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Chapter 1









On my third day in Athens I sat at a small square table at the airport cafe watching a sleek Air India jet taxi down the runway, rise abruptly into the air, then break cloud cover and disappear from view. One of the seventy-nine passengers bound for London carried a passport that identified him as Evan Michael Tanner, American.


The passport lied. I am Evan Michael Tanner, American, and it was with mixed emotions that I watched my passport wing its way out of my life.


Across the table from me, Georgios Melas raised his glass in a silent toast to the departing plane. I lifted my own and sipped ouzo. It tasted like licorice whips on the tongue, like fire in the chest.


You are unhappy, Georgios said.


Not entirely.


And on such a magnificent day!


A cloudy day.


A few clouds


Its getting cold. I think its going to rain.


Ah, and you worry about Pindaris on the plane. It will land safely in London, do not worry. And Pindaris will be safe in London.


It would have been unworthy to admit that I was worried about Pindaris chiefly in his capacity as custodian of my passport. Pindaris was an intense young Greek from the island of Andros who had recently revealed his discontent with the Greek government by hurling a canister bomb at a car that then contained the Minister of Defense. The bomb had not gone off. The alarm had, however, and Pindaris was hotter than Death Valley at high noon.


Since Pindaris was a fellow member of the Pan-Hellenic Friendship Society and since his English was good enough to convince an Englishman that he was an American, it had seemed only proper that I turn my passport over to him. He in turn had sworn on his mothers grave that he would have the passport returned to my apartment in New York.


It will be home before you are, he had said more than once. And I could well believe it.


I sipped more ouzo, comforting myself with the thought that the passport would have been of little use to me for the near future. Once I crossed the Yugoslav border, a passport with my name on it would become a distinct liability. It would only serve to identify me to the Yugoslav authorities, who would respond by hanging me. I had once started a revolution in Yugoslavia, and such activity is apt to render one persona non grata almost anywhere.


Georgios motioned for more ouzo. It is a noble thing you have done, Evan, he said solemnly. The Pan-Hellenic Friendship Society will not be quick to forget this.


To the Society, I said, and we drank again. But for the Pan-Hellenic Friendship Society, my passport would not have been en route to London at that very moment. But for the Latvian Army-In-Exile, I would not have been on my way to Latvia. But for the Internal Macedonian Revolutionary Organization, I would not have been preparing to slip across the Yugoslav frontier at the first opportunity.


And yet, I had to admit, all of this was not entirely true. As it happened, I was on my way to Latvia because I did not want to go to Colombia and because Karlis Mielovicius was my friend. Karlis was also a Lett, and Letts are incurable romantics, and Karlis was a Lett with his home in Providence, Rhode Island, and his heart in Riga, Latvia.


Thats why I was going to Latvia.


I was going by way of Macedonia not because it was the shortest way to Latvia or the safest way to Latvia or the most sensible way to Latvia.


I was going to Macedonia to see my son.





In Georgios house on the outskirts of Athens he and I drank still more ouzo while his wife stuffed tender vine leaves with rice and pine nuts and minced lamb. After dinner we switched to coffee. It was raining outside, as I had thought it might. We warmed ourselves in front of the wood fire, and I opened my flat leather satchel and took out a small charcoal sketch.


It showed a baby, and the baby looked like a baby. Cameras are scarce in Macedonia, and artists there have not been forced into abstraction by the advance of technology. Their task, as they see it, is to convey as well as possible the exact appearance of whatever it is they are drawing. This particular unknown artist had been drawing a baby, and thats exactly what the sketch looked like.


A beautiful baby, I said aloud.


Georgios and his wife examined the sketch and agreed with my estimation. He resembles you, Zoe Melas said. About the eyes and I think the mouth as well.


Hes plump like his mother.


He is in New York?


He is in Macedonia.


Ah, she said. And you go to see him?


Tonight.


