops into a crystal bottle.”


“But how does the dew come by this magic power?”


“Look, the sun takes dew up into the air in the morning, right? And if you have enough of it in your body . . .”


“I get it. But in that case, you could just collect all you wanted . . .”


“It wouldn’t help. When they flew along the rope in Vilnius, it had to be dew from Lithuania; and in Cracow it had to be from Poland. And in Tallinn only dew collected here will work. It has to be dew from the country you’re in, or you come hurtling down.”


“I suppose they have to practise, too?”


“That’s for sure. A whole lot. They practise seven hours a day. But without drinking the dew they couldn’t do the half of it!”


“Of course . . . And no doubt they say some magic words over the drink.”


“I would think so.”


Bal was so deep in thought that only Märten heard the horns in the Town Hall tower far away, sounding two o’clock: toot-toot-toot, and toot-toot-toot.


“Aren’t you going back to school today?”


Bal started. His sudden twinge of fear did not run too deep, but an uncomfortable unease spread up his neck and into his head. He shrank visibly, as though Rector Tegelmeister himself had placed his blue-veined hand with its two silver rings on his shoulder.


“N-noo . . . not today.”


“So Panis will let you have it tomorrow, won’t he?”


“I’ll be lucky if it’s only Panis. I’m going home now.”


He nodded to Märten and started off towards home along the water’s edge. He had no desire any more to stay around for the afternoon to watch Märten help old Mündrik-Mats caulk boats. Going home was somewhat risky, of course . . . What a curse, to have an older sister who would squeeze every last bit of information out of you. Small fry weren’t permitted to go and watch the acrobats, were they? Of course not. But no doubt you were there, on the spot! Don’t keep staring at the soup pot! Your conscience is just as black as that pot. You were there, watching, weren’t you? I can see it in your face. You always have to be part of everything – why do I expect anything else? . . . It’s a wonder you didn’t climb up into St Olaf’s steeple . . . Oh . . . you . . .! You’ll break your bones one of these days . . .! He did not have to worry that Annika would tell on him, but still . . .


Then he heard Märten’s voice: “Bal, you coming fishing tonight?”


Bal came to a standstill and shut his eyes tight . . . Märten has such a great fishing spot . . . and I’d be able to ask him a lot more about the skywalkers. But, oh well – maybe another time . . .


He turned around: “Noooo . . . I have to study Donatus.”


He continued slowly along the water’s edge towards Kalamaja, paused, picked up a smooth stone, skimmed it over the water. But the surface ripples were too strong and the stone skipped only twice. I wonder what it would have done if I’d wet the stone with that dew before throwing it . . .? At the memory of the drink he felt a warm prickling of triumph and doubt spread through his body. It was so intense that he did not even turn down the stone path to the pier to watch the boats but crossed over it and continued walking, utterly engrossed in the sensation of the magic potion he had swallowed. On his left was a thicket of willows that hid the first houses of Kalamaja from the shore. Between the willows and the sea were boathouses and fishing shacks.


I should try, actually, to see if I could . . . I should be able to . . . at least a little . . . After all, I did drink some of it. I have to be able to . . . There, in front of him, was a rack for drying nets – a crossbar, thirty paces long, resting on three gnarled posts about as tall as a man. There were no nets on the bar. It was about half a span thick and fairly straight. The houses were on the other side of the thicket, but not a soul was in sight.


Doubtful at one moment, confident the next, he hoisted himself onto one end of the crossbar, squatted for a moment at the top, then straightened up. Easy as could be. He spread his arms out wide and took the first step. Then a second and a third. He could feel a rush of confidence rising from his knees to his chest, and suddenly his breathing became oddly light, free. He was already halfway to the second support post. This did not take any special skill at all! The crossbar was rising and falling considerably with his every step, but that did not bother him a bit. Granted . . . if instead of being three cubits above ground he were as high as the steeple, it would be a different story. But still – he could do it, he could do it, he could do it! He reached the second support post, stepped over the rough joint between the crossbars, and proceeded unhurriedly to the wobbly centre of the next one. He stopped for an instant, steadied himself, and slowly lifted his left foot.


“What’re you doing there – you witless goon!” shouted an angry voice.


