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  In memory of my husband, Heppe

  

  And how was the voyage?

  And the heart that cracked without breaking?

  Marina Tsvetayeva


  Part One


  1

  There are a goodly number who claim that they realized immediately what was happening that afternoon. They remember him coming into the pub, good-looking, in a homburg hat, and everyone agrees that his nomad’s eyes scanned the drinkers until they picked out Lucie.

  In fact, it had been raining all morning and I was the only one who took any notice of him, the only one, I say, because even Lucie hadn’t looked up when she accepted a cigarette from him and thanked him with her usual smiling, absent gaze. We were in The Tap at the busiest time of day before the new road was built. So when Joseph came in he attracted scarcely any attention, partly because the truck drivers had started discussing some campaign or other and were having to yell louder and louder to make themselves understood. While they ate their sandwiches at the bar, tempers were becoming frayed over some collective wage agreement, or over student militancy, or possibly over nuclear tests. It was the 1960s, and in those days people were getting pretty worked up about such things.

  Joseph completely ignored the noise. He went over to the right-hand corner of the bar, motioned with his hand, ordered a Coke, and turned to the telephone hanging on the wall just behind him. His kind talk loud. Although his face was averted, I could hear his voice above the political discussion, but it was impossible to tell whether he was cursing or begging, since he was speaking their language, making expansive gestures with his arm and somehow creating the impression that he was talking into the wind to someone on the other side of a meadow.

  But when Lucie discovered that she was out of cigarettes, he was leaning against the bar again. Lucie is strange. She stares. Lucie’s one of those people who couldn’t keep up at school, and she’s got the kind of metallic red hair that makes you understand at once why she was made fun of in the street as a child. At the time we’re talking about, she worked in her father’s business, the same job that she now does together with Joseph, but back then, at twenty-one, it was she who was responsible for the stables, reared the horses, and knew what a yearling might fetch at the Delden market. The farm is on the road to Benckelo. If I close my eyes I can picture her easily, in boots beneath a summer dress, lunging a gray foal. With dramatic concentration the animal repeats the circuit of which she is the irresistible focal point.

  She patted the pockets of her jacket. A lighter and an empty cigarette pack. Then she looked down and saw a thin hand with a twenty-carat gold watch on the wrist, offering her her favorite brand. She calmly fished out a cigarette, smiled briefly, and lit up, ignoring the man, who soon afterward paid and left. As I said, it was raining. Joseph had pushed his hat down and crossed the street in front of the pub. It was only then that a few people noticed him through the rain-wet windows.

  “They’ve been camped in the field next to Smeenk’s factory for a week.”

  That was then. That was a minute before they saw Joseph gliding past The Tap in that big fat car for the first time. Afterward everyone got used to the Chevrolets and Mercedeses in which he would invariably appear in the village as soon as the leaves started falling, on his way to his wife. Yes, he came and he went. He arrived from the east between two faded fields of corn and left heading south down a blooming avenue of chestnuts. I always understood that restlessness of his. Houses and streets are beacons that we’ve placed in our own heads, like calendars and clocks and written stories. But in Joseph’s memory there are a few other things, wheels and horses and barking dogs, all clamoring to depart. Is it the call of open space? Woods, church spires, fields; in short, freedom? Joseph’s space doesn’t call out loud, but quietly chafes between his skin and his clothes. What’s so wonderful about being dumped across the border, almost immediately after your birth, as happened to him in 1936? It was December, there was a blizzard raging, but even in such weather children like Joseph were born out in the open. The following morning a team of about ten gendarmes slithered toward the wood on bikes, with dogs, to where a kumpania of three caravans was camped. Freedom, or disruption? If life were fueled only by what instinct had always known, Joseph would never have stayed cooped up in a house for entire winters. But life also consists of omens, and when Lucie gratefully took one of his cigarettes that afternoon in the pub, it was preordained that for the next sixteen or seventeen years he would drive through the village with her in his jalopy, first with just her, and later with two or three kids in the back, and often with a trailer attached in which a couple of nervous horses had to be transported to Delden or Zwolle. In those cases he drove slowly (by his standards), since horses have an unerring sense of speed and hate anything over forty-five miles an hour. And then Lucie would start singing about Tom the piper’s son, and Joseph would be sitting there with a slight grin on his face, he’d be catching the meaning of the song a lot better than Johan, who was two at the time, or Katharina, who was only five months old: Tom, Tom the piper’s son, stole a pig and away did run. That’s the way it is, and who’s to say he’s wrong?

