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In Memory of Václav Ladislav Holý, 1886–1942


Václav Ladislav Holý is just one of the many little-known men and women who lost their lives fighting for freedom. He was a merchant, a Sokol worker, an army corporal in WWI, and a member of the anti-fascist resistance. He was executed by the Nazis in Pardubice, Czechoslovakia, on June 5, 1942.


I was inspired to dedicate this book to Václav Ladislav Holý because I like to think that he may have been a distant relative. Like him, my Holý ancestors came from Southern Bohemia.












CHAPTER 1






Jana tiptoed into the pond, trying to avoid stepping on sharp stones and branches. She shivered as goose bumps blossomed on her naked flesh. It was a hot day for the beginning of October, but cold nights had chilled the water. When she’d waded in, waist deep, the sand turned to mud that squished through her toes, and each footstep sank in ankle-deep, stirring up swirls of muck.


She took a deep breath, fell forward, and thrashed forward, then back. A dark tangle of hair enveloped her face every time she raised it for a breath. She took another gulp of air, then floated, facedown, and opened her eyes. The weeds disappeared into the shadowy depths beneath the shimmering, light-green water. She rolled over on her back, floated, and gazed up into the canopy of green and gold leaves that bent over the pond, sheltering it from the blazing autumn sun and clear blue sky.


What a relief to get out of those hot sticky clothes. Jana was fifteen years old, and she was considered a young woman, so she had to wear long skirts. Not long ago, whenever she could, she would run around with the rest of the children, without thinking about what she should wear. Now, she was expected to stay covered up no matter how hot it was.


She would be in trouble if her stepmother, Zofie, who thought she was collecting apples, found out she’d been wasting her time swimming, instead. She hoped her stupid little brother, Ion, age twelve, wouldn’t find her. She had practically raised him. But lately, he seemed to enjoy annoying her by following her everywhere she went and threatening to tell on her.


Today she’d outsmarted him by staying around camp and helping Zofie with the smaller children until he got bored and wandered off. When she was sure he had gone, she’d told Zofie she knew where she could find an apple tree in the woods, took a bag, and left. As soon as she was out of sight of the camp, she tucked her skirt up between her legs, and into her waistband, and ran.


They’d camped in this spot many times before, and she knew the paths through the woods that led to the pond. She’d often explored this area when she could slip away. The rest of the family seldom came here. The stream near their campsite provided water for cooking, washing, and drinking, and few of the others knew how to swim.


Jana sometimes liked to be alone, which wasn’t easy living in a large extended family. They thought it was odd, but they made allowances for the “poor orphan girl” who had helped raise her younger brother and sister after her mom had died giving birth to Lili. She didn’t want their pity. She was glad her dad had remarried, and now she was determined to enjoy what remained of her childhood.


She wasn’t in a hurry to get married. Most of the girls her age could talk of nothing else. It was this boy was so handsome. He could handle a horse so well. Or their wedding would be so big and elaborate. But Jana saw that married women had to stay close to camp, cook, clean, and tend babies, and she had done plenty of that already.


Jana pushed aside the painful memories of her mother’s last days, the fever, her father’s frantic efforts to get her to the doctor—all of it too late. That was followed by a dark time. Tiny little Lili crying weakly, Ion too young to understand why his mother was gone, her father gone too often, and too often drunk. The aunts and Grandma Berta helped when they could, but Jana had been the one who was always there.


Her father was happier since he’d remarried four years ago, and Jana hoped that would last. Her stepmother, Zofie, was young—more like an older sister than a mother—and still counted on Jana’s help. Now, he was becoming annoyed with her refusal to consider any of the matches he suggested, and it was becoming embarrassing for him. She hated to cause him any bother, but perhaps she could postpone the inevitable a while longer.


Jana considered all this as she floated on her back; strands of her dark hair that had escaped the long braid down her back fanned out around her head like an exotic water lily. She wondered how much longer she could stay here and still have time to gather the apples, and then get back to camp before she was missed. A snapping branch startled her out of her reverie. She stood up to see what was there, but streams of water and tangles of hair obscured her sight.


“Who’s there? Is that you, Ion? You idiot! I’ll give you a thrashing when I catch you! How dare you spy on me!”


She heard a deep laugh and caught sight of a glint of metal behind some bushes. Her heart beat faster as she realized it wasn’t Ion but a stranger. A Gadjo! She clamored toward her clothing piled on the shore and, while pulling on her clothes, swore and cursed, first in Romani then in Czech.


“Damn you and your mother! May you break out in boils, you devil! How dare you creep around in the bushes, you slimy worm!” she railed, replacing fear with anger.


He laughed again and then turned and strolled off. She noticed that he was wearing a gray uniform. The kind the German soldiers wore.


They’d seen a line of marching soldiers, just a few days ago. They’d slipped off the road and watched from a thicket of woods. It was never a good idea to be seen if you could avoid it. They’d also seen peasants, their belongings piled in horse-drawn carts or pickup trucks, heading away from the border. They looked tense and worried, and most of them spoke Czech. The soldiers followed the next day, striding along confidently and smiling.


