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A Brief Note on Time and Place

Mojca Kumerdej’s novel The Harvest of Chronos is set in the year 1600 during the Catholic Counter-Reformation in the territory of what is today the Republic of Slovenia – an intersection of history and geography that may require some context for twenty-first-century readers.

Exactly five hundred years ago (almost to the day, as I write this) and eighty-three years before the novel begins, the German monk and theology professor Martin Luther, according to a famous but disputed legend, nailed his Ninety-five Theses on the door of a church in the Saxon town of Wittenberg, in northern Germany. The Theses laid out his objections to certain practices of the Roman Catholic Church, and their publication is generally considered the beginning of the Protestant Reformation, which over the following decades developed from a movement to reform the Catholic Church to the establishment of a number of breakaway churches with differing structures, practices, and doctrines.

Luther had published his Theses primarily to protest the Catholic practice of selling indulgences, that is, the idea that you could purchase a reduction in the time you or a loved one would have to spend in purgatory before being admitted to heaven. But other practices were equally abhorrent to Luther and his followers. Lutherans insisted on the importance of taking Holy Communion ‘in both kinds’, that is, with all communicants being given both bread and wine, as the body and blood of Christ. In the Catholic Church, however, the Lord’s Supper was offered to lay believers only ‘in one kind’: while the clergy took both wine and bread, the laity were only permitted to receive the bread, which was placed by the priest on the communicant’s tongue. But most importantly, Protestants rejected the idea of papal authority and, by extension, the authority of priests in general; they believed in the priesthood of all believers and elevated the Bible as the primary if not sole basis for doctrine and personal faith. Consequently, the translation of the Bible into the vernacular languages and the promotion of universal literacy were central priorities. At the same time, the emphasis on the individual’s direct access to God meant a rejection of the role of the Virgin Mary and the saints as intercessors.

But the Protestants were also divided among themselves. Besides the Lutherans, the other major Protestant group were the followers of the Geneva-based theologian John Calvin, who most famously put forward the controversial doctrine of predestination, the belief that God has preordained some people for eternal life and others for eternal damnation. There were other sects as well, such as the Anabaptists and the Flacians (whose founder, Matthias Flacius, was a Croat from Istria, born Matija Vlačić), as well as smaller, more radical groups, some of which appear in the novel as Leapers, Founders, and Ecstatics.

By the middle of the sixteenth century, Lutheranism had gained a strong foothold among the nobility and burghers in the Habsburg domain known as Inner Austria, in the south-eastern corner of the Holy Roman Empire. Squeezed between the Venetian Republic on the west and Hungary and the still-expanding Ottoman Empire on the east, Inner Austria comprised the Duchies of Carinthia, Styria, and Carniola, as well as the Princely County of Gorizia, the City of Trieste, and a large part of the Istrian Peninsula. Roughly a third of this territory was inhabited by speakers of the South Slavic language that today we call Slovene.

The main proponent of Lutheranism among Slovene speakers was Primož Trubar (1508–1586), who served as a Catholic priest in Carniola and Styria until 1548, when he was expelled from the region because of his Lutheran views. He fled to Germany, where he began publishing books in Slovene, most importantly, his Catechism, with explanations of the basic Lutheran doctrines as well as hymns and a litany for worship, and the Abecedarium, an ‘ABC book’ for learning to read and write. Published in Tübingen in 1550, these were the first books ever to be printed in Slovene. Although Trubar also produced translations of the New Testament, it was his younger colleague, Jurij Dalmatin (c. 1547–1589), who translated the entire Bible into Slovene, which was printed in Wittenberg in 1583. Meanwhile, the Slovene Protestant preacher Adam Bohorič (c. 1520–1598) wrote the first grammar for the language (1584) and devised the alphabet used by Trubar and Dalmatin (the Bohorič script was eventually replaced in the mid-nineteenth century by the modern Slovene alphabet).

While it is impossible to overstate the importance of the Protestant Reformers’ role in the formation of the Slovene literary language, no less important was their contribution to the creation of the Slovene national identity. It is no accident that Trubar begins his Catechism with the words: ‘For all Slovenes I ask grace, peace, mercy and the true knowledge of God through Jesus Christ.’ His appeal to ‘all Slovenes’ – vsem Slovencem – is breathtaking: it is as if he is naming a people and thereby envisioning a nation, even if that nation would not be realized as political fact until hundreds of years later. While it would be wrong to view Mojca Kumerdej’s novel as engaged in the formation of a national mythos – her concerns are much broader than this – the anxiety of an inchoate populace that, for good or for ill, is striving to define and assert its identity is a significant element in the matrix of power she describes.

The novel unfolds against the background of a new stage in the Catholic response to Protestantism in Inner Austria, when after decades of reluctant compromise with the powerful Lutheran elites in the noble and burgher classes (the Provincial Estates) – a compromise marked by agreements such as the Peace of Augsburg (1555) and the Pacification of Bruck (1578), which assured the feudal gentry and the towns the right to choose their own religion – the Catholic Church launched a ruthless crackdown, burning Protestant books, forcing conversions, and expelling anyone who refused to swear allegiance to the Church. These efforts were undertaken with the full support of the Prince of Inner Austria, Archduke Ferdinand II (1578–1637), a fervent Catholic whose later actions to impose his religion, first as King of Bohemia and then as Holy Roman Emperor, would eventually trigger the Thirty Years’ War (1618–1648), one of the longest and deadliest wars in European history. In the end, Protestantism was completely eradicated in the Slovene lands, with the exception of the Trans-Mura (Prekmurje) region, then in Hungary but now the north-eastern corner of Slovenia, where a significant part of the population has remained Lutheran.

The social and philosophical conflicts Kumerdej portrays – between competing religions, folk beliefs (including the belief in witches and sorcery), scientific rationalism, humanism, scepticism, and mysticism – are underlaid with political questions about power, violence, patriarchy, misogyny, xenophobia, and populism. Who is in control? Who is manipulating whom? Who determines what is good and what is evil? And then there is the question of time itself, the harvest that is reaped (or raped?) by Chronos: are we moving forward or are we spinning in a void on the edge of the universe? For ultimately, this is a novel where centuries collide and collapse into each other, and behind the veil of the past we see our own century flickering, but whether as hope, doom, or simply illusion, it is impossible to say.

— Rawley Grau

Ljubljana, October 2017


Then I looked, and there was a white cloud, and seated on the cloud was one like the Son of Man, with a golden crown on his head, and a sharp sickle in his hand.