“Why that there’s Siimon Rissa’s big lug!” cried another.


“You, hooligan, you’ll break the rack!”


Bal looked to the left and saw the houses along the shore, and men and women gesticulating to him from their dooryards. He realised he could be clearly seen over the tops of the willows, performing his balancing act on the drying frame. Before he could set his left foot down in front of the right, his thin-soled, heel-less shoe slipped off the crossbar and he landed on all fours on the gravel plot beneath the drying rack.


He could still hear scolding voices from the other side of the thicket as he straightened up. Furious with himself for having fallen but elated by his discovery, he set off at a run, limping a little in his left foot.




Chapter Two,




in which a rather unusual young man wants to teach a rather unusual little scamp a lifelong lesson and subsequently finds himself encountering vexations of lifelong duration; and although that which happens to him is as common in his day as it is in ours, his attitude to it is probably more common than people today might suppose.





Herr Bartholomeus Frolink, whose students, as we know, nicknamed him Panis Quotidianus, at times using the more familiar Panis (and sometimes resorting to the even more familiar “Crusty”), had been living here, in Mary’s Land, less than two years. He had been orphaned during the plague at an age before memory and had lived the first twenty-five years of his life in various towns in northern Germany off the charity of relatives – struggling cobblers and merchants’ clerks. He had helped sew boots and keep accounts, adding up on his abacus the sales transcribed on wax tablets. He had known his share of poverty but had worked his way through Latin school, and finally, exactly a year after Duke Philipp established a Protestant university in Greifswald, had hungrily bitten into the great loaf of theology. He had not been able to chew it to the end, however. And why not? Who can ever know exactly why a pale young man, apparently determined and resolute, especially cheerful of late – jolly enough to barely restrain himself from whistling snatches of soldiers’ marching songs even during lectures – why such a one suddenly falls silent as a block of wood in his colloquium. And why he stops appearing at the university, ducking into side streets to avoid meeting his professor, and decides one day to withdraw officially; and then, with his Bible and three grammar books tied up in a bundle, sets out in his shabby boots, walking stick in hand, and heads for the highway, or for a ship to sail the-deuce-knows where. And why, as he leaves town, he summons all his willpower to avert his eyes from a high-gabled merchant house where guard dogs growl in the dooryard and a heavy curtain in an upper-storey window seems to move slightly at the touch of a gentle hand.


And it is just as difficult to explain why Herr Frolink happened to sail to Mary’s Land. Perhaps in a pub in Greifswald or Rostock or Stettin – because in truth it cannot be denied that he did occasionally frequent such places – perhaps he had heard garrulous sailors humming a little song popular in those parts:




Not in vain does one say,


Livland is the place to stay


where especially just now


many are settling down





Perhaps he had heard that it was not difficult, even for one who had not finished his schooling, to find a good position there either as a pastor in a thriving parish or as a scribe for the Order. Or perhaps he had heard that meat and fish and all God’s grains were cheaper and easier to come by there than anywhere else in the ever-hungry German realm of the Holy Roman Empire; and that the Germans already settled there, feeling they were still too few, enthusiastically welcomed every newcomer from Germany, even though there were already so many of their countrymen in the towns that one could get by speaking only German. Maybe he had noticed the steady stream of loud-mouthed fortune-hunters, rootless adventurers, and even outlaws who flowed northward from the harbours of northern Germany, with no-one trickling back from “up there”. People seemed to have confidence in the stability of the peace and order which the unbending Master Plettenberg had established, and even the half-heathen Muscovite, having burned his fingers once, stayed within his own borders.


True, Herr Frolink had no friends or relatives in Mary’s Land; nevertheless, things went remarkably well for him there. Before he quite knew how it happened, he had become a respected schoolmaster in the kind of trivium school of which both Lübeck and Bremen would have been proud.