Tonight! She darted a look of alarm at Georgios, then fastened her gaze upon me. But it is a long journey, she said, and you have been awake since early this morning. You were sitting before the fire when I myself arose. You could not have had much sleep last night.


I had not had any sleep the past night. Nor, indeed, had I had any sleep in the past seventeen years, ever since a piece of North Korean shrapnel found its way into my skull and destroyed something called the sleep center, all of which was a source of considerable confusion to the army physicians, who wondered why the hell I seemed to be awake twenty-four hours a day, day after blessed day. Since the phenomenon confuses ordinary mortals as well as doctors, I didnt bother explaining it to Zoe and Georgios. I said only that I was not at all tired and that I wanted to get to Macedonia as soon as possible.


I might arrange for a car, Georgios said.


I would appreciate it.


The Society has many friends. One could obtain a car and drive you north toward the border. But as for crossing the border


I can manage that.


The frontier is fortified.


I know.


You have crossed before?


I nodded. I had crossed from Yugoslavia into Greece a few months before my son was born and on that occasion I was escorting a Slovak Nazi in a cataleptic coma. Tonights trip figured to be comparatively simple.


You will want warm clothes, Georgios said.


Perhaps you would be better off wearing the clothing of a peasant.


Yes.


And you will need food, Zoe said. I will pack food for you. Meat and cheese and bread.


That would be good.


And brandy, Georgios said.





I was on my way well before midnight. I wore thick-soled shoes and heavy overalls and a worn leather jacket with several sweaters beneath it. Between two of these sweaters I had tucked my leather satchel. On my lap I had a small cloth sack that Zoe had packed with food and in my pocket I had a flat pint bottle that Georgios had filled with Metaxa brandy.


My driver was a silent, thick-bodied Greek whose main interest lay in testing the legendary durability of his little Volkswagen. The roads north of Athens were a far cry from turnpikes, but he bounced the car over ruts and spun it around curves with the resolution of one who is convinced of his own immortality. In Thessalia our road wound its way through some fairly impressive mountains, with tortuous curves and sheer drops on either side. I tried not to look out the window. When this proved difficult, I sat back in my seat and numbed myself with little nips from the bottle of brandy.


By the time dawn was breaking, the Volkswagen had gone as far as my driver intended it should go. He stopped at a farmhouse a few miles from Velvendos in the Greek sector of Macedonia. The farmer was a comrade who would give him food and a place to sleep until he was ready for the trip back to Athens. I shared the last of the bottle with him, and we drank deeply to the glory that was and would again be Greece. We shook hands warmly. He hurried off to the shelter of the farmhouse, and I walked through a gray and drizzling dawn toward the Yugoslav frontier.


I spent a few hours walking and slipping into character. For three days I had been speaking and thinking in Greek and now I had to shift mental gears and switch to the strain of Bulgarian spoken in Macedonia. I have been fluent in the language for several years, and it was only a question of making the proper mental adjustment. Languages have always come easily to me, and the more languages a person knows, the easier it is to add another to the string. All it takes is time.


And time is one commodity of which I am rarely in short supply. My endless insomnia has meant rather more to me than the $112 a month partial disability payment the Army graciously pays me. It has meant that I have at my disposal a full twenty-four hours a day, not the usual sixteen or so. Such an abundance of waking hours permits one to learn any number of languages and embrace any number of lost causes.


Here too a mental adjustment was required. I had spent time with Greek members of the Pan-Hellenic Friendship Society and was now heading toward members of the Internal Macedonian Revolutionary Organization. The Pan-Hellenists dreamed of a restoration of the old Greek empire, while the IMRO comrades pledged their lives to the vision of a Macedonia free and independent, independent not only of Yugoslavia but of Greece as well. My Pan-Hellenist brothers and my IMRO brothers would have cheerfully slit one anothers throats.