Jana continued toward the apple tree, which was at the edge of a farmer’s field and seldom picked. She’d never seen anyone around, and there were always apples covering the ground under the tree at this time of the year. She tucked her skirts up and hopped over the fence. She kept an eye out for the farm dog that she’d seen at other times, a medium-sized, black and white dog, as she quickly filled her bag.


The scent of ripe apples filled her nostrils as she bent to pick out the best ones from those strewn beneath the tree. Most of them were wormy, bruised, or green—those she left behind. A few were edible, though misshapen; a few were perfectly ripe and unblemished apples, and she stopped to admire them before adding them to her bag.


When her bag was almost full, she was interrupted by the dog who streaked across the open field, his teeth bared. She turned to face him, knowing that running would only encourage him to chase her. He came to a halt, a few yards away from her, haunches down as he barked and growled at her. She said, softly, “Good boy, nice boy,” hoping he’d remember her voice from past times when she’d come with little treats for him in her pocket. Unfortunately, she didn’t have anything for him today. She backed toward the fence, felt for a post, and when she touched one, whirled around and leaped over the fence. The dog raced toward her and caught the hem of her skirt, tearing it as she jumped. She ran down the path, shaking and laughing, at her narrow escape.


When she got back to camp, a couple of hours later, Jana was relieved, but also a little disappointed, that no one had missed her. Everyone stood together at the end of camp closest to the road to town. Jana’s father, Josef, was in the center surrounded by the other men. The women, some carrying babies, formed the next circle, and the children ran in and out between the adults. Jana set the bag of apples on the table next to their wagon and joined the group.


“I don’t know what it means, except trouble,” Josef was saying. He looked worried. He was the oldest man of the family, and hence the leader of a group of twenty-three, which included his family, his mother, and his three brothers and their families. The role didn’t suit him. He was never sure that he was making the right decisions.


“Trouble for the Gadje—but what has it got to do with us?” said Uncle Emil. A frown on his plump and usually cheerful face turned down the corners of his big mustache. Uncle Emil didn’t like to stir things up. He always avoided trouble if possible.


Jana found her sister, Lili, age nine, with the women. Lili was quiet and responsible for her age. She preferred to stay close to home rather than to run with the other children.


“What’s going on?” Jana asked.


“Daddy says there are lots of soldiers in town—Germans. He says it means trouble, and we should pack up and go, but some of the uncles say it has nothing to do with us and that they want to stay for the harvest festival,” Lili said.


They came to Teplice every year for the Harvest Festival. The women told fortunes and sold herbs while the men traded horses. It was considered a prosperous stop, and they’d been looking forward to it. They counted on earning much-needed income before heading for their winter campsite.


Zofie pushed her way through the crowd. “Where were you all afternoon, Jana? And why is your hair wet?” she asked, trying to look angry, but succeeding only in looking frazzled. She had baby Eduard on one hip, and Jana’s little stepsister, Anna, was hanging on to her skirt, whimpering for attention. Without waiting for an answer, she continued, “I need you to help me so I can gather some wood and get dinner started.” She handed the baby to Jana and, picking up Anna, headed back toward their wagon. “Go get some water, Lili. Come on, girls! Let the men talk. We have work to do.”


Jana sighed and hung back to see if she could catch more of the conversation.


“From the looks of things, I doubt if the town will have a festival this year,” Josef said.


Jana turned and followed her sister and stepmother. That evening, after they ate, the men sat together at Grandma Berta’s campfire and talked in low voices until late into the night. Jana could still hear the low rumble of their voices as she drifted off to sleep between the two feather quilts she shared with Lili and little Anna.


The next day dawned bright and cold. Jana let the morning unfold slowly around her, listening to the familiar sounds. The birds were singing, the horses stomped and snorted, the women were building fires and filling kettles with water, the small children and babies whimpered for food, and their mothers soothed them in low voices, trying not to disturb those who were still sleeping. Jana could smell the coffee beans Zofie was roasting on a shallow metal pan over the campfire.


The daylight danced through her closed eyelids, and soon Anna started squirming and kicking. Jana’s eyes flew open as she remembered the events of the previous day. Would they be staying for the festival or moving on? She reached out to where she had dropped her clothes into a pile next to their bed the night before and pulled them on while still under the covers. She nudged Lili who was still snoring.


“Wake up, Lili, it’s morning.” Lili sat up and rubbed her eyes.


Jana walked behind the wagon to the washing-stand, poured cold stream water into the washbasin, and washed vigorously. She cleaned her teeth with salt applied with one finger, combed her hair and rebraided it. After she’d finished, she joined the family sitting by the campfire on the other side of the wagon. Coffee was boiling, and stew left over from last night was heating up. The family ate the stew with bread and some of the apples Jana had gathered yesterday and washed it down with sweetened black coffee.


Zofie ate—mostly standing—bringing more coffee to Josef, blowing on little Anna’s food to cool it, and feeding baby Eduard. She hovered nervously—looking even more tired and worried than usual.