Rector Tegelmeister, though a man of somewhat sour disposition, had with great effort managed to move the school, just that spring, from its previous rundown site to a new and quite impressive building. The refectory of the Dominican Monastery, burned down ten years earlier in the stormy aftermath of the Lutherans’ arrival, had at last been renovated for the use of the school. And the Town Council had managed not to be too tight-fisted with funds for the repairs. As for his living quarters, only his undemanding nature made it possible for Herr Frolink to find the cell of a room he was allotted satisfactory – it was a space formerly inhabited by the gatekeeper. Every morning at six, when he stepped across the one-time monastery courtyard to go to school, the recollection of a certain soldiers’ tune made him purse his lips, as if to whistle – at least at first.


At this early morning hour the doors to all the little shacks crammed between the burnt-out walls of the huge abbey began to creak open as the labourers – wagon drivers, porters, warehouse workers, slaughterhouse butchers, lowly artisans and various others of inferior station who had sought shelter there – hurried across the courtyard, presently the schoolyard, on their way to their jobs. Towards Herr Frolink they were all remarkably, even somewhat comically, polite. From his second or third day there, Herr Frolink had been the recipient, every morning, of more eager smiles and deferential greetings than he had received in Greifswald over an entire month from folk equally lowly, and his hat and clothes and footwear were by no means of better quality here than they had been there. At first this courtesy and regard had surprised him, then it had amused him, and finally it began to embarrass him. And when, during his first week in Mary’s Land, he noticed the same behaviour in the town as a whole, he raised the issue with Rector Tegelmeister.


“But they are the Greys!” exclaimed the rector, his face scrunched like a dried apple. As Frolink looked at him uncomprehendingly, he added by way of explanation: “You know, the non-Germans! Do you want them to become even more uppity than they already are?”


“These non-Germans – what people are they, actually?”


“They are the descendants of the Melanchlaeni. The ones Herodotus mentions – you remember. Quite a dimwitted people, I must say.”


“And they’re fit only for menial work?”


“That’s pretty much it. Except those, of course, who have sense enough to become Germans.”


“And some of those are in better positions?”


“Well . . . now . . .”


They had walked out of the schoolyard and reached the monastery gate on Munkade Street, where Rector Tegelmeister turned to look at his companion.


“Well, you can see from all these walls around our own present nest that the Dominicans had quite an impressive establishment here.” They continued along the street towards town and Rector Tegelmeister pointed his willow walking stick at the impressive, if dilapidated, east wing of the former monastery.


“Their prior used to live in this palatial wing. In those days the prior was one of the most influential men in town. A hundred years ago it was Dominus Henricus Carwel, a man educated at Bologna and Montpellier. But do you know who he actually was? A country bumpkin, a non-German! Came from Luganuse, from the bailiwick of Rakvere. His real name was Karwepe, which means hairy head. Because, to keep it gleaming, as is proper for a true Christian, he had to have it shaved every day. So you see . . .”


With a smirk, brandishing his walking stick, the rector went on his way, presumably to take a little wine with the other elders of the Church Treasury.


Well then. There could not be too many non-Germans of higher standing if Rector Tegelmeister had to go back a hundred years to find an example of one. In any case, people here in Mary’s Land were divided not only into rich and poor, as they were in Germany and everywhere else, they were also divided into Germans and non-Germans.


Herr Frolink was not even in nappies when the “greatest cleansing of the world” took place in October, 1517. His consciousness of the world had taken shape during the division of Europe into Catholics and Lutherans. So, one more small and entirely local crack in the visage of the world should not have created any special problem for him. But Herr Frolink had received a zealously Lutheran education, with its modern view of a world where Good and Evil were constantly at loggerheads, but in which Good was nonetheless so incomparably powerful that even its Chief Scribe could hurl an inkwell at Evil and be sure of hitting the mark. In other words, the craving for a kind of scholastic harmony was still so much a part of Herr Frolink’s consciousness (or at least of his subconscious) that this division of humanity here, in Mary’s Land, left an oddly unpleasant residue in the depths of his mind. But, most important, the ground where this residue settled was, as a result of injustices he had experienced in his own youth, still quite porous. And yet Herr Frolink, as his name implied, was of a relatively cheerful disposition; he did not have the tendency to brood over unpleasant things. And every morning at seven, as he passed under the imposing arched doorway into the new schoolhouse, he felt content with the world. At least at first.


