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128.53 Excerpt from Adventures and Experiences Of The Young René\fn{by Jozef Ignác Bajza (1754-1836)}
Predmier, Bytca District, Zilina Region, Slovakia (M) 3
… During the afternoon trip, René, Van Stiphout, and, the guide recalled their most recent adventure again and
again. But before sunset they switched from their joking attitude to a more fearful disposition. Just as the sun was
about to retire behind the mountains, they entered a narrow valley surrounded by mountains and forests like huge
military embankments.
René—especially René—was frightened by the location. The trees, pointing directly to the sky, seemed to
dominate the entire surrounding, even the light air itself. Their color and scent caused doldrums, anxiety, and fear,
all at the same time. They would have been a fitting addition to the black forests of the underworld. They would
have brought the greatest torture to the souls of the evil ones.
As the three men proceeded on their way, they heard more and more clearly the sound of yelling. Suddenly,
they met a large crowd of men and women in faun-like attire. One of the men blew into a bag of rough goatskin. A
repugnant whining sound was released by the bag through various pipes connected to its belly. The people jumped
and spun about in tempo with the bag’s whining. Their dancing and swaying was as mild and wonderful as the
music itself.
When the people approached the carriage of our travelers, some of the crowd grasped the horses’ bits; some
tried to reach the wagon railing, while many of them took hold of the reins; some even put their hands on the
wheels in an effort to stop the carriage. Both René and Van Stiphout became frightened. The guide’s face flushed
at this rare kindness and respect. All the men and women in the crowd were evidently drunk, but the guide had
suspected that they might be brigands.
The guide, well acquainted with local custom, begged the rabble to let him and his companions continue their
trip. He complimented the crowd for their gaiety and addressed them with pleasant remarks. But his efforts were
in vain. The entire crowd, to the very last man and woman, shouted that all three travelers must go with them.
Shouting and dancing, men and women turned the horses and carriage around and continued the interrupted
entertainment. With loud laughter they led our travelers through straight and crooked paths, over dog rose and
bramble shrubbery, to a wretched cottage in a dark pine forest.
The tumult of the oncoming crowd roused several couples from the cottage. With similar music and cheer and
stamping and hallooing, they, too, made earsplitting noises. The oldest man raised his hand and ordered everyone
to stop and listen to his words. When all present were silent, he briefly welcomed the guests and asked them
precisely—in accordance with tradition—what they wanted and what they had brought with them.
The oldest among the guests replied that they had indeed brought something with them and that they wanted
something in exchange. Both demands and offers, allegedly, concerned the same thing. He said that their gift was
more precious than all other treasures of the world. In his words, at the time of creation, the heavenly beings had
considered this gift the most valuable, so valuable that without it the world could not have existed. The
spokesman then asked the crowd to accept the present with a sincere heart and to guard it like the apple of their
eye, so that the present would not suffer any damage or detriment.
The speaker plaited a long garland of praise about the gift, as skillfully as a reader walking behind a plow or
driving cattle or acquiring the art of rhetoric from long-nosed teachers-organists. He was not lacking in fantasy
and the wit of poets. Whatever might have been said or written about similar matters, he always lapped up to the
very last phrase. In the end, he turned around and grasped a hand. It was the hand of a creature in new peasant
moccasins and a long chemise, in fresh holiday-white puffed sleeves and a new sheepskin fur coat on her
shoulders, with head enwreathed with wild flowers and trimmed with various multicolored ribbons, a girl of such
a shapely figure that the poet had undoubtedly trimmed these special lines for her:
Think not, in palaces alone does beauty dwell,
she dons a sprightly frock in cottages as well.