“Are we going to stay or move on?” she asked Josef.


“We’ve decided to stay for a few days and see if there will be a festival,” Josef said.


“In that case, I’d like to go into town today,” Zofie said. “I need to do some shopping, and I can tell fortunes and make a little money. Perhaps I can also find out if there will be a festival this year or not.”


“I don’t know if it’s safe. I haven’t registered us with the police yet. I didn’t know if we were going to stay.”


“When is it ever safe? If I run out of milk for the baby, and we have to get it from a farmer, that might not be safe either.”


Josef sighed. “Well, if you’re going, take Jana with you. She can help keep watch and earn a little something, too.”


“But, Papa …”


“Don’t ‘but Papa’ me. You’re not a child anymore, and it’s time you stopped acting like one. No more sneaking off by yourself! Who knows what people will start to think—and then how will I find you a husband?”


Jana felt her face flush with anger and clenched her jaw. She knew that arguing with him wouldn’t change his mind, and wouldn’t end well. Papa would get angry and take it out not just on her, but on the rest of the family, too. She turned and walked away, without another word.


Jana helped Zofie wash the dishes and hang the sleeping quilts up to air and dry, and then they left the baby with Grandma Berta. Anna begged to go with them, so they took her along and walked to town. Ion and Lili had already run off to play with the other children.


The town looked very different than it had when they had been here last year. Then there was a bustling marketplace. Now there wasn’t any sign of a market. Instead, soldiers marched through the streets and hung around in small groups on corners and in the marketplace.


Most of the village people didn’t seem angry with the soldiers. They smiled and nodded at them as they passed. But some stared angrily at them when they weren’t looking. Jana wondered why. She noticed, as she walked through the crowd and listened to their conversations, that the smiling villagers spoke German, and the angry ones spoke Czech. It was clear that the residents of German ethnicity were in the majority in this village, and they were happy with the occupation.


Zofie ignored the soldiers and approached the villagers, asking if they wanted their fortunes told or begging for coins. After approaching several women, one finally agreed to have her fortune told. Zofie held her hand, palm up, bent over it, and seemed to examine it intently.


Jana watched with little interest. She had seen this many times before. While seeming to focus on the palm, Zofie was watching closely for a reaction as she made some general pronouncements about health, money, and relationships—the things people usually wanted to know. Jana also kept an eye on Anna as she strayed away from her mother.


From behind her, a deep voice, speaking in German, asked, “Will you tell me my fortune?”


She turned and looked up into the smiling blue eyes of a soldier. “If you cross my palm with a coin,” she responded in German.


As he dug into his pocket, she examined him. There was something familiar about this tall Gadjo with the blond hair and blue eyes. But what? And why were his two friends smiling and nudging each other so idiotically? She shrugged. Who could understand the Gadje?


“Here are two coins so that you will tell me about a lucky future,” he said.


Jana slipped them quickly into her pocket and took his right hand, palm up, in both of hers. The hand was firm and hard. A workingman’s hand. Probably a farmer.


“What is your name?” she asked


“Won’t the Spirits tell you?” he replied.


“I can see nothing if you are not open.” She dropped his hand.


“I’m Franz, and I certainly want you to see … and be seen,” he said with a smirk.


“You are very far from home.” She started with something very likely. She watched him out of the corner of her eyes. His grin widened.


“Those you have left behind miss you very much. You’ve left someone special.” Why was he grinning and casting those sidelong looks at his buddies? What was it that they found so damn funny?


“But she is not the one for you,” she continued.


“She is sleeping with your brother,” she said, in Romani, annoyed by his grin.


“What?”


“There will be another. She will be your true love,” she said in German.


“Ask her if she’ll have her clothes on when you meet her,” called out one of his friends.


He laughed, and she realized who he was. He was the man in the woods!


She cast his hand aside and said coldly, “That’s all I see.”


“I saw a good deal more.” He laughed, playing to his friends. They were all laughing at her now.


Jana flushed with anger and spat at his feet. “And both of you will die violent deaths. You will curse the day you met her.” Then she whirled around and stalked away, with their laughter ringing in her ears.


Zofie looked up from her palm reading. “Jana! Where is Anna?”


Jana caught sight of her running around a corner, chasing a small brown dog. “I’ll get her,” Jana called back.


She ran around the corner in time to see Anna round another corner. She chased after her, calling, “Come back here, you little brat.”


She caught up with her in front of a gate of a fenced yard. Inside the fence, a couple of dogs were barking wildly at Anna as she tried to pick up the small brown dog, its front legs in the air and the rear ones trying desperately to regain a foothold on the ground. Its eyes were wide in terror.


“Hold still. Hold still,” Anna was telling the dog.


“Come on now. Put that dog down,” Jana said.


“No! I want to keep it!”


“You can’t keep it. It belongs to someone in the village. We have plenty of dogs.”


“No! It’s mine!” Anna wailed.


“Get out of here, you thieving Gypsies!” a gruff voice said in German.