He walked through the entry and opened the school door into a room thirty cubits long and fifteen cubits wide, cheerful in the multicoloured early morning light coming through the northern windows. The southern windows, shattered in a fire, their lead frames warped at points, had been repaired by the Town Council with plain grey glass. But in the four undamaged northern windows the old blue–green–red stained glass glowed in its original glory. As Herr Frolink soon learned, these windows had not only witnessed the daily meals of monks but had, on several occasions, looked upon the pomp and ceremony of knights’ assemblies and rattled with the debates and drinking bouts of the lords of the land. Now their many-coloured patches of light glowed on the necks of Herr Frolink’s pupils, even as they noisily rose to greet their teacher.


Herr Frolink strode across the freshly scrubbed, chequered stone floor, past rows of desks and the three thick columns that divided the hall into sections for the various grade levels. When he reached his low birch table, he turned to face the schoolroom.


One hundred and twenty boys stood between the rows of unpainted wooden desks and benches under the recently whitewashed vaulted ceiling. The young scholars were arranged by their grade level. In front the preparatory level, or infima, little ones with uncombed hair and sticky chins; in the middle quarta; then tertia and secunda; and at the back the young men of prima, many of whom were already experimenting with the shaving blade at home. Above them all, in the shimmering shafts of blue–green–red light, hung the perennial smells of youth: of milk and oatmeal porridge and boot polish, of well-scrubbed floors and not-very-well-washed bodies.


After a moment of silence the room exploded with the clatter of benches being pushed to one side, and when all the boys were kneeling at their desks the class monitor stepped up next to Herr Frolink. They both turned their backs to the classroom and knelt, Herr Frolink half a pace ahead of the monitor, who began the Lord’s Prayer in an exaggeratedly loud and nasal voice: “Pater noster qui es in caelis”. . .* Then again the clatter of benches, allowing the work of ploughing the fields of learning to start.


When he began, Herr Frolink had been directly responsible for the lower levels, infima and quarta. He was to teach the first infima the German alphabet, and to read by using the Lutheran catechism. To the second infima he was to make clear the art of writing. He was also responsible for teaching arithmetic to both, since Herr “Arithmeticus” Monnink did not instruct anyone below quarta. And after all this it was Herr Frolink’s duty to use whatever time was left to cram the basics of Latin into the heads of the infima boys. In quarta it was his task to drag forward the boys’ command of Latin with the doggedness of a pack animal. And this was hardly sufficient to ensure that when they reached tertia and the tutelage of Herr Balger, they would be able to recite from memory the twenty-one Articles of Augsburg as required – meaning day or night, backwards or forwards; or that they would be able to read Latin, or know how to conjugate, decline, compare and write more or less correctly. In addition to all this Frolink was to ensure that, by the end of the term, quarta had learned by heart the entire Symbolum Athanasianum, not to mention the whole of the catechism and selected passages of Aesop’s Fables. It happened, however, that already in the second week of term the wiry Herr Vibalik had taken Herr Frolink aside, and, tickling his ear with a chin stubble five days old, had lamented that Rector Tegelmeister was so tight-fisted when it came to paying salaries that he, Herr Vibalik, was compelled to spend time converting several other assets into disposable income, and so he could not possibly teach his classes the next day or the day after that. Could his colleague, Frolink, not substitute for him upon occasion? At which point Rector Tegelmeister announced that he would be spending every morning of the coming week with members of the Treasury, negotiating the schoolmasters’ salaries (including Herr Frolink’s). He instructed Herr Frolink to supervise the prima level until noon every day of the week to come. And so Herr Frolink did.


The division of labour thus established in the first weeks soon became standard practice, and Herr Frolink was not given to protesting against custom. At least not at first. It cannot even be said that these added burdens put him into a noticeably bad humour. For where could a 27-year-old threadbare young man go in a strange city? He could sleep off his fatigue on the bachelor pallet in his stone chamber, and then, staring up at the splotched, low-vaulted ceiling, simply think. For in his capacity as teacher Herr Frolink had learned certain things that he wanted to ponder over.


For instance, Herr Frolink had noticed that the line demarcating humankind in this country did not by any means extend only into the schoolyard which he crossed on his way to work, or to the market where he bought salt pork and beans, or to the shore where one could buy, straight off the boat and for a good price, the tiny silvery fish called kilu. No, it also extended through the cubit-and-a-half thick walls of the monastery and into the school itself.