By midmorning the rain had let up entirely. I practiced my Bulgarian on a succession of peasants who carried me a few miles each in donkey carts. I flashed IMRO signs at each of them. One or two seemed to recognize the signs but chose to ignore them, but ultimately a bull-necked goatherd with a thick brown moustache offered the appropriate countersign, and I gave him an abbreviated version of who I was and where I wanted to go.


Evan Tanner, he said. Who made the revolution in Tetovo.


Yes.


Todor Prolov will rejoice in your arrival.


Todor died in the revolution. When the Serb troops crushed the revolutionary spirit of the people of Tetovo, Todor was killed.


But his sister Mischa lives


His sister is Annalya.


Ah. As I have never seen you before, a test was in order. You bear me no resentment?


I am not the sort to resent caution.


He took a wedge of cheese from a sack in the back of his cart and cut sections for each of us. We washed down the cheese with resinous wine. He wiped his mouth with the back of his hand and asked in a whisper if I planned to start another rebellion.


It is not time, I said.


I agree. We must gather our forces. One may be impatient for open revolution, but in the meantime we put thorns in the side of the Belgrade dictatorship. An act of sabotage, an assassinationit is better to provoke, to sting like a hornet, for the time being. You agree?


I do.


And you go where? To Tetovo?


Yes.


For a special purpose?


To see my son, I said. I dug out the sketch and unfolded it. My son, I said.


He studied it, nodded. A good likeness.


Youve seen him?


Who has not? It is said that one day he will lead Macedonia. He looked at the sketch, then at me. A strong resemblance. But Annalya and the boy no longer live in Tetovo. The authoritiesit would be unsafe. They are in a village not far from Kavadar. You know where that is?


More or less.


I will take you there.


Can you get me across the border?


The border? He began to laugh. The border? He made fists of his hands and pounded them against his meaty thighs. The border? Because Greeks and Serbs draw an imaginary line across the heartland of Macedonia, does this mean that there is a border? Because despots and oppressors string barbed wire and post sentries, does this constitute a border? He shook with laughter. This border, he roared, should not concern you.


The border obviously did not concern the goatherd. His first impulse was to round up a crew of comrades and raid a border post, killing a few sentries and opening up a hole in the border wide enough to march an army through. It was such acts of provocation, he explained, that kept nationalist spirit keen. I managed to talk him out of it, arguing that such a stir would make it more difficult for me once inside Yugoslavia. He agreed reluctantly.


So we will find a place where the crossing may be managed with ease, he said. We will be no more than a pair of stupid goatherds with our flock. Does a goat know of borders and barbed wire? A goat knows only that he must graze where he may. And once across the border, we shall turn the goats over to a friend, and I shall lead you to where Annalya lives. His broad face split in a smile.


By nightfall, he said, you will be holding your son upon your knee.













Chapter 2






By nightfall I was holding my son upon my knee.


And what a grand son he was! The sketch, however accurate in details and dimensions, had not done him justice at all. Charcoal could not capture the sweet animation of him, the sparkle of his dark eyes, the glow of his pink skin, the way his little hand curled around my finger with such strength and determination. The way he kicked and cried, the way he yawned in slow motion, the way he sucked methodically upon his thumb. The way he giggled foolishly when I, like a fool, made idiot faces at him.


He is a healthy baby, Annalya said. And very strong.


How old is he?


Almost six months.


He looks big.


He is big for his age. And so fat.


Little Todor giggled at me again. His dark eyes focused upon a spot a few feet in back of my head, then gradually zoomed in until he was staring intently at my nose.


He likes me, I said.


Of course. You are surprised?


I think he recognizes me.


But of course he knows you. You are his father.


Hes a wise child, I said.


We sat cross-legged on the earthen floor of a little one-room hut a few miles outside of Kavadar. Annalya and Todor shared the hut with a childless peasant couple. The old woman had cooked supper for us, and then she and her husband had slipped out of the house to spend a few days with relatives a mile or two down the road. A few thick logs smoked on the hearth. The fire cast a shallow glow over my son and his mother.