The startled girls whirled around. Anna dropped the dog, which lost no time in making his getaway. They saw a disheveled old man glaring at them over the fence.


“You heard me! I said beat it!”


“We were just leaving,” Jana said.


She grabbed her little sister’s hand and pulled her back toward the town square, ignoring the plaintive cries that she wanted “her” little dog. When they arrived, Zofie was nowhere in sight. Jana wandered across the square, wondering where she had gone. Franz called out to her as she walked past him. “She’s left town. She got kicked out,” he said.


“Kicked out? By who?”


“The SS. They’re in charge now. She went that way.” He pointed in the direction from which they had come into town.


His smile seemed friendly enough, but she wondered if he was telling the truth.


A tall, unpleasant-looking man, dressed in black, approached them.


“I thought I told your kind to get out of here! There will be no begging or stealing in this town!” he barked.


Jana picked up Anna and ran as fast as she could in the direction the friendly soldier had indicated. She caught up with Zofie, who was waiting for her at the crossroad, and they walked back to camp.


Jana’s father and Uncle Emil were sitting smoking by the smoldering remains of their morning fire. They looked up curiously at their unexpectedly early return.


“How did it go?” Josef asked.


Jana excitedly related the events of the morning. Zofie sank down next to Josef and rested her chin on both hands, just nodding from time to time in confirmation. Anna ran off to find the other children.


“It’s as I thought,” Josef said to Emil. “I think we’d better act fast now that they know we’re here. I’ve heard strange things about these German soldiers, and the ones they call the SS.”


Papa and Uncle Emil started toward Grandma Berta’s wagon. Jana tagged along hoping to hear what they would decide.


“Stay with Zofie,” Papa commanded.


“I’m just going to get the baby,” Jana said.


“Never mind, I’ll bring him when I return.” He glared at her until she retreated to their campsite.












CHAPTER 2






Franz stayed on the corner after Jana and Anna had left town. His friends went to get a beer, but he wasn’t ready to go inside yet. He wanted to stay outside and enjoy the good weather a little longer. He told them he’d catch up with them later, and then leaned against a lamppost and lit a cigarette.


As he smoked, he noticed a small brown dog as it wandered around the square. Its slightly crooked tail never stopped wagging as it sniffed the benches and lampposts. It wandered over to him and sniffed his boots. It reminded him of the little stray dog that was always begging for scraps in his home village. It made the rounds daily and seemed to do pretty well. It had grown fat and glossy.


“Aren’t you the dog that the little Gypsy girl was chasing?” he asked it, as he scratched it behind its ears. It wagged its tail even faster.


After a few minutes, the dog wandered on, over to the black-clad SS officers, and began sniffing around them. One of them looked down as it sniffed his boots. Then the little dog lifted one leg and started to pee on the boot he’d been sniffing. “Stupid Jew mutt!” he shrieked, and viciously kicked the dog, sending it flying. It howled in pain and ran away yelping. The SS men laughed heartily and strolled away.


Franz watched, frozen in place, the cigarette suspended in midair. His face grew hot, and he choked back a curse.


“You swine!” he wanted to cry out. But his mother had taught him, “It’s better to say one word too few than one word too many.”


He took one last angry drag on the cigarette, threw it down, and ground it out with his boot. Now he was ready for a beer. He headed in the direction of the tavern where his friends had gone.


Along the way, he thought he heard whimpering from a narrow alley that ran between two buildings in the square. Peering down the alley, he saw the little dog, partially hidden in a pile of trash. He approached it slowly and crouched down to pet it. When his hand touched the dog’s side, it yelped in pain.


“You poor little thing!” he said. It must have a broken rib, he thought.


He picked it up gently, trying not to cause any more pain, a little worried that it might bite him. Its eyes were wide with terror, but it did not struggle. He carried it out of the alley and down a street, wondering what he should do with it. He certainly couldn’t keep it. He wondered if he should shoot it and put it out of its misery. But a shot would attract attention, and then he would have to explain. He was starting to regret trying to help the little dog. Maybe I should leave it. Perhaps it will find its way home, he thought.


As he walked along, wondering what to do, he passed a fenced yard, and several dogs in the yard started barking and jumping at the fence. An elderly man struggled out of an old, rusty lawn chair and poked his head over the fence.


“Who’s there?” he snarled. When he saw the soldier, his expression changed suddenly to an ingratiating smile.


“Oh, pardon, sir. I thought it was those thieving Gypsies again.”


“What? You saw them?”


“The little one had a dog. Is that the same dog?”


He seems to be trying to ingratiate himself to me. Perhaps I can leave the dog with him, Franz thought.


“Yes. It’s my dog. That is, I found it. I think it’s a stray. I asked the Gypsy children to take care of it for me, but it got away from them, and then it got hurt,” he improvised, hoping his story was plausible. “I think it might have a broken rib.”


The old man shuffled to the gate, his bedroom slippers scuffing over the beaten-down dirt of his front yard, leaving little puffs of dust behind him. He yelled at his dogs to lie down, and swung his cane at them, his ancient sweater flapping like the wings of a tattered old bird until they retreated to the shade under the porch. He cracked the gate open and peered at the dog, and then at Franz. His face reflected a mix of obsequiousness, concern, and craftiness.


