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June 3

A small wine festival was under way in the park outside the town hall. To
Anna the word ‘park’ seemed a bit over the top for the green but distinctly
underwhelming strip of land bordered to the south by the town hall and
to the east by the road slicing off a chunk of the town on its way from
Horgos to Térokkanizsa and back. At the northern end of the park was
the main shopping boulevard, and to the west rose the beautiful copula
of the Orthodox cathedral. The area was barely a quarter of a hectare in
size, nothing but a stretch of lawn standing in the shade of the chestnut
trees right by the centre of Kanizsa. In the summer months people sat
in the cool under the trees, watching passers-by, keeping an eye on their
playing children and exchanging gossip. In the evenings the place was
filled with youngsters. Fine, call it a park, thought Anna. After all, it even
had the obligatory statues — busts of two local artists and a monument to
commemorate the Second World War. Za slobodu, it read in Serbian. In
the Name of Freedom. The park was as dubious as the freedom that existed
in this country. It was a semi-park. They had a semi-freedom. Anna won-
dered how she might translate those words into Hungarian. She couldn’t
think of anything suitable. Word play worked better in Finnish, and in
Finland the notion of freedom seemed to grow more absurd by the day.
The evening had grown dusky. Lanterns dangled from the trees like
strings of pearls, lighting the asphalted path running through the park. The
path was lined with wine-tasting stalls, tables and chairs. People crowded
around them, drinking and laughing. Acquaintances, half-acquaintances
and even a few complete strangers, who must have been friends of Anna’s
mother, stopped as they saw Anna and greeted her with light kisses on
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both cheeks. Anna could smell the wine and tobacco on their breath as
they went through the list of standard questions, excited and apparently
with genuine curiosity. How are you doing? When did you arrive? How
long will you be staying? Did you fly into Budapest? How long is the flight?
I'm sorry about your grandmother. She was a good woman. Oh, you didn’t
make it to the funeral? Your brother has been here for a while now. How is
he getting on? And how is your mother keeping? You must come and visit
one day, any time you like. Finally they whispered to Anna, almost apolo-
getically, that last year’s festival had attracted many more people. What a
shame it’s so quiet this year. It’s started already, thought Anna. The apolo-
gies. Had people apologised like this in Tito’s day? Or had it only started
after the war that led to the break-up of Yugoslavia? A sense of inferiority
seemed to have descended over Kanizsa like a veil, like a layer of dust in
an abandoned house, but the locals barely noticed it. Here, complaining
about things and belittling themselves were an essential part of everyday
communication, and nobody thought of the effect this had on the atmo-
sphere, people’s confidence or self-respect. People were slowly but surely
giving up. Anna had sensed this in the past too.

To Anna’s mind there seemed to be a surprising number of people at
the festival. After the scorching daytime heat the evening was still warm,
and a hint of approaching rain lingered in the air. People wove in amongst
one another, and the atmosphere was almost jubilant. On a stage erected
at one end of the path a band struck up and started playing covers of Hun-
garian hit songs so loudly that the music could probably be heard on the
other side of town. Inferiority complex or not, at least people here knew
how to have a good time, how to live in the moment, and the following
morning nobody, not even the grumpiest old codger in town, would com-
plain about being kept awake by the noise. The old folk were all probably
enjoying the party too, asking their grandchildren to bring them little
tasters of the different wines.

*¥

Anna felt a violent shove in her back. She staggered against the table with
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such force that Tibor’s glass toppled over. Golden-yellow furmint trickled
over the edge of the table on to the ground and splashed on Anna’s legs.
Tibor leapt to his feet and shouted something, and it was then that Anna
noticed her handbag had disappeared from the chair next to her.

‘My handbag!” she shouted. ‘Someone’s taken my handbag!”

Tibor and Erné dashed into the crowd of people. ‘Stop! Thief!” Tibor
hollered. It sounded ridiculous, like something straight out of a cartoon
strip. Anna rushed after them. She saw a figure running. The figure disap-
peared into the crowd, reappearing a moment later at the edge of the park.
The situation had erupted so unexpectedly that nobody had time to react.
Anna barged past people standing in her way, and when she eventually
reached the pathway she caught a glimpse of two people running in dif-
ferent directions, a man and a little girl in a red skirt who swiftly slipped
behind the high-rise apartment blocks rising up behind the Orthodox
cathedral. The man was running towards the school. Both of them were
carrying a bag. For a fraction of a second she considered which of them
to run after; she chose the man. Ernd had run off in the same direction.
He was in worse physical shape than Tibor - he had put on weight and
smoked like a chimney - and there was no chance of him catching up with
the thief on foot. Tibor had run off down the main road after the girl. The
thief was already running past the school and disappeared round the side
of the building. Anna couldn’t see whether the bag in his hands belonged
to her or not. She increased her pace and sped past Erné, who by now
was gasping for breath, and ran round the corner of the darkened school
building until she reached the next road. From there she could see the
main church and as far down as the district of K6ros, but the fleeing man
had disappeared from sight. Anna came to a halt at the intersection and
listened. Normally it would have been easy to follow the echo of footsteps
in the otherwise quiet town, but now the boom of music from the park
drowned out all other sounds. A barn owl dropped from the cathedral
copula and glided into a silent hunting flight. Its light silhouette disap-
peared behind the tall chestnut trees. Erné caught up with Anna.