  These days there’s something about them that makes me uneasy.

  They’ve grown silent. And in the left wing of the farm a couple of people sleep in till eight o’clock. Lucie’s father, who lives under the same roof, has been up and about for ages by then. He has invested in chicory, and every morning he checks the barn, where through the use of hydroponic gardening there is an idiotically quick harvest in the making. Today Lucie has just had time to close the door after her children as they go off to school. She has put on coffee and lit a cigarette, when Joseph says to her, “I’m getting rid of the mare.”

  He doesn’t look at her as he says this. He looks at the dogs by their empty bowls. He’s wearing a dark brown suit, a sweater, his feet are still bare. Lucie also is staring straight ahead, and even if she were not, she still wouldn’t see that Joseph is turning into a different person, his face bonier, his hands whiter.

  “What mare?” she asks stupidly.

  He takes his coffee from her and walks across to the windows.

  The kitchen is spacious. There is a dining table with chairs, a sofa covered in cushions, and a dresser containing a group of statuettes of the Virgin Mary, all of them brought by Joseph. While he sees a thin dividing line of sun above the landscape of barns and hillocks in the far distance, she looks at the statuettes. She is reminded of the past; he had the Virgin of Mostar with him nine years ago, she calculates, when he came home. Bellaheleen had just had her first foal then.

  ... It had been at the end of an exhausting afternoon. Whether it was because Lucie had sold the young stallion the day before or for whatever reason, the mare hadn’t wanted to have her hooves trimmed. They had been working on her for hours when Joseph’s car drove into the yard. After an absence of four months he got out, gaunt, his eyebrows and mustache still raven black, and as he approached the group by the stables, he did not say a word, but with a motion of his head he made it clear that they were to leave the horse to him. He took hold of the mare. Scratching her front leg a little he started first cajoling her and then, without any transition, cursing her, using the pathetic sounds that had dominated his tongue in the past few months. The animal stood listening in a trance, not moving an inch, and quite docilely let him have his way. When he finally raised his eyes, the look in them was guileless. “Let’s agree ...” Searching for Dutch words, he proposed to Lucie, her father, and a casual laborer that the offspring of Bellaheleen no longer be sold, and although they knew that something so absurd was out of the question, the father and the farmhand nodded. As for Lucie, she had looked from his neckerchief to his shoes and her pale gray eyes blinked. . . .

  So all that remains is his superfluous answer to her superfluous question.

  “What mare?”

  “Bellaheleen.”

  He turns away from the window to put on his socks and boots, a jacket, and finally an old hat, before venturing out into the pouring rain. A little while later, by the time he is standing out in the field whistling to one of the horses to come to him, Lucie has finished the kitchen and is on her way to the stables past the beet waste and a rusty piece of agricultural machinery to talk to the farmhand about the work.

  The stable boy is noting down on a blackboard which horses have been fed.

  “They’ve been inside for too long,” he says, pointing to the two bays that have been fighting behind the paneling of the stall. Just then Joseph arrives in front of the stables with Bellaheleen. He puts the thirteen-year-old mare under the sheet iron lean-to in order to give her a quick extra grooming, preparing her for the intended sale. Lucie helps. She uses a metal comb and a brush, she rubs the wet skin with clean straw, and suddenly everything is as it used to be, as it used to be at a time that’s gone for good. She and Joseph move in comradely fashion around the body of the gray- brown animal. But when Joseph flicks his cigarette butt into the rain and coughs convulsively a couple of times, Lucie goes into the stables to get the horse cloth and it’s the stable boy who looks up. Joseph notices.