“Well, you can’t expect much from Gypsies,” he said. “I hope you didn’t pay them yet,” he said, emphasizing the last part of the sentence.


“No, not yet.” Franz picked up the hint. “But I would be willing to pay you if you could take care of the little mutt. I think its ribs need to be taped, and just a little food and water. If you are willing to take it in, I can pay you something now, and more when I come back to see how he’s doing.”


“Come in, come in,” he cajoled. “I’m sure we can come to an arrangement. Just shut the gate behind you.”


He shuffled toward the door. The dogs ran out, barking, from under the porch, but he banished them with more cane swinging and cursing.


The shades were drawn and, at first, Franz couldn’t see anything as they entered the house. It smelled of dust and dogs. As his eyes adjusted to the dim light, Franz saw a living room, filled to overflowing with worn and faded furniture, and piled on top of it, newspapers, magazines, papers, and books. The old man moved several piles of newspapers off the sofa and onto the floor. He gestured toward it.


“Won’t you have a seat, Private …?”


“Private Schmidt. And you are?”


“Mr. Pavlik. Can I offer you something to drink, Private Schmidt?”


“Thank you. That would be very nice.” He sat down, holding the dog on his lap. The dusty smell billowed up from the upholstery as he sank into it.


After an interminable shuffling and clanging, Mr. Pavlik reappeared with two somewhat smudged glasses filled with warm beer, gave one to Franz, and sat on the opposite end of the sofa.


Franz took a sip and noticed, with surprise, that it was pretty good.


“A good beer,” he commented.


“Thank you. It’s a Pilsner. One of the things Czechs do well. One of the few, I’m sure. No doubt your German beers are superior, but still, as you say, a good beer. Are you a beer drinker, Private?”


“I enjoy a glass from time to time, but I’m more accustomed to wine. My family owns a small vineyard.”


“Indeed? What part of Germany are you from?”


“A small village in the southwest, not far from France.”


“So, you are a long way from home.”


The comment made him think of the Gypsy fortune-teller. She’d said the same thing.


Franz’s father had often hired Roma people to help harvest the grapes in their vineyard. The grapes grew on steep hillsides and had to be tended and picked by hand. At harvest time, it was crucial to get the crops in as quickly as possible, while they were at their peak of ripeness, and before the weather turned rainy and caused the grapes to rot.


Before he was old enough to help with the harvest, he’d played with the Gypsy children whenever he got a chance. His parents tried to discourage him, but they were too busy at harvest time to keep an eye on him, and he would slip away.


“I can’t tell you how glad I am that you Germans are here in the Sudetenland. We ethnic Germans have put up with too much from these Czechs.”


“You don’t say.”


“You saw how the crowds greeted you. They were delirious.”


“Yes, very nice.”


Franz had been pleased to be welcomed, just as they had been when they marched into Austria, but he felt uncomfortable with the old man’s attempts to ingratiate himself and changed the topic to the unusually mild weather. They sipped their beers, shared a few observations about the weather, and haggled a bit over the price before agreeing.


When they’d struck a deal, Franz handed over the little dog. The old man handled him gently, crooning to him, as he laid him down next to him.


“I will take good care of him; you can be sure of that. What’s his name?” Mr. Pavlik asked.


Franz paused and thought for a moment. “Rikono,” he said, remembering that he’d heard Gypsy children using that word for “dog.”


“Rikono, Rikono,” Mr. Pavlik repeated, stroking the dog.


They finished their beer. Franz gave Mr. Pavlik the amount they had agreed on and promised to come back when he could. With a handshake, he was on his way. Mr. Pavlik walked him to the gate. This time the dogs seemed to know that he was not a threat and they merely lifted their heads and growled a little.


“Don’t worry, I’ll take good care of him,” Mr. Pavlik assured him once again.


Franz brushed the brown fur off his gray jacket as he walked to the tavern. He decided not to mention the incident to his friends Paul and Rolf. They would tease him unmercifully about it.


They had known each other their whole lives. They were from the same village, they had gone to school together, and drafted together. Rolf was excited about being in the army, and thought of it as a big adventure, as playing soldiers had been when they were kids. He had liked being in the Hitler Youth and had swallowed the whole program.


Paul and Franz, on the other hand, had tried not to have anything more to do with the Hitler Youth than they had to. All that marching and the endless yammering on about the master race and racial hygiene seemed like a silly waste of time. He knew plenty of Germans who weren’t so great, and some non-Germans who were just fine.


Like his parents, Franz wasn’t convinced that Hitler was what Germany needed. They had listened to a few of his radio broadcasts and had been put off by them. His family was too busy to pay much attention to politics, but they were not opposed to Hitler, either.


“Let him have his chance,” they’d said.


After the years of unemployment, and news about strikes, riots, and government chaos, if people were working, and law and order maintained, that was the main thing. The rest was just politics, according to his parents. Nothing but a lot of talk to get people stirred up.