Motherhood seemed to agree with Annalya. Her long blond hair shone in the firelight. She leaned forward suddenly to wipe the corners of little Todors mouth, and my eyes took in the rich curves of her full body, the full breasts bobbing braless beneath her heavy sweater, the lines of hip and thigh. I remembered the feel of that fine body beneath me on the night of young Todors conception.


Todor Tanirov, I said solemnly.


You approve of his name?


Completely. He is named for a hero.


He is named for two heroes, she said, and touched my arm. But I will have to keep his patronym a secret when the boy goes to school. If the authorities knew his parentage, there would be trouble. She sighed. But when he is of age and when he rallies the people of Macedonia to his side, then he shall call himself Todor Tanirov.


The subject of all this speculation began fussing. I picked him up, held him over my shoulder, patted him dutifully upon the back. Instead of burping, he cried all the louder.


A conspirator, I said, should cry in whispers.


He is hungry. Let me have him.


I handed over the crying infant, and she opened her sweater and presented him with a breast. It was immediately evident that this was precisely what the lad had in mind. His little mouth fastened upon the nipple, his hands positioned themselves on either side, and he nursed greedily.


A hungry baby, Evan.


Hes his fathers son. He knows what good is.


Ah.


Have you received the money I sent?


Yes. It was too much. I gave the excess to the IMRO.


You should have kept it. For the boy.


I kept enough for him. Todor lost the breast, and she guided his head back to it. I was so happy that you remembered him, that you cared for him. I did not dare to dream that you would be able to come to Macedonia to see him with your eyes.


I wish I could have come sooner.


It is good that you waited. He was so red and shriveled when he was first born! You would not have liked him.


Id have loved him anyway.


I went to the fire and used a branch to push the smoking logs closer together. I sat down again at Annalyas side. She switched Todor from one breast to the other. He fussed at first, but then his hungry little mouth found what it wanted, and he devoted himself wholeheartedly to the business of feeding. I watched his eyes. They would fall slowly shut, then snap open, then drift shut again, but through it all he kept on eating ravenously.


When he had finally finished, she carried him to the little straw mattress at the left-hand side of the hearth. She set him down gently and covered him with a pair of knitted blankets. He did not open his eyes. She returned to my side and sat close to me.


He is a good baby, she said. He will sleep for hours.


He sleeps well?


Like a young lamb.


Im glad to hear that, I said. Of course it could hardly have been otherwise; Lamarckian genetics and the inheritance of acquired characteristics have been rather thoroughly discredited, and even Lamarck would have hesitated to suggest that my shrapnel-induced insomnia would be passed on to my children. Still, it was reassuring to know that chance had not visited this particular malady upon little Todor. That sort of idiosyncrasy could be more readily coped with by a Manhattan-based ghost-writer than by a Macedonian peasant and revolutionary leader.


Evan? Will you be here long?


A few days and nights.


And then you return to America?


I shook my head. Not at once. I have business to the north.


In Belgrade?


Farther than that.


I wish you could stay longer, Evan.


I stretched out on the dirt floor. She lay down beside me. Her sweater buttoned down the front. The buttons were made of dark brown leather. I opened them one by one and put my hands on her breasts.


See what the little one has done to them? They are empty now.


They are magnificent, my love. My little bird.


Ahh


We lay side by side on the floor with our arms around one another. Her mouth tasted sweet and warm. My hands played merrily upon her lush breasts, and she giggled and told me that she knew now why Todor was such a fine nursing baby. He takes after his father.


I told you as much.


Ah, Evan


Lazily, pausing for kisses and caresses, we removed our clothes in the flickering firelight. Childbirth had not harmed her body in the least. I touched the shallow bowl of her belly, the rich, sloping thighs.


You have other women?


Some.


And other children?


No.


Todor is the only one?


Yes.


She sighed, contented. We kissed and clung to each other. We parted, and she drew me over to her own straw mattress on the other side of the hearth from Todors.