In his infima classes a third of the pupils spoke that incomprehensible, bubbling, bland – like something in need of salt – native language among themselves. It was the only language he had heard of which seemed not to have a name of its own, being defined in terms of what it was not. In quarta and tertia about a quarter of the students seemed to be speakers of this language. But in the upper forms, secunda and prima, he had not noticed any. Had the non-Germans only recently begun to enrol their children in greater numbers? Or had their children already become German by the time they reached the upper forms, so as to be eligible for positions as priors?


In general Herr Frolink found the non-German boys quieter, slower, and more awkward than the Germans, often falling somewhat behind the Germans when it came to mastering Latin. But then again some of the brightest heads in his classes belonged to non-Germans. More than anyone else, Balthasar Russö, in his second quarta class, had caught his attention. He was a cheerful fellow, though taciturn – as was characteristic of most of the children of the Greys – but he was curious and thoughtful. He was the only one who, from time to time, asked Herr Frolink questions. Take for example the tale of Aesop in which a rich man is repelled by the stink of his neighbour, a tanner, until with the passage of time he stops noticing it.


“Herr Teacher, does this fable mean that the tanner’s rich neighbour just got used to the smell?”


“Just so. But what did you make of it?”


Balthasar pushed his lower lip out over his upper, where in four years’ time there would be an incipient moustache.


“I thought . . . maybe the tanner didn’t actually smell bad at all.”


Or take the example of the second of Doctor Luther’s Catechism, where he speaks of Christianity, saying: “I believe that God has made me, along with all other creatures, and has given me body and soul, eyes, ears and all members, and mind and all senses and . . .”


“Herr Teacher, if someone were missing an eye or an ear or a leg, what would Luther have to say about that?”


As a result of such exchanges between instructor and pupil, Herr Frolink had developed a special interest in this round-headed, independent little lad. It was as though, on some indeterminate level, they had a special connection, in particular from the time when, three or four months after his arrival, Herr Frolink began using simple non-German sentences and, thanks to his extraordinary linguistic ability, could soon engage in brief exchanges using country tongue with a remarkably natural accent.


“Tere hommikust, Balthasar!”*


“Te . . . tere hommikust . . . Herr Fro . . . õpetajahärra!”* replied Balthasar quietly, staring at him in wide-eyed surprise. But by their next meeting – as Herr Frolink was shaking raindrops off his worn raincoat in the antechamber – he heard himself addressed quite freely and with an undertone of amusement: “Tere hommikust, õpetajahärra!”


“Tere hommikust, Balthasar! Küll täna – vihmab!a.† Wait, is that how you say it?”


“Noo, I’ve never heard anyone say that.”


“How do you say it, then?”


“Küll täna . . . küll täna kallab!”‡


“Oh, yes. Thank you.”


But there were problems with him, too, and not only when it came to answering his questions. Just recently he had taken a whole day off to watch the hanging of a horse thief. Instead of coming to school he had stopped at the gaol behind the Town Hall and tagged along behind the condemned man and the executioner and the guards and a small group of spectators as they proceeded up the Pärnu Highway and up Jerusalem Hill. Not only had he watched the execution, he had hidden behind some bushes to see the executioner’s henchmen bury the corpse and get into a fight with each other over a tiny tin cross they had found in the dead man’s fist. And just a few weeks earlier there had been more trouble with Balthasar. Three days after the Feast of the Ascension, a rumour caught hold that the town of Riga had burned to the ground. No-one knew how this news reached the school mid-morning. In any case, Balthasar abandoned, causa uriendi,§ the Athanasian Creed and did not return from the marketplace until the last lesson, sweaty and satisfied and, as it turned out, with fairly accurate information: the fire had apparently consumed a cathedral chapel, about a hundred houses, and a dozen merchants’ warehouses.


After this Herr Frolink took Balthasar aside and gave him a good scolding. He did not use the cane on him, nor did he box his ears. Herr Frolink recalled all too well being caned and thrashed over his own days in Latin school. Though, truth be told, he did shake Balthasar by the collar.