Paul and Franz felt that their lives were interrupted when drafted, and just wanted to put in their two years and get out. Rolf was thinking about making the army his career.


“Where have you been?” Rolf and Paul cried as he joined them at their table.


“I just lost track of time,” Franz said.


“Daydreaming as usual,” Paul said.


“Or were you chasing after the Zigeuner girl?” Rolf said with a smirk.


“Never mind all that. Just buy me a beer,” Franz said.












CHAPTER 3






When Josef came back from talking it over with his mother and brothers, he announced they would leave that night. They’d all agreed that it was dangerous to stay, though they hated to give up the profit from the sale of the horses, which they’d been counting on. They had a dozen horses that they had hoped to sell, in addition to the four they kept to pull the caravans.


“We’ll head away from the border and find a safe place to camp for the winter. Perhaps things will be back to normal by next spring. We should pack up this afternoon and leave after supper. We’ll head south—staying away from the main roads—then head into the woods to find a spot to camp overnight,” Josef said.


“I need to get milk for the baby,” Zofie said.


“Why didn’t you get it while you were in town?”


“I told you, the soldiers kicked us out. I didn’t have a chance.”


“Well, we’ll have to make do. Perhaps Antonie or Marianna will let you have some,” Josef said. Antonie was Uncle Emil’s wife, and Marianna was married to Uncle Tony.


“I don’t want to ask them.” Zofie flushed, thinking of how they smirked and gave each other sidelong glances because she wasn’t able to breastfeed her baby. “I think I’ll go to the farmer’s house to buy some milk. We’ve bought milk from them before.”


“Well, go quickly, then. We need to eat and get the wagon packed up before dark. I want to get a few miles down the road before we camp tonight.”


Zofie got the gallon-sized milk can, tied the baby on her hip with a large scarf, and called to Jana to come along to help her.


It was about a mile down the road to the farmer’s house. The sun slanted across the peaceful fields. The wind had turned chilly. Jana swung the milk can by her side, and Zofie crooned softly to baby Eduard as they walked briskly along.


The black and white dog barked as it ran to meet them. They strode forward, ignoring it while it circled them barking and baring its teeth. The farmer’s wife poked her graying head out the door of the house to see what was causing all the commotion. She stood, squinting at them, with crossed arms and a suspicious look on her face. She wore a kerchief on her head, an apron over a flowered housedress, a shapeless gray sweater, and a pair of rubber boots. As they came closer, she seemed to recognize them from previous years. She had occasionally sold them milk, eggs, and butter, at two or three times more than the price she could usually get for it. She called to the dog.


“That’s enough, Scruffy! Go lie down! Go lie down!” she commanded. The dog slowly sidled away, continuing to keep an eye on them.


“Beg your pardon, ma’am,” Zofie said in her most ingratiating manner, “but we need some milk for the baby. If you can spare us a little, I would be very grateful, and would pay you well.”


“I don’t know if I have much to sell,” she said, eyeing the size of the milk can.


“We’d be glad for whatever you can spare.”


Then the farmer came around from the back of the house, clad in bib overalls and knee-high rubber boots. He had a big stomach and a belligerent look on his round, red face.


“What’s this all about?” he asked his wife.


“They’ve come to buy milk,” she replied.


“Come thieving, more likely,” he said.


“No, sir,” Zofie replied, in a supplicating tone. “We want to buy some milk for the little one.” She thrust the baby toward him.


“Get that brat away from me! I saw her”—he pointed toward Jana—“stealing apples off my tree!”


“They were lying on the ground!” Jana retorted.


“That’s it! Get going or I’ll set the dog on you!” he shouted back.


“Oh, please, please!” Zofie begged.


“Scruffy, Scruffy, sic!” the farmer shouted.


The dog raced around the house, barking, with its teeth bared.


Zofie and Jana took off running at full speed, with little Eduard bobbling along on his mother’s hip. The dog soon caught up with them and started nipping at their heels. Jana swung hard with the milk can and bonked him on the side of the head. He let out a yelp, turned around, and headed home.


Zofie scolded her all the way back to camp for being so careless and being seen while collecting the apples.


Josef was equally dismayed. He was also angry with Zofie.


“If you had just gone to Antonie or Marianna, as I told you to do, you would have been better off! Now we still have no milk and have wasted time. Now hurry and start supper, then pack up the wagon.”


Zofie dashed around, barking orders at Jana and Lili.


“Gather some wood and get some water. Quickly!” She stayed in a bad mood all evening, making dire threats if the girls didn’t work quickly enough. Josef glowered, his mustache tips pointing down and his face set in a frown. Ion had been sent to see to the horses; to be sure they were fed and watered before the journey began.


It was getting dark by the time they had extinguished the campfires, packed the wagons, and gotten underway. The girls rode in the caravan with Zofie and the baby. Josef drove the wagon. His caravan was first, followed by Grandma’s, and then the two younger brothers’ caravans, followed by the extra horses.