Another angel came out of the temple, calling with a loud voice to the one who sat on the cloud, ‘Use your sickle and reap, for the hour to reap has come, because the harvest of the earth is fully ripe.’ So the one who sat on the cloud swung his sickle over the earth, and the earth was reaped.

— Revelation 14:14–16



In Syncopated Rhythm

Hills of tender green were scattered about in syncopated rhythm, and the late-morning sun, which bathed the land in apricot light, announced that the cold which had paralysed the province right up to the first days of April was slowly releasing its icy grip. On a distant ridge, a little village was bashfully uncovering itself, wedged into a rounded slope and pierced through by the bell tower of a church. The bright-green forests revealed that the trees within them were mostly ancient beeches interspersed with lindens – trees that in these parts and those times held special importance for the populace. The hard wood of the beech tree had economic importance, for it produced the most bountiful warmth in household hearths. But for other fires, not meant for heating homes, it was best to use faster-burning woods drenched in animal fat, which were then tossed into a pile. On some occasions, linden trees were involved. To be sure, when it blossoms the linden gives off a heady perfume and its dried flowers have the power to soothe coughs and reduce fever, but the wood of the tree, with its particular softness, is also ideal for carving gods. And carving and cavorting with lindenwood gods was sufficient reason, in the late sixteenth century, for the carvers and cavorters to roast at the stake and be burned to the bone.

The old trees kept watch over memories from an age the local populace did not remember first-hand but that still rustled in secret among them. The little villages, sprinkled with modest churches, were watched over by the tall and mighty old trees, and, not infrequently, an oak might hold the foundation and walls of a church in the tight grip of its roots. As evening approached, the little churches would ring their bells and announce to honest folk that it was time to milk whatever there was to be milked and to fill their stomachs with whatever there was to fill them, so they wouldn’t churn and growl until morning, and then to go to bed and, before falling asleep, if their bodies allowed it, make a new Christian – a Catholic one, not a Lutheran! And then the churches, too, would shut their eyes and still their bells in a well-deserved slumber. That was how things were supposed to be. That was what was demanded and expected of a God-fearing people.

But not everybody kept these customs. Just as eyelids should be shutting out the visible world, the hours arrive when the dark world awakens and with it the ancient forces that supposedly lay vanquished and rotting beneath the little churches. When the evening bells have finished chiming and diligent hands have done what remains to be done, all in keeping with secular and religious law, there are a few who then start lifting the heavy lids off household chests, opening cabinets, pulling up a floorboard or unscrewing a panel in the wall, and as they look to see if anyone is watching, they take out various dried and fresh herbs, clay pots and bowls, glass jars large and small, roots, ointments, desiccated toads, insects and snake heads, which they place all around them, preferably on the floor, lest what they do be noticed by an intrusive eye from behind the curtained window and tightly closed shutters. Or perhaps, sitting or crouching amid all this paraphernalia in a windowless black kitchen by the light of a candle, they begin to consider what mischief might be made that evening. Would it be a good idea, is it the proper time, to take revenge on a neighbour – although they could just as easily do him evil for no other reason than the pure pleasure of it? Is tonight the night for wreaking havoc on a henhouse and binding the fowls’ guts so they never again lay a single egg? Oh, right! They could see if that woman has already given birth, and if she hasn’t, or is only now in labour, they could twist the umbilical cord around the little head in her belly so that not even the most skilful midwife would be able to disentangle the child.

There were, to be sure, more than a few midwives among those who hatched such schemes and nursed such dismal thoughts – the very women the populace was obliged to trust on such a sensitive and important occasion as the birth of a child. It would not be the first time that, right after a woman gives birth, the midwife hurries outside with the newborn, lifts him in the air and thunders out curses, summoning her dark master and offering him the baby as a gift. And her master willingly accepts these unbaptized little souls. Sometimes he will take both body and soul, and people then wonder why the child died so unexpectedly when there was nothing at all wrong with the mother’s belly, either during the birth or before it. Sometimes the hornèd one leaves the body alone for a time, bringing up the soul inside as his very own child, who does evil at his bidding. Some of them really are his children, although this is not always apparent at first glance. The child seems healthy and active enough, no naughtier than other naughty children. But eventually, the observant eye begins to detect certain suspicious and revealing signs. For instance, farm animals are afraid of the child, while foxes and wolves approach him boldly and roll on their backs at his feet like a pet cat or dog. Or when he walks past a crucifix, it tilts and turns so that if the Saviour really was nailed to it, all the blood would rush to his head. Accidents start happening in the family and no one can say why – and this in a family that is devout, where everyone has a good, pure heart and harsh words are never spoken and the rod always spared, unless the punishment is well-founded and necessary, a family who crawl on their knees in the great processions around the altar and even give to the church a little more than they are able to, who have no dispute with their neighbours or with anyone else in the village, not the priest or the count or any other authority. And then one day the mother slips and falls on her back and cannot get out of bed any more. And a few weeks later, one of the children breaks out in a festering rash, and even after the barber has let his blood and applied leeches to cleanse the poisons from the body, the child gets weaker and his skin turns sallow, until eventually, pale, ashen and emaciated, he sleeps the sleep of eternity. And that’s not the end of it. The family has not yet fully recovered when another son falls out of the cherry tree, hurting himself so badly he’s no good for anything until the following spring; with his broken fingers, he can’t even crack nuts or do the other small chores by which the populace gets through the long, cold, dark winter hours.

And to make matters worse, after a night in spring the fifteen-year-old daughter throws up her morning porridge and bores her eyes into the floor; and when someone asks her what’s wrong, she bursts into tears, clasps her hands in prayer and falls on her knees, begging Mary for help, because she doesn’t know what’s wrong. And she does well to pray to Mary, who more than any saint, male or female, let alone Jesus or God, understands why a teenage girl might first feel sick in the morning and then, despite not eating very much, grow larger by the day. ‘Tell me his name!’ The father is pummelling his daughter, who bears the blows meekly through her tears, for she knows she has honestly earned them and is now paying the price for her short and sinful life. ‘His name! His name!’ the father shouts, bellows, thrashes her. ‘You have defiled our family’s name! Never in recent generations has anyone in our family whored herself so young!’ (This, in fact, may not be true, for who knows whose seed a woman carries? Sometimes the woman herself doesn’t know, and in those days, the man she names as the father could as easily doubt her as take her at her word.) And because her father’s hand does not relent, the girl agrees to tell him, to show him, everything. He cracks his knuckles and looks around. Should he grab the musket, which he uses from time to time for poaching deer on the count’s hunting ground? Or should he take the sickle, the axe, maybe the scythe? Or merely a knife and with threatening looks make his daughter understand that she’d better not dally with the information. He moves a step closer, grabs her head and turns it towards the picture of the Virgin Mary that is hanging on the wall, and the daughter blurts out the first name that comes to her.

