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p3-5

Prologue

The corridors were empty, the doors closed. Everyone was asleep, except the man with the white
bundle in his arms. He rushed outside, across the lawn, past the rose-filled greenhouses and over
the generous ditch surrounding the property, towards the stables. A couple of frogs croaked, but
the horses didn’t stir when he opened the stable door. They knew him, the man who saddled them
every day, attached their bridles to the coach. They recognised his smell and the sweets he always
carried in his pocket. They knew what his hand felt like as it stroked their noses and gently patted
their flanks. He talked to them when he braided woollen threads into their mains or stencilled
quarter marks in their coats.

This time the man was agitated, his face in a panic, his breath rapid and snorting, like a startled
deer in hunting season.

His clothes were inconspicuous, a nameless brown. A green silk scarf covered half his face, as if the
warm summer night meant nothing to him.

In his arms he held the child who was to die that night, barely three years old, a nightshirt of
bleached cotton, barefoot. The boy’s face was milky pale and his dirty blonde curls stuck to his
sweaty brow. A naked shoulder revealed a recent pox vaccination.

The man placed the sleeping child in the hay on the floor of an empty horsebox and stared at him.
The picture reminded him of a Christmas night long ago with the baby Jesus in his crib. The tiny
figure smiled at him and he smiled back. No, it was best not to think of the past. He had to
concentrate on the present. Another couple of minutes and it would all be over. The hay would
soak up the blood and no one would suspect a thing.

A foal had been born in the very same box a couple of hours earlier. The mare and her offspring
had been brought to a bigger stable. The boy’s blood would mix with the blood of the foal. The
stable hand would only collect the hay for manure the following day. By then the boy would already
be buried.

The child in the hay had no idea what was going on. He curled the corners of his lips as if to smile.
One of his legs quivered, like a gust of wind over motionless water. Was he dreaming? Sounds from
outside forced their way in. Whispering, a woman gently laughing. The darkly clothed man
withdrew in haste behind a partitioning fence. They weren’t allowed inside. Not now.

The voices grew fainter and disappeared in the direction of the greenhouses.
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The man pulled up the neckerchief until only his eyes were visible. The knife he produced from his
jacket pocket felt warm to the touch.

He knew the child wouldn’t wake up. A powerful tincture of valerian had been mixed into his
evening feed. The child would die in his sleep. No one would mourn him. It was all just a mistake.

The flame in the oil lamp flickered. As if a door had opened somewhere and the displaced air had
reached the light.

Now was the moment. The blade shimmered. Its point would penetrate the child’s body like chilled
butter.

The child opened his eyes for an instant, poised between sleep and consciousness. He saw the man
with the dark green neckerchief, the raised hand and the glistening knife, and a look of recognition
filled his face.

The child smiled.

p11-23

The first years of my life seem vague and pale, like the wrinkled skin on boiled milk.
But there are some things I'll never forget.

All T can remember was being carried by my mother. I either sat on her lap or she carried me on
her arm or on her back. The times I stood on my own feet were rare. When she was making me a
new pair of trousers I would stand on a stool and she would measure the length of my legs. Her
hands were always gentle and I held on to her shoulders. There was no chance of falling when I was
with her. Her arms were gentle cushions.

Her face was an ever changing landscape and I never grew tired of it. When she was working in the
fields she would tie me to her back with a flowery cloth. I felt her every move. When she sang, the
nightingales fell silent. When she stooped I saw the ground, the fields of potatoes and her hands
rummaging in the red-brown soil, held tight by fabric flowers. When she straightened her back I
saw the sky and the blinding sun, everywhere smudges of blue and shafts of light. I smelled her
moist neck, pressed my nose into her braided hair. I saw the clouds engulfing passing birds, and in
the distance I saw the end of the world. My father told me the horizon was sharp as a knife.

‘You must never go that far, Manfred,” he said. ‘That’s where the world stops.’
‘Why?’ I asked.
‘Because. If you keep going to the end you’ll fall into the deepest darkest ravine there is.’