As the wagon creaked and rumbled along, Zofie ignored Jana and talked to the other children.


After a time, Jana got bored. When Zofie was busy with the baby, she said, “I’m going to see what Ion is doing.” She hopped out the back door of the slowly moving caravan before Zofie had a chance to stop her.


Jana waited until the wagons had passed and found Ion with the other older boys at the back, riding the horses. They each held the reins of another riderless horse.


“Ion, Ion, give me the reins!” Jana ran alongside him and called out.


“Forget it! Go back to the wagon where you belong.”


“I can ride as well as you can. Please!” she implored. When he laughed at her, she yelled, “Just give it to me, or I’ll pound you.”


“Okay, okay. Suit yourself!” he said and flung the reins to her. She grabbed hold of the horse’s neck and leaped onto his back.


“Ion,” she said quietly, “I have an idea. Are you ready for some fun?”


“What kind of fun?” he asked.


“You know the farmers who wouldn’t sell us some milk?”


“Yeah.”


“What if we sneak over there and get some?”


“How? We’ll get in trouble.”


“Come on, don’t be such a baby. We’ll just ride over there. I’ll sneak in the barn, while you hold the horses. I’ll get the milk, and we’ll be back before anyone knows we’re missing.”


“What about the dog? You said there was a dog that chased you.”


“Don’t worry about the dog.” She pulled a wrapped-up chicken leg out of her pocket.


“And what are we going to say when Zofie wants to know where the milk came from?”


“Leave that to me. I’ll think of something,” she said.


“Okay, but if we get in trouble, I’m going to say you made me.”


“I don’t care. I’ll get the milk can, and then I’ll be back. Hang on to my horse.”


She threw the reins to him and nimbly jumped off the horse. She ran up to her wagon. The uncles paid no attention to her when she ran past them. Kids always ran back and forth while the caravan moved along.


She managed to untie the milk can from the side of the wagon. She’d taken the precaution of not tying it on too tightly while packing up, in case she had a chance to go through with her plan. She wrapped the folds of her skirt around it, hoping nobody would look too closely, and ran back to Ion.


“Here,” she said, handing it up to him.


She leaped back on her horse and took the reins.


“Let’s fall back,” she whispered. They slowed their horses and let the others pass them. Nicu, Emil’s oldest son, rode along with them for a while, chattering away. But they both ignored him, and finally he gave up and rode ahead to find more interesting company.


When they went around a bend, they let the others disappear. Then Jana said, “Let’s go!”


They wheeled their horses around and walked in the other direction. When they thought they were out of earshot, they kicked the horses and galloped off toward the farm.


The speed was exhilarating. The fresh wind washed over Jana’s face, arms, and legs. As they neared the farm, they slowed the horses to a walk. They turned on a path into the woods that Jana knew led to the apple tree. She had planned that they would ride across the field and approach the barn from the back. Now that it was dark, they could do that without being seen.


They jumped their horses across the fence and made their way slowly across the field. Jana strained to hear any indication that the farmer, his wife, or the dog had spotted them. All was quiet as they got to the barn and dismounted.


“Hang on to my horse,” Jana whispered as she took the milk can from her brother. “Take some of this chicken”—she gave him some, and kept some—“in case you see the dog.”


She crept toward the back door of the barn. She waded through a pile of manure as she snuck toward the door in the dark and stifled a yelp of disgust. She slid the door to the side, and it groaned a little on its hinges. She stopped, listening for any reaction. But all she heard was her breath, which sounded like a roaring wind, and the restless movement of the cow in the barn.


She crept through the small opening in the door. The cow was facing away from her in the narrow stall. It craned its neck around, eyes wide with fear, and stamped its back feet.


“Hurry up!” Ion hissed through the door.


“Shut up!” she whispered.


She wedged her way in beside the cow and patted it on its side, murmuring to calm it, as she did with horses. Then, after removing the cover of the milk can, which she hooked on a nail, she leaned under the cow and milked into the can. The stream of milk made a pinging sound, and a cat startled her as it came meowing around the corner to see if it could get some milk. Jana ignored it, and working quickly, filled the can, replaced the cover, and slipped back out the door.


“I’ll hold the horses—get on,” she whispered. When Ion was on his horse, she handed him the milk can and jumped up on her horse.


“We have what we came for—let’s ride straight to the road,” she said. As they rode past the farmer’s house, the dog came tearing out from under the porch, barking. They both tossed their chicken toward him and kicked their horses into a run. They laughed as they tore back down the road, gravel spraying out from under the horses’ hooves.


After a half hour or so of fast riding, they caught back up with the others.


“Where were you?” the other boys asked.


“Oh, nowhere. Just for a ride.” And though the boys begged, Jana and Ion wouldn’t tell them.


Jana rode along with the boys until the caravan turned off on a path into the woods where they stopped for the night. She took the milk can and retied it to the side of the wagon. Then she went to the stream and washed her feet and legs, just downstream from where the boys were watering the horses. The water was icy cold. With her teeth chattering, she ran back to the wagon and nestled between the feather quilts with her sisters, who were nearly asleep. Lili asked sleepily, “Where were you?”