‘Who? I don’t know him! He’s not from our village!’

‘Of course he isn’t!’ the daughter weeps. ‘It didn’t happen in our village!’ While her young brain is weaving a story, the father holds his head in his hands, turning it right and left and roaring like a bear that she must have seduced him, she must have offered herself to him, since he’s seen the way she struts around showing herself off, even in front of those seven oddities on the Kostanšek farm, who most people, when they see them, turn away from and cross themselves.

‘But it’s not my fault! I was forced to do it!’ And so the daughter begins her tearful narrative.

‘One night, after saying my prayers – the Our Father, the Hail Mary, the Angel of God – I fell asleep listening to the breathing of my brothers and sisters sleeping next to me. But then, all of a sudden, I wake up. I open my eyes and look out of the window at the moon; it’s glowing with a strange reddish colour and is so big it’s like it’s trying to break into the room. That’s scary enough. But then I go numb with horror when a shadow darts across the glowing moon and covers it in darkness. A moment later, a hideous crone is standing in front of me, and her twisted fingers are reaching for my face and she’s laughing through her jagged teeth. Her hair is all tangled and she’s laughing and laughing and grabbing at me with her crooked fingers. I try to turn away, I really do, but right beside my bed the hag keeps shifting from one foot to the other with a broom between her legs. I want to cry, but nothing comes out of me. Then she takes the broom in her hands like this’ – the girl demonstrates – ‘and does like this.’ And to make clearer what she’s saying, she slides the invisible broomstick between her legs. ‘The old hag is rubbing it up and down and back and forth and back and forth and … Yuck! I’m so disgusted I cover my face with my hands, only my fingers are open just wide enough to see what she means to do with me. The hag keeps rubbing and rubbing until the stick is dripping wet, as if it’s slathered in hot pig’s fat. Then she grabs me, shoves the broomstick between my thighs and, with one hand clutching my body so I can’t move, let alone wriggle out of her grasp, with the other she grips the greasy, slimy stick, and all at once we’re flying through the closed window, right past the picture of the Virgin Mary, who turns her eyes away in shame. Help me, Mary, help me, I sob, but the Virgin only clasps her hands more tightly and sheds a tear, so I realize that if Mary can’t help me, only God can. And I will need God’s help, because wherever I’m flying on this broom, this wild night, it will very probably be hell. And so it was!

‘We go off to a mountain – that one there’ – the girl points through the window at a hill not very far away. ‘There’s a clearing up there where you have a good view down – you can even see our house and our field – and a cold stream runs through it. From the air I see people in the clearing, a little way from the stream, people I don’t know, men and women staring up at the sky as if they’re waiting for us, and – oh, it’s horrible! – they’re all naked, stark naked, with their arms lifted in the air towards us. When we land on the ground, it starts. No order at all, everyone together, like in our pigsty if not worse, doing things with each other that not even animals do, and meanwhile they take me to the middle of the clearing, where a strange altar has been set up. It’s covered in bearskins, or maybe sheepskins, I don’t remember very well since I was shaking all over with fear, and I was also a little dizzy from the broom ride.

‘There they undressed me and poured something awful into my mouth; then they pushed me down on to those foul-smelling skins just as everything around started glowing red. The earth opens up and out flies someone with big horns on his head and a tail on his backside, which he’s whipping left and right like a dog, and there’s a kind of filthy ooze dripping from his mouth. It’s looking bad for me, as bad as it can get, I think, and I’m terrified. The hornèd one is standing over me stomping his hoofs, like this and like this’ – she reaches her arms out towards her father’s face and beats her fists together. ‘Then he opens his mouth up wide, and a long burning tongue hisses out and licks my naked skin, and it stings something terrible. Next, they bring a man over, and the evil one pushes him on top of me and then, dear God, it happens, and it lasts and lasts until the only thing I want – me, a poor girl forced into sin against her will – is to die right then and there, even without confession, even in that vestibule of hell. But suddenly, a ray of wondrous blue pierces the red glow and turns everything around me green, until finally there’s nothing but a 
heavenly blue sky. Then a strong wind blows away all those wicked people, all those bodies, and the hornèd one is swallowed up by the earth, just as earlier it had spat him out. In that heavenly light, I’m the only one left in the clearing when an enormous white bird appears, flapping his wings above me and cooing and cooing. “Birdie, oh birdie, who are you?” I ask, and he flies down right next to me, his wing tenderly brushing against me, and he says, “I am the Holy Spirit, dear sinner, a sinner by no fault of your own.” What happened to me next I don’t know, since I woke up in the morning on my own straw mattress and, miraculously, I didn’t have a single flea bite.’

Her father, for some time now, has been holding in his hand 
neither a farm tool nor a weapon, but a nearly empty flask of marc brandy. By the time the girl finishes her story, there’s a whip in his right hand, and with his left he tips the last drops out of the flask and then grabs his daughter and starts thrashing and thrashing her. The girl whimpers softly and waits for it to be over, when she catches sight of her mother in the corner, kneeling beneath Mary’s picture and rigidly moving her lips. When the father, teetering, has finished beating her – the drink is affecting his balance, allowing the daughter to avoid a few blows – he shouts, ‘Now get out of my sight and think again about your story. A name … I want a name! … You will tell me a name! And if you start babbling that rubbish to me again, don’t doubt I will tan your hide all the way to kingdom come and that Holy Spirit of yours!’

Aching with pains she then only vaguely feels – the real pain will come later when she’s lying on the hay – the girl, as she leaves the house to go to the barn, glances over at her mother, whose woebegone face is streaming with tears as she rattles off prayers beneath Mary’s picture, and it dawns on her, fine, none of it was really necessary. But why are you grovelling to Mary? What’s done is done. I hope you’re praying for the baby, your grandchild, that things will be well and it will all work out somehow. That some loser of a man will marry me, if only to get his nuts off on a regular basis. But honestly, she thinks, have I really thrown my life away with that unpleasant little adventure? Maybe, but then again maybe not and all I’ve really done is hurry life along a bit. I’ve had my fill of whoring, which would hardly be the case if I had waited for a suitor to come along and been innocent when I married – which in our cottages is not very likely. Anyway, it wouldn’t be my decision who I married. Papa would put his fist down and shake hands with whoever he thought was the best choice. I’m not the first or the last girl to make this pilgrimage in her rosy years. And as for him marrying me, well, he’s hardly the Holy Spirit, although at times it felt like the gates of heaven opened when I was with him, and the idea that he would leave his wife, children and farm for me and the baby, or even that he’d acknowledge the baby as his – that’s not going to happen, of course.