  With contempt in his voice he says, “Breathing seems to have to hurt these days.”

  The boy grins in embarrassment. “It’s November,” he says.

  Lucie puts the blanket over the horse. She bends down to pull a few wisps of straw out of the tail. Then, as she straightens up again, she is caught unaware by a memory: Joseph telling her about the time they drove through the rolling landscape of Silesia in a group of eight caravans. She stops in bewilderment. She opens her eyes wide and remembers that special way he has of telling a story, theatrical, for effect, which, though it is etched in her memory, now, after months of silence, terrifies her.

  “That’s the Tornowitz plateau,” she hears him say. “After a burning hot day like this you can expect it to rain tonight, pig rain, it turns the whole camp into a swamp, but it doesn’t kill you. I was sleeping like a log one night, when all of a sudden I woke up with the feeling that someone was blowing in my ear in the dark.”

  Lucie, with the wisps of straw still in her hand, looks at her husband in alarm, because she knows how the story continues.

  “Good God, Joseph!” she cries.

  He drops his arm. “What’s wrong?” He and the stable boy are about to trim Bellaheleen’s mane.

  “Nothing,” says Lucie. She buttons up her coat. A moment later, as she crosses the yard by the gate, she hears, less than three feet from her right ear, “Jesus, Lucie, do you know what it turned out to be! There was a rat crawling over my face.”

  What do you make of that? Joseph’s voice of a few years ago, and that encampment on the plain? Lucie often sees shadows, I know, improbable things that dart away at the last moment, but she’s seen them. All morning, from the November countryside of Twente, Lucie looks out over a summery Silesia, at fields full of rapeseed and cowslips that stretch as far as the encampment in the bend of the Prosna. At noon she is still floating in that twilight, but everything is paler now, slightly farther away. She bumps into her father in back of the house.

  “Whoa there!”

  The old man steps back in irritation. They look at each other for a moment.

  “You’re supposed to have ordered some peat moss.”

  “Oh, I did. Yes, I’m sure of it,” she says.

  “Where is it, then?”

  “They’ll bring it this afternoon. You mark my words. They’re delivering a week late again. Do you remember those stacks of firewood?”

  Once you’ve turned seventy most things are fixed.

  Fixed in the past. Gerard is a widower. He lives in the right wing of his ancestral farm. He has sold off their land a little at a time. When his wife gave birth during the war, he was hoping for a son, but instead got the red-haired daughter who was to remain his only child. Meanwhile, this most precious blood relation has given him a son-in-law and three other descendants. Gerard leads the way into the back of the house. Two yellow Labradors leap up to meet him. In the kitchen, filled with blue smoke, he finds his son-in-law involved in one of his noisy telephone conversations. Fuming, the old man sits down.

  “I don’t call that talking,” he says to his daughter. “That’s raving.”

  She picks up the breadboard and the bread knife. He’s a bit different these days, she thinks vaguely. Contemplating her father’s very recent filthy temper, she starts cutting the bread.

  It’s a business conversation with passionate proprietorial interest. Joseph is offering to sell a thirteen-year-old pedigree mare with a very pleasant nature.

  “Yes, sir,” he shouts. “This is the horse you’re looking for. Yes, noble. Yes, fiery. I’ll be right there.”

  He slams down the receiver and goes off to sell off his favorite horse in grand style.

  Lucie and her father see him go down the muddy path, hat pulled down to his eyebrows. Gerard snorts with dislike. Then he mutters something. Lucie, who’s used to the generally good relations between her husband and her father over the years, isn’t quite sure, but she thought she heard “Gypsy!”
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  I don’t understand them, and yet I do. In the summer I understand them. In the winter I don’t. Skirts, earrings, hair loose — yes. A woman with her grandchild on her sitting staring at a couple of burning tree trunks — okay There’s nothing to understand about that. When the woman laughs you see a mouth fall of gold. I have no problem with those caravans either. They are places full of furniture and statues of the Virgin and artificial flowers, crammed cubicles, incomprehensible, but marvelous. They mark coordinates across the map of European history. Even those ugly white caravans can beautifully broaden your mind. Don’t forget that the world is an old family domain, where you must be able to sit and chat with your relatives in the farthest outposts. Other things I don’t understand — that shouting, those bare feet, those buttoned-up vests, and all in the rain! Looking back, I have the feeling that it rained the whole of that summer of 1963. They said that they wanted to stay near Smeenk’s factory for the time being. They’d got the outside faucet working again.