So I kept away from the horizon. The silver birches encircled me like sentinels. Only the speckled
sunlight vaulted and somersaulted through. The world was never as big as it was in my early years.

‘Let the child stand on his own,” the local women would say. My mother spoiled me too much, they
whispered.




‘He’s not strong enough yet,” she would answer, without interrupting her work.
‘Shall T take him for a while?” someone once asked.
‘T'll carry him as long as I have to.”

She sounded determined, and I clearly remember how safe I felt when I was able to understand
words. I just had to make sure she kept carrying me. So I complained of pains in my belly that went
away when she lifted me.

My mother’s name was Elena.
I only knew my father for six years. He was a writer, but he never managed to write his first book.

“The story’s still in my head,” he said, ‘but it’'ll come out one day and I'll write the most beautiful
book ever.’

My father’s name was Gottfried.

My mother believed him and so did I. He would practice in the evenings; then I would cling to his
side and stare at his mouth as the people in his stories crossed the threshold of his lips and
appeared in the kitchen.

My father came from an unsightly hamlet called Colmberg, not for from Ansbach in Bavaria, and
because he had to earn a living somewhere, he joined his parents and a hundred other families
from the region who emigrated to Hungary. He became a house builder in Backa Palanka, and
that’s where he met my mother. She came from a family of farmers and knew everything about
sowing, growing, blossoming and pruning. That’s why she also knew what to do with her frail son. I
grew and blossomed in her hands, like a seedling in a pot. My mother was my soil, my father the air
that I breathed.

Everything about my father was big. His frame, his hands, his nose, his moustache. When he talked
he could drown out the bells in the old tower, and when he laughed the walls of the house would

shake.

He carried me on his shoulders when we went to church. He would point to the spire in the
distance and ask: ‘Manfred, do you see that huge church tower over there?’

I saw the tower on the tip of his forefinger and nodded.

‘You're ten times bigger than the church. You’re my little king. And one day you’ll be a big king.
Then youwll be so big you’ll be able to see right into heaven,” he said, and his laughing lips turned
his moustache into a bird ready to take flight.

I felt myself grow; there wasn’t enough room in my chest for my proud heart.

I was their little king, and one day I would be able to see into heaven. I didn’t realise then that I was
already in heaven.
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Our house was just like the other houses. Whitewashed loam between the wooden trusses, a dark
thatched roof that kept out the sunlight like a low-brimmed hat, and tiny windows with dark-green
windowpanes that allowed just enough light in to make you feel safe.

To be sure I didn’t prick myself when I helped my mother pick rosehips for tea and jam, the
rosebushes in the surrounding garden were without thorns. In the summer, a rambling rose
covered the entire facade. The perfumes I inhaled were unimaginably strong. Everything smelled
of my mother and her roses.

Behind our house there was a forest of birch trees.

‘Birches are a blessing,” said my father. “Their tops are full of magic. You can only cut themdown
after you've walked round them seven times. And the cuckoo doesn’t sing until he’s eaten young
birch leaves. If he cuckoos three times that means bad weather’s on the way. Then we have time to
bring in the hay before the rain makes it mouldy. And with a cuckoo nearby you know that your
sweetheart will always be faithful.’

Then he kissed my mother and sang the cuckoo song.
Green is the grass, green is the grass, underneath my feet.
I’ve lost my best friend, tell me where I should him seek?
Hey there! Make way for the young lady.

And the cuckoo sings in his own sweet time.

This lady is the one. Oh, my darling Augustine.

‘Who is Augustine?’ I wanted to know.

‘Aha, he was a saint from long ago. He knew how to tell if a woman’s apples and pears were fresh.
Then he would lie down and rest under the fig tree and dream about God and other blissful things.
After that he proclaimed that everybody was responsible for their own will and their own bad deeds
Saint Augustine is a bit like me.’

I didn’t really understand, but I saw things that tallied with his stories. I never saw him pinching
pears, but if he stayed too long at the tavern my mother would move Saint Augustine to the top of
her pile of holy pictures. “Then he’ll be sure to come home,” she would say, ‘and not dally with
another woman to tell if her fruit is fresh.’