Then, having pointed out the beautiful girl to all present, the man said:
“Here, take this gift which we have long cared for and which we now bring here to hand to you. We beg you,
assume its permanent possession.”
These words calmed the apprehension of René, Van Stiphout, and the guide, for they now understood the
meaning of the lengthy greetings.
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An old man representing another group, a sort of master of ceremonies, accepted the gift and replied with a
long speech in which he extolled the sacrament of holy matrimony. Like a rabbinical expert, he mentioned and
explained all the details pertaining to married life in the order listed by the Bible, reaching back to the creation of
the world. Finally he pointed to the bridegroom, a festively dressed young man standing nearby with a long
cudgel in his hand. The bridegroom took the bride by the hand and all present began to shout loudly in order to
make up for the long silence to which they had been subjected during the ceremonial speeches. The guests then
poured into the cottage, pushing René, Van Stiphout, and the guide in before the others.
Inside everything was prepared for the guests. The tables were covered with wagon canopies. Benches were set
next to the tables. Bowls were full. The room was lit by many splinters and torch lanterns. Nothing was lacking
for real comfort except to sit down to the tables.
A place of honor was reserved for the parents of the bridegroom and bride. Yet Van Stiphout, René, and their
guide were honored more than any other guest. Our travelers, still full of apprehension, were startled by the great
honor bestowed on them. While other guests had to pull their penknives out of their pockets, René, Van Stiphout,
and the guide sat at the head of the table and received three real table knives. What else they could have wished
for?
The man designated to cut and distribute the meat continually turned his congenial eye toward our travelers
and put the fattest chunks on their plates. The remaining guests, getting only lean pieces of meat, had to place the
meat on slices of bread by themselves. All the other food, excluding meat, was free to all. Everyone could take as
much as everyone else. No one was excepted, and no one was treated more favorably than anyone else.
The menu served at the tables was as follows: sauerkraut came first, followed by soup. After the soup, various
sauces, porridges, and side dishes appeared on the tables as they were completed in the kitchen. Among the drinks
the most popular was home-brewed whisky. Bottle after bottle of it was set in front of Van Stiphout, René, and the
guide the moment they poured a little of it into their glasses.
The guide finally understood why the guests had stopped him and his companions on their trip. In this region,
and here and there in other regions too, it was a custom to invite a priest to the wedding feast in order that he, by
his mere presence, would bring God’s blessing upon the wedding and the newlyweds. Not finding any priest in
the vicinity, they took the next best alternative, in the guide’s opinion, the guide himself. He therefore did
everything a priest would be expected to do in a similar situation. He tried to cheer up both the bride and the
bridegroom whenever their spirits sagged, and he gave first toasts when the bagpipe wailed in the background.
But he alternated priestly instructions with his jesting. He carefully explained the meaning of matrimony
according to evidence and natural law. A bond between husband and wife is not a simple human bond and a
mutual tie. It is something greater and holier. Its continuity is under the lawful protection of heaven. Temporal and
eternal bliss accompany all those who enter the sacrament of matrimony with reverence and who observe the
purpose of matrimony with honor. Present and everlasting punishments would strike those who enter matrimony
lightly.
The guide likewise explained the duty of parents toward children. All those present, but especially the
newlyweds, listened to him as attentively as to a priest presenting a sermon in church. The guests sighed deeply
now and then, nodding frequently in assent.
When the cock crowed after midnight and Rene could not stand the smoke and oppressive air of the room any
longer, the guests stood up, and all were asked to dance with the bride, in accordance with local custom. The
honor of the first dances was given to René, Van Stiphout, and the guide. After the dance was over—and only then
—did the guests accompany our three travelers to the barn, where René, Van Stiphout, and the guide lay down on
the straw for the night. The other guests returned to the house and continued the wedding feast.
The guests, lacking as they did sleep and rest, were both a laughingstock and objects of pity in the morning.
Some of them were as pale as a wall; others were as green as frogs; many guests, yellowish in color, resembled
unthawed wax. Indeed, all of them looked like poisonous fish. One was lying under the hearth. Turning frequently
from side to side, he complained about both his belly and his stomach. A second one toddled under the bench,
holding his head in both hands and crying for help. A third one rocked to and fro at the table, repeating angrily
that either beer or the whisky or both must have contained an admixture of darnel\fn{An annual grass, found as a weed
in cornfields and other cultivated grounds, the seeds of which are considered poisonous } or some other narcotic drug, for—in his
words—a beverage had never before struck his legs, especially down there under his knees. A fourth found a
similar fault. He lamented because he felt that someone was flailing his limbs with a club. He was so angry that he
would have even brawled with the host himself, were he able to move, for he believed the host had poisoned
them. The remaining guests, either of stronger constitution or with intestines better cauterized than others,
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quarreled with the sleepy bagpiper.
The guide wanted to give a sermon about the evil consequences of overindulgence, had the guests been able to
understand anything at all; but at the time any such attempt would have been doomed to failure. He addressed the
host who had prepared the wedding feast for his son, and who had remained the most sober of the guests.
“Look,” the guide said, “how everyone has injured both health and purse! Everything you earned and gathered
in the course of several months, you’ve poured out at once until your guests became drunk and you disposed of
your supplies. Two great damages! One afflicted your pocket, the other their bodies, not to mention a third offense
against God, caused to a great extent by yourself. Such vice could have been prevented if the newlyweds had
invited only two witnesses to their wedding and treated them to a modest meal. This way the newlyweds would
not have lost God’s grace the same day they had received it.”
The father of the bridegroom received the remarks of our guide with sympathy.
“But what could we do,” he asked, “act against tradition? According to custom, the guests will only depart the
day after tomorrow. No doubt it’s a great expense to entertain and feed such a mass of people. Many a father has
been reduced to a beggar state because of his son’s wedding; and many a household has never forgotten the
wedding. What else could we do? What would people say of anyone who would dare accept your advice and carry
out the first such wedding?”
“This custom should be prohibited to all and a new way should be set up for all,” Van Stiphout said,
intervening in the dialogue. “Had you not been permitted to play the music so long or were you not allowed to
play it at all, the wedding guests would have dispersed by themselves.”
Our travelers expressed their thanks to the host for his overnight hospitality. The host filled up their trunk with
cakes and accompanied them up to the forest’s edge. René, Van Stiphout, and the guide soon sighted a village
situated in the plain …
1819
51.27 The Tapák Family\fn{by Timrava aka Bozena Slanclková (1867-1951)} Polichno, Lučenec District, Banská
Bystrica Region, Slovakia (F) 3
Tonight too Il’a pretended to have forgotten to bolt the gate of the school yard. But she had little hope that Paro
would come for her. She knew what the Tapák family were like; one had to push them into everything, for they
were very slow to act. It was five years since she had left her husband for the first time. Paro had come for her at
once then. His mother, who was still alive at that time, poor soul, had made him do it. But now there was nobody
to push him into things. Il’a could remain a servant girl here until Doomsday. And the wives of Paro’s brothers
were only too glad that she was out of their sight!
Oh, how bitter it was to toil for others! She had not a single minute for herself and no will of her own, but had
to obey the orders of her masters all the time. She always had to be on the go, as if in a dance—and her heels were
sore from it all. If only she had wings, if only she could fly. They did not even respect her education or her
diploma. A servant is but a servant, and the master is the master. He has no heart—but even Paro would have none
if he did not come to fetch her (for though he is only a farmer, he is also a Tapák).
Il’a gnashed her teeth; tears ran into her eyes. She would never have expected that she would be sorry for him,
rather than he for her. Just see how all her pride had gone!
Il’a had to break the train of thought and wipe away the tears running down her face. But to be sure even if
Paro came for her she would not go with him, because she had made up her mind that she would never again go to
live with the Tapák, and she was determined to keep her vow. But in her father’s house she had been given a room
with walls of brick, not wood; this summer they could build another room adjoining it and there they could live
together in peace like two doves. But Paro would not come …
Il’a bowed her head and tears again streamed down her face. There she was, a proud and well-educated bride,
weeping …
The unbolted gate of the yard creaked at that moment. Il’a held her breath and her heart stopped beating. She
looked tensely into the yard through the grating of the beehouse. The tall figure of a man could be seen striding
vigorously across from the gate. Il’a’s face flushed. She quickly put her head on the pillow, pretending to be
asleep. A moment later the unlocked door of the beehouse also creaked and Paro came in. He stopped at the end of
the bed and pulling at the eiderdown, exclaimed:
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“Il’a, are you asleep or not? Come home!”
Il’a usually slept fully dressed, always ready to go away with her husband, but now she did not answer his call.
She pretended to be fast asleep, which no one would have any difficulty in believing as she had been working all
day long. Paro called out again and pulled at the eiderdown even more violently.
“Do you hear—eh? Home!” Paro became all excited.
“Have you nowhere to live or is it right for you to be a servant girl, what?”
“Who’s that, what’s that?” she started up in fright. She sat up in bed and, as if she had only now seen him,
exclaimed:
“So it’s you? Go back where you’ve come from, you drunkard. What do you want here?”
Paro, having lost his initial bashfulness, gathered courage and yelled as loud as he could:
“Get a move on when I tell you. Is it right that a good housewife should wash dishes for the gentry?”
“What do you want here? Where have you come from? I am no longer your wife!” exclaimed Il’a majestically.
“And whose are you?” he shouted. “Maybe Duro Uvoda’s?”
“Maybe his and maybe somebody else’s, but no longer yours!” cried Il’a haughtily. “I shall never return to the
Tapák. I told you that in the first place: either me or the Tapák. So you’ve chosen!”
“We’ll leave them!”
“You may make promises now, but if I were to go with you, everything would be just the same as it ever was. I
know what you are like, my dear fellow!”
“You’re not to be a servant; that’s a disgrace to you. We’ll build a house.”
“I shall stay a servant, I don’t feel ashamed of it. I can just imagine you building. You’ll bring three truckloads
of stone and leave it at that. I know your lot, you are just no good!”
Seeing that words were of no help, Paro went up to her intending to smack her face.
Il’a gave a start, screamed, and dug her nails in his face, scratching the skin from his nose. Palo jumped back,
turned round, stumbled, and overturned a beehive. The bees started buzzing, disturbed in their sleep, and Paro got
out, wiping the blood from his face with the sleeve of his shirt.
“I’m not going to worry about the little devil any more. Otherwise I would kill her!” he muttered as he made
his way out of the yard. “I shall see the priest. Let him put her in order!”
“I hate you, I hate you!” Il’a shouted after him, full of anger and contempt. She got out of bed and stood the
overturned beehive up again. What a man! Anyone else would have killed her, but he went home not caring that
she had stayed here. He should have led her away by force, he should have locked her in a room and kept her
there for at least a week without food and water. Il’a was hurt, because he did not want her, he did not care for her,
and had only come to her because he was drunk or because somebody had scolded him, and her cries and abuse
had woken up the teacher’s family. The teacher who was mindful of his position in society, opened the window
and put out his head with its handsome black hair, and asked what was amiss.
“I knew it,” he said severely when he heard the explanation, “I knew that we should have nothing but trouble
with you. I said right at the start that your husband would not let you work here.”
“He can’t order me about! I’ve promised to work for you for a year and I shall not fail!” answered Il’a firmly,
adding angrily to herself: “Don’t worry, he won’t come for me any more!”
*
Il’a was quite certain that Paro would not come to her any more. Instead of him came a summons, asking her
to appear at the notary’s office in the neighboring village.
Il’a was startled and afraid, for she knew that one is summoned only for something unpleasant, and could not
guess what the notary wanted of her. Nothing important had happened in the village. She was doing her
communal work conscientiously. (The teacher’s wife had reproved her only yesterday for taking four hours over
giving a bath to Jakub’s baby. A dead child was born to the Krumls, but she reported that in due course as befits an
educated person who takes her position seriously.) She put on her Sunday best as she was summoned for the
afternoon of the following day, and appeared before the notary.
The official, still young, but very earnest, was sitting behind a long desk in the office when she arrived. He
glanced at her sternly over his spectacles and continued to write. Il’a came nearer, curtseying in the way
gentlefolk do, and very respectfully asked to be heard soon, as she was a servant at the school and the teacher’s
wife would reproach her if she returned home late. The notary took another look at her, and as the absolute master
of the office, and of all villages in which he collected taxes, ignored her pretty curtseys and made his power felt
even to the teacher’s wife, for he kept her servant waiting until evening. Then he said to Il’a:
“Come nearer!” The voice of the notary sounded as serious as if he were the master of life and death.
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“So you are in service,” he said slowly, pronouncing each word quite separately and distinctly, nearly
overwhelming her with his severity. “The reason that I have called you is to inform you that you cannot be a
servant and the village midwife at the same time. You must give up either one or the other.”
Il’a glanced at the serious face of the notary and her face slowly reddened with joy. This pleasant surprise left
her speechless. She was ready to throw herself at the feet of the notary and kiss his shoes out of pure gratitude. So
she was not allowed to be a servant … there could be no better news!
“I am giving you two days to think it over,” continued the notary, presenting one of his words after the other
like precious things not to be lightly used. “You must then tell me whether you wish to resign from village service
and remain at the school, or whether you want to remain a midwife.”
“Of course I shall stay in the village service,” said Il’a at once, her eyes burning and laughed merrily although
she was facing the king of four villages. Nobody would give her orders any more, her heels would ache no more,
there would be no more running about. A moment later she flew home like a bird let out of its cage, to tell the
teacher’s wife as soon as she could.
“Oh I knew this is what you would do to us!” grumbled the woman reproachfully. “What am I to do now
without a maid? I did not want you to work for me!”
“Yes I know, it was I who offered my services to you!” confessed Il’a. “I would have stayed and served you
well and done everything for you for a whole year as if it were for myself. But can I help it if it’s not allowed?
One must not go against the law!”
“You wanted to spite your husband, and that’s why you came to us,” said the teacher, who was not to be
deceived by words and guessed the thoughts of others. “Your idea was to compel him to do what you wanted.
Now you must find a maid for my wife!”
“I am not going to go back to Paro!” said Il’a resolutely and raised her head. “I shall go and live in my room in
my father’s house. I shall have a chimney made and a stove to fit it. I’ve decided not to go back to the Tapáks and
I shall keep my word!”
“The notary did a very good thing by forbidding me to remain in service,” she was thinking gratefully. “I
would never have got used to it.”
*
On the evening of the third day—the teacher’s wife had found another maid—she took all her things away to
the brick-built room in her father’s house. The next week she had a chimney made and a hearth built. In the
evening she would sit in the clean little room (not even the hospital in Sobota was cleaner) undisturbed, for there
was nobody to upset her, and her thoughts were with Palo. If he were to come and live with her, she’d build a
house next to the room …
But would he come? He knew very well what had happened and that she was no longer at the school. The poor
thing sat in front of the little room, sewing in the sunshine, from where she could see whatever was going on in
the village.
Paro came a week later. He cut loose from his brothers and came to her, for he wanted his wife. Under her
influence he blossomed out, becoming energetic and enterprising. All through the summer he would bring stones
whenever he had a moment to spare, and by the autumn there was a nice new house next to Ira’s room, painted
yellow, unlike any other house in the village. Ira was now quite happy. And the Tapák were satisfied too. Fourteen
of them were suffocating in a single room, living the way their forebears used to live. Nobody interfered with
anybody else, nobody ordered them about, nobody tried to force them to abandon the customs of their ancestors,
to give up their habits, all so true to type. Nor did they envy their brother’s nice house. They had all made their
peace with Il’a as well. (Il’a was now also going to school for educational lectures.. Only Cakaj, propping up the
corner of the old house with his shoulder, would sometimes crack a joke:
“Just see what a yellow castle our queen has built—I would have been ashamed of it.”
“When Miso comes home from the army, we can also have a house like that!” the housewife Zuza would reply
with a sneer. Everything was all right and just as everybody wanted it. Zuza did the cooking out of gratitude
because she could always eat while she did it. The others were also satisfied. Hagancova’s child got better in the
summer sun. Miso no longer thought about Kaia. He forgot her now that he was a soldier and wrote happier
letters. Only she, poor girl, when getting up in the evening when the others had fallen asleep, would look with
eyes full of passion and despair towards the window from which one could see the white corner of Jan Fuzak’s
house, and wringing her soft little hands, would lament:
“Oh, I should never have been born, never …”
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128.59 Excerpts from The Woman\fn{by L’udmila Podjavorinská (1872-1951)} Bzince Javorinou, Nové Mestonad
Váhom District, Trenčín Region, Slovakia (F) 10
… People say that life in the city moves rapidly. But what about ours in the village?
Stephen Zatko, the father of five children, had buried his first wife at Christmas and on Epiphany he was
already at the parsonage to post the banns.
“I beg your pardon,” he said as if in excuse for the short period of mourning. Stephen was well-groomed, but
his mustache, as always, hung down in disorder. One could see that he did not care very much about his
appearance.
“The old crones pestered me, claiming that the children needed care and that I must marry again. So, they
recommended this little girl here to me.”
“What’s more, tell them that we’re predestined for each other!” the woman at his side stated boldly,
punctuating her words with laughter. Far from being a “little girl,” she was huge. Taller by a head than her fiance
her strong mannish figure overshadowed him completely. Even in her ebullient health there was something
manlike—an energy manifested in a surplus of vigor, laughter, and two rows of healthy, white teeth. In reality, she
was nothing that today’s generation would call a “young chick.” From the wrinkles about her eyes one could
judge that she was already over thirty, but her eyes shone with a childish and shy goodness, contrasting with her
huge figure.
“Aren’t you afraid, Iva?” the other women asked.
“I? Afraid? Why should I be?” she laughed, as if she were mowing grass in her garden at the foot of the
Javorina range.
“She’s a real scatterbrain,” the women gossiped in the street. “And that’s not just idle talk—she’s really stupid!
Indeed who could have advised this poor wretch, this widower, to marry her? He’s a good-for-nothing; she’s as
huge as a mountain and without any brain! If only he didn’t have five children, but there are so many! She’ll
knock their orphan brains out of their skulls, that dragon!”
The children were afraid of their stepmother-to-be. Huddled on the baking oven, all five children sat quietly—
the oldest one, a ten-year old girl, on the edge to prevent the others from falling off—all with tangled hair, faces
pale and dirty, and scared little eyes staring at the prospective bride. It was not an attractive picture for her either,
in spite of the fact that people—following tradition—had said that “luck came her way.” Even as optimistic a
creature as Iva could not speak of “luck.” In short, she was startled, but she immediately regained her composure
and nodded her head energetically.
“You are a liar, Steve!” she said, measuring her fiance from head to foot with scorn. “You said you had only
four children, and look, there are five!”
“Should I strangle one of them if there are five?” the sinner tried to rationalize his lie. Then pretending
courage, he added,
“If you don’t like it, go in God’s name! I didn’t drag you here by your hair. Even though I am a widower with
five children, I can still marry a better wife than you!”
“The devil’s own daughter would marry you—you know very well. If I didn’t take pity on you, you’d perish
together with all your small fry. It wouldn’t be any loss, I’m sure, if you … but these children! You know you are
responsible for them to God—so!”
She confirmed her words with a hard look and flashing eyes and took off her frieze coat, rolling up the sleeves
of her blouse as if preparing for a fight. Her face regained its usual peaceful disposition almost immediately. She
knew she was needed and that she was in the most fitting place.
“You see what a character she is,” her brother remarked, scratching himself behind his ear in embarrassment
when he came with Iva to the house. “I must warn you, my dear future brother-in-law—if you have a weak nature,
it would be better for you to back out. She has a good heart and she would not harm a baby chick. But her
character—why hide the truth?—is too ‘common.’ I must warn you, she’ll make you dance to her music.”
“Well, God’s will be done,” the prospective bridegroom courageously replied, rather more satisfied than
frightened. His bride-to-be seemed more and more to his liking. She ran outside and looked for kindling dispersed
under the snow in the yard. He had no desire to pull the brushwood out from under the deep snow; he preferred to
wait until the thoughtful women brought some bundles of their own. And now she pulled the brushwood and,
though her hands blushed red with cold, she broke it into smaller pieces without an ax. She laughed at the same
time—as our elders used to repeat, “at the entire circle”—shouting something to the women assembled at the
garden fence to see their new neighbor. She was beautiful in a way—with a smiling face and bare arms, wrapped
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in her red kerchief, round, womanly, and full in spite of her masculine strength.
“Well, one way or another,” the hopeful bridegroom said with satisfaction, “if she is good to the children and
hardworking—”
“A-a-a-h!” the new brother-in-law giggled. “You don’t need to worry about that! At our house, there has
always been enough work, except for her! She took care of the cattle, for we men were—as she put it—good-fornothing. Then she took over the kitchen after the death of our mother, and held it firmly in hand. Since the
beginning of this winter, she has spun some forty skeins of yarn, and we couldn’t hold her back when we went to
the forest—whether we liked it or not, she joined us and cut as much lumber as any man. I’m ashamed of her
diligence, but what can I do when she’s so strange, and when she complains that she is bored to live with us so—
without work.”
The bridegroom’s face brightened more and more. Indeed, God had created her just for him! Industriousness,
to be sure, was never the strongest attribute of his character. He was not a real spendthrift or a bum, but he did not
rupture himself working either. After his late wife he had inherited this log cabin. They had also owned a few
fields, but they sold them one after another. In the beginning, they used to go to trade in Vienna and returned
home only for the harvest. Later on they moved to Austria for good, as the number of their fields dwindled with
the increasing number of their children. Their business efforts brought in enough to live from hand to mouth.
Yet the deceased was somewhat similar to her husband—she was a good mother and took care of the children,
but she was not afflicted by love of work. The situation worsened when she fell sick.
He had neither the strength nor the self-reliance to cope with life. He lost even the little energy which had been
insufficient for their ordinary life. Steve sent his sick wife home with the children and somehow lived on in
Austria. Good people at home took care of his wife and children for weeks and weeks, just as his countrymen also
provided for him when he lived alone in the foreign country. Yes, life was easier then, and had the good Lord kept
his wife alive at least until the children had grown!
But the telegram came—and there was nothing to do but return home. He found his wife dead—“she coughed
her lungs out.” And so, though sympathetic women took care of his children, he was flooded with new worries. As
a convinced fatalist, he believed that the things which were to happen would happen; yet he was still not sure
where to find a God-fearing soul who would willingly put her neck into the same yoke in which his first wife had
lost her life.
Considering all this, he laughed inwardly while listening to his future brother-in-law. Look, God had provided
him with such a woman—in fact, with a better one than he could hope for! If Iva was as diligent a woman as her
brother described her to be, everything would somehow work out, God willing.
With a light heart he took his future brother-in-law to the tavern, to treat him. He would have prepared the
customary feast at home, but Iva chased them out of the room so she could take care of Steve’s five children, left
ungroomed and unwashed on the oven for three days—that is, since the time when the neighboring women
learned that the sad widower was about to marry again.
Iva, scandalized by the “insensibility” of the neighbors, pulled the children down from the oven one after
another and started the role of stepmother, cursing continually. The bewildered children went under the comb as if
going under the butcher’s knife. The smallest one burst into such screams that a woman from the neighboring
house came to quiet him down and prevent damage to his health from shock. But when the widower and his future
brother-in-law returned exhilarated from the tavern at dusk, the children were sitting cheerfully in a row, clean
and combed, their little heads gleaming like poppies.
“Let that teach you a lesson, you monsters!” Iva remarked, wiping the sweat from her forehead. But the
children already looked at the face of their future stepmother without fear. They knew, they sensed already, that
they ought not to worry because of her words. Indeed, she was smiling too, and they had not felt so much love for
a long time as from their new mumbling “Aunt.”
It was dark when Iva put her winter kerchief on, ready to go home. The widower looked for his coat and cap.
The oldest girl, seeing her father about to leave, began to cry.
“And you—where do you think you’re going?” Iva asked.
“Well, with you. To your house. Where else?” Steve laughed, ogling Iva.
“You don’t say! And what about the children? Are you going to leave them alone?”
“Someone will come to spend night with them. Yesterday, too, the women from the neighborhood came when
the children cried.”
“You’re always leaving us alone,” the oldest girl sobbed, betraying that their father went to the tavern every
evening and that they were afraid to stay at home alone.
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“That is only because I cannot listen to your crying any more,” the red-faced widower said, making excuses for
his evenings’ absences. “My heart bleeds when I see them, the poor deserted orphans. I prefer to run into the
world.” But Iva looked at him with angry and sparkling eyes.
“What kind of father are you? You are worse than a beast! A beast wouldn’t leave its offspring, but stays and
protects them day and night. Go then, if you want to,” she took off her kerchief. “I’ll spend the night here with the
children.”
“The devil you will!” Iva’s brother remarked angrily. “Have you lost your mind? It would really look great if
you remained here! Have you forgotten that you’re only his fiancée? What would people say?”
“What would they say? If I must, I must! I will at least clean the room tomorrow. Please excuse my words, but
this place looks like a pigsty.”
After a prolonged argument she agreed to go home—but only on the condition that the widower remained at
home.
The woman, Steve’s neighbor, came over anyway. The stunned fiance complained how his bride-to-be had
warded him off.
The following day he was the laughingstock of the entire village. In the evening the half-sister of his deceased
wife came over, though she did not otherwise care for his children or for him.
“You can really be proud of that fiancée of yours! Couldn’t you find another, more decent woman? She’s
without brains and behavior! Ah, my dear children, my poor orphans! You won’t be happy with such a
stepmother!”
To support her criticism, she related to him a chapter from Iva’s life. Iva, according to gossip, had gone to the
harvest three years ago, as if she hadn’t enough work at home. The farm agent transported the hired men and
women out somewhere to the Hungarian Lowland. With work over their heads, flaming heat, and water scarce
and muddier than from a mud hole, one-third of the harvesters was struck by fever and lying like dead soldiers in
trenches.
But Iva was unaffected by sickness. Without regard for her own health, she worked all day long and attended
the sick, roaming from one bed to another like a specter. She did not sleep from dusk to dawn those nights. Would
actually a decent person do something like that?
She met a fellow from Orechovo, a youngster ten years younger, but she took to him. The fever struck him
more severely than others—he was afflicted on the first day of the fever outburst; he shook day after day; and then
he lay there like a log. The doctor came to cure those who could pay, for the landlord did not pay any of those
who did not work. And Iva, stupid as she was, paid the doctor’s fee and ran for medicines all night long, though
the city pharmacy was a considerable distance away. She cured the young man and denied herself any proper
meals, feeding him like a spider despite his complete recovery. All harvesters laughed at her behind her back
including the youngster. But when she was around, he behaved properly, pleased with her attention.
Iva became infatuated with him, and he, as he was, promised to marry her and swore to remain faithful to her
forever. With her own money she paid for his return trip. They got back together, but then he left without even
looking back. He just laughed when she sent him a letter asking him, for God’s sake, not to leave her in her
misfortune. Was she ever stupid!
A real dunce, she was even left with a tiny keepsake! Her mother died of shame and grief, but she said that she
was leaving her wrongs in God’s hands and did not force him to marry her. Fortunately, the child died. Otherwise
she would have brought him here, as if the widower had not enough children of his own.
Steve, of course, knew of Iva’s misfortune, but hearing everything again, he became really scared. What if she
were really so stupid? Even the poorest man would not perish if he were endowed with some brains at least. But
this Iva must, indeed, lack brains to dive headlong into her misfortune! His late wife, although not a remarkably
smart woman, had had enough brains to get both of them through life. If this one were as stupid as people said,
what then?
“Maybe I had better call off our betrothal,” slipped out of Steve’s mouth.
“Yes, that would be the wisest thing to do,” his sister-in-law, herself a widow, remarked with delight. She, to be
sure, had sworn that she would not marry her brother-in-law under any circumstances. Now, however, it dawned
on her—if such a shapely woman dared to marry him, why should not she, even if there were so many children to
take care of? Sooner or later the children would disperse like a windstorm throughout the world anyway, and
Steve was still a man to count on.
“You could marry someone, my dear brother-in-law, even here in the village. Do you think that there are no
women who would gladly take care of these little orphans, if for nothing else than our Lord’s reward?” And she
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sighed piously.
And Zatko, both perturbed and encouraged, visited his bride-to-be the following day. The women had urged
him to call off the forthcoming wedding, but he, experienced in life as he was, decided to investigate everything
and then to act. He swore first to learn more about Iva’s character. But when he reached Iva’s home after two
hour’s wading in the snow and stepped into the warm room, everything oozed out of his head.
The room was spacious, lively, old-fashioned. Iva’s two brothers, who worked the farm together, were sitting
in the middle of the room weaving baskets. Their wives, two young and shapely women, sat at humming spinning
wheels. The oldest of their children whittled basts for the baskets. Iva was either in the kitchen preparing the noon
meal or in the barn cutting chaff. The men did not want to waste time on such a “trifle” as cutting hay for the
cattle.
Zatko found his bride-to-be in the barn. Her skirt tucked up and her sleeves rolled up, she was loading straw
onto the old-fashioned bench, there in the biting cold, cutting straw according to ancient custom—with a pruning
knife. Steve remained stiff. He knew already that Iva was as strong as a mule and extremely skillful, but work like
this. . . ! Were he forced to do something similar, his hands would get numb and he would faint in half an hour.
And she even sang as she worked!
“How cheerful you are, Iva!” Steve showed his admiration after their mutual greeting.
“Why shouldn’t I be?” the woman replied laughing. “Should I cry? I am engaged!” she jested.
“Yes, indeed, you are. But the women sent me … well … to call off everything,” he said bluntly deciding to
tell her of his mission as directly as possible, despite his plans to investigate her properly first and to call off their
betrothal only then. How could he explode in such a way? Iva stopped her work—to add more straw to the cutting
bench.
“And what’s the reason for your decision?” she asked after a while as if in passing.
“They say that you won’t be right for me, that you won’t take care of my orphans, that you’re stupid,” he said
plainly.
“I? I wouldn’t take care of your orphans? That I would not be. . . !” Iva flared up, roused by his words.
“So I came to tell you that I will find someone else and you don’t need to count … find yourself another
husband, with God’s help. . . !”
“You are a jackass,” she interrupted him, although stirred, in her usual level-headed voice. “You listen to
women, but I’ll take care of your orphans, so that you and they will see. And I’m telling you, no more this
foolishness or else”—Iva did not complete the sentence.
From the open hallway she could tell that the porridge in the kitchen was about ready. For her it was evidently
more important to save the porridge from burning than to stop her fiance from backing out. She left him in the
barn and ran into the kitchen.
*
The wedding took place three weeks later. Iva’s brothers, perhaps a bit happy that the “sergeant” was to leave
their home, took proper care of wedding and gave Iva her due dowry, too. Heaped in the large peasant sleds, her
dowry included a large bundle of featherbeds with red, blue, and yellow-imprinted coverings; a heavy cabinet
with all possible carvings on its outside and full of women’s clothes inherited from the third and fourth
generations; and a spinning wheel of the most ancient origin. In short Iva brought as large a dowry as any rich
farmer’s daughter.
Steve had struck a fortune beyond his wildest dreams. He was especially pleased when he saw Iva packing a
bundle of sacks under the cabinet—with poppy seeds in one, beans and peas in the other, and other foodstuffs in
the third and fourth sacks. Iva knew that there was still a long time until the harvest. Neither she nor her husband
and children could hibernate through the winter without food.
*
In the first days after their wedding, Steve seemed to be like a man who after a long and uncertain sea voyage
had finally reached harbor. His worries about the wedding and uncertainties concerning his wife’s capability to
take care both of his children and himself bothered him throughout the days of his betrothal. With Iva’s arrival to
the house all Steve’s worries vanished. In the morning when he opened his eyes, he saw the bowl of hot soup on
the table. The room was heated, and the children, like little mice, sat quietly in their places. What a blessed
difference from his previous life when the children stormed or darted about the room at dawn if they were hungry,
and engaged in horseplay when they had eaten their fill! Indeed, he never had a moment of peace then. With Iva
in the house, both hunger and horseplay stopped. Iva was like a sergeant of the dragoons—precise and strict.
“She’s a good wife, a really good one!” Steve boasted in the tavern to his comrades.
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He was content with her in the first place because he had somehow slipped from Iva’s strict fist, for—as he
learned later—she did not have time to pay any special attention to her husband. She cleaned the house during the
first days of their marriage. Then she mended clothes and fed her new family—and had not time for any other
things. Her husband spent his days sitting at the hearth while in the evenings he ran to the tavern—satisfied that
the entire household was in good hands. As order was eventually established in the household Iva noticed her
husband’s inactivity.
“And what about you? Why don’t you go somewhere?” she asked him one morning.
“Where should I go?” Steve replied, not understanding her question.
“Where to? Well, somewhere, to work. Where did you work before?
“I? I worked nowhere. Why should I?” he expressed his surprise, although not as sincerely as before.
Iva looked at him somewhat ominously. He feared the worst.
“And what did you do before, I mean, during the previous winters?” she asked.
“Well—nothing. What could I do? My wife was sick and I had to take care of children.”
“Yes, yes … but how did you manage to survive? You needed some provisions to get through the winter.”
Steve shrugged his shoulders and smiled good-naturedly.
“The good Lord did not let us perish—and good people helped.”
“But, rather, mother told us, you sold all our fields,” Steve’s oldest daughter spoke up.
Iva looked at her husband with contempt and did not say a word. But when—as he was in the habit of doing—
he picked up his coat to go to the tavern, his wife stepped in his way—and the first quarrel of their marriage took
place. Iva was stubborn, but Steve was no amateur in any hidebinding either. He knew that the first win or loss
would set the precedent and decide the fate of his future personal freedom. And he slipped out to the tavern more
because of fear than to emphasize his victory; he drank his fill and returned home late that night.
But Iva, industrious as she was, did not waste time. While her husband drank in the tavern, she visited several
women in the neighboring houses to learn more about him. The women, willing and ready with any information
and advice, painted pictures of both the financial and intellectual status of Iva’s husband. Well-acquainted with the
physical and mental capabilities of her husband, Iva knew that he was a derelict and consummate idler, and she
did not need any additional information about his character, which she had evaluated by her own observation.
She nevertheless learned something new—her husband had borrowed one-hundred crowns from the Jewish
innkeeper Josif shortly before their wedding. The news was a real shock for her in their difficult circumstances;
yet she was not of those women who would send for the village midwife “to deliver her from fright.” Her strategy
planned to the minutest detail, she thoroughly checked all her husband’s assets during the night. In his pockets,
she still found something over twenty crowns—a relatively large amount, large enough for her to forget its origin.
Steve woke up in the morning as usual to the smell of garlic soup. Iva went about her chores as if nothing
happened, and her behavior even lifted his spirits. But his sense of well-being was soon clouded by displeasure—
yesterday he had over twenty-two crowns, and now there were only a few cursed copper coins in his pocket! He
remembered that he had had money in his pockets when he was sitting in the tavern, but he could not recall what
happened later.
“Thank God,” he thought, “that she didn’t know anything about the money!”
With his loss, as if with the stroke of a scythe, Steve’s “honeymoon” ended. To make matters worse and to
thwart all his hopes, on that same morning the last supplies from Iva’s dowry were also consumed. Iva asked for
money to buy flour and lard. Steve got really frightened. What if she found out about his secret treasure and
would now learn of his great loss? To postpone the storm, he admitted to having a few hellers, but, he thought,
they might need money for something else and asked her to boil some potatoes.
Iva obeyed and boiled potatoes on the following day also. The children looked at the new arrangements with
misunderstanding. And Steve’s stomach, used to proper warm food, turned upside down by degrees. In spite of
everything, Iva remained unchanged—with the exception, perhaps, of one new habit: right after meals she started
to sing the sacred song about the miraculous feeding of the multitude.
“She is really stupid!” Steve thought sadly, looking at her with pity while she behaved as if nothing had
happened. “If she had any brains, she would exert all her strength and would provide something for us. But she
just sits and sings as if she had ‘eaten her fill of meat pie!’”
Steve, seeing that his wife did not worry about the lack of provisions, felt sorry primarily for himself.
Emboldened by his desperate state of mind, he decided to drown his sorrow with the last copper coins in his
pocket. Iva guessed his intention.
“Are you going to the tavern?” she asked directly, setting aside her sewing and standing up from the table.
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Steve became angry. Somewhat ashamed and defensive, since he was a man of peaceful disposition, he knew
that something was about to happen, for Iva was a sturdy woman, as he had already learned, and not only in
regard to her work.
“If you want to drink, you don’t have to go out,” she remarked almost gently, with a smile on her face. “This
way I can also enjoy a drink, and the children can partake of our feast, too.”
Steve was surprised, though he did not otherwise mind. He expected a storm and instead she brought the bottle
and thus illuminated the room.
“No, she really isn’t stupid! She knows that she wouldn’t gain anything by her drill exercises!” he thought
happily.
The whisky enlivened the entire family. Iva poured expertly and gave some, in measure of course, to the
children. Steve felt strange about drinking at home, but the whisky lifted his spirits.
Still his night was restless. The children cried out in their sleep and sobbed constantly. Iva spent the night
calming them the only way she knew how and that was not quietly. Steve did not sleep all night long.
“What is with them?” he wondered when he got out of bed at dawn tired and irritated.
“What else? They’re hungry—that’s what’s wrong with them!” she laughed. Steve was bewildered by her
laughter. His heart was hurt with grief. He thought,
“Only a cruel stepmother could laugh at hungry orphans!”
“You should have cooked something warm for them in the evening,” he said timidly after a while, feeling his
own guilt in their suffering.
“Why should I?” she laughed again. “They had whisky.” But when she left to take care of her outside chores,
the oldest girl, clinging to her father’s neck, whispered the secret into his ear—no, they had not cried because of
hunger for their stepmother had secretly given them bread and they had not cried because of the whisky either.
“We cried,” the girl said, “because she pinched us all night long.”
“Pinched you?”
“See? Here,” the girl showed her father blue marks on her arms. Steve was shocked, seeing the bruises both on
his daughter’s little arms as well as on the bodies of his other children. His fatherly love was aroused.
“Just wait, I’ll show you! I’ll punish your wicked stepmother,” Steve threatened in front of his children.
“Our mother is not wicked,” one of the children corrected him. “She punished us because we were disobedient.
She said that we shouldn’t drink whisky. And we drinked yesterday.”
“We drinked because she gave it to us,” Johnny, Steve’s eight-year old son, spoke up.
Steve became deeply absorbed in his thoughts. In the beginning, he was seized by anger against Iva for her
torture of the children during the night.
“Of course,” he reflected, “even their own mother would spank and punish the children. But this way, without
any reason—only an inhumane and hard-hearted stepmother would do this! Yet, see, the children still love her. In
the evening she gave them bread, and only then did she give them whisky. If she were really bad, would she do
something like that?” The more he thought about everything, the less wicked did the stepmother’s wickedness
seem.
“No doubt she pinched the children to wake them up and force them to cry as if in hunger.”
Understanding the purpose of her action, he felt ashamed of himself. If he had not thought of drinking that
evening, Iva would have cooked some soup. But he did not think of his hungry children then.
“What kind of father are you?” a voice asked within him, and he thought it was the voice of his deceased wife,
the mother of his children. Shame overcame him now because he had shown Iva that he was a bad father. With his
first wife he had had frequent arguments about his careless behavior and his easy-going attitude. She had given
him a well-earned tongue-lashing. But from Iva—not a single word!
Steve’s conscience was touched. As if conjuring up condiments from nothing, Iva prepared soup for breakfast.
Steve, although hungry, did not have any appetite. He kept criss-crossing the room, looking for warm clothing.
Iva, surprised to learn that he was going to go to look for work, tried to outfit him. But their efforts brought no
visible results, for—they found out—his boots were completely worn out, and he could not wear holey boots to
quarry ice or to “prop up the walls”\fn{ As the idle leaning against buildings by unemployed men was called } while waiting
for some random work in the city. Steve was genuinely disappointed, although a hindrance of this kind would
have cheered him up the day before.
“You know what?” Iva spoke up after a short reflection. “Don’t go anywhere today but stay with the children! I
will run to my brothers’ house—there must be a pair of boots there, very likely my father’s. Anyway, you don’t
have the money to buy a new pair.”
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She was ready to go in no time. Steve noticed that she did not have any decent footwear either. She had, of
course, her “holiday” wedding boots—Steve got married in borrowed ones—however, she could not put them on,
on a weekday! At least she had a good fur coat and she was not afraid of the cold. Steve, realizing that she was
about to wade through the snow in the fields and forest for three hours there and three hours back, felt sorry for
her. One way or another, he would spend the entire day in the warm room, and Iva would certainly bring back
something to eat, even if nothing else but peas and lard. With these prospects in mind, he was completely
satisfied.
With some time to spare before dusk, Iva returned home—with the boots, the peas, and the lard. Steve, pleased
upon seeing enough food for several days, almost regretted that she had also brought the boots. But when he tried
them on in the evening, he was happy to have good footwear which, although not completely new, was of good
quality and large enough for extra stuffing. Willy-nilly, he became accustomed to the idea of going to earn some
money in the morning of the following day.
Zatko’s kmotor\fn{A person who is actually a relative of the parents of the God-child, who acts the part of being a Godfather
without actually being one. An accompanying note says there is no equivalent descriptive term in English. } Hurtak called on him in
the morning, just as Steve was putting on his new boots, for both men were going to go together to quarry ice for
the innkeeper’s cellar. As usual in such cases, Hurtak looked at the boots, touched the leather, examined the inside
with his hand, and suddenly asked where Steve got his boots.
“Iva brought them yesterday from the back country. They belonged to her deceased father.”
“You don’t say,” Hurtak laughed. “Those are my very own boots—or rather—they were mine! I ordered them
in Shidlo’s shop in the city time ago, but they were too large for me, and, in addition, they were defective. Thus I
returned them although suffering loss of a florin deposit. I hope you got them at a discount.
“What are you talking about?” Steve replied with a weak smile. “We don’t have a plugged nickel in our entire
household, and you speak of buying boots! Tell him, Iva, didn’t you bring them from your house? Weren’t they
left by your deceased father?” he asked, turning to his wife.
“Don’t try to feed me such malarkey!” Hurtak interrupted Steve. “Do you think I don’t know my own boots? I
wore them for an entire week. And they are defective; see, here on the instep, the leather is cut!”
Bewildered, Steve was unable to disprove Hurtak’s claim—the boot on his foot was defective, though he had
overlooked the polish-covered cut.
“Am I right?” Hurtak insisted triumphantly.
“How could we buy them, if Iva brought them from her house?” Steve obstinately held his own, angered that
Hurtak did not believe him.
“Maybe you didn’t buy the boots at all, but they were mine,” Hurtak laughed, looking at Iva with suspicion.
Steve understood the meaning of his kmotor’s insinuation and became angry. Was Hurtak implying perhaps
that Iva had stolen the boots?
Although pestered with many shortcomings of character, Zatko still deemed honesty to be the foremost of all
virtues. He was about to give Hurtak a proper reply when he noticed Iva’s blushing cheeks and her nodding that
he put an end to the embarrassing dialogue. He stopped, flustered by his worst fears.
Zatko put his boots on, but he seemed to be walking as if on needles instead of ice. His kmotor, in turn, did not
say another word about the boots, but Steve blushed up to his ears every time Hurtak turned to him. He
instinctively felt that his kmotor suspected him and he began to think:
“Hurtak knows that he returned the boots to Shidlo. Iva said she brought them from her brothers’ house. I’m
sure Hurtak didn’t lie—but how and where did Iva get the boots?”
He puzzled over the boots all day long. In the evening, as soon as children fell asleep, he started questioning
Iva. She denied any wrongdoing, quibbling for a while but finally exploding,
“It’s none of your business where I got them! The important thing is that you have them. Surely, you don’t
want to starve to death, along with all the children! If you won’t work, that is exactly about to happen to all of
us!”
“Woman, you have sinned!” Steve burst out in distress.
“Sin or not, the stomach can’t get along when the teeth are idle,” she snapped back in laughter. Steve, full of
anger and apprehension, could not find the words or means to fight back.
“What nerve!” he mumbled in horror, disarmed by her effrontery and worried about the character of the
woman who had put the clamps on him.
He did not sleep at all that night. The mere presence of his thievish wife awoke anguish and aversion in him.
He was now fully convinced that his wife did not go to his in-laws’ house but to the city.
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“She stole the boots, for sure,” he thought. “Without a farthing, how she could do otherwise?”
He had lived through hard times. There had been days when he took a beggar’s stick to a foreign country, for—
being unaccustomed to work while married to his deceased wife and without any manna falling from heaven—he
could not do otherwise. But to steal, even as much as a bit of straw, never! And now she had done that very thing
—his new wife! God, God, what kind of misfortune would she lead him into with her stupidity?
The darkness of night nourished his fears; anxiety painted pictures and images in his mind. He saw himself led
by the police. His new boots on his shoulder, he walked up the main street of the village while people pointed at
him, the thief. He hid his head under the heavy featherbed.
“My God, why did I get hitched to this … Iva?”
He sighed, perspiring from fear and heat. His sorrow grew in an inverse ratio to his strength in coping with his
wife. Seeing her carefree, even irritatingly happy, he had no courage to reproach her, and all his heroic struggle on
behalf of the virtue of honesty became manifested in his refusal to put the boots on. Thus he became the fatalist
again believing that everything would turn out in one way or another, no matter what he would do. He endured
valiantly in the corner on the baking oven for three long days, disregarding his wife’s worries about lost earnings.
He could maintain his stand with an unburdened conscience, for the children were not starving for the time being.
But when the supply brought by Iva was consumed, his wife and his stomach began to protest vehemently
against his strike. Steve, willy-nilly, alighted from the baking oven on the fourth day and went to quarry ice. To
his praise, he kept his character unsoiled; he refused to put on the new boots and went to work in the old ones
wrapped about with old sacks.
But he dragged himself home by noon, frozen through and through. His toes were as hard as flails. Iva could
hardly pull off his old boots. Alarmed, she admitted her guilt: yes, she had stolen, not the boots, but the twenty
crowns from his own pocket! With the amount taken from him, she bought both the boots and some bread for the
children, while withholding four crowns for an emergency.
The very act of Iva’s thievery strengthened their mutual bonds and warmed their hearts. Iva seeing her husband
only as a derelict and idler, was impressed by his honesty. Steve, scrutinizing her acts in proper perspective, could
not deny her good intentions and perceived not only her diligence but her wisdom as well. Since the first day of
their conjugal life they were never closer to each other than in this reciprocal evaluation of their respective
virtues.
From that time on, Steve accepted Iva’s reins completely. Seeing her efforts to earn as much as possible by
sewing for women, he also went to work. He toiled, certainly in the hope that his work would end as soon as Iva
went harvesting and he to do business as he did in his first marriage—for one way or another, trading was an
easier life …
*
After several quarrels over his summer work plans, he was forced to yield and Iva won. In the month of May,
they nailed boards over the windows and door of their house and all went to Moravia.\fn{ The eastern region of the
Czech Republic}
It was a hard life. They had to get up at dawn and work, in storm or in heat, in the field, hoe in hand, until
dusk. If they worked “by the hour,” the field overseer watched them uninterruptedly; if they worked “by
contract,” the dim outlook of an empty storeroom and a merciless winter drove them forward. Each day was as
long as a year. The sun was scorching. Their tongues were parched. And the work itself drove them forward, day
after day, week after week, mercilessly, without end.
Steve had never before worked in other people’s fields. The work in the field almost kicked the life out of his
body. He was not used to any toiling. With a headache brought about by the burning sun and a backache caused
by repeated bending, he suffered, in addition, from the endless chatter of women who needled him because of his
exhaustion. In the evening, immediately after supper, he “hit” the bunk, all his bones broken, in the hope of
resting a little after his toilsome work.
But how could he? In the common hovel, some sixty people, women, men, teenagers, children, all slept
together. In the evening, the children darted about the large dormitory; the teenagers danced in front of hovel until
midnight; now and then one or another drunken husband thrashed his wife; occasionally two or three men or
teenagers fought with each other. Of course, none of Steve’s cohabitants viewed these brawls tragic, especially
when they ended in complete harmony for all participants. Yet Steve suffered greatly, in spite of his previous taste
of misery and hard life.
Iva, in contrast, had come into her natural habitat. The wild “poetry” of this exclusively work-bound life
agreed with her strong nature. She lived a carefree life. The food, though simple, was adequate and tasty. All
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seven members of their family ate properly, although only she and her husband were working. Everything went
smoothly and naturally, as far as she was concerned. The work, an extreme burden for Steve, was for her a sort of
calisthenics for her muscles, equipped as they were with an unfeminine power. And everything to her wellbalanced nature took on the aspect of interesting, clear, and unique moments, the essence of never-resting life: the
accidental quarrel or teasing of teenagers, or never-ending laughter, or the post-midnight creaking of accordions,
or rude scenes of brawling men—everything entertained her and occupied her lively mind.
She, of course, did not have time to take part in various after-dinner pastimes. Instead of ordinary rest and
relaxation, she had to tidy up the children, wash clothes, and mend worn-out shirts for her stepchildren. She took
care of everything in the moonlight, while planning with her husband for the winter. Only seldom did she have a
chance to sit idly under the eaves, prop her head with her hands, listen to the music of the accordion, and look at
the energetic dancing of the teenagers. She gilded the memories of her own happy youth and the present hard life
with a joyful and careless disposition. The workers furnished offhand entertainment, especially during clear
moonlit nights. The moon grinned good-naturedly from the sky, generously pouring its silvery light upon the
groups of human beings, happy in their simplicity, modest in their expectations, and blessed in their humble spirit.
Did Iva, possessing an impressionable mind and open instinctive joy of life, think of her recent past? Did she
recall the unconscious but strong poetry of her love? Was her soul taken over in moments of rest by melancholy
sorrow, by a craving for the deceptive happiness which, in her case, had ended in harsh disappointment, the
tragedy of a girl’s love, strong in its positive response and powerful in its suffering?
Whether the answer to these questions would have been positive or negative, Iva fell asleep easily and woke
up at dawn, fresh and willing to work, although she frequently had to get out of bed during the night to pacify the
children who cried out of hunger if they fell asleep before supper and whined out of overindulgence if they ate
their fill.
This was the way they spent their summer. On the last day before All Saints’ Day, the homestead manager paid
them a heap of money—it was a large amount, larger than either of them had ever seen at one time. Iva sewed a
hundred crown bill into the lining of Steve’s jacket, and still there remained enough money for food and
extraordinary expenses.
Steve was a happy man. His distress passed. Through his continuous physical activity his body grew strong.
With his work he had disciplined himself spiritually as well. On the evening before their return trip home, Iva
prepared a special holiday-type supper.
But their festive mood was spoiled by a disagreement. Iva insisted that the hundred crown bill should be used
to barter for a patch of Steve’s pawned field and to pay the installment on their debt with the Jew Josif; Steve,
contrariwise, threatened to keep the entire bill in his pocket—for winter living expenses.
“Do you think I want to live in poverty like last winter?” he asked with a tint of rhetoric. “Will we again live
from hand to mouth, cheating our stomachs, together with the children’s?”
Their disagreement clouded their complete happiness. Iva defended her plan valiantly. But Steve, encouraged
by the toasts during their celebration of their completed work, held his own. Husband and wife went at each other
in the “good, old marital tradition.” To antagonize Iva, Steve took off with several men for the tavern in the
neighboring village.
Iva almost died of fear: Steve wore the jacket with the hundred crown bill in its lining! In the night,
immediately after his return, she ripped open the lining. The place in which they hid their treasure was empty! In
the lining, there was a thin, razor-like cut.
*
The loss of his summer earnings was a real misfortune for Steve. In the cottage, the struggle with the harsh
reality of life resumed. Work, daily hard work, was necessary to feed seven mouths.
Steve, hit by the financial loss, became apathetic. In the first days after their return home, he did not do a stitch
of work, and Iva was forced to employ all her eloquence to bring him back to his senses. The worst thing was that
when she attempted to raise his spirits, her efforts, in turn, caused him to feel more guilty than ever. To make
matters worse, despite his objections, she bought a relatively decent though inexpensive suit for him from the
money they saved for their living expenses. His remorse for losing the money, he thought, would have been
lessened had she harshly scolded him for his part in ruining their cozy and relatively carefree life in the winter
months. But, on the contrary, she encouraged him.
“Don’t feel sorry about the money! Who knows what good would come to us in return? God acts sometimes in
mysterious ways.”
“Ah, don’t say it! Everything but this could be good!” he rejected her reasoning in despair. Had the blow not
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paralyzed him emotionally, he would have raged and sworn against God. But now he just sank down into his
previous infirmity and wept like a child.
He worked until Christmas loading beets into the railroad wagons. After Christmas he took various jobs, icequarrying or wood-cutting, or—if there was nothing else to do—“propping the wall” in the city while waiting for
one merchant or another to hire someone to carry a sack of flour or sugar, or to take care of someone’s horses.
It was a hard life. At dawn he had to take the one-hour walk into the city in bone-biting cold. At dusk he came
home, happy if he had earned some forty or sixty farthings.
“I didn’t squander a heller on drinks,” he boasted as he poured his daily earnings upon the table in the presence
of his hungry family. He felt a certain happiness issuing from his “martyrdom.”
“You see, I told you, our loss was good for something,” Iva remarked with satisfaction.
He understood, although there was little solace for him in his wife’s words. To drink, even in moderation, and
to eat his own fill, even if he would spend the entire day lying on the bench by the baking oven, was for Steve an
ideal unsurpassed by the greatest imaginable ethical perfection. …
*
… So the family spent the winter in relative abundance. Steve enjoyed the evenings by the oven where he
could warm his stiff limbs after the children had fallen asleep.
“It would have been even better,” he let his wishful thoughts fly. “I would have been happier than ever in my
life, had I not squandered our summer earnings!” This way, looking askance at his wife, always sewing and
always contented, he felt sorry—not for himself as before—but for her.
Iva had frequently adjusted to his disposition. She did not cheer him up any more. She became silent, smiling
now and then with her strange, somewhat childlike smile. And if their eyes met, both husband and wife
understood each other—both felt a strong desire for each other.
“If only you would not look at me like that!” he said, unable to hold back his thoughts. “If you had rather
looked—”
“How?” she asked in an extremely soft voice.
“Any way—otherwise … as I have deserved. I’m not worthy of your compassion.”
“Should I perhaps curse my own husband?” she said, smiling happily. “Can I help it if I love you?”
Her reply, the first declaration of their love, caused Iva to blush, and Steve was as embarrassed as a teenager.
*
In the month of May they again boarded up the windows and door of their house and left for the entire
summer.
They felt better. Their oldest daughter was working as a maid and the youngest one went “to tend God’s geese
in Heaven.” She was always weak, though she ate for two. Fortunately, God took her to himself.
Steve, one had to admit, did not go cheerfully, but later he worked with double relish. Indeed, he had to press
harder, for his wife did not possess as much energy as she did the previous year, and was forced to straighten her
back frequently, to shun the evening chats with other women, and to sew in the candlelight at the hovel.
On Saint John’s Day, Iva decided to return home with the youngest of Steve’s children. Steve was to remain at
work until All Saints’ Day. She took money for the railroad ticket, but in Uhorsky Brod, short of her destination,
she took the child upon her back and walked the rest of the way. She arrived home toward midnight.
The following morning, when the neighbors woke up, she had already whitewashed the cottage with slaked
lime, singing cheerfully. Before evening she washed the laundry and then she went to bed like a person with a
clear conscience and everything in good order.
She woke up suddenly before midnight. Starting with the less weighty thing on her hand, she thought Steve
might forget her words. What if his comrades brought him into contact with—or if he him self bumped into—a
bottle?
She lit the kerosene lamp and removed a sheet of yellowish paper from the Bible. With a thick pencil she
wrote as nimbly as a person pressed by time:
I, Iva Zatko, greet you, my husband, a hundred thousand times. And I want to inform you that I got home without
mishap and whitewashed the room and washed the laundry. I greet you again a hundred thousand times. Don’t let your
comrades tempt you to go to the tavern and don’t you go to the tavern alone either. For if I learn that you did, I will go
back there and pour boiling water over their scraggly heads as well as over yours, my dearest husband, Stephen Zatko.
With this I end my letter, greeting you once more a hundred thousand times. Your faithful wife until death.