  Naturally everyone stared when that sky blue eight-cylinder vehicle glided past the windows. The truck drivers had left, and the regulars, suddenly more at ease, felt they could talk about, for example, the insurance premiums on those old jalopies, which, for types with droopy mustaches and romantic eyes, were pretty steep. This village is in agricultural eastern Holland. Most pub regulars from before the war remember that the horse dealers always appeared just at the right moment with a cob or a plow horse, and after a lot of arguing would get down to business in a surprisingly flexible way. They were people with a wonderful knack with animals and tools. After the silence following the war, why shouldn’t they gradually return to their old haunts? The atmosphere in the pub mellowed. Louis Armstrong could be heard on the radio and in the back a couple of men were playing billiards. I wondered why somebody started in about the women who’d been fortune-telling in the church square that morning. Why is that regarded as indecent? I happen to know what it’s like when your path is blocked and someone looks you deep in the eyes. She takes your hand. You suddenly become dead serious. When she turns the palm to the light she’s already fully sharing your grief. “You long for passion, but love seems hesitant.” She gives a stimulating inventory of your future, a future that obviously means nothing to her personally.

  He drove out of the village. The light of the sun about to break through hung low over the fields. He looked at the line of treetops and turned off toward Benckelo. Soon this would be a path to the factory. Now it was where his family lived in six wagons and caravans. His family who, as he would soon discover, had had another visit from the police. The driver’s window was open. The dank smell of wet nettles was familiar to him. A lot of water had flowed under the bridge since then. The area, which had experienced the occupation and liberation, the Marshall Plan and various governments with Euro-American leanings, was becoming more prosperous. Farmers’ children bicycled to the high school. In the fields the combine harvester had appeared, so that farmers, if they still kept horses, could let their Gelderland cart horses out to graze while they focused on racehorses crossed with thoroughbreds. A lot of water had flowed under the bridge, but Joseph remembered the area. A gust of wind shook the poplars. He adjusted the windshield wipers, and thought of his father, who until 1942 or 1943 must also have passed by here. In those days a farmer would sometimes have twenty horses in his stable. Those who used ten for the deep plow could bring up a good three feet of soil. It was quite common then for farmers to search far afield for men able to work with such a team of horses. Joseph’s father and his five brothers and fourteen cousins, blacksmiths and traders, were such men.

  He passed Gerard’s farm. He didn’t see the gnarled sign on the oak by the gate. Two wavy lines crossed by a third were at eye level for a horseman. After about a mile came the path. Through a hedge of brilliant green he reached the factory site, where a familiar scene awaited him. A scene that, allowing a margin for time and place, had been the same for as long as he could remember. On one side, the caravans, a muddy field, steps with children on them. On the other, the police.

  It was a wet summer, the summer that Joseph and Lucie met. Rain and more rain makes a camp like that look anything but thriving. But those endless muddy routes lead past plowed fields and orchards, under warm suns, under cool moons, they point where you can stretch your arms out and look into a pair of kindred eyes. How’s your father? How’s your mother? And those dreadful aunts and uncles? The annual fair, the scrapyard, over the centuries you have become adept at a very quick presentation of your person.

  Unfortunately your greatest achievements lie outside world culture. There is the square where the audience loves to listen to a pair of demonic musicians. You stand under a blossoming chestnut tree with a Stradivarius. You are one of the exalted. With a cool head and ironic fingers you play variations on the theme of melancholy, while your eyes flirt. There are people who remember their earlier softness, their true selves, and they can almost feel the tears coming. So be it. Let them enjoy their fit of melancholy, you must be on your way. Fairs. Lions’ cages. There’s not a circus where the lion tamer isn’t one of you. An expert in the dialectics of logic and rapture persuades not only people.