But yesterday! Yesterday, when Herr Frolink had emphatically announced to all grade levels – “Only prima and secunda are permitted to go and watch the acrobats” – at that very moment he had exchanged an absolutely unambiguous look with that young rogue.


“Understood?”


“Understood.”


And yet the little devil had taken off and not returned to the school!


So Herr Frolink was indignant all next morning. Out of the corner of his eye he watched Balthasar industriously working at reading Donatus. The idea that he owed his teacher an explanation for taking off the previous day had obviously never entered that round head of his!


When Rector Tegelmeister, who was reading Hesiod with the prima pupils, had left, Herr Frolink said: “Balthasar, come and see me after class, please.” And he added: “Monitor, if Balthasar should forget what I just told him, remind him.”


His ears red, Balthasar sat in his seat until the end of classes, and when the last infima pupils had run off with whoops and shouts and the last of the primaners had prepared themselves for a dignified departure, he shuffled up to Herr Frolink’s desk, his wheat-coloured hair incongruously upright, clutching the rope ties of a grey sailcloth bag. He kept his eyes on the mud-caked toes protruding from his boots.


“So, you went to watch the acrobats yesterday morning, after all?”


Bal looked down, not speaking, not moving. Then, barely perceptibly, he nodded.


“Do you understand that it was a swinish thing to do? And the third one, no less!” Without intending to, Herr Frolink had raised his voice.


Bal remained motionless, silent. He might have nodded again, but Herr Frolink continued. “Perhaps you haven’t heard – some Arabian flame-swallowers are coming to town on Friday! Are you going to go watch them, too?!”


Two round grey eyes stared excitedly at Herr Frolink: “Flameswallowers . . .? In front of the Town Hall?”


“So!” Herr Frolink stood up and smacked the table so hard with his open palm that pain shot through his fingers:


“Let’s go! Before the fires of Hell come and swallow you up! Take me to your home! I want to talk to your father.”


Balthasar turned visibly pale. But he did not argue; he turned around silently and walked out into the dooryard ahead of Herr Frolink, and Herr Frolink could tell by the boy’s dismay that this disciplinary threat had hit its mark.


They walked in silence until they had gone through the Great Coast Gate. When they crossed the drawbridge Herr Frolink stepped up to walk beside Balthasar and asked:


“What work does your father do?” He realised only after speaking that he had asked in country tongue.


“He’s a wagoner,” mumbled Bal. There was such gloom in his voice that it could have wiped out all the glow and sparkle of the world.


“Is he stern?”


Balthasar shrugged, suggesting he did not know. But his mouth – lips tightly compressed – seemed to express a pretty definite opinion on the matter.


“Does he thrash you?”


Balthasar was silent.


“Well, answer me!”


“He’ll wallop me one. But then he won’t talk for a week.”


Herr Frolink spoke no more either, thinking over what he would say to this unknown wagoner. That his lad had a number of talents, but . . . but would the father follow what he meant by “talents” – that is to say, not the “talents” of the Parables but in the other sense of the word? And how to say this in country tongue . . . Herr Frolink could not remember. And if he were to ask Balthasar, it would create a sense of familiarity inappropriate in a teacher–pupil relationship . . . Yes . . . he did have quite a few talents, but they risked being squandered if they did not go with respect for the school, not to say respect for him as a teacher and superior. All these precious gifts of Our Lord would be wasted if the desire for learning were not accompanied by respect for authority! They would simply be wasted! And his own father’s money would also be wasted. Precisely! For whereas several of the non-German children were attending school at the Town Council’s expense, this wagoner was paying two silver marks a year for his son.


They had long since arrived at the small wooden cottages and the blubber sheds and garden plots of Kalamaja. They went on, Balthasar in front, Herr Frolink following, through the sparse maple grove of the graveyard, past the cheerless wooden church with its pine roof, past the old parish schoolmaster’s house where school was held for the poorer non-German children, and then onto a lane leading towards the sea.


Aha . . . well now, the owner of this household could well afford to send his son to the Trivium School.