Todor will need brothers, she said.


That is true.


And it has been half a year since his birth. It is time.


Yes. But what if we produce a girl?


A daughter? She considered this while I handled her fine body. But it is good for a boy to have sisters. And you will return again, Evan, so that there will be time for more sons.


For Macedonia.


For Macedonia, she agreed. And for me.


And I touched her some more, and we kissed, and she ran out of words as I ran out of thoughts. Her thighs parted in welcome, and her arms and legs gripped me fiercely, and the rude straw mattress groaned beneath our passion. I forgot about the Letts and the Colombians and the pudgy man from Washington. I even forgot my sleeping son, for once I cried out in passion, and Annalya gripped me tight.


Hush, she whispered. You will wake Todor.


But the little angel went right on sleeping.




Later, a long while later, I put a few more logs on the fire. Annalya rounded up a jug of honey wine, and we sat in front of the fire sipping it. It was too sweet to drink very much of, but in small sips it went down nicely and helped the fire warm us.


In a few days you must leave, she said.


Yes.


It would please me if you could stay longer. But you have your work to do, do you not?


I do.


Tell me where you are going.


I took up a twig from the woodpile and scratched a rough map on the floor of the hut. She watched with interest as the map took form.


Here is Macedonia, I said. And here is Kavadar, and Skoplje, and Tetovo. And herea line to the southis the border between Greece and Yugoslavia. And the other parts of YugoslaviaCroatia and Serbia and Bosnia-Herzegovina and Slovenia and Montenegro. You see, here is Belgrade, the capital.


I see.


And here to the east is Bulgaria, and above it Rumania. And west of Rumania is Hungary, and above it Czechoslovakia, and then Poland. You see?


Yes. You must go to Poland?


Farther than that. Here, above Poland and to the east, are three small countries. First Lithuania, then Latvia, then Estonia. They are all a part of Russia.


So you go to Russia. She drew in her breath. Is it not very dangerous to go to Russia?


They are a part of Russia in the same way that Macedonia is a part of Yugoslavia.


This she understood. They too would fight for freedom, she said. And you go to make a revolution there?


I hope not.


Then, why else would you go there?


To get someone out of Latvia.


It is difficult to leave Latvia?


It is nearly impossible.


It will be dangerous?


I told her that it would not be particularly dangerous. Evidently my voice lacked conviction, because she shot me a glance that told me she did not much believe me. But we dropped that subject and drank more of the fermented honey and talked of the struggles of Macedonia and the beauty of our son and the warmth of love.


After a while the boy woke up, crying lustily, and she fed him and put him back to sleep again. Such a good boy, she said.


He will need brothers and sisters.


And we have worked to provide one for him.


This is true, I said. But can one be certain of the results?


I do not understand.


When one wishes to grow a tree, one puts more than a single seed into the ground.


We have planted two seeds already, she said, grinning.


Would not a third seed make matters trebly sure?


She purred. You will be here several days. By the time you leave, I have a feeling that the ground will be overflowing with seeds.


Would the ground object?


The ground shall have no objection.


After all, I said, one ought to leave as little as possible to chance.


Especially when there is so much pleasure in the planting.


This is true, too.


I love you, she said.


And so we undressed a second time and moved again to her straw mattress and labored there most happily for the greater glories of Macedonia. Once more my marvelous son slept placidly through the joyous cries of love. And when it was over, I clung to her until she appeared to drift off to sleep. Then I drew away from her and covered her with blankets.


I wish you could stay with me forever, she murmured.


So do I.


Why must you go to Latvia?


Its a long story, I said. And she stirred, as if prepared to ask for that long story, but instead she abruptly relaxed and this time she slept as peacefully as Todor.


I put my peasant clothing on once again and sat cross-legged in front of the fire, glancing now at my son and now at his mother, then turning my attention to the map I had drawn on the earthen floor. It would not do to leave the map there, I thought. Once I left Macedonia
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