  But on that patch of green next to Smeenk’s factory, little could be achieved with persuasiveness or anything else. The policemen pulled out a document: According to official reports we have received, you have stationed six caravans on this site. Joseph parked, got out, and walked over to the police cars where two of his cousins, Branco and Sanyi, were talking to four policemen. Branco had a letter in his hands which he gave to Joseph with a look that suggested he’d read every word without the slightest problem. Politely, but with no trace of a smile, Joseph greeted the authorities. He explained that he’d requested an interview with the mayor at the town hall. The policemen looked at him stupefied. Then, a shaking of heads.

  “I’m afraid we’ve got our instructions.”

  Joseph flashed an accommodating smile. “With a temporary residence permit...”

  This time the shaking of heads was accompanied by a flicking gesture toward the letter in his hand, as if a mosquito had to be shooed away.

  But Joseph knew that an order did not apply until it had reached the eyes or ears.

  “This place is suitable,” he said calmly. “We can work, no problem. We’re basket weavers, car mechanics, grinders, fortune-tellers, musicians, horse trainers, horse buyers, chair caners, traders in fancy goods, dealers in accessories, dealers in carpets, blacksmiths, and acrobats.”

  He spat out the rest of his cigarette. His pride, round and gleaming, hung among the last raindrops falling from the poplars.

  “We have money.”

  There was a moment’s silence. Still energetically acting as family spokesman, he turned to the policeman who, from his insignia, was the highest in rank. “Can I have a word with you in private?”

  Under the canopy of one of the caravans he assumed a soulful expression and told the officer in lengthy sentences that the health of an old man in their company was deteriorating daily. As he talked his eyes wandered from the purple- tinged sky to the caravan where Nikolaus, a cousin of his father’s, lived. Old, he said, sick. He gave the authorities no further information, and that should have been sufficient. “Old and sick” should be enough to grant a man who, like any other, had wanted to be the hub of his own little universe, yet who all his life had been pestered by people in various uniforms, bothered for papers, for passport photographs, for fingerprints, for stamps and numbers, including the one searing number that had been stamped on his arm permanently — to grant such a man a short respite at the end of his life.

  His name was Nikolaus Andrias Plato. He was Dutch, born in Arnhem in 1909 while his parents were passing through. To call him old at the beginning of the 1960s was no exaggeration. Men and women of his age were considered ancient rarities at that time in Continental Europe if they had olive-brown skin, gold teeth, steely blue hair, or the eyes of a burnt-out acrobat. If their appearance was the kind that made civilizations prepare the stake.

  These things always start insidiously. A bit of nuisance, a bit of antipathy, and then suddenly there are signs everywhere saying that all the charlatans known as Bohemians and Egyptians must leave the country. We are now in the sixteenth century. Humanist Europe is building, draining, opening up new territory. This new Europe is looking askance at these strange people who require constant and more police. The bizarre lot flees to a neighboring country but are rejected in the same manner. From now on they are branded and flogged. The right ear is cut off and, if anyone dares to show his face again, the left one too. From now on, in the centuries that follow, there is talk of a “Gypsy problem.” France sends them to the galleys. Prussia strings them up. In the Dutch Republic, after eighty years of war, people are finally free to take matters into their own hands. The down-to-earth border provinces of Gelderland and OverlJissel start talking to their neighbors about a radical solution, and Cleves and Munster are prepared to cooperate with an elimination plan.