To the left, behind a dense slat fence, stood a stone stable big enough for at least half a dozen horses. At the end of the stable, facing the road, was an open-sided covered shelter for the wagons. Several neatly stacked sleighs were visible behind a slat wall. A partially hollowed-out log extended from a well in the middle of the yard to a long trough in front of the stable. To the right, on the other side of the small plantain-shaded dooryard and a few ripening blackcurrant bushes, was a long log house of rough-hewn timber with a hooded chimney. Visible under the eaves were twisted branches serving as racks for yokes, collars, halters and reins.


Balthasar went on ahead through the gate, quickly wiped his feet on a mat of old birch branches at the threshold, shot Herr Frolink a look – the look of someone drowning, and disappeared through the split-log door of the storm porch.


Herr Frolink wiped his feet as Balthasar had done, realising with a start of annoyance that he was following the little rogue’s example. Stepping inside, he sensed, right away, something barely perceptible but most agreeable. He scarcely had time to think about what it might be when Balthasar came back and said:


“Father’s not home.”


It was clear the boy was not lying. And yet there was in his voice a note of hope, or perhaps of triumph, which irritated Herr Frolink. He was also annoyed by the boy’s sudden appearance at the very moment when he was trying to figure out the source of the sense of well-being he had just experienced. Without further thought he said:


“Then I’ll wait until he gets back.” And together they stepped over the threshold.


It was much darker inside the house, and Herr Frolink shut his eyes for a moment to accustom them them to the dimness. An image of his Aunt Barbe’s motherly hands flashed into his mind from beyond many miles and years. And then that strange feeling of contentment, of something subtly enfolding him, returned – something that was not so much a feeling as something a lot more concrete. And all of a sudden Herr Frolink realised what it was – it was a smell.


He opened his eyes and saw a shaft of light filtering in through a small glass window. And in that beam of light, resting on a scrubbed wooden table with worn-down corners, he saw the source of the sweet smell: four hot, steaming loaves of bread. Like four warm and peaceable, blind, all-knowing beasts.


Resting on the table, next to the fourth and farthest loaf, he saw a hand. Herr Frolink’s eyes travelled up the arm into the semi-darkness of the room, and there it encountered the flushed, freckled face of an eighteen-year-old girl looking at him quizzically.


“Ooh . . .!” he spluttered, noting the knife in the girl’s right hand.


Herr Frolink was by nature serious, not used to joking, and knew this very well himself. But now he burst out laughing and said:


“Well, young lady – are you going to attack me?”


The girl looked at him in silence. She had curly, slightly reddish, wheat-coloured hair (just the same as that rascal Balthasar’s), green eyes and a pretty button nose. “I’m not a burglar. I’m Balthasar’s teacher—” He turned around to look at Balthasar but the boy had vanished.


“Oh . . . Is it Master Frolink?”


“Hmm . . . Master? . . . Uhuh.”


“Well . . . then I know about you . . . all about you.”


“Really . . .?”


The girl picked up a hot loaf, its upper crust decorated with three indentations in the shape of a clover leaf. She held the loaf against her chest and cut off a good-sized endpiece. Apparently that had been her intent all along.


“Here. You’re hungry.”


Herr Frolink was aware of how, slowly and helplessly, he blushed to the roots of his hair. He saw the girl look at him and smile. He saw the innards of the hot bread steam ever so slightly. He felt the saliva collect in his mouth, forcing him to swallow, for he had eaten not a thing since his early morning meal of a slice of bacon and a piece of hardtack.


“Well . . . thank you,” he said as he bit into the soft, hot bread. He felt extraordinarily good, and at the same time embarrassed. To get over the embarrassment he added quickly, his mouth full:


“As a matter of fact, I came to make a complaint against Balthasar, to his father.”


“Because he went to see the acrobats yesterday?”


“You already know about it . . .? Such behaviour won’t do!”


“I think you could have given all the classes permission to go.”


Herr Frolink looked into the girl’s green eyes – in the dim light of the room it was hard to tell whether they were quite innocently childlike or just a little impudent – and he breathed in the enticing aroma of the warm rye bread.


“You don’t know what school rules mean.”


“And what makes you think I don’t know?”


“Because you’ve never been to school.”


“And why are you so sure of that?”