Iva, simple as she was, did not think too long about anything. Her speech, always plain and without polished
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phrases, was simple, especially when she had no time for trivialities. She wrapped her kerchief about her head and
went out into the dark night to do the more weighty thing—to call the village midwife. …
*
… Steve Zatko, the protagonist of our story, returned home like a folk tale hero. Left to his own moral
strength, he successfully overcame both his hereditary laziness and carelessness. Like a legendary hero, he
brought home a treasure—a hundred crown bill, and like a hero in folk tradition, he found at home a treasure of
which he did not know, but of which he had a hunch—his newborn son.
Iva presently rocked their third son. But Steve did not lose his wits because of his family’s growth. His fatherly
duties brought him, on the contrary, to a fuller realization of his potentials. In the past with the birth of each child,
a strip of Zatko’s field went down the drain. Now, with each newborn child, he tended to earn more and more.
They had not deposited a farthing in the bank as yet; however, Steve was not forced to “prop the wall” with the
wretched ones either. He learned how to stand on his own feet. His wife, he recognized, made him, to a great
extent, what he became. She tried to set him straight as an empty potato sack, now with her goodness, now with
strict measures. In fact, she became proud of her achievement, scolding him for the slightest deviation from the
started course, especially if he were willing and ready to drink more than usual. Steve, to prove his privilege as
the head of the family, would shout her down energetically, if he was in a bad mood; or more frequently, he would
take the Bible from the hearth shelf, and sitting seriously at the table, he would read with solemn voice:
A virtuous woman who can find?
For her price is far above rubies.
The heart of her husband trusteth in her.
And he shall have no lack of gain.
She doeth him good and not evil
All the days of her life.
She seeketh wool and flax.
And worketh willingly with her hands.\fn{Proverbs 31:10-13.}