When I told him two weeks ago how things stood, he just shrugged his shoulders, turned around and tried to walk away.

‘So what are we going to do?’ I asked.

‘What do you mean we? There is no we,’ he said with a shrug. ‘What you do with your bastard child is all down to you.’

‘All down to me? It’s you who were all over me! I didn’t make this baby by myself, you know.’

‘No, not by yourself. But who with, that’s something you’ll have to figure out.’

Oh, I just cried and cried. It’s all over, I thought. My life is finished. My father will kill us, me and my baby. But what’s done is done. I’ll keep it a secret a little while longer. I’ll bind my belly tight, and by the time he discovers the truth, the child inside will be strong enough to grab on to my heart with his little hands, avoid the blows, kick back at them and maybe live.

That part of the story my baby and I have just survived. But – she thinks as she settles herself on the hay and strokes her belly – does it all have to be so predictable? Do I really have to end up just another big-bellied waif? It’ll be hard finding any sort of husband for a girl with a bastard child: she’s good to bed but not to wed – that’s what the men will be spouting to each other – if she started so young, you can be sure that as soon as you turn your back or go away for a while, she’ll jump the first man she sees and plant horns on your head. So is that how it has to be? Hmm. Maybe not. Baby and me – we don’t have to give up so easily. In fact, we could strike back and make a rather nice life for ourselves. ‘So watch out, everyone, watch out! Revenge is on the way!’ she says out loud. Lying in the hay and grimacing in pain, she stretches her limbs like a cat as a smile forms on her face. Her fingers touch the corners of her lips, and she thinks her face has nearly forgotten how to contract and extend its muscles in laughter. But this was not a smile of satisfaction, let alone one of reconciliation with the world and with her fate. This was a smile that since antiquity has spread across the faces of generals preparing for military action as they survey the enemy in the distance while glancing from time to time at their own soldiers, who from that moment on are nothing but nameless particles in the organism they will soon unleash, which will destroy the enemy to the last man. The father of her bastard child she will tackle methodically, and not even his wife will escape without consequences, not even his children – well, she’ll have to think about the children. Her attacks must be planned with a clear head, her goals carefully chosen. It makes no sense to strike in all directions; that will only turn people’s stomachs. But if in your battles you carefully cultivate a certain purpose, shifting it back and forth between the front lines and the rear, people will come to view the war first as understandable, then as acceptable and later as inevitable, until finally it seems well warranted and just.

In the war she is preparing she will at first be alone, but, like any good commander, she will gradually subjugate both individuals and the populace, who will be unwittingly enlisted in her army. She will play the helpless victim, which means she must choose her targets carefully if she wants to create the impression of a process driven by justice and humility before God. So she probably won’t go after the children. Anyway, his pock-faced daughter (who is her own age) is so ugly there’s little chance she’ll ever know passion, let alone love. And the other three children are still little so it wouldn’t do to make them suffer – that could bring down vengeance on her and her baby.

‘But why not use this opportunity and take care of everything that pains me in life?’ she thinks. ‘Sure, I’ve been a whore, but he wasn’t my first. Before him, years before, my own father got drunk and had his way with me right in our cottage. He was the first, and the next was my mother’s brother. And then there was the farmhand who grabbed my hair and pressed me up against one of the beams in the barn, and there was another time when some mowers pushed me into the hay and I don’t even remember how many there were. I know people do such things, but did I have to put up with it all? No! Nobody should do that to a child! It’s a sin, even if our priest never talks about it. And every time it happened, it hurt so much and I was so scared, I didn’t think I’d survive. But I did! And because I did, I’ll see to it that this wrong is put right. And I should do something about my mother, too, since she knew what was going on and even caught us at it a few times. But she did nothing. She just turned around and bustled into the house, kneeled down before Mary and prayed. So why didn’t you say anything to them? I used to ask her in my thoughts and from somewhere I’d hear her whining, “But I was afraid, I was so afraaiiid … It happened to me, too, you know, the same thing, when I was a child. Women are put in this world to kneel, and, whether on our knees or our backs, we must patiently bear it.”

‘Oh, is that right? Well, I couldn’t agree less! Surely, Mother, when you were a child and they were doing to you what they did to me, didn’t you pray to grow up as fast as you could and be married off to a man who wasn’t the brute men usually are? I have almost all of the names written down, not so I wouldn’t forget them but so I’d 
preserve that memory of being unglued from my body in the midst of my pain and having a revelation, a revelation that sounds like this: We don’t have to accept what other people force us into. So anything that has ever been taken from me by force from this moment on becomes my weapon. I’ve heard and read that there are women who know how to rule entire kingdoms with their pussies. If that’s true – and I believe it is – then I, too, will create my own fiefdom. I used to blame myself a little for being naïve enough to think that if a man is nice to me the way he was, that if he doesn’t beat me or take me by force, it means he loves me. I know now it’s no good believing anyone, that I shouldn’t surrender so trustingly to pretty words or comforting arms, that I should never surrender and must always maintain control. Well, Mother, tell me because I’m curious: did the Virgin lay it on your heart, as you kneeled there snivelling beneath her picture, to patiently bear it the way you’ve done all your life? Or did she maybe point her hand in the direction of the man, your husband, who at that very moment was sticking it into me, and then look at you and say, “Now, Mother, go to the barn and take the pitchfork, or if the pitchfork is not at hand, take the sickle, and return to the house and swing it with all your might over the bed, only be sure that it is him you strike down and that she survives.” And if you later explained to people that he had taken his own daughter countless times, they would believe you, and I would have told them everything, too, and you and I would have run the farm together in peace.