  The chosen people are not the only people to have been chosen; there is a younger brother, an artful dodger, a dangerous marginal figure. The Wandering Jew does not journey alone; he is accompanied by a tramp with bare feet, gifted, exceptionally musical, though alas totally illiterate. By Spinoza’s side walks an anonymous fantasist holding forth about the uncreated universe in which one day God appeared, with his companion the Devil next to him, and about the fact that both are mere words: the eternal story of good and evil. Berlioz listens to a rakóczi on the violin. Freud is accompanied by an old woman, a puri dai who interprets dreams. Among the masses that have to pass through the gate with its inscription about how work liberates, there are a number of freebooters who are scarcely surprised to be welcomed on the other side by an orchestra playing a fine tango by Malandò. Nikolaus Andrias, his parents, and his whole family were arrested by the Dutch police on May 16, 1944. They lived on Bilderdijkstraat in The Hague.

  Joseph took out his cigarettes, offered the policeman one, and lit up. Behind him in the doorway of the caravan stood two little children. He looked the policeman straight in the eye.

  “I can offer you a sum of money.”

  It was too late. A regretful gesture of the head. The man either didn’t want or was unable to take him up on his offer. It was too late for any kind of accommodation. The letter, which spoke of this article and that clause, warned about the penalty charges that would be imposed if the caravans were not removed from the municipality of their own accord within twenty-four hours.

  Twenty-four hours. You might just have had time to hang out the washing among the trees after all that rain, when that patrol car appeared again to check up. You might have promised a nearby farmer four tubeless tires to put his Opel nicely back on its feet, no problem: how unpleasant when that twenty-four-hour countdown started again. Twenty-four hours — sometimes forty-eight — then you left. Toward the evening of the third day the Andrias family started tapping water again and stowing the gear firmly in the caravans. They left in the morning. Four caravans, two old Culemborg vans, and six cars crammed with men, women, and children. Joseph, at twenty-seven still without a family of his own, was carrying two nieces in the front of his car and in the back “his uncle” Nikolaus and Nikolaus’s wife and one of his sons, Sanyi.

  I’m thinking of that rocking caravan. Of the drowsy atmosphere in those cars. It was just starting to grow light. Six in the morning. The path led past a meadow where the heads of the cows protruded above the ground mist. I only need to stand by Gerard’s farm and in the distance I can see the point where they turned onto the road. Joseph drove carefully. In the mirror he occasionally looked with concern at the face of the old man, who had had a miserable night. His mood was that of someone who, when he sees a tree, thinks only of a tree and, when he sees a pothole, thinks only of a pothole. So when he happened to look up at Gerard’s oak tree and his eye fell on the Gypsy sign, he thought of nothing except those two wavy lines crossed by a third. I heard him shifting gears as he drove past — very handsome and serious — and I believe that he didn’t even know that those lines, which in more mythical times had meant a welcome, were a sign from one stranger to another reassuring him that decent people lived here, people with whom you could eat and talk. I doubt whether he knew, because you hear the craziest things about those magic signs and, as for truth, you never really know it.

  There’s something else I’m not entirely sure about: whether Joseph, shifting into third gear, had a sneaking intuition that in the course of that same year his suit would be hanging over a chair at night at this address and that his low-heeled black shoes would be placed under the bed of the red-haired daughter of the house. Who is to know? Anyway, something had been prepared for. What had been prepared for was the theme of Joseph and Lucie, which in a friendly but resolute way would supersede another theme in his life: Joseph and Parasja.

  It had been about thirteen months since she left him. After six years of marriage that had never been considered a real marriage because no child was born, Parasja had been taken back by her family. She wasn’t reluctant to go. They had met each other during a long summer in the fields of an abandoned Serbian monastery near Banja Luka. Parasja, slim, strong, glowing in a meadow full of horses, defied her grandmother and her uncles. As a result of an old dispute, they did not eat with Joseph’s family. They had ridden off one night when the stars fell clean through the fields of corn. When they returned, no permission was granted for their union. Having still not conceived after six years, Parasja began to think of the imprecations that must have been uttered at the time.

  They were surrounded by the police. Once they reached the outskirts of the village, they were hemmed in by two patrol cars. A policeman stepped out of his car.

  Kata, Nikolaus’s wife, was in a bad mood. “May your father’s bowels and those of your mother and your brothers shrivel up,” she began. “May your grandfather’s stupid head ...”