It was possible that Steve read the passage from the Bible for his own sincere delight, but Iva got really angry
every time he read it.
1920
126.45 Pharaoh’s Smile\fn{by Viera Svenkova (1937-

)}

Poprad, Propad District, Prešov Region, Slovakia (F) 6

He emerged from the pyramid full of energy, his step was light and his head felt airy. A devilish invention, he
thought to himself, you lie down in a pyramid, listen to esoteric music and when you get up you feel as if you
have been reborn. It’s just what you need; if only he had more time and money, he would go there more often.
He turned into a side street, where a bored, pretty salesgirl was wasting her youth in an out-of-the-way
stationer’s, and boredom, as everyone knows, makes one prone to sin. At that time of day there were usually no
customers, but on this occasion a nun was bending over the counter, scrutinizing some paints, as if they were
precious jewels and she was asking questions of the bored beauty, who only shrugged her shoulders, unable to
help. Matej joined in the conversation, added some good advice, the nun thanked him feelingly, and when her
gray eyes rested on him, he recognized her at once, as she evidently did him.
“We met at the college, didn’t we?” she smiled.
At the college, he nodded, feeling embarrassed. That was already thirty years ago. As a young assistant lecturer
he had taught her, and, knowing him, he had no doubt tried to seduce her. Only he had quickly lost sight of her.
“You weren’t there for long,” he now recollected.
“I very soon discovered that I wasn’t up to it.”
“On the contrary, you were very good.”
“I’ll never make an artist, but I’d like to try it again, painting just for the fun of it, for myself,” she dropped her
gaze, as if she had admitted to a sin.
She hastily pushed her purchases into her bag and it was clear that any second now she would walk out of the
shop and disappear. He tried to detain her by inviting her for coffee—she excused herself, saying she had to catch
her bus and she strode off at a brisk pace that said she would not stay. Her skirt swirled around ankles firmly laced
in by high-cut shoes, her black habit masking any hint of physical attractiveness.
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He entered the nearest bar, where a few solitary, dozing men were sitting along the walls, making it clear they
were not interested in company; talking was pointless, words a waste of time. He had noticed with surprise that
recently it was as quiet in the bars as it was in church, as if not even alcohol had the power to bring people
together, everyone sat looking wretched, buried in his own thoughts, but it suited him not having to talk about
himself or apologize for being alive.
He exchanged for beer the few coins he had left after his visit to the pyramid. A devilish invention, he said to
himself, lying in a pyramid in the position gentle female hands put you in, is one of the few chances you get to
pay for the gentle touch of an agreeable young woman. He had lain with a relaxed mind and listened to esoteric
music, and when he had awakened from his doze, a song about a meadow in a deep valley was echoing in his
ears. What a devilish invention, he pondered in amazement, it didn’t evoke thoughts about ancient Egyptian
wisdom, about the mysteries which Plato was said to have understood, but it called up his grandfather’s favorite
song, “I have a meadow in a deep valley …,” a long-forgotten song, which he had not heard since his childhood.
A hellish invention, a good way of wheedling money out of fools; I’d have done better to spend it on a better
drink; a good cognac can give you a light step, too, while after cheap beer you feel sluggish, your legs are heavy,
your tongue’s unwieldy and your mind apathetic.
Not even his stay in the pyramid had roused him from his apathy. Everything got on his nerves, especially the
movement of time, the eternal undulation, soaring high in the afternoon sky and plunging deep into the black
abyss of the night, while Matej lay dead drunk from the cheapest beer, stretched out like a log, like the most direct
connecting line between yesterday and tomorrow, like an obstacle which time ignores and easily steps over. The
nun, who always brings bad luck, as a chimney sweep does good fortune, had taken him back into the past, to the
times when he was an assistant lecturer at the college, with women fluttering around him and exposed to
seduction. These future teachers of art had a gift for sophisticated visual perceptions, for color, for folds, belts
around slim waists, flowing scarves in their hair. It was enough to drive you crazy, absolute hell.
Then, suddenly a disarmingly simple girl appears out of the blue, with unforgettable eyes, bright irises set in
the clear whites of her eyes, a fine curtain of eyelashes, a high forehead with blue veins at the temples, a few
light-colored curls. The face of a madonna, which he never managed to paint to his satisfaction. Now it was a
different face, time had left its mark as a tiny fan of wrinkles, but it was still interesting, perhaps a little less
kitschy than in her youth. A nun—ridiculous. Can you suppress your physical attractions, and if so, to what
extent?
An offer from the Forestry Commission dragged him out of his lethargy. It invited him to join them in an effort
to eliminate the consequences of the summer gale; they needed every helping hand since the widespread
destruction caused by the wind had to be cleared before winter set in. He was glad of the opportunity to do some
physical work. At one time, when it was no problem for him to sell his pictures, in one of those fits of strange
behavior Viera had never been able to understand, he had bought a little tractor and, thanks to that, he was now
able to make a little extra on the side when his painting wasn’t going well, and, more importantly, he could bring
back to his yard a couple of healthy logs, interesting pieces of gnarled wood or unusually shaped tree stumps. The
timber company let him have them free of charge—as their contribution to a representative of local culture.
When he was at the university there were as many women around him as these wind-felled trees reminiscent of
scattered matches and yet he had chosen Viera, a level-headed, practical teacher, who had managed to convince
him that if he wished to paint, he had to go back to the place where he was born—nowhere in the world was more
beautiful than this provincial valley, the smallest range of high mountains in Europe, the house he had inherited,
where there was enough room for a large studio with a comfortable couch, on which you could lie so pleasantly
with a bottle of beer at hand and half-finished pictures along the wall, which, at least according to Viera’s for the
most part exact estimation, he would clearly never finish.
On days when he didn’t have the strength to drive his tractor, he set out on a hike. The autumn forest was
ablaze as if gripped by fire, the wind whirled yellow and red leaves in all directions, stirring up inner unrest.
Matej was glad when he got above the tree line. As he climbed up the rocky path he avoided meeting the gaze of
solitary tourists, whom he kept coming across wherever he went.
He never ceased to wonder where so many loners came from. They filled the bars, roamed over the hills, sailed
across the seas. He remembered once staying beside the sea, where he would sit painting on a high hill and watch
in amazement as solitary swimmers crossed the bay far from the shore, as if deliberately looking for danger, for an
untimely death. The mountains are treacherous, injury lies in wait at every step, you can be surprised by a sudden
change in the weather, an unfortunate mischance, it is enough to slip on a smooth stone or damp moss above a
steep precipice. Yet people really get a kick out of the risks they take, they keep tempting fate, maybe even with a
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feeling of heroism, as if they were consciously seeking the least painful means of suicide.
It wasn’t the blazing forest, dry and lit up by the sun that he would sketch; he was attracted by the shadowy
ravines, the marshy twilight. He didn’t emerge from his studio for several days, he could see before him fallen
trunks like the remains of mammoths or ancient lizards, ominously glimmering moldering trees, crumbling
branches like wriggling slippery snakes, the roots of torn-up tree stumps sticking up in the chilly sky like gnarled
fingers begging to be rescued.
Mire and helplessness, that was what man had made of this Earth created by God. He suddenly remembered
his grandfather, who even in the dark forest had felt as if he were in a church and had taken off his hat and clasped
his hands when the light had penetrated through the high branches, the slanting rays piercing the darkness as if
through high church windows. On the way home he had taught his grandchildren the song,
I have a little meadow in a deep valley,
in it the grass, the clover, will never die.