‘But no, Mother, you have less sense than our entire henhouse! Whenever I suffered these unmentionable things, you would send me ugly looks as if to say, “It’s your own fault! Ever since you were a little girl you’ve had something of the whore in you. Even as a child you would point your finger at things – ‘Oh, look, Mother, look at the bull on top of the cow! And that bitch is in heat again!’ or, ‘What’s that sticking out the farmhand’s trousers? That thing he sometimes scratches so much it makes him grimace like he’s hurting all over, and then, when the pain passes, there’s a sort of white blood dripping off his hand? What’s the farmhand got in his trousers that I don’t have?’” And you would slap my face every time and yell at me and tell me not to look at such things, not to talk about them, because they’re disgusting and unsuitable for girls. Oh, but I will talk, and how I will talk! And I’ll point my finger at everyone who has ever done anything bad to me.

‘The more I think about it, the more I’m convinced I don’t have to meekly surrender. And what looks like my doom doesn’t have to be my destiny – my destiny is to turn things around to what’s best for me and my baby. If that’s God’s will, too, so much the better, although I’m not going to rely on God. Why should I wait around for someone to marry a disgraced girl with a bastard child out of pity? From now on, it’s me who does the choosing. My visits to the sacristy have served me very well. The priest always reimbursed me for my nice little favours by slipping a kreutzer in my blouse or giving me some little book to read. Back when he didn’t like Mary all that much he used to teach some of us children to read and write during our Sunday classes. I learned to read and write Slovene and German, and I took good care of the books he gave me. I’d read them at home in secret, so nobody could accuse me of wasting time on nonsense; then, at our next appointment, I would give them back to him and earn myself a new little book with my good works, which might not get me into heaven but they’d always get me a book and a coin, the priest said, who ever since that visit by the Church official has started giving us communion under one kind again. But I’ll leave the priest alone; that way he’ll stand up for me and support me. After all, when he hears my confession, he’ll be scared that he, too, might end up among the people I’m accusing, my tormenters and persecutors.

‘But what if nobody believes me? Oh, it’ll be hard for them not to! May is coming, and every day I’ll put flowers around the church altar and crawl on my knees from saint to saint with the rosary in my hand (I’ll wrap my knees in wadding so it won’t hurt), and during these scenes it’ll look like I’m praying, but what I’ll really be doing when I open my mouth is spinning the story I’ll use to bring justice to my life. I’ll keep the Holy Spirit in it, since I know that will make a strong impression on the community and the judge. White doves look like little angels and the souls of innocent babes, so whoever hears me talking will connect the bird to the baby in my belly, and to me, too, since I’ll look just like a wounded little sparrow. But birds don’t live on seeds alone; they’d rather peck on grasshoppers, worms and the flesh of other animals. And if a bird doesn’t watch out for herself, she’ll soon become someone else’s quarry.

‘So starting tomorrow, I’ll be good, pious and humble, or so it will seem. Now that spring’s here, I can easily sleep in barns and mangers, but I’ll need to get everything done by winter. And you who gave me this baby, you’d better be ready. Things are going to get hot for you, you selfish pervert, so hot that everything you have, everything you have ever known, will be going up in flames. Your life will turn to charcoal before my eyes, and my child, who from this day forth is mine and mine alone, will be joyfully kicking inside me while his father burns at the stake. As for my father, and my uncle and mother, too, I’ll weave them into the prologue of my tale and so be free of everyone who’s hurt me. And then with my baby and my little brother and sister, I’ll stay on the farm and run it myself, probably no worse than my parents are doing now. I’ll bring my brother up to be someone who doesn’t do the things men have done to me, and I’ll bring up my sister to follow me, and not our mother, in her actions and decisions.’

After weeks of not sleeping, she felt herself being slowly lulled to sleep as she lay there on the hay. Tomorrow was a new day, and with it a new life would begin. ‘Good night, little baby,’ she said out loud. ‘Good night, angel of God, my guardian dear. And you, too, Virgin, who endured what I must endure and accepted it all without complaint – but since it was God you were dealing with, I guess you had no choice. Good night to you, too, Holy Spirit, who I hope will be able to help me. But not to you, God the Father, since you take the side of men and fathers and let them do to us whatever they feel like, even horrible things. Good night to you, Baby Jesus, who will soon have a little brother. But grown-up Jesus, I’m not talking to you right now because of my problems with men, since, even if you’re special, you’re still a man. And good night to you, by which I mean me: you’re not to blame for anything, and you’re going to be a good mother to your baby and to your brother and sister, too, and when all of this is behind you, you’ll be the owner of a farm, and, with the good sense you have, which is not very common around here, you’ll find yourself a good husband, a father for the tiny tot and the other two little ones – and Jesus, I’m expecting you to help me with this because I want him to be like you – kind and tall and strong, and good-looking, too, with long wavy hair. Good night, world … good night, moon … good niiii …’


Dark Sounds

The province was beset by catastrophes of a moral, meteorological and medical nature. It was just as in the Old Testament, the populace was starting to realize. After the bitter winter, the snow was melting, which in early March led to rising waters. This was followed by cold rains, and people were hacking and wheezing and spitting out gobs of phlegm. Then there was an unexpected warm spell, and the germs that had spent the winter in idle numbness now revived and attacked people’s bowels, ears, throats and lungs, and did not spare the livestock either. Two years earlier, the oaks had been full of acorns, so the following year the mouse colonies increased, with mice running freely through yards, barns and houses and even scurrying out of drawers and chests, but the year of the mice forecast an even worse torment waiting for the populace this spring – snakes. Overfed on fat mice and rats from the year before, with the first warm rays of the sun they were slithering about between people’s feet – long ones, thick ones, short ones, thin ones – and few could avoid them. Some snakes would strike at any feet they feared might trample them. And certain ones – such was the opinion of more than a few – were biting people out of sheer malice. After all, not only people and – well, we won’t mention who – can be evil; animals can, too, since he whose name is not to be written or spoken can sometimes assume their form.