‘Where did he go? he asked, panting heavily. He rested his hands
against his knees and grimaced.
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T don’t know, and it’s no use standing around wondering about it.
I'll go that way towards Sumadija utca. Go and check round the church,
maybe he’s hiding somewhere, lying low in the roses bushes round the
corner, Anna replied.

‘What shall I do if I find him?” asked Erné.

‘Catch him.

‘How?’

Fear flashed across Ernd’s eyes. Fear and uncertainty. Anna didn’t
answer. This wasn’t the time for a lesson in apprehending a suspect. She
took off her high-heeled shoes and jogged off briskly down Sumadija utca,
barefoot and almost silent, past the nursery school, hoping she would be
the one to find the man and not Erné. The darkness thickened around her.
Small, sharp stones pricked the soles of her feet, but Anna didn’t care. One
of the aims of rigorous exercise was to learn to cope with pain, and Anna
was the master of that. Be that as it may, she hoped she didn’t step on a
broken bottle. Even she had a limit.

The sound of the music had died down, or perhaps the band was having
a break. Streetlamps were few and far between, and there were no cars in
the street. K6ros looked all but deserted. This area to the north of Kanizsa
had once been at the bottom of a lake. During the Yugoslav boom years,
it had been built up into a middle-class residential area with two- and
three-storey blocks standing tall and silent, each in their own fenced-oft
garden. The empty, almost ghostlike feeling was heightened by the heavy
shutters pulled across the windows at night, making the buildings look
dark and abandoned. What’s more, each building had its own garage, so
there were no cars parked on the street. Nowadays few people could afford
to keep those enormous houses heated during the winter months. As the
price of imported Russian gas had skyrocketed, the upper floors of these
apartment blocks were often left unheated all winter, and in a house with
six rooms, people sometimes heated only two: the kitchen and the living
room.

At the Szent Janos crossroads Anna again had to make a snap deci-
sion about which direction to take. She listened to the silent streets for the
length of a long, deep breath. For no logical reason she decided to run oft
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towards the Gong and took the first left on to Sz616 utca. All of a sudden
a metallic gate gave a clatter right next to her, as though something was
trying to struggle through it. Anna gave a startled shout, and on the other
side of the fence a mongrel with a tangled coat ran alongside her, barking
wildly.

‘Quiet”” Anna snapped at the dog, which remained standing at the
corner of the garden, barking after her. Now they’ll know exactly where I
am, she sighed and at the next crossroads slipped into Tvirnicka utca. She
jogged up and down the nearby streets. The small, sharp stones cut into
her feet, tore a hole in one of her socks and scratched her heel, but still the
thief was nowhere to be found. When she saw Erné approaching her along
Jesenska utca, Anna came to a halt and gave up.

‘That bag had my passport and credit cards. Everything. Perkele, she
said, and noticed she was swearing in Finnish.

‘What about your phone?” asked Erné. He was so out of breath he could
hardly speak. His cheeks were glowing red and his brow was covered in
sweat. You should go for a run more often, Anna found herself thinking
meanly.

She tapped her jacket pocket, saw that her phone was still there and
showed it to Ern6 with a look of victory on her face.

‘Hah, at least they didn’t get away with that.’

‘Damn tinkers,” said Erné.

‘How do you know that?” asked Anna, somewhat taken aback. She
hadn’t got a good look at the thief, only glimpsed the back of his jacket.

‘Well, the girl looked ... you know. It’s obvious.’

‘Looked what?’

“You know ... untidy.

‘How closely did you get a look at her? I didn’t really see the man at all.
Height 180 centimetres, average build, dark jacket, but if someone asked
me to describe him I don’t think I could do it. I guess he’s probably fairly
young, thirty at the most.’

‘So you didn’t get a look at him then? I don’t think I'd be able to say
anything at all about the girl!’

‘Height? Age?’
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‘She couldn’t be very old because she was quite small. Nothing but a
kid. I didn’t get a good look.’

‘But you said she looked untidy. In what way?’

‘I don’t know really. It must have been her hair. Long and tangled.’

‘And that automatically makes her Romani, does it?” Anna couldn’t
help showing Erné the note of irritation in her voice.

‘Come on, you'd recognise them a mile off, he said, trying to defend
himself.

“The girl was wearing a red skirt,’ said Anna.

‘Was she?’

Anna hadn’t paid any attention to the thieves’ ethnic background. And
if Ern6 hadn’t noticed the girl’s red skirt, how could he possibly have seen
whether her hair was untidy? Ernd’s observation was nothing but preju-
diced supposition, thought Anna. Was there a single place on earth where
‘gypsy wasn'tasynonym for ‘thief’? She swallowed her desire to give Ernéa
piece of her mind. After all, he might be right. To Anna the average Romani
looked exactly like the average Serb or Hungarian. Over here the Romani
women didn’t wear frilly blouses and black velvet skirts and the men didn’t
wear straight trousers and a jacket like they did in Finland, where they
clearly stood out from the crowd. Here they dressed justlike everybody else.
But still, people here seemed to know just by looking who was a Romaniand
who wasn’t. As if having a skill like that was in any way important.