“Girls don’t go to school! Least of all non-German girls!”


“Some do, at least for a short time . . .”


“That’s true!” Balthasar’s voice sounded from behind Herr Frolink’s back. “Annika went to school for two years, to the nuns at St Michael’s.”


“Be gone!” hissed Annika, turning red as a rowan berry. “This conversation is not about me, but about you, and you have no business listening in!”


The door slammed shut behind Balthasar. Herr Frolink again breathed in the aroma of the bread and said slowly:


“You, then, are a young lady educated in a real cloister . . .? How did that come about?”


“My father sent me.”


No doubt about it, an unusual wagon driver, thought Herr Frolink, letting his eyes wander about the room. It was fairly large and it looked like both a family room and a bedchamber. It had a long wooden table, scrubbed white, surrounded by six low chairs with woven seats, and a few chests and stools. Against the back wall stood a large cupboard which Herr Frolink thought could be the work of a German cabinetmaker. In the open fireplace, on an iron hook, hung a large, faintly steaming soup pot. Herr Frolink’s glance wandered around and returned from the soup pot to the cook, who just then inclined her head towards the window as though listening to something. Her hair fell back slightly to reveal an earlobe, touched at that moment by a beam of sunlight. Herr Frolink recalled another earlobe, which had gleamed just like this one, but with a pearl earring instead of a sunbeam . . . gleaming exactly like this one, but not at all more brightly . . .


At that instant the big gate creaked outside and the sounds of men’s voices and horses’ hooves reached them. And Annika, startled, called out in a half whisper: “Father’s home!”


“Good,” said Herr Frolink, turning towards the door, “then I’ll . . .”


“No! Please don’t tell on Balthasar!”


“But that’s why I . . .”


“Please!”


“Why not?”


“Father will thrash him! Talk about something else! Think of something . . .”


The girl ran to the hearth, set a big clay bowl onto the hearth stool, and with a large wooden spoon ladled into it the barley soup from the steaming kettle. The soup bowl had just been set on the table and four sturdy wooden spoons placed next to it when sounds were heard at the entrance and four men came into the room. The first appeared to be the father – a man of medium height, big-boned, about fifty years old. He removed a faded, no-longer-black felt hat from his light hair and said in a somewhat hoarse voice: “Greetings, God be with us.” His face was browned by the sun, his forehead white under the brim of his hat. And when he turned to hang up his hat Herr Frolink was surprised to see how unexpectedly narrow he was in profile, given his breadth.


The men removed their short grey coats and went to the table in their rough linen shirts – the three hired hands, even though younger than the master of the house, were remarkably similar to him. On his way to the table the father’s small eyes, so pale that they were nearly white, fleetingly grazed Herr Frolink and, directing his question to the space between Annika and Frolink, he asked:


“What brings the young man here?”


Herr Frolink cleared his throat and said: “I am a schoolmaster from Munkade Street.”


The father’s light glance swept quizzically over him again: I wonder if he’s here because my boy’s in trouble.


“I came to ask whether you might be willing to deliver some wood to the school.”


“What wood does the school need now, in springtime?”


“It was a rough winter and we burned up what we had.” (This was God’s truth.) “The walls are still exuding cold.” (This also was entirely true.)


“Where is the wood now?”


What the devil was the name of the place where the wood was stacked? . . . Herr Tegelmeister had mentioned it in passing . . . something about how Herr Vegesack was to get it from some village that was indebted to him . . .


“Umm . . . it’s at Kadakas.”


“Why would they cut wood there? It’s nearly barren as it is!”


“Herr Vegesack was supposed to . . .”


“How many loads?”


Herr Frolink had anticipated saying “ten”. But by chance his glance met Annika’s. She looked grateful and slyly satisfied, and he noticed the quiver of a fleeting, faintly smug smile on her upper lip. He surprised himself by his low-voiced answer:


“Forty.”


“Hmmm. We’ll get it delivered by next Friday evening. Let Balthasar bring me a note from the headmaster tomorrow so they’ll know they must give me the wood. Annika, bring the schoolmaster a spoon – I won’t take money from the school, it’s always in need. But in return the school will not ask me for a food donation next year. Agreed?”
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