Matej escaped from the house, but he no longer enjoyed sitting beside the window of a coffee bar delighting in
the charms of the local beauties strolling past. I’m going crazy, he thought to himself. What the hell’s happening
to me? Has that nun fixed me with the evil eye?
Her pious face rose before his eyes, her milky complexion protected from the sun, snake-like eyes with tiny
pupils, their shy yet beseeching expression, somewhat provocative and yet distant, impenetrable, unattainable. On
the outside a sweet face hiding a secret. How many such madonnas had artists already painted and who knows
what imaginings and desires they put into them. Can there ever exist an innocence that has no idea what hell we
carry within us or how dangerous it is to believe that hell is to be found only in others?
He roamed the windy streets, as if he wished to discover whether anyone would greet him any more or at least
return his greeting. He was glad when an editor from the local newspaper patted him on his shoulder. In a hunter’s
outfit, with a tuft of chamois fur in his hat, he looked like the devil out of a folk opera. They entered the nearest
bistro, had a drink and in the end bought a bottle of gin as tradition demanded and took themselves off to his
studio.
“You’re going down in the world, you really are,” the editor commented when he looked around. “There used
to be more bottles than pictures, and now?” he said, gazing scornfully at the beer bottles beside the sofa, “what
kind of a show is that? All you can smell is acetone. At least this gin reminds you of the fragrance of the forest!”
They emptied the bottle and Viera went around looking offended for several days: Matej was drinking again,
even though he wasn’t bringing a penny into the household. Her sharp, teacher-trained voice took on an
unpleasant, accusing tone, which drove him out of the house.
The forest had already lost its color, the pine needles and grass were covered with a silvery frost, the paths
were icy. Matej strode along at a brisk pace, breathing deeply, smelling the air, wanting to fill his lungs with it to
invigorate his brain, clear his mind. Involuntarily his thoughts turned to his grandfather, how on a Sunday he
would take the children out to the fields to see whether the wheat was ripe. He would pluck a few ears, crush them
in his palm, judging whether the grain was still sticky, milky, or whether it was drying and it was time to sharpen
the scythes. Finally, he would sit down quietly at the edge of the field and gaze in front of him, as if unaware of
the world around him.
“I was conversing with the Lord,” he would say when he got to his feet. “Sometimes you have to examine your
conscience, right here, in God’s countryside, in this most beautiful of churches, before the altar of those azure
peaks.” On the way back from the fields he stopped in the bar, treated himself to a couple of Sunday drinks and
returned home singing,
I have a little meadow in a deep valley,
there the grass, the clover will never d … die … hic …

Matej sat on the hillside and gazed at the dark wall of forest beneath him, motionless in the windless air.
The stillness of the trees was not a good omen; it was as if the forest were holding its breath in foreboding. The
overcast sky lost its depth, its infinite distance, the trees vainly stretched out for nourishment, for light; in the
awesome silence before the storm the only sign of life was the cawing of the crows.
He returned to his studio and pulled out a picture he had started much earlier. Sad lines sketching rolling hills
in a gloomy night landscape, lit up by a sickly moon. He turned the picture upside down, the dark hills now hung
downwards like heavy curtains, the closed space beneath them included some figures, maybe actors, or rather
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dancers from a night club, vague figures of women he had once known. They wandered aimlessly across the stage
as if half-gassed by poisonous vapor from the marshes at night, which glimmered on the picture alongside them, a
dim forest full of uprooted trees, perhaps the product of a sick dream. Or not a stage, but just a wartime shelter,
half-darkness, mournful figures, deep shadows. Shadows harm most faces, inscribing in them an augury of
extinction, but some they accent, lending depth, spirituality, remoteness. Black robes and a white complexion, in
the foreground a beautiful face almost without shadows, arching eyebrows, deep eyes, though at that moment cast
down, no shadow could spoil her perfect beauty; in her black hair a yellow rose, for a human hell yellow and
bluish shades suffice, they capture our evil instincts perfectly, our vain desire for something time and distance has
made unattainable. It looked like a wartime picture, all the men in the world had already been shot dead, they lay
in the battlefields, struck down like trees in a gale and here the last seven women were wasting away from sorrow
and grief.
A room of sad women, he called the picture to himself. Now all you had to do was wait for them to begin
murdering each other.
“I don’t want that picture in the flat,” said Viera. “It emanates evil.”
Recently Matej’s works had been driving her to despair. Nobody would buy a picture like that, she claimed, it
wouldn’t mean anything to anyone, they couldn’t possibly understand it, the imploring expression in her eyes
said, and the family has nothing to live on.
“I just don’t understand you, Matej. What is it you want?”
“Nothing really—or nothing very much.”
“And what’s that?”
“Inspiration. I’d welcome something. Let’s say a contract with the devil,” he joked.
Horrified, she crossed herself.
“You should go to church more often.”
He turned the paintings to face the wall. There was no reason to show them to anyone, they were here, they got
in the way, there were more and more of them all the time. Unfinished sketches, rough outlines, ruined canyases.
With each attempt Matej seemed to sink deeper into seclusion. Very soon the studio would be crowded with
unusable, unsellable pictures, among which he would live like a hermit, like a madman.
He couldn’t sit around at home any longer. Viera was right, he should go to church more often. In spite of the
unsettled weather, he set out on long walks, he roamed through the forest, but he couldn’t discover in himself his
grandfather’s religious feeling for nature, he couldn’t bring himself to sit down on a rock and converse with God,
face to face, as people with clear consciences used to do. He felt exhausted, partly because the weather changed
three times a day, frequent showers alternated with the first snowfalls, and at least three times a day his mood
changed too, from the feeling that good—that idea Plato called god—still existed, to the doubt which said that
God remained concealed and that the autumn countryside, in which everything decays and turns to dung, was
rather proof of the futility of human existence, his own included.
Frozen and tired after his walk, he waited at the bus stop and when he boarded the bus, he caught sight of the
nun. They greeted each other, he sat down next to her and nervously showered her with questions about where she
had been and where she was going.
“I have a friend in the children’s sanatorium. I’ve been to visit her,” she explained. Involuntarily, he pressed up
to her and through the material of her clothes he felt her round female shoulder.
“Why did you leave college?” he asked, and when the bus tilted as they turned a bend, he sensed a hint of the
outline of her hips and thighs, the bodily warmth of a living person. “Why did you leave?”
“I left of my own accord,” she said. “You know how it was, teachers were expected to be atheists.”
Although she drew back, he couldn’t shake off the impression that she had noticed he had touched her, even
pressed up to her. She turned abruptly towards the window.
“I left to go into a children’s home, I helped to look after afflicted children, I found my place.”
She stared through the window. The cloud that had suffocated the peaks all day unexpectedly broke up and
from beneath it emerged the dark gray rocks dotted with patches of snow like a leopard skin.
“Only now, not long ago, my dream came true,” she continued. “I have been allowed to enter the order. At
last.” She breathed in, as if something constricted her; maybe nuns really did bind their chests to conceal the
sinful outline of their breasts beneath their habits. “At last I am living as I always wanted to.”
“Congratulations,” he said dryly.
They were nearing the town. The sky was turning pink in the west, the sun hung low on the horizon, coloring
the fantastic shapes of the clouds a fiery red. They said goodbye at the bus station.
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The devil has put a curse on me, he said to himself, when he gazed after her. 1 should at least have asked her to
pray for me. He wondered whether to go and see the salesgirl in the stationer’s; this beauty behind the counter had
always nodded understandingly when he complained that a painter in a small town couldn’t choose his models, or
even his muse. Damn it, I intended to go to church and instead of that, here I am running after girls; it looks as if
the devil upsets all my good intentions. He abandoned the idea of the stationer’s and went straight home.
*
The date of the exhibition was approaching, he needed to concentrate. He spread the fruits of his summer
harvest around the studio; his pictures were all flowers—crazy, shameless shapes in fleshy colors, petals curling
into each other, suggesting mystery, provocative blooms open wide, deliberately hinting at a similarity to human
genitals. He had veiled nothing, it was a glorification of lasciviousness, a sensuous profusion of colors and scents,
a conjectured movement of light and a hinted touch of the breeze which flowers expose themselves to,
instinctively sensing that this will fulfill their wish and carry off the heavy seeds to fertile soil.
Lovers of the Wind—at last he had the right name for the cycle.
“Brilliant,” the editor slapped his knees, expressing his satisfaction with the paintings, and especially with
himself, for having a nose for artists. “Of course, you’re not implying anything, you’re just picturing the
innocence of nature, hmm, hmm.
“The flower is really the sexual organ of the plant,” Matej defended himself.
“Brilliant. Of course, you’re not implying anything; you’re just an ordinary teacher of drawing and an honest
woodcutter. Look at this, look at this!”
Viera outdid herself, bringing a tray laden with refreshments. She produced a bottle of the best whiskey she
kept hidden for special visitors. She very much wanted the local paper to present her husband and the coming
exhibition in the best light.
“Look at that,” the editor enthused. “I take my hat off—what a pity people don’t wear hats nowadays and
there’s no one to bow to you. Artists are like spoiled young ladies, they need to be admired, but fortunately I do
have a hat,” he said, spinning his little hunting hat with its tuft of chamois fur on his finger. “I take my hat off to
you, maestro!”
Viera looked happier. These pictures had at least some hope of being sold. The fact that Matej stayed at home
adding finishing touches, completing and spoiling his paintings, had a calming effect on her. At night he turned to
her more often than usual, as if he wished to defeat the demons inside him; her body, thanks to many years of
habit, became malleable plasticine, adapting itself to her partner’s needs.
The preparations for the exhibition required discipline, but he, as always when under great pressure, sought
escape elsewhere. He dragged a broad tree trunk under the eaves of the roof and began to chop away at it. He
worked as if he were obsessed, swinging his axe as if possessed by the devil himself. He chopped away without
stopping, and when the figure of a man began to emerge, he asked himself—was it his grandfather sitting at the
edge of a field, or a homely thinker, bent from mental effort, bearing on his shoulders the burden of the world, or
someone else as yet unnamed? The frosty breeze carried the ringing blow; every kind of wood gives out a
different sound when struck, a hollow groan, as if man was disturbing its dignified peace. Gradually the inner
knots, bumps, wavy contours are revealed, materialized time confined between two lines, which people like to
think is their space for freedom.
Matej’s mind was in turmoil. To hell with it, what freedom? Surely only the freedom to mature towards death
after a wasted life. Undistorted people may have had a right to freedom back in times when they knew how to
converse with the starry sky above their heads, like the idealist Plato, whom rulers feared, or Matej’s grandfather,
who, though he did not like going to church, spoke with sincerity of God’s kingdom on earth and in one’s soul.
Matej had been free then, too—the only time in his life—he had skipped along the path at his grandfather’s side,
free of care, imagining that the whole world was there just for him, that all paths, all towns, all parts of the world
were just waiting for him.
He ran his fingers over the tree stump as if he were reading Braille, following the year rings, that ever legible
record of time; he was aware of the living wood, which resisted taking on another’s likeness, the picture of human
ignorance, broken and soulless, emptied, in which at moments there is nothing but despair.
A tree does not deserve such humiliation. This stump was far from the physical distortion of the thinker; it
called out for a return to the old Greek ideal. Or would some incomprehensible Egyptian hieroglyph emerge from
it?
When the stump began to look like a man sitting, the neighbor’s boys stopped by.
“What’s it going to be?”
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“An Egyptian pharaoh,” he replied without hesitation.
“A pharaoh? That king who built pyramids?” the oldest boy asked.
“That’s the one,” Matej agreed.
Perhaps it will be no more than a memory of dignity, he told himself, of those who knew how to live and die in
a dignified manner, like Plato, who some called the Greek pharaoh, like Socrates with his goblet of poison, like
my grandfather, reconciled to departing forever, like that village woman who was bitten by a snake and sat on the
church wall waiting for death. As usual at harvest time, the village had been deserted. Only children came to look
at the unfortunate raspberry gatherer; they watched as her foot swelled up around the tiny wound, turned black,
first spreading over her veiny calf, then her knee and finally her whole thigh. The woman sat motionless, tears
flowing from her eyes, until they laid her on a wagon and carried her away. He had been lucky in his childhood.
He had seen people who knew how to live with dignity and humbly meet their deaths.
That did not apply to the figure that was emerging from the wood—pharaohs will rule even after their deaths.
Viera needed his help. She directed him in her strict teacher’s voice: you must arrange the invitations, get the
wine, I can’t do it all by myself.
Once more it was clear how dependent on her he was. He carried out her orders without objecting: you should
include a few of the pictures that are collecting dust in the storeroom. They’re quite good landscapes from the
time when you used to paint the Tatra wildlife, the tarns and peaks, such things always sell well. She made no
effort to hide how desperately she needed the money.
Quite a lot of people gathered for the opening of the exhibition. A small town welcomes every opportunity for
a social gathering. The editor’s introductory speech was heard, a complimentary review, which appeared a week
later in the local newspaper, some schoolchildren sang a couple of folk songs and then the audience relaxed and
pounced upon the drinks and sandwiches. Matej received congratulations, the girl from the stationer’s hugged
him, it looked like a promise, the nun bestowed on him an admiring glance, the Lord created a wonderful world,
but we seem to be blind, sometimes we just don’t see this beauty; the editor patted him on the back, I must
congratulate you, pal, let’s congratulate ourselves, after all, we’re friends! Although, I’ll be frank with you, there’s
something a bit obscene about them, but what else can we old-timers do but throw ourselves into pornography or
politics, huh? The pictures are all right, but the wine could be better; he turned his nose up at his glass; come on,
I’ll invite you to a bar near here, we’ll have something a wee bit stronger.
They retreated to a crowded night bar, where the loud music and drunken chatter made it impossible to hear
their own voices.
“Here you’re suspicious if you don’t drink,” the editor warned everyone. They sipped their drinks and, arms
around each other, they sang, “I have a little meadow in a deep valley, I have a straight, sharp scythe which mows,
’cause it must, the little clover.”
“Listen here, Matej, what’s that straight scythe meant to be? Isn’t it a sexual reference? I tell you, you can find
everything in our traditions. Everything! Dammit, there’s nothing they don’t have!”
“Nothing at all,” nodded Matej.
“And how much … how much of that is hidden in it!”
“You’re right there … of that.”
“Some … some wise man once said that a man without traditions is like an unrequited lover. That’s not true of
us! We have everything! Pretty songs, pretty girls! We’ve got it all, we really have!”
“An unrequited lover?” Matej repeated in surprise. “There’s no such thing. He died out long ago!”
The longer he sat there, the better he felt.
“I’ve done enough running around, I’ve been chasing around like mad the whole autumn; like a dog following
a bus, I didn’t know what I was looking for, and in fact all you need is to relax at last and sing that song of ours,
Dance, dance, tralala.”
“Tralala, we’ve got it all! Long live tradition!” the editor raised his glass, “May it live and flourish … that. Let
it all flourish,” he waved an arm.
“May the thick pine wood grow and become strong,” Matej declared euphorically.
They felt like singing and others joined in. They bellowed at the top of their voices, until the bar echoed,
tralala, our grass, our clover will never die, never, ne … hic … hic.
They returned home just before dawn. On the snow-covered lawn under the windows there sat a familiar
figure. The snowman was an exact copy of Matej’s pharaoh. He had a battered saucepan on his proudly-held head
and teeth of black coals under his carrot nose. In his lap, on his long, elegant thighs were two enormous balls and
a huge erect member.
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Matej gasped in astonishment, dammit, those snotty kids from next door, they did enjoy making fun of you!
But brilliantly! Brilliantly! The snowman bared his black teeth at him in a good-natured smile and Matej suddenly
burst into relaxed, crazy laughter.
43.45 The Contents Of Suitcases\fn{by Lajos Grendel (1948(M) 4