Even before the real summer starts there will be a brutal heat wave – such was the prediction of both folk wisdom and astrology. Fires will break out (but surely not without help?), after which swarms of strange insects, like grasshoppers only bigger, will attack and devour the few crops that have taken root in the fields. The countryside will suffer scarcities, and it will be worse in the towns, where prices will surge. And to ensure that the catastrophes reach biblical proportions, an epidemic of dysentery will break out, with such excruciating stomach pains that some people will even die. And plague will arrive and claim a fifth of the village, and then typhus, putrid fever and again dysentery, and again plague, and meanwhile the Turks will invade and there will be an outbreak of the black pox, and as people from all this misery begin to dance the dance of St Vitus, typhus will reappear, and then plague again …

Maybe all these things really did happen, but probably not all in the space of a year or two. The human mind, looking back at the past, tends to compress events, reshaping them in rich and colourful ways and exaggerating many things. Exaggeration proves particularly useful when it is good to justify some past action. And as for what is good, well, the populace are experts in such matters. Common sense tells them clearly what is and isn’t good, especially when the deed marks the boundary between life and death, when it cuts into a body. Plainly, there was no other choice; it’s better for everyone this way – these are the usual explanations after such irrevocable actions, some of which are simply erased by human memory. Words like simply and plainly are very convenient for justifying violence, for they reinforce the logic and underscore the inevitability of what was done. And erasing memory is good not bad. Living with too much badness is exhausting and painful for human beings; it can arouse feelings of guilt and unease, which, in turn, can develop into severe anxiety. We should be grateful to the mind of God and the way he structured the human brain: everything is constantly being filtered so the bad things don’t clog our thoughts. Exaggerating, mitigating, erasing, inflating or in some other way transforming events – all this the human mind can do. But the human mind and the mind of God are not the only minds. There is another one, too, one that speaks deceitfully to the populace, seducing them, leading them astray …

‘So how do we know that what we did was right?’ the populace wonders.

‘That we didn’t make a mistake?’

‘That we did what we did because it was the command of God and that we didn’t maybe fall into a trap?’

‘Yes, how do we know when it’s God speaking to us and not perhaps …’

‘Perhaps …?’

‘The other one …’

‘You can tell who is speaking by the voice.’

‘But is it really always possible to tell the two of them apart?’

‘The two of them?’

‘Because sometimes we might believe and be entirely convinced that it’s God speaking to us, when, in fact, it’s …’

‘Who?’

‘His impersonator … the evil-toned … dark-timbred one … who pretends to be what he’s not …’

‘Devout people can tell good from evil!’

‘But can they always? And, if so, how? How did Abraham in the Old Testament, to whom God gave a son in his old age and then commanded him to take his son to Mount Moriah and offer him there as a sacrifice, the way animals are sacrificed – how could Abraham tell that it was God’s voice and not some other’s? How could he seize the knife without hesitating, ready to plunge it into the heart of his son, because that was what God wanted of him?’

‘He who believes is not afraid and does everything God expects of him.’

‘But what if the angel had not stopped his hand at the very last moment and placed a sacrificial animal before him?’

‘The fact that the angel did stop the Abraham’s hand and put the ram before him proves that this was the voice of God.’

‘That might be comforting in hindsight, but at the time, when you hear such a dreadful command and everything is still open and there’s an endless gaping void in front of you … What if the void really is empty and there’s no meaning in it at all?’

‘Where there is faith, there can be no meaningless void!’

‘But to kill a child? What sort of God can demand of a father his son’s death …’

‘If not a God who was able to send even his own son to his death?

 

*



‘Quiet! Let’s not impose on creation by trying to understand more than we need to, more than we are meant to. Let’s not undermine the plans of God with doubt and inappropriate questions! Some things are beyond us, beyond our understanding, and can only be accepted!’

‘But how can we know for sure what God wants from us? That he wants anything from us? How can we know that the voice that speaks to us is not our own madness?’

‘We know because we believe! That’s all there is to it! For all that we are and for all that we have, we must be thankful to God. Without him we would not exist, we who are created in God’s image …’

‘That’s well and good, but there are some – not many to be sure – but some who believe that the mind of God is not necessary for us to exist. That we are what we are, in all our sad imperfection, because the cold laws of nature have spewed us forth – the laws of nature, which care nothing for man and have no conception of God or anything else and which, like automatons out of control, keep creating and grinding on in a void. And while we may believe that we are created in the image of God, in fact, we are nothing but grains poured into this mad machinery, of no more importance than animals or water or stones or stars. For there are some who are able to live without God, who neither dread nor fear the idea of a world that grinds on without meaning from beginning to end. And one fine day, these people say, which, in fact, won’t be fine but bitter, the end will come and the machinery stop, because this is what the laws of nature want. Or, even worse, whether they want it or not, they will keep on mindlessly crushing the grains until they themselves 
collapse and disappear, with the world in tow, just as they once arose out of nothing …’

‘Utterly impossible! Something cannot arise out of nothing and vanish into nothing. It can’t! It can’t! It can’t! There is no nature without God! God created nature, and nothing in nature happens that he himself has not ordained!’

‘What about miracles?’

‘Miracles are God’s way of revealing his greatness to us, by inflating nature and giving it a little twist.’

‘But what if there are no miracles and these are merely natural phenomena that seem strange to us because we don’t fully comprehend them?’

‘What if … but … yet … still … All these speculations – none of it gets you anywhere!’

‘But some people live with the absence of meaning … are able to live …’

‘But not for long! Because we will find them; we will ferret them out. And then we’ll see how they sing and dance that tune of theirs in Spanish boots!’

‘But what if the only reason we have God is because we’re afraid? And it’s only out of fear that we prattle on about how he created us, how he watches over us? And we do everything in his name because we dread the thing that might well be the truth, namely, that it doesn’t matter if we are good or evil, that it makes no difference at all whether we exist or don’t exist?’

‘Silence! If you’re going to blather on about this, keep your voice down. The walls have enormous ears with falcon-sharp eyes attached to them. It’s best to ponder these things in silence …”

In silence … now let us think without speaking:

All thoughts we ponder deep in our minds and say nothing because we are afraid. We are afraid of the Creator, and even more afraid that there is no Creator and that all the stories about God are inventions by which our masters oppress us and, mainly, by which we oppress ourselves. We are afraid of everything – of nature, God, the count, the prince, the emperor, all those bishops and vicars, visitations, faith commissions, preachers, Leapers, Founders and mercenaries, as well as the Turks, natural and supernatural catastrophes and ominous astrological forecasts; we are afraid of foreigners, we are afraid of each other, we are afraid of our very selves …

And now let us think and again speak out loud:

Worst of all is when you do everything, and do it exactly as God commands, and he still pays no attention to you. You ask, you beg, you grovel before him, but he just seems to close his eyes and shut his ears, and meanwhile some new misfortune befalls you and you haven’t even recovered from the last one. And when there’s a new catastrophe on the horizon, meant not just for you but for those closest to you, too, good fortune steers well clear, while those other people, who commit outrages against God’s law, live in peace and stuff their faces, since, for reasons we can’t comprehend, life delivers the biggest and juiciest cuts to their table. And we keep waiting and waiting, wondering what’s going on and understanding nothing. Why do bad things happen to us, who are neither responsible nor guilty? Why does sickness spare them, who are the embodiment of human evil (if it really is human) and instead attacks a good husband and father, who toils from morning till night to feed his family? Why does it ambush the mother whose dried-out breasts are suckling her tenth child – a child that like six children before him will probably breathe his last not long after breathing his first? Why? Why do these things happen to us, who are just and honest, but to certain others never at all?