“The gypsy quarter is down there, isn’t it?’ asked Anna.

‘I doubt they were locals.’

‘What makes you say that?’

“This is such a small town that the locals have to go thieving elsewhere.
Everybody knows everybody else. Almost.’

‘Shall we go and take a look?’

‘They won’t let us in, and we can hardly batter the door down. They’d
shoot us first. And if those kids have run down that way, they’ll be well
and truly hidden by now. The most sensible thing is to go straight to the
police station and report the theft.

Anna thought about this for a moment. The idea of snooping round
the gypsy quarter by night appealed to her, but still she hesitated. Maybe
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it really would be best to report the incident at the police station. What
a great start to her relaxing holiday. Just then came the sound of a dog
barking in the distance. Erné turned his head and listened closely.

‘That’s coming from the gypsy quarter,” he said.

‘Right, we’re going down there.

‘In the middle of the night - the hell we are.’

‘Are you afraid?’ asked Anna.

‘No.

‘Neither am I, so let’s go.’

Anna wiped the sand and grit from her feet and put on her shoes. Her
tights were torn to shreds and there was a bleeding cut on the ball of
her left foot. She tried not to think about the searing pain that was now
running up her calf muscle and that her high heels wasn’t making any
better. The clack of Anna’s shoes echoed across the deserted street. She
was annoyed. Of all her shoes, she’d had to pick these ones. And tights
and a skirt to top it off. It meant something, she thought. She was wearing
more make-up, more feminine clothes than in Finland. What exactly was
she trying to hide? Or reveal?

The dog had stopped barking. The silence was sultry and oppressive.

The town came to an abrupt end at the brick factory right on the edge of
town, as though it had been measured with a ruler and sliced off. On the
final street before the factory stood a white, roughcast terraced house. The
building’s courtyard was on the side facing the factory. Its run-down fagade
was half the length of the street and completely concealed the view into the
courtyard. The windows were all dark. Anna approached the locked gate.

‘Is there anyone there?” she shouted. ‘Open the gate!’

Tethered to a thick chain, a mongrel that resembled a dachshund
appeared from behind the corner and growled.

Ernd stood further back, glancing nervously around.

‘They might have guns, he whispered.

‘Nonsense,” Anna scoffed and rattled the gate. ‘Open up!’

The dog started barking, a window near the gate opened and a young-
ish woman poked her head out.

‘Who is it?” she asked.
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Anna stepped closer and stood right beneath the window. The woman’s
thick, black hair was tied in a bun. Her skin was dark, and she was very
beautiful. When she looked at Anna her eyes betrayed a sense of caution.
There was something else in her expression too. Maybe pride, maybe con-
tempt. Her eyes were large and pitch black.

‘What do you want? You’'ll wake up the kids, the woman snapped.

‘We're looking for a young man and a little girl in a red skirt. I won-
dered if they’d just come into this house, said Anna.

‘Nobody comes in at this hour. Everyone’s trying to sleep.’

‘Mummy, who’s there?” came the sound of a sleepy child, a little boy
perhaps.

‘Back to bed now, there’s nothing to worry about, the woman said
gently before turning back to Anna.

‘Has something happened?’ she asked and looked Anna in the eyes.

Anna felt embarrassed. It was as though the woman could see right
through her, as though she knew exactly what had happened and who
they were looking for; and Anna no longer wanted to disturb the peace
in their house. There was something very defensive about the woman’s
demeanour, and Anna couldn’t tell whether this was aimed at her person-
ally or the social demographic she represented. She wasn’t welcome here;
that much was clear.

‘We're probably in the wrong place. Sorry to disturb you, said Anna,
and turned and nodded to Erné as if to say it would be best if they left.

They had only walked a few metres when the woman’s voice echoed
across the stone walls of the houses.

‘Tiszavirdg, the woman shouted in a voice that made Anna shudder.
The Tisza flowers.

Annaand Erné stopped and turned around, but the window had already
closed behind them. The cut in Anna’s foot was throbbing painfully.

‘What on earth was that about?” asked Anna.

‘I don’t know, but I know that woman.

‘Really? Who is she?’

‘Her name’s Judit. She’s an organiser for the local Romani community
group. She runs camps for the kids, that sort of stuff’
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‘But that sounds great, said Anna.

‘Well, it’s probably paid for by the council, Ernd replied. ‘Let’s call
Tibor. Maybe he caught the girl’

Erné exchanged a few quick words with Tibor and shook his head at
Anna. The girl had disappeared. Tibor and the others were going home for
the night. They were in no mood for a party anymore.

‘Let’s stop by the police station. It’s best to report the theft immediately
and not tomorrow, said Erné after he finished his phone call. ‘What a crap
start to your holiday. Never mind, we’ll make up for it tomorrow.’