)}

Levice, Levice District, Nitra Region, Slovakia

No sooner had I set forth from home than I noticed I was being followed.
I was somewhat surprised that I had found my way on to the list of “observed persons,” as these days I avoided
publicity and lived only for my family and vocation. I hadn’t moved in society for ages, or written articles for the
papers. Even when from time to time a book of mine appeared, it hardly caused a stir. Rack my brains as I might,
I simply couldn’t remember a single incriminating act, or even the pettiest of offences that might have aroused the
suspicion of the authorities. My past was absolutely spotless. I had never been one to contrive dark schemes to
bring about the downfall of my greater or lesser superiors.
I was just going out to the shops. In the neighborhood where I do my shopping, the houses are almost lost
among the multitude of garden trees, hedgerows and bushes, and in the later hours of the afternoon there is hardly
a pedestrian to be seen. Here, there are no resplendent supermarkets, and the area is nowhere near as elegant as
the host of exotic plants, neatly pruned trees, and pretty gardens might lead the passing stranger to suppose.
Coming out of the baker’s, I made up my mind to confront my pursuer. He stood waiting at a respectful
distance, his figure almost entirely engulfed by the twilight fog. But it was him all right; I could tell by his long
winter coat and somewhat old-fashioned, broad-brimmed hat. Putting my best foot forward, I began to grow a
little nervous as I contemplated what I should say to him. As soon as I drew near, he too picked up his heels and
headed not towards me but in the opposite direction. I quickened, but he strode even faster, and the gap between
us only widened. I broke into a run; so did he. I didn’t know what to think. Up until then he had been chasing me;
now I was chasing him. Two heavy carrier bags, each full to the brim, impeded my running, and although he was
the older man, he managed to give me the slip, finally disappearing from view at a crossroads.
On arriving home, I immediately phoned my wife, who was spending the weekend at her sister’s in Kassa. She
had taken the children with her.
“Missing us already?” she asked, a little surprised.
I told her about the man who had been following me.
“You haven’t been working on a new novella, have you?” she asked.
Thus it was she who, albeit unintentionally, gave me the idea of writing this present story, in which, I fear, it
will soon become difficult to distinguish fact from fiction. No, I’ll not talk nonsense. Of course I can separate the
day’s events from those appendages added on as afterthoughts. But even so, it is still far from certain that those
events will be identical to the text that they become after writing. Well, of course they won’t. Lies, when they are
self-oblivious and to the point, can bring us closer to the truth than plain naturalism.
I had only just hammered the first letters on to the typewriter when all the familiar doubts and difficulties
began to surface. As long as I stuck to the facts, everything seemed to go to plan. The only thing that troubled me
was that the man could really have been anyone at all. And I had hardly even started.
I turned off the radio so as to be surrounded by silence, like a trapeze artist before his perilous leap. I knew, of
course, that it was all now up to him. Only he could come to my aid: the man who had first pursued, then fled
from me.
A few minutes later the doorbell interrupted my thoughts. I poked my head out into the hall, and was not in the
least surprised by what I saw. For there in the corridor stood my pursuer with a suitcase in his hand, as if he’d
come in search of lodgings.
“I promise I won’t keep you long,” he said, entering my room. He did actually introduce himself first, but I
couldn’t catch his name. I only remember that it was some everyday name like Kovacs or Lovasz. He asked
whether I worked for a publisher, and whether I’d written this or that short story.
“Yes,” I nodded. “And you? What do you do?” At first he gave a cautious reply:
“For a long time I worked on the railways,” he said.
“And now?”
“These days—how shall I put it? I’ve been pensioned off. Nowadays I deal with eternity.”
“Eternity?” I asked mistrustfully. His face remained serious, then, after some thought, he replied:
“Oh, you don’t have to take me absolutely literally.”
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Thereafter our conversation was short and to the point. My visitor could tell that I wished to be rid of him as
quickly as possible. He’d obviously had unpleasant experiences elsewhere, as he confessed that I was not the first
person he had approached.
He wished, he explained, to speak to me both as a writer and as a publisher’s reader. All he asked of me was
that I read his manuscript and offer a few comments of my own. I knew his type only too well. A marauding horde
of graphomaniacs would always take us by storm during publishers’ “open hours,” and, if they had no success
with their manuscripts in the office, they would invade one of our readers at his home. There were those who
threatened us, or went crawling (not always without success) to higher quarters. And there were those who wept
and whined and spoke of the poisoned cup that awaited them. Then there would be others who tried to exploit the
vanity of our readers, or who always came equipped with “a little token of appreciation.” My man tried neither
flattery, nor bribery; neither threats, nor tears. His manuscript had already been to the publishers. The reader had
offered no encouragement. Then my man had simply thought:
“No matter, there’s plenty of time.”
And if I were to kick him out without a hearing now, he’d bear me no grudge. He’d still simply think to
himself:
“There’s plenty of time.”
So it was for me to decide, quite freely and without any pressure from him, whether or not I wished to take a
look at his manuscript.
“All right, then,” I said. “Where is this manuscript?”
We went back out into the hall, where he had left his suitcase.
“I do hope you won’t think me too pushy,” he said in the same hollow and humorless voice. “Actually I’m
really a bit of a coward. As you saw this morning, when I turned and ran. Could you pick it up for me?” he said,
pointing to the suitcase.
I feared the worst, and, a moment later, my fears proved not without foundation. My visitor snapped open the
catch. The suitcase was packed full: not with articles of clothing, but with pages and pages of manuscript.
“Naturally I took a taxi from the hotel. I’m old and sick, and not as strong as I used to be.”
Noticing my expression of utter shock, a hesitant, if somewhat supercilious, smile appeared on his face for the
first time. When he opened the suitcase a few pages of manuscript blew on to the hall carpet. I bent to pick them
up and quite involuntarily read a couple of lines. It immediately struck me that the pages were unnumbered. When
I put this to him, he answered with complete confidence:
“This manuscript has no need of numbers.”
“But which is the first page? Where does one begin?”
“Anywhere,” he said indifferently.
“So it’s some kind of avant-garde text, is it?” And then, for the first time that morning, he burst out laughing.
“If that’s what the publishers like to call it, very well. The truth is that this is only one part of the whole work,
so I haven’t the faintest idea of which page I wrote first. It’s quite likely that it isn’t even here.”
“What?” I asked, in perfectly justified disbelief. “You mean there’s more?”
“Oh yes,” he replied, “but as I’m sick and weak, I couldn’t bring all the suitcases at once.”
“All the suitcases?” I asked, dumbfounded, beginning to feel quite faint. “How many are there, then? A
dozen?”
“Oh no, much more than that. More like twenty-five or thirty. Or maybe even fifty. I gave up counting years
ago.”
When he finally left, I went over to the typewriter and read what I had written: he hadn’t given me quite the
help I had expected. I paused for a moment to weigh up the situation. It was then that I realized I had been the
victim of a disastrous misunderstanding.
My ambition as a writer had always been fueled by the desire to get closer, through writing, both to reality and
to myself. To understand the world more profoundly than others. For while most people only lived in the real
world, I, in a sense, also lived above it. The events and experiences which hold my attention, and which are fixed
by the keys of my typewriter, represent one possible—although not absolute—version of the way things are.
Objects do not merely appear before me; I also have the power to transform them. Or, to put it more naïvely: there
is a short and narrow path which leads directly from life to literature and from literature back to life.
Now my confidence had been shattered at a stroke. To my astonishment, I realized that the only path from
literature led full circle. What we see in the mirror is not life, but literature itself. If we smash the mirror to pieces,
we discover there is nothing behind it.
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My man’s manuscript began to fill me with curiosity.
I took a single page from the suitcase at random. And this is what I read:
Each of the two boys had been called John, and the husband said that the last boy’s name was to be John, too.
Nameless chance—solitude, yes, that is what he saw before him, he who was preparing to plunge, but, at the same time,
already stood plunging in the window. It filled me with a certain satisfaction to think that the fatty tissue of the
woman’s rear hemispheres was omnipresent throughout the inhabited globe, on each and every charted, or as yet
uncharted, island (on the island of the midnight sun), the Happy Isles, the island world of Greece, the Promised Land,
hemispheres which gave form to the eternal roundness of family life, exuding a gush of milk and honey blood, warm as
the womb, while remaining entirely insensitive to the passions of passing moods and the debates of mortal minds,
being, as they are, the silent, unchanging expressions of mature animality. On Sundays, beside the well in the municipal
park, they would shake five small balls in a tin can, then roll them out on to a table; the balls represented five figures—
a hunter, a stag, a girl reaping, a soldier, and a peasant—whose counterparts were sketched upon the board where bets
were placed. The stakes are pretty high, the onlookers would jest, but the real advantage of the game was that the
hunter never fired his gun, the soldier never got shot, the stag never dropped, and the peasant and the reaper never tired
of their toil. When Count Leinsdorf ordered “parallel manoeuvres,” the national minorities immediately sensed a secret
pan-German offensive, and his lordship’s insistence upon involving the law brought back vivid memories of the
political police, allowing the inevitable conclusion to be drawn that the two “branches” actually stemmed from the
same root.

Any remaining doubts I might have had disappeared after reading that single page of manuscript. I had been
the victim of an incredible delusion, and hadn’t even the right to feel outraged. For even what I referred to as my
vocation was itself no more than a form of self-deception. I liked to think of myself as reconstructing events
which had either happened, or could have happened, in real life, when all I actually did was hammer out letters
and words. What I saw before me was really no more than a sheet of colored glass.
I lifted another handful of papers from the suitcase and threw myself wholeheartedly into reading them. I
found myself in the middle of some totally unedited chaos. One description followed another for dozens of pages
on end—descriptions beside which Michel Butor’s\fn{ A French author, a contemporary of Robbe-Grillet } Saint Mark, or
the structural engineering and geometrical sobriety of Robbe-Grillet\fn{ Alain Robbe-Grillet (1922-2008), French author}
seemed no more than preparatory sketches. As if on a river three times as wide as the Danube the pictures of a
hundred different photographers, taken over a whole lifetime in every corner of the world, now billowed and
surged for hours or even days on end. Images that would flash up for a single moment, then be drawn along with
the current, never to be seen again. No two descriptions were ever repeated, and there were no two images that
could be said to be connected in any way at all. Locations shifted without end: from Dresden, Prague, and
Budapest to New York, Tokyo, and Cairo, from villages, farmsteads and thatched cottages in primeval forests to
weir-keepers’ lodges, train compartments and desert camps. This exuberant stream of dazzlingly inventive and
graphic descriptions was so rich and detailed as to sustain the illusion that I had really been to the places
described. I became acquainted with the pasts and presents of endless human settlements, meeting men and
women who had lived a hundred or five hundred years ago, and whose bones had long been ground to nothing by
the acidic soil. And then I saw my own contemporaries, from the humblest of guest-workers to the highest of
statesmen.
My visitor hadn't merely brought a handful of characters to life all over the world, but whole hordes of people
and races. His characters would momentarily swim into view then disappear forever, as if to illustrate that, from a
certain absolute point of view, their lives lasted no longer than the flick of a switch. He condensed not only their
destinies, but their whole lives, into a single sentence, leaving no sense of inconclusion when they vanished into
thin air.
I soon began to get the impression that the manuscript set out to portray every possible human destiny, and, in
so doing, made one long procession of all the people who had ever lived. For no two living beings, nor any two
human destinies, can ever be exactly the same. He never focused on the fate of one individual at the expense of
another. Each destiny seemed equally light, or, if you prefer, equally burdensome. He left no destiny unfulfilled,
as if wanting to show that all we think of as value, culture or civilization finally comes to nothing with the advent
of death. That the worldly existence of the heroic priest who, defending his homeland, plunges with the Turk from
the ramparts of the castle, like that of the cowardly informer, or that of Messalina,\fn{ Valeria Messalina (22-48AD),
third wife of the Roman Emperor Claudius I, who used her position, according to contemporary historians, to gratify her lust and avarice,
and ultimately her execution, at the age of 26 } the nymphomaniac and common prostitute, and that of the gentle nun who,

tending to lepers and victims of the plague, preserves her chastity to the very end, are all rendered equally
meaningless by death. That our deeds have neither weight nor meaning beyond the brief span of our lives, and
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that all we have ever done will turn to nothing when our time is up. That outside of ourselves there are no
principles, laws or regulations to guide us in the difficult moments of decision or even to question the wisdom of
what we decide.
In my man’s manuscript events merged into one another, locations alternated from one sentence to the next,
and, while he evoked an astounding variety of human emotions, ranging from happiness to the sense of mortality,
from lovemaking to adolescent melancholy, he never for a moment sought to give the impression that he himself
had ever reached the point towards which his hundreds and thousands of scattered stories all seemed to be
perpetually striving. Only then did I fully understand why his text had no first page—just as it probably had no
last page either—and why he hadn’t thought it important to number the pages at all.
Believe it or not, I still hadn’t even read a third of the contents of his suitcase. I looked up at the clock and was
astonished to find that I had been reading for less than three hours. It had felt as though a whole day had gone by.
I had supper, took a shower, but still feeling far from tired sat down at my desk, soon to find myself dipping
once again into the chaotic manuscript of my morning visitor. I sat up all night reading, and only when my body
began to feel as heavy as lead one minute and as light as a feather the next did I finally lie down and, as if I had
received a blow on the head, slept until noon on Saturday. At best I had covered about a quarter of the text. But
I’d already had about as much as I could take.
Waking up in a daze around noon, I pulled myself together and gulped down two cups of poisonously strong
black coffee, one after the other. I was already completely convinced that my visitor’s manuscript was an
outrageous travesty of literature. And not only of literature. It was a flagrant insult to everything that sustained my
faith in my own activity, and thus, in the last analysis, to everything, that kept me alive.
And yet—paradoxically—it was precisely this manuscript which served to restore my flagging faith. Even so, I
couldn’t entirely suppress the somewhat begrudging sense of wonder that I felt towards my visitor. I couldn’t help
feeling that he had done exactly what I was supposed to do—to venture freely and irresponsibly into the
innermost realms of being. I knew that somewhere in his endless collection of suitcases the short story I
completed that Saturday afternoon lay already written. And it was for this, more than anything else, that I could
never forgive him. He had deprived me of the most vital of all illusions—the illusion of creation.
When he rang my doorbell at five in the afternoon I didn’t ask him in, but simply took his suitcase out into the
hall. By way of parting, I said:
“I don’t feel qualified …”
I was left with a bitter but irrefutable sense of recognition. The short text, or, in literary jargon, the “novella,”
that I had just completed, and that now lay before me on my writing desk, was, and could only ever be, the still
paler reflection of a reflection of events. No paths or inroads connected it to anything whatsoever.
And if someone, somewhere, had made a note of my personal details, what in the world did I care?
298.92 Excerpt from The Wooden Village (Rivers Of Babylon 2)\fn{by Peter Pišt’anek (1960-2015)} Devínska Nová
Ves, Bratislava Region, Slovakia (M) 10
Those of my dear readers who happen to have read my novel Rivers of Babylon have a right to wonder if this
book might begin by not mentioning Mr. Rácz. They are right: Mr. Rácz is not going to be the subject. At least not
as much as any reader spoiled by the first book might expect.
But perhaps I may be allowed to reveal a thing or two about Rácz’s private and professional life.
Mr. Rácz is pleased with life and is happily married. He is proud of his healthy son; he is doing well, and
wants to use this opportunity to say hello to all his well-wishers. Both his hotels, his line of restaurants, his
investment fund Oxford Captivate & Consumption, his real estate company X-Racio and his private security
service Sekuritatia are all prospering.
Quite recently Mr. Rácz acquired a large hangar on two hectares of land in the grounds of the commercial port,
where he intends to open a duty-free warehouse. All of this will depend on the internal con vertibility of the
Slovak crown.
Moreover, Mr. Rácz has founded a new division of his Sekuritatia firm, specialising in recovering difficult
debts.
*
For example: you’re a businessman. A company owes you money. You send them an invoice, a reminder
invoice, a final reminder etc, and they still won’t pay. So you contact the people from Sekuritatia and they buy
your debt. Clear now? Other businessmen buy goods and stocks, but Rácz buys debt, too, just to keep business
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turning over.
For an apparently irrecoverable debt of, say, half a million crowns, he will give you in cash a full four hundred
thousand, that is, eighty per cent of the sum due. You go away satisfied and you light a candle in the nearest
church praying that the Great Benefactor Rácz will live at least a hundred years.
While the candles are burning, Šolík and Tupy, employed by Sekuritatia ever since it was founded, do
fieldwork to find out about the debtor’s company: what the owner’s or owners’ names are, where they live, what
cars they own and where they’re parked, if they have a family, children and their ages and schools, if they have
pets (a dog or a cat is ideal—we haven’t reached the stage of a severed horse head on a pillow) and where they
walk them. When they have this information, they go back to the Sekuritatia office and give a detailed report to
their chief, Mozoň. A meeting then takes place. Afterwards, as they say, they get going.
The whole operation usually proceeds on identical lines. Like this:
A beautiful eight-year old little girl, angelic, with long blonde hair, a daughter of the owner of the company in
debt, is walking home from school. A huge car stops by her and a nice uncle offers her sweets. She’s asked if
she’d like to be taken home, to such and such an address. The little girl is surprised that the nice uncle knows her
address.
The uncle laughs. The nice uncle is an old friend of Daddy’s.
The little girl gets in the car; her movements already give an embryonic, but very lovely hint of the charm with
which she will one day get into other uncles’ cars.
The nice uncle asks about the dog: do they still have the same dachshund?
The girls nods, yes, they have a little dog, he’s called Satchmo.
“And here we are, Miss,” the nice uncle says, as he stops in front of her house. “This is how to open the door.
You can take all those sweets, they’re bad for me, I’ve got diabetes,” says the nice uncle.
“One more thing,” he adds, “I almost forgot: please give this to Daddy and say hello to him from me.”
The little girl takes the envelope and sweets, says thank you nicely, with the charm we have described, and gets
out of the car. She waves to the nice uncle and then vanishes in the doorway.
“A real woman,” Tupy says, then puts the car in gear, and the Mercedes speeds up the street.
*
In the evening the little girl will excitedly tell her parents about riding in a huge car, and so on. Her horrified
father, the debtor, will open the envelope. The note reads:
Dear debtor,
Kindly note that on such and such date, such and such company has passed onto us the collection of the due amount
… (blah, blah, blah) … we enclose the invoice … (blah, blah, blah) … Please pay upon the receipt of this letter, or
come personally, or send your representative to arrange new terms … (blah, blah, blah) …
We remain respectfully yours: our motto is:
“First we try the nice way!”
CANISTRA, a Division of Sekuritatia, Ltd.