“Never mind. Go to sleep,” Jana said, then rolled over and fell asleep, dreaming about the day’s events.


The next day dawned bright and cold. Jana woke up to the odor of pine trees and coffee brewing, and the sound of wind in the pine trees. She jumped out of bed, smiling to herself over the adventures of the previous night. She watched as Zofie bustled around the campfire. After a while, Zofie went to get the milk can. She seemed resigned to having to appeal to one of her sisters-in-law for some milk for the baby, after all. When she unhooked it from the side of the wagon, her eyes opened wide with surprise, and then narrowed with suspicion.


“Oh, did I tell you? Somebody—Nicu, I think—brought that. I’m not sure where he got it,” Jana said.


“I know you’re lying. Don’t think I don’t,” Zofie hissed. She glanced over at Papa, not wanting to get him stirred up.


Jana laughed, while Zofie glared at her.


They traveled several more days before settling in at a campsite. They’d camped here before. It was an abandoned farm, off a deserted logging road. The property, owned by a friendly farmer, couldn’t be seen from the road. Water was available from an old well, and from a nearby stream.


They could get food and firewood from the woods. The boys could catch fish in the stream, and fashion snares to trap birds, squirrels, rabbits, and other small game. Papa knew a shop owner in the nearby village who was willing to sell them any supplies they needed, without asking too many questions. If they kept a low profile, they might be able to stay here through the winter.


The men constructed a shelter for the horses from saplings and canvas, for the cold months ahead. They would rather have had the money from selling the horses than extra horses to feed. But perhaps they would be able to do some horse-trading later. The days passed peacefully, and they settled into a quiet rhythm.




OEBPS/nav.xhtml




Contents





		Cover



		Title Page



		Copyright



		Dedication



		Chapter 1



		Chapter 2



		Chapter 3



		Chapter 4



		Chapter 5



		Chapter 6



		Chapter 7



		Chapter 8



		Chapter 9



		Chapter 10



		Chapter 11



		Chapter 12



		Chapter 13



		Chapter 14



		Chapter 15



		Chapter 16



		Chapter 17



		Chapter 18



		Chapter 19



		Chapter 20



		Chapter 21



		Chapter 22



		Chapter 23



		Chapter 24



		Chapter 25



		Chapter 26



		Chapter 27



		Chapter 28



		Chapter 29



		Chapter 30



		Chapter 31



		Chapter 32



		Chapter 33



		Historical Notes



		Acknowledgments



		About the Author



		Selected Titles from She Writes Press











Guide





		Cover



		Title Page



		Copyright



		Dedication



		Chapter 1



		Historical Notes



		Acknowledgments



		Start to Contents











Pagebreaks of the Print Version





		Cover Page



		iii



		iv



		v



		1



		2



		3



		4



		5



		6



		7



		8



		9



		10



		11



		12



		13



		14



		15



		16



		17



		18



		19



		20



		21



		22



		23



		24



		25



		26



		27



		28



		29



		30



		31



		32



		33



		34



		35



		36



		37



		38



		39



		40



		41



		42



		43



		44



		45



		46



		47



		48



		49



		50



		51



		52



		53



		54



		55



		56



		57



		58



		59



		60



		61



		62



		63



		64



		65



		66



		67



		68



		69



		70



		71



		72



		73



		74



		75



		76



		77



		78



		79



		80



		81



		82



		83



		84



		85



		86



		87



		88



		89



		90



		91



		92



		93



		94



		95



		96



		97



		98



		99



		100



		101



		102



		103



		104



		105



		106



		107



		108



		109



		110



		111



		112



		113



		114



		115



		116



		117



		118



		119



		120



		121



		122



		123



		124



		125



		126



		127



		128



		129



		130



		131



		132



		133



		134



		135



		136



		137



		138



		139



		140



		141



		142



		143



		144



		145



		146



		147



		148



		149



		150



		151



		152



		153



		154



		155



		156



		157



		158



		159



		160



		161



		162



		163



		164



		165



		166



		167



		168



		169



		170



		171



		172



		173



		174



		175



		176



		177



		178



		179



		180



		181



		182



		183



		184



		185



		186



		187



		188



		189



		190



		191



		192



		193



		194



		195



		196



		197



		198



		199



		200



		201



		202



		203



		204



		205



		206



		207



		208



		209



		210



		211



		212



		213



		214



		215



		216



		217



		218



		219



		220



		221



		222



		223



		224



		225



		226



		227



		228



		229



		230



		231



		232



		233



		234



		235



		236



		237



		238



		239



		240



		241



		242



		243



		244



		245



		246



		247



		248



		249



		250



		251



		252



		253



		254



		255



		256



		257



		258



		259



		260



		261



		262



		263



		264



		265



		267



		269













OEBPS/images/9781647424350.jpg





OEBPS/images/title.jpg
CARAVANS

in the

DARK

A NOVEL

B. K. OLDRE

swp

SHE WRITES PrESss