  Joseph rolled down the window ready to reply to the kind of questions he had been familiar with from time immemorial:

  “Where are you going?”

  For an instant, pressing on the gas pedal and feeling the friction of steel seemed the only thing to do.

  “We’re taking A3 5 toward Almelo.”

  As usual they had an escort. A white car in front, and another behind the convoy, a service of the Netherlands state. Joseph, accustomed to unexpected official action in his life, had his mind on other things. Having been jolted awake, he thought: Parasja, I’m going to forget you. I’m going to forget all about your hair, your head, your chin, your lips, which all seem to be fixed in a permanent smile. I’m not going to remember a thing — not a single detail. I swear that by God the Father.

  That’s what he thought as they approached the municipal boundary and the Benckelo police peeled off.

  Do you think that I want to go on seeing you and your gold bracelets in the years to come? And your shawls, and your sacred panties with that flower design that you always hang out to dry under a towel but which, of course, I’ve seen anyway? How many nights in the course of his life do you think a man can lie tossing and turning, thinking: Come here now and crawl in beside me?

  At the Delden traffic circle the column of caravans kept so close together that there was a minor traffic jam to the right of them. At IJssel a police van was waiting.

  He lost patience. Christ, Parasja, that scolding and hounding of yours! You don’t think I’m still in love with you, do you?

  “A very good morning to you! Can I see your papers?”

  Joseph handed over his documents. He felt a nervous pressure in his chest.

  How many places did we go to in six years? Must I go on seeing the suburbs of Gdansk, or Berlin, or Budapest, or the cornfields, or the vineyards where the women worked? During the storm over Reims you defied every law by continuing to walk around bareheaded with thunder and lightning around you. What good to me are our little Dutch fields? In a place caught between space and confinement, we’re allowed to make our Gypsy commotion for twenty- four hours?

  At last the papers were in order. The group owned a collection of the most beautiful passports and visas. And then came the question.

  “And where are we driving to?”

  Joseph started up, became silent for a moment, then again mentioned Almelo.

  But all right, all right, Parasja, you mustn’t joke about family! A distant uncle of mine called a distant uncle of yours a louse.

  They pulled away from the embankment. The cars merged with the rest of the morning traffic. The police van in front left little doubt about the nature of this transport. A little farther on, there was a brief stop at a shop open at eight in the morning. What group of women is served at such lightning speed with bread, pastries, and Band-Aids and then shown to the door with such fretful care? Between Zenderen and Almelo there was a provincial road. Where the developed area was marked off by a railway line was where the concrete path to the caravan site began. The police had disappeared. After an hour of costly negotiations with several other camp dwellers, the Andrias family were parked together with their wagons and cars. Behind Nikolaus’s caravan there was room enough for his imminent death.

  On the earth beneath you a mattress and a couple of thick pillows. Above your head a piece of canvas that doesn’t let a single raindrop through. In cold weather a fire at your feet. I think the tradition of fleeing your dwelling in your final moments is beautiful, but I don’t understand it. Gentle hands lift you up and carry you off while you’re still alive. The mourning has already begun. From all sides the eyes of your family look at you encouragingly. As darkness falls, you sometimes hear consoling lamentations. In a while they will be certain to put a bunch of hawthorn on your fresh grave, because no soul wants to be haunted by your mulo.

  Nikolaus Andrias died one afternoon in summer. The camp was full to bursting. The family that had flocked together bought a grave, asked for a chaplain, and summoned the village brass band to play the Radetzky March or anything at all. Their pained lament amounted to a final pact with the dead person: These were the tricks we played on you, you probably played plenty on us. That’s all right. We forgive each other.

  To depart as you came. Without possessions. Without debts. A legacy makes no sense in such a situation. After the funeral meal, which despite two downpours lasted for the rest of the day, the wood fire was revived as the sun flared up one last time. The scorched smell of Nikolaus’s suit, his shoes, and his socks and hat dissipated toward morning when a new storm erupted over the camp.