Almost everyone pays.
If not, their car will be mysteriously torched in the middle of the city.
If the debtor still doesn’t pay, an unknown perpetrator will wreck his office.
If he still doesn’t pay, somebody will nail the little dog to his front door.
If he still doesn’t pay, then …
That’s how Mr. Rácz makes his living.
But in this book we shall not be concerned with his respectable business activities. Although, on the other
hand, never say never, as they say. Possibly, Mr. Rácz will make a few brief appearances; perhaps only because
we shall sometimes be in the same time and space as this dynamic entrepreneur pursuing his adventurous career.
For example, in the Hotel Ambassador-Rácz.
*
At four in the morning the Hotel Ambassador is dead, submerged in darkness when nothing moves, just like
the street in front of it.
The trams aren’t running yet; a car might pass by from time to time. One of these occasional cars is a taxi with
Viennese number-plates. A well-dressed and young-looking forty-year-old man with an American’s white teeth
and thin wire-framed glasses steps out.
“Suitcase!” he shouts to the old porter Torontál, who runs out of the lobby in livery and hat.
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“My suitcase!” he adds in English.
He no longer cares about his luggage. He throws a hundred-dollar bill to the taxi driver and enters the cool
semi-darkness of the lobby.
“The name is Martin Junec,” he tells the receptionist, speaking half in Slovak, half in English.
“I’d like a suite; a big one. For how long? My boy, I don’t know myself. For a month, six months? Let me spell
it for you. M-A-R-T-I-N J-U-N-E-C. Martin Junec. Got it? Atlanta, Georgia, USA. Here’s my US pass-port.”
The foreigner looks round the lobby.
“Is the Ambassador Bar still open?” He asks.
“Yes sir, it is,” says the receptionist. “For another hour, till five.”
“Just as it used to be,” says Junec. “Nothing’s changed. A long time ago I used to play here,” he boasts. “I was,
what’s the word, a musician. I played saxophone.” The foreigner performs a pantomime of playing a saxophone.
“It’s almost twenty years ago,” he adds.
Junec takes the hotel card and thrusts a ten-dollar bill into the hand of the receptionist, who is amazed.
Torontál stumbles in, his spider-like fingers gripping the handle of Junec’s crocodile-skin suitcase.
“Okay,” says Junec, “let’s go!” And, panting like an old dog, Torontál follows Junec into the lift.
“Here you are, grandpa,” says Junec in his suite, giving Torontál a ten-dollar bill.
“Life is hard,” he admits, looking at Torontál’s shaking hands.
“Why don’t you think about retiring, getting a pension,” he adds.
*
The nights are still cold, but the sun rises up quite high in the day. The tin roof of the snack bar warms up and
then cools down long into the night, making popping noises.
Feri Bartaloš sleeps with his bedclothes kicked off. He never remembers to zip up his sleeping bag. He turns
over, smacks his lips a few times and then sits up: he’s thirsty. Erika sleeps with her back turned to him. Feri gets
up, steps over her, and drinks straight from the tap. Again, he steps over her and his inflatable mattress as well. He
unlocks the door and steps outside.
The sky is clear.
The stars are shining where they should be.
The trams aren’t running yet, but their approaching rumble can be heard in the distance.
Feri walks around the wooden kiosks, thanks to which the snack bar has by general agreement been called the
Wooden Village, and he screws up his eyes. On the roof of a tall building behind the Hotel Ambassador-Rácz is a
brightly lit digital time and temperature display.
It’s four twenty, and ten above zero.
Feri shivers. Somewhere in the distance dogs are barking. They can often be seen: a motley pack of roaming
wild beasts with bared fangs and lolling tongues.
*
Feri crosses over to the car park. Behind the fiberboard wall of Piggybank’s trailer, a fat body turns over with a
sigh.
Feri clears his throat and spits. He doesn’t feel sleepy any more. He bangs on the door of the parking attendant’s trailer. From inside come sounds of movement, muttering, searching for shoes, getting up, and cursing. The
door opens and the attendant’s puffy face appears in the opening.
“What’s going on?” asks Freddy Piggybank in a rasping voice.
“Time for a break,” says Feri.
“Bugger off!” says Freddy who wants to get back to his burrow.
“Got a light?” asks Feri and a pack of cigarettes appears in his hand. He taps on it and gives the attendant a
peep of the filter ends.
Piggybank has time to read the brand name.
Sparta.
Stinginess overcomes sleepiness and bad temper. Inside his lair he digs out some matches, takes the proffered
cigarette and joins Feri outside.
Bartaloš interrupts this moment of calm meditation; between puffs he complains of his boss, the snack bar
manager. Feri and Erika work like mad: everything is spick and span. Freddy can see for himself: doesn’t everything look tidy?
Piggybank absentmindedly nods and coughs in the chilly morning. He’s not used to smoking.
Feri is resentful and feels right to be angry. Their manager is a swine: he gives Feri and Erika shit for every28