Living among the populace are certain individuals, and it’s because of them that you have to be constantly on your guard. Things that apply to ordinary suffering mortals do not apply to them – and for several reasons. First, they suffer less than the majority. Second, the majority suffer precisely because of these individuals, who (and this is the third reason) make the majority suffer simply for their own amusement, doing evil to kill the boredom of their lives as merrily as possible. And meanwhile, honest people suffer because, sadly, by some inexplicable rule, righteousness and suffering go hand in hand, as the ancient Greeks tell us. But the populace knew nothing about the ancient Greeks, since what they needed to know was not much more than working the fields, raising livestock, making handicrafts and fabricating lots of ideas and theories that would curl their God’s hair. If he had hair, that is, long grey hair, just like his beard, which is the way the populace imagined their God. But he doesn’t have a beard or hair because God is a concept, which is something very few people thought in those days – or rather, God does not have hair or a beard for the simple reason that (and in those days only the very boldest people thought this, in secret) God … simply … does not … exist.

There is no God – nada, as travellers in the past expressed it, who, fleeing the Inquisition in Spain, passed through these parts on their way to the Holy Land, but then they got bogged down in the Ottoman Empire, many of them in Bosnia. Nada was what the mercenary 
soldiers said in the Spanish tongue, coming back from the wars in Spain. The local populace, with sidelong glances at all these Spanish speakers, thought they were saying the Slovene word for hope. Nada, nada – always this nada. But it wasn’t hope they meant, but nothing, which is what the Spanish word means. The few people who understood Spanish wondered if some words might not contain the hidden truth of similar-sounding words from other languages. If so, then nada – hope – is pure ordinary nothing, as it fairly often turns out to be in life. And to hope for nothing, therefore, is more realistic than to hope for something, because you won’t be disappointed when your nada proves to be nothing more than a worthless piece of nothing. And nada, nothing, was all that remained to those whom the populace saw as guilty, who found themselves in the grip of the people’s justice.

We have, to be sure, gone somewhat off track, but not astray. What we have said does, in fact, relate to those insidious manipulators 
mentioned earlier. The ones who look most innocent are actually the very worst. It is not easy to recognize them, for they disguise themselves in the skin of youth, or maybe the skin of old age, an utterly desiccated, wrinkled skin – since he doesn’t choose the form of his appearance … Oops, we wrote ‘he’ – we are intentionally not writing his name, let alone pronouncing it, lest that pervert think too highly of himself. But if we had to write it – and there are some among us who can, although not many – we would never capitalize it; we’d write it all in lower case, in sloppy handwriting, and do our best to make it a disgusting scrawl … ughhh … aarrgh – he knows somebody is talking about him, he’s kicking and stomping, so from now on we’ll have to be more careful, think more slowly … We should zealously try to humiliate him with our scrawl. So, unless it’s truly necessary, rather than saying his name, let’s just clear our throats, cough, maybe whistle as we meaningfully roll our eyes, then spit out a juicy one on the ground.

All these catastrophes, all these vermin crawling out of the earth or tumbling from the sky, there must be a reason for them. We don’t believe God would torture us right and left just because he felt like it – that he’d torture us, who every Lord’s Day, even in thick snow or pounding heat, fly off to church – well, not literally fly, since we’re honest folk and don’t keep to hidden ways, let alone fly through the air like the ones we’re talking about. No, our Creator is not, and cannot be, the one putting us through so many torments. We are devout people, so it simply cannot be God who is poisoning our lives so randomly, burdening us with so many terrible afflictions and punishments, which, considering the degree of our sinfulness, we do not deserve. We are honest folk who love God – we give to the Church whatever God demands, and what the count wants we give to him, and what the prince wants, the Archduke Ferdinand, we give to him as well, although we also keep something back from all of the above, since they ask too much from us. And besides all these, there is also the emperor above us, who is so far away we can hardly imagine him and we’re only aware of his existence when we must render unto him that which is his. Which mainly means our lives, which the provincial armies throughout the empire enlist and send to war, the causes and purposes of which are unknown to us and don’t really concern us, except when it comes to fighting our land’s hereditary enemy, the Turks, who have been capturing, raping, pillaging and slaughtering us for some two hundred years.

Nevertheless, we have worked out methods for determining what is good and just and what isn’t entirely that. On feast days we process around the church, staggering beneath a heavy banner, and venerate especially our Virgin, all the way from when she was not yet a mother but Mary Immaculate (to whom our church is consecrated) to when she became a mother and was finally assumed into heaven. A wooden statue of her, beautifully painted, stands on our main altar, while carved into the side altar is an image where Mary is kneeling before her mother, St Anne, and offering her a large white lily. In December, when it’s cold in our province and our feet are sinking into snow or cold mud, we piously trudge to her shrine and, no matter if the weather is fair or foul, wrap our Virgin in pine needles and worthily venerate her, as good Catholics should, and on all her other feast days, too, we show her great honour. Mary the Queen of May we adorn with lilies of the valley, while she who was assumed into heaven by her son Jesus is presented with large roses. All this we do in humble faith, and we could list many other things, too, so it’s hard to believe that God the Father would treat us like naughty brats. Sure, in a way we can understand that he might as a reminder send us hail or drought or freezing cold, but at most all three in one year. Everything else, however, and almost at the same time – dysentery, rats, snakes, the plague, the black pox, Turks, mice, ice storms, special levies and tributes – no, all these things coming so thick and fast, they can’t be the Creator’s doing. And if not his, then they can only be the doing of someone created by God who later went his own dark way. And he does not do these things alone, oh no, not alone, for in every populace somebody can be found – and it’s usually more than one – who is willing to be his accomplice. Sometimes the entire populace will bow down to him, the way Sodom and Gomorrah did. But not us, we’re not like that, not most of us anyway, although there are a few among us who are different, and not many of these are men, which means that most are women – young, old, some almost children – women who like nothing better than cavorting with him whose name we will not pronounce, since we all know who we’re talking about. They’re the ones you need to keep an eye on, observing their behaviour and habits, listening carefully to how they talk. Do they pronounce their words in a strange way? Do they keep clearing their throat when they speak, make peculiar gestures, purse their lips and wink suspiciously? You need to see what they’re up to when they think nobody is watching. So it’s sometimes a good idea to follow one of them – carefully, of course, so she doesn’t notice that your eyes are glued to her back, and that’s not so simple, since such individuals in particular have extremely sharp senses and are quick to feel it when somebody is watching them from behind and following them. This sort of awareness goes beyond human powers. And how could it be otherwise, when they have the help of somebody whispering in their ear, constantly warning them – which is why they’re able to slink among us like foxes. When bad things happen, sickness or accidents, it’s a good idea, too, to have a look around, go for a stroll at night near their dwellings and see if there’s a light burning inside, peek through a crack in the window, press your ear to the wall and, later, ask the people who live with them a few 
questions, incidentally, as it were. Regarding health, for example, or the livestock, or the field: Are the crops doing well or not so well? Is there anything unusual sprouting up? Are they maybe having an exceptionally good yield this year, even though nature has ravaged all the other farms in the area? The family of the individual may not realize that evil resides among them, so if any of their answers seem suspicious, it’s good to give them a hint, to wake them up a bit and get them on our side. Who better than the relatives of the depraved to keep track of the unusual activities and habits of these witches? And witches – vešče we say in our language – is just the right word for them, because at night, when honest folk are asleep, they fly around like moths (which we also call vešče). So it’s for the welfare of the community to check regularly and see if there’s any strange glow coming from a neighbour’s yard or house, any strange barks, noises, commotion, anything that can’t be attributed to people who always cross themselves before the crucifix and light incense on Three Kings’ Day to expel evil from their homes. But what can we do when those other ones are not without power of their own? We can light incense and sprinkle holy water as much as we want, but sometimes nothing seems to work.