I also saw that the birch trees had real magic hidden under their light-green tops. Their twigs
waved good morning with pale purple hands. After midday soup, their branches would take a nap
under a translucent blanket of silver and ochre, and when it was time for bed they covered
themselves in shades of violet and orange light until the night wiped out every colour. My father
left the house before sunrise every morning together with the other men in the village. Their carts
were filled with wooden battens, reed and bundles of straw. They built houses for families planning
to move from Bavaria. My father was the best thatcher in the region. I could follow him until he
disappeared behind the hills. After that I could still hear his powerful voice for a few minutes by
the open window, for he always sang the same song as he drove the horses.
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A cuckoo on a tree, simsaladim bombas salado saladim

on atree sat a cuckoo.

A young hunter came along, simsaladim bombas salado saladim

there he came, the young hunter.

He shot that poor cuckoo, simsaladim bombas salado saladim

he shot that poor cuckoo dead.

But dafter just a year, simsaladim bombas salado saladim

but after just a year had passed.

Then the cuckoo he came back, simsaladim bombas salado saladim

then the cuckoo came right back.

The poor hunter whistled, simsaladim bombas salado saladim

the poor hunter whistled loud.

I only heard snippets of the last lines. But in my mind the cuckoo kept on singing,.

I heard when my father came home in the evening. He was still singing about the cuckoo.

There was a little school in our village where children of six and older learned to read and write in
German and Hungarian. The religion teacher was strict, an Orthodox priest with a white beard. I
was scared of him and relieved when T got to join the youngest children with their mothers in the
meadow.

When my father came home in the evening he would first wash himself at the pump. My mother
would sit me on a stool next to him; my feet barely touched the ground. I would hold out a towel
and a lump of soap and watch as my father carefully washed and dried himself. He had a huge body
and he didn’t miss a single fold.

Then we ate galuska with warm milk and honey at the beech wood table in the kitchen. My mother
served from a large copper pot that once belonged to her own mother. Every dent had a story to
tell. The biggest was her father’s fault. His wife hit him on the head with the pot because he had
stayed too long at the tavern and had staggered to church the next day still swaying and drowsy.
The dent in the pot made it wobble on the table and T sometimes thought I could see my deceased
grandfather’s face in the polished copper. He was still staggering.

My mother made noodles with goose eggs, white flower and water from the pump, and they were
the tastiest in the village. The women wanted to know how she made her galuska. What was her
secret recipe? I was the only one who knew. When she kneaded the dough, she would pop a holy

picture of Saint Elisabeth of Hungary under the board. My mother said her ancestors were
descended from the saint and I believed her. Saint Elisabeth was a Hungarian and was married to a
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German. She baked bread for the poor, even though it was forbidden. When she was caught
handing it out, she opened her apron. Instead of bread it was full of roses. Elisabeth died centuries
ago, but my mother told me her story countless times.

‘If you knead dough with Elisabeth nearby, you’ll always have bread and love that never sours,” she
would say, sure of her words.

My mother had a holy picture for everything. They had once belonged to her mother and were
quite valuable. Each saint had been engraved in fine black lines on coarse paper. Some pictures had
been coloured in. My mother was given the saints as a wedding present. She taught me their names
and told me about their terrible lives; most of them had died as martyrs. And those who died a
martyr’s death were rewarded with a place in heaven and seat of gold next to Jesus.

Every night before bedtime, my father told me a story without end. I think he was practicing for
the book he was supposed to be writing, the one the whole world was impatient to welcome. He
started differently every time and every time I held my breath and hoped for a happy ending. I
couldn’t sleep, because I was imprisoned in a story without an end. So I tried to invent an ending,
but because I knew nothing about endings it never worked.

Sometimes my father talked about the children left in the woods by their stepmother. The children
were captured by a witch. They managed to escape and find their way home, but I've no idea what
happened after that.