thing they do, for no reason. The toilets are always clean, after all! People shit, piss, and vomit there. Feri and
Erika, needn’t give a shit about the manager, either: but they keep it clean. It’s completely spotless.
And what happens? The manager shows up and doesn’t even glance in the toilets, just stands there, like this,
behind the corner and gives Fen and Erika shit.
But he and Erika know what’s going on. Feri makes a secretive grimace and smirks.
All of this must be Four-Eyes’s fault. Clearly, the manager is on Four-Eyes’s side. Feri doesn’t know what
those two are up to. But there must be something. Maybe Four-Eyes knows something about the manager and is
blackmailing him. Or maybe the manager is simply afraid of Four-Eyes. No matter, Feri will get to the bottom of
it.
Feri blows the smoke out. It’s clear: Four-Eyes wants to push Feri and Erika out of the Wooden Village. FourEyes is greedy. Nothing is good enough for him.
Feri adds up on his fingers.
Four-Eyes makes a hundred a day collecting the glasses. His wife sits outside the toilet, and that makes two or
three hundred crowns a day. And all they have to do is to buy toilet paper, cleaning powder and occasionally some
soap. That’s all. Four-Eyes and his wife both get free food and drink. They can save money.
So they get four hundred a day. This makes twelve hundred a week. Five thousand a month! Five thousand
they can salt away! Feri's voice cracks when he realizes this; he forgets that he and Erika make the same money,
since they do alternate shifts with Four-Eyes in the snack bar. He concludes: Four-Eyes and his wife are trying to
push Feri Bartaloš and Erika out of this job.
Feri pauses, his face expressing determination and anxiety, as well as resentment.
*
The fat parking attendant quickly interrupts, taking advantage of the momentary pause.
Freddy Piggybank is also worried. Everything that is happening has happened before. Two years ago, in the
middle of winter Freddy was thrown out of his car park. Of HIS car park! He has had to put up with enormous
ingratitude.
They said it was because of the Christmas Market. But those wooden kiosks stayed there till spring.
He got so upset then that he fell seriously ill. It was his nerves. At the same time he mustn’t get worked up,
because a vein in his head swelled up when he was a child.
They were all after him. First the gypsies: they wanted a third of his takings for protection. But Freddy was
brave; he wouldn’t pay. And what did they do? They hit back and hurt him badly.
The attendant puffs his cigarette.
Luckily, there are no gypsies around now. Rácz the hotel owner kicked them out of the city centre. Freddy, an
honest businessman, feels safer now; nobody threatens him. But he still has to pay.
Half his takings. For security. Shit!
What kind of a businessman is Freddy Piggybank now? He’s a beggar. Half a beggar. Just look at this Wooden
Village! There is no space for cars to park, but nobody cares; the point is that the city centre is full of wooden
kiosks.
And one day that bitch from the town council showed up with a decree cutting the parking spaces by half and
using the other half for the Wooden Village. But Freddy’s rent would stay the same. While his income is less than
half what it used to be.
And Freddy is not even mentioning medical insurance and crap like that.
Bartaloš nods absent-mindedly, but without sympathy. If the snack bar were demolished, Feri and Erika would
lose their bread and butter.
*
The first tram rumbles down the street. They both take it as a signal. They say good-bye and go their separate
ways. Freddy submerges in the warmth of his den which smells of hydrogen sulphide and ammonia, and Feri goes
for a walk, waiting for the grocers to open.
He fancies a beer.
The self-service shop opens, as usual, at five. Feri is one of the first customers.
He buys two bottles of Bratislava beer, the sort that makes you crap, and stands, looking miserable, at a
counter in the corner near the cashier. He opens the paper and reads his horoscope. Feri is a Cancer. A creature of
the opposite sex will fundamentally change your life this afternoon. Feri cackles hoarsely and turns to the sports
page.
The customers come staggering in, still half asleep. Nobody takes any notice of Feri; he sips his beer with his
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eyes half closed and studies the football results.
His face jerks to attention when Four-Eyes appears. Four-Eyes enters the store. He deliberately ignores Feri.
His bony figure, tall despite a hunch, moves towards the shopping baskets. He’s wearing black spectacles. Ever
since he lost an eye, they’ve become an essential accessory to his face.
Four-Eyes isn’t on duty today. Feri and Erika are.
Four-Eyes wears orange overalls and a blue quilted overcoat. It is the work clothing of the City Transport road
crews. He was sacked from there about two years ago, but he still feels he belongs to the big cheerful family of
bus and tram drivers. Even today, Four-Eyes deliberately avoids the pavement: he walks along the tram rails in the
middle of the road, his eyes focusing under his feet as if constantly checking the condition of the track. Now and
then he bends down to pick up a stone.
The tram people know him and give him a friendly ring when they see him. When not on duty in the Wooden
Village, he often mingles with the crowd entering the transport employees’ cafeteria. He gets as much soup and
bread as he wants.
Four-Eyes can still recite by heart any regulation that he memorised during the many years he drove trams.
When they knocked his eye out in The Albanian pub, he was no longer able to judge distance and was made an
inspector. He was too stupid to be a controller.
When he stole the money he collected in fines and got drunk, they moved him to a digging crew. He wasn’t
much use there. He still considered himself a tram driver on leave. When the track was damaged, instead of
digging with the rest of the crew, he would chat with his ex-colleagues waiting for the repair to be finished. The
track master nearly had a stroke.
When they started laying people off, Four-Eyes was the first to be sacked. He had two years to go before his
pension, so he found a job in the Wooden Village. But in his heart of hearts he was still a transport worker.
To this day he can recite all the regulations in a hushed but strict voice. He dramatizes each regulation really
well: Yevtushenko, reciting his poetry at a packed stadium, has nothing on him. An example of Four-Eyes's robotic memory is accompanied by firm gestures of his right hand; he acts out each and every memorised sentence.
*
By now, Bartaloš has opened another bottle of crap beer. Four-Eyes turns up with a plastic bag full of bread
rolls and milk and stands at another counter. He’s bought beer, too. They stand with their backs turned to each
other.
Feri can’t hold out. He smiles when he sees Four-Eyes in his transport worker outfit.
“Going to work?” he asks ironically. The lanky man ignores him on purpose, and calmly pours the beer down
his ageing mouth.
“I said, going to work?” Feri repeats.
Four-Eyes swallows the crap beer, wipes his chin with the back of his hand, takes a good look at Fen and then
lazily turns his round, almost bald head with its striking aquiline nose. His eye is concealed by the dark lenses.
Feri takes no notice of the warning signals.
“What would they do without you in City Transport?” Feri says, as if to himself. “Without you they might as
well give up.”
*
In an instant, Four-Eyes is on him. His sinewy hand grips Feri’s neck. Feri’s eyes pop, and he falls silent. He is
two heads shorter than Four-Eyes.
The tall man keeps gripping him and won’t let go. He is quick-tempered. He beats his wife, too. Sometimes he
beats her even in the snack bar, right in front of the customers.
The cashier starts to screech in her piercing voice.
“Always the same thing,” she says, all worked up. “They knock it back first thing in the morning and then they
fight. But nobody’s going to fight in this supermarket.”
She’s going to call the manager right away. And he can call the police.
Four-Eyes gives her as much attention as he would to a buzzing fly. He still grips Feri by the neck and won’t
let him breathe.
Feri tries to gather his last ounce of strength, and his fading eyes search around in panic in the hope that one of
his beer-drinking mates will show up: bearded Honzík, his colleague from the snack bar across the street, or the
murderous Fraňo Fčilek who collects the beer glasses at The Hunter. But there’s nobody around.
In the corner near the pillar, stinking Majerník, who is never sober and who eats leftovers from other people’s
plates, laughs at him; he won’t help.
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*
Feri Bartaloš gathers his last remnants of strength and knees Four-Eyes hard in the crotch.
Four-Eyes immediately releases his grip and grabs the painful spot. Feri catches his breath and his face
recovers its normal colour. Vengefully and slyly, with a coward’s cruel smile, he gives Four-Eyes two or three
more kicks and runs out of the shop. He doesn’t even finish the crap beer. Weaving between the slow-moving
cars, he looks back to see if there is anyone in pursuit.
Four-Eyes is crouching by the counter. His shriveled hands are clutching his balls and his belly; he can’t decide
what to do next.
In the chilly morning air Feri is followed by wild cursing, but he has now reached the other side of the street,
laughing and grimacing under the influence of his victory.
*
After a brief sleep of less than an hour, Martin Junec wakes up in his suite, wondering for a while where he is.
Once things are clear, he sits up in bed. In the Louis XV chair his former brother-in-law Žofré is sitting.
“Fuck that fucking motherfucker!” Junec bursts out in English.
Žofré's expression is unhappy. His fat body fidgets in the chair. Martin should speak Slovak, he says. Martin
must know, after all, that Žofré’s never learned English.
Martin grabs a slipper and hurls it at Žofré.
Žofré dissolves in the air for a moment but, as soon as the danger is over, he reappears in his chair.
“Yes,” Žofré says, “Žofré doesn’t speak English and Martin has forgotten his Slovak. What a shame,” he says,
resentfully shaking his head.
“That’s right,” says Junec. “And it was bound to happen that way because, while I worked twenty-four hours a
day, seven days a week, and was in regular contact with Americans, you were boozing in the Slovak Club with
our fellow countrymen!”
“And what did that do for you?” Žofré laughs. “Soon you won’t know how to buy even a bread roll in Slovak.”
“What did that do for me?” Martin Junec repeats, and gets out of bed. “This is what it did: I used to be a
Slovak-trained electrician and former idiot, and now I control seventy-five per cent of the stock of Arti sania
Lamps, which I founded. And when I feel like having a bread roll, then I can buy it and the whole bakery, too.
And what did thinking do for you? You’ve been dead for the last three years. That’s what!”
Martin goes into the bathroom. Žofré dissolves above the armchair he was sitting in and instantly rematerializes, standing in the bathroom doorway.
“A long time ago, when we still lived here,” says Junec, his mouth full of toothpaste, “there used to be a TV
series: Randall and Hopkirk (Deceased). Do you remember?”
Martin turns to Žofré.
Žofré shrugs.
“Randall was a private detective, you know?” says Martin. “He had a friend who was a detective, too. He got
killed. But he stayed on earth and helped his friend investigate. Never ever would I have believed that such a
thing was possible and that I’d be involved. Fuck this fucking life!”
“You talk like an idiot from a school for the subnormal,” says Žofré. “Bat’a has spent fifty years in America
and still switches to fluent Czech at a moment’s notice.”
“Like hell he does, Žofré,” says Martin and starts getting dressed. “You always were a dirty motherfucker and
you still are, even now you’re dead. The only thing I regret is the moment that I let Hrukoviè persuade me to have
you in the band. That's when it started. When you drank yourself to death in the US, I told myself, maybe it was a
good thing. But who could have known that you’d appear a week after your funeral? But don’t worry, buddy! This
isn’t going to last very long. Don’t you worry!”
“I know you've phoned Hruškovič,” Žofré says reproachfully. “I know very well what he’s up to now! You
want to get rid of me, but it will take a fucking good psychic to make me leave you in peace. When I was dying, I
promised Edna to keep an eye on you.”
“Leave Edna out of this!” Junec orders him. “She couldn’t understand a single word you said!”
“That makes no difference,” the ghost retorts. “Promises are promises.”
“Suddenly!” Martin shouts at the mirror, as if calling on it as a witness. “Suddenly! You hated her and all the
time you were as jealous as a wild boar, and now we have these promises. Just don’t take it too far! And scram!”
“Yes,” admits Žofré sadly. “I hurt her a lot. That’s why I have to atone for it.”
“Oh, shut up,” says Junec wearily and stretches out on the bed again.
“Besides, it’s not fair, anyway,” Žofré continues. “I’ve always tried to help you. Didn’t I give you advice?”
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“Oh yes, you did,” Junec admits. “You advised me. But it was all crap advice. Like recommending carved
plywood chandeliers for the concert halls. The Phantom of the Opera is a piece of shit compared to what
happened in Atlanta when one of those chandeliers dried out and fell into the auditorium. Lucky it was empty at
the time! And, like an idiot, I went on listening to you for a while. I really should have realised that if someone
was stupid when alive, then even after death he wouldn’t get any cleverer. You, on the other hand, got even more
stupid!”
“Well, yes,” Žofré admits, self-critically. “Mistakes happened. But they won’t happen again.”
“You can bet on that, buddy!” Junec says. “They won’t. And now get lost!”
“Nothing simpler,” announces Žofré judiciously and with a grin of condescension dissolves in the air just in
time to prevent a projectile, Martin’s slipper, from hitting his astral body.
*
The little girl was very small; she’d been born very recently. She peed into nappies that absorbed everything.
She ate instant creamed wheat, she smiled happily when rubbed with baby lotion. She was regularly washed with
baby soap and made happy goo-goo sounds.
In no time she reached the age of dolls with limbs that bent and fairytale ponies with fairytale manes. The little
girl talked about them, her eyes wide with excitement. She smiled and her front teeth were visi bly bigger than the
rest. This was thought to make her attractive. Her teeth had no trouble biting into good quality chocolate. The
little girl brushed them with fruit-flavour toothpaste. She kept brushing them and around that time, without being
aware of it, she had her first period.
Very quickly, right before our eyes, the little girl turned into a young lady. The young lady started to menstruate regularly into good quality sanitary towels and tampons; she washed her hair with shampoo and con ditioner,
and banged the metal door of the medicine cabinet. She began to shave her legs. She chewed good minty chewing
gum. Whenever she arrived somewhere she'd be offered a bottle of cola right away. The cola would be served
from an ice bucket. The young lady would gladly drink her fill. Her teeth didn’t break and fall out only because of
the good-quality toothpaste she used all her life.
Then she met someone. He was just like her. He smiled with his white teeth, looked a bit silly, but wasn’t
really. His head was bit smaller than it should have been, but he did have a nice muscular body. He moved in a
vigorous, manly way.
The young lady was becoming more and more lady-like. She learned how to walk elegantly, like a model.
While walking, she would put her left foot where the right one should be, and vice versa. She moved a bit slower,
her figure was rounded. Her hair hung loose. She wore tights. She was drinking champagne now. A bit of foam
would always be left on her lips. Her boyfriend—maybe the same one, maybe a different one—watched her
admiringly. They bought the same denim suits and resembled each other.
Soon the young lady got a job. We don’t know where and what she studied, and we shan’t even find out what
she did afterwards. Dressed in a miniskirt and top, surrounded by flashing computer screens, blinds, and
colleagues scurrying about in suits, underneath a slowly rotating fan, she was constantly on the phone. Maybe
she’d become the manager of a successful company.
She and her co-worker seemed to have found each other right away. He was like her boyfriend, except that he
wore glasses, was a few years older and had a softer face. The young woman began to wear glasses, too. Thin
wire frames did not detract at all from her youthful charm. She and her new boyfriend would go to the theatre and
to concerts. The former boyfriend did everything he could to hold on to her. He even showed up on his motorcycle and rode through the office where she worked.
The young woman gave in to his charm for one last time, accepted the jeans that he brought along, put them
on, and hopped on the back seat of the motorcycle in front of her colleague’s sad eyes.
The very same evening, drenched by the rain, she rang the doorbell of her colleague’s cosy bachelor flat and
fell into his arms: she had come to stay.
She introduced him to her parents. They were always smiling, youthful and immortal. Her father offered him
non-alcoholic beer that he used not to drink, but now had a liking for.
Then there was a wedding.
After the wedding both spouses felt fine. They lived in a nice family house. The young woman left her job and
became dull. From then on her only intellectual effort was to drive out to do her shopping and to listen to the
advice of older ladies about the quality of detergent. She would use lotion on her face, put on some perfume, and
cook, menstruate, and wash. She was always staring in wonderment at something. A dull life and staring improved
her eyesight so much that she threw away her glasses. Her husband would go to work dressed in a burgundy suit
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and carrying an attaché case. Occasionally he would invite his boss home for dinner. The young woman would
take a pre-cooked dinner from the freezer, and the boss would eat it, thinking she had cooked it. The next day her
husband got a small raise in his salary.
From time to time, they invited friends home. The friends looked just as nice as the young woman and her
husband. They sat properly in their armchairs and smiled at each other. They always drank coffee and knew all the
brand names. Occasionally, the husband would open a bottle of golden-coloured brandy or whisky. Oddly enough,
they always poured from the same bottle, but the level never seemed to go down. The same went for the sweets
and biscuits.
*
By the time Feri gets back to Erika, everything has been tidied up. Inflatable mattresses, blankets, and sleeping
bags are stowed away in the hut at the back: they’re not needed. Snack bar customers with bursting intestines can
use the front hut. It will have to do. The shitters often nervously fidget as they wait in a long queue, but Erika
copes with the crowd without batting an eyelid. If someone takes too long, Erika gets off her chair and firmly
knocks at the door of the cubicle.
“Hey, what’s going on?” she shouts. “Get a move on!” she adds. “What’s the holdup?” Then she returns to her
post with dignity.
Advanced pregnancy invests her with courage as well as dignity. She wouldn’t have dared before. A shitter
once gave her such a punch that she fell under the sink. He didn’t like being charged two crowns for relief. Erika
then ran in tears to get Feri, but he was shopping in the supermarket. She wasn’t pregnant yet. Now she is
pregnant and charges five crowns for a shit, and nobody dares to touch her, the Madonna of the Toilets.
*
As if a magic wand has been waved, the bedroom changes into a men’s lavatory with all its requisites: a
burbling flushing system, two urinals and a smell of ammonia permeating the air.
Feri pauses for a while inside and checks the men’s cubicle. Then he goes to check the women’s lavatory.
Afterwards, content with Erika’s work, he goes outside, in front of the snack bar.
Meanwhile, Erika sweeps cigarette butts, discarded paper cups, broken bottles and plastic trays with remnants
of yesterday’s mustard from under the tables of the Wooden Village. Her movements are graceful; she is wearing
high heels, so high that she has to bend forward when walking.
Freddy Piggybank brought the shoes. Yugoslav women threw them away behind their parked bus when they
changed into new shoes they had bought. Feri bought the shoes from the parking attendant; he got the asking price
of three hundred crowns down to the equivalent of a can of sausage and beans. The parking attendant bought the
can, warmed it up and ate it, and now Erika walks around in sexy shoes. They’re Yugoslav, Feri reminds himself
from time to time, watching her with pleasure.
Feri sits down on a bench and gets immersed in the paper. In the meantime, Erika carries on sweeping around
him. She moves quite awkwardly, like a duck, but for Feri, her walk has a certain charm: the shoes were really
cheap.
People show up around seven. They ask the same question every day:
“When does the snack bar open?” Every morning Feri gives the same reply:
“Eight.”
To emphasize his importance, he puts on a white coat. People think he is the manager and he maintains this not
unflattering misunderstanding by turning round and shouting peremptory orders at Erika as she cleans. When he
finishes his paper, he puts it into his coat pocket and gets up with a sigh. The working day has begun. Standing in
the middle of the Wooden Village, a proud Feri Bartaloš directs Erika’s activity.
The snack bar staff arrive. They unlock the snack bar and enter. The barmen tap the beer barrels and the
kitchen girls switch on the grill.
*
Soon the bastard boss shows up. He parks his Ford on the pavement, opens the boot and summons Feri with
his finger. Without saying a word, he points to the boot, which is full of frozen chickens and a few five-litre jars of
sour pickles. Feri nods and starts carrying them into the snack bar. He tries not to show how livid he is: proud Feri
Bartaloš has to obey the orders of a midget, instead of the midget following proud Feri Bartaloš’ orders.
The bastard boss is a classic example of the animal species Jerkus normalis, not just because of his crooked
behaviour and the way he treats the Wooden Village employees, but because of his unprepossessing appearance.
The bastard boss is between thirty and forty years old, about five feet four inches tall, has a fairly big rounded
head with extremely blond hair. His blond hair is cut short and parted in the middle like the heroes of the comic
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strips by Jaroslav Foglar.\fn{1907-1999, Czech author; “Foglar is also the author of a comics serial called Rychlé šípy (“Rapid Arrows”), very successful among young readers.”:W} Over-developed incisors dominate his face. They are so over-developed that the bastard boss can’t close his mouth properly.
These incisors arouse in everybody, even strangers, but especially in proud Feri Bartaloš, an almost irresistible
desire to knock them out with a powerful, well-aimed blow.
The bastard boss moves quickly in the gait that, on the basis of the most recent archaeological evidence, we
ascribe to a dwarf dinosaur of the Compsognathus family. He wears shoes two sizes too large, stuffed with
newspaper. The bastard boss manages to take long strides unsuited to his stature by standing on his toes in order
give an optical illusion of height. But even this optical illusion fails, and the bastard boss’s efforts have only
reinforced his image as a little jerk, which is now his nickname.
The bastard boss’s round head is proudly held high. His half-open mouth sucks in air. After qualifying as a
cook and waiter and successfully graduating from secondary hotel school, he was still spoken to by people in the
street as if he were a boy, so he decided to grow a moustache. Now the bastard boss looks like a child who has
glued on a moustache from a fancy-dress hire company.
He is still spoken to by everybody as if he were a small boy.
Feri has unloaded all the goods; the bastard boss gets in his car and vanishes. Lucky for him, thinks a
humiliated Feri. Otherwise, Feri Bartaloš would have to give him a couple of whacks.
*
Soon the first customers show up. They wait. Some of them stand at the counter with a Pilsner, but most of
them queue for the crap beer: it’s five crowns cheaper.
Among the first impatient customers is a stoker from the nearby Hotel Ambassador-Rácz, the fat gypsy Šípoš,
wearing a torn Hawaiian shirt. He impatiently bangs his hard-working fist on the unresponsive counter. His
impatient dark eyes are buried in his fat olive face. They give him his beer free because he has influence. He
works nearby.
The beer may have been given to him as a favour, but it was sour. The snack bar barman left an unfinished
barrel of the crap beer to oxidize during the night.
Šípoš doesn’t mind. He pours the yellow piss through his black moustache and down his gullet. He ignores the
envious looks of impatient customers still waiting to be served;
“I’m local,” he explains proudly and wipes his moustache. “This was a director’s beer!”
He takes out of his overalls a twenty-crown coin and gives it to the barman. Then he shows him his thumb.
“Another director’s beer?” the barman asks.
His voice is content. He doesn’t want problems with any of Rácz’s people, not even his stoker, but he’d like to
draw the soured beer as fast as he can, so he can tap a new barrel.
*
Silvia feels like a cigarette, but she suppresses her desire for nicotine. No, she will never again do anything in
her life to harm herself. Instead, she opens a pack of sugar-free gum and puts a piece in her mouth.
The queue of cars at the border crossing moves a little. Someone behind her honks their horn.
“Just take it easy, you fucking arsehole,” says Silvia into her rearview mirror. “I’m not blind.” She presses the
accelerator and her Passat automatic meekly moves a few yards further.
“Happy now?” asks Silvia, looking in the mirror, but the driver behind her is looking somewhere else.
“Home at last,” Silvia muses.
This long-awaited moment has come after four years spent working in Austria. She is returning home richer in
experience and with a bit of capital. If she’s clever, she’ll increase her capital.
Silvia knows that the best way of making money is by sex. It always was and always will be. Bratislava is full
of massage parlours, brothels and prostitutes. At first sight, you might think the market was saturated.
But Silvia knows that people usually get quickly sated by ordinary things and start to want something unusual,
unnatural, strong stimulants. Nobody is interested now in a prostitute you just lie down on and screw. Clients will
ask for something special.
And here Silvia’s an expert. For over four years she has slaved in a brothel called the Perverts’ Club, and she’s
seen things. Nobody can teach her anything.
For three years she was an ordinary sex-worker and then she was promoted. On a small stage attached to the
club she performed various unorthodox forms of lovemaking. It was foul, but at least she didn’t have to satisfy six
or even ten times a night very bizarre sexual requests from beastly and comically stingy clients who, at the
moment when they turned into a piece of quivering ejaculating jelly, were still carefully ensuring that they got
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everything they’d paid for.
All pluses have their minuses: during that year on the small stage of the Perverts’ Club Silvia copulated in
front of an audience with everything except perhaps a child’s corpse or an extra-terrestrial.
*
Freddy Piggybank was born and raised in an impoverished brickyard settlement, in a jumble of dilapidated
buildings put up some time in the previous century right next to the brickyard. The whole family lived only for the
brickyard: his father was a master brick maker, his mother was a cashier, one grandpa helped out in the warehouse
and the other grandpa drove a miniature diesel locomotive that brought clay from the clay-pit. Uncle Alex was the
manager of the company cafeteria and an aunt was in charge of the company library and the recreation room.
As a little boy, Freddy loved to go down to the clay-pit. He would take grandpa his lunch.
The clay-pit was a huge open-pit mine. All around were towering grayish slopes, scraped by excavators
moving round them. On one side, the slope was covered in thin acacia scrub. At the bottom of the pit ran a railway
track, so narrow it seemed like a toy.
A miniature green diesel engine, blackened by oil and age, pottered along the track: it pulled the tipping mine
wagons. Sitting behind the engine, sideways to the track on a perforated metal seat, was a man dressed in overalls.
This was Freddy’s grandpa. He would stop the engine and help Freddy up. Then he accelerated and the train sped
up along the crooked rails.
“Nice?” asked grandpa.
Little Freddy would blush and nod. He liked his grandpa, but was a bit afraid, too: grandpa occasionally got
drunk, and then turned nasty.
“When you grow up,” grandpa told Freddy “I’ll be very old and weak. I’ll stay home with grandma and you’ll
take over the engine. What do you say?”
Freddy nodded. His eyes shone.
They rumbled on towards an idle excavator. Grandpa stopped so that the last wagon faced the excavator
bucket. He opened the driver’s cabin, sat down and moved the levers and started the electric motor. The cogs
began to move. The gray clay dropped into the little wagon. When it was full, grandpa pushed a lever and the
excavator moved a few feet along the parallel track. Freddy admired everything: his grandpa who had mastered
these mighty machines, the engine that pulled the wagons, the track, and even the clay-pit’s huge gray and
seemingly dead expanse.
Grandpa would drive back at full speed. He held the accelerator with one hand and Freddy with the other. The
crooked track threw them from side to side and the wind disheveled their hair. Grandpa’s overalls reeked of sweat
and mould.
Grandpa stopped in front of a hut knocked together from boards and covered with tarred paper. Freddy took
the lunch-tin and got down from the engine. Men in overalls, Slovaks and gypsies, came out of the hut. Grandpa
uncoupled the wagons and signaled to the brickyard, less than two hundred yards away. Soon a steel cable
suspended over the wagons began to move. Grandpa, together with other men, would push the wagons along the
track. Each wagon had a hook that caught the moving cable pulling them, one after another, up the straight gentle
slope. Starting from the pit, they moved through a narrow gap between the two halves of the settlement, and then
along a gently rising wooden structure.
Freddy shaded his eyes with his hand, watching the first wagon until it became very small and vanished at the
top, where track ended, into the dark brickyard hall. Soon it reappeared empty and, pushed by the cable, came
down along a parallel track. Another one followed, then others. The men stopped work.
“Let’s go inside,” said grandpa.
Little Freddy followed his grandpa into the tiny hut covered in tarred paper. Inside was a long, rough table
covered in newspaper, and two rough benches which were worn smooth. There was a big cast-iron stove in the
corner.
Grandpa found a spoon somewhere and opened the lunch-tin. He started his lunch.
Freddy sat opposite, watching him stuff himself. Around sat men with dark or lighter faces and huge, dirty
hands resting on the table. Some unwrapped a snack, others smoked. The hut smelled of tar, diesel, cigarette
smoke, onions and sweat.
Freddy didn’t feel good here; his grandpa seemed remote. In this hut he belonged to other people, as well as to
Freddy. The boy blushed as he answered the workmen's kindly, jocular questions; he stubbornly kept his eyes
down, looking under the table.
Finally, grandpa finished lunch. He closed the lunch-tin and handed it to Freddy. One of the workers took out
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some grubby cards and made a show of banging them on the table.
“Go now,” grandpa told Freddy gently. “Grandma will be worried if you stay too long.”
*
Freddy left the hut, but not by the crooked slippery path up from the pit: he went in the opposite direction,
round a huge mound of coal dust and then along a path lined by reeds, which led downhill. The tall reeds, taller
than Freddy, opened out, and in front of the boy appeared the surface of a lake that covered the bottom of the pit.
Freddy paused for a moment and then ran to the water. His shoes were sinking into the soft clay, but Freddy
watched the water with excitement. Near the shore the lake was shallow, less than ten inches deep, and the
crystal-clear water revealed all the mysteries hidden beneath the surface. A water spider was building a nest of
bubbles, a shoal of fish flashed by just under the surface, and a frog, its head camouflaged by vegetation, was
taking a breath of air.
Freddy longed to have his own water creatures, he badly wanted an aquarium like his friend Edo’s: Edo also
lived in the workers’ settlement. Freddy’s aquarium was a one-gallon pickling jar.
Freddy opened the lunch tin, took out one of the pots, rinsed grandpa’s tomato sauce out; then he took his
shoes off, rolled up his trousers and got into the water. Soon he had a few black tadpoles in the bottom of the pot.
Freddy took them home and poured them into the gallon jar. He could watch the black creatures for hours.
A few days later, all the tadpoles were dead. Father took the jar and poured its contents down the lavatory. He
didn’t notice that some live water snails perished with the dead tadpoles.
Freddy felt sorry for the snails. His eyes full of burning hot tears, he cried so loudly that his usually passive
and eternally tired mother gave him a few smacks.
Some time later Freddy visited his friend Edo and, when nobody was watching, he poured into his aquarium a
phial of grandpa’s lighter fuel. …

The Church of St. Elizabeth, Banska Bystrica, Banska Bystrica Region, Slovakia
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The Cathedral of St. Martin (14th century), Bratislava, Bratislava Region, Slovakia
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The Cathedral of St. John the Baptist at Trnava, Trnava Region, Slovakia
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The Cathedral of St. Emmeram, Nitra, Nitra Region, Slovakia. It was constructed as part of a castle
complex (for which see below).
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The Church of St. Francis Xavier, with its attached monastery, Trenčin, Trenčin Region, Slovakia

The Cathedral of the Holy Trinity, Žilina, Žilina Region, Slovakia
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The Cathedral of St. Elisabeth and the Chapel of St Michael, Košice, Košice Region, Slovakia. Below: the
cathedral viewed from its tower side.
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The Church of The Protector, The Mother of God, Mirol’a, Prešov Region, Slovakia

The Cathedral of St. Alexander Nevsky, Prešov, Prešov Region, Slovakia
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