So why doesn’t our beloved Creator deal with the lot of them in one fell swoop? We ask the priest about this from time to time. If anybody knows who is cavorting with evil, then surely it’s God. Why do we honest people have to suffer to the end of our strength because of them, when the Creator could fry them all with a single look? Why do we have to deal with this, when instead we could be devoting our time to other things, to worshipping God and his Son and venerating the Virgin Mary? We could devote more time to working our fields and raising our animals, or, some of us, to our trades, or the more industrious among us, who sell produce, cloth and other goods to the nearby town, to our commercial enterprises. We could take better care of our children, making sure they are healthy and well-fed, since hungry children are no use at all. This is what we ask our priest, and then, since we ourselves have no book learning, but we’re not dolts either, we wait and wait for the learned man to finally explain the things that are causing us no end of torment.

And our priest looks up at the sky, clears his throat and tells us, ‘God is mysterious and beyond comprehension, even more so for simple folks like you. He alone knows what, if any, plan he has for you. And so, my children, you must be obedient. Not for a moment should you think of looking in rage at the sky and, God forbid, shaking your fist at him, because not even Job, when he complained to God …’ ‘Job? What Job? He’s not from our village!’ we say, glancing at each other, but the priest snaps back, ‘Job from the Old Testament, you stupid peasants, who was a Jew and grumbled at God, but it didn’t help him, not in the least. On the contrary, God sent Job even more misfortunes so he’d come to his senses and prove how strong his faith was. So just you leave God alone. Do what I tell you, obey the Ten Commandments, avoid the seven deadly sins and in general try not to make God angry, since it’s best he doesn’t know that you exist …’

‘What are you saying? Aren’t we part of his creation, too?’

‘Well, at least don’t remind him of your pitiful insignificant lives. Accept what life gives you, in all humility, without complaining or grumbling about it. When you’re hungry, know that there’s a full table waiting for you in heaven, and anyway, an overfed man is no good for anything. When you’re sick, remember that there is neither sickness nor pain on the other side, and when the stench of rot strikes your nostrils, know that death reaps its victims only in this vale of tears, but after death there is everlasting life. So don’t squander your opportunities, lest at the Last Judgement Jesus places you not on his right but on his left, and lest, at the very gates of heaven, St Peter boots some of you into seething cauldrons of scalding-hot fat. And as for the ones you’ve been asking me about, know that the flames of hell are waiting in constant readiness for them, like frothing maws, to grab them after death and burn them to a crisp.’

That’s the sort of thing the parish priest fills our ears with. We ask him something, and he prattles on and on without ever giving us a straight answer. Did we go to school, or did you? we think, looking him up and down and saying nothing. It’s true, we’re simple people and we don’t understand everything. Only a few of us know how to read, and they learned it from a different priest in a different, smaller church, who professes a somewhat different Christian teaching, and, if anyone stays on after the sermon, he tosses on the pew a few copies of Trubar’s Abecedarium and Catechism, and they lick their fingers and move them slowly from letter to letter, and sometimes they sing something, too. And even if most us can’t read or write, we’re very good at arithmetic, which is a practical, useful subject, and anyway, what we know and what we can do is quite enough for us.

The parish priest may be our shepherd and we his flock, but that doesn’t mean we’re just ordinary sheep that the Church, counts, princes, stewards, tax collectors and parish priests can fleece any way they like. We might be meek, but beneath our sheep’s clothing our blood can boil so we start frothing at the mouth, ready to attack. We need to be treated decently, properly, which the authorities don’t understand, and the same is true of our town, which we call our town because it’s the one nearest us and we do a lot of trade there, but the townsfolk just laugh at us and think we’re ignorant yokels. But not only do we know arithmetic, and are quick at it, we’re also quick at making connections between events, things and people and recognizing the root cause and meaning of something. It’s true that in some cases we don’t fully understand the cause, and it can happen that when we’re speculating and looking for connections we make mistakes. But, since we have faith that God forgives our mistakes, we take a lot of things into our own hands without fear and asking God’s forgiveness in advance.

After all, who says the parish priest is always right? What makes him more right than us? He tells us we’re equal in the eyes of God – well, maybe he’s thinking of the Last Judgement, we can’t say, but we’re not endlessly patient, and we often ask ourselves why we always have to be the poor wretches who get invited to the Creator’s banquet only after death, while in the here and now there are half-eaten legs of veal and pork ribs falling from the count’s overladen table, game meat, too, from game we’re not allowed to just go into the woods and hunt for ourselves, since everything in the woods belongs to the count? And why does everything have to belong to the count? Game, woods, sheep, cows, pigs, fish ponds, quail, and us, too, the populace, while we’re barely surviving hand to mouth, with our empty tables and louse-ridden mattresses, with maybe an ox for working the field, a goat
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