  “The Andrias family? What? Gone again?” was heard two days later at the town hall in Almelo. They didn’t understand why the Gypsies had left, because they were now on a legal site. Discussions had actually begun about work in the cattle-feed factory. How were Social Affairs supposed to understand that since a recent death something burning hot, something unbearably chaotic, lingered about those drenched poplars? There was no way of comprehending the sound the night began making, which, until then, no one had noticed.

  For that matter, the family itself made no effort. They left after that death, and there was no reason why, rather some sort of wild reflex of memory. Language and dreams. The true story takes place on that level, and anyone who writes down any of it takes possession of it. But those people don’t write anything down! Three days after the funeral Joseph began packing, and so did Branco, and Kata’s three daughters. What is not written down never becomes a text but remains an image. Kata sat at the table in her kitchen. In her hand a crystal glass with a gold rim. Nothing is ordered in time. She took hold of a lemonade bottle in front of her and looked in astonishment at the label. Cause and effect have no fixed position. She couldn’t read what it said. There is no composition. She poured and brought the glass to her lips with a trembling hand. The image, completely clear and resolved, corresponds with life itself; we’re leaving here tomorrow!

  Is it proper to write about people who themselves don’t do it on principle? Am I allowed to sweep up the glass that the inconsolable Kata has accidentally dropped from her hands? And in one of the slivers, crooked, pointed as a dagger, accidentally see something of my own features?

  Joseph didn’t stay with his family all summer. His cousin Branco was man enough, so Joseph, single and with his own car, was free to go where he wanted. Free, for example, to drive to Alsace via Limburg and, via Vierzon, to Limoges and then on to Toulouse. And free on all these journeys to make contact with friends and relatives whom he sometimes knew only from the stories.

  Who else but I should follow him? Should ride with him in his Buick, gazing out beyond the big front windshield? It’s nice to merge with a wonderful blue landscape full of undulations at forty-five miles an hour. Joseph whistled through his teeth and thought peacefully of nothing. Towns, campsites, and parties in the evening. It’s worthwhile attracting the glance of the pipe-sucking, chatting Joseph from behind a bonfire. They told each other stories. Over the next fifteen years Joseph heard all kinds of anecdotes about his vanished parents, his vanished uncles and aunts, and occasionally he almost crossed paths with Parasja.

  That was good. That was right, absolutely. Still, though the sun might go on rising and setting again in streaks of red, sooner or later Joseph would be pulled over. His papers would be examined testily between four fingers and at a moment like that I was definitely no longer a bluish landscape but was up to my ears in a compromising skin that I didn’t like one bit. “You can’t stay here. What’s your destination? Disperse, please, folks. Those are the regulations” — and then I felt ashamed to the depths of my soul and I knew that I must also be concerned with the friendly policeman who wanted to do everything by the book. But why did Joseph remain so good-natured when confronted with this gentleman? Did he know that the man’s ancestors had been drivers of the plague carts at the time when his own ancestors had been playing with young brown bears in the eastern Balkans? But no, amenability, polite looks, I don’t understand and perhaps I can’t understand. Your head may be hidden under a wiry copper bush of hair, and because of that you may have been pointed at by every Tom, Dick, and Harry, and especially teased by an angelic girl at elementary school, but that’s definitely not enough to understand what centuries of police checks do to your feeling of reality. To your daily repertoire, your eternal now that is sometimes nice and intimate, with kitchen utensils and eiderdowns, and at other times terrifyingly distant, with an ice-cold wind over plowed fields where birds circle overhead. I like the fresh air, but even more I like a solid table between a pair of brick walls.

  “That’s your gadjo soul,” says Joseph later to Lucie.
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  Gerard is angry. It started more than a year ago, quietly at first, when Joseph and Lucie decided to cut down the oak by the gate.

  “Why?” he had asked.

  “Search me,” said Lucie. You could see her thinking. “To give the trailer more room on the bend.”

  He got angry. “You two have gone nuts.”
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